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KATRIN RÖDER AND ILSE WISCHER (POTSDAM)
Preface

The Anglistentag 2012 took place at the University of Potsdam from 19th-22nd
September for the first time in a tightened format, with five sections on two days
instead of formerly six sections on three days. It was organized by Ilse Wischer and
Katrin Röder. In the history of the German Association of University Teachers of
English (Anglistenverband) this was the first time that the Annual Meeting took place
in Potsdam, which in the very year celebrated the 300th birthday of King Frederick II
of Prussia.
After a very successful and well-attended workshop entitled "Von der Habilitation zur
Berufung", which was hosted by Jana Gohrisch, Merle Tönnies and Andrea Sand, the
Annual Meeting opened on Wednesday evening with a conference warming at a
typical local restaurant, the Seekrug, situated at the Templiner See. The official conference opening took place on Thursday morning in the Auditorium Maximum of
Potsdam University. Julika Griem, the president of the Anglistenverband as well as
Ilse Wischer and Ria De Bleser, then vice-president for International Affairs of the
University of Potsdam, welcomed the guests of the conference and thanked the
organizers and the institutions and people who supported the event. The opening also
saw the award ceremonies for three prizes: the prize of the Helene-Richter-Foundation
donated by Prof. Dr. Dr. h.c. Franz K. Stanzel (Graz), the Association's Dissertationspreis, and the Journalist Prize, which was awarded to Mr. Willi Winkler from Süddeutsche Zeitung.
After the official opening, the first plenary lecture of the conference, entitled "Spectral
Ireland: After the Celtic Tiger", was held by Christopher Morash, the keynote speaker
of section I, "Recent Ireland: Visions and Revisions of Irishness from the 1990s to
Today". It was followed by four papers in each of the five parallel sections (see
below). The academic programme of the first day of the conference was concluded by
Mark Sebba, the keynote speaker of section V, "Electronic Discourse". His plenary
lecture was entitled "Patterns of English: new ways of combining languages in texts".
The first day of the conference was rounded off with a reception by the Lord Mayor of
the city of Potsdam, Mr. Jann Jakobs, at the town hall.
Friday, the second day of the conference, started with the final two papers in each
section, followed by Martin Rowson's plenary lecture "From the Pedestal to the Panel:
Literary Adaptation and the Aesthetics of Sequential Art". Martin Rowson was the
keynote speaker of section IV, "Comics and Graphic Novels". The conference
programme was supplemented by John Pegum's presentation of the ProQuest Research
Library, entitled "What is an Electronic Text? The Challenges and Rewards of Using
Online Literary Texts" and by Elke Teich's and Christian Mair's software demonstration on "Common Language Resources and Technology Infrastructure – Deutschland
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(CLARIN-D) – New Horizons in the Digital Humanities". The official conference
programme was concluded by the General Meeting of the Anglistenverband, which
took place in the Auditorium Maximum of the university. The conference ended on
Friday night with a conference dinner at the event restaurant "Prinz Eisenherz" in
Potsdam Babelsberg in the Ufa Film City and with a boat trip on the river Havel on
Saturday morning.
This volume includes the following contributions:
Section I: Recent Ireland: Visions and Revisions of Irishness from the 1990s to Today,
chaired by Sarah Heinz, Anton Kirchhofer, Katharina Rennhak and Michaela SchrageFrüh. All papers from this section (by Chris Morash, Jochen Achilles, Silke Stroh,
Joanna Rostek, Joachim Fischer, Werner Huber, and Christian Lassen) are included in
this volume.
Section II: Recent Trends in Romantic Studies, organized by Stefanie Fricke, Rosa
Karl and Gerold Sedlmayr. All contributions (by Christoph Reinfandt, Ralf Haekel,
Anthony John Harding, Christa Knellwolf King, Monika Class, and Ute Berns) are
published in this volume.
Section III: Apocalypse and Literature, chaired by Sibylle Baumbach and Anja MüllerWood. The papers by Susanne Schmid, Björn Quiring and Heike Hartung are included
in this volume, followed by abstracts of the papers by Hermann Josef Real, Dominik
Wallerius, and Gerd Bayer.
Section IV: Comics and Graphic Novels, organized by Dirk Vanderbeke, Sebastian
Domsch and Astrid Böger. All contributions from this section (by Martin Rowson,
Ellen Grünkemeier, Nicole Glaubitz, Sandra Heinen, Felicitas Meifert-Menhard,
Therese-Marie Meyer, and Sandra Martina Schwab) are included in this volume.
Section V: Electronic Discourse, organized by Markus Bieswanger and Andrea Sand.
The papers from this section (by Klaus P. Schneider, Christian R. Hoffmann, Jenny
Arendholz, Tanja Angelovska and Angela Hahn, Dagmar Deuber and Andrea Sand,
and Christian Mair) are published in this volume.
We would like to express our gratitude to Dr.-Ing. Dr. Sabine Kunst, Minister of
Science, Research and Culture of Brandenburg for offering her patronage for the
conference. We would like to thank the German Research Foundation and the Universitätsgesellschaft Potsdam for their generous financial support. We would like to thank
everyone who helped to make the Anglistentag in Potsdam a memorable, successful
and delightful conference, above all our secretaries Marlies Lofing and Simone
Heinze. Special thank goes to Lascha Sochadse, who did an excellent job by arranging
the website, compiling the conference brochure and last but not least by formally
putting together this volume. We would like to extend our gratitude to all student
helpers, to the team of the Studentenwerk Potsdam and to the Mayor's office.

Section I
Recent Ireland:
Visions and Revisions of Irishness from the 1990s to Today

Chair:
Sarah Heinz
Anton Kirchhofer
Katharina Rennhak
Michaela Schrage-Früh

SARAH HEINZ (MANNHEIM), ANTON KIRCHHOFER (OLDENBURG),
KATHARINA RENNHAK (WUPPERTAL) AND MICHAELA SCHRAGE-FRÜH
(MAINZ/LIMERICK)
Recent Ireland: Visions and Revisions of Irishness
from the 1990s to Today: Introduction

Around 2000 it seemed that there was no better place to be in the world than Ireland.
Ireland was (and still is) one of the western world's most youthful societies with 40%
of the population being under the age of 25 (Kuhling/Keohane 2007, 108). In addition
to being youthful, Ireland was also extremely happy as the Economist Intelligence
Unit (EIU) found out in a survey published in November 2004. The survey measured
the quality of life in 111 countries and found that the Republic of Ireland was the happiest society in the world (cf. Kuhling/Keohane 2007, 109). The high score was explained as follows:
Ireland wins […] because it successfully combines the most desirable elements of the new – the
fourth highest gross domestic product per head in the world in 2005, low unemployment, political liberties – with the preservation of certain cosy elements of the old, such as stable family
and community life. (quoted in Kuhling/Keohane 2007, 109)

The EIU report sets the tone for much recent commentary on Irish society today, its
decline and problems after an accelerated phase of modernization: the new is basically
defined as affluence and labour and thus in economic terms, while the old is associated
with a connection to one's past and history and the more private spaces of the family
and the community. In the wake of the Celtic Tiger, however, Ireland managed to
combine the best of the old and the new, or so the positive evaluation of the EIU report
suggests.
In this context of combining old and new, it is telling that the use of the adjective
'cosy' reappears as it echoes one of the central speeches of post-independence Ireland,
the famous 1943 St. Patrick's Day speech by Éamon de Valera. This speech was held
six years after the Irish Constitution had been adopted and fifty years after the foundation of the Gaelic League. The Taoiseach envisioned "the Ireland that we dreamed of"
as
a land whose countryside would be bright with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages
would be joyous with the sounds of industry, with the romping of sturdy children, the contest of
athletic youths and the laughter of happy maidens, whose firesides would be forums for the wisdom of serene old age. The home, in short, of a people living the life that God desires that men
should live. (quoted in Lee 1989, 334)

This echoing of de Valera's "cosy" suggests that in spite of enormous changes in terms
of its economy, landscape and cityscape, politics and society Ireland had succeeded in
keeping its unique cultural self and traditions that value community, family and soli-
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darity. At the beginning of the millennium the Irish seemed to enjoy life in the thoroughly modernised yet unique land that they had dreamed of.
However, other events and statistics create a somewhat darker impression. In 2004, an
overwhelming majority of the Irish (79%) had decided in the Referendum on Citizenship to amend the Constitution by a definition of citizenship as jus sanguinis. Citizenship was no longer determined by place of birth but by having at least one ancestor
who was a citizen of Ireland. Thus, the new amendment still included the Irish diaspora abroad, but excluded recent immigrants (see e.g. Kelly 2008, 168). But the Irish
not only felt threatened by immigration. Irish society also experienced soaring "rates
of suicide and deliberate self-harm […] especially among young people who […]
seemingly have everything to live for" (Kuhling/Keohane 2007, 112). Out of a population of 4 million people, 300.000 Irish were medicated for depression in 2005 (Kuhling/
Keohane 2007, 107).
Kuhling and Keohane have suggested that it is the "paradoxical condition of accelerated modernization and stasis" (2007, 114) which engendered the equally paradoxical mood that characterized the years before the financial crisis hit Ireland in
2008. In 2004, 'the Irish' were young, there was almost full employment, and the atmosphere seemed to be one of opportunities and expanded moral, social and economic
horizons. Or: 'They had never had it so good.' Yet, 'the Irish' felt threatened, swamped
or beleaguered by people coming to Ireland, they were depressed and suicidal, and
there was a feeling of loss.
To many commentators the very economic successes of Celtic Tiger Ireland seem responsible for people's concomitant feelings of disorientation and loss. Already in 1996,
the Economist magazine posed the question of whether traditional Irish values had
changed – had a people who had often been represented as the antithesis of materialistic values become greedy and self-obsessed? Those who suggested that traditional allegiances were replaced by a negative individualism were in turn faced with a seemingly
simple question: did they want a return to the sad old days of dole and emigration
queues (Ferriter 2004, 4)? Roddy Doyle's comment on stories circulating in mid-1990s
Ireland in his foreword to The Deportees demonstrates that many struggled to find an
answer but found themselves unable to move beyond a purely ironic response:
Three or four years into our new national prosperity, I was already reading and hearing elegies
to the simpler times, before we became so materialistic – the happy days when more people left
Ireland than were born here; when we were afraid to ask anyone what they did for a living, because the answer might be 'Nothing'; when we sent our pennies and our second-hand clothes to
Africa but never saw a flesh-and-blood African. (xii)

Doyle's irony hints at one of the greatest inherent dangers of nostalgia: nostalgic notions of Irishness are connected to ethnic homogeneity, to a position of victimhood and
a shared past and thus to a national self which is based on essentialist concepts of identity and history that exclude recent arrivals in a logic that seems to come naturally. The
ironic stance is less suitable (than Doyle's astute and fierce social criticism elsewhere),
however, to address and deal with the problems inherent in the new dominant discourse which gives priority to economic prosperity and which turns Ireland into an
actor on the stage of "a radical free-market or Anglo-American informational capital-
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ism" (Kirby, Gibbons and Cronin 2002, 2). Doyle's quotation, thus, also corroborates
George O'Brien's attempt to explain the paradoxes associated with Celtic Tiger Ireland, or as he puts it, the prevailing "sense of rupture" that characterizes Ireland at the
turn of the millennium: The old stories of home and nation, O'Brien suggests, have lost
their appeal, but the new stories and narratives of internationalization and urbanization, globalization and consumption have not come with the "same credibility and cultural appeal as those with which they are competing for attention" (2012, xi). Attempting to resolve this dilemma, Peadar Kirby, Luke Gibbons and Michael Cronin
have adopted Declan Kiberd's influential idea and conceptualized the same constellation as 'reinventing Ireland' in a collection of articles that analyses the "'reinvented'
Ireland" of the 1990s. By focusing on dynamic cultural processes, they also try to explain or at least "to identify resources for reimagining and reinventing a different Ireland of the future" (Kirby, Gibbons, and Cronin 2002, 2). Ten years and a devastating
financial crisis later, it is the aim of the contributions to this section to evaluate the
most recent search for new ways to narrate or reinvent Ireland.
Perhaps we should indeed think of these paradoxical phenomena in the context of the
characteristic conditions of social modernity. In a wide range of forms, modern and
secular societies have arguably been as concerned with the one as with the other issue:
the negotiation of inclusion, exclusion and the proper modes of access to the privileges
of citizenship, and the 'biopolitical' fostering and management of the physical and
mental well-being of their population. Recent Ireland would then be discovering the
complexities and the intricacies of this modern condition, along with the benefits of
the economic boom, and both paradoxical phenomena would form part of a narrative
of modernization and its costs.
That narrative is supported by the fact that the society created in the wake of that boom
clearly gave the impression of a commitment to defining itself as 'modern' and 'secular'
in almost all those areas of social and sexual morality where, from the 1930s to the
1980s, its legal and constitutional norms had largely been in accordance with the doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church. When Éamon de Valera spoke of the ways in
which "God desires that men should live", what he had also meant were the ways in
which the Catholic Church desired people to live. While most large Western European
nations altered their legislation on homosexuality, divorce, abortion and contraception
during the 1960s and 1970s, Ireland rejected any participation in this process well into
the 1980s. In 1983, a referendum to include the "right to life" in the Irish Constitution
ruled out the possibility of any legal provision permitting abortion, whatever the reason. In 1986 a proposal to legalize divorce under certain circumstances was defeated
and in the same year, the Irish High Court rejected the plea of Joyce-scholar and gay
activist David Norris and maintained the legal provision which criminalized homosexual contacts between consenting adults. In the 1990s, however, it appeared that Irish
society was ready to accord its members the right to live the lives that they themselves
desired to live. The decriminalization of homosexuality took legal effect in 1993, in
consequence of a decision of the European Court of Human Rights. In 1996, after a
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successful referendum in favour of removing the ban on divorce legislation from the
Irish constitution, a divorce law was enacted.1
In a parallel development the Roman Catholic Church, whose views and norms for
social life had been the foundation of de Valera's vision of Ireland, suffered a substantial loss of authority and influence. The later 1990s were marked by a series of disclosures which showed that to a significant extent the practice of the Church ran contrary
to its principles. As the former victims began to speak up, orphanages and similar religious institutions which had been presumed and had claimed to be run on a spirit of
charity turned out to be settings of systemic cruelty and oppression. Even more damaging, there were numerous cases of sexual abuse of children by Catholic priests, and the
realization that church authorities had invariably elected to protect the abusing priest
while showing hardly any concern for the victims. Gerry Smyth describes "[t]he slow
death of Irish Catholicism" as "a bitter, harrowing process to observe" (Smyth 2012,
134).
The question how the economic crisis would impact these developments has been
raised repeatedly. Will the crisis spell its end, or will it turn out to be another – painful
– step in the narrative of modernization? The change brought on by the economic
downturn of autumn 2008 has been massive. This time, to adapt Roddy Doyle's famous phrase,2 Ireland went to bed as a Tiger, and woke up as one of Europe's PIGS.3
A few figures may be enough to indicate how the climate of affluence turned into a
climate of austerity in the space of a few months: The unemployment rate rose from
4.8 % in January 2008 to 8.5 % in December of that year, and has been rising continually since (the current figure for 2012 is 14.8 %). Unemployment among 15-24 yearolds is more than twice as high: December 2007: 9.4 % (lower than the German rate,
which was 11.4 % at the time); March 2012: 30.3 % (cf. Sedghi 2012). Those who
found employment or kept their jobs had to negotiate decreasing salaries. "Average
household incomes […] fell by 19 per cent between 2007 and 2010, an almost identical decline to that of nominal GDP" (O'Brien 2011).
The regressive potential of the crisis appears to have been limited, however. The
measures taken towards economic recovery appear to be taking a slow but steady effect. According to critic Gerry Smith, the crisis brought to light a set of underlying
social and economic problems, and its extent is a measure of the extent of the failure to
address these problems during the boom years. On the economic side, Smyth identifies
the fact that the boom was fuelled by foreign-owned companies as well as by the profits of merchant bankers without a sense of social responsibility. Behind these, and
even more fundamental, was the failure of the political class in Ireland: "Localism and
rampant clientelism are the defining characteristics of Irish political life" (Smyth 2012,

1
2
3

The ban on abortion remains the only exception here. A referendum proposing to amend the
constitution so that abortion might become legal in certain restricted cases was defeated in 1992.
In The Deportees Doyle, famously, describes his experience of the 1990s: "I went to bed in one
country and woke up in a different one" (2007, xi).
The acronym lists those countries thought most likely to collapse under the strain of the economic crisis: Portugal, Ireland, Greece, and Spain.
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135). If the crisis is productive of change in this situation, it may prove to have been a
step in the continuing modernization of Ireland.
In what ways have these radical transformations impacted Irish literary and cultural
production? In what ways have they changed concepts of Irish identity? Since female
authors are underrepresented in the articles collected here, it should be emphasised
that, arguably, throughout the 1990s women writers were major innovators on the Irish
literary scene, moving formerly tabooed subjects such as female sexuality to the centre
of Irish literary and cultural production and critically commenting on sexist legislation
and Catholic bigotry. At the same time, women poets renegotiated what Eavan Boland
famously diagnosed as the "fusion of the national and the feminine which seemed to
simplify both" (Boland 1996, 128). They thus radically revised traditional symbolic
representations at the heart of Irish national identity and turned from "being the objects
of Irish poems to being the authors of them" (Boland 1996, 126). To illustrate the significance of such a shift, not only with regard to Irish poetry but to all areas of Irish
literary and cultural production, it must suffice here to point to the publication of the
Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing (1991), a three-volume monumental and supposedly representative work in which women's writing was so severely underrepresented that two additional volumes devoted to writing by Irish women were published
in 2002.
Many critics have recently complained that Irish writers have much less to say about
the sudden economic prosperity that befell the Irish around the turn of the millennium.
There is agreement that Irish authors have found intelligent and aesthetically rewarding ways to critically renegotiate the Ireland of de Valera's dream which lasted well
into the 1980s. Examples for this kind of literature abound and one can just randomly
pick some titles to hint at the great variety of different approaches: novels such as Patrick McCabe's The Butcher Boy (1992) or Nuala O'Faolain's My Dream of You (2001)
or plays like Sebastian Barry's The Steward of Christendom (1995) or Marina Carr's By
the Bog of Cats (1998). Representations of the Irish present, in contrast, are regarded
to be scarce and shallow as they tend to focus on what Declan Kiberd calls the "bright
lights and shiny surfaces" (Kiberd 2009; cf. Burns 2010, n.p.) of Celtic Tiger Ireland
which provides the perfect setting for chicklit and thrillers. Critical engagement with
the new affluence and its ensuing cultural, demographic and social changes are said to
be slow to emerge. As Julian Gough scathingly put it: "If there is a movement in Ireland, it is backwards. Novel after novel set in the nineteen seventies, sixties, fifties.
Reading award-winning Irish literary fiction, you wouldn't know television had been
invented" (Gough 2010).
This is clearly not the full picture though. Quite a few writers have indeed critically
engaged with the ugly underbelly of the Celtic Tiger. Satirical novels such as Éilís Ní
Dhuibhne's Fox, Swallow, Scarecrow (2005) and Peter Cunningham's Capital Sins
(2010) or films like Adam & Paul (2004), Mark O'Halloran's (writer) and Lenny Abrahamson's (director) bleak comedy about two Dublin drug addicts, are cases in point.
What is more, the look backwards to a pre-Celtic Tiger past taken by other writers
such as Colm Tóibín, Anne Enright or Joseph O'Connor may well be read as oblique
commentary on the present in its own right. Indeed, coming to terms with and rein-
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scribing the past in the present may be essential to the process of redefining Irish identity. As Anne Enright's Booker Prize winning novel The Gathering (2007) demonstrates, coming to terms with the past is not only necessitated by new discoveries of
past atrocities (like child abuse in state and church institutions) which in turn points to
the necessity to constantly rewrite and adjust historical accounts. The probing of Enright's narrator-protagonist Veronica of the devastating silences surrounding child
abuse and other traumatic experiences which seem to define the "anatomy and mechanism of a family – a whole fucking country" (Enright 2007, 168) also demonstrate that
it is vital for the traumatized to eventually find a language that allows them to share
their experiences and redress the wrongs. It is in this context, too, that Neil Jordan's
film Breakfast on Pluto (2005), based on Patrick McCabe's 1998 novel of the same
title and featuring a transsexual protagonist in pre-Celtic Tiger Ireland, must be regarded as a significant contribution to Celtic Tiger Ireland's reassessment of the past
that envisions a different future. Thus, in his contribution in this section, Christian
Lassen shows how Jordan's film offers "new ways of contemplating 'Irish' issues like
Catholicism and The Troubles" by means of the ultimately "healing" camp perspective,
which emerges as "a narrative strategy in its own right" (p. 89).
In his keynote lecture on "Spectral Ireland", Chris Morash demonstrates how contemporary authors increasingly engage in breaking up past-present binaries and assumptions of linear chronological developments. He provides a much more differentiated
approach to the "disjunctive temporality" (p. 12) that characterises Irish literature today and that is shown to be markedly different from earlier 19th- and 20th-century
forms of "spatio-temporal disorientation experienced in Ireland" (p. 13).
Increasingly, writers and film makers choose to locate their works outside Ireland's
geographical boundaries, suggesting a post- and transnational rebranding of Irishness.
In the same vein, many cultural and literary scholars (like e.g. Patrick Lonergan in his
award-winning study Theatre and Globalization: Irish Drama in the Celtic Tiger Era
[2009]) abandon or refashion the traditional critical paradigm of Irish Studies, which
are now often criticized for being overly preoccupied with questions of national identity. Werner Huber's article, which discusses the exploitation of stereotypical images
of Ireland and "the 'un-Irishing' of […] themes" (p. 75) in the McDonagh brothers'
œuvre is a case in point. In contrast, Joachim Fischer's imagological analysis of the
Irish image of Germany in works by John Banville and Hugo Hamilton, among others,
highlights Ireland's inextricable and diverse intercultural links with Europe in general
and Germany in particular.
The increasing presence of recent arrivals in Ireland from Africa, Asia and Eastern
Europe has changed not only the Irish cityscapes but increasingly also the Irish literary
map. Thus, besides works by established writers such as Roddy Doyle or Dermot Bolger, who adopt the migrants' perspective, the "New Irish" themselves have contributed
to post-Celtic Tiger literature and culture. Here, again, we are often made to feel the
spectral presence of the past, when, for instance, an Irish canonical work such as
Synge's Playboy of the Western World is rewritten to feature a Nigerian Christy Mahon in a new version of the play co-written by Roddy Doyle and the Irish-Nigerian
playwright Bisi Adigun (Allen Randolph 2010, 36). Similarly, the anthology Landing
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Places: Immigrant Poets in Ireland (2010) provides an insight into what the editors
call "the diverse poetic output of Ireland's immigrant communities" which is "at the
heart of what shapes Irishness today" (xxv). Joanna Rostek's contribution in this section on "Econotopic Constellations in Recent Literature about Polish Migrants in Ireland" focuses on the relationship of capital(ism) and patterns of mobility and shows
that European power structures have remained inflexible and that "migrants are pushed
to the country's geographic, economic, and social margins" even in a country, like Ireland, which looks back on a long and painful tradition of emigration (p. 58).
Jochen Achilles also focuses on literary representations of "the conflicts of individuals
[that] are dependent upon interrelations of social and economic structures" in his contribution "Transnational Ireland and Elizabeth Kuti's Drama", which "provides a transnational, both Irish and American, perspective" on international business transactions
in the global world (p. 25). His article, like Silke Stroh's, demonstrates that the recent
interest in the transnational and transcultural dimension of Irish identity also adds new
impetus to debates on Ireland's status as postcolonial. Silke Stroh systematically investigates not only the role postcolonial Irish Studies have "played in inspiring other
'white' and intra-European postcolonialisms", but also points to a number of recent
"cross-fertilisations" between Irish and Scottish postcolonial discourses (p. 35).
It goes without saying that the limited scope of this section cannot capture all facets
and shades of post-Celtic Tiger literary and cultural output. For instance, poetry is underrepresented in this section, despite its thriving presence on the Irish literary scene.
However, the glimpses provided by the contributions assembled here document the
variety and richness of recent Irish literary and cultural production engaged in revising
outdated versions of Irishness as well as exploring, responding to and fuelling a society and culture in flux. These papers also bring to light the European dimension of Irish
literary and cultural studies, a flourishing field of research that has inspired not only
numerous Centres and Associations of Irish Studies all over Europe, but also the
founding of EFACIS, the European Federation of Associations and Centres of Irish
Studies, in 1998 whose declared aim it is to "promote interest in and support the expansion of Irish Studies throughout Europe" (EFACIS). In a similar spirit, we hope
that this section on "Recent Ireland" may contribute to 'hibernicising' the German Anglistik (where no Association of Irish Studies exists as yet) and stimulate further endeavours of exploring the changes in post-Celtic Tiger Ireland as well as the cultural
and literary works in which these changes are negotiated.
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CHRISTOPHER MORASH (MAYNOOTH)
Spectral Ireland: After the Celtic Tiger

If nothing else, the economic crisis that began in 2008 has made it possible in Ireland
to find a new position of critical distance from which to view the literature of the
1990s. From this fresh, if not entirely comfortable, perspective, certain works are now
beginning to appear definitional for the decade, among them Conor McPherson's play,
The Weir (1997).1 The play takes place in a setting that seems to epitomise what we
might call "traditional Ireland": a pub in the west of Ireland (described in the stage directions as "Northwest Leitrim or Sligo"); a group of men, locals from the area, spend
much of their considerable spare time in the pub. An educated, middle-class woman
from Dublin, Valerie, arrives to stay in the area, and starts frequenting in the pub. One
by one, the men begin to tell ghost stories; when it comes to Valerie's turn, she tells
them how her life fell apart when her daughter, Niamh, accidentally drowned in a local
swimming pool. And then, one morning, the telephone rang:
So I went down and answered it. And. The line was very faint. It was like a crossed line. There
were voices, but I couldn't hear what they were saying. And then I heard Niamh. She said,
'Mammy?' And I ... just said, you know, Yes.' Short Pause. And she said... She wanted me to
come and collect her. I mean, I wasn't sure whether this was a dream or her leaving us had been
a dream. I just said, 'Where are you?' (McPherson 1997, 39)

The year before, Seamus Heaney's 1996 collection The Spirit Level included a poem
entitled "A Call"; that poem has some curious resonances with the pivotal scene in
McPherson's play:
'Hold on,' she said, 'I'll just run out and get him.
The weather here's so good, he took the chance
To do a bit of weeding.'
So I saw him
Down on his hands and knees beside the leek rig,
Touching, inspecting, separating one
Stalk from the other, gently pulling up
Everything not tapered, frail and leafless,
Pleased to feel each little weed-root break,
But rueful also…
Then found myself listening to
The amplified grave ticking of hall clocks
Where the phone lay unattended in a calm
Of mirror glass and sunstruck pendulums…
And found myself then thinking: if it were nowadays,
This is how Death would summon Everyman.
Next thing he spoke and I nearly said I loved him. (Heaney 1996, 64)

1

Conor McPherson, The Weir, directed by Ian Rickson, Royal Court Theatre, London (July 4, 1997).
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There are, of course, differences here; in The Weir, Valerie's daughter, Niamh, has, in
fact, died; and the voice heard at the end of the line is either uncanny (to use Todorov's
taxonomy), in which case it is an auditory hallucination produced by grief; or it is
marvellous, and she has really spoken to the dead. For both the audience in the theatre,
and the fictional audience in the pub, there is that moment of the fantastic, "a certain
hesitation", as Todorov put it, "common to reader and character, who must decide
whether or not what they perceive derives from 'reality' as it exists in the common
opinion" (Todorov 1975, 41). In The Weir, the child on the end of the line is frightened,
and wants to come home; as such, the audience shares with the characters not only an
uncertainty as to whether they believe in her supernatural existence; we all equally
share an ambivalence as to whether we want her to be present – or, more precisely, to
be a non-present presence – or whether it would be better were she truly gone. The
complex ambivalence that the scene thus produces in our experience of loss, therefore,
suggests that something more is at stake.
In Heaney's poem, the situation is slightly different; the poet's father has not died; the
silent phone line, the emptiness imagined on the other end, punctuated only by the
"grave"(weighting the word with double meaning) ticking of the clock conjures up the
absence that must come with the father's inevitable demise. Once again, however, we
are pointed towards something more here than just the imagined absence of the father
in the curious, apparently casual, line: "If it were nowadays,/ This is how Death would
summon Everyman." It is, of course, always "nowadays", so the conditional verb tense
sits uneasily in the sentence, much as if one were to say "if this were the present." As
with The Weir, there is thus another absence here, more profound than the imagined
loss of his father (as profound as that would be); it is the loss of a world in which
Death can summon Everyman, the figures from the medieval morality play evoking an
entire metaphysical teleology relegated to a wistful conditionality. In the place of personified Death, of Heaven and Hell, we have, instead, the surface shine of the material
world: the polished glass table, the empty silence of the telephone line, and, of course,
the ticking of the clock as time passes in a world with no grand narrative of redemption.
As the image of the clock in "A Call" (accentuated by the poem's tick-tock metre) reminds us, when the worlds of the living and of the dead come into contact (even by
telephone), we are in a situation in which, as Hamlet puts it upon seeing his dead father, "the time is out of joint" (Hamlet I:v). John Frow provides us with a very useful
way of thinking about this kind of disjunctive temporality when he argues that "indigenous people inhabit modernity not as an archaic remnant but as a fold, a complication of its singular but fractured and internally disparate time" (Frow 2001, 73). It is
possible to trace modern Irish cultural history as being marked by a series of such
folds, going back to the middle of the nineteenth century, but reaching a crisis point in
the final decade of the twentieth century – a crisis that finds form in literary works
such as The Weir and "A Call".
If we go back to the Irish Famine of the 1840s, we find that in account after account
from that period, and in the succeeding decades, there is testimony of a disoriented
sense of living simultaneously in two time zones, one modern, and one ancient. This
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sense of time "out of joint" is captured, for instance, in a pamphlet by a landlord
named Shafto Adair entitled The Winter of 1846-7 in Antrim, in which he conjures up
images of "famines and plagues" of ancient Greece – "the dead mother – the dying infant – the feast of cannibals" – marvelling in horrified wonder that while they may
seem to belong to "remote times, or to distant regions", this is, in fact, the tragedy of
"an entire people within our own days, at our own thresholds" (Adair 1847, 1).
What Adair sees when he looks out at what should have been familiar is something
utterly foreign; foreign not only in place, but in time. Reports of bodies rotting by the
roadsides, cannibalism, and abandoned villages produce a crisis in which "remote
times" and "our own days" stand side by side. This spatio-temporal disorientation experienced in Ireland in the 1840s was not purely the product of the almost unimaginable scale and sheer horror of the deaths by disease, starvation and the emigration of the Famine years. It can also be understood as an acute moment in a longer crisis, the most painful of many tears in the fabric of the Irish experience of space and
time as a culture that was in some respects pre-modern came into collision with modernity.
This collision took place, of course, throughout Europe and North America; but it took
place in a particularly intimate, experiential form in Ireland. We can think about this
more precisely in the form of two over-lapping chronologies: that of the Famine, and
that of Ireland's entry into the first modern telecommunications revolution with the introduction of rail and the telegraph. The development of the railroad and the telegraph
maps with uncanny precision on to the years of the Irish Famine. The iconic moment
in which the telegraph went from being a scientific curiosity to becoming part of the
fabric of the mediated world – the first public demonstration of Morse code – took
place in 1844, the year before the potato crop failed for the first time; later that same
year, the first Irish telegraph line was laid beside the Dalkey Atmospheric Railway,
which had been built in 1834. Over the decade of the Famine, from 1845 to 1855, as
typhus, cholera and starvation brought death to more than a million people, telegraph
lines were laid across Ireland, frequently alongside the more than 1300 kilometres of
railroad built in those years. In 1852, with workhouses still filling in parts of the Western seaboard, and emigration continuing unabated, the first undersea cable linked
Howth and Holyhead, connecting Ireland and Wales, and thence onwards to England,
and the rest of Europe. In 1858, the first trans-Atlantic line was laid, leaving from
Valentia, in County Kerry; and although it only operated successfully for a few months
(the first permanent cable was laid in 1866), it meant that in precisely the same years
that the West of Ireland seemed most remote from modernity, it was in fact more intimately connected to the rest of the world than ever before. "Ireland will become the
centre of a collection of radii", proclaimed one contemporary, "whose extremities shall
be connected with every country in the Earth" (N.J.G. 1856, 587). By 1874 (after
which Ireland had experienced yet another famine in 1871-2), the laying of submarine
cables would link Ireland to a global network of cable spanning 650,000 miles, making
it possible for a message from almost anywhere in the world to reach even remote corners of Ireland almost instantly.
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At this point, a distinctive modern form of spectrality becomes evident. "Presupposed
by everything we advance on the subject of the specter in general", writes Derrida in
Specters of Marx, is "the visor effect": like the ghost of Hamlet's father, who looks but
whose face cannot be seen, when "this spectral someone other looks at us, we feel ourselves being looked at by it, outside of any synchrony [...] according to an absolutely
unmasterable disproportion" (Derrida 1994, 7). When Shafto Adair looked out into the
Irish countryside in the 1840s, he glimpsed lives that only became visible in their extremes of suffering. However, this sense of the "unmasterable disproportion" of the
pre-modern, existing just at the margins of vision in the modernising Ireland of the
nineteenth century is matched by another "unmasterable disproportion"; the new excess of information, zipping around the world in the intangible form of electrons moving (or appearing to move) along copper wires, the non-present presence of spectral
information flows.
By the 1890s, a cluster of new technologies, including photography, cinema, and the
phonograph, further transformed this new "unmasterable disproportion" of information
by not only making it detachable from space (in the case of the telegraph), but by making it archivable (in the case of cinema). As Friedrich Kittler puts it, "what phonographs and cinematographs, whose names not coincidentally derive from writing, were
able to store was time" (Kittler 1999, 3). So, just as the Famine as an event (indeed, its
very existence as an event) maps on to the information revolution brought about by
steam and the telegraph, so too does the Irish Literary Revival of the 1890s map on to
the second phase of the information revolution of the nineteenth century, the point at
which time becomes archivable. At the precise moment when the Irish language movement and other aspects of the cultural revival in Ireland were making visible aspects of
those remnants of pre-Famine culture that seemed to exist in a "fold" of time, an explosion of new technologies of communication changed the experience of time – making it archivable, readable, moveable – in ways that were unprecedented in human history.
"Living undisturbed for a couple of thousand years or more among the mountains of
the sea coast with no intercourse with strangers, it is precisely amongst ourselves that
the most important and interesting stock of prehistoric stories should be found", Douglas Hyde, founder of the Gaelic League, told a Dublin audience in 1895, shortly after
the Lumière brothers had made their first film in Paris. Listening to the "prehistoric"
folktale becomes for Hyde an experience of time folding in on itself, an ancient past
erupting in a modern present. For all of the major Irish writers of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries – W.B. Yeats, John Millington Synge, Lady Gregory,
Douglas Hyde – there is a similar moment in their aesthetic autobiography when they
meet an emissary from this folded time. We might think here of what is perhaps the
iconic image of this encounter, from Synge's introduction to the first edition of his
Playboy of the Western World, where he claims that he "got more aid than any learning could have given" from listening through "a chink in the floor" to "hear what the
servant girls were saying in the kitchen" (Synge 1981, 74). Or, again, towards the end
of The Celtic Twilight, first published in 1893, W.B. Yeats conjures up the ripples in
time that he experiences on listening to the recitation of "some Irish songs" at "a wide
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place on the Kiltartan road". As "the voices melted into the twilight", Yeats reflected
that words "ascend like medieval genealogies through unbroken dignities to the beginning of the world" (Yeats 1990, 119). For Synge, Yeats and Hyde, the past, in a very
real sense, inhabits the present – haunts it, if you like, lurking in the folds of time, and
carrying the listener back, perhaps "to the beginning of the world."
However, for all of these Irish writers, the past is not present (or potentially present) in
all places equally. Because the oral culture in which this kind of story telling existed
was rooted in a particular place – for Synge, a Wicklow kitchen; for Hyde, "among the
mountains of the sea coast"; for Yeats, a Sligo crossroads – there was a very real sense
in which only specific, privileged places could produce these slippages of time. So,
inextricably the product of a particular space at a particular moment, this uncommodifiable oral culture became the ungraspable core of a phantasmic Irishness. Its resistance to commodification makes it a site of resistance, and hence a definitional element
of Irish identity. To put the case simply, from the 1890s onwards, Irishness was defined as an ability to exist simultaneously in two time zones. As Yeats was to write
towards the end of his life in "The Statues", from April of 1938:
We Irish, born into that ancient sect
But thrown upon this filthy modern tide
And by its formless spawning fury wrecked... (Yeats 1951, 376)

In the same years that Synge, Hyde and Yeats were attempting to articulate their experience of living in folded time, the English philosopher J.M.E. McTaggart published
an essay in the journal Mind with the provocative title "The Unreality of Time" (1908),
in which he introduces a crucial distinction in the modern philosophy of time, which
maps on to writings of the Irish authors in interesting ways. McTaggart's development
of this concept is concise, and so it is worth quoting at length:
Positions in time, as time appears to us prim facie, are distinguished in two ways. ... I shall
speak of the series of positions running from the far past through the near past to the present,
and then from the present to the near future and the far future, as the A series. The series of positions that runs from earlier to later I shall call the B series. The content of positions in time are
called events. ... We never observe time except as forming both these series. We perceive events
in time as being present, and those are the only events we perceive directly. And all other events
which, by memory or inference, we believe to be real, are regarded as past or future – those earlier than the present being past, and those later than the present being future. Thus the events of
time, as observed by us, form an A series as well as a B series (McTaggart 1908, 458).

A-series time is, to put it simply, the time that passes; it is experienced from the present, and can be imagined as a flow. It is the time of verb tenses. B-series time, on the
other hand, does not depend on our perspective; it simply is.
McTaggart's concept of time – and the debate that continues to flow from it – is echoed in Irish literature from the early years of the twentieth century. Whether in Hyde's
"prehistoric" orature, or, more evocatively, in Yeats conjuring up stories and songs
that "ascend like medieval genealogies through unbroken dignities to the beginning of
the world", much Irish writing of the period attests to a lived experience of B-series
time, existing as a "fold" in the day-to-day, minute-by-minute, experience of A-series
time. This experience of time as a fold, or as "pleated", was not, of course, unique to
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Ireland; however, the B-series time of the pre-modern had a distinctive and defined
reality in Ireland in the period from the 1890s until the middle decades of the century.
To put it simply, this other time had a specific locale, a chronotopic home within Irish
culture, and as such it could be staged, written about, and used in cultural production.
This distinctive experience of bifurcated temporality can be understood to underlie
what Pascale Casanova has called the "Irish 'miracle'" (Casanova 2004, 304) of the
Irish Literary Renaissance, in which, in a short period of time, a small, comparatively
underdeveloped country produced a remarkable literature that included the works of
Yeats, Synge, O'Casey, and Joyce. What has followed has been its long slow demise,
and simultaneous spectral persistence, a kind of after-image on the cultural retina. It is
possible to trace this double helix of temporality in the work of more recent Irish writers such as Tom Murphy, in plays such as A Whistle in the Dark (1961), Famine
(1968), and Bailegangaire (1985). Similarly, it is there in key moments in the early
poetry of Seamus Heaney, where the Wordsworthian return to those "pockets of time"
from the poet's childhood are framed by a present that recognises their lostness, making much of his work a testimony of remembrance and of mourning.
The change that takes place in this distinctive, if fading, Irish temporality in the 1990s
can be understood as a kind of ghostly mirroring of what happened in the 1890s, which
in turn mirrors the 1840s; it is, in short, the literary response to the latest and most profound in a series of technological revolutions that have reconfigured our experiences
of time and space. Once again, this rolling revolution has not, of course, been confined
to Ireland; quite the contrary, its global form is one of its definitional features. However, because of the centrality of disjunctive experiences of time in Irish culture, it has
had a distinctive impact in Ireland. By 2004, there was a moment of quiet epiphany
when the journal Foreign Policy listed Ireland as the most globalised country in the
world for the third year in a row, over more obvious contenders such as Singapore
("Measuring Globalisation" 2004, 54-69). While there is no absolute measure for these
things, this was by no means a purely impressionist judgment; instead it was based on
a wide-ranging set of criteria, not all of them economic, and including things like
global connectivity, internet traffic, and similar criteria (including long distance telephone calls, bringing us back to Heaney's poem).
Most of what we consider when we think of Irish literature from the twentieth century
was the product of a very different sense of time and space than that which made Ireland the world's most globalised society in the opening years of the twenty-first century. The disjunctive temporality experienced by Yeats on the Kiltartan Road, or by
Synge listening through a crack in a Wicklow floorboard had the fixity of the aesthetic
object; it had a local home, a habitation in which B-series time could inhabit the relentless (apparent) flow of A-series time. However, if we accept that classic modern Irish
writing – the theatre of Yeats, and Synge, even the poetry of Seamus Heaney, or the
theatre of Tom Murphy – is the product of this earlier, distinctively Irish disjunctive
time, we need to ask where this leaves our ability to experience those works as part of
a living culture. We must also ask if they now be anything more to us today than artefacts from a museum culture, traces of a world that is no longer ours. Where, for Hyde,
or Synge or Yeats, that ghostly other had a real habitation, a real experience of tempo-
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rality in the lives of a pre-literate peasantry, for people living in Ireland today it is
otherwise. The peasantry is gone, the hills are quiet, except for the buzz of television
sets, the gentle glow of the iPad screen, or the muted Skype conversation on an iPhone.
"Like everybody else", Seamus Heaney told Dennis O'Driscoll in the interviews that
make up the volume Stepping Stones in 2008, "I bowed my head at Mass during the
consecration of the bread and wine, I lifted my eyes to the raised host and chalice:"
It was phenomenally refreshing and, when I began to admit to myself that I was losing faith in it,
I was very sorry. Intellectually speaking, the loss of faith occurred offstage, there was never a
scene where I had it out with myself or with another. But the potency of those words remains
for me, they retain an undying tremor and draw; I cannot disavow them. Nor can I make the act
of faith. (O'Driscoll 2008, 234)

The same years in which an information revolution took place in Ireland – say, 1992 to
1998 – were also the years in which religious belief and practice in Ireland changed
more profoundly than in any other decade since the Famine of the 1840s. An institutional Catholic church, which historians such as Emmet J. Larkin have argued only
took form after the social chaos of the Famine (Larkin 1987), played a dominant role
in Irish culture from the 1860s until the late 1980s; beginning in the early 1990s, however, its position of authority crumbled. These were the same years in which the institutions of the state – from social policy, to education to health care – became secularised, passing from the hands of the Church to the state. In those same years, with the
IRA ceasefire of 1993, the "armed struggle" in Northern Ireland took the first steps to
becoming "the peace process". This in turn produced a re-configuration of the historical teleology of the nation; other than for an increasingly marginal remnant, Irish history from the mid-1990s onwards was less a heroic march towards a pre-destined
united Ireland than an expanding economy functioning with a multi-national world of
commerce. Teleological time, the time of a nationalist historiography in which history
is a march of events – the 1798 Rising, the Famine, 1916, the War of Independence –
had been projected forward to a pre-destined utopian future is like God's time, existing
regardless of the individual's location on that continuum. It was B-series time, the time
of metaphysics: but from the mid-1990s onwards, it no longer had a local habitation in
Irish culture.
In its wake, Ireland has been left with the voices of ghosts of ghosts, spectral voices on
the telephone lines that appear to connect with another time, but in fact may reach only
emptiness, absence. Irish writing since the early 1990s has been full of these absences
(if that is not too much of an oxymoron). For instance, a recent novel like Sebastian
Barry's The Secret Scripture continues a long, complex project of Barry's going back
to the early 1990s in which the writer has been re-imagining an inter-connected family
history, effectively resurrecting a series of ghosts. John Banville's recent work, both
under his own name, or in his crime novels written under the penname of Benjamin
Black, have revolved around figures haunted by a past that should have been dead. In a
very different way, Joseph O'Connor's novels, such as Ghost Light (2010), are part of
this spectral literature, as, indeed, is film-maker Neil Jordan's recent fiction, particularly his novel Shade (2005), its title yet another synonym for a ghost.
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It has become common in Ireland to refer to "Celtic Tiger" and "post-Celtic Tiger" as
if the economic crisis that began in 2008 marked a turning point that is significant in
literary and cultural terms. However, we need to be wary of letting economic history
structure cultural history to too great a degree. There is another narrative of change in
which the economic collapse of 2008 is less of a point of rupture than a continuous
feature of a new kind of culture in which internet usage, mobile phone ownership, satellite television saturation, and all of those other markers of the spatial and temporal
revolution of the 1990s continue unabated. It could be argued, then, that it is not the
continuing economic crisis that has been unfolding since 2008 that shapes Irish writing
today most significantly. Instead, Irish writing is still grappling with a more profound,
existential crisis whose origins go back to the middle of the last century, but which
took an acute form in the mid-1990s. Irish writing of the early years of the twentieth
century – that remarkable, still not totally explicable flowering, that included Yeats,
Synge and Joyce – was produced at a moment when the Irish experience of time and
space existed in what John Frow has called a "fold". An experience of time other than
as a flow (McTaggart's B-series) could not only be conceptualised; it had a habitation
and a home, an actual existence, side-by-side with the linear flow of A-series time. An
event in the present – an advertising salesman walking across Dublin, for instance, in
Joyce's Ulysses – could exist in parallel to other times, other spaces, all co-existent but
distinct from the present.
With the technological revolution of the 1990s – accentuated in Ireland by the discrediting of the two big teleological narratives of nationhood and religious eschatology
– the long slow demise of this chronotopic space suddenly accelerated. At that moment,
Irish literature was filled with ghosts: and they continue to haunt us. Contemporary
Irish writing has thus become a literature of mourning, characterised by works such as
McPherson's The Weir or Heaney's "A Call". What remains now in Irish culture is the
ghost of a ghost, its spectral effect doubled. The ghosts of Irish writing are no longer
the voices that Yeats heard on the Kiltartan road, unspooling genealogies to the beginnings of time. They are the ghosts of the time when those voices could still be
heard. Or, to put it more simply, the ghosts that are so insistent in contemporary Irish
writing are the ghosts of an earlier Irish literature, a literary tradition whose existential
grounds no longer exist, but whose spectral traces continue to haunt contemporary
Irish writing, their voices heard dimly, submerged, as if from the far end of a longdistance telephone line.
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JOCHEN ACHILLES (WÜRZBURG)
Transnational Ireland and Elizabeth Kuti's Drama

1.

Introduction

Tendencies of global transnationalization most profoundly affect countries like Ireland
whose sense of nationhood is traditionally strong and resilient, as it is based on centuries-long oppression. Books such as Declan Kiberd's Inventing Ireland (1995) and
Colin Graham's Deconstructing Ireland (2001) register the erosion of essentialist and
nationalist patterns of thought and thereby redefine both the contours of Irish literature
and Irish Studies. Irish drama as well as Irish theatre studies are fundamentally affected by these changes. Elizabeth Kuti's third play The Sugar Wife (2006) is a case in
point (see Headrick 40-41). It adds a truly transnational dimension to discussions of
Irish as well as African American identities by embedding them in a transatlantic
framework of commercial as well as emotional negotiations and transactions. From the
Irish perspective The Sugar Wife continues the deconstruction of nationalist concepts
of Irish identity, begun in plays by Brian Friel, Dermot Bolger, Martin McDonagh and
others. This paper will first briefly delineate the embeddedness of Irish transnational
perspectives in prevalent tendencies of postcolonial and (African) American studies. It
will then analyze some aspects of Elizabeth Kuti's The Sugar Wife against this theoretical background.
2.

The Emergence of Transnational Patterns in Postcolonial Theory,
African American and Irish Drama

Colin Graham discusses the transnational perspective in his study Deconstructing Ireland. He describes as obsolete the traditional narrative of an ethical postcolonialism
based on the colonizer/colonized dichotomy as well as the propagation of the postcolonial nation state (see Graham 82, 83). In Graham's view the shortcomings of the traditional nationalist model – the perpetuation of an exclusive and delimiting form of selfdefinition adopted from the former imperial powers – lead to the "critical turn to a
more synchronic view of the power dynamics of the colonial" (Graham 85). As Graham argues, this critical turn chiefly manifests itself in the exploration of a liminality,
mapped out in the work of Edward Said, Homi Bhabha and – with regard to both "the
rhizomorphic, fractal structure of the transcultural, international [...] black Atlantic"
and "the internality of blacks to the West" – Paul Gilroy (Gilroy 4, 5; see Graham 86).
In this transnational perspective clear-cut dichotomies are replaced by dialectical interrelations which do not easily allow for strict conclusions (see Vertovec).
With regard to African American identity a shift of priorities in cultural theory as well
as artistic expression is noticeable, which parallels the concomitant shift from binary
conflict to transnational hybridity in postcolonial theory and Irish Studies. While the
Black Nationalist Aesthetic of the nineteen-sixties, represented by manifestoes such as
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Hoyt W. Fuller's "Towards a Black Aesthetic" (1968) and Addison Gayle's "The Black
Aesthetic" (1971), is based on a dichotomous view, resembling Colin Graham's paradigm of outdated postcolonial nationalism, the New Black Aesthetic from the eighties
onwards rather resembles and relies on Edward Said's, Homi Bhabha's, Stuart Hall's,
and Julia Kristeva's models of postethnicity. In his manifesto "The New Black Aesthetic" (1989), Trey Ellis draws on the figure of the tragic mulatto, a discriminatory
stereotype of racialist discourse in the nineteenth century (see Sollors 220-244), and
redefines it as the cultural mulatto, a paradigmatic image of the model black artist in a
world increasingly based on liminality and hybridity (see Ellis 235). Journalist and
cultural critic Touré has meanwhile continued Ellis's search for new options of black
self-definition. In Who's Afraid of Post-Blackness? What It Means to Be Black Now
(2011) Touré observes a historical change of conditions and mentalities that confirms
Ellis's earlier stance. Touré argues for the nearly infinite multiplicity of blackness. To
set this variety free, essentialist restrictions have to be deconstructed (see Touré 1112).
Pulitzer Prize-winning Suzan-Lori Parks's drama can be considered a realization of the
multi-dimensional and hybrid New Black Aesthetic suggested by Ellis as well as the
post-Blackness pursued by Touré. In retrospect Parks's incentive to break up encrusted
dichotomies characterizes the development of African American drama at large since
the nineteen-sixties. African American plays of that period which explore interracial
identities and ambivalences such as Adrienne Kennedy's Funnyhouse of a Negro
(1964), Amiri Baraka's Dutchman (1964), and James Baldwin's Blues for Mister Charlie (1964) tend to be still based upon a sometimes murderous black-white antagonism.
But from the nineteen-eighties onwards this paradigm begins to change not only in
Parks's own drama, such as The America Play (1995) and Topdog/Underdog (2001),
but also in plays such as Charles Fuller's A Soldier's Play (1982) and George C.
Wolfe's A Colored Museum (1985). African American drama thus develops from
Black Nationalism to Black Transnationalism and post-Blackness, from the militant
Black Aesthetic of metonymic interracial juxtapositions, which suggest irreconcilable
divisiveness, to the playful New Black Aesthetic (NBA) of metaphoric syncretism represented by post-black cultural mulattoes.
Over the last century Irish drama has undergone a comparable transformation. Around
the turn of the twentieth century – despite John Eglinton and other more cosmopolitan
voices – the dominant question in Irish politics and Irish culture was whether the imaginative redefinition of a specifically Irish nationhood would be sufficiently incendiary to trigger a revolutionary upheaval in the political arena. William Butler Yeats's
Cathleen ni Houlihan (1903) and Sean O'Casey's The Plough and the Stars (1926) are
perhaps, in different ways, paradigmatic plays in this context. In the latter half of the
twentieth century formerly celebrated forms of Celtic nationalism have been questioned as the source of sectarian strife, stagnation and repetition. The openness to intercultural exchange and the ability to include otherness without letting oneself be repressed by it are central to a renewed cosmopolitan understanding of Irishness. Plays
such as Brian Friel's Translations (1980) and Making History (1988) or Dermot Bolger's In High Germany (1990) and The Parting Glass (2010) as well as many others
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may be considered to represent this new direction in Irish drama. Like African American drama, Irish drama is thus grappling with the transition from nationalist to transnational paradigms.
In his study Theatre and Globalization: Irish Drama in the Celtic Tiger Era (2009),
Patrick Lonergan has in intriguing ways discussed such transformations from national
to transnational or global paradigms with regard to Irish identity and, more specifically, its theatrical representations. For Lonergan the transnationalism of Irish drama is
most markedly propelled by "globalization – as a cultural phenomenon, an economic
process, a mode of rhetoric" which has thematically foregrounded issues "such as asylum seeking, tourism, multiculturalism and interculturalism, universal human rights,
and the growth of foreign direct investment (FDI)" and structurally led to "a reduction
of the importance of spoken language in favour of visual spectacle, the compression of
action into shorter scenes, the homogenization of setting and dialogue, and the increasing use of monologue" (Lonergan 4). Similar to Graham, Lonergan emphasizes the
outdatedness of a nationalist postcolonial paradigm with regard to Ireland, which is
being replaced by globalization, a version of transnationalism that lays special emphasis on economic relationships and their consequences (see Lonergan 5, 27, 29).1
Lonergan tries to demonstrate that globalization spells total commodification and tends
to transform national concepts such as Nike as a recognizably American brand or, for
that matter, Irish identity into deterritorialized notions: "Each of these cases involves a
relocation of power from a physical to a conceptual space, or a deterritorialization of
power" (Lonergan 21; see 20-21). In Lonergan's view Irish identity and Irish drama
turn into global brands, much like Nike and other globally marketed goods:
the word 'Irish' has become deterritorialized: it may be used to refer to the physical territory of
Ireland, but it also acts as a brand – a commodified abstraction that gives meaning to its purchaser instead of signifying the physical territory of a nation. So when I write about 'Irish plays',
I am not necessarily referring to works that were produced in either of the two Irish states, but
instead to plays that are marketed or received internationally as corresponding to the Irish
'brand'. (Lonergan 28)

By the same token, Lonergan argues that theatrical productions also function as branded
products in a global context:
1

Lonergan alternately defines globalization experientially, according to Richard Gilmore's and
Joseph Pine's study The Experience Economy (1999) "who tell us that work is now a form of
theatre in which we are all obliged to perform" (Lonergan 15; see 14-15), and, following Richard Dawkins's 1976 book The Selfish Gene, biologically as a meme, "as a self-replicating cultural motif that survives because individuals choose to believe in it" (Lonergan 20; see 19-20).
These definitions appear not quite consistent: If globalization is a self-supporting evolutionary
process "similar to that involved in Darwinian biology" (Lonergan 20), it is hard to see how anybody can be responsible, let alone be called upon to react critically, as Lonergan implies with
regard to theatre. If, however, it is a communal fantasy, it might be as easily dismissed as believed in. Lonergan's first explanation describes globalization as an inevitable objective process,
the latter as a subjective and collective belief. It seems to be something in between: an objective
process largely triggered by global markets, advanced forms of electronic communication, and
air travel, which develops an intercultural dynamics that people also register in their minds and
which thereby manifests itself in artworks and cultural products.
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This is achieved through the process of branding, which removes the site of authenticity and authority – the production's 'aura' – from the live performance, and makes it conceptual: the authenticity of a cultural product is now grounded in the recognizability of its cultural sources. In a
branded cultural product, audiences do not experience a performance, but identify with a concept – with the Irishness of the Abbey Theatre, or a Le Brocquy portrait, or a U2 album. (Lonergan 72; see 73; see 217)

One might object that, in the case of artworks as opposed to sneakers, such identifications are never as complete as suggested here. Audiences can 'buy' the Irishness of a
play branded as such and still become aware of the deconstruction of Irishness the
same play may enact.
While it is plausible that "to be successful abroad, its [Irish theatre's; J.A.] central Irish
narrative must also be framed or mediated in some way" (Lonergan 197), it is less
plausible that such commodification also spells racialization to the extent that Lonergan maintains with regard to the representation of Irishness in Irish drama from the
nineteenth century to the present. Controversial studies such as David Roediger's The
Wages of Whiteness (1991) and Noel Ignatiev's How the Irish Became White (1995)
claim the involvement in, and embrace of, white supremacism by the white working
class and by Irish immigrants in nineteenth-century America and thereby suggest an
underlying conflation of African American, working class, and Irish identities. Lonergan adopts these arguments and speaks of a racialized Irish identity which surfaces,
for instance, in Dion Boucicault's melodrama The Octoroon (1859). Lonergan considers the tragic mulatto Zoe in The Octoroon, who passes as white and is continually
threatened by the detection of her black identity, as an apt image of Irish identity in
nineteenth-century America (see Lonergan 202). While the analogy between African
Americans and the Irish seems to be fading in the twentieth century, racialization continues in Lonergan's view: "the partition of the country along essentialist lines had the
effect of instead cementing racialization firmly in place" (see Lonergan 204; see 203204). Yet the racialization of Irish and British identities in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries within the framework of colonial and postcolonial conflict is largely a matter
of Celtic versus Anglo-Saxon identities, while the blackness of the Irish seems a rather
spurious concept, restricted to the Irish American context. In the twentieth century, especially in the post-Holocaust period, racialization seems to be relegated increasingly
to extreme factions politically and to satire culturally. Rather than branding Irishness,
plays from George Bernard Shaw's John Bull's Other Island (1904) to Brian Friel's
The Communication Cord (1989) ridicule such contrastive ethnic stereotyping.
Lonergan believes that present-day, even post-Celtic Tiger Ireland has become and
still is "one of the wealthiest countries in the world" (Lonergan 221; see 206) and has
thereby turned from oppressed and colonized victim to "a country that has become one
of the oppressors" (Lonergan 195). This has led to globalized and transnational indistinguishability with a bad conscience: "a positive representation of Irishness is now
considered one that presents Irishness as indistinguishable from any other place or
identity in the globalized West. This explains why Ireland's new-found wealth has not
resulted in solidarity with postcolonial subjects: to be racialized is to be part of a past
that Ireland likes to think it has left behind" (Lonergan 205). This sounds as if shedding a racialized identity is also wrong, as it is tantamount to losing any connectedness
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with other formerly oppressed peoples. Lonergan seems unable to decide which position is the correct one with regard to Irish racialization: "Race is sometimes imposed
upon the Irish as a form of degradation; at other times, it is invoked with pride by the
Irish as a form of self-expression. At all times, racialization is presented as a moral
choice" (Lonergan 206). Transnationalism opens up many new choices. Some of these
specific choices may question each other's validity. In Ireland, this should perhaps be
accepted as much as it is accepted for African American identities by Trey Ellis or
Touré. What seems problematic about Lonergan's approach is that its awareness of
transnational developments still seems inseparable from an insistence on the centrality
of Irish perspectives.
3.

Transnationalism and Elizabeth Kuti's The Sugar Wife

Hiberno-Hungarian-British playwright Elizabeth Kuti's The Sugar Wife (2006) provides a transnational, both Irish and American, perspective on the slave trade and its
economic implications. In the style of Tom Stoppard's drama, The Sugar Wife demonstrates that the conflicts of individuals are dependent upon interrelations of social and
economic structures – in this case on the American plantation system, European commercial interests, and Irish philanthropy.2 The reconstruction of these intercultural dynamics also recreates the life stories of those involved in them so that narration turns
into a dominant aspect of the play (on the play's complicated Stoppardian structure see
Lonergan 207 and Kurdi). The Sugar Wife is a historical play, set in Dublin between
January and March, 1850. It deals with a Quaker couple, Samuel and Hannah Tewkley,
and their guests Alfred Darby and Sarah Worth. Like Kuti herself, Samuel and Hannah
Tewkley stem from immigrant families (see Kuti 34, 61). Samuel Tewkley is the owner
of a tea and coffee shop in South Great Georges Street, Dublin, which he wants to expand to a chain (see Kuti 48). Alfred Darby is a former Quaker, who meanwhile rejects God as well as his Yorkshire family background of wealthy iron and steel manufacturers in favor of a hazy humanitarianism. This radical change in his attitude is
caused by Sarah Worth, a former slave on a sugar cane plantation in the American
South, whom he bought from the auction block and freed. Meanwhile, he organizes
her European lecture tour as an orator for abolitionism. This may sound more contrived than it actually is, as the plot of the play is loosely based on historical fact –
most obviously on the coffee and tea trade of Dublin's Bewley family, also Quakers,
and the lecture tour of former slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass in Ireland (between 1845 and 1846).3
2

3

Elizabeth Kuti, born in England in 1969, is a personality whose national affiliations are equally
fluid. She has both a Hungarian and English family background. She moved to Ireland, studied
at Trinity College, Dublin, worked for Irish Theatre Companies and is meanwhile a lecturer at
the University of Essex, England.
There is a historical model of the same name for the play's character Alfred Darby, who can also
be seen as "in many respects a masculine version of Shaw's Major Barbara" (Lonergan 207). He
lived from 1807 to 1852 and belonged to the Quaker dynasty of the Darbys who managed the
Coalbrookdale Ironworks for five generations. Coalbrookdale in Shropshire, England – probably the model of the play's Slatebeck – is the foundry were iron was first smelted. The Darby
family was indeed involved in charitable activities for the workers in the ironworks, as Alfred
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For all its grounding in historical realities, Kuti's play demonstrates in many ways that
its characters' identities and attitudes are not fixities but constructs on the way to develop into Baudrillardian simulacra. They camouflage rather than reveal realities. A
dynamics of economic exchanges, fuelled by self-interest and neutralizing seeming
ethical dichotomies of good and evil, shines through these constructs. In the following
I will try to elucidate some aspects of the constructedness of realities which The Sugar
Wife highlights. This constructedness is intricately interrelated with the play's transnationalism.
3.1 The Transnational Constructs of Samuel Tewkley's Tea, Coffee and
Sugar Business, Alfred Darby's Philanthropy and Photography, and Hannah Tewkley's Christian Charity
Samuel Tewkley's business ethics is a case in point. In his shops Samuel also has to
sell sugar for his tea and coffee. He claims that he imports West Indian sugar cane
which is not harvested by slaves. But this picture-perfect business ideology loses its
credibility when he has to admit that, for reasons of profitability, he sometimes cannot
also maintains in the play (see Kuti 20-21 and Ironbridge Gorge Museum). The trademark of the
dove Samuel Tewkley refers to seems to be inauthentic, however (see Kuti 20 and Woodhead).
Like Sarah Worth in Kuti's play, the freed slave and abolitionist Frederick Douglass spent four
months in Ireland on a lecture tour during his visit to Great Britain in 1845 and 1846, just after
the publication of The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. In the second edition of this
autobiography, published by Quaker printer Richard Webb in Dublin in September 1845, he
states as one of the reasons for his stay in Ireland that his "chief object was, by the public exposition of the contaminating and degrading influences of Slavery upon the slaveholder and his
abettors, as well as the slave, to excite such an intelligent interest on the subject of American
Slavery, as may react upon my own country, and may tend to shame her out of her adhesion to a
system so abhorrent to Christianity and to her republican institutions" (cit. Byrne, "The Lion &
the Tiger" 32; see also Jenkins, "The Black O'Connell" and "Beyond the Pale", and Sweeney
13-36; specifically 16-21). In The Sugar Wife Sarah Worth is similarly engaged. Samuel Tewkley is the wealthy founder of a firm of Dublin-based tea and coffee merchants. His business is
obviously modeled on Bewley's, the most famous Irish coffee and tea company, which was established in 1840. The Bewley family were Quakers who fled from France and moved to Ireland
in the eighteenth century. Bewley’s Grafton Street, a Dublin landmark and Ireland's most famous café, stages itself as an oriental environment including an 'Oriental Room.' In Kuti's play
Samuel Tewkley also tries to heighten the attractiveness of his stores by a pseudo-oriental atmosphere which his wife finds "laboured" (Kuti 9; see 8-9). In the "Ethical Commitment"section of Bewley's website the company advertises itself as the largest fairtrade coffee importer
in Ireland, a claim to which Kuti's play provides an ironical postcolonial perspective (see
Bewley's). Patrick Lonergan comments: "A major context for The Sugar Wife was the announcement shortly before it opened that Bewley's was to close down its chain of coffee shops
in Dublin. This decision was met with general dismay, and was presented by some commentators as evidence of the impact of globalization on Irish life, with fears that a so-called 'Irish
institution' would be replaced by a globalized chain of coffee-houses such as Starbucks"
(Lonergan 212-213). Lonergan also draws attention to Kuti's familiarity with Theodor Allen's,
Noel Ignatiev's, and David Roediger's books on the construction of race, with Edward Said's
Orientalism and Paul Gilroy's The Black Atlantic as well as Frederick Douglass's writings on his
1845 visit to Ireland (see Lonergan 207-208). Lonergan briefly discusses Donal O'Kelly's play
The Cambria, which also refers to Frederick Douglass's visit to Ireland (see Lonergan 193).
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help buying sugar cane from plantations in the Deep South which are based on the labor of slaves like Sarah Worth (see Kuti 34, 43). Samuel has to provide sugar for the
coffee and tea he sells and cannot risk to go bankrupt for doing it with moral integrity
(see Kuti 75). Contrary to both Alfred Darby's and Hannah Tewkley's fanatic idealism,
Samuel accepts practicable solutions, even if they are morally questionable (see Kuti
12, 18). Samuel remains involved in an ironic dialectic of exploitation and liberation:
To support abolitionism Samuel uses the revenue from products whose profitability
derives from the very slavery system he wishes to abolish. In effect, his very donations
for the abolitionist cause stem from and ennoble business transactions at least partly
based on slavery. A precarious liminality ensues in which ethical values tend to be
neutralized by the wish to make an omelette without breaking eggs. This liminality
results from a web of transnational interrelations which Kuti's play captures much in
the way Stuart Hall describes his own diasporic positioning between Jamaica and England in an essay entitled "Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities" (1991):
I am the sugar at the bottom of the English cup of tea. I am the sweet tooth, the sugar plantations that rotted generations of English children's teeth. There are thousands of others besides
me that are, you know, the cup of tea itself. Because they don't grow it in Lancashire, you know.
Not a single tea plantation exists within the United Kingdom. This is the symbolization of English identity – I mean, what does anybody in the world know about an English person except
that they can't get through the day without a cup of tea? Where does it come from? Ceylon – Sri
Lanka, India. That is the outside history that is inside the history of the English. There is no
English history without that other history. (Hall 49)

In similar fashion the characters in The Sugar Wife are part of transatlantic and transnational negotiations which they partially produce and by which they are in turn determined in contradictory ways: "the colony has always been present in the metropolis,
[...] if Dublin is a 'village', it has always been 'global'" (Lonergan 213).
Alfred Darby, Sarah Worth's impresario, companion, and lover, claims to be entirely
free from Samuel's materialist motivations. He states modestly: "My business is mankind" (Kuti 20; see 14) and: "I am a free thinker" (Kuti 29). The Slatebeck Darbys, his
British Quaker family, own an iron and steel business which produces arms used in the
slave trade and for colonial oppression. Like Samuel Tewkley, the Slatebeck Darbys
compensate by making donations for Quaker charities. Alfred claims not to be able to
tolerate such double-dealing and to have therefore severed all his ties to his family (see
Kuti 20-21, 50-51). He maintains that liberating Sarah transformed him (see Kuti 2729, 51). While Samuel remains ensconced in the dialectics of capitalism and humanitarianism, Alfred Darby seems to have a clean slate. Sarah Worth, however, reveals
the underside to Alfred's seemingly unequivocal loftiness and his conversion from the
business spirit of his industrialist family to the joint causes of abolitionism and general
philanthropy. She confesses that Alfred and she herself live quite comfortably from
her anti-slavery lectures and the memoirs about her life as a slave on a Southern plantation. The three-hundred dollars Alfred has to pay for her freedom at a slave auction
prove an excellent investment, as Sarah indicates: "I am the goose that lays the golden
eggs. The Abolition movement has kept us shod and fed and sheltered for several
years now" (Kuti 23). Alfred has apparently exchanged the financial protection of his
industrialist and colonialist family by that of the slave he bought (see Kuti 22-24; 74).
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Before they finally leave for America again, Sarah hands Alfred the ample remuneration for her Irish lecture tour, wads of money, which he puts into his pocket. Philanthropic impulses do not escape the circulation of capital, which is not only symbolic
(see Kuti 74 and Lonergan 210-212).4
Alfred Darby is not only a philanthropist but also a daguerreotypist who produces artistic representations of the colonization and oppression of women. Motivated more by
sadomasochist inclinations than anti-colonialism, Alfred specializes in decadent and
tainted forms of beauty (see Kuti 43). The motif of Alfred's photographs is reminiscent
of Tom Stoppard's 1995 play Indian Ink, which depicts interrelations between postcolonial oppression and aesthetic construction in similar ways. When Hannah presents
both Martha Ryan, a former prostitute whom she supports charitably, and her derelict
tenement in the Dublin Liberties like a tourist attraction to Alfred and Sarah, Alfred
immediately takes the cue (see Kuti 36-40). Like Hannah herself, he is a voyeur of
poverty and suffering. As he did not bring his daguerreotypist's equipment, he paints a
sketch of Martha. She does not really recognize herself in this stylization of indigence.
When Martha wants to keep the picture as a present, she is told that her likeness belongs to Alfred who behaves like a colonizer, appropriating his artistic model aesthetically like a plantation holder a slave. He refuses to pay for Martha's modeling: "It's just
not the kind of arrangement I go in for" (Kuti 39). Sarah intuitively understands the
parallel between slavery and modeling that is also a central topic in Stoppard's Indian
Ink. She gives Martha money for having her picture taken by Alfred. At this juncture,
Martha ironically reverses the symbolic relationship between colonizer and colonized
again and tells Sarah: "Taking money from a hottentot, Jesus. We collect money for
the likes of you on a plate in church" (Kuti 40; see Lonergan 209).
When he finds out that Alfred Darby specializes in erotic pictures of suffering women
such as American slaves and Dublin prostitutes, Samuel Tewkley tells his wife Hannah that he wants a picture of her, made by Alfred (see Kuti 46, 58). When Alfred sees
Hannah holding up a Chinese robe Samuel wants to use as "a selling device" and
"brand mark for the entire business" (Kuti 48), he wants to take her picture as "'Maid
of the Orient'" in this costume (Kuti 65). As she hopelessly admires Alfred, Hannah,
who, in Quakerish prudery, even had the mirror in the house removed never to be confronted with an image of herself, has her picture taken in this commodified Oriental
garb – thus contributing to what Edward Said calls "filtering through the Orient into
Western consciousness" as it were (Said 133; see Kuti 15, 54 and Lonergan 208). The
daguerreotype implicates Hannah visually in Samuel's business strategies, as she is
materially implicated in them by his donations for her charities. Hannah's erotic essence, which Samuel claims he wants to see in the photograph, merges with the wares
he sells. Like Samuel, even Hannah herself finally admits: "'Maid of the Orient'.
Would be a good selling device. The perfect picture for the tea campaign" (Kuti 76;
see 65).

4

On the commercial profitability of lecture tours in Europe by black speakers such as Charles
Lennox Remond and Frederick Douglass, see Sweeney 37-53, specifically 37-39.
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Not only Samuel's business activities and Alfred Darby's idealist humanitarianism reveal themselves as constructs camouflaging materialism, possessiveness, and domination. Hannah Tewkley's charitable efforts are also a case in point. Like Alfred Darby, Hannah lays claim to sheer idealism. She is an extremely devout and charitable
Christian, totally defining herself by her religious work (see Kuti 12). Also by way of
compensating for her loveless marriage, she supports the Dublin poor in the Liberties,
a nineteenth-century tenement area. Samuel calls the Liberties "Hannah's perverse
tourist trail" (Kuti 35) and considers his wife's charity as a desperate addiction, similar
to Alfred's questionable interest in suffering women: "Hannah has a fondness for syphilitics, she collects them, any she can get her hands on" (Kuti 18). Nevertheless, he
supports his wife's activities. On the one hand, Samuel's generous donations provide
moral justification for his way to wealth and, on the other, enable Hannah to play the
role of charitable benefactress (see Kuti 13 and Lonergan 208-209). Samuel's tea and
coffee shop and Hannah's pious charity are interdependent in less than obvious ways.
As the meekness of the Tewkley's abode is bought dearly by their wealth, Hannah's
charity is financed by, and a function of, Samuel's entrepreneurial success. It is small
wonder that, like Andrew Carnegie in The Gospel of Wealth (1889), Samuel argues for
the paternalistic social responsibility of the businessman: "Shelters and workhouses
funded by charity and so on. Where would all these schemes be without the wives of
wealthy men to run them? And where would the wives be if it weren't for the sick and
the poor? There's a thought" (Kuti 19; see 75).
By teaching her to read and by providing food, Hannah in particular helps Martha Ryan.
But she repeatedly and adamantly refuses Martha's plea for ten pounds to be able to emigrate to the United States from what she feels is her enslavement in Dublin (see Kuti 8,
40). Slavery may be practiced where it nominally does not exist and vice versa. Martha
makes very clear that Hannah's charity is not informed by true sympathy with its recipients: "Ah fuck off then, give us your mouldy soup instead if it makes you feel better. Or
let's read some stories, that'd be lovely" (Kuti 8). On a bazaar Hannah's Quaker community ironically collects almost the identical sum Martha wants for her emigration. Most
of this money will be spent on pamphlets, however, advertising the religious cause of
the Quakers, rather than for the practical support of needy people like Martha (see Kuti
9-10). When, at the end of the play, Hannah finds Martha dead, she finally presses the
fare and travel money she wanted to use for her own voyage to America into Martha's
hand (see Kuti 72). Hannah finally realizes that true compassion is not based on one's
own religious principles alone but on empathy with the desires of others.
3.2 Sarah Worth's Lectures of Suffering and Tolerance and the Ethics of
Postethnic Transnationalism
Sarah Worth, the former slave, spells out the one axiomatic assumption of Kuti's play:
"Everything has to do with money" (Kuti 25). Although she is no longer a slave and
does not officially marry Alfred Darby, she allows herself to be exploited by him as
she loves him. Like Samuel, Sarah accepts, even seeks compromise and tolerates ambivalence. In her abolitionist lectures, Sarah delivers a message of liminal pacifism
which may be understood as Kuti's delineation of postethnic ethics. Sarah tells the sto-
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ry of her great grandmother who, big with child, was raped by one of the white slave
traders on the Middle Passage while she watched her husband being thrown overboard
and killed. She manages to snatch her rapist's gun and to kill him. Having just lost her
husband and been delivered from her tormentor, she finally stands poised on the slave
ship, holding the gun. She can either go on using it or not. Detecting an engraved dove
on the gun – allegedly the trade mark of the ironworks owned by Alfred Darby's family – she throws it into the sea, opting for a future of non-violence in the face of the
horrible atrocities just experienced (see Kuti 20-21, 33-34, 40-41, 47, 63-64, 72).5
Kuti's characters are in many ways determined by contrarious forces which tend to
reduce the people with whom they interact to projections of their own desires: Alfred
Darby's atheist humanitarianism is both informed and subverted by his sadistic savior
complex, Hannah Tewkley's religious fervor by her self-important neglect of the real
needs of those she wants to help, Samuel Tewkley's fair-trade business ethics by his
greedy materialism, and Sarah Worth's abolitionism by her love for manipulative Alfred Darby which ironically perpetuates her former oppression in individualized form.
All of these complex characters are involved in a transnational dynamics of sexual as
well as commercial exploitation and profit orientation, most glaringly and powerfully
represented by the history of colonial slavery. In different ways only their ability to
love seems to be able to hold ubiquitous destructiveness at bay. In a postcolonial perspective, all of these characters are the descendants of Sarah Worth's great grandmother,
the woman brutally forced into slavery who, nevertheless, throws the gun away. One
of the more important insights embedded in Kuti's transnational reenactments of colonial oppression seems to consist in the humbling notion that we may never be able to
purge ourselves of exploitation completely, and if we think we do we may overlook
and get involved in its worst forms. Acknowledgement of complexity and ambivalence, the acceptance of liminality, may be less impressive but more rewarding than
the search for absolutes which only leads back to aporias of insurmountable dichotomies. Kuti explores these liminalities also suggested by postcolonial theory and African American cultural theory. Sarah Worth's lectures on slavery and Kuti's The Sugar
Wife on the whole distil an ethics from these transnational dialectics which is already
encapsulated in a letter by Frederick Douglass to William Lloyd Garrison, the American abolitionist and editor of the anti-slavery newspaper The Liberator, to which many
nineteenth-century Protestant Irish philanthropists like the Tewkleys in the play subscribed. In this letter, which was published in The Liberator on March 27, 1846,
Douglass writes about the destitution he encountered on his lecture tour in Ireland:
Men and women, married and single, old and young, lie down together, in much the same degradation as the American slaves. I see much here to remind me of my former condition [...]. He
who really and truly feels for the American slave, cannot steel his heart to the woes of others;
and he who thinks himself an abolitionist, yet cannot enter into the wrongs of others, has yet to
find a true foundation for his anti-slavery faith. (cit. Byrne, "The Lion & The Tiger" 38)
5

Lonergan assumes that Sarah's anti-slavery lectures are constructs in the sense that they are
edited by Alfred Darby for maximum propaganda effect. From this angle the pacifist gesture of
Sarah Worth's great grandmother – her rejection of the gun bearing the sign of the dove, the alleged logo of the Slatebeck Iron and Steel Company owned by Alfred Darby's family – also becomes "a parable of sorts for Alfred" (Lonergan 212; see 211-212).
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3.3 Ireland in the Global Marketplace; or, An Irish Example of Transnational
Liminalities: Different Accentuations of Elizabeth Kuti's The Sugar Wife
Like Martin McDonagh's drama, Elizabeth Kuti's The Sugar Wife opens up different
perspectives on transnationalism, globalization, and commodification. The Sugar Wife
is a play that challenges the concept of national boundaries rather generally as such by
depicting the inescapability of transnational involvement and personal contrariety. By
contrast Patrick Lonergan considers the play as dealing rather specifically with Irish
identity and Ireland's changed role in the world as a wealthy and exploitative nation
and no longer a poor and exploited one: "[…] her aim with The Sugar Wife is to challenge much of the received wisdom about Ireland's past while emphasizing the country's responsibilities in the present as one of the wealthiest nations in the globalizing
world" (Lonergan 206; see 206-215). This seems to overtax the elasticity of Kuti's
nineteenth-century Ireland. If first and foremost she wanted to address the changed
role of Celtic Tiger Ireland, why did she not write a play set in the present? Foregrounding the interrelations of Irish, English, and African American individuals in a
very special situation, the play importantly demonstrates that human behavior on the
whole and in general is based on the projection of desire and the gratification of imagined as well as real needs. The Sugar Wife may be considered to be more about the
uprooting of limited national identities and the embeddedness of individuals as well as
collectives in transnational interrelations than about centrally Irish questions. Lonergan
discusses Kuti's The Sugar Wife from the perspective of how this play contributes to a
nuanced view of the transformation of Ireland's status within the colonial paradigm, to
the discontinuation of traditions of "the theatre of the oppressed [...] in a country that
has become one of the oppressors" (Lonergan 194-195; see 221). This view can be
meaningfully expanded from the angle of a transnational aesthetics which registers the
cultural consequences of transnational positionings in a wider spectrum. The critical
discourse associated with Irish and African American drama and other art forms may
shed its nation-oriented contours as well as these artistic phenomena themselves.
Lonergan's interpretation also suggests a moralistic purpose on Kuti's side which, to
my mind, overemphasizes the influence of individual decisions: "[…] the inequality
between rich and poor (whether globally or locally) arises not because of an arbitrary
social arrangement, but from choices made by individuals, who are motivated by desire. [...] Kuti's play [...] demands of its audience that we consider the consequences of
our own desire for pleasure and stimulation" (Lonergan 214; see 222). Such didactic
optimism seems short-circuited. The decision to drink coffee without sugar will not
abolish slavery. Throwing a gun away hardly guarantees the end of oppression and
atrocities, although such acts may be the only beginnings individuals are capable of.
But more importantly the play demonstrates that people are ensconced in their desires
or what they think are their desires. From this starting point economic systems based
on inequality may have arisen. Once in place, they make participation largely inevitable.
Lonergan emphasizes as central the insight of Kuti's play that love as well as business
relationships are based on constructs or brands designed to secure success in the exchange of goods, be they coffee or sexual gratification. He considers this chiefly as an
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indicator of Ireland's implication in colonizing practices which contradict the stereotypical view of Ireland as both colonized and victimized. By contrast or in extension,
the inevitability of such duplicity and liminality, also embedded in Kuti's play, needs
to be stressed more. For individuals, involvement in the injustices and colonizing practices of international trade and business transactions is unavoidable and often unconscious. Samuel Tewkley cannot steer clear of his indirect involvement in the slave
trade unless he gives up his role as coffee and tea trader altogether which potentially
would have other catastrophic consequences in the familial sphere, as it would unhinge
his own and his wife Hannah's identities. By the same token, Alfred Darby cannot liberate Sarah Worth without buying her on the slave market and thus at the same time
colluding in her commodification. The liminality in which commodification, exploitation, liberation and emancipation converge is built into realities without alternative.
Kuti's The Sugar Wife provides an explanation for such inevitabilities in the commercial sphere by the treatment of love relationships in the play. I am not sure that these
love relationships bespeak universal commodification. They rather indicate an anthropological explanation why commodification can be so powerful. The erotic relationships in the play make clear that love that accepts a partner simply as he or she is – in
other words, the notion of selfless romantic love that feeds on itself – is illusionary.
Alfred Darby's sexual and artistic interest in victimized and maltreated women and
Hannah Tewkley's charitable devotion to diseased women are based on the gratification of a sense of superiority provided by saving others. The analogy to economic exchanges is tenuous, as neither Hannah Tewkley nor Alfred Darby gain materially from
their questionable forms of philanthropy. One can only speculate why they can muster
emotion only for the downtrodden, but such irrational and one-sided predilections –
for blonde hair, blue eyes, sadomasochistic sexual practices etc., etc. – seem ingrained
in many, if not all, love relationships. This does not mean that the cage of irresistible
and selfish desires cannot be left at all, that the construct of the loved one cannot be
modified. There are numerous indications of such liminal forms of change in the play.
Samuel Tewkley buys sexual gratification from a prostitute, who turns out to be a nursing mother and for whom he develops genuine feelings (see Kuti 44-45). Samuel's
genuine feelings for this woman do not abolish prostitution but demonstrate that commodification and branding only go so far. Hannah marries Samuel Tewkley for materialistic reasons and therefore cannot love him for a long time. Her infatuation with the
obviously false self-projection of Alfred Darby improbably turns into the trigger for
her final reconciliation with Samuel, however. What Kuti demonstrates in the sphere
of personal interaction as well as international business transactions is the perhaps anthropological liminality and ambivalence of humans. She dramatizes not only a caveat
with regard to the injustices of globalization and the adherence to outdated forms of
Irish identity. She also teaches the lesson of human insufficiency which can only be
ignored with a vengeance. The observation that identities are marked by in-built otherness, that, as Stuart Hall argues, there is an outside history that is inside each history, is
not only true of colonizing nation states and multinational business enterprises. Kuti's
The Sugar Wife demonstrates convincingly that an outside history is equally inescapable in intimate relationships as well as artistic production.
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SILKE STROH (MÜNSTER)
Revisioning Irish Postcolonialism: The Scottish Connection

The question whether international postcolonial patterns of cultural and social analysis
are applicable to Irish contexts has been a much debated issue ever since the 1980s.
Despite these lively controversies, there is one aspect which has so far received very
little attention in postcolonial Irish Studies: namely, the role it has played in inspiring
other 'white' and intra-European postcolonialisms, for instance in Scottish, Welsh, or
post-Soviet Studies. This essay briefly charts this international context and discusses in
how far such comparisons can be made fruitful for a revisioning of postcolonial Irish
Studies. This is followed by somewhat more detailed comparisons between the Irish
case and one of these new postcolonialisms, namely in Scottish Studies. There will be
an outline of key commonalities, differences and cross-fertilisations concerning cultural identity, the relation to the British state, racialisation, anticolonial nationalism
and emigration. A discussion of general theoretical implications is combined with brief
case studies of Irish/Scottish postcolonial alignments in modern historical discourse,
literature and cinema. It will also be shown how postcolonial concepts of Irishness are
made productive for a new image of Scottish nationhood.
1.

Ireland and the International Context: Postcolonialisms Old and New

Postcolonial Studies is an inherently comparative field. Usually, however, the comparisons are mainly limited to modern Europe's former overseas colonies in the Americas, Africa, Asia or Oceania. Some critics have favoured a further limitation, arguing
that labels like 'colonised' or 'postcolonial' are most legitimately applicable to the nonwhite indigenous populations of those former colonies, whereas the colonial or postcolonial claims of white settler populations – for instance in Canada, Australia or New Zealand – were to be regarded with much more scepticism.1 The non-white, indigenous bias
of many understandings of postcolonialism is also reflected in Luke Gibbons's muchquoted slogan "Ireland is a first-world country […] with a third-world memory" (1998).
To some extent, comparisons with the 'Third world' or with indigenous populations of
settler colonies2 might indeed be justified, for instance concerning the Great Irish Famine of the nineteenth century, the oppression of an indigenous language and culture, as
well as nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century constructions of the Irish as an inferior

1

2

E.g., cf. Hodge/Mishra (1991) 1994, 285-287; and Schulze-Engler 2004, 8-9. A more general
critique of postcolonial comparative approaches, which also takes in the problematic case of settler (post-)colonies, is Ahmad (1995) 1996, cf. e.g. 282-83.
Such a focus is also evident in Lloyd 1993, where India is identified as a particularly important
reference point; other recurrent sources of comparison are Africa, the African diaspora, and minority groups in America (e.g., cf. 2, 7-9, 11, 122).
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race3 or even sub-human "white chimpanzees" (Charles Kingsley, letter to his wife,
quoted in Curtis 1968, 84). In other respects, however, the moral and analytical legitimacy of comparing the Irish experience to the colonial experience of non-European indigenous populations has been rightly problematised – for instance because such comparisons often pay insufficient attention to differences in wealth levels and to Irish complicity in the exploitation of the 'Third World', or employ facile victimology to justify
ultra-nationalism and anglophobia (e.g., Kennedy 1992-1993, 118-121; Pelletier 1999,
328-331, 333). A comparison with the different kind of coloniality and postcoloniality
experienced by overseas white settler cultures can be more fruitful to some extent – for
instance concerning economic conditions since the twentieth century, and concerning
the importance of phenotypical whiteness, which has made boundaries to the coloniser
much more porous, even at times when there were attempts to construct the white Irish
as a different race. But even more interesting, and even less commonly considered, is
the connection with 'new' postcolonialisms that are now being used to conceptualise the
experience of various (predominantly white) margins, cultural minorities and small nations within Europe itself, as well as in Central Asia and the Middle East.
In these 'new' postcolonialisms, insights and theories that were originally developed in
the study of Europe's former overseas colonies and their diasporas are being transferred to different regional and cultural contexts. Postcolonial Studies are here employed as a rich source of more widely applicable tools for the analysis of cultural
phenomena which reflect significant power imbalances between different states or between different regions within the same state, and/or reflect the experience of marginalised cultural minorities and their complicated relationship to the nation state or to
multinational imperial states. This can also involve the position of minorities which
straddle state borders, either because of transnational migration or because superimposed state borders divide traditional ethno-cultural units. A key concept which has
been used to express the various parallels between the experiences of such internal
margins and minorities within the same state or region and the experiences of Europe's
external, overseas (ex-)colonies is the concept of 'internal colonialism', which has also
been highly important in Irish and other 'Celtic fringe' contexts (e.g., cf. Hechter 1975,
xv-xvi, 8-9; Khleif 1980, 15-17, 22; Maley 2000, 38).
Besides 'Celtic fringe' postcolonialism, another such 'new' postcolonialism has developed in Slavonic, Eastern European and Post-Soviet Studies. Postcolonial patterns
are applied to the position of non-German ethnic and national groups in the Habsburg
Empire and to the position of non-Russian groups in the USSR (e.g. Csáky et al. 2003;
Kelertas 2006). It has also been asked whether constructions of Eastern Europe as an
intra-European Other have employed similar 'colonial discourse' strategies as European
or Euro-American constructions of the Orient. In addition to 'Orientalism' (Said 1978)
and 'Celticism' (Mc Cormack 1985, 219-238; Leerssen 1996; Sims-Williams 1986, 7475 and 1996, 98; Cairns/Richards 1988, 47-48; Watson 1996), we now also have scholars dealing with 'Balkanism' (e.g. Todorova 1997). Postcolonial perspectives on the Ottoman Empire are also emerging (e.g. Landry 2012). Moreover, Palestine has already
3

Cf., for instance, the textual and (Africanised) pictorial representation of the Irish and other
'Celtic' peoples in Knox (1850) 1862, 52-53, 78, 322-324, 378-379.
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been discussed in colonial and postcolonial terms for quite some time (e.g. Zureik 1979;
McClintock [1992] 1994, 294-295; Ball 2012). Another branch of postcolonialism has
emerged in Jewish Studies, for instance concerning the history of the Jewish diaspora
(e.g. Peled 1989). The Jewish experience is also an important theme in the growing field
of postcolonial Mediaevistics; for instance concerning the representation of the Jewish
Other in the writings of Christian authors like Chaucer (e.g. Tomasch 2000). The Crusades and Christian images of the Muslim world also form relevant topics.4 Another key
aspect is, of course, the portrayal of the 'Celtic' Other in medieval anglophone literature,
which leads us back to Postcolonial Irish Studies. Extending the historical perspective
even further backwards, postcolonial approaches have emerged in Classical Philology
and Archaeology (e.g. Cooper/Webster 1996). Here as well, representations of the
'Celtic' Other by metropolitan (and often imperialist) powers – in this case Greek and
Roman rather than English ones – play an important role, not just with regard to Ireland,
but also (and perhaps more prominently) with regard to other geographical and cultural
spaces which have been designated as 'Celtic'.
A shared nexus of 'Celticity' has also played a crucial role in the recent emergence of
Postcolonial Scottish and Welsh Studies. This happened much later than the boom in
Postcolonial Irish Studies, and it is here that the importance of the Irish model for the
'new' postcolonialisms is most clearly evident. The first postcolonial approaches to
Scottish Studies began to appear in the 1990s, but it was only in the new millennium
that Scottish postcolonialism gained greater momentum (e.g. Gardiner et al. 2011; Sassi/
Van Heijnsbergen 2013). The same is true for Welsh postcolonialism (e.g. Aaron/Williams 2005). A long-standing sense of commonalities among these three countries,
which are often included under the (somewhat problematic) umbrella term 'Celtic
fringe', has been a key factor in the transfer of postcolonial models from Ireland to
other margins of the British Isles.
It is thus all the more surprising that debates about Irish postcoloniality often pay very
little attention to these other postcolonialisms of the British Isles, or to other 'new'
European postcolonialisms in general. Arguably, these offer the Irish postcolonial debate a much more fruitful ground for transperipheral comparison than the various nonEuropean post-colonial nations and cultures. So far, Ireland is often seen as a highly
exceptional case in the history of colonialism and postcolonialism because of the
whiteness of the colonised indigenous population, its geographic and cultural closeness to the British colonisers, and modern Ireland's 'First-World' status. Exceptionality
is also implied in Gibbons's assertion that Ireland's status as "a colony within Europe"
is "paradoxical" (1998, italics original). Thus, Ireland's colonial or postcolonial status
as such is often considered questionable. Looking at other 'white' postcolonial alignments which the Irish debate has inspired relativises Ireland's supposed exceptionality
by drawing attention to the importance – and relative frequency – of intra-European
and intra-white colonialisms and anti-colonialisms, and provides new material for the
comparative investigation of such (formerly) liminal claims to post/colonial status,
thus also reconceptualising the field of Postcolonial Studies in general.
4

For a representative range of postcolonial approaches to mediaevistics, cf. Cohen 2000 and
Kabir/Williams 2005.
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Although such comparisons are not without ambiguities and problems, the various colonial and postcolonial connections between Ireland and other (largely white) marginalised regions of Europe deserve further investigation, and can provide valuable new
insights. To illustrate this claim, I would like to offer a brief case study of noteworthy
colonial and postcolonial connections between Ireland and Scotland.
2.

Irish and Scottish (Post)Coloniality: Connections and Comparisons

So far, there are only very few works of postcolonial criticism which consider Scotland and Ireland from a thoroughly comparative perspective – among these few are
Ryan's (2002) and Lehner's (2011). These two books offer important insights into the
culture of both countries since the 1960s, but it is worth extending these comparisons
much further back in history. The Gaelic element in both countries' populations and
cultures is a particularly fruitful field of investigation. Gaelic is an indigenous language to both; and, despite dialectal variation, Scottish and Irish Gaelic remain mutually intelligible, at least to some extent. This shared heritage has been a key factor in
the centuries of cultural and political exchange between the two countries. A key difference, however, consists in the degree to which Gaelic has been considered essential
to national identity. Whereas in Ireland the main enemies to Gaelic have traditionally
been identified in the anglophone colonisers from Britain, Scotland's mainstream already started to de-gaelicise long before the Union with England, due to certain
choices made by Scotland's medieval kings and feudal aristocracies – that is, de-gaelicisation was started by indigenous elites. The English (or Scots) language which became their chosen medium of communication was, moreover, native to certain parts of
Scotland and now merely extended its base over other parts of the national territory.
Thus, English or Scots could less easily be identified as an external 'colonial' imposition; and Scottish nationalism was never as strongly bound up with Celtic linguistic
alterity than its Irish (or Welsh) counterpart.
Parts of Scotland tell a different story, however: the north-west, where Gaelic remained strongest, long retained a robust sense of Gaelic identity, as well as a stronger
tradition of political, economic and religious dissidence from the mainstream of the
modern nation-state which emerged around the power-centres of Edinburgh and (after
the Union) London. These regions also retained the strongest connections with Ireland,
even after the anglocentric Scottish and English mainstream had already started to
regard Ireland as an inferior and hostile colonial Other. For instance, from the medieval to the early modern period, Gaelic court bards travelled freely between the two
countries, composing in a shared literary idiom for patrons on both sides of the Sea of
Moyle, and a considerable body of early Scottish literature is oriented much more
strongly towards Irish frames of reference than towards pan-Scottish or Lowland ones.
There were also political and military connections; for instance, Clan Donald had
interconnected branches in both countries, and there was much exchange of mercenary
soldiers – much to the grief of the Crown, which took a long time to weaken these
connections in its attempt to construct a central state authority with a stable monopoly
of violence and stable national borders. The threat which Scottish Highland otherness,
with its 'antiquated' Gaelic traditions and Irish connections, was seen to pose to the in-
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tegrity of the new (first Scottish and later British) nation state is also evident in the fact
that Scottish Gaelic was long labelled in English as "Erse", which means "Irish". That
is, Scotland's Gaidhealtachd represented an 'Other within', a pocket of 'alien', 'primitive' Irishness within the supposedly superior Scottish or British polity. Hence, this internal Other had to be assimilated and 'civilised' by internal colonising missions which
often bore striking resemblances to their counterparts across the water. For instance,
the Plantation of Ulster, where Lowland Scots played a central part as colonisers, were
parallelled by similar, though much less successful, plans for the plantation of Lowland settlements in the Scottish Gaidhealtachd (e.g., cf. Grant 1959, 188-207). Other
initiatives for the integration of the Scottish Highlands into the Scottish (and British)
nation were destined to be much more successful, especially from the later eighteenth
century onwards (e.g., cf. Womack 1989; Clyde 1995). Nonetheless, pan-Gaelic connections with Ireland remained a powerful subliminary strand of Highland – and sometimes even pan-Scottish – identity discourses which were periodically reanimated at
times of intra-national discord, when resistance initiatives felt a need for alternative
points of identification. Thus, there is a long tradition of ('inter-colonial'?) cultural exchanges and ('anti-colonial'?) alliances between Scotland and Ireland.
Nonetheless, the fact that the 'saming' of the Scottish Other (both Highland and Lowland) to British mainstream norms was more successful than that of the Irish Other also
caused different responses to those vestiges of Otherness that remained. There were also
different responses to the vicissitudes of the 'colonial' economies. Certain icons of
Highland culture, like tartans and bagpipes, were more readily accepted as harmless and
picturesque 'local colour' within an overarching British frame, whereas icons of Irish
culture appeared more threatening and contemptible. There were also different responses to the potato famine which hit both countries in the mid-nineteenth century. Although both Scottish and Irish Gaels were seen as parts of the same inferior Celtic race
whose economic woes were in large part attributable to biologically ingrained laziness,
perceived gradations of otherness permitted a slightly more lenient stance towards
Scotland's 'Celtic' sub-group. This may also have played a part in the more efficient
administration of Scottish famine relief, which ensured that the death toll was much
lower than in Ireland. The readiness of the British mainstream to recognise Scotland as
being less 'other' than Ireland was also reflected in a much greater integration of Scottish
elites (which even included Highland ones) into the new pan-British national elites that
profited from both internal and external colonialism. There was also significant grassroots participation in Scotland's junior partnership in British imperialism; and a much
greater degree of economic success and diversification in an increasingly industrialised
Britain – though, again, the Highlands provide an exception of rural underdevelopment
which is more reminiscent of traditional Irish and overseas colonial experiences.5
A sense of significant differences between Scotland and Ireland was also reflected in
the racialisation and othering of the Irish diaspora in Scotland. This kind of racism survived long after the racial othering of Scottish Gaels had passed its peak. For instance,
in 1923 the Church and Nation Committee of the General Assembly of the Church of
5

For a more detailed discussion of Scottish cultural and social history in (post)colonial terms, cf.
e.g. Stroh 2009 and 2011.
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Scotland presented a long report entitled "The Menace of the Irish Race to our Scottish
Nationality" which asserts that Scottish Catholics are acceptable as part of the nation
whereas diasporic Irish Catholics "cannot be assimilated and absorbed into the Scottish
race" because "[t]hey remain […] segregated by reason of their race, their customs, their
traditions and […] their loyalty to their Church, and are […] dividing Scotland, racially,
socially and ecclesiastically" (quoted from Burrowes 2003, 197-198, cf. also 196). The
report also asserts that "the Scottish people realise the seriousness of the menace to their
own racial supremacy in their native land" (quoted from Burrowes 2003, 205). Thus,
paying greater attention to Scotland also helps to change postcolonial perspectives on
the Irish diaspora. So far, postcolonial critics have mainly discussed this diaspora in its
overseas manifestations, for instance in North America and Australia, where (despite
occasional denigration as racially 'other' and inferior to the Anglo-Saxon mainstream) it
essentially features mainly as yet another white coloniser population which (though
somewhat 'inferior') was acceptable as a junior partner of English imperialists in the
exploitation and dispossession of non-white indigeneous peoples, rather than as a fellow
(albeit differently) colonised. An examination of the position of the Irish diaspora in
Scotland, where there is greater emphasis on the other side of the Irish experience as a
racialised colonised Other – even after the racialisation of the Irish in the USA and
Australia had already peaked – provides a reminder of the other, subaltern, side of the
two-sided coin that is Ireland's colonial and postcolonial experience.
Despite Scotland's rather ambivalent stance towards its Irish neighbour – sometimes as
a sister country with a shared Gaelic heritage and a shared experience of victimisation
by anglocentric imperialism, and sometimes in terms of a hierarchical relationship
which cast Scotland as a coloniser of Ireland rather than a fellow colonised – modern
Scottish cultural and political nationalism has increasingly tended to privilege a perception of the two countries as fellow colonised, drawing on Irish models for inspiration, legitimation or solidarity. This parallels the inspiration which overseas anticolonial movements have drawn from Irish developments (cf. e.g. the Indian examples
cited in Boehmer 1995, 4, 114, 119-120 and Maan 1992, 91). Although Scottish nationalism has on the whole been much less radical than its Irish counterpart, the Scottish
National League, founded in 1920, expressed sympathy with the Irish secessionists
(Glen 1964, 45; Pittock 1999, 72, 83-84, 127). During the same period, Irish sympathies were also expressed by several writers of the Scottish Renaissance. In 1929,
Compton Mackenzie was convinced that "nothing less than the status of the Irish Free
State was imaginable for Scotland's future" (1967, 188-189). Ruaraidh Erskine of
Mar's attempt to link Scottish nationalism more closely to Gaelic culture was likewise
inspired by Irish models (cf. the discussion in Thompson 1971-1972, 82; Chapman
1978, 145; Haws 1989, 24-25; Kerrigan 1989, 181-182; Harvie 1996, 249-50; Pittock
1999, 83-84). Hugh MacDiarmid likewise expressed strong Irish alignments, not only
in his political statements, but also in his literary criticism and poetry. With Erskine,
he shared an endorsement of Gaelicness and Irish connections as a pan-Scottish wellspring of national cultural revival. And with Edwin Muir, he shared an admiration of
the Irish Renaissance as a successful precedent for the 'nativisation' of the English language in a non-English national literature (cf. e.g. MacDiarmid 1967, 166-169 and
[1977] 1984, 289; Muir [1936] 1982, 111-113; Dooley [1981] 1982, 459). Later, Seamus
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Heaney returned the compliment by quoting MacDiarmid as a model for subsequent
post-colonial Irish (and overseas) literature:
MacDiarmid's poetry […] will be perceived as ancestral when […] Caribbean literature and Nigerian literature and Irish literature come into their strength in the twenty-first century. […. I]n
the post-imperialist world of cultures that have had to deal with English and have to discover
through their own particular dialect of English a way of re-saying themselves, MacDiarmid is
bound to appear as a resource and an example. (Heaney [1980] 1992, 69-70)

Like MacDiarmid and other writers of the anglophone Scottish Renaissance, Scottish
Gaelic poets like Somhairle MacGill-Eain (e.g. [1989] 1999, 258-261) or Ruaraidh
MacThòmais (e.g. 1995, 94-95) have also aligned themselves with Irish anticolonial
cultural and political nationalism.
In politics, Scottish interest in Ireland boomed once again from the 1990s onwards,
when the economic successes of the Irish 'Celtic Tiger' as a small independent state
within the European Union kindled Scottish wishes to imitate this national success story.
This was especially evident in the stance taken by the pro-independence Scottish National Party (SNP).6 Notably, since the start of the current economic crisis, the party
seems less keen to invoke Ireland as a model for independent Scotland, instead aligning
itself with other small states in non-'Celtic', but more affluent, Scandinavia (SNP 2012).
Culturally, however, Irish alignments continue unbroken. Relevant cultural and academic initiatives since the 1990s include Colmcille (formerly called the Columba Initiative), which again has a Gaelic focus; and Aberdeen University's Research Institute
of Irish and Scottish Studies which, among other things, has produced key historical
research. There are also joint anthologies of Scottish and Irish Gaelic poetry, such as
Sruth na Maoile (Davitt/MacDhòmhnaill 1993) and An Leabhar Mòr (Dorgan/Maclean 2002). Both collections expressly aim to reaffirm old connections long glossed
over; one of them also links this to the (arguably decolonising) process of devolution
(Davitt/MacDhòmhnaill 1993 xiv; Dorgan/ Maclean 2002, cover blurb and 1-3).
As already noted, more explicitly postcolonial perspectives on Scottish culture have
likewise used Ireland as a key reference point and sounding board for their own endeavours. While Ireland and many former overseas colonies may already have moved
from a postcolonial to a post-postcolonial or post-national phase, this is not true for
Scotland – or Wales, for that matter. Here, the still growing interest in nation-building
and Postcolonial Studies is arguably related to the fact that the issue of political autonomy is still unresolved.
Another interesting difference is that Scottish postcolonialism already seems much more
willing to include specifically Gaelic perspectives and sources than its Irish precedent
(e.g. compare Gardiner et al. 2011; Stroh 2011 and Sassi/van Heijnsbergen 2013 with
foundational Irish-related postcolonial texts like Cairns/Richards 1988; Innes 1990 or
Lloyd 1993). At first, this seems paradoxical, as the connection between Gaelic and
6

Cf., for instance, the statements made by the SNP Research Department (1996) and by SNP
leader Alex Salmond (1997), both quoted from Ryan 2002, 14 and 1-2. Cf. also a lecture given
by the Scottish Parliament’s Presiding Officer George Reid on 17 Oct. 2006, cited from Scottish
Parliament 2006.
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nationalist discourse has been far stronger in Ireland than it has been in Scotland. On
closer inspection, however, this may be the very reason why Gaelic in Scotland has
seemed a much more burning postcolonial concern – not as a state-enforced national
orthodoxy (however nominal and window-dressing), but as a much more openly and
precariously marginalised cultural (sub-)group which even nationalists have frequently
overlooked. As Gaelic realities in Ireland are similarly precarious (despite pro-Gaelic
national ideologies), postcolonial approaches may help to highlight such problems.
Here, Scottish postcolonialism, previously so much inspired by Irish precedents, can in
turn become a positive stimulus to future developments in Irish postcolonialism.
3.

The Irish Diaspora and New Constructions of a Postcolonial, Multicultural
Scotland: Examples from Recent Historiography, Literature and Film

Another important cross-current between Irish and Scottish postcolonial discourse relates to the construction of the Irish diaspora in Scotland as a precedent for more recent waves of immigration, this time from former overseas colonies (for instance in
South Asia). Several recent narratives construct parallels between Irish and overseas
colonial and post-colonial immigrants in order to support a new image of Scotland as a
post-imperial multicultural nation. One example is Bashir Maan's history book The
New Scots (1992). Another is the feature film Ae Fond Kiss (2004), directed by Ken
Loach and scripted by Scottish screenwriter Paul Laverty. Set in contemporary Glasgow, it tells a love story between a second-generation diasporic Pakistani Muslim and
a white first-generation Irish Catholic immigrant. A third example is Torcuil Crichton's Gaelic novel Fo Bhruid (2010), a modern retelling of Robert Louis Stevenson's
Kidnapped (1886). While Stevenson's plot revolved around the socio-cultural clashes
between Jacobites and Hanoverians, Lowlanders and Highlanders in eighteenthcentury Scotland, Crichton's protagonist is an Asian Scottish Muslim who is falsely
suspected of terrorism and travels all the way to Afghanistan before he can prove his
innocence and his loyalties to the UK.
All three narratives assert the belonging of diasporic Asians in Scotland as part of a
pluralised multicultural nation. And all three employ references to the earlier history of
the Irish diaspora to set a precedent, suggesting that, if the diasporic Irish could ultimately become rather well integrated and accepted as Scots, so can the diasporic
Asians – despite the difference in skin colour, which all three texts highlight as an
added obstacle to acceptance (e.g. Maan, 201; Crichton, 7). Maan explicitly calls Ireland a colony (9) and links immigration from Ireland and Asia to the historical ties
established by British colonialism (2-3, 37-61). He also highlights that, like later Asian
immigrants, "the Irish were […] considered to be of an inferior race and an alien faith"
(10-11) before being eventually accepted. In Loach's and Crichton's narratives, references to Irish marginality are more oblique, but nonetheless palpable. For example, a
Catholic priest in Ae Fond Kiss betrays the siege mentality of an entrenched religious
minority amid a sea of Protestants and alludes to the 1920s educational legislation
which arose from sectarian animosities. Crichton's protagonist likewise alludes to Irish
and Catholic minority history in Britain in a way which invites readers to construct
parallels to the later history of the diasporic Asian Muslim minority. All three narra-
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tives connect these Irish precedents with a plea for a pluralist, convivial revisioning of
Scottish national identity in which all such minorities, including diasporic Asian Muslims, have a legitimate place. For instance, the Asian diasporic protagonists of film and
novel stress their Scottishness via their accents and their assertions that they feel at
home in Scotland. And Maan's narrative of subsequent waves of immigration and acceptance culminates in the assertion that "the people of Scotland […] have all been at
a certain time in […] history […], the new Scots" (ii, cf. also 2, 5-36, 62-64, 201). All
three texts construct a comparative postcolonial vision which connects the Irish diaspora to later waves of non-European immigration and projects a revised, post-imperial,
pluralist and convivial image of Scottish society and culture.
4.

Conclusion

The various examples discussed in this paper offer a counter-perspective to the frequently voiced opinion that Irish postcolonialism is a mere theoretical aberration, an
unproductive dead end insisting on a European exception in a global sea of colonial
victims vying for moral high ground in their attempts to justify a regressive nationalist
discourse which turns out just as reductive and oppressive as its colonial predecessors.
Instead, the above-mentioned examples illustrate that Irish anti- and postcolonial discourses have been a very practical inspiration for political, cultural and academic developments elsewhere. This includes the various 'new' postcolonialisms in Scotland,
Wales, and other parts of Europe. Some of these are even more ambiguous candidates
for colonial or postcolonial status than Ireland is, for instance due to the greater complicity of Scottish people in internal and external colonialism. Nonetheless, this does
not preclude postcolonial consideration, as similar complicities also existed among the
colonised overseas – examples include black African slave traders, Native Americans
fighting for the French in the Seven Years War, or Sikhs and Gurkhas in the British
army (Hunter 1994, 54; Clyde 1995, 177; Young 2010). International postcolonialism
has itself become ever more attentive to ambiguities which transgress simplistic binarisms between (ex-)coloniser and (ex-)colonised. Scottish and Irish ambiguities thus tie
in with existing postcolonial preoccupations.
Scottish and other European postcolonialisms also relativise the image of Irish exceptionalism that has featured so strongly in debates on Irish postcoloniality. This is not
simply a case of victimological 'me-too-ism' (also cf. Brydon 1991, 194), or the highjacking of a moral and theoretical bandwaggon for nationalist aims. Although this has
arguably played a part in some instances, it is not the whole story: many postcolonial
texts from Irish, Scottish and other European peripheries are openly aware of the complexities and ambiguities involved. Socio-cultural hierarchies are not perceived as
simple binarisms, but as a complex spectrum comprising many gradations of marginality and complicity. Postcolonialism and post-nationalism are not simply an either/or,
as recent postcolonialism itself has moved away from endorsements of national and
cultural monoliths. Postcolonialism has produced a wide range of tools for analysising
the ways in which cultural and national identities are constructed, contested and reconstructed, especially in contexts of power asymmetries, cultural contacts and conflicts,
as well as migration. These tools have proved useful far beyond the contexts for which
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they were originally developed. They highlight that cultural and political borders are
hardly ever fully congruous, and that multi- and transculturality are the historical norm
rather than the exception in human societies. This helps to transcend traditional images
of the nation-state which are built on a false – and often violent – ideal of homogeneity. As is also shown by Scottish responses to Irish coloniality and postcoloniality, the
comparative impetus of old and new postcolonialisms can facilitate inter-group solidarisation and enable visions for a tolerant, transcultural and convivial future.
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JOANNA ROSTEK (PASSAU)
Migration, Capital, Space: Econotopic Constellations
in Recent Literature about Polish Migrants in Ireland

The question remains whether Ireland […] is prepared to accept its own transformation into a
multilingual and multicultural country, one in which an Irish speaker will switch in conversation
not only between English and Irish, but also between these two languages and Lithuanian, Polish, Romani, Russian, and Slovak, to say the least. (Kamusella 2011, 241)

1.

Introduction

The economic boom of the Celtic Tiger years led to a historic reversal of migration
patterns: Ireland, traditionally a country sending forth emigrants, suddenly became a
destination for hundred thousands of migrants who came in order to partake in the
country's remarkable financial ascent (cf. Egger; McDonagh 2011, ix). The most numerous group arrived from Poland and it took less than a decade for Poles to become
the largest non-Irish community living in Ireland, thus surpassing the hitherto biggest
group from the UK. Despite the economic downturn following the credit crunch of
2008, the Polish community kept growing, albeit at a slower pace. The Census of 2011
revealed that between 2006 and 2011 the number of Poles in Ireland almost doubled,
reaching c. 122,000 persons and accounting for 2.7 per cent of the entire population
(cf. Central Statistics Office 2012, 33).The unprecedented influx of Poles set in in
2004 when, after Poland's accession to the European Union, Ireland, the UK, and
Sweden were the only EU member countries to lift labour market restrictions for the
'new' Europeans. The flourishing Celtic Tiger was in need of cheap labour force, while
Polish citizens were in need of any sort of labour due to the huge rate of unemployment in their home country.
Similar to Irish migration of the past centuries, then, the mass migration of Polish nationals to Ireland has been fundamentally related to economic concerns. Dermot Bolger, whose play The Townlands of Brazil (2006) centres on the historical parallels between the two countries, writes in the "Author's Note" preceding his play:
Emigration fascinates me because almost all of my uncles and aunts were forced by economic
circumstances to emigrate. […] Eighty per cent of Irish children born between 1931 and 1941
had to emigrate. They left because, quite simply, there was nothing for them here. They left for
the same reasons that many people from Poland and Brazil and Latvia were coming to Ireland in
2006 […]. (2010b, xv-xvi)

Bolger is, unsurprisingly perhaps, not the only author to explicitly relate the Polish
presence in Ireland to economic considerations. Several other texts by Irish and Polish
authors explore the nexus between the movement of people and that of capital. Among
them are Paul Meade's play Mushroom (2006) as well as novels written by female Polish authors who themselves experienced migration to Ireland: Iwona Sabuszewska-
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Krauze's Hotel Irlandia (Hotel Ireland, 2006) and Magdalena Orze's Dublin. Moja
polska karma (Dublin. My Polish Foodstuff/Karma; 2006). In the following, I will
concentrate on two even more recent literary responses to Polish migration, namely
Chris Binchy's Open-handed (2008) and Piotr Czerwiski's Przebiegum yciae (Conductum Lifae, 2009). My claim is that these novels explore a particular aspect of capitalism today, namely the relationship between capital and space. More precisely,
Binchy and Czerwiski demonstrate how capital predetermines and restricts patterns
of mobility and how access to certain spaces is predicated on access to money. They
thus suggest that even if technically free movement across Europe has been granted to
EU citizens, this freedom is effectively curtailed by economic concerns and the continuous imbalance between Western and Eastern Europe.
2.

Culture, Space, and Late Capitalism

In discussing literature about Polish migration in Ireland from a spatio-economic vantage point, I take my cue from Fredric Jameson's assertion that the postmodern "seems
to obligate you in advance to talk about cultural phenomena at least in business terms
if not in those of political economy" (1991, xxi). Jameson formulates this thesis in his
canonical analysis of postmodernism, which to him is the cultural equivalent (or
"logic") of late or multinational capitalism. Several decades have passed since Jameson penned his observations, and consequently, not all of his claims have been able to
retain their original urgency. In fact, some critics question whether we are still living
in the era of the postmodern at all (cf. Hutcheon 2002, 165-181; Kirby 2006). Nonetheless, Jameson offers at least three useful points of departure with regard to my following reflections.
Firstly, as a Marxist thinker, he repeatedly draws attention to the inextricable link between the sphere of culture and that of capital. For Jameson, culture is "what cleaves
almost too close to the skin of the economic to be stripped off and inspected in its own
right" (1991, xv). The imagery used here underscores that Jameson does not view the
cultural and the economic in terms of a simplistic chain of cause and effect from base
to superstructure: "the interrelationship of culture and the economic here is not a oneway street but a continuous reciprocal interaction and feedback loop" (xiv-xv). This
interchange between culture (which in my reading is provided by literature) and the
realm of economy is what I wish to investigate further.
The second useful point of departure is Jameson's definition of multinational capitalism, which, more than twenty years after its phrasing, still holds true. What to Jameson
distinguishes late capitalism from its earlier forms is "an emphasis on the emergence
of new forms of business organisation (multinationals, transnationals)" (xvii-xix) as
well as
the new international division of labor, a vertiginous new dynamic in international banking and
the stock exchanges […], new forms of media interrelationship […], computers and automation,
the flight of production to advanced Third World areas, along with all the more familiar social
consequences, including the crisis of traditional labor, the emergence of yuppies, and gentrification on a now-global scale. (xix)
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Those features of the economic system have not only been responsible for both the rise
and the fall of the Celtic Tiger, but they also provide a key to the experience of Polish
migrants depicted in the literary texts in question.
The third, and probably most instructive, aspect is Jameson's theorisation of postmodern space. His ground-breaking essay on "The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism"
(first published in 1984) contains an extended reading of the Bonaventure Hotel in Los
Angeles which for Jameson exemplifies how space reflects conditions of late capitalism. This proves inspiring for my own interpretation not only because one of the novels – namely Binchy's Open-handed – features a five-star hotel as a crucial setting.
Jameson also suggests that the glossy glass-and-steel façades of postmodern hotels and
corporate buildings bespeak a superficiality that is constitutive of the postmodern as
such. The postmodern building's "surface which seems to be unsupported by any volume" (13) is a reflection of contemporary social and discursive practices in which
"depth is replaced by surface, or by multiple surfaces" (12).
In the following, I suggest that the texts about Polish migrants seek to peek beneath the
surfaces of late capitalism and to expose the underbelly of the Celtic Tiger. It is by
thus working against what Jameson deems "a new kind of flatness or depthlessness, a
new kind of superficiality in the most literal sense" (9) – and one could argue that such
superficiality is visually epitomised by glass-and-steel corporate buildings erected in
the 1990s and 2000s in Dublin's Docklands area – that the texts in question gesture
beyond postmodernism in the Jamesonian sense. However, it has to be admitted that
Jameson's reading of the Bonaventure also moves beneath the surface of the façade
and explores the significance of the hotel's interior (cf. 33). Inside, the number of uniform elevators, commercial spaces etc. make it hard for Bonaventure's guests to find
their bearings. For Jameson, this disorientation again points to the fundamental link
between postmodern culture (in this case architecture) and multinational capitalism,
which is similarly anonymous and difficult to encompass. Literature about Polish migrants in Ireland is also concerned with scrutinising the interplay between capitalism
and space. But in contrast to Jameson's claim, the texts in question posit that (post-?)
postmodern space is no longer marked by chaos, but by clear hierarchies reflecting
corresponding economic and social gradations.
3.

(Un-)Welcome Guests in Hotel Ireland: Chris Binchy's Open-handed

Chris Binchy's (*1970) novel Open-handed begins in the lobby of a five-star Dublin
hotel. Already the novel's third sentence lists the considerable room rates, which sets
the tone for what the jacket appropriately terms a "rattling tale of culture clash and
frenzied capitalism": "Four-hundred-and-fifty-euro rack rate, two hundred minimum
for a walk-in […]" (Binchy 2009, 1). The connection between access to money and
access to space is thereby introduced as a fundamental theme of the text, and presently
reaffirmed at the level of characters. The persons in the hotel can be divided into several groups: there are affluent guests lingering around the spacious and fragrant lobby:
"Middle-aged Tanned Jackets and ties. The smell of heavy perfume. Here for a couple
of drinks. Midweek dinners that cost real money" (1). Another group consists of the
hotel staff whose itineraries within the building are markedly different and highly
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symbolic: the women whose shift at the reception is about to end go "down to the carpark", the night manager arrives at his "back office", and the other night porters look
like "ghoulish underground creatures" (2). The spatial association of these characters
with nether or rear parts of the hotel is, as the further course of the novel reveals, a
direct reflection of their underprivileged socio-economic position.
It is not hard to guess which areas of the five-star hotel prove accessible to Polish labour migrants. The first character from Poland introduced in the novel is young Artur,
the "newest recruit" (2) among the night porters.The space that he is directed to by his
Irish co-workers clearly conveys that Artur's status among the group is the lowest: he
is told to scrub toilets. That Polish migrants in Ireland are relegated to the dirtiest and
socially least respected spaces and tasks is soon witnessed by Artur's friend Marcin,
another young man from Poland, who comes to Ireland after his degree in archaeology
proves 'useless' in his home country. Marcin spends his first night in a slightly decrepit
hotel in downtown Dublin, and he is tellingly allocated "what must have been servants'
quarters when the house was built" (32) – a clear foreshadowing of his future position
in Ireland. The next day, Marcin heads for the five-star hotel where his friend Artur
works as a night porter. Yet upon entering the lobby, Marcin quickly realises that he is
not meant to dwell in the luxurious part of the building:
And then he knew he was in a five-star hotel. There was a tiny but perceptible hiccup in the
background hum as he came in, a moment when the population of this vast open space saw the
same thing and shared a thought. Something unexpected had happened that seemed unpleasant
but would surely be resolved quickly. Nobody looked at him […]. And yet he had been seen and
noticed and when he caught his reflection in a mirrored pillar he realized that the only thing to
do was to leave. (41)

The mere arrangement of the lobby and its expensive furnishings – "a small mahogany
table" (41), "the caged, dark-wood bar", "a tinkling water-feature" (1) – generate an
impersonal power which performs a quasi-hegemonic segregation in spatio-economic
terms. Within this logic, the 'appropriate' space for an impoverished migrant from Poland is not the lobby, but the back of the hotel, and this is where Marcin eventually
ends up after Artur helps him get a job as a night porter.
When Artur is again told to clean toilets, soiled after a debs ball, he protests: "The toilets […]. Puke all over them. I'm not doing them. It's not fair. They [the Irish porters]
get to do room service and bags and the bus tours, all the money jobs, all the tips, and
we're fucking hoovering and cleaning up puke and shit. They're exploiting us" (86).
The consequence of Artur's objections and of his refusal to "[d]eal with drunks and
clean up rich kids' puke" (87) is obvious. As he challenges his allocation to a particular
space within the hotel, he has to leave the building altogether and give up his job. His
friend Marcin takes over and from now on, it is up to him to clean toilets or remove a
putrefied cat from a pipe of the hotel's air conditioning. These 'excavating' jobs within
the entrails of the five-star hotel can be read as a mocking echo of Marcin's actual
qualification as archaeologist, which, revealingly, turns out to be just as superfluous in
Ireland as it was in Poland. Being forced to work night shifts, Marcin is, as Michaela
Schrage-Früh notes, moreover unable "to ever chime in with the rhythms of daytime
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Dublin, involuntarily leading an asynchronous life" (2011, 356). His removal from a
'good life' in Ireland thus occurs not only spatially, but also temporally.
Another Polish character central to Binchy's novel is the young woman Agnieszka.
She works as a waitress in a bar and sends her money over to Poland where her mother
is raising Agnieszka's son Jakub. Agnieszka's perspective on migration to Ireland is
distinctly gendered: not only is she a mother severed from her child for economic reasons, she also experiences sexual harassment on a daily basis and has to realise that the
wages she receives oblige her to acquiesce to the advances made by the bar's clients:
Could it be legal? She thought not, not here in the West, with its EU directives and honesty and
cultures of excellence […]. But for the Eastern Europeans who came in droves […] none of that
mattered They would take up their minimum wage and occasional tips and be happy. Until they
began to realise, as she already had, that it cost more than they'd thought to survive here and that
the work was hard and sweaty and uncomfortable, and that €7.85 an hour was a cheap price to
sell your arse for. All that groping, petting, patting, touching, brushing, sidling, passing, miming. (Binchy 2009, 11)

Agnieszka's observations suggest that her migrant experience is tainted by a double
disadvantage: she is a woman – and thus vulnerable to sexual offences – and one of the
many Eastern Europeans to whom the official legal provisions of Western Europe do
not seem to apply. Again, spatial provenance translates directly into socio-economic
status while the freedom and equality of EU citizens is revealed to bend to economic
interests.
Agnieszka's story carries a bitter comment on the ideal of meritocracy. The belief that
hard work will eventually (and literally) pay off is a fundamental axiom of the market
system and according to Micha Garapich one of the factors attracting Polish migrants
to the British Isles (cf. 2010, 69). At one point in Open-handed, it really seems as if
conscientious Agnieszka could move up the social ladder, when her Irish employer
Gavin hints at a promotion: "A girl like you, with your intelligence and your looks,
should be making a lot more money than you do. I mean, I assume that's why you're
here? For the money? […] You're good with people. You're bright. You can talk and
have opinions." (Binchy 2009, 145). Yet it soon becomes obvious how vacuous and
adaptable to any given situation such business talk is. While the qualities that Gavin
lauds in the young Polish woman suggest that she is considered for the post of a manager, Agnieszka's employer is actually offering her a job as a high-class call-girl. Revealingly, the actual denomination of what she is meant to do is never explicitly mentioned Instead, her future task is couched in corporate talk about "bright, welleducated, presentable women" and clients who are "professionals looking for a bit of
company" (146). Agnieszka's promotion is thus fully realised only at the level of language, yet that language's relation to the reality of Agnieszka's life remains tenuous.
Gavin's business talk functions here as a glossy reflective surface that hides and diverts
from the sordid reality beneath. It thus calls to mind Jameson's allusion to "those reflector sunglasses which make it impossible for your interlocutor to see your own eyes
and thereby achieve a certain aggressivity toward and power over the Other" (Jameson
1991, 42) – in this case the Eastern European Other.
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Significantly, it is by accepting the job as a prostitute – which enables Agnieszka to
earn a "week's salary" (Binchy 2009, 172) in just one evening – that she gains access
to the five-star hotel where Marcin works as a night porter. In contrast to her Polish
compatriots, she even sojourns in one of the expensive rooms – not as a guest who can
afford the expensive rate, however, but as a living commodity. It is noteworthy that the
man paying her in order to "fuck [her] into next week" (173) is the Irish ex-councillor
Sylvester who earns his living with illegal real estate transactions in Eastern Europe.
Control over space is thus once again shown to relate directly to (purchasing) power.
This interdependence is well-known to Sylvester, who muses that sleeping with the
call girls at times involves "trespassing into territory that the money he paid gave him
no right to access" (20).
The sexual encounters between Sylvester and Agnieszka epitomise the economic and
therefore power-related imbalance between Western and Eastern Europe. Sylvester's
defrauding practices harm Eastern European states financially in contributing to tax
evasion in these countries. By deliberately hiring Eastern European prostitutes in Ireland, Sylvester then exploits the East for the second time, using money that he effectively stole from the women's countries of origin. Yet he chooses to ignore the interconnectedness of his acts and – in a way reminiscent of Jameson's emphasis of surfaces – prefers girls whose history is not written on the smooth skin of their bodies. He
wants the girls to be exchangeable commodities without a past – "a blank slate. Close
to perfect." (20) – chosen, like any other product, from "an inventory of measurements
and body sizes" (19).
It is in the context of Agnieszka's job as a call girl that the adjective 'open-handed' is
mentioned for the first and only time in the novel. It describes how Agnieszka's Romanian boyfriend reacts to her new occupation: "He stopped still and stared as if he
didn't recognize her. Then swung his arm and hit her, easy and open-handed, across
the face, and a moment later, because once seemed to lack the conviction that such a
serious step implied, he hit her again." (218). The scene is significant because it gestures toward the gloomy dimension of the novel's title. Contrary to their initial expectations, Agnieszka and Marcin do not get to know Ireland as an open-handed, generous
country. Even if they do not become victims of downright, open-handed violence on
part of the Irish, they are nonetheless exploited and consequently suffer from psychological pain. Marcin, who had hoped that in Ireland he would be able to "shake off all
the pathologies that had afflicted his parents' generations" (17), thus has to learn that
the pathologies of the new, capitalist system are just as rampant and injurious to his
own generation as communism was to his parents.
At the end of Open-handed, Marcin and Agnieszka leave Ireland with the prospect of
returning to Poland, yet neither can look back on a fulfilling experience of migration.
To speak with Schrage-Früh: "Stuck in the Celtic Tiger's underbelly of alcohol, drugs,
prostitution, corruption and money laundering, Marcin and some of his fellow characters are unable to find entrance into and participate in Ireland's economic miracle."
(2011, 356). Only Artur, who explicitly refused to be exploited by the hotel staff and
found himself a job at a construction site, seems to have settled in. The fact that he
eventually dates an Irish woman (cf. Binchy 2009, 204) hints at his successful integra-
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tion with the host society. Artur's case could be read as implying that those who defy
the competitive and exploitative rules of the labour market will be finally rewarded
But Artur's optimistic conviction that "[t]here's always a choice" is thwarted by the
pessimistic reply of his destitute friend Marcin: "No. There's not." (89). Lack of
money, the novel suggests, inhibits personal freedom of choice and of movement.
In sum, the five-star hotel in Open-handed offers a metonymic portrayal of contemporary Ireland. While its shiny façade may convey prosperity, a glimpse inside the building – and inside the country – reveals deliberately hidden hierarchies and injustices
that are nevertheless essential to keeping the entire system going. The spacious lobby
and the elegant rooms – which stand for prosperity and (purchasing) power – are
available only to a small group of affluent people, whose ease and comfort functionally rely on the unseen contributions of an underpaid and marginalised staff. The spatial
differentiations within the building moreover imply that on a wider scale, literal and
above all social mobility is not unrestricted, but predetermined by one's financial
status. Binchy's conception of the hotel and thus of Ireland today hence confirms
Jameson's gloomy appraisal of "those two rather contradictory features of the market
system, freedom and equality: everybody wants to want them; but they cannot be realised" (Jameson 1991, 262-3).
This is also the experience shared by the Polish characters in the novel. The fact that,
within the hotel setting, they figure only as prostitutes or night porters doing dirty
work is a comment on the underprivileged position of Polish labour migrants in contemporary Ireland. Incidentally, Binchy thus proves much more pessimistic than the
Polish writer Iwona Sabuszewska-Krauze, whose novel with the fitting title Hotel Irlandia charts the Polish protagonist's successful and satisfying migration to Dublin (cf.
Gall 2011; Rostek 2011; Olszewska 2011). Sabuszewska-Krauze, however, wrote her
novel shortly before Poland's accession to the EU, when only a small group of Poles
were living in Ireland. Binchy's text suggests that after the watershed of 2004, Polish
migrants have a hard time making themselves comfortable in 'Hotel Ireland' – but they
are welcome to scrub its toilets.
4.

The Dark Side of the "Milk-and-Honey Bayobongo Promised Land":
Piotr Czerwiski's Przebiegum yciae

Piotr Czerwiski (*1972), a Dublin-based Polish writer and journalist, left his home
country for Ireland in the mid-2000s. His experience of migration – including being
hired as a worker in an Irish factory – led him to composing his novel Przebiegum yciae. The book is written in 'Ponglish' or 'Poltois': a colloquial pidgin language created
by Czerwiski himself which mixes Polish with English and features invented words
and expressions. In an interview that I conducted with the author via email, he explained that his novel explores, among other things, the inequalities caused by spatioeconomic constellations in today's Europe:
It is also, to a small degree, a story about the irrational economic differences within one continent. The established motif of a [Polish] PhD student working as a cleaner was to me – at least
during the period of Irish prosperity – so tragically true, that one had to see it with one's own
eyes to believe such a thing possible. I think that to some degree, [the novel] also takes offence
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at contemporary capitalism, which creates drastic disproportions not only between individuals,
but also between entire countries. (25 July 2012)1

Particularly the resentment at disproportions between Eastern and Western Europe is a
leitmotif of Przebiegum yciae. This, however, is not so much a matter of envy or bitterness caused by actual economic disparities. Czerwiski's novel rather tackles the
enduring negative stereotypes that the West – in this case contemporary Ireland – harbours against the East, which leads to the sheer impossibility for Poles to become accepted, equal, and prosperous members of Irish society. This dissatisfaction is, as I
have argued elsewhere (cf. Rostek 2011), likewise palpable in another Polish Dublin
text, namely Magdalena Orze's Dublin. Moja polska karma, although Orze's halfnovel, half-guide features both: migrant stories of failure and those of success. The
latter are, by contrast, at most only subtly hinted at in Czerwiski's novel.
Przebiegum yciae tells the story of Gustaw and Konrad, two Polish labour migrants in
Dublin. At the novel's outset, Gustaw is a forty-year old prospering economist and father of two daughters, who lives with his family in a stylish new loft in Warsaw. One
day, however, he is outsmarted by a younger ambitious colleague and, as a result,
sacked by his business company. Subsequently, his initially firm belief in a meritocratic post-communist Polish society is called into question, as he is unable to find
new employment. In due time, his career-oriented wife leaves him, and Gustaw finally
resolves to look for a job abroad.
Gustaw's choice of Ireland as his destination is prompted solely by economic considerations, since the country epitomises to him what the USA used to connote for
generations of Irish emigrants: work and prosperity. The only two other things Gustaw
knows of Ireland are, tellingly, its probably most profitable cultural exports, namely
the Irish Pub and Guinness:
Gustaw didn't know anything about Ireland. He only remembered that they have Guinness and
sing folk songs. […] In Buland [i.e. Poland] there are five hundred million Irish Pubs, where
they always sing and play the bayobongo. That's all that we know about this country. But recently, a bonus has been added to this invaluable stock of knowledge. They sing, they play, and
they have work. Fucking loads of work, all for the taking. They didn't have it for five hundred
years or so, but now they do, even too much of it. What more could one ask for from a nation
one is about to join? It's all perfect: they drink, they sing, they have work. Fun-fucking-tastic. I
tell you, a true milk-and-honey bayobongo promised land, ultradivine God's paradise. (Czerwiski 2009, 54)

The sarcastic undertone detectable in this and many other passages already foreshadows the continuous deconstruction of "the mythical presence of the West in the
Polish collective imagination" (Rydzewska 2011, 131) that Gustaw's migrant experience will chart. In fact, his sojourn in Ireland can be well summed up by the exact reversal of the American – and any other migrant – Dream: he moves from riches to
rags.
Gustaw's gradual decline is accompanied by a spatial movement that steadily pushes
him further to Dublin's margins and thus to the margin of Irish society. Upon arriving,
1

All translations from Polish are mine, unless otherwise stated In quotations from Przebiegum
yciae, expressions in italics are in English in the Polish original.
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he explores Dublin's city centre and its sights with the help of a tourist map, but is
soon forced to roam the city in ever-wider circles in a futile search of employment. In
the end, it is by pure coincidence that he meets fellow Pole Konrad, who helps him get
a job in a factory in the city's outskirts. The daily task of the two men is to clean the
factory and heave stacks of hefty cardboard boxes into a giant shredder. It is repeatedly stressed that they never get to know what the factory they work for is actually producing or what the point of destroying the boxes is – a prime example of Marx's concept of alienated labour. The factory is moreover subject to a similar spatial gradation
as the hotel in Open-handed The manual workers from Poland are, for example, not
allowed to access the office spaces where the Irish work (cf. Czerwiski 2009, 186).
And when an inspection calls on the factory, they must hide in a dark and stuffy room
so that no one notices that they were given neither proper contracts nor safety clothing
(cf. 296). As in Binchy's novel, then, spatio-economic marginalisation is shown to go
hand in hand with legal discrimination.
The one-year stay in Ireland takes a heavy toll on Gustaw. Physically exhausted by his
daily drudgery and depressed by the impossibility of escaping his situation, the erstwhile elegant economist and by now shabby manual worker one day disappears, leaving only a good-bye note: "My Irish adventure proved a dead end and things have gone
too far to stand them further, too poignant to fight them." (323). After his steady ejection to the margins of Dublin, Gustaw – like Marcin and Agnieszka in Open-handed –
disappears from the city altogether and his further fate remains unclear.
Importantly, Gustaw's failure is presented as resulting not from his personal fallacies
or lack of commitment, but from external circumstances in which capitalist logic and
spatial pre-conceptions enter a sinister symbiosis. The ideals of the free market – meritocracy, freedom, equal opportunities – are shown to be impossible to attain in a system which performs a quasi-automatic segregation of people into graded categories
depending on their geographic provenance and regardless of their actual faculties.
Czerwiski's novel even suggests that the Irish labour market does not reward, but effectively punishes Polish migrants who seek to enhance the value of their 'human resource' through education or the acquisition of special skills. This idea is most poignantly expressed through the allusions to personal CVs that give the novel its title. In
order to find employment, it is hyperbolically suggested, Polish migrants must expunge from their biographies any traces of higher education or other formal qualifications, as they render Polish job seekers incredible and untrustworthy in the eyes of
prejudiced Irish employers. Yet having thus curtailed their CVs, migrants are only
given those jobs that correspond to their invented biographies, thereby reinforcing the
pejorative pre-conceptions of their potential superiors. In such a way, spatial prejudices combine with economic pressure, and the ensuing system keeps perpetuating itself: Poles who need work are only admitted to low-skilled and dirty jobs, but in order
to get them, they must submit to a form of negative self-fashioning and thus to cement
the derogatory stereotypes the West has of the East.
Falling prey to this spatio-economic logic Gustaw and his friend Konrad are only able
to earn any money once they have performed an act of self-demotion. The twentysomething Konrad, owner of a 'useless' first-class degree in sociology from a Polish
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university and, just as ironically as fittingly, a specialist in the field of European integration and its problems (cf. 162), reports:
The last [CV] I had created implied that I could hardly write, had not finished school and my
entire professional experience so far amounted to cleaning toilets. […] My thereby concocted
skills and experience proved very impressive and soon I was offered a job as a general operative in a factory […]. General operative is an exclusive term for a living forklift that can also
collect litter and scrub toilet bowls. (165)

It is noteworthy that similar to Binchy's Open-handed, Polish migrants in Przebiegum
yciae end up scouring toilets and taking care of their host society's litter, which is a
direct reflection of their marginalised social status. The implication of Binchy's novel,
namely that the most likely 'career path' open to Polish migrants in Ireland is that of
doing dirty work, is repeated several times in Czerwiski's text, and with palpable bitterness: "We do not polish our English skills here. We polish toilets." (184). Or:
I'm not surprised that the word 'polish' means what it does in the English language. I think that
the chicks and wankers in job agencies accidentally take it for a skill when they read our conductum lifae. And since we deleted all the other skills, 'polish' seems to be our only asset. This
is why it is so easy for us to make a career as binmen. Besides, we are the only binmen in world
history to hold university degrees. (169-70)

Such observations lead Konrad to conclude that contrary to their expectations, Polish
labour migrants in Ireland end up being not self-made men or women, but "self-made
slaves of the twenty-first century" (192).2
Joanna Rydzewska observes that "[t]he perception of Poland as/and Eastern Europe by
the West seems to have become fossilized into a space-myth of a pre-modern, remote
and underdeveloped nation" (2001, 132). The ensuing frustration about Western ignorance and stereotyping of the East becomes noticeable in several passages of Przebiegum yciae. At one point, for example, the exasperated Gustaw is asked by an Irish
shop assistant whether laptops are known in Poland (cf. Czerwiski 2009, 147). The
condescension with which Poles are treated in Irish job agencies arouses Konrad's anger:
They will be truly sympathising and tell you that it's good that you've left this poor fucking
shithole in Eastern Europe, where, it is known, polar bears roam the streets and apparently
there's even no electricity, and people are so poor and stupid, it's frightening, and they don't
have a clue about business, they don't have anything to live by, and actually don't have anything
to live for. But luckily, there are civilised countries in this world, like for example the land of
bayobongo or Angoland, were this unhappy vermin may migrate and be enlightened and gain
knowledge and get to know true western democracy and become its part and parcel, and so be
happy, o my deer peepal, and fucking make sacrifices to this paradise, and slave until you die, in
the name of the Euro, the Dollar, and one-size forever banana, enter. (118)

The end of this passage – with its obvious rephrasing of the Trinitarian formula –
clearly posits that Mammon is the true God to which even Catholic countries like Poland or Ireland are praying today. That the word 'amen' has been replaced by the word
2

The analogy between Polish labour migrants and African slaves is further upheld by the recurrence of reggae songs in the novel. Reggae is tellingly Gustaw's favourite music and provides
the soundtrack to his migrant experience.
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'enter' moreover underscores how access to space is functionally related to money – in
this case the Euro or the Dollar.
The mistakenness of Irish prejudices against the allegedly uncivilised Eastern Europeans is made explicit not only through Gustaw and Konrad's university degrees and
their sophisticated conversations, but also through the intertextual references permeating Konrad's first-person narration. He eloquently alludes to, for example, Saint-Exupéry's Little Prince, Shakespeare's Hamlet, Conrad's Heart of Darkness, and Joyce's
Ulysses. These references expose the incongruence between Konrad's firm knowledge
of international canonical literature and the stereotype of the uneducated, unskilled
Pole. They also imply that while for him it is natural to engage with Western culture,
the West – as the above-mentioned example of the Irish job agency shows – is unwilling to even acknowledge that 'culture' exists in Eastern Europe.
The names of the two protagonists, Gustaw and Konrad, are moreover unmistakable
allusions to two canonical 19th-century literary texts by Poland's national bard Adam
Mickiewicz (1798-1855). Yet whereas Mickiewicz's original heroes suffered nobly for
the national cause, their twenty-first-century descendants doubt whether their country
is worth suffering for. In fact, they even blame Poland's inability to offer them a decent
future for making them suffer in the first place. This is also why it should be stressed
that Przebiegum yciae, despite its East-versus-West motif, is not a one-sided onslaught defending the good and hard-working Poles against the evil and ignorant capitalist Irish. Czerwiski's novel features likeable Irish characters and a whole range of
disagreeable Polish migrants. It moreover incorporates an overt criticism of the situation in Poland, so that its impetus is not so much directed against a particular country
or nation, but against a prejudiced system that holds out ideals which in fact are impossible to attain.
This is confirmed by the novel's ending, which, although somewhat 'happy', nevertheless sounds a pessimistic note. Przebiegum yciae concludes with Konrad descending
the Luas, Dublin's fast train:
We got out at Balally station, but I suddenly realised that this was not Ballaly and not even Dublin. This was my cartoon city, my magic secret city, which never existed It was drawn in bright,
full colours. It was amazing. […] And I was happy. […] We ran out into the cartoon city, into
the cartoon street. Our hearts were filled with true, cartoon hope. (334)

Like the Little Prince in Saint-Exupéry's eponymous novel with which Przebiegum
yciae entertains an intense intertextual dialogue, Konrad achieves happiness and fulfilment neither in Ireland nor in Poland, but by stepping into a fantastic territory.
Czerwiski's novel thus suggests that the oppressive spatio-economic practices pervading today's Europe can only be avoided in a wholly different ontological realm.
One crucial problem, however, remains: apart from the imaginary worlds of literature
or cartoons, this realm does not exist. And even literature, as the plot of Przebiegum
yciae itself powerfully demonstrates, is bound to address the logic of economy if it
wants to engage with the present world.
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Conclusion: Econotopic Readings of Contemporary Ireland

As a conclusion to my analysis, I suggest that by virtue of foregrounding what I have
been hitherto calling spatio-economic constellations, the two novels about Polish migrants in Ireland can be referred to as econotopic texts. Open-handed and Przebiegum
yciae clearly explore the interdependence between access to space on the one hand
and access to money and (purchasing) power on the other. Importantly, they envisage
this relationship as a two-way street, similarly to Jameson's conception of the relation
between culture and economy. Accordingly, within the econotope of today's Ireland,
economic prowess pre-determines which spatial but also social realms are accessible
to a given person, yet the reverse is also true: Czerwiski's novel in particular posits
that an individual's geographic provenance may directly infringe on his or her economic options.
Literary responses to the recent wave of Polish labour migration to Ireland and the UK
have been hitherto analysed, among others, employing the categories of self-orientalisation (Uffelmann 2011; Olszewska 2011), internationality (Gall 2011), subalternity
(Rostek and Uffelmann 2010), and gender (Rostek 2009). Econotopic readings of the
respective texts may add further illuminating results. Migration is frequently triggered
by economic concerns and it always features a literal dis-location, which is why an
econotopic approach may yield vital insights into the status of those on the move and
into the auto- and hetero-perceptions of the countries receiving the migrants.
In fact, econotopic constellations permeate other Irish texts about Polish migrants in
Ireland, which I have not been able to cover in my analysis. Dermot Bolger, for example, chooses the tower blocks of Ballymun, i.e. a Dublin neighbourhood that had
moved from "dream suburb" to "dumping ground for problem tenants" (Bolger 2010b,
xii), as a setting for his play The Townlands of Brazil, the second piece within The
Ballymun Trilogy. In the play,"times of economic progress in Ireland" are opposed to
the migrants' "feelings of dejection and disconnection due to their personal and social
circumstances" (Ryan 2009, 98). Eastern European migrants complain that "[t]he Irish
look through us all. They keep us at bay with vague friendliness. They never invite
you into their homes or their hearts" (Bolger 2010a, 164). Instead of being fully admitted into Irish society, migrants are pushed to the country's geographic, economic, and
social margins. In consequence, for them, "Cork or Limerick are no different from cities anywhere. Always some sweatshop where nobody wants to know your name once
you're willing to slave" (185). As these quotations indicate, Bolger pursues questions
of economic deprivation while giving "significant weight to place, and the idea of
place" (Malone; O' Sullivan 2011, 245).
Paul Meade's play Mushroom also exposes the blending of spatial and economic
realms. It features the Romanian architect Radu who is unemployed, because he "refuse[s] to build shit" (2007, scene 12) in his home country or to work as a mushroom
picker in Ireland. Although disillusioned with and a victim of socialism, Radu is convinced that capitalism is "just another form of tyranny" (ibid.), which is why he decides against contributing to its (spatial) spreading. The Polish labour migrant Andrzej,
in turn, is attracted to Ireland not by its labour market, but by Newgrange. Yet he soon
realises that even the prehistoric monument, which for him is a "real place […] earth
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and stone and starlight”, has been subjected to economic logics: "I got here too late
today and it's booked out already" (scene 26). Mushroom thus implies that in contemporary Ireland, even prehistoric artefacts are unable to eschew the economisation of
space – nor are the people who must inhabit this space and thus bend to its economic
rules.
These brief examples as well as the econotopic readings of Chris Binchy's Openhanded and Piotr Czerwiski's Przebiegum yciae indicate that Tomasz Kamusella's
question raised in the epigraph to this analysis, namely of whether "Ireland […] is prepared to accept its own transformation into a multilingual and multicultural country"
(2011, 142), may not (yet?) be answered in the affirmative. In his contribution, Kamusella wonders whether Poles currently living in Ireland will in due time become
"[i]mmigrants, [m]igrants or New Irish". From the texts discussed here it can be inferred that until now, the answer a Polish migrant in Ireland is fairly likely to give to
this question is, unfortunately: "Me emigrant […] Me fucked up" (Czerwiski 2009,
7).
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JOACHIM FISCHER (LIMERICK)
Images of Germany in Irish Writing of the Last Ten Years
(2002-2012)

1.

Introduction

My intention in this brief essay is to describe some key developments that can be identified in the image of Germany within the three genres of Irish literature – fiction,
drama and poetry – during the last ten years and to assess the relative importance of
the German dimension in Irish writing generally. By necessity, this can only be a preliminary and tentative attempt, as the ultimate literary and cultural historical impact
the changes and continuities described may have will only be revealed in the coming
years. I will only be dealing with texts in English here. The image of Germany in writing in Irish, marginal as it is in the country's literary life, and sadly so, would demand
a paper in itself, as it is noticeably different and has its own distinct tradition behind
it.1
A significant body of methodology to study national images in literature has been developed within the context of Imagologie, a branch of comparative literature, or Komparatistik, associated largely with the Aachen School of Comparative Literary Studies
and the work of Hugo Dyserink, Ulrich Syndram, Manfred S. Fischer and Joep
Leerssen and within German Anglistik of Günter Blaicher, Waldemar Zacharasiewicz,
Emer O'Sullivan and others, produced largely in the 1980s and 1990s. Many of the
concepts central to Imagologie are of course not confined to this methodological approach. Alterity, otherness, hybridity, exotism are terms we find elsewhere in contemporary literary scholarship, most prominently in post-colonial studies, and indeed the
interests of the latter and imagological studies overlap in central areas. In 2007, Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen brought out something akin to a textbook, Imagology:
The Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of National Character, which
surveys the current state of research. There is a view that Imagologie has passed its
zenith as a branch of comparative literary studies in this globalised age where national
differences are thought to be gradually fading away. Yet, the current crisis forcefully
reminds us how powerful they still are, even within the European Union of which Ireland has been a member for forty years this year. Anyone reading Irish papers these
days will realise how deeply ingrained and politically relevant Irish stereotypes of
Germany and the Germans still are, all the more clearly after the Bailout of 2010.
Ireland has in fact been of particular interest to imagological scholars: in a recent article Manfred Beller states: "Der Fall Irland kann als der 'klassische' Gegenstand imagologischer Analysen in der Literatur gelten" (Beller 2006). The famous stage-Irish1

Those more interested in the Gaelic perception I refer to an article of mine on the subject published in the Festschrift for my former professor in Mainz, Helmut Humbach (Fischer 2001).
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man comes to mind as well as other constructions of Irishness, but how the Irish themselves construct other nations is still thoroughly under-researched. As far as Germany
is concerned, my own study published in 2000 on the Irish image of Germany 18901939, preliminary and tentative as it is, is still the first and only more comprehensive
study of the subject (Fischer 2000). To those who regard Imagologie as a methodological old hat, I reply with a Terry Eagleton quotation from his classic Literary Theory
of 1983: "It all depends on what you are trying to do, in what situation" (Eagleton
1983, 211).
The first thing I will try to do is firmly ground the literary images of Germany in the
political and economic context of the last ten years, the only possible approach for
imagological scholars well aware of the close interaction and mutual interdependence
of coexisting images in different spheres of cultural and political life.
We have to distinguish two distinct phases, with the crash of September 2008 as the
watershed. Starting around 2001/2002 may seem arbitrary at first glance, right in the
middle of what has been termed the Celtic Tiger economic boom which had started to
gain momentum from around 1993 onwards. But it was around this very point in time
that from an economic perspective the Celtic Tiger was running into serious trouble.
Indeed, Eoin O'Leary in a recent review article on the subject defines the Celtic Tiger
proper as the boom years of 1993 to 2002 (O'Leary 2011). The first phase of the period
under review here up to the collapse of 2008 was when the boom went off the rails, or
as Taoiseach Bertie Ahern memorably said, "went even boomier", and Ireland started
to embark on a credit-fuelled property bubble economy with bank lending utterly out
of control, not least due to the introduction of the Euro on 1 January 2002 and the
large-scale low-interest borrowing it allowed and encouraged (Cooper 2011; Kirby
2010; Kirby and Murphy 2011; O'Toole 2009).
Other developments which are of immediate relevance for our topic occurred around
this time. The period after 2000 is characterized by an increasingly critical stand towards the European Union, ironically as an outcome of precisely the prosperity decades of subsidies from Brussels had helped to create: Ireland was nearing the point
when it was to become a net contributor to the Union, as its GDP began to exceed the
EU average. Parallel to this and interlinked with it, a growing orientation towards the
US can be noticed, equally influenced by economic developments: the globalization of
the world economy after the fall of the Berlin Wall had brought a large number of USbased multinational companies to Ireland which provided very significant employment. From the turn of the millennium onwards, we find a debate surfacing again and
again about two alternative visions for Ireland's future which were framed by the
motto 'Boston vs. Berlin'. The second part of this dichotomy underlines to what extent
Germany had begun to effectively stand for the EU and to denote the opposite of what
the US seemed to represent.
On 21 July 2000, Tánaiste Mary Harney, Minister for Enterprise and Employment,
gave an address to the American Bar Association in Dublin, in which she said:
Geographically we are closer to Berlin than Boston. Spiritually we are probably a lot closer to
Boston than Berlin. […]
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Political and economic commentators sometimes pose a choice between what they see as the
American way and the European way. They view the American way as being built on the rugged individualism of the original frontiersmen, an economic model that is heavily based on enterprise and incentive, on individual effort and with limited government intervention. They view
the European way as being built on a strong concern for social harmony and social inclusion,
with governments being prepared to intervene strongly through tax and regulatory systems to
achieve the desired outcomes. Both models are, of course, overly simplistic, but there is an element of truth in them too. We in Ireland have tended to steer a course between the two, but I
think it is fair to say that we have sailed closer to the American shore than the European one.
(Harney 2000)

Mary Harney's statement, as all politicians' speeches, has to be read in its proper context: her assessment of Ireland's "spiritual" position – a rather problematic construct in
itself – was of course not entirely unrelated to her audience and served a marketing
function; nevertheless it summarized succinctly what much of the debate was about: a
European social market economy vs. a US-style low-tax neoliberal model. In September of the same year Harney's colleague Síle de Valera, the Minister for Arts, Heritage,
the Gaeltacht and the Islands, thus the Minister for Culture, passed a more comprehensive verdict in an address delivered in Boston College:
Participation in the European Union has been good for Ireland. The Union has worked well.
[Note the past tense!] But it is not the cornerstone of what our nation is and should be. […] I
look forward to a future in which Ireland will exercise a more vigilant, a more questioning attitude to the European Union. (de Valera 2000)

The general public increasingly absorbed in Celtic Tiger consumerism shared the orientation towards the US, reinforced by the long-standing and overwhelming presence
of American culture in the TV schedules of the national broadcaster RTÉ: shopping
trips to New York, the Americanisation of speech patterns, the hero worship of Bill
Clinton (which included the naming of a university institute after him) are just some
instances of the accelerated 'bostonization' of Irish culture. While US Irish Studies
academics carefully nurtured the trend, German Anglistik did the same another way: it
gradually lost its interest in Irish culture, so prominent in the 1970s and 1980s, altogether. The learning of modern languages in Ireland, and of German specifically, after
an expansion in the 1990s declined in the boom years before 2008, as Irish students
prepared themselves for the numerous job opportunities in Ireland or for a year-long
adventure in the English-speaking world, in the US, Australia, Canada, or even Nelson
Mandela's South Africa. Political expressions of the changed attitudes towards the EU
were two failed referenda, in no small measure due to half-hearted campaign efforts by
the governing parties: first that on the Nice Treaty of June 2001 (though the decision
was reversed in October of the following year) and that on the Lisbon Treaty in June
2008.
Shortly afterwards, in September 2008, the financial crash suddenly created an entirely
different political scenario. Ireland's relationship with the EU and with Germany in
particular fairly quickly gained crucial importance in the Irish media, all the more so
after the Bailout of November 2010 and the realisation that the economic survival of
the state and its banking system now hinged on EU and ECB support, with the only
remaining economic powerhouse effectively guaranteeing the cheques. The central
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role of Germany was brought home to television viewers who watched German Bundestag committees poring over the details of the Irish budget for 2012 before Irish
TDs, due to a strong tradition of secrecy inherent in the Irish political system, were
allowed to have a look at them. Angela Merkel and even the German finance minister
Wolfgang Schäuble have now become household names and their faces have achieved
a high recognition value, with Angela Merkel regularly parodied in political satires on
RTÉ.2 Events in Germany have begun to matter. With Europe abbreviated as Berlin
and the troika as Frankfurt, the topic of the Irish image of Germany which with some
justification would have previously been regarded as somewhat marginal, has suddenly moved centre stage. These broader developments provide the backdrop for the literary images of Germany which I will now look at.
The cultural shifts are perhaps most noticeable in the Irish novel. In his introduction to
The Picador Book of Contemporary Irish Fiction written in 1993, Dermot Bolger
states that the work of the writers represented in his book "reveals a remarkably
confident yet challenging and dissenting young European literature in the act of
redefining itself and the world around it" (Bolger 1994, xxviii). That Bolger defines
Irish literature as a European literature may appear to be stating the obvious to many
continental observers, but it is still remarkable in an Irish context, and says something
about the spirit of the 1990s. After the wall had come down, contemporary Germany
especially had featured in a number of novels, often describing also the experiences of
Irish migrant workers flocking to that country as it embarked on rebuilding East
Germany, and opening up Eastern Europe in the process (Hamilton 1990; Evans 1998
and 1999; Ó Muilleóir 1992). But as the Irish economy recovered and the emigrants
returned home, Germany faded as a literary subject, as did European countries generally, with some exceptions which I will deal with presently. Instead we witness an increasing attention to US-American subject matter, often of a historical nature, also as a
kind of non-response to Celtic Tiger Ireland which contradicted many notions of Irishness many writers may have held, or which plainly just did not interest them. Literary
successes such as Colm Tóibín's Brooklyn (2009), Colm McCann's Let the Great
World Spin (2009) and Joseph O'Connor's Star of the Sea (2002) and Redemption Falls
(2007) are all cases in point.
Germany, however, did by no means disappear completely after 2002. Ironically, one
of the biggest literary successes of the period and clearly a classic in Irish literary perceptions of Germany appeared in 2003: Hugo Hamilton's literary autobiography The
Speckled People (Hamilton 2003b). But this, I venture to suggest, had less to do with
the German topic than with the fact that Ireland, with migrant workers employed in
their thousands on building sites, in cafés and mushroom farms, was quickly becoming
more multi-cultural and the author's speckled Irish-German background as well as his
creative exploration of memories, personal and political, hit the zeitgeist of those
years. That Hamilton's German mother came to Ireland is significant: not emigration
but immigration had become the issue, Europe now came to Ireland, there was no need
to go and find it.

2

E.g. in Risteárd Cooper's hilarious sketches in Irish Pictorial Weekly on RTÉ 1.
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Another noticeable feature was the historization of the motif of Germany. Hamilton's
autobiography was set in the 1950s and 1960s but the mother's experiences went back
to Nazi Germany. The death of Francis Stuart, the embodiment of the link with the
Nazi period, in 2000, did not diminish the engagement with this particular aspect of
German history. The Nazis and the Holocaust continued to thrive as a literary subject:
Fergus O'Connor, Call the Swallow (2002), Gerard Donovan, Schopenhauer's Telescope (2003) and John Boyne, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas (2006) are just three
examples from this period. If Irish literature in the Celtic Tiger era escaped into 1950s
Ireland as Joe Cleary has argued, or to the US as stated above, as far as Germany is
concerned Irish writers remained stuck in the 1930s and 1940s and the certainties of
the Nazi period, when good and evil were still attractively clearly delineated. No doubt
persistent expectations of the reading public also played a role here.
However, there was a distinguishing feature between these works and Hamilton's The
Speckled People and its sequel The Sailor in the Wardrobe. Hamilton constructs a link
between Nazi fascism and the rabid linguistic fanaticism of his Gaelic-speaking father,
thus using the German experience as an argument in his questioning of Irish nationalism. Similarly, in his articles during the US Invasion of Iraq in 2003, Germany's Nazi
and war experiences were functionalized for present-day political purposes. "Now that
they are among the few nations fully against war, maybe we should listen to them," he
argued in an essay in the Irish Times (Hamilton 2003a). But this is the exception. Novels about Nazi Germany generally content themselves with depicting the evil perpetrated without more seriously exploring any consequences for present-day debates.
While there were a number of novels set in post-unification Germany in the 1990s,
there is in the whole of the period between 2000 and 2008 to my knowledge only one
novel on contemporary Germany, Hamilton's Disguise of 2008, and even here Vergangenheitsbewältigung of the Holocaust legacy is the central theme.
There are indications that the changed economic circumstances after 2008 are beginning to have an effect on Irish novelists, in that post-war Germany is making a reappearance as a literary subject: Josephine Hart's The Truth about Love (2009) like
Hamilton's Disguise links the Nazi past with present-day German experiences, while
Kevin Casey's little noted States of Mind of the same year is set in the 1970s and involves a German woman who becomes the victim of IRA violence. In 20/16 vision,
also of 2009, Hugh Maxton uses German motifs to construct his dystopian vision of
Ireland in the run up to the centenary of the Easter Rising. An entirely new note is
struck in Kevin Brophy's The Berlin Crossing published in early 2012. Clearly a postboom novel, it constructs parallels between West Germany and Celtic Tiger Ireland,
while the disappeared German Democratic Republic is defended as the embodiment of
a well-intentioned alternative vision and serves as a canvas for the author's rather nostalgic longing for a homeland, for a spatial Heimat, suffused with rather traditional
notions of patriotism and national identity.
Brophy's novel also underlines the importance of Berlin for the literary image of Germany; Hamilton's Disguise was also set in the outskirts of Berlin. It mirrored spatial
developments in the popular imagination resulting in hugely popular city-breaks for
Irish tourists, while the Love Parade held a particular attraction for younger people.
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Berlin also attracted Irish artists, architects and musicians, though arguably more because it signified a new globalised world culture rather than contemporary Germany.
Patrick Lonergan has convincingly argued in his award-winning study Theatre and
Globalization: Irish Drama in the Celtic Tiger Era (2010) that the development of
Irish theatre between 1990 and 2005 can be understood by the Irish experience of and
response to globalization. Economists have pointed out that the Irish economy is one
of the most globalised in the world, and how lucrative a business Ireland on stage can
be we know at least since Riverdance. In fact this is largely what Lonergan's book is
about, namely the extraordinary ability of Irish theatre companies to export and sell a
certain brand of Irishness to British and American audiences. At the same time, this
very fact highlights that globalization, and not only in the Irish case, also involves a
narrowing of the perspective to the Anglophone world, and to the US in particular.
One might argue that this is perfectly understandable in the case of Irish theatre which
is after all language-based. But the trend had a broader impact and can be noticed on
Irish stages as well, if we once again look at the German dimension. The Goethe Institut in Dublin did its best to support German theatre productions, but those which made
it into the Dublin Theatre Festivals had an unmistakable American tinge to them. In
2001 Cagney and Lacy star Tyne Daly was cast as Mother Courage clearly to attract
bigger audiences to see Brecht's play. In the latter's The Resistable Rise of Arturo Ui
staged in 2008, the play's setting in Chicago was foregrounded, though the images of
Hitler and swastikas on the programme, one guesses, would have ensured a certain
level of popularity anyway. About the Deutsches Theater production of Lessing's
Emilia Galotti, a 75-minute high-octane spectacle of visual rather than verbal fireworks, which one would have expected of an Aufklärungsdrama, audiences were told
in 2006 it had been "a smash-hit at the Brooklyn Academy of Music". And the only
play about contemporary Germany, the 2005 production I Am My Own Wife, an extraordinarily powerful play about the East Berlin transvestite Charlotte von Mahlsdorff,
was written by Doug Wright and thus an American production altogether. As if to emphasise what was core and what was margin the German choreographer Wolfgang
Hoffmann directed the Dublin Fringe Festival from 2004-2008 though he managed to
raise its profile significantly during his tenure.
It is thus hardly surprising that Germany did not feature as a motif in Irish plays between 2000 and 2008, not even marginally. It is only recently that it has returned. In
1990, Dermot Bolger's In High Germany, a one-man show about emigration set on a
railway platform in Essen, had used the first-ever participation of an Irish national soccer team at the European Championships in 1988, with the now legendary victory
against England in Stuttgart, as a backdrop for Bolger's exploration of the themes of
emigration, dislocation and its impact on Irish identity. In 2010, Bolger returned to the
subject and to his love of soccer, following Thierry Henry's equally legendary handball
in Paris earlier that year which destroyed Ireland's chances to go to the World Cup in
South Africa, in a sequel in the same format entitled The Parting Glass. While the protagonist Eoin was preparing himself for a life in Germany in the first play, he is now
back in Ireland. After losing his German wife in a car crash caused by overtired Polish
construction workers he has been ravaged and bankrupted by the collapse of the Celtic
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Tiger. His beloved son Dieter, speaking with a strong German accent and clearly the
most grounded character in the whole play, is preparing himself for emigration again,
this time to Canada. The pervading feeling of the play is, once again, one of loss, of
political failure, but Bolger's play is also about the vital necessity of dreams, and the
search for their partial fulfilment in the everyday, now personified by a Latvian immigrant called Laima. It is tempting to read more than Bolger intended into his protagonist's grieving over his German wife's death and his half-German son's departure, as
for Bolger the eternal Irish cycle of political mismanagement and emigration is the key
theme. Yet, the textual link with the 1990s is significant and seems to indicate a renewed attempt on Bolger's part to link up with Europe again, a Europe which has now
significantly expanded eastwards.
Thomas Kilroy's recent Christ Deliver Us! uses Wedekind's turn-of-the-century Spring
Awakening to creatively explore the repressive atmosphere of 1940s and 50s Ireland,
picking up an approach John Banville had pursued with his Kleist adaptations in the
1990s, The Broken Jug (1994) and God's Gift based on Amphytrion (2000). Banville's
2005 Love in the Wars based on Kleist's Penthesilea, on the other hand, was part of a
trend towards versions of continental classics in the last decade, as they were also produced by Friel, McGuinness et al. These were effectively new translations of a foreign
language text by a well-known Irish dramatist. Their common feature was that the author had only a limited, or no, knowledge of the original language. No doubt marketing played a huge role here, but the lack of respect towards language as a carrier of
cultural information and a casual attitude to language learning and language competence is very much part of the globalising trends as they manifested themselves in Ireland. We find similar tendencies in poetry, the last genre I will briefly consider.
As to Germany as a poetic motif, little can be found and no trend can be identified during the last decade, as opposed to the 1980s and 1990s when, starting with Harry
Clifton's five "Sketches from Berlin" (1982) and Paul Durcan's collection, "The Berlin
Wall Café", the city of Berlin had featured quite prominently (see also Kennedy 2000).
Only the persistence of the traumatic Holocaust experiences can be identified, Micheál
Ó Siadhail's moving collection The Gossamer Wall: Poems in Witness to the Holocaust of 2002 being the most noteworthy example.
It has been argued that poetry represents the most international of genres of the last
two decades. In Brewster and Parker's collection of articles Irish Literature since 1990:
Diverse Voices (2009), the point is made by Jerzy Jarniewicz and John McDonagh;
translation they claim is "along with the emergence of women poets, the most important development in the most recent Irish verse" (132). It is true that the European dimension has been a more noticeable feature in Irish poetry of the last ten years than in
any other genre. Poetry Ireland has continued to feature translations of works by poets
from continental Europe, increasingly from Eastern Europe, but also of contemporary
German poets such as Grass, Enzensberger, Augustin, and Krüger. Yet, a certain cavalier attitude towards the issue of language competence in Irish poetry is equally noticeable, for example in the 2004 anthology of German women's poetry entitled After
Every War (problematically reducing the genre to responses to war experiences), surprisingly edited by Eavan Boland who had not revealed her interest in German litera-
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ture before. Setting a trend for other courageous Irish poets, further cemented in 2005
during the Cork European Capital of Culture year, she used cribs provided by a German speaker – and became hostage to fortune. Her collection is riddled with translation errors not a few of them seriously distorting the meaning of the originals.3 I
freely admit that these comments are not entirely unrelated to my many years of daily
struggles as an Auslandsgermanist, of one who knows both the trouble it takes to learn
a language and the value that can be derived from it. But there is a more important
point to be made here: the importance attributed to language, multilingualism and
translation crucially distinguishes Europeanization from globalization, a distinction
that is all too rarely made in Irish cultural and critical discourse.
Literature takes its time to respond to political changes; early and immediate reflexes
are often not worth reading. We will have to wait to find out whether more consistent
new trends emerge as a result of the sudden return of the European dimension, and of
Germany in particular, to Irish political and public discourse post-2008. That the general public is in no doubt about the current interdependence with the EU can be seen
by the immediate reversal of the first Lisbon referendum in 2009 and the passing of
the referendum establishing the European Stability Mechanism with a comfortable
majority earlier this year. Nevertheless, Irish politicians are struggling to come to
terms with the new leaps forward that are now required in terms of economic and political integration, if the common currency, on whose survival all our economic fortunes depend, and with it the European project, are to be saved. One of the most solemn promises the new Taoiseach Enda Kenny felt he had to give the Irish people in his
first State of Nation address in December 2011 was that his government was to regain
Ireland's sovereignty. Equally, his Minister of State Brian Hayes at last year's McGill
Summer School stated categorically: "One of the things that Irish people genuinely
cherish is our independence […]. This government will only succeed when we have
returned the country to the markets and regained our independence" (Hayes 2011,
129). Few will share his eagerness to deliver us back to the anarchy of the markets after recent experiences, but both statements indicate that a European perspective is not
exactly wide-spread among the political elite. Neither is Ireland in any way exceptional in this respect. A proper debate about Ireland's future role in Europe has not
even started. There are indications, however, that Ireland's writers, like the general
public, are rediscovering European culture and within it a European Germany as a subject of considerable interest; a six-day series on Irish-German connections in the country's major daily, The Irish Times in September 2012 is an example. Colm Tóibín, who
had published a remarkable account of his travels through Catholic Europe in 1994,
seems to be ready for a re-orientation: two days after the Troika's arrival in Dublin on
18 November 2010, for Bailout negotiations, he put the European consciousness required into words in an article for The Guardian:
There are two things which have happened in my lifetime which I still feel a sort of reverence
for. One is the Good Friday agreement, and the other is the European Union. […] The EU did
not merely pay for roads and other necessary infrastructure in Ireland, it opened the country up
to the world around it [...]. Anyone wandering in the city of Hamburg now, for example, has the
3

For more details see Eva Bourke's review of the book (2005).
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right to sense not only the beauty of the place, but how rich it has become, and how well run it
is. And that goes for London too and Madrid. The way those cities have opened up to the outside world, and exude, most of the time, a sense of tolerance which is at the heart of European
humanism, should be a matter of pride to us all. [emphasis added]
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WERNER HUBER (WIEN)
The Brothers McDonagh, Filmmakers

For the past six years or so, plays by Martin McDonagh have increasingly been billed
as being by the director of the films In Bruges and Six Shooter, and the playwright/
filmmaker seems to have effected the crossover from one medium to the other quite
smoothly.
Martin McDonagh's films Six Shooter (2006), In Bruges (2008), and, most recently,
Seven Psychopaths (2012) perpetuate in another genre and medium the hallmarks associated with Martin McDonagh the playwright: the bodily grotesque (resulting from
the portrayal of physical violence), obscenities, solecisms, non-sequiturs, inconsequential dialogues, linguistic squabbling, and meta-discourse – and not forgetting
black humour, satire, cynicism, and any amount of deliberate political incorrectness.1
What Martin McDonagh in a 1997 interview described as one of the principles of his
dramaturgy has since – i.e. seven plays later – been generally acknowledged as one of
the special features of his œuvre – and in equal measure also applies to his recent excursions into the medium of film:
"People should leave a theatre with the same feeling that you get after a really good rock concert. You don't want to talk about it, you just let it buzz into you. I can't stand people analysing
things. A play should be a thrill like a fantastic rollercoaster." (qtd. in Feeney 1998, 28)

This "rollercoaster" principle is generally taken to refer to the twists and turns of the
plays'/films' plotlines, to questions of catharsis, and to the dominating structural and
aesthetic principle of ambiguity, which also covers aspects of the aesthetics of production and reception. Incidentally, many of these motifs as well as similar stylistic
and formal devices seem to 'run in the family,' as they so blatantly re-cur in John
Michael McDonagh's film The Guard (2011), which needs to be taken into account
here for reasons of fratrifocal intertextuality.
The signs of Martin McDonagh's affinity to films and filmmaking had been there from
the start. Easily recognisable are his intertextual engagements with Irish film history
and Irish popular culture.2 It is interesting to note that two canonical films that have
helped shape Irish auto- and hetero-images and have played an instrumental role in the
branding of Irishness at home and abroad, stand out: Robert J. Flaherty's Man of Aran
(1934) and John Ford's The Quiet Man (1952).

1

2

I am relying here throughout on my previous work on Martin McDonagh, i.e Huber 2002,
Huber 2006, Huber 2009. For 'casebooks' on McDonagh, see Chambers & Jordan 2006 and
Russell 2007 as well as Patrick Lonergan's recent monograph (Lonergan 2012a). On the films,
see especially the 'scholarly' reviews by Crosson 2007, Dean 2009, and Canning 2012.
See the "Resources: Guide to Allusions" section in Lonergan 2012a.
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The shooting of Man of Aran provides the historical foil for McDonagh's The Cripple
of Inishmaan (1997), the high point of the play being the scene in which the Aran Islanders are given a preview of the finished product, only to react with indifference and
disrespect. Incidentally, the cover of the Methuen edition is based on an original still
from Flaherty's film (McDonagh 1997a), thus emphasizing the canonicity of this film.
In A Skull in Connemara (1997) we find a reference to The Quiet Man (probably the
most controversial film as regards representations of Irishness). The following exchange, a pseudo-moralist discussion on the Commandment of "Thou shalt not steal,"
ridicules the business of Irish-American tourism and is a satire on the marketing of
Ireland voiced in the apparently simplistic and casually understated terms of the bizarre characters that inhabit the township of Leenane:
MICK: Oh, cadging off the Yanks a pound a throw the maps the Tourist Board asked you to
give them for free. Telling them your Liam's place was where The Quiet Man was filmed, when
wasn't it a hundred miles away in Ma'am Cross or somewhere? […]
MARY: A hundred miles is it? Ma'am Cross has moved so, because eight miles it was the last
time I looked.
MICK: John Wayne photos, two pound a pop. Maureen O'Hara drank out of this mug – a fiver.
Boy, I'll tell you, anh? Them eejit Yanks.
MARY: If the eejit Yanks want to contribute a couple of bob to an oul lady's retirement, I'll not
be standing in their way, sure. (McDonagh 1997b, 6-7)

In real life, The Gathering 2013 (www.thegatheringireland.com), a tourism industry
initiative to bring back the Irish diaspora to their homeland, will surely intensify the
commodification of similar Irish heritage items.
The criterion of Irishness has also conditioned the discussion of the McDonagh canon
in relation to the absence of 'Irish matter' in plays like The Pillowman (with its location
given as Kamenice, vaguely set in Eastern Europe) and A Behanding in Spokane (set
in the eponymous location). Considering the development of McDonagh's work, some
would argue that The Lieutenant of Inishmore was an anachronistic hiccup on account
of its political implications and the fear of directors to take on Irish nationalist splinter
groups and that thus McDonagh has steadily been moving towards more universal, i.e.
'un-Irish,' themes, while retaining such favourite techniques and motifs as un-pc-ness,
self-reflexivity, irony, shock aesthetics. McDonagh, it would appear, is thus becoming
more of a morally serious playwright while at the same time trying very hard not to
appear as such.
*
In McDonagh's first full-length feature film, In Bruges, the question of Irishness as a
theme is marginal, if not negligible.3 However, the film needs to be considered here
also, as it exemplifies two techniques typical of Martin McDonagh the filmmaker: ambivalence and intertextuality.

3

Cf. Brereton 2009, 36-37.
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In In Bruges, two Irish hit men (Ken [Brendan Gleeson] and Ray [Colin Farrell]) are
sent to Bruges to cool their heels. One of them, Ray, has murdered a priest in London
and in the process accidentally also shot a young boy. Their boss (Harry Waters
[Ralph Fiennes]) orders Ken to execute the intermittently suicidal Ray. As Ken fails to
do this, Harry, following his own code of honour, travels to Bruges to set matters right.
He shoots Ken in the leg, who then resigns himself to his fate and throws himself off
the belfry. Harry hunts down and wounds Ray (whether fatally or not is left open).
This final shootout takes place on the set for a film involving a vertically challenged
American actor wearing a school uniform – a 'midget' or 'dwarf'. Shooting Ray, Harry
accidentally kills Jimmy the midget. By his own high 'moral' standards Harry has no
choice but to take his own life, as he thinks he has also killed a child.
One could easily elaborate the film's ambivalent and schizoid structure and thus take in
many noteworthy aspects of the film at one glance:
"the culture loving geek"
Ken
moral tale of "redemption"
"Bruges is not a shithole"
picturesque/fairytale Bruges
tragedy
catharsis
theme
story

4

"the drunken whore"
Ray
"a jaunty caper"
"Bruges is a shithole"
Bruges is Hell
comedy
release/comic relief
genre
discourse

The "rollercoaster" principle here also translates into other, equally ludic dimensions
of the McDonagh universe. It is in the areas of intertextual allusion and reference
(themes, motifs, genre conventions) that the aesthetics of 'hide-and-seek' are very
much in evidence. For example, In Bruges contains explicit and obvious references to
paintings by Hieronymus Bosch and to films like Don't Look Now or Touch of Evil; on
the other hand, we have hidden ('unforegrounded') references (some subtle, some less
so) to other works in the McDonagh canon and beyond (e.g. the Beckettian motif of
child murder as it had occurred in Six Shooter, films of the gangster genre and neonoir, and the subject of 'Dead Bruges'  with a nod to Georges Rodenbach in general).5
Most of this is strangely self-reflexive and meta-fictional (or, if you like, meta-cinematic) such as Chloe's attempt to put a finer point on 'intertextual' dependencies when she
replies to Ray's question "What are you filming midgets for?":
It's a Dutch movie. It's a dream sequence. It's a pastiche of Nicolas Roeg's Don't Look Now. Not
a pastiche, but a … 'homage' is too strong … A 'nod of the head.' (McDonagh 2008, 14)

There is quite a lot of nodding going on in In Bruges, but equally so and quite intensely as far as subterranean and rhizomatic exchanges between cultural texts are con4
5

On the biographical motivation of McDonagh's ambivalent attitude towards Bruges, from which
these dichotomies are eventually derived, see Kerr 2008.
Other intertextual links are not without a self-ironic touch: e.g. Ken's reading in an antiquated
Penguin edition of The Death of Capone by K.K. Katurian, the writer/storyteller figure in
McDonagh's The Pillowman (McDonagh 2008, 12). We hear the Dubliners' version of "On Raglan Road" (Patrick Kavanagh) when Ray and Chloe experience a moment of infatuation.
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cerned. On the level of iconography and mise-en-scène, the film rather self-consciously establishes parallels to other 'texts' – in the widest sense. Ken and Harry's visit of
the Groeningemuseum prompts a discussion of their theological status, the state of
their souls, and questions of guilt and redemption. The Judgement of Cambyses/Part 2:
The Flaying of Sisamnes (1498) by Gerard David highlights the theme of retribution
and physical punishment and portrays a flaying alive and wounds similar to those suffered by the protagonists in the film. Another painting appearing in the film is Jan
Provoost's De Gierigaard en de Dood. This citation could be seen as some kind of
cross-cutting or intellectual montage, as the flashback scene, in which Ray realises his
bullets going through the priest's body have also killed a child, fades into this 16thcentury painting.
The special role that Hieronymus Bosch's Last Judgement plays for the iconography
and symbolic underpinnings of the film as a whole is also indicated in this early scene.
Ray is particularly taken by the painting's surrealism mirroring the theological implications of their purgatorial state of abeyance ("waiting for …" – a nod to Beckett) and
the prospect of a final reckoning.
RAY: Purgatory. Purgatory's kind of like the inbetweeny one. 'You weren't really shit, but you
weren't all that great, either.' Like Tottenham. Do you believe in all that stuff, Ken?
KEN: Tottenham?
RAY: The Last Judgement and the afterlife and … guilt and … sins and … Hell and … all that
…? (McDonagh 2008, 24-25)

Boschian iconography in general is utilised for a simple mise en abyme, as Ray's crucial scenes (his first meeting Chloe, the final shootout) also involve Jimmy the midget
and take place near or on the set of a film about which we learn/see very little except
in the descriptions given by Chloe and Jimmy:
JIMMY: It's a jumped-up Eurotrash piece of rip-off fucking bullshit. (McDonagh 2008, 45)
JIMMY: Yeah, it's the final night's shooting. The psycho-dwarf turns out to be just a lovable little schoolboy and it was all some kinda Boschian nightmare. Kiss my ass! (McDonagh 2008,
75)

The Boschian Otherworld thus appears as a reflection or a mirror image even of the
existentialist condition of purgatory/hell that Bruges is to all three hit men. The official
trailer for the movie makes this connection even more obvious by using Boschian motifs as wallpaper. In Bruges, more than any other McDonagh movie, negotiates moral
and psychological questions of guilt and redemption in a manner that just stops short
of entering serious theological debates.
*
That Martin McDonagh has been steadily moving away from the 'matter of Ireland' is
confirmed by his latest film, which was released in the US in October 2012. In Seven
Psychopaths, set in Los Angeles and environs, the question of Irishness is reduced to
the crudest of national stereotypes: Marty (played by Colin Farrell) is an Irish drunk
with a (screen-)writing problem (to adapt Brendan Behan's famous phrase), who, like
the abstract and supreme authorial agency in Flann O'Brien's At Swim-Two-Birds, is
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struggling to gain control over his story and his characters, only to lose it again and
again. On the film's most basic level of narration, Marty, the screenwriter, falls foul of
the Los Angeles underworld when his 'psycho' friends (Christopher Walken, Sam
Rockwell) engage in the kidnapping of pet dogs. Although the film is informed
throughout by "the meta-thing"6 (i.e. metafiction, self-reflexivity, questioning the
fictionality of fiction) and, of course, the McDonagh hallmark of black comedy, it definitely cannot be denied a certain moral dimension pertaining to, for example, the representation of violence, political correctness, and gender mainstreaming. If the 'unIrishing' of his themes is a trajectory to be recognised in McDonagh's œuvre, it is not
inappropriate to go back to his first film before making the link with his brother's
work.
*
The Oscar-winning Six Shooter (2006) brings together four different characters on a
train journey across rural Ireland towards Dublin. Each one has just experienced the
loss of a dear one: Mr. Donnelly ('the fella,' played by Brendan Gleeson) has lost his
wife; Mr. and Mrs. Dooley (David Wilmot and Aisling O'Sullivan) have lost their baby boy "with the face of your man off of Bronsky Beat"; and the Kid (Rúaidhrí
Conroy) has shot off the head of his ma. As they are travelling cross-country, the 'Kid',
in one of his inconsequential exchanges with the 'fella', remarks on a flock of sheep
appearing in the frame constituted by the train window and puts the question: "Did you
ever shout at a sheep?" This may seem irrelevant and highly absurd at first, but it
comes across as a playful and deconstructive reference to pastoral Irishness. Especially
so, when compared with a near-identical scene in The Beauty Queen of Leenane:
Ray [...] Are you not watching telly for yourself, no?
Maureen I'm not. It's only Australian oul shite they ever show on that thing.
Ray (slightly bemused) Sure, that's why I do like it. Who wants to see Ireland on telly?
Maureen I do.
Ray All you have to do is look out of your window to see Ireland. And it's soon bored you'd be.
'There goes a calf.' (Pause.) I be bored anyway. I be continually bored. (Pause.) London I'm
thinking of going to. Aye. [...] (McDonagh 1999, 53)

This abortive discussion on the representation of rural Ireland in the age of globalism
and globalised media culture(s) is – like other 'serious' concerns in the McDonagh
canon – only touched upon in an apparently non-committal manner (see also Rennhak
2010). McDonagh here seems to cite The Quiet Man again, where in an early scene the
returning Yank, Sean Thornton (John Wayne), has his first glimpse of his native townland of Innisfree, a point-of-view shot of a horse and cart seen through the station window, which also doubles as a frame (cadre) for the shot (see Place 1979, 196-197).
The 'framed' reference in each case would thus foreground the act of putting an image
of Ireland on show as a self-conscious and self-reflexive device and alert us to its ironic potential.
6

McDonagh, qtd. in Lonergan 2012b. On metafiction in McDonagh generally, see Middeke
2012.
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The attack on national stereotypes becomes blatantly over-determined when the Kid
relates his "story about a cow with trapped wind" in retrospect and as a flashback sequence. The 'deflation' of the bloated cow literally blows to pieces the "Silk of the
Kine" and with it a cherished tradition of national Irish imagery.7
*
After the fatal (not for him) Russian roulette that the 'fella' goes through, we hear him
close the last scene of the film with the words "Oh, Jesus, what a fucking day." In John
Michael McDonagh's The Guard, the first words uttered by the eponymous guard
(again Brendan Gleeson) are: "What a beautiful fucking day." There could not be a
more forced suggestion hammering home the uncanny intertextual, interfigural, interthematic connections in the work of the Brothers McDonagh. These are parallels in the
widest sense covering characters, themes and motifs as well as film history.
John Michael McDonagh's work in the film genre so far includes the screenplay for
Ned Kelly (2003) and, as a director, a short film, The Second Death (2000), and The
Guard (2011), which is now the most successful Irish independent film in commercial
terms.
The Guard undermines the expectations that we may have of Connemara as an iconic
landscape, i.e. the idyllic and romantic West of Ireland. County Galway becomes the
scene of an intercultural cop story, and in structural terms the film resembles a spaghetti Western. The stereotypes and preconceptions that we may associate with the
location are constantly undercut; for example, most of the music that we hear on the
soundtrack comes from a "Tucson-Desert-Rock" band called Calexico rather than (as
one would rightfully expect) an Irish folk band.
The story itself concerns Sergeant Gerry Boyle (Brendan Gleeson), who calls himself
"the last of the independents" and is in charge of operations to uncover a big drugtrafficking deal. He is helped initially and briefly by an over-ambitious colleague, who
"thinks he's in fucking Detroit." Other antagonists include, first of all, an African
American (black) special agent from the FBI, Wendell Everett (played by Don
Cheadle), who is the focus and butt of most of the intercultural jokes and misunderstandings. There are also "the big city boys," the detectives from Dublin, plus the
drug-traffickers and "the men behind the men."
This constellation of characters provides plenty of opportunities throughout the film
for jibes and satirical digs at Americans, un-pc-ness, and jokes about Gaelic Nationalist culture.8
7

8

On this see Huber 2002, and on the bovine theme compare Six Shooter with Marie Jones' Stones
in His Pockets (1996) and the horror movie Dead Meat (2004). Mairead, the would-be terrorist
in The Lieutenant of Inishmore (2001), sees "cows as valid targets" and goes around shooting
bovines in the eyes in order to destabilise the meat trade (McDonagh 2001, 19).
See Canning 2012, 206: "This winking feint-and-parry style is employed throughout, with
McDonagh approaching each tendentious point close enough to deliver an obvious gag without
exploring further. The result is acutely self-conscious, the film weighed down by non-sequiturs
as it progresses towards its Mexican stand-off conclusion".
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The shot of a road sign establishing the milieu early on in the film says "Welcome to
Connemara." This may look promising to tourists, but as it turns out, the film portrays
Connemara as a dystopia, an idyll infected by international crime and the ways of metropolitan culture. The idyll is in reality "a dead place for dead people," to use a famous
phrase from the film Poitín (1977; dir. Bob Quinn), which is quite a landmark in Irish
cinema history (see Pettitt 2000, 104). In Poitín two small-time thugs are trying to outwit a poitín-maker. Incidentally, echoes of this counter-image of the West reverberate
through the work of Martin McDonagh and parallels to Bob Quinn's film are especially conspicuous in The Lonesome West.
John Michael McDonagh, in the same way as his brother, relies heavily on making explicit intertextual references to film history, e.g. Orson Welles, Wim Wenders, Seven
Murders, Alan Bates in The Shout, an extended joke about Fellini's 8½, and The Night
of the Hunter (the word "LOVE" tattooed on the knuckles of the main character even
referencing an identical motif in Martin McDonagh's A Behanding in Spokane). Thus,
even without considering the unacknowledged parallels to the cinema of Quentin Tarantino we are caught in an extremely densely knit intertextual web.
The ending of The Guard also makes a connection with Martin McDonagh's work via
the issue of cinematic meta-fiction. We witness a nicely set-up mise en abyme when
the local paparazzo asks the FBI agent what he thinks has happened to Sergeant Boyle
after the final showdown. The intertextual play between fiction and reality is intriguing, as the local boys seem to suggest that the FBI agent's experience was only a
fictional experience ("a fish-out-of-water story") to be made into a book or a movie
sold to Hollywood. This is, of course, also the main structural device upon which Seven Psychopaths hinges.
*
Where will the Brothers McDonagh go from here? John Michael McDonagh has announced that he will exchange the Guard for God (Sweeney 2012) in a new film entitled Calvary (currently in post-production), in which Brendan Gleeson will play a
good priest for a change:
"There are probably films in development about priests which involve abuse. My remit is to do
the opposite of what other people do, and I wanted to make a film about a good priest […] in the
same darkly comedic vein as 'The Guard,' but with a much more serious and dramatic narrative." (qtd. in Lyttelton 2011)

Beyond Seven Psychopaths Martin McDonagh also has plans for a new film, which, if
the prediction of "without quite so many laughs" is anything to go by, will also move
further away from irreverence, satire, and black humour.
"Since then I have written a film script and I am very happy with it. It’s called Three Billboards
outside of Ebbing, Missouri and it has a strong female lead. It's a bit sad, like Bruges without
quite so many laughs." (McDonagh in Clarke 2012)

The McDonagh brothers' trajectories would thus appear as being nearly identical –
with the difference of a time-lag in the sense that John Michael McDonagh's work to
date is still concerned with Irish themes and motifs, while his brother has moved on.
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To say that their engagement with Irishness is at all times highly ludic, motivated by
high degrees of self-consciousness, self-irony, and self-reflexivity, is certainly not an
understatement. In this sense then, one would have to agree with The Irish Times reviewer's categorisation of such work as "Hibernosploitation" (Clarke 2011), i.e. the
playful exploitation of auto- and heterostereotypes about Ireland and the Irish.
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CHRISTIAN LASSEN (OLDENBURG)
The Passion of Saint Kitten, or: Desperately Seeking Mitzi,
the Phantom Lady. Camp Responses to Interpellation and Subjection in Neil Jordan's Breakfast on Pluto

Queering Irish history through camp would be a serious business if it weren't for
camp's nonchalant refusal to take anything seriously at all. Accordingly, my reading of
Neil Jordan's film Breakfast on Pluto will present an anti-serious approach to Ireland's
religious and political conflicts, albeit one that may turn out to be all the more subversive. "The Passion of Saint Kitten," then, provides not so much a view on queer Ireland as in fact a queer view on Ireland. That is to say: my aim is not to offer yet another historicising discussion of homosexuality in Ireland, one that meticulously investigates various social, political and juridical developments ranging from the onset of
the Campaign for Homosexual Law Reform in the 1970s, to the decriminalization of
homosexuality in 1993, and finally, to the passing of the Civil Partnership Act 2010.
Rather, it seeks to explore queerness, and specifically camp, the notorious gay sensibility, as a narrative technique of displacement and detachment that, here, enables
cinemagoers to look at 'Irish' issues and conflicts – Catholicism and The Troubles, for
example – in an altogether different light. In this light, realistic and supposedly authentic representations of Ireland – prominently put forward in Jim Sheridan's In the Name
of the Father (1993), for example – are devalued and rejected in favour of what might
be termed the apolitical politics of camp aloofness, or indeed camp's radical antiseriousness.1 Camp thus emerges as a coping strategy which, to quote Babuscio, "allows us to witness 'serious' issues with temporary detachment" (Babuscio 1999, 128).
Small wonder that the most frequently quoted line from Breakfast on Pluto is Kitten's
recurring camp intervention: "Oh, all of a sudden, everybody's getting serious! Serious, serious, serious!" – a sentence not so much uttered as rebelliously breathed
(Breakfast on Pluto 2005, 00:40:50-00:40:54).2
The following analysis of Breakfast on Pluto will therefore be preceded by a theorisation of camp that pinpoints its political as well as its aesthetic and reparative aspects. The relevance of all these aspects will be revealed during the subsequent close
1

2

In her article "In the Name of National Security: Torture and Imperialist Ideology in Sheridan's
In the Name of the Father and Jordan's Breakfast on Pluto," Charlotte Nunes offers an insightful
juxtaposition of both movies. While Nunes clearly prefers Jordan's film to Sheridan's, her interpretation does not include a conception of the camp imagination which, I argue, is nothing less
than vital for an adequate understanding of Jordan's protagonist Patricia Kitten Braden.
Camp's relation to the serious has taken centre stage ever since camp made its academic debut
in the 1960s. In her groundbreaking "Notes on Camp," first published in 1964, Susan Sontag
contends that "[t]he whole point of Camp is to dethrone the serious. Camp is playful, antiserious. More precisely, Camp involves a new, more complex relation to the 'serious'. One can
be serious about the frivolous, frivolous about the serious" (Sontag 1967, 288).
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readings of Breakfast on Pluto which centre on Kitten's resourceful camp imagination,
the ingenuity of which turns out to be her most efficient tool on the route to selfpreservation, love, and a sense of belonging.
Camp Theory
The phenomenon best suited to demonstrate the multifaceted aspects of camp is
probably drag, or cross-dressing. Moreover, drag particularly lends itself to demonstration purposes here, as the protagonist of Breakfast on Pluto, Patricia Kitten Braden, is
a transgender whose spectacular gender performances constantly mirror both her antinormative mindset and her desire for surplus beauty – two character traits that already
partly reveal how Kitten succeeds in unifying the political as well as the aesthetic and
the reparative aspects of camp.
Today, camp is frequently reduced to its political impact, an impact that prominently
surfaces in Judith Butler's reflections on drag. For Butler, of course, drag primarily
constitutes a tool in the service of demystification, denaturalisation, and deconstruction, one which strives to undo traditional gender roles by exposing the performativity of all genders. Butler famously posits that
[d]rag is not the putting on of a gender that belongs properly to some other group, i.e. an act of
expropriation or appropriation that assumes that gender is the rightful property of sex, that 'masculine' belongs to 'male' and 'feminine' belongs to 'female'. There is no 'proper' gender, a gender
proper to one sex rather than another, which is in some sense that sex's cultural property. Where
that notion of the 'proper' operates, it is always and only improperly installed as the effect of a
compulsory system. Drag constitutes the mundane way in which genders are appropriated,
theatricalized, worn, and done; it implies that all gendering is a kind of impersonation and approximation. If this is true, it seems, there is no original or primary gender that drag imitates,
but gender is a kind of imitation for which there is no original; in fact it is a kind of imitation
that produces the very notion of the original as an effect and consequence of the imitation itself.
(Butler 1991, 21, emphases in the original)

Butler's axiomatic claim has unquestionably redefined Gender Studies and initiated
Third-Wave Feminism. Her political readings of drag and gender performativity count
among the most influential ideas in contemporary Cultural Studies. And yet, to reduce
camp and drag to their political aspects might turn out to be a somewhat one-sided
venture in that it stands remote from the world, i.e. from queer people's needs and their
everyday routines.
Patricia Kitten Braden, at least, does not think highly of politics. On the contrary, she
despises seriousness of any kind. Her drag act aims at the retrieval of elegance and, by
extension, at the restorative longing to recapture loveliness and to furnish the world
with beauty and affection in abundance. Therefore, she does not do drag for political
reasons, but for the sake of personal uplift.3 In light of this, it has to be pointed out that
3

Kitten's striving for beauty and her disdain of politics once more seem to correspond with Sontag who claims that "[t]o emphasize style is to slight content, or to introduce an attitude which is
neutral with respect to content. It goes without saying that the Camp sensibility is disengaged,
depoliticized – or at least apolitical" (Sontag 1967, 277). Having said this, however, it is important to point out that Kitten's disdain of politics marks a political stance in itself. Conse-
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both camp and drag are first and foremost motivated by the surplus value they hold out
for queer selves who suffer damage inflicted upon them by a normative society. Furthermore, seeing as camp resurfaces here as a response to damage, the resources it offers are likely to embrace needs such as alleviation, reparation, and healing. Accordingly, Eve Sedgwick suggests that
[t]he queer-identified practice of camp [...] may be seriously misrecognized when it is viewed,
as [Judith] Butler and others view it, through paranoid lenses. As we've seen, camp is most often
understood as uniquely appropriate to the projects of parody, denaturalization, demystification,
and mocking exposure of the elements and assumptions of a dominant culture. And the degree
to which camping is motivated by love seems often to be understood mainly as the degree of its
self-hating complicity with an oppressive status quo. By this account, the x-ray gaze of the
paranoid impulse of camp sees through to an unfleshed skeleton of culture; the paranoid aesthetic on view here is one of minimalist elegance and conceptual economy.
The desire of a reparative impulse […] is additive and accretive. Its fear, a realistic one, is that
the culture surrounding it is inadequate or inimical to its nurture; it wants to assemble and confer plenitude on an object that will then have resources to offer to an inchoate self. To view
camp as, among other things, the communal, historically dense exploration of a variety of reparative practices is to do better justice to many of the classic camp performances [...]. (Sedgwick 2003, 149-150)

Anticipating accusations of naiveté and unintelligibility from precisely those sections
of academia whose hostility towards reparative reading practices she laments, Sedgwick goes on to defend the reparative reading position, arguing that
[n]o less acute than a paranoid position, no less realistic, no less attached to a project of survival, and neither less nor more delusional or fantasmatic, the reparative reading position undertakes a different range of affects, ambitions, and risks. What we can best learn from such practices are, perhaps, the many ways selves and communities succeed in extracting sustenance
from the objects of culture – even from a culture whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain them. (Sedgwick 2003, 150-151)

For Sedgwick, camp emerges as a means to promote both social change and personal
healing. Put simply, it is the queer art of invading and appropriating culture according
to one's own needs. Consequently, as Jonathan Dollimore puts it, "it is misleading to
say that camp is the gay sensibility; [rather,] camp is an invasion and subversion of
other sensibilities" (Dollimore 1996, 311). Camp, it follows, is not so much the sensibility that tells gay people how to invade heteronormativity as the sensibility that tells
queer people how to invade and queer all sorts of public debates. Therefore, Kitten's
mission has to be understood in the light of camp's anti-serious attitude to life. She
represents not so much a queer character in Ireland as a character who, consciously
and concisely, queers Ireland; and consequently, functions and acts as a go-between
whose camp perceptions allow her to shed a different light on traditional 'Irish' issues.
Among these are Catholicism and The Troubles, the 'campification' of which will be
shown in the subsequent close readings.

quently, Charlotte Nunes is right when she states that "Kitten's transvestitism can be read as in
fact quite political (if obliquely so)" and that "over the course of the film, [her] sexual identity
fuses with her politics of pacifism until the two are virtually indistinguishable" (Nunes 2009,
926-927).
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Breakfast on Pluto

To refresh our memories: based on Patrick McCabe's novel of the same title, Neil Jordan's film Breakfast on Pluto (2005) explores the inventive resources of a camp
imagination that saves one of the most amiably eccentric characters in recent Irish
film, Patricia Kitten Braden, from succumbing to the intrusive morals of her bigoted
small-town surroundings. Set in the 1970s, the film shows how the adolescent transgender Kitten leaves her foster home in order to find her mother, a former love affair
of the village priest, who is said to look not unlike the American film star (and camp
icon) Mitzi Gaynor.4 Along the way, Kitten is confronted with a number of religious,
political and sexual assaults which she disempowers by means of perfecting the
mechanisms of camp self-defence, most notably a refusal to take anything seriously
and an imaginative investment in surplus beauty.
Camping Up Catholicism: From the Confessional Box to the Peep Show
Catholicism is one of camp's major targets in Breakfast on Pluto. The camp invasion
here primarily works through a contrasting juxtaposition of two scenes that subverts
one of the most notorious Catholic practices: confession.
The first scene pictures young Kitten as a schoolboy who enters the confessional box
to ask Father Liam, her biological father, about the whereabouts of her mother Eily
Bergin, who is rumoured to have moved to London after Kitten's birth in order to
avoid a scandal. The power relations in this scene are clear. As Foucault has pointed
out, in a confessional box, "the agency of domination does not reside in the one who
speaks […], but in the one who listens and says nothing" (Foucault 1995, 62). Consequently, the power structures of confession remain intact, as Father Liam learns
about Kitten's most pressing needs, while he in turn withholds his knowledge about
Kitten's mother from his or indeed their illegitimate child. For large parts, the scene is
made up of an eye-level shot, placing Father Liam in the impenetrable foreground,
while Kitten's face – seen through the cross-barred window of the confessional box, a
shot suggesting a state of imprisonment – is exposed to the priest's gaze: vulnerable
and powerless.
The same angle is used in the second scene, although the setting is somewhat different,
for the next encounter between Father Liam and Kitten takes place in a London peep
show. Once again Father Liam, who seeks to re-establish contact with his wayward
child, is placed in the foreground, while Kitten can be made out through the peephole.
In all other respects, however, this scene completely reverses the scene in the confessional box.
As clothes make the (wo-)man, the most conspicuous discrepancy between Father
Liam and Kitten in the two scenes in question relates to their dissimilar outward ap4

Francesca Marlene de Czanyi von Gerber, alias Mitzi Gaynor, enjoyed a brief but intense period
of stardom in the 1950s when she acted alongside Hollywood big shots like Gene Kelly and
Marilyn Monroe in a number of musicals including George Cukor's Les Girls (1957), Joshua
Logan's South Pacific (1958) and, not least, Walter Lang's There's No Business Like Show Business (1954).

THE PASSION OF SAINT KITTEN

85

pearance and specifically to the power attached to the uniforms of the Catholic priest,
the schoolboy, and the drag performer, respectively. All of these uniforms are, of
course, indicative of specific social roles and gender performances. The scene in the
confessional box shows Father Liam in his priestly robes and Kitten in a boy's school
uniform. This sartorial arrangement in itself already expresses Kitten's powerlessness,
as she is inferior to the priest in terms of age, prestige, knowledge, and respectability.
In the peep show, however, the tables have turned. Father Liam, still clad in his vestments, sees himself confronted with Kitten, who is dressed up flamboyantly in drag
and gently rocking on a swing adorned with artificial flowers. Kitten has thus successfully moved the scene onto her own territory, using drag as a means of selfempowerment that allows her to force Father Liam onto terrain – be it heterotopic or
Carnivalesque – where the social roles of the priest and the drag performer as well as
their respective social statuses are completely reversed and where dominant power
structures no longer apply. Figuratively speaking, then, she wears the pants, even
though she is dressed in a pink nothing of a frock.
The power structure of the gaze is equally reversed, for even though both scenes are
shot from the same angle, the circuit of gazes in a peep show obviously differs dramatically from the circuit of gazes in a confessional box. In the confessional box, the
seat of Father Liam is slightly higher than that of young Kitten. This arrangement, of
course, requires Kitten to look up to Father Liam, while the priest can look down on
Kitten. In the peep show, however, a similar seating arrangement results in a fundamental reversal of the gaze, for now it is Kitten whose camp swing allows her to assume a lofty and indeed aloof position, while her customers, including Father Liam,
have to squat in front of the peephole to be able to see her. Generally speaking, this
camp invasion of confessional practices exposes the illusion of interpersonal intimacy:
in the confessional box, the priest wants to invite the illusion of (spiritual) intimacy;
yet he always remains the one in power, the one who is forever looking down on the
other. In the peep show, by contrast, the performer wants to invite the illusion of (sexual) intimacy; here, however, power may just as well reside in the one who is looked
at, admired, and yet forever unattainable. In Breakfast on Pluto, therefore, both the
confessional box and the peep show are revealed to be so alike in their workings that
they become virtually indistinguishable. What is more: by reversing the power structure of the gaze or, more specifically, by disempowering the disciplining gaze of the
Catholic priest, her F/father, Kitten simultaneously exposes and appropriates these
workings. In so doing, she successfully subverts the initial intentions of confession by
means of her self-empowering drag act.
Lastly, the Foucauldian agency of domination is reversed. In other words, in the peep
show it is Kitten who dominates the dialogue, listening and saying nothing for large
parts of the scene, while Father Liam eventually confesses to her, providing her with
the information she has been looking for all along: her mother's London address.
The 'campification' of Catholicism, then, is made manifest by the contrasting images
of the confessional box and the peep show. By staging the encounters between Father
Liam and Kitten in the two respective settings, Neil Jordan's Breakfast on Pluto eventually makes use of both the political as well as the aesthetic and the reparative aspects
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of camp in a move that pointedly subverts the workings of the confessional in order to
make them viable for queer purposes.
Camping Up The Troubles: Embellishing Torture
The next scene leads us to a 'campification' of The Troubles, or more specifically to a
'campification' of the 1974 Prevention of Terrorism Act, which allowed the British police to arrest and interrogate a terror suspect for a period of seven days without warranting their rights.
In this scene, Kitten gets arrested by the police, who accuse her of being involved in a
terrorist attack, presumably the 1974 Guildford bombing. Due to the 1974 Prevention
of Terrorism Act, Kitten suffers procedures that would nowadays be called enhanced
interrogation, even though this euphemism barely conceals what is really the issue
here: torture. Once again, she is asked to confess, although this time by written statement and, of course, by slightly more forceful interrogators. She does as she is asked,
and her statement – vividly illustrating the climax of her reparative camp imagination
– turns into the most memorable scene of the entire film: dressed up like Emma Peel
(Diana Rigg) from The Avengers, Kitten secretly enters the Provisional IRA's headquarters in a black cat suit, moving her hips and shoulders in the most overtly effeminate way. Armed with a bottle of her favourite scent, Channel No.5, she single-handedly does away with a whole bunch of terrorists, spraying the perfume into their eyes
until they drop dead on the floor, one by one. It's touch and go, of course, but Kitten
faces the challenge elegantly, prevails and hence completes a garish self-fashioning
worth that of a superhero. In the words of McCabe, she captivatingly emerges from the
scene as "The Lurex Avenger! She who shall be named Stench-Banisher, PerfumeBringer, Flower-Scatterer; Ender of Darkness, she who shall wrench this place and
people from the shadows into the light!" (Breakfast on Pluto 1998, 155). 5 On top of
that, the final sequence of the scene ends on an even more touching note, as it shows
Kitten dancing closely with her friend Lawrence, who got accidentally killed in a
bomb attack as well.
Kitten's self-fashioning as Emma Peel brings about a wide range of camp invasions
here: on a political, or rather on a consciously apolitical level, it leads conflicting national identities to collapse. This collapse is brought about by turning the Irish terror
suspect Kitten into the British Secret Service Agent Emma Peel in a move that does
not so much represent an act of defection as a drag act whose anti-seriousness disempowers and annihilates separatist policies and indeed politics altogether. On an aesthetic level, it turns the male transgender Kitten into the hyper-feminine fashion icon
Emma Peel, who has charmingly perfected the use of feminine wiles in a world of
male dominance and minimalist elegance and style. On a reparative level, Kitten's
5

In his analysis of McCabe's novel, "Lacanian 'Pussy'", Peter Mahon underlines the significance
of perfume as an adequate camp weapon against the foul-smelling business of politics. He contends that "Pussy's [Kitten's] conception of politics-as-stench is linked to the vision she has of
[her friend] Irwin soiling himself during his execution by the IRA for being an informer […]. In
response to the stench of Irwin's terrified defecation, Pussy [Kitten] transforms into a super-hero
who is tasked with protecting people from the stink of politics" (Mahon 2007, 447).
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imagination reunites her with her childhood friend Lawrence, who had Down's syndrome and who tragically died when playing with a bomb that he mistook for a toy.
Put simply, Kitten's imaginative appeal to reparative resources such as alleviation, uplift, and healing touchingly illustrates the surplus value camp can provide for people
who suffer damage from a brutal world that is anything but susceptible to the needs of
the individuals inhabiting it. Considering the wide range of camp invasions brought
about by Kitten's extravagant self-fashioning here, both an aesthetic and a reparative
reading (as suggested by Sedgwick) are urgently required to complement and balance
out Nunes' exclusively political analysis of the scene, which is accurate, but nevertheless one-sided in that it emphasises Kitten's integrative (a)political stance, even as it
fails to realise and esteem the impact of the reparative camp imagination that informs
this stance in the first place. Nunes states that Kitten represents
the embodiment of an ideology that unites rather than divides. In fact, it is at the moment of her
deepest mental fragmentation that Kitten performs an impressive imaginative feat of integration
– she imagines a reverse bombing of the pub. The shards of the shattered disco ball fly back together, and she enjoys a quiet slow-dance, reunited with a placid, smiling Lawrence, apparently
resurrected from the dead. (Nunes 2009, 927-928)

To characterise Kitten as the embodiment of an integrative (and anti-normative) ideology is without doubt a fitting observation. Nevertheless, bearing in mind that Kitten
performs her imaginative feat under torture, it is only valid to point out that better justice would be done to this imaginative feat if it were not reduced to a political act,
however integrative, as it is predominantly an act of self-preservation and self-defence.
Acknowledging the reparative surplus value of Kitten's camp imagination (along with
its political unruliness) is therefore downright indispensable for an adequate understanding of Kitten's coping strategies. Only then it is possible to truly assess the
amount of sustenance Kitten gains from reconciling the political, the aesthetic, and the
reparative aspects of camp.
Ultimately, Kitten's attack on The Troubles cannot be called complete without a camp
invasion that finally reduces the procedures of the 1974 Prevention of Terrorism Act to
absurdity. After her statement, then, both her interrogators cannot but realise that they
have made a mistake by arresting Kitten, who is innocent not only of the bombing but
indeed at heart. What happens next is that her interrogators grow increasingly fond of
her: they tenderly carry her out of her prison cell; they call her "son" and "Paddy," two
terms of endearment that, in spite of their inappropriateness, signify fatherly signs of
affection; and eventually, they keep holding a protecting hand over her in times of
trouble, even to the extent of setting her up in the abovementioned peep show, "a 'coop' establishment for women as an alternative to prostitution" (Nunes 2009, 929). All
this may seem implausible at first glance but then, it is certainly no less plausible than
the supposedly authentic representation of British policemen as a bunch of nameless,
faceless and indeed heartless brutes that is perpetuated in countless allegedly realistic
texts.6 After having spent seven days in her cell, then, Kitten is about to be released.
6

Jim Sheridan's film In the Name of the Father once again lends itself to comparison at this
point. According to Nunes, "Sheridan's interrogators […] remain unmoved even during Gerry
[Conlon]'s most affecting moments of subjection," while "[i]n McCabe's novel, a friendly rap-
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Yet what appears to be good news in due course – and to the astonishment of her newfound interrogator-friends – spoils Kitten's sense of belonging. So she plainly refuses
to go:
Routledge: "Well, is Officer Wallis gonna be a happy man or what? We've held you too long by
all accounts. Look."
Kitten: "Oh, no, you can't. You can't. Not when I'm settling in so well."
Routledge: "Take your head off my shoulder, son. […] You don't understand, Paddy. We cannot
keep you here. It's impossible. We couldn't, even if we wanted to." […]
Kitten: "Come on, just for one day. It wouldn't kill you."
Routledge: "Sorry, Paddy, it's impossible."
Kitten: "Okay, half-a-day, please?"
Wallis: "No."
Routledge: "Look, do you mind me asking? I mean, why do you wanna …I mean, it don't make
any sense."
Kitten: "It just makes me feel secure."
Routledge: "Secure?"
Kitten: "Yes. […] Please, I just wanna belong. I'd be your best prisoner. I'd cook, and I'd clean,
and I'd sweep, and I'd iron all the uniforms. I …"
Routledge: "Hey, Paddy!"
Kitten: "I just wanna …"
Routledge: "No, I'm afraid it's goodbye now." (Breakfast on Pluto 01:26:03-01:27:28)

Evidently, Kitten's interrogators get more than they bargained for. And although Kitten
has to leave eventually, some questions remain which playfully, yet pointedly undermine the intentions of the 1974 Prevention of Terrorism Act: what is the point of imprisonment if the actual prisoner makes herself at home in her cell? What becomes of a
domestic threat if the suspected terrorist so eagerly (and indeed shamelessly) submits
to performing the part of a domestic housewife who offers to cook, to clean, to iron,
and to sweep? In the end, Kitten's reparative camp imagination allows her to perform a
drag act that confers power even on the social role presumably least likely to possess
it: the housewife. In fact, it is as a housewife that she takes on and disempowers the
British police, who have set out to protect the world from Kitten and who, now, protect
Kitten from a world that is inimical to her camp attitude to life.
Throughout the film Kitten has thus refined and perfected her reparative camp resources, mostly by performing drag acts as diverse as the peep show performer, the
Secret Service Agent, or the domestic housewife. These performances have all enabled
her to profoundly reverse and subvert the very power structures that were meant to
port develops between Kitten and her interrogators. […] Jordan's adaptation takes this rapport to
a notable extreme […]" (Nunes 2009, 928-929). Nunes continues her contrasting juxtaposition,
explaining that "[t]he humanizing portrayals of the interrogators in Breakfast on Pluto might
seem to position the film as less overt in its opposition to torture than In the Name of the Father,
which asserts the abject sadism of the interrogator. Yet Breakfast on Pluto is no less a condemnation of torture than Sheridan's film. In fact, Jordan's film is ultimately more effective in optimizing conditions for collective opposition to torture. The multi-dimensional and highly nuanced relationship between Kitten and her interrogators challenges the stringently dichotomous
ideology that is a precondition to torture. The uncritical approach that Sheridan's film perpetuates and that Jordan's film protests is an impediment to the compromise required to advance
human rights" (Nunes 2009, 929-930).
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render her vulnerable and powerless in the first place. For Kitten, camp turns out to be
the perfect coping strategy. Her refusal to take anything seriously and her striving for
surplus beauty will eventually pay off: the quest for her mother in the long run leads
her back to her father and to her best friend Charlie, who now become her queer family.
Conclusion
Neil Jordan's Breakfast on Pluto successfully introduces new ways of contemplating
'Irish' issues like Catholicism and The Troubles. By showing life through the camp
eyes of its protagonist Kitten, the film ultimately queers no less than the Irish past.
Moreover, camp emerges as a narrative strategy in its own right, one that candidly rewrites the past from an anti-normative perspective and that, in addition to its political
insightfulness, leaves room for needs like alleviation, reparation, and healing, which
are all but indispensable when it comes to coping with the damage this past has
brought about.
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Recent Trends in Romantic Studies: Introduction

Although, of course, Romanticism still is one of the core epochs when it comes to the
traditional interests of Western literary studies, it has been quite some time since a section at the Anglistentag was dedicated to the Romantic era. To be more precise, it was
in 1998, in Erfurt, when Christoph Bode gathered specialists to reflect on the then status of "Romantic Poetry" (the section's title). In the section's keynote lecture, Anne K.
Mellor claimed that a "paradigm shift [had] occurred in the study of British Romanticism" (255). She went on: "Under pressure from widely diverging theoretical positions – the New Historicism and Cultural Studies, Feminist Theory, Post-Colonialist
and Race Theory – our understanding of what constitutes British Romantic literature
has been radically altered." (Ibid.)
Mellor's diagnosis of the situation in 1998 is certainly still valid when it comes to considering the status of Romantic-era studies today. "[P]ressure from widely diverging
theoretical positions" has been productively exerted in order to reconfigure and rejuvenate the discipline throughout the noughties and the current decade. In recent years,
for instance, one of the traditional fields of interest – the one regarding what is usually
and reverently referred to as 'the Romantic imagination' – has been considerably reevaluated by the insights of cognitive theory. As Mark J. Bruhn writes: "Romanticists
reading in contemporary cognitive science will frequently and strongly experience a
strong and gratifying sense of déjà-vu. For a reigning topic of the day is imagination,
the evolving theory of which looms large in virtually all the disciplines […] that contribute to the ever-burgeoning interdiscipline of cognitive science." (543) Equally, the
so-called 'spatial turn' in the humanities has prompted new ways of looking at the Romantics' stereotypical preference for 'nature'. In this respect, Noah Heringman and others have drawn attention to the mutual stimulation between literature and the 'earth
sciences'. In his introduction to Romantic Rocks, Aesthetic Geology, for example,
Heringman argues: "When geology, after 1800, begins to declare its independence
from an unscientific past of armchair theories and sensational narratives, it provides a
model for discipline-formation in the sciences. It also contributes to the redefinition of
'literature' that recent critics have seen as central to Romanticism." (7)
It goes without saying that some of the most incisive impulses came from the field of
media studies, not least because the ever-quickening progress and spread of digital
information technology today, precisely by changing the nature of communication
structures, have not only radically altered our ways of accessing 'the world', of acquiring 'knowledge', but have thereby transformed 'knowledge' itself. As Andrew Stauffer
comments with a view to the increasing digital access to nineteen-century documents
due to the growth of the Google Book Search library, "[i]t seems we are, or will soon
be, in an extraordinarily stronger position to study nineteenth-century culture via its
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published verbal record and to write new English literary histories based on digital
searches, collations and interventions of various kinds." (335) This, of course, can be
judged both positively and negatively. The intensifying virtualisation of books has the
effect of making 'real' books (and 'real' libraries) obsolete, which, in turn, will provoke
profound modifications of our conceptions of 'textuality'. To put it differently, the epistemic change implicit in the so-called 'multimedia' or 'digital revolution' will provide
wholly new challenges when it comes to 'understanding' a 'book'. In a telling passage in
an article about "The Romantics and Media", Stephen C. Behrendt laments that "[m]ore
and more often in recent years I have observed how incomplete is my own students' understanding of the physical nature – the 'materiality' – of Romantic-era texts, and how
little they actually know about books and other print materials as they existed in Britain
two centuries ago." (7) Yet how can we make them understand without forcing ourselves to take the detour through today's media structures (and strictures), that is, without making ourselves understand the implications of recent media theory?
In short, new theoretical approaches have consistently been applied to an era that, as a
consequence of their innovative points of view, has steadily metamorphosed into new
shapes, regenerated and thereby kept its attraction. Especially by the opening up of literary studies to the interdisciplinary concerns of cultural studies, media studies et al.,
scholars of Romanticism have 'discovered' the relevance of non-literary texts from all
kinds of fields – the natural sciences, economy, technology, politics, 'everyday life' etc.
– not only as contextual backdrop to literature, but as primary texts with a value of their
own. Within literary studies, particularly the 'Big Six' have hence been reconsidered.
Their canonical status has been, if not fundamentally questioned, then at least put into
perspective by an intensified preoccupation with formerly marginalised authors, not
least women writers. It is not really surprising, then, that none of the following papers
even mentions one of the Big Six in their titles. This was different in 1998.
In this regard, it is also worthwhile to consider that there is a growing post-national
tendency to look beyond the confines of the Anglo-American sphere and take into account further Romanticisms. This, in tandem with the other changes that have been
mentioned, has entailed a certain scepticism regarding the adherence to an all-toosimple and reductive catalogue of epochal characteristics. In other words, scholars
have come to realise, in a quite stimulating way, that Romanticism cannot be reduced to
a few ever-repeating features. Quite the reverse, if the term is to keep its validity, it must
be reconceptualised as a receptacle for the manifold and decidedly contradictory impulses that characterised Western cultures at the beginning of modernity proper – not
only in literature but in all discourse fields that constituted these cultures. In a recent
proposal concerning the status of 'European Romanticism', Christoph Bode wrote:
If we comprehend European Romanticism as a transpersonal, cultural paradigm shift, in the
course of which urgent social, cultural, political, ethical, aesthetical etc. challenges are negotiated within the (sub-)systems of literature and the arts according to new rules, then the radical
diversification of European Romanticism ceases to be a skandalon in need of this or that 'treatment' […] – on the contrary, its radical discrepancy will be the authenticity feature of its unity.1

1

Our translation; the original reads: "Wenn wir die europäische Romantik begreifen als überpersönlichen kulturellen Paradigmenwechsel, in dessen Vollzug drängende soziale, kulturelle, politi-
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In addition and significantly, Romantic-era studies have also transgressed the boundaries of a narrow temporal conception of the Romantic era. What has entered the discourse is a consideration of the forms that its reception has assumed, especially nowadays. Phenomena such as the growing 'Romantic' tourist industry in the Lake District,
film treatments of Romantic works or authors, like Bright Star, or biofictions in the
vein of Tracy Chevalier's Burning Bright come to mind.
Considering all this, to reflect on the status of Romanticism today must thus ultimately
and inevitably also lead to a consideration of the increasing critical self-reflexivity with
regard to the theorizing of the Romantic Age. While Jerome McGann claimed as early
as in the 1980s that Romantic studies were themselves caught up in a Romantic paradigm (cf. 1983), Justin Clemens, in 2003, contended much more generally that "contemporary theory [as such] is still essentially Romantic – despite all its declarations to the
contrary" (viii). If this were true in a radical sense, then all new approaches in the field
of Romantic studies would inevitably be caught in an impasse: they would be redundant since they could never assume a position beyond their object of investigation.
The six papers that have been gathered here will put the charge of redundancy to the
test. In illuminating and diverse ways, they demonstrate that the term 'Romantic studies' does not refer to some old, immobile, dinosaur-like sub-discipline doomed to be
extinguished soon, but in fact to a very vigorous, lively, and 'young' inter- and multidisciplinary academic project.
In "The Textures of Romanticism", Christoph Reinfandt (Tübingen) argues that theories of texture, if inserted in a history of mediation, will help to reinvigorate the study
of what some have come to refer to as the Period Formerly Known as Romantic. By
making use of Niklas Luhmann's reconceptualisation of communication processes,
Reinfandt considers the multi-layered texture of Charlotte Smith's long poem "Beachy
Head", in which various speaking positions are juxtaposed yet not naturalized. The
poem is important, he argues, "because of its paradigmatic illustration of the possibilities of print as a medium for texture".
Complementing Reinfandt's approach, Ralf Haekel (Göttingen), in "Romantic Textualities", investigates the status of the text as a highly ambivalent product of and vehicle
for the imagination. Precisely because many of the Romantics radically doubted the
capacity of language to grant objective access to reality, any attempt at translating
ideas into text (by the writer) and back again (by the reader) hinged on the respective
theoretical conceptions of the workings of the imagination and of language. Ultimately, Haekel claims that an awareness of the Romantic inextricability of poetry, textuality and theory can shed new light on recent discussions about the 'end of theory'.
In "British Romanticism and the Transvaluation of Reading", Anthony Harding (Saskatchewan) draws on recent studies in Romantic-era print culture and reading audische, ethische, ästhetische usw. Problemlagen nach neuen Regeln in den (Sub-)Systemen von Literatur und Kunst verhandelt werden, dann kann die radikale Diversifizierung der europäischen
Romantik nicht mehr als Skandalon betrachtet werden, das so oder so zu 'behandeln' wäre [...] –
ihre radikale Widersprüchlichkeit wäre, ganz im Gegenteil, das Echtheitsmerkmal ihrer Einheit."
(Bode 90)
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ences in order to analyse the era's 'transvaluation' of reading. He demonstrates that the
Romantic age saw a cultural shift regarding the activity of reading as a social practice,
i.e. the fact that the activity of reading came to be valued as a key cultural indicator
and way to participate in society, and emphasises the role of William Godwin and his
belief in the social benefits of reading and the increasing availability of printed texts.
Christa Knellwolf King (Vienna) draws attention to Romantic-era naval expeditions
and travel accounts in "Imperial Myth-making in the Wake of Captain Cook's Death".
Focussing on the idea of the explorer as 'hero' as it emerged in voyaging literature,
Knellwolf King shows how James Cook was represented and skilfully fashioned himself, thereby also participating in imperial myth making and giving form to proto-imperialist sentiments. Cook is contrasted with another explorer, George Vancouver, who
lacked his penchant for 'performing' leadership, and consequently never received the
notice that Cook did.
In "Medical Case Narratives across Disciplinary and National Boundaries around 1800",
Monika Class (King's College London) discusses the role of Karl Philipp Moritz's protopsychological case narratives (Gnothi Sauton, 1783-1793) for Romantic discourses at
the intersection between medicine and literature. A comparison of the particularities of
the case study as medical genre with Wordsworth's 'spots of time' suggests common
concerns. Importantly, Class's investigation is embedded in a more general discussion
concerning a still pervading tendency in what she refers to as 'Anglo-Saxon Romantic
studies' to ignore 'other', non-Anglophone sources. As she points out, both Alexander
Crichton and Thomas Beddoes were highly influenced by Moritz's work.
By way of Charlotte Smith's "Beachy Head", Percy Bysshe Shelley's Prometheus Unbound and Thomas Lovell Beddoes's verse drama Death's Jest-Book, Ute Berns
(Hamburg), in "Romantic Poetry, Scientific Discourse and the Aesthetics of Nature",
traces diverse Romantic pre-figurations of a more recent cognitive aesthetics of nature.
She shows that the frequent reduction of the Romantic appreciation of 'Nature' to
Wordsworthian paradigms falls far short of the era's actual range of modes, not least
when considering the impact of the Romantic life sciences.
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CHRISTOPH REINFANDT (TÜBINGEN)
The Textures of Romanticism: Exploring Charlotte Smith's
"Beachy Head" (1807)

In this essay, I will introduce the notion of 'texture' as a key to understanding the lasting importance of Romanticism for the formation of modern aesthetic paradigms and
textual practices as we know them. In doing so, I will draw on 'recent' as well as not so
'recent' trends in Romantic studies.
To begin at the end: As the subtitle indicates, I will draw on a text which has, after a
long period of neglect, only recently re-emerged as one of the most important texts of
the expanded canon of Romantic writing which we have come to take for granted. I
could not have done so without the revisionism of the 1980s, both in terms of an increasing awareness of the continuity of the Romantic Ideology in literary studies on
the one hand and in terms of the recovery (in all senses of the word) of female writers
from the period on the other. The key element of these revisionist tendencies was, as
Richard Cronin pointedly observed in 2000, to transfer "to 'history' that glamour that
was once routinely attached to the word 'imagination'" (Cronin 2000, 2). One consequence of this move was the near-abolishment of the category 'Romantic' in the 1990s:
All that was left after thorough historicization was what was then only half-jestingly
referred to as the Period Formerly Known as Romantic, acronym PFKAR, which became the mere latter end of the long eighteenth century (1660-1832) as described and
conceptualised after the cultural turn of literary studies.
Since then, however, and thus more recently, the pitfalls of this development have
been clearly identified: Not only did the bracketing of 'imagination' lead to the uncomfortable consequence that one should consider "Erasmus Darwin […] a better poet
than Wordsworth" (Cronin 2000, 9), an idea which even the stoutest historicizers did
not like to entertain; what is more, the canon of the Big Six (Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley and Byron) simply refused to give way or even be modified:
Additions, yes, but only if some kind of family resemblance in terms of principles of
Romantic aesthetics and poetics could be substantiated,1 as was clearly the case with
Charlotte Smith, while other recovered women writers testified to the persistence of
Neoclassicism or the poetics of sensibility and thus to the fundamental complexities of
periodization. In spite of its assimilation into the long eighteenth century, the Period
Formerly Known as Romantic has also persisted in claiming "representation out of all
proportion to its duration" in literary histories, as James Chandler points out in the
English Romantic Literature volume of the New Cambridge History of English Litera
1

On the importance of Wittgenstein’s notion of 'family likenesses' for the description and conceptualisation of Romantic diversity cf. Bode 2005, 134-136.
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ture (Chandler 2009, 9), which has only slightly fewer pages than the preceding volume on English Literature 1660-1780 (cf. Richetti 2005).
All in all, then, the most recent trend in Romantic studies on a broader scale has been a
renewed acknowledgement of the fact that in the decades at the close of the long
eighteenth century the cultural practices and strategies which we now discuss under
the heading of Romanticism established, in Christoph Bode's succinct formulation, a
new "set of responses, highly differentiated and at times downright contradictory, to a
historically specific challenge: the challenge of the ever-accelerating modernisation of
European society" (Bode 2005, 127; emphases in the original). In the process, and here
I again quote from James Chandler's introduction to the Cambridge History of English
Romantic Literature, "the categories of 'aesthetics' and 'poetics' both underwent serious transformation in ways that still matter in the early twenty-first century" because
the period saw "the emergence of what might be called a cultural idiom, a whole way
of being in the world" based on the introduction of a new mode of writing which "we
still call 'imaginative literature'" (Chandler 2009, 1, 3, 5).
Throughout this resurgence of Romantic studies as a field in its own right, however,
there has been an insistence on maintaining the historical specificity gained through
the historical turn, on acknowledging the period's multifariousness and the homogenizing effects of retrospective period constructions, and on the textual bias of Romantic strategies with their insistence on autonomy and transcendental meaning. And
it is this latter point on which I will focus my following remarks: Taking my cue from
William St. Clair's seminal study The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (2004),
which, as a recent review essay insisted, "[n]o Romanticist can, or should, avoid"
(McLane 2009), as well as from the highly volatile and varied research agenda documented in the (so far) 30 volumes since 2004 of the Palgrave Studies in the Enlightenment, Romanticism and Cultures of Print (Series Editors: Anne K. Mellor and Clifford Siskin) and parallel attempts at reconceptualising the two main discursive formations of the long eighteenth century, Enlightenment and Romanticism, as 'events in the
history of mediation' (cf. Siskin/Warner 2010, 1 and passim),2 my own take on 'Recent
Trends in Romantic Studies' will focus on the notion of 'texture' and its layering of
textuality, mediality and modernity that has shaped our culture for more than 200
years. I will begin by briefly summarizing the theoretical contexts and contours of 'texture' as developed more extensively in recent publications of mine (cf. Reinfandt 2011
and 2013). In the second part of my paper I will then proceed to illustrate the usefulness of the concept with regard to Charlotte Smith's "Beachy Head", which, as an
elaborate staging of and meta-commentary on all available discursive forms of the period on the one hand and in view of its very own problems of material transmission on
the other, lends itself particularly well for these purposes.

2

Clifford Siskin in particular has outlined his understanding of both Enlightenment and Romanticism in these terms with regard to their changing attitudes to the notion of 'system' in "Mediated
Enlightenment: The System of the World" (in Siskin/Warner 2010, 164-172) and "The Problem
of Periodization: Enlightenment, Romanticism and the Fate of System" (in Chandler 2009, 101126).
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Theories of Texture

1.1 Contexts of Theory
One of the more interesting side shows of the boom of literary theory and its mutation
into (capital-T-) Theory with broader cultural aspirations from the 1980s onwards was
the fate of 'text' in the new dispensation, as both Theory and cultural studies seemed to
mark a decisive break with literary study's philological heritage. Towards the end of
the 1980s, however, the relation between textual and literary theory began to emerge
as a slightly marginalized but nevertheless, as it turns out now, productive agenda,
with D.C. Greetham's "Textual and Literary Theory: Redrawing the Matrix" charting
the terrain in 1989 and his magisterial Theories of the Text providing a storehouse of
insights and coordinates a decade later (cf. Greetham 1989 and 1999). Throughout
most of this period, however, the debate remained mostly a one-way street, with some
(but by no means all) textual scholars and editors reading up on current literary theory
and discussing its implications for textual scholarship, while the proponents of Theory
remained largely oblivious to textual theory. One of the most prolific contributors to
the debate was Jerome McGann (of Romantic Ideology fame), as monographs with
titles such as A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism, The Textual Condition and Radiant Textuality: Literature since the World Wide Web indicate (cf. McGann 1983,
1991 and 2001). More recently, McGann has hinted at his disenchantment with the
way things are going in an extended intervention in the Times Literary Supplement,
which argues for a return to philological principles and a turning away from "the specifically literary interpretation of culture" brought about by the shift from philology to
hermeneutics and on to the "meta-interpretive interests that played themselves out, in
diverse ways, under the general banner of Theory" (McGann 2009, 13). As I have argued elsewhere, however, this bypassing of theoretical sophistication in the humanities
does not seem promising, and McGann's vision for "a sociology of the textual condition" could definitely profit from the cultural and historical turn that literary theory
and literary studies have taken in recent years (cf. Reinfandt, 2013).
In fact, it seems that a fusion of literary and textual theory is finally underway. Sukanta Chaudhuri, for example, sketches a similar scenario to McGann's in his monograph on The Metaphysics of Text (2010), but his attitude to theory is much more pragmatic. "Not so long ago," he observes in the opening paragraphs, "it seemed that the
Age of Theory in literary criticism was destined to last." He then proceeds to list the
neglect of the close study of texts on the one hand and the not always fully acknowledged reliance "on exceptionally close analysis [of texts] in tandem with the hermeneutic" as Theory's somewhat contradictory hallmarks, which are nevertheless united
in their valuing of "[e]lusive meaning […] over the concrete sign" (Chaudhuri 2010, 12). Again in a somewhat contradictory manner, elusive meaning comprises both what
Derrida vis-à-vis the hermeneutic tradition called the 'transcendental signified,' and, as
one might polemically say, the transcendental signified of deconstruction itself, différance. Since then, however, "the Age of Theory has," according to Chaudhuri,
"yielded to the age of the material text and its fortunes" in a change that was "largely
activated by the universal spread of the computer and online communication, the electronic text and the World Wide Web"; Chaudhuri goes on to state one of the funda-
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mental premises of work in the field (and also my own project): "The electronic text
crystallizes the way all texts work, allowing us to view the process more clearly"
(Chaudhuri 2010, 2-3).
What Chaudhuri is interested in is how "the material medium of the text contributes
integrally to its meaning" and how the materiality of the text can be brought into accord with the text's "conceptual, abstract being, separate from its material vehicle yet
defining itself in material, even sensory terms: implicit locations, spaces, time-planes,
relationships between the parties in the discourse (reader, purveyor, author et al.)"
(Chaudhuri 2010, 5). The text (or, as I would say, the texture of the text) thus provides
access to "an unbroken chain of signifying functions" from "language" through "formal text" to the "specific material forms" embodying and disseminating it, and an enquiry into text along these lines "takes on board every participant in the textual process" (Chaudhuri 2010, 6) and is thus regrounded in material cultural practices. While
this may sound like a whole string of transcendental signifieds in their own right –
Chaudhuri elaborates on the title of his book: "I wish to look behind the text that meets
our eye in order to see what makes it up and how, as a metaphysician investigates what
makes up the apparent reality of our experience" (Chaudhuri 2010, 5) – the difference
lies in the foregrounding of the material evidence of mediation, which remains largely
unattended to in hermeneutical readings while deconstructive readings take note of it
more in terms of the philosophically conceptualized interface between language and
writing rather that its actual material mediality (which more often than not is print
rather than writing in the abstract).
1.2 Contours of Texture
My own concept of 'texture' addresses similar concerns.3 Usage of the term in literary
studies can be traced back to the New Critic (and poet) John Crowe Ransom, who introduced the distinction between, on the one hand, "the prose core to which a reader or
critic can violently reduce the total object" (that is to say, the 'transcendental signified'
of a hermeneutic reading), and, on the other, "the differentia, residue, or tissue, which
keeps the object poetical or entire" (and which should be attended to by close readings) (Ransom 1938, 349). In a slightly later publication Ransom attaches the terms
structure and texture to this distinction and illustrates it with an architectural metaphor:
"A poem is a logical structure having a local texture […] The paint, the paper, the tapestry on the wall are texture. It is logically unrelated to structure" (Ransom 1941, 648;
emphases in original). The context here is obviously the foregrounding of form in both
modernism and formalism – modernist poetry, one could say, makes visible what goes
for all texts,4 just like, as Chadhuri insists, the electronic text today makes us aware of
"'hypertextuality' as a factor of all texts, not only the electronic" (Chaudhuri 2010, 7).

3

4

It is interesting to note that my own publications in the field and Chaudhuri's book gestated
completely independently from each other in places as diverse as Tübingen and Kolkata. There
seems to be a broader theoretical development on a global scale at work here, at least as far as
Anglophone academia is concerned.
The same argument has been made for German literature by Moritz Baßler (cf. Baßler 1994,
1996, 2007).
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And by a simple reversal of precedence between the traditional idea that structure in
Ransom's sense is represented by texture, we have now come to accept in a literally
post-modernist constructivist fashion that texture constitutes structure and provides the
only possible precondition and access-point for processes of meaning production and
thus, ultimately, meaning itself.
From here, the implications of texture outside the text can be traced on various levels.
First, texture provides the interface between materiality and phenomenology, as Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick points out:
Texture […] comprises an array of perceptual data […] whose degree of organization hovers
just below the level of shape or structure. […] If texture and affect, touching and feeling seem
to belong together […] [w]hat they have in common is that […] both are irreducibly phenomenological. To describe them primarily in terms of structure is always a qualitative misrepresentation. (Sedgwick 2003, 16, 21)

Interestingly, a whole strand of discussion in literary studies seems to follow this line
of thinking of late, arguing that the ideology of 'critical reading' in literary and cultural
studies should be supplemented with or even transcended by agendas of 'uncritical
reading' (cf. Warner 2004), 'reflective reading' (cf. Felski 2009, who positions 'reflective reading' between 'critical' and 'uncritical reading') or 'surface reading' (cf. Best/
Marcus 2009). A comparable interest in the aesthetics of surfaces can also be observed
in other disciplines (cf., for example, Shusterman 2002 and von Arburg et al. 2008).
Secondly, and one step farther away from the immediate presence of the material text
by moving from phenomenology and perception to cognition, the notion of texture has
been claimed as a key term for A Cognitive Aesthetics of Reading by Peter Stockwell.
Stockwell defines texture as "the experiential quality of textuality" and lets his discussion range "into the aesthetic senses of value, attractiveness, utility and their opposites
as well," which "are all part of the textural experience of reading literature," leading
from feeling to meaning and determining literary impact in terms of resonance and
intensity, sensation and empathy, voice and mind, and identification and resistance
(Stockwell 2009, 14-15 and passim).5 And finally, taking the step from cognition to
communication and cultural practice, Richard H.R. Harper has used the term texture to
address the fates of Human Expression in the Age of Communications Overload:
Communicative practices create a texture – a complex weave of bonds that tie together those
who are communicating. This texture has various forms and strengths: some bonds […] are instant and others slow, some ephemeral and others permanent. These bonds vary according to the
type of act in question and in terms of the technologies that are used to enable acts. (Harper
2010, 196-7)

While this understanding of texture seems to be as far from the material text as it gets,
it is nevertheless still grounded in it through the determining role of technologies mentioned at the end of the quote. And while I personally do not think that it is a good idea
to remove the notion of texture from its immediate reference to text and textuality, I
nevertheless acknowledge that all these approaches help to chart the terrain of textural
implications.

5

For an instructive recent discussion of the promises and limitations of cognitive theories in literary and cultural studies see Savarese/Jager 2010.
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What is implied by the textures of material texts? I would argue that the texture of
texts bears traces of the history of mediation. In other words: Parallel to viewing
Enlightenment and Romanticism as events in the history of mediation on a larger
scale, every single text can be linked to the history of mediation through its texture on
a smaller scale. Thus, an inquiry into texture has to take into account media history
with its specifically modern dimensions of convergence, intensity and immersion (at
the interface of technology and reception). And it would have to take into account the
possible consequences of these developments in terms of literacy (on the level of actors), performativity (on the level of interaction between actors and texts) and semiotic
potential (in terms of reference and experientiality). It is this last, intra-textual dimension that is at the centre of my understanding of texture as a possible access-point for
construing a text's status as an event in the history of mediation, and the following map
will guide my reading of Charlotte Smith's "Beachy Head".

Figure 1: The Texture of Modern Literary Texts

The three-dimensional layout of this scheme takes its cue from Niklas Luhmann's reconceptualisation of communication as a threefold process of selection comprising
message (Mitteilung), information (Information) and understanding (Verstehen). As a
prerequisite for understanding the scheme adequately and for clarifying that it does by
no means re-establish unproductive form/content (texture/structure) dichotomies, it is
important to insist on the counterintuitive complexity of this theoretical frame, which
conceives of communication as a dynamic process autonomous from human action (cf.
Luhmann 1992 and 1994). The three dimensions can be briefly characterized as follows:
1) The texture of the text is the point of access for the reader, and it operates on the
Luhmannian level of message, i.e. as a form whose selectivity actually creates the
(shape of) information, which is then processed as having been there first. That the
message is actually perceived as a message is an effect of its texture, or, more specifically, of its mediality, i.e. the fact that the text has been fixed in writing and/or print.
The stability facilitated by writing and print induces an unprecedented degree of reflexivity through making texts available for repeated actualisation in communication.
What is more, language itself assumes a fixed form within the confines of writing and

THE TEXTURES OF ROMANTICISM



105

print, while on the other hand certain messages will be conventionally associated with
certain communicative contexts so that certain modes of constructing/construing information are predetermined. This applies especially to the literary text, whose status
as a potential work of art may trigger particularly elaborate reading techniques.
2) Any given texture is, as a potential message, loaded with various registers of mediality, which may in turn point to different informational, i.e. semantic and semiotic
potentials of the texture as message. This becomes fairly obvious in the case of modern literature, which, as a rule, tends to be suggestive of a doubled transcendental signified on the level of information (What is the text about? What is its 'prose core', its
logical structure?). Modern literary texts seem to indicate both on the one hand a potentially objective reference to the world (mimesis) as well as to other texts and media (intertextuality, intermediality) and, on the other hand, the dimension of subjective experience and perspective as embodied in voice through the characteristically
literary mediality of (feigned) orality in writing, which can in turn evoke modern
conceptions of authorship and authority or stage all kind of variations on the forms
modern subjectivity and individuality can take.
3) With all this, the reader can generate meaning more or less individually or originally, but these constructions will always be framed by those constitutive dimensions
of meaning in modern culture which can be heuristically identified as objective,
subjective and reflexive in spite of their overall dynamic amalgamation in all cultural
processes. In the light of all this, it should be clear that understanding can no longer
be conceived of in terms of a hermeneutic recovering of a transcendental signified. It
is rather a negotiation of emphases with their respective potential constructions of
transcendental signifieds, which may or may not result in further communication in
various discursive contexts (with communicative 'connectivity' being the prerequisite
of Luhmann's notion of understanding, which has nothing to do with what human beings make of it). There is, in short, nothing beyond texture in modern culture, and I
will return to this virtualisation of reality after my reading of "Beachy Head".
2.

Constructions of Authoritative Voice in Print:
Charlotte Smith's "Beachy Head"

When in 1833 William Wordsworth paid homage to Charlotte Smith, nèe Turner, who
had died in 1806, calling her "a lady to whom English verse is under greater obligations than are likely to be acknowledged or remembered", he himself already contributed to the anticipated neglect by placing his praise in a footnote to a poem which has
not turned out to be among his best remembered works ("Stanzas Suggested in a
Steamboat off St. Bees' Head", qtd. in Labbe 2011, 5). Since the 1980s, however,
Charlotte Smith has been re-instated to a position of eminence in the Romantic canon,
where she has played a more central role than any other recovered woman writer and
frequently even been treated at eye-level with Wordsworth himself.6 Smith's literary

6

Cf. Fletcher 1998, 334 ("Wordsworth was less innovative than was once assumed, he and Charlotte were developing pastoral and pairing down diction simultaneously") and Labbe 2003, 164
("[B]etween them, Smith and Wordsworth created what we now describe as 'Romantic' po-
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career, which instigated the Romantic re-vitalization of the sonnet form with her
highly successful Elegiac Sonnets in ten constantly growing editions between 1784
and 1811 and also brought forth ten novels in ten years (1788-1798), was capped by
her 731-line blank verse poem "Beachy Head", which came out posthumously in a
volume entitled BEACHY HEAD: WITH OTHER POEMS, BY CHARLOTTE SMITH. NOW FIRST
PUBLISHED. LONDON: PRINTED FOR THE AUTHOR; AND SOLD BY J. JOHNSON, ST. PAUL'S
CHURCH-YARD. 1807, an edition running to 219 pages of poems and notes. While since
the 1990s, and thus after a gap of roughly 180 years, the title-poem in particular has
been regularly re-edited and anthologized (cf. Smith 1993, 2003 and 2007),7 the original volume is now readily available in facsimile on Google Books.ͺ
Why is this poem so important for our present concerns? It is important because of its
paradigmatic illustration of the possibilities of print as a medium for texture. A reader
approaching the poem in its original form – and that is what I will do here in view of
the material dimension of texture – may learn from the prefixed 'Advertisement' (vviii) that the author of the following poems has died and that "The Poem entitled
Beachy Head is not completed to the original design." (vii) However, the text's status
as a Romantic Fragment Poem in Marjorie Levinson's sense is debatable (cf. Levinson
1986 and Andersen 2000). Stuart Curran, for example, the editor of the first new edition of Smith's poetry, insists on the poem's "structural unity" and surmises that only
the epitaph mentioned towards the end is missing (Smith 1993, xxvii). And Smith's
second editor, Judith Willson, points out that while the text's "non-linear, associative,
diachronic mode" may let it appear "garrulous, or shapeless" to the reader, Smith's
"most powerful and ambitious poem" nevertheless represents her attempt at presenting
an "encyclopedia of her imagination" (Smith 2003, xxii), thus indicating a certain degree of systematic organisation. What emerges here is that many readers, and even the
most sophisticated readers of recent years, "have found ['Beachy Head's'] narrative
performance difficult to construe" (Kelley 2004, 293) while nevertheless sensing a
degree of organisation on a different level.
A first step towards solving these riddles can in fact be taken by not letting oneself be
fooled by the continuous surface of the blank verse poem with its verse paragraphs of
irregular length into assuming that there is one speaker or narrator.9 By picking up
cues from Jacqueline Labbe's ground-breaking reading of the poem in her 2003 monograph on Charlotte Smith: Romanticism, Poetry, and the Culture of Gender and by
paying close attention to the texture of the original edition, one can instead see how


7
8

9

etry"). In Romantic studies in Germany, Smith has made it prominently into Bode 2008 (235250) and Reinfandt 2008 (57-66, 107-110).
In 2006, the poem was included in the Norton Anthology of English Literature, 8th edition (Vol.
2, 47-66).
The following analysis will be based on this edition, supplying page references for the notes but
adding line numbers for the body of the poem proper according to the Norton Anthology (cf. Fn.
7) for greater convenience.
Kelley 2004, 288, for example, flatly speaks of "Smith’s narrator."
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the poem is concerned with pitting authoritative voices against each other in print, as
the following chart indicates:10

Figure 2: Beachy Head and Its Constructions of Authoritative Voice in Print

As we can see here, there are no less than six voices in the poem, which can in turn be
classified into the three broad categories of the Poet, the Narrator, and the Historian
(cf. Labbe 2003, 146-154 and Labbe 2011, 130-136). While the poem's main text falls
into two parts of roughly equal length by the Poet and the Narrator,11 the "poem's notes
contain a persona often actively opposed to the 'Poet' who occupies the poem-proper"
(Labbe 2003, 54) but not quite as far away from the Narrator of the second half of the
poem. It is with regard to this third speaker, which Labbe dubs 'the Historian' (Labbe
2011, 132) (though 'the Naturalist' would also have been apt in places), that the materiality of texture comes into play. In her first monograph, Labbe speaks variously of
'notes' and 'footnotes' (cf. Labbe 2003, 54-56) and only concedes in her own endnotes
that it is actually 'endnotes' in the original edition (Labbe 2003, 62, note 23). In a later
chapter of her book, she comes clear about this (Labbe 2003, 160) but comments in the
notes with reference to Smith's correspondence with her publisher that "Smith's wording suggests that she may have been in favour of printing the notes as footnotes rather
than endnotes" (Labbe 2003, 165, note 27).12 This is in fact common practice in most
recent editions of the poem as opposed to the common practice of poetry publishing in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (providing a good example of the influence of the state of technology on textures). What is more, in the period between

10
11

12

Cf. Labbe 2003, 53-63 and 142-165, who reads the poem in terms of its "constructions of an
authoritative poetic voice that is, eventually, undermined by the Poet herself" (142).
The Poet's fragmentation into four distinct voices is counterbalanced by the fact that the Narrator gives way to yet another poetic voice by quoting two poems by the poet-figure in his narrative, the stranger, who mirrors the Poet as a seventh voice on the story level.
The 'footnote'-inaccuracy persists in Labbe 2011, 131 and 133, and the note referring to the
placement question is somewhat oblique (198, note 61).
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these two dominants of practice one of the consequences of the Romantic ideology of
organicism was a tendency to omit notes entirely.13 In terms of texture it is important
to note at this point that it makes a fundamental difference with regard to the 'presence'
of the third speaker in the reading process whether the notes are printed at the end of
the text (as in the original edition) or as footnotes, and it may well be that the status of
the third speaker was more precarious originally than recent commentators (including
Labbe and myself) are willing to acknowledge.
So how can the unfolding textu(r)al drama of voices be described? The poem begins
by establishing a virtual observer position on Beachy Head, which covers both what is
there and what is not, i.e. the actual view and its historical embedding, the latter in this
case envisioned in a strange mixture of new geology and conventional faith:
On thy stupendous summit, rock sublime!
[…]
I would recline; while fancy should go forth,
And represent the strange and awful hour
Of vast concussion; when the Omnipotent
[…]
from the continent
Eternally divided this green isle.
From thy projecting head-land I would mark
Far in the east the shade of night disperse
[…]
(ll. 1-13, my emphases)

From the very beginning, the poem negotiates the distance between direct observation
and experience on the one hand and the larger perspectives of how to make sense of
things on the other, introducing a horizon of possibilities spanning personal memories
(the conditional 'would' can also be read as indicating the past), literature ('fancy'), religion ('Omnipotent'), and science – the second note links 'vast concussion' and 'Omnipotent' to "an idea that this island was once joined to the continent of Europe, and
torn from it by some convulsion of Nature" (143-4). So far, it seems, the roles are
clear: The Poet presents direct observations, memories, and fancy with the occasional
conventional reference to religion thrown in, while the Historian counters these with
(ideas about) facts. It is, however, not as easy as that, and the following reading will
tease out the implications of the poem's mode of second-order observation afforded by
the medium of print, which samples and juxtaposes these discourses and their respective modes of 'speaking'.
The Poet, for one, seems to initially take her (?) cue from the Omnipotent mentioned
in line six. The reclining and speaking 'I' of the beginning recedes, and the unfolding
panorama of maritime nature and human endeavour takes on neoclassical overtones
("the ship of commerce" l. 42) and would have evoked for contemporary readers the
tone of William Cowper's 6000-line blank verse poem The Task (1785) (cf. Andersen
2000, 552-561). Accordingly, Labbe characterises the speaker of the first part of the
poem as a "masculinized 'I'", who is then replaced in the second part by "a subset of

13

Which is, strangely enough and counter to the historicising trend in Romantic studies of the day,
also the case in the Selected Poems (Smith 2003).
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reason", "feminine Contemplation", reflecting upon (capital-H) History. Contemplation is in turn replaced by a "gender-neutral [reflecting] 'mind'" in the third part, which
returns to "simple scenes of peace and industry" (l. 169) in the present (Labbe 2003,
146-7). While clearly evoking the Wordsworthian ideal of low and rustic life, the presentation in "Beachy Head" is more inclusive both with regard to the role of women
and to actually existing social problems. It ends with an extended meditation on the
impossibility of happiness (ll. 255-281). Only then does an 'I' return, and it is clearly
not a "continuation of the masculinized prospect viewer of the poem's start" but a personalised speaker who clearly draws on both Wordsworth's distinction between the
experiencing and the remembering I with autobiographical grounding and the, for the
contemporary reader, "familiar figure of 'Charlotte Smith', sorrowful and needy" as established in the Elegiac Sonnets (Labbe 2003, 148):
I once was happy, when while a child,
I learn'd to love these upland solitudes,
And, when elastic as the mountain air,
To my spirit, care was yet unknown
And evil unforeseen: – Early it came,
And childhood scarcely passed, I was condemned,
A guiltless exile, silently to sigh,
While memory, with faithful pencil, drew
The contrast […]
(ll. 282-290, emphasis in original)

All in all, this emergence of a recognizably Romantic speaker seems to be more muted
than Wordsworth's varieties, and nature is perceived in much more scientific detail
than Wordsworth was wont to do. Following the extremely Wordsworthian lines "An
early worshipper at Nature's shrine, / I loved her rudest scenes" (ll. 346-7), for example, the reader is treated to an enumeration of the types of plants in Nature's shrine,
and the notes add information about their botanical classification and Latin designation, before the poem returns to the 'vast concussion' from its beginning by addressing
geological and natural history in the concluding passage of this part (ll. 372-389). The
first half of "Beachy Head" thus provides a compendium of poetic modes from Neoclassicism through Sensibility into Romanticism, and the latter is clearly reoriented
towards the world as it really is, both in its material and social dimensions. Halfway
into the poem, the Romantic subject along the lines of what Keats called "the wordsworthian [sic] or egotistical sublime" (letter to Richard Woodhouse, 27th Oct 1818)
stands corrected or at least contextualized: There are other modes of poetic as well as
non-poetic speaking, and all of them, the poem seems to suggest, are necessary to get
at the world in its totality.
Meanwhile, the notes, whether 'present' or more remote, are by no means as 'objective'
as one would expect after this outline. Yes, there are many notes neutrally providing
scientific classifications and terminology for birds and plants, while others explain
turns of phrase or point to sources and further reading in geographical and social di-
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mensions,14 and yet others provide sources for literary allusions to writers like Oliver
Goldsmith and Milton (155, 176). However, one can also find subjective authorial
commentary, such as in the second note about the 'convulsion of Nature' already
quoted, which goes on to link the scientific idea to the author's personal experience: "I
confess," the authorial persona adds, "I never could trace the resemblance between the
two countries. Yet the cliffs about Dieppe, resemble the chalk cliffs on the Southern
coast. But Normandy has no likeness whatever to the part of England opposed to it."
(144) This strategy can then be observed time and again (cf. 158-9, 163) even to the
point of qualifying and modifying Linnaeus's classifications in the light of personal
experience (165-6). The longest notes invariably refer to matters of history, which are
mostly presented without subjective interference in a matter-of-fact tone (cf. 146-151
on the Scandinavians and their role in English history), but once they move into the
realm of archaeology and geological history, they acknowledge the speculative character of historical knowledge much more strongly (cf. 161-163 on the possible significance of elephant bones found at Burton in Sussex).15 Thus, while clearly strengthening the informational dimension of reference by way of intertextuality, the notes
clearly do not abandon the informational dimension of experience. Instead, they supplement the "familiar [poetic] figure of 'Charlotte Smith', sorrowful and needy" (Labbe
2003, 148) with a much stronger staging of authorship which presents 'Charlotte Smith'
as thoroughly educated and at home in all walks of life and discourse. Between them,
then, the discourses of the Poet and the Historian mark two varieties of modern authorship, but they also mark spheres where they overlap, such as the masculine authority
of the first poetic speaker with its bracketing of subjectivity on the one hand and the
balancing of objective scientific knowledge with subjective experience in the notes on
the other.
Interestingly, the "disembodied descriptive narrator" (Labbe 2003, 150) of the second
half of the main text of the poem puts both these two varieties of authorship to the test
of life, as it were. He begins with science as embodied in the abstract worldview of a
"lone antiquary" (l. 406) who arrives on the scene and is somewhat implausibly depicted as the epitome of human ambition which is then depicted as the origin of war,
exploitation and urbanisation (ll. 419-505), while the self-sustaining world of peasants
and shepherds presents itself as more authentic and fulfilled to a passing "wanderer of
the hills" (l. 442). This latter outsider-figure, which seems to lend itself immediately
for a positive construction of the Romantic Poet, however, is also deconstructed. The
narrator introduces "the stranger," a first hermit-figure and poet who fled to the countryside due to, as the rural populace assumes, disappointed love, and there proceeds to
sing Romantic songs and scatter leaves with Romantic poems in nature (ll. 573-654).16

14

15
16

Cf. the endnote to page 4, line 14: "'The beamy adamant.' Diamonds, the hardest and most valuable of precious stones. / For the extraordinary exertions of the Indians in diving for the pearl
oysters, see the account of the Pearl Fisheries in Percival’s View of Ceylon." (145)
This is what justifies Labbe’s characterisation of the speaker of the notes as "the Historian"
(2011, 133).
Both the stranger's song "Were I a shepherd" (ll. 531-555) and his 'rhapsody' to 'Amanda' (ll.
577-654) left "near one ancient tree" (l. 573) are quoted in full by the narrator and mark the escapist and naïve variety of Romantic poetry.
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While characterised as "not indeed unhappy" (l. 656) by the narrator, this poet-figure
is nevertheless criticized for being egocentric and unproductive (ll. 655-670), and
stands in marked contrast to a second hermit-figure who has fled the world not for a
momentary emotional mishap but because he was "long disgusted with the world /
And all its ways" (ll. 673-4) in general. This "hermit of the rocks" (l. 709), who is in a
note identified as "a man of the name of Darby" known from the folklore of the area of
Beachy Head some thirty years earlier (and thus providing an interesting variation on
the dimensions of orality and intertextuality in my scheme, cf. 178-9), dedicates his
life to saving or at least burying shipwrecked sailors until he himself drowns in a
stormy night. The poem ends with the following lines:
Those who read
Chisel'd within the rock, these mournful lines,
Memorials of his sufferings, did not grieve,
That dying in the cause of charity
His spirit, from its earthly bondage freed,
Has to some better region fled for ever.
(ll. 726-731)

While it is not clear to what extent this ending can be seen as Charlotte Smith's intended ending, it has nevertheless served the purpose of rounding off the poem marvellously for many readers. Just like the ambiguity of 'I would recline' in the beginning, which can indicate both a virtual present and a past observer position, the first
two lines here also oscillate between the past horizon of the story world and the present horizon of the reader, establishing an ambiguity for 'these mournful lines' that can
either refer to the (missing) epitaph for the hermit of the rock or to the poem itself,
which has moved from the summit of Beachy Head into the rock of its material being.
***
And this, finally, brings us back to the notion of texture. Perhaps more than any other
poem or even text from the period, "Beachy Head" does not try to 'naturalize' simulated speaking positions, but uses the medium of print to induce reflexivity by putting
various speaking positions (which are normally naturalized in their various discursive
contexts) next to each other as segments or layers in a seemingly neutral texture. Even
if you assume that all the "competing speakers" come together "under the mantle of
'Mrs Smith' the author" (Labbe 2003, 147) (as many readers will, because that is how
they have learned to read texts), the texture of "Beachy Head" nevertheless parcels out
dimensions of information which are normally either organized in clear hierarchy or in
smooth continuity into the different and recognizable registers of the Poet, the Narrator, and the Historian. As a result, the poem's particular mediation of ostensibly objective reference to the world through mimesis of observation as well as intermediality
(the panoramic view, references to drawing) and intertextuality on the one hand and its
mediation of the subjective experience of the world as staged in voices with their respective modes of speaking on the other represent paradigmatic positions of modern
authorship. These in turn illustrate opportunities for staging and constructing the modern subject, which at the same time turns out to be subject to (rather than the subject
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of) communication and discourse as well as prone to deconstruction through sheer
multiplicity.
A text like "Beachy Head" thus occupies an eminent position as an event in the history
of mediation. Or, viewed from a slightly different angle: the poem illustrates in exemplary fashion a decisive shift in a history of the real constructed in terms of changing
'ontological holds' on the real which depend on new forms of media technology, a history envisioned by Clifford Siskin in an essay on the role of "Textual Culture in the
History of the Real" (cf. Siskin 2007). Around 1800, Siskin argues, the pre-modern
regime of a metaphysical real which frames a virtual physical gives way to a modern
physical real as we know it when modern culture is fully saturated with print (on the
connection to Romanticism cf. also Behrendt 2011). This physical real then frames
virtual representations until these increase their ontological hold on the real and finally
replace the physical with the shift into digital culture in a process which nevertheless
goes back to what is still and in spite of everything occasionally called the Romantic
Age (cf. Otto 2011). (What would then complement the virtual real of the new dispensation on the level of virtuality is a matter of speculation – a new metaphysics of text?)
This, however, is the broadest view. Closer to home, a text like "Beachy Head" provides an exemplary case study for 'Recent Trends in Romantic Studies' as it amply
illustrates the complexities and synchronicities that a cultural historian engaging with
the Period Formerly Known as Romantic has to come to terms with. At the same time,
its highly individual texture also provides a suitable testing ground for the resurgence
of a fairly clear but nevertheless differentiated and varied understanding of what the
designation 'Romantic' entails.
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RALF HAEKEL (GÖTTINGEN)
Romantic Textualities

1.

After Theory?

The text is a problem. It always is. But it is even more so in Romantic theory and poetry. Studying Romantic poetry always includes a theoretical reflection on the status of
what we are looking at, holding in our hands, reading. The question of the text is therefore a question about the status of theory in literary studies. In the following paper I
want to argue that the problematic status of the text in Romantic literature provides
one of the most fruitful sources of recent theoretical endeavours in Romantic studies.
For just over a decade, there have been numerous publications proclaiming the end of
theory. The titles of these books seem to suggest that we simply have to take it as a
fact that literary theory has come to an end. One thing these theories have in common
is that the term theory is treated as virtually synonymous with post-structuralism and
deconstruction, i.e. with the influence of French philosophy on Anglo-American literary studies.1 Peter Barry included a chapter entitled "Theory After Theory" in the 2009
edition of his popular textbook Beginning Theory. In this study, Barry identifies three
major events that led to the decline of theory not only in literary studies but also in
public esteem. The first of these events is the 1987 discovery that Paul de Man published some 200 anti-semitic and pro-Nazi articles as a young man in Belgium. This
fact, together with Jacques Derrida's defence of de Man, Barry claims, led to a severe
crisis of the moral standing of deconstruction: "Literary theory, then, was seriously
compromised by the de Man affair, and thereafter it never quite recovered its prestige,
its confidence and its sense of moral and political rectitude" (Barry 2009, 281). The
second event is the publication of three essays by Jean Baudrillard in which he maintained that the Golf war did not take place. Baudrillard's analysis actually demonstrated that the war was staged as a media event with TV images showing "no actual
human casualties" (Barry 2009, 281). What was presented on TV, therefore, hid the
cruel reality of the events in Iraq in the early 1990s. But Baudrillard's essays were publicly misinterpreted: they came to be understood as a manifesto of denial rather than
the severe criticism of Western warfare that they really are. Finally, the third event
which caused a crisis of literary theory is the Sokal affair. In 1996, Alan Sokal published an essay "largely made up of what he considered to be a skein of postmodernist
clichés" (Barry 2009, 284). Although it is not altogether wrong to claim that these
events shook the foundations of theory in the last two decades of the preceding century, this recent proclamation of the end of theory begs the question what the term theory actually signifies.

1

For a discussion of the use of the term theory in literary theory see Culler (1997), 1-17.
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Quite a number of books published in the 2000s seem to come to treat the end of theory as a matter of fact. In a recent study, also entitled Theory after Theory, Nicholas
Birns goes so far as to describe Walter Benjamin, Theodor W. Adorno and Mikhail
Bakhtin as "proto-theorists" (Birns 2010, 23), as if theory was only invented in the
1960s and vanished as soon as it had disappeared from the titles of courses taught at
American academic institutions. This "strangely narrow definition of theory" (Culler
2007, 74), as Jonathan Culler put it in another, yet quite similar, context, seems to be
in conflict with the wider sense of theory as an abstract reflection on its object, and the
decline of deconstruction in the field of literary studies should not be considered the
end of literary theory as such. In After Theory, Terry Eagleton claims that "we are living now in the aftermath of what one might call high theory", although he must concede that "[i]f theory means a reasonably systematic reflection on our guiding assumptions, it remains as indispensable as ever" (Eagleton 2003, 2).
Although many publications seem to take the end of theory as a fact, quite a number of
recent books claim the exact opposite. In the introduction to their collection Theorietheorie, Mario Grizelj and Oliver Jahraus maintain that literary and cultural studies
and theory mutually depend upon one another. Indeed they put the attacks against theory in perspective, claiming that any heyday of theory necessarily entails a series of
assaults:
The humanities are more than ever characterized by an oscillating movement between by a burgeoning and a swan song, a celebration and a weariness, an explosion of and contempt for theory.

Instead, they claim that the end of theory is theoretical itself:
After all, it is the end of theory, conjured up time and again, which is caught up by theory, because the end of theory itself follows theoretical premises. Burgeoning as well as swan song, indifference as well as resistance to theory may therefore be designated as theoretical positions.
(Grizelj/Jahraus 2011, 9)2

It goes without saying that Grizelj and Jahraus's concept of theory is a much wider and
encompassing one than, say, Birns's. While this latter concept is looking at theory as a
vogue of the second half of the twentieth century which has no logical problem with
the notion of a "theory after theory", the former is treating theory in a much more sophisticated way, i.e. as an integral part of the system of literature. To state that the literary system and theory mutually depend upon another is especially true for the Romantic period. Indeed, for any scholar and any reader of Romantic literature, the notion of an end or decline of theory must sound odd, because much of the poetry written
at the turn of the 19th century is highly theoretical and can only be understood against

2

My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Denn die Geisteswissenschaften sind mehr denn je
geradezu konstitutiv von der Oszillationsbewegung zwischen Theoriekonjunktur und Theorieabgesang, Theoriefeier und Theoriemüdigkeit, Theorieexplosion und Theorieverachtung geprägt. Nicht zuletzt das bisweilen beschworene Ende der Theorie wird von der Theorie selbst
noch einmal eingeholt, da das Ende der Theorie ja selbst theoretischen Prämissen folgt. Sowohl
Konjunktur als auch Abgesang, aber auch Theorieindifferenz und selbst noch der Widerstand
gegen die Theorie lassen sich so als theoretische Positionen markieren."
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the background of theoretical concepts of mind, world and text approached by the poets themselves.
The question of theory in Romanticism is indeed not something external to literature;
rather, the theoretical and poetological question behind these works is their driving
force. This is also an aspect that is reflected upon in recent studies investigating the
theoretical problems posed by the primary texts themselves. This approach, i.e. to retheorize Romantic theory is very well described by Angela Esterhammer in her book
on The Romantic Performative:
Starting from the Romantics' own notion of language as inherently pragmatic and dialogic, we
may analyze how they represent the self and the world as products of linguistic processes. This
approach generates a notion of historicity, and of performativity, that is intrinsic rather than extrinsic to Romantic texts. (Esterhammer 2000, 21)

In this paper I want to concentrate on the notion of the text as a problem that the Romantics struggled with, and I want to argue that the reflections on the nature of imagination, language, sign, text and medium still prove to be highly stimulating for contemporary theoretical approaches.
2.

Recent Trends in Romantic Studies – The Case of the Text

In a recent essay, Paul H. Fry has called Romanticism "the origin of the theoretical
moment". Of course, both terms, "romanticism" and "theory", are highly problematic,
and, quite tellingly, he describes – rather than defines – theory "to be a happy form of
paranoid psychosis that unifies fields under a single idée fixe" (Fry 2009, 41). In this
paper, which bears the title "Romanticism as Theory", Fry sees theory as essentially
based on Saussurean Linguistics and its interpretation by Derrida. Hence, Romanticism is treated as a harbinger of this 20th-century mode of thinking which, Fry maintains, is rooted in the notion that anything can only be defined in terms of its opposite.
In the case of poetry written around 1800, this is the polar opposition between the transcendent world of ideas and the immanent world which finds its expression in the stark
contrast between the creative imagination and the written poem:
the imagination brings back news of its discoveries and inventions to that ordinary world which
no longer anchors consciousness; the everyday world is not just inimical to the visionary, it either stands revealed as the non-existent, in the platonic tradition, or as that which is, in the language of Coleridge, in itself 'fixed and dead'. (Fry 2009, 46)

The crucial aspect of poetry, now, is to negotiate which is real: either the transcendent
world of ideas or mere matter. This form of thinking in opposites is the very origin of
what we today call theory:
If we really do posit the non-existence of life, in other words, having thereby posited non-existence itself, why should it not follow that death is also non-existent. What we know, in short, we
build upon the foundation of the negative, of that which we suppose not to be, and without negation nothing could be positive. (Fry 2009, 50)

Nowhere does this problem become more virulent than in the case of the text. The text
is the very outcome of the imagination as otherworldly inspiration – at least this is
what is claimed by Wordsworth, Shelley and numerous others in their poems. Hence,
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as soon as poetry claims to be more than mere rhetoric, the text itself becomes an important origin for theoretical self-reflection. Many recent investigations focussing on
the text take up this theoretical self-reflexive element of Romantic poetry.
One approach to the question of the text in Romantic poetry is presented by William
Keach, who, in his book Arbitrary Power, investigates the Romantic reflections on the
arbitrariness of the linguistic sign. In order to do so, he analyzes the use of the term
"arbitrary" in the realm of semiotics, i.e. as arbitrary sign, and in politics, i.e. as arbitrary rulership, describing a "doubleness of the arbitrary – its signifying at once absolute determination and utter indeterminacy" (Keach 2004, 4). Starting out with the intention of reading the Romantic notion of the arbitrary sign as precursor of Saussurean
linguistics, he immediately moves back in time to look at the standard passage taken
from the third book of John Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding:
Words […] come to be made use of by Men, as the Signs of their Ideas; not by any natural connexion, that there is between particular articulate sounds and certain Ideas, for then there would
be but one Language amongst all Men; but by a voluntary Imposition, whereby such a Word is
made arbitrarily the Mark of such an Idea. (Locke 1975, 3.2.1)

What Locke states here – and what would be of immense importance for the entire
eighteenth century – is that linguistic signs do not represent things but ideas. In other
words, in Locke we find a first instance of Saussure's definition of the linguistic sign
which bears no relation to the referent but merely links the signifier with the concept,
i.e. the ideas, on the basis of convention.
In the second chapter, Keach takes a different look at language, namely as a material
entity, which links his approach with my question of how the text itself poses a theoretical problem.
In literary representation, how was the material and sensuous dimension of language to be regarded and valued in an intellectual culture that understood this dimension as 'arbitrarily' related
to the conceptual or emotive content of words-as-signs? (Keach 2004, 23)

Poet-philosophers such as Coleridge, Wordsworth or Goethe sought a solution in the
re-configuration of figurative language. The importance attached to the literary symbol
is the result of this search for a transcendence in immanence within the system of literary language:
The 'symbol,' it might be said, seeks to redeem words from their arbitrariness by a short-circuited aestheticized materialism in which both signification and reference are collapsed into an
identity that is haunted by its own covert act of arbitrary imposition. (Keach 2004, 28)

Yet, when it comes to the material dimension of language, the question of words as
things, the positions assumed within the Romantic period are not at all unitary or unproblematic. Coleridge, for instance, shows a keen interest in puns – and he treats
them not as an indication of false wit but of the materiality of language:
in certain styles of writing, by proving that Language itself is formed upon associations of this
kind […] that words are not mere symbols of things & thought, but themselves things. (Coleridge 1973, #3762)

Coleridge, as the most important British theorist of the Romantic imagination, thus did
not regard language as the mere manifestation of the poet's transcendental ingenuity,
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but rather used the pun as an example for the fact that words have a material and immanent life of their own. Wordsworth, on the other hand, seems to have been more
critical and negative about the material nature of the linguistic sign. Keach concludes:
"Wordsworth agrees with Coleridge that words may become 'living things' […] but for
him this also means that they become mortal, perishable things" (Keach 2004, 30).
The notion that language can be considered material and active indicates that it may
also be 'performative', a notion that was picked up in recent studies investigating Romantic literature in the light of twentieth-century performance studies. Just over a decade ago, Angela Esterhammer analyzed the performative nature of both Romantic philosophy of language and Romantic poetry, stressing that this notion of performativity
predates Austin's How To Do Things With Words by some 150 years. Esterhammer
states that the Romantics can be seen as the originators of a performative theory of
language; but whereas twentieth-century speech act theory has been criticized for presupposing a stable subject whose utterance somehow does something to others, the
Romantic performative constitutes the subject in the first place:
The Romantics, on the other hand [i.e. as opposed to twentieth-century speech act theorists],
begin their enquiry into the relationship of speakers and language elsewhere: with the problem
of subjectivity itself. (Esterhammer 2000, 12)

This self-constitution in and through language becomes palpable especially in idealist
philosophy:
Just as the proposition ich bin or "I am" designates […] the state of existence but simultaneously
the act of positing existence, for Romantic linguists words refer to already existing objects or
states in the world, but also in some sense bring those objects or states into existence in the first
place. Subjectivity and objectivity are redefined as processes rather than givens. The Romantic
speech act is typically an utterance that articulates a portion of reality and makes it into an object of thought, that instantiates the relationship between speaker and hearer, and thereby even
establishes the subjectivity of the speaker in the very moment when the utterance occurs. (Esterhammer 2000, 8-9)

These theoretical aspects of language as material and active, as discussed by Esterhammer and Keach, lead to the question of how the text carries meaning and, thus,
serves as a medium.
In a recent essay, Roger Lüdeke, drawing a connection between William Blake and
William S. Burroughs, has investigated how the medium of art and poetry is able to
break narrow and conventional genre boundaries. Like Fry, he maintains that the Romantic period is essential for the genesis of twentieth-century theory: "more recent
studies have highlighted the importance of Romanticism for contemporary, 'postmodern' literary theory" (Lüdeke 2009, 133). In order to support the idea that a mediacritical approach to literature indeed allows one to see a continuity rather than a sudden break between the turn of the nineteenth and the turn of the twentieth century, he
compares his theory with Kittler's idea of a stark break brought about by the invention
of new storage media (cf. Kittler 1990):
According to Friedrich Kittler's groundbreaking study Discourse Networks, 1800/1900 [sic]
Romantic poetry was produced under the auspices of print and universal alphabetisation. Supported by new educational concepts of reading taught in university and at school, as well as by
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aesthetic and academic approaches towards the specific nature of poetic creativity and the literary imagination, literature around 1800 attained a considerable autonomy. It was seen to produce an organic continuum of signs that exceeded their material nature of a signifier in order to
be interiorised by the human subject and thus transformed into hallucinatory visions of the written text. (Lüdeke 2009, 134)

Lüdeke claims that the art of William Blake is the result of a revolt against standardized print as the medium of the classical episteme. Referring to Elizabeth Eisenstein,
he describes
typography as the paradigmatic technical medium of Classicism's epistemology as it allowed for
the standardisation of types, numeration, classification, and crosslinking of ideas, by means of
pagination, typography layout and other devices like indices and comments. Typographical
book culture thus guaranteed a set of homogenous, quantifiable data for the epistemological
process of generalisation and abstraction. Blake runs counter to these rationalist principles of
the Classicist media network, and relief printing allowed him to activate an imaginary process
that transforms, or out-performs, the given patterns and types produced by typographic media
culture. (Lüdeke 2009, 139)

Thus, Blake uses the medium of print to rebel against a different and dominant form of
print technology which he considered to be the very embodiment of an empiricist epistemology – standardized and uniform. In order to free poetry and art from this tradition
he used relief etching for his illuminated prophetic books. Again it proves to be the
imagination which is at once distinguished from and expressed within the medium of
the text:
The aesthetic imagination is thus the place where media technology and symbolic representations drift apart in order to make us discern the eternal "difference between sensual experience
and super-sensual meaning" [Hans Robert Jauß]. (Lüdeke 2009, 139)

What I aimed to show in this very brief and very incomplete overview of some of the
trends in Romantic studies is that after an age which was characterized by the application of a theoretical paradigm – be it Deconstruction or New Historicism – these recent
approaches show that Romantic poetry itself, especially when it focuses on the text, is
an immensely fertile source of theoretical reflection. The one aspect that connects
these otherwise very distinct approaches is the tension, and even contrast, that exists
between the creative imagination and the material medium of the text, an aspect that I
will investigate more thoroughly in the following section.
3.

Imagination, Language, Sign, Text, Medium

As I have just shown, the problems of the text of Romantic poetry have a lot to do with
the towering importance of the imagination and its relation to the medium of the text.
The background to this is the radically new and different concept of the Romantic
imagination as opposed to the classical and early modern imagination. Traditionally,
the imagination is a faculty of the soul, storing and conjuring up formerly perceived
sense data whereas the Romantic imagination replaces the soul altogether and becomes
the primary power which constructs reality in the first place. Eckhard Lobsien, who
has written one of the most convincing books of recent years on the nature of the Romantic imagination, describes the difference between the two concepts in the following terms:
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According to the pre-romantic concept, we merely register given sense data. But according to
the fundamentally different Romantic conception, this data does not even exist as neutral, independent matter or, as it were, atomic objectivity; rather, it is, as soon as it is perceived, always
already shaped by the imagination. The Romantic imagination is a primary and fundamental
power which is always already active before we can discern something as an element of sensation or perception. Prior to any spiritual activity, there is not the factual world or reality, but the
imagination. Whatever we deem to perceive as substantial, we ourselves have produced beforehand. The objective and controllable activity of the imagination is therefore always preceded by
a different, incontrollable activity of the imagination as a necessary prerequisite of any spiritual
activity, including the creative imagination. (Lobsien 2008, 8)3

Whereas the empiricist model of cognition is dependent on sense perception and therefore always already relying on mediation, the world-making ability of the imagination
is based on the notion that whatever is in the mind or the soul is something that we
have without a medium (cf. Woodman 2011, 203). The fact that the imagination becomes an a priori power of human perception carries with it some obvious problems
when it comes to the question of how to communicate what has been fashioned by it in
the first place. This is the primary task of the poetic text. The text of the poem has the
function of mediating materially what has been created by and in the imagination. It
may therefore fulfil the function of being a mediator but it can also be an obstacle, depending on the context, the individual author's theory or philosophy of language and
especially depending on whether the linguistic sign is considered to be passive and
translucent or in itself active. The first task that the text has to fulfil is a kind of double
translation or metaphorical deferral, first, from the author's imagination to the text and,
second, from the text again to the mind. In the words of Lobsien:
Artistic creativity is primarily the artist’s ability to transform an ideal concept into a phenomenon and, inversely, to lead the recipient from a given phenomenon (language, image) back to
the idea. (Lobsien 2008, 128)4

The difficult question arising now is: how can the imagination as an a priori power
express itself in a material medium, in signs, texts, books? This problem is akin to one
of the central topics of modern philosophy in the wake of René Descartes, the mindand-body problem: how does something ideal and therefore immaterial communicate
with, or express itself in, a material medium?

3

4

My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Die Daten treffen wir, so die vorromantische Position,
schlichtweg an. Aber die so fundamental abweichende romantische Auffassung, es gibt sie gar
nicht als neutrale, subjektinvariante Materie, gleichsam als atomare Objektivität; vielmehr sind
sie, sobald und indem sie von uns perzipiert und apperzipiert werden, immer schon imaginativ
überformt. Die romantische Imagination ist eine unhintergehbare und uneinholbare Grundkraft,
die immer schon in Tätigkeit war, ehe wir irgend etwas überhaupt als ein Element der Wahrnehmung oder Erkenntnis haben können. Am Anfang jeder geistigen Tätigkeit steht nicht das
Faktum Welt oder Wirklichkeit, sondern Imagination. Was wir elementar zu rezipieren meinen,
haben wir je schon produziert. Unserer ausdrücklichen, kontrollierten Imaginationstätigkeit voraus liegt also eine andere, nicht steuerbare Imaginationsarbeit als zwingende Bedingung jeden
geistigen Tuns, also auch von kreativer Imagination."
My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Künstlerische Kreativität ist im Kern die Fähigkeit des
Künstlers, den ideellen Entwurf in Erscheinung zu überführen und spiegelbildlich dann den Rezipienten von der geprägten Erscheinung (Sprache, Bild) auf die Idee zurückverweisen."
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This is the fundamental paradox of all Romantic poetry, so aptly described by Schiller
and famously quoted by Friedrich Kittler – "Spricht die Seele, so spricht, ach! schon
die Seele nicht mehr" (Schiller 1943, 302). Once the soul or the imagination expresses
itself in language, it immediately ceases to exist. To write imaginative poetry is therefore a contradiction in terms as it can only be an expression of the imagination, merely
a translation or even only a hint at the existence of the imagination.
These remarks lead me towards a theory of the Romantic medium. In a recent essay, in
which he investigates literature as a medium, Christoph Reinfandt has described several functions of literature in the present multimedial age. He investigates the role of
literature in an age in which the printed book ceases to be the dominant medium. So
far I have only described the medial function of literature and not the concept of the
medium as such. Referring to Wolfgang Iser, Reinfandt describes three key functions
of literature, namely:
1) the role of literature as a medium to appropriate and negotiate cultural capital in the struggle
for social acceptance, 2) the role of literature as a medium of creativity and to provide irritation
and innovation within culture and 3) the role of literature as a medium of self-fashioning. All
these functions describe literature with regard to its medial functionality without in any way defining explicitly the underlying media concept. (Reinfandt 2009, 162)5

Nearly all of the recent theories on literature as a medium have stressed that it is absolutely vital to differentiate between a technical and a conceptual definition of literature as medium. Oliver Jahraus, for instance, writes: "Literature is a medium. Yet, this
idiomatic expression aims less at a technical conception of the medium because this
would lead us only to the book" (Jahraus 2004, 194).6 Christoph Reinfandt likewise
points out that it is important to keep up a "distinction between a material and a conceptual media theory" (Reinfandt 2009, 163).7 And Stephen C. Behrendt, in his essay
"The Romantics and Media," also makes the distinction between the "social mechanisms of communication" and "tactile physical objects" (Behrendt 2010, 7).
In the following remarks I would like to concentrate on the material dimension of the
medium, although explicitly not on the technical dimension. I will restrict my thoughts
to the concept of the linguistic sign and the text as material media and leave out the
dimension of the book or the sheet of paper. Reading the medium as a go-between or
as a messenger, as Sybille Krämer does, and textuality as the literary work's self-reflexive reference to its own semiotic materiality may help us to understand that the text
5

6

7

My translation, R.H. The original reads: "1) die Rolle der Literatur als Medium für die Aneignung und Verhandlung von kulturellem Kapital im Kampf um soziale Anerkennung, 2) die Rolle der Literatur als Medium für Kreativität und die Bereitstellung von Irritationen und Innovationen in der Kultur und 3) die Rolle der Literatur als Medium der menschlichen Selbst-Inszenierung. All diese Funktionen beschreiben Literatur im Hinblick auf ihre mediale Funktionalität, ohne dass dabei allerdings der zugrunde liegende Medienbegriff in irgendeiner Weise
expliziert würde."
My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Literatur ist ein Medium. Aber diese Redeweise zielt
weniger auf einen technischen Medienbegriff, weil man damit nur beim Buch ankommen würde."
My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Unterscheidung von materialem und konzeptuellem
Medienbegriff".

ROMANTIC TEXTUALITIES

123

does not only communicate between the creative imagination of the author and the
epistemological imagination of the reader but may also act as an obstacle that obstructs
communication.
I would claim that the Romantic reflection on the text as the medium of literature underwent a fundamental transition, moving from a radical neglection to a gradual recognition of its medial condition. According to Friedrich Kittler, around 1800, the medium of literature is opposed to other forms of artistic expression in that it is considered to be immediate. It allows the reader to instantaneously access the poet's subjective mind:
Poetry enjoys a privileged place in the systems of aesthetics. The other arts were defined by
their respective media (stone, color, building material, sound); the medium of poetry, however –
language or tone, language as tone, but certainly never language as letters – disappears beneath
its content so that […] the spirit can appear directly to the spirit. (Kittler 1990, 113)

As briefly hinted at above, this is not primarily the result of print technology, which
had been around for centuries, but rather of the growing literacy of the population and
the subsequent currency of the technique of quiet reading that had replaced oral performances of poetry. The supposed immediacy of literature or the invisibility of the
literary medium is further enhanced by the stress on the creative imagination as the
essence of Romantic poetry:
Scholars have rightly suggested that to explore Romantic poetry in terms of "vision," "imagination," and correspondent breezes is to obscure the more concrete, technical, and material mediations of poetry. (Langan/McLane 2008, 240)

Johannes Schlegel has pointed out that this constellation is also the reason for the fact
that the medium is notoriously difficult to describe:
The reason why it seems so difficult to precisely define the concept of the medium probably lies
in the fact that the function of media as transmitters, mediators or go-between tends to render
them elusive. Media make something observable but are generally not object of the observation.
On the contrary: the less visible the medium is in the act of mediation, the more successful it is.
(Schlegel s.a., s.p.)8

I would claim, now, that in British literature there occurs a shift towards a media
awareness that can be witnessed in the later Romantic poets, especially in Keats and
Shelley.9 Percy Bysshe Shelley seems to support the idea that language establishes a
direct access to the mind, thus being the most immediate medium in all the arts. In A
Defence of Poetry, he states that language
is a more direct representation of the actions and passions of our internal being, and is susceptible of more various and delicate combinations, than colour, form, or motion, and is more plastic
8

9

My translation, R.H. The original reads: "Vielleicht liegt die Schwierigkeit, den Medienbegriff
zu präzisieren in der eigentümlichen Tatsache, dass sich Medien in ihrer Funktion als Überträger, Mittler oder Vermittler einem Zugriff ganz allgemein entziehen. Medien machen etwas beobachtbar, sind in der Regel aber nicht selbst Gegenstand der Beobachtung. Im Gegenteil: Die
Übertragung ist umso erfolgreicher, je unwesentlicher das Medium bei dieser Übertragung auffällt." Johannes Schlegel was so kind as to grant me access to an as yet unpublished chapter of
his forthcoming dissertation thesis on the anthropology and mediality of evil around 1800.
I have developed the following notion more thoroughly in Haekel 2011.
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and obedient to the control of that faculty of which it is the creation. For language is arbitrarily
produced by the imagination, and has relation to thoughts alone; but all other materials, instruments, and conditions of art, have relations among each other, which limit and interpose between conception and expression. (Shelley 2002, 513)

Yet at the same time, Shelley also refers to the materiality of language. Although language seems to grant the most direct access to the realm of thought, the same passage
of the Defence reads that
Language, colour, form, and religious and civil habits of action are all the instruments and materials of poetry; they may be called poetry by that figure of speech which considers the effect as
a synonym of the cause. But poetry in a more restricted sense expresses those arrangements of
language, and especially metrical language, which are created by that imperial faculty, whose
throne is curtained within the invisible nature of man. (Shelley 2002, 513; my italics)

This growing media awareness creates a tension situated right within literature itself.
Shelley establishes a difference between poetry, which he so emphatically describes in
his Defence, and a poem, which is its material realization in language. This language is
therefore a medium, or rather, a mediator between immortal and immaterial poetry and
the final poem. Hence, in order to fulfil this quality of mediating, language has to be
metaphorical. Yet, this is, for Shelley at least, not necessarily a positive quality, as
metaphoricity establishes a gap between poetry and the poem which can never be fully
crossed or even closed. In a note to his essay "On Love", Shelley states: "These Words
are inefficient and metaphorical – Most words so – No help –" (Shelley 2002, 504, n.
3). The poem is ultimately immanent, it can only be a shadow of the original inspiration:
When composition begins, inspiration is already on the decline, and the most glorious poetry
that has ever been communicated to the world is probably a feeble shadow of the original conceptions of the poet. (Shelley 2002, 531)

Shelley's awareness of the metaphorical nature of language is closely linked to his
awareness of its immanence and therefore its materiality. Language is a medium for
thoughts which, in turn, cannot be accessed immediately. The text is a medium in the
sense that it is between the imagination of the poet and the mind of the reader.10
I want to conclude with a poem by John Keats that ascribes to the poetic text as a medium a more positive power.
4.

Keats, "This Living Hand"
This living hand, now warm and capable
Of earnest grasping, would, if it were cold
And in the icy silence of the tomb,
So haunt thy days and chill thy dreaming nights
That thou would wish thine own heart dry of blood,
So in my veins red life might stream again,

10

Jerrold E. Hogle has argued that the constant metaphorical deferral of poetic language does not
point to a vertical relation between the phenomenal and the ideal world, but rather has to be interpreted as a horizontal, temporal relation between past, present, and future (cf. Hogle 1988,
14).
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And thou be conscience-calm'd. See, here it is –
I hold it towards you. (Keats 1978, 384)

This late poem by Keats, probably written on his deathbed, is an example of how a
conscious reflection on the text transcends the boundaries between a technical and a
conceptual notion of the medium. Manfred Pfister has quite recently stressed the performative quality of this text, stating: "this living hand […] seemed actually to reach
out for me from the page I was reading" (Pfister 2005, 207). This poem shows how the
ambiguous quality of poetry, referring to both the level of enunciation and the level of
the enounced, may refer to its mediality while at the same time performatively transcending it.
The term "hand" has a number of meanings: it can be the hand of the lover reaching
out towards the beloved – in an autobiographical context presumably Fanny Brawne –
who is rejecting him, it can be the hand writing the poem reaching out towards the
reader and it can be the living text itself – hand referring to handwriting instead of the
body part. In any of these meanings it is active and performative, albeit quite violently
so: it is capable of grasping and it is haunting the reader from the grave. It is the last of
the three proposed meanings that interests me here. The hand as text is a medium that
works both ways: the text speaks to the reader but it may also give life to the poet –
within the imagination of the reader in the act of reading. Whilst doing so, it moves
away from the reader, establishing a distance. Ignoring the amorous context, the addressed readers could be the critics who have killed the author. But by moving from
the more familiar "thou" in the first seven lines to the more distanced "you" in line 8, it
also builds a bridge to posterity, to us as readers who only have the distancing medium
of the text as both obstacle and bridge. In other words: the text proposes that a poem
needs to have a growing distance between the imagination and the reader in order to
outlive its day: the very fact that poetry can last depends on the distancing quality of
the medium of the text.
To sum up: I began by questioning the so-called end of theory. Although the end of
theory may be something that affects the course titles of university classes, this can
only mean that the term theory refers to a very narrow concept. In a wider sense, the
term applies to the theoretical problems formulated by the literary texts themselves. In
the case of Romantic poetry, this is the ongoing dialectic between imagination and the
text as its medium.
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ANTHONY JOHN HARDING (SASKATCHEWAN)
British Romanticism and the Transvaluation of Reading

Of the many changes that have taken place in Romantic studies recently, one of the
most notable has been a new interest in the relationship between Romantic-era writers
and their readership. Increasingly, scholars working in this field are attending as much
to the conditions of production of literary works as to the formation of individual writers' perspectives and ways of thinking. Questions of readership, and the various, often
antagonistic, social groups that constituted the Romantic-era 'reading public' figure
prominently among the particular 'conditions of literary production' that have been
emphasized in recent scholarship.
My paper will argue that this new perspective on Romantic-era literature can facilitate
a better understanding, not just of the economics of publishing, but also of a far-reaching cultural shift that – if it did not actually begin during this period – was greatly accelerated by it: the 'transvaluation' of reading. By this I mean, first, the idea promulgated in England by William Godwin: that the great increase in print publications of
all kinds would prove beneficial not only to individuals but to society as a whole; and
then, the eventual absorption of this vision into the culture of the English-speaking
world.
1.

New Historicism and the Critical Interrogation of the Canon

The study of relations between Romantic-era authors and their readers has some affinities with New Historicism, in that it combines elements of literary Rezeption (as theorized by the Konstanz school of Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss; but also by
Marxist theorists such as Peter Uwe Hohendahl and Manfred Naumann1) with AngloAmerican histories of 'print culture', thus encompassing a far wider range of material
than individual studies of canonical writers normally do.
However, in some ways it also marks a return to the question of authorship, and therefore to the theoretical questions most closely associated with the legacy of Roland
Barthes and (more particularly) Michel Foucault. Many scholars of British Romanticera literature would now broadly agree with what Foucault has said about the 'name' of
an author: "Discourse that possesses an author's name is not to be immediately consumed and forgotten [...] its status and its manner of reception are regulated by the culture in which it circulates" (Foucault 1986, 142). His redirecting of attention away

1

For a summary of how the 1970s 'east-west debate' over Rezeptionsästhetik and Rezeptionsgeschichte was perceived by Anglo-American scholars, see Robert C. Holub, Reception Theory:
A Critical Introduction, especially 106, 121-134 (Holub notes Jauss's and Iser's view that "GDR
reception theory is propagating a conformist model of reading that effectively negates the genuine emancipatory role of literature" [132]).
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from the mind or 'thought' of a canonical author and towards the culture in which that
author's texts 'circulate' is one characteristic of the New Historicist movement in Anglo-American criticism.
I do not mean to suggest, however, that Foucault was the sole inspiration for AngloAmerican New Historicism: only that the work of such critics as Jerome McGann,
Marjorie Levinson, James Chandler, Marilyn Butler, and Alan Liu did have in common a Foucauldian interest in 'demythologizing' authorship, and stressing the historical situatedness of the text. In other respects – particularly their dialectical awareness
of social class and economic structures, both present-day and historical – these critics
were much closer to late-twentieth-century Marxism. Adorno and other members of
the Frankfurt School, along with Macherey, Althusser, and occasionally Raymond
Williams, were prominent in the theoretical apparatus that these critics brought to bear
– though they also took issue with Frankfurt critical theory, particularly what they saw
as its tendency to idealize the activity of criticism itself.
McGann, in the "Afterword" to his The Romantic Ideology (1983), quoted Marx's The
German Ideology in order to undercut the idealizing tendencies not just of Adorno, but
of such critics as Abrams and Hartman, and what he saw as their misapplication of the
idea of 'liberation' to the liberation merely of the single, individual consciousness: "it
is possible to achieve real liberation only in the real world and by real means" (quoted,
154). He used this well-known passage to ground his more particular argument that
"Poetry is written, and read, within the determinate limits of specific social structures"
(McGann 1983, 157).
It is a sign of the widespread influence McGann's book has had that no scholar today
would embark on the analysis of a Romantic-period poem or novel without either taking account of the social structures within which the work was created and initially
circulated, or, at the very least, bringing forward some persuasive arguments for not
doing so. As another American critic, Terence Hoagwood, observes: "A methodological consensus emerges wherein contextual determinations are seen to be at least as
important, in the Romantic formations of meaning, as unique individual genius is"
(1996, 5). However, it is sometimes forgotten that one reason why the historicism of
McGann and his contemporaries could claim to be 'new' was that it reminded presentday readers of their own historical situatedness, particularly the fact that the academic
study of literature has its own history, as well as redirecting attention to the historical
situatedness of poets such as Byron and Keats.
In the wake of McGann's'critical investigation', some scholars did continue to focus on
the work of canonical authors such as Wordsworth, Byron, and Keats. Partly, this was
because the university curriculum did not immediately change, and such standard texts
as the Norton Anthology continued to give prominence to the work of canonical authors. However, unlike most 1950s and 1960s criticism, New Historicist critiques of
canonical authors tended to adopt an adversarial approach, detecting signs of aestheticism and the suppression of conflict where earlier scholars had seen only imaginative
richness and satisfying complexity. A fine example of such a critique is McGann's
"Keats and the Historical Method in Literary Criticism". This essay (first published in
1979) shows that Keats's "To Autumn" was demonstrably written as a denial of con-
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temporary realities – specifically, the disastrously poor harvest seasons of 1816 to
1818; and more particularly, as a piece of conscious myth-making, designed to lead
Keats's reader away from the "dangerous political tensions" of 1819, and into its own
"fantasy" of a world where "all autumns are the same" (McGann 1988, 57-58).
Among book-length studies appearing in the mid-1980s, Marjorie Levinson's Wordsworth's Great Period Poems remains one of the best-known and most influential, if
only for the intense debate it provoked about just how scholars should 'historicize' the
Romantics. The aim of the book was to show that such poems as "Tintern Abbey",
while ostensibly locating themselves quite carefully within history, adumbrate only a
"sealed" and "purified" history (Levinson 1986, 2). Levinson aimed to "explain the
particular and particularly constrained manner in which Wordsworth sought [...] to
resolve those conflicts which were his idées fixes, so to speak, his ideological knowledges" (Levinson 1986, 3). Levinson argues, for instance, that the first verse-paragraph of "Tintern Abbey" methodically suppresses the "historical significance" of such
landscape features as the hedgerows and the green lawns – symptoms of the forced
enclosure of common land. "By defining the stuff of history as private, or generally inconsequential, unchronicled, and plastic experience, Wordsworth suppresses all those
large, recorded events [...] not so obsequious to the imagination" (1986, 43).
While canonical authors were thus being critiqued or deconstructed, in the later 1980s
and throughout the 1990s there were many more studies of less-known authors:
women writers, from Anna Laetitia Barbauld and Charlotte Smith to Laetitia Elizabeth
Landon; labouring-class writers, such as Ann Yearsley and Thomas Wooler; radicals,
such as John Thelwall, Thomas Paine, and William Cobbett; and those who were both
less-known and identifiably 'Scottish', 'Irish', or 'Welsh', rather than 'English': Robert
Fergusson, James Hogg, Maria Edgeworth, Sydney Owenson, and others.
2.

The Turn to Print Culture Studies

Alongside and often in partnership with this interrogation and expansion of the canon,
Romantic studies underwent a major reorientation towards the study of print culture, to
the point where the attention of students, in some classrooms, is now just as likely to
be directed towards a range of Romantic-era periodicals as towards canonical poems
such as "Tintern Abbey": Cobbett's Political Register, Leigh Hunt's Examiner, as well
as the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly Review; but also other, even more widelycirculated publications: chapbooks, cartoons, pamphlets, 'penny tracts', ballads, advertisements, broadsheets.
This material is now of course readily available in a number of online sources. It also
makes the 'contextualisation' of works by Romantic-era authors possible in a way that
McGann and Levinson could not have foreseen. Percy Shelley's "The Masque of Anarchy" can now easily be presented to students alongside contemporary cartoons of Lord
Castlereagh, Lord Eldon, and Lord Liverpool; even more tellingly, William Blake's
images of the eternal powers that impelled the American and French Revolutions can
be placed alongside the contemporary cartoons to which they refer. Boundaries be-
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tween high culture and popular culture become increasingly permeable: our sense of
the material culture of the period is greatly expanded.
The foundational study for this branch of Romantic-period scholarship is Jon Klancher's
The Making of English Reading Audiences, 1790-1832. Where McGann had pointed to
Wordsworth's realisation that "poets would now have to create their own audiences"
(McGann 1988, 57), Klancher demonstrated that in this period all of the myriad contributors to early-nineteenth-century periodicals, and their editors, were busily creating
their particular audiences: "'making audiences' meant evolving readers' interpretive
frameworks and shaping their ideological awareness" (Klancher 1987, 4). Klancher
outlined three broad categories of 'reading audience': the "newly self-conscious middle
class", a "nascent mass audience", and the "insurgent radical readership" (1987, 15).
For a traditional critic, trained in interpreting the canonical writings such as Wordsworth and Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads or Jane Austen's Emma, it is chastening to learn
how very small Wordsworth's and Austen's first readerships were – at most a few
thousand readers – in comparison to the 200,000 readers of Tom Paine's The Rights of
Man, or even the circulation of the Edinburgh Review (about 13,000 in 1814). Walter
Scott's The Lay of the Last Minstrel had a print run of 117,000.
Since Klancher's book appeared in 1987, a number of other studies have added to our
knowledge of the various 'reading publics' he identified. Kevin Gilmartin's Print Politics (1996) explicitly challenged what Gilmartin saw as the rather monolithic notion of
a 'public sphere' originally posited by Jürgen Habermas, and advanced the idea of "alternative public spheres and counterpublics". Gilmartin also made the point that "Conflict in the public sphere, and competition for control of its resources, were crucial
elements of radical strategy" (1996, 3). Paul Keen, in The Crisis of Literature in the
1790s (1999), further developed the notion of print culture as a new political arena, in
which reformers and radicals quickly seized the initiative, demonstrating – even before
the publication of William Godwin's Political Justice – their agreement with Godwin's
belief that "Few engines can be more powerful, and at the same time more salutary in
their tendency, than literature" (Godwin 1993a, 14). It should be noted that to Godwin,
and certainly to the reformers and radicals who attended the Sunday-evening meetings
of the Corresponding Societies, 'literature' did not primarily mean novels and poetry,
but the political pamphlets and periodicals that directly addressed their own concerns.
"[F]or political dissenters especially", Keen argues, "the question of what you could do
with literature was more important than the question of what belonged to it" (1999,
28). Nor was the impact of pamphlets and periodicals confined to those who were literate and could actually read them: the Corresponding Societies' practice of reading
aloud and discussing the latest political pamphlets "reinforced links between literate
and non-literate social groups" (Keen 1999, 37).
Many other studies, focussing primarily on Romantic-era periodicals and their readers,
followed in the wake of Klancher's: see for instance the work of Mark Parker, David
Higgins, William Christie, Simon Hull, Linda E. Connors and Mary Lu MacDonald.2

2

Also relevant here is Jon Mee's Romanticism, Enthusiasm, and Regulation: Poetics and the
Policing of Culture in the Romantic Period (2005).
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However, the single most exhaustive study of Romantic-era print culture and its reading audiences is William St. Clair's The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period
(2004). This is now the indispensable source of information about the economics of
the book trade in the Romantic period, the changes in relationships among authors,
publishers, booksellers, and purchasers of books, the impact of changes in copyright
law and the technology of printing, and how the pricing of books and periodicals divided up British readerships. As St. Clair remarks: "In the British system, the extent of
readerly access to modern information, ideas, and literature, was directly related to the
socio-economic class of readers, with the least well off having to wait for years, sometimes forever, for prices to fall to levels they could afford" (2004, 390).
The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period is thus considerably more than a study of
that somewhat dry subject, 'book history'. It reinforces the points earlier made by
Klancher, Paul Keen, and others about class divisions in Britain, and the resulting absence of a unified 'public sphere', along with some salutary reminders about what real
readers – those who could afford to buy books, or to borrow them from the circulating
libraries – were actually reading.3
3.

Re-engaging with the Romantic Period: The Transvaluation of Reading

As teachers and critics of Romantic-era literature, however, we may be justified in
feeling that we need more than studies of the book trade, Romantic-era periodicals,
and how socioeconomic conditions affected the relative sales figures for such writers
as Wordsworth, Walter Scott, and Jane Austen. Presumably, no teacher of literature is
going to argue that we should teach Scott's The Lay of the Last Minstrel in preference
to The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, just because Scott's poem sold 117,000 copies; or
that we should stop teaching Pride and Prejudice, because of its low sales figures
compared to Childe Harold. To put this another way: we don't read Pride and Prejudice just to learn about Austen's place in cultural history; we read it to learn about our
own place in cultural history.
On the other hand, I would guess that there are few teachers or critics who want to go
back to a canon based on supposedly 'pure', 'universal', and 'ahistorical' aesthetic criteria. Such criteria, as McGann, Levinson, and other New-Historicist critics argued, are
themselves products of history, and serve the interests of historically-conditioned social structures. Collectively, New Historicism has transformed the field of Romantic
studies by showing how narrow was the selection of texts that once defined literary
Romanticism. Even the expansion of that 'canon' to include essays, drama, biography,
and autobiography may sometimes give a misleading picture of the society and culture
within which Romantic-period authors sought their first readership – the "lived culture" of that "particular time and place", in Raymond Williams's phrase (1966, 49).

3

The case of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein is particularly remarkable: for the first fourteen years
after its initial publication in 1818, there were only 1,000 copies in circulation in Great Britain.
By contrast, most of the works of Walter Scott and Lord Byron sold 1,000 copies on publication
day alone (cf. St. Clair 2004, 365). Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice – her most popular novel
– had a print run estimated at just 1,000 copies with a second edition of 750 (data from Jan Fergus, "The professional woman writer", 22).
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What is needed, then, is an approach that gives us as scholars of literature – or of print
culture – new reasons for engagement with the literature of the Romantic period, beyond simply taking it as a sample of what readers of the Edinburgh Review, the Examiner, or the Black Dwarf, might have chosen to read. Such an approach – or range of
approaches, since there are several ways in which it can be interpreted – can start by
considering the implications of what I have referred to as 'the transvaluation of reading'.
Our own time is witnessing an anxious debate about how reading, as a social practice,
is changing, and whether this is a catastrophe, an altogether good thing, or mixed.
Many cultural analysts think that in Western societies, and in most Asian countries, the
spread of electronic media is leading to a decline in the amount of attention people are
willing to give to substantial works – the 300-page novel, the 600-page biography – or
even to the 1,000-word magazine article. We are said to have a more 'visual' culture,
meaning that people increasingly see words as mere adjuncts to pictures. We are also
confronting new ways of commercializing not just printed texts, but all forms of communication.
Whatever the implications of these changes for us, and for our students, they certainly
call for us to reevaluate the period between 1750 and 1850 as the era when, in all of
western Europe, the activity of reading printed texts, and the choice of which texts one
did read, became a key cultural indicator, and perhaps the major way in which one
participated in the life of the wider community. This was also – it is relevant to note –
the period in which the printed word was commercialized as never before.
There is disagreement about whether literacy rates did actually increase, in Britain,
between the beginning of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth.4
What is more generally accepted, and more crucial to my argument, concerns rather
the dramatic cultural ascendancy of reading as an activity: the adoption, by all classes
– and by women, as well as men – of the idea that the ability to participate in one's
own social circle and in national life was closely related to what, and how much, one
read. As Clifford Siskin puts it, during the last two decades of the eighteenth century
"Unprecedented numbers of people learned both the skills and – that crucial component of modern literacy – the belief in their transformative power: that writing was
work that worked on an individual level and on a national one, producing cultural individuals privileged in sharing a national culture" (1998, 6).
Several scholars besides Siskin have attended to different aspects of this far-reaching
cultural shift (cf., among others, Allan, Jackson, Piper, Newlyn). The premise underlying most of these studies can be stated quite simply: it is that from about 1790 to at
least the mid-1800s, everyone who wrote for publication would have been conscious
of a greatly increased investment in the reading of printed material as a social activity
– in other words, would have had a sense that far more was at stake than passing some

4

The claim that literacy rates increased between 1700 and 1800 was questioned by J. Paul Hunter
(Before novels, 90). Hunter suggested that the primary "literacy boom" was between 1600 and
1675. Others have argued that literacy did continue to grow: e.g. Siskin, The Work of Writing,
229; St. Clair, The Reading Nation, 10-11.
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idle moments. This would certainly hold true for radicals such as John Thelwall and
Thomas Wooler, writing for members of the London Corresponding Society; and
equally for conservative writers such as Hannah More, whose counter-revolutionary
tracts warned working-class readers about the dangers of reading radical pamphlets.
But it would also have impelled writers who could not really be described as political
activists, or who, like Coleridge, were 'activists' for a few years, but ceased being so as
they reached the age of 25 or 26.
The key contemporary thinker here is William Godwin, whose belief in the transformative power of literature (the printed word) has already been mentioned. As the
1790s drew to a close, Godwin believed more strongly than ever that the increase in
print publications of all kinds was socially beneficial, and that the activity of reading
should be recognized, not just as a way to increase each individual's stock of useful
knowledge, or to improve the individual in a moral or spiritual sense, but also as a way
to achieve a more just, equitable and democratic society. Even those authors – such as
Coleridge – who were highly critical of the commercial literary marketplace, and exhibited what Lucy Newlyn has called "anxiety of reception", were influenced by
Godwin's claim that "the unrestrained communication of men's thoughts and discoveries to each other" (1993a, 70) would contribute to social progress. This profoundly
affected both the practice of writing for publication, and the demands placed on authors collectively.
Certainly, this was in part a new version of the converging humanist and Protestant
emphasis on the desirability of literacy (cf. Allan 2008, 11). In England during the
1790s, however, it was not mainstream Protestantism, but Rational Dissent – adherents
of the belief system known as Unitarianism – that took the lead. Indeed, Godwin's
thought was rooted in Rational Dissent, though he abandoned all formal religious affiliation well before 1790. It was common among Rational Dissenters such as Joseph
Priestley and Gilbert Wakefield to see both the American and French revolutions as
inaugurating a new age of amelioration for all humankind (cf., for example, Wakefield, An Address [1790], 10). Many other members of the intellectual circle around
printer and bookseller Joseph Johnson – which included the poet William Blake and
the feminist thinker and polemicist Mary Wollstonecraft – shared this perspective.
Blake, though no rationalist, certainly cherished such a hope, and linked the rise of
warmongering to the degradation of Art and the denial of Imagination. Richard Price,
minister at the Newington Green chapel where Mary Wollstonecraft attended services
in the 1780s, prophesied a coming age of toleration, "emancipating the human mind
from the chains of church-authority, and church-establishments" (qtd. in Andrews
2003, 60). The connection between liberty of belief and improved knowledge was also
made by Gilbert Wakefield in 1790 (cf. Wakefield, 10).
This combination of commitment to democratic reform with a liberalized, more freelyenquiring approach to the Bible characterizes the intellectual milieu which both Wollstonecraft and Coleridge entered early in their respective careers, Wollstonecraft in the
mid-1780s and Coleridge a few years later, in 1793, when he came within the orbit of
William Frend, the controversial Cambridge Unitarian. Both responded with enthusiasm to the predictions of social amelioration, and of the spread of liberty, that were a
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frequent ingredient of sermons and addresses by Price, Priestley, and other rational
Dissenters; both shared the understanding of freedom as empowerment, not merely the
'negative' kind of freedom proposed by John Locke.
The opening-up – by the medium of print – of a new kind of access to the minds of the
populace had once seemed the beginning of a great revolution, indeed, a dawn in
which it was bliss to be alive. Coleridge and Wordsworth both sat at Godwin's feet
during the 1790s, and despite their disagreements with the master they absorbed many
elements of Godwinian thought, including the core belief that the rapidly increasing
availability of printed material had the potential to be an immense force for social improvement.
However, I do not mean to suggest that it was only Godwinians and Rational Dissenters who saw the explosion of print material as a sign of hope. If radicals seized the
initiative in using the pamphlet and the periodical to spread a new gospel of political
and social liberation, conservatives quickly took up the challenge. Moreover – as may
already be obvious – the very terms 'radical' and 'conservative' oversimplify the picture. For example, progressive and reformist thinkers were powerfully influenced by
the conservative-tending writings of Edmund Burke, just as their opponents were. A
'Burkean' strain in Godwin's thought emerges more strongly in The Enquirer, published in February 1797. In the first essay in that work, Godwin begins with the principle that "Man is a social being", and that "In society the interests of individuals are
intertwisted with each other, and cannot be separated" (Godwin 1993b, 83). More particularly, by 1797 Godwin is still more inclined to rank literature highly as a force for
the improvement of both the individual and society:
There is perhaps nothing that has a greater tendency to decide favourably or unfavourably respecting a man's future intellect, than the question whether or not he be impressed with an early
taste for reading [...]. Literature, taken in all its bearings, forms the grand line of demarcation
between the human and the animal kingdoms. (1993b, 95)

Coleridge did differ widely from Godwin on such matters as the positive moral effects
of domestic attachments, and whether religious belief was compatible with human
freedom – Coleridge, unlike Godwin, clearly thought it was. Nevertheless, Coleridge
did imbibe from Godwin this optimistic and even millenarian view of the social benefits of literature. This view remained with him, if in rather altered form, well after
1800. The story of the closing years of that decade, the disappointments, retreats, and
reversals that afflicted radicals and democrats – particularly followers of Godwin – has
been told many times.
Concerns about reading, particularly about the proliferation of ephemeral, trivial, and
supposedly corrupting publications, re-emerged in full force during the Regency years
(1811-1820). Wordsworth and Coleridge conducted something of a public debate
about the causes of what they saw as the debasement of public taste, and about how a
poet should respond: Wordsworth, in his Preface to the 1815 Collected Poems, and
Coleridge in Biographia Literaria.
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Conclusion: A New Direction for Romantic Studies?

The great cultural shift that took place between 1780 and 1830 cannot be accounted
for simply by gathering statistics on the spread of literacy, or tabulating the growing
number of print publications appearing year by year, the circulation figures for periodicals, and the availability of books and periodicals in libraries – important as all this
information remains in providing a full picture of the conditions under which authors
strove to find, or create, their audiences. The culture of the Romantic period reveals, in
every department, a profound change in the way reading itself was valued. The direction that an individual person's reading took was more and more considered an index
of that person's potential as a member of society, his or her attitudes and political
stance, and the ways in which the person would engage with his or her social circle.5
Reading was 'transvalued' in the sense that it became widely considered far more than
just a mark of 'politeness' or level of education, as it had been in the eighteenth century. Reading was virtually a necessity, for the farm labourer and factory worker just
as for the landowner, tenant farmer, factory owner, doctor, engineer, and their wives.
One of the most important new directions in Romantic studies in the next decade, then,
will be developing a fuller understanding of the cultural ramifications of this 'transvaluation', for authorship, for reception history, and for interpretation. But further, a
better understanding of how Romantic-era readers and authors valued reading can help
us to reflect on changes in the nature and uses of literacy taking place in our own time.
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CHRISTA KNELLWOLF KING (VIENNA)
Imperial Myth-making in the Wake of Captain Cook's Death*

The Romantic period set the scene for a broad range of discourses which have a continuing relevance for the twenty-first century. Even though the almost exclusive focus
on six poets – Blake, Coleridge, Wordsworth, Shelley, Byron and Keats – has long
been superseded, Romanticism still tends to be associated primarily with the achievements of individual authors or the activities of local philosophical societies and
scientific coteries (cf. Uglow 2002). In particular, the naval activities of the period are
considered to be a separate area of development although they did in fact set the scene
for major literary works: for example, they rationalise the framing narrative of Mary
Shelley's Frankenstein (cf. Knellwolf 2012, 506-508) and provide a backdrop to Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient Mariner" (cf. Lamb 2000). That the travel accounts
published about naval expeditions featured in seminal works of the Romantic period
testifies to their importance as instruments that disseminated the expansionist aspirations which were realised in the Victorian era.
My contribution towards rethinking Romanticism concentrates on the observation that
the era which is known as 'the great age of exploration' was concurrent with the Romantic period and the fact that there were important crossovers between the philosophical arguments of some key figures of European Romanticism and the observations recorded on naval expeditions. The direct exchanges and indirect influences
between Georg Forster, Alexander von Humboldt, Kant, Goethe and Coleridge, to
name but a few, gave rise to ideas about cross-cultural encounters which continue to
influence recent approaches to cultural difference.
The activities of 'the great age of exploration' (approx. 1770-1820) is a major example
of Enlightenment endeavours to bring progress and civilisation to the less developed
parts of the world. As already Diderot's "Supplement to Bougainville's 'Voyage'"
(1772-1773) emphasised, the cross-cultural encounters which happened during the
naval expeditions were premised on the unquestioned assumption of European superiority. Diderot therefore indicted the aggressive practices of domineering over and
exploiting the supposedly uncivilised peoples of the earth. The values invoked by the
explorers' description of non-Western societies served ulterior purposes: for example,
the pronouncement that a particular society was primitive never featured as a simple
observation but entailed the conclusion that Europe had the right – or indeed the duty –
to become its guardian, educator and master. That the European colonial powers appropriated the land and resources of far-flung peoples was accepted as a matter of
course. Ronald Hyam (cf. 2002) has shown that well into the nineteenth century, Brit*
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ain primarily wanted to protect its trade routes. In spite of pronounced reservations
among British politicians and literati, the idea of imperial expansion encountered a
great deal of support from the broader public which eagerly read the cheaply produced
publications about travel and exploration. It was the early mass readers who responded
enthusiastically to the notion that Europe should bring Christianity to the pagans and
appropriate their lands in the course of doing so. The discourses that legitimated European intervention were grounded in a model of cultural development according to
which Britain (or Europe) was positioned at the top of a scale of increasingly civilised
societies (cf. Thomas 1999, 345-353). For the mass reader, however, the detailed assessment of losses and gains was less important than the ideas of heroism and adventure associated with claiming land for Britain.
Owing to their immense popularity, travel accounts about naval expeditions were also
an important instrument for the dissemination of imperial propaganda. In this essay, I
want to explore the discursive strategies which were used to engrain the idea of Western superiority in popular consciousness. I will concentrate on the publicity surrounding Captain James Cook (1728-1779), the most famous British naval explorer, in
an effort to explain the strategies employed to express proto-imperialist sentiments.
Cook reached an extraordinary place in the public imagination during his lifetime. After his tragic death in Kealakekua Bay on 14 February 1779, when he was killed in an
armed controversy between the explorers and the natives, his posthumous reputation
reached stellar dimensions. There is no doubt that Cook possessed extraordinary skills
and satisfied the expectations of the Royal Navy, which financed his three circumnavigations, in so far as he discovered hitherto unknown parts of the world and made
reliable charts. His ethnographic descriptions were also a valuable tool for the assessment of the potential of newly discovered parts of the world for Western use. This
means he responded to his sponsors' and public audience's desire to know whether the
places visited by his expedition might either supply valuable goods, such as silk, perfumes and spices, or whether they might offer suitable locations for colonial settlements.
Cook's hydrographic descriptions were an important prerequisite for the establishment
and consolidation of a complex web of naval routes. But his public reputation primarily depended on his journals which were endlessly reprinted and excerpted because his
ethnographic descriptions made a good read while they also provided important information for readers interested in the potentials of colonial ventures. The journals as well
as the scientific data collected during the voyages prepared the ground for future colonisation, rather than simply serving the disinterested goal of collecting scientific data
(cf. Drayton 2000; Roque and Wagner 2012). But, as a brief comparison with the fate
of George Vancouver, who served as midshipman on Cook's second and third circumnavigations will show, Cook's success as a hero of empire was not only grounded in
his scientific skills. Vancouver, who was appointed as the leader of an expedition that
sailed between 1791 and 1795, possessed comparable skills in navigation and cartography but he failed to receive the plaudits accorded to his former master. Comparison
between their respective strategies of self-presentation will help to explain why one
narrative prepared the ground for subsequent eulogies of Cook as the archetypically
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humane explorer and model of humanity, while the travel account by the kindly Vancouver failed to attract royal patronage. He died in obscurity and poverty three years
after his return to Britain in 1798.
1.

The Formation of the Captain Cook Myth

Soon after his death – if not before – Captain James Cook entered the realm of myth.
This is to say that his persona became associated with the mentalities and values required for empire building. Although he had no literary education, Cook skilfully used
the arguments and vocabulary that would be particularly gratifying to those among his
readers who liked to confuse observation with appropriation (cf. Pratt 1992). Before I
discuss some extracts from Cook's journal, which went through numerous reprints after their first appearance in 1784, I want to include some general reflections on the
principles of myth-making.
In the sense used by Raymond Williams (1976) and Roland Barthes (1972), culturally
central ideas, or myths, are grounded in a particular concept or metaphor which connects objects (or their mental representations) with values and affective judgements.
Particularly important keywords which express the core values of our society harness
the positive associations of these terms so that they can be used to rally the emotional
support and energies of their audience for particular goals. Or in other words, a particular use of a term (or keyword) elevates an abstract concept into a positively connoted goal, or myth. Ansgar Nünning mentions the example of the 'family' as a seminal item in the propagandist vocabulary of empire, describing it as a mini-narrative
that encapsulates ideas of comfort and belonging so that empire could become a context for positive experiences (cf. Nünning 2009).
Myths were also described as tools for the consolidation of social bonds in Raymond
Williams' pioneering discussion of the significance of cognitive faculties for the organisation of the conceptual architecture of a particular culture. In The Long Revolution (1961), Williams reminds us that since "man is born into relationships" (Williams
2011, 95) the act of belonging to a particular society or community depends on the
ability to identify with the definitions of its core vocabulary. George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson (cf. 1980, 1999) build on these premises in their account of the organisational
principles by which the potentially infinite universe of meaning is rendered manageable. When they assert that "Living systems must categorize" (1999, 19), Lakoff and
Johnson develop a long tradition according to which metaphor evaluates experience by
means of describing any observed feature of the world in terms of particular feelings
associated with it. They therefore concentrate on the close links between metaphor and
subjective, or emotionally based, evaluations of a particular set of circumstances:
"[m]etaphor allows conventional mental imagery from sensorimotor domains to be
used for domains of subjective experience" (1999, 45). By the means of communication (or print culture), subjective experience comes to be shared. This means that
individual responses to, say, the imperial visions for the future, and the type of person
believed capable of turning them into reality, can acquire the status of a generally accepted keyword, or mini-narrative.

140

CHRISTA KNELLWOLF KING

For the purposes of my paper, I want to concentrate on one culturally central concept
which is steeped in metaphorical suggestions. I want to analyse the idea of the hero
which emerged in the context of voyaging literature. By treating the idea of the explorer as hero as a keyword (in Raymond Williams' terms), I want to offer a new perspective on the ways by which Cook, as well as subsequent explorers who modelled
themselves on his example, featured as carriers of imperial mythology. In conventional
analysis, a 'hero' is of course no metaphor. The term only reveals its metaphorical,
and/or affectively charged baggage, if it is examined as a conduit for ideological messages; this means, it is treated as a culturally central term which invokes a particular
set of values or shared visions for the future.
But let me unpack some of the meanings which converge in late eighteenth-century
conceptions of the hero as explorer. The most important activity expected of this type
of hero is that he should have a leading role in a contemporary expedition. Since
women were at that time not put in command of government sponsored expeditions, it
had to be a man and, furthermore, a man who was able to endure great hardship and
was capable of leading the participants of the expedition. He would have to have exceptional knowledge of navigation, astronomy (required for the calculation of longitude), cartography and other associated sciences.
The broader attempt to identify the key characteristics of a hero of Romantic literature
will of course yield different results. In this context, leadership qualities will be directed into different demesnes, such as moral excellence or the ability to win the
heart(s) of one or more deserving members of the opposite sex. By contrast, the seminal features which surface in imperial propaganda revolve around the explorer's capacity for opening up new territory. He is expected to enter into the kinds of relationship
with the native population that would lay the foundation for the inclusion of their land
into the trade routes and/or for its incorporation into the British colonial network. In
the context of early imperial texts, the figure of the explorer was used as an embodied
carrier of the belief that empire building was a good thing for all parties involved. The
leader of an expedition, who prepared the ground for imperial plans, was therefore expected to personify the values of empire. These values are much the same as those
which were officially described as the guiding principles of the Public School system:
probity, cleanliness, intelligence, manliness, cheerfulness, being a good sport, etc. The
significance of these values in propagandising European superiority explains why contemporary voyaging accounts devote a surprising amount of effort to eulogising the
explorer as a model human being, and by implication set up the white man as a model
of humanity.
It was also extremely useful if the leader of a naval expedition understood the art of
self-representation. Considering the public demands for exploration literature, it was a
lucrative business to write the official account of the journey for the general public in
addition to the reports for the Admiralty. As a fictionalised character, however, the
explorer also plays a seminal role in the legitimation of the expansionist aspirations of
the period. But his task is fraught with contradictions: he is expected to present himself
as humane and respectful while also representing the interests of his funding nation.
There is also a tacit expectation that there should be no conflicts between the respect-
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ful treatment of native people and the attempt to gain the upper hand in the trading and
social relations between the natives and the Westerners. Acts of violence towards indigenous people therefore had to be framed by a legitimating discourse that persuaded
the reader of their unavoidability. When the epithet 'humane' is used as a description of
Cook, the text invokes this idea as an implicit argument that only a 'minimal' amount
of violence was employed when the expedition ran into conflicts with the natives.
An argument that is frequently used in favour of Cook's humanity is that he participated in the habits and rituals of native people as a means of gaining firsthand insight.
For example, he was comfortable with the convention of the 'hongi', the Polynesian
practice of rubbing noses, and was at every stage of his career curious about indigenous habits. Without a doubt, Cook had an eye for ethnographic observation. Compared with other contemporary portrayals of cultural difference, his descriptions are
neither strongly judgemental nor patronising. But he is also good at putting himself in
the best light, for example by describing himself as being motivated by a powerful
sense of justice whenever he participates in a cross-cultural encounter with indigenous
people. When the expedition arrives in Nootka Sound Cook says that he
sent some to cut grass not thinking that the Natives could or would have the least objection, but
it proved otherways [...]
Here I must observe that I have no where met with Indians who had such high notions of every
thing the Country produced being their exclusive property as these; the very wood and water we
took on board they at first wanted us to pay for, and we had certainly done it, had I been upon
the spot when the demands were made; but as I never happened to be there the workmen took
but little notice of their importunities and at last they ceased applying. (Cook 1999, 546)

This passage demonstrates an interesting contradiction in Cook's self-presentation: on
the surface he describes himself in sympathy with the natives' entitlement to selling all
products of their land. But this is also a moment when the text indirectly alludes to late
eighteenth-century arguments that the failure of indigenous people to cultivate their
land meant that it remained terra nullius, that is, no-man's land which could then be
claimed on behalf of the British Crown. Far from mentioning this argument, Cook portrays himself as an ever-liberal individual who is on the side of the native population.
The argument that he understands the natives' claim to owning the grass and the water
of Nootka Sound reinforces the idea of Cook's 'humanity', as the term might be understood by a land rights commission. After he has outlined his magnanimity, however,
Cook leads his reader to infer that he did not let the natives get away with their unreasonable claims. Considering that during his third circumnavigation, he ruled more
autocratically than ever (cf. Glyn Williams 2008), it is a feeble excuse that his subordinates did not obey him. At this point, though, his main aim is to cultivate his image.
On the level of self-presentation, we can therefore observe him trying to trivialise a
conflict in order to stylise himself as the good harbinger of civilisation who can wash
his hands if ever there were acts of violence.
It should be noted here that much of the contradiction endemic in the dealings between
the explorers and the indigenous people is in line with the expectations outlined by
naval policy: the official instructions for the expedition emphasised that violence
should be avoided wherever possible, but Cook also received the command that he
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should put a claim to any land that was not owned; that is, was not populated by societies that practiced agriculture and had firmly established (written) laws and institutions. We can only speculate about the impact of the contradictory expectations on the
psychodynamics of the historical personage James Cook. In his journals, however, the
impossibility of being both an icon of humanity and satisfying Britain's expansionist
expectations gave rise to a hypocritical portrayal of himself and his motives.
On the occasion of another encounter with the natives of Nootka Sound, Cook describes himself bartering for immensely valuable beaver skins. He says that he noticed
one of the chiefs giving him
the Beaver skin Cloak he had on, that I knew he set a value upon. As I was desirous he should
be no suffer[er] by his friendship and generosity to me, I made him a present of a New Broad
Sword with a brass hilt which made him as happy as a prince. (Cook 1999, 546-547)

For all their difference, this exchange of gifts is described as an encounter between
two men who respect each other. In the parlance of the late eighteenth century, it
would by no means have been unusual for Cook to have said that the sword made the
chief as happy as a child. While Cook acts with the self-confidence of an envoy of the
British Empire, he also adopts a respectful point of view. According to the discursive
logic of this passage, the exchange is one of equal value. However, there is no indication that the "Broad Sword" was not particularly valuable. It was the best that Cook
was able to give but it nevertheless belonged to a store of inferior objects which were
carried for the purpose of trading with the natives. Cook's failure to fill in this background encourages the reader of this passage to interpret this scene as an encounter of
equals meeting across cultural boundaries. But in Marie Louise Pratt's terms, the passage outlines "the strategies of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects
seek to secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert European hegemony"
(Pratt 1992, 7, 39).
However, as Nigel Leask has pointed out, it is unhelpful to read the complex exchanges that happened in the course of naval voyages too simplistically as narratives
of European dominion over indigenous people. He argues, "it seems to me that Pratt
does not go far enough in breaking up and discriminating the grand historical narratives of European global dominance. […] How can we gain a purchase on the historical particularity of the traveller's encounter with foreign cultures without subscribing to an essentializing binary model of 'otherness'?" (Leask 2002, 18) Leask reminds
us that it is important to recognise the vulnerability of the European explorers, illustrated, for example, by Cook's bitter but carefully phrased complaints about having to
navigate a ship whose sails were in bad condition and whose hulk was leaking because
it had not been calked properly prior to departure.
Cook is bitter about the shortcomings of his equipment but he forgets his resentment
when he describes encounters with native people. In fact, he has a remarkable gift for
describing such encounters as exciting spectacles. During his first visit to the islands
which he was to call the Sandwich Islands, he describes the following scene:
On their first coming they generally went through a singular ceremony; they would paddle with
all thier [sic] strength quite round both Ships, A Chief or other principal person standing up with
a Spear, or some other Weapon in his hand and speaking, or rather holloaing all the time, some-
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times this person would have his face cover[ed] with a mask, either that of the human face or
some animal, and some times instead of a weapon would hold in his hand a rattle. After making
the Circuit of the ships they would come along side and begin to trade without further ceremony. (Cook 1999, 541)

While he shows himself struck by the singularity of the ceremony, he presents himself
as an observer who is clearly interested in what is going on. In his role as captain, he
also needs to gauge the potential for hostile encounters but he expresses neither fear
nor concern. His narrative demonstrates a great deal of interest in the details of the
ceremony. Without offering any explicit interpretation of the ritual, the reader is given
to understand that words spoken or rather shouted, or 'holloa-ed', by the principal person were intended as a ritual that transformed potentially dangerous strangers into
partners of trade. Cook observes the events as an onlooker who is entertained by the
procedures. He notes variations in the execution of the ritual but submits to his role in
it without batting an eye.
Cook is comfortable participating in cross-cultural rituals but it is only a small step
from allowing the natives to perform rituals which included himself to an unhealthy
desire to dominate and control the natives' rituals. In the first couple of years after his
death, when the disturbing factors in Cook's death became known in Britain, the popular responses were ambivalent.
When the Morning Chronicle for 28 January 1780 published Captain Clerke's account
to the Admiralty, including his opinion that "the accustomed respect [paid to Cook]
upon all occasions […] more resembled that due to a Deity" (Glyn Williams 2008, 12),
there was a great deal of consternation. Glyn Williams explains that the scandalous
details about the third voyage were publicised via several unauthorised accounts, including one by John Ledyard which first appeared in Hartford, Connecticut, in 1783.
This account says about Cook's landing at Kealakekua Bay on 17 January 1779: "The
Chief cried out in their language that the great Orono [Lono] was coming, at which
they all bowed and covered their faces with their hands until he was passed" (Glyn
Williams 2008, 21). These descriptions caused a great deal of public discomfort
among the intellectual elites and members of the Royal Society. The general public,
however, was not worried by Cook's hubristic transgression. By the time that the
authorised account was published in 1784, which included Lieutenant James King's
unambiguous description that Cook enthusiastically stepped into the role of the Hawaiian god Lono, the critical voices were drowned in the posthumous glorification of
Cook.
Responding to the public spirit, Philippe Jacques de Loutherbourg painted The Apotheosis of Captain Cook, which was used as a tableau in a pantomime with the evocative title The Death of Captain Cook: A Grand Serious-Pantomime-Ballet (1789)
and subsequently sold as an engraved print (1794). Showing Cook being carried into
the heavens by the two allegorical characters Britannia and Fame, the tableau follows
eighteenth-century traditions of portraying great personages in the midst of allegorical
figures. In this sense the image renders visible Cook's great reputation by means of
representing Fame as a serviceable spirit that enthusiastically draws attention to him.
Utilising Fame and Britannia in this manner is not sacrilegious within this tradition;

144

CHRISTA KNELLWOLF KING

the image only becomes so if we read Apotheosis literally as a process of turning Cook
into a god. For the secularised supporters of empire, and their critics, the issue of the
tableau does not revolve around sacrilege. What concerns them is that it describes
Cook as a character whose example deserves to be imitated. De Loutherbourg's tableau
hence captured the spirit of western self-aggrandisement that was personified by Cook.
When Cook turned into the kind of hero on whom generations of juvenile readers were
encouraged to model themselves, his acts of indiscretion were trivialised. In any event,
when Cook allowed himself to be worshiped as a god – or indeed encouraged such a
treatment – he gave impetus to the imperial celebration of the 'godly' nature of the
white man.
2.

The Expedition of George Vancouver

Much of the imperial myth-making that developed around Captain Cook would probably not have been possible without Cook's intuitive grasp of the significance of
symbolism and ritual which exceeded the skills required for a leadership role. Greg
Dening has drawn attention to the importance of spectacle and theatrical self-presentation as an indispensible skill of the leader of a naval expedition. Dening argues that
Captain Bligh, who learnt his trade under Cook, became a victim of a mutiny not because his crew took revenge for his supposedly excessive earlier cruelty, but because
he was insufficiently comfortable with the rituals of leadership (Dening 1992). At this
point, though, I want to take a side-glance at another expedition leader who similarly
failed to reap the benefits of his circumnavigation because of his inability to grasp the
significance of dramatising himself in his leadership role: George Vancouver.
Although the Hawaiians retained fond memories of Vancouver, he lacked Cook's gift
of dealing with people. While he succeeded to establish amicable terms with Kamehameha (referred to as Tamaahmaah or a similar version of the name), who was to
become the first King of Hawaii, he failed to grasp the significance of gestures and
ceremonies. An interesting occasion that illustrates this can be found at the end of his
first visit to Hawaii, when Vancouver decides to take a look at the physical location of
Cook's death:
Accompanied by Tamaahmaah and some of the officers, on Sunday the 3d, I visited the three
villages in this bay; and first of all the fatal spot, where Captain Cook so unexpectedly, and so
unfortunately for the world, was deprived of his valuable life. This melancholy, and ever to be
deplored event, the natives are at much pains exactly to represent, to produce reasons for its taking place, and to shew that it fulfilled the prophecies of the priests, who had foretold this sad
catastrophe. But as these are matters that require further examination, I shall defer them to future consideration.
At this place, as well as at the other villages, the inhabitants, who were very numerous, behaved
with the utmost civility and decorum. It may not however be unimportant to observe, that we repaired on shore with both boats well armed, our men dressed, as was the usual practice on a
Sunday, in their best attire, and with a guard of marines. Possibly our appearance had some influence on their general behaviour, though for my part, I entertained not the least suspicion that
such protection was at all necessary. The vanity of Tamaahmaah was however highly gratified
by the parade, and he much regretted that he had not an English dress to wear upon this occasion. […]
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Nothing worthy of notice occurred during our perambulation on shore; which, being ended, we
returned on board to dinner. (Vancouver 1781, 250-251, Sunday 3 March 1793)

Vancouver uses the term "parade" to describe the indigenous king's perception of what
they were doing when they went to visit the location of Cook's death. He also mentions that everyone was dressed up for the occasion. Since the space itself was not
specially marked there was nothing to say and hence nothing to record for his readers.
So it is not surprising that Vancouver completes the scene with the remark that "nothing worthy of notice occurred".
The passage concludes on a note of anticlimax. The reason for this may be that this is a
moment when some symbolic act would have been expected of Vancouver. The natives are "at much pains exactly to represent" the reasons and causes for Cook's
calamitous end but Vancouver makes no attempt to contribute his interpretation, leaving it to futurity to figure out what may have happened. It is also notable that he
refrains from, for example, laying down a commemorative wreath, speaking a prayer
or performing any other ritual act that might establish a sense of shared memory while
confirming himself as a figure of authority whose words or gestures would be recounted by those present and re-told by the readers of his journal.
Vancouver finishes the account of his stay in Hawaii with the description of mutual
entertainments organised by the Westerners and the Hawaiians over the following
couple of days: "having promised to give the king an entertainment with fire-works,
that exhibition was fixed for Monday evening; and that he might contribute to the
pleasures of the day, he proposed to have a sham-battle on shore in the afternoon"
(Vancouver 1801, 251). Vancouver's description of these activities is full of memorable detail which reflect a great deal of mutual goodwill. Still, the reader comes away
feeling surprised that nothing went wrong. For the twenty-first century reader, Vancouver's narrative indicates a likable character with little taste for self-aggrandising
gestures. But we may speculate that he failed to appeal to the general public because
he did not present himself as the centre of attention. He may have missed out on the
public tribute which was meted out to Cook precisely because he did not fashion himself as the grand hero of the expedition.
3.

Conclusion

My discussion of the use of particular concepts as instruments of imperial myth-making has concentrated on the fact that the Romantic period was a time when important
steps were taken in preparation for nineteenth-century empire building. Nigel Leask
argued some ten years ago that it was timely "to rethink the spatial co-coordinates of
European Romanticism in these global and historical terms" (2002, 53). Of course, the
spirit of introversion which used to be described as the prominent feature of Romanticism clashes sharply with the expansionist aspirations of empire. But the conflict
does not only emerge because inner realities are incompatible with historical and political facts. More importantly, the belief was consolidated that there was a dividing
line between inner states and political realities. This belief was instrumental in progressing imperial aspirations precisely because it asserted the innocence of individuals
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in the face of frequently inhumane treatments of indigenous people as well as the British poor.
The same distinction between the individual and the representative of the Royal Navy
(cf. Lamb 2011, 68) informs the imperial myth-making about the explorer as hero
which began with Captain Cook. The glorification of him as a person, which started
when he returned from his first circumnavigation in 1771, was undoubtedly heightened
by the sensational circumstances of his death. Although he obviously was not able to
orchestrate the perception of his death, he was careful to set up an image of somebody
who was more than human. In the late twentieth century, Marshall Sahlins and Gananath Obeyesekere entered into an influential controversy over the interpretation of
the native worship of Cook. While Sahlins concentrated on the ruthlessness with
which Cook usurped the position of the Hawaiian God Lono by encouraging the natives to worship him (cf. Sahlins 1981, 1995), Obeyesekere maintained that the
Hawaiians could not possibly have thought of Cook as a god. The idea that they might
have done so he ascribes to imperial myth-making. He argues that the acts of worship
paid to the supposedly divine Cook were really just a means of acting out an idea
which was at the heart of imperial ideology: that the white man was a god and the natives no more than abject slaves (cf. Obeyesekere 1997).
Arrogant Eurocentric beliefs undoubtedly play into the metaphorical concept of the
hero as explorer. It is true that concentrating on these ideas fuels what Leask describes
as "the hawkish imperatives of Victorian high imperialism" (2002, 18). But as is illustrated by the case of Napoleon, ideas about the heroes of imperial ventures were easily
available for autocratic or indeed tyrannical types of leadership.
In my discussion of Cook's self-representation, I wanted to draw attention to the fact
that he was no innocent – or passive – product of a contemporary desire to portray its
explorers as heroes and models of humanity. Comparing Cook's skilful self-fashioning
with Vancouver's sober disregard for the ritualistic theatre that enveloped leadership
has shown that the historical characters who feature prominently in imperial mythmaking possessed an excellent command of representation. Since Vancouver lacked
the taste for symbolic acts that might forge solidarities and consolidate hierarchies he
was not embraced as a hero of his age.
Despite Cook's intuitive grasp of the import of the spectacles and rituals of power, he
was ultimately unable to control the myth-making around him. Although there were
Hawaiians who worshipped him – either as a heroic leader or a god – there were also
those who doubted the benefits which he might contribute to the Hawaiian community
and begrudged him the food and tributes received. In the events leading up to his
death, Cook lost control of the meanings projected onto him as a character in indigenous myth-making. The shambolic confrontation that led to his being stabbed by an
indigenous warrior highlights his inability to control the meanings of his own position
in Hawaiian society. Cook had to recognise at great cost that there was no consensus
among the native community about his heroic status, even if most of his European
readers were prepared to accept his image as a god-like character.
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MONIKA CLASS (KING'S COLLEGE LONDON)
Medical Case Narratives across Disciplinary and National
Boundaries around 1800

The field of 'Literature and Medicine' brings new relevance to Anglo-German Romanticisms. Through the concern with patient individuality, with the subjective experience
of illness, and the interiority of suffering, the Medical Humanities convey a strong affinity with Romantic discourse. As the second part of this essay proposes, the transmission of Karl Philipp Moritz's medical case narratives in Britain defamiliarizes the
role of German thought in British Romanticism.
1.

Trends in Romantic Studies, Current and Past

Scholarly interest in European reception studies has dwindled over the last three decades. On the one hand, transnational interests in Romantic studies shifted geographically under the auspices of post-colonialism; on the other hand, Romantic studies have
undergone fundamental changes regarding modes of analysis. Regarding the latter in
Britain, Marilyn Butler succeeded in debunking comparative criticism, then spearheaded by René Wellek and M. H. Abrams, through her influential study Romantics,
Rebels and Reactionaries (1981). According to Butler, critics had overlooked the historical importance of "a moratorium on significant Continental books" and, as a consequence, had overestimated the impact of foreign influences during the revolutionary
wars between 1793 and 1815 (119). Jerome McGann stirred up controversy in North
America by proposing that the scholarly concern with temporality and dialectics, epitomized by Hegel and Coleridge and perpetuated in the twentieth century (by deconstructive criticism in the tradition of Paul de Man), amounted to socio-political indifference, a "fundamental weakness" (1983, 44). By polarizing temporalization and contextualization, Butler and McGann introduced a schism within the field. As scholars
became increasingly weary of referring to their studies as 'Romanticism', Romanticideology criticism tended to upstage comparative studies and especially Anglo-German reception. In McGann's, Marjorie Levinson's (1986) and James Chandler's (1984)
influential studies, for instance, "Wordsworth becomes", as Tilottama Rajan observes,
"a synecdoche for a 'Romantic Ideology' of transcendental idealism (in a loose sense)"
(2012, 300, Fn. 2). This association of Wordsworth's textual self-consciousness with
historical irresponsibility is indicative of a post-1980s shift in the employment of German aesthetics from elucidation to incrimination.
European Romanticisms have borne the brunt of this parochial trend within AngloSaxon Romantic studies. This attitude towards Romantic traditions on the Continent
persists despite opposition from leading figures of the field. In Romantic Moods,
Thomas Pfau observes that despite "interdisciplinary pretensions [recent nineteenthcentury literary and cultural studies] remains [sic] overwhelmingly anglophone [sic]
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and monolingual" (2005, 24). Part of this trend is a latent unease towards the German
roots of Romanticism within Anglo-Saxon Romantic studies. The organizers of the
2011 NASSR conference advertised the workshop for the joint discussion of Tilottama
Rajan's Dark Interpreter and Nicholas Halmi's The Genealogy of the Symbol under the
label 'Theory'. By doing so, the organizers metonymically identified 'Theory' with German philosophy. Rajan and Halmi have referred to this designation as a "Freudian
slip" (Halmi 2012, 306; Rajan 2012, 298). While these reservations towards Continental and especially German thought of the period are by no means all pervasive in Anglo-Saxon Romantic studies – important work on European Romanticisms has been
produced by scholars including Christoph Bode, Marshall Brown, Fredrick Burwick,
Angela Esterhammer, Paul Hamilton, Anthony Harding, Neil Vickers, and James
Vigus among others – it is fair to say that the rather exclusive focus on the Anglophone world initiated by 1980s New Historicism still has noticeable repercussions
within Romantic studies.1
At first glance, the field of 'Literature and Medicine' has no obvious leaning towards
German philosophical and literary traditions. George Rousseau, who made a substantial contribution to the inauguration of the field of 'Literature and Medicine' in the
post-World War II United States (cf. Rousseau 2011), published a seminal essay in
which he traced eighteenth-century sensibility back to the discoveries concerning the
nervous system by Thomas Willis and John Locke (cf. Rousseau 1976). The central
claim in Rousseau's essay is that "Willis's paradigmatic leap" of locating "the brain in
the soul" (148) enabled nervous disorders to function as indices of the state of the soul.
According to Rousseau, "Locke […] took [Willis's] steps […] in the stages that may
be construed as the preformation of the Essay; and the schools of moral thinkers he in
turn deflected – Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, Adam Smith, and many others – carried this brilliant act of integration [of mind and body] to its fullest conclusion" (150).
Rousseau's compelling argument pertains to a larger narrative, namely the question of
how "the idea that nerves control human consciousness gradually took hold" of eighteenth-century literary culture in the form of the cult of sensibility (148).2 While Rousseau refers to the professional physicians Albrecht von Haller (149) and Georg Ernst
Stahl (147), German-speaking authors such as the young Johann Wolfgang Goethe or
the young Friedrich Schiller are curiously absent from G. Rousseau's list of international literati of sensibility: "Sterne, Diderot, Rousseau, Mackenzie, and even the Marquis de Sade" (155). While G. Rousseau makes no claims to comprehensiveness, this
absence of German literati is conspicuous. The exclusion seems suggestive of the anti
1

2

The joint GER-NASSR conference on "Romanticism and Knowledge" to be held in Munich
from October 10 to 13, 2013, promises to further enhance the position of Anglo-German Romanticism within international Romantic studies.
Besides Rousseau, Roy Porter has been an influential figure in tracing the relation of the rise of
neuro-centric medicine in the long eighteenth century and literature of the period, especially
through his seminal work The Greatest Benefit to Mankind. Rousseau and Porter co-authored
the study on the cultural construction of Gout: the Patrician Malady (1998). In a similar vein,
Alan Bewell's Romanticism and Colonial Disease (2000) and Clark Lawlor's Consumption and
Literature: the Making of the Romantic Disease (2006) investigate the question of how disease
structured experience both in terms of metaphor and physical suffering.
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sensuous terms in which Isaiah Berlin's The Roots of Romanticism discussed the origins of Romanticism in Germany. Lecture Four, for example, portrayed Friedrich
Schiller as a hard-hearted, unwitting father of Romanticism: "Schiller is constantly
harping upon the fact that the only thing which makes man man is the fact that he is
able to rise above nature and mould her, crush her, subjugate her to his beautiful, unfettered, morally directed will" (1999, 80). The notion of a pervasive hostility towards
human senses and physiology in Schiller's work is widely accepted. Quoting from
Georg Büchner's critique of Schiller, Alexander Kosenina observes that the notion that
Schiller was more concerned with pathos than with men of flesh and blood is still
common but nevertheless distorted (2007, 119-20). A recent study in 'Literature and
Medicine' indicates that German influences during the period continue to be viewed as
impediments to materialism. In contrast to Neil Vickers's publications (2007a, 2007b,
2009, 2011b) or Denise Gigante's Life: Organic Form and Romanticism (2009), Janis
McLarren Caldwell uses German thought as a foil for "native [i.e. British] empiricism"
and materialism (Caldwell 2004, 4). Caldwell's tentative polarization in her highlyregarded monograph Literature and Medicine in Nineteenth-Century Britain (2004)
can be seen in the following passage: It "is important", Caldwell writes, "to note [that]
Carlyle is so often read as a devotee of German idealism, but his emphasis on 'clothes'
and 'work' throughout the text [Sartor Resartus] reminds us of his commitment […] to
materiality" (23). The sentence constructs, as do other passages (cf. Caldwell 2004, 4,
14), an opposition between "German idealism" and Carlyle's "commitment […] to materiality," suggesting that the concern for the materiality of life is impeded by German
idealism.3
Despite this situation, two driving factors in the formation of 'Literature and Medicine'
as a sub-discipline of the twentieth and twenty-first century have strong ties to German
Romantic writings: first, the surge of interest in neuroscience and memory,4 and second, narrative-based medicine. With regard to the former, it is relevant that, historically speaking, the Swabia-born Franz Josef Gall has played, among others, an important role in the history of neuroscience. Alan Richardson's monograph British Romanticism and the Science of Mind (2001) was the first literary study of the period to
discuss phrenology, which had previously received little scholarly attention apart from
an article by Jason Y. Hall (1977). Richardson establishes conceptual affinities between phrenology and Romantic writing. However, he merely reads Jane Austen's,
Coleridge's, Wordsworth's and Keats's poetry and prose through the lens of the brainbased psychology of F. J. Gall, J. G. Spurzheim, Erasmus Darwin and Charles Bell.5

3

4

5

This alleged disregard for physiology says, however, less about German idealism than about
Carlyle's perpetuation of S. T. Coleridge's assimilation of Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy
as 'haze-world' or 'moonshine', that I have discussed elsewhere (cf. Class 2012).
The question raised by Susan Sontag of whether memories' defects were "symptomatic of illness, as in other somatic ailments, or a metaphor for something psychological run amok in the
personality" (qtd. in Rousseau 2011, 170) is an example for the medical-humanities approach to
neuroscience and memory.
A reviewer of Bulletin of the History of Medicine observed, for instance, that "works [such as
Alan Richardson's British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind] are helping to place a hitherto rather formalist school of literary critical writing, connected as it has been with the likes of
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As Neil Vickers notes, "Richardson reconstructs the science of the Romantic era in a
partial, one-sided way, giving undue prominence to materialism" (2004, 145-146).
Jerome Gaub, Robert Whytt, William Cullen, Albrecht von Haller and John Brown
were, as Vickers notes, more typical of Romantic medicine than Darwin, Gall, Bell
and Spurzheim (cf. ibid.; Vickers 2011a). It is indeed the Romantic conviction that the
mind exerts considerable power over our physical condition that gets obliterated by
Richardson's discussion of the physiological basis of mental experience.
As for the second driving factor within Medical Humanities, narrative-based medicine
arose in the 1990s and affirms, from a vantage point of contemporary medicine, "that
doctor-patient interactions in all medical fields are primarily verbal" and that biomedical
therapies have limitations (cf. Rousseau 2011, 170). 'Literature and Medicine' courses in
the United States consist largely of teaching communication and interpretation skills to
undergraduate students of medicine. The courses are based on the assumption that teaching literature to medical students serves as a 'corrective' to failings in health care. They
are intended to enhance students' narrative competences and by extension their capacity
for empathy, trustworthiness, and sensitivity towards individual patients, "to bear witness to suffering and, by that act, to ease it" (Charon 2006, ix, cf. also 8). So far, no systematic study in clinical practice has been undertaken to verify this basic premise. In
addition, the supposition that literature enhances empathy with patients runs into danger
of reinforcing humanist universals despite the fact that patients come from increasingly
diverse backgrounds. Awareness of problems like these is high among scholars of
Medical Humanities (cf. Whitehead 2012). Broadly speaking, however, the common
desire to recover the patient's experience and gain access to the interiority of suffering
outweighs concerns of elitism mainly because practitioners and scholars are conscious
of the seeming disappearance of the individual sick man and woman in clinical practice and hence of a deficit exposed by Michel Foucault.
Before going into further Foucauldian detail, it is important to note that there is a need
for a more rigorous understanding of the significance of the developments in the Romantic period for the ways in which we experience illness today. Rita Charon, a leading figure in Medical Humanities, observed in 1992: "the patient's narrative of illness
belongs to the romantic tradition, that tradition that privileges the expressive […], the
shift in aesthetics towards specificity, individuality, and variation" (123). Her article
applies the terms 'Romantic' and 'classical' loosely without systematic or sustained references except for disparate quotations from Wordsworth and Hazlitt. Yet she captures, if somewhat crudely, what scholars of Romantic studies have not yet fully investigated:6 given the shared concern with subjective experience and interiority, how does


6

Derrida and De Man, in a much-needed cultural-historical context" (Lawlor 2002, 825). Richardson published a second monograph which expands his discussion of the The Neural Sublime:
Cognitive Theory and Romantic Texts (2010).
Clark Lawlor's excellent new study From Melancholia to Prozac (2012) is one of the latest
examples: it dedicates no more than two pages (97-99) to the discussion of melancholy in the
Romantic age, but covers the early eighteenth century and Victorian age in detail. Joel Faflak's
Romantic Psychoanalysis applies Freudian theory retrospectively to the poetry of the period
(2008). One should also note that to date the standard reference for short prose genres is Andre
Jolles's Einfache Formen (1930), which does not include medical case histories.
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the relation between the tradition of keeping medical case histories and Romantic
prose, poetry and poetics manifest itself both in terms of literary representations and
cultural trends? Gerold Sedlmayr's excellent monograph Discursive Constructions of
Madness in Britain, 1790-1815, which relates shifts in medical theory to politics and
literature, does much to enhance our understanding of the increasing importance of
medical case narratives, for example, those by John Haslam in early nineteenth-century Britain. In the following section, I shall discuss how so-called "German cases"
(Monthly Review [32] 1800, 78) travelled.
2.

Karl Philipp Moritz and William Wordsworth: Medical Case Narratives,
Their Roots and Transformations

David Duff's Romanticism and the Uses of Genre convincingly counters "the belief
that Romanticism was either fundamentally hostile to genre, or interested in genres
only for the purposes of dissolving or transcending them" (2009, 1). Duff reacts
against a common interpretation of Friedrich Schlegel, namely that his profession of
progressive universal poetry would effectively dissolve the distinction between poetry
and prose and absorb all other forms of knowledge. To the contrary, the Romantic period is, according to Duff, notable for the growth of many different "types of discursive prose, disseminated in part through the vastly expanded periodical press" (2009,
3). As Duff adds, "the experimentalism characteristic of Romantic poetry is also evident in many spheres of prose" (ibid.). This section analyses the transformation and
the transformative power of a set of case narratives collected by Karl Philipp Moritz in
Berlin (1783-1793) as part of a European transmission process (cf. Dickson 2011).
Case histories have always been a feature of many disciplines, including ethics, theology, law, medicine and psychotherapy. In medicine, they are bound up with a diverse
set of practices, ranging from doctors' well-sustained observations of patients' illnesses, over detailed prescriptions and filed cures, to brief diagnoses. Once medical
case histories were printed and sold they became removed from immediate professional uses and from doctor-patient interaction. This published type of medical case
narrative is rarer and more refined than the handwritten medical records of daily practice. And it is this elaborated kind of case narrative that the present article examines.
Hippocrates's Epidemics represent the oldest known examples of medical case histories. Historically speaking, the currency of medical case histories depended to some
degree on the status of Hippocratic bedside medicine. Porter's The Greatest Benefit to
Man invokes a golden era of Hippocratic medicine in Britain roughly from the Restoration until the late eighteenth century (Porter 1999, 307). Thomas Sydenham (16241689), also known as the British Hippocrates, valued observation and emphasized the
importance of medical case histories. Asked what were the best medical books, Sydenham "replied 'Read Don Quixote'" (Porter 1999, 229).7 Sydenham's words allude

7

With the arrival of Giovanni Battista Morgagni's post-mortem examinations at Padua in the
1760s and Xavier Bichat's tissue pathology at Paris in the 1790s (cf. Porter 1999, 307), observation of and conversation with the patient were no longer seen as key to medical innovation.
Bichat triumphantly exclaimed in a publication from 1799: "you may take notes for twenty
years from morning to night at the bedside of the sick and all will be to you only a confusion of
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to the intricate connections of madness and romance narrative in Don Quixote (cf.
Bode 2005, 41) and point to the narrative inherent in medical records of illness as well
as the mental distortion inherent in narrative. And so it is that medical case narratives
are commonly viewed as a major intersection between the disciplines of medicine and
literature (cf. von Jagow; Steger 2005, 231).
Michel Foucault's critique of medical case histories has proven highly influential. It
limited their modus operandi to mere instantiation of illness and thus introduced a
somewhat arbitrary distinction between medical and legal cases. In The Birth of the
Clinic, Foucault states, "the disease was observed in terms of symptoms and signs […]
in the medical tradition of the eighteenth century. A happy, calm structure" (2003,
110-11). Foucault considers cases as a means that reduce patients to objects of classification, taxonomy and correction. As John Forrester points out, Foucault severed
medical case histories from Roman casuistry (1996, 12). Discipline and Punish
claimed the "the examination, surrounded by all its documentary techniques, makes
each individual a 'case': a case which at one and the same time constitutes an object
for a branch of knowledge and a hold for a branch of power. The case is no longer, as
in casuistry or jurisprudence, a set of circumstances, defining an act and capable of
modifying the application of the rule" (qtd. in Forrester 1996, 12). Foucault's critique
stimulated an on-going discussion: while Charon confirmed the Foucauldian view by
noting that "medical case histories conceptually enclose narration, constrain signs to
mean only one thing" (1992, 118), Andreas Gailus (2000), Forrester (1996), Brian
Hurwitz (2006), Nicolas Pethes (2012) and Neil Vickers (2007b) support my present
argument that medical case histories are capable of altering and modifying norms, both
in the clinical and non-clinical context. Having said this, medical records and cases
have attracted much scholarly interest across periods, as well as national and disciplinary boundaries.8 These studies offer a more nuanced picture, independent from casuistry, by addressing the question whether medical records focus on the cure, the patient
or only the disease (cf. Kassell et al. 2012). Against the gist of Foucault's Discipline
and Punish, the present essay discusses medical case narratives as an evolving genre
to which Karl Philipp Moritz (1756-1793) made a seminal contribution.
Moritz, teacher, editor, journalist and member of both Berlin Academies, that of Arts
and that of Sciences, published – over a period of ten years and with the aid of two
temporary co-editors – the Magazin zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde (Magazine for the
Study of the Experience of the Soul; hereafter MzE). Starting in 1783, the magazine
appeared in 10 volumes, each subdivided into three sections called 'pieces' ('Stücke'),
with each piece being around 140 pages long. The magazine's motto and title was
"know thyself", the ancient Greek "gnothi sauton". Moritz designed the magazine as a


8

symptoms […] a train of incoherent phenomena" (qtd. Porter 1999, 307). These words are an
indication of the trend towards physico-biological studies in medicine at the time, but case histories were by no means ousted.
Zeitschrift für Germanistik (XIX.2) published a special issue on the topic in 2009. In 2011 and
2012, two German collections of essays on the topic appeared, one edited by Dickson et al., another by Rudolf Behrens and Carsten Zelle. The 'Casebook Project' conducted by Lauren
Kassell et. al. at Cambridge University examines British records of the 16th and 17th century.
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public forum for the exchange of personal narratives about mental experiences and
illness for anyone who could read and write.
One of the legacies of Moritz's magazine in Britain and elsewhere in Europe pertains
to the history of psychiatry and psychology as Sheila Dickson has shown (2011). The
initial mention of Moritz's Gnothi Sauton in Britain anticipated the period after 1808
when the term 'psychiatry' gained currency in the English language (cf. von Jagow;
Steger 2005, 642). From 1798 onwards, the Magazin zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde featured – under various Anglicized titles9 – in some of the most influential works of British nineteenth-century psychiatry. These publications include John C. Bucknill and
Daniel H. Tuke's standard medical book A Manual of Psychological Medicine, which
appeared in 1858 and went through four editions. Furthermore, the works of Johann
Caspar Spurzheim's The Physiognomical System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim, published
in 1815, and the translations of Franz Josef Gall's On the Functions of the Brain and
Each of its Parts by Winslow Lewis in 1835 and Forbes Winslow's On Obscure Diseases of the Brain and Disorders of Mind (London, 1860) helped to disseminate Moritzean cases (cf. Dickson 2009, 167). As Neil Vickers (2009, 312) notes, Moritz's magazine also had an indirect impact on the psychiatric bardolatry of John Connolly and
Henry Maudsley, alongside John C. Bucknill. Accordingly, Moritz's magazine is commonly known as one of, if not, "the world's first psychiatric journal" (Hunter; Macalpine 1982, 559).
The first two specialists in nervous diseases to draw on individual cases from the Magazin zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde were Alexander Crichton (1763-1856) and Thomas
Beddoes (1760-1808). Both eventually agreed that the magazine contained some of the
best case narratives they had ever encountered. The first extant mention of Moritz's
magazine occurs in An Inquiry into the Origin and Nature of Mental Derangement
published in 1798 (cf. Dickson 2009, 162). In his only work on mental disorders,
Crichton observed that "in this work [i. e. Magazine for the Study of the Experience of
the Soul], I found what I had not found in any other publication, a number of wellauthenticated cases of insane aberration of mind, narrated in a full and satisfactory
manner, without a view to any system whatever" (1798, 162). Similarly, as part of his
discussion of insanity in Hygëia Beddoes noted that Moritz's psychological magazine
contained "the best account of delirium, with which I am acquainted" (1803 III Essay
X, 61). In their discussions on mental conditions, both physicians apparently preferred
the case narratives in Moritz's psychological magazine to the native records available
on mental disorders. Unfortunately none of the two gave further reasons for the particular preference of Moritz's case narratives.
There was no shortage of native publications on patients' accounts of illness. Robert
Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) was still seen as the gospel for nervous disease. The English Malady (1733), one of the numerous publications by the high-society physician George Cheyne, contained cases on melancholy, not least Cheyne's own
autobiographical narrative. John Woodward's Select Cases, and Consultations, in

9

The title is also translated as Magazine for Empirical Psychology or Magazine for the Study of
Psychic Experience.
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Physick (1757) were taken down from patients' own narratives and dated from the beginning of the eighteenth century. John Murray and Joseph Johnson had recently published a translation of a text by the eminent German doctor Friedrich Hoffmann under
the title A System of the Practice of Medicine (London, 1783). Moreover, the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society and the Medical Transactions of the Royal
College of Physicians would have been possible sources for physicians like Crichton
and Beddoes. Yet, both men were fluent in German, had strong ties to leading scientists in Göttingen (cf. Dickson 2009, 160-161), and were themselves authors of German translations into English: Crichton had translated Johann Friedrich Blumenbach's
An Essay on Generation (London, 1792), and Beddoes published one of the first English-language translations of excerpts from Kant's First and Third Critiques, as well as
his pamphlet Towards Perpetual Peace (cf. Class 2012, 2). Therefore, Crichton's and
Beddoes's praise suggests that they were aware that Moritz's cases provided a window
to ordinary people's psychic experiences (ca. 1750s until 1790s), unmatched in number
and detail by publications in English around 1800.
Moritz's collection was unique for a number of reasons, five of which are particularly
pertinent: first, in a daring move, Moritz had asked his readership in the proposal
("Vorschlag") published in Deutsches Museum (German Museum) 1782 to submit for
publication in his magazine: "sad observations made of children, relatives or friends"
(Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 488).10 Conscious that publication would entail stigma,
Moritz invoked the service to mankind. Many of Moritz's contributors were teachers,
priests, civil servants and students, who might otherwise not have published. Their
articles were usually written in form of letters to the editor and frequently concerned
illiterate children, men or women that the authors had encountered as part of their professional lives. This scheme turned readers into writers and thus put a hermeneutic
principle into practice. Second, the most important result that Moritz hoped to achieve
through his scheme was, according to his above-mentioned proposal, better selfawareness among people ("Erkenntnis seiner selbst") (Deutsches Museum 1782, 489).
Anticipating Sigmund Freud's psychosomatic views (cf. Breuer; Freud 2011, 32-33),
Moritz reckoned that if there were a cure against mental disorders, it would be the verbal exchange of experiences ("wechselseitige Mittheilung von Erfahrungen") (MzE
1.1, 114). Third, Moritz applied medical rubrics loosely to his magazine, distinguishing between four parts: the study of the nature of the soul ("Seelennaturkunde"), the
disease of the soul ("Seelenkrankheitskunde"), the cures of the soul ("Seelendiätetik")
and the signs or symptoms of the soul ("Seelenzeichenkunde"); these divisions corresponded to physiology, pathology, dietetics, and semiotics (cf. Schrimpf 1980, 36).
Moritz insisted, however, that the boundaries between health and disease were permeable; or as he put it, "the more general, indeterminate and oscillating […] the better"
("je allgemeiner, unbestimmter und schwankender […] desto besser" [my translation]
MzE 1.1, 113). Moritz considered his thoughts as guidelines and not as norms. What
he proposed was a spectrum of mental states, with sanity and insanity as two extremes.

10

My translation, M.C. The original reads: "traurige Beobachtungen, die er an Kindern, Verwandten oder Freunden gemacht hat". Matthew Bell explains the inception of Gnothi Sauton in more
detail (2005, 92).
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Faced with overstimulation, the mind required the capacity to obscure ("verdunkeln")
excessive ideas in order to maintain its balance; most crucially, the mind's equilibrium
depended on a set of fixed, yet flexible, ideas imprinted in the mind because they offered coherence and thus mental health (MzE 1.1, 31-32). Fourth, the preface to the first
issue of the magazine ruled out any form of moral or religious judgment and opposed
any kind of medical theory. Moritz demanded "facts and no moral prattle" ("Fakta, und
kein moralisches Geschwätz" MzE 1.1, 2). He warned his readers against the detrimental
effects of Christian beliefs for the study of mental illness: he lamented the fact that
many attempts to ameliorate mental diseases had been jeopardized by misguided religious notions (Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 486). Fifth, Moritz stipulated that childhood
memories represented not only an essential part of but also a prerequisite for becoming a
skilled, selfless and thorough observer of mankind (Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 492494). 11 The combination of these five aspects distinguished Moritz's psychological
magazine and made it somewhat unique in the eyes of Beddoes and Crichton.
Moritz's notional concepts were partly assimilated by Crichton and Beddoes. Crichton's An Inquiry aimed to establish a nosology of mental disorders primarily based on
physiological aetiology and was directed at a specialist audience. Crichton concurred,
as Sheila Dickson notes, with two assessments made by Moritz (2009, 165): for Crichton childhood plays an important role for the development of mental diseases in adult
life (cf. Crichton 1798 I, 139, 160, 263-264, 267-268, 276-278). Moreover, physicians
should refrain from moral judgments (cf. Crichton 1798 II, 98-99, 133). As a serial selfhelp publication, Beddoes's Hygëia (1802-1803) was intended for a wider readership
than Crichton's An Inquiry. Essays IX and X indicate that Beddoes drew significant inspiration from Moritz's cases. The physician was, for instance, impressed by Marcus
Herz's narrative which detailed how the position of the bed to which he was confined
was decisive for the course of his nearly fatal nervous fever. According to Vickers,
Moritz's influence can be detected in several aspects of Beddoes's treatise (cf. 2009,
315). Moritz's cases helped Beddoes to justify the correlation between madness and
childhood experience, and enabled him to think "about passions as something that operated outside of our awareness" (Vickers 2009, 315). They made Beddoes "more committed than any other eminent British physician to the idea that a great deal of nervous
diseases and insane pathology was psychically caused" (ibid.). Lastly, Moritz's concept
of mental health supplied the Bristol physician with fresh ideas to redraw classical concepts of the mental balance between inner and external world. In short, Moritz's cases
enhanced an already growing understanding of the significance of childhood experiences, memories, and domestic circumstances for physical and mental ailments.
It has been overlooked how strongly Beddoes reacted initially to the narrative dimension of Moritz's cases. Beddoes commented on Gnothi Sauton prior to the publication
of Hygëia, first in a footnote in his Contributions to Physical and Medical Knowledge,
Principally from the West of England (Bristol, 1799) and later in a review of Crichton's An Inquiry, published in volume 32 of the Monthly Review in May 1800 (cf.
Dickson 2009, 171). In both publications, Beddoes expressed his opinion that the nar
11

Cf. MzE 1.1, 65-70; 1.2, 82-93; 1.3, 1-27; 2.1, 1-12, 96-114; 3.3. 42-6; 4.1, 8-9; 4.2, 96-127;
4.3, 1-16, 49-75; 8.1, 83-89 (cf. Dickson 2011). 
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rative dimension in Moritz's cases was so extensive that they were more suitable for
entertainment than medical science: "fitter for the chimney corner gossiping than for
philosophizing on human ideas and feelings" (1799, 369 Fn.) and "more interesting in
a physician's nursery, than in his library" (Monthly Review 32 [1800], 78). Dickson
suggests that the criticism in both cases was primarily aimed at Beddoes's competitor
Crichton and his An Inquiry (Dickson 2009, 171-72). One should also note that the
articles in Moritz's magazine usually consisted of highly crafted narratives that no
longer resembled the documentation of disease or prescriptions that one might have
expected to find in medical case records. Comments by late seventeenth and eighteenth-century British doctors show that lavish narratives in the medical profession
were ridiculed (for a detailed account cf. Hurwitz 2006). The Animadversions on the
Medicinal Observations of the Heidelberg Palatinate, Dorchester Practitioner of
Physick, Mr Frederick Loss (London 1674) further indicate that German physicians
tended to include more details in medical case studies than their British colleagues.
Beddoes's alleged disregard for Moritz's cases belongs to this British medical context.
At the same time, his seemingly negative statements even suggest a degree of recognition for the innovative amalgamation of prose narratives in Moritz's psychological
magazine. Both of Beddoes's remarks, the "chimney corner" and "physician's nursery",
lose most of their negative connotations if we consider a less well-known circumstance. At the time when Beddoes first commented publically on Moritz, the physician
was linked to a poetically and socially most daring project: William Wordsworth's and
Samuel Taylor Coleridge's Lyrical Ballads (1798). The Bristol issue of Lyrical Ballads
held at the British Library contains Beddoes's poem "Domiciliary Verses". The ballad
gives us a glimpse of Beddoes's involvement in Wordsworth's and Coleridge's joint
publication.12 Like Wordsworth's compositions, Beddoes's verse cherishes rustic life.
The ballad is centred on a family snugly gathering around the fireplace and taking delight in their reunion in the "chimney corner". While it remains tantalizing who inspired whom to write poetry on simple life, Wordsworth and Coleridge or Beddoes,
the physician's "Domiciliary Verses" shed a positive light on Beddoes's otherwise disparaging initial remarks on Moritz's cases.
Beddoes's apparent criticism conveys further hidden approval of Moritz's achievements in terms of narrative engagement. The case narratives in Moritz's magazine are
often remarkably precise, even shocking, in psychological and physical detail. For instance, the second volume, first piece, contains a case of child abuse committed by a
private tutor in 1781 and narrated from the perspective of the watching and unbelieving father (MzE 2.1, 20-38). The same piece also includes a story, dating from 1762, of
a soldier in Brandenburg during the Seven Years' War narrated by a military doctor
(MzE 2.1, 60-64). The mercenary kept mutilating himself severely in order to be
deemed unfit for service in the Austrian army because service would have entailed
fighting against his family and former neighbours. Both narratives convey personal
tragedy respectfully while maintaining the characters' individual dignity. The merit of
these narratives is high both in terms of empathy as well as style.

12

I have discussed the nature of Beddoes's involvement in more detail elsewhere (Class 2012,
162).
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These felicitous renditions can be attributed to Moritz's conceptualization of the form
and tone for the contributions to his magazine. There is currently much debate on the
absence of the term 'case history' ('Fallgeschichte') from Moritz's own conceptualization.13 The terms that Moritz used to designate the type of text he solicited were "observations" ("Beobachtungen") (Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 488) and "facts" ("Fakta")
(MzE 1.1, 2). Nonetheless, I agree with Martin Davies's basic argument that Moritz's
assimilation of the 'case-study' around 1782 meant a "conceptual breakthrough" (1985,
20). It is perhaps more correct to say that Moritz conceived of an important formal
innovation by adapting a prose form that was rooted in the tradition of the observatio
in Renaissance science writing and that had become an integral part of medical publications after 1550 (cf. Pomata 2011, 48-62).14 In his proposal for the magazine, Moritz
considered what it took to become a skilled observer of mankind. An essential step in
this learning process was, according to Moritz, to analyse one's childhood memories as
well as to restrain oneself from copying books, especially romance and drama.15 For
Moritz such a desire to imitate ("Nachahmungssucht") represented one of the great
obstacles to genuine observation. Observation was a creative process for Moritz and
should ideally take place from a self-effacing and calm vantage point. Moritz's rejection of imitation anticipated his aesthetics in Über die Bildende Nachahmung des
Schönen (On the Creative Imitation of Beauty, 1788). His deliberations on observation
mainly invoked a set of skills and a tradition of prose writing that he had encountered
in the works of and conversations with his close friend Marcus Herz.
Herz was physician-in-chief at the Jewish community hospital in Berlin. Not only was
Moritz a "regular visitor to the brilliant salon" of Marcus Herz's wife Henriette (Davies
1985, 16), Herz was also treating Moritz's pulmonary consumption. On the one hand,
Herz gave Moritz personal inspiration. In the 1760s, the physician had studied philosophy under Kant in Königsberg and gained his professor's full approval.16 In his Briefe
an Ärzte (Letters to Physicians, 1777), Herz had reflected on his responsibilities as a
doctor and writer (cf. Leder 2007, 50-52). For Herz it was a question of conscience
and philanthropy to sit down at his desk and to "write experience into the world" ("Erfahrungen in die Welt hineinschreiben") (qtd. in Leder 2007, 51-52). He added that
medical writings as part of the art of medicine required thorough self-examination of

13

14

15

16

The essays in 'Fakta, und kein moralisches Geschwätz': Zu den Fallgeschichten im 'Magazin
zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde' (2011) edited by Dickson et. al. address this issue from different
angles.
Recent studies headed by Lorraine Daston and Elizabeth Lunbeck in the history of science
(2011) have advanced our knowledge of the genealogy of scientific observations as a template
for the transmission of cognitive content. By the 1760s, Andreas Elias Büchner, the president of
the German Academy (since 1735), published what Carsten Zelle calls the "German poetic diction of medical case histories" (2009, 307). Büchner's instructions reinforced the two-fold structure introduced in the second half of the sixteenth century (cf. Pomata 2011).
"[W]ie schwer wird es dem Beobachter, unter all dem, was durch das Lesen von Romanen und
Schauspielen in den Charakter gekommen ist, das seine und originelle wieder hervorzurufen!"
(Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 497).
Herz's publications included a treatise on vertigo (1786) and numerous medical case histories,
the story of Moses Menselssohn's illness (1786) among them (cf. Leder 2007, 118). It is possible that the success of Moritz's cases had spurned him on to publish his own.
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one's motives. Moritz believed that his cases provided more insight than rational
speculation did (MzE 7.3, 1). Herz's self-consciousness explains a possible motivation
for Moritz's claim. The physician's deliberations and his practice of recording his observations of patients impressed Moritz. On the other hand, Herz represented a key for
Moritz to the tradition and skill of writing medical cases. By the 1760s, Andreas Elias
Büchner, the president of the German Academy (since 1735), had reinforced a twopart format of medical case writing that pertained to the patient on one side and the
disease on the other (cf. Zelle 2009, 307). By soliciting observations only, Moritz
adapted the format to his need. Moritz dismissed the learnt commentary on the nature
of disease, usually the second part, and focussed instead exclusively on the patient narrative traditionally known as 'historia morbi' or 'curatio', or first part. In brief, Herz's
thoughtfulness combined with his knowledge of and experience in medical writing
helped Moritz to conceive of a secular prose narrative for disinterested examination of
self and other. This form did a great deal to preserve the dignity and individuality of
the persons whose sufferings the contributors recounted.
Albeit dismissive, Beddoes's initial statements about Moritz's cases indicate that he
recognized Moritz's narrative innovations. The physician's response to the Magazin
zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde in Hygëia certainly illustrates the effectiveness of Moritz's
hybrid form. Through the sober, non-judgemental framing of the 'historia morbi', readers learnt about the psychological complexity of ordinary people, for instance about
the moral and physical dilemma of the above-mentioned Brandenburg mercenary. Until then, eighteenth-century European literature tended to suggest that common soldiers
were incapable of such complex psychological conflict. Boswell's The Life of Samuel
Johnson, for example, had confirmed the view that the members of the so-called 'middling classes' did not suffer from mental disorders because their sensibilities lacked the
necessary refinement: "Employment, Sir, and hardships, prevent melancholy. I suppose in all our army in America there was not one man who went mad" (618). Beddoes's Hygëia shows that reading Moritz's case narratives did much to convince him
that most people's minds were awash with passions and that this was so independent of
social class or rank (cf. Vickers 2007a, 269).
It might have been coincidence that Beddoes's perusal of Moritz's Gnothi Sauton coincided roughly with the period of his life in which the physician became close friends
with Coleridge and an acquaintance of Wordsworth. Neil Vickers has recently uncovered Coleridge's assimilation of Moritz's cases and psychology in his letters, notebooks
and lectures (2007b, 276). Yet, so far scholars have failed to comment on Moritz's
relevance for Wordsworth's poetry and prose despite the fact that Joel Faflak refers to
both The Prelude and "The Ruined Cottage" as two "of the first case histories of psychoanalysis, an epochal moment" (2008, 4). It was between spring 1797 and 1798 that
Wordsworth composed the first version of "The Ruined Cottage", which consisted of a
narrative about the suffering and death of Margaret; one might say, Margaret's imagined 'historia morbi' (cf. Gill 2000, 686). A few months later Wordsworth wrote the
first lines of The Prelude: "Was it for this". There is no extant evidence that Wordsworth read Moritz's magazine; nonetheless, Wordsworth's introspective blank verse
from this period conveys strong formal and notional affinity to Moritz's case narratives
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through its development of a psychological mode, so pronounced in its secularism that
it competes and, at times, surpasses Wordsworth's pantheistic speculations about Nature, "the eternal spirit" (Wordsworth 1995, 5 l. 104).
Sally Shuttleworth notes that "perhaps Wordsworth's greatest legacy to the Victorian
age was his line 'The Child is father of the Man', which lay behind the novels of development of the period and became the mantra of the educationists, and child psychologists of the late century" (2010, 7). It was probably while on the way to or in Lower
Saxony that Wordsworth began composing poems on his childhood. He completed a
version of "There was a Boy" in first-person narrative and the boat-stealing episode.
Jonathan Wordsworth detected striking differences in the ways in which Wordsworth's
poetry of 1798 and 1799 represents the foundations of the poet's existence (1995,
xxvii). In "Was it for this", a metaphysical "Soul of things" fits "Our new existence to
existing things / And in our dawn of being constitutes / The bond of union betwixt life
and joy" (ll. 121-123). In the second part of the "Two-Part Prelude" (1799), however,
it is the mother who grounds the child's existence: "Along his infant veins are interfused / The gravitation and the filial bond/ Of nature that connect him with the world"
(ll. 292-294). Jonathan Wordsworth called the invocation of early-childhood memory,
such as "blest the babe / Nursed in his mother's arms […] / Upon his mother's breast"
(ll. 269-271), "a new humanist myth with psychological implications a hundred years
ahead of its time" (1995, xxix). However, this alleged myth alone does not establish
Wordsworth's affinity with Moritz. The German editor had no monopoly over that
preoccupation at a time when the educated classes of Enlightenment Europe gave "unprecedented attention to childhood" (Vickers 2009, 315). The similarity between
Moritz and Wordsworth consists in the latter's evolving view that memories play a
decisive role for one's bodily condition and that the communication of these memories
has a healing effect. While Moritz had professed that the exchange of sad observations
offered the only potential cure for mental disorder, Wordsworth referred to the tragic
facts of rural life as memories that had turned into stabilizing archetypes for him. In
early 1799, he prefaced the famous 'spots of time episode' with the following lines,
only preserved in the "Two-Part Prelude":
To numerous accidents […]
Distresses, disasters, tragic facts
Of rural history that impressed my mind
With images to which in the following years
Far other feelings were attached – with forms
That yet existed with independent life,
And, like their archetypes, know no decay, (ll. 280-287)

In the "Two-Part Prelude" of 1799, the passage "There are in our existence" (ll. 288296) concludes Wordsworth's narrative of childhood memories, including boat stealing, nest plundering, and the encounter with a drowned man. Each of these 'spots in
time' can be said to operate like a short, at times morbid, case narrative. And each of
these short narratives in turn "nourished and invisibly repaired" the speaker, Wordsworth. The narrator does not need to fear depression, "No outcast he, bewildered and
depressed!" (l. 291), as his mental and physical balance is restored by virtue of the constancy of these memories that "know no decay" (l. 287). In contrast to Faflak, I do not
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suggest that The Prelude is one long case history. What I propose is that the "Two-Part
Prelude", raw and energetic in its draft stage, consists largely of a sequence of brief case
narratives that not only structure the poem but lend it its virtually vital energy.
The case-narrative structure allows for a meditation that is momentarily free from
moral judgment and metaphysical speculation, just focused on the childhood memory.
"Ode: Intimations of Immortality" tells us that Wordsworth cherished above all the
disturbing dimension of childhood memories: "Not for these I raise / The song of
thanks and praise / But for those obstinate questionings / […] / High instincts, before
which our mortal Nature / Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised" (ll. 142-150).
Moritz once lamented that, considering that many people lived in books, very few
texts had the capacity to return their readers eventually back to the real world (Deutsches Museum 1 [1782], 498). Written at Goslar, the "Two-Part Prelude" seems designed to redirect its principal reader, Wordsworth, to the reality from which he had
become displaced. Wordsworth admitted that "it was a thing unprecedented in Literary
history that a man should talk so much about himself" (qtd. in Faflak 2008, 4). What
was so daring about the poet's introspection was Wordsworth's decision to write about
himself in blank verse. The "Two-Part Prelude" gives us a glimpse of Wordsworth's
amalgamation of case narrative and verse epic, the genre for the patient combined with
the form for heroes: a union of opposites. Moritz's possible influence helps to explain
Wordsworth's affinity to a psychoanalysis avant la lettre, which has been detected by
J. Wordsworth, Joel Faflak and others, and sheds a new light on the poet's engagement
with German literary and medical culture.
Moreover, the present essay proposes that the invention of 'Literature and Medicine'
through its integrative approach to body and mind marks a return to a trend in the German principalities that included Schiller, August Gottlieb Meißner and others (cf.
Kosenina 2007, 126) and was epitomized by Moritz's Magazin zur Erfahrungsseelenkunde. The study of the emergence of medical case narratives as a genre enthralled
both with psyche as well as physiology warrants particular attention as it has the potential to shed a new light on European and especially Anglo-German Romanticisms.
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UTE BERNS (HAMBURG)
Romantic Poetry, Scientific Discourse and the Aesthetics of Nature

1.

Introduction

Over the past decades the Anglo-American world of philosophy has seen a new and
vigorous debate on the aesthetics of nature, sometimes also referred to as 'the appreciation of nature and natural environments'.1 At some point or other in the course of presenting their arguments, a great many scholars tend to refer to the Romantic period and
almost invariably to William Wordsworth. And their favourite choice of text, as a nonrepresentative survey suggests, is Wordsworth's poem "Lines Written a Few Miles
Above Tintern Abbey". In this poem, the speaker recalls his experience of a specific
natural environment:
[…]
– that serene and blessed mood
In which the affections gently lead us on
Until the breath of this corporeal frame
And even the motion of our human blood
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep
In body, and become a living soul,
While with an eye made quiet by the power
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy
We see into the life of things.
(ll. 42-50)

It is in these lines that the philosophers are prone to identify an imaginative union with
nature that intimates transcendence and renders nature's aesthetic and moral values
accessible. The line of argument then follows one of two possible courses. The first is
exemplified by J. T. Diffey, who continues by saying that Wordsworth's experience
has become problematic for us, because the poet posits a transcendent source which
we can no longer take for granted (cf. 1993, 58-59). And many of his colleagues
would agree. Others, however, remain interested in precisely this kind of experience
(cf. Rolston III 2004, 193), which they may re-describe as a form of mysticism (cf.
Hepburn 2004, 133-35), or a numinous immanence accessible through immersion in
the natural environment (cf. Berleant 2004, 85-86). At the same time it is the notorious
dictum "we murder to dissect" from Wordsworth's poem "The Tables Turned", which
is quoted as evidence for the poet's enmity to all things scientific (cf. Muelder-Eaton
2004, 178; Wordsworth, l. 28).
While these and similar readings of Wordsworth's poetry exemplify what many philosophers deem to be typical of the Romantic appreciation of nature, this Wordsworthian experience, though still figuring in current philosophical discussions, is by no
means central to it. The current debate on the aesthetics of nature has diversified in
1

Important collections include e.g. Salim Kemal and Ivan Gaskell's Landscape, Natural Beauty
and the Arts (1993) and Carlson and Berleant's The Aesthetics of Natural Environments (2004).
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significant ways. In what follows, I will take a closer look at this discussion and focus,
in particular, on an influential model of the appreciation of nature that appears to be
located at the opposite end of the Wordsworthian one. This alternative model does not
rely on 'immersion' but on 'cognition'. Its proponents describe it as a cognitive model
since they argue for the relevance of knowledge and, more specifically, of scientific
knowledge for our post-Darwinian appreciation of nature. In the cultural context of
twentyfirst-century Western societies where encounters with nature tend to be heavily
informed by our scientific knowledge of its threatened ecosystems, this cognitive
model acquires increasing relevance in accounts of our appreciation of natural (and
human) environments.
By transferring this cognitive model to Romantic studies, I hope to show that it is not,
in fact, a post-Romantic model but coeval with the Wordsworthian one. I will present
examples from the Romantic period explicitly inviting a cognitive appreciation of nature. This interdisciplinary approach has several objectives. First and foremost I suggest
that scholars of Romantic literature should re-consider, from yet another angle, the recent spate of research into the period's scientific discourse. In what must definitely count
as a 'recent trend', many literary critics have explored this scientific discourse in a (new)
historicist framework. They have done so with a view to the models and metaphors this
scientific discourse provides for figuring history, revolution, sexuality and other dimensions of the social. But this scientific discourse should also be taken more seriously, I
argue, as an integral part both of the period's aesthetics of nature and of the history of
our contemporary debate on the aesthetics of nature. Besides, I also wish to alert philosophers working in the field of aesthetics to the much wider spectrum of relevant literary exempla in the period of Romanticism – exempla that do in fact tally with recent
developments in the philosophical debate. By drawing attention to a different set of
literary texts and to the critical studies discussing them, I hope to contribute to a
greater degree of historical awareness in the current philosophical debate.
2.

The current philosophical debate on the aesthetics of nature and scientific
knowledge

As we are often reminded, in the second half of the eighteenth century, Edmund
Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful (1757) and Immanuel Kant's Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790) engendered a debate on aesthetics, with nature as the paradigmatic object of experience. This debate
took a swerve in the wake of Hegel's verdict that art, rather than nature, should be the
primary object of aesthetics (cf. Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, 1977, 13-15 and 190202). The result was a gradual abandonment of the aesthetics of nature in modern philosophy. If the aesthetics of nature was studied at all, it was scrutinized in close analogy to the aesthetics of art. This has changed. Following Ronald Hepburn's seminal
essay "Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of Natural Beauty" (2004), originally
published in the 1960s, this discussion was revived. And since the 1980s, an additional
urgency has fuelled this rapidly broadening debate. People now look to it for arguments for the preservation of the natural environments – arguments that move beyond
utilitarian calculations of survival.
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The recent discussion on the aesthetics of nature has once more produced a multi-vocality that cannot be summarized here. What I can do, however, is adopt the distinction
of certain types of argument (e.g. Carlson 2009, 11-14): the 'noncognitive' (nonconceptual or ambient) types on the one hand and the 'cognitive' (conceptual or narrative)
types on the other – a distinction which will later be useful also for differentiating specific features in the selected texts from the Romantic period. The first or noncognitive
type simply holds that something other than a cognitive component (scientific knowledge, cultural narratives) is the central feature of the aesthetic appreciation of the environment. This type analyses the aesthetic experience of nature as, for instance, a
mode of imaginative engagement and immersion. Arnold Berleant explores interactions with natural environments that dissolve the boundaries between subject and object and create feelings of unity. Berleant argues for the rewarding experience of immersion without assuming the existence of a divine presence (cf. 2004, 82-86). Noncognitive accounts may also refer to an 'emotional arousal' brought about through
sense perceptions, e.g. the perception of vastness and immensity; these arguments by
Noël Carroll (2004, 94-97) are reminiscent of Burke's notion of the 'sublime' (1998,
85-86, 114) especially when Carroll, drawing on the work of Jay Appleton (1975),
relates these responses to an impulse of self-preservation (cf. Caroll 2004, 104-106).
And finally Emily Brady emphasizes the importance of perceptual attentiveness and
the activity of the imagination (cf. 2004, 161-62) – a focus clearly familiar to scholars
of Romanticism (for a recent in-depth study of the concept of the Romantic imagination; cf. Lobsien 2008). This is by no means an exhaustive list, but in all of these accounts – whether they foreground immersive, emotional or imaginative aspects – the
cognitive content of the aesthetic experience is regarded as modest.
I now turn to the cognitive type of argument which is premised on the notion that we
can only aesthetically appreciate an object if we know something about it. In discussions of works of art we would thus automatically assume that knowledge about art
history and art criticism is crucial for appreciating these objects. Yet what does this
mean for the appreciation of natural environments? There is a venerated and hugely influential tradition that construes the appreciation of nature in analogy to the appreciation of art. Its proponents hold that we appreciate natural environments as if they were
two-dimensional scenes, viewed from a particular vantage point (e.g. Crawford 1993,
188). If the spectator of the landscape posits a creator/artist in analogy to a divine creator/artist, nature turns into "God's handiwork" (Carlson 1993, 215). But even if we do
not assume the existence of a creator god, the model grants that we acknowledge formal qualities or patterns: we actively frame, select and re-configure elements of the
natural environment which are then perceived as a composition (cf. Crawford 1993,
188; Bell 1999). In this model, knowledge about landscape painting or other works of
art, such as conceptions of the beautiful, sublime or picturesque in art history and criticism, is thought to enhance or enrich our appreciation of the natural environment.
There is no doubt that in the period of Romanticism, the tradition of the picturesque in
landscape painting shaped representations of nature in other media (and vice versa) as
well as more immediate appreciations of nature (e.g. Bicknell 1981, ix-xvi).
Recently, philosophers Allan Carlson, Glenn Parsons and others have elaborated an
alternative cognitive model. Carlson and Budd, in particular, argue that the activity of
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'appreciation' means to appreciate something as and for what it is (cf. Carlson 2009,
41, qtg. Budd 2002, 91). In a concise early formulation Carlson specifies that the general form of appreciation can be determined as the appreciation of "order, the forces
which produce it, and the account which illuminates it" (1993, 220). For these and
other reasons he considers the appreciation of natural environments as art rather than
as natural environments to be fundamentally deficient (cf. 2009, 24-28). More importantly, he claims that for us today scientific knowledge forms the decisive cognitive
component that enriches our understanding of nature as nature. To give an example
which I take from Ronald Hepburn: when we view a U-shaped valley our experience
is enriched by the knowledge that the valley was moulded by a glacier millions of
years ago. Hepburn and others here formulate that we "think-in the perception-transcending ideas and explanations" (1993, 71).
Carlson's model is attractive for literary and cultural critics because it is open to historical and cultural difference. After all it suggests that in appreciating an object and
its perceptual properties we are guided by our stories about it. Regarding natural environments, relevant stories may "derive from various religious and folk traditions, explaining nature, if not as designed by, yet as involving in some way the actions of, for
example, one all powerful god, many lesser gods, entities such as spirits, demons, fairies or heroes" (1993, 219). In Western culture, however, science has gained principal
relevance as a narrative that explains the properties of nature. Our appreciation of the
order and history we perceive in natural environments is shaped by geological, meteorological and biological accounts, as well as evolutionary theory (cf. 1993, 220). Today, much of this knowledge is knowledge, more specifically, about ecological systems, their interaction and their development.
For my purpose, the most productive engagement with this current debate on the aesthetics of nature is one that is open to different approaches and their combination (cf.
Heyd 2001). Viewed in a historical perspective, cultural texts may offer scripts for
very different modes of appreciating natural environments. Romantic poems and lyrical dramas, in particular, explore a wide range of possibilities for appreciating nature
in the process of textually constructing it. These poetic texts offer outright blue-prints
to the reader for imaginatively enacting these modes of appreciation and thus fashioning his or her sensibilities. In the following, however, I will investigate, in particular,
how the selected excerpts from poems and lyrical dramas incorporate a cognitive dimension in their textual evocations of natural environments: how do the literary strategies deploy and transform scientific knowledge even as they invite readers to 'think-in'
this knowledge as they appreciate the textualized natural environment? And how do
the texts integrate the scientific knowledge with other narratives which invite an appreciation of natural environments?
The terms 'nature' or 'natural environment' will initially be deployed in the lose manner
in which they are sometimes opposed to the term 'human environment' or 'culture'.
This is a matter of focus which does not deny the 'textuality' of these concepts nor does
it make any claims about the 'purity' of the phenomena these concepts refer to (cf.
Soper 1995, 7-9 and 15-21). My use of the term 'natural environment' rather than
'landscape' in approaching the texts is designed to avoid terms already implicated in
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the discourse of art history and theatre (cf. Crawford 2004, 254). This will allow me to
better trace how the texts themselves invest this 'natural environment' with cognitive
content from different fields.
3.

Scientific knowledge in the Romantic period

The last twenty years have seen a sustained scholarly interest in the Romantic period's
scientific discourse, giving rise to research too rich to survey here (cf. e.g. Bewell
1999; Cunningham/Jardine 1990; Golinsky 1992; Heringman 2003). Critics have
come to recognize that they had underestimated both the social scope and the cultural
functions of this discourse. This also holds for the dissemination of scientific knowledge among the period's poets: Charlotte Smith, Joanna Baillie, S.T. Coleridge, Percy
B. Shelley, Mary Shelley, John Keats, Erasmus Darwin and Thomas Lovell Beddoes –
to name but a few – were all deeply read in medicine or so-called natural history (cf.
Berns 2012; De Almeida 1991; Heringman 2004; Levere 1981; Richardson 2005; Roe
2001; Ruston 2005; Sedlmayr 2011). Much of their interest centred on what later came
to be called the 'sciences of life'. Poets and scientists were fascinated with the mystery
of animation or 'vitality', and a large number of the contemporary 'naturalists' also –
and crucially – attempted to trace life historically. They debated the origin of species
and speculated about evolutionary theories of 'gradualism' or volcanic and oceanic
'catastrophism'. Ultimately, this endeavour gave birth to the disciplines of geology,
mineralogy and palaeontology as well as chemistry and biology.
In their pre-disciplinary shapes naturalist discourses can be seen to freely partake of
literary discourses and vice versa, and I do not wish to deny the specificity of this historical moment, which clearly facilitated the thinking-in of different fields of knowledge (literature, science and the visual arts) to the appreciation of nature. Yet when
Heringman argues that the rich discursive strand of an 'aesthetic geology' in literary
and naturalist writing falls into the "separate provinces of earth science and 'nature
poetry'" by the 1830s (cf. 2004, xiv-xv), this does not mean, of course, that the scientific is exorcised from the literary. Instead the interrelation, in Victorian culture, of
scientific naturalism and, for instance, literary realism demonstrates new realignments.
Just as Darwin's epoch-making Origin of the Species continues to deploy literary
strategies, so scientific discourse continues to shape literary representations of nature,
most notably in George Eliot's or Thomas Hardy's novels (cf. Beer 2009).
So in tracing today's discussion about the role of scientific knowledge in the appreciation of nature back to the Romantic age, I am tracing it to a point of origin. Obviously,
'origin' is a highly problematic concept. So what I mean is this: it is only in the second
half of the eighteenth century that the understanding of nature was historicized in our
sense of the word. Natural history, previously concerned with classification, became
associated with huge geological time spans and the conception of nature as a historically dynamic force. This temporalized conception of nature presents the very framework of all our scientific and especially our ecological thinking today. The texts I have
selected all grapple with the conception of nature in this new and dynamic sense as
they devise ways of thinking-in scientific knowledge to the appreciation of nature.
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Scientific knowledge and the aesthetics of nature in texts by
Charlotte Smith, Percy Bysshe Shelley and Thomas Lovell Beddoes

My first example is the opening passage of Charlotte Smith's long poem "Beachy
Head", published in 1807. Smith is recognized today as a shaping force of the Romantic
period, exploring a complex gendered poet persona (cf. Labbe 2003; Zimmerman 1999,
39-72) and an 'alternate' poetic vision of nature (cf. Curran 1993, xxvii) that have been
placed in a dialogue with the Wordsworthian persona and vision (cf. Labbe 2011). The
collection Beachy Head and Other Poems, moreover, counts as "an important landmark
of what deserves to be recognized as a literary movement, a school of British women's
writing merging poetry and science" (Pascoe 1994, 193). "Beachy Head" is Smith's last
work and its title refers to a landmark on the coast facing France. The text celebrates this
part of south-east England by skilfully interrelating natural history and both macroperspective and micro-perspectives of human history (cf. Kelly 2004, 286-89). The
poem is famous for its extensive annotations that provide explanatory historical and scientific detail. Much of this detail pertains to botany, and critics have identified the botanical discourse on which Smith drew and to which she contributed (cf. Landry 2002,
50-61; Pascoe 1994). However, I will confine my discussion to the poem's opening section, which foregrounds the geological dimension of natural history.
On thy stupendous summit, rock sublime,
That o'er the channel reared, halfway at sea
The mariner at early morning hails,*
I would recline; while Fancy should go forth
And represent the strange and awful hour
Of vast concussions when the Omnipotent
Stretched forth his arm* and rent the solid hills,
The rifted shores, and from the continent
Eternally divided this green isle.
Imperial lord of the high southern coast,
From thy projecting headland I would mark
Far in the east the shades of night disperse,
Melting and thinned, as from the dark blue wave
Emerging, brilliant rays of arrowy light
Dart from the horizon, when the glorious sun
Just lifts above it his resplendent orb.

(ll. 1-17)

*l. 3: In crossing the Channel from the coast of France, Beachy Head is the first land made.
*ll. 6f: Alluding to an idea that this Island was once joined to the continent of Europe, and torn
from it by some convulsion of Nature. I confess I never could trace the resemblance between the
two countries. Yet the cliffs about Dieppe, resemble the chalk cliffs on the Southern coast. […]

The first lines show the speaker looking out to the sea atop the cliff "Beachy Head".
She imagines the particular moment in history – "the strange and awful hour of vast
concussion" – when the British Isles were separated from the Continent – "and from
the continent eternally divided this green isle". Smith's second footnote here introduces
and critically weighs the geological cause of "some convulsion of Nature". In the last
part the speaker recalls contemplating the rising sun in the east. So how does this passage fashion the appreciation of a natural environment and how does scientific knowledge come into it?
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As Jacqueline Labbe remarks, the first lines "participate in the Romantic revival of the
prospect poem" (2003, 142-43). This prospect view is allied not only to various forms
of cultural authority, but also to the fixed position of the landscape painting which is
here evoked in a particularly intricate manner. While the speaker's position raises expectations of a famous and magnificent scene, the scene is taken for granted and the
description elliptically omitted. Letting her "Fancy […] go forth", the speaker then
'thinks-in' to the prospect of the English Channel a piece of scientific knowledge about
the history of this natural environment. This occurs in two phases and on two levels: in
the footnote, Smith explains the geological idea in a discursive manner, whereas in the
main text she then expands on this idea imaginatively. By thus splitting the text into
footnote and main text, the poem emphasizes the separateness of what Carlson would
call the 'explanatory narrative' from the immediate perception and thus highlights the
act of thinking-in the cognitive content. As the speaker then imagines a dramatic
scene, she renders her geological knowledge as an anthropomorphized act performed
by a divine creator-artist who materially shapes the natural environment: "the Omnipotent / Stretched forth his arm and rent the solid hills". The analogy between prospect
and landscape painting has been transformed into one between prospect and spectacle.
The speaker admits the reader into her mental theatre, while simultaneously extending
the confines of that theatre to the prospect in front of her. Finally the imaginary scene
from nature's primeval history gives way to a spectacle in the present, and open to empirical perception – the rising sun blends into a single point of origin the beginning of
the British Isles' natural history and the dawn of a new day. Mildly anthropomorphized
("lifts […] his orb") the event is pictured in lush detail with an emphasis both on colours and light ("night […] melting and thinned", "dark blue wave", "brilliant rays",
"arrowy light") that once more emphasize the painterly qualities of the scene.
The poem's opening passage combines two cognitive models for the appreciation of nature – that of art and that of science. The first lines invite an appreciation of the natural
environment as if it were a landscape painting which is then transformed into the scenery of a scientifically informed spectacle. However, this combination of the two models
is by no means straightforward, and the poem emphasizes the complexity of the act of
'thinking-in'. First, the scientific information in the footnote undergoes a massive reinterpretation: what the note describes as a cause of nature, albeit with a capital 'N', is
turned into a divine agent in the main text. Second, the discursive form of the scientific
discourse undergoes a radical transformation: it is anthropomorphized and theatricalized. Finally, and most intriguingly, in the footnote the scientific content is presented
as speculation rather than fact. The poet's imaginatively thinking-in this knowledge to
the landscape is therefore presented as a possibility only. Yet in the context of the poem
the reader is invited to judge not the scientific merit of this information but its capacity
to spectacularly enrich the appreciation of the natural environment.
I now turn to Shelley's lyrical drama Prometheus Unbound, composed in 1820. As the
editors, Kelvin Everest and Geoffrey Matthews, underline, "[t]here is a significant […]
and wholly original scientific dimension" (2000, 469) in this psycho-political drama of
torment and liberation. Critics have read these references to astronomy and geology,
palaeontology and anatomy, physics and chemistry as supporting the play's central
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theme of regeneration, or more specifically, its revolutionary politics, and there are
good grounds for doing so (cf. Grabo 1968, 195-96; Ruston 2005, 102-131). However,
the drama's fourth act on which I am going to concentrate here, adds nothing to the
plot and does not refer back to the Greek myth explicitly. Instead it "describ[es] the
mechanisms of Nature with a precision and wealth of detail unparalleled in English
poetry" (King-Hele 1984, 187) as it praises the renewal of the world in a lyrical strain.
Shelley's knowledge ranged from classical astronomy to recent discourses of geology
and the life sciences (cf. Grabo 1968; Heringman 2004; Ruston 2005), all of which
help to shape this drama. There is no denying the links between the main part of Shelley's play and its fourth act, yet in this last act the references contribute most obviously
not only towards a progressivist though precarious teleology of history, but also, I argue, towards a cognitive aesthetics of nature.
The scene in act four is set in a natural environment, "a part of the forest". In this setting the characters Panthea and Ione describe the mythical "Spirit of the Earth"
(IV.265) that lies asleep and dreaming in his 'sphere' (IV.238). The Spirit of the Earth
emerges from and is framed by "an opening in the woods" (IV.236). This framing
metonymically suggests that the Spirit is an embodiment of this natural environment
and closely related to 'Earth' itself. In view of the fact that the character 'Earth' also
figures in the earlier acts, the editors point out that this Spirit of the Earth in act four
appears "to participate less in the poem's network of classical motifs, and to suggest
rather a quasi-scientific register" (PU IV.265, n.). As this register thus detaches itself
from the classical motifs, its cognitive content can all the more easily be attached to
and thought-in to the mythical conception of Earth as nature.
In Panthea's description, the spirit carries a star on its forehead that shoots "Vast
beams" into an abyss, thus "Mak[ing] bare the […] Earth's deep heart" (cf. IV. 265279). Having cut through soil, minerals and gems,
the beams flash on
And make appear the melancholy ruins
Of cancelled cycles;
[…]
and the emblazonry
Of trophies, standards, and armorial beasts
[…]
The wrecks beside of many a city vast,
[…]
see, they lie,
Their monstrous works and uncouth skeletons,
[…]
Huddled in grey annihilation, split,
Jammed in the hard, black deep; and over these
The anatomies of unknown winged things,
And fishes which were isles of living scale,
And serpents, bony chains, twisted around
[…]
– and over these
The jagged alligator, and the might
Of earth-convulsing behemoth, which once
Were monarch beasts, and on the slimy shores
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And weed-overgrown continents of Earth
Increased and multiplied like summer worms
On an abandoned corpse, till the blue globe
Wrapped deluge round it like a cloak, and they
Yelled, gasped, and were abolished; or some God
Whose throne was in a comet, passed, and cried
'Be not' – and like my words they were no more.
(VI.287-89, 292-293, 296, 298-299, 301-305, 308-318)

In this heavily shortened passage, the beams flashing from the star on the Spirit's forehead and penetrating the soil reveal the remnants of former historical and geological
epochs ("past cycles"). These 'ruins' include traces of a history familiar to us ("trophies", "standards"), and they display skeletons of unfamiliar and partly monstrous
species ("unknown winged things", "fishes" and "serpents", "Behemoth"), for whose
destruction "floods" or "comets" are deemed responsible. So how, precisely, is the appreciation of nature shaped in this passage, and how does scientific knowledge enhance this appreciation?
The star on the spirit's forehead appears to be that of human science as it casts light on
the (natural) history of the world. The description of the earth's interior lengthens with
the star's beams "piercing the soil", drawing on geological, palaeontological and anatomical knowledge. The cognitive appreciation invited here is modelled on accounts of
geological strata, illustrations of which, as Noah Heringman points out, can be found in
contemporary geological treatises and their illustrations (cf. 2004, 163-176). He convincingly argues that the scientific descriptions and illustrations thus bring their own
structure to the poem. The temporal dimension of the "cancelled cycles" is transposed
into a spatial layering of gigantic visual objects: "prodigious shapes, […] / Jammed in
the hard, black deep". Piled on top of each other – "and over these / The anatomies of",
"and over these / The alligators" – they suggest a monumental scale (cf. Heringman
2004, 176-190). The textual layering of the nouns and attributes in this crammed catalogue thus stages the material layering of the objects described. This layering finally
gives way to an "explanatory narrative" in the sense demanded by Carlson: either an
anthropomorphized earth has "wrapp[ed] deluge" around the doomed species, or a
"comet steered by a god" has brought about extinction. Both versions re-embed the scientific content of two versions of catastrophism into the mythical realm.
Shelley takes two steps to refigure the natural environment evoked by the stage directions. First he recasts nature as a mythological form, the sleeping Spirit, and second he
has this spirit visualize, in a dreamscape, the spatio-temporal layers of its otherwise
invisible depth and interiority. In this manner the cognitive content with its explanatory narrative is accorded a double status. On the one hand the scientific discourse,
mediated by the enlightening beams of the star, appears to be scripted onto or read off
the empirical object. On the other hand this scientific description is rendered as if the
Spirit of the Earth were 'talking in a dream', thus remaining part of the mythopoetic
universe. The readers are asked to deploy both narratives as mutually enriching modes
of appreciating the textualized natural environment.
My last example comes from a passage taken from Thomas Lovell Beddoes's drama
Death's Jest-Book (first completed for printing in 1829, subsequently revised and pub-
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lished posthumously as a massive fragment in 1850). Beddoes emigrated to Germany
in 1825 where he studied with Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, Germany's leading
anatomist and palaeontologist, who held a chair of medicine at the university of Göttingen. The new scientific horizons thus opening up to the British student led him to
write to his friend, "I am determined never to listen to any metaphysician who is not
both an anatomist & physiologist of first rank" (1935, 612; to Thomas Forbes Kelsall,
Göttingen, 11 December 1825). Beddoes's verse drama is set in the medieval town of
Münsterberg. Drawing on both Gothic and neo-Elizabethan conventions, it explores
masculine notions of the self in a context of political tyranny and revolution.
Offering "a dramatic brew mixed of lore and science, magic and medicine" (Burwick
2007, 112) the play probes deeply into contemporary notions of sovereignty, both of the
state and the masculine self. More specifically, the text draws on comparative anatomy
on the one hand and chemistry on the other as it juxtaposes a proto-Darwinian political
rhetoric with the rhetoric of political radicalism. As it does so, the play critically engages with a number of German and British texts, among them Goethe's "Die Metamorphose der Tiere" and Shelley's Prometheus Unbound (cf. Berns 2004, 237-300).
The passage I quote from was inserted into the fragment in the course of revisions between 1829 and 1849. It is not immediately implicated in the play's politics, although
it occurs amongst the political upheaval of the third act. The former ruler of Münsterberg, Duke Melveric, describes how he ventured into a mountain:
I followed once a fleet and mighty serpent
Into a cavern in a mountain's side;
And, wading many lakes, descending gulphs,
At last I reached the ruins of a city,
[…]
Nought seemed alive there, and the very dead
Were of another world the skeletons,
The mammoth, ribbed like to an arched cathedral,
Lay there, and ruins of great creatures else,
More like a shipwrecked fleet, too great they seemed
For all the life that is to animate:
And vegetable rocks, tall sculptured palms
Pines grown, not hewn, in stone; and giant ferns,
Whose earthquake-shaken leaves bore graves for nests.
(III.i.40, variant )

Neither a prospect of the divine intervention into geological formations nor the mythical embodying of geological strata, this passage has a human character recall how he
wandered through a subterranean natural environment, discovering its marvels. The
objects he comes across include the ruins of a city, the monumental skeletons of diverse extinct species and a large number of various fossilized plants. The scientific
knowledge brought to the description of the cave is, above all, anatomical and botanical, yet also geological ("earthquake-shaken"). Then how, precisely, does this knowledge contribute to the appreciation of nature?
In contrast to the strata of the earth in Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, the natural environment remembered by Beddoes's character is accessible to the human eye. Yet the
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scene is not rendered as a prospect appreciated from a fixed position in analogy to a
landscape painting. The character here recalls his walking into the environment, thus
bodily measuring its depth while perceiving its objects from continuously changing
perspectives. Leaving aside the question of Novalis's novels as potential intertexts, the
most significant model for this literary rendering derives, I argue, from contemporary
museums of natural history. Blumenbach not only classified many fossils from the
caves of the Harz mountains near Göttingen, but he also and crucially shaped and
acted as director of the university's first Königliches Academisches Museum (cf. Reich
2012, 79-81). We know from Beddoes's letters that Blumenbach lectured to his students from his Handbuch der Naturgeschichte, and we also know that he drew on the
museum's collections in his lectures for illustrating his systematic account of the natural world described in this text (cf. Collet 2012, 75). Displaying the relics of human
history side by side with zoological and botanical fossils, this and other museums invited the visitor both to take an interest in scientific detail and marvel at spectacular
objects. Beddoes's character clearly does not only wonder at the objects, but knowingly identifies them as "mammals" and classifies them as "of another world". Rather
than fitting them into a progressivist narrative, however, he seems to intimate a narrative of decline ("too great they seemed / For all the life that is to animate").
In addition to this scientific content, the description also draws on the cognitive content of art to enrich the experience presented, though in this case landscape painting is
not the object of comparison. The rib-case of the mammoth – "an arched cathedral" –
is explicitly compared to a piece of sublime architecture. Even more strikingly, in the
last part of the passage the fossil is displayed, paradoxically, as a natural object of art:
"tall sculptured palms, / Pines grown, not hewn, in stone; and giant ferns". The aesthetic form of these objects ("sculptured") is neither the effect of a mythopoetic endeavour nor is it transferred from scientific discourse itself. The ambivalence of the
form – "grown, not hewn, in stone" – comes with the object itself which is 'found', an
objet trouvé, and merely showcased in the poem. The petrified objects thus point to the
force of nature itself as she leaves her signature on the fossilized "earthquake-shaken
leaves". The speaker merely performs acts of interpretation or exegesis.
The passage from Beddoes's drama blends the space of the cave with those of the museums both of natural history and of art. Thus the appreciation of the cave's natural
environment is enriched by the scientific knowledge accumulated in the museum of
natural history and by knowledge of architecture and sculpture. The explanatory narrative, rather than being set apart in one way or another, is closely assimilated to the poetic description of the object – "earthquake-shakes leaves". Similarly, the highly figurative phrase – "giant ferns whose […] leaves bore graves for nests" – here conveys
Blumenbach's scientific theory that the moment of annihilation also initiates new and
different forms of life (cf. Berns 2012, 248).
5.

Reading the aesthetics of nature in Romantic texts

Taken together, my examples suggest that the actual range of modes of appreciating
nature in the Romantic period is indeed much wider than the Wordsworthian paradigm
cherished in the philosophical references to that period implies. More particularly, the
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type of appreciation of nature in which scientific knowledge looms large – a type gaining ground in today's public and educational discourse – can point to a significant Romantic ancestry. The examples have demonstrated a number of different ways in
which these texts from around 1800 enrich the appreciation of the nature they construct by drawing on scientific knowledge. Scientific content is anthropomorphized in
a mental theatre (Smith), it is textually enacted in a compressed and 'stratographic'
language (Shelley), and it is showcased through objets trouvés in the poem as museum
space (Beddoes). This poetical rendering of the scientific content is inspired by a
wider, pre-disciplinary discourse of science and the arts. Yet what are the effects of
this poetical rendering of science with a view to the appreciation of nature?
Most significantly, unwieldy cognitive material relating to the history of nature – material Hepburn would term "perception-transcending" (see above, p. 168) – here acquires concrete shape in one or more objects of nature such as a coastline, objects in
the ground, or fossils. At the same time this cognitive content also takes figurative
shapes such as a divine arm rendering asunder masses of land, a mythological spirit
dreaming, or a metaphor of transformation (graves/nests). Translated into concrete
natural sites and objects on the one hand and embedded in richly visual figurations or
verbal patterns on the other, this cognitive content attracts non-cognitive, i.e. immersive, emotional and imaginative, responses, too. In this manner the appreciation of the
concrete natural objects and environments constructed in the verses – of their material
order and ordering forces – are both enhanced and transposed by the appreciation of
their highly poetical rendering – by the poetry's verbal order and ordering force.
Furthermore, the literary representations of natural environments call for the thinking
of cognitive content from different fields. After all, the texts invoke and combine different narratives in their rendering of natural environments. The prospect in "Beachy
Head" is enriched by the evocation of landscape painting, religious notions, and scientific knowledge. In Prometheus Unbound, the natural environment invites the simultaneous thinking-in of mythical and scientific knowledge. And Beddoes's depiction of
the caves assimilates knowledge of science and of architecture and sculpture. Hence
all three texts feature the scientific narrative only as one among other relevant narratives. At the same time all three texts offer sites for relating these narratives to each
other and for negotiating their different claims to authority.
The observations made in this paper raise further questions. As we have seen, the philosophical analysis of the aesthetics of nature squarely focuses on nature and on the
role science and other narratives play in our appreciation of order or patterns in nature
and the forces held accountable for this order or patterning. The term 'natural environment' can even be taken to include agriculturally shaped environments and thus
allows for a still wider range of cognitive contents and explanatory narratives (cf.
Carlson 2009, 89-105). My attempt to transfer salient concepts of this philosophical
debate to the analysis of Romantic texts has shown the degree to which these concepts
illuminate the appreciation of nature in the texts of the period under discussion.
Critics undertaking (new) historicist analyses of nature in Romantic texts have tended
to look at nature as medium for displacing or bolstering conceptions of nation, history
or gender without paying too much attention to the aesthetic dimensions of the repre-
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sented natural environment itself. They may rightly point out that the coastline in
"Beachy Head" is deployed for constructing the poem's national boundaries, that the
display of the riches of the earth in Prometheus Unbound is anthropocentric and responds to the increasing economic interest in minerals, or they may explore the revolutionary implications of the metaphors of Death's Jest-Book. Exceptions to the rule
not withstanding – if nature is primarily seen as a sign for something else, its capacity
for engendering self-directed modes of appreciation will, in all probability, be effaced.
Nature as a sign for practically everything else has thus tended to displace nature as a
sign engendering self-directed modes of appreciation.
In view of the rapidly changing appreciation of natural environments today and the
role scientific knowledge plays in this development, it would seem desirable more
fully to explore these modes of appreciation and their history more fully. In the field of
Romantic studies this would call for new ways of relating some of the topics raised in
the philosophical discussion on the aesthetics of nature on the one hand, and the critical historicist discussion of Romantic texts, on the other. Right now it seems that
broadening our understanding of the modes of appreciation of nature in Romantic texts
might involve a re-configuration of current theoretical and methodological approaches.
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Apocalypse and Literature: Introduction

The year 2012 saw the passing of yet another date with the apocalypse eagerly expected by some. For believers in the Mesoamerican Long Count Calendar, 21 December last year marked the end of the world and the beginning of a new age – at least for
those who were prepared for this event. Now that the date has come and gone, chiliasts
have to redo their calculations, as no doubt they will. Frank Kermode, in what continues to be one of the seminal texts for students of the apocalyptic mindset and its
function even in secular culture, emphasises the resistance of millenarian belief to rational arguments and historical reality:
[…] literal disconfirmation is thwarted by typology, arithmology, and perhaps by the buoyancy
of chiliasts in general. Thus a mistaken prediction can be attributed to an error of calculation,
either in arithmetic or allegory. And if you insist that Nero is Antichrist, or Frederick II the Emperor of the Last Days, you need not be too depressed if your choice should die too early, since
at this level of historical abstraction you can always believe he will return at a convenient season; and you will even find Sibylline texts to support you [...]. Given this freedom, this power to
manipulate data in order to achieve the desired consonance, you can of course arrange for the
End to occur at pretty well any desired date [...]. (Kermode 9)

The pattern of anticipation, frustration and reassertion characterises all apocalyptic
thinking, whether religious or secular, medieval or modern. However bewildering we
may find the display of such resilience, it entails "unintentional pathos, even comedy"
(McEwan 2008, n.p.) and as such possesses obvious dramatic and/or literary value. In
Zadie Smith's White Teeth (2000), for instance, the ageing Jehova's Witness Hortense
Bowen is awaiting the third cataclysmic catastrophe of her life in 1970s London. Recollecting the failure of earlier days of reckoning, Hortense contemplates the significance of the apocalypse scheduled for 1 January 1975:
The first morning of 1925 [Hortense] had wept like a baby when she awoke to find – instead of
hail and brimstone and universal destruction – the continuance of daily life, the regular running
of the buses and trains [...] . How bitterly she had been disappointed! But the wounds of 1925
had healed, and Hortense was once again ready to be convinced that the apocalypse [...] was
round the corner [...]. Born in 1907, Hortense was getting old now, she was getting tired and her
peers were dying off like flies. 1975 looked like the last chance. (Smith 32-33)

With relentless irony the narrator here exposes the hubris entailed in Hortense's conviction that she, along with her co-religionists prepared for transformative disaster,
would emerge triumphant in the event. The narrative foregrounds the naively arrogant
conception that she could avoid the fate of her peers "dying off like flies" and draws
attention to her almost infantile despair at the endurance of mundane, everyday reality.
For the enlightened (and inevitably retrospective) reader, there is satisfaction in the
knowledge that Hortense will be frustrated again; the scene caters to our sense of rational, secular superiority.
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But just as the passage can therefore be read as a critical commentary on apocalyptic
belief in general, it also points to the more serious dimension of such convictions.
Hortense is a Jamaican who had moved to London only a few years prior to the scene
in question and her belonging to an ethnic minority draws attention to the political significance of her end-time thinking. "The world of millenarian exaltation and the world
of social unrest" do not have to "coincide", as Norman Cohn reminds us, however,
they do often "overlap" (Cohn 16). From the persecuted Jews who were the addressees
of the violently inspirational Book of Daniel (a prophecy written in c. 165 BC), via the
"disoriented poor" (Cohn 53 ff.) that staffed the medieval Crusades, to contemporary
American sectarians who bemoan their subjugation to what they consider the godless
and decadent liberal mainstream1, those who have felt suppressed and marginalised
have, throughout history, harnessed apocalyptic visions to their political concerns. In
the case of Hortense, it is doubly ironic that a belief that is itself a by-product of colonialisation should underwrite an attitude that possesses a certain post-colonial potential; here, the empire believes back, with a vengeance – even though this believer, the
novel suggests, will be the last of her family to do so.
To understand the endurance of apocalyptic thinking in this socially significant way,
we need to expand our spontaneous association of apocalypse with Hollywood-style
catastrophes and go back to the actual meaning of the term. The Greek word apocálypsis means the "un-covering" or "lifting" of a veil, or "by extension, any revelation
or disclosure" (OED). But apocalyptic revelations must not be confounded with rationally acquired and transmitted knowledge. Their truth is incomprehensible, forgotten, suppressed, or still pending, becoming visible only in its traces (cf. Böhme
383). What it reveals is the existence of a greater power beyond one's control, which
also entails the promise of the beginning of a better world for those who appreciate
that force. Although this way of thinking is far from limited to Christianity – and end
of the world myths appear to be a universal across human cultures – one of the most
powerful visions of a better world is provided by the biblical master narrative of
apocalypse, the Book of Revelation (the contested final book of the New Testament):
2 And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying,
Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his
people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. 4 And God shall wipe away all
tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither
shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away (Revelation 21:2-4).

1

In 2010, the American right-wing political commentator Rush Limbaugh notoriously aligned
the signing of the Obama administration's health care bill with the outbreak of the Eyjafjallajökull volcano in Iceland: "I think the earth has opened up. God may have replied. This volcano in Iceland has grounded more airplanes […] than even after 9/11 because of this plume,
because of this ash cloud over Northern and Western Europe. At the Paris airport they're telling people to head to the train station to catch trains out of France, and when people get to the
train station they're telling people, 'There aren't any seats until at least April 22nd,' basically a
week from now. It's got everybody in a shutdown. Earth has opened up. I don't know whether
it's a rebirth or Armageddon. Hopefully it's a rebirth, God speaking" (Limbaugh, n.p.).
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Far from marking the end (of the world and of history), the apocalypse identifies a beginning, a moment where revolution and salvation coincide (cf. Cohn 281). Belief in
the apocalypse thus identifies a fundamentally utopian way of thinking and is expressive of a deep-seated yearning for a better life (cf. Böhme 389). Yet even though apocalyptic attitudes often appeal to those who are powerless, they are ultimately elitist
(cf. Cohn): because apocalyptic truth is irrational, not the result of argument and negotiation, it cannot be grasped by anyone outside of the circle of the elect. By implication, apocalyptic thinking is fundamentally totalitarian (McEwan 2008, n.p.), disallowing ambiguities, contradictions and doubt. Although the conviction that the end of the
world is nigh may be informed by antityrannical impulses, it can tip over into tyranny,
as the self-proclaimed righteous set out to impose their vision on their immediate surroundings and sometimes the world at large. Twentieth-century dictatorships have
built on the promise of the end of history and the renewal of the world (cf. Cohn 285),
as have contemporary terrorist groups who take it as their task to purge the world from
sin.
However political the implications of Revelation may ultimately be, they are transmitted in a specific speech act that differs from other forms of communication. Apocalyptic speech is not undertaken by a self-determined subject: rather, its speaker is
depicted as the mouthpiece and vehicle of a higher power (cf. Böhme 384), transmitting itself in riddles and obscure symbols. While the esoteric nature of apocalyptic
speech is a token of its force and endurance, it inevitably renders its relationship with
literature fraught and contradictory. Granted, The Book of Revelation has provided
Western culture with a "reservoir of images" (cf. Böhme 390) that have proved enduring in all kinds of contexts: think of the book sealed with seven seals, the horned
beast from the sea, or the riders of the apocalypse. Yet precisely because these images
are accessible only to those mysteriously let in on their significance, they go against
the common sense conceptualisation of literature as the intentional expression of an
author communicating comprehensible meanings to the reader.2
Beyond such motifs, however, apocalyptic thinking may be seen to be reflected in the
end-directedness of some literary forms. Frank Kermode famously sees the apocalyptic scene as a "type and source" of the literary canon's many "end-determined fictions"
(6) and as such "reflects our deep need for intelligible Ends [sic]" (8). This apocalyptic
principle is most apparent in more trivial genre fiction: if the apocalypse promises the
end and the beginning at the same time, then it is also the type and source of the cliff
hanger, common in melodramatic writing, the mystery novel or thriller (as well as in
media formats such as the soap opera). And yet, Kermode insists, even in more elaborate and challenging examples of literature "the paradigms of apocalypse continue to
lie under our ways of making sense of the world" (28).
Still, the question remains whether literature as an aesthetic product must not defy the
irrational, elitist and simplifying tendencies of apocalyptic thinking and insist on the
2

This is not to say that literature has not explored the limits of representation, or indeed developed anti-representational forms that have sometimes taken on a quality of esoteric obscurity.
As an example, consider Walter Benjamin's messianic notion of allegory (see Hirvonen and
Rosiek).
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communicability of meaning and the creative authority of the writer. The literary resistance to apocalypse is illustrated by Ian McEwan's latest novel Sweeth Tooth
(2012), despite its obvious acknowledgement of the literary value of the apocalypse.
The novel not only refers to (post-)apocalyptic writing, as one of the two main characters – an aspiring young British writer vaguely reminiscent of the real author McEwan
– writes a prizewinning dystopian novel (From the Somerset Levels) that sounds suspiciously like Cormac McCarthy's successful post-apocalyptic tale The Road. A
thriller manqué that climaxes, after a protracted plot of failed revelations and unexpected turns, in a metafictional revelation that marks both the plot's end and a new
beginning, it also appears to be illustrative of the end-determined nature that Kermod
ascribes to some types of literature. But while the novel here seems to testify to the
eschatological tendencies critics have already noted about McEwan's work (cf. MarsJones 13), its self-referentiality clearly undermines whatever revelation the novel may
seem to present. Like many other of McEwan's novels, Sweet Tooth ultimately celebrates the mastery of the powerful narrator cunningly shaping the reader's responses
with his artful tale.
What might be called McEwan's anti-apocalyptic stance differs from the secular postapocalyptic attitude that appears to dominate contemporary cultural production (and to
which his novel alludes with the fictional author-narrator's post-apocalyptic novel).
From the seemingly inexorable zombie genre to "9/11" novels and movies, many contemporary storylines are informed by the notion that the apocalypse has already happened, in fact is constantly in the process of happening. The "sense of an ending [...]
has shifted toward the sense of post-apocalypse" (Berger xiii), confirming the translation of the "imminent" end into the "immanent" expectation of destruction that already
Kermode ascribed to the present (Kermode 25). This phenomenon may be interpreted
in a variety of ways. It may be seen to echo the kind of Modernist despair of which
T.S. Eliot's famous line from "The Hollow Men" is illustrative: "This is the way the
world ends/Not with a bang but a whimper". While sceptical voices remind us that this
kind of fatalism is not dissimilar to the religious views of apocalypse (cf. McEwan
2008, n.p.)3, this attitude may be construed as a warning, even a call to arms. Indeed,
our fascination with catastrophe can be interpreted as a form of rational self-assertion:
precisely by imagining the unconceivable, we illustrate our ability to overcome it (cf.
Böhme 394).
The contributions to this panel revealed that literature has rarely embraced apocalyptic
thinking simplistically, even when taking its literary value seriously; covering literature from the beginning of the 18th century to the present, the papers demonstrated that
the literary rejection of apocalyptic thinking in its original religious form can take
many different forms. Some of these contributions focused on texts rejecting apocalyptic thinking altogether. Hermann Josef Real's reading of Jonathan Swift's "(On)
the Day of Judgement" and "The Place of the Damned" showed how the 18th-century
satirist places hell squarely at the centre of reality – as something to be fended with in
the here and now – in order to refute millenarian ideas among some of his contemporaries. In the 21st-century, Philip Pullman rejects the very concept of apocalypse in the
3

On the connection of apocalyptic belief and fatalism see Wojcik, esp. Chapter 6.
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His Dark Materials trilogy, as Susanne Schmid argued, precisely by engaging with
older depictions of the apocalypse, notably in Milton's Paradise Lost. Thus, even if
literary texts confirm the cultural significance of apocalyptic thinking, they dismiss
any spiritual claims based upon it. Apocalyptic thinking is also ubiquitous in James
Joyce's Ulysses, which was discussed by Björn Quiring, for reasons that may be linked
to the historical conditions in which the text was composed, although it ultimately
identifies transformative disaster as both unachievable and undesirable: in Ulysses,
apocalypse becomes mock-apocalypse. In a similar way, Muriel Sparks's short novel
The Driver's Seat resists its own end-directed structure, while at the same time affirming the relationship of apocalypse and the protagonist's identity, Dominik Wallerius
pointed out. Two of the contributors to the panel, however, explored the productive
dimension of apocalyptic thinking. Heike Hartung took up Kermode's claim that notions of apocalypse have shifted from a sense of imminence to one of immanence;
bringing into conversation two dystopian novels published about one hundred years
apart, Anthony Trollope's The Fixed Period (1882) and P.D. James's The Children of
Men (1992), she revealed the surprisingly similar strategy by the totalitarian states depicted in the novels, of "depersonalising" suicide, thereby depriving as apocalypse of
its liberating potential. Gerd Bayer's discussion of David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas, an
apocalyptic commentary on issues such as globalisation, terrorism and colonialism,
implicitly associated apocalypse with a notion of immanence, but interpreted the "perpetual apocalypses" depicted by Mitchell as invitations to counteract them, a task rendered particularly urgent by the novel's transgression of limits of time.
Three of the papers from this panel are published in the following; they are complemented by the summaries of three presentations which are not available as articles for
this volume.
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SUSANNE SCHMID (BERLIN)
Philip Pullman's His Dark Materials and Resistance to the
Apocalypse

The genre of the literary apocalypse hovers between the lure of the total destruction of
the world as we know it and the promise of a new start, of a better future. Philip Pullman's best-selling fantasy trilogy His Dark Materials (1995-2000) satisfies both of
these needs. My paper will look at Pullman's version of the apocalypse and at his aesthetic strategies, especially his use of intertextual references (Genette 1997). His Dark
Materials resonates with Biblical and literary allusions, ranging from the Bible proper,
the Old and the New Testament, and the apocryphal texts to John Milton's Paradise
Lost and William Blake's poetry, and thus refers to authors whose texts already stand
in an intertextual dialogue with one another. Moreover, His Dark Materials not only
holds its place in a tradition of British fantasy writing but also deliberately reacts to
this tradition, especially to C.S. Lewis's popular Narnia Chronicles (1950-1956),
which Pullman dislikes intensely. J.R.R. Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955)
and The Hobbit (1937) are also among the fantastic precursors of this trilogy. Fantasy,
fittingly labelled "the literature of subversion" by Rosemary Jackson (1981), allows for
the destruction, or near-destruction, of a society and its subsequent rebuilding. While
the old world order is shattered, a new world is invented, or rather revealed. My article
will look at the ideological coordinates of this old and new world and at the movement
from old to new, for which Pullman draws on some of the narrative patterns and symbols used in the apocalyptic tradition. Already the title of the trilogy, His Dark Materials, which Pullman once called "Paradise Lost for teenagers in three volumes" (Parsons and Nicholson 1999, 126), alludes to Milton and the Bible. The following passage, a quotation from Paradise Lost, is the motto that precedes the first volume:
Into this wild abyss,
The womb of nature and perhaps her grave,
Of neither sea, nor shore, nor air, nor fire,
But all these in their pregnant causes mixed
Confusedly, and which thus must ever fight,
Unless the almighty maker them ordain
His dark materials to create more worlds,
Into this wild abyss the wary fiend
Stood on the brink of Hell and looked a while,
Pondering his voyage ...
(Pullman 2007, [n.p.], Paradise Lost II, 910-919)

In Milton's epic, "his dark materials" refers to an abyss, which Satan, the "fiend," has
to cross when travelling from hell to earth. The dark materials are primal matter, chaotic and unformed. The title already anticipates the chaos of the apocalypse. The beginning of human time (before creation) and the end of human time (after the destruction of mankind) are thus related to one another. The quotation also prepares one cen-
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tral feature of the plot, namely the fact that the characters will travel between multiple
worlds.
While His Dark Materials is concerned with theological concepts such as original sin,
the fall, and redemption, Pullman also provides a fundamental critique of the institution of the church. Biblical allusions occur on many levels: the overarching plot structure, for example, combines narrative patterns of the apocalypse and of the Biblical
fall; angels both from the Christian and Jewish traditions loom large. The father of the
central protagonist Lyra, Lord Asriel, is modelled on the Jewish angel of death as well
as on Milton's Satan. Pullman both recycles and resists theological ideas and patterns
such as the fall and the apocalypse. While a growing body of criticism deals with Pullman's trilogy, coming from fields as diverse as ecology, myth criticism, gender studies, philosophy, and literary criticism, it is surprising that only a handful of articles is
seriously concerned with the Biblical and theological dimension.1 Therefore, this article aims to contribute to the ongoing lively discussions about His Dark Materials by
focusing on a hitherto little-debated topic: Pullman, the apocalypse, and the intertextual aspects of the end of the world, of the revelation, of disaster, and of the new
beginning. After a brief introduction to the multiple worlds of the trilogy (1), I want to
look at the tradition and the narrative pattern of the apocalypse in a wider sense (2) and
then focus on some select aspects, the church and heaven, the divine "Authority" and
the angels (3), followed by a section on apocalyptic spaces, especially landscapes and
a city, Cittàgazze (4). Pullman's feminist rewriting of the Biblical fall and of the Biblical gender roles will show how (or if) the ending of the last novel fulfills the promise
inherent in many apocalyptic texts, namely the ideal of a new and better world (5).
1.

Philip Pullman's Trilogy

The award-winning trilogy His Dark Materials, which has been translated into a number of languages, falls into three books: Northern Lights (1995), The Subtle Knife
(1997), and The Amber Spyglass (2000). The American edition of the first volume,
Northern Lights, carries the title The Golden Compass, which later also became the
title of the film version (2007). This latter title is also taken from Milton's Paradise
Lost (VII, 225-227), where God uses "golden compasses" to create the world. This image later reappears as the frontispiece of Blake's Europe (1794), entitled The Ancient
of Days.2 In Pullman's novel, secular and divine authorities rule not over one but over
several worlds, all parallel to ours, which constitute a panoramic background to a
crossbreed between a fantasy novel, a growing-up story, a love story, and an apocalyptic vision. Northern Lights, the first of the three volumes, introduces one of these
worlds, Lyra's world, which resembles ours to a large extent. The girl Lyra Belacqua
grows up in a late Victorian or Edwardian Oxford, which she leaves, first to go to
London with her mother, later to travel to an experimental station in the Northern ice
1

2

Examples of criticism focusing on theological and Biblical issues are in particular Gooderham
(2003), Gamble (2011), Schweizer (2005), Leet (2005), Pinsent (2005), Russell (2005), Warner
(2005). Several of these articles can be found in two edited volumes by Barfield and Cox (2011)
and Lenz and Scott (2005). For a general introduction to Pullman see Squires (2006).
A reproduction of this famous image can be found in Blake (1979, colour plate 17).
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and further on, planning to save her father. The descriptions of interiors, people, landscapes, and objects imitate nineteenth-century realist texts in as far as they pay attention to circumstantial details, producing what Roland Barthes termed "the reality effect" (1968) in a fantastic setting. Lyra's world is a parallel world, similar to ours, yet
one in which some developments have happened in a different way, in which items or
concepts have different names. Electricity, for example, is called "anbaric power" (8).3
Although Lyra's Oxford resembles the Oxford we know, not all the names of the colleges correspond to institutions existing in our world: Lyra lives in the powerful and
wealthy Jordan College, famous for its achievements in "experimental theology" (26).
Her world contains fantastic creatures like speaking ice bears, who engage in combat,
and flying witches. Another major difference between Lyra's world and ours is that
each human has an animal-shaped "dæmon," a sort of externalized soul, usually of the
opposite sex. If children's dæmons change continuously, for example, from moth to
ermine to cat, adults' dæmons retain their shapes. A dæmon reflects personality and
moods: servants, for example, often have dogs as dæmons. The proud explorer and rebel Lord Asriel, Lyra's father, is accompanied by a female dæmon, the snow leopard
Stelmaria. Lyra's world is ruled by a powerful and abusive church, which controls academia and suppresses knowledge about scientific developments. In the course of the
three books, the protagonists discover and enter a number of parallel worlds through
windows, which they either find by accident or produce themselves until, at the end of
the novel, every surviving character has returned to his or her own world.
The central character Lyra does not conform to late Victorian stereotypes of femininity: she is a tomboy, a notorious liar, and enjoys engaging in street fights with gangs
of children. Her name is reminiscent of Blake's "Lyca" in the short poems "The Little
Girl Lost" and "The Little Girl Found," from the Songs of Innocence and of Experience. If Blake's Lyca is found among wild animals, a lion and tigers, Pullman's Lyra
strikes up a friendship with an ice bear.4 Lyra is at the centre of two dominant plots:
the story of her family and a love story. Brought up in Jordan College, Lyra eventually
discovers that she is the product of an extramarital affair between Lord Asriel, whom
she had hitherto believed to be her uncle, and the beautiful Mrs Coulter, who works for
a church-related institution, the General Oblation Board, abducts neglected children,
takes them to the experimental station Bolvangar far in the North, and conducts horrible scientific experiments on them. Ensnared by Mrs Coulter's charms and her lifestyle, Lyra briefly lives with her but then runs away to save her father, who has been
taken prisoner. In the course of the three volumes, Lyra lives through a number of adventures on her own but occasionally experiences voluntary or enforced encounters
with her parents, who are morally ambivalent and who are both involved in a war of
the worlds, which ultimately turns out to be a large-scale war against God. While her
father, Lord Asriel, like Milton's Satan, leads the rebellion against God, Lyra's mother,
the seductive Mrs Coulter, is constantly on the look-out for new male victims, whom
3
4

The page numbers in brackets refer to the three-volume edition (Pullman 2007).
Further parallels exist to Blake's poem "A Little Girl Lost," in which a nameless girl and a boy
have some kind of sexual intercourse in a paradise-like environment, to the subsequent dismay
of a father figure.
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she traps in order to improve her own position of power. The novel is no family romance, rather an anti-romance: Mrs Coulter and Lord Asriel are caricatures of parental
responsibility and authority. Eventually, her parents perish in the war for heavenly
power, yet since Lyra has found other, more responsible helpers and substitute parental
figures, she does not even regret the loss she suffers. To the reader, Lyra is an awkward character, very far from the type of nice girl embodied by Lucy in Lewis's Narnia Chronicles. Although we are invited to see most events through her eyes, it is difficult to like her or to agree with her.
On another level, His Dark Materials is a love story, a rewriting of the first, the original love story between Adam and Eve, which Milton's epic relates in some detail. At
the beginning of Pullman's second volume, The Subtle Knife, Lyra enters another
world, that of Cittàgazze, where she encounters the boy Will, who has just left yet another parallel world – in fact, our own world. Together, Lyra and Will later descend
into the underworld to liberate the dead and, after their return, when they enter yet a
further parallel world, the paradise-like natural world of the Mulefa, they become a
couple for a brief time. Like many characters in Blake's cycle of poems, Lyra moves
from innocence to experience, hence the Blakean references. Further subplots exist:
Will's search for his father, love stories between witches and human men, the ice bears'
fight for supremacy, or the power struggles in the hierarchy of the church.
Much of what is going on in all of these worlds is motivated either by divine intervention or by the lack of it. Enraged by God's weakness, Lord Asriel starts a rebellion
aiming to overthrow God yet perishes in the process. The war he helps to commence
spans several worlds, involves hosts of angels, clans of witches, high-tech weaponry,
and even ghosts. The military skirmishes are accompanied by ideological battles, theological as well as scientific debates about original sin, the fall, and human consciousness, dark matter, quantum physics, and experimental theology. References to Blake,
Milton, and the Bible, but also to Kleist, Dante, Homer, Virgil, the Kabbalah, fairy
tales, and Greek myth, sometimes in the shape of mottos, keep the reader aware of the
literary traditions of such concepts. If Pullman's trilogy uses intertextuality to highlight
but also to criticize theological concepts, Lewis's Narnia Chronicles, also imbued with
references to Christianity, follow a much more overt Christian didacticism. Pullman's
criticism of the church and theology culminates in his representation of an apocalypse,
an end of the world, which is a consequence of all the evil created by those who either
believe in or fight against the church and heaven.
2.

The Apocalypse and Its Generic Traditions

The term "apocalypse" is anything but clearly defined in the deluge of literature it has
created. In current usage, "apocalyptic" is sometimes employed to indicate a point of
crisis (Hall 2009, 2). As there is more than one meaning of the word "apocalypse,"
John R. Hall's recent study of the history of the apocalypse rightly talks of "apocalyptic manifestations" (5). When we use the term "apocalypse" in a more narrow sense,
what we often mean is the last book of the New Testament, The Book of Revelation,
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also known as The Apocalypse of John5, a text that describes events preceding the end
of the world. Yet the Greek word "apocalypse" also means "drawing back the veil,"
thus indicating that a revelation of something new is about to take place. The upheaval,
the chaos, the disasters that occur at the end of the world coincide with a disclosure of
a new beginning, a better world. As a text about the end, The Apocalypse of John
stands by no means alone but is linked to a generic tradition: some texts in the Old
Testament such as part of The Book of Daniel also contain apocalyptic passages.
Moreover, a tradition of the Jewish apocalypse exists, on which the writer of The
Apocalypse of John draws. The apocalypse is both tradition and narrative pattern. As
texts, apocalypses often contain certain stock elements: plagues, wars, fire, gloom,
Armageddon, figures such as the Whore of Babylon, the apocalyptic riders, symbols
like the lamb, numerology (for example, the number seven). It is hardly surprising that
apocalyptic narratives invite readings in search of secret meanings hidden behind
seemingly inconspicuous numbers and symbols. If apocalyptic texts describe the Big
Bang, they not only do it for the fun of it but they often want to be didactic. In the first
chapters of The Apocalypse of John, the writer addresses and admonishes seven
churches. Apocalyptic texts promise a new heaven and an earth without death and suffering, a New Jerusalem, or the imminent return of Christ to the chosen few who survive the disasters. Apocalypses are built on a dichotomy of good and evil, threatening
punishment to wrong-doers while promising a better life to those who have done right.
Apocalypses appear not only as narrative texts but also as drawings and paintings.
Blake's Death on a Pale Horse (c. 1800) and El Greco's The Vision of Saint John
(1608–1614) are merely two well-known examples. The combined scenarios of utter
destruction and of a new beginning have also proved attractive to fantasy writers.
Tolkien's Lord of the Rings sketches the threatening end of the world if the ring, which
Frodo carries, cannot be destroyed. Throughout, Tolkien recycles stock elements of the
apocalypse, for example, in his representation of the Nazgûl, a sort of apocalyptic riders, who carry death, darkness, and despair. In Peter Jackson's film version, the frightening Nazgûl gain a new visual dimension. "Apocalyptic manifestations" (Hall 2009,
5) in a wider sense, including written narratives, paintings, and films, reuse material,
symbols like death on a horse, and are thus often highly intertextual. Pullman's His
Dark Materials draws on a vast number of texts and traditions, and particularly on the
Bible, Milton, and Blake in presenting an "apocalyptic manifestation," a version of the
end of the world and a disclosure not so much of its future but of the power apparatus
at work.
3.

The Church and Its Heaven

Pullman's reworking of the apocalypse is embedded into his representation of a powerful and abusive church (Gooderham 2003). Lyra's world resembles ours but is ruled by
a church which is neither Protestant nor Catholic. Pullman continuously uses ecclesias5

For a survey see Warner (2005), Newport (2009) as well as the entries by Woelk, Marböck,
Bauer, and Müller in Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche (1993). Since the terms "millennial" and
"eschatological" are sometimes used synonymously with "apocalyptic," they are even harder to
differentiate.
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tical terminology and elements of church history as we know it: "Ever since Pope John
Calvin had moved the seat of the Papacy to Geneva and set up the Consistorial Court
of Discipline, the church's power over every aspect of life had been absolute" (23). It is
a church for those brimming with religious zeal, intolerant of human weaknesses, a
church that cultivates a strict and – in our sense – Puritan notion of human sinfulness.
It is also an international body of powerful institutions like the Consistorial Court of
Discipline, the General Oblation Board, etc., which are intriguing against one another.
Although, after Calvin's death, papacy is abolished, the church is built on a very strict
hierarchy of priest and cardinals. The ecclesiastical power apparatus in its entirety carries the name "Magisterium." It is interesting to note that the 2007 film version not
only reduces this all-encompassing institution in its importance but more or less omits
its ecclesiastical features. This was presumably a conscious decision made to avoid
antagonizing Christian audiences, especially in the United States, because the representation of the church in the trilogy had already led to some protest. Lewis's Narnia
Chronicles, in contrast, which avoid a critique of the church or of Christianity, have
been favourites in Christian bookstores across the United States for decades. In Pullman's church as well as in his Oxford, theology and science are one, and the church
has power over scientific discoveries merely by being able to disapprove of them.
Pullman's novel begins with a lecture by Lord Asriel, who has returned to Jordan College from an expedition to present scientific-theological findings (which run contrary
to current doctrine) and narrowly avoids being poisoned. His discovery is that "Dust"
exists: Dust consists of particles, which can be measured scientifically, which surround
adult individuals like an aura, but not children. "Dust" indicates human consciousness
and adult experience, for example, sexual experience, "physical evidence for original
sin" (273), as the Magisterium believes. Asriel's discovery links theological and scientific exploration. The church fears this discovery and wants to destroy Dust, believing
it will thereby also ultimately destroy sin. Individual lives do not count much: Lyra,
for example, discovers that her mother, Mrs Coulter, a powerful figure in the church
hierarchy, is involved in a scientific project aiming to reduce sinfulness. In the experimental station in Bolvangar, to which Lyra travels, children's dæmons are cut
away to avoid that they will ever attract "Dust," that is, sin. This cutting away of a
dæmon is a destructive operation, annihilating the children exposed to it, and Lyra herself only narrowly escapes this debilitating treatment.
This powerful, hierarchical, and ruthless church on earth finds its equivalent in a less
powerful heaven, which is predominantly concerned with its own internal affairs. It is
only in the second and third volumes of the trilogy, The Subtle Knife and The Amber
Spyglass, that the heavenly power structures are gradually revealed: heaven is ruled by
a God named "the Authority," and this "Authority" lives in what is called "the Clouded
Mountain," as the angel Baruch explains:
"We found our way into the Clouded Mountain," said Baruch, and at once went on: "I'm sorry;
we use these terms too easily. It's sometimes called the Chariot. It's not fixed, you see; it moves
from place to place. When the Authority was young, it wasn't surrounded by clouds, but as time
passed, he gathered them around him more and more thickly. No one has seen the summit for
thousands of years." (570)
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The "Authority's" omnipresence is nothing but aimless wandering, and his numinous
self-fashioning, the deliberately created mysteriousness, only increases his distance to
the world. Eventually, it is revealed to the reader that the "Authority" himself is nothing more than an angel, who had merely pretended to be an almighty creator (569).
While living shrouded in mystery, he has appointed the angel Metatron to the position
of Regent. Metatron is a hardliner with great plans: if he wins over the rebels, he wants
to install a "permanent Inquisition" on earth (822). The term "Chariot," given to God's
seat, alludes to the Bible and to God's willingness to engage in fights. A closer look,
however, reveals that the military apparatus is not run by him but by Metatron, while
the "Authority," as the reader eventually finds out, is too weak to be even an oppressor. As the military conflict climaxes, angels try to take the "Authority" to a safe place.
Mrs Coulter, by then at the height of her power, has the chance to see him: "[...] she
had the impression of terrifying decrepitude, a face sunken in wrinkles, of trembling
hands, and of a mumbling mouth and rheumy eyes" (837). When the fragile "Authority" leaves the litter in which he is carried, the contact with the fresh air makes him
dissolve and, with an expression of "relief," he vanishes completely (848). This entirely unremarkable exit happens shortly before the end of the final volume, in the context
of a veritable Armageddon, a fight between angels, humans, witches, and other creatures. The death of God, however, leaves no marks in the world: nothing changes.
Pullman's heaven, marked by power games and irresponsibility, resembles the church
in Lyra's world. What Pullman's apocalypse ultimately reveals are the heavenly power
structures and their breakdown, followed by an eventual loss of the church's power in
Lyra's world (924).
Some of these passages describing heaven's inner workings are modelled on Blake and
Milton. His Dark Materials sports a number of characters reminiscent of the angels
and rebels in Milton's Paradise Lost. Pullman's supreme deity is far more shadowy
than his devil character, Lord Asriel, who resembles Milton's Satan. Asriel, the organizer of a rebellion, leads an army against the "Authority." The reasons he gives are
the atrocities committed in the "Authority's" name (496). Asriels fortress (495), his
weapons and the battles are described in much detail; they are modern fantastic rewritings of some passages about warfare in Paradise Lost. The name "Asriel" is reminiscent of "Azrael," the angel of death (Hatlen 2005, 88). Asriel resembles the Authority
and Metatron in acting without responsibility: for example, he severs the connection
between Lyra's friend Roger and his dæmon, thus killing the boy. The reason for this
murder is scientific advancement: the energy released in the process tears the veil between the worlds apart and allows Asriel to travel into another world where he can begin his rebellion. Thus, his attack on a supposedly cruel "Authority" is initiated by his
own act of immense cruelty, which already anticipates the later failure of this rebellion. Like Milton's Satan, Asriel is too strong for his surroundings and needs to transgress boundaries. Despite his apparent ruthlessness, he elicits the reader's sympathy;
like Milton's Satan, Asriel is the interesting baddie. In this respect, Pullman also imitates Paradise Lost, where Satan appears as likeable, especially in the first books. That
Daniel Craig, the current James Bond actor, plays Asriel in the 2007 film, enhances
this character's ambivalent image. Asriel's aspirations to defeat the "Authority" and to
take his place experiences a posthumous justification when his daughter Lyra re-enacts
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the original sin through her relationship with Will and thus saves the world, like
Christ, whose sacrifice redeems mankind.
Other angels from Pullman's heaven appear throughout the book. One minor plot
strand deals with the two angels Baruch and Balthamos, an all-male couple. 2 Baruch
and 3 Baruch are also the titles of Jewish apocalyptic texts (Baker 2011, 153; Charlesworth 1983, 615-679). The story of Pullman's gay angels is a sad one because Baruch
dies and leaves the grieving Balthamos behind. Pullman's angels repeatedly appear as
physical beings and as rather human in their emotions and reactions. Balthamos, for
example, enjoys Kendal Mint Cake. In Paradise Lost, the angel Raphael explains that
angels also may eat (Paradise Lost V, 401-414). The many comic inversions add an
element of slapstick comedy and tone down the seriousness of this "apocalyptic manifestation."
4.

Settings: Landscapes and a City

Especially paintings dealing with the apocalypse but also literary texts often relish fantastic landscapes and cityscapes. Floods, deserts, plagues, battles, disasters of all kinds
and sizes often serve as backdrops of the apocalypse, heightening an atmosphere of
doom and despair. These are sometimes contrasted with idealized landscapes or cityscapes of the better future that is to come after the judgment has been passed. The
heavenly Jerusalem in The Apocalypse of John is an example. Fantasy texts, which do
not have to adhere to realist conventions when describing surroundings, often intensify
the gloomy aspects of a landscape. One example is Tolkien's rendering of Frodo's
march through Mordor, as he approaches Mount Doom:
Still far away, forty miles at least, they saw Mount Doom, its feet founded in ashen ruin, its
huge cone rising to a great height, where its reeking head was swathed in clouds. Its fires were
now dimmed, and it stood in smouldering slumber, as threatening and dangerous as a sleeping
beast. (Tolkien 2005, 1207)

This landscape is bleak, barren, inhospitable, and stands in stark contrast with the more
fertile areas of the hobbits' homeland, the Shire, which resemble the English countryside in a celebration of Englishness.
Pullman's settings, which often enhance the apocalyptic quality of his text, are more
varied than Tolkien's: the trilogy shows icy regions of the North, English rivers inhabited by boats, the Italianate landscape in the parallel world of Cittàgazze, where
Lyra and Will meet, the Mulefas' savannah, a sort of otherworldly paradise where Will
and Lyra become a couple, or the Himalayas at the beginning of the third volume.
Immense mountains – another borrowing from Milton – loom large in various episodes
and provide the backdrop for the final military showdown. Some of these fantastic
landscapes are alluring, others are bleak and dangerous. The underworld which Lyra
and Will enter resembles a large mine; inhospitable and frightening, it sucks all energy
out of the human protagonists. One of the bleakest settings in the entire trilogy is the
area surrounding the rebel leader Lord Asriel's fortress, which resembles some of the
fantastic settings in Paradise Lost:
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A lake of molten sulphur extended the length of an immense canyon, releasing its mephitic vapors in sudden gust and belches and barring the way of the solitary winged figure who stood at
its edge [...] At the western end of a range of saw-toothed mountains, on a peak that commanded
wide views of the plain below and the valleys behind, a fortress of basalt seemed to grow out of
the mountain as if some volcano had thrust it up a million years ago. (587)

This bare and infertile landscape is dangerous to the solitary traveller, has no pleasurable or comforting spots, and makes individuals feel utterly alone.
Apart from such barren scenarios, the trilogy also describes damaged landscapes,
whose ecological balance has been upset. Some of the disasters that occur are ecological disasters, for example, rising floods and a disturbance of the earth's magnetic
field. These are caused by Lord Asriel, who, after cutting away Roger's dæmon, tears
"open the sky" (334) to another world with the energy that is created in the process.
Apart from revealing a new parallel world, the release of energy also wreaks havoc on
the ecological system in Asriel's own world. Again, it shows the rebel leader as being
as irresponsible as the heavenly rulers.
Other recurrent elements of apocalyptic settings are cities. At the beginning of the first
volume, Asriel shows a picture, a slide of a city in the sky – the city to which he later
travels. On the one hand, the heavenly city in the aurora, in the Northern lights that
provide the title for the first volume, appears like a promise, a new Jerusalem, yet on
the other hand, merely by sketching his ideas, Lord Asriel already enters forbidden territory, interdicted by an intolerant church, which refuses to recognize parallel worlds
both theologically and scientifically. Asriel's later experiment, the tearing apart of the
veil between the worlds, is thus both a theological and a scientific transgression, an act
of hubris that precedes his downfall. In the second volume, the city in the sky is disclosed to be Cittàgazze, alluring and dangerous, a spectral city, in itself yet another
symbol of human hubris. When Will and Lyra enter it, they find a phantom city, full of
recently abandoned houses and haunted by spectres, ghosts, which destroy all adults
by sucking out their souls. Cittàgazze is the nodal point through which everyone has to
travel who wants to enter any of the many parallel worlds. The windows into all of the
other worlds have been cut by the inhabitants of Cittàgazze, whose main purpose in
travelling had been to steal from elsewhere. As the destructive spectres result from the
windows that are opened into other worlds, the wrong-doing is revenged. The decaying city proves that human ingenuity, wrongly considered to be scientific advancement, may be misguided, that it is necessary to save humankind from its own ideals of
advancement. It becomes Lyra's task to redeem such apocalyptic places by re-enacting
the original sin with Will.
5.

The Fall, Gender Roles, and the Ultimate Resistance against the Apocalypse

As in Paradise Lost, rebellion and battle are the prehistory of the fall, of an act of original sin, yet in his re-evaluation of Christian theology, Pullman's trilogy emphasises
that original sin is positive. From the beginning of the first volume, the reader is
gradually introduced to a prophecy, which some of the adults around Lyra know and
of which the girl is not aware: Lyra has the task to reengage into the act of original sin
and will thus save mankind. After their dramatic descent into the underworld, which
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releases the dead, not to a new life but to nothingness – their ghosts dissolve – Will
and Lyra are to re-enact the story of Adam and Eve. This sin effectively consists of
their brief affair before each of them returns into their original worlds. As the church
finds out about this prophecy, they appoint a priest whose task it is to track down and
murder Lyra; in other words: the church is willing to commit any atrocity to keep sin,
defined as the conscious sexual act, out of the world. However, the church fails. As in
Paradise Lost, the story of the original sin comes after the story of the war in heaven.
It is important to note that in Paradise Lost, Adam and Eve's obvious sexual pleasures
do not count as sinful. It is the church and its tradition, Pullman seems to be saying,
which have invented the equation "sexuality = sin." The brief seductive scenario,
kicked off by a former nun who has become a scientist working on dark matter (and
thus on "Dust"), leads – again as in Milton – to a renewal of the "Fortunate Fall"
(Lovejoy 1937) because it redeems mankind and ensures its survival. The temptation
and seduction happen in a paradise-like, prehistorical world, in which the Mulefa live.
In Blakean terms, the protagonists have moved from innocence to experience. Thus,
Pullman, who refuses to condemn female sexuality, situates himself in contradiction to
the tradition of the church. Moroever, His Dark Materials was deliberately written as
an alternative to Lewis's Narnia Chronicles, which also end on an apocalyptic vision:
there, the children die in an accident and enter paradise, yet without the teenager
Susan, who has been left out of the story (or rather, out of salvation) because she is interested in lipsticks and boys (Lewis 2005, 741), because her growing sexual awareness seems incompatible with Christianity. In his promotion of original sin, of the fall
as a redeeming act, Pullman criticizes the church as well as 2000 years of Christian
theology.
Ultimately, Pullman resists the model of the apocalypse: there is no better world to
come. After the Armageddon, in which the "Authority" along with numerous angels
and rebels perish, Will and Lyra return back home. The improvement in Lyra's world
is that the church seems to have lost some of its power. There is no new earth, no new
heaven, no new Jerusalem. The dead are liberated to dissolve into particles. The ending of the novel is utterly untheological and promises nothing, no redemption, no judgment, no new Armageddon, no paradise either. What Pullman unveils is ordinary life,
a return to normality, and individual responsibility. Instead of a "Kingdom of Heaven,"
the end of the novel advocates the building of a "Republic of Heaven" (929), as Lyra
states in the very last line. This is one ultimate gesture on Pullman's side to acknowledge the radical, non-conformist Milton.
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BJÖRN QUIRING (BERLIN)
Judging the New Bloomusalem: Persistent Apocalyptic Remnants
in Joyce’s Ulysses

The publication of Ulysses has always been surrounded by Millenarian rhetoric. Ezra
Pound went so far as to claim that the Christian era ended on the 30th of October 1921,
the day Joyce finished the book (Pound 1922, 2; see Cormack 2008, 73). Jorge Luis
Borges begins his poem on James Joyce with the words:
En un día del hombre están los días
del tiempo, desde aquel inconcebible
día inicial del tiempo, en que un terrible
Dios prefijó los días y agonías
hasta aquel otro en que el ubicuo río
del tiempo terrenal torne a su fuente,
que es lo Eterno […]. (Borges 2004, 47)
One of the days of man contains all days
of Time, from the unknowable, initial
day when time began, wherein a terrifying
God predestined all the days and agony,
to that one day when the ubiquitous river
of terrestrial time returns to source,
to the Eternal […]. (Borges 1982, 41)

These are just two of many voices to have pointed out that Bloomsday resembles
Doomsday: The project of Ulysses might in itself be called apocalyptic, insofar as
Joyce endeavours to present a single, ordinary day of a few Dublin citizens in such a
way that all other days, the whole history of mankind, are perceived to be contained in
its "epiphanies". The frequently invoked parallels to the Odyssey are just one element
in a panorama of old texts and traditions insisting within the present and projecting
themselves into the future. For the time of apocalypse is not only the end of times, but,
as they say, "the fulness of times" (Ephesians 1.10), that is, the synthesis of time, in
which all history comes to a stop because everything is revealed and accessible –
"citable", as Walter Benjamin would say (Benjamin 2003, 390). In that sense, one
might argue that the book aspires to suspend history, to "awake from history’s nightmare", as Stephen Dedalus himself puts it in the book (2.377).1
Yet on the other hand, Ulysses has a decidedly anti-apocalyptic bent: It celebrates
everyday life, unfolds not the great events but the small as the really important ones.
The book also persistently attacks and ridicules all Christian and non-Christian
aspirations toward transcendence. This raises the question of how the apocalyptic and
1

All quotes according to: James Joyce, Ulysses, ed. by Hans Walter Gabler, New York: Vintage,
1986. As is customary, references to this edition of the work will be cited by chapter and line
number.
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the anti-apocalyptic tendencies of Ulysses relate. In order to draw nearer to an answer,
a small detour might be useful: According to Joyce’s description, everyday life in finde-siècle Dublin is itself permeated with apocalyptic flotsam, hopes and fears of a
great political as well as cosmic cataclysm and renewal. This applies to all layers of
society – from the archetypical bourgeois Garrett Deasy, who asserts that "all human
history moves towards one great goal, the manifestation of God" (2.380-381), to the
prostitute Florry Talbot, who is concerned that "the last day is coming this summer"
(15.2129). A favourite tune with the locals is "The Holy City" by Frederick Weatherly
and Stephen Adams, envisioning the New Jerusalem as described in the Book of
Revelation (15.2115-2212). Furthermore, all over town the imminent appearance of
the evangelist preacher Alexander Dowie at the Metropolitan Hall is announced with
posters and flyers bearing the slogan: "Elijah is coming!" (8.5-17; 10.1109-1110;
14.1580-1591 et al.) (Elijah here is understood as the prophet who will antecede and
prepare the Second Coming.) Leopold Bloom is handed one of these flyers and
instantly throws it into the Liffey, but he seems to be an exception in that respect; in
some form, eschatological hopes and fears haunt most Dubliners in Ulysses.
This insistence on apocalyptic motifs in Irish society is obviously linked to the still
somewhat oppressive colonial situation in which the population finds itself on the 16th
of June 1904. Joyce describes Dublin as a city in which a traumatic past paralyzes the
present. In one of his essays he writes that Ireland around 1900 resembles "a country
that ha[s] been subjected to a visitation by an angry Jove" (Joyce 2008, 123). A central
contributing factor to this state of abjection is, of course, the "Great Famine" caused by
the potato blight from 1845 to 1851. In Ulysses as well as in other texts, Joyce emphasizes that this famine was a political as well as a natural catastrophe. The British
laissez-faire government denied public help to Ireland, with the rationale that support
by food shipments or financial aid would stifle private enterprise and charity, as well
as promote laziness and bureaucratic corruption among the natives (Ó Gráda 1993,
126). The official who was charged with the problem proclaimed: "As God […] sent
the calamity to teach the Irish a lesson, that calamity must not be too much mitigated"
(Schama 2002, 295). The results of these pious austerity politics were mass immigration and about a million dead, as well as the devastation and redistribution of whole
districts. As a result, Joyce's Dublin is pervaded by a sense of deprivation and
uncertainty, which causes most citizens to assert their own power and importance all
the more fervently. Frequently, Dubliners supplement grand-standing behaviour with
empty gestures of rebellion against the English, fuelled by a desire for the ending of an
old order and the beginning of a new (Seidel 1976, 95). It is easy to see how apocalyptic hopes and fears might arise out of this situation of unacknowledged subordination
and powerlessness (Shechner 1974, 110). And the Irish Catholic Church is not the only
institution to nurture the resulting millennial preoccupations: The Irish nationalism we
encounter in Ulysses is also permeated with apocalypticism. It is particularly pronounced in one of the most unsympathetic characters in the book, namely the "Citizen"
who appears most prominently in the "Cyclops" chapter. In Barney Kiernan's pub, he
preaches Home Rule, polemicizes against the English occupiers, sinisterly threatens a
great day of revenge, and lengthily evokes the past glories of Erin, the martyrs for the
cause and a future Irish nation that sounds very much like a New Jerusalem. This is
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one of the instances where Joyce demonstrates how apocalyptic discourse can make
sense of a traumatic history and accordingly both rouse and comfort its proponents. In
his book Visions of the End, Bernard McGinn has analyzed how apocalyptic narratives
are structured by the triadic pattern of "crisis", "judgment", and "salvation" (McGinn
1979, 6 et passim); a fair amount of Dublin discourse takes exactly this form.
The upper-class esotericism of the Celtic Twilight group around William Butler Yeats
has an apocalyptic component too, which comes in for particularly derogatory treatment in Ulysses; Joyce describes some group members as talented charlatans with
slightly ridiculous ideas. For example, Bloom overhears George Russell alias A.E. on
the street, while holding forth to a female acquaintance: "Of the twoheaded octopus,
one of whose heads is the head upon which the ends of the world have forgotten to
come while the other speaks with a Scotch accent" (8.520-522). What exactly Russell
is talking about in this enigmatic passage is still under discussion; Bloom does not
understand it, and the reader does not understand it either. Russell was a nationalist
politician as well as a poet and occultist, so he might be developing some satirical
political allegory of the British empire, for on this empire the sun never set around
1904, and its prime minister in those days was Scottish (Don Gifford and Robert J.
Seidman 1988, 173). In any case, the two-headed octopus subsuming and incarnating
the spatial and temporal ends of the world makes a reappearance in the phantasmagorical "Circe" chapter, singing a folk song:
(A rocket rushes up the sky and bursts. A white star falls from it, proclaiming the consummation
of all things and second coming of Elijah. Along an infinite invisible tightrope taut from zenith
to nadir the End of the World, a twoheaded octopus in gillie’s kilts, busby and tartan filibegs,
whirls through the murk, head over heels, in the form of the Three Legs of Man.)
THE END OF THE WORLD: (with a Scotch accent) Wha’ll dance the keel row, the keel row,
the keel row? (15.2174-2182)

Grotesque doomsday references such as this are particularly prominent in the surreal
"Circe" chapter, in which normal occurrences, that is, a visit to a brothel and a subsequent street brawl between Stephen Dedalus and two British soldiers, are overlaid
with larger cataclysmic events. Not only a personified "End of the World" appears in
this chapter, but also a Great Conflagration which has Dublin burning with "brimstone
fires“ (15.4661), a Great Darkness, in which the planets are diverted from their courses
(15.2161-2164) and the sun goes black (15.4669) "unclean and hateful birds" swooping down on the forsaken city (15.4665-4669; see Revelation 18.2), several versions of
Messiah and Antichrist cropping up (see e.g. 15.2144; 15.2195-2196), earthquakes,
and a resurrection of the dead "in white sheepskin overcoats and black goatfell cloaks"
(15.4671-4672). (And a fair amount of further references to the Book of Revelation
might be added.) But unlike in the Apocalypse of John and its numerous successors,
no definite separation of the sheep from the goats takes place; something like the battle
of Armageddon occurs, but it is a chaotic, confused altercation in which everyone
seems to be fighting everyone else. The apocalypse is a text that has been subjected to
wildly divergent interpretations and manipulations, and a fair amount of these play
themselves out in this chapter. For example, several people are designated as the
Antichrist; Bloom's grandfather Lipoti Virag even heretically suggests that Christ him-
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self was the Antichrist (15.2575-2576; see Gifford and Seidman 1988, 497). The book
itself does not take sides, so the result is a contested apocalypse without a centre, a last
judgment in which everybody and everything calls everybody and everything else to
account. It is impossible to say who is supposed to be on the side of light and who on
the side of darkness, though. For example, we encounter a Wild Hunt of warring Irish
political leaders across the ages:
Wolfe Tone against Henry Grattan, Smith O'Brien against Daniel O'Connell, Michael Davitt
against Isaac Butt, Justin M’Carthy against Parnell, Arthur Griffith against John Redmond,
John O'Leary against Lear O'Johnny, Lord Edward Fitzgerald against Lord Gerald Fitzedward, The O’Donoghue of the Glens against The Glens of The O’Donoghue. (15.4682-4688)

The confusing political situation is depicted as a chaotic apocalyptic vision. This
chimes with a general tendency of Ulysses: The book often depicts the polarization
between the good and bad guys as a mere narcissistic pretence and shows how the
seemingly opposing parties are indissolubly entangled. Usually, the apocalypse is
thought to involve the ultimate separation between the elect and the damned, but the
parade of travestied apocalyptic motives we find in the "Circe" chapter instead unifies
its participants in a chaotic multitude – and remains staggeringly inconsequential. For
after the great conflagrations and wars it depicts, things tend to go on just like before.
Some critics have interpreted this chapter as a description of Bloom's or Stephen's
visions induced by their feelings of guilt and resentment (see Shechner 1974); but
Joyce's wildly polyphonic and parodic apocalypse clearly cannot be ascribed to any
specific diegetic person, for the boundaries of individual psychology, personal knowledge and identity are constantly transgressed here. Interior and exterior world in past,
present and future are found to partake of each other (Thacker 2003, 135). Umberto
Eco, among others, has pointed out that Joyce tries to represent the world in a way that
surpasses these dichotomies (Eco 1977, 387). The resulting openness of the book exceeds the liberality of personal phantasms and pathologies which articulate themselves
in "streams of consciousness". Rather, the chapter seems to merge the vainglorious and
aggressive mental life of all its characters into one "unified human nightmare", as
Marilyn French puts it (French 1976, 194) – a nightmare that is not outside everyday
life, but an integral, though latent, part of it. The inhabitants of Dublin are found to
have a common ground after all, but it is a monstrous and grotesque stage on which
cosmic cataclysms flare up and die. As individual daydreams, these visions would be
atypical, particularly for Bloom, and they also pass much too fast for that. The phantasmagorias come to pass within fractions of a second, "in the twinkling of an eye" (1
Corinthians 15.52), as can be seen by the realist dialogue that frames them. For
instance, the dialogue of Bloom and the prostitute Zoe on the street is interrupted by a
parodic messianization of Bloom, his public adoration and miraculous deeds, his
subsequent trial, sacrificial execution and resurrection, developed over twenty pages
before the dialogue between Zoe and Bloom proceeds just where it was interrupted
(15.1352-1958).2

2

And one might venture to affirm that it is not only Bloom's fantasy which unfolds here, but also
Zoe's, whose snide remark triggers the whole vision.
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In this and in other cases, one is confronted with a "phantasmagoria" in the word’s
most literal sense: an agora of phantasms. Their description does not open the door to
another, secret world, but to this world, on a level where tendencies which remain
merely potential are depicted as if their trajectories were actually followed and enacted. Joyce describes things which exist "potentially in reality", as Daniel Ferrer puts
it (Ferrer 1984, 141). He tries to convey not only one single situation but the complete
potential inherent in it. To use an analogy: If one were to draw a diagram that contained all the tendencies and contributing factors inherent within a situation, the extreme points would stand out most. For example, on meeting for the first time, two
persons might immediately start to make out or instantly come to blows and kill each
other, depending on their inclinations. They might also do more moderate things somewhere in-between these extreme points, acts which would stand out somewhat less
within the continuum of the diagrammatic representation, even if they were the ones
finally chosen. The Circe chapter sketches such a diagram for some moments, hence it
is full of outstanding, extreme situations. The result is comparable to some passages in
Finnegans Wake, for example a few paragraphs in the third chapter (Joyce 1975, 572573) in which the Earwicker family and their social circle seem to be engaged in all
sorts of perversions and violence, as if everybody’s most repressed as well as most
evanescent desires were suddenly acted out (Campbell and Robinson 2005, 326). In
the same way, total catastrophe as well as salvation are present in the "Circe" chapter
as virtualities, demarcating the horizon of the real. Through this form of presentation,
the conditions which encourage the violence as well as the paralysis in Dublin, the intimate relation between the state of exception and the everyday, become more intelligible.
The "Circe" chapter also sketches the ways how the apocalyptic horizon is integrated
into everyday life, most prominently the way of sacrifice; that is, the appeasement by
some form of scapegoating that both prevents and representatively enacts universal
doom (see e.g. Carter 2003). In sacrifice, the citizens can act out revolutionary, sexual
and aggressive drives in a vicarious way that is not dangerous for the order of society.
Ulysses emphasizes the sacrificial aspects of Christianity: For example, the aforementioned flyer announcing the Evangelist John Dowie asserts that "God wants blood
victim" and demands that everybody be "washed in the blood of the lamb" (8.11). It is
not only Christian self-sacrifice that is in question in Ulysses though, but also the long
line of Irish national martyrs who are supposed to contribute to a golden future by their
death. The book suggests that this insistence on martyrdom is indeed good for the
oppressive status quo, because the populace draws some inconsequential libidinal
satisfaction from it. In several passages, this abusive relationship with the dear departed is symbolized in the crass image of a hanged national martyr’s postmortal erection and ejaculation that is voyeuristically consumed by the collective of good, upright
citizens. The topic is already insinuated in the "Sirens" chapter in which the crooning
of the patriotic song about the "Croppy Boy", hanged for the national cause, is utilized
for seduction purposes (11.1085-1178). Similarly, from the patriotic effusions of the
"Cyclops" chapter, a phantasmagoria of a public execution develops which is treated
both as a spectacle responding to collective emotional needs and as some sort of
natural catastrophe fulfilling a dark destiny (12.525-534). The figure is intensified to
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the utmost in the "Circe" chapter in which the "Croppy Boy" reappears to be hanged
again, in the presence of Edward VII, the British king in the year 1904. Thereupon, "a
violent erection of the hanged sends gouts of sperm spouting through his deathclothes
on to the cobblestones" (15.4548-4549). Some preeminent female citizens of Dublin
catch the sperm in their handkerchiefs, and the aroused hangman sells the rope to the
highest bidder, while King Edward dances around singing:
On coronation day, on coronation day,
O, won't we have a merry time,
Drinking whisky, beer and wine! (15.4562-4564)

In his obscene enjoyment, he is not only an emblem of the British colonial power
though, as is manifested by the fact that he implausibly wears an Irish-Catholic badge,
the "image of the Sacred Heart" (15.4450). It is thus intimated by Joyce that the English and the Irish form a conflictual sacrificial community, constituted by constantly
repeated scenes of sacrifice and self-sacrifice. And since everybody is a potential
victim of this policy, it is important for everyone, including the irreligious, down-toearth characters like Leopold Bloom.
For Bloom's daily routine is very much informed by experiences of victimization and
everyday catastrophe. He is precariously employed, his wife Molly cheats on him, and
his colleagues and acquaintances tend to look down on him as a failure and harass him
as a Jew. He also carries around a lot of traumatic baggage: His father, a converted
Jewish immigrant, committed suicide, and his only son died soon after birth, leading to
an estrangement from his wife. Bloom can be described as alienated from his environment and from his designated role as a man, husband and father. When we meet him,
Bloom is very empiricist and pragmatic and rejects any claims to transcendence as
well as the idealist assertions of his compatriots. He does not indulge in apocalyptic
comforts, and, accordingly, in the "Hades" chapter, he refers disdainfully to the resurrection of the dead and treats it as a grotesque:
That last day idea. Knocking them all up out of their graves. Come forth, Lazarus! And he came
fifth and lost the job. Get up! Last day! Then every fellow mousing around for his liver and his
lights and the rest of his traps. Find damn all of himself that morning. Pennyweight of powder in
a skull. (6.677-681)

Bloom is also sceptical toward the Millenarian nationalism the Citizen and his entourage indulge in. When the Citizen decries the barbaric customs of the British navy:
"Hell upon earth it is. Read the revelations that’s going on in the papers […]"
(12.1330-1331), Bloom retorts that a future Irish navy would probably behave just the
same: "But […] isn't discipline the same everywhere. I mean wouldn't it be the same
here if you put force against force?" (12.1360-1361) We learn that Bloom has been a
supporter of Parnell in his youth, championing Home Rule (e.g. 18.1187-1188), but his
fervour seems to have cooled somewhat. Nevertheless, Bloom broods almost obsessively about the possibility of a better communal life in the future and even plays with
the thought to buy land in Palestine. His thoughts often revolve around internationalist
reform projects, but he rarely ventures beyond well-meaning, somewhat helpless commonplaces of universal charity and mutual aid with a vaguely social-democratic bent.
When he utters these opinions, he is repeatedly mocked as "a new apostle to the
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gentiles" for his pains (18.1489). Consequently, in "Circe" he appears as the grotesque
messianic figure and sacrificial victim already mentioned. He starts out posing as a
social reformer, preaching progress and universal brotherhood, while his expressions
often echo the rhetoric of the biblical prophets; then he proceeds to make ever more
exalted claims and to perform diverse miracles. He finds general enthusiastic approval
and adulation by the assembly of all Dubliners who proclaim him King Leopold the
First (15.1354-1475).3 Soon, he is also designated the "Messiah" (15.1833-1836)4,
rings in the "Paradisiacal Era" (15.1632), and proclaims the inauguration of a "new
Bloomusalem" (15.1548). However, this parody of the New Jerusalem does not come
out of the sky as in the Book of Revelation. Instead, workmen construct it, and this
construction is permeated with catastrophes, such as the demolition of diverse Dublin
neighbourhoods and accidents on a gigantic scale; some latent aggression may manifest itself here. In any case, the result is a "colossal edifice with crystal roof, built in
the shape of a huge pork kidney, containing forty thousand rooms" (15.1548-1549). It
is probable that this peculiar Holy City takes the form of a giant kidney not only
because this organ happens to be Bloom's favourite dish, but also because in Ancient
Israel it was routinely sacrificed to God as burnt offering (e.g. Leviticus 7.4-5). Joyce
emphasizes this connection, and indeed, sacrifice is already on the horizon, since the
phantasmagoria of Bloom's apotheosis is complemented by scenes of his humiliation,
execration and victimization: In the course of the chapter, Bloom encounters his
significant others, such as his wife, old and present flames, his mother, father and his
grandfather, diverse friends, acquaintances and enemies, as well as figures of public
interest, policemen, the personified sins of the past, and even his own alter ego, Henry
Flower – and all of them attack, ridicule and berate him. Predominantly, they accuse
him of perversions and sexual misconduct of diverse sorts, above all of unmanliness.
Following this constant attack on his masculinity, Bloom undergoes a sex change, is
penetrated, and bears children (15.1799-1822). He is also accused of counterfeiting,
heresy, anarchism and terrorism as well as repeatedly addressed as "the Beast" (e.g.
15.1717). The evangelist Alexander Dowie makes an appearance in order to denounce
him as the Antichrist: "This vile hypocrite, bronzed with infamy, is the white bull
mentioned in the Apocalypse. A worshipper of the Scarlet Woman, intrigue is the very
breath of his nostrils" (15.1757-1759). Twice, Bloom is executed in his function as
scapegoat, by stoning and burning, then resurrected to be worshipped again (15.19301958 and 15.3219-3231). However, he is neither destroyed nor redeemed by these
virtual events; he just endures and outlasts them (French 1976, 200). After all his spectacular experiences, he seems much the way he was before. Some Joyce scholars try to
read a personal maturation and transformation into the chapter as well as into the
novel, but I confess myself unable to see it: "Circe" just amplifies and diagrams the
everyday sorrows and fears as well as the everyday joys and resilience associated with
Bloom, staging an apocalypse qua business as usual.

3
4

The enthusiastic approbations of the crowd subsequently start to mingle with natural phenomena, i.e. thunder and sheet lightning.
In "Cyclops", he was referred to as "ben Bloom Elijah" (12.1916).
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With Stephen Dedalus, things stand similarly: He is also in a precarious position, as a
lapsed lower-class Catholic, a dropout, and a poet without perspectives, borne down
by the paralysis of Dublin and diverse personal traumata, above all the early, painful
death of his mother and the estrangement from his alcoholic father. But whereas
Bloom stoically trudges on, Stephen seems more deeply affected, even torn apart by
his liminal situation. Generally, he perceives himself and his environment as caught in
perpetual doom, even before night falls and "Circe" emphasizes the eschatological
dimension of events. A phrase from his monologues that is repeated and varied in the
course of the day, emphasizes this: "I hear the ruin of all space, shattered glass and
toppling masonry, and time one livid final flame" (2.9-10; 3.249 and 15.4245). He thus
sets the apocalypse in the present – a figure of catastrophe in permanence. Under these
auspices, Stephen torpidly drifts through Dublin, obviously in danger of becoming an
alcoholic like his father. He stylizes himself as a sacrificial figure, both messianic and
diabolical, confronted with a society that hardly tolerates him. In the "Circe" chapter,
he undergoes a similar treatment as Bloom: A grotesque parade of Stephen's milieu
passes by him, his friends and acquaintances, his teachers, his idols, his enemies, and
his father, the latter first taking the form of a cardinal, then that of a buzzard. And all
these characters also amuse themselves by accusing and attacking Stephen or ordering
him around. The situation comes to a head when his resurrected mother enters the
scene. Through the day, her memory and vague feelings of guilt associated with it
have haunted Stephen. In the brothel, she finally appears to him "in leper grey", and
urges him to repent and mend his godless ways (15.4157-4240). Her history of victimization is closely connected to the Irish malaise, so it is only consequential that she
later seems to blend into a personification of Ireland, "Old Gummy Granny […] the
deathflower of the potato blight on her breast" (15.4578-4580). This allegorical figure
also tempts Stephen to sacrifice himself for church and motherland by thrusting a
dagger in his hand and instructing him to kill the British soldier who keeps abusing
him: "Remove him, acushla. At 8.35 a.m. you will be in heaven and Ireland will be
free. […] O good God, take him!" (15.4737-4739). But Stephen is not keen on this
self-sacrifice and looks for other ways out of the general predicament, above all for
possibilities to reorder his world or at least to perceive it in a new way through art and
philosophy. With limited success, he tries to deal with the situation as a writer, by
remoulding it instead of submitting to it passively. His general strategy is to construct
or reconstruct an order that might subsume and sublate his painful experiences, since
the system of the Catholic Church is no longer able to do this. Nonetheless, both
Stephen and Joyce remain heavily influenced by the comprehensive system of
scholasticism they learned at their Jesuit schools. Both compare the work of the artist
and writer to that of the priest, and the literary use of symbols to the religious use of
the sacraments (Ellman 1982, 163 and Joyce 2007, 195). Both the sacrament and the
work of art represent encompassing, timeless realities. However, the work of art does
not disclose a transcendent realm but the immanent eternity which inheres in the
temporal and the contingent.
In Ulysses, we find only vague outlines of this aesthetic program; Stephen is still toying with diverse, incompatible ideas. However, one tendency is clearly discernible,
and that is to refer to William Blake and Shelley as important precursors. Stephen's
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monologues are full of citations from Blake in particular, and it is for good reasons
that Gerda Norvig has ascribed to this Romantic poet an "apocalyptic poetics" (Norvig
1993, 40). Faithful to etymology, Blake conceives of apocalypse as a revelation of
timeless truth: "Whenever any Individual Rejects Error & Embraces Truth a Last
Judgment passes upon that Individual" (Blake 1988, 562). And according to Blake,
this truth is exclusively conveyed by the instant illumination of art and vision: "The
Last Judgment is not Fable or Allegory but Vision" (Blake 1988, 554). Stephen adds
his own twist to this conception by emphasizing that the artist’s work does not illuminate a transcendental realm beyond this material world, but reveals this very same
world in its fulness which encompasses past, present and future. Stephen explains in
"Scylla and Charybdis": "In the intense instant of imagination, when the mind, Shelley
says, is a fading coal, that which I was is that which I am and that which in possibility
I may come to be" (9.381-382). This is the exact meaning of the term "Joycean epiphany": an instant which encloses its past and future, constituting a totality which can
be apprehended, the Great thus being revealed to be virtually contained in the Small.
For example, a gesture or utterance can express a person's whole personality, the
malaise of an age or even that of the human condition (Joyce 1963, 211-213). The supposed beginning and end of each thing and hence the apocalypse of the world is thus
"sublated" within the everyday by means of the writer’s art. In the diegetic time of
Ulysses though, Stephen only vaguely grasps for this point. He could not write something like Ulysses yet, although he is slowly getting there. Above all, he remains entangled in the idealistic bric-à-brac that characterizes significant parts of Irish intellectual life around 1900: the Celtic Twilight, a penchant for occultism, a diffuse, pseudopagan Nietzscheanism and Wagnerianism which fuel a desire for grand heroic gestures
and for a vague transcendent freedom and spiritual power. Stephen shows himself to
be caught in this mode of thought, when he quotes musically from the "Götterdämmerung" (15.3649-3650) and then drunkenly, but solemnly declares: "My foes beneath
me. And ever shall be. World without end" (15.3935). When his dead mother approaches him with her demands of Christian sacrifice, Stephen calls for the Wagnerian
sword "Nothung", brandishes his ashplant and smashes the brothel's chandelier with it.
The result is, in Joyce's words: "Time's livid final flame leaps and, in the following
darkness, ruin of all space, shattered glass and toppling masonry" (15.4242-4245).
This is followed by rather mundane haggling between Bloom and the madam over
who is going to pay for the lamp: Like all grand revelations of that day, Stephen's
apocalypse turns into mock-apocalypse.
The end of Ulysses also turns out to be rather anti-climactic: When a new day dawns,
Bloom will not have saved Stephen from his problems, his sense of isolation, foreboding and ridiculousness; nor will Stephen have saved Bloom. During their encounter,
they basically remain strangers to each other, despite a sense of general sympathy, and
despite the fact that they have what one might call the day’s first genuine conversation
– a talk that for once is not a game of one-upmanship. The way Ulysses represents
reality may balance Stephen's aestheticized scholasticism and Bloom's pragmatic
empiricism, but if the book achieves this synthesis, its protagonists do not. Bloom's
and Stephen's special plans for the world are ironized just as much as the other political and religious programs that people try to push in the Dublin of 1904. None of the
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characters can be taken as the mouthpiece of the author. Generally, it is indeed discernible that Joyce aims for a maximum diversity of styles and voices in which he tries
to drown what one might call "his own voice" and "his own style". I would propose
that this endeavour should be understood in connection with his aspiration to eliminate
transcendence. Ulysses offers no conclusive judgment, not even a representational
frame that is ultimately binding. Instead, it strives to unveil a complex network of
signs and events without an outside, thus to a large extent also forcing its reader to suspend his or her judgment. Ulysses aspires to be so all-inclusive that any external,
divine or godlike standpoint, from which a Last Judgment might originate, becomes
untenable. Any verdict does not come from another, transcendent place, but from this
contingent world; it is found to be immanent within the process of ordinary life itself.
This judgment has already happened, is happening, and will keep on happening. Joyce
demonstrates that the end of the world, as everyday horizon of reality, is always
already present and inheres in business as usual.
Therefore, chances that a great cataclysm will be able to remake the world appear to be
slim. However, the chances of getting rid of apocalyptic thought once and for all are
pretty slim, too. As Beryl Schlossman puts it, "the end of the world and the world
without end offset each other" (Schlossman 1985, 32). Thus, at the end of Ulysses, no
great reconciliation occurs, but no ultimate catastrophe either. The transformations taking place in the course of the book are only very small shifts, enabling the protagonists
to go on with their lives, but not more. History may be "a nightmare from which you
will never awake", as Stephen corrects himself during the course of the day (7.678).
But one can represent and comprehend the nightmare's fatal logic, making obedience
to its incessant call for sacrifice less automatic and less devastating. A doomed doomsday thus is found to perpetually expire under the weight of its own contradictions and
leave the world in the questionable state it already was – and in that, one may see a
weird, inconclusive kind of salvation.
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HEIKE HARTUNG (POTSDAM)
Apocalypse and Old Age: Imminent Ends and Lacking Futures

The idea that old age is an intolerable burden is part of a cultural narrative which finds
literary expression in what I will refer to as texts of '(de)personalised apocalypse'. Two
such apocalyptic novels are Anthony Trollope's The Fixed Period (1882) and P. D.
James's The Children of Men (1992), in which forms of organised suicide are presented as probable endings to the 'burden narrative' of old age in its different historical
manifestations. By depicting suicide as the end point of the individual's life these texts
personalise it as an apocalyptic practice while, at the same time, depersonalising it by
denying its characteristic attribute of voluntariness.
Trollope's novel is narrated by the ex-President Neverbend of the fictive island Britannula, set in the South Pacific in the year 1980. Neverbend's 'reform' law of the 'Fixed
Period', according to which all citizens are to be executed at the age of sixty-eight in
order to avoid old age decrepitude, has been prevented by colonial intervention at the
point at which it was first to be put into practice. I will argue that Trollope's novel expresses its apocalyptic contents by juxtaposing two different perspectives: that of the
'unbending' narrator, who regards the Fixed Period doctrine as utopian, and those of
his fellow citizens and the English colonizers, who oppose his scheme as dystopian.
Trollope's novel, thus, personalises apocalyptic thinking by introducing the idea of a
fixed end point of individual life, which gives a new meaning to the imminence of
imaginations of 'the End' (Kermode 1966, 25).
In P. D. James's novel, the burden narrative of old age in the late twentieth century is
linked to demographic fears, which find their expression in a form of ritualised suicide
of the old. In the late twentieth century, this burden narrative has itself acquired
apocalyptic undertones. The Children of Men is set in the year 2021 and describes a
world in which humans have lost the capacity to reproduce. After twenty-six years
without a single birth, they are deprived of hope for the future and feel that the past is
redundant. This configuration of an absent future, I will argue, links James's novel to
the specificity of apocalypse in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries analysed by
Derrida, with reference to the 'nonevent' of a Total Nuclear War, as "the limit case in
which the limit itself is suspended" (1984, 22), and as evoking, in Richard Klein's
words, the possibility that "the future itself will lack" (2008, 174).
The following essay is structured in two parts: In the first, I will give a brief outline of
the burden narrative of old age in the nineteenth century. I will read Trollope's novel in
the context of Frank Kermode's distinction between imminence and immanence,
developing my argument concerning The Fixed Period as a version of an imminent
and personalised apocalypse. In the second part I will show how the burden narrative
of old age turns into "apocalyptic demography" in the twentieth century (Robertson
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1990, 429). I will then read James's novel as an instance of what Richard Klein, with
reference to Derrida, describes as a 'lacking future': a future that is no longer adequate
as an expectation and also no longer to be expected. In conclusion, I will compare the
two novels as exemplary instances of '(de)personalised apocalypse', in which the end is
calculated and imminent while the future is suspended.
1.1 Old Age as a Burden in the Nineteenth Century
During the nineteenth century, midlife was conceptualised as the normative life stage
from which standard both childhood and old age where judged as different forms of
deviation. This attitude towards the life course was popularised by the advent of
statistics in the mid-nineteenth century, to which Trollope's narrator Neverbend refers
when he explains his reform scheme to (future) readers:
Statistics have told us that the sufficient sustenance of an old man is more costly than the
feeding of a young one, – as is also the care, nourishment, and education of the as yet unprofitable child. Statistics also have told us that the unprofitable young and the no less unprofitable
old form a third of the population. Let the reader think of the burden with which the labour of
the world is thus saddled. To these are to be added all who because of illness cannot work, and
because of idleness will not. How are a people to thrive when so weighted? And for what good?
As for the children, they are clearly necessary. They have to be nourished in order that they may
do good work as their time shall come. But for whose good are the old and effete to be maintained amidst all their troubles and miseries? (Trollope 1990, 2-3)

Neverbend here combines the scientific explanation of ageing and its normative emphasis on maximum functionality with the capitalist, work-based definition of the life
course. With its depiction of old age as the end point of 'useful' life, Trollope's satire
spells out the consequences of conceiving of life as a problem to be solved by statistics. Furthermore, the view of old age as a burden can be traced to a profound shift in
the cultural conceptions of old age, related to real physiological changes. Whereas the
declining living standards of the elderly poor in the late eighteenth century "fed a
growing sense that the aged as a category burdened society" (Ottaway 2004, 11), this
burden narrative became more elaborate during the nineteenth century. The stage of
old age was dissociated into a dualism of 'the normal' and 'the pathological', which
marks the beginnings of the "scientific management of aging" (Cole 1992, 199).
Medical discourse on old age becomes the dominant paradigm of knowledge after
French physicians introduced new pathological definitions of disease based on clinical
observation in the late eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century, Jean-Martin Charcot's extensive observations of primarily old women in Paris's Salpêtrière Hospital,
published in Clinical Lectures on the Diseases of Old Age (1881), were influential for
establishing this medical discourse. Charcot's research also introduced the methodological problem into gerontological knowledge, which concerned the distinction between healthy and diseased old age.
The "clinical gaze" described by Foucault in The Birth of the Clinic as a new technology of analytic observation that isolates organic disease from an earlier systemic
approach to illness (1994, xi; 109) also defines the "geriatric gaze" (Hepworth 2004,
12). When geriatric medicine was established as a specialisation in its own right during
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the second half of the nineteenth century, "[t]he aged body became an articulation
point for social, scientific, and practical discourses about old age" (Katz 1996, 22).
The dualist vision of ageing, which distinguishes a healthy and good old age from a
decrepit, bad one, has been described by Thomas Cole as a gradual development from
a positive to a negative pole in the prevalent attitudes towards old age and death. During the early nineteenth century, a sentimental idealisation of old age predominated
which obscured actual experiences of suffering, pain and poverty as "part of the selfevasion of a culture at once committed to and disturbed by capitalist values of efficiency and productivity" (Cole 1992, 136). Thus the idealisation of old age masked the
devaluation of ageing, the fear of decline and dependency, and a growing hostility
towards the elderly. With the rise of professional geriatric medicine in the late nineteenth century, the negative pole of the Victorian dichotomy of ageing began to predominate.
Trollope's satire spells out the disturbing implications of the negative view of old age
as a burden. The novel has to be seen in the context of other utopian literature such as
Samuel Butler's Erewhon (1872), in which it is forbidden "under severe penalty of law,
to fall ill or fail bodily in any way" before the age of seventy (Super 1990, 5). Trollope's
title phrase also had repercussions in early gerontological literature, marking the emphasis on economic efficiency prevalent in early biological theories of ageing.1 An
example for the adaptation of Trollope's title as a gerontological expression is the
Canadian physician William Osler's farewell speech called "The Fixed Period", which
he delivered in 1905 when he moved from the medical school at Johns Hopkins
University to Oxford. In this speech, Osler defines the "fixed period" as the most productive years of humankind between the ages of twenty-five and forty, while those
over sixty were regarded as "useless" and were advised to cease working. While he
meant to reflect in his speech ironically on his own prestigious career, leaving Baltimore for Oxford at the age of fifty-five, the extensive press responses were critical of
his words, which they regarded as "literally recommending a Trollopean solution to the
ailments of twentieth-century industrial society" (Katz 1996, 90).
1.2 The Fixed Period – Old Age and the Calculated Imminence of the End of Life
In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode has defined a feeling of crisis as crucial for
the modern experience of apocalypse, in which 'the End' is conceived as happening at
every moment, thus making 'the End' indwelling, or "immanent," rather than "imminent," or threateningly impending:
No longer imminent, the End is immanent. So that it is not merely the remnant of time that has
eschatological import; the whole of history, and the progress of the individual life, have it also,
as a benefaction from the End, now immanent. (1966, 25)


1

For an analysis of the rhetorical strategies by which gerontology adapts nonscientific language
"to shore up its conceptual limitations", see Katz 1996, 77-103; on Osler and Trollope in particular, see Katz 1996, 90-91 and Cole 1992, 162-174.
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Trollope's only novel written in a first-person voice and in the science fiction genre
can be read as a fiction of crisis, in which the relationship between the imminence of
the End and its (modern) immanence is at stake. It opens with the narrator, ex-President Neverbend of the fictive British colony Britannula, being carried back to England
under restraint in the year 1980. He muses on the failure of his 'reforms' based on the
introduction of the law of the "Fixed Period", according to which all citizens reaching
the age of sixty-seven are to move to a college termed "Necropolis", where they spend
one year of honorary retirement before being executed at the age of sixty-eight.2 When
the law is passed, Britannula is still a young country; the conflict arises, however,
when it is first to be put into practice: When Neverbend's best friend Crasweller celebrates his sixty-seventh birthday, he lies about his chronological age and makes himself one year younger to put the sentence off. Crasweller's daughter and Neverbend's
son conspire to remove Neverbend from his position, requiring the military help of
England and thus re-establishing the colonial status of Britannula.
Neverbend explains the goal of the Fixed Period doctrine as abolishing "the miseries,
weakness and fainéant imbecility of old age by the prearranged ceasing to live of those
who would otherwise become old" (Trollope 1990, 2). As we have seen, he invokes
the 'unbending' laws of statistics in favour of his 'reform' arguments. He argues that
getting accustomed to the idea of being killed at the age of 68 would remove what he
regards as the errors of feeling for the old as "an ill-judged and thoughtless tenderness"
(2). Neverbend's reform project, then, can be seen as an attempt to determine the end
of the individual lifespan externally. Whereas Kermode describes the modern experience of crisis as inherent, as always already present, Trollope's narrator tries to
reverse the immanence of individual death into a calculable imminence. The idea of
introducing the end of one's life as something for which one can prepare during the
period of residence at the "Necropolis" is promoted by him as a positive new custom
which would change "all the existing ideas of the grave" (4). By becoming used to
treating the end of one's life as something predetermined, he maintains, it would no
longer be perceived as threateningly impending but experienced as an "increasing
honour" (3).
Neverbend's reformist language is characterised by euphemism and the avoidance of
words which refer to the killing of the "deposited" elderly: he talks about "a euthanasia
[that] was to be prepared for them", they "depart with the full respect of all their fellow
citizens" and are "saved from any of the horrors of poverty" (3). He also rejects the
"terrible word of 'murder'" for the killing of the old as "foul language" and favours a
legal argument. He prefers the term "College" to "Necropolis", since he wishes to
avoid the association with death. Neverbend's euphemistic language use is an aspect of
the dialogic strategies, with which Trollope opens up the first-person narrative
situation to include different perspectives. The temporal displacement of the sciencefiction setting and the narrator's telling name are further distancing devices.
The most effective voice against Neverbend's theory, however, proves to be that of his
friend Crassweller. Crassweller argues from his experience with the effects of the

2

Trollope finished writing his novel at the age of sixty-five (Tracy 1978, 287).
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Fixed Period law on his life, describing how disturbing it has been to be treated by his
loving daughter as someone who is already dead. Crasweller thus rejects the knowledge about the end of his life, with which Neverbend intended to make the imminence
of individual death calculable. He dismisses the institution of the Necropolis with its
one year preparation for this end as a psychic strain that has driven him close to madness. He also argues against Neverbend's idea that custom may overcome the reluctance or horror of being deposited:
The first man will never get used to it. That College will become a madhouse. You must think of
some other mode of letting them pass their last year. Make them drunk, so that they shall not
know what they are doing. Drug them and make them senseless; or better still come down upon
them with absolute power, and carry them away to instant death. Let the veil of annihilation fall
upon them before they know where they are. The 'Fixed Period' with all its damnable certainty
is a mistake. I have tried it and I know it. [...] It is impossible that human nature should endure
such a struggle and not rebel. I have been saved now by these Englishmen, who have come here
in their horror, and have used their strength to prevent the barbarity of your benevolence. But I
can hardly keep myself quiet as I think of the sufferings which I have endured during the last
month. (157-158)

Crasweller marks the euphemistic cruelty of the Fixed Period law by his relief at the
English intervention "to prevent the barbarity of your benevolence" (158).3 With its
"damnable certainty", the preparation for death turns life into a simulacrum which
already anticipates a kind of "psychic" or "living death" (Blythe 2003, 175). With the
figure of Crasweller, Trollope explores – according to Helen Lucy Blythe – "the emotional responses of the elderly facing deposition", thus foregrounding "the similarity
between them and other groups facing similar erasure" (173).
Neverbend is affected by the intensity of his friend Crasweller's speech only insofar as
he rethinks the education toward the certainty of imminent death: He now believes that
it must start in early childhood. Crasweller's experience leads Neverbend merely to
adapt his theory. However, the intervention of the English, which turns him into a
colonial subject and a prisoner, makes him feel a similar kind of psychic death: "What
could I do now but just lay myself down and die?" (122).
Trollope's novel combines a multitude of voices, perspectives and comments on the
Fixed Period law and has invited different speculations about the author's satiric purposes. In his study of Trollope's later novels, Robert Tracy has pointed to the writer's
experience with ludicrous reforms and doctrines during his time as a civil servant. This
might be seen as a backdrop to his satire, which in Tracy's reading was aimed more at
the lack of human sympathy observed in abstract reformers than at either advocating
or attacking the euthanasia of the elderly (1978, 287; 292). In a more recent essay,
Henry N. Rogers III investigates Trollope's views on old age and death, stressing the
writer's fearful rejection of "the uselessness and loss of purpose which old age might

3

The different meanings ascribed to "benevolence" in the novel constitute another instance of the
dialogism Trollope opens up with Neverbend's euphemistic language use: while Neverbend regards his own reform scheme as "the most absolutely benevolent project for the governance of
the world", he deplores the duplicity of naming the British minister responsible for sending out
the gunboat that threatens Britannula's capital with destruction "the so-called Minister of Benevolence" (117).
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bring", and concluding that "[t]he concept, at least, of euthanasia undoubtedly had an
attraction for him" (1999, 16; 17).
A similar assessment, though from a different perspective, is given in an early reading
of Trollope's dark satire, which focuses on his attitude towards old age. In his early
twentieth-century study of old age, Senescence (1922), the American psychologist G.
Stanley Hall presents Mr. Neverbend's untimely reform as a logical consequence of the
decline model of ageing, affirming "that something like this must surely sometime be"
(132). Hall analyses the Fixed Period law not from a readerly position of distance
provided by satiric exaggeration but treats euthanasia as a possible future solution to
the problem of old age. The burden narrative of old age here becomes an unacknowledged or 'naturalised' part of the age dualism of early gerontological literature. It invites proposals of '(de)personalised apocalypse', which envision organised suicide as a
probable ending for an individualised burden narrative that no longer allows for the
new beginnings of future-directed apocalyptic fantasies. Alternatively, the idea of
fixing the end point of individual life is treated – by conflating the unbending narrator's position with that of the author – as the personal sacrifice that guarantees or eases
the economic well-being of the society as a whole in Neverbend's quantified reform
theory.
If the euthanasia argument in The Fixed Period individualises the Victorian 'burden
narrative' of ageing into a form of personalised apocalypse, which at the same time
depersonalises or standardises the experience of ageing, the binary distinction between
a positive healthy old age and a negative, decrepit one is also present in a discourse
that is even more detrimental to the frail old: that of eugenics. In her case against Crasweller's deposition, his daughter Eva does not argue against the negative old age discourse that Neverbend has established with his theory of the Fixed Period but focuses
instead on her father's individual physical constitution as well as on his social and
familial background. By contrast, she speaks bluntly of the decrepit old age that she regards as expendable: "You ought to begin with some weak, crotchety, poor old cripple
who would be a great deal better out of the way. But papa is in excellent health, and
has all his wits about him [...]" (43).
This focus on physical and mental health reveals a logic behind the Fixed Period law,
which simultaneously evolves from and augments Neverbend's punitive theory of old
age: a logic of eugenics, which adds to the physiological or functional dimension of
old age (health versus illness) that of class (wealth versus poverty). In its satirical vein,
Trollope's novel participates in the eugenic discourse established in late nineteenthcentury Britain as part of Neo-Darwinian evolutionary theory. Eva's suggestion to kill
the disabled old in The Fixed Period moves uncomfortably close to the questionable
goals of a 'positive eugenics' as a biopolitical practice that was theorised by Francis
Galton in the late nineteenth century. He proposed the active breeding of 'new' human
beings with the aim to produce a 'pure race' – an idea that was considered highly questionable.4

4

Francis Galton, amateur scientist and cousin of Charles Darwin, coined the term "eugenics"
from Greek eugenes, meaning "well-born", which he defined in his book on heredity, Hereditary
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With its idea of a universal euthanasia at the age of 68, The Fixed Period transforms
the habitual association of apocalypse with catastrophe into a quantified version of
self-sacrifice for the economic good of society. As I have shown, Trollope's satire can
be contextualised as painting a very bleak picture echoing some late Victorian views of
old age. It promotes a logic of eugenics and of euthanasia as a solution – albeit a satirical one – to the problem of old age. It also provides an individualised version of apocalypse, in which the future-directedness of the apocalyptic fantasy is based – uneasily
– on the sacrifice of the weakest members of society, on the frail and disabled old.
2.1 Old Age as Risk in the Twentieth Century
P. D. James's The Children of Men (1992) illustrates in exemplary fashion a late twentieth-century perspective on the burden narrative of old age. Based on a biological
decline model of ageing that accepts Fixed Period theories, the dualist conception of
old age prevalent in the late nineteenth-century novel and in early gerontological
literature like Hall's Senescence persists to the present day. It has been analysed as part
of the normative construction of the life course in modern Western societies, on which
a positive evaluation of development as progress is based (Kohli 1986), and as part of
the discursive effects of both positive and negative stereotypes of old age throughout
history (Göckenjan 2000).
However, the new element that is introduced into age discourse as crisis narrative in
the twenty-first century is the concept of risk. According to Ulrich Beck, "risk society"
refers to the systematic ways in which contemporary societies deal with the insecurities introduced by late twentieth-century modernisation (1992, 21). Whereas the welfare state assumed that the risk facing individuals could be calculated and minimised
collectively (Gilleard and Higgs 2000, 98), the privatisation and deregulation of a
globalised world economy have led to an individualisation of risk that also affects the
experience of ageing. As Bryan Turner has argued, the tensions in modern societies in
this global context can be located in the concepts of 'risk' and 'governmentality'.
Foucault's concept of 'governmentality' relates the interaction between state and selfgovernance on the level of micro-surveillance to that of macro-risk: "As the global
economy develops into a culture of risk, the nation state is forced to invest more and
more in internal systems of governmentality" (Turner 1997, xviii). The individualisation of risk makes ageing seem a particular problem when it is connected with frailty
or disability, since "[t]he burden of dependency, with the ageing of Western societies,
is being answered increasingly with the privatisation of medicine and a doctrine of
obligation" (xix).

Genius (1869), as the possibility to selectively breed a "highly gifted race of men by judicious
marriages during several consecutive generations" (1). The eugenic movement of the late nineteenth century, which was represented by "a small group of elite biosocial reformers" in Britain
(Pauly 1993, 138), distinguished between two practices of 'biopolitics': Whereas 'positive eugenics' referred to the active breeding and design of new human beings conceived, questionably,
as 'pure', 'negative eugenics' denoted the selection of qualities leading to an enhancement of
humanity as a more broadly defined modernist project (Stoff 2004, 184).
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The shift from citizenship to governmentality has serious consequences for the individualised experience of ageing, since it transforms the 'dualism' of the nineteenthcentury burden narrative of old age into the dichotomies of the 'third' and 'fourth' age –
as an active, healthy versus a decrepit, frail old age. The technologies of biomedicine
have led to a contemporary biopolitics as "risk politics" based on a somatic definition
of selfhood, in which the binaries of the normal and the pathological are being reorganised into strategies of risk management (Rose 2001, 2).5 The notion of risk has
also been applied to narrative in the context of which the figure of the statistic generates numerous stories with negative endings: "It is statistics, rather than economics,
that should be known as the dismal science. For it is a science that is now circulated
interminably in everyday life as a discourse of risk" (Woodward 1999, 179). As we
have seen, statistics were already an integral part of Neverbend's argument for promoting the Fixed Period reform. P. D. James's dystopian science-fiction novel, The Children of Men, may serve as a literary case study for analysing the ways in which demographic fears affect the burden narrative of old age in the late twentieth century.
2.2 The Children of Men: The Absence of Youth and the Lack of a Future
How is ageing as a biopolitics of risk related to apocalypse? In an essay entitled "No
Apocalypse, Not Now", Derrida argued that the singularity of the event referred to as
Total Nuclear War consisted partly in the fact that it "has existence only through what
is said of it, only where it is talked about" (1984, 23). Distinguishing between "the
'reality' of the nuclear age and the fiction of war" (23), Derrida describes Total Nuclear
War as a nonevent, "whose possibilities and risks were being meticulously calculated"
during the Cold War period (Klein 2008, 173). As Richard Klein has pointed out,
Derrida's response to 9/11 resembles his earlier analysis of the nonevent of the nuclear
age in its definition of the nature of the future, evoking "a virtual future possibility, in
which there will be no future for mourning: the future itself will lack" (2008, 174).
In his essay, Derrida also contrasts the "catastrophe" of individual death with that of
nuclear catastrophe, arguing that individual death "may always give rise to a symbolic
work of mourning" (1984, 28). Even if, as he points out, the anticipation of one's own
death or of that of a person close produces a despair "that I have no reason not to
equate with the annihilation of humanity as a whole", it is the realm of the symbolic,
of culture and memory, which limits "the 'reality' of the individual death to this extent"
(28). In contrast to the "compensation, internalization, idealization, displacement, and
so on" that is possible in the symbolic work of mourning an individual death, Derrida
argues, the nonevent of nuclear catastrophe leads to "the absolute effacement of any
possible trace" and "the remainderless and a-symbolic destruction of literature" or the

5

While Nikolas Rose estimates the subject positions available to the "somatic individual" optimistically as their becoming "active participants in the new ethics of normalcy" (2001, 20),
Gilleard and Higgs caution that the influence of biotechnologies may divide "the ageing population into those who can successfully exercise the appropriate technologies of the self by providing for their old age and those who cannot" (2000, 103).
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archive (24). In this sense, the lacking future of nuclear catastrophe is also the end of
apocalypse.
James's The Children of Men (1992) focuses on this lack of a future dimension. The
society envisioned is struck by universal infertility: the symbolic and literal absence of
youth represents the loss of hope for any future. The novel is set in the year 2021:
Mankind's loss of its capacities to reproduce has defeated Western medicine in a
sudden and dramatic change that begins in the year 1995, known as "Year Omega".
After twenty-six years without a single birth, mankind is deprived of its hope for the
future. Theo Faron, historian of the Victorian age and Oxford fellow, describes the
isolating and depressing consequences of this monumental change on the experience
of time into "nothing but the present moment" (James 1993, 10-11). Universal sterility
has curbed all future perspective and turned mankind into a dying species, making
history redundant.
Theo's first-person narrative, which introduces his thoughts on history and on the
present state of the society in which he lives, takes the form of a journal of "the last
half of my life" (4), begun at the age of fifty and to be destroyed when he reaches old
age. Partly a life review, it is also a confessional and a painful self-analysis not intended to be read by anyone but himself. The narrative situation thus foregrounds in its
lack of an addressee the disruption of the symbolic systems of representation. The
narrative is divided into two books, the first of which is called "Omega" and spans the
time from January to March 2021, and the second of which is called "Alpha" and set in
October of the same year. Diary entries dominate the first part, which elaborates on the
society depicted and on Theo's past. It also records his meeting with Julian, a young
woman who belongs to a group of dissenters and who shakes Theo out of his self-induced isolation and political lethargy. At her request, Theo makes an appointment with
Xan Lippiat, his cousin and the dictator of England, to ask for a number of reforms
formulated by Julian and her group. When this meeting fails to produce the desired
effect, Theo tries to argue Julian out of her intentions to oppose Xan and his Council,
which he regards as futile and dangerous.
In the second part of the book, Theo is approached by Miriam, a member of the dissenting group, to fetch him in Julian's name. When Miriam tells him that Julian is
pregnant, Theo does not believe her, but is soon convinced after meeting her. A group
of five including Theo, the former priest Luke, Julian, her husband Rolf and the midwife Miriam flee the country in order to keep Julian's pregnancy secret. The second
part of the novel, narrated mainly in third-person voice, details the dangers of this
flight, which only Julian and Theo survive. With analogies to Christ's birth, Julian
gives birth to a son in a woodshed. Soon afterwards, Theo faces Xan in a duel and kills
him. The novel ends in a gesture of Christian symbolism, in which Theo christens the
new-born child. The ending remains ambiguous as to the outcome of Theo's assumed
power as the new guardian of England.
The figure of the child provides a religious subtext to James's novel that is explicitly
referred to in the title, taken from the Anglican Church's Book of Common Prayer and
used in the second part of the novel in an informal burial ritual spoken by Theo: "[...]
Come again, ye children of men. For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday:
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seeing that is past as a watch in the night" (224). Whereas the theme of infertility and
the lack of children for most of the novel links its narrative strategies to the incommunicable timelessness of a society which lacks a future perspective, at the end of the
text the childbirth opens up a new hope for continuity.
The symbolically charged meaning of children is related to a political ideology of the
family. This ideology is shown as disrupted both on the societal level as well as in the
personal lives of the novel's main figures: the historian Theo is a divorced and solitary
man; the religious visionary Julian bears the child of Luke, the former priest, rather
than her husband's. The "trope of the child as figure for the universal value attributed
to political futurity" is linked to a heteronormative status quo, while giving voice "to
the ideological truism that governs our investment in the child as an emblem of fantasmatic futurity [...]" (Edelman 1998, 19; 21).
The symbolic significance of the absent child in The Children of Men for the lack of a
future for mankind places the burden of old age in a new perspective. On the one hand,
in the absence of a solution to the infertility problem, Western medicine invests in
prolonging life and ensuring that the ageing body is taken care of: "Our ageing bodies
are pummelled, stretched, stroked, caressed, anointed, scented" (7). When youth is no
longer attainable, the "illusion [...] of vigorous middle age" is retained with "obsessive
concern" (8). On the other hand, the "incapacitated and dependent old" (9) are encouraged to kill themselves in bureaucratically organized mass drownings called
"Quietus"6.
While in Trollope's novel the execution of the Fixed Period law of ritual suicide is
forestalled by England's colonial intervention, in James's novel the ritual drownings of
the Quietus have become a real demographic measure. As Theo points out matter-offactly at the beginning, Xan and his Council have managed to control a wave of suicides in the wake of negative sperm counts of the last generation of 1995 by putting
fines on the nearest relatives of the dead. Whereas this biotechnology of supervision
was meant to prevent suicide in the middle aged, the Quietus encourages it in the
dependant elderly: surviving relatives are paid pensions, if a disabled old person takes
part in the 'voluntary' mass euthanasia (9). Putting an end to the Quietus is one of the
reform demands of the dissenting group, which is given some dramatic force in the
novel when Theo witnesses one of these events.
This disturbing scene of violence against old women highlights the "misplaced and
distorted" emotions "evoked by the stages of life" in this novel (Squier 1999, 132).
Theo drives to the Suffolk Coast to watch an old women's Quietus which takes place at
a wooden jetty where a brass band, uniformed figures and relatives have assembled to
wait for the old women, who are driven to the coast in coaches. As a first symptom of
the displacement of life stages, Theo identifies the huts in which the old women

6

The meaning of the word that comes closest to the way it is used in the novel is listed in the
OED Online as "[a]n ending or extinction, esp. of something regarded as undesirable, troublesome, etc.; something that causes the end (of a theory, concept, matter, etc.)". Significantly, the
word meaning is transferred from an application to abstract matter to one referring to old and
disabled human beings.
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change into long white robes as those he remembers from childhood holidays. The
women themselves in their costumes look incongruously like "dishevelled bridesmaids" (86). When Theo moves closer, the proceedings become clear to him: the old
people are taken out to sea, weights attached to their ankles. Then the plugs are
knocked away and the soldiers return to the shore. Affected by the "macabre ceremony", Theo wishes to leave when he recognises one of the old women as Hilda, the
demented wife of his former history tutor (87). When she tries to escape the killing and
Theo tries to help her, the apparently voluntary suicide ritual turns violent:
And then it happened. His outstretched hands were about to grasp her wrists when one of the
soldiers leapt into the water from the jetty and, with the butt of his pistol, struck her viciously on
the side of the head. She fell forward into the sea, arms whirling. There was a brief stain of red
before the next wave came, engulfed her, lifted her, receded and left her spreadeagled in the
foam. She tried to rise again but again he struck. Theo had reached her by now and clutched one
of her hands. Almost immediately he felt his shoulders seized and he was flung aside. He heard
a voice, quiet, authoritative, almost gentle, 'Let it be, sir. Let it be'. (87-88)

The dramatisation of the ritual makes the voluntary aspect of the staged suicides questionable. When Theo takes Xan and his Council to task for the "murderous parade" he
has witnessed, one of the Council members concedes that "[t]hat particular Quietus
was mismanaged" (109). She reacts to his accusation by explaining the bureaucratic
procedures which should ensure that the Quietus is voluntary (110). The smooth efficiency with which Xan and his Council answer Theo's criticisms highlights the absolute control they exert over their subject's bodies. This 'biopower' is most effective
when it concerns the ending of life, as is shown in the dramatic scene of the Quietus.
Its force also manifests itself in older characters' fears of no longer being considered
useful.
3.

Conclusion

Whereas the focus of apocalypse in James's novel is on the absence of children, who
represent the lacking future perspective of the society depicted, it is significant that
this absence does not fundamentally change the burden narrative of old age with its
dualist vision of a good and bad, a healthy and decrepit, an active and a dependant old
age. Rather than prolonging life indefinitely into an extended form of healthy old age –
a vision that is promoted by some biogerontologists of our time such as Aubrey de
Grey, who intends to "end ageing", – it is midlife that is stretched to its utmost.
Trollope's novel foregrounds euthanasia and eugenics as possible solutions to the
problem of old age, whereas the Fixed period law is part of an old age theory propagated by one individual whose power to put it into practice has been curbed. The
Quietus in James's novel, by contrast, is a demographic measure that has already been
put into practice, while the ritualised mass drownings are reinforced by violence if
voluntary participation is refused. This institution is explained by a similar logic as
that of the Fixed period: It is a reaction to the fears of an increasingly dependent ageing population and their demands on a society in which there are no longer younger
people to care for their needs. Although the absence of children adds a new dimension
to this logic, it is revealed in its destructive hostility towards the old as a catastrophic
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projection of the burden narrative of old age, or, in other words, as 'apocalyptic demography'.
The lack of a future and the futility of a past, which have ceased to matter in a dying
world, add a religious subtext to the eugenic and demographic measures in the totalitarian society depicted in The Children of Men. This subtext evolves into a dominant
theme in the novel's second half, which dramatises a new hope for the species in the
pregnancy of the disabled and religious Julian. In spite of the dismissal of the nuclear
family in the novel and the marginal status of the group of dissenters who gather
around Julian, the Christian symbolism of the pregnancy and of the trope of the child
foregrounds the vision of a heteronormative society as the solution to the absence of
hope for the future.
Whereas Neverbend's theory is based on chronological age, prescribing 68 as the
"fixed period" for voluntary death, the organised mass suicides in Xan's England are
related to functional age, applicable to the old who are no longer able to care for themselves.7 Neverbend's stated aim is to abolish old age, which he regards as a manacle on
human society. He thus argues thus from a Victorian capitalist perspective, according
to which the middle aged are regarded economically as the most useful members.
Abolishing old age is not an issue in Xan's England. Nevertheless, the effects of the
loss of childhood and youth similarly privilege middle age as the period of life that is
stretched to the utmost with the help of medical intervention. The dismissal of the
disabled and dependant old as expendable, voiced in The Fixed Period by Crasweller's
daughter and inherent to the logic of the Fixed Period law, becomes part of the
technologies of controlling life and death in the form of the practice of organised mass
suicides in The Children of Men.
What I have called 'personalised apocalypse' in Trollope's and James's novels refers to
the individualisation of the 'solutions' which both texts propose to the collective
burden narrative of ageing in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries respectively. The
focus in both texts on the 'catastrophe' of individual death also has a depersonalising
effect: both the Fixed Period and the Quietus customise individual death so that there
is no longer a time or space for the symbolic work of mourning.
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HERMAN JOSEF REAL
Something to be Frightened of? The Four Last Things
in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Eschatology
and Jonathan Swift

Throughout his life, Jonathan Swift was in the habit of composing in pairs. In two
companion pieces dating from the 1730s, "(On) the Day of Judgement" and "The Place
of the Damned," the Dean of St Patrick's satirized the 'madness' of contemporary
eschatologists pretending to be in the know about the protocol of the Creator's final
rendezvous with Humankind. "(On) the Day of Judgement" addresses the issue of
Heaven and Paradise Regained, more precisely, the nature and character of Humankind's 'reward' at the end of time, provocatively presenting a 'solution' that is none:
Humankind may either rejoice or despair. "The Place of the Damned," by contrast,
responds to seventeenth-century millenarian, or chiliastic, efforts to circumscribe the
location of Hell and ends on an equally challenging 'thesis': Hell is physical, not metaphysical, terrestrial, not transcendental, material, not spiritual; more than anything
else, it is not uncertain, imminent, or forthcoming; it is actual, current, and alive.
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DOMINIK WALLERIUS
"Who do you think you are? … What do you think you're
doing?": Identity as textual apocalypse in Muriel Spark's
The Driver's Seat

Surrounded by much enigma, Muriel Spark's The Driver's Seat narrates the selforchestrated murder of the protagonist Lise by a convicted sex offender. The story is
apocalyptic in the sense that Lise's murder constitutes the tragic, even catastrophic,
ending of the novel. But, from a narratological perspective, we can see that on the
discourse level the function of this ending is undermined. At a very early stage in the
narration the reader learns through various prolepses that Lise will be killed. Between
these prolepses, the story, which is narrated in the present tense, shows Lise to be
behaving most erratically, and her character proves to be inscrutable in terms of her
motivations and goals. Those shifts between future and present create a tension of
certainty and uncertainty: her death, which lies in the future, seems to be certain, while
her motivation and the reasons for her death remain opaque, although the reader accompanies her as if in real time. Baffled by her grotesque interaction with other characters, the reader begins to suspect that she is not simply a victim but a perpetrator.
Indeed, the end of the book reveals that she has orchestrated her own murder, planning
every detail from the choice of crime scene to the choice of her murderer. However,
the reasons why she planned this are not given, nor do we understand why she does
not commit suicide instead. Apocalypse, as Frank Kermode has suggested in his seminal The Sense of an Ending, is about a moment of recognition which enables a new
beginning. The narrative voice itself mysteriously refers to the novel as a "whydunnit
in q-sharp major" (Spark 101), indicating that the apocalyptic revelation lies not in the
how but in the why of Lise's murder.
By moving from plot to context, possible reasons for her will to death seem to be explained at first. As the novel suggests, the postmodern age and society that Lise finds
herself in make it hopelessly difficult to become an individual, to find an identity. Not
only her lack of a surname exemplifies this; as critics have observed, Lise is engaged
in constant role playing and pretending. But the role playing and plotting also have the
function to lay a trail for the police and newspaper journalists to establish her identity
as the victim of a horrific murder – perhaps, in a grotesque way, this is the only identity that is genuinely possible, because all other identities are fake in this inauthentic
world.
But even this gesture towards writing her own narrative cannot enable Lise to sit in the
driver's seat. Although she attempts to impose her will on a world that seems to efface
the possibility of personal individuality, even her desperate construction of her own
catastrophe is unsuccessful. First, as critics have observed, Lise is raped by her murderer – an event that was not part of her original plan. Her carefully executed murder
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plot is, thus, tainted by this unforeseen sexual dimension. Furthermore, through this
sexual dimension, her will is subordinated by patriarchal exertion of (sexual) power.
Second, although writing her own narrative might at first sight resemble a form of
sublimation of life into art, she fails to become the idealised heroine of a classical
tragedy. Instead she becomes, as has been argued, the object of sensationalist journalism. The textual economy does not lead to a satisfying end, as her death neither provides an explanation of events, nor allows her to achieve her goal of becoming the
heroine of fiction.
Narrative closure is therefore not achieved through the ending of the text. Instead, in a
seemingly insignificant closing scene, the text points the reader to the familiar Aristotelian topoi of pity and fear. A re-reading of the novel reveals that the narrative forces
us to focus on pity for, and fear of, the characters of Lise's journey towards her death.
Far from being cleansed from those two emotions as the classical tenet has it, further
readings of the text constantly produce both of them. We realise that within Lise's
terrible and inscrutable master plot, all those quirky, at times frighteningly eccentric,
characters deserve both our contempt but, to a certain extent, also our sympathy. In
this universe created by the author, every fate seems to be undecidably insignificant
and valuable at the same time. Instead of promoting a nihilistic world picture, however, the author seems to suggest that we must accept both emotions as part of our
lives.
Thus, the novel not only deconstructs narrative closure and its "expectation of nothing" (Barbara Herrnstein Smith). It also transfers this function to a humbling rereading of the narrative, rendering the whole reading process apocalyptic in the sense
that the end is merely a new beginning. Making pity and fear the frame of our reading,
the text forces us to rethink our evaluation of the characters and their motives. In
effect, our apocalyptic recognition is that neither the protagonist nor the reader is in
the driver's seat.
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GERD BAYER
Perpetual Apocalypses: David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas
and the Absence of Time

David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas (2004) approaches the tradition of dystopian writing
from a unique angle in that it refuses to submit to the linearity of temporal developments. Whereas utopian and dystopian literature traditionally removes its temporal
setting either to the remote future or distant past, and shifts its geographical location
frequently to a distant elsewhere, Mitchell's novel scatters its time and place across
past, present, and future, and around the planet. Cloud Atlas consists of a collection of
almost independent narratives that are built in a Chinese-box structure around each
other. Each tale, belonging to a different subgenre of the novel, is loosely connected to
the next, and all of them bring to the light a different facet of the abusive and destructive tradition of post-Enlightenment Europe. Drawing heavily on such discourses as
postcolonialism, race studies, environmentalism, and technological disasters, Mitchell
implies that the kind of apocalypse traditionally envisioned as an event to be encountered in the future is in effect already taking place. His novel casts the historical
present as fundamentally marked by catastrophic developments.
This paper argues that Cloud Atlas should be read as a commentary on questions about
globalisation, terrorism, and colonialism. By returning to the Enlightenment 'invention'
of individuality the novel puts in play the manipulative potential that accompanies any
process of change. Mitchell clearly questions to what extent post-Enlightenment cultural history can be read as a story of progress. Instead, his novel suggests that the
post-millennial sense of apocalyptic doom merely repeats an experience all too familiar to non-European spheres. His visions of a post-apocalyptic future are effectively
made to resonate with those chapters that deal with the past and the present, making it
clear that far from moving towards catastrophe, human experience has been catastrophic for centuries.
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AND ASTRID BÖGER (HAMBURG)
Comics and Graphic Novels: Introduction

It is quite common for introductions to comics to argue forcefully that this medium is
as old a human culture and preceded every other art form, that in the course of its history it was highly respectable and only lost its credentials for a brief time in the 20th
century until it surged again to new fame and honours. The usual witnesses run from
the artists of Lascaux, the Egyptian friezes and the Tapestry of Bayeux to Hogarth and
Masereel. But then sequential pictures were also quite usually employed for less honourable artistic endeavours and in the course of their history they were frequently
linked to the sensational, to violence, murder, death, and sex. As most other genres or
media, comics always were and continue to be highly ambivalent products of popular
culture and may offer complex and aesthetically marvellous works or appeal to our
lowest instincts. Occasionally, the two coincide.
If we look back at the relatively short history of comics proper from the year 2012,
several decades after its most commercially successful period, we can describe it as an
artistic and intellectual success story. Today, we indeed have a vast number of serious,
interesting, innovative, experimental or simply entertaining publications that use a
range of styles and address all possible topics. Here are a few examples:
•

Chris Ware's meticulous style, influenced by product design of the early 20th
century

•

Charles Burns's expressive technique of black and white contrasts that lends itself
to rich visual associations

•

The hyperreal and glossy style of contemporary superhero comics

•

Rory Hayes style, running the fine line between expressionistic art and a disturbing child's doodle

•

The so-called "ligne claire" style usually associated with the works of Hergé but
also explored by Jean Gireaud, a.k.a. as Moebius

•

Craig Thompson's highly affecting ink drawings

•

The complex architectures and fantastic cities created by Schuiten and Peeters

•

The style of Raymond Briggs in "When the wind blows", whose colourfulness is
so highly deceptive

•

Dave McKean's complex and demanding collages, mixing all kinds of media and
drawing styles

•

The hilarious bureaucratic nightmares of Marc-Antoine Mathieu
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•

The effective selective use of colour by Ben Templesmith in "30 Days of Night"

•

Jens Harder's highly artificial panel layouts for his history of the universe in "Alpha Directions"

•

Neil Gaiman's gothic imagery

•

Alan Moore's multiple styles, moving from the simulation of cheap underground
printing to woodcut style, glossy images and imaginary landscapes

•

Or, finally, Martin Rowson's wonderfully eccentric adaptations of inadaptable
literature or his wonderful contribution to this volume: an artist's tale about the
strange birth of comics as a genre.

This list of artists that have all contributed to expanding the range of comics as a medium of artistic expression already shows that comics can in no way be reduced to the
products of American mainstream publishing, even though these have so far occupied
most the public's awareness and scholarly attention. The contributions in this section
focus instead on British contributions to the development of comics. While Manga and
francophone comics have long been recognized for their distinctive features, British
work in comics has too often been subsumed under American comics. A closer look
will easily reveal that British artists were not only often on the forefront of original
developments, but also contributed their own specific perspective. Ally Sloper's Half
Holiday, a British comic first published on 3 May 1884, has a legitimate claim to being the first comic magazine named after and featuring a regular character. Raymond
Briggs published his When the Wind Blows, a realistic book about an elderly couple
slowly dying in the aftermath of a nuclear war, in 1982, four years before Art Spiegelman made comics history by winning the Pulitzer prize for Maus. (The only other two
graphic novels that Wikipedia lists for that year are Marvel's Dreadstar and a novel
about the X-Men). Bryan Talbot started his seminal graphic novel, The Adventures of
Luther Arkwright, in 1978, at the same time that Will Eisner popularized the term
through his three short stories about life in the Bronx, A Contract with God (for more
on Talbot, see the essay by Meifert in this section).
The difference between American and British comics for younger readers can be
thrown into relief by a comparison of two series that have been running for over 60
years now, both first appearing in March 1951 within a week, and both titled "Dennis
the Menace".
The American Dennis (first published March 12, 1951) is a blond, freckled and ultimately lovable kid, and the mischief he creates is just the result of the fact that "boys
will be boys". He is a bit of Tom Sawyer transferred to the 1950s and inserted into the
stereotypical nuclear, middle-class family. The British Dennis (first published March
17, 1951), on the other hand, is truly ill-tempered, positively nasty, occasionally cruel,
and in consequence the punishment he receives is also frequently severe, ranging from
injuries to caning. He is a veritable hooligan, politically incorrect and anarchic, with
no redeeming merits whatsoever. Moreover, none of the other characters in the Beano,
like Rodger the Dodger, Minnie the Minx or Ivy the Terrible are any better, and thus
the response is not a mild forgiving chuckle but pure and raw gloating – first at the
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victims of the foul tricks and then at the offenders. The magazine has obviously never
fallen under the spell of any comic code.

Just like with other forms of popular culture, such as rock'n'roll, pop music, or heavy
metal, artists from the United Kingdom have also had a decisive influence on the development of comics as a medium for artistic expression and storytelling.
American comics might still dominate the most widespread forms of comics, lately
especially through the CGI-enhanced cooperation between the two major American
comics publishers and Hollywood. It's hard to ignore Spiderman and Batman when
they stare at you from every other billboard that you pass in the streets – but an important part of what made these superheroes newly interesting to readers and later viewers
is due to British writers and artists. Quite similarly to the development of science fiction to which comics are often related, British artists were among the first who left the
well-trodden paths that had been established in the respective Golden Ages. In science
fiction, the impact of the New Wave in the 1960s opened the previously predominantly
male and frequently juvenile genre to new venues and also new audiences. In comics,
the transformations from the late 1970s to the 1990s were similarly decisive and ultimately also laid the ground for critical success – and once more a strong British influence could be felt in that process.
What has been called the "British Invasion" was one of the most important factors in
the maturation of American mainstream comics. Artists like Moore, Morrison, or Neil
Gaiman, Brian Bolland, Dave Gibbons and later Warren Ellis and Garth Ennis brought
with them the higher willingness for artistic experimentation and innovation that existed in the British scene as compared to the American mainstream. As usual, there is
always some money to be made of such denominations and by now two volumes were
published under the title Marvel Masters: The British Invasion, collecting work from
British authors or artists for Marvel Comics. Included is even an artist who, as the editors point out, "preceded all other British-born creators in US-comics by many a year",
i.e. Lee Elias, born 1920, who came to America at the age of 6 and drew comics from
the 1940s until he died in 1998. This, of course, indicates that by now being British is
also an asset in American comics.
In his essay "An ABC of British Science Fiction – Apocalypse, Bleakness, Catastrophe" Peter Nicholls suggested that in contrast to American texts, British science fiction
seems to be more pessimistic, possibly in consequence of "something about the British
temperament that forces it to contemplate disaster". He then suggests that British science fiction "has generally been more sophisticated and adult" than the mainstream
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American variant with a "lone decent, tough, self-reliant man pitted against a potentially hostile environment, and usually licking it into shape in the end", and that "rather
than fulfilling our superman fantasies, British science fiction has generally attacked the
complacency that lies behind them" (19). This difference also seems to hold true with
respect to graphic novels, where many British authors tend towards dark rather than
cheerful solutions, the generic patterns and the role models of the hero are challenged,
and dystopian topics are not uncommon.
Moreover, the traditional view of the hero is frequently undermined. While the American Captain America is an epitome of patriotism and male power, Alan Moore said
about his counter-product Captain Britain, that he was the least interesting character,
"very lonely and socially awkward ... socially inept and ... blessed with huge burgeoning muscles". Such re-visions have become integral parts of the comic universe, and
would we still be interested in the caped crusader – or any masked vigilante, for that
matter – without the groundbreaking re-imaginations by writers like Grant Morrison or
Alan Moore?

MARTIN ROWSON (LONDON)
Towards a Theory of Literary Adaptation in Comic Book Format:
A Graphic Response
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NICOLA GLAUBITZ (DARMSTADT)
Vernacular Modernism: Martin Rowson's The Waste Land

When Martin Rowson published a graphic version of T.S. Eliot's 1922 poem The Waste
Land in 1990, he had intended it as a "kick at this gnarled old totem pole" (Rowson
2012, 69) of a literary classic. Transposing Eliot's lines, almost word for word, into the
setting of film noir, integrating the poem's fragmented images and voices into a farfetched hardboiled thriller plot, Rowson's attack on a cultural icon caused a first stir
when representatives of Eliot's estate legally interfered against the use of original lines.1
Literary critic Brian McHale has also, and quite recently, noticed "the manifest indecorousness of coupling a hyper-canonical poem like The Waste Land with a low-art
medium such as comics" (2010, 46). He concedes, however, that the 'fit' between hardboiled thriller and modernist poetry is "surprisingly good" (McHale 2010, 46). At a
closer look, though, the unmistakable parody of the 'graphic poem' (Rowson's preferred
label) is everything but a deliberate besmirching of Eliot's poem. More than twenty
years after its first publication, it shares cultural space with mashup videos on the internet and crossovers in film and music displaying profound knowledge about genre conventions and virtuosity in dealing with media formats. The Waste Land has turned into a
highly popular, even a cult text, as Dorian Lyskey speculates in a recent Guardian article. It resembles the phenomenon Umberto Eco (1986) has called a 'cult movie', that is,
a text that is appropriated not as a whole but broken up into quotations. Lines like "April
is the cruellest month" or "I will show you fear in a handful of dust" (Eliot 2001, l. 1, l.
30) are used regardless of their often obscure meaning, and are meant to perform a
knowing gesture of allusion to a high cultural monument. Against this backdrop, and in
the context of a new, comprehensive view of the period of modernism including its 'vernacular' forms (Hansen) that has taken hold in academic discourse since ca. 1990, Rowson's book now appears as a 'parody without ridicule' (Hutcheon 1978, see McHale
2010, 34). It reveals, as I will argue, a lot about modernist poetics, about the modernist
elements of noir thrillers, and about the visual stereotypes of noir.
1.

Narrativizing The Waste Land?

Two out of the small number of critical studies of Rowson's The Waste Land take narrativity as their point of departure. Steve Tabachnik (2000) identifies its narrative structure
as a Gothic narrative and argues that it reveals Gothic elements in Eliot's The Waste
Land. He also follows Rowson's commentaries (2012a, 69) when he sees the detective
figure Chris Marlowe as the representative of a reader who is sceptical about the value
of modernist poetry: "Marlowe is the spokesman for that part of the mind of even the
1

See Rowson 2012a. Quotations from the poem were not permitted under UK copyright – only
the American version could appear with the original lines. The recent 2012 reissue (by Seagull
Books) follows the UK version and has different captions and speech bubbles.
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most aesthetically inclined reader that suspects that Modernism is somewhere a fraud
disguising a lack of artistic control and meaning." (Tabachnick 2000, 89). Brian McHale
contends that Rowson "in effect narrativizes TheWaste Land. [...] Rowson takes a text
that, like many other modernist or avant-garde texts, is only sporadically, obliquely and
problematically narrative, and supplies the missing or 'lost' narrative elements" (2010,
34). According to McHale, Rowson fills in the gaps and interpretative lacunae in Eliot's
poem by a thriller plot,2 while closely imitating its fragmented structure in the arrangement of panels – since comics, as well as poetry, are by definition structured by gaps
between lines or panels, the fragmented nature of Eliot's poem is transposed into the
other medium. While McHale's analysis of 'segmentivity' draws attention to similarities
between two very different genres, it identifies a very general, structural element that
does not reveal much about either Eliot or Rowson in particular.
Of course, one cannot deny that Rowson links the independent voices of Eliot's poem
and creates coherence by introducing a main character who appears as first person narrator in the captions. He reads The Waste Land against the grain and as a crime story –
much in the same manner, and to a similar comic effect as the lady in James Thurber's
1943 story who reads Macbeth as a whodunnit. I would argue, though, that one needs
to acknowledge the parody, the caricature, and the exaggeration of all the main reference texts for Rowson's parody (The Waste Land and the hardboiled thrillers) in order
to avoid foregone conclusions about the simplifying and 'indecorously' re-narrativizing
functions of comics that inform McHale's reading.
In the first section of Rowson's version, thriller elements in fact link the sequence of
voices, scenes, and images to the corresponding section of Eliot's poem ("The Burial
of the Dead"). Eliot's poem begins, after a motto and a dedication to Pound, with an
anxious meditation on the fecundity brought about by the April rain. It is uttered by a
voice that can be taken as universal and authoritative (Davidson 1994, 126) and blends
into a female, colloquial voice, Marie, which shifts between English and German ("Bin
gar keine Russin", Eliot 2001, l. 12) and relates some rather trivial travel impressions.
The rest of the section again alternates between banal chatter (l. 35, 36), quotations
from Wagner's Tristan and Isolde (l. 31-34), and the authoritative voice admonishing
its listener to contemplate the title's desert landscape and its larger implications of
chaos and desolation: "A heap of broken images, where the sun beats / And the dead
tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief" (Eliot 2001, l. 22, 23). In the concluding
stanzas, the mood of desolation and spiritual impoverishment is transposed to presentday London; moving from occultism and allusions to the tarot (l. 43-59), the voice

2

McHale sees the notes, added by Eliot to the hardcover edition of The Waste Land of December1922, as an attempt to reestablish coherence after the rigorous editing process recommended
by Ezra Pound. Eliot, McHale writes, added the notes in order to compensate for the 'lost' narrativity of the first drafts. Eliot suggested Jessie Weston's From Ritual to Romance and Frazer's
The Golden Bough, especially the vegetation myths described there, as a clue to the fragmentary
poem (Eliot 2001, 21). He also identifies Tiresias, a character in the poem, as the ''most important' and perhaps authoritative lyrical voice. The status of the notes is contested in Eliot scholarship and Eliot himself once spoke of their 'bogus scholarship' (see Eliot 2001, 2, editor's footnote 1).
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from the beginning conjures up an uncanny 'unreal city', that is, London, and its vaguely threatening anonymous crowds.
In the graphic version, the Sibyl's death wish in Eliot's motto from Petronius is transposed into a murder scene in a typical rainy, dark film noir setting.3 And it is private
eye Chris Marlowe who muses about the cruelty of April when a new client enters his
office. The lines "April is the cruellest month, breeding/ Lilacs out of the dead land,
mixing/ Memory and desire, [...]" (Eliot 2001, l. 1-3) are translated into hard-boiled
style: "Just now I had other things on my mind. Like the old dame in the doorway,
coming in like a mean martini mixed from cold memory and old desire. By the way,
my name's Marlowe, Chris Marlowe" (Rowson 1990, [2]) Marlowe has no idea what
the client, Marie Countess Larisch, wants him to do since she speaks the German –
English lines from Eliot. Everyone familiar with one of the main reference texts mentioned in Rowson's notes (Rowson 2012, 62) will also recall the first chapter of
Dashiell Hammett's The Maltese Falcon and the beginning of John Huston's film version, which begins with a young woman walking into Sam Spade's office, and with the
murder of his partner Myles Archer. In Rowson's book, Marlowe's incomprehension
causes his mind to wander; drifting off into memories of a past investigation with his
partner Miles Fisher at the Red Rock Casino in the Nevada desert. The shift of location
demanded by the desert imagery in Eliot's second stanza is thus made plausible.
So far, the thriller elements indeed supplement a 'lost' narrative cohesion, as McHale
argues. But the narrative stalls almost as soon as it has begun, and then turns into a
chain of accidental events for which the protagonist merely provides the focus. Marlowe, for one, is still in the dark about Larisch's exact wishes. He follows the only
vague clue he has gathered from her and sees Madame Sosostris (the flu-stricken clairvoyante from Eliot's poem). Having received another enigmatic clue (Sosostris asks
him to look for a drowned Phoenician sailor, see Eliot 2001, l. 47), he is forcibly prevented from investigating any further. Marlowe is served a laced drink, knocked unconscious by unknown crooks and shipped off to "Eugenides, London" (Rowson 1990,
[8]). A few panels into the second chapter, Marlowe is still clueless: "All I needed to
do was work out who. And why. And what the hell any of this had to do with Miles'
murder or the Larisch case. And what exactly the Larisch case was [...]" ([17]). This
comment reformulates Eliot's lines from the "Fire Sermon" section – "I can connect/
Nothing with nothing" (Eliot 2001, l. 302-303) but also recalls an episode from Hammett's first novel Red Harvest (1929): When an assistant is drawn into the case about
halfway through the book, his reaction to his boss' briefing amounts to the same implication: "I understand everything about it except what you have done and why, and
what you're trying to do and how" (Hammett 1992, 110).
Rowson comically exaggerates the erratic structure of hardboiled plots here, but to a
much lesser extent than one might suspect. Not unlike Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon or Philip Marlowe in Chandler's The Big Sleep (1939) or The Long Goodbye
3

See Rowson 1990, [1]. All references to Rowson's Waste Land are to the 1990 American version which is closer to Eliot's text. Since this edition is not paginated, I add the page numbers
from the 2012 edition in square brackets for easier orientation. The page count starts on the page
immediately preceding the beginning of "Chapter 1: The Burial of the Dead".
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(1957), Chris Marlowe is driven by circumstances, blunders along and substitutes guesswork and manipulation for systematic fact-finding. Red Harvest is a prime example of a
narrative that highlights the sheer contingency of events – the nameless detective protagonist soon loses sight of his commission and becomes entangled in a complicated
web of gang rivalries. He is passively reacting and collaborating rather than actively and
disinterestedly investigating. The Maltese Falcon (1930) has a more coherent plot
which, however, self-reflexively foregrounds narrativity. Sam Spade is misinformed
about his real commission in the beginning, and even when he is finally put on the trail
of the allegedly highly valuable statuette of a falcon, he is aware that the stories his client and her associates tell him are most likely false. All of them turn out to be lies in the
end (and the falcon is a fake, too). One of the many stories Spade tells (Hammett 1992,
61-64) concern a man, Flitcraft, who narrowly escapes death from a falling beam and
abruptly leaves his harmonious life behind (only to start an identical new life elsewhere). It remains without immediate function in the plot and obliquely illustrates how a
contingent event seems to provoke change but is quickly contained by the meaningless
routine of the American way of life. Telling stories, in this novel, is clearly not presented as a technique that creates order or reconstructs the truth behind a crime; on the
contrary, it is shown to be a device that conceals, warps, or embellishes facts. Hammett's
novels raise the question whether the morally corrupt and criminal urban world they are
set in can be ordered, explained, and contained by narrative at all.
Lee Horsley observes that although modernism's formal complexities and its ostentatious self-reflexivity are not generally found in the popular culture of the 1920s to the
1940s, the noir thriller is an exception: "modernist techniques as well as themes helped
shape literary noir, encouraging, for example, the use of irony, non-linear plots, subjective narration and multiple viewpoints" (Horsley 2001, 3). The closeness of Hammett's prose and The Waste Land has been observed by Scott Christianson in the same
year Rowson's Waste Land was published: Eliot's poem, Christianson argues, is stylistically close to Dashiell Hammett's hardboiled prose and its fragmented, expressionistic use of language. The coincidental plots of hardboiled thrillers, he argues, mirror
structural features of The Waste Land (Christianson 141). This is not surprising, considering that Hammett reviewed modernist literature, was familiar with Eliot and read
The Waste Land when he wrote The Glass Key (1931). The same holds for Chandler,
who refers to Eliot in The Long Goodbye.4
The elements of hardboiled fiction Rowson adds to Eliot's The Waste Land, therefore,
cannot be reduced to the function of narrativizing (in the sense of clarifying and explaining) the poem. They mimick the fragmentary and coincidental structure of hardboiled plots and thus draw attention to their modernist elements. In that sense, Rowson
echoes an increasing interest in the larger cultural reverberations of modernist art and
literature since the late 1980s.
4

Rowson uses these references as a motto for his Waste Land (1990, 4th page). Chandler, it needs
to be stressed, is not as radical in introducing modernist elements in his novels. Hammett deliberately uses narrative incoherence in order to represent modern societies' contingency while
Chandler seeks to contain the contingency he describes in the quasi-heroic – and therefore
anachronistic – figure of the morally impeccable detective. For Hammett's affinities to modernism cf. Thompson (1994) and Raczkowski (2003).
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Vernacular modernism

In the wake of postmodern thought, more attention has been paid to the mass and popular cultural elements that fed into the works of high modernism (see Mao, Walkowitz
2008). But this shift of emphasis is also informed by media studies and their interest in
popular forms of expression and in its sensual – aisthetic rather than aesthetic – aspects.
Miriam Hansen's concept of 'vernacular modernism' is embedded in such a framework.
Her main argument is that so-called popular forms like "the mass-produced and massconsumed phenomena of fashion, design, advertising, architecture and urban environment, [...] photography, radio, and cinema" (Hansen 1999, 60) are equally capable of
registering the "experience of modernity".5 Reflexivity, Hansen argues further, is not an
exclusive element of high culture or art either. Even commercial, classical Hollywood
cinema as it emerges in the 1920s can be seen as reflexive – not in the sense of foregrounding and interrogating its own strategies and materialities of presentation but in the
sense of mirroring or answering to modernity: "reflexivity can take different forms and
different affective directions, [...] reflexivity does not always have to be critical or unequivocal" (Hansen 1999, 71). Arguably, this stretches the scope of the term rather far
and runs the risk of diminishing its distinguishing power. After all, all cultural production of the period is embedded in the conditions of modernization and takes some kind
of position towards it. But Hansen's debatable terminological choice does not diminish
the relevance of her argument, namely her suggestion to overcome a divide that modernism itself had helped to erect. As Andreas Huyssen observed in his 1986 study After the
Great Divide, this attitude characterizes modernism in general: "Modernism constituted
itself through a conscious strategy of exclusion, an anxiety of contamination by its other:
an increasingly consuming and engulfing mass culture." (Huyssen 1986, vii). Modernism, he adds, is marked by an "obsessive hostility to mass culture" and a "radical separation from the culture of everyday life" (vii).
Eliot, it can be argued, puts this modernist strategy into effect by delegating the vernacular voices in The Waste Land to a subordinate position (or at least attempting to do
so).6 This hierarchization is achieved, first and foremost, by the notes. Suggesting a particular reading practice, they reinforce the division between the 'proper' and the 'improper' parts of the poem that is already present on a thematic level (Davidson 1994,
5

6

Hansen 1999, 60. She prefers the notion of a 'vernacular' modernism to the term 'popular' because, she argues, it is less ideologically charged than 'popular'. "I am referring to this kind of
modernism as 'vernacular' (and avoiding the ideologically overdetermined term 'popular') because the term vernacular combines the dimension of the quotidian, of everyday usage, with
connotations of discourse, idiom, and dialect, with circulation, promiscuity, and translatability."
(60).
The notes "encouraged interpretations which tended to erase the improper side of the poem in
favour of its proper, pedagogic side" (Davidson 1994, 125, see 122, 131). There is, of course,
evidence in The Waste Land for Huyssen's contention that the highbrow bias of modernism was
questioned as soon as it was established (Huyssen 1986, vii). The 'faked orality' and the presence of a multiplicity of voices, as Christoph Reinfandt argues, constantly directs attention to
the instability of the standard function of a lyrical voice, that is, the function of conveying a
unique and subjective experience (Reinfandt 2011, 68). Likewise, the other standard function of
textuality – reference – "is largely swallowed by intertextual and intermedial references" (Reinfandt 2011, 69).
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122). The second section, "A Game of Chess", for example, begins with a stanza whose
rich visual and sensuous detail in the description of the female player is borrowed from
traditional, erotically charged ekphrases (like a passage from Shakespeare's Antony and
Cleopatra). The high poetic diction of this passage sharply contrasts with the mere platitudes which the players – apparently a couple – actually exchange in colloquial language (Eliot 2001, l. 111-126). The section concludes with several voices, including a
snippet from a popular song (l. 127-130, 171-173) and speakers in a pub talking about
false teeth, abortion, and everyday trivialities. This excursion into lowlife sets the stage
for the return of the prophetic, admonishing voice of the next section, censoring (here as
elsewhere) the spiritual impoverishment of ordinary modern life.
The notes reinforce the authority of this voice, pointing readers and critics to the interpretive horizon of humanistic learning and history at the expense of references to contemporary popular culture. Eliot identifies his sources from highbrow culture (Shakespeare, Vergil, Milton, Ovid, Webster, Middleton) but leaves the lines "O O O O that
Shakespeherian Rag-/ It's so elegant/ So intelligent" (l. 128-130) uncommented. It is
taken almost verbatim from a popular ragtime song which was ten years old at the time
of publication, and which contemporary readers would not necessarily have remembered: "The Shakespearian Rag", written by Gene Buck and Herbert Ruby for a Ziegfeld
Follies show in 1912.7 For non-British readers, the repetition of the publican's call to his
customers to finish up their drinks before closing time – "HURRY UP PLEASE IT'S
TIME" (l. 141, 152, 165, 168, 169) – would also have deserved explanation. Recent
scholarship on Eliot and on modernism in general has tried to move away from the bias
towards high culture, and to pay more attention to the contemporary popular culture
which, on the formal level and in terms of reference, has found its way into Eliot's poetics.8
It would simplify matters too much if one were to claim that Rowson, in a similar way,
reverses the hierarchy of voices in Eliot by substituting Tiresias with Marlowe: firstly,
the attributes of a lyrical voice – a speaker, an addressee, a particular point of view –
do not translate seamlessly into images, and the first person perspective in the captions
is at odds with the 'objective', outside point of view given in the panels. Nevertheless,
the introduction of a hardboiled detective, and the choice of film noir as the main visual frame of reference, clearly throws into relief the 'improper' parts of Eliot's poem
while its highbrow elements become the main objects of parody.
3.

Rowson's visual argument on noir

An aspect I have largely neglected so far is the fact that Rowson's parody not only
ridicules the elaborate paratext of The Waste Land (motto, dedication, and notes) by
embedding the 'main story' in several pages of dedications, mottos, annotations and a
cast list. These elements indicate an awareness of cultural appropriation processes
7
8

Eliot 2001, 128-130. The original lyrics go: "That Shakespearean rag, most intelligent, very
elegant", cf. Sigg 1994, 21.
Brian Faulk (2001) and Eric Sigg (1994) have shown the impact of ragtime music and minstrel
shows on Eliot's poetry. David Trotter (2006) demonstrates how Eliot's love of commercial
Westerns and Charlie Chaplin's slapstick comedies fed back into his poetical experiments.
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which have sedimented onto the original text. The same awareness is palpable with
respect to the film noir elements which have long become a set of visual and narrative
clichés. Rowson, Horsley observes, "is taking advantage of a noir iconography that can
be reduced to the immediately recognisable elements of the private eye and the mean
streets" and adds that "the extent to which the image [of noir] is ripe for parody is evidence of its wide currency" (2001, 1). Rowson indeed draws on a wide range of visual
stereotypes from film noir: trench coats and fedora hats, the private eye's office, the
easily recognizable faces of actors like Mary Astor, Lauren Bacall, Sydney Greenstreet, rain and darkness, 1930s cars, iconic stills from Casablanca (Rowson 1990, [8,
55]) and film noir classics such as The Maltese Falcon, The Big Sleep, Citizen Kane
and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre.
Rowson, however, indicates clearly that he is dealing with worn-out stereotypes. Combining the noir style with works from Renaissance, Baroque and modern art and with
Pre-Raphaelite painting, he ennobles noir on the one hand and connects it to the cloying sentimentality of Victorian painting on the other. A painting that is quoted several
times is Michelangelo Caravaggio's Entombment. This baroque painting is adapted for
the panel in section 1 (Rowson 1990, [8]) where an unconscious Marlowe is put into a
box with a London shipping address. The detective is the substitute for the Christ figure of the original painting. The panel draws a parallel between detective and Saviour
– an analogy that reveals the hopes invested in the detective figure as a redeemer of
(petty bourgeois) order and morality. Chandler, by contrast, holds up the idea of the
chivalrous hero without a hint of irony – the detective walking down mean streets, he
writes, should be a character "who is neither tarnished nor afraid" (quoted from Horsley
2001, 1). Rowson points out the anachronistic character of this type of hero by pinpointing the religious reference – and by carefully repeating the highly dramatic gestures of
Caravaggio's figures, which seem out of place even in a parody of noir.
Pre-Raphaelite art is quoted extensively in The Waste Land: William Holman Hunt's
The Light of the World (1853-1856), "the best known English religious painting" according to Timothy Hilton (1970, 89), is turned into a whole page by Rowson (1990,
[16]), again featuring Marlowe as Christ. Holman Hunt's The Awakening Conscience
(1852) and John Everett Millais' Sir Isumbras at the Ford (1857) and Ferdinand Lured
by Ariel (1849) decorate the wall of a pub in chapter 2 ([18, 19]). Marlowe floats in the
Thames in the first panel of chapter 3 ([23]) like Ophelia in Millais' eponymous 1851
painting, and Holman Hunt's 1854 Scapegoat ("this is where Pre-Raphaelitism becomes
risible", Hilton 1970, 93) appears in several desert scenes. What these paintings share
despite their disparate subject matter (from Shakespearian topics to legend, scripture,
and moral instruction) is a forced and therefore unstable traditionalism: the Pre-Raphaelite attempt to revivify the tradition of religious painting, and to celebrate the grandiosity of historical figures and settings can be understood as an attempt to deliberately
turn away from modernity into a sentimentalized past. In the context of Rowson's Waste
Land, these visual quotations underline a similar tendency towards nostalgic sentimentality in noir: the stylized melancholy associated with Chandler's Marlowe and Humphrey Bogart, the endlessly quoted heartbreak scenes of Casablanca, and the cheap
cynicism of Spade-like private eyes have become worn-out clichés. This, one can argue,
is the result of Rowson's visual assessment of noir as a vernacular modernism.
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ELLEN GRÜNKEMEIER (HANNOVER)
Locating The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen
in Victorian Literature and (Popular) Culture

Examining modern illustrated works in his "Notes on the Present State of Engraving in
England" (1872), John Ruskin claims that "you can only have the ugly ones illustrated.
The cheap popular art cannot draw for you beauty, sense or honesty" (Ruskin 1872,
149). This quote provides an appropriate starting point for analysing comics as critics
have long dismissed illustrated texts as a popular genre 'inferior' to 'literature' and other
forms of 'high' culture. Recent years have witnessed a growing academic interest in
comics, as the increasing number of book publications, conferences and journals suggests. Due to the rapid growth of comics studies, scholars from literary, cultural and media studies might no longer feel the need to apologise for researching these texts. Nonetheless, comics are not yet an established and widely accepted cultural product, which is
why journalists and academics often set out to justify why they consider comics an interesting read and a subject for further investigation. As Stephan Ditschke (2011) has
shown in his analysis of reviews in German newspapers, critics routinely use rhetorical
strategies to legitimise their engagement with and positive evaluation of comics. For
example, they characterise the comic under review as 'unusual', thus setting it apart from
typical but critically less acclaimed genres such as the superhero-comic (cf. Ditschke
2011, 30). In so doing, the critics emphasise the text's aesthetic qualities, especially its
literariness and density (cf. Ditschke 2011, 32). Comics are thus legitimised indirectly
via their close connection to 'high' literature (cf. Ditschke 2011, 36).
The terminology commonly used in reviews and research perpetuates this assumption.
Rarely are the texts simply called 'comics'; they are rather referred to as 'comic books'
or 'comic novels'. Especially the generic term 'graphic novel' has come to be used as an
instrument of marketing and for legitimising comics. Originally made popular by Will
Eisner to describe his collection A Contract with God and Other Tenement Stories
(1978) that portrays working-class Jewish life in New York during the Great Depression, the term has increasingly been used as an apologetic gesture, implying that graphic novels are ambitious, innovative, sophisticated and therefore worthy of attention
– possibly more so than 'common' comics. Drawing on the established genre of novels,
the terms 'comic novel' and 'graphic novel' suggest that these comics are characterised
by a high textual and visual complexity that corresponds to the subtlety that readers
expect of extended narrative texts. Yet, one should not ignore the broad variety of literature that includes not only particularly elaborate 'highbrow' novels but also 'low-'
and 'middlebrow' fiction. After discussing extant definitions of comics, Aaron Meskin
concludes that the "art of comics [...] can and should be understood on its own terms
and by reference to its own history" (Meskin 2007, 376). Following Meskin's suggestion, this article takes comics seriously as aesthetic pieces of art.
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The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen by Allan Moore and Kevin O'Neill is a series
of highly praised graphic novels that stimulate critical investigation.1 Exploring nineteenth-century characters, texts and contexts, it playfully questions assumptions about
a 'cultural decline' and caters to an audience well-versed in Victorian literature and
culture. The League can therefore be categorised as neo-Victorian,2 i.e. as a postmodern rewriting that challenges readers to reflect on the relation of past and present.
In keeping with this classification, the comic is not discussed here as an isolated cultural product but in relation to other texts and contexts. In view of the general debate
about the cultural significance of comics, I will begin by drawing connections between
the critical responses to contemporary comics and to Victorian illustrated material.
This discussion will set the groundwork for the subsequent analysis and discussion of
The League.
The Legitimacy of Comics and the History of Illustrated Texts
The hostile and condescending attitude with which comics are often met is partly
rooted in the history of print media and in debates about cultural value. Victorian England witnessed a massive increase in affordable books, magazines and newspapers,
many of which used illustrations to accompany the written text. They were produced
to meet the demands of the "first mass reading audience" (Rubery 2010, 177). In his
"Notes on the Present State of Engraving in England", John Ruskin disapproves of
engraving since it is "only a copy", an "utterly inferior copy" (Ruskin 1872, 145). Although engraving became the dominant graphic medium because it could be duplicated (cf. King/Plunkett 2005, 399), Ruskin strongly criticises the industrialisation of
art. He despises the masses that enjoy the popular illustrated works, characterising
them as "the daily more bestial English mob, – railroad born and bred, [...] incapable
of reading, of hearing, of thinking, of looking" (Ruskin 1872, 151). Yet, he goes on to
qualify this judgment:
But I know perfectly that to the general people, trained in the midst of the ugliest objects that
vice can design, in houses, mills, and machinery, all beautiful form and colour is as invisible as
the seventh heaven. It is not a question of appreciation at all; the thing is physically invisible to
them, as human speech is inaudible during the steam whistle. (Ruskin 1872, 154; emphasis in
the original)

While the explicit reference to mills, machines and steam whistles illustrates the class
dimension of his views, Ruskin does not simply hold the working classes accountable
for their position but also considers their social conditions shaped by industrialisation.

1

2

The series consists of two six-issue volumes, the publication of which began in 1999. In 2000,
Volume 1 was released as a trade paperback; Volume 2 followed in 2003. These first two volumes will be analysed in this article. The third volume, "Century", is divided into three parts
which are set in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, namely in 1910, 1969 and 2009. The
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen also includes The Black Dossier which provides further information on the league and its history.
The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen has not met with much critical attention in literary and
cultural studies research, but some scholars have discussed the comic as a re-imagination of the
Victorian era (see Domsch 2012, Ferguson 2009 and Jones 2010).
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Nonetheless, he still defines the working classes in terms of their 'deficiency', namely
their lack of bourgeois education and 'culture'.
Wilkie Collins argues along similar lines when he discovers the mass reading audience
whom he refers to as an 'unknown public': "unknown to the literary world; unknown,
as disciples, to the whole body of professed critics; unknown, as customers, at the
great libraries and the great publishing houses; unknown, as an audience, to the distinguished writers of our time" (Collins 1858, 218). Cheap fiction appeals to these
readers because they are, "from no fault of theirs, still ignorant of almost everything
which is generally known and understood among readers whom circumstances have
placed, socially and intellectually, in the rank above them" (Collins 1858, 222). As
with Ruskin, Collins takes into consideration the social hierarchies that are shaped by
the unequal distribution of knowledge and power. Becoming aware of the masses, he
calls on bourgeois society to familiarise the "untried readers with the delicacies and
subtleties of literary art [...], to teach that public how to read" (Collins 1858, 222). Assuming that it is "a question of time only", he concludes that the "largest audience for
periodical literature [...] must obey the universal law of progress, and must, sooner or
later, learn to discriminate" (Collins 1858, 222). However, this teleological understanding of education and culture is too simplistic, as Collins's contemporaries point
out. In 1881 – more than twenty years after Collins published his article – James Payn
contends that the ever-increasing audience of penny fiction is as 'unknown' as ever.
Investigating why penny fiction is still so popular, he comes to the conclusion that the
texts attract the attention of the masses because they are so closely connected to their
everyday lives and ways of thinking.
Faced with the increase in production of penny fiction and illustrated periodicals, middle-class Victorians began to debate the genre's aesthetic, intellectual and moral potential to 'civilise' the masses. Regarding themselves as superior to the masses, the Victorian intellectuals considered it their task and responsibility to educate the general
population in accordance with their own bourgeois values. This ideology is relevant
for the Victorian understanding of 'popular culture' as it once connoted dominant practices and beliefs prescribed by the educated elite for the masses, rather than the interests of society at large (cf. Denisoff 2010, 136-38). Popular culture is therefore much
more than a particular set of objects; it is a contested site shaped by power relations.
The controversy about 'high' versus 'popular' culture has had an impact on the discussion of illustrated texts and thus constitutes a relevant context for researching comics. In fact, this form of class prejudice applies not only to comics but to adaptations in
general, as Robert Stam points out in his "Introduction: The Theory and Practice of
Adaptation". Writing about the cinema, he argues that film adaptations are generally
considered "the inevitably 'dumbed down' versions of their source novels, designed to
gratify an audience lacking in what Bourdieu calls 'cultural capital,' an audience which
prefers the cotton candy of entertainment to the gourmet delights of literature." (Stam
2005, 7) It will be one of the aims of my analysis of The League of Extraordinary
Gentlemen to investigate to what extent it confronts this class-based dichotomy.
For Victorian and neo-Victorian contexts, it is useful to read comics along the same
lines as other illustrated material in order to draw attention to the parallel responses with
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which the texts have been met. This is particularly relevant to the analysis of the League
series as it is such a rich re-imagination of Victorian (popular) culture. Still, it is important to differentiate between illustrated texts and comics. Following Hayman and Pratt's
definition of comics, "the sequence of images does not merely contribute to the narrative
– it contributes necessarily." (Hayman/Pratt 2005, 423) The images do not merely serve
as 'illustrations'; they signify and add meaning to the written text. For this reason, I do
not attribute The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen solely to Alan Moore but also to
the artist Kevin O'Neill, because both worked to create this fictional world.3
Intertextuality in The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen
The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen is set in London in 1898; it features fictional
characters from Victorian novels and invents new plot lines for them. The league – consisting of Mina Murray, Allan Quatermain, Henry Jekyll/Edward Hyde, Captain Nemo
and Hawley Griffin – is recruited by Campion Bond on behalf of 'M', the head of the
Secret Service, who turns out to be Professor James Moriarty and is later replaced by
Mycroft Holmes. The adventurers are assigned to save England from the threats of diverse enemies: in the first volume, the adventurers are to retrieve a stolen chemical substance; in the second volume, they are to defend London from Martian invaders.
As this short outline suggests, the graphic novels borrow heavily from Victorian literature. Yet, they do not simply reproduce characters and issues, but critically engage with
them so that the old and new narratives exist simultaneously as a palimpsest. Over the
last decades, readers and critics have witnessed a proliferation of neo-Victorian fiction
(cf. Kohlke 2008, 1; Kirchknopf 2008, 53). The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen is
one of these postmodern rewritings that work as a self-reflective interface between the
nineteenth century and today, thus providing "a different way into the Victorians" (Llewellyn 2008, 168). While the members of the league are clearly the central components
of the creative set-up, the comic includes many other intertextual references. In fact,
almost all of the characters are adapted from nineteenth-century fiction, including, for
example, Auguste Dupin in the Rue Morgue (cf. League v1#1), Sherlock Holmes at the
Reichenbach Falls (cf. League v1#5) and Mr Dodger with his gang of boys operating in
London (cf. League v1#6).4 In addition to characters from canonical texts, it also in3
4

This attribution goes against some scholars who acknowledge the illustrations but still prioritise
Alan Moore's scripts over the visual art work (e.g. Jones 2010, 123).
While this article focuses on adaptations of nineteenth-century literature and culture, it can also
be rewarding to discuss The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen in terms of its references to
twentieth-century popular culture. One of the comic's main characters is Campion Bond whose
surname immediately brings to mind James Bond. By comparing him with the other adventurers
of the comic series, however, it becomes evident that Bond is not closely modelled on the British secret agent. Nonetheless, Campion Bond's first appearance in the comic has frequently been
compared to the opening sequence of the 1962 film Dr No (cf. Nevins 2003, 25) because the
comic and the film follow a similar script: both show how the Bond character takes out his cigarette case and lights a cigarette, while his face is not revealed until the end of the sequence. The
comic's second volume establishes another link between Campion and James Bond because
Campion Bond's cane features the Morse code for '007' (cf. League v2#2; Nevins 2004, 39).
Moreover, James Bond appears in The Black Dossier.
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cludes well-known phrases such as the opening sentence from Herman Melville's Moby
Dick (1851): addressing Captain Nemo, one of the shipmates asks him to "Call me Ishmael, Captain" (League v1#3). Moreover, the intertextual references go beyond critically acclaimed material and incorporate characters from Victorian pornographic literature such as Rosa Coote and Miss Flaybum (cf. League v1#2; Nevins 2003, 55).5 Dissolving boundaries between 'high' and 'popular' culture, the comic follows the principles
of postmodern rewrites which re-visit and adapt Victorian texts and contexts. Since
postmodernism entails "a fundamental questioning of the notion of originality" (Bennett/Royle 1999, 234), it is impossible to determine an 'original' to which The League of
Extraordinary Gentlemen writes back. The graphic novels are part of a complex pattern
of citations and references because the presentation and reception of the characters is not
only shaped by the canonical nineteenth-century novels (such as Bram Stoker's Dracula
and Robert Louis Stevenson's Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde) but also by their
well-known film and stage adaptations.
In keeping with the medium of comics, The League also creates intertextual references
visually. In the British Museum, in which one of the scenes is set, creatures from Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels (1726) are on display: Lilliputians and the skull of an
adult male yahoo can be seen in glass cases (cf. League v1#2). This citation does not
necessarily contribute to the signification process, but underscores the comic's playful
interaction with other fictional material. Read in post-structuralist terms, this panel
shows that meaning is deferred through this chain of signifiers. Intertextuality becomes
a textual 'free play' which can serve as an end in itself when readers try to find and
identify as many references as possible. In fact, the League series is so complex and
layered that unofficial companions were introduced. When Jess Nevins, author of annotations to the comic, posted his notes on the Internet, he received much positive
feedback and many further suggestions, which is why he published his explanations in
book form as well (cf. Nevins 2003, 16-17).
In the following I will discuss in greater detail in what ways The League is strongly
interrelated with Victorian literature and culture in terms of both its content and form.
Adapting Victorian Literature
Although the comic is entitled The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, the group
comprises a female character, Mina Murray, who is not only a member of the league
but its actual leader.6 She is also the first character whom Campion Bond recruits for
the mission. In so doing, Bond directly refers to her "history" (League v1#1).

5

6

Miss Flaybum and Rosa Coote are recurring characters in Victorian erotic literature; their stories were included in the magazine The Pearl (cf. Nevins 2003, 55). Moreover, the book-seller
and publisher John Camden Hotten wrote his own pornography in which he used Rosa Belinda
Coote as a pen-name (cf. Marcus 1985, 67 and 75).
The eponymous film adaptation (released in 2003, directed by Stephen Norrington) revises this
character constellation and presents Quatermain as the head of the league, which illustrates how
adaptations work by means of both repetition and variation.
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Mina is adapted from Bram Stoker's Dracula (1897). She is known from the novel as
Jonathan's wife, Mina Harker, who embodies the Victorian middle-class ideals of a domestic, virtuous and caring wife. The comic, however, revises this character conception.
Mina is constructed as a divorced woman, which is why she reverts to her maiden name
'Murray' and to 'Miss' as the preferred form of address. Her divorce is stated as a fact;
readers do not receive further information as to the reasons why she is separated from
her former husband. In the second volume one learns that Jonathan would no longer
touch Mina because he was appalled by the marks Dracula had left on her throat (cf.
League v2#5). Still, it is not clear whether this triggered their separation. In order to examine this issue, it is productive to locate the representation of divorce in Victorian contexts. With the introduction of the Matrimonial Causes Bill in 1857, divorces became
possible – but only on the grounds of adultery and taboo sexual practices. That is why
petitioners had to reveal intimate details about their personal lives in front of the newly
established Court of Marriage and Divorce (cf. Woodhouse 1959; Rubery 2010, 188).
Covered by the penny press, the trials became sensational events because the uncensored scandalous descriptions of sexual behaviour aroused the interest of the masses. In
the fictional world of the comic, Mina's divorce also sparks the curiosity of the other
characters, who repeatedly talk about and ask Mina about the divorce – without, however, receiving an answer (cf. League v1#1, #3, #5). With its revised characterisation,
the graphic novel draws upon and adds to Stoker's representation of Mina. As with the
nineteenth-century divorce reports in the penny press, the comic highlights the discrepancy between the Victorian ideal and the realities of marriage.
Not only is the character conception revised in terms of Mina's divorce, but also with
regard to her role and behaviour. In Dracula, Dr Van Helsing is generally impressed
by Mina Harker because she "has man's brain [...] and woman's heart" (Stoker 1996
[1897], 234). Despite this unconventional portrayal, the novel's plot and character design largely follow Victorian gender ideologies. After all, Mina is excluded from the
vampire hunt because her husband and Dr Van Helsing consider the endeavour too
dangerous for a woman: "You are too precious to us to have such a risk. [...] We are
men, and able to bear; but you must be our star and our hope, and we shall act all the
more free that you are not in the danger, such as we are." (Stoker 1996 [1897], 242)
Mina realises that "their minds were made up, and, though it was a bitter pill for me to
swallow, I could say nothing" (Stoker 1996 [1897], 242). This journal entry clearly

LOCATING THE LEAGUE IN VICTORIAN LITERATURE AND (POPULAR) CULTURE

259

shows that Mina is of a different opinion but – in line with stereotypical gender roles –
she accepts the men's decision. Dr Van Helsing and Jonathan Harker want to protect
Mina; yet by excluding her from their venture, they actually expose her to Dracula's
attack. The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen plays off this character constellation:
the comic's Mina gets angry whenever she feels patronised by her male companions
(cf. League v1#3, #5). Not only does she take part in the action, she is even in charge of
the mission. She is able to see through the plans of their enemy, whereas the other members of the league are not even able to follow her reasoning. Captain Nemo calls her
ideas "fancies" and Allan Quatermain wonders, "How is that relevant?" (League v1#3).
These comments suggest that the male characters uphold traditional gender roles,
whereas Mina breaks with them. However, this reading would be too simplistic as it
does not do justice to the comic's complexity. The male protagonists also break with the
cultural conventions when they smoke together with Mina, even though men – or rather
gentlemen – would not have
smoked in the company of
women in the Victorian era.
Depicting Mina with her cigarette, the panel accentuates
Mina's independence.
The visual presentation, which
is reminiscent of the feminist
ideal of the 'new woman', also
sets Mina apart from Victorian gender stereotypes.
Drawing on and altering Mina's
representation, the comic constantly heightens the reader's
awareness of its multifaceted
intersections with Stoker's novel Dracula and the Victorian contexts. As Andrea
Kirchknopf argues in her article on neo-Victorian fiction, "by creating a dialogue between narratives of the present day and the nineteenth century [...], contemporary rewrites manage to supply different perspectives from the canonised Victorian ones."
(Kirchnopf 2008, 54) Because of the comic's revisionist features, readers are invited to
compare the two different Minas and to reflect upon the continuities and discontinuities of the character construction. The graphic novel thus emphasises the historical
dimension of cultural conventions in general and gender roles in particular.
Not only does the comic engage with Stoker's Dracula in terms of its content but also
with regard to its form. Adapting the composition of Dracula, which consists of journal entries, letters and telegrams, the graphic novel also includes a handwritten letter,
in which Mina informs Campion Bond about the events in Paris where she and Allan
Quatermain look for Henry Jekyll/Edward Hyde (cf. League v1#1, #2). Mina – rather
than Quatermain – serves as narrator and focaliser, which affirms her position as the
league's leader. Nonetheless, this hierarchy shifts when one takes into account the role
of Campion Bond. With her letter, Mina reports back to Bond, which actually puts him
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in the position of power. In the end, it becomes evident that Bond and Professor
Moriarty misused their influence. The league was to recover the chemical substance so
that Bond and Moriarty could use it for their own benefit. In view of this conspiracy,
the question arises as to why the comic constructs Mina as the group's leader. Bond
and Moriarty might assume that Mina is compliant and does not (dare to) interfere
with their plans. Yet, the comic's ending confronts this stereotype of a weak and submissive woman when Mina takes the decisive step and actively destroys the container
holding the chemical substance.
The League's Mina shares some features with Stoker's eponymous protagonist but the
comic elaborates on some of her character traits. Although Mina is implicitly portrayed as independent in Stoker's novel (for example, in Dr Van Helsing's approval of
her rational thinking), this characterisation is of limited consequence to the novel's plot
line and ending. The comic, by comparison, foregrounds Mina's strength and autonomy. By presenting her in a similar but different way, the comic highlights that gender
roles are subject to change. Compared to Stoker's Mina, the comic's adaptation has
been 'updated' in the graphic novel for today's audience.
Despite the altered character conception, readers are constantly visually reminded of
the intertextual relation to Bram Stoker's Dracula. In every single panel, Mina is depicted with a red scarf wrapped tightly around her neck. In this context, the colour 'red'
signifies 'blood' and the movement of the long scarf flowing in the wind adds to this
meaning, implying 'veins' or 'bleeding'. Coming across a reference to 'Whitby', where
Dracula is set, Mina touches her scarf because she is, as she explains herself, distracted by her memories (cf. League v1#2). At all times, she is absolutely unwilling to
take off the scarf – even during a sex scene with Allan Quatermain (cf. League v2#4).
In the course of the second volume, the comic shows why she wears the scarf: it hides
the scars left by Dracula. Mina comments on her scars because they run across her
throat, instead of "the two discreet puncture-marks of legend" (League v2#4). The
graphic novel thus challenges the prevailing assumption, according to which Dracula's
fangs leave a telling impression. Here one of the medium-specific features becomes
evident: through images, the comic adds another layer of meaning to the written text.
In this case, the scars and the omnipresent scarf contribute to the characterisation of
Mina without lengthy descriptions or repetitions.
Adapting Victorian Cultural Products
In addition to the characters from nineteenth-century literature, the graphic novel also
models its style on Victorian cultural products. Many neo-Victorian texts have indeed
imitated the form of Victorian fiction – especially its length, structure and prevalent
genres (cf. Kirchknopf 2008, 54). As a comic, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen stands out from other rewritings because it also alludes to Victorian graphic traditions. The story "Allan and the Sundered Veil" (League v1) primarily consists of written text, and is organised in columns and accompanied by some black and white illustrations.
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It is thus clearly set apart from the rest of the graphic novel, which is printed in colour
and organised as sequential art. The difference in form corresponds to a shift in narration. Although "Allan and the Sundered Veil" concludes the comic's first volume, it provides readers with further information about Allan Quatermain's life prior to his first
encounter with Mina Murray and his involvement with the league. Since the temporal
sequence of events is interrupted, readers are encouraged to reflect upon the organisation
of time – especially the relation of past, present and future. This set-up underscores the
project of the comic as a whole; after all, The League straddles the past and the present
by combining today's narratives and concerns with those of the Victorian era.
Furthermore, the layout of "Allan and the Sundered Veil" echoes the design of popular
British story papers. An extradiegetic comment used in the graphic novel to advertise
the next issue reads: "The next edition of our new Boys' Picture Monthly will continue
this interesting yarn" (League v1#2). It clearly plays with the name and the tone of Boy's
Own Paper. Published by the Religious Tract Society, the weekly paper was intended as
"sound reading" (Cox 1982, 35), as an alternative to the sensational stories of the 'penny
dreadfuls'. The paper's educational agenda is also alluded to in The League: the comic
parodies this didactic intention in its message to the readers, allegedly written by the
editor 'S. Smiles', which brings to mind Samuel Smiles and his book Self-Help (1859) in
which he advocates individual self-improvement as a means of social advancement.
Thus, this editor, who styles himself as a "friend and confidant to boys everywhere",
writes, "[L]et us not forget the many serious, morally instructive points there are within
this narrative: firstly, women are always going on and making a fuss. Secondly the Chinese are brilliant, but evil. Lastly, laudanum, taken in moderation is good for the eyesight and prevents kidney-stones" (League v1). As for the entertaining qualities, one can
also find comments in which the narrator takes up the role of a gate-keeper, for example:
"In the next number of our picture periodical there are further scenes to divert and astonish, including episodes of a bawdy nature that our lady readers, being of a more delicate
sensibility, may wish to avoid" (League v1#1). This differentiation between male and
female target audiences is in keeping with the Victorian periodicals. In 1880, a year after
the first issue of Boy's Own Paper was released, the Religious Tract Society began to
publish Girl's Own Paper (cf. Cox 1982, 24).
Inspired by nineteenth-century story papers, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen
also mimics additional features for young readers such as a maze in which children are
encouraged to help Quatermain find his misplaced opium pipe (League v1), a board
game and a diagram on "How to make Nemo's Nautilus" (League v2). The comic also
follows the story papers in terms of advertising. Placed on the back cover, Boy's Own
Paper promoted, for example, pocket knives, model steam engines and foreign stamps
(cf. Cox 1982, 10-11). Each issue of The League also features either original or fake
advertisements (cf. Nevins 2003, 99). The first volume contains an original full-page
advertisement from The Rival for the serial story "Found Guilty!" as it was common to
promote other serials and story papers by the same publisher. The second volume features original advertisements from Victorian magazines, promoting, for example, bicycle skirt holders, corsets and a lotion to stimulate weak or stiff muscles. The only
mock advert is a postmodern ad created by Moore and O'Neill in which they market a
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page-turner mechanism that might prove helpful when reading The League. Although
they seem to advertise a different product, namely the page-turner, they actually call
attention to the comic series. The advertisement is placed in the second volume but
explicitly refers to the first, thus undermining the logical sequence of the series. As in
the case of the story "Allan and the Sundered Veil", the comic plays with the reader's
expectations of temporality and order.
Another ingenious paratextual element of the graphic novel is Basil Hallward's paintby-numbers portrait of Dorian Gray.
Not only does the picture itself engage with Oscar Wilde's novel, but also the accompanying instructions in which the readers are asked to "Simply paint in the colours, as
numbered, then leave the resultant work in an attic for some years while you pursue a
life of insobriety, petty crime and whoring" (League v1). With this context and allusion to The Picture of Dorian Gray, the painting confronts the relationship between
fine art and mass print culture. Because of the paint-by-numbers technique, the portrait
becomes a reproducible and commercial piece of art, which can be filled in by everyone who is able to stay within the lines (cf. Ferguson 2009, 206). The portrait is therefore comparable to the 'colour and save' page for children included in the second volume. Once more it becomes apparent in what ways the comic takes up contemporary
debates – such as Ruskin's critique of illustrated periodicals and the industrialisation of
art – and playfully challenges them.
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Conclusion
This essay has shown that it can be productive to discuss The League of Extraordinary
Gentlemen in terms of 'neo-Victorianism' because the label highlights that the comic
provides as much food for thought and analysis as other postmodern rewrites. The
League playfully engages with diverse material, ranging from Victorian canonical novels to illustrated periodicals and pornography, from stories to games, advertisements and
paintings. Indeed, the more one is familiar with Victorian literature, culture and sociopolitical debates about class and gender, the more one can relate to this series. While it
deserves attention in its own right, the League series can also serve as a starting point for
further discussions about 'high' and 'popular' culture, the legitimacy of comics, intertextuality and adaptation, and Victorian fiction and neo-Victorian rewrites.
When he discovered the 'unknown public', Wilkie Collins lamented that the mass reading audience was not able to appreciate literary value. Although comics are not 'unknown', the debates about cultural significance and academic recognition show that the
medium has not yet met with the critical attention and acclaim it deserves. The readers
of comics might therefore still be 'unknown' to the cultural elite. Comics can be as rich
and sophisticated as other creative products, which is why it would be far too easy to
brand them as trivial entertainment intended for the masses or for children and teenagers. Approaching the phenomenon from a cultural studies perspective, it becomes evident that the reservations many critics, parents, teachers, lecturers and researchers have
are not so much based on the comic books as such, but rather on their presumptions
about the supposed 'inferiority' of comics. The institutions and groups of people involved in canon formation should regularly and critically reconsider the processes of
selection and evaluation because value judgments are subject to historical change. In
keeping with these observations, I would like to conclude with a note on teaching. If
we understand comics as part of today's cultural experience, it is pertinent to discuss
them at schools and universities as influential visual and literary phenomena. It has
been my experience that students enjoy engaging with The League of Extraordinary
Gentlemen – not least because it is a relatively new kind of 'text' to be included in university courses. They either know or quickly come to realise that the discussion of
graphic novels also requires much preparation; after all, comics provide as much room
for analysis and different readings as 'established' set texts do.
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SANDRA HEINEN (WUPPERTAL)
'Indigenizing the Comic Book Medium':
Techniques of Storytelling in Indian Graphic Novels

While graphic novels – as the arty, highbrow variant of the comic book – have been
institutionalised in Western culture since the mid-1980s, they are a more recent phenomenon in India. It was only in 2004 that Penguin India published a slim volume, Sarnath Banerjee's Corridor, which was marketed as the first Indian graphic novel ever.
Although there is some dispute about this claim to novelty,1 the success and visibility
of this publication appears to have sparked a wave of productive activity in the genre.
2006 saw the publication of Abdul Sultan's and Partha Sengupta's The Believers, and
in 2007 Naseer Ahmed's and Saurabh Singh's Kashmir Pending and Banerjee's second
graphic novel, The Barn Owl's Wondrous Capers, followed. Incidentally both The Believers and Kashmir Pending were published by Phantomville, an independent publishing house founded by Banerjee to specifically promote Indian graphic novels. This
might suggest that "India's leading graphic novelist" (Mehta 2011, 173) is solely to
credit for the emergence and development of the whole genre in India. However, although Banerjee still saw himself as "the sole practitioner of an art" (in Mehar 2007)
in 2007, the field has broadened noticeably in recent years.
Among the most prominent productions in this field are Amruta Patil's Kari (2007)
and Adi Parva (2012), Parismita Singh's The Hotel at the End of the World (2009),
Vishwajyoti Ghosh's Delhi Calm (2010), Hush (2010) by Pratheek Thomas and Rajiv
Eipe, and Bhimayana (2011) by Durgabai Vyam, Subhash Vyam, Srividya Natarajan
and S. Anand. The momentum of this field cannot only be seen in the number of published novels, but also in institutional developments. Networks of comic book artists
have been established, such as the Pao Collective in Delhi and the Hyderabad Graphic
Novel Project; India's own Annual Comic Con was inaugurated in 2011, and a magazine dedicated to Indian comics was launched the following year. As Roy (2012, 23)
remarks, the "active support of the genre by multinational publishers such as Penguin
and HarperCollins also indicates these texts' ontological status as products of today's
globalized economy." However, comic book artists are also exploring alternative channels of distribution: Bhagwati Prasad's and Amitabh Kumar's graphic novel Tinker.
Solder. Tap (2009) was published online and can be downloaded for free. Recognition
is now even coming from the art world: Banerjee's work is regularly displayed in art
galleries, and Art India, the country's leading art magazine, has recently issued a spe
1

The other contestant for the title is Sen Orjit's The River of Stories, which was already published
in 1994 but had little impact on the development of the genre and is no longer in print. The limited reception is probably due to the much smaller, regional publisher and the work's didactic
nature, which stands in contrast to the international distribution of Corridor and Banerjee's programmatic exploration of the medium.
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cial edition on graphic novels and comics containing a lead essay on "The Rising
Graph of the Graphic Book" (Sardesai 2012, 28).
A comprehensive analysis of any of these graphic novels would have to take into account a wide variety of aspects, but I will focus on the question of the texts' cultural
location. Is there anything, apart from their authors' nationality, which makes these
graphic novels specifically Indian? As one might expect, many of the stories told have
Indian characters and Indian settings. In addition, several of the texts discuss culturespecific issues: The River of Stories criticises the Narmada Valley Development Project, one of the large-scale dam-building projects also targeted by Arundhati Roy in
her essay The Greater Common Good (1999); Kashmir Pending deals with the Kashmir conflict, Delhi Calm with the political repression during the Indian Emergency in
the 1970s, and Bhimayana with the caste system. Less openly political but still distinctly Indian are Corridor and The Barn Owl's Wondrous Capers, the first of which is
largely set in contemporary Delhi, while the second takes place in 18th-century colonial Calcutta. Adi Parva is a retelling of stories from the great Indian epic Mahabharata and thus also uses the newly imported graphic novel medium to convey distinctly Indian content.
However, I am less concerned with the graphic novels' content than with their storytelling techniques, the way in which they explicitly or implicitly negotiate and transform
the representational techniques and generic conventions of graphic novels from an Indian vantage point. Such modifications are, to a certain extent, characteristic of all
forms of cultural transfer, but they possess a particular relevance in the postcolonial
context because they can become a matter of identity politics. The appropriation of
forms of cultural expression originating from the former colonizer – or, by extension,
Western culture in general – may become a means of self-assertion. To what degree
such a stance of resistance can be traced in the formal features of Indian graphic novels, is one concern of this paper. In the first part I will briefly outline India's mainstream comic book culture, which predated the introduction of the graphic novel format. This sketch will provide the backdrop for a more detailed discussion of two
graphic novels in the second and third parts. The two novels selected for the analyses
are Corridor and Bhimayana, which, as I will argue, represent different ways of indigenizing the genre for the Indian context.
1.

India's comic book culture

Graphic novels may be a relatively recent phenomenon in India, but their less prestigious siblings, commercial comic books, have been common fare for almost five
decades. The first comics published in India by Indrajal Comics (1964-1990) were
licensed copies of American superhero stories, which were only moderately altered for
the Indian readership. One comic which was particularly successful was Lee Falk's
The Phantom, which is also an interesting case of postcolonial strategies of appropriating colonial texts. The Phantom stories, which are set in a hybrid location reminiscent
of Africa and India, are steeped in colonial stereotypes and prejudices (Friese 1999,
10). Yet this appears not to have put off Indian readers, but rather invested the stories
with some sort of 'local colour', meaning that The Phantom was regarded as exempli-
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fying Indian culture in a way other American superheroes could not (Khanduri 2010,
179; Chandra 2008, 1-2). The superheroes of American extraction were complemented
with Indian counterparts in the 1970s such as Bahadur (Indrajal) or Fauladi Singh
(Diamond Comics); these characters "point toward the development of a distinctly indigenous superhero tradition" and are thus an expression of a "self-conscious distancing from the Anglo-American comic tradition" (Mathur 2010, 177). Interestingly,
Mathur describes the further evolution of the Indian superhero genre in the late 1980s
as a counter-movement to this development when he speaks of the "Americanization
of the Indian superhero" (ibid., 179) with respect to Raj Comics' Nagraj. Yet,
Nagraj [...] becomes not a slavish copy of the American original, but a 'mimic' superhero who
is, in Homi Bhabha's terms, 'almost the same but not quite' [...]. And this 'not quite' variation is a
result, not of faulty imitation, but of the deliberate invocation of an Indian cultural framework,
of an indigenous knowledge system that transforms the contours of a Western cultural icon.
(ibid., 181)

The adaptation of American comics conventions in the Nagraj series is not presented as
a conscious act (ibid., 184). In this, Nagraj differs decidedly from Amar Chitra Katha,
the most successful and arguably most influential Indian comic book series, and the one
which is credited with "indigenizing the comic book medium" (McLain 2009, 3). Amar
Chitra Katha, which literally means 'immortal picture stories' or 'immortal stories pictured' (Sircar 2000, 36), was founded in 1967, and the anecdote of how Anant Pai came
up with the idea for the series has often been told and is now legendary itself: Pai saw a
quiz show on TV in which children were asked questions about Hindu and Greek mythology. Because they knew the gods on Olympus, but not the name of Lord Ram's
mother, Pai set out to 'acquaint Indian children with their cultural heritage' by presenting
it in a form which appeals to them (Pritchett 1995, 76-77; McLain 2009, 24-25).2 With
over 440 titles on Indian history and mythology and more than 90 million copies sold,
Amar Chitra Katha has become an instrument of national integration (Hawley 1995) by
helping "Indians living in postcolonial India and throughout the world define what it
means to be Indian"; therefore, the series has acquired "a power and significance that is
unique when compared with other comic books in the worldwide commercial industry"
(McLain 2009, 3).3 However, the programmatic appropriation of the comic genre in
Amar Chitra Katha affects the comics' content much more than their form. Although the
illustrations adopt some iconographic conventions of Indian visual culture (ibid., 19),
their aesthetics and form of storytelling copy the American model, rather than modify
it.4 An indigenous language for the medium of comics is something that only "contemporary Indian artsy graphic novelists" (Roy 2012, 29) set out to develop.

2
3

4

"Acquaint your children with their cultural heritage" is one of the slogans used to advertise
Amar Chitra Katha.
In this context, it should be mentioned that Amar Chitra Katha has repeatedly been criticised for
its nationalist tailoring, its Hindu-centrism, and its gender bias (Pritchett 1995, Mannur 2000,
Chandra 2008).
As Sircar (2000, 35) points out, Pai himself cannot have been completely at ease with his decision to use a Western genre for his nationalist project, since he felt the need to argue that the
comic strip form is not alien to India but has precursors in Indian folk art such as the Ajanta
frescoes.
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Visual intertextuality in Corridor

"To tell new stories one needs new languages." – this is the unanimous opinion of a
government committee in Sarnath Banerjee's most recent comic book, The Harappa
Files (Banerjee 2012, 12). The fictitious committee was, we are told, specifically
formed to determine the best way to communicate the findings of a government survey. The committee regards "the use of image and text as the most appropriate way to
bring out these complicated observations" (ibid., 13), which the medium of comics can
present as "thin chewable fillets" (ibid., 15). Thus, one communicative advantage ascribed to the medium of comics in this self-reflexive passage is its accessibility. The
medium's wide distribution is mentioned as a second advantage (ibid.).
When Banerjee cites accessibility and distribution as the medium's main advantages,
he is repeating common preconceptions which have their origin in the dominance of
American mainstream comics. Yet speaking of the medium's accessibility and wide
distribution in relation to Banerjee's own alternative graphic novels is clearly ironic. In
an interview with Samit Basu, Banerjee talks about his experience as a writer and publisher of graphic fiction. Despite the vast Indian middle class and the undying popularity of various mainstream comic formats such as the Amar Chitra Katha series, the
Indian market for graphic novels remains minute: "in India", Banerjee remarks dryly,
"5,000 copies is the magic number, it means you are a bestseller" (Banerjee in Basu
2006). Banerjee's claim about the accessibility of the medium of comics should also be
taken with a pinch of salt. While he turns away not only from the graphic novel genre
but also from avant-garde forms of representation in The Harappa Files, going back
(as he says) "to the old ways of telling pictorial stories" (Banerjee 2012, 3), his earlier
works Corridor (2004) and The Barn Owl's Wondrous Capers (2007) indulge in formal experiments with regard to narrative structure, the relationship between text and
image, and the visual style of the images themselves. These graphic novels certainly
do not lend themselves to quick or cursory reading.
Of the three, Corridor is the most experimental graphic novel in visual terms, with
repeated, marked changes of drawing style, striking contrasts between black-and-white
images and bright colours, and a versatile display of visual intertextuality. Thus, while
the description of comics as a "new language" may be context-relative in The Harappa
Files – in so far as sociological facts are not usually published as picture stories – the
phrase takes on a different meaning if applied to Banerjee's first graphic novel, in
which Banerjee brazenly plays with the language of the genre in search of a new visual
vocabulary. Corridor depicts the quite uneventful life of Brighu Sen, who is also the
primary narrator of the story. The frame narrative of Brighu wandering through Delhi
is interrupted by Brighu's memories of a broken relationship and the fragments of four
stories told by a bookseller in whose shop Brighu seems to spend most of his time. The
primary function of the changes in drawing style and the use of colour is to help the
reader distinguish between the various narrative levels of the story. In contrast, the
graphic novel's visual intertextuality is a means of negotiating the cultural position of
this work: Banerjee uses visual references and quotations in order to position himself
in relation to various cultural traditions and thus to determine the cultural location of
his own aesthetics.
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If Corridor is an Indian graphic novel, then certainly not in the sense that it denies
foreign influences. On the contrary, it contains various references to many other cultural traditions. The protagonist Brighu is an avid reader and an ardent collector of
cultural artefacts, many of which are of non-Indian origin. Among the things he cherishes are the writings of Ibn Battuta (6) and Jean Baudrillard (7), as well as comic
books such as the The Phantom series and Hergé's The Adventures of Tintin (88).
When Brighu, at the very end of the graphic novel, is revealed to be the author's alter
ego (in a metaleptic move, Brighu is depicted drawing the same page the real reader is
looking at, 107), such intertextual references on the story level come to openly signpost the real author's indebtedness to the earlier texts.
At the same time, Corridor is aesthetically rooted in Indian culture through the frequent use of distinctly Indian imagery. India's culture has been called an "iconic culture" whose "chief characteristics are the endless proliferation, replication and reproduction of visual images, their ubiquity and accessibility" (Mitter 2002, 29). Images
occur everywhere: on walls as murals, in the cinema or on television as moving images, in magazines or large advertisement hoardings, and arguably most characteristically as 'bazaar art' or 'calendar art', as posters of gods or film stars, babies or national
heroes, which are sold cheaply and which adorn private homes and public spaces alike
(cf. Pinney 2004 and Jain 2007). Because of their wide distribution and easy accessibility, these images are now regarded as having contributed to (and still contributing
to) national cohesion and the construction of national identity: "The iconic society in
India created a new visual culture, which transcended the local and the regional" (Mitter 2002, 29). Banerjee repeatedly integrates Indian bazaar art into his drawings in
Corridor, mostly through collage. There are stills from Hindi movies and magazine
photographs, reproductions of 'god posters' and of educational charts. The narrative
function of the incorporated images varies from case to case. To illustrate the scope of
these functions, I will look at three examples in some detail.
One of the embedded stories of Corridor is about a young man called Shintu, who
seeks help from a faith healer to "increase his sexual potency". The healer offers comprehensive advice, some of which is presented through panels which are cut out of
educational charts. Educational charts have been common instruments of instruction in
India since the 1950s. They typically have a heading naming the chart's topic along
with several individual images, each of which illustrates a different aspect of the chosen topic. Thus, these charts are structurally related to the medium of comics: "Like a
comic strip, each panel is treated as a distinct unit yet exists as a part of the whole,
both visually and thematically" (Rao et al. 2001, 8). The charts' purpose is to provide
factual information or to morally educate their readers; often the two intentions are
combined (cf. Rao et al. 2001). The charts recycled by Banerjee are of the morally instructive type. The first time the clippings occur, they cover most of the page and include two headings, "Good Habits" and "An Ideal Boy" (65), which draws attention to
the source medium used. The following three pages also contain chart clippings, but
they are more integrated into the panel flow. The clippings simply replace a drawing in
a line of panels.
The chart clippings blend in almost seamlessly with the general narrative of Shintu's
visit to the healer, both with regard to their aesthetics and their content. The surround-
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ing panels' colour scheme is chosen to correspond to that of the clipping. The clippings
express and illustrate guidelines for good behaviour, such as the recommendation to
"[t]ake a bath everyday and dry your body with a clean cloth", to "[h]old your body
straight while standing" (65) and to "visit the latrine" (67), which tie in with the other
pieces of advice offered by the healer. The reader does not have to be familiar with
Indian educational charts to be able to follow the story, because the clippings state
their meaning explicitly. For the reader familiar with educational charts from India, the
quotations add cultural resonance. For example, the healer (already an exaggerated
character) is treated ironically by referencing the educational charts' "sanctimonious
pedagogy" (Rao et al. 2001, 5). Additionally, the intertextual link between the healer
and the charts turns the fictitious character into a representative of real-world institutions that regulate the lives of actual people.

Figure 1: Panel from Corridor, p. 37

My second example of visual intertextuality (Fig. 1) differs in several ways from the
first one. In this case, it is not a semantic unit of image and text which is quoted, but
only an image. In the 'grammar' of the graphic novel, this image replaces a verbal utterance. While it is easy to decipher the charts' literal meaning in my first example
(because their meaning is also rendered in words) and to identify the source of the
clippings (thanks to the inclusion of the charts' headings), the interpretation of the visual utterance in figure 2 requires that the reader knows the specific image referred to.
Of course, anyone who is familiar with Indian films will immediately recognize that
the drawing references the most famous scene of possibly the most famous Indian
film, Mother India (1957). Because of the film's iconic status, an Indian reader can be
expected to recognize the image, while non-Indian readers might miss the reference.5
Even for a reader who recognizes the reference, its 'meaning' is anything but selfevident. The character's utterance was introduced in the previous panel as "a remark that
was to change the course of the evening" (37). This certainly raises the reader's expectations, but contributes little to solving the question of what verbal utterance the image
stands for. The mystery is clarified somewhat three panels later, when the narrator mentions that "the remark concerns his mother" (ibid.). Based on this clue and other contex
5

The image is widely circulated in various media, e.g. in calendar art (cf. Jain 2007, 339).
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tual information, it can be inferred that the quote represents a verbal insult directed toward the addressee containing a reference to his mother. Since both types of readers –
the one who recognises the image as a reference to Mother India and the one who does
not – can draw this conclusion, the reader unfamiliar with Indian culture can still follow
the story. However, the potential functions of intertextuality extend well beyond presenting a story. The reader who recognizes an intertextual reference can, for example,
consider the referencing as a comment on the text quoted. Banerjee's playful reworking
of the iconic film image as defamation might thus be regarded as a critique of the ideas
of Indian motherhood and Indian nationhood which the film has come to represent.
In my third example from Corridor, Banerjee uses collage again, but this time he combines drawings with photographs (Fig. 2). While the block text at the top is used to advance one of the embedded stories (incidentally, it is Shintu's story), the images remain
separate from the text.
They show the frame narrator, Brighu, looking at
poster stalls in a bazaar
and having a closer look
at a picture of a child.
Since Corridor's protagonist is revealed to be Corridor's (fictional) author
at the end of the novel, I
read the bazaar sequence
as a self-reflexive commentary on the real author's artistic approach.
The image of the child
which Brighu selects reoccurs on the following
page as part of the story
about Shintu; thus, the sequence as a whole illustrates the process of reworking cultural images.
Significantly, the 'original' image is modified in
the course of this process.
It is transformed into a
drawing, but the original
reference point remains –
like the clippings from the
educational charts and the
picture from Mother India
– clearly recognisable.
Figure 2: Panel sequence from Corridor, p. 49
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If read as similarly self-reflexive, the two bottom panels of figure 2 illustrate further
aspects of Banerjee's art: Banerjee does not break with Euro-American comics traditions, but rather wants to expand the graphic novel's visual repertoire. His adaptation
of the genre to the Indian context does not result in something that is purely Indian, but
in something that contains an Indian viewpoint as one among others. The panel showing the posters of Arnold Schwarzenegger and Aishwarya Rai in close-up is both a
juxtaposition of American and Indian popular culture and an indication of a relationship between them. Thus, this panel mirrors Banerjee's endeavour to work with
and draw upon different visual cultures. However, as the panel on the left suggests, it
is not Banerjee's/Brighu's art that produces the juxtaposition: Brighu is not responsible
for placing Schwarzenegger and Rai side by side. He is simply recording a cultural
phenomenon he observes.
3.

Bhimayana's indigenous visual aesthetic

Bhimayana depicts several episodes from the life of Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (18911956), a political activist who fought against the caste system and the discrimination
of Dalits. The representation of crucial events of Ambedkar's life, who was himself a
Dalit, is embedded in a frame narrative set in present-day India, in which caste discrimination is shown to persist despite the fact that 'untouchability' was officially abolished in 1947. The graphic novel has both a didactic and a political thrust: it wants to
keep the memory of Ambedkar and his ideas alive and raise awareness of continued
social inequality in order to encourage resistance.
A cursory glance at the graphic novel already reveals that its aesthetic conception is
strikingly different from Corridor's. As in Corridor, we have a combination of coloured sequences and drawings in black-and-white, but the images are much more homogenous than those in Banerjee's graphic novel; moreover, they are stylistically very
different from drawing styles in most other comic books. This is because Bhimayana
makes use of a folk cultural painting tradition to indigenize the graphic novel-format.
As we are told in the paratext, the substantial modification of genre conventions is the
result of a conscious decision on the part of the artists, who scrutinized "the books of
the masters of the graphic book genre", only to "defy the conventional grammar of
graphic books" (Anand 2011, 100) in their work.
Bhimayana has no rectangular panels; instead, the page is divided by ornamental designs, so-called dignas, which were traditionally applied to walls and floors on festive
occasions (cf. Fig. 3 and 4). The number and shape of digna-framed panels varies from
page to page, as does the direction of reading. Sometimes it is relatively conventional
(from left to right and from top to bottom, as in Fig. 3), while at other times the eye is
guided by the position of the speech bubbles to move down the page. In other instances, small images of hands point the way towards the next panel, encouraging the
reader to crisscross the page or read the images in a counter-clockwise fashion (Fig.
4). The artists do not attempt to create the illusion of three-dimensionality. The size of
the characters and objects is not related to a presumed distance from the viewer or
their relative position to each. Surfaces have no shadows to indicate their extension in
space; instead, they bear patterns of dots or tiny lines. Cinematic conventions of fram-
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ing, such as the choice of different viewing angles, shot sizes or the combination of
objective and subjective view points, which have become part of the standard language
of comics, play no role in Bhimayana. Bodies are often left incomplete, with groups of
floating heads representing crowds.

Figure 3: Page from Bhimayana, p. 21
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Figure 4: Page from Bhimayana, p. 24
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Bodiless hands and arms are also employed to give emphasis to a character's emotional engagement, if they repeat the gesture of his regular limbs. Two examples of this
can be found on page 21 (Fig. 3): the annoyance of one of the characters in the top
right panel is visualised in his raised arm, and reinforced by the additional arm; in the
bottom right corner, the hostility with which one character demands that Ambedkar
"Step back now!" and the humiliation Ambedkar feels at this moment are underlined
by four symbolic hands mirroring the character's outstretched arm pointing away. As
in this case, emotions are sometimes expressed through gestures, but never through
facial expressions. Instead, additional images may serve to represent a character's feelings or thoughts, as in figures 3 (left side, half way down) and 4 (top left corner),
which show Ambedkar with a fish, symbolizing his thirst. The same images of Ambedkar also reveal how the artists employ the organisation of the page to characterise
Ambedkar: To represent his social marginalisation, he is literally marginalised on the
page; in the bottom right panel of page 24 (Fig. 4) he is placed so far at the edge that
he is only partially visible (and it looks as if he is being told to leave the page entirely).
The techniques of characterization in Bhimayana differ from other graphic novels in
that the characters are visually not individualized. The only exception is Ambedkar,
who as a child has longer hair than the other children and who wears dark glasses as an
adult. 6 The graphic representation of all other characters aligns them with a social
group: women, for instance, are differentiated from men and children from adults.
Sometimes, religion also becomes a distinguishing feature: both Hindu fundamentalists and Sikh fundamentalists are portrayed in a distinct way. Another means to classify the characters are the speech bubbles. The artists use two different types, a birdshaped one and one shaped like a scorpion's tail.7 The bird-shaped speech bubble is
used for characters who are against the caste system and social discrimination and the
scorpion-shaped speech bubble is used for the utterances of all characters who support
caste discrimination. The form of the speech bubble does not indicate the tone or intention of a specific utterance but provides a general classification of a character as
either good or bad, with no middle ground. One character in the present-day storyline
is against caste discrimination, but believes it is no longer an issue. Scorpion-shaped
speech bubbles frame his utterances until the very last page, where the use of the birdshaped speech bubble indicates that he has now understood the continuing relevance
of Ambedkar's ideas (92).
The pages of Bhimayana abound with drawings of animals, not all of which represent
animals on the level of the storyworld. The animal-shaped speech bubbles and the use
of a fish to illustrate thirst are visual metaphors (primarily derived from the animal
world); such visual metaphors occur frequently throughout the book. Thus, in the representation of violence against Dalits, the victims become cows and their attackers

6

7

Ambedkar's long hair is explained in the story: barbers refuse to cut the hair of 'Untouchables'
because they fear being polluted (cf. Vyam et al., 19). Ambedkar's long hair thus functions not
only to identify the protagonist but is also a token of the discrimination he experiences. Ambedkar's glasses, on the other hand, link the drawn character to the historical person; at the same
time, they emphasise that he is an intellectual.
Both types of speech bubble can be found on the two pages reproduced in Fig. 3 and Fig. 4.
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lions (12, 50); likewise, a messenger becomes a carrier pigeon (15). However, it is not
only human beings but also objects which are represented as animals: In the artists'
vision, a train turns into a snake (30-31) and a bus into a cow (59), water tanks assume
the shape of fishes (25, 50, 54), and a water pump becomes an elephant (21, Fig. 3,
bottom right panel). In some cases it is easy to recognize a link between the object represented and the animal representing it, like the one between a clock and cocks (the
cock is the villager's clock, 34, 35, 67). On other occasions, the point seems to be more
general: in the world of Bhimayana, everything is animated, and the landscape (e.g.
32-33, 65, 79, 80) and buildings (70, 78, 85) are as alive as animals or humans.
The two people behind the drawings, Durgabai Vyam and Subhash Vyam, are two
well-known Pardhan Gond artists. The Pardhan Gonds are a clan of the larger Gond
tribe of central India, who traditionally serve as "keepers of their people's cultural heritage and lineages – remembering family genealogies, and transmitting legends, myths
and oral histories through songs and storytelling" (Anand 2011, 100) and who are well
known for producing colourful art works that have been described as 'painting stories'
(Bowles 2009). Thus it seems an almost natural decision to use the Pardhan Gond's
folk art in an Indian graphic novel as an indigenous alternative to imported conventions of representation.8
As Erwin Panofsky already argued, conventions of representation, such as perspective
in painting, have an ideological dimension and are the expression of a culturally determined conception of the world (Panofsky 1991, 42). Thus, three-dimensional space,
which has become standard in Western visual representations and which is often associated with an objective view of the world,9 is declared by Panofsky to be "never given
space, but space produced by construction" (ibid., 30) and based on "rather bold abstractions from reality" (ibid., 29). Building on this premise, the Vyams' folk art can be seen
as the expression of a worldview that stands in noticeable contrast to the worldview of
Western modernity. The images in Bhimayana do not allow the viewer to assume the
position of stability, control and mastery that the central perspective simulates. The animated world the viewer sees is less mathematical, less scientific, than the world seen
through the convention of central perspective. The Vyams' reconceptualization of the
conventional panel structure can simply be seen as a liberation from the representational
constraints of the genre, or it can be connected to non-Western ways of seeing the
world. The latter is suggested by John Berger, who wrote a foreword to Bhimayana, in
which he applauds the absence of "unilinear time" in the graphic novel (9). The original way of panelling in Bhimayana can also be linked to a different way of seeing human beings. This is intimated in an afterword by one of the scriptwriters, S. Anand,
who specifically mentions that the artists objected to forcing their characters into
boxes, because it would stifle them, while the open spaces of their own art allowed the
characters to breathe (cf. 100). The decision to represent characters as members of a

8
9

Durgabai Vyam's representation of herself as a child listening to her grandmother's bedtime
stories in the postscript additionally highlights this tradition of (oral) storytelling (cf. 96).
Representational objectivity is already implied by this term, since 'perspective' literally means
'seeing through'. The perspectival image thus appears to be a window through which we see the
world (cf. Panofsky 1991, 27).
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social group rather than individuals suggests a conception of identity that is predominantly relational and collective rather than self-sufficient and atomistic.
The choice of tribal art for Bhimayana also appears to be motivated by its specific subject. As we are informed in the postscripts, the initial idea for Bhimayana came from
one of the co-founders of Navayana, the graphic novel's independent publishing house,
which focuses exclusively on issues of caste inequality. Navayana's second founder, S.
Anand, turned the idea into reality by writing a script (together with Srividya Natarajan) and approaching Durgabai Vyam.10 The Gonds may not be Dalits, but the Gond
tribe has a scheduled tribe status, i.e. its members are officially recognized as formerly
disadvantaged people and receive positive discrimination from the government today.
Incidentally, it is Ambedkar who is credited with introducing the system of positive
discrimination into the Constitution. While this historical connection between the artists and their subject is not referred to in Bhimayana or its paratext, a more personal
link is explicitly drawn in one of two postscripts attached to the graphic novel's main
body, in which the Vyams report on the production process of Bhimayana. Here, Durgabai Vyam relates the following anecdote:
On one of our visits to Navayana, Anand was not in the office and the landlady abused us and
wouldn't let us go in. She said we looked like yokels. That hurt us. Anand told her that I was an
artist who had published many books and had even been to Frankfurt, but none of this made any
difference to her. We were reminded of Ambedkar's plight in Baroda and could understand his
hurt. (99)

This incident of hostility appears to be exceptional in the lives of Durgabai and Subhash Vyam and it is therefore very different from the regular and institutionalised discrimination experienced by Ambedkar and represented in the graphic novel. Nevertheless, the anecdote suggests a similarity of experience between the artists and their subject, which lends a sense of authenticity to Bhimayana.
The paratext stresses authenticity not only on the level of experience, but also with
regard to the drawing techniques employed by the artists, techniques which are presented as culturally authentic. Durgabai Vyam describes dinga-making as part of a
women's daily routine in the village she comes from (96), and Subhash Vyam explains
that the artists' "aesthetic draws on [their] village experience", when spaces are filled
with traditional patterns representing grain, mustard or grass (97). The omnipresence
of animals on the page and the use of the animal world as the preferred source domain
for the visual metaphors are also an indication of the art's rootedness in village life.
4.

Conclusion

Corridor and Bhimayana are both projects which indigenize the language of the
graphic novel genre in the Indian context. Their approaches, however, differ greatly.
Corridor continues, probes and expands the Euro-American graphic novel tradition
from an Indian perspective. However, its aesthetics is not specifically Indian, but

10

Although the writers came up with the idea and took the initiative, Anand repeatedly stresses
the collaborative nature of the production process in his afterword. This is also underlined by
the four author names on the book's cover page.
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rather transcultural in the sense of Wolfgang Welsch. In Welsch's (1997, 200) definition, the "concept of transculturality aims for a multi-meshed and inclusive, not separatist and exclusive, understanding of culture. It intends a culture and society whose
pragmatic feats exist not in delimitation, but in the ability to link and undergo transition." Thus, transculturality is not to be equated with cultural homogenization. On the
contrary, the concept "is able to cover both global and local, universalistic and particularistic aspects, and it does so quite naturally, from the logic of transcultural processes
themselves" (ibid., 205). In drawing on different visual cultures, Corridor can be regarded as an aesthetic expression of this conception of cultures as fundamentally
transcultural. The form of the collage seems ideally suited to bring different source
texts, and with them different cultures, together without assimilating them or translating them into a common target language. The variation – and disparity – of the sources
is highlighted rather than concealed. In contrast, Bhimayana is a form of cultural translation: the Euro-American genre of the graphic novel is translated into an Indian visual
language. The genre retains its essential features, while others are discarded, replaced
or transformed in the process. Unlike Corridor, Bhimayana is aesthetically rooted
within one (regional and tribal) culture and the resulting text is therefore both distinct
and homogenous in visual terms. The visual folk art tradition signals authenticity,11
which is a concept that has no place in Banerjee's universe.
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FELICITAS MEIFERT-MENHARD (MÜNCHEN)
Evading the Sequence: Choose Your Own Comic

1.

Introduction: Making (and Breaking) the Sequence

In his extensive metafictional graphic novel Alice in Sunderland (2007), British comic
book artist Bryan Talbot presents a sweeping account of the local history of Sunderland in North East England, and relates this report to broader issues of historicity,
mythological narrative, and ultimately to the process of storytelling itself. In the context of recounting the Norman invasion of England in 1066, the narrator – a stand-in
for Talbot himself – turns to a description of the Bayeux tapestry, which, commissioned by Bishop Odo, presents the events of the invasion culminating in the Battle of
Hastings by way of a unidirectional arrangement of individual scenes. Sunderland's
narrator classifies the tapestry (which is actually an embroidered cloth) as a comic
"strip" (88) depicting a "continuous narrative, a flow of sequential images and text"
(ibid.) and, indeed, as "the beginning of British Comic Strip history" (90). With this
assessment, he is not alone – the Bayeux tapestry had already served Scott McCloud as
an example of early comic narrative in Understanding Comics (cf. 1994, 12-13), and
Talbot, too, uses it to comment on the relation between sequence and graphic storytelling in his earlier masterpiece The Adventures of Luther Arkwright, which will be the
subject of extensive commentary later on in this paper. What renders this work of art
so pertinent to the discussion of comic storytelling is its arrangement of single events
into a sequence to generate narrative; the definition of comics as "sequential art" by
Will Eisner (1985) has, indeed, become a widely accepted classification of the medium. It is not the combination of text and image, but the creation of a sequence
among individual images that is generally seen as the defining feature of comics. To
offer a few definitions along these lines: Scott McCloud identifies comics as "juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic response in the viewer" (1994, 9) and maintains that
"when part of a sequence, even a sequence of only two, the art of the image is transformed […] into the art of comics" (ibid., 5). Greg Hayman and Henry John Pratt similarly argue that "x is a comic if x is a sequence of discrete, juxtaposed pictures that
comprise a narrative, either in their own right or when combined with text" (2005,
423). This reliance of comic storytelling on sequence caters very succinctly to our
habit as narrative animals to make connections between any two events – or, in this
case, pictorial panels – to produce a story. The cognitive linking of individual pictures
is thus not something that the comic must compel us to perform, but rather a quite
natural result of our narrative instinct. Indeed, Lefèvre has noted that "[f]rom the moment various pictures are grouped together in a series or sequence, the viewer or
reader is prompted to look for relations among them" (2011, 26). Comics may, in fact,
entice us to seek these relations between individual situations even more strongly than
purely textual forms of storytelling, because here, the reader must perform the act of
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connection with a heightened investment of cognitive effort. This is because one of the
most essential elements of comics is their withholding of (pictorial and/or narrative)
content 'between' panels; McCloud has pointed to the significance of what he terms the
'gutter' as a space of absence which the reader must 'fill' in order to create a continuous
narrative, and where "human imagination takes two separate images and transforms
them into a single idea" (1994, 66). This act of mental substitution he (somewhat confusingly) characterizes as 'closure' (cf. ibid., 63).1 In other words: what is not there in
comic representation is as important to the narrative process as what is, and the absence of connective tissue between individual panels only impels us more forcefully to
establish the connection ourselves; or, as Lefèvre has put it, the reader's "unifying […]
act of perception and interpretation activates the comic" (2000).
However, it is exactly this status of comics as a sequential form of storytelling which
also opens up spaces, indeed invites, the breaking of sequence and linearity. Because
graphic narratives rely so heavily on the principle of establishing continuous sequences, the disruption of this unidirectional track of panel after panel in a seamless
temporal succession is an enticing possibility. McCloud features a particularly vivid
and well-known example of this in his reproduction of a Mr. Spot comic where Mr.
Spot borrows money from his 'future self,' breaking the conventional sequence both
temporally and visually, as he proleptically disrupts the chronology of the narrative
and the spatial ordering of the
panels, which we normally read
left-to-right.
The possibility of disrupting the
temporal sequence in comics is
a result of what Bredehoft has
called the "two-dimensional
architecture of the comics page"
(2006, 872), which not only
relies on the dimension of time
(i.e., sequential progression),
but also on that of space (the
ordering of panels in a specific
pattern). This architecture harbours the possibility of introducing a contradiction between
these two dimensions, so that
the spatial arrangement of panels on a page may be at odds
with the temporal succession of
events presented, as nicely de1

The potential confusion arises from the fact that 'closure' is a well-established term of literary
theory to designate "textual resolution," (Cooke 1993, 523) or the "sense of an ending," as Kermode has termed it in his influential 1967 monograph of the same title. A better term for what
McCloud is referring to might be 'completion.'
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monstrated in the Mr. Spot example. This "interplay between the simultaneous and the
sequential aspects of comic art makes the form," as Williams notes, "particularly well
suited to nonlinear structures and devices" (2005). In the following, I shall consider
two examples of graphic narration which disrupt uni-linear sequentiality and operate
with non-linearity both on the level of plot and on the level of structure. Both the British comic author Brian Talbot and American comic artist Jason Shiga play, in very
different senses, with the possibility of breaking the established panel-to-panel sequence and explore the medium of comics as a site for multi-linearity. The degree of
interactive reader engagement such multi-linearity requires, and the potential of comics to be classified as 'ergodic' sensu Espen Aarseth, who defines ergodic literature as
literature in which "non-trivial effort is required to allow the reader to traverse the
text," (1997, 1) shall be the focus of what follows.
2.

History Across the Multiverse: Bryan Talbot's The Adventures
of Luther Arkwight

Brian Talbot's The Adventures of Luther Arkwright has been widely hailed as one of
the most successful British graphic novels of all time; first published between 1987
and 1989 as a series of comic books and followed up by a sequel, Heart of Empire, in
1999, Arkwright is experimental both in content and in form, spanning multiple universes, text forms, visual styles, and plot lines. The central premise of the novel is that
of 'parallel worlds' in which different political and scientific forces battle for supremacy. Luther Arkwright as a character is able to cross between these parallels and thus
experiences the storyworld in all its multidimensionality, whereas most other characters are ontologically limited to their presence on one particular parallel. The two major story strands of the novel can be divided between 'parallel 00,' a world of relative
peace and stability, and 'parallel 00.72.87,' an alternative history world where the Restoration movement never occurred and Britain is ruled by the fanatical descendants of
Oliver Cromwell who have dethroned the Royal family. Luther Arkwright is summoned to 00.72.87 in order to aid the Royalists in their quest to overthrow this oppressive government and to battle an enemy force called the Disruptors, who own the Firefrost Opal that is threatening to destroy the universe – all of it. In the process, he is
captured by his enemies and dies, but is able to resurrect himself with renewed power;
after he wins the battle against the Disruptors thanks to his increased abilities, he renounces violence and vanishes.
The multiple-worlds premise of Talbot's novel not only makes for a rather complex
plot construction (of which only the briefest of outlines has been provided here), but
also significantly influences the narrative configuration of the book and the way in
which it multiplies textuality and visuality. Arkwright's narrative universe is collagelike in its compilation of different text forms, among them newspaper reports, journal
entries, interview protocols, and book excerpts (in addition to character and narrator
dialogue), all of which the reader must order and reconcile with each other. This
multitextual narrative strategy mirrors, of course, the existence of parallel universes on
the level of the storyworld, but also challenges, in a deeper sense, the premise of narrating history in a linear, monoperspectival way. Talbot precedes his graphic novel
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with a quotation from a fictional work of history, the Collected Essays by J.R. Montpellier, who states that any narration of historical myth must face
the possibility that the narrator in telling these stories [is] not guilty of deliberate misrepresentation but rather that owing to his inability to perceive the relationship between cause and effect, or to distinguish between fact and prejudice, we are presented in them with a series of
glimpses of history as seen through a distorting lens. (n.p.)

This 'distorting lens' is precisely what Talbot's graphic novel offers us in terms of textual and pictorial representation. In other words, Arkwright questions the premise of a
single narrator as a reliable authority on historical discourse; this graphic novel merges
different diegetic strategies in order to capture the multidimensionality of its parallel
universe configuration, but also the multifaceted nature of narrating history. The disintegration of a stable textuality is, indeed, signalled in the very beginning of the story
by the obliteration of the Bayeux tapestry by the Disruptors; here, the paradigmatic
artefact of sequence that we already encountered at the outset of my paper is destroyed
and both texture and text disintegrate into an instable heap of fragments. This, of
course, can be seen as programmatic for the narrative as a whole, which disrupts the
uni-linear sequence of historical storytelling and problematizes the concept of a stable
universe where things can only go one way. Rather, Talbot offers us alternatives, both
to history and to the visual presentation of events on the page, so that Arkwright's universe refracts the complexity of time and space both on the level of story and on that
of narrative presentation.
The novel's narrative position of non-linearity also affects the reader's position
within, and engagement with, the textual universe. In order to make sense of Arkwright's quest across parallel worlds, the reader must adopt multi-linear navigational
strategies, which are, indeed, enforced by the disruption of sequential order on nearly
every page of this graphic novel. Though the switches between parallels are clearly
marked, allowing us to stay oriented within the temporal and spatial stratification of
the storyworld, the arrangement of images and text often refuses to adhere to any
clearly identifiable, uni-directional pattern. Talbot, in fact, repeatedly crowds a surplus of narrative and visual information on a single page, so that we are compelled
not only to trace the temporal development of events presented, but must handle different 'levels' of informational input. This can be seen, for instance, in the first of
many flashbacks to Arkwright's past, where we encounter excerpts of a record transcript of an interview conducted with Arkwright about his return to the time of his
birth. These snippets are complemented by images of Luther as a younger version of
himself; on the right hand side of the opposing pages, newspaper cut-outs about the
death of Luther's parents by fire the very day Luther was born supplement the retelling of the protagonist's origins:
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The dissolution of a clear panel-to-panel structure, which has here been replaced by a
much more loosely arranged configuration of text and image, propels the reader into
quasi-hypertextual reading mode, where she must forsake her habits of linearity and
engage in multisequential navigation strategies in order to access all elements of information available – she may circle along the page to take in different images and/or
text, or switch back and forth between verbal and visual codes, to name only two possible reception strategies. The whole page, in other words, generates a choice situation
in which the reader is prompted to decide which text segments she wants to read in
which order. This device of panel dissolution becomes even more extreme in later
parts of the narrative, when Arkwright dies at the hands of his enemies – here, at arguably the most complex point in the story, the novel turns into an almost literally unmanageable compilation of fragmented images and disordered text which is no longer
structured by punctuation or a clear syntax, for that matter. Even at the points in the
novel where Talbot upholds a clear panel-to-panel scheme, he repeatedly questions the
logical sequential connection suggested by this pattern by employing what McCloud
has termed 'aspect-to-aspect' and 'non-sequitur' panels (cf. 1994, 74) which work
against unidirectional causal order and present events from different viewpoints or
even events which have no apparent causal connection to each other at all.
Returning to Espen Aarseth's concept of 'ergodic literature' already referred to briefly
at the outset of this paper, it should have become clear that Luther Arkwright has an
ergodic structure. The definition of ergodic texts as texts that require 'more' from the
reader than simply turning the page (or clicking on the next link, in the case of electronic literature) propels the factor of decision making into the very centre of the tex-
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tual reception process. Aarseth, in his extensive typology of ergodic texts, lists literature that invites non-linear reading strategies, such as the multipath "calligrammes" of
Apollinaire, unbound novels such as B.S. Johnson's The Unfortunates (1969), or Milorad Pavic's crossword-puzzle novel Landscape Painted With Tea (1990), among his
examples – texts which, like Luther Arkwright, force the reader to go beyond simply
following a predetermined sequence. Though choice in Talbot's novel is not enforced
to the same degree that we will later encounter in the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure
comic Meanwhile, Aarseth's central definition of ergodic literature as texts that ask the
reader to 'interact' in a more literal sense than conventional literature certainly applies
to Talbot's graphic novel. Arkwright surpasses mere aesthetic and visual ambiguity in
its ambivalent arrangement of pictures and words, as the denial of a clear panel sequence forces the reader to participate (inter-)actively in the reconstruction of a narrative line. The re-creation of meaning is no longer merely a question of filling the gutter
with connective substance, but of reconciling the multiple storylines and visual modes
with each other. Reading sequences will presumably vary significantly from reader to
reader, and the comics page is thus turned into a multipath maze in which the reader
can wander at will in order to accumulate information. Talbot privileges the preservation of options over the elimination of multiplicity for the sake of unidirectional coherence, and this makes good sense when we consider the genre which Arkwright belongs
to – that of alternate history, a genre centrally concerned with the idea that things can
develop into various directions from one point of divergence. The scattered structural
and visual focus of this graphic novel is thus not merely a clever and radically experimental strategy of disorienting the reader, but once again testifies to the book's preoccupation with the situational multiplicity of history; the potential of historical developments to fork and spread into different directions is so powerful in Talbot's novel
that he needs multiple parallel worlds and multiple textual and visual sequences to explore all options.2 As Michael Moorcock states in the introduction to the volume, "His
quests are quests for alternatives, for a better way" (n.p.) and he does not explore these
alternatives linearly, one after the other, but all at once. Comics' enablement of simultaneity through the inclusion of a spatial dimension on the graphic page caters to this
desire to show different alternatives at the same time, and Talbot even reinforces this
idea of simultaneity by listing, on many pages, catastrophic events that have happened
on different parallels. This suggests an excess of simultaneous historical episodes that
cannot all fit onto the comics page in terms of visual representation, but happen 'in the
background,' so to speak. Arkwright attempts to render the (usually hidden) alternative
strands of counterfactual worlds accessible by realizing them as equally valid options
in the fictional world: nothing is lost by prior selection, everything is preserved as possibility. The preservation of options can be taken to be one of the most fundamental
properties of this graphic novel, which makes possible what traditional linear comic
narration cancels out: the trying-out of different alternatives, the treading of different
paths, the testing of different outcomes.
2

In this way, Arkwright is reminiscent of Jorge Luis Borges' short story "The Garden of Forking
Paths" ("El Jardín de senderos que se bifurcan," 1941), in which forking paths are imaginatively
explored though the temporally simultaneous proliferation of options (though Borges' text is,
unlike Arkwright, structurally uni-linear and does not allow different reading paths).

EVADING THE SEQUENCE
3.

291

Choice Enters the Picture: Jason Shiga's Meanwhile

Jason Shiga's interactive comic book Meanwhile (2010) presents a very different variety of comics as ergodic literature. Modelled after the Choose-Your-Own-Adventure
gamebooks popular in the 1980s, Meanwhile offers the staggering number of 3856
story possibilities that result from the active choices of the reader. The book thus operates as a kind of 'hard-copy hypertext' (and, in fact, it is also available in digital form)
and fosters, indeed, requires, the material engagement of the reader with the book as
object.3 In this respect, it can be related to other experiments to break through the
bound, sequential structure of the book, such as Raymond Queneau's 'sonnet machine'
One Hundred-Thousand Billion Poems (1961), or the impressive recent volume Icon
Poet (2011) by the Swiss brothers Frei, who literally integrate gameplay into their
book by providing a boxed set of 36 dice inside of its pages from which a section has
been cut out to accommodate the box. The story of Meanwhile sets out with a deliberately trivial choice between chocolate and vanilla ice cream, which the protagonist
Jimmy must make:
The two options presented lead to very different outcomes, as
choosing 'vanilla' results
in the premature ending
of the narrative – a rather
boring one at that – after
only 11 subsequent panels, while opting for
'chocolate' leads Jimmy
to the door of the mysterious Professor K., a
shrewd scientist who has
invented three devices
that Jimmy can play with – the Killitron 20, an untested doomsday device; the SQUID,
a memory transmission device; and a time travel machine. Meanwhile thus realizes in
comic book form the mechanism of choice that has already been functionalized successfully in other media, such as in the already mentioned Choose-Your-OwnAdventure gamebooks, or in film (Alain Resnais' Smoking/No Smoking, Krzysztof
Kie lowski's Blind Chance or Tom Tykwer's Run Lola Run are prominent examples,
though in these films, it's character choice rather than audience choice that makes the
difference). Choosing between these contraptions is what makes up the bulk of Shiga's
comic, and so starting from the 'chocolate' node, Jimmy alias the reader explores the
increasingly complex effects of testing out the often-harmful potential of Professor
K.'s inventions. That is, the choices not only become progressively more intricate, but
also increasingly ethically charged, as Jimmy is no longer merely 'playing around,' but
faces the possibility of taking actions that will have severe repercussions on his or
other's existences and are even potentially destructive – among these actions are the
3

The digital version is available at http://www.shigabooks.com/interactive/meanwhile/01.html.
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transfer of memories between people, travelling back to earlier versions of Jimmy's
self, and, ultimately, the death of Jimmy and/or the entire human race. Instead of primarily focusing on the content of the decisions offered in Meanwhile, however, I want
to again turn to the issues of visuality and narrative structure, and consider the ways in
which this CYOA comic breaks sequence as a strategy of opening up the panel-topanel structure to invite more interactive, non-linear reading patterns.
The most striking difference between this and other ergodic narratives is that the
choice situations in Shiga's comic are implemented in a primarily visual form. Unlike
in a traditional Choose-Your-Own-Adventure gamebook, where a narrative instance
akin to a 'game master' mediates the choice possibilities (i.e., 'if you want to do a, turn
to page x; if you want to do b, turn to page y'), Meanwhile reduces the offering of optionality to showing the reader, without further commentary, two different images representing two different alternatives. The complete abandonment of narrative negotiation of possibility in Meanwhile makes for a reading experience which more resembles
the playing of a video game than engaging with a hard-copy book. Showing us, for
example, the choice between playing with the Killitron or with the SQUID, Shiga
merely highlights these objects within the space of the Professor's lab, visually designating them as options to explore without providing further information regarding the
potential outcome of a given decision:

This can be likened to the examination of different objects in a video game's navigable
space, which is often used as a strategy to gain more information and/or make decisions as to how to continue the playing process. The complexity of effects that result
from the choice situation is in no way mirrored by its visual representation, and indeed
Shiga has claimed that "[o]ne of the biggest challenges" in composing Meanwhile
"was representing enormously complex quantities of information as simply and clearly
as possible" (qtd. in Peitzman, 2010). The confinement to images alone signalling possibility testifies, of course, to the potentiality of the image in comics and more specifically, again, to the power of our narrative instinct when it comes to assessing graphic
illustration. We automatically supply the narrative mediation necessary to comprehend
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images such as this as a choice situation and 'read' the possibility of choosing a or b
displayed as forking paths (or, in this case, forking tubes). The semantization of pictorial material on the comics page thus not only affects our ability to connect individual
panels through the strategy of 'closure' sensu McCloud, but also our capacity to perceive choice through the purely visual display of alternatives.
Complexity and/or randomness of choice is, furthermore, nicely pictured by Shiga
through the intricate entwinement of choice paths – when, for example, Jimmy decides
by the haphazard throw of a coin – or the overcrowding of options on a page, leading
to visual confusion that mirrors Jimmy's confusion about finding the correct strategy
for resolving a given problem. This visualization of the experience of being in a choice
situation reinforces this comic book's preoccupation with optionality, as Meanwhile
operates with what Marie-Laure Ryan has termed 'selective interactivity,' which entails
"a purposeful action" where "the player may be offered a choice between two paths,
one of which leads to success and the other to failure" (2001, 205). This is, of course,
the central pattern in Shiga's text, which clearly works with an 'either-or' decision
scheme through its implementation of forking paths. Such selective interactivity makes
for a very different reading experience that the engagement with Talbot's Luther Arkwright; while Arkwright employs, as we have seen, multi-linearity as a way of preserving all possible options and accumulates a surplus of alternatives on the page, Meanwhile functionalizes multi-linear reading strategies as a method of elimination: you
choose either this or that. By opting for one of the offered alternatives – chocolate or
vanilla, to stay with the very first example –, we automatically cancel out the other
option, at least for this particular reading, and literally leave this option behind us on
our chosen path through the book. How significant the difference between these alternatives can be is nowhere more apparent than in the very first choice, where choosing
'wrongly' directly leads, as has already been explained, to the premature ending of the
story. Because a single decision may radically alter the course of events to follow, and
because choice is non-reversible here, a heightened degree of consequence is attributed
to every choice in Meanwhile. Considering the ethical dimension of choice making in
Shiga's comic referred to earlier, this increased consequentiality makes perfect sense,
as it reinforces the sense of responsibility imposed on the reader to choose well and
helps to distinguish between 'good' and 'bad' choices, in true Choose-Your-OwnAdventure fashion. The ergodic structure of Meanwhile, which not only offers multiple reading paths, but, like a digital text, actively enforces choice to make reading possible in the first place, thus operates on the premise of 'either-or' decisions that highlight the game-like nature of this comic and affords the reader choices that matter.
4.

The Comic (as) Game

In Meanwhile, the status of the comic book as bound object is split up in a very material way, and the book offers, through the breaking of sequence, a ludic experience that
enables the reader to play the narrative again and again, looking for the best possible
path through the story structure. As Marie-Laure Ryan has noted,
[t]he conception of meaning associated with the game metaphor can also be described as the
product of a field of energies. Meaning is not a preformed representation encoded in words and
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in need of decipherment but something that emerges out of the text in unpredictable patterns as
the reader follows trails of associative connotations or attends to the resonance of words and
images with the private contents of memory. This operation is like following links on the Internet: surfing the surface, remaining in perpetual motion. (2001, 193)

Whether non-sequential comics offer multiple reading paths to the recipient or enforce
ludic engagement with the text through choice making, they necessarily demand this
'perpetual motion' from the reader, as they must be played or 'performed' in order to
realize their narrative potential: a game that is not played loses its status as a game and
becomes a non-actualized structure, a static architecture which has no meaning beyond
itself. In this sense, both Arkwright and Meanwhile functionalize the comics page as a
site where sequence surrenders to multiple possibility, and where comic narrative becomes a game in its dependence on the reader actualizing a specific navigational path
from the story material offered.
Where the two works evaluated here differ significantly, however, is on the question
of agency, which Janet Murray in Hamlet on the Holodeck has defined as "the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices"
(2001, 126). The difference to mere interactivity lies in the term 'meaningful;' that is,
our interaction with a given story environment must afford us the pleasure of feeling
that we have directly affected this environment through our choices. This is a pleasure
which Luther Arkwright cannot grant us easily, because the prevailing (and quite eerie)
effect of the simultaneity of worlds and historical events is that things 'happen' no matter what we do (most clearly illustrated in the parallel-world recordings of simultaneous catastrophic occurrences); as readers, we can move through the textual world in
different directions and on different paths, but we will never be able to directly affect
this world. Meanwhile, on the other hand, functionalizes exactly this experience of
agency by providing the reader with the ability, indeed necessity, to influence the protagonist's journey through the storyworld with her decisions. The more openly ludic
structure of this comic book and the process of 'reading as elimination' bestow a sense
of consequential agency onto reader engagement that 'reading as accumulation' in
Arkwright cannot evoke. Breaking the sequence in these two comic books thus leads to
very different capabilities in shaping the storyline, and the comics page as a site that
enables multi-linear navigational paths demonstrates, by way of these two examples,
an impressive spread of possible interactive strategies to 'Choose Your Own Comic.'
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THERESE-MARIE MEYER (HALLE-WITTENBERG)
"My Country, My England": Warren Ellis's Graphic Novels
and England at War

It is perhaps too easy to see mainstream comics authors as dominated by the industry
they work for. The much-discussed "British invasion of American mainstream comics"
(Murray 2010, 31) has to be considered in this context: little creative freedom seems
left when comics are closely proscribed by demands for brand fidelity. Warren Ellis, a
highly prolific English author, has become one of the big names of US comics through
his works for Marvel, Wildstorm, Vertigo, DC, Caliber, and Image. Murray considers
him part of the "brash, opinionated, and excoriating second wave of British talent"
(Murray 2010, 32) that managed to challenge American mainstream conventions while
operating within these restrained circumstances. Ellis is the author of two novels,
Crooked Little Vein (2008b) and Gun Machine (2013), and keeps a very active web
profile via his blog Warren Ellis Dot Com.
There is also a range of decidedly English comics and graphic novels1 that Ellis has
written, all published with the American Avatar Press: Crécy (2007), Aetheric Mechanics (2008a), Captain Swing, and the Electrical Pirates of Cindery Island (2011a),
and Freakangels (2008-11).2 Of necessity, an analysis of the Englishness of Ellis's focus should begin with these texts. Though they have very different plots and are illustrated in different styles by different artists, strikingly, war serves as their setting and
as a catalyst to their plots. Crécy focuses on the 1346 battle at the Norman village of
the same name. The second and third comic display wars set in alternate Victorian histories in London, while the last graphic novel, Freakangels, takes place in a postapocalyptic London shaped by gang wars.
Considered chronologically, the texts display Ellis's move into and then away from
Steampunk, and his continuing reflection of cypheranarchism and dystopia. A central
concern of these texts, and one that continues to surface in Ellis's writings, is the ex1

2

"Graphic novels are a format not a genre" (Golomb 2010, 103) and, consequently, critics have
to consider the growing-up of comics-as-literature instead of hoping to salvage the literariness
of graphic novels from the more lurid popular generics of comics. "Comic" in this paper thus refers to a short format, while "graphic novel" refers to a longer piece of work, often serialised. I
use "comic" as genre term. On the narrative implications of serialisation in graphic novels cf.
Wüllner 2010; on the consequent feature of co-authored texts in comics, with illustrators interacting with authors, cf. Uidhir 2012. In an essay Ellis wonders at critics' surprise "that stories
can be told through the design of things? That there is fiction in architecture, and narrative in
design?" (Ellis 2010b, 9)
Freakangels was published as a free web comic by Avatar, starting in 2008, with continuing
reader feedback. Both the free web comic and the connected readers' forum Whitechapel
(http://www.freakangels.com/whitechapel) are active to date, hosting serial free web comics by
other authors and ongoing discussions.
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pression of a paradox. How to best define a "hauntological literature", set apart from
the threat of nostalgia yet steeped in the causal bearings of history on the present (Ellis
11.12.2012) – while at the same time accounting for the near-dystopian "Science Fiction condition" (Ellis 07.09.2012) of the present, the technological progress that Science Fiction has failed to predict. This concern may explain Ellis's move into Steampunk in the first place, beyond his evident fascination with alternate histories or fringe
science. Vandermeer quotes Datamancer (Richard Nagy) with this very paradox as one
genesis of Steampunk:
In the eighties, we fetishized the future with computer synth music; boxy, stylized cars; and
wild fashions. In the nineties, we fetishized it again with grungy cyberpunk aesthetic, in the
[aughts] everything looked like biomechanical space-eggs. Here we are in [a new decade], and I
think we've run out of future. We're living in an amazing age where entire computers fit in your
pocket, robots build our consumer goods, we tweak and rewrite genetic codes, we put robots on
other planets, weave clothing that deflects bullets, and do many other things that sound like
they've been pulled out of a sci-fi novel. […] We've been desperately craving the future for so
long that we don't know what to do with it now that it's here. It's no wonder that we look to the
past to try and find analogues and metaphors to help us adjust. (Qtd in Vandermeer 2011, original insertions, my omission, 107/109)

Yet for Ellis, this look to an English past that starts with Crécy and reaches a Steampunk climax in Captain Swing encounters more complex issues in Freakangels. Only
one character in this graphic novel remains Steampunk while anarchism, Swiftean
dystopia, and a Bildungsroman plot set different agendas. Thus, Freakangels anticipates Ellis's keynote speech "How to See the Future" at the Brighton Digital Festival
(Ellis 07.09.12). In this speech, Ellis describes embracing the Science Fiction condition, albeit with a dose of scepticism, as the means of evading nostalgia in phrases
that read like a reply to Datamancer.3 However, he tempers his affirmative awareness
of technological progress with an appreciation of its uncanny effects.
Understand that our present time is the furthest thing from banality. Reality as we know it is exploding with novelty every day. Not all of it's good. It's a strange and not entirely comfortable
time to be alive. (Ellis 07.09.12)

Ellis thus still shares many concerns with Steampunk as a movement. As Vandermeer
defines it, Steampunk is indeed Neo-Victorian.
Steampunk seeks to reject the conformity of the modern, soulless, featureless design of technology – and all that implies – while embracing the inventiveness and tech origins of Victorian
machines. They also seek to repair the damage caused by industrialization. This isn't simply an
impulse to whitewash the classism, racism, and exploitation that partially informed the Victo3

"In the last ten years, we've discovered two previously unknown species of human. We can film
eruptions on the surface of the sun, landings on Mars and even landings on Titan. Is all of this
very boring to you? Because all this is happening right now, in this moment. Check the time on
your phone, because this is the present time and these things are happening. The most basic mobile phone is in fact a communications devices [sic!] that shames all of science fiction, all the
wrist radios and handheld communicators. Captain Kirk had to tune his fucking communicator
and it couldn't text or take a photo that he could stick a nice Polaroid filter on. Science fiction
didn't see the mobile phone coming. […] We live in the future. We live in the Science Fiction
Condition, where we can see under atoms and across the world and across the methane lakes of
Titan." (Ellis 07.09.12)
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rian era – it is instead a progressive impulse to reclaim the dead past in a positive and affirmative way. (Vandermeer 2011, 99)

Steampunk's Neo-Victorianism is probably best seen as an embodiment of a vague
"idea of 'Victorian' as popularized in movies and elsewhere that has no historical basis" (Vandermeer 2011, 9) and thus includes for instance other eras (Georgian, Edwardian). There is, however, a distinctly English emphasis even to American Steampunk (cf. Vandermeer 2011, 49) that would make Steampunk pertinent to Ellis's interests in writing English graphic novels. Steampunk's many references to Ruskin rather
than Pater, and its resistance to mass consumerism echoing the Arts and Crafts movement (the value of labour, the individuality of the human maker etc.) obviously also
resonate with Ellis, as the analysis below will show.
There is a further, as yet unconsidered aspect to the rise of Steampunk, namely its uneasy relationship with the Conservative Party. Vandermeer notes that Steampunk
emerged in 1987 and has been gaining momentum ever since (Vandermeer 2011, 48).
This would place its beginnings a mere four years after Margaret Thatcher's seminal
1983 praise of "Victorian values" in her election campaign, which (in a very NeoVictorian sense) did not so much praise Victorianism per se but a Conservative representation of it for her own political purposes (Hadley 2010, 24).
Strikingly, Ellis's English graphic novels sport the full list of values that Hadley details
as Conservative Party readings of the Victorian: hard work, self-improvement, self-reliance and self-respect, pride in your country, devotion to duty, and an appreciation of
the value of craftsmanship, particularly of the individuality of the craftsman expressed
in his labour (Hadley 2010, 9). Yet Ellis's evident anarchist sympathies sit uneasily besides a conservative Neo-Victorianism.4
Wilkin's definition of "Tory anarchism" may prove helpful in resolving this conundrum, though his study concerns itself with Orwell and Waugh. He employs the paradox, originally coined by Orwell, to describe less a philosophy and more a social
stance of conservative contrarianism (cf. Wilkin 2010, 12). Tory anarchism is patriotic, even violently so, yet it is profoundly suspicious of the state and centralised authority (cf. Wilkin 2010, 16), and sometimes in consequence openly anti-political
though aristocratic in sentiment (cf. Wilkin 2010, 40). It is also strongly individualist
and closely connected to popular culture and a vociferous, humorous public persona
(cf. Wilkin 2010, 17, 19). Most importantly, by its strongly anti-capitalist stance, Tory
anarchism differs from the "vulgar capitalism of the free market Tories that have
emerged in the wake of Margaret Thatcher's administration" (Wilkin 2010, 32). Ellis,
while so far fitting into this category, differs in that he is evidently not socially conservative nor generally favours the upper classes as Tory anarchists of the Orwellian
ilk would (according to Wilkin 2010, 15, 19). Yet even the crassness noted by Murray
above ties in neatly with the rhetoric of Tory anarchism.
In practice, their anarchic style leads them to an iconoclasm where any institution, no matter
how sacred, can be attacked, sometimes in the most scatological and extreme ways. […] Thus
4

On the rejection of Thatcher's politics by the first wave of British comics authors in the US, especially Alan Moore cf. Murray 2010, 34.
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for most Tory anarchists the response to human failings and weaknesses is the generation of
black humour as a means of exposing our mutual vulnerability and vices. (Wilkin 2010, 33, 41)

Ellis's at core conservative values emerge from an otherwise anarchist outlook in his
graphic novels, and are coupled to a strong criticism of capitalism. The anarchist component increases in the texts chronologically and becomes most pronounced in Freakangels, the most recent graphic novel under scrutiny here, where it is connected to
hacktivism and a war rhetoric typical of hacker groups5 such as Anonymous, which
was a guest presence on Ellis's blog last year (20.04.12).
1.

Crécy (2007): War as a lesson in history

Crécy, considered by one reviewer "possibly the only example in comics of the historical first person comic fiction lecture" (Bruton 02.10.2007), presents the battle
waged in 1346 between the English army of Edward III and his son, Edward the Black
Prince, and the French army of Philip VI and John of Luxembourg. The French employed Genoese mercenaries at their crossbows who failed and were cut down by the
French nobility, whose knightly cavalry, in turn, was massacred by the English. The
English side used longbowmen from their peasantry for the first time to great strategic
success, a strategy repeated again at Agincourt. One of these longbowmen is the narrator, who addresses a post-World War II audience metaleptically.6 The story time, fitting to the slight volume, is merely the run up to the battle, the battle proper, and its
immediate aftermath. Graphically very challenging illustrations in black and white that
have been compared to medieval woodcuts (Greenfield n.d.) feature maps, silhouettes,
and dynamic illustrations that allegorize to the point of the odd visual pun (e.g. when
frogs and lilies frame the depiction of a rainy French forest). Yet this graphic complexity stands in contrast to a yobbo Everyman narrator, whose choice anachronistic
vulgarity is matched by the graphic brutality of the battle. Surprisingly, this underdog
narrator is a royalist on the basis of shared war experience as the great equalizer: "Edward's a clever bloke, a born soldier and a bit of a bastard, and he's got an interest in
chivalry. I mean, here we all are marching together: cameraderies, knightly honour, all
that. He likes it" (Ellis 2007, 6). The illustrations of the king and his son with almost
statue-like classicist faces (see Fig. 1), and the conservative idealisation of the Black
Prince in his interaction with the soldiery (which is reminiscent of Shakespeare's
Henry V) tie in with this royalism.

5

6

On the connection of anarchism and cybernetics cf. Ludlow 2001; Ward 2004, 74-75; Coleman
2013, 191. To the best of my knowledge there is to date no analysis of the war rhetoric employed extensively in hacker writings. Though Coleman uses "aesthetics" in her title, there is no
such analysis in her largely anthropological study. One example shall illustrate the intense use
of war as metaphor and topos; the author discusses analyses of malware structures: "On the battlefield, it's essential to understand the vantage point of your adversary" (Blunden 2009, 21).
"But these French, the ones running the country and riding after us, are not the cheese-eating
surrender monkeys you know. These are the real French, vicious bastards with an inbred sense
of entitlement to whatever they see" (Ellis 2007, 16). NB as none of the published editions of
Ellis's texts discussed in this paper have pagination, page references are idiosyncratic.
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More offensively, the
narrator is openly chauvinistic towards everybody not English: the
Welsh, the Scots, the
French, the Italians. All
come in for their share of
scatological abuse, and in
all cases the narrator assumes similar values in
his readers. This chauvinism tries to override all
sorts of troubles with the
text's premise: Historically, the aim of the
French army was to stop
Edward from raiding
Normandy. This war is
thus not a defensive one
for the English aggressors, which is mentioned
(Ellis 2007, 6) yet reinterpreted as an English
Figure 1: Crécy (2007)
need for land instead of
as English claims to the French throne. Oddly, there is no trace of other nobility than
the royal family (while the French nobility features prominently and negatively) and
the bilingual Edward III has become English, anticipating the Anglicisation by about
30 years (Ellis 2007, 5). Additionally, the military action becomes a pre-emptive strike
– rhetoric at odds with the narrator's terming Edward's army a "terrorist strike force"
(cf. Greenfield n.d.).
In contrast to the comics tradition of individual heroism, Crécy seems to be, to one reviewer at least, "only [about] the success of the mechanisms of war-making tools"
(Greenfield n.d.), yet Greenfield does not realise that in a Tory anarchist stance these
are not any tools but English tools, and that their Englishness is decisive: "The longbow is the perfect English machine. It is made with the understanding of nature and
muscle" (Ellis 2007, 11). Ticking off conservative points, this battle is decided according to Crécy by English pragmatism, patriotism, and devotion to duty (such as the
grudging collaboration with despised other nations of Britain, especially the Welsh),
strategic thinking, resilience, and willingness to work hard (tramping through mud,
enduring camp life, skills with their equipment etc.). Judging by the comic, the battle
pitches English salt-of-the-earth yeomanry versus French mercenaries and feudal arrogance. The last panels thus present striking non-sequiturs, concentrating all the troubled argument of the text. The first two declare the slaughter of grounded French
knights a class rebellion of the "ordinary English". The middle panel affirms the scale
of slaughter as the origin of "modern warfare" with a visual echoing of battlefield pic-
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tures of the Great War,7 while the final panel presents a triumphalist assertion of the
superiority of the English in an analogy of the armed peace of the Cold War era, where
the range of missiles determines national success. In its layout, too, this final panel
reminds one of World War II, in an echo of the Black Prince, who before the battle
passed a shovel to the narrator, telling him "We dig for victory" (Ellis 2007, 28)
In summary, the readers are left with a metahistorical approach, in which war shapes
an English national community. All possible historical subtleties are ignored in favour
of this supposed underdog perspective on the true grit of history. The strategic edge to
the English is provided by a whole list of conservative values which includes the value
of English craftsmanship of weaponry.

Figure 2: Aetheric Mechanics (2008)

2.

Aetheric Mechanics (2008): War and the assertion of patriotic alterity

This comic is the first to fully conform to Vandermeer's whimsy Steampunk equation:
STEAMPUNK = Mad Scientist Inventor [invention (steam x airship or metal man / baroque
stylings) x (pseudo) Victorian setting] + progressive or reactionary politics x adventure plot.
(Vandermeer 2011, 9)

7

Far-fetched as this connection may seem, Crécy here merely represents a trope created already
by Tuchman's bestselling narrative historiography A Distant Mirror (1979).
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There is a mad scientist inventor, there are airships and taxis operating on ionic propulsion, the initial detective plot turns into an adventure plot, and there is an alternate
Victorian setting (London in 1907, yet not as we know it). It is only when we address
the question of "progressive or reactionary politics" that the spirit of Tory anarchism
emerges, paradoxically establishing both.
England is at war again. The short text is framed by England's invasion by Ruritania,
the autocratic European monarchy of Anthony Hope's Prisoner of Zenda (1894) and of
a whole host of Ruritanian romances in its wake. It begins with Ruritanian surveillance
flights over London and ends with the bombarding and invasion of the city, with illustrations recalling iconic images of search lights during the Blitz around St Paul's Cathedral (see Fig. 2; Ellis 2008a, 34). The narrator, Dr Robert Watcham, just retired
from the army, his friend Sax Raker, the private detective, and the third protagonist,
the spy Inanna Meyer, are quickly recognizable as alterities of Dr Watson, Holmes,
and Irene Adler. Sax Raker blends the figure of Holmes with Sax Rohmer, the author
of Edwardian detective stories (cf. Lembert 2007). The relationship of these protagonists is kept close to Conan Doyle's Holmes series,8 and the three are involved in solving "the mystery of the man who wasn't there" (Ellis 2008a, 11) in a reference to
Well's novel The Invisible Man (1897). This invisible man emerges as Jonathan Vogel,
the mad scientist, a time traveller from a post-2008 LHC accident at CERN. Vogel
claims responsibility for the alterity of the fictional reality: E-books and other data
from his handheld escaped and shaped reality in the accident that propelled him into
the past – literally a Science Fiction condition. He is about to restore history (thus
abolishing fictional alterity) by which he hopes to return home.
At this point in the narrative, the formerly maintained similarity of Raker with Holmes
gives way to Raker's alterity. Implied in Raker's and Inanna's difference to their Conan
Doyle models is the possibility of other emotions, indeed of emotions as such. In closure, Raker shoots the time traveller. His initial reason to thwart Vogel's abolishing of
alterity is Inanna's existence: "I have failed to bear the idea of a world without Inanna
Meyer in it" (Ellis 2008a, 44). Love seemingly puts Inanna even above an invasionfree Britain.9 Yet Raker next rushes from the scene, purporting to save London from
Ruritania and ready to turn from detective to national hero.10 Thus, the Ruritanian in8

9

10

There are many textual echoes: "To Sherlock Holmes she is always 'the woman'. I have seldom
heard him mention her under any other name. In his eyes she eclipses and predominates the
whole of her sex. It was not that he felt any emotion akin to love for Irene Adler. All emotions,
and that one particularly, were abhorrent to his cold, precise, but admirably balanced mind. […]
And yet there was but one woman to him, and that woman was the late Irene Adler, of dubious
and questionable memory" (Conan Doyle 1989, 117). "Raker's regard for the fairer sex was
barely even scientific, such was its chill remove. But he had a special term for Inanna. He always called her 'that woman.' And I always knew whom he meant" (Ellis 2008a, 28).
This point had been made very clear by Inanna a few panels previously: "So if we give you tonight, you can work your mechanics and make a world where Britain was never destroyed by
Ruritania?" (Ellis 2008a, 42) Vogel additionally stresses that all of London's alternate reality
would become undone.
At the beginning of the comic Raker is openly apolitical, of which Watcham complains: "'My
war,' he says, as if it were not his own" (Ellis 2008a, 21).
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vasion scenario emerges as catalyst for this transformation of Raker: from a sociopathic alter-Holmes to a fully emotional, patriotic hero.
While Ellis's presentation of the ontological coexistence of fact and fiction as "statements" could be read as a form of Foucault's discourse (Kukkonen 2010, 160), Round
sees it as a poesis of the hyperreal (Round 2010, 196). Both discuss other texts by Ellis, yet Aetheric Mechanics is a good example for Ellis's ongoing concern with the dichotomy of fact (here: history) vs. fiction (here: alterity). Though Watcham's finishing
words are not very optimistic about Raker's possible success, and he sees only "a
darkness that had nothing but the sounds of bombs at its end" (Ellis 2008a, 44) the
change has been accomplished. Raker violently and irreversibly asserts England's fictional alterity and by that achieves his own, complex individuality – ironically abolishing our history and reality in the process.
3.

Captain Swing and the Electrical Pirates of Cindery Island (2011):
Wars of Knowledge and the Social Question

Though the very dark London setting of 1830 in Captain Swing could more properly
be termed Georgian, the graphic novel is Neo-Victorian to a fault. An example of boilerpunk (Vandermeer 2011, 54), the comic focuses on a working class rebellion linked
to the Swing Riots of August-October 1830. The posthumous, omniscient narrator, the
German (mad?) scientist Jonathan Rheinhardt alias Captain Swing has been expelled
from university for his experiments with ionocrafts etc. His narrative commentary interrupts the dramatization of the action at regular intervals. At the onset, he is the head
of a group of Essex-based pirates, who fight against The Club of Mars (obviously a dig
at the Club of Rome), a group of industrialists that owns a Martian meteorite fallen in
Devonshire in 1662. The Club of Mars wants to direct the future by their monopoly of
energy sources. One of this group, Magistrate Roderick Hood, orders an electric
man/golem to kill a policeman who accidentally witnessed Captain Swing (and thus
would know about all the ionocraft technology freely available); the Peelers now
search for Captain Swing who they wrongly assume the killer. At the opening of the
novel's action, Charlie Gravel, a policeman pursuing Captain Swing, is taken on board
the ionocraft, and introduced to the pirates and foundries on Swing's Cindery island
refuge. When a fire on the island set by one of Hood's agents kills Captain Swing,
Gravel dons his goggles and mission. He leads the pirates in an attack on Magistrate
Hood's house, where he kills the golem in retribution and gives Hood up to torture.
Sir Roderick Hood, I place you under arrest in the name of the Law. And in the name of Justice,
I turn you over to the electrical pirates of Cindery Island. (Ellis 2011a, 107-8)

The comic evidently uses Martin Buber's differentiation between political and social
principle at the back of anarchist considerations (cf. Ward 2004, 3). Justice, a social
principle, is dealt by moving outside the law, a political principle. Gravel then steps
back from his leadership and makes Polly, Captain Swing's mate, the new leader. She
dons the goggles and the identity of Captain Swing.11 From chapter one the narrator

11

This is an obvious homage to Alan Moore's character of Evey in V for Vendetta (1990).
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articulates the history of a conspiracy war. Historiography is a lie of those in power,
and any perceived anachronism of the action is a result of this lie.
Nothing here is invented. It simply appears to be uchronic, counterfactual, sitting in the break of
a time out of joint. Everything I tell you is true. It is everyone else who's been lying to you. (Ellis 2011a, 27)

Despite the return to normality of Gravel and his reassertion of the value of Law in
closure12, the Utopia presented by Captain Swing both as narrator and as character is
the central message of the text. Swing's call for the free distribution of energy and
goods, mechanical innovation and crafting is steeped in the cypheranarchist rhetoric of
hacktivism (cf. Ludlow 2001).
"When we break the back of the ruling class, and consequently alter the nature of government,
these people will go forth into the country. And they will teach what they have learned here, and
their pupils will teach, and knowledge will spread freely. Knowledge should be free." (Ellis
2011a, 69)

The social and cultural war for energy resources and knowledge is perpetual and secret, judging by Captain Swing, and it has shaped English history as well as historiography. By "exploring the ways in which historical narratives affect [the] responses to
the past" (Hadley 2010, 6) of its readers, this graphic novel is decidedly Neo-Victorian, though its normative closure steps back from an otherwise utopian celebration of
the "transgressive potential of subcultures" (Voigts-Virchow 2009, 111).
4.

Freakangels (2008-12): Post-apocalyptic gang wars
and a superhero learning curve

Announced by Ellis in 2007 as "retro-punk, […] near-future steampunk" (Anderson
29.07.2007), this free web comic, serialised in six weekly full-colour page episodes
with a blog and reader forum, is based on John Wyndham's science-fiction classic The
Midwich Cuckoos (1957). In this novel, over 50 alien children are seeded into a rural
English community. The government, tied by humanitarian considerations, is incapable of fighting them. They are vanquished when the village gentry turns suicide
bomber; a lecturer and author sacrifices himself to exterminate the alien children at the
local primary school during a movie viewing. Ellis marks the differences to Wyndham's novel from the very opening. The time is a post-apocalyptic present tense, in
which Midwich Cuckoo children have successfully fought their extermination by the
army, bringing about an apocalypse that has destroyed England. They are now 23
years old, which would actually set the time to 1972 but web meme references indicate
a present after 2006.13 There are only twelve of these children instead of Wyndham's
over 50, and their eyes, though still alien, are purple not yellow. They live in a flooded
Whitechapel (with textual references to Jack the Ripper but also with a meeting place
in the Whitechapel Bell Foundry basement that cast the Philadelphia Liberty Bell and
the bell for Big Ben). Despite the similarity of their looks, there is a deliberate individ12

13

"

If we really need guns, lightning and magic to keep London safe, Polly, then we may as well
burn it to the ground again. I'm a servant of the people, not of the armoury. Or of philosophy"
(Ellis 2011a, 108).
"I can has vodka?" and other Lolcat references date the graphic novel.
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uation of the twelve Freakangels (the name they have chosen for themselves) that aids
their identification in the graphic novel and corresponds to individual roles they have
taken within their collective. They have a telepathic connection and are capable of
mind- and body manipulation, but do not have the Wyndham novel's one consciousness.14 Rather, they individually share a telepathic discussion forum visualized as remembered space or as future space respectively (a field in Midwich versus a power
station of sorts) in which they meet. They can and do, however, pool their powers in a
post-web 2.0 interpretation of hivemind (cf. Olson 2012), by linking hands, at which
points in the action they merge their consciousness. The comic is illustrated largely in
somber colours that contrast with the graphically outstanding representations of Freakangel consciousness (via pop art images, or entire image dissolution, see Fig. 3).
Once again, England is racked by war. Gang wars are fought for the post-apocalyptically diminished resources, yet there is also graphic violence within the Freakangel
collective surrounding the Anti-Christ, power-corrupted figure of Mark and the sexcrazed Loki-trickster figure of Luke. Mark is absent from the action at the beginning
of the novel and his violent return and fight for supremacy fills several volumes.
Freakangels is a Bildungsroman. The do-it-yourself focus typical of Steampunk (Vandermeer 2011, 11) is set into an anarchist "self-organising cooperative community"
(Ward 2004, 66). The Freakangels have saved a group of several hundred humans, and
are busy feeding them, protecting them from criminal gangs, and organising some
form of survival. Originally, this is not a humanitarian concern but an emotional response of some Freakangels to the guilt they feel for their destruction of England (Ellis
2008c, 18). There is urban gardening on rooftops, there is a steam-driven helicopter
built from salvaged scrap metal, and at some point the two female engineers of the
Freakangel collective build solar panels and an environmentally-friendly power plant
to provide the Whitechapel refugees with electricity. The first focus of the group,
driven by guilt, is thus to get along, to recover, to salvage.
Yet from the start of the novel, too, there is the anarchist division between Justice (private) and Law (social), driven by the transgressions of Mark and Luke against the collective's rules. The plot is built around Mark's mind-manipulation of humans to kill
and Luke's mind-manipulation of women for his sexual gratification. The original
Freakangel approach to such transgressions, vigilante justice, is overcome by the integration and submission of these aberrant figures (in)to the collective. The plot brings
about this closure to the internal violent conflict by the simple expedient of neither
Mark nor Luke going away; Marks return to Whitehall and his grasp for power is a
crucial red thread of the action. Both have already been shot for their respective transgressions and have come back (Luke additionally castrated), so further vigilante violence is pointless in the light of their demonstration of Freakangel immortality.15 Nei14

15

Wyndham's Midwich cuckoos have a collective mind (Wyndham 1975, 202) and their identities
are vicarious: "[…] he looked at the boy more closely. 'Are you Eric?' he asked him. 'No,' said
the boy. 'Sometimes I am Joseph. But now I am all of us. You needn't be afraid of us; we want
to talk to you" (Wyndham 1975, 196).
In retrospective, immortality, which the Freakangels realise in the last two volumes of the series, eliminates their justification for the apocalyptic damage they caused to the country in self-
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ther has violence changed their
course of action or attitude, while
containment might in the long
run.16 Justice here entails not
merely punishment by Law but
also control and demand for future
cooperation by the collective, approaching a notion of atonement
by future action.
Closure to the external conflict is
achieved in Freakangels through
the decision to fix the damage
caused to England. The damage inflicted by the Midwich teenagers
originally looked cosmic, bending
gravity, time and the Earth's magnetic field, but emerges to have
been restricted to England. By restoring England to its former state,
American ships seen off the coast
gain access, and the novel then finishes with this humanitarian US intervention into the still ravaged
country. Quoting a song-line from
The Smiths, the Freakangels pronounce fixing England, the pinnacle
of their achieved maturity and collective action, to be making the
land your own: "A rush and a push
and the land is ours…" (Fig. 3) is
the repeated mantra of their final
Fig. 3: Freakangels (2008-12)
apotheosis, which pushes them beyond the boundaries of time and space and by which they transcend to a higher plane.
That Freakangels make their own rules certainly harks back to the tradition of megalomaniac mad scientists but the graphic novel here adds serious ethical probings, questioning the greater good, the process character of legislation, the balance between law and
justice, the chances at rehabilitation, the hope of atonement, all of which is a notable influence on the character/plot interaction. Computer game plotting emerges as a form of
history. Every choice Freakangel protagonists make opens a new quest, which (once ac-

16

defence. Though their adolescent selves thought so, they were, it appears, not really, ultimately
threatened.
Luke comments on both their containment with "That actually sounds like mature thinking.
Maybe there's hope for us yet." (Ellis 2011c, 51)
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complished) leads to new developments and higher levels of maturity and reflection.
Eventually these "upgrades" (cf. Ellis 2011b, 2011c) climax in their final apotheosis.
The Cold War menace of Wyndham's Midwich cuckoos is reduced by Ellis to a
merely defensive action to which the protagonists were driven by a military threat.
Thus apocalypse has also been brought about by the failure of society to understand its
aberrant teenagers whose powers and Otherness it has criminalized and persecuted.
Ellis shows a deep distrust of the optimism of anarchist notions of humanity as amenable and interested in cooperation. In a reference to Swiftean dystopia, Whitechapel
sported a rape camp and a baby farm for food when the Freakangels first set up headquarters there (Ellis 2009b, 74).17
All human society seems capable of is trash, degeneracy and violence and the technological progress that Western culture has provided has led to a human regression. The
Freakangels complain of the lack of agency, cooperation, altruism and sensibility that
corrodes English society, and repeatedly refer to Victorian resolve and ingenuity as rolemodels. Freakangels is indeed a Bildungsroman of self-discovery, resilience in the face
of hardship and even persecution, pulling together, taking responsibility and helping
others, and eventually fixing England. The catalyst for this maturation is – yet again –
war. Both internal and external violent threats to the collective and their human charges
trigger developments and result in demands for mature decision-making, responsible action and lasting accountability. A certain elitist disdain for mere humanity is maintained
throughout the novel by the superpowers of the collective. Though humans in Whitechapel are left to fend more or less for themselves at the end, their paternalist superiors
can be expected to continue watching over their flock from the future. Yet amidst all this
conservative agenda, Freakangels institutions conform to Ward's definition of anarchism: they are voluntary, functional, temporary, and small (Ward 31). Furthermore,
Freakangels social representation is carefully liberal, with half the collective male and
half female (both engineers being female), with a gay relationship, an Asian doctor, and
an albino Jamaican black woman as part of the collective. Reactionary and progressive
politics are kept in careful balance in this highly complex, Tory anarchist novel.
5.

Conclusion

War in Ellis' English comics and graphic novels is always patriotic. Achieving a state
of emotional reconciliation and/or full identification with England is a sign of a protagonist's emotional and mental complexity and maturity. This development starts in
the somewhat crass chauvinism of Crécy's narrator, moves across the vigilante developments of the Neo-Victorian protagonists Sax Raker and Gravel and peaks in the creation of a new gentry in the Freakangels anarchist collective. Here, Ellis seems to give
in to a nostalgia for a superhero version of aristocratic paternalism – despite his otherwise vociferously not conservative social politics (anarchist, hacktivist, pro-underdog,
gritty working class, representing minorities etc.) – which resonates with his sympa17

"[T]he world that Steampunk has inherited is the technological nightmare that Verne and Wells
predicted at their most cynical, with regard not only to war but also to issues like sustainability"
(Vandermeer 2011, 44.
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thetic depiction of royalty in Crécy, and puts his views even closer to Wilkin's concept
of Tory anarchism. Throughout his English graphic novels, war is the catalyst that
drives protagonist maturation and development, and triggers the action, be it on historical battlefields, by social wars for energy sources and knowledge, during the military invasion of London, or in fighting post-apocalyptic gang wars. Again in synch
with Wilkin's concept of a Tory anarchist, Ellis's conservative agenda remains coupled
throughout all texts to a deep suspicion of authorities, the assumed automatic corruption of politicians by power, the accepted divide between law and justice, and a strikingly pessimistic view of human nature that is voiced in graphic vulgarity and an irreverently cynical black humour. Cypheranarchist tendencies in Captain Swing find
full expression in the collective decision making of the Freakangels's hivemind, and
the laboratory of an anarchist ruling class that their collective also embodies. Yet even
here, at the superhero edge of agency and amidst the "fetishizing" (Voigts-Virchow
111) of alterity and transgression, closure and ultimately atonement is achieved by the
internalisation of rules.
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SANDRA MARTINA SCHWAB (MAINZ)
Richard Doyle's Sequential Art in Punch

Richard Doyle was one of the leading and, indeed, one of the most beloved illustrators
of the early Victorian era. After his death, in 1883, The Musical World called him "one
of the most accomplished and delightful draughtsman of modern times" ("Death of
Mr. Richard Doyle" 788), and, according to the Liverpool Mercury, "as an original
outline draftsman [Doyle] was in his day only equalled or surpassed by Daniel
Maclise" ("Art Notes" 5). In the introduction to Doyle's posthumously published boyhood journal, J. Hungerford Pollen gives a more whimsical description of the artist's
wide appeal: "The little dicky-bird perched upon his signature has been welcomed in
all households; for his fun has never been ill-natured" (xii). For Victorian readers,
Doyle's fanciful signature would have been a familiar sight indeed, for in 1843, at age
nineteen, he joined the staff of what quickly became one of the most important nineteenth-century periodicals: Punch, or the London Charivari. No doubt, his most lasting contribution was the iconic wrapper design, showing Mr. Punch and Toby, his dog,
surrounded by a wreath of typical Doyle mannikins. What Lewis Lusk has referred to
as "one of the best decorative designs ever placed upon a magazine which stares the
British Empire in the face every week" (248), graced the cover of Punch for more than
100 years. The illustration is a good example of Doyle's whimsical style and his particular brand of gentle humour, as it shows Mr. Punch doing a sketch of the so-called
large cut, the central one-page political cartoon in each weekly issue of Punch: he is
"using his dog Toby as a model for the British lion, with a crown upon its head"
(Leary 36). Such whimsy was characteristic of "Dicky" Doyle's humour.
His Punch colleagues nicknamed Doyle the "Professor of Medieæval Design" (Spielmann 455) because he excelled at medieval parodies, at drawing little, mustachioed
knights who woo or rescue pretty, dark-haired maidens. But he also experimented with
other styles, e.g. with the flat lines he used for what was one of his most famous series,
"Manners and Customs of ye Englyshe in 1849" – the "most amusing pictures of England as it is," a critic enthused in 1850: "Our witty contemporary Punch never made a
greater pictorial hit than when he introduced to the public these admirable designs
[...]" ("Manners and Customs" 67). Moreover, for the popular Punch almanacs Doyle
produced multi-part drawings where each part sheds light on, and tells a little story
about, one specific aspect of his theme. In the Almanack for 1850, for example the
page titled "Tourists upon the Continent in the Year of Revolutions" deals with mishaps that might befall the hapless British traveller in France and Germany. These
multi-part drawings are a mere step away from pictorial narratives – an art form that
Doyle also experimented with. The first example of his sequential art is "Our Barryeux Tapestry", which satirised the French invasion scare of 1848. Even closer to the
modern comic strip are his stories about Brown, Jones and Robinson, who, for a few
months in 1850, stumbled into comic disasters week after week.
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But before we turn to Doyle's pictorial narratives for Punch, a few general words about
illustrations in Punch are in order. It is worth keeping in mind that today we typically
encounter these illustrations out of context, namely in history books or in books on
specific aspects of Victorian culture. This bears little similarity to how the Victorian
audience would have read the illustrations: they would have seen them not just in the
context of a single issue of Punch, but also in the context of several issues – after all,
the magazine was clearly targeted at a regular readership. This means that artists and
writers could include references to earlier issues and expect their audience to pick up
on that. So when they came across Doyle's page "Tourists upon the Continent in the
Year of Revolutions" in the Almanack for 1850, Victorian readers probably would
have remembered an article called "Punch's Own Foreign Intelligence", which was run
the summer before, featuring illustrations by Doyle. The composite cartoon in the almanac echoes the topic of the article as well as several of its illustrations: e.g., in the
article Mr. Punch, while taking a stroll through "the revolutionary dramas being performed nearly throughout the whole of Europe" (40), is taken prisoner, is dragged in
front of a general, and is ordered to be shot – just like one of the luckless travellers in
the almanac piece.
The many running jokes in the magazine constitute another form of cross-reference.
One of the most obvious targets for ridicule in the late 1840s was Wyatt's gigantic
statue of the Duke of Wellington on his horse Copenhagen. This was not just because
contemporaries considered the statue a monstrosity in regard to sheer size,1 but also
because the hero of Waterloo had achieved celebrity status. The anonymous 1852 publication Hints to Railway Travellers and Country Visitors to London explains that
"[t]he only man really known in London is the Duke of Wellington. The veriest greenhorn exclaims at a glance 'There's the glorious old Dook!'" (3). His hawk-nosed profile, which so easily lent itself to caricature, would have certainly been familiar to all
regular Punch readers, and long before the infamous statue was actually dragged to
Hyde Park Corner to crown the Victory Arch, it became the subject of countless jokes
in the magazine. In early 1846 Punch, like The Morning Chronicle later on, speculated
"that the whole concern will come down with a tremendous crash, and that the Duke's
horse will be found kicking and plunging about in the fearful gap his own weight will
have occasioned"; and even worse, that "[t]he effect of the colossal monster towering
at night over every other object in the metropolis will have a fearful effect upon the
inhabitants of London. We are sure that the WELLINGTON horse will prove a nightmare to all who are compelled to sleep within the capital" ("The Wellington Statue and
1

The Daily News regarded the statue as an "atrocious violation of all artistic principle": "Never,
since the time of the Trojan horse, has such an equestrian monster paraded the streets of a capital. [...] Without any desire to detract from the glories of his Grace F.M. the Duke of WELLINGTON [...] we wish to know why respect to the Duke must express itself by outrage to taste? Because his Grace's merits outrun all measure of praise, must his statue violate all laws of proportion?" ("London, Wednesday, Sept. 16" 2). The Morning Chronicle's reaction to the unveiling of
the statue was even more vitriolic: "The great national insult to the Duke of WELLINGTON has
been nearly consummated. Yesterday morning the hideous bronze caricature of that illustrious
individual was wheeled from a spot which it should never have quitted, to the side of the arch
which it will ultimately destroy" ("London, Wednesday, September 30" 4).
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the Arch" 51). By September 1846, the frequency of caricatures of the statue had increased considerably: "As the day neared for the statue's transfer to the appointed site,
Punch's sporadic potshots turned into a steady barrage that was to continue for a number of months" (Altick 574). Wyatt's creation, Punch surmised, would not only reach
the skies – the statue was typically depicted with the Duke's head either disappearing
in clouds or attracting a flock of birds –, but it would also tear the world asunder when
it fell off the arch ("The Rise and Fall" 144). The statue's transfer itself featured in
several pieces, among them an article with an illustration by Doyle done after the real
event ("The Procession" 146-47) and a social cut showing the horrible effects of the
Iron Duke's enlarged features on the unsuspecting populace ("Awful Apparition" 150).
In the following winter, Punch mocked the sight of the snow-covered statue as well as
the effects of the London smoke on the "poor frozen-out equestrian": "[...] the Duke,
who seemed but lately as brilliant as a bright poker, is hourly getting dingier and dingier. The original stood the firing of Waterloo, but the copy cannot even tolerate the
smoke of London. He is beginning to get black in the face, as if with anger at the
treatment he has experienced" ("The Snow" 84). Apart from thus being the butt of the
joke in longer articles, the statue was also poked fun at in shorter pieces and regularly
appeared in other contexts, e.g., in the background of Doyle's cover picture for Volume 11, showing Mr. Punch's review of his troops; as one of the ornaments on a
Christmas tree, Doyle's picture puzzle for the preface to Volume 13; and in one of the
panels of Doyle's "Our Barry-eux Tapestry".
The effect which these cross-references created fed into one of the central myths surrounding the magazine, what Patrick Leary has called the Punch Brotherhood:2 the
close-knit community of writers and artists with the inner core of the Punch Table.3
References to earlier issues of the magazine or running jokes made the reader feel to
be part of the in-group; the reader could flatter himself that he was in on the joke. The
cross-references were clearly targeted at the regular readership of the magazine, and
they often heighten and add to the humour. This becomes particularly obvious with
John Leech's social cuts about Mr. Briggs, which also fall into the category of early
experiments in pictorial narratives.
The series made its debut in 1849 and deals with the misadventures of Mr. Briggs, a
middle-aged householder. The first few cartoons, starting with Mr. Briggs inspecting
his graffitied garden wall, are spread across several weeks, but then Leech seems to
have entered into the spirit of the thing. We get to know about Mr Briggs' problems
2

3

In fact, the term was coined by Mark Lemon, the magazine's first editor. In 1866 during the
dinner to celebrate Punch's "silver wedding anniversary", Lemon gave a moving speech, calling
the "Punch Brotherhood [...] one of the most extraordinary literary brotherhoods the world has
ever seen. We have never had a serious dispute. And in our so working together, proprietors and
contributors, lies the secret of our great success" (qtd. in Leary 10).
The Table was a weekly business meeting, which, after Bradbury and Evans had purchased the
magazine, "became more exclusive, a catered dinner attended by invitation only and hosted by
the proprietors themselves in their premises in Bouverie Street. Attendance became both a privilege and a responsibility, one that over time and with the growth of Punch to the status of a national institution enormously increased the staff's sense of itself as [...] a literary brotherhood"
(Leary 17).
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with workmen and horses, and eventually he is bitten by the sporting bug, which in
those days, of course, refers to hunting and shooting: Much to the dismay of his wife,
new topboots arrive at their home ("Premonitary Symptom of Mr. Briggs's Hunting
Fever"), closely followed by a new cap ("Mr. Briggs's Hunting Cap Comes Home").
He also buys another horse, which is even worse than the first because it is a circus
horse that always sits down when it hears music ("A Good Horse Can't Be a Bad Colour"). Even when Mr Briggs finally enters the field, he meets with mishap (e.g., "Mr
Briggs Goes out for a Day's Hunting"). And so the series continues. While each single
cartoon4 is funny in itself, for the regular reader of Punch each cartoon would have
constituted an instalment in an increasingly hilarious narrative. In 1851 a multi-panel
instalment that extended across several pages was issued ("Mr. Briggs Rides His
Match"). Significantly, this only happened after Doyle had resigned from the paper
and his multi-panel series "The Pleasure Trips of Brown, Jones, and Robinson" had
come to an abrupt end.
For it was Doyle who pioneered pictorial narratives proper in Punch, and his first
piece of sequential art was "Our Barry-eux Tapestry", published during the height of
the French invasion scare of 1848. In this year an open letter by Wellington renewed
the old fear of an imminent French invasion (see Graves 117), which had already been
roused a few years prior by the publication of a pamphlet written by the son of Louis
Philippe, the Prince de Joinville. For in that pamphlet Joinville not only pointed out
what he regarded as weaknesses in the French naval forces, but he also suggested that
with the help of the steam engine the naval power of the British could be broken. Indeed, he went so far as to say that if Napoleon I had possessed a couple of steamers
back in 1805, it would have been no problem for him to land his troops in Britain (see
Saville 53-54). On the whole, Mr. Punch maintained a rather sceptical stance on the
matter (see Graves 117), and with "Our Barry-eux Tapestry" he satirised both Joinville's ferocious fantasies and Wellington's worries about the state of the British
coastal defences. Apart from Doyle's illustration and the accompanying poem, the
piece consists of an introductory letter to Charles Barry, the architect of the New Palace of Westminster: Mr. Punch's "series of designs for Tapestry, commemorating the
invasion which is to come off shortly", was supposed to be "a contribution to the decoration of the House of Lords" ("Our Barry-eux Tapestry" 33) – in other words, Punch
was also making fun of Barry's neo-gothic design. Moreover, as the title suggests, on
yet another level of burlesque, the piece "recall[s] the great turning point in medieval
English history, William the Conqueror's successful invasion in 1066 as narrated in the
Bayeux tapestry" (Altick 422): that venerable piece of embroidery is parodied by
Doyle's illustrations, for which the artist employed the same naïve outline style he
would later use for "Manners and Customs of ye Englyshe". Similar to the Bayeux
4

Several instalments actually consist of two panels, which are typically placed one above the
other, e.g. in the first panel of the second instalment the cook tells Mr. Briggs that "there's a
slate loose on the roof, for the water comes into the servants' bed-room. Mr. Briggs replies that
the sooner it is put to rights the better before it goes any further – and he will see about it." The
second panel shows him looking on in dismay as an army of workmen trample about his garden
("Pleasures of Housekeeping" 168). The loose slate and its evil consequences will continue to
dominate poor Briggs's existence and home life for another five episodes.
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Tapestry, the panels are framed by two borders – only instead of grotesque images,
they contain text (in Ye Olde English), which, similarly to captions in modern comics,
"add[s] information" to the scene depicted (see Saraceni 10).
The first picture, which Doyle clearly based on the depiction of William the Conqueror's fleet, shows Joinville's fleet of steamers crossing the Channel. Yet this threatening scenario is rendered ridiculous not only by the flat, almost childish style of
illustration, but also by the French soldiers' miserable faces. Indeed, they are so incompetent and seasick that some of them even fall off their ships. As if this were not
ridiculous enough, they are accompanied by a boat-load of (French) poodles. In the
second illustration, the French are "landynge" on the English coast in Brighton, where
the bathing machines add a ludicrous aspect to their invasion. The power of steam
once again plays an important role in the next stage of the advance, as the French use
"an earlye Traine" to reach the capital. Here they wreak havoc, killing off hapless citizens, pulling down the infamous statue of Wellington and besieging the offices of
Punch. As the English guards have marched out of the wrong end of the city, the defence of London falls to Mr. Punch and Toby. The final picture of the series shows
Joinville defeated and the French fleeing towards the Channel with Mr. Punch and his
dog in hot pursuit. This formidable duo so frightens the French army that one of the
poor horses has to be carried by its owner. Thus, Mr. Punch's baton of satire triumphs
over the roar of cannons, princely pamphlets and ducal predictions, while at the same
time poking fun at the neo-gothic decorations of the new Houses of Parliament and the
current craze for all things medieval.
Two years later, in July 1850, Brown, Jones, and Robinson made their debut in Punch.
The three men are much younger than Mr. Briggs, but just like him they stumble into
misadventures week after week. Each instalment is made up of several pictures that are
spread across one page, with explanatory text underneath each picture.5 Doyle modelled the main characters on himself (Brown) and his colleagues and friends, Watts
Phillips (Robinson) and Tom Taylor (Jones) (Engen 75).6 The first four instalments of
the series cover three different "pleasure trips" and deal with popular sights and entertainments in and around London. The following four instalments deal with social
"dos", and we see the friends making an entrance into polite society and trying to behave like proper gentlemen. In these instalments Doyle most closely mirrors and parodies the wishes and fantasies of Punch's middle-class audience about rising in society.
It is here that he also introduces some darker elements – in contrast to the first few episodes which rely heavily on slapstick humour.

5

6

There are no panel borders, and the time lapse between pictures is far greater than in modern
comic strips. Nevertheless, it is easy to see why the series about Brown, Jones, and Robinson
might be labeled a forerunner of modern comics. Many critics refer to Ally Sloper as "the first
comics hero" (Saraceni 1), but this is evidently not quite correct: multi-panel pictorial narratives
were a regular feature in Punch long before the Victorian anti-hero Ally made an appearance in
Judy.
Taylor not only would later become Punch's third editor, but he would also write "Our American Cousin, the play during which Abraham Lincoln was shot" ("150 Facts" 9).
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The first three pleasure trips of the trio are topical in that they tell about summer-time
entertainments that had already been heavily covered in recent issues of Punch. One of
the biggest topics in early summer was always Derby Day, and so in their first adventure Brown, Jones, and Robinson do what everybody else is doing – even Mr Briggs
(Leech, "Mr. Briggs Puts His Horse in Harness"): they go to Epsom ("The Visit to Epsom – Part I"). As becomes obvious from the first picture, this is serious business and
calls for careful preparations of one's person and attire. The picture thus acts as a very
deft introduction to the trio: Doyle characterises them as fashion-conscious young
bucks – but they are neither so rich nor so high up in society that they would be able to
afford a valet. While Brown decides to go on horseback, Jones and Robinson take the
very overcrowded stagecoach to Epsom and meet with a number of mishaps on the
way: their nice food hamper from Fortnum and Mason7 overturns, poor Robinson is hit
by a low-hanging branch and tumbles off the carriage, while Brown, it would seem,
tumbles off his horse in the background. To make matters worse, the coach itself tumbles into the ditch, giving Robinson a chance to play the gallant hero and help a young
lady. These mishaps set the pattern for all following adventures, and as Rodney Engen
has pointed out, readers came "to expect the inevitable disaster" (Engen 75). The second instalment of Doyle's series does not disappoint in that respect: "The Visit to Epsom – Part II" is a continuation of the trio's first adventure and opens with Robinson
crossing the course and being caught and brought back by the police. This motif was a
familiar one to regular readers of Punch: Leech had used it in a social cut a few weeks
earlier ("The Derby Day"), and Doyle had included a similar scenario in his depiction
of the Grand Review for "Manners and Customs". Indeed, it would appear that for his
social cut Leech took up Doyle's joke from this cartoon as both artists drew the same
type of elderly matron. Brown, Jones, and Robinson meanwhile – true greenhorns all
of them – enjoy the various entertainments surrounding the derby, are thereby fleeced
by various people, and eventually return home. But just like the journey to Epsom, the
journey back to London is fraught with pitfalls: Robinson falls off the coach again, and
Brown off his horse.
7

A former footman of George III, Charles Fortnum and his friend John Mason opened a grocery
shop in the 1770s. It quickly became famous for exotic foods, and by the mid-nineteenth century the shop also offered ready-prepared hampers ("Fortnum and Mason Ltd" 298-99). According to The London Encyclopaedia, these hampers were introduced for the Great Exhibition 1851
("Fortnum and Mason Ltd" 299), but from the first episode of "Brown, Jones, and Robinson" it
would appear that they were already available at least a year earlier. Moreover, the inclusion of
the hamper in the Epsom outing of the three friends suggests that taking a hamper to Derby Day
was the latest fashionable thing to do. This also becomes clear from a leader on "Epsom" in
Dickens's Household Words a year later: "Well, to be sure, there never was such a Derby Day,
as this present Derby Day! Never, to be sure, were there so many carriages, [...] so many horsemen, so many people who have come down by 'rail,' so many fine ladies in so many broughams,
so many of Fortnum and Mason's hampers, so much ice and champagne! [...] Look where I will
– in some connexion with the carriages – made fast upon the top, or occupying the box, or tied
up behind, or dangling below, or peeping out of window [sic] – I see Fortnum and Mason"
("Epsom" 245). Hampers are also present in Doyle's "A View of Epsom Downes on ye Derbye
Daye" from the "Manners and Customs" series. However, since several shops in London offered
ready-prepared hampers as is evident from newspaper advertisements, this constitutes no proof
that Fortnum and Mason sold hampers already in 1849.
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The trio's next pleasure trip – going to see the review – equally ends in disaster: from
the very beginning they get into the way of the military. This is at first not mentioned
in the captions, which adds to the humour of the situation because a contrast is built
between what is described and what we actually see. So while in the foreground the
troops pass by the "Dook", in the background drama ensues with one of the friends
down on his knees in an overly melodramatic fashion. Then they get into the way of
the cavalry, Brown finds himself boxed in, and at the end they are removed because
they have made a general hash of things, and probably of the review as well. As with
the trip to Epsom, the small mishaps that might accompany such an outing are exaggerated and piled upon each other in a crescendo of misery for the three friends.
Their third trip – "Brown, Jones, and Robinson Go to the Zoological Gardens" –takes
them to the zoo, one of the big attractions in London at that time. In his 2001 study, A
Different Nature, David Hancocks writes about the London zoo: "The extent of the
zoo's popularity is difficult to imagine today. After the royal family, it was probably
the most publicized institution in nineteenth-century Britain. Many of its animals became national pets, cherished by the media and the public and eliciting great public
compassion" (48). Once again cross-references abound in Doyle's illustrations: regular
readers of Punch would have recognised Brown, Jones & Robinson's study of the
bears from an earlier cartoon in the "Manners and Customs" series ("No. 35: A
Prospecte of Ye Zoological Societye Its Gardens") and might have been reminded of
one instalment of Thackeray's "The Sights of London" in which the whiny country
gentleman Goliah Muff calls the zoo "a place which I often like to visit (keeping away
from the larger beasts, such as the bears, who I often fancy may jump from their poles
upon certain unoffending Christians [...]" (132). Naturally, Brown, Jones, and Robinson also visit the most famous animal of the year 1850, the animal everybody was talking about, the animal everybody wanted to see, the Knut of its day: the hippopotamus
Obaysch. The baby hippo had been named after the island Obaysch in the Nile, where
it had been captured. On 26 May 1850 it arrived in London where it was celebrated "as
the first hippopotamus in Britain for half a million years" (Hancocks 48). In subsequent weeks and months, London and the rest of Britain were firmly in the grip of a
hippo craze: engravings of the strangely shaped animal were sold up and down the
country; on the Strand you could buy silver reproductions, and the musical hit of the
season was the "Hippopotamus Polka" (Baratay & Hardouin Fugier 170). In other
words, Obaysch was the talk of the day. For Punch's first article about the hippo,
"News for the Horse Marines", Doyle drew the masses of people that rushed to see this
miracle of the animal world. In later issues there was much speculation about how the
hippo spent his days and how it could be amused. When all the metropolis flocked to
the seaside, Punch advised the animal to follow suit (Leech, "The Seaside Season").
And when the polite world was thrown into a balloon fever, who should be the crowning glory of all balloon-mastership but the young hippo ("The Next Balloon Ascent").
So Brown, Jones, and Robinson's visit to the zoo has to be read against the background
of the contemporary hippomania.
For the trio's next few adventures we leave the sights of London, and instead are introduced to the evening entertainments of polite society. For Engen, these are the best
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instalments of the series: "[I]t was when the three attempt an onslaught on the London
'Season', that the Doyle comic genius comes into its own. It was a subject on which
Dick was becoming an expert, his invitations to society balls and 'At Homes' having
increased with his artistic reputation" (77). One year earlier, Doyle had already satirised these society entertainments in "Manners and Customs", and just like there he
again pokes gentle fun at social conventions. This becomes apparent when Brown,
Jones, and Robinson attend a ball and we as readers follow them through all stages of
preparation and arrival and the countless horrors of the ballroom ("Brown, Jones, and
Robinson – And How They Went to a Ball. Part I"). First of all, they need dancing lessons because they are not quite "up" in the polka. Unfortunately, they do not really cut
a handsome figure, which from the start does not bode well for the ball – after all, everybody knew how fiendishly tricky this latest fashionable dance was. Besides, faithful
Punch readers would have likely remembered the horrors of polka dancing as depicted
in "Manners and Customs of ye Englyshe No. 2: An At Home: Ye Polka", where in the
heat of the dance a gentleman trips over the musicians' feet and another plants, quite
by accident, an unfortunate footman a facer.
Not suspecting what might lie in wait for them, and dancing lessons being done with,
Brown, Jones, and Robinson go to the barber because they "wish[ ] to look killing on
the occasion". As this phrase shows, Doyle has woven into the explanatory texts slang
words and expressions that would have been used by young men in 1850. So through
the captions, you can almost hear the voices of his characters even though they are not
given direct speech. Furthermore, the advertising posters on display in the barbershop
refer to various different cosmetics available at the time and thus suggest that the trio
is further beautified for the occasion. Rowland's Kalydor, for example, was a skin
balm, which supposedly "transform[ed] even the most SALLOW COMPLEXION into RADIANT WHITENESS; render[ed] HARSH and ROUGH SKIN beautifully soft, smooth and
even [...]." Moreover, "[t]o GENTLEMEN whose Faces are tender after SHAVING, ROWLAND'S KALYDOR will be found excellent, beyond precedent, in ameliorating and allaying that most unpleasant sensation" ("Rowland's Macassar Oil" n. pag.).8 By thus
underlining that our three young friends want to look the part for the ball, Doyle satirises the beautification process people go through before they attend a society event.
Yet given that he himself as well as many of his readers would have gone through a
similar routine many times, his humour is inclusive: he clearly invites Punch readers to
laugh at their own foibles.
Once Brown, Jones, and Robinson arrive at the ball, Doyle magnifies certain details of
the general hustle and bustle of such an event and thus pokes fun at exactly these
things. The narratorial voice is heavily ironic: we are informed of the "Sensation
among the public on their arrival" – a reflection of their own sense of importance in
this situation. The irony here is that "the public" referred to consists of people of the
8

Rowland's Kalydor remained extremely popular throughout the century, which is also testified
by the many references in literary works (e.g., in Elizabeth Gaskell's Cranford a mention of Peter's freckles causes Mrs Forrester to be "off upon Rowland's Kalydor" (133), for the wonder
tonic was also said to make freckles vanish). Indeed, according to Strachan, it "was still available during the Second World War" (307).
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lower classes eager to catch a glimpse of a few elegant dresses and dashing suits. Next
the friends enter the Library, which functions as a makeshift cloakroom. The normal
chaos of such an establishment is multiplied and highly exaggerated, with the pile of
cloaks and hats nearly dwarfing the bookcases. And finally, what follows is the ritual
of announcing persons that enter the ballroom: here the expression of the footman with
his old-fashioned knee-breeches and his wig is overemphasised – and Mr. Robinson's
very elegant curls, probably a product of the bear's grease advertised in the barbershop.
Once the trio has entered the ballroom, it becomes apparent what the main attraction of
this kind of social event is: to meet people of the opposite sex. Our three friends are
fully prepared to be swept away by the charms of any of the young ladies present. But
as each instalment of their adventures so far has ended in disaster, we can expect this
to go wrong as well – and it does: they all fall for the same girl.
The next episode continues their adventures at the ball ("Brown, Jones, and Robinson
– And How They Went to a Ball. Part II"). Brown, the lucky dog, is not just introduced
to a very sweet girl, he also dances the polka with her, one of the few instances when a
young Victorian gentleman might touch his fair partner's waist with impunity. Hood's
Magazine gives a spirited account of the opposition the polka met with when it was
first introduced to the London scene in 1844. With satirical glee the writer lays responsibility for the victory of the polka at the door of "THE YOUNG LADIES OF LONDON":
"Yes, the Polka is a conquest of Feminine genius; established on British soil, and imposed as a yoke on the recalcitrant London Clubs, by the tact, courage, and perseverance of our high-mettled English girls" ("The Polka" 167). Apart from being adept at
dancing the polka, Brown's young lady also lets herself to be talked into slipping away
under a pretext and sitting on the stairs outside the ballroom. This behaviour is, of
course, not quite the thing; it is even slightly scandalous because the two are unchaperoned. Given Brown's charming, boyish features, however, readers would have easily
forgiven this as a youthful lapse. Poor Robinson meanwhile, "causes amusement to
others" because of his dancing technique, and the irascible Jones gets into a real fix: in
the throes of puppy love, he insults the heavy dragoon who has carried off "the partner
of his [Jones's] affection" and is soundly slapped in return. For Jones the ball thus ends
in utter humiliation.
But it gets worse – and this is where the story acquires darker and melodramatic overtones ("The Ball and Its Consequences"). For the morning after, Jones has nothing better to do than to write to the captain and to demand an explanation (i.e., an apology) or
satisfaction (i.e., a duel). Duelling was a frequent topic in Punch throughout the 1840s,
and during the whole decade there had been numerous scandals connected to duels,
starting with the trial against Lord Cardigan in 1841 for fighting a duel against Captain
Tuckett. Like Jones and his heavy dragoon, both parties had met on Wimbledon
Common and after Tuckett had been wounded, they had been arrested by the local
miller who was also a constable – an event which young Dicky Doyle recorded in his
illustrated journal of 1840 (145-46). Mr. Punch, for his part, had always condemned
duelling and had ridiculed the practice. Consequently, the bloodthirsty Jones is ruthlessly made fun of: he is sick with apprehension beforehand and even needs smelling
salts like a swooning maiden. When the captain fires into the air, Jones faints – much

320

SANDRA MARTINA SCHWAB

to the surprise of his opponent and the dismay of his friends. Just like Jones, his
friends are not cut out for proper gentlemanly conventions: they make for rather bad
seconds as Brown bribes a boy to get the police. In a final grand tableau – a reference
to nineteenth-century theatrical conventions, underlining the melodramatic elements of
this episode – they are all arrested. In this instalment of "Brown, Jones, and Robinson", the difference between the three young men and the captain and his friend, true
men about Town, is startling. Indeed, compared to the mustachioed heavy dragoon,
our three clean-shaven heroes are made to look like errant schoolboys. This sharp contrast highlights their failure to turn themselves into true gentlemen and raises the question whether this kind of aristocratic gentlemanly ideal is really something to be emulated when it comprises such things as duels.
Yet the experience on Wimbledon Common has not cured them of their misguided
ambitions: in the next instalment ("The Riding School"), we see them go to a riding
school, because they have "conceive[d] the idea that now is the time to take a few lessons in riding, before the hunting season comes on". This again indicates their hope to
rise in society and to take part in proper, gentlemanly amusements. However, just like
Mr. Briggs, they turn out to be indifferent horsemen: not only is their seat terrible, but
in the final picture Robinson is also thrown off.
The final two instalments of the friends' adventures are titled once more "The Pleasure
Trips of Brown, Jones, and Robinson": this time they are going "Up the Rhine" just
like Doyle, Phillips and Taylor had done a few months before (Engen 77). Things are
suitably chaotic, and all the horrors of a Channel crossing descend upon the heroes,
including a bout of seasickness and a frightfully thorough inspection of their papers by
the authorities in Ostend. At this point, however, the narrative comes to an abrupt end,
for in November 1850 Doyle, who came from an Irish-Catholic family, left Punch after increasingly vicious attacks on the Pope in the magazine. This decision ended what
had been the most productive years in his life. As to Brown, Jones, and Robinson –
they eventually did get their tour up the Rhine: in 1854 Doyle published The Foreign
Tour of Messrs Brown, Jones and Robinson: Being the History of What they Saw and
Did in Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and Italy. However, in contrast to the Punch
episodes, The Foreign Tour resembles for the most part a travel sketchbook. Its publication was a triumph for Doyle and established Brown, Jones, and Robinson as the
archetypal British travellers in the minds of his British and American audiences (see
Engen 84-85).
As Richard D. Altick has pointed out, the three friends were the mild Victorian middle-class pendant to the racy Regency characters of Tom and Jerry from Pierce Egan's
Life in London; or The Day and Night Scenes of Jerry Hawthorn Esq. and Corinthian
Tom (1823) (160). In contrast to the adventures of these rakehells, who get involved in
street fights, take to blue ruin, and freely consort with cyprians, the adventures of
Brown, Jones, and Robinson are indeed very tame, and their youth renders even their
more madcap schemes excusable. It was this toned-down humour combined with the
realism of the series, the fact that it held up the mirror to Punch's middle-class audience, albeit distorted by the puppyism of the characters, that secured Doyle's trio a
place in the hearts of Victorian readers for many decades to come. In an interview in
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1898, John Murray fondly recalls the series: "'I believe the real pioneer of [travel]
handbooks was 'The Strange Adventures of Brown, Jones, and Robinson,' which one
remembers in one's childhood. [...] I really don't think the adventures and discomforts
it describes were much exaggerated'" ("Making of Guide-Books" 4).
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MARKUS BIESWANGER (BAYREUTH) AND ANDREA SAND (TRIER)
Electronic Discourse: Introduction

The Internet and recent technological advances have brought about a myriad of new
ways to communicate, such as email, chat, instant messaging, online discussion forums, weblogs, texting and social networks, among others. Ever since communication
facilitated by the so-called "new media" started to become a widespread phenomenon,
linguists have been interested in the analysis and categorization of what we would like
to call electronic discourse here.
Electronic discourse is the result of what is now often referred to as electronicallymediated communication (cf. e.g. Baron 2008, 24; Bieswanger 2011) or, more recently, also as electronic communication (Herring 2012). However, these are only two of
many terms used to refer to communication of this kind – reflecting the enormous
complexity of communication mediated by electronic devices and the various approaches to the analysis of language use in these settings – and there is no general
agreement on the terminology used. Most, if not all, of the commonly used terms have
their individual shortcomings and are, for example, criticized for being too broad or
too narrow. The most widely used term seems to be the traditional designation computer-mediated communication, defined by Herring (2007, 1) as "text-based humanhuman interaction mediated by networked computers or mobile telephony", but more
inclusive terms such as electronically-mediated communication or digitally-mediated
communication are now preferred by many linguists, as they account for the increasing
trend to participate in electronically-mediated settings of communication with a large
variety of different electronic devices (for discussions of terminological issues, see e.g.
Crystal 2011, 1-3; Jucker and Dürscheid 2012, 40-42). Resulting from this diversity in
terminology, it does not come as a surprise that language use in communication mediated by electronic devices has been referred to by different terms as well, including
electronic discourse (Boyd and Brewer 1997), computer-mediated discourse (Herring
2001) and digital discourse (Thurlow and Mroczek 2011). In order to be able to showcase the investigation of language use in the whole range of individual types of electronically-mediated communication in various situations and contexts as well as different methods of analysis, we opted for the rather broad term electronic discourse.
The pluralism in terminology illustrates impressively that it is not an easy task to account for the vast variety of different technologies and uses in research on electronic
discourse. This complexity has also led to a number of discussions and controversies
in the field. For example, while some scholars, including Collot and Belmore (1996)
and Crystal (2001 [2006]), have argued in favor of one new variety of English or some
kind of "Internet language" emerging as a result of the spread of electronically mediated communication, others have pointed out the need for a more in-depth and differentiated analysis (see e.g. Dürscheid 2004, Androutsopoulos 2006; for a brief discussion,
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see Bieswanger 2013, 465-466). The section on Electronic Discourse at the Anglistentag in Potsdam in 2012, where the following papers were first presented, adopted the
latter approach, aiming to investigate language use in a variety of different electronically mediated settings and emphasizing the consideration of different communicative
situations and contexts. The settings include e-mail (Schneider), weblogs (Hoffmann,
Deuber and Sand), discussion forums (Deuber and Sand; Hahn and Angelovska; Mair)
and message boards (Arendholz). The analyses focus on various linguistic issues, such
as politeness (Arendholz; Hoffmann; Schneider), syntactic structures (Arendholz;
Deuber and Sand; Hahn and Angelovska), the use of non-standard features (Deuber
and Sand; Hahn and Angelovska; Mair) or features generally associated with spoken
rather than written discourse (Deuber and Sand; Hahn and Angelovska; Mair), while
the participants in the electronic discourse under analysis use English as their L1
(Arendholz; Hoffmann; Schneider), L2 (Deuber and Sand; Mair) or L3 (Hahn and
Angelovska).
The first three papers share a focus on issues of politeness and appropriateness in electronic discourse in a variety of discourse types. Klaus P. Schneider looks at "Emerging
E-mail Etiquette: Lay Perceptions of Appropriateness in Electronic Discourse". Part of
a larger study on e-mail etiquette, this paper presents appropriateness ratings on several student-to-staff e-mails, seeking to identify the criteria used by students and staff to
evaluate politeness in e-mail communication for which no clear-cut standards exist.
Christian R. Hoffmann considers "E(-lectronic) Schmoozing? A Cross-Generic Study
of Compliments in Blog Comments", distinguishing between explicit and implicit
compliments in personal and corporate blogs. Jenny Arendholz examines a thread of
the message board The Student Room for her paper "'How to stop strange people
speaking to me' – A Syntactic and Interpersonal Perspective on Offering Advice
Online". She pays particular attention on the opening post and how it influences the
form and content of the advice offered by the other users.
The other three papers in this section share a focus on how features generally associated with spoken discourse are frequently integrated into written electronic discourse for
various communicative functions. Angela Hahn and Tanja Angelovska discuss "Features of Spoken L3 English in an Online Discourse" based on data produced by 18 participants in a blended-learning English language course with different L1s and a shared
L2 (German). Dagmar Deuber and Andrea Sand are concerned with "Computer-mediated Communication in Singapore: Spoken Language Features in Weblogs and a
Discussion Forum", focusing on features typical of the local non-standard variety
Singlish but also on more wide-spread features such as the discourse particle like.
Christian Mair presents "Corpus Approaches to the Vernacular Web: Post-Colonial
Diasporic Forums in West Africa and the Caribbean" on the basis of data collected
from online forums for Jamaicans, Nigerians and Cameroonians which have been
shown to draw more users from the diaspora than from their country of origin. In his
paper, Mair presents the possible linguistic effects of the 'super-diversity' characteristic
of these virtual communities of practice.
The collection of articles in this section is grounded in and contributes to the growing
body of empirical linguistic research as well as theoretical discussions concerning
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communication in electronically-mediated environments. As indicated by the wide
range of topics and the different approaches covered in this section, electronic discourse is an extremely complex phenomenon, not only due to factors such as the fastpaced technological development of the new media but also as a result of the multitude
of uses electronically-mediated communication is put to by users with various linguistic and social backgrounds in today's world. The articles presented here give an insight
into current linguistic work on electronic discourse and at the same time provide an
outlook on research of this kind of discourse in the future. They function as a showcase rather than a spotlight on a particular theory, discourse type or analytical framework.

References
Androutsopoulos, Jannis (2006): "Introduction: Sociolinguistics and Computer-Mediated Communication," Journal of Sociolinguistics, 10, 419-438
Baron, Naomi S. (2008): Always on: Language in an Online and Mobile World. Oxford et al.: Oxford
University Press
Bieswanger, Markus (2011): "The Sociolinguistics of Texting: Methodological Considerations and
Empirical Results," Sprache und Datenverarbeitung: International Journal for Language Data
Processing, 35, 7-24
--- (2013): "Micro-linguistic Structural Features of Computer-Mediated Communication," in: Herring,
Susan C.; Stein, Dieter; Virtanen, Tuija (eds.): Pragmatics of Computer-Mediated Communication
(Handbooks of Pragmatics, vol. 9). Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter Mouton, 463-482
Boyd, Davis H.; Brewer Jeutonne P. (1997): Electronic Discourse: Linguistic Individuals in Virtual
Space. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Collot, Milena; Belmore, Nancy (1996): "Electronic language: A new variety of English," in: Herring,
Susan C. (ed.): Computer-Mediated Communication: Linguistic, Social and Cross-Cultural Perspectives. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: Benjamins, 13-28
Crystal, David (2001 [2006]): Language and the Internet. [2nd edition] Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
--- (2011): Internet Linguistics: A Student Guide. London: Routledge
Dürscheid, Christa (2004): "Netzsprache – ein neuer Mythos," in: Beißwenger, Michael; Hoffmann,
Ludger; Storrer, Angelika (eds.): Internetbasierte Kommunikation, Special Issue of Osnabrücker
Beiträge zur Sprachtheorie, 68. Osnabrück: Gilles & Francke, 141-157
Herring, Susan C. (2001) "Computer-Mediated Discourse," in: Schiffrin, Deborah; Tannen, Deborah;
Hamilton, Heidi (eds.): The Handbook of Discourse Analysis. Oxford: Blackwell, 613-634
--- (2007): "A Faceted Classification Scheme for Computer-Mediated Discourse," Language@Internet, 4, article 1, <http://www.languageatinternet.org/articles/ 2007/761/Faceted_Classification
_Scheme_for_CMD.pdf>, accessed February 16, 2013
--- (2012): "Grammar and Electronic Communication," in: Chapelle, Carol A. (ed.): Encyclopedia of
Applied Linguistics. Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell, 2338-2346
Jucker, Andreas; Dürscheid, Christa (2012): "The Linguistics of Keyboard-to-Screen Communication:
A New Terminological Framework," Linguistics Online, 56, 39-64
Thurlow, Crispin; Mroczek, Kristine (2011): Digital Discourse: Language in the New Media. Oxford
et al.: Oxford University Press

KLAUS P. SCHNEIDER (BONN)
Emerging E-mail Etiquette: Lay Perceptions of Appropriateness
in Electronic Discourse

1.

Introduction

The present paper reports on the project Emerging E-mail Etiquette (EEE), which is a
large-scale empirical research project carried out at the University of Bonn, in partial
cooperation with Griffith University, Brisbane. The project is aimed at establishing
practices and conventions of e-mail writing and their historical development. To this
end, the analysis of products, i.e. e-mails, is combined with an analysis of production
processes, especially the cognitive processes underlying the e-mail writing, and also of
the perception of e-mails in terms of politeness and appropriateness. The methods employed to study these aspects include a wide range of instruments and task formats
developed in cognitive psychology, psycholinguistics, empirical pragmatics, applied
linguistics and translation studies. The focus of the present report is on the perception
of appropriateness in student-to-staff e-mails.
In section 2, the term etiquette, which is included in the project title, is defined and the
aims and motivation of investigating etiquette in e-mail communication between students and their university teachers are outlined. Section 3 includes a discussion of the
theoretical background for the analysis of appropriateness, while in section 4 a range
of methods is described which have been employed in the framework of the EEE project to study appropriateness in e-mails. In section 5, the results of two online surveys
on lay perceptions of appropriateness in student e-mails are presented and discussed,
before the overall findings are summarized in section 6.
2.

Defining and Researching Etiquette

In the context of computer-mediated communication (CMC), the term etiquette is usually interpreted as 'netiquette', as defined e.g. in the following quotation from an internet dictionary:
Good netiquette involves respecting others' privacy and not doing anything online that will annoy or frustrate other people. (www.techterms.com, retrieved 12 September 2012)

In this sense, netiquette refers to verbal behaviour in typically non-private (i.e. public
or semi-public) CMC, e.g. in a forum, which observes a set of rules which are often
explicitly formulated for the respective community of users. For instance, profanities,
swearing and four-letter words are usually penalized, and those who use such language
may be excluded from the community. Yet, this is not what is meant by etiquette in the
context of the EEE project. In this project, the reading of etiquette corresponds to a
more general understanding of the term as defined e.g. in the following dictionary entry.
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the customary code of polite behaviour in society or among members of a particular profession
or group (NODE 2001)

In this definition, etiquette is conceptualized as a code of polite behaviour, i.e. of behaviour which does not cause offence (cf. also section 3). In this regard, this conceptualization seems to correspond to the understanding of netiquette quoted above. More
importantly, however, the definition from the New Oxford Dictionary of English
(NODE 2001) highlights the fact that such a code may be shared by a society at large
or only by the members of a particular group or profession, i.e. of a particular community of practice (CofP). A very similar, but slightly more elaborate definition of 'etiquette' is found in Wikipedia.
a code of behavior that delineates expectations for social behavior according to contemporary
conventional norms within a society, social class, or group. (Wikipedia, retrieved 12 September
2012)

In this definition, etiquette is also referred to as a code of behaviour observed by a society or a smaller community within a society. Moreover, three further aspects are addressed which are immediately relevant to the aims of the EEE project. One is that this
code not only influences how the members of a society or CofP themselves behave,
but also how they expect other members to behave. Another aspect is that members of
a society or CofP orient towards a contemporary norm, which implies that this norm is
subject to historical change and has developed in the course of time. Finally, the third
aspect concerns the nature of this norm, which is characterized as "conventional". This
means that in this broader understanding etiquette pertains to norms evolving from a
social process which are first and foremost tacitly understood and accepted, irrespective of any attempts to capture these norms in prescriptive books and manuals.
For the purposes of the EEE project, etiquette is defined as that type of verbal behaviour which is generally considered appropriate in a specific type of situation and,
hence, guides expectations, performance and perception, bearing in mind that notions
of appropriateness may undergo changes through time. This definition is more specific
as it stresses the impact of the situation rather than membership in a particular social
group. Furthermore, appropriateness is preferred over politeness as a more useful and
adequate concept (cf. section 3). Against this background, the following research questions are addressed in the project: What is "the customary code of polite behaviour"
among participants in e-mail communication? What is the "contemporary conventional
norm" for e-mail writing in a specific CofP? What is considered appropriate in a particular type of situation? Further questions include these: How has this code, convention or norm emerged diachronically? How has it developed and changed through
time? How do participant practices change in relationships and discourse histories, e.g.
in threads of e-mails between the same interactants?
The current focus of EEE is on e-mails written by university students to professors and
lecturers. This focus warrants convenient data access, emic analyses and a comparison
with earlier studies. As staff members receive many student e-mails every week, a
corpus can be created at relative ease, despite the obvious legal and ethical difficulties.
Furthermore, researchers have an insider's perspective of the relevant community of
practice. Finally, there is a comparatively large number of publications dealing with
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student-to-staff e-mail communication (cf. e.g. Merrison et al. 2012, Seifert 2012).
Yet, many of these publications examine student e-mails written by non-native users in
applied contexts of foreign language learning and use (cf. e.g. Biesenbach-Lucas 2005,
2007; Economidou-Kogetsidis 2011). By contrast, EEE concentrates first and foremost
on native language use in e-mails. Contrastive, cross-cultural and interlanguage aspects are also considered, but do not play a central role.
What makes analyzing student-to-staff e-mails especially attractive is the specific role
relationship between the participants and the fact that e-mail etiquette is still emerging.
As Biesenbach-Lucas (2005, 25) notes, there are "no clear-cut rules as to how studentprofessor communication via e-mail should be carried out appropriately", an observation which is repeated two years later: "Email use in academia is still a language-using
situation with less clearly defined constraints [...]." (Biesenbach-Lucas 2007, 62). In
the meantime, such rules or constraints do not seem to have emerged, and should they
exist, students seem to be unaware of them. The practices employed in their e-mails to
staff reveal a fundamental uncertainty which results from the power differential between the student writers and their addressees. For instance, Merrison et al. (2012,
1096), comparing e-mail requests to staff by British and Australian students, find that
"in constructing their e-mails to academic staff, students regularly appear to put a lot
of work […] into getting their requests granted." This high investment of time and energy is hardly surprising considering in particular the imposition generally involved in
requesting, which threatens the addressee's negative face and is increased in the asymmetrical student-staff constellation. In this regard, the EEE project is aimed to examine
what goes on in a student's mind while composing an e-mail to a professor or lecturer.
Relevant questions include: Which formulations are considered? Which linguistic
choices are made but rejected, which are accepted and used? What are these decisions
based on? In short, what do students consider appropriate when writing an e-mail to
their teachers? Their choices also reveal how they position themselves vis-à-vis their
addressees, i.e. which identity they wish to build for themselves, e.g. that of a hardworking, mindful or considerate student (on positioning, cf. Davies and Harré 1990
and De Fina 2010; on the discursive construction of student identities, cf. Merrison et
al. 2012).
3.

On Appropriateness

As appropriateness is a key concept in the EEE project, the theoretical underpinnings
of this concept are discussed in the present section. The relevant framework is politeness research. While the first generation of politeness theories (e.g. Brown and Levinson 1978, 1987 and Leech 1983) was focused essentially on politeness alone, the present generation, associated with such names as Watts (2003) and Culpeper (2011), is
also concerned with impoliteness and other related concepts. Current debates concentrate mainly on three issues: First-order versus second-order approaches, impoliteness
versus rudeness, the politeness-impoliteness dichotomy versus a relational work continuum. These issues are briefly discussed in the following (cf. Schneider 2012 for details and references, also Culpeper 2012).
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The distinction between first- and second-order approaches pertains to the status of the
concepts analyzed. Second-order concepts are theoretical constructs developed by experts, e.g. researchers in linguistics or anthropology. First-order concepts, on the other
hand, are part of a lay person's communicative and social competence. First generation
politeness theories deal with second-order politeness exclusively. This has been criticized because politeness is primarily a non-technical term used in everyday communication. Such everyday terms and how they are understood by ordinary language users
must not be ignored, it is argued, in politeness research. Such first-order notions
should at least inform the theoretical construction of second-order concepts.
The second issue concerns terminology. The question is whether the expressions impoliteness and rudeness are synonyms referring to the same concept (in which case they
would represent an idiosyncracy of the English language not found in most other languages) or whether they refer to two different concepts. If the latter is the case, then a
further question is how these two concepts differ. It has been suggested that the distinguishing feature could be whether or not a speaker causes offence intentionally. There
is, however, no general agreement which of the two terms refers to intentional misdemeanor.
Finally, the third issue pertains to the scope of (im)politeness theories. While some
scholars concern themselves only with politeness and impoliteness, others postulate
further categories. For example, Locher and Watts (2005) distinguish four types of
relational work. These are impolite, non-polite, polite and over-polite. Three of these
types are marked, namely impolite, polite and over-polite, while the non-polite type is
unmarked. Of the three marked types, two are negatively marked (impolite and overpolite), whereas the remaining type (polite) is positively marked. The negatively
marked types are considered inappropriate (or non-politic), whereas both the positively marked and the unmarked types of behaviour are considered appropriate (or politic). While polite behaviour is positively marked and thus salient and noticeable, unmarked non-polite behaviour is expected in a given situation and thus goes unnoticed.
These distinctions are immediately relevant to the analyses carried out in the EEE project. In this project, it is generally assumed that student e-mail writers do not wish to
appear impolite. If their e-mails are perceived as causing offence by their addressees,
offence is not caused intentionally. Nor do students wish to appear overly polite. What
they are aiming at is appropriateness, but as there are no rules or guidelines, their emails may be perceived as inappropriate. Furthermore, it is quite conceivable that at
least some addressees, given the specific participant constellation, do not expect unmarked non-politeness, but positively marked politeness. In this context, it has to be
stressed that according to Locher and Watts (2005) no utterance is inherently polite or
impolite. In their view, "politeness, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder" (Locher
and Watts 2005, 29), and this seems to hold for related notions as well. This means, for
example, that the very same e-mail may be perceived as appropriate or inappropriate,
polite, impolite or over-polite by different people.
It is finally worth noting that searches on the Internet and in large corpora such as the
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) reveal interesting facts about the
use and distribution of the adjectives polite, impolite, rude, appropriate and inappro-
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priate and thus provide insights into this conceptual field from a first-order perspective. For instance, rude clearly outnumbers impolite in everyday communication. More
importantly, appropriate and inappropriate are much more frequent than any of the
other adjectives, suggesting that these are the most salient concepts in this field (cf.
Schneider 2012 for details and discussion).
4.

Studying Appropriateness in E-mails

In EEE, the study of appropriateness in student e-mails is based on four data types.
These are naturally-occurring e-mails, e-mails elicited in writing tasks, meta-pragmatic
judgements, and prescriptive statements (cf. Geiermann et al. 2012). Prescriptive
statements about e-mail writing e.g. in manuals and usage guides have, however, not
been examined so far.
The project corpus currently includes over seven hundred naturally-occurring studentto-staff e-mails, written in real life situations by native speakers of Australian English
or native speakers of German. These naturally-occurring e-mails are supplemented by
e-mails elicited under laboratory conditions. While there is no denying that experimental data suffer from a certain degree of artificiality, the great advantage is maximum comparability, which is not easily achieved in corpora of naturally-occurring
data (cf. Schneider 2010). The elicited e-mails were gathered by employing two writing tasks. Initially, the e-mails produced in these tasks were hand-written, later they
were written on a computer, while key logging was recorded by using Translog 2006
(cf. www.translog.dk). In one group of informants, the writing process was accompanied by individual thinking aloud. In a second group, students were paired up for joint
writing. Both informant groups were audiotaped. The joint writing protocols were
found to provide deeper insights into what goes on in the minds of students when writing an e-mail to a professor, and specifically what they consider appropriate to the situation, e.g. in terms of directness and formality.
Meta-pragmatic judgements were collected by employing rating tasks, selection tasks
and informal focus group discussions. As a rule, student groups were exposed to all
three elicitation formats in this order. One rating task involved assessing the appropriateness of directly comparable e-mails produced in the writing tasks. A typical selection task required students to decide which of the salutations in a list of naturally occurring instances they considered the most and the least appropriate. Finally, in the
focus group discussions, any problems or uncertainties encountered in the two earlier
task types were discussed. These discussions were very lively and revealed an unforeseen degree of disagreement concerning notions of appropriateness, despite the fact
that the students formed a distinctly homogenous community of practice. Controversial issues included the opening and closing of e-mails, e-mail length and amount of
detail, the use of emoticons and issues of correctness. Essentially, two types of students emerged, which, for a lack of better terms, can be called "traditional" and "egalitarian". The traditional type adopts a subordinate position in e-mails to a professor and
prefers formal style and negative politeness, while the egalitarian type defines the relationship to the addressee as basically symmetrical and prefers a more informal style
and positive politeness. So far, there is no convincing explanation why these two types
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exist in this sociologically speaking relatively homogeneous community. It was initially expected that female students might be more "traditional" and male students more
"egalitarian", but males and females were found in either of these two groups and no
clear trends have emerged so far.
5.

Lay Perceptions: Some Findings

To gain further insights into lay perceptions of appropriateness, two online surveys
were carried out. In each of the two surveys, the informants were requested to rate the
appropriateness of four naturally-occurring e-mails written by students to one of their
academic teachers. The e-mails were chosen to represent different degrees of appropriateness. Appropriateness was rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = "very appropriate" to 5 = "very inappropriate". Additionally, space was provided for comments
on features of the e-mails and their appropriateness (cf. Economidou-Kogetsidis 2011
for a similar design).
The first survey was carried out to develop the methodology. Four e-mails written in
German by students at the University of Bonn were rated by students (N=226) and
teaching staff, i.e. professors or lecturers (N=45), from various departments of Bonn
University. The overall result was that perceptions of appropriateness varied across,
but also within the two groups of raters. Accordingly, no group-specific perceptions or
disciplinary preferences were noted. It was hypothesized that differences in the perception of appropriateness might be attributed to different conceptualizations of the roles
of students and professors and the rights and obligations associated with these roles.
Therefore, the rating tasks were followed by four questions tapping these conceptualizations. For instance, one question was whether professors are obliged to help their
students in all matters concerning their studies, another whether students should attempt to solve a problem themselves before writing to a professor. Again, a considerable degree of divergence could be observed in the answers, supporting the idea that
different views of the professorial duties may be responsible for diverging ratings of
appropriateness in student e-mails.
To supplement the emic perspective of members of the CofP in question, a second
survey was carried out, which involved lay persons who were outsiders to this community. The survey population consisted of speakers of four national varieties of English, namely of Australian English, American English, British English and Irish English, thus placing this survey in the framework of variational pragmatics (cf. e.g.
Schneider and Barron 2008/2011, Schneider 2010) and notably the cross-varietal study
of the perception of appropriateness in this framework (cf. Schneider 2012). The number of male and female informants was approximately the same. They belonged to two
age groups, namely young adults predominantly in their twenties or middle-aged informants over forty years of age. As the overall number of informants was very small,
this survey, at its current stage, still has the status of a pilot study. The results reported
here are, hence, purely qualitative. Many more informants in each group of the survey
population are needed to obtain a fuller picture.
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For this second survey, four e-mails were used which had been written to the same
female lecturer at Griffith University, Brisbane, by students who were native speakers
of Australian English. Below, in Figures 1 and 2, are two of these four e-mails (#2 and
#3).

Hi {{FN|f}}
Sorry to trouble you, I read on the time table that the lecture is full for this subject –
but there are still some tutorials that are open. I am currently enrolled in 1001LAL
as an elective and I would like to change to 1003LAL - would that be possible?
Thank you for your help,
{{FN LN|f}}

Figure 1: Survey e-mail #2

Hello there!
I'm {{FN LN|f}}..and I'm currently studying a Studies of Western Culture subject for my
first year Communication degree. I would like to, however, change into the
Communcation Linguistics course. I can easily slip into the lecture on Wednesday
morning and the Thursday tute from 9-950 is perfect!
Email me back, thank you.
{{FN|f}}

Figure 2: Survey e-mail #3

Original spelling and punctuation have not been changed, the e-mails have, however,
been anonymized. Specifically, any names occurring in the e-mails have been replaced
by categorical labels which indicate the sex of the e-mail writer and the format of the
name used. For example, the label "{{FN LN|f}}" stands for the combination of first
and last name of a female person. While it is useful to employ such labels in the e-mail
corpus to facilitate corpus searches e.g. for name formats, the use of these labels seems
dysfunctional in surveys on the perception of e-mail appropriateness. Although none
of our informants commented on the use of such labels, which were explained in the
instructions, it would seem desirable to use fake names instead, ideally names retaining the syllable structure and word stress of the original names. This would make the
e-mails to be rated less artificial.
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The perception ratings of e-mails #2 and #3 are shown in Figures 3 and 4, with 1 =
"very appropriate" to 5 = "very inappropriate", from left to right (the reader is specifically referred to the five colour categories, i.e. shades of grey, in the right hand margin
of each bar chart, as Figure 4 includes only three bars).

Figure 3: Appropriateness ratings for e-mail #2

Figure 4: Appropriateness ratings for e-mail #3
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As can be seen from Figures 3 and 4, the appropriateness ratings for e-mails #2 and #3
differ considerably. All five categories were used in the ratings of e-mail #2, but only
three of the five in the ratings of e-mail #3. These were the categories 3, 4 and 5, while
the two positive categories, "very appropriate" and "appropriate", were not used at all.
The most frequently chosen category for e-mail #3 is "inappropriate" (=4), followed
by the neutral category (=3), but there are also some ratings as "very inappropriate"
(=5), the average being 3.8 (i.e., essentially, "inappropriate"). By contrast, the preferred category for rating e-mail #2 is "appropriate" (=2), which was used markedly
more often than any other category, followed in frequency by category 1 = "very appropriate" and then, perhaps surprisingly, by category 4 = "inappropriate". Categories
3 and 5, the neutral and the most negative categories, do not play a crucial role in this
case. The rating average for e-mail #2 is 2.4 (i.e., essentially, "appropriate").
More interesting than these numerical ratings are the comments the informants made
about particular features of the e-mails on which apparently they based their judgments.
In some cases, however, it is not entirely clear how the numerical assessment was arrived at, given the comments provided which seem to disagree with the rating category
that was chosen. Overall, both convergence and divergence of opinion could be observed across as well as within the groups in the survey population. The following three
comments illustrate agreement across national varieties of English (the codes identifying
the survey participants first specify the e-mail referred to, then the variety of English
spoken by the informant, and this person's sex, age, and overall rating of the e-mail).
(1)

'Email me back' is quite rude, and 'thank you' does nothing to soften it.
(#3, AusE, male, 24, Rating: 5)

(2)

'email me back' is not very polite, despite the 'thank you' that follows
(#3, BrE, male, 25, Rating: 4)

(3)

'Email me back, thank you' is also quite inappropriate, again for reasons of aggressive
tone.
(#3, IrE, female, 33, Rating: 4)

These comments were written by three informants in their mid-twenties or early thirties,
two men and a woman who are native speakers of Australian English, British English
and Irish English respectively. All three comments refer to e-mail #3, and specifically to
the phrase Email me back in the closing of this e-mail message, which is a request performed in the most direct way possible, by employing the realization strategy known as
mood derivable (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989), i.e. a grammatical imperative construction,
mitigated in this case only externally by the ensuing expression of (anticipating) gratitude. This requestive phrase is unanimously judged negatively by the three informants,
who, interestingly, use three different adjectives (variously modified) to assess the very
same phenomenon in essentially the same negative way (rating categories 4 and 5),
namely quite rude, not very polite, and quite inappropriate (cf. section 3 above). Additionally, two of the three raters explicitly express the opinion that the thank you which
follows does not effectively minimize the face threat of the blunt request.
The next two comments, by contrast, demonstrate that speakers of different national
varieties may also disagree in their perception of appropriateness. Both comments re-
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fer to e-mail #2 and were written by two male informants of exactly the same age, one
from Australia, the other from the United Kingdom.
(4)

Very polite. 'sorry' and 'thank you for your help'.
(#2, AusE, male, 24, Rating: 1)

(5)

'Sorry to trouble you' is over the top.
(#2, BrE, male, 24, Rating: 4)

Both informants comment on the opening phrase sorry (to trouble you), which the
Australian rater considers as "very polite" (his overall rating of this e-mail is 1 = "very
appropriate"), whereas the British rater considers it as excessively polite or, to use the
term employed by Locher and Watts (2005), as 'over-polite' (the overall rating in this
case is 4 = "inappropriate"). Indeed, Locher and Watts (2005, 12) also classify overpolite behaviour as inappropriate (cf. section 3 above).
Diverging assessments of the same phenomenon may, however, also occur among
speakers of the same national variety, as the following two comments show (original
spelling etc. is retained also in the comments).
(6)

use of 'hi' is acceptable within student lecturer communication in Britain
(#2, BrE, male, 21, Rating: 1)

(7)

'Hi' not appropriate if the addressee is of a higher status
(#2, BrE, male, 25, Rating: 2)

These two contradictory comments, which refer to the salutation used in e-mail #2,
were written by male speakers of British English in their twenties. While their assessments of hi in a student-to-staff e-mail diverge, their overall ratings of this e-mail are,
however, very similar ("very appropriate" and "appropriate" respectively).
Systematic differences in the perception of male and female informants did not emerge
from the data, but a certain degree of variation across the two age groups was discernible, at least as a general trend. Middle-aged informants, who may be assumed to be,
predominantly, 'digital migrants' (to use a popular label), are more concerned with
formal aspects of e-mail writing and issues of grammatical and orthographic correctness, as the following comments demonstrate. It is amusing to see that both informants
misspell the word punctuation.
(8)

grammar, puncuation
(#1, AmE, female, 52, Rating: 5)

(9)

The spelling, punctaution and failure to use a traditional letter format are disappointing
(#1, BrE, male, 42, Rating: 1)

It is furthermore worth noting that while both informants criticize the same formal features of e-mail #1 (which is not quoted in this paper for lack of space), these features
do not to seem to have the same weight for these two informants, as their overall ratings show, which are maximally divergent ("very inappropriate" versus "very appropriate").
'Digital natives', on the other hand, i.e. informants in the young adults group, are prone
to comment more on issues of directness and the face wants of the addressee, as exemplified in the last two comments quoted here.
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(10) Better to say 'could you please advise who my tutor is' or similar, rather than 'who is my
tutor'.
(#1, AusE, male, 24, Rating: 3)
(11) short (showing the student respects the time of the lecturer)
(#2, BrE, male, 20, Rating: 2)

Further research is needed to show whether these general trends can actually be observed in larger populations.
6.

Conclusions

The present paper report results from a large-scale empirical research project on
emerging e-mail etiquette. An analysis of several hundred student-to-staff e-mails reveals that no norms seem to have emerged as yet which may guide students in writing
e-mails to their professors or lecturers. The findings show that student e-mails differ in
many aspects including quantitative features such as length and detail as well as qualitative features such as correctness or directness. Variation across student e-mails can,
to a certain extent, be interpreted as the employment of different positioning strategies
used by students to define the relationship towards their teachers, e.g. by acknowledging or downplaying the existing power differential. Whether these attempts at positioning are successful with the addressees, i.e. whether the addressees consider the strategic and linguistic choices as appropriate to the situation, is, however, a different matter. It has been demonstrated that the very same features in student e-mails are rated
differently in terms of appropriateness by students as well as professors and lecturers,
and also by informants who do not belong to this community of practice. Furthermore,
it has been shown that diverging assessments occur not across the different informant
groups, but also within each of these groups, and that assessments may vary considerably. The members of all informant groups were lay persons, i.e. persons who were not
experts in politeness research. The variation in their perceptions of appropriateness
should not be ignored in research on politeness and, more generally, on relational
work. In other words, theories of relational work must accommodate the variability of
first-order concepts such as appropriateness and inappropriateness, politeness, impoliteness and overpoliteness, and the construction of second-order categories must be
informed by these first-order concepts. Finally, the findings reported here definitely
provide support for claims made at least by some politeness researchers today, namely
that politeness is "in the eye of the beholder" (Locher and Watts 2005: 29), which is
also true for appropriateness and related phenomena.
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CHRISTIAN R. HOFFMANN (AUGSBURG)
E(-lectronic) Schmoozing? A Cross-Generic Study
of Compliments in Blog Comments

1.

Introduction

The last decade has seen linguistics embrace a new and rapidly growing field of research, i.e. computer-mediated communication (CMC). In its early phase, linguists
primarily explored the formal make-up of first generation Internet applications, e.g.
websites, Internet chats, bulletin boards (Androutsopoulos 2006). In recent years,
however, socio-linguistic and pragmatic studies of second generation applications, e.g.
blogs or social network sites, have been gaining momentum (cf. Herring, Stein and
Virtanen 2013).1 In line with this second approach to CMC, this paper sheds some
light on the use of compliments in blogs. The aim is to investigate the quantitative distribution of explicit personal compliments and their communicative functions in the
comment sections of two pervasive blog genres, i.e. personal and corporate blogs.
First, the notion of blog genre will be introduced. Then, I will use the discussion of
relevant compliment definitions as a suitable conceptual springboard for the ensuing
empirical analysis of compliment types in blogs. A first quantitative corpus-based
analysis of comment sections will allow me to compare the types and distribution of
explicit personal compliments between blog genres as well as between my blog corpus
and previous studies on compliments in other text corpora (Manes and Wolfson 1981,
Jucker et al. 2008). In the final part of the analysis, I will investigate to which end
compliments are used by commentators in each blog genre. In this vein, it will be
shown that the formal shape and communicative purpose of compliments is affected
by the type of blog genre in which it is found.
2.

Introducing Blog Genres

Defining the term genre is a particularly daunting task, given the inherent fuzziness of
the phenomenon as well as the plethora of previous descriptive attempts in linguistics.2
Following John Swales' classic definition of the concept, we can argue that a genre is
"a class of communicative events, the members of which share some set of communicative purposes which are recognized by the expert members of the parent discourse
1

2

The terms first generation applications and second generation applications pay tribute to the
fact that the latter are (at least partially) based on the former. For instance, the blog has famously appropriated a large number of text design features from traditional websites, while enhancing them on its way to generic autonomy (cf. Blood 2000, 2002; Herring et al. 2004, 2006).
Since micro-blogs have likewise adopted generic structures from blogs, we could reasonably argue that micro-blogs are in fact third generation applications.
See Bhatia (2002) for a comprehensive overview of definitions.
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community" (1990, 59). In other words, a genre is a term used to classify texts with
respect to their functional alignment. 3
It follows that Internet genres should be characterized accordingly by a class of electronic texts or documents which share a common set of communicative purposes.
What I previously called Internet applications, e.g. blogs, websites, chats, are not genres at all. Since there are multiple types of blogs, websites and chats, which follow
different functional orientations, it seems impossible to reduce this variety to a single
set of communicative purposes.4 However, if a blog is not an Internet genre, what is it?
I answer this question by defining three different concepts in electronic discourse
which are operating on different, yet cumulative planes of description.
The term medium refers to the material entities, machines or devices which physically
enable communicative processes. One such medium is the computer and it can run
various types of applications. There is a difference between medium and application.5
The latter provides a general user interface which regulates the overall visual appeal
and organization of textual data.6 At the same time, applications determine applications' technical degree of interactivity, e.g. one-sided, two-sided interactions, and impose on the range of semiotic resources users can choose from. Over time, Internet
users take advantage of applications for their individual purposes, thus spawning a rich
collection of subsidiary genres. On this lower level of textual classification, we can
begin to come to terms with the broad functional invariants needed to fathom basic
genre categories.
In a further step, a genre could now be subdivided into more general super(-ordinate)
genres and more specific sub(-ordinate) genres (see Figure 1).
Medium

Æ Application

Æ Genre

[Æ Supergenre Æ Subgenre]

Figure 1: From medium to genre. A contextual typology of digital communication

2.1 The Deductive and the Inductive Approach
Previously, blog genres were defined as electronic documents which share a set of
communicative purposes. We have seen that genre features must be "recognized by the
expert members of the parent discourse community" (Swales 1990, 59). It is possible
that Swales' "experts" refer to the scientific analyst who devotes her time and effort to
3

4
5
6

See also: "Genre categories are determined on the basis of external criteria relating to the speaker's purpose and topic; they are assigned on the basis of use rather than on the basis of form."
(Biber 1988, 170).
For an extensive discussion of the problems current genre theory has to face, see Askehave and
Nielsen (2005), Miller and Shepherd (2009).
Others have suggested the term Kommunikationsform (form of communication) for application,
lodged in between medium and genre (cf. Dürscheid 2011, 91ff.).
Blogs, for instance, have a recurrent visual organization, depicting recent entries first at the top
of the page, enlisting previous posts below in reverse chronological order. Side panels usually
provide navigational tools, links and features, etc.
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studying and analyzing blog genres based on the data. Still, it is also likely that such
"experts" are precisely the community of bloggers who regularly write, create or respond to blogs. Is it the professional analyst who stipulates functional genre features
individually (deductive approach), or is their choice of features informed by the opinions of bloggers whose blogs they are studying (inductive approach)? So far, linguistic
descriptions of blog genres have mainly adopted a deductive approach (cf. Puschmann
2013, Blood 2002, Krishnamurthy 2002, Herring et al. 2004). To my knowledge, no
linguistic analyst has attempted to incorporate inductive strategies into the existing
deductive model. In the following, I will argue for such a dual approach to genre classification in CMC.
2.2 A Modified Classification Scheme
Proposing a modified approach to CMC genre classification, I include inductive strategies in Herring's useful deductive procedure. To determine the adequacy of my own
number and choice of genre features, digital questionnaires were sent out to blog authors (bloggers). In response to these queries, the bloggers helped identify, name, rank
and comment on their personal blogging objectives. These motivations could then be
compared to the corpus data at hand to determine if the named objectives were concurrent with frequent linguistic strategies and topical orientations in the texts (cf. Hoffmann 2012, 38-39). Following this routine, the remaining communicative functions
were used as functional benchmarks for the classification of blog genres (see Figure
2).
private topics

public topics

Supergenre Personal Blog
Functional
Salience
1.
Self-Expression

Friendship Blog

Career Blog

Corporate Blog

Building Friendship
Self-Promotion

Networking
Commercial Interest
Self-Promotion

Commercial Interest
Self-/BrandPromotion
Networking

Building Friendships
Self-Expression

Building Friendship
Self-Expression

2.

Self-Promotion

3.

Building Friendship
Networking

Self-Expression

Commercial Interest

Commercial Interest

4.
5.

individual author

Networking

multiple authors

Figure 2: A functional classification of blog genres (adapted from Hoffmann 2012, 39)

Note that this double strategy attempts to combine the personal deductive assessment
of blog genres with an explorative elicitation of blogger opinions. It thus singles out
those communicative purposes which are felt to be most relevant by both analyst and
blogger, guaranteeing a high degree of generic consistency. Using the principles of
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prototype theory (Rosch 1973, 1975) and allowing for fuzzy categories, we can update
our personal insights about a blog genre by recourse to the community whose texts we
are observing. Using this convergence strategy between deduction and induction, I was
able to identify four basic super-genres based on blogger's average rating of the functional salience of communicative purposes (see Figure 2).
Only two of these blog genres will be relevant for the following study: personal blogs
and corporate blogs. Personal blogs are reminiscent of Herring's personal journal (Herring et al. 2005, 147). They reveal and store the blogger's personal musings, emotions
and reflections. These blogs are usually composed and written by one rather than a
collective of bloggers who restrict the accessibility of the blog to a limited group of
addressees. The primary blogging motivations are self-expression and self-promotion
among the blogger's online peers; in other words, their readers and fellow bloggers. In
contrast, cooperate blogs can be characterized as "[…] a (primarily textual) blog used
in an institutional context to further organizational goals" (Puschmann 2010, 15).
Hence, a corporate blogger is a person "who blogs in official or semi-official capacity
at a company, or [is] affiliated with the company […]" (Sifry 2004, no pagination). He
is thus keen on promoting the company's image, using the blog primarily for commercial reasons to boost his own or his company's market value (or both). It will be interesting to see if compliments are used differently in the comment sections of the two
blog genres and if such differences can be traced back to functional orientations of the
genres (see section four).
3.

Defining Compliments

There is a vast and extensive body of research on compliments in linguistics (cf. Manes and Wolfson1981; Holmes 1986, 1988; Herbert 1989; Schneider 1999; Jucker
2009).7 As a result, it is not surprising to find that compliment definitions differ considerably in the literature. Drawing on the rich potential of narrow and wide compliment types, I will now sketch out some of the more influential descriptions in linguistics.
3.1 Explicit Personal Compliments
Apart from some of its noteworthy, yet more remote meanings8, the term compliment
can be roughly defined as
a speech act which explicitly or implicitly attributes credit to someone other than the speaker,
usually the person addressed, for some 'good' (possession, characteristic, skill etc.) which is positively valued by the speaker and the hearer. (Holmes 1988, 446)

It is crucial to first map out the structural boundaries of such a definition of compliments. With a view to the structural rigidity or openness of compliment definitions, we
7
8

For a comprehensive overview of related literature, consult Golato (2005, 213)
There is evidence for the fact that, in former centuries, compliments were used rather differently
than today. Following Taavitsainen and Jucker (2008, 201), we can contend that compliments
could in fact be understood as ritualistic "ceremonial act[s]" or "tributes of courtesy" rather than
personal expressions of praise (cf. Beetz 1999, 142).
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can identify three major types of compliments in the current literature (cf. Jucker 2009,
1619). First, there are explicit personal compliments which were introduced in the
seminal study on compliments by Manes and Wolfson in 1981. The two linguists tested their intuitions on compliments in Standard American English with a corpus of their
own. Their findings yielded a stable set of recurrent idiomatic compliment patterns.
These "remarkably formulaic speech acts" (Holmes and Brown 1987, 529) are marked
by the following syntactic patterns:
(1)

NP {is/looks} (really) ADJ

(2)

I (really) like/love/enjoy NP

(3)

PRO/NP is (really) (a/the) ADJ NP

(4)

You V (a) (really) ADJ NP

(5)

You V (NP) (really) ADV

(6)

You have (a) (really) ADJ NP

(7)

What (a) ADJ NP

(8)

ADJ NP!

(9)

Isn't NP ADJ

(10) (ADV) ADJ (+PP)9

Since this set of compliment patterns has been replicated by others (cf. Holmes 1988),
we can be fairly sure that they cover the most perspicuous types of explicit personal
compliments in the English language (although exceptions or modifications are likely
to occur). I will use this set of structures as a baseline for my own cross-generic corpus-research, for two reasons: firstly, the clear formal patterning allows me to search
the corpus data swiftly with the help of a concordancer, followed by a more time consuming, in-depth manual analysis of all explicit and implicit compliment types in the
data. Secondly, this procedure will not only enable me to compare my results between
personal and corporate blogs but to contrast my findings to previous corpus-based research on compliments based on the use of similar compliment types (Manes and
Wolfson 1981 and Jucker et al. 2008).
3.2 Implicit and Indirect Personal Compliments
A second, arguably more evasive, compliment category is called implicit personal
compliment. It is a term coined by Cordella et al. (1995, 235), who use it to identify
utterances from which the hearer/reader can infer a compliment which is not expressed
by the complimenter in an explicit fashion (see example (11) and (12)).
(11) So far, alas, you have failed to deliver, but I know you're capable producing the designs
that can turn G.W. Fashions' fortunes around. As he held her eyes a moment fingers of

9

I added pattern (10) to the list of explicit personal compliments for the sake of this study. Note
that this pattern was not initially included by Manes and Wolfson (1981) and may indeed be regarded as an elliptical version of (1). As the pattern proved to be frequent in my corpus, I decided to introduce the pattern here to improve the argumentative clarity of section four.
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warmth spread through her. She felt oddly pleased and flattered by the compliment.
(BNC, my emphasis)
(12) Work [on the building] is to start in October and it is expected to open in summer1995. It
is being established with grant money provided by a number of research bodies and
trusts, including the Wolfson Foundation and the Cancer Research Campaign. Their contribution was described by the university's principal, Sir David Smith, as a considerable
compliment. (BNC, my emphasis)
(13) I wish I was as beautiful as you! (Personal Communication)

In (11), said woman obviously interprets the man's previous comments as a compliment, praising her ability to turn the company's fortunes around. Likewise, the principal in (12) understands the donor's financial contributions as a compliment to his efforts to rebuild the university. In both of these cases, the lexical item "compliment"
could be used as an indicator of this type of compliments. Other representatives may
use conditional constructions instead, as in (13). Implicit personal compliments as in
(11) appear to be rare in face-to-face communication. They are also typically part of
free indirect speech. Compliments can thus be employed as narrative devices which
display the internal thoughts, emotions and evaluations of characters in fictional written texts, such as novels.
A third category of compliments captures the so-called indirect personal compliments,
based on concurrent research by Yuan (2001).
(14) Researcher (to the wife of a former classmate): Sun Ping said that the preserved vegetables you made were the most delicious! (Yuan 2001, 286)

In this special case, a speaker/writer (here: the researcher) quotes a second person
(here: Sun Ping) who compliments a third party (the wife), i.e. the addressee of the
compliment. In contrast to implicit personal compliments, speaker and complimenter
are not one and the same person. The speaker/writer can use this compliment type to
distance herself from the compliment since she can claim not to have uttered the actual
compliment in question. In this sense, the speaker can possibly even revoke the compliment at a later stage. This reminds us that compliments – as speech acts – cannot
only work as a positive politeness strategy being part of a speaker's face work (cf.
Goffman 1967, Brown and Levinson 1987) but can also be interpreted as a potential
face-threatening act against the addressee's negative face. In this sense, the person expressing the compliment always imposes an obligation to react appropriately to the
addressee, thereby forcing her to act (see also Holmes 1986, 486).
We can now proceed to the actual cross-generic pilot study of compliments in personal
and corporate blogs.
4.

Forms and Functions of Compliments in Blog Comments

The following section will first give more elaborate information on the method chosen
for compiling and analyzing the corpus data. I will then illustrate and interpret the results of the analysis of explicit personal compliments in personal and corporate blog
and finish with an exemplary discussion of compliment functions in both blog genres.
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4.1 Corpus Compilation and Method of Analysis
This pilot study of compliments in blog comments is based on self-compiled corpus
data extracted from ten blogs (five personal blogs, five corporate blogs) over a time
period of nine months from January 1st until September 1st 2012. It comprised 100
comments per blog, with a minimum amount of 3000 tokens per blog. The central aim
was to create two separate sub-corpora for personal and corporate blog comments
which, when taken together, produced 1000 blog comments and a minimum of 30.000
words/tokens altogether.
First, the entire corpus was searched automatically for explicit personal compliments,
drawing on the compliment patterns described in section 3.1. Then, the text data was
re-evaluated manually – instance for instance – to validate the results elicited by the
automatic procedure. Following this time-consuming second step of the analysis, the
corpus was also searched for implicit and indirect personal compliments, objects of
complementation and types of addressees. All final findings were naturalized according to standard corpus linguistic procedures, recorded and stored for later consultation
in digital result sheets. The blogs in Table 1 were selected to enter the corpus.
Personal Blogs
http://alladither.typepad.com
http://joanharvest.wordpress.com
http://www.chrisspooner.com
http://beetle-blog.com
http://ohsoang.com

Corporate Blogs
http://www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/blog10
http://www.homegoods.com/blog/category/all/
http://www.fiskateers.com/blog
http://www.blogs.marriott.com
http://www.wegmans.com/blog

Table 1: Personal and corporate blogs in the Compliment Corpus

Now, I can begin to present the results of the formal quantification and comparison of
explicit personal compliments in both sub-corpora.
4.2 Forms of Compliments in Blog Comments
Let us start the analysis of explicit personal compliments by comparing the overall
ratio of compliments per comment in both sub-corpora (personal blogs and corporate
blogs):
CorpBlogs

PersBlogs

vs.
33,2

33,4
65,6

Compliments (%)

66,8

Figure 3: Compliment / comment ratio in personal and corporate blogs
10

Some comments in the blog of the beverage company Innocent Drinks had to be withdrawn
from the corpus data as they formed part of an ongoing competition to win a prize. The large
number of compliments /comments would have skewed the overall results of the blog data.
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As we can see, more than two-thirds of all comments in the first sub-corpus (corporate
blogs) contain explicit personal compliments. These are almost twice as many compliments as in the other sub-corpus (personal blogs), where explicit personal compliments were only found in one-third of the comments. There are multiple viable explanations for this finding. For instance, we might assume that the psychological and social distance between commentator and blogger is higher in corporate blogs than in
personal blogs. Since interlocutors in corporate blogs do not know each other from
"real-world encounters", they might be more inclined to use compliments as a politeness strategy than commentators would be in personal blogs. Likewise, we could suggest the compliments in corporate blogs were used for different communicative purposes than the ones in personal blogs. In other words, the qualitative difference in using compliments in both genres might have an impact on their quantitative distribution
among the blogs.
The next step involves a closer look at the internal variation of compliment use in blog
genres. As indicated before, all of the blogs which entered the corpus had to comply
with topical and functional consistency tests (inductive and deductive approach) to
guarantee a sufficient degree of genre-related consistency of the corpus data (see section 3.2). Despite these measures, I could still detect some internal generic variation in
the distribution of compliments.
PersBlog2

PersBlog1

PersBlog3

PersBlog4

19

24
39

41

30

36
44
76

81

PersBlog5

70

Compliments (%)

Figure 4: Compliment / comment ratio in personal blogs

To illustrate this, Figure 4 demonstrates the compliment / comment ratio once again
for each individual personal blog. We can see that there is considerable internal variation in the personal blog sub-corpus. While the first blog contains only 19% compliments in the comment section, the personal blog number five includes 70 % compliments in the comments. In personal blogs one to four, at least half of the comments do
not contain compliments but personal blog five stands out in this respect.
Curiously, almost half of the compliments found in the comment section to this blog
responded to only one specific blog post. In this entry, the blogger talks about his personal work-out routine and then presents "before-and-after" photos which highlight the
muscle improvement of his upper body over time. This personal "showcasing" appears
to have triggered an unusually high number of compliments which praise the blogger
on his looks and perseverance in the related comment section.
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Once we factor out these compliments, this blog's number of compliments turns out to
be much lower. Hence the topic of a blog post can have an important effect on the
number of compliments in the blogs.
Now, we move on to the analysis of individual compliment types in the corpus. Figures 5 and 6 reveal the type quantities for personal and corporate blog comments respectively. The results of both figures prove that patterns one and two are used most
frequently in both personal and corporate blogs. This corroborates by and large similar
findings in previous studies by Manes and Wolfson (1981) as well as Jucker et al.
(2008), which similarly identified these two patterns as the most salient ones. While
categories seven (What (a) ADJ NP!) and eight (ADJ NP!) hardly play a role in previous studies (see Figure 7), with frequencies well below six percent, they are more frequent in the blog corpus, reaching frequencies of up to 16 percent for pattern eight
(ADJ NP!).

9. Isn’t NP ADJ!

0

5. You V (NP) (really) ADV

1

4./6. You V/have (a) (really)

1

7. What (a) ADJ NP

4

3. PRO/NP is (really) (a/the) ADJ NP

10

10. (ADV) ADJ (+PP)

11

8. ADJ NP!

16

2. I (really) like/love/enjoy NP

16

1. NP {is/looks} (really) ADJ

41
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

Figure 5: Explicit personal compliments in personal blogs

The new elliptical pattern ten ((ADV) ADJ (+PP)) has a medium share of seven to ten
percent compliments in both sub-corpora. To this end, it is striking that the blogs in
my corpus feature comparatively high frequencies for elliptical compliment patterns
(ten and eight) compared to the more complex syntax patterns (four, five and six). On
the whole, we can thus contend that both blog genres have similar type profiles but
these clearly deviate from the corpus findings in previous studies. While the latter exhibit high corpus frequencies for pattern one to three and low frequencies for the remaining patterns (cf. Jucker et al. 2008 in Figure 7), the distribution of compliments in
the blog corpus is far more balanced. This first part of the analysis provides a solid
basis for the ensuing (functional) investigation of compliments in both blog genres.
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5. You V (NP) (really) ADV
4./6. You V/have (a) (really)
9. Isn’t NP ADJ!

0
1
3

7. What (a) ADJ NP
10. (ADV) ADJ (+PP)
8. ADJ NP
3. PRO/NP is (really) (a/the) ADJ NP
1. NP {is/looks} (really) ADJ
2. I (really) like/love/enjoy NP

4
7
8
11
30
35
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Figure 6: Explicit personal compliments in corporate blogs

Figure 7: Previous compliment studies (Jucker et al. 2008 (BNC);
Manes and Wolfson 1981 (M&W))

4.3 Functions of Compliments in Blog Comments
We will start this second part of the analysis with a look at different types of compliments. In both blog sub-corpora, only very few implied personal compliments could be
identified (see example (15) and (16)). Most of them (7 instances in toto) could be
traced back to personal blogs except for two in corporate blogs.
(15) I would be SO happy in spaces like these!! […] (http://www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/blog)
(16) Nice work! I wish I had a body like yours! - (http://www.chrisspooner.com)

The identification of implicit compliments proved to be particularly challenging since
some potential candidates had to be ruled out as ironic comments rather than truthful
remarks. Whether the implicit compliments listed in my analysis are actually compli-
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ments or, instead, function as ironic statements can be subject to debate. At any rate,
the presence of illocutionary force indicating devices (cf. Searle 1969, 62), such as the
use of emoticons, exaggerations, hyperbole, co-textual indications, etc., often did not
suffice to make a clear-cut decision in each case.
Apart from implicit personal compliments, I did not find any indirect personal compliments in the entire blog corpus. One would have assumed these types of compliments to serve commentators particularly well to compliment bloggers "from a distance", in a respectful manner. This brings us to the compliment addressees in the blog
corpus. Somewhat expectable, most compliments addressed the blogger. In fact, only
seven compliments could be shown to target a different person. In such cases, commentators did not compliment fellow Internet users but praise offline acquaintances,
presumably known to the blogger and the user alike. To this effect, compliments between commentators are exceedingly rare.
With respect to the objects of complimentation, the study yields the following findings, ranked according to their relative frequency in the two sub-corpora:
Personal Blog Compliments:
skill > accomplishment > character trait > appearance > possession > activity

Corporate Blog Compliments:
accomplishment (incl. product) > skill > character trait > possession > activity > appearance

What we can infer from this list is that the respective objects of complementation seem
to mirror the functional orientation of the genres in question. While corporate blogs
focus on a positive evaluation and marketing of a brand or company, personal blogs
typically expose the feelings of a private individual. It is thus understandable that
compliment objects such as professional accomplishment, work-related skills and
moral standards play a central role in corporate blogs. What is more surprising is the
fact that personal blogs likewise contain a considerable number of compliments which
focus on personal or work-related skill and accomplishments. However, while accomplishment compliments in corporate blogs mainly praise bloggers' accomplishments as
company employees (see https://www.blogs.marriot. com), in personal blogs, they refer to the personal hobbies of the blogger.11 On the basis of these additional observations, I can now present some general results of the functional analysis of the study.
The communicative purposes of compliments were rather diverse in both sub-corpora.
However, the analysis also showed a disparate distribution of compliment functions in
both sup-corpora.
In the personal blog corpus, compliments are often used as social lubricants (Sell
2005, 112). As such, they function as verbal tools to "create and maintain rapport"
(Manes and Wolfson 1981, 86). In the same vein, compliments can serve as a positive
politeness strategy of the commentator, who uses one of the salient objects of
complimentation to praise the blogger. Examples (17) and (18) represent just two of
the frequent examples for this type of function.
11

At this point, it would be worthwhile to follow up my line of analysis even further with an indepth analysis of sub-genres as well as a more elaborate exploration of compliment objects. Unfortunately, this type of analysis was far beyond the scope of my initial pilot study.
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(17) Congratulations! The cover is gorgeous, and I'm going to upload it the next time I get on
my Kindle and will post a review for you on Amazon. This is a huge accomplishment and
you deserve a glass of bubbly or three. Maybe even a slice of chocolate cake.
(http://alladither.typepad.com)
(18) Wow! A designer who does gaming and works out as well? You sure are Inspiration,
Chris. (http://www.chrisspooner.com)

The second frequent function found in the personal blog sub-corpus is the social use of
compliments as attention grabbers and conversation starters. Hence, some Internet users were found to make frequent use of compliments to foster solidarity with the blogger. Compliments thus form part of a complex interpersonal strategy to establish
commentators as privileged, regular readers of the blog. Serving this strategy, compliments partake in an on-going negotiation of identity claims induced by commentators
who wish to become or stay part of a particular "community of practice" (Wenger
1998). Examples (19) and (20) provide evidence for this second compliment function.
(19) Great job! Since I prefer realistic but toned-down language, etc., this was a perfect read
for me. […] I love that your characters were shown as multi-dimensional. […]
(http://alladither.typepad.com)
(20) Oh wow. [...] I love your tumblr blog. It is so inspiring! (http://ohsoang.com)

In the corporate blog sub-corpus, other functions come into play. The following three
communicative purposes were almost exclusively found in the corporate blog corpus
(although this may be explained by the limited amount of data in both corpora). First,
compliments were used as disclaimers to mitigate the commentator's criticism on a
product, brand or blogger under discussion. Example (21) shows an example for this
frequent strategy in corporate blogs.
(21) My 14 months old is allergic to gluten dairy and eggs. I love shopping your store because
of the easy to read codes on your store brand items. However, as I am sure you can imagine, with a 2 ½ year old and a 14 months old it takes a long time to search through the departments for items […]. (http://www.wegmans.com/blog)

Another communicative purpose which I could frequently detect in the corporate blog
corpus was the persuasive use of compliments for some personal gain. Holmes (1988,
487) already discovered this manipulative tendency of compliments, stating that "an
expression of admiration for an object imposes an obligation on the addressee to give
it to the complimenter". Especially in corporate blogs which regularly staged competitions and gave out presents to particularly creative users, this strategy was commonplace (see www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/blog). Sometimes, such a personal motivation
for the use of compliments is even spelled out, as example (22) seems to suggest:
(22) [responding to prizes of a recent blog competition] What a random give-away but what a
good idea! If I was a kid again, I would love it! Okay…secretly i actually wouldn't mind
winning one now - Love the smoothies and the creativity! Keep it up guys (www.innocentdrinks.co.uk/blog)

In some corporate blogs, a third communicative purpose could be detected. This purpose involved the recurrent use of forged comments containing an excess of explicit
personal compliments to boost the online reputation of the blogger. Examples (23a)
and (23b) can serve as a tentative proof that comments can easily be forged or auto-
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matically generated. The two comments were spotted in a blog's comment section, allegedly written by two different commentators. They almost exhibit identical lexical
and grammatical patterns with slight modification. More precisely, the underscored
passages of the comment in (23a) reveal full lexical repetitions of items in (23b),
whereas the dotted lines in the first example relate to lexical synonyms, hyperonyms or
partial repetitions in (23b).
(23) a. I am very satisfied to listen to the relayed concept from Chief executive government as
a China person as well as a China tourist specialty on the eve of the China New Year!
What he guaranteed to do is not only excellent for the Declares, but also for the community. The long run will confirm it. (http://www.blogs.marriott.com)
b. I am very happy to hear the relayed message from President Obama as a Chinese citizen as well as a Chinese tourism researcher on the eve of the Chinese New Year!
What he promised to do is not only good for the States, but also for the world. The future will prove it. […] (http://www.blogs.marriott.com)

Faced with these rather crude forms of plagiarism, one is led to believe that these
comments are simply a fake or the product of a cyber-bot. It may well be that these
comments were designed to ameliorate the image of the blogger (and the affiliated
company). Recurrent use of similar syntactic patterns across blog comments combined
with an irregularly high frequency of explicit personal compliments still further these
doubts (cf. Puschmann 2009).
5.

Conclusion

The present pilot study was designed to explore the pragmatics of compliments in two
of the most pervasive blog genres on the Internet. The results of the study indicate that
the distribution of compliment forms as well as their use is contingent upon the functional orientation of the respective genre. Compared to previous work on the distribution of explicit personal compliments, the study has found that personal and corporate
blogs generally comprise a greater variety of compliment types than in other corpora.
In addition, blog users seemed to favor shortened compliment forms over longer syntactical patterns.
On the whole, compliments in corporate blogs made use of a greater variety of communicative purposes than the compliments found in the personal blog sub-corpus. In
personal blogs, compliments mainly served interpersonal purposes. With the help of
compliments, commentators acknowledged and reified bloggers' explicit and implicit
identity claims, fostering social bonds between both commentator and blogger. In addition, corporate blogs contained compliments which were used as disclaimers to mitigate criticism and soften potential face-threatening acts. In the attempt to improve their
odds in online competitions, some commentators used compliments to win a prize. In
addition, some corporate blogs, consisting of a generous amount of compliments,
showed signs of a manipulative misuse of automatically generated compliments. In
such cases, it appeared that bloggers aimed to boost the appeal and reputation of their
blogs by "staging" and replicating compliments in the comment section.
Compliments in personal blogs mainly targeted the personal skill of bloggers, followed
by personal accomplishments, which revolved around their private life. In contrast,
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corporate blogs targeted the compliment object "accomplishment" more often than the
category "skill". It will be interesting to see if further research, involving more extensive blog data, will confirm the formal or functional findings just presented.
In light of these findings, it should have become clear that linguistic form and communicative purpose of blogs can only be studied on a smaller generic plane of investigation. Even within the communicative constraints of a given CMC genre, the formal
distribution and individual purpose of compliments is subject to considerable change
from one blog to the next and one post to another. We should thus be mindful of the
fact that blogs are not closed documents with fixed boundaries but organic textures
whose readership, style as well as topical and functional outlook evolve over time.
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JENNY ARENDHOLZ (AUGSBURG)
"How to stop strange people speaking to me" – A Syntactic and
Interpersonal Perspective on Offering Advice Online

1.

Introduction

One of the main driving forces for Internet users to log in to an online message board
is the hope to find like-minded others who are able to solve a personal or practical
problem by offering advice (cf. Locher 2006, Limberg and Locher 2012). Most of the
time, this hope is not disappointed as chances to find someone who can relate to a certain plight are relatively high – higher even than in many face-to-face contexts. Within
communicative encounters in message boards, which predominantly involve strangers
meeting in threads, a special role is automatically assigned to thread starters and their
opening posts (henceforth OPs). After all, they are the ones to strike up a conversation,
to introduce a topic and to describe a problematic matter. Above that, they are also in
the position to set the mood for the entire thread from an interpersonal point of view
(see Arendholz 2013) as well as to create at least a reference point for the phrasing of
subsequent contributions.
This line of thought is the springboard for the present paper, which tests the impact of
the OP on following contributions, thus trying to shed light on questions such as: To
what extent do OPs set the course for subsequent contributions in terms of their syntactic make-up and with regard to their interpersonal orientation? In other words, is it
possible to detect linguistic and interpersonal trademarks of the first contribution in the
following ones? On a related note, this study will also look into strategies used by
message board interlocutors in a particular thread to offer advice to their fellow users.
Insights shall be gained by means of an explorative, qualitative case study which focuses on the syntactic and interpersonal workings of one particular thread called How
to stop strange people speaking to me. Owing to its overall topic (i.e. asking for advice), length as well as structure of interaction, it was this thread that was picked out of
the message board system The Student Room (TSR), which serves mainly as a discussion platform for a somewhat homogeneous group of users, viz. British and international students, with anyone else interested in students' topics being welcome as well.
2.

Four Points of Reference for Phrasing Online Advice

Before looking for syntactic and interpersonal congruencies between the OP and follow-up contributions, we should make a point about possible points of reference for
the phrasing of online advice in general. Looking at the matter systematically, users
(un-)consciously draw on (at least) four basic, yet strongly interrelated sources when
wording their piece of advice. Besides the OP, which will be dealt with in more detail
in section 3, users are basically influenced by personal, interpersonal, and environmen-
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tal factors (Arendholz 2013, cf. Yus 2011). Since all of these factors are more or less
probable sources of impact and also only more or less accessible for observing researchers, they will be dealt with separately and one after the other in the following.
Personal factors, which are without a doubt very influential in the process of drafting a
reply, include a user's age, gender, ethnicity, social class, educational level, occupation,
region, current feelings, cultural background, knowledge gathered in past experiences
(on- and offline) and many more (Thurlow et al. 2004, 32; cf. Hymes 1974, SpencerOatey 2000, Herring 2007). Almost none of the items on this infinite list are, however,
traceable – at least not in a reliable fashion. Even bits and pieces of personal background information provided by means of personal profiles and templates can be misleading, even strategically so.1To a limited extent, however, message boards do offer
access to users' knowledge gathered in past experiences. Owed to the fact that previous
online encounters are saved in the TSR archives, it is possible to gain insights into
parts of users' episodic memories (Tulving 1983), including their track records in
terms of giving advice. Past experiences are one of those few influencing factors that
can indeed be accessed and as such deserve to be studied in more detail in further studies.
Interpersonal factors are equally hard to locate, setting again aside lengthy investigations into previous conversations. The interpersonal condensate of these past encounters is, however, available for participating users as well as for investigating linguists.
All we would have to do is consult the netiquette of the message board at hand. In
phrasing advice in a TSR thread, the netiquette certainly is a helpful orientation guide
for users to learn about the rules of the game. In respect of the syntactic and interpersonal focus of the present study, only two of the seven items on this list shall be quoted
and commented on subsequently (URL 1):
(1)

(2)

Post in the English language unless in an area where it is acceptable to do otherwise (a
language society thread or the languages academic help forum.) Outside these areas always provide a translation. No text speak.
No personal attacks or inflammatory behaviour

As can be learned from example (1), TSR users are not only asked to stick to the English language (or at least provide a translation), they are also advised to steer clear
from text speak (URL 1), which denotes the abbreviated language first and foremost
used in SMS to increase typing speed (l8ter, u).2 Apart from this particular strategy to
economize conversations, there are other linguistic surface phenomena characteristic
1

2

TSR-profiles resemble personal webpages in that users are given the opportunity to disclose
information about themselves in sections such as "name", "orientation", "star sign", "about me",
"academic info" and the like. Templates, which are either filled out automatically by the system
or by the user, also provide useful clues about users. That way, the system reveals e.g. the number of posts and a user's status ("junior member", "adored and respected member" etc.), while
users dispose of templates to reveal their sex, nationality and group affiliations.
It is interesting to note that although scholarly research (as, for example, Herring 2001, 616-617;
Dürscheid 2004; Thurlow et al. 2004, 123 and Bieswanger 2013, 465) is well-advised to reject
the idea of one prototypical online language with clearly defined features – termed, among many
others, netspeak by Crystal (22006,19) – there still seems to be common knowledge among users
about what text speak encompasses.
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of electronically mediated communication (Avgerinakou 2003, 275; cf. Thurlow et al.
2004, 123-125), encompassing also the frequent usage of emoticons (-), acronyms
(lol), emulated speech (kinda) and expressive punctuation and capitalization. They
present users with convenient and established compensatory mechanisms for the conveyance of emotions as well as para- and non-verbal clues, which are automatically
generated and shared in face-to-face settings by means of prosody, mimics and gestures. When looking at the interpersonal aspects contained in the TSR netiquette, it is
hardly surprising to find inflammatory behavior and personal attacks named as prototypical instances for inappropriate behavior.
There is, however, a considerable flaw in the concept of netiquette. Usually hidden in
the small print of the FAQ section and therefore hard to detect, the question is this:
Who actually reads (let alone acts according to) the netiquette? Clearly, the impact of
this otherwise useful and sensible message board feature on the act of phrasing posts,
be it with the intent to give advice or not, is limited.
Then again environmental factors can be everything surrounding the interactants onand offline that can but does not necessarily have to have influence on their act of
composing contributions (cf. Bublitz 2002). This may include a cup of coffee sitting in
front of a user or a barking dog outside the user's window just as well as the very design of the message board, including, for example, color patterns, fonts and graphic
elements that give subtle statements about the tone in and the target group of a message board. Since observing analysts cannot keep track of these environmental factors
reliably, let alone tell whether they are in fact influential for a typing user's demeanor,
they can hardly be systematically pursued.
One of the rare influencing variables that is actually accessible to observers and thus of
vital importance for the present study is the OP. Among all the contributions in a
thread, the OP is special insofar as it is the first stimulus for budding conversations and
as such the one that has to be read in order to gain a solid understanding of the topic at
hand and to be able to phrase a coherent and adequate answer. This does not, however,
mean that each and every post does in fact take the OP as a springboard for the phrasing of the contribution (see differentiation in section 4). The importance of the content
of the OP is evident in the thread under investigation, in which the thread starter particularizes a situation and asks for advice. In terms of content, the OP can thus be distinguished from subsequent contributions since users do not have to read through each
and every piece of advice contained in the comments to be in the position to give advice themselves. Although posts can and certainly do influence each other, be it in
terms of form and/or content, OPs lead the way in this regard. With this in mind, the
OP of the present thread will take center stage.
3.

"How to stop strange people speaking to me" – Data and Methodology

The thread under investigation, How to stop strange people speaking to me (URL 2), is
hierarchically grouped under the superordinate category Live advice, which itself features several subcategories, among them Health and Relationships. The thread has
been abandoned since August 2009, which is why the topic at hand can safely be con-
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sidered closed. It comprises 54 posts, which were authored by altogether 41 users in
about 1.5 days. This amounts to a sum total of ca. 9500 words, with the OP alone contributing 550 words (heading included). The thread starter, who authored three posts in
the entire thread (the OP and two more), picked the name Anonymous but introduces
herself as a girl. For the time of her "project over the summer", she needs to take the
train, where she happens to be talked to by an intrusive stranger. Bothered by the situation and fearing further encounters, she asks the TSR community for advice on how to
stop "strange people speaking" to her (see Fig. 1).

Figure 1: Opening post of the thread How to stop strange people speaking to me

This OP stands out for various reasons when compared to other OPs in TSR. It is important to mention that we are dealing with an exceptionally lengthy post, which is
after all composed of 10 paragraphs, 24 sentences and 549 words (heading included).3
3

For the sake of comparison: The average length of OPs contained in my message board corpus
(Arendholz 2013), comprising all in all 50 threads, is a mere 171.82 words.
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This is also acknowledged by the author in the last sentence: Sorry for the long post.
Two more exclamative sentences (I'd much rather sit alone on the train! and It's not
like I ask for it!) serve to make the user's feelings and attitudes towards the subject
known. As could have been expected from an OP, 18 declarative sentences are used to
outline Anonymous' situation. This is achieved by narrative structures that introduce
past and present events and finally culminate in the description of the current problem,
for which advice is requested. Interestingly, there are only two further interrogative
sentences besides the heading to do just that (So what can I do to stop this guy and
people in general speaking to me?, Of course I could say tomorrow's my last day or
something, but then if he sees me next week..?). Above that, Anonymous does not see
the need to address anyone directly when asking for advice. This may be owed to the
position of the post that inexplicitly initializes the communicative exchange and leads
the way for further, hopefully helpful contributions. As part of the narrative structures,
we can also spot ventriloquizing quotes (Arendholz forthcoming), which look like real
quotes from a formal point of view but which are in fact pseudo-quotes since the actual source is an imagined rather than a real person. Based on shared cultural backgrounds, users of ventriloquizing quotes put words into the mouth of a cardboard figure adopting, for example, the generic role of a parent, a teacher, a friend or even that
of a stranger on a train who might as well have said that. We'll meet again… and Are
you a virgin? are two examples for ventriloquizing quotes to be found in the OP.
Phrased in a hypotactic, written style, Anonymous' OP neither displays elliptic constructions, nor other features at times perceptible in online contributions such as emoticons, acronyms, emulated speech and interjections. Above that, the correct and mostly
consistent use of punctuation and capitalization set this OP apart from other, more
'prototypical' products of CM-exchanges. Attributing this to the influence of the TSR
netiquette is, however, rather unlikely (see section 2.).
With a view to the interpersonal orientation of the OP, subsequent authors have given no
indication of the OP being either positively or negatively marked. Therefore, it is safe to
assume that the presentation of the content of the OP is generally evaluated as an instance of unmarked, appropriate behavior (cf. Locher and Watts 2005).4 It should go
without saying that attaching these labels to actual utterances poses a serious methodological problem, as behavior cannot be evaluated once and for all but depends on spurof-the-moment value judgments of individuals in individual situations. Only a dynamic
approach can do justice to these instable value judgments, which is why we need to shift
the focus from "speakers/writers" to evaluating "hearers/readers". In this vein, a nextturn proof strategy borrowed from conversation analysis is applied whenever possible,
i.e. whenever we can rely on subsequent posts to give explicit or implicit value judgments about the interpersonal alignment of their predecessors (cf. Arendholz 2013).
Now that the OP has been analyzed in some detail, the remainder of this paper focuses
on the next 53 contributions in this thread. When looking for clues for the syntactic
and interpersonal impact of the OP on subsequent contributions, it is imperative to dif4

For a more detailed introduction of Locher andWatts' (2005) framework of relational work see
Schneider's contribution in this volume.
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ferentiate between posts 2 to 54 carefully. Since thread starters hardly influence themselves, the two posts also authored by Anonymous (posts 33 and 42) can safely be neglected. Also, those posts that directly relate, i.e. answer to the OP bear a certain potential to gain different results than those that do not. If OPs really impact on subsequent contributions, the former ones should rather exhibit congruent structures with
the OP than the latter ones, meaning comments to comments with no direct connection
to the OP – at least not in terms of reference and spatial proximity within the communicative exchange. Those could be expected to show fewer similarities with the OP. In
figures, this means that we have to distinguish between 35 OP-related posts (henceforth OPr) and 16 OP-unrelated posts (henceforth OPu). Consequently, altogether 51
posts will be juxtaposed and compared to the OP in the next section.
4.

Findings

4.1 The Syntactic Perspective
The syntactic analysis will start off with a look at sentence-related structures by investigating sentence types.
OP
100% = 24 sentences
imperative
interrogative
declarative
exclamative

-2
8.3%
19
79.2%
3
12.5%

OPr sentences
100% = 114 sentences
32
28.1%
3
2.6%
69
60.5%
10
8.8%

OPu sentences
100% = 49 sentences
2
4.1%
6
12.2%
38
77.6%
3
6.1%

Table 1: Sentence types of the OP, OPr and OPu posts

As can be seen in Table 1, in all three categories to be compared, OP, OPr and OPu, it
is the declarative sentence that predominates. Compared to text types other than message boards, this does not come as a big surprise, as declarative sentences usually
make up the bulk of a text. A greater variety of sentence types can be observed when
looking at the second most common type within each of the three categories: As we
have seen before, the OP makes use of exclamative sentences to vent and to show
emotions and of interrogative sentences to ask for advice. The OPr posts, however,
strongly draw on imperative sentences to give advice by telling the thread starter what to
do, thus answering the questions presented in the OP. This is achieved by means of
straightforward imperative sentences such as Invest in an mp3 player (post 4) or start
wearing hoodies and tracksuits! (post49). Then again the OPu posts prefer interrogative
sentences, which can be chalked up to rhetorical questions (But who cares, post 32) or
requests for clarification on the part of skeptical interlocutors, who cannot believe the
advice sometimes given in previous replies (You this impolite to all strangers, post 30).
Besides sentence types, other formal characteristics of the three categories of posts
have been checked as well. Note that the selection of these formal characteristics is
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based on the close analysis of the OP and characteristic features found therein. Table 2
bears witness to that.
OP
predominantly
hypotactic
predominantly
elliptic
standard punctuation
standard
capitalization
emoticons

OPr posts
100% = 35 posts
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No

acronyms

No

emulated speech

No

interjections

No

ventriloquizing
quotes
narrative structures

Yes
Yes

13
37.1%
12
34.3%
26
74.3%
19
54.3%
6
17.1%
11
31.4%
3
8.6%
6
17.1%
9
25.7%
5
14.3%

OPu posts
100% = 16 post
6
37.5%
7
43.7%
14
87.5%
13
81.2%
9
56.2%
9
56.2%
4
25.0%
1
6.2%
5
31.3%
2
12.5%

Table 2: Sentence constructions in the OP, OPr and OPu posts

When looking at the sentence structure, results are divided. While the OP favors a predominantly hypotactic writing style, neither the OPr nor the OPu post seem to follow
that lead. In both cases, hardly more than 37% of all posts are phrased in a hypotactic
syntax. Accordingly, more than 60% of all posts, in both OPr and OPu posts, exhibit
paratactic structures. When it comes, however, to elliptic structures, another trademark
of online language usage, only a very slight difference between OPr and OPu posts is
perceivable: 65.7% of all OPr posts follow the OP in not using elliptic structures,
whereas this can only be said of 56.3% of all OPu posts.
The next two items on the list, (non-)standard punctuation and capitalization, bear
some surprises. The figures suggest that OPu posts seem to be more in sync with the
OP than its rivaling category. Although both types of posts subsequent to the OP rather
obey than disobey the rules of punctuation and capitalization, figures for the OPu posts
are noticeably higher in both cases, especially so with capitalization. Although one
could conclude that both OPu and OPr posts follow the default set by the OP, the figures do not tell us anything about the causality of these facts. In other words, it might
as well have been the netiquette or the general style of the message board or something
completely different besides the OP that led to these figures (see section 2 above).
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With regard to a rather economic usage of language and/or language used to convey
emotions straightforwardly, e.g. by means of emoticons, acronyms, emulated speech
and interjections, the figures point to the following: While users for the most part stick
to the TSR code of conduct and do not use any text speak, some traces can be found
nevertheless. With the OP not exploiting this resource at all, OPr posts are equally reluctant to do so. Only few posts featuring acronyms (lol, post 37) can be found and
even fewer instances of emoticons ( , post 35, or :P, post 47) and interjections (Oh,
post 43), let alone emulated speech (den icant blame ya for wanting to be, post 11,
kinda, post 36). A different picture presents itself with the OPu posts. Here, emoticons
and acronyms are made use of very frequently. Even emulated speech is used in 25.0%
of the 16 posts under investigation, with interjections trailing behind with only 6.2% in
this category.
Two more characteristic features of the OP have been looked for in its succeeding
posts. A look at ventriloquizing quotes yields astonishing results, as this feature of the
OP appears more frequently in OPu than in OPr posts. Considering, however, the low
percentages for both OPr and OPu post, ventriloquizing quotes remain an idiosyncratic
feature of the OP. The same can be said about narrative structures: Both OPr and OPu
posts contain narrative structures, but only to a rather moderate degree. Still there are
slightly more OPr posts with instances of narrative structures than OPu posts. Post 26
bears witness to that feature:
(3)

[…] It worked for me until last week, I was on the phone to a friend and this guy randomly came up to me and made such awful conversation (if i was single..etc) Then he wanted
to date me (ew) and started touching me up and tried to make me sit on him, he kept me
at the busstop for a good 40mins so I missed like 4 buses!!Guys like him make me hate
men.

To round up the syntactic perspective, the 53 responses were also scanned for grammatical and lexical cohesion (cf. Halliday and Hasan 1976). In line with the present
research question, Tables 3 and 4 focus on cohesive means holding between the OP on
the one hand and OPr and OPu posts on the other. However, this is not meant to imply
that there are no cohesive ties holding between OPr and OPu posts as well.
grammatical cohesion
(instances per 100 posts)
anaphoric reference
cataphoric reference
ellipsis
substitution
conjunction

holding between
OP and OPr posts

holding between
OP and OPu posts
166
0
14
14
3

0
0
0
0
0

Table 3: Grammatical cohesion holding between the OP and OPr / OPu posts

The results presented in Table 3 are hardly surprising, as instances of grammatical cohesion were only present in OPr posts, with anaphoric reference clearly leading the
way, followed by five instances each of ellipsis and substitution and only one case of
conjunction. However, a different picture presents itself when exploring lexical cohesion (see Table 4).
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lexical cohesion
(instances per 100 posts)
repetition
superordinate
equivalence
co-hyponymy
antonymy

holding between
OP and OPr posts

365

holding between
OP and OPu posts
234
137
114
57
14

100
19
75
0
25

Table 4: Lexical cohesion holding between the OP and OPr / OPu posts

In fact, lexical cohesion could be detected holding between the OP and both OPr and
OPu posts, however with decidedly higher figures (per 100 posts) in the case of OPr
posts. Here are some examples for the first four subtypes:
(4)

a. repetition: guy, people, speak, train
b. superordinate: someone, they (for guy);public places (for train).
c. equivalence: inducing conversation (for talk);polite (for friendly)
d. co-hyponymy: window, stop, seat (for train)

The only exception within this part of the results is the case of antonymy (e.g. rude
instead of friendly), where more instances per 100 posts could be found in the OPu
posts – again hinting to the diverging purposes of OPr and OPu posts.
4.2 The Interpersonal Perspective
With the help of the next-turn proof procedure, which was applied whenever possible
(see section 3), the following results were brought to light:
interpersonal relations

OP
100% = 1 post
--

positively marked
Æpolite
positively marked
Æmock-impolite
unmarked
Ænon-polite

--

 appropriate
negatively marked
Æimpolite
negatively marked
Æmock-/over-polite
 inappropriate

1
100%
1
100%
----

OPr posts
100% = 35 posts
2
5.7%
1
2.9%
27
77.1%
30
85.7%
5
14.3%
--

OPu post
100% = 16 posts
1
6.3%
--

5
14.3%

2
12.5%

13
81.2%
14
87.5%
2
12.5%
--

Table 5: Interpersonal relations in the OP and in the OPr / OPu posts

Obviously, the appropriate behavior prevalent in the OP is carried forward in the following exchanges, be it in OPr or OPu posts. Even the few instances of positively
marked, polite behavior are reflected in remarkably similar percentages (5.7% and
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6.3%). An example can be found in post 23, OP. I completely understand how you feel.
The same holds true for the second subcategory within appropriate behavior, i.e. unmarked, non-polite behavior, which accounts for 77.1% (OPr) and 81.2% (OPu).
The second half of Table 5 outlines the negatively marked and hence inappropriate
behavior. Again, percentages for both categories, OPr and OPu, are equally low with
only 14.3% and 12.5% respectively. Examples for this can be found in post 5, you are
the reason why guys dont talk to girls in public places... or in post 28, which states,
among other things OMG i hate guys like you. One could therefore conclude that in
terms of interpersonal relations, there are hardly any differences between OPr and OPu,
with both types of subsequent posts mirroring behavior prevalent in the OP.
Last but not least, these types of behavior are also reflected in the strategies commonly
used by interlocutors in this particular thread to react to the request for advice conveyed in the OP. In the following, these five strategies will briefly be outlined and illustrated with examples:
Strategy 1: Helping – Fellow-users offer advice in hopes of helping to solve the thread
starter's problems:
(5)

Easy, whenever someone is about to sit next to you on a bus/train, simply pat the seat
whilst, raising your eyebrows and grinning leeringly. Works for me every time. A pox to
the fat person who dares to try and sit next to me on the bus
(post 2)

(6)

Stare out the train window therefore not inducing any conversation. (post 6)

Strategy 2: Sympathizing – Although not helpful in providing an answer to the question in the proper sense, these users show the thread starter their sympathy in sharing
their own, related experiences and feelings with the message board community:
(7)

it can be flattering until it gets to that uncomfortable point [paragraph] i always feel
unhapy when a person interest in me doesn't equate to the how well they know me [...]
(post 17)

(8)

i never get chatted up in public, ever! [paragraph] i do use ear phones though and i always
look miserble as people tend to tell me lol (post 37)

Strategy 3: Mocking – Users pursuing this strategy give advice only superficially when
indeed mocking the thread starter:
(9)

Cut your nose off? (post 10)

(10) show me a pic of yourself and i can deduce why!!! (post 48)

Strategy 4: Insulting – In this case, users show no intent of helping. Instead, hurtful
remarks or even unveiled insults are given:
(11) put down the giant sign, saying, 'talk to me'. (post 34)
(12) funny how guys wouldn't mind at all if a girl spoke to them, but if its the other way
around, girls bitch, stfu (post 51)

Strategy 5: Other reactions – This category subsumes other kinds of reactions, which,
compared to strategy 4, are even more incoherent and/or unexpected second pair parts
within an adjacency pair that starts with a request for advice. In the thread under investigation, lack of understanding and general words of wisdom were found:
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(13) To be honest I don't see the problem. […] (post 41)
(14) A very British conundrem. [...] (post 52)

This does not, however, mean that these five strategies are mutually exclusive. As
demonstrated by some users, there are also combinations of strategies, such as frivolous remarks followed up with real pieces of advice as in post 43:
(15) Balaclava.....nobody sits next to someone wearing a balaclava. Oh the fun of it... [paragraph] But for real, when i don't want somebody sitting next to me, i put a bag up on the
seat next to me (feet up on the chair opposite if there are any) and look out the window.

Finally, the relation holding between these five strategies and the underlying relational
work within the 35 OPr posts shall also be depicted (see Table 6):
Strategy
1
2
5.7%
--

positively marked
Æpolite
positively marked
Æmock-impolite
unmarked
Ænon-polite
negatively marked
Æimpolite
negatively marked
Æmock-/over-polite


Strategy
2
--

Strategy
3
--

Strategy
4
--

Strategy
5
--

--

--

--

18
51.5%
--

1
2.9%
4
11.4%
--

--

--

4
11.4%
--

2
5.7%
--

--

3
8.5%
1
2.9%
--

20
57.2%

5
14.3%

4
11.4%

4
11.4%

-2
5.7%


2
5.7%
1
2.9%
27
77.1%
5
14.3%
0
0%
35
100%

Table 6: Relational work in answer strategies 1-5 of the OPr posts

Consistent with the nature of this thread, this table shows that unmarked, non-polite
behavior with the purpose of helping the thread starter is predominant with the other
types of behavior matching the remaining strategies for answering to the OP as well.
5.

Conclusion

As could be shown in the preceding syntactic and interpersonal analyses, it is indeed
possible to detect at least some trademarks of the first post in the following contributions. Unfortunately, though, this does not necessarily reveal anything about the causality of impact. In order, however, to give a more detailed answer to the initial research question and to have a look at the amount of congruent structures in the OP and
subsequent contributions, previous findings are brought together in one table (see Table 7).
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Congruencies between OP and OPr posts
+ mainly declarative sentences
+ no elliptic sentence constructions
+ correct punctuation
+ correct capitalization
+ use of emoticons
+ use of acronyms
+ emulated speech
+ interjections
+ instances of grammatical cohesion
+ instances of lexical cohesion
+ mainly appropriate interpersonal relations
Incongruencies between OP and OPr posts
- hypotactic sentence construction
- ventriloquizing quotes
- narrative structures
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Congruencies between OP and OPu posts
+ mainly declarative sentences
+ no elliptic sentence constructions
+ correct punctuation
+ correct capitalization

+ emulated speech
+ interjections
+ instances of lexical cohesion
+ mainly appropriate interpersonal relations
Incongruencies between OP and OPu posts
- hypotactic sentence construction
- ventriloquizing quotes
- narrative structures
- instances of grammatical cohesion
- use of emoticons
- use of acronyms

Table 7: Congruencies between the OP and OPr / OPu posts

Both columns of Table7, representing (in-)congruent relations holding between the OP
and the OPr post on the one hand and between the OP and the OPu posts on the other,
list considerably more congruent items than incongruent ones. Even as regards interpersonal relations, i.e. the ratio of appropriate and inappropriate contributions, the OPr
and OPu posts yield matching results. Beyond the interpersonal scope, OPr and OPu
posts vary only insignificantly, with exceptions being the use of emoticons and acronyms and the existence of grammatical cohesion. While the latter can simply be explained by means of structural matters, viz. lacking proximity and sometimes topical
reference to the OP, the former could be interpreted as a case of stylistic choices of the
OP rubbing off on following OPr posts.
A look at the second half of the table reveals those features that are not emulated by
the OPr and/or the OPu posts. While alternatively used paratactic syntax can be ascribed to substantially shorter, less complex follow-up contributions in general, the
other two items, narrative structures and ventriloquizing quotes, now appear indeed as
highly idiosyncratic choices of the thread starter, which have not been taken over by
other authors of posts.
Finally, this study has suggested that the OP and its following posts do share at least
some syntactic and interpersonal features. Although we find more similarities between
the OP and the OPr posts than with the OPu ones, the difference between the two types
of follow-up contributions is more often than not insignificant. Above that, it is yet
impossible to make a point about the causal direction of these similarities. That is to
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say that with the influence of various other (non-)tangible variables, it is still unclear if
the source of the congruencies is in fact the OP. It would take larger data sets as well
as methods capable of attending to more variables to expose the (mixture) of sources
of impact on the phrasing of follow-up postings.
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TANJA ANGELOVSKA AND ANGELA HAHN (MÜNCHEN)
Features of Spoken L3 English in an Online Discourse

Abstract
Our study analyses linguistic variation of text-based computer-mediated communication (CMC) in the form of forum discussions on the MOODLE (open-source community-based tool for learning) learning platform.
We analyse learners' electronic English (Callot and Belmore 1996, 21) with all its
spoken characteristics present in the written language of 18 third language (L3) learners/users. The participants have no background in linguistics, are of different mother
tongues, of different levels of L3 proficiency and have the same order of second
(German) and third (English) acquired languages. Our L3 users have learned English
in a blended-learning concept that includes face-to-face meetings, block seminars, and
online participation on MOODLE. The methods we use to analyse our data require a
comparison of learners' language use in the forum discussions with learners' face-toface communication sessions. We hypothesise our group of participants will use L3
English to reflect the rhythm of speech rather than to ensure grammatical completeness
and correctness of sentences. Thus, our aim is to find out whether forum discussions of
the L3 learners of English reflect a conversational tone and if yes, in which aspects and
how. The extent of the variability in the CMC asynchronous mode and their face-toface interaction is crucial for characterizing the distinct spoken features of L3 English.
1.

Research aim of the whole project

This study is part of a larger project being conducted at the language centre of the
University of Munich. The project entitled "Meta-cognition in L3 learning – multilingual practices" deals with the process of learning and using English as a third language
in a second-language dominant context (German). This includes an analysis of the activation of previously acquired languages (Angelovska and Hahn 2012) as reflected
through learners' practices in L3 English within an asynchronous communication
mode – forum.
2.

Terminology

We have based the present study on the terminological concepts and terms that follow.
Third language (L3) is the second non-native language successively acquired after the
first non-native language, according to order of acquisition. The widely used term multilingualism is associated with the use of a third language and refers to the use of two
or more languages in a specific situation (Clyne 1997, 110-111). The context for our
study is a forum, which is an asynchronous interactive online text-based discourse.
More precisely, we look at text-based computer-mediated-communication (CMC),
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which refers to an "interaction" in which communication partners cannot directly experience nonverbal signals typical of spoken exchanges (e.g. facial expressions or gestures) or paraverbal signals (e.g. voice volume and tone).
Our study aims at understanding the language behavior of third language users in
terms of their employment of features of communicative interaction (hereafter called
spoken features – SF) in a specific context in which the users communicate in their
third language English, but have one language in common, i.e. their second language,
German.
3.

Theoretical background

The "impoverished" nature of CMC in comparison to face-to-face communication was
the core point of some of the negative views which were questioned in the 1990s and
later. For example, Sproull and Kiesler (1986, 1492) considered CMC as having a
negative effect on the individuals involved in it because of lack of social cues, thus
resulting in an individual's behavior that is less socially regulated. Similarly, CMC was
seen as reducing the interpersonal aspect important for social comparisons because of
its anonymous character (Hancock, Walther and Wang 2009, 61-62). Thurlow (2006,
671) discusses anxieties about language as a kind of "triple-whammy" panic.
Regarding the choice of languages within internet communication in general, studies
show that it is characterized by the mixing of two or more languages by its multilingual users (Androutsopoulos 2007b, 340-361; Danet and Herring 2007, 553-592;
Durham 2007, 319-339; Warschauer, El Said and Zohry 2007, 303-319), a situation
similar to what an authentic spoken interaction among multilinguals will show. Not
much is known, however, about how third language learners use online L3 English in
an asynchronous communication channel.
However, due to the different preferences and goals learners have (based on their prior
language experiences) and because of L3 learners' dynamic character of the process of
acquisition/use of a third language, their electronic (Callot and Belmore 1996, 21) L3
English will contain elements of both L2 and L3. Furthermore, we assume that their
output (online forum postings) will reflect both oral and written discourse, because the
forum as an asynchronous mode of communication offers its users the possibility to
exchange information with no particular attention to accuracy with focusing on interaction.
Another important theoretical concept for our study referring to the spoken features of
digital language is innovation in written language. Androutsopoulos (2007a, 81-84)
differentiates 3 areas of innovation (termed themes of innovation by Androutsopoulos
2011, 5):
•

Orality (here the term simulated orality will be used) – which refers to all aspects reminiscent of casual spoken language in written discourse

•

Compensation (based on Baron 1984, 125) – seen as "any attempt to compensate for the absence of facial expressions or intonation patterns" (Androutsopoulos
2011, 5). Compensation devices include emoticons as "characteristic feature of
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language use in CMC" (Bieswanger 2013, 471), abbreviations referring to laughter, simulations of expressive prosody by iteration of letters and punctuation. The
use of emoticons, as specific stylistic features represented as combinations of
keyboard characters, have the purpose to represent basic emotions and reactions
(Davies 2005, 103).
•

Economy – as any strategy of shortening the message form. This area is most
clearly attributed to the necessity of speed in synchronous exchanges or to constraints on the size of the message.

As a forum maintains the characteristics of written discourse, previous research has
observed that asynchronous forum discussions, extended over hours or days, contain
messages composed quite carefully with a degree of attention to grammar, spelling and
punctuation (Sotillo 2000, 107). However, any features of simulated orality (as a reflection of oral discourse) in an asynchronous mode of communication (forum) have
been neglected so far. Our hypothesis is that in this specific context, features specific
to spoken language are used in the forum through punctuation to reflect the rhythm of
speech rather than to ensure grammatical completeness and correctness of sentences.
4.

Research questions

This study is an attempt to explain how L3 learners' use of spoken features enriches
their CMC in written-language specific and interactional context.
Based on our hypothesis we imply the following research questions: 1) which means
were developed and used to represent face-to-face interaction effects through written
language, 2) what is their function? (to represent spoken language, to compensate for
the absence or to shorten the message) and 3) whether the use of spoken features can
be attributed to the forum users' L3 proficiency level of English or amount of written
productions in the forum?
5.

Research Methodology

5.1 Participants
We report on data from 18 learners (see appendix, Table 2) of English as a third language (L3), aged 20-25 years, with various L1s, at different L3 proficiency levels and
a constant variable of L2 German acquired before their target L3 English. They all differ with regard to two variables: the type of their L1s (six speakers with L1 Russian,
four with L1 Polish, two with L1 Turkish, two with L1 Portuguese, and the remaining
four with L1 Croatian, Ukrainian, French and Vietnamese) and at the L3 proficiency
level (five students at A2 level: AY, SS, TD, TN, SA; six at B1 level: YN, ARSP,
KMG, MP, AM, NI; 4 at B2: LK, MK, WES and PIV; two learners at C1 level: SAB
and OMS, and one at C2 level). They all study in various academic fields (none of
them studies linguistics) at a German university and they all reside in Germany.
As students at a German university they are required to prove their proficiency in
German and to take the DSH (German language proficiency exam), which presupposes
an advanced (C1) level of German. German has been the dominant language for all of
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them at the point when they started the participation in this study. They all reported
having lived in Germany for more than five years.
The 18 subjects of this study were tested for their English proficiency level by using
the Oxford Quick Placement Test (QPT). It is a computer-based placement test of English language proficiency produced in collaboration with the University of Cambridge
ESOL Examinations. During the test, the student answers multiple-choice questions
testing grammar, vocabulary, reading and listening comprehension. Students are guided through an instruction period and once the test has been activated, it cannot be
stopped. This prevents students from cheating and test tampering. Depending on the
choices made by the student, the level of the test adapts to the student's ability. Results
are presented in line with the ALTE (Association of Language Testers in Europe)
Framework and correspond to the Council of Europe's Common European Framework
of reference (CEFR). The testing took place before users were given access to the
MOODLE platform and the discussion forum. We aimed at including learners at different proficiency levels in order to see whether proficiency plays a role, i.e. whether
lower level and/or only advanced level users of L3 English in the forum will display
the same features when "imitating" face-to-face interaction effects through written
language.
5.2 Data collection
64 participants filled in an online questionnaire through MOODLE. They were students from different disciplines who applied for English courses at the university language centre. The online questionnaire contained questions about their mother
tongue(s), length of stay in Germany, other foreign languages used in everyday communication, the order of acquisition of all background languages, their frequency of
use and self-assessments of the proficiency levels in all foreign languages spoken. Data was evaluated and participants were chosen according to the criterion order of acquisition, English after German, i.e. we chose those participants who had learned
German before they started learning English.
The selected 18 learners of L3 English took part in a blended learning course (called
"Verbindliches Selbstlernen mit Coach"). The course design includes the learners' participation in face-to-face sessions accompanied by autonomous home-study phases. L3
learners took part in the following face-to-face sessions: warm-up session, interview,
language reflection session, think aloud session and a group communication session.
The online-engagement included autonomous guided learning (textbook and additional
online materials), handing in a written assignment and taking part in a forum on
MOODLE. A female language coach with German as her first language and nativelike English proficiency who has studied Applied Linguistics in order to become a
teacher, conducted all face-to-face sessions. She is a research student employed at the
university language centre. All participants signed a research consent form agreeing to
participate in the study.
The data collection took place over the course of two semesters and it included the
following types of data:
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(1)

Written data:
a. learners' forum postings. Students were allowed to suggest discussion
topics themselves
b. coach's comments on learners' personalities and motivation

(2)

Oral data:
a. learners' contribution to the group communication sessions (as measured
by the amount of words)
b. coach's moderation of the group communication sessions. The topic was
specified by the coach

The forum consists of 42 postings by 18 learners, totaling 2,321 words.
6.

Data analysis procedure

The 8 recorded group communication sessions, each one of approximately 30 minutes,
(i.e. altogether ca. 240 minutes) were transcribed, coded, and analysed using the software MaxQda. The qualitative data analysis in this study applies to the interpretation
of the extent to which every individual learner/speaker participated. The quantitative
data reveals the percentages, i.e. the number of words produced in the written discourse (forum postings), the number of words spoken in the face-to-face interactions
and the relations between them (t-test results). Before analyzing the data, it was made
interpretable, i.e. analyzable by its conversion from spoken files to texts. In this procedure, the forum postings were coded, the spoken features were classified, the group
communication sessions were transcribed and the transcribed words spoken by each
individual were counted and compared in order to establish possible associations.
Spoken features across linguistic fields and functions were compared, learners' contribution to the face-to-face communications were compared to the number of occurrences of their spoken features and the representativeness of the spoken features of those
learners who used them most often were compared with learners' contribution to the
face-to-face interactions.
7.

Results

The features of spoken English, called netspeak features (Crystal 2001, 91), a term
whose existence has widely been challenged (Bieswanger 2013, 465-466), "common
features of digital writing" (Danet 2001, 17) or under the umbrella term called "representation of spoken language" (Bieswanger 2013, 473) were analysed. We classified
them according to categories referring to linguistic field (paralinguistic features, punctuation and graphology referring to the grapheme structure of the forum language
(Crystal 2011, 67), discourse and text, lexis, and orthography), language choice (L2
influenced or monolingual alone, i.e. L3 alone), and function (simulated orality, compensation and economy).
The total number of words in the forum was 2,321 and the sum of the types of the spoken features in digital L3 English is 25 in total (according to the categories linguistic
field, language choice, and function). However, the number of the tokens is 103.
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The following features representing spoken language within a CMC mode (forum)
categorized according to field, choice and function were traced:
a)

Linguistic field:
–

–

–

–

Paralinguistic features and "graphology": emoticons for a smile and a
sad face (e.g. - and /); punctuation marks as emphasis (e.g. !), multiple
punctuation marks (e.g. !!!); less punctuation, e.g. missing full stops (.) and
commas (,) ; ellipsis or unfinished thought (e.g. it's true...)
Discourse and text: questions to create a spoken dialogue; chain of thinking aloud represented in writing (e.g. "when I think about it again, it's
true...you're right"); unclear boundaries in the sentences (e.g. use of "and"
at the beginning of a new sentence)
Orthography: phonetic spelling (also called speedwriting), referring to incorrect non-standard spellings ("undersant", "spoild", "exersices"); clippings where "silent" letters in the word are omitted ("therefor", "houshold",
"definitly", "extremly", and contractions ("wont","isn't", "aren't"). Orthography proved to be one of the most important areas in conveying the conversational style, since in CMC the messages are conveyed not by auditory
channels but by visual means through keyboarding
Lexis: interjections (hm, hey) and use of invented abbreviations (f.e. meaning "for example")

Figure 1: Frequency distributions of spoken features according to linguistic fields

Spoken features related to paralinguistics and graphology are displayed most often
with 30 occurrences (or 39 %) in the whole forum. They are followed by discourse
features with 24 occurrences (or 32 %) and by those related to orthography having oc-
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curred 20 times (or 26 %). The least represented spoken features are lexical ones with
only two occurrences (3%).
b)

Language choice: most of the examples representing the choice of L2 items
within an L3 forum refer to the use of salutations and farewells in L2 and/or L3,
such as the use of the German (L2) salutation "Hallo", although the rest of the
posting is in English (L3), the use of capitalised nouns in an English sentence
(e.g. "Children"), and initialisms (Bieswanger 2007), such as the use of abbreviated German farewell "LG" (for "Liebe Grüße") at the end of the posting.

c)

Function: according to the function areas of innovation (Androutsopoulos
2007a, 81-84; 2011, 5), 17 tokens of spoken features of learners' English in the
forum were classified as shown in Table 1.

Simulated orality
"and" at the beginning
of a sentence
written think-alouds
phonetic spellings
contracted verb forms

Compensation
emoticons (sad face)

Economy
invented abbreviations

emoticons (smile)
Initialisms
punctuation (one exclamation mark)
multiple
punctuation
marks (three exclamation
marks)

deletion of silent letters
questions
ellipses (unfinished thoughts)
interjections
missing commas
omission of full stops
spoken words "no",
spoken words "yes"
spoken words "so"

Table 1: Classification of CMC features according to their function

In the whole forum, 13 tokens (33 occurrences) were traced for the type simulated
orality and four tokens (but 16 occurrences) for the type compensation – referring to
features representing learners' "needs" to express their emotions through intonation in
the form of punctuation and/or face expressions through graphology or as Davies puts
it "to represent basic emotions and reactions" (2005, 103). For the type economy two
tokens (invented abbreviations and initialisms) occurring three times were found. This
infrequency of initilisms in the whole data is in line with Bieswanger (2007) who
found only 0.03 initialisms per message in his English corpus. The token most often
displayed is punctuation with one exclamation mark occurring 12 times by 11 forum
users, followed by the token contractions occurring 10 times by six forum users.
Our results show that some of the representations of spoken language belong to more
than one category and to different types, such as the token contractions (e.g. "isn't"), of
the type orthography representing simulated orality and the token initialisms, e.g.
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"LG" expressing the function of shortening the message, i.e. type economy in a language different than the whole posting (type language choice).
8.

Discussion of results

Most of the spoken features belong to the area of simulated orality, followed by compensation and economy.
We argue that the low representation of economy in the forum is an argument for the
users' effort to maintain an "artificial" interactive situation (such as forum discussions)
through employing spoken features in digital language rather than through being concerned with the speed which is important for a synchronous communication and results
in "economical" language "manipulation".
Regarding the classification of spoken features according to the type language choice
(mixing or not mixing of the L2 and L3), we do not explain the use of German salutations and farewells in L3 electronic English as lexical innovations in the strict sense,
because these lexical units already exist in the L2. The use of the L2 salutation and
farewells in an L3 online forum are rather seen here as lexical "enrichments" leading
to the observation that the L3 users of these L2 elements in their L3 electronic English
use them to display an awareness of their multilingual stylistic choices (whether on
purpose or not). Very likely, these "cues" are used to show group belonging or even to
establish a relationship in the sense that the forum participants are all learners of L3
English and have one thing in common-they all share a common L2 German. Hence,
using a common "code" (their L2) gives them a sense of belonging to the same "community". Another variable, which was not controlled for in our study, is the lack of
knowledge about salutation and farewell items in the target L3 language by the L3
learners. Thus, such lack of knowledge might be one explanation for the usage of these
L2 items within an L3 context.
Statistical t-test for the amount of written contribution (words per learner) and use of
spoken features (amount of the occurrences of spoken features per learner's postings in
the whole forum) revealed that the difference is significant (p-value is less than
0.0001) with mean 116.67, 95 % confidence interval and standard error of difference
23.004. Hence, the longer the postings by the forum users the higher the times the spoken features were used by them. However, an individual analysis gives different results.
Our data shows that there is a great deal of variability in the use of linguistic features
employed by L3 learners of English to reflect the rhythm of speech and the conversational style. As Figure 2 displays, only three out of 18 learners appeared to represent
the spoken style in electronic L3 English most often. With 17 occurrences of spoken
features (per 258 words) for the learner PAV and 12 for both learners AY (per 158
words) and LK (per 406 words), these learners used most frequently features of spoken
L3 English in comparison to the rest 15 learners. The rest of the forum users only use
one to five occurrences of spoken features in CMC L3 English. However, among the
rest there are other forum users whose forum contributions was higher than that of
learner AY (158 words). For example, learner SS wrote 211 words with only four oc-

FEATURES OF SPOKEN L3 ENGLISH IN AN ONLINE DISCOURSE

379

currences of spoken features; learner MP wrote 226 words with two occurrences of
spoken features and learner KMG wrote 152 words and one occurrence of spoken feature.
The three learners (PAV, AY and LK) who most frequently use the spoken features in
the forum also proved to be the most communicative ones in their groups during the
face-to-face communication sessions. Their contribution to the face-to-face communication sessions (expressed in percentages meaning sum of the transcribed words during the interaction per learner divided by the total sum of all transcribed words for all
interlocutors in the corresponding face-to-face interaction) is 35.86% for the learner
PAV, 17.39 % for the learner AY and 15.65% for the learner LK. The personal observations made by the coach are similar to the obtained results. The coach reported the
following:
• The student likes language learning in general, thinks it is very rewarding; wants to improve
her English to use it as a lingua franca (she wants to travel and do an internship abroad) but
also says she likes the sound of; because so many people speak it well, very open-minded,
broadly interested, communicative; observes her own learning process very closely (Student
PAV (C2))
• very communicative and wants to improve her English (Student AY (A2))
• wants to practice speaking as much as possible, communicative (Student LK (B1))

Hence, those learners who represented the spoken character in the forum most frequently proved the most communicative ones during the face-to-face communication
sessions. Similarly, their use of the spoken features employed in the online discourse
seems to correspond to their readiness to communicate judging by the number of occurrences of the spoken features and by the contribution per learner into the face-toface interactions.
Another question which we tackled is whether the use of spoken features can be attributed to the forum users' L3 proficiency level of English. With regard to the proficiency levels of the forum users, we conclude that learners who display the spoken
features in the L3 forum are at various proficiency levels in their L3 English. Even the
3 forum users (AY, LK and PAV) with the highest number of tokens (12, 12 and 17,
respectively) are at 3 different proficiency levels (A2, B1 and C2, respectively) in their
L3 English. The statistical t-test proved the same observation. The proficiency level
did not seem to play a decisive role in the employment of spoken features by the users
in the forum. The p-value equals 0.4691 with a confidence interval of 95 % and intermediate values of t = 0.7321, df = 34 and standard error of difference = 1.138 resulting
in a statistically not significant "difference".
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Figure 2: L3 learners' net of spoken features

Therefore, the variability among the 18 learners of L3 English with regard to the displayed spoken features in an online discourse can be explained by their different ability to present themselves as "talkative" online. Another reason for the great variability
in the data with regard to the use of spoken features is the fact that the forum users
were aware of the visibility of the online forum. The forum situation is context dependent, i.e. the tutor, other students and the researchers could observe the online language use within the forum.
9.

Conclusion

We first aimed at explaining the function of means that were developed and used to
represent face-to-face interaction effects through written language in an online forum.
Secondly, we analysed their functions according to the three areas of innovation (to
represent spoken language, to compensate for the absence or to shorten the message).
Based on our discussion of the results we have found that CMC of L3 English in a discussion forum demonstrates a mix of characteristics drawn from prototypically spoken
and prototypically written linguistic features, which belong to the linguistic categories
paralinguistics and graphology, discourse and text, orthography and lexis. We do not
exclude the possibility that these characteristics would emerge in other modes. Similarly, the variability of the representations of spoken language characteristics among
the L3 forum users cannot be said to be exclusively of discussion forum-bound usage
(or "mode-bound" variety, Bieswanger 2013:465).
We found that the L3 learners were not necessarily careful in composing their messages
with a degree of attention to grammar, spelling, and punctuation, which is in contradic-
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tion to the findings by Sotillo (2000, 107), who found the opposite. Furthermore, by
comparing the amount of learners' contributions to the face-to-face interactions with the
amount of their employed features of simulated orality, we observed whether the use of
these spoken features in the written discourse corresponded to their contributions in the
face-to-face interactions. There were only three learners who proved to show a clearly
noticeable degree of reflected communicativeness in the written discourse. Likewise,
they showed a great degree of communicativeness in the face-to-face sessions.
Our results show that the use of non-standard punctuation is innovative and creative in
reflecting the rhythm of speech within a written communication mode (forum). For
example, unfinished thoughts are expressed through ellipsis, i.e. the use of three full
stops; think-aloud speech is represented in writing (e.g. "when I think about it again,
it's true...you're right"); and unclear boundaries in the sentences (e.g. use of "and" at
the beginning of a new sentence). Thus, the use of punctuation compensates for the
lack of suprasegmental features and does not ensure grammatical completeness and
correctness of sentences.
The function of the spoken features – rather than the discourse – proved decisive for
characterizing the degree of "conversational style" in the text based CMC. Among the
three areas of simulated orality, compensation, and economy (Androutsopoulos 2007a,
81-84; Androutsopoulos 2011, 5), simulated orality seems to be the mostly represented
one in our data. Although our data give no evidence for conceptualizing digital L3
written English as a variety of its own, it is hybrid with regard to features belonging to
more than one category and representing the discourse within one mode (forum) and
with regard to language choice (English or English/German elements).
The representations of spoken language can be seen as a positive example of learners'/
users' "creativity". For instance, even learners' non-standard deletion of "silent" letters
or informal spelling with omitted letters has some logic behind that usage. For example, the phonetic principle "writing as hearing" according to which learners are mentally guided when communicating online. Thus, the process of changing the language
used within a certain context (here forum) should be seen as developing the language
creatively (more about playfulness and creative language use of micro-linguistic features of CMC in Bieswanger 2013, 463-485). Even though the frequency of spoken
features compared to the overall amount of words posted in the forum was rather low,
we cannot claim that there is no detrimental effect (O'Connor 2005, no page; Baron
2003, 5) on their English language literacy, because we did not include an analysis of
their written L3 English outside the forum.
Limitations are an inherent part of every study. In this case, our study bears some impediments. It is of a small size, i.e. a sample of 18 users' forum postings only. Their pool
of forum postings, though longitudinal (extended over two semesters) is also rather
small. Nevertheless, it displays a lot of different features expressing simulated orality.
Our results have to be carefully inferred considering the special context of our forum
platform, namely a non-authentic classroom-based context in which L3 forum users
were aware about the purpose of the forum (to practice the target language) and about
the visibility of their postings (by their language coach and the researchers). The stu-
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dents' participation in the forum was voluntary, so we could not have any control of
their output. Our results only refer to asynchronous communication channels. Synchronous online communication data was not included. Hence, our results show
tendencies rather than generalizations.
The results and the limitations of the present study have fostered the development of
new research lines. For further research, we will match students according to their L1s
and/or their L3 proficiency level during the face-to-face interactions and within the
forum discussions hoping for more control of the variables and thus more generalisable results.
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Appendix
nr. L3
user

L3 English level

L1

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

C2
A2
B2
B1
A2
B1
B1
B1
C1
B1
B2
A2
B2
A2
C1
B1
A2
B2

Vietnamese
Turkish
Russian
Portuguese
Turkish
Russian
Polish
Polish
Polish
Russian
Russian
Russian
Polish
Croatian
French
Russian
Ukrainian
Portuguese

PAV
AY
LK
ARSP
SS
YN
KMG
MP
OMC
AM
MK
TD
WES
SA
SAB
NI
TN
PIV

written
words in
the forum
258
158
406
33
211
55
152
226
56
131
94
27
95
31
93
30
54
65

percentage %
of written
contribution
11,12%
6,81%
17,49%
1,42%
9,09%
2,37%
6,55%
9,74%
2,41%
5,64%
4,05%
1,16%
4,09%
1,34%
4,01%
1,29%
2,33%
2,80%

spoken
features
in the
forum
17
12
12
1
4
1
1
2
2
4
2
1
3
1
5
0
4
3

percentage
% of spoken
features per
learner
16,50%
11,65%
11,65%
0,97%
3,88%
0,97%
0,97%
1,94%
1,94%
3,88%
1,94%
0,97%
2,91%
0,97%
4,85%
0,00%
3,88%
2,91%

Table 2: L3 learners with L3 proficiency levels, L1s, % written contribution and % of spoken features

DAGMAR DEUBER (MÜNSTER) AND ANDREA SAND (TRIER)
Computer-Mediated Communication in Singapore:
Spoken Language Features in Weblogs and a Discussion Forum

Recent research has found that computer-mediated communication (CMC) encourages
the written use of nonstandard language forms usually restricted to informal spoken contexts in countries in which a variety of English coexists with a pidgin or creole language,
as for example in Nigeria (cf. Deuber and Hinrichs 2007, Chiluwa 2010) or Jamaica (cf.
Mair 2002, 2011; Hinrichs 2006). The aim of this paper is to investigate to what extent
and in what ways this is also the case in Singapore, a country in which a standard variety
of English is spoken alongside a local variety, called Singlish, which has been compared
to a creole or semi-creole (cf. Gil 2003, 469-470). Gupta (2006) draws attention to the
use of Singlish on the web, considering in particular weblogs, but this is not an in-depth
study; a corpus-based study of Singaporean weblogs by Ooi et al. (2007) notes but does
not focus on the use of Singlish features, while another study by the same team (Tan et
al. 2004) of personal advertisements on the web in South East Asia, including Singapore, finds a tendency to use augmenters and mitigators more typical of spoken than
written English but a near absence of the Singlish particle lah, which, in contrast, turned
out to be common in Internet Relay Chat (IRC) in a study focusing exclusively on this
one feature (Tan et al. 2003). Thus, the evidence remains limited and patchy so far. The
present paper considers and compares two types of CMC, weblogs as well as an online
discussion forum. We look at the occurrences of two features which have been identified
in previous research as typical features of Singlish, namely the use of discourse particles
and zero constituents (cf. Lim 2007; Low and Brown 2005, 105ff.). In addition we take
into account one feature associated with informal spoken discourse that has been widely
attested in the English-speaking world, namely the use of like as a discourse particle and
quotative (cf. Buchstaller and D'Arcy 2009).
1.

Background

1.1 Spoken language features in CMC
While linguists like Crystal (2006, esp. 26-61) postulate that there is a distinct form of
netspeak, a variety of English specific to CMC, despite differences between different
types of internet communication, others like Dürscheid (2004, 155) argue for a more
careful differentiation between different types and uses of CMC on the basis of their
degree of interactivity. She proposes to differentiate between synchronous and asynchronous communication, and between oral and written transmission as well as oral
and written conceptualization (Dürscheid 2004, 155). Baron (2003) proposes a spectrum from more process-oriented CMC, such as instant messaging, to more productoriented CMC, such as webpages and also distinguishes between synchronous and
asynchronous communication. Taking these considerations into account, we would ex-
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pect to find more features associated with spoken language or face-to-face communication in CMC with a high degree of synchronous use that is interactive and processoriented. In the case of our CMC data, we would hypothesize that the posts in the discussion forum exhibit more Singlish features than the weblogs as the discussion forum
is designed to be more interactive and many users are on-line simultaneously. Weblogs
also allow interactivity through the comment function, but the weblog itself is a product, rather than a process. Our hypothesis is also supported by previous research on
bulletin boards. Collot and Belmore (1996) found features associated with spoken and
written language according to Biber's (1988) multivariate analysis of English registers
in their corpus of bulletin board posts written by Canadians and Americans. Lewin and
Donner (2002) identified characteristics of oral register such as pause fillers, in addition to other features typical of CMC, in their corpus compiled from messages contributed to five different bulletin boards by writers from English-official countries. They
stress the heterogeneous nature of their data and propose a link between the topic and
purpose of communication and the frequency of CMC features (Lewin and Donner
2002, 35). However, this link is by no means straightforward. With regard to our Singaporean data, we thus expect fairly varied usage, depending on the type of CMC, the
social backgrounds of the contributors and the topics addressed.
1.2 The sociolinguistic situation in Singapore
The ethnic and linguistic make-up of Singapore is quite complex. The country now has
a population of about 5 million people (CIA 2013). According to the 2000 Census of
Population, about 77% of the population are ethnically Chinese, 14% Malay, 8% Indian and 1% of various other backgrounds, including Eurasians and Europeans (Wee
2008, 261). The main languages spoken in Singapore are Mandarin, Hokkien, Cantonese, Teochew, Malay, as well as its simplified variety Bazaar Malay, Tamil as well as
some other Dravidian languages, English and the local non-standard variety Singlish.
Of these, Mandarin, Malay, Tamil and English have official status. English is the language of the administration, law courts and education. In the school system, each child
is assigned one of the official 'mother tongues' based on ethnicity, which means that
Chinese children will study Mandarin as a second language, Malay children study Malay and Indian children study Tamil. The 'mother tongue' is not necessarily the child's
L1; in fact, a growing number of Singaporean children speak English as their L1, especially in families of high social status (Gupta 1998, 120). The use of Mandarin
among the ethnic Chinese has increased drastically over the past decades, supported by
the government's 'Speak Mandarin' campaign, which has led to an increased use of
Mandarin in many areas of public life, including multi-ethnic workplaces and the media. Since it is very difficult for non-Chinese children to learn Mandarin in school due
to the 'mother tongue' rule, a large percentage of the population is beginning to feel
marginalized and promotes the use of English as a pan-Singaporean language instead
(Gupta 1998, 122; Lim and Foley 2004, 5). The number of Singaporeans who speak
English customarily has risen steadily and dramatically since the 1970s. In fact, the
small percentage of people who do not know any English were generally born before
the 1950s (Gupta 1998, 121; Lim and Foley 2004, 6). It is difficult to pinpoint specific
domains for the languages spoken in Singapore. Basically, English can be spoken in
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any domain and may even be used in cultural or religious activities associated with
only one ethnic group (Gupta 1998, 123; Low and Brown 2005, 43). In contact with
administrative or educational authorities, English is generally the first choice if it is
available to both interlocutors. But the interplay of factors like age, social class, ethnicity, language proficiency and setting makes predictions of language choice very
difficult. In this context, it is also important to point out that English in Singapore
comprises different varieties and registers, including an exonormative standard, an
educated variety with a distinctive Singaporean accent and less formal varieties, including Singlish or Colloquial Singapore English.
In terms of language attitudes, most Singaporeans hold English in high esteem. Tay
(1982, 58) writes that the majority of the population strives to become at least bilingual in English and one other language. Standard English is regarded as useful in
terms of education, employment, economic development, inter-ethnic and international
communication. In terms of expressing Singaporean identity, closeness and belonging,
it is Singlish that takes the prize, despite the government's efforts to ban it (Gil 2003,
269).1 Mei (2001) reports on a survey, in which 68% of the respondents were inclined
to be positive about Singlish, stressing its role as a marker of Singaporean identity and
a "unifying force across ethnic boundaries and socio-economic groups" (Mei 2001,
44). However, Singlish is traditionally associated with informal spoken communication, among friends for example, but also common in inter-ethnic discourse with less
educated Singaporeans, such as taxi-drivers or food vendors (Low and Brown 2005,
35-43). It remains to be seen in which written domains it may be used in the future.
In terms of its linguistic features, Singlish has been classified as a 'creoloid' or 'semipidgin' (Gil 2003, 269-270; Lim and Foley 2004, 9) because it shows signs of massive
restructuring due to the influence of Malay and the various varieties of Chinese spoken
in Singapore. This is reflected by the absence of Standard English inflections (e.g. 3rd
person singular -s, past tense -ed, cf. Alsagoff and Ho 1998, 137-138; Wee and
Ansaldo 2004, 63-66; Fong 2004, 77-82), different options for the constructions of
passives, relative clauses and questions (cf. Alsagoff and Ho 1998, 145-151; Low and
Brown 2005, 93f., 101f., 107f.; Fong 2004, 97f.), differences in noun classification
and article use (cf. Alsagoff and Ho 1998, 143-145; Wee and Ansaldo 2004, 58-62) or
the occurrence of zero constituents, which will be discussed in section 3.2 below.
There is a large number of loanwords from the other languages spoken in Singapore
(cf. Wee 1998), most notably the discourse particles, which will be discussed in section 3.1. below. The pronunciation and intonation of Singlish are also very different
from international Standard English, which sometimes causes intelligibility problems
with non-Singaporean speakers of English (cf. Trudgill and Hannah 2002, 136f.; Low
and Brown 2005, 115-180).

1

The Speak Good English Movement (SGEM) launched by the Singaporean government in 2000
was designed to increase the use of Standard English by Singaporeans and ban Singlish from the
media (Gil 203, 269). For more information on the aims of the campaign, see the SGEM
homepage, especially the section Over the Years.
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The most comprehensive corpus of Singapore English to date is the Singaporean subcorpus of the International Corpus of English (ICE-SIN), which dates from the 1990s.
It consists of one million words, covering a large range of text types, such as conversations, speeches or lectures as well as private letters, student essays, academic writing
or fiction. The individual files consist of 2,000 words each. The largest part of the corpus is the section of private dialogues (S1A), consisting of face-to-face conversations
(180,000 words) and telephone conversations (20,000 words), both representing private informal spoken communication. A more detailed account of the ICE corpus design and mark-up can be found in Nelson (1996a, 1996b).
A Corpus of Singapore Weblogs (CSW) is presently being compiled at the University
of Trier. As a first step, 100 samples of 2,000 words from English-language personal
weblogs written by Singaporeans, matching the private dialogues of ICE-SIN in size,
were collected. These date from the years 2006-2010. The annotation is a simplified
version of the scheme used for the ICE corpora to allow comparability with the ICE
data without including information not necessary for the analysis (cf. Nelson 1996b).
All bloggers were asked to fill in consent forms for the inclusion of their material in
the corpus, in which they also provided information on their sociolinguistic background, e.g., on age group, gender, languages spoken at home, level of education or
longer stays abroad, as these factors may influence their linguistic choices. The contributors have a similar social profile to those in the corpus described by Lim and
Foley (2004, 12), which makes up a part of ICE-SIN S1A,2 but the lower age limit is
16 whereas the ICE corpora are restricted to speakers and writers age 18 and over
(Nelson 1996a, 28). Despite all efforts to compile a balanced weblog corpus with regard to age group and gender, the corpus is biased towards younger female bloggers.
Whether this is due to a higher percentage of younger females in the Singaporean weblog community or their willingness to answer our request to give their consent cannot
be resolved at the moment. The home languages spoken by the bloggers in the sample
are very much in line with the overall sociolinguistic situation as 96% of the respondents use (a variety of) English as one of their home languages. It is important to point
out that Mandarin (spoken at home by 87% of the informants) is often spoken in addition to another variety of Chinese, such as Hokkien or Cantonese. The number of Malay speakers (18%) is roughly in line with their representation in the overall population. The absence of Tamil as a home language is due to the on-going language shift of
the ethnic South Asians to English as their only language.
A further data set representing another type of CMC that has been compiled for the
present research is SGForums Chit Chat, which consists of 100,000 words of posts
from the chit chat forum on sgforums.com from the year 2010. In selecting the data
threads with short contributions without lengthy code-switches into Mandarin or copied and pasted texts were preferred. The chit chat forum cannot be considered as representative of discussion forums in general as it is particularly informal and interactive,
thus providing maximum contrast to the weblogs. Forum posts may exhibit a higher or
2

ICE-SIN itself does not include sociolinguistic background information.

COMPUTER-MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN SINGAPORE

389

lower degree of synchronicity, and from the dates and times given in the individual
posts, it becomes obvious that they often appear in very close temporal sequence. In
contrast to CSW, there is no information on contributors apart from that provided directly in the posts but in some contributions it can be inferred from the content that the
posters are young people, including teenagers (if it is not stated outright). It also becomes clear from the content that the participants of the forum are generally members
of the local community rather than members of the diaspora as the posts often refer to
locations and institutions in Singapore.
3.

Data analysis

The three sets of features selected (discourse particles, zero constituents and like in the
discourse marker and quotative functions) were analysed quantitatively in ICE-SIN
S1A, CSW and SGForums Chit Chat.3 The results are reported below. Frequencies
have been normalized to 100,000 words.
3.1 Discourse particles
The discourse particles, borrowed into Singlish from its contact languages (especially
Hokkien and Cantonese, see Lim 2007), are a salient feature of the variety, the common lah especially being indeed stereotypically Singlish. The particles analysed are
listed in Table 1 with their functions, based on three previous studies;4 examples are
given below.

3

4

In the case of zero constituents, which had to be identified by reading through the texts, the
analysis of ICE-SIN S1A and CSW was limited to 100,000 words (the first fifty texts in each
corpus were used). Otherwise, the complete data sets were used.
Different studies have provided somewhat different lists of the Singlish particles. Wee (2004)
lists all particles in Table 1 except ah, while Lim (2007) has all except huh. Gupta's (1992) list
of "pragmatic particles" (which she distinguishes from "non-pragmatic particles"), with three
functional groups as indicated in Table 1, comprises the complete set in Table 1 and two further
assertive particles, ge and na, which are mentioned by neither of the other two authors. Ge is not
attested in any of our three datasets. Na (spelled nuh or nah) occurs in ICE-SIN S1A and (very
rarely) SGForums Chit Chat but it is not always a discourse particle as it can also be equivalent
to no, for instance. In SGForum Chit Chat there are in fact no occurrences as a discourse particle. In ICE-SIN S1A most of the occurrences as a discourse particle are after words ending in
<n> or a consonant cluster that would normally be reduced to [n] in Singapore English, and correspond functionally to ah; examples where this is not the case were judged as strange by a Singaporean informant. Due to its uncertain status we have not included na as a separate particle.
Instances where it corresponds to ah are included in the count for that particle.
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Particles
most common spelling variant
in ICE-SIN
S1A/CSW/SGForums Chit
Chat (other variants attested in
brackets)
mah (ma)
what (wat, wah, wor, worh)
meh (merh)
leh (le, lei, ley, ler, lerh)
lah (la, lar)

lor (lo, loh)
hor
huh (hah, har, harh)
ah (ar, arh, uh, nah, nuh)

Functions
groups
(Gupta 1992)

contradictory
assertive

tentative

individual particles (Wee 2004/Lim 2007)

indicates obviousness
indicates obviousness and contradiction
indicates skepticism
indicates tentativeness
indicates speakers' mood/attitude and appeals to
addressee to accommodate this (two subtypes
with different intonation: one more persuasive, the
other more matter-of-fact)
indicates obviousness and resignation
elicits support
marks question
two subtypes with different intonation: one signals continuation and keeps interlocutors in contact or marks a question expecting agreement, the
other marks a question requiring a response

Table 1: Particles analysed
(1)

studying realli boring ma u oso knw rite? (SGForums Chit Chat)

(2)

But you get to create up to 6 avatars what. so why worry? Lol. (SGForums Chit Chat)

(3)

you think your hair very nice meh?! (CSW-088)

(4)

I dun know leh (Forum)

(5)

You watched too much drama already la LOL (SGForums Chit Chat)

(6)

usually i get the feeling i am theh one being used lo (SGForums Chit Chat)

(7)
(8)
(9)

basically, being a lady is not always a good thing la hor (CSW-088)
eeyer why the pictures all so small huh? sad max. (CSW-074)
A: They gave it to you ah
B: Ya this one ah it's not my tape (ICE-SIN S1A-069)

Figure 1: Overall frequency of discourse particles as listed in Table 1 (N/100,000 words)
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Figure 1 shows that the particles are a very frequent feature in ICE-SIN S1A and very
rare in CSW, with SGForums Chit Chat in between. Concerning the use of the different individual particles, Gupta (1992) identified three – what, lah and ah, i.e. one in
each group – as the most frequent, and our findings for individual particles (see Figure
2) confirm for spoken usage that these particles predominate compared to others in the
respective groups. In SGForums Chit Chat, in contrast, particle use is much more varied. To a certain extent, a tendency towards greater variation in the use of particles is
also evident in CSW, though this finding has to be treated with a bit of caution given
the low overall frequency of particles in this data set. The reasons for the different
relative frequencies of individual particles in the CMC compared to the spoken data
probably have to do with the communicative situation: First, as regards ah, which
makes up a lower share of the total of particles in both CMC data sets, one of its functions, namely that of signalling continuation and keeping interlocutors in contact, is
plainly more relevant to spoken than to written communication. Second, in the case of
the assertive particles, the use of a variety of functionally differentiated particles rather
than mainly lah may be useful to communicate, in the written medium, nuances of
pragmatic meaning which in the spoken medium could be conveyed by intonation
and/or kinesics. It is also possible that given the increased awareness of language production in the written medium the frequent use of a single particle would strike writers
as too repetitive.

Figure 2: Use of individual discourse particles in per cent of total

3.2 Zero constituents
Three types of zero constituents were analysed: zero copula, including omission of be
in progressives and going-to-futures (see examples 10 and 11), zero subject (see example 12) and zero object (see example 13); examples like (14), which exhibits zero
subject as well as zero copula, were put in a category of their own. Zero constituents of
these types are a typical feature of Singlish but in this case there is an overlap with
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general tendencies in spoken English: subject and copula omission are identified by
Biber et al. (1999, 1105) as one of the "constructional principles of spoken grammar".
Specifically subject omission has also been found previously in CMC (Lewin and
Donner 2002).5 Another context where it has been attested is diaries (Haegeman and
Ihsane 2001).6
(10) We _ so cool we play Donkey yo! (CSW-080)
(11) what _ they thinking behind that smile (SGForums Chit Chat)
(12) _ Makes me really angry. (SGForums Chit Chat)
(13) I also heard _ before. (SGForums Chit Chat)
(14) _ _ Not saying that a She-Man can't give good insights of what is going on in a woman's
mind (SGForums Chit Chat)

Figure 3: Frequency of zero constituents (N/100,000 words)

The results of the analysis of zero constituents, displayed in Figure 3, are noteworthy
in two respects. While, as in the case of the discourse particles analysed in 3.1, CSW
has the lowest frequency, zero subject and the combination of zero subject and zero
copula are comparatively not so infrequent in this corpus, and these two categories as
well as zero copula on its own are even more frequent in SGForums Chit Chat than in
ICE-SIN S1A. The fact that zero constituents are also a strategy of economy (cf. Androutsopoulos 2007)7 as well as diary style (in CSW) could play a role in these results.

5
6
7

The authors also mention omission of verbs but not specifically of be.
These authors' observations are based on fictional diaries in British English.
Cf. also Hård af Segerstad (2005) on syntactic reductions in SMS messages.
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3.3 Like
Like in its use as a discourse marker,8 as in example (15), and like combined with be as
a quotative (see example 16) are spoken language features that have not often been
investigated outside the context of varieties of English in the inner circle consisting of
the USA, Canada, Great Britain, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand.9 However, our
findings (Figure 4) show that like as a discourse marker is also common in spoken
English in Singapore. What is striking with regard to this feature is the marked contrast between ICE-SIN S1A and both of the CMC data sets, in which like as a discourse marker is about equally infrequent. Quotative be like, not common in any of the
data sets, even occurs with the lowest frequency in SGForums Chit Chat, where it is
restricted to the single example quoted here as (16).
(15) I was like very shocked like he really went to the room and take out stuff and like showed
us like eh (ICE-SIN S1A-097)
(16) no wonder, twice i kena deducted hugh amount of gold and points!!!! i was like
"wth….what did i do?" (SGForums Chit Chat)

Figure 4: Frequency of like (N/100,000 words)

4.

Summary, discussion and conclusion

Our findings are rather disparate in several ways. We have not only found major differences between the three data sets with regard to the overall use of spoken language
features, but each of the sets of features also varies across the three data sets in a
unique way. The following profiles emerge when the three data sets are considered in
relation to the three sets of features: As was to be expected, CSW shows the least use
8

9

Like in this function has also been referred to as a discourse particle but since in the literature on
Singapore English that term is often restricted to the particles analysed in 3.1 we use the term
discourse marker for like.
Mair (2009) and Höhn (2012), on quotative be like in Jamaican English, are notable exceptions.

394

DAGMAR DEUBER AND ANDREA SAND

of spoken language features. Additional aspects observed for this corpus are a tendency for the use of discourse particles to be somewhat more varied than in ICE-SIN
S1A, though this is not a strong finding in view of the low overall number of discourse
particles, as well as a comparatively high frequency of zero subject and the combination of zero subject and zero copula, perhaps partly as a result of a text type specific
style. Also as expected, ICE-SIN S1A is characterized by a rather or very high frequency of all features analysed. SGForums Chit Chat, meanwhile, has a quite special
profile. Discourse particles are not as frequent as in ICE-SIN S1A but far more frequent than in CSW. Even more so than in CSW and on much firmer grounds, we have
observed particle use in SGForums Chit Chat to be more varied than in ICE-SIN S1A,
where only three particles predominate. In contrast to discourse particles, like as a discourse marker and quotative be like are quite infrequent in SGForums Chit Chat,
though based on ICE-SIN S1A we are able to say that at least the former is a common
feature of spoken English in Singapore. Thus, it appears that the in-group and identity
function of Singlish rather than proximity to spoken language in general plays the
most important role in the context of SGForums Chit Chat. Yet although the SGForums Chit Chat contributors specifically opt to use Singlish features, the findings are
not clearly indicative of stylization as is so evident in the use of Jamaican Creole in
CMC. The discourse particles overall are not over-represented in comparison to informal spoken language use as various basilectal features are in the Corpus of CyberJamaican (Mair 2011), and if Singlish were stylized in SGForums Chit Chat one might
have expected the particles that predominate in speech, especially the stereotypical
lah, to be at least as dominant in SGForums Chit Chat, if not more so.
Overall our analysis has thus shown that each of the three data sets – ICE-SIN S1A,
CSW, SGForums Chit Chat – has a specific linguistic profile that makes it quite distinct from the others and that is influenced by the different communicative situations,
though it also has to be borne in mind that there is a time gap between ICE-SIN and
the two CMC data sets, and that the sociolinguistic profiles of the contributors in the
different corpora do not fully match in all respects, to the extent that we have access to
such information at all. We therefore support the argument that it is necessary to carefully distinguish between different types of CMC and their different uses.
A limitation of this paper is that we have been able to take only three sets of features
into account. In view of the diversity displayed by these in the analysis, an important
aspect for further studies will be to include a wider range of features. This would
throw further light on the nature of language use in CMC in Singapore and add more
to our understanding of the way these relate to spoken language use. In this way, we
would not only learn more about the nature of language use in CMC in one particular
context where a highly localized vernacular is a central feature of spoken language
use; further studies in this direction can also enhance a general understanding of the
ways in which spoken language features in general and vernaculars of this type in particular are transferred to and appropriated in CMC, which may actually be quite different in different contexts.
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CHRISTIAN MAIR (FREIBURG)
Corpus Approaches to the Vernacular Web: Post-Colonial
Diasporic Forums in West Africa and the Caribbean

The present contribution reports on research carried out since November 2011 in the
framework of the project 'Cyber-Creole': Jamaican Creole als Kontaktvarietät unter
den Bedingungen globalisierter und computergestützter Kommunikation funded by
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG MA 1652/9). The Cyber-Creole project is
complemented by 'RomWeb': Spanisch in den Anden und Französisch in Westafrika
als Kontaktvarietäten unter den Bedingungen globalisierter und computergestützter
Kommunikation (DFG PF 699/4), which is headed by Stefan Pfänder of the Department of Romance Languages and Literatures at the University of Freiburg. The two
projects both use data downloaded from web-based forums, employ identical strategies
of data collection and mark-up and have developed a shared search and analysis interface, NCAT (= Net Corpora Administration Tool). The two projects also share a similar general theoretical orientation, being motivated by an interest in how the new media impact on the spread of standard and non-standard varieties of European excolonial languages in conditions of economic, political, cultural and media globalisation. In this regard, their work is intended to make a substantial contribution to the
emerging research paradigm of the sociolinguistics of globalisation (Blommaert 2010,
Coupland, ed. 2010, Mair 2013, Mair and Pfänder (forthcoming)). The present brief
survey will introduce the theoretical stance the "English" branch of the project takes in
the context of contemporary World Englishes research (section 1). Building on this, I
will introduce the analytical tool-kit which we have developed to study computermediated communication (CMC) in the diasporas at the centre of our attention (section
2) and describe the sociolinguistic profile of the "Cyber-Jamaican" developed by one
such group (section 3). The conclusion (section 4) will summarise the most important
insights and outline perspectives for further work.
1.

Mobilising EWL Research: New Models for New Types of Data

The study of "varieties of English around the world", the "New Englishes" or "World
Englishes" emerged at the intersection of dialectology, sociolinguistics and historical
linguistics in the early 1980s and has been among the most vibrant sub-fields of English linguistics ever since. Pioneering works include Bailey and Görlach, eds. (1982)
or Trudgill and Hannah (1982), and the research tradition has achieved provisional
culmination recently through the publication of several major handbooks (Kachru,
Kachru and Nelson, eds. 2009, Kortmann and Schneider, eds. 2004).
Work in this tradition has generally been carried out under two self-imposed and not
unreasonable constraints. First, the focus was on the description of varieties of English, which were typically understood to be based in territorial speech communities
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and generally described as abstract and decontextualised linguistic systems through
listing their phonological, morphosyntactic, and lexical features. Questions of discourse, situated language use, or language ideologies held by speakers and outsiders,
on the other hand, tended to recede into the background. Second, EWL studies were
regarded as an essentially monolingual enterprise. Language contact was recognised as
a force in the emergence of the New Englishes to the extent that it left structural residues (e.g. substrate influences), but multilingual practices employed by individual
agents were usually not at the centre of attention. This is reflected, for example, in the
design of major corpora of the New Englishes, such as the International Corpus of
English (ICE), in which multilingual practices are not systematically targeted for collection and non-English passages, where they are included, are treated as extra-corpus
material for the purposes of the analysis.
Relying on these useful analytical simplifications, the "varieties"-approach served well
to document the linguistic legacy of colonialism, charting the typical course of development of new regional standard and non-standard varieties of the language (Schneider 2007). However, it is arguably less well suited to handle important uses of English
which have come to the fore in more recent globalisation, for example the role of English as a lingua franca in business and the media or in academia – which is well known
–, but also, to mention a more off-beat example, among African refugees in continental
Europe (see Goglia 2009 for a study of the function of English in multilingual repertoires developed by African asylum seekers in Italy).
In short: in addition to the more traditional fully fledged and territorially based varieties dominantly used in face-to-face interaction, the study of World Englishes increasingly has to reckon with global linguistic flows of deterritorialised vernacular resources, which come to the fore, for example, in digitally mediated communication,
where they are available for the fashioning of subcultural styles or ethnolinguistic repertoires (on the notion of repertoire, as opposed to variety or -lect, see Benor 2010 or
Sharma 2011). The more dominant English is globally, the more heterogeneous it becomes internally. The farther the language spreads, the more it is affected by the multilingual settings in which it is being used. "Natural" links between vernaculars and their
territories or primary communities of speakers are becoming weaker, as migrations
and media encourage the flow of linguistic resources. On such a view, the English language, the undisputed world language of the present era, is not an amalgam of separate
varieties, each with its own history and each captured by listing its phonological,
morphosyntactic, and lexical properties. Rather, English is a pool of standard and
nonstandard resources of varying and fuzzy regional and temporal reach. Following
the lead of sociolinguists such as Eckert (2008) and Blommaert (2005, 2010) or linguistic anthropologists such as Silverstein (2003), we should aim to add a focus on
social styles in interaction to our traditional concerns with sounds, words, and constructions.
A world which is marked by criss-crossing global currents of migration of historically
unparalleled intensity and an increasingly all-encompassing global mediascape (Appadurai 1996) provides a linguistic ecology in which, at least in principle, all Englishes
are everywhere. However, this does not mean that the world will therefore become a
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more homogeneous, Anglophone communicative space. To appreciate this, it is sufficient to look at major metropolitan centres in the English-speaking world, such as
London, New York, Sydney or Toronto, which have long been or have recently developed into hot spots of urban multilingualism. Multilingualism will persist, if in a hierarchically layered structure which de Swaan (2002, 2010) has described as the World
Language System. As for English itself, the heightened profile of many previously
marginal and non-standard varieties in the public sphere and in the media does not betoken across-the-board de-standardisation and the emergence of an egalitarian polyphony of voices. Unequal relationships and restricted access to linguistic resources persist within the community of monolingual and multilingual users of English, as they
do in the world at large.
In sum, the aim must be to mobilise the study of World Englishes and make it part of a
"sociolinguistics of mobile resources and not of immobile languages" (Blommaert
2010, 180). As Blommaert explains:
The shift from language to resources is crucial in all of this. […] The consequences of that shift,
however, are not yet deeply understood. We must, for instance, accept that abandoning a structural notion of language (a linguists' construct, as we know) compels us to replace it by an ethnographic concept such as voice, which embodies the experiential and practice dimensions of
language and which refers to the way in which people actually deploy their resources in communicative practice. (2010, 180)

The term super-diversity (Vertovec 2007) has been coined to mark the transition from
patterns of multilingual and multicultural urban life that dominated until the last third
of the twentieth century to a more recent situation, encountered particularly in the
world's global cities (Sassen 1994), in which ethnic and linguistic ties have become
more diverse and also more unstable. Alongside the global city, the global media, in
particular the World Wide Web, has become a second site of super-diversity. The web
is becoming more multilingual (Dor 2004, Danet and Herring, eds. 2007), and, as far
as English itself is concerned, more multidialectal. In the anonymous, protean and apparently unbounded spaces opened up by the participatory digital media, nonstandard
and vernacular linguistic resources assume enormous importance for linguistic selfstyling. In the absence of other clues, people become intensely aware of linguistic difference and variation, and it would be surprising indeed if a more extended passive
knowledge of variation in World English were to remain the only sociolinguistic consequence of this new situation.
2.

Web-Based Communities of Practice and the Emergence of Visual and
Digital Ethnolinguistic Repertoires

The three digitally based diasporic communities of practice which are the focus of the
present research are the contributors to www.jamiacans.com, www.nairaland.com and
www.cameroon-info.net, three web forums centred around former African and Caribbean colonies of the British (and, in the case of Cameroon, also of the French) colonial
empire. In addition, all three forums can be described as diasporic, as one of their main
purposes seems to be to provide platforms for communication among Jamaican, Nigerian and Cameroonian residents, globally dispersed migrant communities originating
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from these three nations and a very heterogeneous group of additional individuals displaying various kinds of interest or involvement in these three communities. The forums were selected from among a number of alternatives because of the large amount
of material available for inspection and subsequent download from the web, because
of the diversity of the contributors and the multifarious nature of the topics which are
being discussed, which distinguishes them from single-issue forums devoted to specific topics such as, for example, reggae or dancehall music. In order to create a fixed
and finite database and a stable corpus-linguistic working environment, the forum data
were stored offline in autumn 2008, yielding the following large corpora corresponding to the respective sites.
•

Corpus of "Cyber-Jamaican" (CCJ) (Å www.jamaicans.com)
2128 members, 252 015 posts, 16.9 millions tokens, 2000-2008

•

Corpus of "Cyber-Nigerian" (CCN) (Å www.nairaland.com)
11718 members, 244 048 posts, 17.3 millions tokens, 2005-2008

•

Corpus of "Cyber-Cameroonian" (CCC) (Å www.cameroon-info.net)
3140 members, 179 563 posts, 22.1 millions tokens, 2000-2008

These three forums and, by implication, the three corpora which document their linguistic practices represent three different post-colonial sociolinguistic constellations.
CCJ, the Jamaican diasporic corpus, is written in English and Jamaican Creole (in this
quantitative and hierarchical order), with the two languages frequently blending into
each other in ways which are interestingly different from the creole-English continuum
encountered on the ground in Jamaica itself. The term Cyber-Jamaican can thus be
understood fairly literally as a designation of the linguistic repertoire shared by the
participants. English is the dominant language also in the Nigerian CCN. Nigeria's and
Nigerians' intense multilingualism, however, forbids a similarly literal understanding
of the term Cyber-Nigerian. Cyber-Nigerian comprises many sub-repertoires which are
not necessarily accessible to all participants. Chief among them is Nigerian Pidgin, but
the country's major indigenous languages, such as Yoruba, Igbo and Hausa, also play
some role, as do nonstandard forms of English not directly related to Nigeria, such as
African American Vernacular English, introduced into the forum by Nigerian emigrants to the US and their US-born descendants. The special feature of the Cameroonian corpus is that while it has less input from indigenous languages except for the
local variety of West African Pidgin and locally developed urban slang of the Camfranglais type, it features two European ex-colonial languages, namely French and
English.
In addition to concordancing, NCAT, the search and analysis interface developed for
the project, helps us visualise sociodemographic characteristics of the contributors.
Our goal is to "place" our communities in the apparently boundless cyber-space and,
ultimately, to write the linguistic geography of this new communicative habitat. A very
simple visualisation is based on identifying the geo-location of key contributors to the
forums on a map and representing the amount of language produced by them by circles
of varying diameter. Figures 1a to one 1c below show that the three forums investigated cast their cyber-spatial anchors in real-word geography quite differently.
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Figure 1a: www.jamaicans.com / CCJ: regional spread and intensity of activity of 480 core participants localised at city level

Figure 1b: www.nairaland.com / CCN: regional spread and intensity of activity of 630 core participants localised at city level

Figure 1c: www.cameroon-info.net / CCC: regional spread and intensity of activity of 1000 core
participants localised at city level
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The forum which represents the most clearly post-colonial constellation is the Cameroonian one. It comprises a sizable community of contributors resident in Cameroon;
the biggest single focus of activity, however, is Paris, the dominant colonial metropolis,
with London, the secondary metropolis for the minority "Anglophone" regions of the
country, making a modest showing only. The post-colonial shadows of empire are
much less evident in the constellations represented in 1a and 1b, which show West
Africa and the Caribbean in conditions of globalisation. Nigeria, Africa's demographic
giant, is an expected major focus of activity in the Nigerian forum, rivalled only by
London, the former colonial metropolis. Strong additional focuses of activity, such as
the United Arab Emirates in the Gulf, Toronto or several immigrant destinations in the
US, could not have been predicted by the colonial historical experience but are the result of more recent currents of migration promoted by globalisation. In contrast to the
Nigerian forum, the Jamaican one is characterised by a relatively weaker position of
the home island itself and a fading importance of London, the colonial metropolis, in
comparison to the more recent immigrant destinations for Jamaicans in the US and
Canada.
3.

Cyber-Jamaican between Transcription and Evocation:
From the Oral to the Visual Vernacular in three Stages

As in many other genres of CMC, non-standard spellings and vernacular literary practices are very prominent in our post-colonial forum data, as well, as I will illustrate
with examples from the Corpus of Cyber-Jamaican here. In our work, we do not see
spelling primarily as a technique for the visual representation of the sound of a dialect
or other non-standard variety, but as much more, namely a partly autonomous semiotic
resource germane to the new medium of digital writing and hence as a form of social
action (Sebba 2007; Jaffe, Androutsopoulos and Sebba, eds. 2012). Thus, the attempted mimetic representation of "genuine" or "authentic" island Creole, as illustrated in example (1) below, is merely the simplest case in a wide range of spelling
practices we are encountering:
(1)

Satdeh time...braps, beef soup done, seh shi neva go a college fi bwile no yam. One
mawnin mi a hat up little mackrel an some pepper an shi tell mi seh mi a tink up di house.
[Saturday(s) – there you have it! – the beef soup is ready, and she says she didn't go to
college to cook yams. One morning, I am heating up a little mackerel and some peppers
and she tells me that I am stinking up the house]

This qualifies as a reasonably realistic transcription of Jamaican Creole within the
confines of the 26 letters of the Roman alphabet and the conventions of English-based
"grassroots" spelling of Jamaican Creole. The text would sound natural if read aloud
by a competent speaker.
The majority of Creole or Creole-influenced passages in the corpus, however, are evocations rather than realistic transcriptions. This means that they aim to style an authentic Jamaican Creole voice which must be convincing first and foremost on the visual
plane of the digital medium and not necessarily in live pronunciation.
(2)

so what mi can use fi clean gems, stones, diamonds, etc?? mi have de silver/gold cleaning
solution but it nuh seem fi do nutten fi de stone dem..sometimes it look wussa dan when
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it went in. mi read up pon de net an some sites say use dish washing liquid..others say
that's a big no no. what unu use clean unu stones? would it be better fimi carry it go a
jeweler?? how much dat would cost?
[so what can I use to clean gems, stones, diamonds, etc.? I have the silver/gold cleaning
solution but it does not seem to do anything for the stones … sometimes it looks worse
than when it went in. I read up on the net and some sites say 'use dish washing liquid' …
others say that's a big no no. What do you use to clean your stones? Would it be better for
me to take it to the jeweller's?]

This passage does not make sense in terms of the creole-English continuum of face-toface interaction in contemporary Jamaica, as it combines a very high frequency of
(sometimes very) basilectal features (infinitival marker fi, pluralisation with -dem, 2nd
person plural pronoun unu, serial verb construction carry … go – here printed in bold)
with a high incidence of acrolectal ones (e.g. inflected plurals, went, conditional would
– here printed in italics). It is therefore difficult to imagine it being read out aloud, nor
is it likely that the author intended it to be read out aloud when composing it. The text
should not be seen as a variety of Jamaican English or Jamaican Creole – a standard by
which it would be inauthentic –, but as a use of Jamaican Creole linguistic resources
appropriate to the digital medium. At this level, basilectal features of Jamaican Creole
are no longer socially stigmatised alternatives to their more prestigious informalmesolectal or standard-acrolectal variants. The rules of the sociolinguistic game have
changed in a digital community of practice which our sociodemographic investigations
have shown to be dominated by professional women: selected elements of the basilect
have become visual markers of in-group status in the diaspora and function as contextualisation cues in new ways in the new digital communicative environment.
Jamaican Creole has a phonemic spelling system, the so-called Cassidy-LePage orthography, which is widely practiced among linguists and propagated by the Jamaican
Language Unit of the University of the West Indies, but has not been able to replace
widely established spellings based on Standard English orthography. The example just
discussed largely conforms to these conventionalised non-standard ad hoc spellings for
Jamaican Creole (referred to as "grassroots" spelling above), which also represent the
communal baseline among the forum participants. There are, however, more consciously experimental and idiosyncratic approaches, such as the following, which emphasises the autonomous visual dimensions of Cyber-Jamaican:
(3)

oww manee peeps inn dem caribbean household versus mzungu oousehold. iff itt tekk
two ar more caribbean wage earnas wukkinn more owa dan mzungu fi mekk more dan
mzungu oousehold widd less peeps wat iss da artikkle seyinn bout da caribbean peeps
qualitee aff life
[How many people are there in those Caribbean households versus white people's households? If it takes two or more Caribbean wage earners working more hours than white
people to make more than a white household with fewer people what is the article saying
about the Caribbean people's quality of life?]

As the English gloss makes clear, we are dealing with a relexified version of a fairly
typical written English complex sentence here. There is the occasional grammatical
creolism (e.g. fi mekk, uninflected noun in plural reference in owa / hours), but the majority of the grammatical constructions fully conform to the Standard English pattern.
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The alienation effect produced on the reader is primarily visual. Unusual grapheme
combinations such as <ww> in oww / how have no conceivable phonetic correlate. The
<kk> spellings might be taken to signify shortness of the preceding vowel in mekk, but
are clearly redundant in this function in artikkle. The spelling <ff> in aff / of, in suggesting voicelessness, explicitly contravenes the actual pronunciation. With some
stretch of the imagination, example (2) could have been characterised as a consciously
"anti-formal" usage in the Jamaican context in the sense of Allsopp (1996). Allsopp
distinguishes "informal" use of (mostly mesolectal) creolisms, which is the norm in
spoken Caribbean Englishes in private and informal contexts even among educated
speakers, from a more salient type of anti-formal use (of often basilectal features),
which he defines as "[d]eliberately rejecting Formalness; consciously familiar and intimate; part of a wide range from close and friendly through jocular to coarse and vulgar; any Creolized or Creole form or structure surviving or conveniently borrowed to
suit context or situation. When such items are used an absence or a wilful closing of
social distance is signalled. Such forms survive profusely in folk-proverbs and sayings,
and are widely written with conjectural spellings in attempts at realistic representations of folk-speech in Caribbean literature." (Allsopp 1996, lvii)
Example (3), finally, though obviously making use of selected creolisms, does not instantiate any variety of Jamaican English or Jamaican Creole in a straightforward
sense. It draws on many linguistic resources available to a member of the Jamaican
diaspora resident in the United States: for example the originally US slang abbreviation peeps which has more recently become a feature of global "Netspeak" or, somewhat more unexpectedly, the word mzungu, originally a Kiswahili term for "European"
or "foreigner", but now widely current as a slightly derogatory reference to white people in Southern and Eastern Africa. As the user who produced this text is a high-profile
contributor to the forum, some of his idiosyncracies can be shown to have spread
among other participants, as well.
4.

Conclusion

Research on the language of CMC is indebted to several traditions. Pioneering early
studies aimed to characterise the language of the internet as a whole, for example as
Netspeak (cf. e.g. Crystal 2001 [2nd ed. 2006]). This has been and will continue to be
useful up to a point, but clearly fails to address the results of the one internet trend
which is probably most interesting to study for linguists at the moment, namely the
increasingly multilingual, multi-dialectal and multi-modal nature of the World-Wide
Web (e.g. Danet and Herring, eds. 2007). Another influential tradition has been the
discourse-analytical one, which – among other things – has been preoccupied with
CMC as a hybrid form of discourse combining features of orality and literacy (e.g.
Baron 2008). In sociolinguistics, linguistic variation on the web attracted little attention as long as the focus of research was on the spontaneous use of the vernacular in
face-to-face interaction. This has certainly changed, however, in more recent qualitative and interactional approaches, which are more suited to the investigation of vernacular performances and conscious styling (cf. e.g. Androutsopoulos, ed. 2006;
Squires 2010).

CORPUS APPROACHES TO THE VERNACULAR WEB
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With research that is situated at the intersection of corpus linguistics, World Englishes
studies and the discourse analysis of CMC, the present paper has aimed at integrating
these traditions, making two important points. First, an analysis of non-standard
spelling (using the Jamaican material as a study example) has shown that the task facing the investigator is not to scour the web for faithfully rendered transcriptions of
spoken non-standard language (Jamaican Creole, in our case), but to study the ways in
which non-standard linguistic resources of various and occasionally unexpected origin
are combined by diasporic communities of practice in order to fashion their own
ethnolinguistic repertoires suitable to the digital medium. In this sense, Cyber-Jamaican, Cyber-Nigerian and Cyber-Cameroonian are not cut off from the sociolinguistic
orders prevailing on the ground, but the digital medium certainly makes possible partial autonomy – most obviously in the substitution of the visual expressiveness of
spelling for accent and prosody, but also in the generally different assignation of sociolinguistic prestige and stigma to the "same" linguistic feature online and off-line, as
was seen in the discussion of the examples in section 3 above and as is demonstrated
more extensively and systematically in Mair (2011), Mair and Lacoste (2012), and
Moll (forthcoming). Second, the present paper is a plea for the compilation of webbased CMC corpora. Searching the web directly will of course get us to the passages
we have analysed for as long as they remain archived by the forum moderators, and
interesting data will continue to accumulate under our very eyes. However, we still
need to "freeze" the data into a corpus through download because this is the only way
to ensure that the results of the studies remain replicable and different quantitative and
qualitative-interactional explorations of the material undertaken at different times actually build up into a coherent over-all analysis. Also, readily available strategies for
searching the web directly are not usually sophisticated enough to fully satisfy the (socio)linguist. As was shown, offline corpora and NCAT, a customised search and visualisation tool, were necessary to draw the maps of cyber-space represented in Figures
1a to 1c above. If the offline CMC corpora derived from the Web are large enough for
the task at hand, as they are in the Cyber-Creole and RomWeb projects, these advantages outweigh their one disadvantage, which is the fact they cannot document the
most recent developments in CMC practices emerging post-download.
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