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ON ROMANIAN TOPICALITY: CARAGIALE AND THE 
DISTRUSTFUL CITIZEN 

 
 

 Ana Maria Munteanu1 
 
 

Abstract: If the current crisis is in large part a cultural crisis what is the role of 
culture in an attempt to stimulate a step further of Europe, repairing and following the path 
of sustainability? The classical texts, a gift, a cultural legacy of the past that you can take 
or refuse, are not immobile assets or a trap of the past, but, paradoxically, agents of an 
active movement between freedom and responsibility and from a rich subjectivity to an 
exteriority framed by the symbolic figure of the community, which a text itself can take or 
refuse, in order to renew in different contexts, to update and become universal. The result 
could be defined as a change in the distance between the text, “the ideal spectator”, and 
the networks of human and nonhuman actors that contribute to its circulation, to the 
encoding/decoding in the discourse, producing a variation of sense, a process that reveals 
the ties that connect texts, individuals, and societies during cultural cycles at different 
levels of space and complexity. The vivid sensation that Caragiale’s dramatic world is 
similar to an “augmented reality” (an intense virtual-and-real exchange), generating a 
dynamic information,  breaks out of  fiction to enter and disseminate in the new realities of 
the present times, relating  to the capacity of the classical text to connect worlds, contexts 
and societies, to overcome the deep crisis that we face. Currently visiting Caragiale’s 
models of urban space and sociability, or of distorted  public life, raises the awareness – 
throughout the carousel mechanism of the comical – of a false movement of the 
establishment, enables us to understand why his work continues to be a valuable source of 
substantial knowledge, rewarding us with the return of laugh and irony as place of 
wellbeing and a retrieved community. 

 
Key words: text, performance, performative, socio-cultural cycle, crisis, 

sustainability, community 
 

The theatre is a constructive art whose material is offered by people’s 
conflicts rooted in their nature and passions.The elements to work 
with are the real and the immediate impersonations of these conflicts2. 
Ion Luca Caragiale,“Oare teatrul este literatură?”, Epoca, 8 Aug.1897 

 
Introduction                                                                                                                             
 
In Romania of the last two decades references to Caragiale in the public sphere 
have been frequent; Caragiale is called, imitated and used as a cliché in various 
genres and media formats, and his recurrence in the various types of moments and 

                                                 
1  Ovidius University Constanța, Romania. 
2 Translation mine. In original:”Teatrul este o artă constructivă, al cărei material sunt 
conflictele ivite între oameni din cauza caracterelor și patimilor lor. Elementele cu care 
lucrează sunt chiar arătările vii și imediate ale acestor conflict”.    
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situations of transition defies simplistic explanations. Speculating on the old circuit 
of the note, of the compromising image, of the private telephone conversation, or 
of the mailbox content, media agendas revolve around the extramarital 
“businesses” of political leaders offered to a wide audience in the pages of a 
worldwide tabloid press. We live intensely a multiplication of scenes of chaos and 
betrayal, at both central and local levels, of migration from one party to another 
and of intensification of the struggle for power. We go through an acute crisis of 
free speech which discursive excess falsifies, distorts, caricatures, so that the line 
between Caragiale’s age and the current one, between his world and our world, 
between stage and life becomes illegible. The mimetic multiplication of images and 
formats passionately debating any topic at any time of day or night can be a 
problem in terms of the theatrical art concerned to preserve its dialogical nature 
threatened by the endless stream of cheap material, the product of a compromise 
between political communicators, journalists, public intellectuals, moderators, 
entertainers and audiences. So the fluid and active manner in which the work is 
inserted and reconfirmed today on various scenes in different times and contexts of 
Caragiale’s jubilee year (one hundred years since his death) may have a deeper 
meaning that will be deciphered from the perspective of the anthropology of 
modern societies.  

Why are activities involving the representation and performance of his 
plays essential to the cultural system, for the network of exchanges which 
maintains and develops cultural identification? Why do these activities generate 
such a force? What special tools for understanding the overthrown mechanisms of 
public policy and degradation of behavior can be identified and how do they act? 

 
The meaning of topicality and the topicality of the classics  

 
In trying to understand the importance of the influence of Shakespeare’s works in 
the evolution of Peter Brook's directorial approach, George Banu reaches four 
generic attributes of the writing in Shakespeare's dramatic work - ambiguity 
anistoricity, anonymity, accessibility, to which could be added logics indifferent to 
context3, these features explaining why it remains topically valid. The explanatory 
value of this model seems to be more general4, and can be extended to an 
exploration of the conditions under which the work of a classic is reconfirmed at 
spatial and temporal scales which are larger than the age or the framework of the 
collection of texts or of the set of features which identifies an era and a culture5, 

                                                 
3 George Banu, Peter Brook Spre teatrul formelor simple, Polirom, 2003, p.10. 
4 In the latter half of the 20th century, especially after the youth movements in 1968, the 
moment for a reevaluation of the social conventions of the previous age as a means of 
rethinking the fundamental values of modernity, the relationship between the cultural 
heritage and theatrical innovation.  
5 Lotman defines culture as a collection of texts, (in Lotman, Iuri,M., Studii de tipologie a 
culturii, Ed. Univers, 1964). However, texts, in his view, are not static collections but films 
at the surface of the living world. In order to explain the transfers of energy generated by 
signs Lotman resorts to Vernadski’s argumet: “All life’s aggregates are interconnected. One 
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and that is the system of signification (code)6 which defines a society, offering 
clues about how this is universalized and takes on new meanings, generating new 
sizes, shapes, genres, backgrounds, experiences and practices, a text being a galaxy 
of meanings, space, energy and flux. Beyond being a signifying network, having a 
subject and an object, writing and publishing in the textual world of culture, theater 
text was placed in relation to the concept of performance and of communitas by 
Victor Turner and Richard Schechner7. Turner moves the focus from text to 
theatrical performance without considering the theatrical text a program and 
recognizing the quality of “in-between” genre alongside cinema and quality 
journalism, having the power to undermine the certainties of an ancien régime8. 
Without liminality, the program will reproduce a standard which will reify a field, 
blocking its creativity, while liminality opens the possibility for alternatives as a 
way to actively search for new forms of life. 

Liminality is ambivalent, beneficial through the metaphors mobilizing the 
group, and full of pitfalls, individuals and groups being sometimes unable to go out 
of the phantasmal betwixt or in between state to get access to new identities rooted 
in existential openings. He stresses through the emphasis on drama, performance, 
symbolism, the need to limit the influence of patterns, rules, structures, liminality 
being a state of antistructure, of suspension of taboos and rules which order and 
prohibit. In Drama, Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society, 
Turner assigns societies the capacity to reach a balance oscillating between the two 
poles, structure and antistructure, through their cyclical form through which either 
liminality or norm are installed within cultural practices9. For Schechner text life 

                                                                                                                            
cannot live without the other. This interconnection between the variety of living films and 
living agregates form a system through which terra is looking for its balance at geological 
scale.” (Vernadsky1960, p. 101, in Lotman, On the Semiosphere, trans. by Wilma Clarck, 
Sign Systems Studies 33.1, 2005, http://www.ut.ee/SOSE/sss/Lotman331.pdf).                          
6 Clifford Geertz, in The Interpretation of  Cultures (1973), considers anthropology an 
interpretative discipline, thus definig culture does not mean explaining it but interpreting. 
„Believing together with Max Weber that man is an animal suspended in a network of 
significations created by himself means … building its social expression at its enigmatic 
surface. I define culture as this network of symbols.” (Geertz, C., The Interpretation of 
Culture, Selected Essays, Basic, New York, 1973, p. 5 and 30). 
7 Victor Turner şi Richard Schechner. 
8 Caragiale expresses this idea in 18968.  „A work of art is a being...”; the correct question 
is not how long it will last [”Cât timp va rămânea?”] but if it is alive, topical [”..opera 
aceasta viează?”] (I. L. Caragiale, Câteva păreri, 1896, in Opere, volumul 4 – Publicistică, 
Editura Pentru Literatură, Bucureşti, 1965, p. 32). 
 http://ro.wikisource.org/wiki/C%C3%A2teva_p%C4%83reri. 
9 Turner, Victor, “Drama, passage, action, process, are key words in the titles and essays in 
the volum. This tries to prove and describe the manner in which social actions of diverse 
types are arranged through the metaphors and paradigms in actors’ minds as a result of 
explicit learning and implicit generalization in the framework of social experience. In the 
circumstances, very intensely – crises, disasters, etc. – generate new forms, disconnected 
from the previous experience, this being a creation of new metaphors and paradigms which 
are part of the historical heritage of the previous ages.” (Drama, Fields, and Metaphors: 
Symbolic Action in Human Society, Cornell University Press, New York, 1974, p.14- 17). 



10 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

,  
20

13
 

does not match the identity derived from the author. He considers performance as 
extended to all manifestations of human life while the performative approach of 
various artifacts - texts, plastic works, films and so on, refer to actions, speech acts, 
behaviors - and this approach “is necessarily intercultural because no group is 
completely isolated from the others” 10. In an extended analysis, Peter and Percival 
Goodman define the concept of communitas as “three possible types of societies: 
those focused on consumption, those centered on creative and artistic purposes and 
those that maximize human freedom”. Closer to the stake of our analysis is the 
definition given by Roberto Esposito. He moves away from traditional definitions - 
community (Gemeinschaft) as distinct from society (Gesellschaft), with Tőnnies, 
the proximity of an essence - and with Max Weber, the sense of solidarity, 
comunalization of social relations and of a system of belonging, and affiliation. 
Instead, Esposito proposes an “exit from the dialectics” and implicitely from the 
area of political philosophy, opting for a hermeneutic framework, an approach 
which leads him towards three directions. The first lies in the opposition 
public/private. The second is of obligation, formalization, office, service. The third, 
more problematic, derives from the relationship between gift and exchange (give 
and take), the obligation to give something in return for what you get as a gift, but 
also includes the possibility to offer a service or not, but we can look at as a form 
of freedom that the text introduces in the social relationship. In this way, the 
philosopher’s option to reject the symbolical figure of belonging that dominates the 
thinking of the concept of communitas becomes heuristic. 

 
Community is not a body or a corporation in which individuals reflect 
each other, reflecting their original identity; there is no collective 
connection that occurs at a certain moment to connect what else is 
separate. Community is not a way of being, or becoming, a way to produce 
the subject. It is nor subject multiplication neither its expansion, but the 
exposure of the subject to what interrupts closure and returns something 
closed in itself from the inside out. It is a dizziness, a spasm, a syncope in 
the continuity of the subject as a system closed towards itself11. 

 
Defining the field of freedom and preserving the subject's position in the 
community, Esposito maintains the possibility to analyze community formation 
against the background of modern societies’ anthropology maintaining the acting 

                                                 
10 Schechner develops Turner’s schemas, starting from the concept of limen (treshold), 
differentiating between liminal, which includes “the communication of the sacred” and 
“ludic reconfiguration” and the reversal of “cultural material”, and liminoid, which refers to 
voluntary activities (for ex. free time activities, art exhibitions, films, the press, etc.), unlike 
luminal, which  is a manner of integration, of “receiving” an experience which is an 
intermediary process, a foreword movement with the help of symbolic force understood as 
a movement across the limen, from separtion (closed interiority) to reagregation 
(communitas), fig.5.9.în Schechner, R., Performance Studies, An Introduction, Routledge, 
New York, 2002, p. 61. 
11 Esposito, Roberto 2010, p. 6. 
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quality of the subject as essential through his innovative contribution to culture. So, 
the classical text, a gift, a cultural heritage of the past, you can receive or reject, is 
paradoxically agent – and not passive inventory, or trap of the past - of the 
movement between obligation and freedom, and from an interiority rich in 
virtualizations towards an exteriority framed by the symbolical figure of the 
belonging to which it is offered, but it is also refused in order to generalize and 
renew. It keeps both the possibility of a subjective retreat, the freedom to choose to 
participate or not in the exchange of meaning and an interactional game and that of 
an opening to the outside and a possible camping within a stereotype. Finally, 
preserving the quality of the subject (the subject position with Foucault) involves 
assuming an exchange relationship with all the implications, including conflict, 
choice, crisis, abandonment, failure, forgetfulness, so that the movement should be 
seen in both directions, opening or/and interruption of the flow (life/death, 
freedom/dependence, ritualistic/ innovative etc), keeping the idea of gift, of doubt, 
search, patterns defeat, free violence and vulgarity. On the other hand, Deleuze and 
Guattari speak of a fundamental multiplicity of the text, of a paradigm shift  the 
perspective of multiplicity has to replace the binary one based on oppositions 
inspired by the language model and of the need of methodological innovation12. 
 
Caragiale’s gift  
 
Caragiale's era is marked by the change of direction towards the West which the 
forty-eight movement imprinted on Romania's modern history and which finds in 
politics accelerating brake of economic and cultural empowerment: “politics ... has 
become today's modern world soul; the target of broad trends in literature that 
formulate and spread ideas, and industry advancement, which combines, organizes, 
produces and spreads. Politics is the powerful movement that stirs all the thinking 
and the whole idea. From it stem all the waves of theories, projects, systems 
constantly knocking on public opinion and pushing the work of the crowd on new 
ways” (Kogalniceanu)13. The evolution of Romanian theater in the modern 
institutional framework reflects a critical intellectual mobilization with the centre 
on how the society of the age evolves in time in Western modernity, as an agent of 
the modernization process, of an awareness of the sense of necessity and a 
tendency to move. Understanding today Caragiale's work requires an overview, a 
script of block reading of the stories, moments, plays. The system of texts reveals a 
world and its mechanism, the Dâmboviţa version of modernity marked by 
permanent agitation, (im) predictable reversals of situation that defy common sense 
and whose outer cause, dictated by the imagined center, but whose real effect 
pushes to the ridiculous the obsession masks and characters filled with conspiracy 
and fear of betrayal. The schemes and political mismanagement offer minor 
politics packaged in phrases bearing emptiness and the agony of meaning. Large, 

                                                 
12 Deleuze, Gilles , Felix Guattari, 1987, Thousand Plateaus, University of Minneapolis 
Press, 1987, tr.Brian Massumi. 
13 Kogălniceanu, Mihail, 1987, p. 654. 
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small, or medium, the groups of so-called esteemed and honourable men 
incessantly haress each other; gaps are short, passionate, pedagogical or 
philosophical. The gaze concentrates all knowledge of senses becomimg the 
dominant perspective, a monitoring device, one of alignment and removed from an 
invisible centre holding political or business ties or deliberately entangling threads. 
In the additive reflection of scenes, the author-character, observer and observed, 
adds value, detail, irony or self-irony - by taking a complicity with the reader-
spectator, with one or another of the characters, initiate a game of discovery, of 
guessing what is under appearances, therefore, as it has been said, Caragiale is a 
Socrates, maybe a modern pseudo-Candide deliberately ignoring the enormity of 
the world (the art of deceiving others, cynicism, versatility) that it theatrically 
animates and increases, strategically placing in the critical point and ironically at 
the same time between the observation of immediacy and the immediacy of the 
performance demonstration. The topicality of Caragiale’s world is an effect of 
meaning produced by a network of invariants, a setting that adjusts theatrical, 
media and concrete occurences; it makes the game and decides the moves in the 
virtual space populated by politicians, ladies, mistresses, state officials, merchants 
and scammers, as permutations of one modernity to another. A “chain rule” seems 
to link Romanian topicality with the world portrayed by him, as an inevitable 
neighbourhood.  

Then and now the wealth or family budget relies on public funds ; 
democracy is strengthened with the stick, continuing today with the water cannon, 
tear gas, etc. ... The ingenuity of the confused citizen, drunk by the potions of the 
new critical politico-media language is the only source of development of the plot 
of a salon (studio) or another, in the old houses or in the new ones, in an 
association or a party, in a train (station) or another, wherever they spend a 
funny/sensational event - murder, suicide, divorce, a lost note or pet, etc... Words, 
although affected by wear, are alive, coming and going, circular moving in spaces 
of conversation, in newspapers pages, on social platforms, at television, working as 
a specular machine to convert diverse contexts into a “local-focus theatre”14 of 
“reality”. The conversational multiple is adjusted by a variational principle. Efimiţa 
and Veta can be placed on the same axis, but in temporal regression. The same 
practical spirit is doubled by routine, the same empty and complacent love is 
connected to the bedroom and bed. Chiriac is only one aspect of Master 
Dumitrache’s youth, while Leonida's philosophy configures Rică Venturiano’s 
speech. The gallery made up of Tipătescu, Caţavencu Trahanache is 
enthusiastically projected onto the political actors after the 90s.   

Victor Turner -treats performance and play “as if”. Within the context of  
the performance, the imaginary becomes reality, and “as if” is equivalent to “is”. 
Our capacity to distinguish between  levels of reality (visible-hidden, real-virtual)  

                                                 
14  The performance theory is based on two models, the web and the fan. The fan-model 
approaches performance as a process organized by conventions and categories, while the 
web-model emphasizes  the dynamics of interchanges and interconnections (R.Schechner, 
Six Axioms of Environmental theatre, Environmental Theatre, Applause, 1994) 
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curentlly blurred by media productivism,  becomes critical and  depends, to a large 
extent, on how  the theatrical processing and reconstruction of the sense of reality  
contributes to rebalance (critical) reflexivity with the sense of community as an 
intergenerational niche in his web model of performance.15 The anthropology of 
performance highlights the link between the contemporary environmental theatre 
the play and the crisis behaviour,  emphasizing similarities between social drama 
and aesthetic drama  as well as the differences  in terms of “aims and ends”. The 
idea that the social drama turns to affect theatrical drama, and social drama also 
takes on the form of the theatrical becomes evident if the two diagrams are 
connected (Turner’s model of social drama and Schechner’s model of aesthetic 
drama).  The diagram resulted converges with Frederick Kiesler’s biomorphic 
architecture of the endless houses (all ends meet in the “Endless” as they meet in 
life).  Understanding how theater and society evolve together intertwining in an 
ecology of mind and behavior, implies taking into account the axiom according to 
which „every theatrical event is a result of related transactions”: 

Between production elements and performers. 
Between production elements and spectators. 
Between the total production and the space(s) where it takes place”. 

(Schechner, p. xxiii) 
 

Caragiale with a strategic accent 
 
The discussion regarding the topicality of Caragiale's work involves the solving of 
a paradox: we either place ourselves in the presence of one or other of the 
performances of his plays and then we will not be able to avoid the risks of 
topicalization or we proceed according to the example of Mircea Iorgulescu who 
said: “I looked at Caragiale’s word with its topical dimension and I remained in my 
topicality, distancing myself from it at all times and using for this purpose all ways 
and means that I had vailable” 16. Topicality is defined as the relative distance 
between the ideal or occasional audience, the text and its critical/reflexive, 
hermeneutical, performative, analytical, educational instantiations, any of the 
actors involved in this productivity acting in the performative process as agents of 
relativity within which the limits of perception are corrected by the artistic vision 
and the performance event. In theory, will have to reregister topicality as a change 
of meaning (Barthes) between historical world, the instance that defines-interprets, 
the text and the current meaning of the performance. The result is disturbing. 
Caragiale's work functions as a sensor of topical mystification, of the forgery of the 
Kantian sense of the republic, of contraposition between the future and the past, as 
the engine of change and progress: 
 

Caragiale’s world always remains the same. Its topicality is pure stillness. 
It is adaptable, available, mobile, to protect its immobility. It constantly 

                                                 
15 Schechner, Richard,  Performance Studies An Introduction, Routlege, 2002. 
16 Iorgulescu, M., 2002, p. 119-120. 
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stirs, yet standing still. The movement of Caragiale's world is not as 
circular as it was considered as stagnant (s.ns.). Here everything is done 
so that nothing is done ... Babble has this function to create the impression 
that something unusual, something memorable constantly happens, without 
anything actually happening. In the world of Caragiale the newspapers 
invent and create events, does not reflect them ... Being eternally 
transformed as a chronic lack of voluntary memory and of the acceptance 
of any situation, this world always remains the same17. 

 
Continuing the dialogue with Caragiale's world anyone can ask today before the 
TV screen, under the avalanche of words and images: Is this democracy? Is this the 
change? Whoever loses the meaning of topicality may still remain “awake” as 
Efimiţa in bed with the dreamer, utopian and fearful Leonida. 
 

Leonida: In a republic no one pays taxes ...; 
Efimiţa: Really? 
Leonida: Second, every citizen has one good salary per month, all in 

equality. 
Efimiţa: On your word? 
Leonida: Honestly! 
Efimiţa: In addition to pension? 
Leonida: Well, the pension is in addition to the salary. I receive a pension 

after the old law, it is my right; Especially in a republic, the law is sacred. The 
republic is the guarantor of all rights18. 

 
Then Efimiţa asks at least one question of civic sense, a question that 

makes her able to run a finance portfolio – “If no one is willing to pay taxes how 
will people receive a salary?”, giving us the chance to continue rhetorically –“What 
about the pensions, love?” 

The effect is surreal, as if we plunge into a current electoral campaign, 
listing unrealistic incentives promised by the political candidates. Moreover the 
local newspaper is presented as a logistic of perception whose effect is a “the 

                                                 
17 Ibidem, p.58-59. 
18 Translation mine. In original: Leonida : Dacă e republică nu mai plateste nimenea bir...;/ 
Efimiţa: Zau? /Leonida::  Al doilea că fieştecare cetăţean ia câte o leafa bună pe lună, toţi 
într-o egalitate. / Efimita:Parol?/ Leonida: Parol!Efimita: Pe lângă pensie?/LEONIDA: 
Vezi bine; pensia e başca, o am după legea a veche, e dreptul meu; mai ales când e 
republică, dreptul e sfânt; republica este garanţiunea tuturor drepturilor. Scene I, Conu 
Leonida faţă cu reacţiunea (1880), in   I. L. Caragiale, Teatru, ediție îngrijită de Al. 
Rosetti, Șerban Cioculescu, Liviu Călin,București, Editura Tineretului, colecția „Lyceum”, 
1967. A reading of the play on the radio dates from 1955. The first radio broadcast of 
"Radio Edition IL Caragiale" involving: Serban Cioculescu, Al. Rosetti et Al. Dima was 
recorded in 1967 http://www.edituracasaradio.ro/prod.shtml?grp=3&cat=18&prod=121. 
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waning of reality”(Virilio)19. When, late at night, the spouses sudden hear a loud 
noise - voices, crackling, clamor – instead of thinking of an explanation of 
common sense, that it could be a group of revelers, they imagine that a revolution 
has just begun. 

  
Leonida: Hear, it cannot be revolution.. Our party is in power... then who 
could start revolution?..Well, where did you put my newspaper? Give it to 
me! If a revolution starts, they should write about it in the newspaper  at 
the “Latest News”! 

 
The reading of local newspapers was a common practice in the Romanian 

society in late nineteenth century, the historical period portrayed in Caragiale's 
work. News -both political and mundane -  was a favorite theme of conversation in  
salons, restaurants, train stations or wagons, both in the capital city and in the small  
towns,  in places frequented by the members of the high society as well as in the 
suburbs, inhabited by “honorable citizens”, their families and  servants.  Caragiale, 
himself  a journalist,  was aware of the increasing influence of the newspaper on 
the social perception, thus in “Theme with Variations” he proposed almost an 
exercise of reflexive pedagogy. He assembled four different (imaginary) reports on 
the same event featured in the (existing)“Universul” - a real fire that broke out next 
to the firefighters’ barracks, at the time located on Dealu Spirii in Bucharest –.  
Each version ironically imitates the editorial style of the newspapers of his time, 
which he labeled ironically, “an opposition newspaper, liberal-conservative, having 
any program”(!); “an opponent newspaper, rose-coloured, having several 
programs”; “a chic journal”edited in French ;” a political newspaper”. Ideological 
frames are highlighted when the fire is reported entirely distorted, in  turn, “a 
catastrophe”, “nothing happened”,  gossip news, press release to invalidate news 
published in official newspaper of political opponents.Thus the mix and the 
caricature facilitates the comparison between  various distorted results of splitting 
prospects and editorial frames, a decoding technique to empower an over confident 
citizen (reader) to become aware of the “disapearance of reality”. Thus a reader 
might compare, laugh at and learn a media literacy lesson, warning on truth and 
credibility. 
 
Theatre, literature and life. A global semiotics 
 
Theatre and daily life follow the same performative logic for which the “node” 
Caragiale can be approached and processed in terms of complementarity between 
the two trends facing and enhancing their power: the tendency to absorb fragments 
of reality in a typology – a structural tendency, from the ordinary to the theater type 
- and the tendency to destabilize  mental or social patterns through cvasigraphical, 
comical, tragical, horror and grotesque pictures, acting the spring regenerator of 
laughter and self-irony - thus, a counter-movement from structure to antistructure 

                                                 
19  Virilio, Paul, War and Cinema, Semiotext(e), 1977. 
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(rollover and collisions in a chain, qui pro quo, kinetic effects extended by new 
readings). Caragiale’s grotesque turn  pushes itself forward through the reaction of 
a wider public, who renews its habit of laughing, questioning, criticizing, to 
bantering, accusing, rejecting, choosing. Mircea Zaciu, Marian Papahagi, Aurel 
Sassu have attributed this quality to a new approach to text and literature that 
Caragiale foreshadowed in his programmatic articles “A few opinions about 
theater”, 1896, “Something about theater”, in 1896, “Literature and politics”, 1897, 
advocating the idea of equality of literary forms and genres. 

 
At the scale of literature remains this new attitude which led to the most 
spectacular and effective enrichment of the concept of literature, through 
the dynamic feature and the democratization of content. A typical example 
of collaboration between different cultural codes, in the structure of a 
single narrative, is the sketch “Inspection” (1900), in which two simple 
forms (the discussion of the traffic managers at the pub on a specific 
subject for literature canvassing – the runaway of a cashier with a very 
considerable amount of money to America - and news in a newspaper, 
under the heading “recent information” about he suicide of clerk 
Anghelache) ... frames the entire text, generating it. “Conul Leonida faţă cu 
Reacţiunea” [Mr. Leonida facing counter-revolution] (1880), a domestic 
scene, where everything takes place at the pace of a pensioner’s habits, 
reaches the fundamental question of the relationship between theory and 
practice or of handling individuals. The comedy “A Lost Letter” (1885), 
along with the theme of frivolous adultery and sentimental blackmail, 
develops the political theme of the struggle for power, and in “D-ale 
carnavalului” [Of the carnival] (1885), over the love tribulations of some 
people from the slums of Bucharest overlaps the theme of deep spiritual 
dirt and stubborn refusal to record the truth, not to compromise in this way 
a fragile existial balance20.  

 
This collaboration of codes is likely to clarify the popularity of his texts 

that can be interpreted as a movement of texts “from separate to agregate” and as a 
movement of limits, thresholds (indoor/ outdoor), which can be imagined either as 
devices that through a rotating move open and close access towards the meaning, 
or can be imagined as “locks” that rise or fall, especially they calibrate 
continuously the access level, thus maintaining the communicative regime of the 
discourse flow, an innovation still insufficiently studied from the perspective of 
communication, and which reveals a “liminoid” regime, a transcoding of various 
types of texts in a vibrant “living” area, as performance propels from the integrated 
to the separate, and from the critic-distanced to the parish21 of laughter. 

                                                 
20 Mircea Zaciu, Marian Papahagi, Aurel Sassu, Dicționarul scriitorilor români (A-C), 
Editura Fundaţiei Culturale Române, Bucureşti, 1995; Biografie-Ion Luca Caragiale, 
http://scriitoriclasici.blogspot.ro/2012/05/biografie-ion-luca-caragiale.html. 
21 Bergson, Henry, Teoria râsului, Institutul European, Iași, 1992. 
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In the comedies the comic machine develops implacably as an accelerated 
movement of plans (shots) and sequences evolving circularly (in a roundabout) 
with seemingly autonomous dynamic information, of interactional, reactive nature. 
In The Poetics of Augmented Space, Lev Manovich claims that what distinguishes 
the historical perception of space from digital perception is a dynamic of 
information that outperforms ordinary human experience22. Caragiale generates 
avant la lettre urban space models (environments) - the city, street, park, pub, court 
room, lounge, office, train - which project an intense interactional dynamics of 
mainly conversational, dialogic structure, set in motion according a model of 
communicative efficiency. A random event triggers the comic spring to reverse the 
situation, an impression of the moment, or an undeclared reason, motivation or 
calculation, breaks up the logical connection, the planned action, placing the actors 
in game situations with an unpredictable end. The braking is done by introducing 
moments of “situation analysis” in which characters identify implications, build 
scripts, decisions in order to take control. Paradoxically, Caragiale’s volume 
Momente şi schiţe is the successor of Prospero, and of Figaro; it holds the 
privileged observation place of a scene, which it generates as a factotum, author-
character-spectator which leaves the world and enters the game of their own 
characters - virtual-real, real-virtualized - to explore various levels and times, 
which is the principle of virtual games, multiplying the possibilities of movement 
in relation to a precoded game program. In addition to the essence of the digital 
space – the real-virtual continuum, Caragiale expected the modeling of the 
sociability of an era. His considerations full of rebellion against contemporaries 
who denied him the Academy Award and the prediction of the statues that they will 
raise him after death decline unparalleled insights that make text a prophetic work 
in the sense in which Attali – an economist specialized in strategic financial 
management - decodes in Bruits the ability of music to anticipate changes at the 
societal, technological, economic level ... Finally, through its innovations 
concerning the concept of text he is close to the concept of ”transverse plurality, 
emerging sociality” (Maffesolli), of renewing tissue that visionary art produces 
connecting resources - yet rationally unidentified - of an area as an anthropological 
field, and making them gush in creation23. 

In the article “Caragiale, Our Contemporary ”24, Dan Perşa finds in the 
wrath of Lefter Popescu (Lottery tickets) a common denominator between 
Caragiale's character and the common condition of ordinary people today. 
 

What may seem more distant than two characters such as Lefter Popescu 
and Hamlet? One, small clerk humiliated by his superiors, unable to 

                                                 
22 Lev Manovich, The Poetics of Augmented Space, în Visual Communication, June 
2006, vol. 5, no. 2, p. 219-240. 
23 Le Pogam, Yves, Michel Mafesolli, analyste de la socialite emergente, Corps et 
cultures(en ligne) No3/1998. 
24 Perşa Dan, Caragiale, contemporanul nostru (Caragiale, our contemporary), Amphion, 
2003, ProArte, Constanta, p.22 
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produce a movement in the world, to make history budge, to make history, 
only luck being able to get him out of the precarious social condition, the 
Other, a prince who traveled throughout the world, went to great school, 
inclined to philosophy and researching the frail thread between life and 
death. Lefter Popescu wins (at least he thinks so) two lotteries with the 
maximum amounts. He will be rich. Here is the immense insight that is 
open for him. But as the tickets are his anger mounts, his petty, unable 
anger is right to move mountains, is universal in the modern society, it is 
essential because it defines people better than Othello’s anger. In his rage, 
Lefter Popescu gathers the meaningless finality of our world (2003). 
 
The paradox resulting from the relationship of a text or a body of texts - 

given as a precise description of a historical world - with other historical realities, 
which are more or less far from the original referent of these texts, changes the 
status of the text, giving it as a model(holomorphy). 

 If one or more  socio-cultural cycles conserve and reinforce the value of a 
certain text as a type whose non-finite occurences are recogniyable identities 
(neighbourhoods, mathematically as well as intuitively) and if the text is an anti-
model of a certain world ( the anti model of a world is not an antiworld but its 
reflective/reflexive image into the mind), then “is” becomes critical and we identify 
some contradictory aspects which have to be clarified in connection with the public 
assessment of Caragiale’s work. 

In  I.L.Caragiale and the Pleasure of Calligraphy25 Dan C. Mihăilescu 
systematically questions the long term polarisation of the intellectual field 
regarding the recognition of the value and the contribution to the national culture. 
Mihailescu’s archeological approach scratches the surface of the already 
consolidated classicism, and  reconstitutes  more accurately  the “discourse 
formations” of each layer, as the contribution of  proeminent actors and their 
arguments did either to the  “rejection statement” or to  the consolidation of his 
name  but on the ideologically distorted premises during communism.   

2012. One hundred years after his death. Where is Caragiale positioned ? 
What has changed in our attitude towards him? (p.13)  
 
In  the quest of substantive answers able to clarify the process of the 

changing poles - from rejection to the almost unanimously confirmation of the 
status of the classical author - Mihăilescu quotes Eugen Simion’s own interrogation  
over the factors that affected the attitudes towards him and  influenced  the position 
of  his work within the national culture:   

 
I wonder if intolerance to Caragiale does not hide a complex… Unlike the 
philosopher who expresses his despair facing the vice of complaint, I 

                                                 
25 Dan C. Mihăilescu, Caragiale si caligrafia plăcerii Despre eul din scrisori, Humanitas, 
2012. 
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would say that a people able to submit to self-irony remains  spiritually 
strong26.  
 

If Caragiale’s popularity reflects his undeniable contribution to the spiritually 
empowerment of the Romanians, then the long list of offending uppraisals or the 
ideologically distorted frames of significance ascribed  to him by some of  the 
leading representatives of the Romanian intellectual elite, as indexed in 
Mihăilescu’s study,  reveals repeated fractures of the sense of history as mirrored 
by documents.  Mihăilescu’s own conclusion is of major relevance. According to 
him, most of theRomanian intellectuals assumed  ‘eminescianism’ as the  ideal-
type model,  rejecting, or, at least, being reluctant to the Caragialesque anti-model 
of Romanian  modernity.  Taking seriously this  antimodel is not only  a form of 
social criticism but as a signal of risk - a kind of  alert, or a warning , working as 
reflexive pedagogy at the time of crisis and troubled identity when individuals,  
mimicking modern lifestyle,  live on the edge, trapped  between  the past and the 
future,  overexposed to unexpected  turns, or  loss of control on life situations. 
Then the notorious viţe-versa (vice-versa) is not only  a funny clichée which 
portrays one or another comic character, but a signal announcing that  the comic 
machinery starts, accelerates  until it gets out of control:  then chaotic turns and 
unpredictable evolutions follow.  Then the comic race appears to mirror a real 
crisis but as a  reversal the process of death and destruction. Then the comic 
impulse, rape and clashes -intensified by the audiences’ reaction  act as a cascade 
effect, a pivotal force pushing  situations and participants to  the opposite trajectory 
of the real crisis . From this strange symmetry there results new “flexible and 
diverse experimental focuses and spaces”, some of them  growing from a single 
point: idea, author, director, vision, performance, different  from the group creative 
interactions, but  mobilising  a synergy of rings  that renews the theatrical life and 
paradigms. 
 
Endless theatre  and  hyperaesthesia.      
 
The staging of “Lottery Tickets”(Două loturi)27 by Alexandru Dabija at the 
National Theatre Bucharest in 2012(UNITER Award for the Best Performance of 
the Year) had the impact of a radical change marking  the theatrical field  and 
displacing from the agenda other experiments considered less significant. 
Otherwise right from the premiere  the chronicals  were almost unanimously 
stressing the value of the performance as the leading event in the Caragiale Year  
(100 years since his death) which suggests the retheatricalization of one of his most 
popular texts:    

                                                 
26  Eugen Simion quoted by  Dan C.Mihăilescu, p.14. 
27 Lottery Tickets, by I.L.Caragiale. Direction-Alexandru Dabija; Sets-Helmuth Sturmer; 
Costumes-Liliana Cenean; Scenic movement - Florin Fieroiu; Cast: Chivuţe -Ana Ciontea,  
Corina Moise, Ilona Brezoianu,  Eliza Păuna;  Dna Popescu - Nicoleta Lefter, Valentin 
Zaharia, Dl. Lefter Popescu - Gavril Pătru, Povestitorul - Marius Manole, Cpt. Pandele- 
Madălin Mandin; Comisar Turtureanu-Daniel Hara, other .  
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As a mouse in the race...A cold, almost gothic performance, the sets in 
sharp, latticed wall, with stairs  of twisted metal, chipped windows, 
unstable walkways, all running on a turntable like Mr. Lefter’s implacable, 
unlucky, destiny... The decoupage is so precise, surprising and masterful 
that comparing this performance to a film is too cheap".   
                                                              Oana Stoica, Dilema Veche, no. 440  
 
Provocative, dizzying, exhausting but magnetic…Dabija installs  massively 
the new obsession  in the analysis of Caragiale's theatre: the istericoid 
cruelty.  
                                                   Dan C. Mihăilescu, Dilema Veche, Nr. 436    
  
The movie "theater” imagined by the director (Alexandru Dabija) comes 
alive through the extraordinary scenery created by Helmut Sturmer. ... The 
designer conceives a decor with the capacity to suggest various social 
media spaces. 
A metal construction, a "cage" of daily life, with multiple stairs, define 
different areas of playing from diverse social backgrounds. Helmut 
Sturmer "shoots" in the details of the setting, the whole society linking its 
actions with such a place. Thus the setting becomes the main character of 
the action, "playing" a central role in this "movie" theater. 
                          Ileana Lucaciu, Spectator (ileanalucaciu blogspot.ro), 2012 

  
The convergence of opinions - rather rare within the theatre field, similar 

to an alignment of lenses which increases the power of  the (critical) observatory -  
announces a paradigm shift.  

First, as Lucaciu observed, the staging  used an entirely different nexus 
based no more on the actor’s performance but on the scenery as the “main 
character” of the performance. Second,  the device which continously spins  
extends  visibility, changing and recalibrating relationships between text, space and  
the dynamics of the performance increasing the tension of  humour”(Dan Boicea, 
Adevărul, October 2012)  then turns it into “a thriller in black touches”.  
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Assembling these chronicles in a single image, it finds a “spatial 
turn”which emphazises the axiom “the theatre is an architecture”(Caragiale,1897) 
yet in a sense related  to the  concept of the endless theatre defined by Frederick 
Kiesler in 193028: 
  

The whole structure is encased in double shells of steel and opaque 
welded glass. The stage is an endless spiral: The various levels are 
connected with elevators and platforms. Seating platforms, stage 
and elevator platforms are suspended and spanned above each 
other in space. The structure is an elastic building system of cables 
andplatforms developed from bridge building. The drama expands 
and develops freely in space. 

 
The reconstruction of the text in a theatrical augmented space (sets in 

movement, cinematic techniques) assumed by Alexandru Dabija and Helmuth 
Sturmer in Două loturi (Lottery Tickets), works at many levels of the performance. 
At a pure textual level it implicitly adopts the biomorphic postulate on text, 
techniques and technology29, yet a global semiotics animating  intertextually  
Caragiale’s work from our perspective. At a psychological level it implements 
methodically  - on the basis of the fusional logic of the scenery -  “the enormous 
seeing”30.Then a  single replica as well as the entire story circulates similarly to 
(sub)atomic  particles in simultanous  movement in  parallel universes (history and 
memory sites, theatre,  the press and modern media, the individual mind and social 
worlds) expanding  and amplifying  hyperaesthesia 31 as a radiation of the text over 
the (technollogically) designed identity of real-virtual contemporary worlds.   
 
Splitting  the discourse: the body and the memory 
 
“Past twelve o‘clock sharp” a dance - theater production by Adina Cezar created in 
2002 (100 years since Caragiale’s birth) explored the complex relationships 
between cultural legacy, time perception, identity and memory 32.    
                                                 
28 Frederick Kiesler, qtd  in Schechner, Six Esseys of Environmental Theatre, Applause, 
New York, 1994, p.xxxi. 
29 Sebeok, Thomas, “each source and each destination(target) is the result of a live entity 
like a computer or a supernatural entity consulted similarly to a young boy on his knees 
praying to God, implores Him” in Thomas Sebeok, Signs, An introduction to Semiotics, 
University of Toronto Press,  2001. 
30 Grand Hotel Victoria Română, Momente si schite, Lyceum, 1967. 
31 A condition that involves an abnormal increase in sensitivity to stimuli of the sense. 
32 “Past twelve o'clock sharp” (La douăşpe’ trecute fix), production: Teatrul de Balet Oleg 
Danovski (Constanta) and Compania Contemp (Bucharest), premiere 2012. Direction, 
choreography Adina Cezar; script: Ana Maria Munteanu, sets: Mirela Dăuceanu, costumes: 
Ana Maria Munteanu; Film produced by Stage Expert. Cast: Caragiale, Cetăţeanul 
turmentat, Chiriac, Călin Hanţiu; Trahanache, Jupân Dumitrache-Franscisc Strnad, 
Spiridon-Horaţiu Cherecheş; Chiriac II - Alexandru Grigoruţă; Chiriac III - Cristian Tarcea; 
Ziţa, Inger-Claudia Codârleanu; Veta, Zoe-Simona Creţeanu; Timpul - Liliana Iorgulescu, 
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According with Dumitru Avakian: 
 

“Twelve o'clock sharp” ..is the flagship title of a performance ... which 
assumes  a typical mental Caragialesque  model. Is the moment  of a true 
declic that generates a succession of events, a procession of images and 
possible situations ordered from our perspective, that of today ... This is a 
reading of Caragiale having possible extensions from the past to the 
present  and vice-versa,   both directions of observation being ranked in 
terms of time’s progress and reversibility  ... We wonder ...wether 
reversing  perspectives  the result of regression could be  a continuum of 
images that maintain  the perspective of  Caragiale’s world, as new 
occurences  of the same type? It is possible.33 
 

Another critic, Liana Tugearu34 draws attention to a stereotypical factor which 
organizes Cezar’s un-conventional body discourse beyond  Caragiale’s texts:  
 

In most of the scenes, the characters are couples with no  specific traits, 
developing the same kind of bellicose dance-duets with pseudo-passionate 
and impulsive movements, evoking the rethoric of bodies specific to the 
revue theater in the"Junion" summer garden35.  
 

 
 
During a suite of “moments” and  “motion sketches” she stressed how 

body reproduces, challenges, fractures or transforms the formulations of space,  

                                                                                                                            
Lili Meiuşi;Garda-Alina Lazăr, Bianca Manta, Cecilia Ursul, Gabriela Ieremia, Melinda 
Vereş,Marius Dură,Marian Horhotă, Gelu Râpă, Oleg Ungureanu, Cosmin Vlad, Tudor 
Colceriu. 
33 Dumitru Avakian, Moment Caragiale …”La douăşpe’trecute fix, 
http://www.aol.ro/2002/08/galeria/galeriada02.htm 
34 Liana Tugearu, Dans:La douăşpe’ trecute fix, România literară, 29-2002.   
http://www.romlit.ro/la_doupe_trecute_fix 
35 Site of action in “A stormy night”.The real place, the Union terrace, is one of many 
summer gardens of Bucharest (Capitol, Blanduziei, Raşca, Oteteleşanu, Guichard, Stavri, 
others) equally familiar references  in  sketches and plays) 
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gender, emotions, sexuality, shaking and switching sudddenly frames and 
containers of time and  memory.  

Having this purpose she collaborated with dancers of different ages, 
techniques  as diverse “culturally charged” bodies, following their identity 
transformation, suggesting the clash and  the dismemberment of lies, passions, 
violence, while  sounds, images and notorious  voices speaking rethorically from 
Caragiale’s familiar world,  interfered with outmoded urban popular music sounds 
once heard in the old  Bucharest slums (mahalale),  and  sequences from  film 
archives 36. Her staging aimed to split the pace of current perception, adding an” 
internal spectator and conversationist”37 speaking, listening and responding, with/to 
time and Caragiale, both figured as observers/observed characters. She 
incorporated melodrama as a “crossing bridge” genre, being a self-ironic 
dimension of her postmodern discourse, which does not simply map a certain space 
as lieu de memoire, but transformed it into a living, vibrating,  dialogue with the 
icon and the clichés imprinting yet public’s memory. At a more general level her 
approach to the classical text  shares many aspects with Sasha Waltz’s performance 
installations,  created in, and interacting with monumental sites (museums, 
galleries, public squares),  challenging people to restart a conversation with history, 
to discover different temporalities which coexist within the current urban landscape 
(clouds of memories, unexplored forms, slumber spaces). 
 
 Translating Caragiale into coreographic theatre 
 
Gigi Caciuleanu’s approach to Caragiale at the National Theatre Bucharest38 - 
deliberately assumes a translation , (de(re)coding) - from a space and language into 
another space and language, respectively, into the space and  language/discourse of  
the coreographic theatre: 

 
 I do coreographic theater, and the people  I work with are called dance-
actors. (...) I've got actors who, entering into a spiral upward become 

                                                 
36 The music created by Petru Mărgineanu combined original motives of old urban music 
met film sequences from documentaries recorded in the 30th mixed by Silvia Ciurescu, 
fairly portraying the atmosphere of the old Bucharest, its boulevards, café and restaurants, 
markets and slums (mahalale). 
37 Margaret Archer on reflexivity, as an internal conversation, a dialogue throughout 
someone become aware of the self, in.Margaret S. Archer, Conversations About Reflexivity, 
London and New York: Routledge 2010. In Structure, Agency and the Internal 
Conversation (2007) she claimed that reflexivity, exercised through the internal 
conversation, mediates the effect of structure upon agency, thus avoiding reification and 
providing better explanatory purchase upon what agents actually do. 
38 D’ale noastre, by Gigi Căciuleanu, TNB: Direction/Coreohraphy - Gigi Căciuleanu; Sets 
and costumes - Corina Grădişteanu; Music (original) Lucian Stan, Mareş Mateşan, Dan 
Handrabur, Cristina Handrabur, Cristian Stanciu, Vlaidu Golcea, Miclos Micleuseanu; 
Light Design-Silviu Alex. Andrei; Cast; Ioana Marchidan, Ioana Macarie, Ramona 
Bărbulescu, Vanda Ştefănescu, Rasmina Calbajos, Lari Giorgescu, Cristian Nanculescu, 
Ştefan Lupu, Istvan Ţeglaş, Adrian Nour, Alexandru Călin. Our thanks to the Art-Studio 
Foundation for the photos provided. 
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dancers, they are concerned  with  bodily mechanisms in order to function 
as well as the theatrical mechanisms . " 

                                                                   TNB, Press release, 2012 

Then the transposition of Caragiale’s text into the system of  the 
coreographic theatre is based on a set of  tematic nodes each point refracting into 
Caciuleanu’s own crosscultural language technically adapted  and cross-genres 
instrumentalized  to  work with a complex portofolio of sources and finally to arive 
to a theatre of simple forms39. In D’ale noastre, Caragiale’s theatricality is 
formulated on the basis of  a multiplicity of suture points  as clear marks of identity 
– texts, iconic images, ideology, discourse, criticism, etc.) and as cross-cultural  
diversity emerging  in-between  space to figure out old and new urban identities 
and characters  having  multiple entries: contemporary dance, cabaret, hip hop, 
Balkan music genres, a selection of moments and sketches from Caragiale, 
sketches of dance revue by Lautrec, all processed in Caciuleanu’s own laboratory.  
The result was a substantive reiteration of the basic Caragialesque principle – 
theater is a constructive art.   

 D’ale noastre combines a sophisticated motion system designed by 
Căciuleanu  (VVV Viento, Volumenes, Vectores, 2003) with the concern to 
accelerate the Caragialesque/carnivalesque  ludic mechanism  until  the coherence 
of the  “family album”  is broken into small but recognizable pieces that the 
coreographer combined, processed recomposed. Even if  some of them  remained  
complete, unharmed (Leonida / Efimita, Zita, Zoe, etc), others are transformed, 
signalling their belonging to the whole picture/profile, when the flashes of light  
blinked… Some groups in motion multiplied signs, refracting or interlinking 
memories from the “Junion garden” with expressionist dances and figures from 
cabaret theatre and film. But beyond  the almost cosmic dance of these small 
fragments in a space tale of the explosion, the material bodies captured the 
caragialean radiation  and suddenly commuted  to an intense nonverbal rhetoric of 
the political discourse  combining old and new pamphlets  into  a climax  of the 
entire performance, in which a young actor ( Lari Giorgescu) succeded in  
mobilising tremendous criticism with “the celebratory body’s symbolic 
participation in the subversion of social hierarchy” (Bakhtin) 40. The performance  
not only confirms the aesthetic value of the choreographic theatre as a 
transboundary/transversal artistic field,  but proves  a remarquable  communicative 
effect .   

                                                 
39 A syntagme used by George Banu aiming to label the comunicative settling in  Peter 
Brook’s art of staging in G. Banu, Peter Brook  Spre teatrul formelor simple, Polirom, Iasi, 
2005. 
40  Bakhtin Mihail, Rabelais and his world. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1941.  
Stallybrass, P. & White, A. (1986). The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, London: 
Methuen, 1986; Bakhtine, Mihail Pour une philosophie de l'acte. L'Age d'Homme Edition, 
(2003:1941); Fischer-Lichte, E., The Transformative Power of Per-formance: A new 
aesthetics. Routledge, London & New York, 2008; Varela, F. J., Thompson, E. T., and 
Rosch, E. The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience, The MIT Press, 
1992; Butler, J. Performance acts and gender constitution: An essay in phenomenology and 
feminist theory. Theater Journal,  40/1988, p. 519-531. 
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Dan C. Mihăilescu confesses that “the brilliant performance made by Gigi 
Căciuleanu at the National Theatre  Bucharest… was a test of patience, revolt ... 
and delight. Căciuleanu’s performance is far from what we have been accustomed 
that makes the essence of the Caragialesque spirit (not to mention the Romanian 
one)”.  

 

           
      

  D’ale noastre  translates  deconstructivist axioms  into the multimodal 
regime of the coreographic theatre’s discourse  (the opposites are already united; 
they depend on each other integrally; each movement mobilizes the play of the 
body language; “texts” deconstruct themselves, the deconstructivist reading might 
inform us about our fragmented reality, which  slumbers, like - space in 
architecture - in the language itself, etc.).  Căciuleanu demonstrated that invention 
and creativity overlap  a conceptual body  -  technically instrumentalized and 
shaped to become an abstract device,  able to perform, to differentiate or combine 
information provided from various sources and backgrounds  in signs of various 
level of complexity accordingly to the Barthesian model (denotation, myth, 
mythology). The  neutral body (a zero level of the coreographic discourse) is 
transposable into diverse forms, reversing or interrupting  patterns, imprinting or 
blurring  recognizable marks (gesture, mimic, attitudes, body postures). Complex 
dynamics is the double of the coreographic discourse. The walking stick and the 
topper, are  fetish-objects which links moments, scenes, movements. They are used 
as referential markers and isotopes,  but  also provide versatile forms through an 
ars combinatoria aiming to map or vice versa, to break, untie or empty a figure of 
its familiar content. For example,  when multiplying  Pristanda’ police club (photo 
3), they ironically refer to the dissolution of police authority  but  intertextually 
send to the famous scene from A Lost Letter staged by Liviu Ciulei, in which the 
policeman Pristanda (played by Stefan Bănică, senior), Tipătescu’s man of 
confidence  (played by Victor Rebengiuc) keeps a real mirror in front of  his boss 
while shaving, thus  keeping him  abreast with the  news published in Războiul 
(The War) the “official” newspaper of the opposition. Then the apparent simplicity 
and the accessibility gained by Caciuleanu’s art and its sarcastic-ludic efficiency 
succeded in challenging the untraslatibility of Caragiale’s comic art. 
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Circulation and cross-culture     
 
The display of the multi-artisitc, intercultural and interdisciplinary dimension of 
Caragiale's personality - his passion for Bach, Mozart, Beethoven - which, it 
seems, largely motivated his departure from Berlin and constant attendance of the 
concerts by Gewandhaus Orchestra in Leipzig, his getting close to Shakespeare, his 
interest in experimenting textual mutiplicity (fictional, informative documentary, 
commercial, legal text, etc.). The writing actantial devices generate a new track for 
analysis, the “assembly” one, in the sense found in Deleuze and Guattari’s works 
about their rhizomatic theory, which radically separates – as in the the drama of 
birth - the process of drafting the text of the interpretation and production of new 
meanings. As an assemblage, a book (text) is what it is, i.e. an assemblage in 
relation to other assemblages, “bodies” and fragments of texts. “We must never ask 
what a book means or signifies, whether as the signified or as semifier. We must 
ask ourselves how it works in relation to other things, whether it transmits the 
intensity of those things in which other multiplicities it is inserted and 
metamorphosed itself and with which other bodies of texts it is convergent”41. 
Beyond the language boundaries the text – “body without (referential) organs” is 
apt for combination-insertion into other multiplicities (mind, culture) that it 
transforms, metamorphoses, fertilizes. This image of the rhizome opens the 
multiplicity which updates and resignifies itself, generating a new system, a tree-
like living organism42. Unlike Joyce, who refers to the multiple origins of words, 
with Caragiale, one can identify an apparent linear unit control of the word that 
describes the universe of discourse predictable trajectories, generating the illusion 
of unique dimension, conversational flat space, in order to highlight the 
verisimilitude of the statement and reduce the margin of deviation caused by a 
setup or the unknown in thinking43. However, referential accuracy, the quality of 
the document of an era and the most accurate indication of the author, will be 
brackted and unrecognizable; they will be reassembled into new structures, with or 
without regard to the original context, branching endlessly as the work of a 
spirituality that transcends the original form, but continues to produce intensities 
and clarity at the surface of the mind and of contemporary discourse. 

Ludwig Fleck finds that any form of knowledge is realized in a matrix of 
intelligibility, a matrix of social circumstances, of thoughts, emotions and 
experiences as a way of thinking with a selective role (“Denkcollectiv”). In theater, 
however, this matrix produces a distinct entity, the symbolic body, the energy that 

                                                 
41 “As an assemblage, a book has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in 
relation to other bodies without organs. We will never ask what a book means, as signified 
or signifier; we will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions 
with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which 
other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what bodies without 
organs it makes its own converge.“ (Deleuze, Guattari, A Thousand of Plateaus, Minnesota 
University Press, 1987, p. 4). 
42 Deleuze, Guattari, 1987, p.5. 
43 Ibidem, p. 6-7. 
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unites the various moments of crisis, which is basically the internal dynamic, the 
“continuum roundabout” of merging relations (Schechner). The 2006 performance 
in Cassandra studio of the “Lost Letter” by director Doru Ana within the official 
sets by Madalina Ciobotaru, resumed in 2012 in the Bulandra Theatre on the 
occasion of Caragiale’s Jubilee, is an example of the type implosion in reality, of 
the fusion reality-stage process that crashes the selective dynamic of the type, 
preparing the violent eruption of counter-culture having as goal a blocking of the 
mimetic replication which enables a typology. Thus, the show is a manner of 
contamination rather than of withering an unstable reality. Like other productions 
of the new generation of directors it performs the sacrifice of the text in an 
authentic schechnerian lineage, emulating the violence and sexuality of Dyonisus 
in 69, an exploration mode considered abusive, but effective in overturning 
stereotypes to radicalize the liminoid potential of a text. At this point, however, 
symbolic violence does not turn into its opposite as in tragedy, but the rape process 
continues, as unacceptable  programe of incongruity for previous generations 
formed in the spirit of the great classics of genius actors and anthology, fine 
variations of the register and virtuosity of composition.  Paradoxically, it it not the 
caragialean text that is exhausted but the world captured by him as mimetic 
material that is pushed into the absurd, being purely repetitive, fictitious, 
pseudotopical,  revealing a mechanism which shows and overthrown power 
mechanism different from the power mechanism in the plays of Shakespeare. It is 
the occult power of mimesis stored in the mirror network, which prevents 
combustion ascending mechanism (catharsis), the thrust force of the type and 
implicitly the coming out of representation crisis caused by excesive mimesis. 
 
About the meaning of topicality and reterritorialization in the European spirit 
 
According to Peoplis.com (the site of the Czech company Tereza Matějková) the 
“content” Caragiale recorded a huge increase in popularity on Internet.  The 
popularity order of Ion Luca Caragiale on social networks, based on statistics of 
2.5 million people from june 2013 recording a stable and spectacular growing 
tendence. The assement is based on Likes count and talking about  Ion Luca 
Caragiale - Reviews and Photos and occupies the  position 179. This extension has 
to be put in connection with our diasporic (multi- focus) space of the nation. It is 
not clear how the capability of arousing emotions and empathy as well as to 
iradiate and multipliy the parochy (community) of comic and self-irony will be 
enforced, weakened or intensified in the future and if Caragiale will remain alive in 
Romanian diasporas challenging the pressure of crosscultural asymmetry. Some 
recent statistics on migration talk about 3 millions of Romanins whose topicality is 
shaped by accelerated mobility, oscillation between two or more homes, languages, 
cultures, identities and even citizenships.  

Colin Counsell claims that ‘the theatrical objects are culturally charged, 
and charged alike for both actor and (culturally competent) observer’ (p.9). The 
meaning of topicality is thus formed along the public, institutional and intellectual 
alignments, requiring the adoption of an epistemic and ethical position. This 
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position is not ideologically neutral, as mentioned, being placed in fields marked 
not only by poetic and theatrical uses but also by political ones of configuration.  

So, if we were to rephrase. How to define and build the meaning topicality, 
from what perspective, with what stakes, means and impact? As the framework of 
understanding and assignment of ordinary meaning becomes more confusing in the 
delocalized, non-geographical society of communication, Caragiale’s world as a 
marker of modern Romanian cultural identity, it symbolically reinstalls an 
(o)position, a civic initiative and a theatrical, intellectual reflexivity on space as 
communitas (Esposito) interrupting media spectacularity amplified by global flows 
of images (GFI).  

The mirroring of the political, of the media, of mentality, suburban 
slipagges,  installs a parochy in the sense used by Bergson - an ecology of mind 
and of community - where the tradition of critical satirical press of the nineteenth 
century remains alive continuing to inspire the look and attitude, the style, the 
language and the lines reversing  from the trend of the world (globalized) culture. 

 Some local brands have managed to position themselves firmly on the 
media market, developing a new performative dimension in the body of literary 
and journalistic tradition, Caragiale remaining a good model of inspiration, as 
evidenced by the abundance of explicit and implicit references to titles, subtitles, 
text, caricatures, comics, writings and attitudes and communication style. 
Academia Caţavencu, Cronica Cârcotaşilor, Divertis maintain alive the contact 
with satirical press of the time of Caragiale, pastiche, paraphrase, unleash their 
humour in the manner of the periodicals Moftul Român, Ghimpele, Claponul, etc., 
remove and reconstruct the themes of eco-cultural pedagogy, suggesting new 
attempts to recover common and civic sense after the fall of communism, against 
excess and the “rudeness of politicians”, of certain attitudes and behaviors blind at 
the pragmatic turn of times, targeting both the establishment, the competitors and 
the public itself. If the case of these media formats performative conditions are 
broadly met, the allusions and references to Caragiale and his world  consolidates 
the family intertextual texture in the construction of the topical with a renewed 
energy infusion in public and indigenous cultural tissue, recycling the humor and 
remaking the community as a “green” market, rejuvenated through lucidity, talent 
and laughter, in full global distribution of standardized cultural goods, with a 
segmentation effect of the public sphere and of reagregation “under license”, in a 
private sense of this sphere making it weakly reactive to polics and democracy, 
respectively. Can one speak in this case of communicative action in Habermas’s 
sense, of language that restores the relationship between the public, the topical and 
the corpus of texts, and thus relocates the reader-spectator in his own cultural 
landscape, as a condition of ownership of political and civic devices through which 
it can influence its own existential space that is covered by concepts and values and 
thereby able to continue to develop the European idea following the example of 
Caragiale and other authors? These are questions resumed at a more general level 
in the attempt to build public policies to overcome the crisis we face and for which 
there is no, at least for now, definitive answer. What is the role of culture in various 
crisis scenarios? How can culture contribute to a revival of economic and social 
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life? If the current crisis is to a large extent a cultural crisis what is the role of 
culture in the attempt to stimulate a step ahead of Europe fixing problems 
and being on the way of sustainability? According to the organization 
CultureActionEurope, it is necessary to assume the change of values and trace the 
congruence between the theoretical, the ethical and the pragmatic without 
interrupting any moment the flow the interst and intensity of engagement of public 
concern. Strangely, between the current depiction of the distrustful citizen, 
immobilized for hours in front of the TV, and of the confused, drunk citizen moved 
around by duty to follow the lost note and refund it to the unknown “addresee” 
there is a symmetry which does not take into account the place, time and 
technology. Perhaps what is missing, what we lack is Caragiale’s mood. The 
European citizen after leaving for Berlin, angry against his fellow, but always 
involved in Romanian culture, politics and public life, transferring claims, concepts 
and imperatives, able to evolve overcoming their idiosyncrasies and old friendships 
and models to assume responsibilities and projects, leaving not only the anger and 
contempt, and but also the privileged role of observer aside. With these disturbing 
parallels of crisis - modernity, postmodernity, digital hypermodernity – it is an 
important moment in the classic text relocation along the cultural production and 
transmission axis, but also in the daily allocation of current meaning, with the 
appreciation of the cultural wealth and complex form (text, discourse, language, 
dialogic structure, interaction, movement being defining for an intercultural and 
plural Europe) through which the reasonable skill, the sense of proportion and 
responsibility for the heritage of modern culture will probably rebalance a 
humanity threatened by its own fantasies and excesses. Going back to the gaze 
lesson offered by Foucault in “Words and Things”, Caragiale could be restored to 
the center of the picture and you have to look beyond the historical frame, or even 
beyond his circumstantial statements, continuing the reflection on the paradigm 
shift needed to meet the crisis of representation and to restore the sense of 
community conceptualized by Esposito. If media noise became obviously the 
pattern of the Romanian timeliness having the untrustful citizen its symbolic figure  
then Caragiale's theater is just a cure, a syncope, a spasm which disrupts both the 
continuity of a closed self  and the topicality as a mainstream shaped by the media 
relentless productivism.  
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THE DISCOURSE OF FREEDOM AS A LITERARY MANIFESTO 
IN EASTERN AND WESTERN EUROPE:  

ALECU RUSSO AND ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING 
 
 

Adina Ciugureanu1 
 
 

Abstract: Freedom and democracy have always been connected with the concept 
of the Republic as the ideal state. In this respect, the revolutions of 1848 in Europe were 
grounded both on the peoples’ desire to abolish monarchy, tyranny or a foreign 
government or all of them at the same time and on a particular kind of discourse in which 
the metaphorical images of ‘mother’, ‘sons’, ‘daughters’ and divine interference were used 
frequently across borders and languages to illustrate both the image of oppression and that 
of freedom. This essay is concerned with two texts published in 1850 and 1851, 
respectively, meant to inflame their readers, to persuade them to rise to change the ‘old’ 
order of the world. While living in Florence, Elizabeth Barrett Browning became famous 
for the publication of Casa Guidi Windows (1851) in which she describes the revolt of the 
people of Tuscany against the Austrian occupation. Enflamed by the revolutionary ideals 
while living in Paris, Alecu Russo, a Moldavian intellectual, writes and publishes Cântare 
României  (Hymn to Romania) in 1850. The text is a literary manifesto used by the people 
in Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldavia (the regions that form present day Romania) in 
their fight for freedom. Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Alecu Russo never met; yet in the 
attempt to create a re-territorialization of  Tuscany and  Romania respectively, both texts 
have in common a similar range of metaphors and rhetorical devices whose analysis will 
be the focus of this article. 
 

Key words: discourse of freedom, national identity, literary manifesto, 
metaphorical representation of home space 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Ideas of social equality and hopes for freedom enflamed the whole nineteenth-
century Europe. 1848 was the year when in most European countries revolutionary 
idealists struggled to impose their views and tried to establish, by force, a new 
social and political order. The discourse of freedom and of its inflammatory texts, 
whether in France, Italy or Romania shared similar metaphorical representations of 
liberty and democracy as well as comparable syntactic constructions irrespective of 
the literary genres used. Historically, the revolutions began in Sicily, from which 
they spread to the other Italian states, including Tuscany, then to France, Germany 
and the Austrian Empire and Eastern Europe (including Transylvania, Moldavia 
and Wallachia). The desire for political reform and national unification (as in the 
cases of Italy and the Danubian Principalities – Wallachia, Moldavia and 

                                                 
1 Ovidius University Constanta, Romania. 
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Transylvania) looked for a while as a possible reality. Yet, the revolts ended in 
failure, repression, and exile for the revolutionary leaders and were consequently 
followed by general disillusionment among liberal thinkers.  
 In this essay, I will focus on two literary texts with revolutionary 
incentives, which played a significant role in calling or supporting people to chance 
a political and social change. One is Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s2 poem, Casa 
Guidi Windows, written between 1848 and 1850 and published in 1851; the other is 
Alecu Russo’s3 Hymn to Romania, published in Romanian in Paris in 1850, revised 
and re-published in Romania in 1855. Though at first sight there seems to be very 
little in common between the two writers (Elizabeth Barrett Browning was born 
and educated in England, she exiled herself to Italy as a response to disobeying her 
father’s interdiction of her ever getting married, while Alecu Russo was a 
Moldavian intellectual who did his studies in Switzerland and joined the 
enthusiastic group of young Romanian revolutionaries), the two share the same 
ideals of democracy, equality, freedom and, especially, the same aversion against a 
foreign rule and foreign or local oppression as regards Italy and the Danubian 
Principalities, respectively. Tuscany was part of the Austrian Empire at the time as 
was Transylvania. Moreover, Moldavia and Wallachia were quasi-independent 
because they still paid tribute to the Ottoman Empire. The two writers coming from 
the two different areas of Europe (west and east) expressed in two completely 
different languages (English and Romanian) their views on freedom and their wish 
that an ideal, perfect state would replace the actual, imperfect one. In this sense, 
they are both tributary to Plato’s idealistic description of a Republican state in 
which social and political things become public and are managed by the people 
(respublica). Both writers are also tributary to the Romantic idealism and 
passionate discourse of freedom and, interestingly, both use rather similar 
discursive tropes. 

Italy, for example, is a trope which, with Elizabeth Barrett Browning, both 
continues and subverts the meaning it generally had in nineteenth-century literary 
texts. With most nineteenth-century writers, Italy was referred to as bella Italia or 
il bel paese, bearing, at times, a substantial Romantic touch, which remained 
unchanged in the Victorian mind. Yet, in naming Italy la bella Italia or il bel 
paese, Elizabeth Barrett Browning reveals a more advanced view than that of her 
male contemporaries, in the sense that she sees Italy as a modern space, as a 
developing new nation “with legitimate claims to independence” (Harris, 5), 
besides its representation as womanhood. Discussing the use of the gender 
metaphor for Italy with Barrett Browning, Sandra Gilbert claims that the poet turns 
                                                 
2 Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-1861) was a prominent Victorian poet, who moved to 
Florence, Tuscany, in 1847, following her marriage to Robert Browning and lived there 
until her death. She supported the Tuscan fight for the liberation of the country from under 
the Austrian rule. 
3 Alecu Russo (1819-1859) was born in the Principality of Moldavia in a wealthy family. 
He did his studies in Switzerland and joined the group of young Romanian revolutionary 
intellectuals who engaged in the fight for the unification of the Danubian Principalities: 
Wallachia, Moldavia and Transylvania.  
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the meaning of mother Italy “from a political state to a female state of mind, from a 
problematic country in Europe to the problem condition of femaleness” (Gilbert in 
Leighton ed., 35). In this way, Barrett Browning represents the Italian 
Risorgimento both as a national issue, which she strongly supports, and as a 
personal issue, her own liberation from the tight strings of a dictatorial father.  

Representing Italy as womanhood (both virginal and fallen), Barrett 
Browning undoubtedly follows the tradition of Byron (Childe Harold), 
Wordsworth (The Prelude), and Carlyle (the hero-theory). To this, she adds her 
own interpretation of Italy as freedom and fulfillment, as barrier breaking and mind 
opening, which creates a composite, symbolical representation of the place in the 
Victorian age and an alter-ego image for the poet. As Gilbert argues, in the overall 
image of Italy, Elizabeth Barrett Browning encompasses the idea of mother, 
matrix, and motherhood as opposed to father and fatherhood, which England 
generally stands for her (36). Thus, in Casa Guidi Windows, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning interweaves the political and the cultural and seeks to define the nature 
and role of ‘citizenship,’ through an enthusiastic discussion of the concept of 
freedom, both as a national and as a personal topic.4 Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 
interpretation of Italy opposes the visual representation of the country in 
nineteenth-century Italian art.  
 Alecu Russo’s representation of Romania in Hymn to Romania is also a 
woman; it is a woman who has been widowed, whose sons have been murdered 
and who mourns on their tombs like a Greek tragic heroine. The Romantic touch of 
Russo’s text lies in his exalted vision of nature (mountains, rivers, hills, plains), all 
participating in the mourning ritual and deep suffering of the mother country 
alongside the people living in it. Like Browning’s depiction, Russo’s opposes and 
completes the artistic representation of Romanian at the time as a young woman 
ready to fight, a kind of Joan of Arc.  
 
The text and the revolution 
 
Casa Guidi Windows, a poem, whose first part Elizabeth Browning publishes in 
1851, is a personal, therefore subjective, account of the 1848 events in Florence, 
dwelling on the concept of freedom, revealed to the reader through the speaker’s 
senses: seeing, hearing, and feeling. Thus, Book I starts with the description of a 
demonstration which the speaker watches through the window of the house, 
looking down the street. The critics have already speculated about this image, by 
comparing it to the Lady of Shallot’s similar indirect perception of the world 
through the mirror. Elizabeth Barrett herself points out in the “Advertisement” to 
the poem that “it contains the impressions of the writer upon events in Tuscany of 
which she was a witness. ‘From a window’” (Browning, xLi). The window image 

                                                 
4 She had a very strict father who had forbidden her to marry because of the Creole blood 
that was running through the family veins and had spoiled the purity of the English genes. 
Therefore, the Tuscans desire to break free from the oppressors is seen through the lenses 
of her own struggle to free from her father’s decisive bans.    
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offers the speaker not only a non-participatory, indirect way of appraising and 
interpreting the events, but also shelter and protection (the speaker is behind the 
window in the room). Moreover, the reader is granted a double exposure: looking 
with the speaker at the events and looking at the events through the speaker’s 
words, which, according to Richard Cronin, reveals the text as a “double poem.” 
(Cronin in Chapman and Stabler, eds., 49).  

Russo’s text, a poem in prose, whose first version was published in the 
expatriate magazine, România viitoare (Future Romania, translation mine), in 
1850, in Paris, is described in its Preface, signed by Nicolae Balcescu (a fellow 
intellectual and revolutionary), as having been inspired by the events in Italy and 
Germany and as expressing “the soul of a nation,” the history of the country since 
its beginnings to the present day”. Supposedly written by a poet who spent a lot of 
time in a monastery (therefore secluded from the real world), it reveals from its 
first lines its propagandistic purpose: the recalling of a glorious past, the 
strengthening of patriotic feelings and the urging of the people to take immediate 
action. The text does not offer the detachment of the onlooker, but the subjectivity 
of a self, personally involved in the events, feeling deeply responsible for 
producing a drastic change in the course of history.       

Elizabeth Barrett Browning describes what she sees, hears and feels 
without any direct, physical implication in the act. Therefore, the first connecting 
link between herself and the people’s demonstration is the singing of a child, whom 
the poet can hear, but not see: 

 
I heard last night a little child go singing 
     ‘Neath Casa Guidi windows, by the church 
O bella liberta, O bella! – stringing 
The same words still on notes he went in search 
So high for, you concluded the upspringing  
     Of such a nimble bird to sky from perch 
Must leave the whole bush in a tremble green, 
     And that the heart of Italy must beat, 
While such a voice had leave to rise serene 
      ‘Twixt church and palace of a Florence street!  
     (ll 1-10) 

 
Besides the Romantic connotation of the child image, reminding the reader of 
Wordsworth’s paradoxical line “the Child is father of the Man,” the child in the 
text symbolizes the fresh prospect of the future, a new beginning as well as the 
young stage of Italy’s independence process. As a metaphor for Italy, the child, a 
true Tuscan Gavroche, is both connected to, and in opposition with, the series of 
clichéd metaphors that represent Italy as a woman. 

Russo does not use his senses to describe his homeland. He appeals to 
collective and personal memory and to the deeply buried feelings of patriotism 
which he believes his addressees have. The poet starts his Hymn in a prayer–like 
manner (“Lord Almighty, God of our fathers”) and suddenly turns it into a lament 
for what seems to be the irretrievable loss of the country’s heroic past:  
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1 
Lord Almighty, God of our fathers, has He taken pity on your tears, 
uncomforted people, has He taken pity on your spirit, my homeland?  Are 
you not humbled enough, not wretched enough, not broken enough?  
Deprived of your brave sons, you are incessantly weeping over their 
tombs, as distraught women weep and mourn over the still coffin of their 
husbands (translation mine).   

 
The personified image of the country as a woman follows the mainstream portrayal 
of mother lands, which fits into the mythical representation of the land as 
nourishing the people living on it as a mother feeds her children. Yet, there is a 
distinction between Elisabeth Browning’s and Russo’s use of metaphor in 
representing the country. Elisabeth Browning’s description of Italy as an 
“enchained” woman, a “widow of empires,” “a shamed sister,” her calling it 
“Cybele,” “Niobe,” and “Juliet of nations,”5 all tributary to Byron’s description of 
Italy in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (Part IV), are waived as old and outdated 
images of the country under the new historical and political circumstances, during 
the progress of present events.  
      

Of such songs enough, 
   Too many of such complaints! Behold, instead, 
         Void at Verona, Juliet’s marble trough. 
   As void as that is, are all images 
        Men set between themselves and actual wrong, 
   To catch the weight of pity, meet the stress 
        Of conscience, - since ‘tis easier to gaze long 

On mournful masks, and sad effigies, 
               Than on real, live, weak creatures crushed by strong. 
        (ll 40-48) 
 
All these metaphors correspond to an older cliché of imagining the country as 
womanhood, with all the adjacent representations that may be related to it: purity, 
also depravity, virginity, but also motherhood, and generally, conquest through 
perseverance or abuse.6 Most visual images that circulated in Europe during the 
1848 revolutions represented the country enflamed by the revolutionary spirit as a 

                                                 
5 The first five metaphors allude to Byron’s description of Italy in Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage, IV, while the “Juliet of nations,” with its clear Shakesperian echo, refers to 
Auguste Barbier’s poem “Le campo vaccino” (“Divine Juliette au cercueuil étendue”). 
6 In her article “From Patria to Matria,” (in Leighton ed.), Sandra Gilbert describes the 
trope of Italy with Victorian writers as follows: a land that feeds (a nurturing mother), a 
land that feels (an impassionate sister), a land that creates (a home of art), a land that 
transforms and integrates (a magic paradise), a land that has been rejected or is rejecting (a 
dead, denied and denying woman).  Elizabeth Barrett uses most of these tropes in Casa 
Guidi both because she identifies to Italy to a great extent and because she owes her images 
to her European culture with which she completely integrates.  
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woman unchaining herself and/or showing a bare breast, which thus concomitantly 
offered a combined image of motherhood and abuse. 
 Russo falls into the same steps when representing motherland in the 
Romantic tradition: as a nurturing mother, a magic paradise and a woman whose 
family was abused and ruined. The trope of Romania as motherland actually 
constitutes the central motif of the poem. Russo does not refer to, or name, one of 
the Romanian lands, not even his own land of birth, Moldavia. He addresses the 
Romanian lands as a whole, creating an imaginary community, which he envisages 
at both the allegorical and the symbolical levels. Allegorically, the country, 
shrouded in myth, is a proud warrior woman with iron breast (Canto 12), a 
widowed woman or a woman deprived of her children (Canto 1). Symbolically, it 
is an un-steered boat, left to the mercy of the violent storm (Canto 48).  

 
12 

How did your iron breast feel weak?… your strong arms are worn out… 
and weakness has flooded your sons’ bodies. 

 […]       
48 

You are like the un-steered boat deserted in the storm… and the bad 
helmsmen who took possession of your steering wheel lead you into 
greater need and worse deed… (translation mine) 

 
Such representations of the country as a nurturing, but also abused mother 
introduce numerous passages in which Russo mixes history with legends and 
Biblical references in the description of the heroic past of the Romanian land. The 
reference to the past is also to be found with Barrett Browning, the dissimilarity 
between Russo and Browning lying in the different treatment of history. While 
Russo is emerged in Biblical allusions and folkloric stories, Barrett Browning has a 
more aloof vision of Italy by approaching its past culturally, not mythically.  

To Russo, the past represents stories of an idyllic childhood, on the one 
hand and memories of victorious defense wars, on the other. Therefore, the image 
of the country as a magic Paradise is more pregnant with him than with Elizabeth 
Browning.  

      
28 

The homeland is the memory of childhood… the parents’ hut with 
the large tree by the threshold, it is the mother’s love… the innocent 
dreams of our hearts… the place where we loved and were loved… the dog 
who was playing with us, the sound of the village church-bell calling on 
holy days… the cattle mooing at dusk, the smoke of the fireplace that has 
warmed us since our birth… the stork on the roof  […] (translation mine) 

 
The use of the present tense in this passage creates a mythical dimension in which 
presentness and eternity are mingled. The homeland which Russo describes is 
Edenic (hence the Biblical connotations), it is the garden of Paradise before the 
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fall. The fall, however, is not caused by “man’s disobedience,” as Milton had put it, 
but by the barbarous spoliation and depletion of the Edenic space from the outside. 
Foreign wrong-doers are to blame, not the innocent people inhabiting it. The 
moment had come, then, for the people to recover their lost land and idyllic life, 
not only through a constant recalling of collective and individual memory (the two 
are somehow mixed), but also, and most especially, through taking action, through 
concrete fight against the enemy. Revolution is therefore the word that had to 
enflame the youngsters and raise them to arms.  
 

62 
Wake up, Romania!  Vanquish your suffering, it is time you freed 

yourself from your slumber, you nation of kings and princes!...  What more 
do you need to resurrect? That your forefathers rise from their graves?  
They did rise indeed, but you have not seen them… They have spoken, and 
you have not heard them… Gird up your loins, search and listen… 
Judgment day is coming… all the peoples have stirred… for the day of 
redemption is begun!... (translation mine) 
 

The calling to arms is not actually a calling to war, it is rather a calling to gather 
the energies of the past and, like in Homer’s epic, the mortals and the immortals 
will concur in bringing justice to the earth.  

Contrary to Russo’s idealized vision of Romania, Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning looks for new metaphors to describe her recently adopting country. To 
her, Italy is a palimpsest, a conglomerate of cultural images ranging from Giotto  
(il campanile in Florence) and Michelangelo (his “Night and Day and Dawn and 
Twilight” statues) to Fra Angelico, Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, from Christian 
churches and cathedrals, built and painted by Italians, to contemporary politicians 
(Savonarola, Garibaldi, Duke Leopold II, the Pope - Pio Nono). By opposing the 
traditional metaphors to a palimpsestic Italy represented in cultural and political 
layers, Elizabeth Barrett Browning creates a modern, multi-faceted image of the 
mythical space, which Italy stood for with the English Romantic writers.  

  
   For me who stand in Italy today, 
    Where worthier poets stood and sang before, 
    I kiss their footsteps, yet their words gainsay. (ll 49-51) 
  […] – here where Giotto planted  

His campanile, like an unperplexed 
Fine question Heaven-ward, touching the things granted 

A noble people who, being greatly vexed 
In act, in aspiration keep undaunted? 
 What word will God say? Michel’s Night and Day 
And Dawn and Twilight wait in marble scorn, 
 Like dogs upon a dunghill, couched on clay. 
     (ll 68-75) 
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Tuscany is a cultural, secular and civic place of the present. Its Christian past and 
present are viewed through cultural and artistic lenses, not through religious ones.  
Thus, the cultural past, especially Dante’s literary achievements and unjust exile, 
are seen as the guarantee of liberal thought in Florence. Elizabeth Browning’s 
alluding to Dante and the stone on which he used to bring his chair and sit on in 
front of Brunelleschi’s church every evening, is double-layered as Dante is 
perceived less as a religious poet and more as a literary icon and a liberal thinker 
who had suffered for his views (“a banished Florentine,” I:608).7 With Elizabeth 
Browning, Dante becomes the embodiment of both politics and culture, of ideology 
and spirituality from beyond the grave, an inspiring hero who aligns with Caesar, 
Cicero, Boccaccio and Petrarch in their endeavor to better the world. The 
Risorgimento which Elizabeth Browning describes sitting at her window gratifies 
Dante’s earthly struggle, while the poet rightfully enjoys the pleasures of heaven 
(“For Dante sits in heaven and ye stand here,” I: 649).  
 
The Romantic vision 
 
Barrett Browning’s use of Dante as an icon or as the most complete and complex 
symbol of Italy, a hero-like figure and source of inspiration to people is in 
accordance with the Victorian belief that changes in the world are the work of an 
ideal leader, a hero, an “Able-man,” as Thomas Carlyle described him in his 1840 
lecture “The Hero as King.” The glorification of ideal leaders with the Victorians is 
reminiscent of the Romantic view (such as Byron’s) on the one hand, and of the 
rise of patriotic feelings by the French revolution and mainly by Napoleon III’s 
exploits, on the other. But most importantly, the description of the hero in Carlyle’s 
view resembles very much Plato’s idealistic portrayal of Philosopher Ruler in The 
Republic. According to Carlyle, the Hero is 

[…] the most important of Great Men. […] practically the summary … of 
all the various figures of heroism; Priest, Teacher, whatsoever of earthly or 
of spiritual dignity. (Carlyle in Gobler et al. ed., 169)  

According to Plato, the Philosopher Ruler is a man who 
must combine in his nature good memory, readiness to learn, breadth of 
vision and grace, and be a friend of truth, justice, courage, and self-control. 
(Plato, 220) 

The Romantic and Platonic belief in an ideal Hero who can master things and bring 
liberty to the people may account both for Barrett’s enthusiastic exploration of the 
possibility that the Duke or the Pope might become the ideal leader to accomplish 
the unification of Italy in Part I and for her overt disillusion in Part II of Casa 
Guidi when she realizes that neither of them was able to fulfill the Tuscans’ dream 
of liberty and deliver Tuscany from the Austrians.  

The poet’s disappointment in Part II (written three years after the events in 
Part I had been consumed), reveals more than sadness at the Tuscan failure to 

                                                 
7 The nineteenth-century writers’ interest in Dante is well-known; Ruskin, for example, 
calls him “the central man of all the world” in Stones of Venice. 
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fulfill their ideals; it reveals the sad realization that the two people whom she 
truthfully believed that they could raise to hero stature were false, coward and 
mean. While in Part I she exults herself at the sight of the Duke’s children at the 
window of the palace (“They too should govern as the people willed,” I:560) and 
describes the greatness of the Pope, half-man, half-statue (“… a man! His heart 
beats warm”, who “sits in stone and hardens by a charm / Into the marble of his 
throne high placed,” (I:1035, 1037-8), in Part II, she sadly depicts the Duke as a 
false man (“I believed the man was true!,” II: 64-65) and, later, she calls him “an 
illegitimate Caesar” (II:86). The Pope has a similar treatment: her high praise of 
him as a great man in Part I turns, in Part II, to overt criticism (he shames “Peter’s 
chair,” II:445) and future dismissal (“Pope Pius will be glorified in none,” II:441). 
However, Elizabeth Browning’s idealism and her Romantic side support her 
distorted view on politics and political changes whose possible achievement, as she 
sees it, should be hero-driven.  

Just as she described the Risorgimento from a window, she looked upon 
politics through the framed glass of Romantic idealism. This may also have 
accounted for the favorable reception of Casa Guidi in America, in which the 
writing and application of the Declaration of Independence and of the US 
Constitution were still fresh in the people’s minds.  

Alecu Russo also swerves towards the concept of freedom which he sees 
both as independence, disentanglement from the outside and as divine justice and 
liberal thought from the inside. His vision mingles the apocalyptic image of 
Judgment Day which sets the wrong right with a more pragmatic vision of the state 
ruled by the law.   

       
15 

He who does not see the need of law, does not know freedom, because 
there cannot be freedom without law…and he who does not respect the law 
throws freedom off. (translation mine) 

17 
Freedom is twofold: it is inside and it is outside… the two freedoms are 
like sisters, they cannot live without each other… freedom from the outside 
is the liberation of our land, the land we are born in, the land that feeds us, 
the land on which we draw our name and our right to be a free. […] 
Freedom from the inside is the law, it is the icon of divine justice, the law 
which everybody agrees on and which everybody observes. Where there is 
no law, there is no freedom, and where the law is only for some and the 
others disobey it, freedom is lost. (translation mine) 

 
The government of the law is to Russo what the Philosopher Ruler is to Elizabeth 
Browning. The law with Russo is a mixture of divine intervention to bring justice 
and human observance of rules. Russo believes in free will as a guardian of the 
law, he believes in redemption, in people’s change of mind and sincere desire to 
undo the wrong and pursue the right and the just. 

Russo’s vision of the twofold hypostases of freedom is Romantic in its 
essence and tributary to Jean Jacques Rousseau’s theory of man’s natural right to 
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be free by birth, a theory which Alecu Russo must have become acquainted with 
during his studies in Switzerland. So, for both Elizabeth Browning and Russo, 
freedom has a double connotation: it is national and personal. As regards national 
freedom, the two are in agreement. But as regards personal freedom, the two 
become distinct. While for Elizabeth Browning the personal dimension of freedom 
refers mainly to woman’s rights in the society and family (the right to pursue a 
career, the right to be the husband’s equal), for Russo, personal freedom means the 
people’s right to live in a free country governed by equality and democracy, whose 
warrant is the law.  

As both Elizabeth Browning and Russo display a utopian attitude in 
envisaging a free, democratic state and share Romantic views on its creation, as 
both, in spite of their disillusionment, never cease to believe in Risorgimento and 
national unity, which both foresee as a definite accomplishment in the future, both 
may be labeled as poet-prophets in the line of English and European Romantic 
visionaries and prophets. Without having ever heard of each other, the two poets 
share the Romantic and revolutionary spirit of the age in both its enthusiastic 
manifestation and utter failure and disillusion.   
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THE GENTLEMAN AND THE BRITISH CULTURAL SPACE 
 
 

 Mahmut Terci8 
 
 
Abstract: This article investigates the concept of the gentleman in the English 

culture considering its historical, sociological, philosophical and literary development. The 
term ‘gentleman’ has been used in British culture by an enormous number of people 
loading varied meanings to the concept. The idea of the ‘gentleman’ has attracted many 
historians, philosophers, religious figures and writers. A number of questions may be 
asked. Who are or were called the gentlemen in the past and in the present? What qualities 
are required for a gentlemanly behavior? How does a historian, a philosopher, a social 
scientist, a religious figure, or a writer, define the term gentleman? The general 
considerations about the concept of the gentleman have definitely changed throughout the 
ages and the subjective impressions have made it much more complicated to pinpoint its 
exact definition. While critics who wrote about the English gentleman, such as Philip 
Mason and Robin Gilmour think that the idea of the gentleman rose in the nineteenth 
century and it has lost its influence and prestige in the modern and post-modern age and 
has become an old-fashioned term used in specific places or cases for specific people. Some 
other critics, such as Cristina Berberich and Shirley Robin Letwin, believe that the morality 
of the gentleman will never lose its importance not even in the post-modern society. 
According to our own considerations, the more we understand the qualities that make 
people true gentlemen, the more people understand and respect one another. Nevertheless, 
these varied views should be considered and a closer look is needed to have a complete 
portrait of the ‘gentleman’.        
 

Key words: gentleman, English gentleman, gentleman of birth, gentleman of 
wealth, gentleman of manners, true gentleman, fake gentleman, gentry, gentility, British 
nobility, class, culture, gender  

 
 

When the term first appeared in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, it was used ironically 
to describe ‘verray, parfit, gentil knight’ (in Pollard, 3). The chivalrous traits were 
the main characteristics of the term. In the subsequent centuries, the 16th and 17th, 
the ‘gentlemen’ were a social group in the English gentry just below the baronets, 
knights and esquires. Prestigious professions or wealth turned people from the 
lower classes into ‘gentlemen’, a term which indicated an upper class social status. 
The developments in economy and science as well as the expanding of the English 
empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had a great influence on the 
social and moral features of the British society. In the Victorian age, the term was 
preferred to express the manners of the people rather than their class belonging. 
Conduct books were published and became highly in the nineteenth century. In the 
modern times, the reputation of the concept has almost faded away, but to be called 
a gentle and kind man has never lost its importance. Recent research on the concept 
of the gentleman have pointed out various definitions and interpretations of the 

                                                 
8 Ovidius University Constanta, Romania. 
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term taking into consideration distinct approaches by writers, sociologists, 
historians, philosophers and religious figures. Not only the varied perspectives on 
the concept of the gentleman by different people in different periods, but also the 
changes in the class system related to the expansion of the empire, the changes in 
the education system, the changes in people’s moral values and social behavior 
have enlarged the basic meanings of the term.  

The term ‘gentleman’ is really an ambiguous word which might not sound 
the same when used in contexts or by various people. Philip Mason, who traces the 
rise and the fall of the ideal of the English gentleman from Chaucer to the 
nineteenth century, states that “there is hardly a book in the whole range of English 
literature or a character in English history who has not something to say 
somewhere about the idea of the gentleman.” (Mason, 14) When he compares the 
past and the present in terms of the influence of this term on people, he thinks that 
the idea of the gentleman is no more a social force at all.  

The other writers, who have researched the image of the gentleman in 
English culture, such as Christine Berberich and David Castronovo, have similar 
deductions that the gentleman has stopped being a central figure. Berberich writes 
that “These men lived and, more poignantly, died according to the rules of an ideal 
which had been in existence in Britain for centuries. It had changed and been 
modified over the ages, but it was still going strong by the time Titanic went down, 
and held values which were understood, followed and admired – albeit sometimes 
ridiculed as well – all over the world.” (Berberich, 3) And David Castronovo, like 
Berberich, suggests that “the gentleman is no longer a central figure in culture but 
the issues of status, power, self-assertion, and self-cultivation never seem to 
disappear.”  (Castronovo, x) 

According to G. E. Mingay, when the terms are used in their broadest 
usage, they become vaguer and less helpful. He claims that in its broadest usage 
‘the gentry’ is more vague than helpful and it has come to compromise so many 
diverse groups that a closer definition of this is an essential prerequisite to any 
intelligent discussion (Mingay, 1). The word ‘gentleman’ could be included in the 
same category as well. It contains something from ‘masculinity’, something from 
‘class’, something from ‘manners’, something from ‘morals’, something from 
‘Englishness’ and even something from ‘old-fashioned behavior’ from the 
perspective of modernity. Cristine Berberich, the author of The Image of the 
English Gentleman in the Twentieth Century – Englishness and Nostalgia (2007), 
points out the difficulty of defining the term of the gentleman as follows: 

 
Gentleman – a word simultaneously conjuring up diverse images, yet one 
so difficult to define. When we hear the term, we might think of 
Englishness; of class; of masculinity; of elegant fashions; of manners and 
morals. But we might also think of hypocrisy; of repression; of outdated 
behavior befitting the characters of a Victorian novel, but which no longer 
any value in today’s society. (Berberich, 3)  
 

Berberich brings together various writers’ approaches to illustrate the ideal 
gentleman from various perspectives. To her, these writers, who try to find a proper 



45 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

3 
   

  

definition for the term, emphasize that the concept “has a particular and private 
account for almost everybody, has different meanings in different mouths and even 
the same person would use it in different senses, covers interpretations of a 
thousand shades, and is… conveniently vague.” (Berberich, 4) She also shows that 
not even Encyclopædia Britannica, published in 1929, is capable of a strict 
definition. 
 

The word “gentleman,” used in the wide sense with which birth and 
circumstances have nothing to do, is necessarily incapable of strict 
definition. For “to behave like a gentleman” may mean little or much, 
according to the person by whom the phrase is used; “to spend money like 
a gentleman” may even be no great praise; but “to conduct a business like a 
gentleman” implies a standard at least as high as that involved in the phrase 
noblesse oblige. In this sense of a person of culture, character and good 
manners the word “gentleman” has supplied a gap in more than one foreign 
language. (Encyclopedia Britannica, 123) 
 

The changes in the language use of the term through time has had most important 
effects on the enlargement of the concept. Cristine Berberich concludes that 
“attempts at a definition are complicated by the fact that not only has the ideal 
changed considerably throughout the ages, but it is also always tinged with 
subjective impressions, which points to the problem of representation.” (Berberich, 
5)  
          Another critic, Mark C. Nitcholas, states in his work The Evolution of 
Gentility in Eighteenth-Century England and Colonial Virginia (2000) that “this 
vague and complex mixture of qualities expected in a gentleman – birthright, 
education, wealth, income, vocation, civic responsibilities, and personal virtue – 
make a strict definition of a gentleman difficult to compose.” (Nitcholas, 22) 
          In the same line, David Cody thinks that “the concept of the gentleman was 
not merely a social or class designation. There was also a moral component 
inherent in the concept which made it difficult and ambiguous.” (Cody, 1) 
Nevertheless, some attempts to define the term ‘gentlemen’ have been selected 
here to see much clearly how the ideal has been interpreted from various 
perspectives. 
  Mentioning famous people from literary figures, such as W. Shakespeare, 
D. Defoe, John Selden, and Thomas Dekker among others, the historian Penelope 
J. Corfield wonders if they were gentlemen or not. Then, she starts guiding the 
reader to a historical journey and taking him from the twelfth century, when the 
term was first used by Chaucer, to the nineteenth century when, it became an ideal 
way of behavior in the society. She lays a special emphasis on the term that it has 
both social and moral connotations, like the word ‘noble’. Thus, she states that: 
 

A man described as ‘gentil’ in Chaucer’s time was gentle by ‘birth or 
character’, additionally glossed as ‘noble’, ‘excellent’, ‘worthy’, ‘well-
bred’, ‘charming’, ‘mild’ or ‘tender’. The combination of qualities 
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reflected a chivalric ideal, whereby men of high rank justified their 
elevation by their gracious and courteous bearing. They were not expected 
to be proud, haughty, rude, or aggressive, but modest, magnanimous, well-
mannered, and valorous.” (Corfield, 3)  
 

According to critics like Penelope J. Corfield, G. E. Mingay, R Kelso, the fifteenth 
century was the time when the term ‘gentleman’ referred to ‘high-ranking’ 
individuals who were mainly ‘landowners’. By the sixteenth century the peerage – 
including dukes, earls, marquises, and lords – were often termed as ‘gentlemen’ by 
courtesy as they were also considered to be noble. The rest of the population 
constituted the ‘Commons’ of England and they were led by the gentry – included 
baronets, knights, esquires and plain gentlemen. The term gained both popularity 
and elasticity through the period from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Not 
only the non-landowners who bought land acquired the dignity, but the non-
landowners who did not buy land were also awarded the status. As a result, the 
English society witnessed ‘the rise of the gentleman’ when the title was 
increasingly used. By the nineteenth century the pressure of its use had decreased 
gradually. The most important point in Penelope J. Corfield’s perspective is that “a 
‘gentleman’ in chivalric theory was intended to be a man not only of status and 
independent wealth, but also of sterling personal qualities in intellect, manners, and 
morals.” (Corfield, 5)       

To Shirley Robin Letwin, the most perfect gentleman in Trollope’s novels 
is Madame Max Goesler. How come a female figure could be the ‘most perfect 
gentleman’? Although many people make a natural connection between the 
gentleman and masculinity, Letwin approaches the concept from a moral 
perspective when she claims that ‘the many writers who, from medieval times 
onwards, have tried to discover his – the gentleman’s – identity, have not taken this 
view.’ (Letwin, ix) What is this view? Letwin explains it in the preface of her book 
as follows:  

 
The idea that a human being is compound of reason and passion and that 
struggle between them constitutes the moral life has, since ancient times, 
been synonymous with morality. But in the more general sense, morality is 
a conception of how it is decent to life. It is an answer to the question, how 
am I to understand myself and conduct my life? The morality, that is the 
subject of this book, denies that human beings are divided between reason 
and passion. And the consequence is a radically unfamiliar attitude to our 
moral condition and in particular to the nature and significance of 
individuality. Individuality becomes the essence of humanity, but there is 
no suggestion here, as in so-called ‘individualist’ moralities, of any conflict 
between ‘the individual’ and ‘society’ or of any sanction for irrationality, 
egoism, or nihilism. This unfamiliar attitude to a human condition is, I 
believe, what defines the gentleman. (Letwin, ix) 
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In her work, Letwin focuses mostly on explaining the ‘morality’ concept that 
defines the gentleman. When we try to find explanations to  “how people conduct 
themselves”, she believes that it depends on “how people understand themselves 
and their world” rather than on social ‘forces’, biological or psychological ‘drives’, 
‘class struggles’ or universal ‘structures’. (Letwin, x-xi) Since she admits that her 
work is a ‘philosophical’ study, it has implications in understanding English history 
from this perspective as well, because the ‘gentleman’s morality’, allegedly, 
flourished in England.  

John Henry Cardinal Newman, a well-known religious figure in the 
nineteenth-century England, portrays ‘the gentleman’ in The Idea of a University 
(1852) as 

 
the one; who keeps in touch with everybody in harmony, who is modest, 
who interprets everything for the best, who is never mean or little in his 
disputes, who never takes unfair advantage, who never mistakes 
personalities or sharp sayings for arguments or insinuates evil which he 
dare not say out, and the one who is patient, forbearing, and resigned, on 
philosophical principles; he submits to pain, because it is inevitable, to 
bereavement, because it is irreparable, and to death, because it is his 
destiny. (qtd in Landow)  
 

According to Newman, a gentleman is the one who collects all the goodness in his 
character and the one who tries to be away from evil throughout his lifetime. 
George P. Landow comments that “this definition appears as an exemplary 
idealization of the British gentleman. And it is also an unsurprising presentation of 
a socio-political ideal related to specific class interest.” (Landow) This definition 
has been chosen here to see the concept from another perspective, which focuses 
on the manners and behavior of a gentleman rather than on his class or wealth. 
Because Newman was a cardinal and added his religious perspectives to define the 
term, this view could be considered as the definition of the ‘Christian gentleman’ 
as well.  

Another explorer pf the term, Miège, thought that higher education was 
important for the gentleman. His claim that anyone could be called a gentleman as 
long as they look like a gentleman, seems to be a rather natural courtesy in the 
general sense, but the higher intellectual meaning of the term could be emptied 
when any man can be called a gentleman. Adam Smith, whose study on human 
virtues and ethics called Theory of Moral Sentiments was published in 1759, 
believed that the following qualities may make a gentleman: 

 
By what important accomplishments is the young nobleman instructed to 
support the dignity of his rank? … Is it by knowledge, by industry, by 
patience, by self-denial, or by virtue of any kind? … His air, his manner, 
his deportment, all mark that elegant and graceful sense of his own 
superiority, which those who are born to inferior stations can hardly ever 
arrive at. These are the arts by which he proposes to make mankind more 
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easily submit to his authority, and to govern their inclinations according to 
his own pleasure: and in this he is seldom disappointed. These arts, 
supported by rank and pre-eminence, are, upon ordinary occasions, 
sufficient to govern the world. (qted in Nitcholas, 29) 
 

Adam Smith’s definition is important in terms of the qualities of ‘the gentleman’ 
because he believed that wisdom and virtue were superior qualities to birth and 
wealth. Nitcholas also mentions John Locke’s and Edmund Burke’s opposite ideas 
about the concept and concludes that even the leading writers could not agree on 
the qualities and traits that made a gentleman. It is obvious that nobody will ever 
agree on the definition of the term as they may agree on the terms democracy or 
republic. Since many countries have been using the same system almost each one 
of them has differences in applying it. To draw a parallel, in a tragicomic way, 
politicians in the states where the dictatorial ship is in power call themselves 
democratic and refer to their countries in terms of “the government of the people.” 
In the same way, John Locke warned against “those who call themselves 
gentlemen” that despite their birth, wealth and power, “they will find all these still 
carried away from them, by men of lower condition who surpass them in 
knowledge.” (Nitcholas, 30-31) 

Ruth Kelso offers one of the most interesting definitions of the idea of the 
gentleman. She uses the word “perfect man”, which to her would be the equivalent 
of the gentleman and points out the importance of doing research on this concept: 
“Of all the researches that have engaged the human spirit the most honorable and 
the most ancient has been the quest for the perfect man.” (Kelso, 11) (Bold mine) 

A quick review of the titles of the British nobility is needed to see which 
positions the upper class occupies between the seventeenth and the nineteenth 
centuries. Generally, the British nobility has two main entities: the peerage and the 
gentry. While the peerage consists of dukes, marquesses, earls and viscounts, 
barons and lords, the gentry consists of baronets, knights, lairds, esquires and 
gentlemen. In this respect, in his work, The Gentry (1976), Mingay points out that: 

 
Wealth, rank and social status divided them from the yeoman farmers, and 
equally, at the other end of the scale, from the nobility and great 
landowners. By the seventeenth century the gentry could be considered as 
composed of four orders of landowners ranking immediately below the 
peerage. Analysed in descending order, there were first the baronets, 
holders of an inheritable title first created in 1611 in order to fill the gap 
between the small body of peers and the much more numerous knights. 
Baronets ranked above the ancients orders of knights, which after 1611 
constituted the second stratum of the gentry. The dubbing of knights goes 
back beyond the Norman Conquest…The third rank of ‘esquire’ also had 
medieval and military origins…Use of the term gradually widened to 
include the sons of peers and the firstborn sons of baronets and knights, 
and in the course of time the esquire, or squire, came to rank above the 
‘gentlemen’, our forth category. (Mingay, 3)  



49 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

3 
   

  

 
How can we distinguish the difference between a ‘gentleman’ and a ‘yeoman or 
landowning farmer’ then? Mingay claims that “the elusive quality of gentility” is 
“a distinction acquired principally by birth, education, and the wealth and leisure to 
follow gentleman’s pursuits. Due to the social mobility in social life, better-off 
tenant farmers, professional men and leading merchants also held the position 
below the peerage and above the yeomanry not by profession of land but by their 
common education, by their freely mixing together in society, and least by a 
similar ‘bourgeois’ attitude towards the exploitation of their assets and the making 
of money.” (Mingay, 3-6) 

In The Origins of the English Gentry (2003), the historian professor Peter 
Coss also writes that “Sixteenth- and seventeenth- century commentators preferred 
to write of the peerage as the nobilitas major and the knights, esquires and 
gentlemen as the nobilitas minor. In common parlance, however, ‘gentry’, once 
synonymous with nobility, came to be used of the lesser nobility.” (Coss, 2)   

Like many other writers, the author of Culture, Class and Gender in 
Victorian Novel (1999) Arlene Young, also believes that “the idea of the gentleman 
was a key concept in the first strategic move on the part of the middle class in its 
rise to social and cultural dominance – the appropriation of the moral authority that 
had been the birthright of the aristocracy.” (Young, 5)  Robin Gilmour takes the 
idea of the gentleman one step further mentioning not only the man of noble birth 
but also the universal assumption that gentlemanliness was important, because he 
believes that it was also a moral not just a social category. (Gilmour, 3) As 
Gilmour mentions in the his work, The Idea of The Gentleman in the Victorian 
Novel (1981), “the process of moralization had been going on since the start of 
eighteenth century and the historical significance of the gentleman’s location – 
which traditionally ranked beneath the baronet, the knight and the squire, but above 
the yeoman – in the hierarchy of the gentry, rather than aristocracy, was that it 
provided a time-honoured and too exacting route to social prestige for new social 
groups.” (Gilmour, 5) 

In the meantime, as a result of education, which broadens the basis of 
gentility in public schools, a man qualified as a gentleman whatever his father’s 
origin or occupation was. Today, almost anybody from any race, background, 
nation and social group believes that everybody must have equal legislative rights 
and be judged on equal premises. The privileges or preeminence related to the 
social status, wealth, race, and profession is accepted as unfair in democratic and 
developed countries. Shelley’s lines, “when Adam delved and Eve span, who was 
then the gentleman?” (qtd in Corfield, 1) may be extremely suggestive here to 
illustrate that it is in our nature that everybody should have equal rights in the 
society. That is probably the main reason why the idea of the gentleman has 
decreased in importance in the society nowadays. 

Contrasting some examples from the Victorian age to modern literary 
works, Gilmour writes that “By the twentieth century the words ‘gentleman’ and 
‘gentlemanly’ have largely lost the force they had in Jane Austen or Thackeray, 
and have become part of conditioned reflexes of class.” (Gilmour, 14) However, it 
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is evident that the word gentleman has not lost its connection to class, irrespective 
of the ideological system of the twentieth-centuries societies. 

Although the term ‘gentleman’ had class implications within the gentry, it 
gained some ‘gentlemanly’ moral qualities until the last century. On the one hand, 
in the last two hundred years the balance in the social status has declined to its 
perfect place having no privileges at all – equal rights in the legislation – so that the 
democratic rights for everybody has been the perfect position. On the other hand 
the decline in moral degeneration or lack of ‘gentlemanly’ behavior has negative 
effects not only in the social life but also in economy.  

History mirrors both the rise and the fall of the ideal, or image, of the 
gentleman, when it is carefully researched. Gilmour summarizes his views stating 
that  

 
the idea of the gentleman carried some of the best hopes as well deepest 
contradictions of Victorian experience; behind the snobbery, the anxious 
debates about who did and did not qualify as a gentleman, the uneasy 
relationship to the aristocracy, there lies the struggle of a middle-class 
civilization to define itself and its values, a process in which the novelists 
were intimately and sympathetically involved. (Gilmour, 14) 
 

Becoming a gentleman was an ideal to be achieved by people for various reasons 
from the Renaissance up to the twentieth century in the English society. The 
gentleman is required in the nineteenth century to possess other skills such as 
versatility in foreign languages, history and the arts. This was due to the expanding 
English empire, the rise of the British economy and the rapid advances in industrial 
technology in England and abroad. The need to construct a ruling class for the 
empire by the aristocrats and the lower class’s desire to switch their status or to get 
a better standard of living were just some reasons seen as the pit of the iceberg in 
the demand for education. The desire for education itself and the pleasure the 
scientists got in their tiring research studies which resulted in modern inventions 
and technological development in many scientific fields, though somehow 
neglected by researchers, has played a tremendous role. As a matter of fact, all 
kinds of scientific, philosophical and sociological developments have had a great 
influence in the ‘constructions’ of the gentleman. As a result of these advances, the 
gentleman’s superiority in terms of morality and manner rather than birth and 
wealth has been considered in the construction of his portrait as the true gentleman. 

“Social conduct”, “mode of acting” or “behavior” that can be distinguished 
in the society are the very first meanings of the term, which are very similar in 
meaning to the word ‘behavior’, which has itself a broad sense in terms of one’s 
general conduct in life. The Oxford English Dictionary describes a gentleman as 
“A man in whom gentle birth is accompanied by appropriate qualities and 
behavior; hence, in general, a man of chivalrous instincts and fine feelings.” (qtd in 
Castronovo, 31) According to Castronovo ‘behavior’ is a vague term that  
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can take us from ceremonious courtesies of Chaucer’s knight to the 
stylized modishness of Lord Chesterfield. The word is a spectrum 
containing many possible models: their least common denominator is that 
they all involve a man’s actions in society as a measure of his 
gentlemanliness.’ And he emphasizes that ‘behavior – manners, breeding, 
life-style, feelings in action – is the component within the idea of the 
gentleman capable of the largest expansion. (Castronovo, 31) 
 

The instincts, or inner forces, or codes such as honor, honesty, integrity, generosity, 
courtesy, truthfulness, helpfulness and many more are shaped and formed by the 
cultural environment. The scholars’ works in social sciences; from religious written 
scripts to the speeches of religious people, from literal works of writers to the 
scientific works of philosophers, from the advice people get from mothers to the 
social or political leaders in various levels of the society, and from the human 
beings’ understanding the nature of goodness to the pure pleasure they feel in 
goodness have various impacts in shaping the identity or character of a person.    

If we imagine a human being like a ‘seed’ of an oak tree, we all know that 
the ‘seed’ has the ‘potential’ to be the oak tree. As long as it is placed carefully in 
the proper soil, in a proper place regarding the climate, and then watered 
systematically and taken care of in its growing process, it is assumed that the seed 
explodes in the soil, grabs the ground with its roots and touches the sky with its 
head. Thus, each man and woman has the ‘potential’ to become a ‘gentle’ person in 
his or her lifetime as long as they are informed about their ‘potentials’ and are 
guided and taught to get these gracious characteristics in our nature.  

W. M. Thackeray’s questions about the idea of the gentleman in The Book 
of Snobs (1848) actually open new horizons in understanding the concept from its 
moral aspect: 

 
 What is it to be a gentleman? Is it to be honest, to be gentle, to be 
generous, to be brave, to be wise, and, possessing all these qualities, to 
exercise them in the most graceful outward manner? Ought a gentleman to 
be a loyal son, a true husband, an honest father? Ought his life to be decent 
–his bills to be paid– his tastes to be high and elegant– his aims in life lofty 
and noble? (qtd in Castronovo, 30)  
 

These qualities and some others such as: kindness, manners, politeness, firmness, 
seriousness in managing the responsibilities at home or at work, loyalty towards his 
country and his people, respect shown to everybody including himself, gratitude, 
truthfulness, helpfulness, modesty without bashfulness, being obliging and 
complaisant without servility, cheerfulness without making too much noise, and 
faithfulness, among many others, make us wonder how just a very tiny ‘seed’ (as 
contained in the word “gentleman”) becomes an enormous tree - millions of times 
larger than its original seed – (as comprised in the numerous connotations of the 
word and the large number of studies written about it). 
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 Here comes another question to our minds, that is, how could these fine 
manners and qualities be acquired or begotten by the gentleman? One answer is 
‘education’. In the present times, it is the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ education 
acquired consciously and unconsciously during one’s life. More specifically, it is 
the formal education received at schools, colleges or universities within a schooling 
system and the informal education received at home from the family members, at 
church, in the neighborhood, and from fictional and non-fictional works such as 
books, magazines, newspapers, the media in general.  
 The search for idealism and perfectionism in the social sciences, as well as 
in the other sciences, goes on forever and, on the other hand, all the social groups, 
from the tiniest communities to the largest nations have their natural leaders who 
may or may not be qualified as having a gentlemanlike behavior. Whether wealthy 
or schooled, the political rulers today seem to draw on the graciousness and 
gentility of the ideal gentleman type. Since the separation of the public and private 
sphere, behaving like a gentleman has been the purpose of showing a 
gentlemanlike public conduct. Is there any difference between the ‘true gentleman’ 
and the ‘gentleman of manners’? Though both of them are very similar in terms of 
the intellectual, moral and manner aspects, the significant differences could be 
spotted in a number of characteristics, such as: 

a. The ‘true gentleman’ has leadership features and his influence has a deep 
impact on people irrespective of the historical period. He is a leader (head 
of a state, chief of army). 

b. His outstanding ideas, works, speeches as well as his gracious and gentle 
behavior are admired by thousands or millions of people; they open up the 
people’s minds and hearts, with his ideals of social and political changes. 
He is a social reformist. 

c. He dedicates his own life to his own people or to benefit of the mankind. 
He lives for the others. Their happiness, comfort, welfare is more 
important than his own. He forgets his own leisure. He is a real, generous, 
benevolent humanist. 

d. His only dream is to see all the people living in harmony and peace. He is a 
real peacemaker.  

e. Such a man may be hated, pushed out of his community, forced to live 
alone in a state of non-communication with his own people and family, he 
may be humiliated, even killed. But he never ceases to work for his people. 
He is an activist and a hero. 

When the lives of famous people, such as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, even of the writer Charles Dickens, are investigated some 
of the characteristics mentioned above could be easily seen. In time, they become 
the voice of the groups that they naturally represent, their dedicated life, their 
unbearable suffering and incredible patience towards verbal and physical attacks, 
their reforming ideas and systematic work for everybody’s happiness, their firm 
and strong resistance to injustice are just a few of the difficult situations they faced 
in their strive to accomplish their mission. A true gentleman might be a hero, but 
not all heroes can be considered as true-gentlemen. Some villains, leaders or 
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terrorists, who may be subjectively considered heroes within their small groups like 
Hitler or Bin Laden, cannot be considered as true gentlemen due to the result of the 
mass destruction they caused and the objective considerations of millions. 

We, as human beings, are always in search of a perfect standard of living, a 
perfect friend or a spouse, a perfect place to have a vacation, a perfect school or 
university for a perfect education, a perfect job in a perfect institution, a perfect 
neighborhood with perfect neighbors, and probably to get the most perfect qualities 
a person may possess. This fact seems to be a sort of greediness, ambition or virtue. 
But this is our nature. When the history of mankind is quickly overviewed, the 
developments in the standards of our living, the advancements in science and 
technology and all the improvements in telecommunication and means of are 
mainly the result of this ambition to search for perfectness. The history of the 
gentleman may be compared, in a nutshell, with the history of mankind and the 
search for perfectness in public and private behavior. These are the main reasons 
why the idea of the gentleman has been investigated from various perspectives. 
       Thus, the ‘true’ gentleman’s life-long struggle with the ‘fake’ gentleman 
may be described as the history of mankind. 
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WALKING THE STREETS OF THE MODERN CITY: 
RECLAIMING STREET SPACE IN DICKENS’S AND DOS 

PASSOS’S REPRESENTATIONS OF WOMEN 
 
 

Hristo Boev1 
 
 

Abstract: This paper examines Dickens’s and Dos Passos’s portrayals of street 
space as experienced by women whose presence in the city streets is increasingly felt 
through Dickens’s representations of London. This presence is much more visible in Dos 
Passos’s depictions of New York in his novel Manhattan Transfer where female inhabitants 
still preserve some of the patterns of appropriating street space observed in Dickens, 
examined here by means of tropes of walking rhetoric. If we view walking as talking (de 
Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life) and the development of this idea (Augoyard, Step 
by Step), we will be able to establish a number of tropical similarities, based on 
Augoyard’s spatial tropes. These tropes can help us determine the process of reclaiming 
the street as public space by women in the two represented metropolises, indicative of the 
changes of women’s behavior in such spaces, which is reflected in the two writers’ 
sensibility marking the rise of the represented Modern City.The essay also seeks the two 
writers’ solution to masculinized street space and finds it in a tropological continuity in 
both, as well as an increased usage of aesthetic heterotopia in Dos Passos, thus New York 
streets being rendered less hostile, imbued in daydreams. 
 

Key words: street, trope, heterotopia, space, place, event, peritopism, paratopism, 
abrasion, enunciative, ambivalence, flâneur/flâneuse, metabole, asyndeton, 
saturation   
 
 

While walking in the city its inhabitants follow certain routes along its endless 
streets contributing to the creation of a cognitive map of the imagined metropolis. 
The city streets with their own spirit may be considered vital for the way a city 
functions, they are the memories we have of it after leaving it (Jacobs 41). 
According to Walter Benjamin, they offer more than food for reminiscence: they 
have a life of their own, infused by urban habitation and expressed in “an eternally 
agitated being,” constituting “the dwelling place of the collective” (The Arcades 
Project 422). Synthesizing these ideas, in his highly influential essay “Walking in 
the City” from The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau provides the following 
description of the city walkers seen from the height of the WTC towers long before 
September 11: 

 
The ordinary practitioners of the city live "down below," below the 
thresholds at which visibility begins […] These practitioners make use of 
spaces that cannot be seen; their knowledge of them is as blind as that of 

                                                 
1 Ph.D. in Philology, Ovidius University Constanta, Romania. 
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lovers in each other's arms. The paths that correspond in this intertwining, 
unrecognized poems in which each body is an element signed by many 
others, elude legibility […]. The networks of these moving, intersecting 
writings compose a manifold story that has neither author nor spectator, 
shaped out of fragments of trajectories and alterations of spaces: in relation 
to representations, it remains daily and indefinitely other. (94) 
 
It is this otherness and elusive legibility of the writing by walking that will 

be sought in women’s appropriation of represented street spaces as a filter of 
gendered walking in the city. The streets, when observed on ground level through 
the different precision camera-eye employed by the two writers, turn into places 
that produce wondrous happenings, which unveil the extraordinary character of 
every-day life and the possibility of its being feminized. According to de Certeau, 
these acts are realized on the well-trodden (98) paths on the city maps and are 
expressed in reversible fixations determined by the enunciative essence of walking, 
which this critic likens to the act of speech in a triple function: 

 
It is a process of appropriation of the topographical system on the part of 
the pedestrian (just as the speaker appropriates and takes on the language); 
it is a spatial acting-out of the place (just as the speech act is an acoustic 
acting-out of language); and it implies relations among differentiated 
positions, that is, among pragmatic "contracts" in the form of movements 
(just as verbal enunciation is an "allocution," "posits another opposite" the 
speaker and puts con-tracts between interlocutors into action). It thus 
seems possible to give a preliminary definition of walking as a space of 
enunciation. (98-9) 

 
This spatial language exercised by the city users thus condemns some of 

them to oblivion while in others, it may be accentuated to a turn of phrase, which 
de Certeau finds “accidental or illegitimate” (100), and which leads to a rhetoric of 
walking. Women, when walking in time-space, question this “illegitimacy” and 
establish stable functional tropes based on this gendered rhetoric. This analysis 
then seeks to determine the legibility of the city inscriptions based on examining 
inhabited street space, realized in the female city dwellers’ interactions with it. 
Streets are transformed into a place by the walkers, an act of reading being 
produced by the practice of a particular place (118), which in this analysis may be 
viewed as a feminized act of articulating street space.  

Both writers demonstrate a fascination with the streets of the metropolis. 
Their representations of street space become the locus of accidental encounters, 
protests, strange happenings, and ultimately, a quest for a deeper meaning realized 
in the unconscious of the urban (Lefebvre, Writings on Cities 108). Street space is 
significant in establishing the sociology, physiognomy and even physiology of the 
city (Sansot 175). Moreover, Lefebvre sees the city street as more than “a place of 
movement or circulation,” but rather as a place producing “spontaneous theater” in 
which the pedestrians are spectators and actors (The Urban Revolution 18), giving 
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free play to the flâneur as a gendered writer of urban space. The subject of this 
analysis is its female equivalent – that of the role of the woman as a flâneuse.  

I begin my analysis of the woman in the street in Dickens, and it should be 
said that she comes no way near David Copperfield’s sophisticated reading of 
Fleet Street and the Adelphi (DC 225). This fact is, no doubt, due to the limited 
accessibility of the city as text to her, resulting from a gendered readership 
“meditated by the power relations in the city” (Frisby 15), but also to Dickens’s 
Victorian sensibility, which largely excludes this option. Instead, walking is 
converted into running in the case of Florence entering City Road and getting lost 
there, frightened by city space getting out of hand – a mad bull suddenly breaking 
cover and attacking at random, in a similar way to the role of the bull in Oliver 
Twist assumed by the mad crowd close to Clerkenwell square (83):  

 
With a wild confusion before her, of people running up and down, and 
shouting, and wheels running over them, and boys fighting, and mad bulls 
coming up, and the nurse in the midst of all these dangers being torn to 
pieces, Florence screamed and ran. […] She was a very ugly old woman, 
with red rims round her eyes, and a mouth that mumbled and chattered of 
itself when she was not speaking. She was miserably dressed, and carried 
some skins over her arm. She seemed to have followed Florence some 
little way at all events, for she had lost her breath; and this made her uglier 
still, as she stood trying to regain it. (DS 80) 

 
With walking being transformed into frantic running, in the ensued general 

commotion, Florence follows suit, but is soon lost. It should be noted that her 
perceptions of the street are not rendered through her running, as Dickens seems to 
be more interested in recreating a space of dormant fear, which is activated by 
horrifying happenings. The street also becomes a site of predation as Mrs Brown, a 
more experienced witch-like street dweller materializes out of the blue. She accosts 
Florence and dominates the street space by imposing her suggested criminal 
practice of kidnapping children in a culmination of the accumulated pent-up horror 
caused by the transformation from walking to running, which occasionally renders 
the 19th century Modern City a place of mismeetings.  

In order to establish the pattern of this reaction of female inhabitants to 
street space in Dickens, I propose to examine the walking practices of four female 
inhabitants: Nancy (OT), Edith Granger (DS), Miss Wade (LD) and Bella Wilfer 
(OMF). The choice of these city dwellers classifies them as occupying different 
social strata and aims to establish further distinctions in their walking practices 
compared to those of Dos Passos’s represented women in the city. 

This analysis concerns four women, the first three of whom can be 
considered dissenting from “an idealized image of the domestic woman” (Ayres 
113). By contrast, Bella can be considered Dickens’s first portrayal of a truly 
modern woman as she both descends and dissents from the sustained image of the 
angelic daughter built up in previous novels. Her genuine modernity is expressed in 
the fact that she renounces the conspicuous unconsumption of female city 
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inhabitants unlike Amy Dorrit, Florence Dombey, Dora Spenlow and Agnes 
Wickfield, who are of her age. The analysis-at-hand aims to establish how these 
women appropriate walking space in the represented city and whether their 
confirmed dissenting from Dickensian stereotypes affects their walking practices in 
street space as regards the urban assertion of the modern woman.  

An experienced female city walker, Nancy (OT) renders her walks often 
colored by the trope of ambivalence2 In spite of her habitual taking to the streets of 
London alone on missions often marked by her desire to single-handedly rectify a 
wrong, Dickens insists on this habit of hers being qualified by timidity, 
“consequent upon walking along the streets alone and unprotected” (112). Her 
movements on the streets have feline characteristics: furtive and cautious, avoiding 
contact and when she gets to the police office to enquire after Oliver Twist, she 
goes by the back way, tapping softly with a key on one of the cell-doors (112). 
Emboldened by having reached the object of her walk successfully, she 
interrogates a police officer, pretending to be Oliver’s sister2. After learning about 
Oliver’s current whereabouts, her “faltering walk” switches into a “swift run” 
(114). This transformation introduces another trope to this discussion – 
incidentality, deriving from the tropes to be presented here – the capacity of a walk 
of changing its purpose due to an incidental occurrence. Of course, this alteration 
to the initial purpose of the walk is made possible after the initial purpose has been 
achieved, but with an unsatisfactory result. Incidentality is thus still subordinate to 
purpose, effectively dominating a good-natured fallen woman’s walks in 
Dickensian London, which are governed by her oscillation between two phallic 
centers3 – those of Sikes and Oliver.  
The changed destination of the walk – another house – Fagin’s den in Saffron Hill 
is effectuated in a peritopical manner with Nancy choosing “the most devious and 
complicated route she could think of, to the domicile of the Jew” (114), the route 
standing in a binary  opposition to the one she would have chosen under less 
extreme circumstances. The complicated, seemingly arbitrary trajectories that 
Nancy traces in London, therefore, are tropically determined by her clandestine 
usage of street spaces. These walking patterns can be considered expressive of her  
talking style as well, characterized alternatively by interruptions, hesitations, 
ellipsis and detours clandestine usage of street spaces. These walking patterns can 
be considered expressive of her talking style as well, characterized alternatively by 
interruptions, representative of a phallic center [Fagin] (OT 182). 

Another walk of Nancy’s to the hotel where Rose Maylie, her antipode in 
various ways (including wealth), is staying, reveals a similar pattern, based on a 

                                                 
2 a) The spatial tropes used in this analysis are introduced and discussed at length by 
Augoyard in Step by Step (23-77); b) The male-female communication code in Dickens is 
explained by Alexander Welsh’s The City of Dickens emphasizing the meaning of this kind 
of address (151-3); c)The signification of the phallic center was elaborated by Lacan in The 
Signification of the Phallus (1970) and then his insights were applied to the purposes of 
psychoanalytic feminism. 
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combination of spatial tropes, which is characterized by a preference for the falling 
night and running rather than walking:  

 
Many of the shops were already closing in the back lanes and avenues 
through which she tracked her way, in making from Spitalfields towards 
the West-End of London. The clock struck ten, increasing her impatience. 
She tore along the narrow pavement: elbowing the passengers from side to 
side; and darting almost under the horses' heads, crossed crowded streets 
[…]. When she reached the more wealthy quarter of the town, the streets 
were comparatively deserted; and here her headlong progress excited a still 
greater curiosity in the stragglers whom she hurried past. Some quickened 
their pace behind, as though to see whither she was hastening at such an 
unusual rate; and a few made head upon her, and looked back, surprised at 
her undiminished speed; but they fell off one by one; and when she neared 
her place of destination, she was alone. It was a family hotel in a quiet but 
handsome street near Hyde Park. As the brilliant light of the lamp which 
burnt before its door, guided her to the spot, the clock struck eleven. She 
had loitered for a few paces as though irresolute, and making up her mind 
to advance; but the sound determined her, and she stepped into the hall. 
(367) 

 
As revealed in the passage, this complex walk of Nancy’s is also marked 

by a purpose connected to the irreconcilable conflict between the two phallic 
centers – Sikes’s and Oliver’s. Nancy’s walk metamorphoses into running about 
the city, not unlike Florence’s before she meets Mrs Brown. It is timed like the 
activities of most Dickens’s city inhabitants are and the chronology of the actions 
is usually measured by the tolling of the bell of St. Paul’s Cathedral; here it slightly 
exceeds an hour. Nancy’s purposeful slaloming along the streets could hardly be 
termed flâneurism, but is rather based on sequences of modified walking, thus 
producing feminized segments of street space, albeit subjugated to male needs. Her 
walking pattern is thus determined by her contradicting desires to enter the world 
of city shadows, waiting for dusk to fall, and at the same time trying to reach her 
destination – Rose Maylie’s hotel as fast as possible. 

It can be observed that there are four clear segments in this walk (run) from 
Spitalfields to Hyde Part at the West End of London. The first one is with Nancy 
moving through avenues and back lanes where she walks fast, but is not running. 
This part of the walk is marked by paratopism as she consciously chooses street 
segments where her movements are more likely to remain unobserved. The second 
section comprises her traversing the poor neighborhoods, the clock striking ten to 
mark its beginning. Here she throws caution to the winds and switches into a 
dashing and running mode due to two factors: her being pressed for time and the 
fact that the streets swarm with city inhabitants like her. She senses correctly that 
they would not mind too much being roughed up by her pummeling and elbowing 
them as she passes by them. This part of her walk is marked by simultaneous 
ambivalence as they are walking the street at the same time as her, but in a very 
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different way, their advancement being slowed down by the congestion of other 
people. Here Nancy not only takes advantage of the apathy of the street crowds, 
dashing over to the other side of streets, but she also takes the right of way of horse 
carriages and risks her life. As purpose, which with her is identical with obsession, 
dictates her that she needs to reach the hotel as fast as possible, she enters the third 
section of her way in the tropes of an enhanced simultaneous ambivalence and 
staggered polysemy. The deserted streets of the richer parts of the city, closer to 
Hyde Park would suggest a more leisurely way of traversing them par excellence, 
which is exactly what the other participants in walking there are doing. Her hurried 
passing through this section turns into a comic running contest where the stately 
walkers race her in an attempt to measure her actual speed for the fun of the 
exercise, all invariably failing to keep up with her pace.  

The streets thus contain the dual possibility of being traversed – by solemn 
and stately walking due to identification with the wealthy part of the city, and with 
the objectively rendered option of running through them as they offer more free 
spaces. The former and the latter stand at variance, not only of one excluding the 
other based on speed, but also of the first interdicting the second on the grounds of 
identification. Nancy’s rushing through this part of the walk is, therefore, an act of 
disavowal, stemming from an objective hindrance in her identifying with this part 
of the city. The fact that she eschews identification with the symbolism of wealthy 
London here does not mean that she does not identify with the city in an inverted 
sort of way. She consciously refuses semblance with the wealthy, thus identifying 
with the street urchins who would do the same oblivious to the more exquisite, 
higher space that these streets impose. The fourth and final part of the walk is 
marked by metabole as she makes consecutive repetitive movements around her 
place of destination – the entrance to the rich hotel well aware of the illegitimacy 
of her being there due to the lack of identification with this place of wealth. The 
prompter to decisive action again is the clock, which strikes eleven.  

Nancy’s walking practices, transmogrified into dashing along the city 
streets, therefore, can be explained with a larger sense of dissent from identification 
with the image of the affluent London society. They are exercised in purposeful 
movements in the city occasioned by the oscillations between two phallic centers, 
or simply by the streets themselves as an unpleasant reminder of her work place, 
being a prostitute.  

I continue my analysis of women’s walking practices with Edith Granger 
(DS), who is a different type of walker. She is a modern woman who prostitutes 
herself through marrying for money – Mr. Dombey for whom, according to her 
own words, she is seen “at the auction” (419), and bought as a used commodity. As 
far as walking practices in the city go, Edith sitting in the house of Dombey 
surrounded by opulence is the reflection in a house mirror of Nancy walking in the 
street outside. This striking identification is made obvious in a revealing 
conversation with her morally corrupt mother during which Edith is reminiscing 
the streets as her former life of a prostitute, who moves to inhabiting rich houses by 
marriage: 
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“What are you, pray? What are you?” “I have put the question to myself,” 
said Edith, ashy pale, and pointing to the window, “more than once when I 
have been sitting there, and something in the faded likeness of my sex has 
wandered past outside; and God knows I have met with my reply.” (457)  

 
Examples show Edith’s street walks rendered entirely by the trope of 

prolonged asyndeton, thus strictly belonging in the realm of the imagination where 
they function as a fifth sense. We must admit Dickens ensures that this sense is 
sufficiently honed so we are able to reconstruct the missing past and relate it to the 
present. It is a procedure significantly more facilitated than interpreting the myriads 
of steps of city walkers by city dwellers with impaired eyesight (OCS 3). While 
Edith’s walks are never openly shown, her strolls to the Warwick Castle (413) as 
modern bourgeois practice aiming at the appropriation of a medieval past that was 
never hers are described in detail. By contrast, when Mr. Dombey asks for her in 
the house, she is often nowhere to be seen (407), and on an occasion, turns out to 
have been accosted by a beggar on the street outside only to be saved by Carker.  

Edith’s yearning for the street is revealed in the indifference she feels for 
“the dead sea of mahogany on which fruit dishes and decanters lay at anchor” (453) 
as well as her disregard for the innumerable expensive presents from Mr. Dombey 
(455) or even for her own shopping (455). Her predicament is made eloquent by 
her insistent sitting by an open window, looking into the street (454, 456) until the 
lively space of street reclaims her, which coincides with her divorcement from the 
dead house of Dombey. 

Another interesting case of walking practices by female city inhabitants is 
Miss Wade (LD), who is suspected by many a modern critic to have established a 
lesbian relationship with Harriet (Tattycoram). She is a true dissenter from 
domestic ideology, being a spinster and man-hater. A walk of hers to be examined 
is seen through the perceptions of Arthur Glennam in flâneur mode. As her walks 
are also largely based on asyndeton, we are to learn about them through the others 
– Tattycorum telling Mr. Meagle where she has met her – near the church (211), 
etc. Their reclusive and solitary character is also contained in the dark house where 
she lives (346), acting as extending dark spaces, which are to be appropriated by 
her: 

 
When he rounded the dark corner, they were walking along the terrace 
towards a figure which was coming towards them. If he had seen it by 
itself, under such conditions of gas-lamp, mist, and distance, he might not 
have known it at first sight, but with the figure of the girl to prompt him, he 
at once recognised Miss Wade. […] The girl appeared to say a few words 
as though she presented him, or accounted for his being late, or early, or 
what not; and then fell a pace or so behind, by herself. Miss Wade and the 
man then began to walk up and down; the man having the appearance of 
being extremely courteous and complimentary in manner; Miss Wade 
having the appearance of being extremely haughty. (561) 
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The place of the meeting is Dickens’s beloved Adelfi (prominent in David 
Copperfield), where there is a terrace overlooking the river and which muffles the 
deadening sound of the adjacent thoroughfare. Miss Wade’s movements around the 
city remain largely rendered through third parties who have the right to occupy 
presentable street spaces simply because they either are phallic centers or are 
perceived as orbiting a phallic center. Walking space here is filled with the 
altercation between the courteous man (Mr. Meagles) accompanied by the girl 
(Harriet) and the obstinate spinster (Miss Wade). Her dark walks mainly depicted 
by means of asyndeton – what is not shown but is implied, are revelatory of the 
centrifugal forces at work with her, which are also instrumental in producing 
spaces filled with self-chosen solitude. With Dickensian London being a place 
where the streets are masculinized as spaces, a female city inhabitant, Nancy is an 
active participant in street movements due to the fact that she purposefully scurries 
the streets drawing a cognitive map of oscillations between two or more phallic 
centers. By contrast, Edith’s secretive explorations of street space are related to the 
perceived impropriety of such an activity in a woman, the phallic center of whom, 
Mr. Dombey, expects to see as his wife at his house in orbit of him. This house for 
her becomes a prison, the streets symbolizing liberation from the imprisonment of 
the Dickensian bleak house.  

The distance from a phallic center in Miss Wade renders her walks 
enshrouded in obscurity with the point of contagion established by the man. While 
discoursing with him in the examined walk, she holds her ground, thus offering an 
emancipated counterpoint of feminized walking space, rendering it heterogeneous 
at the point of contact. After they part their ways, she walks away slowly unlike 
Nancy, and we may thus reconstruct in her a pattern of a confident walker with a 
penchant for the more obscure city streets. 

I finish my examination of women’s walks in Dickens with Bella Wilfer 
(OMF). While discussing dissenting women in the British writer, both Michael 
Slater (255-7) and Brenda Ayres (79) consider her one of Dickens' more fully 
realized female characters, given her larger narrative space and development of 
character. From the point of view of consumption, Bella refuses to be property and 
immerses herself in “another business proposition: “she will marry well, acquiring 
rather than being wealth” (Schor 179). 

 Bella rejects the tactics of conspicuous unconsumption and embraces, if 
not conspicuous, at least overt consumption through a professed realization of 
feminine value as well as money: “It’s not that I care for money to keep as money, 
but I do care so much for what it will buy” (339). Money is thus perceived in the 
modern sense as “a shorthand notation of other commodities” (Schwarzbach 200). 
It is this awareness of the correlation between the two that makes Bella an 
interesting, more modernist case study, anticipating Scarlet O’ Hara in Gone with 
the Wind (1937) in her open avowal of marriage for money as the solution to a 
girl’s financial problems: “to get money, I must marry money” (340). This 
fascinating play of a pre-modernist feminine sensibility, individualist and capitalist 
(Hvattum and Hermansen 44), renders her case in city walking practices highly 
interesting in determining a true modern woman’s appropriation of street space.  
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Bella, unlike Edith, who prefers the strolls into the countryside near the 
city, can be seen as liberated enough to use a chariot getting around London 
unchaperoned (333). Moreover, she finds the streets of the metropolis safe enough 
to be walked unaccompanied: “I shall not require the carriage at night,” said Bella. 
“I shall walk back” (479). The next walk reveals Bella as a confident city streets 
walker, who although exhibiting patterns of unnatural hurrying (Nancy-like), 
slackens her pace and is shown to be moving in street space in a true flâneuse 
mode, her observations perceived as complementing those of the omniscient 
narrator. Even though her walk is purposeful, she takes her time, like male 
inhabitants in Dickens’s representations of London do and we are led to believe 
that she sees the city in almost the same way as the narrator: 

 
THE CITY LOOKED unpromising enough, as Bella made her way along 
its gritty streets. Most of its money-mills were slackening sail, or had left 
off grinding for the day. The master-millers had already departed, and the 
journeymen were departing. There was a jaded aspect on the business lanes 
and courts, and the very pavements had a weary appearance, confused by 
the tread of a million of feet. […] As yet the worry of the newly-stopped 
whirling and grinding on the part of the money-mills seemed to linger in 
the air, and the quiet was more like the prostration of a spent giant than the 
repose of one who was renewing his strength. If Bella thought, as she 
glanced at the mighty Bank, how agreeable it would be to have an hour’s 
gardening there, with a bright copper shovel, among the money, still she 
was not in an avaricious vein. (639) 

 
Here we are in the realm of synecdoche manifested in the fact that the signs 

of the objects around – buildings, streets and courtyards stand for a general sense 
of weariness, made explicit in the passage. There is an overall jadedness of the 
streets caused by the tread of a million of feet invoking Augoyard’s idea of 
saturation (16), which creates commodified spaces in the streets and attributes 
value to the objects contained in them. The signification of Bella’s walk in the 
meaningfulness of her identification with places of money and consumption 
expresses her wish for belonging to the mercantile world of high consumption of 
commodities despite Dickens’s assurance that she “is not in an avaricious vein” 
(639). An expanded synecdochic usage of street space reveals Bella preferring this 
part of the city, which stands for the potential extrapolations of moneymaking in 
the dust heaps, hence her desire for an “hour’s gardening” there (639). Her visit to 
the mercantile part of the city combines business and pleasure in a similar manner 
to that of male city inhabitants: “Going for an evening walk, sir?” “Partly for a 
walk, and partly for – on business” (362). Thus, she is the first woman in Dickens 
who copies male waking practices in combining a business and a leisurely aim of 
the walk, but inverses them. The main difference lies in the content of these two 
parts – her business is to see her father, thus associate herself with a phallic center, 
which she can be seen literally orbiting: “Bella was obliged to walk round him in 
ecstatic admiration ... before she could draw her arm through his, and … squeeze 
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it” (336). The pleasure part of the walk is to be sought in the synecdochically 
represented symbols of money and wealth of the industrial city. 

As a user of city walking space, Bella dissents from the walking practices 
of Dickens’s angelic daughters who share their fear of the street as space of 
masculine domination with good-hearted fallen women such as Nancy (OT). 
Florence breaks into running before she meets Walter (DS 80). Amy Dorrit goes 
further in admitting that she feels safe only within the walls of the Marshalsea 
prison where she is in close orbit of her father, brother and uncle (LD 223). Nancy 
ventures the streets only because of the strong influence of two phallic centers, 
oscillates between them and thus enjoys a larger use of street space, but switches 
into a running mode in order to be able to complete her errands faster, afraid of 
being there alone for long. Edith, who is a combination of Nancy and Florence, 
experiences a longing for the street as a place of social practice after convincing 
herself of the emotional unsustainability of the upgrade of the house of Dombey. 
Miss Wade belongs to neither category, and due to her distance from a phallic 
center, she has been consigned to obscure city walks. Among these female city 
dwellers, Bella is the only one who truly enjoys walking in the city, “tripping along 
the streets” (702).   

By contrast, Dos Passos’s representations of women’s walks render the 
streets of New York as far less dangerous in the sense we find in Dickens, 
effectively turning Dickens’s represented street space into a veritable chronotope 
of fear for its female inhabitants (Keunen, “Bakhtin, Bergson and Deleuze on 
Forms of Time” 45). Consequently, the flâneuse comes into its own appropriating 
street space for her own purposes of a woman, who explores the public spaces on 
foot and whose movements within them is not necessarily occasioned by having to 
run an errand for a man or visit one, even though that sometimes is the case. Dos 
Passos’s rendition of such walks introduces a much thicker street space, which 
physically hurts the walker. Ruth leaving The Palisades where she has had 
breakfast with Jimmy Herf from Manhattan Transfer is seen in the next cinematic 
sequence of the novel in her role of a flâneuse crossing Lincoln Square within the 
Upper West Side of the New York City borough of Manhattan, an intersection of 
Broadway and Columbus Avenue. It is a scene showing a significant difference 
from Dickens’s flâneurist depictions, being realized in Ruth’s intimate relationship 
to the street space where she is walking, based on the significance of minute detail: 

 
Sunlight dripped in her face through the little holes in the brim of her straw 
hat. She was walking with brisk steps too short on account of her narrow 
skirt; through the thin china silk the sunlight tingled like a hand stroking 
her back. In the heavy heat streets, stores, people in Sunday clothes, 
strawhats, sunshades, surfacecars, taxis, broke and crinkled brightly about 
her grazing her with sharp cutting glints as if she were walking through 
piles of metalshavings. She was groping continually through a tangle of 
gritty sawedged brittle noise. At Lincoln Square a girl rode slowly through 
the traffic on a white horse. (115) 
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The movements of the flâneuse from the passage above are dictated by her 
femininity manifested in her brisk steps conditioned by her narrow skirt. As in 
other passages in Dos Passos, light enters into communication with the walker, 
stroking her back through her thin silk dress. It is then transformed into a liquid 
dripping on her face. The other actors on the scene, chance passers-by are seen 
naturalistically as objects in Sunday attire evoking Dickens’s observations of its 
spirit (AN 272). Dos Passos, unlike Dickens, examines the sensation between the 
close body contacts established there and sees the moments of communication as 
contained in an incisive sensory impact due to the implied senses of touch and 
hearing realized in their crinkling noises grazing her. Their bright Sunday looks 
are rendered metonymically through sharp cutting glints. The communication 
between strangers is thus established as grating between foreign bodies, resulting 
in piles of metalshavings through which she is walking groping her way in an 
unknown city. One of the main streets of this city is completely unpredictable, 
culminating in the highlighted image of the girl on the white horse at Lincoln 
Square.  

In this passage, unlike Dickens again, Dos Passos refuses to provide a 
detailed description of this part of Broadway from a panoramic eye view. Instead, 
he is interested in the mechanics of walking on the street, continuing a dissenting 
tradition, which even though credited with influence by Dickens (Levin 78), 
eliminates pathos and focuses on descriptions of walking as a speech act (de 
Certeau 98-9). This similarity, established in the passage above, could be likened 
to a suppressed scream resulting from the street inhabitants’ desire to abstain from 
active communication with the others.  

In another scene from Manhattan Transfer, Ellen relates to overheard 
words uttered on Broadway by two strangers evoking the big hit of Irene Castle, 
thus the street becoming a mnemonic symbol of identification with the cinema and 
theater career that she craves for. In a preceding scene, she has felt merry just 
being there, the street creating its own space. As these words are lodged in her 
mind, the squalor of 105th Street, a stark contrast to the glamor of Broadway leaves 
her unaffected: “The words were an elevator carrying her up dizzily, up into some 
stately height” (MT 131).  

This scene demonstrates the power of certain streets in Dos Passos to 
create dreamscapes and populate the mind of the female street walker, thus 
creating a heterotopia of compensation (Foucault, Of Other Spaces 25). It is based 
on reminiscence unlike Dickens’s depiction of bystreets near Broadway, where he 
meticulously enlists elements of utter squalor evoking images of home (AN 272). 
The transposition in Dos Passos is effectuated by the actual space of the squalid 
street being filled with the dream space of the street associated with success and 
recognition. While registering the dire conditions of the actual street, which attack 
her sense of smell, Ellen indulges in daydreams evoking the dream street space, 
whose containment in the actual street is only based on the similitude of the street 
contours. They are the ones that allow for its mental replacement with the desired 
street space of identification. A fine sequencing of images, those of real squalor 
succeeded by those of dream success, opens room for the third scene in which the 
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scaling white stairs leading to a powerful tycoon’s office (Sunderland) physically 
identify with the sense of elevation that she experiences while dreaming of 
Broadway. The abjectness of the street and its nasty smell, in turn, identify with 
the sensation she has when opening his door, creating in her “a feeling of sick 
disgust” (131) that chokes her. 

By contrast, the second depiction of Ellen who is seen walking in Fifth 
Avenue is, this time, grounded on a very real experience of meaningless urban 
clutter. It overwhelms the senses of the city walker and fails to produce a 
wonderful happening of the magnitude of the one in the preceding passage, 
remaining locked in reality that is more prosaic: 

 
She [Ellen] dresses in a hurry and goes out, walks down Fifth Avenue […] 
Further east she passes pushcarts; men are wiping off the marble counters 
of softdrink stands, a grindorgan fills the street with shiny jostling coils of 
the Blue Danube, acrid pungence spreads from a picklestand. In 
Thompkins Square yelling children mill about the soggy asphalt. At her 
feet a squirming heap of small boys, dirty torn shirts, slobbering mouths, 
punching, biting, scratching; a squalid smell of moldy bread comes from 
them. (MT 204). 
 
As in previously examined passages, in this one the city walker is 

overwhelmed by a combination of sensory assaults of the big thoroughfare. The 
passage, just like the previous one, demonstrates the ability of man-made objects to 
appropriate street space as they overpower the city inhabitants, or, as stated by 
Sansot, the street develops its own specific characteristics based on a sensory 
register that sets it apart from another street. This critic delineates the distinctive 
characteristics of street depictions in Dos Passos based on close interaction 
between street walker and street space: “the sound of the cars spatter a Dos 
Passos’s character as if made of powder; the indifference of the passengers reaches 
him in a natural form, a murmur, spatter of the elements” (translation mine),3 (125).  

By contrast, street space in Dickens is often appropriated by elements of 
nature – storms, rain, etc, which inhibits the city inhabitant’s free movements in it. 
In the scene above, the physical progress of Dos Passos’s female city dweller is 
halted by the natural development of the knot of earthworms, as she was seen 
herself upon her birth by the squeamish nurse holding the basket with her in the 
opening scene of Manhattan Transfer. The knots of worms naturally evolve to a 
squirming heap, which lives off moldy breadcrumbs if consigned to the street. 
Revolted by this sight, and exhibiting the same degree of squeamishness as the 
nurse when holding her, she has to go back.   

Female metropolitan inhabitants in Dos Passos feel much more secure in 
street space than their counterparts in Dickens, the street having been completely 

                                                 
3 “Le bruit des autos éclabousse un héros de Dos Passos comme de la poussière; 
l'indifférence  des voyageurs l'atteint sous une forme naturalisée; elle devient murmure, 
éclaboussure des éléments.” (125) 
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reclaimed by them as space to be shared with men with whom they experience it 
through the common trope of incidentality, which would have them swerve off 
their course when need be. However, when entering a park they may still go 
through the spatial rhetoric characterizing their Victorian counterparts’ choice of 
streets, as is the case with Ellen entering Central Park and its crossing may also 
bring in the trope of ambivalence in which bombardment from male gazing never 
stops until she is literally consumed in it (MT 115-6). The scene renders the female 
city dweller a result of a combination or overlapping of peritropism and 
paratropism. She establishes eye contact with a male stranger there, but interrupts 
it immediately when she sees him eager to pursue the matter further, thus 
effectively stopping contagion4.  

The juxtaposition of urban walks from Dickens and Dos Passos has 
revealed walking spaces (streets) in the former  as a chronotopic experience of fear 
for women with increased use of them (Bella Wilfur) in Dickens’s later novels. It 
has traced street space as feminized by dissenting women in Dickens, their walks 
being marked by the master trope of avoidance and exclusion – asyndeton. City 
walking spaces in Dos Passos are appropriated much more often by women than in 
Dickens and are much less tropical, the dissent having become the norm. The 
female city inhabitants represented by the Dos Passos, move in a much more 
sensorially laden metropolis, and are very often unable to read it. They are 
bombarded by signs, also experiencing the disrobing powers of the male gaze. As a 
rule, contact is never established by women in Dos Passos, the routes they take are 
also largely dependent on incident. 
This analysis has also shown the represented Modern City by the two writers as 
maintaining an urban hypostasis of coldness based on a loss of organicity. This loss 
is much more prominent in Dos Passos’s New York with residual reactive forces 
still present in Dickens’s London, which allows establishing contact on street level. 
The intense tropicality of these walks in Dickens and the heavy presence of 
aesthetic heterotopia in Dos Passos’s streets – dreamscapes, suggest that 
metropolitan women in both writers can be seen as increasingly reclaiming this 
public space for their own needs. Accepting it, they transform it and attribute it 
habitability, thus contributing to the larger sense of a possibly habitable 
metropolis.  
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THE LAST FRONTIER IN VONNEGUT’S 1959 SPACE OPERA 
 
 

 Eduard Vlad1 
 
 

Abstract: Vonnegut’s second novel, The Sirens of Titan, has been seen as the 
author’s most extravagant science-fiction book, a good illustration of what is usually 
dismissively called a space opera. It is the aim of “The Last Frontier in Vonnegut’s 1959 
Space Opera” to describe the ways in which Vonnegut plays with, parodies and subverts 
the conventions of mainstream science-fiction, as well as providing significant and relevant 
details of the special context in which the novel was published, a context which sheds light 
on its thematic framework and range of possible interpretations. 
 

Key words: the Space Race, the Cold War, space opera, American Exceptionalism, 
the New Frontier, grand narrative, dystopia 
 
 
What is the relationship between science-fiction and Vonnegut?, a reader of most 
of the author’s novels may feel tempted to ask. It has become customary for 
anyone familiar with Vonnegut’s peculiar rhetoric to see the author adopting 
contradictory attitudes toward almost everything he deals with. Is this strategy 
meant to confuse or just to dramatise a dilemma or a complex situation, so that 
readers should be challenged to judge for themselves? The author reveals the 
details of his surprised realization that he is a SF writer at the time he was 
publishing his first novel: 
  

I was working in Schenectady for General Electric, completely surrounded 
by machines and ideas for machines, so I wrote a novel about people and 
machines, and machines frequently got the best of it, as machines will. […] 
And I learned from the reviewers that I was a science-fiction writer. […] I 
have been a soreheaded occupant of a file drawer labeled “science fiction” 
ever since, and I would like out, particularly since so many serious critics 
regularly mistake the drawer for a urinal. The way a person gets into this 
drawer, apparently, is to notice technology.2 
 

But then he finds ways and personae to voice, half humorously, half in earnest, a 
completely different attitude. His most frequent doppelganger in his novels is the 
apparently crazy Kilgore Trout, a character that, like Vonnegut himself, uses the 
conventions of science-fiction to pronounce grave truths about matters of universal 
concern: 
 

If I’d wasted my time creating characters,” Trout said, “I would never have 
gotten around to calling attention to things that really matter: irresistible 

                                                 
1 Ovidius University Constanța 
2 K. Vonnegut. Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons  (1974). New York: Delta, 1975, p. 1.  
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forces in nature, and cruel inventions, and cockamamie ideals and 
governments and economies that make heroes and heroines alike feel like 
something the cat drug in3 
 

Player Piano, the novel Vonnegut had written when he found himself the 
“soreheaded occupant” of the SF drawer (or urinal) is a relatively “tame” SF book 
compared to the apparently extravagant The Sirens of Titan, his second novel. 
What kind of science-fiction is it that The Sirens of Titan features, how does this 
slim novel engage with America’s major myths, with the world’s major threats and 
worries about the future? How does Vonnegut use and challenge some of the 
totalizing stories, the grand narratives that the postmodern age seems to be so 
suspicious of, in Lyotard’s opinion? As science-fiction is highly inquisitive, the 
questions abound, and the larger the scope of investigation, the more difficult it is 
to address them. The present paper draws attention to some relevant aspects having 
to do with some of these questions in Vonnegut’s less known, more seldom read 
The Sirens of Titan, published one year before John F. Kennedy’s famous 
invitation to explore The New Frontier (the Democratic candidate’s speech 
delivered on July 15, 1960)4. This metaphorical frontier was a complex of 
challenges that America in particular was facing at the beginning of the 1960s. One 
of its coordinates at the time was outer space, and the dramatic circumstances for 
its exploration were provided by the Space Race, which had begun about the same 
time the Iron Curtain fell. It was the Soviet Union that had scored the first goals in 
that science-(non-)fiction Cold War competitive game. An age of anxiety and 
indirect confrontation had begun, and literature, especially science-fiction, could 
not fail to probe the problems, threats and opportunities that space exploration 
involved. 

In the United States, space and freedom had gone hand in hand in the 
forging of the American Exceptionalism discourse. Overcoming the constraints 
imposed by physical space in the pioneers’ westward thrust was at the core of 
Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 Frontier Thesis.  Even before Kennedy’s Last 
Frontier speech, American scientists, politicians, military leaders and … SF writers 
were well aware of what was coming from, and going to, outer space. Space: the 
last frontier. Overcoming this frontier was not only a matter of exercising one’s 
determination and freedom from earthly constraints for the United States; it was 
also keeping up with the Joneses from across the above-mentioned curtain (these 
Joneses, or rather Ivans, had been the first to send into orbit the first sattelite 
(Sputnik), the first dog (Laika), the first man (cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin). Were the 
Soviets winning the space race, the military race, and ultimately the ideological 
race? Later developments reassured the Americans: a succession of administrations 
substantially supported NASA, and the results were quick to see: the free world 
would not lag behind, either in the development of outer space technology or in the 

                                                 
3 K.Vonnegut. Timequake (1997). New York: Berkley Books, 1998, p.72. 
4 John F. Kennedy. 1960 “Democratic National Convention Address” http://www.american 
rhetoric.com/speeches/jfk 1960 dnc.htm 
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development of one particular SF subgenre, derisively called the space opera (by 
analogy with the popular culture radio series, first aired in the 1930s, the soap 
opera).  

A brief definition of a soap opera has to do with a caricature of some of the 
elements SF relies on. An even shorter one would illustrate the subgenre (rather 
unfairly, as it will turn out) with Vonnegut’s second novel, published in 1959 (after 
Sputnik, Laika, Gagarin). Many critics deplore The Sirens of Titan’s exaggerated 
science-fiction dimension. Unlike Vonnegut’s first novel, Player Piano, which was 
seen as gravitating close to the “realistic” pole of sci-fi, The Sirens… features 
extravagant space travel exploration, a Martian invasion, chrono-synclastic 
infundibula, the promise of romantic, extraterrestrial adventures that the picture of 
the glamorous sirens of Titan intimates. 

What is, I think, obvious is that Vonnegut plays with, parodies and 
subverts the conventions of mainstream science-fiction, if one can still naively 
believe, in this time and age, that there is such a thing. This happens even before 
the plot starts unfolding. Many works of fiction are preceded by a disclaimer 
saying that the characters and events depicted are imaginary. In Sirens, which 
contains a wildly unrealistic combination of loose, picaresque plot and bi-
dimensional characters, allegedly “all persons, places and events … are real. … No 
names have been changed to protect the innocent, since God Almighty protects the 
innocent as a matter of Heavenly routine.” The epigraph preceding chapter one, 
seen in the context of what is to follow, the novel itself, challenges the grand 
narrative of progress and human emancipation, whose failure is one of the 
conclusions of the postmodern age: “Every passing hour brings the Solar System 
forty-three thousand miles closer to Globular Cluster M13 in Hercules - and still 
there are some misfits who insist that there is no such thing as progress.” 

The narrative is set in the future, being “a true story from the Nightmare 
Ages”5, somewhere between the Second World War and the Third Great 
Depression, while the narration starts even farther in the future, with a narrator 
looking in retrospect and achieving an ironic detachment in keeping with the whole 
structure of the book. The story which is told is supposed to illustrate, in the 
opinion of the narrator, how wrong people were at that time, future for us readers, 
past for the audience addressed by the omniscient and detached narrative voice:  

 
Mankind, ignorant of the truths that lie within every human being, looked 
outward—pushed ever outward. What mankind hoped to learn in its 
outward push was who was actually in charge of all creation, and what all 
creation was all about. (7) 
 
This is, once again, to be read in the context in which Vonnegut published 

his novel, the beginning of the Space Race (again, Sputnik, Laika, Gagarin), 
picking up speed at the same pace as the Cold War in the late 1950s. What follows 

                                                 
5 K.Vonnegut. The Sirens of Titan (1959). London: Gollancz, 2004, p.7. Subsequent quotes 
from the novel refer to this edition. 
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in the novel is supposed to confirm this statement, and the exaggerated space 
odyssey is therefore seen as futile and ridiculous, framed by, and embedded in, the 
introductory, critical narratorial comment. It turns out that, in true postmodern 
fashion, the novel engages with, and undermines, the conventions of science-
fiction. Thus, “the most sci-fi” may be reconsidered as “the most anti-sci-fi.”  

Klinkowitz notes the significant departure from “the orderly use of 
science-fiction techniques” in this novel. Vonnegut, he says, “outdoes the sub-
genre’s [sci-fi] silliness, filling his novel with such ridiculous characters as the 
Space Wanderer.” However, this overindulgence in the clichés of sci-fi has a 
structural importance, having to do with the overall design, Klinkowitz observes: 
“Vonnegut’s outrageous indulgence accommodates the novel’s theme and shows 
how the book will be structured.”6 

A huge crowd gathers outside Winston Niles Rumfoord’s estate in 
Newport, Rhode Island. The owner of the estate and his dog Kazak are now wave 
phenomena, visiting the place at regular intervals. While traveling in a spacecraft, 
they ran into a “chrono-synclastic infundibulum.” As a result, they are spread in 
time and space along a spiral that spans a considerable stretch in the galaxy, 
periodically intersecting the Earth, among other places on its trajectory.  

Rumfoord sees the past, present and future simultaneously, which allows 
him to foresee events and manipulate people on Earth, featuring prominently as a 
science-fiction Prospero in a planned society type of anti-utopia or dystopia, as it 
will become apparent. Through his wife Beatrice, who lives on the estate, 
Rumfoord has invited Malachi Constant, a young and reckless young man, the 
richest and luckiest “Earthling,” to be the first outsider to witness one of his short 
materializations.  

A flashback allows the narrator to reveal how Malachi’s father amassed an 
enormous fortune by sheer dumb luck, inspired by random combinations of letters 
taken from one of the grandest narratives, the Book of Genesis, and using them as a 
guide in his stock market speculations. Vonnegut’s satirical point is that it doesn’t 
take brains to become immensely rich, and that religion can be used as reliable 
support in this undertaking. Malachi himself, until things start going bad, known to 
be the luckiest man in the world, keeps telling himself, “somebody up there likes 
me”(15). 

Malachi, whose name means “faithful messenger,” is told his future. He 
will travel to Mars, Mercury, back to Earth and finally to Titan, where he will meet 
the three most beautiful women in the Solar System, the sirens of Titan. He will 
mate with Rumfoord’s wife and beget a son, Chrono. The prophecy appeals neither 
to Malachi nor to Beatrice, who do not stand each other; they will unsuccessfully 
try their best to prevent it from coming true. Beatrice even buys a capsule of 
cyanide, ready to swallow it if ever she had to share so much as the same time zone 
with Malachi. 

It appears that neither Malachi nor other characters in the novel have any 
initiative as free agents. When he becomes a spatial Odysseus, supposed to be lured 

                                                 
6 J. Klinkowitz. Kurt Vonnegut. London & New York: Methuen, 1982, pp. 41-42. 
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by the glamorous Sirens of Titan, the “faithful messenger” will be the carrier of an 
unknown message rather than a questing hero. Everybody seems to be manipulated 
by Winston Niles Rumfoord for a reason which is not yet disclosed. 

Malachi is then seen several years later as Unk, a brainwashed soldier in 
the Martian army. His memory has been erased and an antenna installed in his 
head; all the other soldiers are controlled in this way, and pain is inflicted on them 
if they try to think or disobey. Malachi-as-Unk will go through a number of 
incidents before he recovers part of his memory and finds out that he is already a 
father and a husband. He will try to get in touch with Beatrice and Chrono on Mars, 
but is separated from them after he sees them. He does not know that he is 
Malachi; neither does he know that he was remote controlled to execute his best 
friend on Mars, Stony Stevenson. 

It turns out that Rumfoord does not control Malachi’s mind only. He is the 
supreme commander of the Martian army, made up of people recruited on Earth 
and turned into radio-controlled robots, obeying the antennas in their heads. 
Through the use of this army, he wants to “educate” humankind. His plan is to send 
his army in several invasion waves to the Earth in a deliberate suicide attempt. 
Rallying against the “aliens,” the “Earthlings” will all become brothers and sisters, 
their solidarity being the first “gift” offered by Rumfoord. Then they will be told 
the whole scheme.  

Rumfoord used the poorly armed Martians as martyrs, so that people on 
Earth become solidary. Although he dismisses the idea that he is playing God, he 
then sets up the new religion in the institutionalized form of “The Church of God 
the Utterly Indifferent”(219), in which he plays the leading role of a prophet, 
teacher, father of humankind. The invention of this peculiar religion whose 
messages will be made clear to the people by a special scenario in which space 
travelling will figure prominently is one of the three things that a great leader 
needs, in the opinion of Winston Niles Rumfoord. The complete recipe runs as 
follows: “Any man who would change the World in a significant way must have 
showmanship, a genial willingness to shed other people’s blood, and a plausible 
new religion to introduce during the brief period of repentance and horror that 
usually follows bloodshed”(124). 

As part of the scenario, the spaceship that Malachi-Unk and his war buddy 
Boaz are in is detoured. Instead of following the Martian fleet to an almost certain 
death on Earth, the two find out that they are taken by the automatic pilot to 
Mercury. Their ship descends through something like Alice’s rabbit hole to the 
entrails of the planet. It is there that Boaz, who had been one of the ruthless soldier 
manipulators on Mars, becomes attached to the harmoniums, harmless primitive 
creatures that feed themselves with sound vibrations. Boaz decides to remain on 
Mercury and make the harmoniums happy with classical music and the pulse of his 
heartbeat, while Malachi resumes his journey across the Solar system, this time 
back to Earth. Does Boaz choose Mercury as his personal last frontier, thus proving 
that there is free will somewhere in the universe? It will turn out that this decision 
is also part of Rumfoord’s grand narrative, an episode in the story of the faithful 
messenger. 
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For his part, Malachi meets with a triumphant welcome on Earth. 
Rumfoord had prophesied the advent of the Space Wanderer, and his words when 
he is asked what has happened to him: “I was a victim of a series of accidents, as 
are we all.” Like many other more orthodox religions, this special “Church of God 
the Utterly Indifferent” also secretly promotes predestination and hard 
determinism, while apparently advocating free will (since God is utterly 
indifferent, individuals are supposed to be free at last), everybody is, or comes 
across, a series of accidents, and Malachi’s extensive space journeys are only 
meant to highlight this message. The space odyssey is meaningless. 

So far, Malachi-Unk has been Hermes, Odysseus and the Messiah in an 
ironic, parodic narrative. Now Rumfoord has a last role for him. In a public 
ceremony attended by thousands, the Space Wanderer is told that his long forgotten 
name is Malachi, that he was a very foolish and dissolute man on Earth who had 
thought that his good fortune was due to someone up there liking him. He is also 
told the very painful truth that, as Unk, he killed his best friend Stony, while 
blindly obeying orders on Mars. The strange story of the luckiest man on earth is 
used by Rumfoord to disprove the mistaken belief that good luck comes from God, 
who turns out to be “utterly indifferent,” a conclusion Malachi should be fully 
aware of.  

According to Rumfoord, in his ambivalent combination of totalitarianism 
and humanism, there is “nothing more cruel, more dangerous, more blasphemous 
that a man can do than to believe that - that luck, good or bad, is the hand of 
God!”(252). On the other hand, according to the chrono-synclastic-infundibulated 
prophet playing God, there is no freedom, no free will, as people do not choose, but 
are, like Malachi himself, victims of Rumfoord’s grand design.    

Ruthlessly exposed by Rumfoord, no longer a Messiah but a despicable 
man, Malachi turns into a scapegoat for the rest of mankind. Once more, he plays 
the role of the absurd space traveller. He is forced to board a spaceship in the 
company of Beatrice and Chrono, and is banished to Titan forever. The family 
scatters there and will get together only occasionally, each following their own 
destiny. They share Titan, one of Saturn’s nine moons, with Rumfoord and his dog, 
Kazak. The nature of the trajectory of the chrono-synclastic infundibulated 
creatures makes it possible for them to be materialized on Titan permanently.  

If the story stopped here, it wouldn’t be as meaningless as it was supposed 
to be. First, it takes another turn with the appearance of Salo, from the distant 
planet Tralfamadore, a planet whose trajectory will often intersect Vonnegut’s 
fiction from now on.  

Salo is 11 million years old and has been stranded in the Solar System for 
more than 200,000 years. He had been sent on an apparently important mission to 
the end of the Universe to deliver a message from his planet to other civilizations 
that might exist there. In his/its capacity, Salo appears to be a serious counterpart to 
the Earthling Malachi, the “faithful messenger.” His space travelling does seem to 
be meaningful, and the huge space gap that he has to cross in his intergalactic 
vessel is bound to give grandeur to his unprecedented undertaking of reaching the 
last frontier. 



75 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

3 
   

  

Salo’s spaceship, which is powered by UWTB (the Universal Will to 
Become) broke down in the Solar System in the year 203,117 B.C. Since then, Salo 
has sent a message that takes thousands of years to arrive home. The 
Tralfamadorians have a quicker way to answer Salo’s signals. They use a large 
amount of UWTB to influence the Earthlings to write messages for Salo, who 
observes them and the development of human civilization while he is waiting for 
the spare part for his spacecraft.  

It appears that the whole course of human history has been remote 
controlled by Tralfamadore in an attempt to convey a series of messages to Salo. 
Humans were made to build such great things as Stonehenge and the Great Wall of 
China to convey to Salo messages such as “Replacement part being rushed with all 
possible speed” and “Be patient. We haven’t forgotten about you.”  

While waiting on Titan, Salo indulges his hobby, sculpture. Among his 
works are the sirens which were taken for real creatures by Malachi on Earth, when 
Rumfoord showed him a picture of them. The sirens, like almost everything in the 
novel, are not what they seem to be. 

The news about Tralfamadore’s manipulating Earth’s history proves 
devastating to Rumfoord. He realizes that he himself, although playing God with 
the rest of mankind, is, like the other Earthlings, a mere robot manipulated by 
Tralfamadore within an intricate pattern meant to help send messages and the spare 
part to Salo. His divine omniscience and omnipotence do extend in time and space, 
but not beyond the otherwise impressive limits of the chrono-synclastic 
infundibulum that determines his wave phenomenon existence. Beyond these limits 
are the Tralfamadorians themselves who know everything, but are not omnipotent. 
They fully know how the universe will end, but they can’t help it. “So it goes,” as 
Billy Pilgrim, another space and time traveller from Vonnegut’s best known novel 
(Slaughterhouse-Five) would say. 

The Tralfamadorians themselves are machines, and the story of how they 
got in charge of their planet is another reminder of what happens when human 
beings lose control over technology. 

Rumfoord is affected by severe Sun storms which influence his wave 
trajectory and which are about to send him away from his normal orbit forever. 
Angry with Salo, he abuses him in many ways, and keeps calling him ‘machine’. 
Salo is a machine, but his long acquaintance with Earth’s history and his friendship 
with Rumfoord have “humanized” him.  

Ironically, he emerges as the book’s most sensitive and likeable character. 
A machine blindly does what is programmed to do, and Rumfoord challenges him 
to disobey orders and show that he is his friend. Rumfoord wants Salo to open the 
envelope containing the message that is to be carried to the end of the universe in 
the enterprise for which the Tralfamadorians had to go to such lengths, sending 
their best spacecraft and influencing human history in order to get the spacecraft 
repaired.  

This message has been carried by Salo for half a million years and is to be 
carried farther for another 18 million years. Friendship proves stronger than the 
machine, and Salo opens the message, which says, “Greetings.” This seems to deal 
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a mortal blow to any endeavour to look for the meaning of existence in the Solar 
System or elsewhere.  

In old age, Malachi asks Salo, which/who had committed suicide and had 
been eventually resurrected, to take him back to Earth before he dies. Salo grants 
his wish and, on the way to Indianapolis, Indiana, Malachi’s destination and 
Vonnegut’s birthplace, the compassionate robot hypnotizes the former “luckiest 
man on Earth.” Hypnosis will enable Malachi to imagine in a dream that he is 
meeting his best friend, Stony Stevenson and that they are heading their spacecraft 
for Heaven. 

Ironically, while employing the features of some outward-bound, outer 
space, loose, science fiction plots, the novel also dramatizes an equally extreme 
invitation for the probing of the recesses of the inner self in the search for the 
meaning of human existence. One can see this as the genuine last frontier that 
Vonnegut’s SF – anti-SF narrative foregrounds, the frontier of the inner recesses of 
the human mind and of the human spirit, unencumbered by the constraints of Outer 
Space and omnipotent God (it should be remembered that Vonnegut was at one 
time Honorary President of the American Humanist Association). 

The book is an ironic challenge of traditional, institutionalized religious 
belief systems in its creation of the strange “Rumfoordian” Godless religion, in 
whose central narrative Malachi, “dazed and brainwashed, Rumfoord’s mechanical 
Christ is sent to his promised reward in Heaven, or Titan, the supposed paradise”7 
Space, although ironically used to create special SF effects, is obviously not the 
last frontier. Consistently, throughout his entire fictional work, but particularly 
obviously in The Sirens of Titan, Vonnegut explores the constraints (spatial, 
temporal, ideological) posed on the exercise of free will. Is Vonnegut a nihilist who 
dismisses free will as a fundamental human attribute? Critics such as Peter G. 
Jones appear to answer in the affirmative (thus stressing a … negative, nihilist 
attitude): 

 
Vonnegut sneers at the concept of free will, a delusion found in all the 
universe only among the dominant fauna of the planet Earth, according to 
the observations of Tralfamadorian passers-by. He bemoans the “stupidity 
and viciousness” of humanity, delineates the infinite variety of human 
duplicity – and, for the record, refuses to take anything seriously. Identity-
enigmas proliferate almost as freely as his intentional misquotations and 
fractured allusions.8 
 
Vonnegut pushes his explorations to the last frontier of nihilism and comes 

back with simple tales of friendship and devotion. The contrast and connections 
Earth—Tralfamadore will be exploited in subsequent novels by the author with 

                                                 
7 L. Broer. Sanity Plea: Schizophrenia in the Novels of Kurt Vonnegut. Ann Arbor: UMI 
Research Press, 1989, p. 41. 
8 Peter G. Jones. War and the Novelist: Appraising the American War Novel. Columbia and 
London: University of Missouri Press, 1976, p.203. 
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similar satirical concerns. So will be the spatialization of time, which affects 
Rumfoord and will affect Billy Pilgrim in Vonnegut’s masterpiece, 
Slaughterhouse-Five. The exploration of the frontiers of outer and inner space that 
the author so dazzlingly and contradictorily dramatizes in this apparently 
unsophisticated soap opera foreshadows the similar challenges that John F. 
Kennedy announces in the above-mentioned New Frontier speech. These 
challenges were addressed by the American space program (which would put the 
first American on the moon at the end of the 1960s), but equally (and far more 
infamously) by Project MKULTRA (inner space exploration would be an 
euphemism for MK, mind Kontrol, but weren’t the Russians doing the same 
combination of outer space – inner space exploration?). 
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FRAMING FREEDOMS AND IDENTITY; FICTIONAL 
RESPONSES  

TO THE 9/11 ATTACKS (IAN MCEWAN’S SATURDAY) 
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Abstract: This article starts with defining some of the long-term implications of the 

9/11 attacks on policies in the field of human rights by taking into account a few important 
elements such as: moral categories of violence, the legitimacy of state measures to fight 
terrorism and aggression, which may imply the invention and use of ambiguous acts like 
the temporary suspension of human rights and the increasing interference of the state in 
personal liberties. The second part of the essay discusses the ways in which the symbiosis 
between violence and the state measures are fictionally illustrated by Ian McEwan in his 
novel Saturday (2005). 
 

Key words: violence, anti-terrorist measures, human rights, person, role and 
social identities, civil liberties 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The faces of democracy in the 21st century are in a constant change, leaving behind 
the process of codification conducted by the international society. It has become 
increasingly difficult to ignore the concepts such as aggression, just war, security, 
liberty and freedom as they have become a controversial and much disputed subject 
not only within the field of geo-political research, but also in fiction. This essay 
discusses the distinctions between the public and private sphere, liberty and 
control, pre-emptive, deterrent politics and economics as they have become 
blurred. Within this trend, fiction becomes a necessary space for thinking 
instrumentalities, heightening the need for moral perspective and questioning the 
paradox of legitimacy (Pether 156-157).  In this article, we have limited the 
material to relate strictly to the perspective of state interference into the private 
sphere as an expression of the pre-emptive measures taken by counter-terrorist 
policies. In the first part of the article we discuss the how the all-encompassing 
concept of counter-terrorism reverberates in the post 9/11 geopolitics, while in the 
second part, exploring the fictional novel Saturday, we seek to understand how this 
traumatic event is reconstructed  in the narrative fabric. As argued by well known 
authors like Appadurai Arjun, Donald Black, Heitmeyer Wilhelm (and even with 
Ian McEwan’s fictional representations of the post 9/11 world, more specifically in 
his novel Saturday), the moral ambiguity of counter-terrorism, as a means to 

                                                 
1 Dr. in English at Ovidius University Constanta, Romania. 
2 Ph.D. student at Bucharest University. 
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promote peace and security, may unleash violent reactions, exacerbating large scale 
violence and creating a cycle of violence and revenge (Etzioni; Mooney and 
Young). More recently, authors like Amitai Etzioni offered contradictory views on 
counter-terrorism, especially the one crystallized in the American military 
responses, unveiled the American nation’s building ambitions residing in 
“draining” the swamp in which terrorists breed, by means of both democratizing 
and developing the economies of countries such as Afghanistan and Iraq (Etzioni 
129).  
 
Violence, terrorism and anticipatory self-defence 
 
One of the main consequences of the “war on terror,” the most recent manifestation 
of violence, is the corrosion of the distinction between the act of seeking security at 
the international level and that of ensuring domestic security, as a duty of the 
national governments. Issues such as trans-national organized crime and terrorist 
activities are more or less tightly interconnected and the new security specialists 
state that they blur one into the other, giving shape to an increasingly 
undifferentiated menace (Pemberton 233). Therefore, the technologies of 
international relations and the discourse of the so-called “anticipatory self-
defence”, “pre-emptive strikes”, “rapid-fire justice” and “deterrence” are nowadays 
used both in connection to crime control situations and to military interventions 
(Arquilla 16). 

Since the 9/11 attacks, the field of international relations has undergone 
significant transformations, especially as these unanticipated and catastrophic 
events made the future appear more unpredictable than ever. Terms such as 
“incalculability” and “radical contingency” became central issues situated “at the 
limit of knowledge” (Friedrichs 70) in the fields of crime control and anti-terrorist 
policies. The direction of debates on pre-emption in connection to civil liberties has 
suffered several changes over time and triggered some implications related to 
human rights and to the preservation of state security, in the sense that there can be 
traced a more or less opaque interference of governments in the personal lives of 
individuals. Following the 9/11 attacks, new concepts have been redefined, such as 
“just war” and the “institutional interference in the private life of citizens in the 
name of security” (Malesevic 135). This offers a good example of how the 
international events can lead to enlarging the monitoring actions, deference, 
intrusive actions especially those related to counter-terrorist strategies. The 
deceiving slope of interference, due to the development of a precautionary thinking 
unveils the interdependent relationships that exist between issues such as: 
transformations in the menaces faced by modern societies, prevalent political 
concerns, new types of expert knowledge, emergent legal structures (Malesevic 
127).  

In order to understand these issues, it is extremely important to make a 
thorough analysis of the history of pre-emptive endeavour and to take into account 
concepts such as dangerousness, risk and precaution, as successive dominant 
means of the analysis undertaken in the field of policymaking and of its 
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representations in the world of fiction (Deflem 10). If state officials take intrusive 
measures in the name of security, those that are affected by them will, at some 
point, recognize the pressure of limited rights. This measure can be seen as a trade-
off process taking the form of penal policy making that can be described as over- 
criminalization. New principles, such as precautionary criminal law, pre-emptive 
and awareness are at the core of these policies. The war against terrorism is 
considered a “just war,” illustrated by the innate duality of human nature and quest 
to offer meaning to everyday life3.  This is a justificatory claim made in the name 
of aggressive acts that unleash the rightful defensive reaction. It is necessary to 
begin with the right of self-defence in order to identify important additional 
considerations that apply to the rights of defensive assistance. The exploration of 
the war against terror offers a false dilemma in the theory of liberty. In this sense, 
David Rodin argues that the right of self-defence is best understood as a simple 
“full” liberty possessed by the innocent victim of an unjustified attack, like that of 
the 9/11. Being an attack on full liberty, it gives the victim the right, on the one 
hand, to defend oneself forcefully when such an action is necessary to prevent an 
injury of equivalent magnitude from an attacker, under the protection of self-
defence. The violence used, as an individual or institutional response, must, 
therefore, be proportionate to that which would otherwise be suffered by the 
victim, and the attack to which it responds must be imminent. Necessity, 
proportionality and imminence are thus parts of the moral structure of the right to 
self-defence; and based on this logic, it seems that using the same measures is the 
golden rule. Nevertheless, the terrorist organization in this “method of warfare” is 
to exceed not only the right itself, but also the moral pillar of a democratic society 
(Finlay 290). Like David and Goliath, in the war between states and terrorism, the 
balance of power in means of confrontation must be guaranteed.  

These measures are also considered as the causes and roots of terrorism, 
where poverty and oppression feeds the social distance between individuals: The 
intermingling of peoples and cultures, technologically and otherwise, inexorably 
destroys the differences now polarizing populations and collectivizing violence. 
Terrorism finally becomes merely an interesting specimen from an earlier stage of 
social evolution. Its inevitable fate is sociological death (Black 22–23). 

Wars have changed the public perception of the individual and the 
construction of social identities. Thus, for instance, one consequence of these 
behaviours was the attribution of new labels to Muslim nations, leading thus to the 
emergence of new social identities or to the alteration of the old ones. While justice 
tries to offer an answer and to seek accountability for victims and society, the 

                                                 
3 The Encyclopaedia of Public International Law describes the doctrine of "just wars" 
(bellum justum) originated in the sovereign right of any State or prince to pursue its or his 
foreign policy by any necessary means, including war.  The doctrine served as legitimacy 
for wars started by Christian princes. After the medieval doctrine of the "just war" had 
faded away, Grotius, one of the fonder of international law realized the discrepancy 
between moral standards and the actual conduct of States in their international relations. It 
described the conditions for a legitimate war as a right related to state sovereignty. Erich 
Kussbach in Bernhardt (ed.), 1981.  
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collective memory is still haunted by these traumatic experiences. Consequently, 
the memory of illegitimate violent acts is often “reconstructed”, reflected in fiction, 
in order to highlight its impact both on one’s personal and on one’s social 
identities. Aspects of the metaphor of aggression offer a reaffirmation of betrayal 
and violence. The dilemma of the ideological baggage strongly influences the 
symbolic exploitation of violent acts in fiction, emphasising the impact of the 
political and legal response against terror.  

Measures meant to protect citizens are also a reflection of these events. The 
infringement of human rights is a natural occurrence as fear determines a change of 
priorities. There we can trace a genuine precautionary logic related both to the 
issue of reasonableness and to the decision maker’s level of knowledge. When 
facing uncertainty and possible catastrophes, people are prepared to accept wider 
range of material in order to establish the reasonableness of those beliefs or 
suspicions. An implication of this is the possibility that controlling orders allow the 
state to impose those obligations, which it deems necessary “for purposes 
connected with protecting members of the public from a risk of terrorism” (Deflem 
11). One major theoretical issue is that freedoms suffer some restrictions in the 
case of those persons subject to control orders; for instance, they may be 
electronically tagged at all times, be asked to remain at home or in a specified 
location between specified times, suffer some restrictions on the association with 
other people, on communication, movement and residence (Deflem 178-179). 
Imageries of control become extraordinary measures that seriously damage the 
basic principles of criminal procedure, from the perception of the simple categories 
of right and wrong to the liberty to prevent such acts even if the measures taken by 
the state violate the right to a fair trial and the presumption of innocence; hence, it 
also harms the principles of adversarial justice, transparency and proportionality. 
The dualities of good and evil perpetuate uncertainties in several important ways; 
one such instance is given by the legal definitions of terrorism and “related 
activities” that are vague and become potentially expansive if the government 
considers them relevant. A greater concern is represented by the fear of danger 
which is strictly associated with measures that can be enforced at an institutional 
level, detoured from common sense. The analogy of unpatriotic rejections of values 
can polarize the social group and create moral panic. This assertion refutes the 
reconciliation with the strict regulations of human rights, or with the concept of 
natural rights that does not exist in the boundaries of state and legal order (Black 3-
5). As Friedrichs has stated, whereas in law “uncertainty has conventionally spelled 
innocence, within precautionary logic, uncertainty is a reason for extreme pre-
emptive measures for which designated agents are held responsible, and monitored 
and sanctioned accordingly” (Friedrichs 91).  

Individuals are involved in different social networks and, consequently, 
they embrace their ideas. Using framing devices, the novel references and avatars 
within fiction offer a clear symbolism of parties. The speculative interpretation of 
novels gives us the perspective of seeking an analogy to individuals as social 
counterparts (for instance, the character representing the western society or the 
individual suffering from violent experiences, such as war, terrorism or genocide), 
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offering a material approach of cultures and incorporating the idea of monitoring 
trauma and traumatic effects on society. One major drawback of this approach is 
the ethical significance of a writing convention that tries to offer the idea of a 
cultural clash. The controversial settings of literature presenting violent events 
generally describe the social way of regulating the tensions between these events 
but also provide a background for the disquietudes of (fictive) social identities.  

In the light of the proclaimed war against terror we see the immediate 
actions taken in the real conventions of life and their impact upon fiction. For 
instance, the influence of traumatic events like the 9/11 attacks and the anti-war 
manifestations in London are reflected in contemporary fiction, highlighting the 
ways in which these current events changed the context of interactions and patterns 
of behaviour. The disproportion between action and response elicits the reader’s 
interest and invites him/her to understand the double game of terror and counter-
terror. Additionally, within this context, the historical and cultural ideas of 
interventionism (regarding the war against terror) offer a note of realism and the 
characters become instruments for the clash of cultures and for revealing the 
impact of these events upon personal, role and social identities.  

The ideological approach is straightforward and the events offer a clear 
reflexion of fictionally reconstructed events, relying on the analysis of the idea of 
right vs. wrong. As these events which are recalled in literature (and particularly in 
Ian McEwan’s novel Saturday) are not mundane, they play an important role in 
mirroring dichotomies and in revealing how different (fictive) identities transcend 
the local importance in a process of cultural osmosis. For instance, as we are going 
to highlight in the following section of this study, McEwan’s Saturday offers a 
fictive representation of the impact that the 9/11 attacks the anti-war manifestations 
had on personal, role and social identities. One critical concern that rises is the fact 
that the narrative convention is not discreet on the presentation of the main 
perspective of the events. The increasing media and political attention given to 
terrorist acts has opened the gates to reformed policies in which uncertainty is seen 
as a just reaction for the restriction of human rights. In general, it seems that in 
reality and in fiction there is no precise line between non-derogating and 
derogating control orders specified in most post 9/11 counter-terrorism laws. 
Making a separation of victims and perpetrators, saints and angels limits the way in 
which society is constructed as a whole. By entailing an imaginary monstrosity of 
terrorism, we are given the illusion that it cannot be eliminated from our social 
reality or its fictional reconstruction.  
 
War, Violence and Fictional Responses: Ian McEwan’s Saturday  
 
In his novels, McEwan deals with fictional representations of major developments 
and events of the European history of the second half of the twentieth century and 
the beginning of the twenty-first century, such as the atrocities and legacy of World 
War II (Atonement, Black Dogs, The Innocent), the German death camps of the 
1940s (Black Dogs), the consequences of the political system of the Thatcherist 
period (The Child in Time), the promises and failures of Soviet Communism (Black 
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Dogs), the struggle for international dominance reflected by the Cold War (The 
Innocent), the fall of the Berlin Wall (Black Dogs), the 9/11 terrorist attacks 
(Saturday).  

Going beyond the level of different personal and role identities4 and 
interactions, Ian McEwan’s fiction renders the tensions between the personal and 
social spheres and deals with the consequences that the broader historical, social 
and political backgrounds have on the different aspects of the characters’ fictive 
identities and patterns of behaviour (Hillard 141-142). 

As an author increasingly interested in social and political issues and in 
their consequences upon identity dimensions, McEwan creates, in his novel 
Saturday, a detailed landscape of the contemporary post-9/11 world, which has 
been culturally and socially changed in a significant way by the terrorist attacks on 
the Twin Towers in September 2001, and whose uncertainty and unreliability has 
modified the patterns of behaviour at the level of both person and social identities. 
However, in order to indirectly engage with the 9/11 events and to illustrate how 
the public sphere reflects itself into the private dimension, McEwan sets the novel 
plot and characters against the political background of the London protests which 
preceded the American and British military interventions in Iraq in 2003, and he 
also transforms the terrorist attacks into a domestic story, where a rich family is 
intruded upon by two revengeful and violent men. 

By placing the action entirely during the above mentioned anti-war 
demonstration, and by placing its main character, Henry Perowne, in contingent 
and violent interactions (i.e. with Baxter and his companions), Saturday reveals the 
pressure that public histories and emergencies exercise upon the individual 
experience of the private citizen (Bragard,  Dony, and Rosenberg 25).  

The impact of the political sphere upon the private world (in this case 
under the form of the 9/11 terrorist attacks) is revealed from the very beginning of 
the novel, and it is manifested through the main character’s anxiety and his 
misinterpretations of the post 9/11 world and of the events that he witnesses. The 
meanings that govern his responses to the environment (and which he uses in order 
to understand reality) have been, therefore, profoundly affected by the terrorist 

                                                 
4 Sociologist Peter J. Burke and sociological social psychologist Jan E. Stets, both 
Professors at the University of California, Riverside, in their Identity Theory, define the 
term of identity taking into account the existence of three main elements: role, group and 
individual particular characteristics: “An identity is the set of meanings that define who one 
is when one is an occupant of a particular role in society, a member of a particular group, or 
claims particular characteristics that identify him or her as a unique person” (Burke and 
Stets 3). Thus, by means of this definition, the two identity theorists underline that there are 
three bases of identities (role, social group and person) and, accordingly, they make the 
distinction between role identity, social identity and person identity. Role identities are 
based on the various social structural positions individuals hold, social identities are related 
to individuals’ memberships in certain groups and are based on group categorization and 
group evaluation and person identities are based on the perspective according to which each 
person is a unique entity, distinct from other individuals (in this case the focus being on the 
features individuals internalize as their own). 
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attacks. For instance, early in the morning, outside his window, Perowne sees a 
burning plane which is about to perform an emergency landing in Heathrow and he 
mistakenly thinks that he is witnessing a terrorist attack. A possible explanation for 
this might be that this association (incurred by the 9/11 events) between the 
burning plane (symbol) and terrorism (meaning), has become universal. Watching 
the burning plane, Perowne thinks that: 
 

It's already almost eighteen months since half the planet watched, and 
watched again the unseen captives driven through the sky to the slaughter, 
at which time there gathered round the innocent silhouette of any jet plane 
a novel association. Everyone agrees, airliners look different in the sky 
these days, predatory or doomed. (McEwan 16) 
 
Therefore, the 9/11 attacks significantly affected the network of meanings 

which helps not only Perowne, but the entire population understand the world and 
adjust their patterns of behaviour and identities accordingly. McEwan’s Saturday 
fictionally reflects on how these terrorist attacks modified people’s ways of 
interpreting the reality around them and how they attributed new meanings to the 
symbols related to the 9/11 events (i.e. planes), emphasizing the elaborate system 
of mutual influences existing between the characteristics of the individual and the 
characteristics of society (Stets and Burke 4).  

Terrorism is not a recent phenomenon so one can only wonder why our 
daily lives have been affected by it recently. In McEwan’s novel, terrorism is 
presented as an element pervading ordinary lives, threatening one’s sense of 
security, influencing one’s beliefs and liberties for the illusion of a greater good 
(such as the actions undertaken in order to eliminate any potential threat that 
resembles to terrorism). The main character’s thoughts revolve around the 9/11 
events and reveal his terrorism related anxieties, which are described by Sunstein 
as intense emotions that can lead people to focus on worst-case scenarios and 
disregard the probability that they will occur (Sunstein 224-225). These feelings 
and transformations noticed by Perowne infiltrated all areas of activity, including 
his professional life; the new meanings attributed to “simple” events have already 
been interiorized by people and reflect the fact that the 9/11 terrorist attacks led to 
important alterations of their perception and interpretation of everyday symbols 
and circumstances:  
 

There’s to be a new look - there’s always a new look - at the hospital’s 
Emergency Plan. Simple train crashes are no longer all that are envisaged, 
and words like “catastrophe” and “mass facilities”, “chemical and 
biological warfare” and “major attack” have recently become bland 
through repetition. (McEwan 11- 12)  
 
From Perowne’s perspective, the anti-war manifestation (forming the 

background of the novel) is nothing more than a carnivalesque event (the 
demonstrators have come with masks, music and banners) which seems to lack any 
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serious political agenda. The demonstrators are described as “conveying an 
intimation of revolutionary joy” (McEwan 72) instead of being “somber in their 
view” (McEwan 70); moreover, as Anne-Laure Fortin Tournes puts it, in 
Perowne’s perspective, their march is hypocritical (they are polluting the streets 
with the packaging of the meals they have bought at McDonald’s, although they 
are marching against the British and American military intervention in Iraq) and it 
seems rooted in the desire to preserve the comfort of British consumption social 
structures rather than the life of innocent civilians (Tournes 72):  
 

Not-in-My-Name goes past a dozen times. Its cloying self-regard suggests 
a bright new world of protest, with the fussy consumers of shampoos and 
soft drinks demanding to feel good, or nice. […] They have good reasons 
for their views, among which are concerns for their own safety. Al-Qaeda, 
it’s said, which loathes both godless Saddam and the Shi’ite opposition, 
will be provoked by an attack on Iraq into revenge on the soft cities of the 
West. Self-interest is a decent enough cause, but Perowne can’t feel, as the 
marchers themselves probably can, that they have an exclusive hold on 
moral discernment. (Tournes 72) 
 
If terrorists are considered “as being likely to impose an oppositional force 

against political constraints” (Boyns and Ballard, 25), it may be stated that 
Perowne sees no difference between those who oppose state intervention in the war 
against terror and real terrorists.  

In an interview with Laura Miller, when asked about the slogan “Not in 
Our Name” and about his personal perspective upon the anti-war manifestations, 
the author answered: 

I gave him my response to the banner that I loathed the most. It has an icky 
quality of me-too-ism and consumer self-importance (… ) The logic of 
“Not in Our Name” would be, “I dissent from the democratic principle.” 
Like it or not, the contract you’re in as a democrat is that even if you’re on 
the losing side, you give your assent. (Miller)  

Furthermore, in the same interview, McEwan speaks about the connection between 
the slogan and consumerism (also suggested in the novel through Perowne’s 
perspective upon the anti-war manifestation, seen as carnivalesque): 

Miller: Why does that slogan make you think of consumerism?  

McEwan: You know how a billboard, with 50,000 cars going by, will say, 
“The perfume for you” or something like that? What is the grammatical 
nature of that “you”? It carries a quality of the lonely crowd (…). You’re 
supposed to be heartened by the sense that you’re important to the 
corporation because you’re a consumer. So you’re fussy and picky and you 
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like this bit of government and you hate that bit (…). You’ve got a 
government you loathe, and that’s your perfect right, to loathe it and 
protest it, absolutely. You can’t opt out. You’re in the social contract. 
(Miller) 

As a writer and social commentator, McEwan has criticized terrorism and 
Islamism. (Acheson, Ross 25). In turn, he has been criticized for being 
Islamophobic. In an interview with Guido Santevecchi, a London correspondent for 
Corriere della Sera, trying to defend his old friend Martin Amis when the latter's 
attacks on Muslims brought down charges of racism on his head, McEwan said: 

As soon as a writer expresses an opinion against Islamism, immediately 
someone on the left leaps to his feet and claims that because the majority 
of Muslims are dark-skinned, he who criticizes it is racist. This is logically 
absurd and morally unacceptable (…). And I myself despise Islamism, 
because it wants to create a society that I detest, based on religious belief, 
on a text, on lack of freedom for women, intolerance towards 
homosexuality for instance— we know it well. (Popham and Portilho-
Shrimpton 15) 

 
However, as it may be noticed, it is not the religion he disapproves of but 

the terrible acts committed in its name.  Henry Perowne also reveals the author’s 
ambivalent attitude towards war. Despite being against invading a country to bring 
democracy, the character cannot deny seeing the potential benefits of removing 
Saddam. Although he acknowledges that the war has catastrophic consequences, 
Perowne thinks about the possibility of using it in order to bring an end to even 
bigger horrors, such as tortures, corruption and constraints of a repressive regime 
(Luburić 250-251). Thus, from this perspective, the main character is influenced in 
his condemnation of the manifestation by his desire to see Saddam Hussein 
removed from power. Moreover, he seems to illustrate Mark B. Salter’s 
interpretation of the American anti-terrorist position within the international 
framework; in the scholar’s view, by means of its official statements, not only was 
America implying that it was acting on the world’s behalf, but also that it was 
professing its monopoly on the moral high ground; therefore, by joining the 
American war against terrorism, a state (and, implicitly, a nation) proved itself to 
be endowed with moral discernment (Salter 88). Nevertheless, Perowne’s position 
changes according to the different circumstances he is faced with, and he modifies 
the patterns of his behaviour accordingly. For instance, when he discusses with one 
of his pro-war colleagues, Jay, Perowne finds himself supporting the anti-war 
demonstrations:  

 
[Jay] is a man of untroubled certainties, impatient of talk of diplomacy, 
weapons of mass destruction, inspection teams, and proofs of links with 
Al-Qaeda and so on. Iraq is a rotten state, a natural ally of terrorists, bound 
to cause mischief at some point and may as well be taken out (…) And by 
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taken out, he insists he means liberated and democratized (…). Whenever 
he talks to Jay, Henry finds himself tending towards the anti-war camp. 
(McEwan 100) 
 
Perowne’s uncertainties and confusion regarding the right attitude towards 

the anti-war manifestation are rooted in his opinion that political and ideological 
positions are greatly influenced by circumstances and contingence. Such an 
example is given by his friendship with an Iraqi Professor who told him about 
Saddam Hussein’s regime of torture and who made him side with the pro-
war camp. Moreover, Perowne’s opinion illustrates the social identity theorists’ 
view according to which the interaction does not take place between whole persons 
but between aspects of persons having to do with their role or social identities 
(Stets and Burke 12): 

 
Perowne (…) worries that the invasion or the occupation will be a mess. 
The marchers could be right. 'In addition he acknowledges the accidental 
nature of opinions: if he hadn’t met and admired the professor, he might 
have thought differently, less ambivalently, about the coming war. 
Opinions are a roll of the dice. (McEwan 73)  
 

From this perspective, the main character illustrates Andrew Foley’s statement 
professing that the attack on the Twin Towers shook the Western world out of 
whatever complacency it may have enjoyed in the 1990s and radically changed 
how people thought of themselves (Foley 240). As Herman Kahn stated, systems in 
conflict become more similar over time. In Saturday, one level of conflict is 
constructed between group identity and the main character’s attitude towards the 
general state of panic that exist in the country. Perowne shares a public conscience 
and begins to lose his private one, in a larger metaphor of what comes to be 
interpreted as state propaganda, demonization of people and aversion to terrorism. 
In Saturday, the fear of the unpredictable leads to terrorism related anxieties, 
affecting the political choices of individuals. The character displays the worldwide 
disorientation and unclear ideological positioning due to the consequences of the 
9/11 event which seriously challenged well-established standards and meanings for 
understanding the world and their interactions. By focusing on the protagonist’s 
thoughts and actions, the novel reflects the magnitude of the transformations and 
insecurities incurred by the 9/11 terrorist attacks.  
 While driving in his expensive car in the London streets, Perowne shows that he 
cannot empathize with, and understand, those people who are different or less 
socially privileged than him (Isherwood 37), people who guide themselves after 
different identity standards. For instance, while waiting at the red lights, Perowne 
sees three women in burkhas emerging from a taxi. His perspective upon them is 
by no means empathetic or tolerant:  
 

The three black columns, stark against the canyon of creamy stucco and 
brick, heads bobbing (…) have a farcical appearance, like kids larking 
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about at Halloween. Or like Theo’s school production of Macbeth (…). 
Perowne guns the engine - but gently - then pulls the gear stick into 
neutral. What’s he doing, holding down the clutch, knotting up his tender 
quadriceps? He can’t help his distaste, it’s visceral. How dismal, that 
anyone should be obliged to walk around so entirely obliterated. At least 
these ladies don’t have the leather beaks. They really turn his stomach. 
(McEwan 124) 
 

Perowne displays thus his lack of understanding and antipathy towards 
those women’s culture and their Islamic identity standards. His somewhat vague 
disposition towards tolerance (however charged with a certain degree of 
indifference) is further expressed by his concluding thoughts, as the lights change 
and he continues his route, leaving the three women behind: “Let Islamic dress 
codes be! What should he care about burkhas?” (McEwan 124). From the initial 
intrusion of terrorism in the private life of the individual (the constant perception of 
threats, the subversive measures in which the government has increased the level of 
external threats creating a never-ending state of hostility), the individual has a 
moral dilemma: either he identifies with all the measures taken by his government 
or he risks to be non-patriotic. The citizens’ perpetual feelings of individual 
insecurity, however, are an even greater factor in the perpetuation of violence 
(Heitmeyer 451).  

Like the real counter-terrorism policy based on making profiles of the 
potential perpetrators based on their ethnic origin, in Saturday Perowne sees 
diversity and exclusion as an unforeseen threat that can be interpreted as a violent 
act, justifying an anticipatory aggression. He is a supporter, a paradigm of the 
obedient citizen that in the name of what is right is irrationally motivate to behave 
differently from his normal conduct. Thus, after the 9/11 events, he can no longer 
perceive the world in the same way as before and he is more likely mislead in his 
actions by the illusion of security.  

In the light of the numerous modifications performed in the U.S. 
legislation (The Patriot Act, 2001) and that of many other countries after the 9/11 
terrorist attack, civil libertarians have raised concerns that the nations involved are 
sacrificing their liberty in order to increase their safety and have described the 
government’s predilection towards obtaining new powers after the 9/11 events as 
an insatiable appetite which is dominated by government secrecy, lack of 
transparency and rejection of equality under the law (Etzioni 9). Within McEwan’s 
novel, the protagonist’s experiences on that Saturday (i.e. the preparations of the 
dinner party, the squash game, the visit to his aging mother, his altercation with 
Baxter in the streets and the latter’s intrusion into his home) may be understood as 
an allegory of a world marked by a radical breach. As many critics agree (Fortin 
Tournes 70; Bragard et al.; Rosenberg; Isherwood), by making a parallel between 
Baxter’s intrusion into Perowne’s house and the 9/11 events, the novel hints at the 
latter’s global consequences upon people’s everyday lives, at the magnitude of the 
anxieties which these events brought about and at the possible dangers of 
repression and terrorism.  
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As Jennifer Isherwood notices, the violence of Perowne and Baxter’s 
encounter emphasizes the fragility of Perowne’s previous beliefs related to 
security, privilege, social order, and what he is capable of as an individual 
(Isherwood 65). The individual dispute over the crash, more precisely over 
establishing who is responsible for the incident, may be seen as a reflection of the 
international sphere and, taking into account the political background of the novel 
(i.e. the anti-war demonstrations), it may be stated that it also raises the issue of 
those legitimate or ethical responses which should be applied in case of violence or 
threat. These allusions are strengthened by comparing Baxter’s defeat to a military 
one, somewhat prefiguring the American (and British involvement into) war in 
Iraq: “the general has been indecisive, the troops are deserting, the humiliation is 
complete” (McEwan 98-99). 

Although he manages to escape from Baxter and his friends, Perowne’s 
victory is only temporary. When handling his own social superiority for his own 
benefit, Perowne also humiliated the emotionally unstable Baxter, bestirring the 
latter’s wish for revenge. Perowne’s movements are therefore followed, and, as 
evening approaches, Baxter, armed with a knife, and his companion, Nigel, burst 
into the neurosurgeon’s fortified house. This intrusion scene (where the two violent 
men threaten to kill and rape) may be seen as an allegorical representation of the 
sense of intrusion that the passengers in the planes on their way to the towers must 
have felt when their planes were high jacked by the jihadists (Tournes).  

In a desperate gesture of self-defence, Perowne almost kills Baxter by 
flinging him down the stairs; ironically, afterwards, he spends several hours trying 
to save his life in the operating room, recalling of the American nation building 
ambitions residing in “draining” the swamp in which terrorists breed by means of 
both democratizing and developing the economies of countries such as Afghanistan 
and Iraq (Etzioni 129). 

Within the international context of the export by force of Western 
“freedom and democracy” to the rest of the world (Jennifer Isherwood 5), the end 
of the novel also conveys a significant message directly related to the pro- and anti-
war demonstrations reflected within the plot and to the interrelations between the 
public and private spheres. In the context of the United States military response to 
the terrorist attacks, legitimized by the so-called promotion of freedom and liberal 
democracy against fundamentalism and oppression, Perowne’s final attitude 
towards Baxter’s violent intrusion in his home is particularly relevant: although the 
latter broke Perowne’s father-in law’s nose, held his wife at knife point, forced his 
daughter to strip and threatened to rape her, the neurosurgeon decides not to press 
criminal charges against him. From the perspective of global politics, Perowne’s 
gesture may be understood as a critique of the violent military response to the 9/11 
terrorist attacks (i.e. the American and British intervention in Iraq) and an 
invitation to meditate to the real causes of violence and to the nations’ and 
individual’s responsibility in it (Fortin Tournes 62-63). From state response to 
individual response, a parallel is made: if a strategy against terrorism is made by 
persecuting terrorists and meeting their violence with violence, the individuals, 
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assuming the group identity, will have a practical justification for acts of violence 
against those perceived as potential threats (Heitmeyeral 436-437). 

As we can see, in this fictional work, the state response to terrorism leaves 
unanswered the principle of moral or legitimate authority. The powerful collective 
representation of the violent events calls into action an immediate response, and, 
for a large number of citizenry, the criminalization of various acts is a legitimate 
means. Casting the individuals in the roles of criminals and victims is necessary for 
properly evaluating the justifiability of violence when claiming to act on behalf of 
the victims whose rights have been violated and who suffered from political 
injustice. As the crimes are reconstituted in literature, we may darkly see the moral 
construction of evaluating the relevance. By manipulating the public sentiment and 
targeting unpopular groups, the enormous threat is evolving from a momentary 
solution to a long time war.  

Those who study global anti-terrorism law and policy should be concerned 
not only with normative questions of fairness, but also with more empirical 
questions concerning the effectiveness of anti-terrorism policies. Indeed, normative 
and positive analysis may complement each other; additionally, some of the most 
problematic anti-terrorism strategies – such as the use of torture and other extra-
judicial means or the use of crude stereotypes or profiles based on race, religion or 
national origins – may be ineffective in stopping terrorism. Indeed, as McEwan’s 
novel seems to suggest the hypothesis that violent overreactions to terrorism may 
spawn more terrorism should be closely taken into consideration.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This paper reveals that there are many interminglements within this complex and 
context-dependent expression “terrorism and private sphere”. “Civil liberties” are 
often involved in this widening gyre of political and economic struggles against 
terrorism and, within this context, the use of violence can be perceived as its only 
resort to conserve independence. Violent clashes between group members are only 
exacerbated by the process of globalization, but, in this dreadful chain of events, a 
unique process of cohesion and ideological homogeneity takes place. This paper 
began by examining the ways in which the thinking related pre-emption has 
changed over time and what are the implications for the normal life, as reflected in 
McEwan’s novel Saturday. Given the heavy emphasis of anxiety in the way the 
legislator is making penal law policies, there can be established a parallel between 
the individual perception of danger and the development of counter-terrorism 
policies that underpin the importance of pre-emptive measures against terrorism. A 
further parallel depicts the way in which the post 9/11 society is ruled by the 
arbitrary, and how fear can feed the vicious circle of increasing protective 
measures in order to assure control, by sacrificing fundamental values like liberty 
and equity. The literature examined in the first part of the paper renders transparent 
what might otherwise be opaque, namely the complexity of factors that affects the 
daily life and the moral boundaries of society. By tracing the genealogy of 
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precautionary thinking, political language evokes emotionalism and calls into 
action, in the name of liberty, freedom and safety.  

The political constructs become dehumanizing metaphors that reveal the 
interdependent relationships existing between the changes in the threats faced by 
the modern societies, prevailing cultures, and constructing villains. The reification 
of atrocities can only create an enemy that offends the free world, in which the 
rational response is to fight the renunciation of rights on the altar of security. The 
social reality is seen thorough pre-emptive endeavour, from dangerousness, 
through risk, precaution as successive dominant modes of analysis in 
policymaking. The social reality of ordinary citizens is seen as a gap between the 
needs and expectations of citizens and government of what is considered as “just” 
in this war of liberties and security. The paradigm of sacrificing liberty in the name 
of security further needs the collaboration of inter and intra actors at the level of 
global policies. Thus, by means of collaboration, political objectives would be 
streamlined to enable government and its citizens to recognize and make the legal 
and institutional framework insuring security and freedoms. 

Not only does this paper reveal that precaution has legal antecedents but it 
also explores its novel and distinctive implications in the daily life, as reflected in 
recent literature, in the fields of crime, security and even fiction. Furthermore the 
approach to McEwan’s Saturday underpinned the precautionary approach to the 
threats posed by serious organized crime and contemporary terrorism which has led 
to a series of new measures that radically depart from the established legal 
principles. Taken together, these findings provide a larger representation of the 
choice to criminalize when faced to uncertainty. 
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A TALE OF TWO WORLDS – THE EAST AND THE WEST: 
IDEOLOGY, SOCIETY, FREEDOM AND THE INDIVIDUAL’S 

FATE IN SAUL BELLOW’S  
THE DEAN’S DECEMBER 

 
Roxana Mihele1 

 
 

Abstract: Saul Bellow’s 1982 novel, “The Dean’s December”, was written as a 
follow-up of a visit that the author made decades ago behind the Iron Curtain, in 
communist Romania. Using his keen sense of observation, finely tuned artistic sensitivity 
and remarkable knowledge of the political, social and intellectual scene of the second half 
of the 20th century, the writer managed to draw an accurate, binary sketch of the 
communist East and the capitalist West caught in the turmoil of ideologies, fight for 
freedom, power, money, survival  and ultimately, individual assertion.  
 

Key words: the East, communism, the West, capitalism, ideology, individual and 
social freedom 
 
 
Recipient of a Nobel and Pulitzer Prize for Literature and one of the luminaries of 
the post-World War II Jewish-American literature, Saul Bellow dedicated his 
fiction to unveiling the condition of the intellectual and the artist in a 
predominately consumerist, money and power-driven environment. At the same 
time he meditated in his novels on the role that the values promoted by centuries of 
both Western and  Jewish thought, art and religion may still have in an increasingly 
fragmented, violent and spiritually barren society. What the author mostly 
cherished was the importance of the individual’s life against the anonymity given 
by the cancelling power of history’s gigantic ideologically driven movements, 
transformations and tragedies. He also valued deeply the need for an ethical 
outlook on life as a counterbalance to the degradation and corruption of political, 
economic, educational and social entities. Throughout his work, the writer 
encouraged his readers to show concern and empathy for the fate of their fellow 
beings, to fight continually for personal and collective freedom, for dignity while 
also obeying all the rules and boundaries needed to make a society function.   

In his 1982 novel, The Dean’s December, Bellow presents in an antinomy 
the Orwellian hell of an Eastern European totalitarian government, whose main 
achievement is the profanation of life by devaluating the individual, and the chaos 
of a Western city which stands for everything that is rotten in a capitalist, 
consumerist society. Obviously, these analyses of the two societies are done on 
worst-case scenarios, which nevertheless do not impede the Romanian or other 
Eastern European readers of the novel to recognize their life as it was in a not so 
distant past. The book also triggered controversies, several critics deploring the 

                                                 
1 Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj Napoca.  
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implicit comparison that was made in the book between the totalitarian system in 
Eastern Europe and the situation in the nonetheless free and democratic America, 
as if the two had been similar. Providing his readers with an insight into the way he 
perceived communism, the author emphasized in an interview given to his friend 
and fellow writer Norman Manea that both the communism he depicted in The 
Dean’s December and the Holocaust he dealt with in two other novels, The 
Bellarosa Connection and Mr. Sammler’s Planet, were based on nihilism, on a 
denial of basic human dignity, rights, freedom and needs, both systems cultivating 
a conspiring state of mind.2  
 One of the issues Bellow raised in this novel through his main character, 
Albert Corde, is how can somebody write an adequate account of one’s perceptions 
and how can one find one’s true self, given the fact that our life is governed by 
systems of explanation. The aggressiveness, the intolerance and the precipitations 
of everyday life makes any account seem suspect. 

Albert Corde, a former journalist specialized in political events had given 
up his job and embarked on the academic venture, becoming a professor of 
journalism and, later on, a dean at a Chicago university. We learn that he is married 
to a refugee from a communist country, Minna, the daughter of two former high-
ranking Romanian government officials, now turned against the system, who have 
taught their daughter to take refuge in science from the pressures of politics and the 
harshness of daily life in a totalitarian regime. Having arrived in Bucharest to assist 
Minna’s dying mother, the American couple has plenty of occasions to confront 
their demons, namely the way each of them have related to the political and social 
systems of their respective countries.  

Thus Albert has to face the fact that his academic career did not really give 
him the opportunity to recover the world of ideas, poetry and critical observations 
that he had hoped for. On the contrary, confronted with the decaying life standards 
and morality in Chicago, and having been criticized by everybody about the way he 
reverberated to the death of one of his students, he realizes that his position is 
under constant attack from people who either misjudge him or have no interest in 
ethics or general welfare. 

Minna, on the other hand, has to cope with the entire oppressive 
communist system in all its dark aspects: their building’s porter is a secret 
watchdog for the authorities; the secret police colonel responsible for the hospital 
causes her trouble in the attempt to see and take care or her dying mother and the 
sad, hopeless, uncooperative and suspicious people she encounters daily are 
equally challenging her emotional balance. Far from enjoying the luxury of losing 
herself in the study of the stars, her specialty in the academia, Minna has to face 
every sordid detail of life in totalitarian Romania in the attempt to provide a 
dignified end to her mother’s life. But when all facts of life in both capitalist 
Chicago and communist Bucharest are effaced, Albert and Minna as a couple stand 
for a metaphorical connection between the earth and the universe.  

                                                 
2 For further details regarding the interview see: Manea, Norman; Înaintea despărţirii, 
Convorbire cu Saul Bellow - Un proiect Words & Images, Polirom, Iaşi, 2008, passim. 
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Minna, you see, had her astrophysical, mathematical preoccupations. 
Minna, in Corde’s metaphor, was bringing together a needle from one end 
of the universe with a thread from the opposite end. Once this was 
accomplished, Corde couldn’t say what there was to be sewn – this was his 
own way of concentrating his mind on the mysterium tremendum. Face it, 
the cosmos was beyond him. His own special ability was to put together 
for the general reader such pieces as this one from Harper’s. […]The 
position was that Corde had accepted responsibility for keeping his wife 
posted on sublunary matters. She did boundless space, his beat was terra 
firma. A crazy assignment, but he enjoyed it most of the time. He liked the 
fact that she, who had grown up in a Communist country, should have to 
be told by her American husband who Dzerzhinsky was, or Zinoviev. 
(Bellow 261) 
 

 While secluding himself in his wife’s old childhood room in Bucharest and 
witnessing the grey and grim spectacle of life in communist Romania, Albert 
Corde thinks about the trial in Chicago of a young black man accused of killing a 
student, and meditates on his relationship with his university colleagues and 
friends. 

As Mark Shechner emphasizes in his book After the Revolution: Studies in 
the Contemporary Jewish American Imagination, what Bellow does is to contrast 
the life of the two cities – one rigid in bureaucracy, state imposed terror and 
control, and the other confusing and frightening in the chaos that has given it all the 
likeliness of a jungle.  
 

Bellow’s Bucharest is a vision of life as organized by the politics of 
suspicion and the economics of depletion: its watchdogs are surveillance 
and scarcity, […] its own version of the Holy Trinity: the rulers, the ruled 
and the secret police. […] Every concierge, every driver, every phone 
operator is an eavesdropper. The walls have ears. Dossiers are longer than 
breadlines. The effects of this may be read on the bodies and the spirits of 
the administered, for everyone in Rumania seems smaller than life: 
hemmed in, shrunken, a trifle less human for the daily scheming, the 
bribing, the wariness, the whispering. (Shechner 156)  

 
Seeing the brown darkness of the evening falling on the gray communist 

residential blocks, Corde admits that nights must be very difficult in such a city. 
Despite the differences, Chicago is painted in a similar manner, emphasizing the 
fact that this city equally diminishes people’s humanity and disfigures their spirits. 

  
Instead of the secret police, its agents of the soul are the muggers, the 
dopers, the dealers, and the sex criminals, a vast, largely black, demimonde 
that is overseen and tolerated by the mayors, the aldermen, the slumlords, 
the contractors, the kickback artists, and the brothers-in-law all the short-
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sellers of spiritual goods who make a killing on mass despair. This corner 
of the “free world”, innocent of official terror, is rife with free-lance terror, 
a regional manifestation, you might say, of the universal Zeitgeist, the 
universal degeneration. (Shechner 156)  

 
 On the one hand, the disastrous Chicago legal system is described as an 
Africanized wilderness, the black underclass of Chicago is compared with the 
inhabitants of an African village, while the American media and academic circles 
are portrayed as willingly avoiding these uncomfortable subjects and always ready 
to outcast anyone who would even dare to think that the American civilization has 
failed in its quest for a new beginning. On the other hand, people in Bucharest 
seem frozen in the icy confinements of the prison state, lacking social and 
individual freedom to determine their fate or happiness, being afraid to talk openly, 
always suspecting their relatives and friends of collaboration with the secret police, 
striving to find basic products, cherishing their pre-communist clothes, Christmas 
decorations and china as sacred reminders of a normal, dignified life. In both 
countries there are lines that cannot be crossed by the ordinary individual, but the 
way in which these lines were negotiated differs from case to case:   
 

Well, they set the pain level for you over here. The government has the 
power to set it. Everybody has to understand this monopoly and be 
prepared to accept it. At home, in the West, it’s different. America is never 
going to take an open position on the pain level, because it’s a pleasure 
society, a pleasure society which likes to think of itself as a tenderness 
society. A tender liberal has to find soft ways to institutionalize harshness 
and smooth it over compatibility with progress, buoyancy. So that with us 
when people are merciless, when they kill, we explain that it’s because 
they’re disadvantaged, or have lead poisoning, or come from a backward 
section of the country, or need psychological treatment. Over here the 
position was scarcely concealed that such and such numbers of people 
were going to be expended. (Bellow 275)    
 

 Most critics see this novel as being built on polarized terms: East and 
West, old Europe and young America, cold and hot, hell and heaven. As Paul 
Levine noticed in his article “The Dean’s December: Between the Observatory and 
the Crematorium”, the description of the two types of society with their respective 
modes of daily conduct and ideological constructs has as at its core the question of 
how we create collectively a civil society in an intricate manner linked with the 
way we individually face death. In other words, we can argue that the novel raises 
in discreet terms the issue of how individual acts of courage, personal morality and 
responsibility when one’s personal comfort or even life is at stake can make a 
difference between a democratic, civil society and a totalitarian, oppressive one. 
That is to say that the fate of a nation ultimately rests in the hands of each 
individual and depends on the way in which one conducts one’s life.  
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 In Bellow’s view, both East and West are in decline, the one endangered 
by dictatorial oppression from above and the other threatened by anarchic 
violence from below. The novel depicts the opposition between two forms 
of dehumanization: the “soft nihilism” of the West where permissiveness 
masks indifference, and the “hard nihilism” of the East where power exacts 
obedience. (Levine 129)  

 
 As Paul Levine suggests, through Albert Corde’s dilemmas the author 
presents the two different ways of relating to the issue of personal responsibility 
and morality and the way in which they are reflected upon the entire society. When 
in Chicago, the dean was confronted with the murder of one of his students by two 
black street people, which makes him meditate later on the issue of social and 
racial justice in America, and also on the degradation of moral life and the increase 
of indifference that engulfs their democratic society.  When he attempts to disclose 
the truth about the murder and see justice done, everyone prevents him from 
fulfilling his good intentions: the university superiors who want to avoid tarnishing 
the good reputation of their institution, the political extremists who seek to 
exacerbate racial tensions for their own purposes, the lawyers and politicians 
wanting to make political capital out of the case. In his view, capitalist America is 
menaced by anarchic violence from below, from the forgotten, underprivileged 
people of a welfare and consumerist society. This country suffers from the ‘soft 
nihilism’ that dehumanizes people by allowing them to remain indifferent to the 
fate of the other and the values of the spirit while turning all their energies towards 
accumulating material wealth and prestige at any cost. Albert Corde knows that the 
killers and the deceased student share a victimhood status, yet he also knows that a 
functional society has to seek truth and make justice. He knows that racial 
oppression is not an excuse to commit murder, that facts need to be investigated 
and each individual should be judged by his or her own deeds. Truth has to be 
found and things should be called by their name if the civil society is to function, 
unlike the case of totalitarian Romania where one could find a ‘culture of allusion’ 
in which a metaphorical way of conveying the truth was at the core of most 
conversations and everybody had to learn to read between the lines. 
 When in Romania, the dean and especially his wife Minna are confronted 
with the oppressive party apparatus that denies social and individual freedom and 
normality for inter-human relations and subjects the individual to a permanent state 
of suspicion and mistrust. Minna is denied access to her dying mother by a secret 
service colonel in order to be punished and taught the lesson of the official party 
lines requesting total surrender and subjection because the old lady, Dr. Valeria 
Raresh, a former government member, rebelled against the communist rulers and 
her daughter escaped to the West. For the dean, Romania, as opposed to the United 
States, was threatened by dictatorial oppression from above, embodied by the 
ruthless, self-centered and inflexible communist party. The ‘hard nihilism’ of the 
East equally destroyed people’s humanity by enforcing upon them a strict 
obedience policy and destroying freedom and individuality. As the colonel made 
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them understand, public space was abolished and civil behavior was confined only 
to the private space.  
 Not surprisingly, the despotic Oriental atmosphere, together with the 
depiction of derelict Bucharest after the earthquake and the pitiful state of its 
inhabitants make the American dean perceive his coming to Romania as a journey 
backwards in time to a place that suffered a catastrophic resettlement of ideals and 
realities. Only naïve people could believe that progress is possible by replacing one 
regime with another one without taking into account human nature. Both buildings 
and people have collapsed under the stifling new order brought about by history’s 
cataclysms:   
 

Here and there amid the Balkan Haussmann blocks were earthquake ruins 
or tumuli, and Corde assumed that they must also be graves. The brick 
heaps exhaled decay. There were unrecoverable bodies underneath. The 
smell was cold, dank and bad. Coupled rusty-orange tramcars ran with a 
slither of cables. Pale proletarian passengers looked out. They wore caps, 
the women kerchiefs. Together with cast-iron sinks and croaking pull-chain 
toilets, these tramcars belonged to the old days. It was all like looking 
backwards. You saw the decades in reverse. Even the emotions belonged to 
an earlier time. The issue of the struggle with the Colonel was human 
sentiment – not accepted as an issue under the new order. But the Colonel 
tacitly admitted it because it gave pain. He knew it was an issue. (Bellow 
107)    

 
 But this alternative reality also had small glimpses of hope embodied in the 
warm affection and complicity of people, representing in Corde’s view, Old 
Europe as opposed to a more indifferent and socially distant Young America. This 
complicity is rendered manifest in the book by the presence at Valeria’s funeral of 
dignified old friends, relatives and acquaintances, dressed in their pre-socialist 
wardrobe, defying the authorities, who have come to pay their last respects to the 
doctor and equally deplore their present life. Yet this feeble solidarity is constantly 
menaced by the shadow of duplicity that everyone is aware of: the trusted family 
friend and former protégé of Valeria’s husband has become a high official and has 
to report on the family for the secret police, and so does the sympathetic building 
concierge who is equally feared and welcomed in the family. The police state has 
contaminated everything and virtually everyone through its efficient repression. 
Since the situation demanded that “nothing remain pure”, people are a mixture of 
emotion and exploitation, of old consciousness types “in a new-consciousness line 
of business”. Obviously in such conditions a civil and free society is out of 
question. “Multiple roles and Chinese intricacies” were mechanisms meant to help 
people elude oppression and strict control but also gain an upper hand on their less 
flexible fellow beings.  
 

Thus the totalitarian system creates a complex network of interpersonal 
relationships that are at one and the same time cold-blooded and warm 
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hearted. In a police state the only democratic element is the equality of 
fear. It is important not to offend because nobody knows who may help or 
harm in the future. […] Compared to the tough Eastern standard, 
Americans are “unformed”. With their emphasis on pleasure, prosperity 
and progress, “there’s great reluctance to focus clearly on a pain level”. 
[…] Strangely enough, the Communist vision which preaches solidarity is 
based on antagonism; whereas the capitalist vision which preaches 
competition is based upon consensus. […] Though Chicago is divided into 
a morally indifferent white leisure class and a morally numbed underclass, 
there are still individuals, black and white, who act as if they live in a civil 
society. The black prison warden, Rufus Ridpath, and the white scientist, 
Sam Beech, are two examples of people who take a kind of citizen’s 
initiative still impossible in Communist Romania. (Levine 131, 132)   

 
 According to Albert Corde, what made the capitalist system different from 
and, history told us, victorious over the communist regimes, was the moral 
superiority of the liberal democracy that encouraged individual citizens to take a 
stand against injustice and corruption. No matter how chaotic the American society 
might have been, its essential quality is the capability to change itself as opposed to 
the frozen immobility of totalitarian regimes. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that the novel ends with Albert and Minna 
leaving Romania with its symbolism of stagnation, coldness and death, embodied 
in the crematorium where Valeria’s corpse ends in ashes, in order to climb to 
Mount Palomar astronomic observatory – a symbol of resurrection, infinity, 
freedom and connection with the larger universe. As Paul Levine argues one of the 
greatest issues raised by this novel in particular and Bellow’s fiction in general is 
that reforming institutions may be easier than changing consciousness. The danger 
is represented not so much by historical events and ideologies as by individual 
consciousnesses divorced from morality and responsibility because it is the duty of 
the individual to put his or her mark on society, not of the society to reform the 
individual. Indifference to the fate of the other, cowardice and injustice are the true 
supporters of totalitarian regimes or catastrophic events like the Holocaust.   
 

What I’m telling you is simply what I see happening. The worst of it I 
haven’t gotten around to at all – the slums that we carry around inside us. 
Every man’s inner city…  (Bellow 207)    

 
The wintry days the American spent on the other side of the Iron Curtain 

allowed him to compare the moral, economic and material decay of the communist 
and the capitalist systems. In both worlds the social order was dying, and the values 
that allowed mankind to create and renew itself were obliterated. Ethical principles, 
the distinction between good and evil had been abandoned whereas mechanistic 
concepts and dry data were the only valid signs of reality. The machine-like society 
had engulfed all trace of imagination, hope and kindness, the moral center was 
crumbling and society was like a monstrous structure unsafely erected upon a 
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spiritual void – the slums that each individual carried inside, his or her inner city. It 
was not so much the city slums that threatened society, but these inner slums of 
which the outer ones were mere material representations.  

Generally speaking, this grief goes beyond political and economic 
doctrines, beyond social systems, beyond geopolitical or ethnical differentiations; it 
goes even beyond history, as it stands as a common denominator for the human 
condition. According to Saul Bellow, one of the few ways to downgrade this pain 
is human brotherhood. Reaching towards one’s fellow beings and rejecting 
isolation, trying to comprehend what the life of the other must be like and 
accepting it as it is may prevent us from repeating history’s mistakes. The author 
believed that human impoverishment begins in the denial of morality which is “the 
universal, common property of all human beings” due to which contemporary 
society is in spiritual disarray. The character’s confrontation with death at Valeria’s 
funeral and his struggle at the end of the novel with the Nameless – the darkness, 
coldness, bigness that stands for something transcending man’s life and even death, 
is among the most symbolic configurations that Bellow has ever used in his novels.  
 Following the oppressive and confining experience in communist 
Romania, the American dean feels a sense of spiritual and physical freedom and 
wonder when facing the endless night sky his wife studies from the top of Mount 
Palomar observatory. Although not a religious person per se, Albert Corde feels a 
sense of awe and insignificance in front of the “real bigness” at the top of the 
telescope. 
 The dome of the astronomical observatory shrouded in coldness and the 
darkness of the night sky makes Corde recollect the way he felt the closeness of 
death at the cremation of his mother-in-law back in Bucharest on an icy December 
day. Riding up in the elevator toward the telescope and the hugeness of the starry 
sky above, he experiences the movement as a forewarning, a rehearsal of his own 
death:  
 

And because there was a dome, and the coldness was so absolute, he came 
inevitably back to the crematorium, that rounded top and its huge circular 
floor, the feet of its stiffs sticking through the curtains, the blasting heat 
underneath where they were disposed of, the killing cold when you 
returned and thought your head was being split by an ax. But that dome 
never opened. You could pass through only as smoke.  
This Mount Palomar coldness was not to be compared to the cold of the 
death house. Here the living heavens looked as if they would take you in. 
Another sort of rehearsal, thought Corde. The sky was tense with stars, but 
not so tense as he was, in his breast. Everything overhead was in 
equilibrium, kept in place by mutual tensions. What was it that his tensions 
kept in place? (Bellow 311)  

 
 Like a Biblical figure on the top of the mountain, staring out into the space, 
the dean feels the tremendous presence and overwhelming power of something 
bigger than life and death, something that has all the qualities of transcendence and 
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yet he refrains from naming it or even suggesting it might resemble Divinity. As a 
secular academic preoccupied with the physical and moral decadence of both West 
and East, capitalism and communism, he avoids accepting the presence of the 
sacred, yet he feels it. The “real bigness” is fully alien, nonhuman, terrifying, the 
other whom he cannot comprehend. Just like the setting, it is huge, intimidating, 
freezing:  
 

If you came for a look at the astral space it was appropriate that you should 
have a taste of the cold out there, its power to cancel everything merely 
human.[…] 
Through these distortions you saw objects, forms, partial realities. The rest 
was to be felt. And it wasn’t only that you felt, but you were drawn to feel 
and to penetrate further, as if you were being informed that what was 
spread over you had to do with your existence, down to the very blood and 
the crystal forms inside your bones. Rocks, trees, animals, men and 
women, these also drew you to penetrate further, under the distortions 
(comparable to the atmospheric ones, shadows within shadows), to find 
their real being with your own. This was the sense in which you were 
drawn. (Bellow 310, 311)  

 
 Only when Albert Corde begins to consider the relationship that exists 
between him and this darkness-coldness in the terms that Martin Buber called “the 
I-Thou relationship”3  (the eternal Thou being the Divine, a relationship that is 
evident to the soul, not to the mind) does the dean feel reconciled with himself and 
that great beyond. Unlike other Bellovian characters such as Dr. Adler, Simon 
March, Madeleine Herzog, who treat people like things and confront the human 
world in an I-It relationship (a connection where the other is simply a means of 
getting to a pre-established goal or following one’s own interest), Corde feels the 
individual’s connection with creation. What transcends the raw fact of death that he 
had assimilated in the crematorium is this new feeling of being part of a major plan 

                                                 
3 A highly accentuated sense of brotherhood, of deep, meaningful relationship with one’s 
fellow beings is to be found at the basis of Martin Buber’s concept of dialogue that he 
epitomized in the I-Thou connection. Deriving from the author’s lifelong obsession with 
human encounter, his philosophical work was based on presenting two types of relationship 
that people have with each other and the world: I-Thou and I-It. The I-Thou relationship is 
one in which a person responds with his whole being. This also applies to a person’s 
relationship to God and it is always potentially possible in an individual’s relationship to 
another human being. This doesn’t imply that the I-It relationship is not necessary, but it 
does not carry a significant emotional encounter at its core. The only problem is that 
nowadays the I-It relationship threatens to become dominant if not absolute in the inter-
human encounters. The I-Thou relationship cannot be described, it can only be pointed to; it 
has the character of a dialogue and can be understood only through personal experience. It 
is this type of existence that can really fulfill human life. For further details on the ”I – 
Thou” relationship see: Buber, Martin; Eu şi tu, Humanitas, Bucureşti, 1992, Traducere din 
limba germană şi prefaţă de Ştefan Augustin Doinaş, passim.  



104 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

,  
20

13
 

that encompasses all the human beings and the universe.  Previously, when seeing 
the dome of the telescope he felt intimidated by it, since it resembled the domes of 
the cathedrals, but built on a larger scale:  
 

They stopped in mid-floor, a vast, unlighted, icy, scientific Cimmerian 
gloom. The hugeness of the dome referred you – far past mosques or 
churches, Saint Paul’s, Saint Peter’s – to the real scale of the night. ‘We 
built as big as we could for the purpose of investigating the real bigness’. 
(Bellow 309)  

 
 Realizing that he himself is a part of that Universe unfolding over his head, 
he feels somewhat reassured. The astronomer on top of the telescope, Minna, his 
wife and protector against old age, death, and “the bigness”, becomes his 
“representative” among “those bright things”.  Descending from the heights with a 
scientist in the elevator he feels like descending from the sacred to the profane 
level and he considers this descent to be worse than facing transcendence and 
eternity:  
 
 ‘No. I was told how cold it could be. It is damn cold.’ 
 ‘Does that really get you; do you really mind it all that much?’[…] 
 ‘The cold? Yes.  But I almost think I mind coming down more.’ (Bellow 

312)  
 
 This is his way of saying that he is half ready, half reluctant to assume his 
role in the noisy, chaotic world under the stars with its urban decay, totalitarian 
repressions, collective violence and overwhelming despair. It is the approach to the 
other human beings that frightens Corde, already disappointed by what he saw in 
Bucharest and Chicago. He sees that all the respect, all morality is fading away and 
feels that this is the only escape for humanity. Being an intellectual and living in 
the world of books he would rather, in good philosophical tradition, stare into the 
starry heavens for a source of wonder that had escaped him. However, just like 
Emmanuel Levinas claimed in his philosophical work4, he probably knows that the 
real inexhaustible source of palpable curiosity can be found by looking into the 
other’s yes, by acknowledging the existence and difference of the other human 
being that calls him.   
 Since the novel is focused on the critical decline of human relations both in 
the communist and capitalist societies, the sober, meditative apprehension for the 
future of humanity is the prevailing mood. The descriptions of the two political 
systems and their realities leave no place for lightness at all, presenting an 
apocalyptic vision. The strong affirmation of life which pervaded his earlier novels 
is now replaced by despair for the future. The world Bellow depicts is in the grip of 

                                                 
4 For further details see: Levinas, Emmanuel ; Totality and Infinity, An Essay on 
Exteriority, Translated by Alphonso Lingis, Duquesne University Press, Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, 2007, Twentieth Printing, passim. 
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spiritual crisis, the question at the heart of his novels being: will the human race 
prevail? Living in cities where the moral vacuum is the natural state of being, 
Corde sounds like a prophet calling for the spiritual rebirth of the community. 

In several of Bellow’s novels one can encounter such a moment of 
instantaneous connection with the transcendent, where characters similar to Corde 
(like Augie March and Eugene Henderson), for a brief but precious moment, get 
out of their mundane existence to marvel at the miraculous natural beauty: the 
starry night, the wavy sea and the rosy African sunrise which almost carry them 
into the presence of the sacred. In his article “Saul Bellow, a Mosaic”, Mark 
Weinstein5 underlined the fact that such moments, although short-lived, have a 
catharsis-like function: they free the individual from every sickness, malaise and 
dissolve the limits between space and time, being and non-being, life and death, 
and connect the self with the eternal. Albert Corde believes that such moments, 
with the freedom they offer, should be cherished despite their shortness:  

 
 Once in the Mediterranean, coming topside from a C-class cabin, the uric 
smells and the breath of the bilges, every hellish little up-to-date 
convenience there below to mock your insomnia – then seeing the morning 
sun on the tilted sea. Free! The grip of every sickness within you 
disengaged by this pouring out. You couldn’t tell which was out of plumb, 
the ship, or yourself, or the sea aslant – but free!  (Bellow  311)   

 
 With all the restrictions and limitations totalitarian regimes are capable of, 
with all the chaos and decay of a materialistic and spiritually empty society, what 
the author tried to  convey in his novel was not a message of despair, lack of hope 
or nihilism. On the contrary, he tried to transmit his readers his belief in the power 
of the human spirit and the value of the individual’s life, provided that this 
individual finds within the ethical and sometimes even the religious dimension 
both the freedom and the guiding lines he/she needs to create a better society and 
fulfill his/her destiny.  
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EAVAN BOLAND: THE MYTHICAL SUBURBAN IRISH 
WOMAN 

 
 

Nicoleta Stanca1 
 
 

Abstract: Eavan Boland’s desire has never been to erase Irish history and myth 
through her poetry but establish a dialogue with them through a mythologizing of the 
domestic, mother-daughter bond and of the (Irish) suburbs. In her texts, the woman has 
managed to enter the realm of art as herself. Boland intends to write the female ageing 
body into poetry. Also, the poet revisits the roles assigned to women, the Mother Ireland 
motif and the myth of the cyclical renewal of the Greco-Roman earth goddess and mother 
Ceres or Demeter and of her daughter Persephone. Since nature and landscape have been 
traditionally personified as feminine in Irish literature, Boland had to come with responses 
to this feminine tradition through what she considered a a poetry of the suburbs.     
 

Key words: Irishness, femininity, exile, myth, suburbia, mother-daughter 
relationship, tradition  

 
 
Eavan Boland was born in Dublin in 1944 and brought up in London, where her 
father was the Irish ambassador and in New York, where he represented Ireland at 
the United Nations. Educated at Trinity College, Dublin, she returned there to teach 
for two years (1966-1968). She has worked as a freelance lecturer in Ireland and 
the US. A founder of Arlen House, a pioneering women’s press, she is regarded by 
the young generation of women writers as a model. Eavan Boland has been a 
prolific writer, literary journalist and poetry reviewer for the Irish Times and PN 
Review.  

Among her volumes, mention should be made of New Territory (1967), 
The War Horse (1975), In Her Own Image (1980), Night Feed (1982), The Journey 
and Other Poems (1987), Outside History: Selected Poems, 1980-1990 (1990), In a 
Time of Violence (1994), Anna Liffey (1997), The Lost Land (1998), Against Love 
Poetry (2001), Domestic Violence 2007. Other writings include: A Kind of Scar: 
The Woman Poet in a National Tradition (1989) and Object Lessons: The Life of 
the Woman and Poet in Our Time (1995). Her poetry has been alert to 
crosscurrents in international poetry and her interests have covered autobiography, 
history, aspects of domesticity and the consolation and deceits of art (Croty 272).   
 Irish writers have traditionally imaginatively sought to define themselves.  
 

The writer creates his or her subject by probing the present, constructed as 
it is in Ireland out of the coalescing forces of social conservatism, cultural 
nationalism, political violence and religious hegemony. In this vortex, the 
artistic identity is made, not inherited. (Dawe 169)  

                                                 
1 Ovidius University Constanța, Romania.  
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Stephen, Joyce’s character, offers a model of the Irish artist, admired but also 
scorned by Joyce the man: “Joyce maintained always an ambiguous attitude to 
poetry; it seems perfect for secret loves and for song, but it has nothing to do with 
that reality which is Joyce’s main preoccupation” (Cixous qtd. in Dawe 170). 
Eavan Boland has written to turn poetry towards this reality mapped by Joyce, that 
of human domestic relations, love and sexuality.  
 Boland’s collection The War Horse is concerned, especially in the opening 
poems (“The Other Woman”, “The War Horse”, “Child of Our Time”, “A 
Soldier’s Son” and “The Famine Road”) and the closing ones (“Suburban Woman” 
and “Ode to Suburbia”), with reaching a compromise between the lover, mother 
and wife, trapped in these roles, and her struggle to find her real self. 

A key image for Boland’s poetry and for the discovery of a woman’s 
“true” self is offered in the poem “From the Painting Back from Market by 
Chardin”; Chardin is an eighteenth century painter of domestic scenes and 
portraits; the poem focuses on the peasant woman and her treatment by the artist: 

 
  I think of what great art removes: 
  Hazard and death, the future and the past, 
  This woman’s secret history and her loves – 
            (in Dawe 173) 
 
Boland’s purpose is to make collapse the distinction between “what great art 
removes” and life, such as illustrated in another poem, “Self-Portrait on a Summer 
Evening” (The Journey and Other Poems): 
   
  Can’t you feel it? 
  Aren’t you chilled by it? 
  The way the late afternoon  
  is reduced to detail – 
 
  the sky that odd shape of apron –  
 
  opaque, scumbled –  
  the lazulis of the horizon becoming 
  optical greys 
  before your eyes 
  before your eyes ... 
 
  in my ankle-length  
  summer skirt 
  crossing between  
  the garden and the house, 
  under the whitebeam trees, 
  keeping an eye on 
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  the lengths of the grass, 
  the height of the hedge, 
  the distance of the children 
 
  I am Chardin’s woman ... 
    (in Dawe 173) 
 
Thus, the woman has managed to enter the realm of art as herself, an idea 
continued through the collection In her Own Image, which becomes a cry of the 
woman’s need to be heard, not only seen: 
 
  You did protect yourself from horrors, 
  From the lizarding of eyelids 
  From the whiskering of nipples, 
  From the slow betrayals of our bedroom mirrors – 
  How you fled 
 
  The kitchen screw and the rack of labour, 
  The wash thumbed and the dish cracked, 
  The scream of beaten women, 
  The crime of babies battered, 
  The hubbub and the shrieks of daily grief 
  That seeks asylum behind suburb walls ... 
 
  Make your face naked, 
  Strip your mind naked, 
  Drench your skin in a woman’s tears. 
  I will wake you from your sluttish sleep. 
  I will show you true reflections, terrors. 
  You are the Muse of all our mirrors. 
  Look in them and weep. 
   (“Tirade for the Mimic Muse”, in Dawe 175) 
 
Appropriately, the volume refers to shocking themes, such as drudgery, violence, 
hatred, anorexia, mastectomy, menstruation and women’s desires. “Solitary” deals 
with masturbation; “Exhibionist” tackles self-exposure; “Witching” becomes 
apocalyptic in tone, whereas “Making Up” draws attention to the long list of 
mythical images of females, from Cathleen Ni Houlihan to the whore, all invented 
by men (Dawe 175).  
 Unlike the previous volume, the collection Night Feed offers an image of 
mature self-awareness and womanhood no longer in crisis. Poems are now 
generally set at dawn or in the evening, with the quiet house, the beautiful garden, 
the children asleep and these ordinary scenes become archetypal (“Hymn”, “The 
Muse Mother”, “Light”). But the next volume The Journey and Other Poems, 
through the title poem, evoking an imaginary encounter between the poet and 
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Sappho, claims the opposite, the need to find a world that transcends domestic life. 
Thus, the points of interest in the volume range from separateness, exile (“An Irish 
Childhood in England: 1951), the need to escape (“The Bottled Garden”) to 
language and memory (“Lace”, “Miss Éire”, “The Oral Tradition”). “Does memory 
produce the language that becomes the poem, or is the poem the force that 
reproduces the memory”? (Dawe 180)    
 Eavan Boland’s poetry has also been inspired by the American poet 
Adrienne Riche, who believes that myths and poems are written by and for men, 
with women commonly depicted as renewable creatures. In her collections In a 
Time of Violence and The Lost Land, Boland revisits the roles assigned to women, 
Mother Ireland motif and the myth of the cyclical renewal of the Greco-Roman 
earth goddess and mother Ceres or Demeter and of her daughter Persephone. The 
oldest literary document which narrates the myth of Demeter and Persephone is the 
Homeric Hymn to Demeter, which critics assign to the seventh century before our 
era.  
 

The youthful Persephone, so runs the tale, was gathering roses and lilies, 
crocuses and violets, hyacinths and narcissuses in a lush meadow, when the 
earth gaped and Pluto, lord of the Dead, issuing from the abyss carried her 
off on his golden car to be his bride and queen in the gloomy subterranean 
world. Her sorrowing mother Demeter, with her yellow tresses veiled in a 
dark mourning mantle, sought her over land and sea, and learning from the 
Sun her daughter’s fate she withdrew in high dudgeon from the gods and 
took up her abode at Eleusis, where she presented herself to the king’s 
daughters in the guise of an old woman, sitting sadly under the shadow of 
an olive tree beside the Maiden’s Well, to which the damsels had come to 
draw water in bronze pitchers for their father’s house. In her wrath at her 
bereavement the goddess suffered not the seed to grow in the earth but kept 
it hidden under ground, and she vowed that never would she set foot on 
Olympus and never would she let the corn sprout till her lost daughter 
should be restored to her. Vainly the oxen dragged the ploughs to and fro 
in the fields; vainly the sower dropped the barley seed in the brown 
furrows; nothing came up from the parched and crumbling soil. Even the 
Rarian plain near Eleusis, which was wont to wave with yellow harvests, 
lay bare and fallow. Mankind would have perished of hunger and the gods 
would have been robbed of the sacrifices which were their due, if Zeus in 
alarm had not commanded Pluto to disgorge his prey, to restore his bride 
Persephone to her mother Demeter. The grim lord of the Dead smiled and 
obeyed, but before he sent back his queen to the upper air on a golden car, 
he gave her the seed of a pomegranate to eat, which ensured that she would 
return to him. But Zeus stipulated that henceforth Persephone should spend 
two thirds of every year with her mother and the gods in the upper world 
and one third of the year with her husband in the nether world, from which 
she was to return year by year when the earth was gay with spring flowers. 
Gladly the daughter then returned to the sunshine, gladly her mother 
received her and fell upon her neck; and in her joy at recovering the lost 
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one Demeter made the corn to sprout from the clods of the ploughed fields 
and all the broad earth to be heavy with leaves and blossoms. And 
straightway she went and showed this happy sight to the princes of Eleusis, 
to Triptolemus, Eumolpus, Diocles, and to the king Celeus himself, and 
moreover she revealed to them her sacred rites and mysteries. Blessed, says 
the poet, is the mortal man who has seen these things, but he who has had 
no share of them in life will never be happy in death when he has 
descended into the darkness of the grave. So the two goddesses departed to 
dwell in bliss with the gods on Olympus; and the bard ends the hymn with 
a pious prayer to Demeter and Persephone that they would be pleased to 
grant him a livelihood in return for his song. (Frazer 393-394) 

 
The Eleusian cult is meant to celebrate the life cycle of the grain and the earth’s 
fertility, in the attempt of humans to come to terms with life and death experiences. 
The 1970, with its second wave of feminism, saw a resurgence in the interest of the 
myth of Demeter and Persephone. According to Christine Downing: 
 

we felt that the rediscovery of these ancient images of female power as 
sacred and transformative could be transformative in our own lives, both 
individually and socially. We hoped that the discovery of a prepatriarchal 
world might help us imagine forward to a postpatriarchal one. (in House 
106) 
 
The myth was also popular in the 1990s, when several studies were 

published, while Boland was writing her Ceres poems: 
    
Some women have found in this myth resources for the imaginal recreation 
of a prepatriarchal matristic, that is woman centred, world. Many ... have 
seen it primarily in terms of how it valorizes the beauty and power of the 
mother-daughter bond. Other’s have focused on Hades’s abduction of 
Persephone and read the myth as primarily a story about paternal violation 
... about the rise of patriarchy and the suppression of the goddess. Yet this 
same myth has also been interpreted as one that might help move us 
beyond the fantasy of a conflict-free world ruled by an all-growing and all-
powerful mother, beyond the illusion of female innocence and perfect love. 
It has been seen as representing the necessary initiation for women that 
frees them from being defined by the roles of mother or daughter and as 
teaching the necessity of coming to terms with loss and limitation and with 
experiences that provoke rage and grief. (Downing qtd. in House 106) 
     

The poet chose the myth to enable her to deal with the question of ageing women 
in literature and myth. Her concern has been to avoid the tradition that fixes 
women into unageing and undying images, as in “From the Painting Back from 
Market by Chardin” (New Territory), in which art removes the process of growing 
old, hazard, death, future and past; in the “Domestic Interior” (Night Feed), the 
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bride is immortalized happy and fertile. Boland wants to break the silence of these 
women because she claims traditional (Irish) poems only cover up wounds (“Miss 
Éire”, The Journey). With Boland, the tradition thus recreated stands between the 
silence of women and the real women omitted in art: 
 

Boland’s sequences constitute a determined effort not to solve historical 
problems or to resolve the tensions of the construct, but instead precisely to 
resist solutions and resolutions and to hold open and demand continued 
attention to the problems posed by public history, private life, and the 
problematic meditations of memory, myth and language. (Thurston qtd. in 
House 107) 

 
 Boland intends to write the female ageing body into poetry. The poem 
“What Language Did to Us” is an apparently classical terza rima text, only that the 
topic is what traditional forms have done to women. The use of the metrical and 
formal regularity suggests subversion, alongside the subject, as if women were 
fighting the form as well. 
 
  I stood there and felt the melancholy 
  of growing old in such a season, 
  when all I could be certain of was simply 
 
  in this time of fragrance and refrain 
  whatever else might flower before the fruit, 
  and be renewed, I would not. Not again. 
 
  I went nearer. They were disappearing. 
  Dusk had turned to night but in the air – 
  did I imagine it? – a voice was saying –  
 
  This is what language did to us. Here  
  is the wound, the silence, the wretchedness  
  of tides and hillsides and stars where  
 
  we languish in a grammar of sighs, 
  in the high-minded search for euphony, 
  in the midnight rhetoric of poesie. 
 
  We cannot sweat here. Our skin is icy. 
  We cannot breed here. Our wombs are empty. 
  Help us to escape youth and beauty. 
 
  Write us out of the poem. Make us human 
  in cadences of change and mortal pain 
  and words we can grow old and die in. 
   (“What Language Did to Us”, in House 108-109)  
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It is the Ceres myth and a rewriting of it; we are confronted with an ageing Ceres, 
looking at maidens and mermaids swimming trapped in the myth that holds them 
forever young and beautiful. “I would have to reexamine and disrupt and 
dispossess [those images] in order to make up for the paucity of dynamic, 
multidimensional women in Irish poems”, says Boland (in House 109).  
   The myth of Ceres has been, for Boland, an expression of her dilemma 
between maintenance and disruption of Irish poetry tradition. Nature – woman 
correspondence in poetry must be broken, proclaims Boland in “A Woman Painted 
on a Leaf”, which is an attack on stasis in traditional art; poetry should allow 
women grow old and die. 
 
  This is not death. It is the terrible 
  suspension of life. 
  
  I want a poem 
  I can grow old in. I want a poem I can die in. 
 
  I want to take 
  this dried-out face, 
  as you take a starling from behind iron, 
 
  so that Autumn 
  ... 
  will be, 
  from now on, 
  a crisp tinder underfoot. Cheekbones. Eyes. Will be 
  a mouth crying out. Let me. 
 
  Let me die. 
   (in House 110) 
 
 Though the Greek myth of mother-daughter appears as relevant to 
twentieth century women, Boland is troubled by the issue of inventing a new 
language and a new mythology of the ageing woman, as this has been absent from 
traditional myth, literature, history. “Anna Liffey” ponders on the difficulty of 
finding the right words for the description of an ageing woman:  
 
  I am sure 
  The body of an ageing woman 
  Is a memory 
  And to find a language for it 
  Is as hard 
  as weeping 
  ................ 
  An ageing woman 
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  Finds no shelter in language. 
  Single words she once loved 
  Such as “summer” and “yellow” 
  And “sexual” and “ready” 
  Have suddenly become dwellings 
  For someone else. 
    (in House 111) 
 
In order to achieve her goal, the poet is willing to try to relate the myth and history 
and literature to her personal experience in such as way as to turn it universal: 
 

I thought it vital that women such as myself should establish a discourse 
with the idea of the nation. I felt sure that the most effective way to do this 
by subverting the previous terms by that discourse. Rather than accept the 
nation as it appeared in Irish poetry, with its queens and muses, I felt the 
time had come to rework those images by exploring the emblematic 
relation between my own feminine experience and a national past. (Boland 
qtd. in House 111)  
 
As an Iris Catholic, Boland rejoices resurrection and blessed afterlife (of 

Ceres’s daughter’s return as well) at a personal level though her own daughter’s 
loss of childhood and subsequent integration in the cycle of life, such as depicted in 
“The Pomegranate”: 
 
  I was Ceres then and I knew 
  Winter was in store for every leaf 
  On every tree on that road. 
  Was inescapable for each one we passed. 
  And for me. 
  It is winter. 
   (in House 114) 
 

She may fear separation and death, disembodiment and abstraction, and all 
other psychological experiences connected to ‘descent’. She may see all of 
these as an end and a failure to consider that they might be part of a 
transformative process, one stage only in a larger process of growth and 
change. (Carlson qtd. in House 115) 

 
Thus, the poet achieves maturity as she understands the identification of 

the modern woman with the myth. Paradoxically, by choosing the myth, the poet 
places herself in a mortal world; her life is not cyclical, like that of Persephone, but 
finite. In “The Blosson” her daughter is an apple blossom who says: 
 
  imagine if I stayed here. 
  even for the sake of your love, 
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  what would have happened to the summer? 
  To the fruit? 
  Then holds out a dawn-soaked hand to me, 
  whose fingers I counted at birth 
  years ago, 
 
  And touches mine for the last time. 
  And falls to earth. 
   (in House 116) 
 
  I wake slowly. Already 
  my body is a twilight: Solid. Cold. 
 
  At the edge of a larger darkness. But outside 
  my window  
  a summer day is beginning. Apple trees 
  appear, one by one. Light is pouring 
  into the promise of a fruit. 
 
  Beautiful morning 
  Look at me as a daughter would 
  look: with that love and that curiosity: 
  as to what she came from. 
  And what she will become. 
    (“Ceres Looking at the Morning”, in House 116) 
 
  If a wanted a child now 
  I could not have one. 
 
  Except through memory. 
  Which is the ghost of the body. 
  Or myth. 
  Which is the ghost of meaning. 
    (“Daughter”, in House 117) 
 

Her Ceres poems offer a model for how women can take this story about a 
mother and daughter from the patriarchal literary tradition and reclaim it as 
their own. She reworks the Ceres myth, demanding that her readers 
acknowledge human frailty and the necessity for loss, and in so doing she 
inscribes her ageing body into the literary canon. (House 118)  

 
The Ceres series focuses on the sadness of the ageing mother, who can only 
preserve motherhood through memory. The mother’s gift to the daughter is the fact 
that she allows her to be free from being eternally young and beautiful. “As a poet, 
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Boland ca re-write the mother/daughter myth to include irreversible loss”  
(House 117).  
 

* 
 
 In her Studies, Boland publishes an essay “The Woman Poet in a National 
Tradition”, in which she considers that political and cultural continuity with Irish 
nationalist idealism seen as “the fusion of the national and the feminine, the 
interpretation of one by the other”; so, the result is that women become 
“ornamental icons and figments of national expression” (Boland qtd. in Dawe 171). 
Her objective as a poet is to break the silence of women and produce discontinuity 
in the traditional flow: “A society, a nation, a literary tradition is always in danger 
of making up its communicable from its visible elements. Women, as it happens, 
are not especially visible in Ireland“ (Boland qtd. in Dawe 171). Sharing the 
isolation from and by national traditions, Boland makes use, nevertheless, of the 
advantages of it:  
 

Marginality within a tradition, however painful, confers certain advantages. 
It allows the writer clear eyes and a quick critical sense. That critical 
perspective, in turn, may allow him to re-locate himself within that 
tradition which alienated him in the first place. I wanted to re-locate myself 
within the Irish poetic tradition. (Boland qtd. in Dawe 172)  

         
In a dialogue with Irish themes and writers, Boland is rewriting literary and 
national tradition in her first volume New Territory in relation to images of the 
feminine too (exile in “The Flight of the Earls”, literary tradition in “The Winning 
of Etain”, the Great Famine in “Anorexic” and “Quarantine”, Yeats in “Yeats in 
the Civil War” and Derek Mahon in “Belfast vs. Dublin”). The poet seems to 
preserve a sense of ambiguity in relation to home, such as in “After a Childhood 
Away from Ireland”: 
 
  Love is also memory. 
  I only stared. 
  What I had lost 
  was not land 
  but the habit 
  of land,  

whether of growing out of, 
or setting back on, 
on being destined by ... 
  (in Dawe 179) 

  
In 2004, Eavan Boland confirms that “[in the nineteenth century] you could 

go through Irish poetry and not find any real references to the Irish famine ... the 
poetry kept up its heroism, its resistance to ordinariness ... I felt some kind of 
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disagreement with that [traditional] poem – or, at least, with its history” (Boland 
qtd. in Pascual 267-268). Consequently, Eavan Boland wrote extensively on the 
silenced Famine: “Quarantine” (Against Love Poetry) is about a man and a woman 
leaving the workhouse at the time of the 1847 famine; in the same volume, “The 
Journey” “Cholera, typhus, croup, diphtheria/ in those days they racketed/ in every 
backstreet and alley of old Europe./ Behold the children of the plague.”; in “The 
Making of an Irish Goddess”, agony has spread everywhere: “the famished 
harvest,/ the fields rotting to the horizon/ the children devoured by their mother”.  

According to Pascual, imposed hunger and starvation symbolize in 
Boland’s poetry oppression that burdens women’s lives in general, extending the 
area of reference beyond the topic of the Famine. In “Contingencies”, “women 
spoke .../ with a private hunger in whispered kisses”; “A Woman Painted on a 
Leaf” has her “dried-out-face”; in “A False Spring”, female bodies have become 
emaciated, ghosts that haunt the Irish present; “The Photograph” shows “a woman 
hold[ing] her throat like a wound”; in “Anorexic”, the woman deprives herself of 
food to become pure and holy in imitation of the Famine victims” (270-271). The 
female body is reduced to skin and bones; it is descarnated and pure in the Catholic 
tradition of medieval ladies striving to achieve thus purity.   

In “The Woman Turns Herself into a Fish”, the poet describes an inversion 
of the fish-into-girl progress in Yeats’s “The Song of Wandering Aengus” and 
records the pain, the difficulty involved in the attempt to conform to an image. The 
woman in the text had moved from passivity to self-transformation, from being the 
object (of adoration) in the poem to being the subject of it.  
 
  It’s done: 
  I turn, 
  I flab upward 
 
  blub-lipped, 
  hipless 
  and I am  
 
  sexless 
  shed 
  of ecstasy, 
 
  a pale 
  swimmer 
  sequin-skinned, 
 
  peeling eggs 
  screamlessly 
  in seaweed. 
 
  It’s what  
  I set my heart on. 
  Yet  
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  ruddening 
  and muscling 
  in the sunless tons 
 
  of new freedoms 
  still 
  I feel 
 
  a chill pull, 
  a brightening, 
  a light, a light 
 
  and how 
  in my loomy cold, 
  my greens 
 
  still 
  she moons 
  in me. 
   (in Kiberd 605-606) 
 
As the merging of the feminine and the idea of the nation has simplified matters, 
Boland deplores “the power of nationhood to edit the reality of womanhood” as the 
women in traditional Irish poetry were depicted as “often passive, decorative raised 
to emblematic status”. “Rather than accept the nation as it appeared in Irish poetry, 
with its queens and muses I felt the time had come to re-work those images by 
exploring the emblematic relation between my own feminine experience and a 
national past” (Boland qtd. in Kiberd 607). Boland’s renegotiation of the mermaid 
image is thus an updating of the idea of the nation not a rejection of it, which made 
the poet the “logical laureate of Mary Robinson’s presidency” (Kiberd 607).  
 Boland claims that myths are better dismantled from within. So, in “Miss 
Éire”, Pearse’s refrain “I am Ireland” appears as “I am woman”: 
 
  ... who neither 
  knows nor cares that 
  a new language 
  is a kind of scar 
  and heals after a while 
  into a passable imitation 
  of what went before.  
   (in Kiberd 607) 
 
The poet expands and riches the definition of nation by including the voiceless 
immigrants marginalized in previously imagined communities. The poem “In a 
Bad Light” (In a Time of Violence) shows an image of the lost lives of Irish 
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seamstresses next to the beautiful objects created by them displayed in a museum 
in St. Louis: 
 
  I stand in a room in the Museum. In one glass a plastic figure

 represents a woman in a dress with crêpe sleeves and a satin apron. And 
feet laced neatly into suede. 

 
  She stands in a replica of a cabin on a steamboat bound for New  Orleans. 

The year is 1860. Nearly war. A notice says no comforts were spared. The 
silk is French. The seamstresses are Irish.      

 
  I see them in the oil-lit parlours. I am in the gas-lit backrooms. We  make 

in the apron front and from the papery appearance and crushable look of 
crêpe a sign. We are bent over 

   
  in a bad light. We are sewing a last sight of shore. We are sewing 

 coffin ships, and the salt of exile. And our own death in it. For  history’s 
abandonment we are doing this.  

        (In a Time of Violence 8) 
 
When Mary Robinson was inaugurated as president she lighted a lamp in Áran an 
Uachtaráin, as a reminder of the “greater Ireland oversea”, of those generations of 
silent emigrants that lived their lives with the pain of the loss of their country. On 
that occasion, the president quoted a poem by Boland as having inspired her 
gesture (Kiberd 608): 
 
  Like oil lamps we put them out the back, 
  
  of our houses, of our minds. We had lights 
  better than, newer than and then 
 
  a time came, this time and now 
  we need them. Their dread, makeshift example. 
 
  They would have thrived on our necessities. 
  What they survived we could not even live. 
  By their lights now it is time to  
  imagine how they stood there, what they stood with, 
  that their possession may become our power. 
 
  Cardboard. Iron. Their hardships parceled in them. 
  Patience. Fortitude. Long-suffering 
  in a bruise-coloured dusk of the New World. 
 
  And all the old song. And nothing to lose.  
    (“The Emigrant Irish”, in Kiberd 608)  
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 Since nature and landscape have been traditionally personified as feminine 
in Irish literature (Cathleen Ni Houlihan, the Queen, the old woman, Old Woman 
of the Roads, Drak Rosaleen, Anna Livia Plurabella, Red Rose, Mother Machree, 
Eiriú, the Bog Queen), Boland had to come with an response to it and that has been 
a poetry of the (Irish) suburbs. In 1970, Boland was writing in the Irish Times an 
article entitled “The Future of Poetry” in which after she discusses Joyce’s city and 
Kavanagh’s countryside, the question that arises is related to could be between 
these two instances: “What new realities are there in Ireland to match these two 
equally rich realities pushing each other aside?” (Boland qtd. in Frawley 149). The 
third space is represented by the suburbia.  

Nature is usually seen as opposed to culture, excluded from the cultural 
realm; in the Irish tradition and not only, nature is woman; thus, exclusion and 
marginalization have been the typical experience of a woman, twice colonized in 
Ireland, by men and colonizing invaders. Seventeenth and eighteenth aisling 
literature pictured women as constantly raped, plundered and displaced. Boland’s 
volumes in the 1960s and 1970s come as attempts to come to terms with larger 
cycles of history that dictated the removal of women from literary traditions. Under 
the (Northern) Irish circumstances in the late 1970s and the 1980s, poems had to be 
perceived in a political context; only that politics is male territory. The answer to 
this dilemma has been offered by the creation of a new pastoral, that of the 
suburbia (Frawley 150):     

 
 Town and country at each other’s throat – 
 between a space of truce until one night 
 
 walls began to multiply, to spawn 
 like lewd whispers of the goings-on, 
 
 the romperings, the rape on either side. 
 The smiling killing. That you were better dead. 
 
 than let them get you. But they came, armed 
          with blades and ladders, with slimed 
 
 knives, day after day, week after week –  
 a proxy violation. She woke 
 
 one morning to the usual story. Withdrawing 
 neither side had gained, but there dying, 
 caught in cross-fire, her past lay. Like a pride 
 of lions toiled for booty, tribal acres died 
 
 and her world with them. She saw their power to sever 
 with a scar. She is the sole survivor. 
   (“Suburban Woman”, in Frawley 150-151) 
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The birth of the suburbs is compared, like in Seamus Heaney’s “Act of Union” to a 
rape and the outcome of this act is suburbia, a feminine space. Another text, “Ode 
to Suburbia”, deals with a sort of claustrophobia of this marginalized space of the 
marginals in Ireland, housewives and mothers. The suburbs are finally established 
in Irish poetry, after being previously part of “hidden Ireland”.    
 This new space has triggered and has also been triggered by a new pastoral 
(“The New Pastoral”), which involves a retrieval of Irish women’s experiences as 
subversive. This new form is realistic because it gives account of women’s real life 
problems and imaginary as it tends to express universal feelings. Its ultimate goal is 
to overturn stereotypes: 
 

She maps out a territory ... This is of course a region of the imagination, as 
much as a fictional construct as [Austin] Clarke’s Celtic Romanesque or 
Kavanagh’s childhood country of Ballyrush and Gortin – though less 
haunted with history as the one, or without topography as the other, and 
quite without the savage nostalgias that alternately energize and disable 
their sense of experience. (Augustine Martine in Frawley 154).  

 
This space of silent women, of Ireland left behind by immigrants, of the territory 
lost under colonization, of the loss of imaginary Mother Ireland is pictured in 
poems such as “Colony“ and “The Lost Land”: 
 
  Beautiful land the patriot said 
  and rinsed it with his blood. And the sun rose. 
  And the river burned. The earth leaned 
  towards him: Shadows grew long. Ran red.      
 
  Beautiful land I whispered. But the roads 
  stayed put. Stars froze over the suburb. 
  Shadows iced up. Nothing moved. 
  Except my hand across the page. And these words. (‘Whose’?) 
      (“The Lost Land”, in Frawley 155) 
 
 In conclusion, Eavan Boland points out the difference between history and 
the past: “In a country like Ireland it was possible to see the difference between the 
past and history – how one was official and articulate and the other was silent and 
fugitive. I suppose I was drawn to the past, rather than to history”. Unofficial and 
unwritten, the past transfers “its available resources from memory to allegory” and 
becomes myth: “sometimes on a summer evening ... I could imagine ... that such 
lives as mine and my neighbours were mythic, not because of their strangeness but 
because of their powerful ordinariness” (Boland qtd. in Pascual 263-282). Boland’s 
desire has never been to erase history and myth but establish a dialogue with them 
through a mythologizing of the domestic, mother-daughter bond and of the 
suburbs.     
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PARADOXES OF IDEOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS:  

ION POPESCU-GOPO’S ANIMATIONS AND MIHAI STANESCU’S 
CARICATURES1 

 
 

Ileana Marin2 
 

Abstract: Two internationally known Romanian cartoonists adopted different 
strategies of artistic survival during the communist era. Ion Popescu Gopo chose, as did 
many Romanian writers and artists, the aesthetic escape, which meant to embellish his 
historically circumstantial identity into universal concepts, wrapping his topics and motifs 
into a highly artistic expression with no obvious reference to his ideological context. In 
contrast, the younger caricaturist, Mihai Stanescu, preferred to confront the communist 
ideology with its own caricature, and he suffered from being censored in Romania, yet 
published abroad. Allowed to sell his ideologically inoffensive artifacts, Stanescu earned 
perhaps more money under the communists than in the competitive, free market, in spite of 
the fact that he can now publish his caricatures freely; they are now simply volumes with 
no other restrictions apart from financial ones. Neither the aesthetic defeatism of Gopo nor 
the aesthetic engagement of Stanescu has survived after 1989. Is this “failure” a matter of 
ideology? Is it a sign of a more profound change in contemporary Romanian society? My 
paper tries to answer these questions, which are not necessarily solely applicable to 
Romanian culture, but which are, I dare say, vital for other societies facing transitions 
from communist to democratic regimes. 
 

Key words: Ion Popescu Gopo, Romanian communist censorship, Mihai Stanescu, 
caricature, Romanian animation 
 
 
Between 1948 and 1989 Romania underwent several stages of communism, from 
the darkest pro-Soviet era of the 1950s to the final stage of the total deprecation of 
life conditions and the denial of human rights and freedom of the late 1980s. In 
terms of the ideological pressure on literature and arts, the communist regime may 
be divided into four periods: the period of sovietisation dominated by Socialist 
Realism (1948–1958); the period of rehabilitation of Romanian values and liberal 
reform with an immediate consequence in a larger spectrum of artistic experiments 
(1959‒ 1971); the Romanian version of the Maoist “cultural revolution” 
characterized by a presumably ideologically correct discourse which, at the same 
time, created the possibility of subversive meanings (1971‒ 81); and the most 
severely controlling period dominated by the cult of Ceausescu, when the norm 
was a thin veneer of unauthorized meanings in Romanian literature and arts. The 

                                                 
1 The draft version of this article has been published under the title Paradoxes of 
Ideological Constrains, in “Ex Ponto” magazine, nr. 2 (19), VI, April – June/ 2008,  
pp. 161-168.  
2 University of Washington, Seattle, SUA. 
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public art and the published literature had to fit into the limitations imposed by 
censorship. The most aggressive forms of censorship were in the first and the last 
periods, when artists and authors literally risked their lives not only through the 
loss of their income or freedom, but also through the possibility of suffering an 
“accidental” death. 

Romanian authorities succeeded in spreading the fear of censorship to such 
a degree that artists and writers began to develop an elaborate strategy of self-
censorship in order to avoid confronting the Second Cabinet, famous for its brutal 
measures against intellectuals generally, and writers and artists specifically.3 Under 
these circumstances self-censorship was a solution for survival not only for those 
engaged in public art, but also for all Romanians whenever they spoke publicly. 
Self-censorship was embedded in everybody’s consciousness without regard for 
profession, social position, income, or rank in the Communist Party hierarchy. Ion 
Negoitescu4 considered self-censorship “more dangerous than censorship itself, 
because it can struggle free from the writer’s critical mind and act subconsciously, 
falsifying the message” (19). He himself chose not to publish during the Stalinist 
epoch, and later on, misunderstanding the ideological signals at the end of the 
1950s, when he began to publish again, he was accused of “aestheticism” and 
sentenced to three years in jail at Jilava. Although it may sound surrealistic, 
“aestheticism” was classified as a serious crime at that time. To deliberately avoid 
writing or painting about patriotic and social topics was an offense against the 
working classes, whose ideas could not be expressed through such formalist 
artworks, but instead could only be expressed through the parameters of Socialist 
Realism. Since the foremost aim of Socialist Realist art was to educate people, 
artworks that ignored or did not sufficiently emphasize the importance of the new 
era, the construction of the new individual, and gratitude to the Communist Party 
were dismissed. The two Romanian artists discussed below tried to cope with the 
ideologically loaded requirements of the Communist Party yet, at the same time, 
preserve their artistic identity under these difficult circumstances. Ion Popescu 
Gopo chose, as did many Romanian writers and artists, the so-called aesthetic 
escape, which meant to wrap his topics into an artistic expression with apparently 
no obvious reference to his ideological context, but close enough to the official 
recommendations regarding the content of art. In contrast, the younger caricaturist 
Mihai Stanescu preferred to confront the communist ideology with its own 
caricature and suffered from being fairly heavily censored in Romania, but 
published abroad. Neither the aesthetic defeatism of Gopo, nor the ideological 
engagement of Stanescu has survived. A possible explanation for their eclipse in 
the public mind is the fact that the ideology of their time is no longer with us and 
its corresponding aesthetic programs are obsolete. 

 

                                                 
3 The Second Cabinet directly supervised the censorship office. During the last ten years of 
the Ceausescu regime, Elena Ceausescu ran the Second Cabinet.  
4 Ion Negoitescu was a prestigious Romanian literary critic with a long history of 
confronting the communist regime, who had to leave Romania in 1980.  
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Ion Popescu-Gopo 
 
The world of animation reflected the same ideology as required by other artistic 
media, and even worse, it had to face the scarcity of specific means of production 
and to overcome the preconceived idea that each genre of artistic expression should 
add something distinctively different in the chorus of arts worshiping the party and 
the progress it generated.  

Before 1950 the first Romanian cartoons adapted Ion Creanga’s stories to 
the new medium in a very rudimentary fashion. After 1950 their subjects came 
from the excessively moralizing literature of Socialist Realism which transformed 
them into a series of schematic drawings. Ion Popescu Gopo paid the price to 
ideology in order to see his cartoons distributed. Cartoons such as “Albina si 
porumbelul” [The Bee and the Dove], “Ratoiul neascultator” [The Nasty Duck], 
“Cei doi iepurasi” [Two Little Rabbits], “Marinica, Surubul lui Marinica” 
[Marinica’s Screw], and “Fetita mincinoasa” [The Lying Little Girl] replaced the 
former characters identified as Romanian with allegorical representations of the 
Marxist dialectics. From this ideologically successful but artistically defective 
experience, Gopo seemed to learn both how to meet the ideological standards and 
how to avoid being too explicit. Looking back at Gopo’s cartoons in the context of 
his time, one may see that he did not submissively obey the Soviet aesthetic 
program, although he had got acquainted with it during his studies in Moscow, but 
that there were coincidences between the themes of his cartoons and the party 
documents.  

In 1957, Gopo’s “Scurta Istorie” [The Short History] was awarded the 
Palme d’Or at Cannes, France. On the one hand, this international success was to 
protect him against any potential inconveniences from Romanian institutions, and 
on the other, it encouraged him to continue the series of the Little Man. His 
character may be considered a modern image of the medieval Everyman, who 
crossed the ages spiritually intact. He changed only his clothes, technologies, and 
symbols, remaining the representation of the popular masses who had overcome 
aggressive exterior factors such as natural disasters and wild beasts (e.g., the 
avalanche and dinosaurs in the film). Interestingly, Gopo found his character in a 
medieval Romanian fresco at the monastery of Cozia: “I took the little man from 
the portico of the monastery Cozia, a parable fresco. The only difference is that in 
the fresco the character is round-headed …. From the fresco painted by my 
ancestor I borrowed the thick line, the color, the yellowish beige.”5  

 

                                                 
5 “Omuletul l-am luat din pridvorul manastirii Cozia, o fresca cu o parabola. Singura 
deosebire e ca in fresca personajul are capul rotund (…) Din fresca  pictata de stramos am 
luat si linia groasa a desenului, culoarea bej-galbui.” Jurnalul national from 13 May 2007 
published the interview taken by Irina Cristea in 23 February 2004. 
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This confession published in 1963, in a more open context, clarified his position 
with regard to the ideological sources of his protagonist; it is not a Soviet allegory 
but rather it is a Romanian image, inspired by the one of the most representative 
sites for Romanianness. The fact that his character bears none of the features of a 
Soviet hero is an indication of Gopo’s correct evaluation of the historical context. 
In 1956, at the Fourth Congress of the Romanian Workers’ Party, Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej, the leader of the party, announced the new national strategy of 
implementing “a Romanian way of building socialism,” and insisted upon “the 
necessity of respecting principles of national sovereignty” (Treptow 529-30). Thus, 
what apparently is “the most general topic: the role of man in the universe” 
(Ionescu-Gopo 24) seems to be, at the least, a coincidence, if not an ideologically 
influenced decision.  

The Short History also echoed some of the Zdanovite principles of 
Socialist Realism, according to which art should reflect progress and reality in 
order to educate people. The narrative thread of the cartoon simplistically presents 
a self-ironic theory of evolution and progress as a continuous staircase which 
reaches cosmic proportions with the advent of nuclear energy. The introduction of 
the nuclear energy symbol as a beneficent means of enhancing human progress is 
an oblique reference to the Russians’ industrial achievements in opening the first 
nuclear plant to generate electricity at Obninsk in 1954. In the context of the Cold 
War, although the Americans had used nuclear power experimentally in 1951, 
there was no chance that anyone from the communist sphere would think that Gopo 
might have known about the American experiment; the communist mass media 
continuously censored any positive aspects of American scientific and economic 
achievements. If Gopo had known about it, he would not have dared to allude to 
the American achievement in atomic energy in any fashion. Nevertheless, Gopo’s 
cartoon deliberately ignored other aspects of Socialist Realism, such as “the 
revolutionary aspirations of the toiling masses building communism” (Blakeley 3) 
and, mainly, it transformed the truthfulness to nature required by Socialist Realism 
and its relationship with art into a parody.  
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Gopo’s aesthetics of simplicity is basically an anti-Disney stance. Minimal 

lines merely suggest rather than represent character and story. Eliminating the 
richness of the chromatic spectrum, the multitude of human expressions, and 
unnecessary descriptive details, he succeeded in creating a comfortable ambiguity 
around his work. Dumitru Capoianu, the composer of the soundtrack, recalls, in an 
interview from 2004, that in all his movies, Ion Popescu-Gopo managed to fake out 
the censors. He succeeded in getting the film through the restrictions of the 
censorship, latching on to what was permissible and without arousing the 
authorities’ animosities and without alarming the ones who were watching. His 
production of films is like tight-rope walking. Against an argument attacking one 
of his sequences he always had a counter-argument, even in the same sequence.6    

Protected by his international success, Gopo’s ideas were not only tolerated 
by the authorities, but also praised by party hacks. Mihnea Gheorghiu, for example, 
wrote enthusiastically about Gopo by applying the required communist rhetoric to 
a sincere appraisal of his works in order to emphasize their substantial 
contributions to Romanian culture. To play it safe, Mihnea Gheorghiu himself had 
to identify the same major theme censors might have focused on in each of the 
works the office examined. “Progress,” “history of mankind,” its “crucial 
problems,” and “the rational artist” became words which meant almost nothing but 
the fact that the work in question met the requisite ideological standards.      

Another revealing coincidence is the moment when the cartoon was 
broadcast in Romania. In 1957 Romanians had only a couple of opportunities to 
see it: on TV, but chances were very low as TV sets had barely started selling in 
Romania, and in theatres, where, however, only the most educated used to go. In 
1963, when Gopo published his book Movies, Movies, Movies, the TV set had 
become such a popular commodity that the import of TV sets had increased by 
51% since 1960. The cartoon was broadcast almost at the same time with the 
publication of the book so that the public would be able to connect them and 
                                                 
6 “In toate filmele sale, Ion Popescu Gopo a stiut sa “fenteze” cenzura. Reusea sa se 
strecoare astfel incat, agatandu-se de lucrurile care erau permise, sa spuna ce avea de spus 
fara sa trezeasca animozitati si fara sa-i alarmeze pe cei care vegheau. “Toate filmele lui 
sunt pe muchie de cutit. La orice argument impotriva vreunei secvente din vreunul din 
filmele lui, avea un contraargument chiar in acea secventa. Irina Cristea. “Gopo a lansat 
primul omulet in Cosmos” [Gopo Launched the First Little Man in Space] Jurnalul 
national 23 February 2004. 
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“learn” the lesson the Office of Propaganda wanted them to get at that time: 
Romania had become a sovereign socialist country and its art had overcome the 
strict Zhdanovite aesthetics, and it had conquered the West and even beat the 
Russians, who were otherwise very hard to defeat. Since then, The Short History 
was broadcast many times under communism. 

Gopo created fourteen more cartoons, directed five movies, and published 
many articles on animation and cinematography. He was never censored because 
his self-censoring prevented his works from being rejected by the Office of 
Censorship. Due to his ability to back up his work ideologically, the Romanian 
Communist Party even rewarded Gopo in its own way by inviting him to take part 
in political meetings of the highest level at which the future of Romanian culture 
was decided. Such an invitation could not have been ignored or turned down. 
Although Gopo was not a collaborator and he was actually constantly watched by 
the Secret Police, the Communist Party placed him in the same political forum 
alongside party hacks (a selection of the most infamous names: Suzana Gadea, Miu 
Dobrescu, Florea Ghita, Matei Ani, Viorica Neculau, Dumitru Radu Popescu), thus 
suggesting a kind of guilt by association. In 1987, he participated in the Third 
Congress of Political Education and Socialist Culture and was among those who 
had to applaud and rhythmically cheer Ceausescu’s name. He also signed the 
documents issued after the congress, which limited artistic expression to “mirroring 
the story of the construction of socialism, the new man, the hero of today’s 
victories.”7 Can anybody blame him for not being brave enough to confront the 
regime and risk his life? Does posterity consider that he did his part as honestly as 
possible in those perversely unclear times? Gopo, undoubtedly, is part of the 
history of animation due to his cycle dedicated to the Little Man.  

 
Mihai Stanescu 
 
Mihai Stanescu belongs to another category and to another generation of visual 
artists. He is a caricaturist who was educated in the 1960s and started his career in 
a more liberal Romania than did Gopo. Comparing Mihai Stanescu with Ion 
Popescu-Gopo, one notices that both were protected by their international celebrity 
and both gained the Romanian authorities’ indulgence by bringing home 
international prizes, the former forty and the latter four, which for Romanian 
propaganda added up to many successful skirmishes against the “others”: I got 
forty international prizes – says Stanescu, I published drawings in important 
newspapers in France and the USA, but I became famous because I was censored, 
not because I was a master of drawing.8   
                                                 
7 “sa oglindim in operele noastre epopeea constructiei socialiste, chipul omului nou, eroul 
victoriilor de astazi” from the Comrade Marius Butunoiu’s speech, artist, in Congresul al 
III-lea al educatiei politice si culturii socialiste, Bucharest: Ed Politica, 1987, 91. 
8 ‘Am primit peste 40 de premii internationale, am tiparit desene in ziare importante din 
Franta si SUA, insa am devenit celebru pentru ca am fost interzis, nu pentru ca stiam sa 
desenez.” Stanescu, Mihai. Personal interview.  19 October 2005. Avantage [Advantages]. 
Retrieved from  http://www.avantaje.ro/index.php?a=1544&p=2/. 
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Stanescu introduced a new style of political satire; instead of criticizing 
individuals’ flaws, lack of morals, hypocrisy, and double standards, he attacked the 
perverse system which rewarded such attitudes. In his sketches from the last book 
he proposed, for publication in 1989, and which was turned down by the censors, 
one may easily see that the communist dictatorship, desperation, the low standard 
of living, and the surrealistic social context were his targets and not the people 
schematically depicted in his caricatures. Although his previous albums had been 
published (in 1982 and 1986), indicating that they somehow passed the censorship 
requirements, neither of them were distributed in the libraries. This suggests that 
someone intervened and blocked this last part of the process. This was not unusual 
at that time; several novels, volumes, or albums got the green light for publication 
and then were considered inappropriate for the broader public. Sometimes an over-
vigilant party hack might have asked for a second opinion and might have reported 
the initial negligence of the censors to a superior office. The protocol allowed 
writers and artists to defend their works, and some succeeded in convincing their 
censors that there was no offense against the principles of socialist society in their 
works, some had to revise them partially, and others painfully agreed to have them 
“tailored” ideologically in order to see them published. Stanescu belonged to the 
very few who did not tailor anything since he would have had to butcher 
completely the genre and lost the raison d’etre of his work.  In the end Stanescu 
published this final work abroad and, after December 1989, in Romania, ironically, 
as his best-seller.  

In spite of these efforts to prevent public access to Stanescu’s caricatures, 
they circulated as samizdat copies in impressively high numbers. Their circulation 
figures remain unknown, but taking into account the popularity of his jokes, one 
may estimate that they were as popular as Ana Blandiana’s unpublished poems, 
which circulated in vast numbers. Andrei Plesu recalled that “his jokes had become 
folklore.” This large interest in what was forbidden, inaccessible, and dangerous 
became a form of resistance against the system. The consumption of such works 
substituted for real protest.  

The following caricatures present the quality that the communist system 
feared most: the successful combination of wit, innocence, and authentic laughter 
in the face of the tragic situation. The wit is circumstantial and dated; once it is 
explained, it rewards the reader/viewer. In Suicide Line, Stanescu targets the 
Romanians’ obedience and the system’s deliberate suppression of joy by forcing 
people to live at the level of immediate necessity with no reason for living like 
soulless tools.  

Here, he laughs at the so-called volunteer activities and at the necessity of 
standing in line for the most necessary items for survival. Volunteering and 
standing in line to commit suicide is so tragic in its meaninglessness that it 
becomes ridiculous when we realize that the character has also asked someone to 
save her place in the other line, so as not to take a chance on missing out on any 
opportunity. Standing in line used to be the only way of getting things that were not 
rationed. What should have been the ultimate form of opposing the system thus 
becomes another way of playing by its rules.  
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The drawing below in which the danger sign has a schedule, refers to the 
controlled blackouts which were frequent during that period. Again, even danger 
was something which people cannot take seriously and it thus becomes laughable.  
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The theme of shortage is also explored in the caricature of the writers’ 
strike. The writers admitted that they had complaints but lacked the basic means 
with which to write them down. The scarcity of “materials” is also an implication 
of the further lack of subjects about which to write. Stanescu seems to ask the 
rhetorical question “what is the limit of the Romanians endurance” again and 
again. In comparing two parties, one from 1979 and one from 1989, he documented 
the degradation of intellectual life as a consequence of continuous worries about 
immediate needs.  

 

 
 
Stanescu’s caricatures present “the comic history of a tragedy” which 

“helped Romanians survive while in the middle of disaster,” as Andrei Plesu 
described Stanescu’s work. After 1989, when Romanians had a better idea about 
how the Secret Police worked, they understood that such a mass phenomenon as 
the circulation of samizdat drawings and poems could not have taken place without 
the knowledge of the Secret Police. Does this mean that the Secret Police used 
Stanescu by allowing him to entertain the people and by making life more bearable 
because it provided people with something to laugh at? Does this mean that at least 
part of the Secret Police tacitly acknowledged that Stanescu’s caricatures might 
contribute to the ignition of a popular rebellion? Only with access to the Secret 
Police archive will future researchers answer these questions definitively. 
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Irrespective of further scholarship, Stanescu’s art has become part of communist 
history. He himself admitted that during communism he had more material to work 
with. “When you live in a dictatorship, when you live furiously, ideas come easier. 
Now, freedom has appeased me. I have sporadically sent drawings to 
newspapers.”9 Stanescu’s art was a product of communism, it became popular 
because of communist censorship, and, paradoxically, it lost its fascination 
precisely because he no longer had the communist oppressor to work against.  
 Both Gopo and Stanescu practiced their art in an ideologically controlled 
environment. They chose what truth to present, and more importantly, whose truth 
to deal with. They both stuck with their own artistic truth at a time when to have a 
different opinion about “truth” was the least desirable thing an artist could do. 
Through their different artistic decisions, Gopo and Stanescu pushed the limits, or 
at least created greater elbow room, in the artistic realm that censorship was trying 
to keep under its strict aegis.    
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THE NEO-LATIN AS SCIENTIFIC LANGUAGE:  
THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE BODY AS SPACE IN  

"LIBELLUS DE DENTIBUS" 
 
 

Ana-Cristina Halichias1 
 
 

Abstract: The present paper intends to demonstrate, on the basis of paratextual 
elements, as well as of the linguistic characteristics, that Bartholomaeus Eustachius’ paper 
has all the features of a scientific treatise. The author analyses the title page, the 
dedication, the titles of the chapters and the notes as well as the linguistic particularities of 
the text itself, subordinated to the basic principles of technical or scientific communication: 
clarity and precision.  
 

Key words: Bartholomaeus Eustachius, scientific treatise, paratextual features, 
linguistics 
 
 
The main victim of the scientific revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries was the 
monopoly detained by Latin as a language of academic education and scientific 
publications. Still, this language continued to be used for a long time as lingua 
franca in certain domains, one of them being the medical one.  

At least up to the end of the 18th century many important medical treatises 
were published in Latin, having as authors consecrated professors as well as 
medical practitioners.2 Such a paper is the opuscule written in the 16th century by 
the Italian doctor Bartolomeo Eustachi, entitled Libellus de dentibus. 

Bartolomeo Eustachi3 (1500 or 1514 - 1574) or, Latinized, Bartholomaeus 
Eustachius, is rightfully considered one of the greatest anatomists of all the times. 
He enlarged the knowledge on ear anatomy by studying all the details of the 
internal ear (the hammer, the anvil, the stirrup and the cochlea), rediscovering and 
correctly describing that link between the pharynx and the middle ear later called 
the Eustachian tube; he also studied and minutely described teeth anatomy (by 
observing the first and the second dentition), the origin of the optical nerves, fetal 
blood circulation and, in 1563, he discovered the suprarenal glands.  

He was born at San Severino, in Italy. His father was Mariano Eustachi, a 
famous doctor who belonged to a family of nobles and his mother was Francesca 
(Benvenuti) Eustachi. Bartholomaeus Eustachius received a humanistic education, 

                                                 
1 University of  Bucharest 
2 Jozef Ijsewijn, Dirk Sacré, Companion to Neo-Latin Studies. Part II, Literay, Linguistic, 
Philological and Editorial Questions. Second entirely rewritten edition, Leuven University 
Press, 1998, p. 324,345.  
3 Dates referring to Eustachius’ life and work apud 
http://www.nlm.nih.qov/exhibition/historicalanatomies/eustachi_bio.html and 
http://thephysicianspalette.com/2012/11/27/eustachi-medical-cartographer. 
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acquiring thorough knowledge in Greek, Hebrew and Arab (the last one allowing 
him to study and translate the Persian philosopher and doctor Avicenna from the 
original). He studied medicine at Archiginnasio della Sapienza in Roma and then, 
in 15404 he started to practice it in his native town. Being remarked by the Duke of 
Urbino,  Eustachius was hired by this one as a personal doctor, and in 1547 he  also 
started to work for the Duke’s brother, the Cardinal  Giulio della Rovere, whom he 
followed to Rome in 1549. In 1559, he becomes an anatomy professor at Collegia 
della Sapienza. Thanks to his academic position, he could get bodies for dissection 
from Santo Spirito and Consolazione hospitals, a fact which will help him in his 
studies and observations5. Eustachius died in Rome in 1574.  

His first works were Ossium examen and De motu capitis, both written 
1561. There followed, in 1562 and 1563, some outstanding works, De renum 
structura, De auditus organis, De vena quae azygos graecis dicitur and Libellus de 
dentibus. These works were published together in Opuscula anatomica (1564), 
although Libellus de dentibus had a separate title page, dated 1563. 

In 1552, with the help of the artist Pier Matteo Pini he prepared a series of  
47 anatomic boards which had been engraved on both sides of some copper–plates 
by Giulio de’ Musi of Rome. The illustrations were prepared for a paper entitled 
De dissensionibus ac controversiis anatomicis, but they were never published. The 
first two plates were used in Opuscula anatomica. The other thirty nine plates were 
discovered at the beginning of the 18th century at one of Pier Matteo Pini’s 
descendants. They were bought by the Pope Clement the 11th and handed in to his 
doctor, Giovanni Maria Lancisi, who was a professor too, just like Eustachius, at 
the department of anatomy at Sapienza. Lancisi published the plates, together with 
the other eight already issued in 1564, under the title Tabulae anatomicae 
Bartholomaei Eustachi quas a tenebris tandem vindicatas (1714). The loss of 
Eustachius’ studies for over 100 years can be considered a big step backward in the 
development of anatomy. 

Libellus de dentibus is a detailed study with reference to the anatomy of 
teeth in which the author discusses the first and second dentition, teeth and their 
sensibility. Throughout the whole work, very rigorously conceived, the author 
founds his own observations and conclusions, based on human dissection, starting 
from the presentation and comment of Hippocrates, Aristotel and Galen’s6 
opinions. 

                                                 
4 Uncertain date. 
5 In general, The Catholic Church does not agree with dissections considering them a 
sacrilege, but the popes of that period Alexander the 6th, Leon the 10th and Paul the 3rd, 
used to encourage the development of medical education. 
6 The European learned medicine was dominated for a long period, until the 17th century, 
by the precepts of the two “classic” representatives of the Greek-Latin medicine, 
Hippocrates and Galen, and by those of the Persian Avicenna. The development of the 
science of anatomy cannot be understood without admitting the fact that   Galen defined not 
only this discipline, but the whole domain of medicine for a period of one thousand years 
covering Antiquity and the Middle Ages.  Only in the epoch of the Italian Renaissance, 
following the observations attentively done during human dissections, the doctors and 
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Eustachius’ opuscule has all the features of a scientific treatise, with regard 
to both matter organization as well as to linguistic characteristics. Starting from the 
distinction between text7 and paratext8 made by Gérard Genette, we shall try to 
demonstrate this statement by discussing each type of paratext, as well as the 
linguistic characteristics of the paper. The paratextual elements, which represent an 
auxiliary discourse, as an aid to the text, and having the role of guiding the reader 
while reading the treatise De dentibus, are the following: the title page, the 
dedication, the chapter titles and the notes.  

The title page, addressed to the public and representing an emblem of the 
text, comprises the name of the author, his birth place, the title of the paper, the 
mentioning of the way the publication was presented (cum privilegiis „by 
authorization”), the place and the year of release (Venetiis, MDLXIII). 

As a constitutive element of the paratext, essential in a paper with 
referential character in which the credibility of the confession is supported by the 
author’s identity, strongly implied in his story, the name of the author stays, 
according to the epoch’s use, in the genitive, followed by an adjective that 
indicates his birth place: Bartholomaei Eustachii Sanctoseverinatis. 

                                                                                                                            
surgeons started to doubt a lot of the aspects of Galen’s dogma and correct his errors, 
caused by the fact that his observations were done by virtue of animal dissections. Galen’s 
treatises were the medical dogma strongly sustained by the Catholic Church. Disagreeing 
with Galen’s teachings might have led to the Inquisition investigation, which implied 
tortures and execution also. Great anatomists of the 16th century, as for example Andreas 
Vesalius (1514-1564), dared to combat Galen’s teachings. Eustachius was a convinced 
follower of these teachings and, implicitly, an adversary of Versalius’ theories, but as he 
progressed in his researches based on human dissection, he reconsidered his ideas, 
admitting that not all Galen’s statements are correct. Cf.Bartholomaeus Eustachius, A little 
Treatise on the Teeth. The First Authoritative Book on Dentistry (1563). Edited and 
Introduced by David A. Chermin and Gerald Shklar and Published In Facsimile with a 
Translation from the Latin by Joan H. Thomas, Science History Publications/USA for 
Dental Classics in Perspective, 1999, Foreword, p. V-VII. 
7 Gérard Genette, Seuils, Éditions Du Seuil, Paris, 1987, p. 7: „Une suite plus ou moins 
longue d’énoncés verbaux plus ou moins pourvus de signification.” 
8 Gérard Genette, op.cit., p. 7-8: „ Le paratexte est donc pour nous ce par quoi un texte se 
fait livre et se propose comme tel à ses lecteurs, et plus généralement au public. Plus que 
d’une limite ou d’une frontière étanche, il s’agit ici d’un seuil, ou – mot de Borges à propos 
d’une préface – d’un „vestibule” qui offre à tout un chacun la possibilité d’entrer, ou de 
rebrousser chemin. „Zone indécise” entre le dedans et le dehors, elle-même sans limite 
rigoureuse, ni vers l’intérieur (le texte) ni vers l’extérieur (le discours du monde sur le 
texte), lisière, ou, comme disait Philippe Lejeune, ‹‹frange du texte imprimé qui, en réalité, 
commande toute la lecture››. Cette frange, en effet, toujours porteuse d’un commentaire 
auctorial, ou plus ou moins légitimé par l’auteur, constitue, entre texte et hors-texte, une 
zone non seulement de transition, mais de transaction: lieu privilégié d’une pragmatique et 
d’une stratégie, d’une action sur le publique au service, bien ou mal compris et accompli, 
d’un meilleur accueil du texte et d’une lecture plus pertinente – plus pertinente, s’entend, 
aux yeux de l’auteur et de ses allies.” 
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The title of the opuscule is constituted after the classic formula of 
theoretical works. It has a mixed structure9, being made up of two elements with a 
totally descriptive function: a rhematic element, meant to bring to attention the 
intentional generic status of the work (“this book is a little treatise” - Libellus), and 
a thematic element which designates the theme or the central element of the book 
(„this book speaks about teeth” - De dentibus). Besides this denotative function, the 
title of the opuscule also has connotative effects: the diminutive libellus sends to 
similar titles of some ancient works and shows, at the same time, the author’s 
modesty which attributes a reduced dimension and importance to his works.  

Right after the title page comes the dedication which, in Eustachius’ 
epoch, is an autonomous statement containing the name of the dedicator (in our 
case the Cardinal Marco Antonio Da Mula10, also known as Marcantonio Amulio), 
followed by a dedicatory epistle. In this epistle Eustachius appeals to the Cardinal’s 
moral and intellectual patronage, invoking him as superior scientific entity and 
making him responsible, to a certain extent, of the work that is dedicated to him.  
At the same time, according to the epoch’s patterns, the dedication carries out the 
function of a preface in which the author describes the circumstances in which the 
paper was written, its aim and the way the current information was processed. The 
message is: “here is why and here is how this opuscule should be read”11. The 
dedicatory epistle has a powerful rhetoric character, in which the central element, 
captatio benevolentiae, is sustained by the self-suppression topos, by the solemn 
assertion of incapacity12. Eustachius uses for the technical terms of this excusatio 
the expressions imbecillitas ingenii (intellectual weakness), humilitas 
<lucubrationis> (the modesty of the paper), in opposition to the epithets attributed 
to its patron: tu maxime omnium idoneus (you, the worthiest of all), 
praestantissimus philosophus (incomparable philosopher), Tua Amplitudo (Your 
Greatness), singularis humanitas tua (your incomparable spiritual culture), as well 
as with the merits of  other authors who dealt with human anatomy etc. Following 
the good classical tradition13, Eustachius shows his hope that these authors’ merits 
should not overshadow his modest contribution to the progress of medical 
knowledge.  

In order to reach its aims, any scientific work needs a rigorously organized 
structure. Libellus de dentibus is divided into thirty chapters preceded by subtitles 
– another paratextual element - which look like a summary, having the role of 
orienting the reader. Eustachius is an author who wrote his work with a special 
accuracy. Besides critical comments on his sources, Aristotle, Hippocrates and 
Galen, included all over the text, he also has a lot of notes, placed at the end of the 
                                                 
9 Cf. Genette, op.cit., p. 85, 89-90. 
10 Taking into consideration the tight connections between Eustachius and the  Catholic 
Church, the choice of a high prelate as a spiritual patron was to be  expected.  
11 Genette, op.cit., p. 183. 
12 Cf. Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages. Rom. Transl. 
By Adolf Armbruster, with a preface by Alexandru Duţu, Editura Univers, Bucureşti, 1970, 
pp. 476-478. 
13 S. for  e.g. The Preface  that opens  Titus Livius’ work,  Ab urbe condita. 
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opuscule, which contain explanations and indications. These notes are similar to 
explanatory brackets or incidental constructions, and their presence is determined 
by the necessity of sustaining text fluency, avoiding annoying repetitions.14 In 
order to ease the identification of the exact place in the text to which the note refers 
to, the lines of each page are numbered, and the reference is made both to the page 
and to the line.   

Besides the characteristic elements of the scientific style analyzed at 
paratextual level, Libellus de dentibus contains a series of linguistic particularities, 
subordinated to the basic principles of technical or scientific communication: 
clarity and accuracy.15 

In the domain of morphology, in the category of name, the most numerous 
nouns are common nouns, which mostly designate classes of referents: different 
types of teeth (canines, molars, incisors), different types of beings whose teeth 
have common or different features (man, dog, monkey, sheep) etc. Frequently used 
proper nouns designate the authors Eustachius refers to, when he supports, combats 
or argues a theory.   

The adjectives bear the perceptible features of the referents that are 
presented: form (sharp, flat, blunt), dimension (big, small) – that often is relatively 
determined (bigger/less than, the biggest/ lowest)-, colour (white, yellowish, dark), 
hardness etc.  

Regarding the verb, taking into account the descriptive character of the 
text, the indicative is the most frequently used. The conjunctive and the infinitive 
are used according to the syntactic rules of Latin.  

Unlike the Baroque Latin of dedication, abounding in rhetorical processes, 
with a phrasing very close to the classical period, the phrases of the text itself are 
relatively short, with a rather simple structure and with a topical often close to the 
modern Romance languages. The main sentences are declarative, copulatively or 
adversatively coordinated. Out of the subordinate clauses, the adverb clauses of 
reason are the most frequent ones, being in a privileged situation due to their 
explanatory characteristic. The next ones are the attributives, which are specific to 
descriptive theoretical works as Libellus, concessive clauses, used in the fragments 
in which one of the sources needs to be contradicted, time and conditional clauses 
in the contexts where are necessary further details regarding the moment and 
conditions in which a certain action takes place, as well as double indirect 
interrogatives in which the alternatives of a certain problem are presented. The text 
also abounds in syntactical structures like explanation, exemplification and 
classification.  

Eustachius uses specialized terminology made up of words belonging both 
to classical Latin (dens, os, maxilla etc.), as well as to medieval and New Latin 
(cranium). For the total identification of the meaning of  some terms or because of 

                                                 
14 Cf. Gh. Chivu, Limba română de la primele texte până la sfârsitul secolului al XVIII-lea. 
Variantele stilistice  (The Romanian Language from the First Texts to the End of the 18th 
Century. Stylistic Versions), Univers Enciclopedic Press, Bucureşti, 2000, p.133. 
15 Ibid., p. 67. 
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the lack of some specific terms in Latin, he indicates  a Greek correspondent: cuius 
generis etiam sunt etiam quae a devoranda carne sarkophagoúnta et quae a 
solidis pedibus mónycha dicuntur („from the same category are <the animals> that 
are called carnivore after their quality of devouring meat  and the ones called 
monohooved after their compact hooves”); haec ipsa foramina bótria et „cavernae” 
appellantur („These holes are named bótria <in Greek> and cavernae <in 
Latin>”); he also tries to explain, where it is necessary, the etimology of that word : 
eam oris partem „dentem” nominant, quae odoús quasi edoús ab édo, hoc est 
„comedi”, a Graecis dicitur; et a Latinis, eos, ut arbitror, imitates, „dens” quasi 
„edens” („<the doctors > call it a „tooth ” that part of the mouth that the Greeks 
call odoús, a kind of edoús, deriving from the verb   édo „to eat”, and the Latins, 
imitating the Greeks, say „dens.”). For the clarity of the exposition the 
demonstrative pronouns hic, haec, hoc şi ille, illa, illud, are frequently used.  

We believe that all these characteristics, both the paratextual elements and 
the linguistic ones, allow us to claim that Libellus de dentibus is a real scientific 
treatise.  
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MENTALITIES OF THE ANCIENT JEWS AND 
 THE METAPHORICAL REGISTER OF THE SONG OF SONGS 

 
 

Maria-Luiza Dumitru Oancea1 
 
 

Abstract: We propose to analyze the metaphorical register of The Song of Songs 
as we believe that it might ease the understanding of a pattern of thought typical of the 
Semitic and Egyptian world which, although a Mediteranean one, is very different from the 
European one (i.e. the mental pattern of the Greek world).  
   

Key words: song, stylistics, metaphor, synesthesia, Mediteranean, Jews, imaginary 
 
 
From the very beginning of The Song of Songs, apart from the almost obsessive 
occurrence of synesthesia, what strikes us are unexpected similes of the kind: “thy 
breasts are better than wine”,1.1, (ἀγαθοὶ μαστοί σου ὑπὲρ οἶνον, 1.2.) or “thy name 
is as oil poured”, 1.2, (μύρον ἐκκενωθὲν ὄνομά σου, 1.3.). The most common 
similes are those containing sacred vegetal food (the wine, the clusters, the vine, 
the pomegranate, the apples) or spices (nard, saffron, fragrant reed, balmy reed, 
cinnamon, myrrh, aloe etc.)2, creating thus a harmonious synesthesia of tastes and 
fragrances. Yet, if European literature is no stranger to the concept of synesthesia, 
not the same can be said about the types of similes and metaphors that are the 
origin of these synesthesia. For a comparison such as that of the breasts and the 
wine or of the name and the oil poured or of the breath and the apples are evidently 
less expected or wholly unlikely. We can say that in the Jewish tradition, there is 
an overt sensitivity towards the established vegetable order when compared to the 
mystical symbolism of spices, but also with the idea of perfection (e.g. the 

                                                 
1 University of Bucharest.  
2 “Thy breasts are better than wine”,1.1, (ἀγαθοὶ μαστοί σου ὑπὲρ οἶνον, 1.2.); 
 Thy stature is like to a palm tree, and thy breasts to clusters of grapes (7.7). (τοῦτο μέγεθός 
σου ὡμοιώθη τῷ φοίνικι καὶ οἱ μαστοί σου τοῖς βότρυσιν, 7.8.); I will go up into 
the palm tree, and will take hold of the fruit thereof: and thy breasts shall be as the clusters 
of the vine: and the odour of thy mouth like apples. /Thy throat like the best wine, 
worthy for my beloved to drink, and for his lips and his teeth to ruminate. 8.9 (ἔσονται δὴ 
μαστοί σου ὡς βότρυες τῆς ἀμπέλου καὶ ὀσμὴ ῥινός σου ὡς μῆλα/ καὶ λάρυγξ σου ὡς οἶνος 
ὁ ἀγαθὸς πορευόμενος τῷ ἀδελφιδῷ μου εἰς εὐθύθητα ἱκανούμενος χείλεσίν μου καὶ 
ὀδοῦσιν, 7.9. – 7.10.); “Thy cheeks are as a piece of a pomegranate, besides that which 
lieth hid within.” (ὡς λέπυρον τῆς ῥόας μῆλόν σου ἐκτὸς τῆς σιωπήσεώς σου, 4.3); 
“Thy plants are a paradise of pomegranates with the fruits of the orchard. Cypress with 
spikenard.” Spikenard and saffron, sweet cane and cinnamon, with all the trees of Libanus, 
myrrh and aloes with all the chief perfumes. (ἀποστολαί σου παράδεισος ῥοῶν μετὰ καρποῦ 
ἀκροδρύων κύπροι μετὰ νάρδων/ νάρδος καὶ κρόκος κάλαμος καὶ κιννάμωμον μετὰ πάντων 
ξύλων τοῦ Λιβάνου σμύρνα αλωθ μετὰ πάντων πρώτων μύρων, 4.13-14). 



140 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

,  
20

13
 

spherical shape: the pomegranate, the apple etc.). At the same time, we cannot but 
notice, right from the beginning the fact that none of the sacred symbols mentioned 
above are efficient by themselves, but only by being put together with the others, as 
in a harmonious organic whole. Therefore, the idea of harmony, or organicity and, 
actually, of sympatheia transpires throughout the whole weave work of The Song of 
Songs. That agápe, which so often occurs throughout the lines of the poem, as well 
as the profound meaning of the appellative adelphidos/adelphide. which is used to 
designate the male or female lover (“womb brother, dear as a blood brother of the 
same mother”), lead to the confirmation of this thought. It is not beauty or love 
themselves that are worshipped here, but rather their efficiency in a unitary whole. 
Therefore, another idea begins to take shape: that of Jewish pragmatism, also 
backed by the meanings of the so-called agápe, which definitely does not describe 
an abstract feeling here, one that is distanced from reality and has no practical 
consequence, a feeling that may lead to alienation, to dementia or to profound 
melancholy (nor does it describe such a feeling in the New Testament). Instead, it 
brings about a very strong practical meaning rendered by the practical implication 
of the two lovers, by the visible effects of their care for one another, by the 
palpable proof of self-sacrifice for the sake of the other, by the anticipation of the 
wish of the other as reintegration with his or her desired half, by the co-working of 
the two as part of the same being. The efficiency of co-working as the same being 
is truly worshipped in The Song of Songs. Therefore, the stylistic level of the poem 
lays the ground for the theoretization of a specifically Jewish mentality over the 
mundane and religious reality. 

But these similes are not only related to the vegetable or to the sacred 
spices sphere, but actually reunite the three orders in general: the vegetal, animal 
and mineral. 

 
a) the vegetal order: 
The girl is designated as “a garden enclosed” (κῆπος κεκλεισμένος, 4.12.); 

“thy name is as oil poured”, 1.2, (μύρον ἐκκενωθὲν ὄνομά σου, 1.3.); the lover’s 
lips are “as lilies dropping choice myrrh (χείλη αὐτοῦ κρίνα στάζοντα σμύρναν 
πλήρη, 5.13.). The girl’s cheeks “are as a piece of a pomegranate” (ὡς λέπυρον τῆς 
ῥόας μῆλόν σου, 4.3.); the boy’s belly is like a heap of wheat surrounded by lilies 
“Thy belly is like a heap of wheat, set about with lilies. 7.2” (κοιλία σου θιμωνιὰ 
σίτου πεφραγμένη ἐν κρίνοις, 7.3); the boy is “a bundle of myrrh” (βότρυς τῆς 
κύπρου, 1.14.); the boy’s locks resemble the “palm trees” (βόστρυχοι αὐτοῦ ἐλάται, 
5.11).  

 
b) the animal order: 
The girl is such: “To my company of horsemen, in Pharao’s chariots [have 

I likened thee, O my love]”1.8., (τῇ ἵππῳ μου ἐν ἅρμασιν Φαραω [ὡμοίωσά σε ἡ 
πλησίον μου] 1.9.); the girl’s cheeks are that of a turtledove (“Thy cheeks are 
beautiful as the turtledove’s, thy neck as jewels”, 1.9. ,ὡραιώθησαν σιαγόνες σου 
ὡς τρυγόνες, 1.10.). 
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c) the mineral order: 
The girl’s neck is compared to jewels (“thy neck as jewels” 1.9, τράχηλός 

σου ὡς ὁρμίσκοι, 1.10.); the boy’s hips are likened to marble (“His legs as pillars 
of marble”, κνῆμαι αὐτοῦ στῦλοι μαρμάρινοι, 5.15.). The presence of the three 
known orders once again confirms the idea of organicity, of the actual co-working 
of all the elements in shaping the idea of perfection of being.  

On the other hand, one can notice that the types of unexpected 
comparisons between a static, solid element and a fluid, active one (i.e. comparing 
the breasts to wine or the neck to flowing wine) or between an abstract element and 
a fluid, fragrant one (i.e. the lover’s name is compared to oil poured and the breath 
to apples, or more specifically, to the smell of apples) are favored and manage to 
create a wonderful image of flawless symbiosis between the natural states: liquid 
and solid, static and dynamic. The wonder of nature is thus gradually unfolded and 
the effortless movement form one state to the other my means of a simple 
comparison turns the phenomenon into a wonderful revelation. Similarly, the 
Jewish and Egyptian worlds considered the change of colors to be a true miracle3.  

However, metaphors and comparisons of body parts with animals in 
movement or animals the main feature of which is quickness of movement or 
incessant bustle appear to us as being equally striking: „thy hair is as flocks of 
goats, which come up from mount Galaad/ thy teeth as flocks of sheep, that are 
shorn which come up from the washing... ” (τρίχωμά σου ὡς ἀγέλαι τῶν αἰγῶν αἳ/ 
ἀπεκαλύφθησαν ἀπὸ τοῦ Γαλααδ/ ὀδόντες σου ὡς ἀγέλαι τῶν κεκαρμένων αἳ 
ἀνέβησαν ἀπὸ τοῦ λουτροῦ, 4.1.; cf. 6.5-6); „thy two breasts like two young roes 
that are twins, which feed among the lilies” (δύο μαστοί σου ὡς δύο νεβροὶ δίδυμοι 
δορκάδος οἱ νεμόμενοι ἐν κρίνοις. 4.5.); „his eyes as doves upon brooks of waters, 
which are washed with milk, and sit beside the plentiful streams” (ὀφθαλμοὶ αὐτοῦ 
ὡς περιστεραὶ ἐπὶ πληρώματα ὑδάτων λελουσμέναι ἐν γάλακτι καθήμεναι ἐπὶ 
πληρώματα ὑδάτων, 5.12.); „thy throat like the best wine, worthy for my beloved 
to drink – 7.9” (καὶ λάρυγξ σου ὡς οἶνος ὁ ἀγαθὸς πορευόμενος τῷ ἀδελφιδῷ μου 
εἰς εὐθύθητα, 7.10.). These are all graphic images that are remembered by the 
movement that enlivens them, rather than by the static description of the elements 
of the body. The hair is neither black, nor gold (as we have been accustomed by 
Homer); instead, it resembles moving flocks of goats, the teeth are not bright-white 
as milk, but are also flocks that are shorn and come up from the washing (the 
brightness of the teeth is given by the shorn flocks that are moving under the 
blazing sun), the breasts are not round like fruit, but two roes (known for their 
quickness and incessant nature) which feed (and are therefore described at a 
peaceful time of equilibrium, just like the rhythmic cadence of the lover’s breath 
that merely suggests the idea of movement, without creating it). The eyes are 
neither big, nor bright, like those of a heifer or an owl, but they are two doves4 in 
                                                 
3 The flower’s development into fruit and the consequent changing of its color from green 
to yellow were signs of divine kindness and order. 
4 The comparison of the eyes with doves highlights the influence of erotic Egyptian lyric 
poetry.  
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the water, that are undoubtedly bathing and quivering with chilling pleasure. The 
majority of the comparisons that suggest or describe movement are associated to 
the female lover, and thus to the feminine element always fretting in search of 
something, quivering and incessant, akin to a wild animal that the fiancé/ husband 
would later tame (the image is well known all throughout Antiquity and beyond). 
 At the opposite end of the spectrum, there are images that capture reality, 
freezing it in a flash that immortalizes a memorable fragment of life: “Thy neck, is 
as the tower of David, which is built with bulwarks” (ὡς πύργος Δαυιδ τράχηλός 
σου ὁ ᾠκοδομημένος,  4.4.); “His belly as of ivory, set with sapphires” (κοιλία 
αὐτοῦ πυξίον ἐλεφάντινον ἐπὶ λίθου σαπφείρου, 5.14.); “His legs as pillars of 
marble, that are set upon bases of gold. His form as of Libanus, excellent as the 
cedars” (κνῆμαι αὐτοῦ στῦλοι μαρμάρινοι τεθεμελιωμένοι ἐπὶ βάσεις χρυσᾶς, εἶδος 
αὐτοῦ ὡς Λίβανος, 5.15.); “The joints of thy thighs are like jewels, (…)” - 7.1. 
(ῥυθμοὶ μηρῶν σου ὅμοιοι ὁρμίσκοις, 7.2.) “Thy navel is like a round bowl never 
wanting cups.” - 7.2. (ὀμφαλός σου κρατὴρ τορευτὸς μὴ ὑστερούμενος κρᾶμα, 
7.3.);  Thy belly is like a heap of wheat, set about with lilies. - 7.2. (κοιλία σου 
θιμωνιὰ σίτου πεφραγμένη ἐν κρίνοις, 7.3.); “Thy neck as a tower of ivory. Thy 
eyes like the fishpools in Hesebon, which are in the gate of the daughter of the 
multitude. Thy nose is as the tower of Libanus, that looketh toward Damascus. Thy 
head is like Carmel (…)” - 7.4-5 (τράχηλός σου ὡς πύργος ἐλεφάντινος ὀφθαλμοί 
σου ὡς λίμναι ἐν Εσεβων ἐν πύλαις θυγατρὸς πολλῶν μυκτήρ σου ὡς πύργος τοῦ 
Λιβάνου σκοπεύων πρόσωπον Δαμασκοῦ/ κεφαλή σου ἐπὶ σὲ ὡς Κάρμηλος (...), 
(7.5-6;) The male lover’s body parts are, sequence-wise, compared to towers, a 
bulwark, a pillar, a heap of wheat or even to Mount Carmel, often cited in the Old 
Testament not just due to its height, but more importantly, its majestic beauty. Thus 
he represents the stable, unchanging, male element that ensures the stability of the 
relationship between the two, offering stability (the pillar simile), the social status 
(the Mount Carmel simile), absolute protection (the tower simile and the bulwark), 
order (the neck metaphor “built with bulwarks”) and depth (comparing the eyes to 
fishpools). Once again, the stylistic register favors the shaping of the Jewish 
mentality and brings together the masculine and feminine elements, the idea of 
movement with that of state, the moving principle and the motionless one, thus 
being susceptible of attaining heavenly perfection. Yet, surprisingly it is not the 
masculine element that is the moving, active principle (as we have been 
accustomed by Greek and European literature in general), but the feminine 
element, which not only has movement as its dominant feature, but also the 
animalistic element, albeit it is tamed (comparisons with goats, horses). The 
description of the hair does not only retain the image of the leaps, but also the 
shocking one of the goats, considered to be the most valuable possession (similar to 
gold) in an overwhelmingly pastoral society. The breasts are akin to billy goats and 
they are even “better than wine” (shocking similes due to their unexpected 
association); the billy goats, as well as the mature goats are part of the most 
valuable commodities, just like the product of the vine. Therefore, we understand 
that all of the woman’s physical virtues are connected to the idea of the precious 



143 IJ
C

C
SE

C
 V

ol
um

e 
2,

 I
ss

ue
 1

, 2
01

3 
   

  

mover and the movement itself and thus to the extremely important process of 
becoming, a key part of man’s life and of the community he or she belongs to.  
 The masculine element is the stable, unmoving principle, as it is not 
associated to the principle of becoming, but it is connected to the idea of majesty 
(the tower and Mount Carmel similes etc.), as well as to the idea of the precious 
unmover which lies in treasure troves (the ivory, marble, gold, sapphire, jewels or 
wheat). A biblical fragment from Genesis (3.6-7, 12) in which the woman (Eve, 
“Life”) is the first one to take initiative in biting from the apple of the tree of 
knowledge of Good and Evil, thus entering into the cycle of becoming, followed 
mimetically by the man (Adam, “Earth”), who does not act on his own initiative, 
but urged by his woman. From the very beginning, the woman is represented in the 
Jewish tradition as an active principle that subsequently brings about a series of 
mimetic gestures of man. However, she is also the one associated with the image of 
guilt and punishment, which are only subsequently attributed to man. Therefore, 
the feminine, the active, the mover, the becoming is guilty of the tendency towards 
evolution and knowledge (up until then, the exclusive feature of divinity had only 
been guilty of hybris), while the masculine, stable, static is guilty of mimetism, 
lack of initiative, inertia and lack of creativity.  

In conclusion, we can claim that what is striking about the Song of Songs is 
the poetical concreteness, unprecedented in other ancient peoples: the stature is 
akin to the palm tree, the smell of the breath (or that of the nostrils) is compared to 
apples, the female lover’s plants are a paradise of pomegranates, cypress with 
spikenard etc., the name is oil poured, the female lover is an (enclosed) garden and 
the male lover is a bundle of myrrh, the lady’s locks are akin to a flock of goats and 
so are her teeth, while Homer’s associations are more expected and repetitive: 
Circe is called “fair-tressed goddess”: καλλιπλοκάμοιο (Od., X, v.220) or 
εὐπλόκαμος (Od., XI, v.8), Leto is the “fair-haired” goddess: ἠΰκομος  (Il., I, v. 
36), Athena is the “flashing-eyed” goddess: γλαυκῶπις (Od. I, 314, 319, 364 et 
passim) or the goddess whose eyes “terribly . . . shone” (Il, I. v.199): δεινὼ δέ οἱ 
ὄσσε φάανθεν (Il., I, v. 200), Posseidon is the “dark-haired” one: κυανοχαίτῃ (Od., 
III, v.6), Menelaus is the “fair-haired” one: ξανθός (Od., III, v. 326; IV, v. 59 et 
passim), Aphrodite is “golden”: χρυσέῃ  (Od., VIII, v. 337) or with a “fair crown”: 
εὐστεφάνου  (Od., VIII, v. 267) or “fair” goddess, δῖα  (Il., III, v. 413),  Helen is 
“peerless among women”: τανύπεπλος (...) δῖα γυναικῶν (Od., IV, 305), Penelope is 
“wise”: περίφρων  (Od., IV, 787), Eurycleia is the one “who guarded all in wisdom 
of mind”: νόου πολυϊδρείῃσιν, (Od., II, vv. 346), Calypso is a “beautiful goddess”: 
δῖα θεάων (Od., V, v. 78; cf. v. 85, v. 159 etc.) or “beautiful Calypso” δῖα Καλυψώ 
(Od., V, 242, 321), Nausicaa is the “white-armed” one: λευκώλενος  (Od., VI, v. 
251; VII, v. 12) or the “unwedded maid”: παρθένος ἀδμής (Od., VI, v. 228), 
Nausicaa’s maids are “fair-tressed”: (ἀμφίπολοι) ἐυπλοκάμοισι  (Od., VI, v. 238) or 
again “white-armed”: (ἀμφίπολοι) λευκώλενοι  (Od., VI, v. 239), just as the queen 
of the Phaeacians, Aréte, is described as being “white-armed”: Ἀρήτη λευκώλενος 
(Od., VII, v. 233), Chryseis is “fair-cheeked”: καλλιπάρῃον (Il., I, v. 369), Briseis 
is described akin to Chryseis (Il.., I, v. 323), Odysseus has “shining feet”: καλὰ 
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πέδιλα (Od., II, v.. 4) or he appears to Nausicaa as a god whose “locks . . . flow in 
curls like unto the hyacinth flower”: οὔλας ἧκε κόμας, ὑακινθίνῳ ἄνθει ὁμοίας 
(Od., VI, v. 231). The more common somewhat shocking Homeric similes are the 
ones that bring together the locks and the hyacinth flower or the sea and the wine: 
οἴνοπα πόντον (Od., III, v. 286; V, v. 132 et passim; Il., II, v. 606 et passim) or the 
field (“the barren sea”), ἁλὸς ἀτρυγέτοιο (Il., I, v. 316) or the frightening waves and 
the mountains: κύματά (...) πελώρια, ἶσα ὄρεσσιν (Od., III, v. 290). But no 
association violates the horizon of expectation, for in most cases the elements that 
are being compared belong to the same category: fluids are compared to other 
types of fluids, the spatial coordinates (breadth, height) are easily guessed (waves-
mountains, sea-field), but seldom can such images provide a striking association 
like that between winds and rams. We can say that most of the times Homer does 
not use associations, but he finds it sufficient to use simple physical descriptions: 
for instance, a woman is described as having white arms, as being beautiful or fair, 
as having fair hair or golden locks or as being peerless among women etc. In 
general, his descriptions are abstract as they do not refer to each physical element 
separately, as is the case in the Song of Songs and the concept of voluptuousness is 
almost entirely absent as far as femininity is concerned. The Greek poet seems to 
focus more on the description of heroes, be they akin to gods or fast, or enlightened 
or having shining feet or curls in their locks. If the Homeric woman is fair or wise 
(descriptions that refer to the static, passive, intellectual element that ensures the 
equilibrium of the family and implicitly that of the community), the man is 
described more in terms of movement: fast, surprisingly akin to a deus ex machina, 
with shining feet etc, always representing the active, moving, surprising element 
and being the embodiment of a true instrument of becoming. 
 In the Song of Songs, the unexpected associations between concrete and 
abstract, animal and vegetal, as well as the identity of different senses (tactile, 
olfactory etc.) is completely uncommon and violates the horizon of expectation of 
the common reader who expects to encounter more easily guessed fields of 
association. We could say that from this perspective, the poem the Song of Songs is 
very similar to Nichita Stanescu’s concrete poetry (i.e. “long, glassy words” etc.) or 
to T. Arghezi’s Psalms that was probably inspired by Jewish poetry in building the 
concrete, carnal metaphors, as well as the completely astounding associations of 
images. Behind this tendency to bring together completely different categories of 
subjects and to establish formal identities between them, there might lie a true 
obsession of bringing a certain reality into the concrete world of the present time 
and hence of reifying reality and its many different, abstract forms; there might 
also lie an unimaginable desire to decipher reality, to bring it closer to the absurd in 
order to assume it in its totality, to socialize the unnoticeable, the ineffable. This 
reifying tendency or socializing proneness can be found in the tradition of all 
peoples, albeit to a different degree of intensity. However, we can say that for the 
Jewish area, this feature reaches a paroxysmal level. The Jewish have a much more 
intense perception of reality than the other Mediterranean peoples, sharing their 
focus on variety, a polar vision based on the dialectics of opposition (unity-
multiplicity, light-darkness, masculine-feminine, insularity-boundlessness, order-
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disorder, tradition-innovation, separation-blending, similarity-difference), as well 
as on territorial inequality (with the image of the divine king at the top and the 
royal palace as dominant building) leads towards insularity and separation, which 
are in themselves marks of an intensely dichotomist perception. Therefore, this 
type of shocking Mediterranean radical vision is more pronounced in the Jewish 
space, where radical opposite categories brutally intertwine, as they are brutally 
different. Unlike the rest of the Mediterranean space, Jewish people live through 
their dichotomy by means of a brutal and concrete effort to solve the problem of 
contraries in a concrete manner; the story of the identity between here and now is 
only brought to life by the Jewish imaginary. However, we believe that the 
predilection for the immediate concreteness might be due to the influence of old 
Egyptian lyrical poetry, where there are also such similes, as well as myriad 
synesthesia; for instance, in G. Posener’s edition there is a love song engraved on a 
36.5 cm wide and 43 cm tall urn with its text containing unreadable segments that 
reads, in the English translation of Posener: “Your love is as desirable [to me as] 
…,/ as fat with honey,/ [as fine linen] to the bodies of noblemen,/ as garments to 
the bodies of the gods,/ as incense to the nose of the [king?] (…);  below it, there is 
a simile between the lover and the north wind: My god, my lotus,/ The north wind 
...”5 . In Schott’s edition, 50 and 66, there are some old Egyptian lyrics that speak 
of the association of the female lover’s arms and of her embrace with an aloe 
fragrance: When I embrace her/ And when her arms are around me/ It feels like 
I’m in Punt,/ It feels like aloe fragrance6. The desire to thoroughly enjoy the carnal 
reality, to establish an identity between time and space (here and now) could be a 
feature of Nomad peoples, for whom living at utmost intensity was the only 
authentic reality.  
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THE HARP AND THE PEN  
(TRADITION AND NOVELTY IN MODERN IRISH WRITING). 

Nicoleta Stanca. București: Editura Universitară, 2013, 182 p. 
 
 

Adina Ciugureanu1 
 
 

 
 
 
The present study, published this year by Editura Universitară București, 
introduces modern Irish literature to the specialized, as well as to the less 
specialized reader, as a chorus of distinct voices: “Oscar Wilde. How the Empire 
“Talks Back” Through the Aesthete Artist”; “W.B. Yeats and the Irish Literary 
Revival”; “James Joyce. James/ Stephen, the Young Artist, Ulysses, the Modern 
Common Man, and Other Dubliners”; “Samuel Beckett’s (Absurd) Legacy of the 
Great Irish Famine”; “Patrick Kavanagh. The Poet of the Irish People”, “Memories 

                                                 
1 Ovidius University Constanța, Romania. 
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(of Suffering) in Brian Friel’s Baile Beag” and “Seamus Heaney’s Poetics of 
Place”.  

The purpose of the present study, The Harp and the Pen (Tradition and 
Novelty in Modern Irish Writing), is to offer a critical perspective on each of the 
writers under scrutiny, discussed both as keepers of a prominent literary and 
cultural Irish tradition and as constant innovators of this tradition. Irish history and 
identity, topics of cultural geography, exile, borders and borderlands, mapmaking 
and naming constitute the lenses through which a number of fictional and poetic 
works have been analyzed.  

Oscar Wilde appears as the Bohemian, the dandy-artist, a literary flâneur 
who looks at life in a detached and contemplative manner as if he were sitting in a 
café watching the spectacle of the world, challenging Victorian morality through 
his own aesthetic principles and decadent views. The chapter on Wilde also makes 
reference to the writer as the “Ambassador of the Beautiful” during his very 
successful American lecture tour. In 1882, when he was in Louisiana, Wilde 
offered the American Southerners a comparative view on Irish and American South 
histories, having in mind the figures responsible for the Ulster plantation who later 
became involved in the plantations of the American South. The example offered by 
the author are Sir Humphrey Gilbert, Sir Walter Raleigh, Ralph Lane and Sir 
Richard Grenville who “had gained their first experience of conquest by crossing 
the Irish Sea and were armed even now with settlement layout plans that had 
already been used in Ulster” (p. 28). By the time Wilde visited the South, both the 
American South and Ireland were in a state of ruin. Wilde obviously paralleled the 
positions of the Confederate cause in the Civil War with Ireland’s relations with 
the British Empire, his point of departure being his Irishness.  

The second chapter tackles the personality of W.B. Yeats who is still 
strongly associated with the Irish Literary Revival. W.H. Auden’s famous line 
“mad Ireland hurt you into poetry” (“In Memory of W.B. Yeats”) assesses Yeats’s 
poetry against the historical turmoil of his country in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, consisting of the marginalization of the Protestant Ascendancy, 
the nationalist revival in the 1890s, the rise of Fenianism, the Easter Rising 1916 
and the Irish Free State. Yeats’s discovery of his own poetic voice is discussed in 
comparison with the country’s discovery of its independence (p. 41). The poet took 
an active interest in politics, under the influence of John O’Leary, a Fenian leader, 
and Maud Gonne, the woman he was in love with all his life, a very active member 
of the nationalist separatist movement and his life-long muse and spiritual 
companion. Yeats was one of the founders of the Abbey Theatre, opened in 1904, 
which produced nationalist plays about heroic legends and peasant life. He was 
also one of the founders of the Irish Literary Society (1891) meant to create a 
distinctly Irish literature.  

The chapter dedicated to Joyce gives an account of the experience of 
modernity in the Irish writer’s works, the conclusion of the reader being: “What a 
town Dublin is! I wonder if there is another like it. Everybody has time to hail a 
friend and start a conversation about a third party” (p. 87). According to Stanca, 
Dubliners is introduced as focusing on the paralysis of a still provincial town, A 
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Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is launching a cry of rebellion against any 
kind of oppression (imperial, religious, national), while Ulysses, through its final 
“Yes”, overthrows the negative mood. The transition of Joyce’s characters from 
adolescence to maturity is discussed in parallel with the growth of the city of 
Dublin as openness to the other and free circulation in a city in which behavior is 
not entirely controllable, but surprisingly lovable.     

The fourth chapter introduces many of the aspects of Samuel Beckett’s 
works, with a focus on the play Endgame, as an attempt at reading the world in the 
aftermath of WWII, against the concept of the absurd and the existentialist 
philosophy. Against a background of fragmentariness, displacement, exile, 
alienation, homecoming, travelling, memory and suffering, Irish identity has been 
regarded as a major element of Beckett’s artistic universe. Irish memories of past 
traumas, such as the Great Famine, are revealed through a post-colonial reading of 
Endgame.  

Patrick Kavanagh has been presented perhaps as the most radical figure of 
the chorus of distinct voices, the one who constantly challenges the Irish 
“tradition” as well as his own earlier views and literary productions. Yet, 
paradoxically, early Kavanagh is seen as typical Irish through his Monaghan 
poetry, rooted in the native land and community life, after a long process through 
which life in the countryside imposed itself on the poet’s consciousness in texts 
such as “Spraying the Potatoes” or “A Christmas Childhood” (p. 103). An 
interesting point in the chapter is the discussion of the poet’s rebirth and 
rebaptizing in the canal water as a new poet after his nearly death experience 
caused by the cancer he managed to defeat for a while; he was then the poet of that 
luminous empty place evoked by Seamus Heaney in his essay on Kavanagh’s 
poetry in Finders Keepers.  

Brian Friel, one of the distinguished contemporary playwrights is discussed 
next. Many of his plays are set in Baile Beag, “a remote part of Donegal”, in “that 
borderland of Derry, Donegal and Tyrone in which a largely Catholic community 
leads a reduced existence under the pressure of political and economic oppression” 
(p. 115). This imaginary place functions like Faulkner’s imaginary Yoknapatawpha 
County, Mississippi. Baile Beag, whose Gaelic connotation is “small town,” is a 
typical rural community whose old Irish traditions, values and culture have been 
eroded from the eighteenth century to the present day. However, it has remained a 
place full of possibilities, almost a pastoral place, as it is remembered by Michael, 
the narrator-character in Dancing at Lughnasa, considered to be Friel’s most 
popular play. It is a ritual drama in which the ancient pagan Irish festival of music 
and dance of Lughnasa is reflected in the lives of the five unmarried sisters and the 
unreliable and unstable men in their lives. The primary theme may be considered 
the relationship between the sisters, the female bonding they have built. The play is 
also described, in this study, as a memory play, Michael’s memories of the summer 
of 1936 being both real and illusory. It is not by chance that Michael remembers 
the sisters’ Irish dance as a means to re-connect, and respond, to twentieth century 
alienation.  
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The Nobel Prize winner Seamus Heaney’s poetics of place comes last to 
round off the study on tradition and novelty in modern Irish writing. His works, 
from Death of a Naturalist (1966) to Human Chain (2010) have been placed at the 
crossroads for the future generations of Irish poets as they have equally been 
influenced by a large number of English and European poets. However, the poetry 
written by Heaney bears the burden of deep involvement in the country’s cultural 
and historical past; in his essay “Feeling into Words”, Heaney gives an account of 
the pressure felt by the poet under the violence of the events in Northern Ireland (p. 
135). His writing becomes thus infused, to use Heaney’s words, with the physical 
and emotional atmosphere of the Irish landscape. Through images drawn primarily 
from his rural childhood, Heaney’s works yield a history of an individual 
sensibility and of a unique place and people, which, however, may be seen as a 
mold for a universal model.  

Nicoleta Stanca’s The Harp and the Pen (Tradition and Novelty in Modern 
Irish Writing) ends with a comment on the long and rich Irish comic tradition, as 
comic relief may be perceived as a defense mechanism against the suffering caused 
by centuries of oppression of this island. The humorous and (self-)ironical effects 
created by writers such as Wilde, Joyce and Beckett are ample evidence to 
illustrate this characteristic of the Irish tradition and turn the study into a very 
pleasant and instructive reading. The musical notes of modern Irish literature are 
skillfully tuned into words by Nicoleta Stanca’s pen. 
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RISK, LANGUAGE AND IDENTIFICATION IN THE NETWORK 
SOCIETY 

Ana Maria Munteanu, Aida Todi, Constantin Ioan Mladin. 
București: Editura Universitară, 2013, 201 pages 

 
 

Florentina Nicolae1 
 

 
 

Ana Maria Munteanu, Aida Todi and Constantin Ioan Mladin form a team 
of collaborators at “Ovidius” University Constanţa and “1 Decembrie” University 
Alba Iulia. Their study, Risk, Language and Identification in the Network Society: 
The Impact of New Media on Intercultural Communication, is an interdisciplinary 
approach of the boom of the Internet during the post-communist transition and 
European integration processes, aiming to observe “in what way language/ 
thinking/ interaction/ identification are correlated, transferred and eventually 
transformed into “environments” by social networking on digital platforms” (p.10). 
The digital space is designed by architects and developers, whose contributions 

                                                 
1 Ovidius University Constanța, Romania. 
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need to be put in relation with cognitive as well as economic models and standards 
which translate into digital realm the premise according to which “humans are, in 
fact, machines, whose functioning, although complex, is fully explainable by 
current physics” (p. 22).  

Is the concept of “mobile culture” as defined by Castells (2007) 
sufficiently comprehensive to explain the risk of distortion of linguistic norms in 
texting, chat, etc., and what are the consequences for language as developmental 
niche which sustains individuals, communities or societies? What happens when 
the system of language as cognitive matrix becomes “noisy” or fragmented, due to 
the explosion of new media and mobile markets, during which cheap devices and 
services “gratify” the response of large “targets” defined in terms of 
(neuro)marketing operations and profits? Is it possible to imagine that - according 
to computational linguistics - this ‘noise’ could be normalized (pp. 49-51)?  

In order to underline the reflexive perspective of their research, the authors 
have formulated interrogative titles for some of the sections of the volume, such as 
“Network ontology and cultural heritage – a possible reunion?”, “Texting language 
– noise, interference or recoding of written language?” or “Who I am?” The sense 
of belonging in a free society“ and other similar ones.   

The first part of the study, Language and society in the global 
technological age introduces a constellation of concepts related to the network 
ontology, - network society, production of spaces, actor-network entelechy, etc, - in 
an attempt to clarify some of interconnections and biases related to science and 
technology, on the one hand, language, culture and society, on the other.   

A phenomenon that tends to shape the conventions of written language at a 
global scale and affect the linguistic practices in Romanian language is the texting 
language - of SMS, e-mails, chat forums etc. The linguistic peculiarities of these 
new forms of written communication (p. 45) are circumscribed to the mobile 
culture, on the one hand, and to the limitations of the short-messaging system, on 
the other hand. Thus, the first methodological step has been to identify and list 
some features of text-messaging in Romanian (p. 49). The second one has been to 
compare it with the “noise” affecting French and English through texting, as 
reflected by a growing number of scientific studies on the risk of de-
institutionalization or even recoding of the written language as a result of a large 
amount of interactions stimulated by new devices, lower costs related to the global 
markets dynamic and the improvement of communication facilities offered by 
mobile companies and the multi(inter)media design of digital networks. The 
authors have noticed changes in language practices, id est, the graphic, morpho-
syntactic and lexical “mutations” in Romanian electronic communication – SMSes 
- and have systematized them. The reduction of the use of vowels, the use of some 
unusual logograms, and the use of ideographic signs are significant changes in the 
written language. Some benefits of the short messages system, as the stimulation of 
“the interpersonal / informal type of networking, mainly emotionally and socially 
oriented” (p. 63), has not only been recorded but systematically explored in 
connection with the role of language in the creation and maintenance of ”narrative 
environments” and communicative reflexivity. 
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 Online chat is another type of virtual interaction analyzed in order to 
define some social and cultural concerns. The chatting activity “becomes critical 
for the standard language – due to its rhyzomatic grow – the deviation being 
recorded by computation linguists as noise requiring new methods to normalize 
language” (p. 81). Therefore, the analysis of these practices makes necessary an 
interdisciplinary framework, to become aware of the effect of communication 
technology on linguistic behaviour and social concerns of users as partners of 
dialogue. 

The third chapter, Steps to an ecology of language, analyzes the “digital 
turn” from the perspective of the Romanian language and culture as heritage. The 
authors have resumed  major issues, dilemmas and problems discussed during the 
international conferences, panels and dialogues with the Romanian diasporas 
across Europe, organized by the Institute of the Romanian Academy in Iaşi, as a 
pole of research over the last years (in the period 2004-2011). 

In the second part of the research, Language and Space Identity, the 
authors have underlined a new type of interactive linguistics on the online forums 
as a climate of debates that can develop certain micro-social sensitivities regarding 
the linguistic norm and the regional alterity. The latter topic has been studied on a 
corpus of online forums and has analyzed the way the users perceive dialects as 
related to representation of regions. The aim of the research has been to reveal the 
hidden figure of space which marks the “new rhetoric” of the national (p. 118). 
Language is seen not only as a tool for building a sense of reality, but also as a 
concept of cultural heritage even through biased representation and a depreciated 
(co-national) other. As results of their research, the authors have identified three 
types of biases: fundamental error bias, actor-observer bias and hostile attribution 
bias (p. 129), leading to a space with multiple definitions (p. 136), translating into 
the current representation geo/political and geo/cultural differentiation, which 
continues due to  economic inequities, underdevelopment and the fractures of 
representations rooted, according to Leersen (1997) in the ties between 
‟ Ethnocentric and the registrations of the cultural difference which have tended to 
stratify into a notion that, like persons, different nations (regions) each have their 
specific peculiarities” (p.128). Chapter 5, Language and sustainability of 
community life in contexts shaped by massive migration. Online platforms in 
Romanian, underlines the necessity of studying this issue from an interdisciplinary 
perspective, its own background being as such (developmental psychology and 
cultural anthropology), but the authors have added integrated elements of 
performative anthropology, weak tie theory, cognitive psychology, actors-networks 
theory and sociology of risk (p. 145). 

The research on language and culture from the perspective of “daily life” 
has used the method of constructivist anthropology. The authors have been 
particularly interested, among others, in the evolution of the use of Romanian 
language together with cultural identity markers (p. 148). The corpus of texts 
analyzed is selected from portals like www.fedrom.org and 
www.romaniinlume.com, which incorporate links to specialized sites for 
recruitment and job placements in Western Europe. The interest has been focused 
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on the narratives posted – short stories – about the success guaranteed by the 
changing of the professional environment. All the platforms analyzed from both an 
anthropologic and linguistic point of view show that the knowledge networks 
connected this way confirm new types of interactions and also retain the cultural 
identity, with important consequences (p. 161). 

The last issue discussed in this book regards the impact of the life stories, 
identification images and genres of communication, with an emphasis on the 
interview (dialogue)-portrait, as the favourite genre in which someone’s life 
becomes a resource of knowledge (p. 161). There is a pragmatic use of such types 
of communication that develops a stock of practical knowledge (p.172), leading to 
the penetration of some specific terms and lexicalization. The analysis is framed at 
the macro level as well as at the micro level as synergy of micro-flows of 
interactions which converge to a symbolic figure. Living out-of-Romania, the 
immigrants create a virtual space called home, multiplied and ritualized by the use 
of Romanian language on digital platforms (p.175). But through their participation 
across Europe, they develop the cognitive matrix of language, assembling and 
structuring tranculturally differentiated experiences and backgrounds into narrative 
(familiar) environments, organized by new schematizations and figures. The 
reducing of the cognitive dissonance is one aspect of great importance, but this 
intense and diverse communicative activity can also be regarded as a re-
nationalization tendency, which is complementary to current transnationalisation. 
This ambivalent dynamic can be related to European citizenship and integration. 

The study is based on a rich bibliography from different domains and 
perspectives on language used in digital environments. The methodological 
framework integrates some fresh or older theories from domains such as theory, 
narrative analysis, the network sociology, actors – network theory, and others, 
having as a result a multifaced and original analysis of linguistic behaviour and 
practices in Romanian on digital platforms. 
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