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ANNIE MURPHY

Fragments, Traces, Echoes: Authorship and Authority in Edwidge
Danticat's The Dew Breaker and Brother, I'm Dying

Aline had never imagined that people like Beatrice existed, men and women whose
tremendous agonies filled every blank space in their lives. Maybe there were hundreds,
even thousands, of people like this, men and women chasing fragments of themselves long
lost to others. Maybe Aline herself was one of them. These were the people Aline wanted
to try to write about now.
― Edwidge Danticat, The Dew Breaker

As Edwidge Danticat concludes her sixth story in The Dew Breaker, ―The Bridal
Seamstress,‖ she employs free indirect discourse, providing the reader access to her
young protagonist‘s realization of the extent of the atrocities inflicted upon members of
the Haitian diaspora. The above passage functions mimetically in that the reader learns,
with Aline, of the ―tremendous agonies‖ that have ruined so many peoples' lives. Part of
this agony, the narrator explains, involves ―chasing fragments . . . long lost to others‖
(138). At once devastated and inspired by her interview with Beatrice, the eponymous
bridal seamstress, Aline decides that she wants to become a journalist, to write about
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people who feel fragmented, who have lost parts of themselves to brutal regimes or
individual torturers. Upon realizing that she, too, belongs in this group, she decides that
she will become a journalist; in other words, she can make recording others‘ stories her
career, and, even more, she can assist people in their journeys towards repossessing their
lives or their pasts.
Danticat's life uncannily mirrors that of Aline: both are Haitian American, and
both write about others, aiming to record the long-lost fragments of other peoples‘ lives.
Although a literary writer rather than a journalist like Aline, Danticat uncovers and
archives fragments of her life as she tells the story of fictional characters, her home
country, her family, and herself. Danticat‘s texts, The Dew Breaker (2004), and Brother,
I’m Dying (2007), the former a collection of stories and the latter a memoir, evoke issues
of authorship and authority directly and indirectly, directly through meta-textual
commentary on language, and indirectly through metaphors and analogies about
communication. Together, these texts challenge post-structuralist theories of authorship,
effectively blurring Foucault‘s concept of the ―author function‖ with Michel-Rolph
Trouillot‘s notion of ―historical narrators‖ (22).
At the end of the first chapter of Brother, I'm Dying, Danticat switches from a
third-person reportorial mode to a first-person confessional mode to explain her process
of and reasons for writing this memoir:
I write these things now, some as I witnessed them and today remember them,
others from official documents, as well as the borrowed recollections of family
members. But the gist of them was told to me over the years, in part by my uncle
Joseph, in part by my father. Some were told offhand, quickly. Others, in greater
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detail. What I learned from my father and uncle, I learned out of sequence and in
fragments. This is an attempt at cohesiveness, and at re-creating a few wondrous
and terrible months when their lives and mine intersected in startling ways,
forcing me to look forward and back at the same time. I am writing this only
because they can't. (25-26)
With this meta-textual commentary, Danticat shares that she has built the memoir from
various sources, including her own memories which may have altered over time, legal
papers, and ―borrowed recollections‖ of her family members. Danticat's employment of
the phrase, ―borrowed recollections,‖ evinces her understanding that the memories do not
all belong to her―they are on loan, borrowed for a short time, so that she can produce
something from them. Additionally, she admits that some of ―these things‖ were told in
detail, and others quickly, thus implying that both her imagination and historical
knowledge played a role in her elaboration of some of the events in the book. Even more,
Danticat confesses to learning the events in a nonlinear manner. Like Aline, she learned
of these events in fragments, in the paper traces of her family's history and by listening to
stories inevitably colored by the perspectives of her family members. Again, like Aline,
Danticat attempts to piece together fragments into a cohesive narrative in order that she
might tell untold stories. When she writes about the re-creative process as forcing her ―to
look forward and back at the same time,‖ she reveals that writing this memoir brought the
past and present together, as she attempted to make sense of the present by referring to
the past and to understand the past through her present perspective. Therefore, throughout
the memoir, temporality coalesces: she recounts the stories in a nonlinear fashion,
demonstrating both how the past and present are intertwined in her mind and how neither
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can be understood without the other. Thus the experience of reading reflects Danticat's
process of reconstructing the events in the text.
The final claim――I am writing this only because they can't‖―functions on
multiple interpretive registers. Danticat's uncle Joseph could not record his story during
his lifetime both because he literally lost his voice and because all his notes and
documents were burned. Both Joseph and Danticat's father cannot write because both are
dead―and their deaths are the reason for and the subject of her memoir. Also, neither her
uncle nor her father possessed the necessary resources to make their stories known. In
other words, they lacked the status, wealth, and skill to write about the atrocities they
experienced. With this meta-textual intervention, one fraught with implications, Danticat
prepares the reader for both the poignancy and the political import of the story that she is
about to tell and for the fragmented, non-linear manner in which she will tell it.
In pairing Aline's role in ―The Bridal Seamstress‖ to Danticat's role in Brother,
I'm Dying, with a focus on the two women's attempts to communicate untold stories and
write about those who cannot write about themselves, I posit the following: that my
interpretation of Danticat‘s writing intervenes in theoretical debates about authorship;
that analyses of her writing necessitate a different method of critical analysis, one that
accepts the limitations of language―its inability to capture meaning in its entirety―but
at the same time challenges those very limitations; and that critical interpretations of her
work in this way will both illuminate and enhance her works' performativity. By
―limitations,‖ I refer to post-structuralist theories of language and mediation, here
explained by Stanley Fish in his article, ―With the Compliments of the Author:
Reflections on Austin and Derrida.‖
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There is no epistemological difference between direct and mediated
communications because, in a fundamental sense, all communications are mediated.
That is, communications of every kind are characterized by exactly the same
conditions-the necessity of interpretive work, the unavoidability of perspective, and
the construction by acts of interpretation of that which supposedly grounds
interpretation, intentions, characters, and pieces of the world. (700)
Danticat does acknowledge the limits of language, as the above quotation exemplifies
Derrida‘s notion that the ―fabric of traces‖ (Writing 294) constitutes all that we have. Yet,
the very fact of her writing seems to push against this limitation. With her fiction but
especially with her memoir and her interviews, Danticat says that she wants her writing
to do something. While both of Danticat's texts acknowledge the incompleteness and
fragmented nature of themselves, either directly, through meta-textual commentary, or
indirectly, for example, through the metaphor of voice, together they offer a more
nuanced conception of the post-structuralist theories of authorship. The meta-textual
commentary and the underlying metaphor of voice and vocalization serve as metadiscourse, suggesting that the text not only tells a story, but that it makes a statement
about the very act of telling of stories. Clearly, neither Danticat's writing, nor her
authorial persona, nor the conjunction of the two, completely align with or wholly dispel
post-structuralist theories of authorship. However, from the juxtaposition of Danticat‘s
memoir with her fiction emerges a new theoretical perspective in regard to authorship,
one that challenges and complicates post-structuralist theories of authorship as posited by
Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida.
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To contextualize my analysis within these post-structuralist theoretical notions of
authorship, I turn to Barthes' essay, ―The Death of the Author,‖ Foucault's piece, ―What
Is an Author?‖ and Stanley Fish's critique of the debate between Austin and Derrida in
his article, ―With Compliments to the Author.‖ While Barthes argues effectively for the
non-existence of the author in literary texts, does his argument also apply to a text about
which its author has claimed its validity? To clarify his position, I excerpt here the
contrast he presents between historical concepts of the author and his notion of the author
in modern times.
The Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own book:
book and author stand automatically on a single line divided into a before and an
after. The Author is thought to nourish the book, which is to say that he exists
before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation of antecedence to his
work as a father to his child. In complete contrast, the modern scriptor is born
simultaneously with the text, is in no way equipped with a being preceding or
exceeding the writing, is not the subject with the book as predicate; there is no other
time than that of the enunciation and every text is eternally written here and now.
(Image 145, original emphasis)
For Barthes, the very emergence and trajectory of a ―modern scriptor‖ and his or her
writing occur simultaneously, mutually dependent and existing solely because of the
other. Thus Barthes implicitly asserts that the reader, rather than the author, bears the
burden of interpretive responsibility.
Building on Barthes' assertion of the author's death, Foucault contextualizes the
role of the author throughout history, explaining what he terms ―the author function,‖ in
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his essay, ―What is an Author?‖ In relation to Danticat, an emerging author who will
perhaps become a ―proper name,‖ Foucault's dismissal of two notions that preserve the
―privileged position of the author‖ (103) pose challenges to Danticat's status as both an
author and as a representative of the Haitian diaspora. ―The first is the idea of the work,‖
or the inevitable problem of determining what parts of an ―author's‖ writing constitute his
or her work. Using Nietzsche as an example, Foucault writes, ―We must ask whether
everything that he wrote, said, or left behind is part of his work‖ (103). The question
appears to be a simple one, yet it is not:
What about the rough drafts for his works? Obviously [. . . ] The deleted passages
and notes at the bottom of the page? Yes. What if, within a workbook filled with
aphorisms, one finds a reference, the notation of a meeting or of an address or a
laundry list: Is it a work, or not? Why not? (103)
Foucault raises significant questions, the answers to which shape a culture's
understanding of itself as a culture. But perhaps most important for Danticat is Foucault's
last question on the subject: ―How can one define a work amid the millions of traces left
by someone after his death?‖ (104). What constitutes the ―work‖ of Joseph Dantica,
Edwidge's uncle who lost his voice and whose lifelong notes were burned? Furthermore,
does Danticat's nonfictional and reconstructed representation of her uncle's and her
father's lives in Brother, I'm Dying, count as a ―work‖ because Danticat relies on ―the
millions of traces,‖ traces which Foucault states are to be ignored, to record the lives of
her family members?
Seán Burke explains in The Death and Return of the Author that Barthes,
Foucault, and Derrida were writing during a time in which literary scholars and
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philosophers considered ―the subject [. . .] to be fictive emanations of a language and a
writing which endlessly subvert all attempts by the human agent to assert any degree of
mastery or control over their workings‖ (15). John Beverly‘s 1992 publication,
Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth, explores the changing relationship of the writer to
her text, particularly in South America. His collection of essays recorded the controversy
surrounding I, Rigoberta Menchu, a debate regarding representation, factuality, and
authorial intention, and one that challenged the genre distinctions of nonfiction and
fiction. Danticat's writing participates fully in this literary debate, as the complementary
nature of her nonfictional and fictional texts, as well as their meta-textual commentary,
speaks loudly to issues of authorship, archiving, and the recording of lives long ignored.
Moving to complementary issues of history and narrative, I frame Danticat's life
and her literary persona through the lens of Michel-Rolph Trouillot's conception of the
production of history as dual process. He explains, ―Human beings participate in history
both as actors and as narrators‖ (2), demonstrating that the ―dual participation‖ (2) of
humans in the construction of history consists of them as acting―living and doing―and
as narrators―recording that which they have done. Then, the question of who does, can,
and should narrate history becomes a complicated one. Trouillot calls upon Foucault to
illuminate the relationship between power and knowledge: ―I don't believe that the
question of 'who exercises power?‘ can be resolved unless the other question 'how does it
happen?' is resolved at the same time‖ (28). In other words, the existing record and the
process of recording history represent the past and present performances of power. With
this in mind, Trouillot's distinction between historical processes uncannily aligns with the
trajectory, respectively, of Danticat‘s life and work, in that the first meaning of ―history‖
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suggests ―the facts of the matter‖ or the ―sociohistorical processes‖ while the second
meaning refers to ―a narrative of those facts‖ or ―our knowledge of that process‖ (2).
Focusing on Danticat as an embodiment of both forms of history, her life story represents
the first, the basic ―facts of the matter,‖ whereas her recording of lives―her own and
others―represents the second, the ―narrative of those facts‖ (2). Finally, Danticat's
complementary texts, The Dew Breaker and Brother, I'm Dying, suggest that the writer of
these two texts is a living person, one whose nonfiction illuminates her fiction and whose
life illuminates her writing. Hence, we can consider Danticat a ―dual participant‖ in
history, acting and narrating in a recursive loop, with acting and narrating continuously
informing the other.
To demonstrate the duality of Danticat's participation in history, I examine the
representation and lack of voice in The Dew Breaker stories, the meta-textual
commentary in Brother, I'm Dying, and the correlations between speaking and writing in
both texts. In her actions and in the act of writing, Danticat plays the role of ―actor‖ while
as an author of both fiction and nonfiction, Danticat plays the role of ―narrator‖ in that
she represents and re-presents the lives of people who were unable to be actors or
narrators themselves. Thus Danticat's writings represent not merely passive discourse but
active performance: they not only record and structure the world, they change the way
readers perceive the world. In this way, her memoir and her stories challenge Barthes‘
proposition of the death of the author in that Danticat both accepts the limitations of
language and asserts her own subjectivity in the texts.
To examine these issues further, I turn to two additional stories from The Dew
Breaker, ―Water Child‖ and ―The Book of the Dead,‖ both of which address issues
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surrounding voice, including literal and metaphoric vocalization, the nature of
communication, and silence. Similar to the twentieth-century modernist and
nontraditional texts that Derrida chooses to critique, as he explains in Acts of Literature,
Danticat‘s fictional stories are ―inscribed in a critical experience of literature‖ (41). In
other words, the stories themselves contain meta-textual commentary. Derrida‘s
explanation provides a way to understand the reasons and purpose for Danticat‘s
representation of this ―critical experience of literature‖:
They bear within themselves, or we could say in their literary act they put to work,
a question, the same one, but each time singular and put to work otherwise: ‗What
is literature? Or ‗Where does literature come from? ‗What should we do with
literature?‘ These texts operate a sort of turning back, they are themselves a sort of
turning back on the literary institution. (Acts 41)
As this self-referentiality appears many times in the stories through references to
language―spoken, written, artistic―and through the metaphor of voice, it indicates
subjectivity on the part of the author. Indeed, Danticat is aware of herself as a writer, and
this awareness is evident in her stories; can her background and textual presence then be
irrelevant? If Danticat were to remove herself entirely from the text, she would deprive
her readers of a rich cultural and biographical context, one that might enhance their
understanding of the narratives and heighten their potential performativity by appealing
to readers‘ affective registers. In other words, when readers understand Danticat as the
author, it becomes easier for them to relate to the stories, thus enhancing the ―efferent
freight‖ (Booth 14) of the narrative.
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In ―Water Child,‖ Danticat juxtaposes Nadine, the protagonist and a Haitian
nurse, with Ms. Hinds, a patient in the hospital where Nadine works. Rendered voiceless
by the trauma of her recent abortion and her need to keep the loss secret from her parents,
Nadine does not speak to her parents, ―thinking her voice might betray all that she could
not say‖ (57). Danticat's free indirect discourse provides the reader with Nadine's
thoughts: Nadine wants to speak to her parents, but she fears that her tone of her
voice―not the content of her speech―will expose her sorrow. On the other hand, Ms.
Hinds, Nadine's patient, loses her voice in a laryngectomy and cannot speak despite her
desperate desire to do so. Yet, Nadine is able to help her communicate, giving her small
tablets on which to write. At first, the story seems to operate as a commentary on the
significance of vocalization: Nadine refuses to voice her emotional pain to others while
Ms. Hinds cannot, ironically, vocalize her feelings of loss at her inability to speak. By
drawing the reader's attention to Nadine, and Nadine's to Ms. Hinds, Danticat exhibits a
clear contrast between psychological and physical inabilities to speak. However, given
Danticat's position as a writer and facilitator of storytelling, it is possible to consider
Nadine a representative of Danticat, voicing pain that Danticat cannot express. At the
same time, the relationship of Nadine to Ms. Hinds can serve as an analogy to Danticat's
relationship with her uncle Joseph, who lost his voice to cancer at age 55. Thus while
―Water Child‖ is fiction, its correlations with Danticat, as readers learn from reading her
memoir, confer authority on the story.
In addition to speech, ―Water Child‖ revolves heavily around the circulation and
preservation of letters, documents, and other such records. For instance, Nadine fixates
on two letters from her parents, both of which are pleas to call them: essentially, their
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written words represent an attempt to hear the spoken words of their daughter. Although
Nadine does not call, she handles the letters with great care and takes them with her to
work every day. In the case of the first letter, Nadine wonders how the small piece of
paper survived its journey from Haiti to New York, and this bewilderment represents the
gulf of communication she senses, not only in geographic distance but in emotional
connection:
Each time she held the letter, she tried to find something else between the lines, a
note of sympathy, commiseration, condolence. But it simply wasn't there. The
more time went by, the more brittle and fragile the letter became. [ . . . ] How had
the postal workers in both Port-au-Prince and Brooklyn not lacerated the thin page
and envelope. And how had the letter not turned to dust in her purse during her
bus ride to and from work? Or while rubbing against the inner lining of her
nursing uniform, where she kept it all day long? (54)
The letter survives her constant handling of it; its inability to console her operates as a
commentary on the fragmented, incomplete nature of language itself. Nadine's surprise at
the longevity of the physical letter, its continued resistance to dissolution, perhaps serves,
more broadly, as an indication of the fragile, yet persistent nature of the written word.
The word ―inscribe‖ additionally hints at this possibility, as the term is not often used in
conjunction with the epistolary form; it carries with it a connotation of importance,
permanence, and gravity. Additionally, Danticat's choice of ―lacerated,‖ a word that
operates in conjunction with the agency of the person doing the lacerating, implies that
someone, particularly someone with authority, feels menacingly toward transnational
communication. Read this way, Danticat's representation of written communication
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aligns with Derrida's idea of the trace, the inevitable incompleteness of language.
Derrida‘s and Danticat‘s similar perspectives on language, Derrida's as stated in Writing
and Difference as well as in Acts of Literature, and Danticat's as intimated through her
fictional use and metalinguistic references to both written and spoken language, posit the
fragmented, incomplete nature of language from both theoretical and literary
perspectives.
Furthermore, the phone messages that Nadine receives from Eric――her former
beau, suitor, lover, the near father of her nearly born child‖ (56) attests to her
preoccupation with traces, or echoes, of others' voices. She builds an altar to her unborn
child, one that contains symbols and representations of all that she has lost. When Eric
calls and leaves her messages, ―which was about once a month since their breakup, she
removed the microcassette from the answering machine and placed it on the altar she had
erected‖ (56-57). Even though Nadine does not return Eric's calls immediately, her
emotional attachment to him is clear; by preserving his short phone messages, and even
by elevating them to the spiritual realm by placing them on an altar, Nadine reveals that
he, through the record of his voice, provides her some comfort. Her preservation of his
words, then, suggests that she relies heavily on language to comfort her. When she finally
does summon the courage to call him back, ―hoping she was finally ready to hear his
voice for more than the twenty-five seconds her answering machine allowed‖ (62), she
discovers that his number has been disconnected. All that now remains of Eric, then, are
25 second clips of his voice, saved on microcassettes. The futility of Nadine‘s attempt to
respond to Eric‘s voice further reveals that the manner in which language is conveyed
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matters not; language is temporary, incomplete, and fragmented, no matter the medium in
which it is transmitted.
Additionally, the second letter she receives from her parents testifies to the
significance Nadine attributes to language. Danticat tells us that the letter ―was on the
same kind of airmail paper, but this time the words were meticulously typed. The as and
os, which had been struck over many times, created underlayers, shadows, and small
holes within the vowels‘ perimeters‖ and that the next day, ―Nadine ignored her
[customary] tuna melt altogether to read the letter over many times‖ (57-58). The typed
letters on the page, with their ―underlayers, shadows, and small holes,‖ reflect both the
nature of the communication between Nadine and her parents and the difficulty, in
general, of sufficiently communicating one‘s emotions or intentions to the fullest extent.
Although Nadine relies heavily on the words of others for emotional support, she wears a
façade of agency at work, shutting out others by pretending to be a self-sufficient
professional. At one point when she leaves her lunch table and offers it to Josette, a
fellow nurse, she says, ―My throne is yours‖ (55). This regal rhetoric performs two
functions: first, it demonstrates Nadine‘s sense of her authority in her position at the
hospital; second, it suggests, by positioning Nadine in a seat of sovereign power, that she
has subjectivity, that she has control over her life. By relating sovereignty to subjectivity,
or governmental independence to personal agency, Danticat participates in the current
conversation about the self-determination of diasporic, displaced, or otherwise
marginalized peoples. I consider this passage, then, a suggestion that the two are aligned,
that national sovereignty and individual subjectivity are directly related.
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In ―The Book of the Dead,‖ Danticat further complicates the notion of voice; it is
not merely a way to voice one's own pain or that of others. At the center of this story lies
the communication between Ka, an artist and art teacher, and her father, who remains
unnamed. Ka and the reader do not know about her father's former wrongdoings and, in
fact, they believe quite the opposite about his past―that he was a prisoner, and that ―the
blunt, rope like scar that runs from my father's cheek down to the corner of his mouth
[was] the only visible reminder of the year he spent in prison in Haiti‖ (5). Ka‘s respect
for her father motivates her to carve a sculpture of him, even though she admits that she
is ―not really an artist, not in the way I'd like to be‖ but rather that she‘s ―more of an
obsessive wood-carver with a single subject thus far―my father‖ (3). Here, we see that
the reason for Ka‘s art lies not in an inner, indeterminate sense of creativity but instead in
her desire to create a particular product, a memorial to her perception of her father‘s
suffering:
I had never tried to tell my father' story in words before now, but my first
completed sculpture of him was the reason for our trip: a three-foot, mahogany
figure of my father naked, kneeling on a half-foot-square base, his back arched
like the curve of a crescent moon, his downcast eyes fixed on his very long
fingers and the large palms of his hands. It was hardly revolutionary, rough and
detailed, minimalist at best, but it was my favorite of all my attempted
representations of my father. It was the way I had imagined him in prison. (6)
Although obviously a wood carving is not a medium of language in the way that speech
and writing are, the artwork functions mimetically, hence analogously to speech and
writing. Can Ka heal her father‘s physical and psychological wounds with her artistry,
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which itself is an embodiment of agency? Can she transfer her subjectivity to her father?
Can the sculpture retroactively heal his wounds by honoring them? Ka and her father‘s
struggles and misunderstandings in regard to vocalization and subjectivity are reflected in
the conversations between them about the sculpture she carves of him, a piece of art that
both she and the reader come to realize functions as a symbol of the gulf of
misunderstanding between them. Even though the carving―what was meant to be a
―signifier‖ of communicative intent by Ka about her father―is of course already more
difficult to interpret than words, which at least have fixed, if inadequate, signifiers. Fish
attests to the limits and transparency of language, citing Derrida in ―Signature Event
Context,‖ to assist in his explanation of the necessity and problematic nature of
interpreting signs:
Derrida declares that ―the sign possesses the characteristic of being readable even if
the moment of its production is irrevocably lost‖ (182), we must understand that the
moment of production is itself a moment of loss, in that its components-including
sender, receiver, referents, and message-are never transparently present but must be
interpreted or "read" into being. (Fish 703)
Interpretation, translation, imagination―all are necessary for the transmission of
meaning through signs. The difficulty with which Ka and her father communicate
exposes this aspect, the unreadable nature, of language, but also broadens it to art. If we
consider literature an artistic medium, then this miscommunication could represent the
threat of miscommunication between Danticat and her readers.
After Ka‘s father hurls the sculpture into a lake, Ka believes that her father‘s
rejection of the sculpture will hinder her creativity: ―I don‘t know that I will be able to
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work on anything for some time. I have lost my subject‖ (31). She loses her father, as the
subject for her art, in that she can no longer represent him artistically; however, she also
loses the father she thought she had, the one she imagined her whole life, the ―prisoner
father I loved as well as pitied.‖ Ka feels that her father has betrayed her for hiding his
real story for so long; consequently, she loses her focus for her craft, a loss which
parallels her loss of subjectivity: if she cannot carve, she cannot narrate the stories and
feelings she wishes to express. Her voice, essentially, is gone. Connecting Ka to Danticat,
Ricardo Ortiz writes the following in ―Writing the Haitian Diaspora‖:
Through Ka Danticat can voice her own sense that as an artist, whether she carves
wood or fashions worlds out of language, she is at times beholden to forces so much
more powerful than her individual will that she finds herself forced to surrender
herself to them when they are at their most insistent. (252)
Thus narration poses complications: Ka‘s father‘s confession renders her unable to
narrate―to memorialize his story through art―thus his narration threatens their
emotional ties.
Although Avelar writes that ―narrativization is an indispensable therapeutic
moment,‖ (48) and presumably he is referring to narrativization for people who have
been physically tortured, the principle, for Danticat, does not always hold true. Ka's
father, who continually experiences paralyzing psychological pain―pain on the level of
torture―cannot erase this trauma from his memory. After Ka's father confesses to her
late in the story, saying, ―You see, Ka, your father was the hunter, he was not the prey‖
(20), she realizes the limits of vocalization: ―I wish I could give my father whatever he'd
been seeking in telling me his secret. But my father, if anyone could, must have already
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understood that confessions do not lighten living hearts‖ (33). The vocalization of
memories does not always lead to healing or redemption.
Additionally, in a reversal of Avelar‘s claim that ―the forced production of
utterances during the act of torture may lead to a trauma that eventually buries the subject
into silence altogether‖ (45), Ka‘s father, a former torturer rather than a victim of torture,
is nevertheless traumatized, and does not want to speak, be photographed, or represented
in any other way: it is only at the end of the story that Ka realizes why ―he has never
wanted the person he was, is, permanently documented in any way‖ (34). Danticat
reveals another side of the traumatic history of Haiti by demonstrating effects of the
military government‘s decisions on the psyches of those who inflicted state-sponsored
violence. Avelar states, ―The dilemma of the tortured subject, then, is always one of
representability‖ (46), but Danticat complicates this claim as she foregrounds one
torturer‘s struggle with his representation. Given the instability and untranslatability of
language, as I mentioned above, the representation of violence or trauma through any
medium, whether it be speech, writing, or art, presents even more of a challenge. Ka and
her father‘s difficultly in discussing his former actions can serve, then, as an analogue for
the difficulty of Danticat‘s communication of atrocities to her readers and the public.
In these stories, Danticat's nuanced representation of voice complicates the issue
of speaking and serves as a self-reflective commentary on Danticat's own writing. To
whom is she speaking or writing? Who can hear her? Who will listen? By weaving
metaphoric and literal representations of voice throughout the stories, Danticat illustrates
the significance of voice―really, of writing, or even of narrating―to a person's sense of
agency over his or her own life. In this way, she collapses the distinction between
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historical actors and historical narrators, in that those who act―who can take action, and
whose actions matter to others―are also narrators, in the sense that they are then able to
tell their story. Trouillot, quoting Foucault, explains the relationship between subjectivity
and power, on the one hand, and narrating and recording history, on the other: ―I don‘t
believe that the question of ‗who exercises power?‘ can be resolved unless the other
question ‗how does it happen?‘ is resolved at the same time‖ (Foucault qtd. in Trouillot
28). Trouillot also notes that ―in the play of power in the production of alternative
narratives [. . . ], the production of traces is always also the creation of silences‖ (29).
Although Danticat places within the stories fragments, traces, and echoes, remnants of
words and pieces of stories, she also provides meta-textual commentary on the
incompleteness of language itself. Thus, the stories play a role in the production of the
kind of alternative narratives about which Trouillot writes: they produce traces as well as
silences, yes―but they illuminate and perhaps represent the fragments, traces, and echoes
of the stories and the people who have been lost.
While The Dew Breaker makes no claims to truth, Danticat does present Brother,
I’m Dying as a veracious account of events that occurred in Danticat‘s family beginning
in 2004. At the end of The Dew Breaker, Danticat lists her father first in the
acknowledgements, writing the following: ―For my father, who, thank goodness, is not in
this book‖ (243). However, her father appears in Brother, I’m Dying, and prominently so.
In the memoir, she chronicles the intertwined stories of her father, her uncle Joseph, and
herself in the months preceding the deaths of her father and uncle. As with her fiction,
meta-discourse and vocalization figure significantly in her memoir; because the
correlation of the two texts on these matters is so significant, the texts inform each other
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in regard to their interpretation and meaning. In other words, the events in the fictional
narrative flesh out the backdrop of the nonfictional one; additionally, the memoir‘s
correlation with the fiction renders parts of it more authoritative than it might otherwise
be.
Although the stories, as they are fictional, permit Danticat ―to say everything, in
every way,‖ (Acts 26, original emphasis), according to Derrida, the memoir, I suggest,
says more than the fiction, in that it assumes a politicized stance, overtly indicting the US
immigration process, among other institutions. Trouillot‘s concepts of the dual nature of
history prove crucial here. Danticat‘s interventions into her father‘s and her uncle‘s lives
make her an ―actor‖ in history. Also, her narrativization of their lives performs two
functions: it records them as ―actors‖ in history, and it renders her a ―narrator‖ of
history―in telling their stories, and hers, she adds a voice to the historical record, one
that contributes to the (re)narration of the past and thus has the potential to affect the
future.
In Brother, I’m Dying, as in The Dew Breaker, Danticat frequently mentions
letters, forms, documents, official records, and other modes of communicating through
language. The breadth and variety of the modes of mediation speaks to their importance,
both to her and to the reconstruction of historical narratives. For example, after the gang
raids, when Maxo, Danticat‘s cousin, tried to enlist the help of the UN, he filed a report,
which Danticat describes as the following: ―Maxo's SIAG report, as part of his
'declaration de perte,' or declaration of losses, he too [like Joseph] listed 'nos papiers
importants,' birth certificates, old report cards, family photos, school diplomas, the kind
of things one might need to restore even the smallest fragments of a life‖ (204). These
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―papiers importants‖ represent the kind of ―traces‖ of which Foucault writes, and they
serve as part of the way that people can reconstruct their lives or identities. Additionally,
these papers function as symbols of national legitimacy, and as such, they confer
subjectivity on the person who possesses them.
As I mentioned earlier, Danticat relates subjectivity to sovereignty, or more
specifically, subjectivity to citizenship, asserting that for diasporic people the two are
inseparable. When Joseph travels to Florida to escape gang raids and likely death in Haiti,
he arrives in the US and asks for temporary asylum. Instead of granting him that request,
immigration officials take him to Krome, a notorious detention center, and, when he
becomes violently ill, to a nearby hospital. After Joseph arrives in the US, he loses all
claims to citizenship in either country: Haiti and the UN will not protect him from gang
violence, and the US will not acknowledge his request for temporary asylum. At once, he
loses his subjectivity and his citizenship. Essentially exiled from both Haiti and the US,
he falls into a state of depatriation: he has no rights, anywhere, and no protection from
any governmental authority. It is in, and because of, his exile to this liminal space, this
space between nations, that Joseph dies. Danticat‘s description of his death foregrounds
these issues of freedom and subjectivity:
When did he realize he was dying? Was he afraid? Did he think it ironic that he
would soon be the dead prisoner of the same government that had been occupying
his country since he was born? In essence he was entering and exiting the world
under the same flag. Never really sovereign, as his father had dreamed, never
really free. What would he think of being buried here? Would he forever,
proverbially, turn in his grave? (250)
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In this poignant passage, Danticat personalizes depatriation and critiques American
intervention in Haiti; in doing so, she operates as a narrator of history and thus transforms
her subject, Joseph, from a pawn of sociohistorical forces to an actor in history. Because
she reconstructs and narrates his story, and because she makes his story public through
her memoir, his story becomes one of many alternative voices that contribute to the
production of history, or to the recording of historical narratives.
In addition to the memoir itself, Danticat comments on her uncle‘s trials in
interviews, articles, and other mediums. In ―Terra Incognita: Mapping the detention
center in Edwidge Danticat‘s Brother, I’m Dying and the US Supreme Court ruling
Boumediene v. Bush,‖ Nicole Waller contextualizes Danticat‘s opinions about her uncle‘s
death and the function of literature within the context of a larger debate about
immigration. Waller explains Danticat‘s strategy:
―If the law alone cannot provide adequate solutions, it may be the task of literature to
envision new strategies‖ (365). She then quotes Danticat directly: ―I am saying in this
book that something was done wrongly, unjustly, and inhumanely, and saying it in a
larger forum than we would have had in any court‖ (Berger qtd. in Waller 365). In
essence, Danticat suggests that she intends her book to effect societal change, and that
she believes that literature, rather than law, at least in her uncle‘s case, will be more
effective in bringing about that change. Yet, while Danticat makes explicit one of her
goals for her book, we do not want to close off meaning or reduce her text to a singular
―critical function,‖ (38) as Derrida warns against in Acts of Literature. Waller agrees,
writing that we do not want to ―reduce the memoir to a handbook‖ (365), for that would,
as Barthes would say, ―close the writing,‖ (Modern Criticism 149), and limit its
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interpretative possibilities. Danticat‘s emergence as a public figure, as well as an author,
allows her to testify, in arenas outside of writing, to the importance of telling untold
stories and adding silenced voices to the historical record. Therefore, Danticat‘s texts,
read in conjunction with each other and with knowledge of her life, result in a blurring of
the ―author function‖ and the ―historical narrator,‖ a merging that complicates theories of
authorship as well as notions of historical production.
In The Letter of Violence, Avelar berates Wayne Booth and his book, The
Company We Keep, for misrepresenting critical theory and focusing too intently on the
ethical impact of a text on a reader. Avelar‘s characterization of Booth‘s position in
relation to other perspectives is helpful here, as I propose that an interpretation of
Danticat‘s work, such as the one I have done here, bridges these two approaches:
Booth‘s is a pedagogical model for the understanding of literature, in the broader
sense that the ethical moment is placed in the ―effect‖ exerted by the text upon a
human subject. One can see how this model is at odds with the antihumanist strain of
contemporary criticism, which conceives of literature as a linguistic, cultural, and
historical construct, the value of which can only be determined through a more
agnostic, distanced perspective vis-a-vis any given content in the text. (67)
Avelar considers Booth‘s ethical approach in direct opposition to antihumanist
contemporary criticism, yet his portrayal of these perspectives places them in a binary,
with the former representing an incorrect approach to literature and the latter the correct
one. While Danticat‘s work clearly emerges out of particular linguistic, cultural, and
historical contexts, a ―distant‖ perspective, or one that disregards her as her texts‘ author,
will limit rather than expand possibilities for interpretation. Booth‘s book, while paying
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due attention to pedagogical matters, does emphasize the effect of the work on the reader.
While ostensibly in contrast to each other, these perspectives complement each other
when applied to Danticat‘s work. By recognizing Danticat‘s work as part of a particular
linguistic system, cultural context, and historical time period, rather than as a mere
product of those institutions, readers become not less―but more―attuned to her works‘
meanings and purposes. While Barthes dismisses the notion of the author, claiming that
―to give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final
signified, to close the writing‖ (Modern Criticism 149), his position resonates with
Booth‘s in that both consider the reader to play a significant role in the production of the
text and its meaning. Barthes writes:
A text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into
relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this
multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the
author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing
are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text‘s unity lies not in its origin but
in its destination. (MC 150)
My analyses of Danticat‘s texts challenge this notion of closure and propose the
following: if readers are aware of the context from which she writes, or if their affective
or other faculties are activated as they read, then her texts will become increasingly
performative.
This enhanced performativity is premised, then, on interpretations of her work
that acknowledge her works and life as together blurring the ―author function‖ with the
―historical narrator.‖ The correlations between The Dew Breaker and Brother, I’m Dying,

24

Predicate, Issue 1

and between both texts and Danticat‘s life, demonstrate the inexorable ties between
authorship and the production of history. Both texts‘ employment of voice, both literally
and metaphorically, function as indirect commentaries on the significance of language,
vocalization, and expression within a disaporic context. Additionally, Danticat‘s metatextual commentary in both texts establishes her presence both inside the text, as an
implied author, and outside the texts, as their clearly stated author. Her commentary
acknowledges the fragmented, incomplete, untranslatable nature of language, yet it does
not undermine the potential productivity of language.
While Trouillot acknowledges the two-part process of history, the ―sociohistorical
process‖ and ―our knowledge of that process‖ (2), he ultimately argues that the two are
imbricated: ―A theory of the historical narrative must first acknowledge both the
distinction and the overlap between process and narrative‖ (23). Danticat embodies
Trouillot‘s claim through her texts and her literary career. Her narratives directly address
issues of authorship, pointing out the distinction between ―process and narrative‖; her
authorial presence as a fiction writer and memoirist attests to her participation in the
acting out and the narrating of history.
The concluding lines of Brother, I’m Dying collapse the distinction between
Danticat‘s self-referentiality as a narrator and her presence in the text as a character, or
actor. In these lines, she intertwines her imaginative, creative mode with her reportorial,
factual mode; in doing so, Danticat merges the fictional with the nonfictional, and the
stories with the memoir, questioning these established categories of genre and dissolving
conventional assumptions about fictionality and historicity. She writes:
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Like perhaps most people whose loved ones have died, I wish that I had some
guarantees about the afterlife. [. . . ] I wish I knew that they were both offering
comfort to one another to allow them both not to remember their distressing, even
excruciating, last hours and days. I wish I could fully make sense of the fact that
they're now sharing a gravesite and a tomb in Queens, New York, after living
apart for more than thirty years. In any case, every now and then I try to imagine
them on a walk through the mountains of Beauséjour [ . . . ] And in my imagining,
whenever they lose track of one another, one or the other calls out in a voice that
echoes through the hills. [. . .] ―Brother, where are you? And the other one quickly
answers, Mwen la. Right here, brother. I'm right here.‖ (268-269)
Through the repetition of ―I wish‖ in the first four sentences, Danticat longs for things to
be different than they are, for history to have turned out differently, for life and the
afterlife to hold guarantees of a more peaceful existence. In this passage, Danticat‘s
authority and authorship are evident: she transforms her father‘s and uncle‘s stories into a
historical narrative, one that both bridges and challenges the supposed differences
between facts and stories, history and fiction. In her two texts, she reminds us that,
though all we have are fragments, traces, and echoes, we ought to cherish, even
memorialize them. With a sense of authority in herself as an author, Danticat reconstructs
and passes on the fragments, traces, and echoes of lost histories and lost fictions.
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JOSIE TORRES BARTH

Resistance ―By Form Alone‖: Beckett, Sartre, and The
Politics of Literary Anti-Realism

―To refuse meaning is, in the end, to refuse God and his hypostases— reason,
science, law.”
— Roland Barthes, ―The Death of the Author”

Samuel Beckett‘s Endgame does not tell a story; it explores a static situation. The
play begins with the line, ―Finished, it‘s finished, nearly finished, it must be nearly
finished‖ (1), and from this beginning, the action is constantly a mere moment from
potential resolution. All action and dialogue in the play consist of the characters‘
attempts to distract themselves from waiting for an end that will not come. They traverse
the stage-space that makes up the entirety of their world, back and forth, mulling over the
same few topics of fragmented conversation, trapped endlessly in the same argument.
Like Endgame, Jean-Paul Sartre‘s No Exit is an attempt to artistically express an
unreasonable, absurd, and alienating world in the wake of the political crisis and
humanitarian horror of World War II. However, unlike Endgame, No Exit depicts a
chaotic universe in the rational, orderly manner characteristic of realist representation. In
this essay, I argue, through my reading of Endgame and No Exit, that a text‘s stated
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argument about the logical nature of reality is either supported or contradicted by the
ideology it reveals through its form. Further, I posit that anti-realist texts such as
Beckett‘s call into question existing social and political structures by creating a universe
that dramatizes the effects of such structures on the individual, better expressing the
inhumanity of modern industrialized capitalism than overtly political works that condemn
such structures.
In his 1962 essay ―Commitment,‖ Theodor Adorno asks what form modern
political art should take. He tackles a persistent question of his day: whether the
privileging of politics over aesthetics is the only morally and politically defensible way to
make art. In this essay, Adorno sets up a dichotomy between ―autonomous‖ and
―committed‖ art, explaining that committed art privileges politics over aesthetics in order
to convey a message of social change. Apologists of commitment see art that does not
claim a political purpose as merely a spectacle meant for aesthetic pleasure rather than
edification, and therefore a dangerous distraction from the ideological battle it should be
fighting. However, Adorno states that if committed art cannot produce accurate
representations, it fails in its commitment. If the sole purpose of a work of art is to
change its audience‘s political beliefs, it does not leave space for artistic truth, and so
risks becoming nothing more than propaganda. In a commentary on his play Saint Joan
of the Stockyards, a text intended as a radical political work, Bertolt Brecht describes the
ideal audience for his theatrical practice: ―This type of drama depends on a particular
kind of attitude on the part of the spectator. He must be able to follow events on the stage
from a specific, learnable point of view, and to comprehend them in their total context
and development— and this is with a view towards a fundamental revision of his own
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conduct‖ (qtd. in Grab, 13). If Brecht‘s intended effect is only successful for the kind of
spectator who is attending the theater in order to revise his own conduct, is he, as Adorno
says of the risks of committed art, preaching to the converted? He must be, for if
Brecht‘s objective is to instruct and not to entertain, none but a Brechtian disciple would
choose to attend such theater.
As an alternative to overtly political, ―committed‖ art that risks becoming
propaganda, Adorno argues that a message of social change is best expressed through
―autonomous‖ art, meaning seemingly apolitical works whose form expresses their
philosophy of reality. For Adorno, these are works which ―swear allegiance to no
political slogans, but whose mere guise is enough to disrupt the whole system of rigid
coordinates that governs authoritarian personalities‖ (2). These works, which call into
question existing social and political structures by challenging the expression of a logical
universe inherent in realist systems of representation, better express the inhumanity of
industrialized capitalist society than overtly political works that condemn such structures
while adhering to conventions of realism. As such, Adorno declares that only the
autonomous (and therefore, anti-realist) work of art can truly be the site of resistance.
Adorno‘s ideological critique of realist representation insists on a kind of formal
mimesis in order to reveal the contradictions inherent in capitalist society. However, his
admiration for modernist writers such as Franz Kafka and Samuel Beckett sets him apart
from true adherents of the literature of realism, such as Georg Lukács. Both Adorno and
Lukács address questions of the politics of realism and representation from a Marxist
perspective, but while Adorno believes in the ability of anti-realist literature to express
political ideals, Lukács sees such techniques as politically useless and, at worst, anti-
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humanist. In ―The Ideology of Modernism,‖ Lukács names decadence of form as the
foremost sin of what he calls ―‗modernist‘ anti-realism.‖ He sees Beckett‘s depiction of
the dissolution of the individual as ―a glorification of the abnormal‖ (32). Lukács fails to
see that Beckett does not glorify the breakdown of the subject in modern society; instead,
he laments it. What Lukács sees as modernism‘s politically destructive decadence of
form is precisely the element that makes Beckett‘s texts effective as political commentary
on the state of modern capitalist society in the wake of World War II.
Like Beckett‘s Endgame, Sartre‘s No Exit attempts to express the absurd,
hopeless condition of humanity in the postwar world. However, unlike Endgame, No
Exit (which Adorno mentions derisively in ―Commitment‖ as appealing to ―eulogists of
‗relevance,‘) displays a conventional theatrical premise with dramatic potential: the
characters, thanks to their misdeeds, have been condemned to hell, but it is a different
hell than might be expected. Instead of the traditional Judeo-Christian mythology of fire
and everlasting physical torment depicted in the Bible, Garcin, Estelle, and Inez find
themselves in a recognizable world similar to the bourgeois society they lived in on earth.
In a departure from the mythical idea of hell, Sartre‘s hell displays a stratified social
system, including a personal butler and the implication of a hell bureaucracy. Once the
premise— that the characters are in hell, and it looks like a Second Empire drawing
room— is accepted, the course of the play unfolds in a traditional, naturalistic theatrical
style. Sartre attempts to break down the traditional plot structure with his protagonists‘
description of the Sisyphean nature of hell: ―We‘re chasing after each other, round and
round in a vicious circle, like the horses on a roundabout‖ (31). In spite of this
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description of a cyclical time, No Exit displays a linear plot structure, as the action
progresses towards a clear end in which the characters discover their fate.
In addition, Sartre‘s dialogue conveys his belief in the potential of language. The
characters speak frankly, revealing their thoughts and intentions without the need for
subtext. Although Garcin claims that he‘s ―no talker,‖ he monologues tirelessly about his
tortured feelings of being in hell: ―Shall I tell you what it feels like? A man‘s drowning,
choking, sinking by inches‖ (4). Unlike in Beckett‘s Endgame, where Hamm and Clov
ruminate over the incapacity of language to communicate objective truth in shattered,
repetitive fragments of traditional theatrical dialogue, Sartre‘s characters do nothing but
express themselves. They describe their former lives, the circumstances that caused them
to be condemned, and the anguish they are currently undergoing from each other‘s taunts.
The characters‘ nature represents a critique of bourgeois self-absorption: Garcin is
self-righteous; Inez declares herself to be ―not polite;‖ and Estelle reveals herself to be
superficial and self-obsessed in her first scene. They are manipulative, judgmental, selfcentered, and frivolous. Even in the hell where they have been condemned to ruminate
on their sins, they fight over romantic partners. Their bourgeois sins, those of jealousy,
cowardice, and superficiality, are punished on earth with dramatic consequences that
reflect a sense of morality seen in popular naturalistic theater. Unlike Beckett‘s nearly
featureless everyman, Garcin, Estelle, and Inez are not damned to live in a hellish state
because it is the fate of humanity in an absurd universe. Instead, Sartre‘s protagonists
are meant to deserve their punishments, both worldly and eternal: Garcin cheated on his
wife and then was shot as an army deserter; Estelle killed her illegitimate child, causing
the child‘s father to kill himself; Inez stole a man‘s wife and was then killed by the wife
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in a guilt-driven murder-suicide. And yet, in a departure from the Christian conception of
sin (reflecting Sartre‘s Existentialist philosophy), it is not their guilt that tortures them in
this Hell, but the stares, mocking, and the unending presence of each of the others. This
punishment is seen in the play‘s most well-known line, Garcin‘s declaration that ―Hell
is— other people!‖ (47).
Sartre attempts a critique of bourgeois morality with his depiction of hell as a
state of mental torment rather than the Judeo-Christian myth of physical punishment.
Because Sartre describes his characters‘ bourgeois sins in prurient detail and they are
punished dramatically, No Exit reads as a morality tale that is not only didactic, but
exciting. Sartre‘s message risks being lost as the audience identifies with Garcin, Estelle,
and Inez and becomes caught up in the plot‘s dramatic intrigue. As such, No Exit is
ineffective as political commentary on the debased state of humanity and the inadequacy
of reason in post-war society. Not only does Sartre‘s form undermine his claims about
the absurd nature of the world, but also, the audience‘s sense of identification with the
play‘s characters diminishes the critical distance required in a resistant political text.
Adorno describes Sartre‘s plays as ―bad models of his own existentialism, because they
display in their respect for truth the whole administered universe which his philosophy
ignores‖ (―Commitment‖, 3). The realist form Sartre uses to make his argument, with its
respect for conventions of plot, character, and narrative, undermines his claim of an
absurd, irrational world.
Endgame, unlike No Exit, successfully communicates the dehumanizing nature of
post-war capitalist society because the form of the work, not merely its content, expresses
its worldview. The narrative structure of Endgame is not a traditional three-act plot
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structure of exposition, conflict, climax, dénouement, and resolution. It is repetitive and
cyclical in structure: time does not pass, the plot does not progress, and the characters
refuse to develop. The passage of time is marked only by lines at the middle and end of
the text that reference, nearly verbatim but with minor syntactic differences, lines from
the beginning. This repetition reminds the reader where the text began and how, while
time has passed for him since that moment, the characters are still exactly where they
started. As the play‘s sense of linear time begins to unravel, so does the narrative itself.
Beckett‘s rejection of traditional plot structure expresses the nature of life in modern
capitalist society— that it is missing a sense of progression, a recognizable goal to move
toward. In Endgame, Beckett depicts a society has reached its end, in which attempts at
social revolution are, if not impossible, at least futile. The ―endgame‖ in chess is the part
of a match that occurs when the outcome has been determined but the players must
continue to go through the motions, moving their pieces across the board in a series of
empty acts that accomplish and change nothing. But, in Endgame, the outcome, or
whether there will be one at all, is never determined. The play ends not far from where it
began, and neither character nor critic can say whether it will simply begin again.
Lukács would describe Endgame‘s static situation and plot that does not progress
as evidence of another sin of the formal experimentation associated with modernism: ―By
separating time from the outer world of objective reality, the inner world of the subject is
transformed into a sinister, inexplicable flux and acquires— paradoxically, as it may
seem— a static character‖ (39). Lukács argued that the modernist author‘s denial of
linear time negates the forces of history, inherently depoliticizing the work. He stated
that modernist literature‘s view of man as a solitary individual who is unable to enter into
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relationships is not accurate, as it is not the condition humaine, but rather a product of
certain social and historical circumstances. His criticism does not hold, for Beckett‘s
texts do not argue that man is an inherently solitary creature. Instead, his texts function
to reveal the social and historical circumstances Lukács mentions, and their harmful
effect on the individual subject, as a means of critique. The anti-realist writer does not
endorse the breakdown of the individual that he describes; rather, he exposes it to throw
light on the social conditions at its root.
Beckett, who was Irish by birth, composed Endgame in the language of his
adopted country, France. He chose to write in French, as he reportedly said, ―Parce que
en français c’est plus facile d’écrire sans style‖ 1 (Esslin, 8). Writing in French allowed
Beckett distance from a language in which he‘d grown up firmly entrenched, requiring
him to consider carefully how each word fit with the next, preventing a resort to idiom, in
which a preexisting English phrase is loaded with uncontrollable associations. This
distance from language itself allowed Beckett to take apart linguistic structures of
theatrical dialogue and rebuild language anew, from the perspective of an outsider.
Beckett‘s experience of writing in French is visible in his characters‘ painful struggle
with the spirit of language and meaning as they attempt to say the unsayable. Hamm, in a
voice that could easily be Beckett‘s, describes the difficulty of self-expression: ―There
are days like that, one isn‘t inspired. Nothing you can do about it, just wait for it to
come, no forcing, no forcing, it‘s fatal….technique, you know‖ (59). Hamm and Clov
attempt throughout the text to tell each other stories, but they find themselves unable to
do so. Nagg trails off in the middle of a drawn-out joke to complain that he ―tell(s) this
story worse and worse‖ (22).
1

“Because in French it’s easier to write without style.”
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This devolution of dialogue shows the inadequacy of language to express
experience and make connection in a culture that has been ravaged by war and the
resulting crises in the fabric of society. Unlike Sartre, who argues that the universe is
chaotic and illogical in an entirely reasoned, methodical manner, Beckett‘s lack of faith
in a reasonable universe is inherent in his dialogue. In the absurd, unpredictable universe
of Endgame, not even language can be trusted to hold meaning. The significance of the
dialogue in Endgame is in the futile attempt to find and communicate meaning from
meaninglessness. The dialogue throughout functions as metatextual commentary on the
struggle for meaning in language that has been worn out through overuse. Hamm asks
Clov, ―What does that mean, yesterday?‖ and Clov replies: ―That means that bloody
awful day, long ago, before this bloody awful day. I use the words you taught me. If
they don‘t mean anything any more, teach me others. Or let me be silent‖ (43). The
words spoken still have meaning, but the meaning is slippery, changeable, and unreliable.
Clov and Hamm‘s problem is not that the words they employ are devoid of meaning. It is
rather that nothing means what it used to mean, or what it ought to mean. This is an
even more frightening and dangerous prospect, because while there is meaning there, the
characters can never know it.
While Lukács recognizes the protest inherent in this modernist rejection of
meaning, he sees it as ineffectual. ―It is a gesture,‖ writes Lukács, ―that is destined to
lead nowhere; it is an escape into nothingness. Thus the propagators of this ideology are
mistaken in thinking that such a protest could ever be fruitful in literature‖ (29). Lukács‘
criticism that modernist anti-realism cannot be politically useful implies that the realist
texts he argues for are more effective. However, he does not take into account the
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manner in which such texts obfuscate the means of their production, implying an
infallible, godlike creator and a society that has always existed and is therefore
immutable.2 By breaking down the conventions of theatrical structure, dialogue, and
characterization and laying them bare, Beckett‘s texts call attention to the constructed
nature of his fiction and to the assumptions inherent in realist representation, thus
satisfying Adorno‘s exhortation that the purpose of art is ―to resist by its form alone the
course of the world‖ (―Commitment‖, 3).
While Beckett does not acknowledge any possibility of social change through
political action, let alone the usefulness of his work for such purposes, his texts are
political in the way that they express extreme dissatisfaction with the status quo. The
effect of anti-realist texts such as Beckett‘s Endgame is to expose to the reader the
inhumanity of the system in which he is entrenched, causing him to question the validity
of existing social structures. Although the characters are trapped and isolated, the reader
discovers through the text that he is not alone in his perception of a dissatisfactory reality.
Endgame is politically useful not only because it expresses the alienation, insecurity, and
sense of purposelessness inherent to life in modern capitalist society, but also because
Beckett‘s anti-realist characters and dialogue allow the reader space for critical thinking.
In Endgame, the reader is distanced from the drama so as to be able to recognize
conditions of his society depicted in the work, but not so far distanced that he is alienated
by the text and disinterested in the author‘s message, as in Brecht‘s drama. The reader is
able to recognize his own experience in Beckett‘s non-characters, rather than losing
2

In Bertolt Brecht’s theory of the alienation, or Verfremdungseffekt, he proposes that the function of
aesthetic form is to “make strange” everyday appearances, in order to impede the spectator’s automatic
perception of them and so return them to his vision anew. This destruction of theatrical illusion disallows
the spectator’s identification with characters in the drama and calls attention to the constructed nature of the
fiction so as to elicit an intellectual response in the audience, rather than a purely emotional one.
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himself in the illusory experience of a fully developed, realist drama such as No Exit.
Because the plot lacks cathartic resolution, the reader is not purged of emotional energy
that might have been put towards political action. Rather, he is left with the questions
raised by the text of the validity of the social and political structures whose harmful
effects are made visible in Endgame‘s universe.
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PETER CIBULA

Marlowe‘s Nightmare World: Absurdity and the Nature of
Comedy in Doctor Faustus

In Shakespeare‘s Macbeth, the Porter appears on stage immediately after
Duncan's murder to deliver a speech on drunken impotence: a textbook example of
pointed comic relief. Comedy is likewise employed in Marlowe‘s Doctor Faustus, but to
different effect. Moments of comedy in Doctor Faustus are not merely bawdy, but
slapstick and at times seemingly out of place – an early indicator that Marlowe uses
comedy to a different effect than other dramatists. The impulse of some critics is to
discard the 'unfavorable' comic scenes as trivial or additions made by other authors:
Steane states that the A text maintains a balance of ―fineness and triviality‖ (Steane 125).
While the A text is indeed more balanced, comedic moments in the play do not serve as
mere 'triviality'. These acts, where the most comedy takes place, are not comedic in the
Shakespearean sense. Rather, they serve to underscore – through absurdity – the tragedy
of Faustus, and initially to amplify the finale of the play.
The initial scenes of Doctor Faustus set up the world that Faustus inhabits, and
initially it is not apparent that there is anything fantastic about it. Faustus‘s existential
angst during his first soliloquy feels typical of high tragedy as he elaborates his character
and aspirations. Swiftly he rejects philosophy - ―Is, to dispute well, logic's chiefest end?‖
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(Marlowe 1.1.8) The arguments Faustus makes are witty: he prides himself in both his
learning and superiority. This denial begins a general mockery of learning. Regarding
medicine, he is somewhat wiser: ―Be a physician, Faustus, Heap up gold/ And be
eternized for some wondrous cure‖ (Marlowe 1.1.13-14). Fame and fortune in a noble
profession is a career that is worthy of Faustus's considerable human talents. In
medicine, there is the potential for not only renown, but also wealth. However, he deems
these insufficient: ―A pretty case of paltry legacies‖ (Marlowe 1.1.30). Even being
immortalized for his brilliance is insufficient for Faustus: he exemplifies the Marlovian
hero in his over-reaching nature. In his determination to surpass all human learning;
Faustus sarcastically derides all arts except for magic. It is here that the strangeness of
the world first begins to appear, as he turns to black magic for fulfillment: ―These
metaphysics of magicians / And necromantic books are heavenly,‖ (Marlowe 1.1.15152). The only art worthy of Faustus – a man with considerable talent – is the most selfserving and also the most superhuman. He even foreshadows his ultimate end when
considering the amazing tasks he will give to his spirits through magic. Before some
relatively fantastic tasks, before the longing for political power or altruism (through black
magic), the first task that he mentions is ―I'll have them fly to India for gold‖ (Marlowe
1.1.82). Immediately, the overachieving nature of his gamble is undercut, as the
blasphemous aspirations he nurses become little more than a vehicle for monetary
success.
It is only after the soliloquy ends that we see the true nature of the world of
Doctor Faustus. The appearance of the Good and Evil Angels signifies that this is not
simply the mundane world, but something more. Simkin states that this is a way ―in
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which the play follows the medieval drama‘s tendency to allow the physical and spiritual
worlds to coexist on the stage‖ (Simkin 104). This coexisting of the physical and
spiritual also serves to open the door to the absurd world Doctor Faustus inhabits. While
a play about a deal with the devil may require some degree of the fantastic, the
personification of Faustus's own conscience on stage serves to highlight the oddity of the
world. Opposed to representation by offstage voices, the appearance of the inner struggle
between good and evil in the mind of man through the angels on stage shows the
audience that a mundane reality is beginning to slip into the dream-world of the absurd.
The nightmare world reveals itself two scenes later. Mephistopheles clearly
defines for Faustus the nature of his existence in the famous exchange:
Faustus: Where are you damned?
Mephistopheles: In hell.
Faustus: How comes it then that thou art out of hell?
Mephistopheles: ―Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it.
Think‘st thou that I, who saw the face of God
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,
Am not being tormented with ten thousand hells
In being deprived of everlasting bliss? (Marlowe 1.3.74-81)

The fact the stage has become hell is no small claim by Mephistopheles. The world
Faustus inhabits is the same as the devil himself – one deprived of divine love and all
goodness. A world such as this is one where many actions may seem futile – where the
tragedy of the human condition can be amplified to a fever pitch. The next two lines
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provide then, recoil against the darkness of the world that the play inhabits, with
Mephistopheles: ―O, Faustus, leave these frivolous demands / Which strike a terror to my
fainting soul!‖ (Marlowe 1.3.82-83). Even an arch demon wishes to avoid contemplating
the nature of the world he inhabits, and the play is only in the first act. The apparent
anguish Mephistopheles feels at considering the true nature of his damnation is one of the
most haunting moments of the play. While the darkness is quickly and comically
rebuffed by Faustus's retort, ―learn thou of Faustus manly fortitude‖ (Marlowe 1.3.85), it
is apparent that beneath the spectacle of Mephistopheles's summoning, something dark is
working. Also notable is that these lines from Mephistopheles bookend the entire play:
everything we see from here on (and by implication, before) is hell. The world is a
damned place, and both the ‗comic‘ and the ‗tragic‘ feed into this hellmouth that is far
more terrifying than the literal one that appears at the end of the B text. The comedy of
Doctor Faustus's following acts is then framed and colored by this declaration by
Mephistopheles. All the scenes we see as humorous ultimately take place within the
world of the damned – and then feed into the tragedy of living in the meaningless world
that Faustus has come to inhabit.
With the signing of the contract, Faustus truly enters the world of darkness. As
the Good and Evil angels reappear, he is given again a chance to repent. Yet, it is the
prospect of money, from the Evil Angel who simply suggests that Faustus ―think of
honor and wealth‖ (Marlowe 2.1.21), that convinces him to go through with the conjuring
and the contract. The darkness of Marlowe's world is again apparent, as Faustus's
ambition in conjuring regresses to the motivations of the careers he spurned in his initial
soliloquy: fame and fortune. The spiritual nature of the absurd world also returns –
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Faustus's own blood congeals to prevent his signing of the deed. While he might think
that his fate is in his hands, the aside from Mephistopheles after returning with fire to
help the blood flow, ―O, what will not I do to obtain his soul?‖ (Marlowe 2.1.73) suggests
that Faustus may have been unable, were it not for the goading of Mephistopheles. Even
after the contract is complete, only with his earlier rebuffed line of questioning is Faustus
successful in gaining knowledge from Mephistopheles. While Faustus may boast ―That,
after this life, there is any pain? / Tush, these are trifles and mere old wives's tales‖
(Marlowe 2.1.130-131), both the audience and Mephistopheles are painfully aware ―But, Faustus, I am an instance to prove the contrary‖ (Marlowe 2.1.132). However, the
nature of Hell is hardly elaborated further, ―For I am damned and now in hell‖ (Marlowe
2.1.133) echoes Mephistopheles's previous declaration. The futility of Faustus's ability to
gain anything of significant value from his deal is elaborated even more when, after
requesting a wife, Mephistopheles brings a whore and entreats him to refrain from
marriage or other spiritual pursuits. While Faustus may receive a book of summoning
and another of knowledge – these books hardly provide a worthy trade for his soul. The
fruits of Faustus's diabolic intrigues amount to two books and a handful of facts about the
afterlife that he rejects immediately.
The horror of this moment cannot be understated. Douglas Cole aptly states that
―Marlowe makes the father of lies tell the truth to Faustus, an unheard-of tactic for any
representative of evil in the morality tradition. That Faustus should proceed to his own
damnation in the face of such testimony sets him at an infinite distance from any of the
beguiled human victims of Vice in the moralities‖ (Cole 310-311). The fact that he leaps
knowingly into the abyss is shocking: twice he has been told that hell, for
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Mephistopheles, is his existence away from God. Cole notes ―Marlowe's Mephistopheles
has a seriousness and intensity which is unparalleled in any previous theatrical
representation of the diabolic... He is memorable... for the brief yet telling witness that he
gives to the pains of hell‖ (Cole 310). This testimony provides the most powerful
depiction of the darkness of the world Faustus inhabits. And yet, in the face of a horror
that causes Mephistopheles to cry out ―in testimony of his torment – and this in the face
of the very man he is supposed to lead to hell‖ (Cole 119), a horror that would dissuade
any other character; Faustus presses on, almost reveling in his damnation. ―How? Now
in hell? Nay, an this be hell, I'll willingly be damned here‖ (Marlowe 2.1.134-135).
With eyes wide open, Faustus walks onwards towards his fate.
The following comic scenes then ultimately highlight, not just ―mere diversion‖
(Steane 143), as Steane writes them off, but rather show with increasing stakes the
tragedy of Faustus‘s deal. The section is framed by two conjurings – that of the seven
deadly sins, and that of Helen of Troy. With the beginning of Scene 3, Faustus again has
a crisis of faith. Rather than the previous interrogations on the nature of hell, Faustus
bemoans his loss of heaven. Already, the bravado that accompanied Faustus in Scene 1
is gone, replaced by growing unease. However, in the last serious scene before the play's
finale, he is still unable to repent. In the nightmare world, his rejection of religion is
surprisingly poetic: ―Have not I made blind Homer sing to me‖ (Marlowe 2.3.26) shows
that beauty and poetry might have been able to counter the darkness of Faustus's world,
but their influence is fleeting. He turns his line of questioning towards the nature of the
universe, and receives a science lesson from Mephistopheles on the motion of the
spheres. Even Faustus admits: ―Tush, these tender trifles Wagner can decide. / Hath
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Mephistopheles no greater skill?‖ (Marlowe 2.3.49-50) Faustus's requests of
Mephistopheles hardly provide new knowledge, and in the last moment of anything
resembling wisdom, Faustus considers repenting. In any other world this would be the
moment where Faustus would repent. By all metrics his deal falls short of anything
beyond what he could have achieved without infernal intervention. While he has gained
some knowledge, it is fully possible he could have gained this through study.
Momentarily it appears that Faustus will repent, but he is turned (surprisingly easily) by
Lucifer. By simply stating his grievances – ―thou dost injure us. / Thou talk'st of Christ,
contrary to thy promise‖ (Marlowe 87-88) – Lucifer convinces Faustus to turn from God
for good. Despite the doubts that Faustus had moments ago, he quickly returns to the
infernal path. There is a remarkably tenacious quality to Faustus's own self-destruction,
and Cole notes that Marlowe's drama uses ―a form which emphasizes at every
opportunity Faustus' willful blindness to the overt evil before him‖ (Cole 311). With this
willful blindness, Faustus also exhibits an underachieving nihilism in his actions, and this
is most apparent in the following scenes.
The comic summoning of the seven deadly sins is hardly as poetic as the previous
speeches from Faustus – his summation that ―O, this feeds my soul!‖ (Marlowe 2.3.157)
shows how deeply his aspirations lack. Quickly lost is the poetry of his opening
soliloquy, as Faustus banters and plays off the lines of the Seven and Lucifer. The only
redemptive aspect of this scene is that he is still using his deal to gain knowledge, but it is
blunted by Faustus's lack of any ambition in his nihilistic requests. His deal is possibly
the most overreaching that any human could make, and yet it is used to summon seven
horrors – Cole notes that ―they are presented as a delight and gratification to him, not in
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any ameliorating disguise, but in the raw, vulgar expression of their true natures‖ (Cole
309). The degree to which Faustus about-faces is almost farcical as he revels in the
appearance of the Seven. While the comedy of this parade is clever, it is also colored by
the darkness of Marlowe's world. Faustus, according to Cole is ―his own worst deceiver,
his own worst enemy, his own worst tempter‖ (Cole 309). While the scene is comedic, it
also serves to highlight the tragedy of his ultimate fall: Faustus deceives himself into
reveling in sin, and this undercurrent of darkness beneath the comedy continues into the
next scenes.
The beginning of Act 3, with its journey to Rome in verse, provides another
moment of Faustus's underachieving nihilism. He gains mundane geographic and
historical knowledge from Mephistopheles: ―thou mayst perceive / What Rome
containeth to delight thee with, / Know that this city stands upon seven hills‖ (Marlowe
3.1.28-30). While Faustus again wishes to use his deal for grander devices, to visit ―the
kingdoms of infernal rule / Of Styx, of Acheron, and the firey lake / Of ever-burning
Phlegethon‖ (Marlowe 3.1.43-45), Mephistopheles convinces him to stay in Rome, and
Faustus is quickly ―content to compass then some sport‖ (Marlowe 3.1.53). Playing
tricks on the Pope hardly provides anything but passing amusement for Faustus, here he
still is using his deal for his own hedonistic desires, as banal as they have become. The
slapstick of the act itself is particularly amusing as Faustus uses invisibility to steal food
and drink right out of the Pope's hands, and then beats the Pope. While these scenes
provide humor, the overall frame in which they exist, one of a man whittling away time
until his damnation, is hardly comic. Particularly haunting is the line ―How! Bell, book,
and candle; candle, book, and bell. / Forward and backward, to curse Faustus to hell.‖
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(Marlowe 3.1.84-85) Faustus is already damned, and while there may be no direct
causality between the entry of the monks and his ultimate demise, the irony of the scene
provides the dark undertones that color the comic scenes of Doctor Faustus. This scene
also provides more insight into the degeneration of Faustus's aspirations: he initially used
his deal for personal enlightenment about the nature of hell, now he merely steals food
and wine from the Pope for passing amusement.
The following scene then shows how truly bizarre the world that Faustus inhabits
is. With Faustus's books and some nonsense Latin, ―Scantobulorum Periphrasticon ...
Polypragmos, Belseborams framanto pascotiphos totsu Mephistopheles, &c” (Marlowe
3.2.25-28), Mephistopheles is summoned. The relatively unlearned Robin is capable of
the same feat as Faustus. The complete absurdity of the world comes to the surface
again. Faustus's deal – until this point – can be seen as somewhat fantastic, if only
because of his position of privilege as Mephistopheles's master. However, the comic
summoning by the unlearned trio – while humorously colored, paints the world
particularly bleakly: Faustus's summoning was truly by chance, and his slide into
damnation, to some degree, can be seen as completely random. The scene's tone can be
seen particularly well in Mephistopheles's beleaguered ―How am I vexed with these
villains' charms? / From Constantinople am I hither come / Only for pleasure of these
damned slaves.‖ (Marlowe 39-41) At the surface, it is an exasperated devil overworked
by being summoned against his will. However, the rhetorical nature of Mephistopheles's
questions shows that he is a pawn to chance and luck: even demons are victims of fate in
Doctor Faustus.
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In the next scene Faustus is little more than a court jester, conjuring the shades of
Alexander and his Paramour for the Emperor. He is able to mock the knight for his own
amusement, but these are cheap parlor tricks that Faustus has sold his soul for. The
cuckolding of the knight is representative of the nihilism that he has shown throughout
the play, however here there is an added element as Faustus waits on the leisure of
nobility. While his patron is the Emperor of Germany, the fact that Faustus has begun
using his infernal abilities for another continues to show the degeneration of ambition.
This is coupled with the nature of the comedy that is, like the slapstick, colored by the
completely blackened world. Faustus has completely lost all 'noble pursuits' – his dreams
of being powerful and wealthy are then degraded to being the entertainer for the
Emperor. The horse courser episode serves as a close to Faustus‘s monetary pursuits.
―Faustus has his leg again, and the horse-courser, I take it, a bottle of hay for his labour.
Well, this trick shall cost him forty dollars more‖ (Marlowe 4.1.172-174). The
degradation of his desires to mere money shows how far he has fallen from his first
soliloquy in which he snubbed fortune. The echoes of monetary gain throughout the play
serve to highlight the absurdity of both Faustus's choice and the world he inhabits. The
comic scenes all carry reverberations of the initial theme, reminding that all that Faustus
has done – the end of all his achievements (both comic and significant) could have been
accomplished by nearly any of the professions he outlined in his first speech. Faustus has
completely degraded as a character, and this can be seen in his now prosaic speech: he is
robbed of the Marlovian mighty line to coincide with his lack of overreaching ambition.
The summoning of Helen, then, comes as too little and too late. While he still
uses his black magic for fantastic feats – in the previous scene he summoned off-season
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grapes for the Duchess of Vanholt – his station seems little changed from the beginning
of the play. He is not ―sole king of all provinces‖ (Marlowe 1.1.94), but rather a mild
amusement – for both the royalty he serves and the audience he performs before. We see,
with Act 5, the culmination of Faustus's deal. While against all odds, he is given a final
chance to repent (and nearly does); it is Helen who ultimately convinces him to remain
on the side of evil. Of course, the original idea to summon Helen was not even that of
Faustus, but rather of his scholarly friends. The parallel in this scene to the previous
summoning of the Seven Deadly Sins is also important to show how little Faustus has
changed from the beginning, despite his magic. Both scenes involve an initial trending
towards repentance – and each scene involves him conceding to his demonic overlords in
exchange for a conjured shade. While Helen might be a far worthier object to summon
than the Seven Deadly Sins, and Faustus is given a last shred of dignity with the mighty
line restored, looking upon ―the face that launched a thousand ships‖ (Marlowe 5.1.90)
does little to change the depth to which he has fallen. A night of passion with Helen of
Troy is traded for an eternity of damnation. While Faustus will indeed be made
―immortal with a kiss‖ (Marlowe 5.1.92), it will be an eternity of suffering. This futile
gesture is the final thrashing of a man in an absurd world attempting to garner some
meaning from his otherwise meaningless existence. Through the preceding comic
scenes, Faustus has done little to make the most of his deal – and this underlying theme to
the comedy has maintained the dramatic tension throughout the play. Therefore, when he
waxes poetic that ―heaven be in these lips‖ (Marlowe 5.1.95) the cruel undertones return
beneath the serious poetry as well. The darkness of the entire play has also been framed
by Mephistopheles's proclamation that all we see is hell; therefore the final scene
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represents not only the culmination of Faustus's deal, but the very nature of the bargain
itself.
Any study of Faustus must make note of the textual problems surrounding the
play – and while the B-text expands the comic moments (effective in prolonging the
tension between world and character), the A-text's ending is ultimately superior through
its less elaborate staging.

While the devils in the gallery watching Faustus's every

move, as well as the appearance of a hellmouth provides for a fantastic climax, it does
little to change the ending of the play as absurd. In fact, in the A-text the omission of an
actual hellmouth and devils above provides for a much more balanced play that truly
highlights the terror of Faustus‘s world. The addition of these factors does not undermine
the fact that we have been in hell all along – according to Mephistopheles anywhere
without God is hell, so the appearance of devils and hell in the B-text work towards the
climax effectively as well – but the lack of the hellmouth drives home the truth that the
entirety of the play, even the comic scenes, has inhabited a horrific world. There is no
on-stage disembowelment or spectacle – only one man helpless against the terror of
impending doom. The lines of the final soliloquy show this:
O soul, be changed into little waterdrops,
And fall into the ocean, ne‘er be found!
My god, my God, look not so fierce on me!
Adders and serpents, let me breathe a while!
Ugly hell, gape not. Come not Lucifer!
I‘ll burn my books. Ah, Mephistopheles! (Marlowe 5.2.110-115)
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The entire play, hell has gaped open for Faustus, and rather than showing the hellmouth,
merely having the devils usher him offstage has haunting implications for the rest of the
audience. While the hellmouth in the B-text might cause some dilution of
Mephistopheles's claims of hell in Act 2 with the physical manifestation in Act 5, the
final effect of the scene remains essentially the same. Faustus's commands to the
elements to hide him from his impending doom fall on deaf ears – all his demoniac
powers are unable to save him from the ultimate fate. The economy of the A-text drives
this home, as the focus becomes the horror of helplessness against forces outside of one's
control, rather than on-stage spectacle. The world that Faustus has inhabited is not far
removed from that of the audience, and the comedy in the middle acts serves to drives
this tragedy home. The audience can find the scenes funny and laugh, but to do so is to
accept the sheer terror of the pathetic existence the character has found himself in.
The nature of the comedy in Doctor Faustus is one that works towards the play's
tragic ending. The force that drives this is not simply the action of the comedy, but the
undercurrent beneath it, an existential horror that even Mephistopheles shies away from.
On the nature of the absurd, Vladimir Nabokov separates it from ―the quaint or the
comic,‖ asserting that ―the absurd has as many shades and degrees as the tragic has‖
(Nabokov 141). This absurdity is one that is defined by the world that the characters
inhabit, rather than the actual action of the work. Nabokov asserts that ―you cannot place
a man in an absurd situation if the whole world he lives in is absurd; you cannot do this if
you mean by ‗absurd‘ something provoking a chuckle or a shrug‖ (Nabokov 141). The
comedy in the middle acts falls neatly under this definition: the darkness of the middle
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acts is not due to the actual situations (rather, they are fairly cliché) but instead comes
from the very world they inhabit.
Faustus's demise is the logical conclusion to the tragedy: a man who has
overreached is brought down. This alone does not provide the proper disconnects
between the world and his actions for absurdity. On the surface, at least, Doctor Faustus
would seem to be the tragedy of one man who chooses horrifically wrong. While this
might have some merit, the choices that Faustus has made through the play are very
human. Cole sees Faustus as an Everyman: ―Faustus, then, for all his individuality, still
represents humanity caught up in a conflict which, though extraordinary in its detail, is
nevertheless fundamental in the experience of man‖ (Cole 306). If then the play is not
merely the tragedy of one intellectual, but that of humanity in general, we have the
necessary link to the absurd. The comedy of the previous acts, as well as the tragedy and
pathos of the final acts, is one and the same. The laughter at Faustus's clever shenanigans
is tainted by the horror underlying this Everyman's pathetic and meaningless existence.
His magical accomplishments are all merely cheap parlor tricks, and most performed for
money or acclaim. However, this ultimately completes Faustus's completely human
actions in the absurd world, for while completely underachieving for the overreaching
deal that he has made, they are as Cole notes ―exhibited by the most common of men...
the goals of wealth, honor, and omnipotence‖ (Cole 305). Faustus's actions then align
conveniently with those of mankind as a whole. Nabokov describes the absurd as ―the
pathetic, the human condition, all such things that in less weird worlds are linked up with
the loftiest aspirations, the deepest sufferings, the strongest passions‖ (Nabokov 141).
Faustus's aspirations are both lofty, and yet completely human. They would, in other
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worlds, result in success, fame, fortune, and women – all the desires set out in the
opening soliloquy. However, the same nature of the world that causes Mephistopheles's
moments of horror ultimately betrays Faustus's own expectations. The absurd world
beneath the entire play allows for the dark tone to be carried through the middle acts
effectively, and the ending of Faustus's damnation is the logical conclusion even with the
tonal dissonance at the surface between the comedy and tragedy – for it is a world where
―the gaps and black holes in the ... style imply flaws in the texture of life itself.
Something is very wrong and all men are mild lunatics‖ (Nabokov 143).
Nabokov writes of the absurd world, ―The highest degree that passion, desire,
creative urge can attain is a new cloak which both tailors and customers adore on their
knees.‖ (Nabokov 143) Marlowe‘s plays similarly betray the expectations of desire: in
Doctor Faustus the devil‘s share of his power is spent performing cheap magic tricks.
While his pact with the devil is incredibly ambitious, the results of the deal hardly stack
up to the price. In order to truly show how empty Faustus's deal and life is, the play
requires the comic scenes. They draw out the dramatic tension to the finale, and at the
same time provide incredibly bleak tragedy beneath their comic surface. They serve not
only as juxtaposition or relief, but to highlight the bleakness of a world where all desire is
ultimately undermined and the most human aspirations lead to destruction.
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KATIE COLLINS

―Child with Pure Unclouded Brow‖?
Feminine Identity in the Fantasy Children‘s Literature of Christina Rossetti
and Lewis Carroll

In late 19th century Great Britain a literary revolution, within texts directed at
children, occurred in which Lewis Carroll and Christina Rossetti played key roles. These
two authors signify the gendered conflicts between fantasy and didactic modes of
literature and the feminine perspective, two issues that were intrinsically linked at the
time. By exploring Rossetti and Carroll‘s similar focus on food and consumption in their
works, I intend to compare and clarify their disparate views on the feminine and fantasy,
and how their conceptions were influenced by traditional texts for children and Victorian
social constructs.
Before the 19th century, literature was not written explicitly for children. Children
had literature of course, but authors did not write books specifically for a child audience
separate from the adult audience. Yet, before the 19th century interest existed for
literature directed at children existed. In the late 17th century John Locke advocated
literature for children as a method by which to teach children, and John Newberry, the
father of the commercial field of children‘s literature, enforced Locke‘s ideals in his 18th
century printing (Brown 352). The emphasis in the Romantic period on childhood and the
imagination inspired increased attention on children, as significantly different from
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adults, and their reading material (Sullivan 100). The acknowledgment of children and
imagination accompanied increased longevity for children and therefore an interest in
their education (McGavran 3). In the mid-19th century, children‘s literature, after about a
hundred years of slow development, finally made a breakthrough.
While technological and economic factors in publishing encouraged this surge in
the quality of children‘s literature, the social acceptance and use of fantasy contributed
greatly. In the 19th century, classic fairy tales began to find social approval after rejection
in the age of reason (Townsend 64). In this literary atmosphere, authors experimented
with writing original fantasy stories. While different definitions of fairy tale and fantasy
exist, I define each term similarly to Maria Nikolajeva:
Fairy tales generally strive to preserve the [traditional] story as close to its
original version as possible, even though individual storytellers may
convey a personal touch, and each version reflects its own time and
society. Fantasy literature is a conscious creation, where authors choose
the form that suits them best for their particular purposes. (139)

Fairy tales, which traditionally include a moralistic stance, provided the stepping-stone
from didactic realism to fantasy (Kaston 312). Lewis Carroll and Christina Rossetti,
arguably two of the earliest writers of fantasy, influenced the children‘s literature genre
considerably by exploring the boundaries between didacticism and fantasy.
The newly established genre of children‘s literature allowed female authors in the
literary marketplace. Women‘s domestic role of educating children easily bled into
writing didactic texts for children; however, women entering the public sphere created
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suspicion from the male population and anxiety for female authors, who had to mediate
their joint presence in the male public sphere and the female private sphere. According to
Carolyn Sigler,
In the early part of the 19th century, the notion of professional women
writers had been viewed with suspicion, if not outright alarm—not least by
women authors themselves, many of whom felt deeply conflicted about
the public nature of authorship. The popularly accepted role for women as
nurturers and educators of children, however, made the idea of writing for
the young seem merely an extension of other acceptable female service
professions. (353)

Once the literary field opened itself to the idea of fantasy, women writers like Rossetti
cautiously began delving into this new imaginative opportunity. By testing the boundaries
between reality and fantasy and instruction and imagination, female writers re-evaluated
the feminine and its role in male patriarchy, as well as mediated their cultural tension as
female authors in a male world.
Rossetti retains the female didactic tradition by imbuing her fantastic texts with
the reality women had to face in the patriarchal Victorian society. In her texts she enabled
the empowerment of women within their domestic world, grasping the only power
possible for women in this period. Kirsten E. Escobar argues that in ―Goblin Market,‖
published before Carroll‘s Alice books, Rossetti uses the fantasy genre to explore the
travails of womanhood while simultaneously criticizing and upholding aspects of
Victorian community and domesticity (135). Yet even at the publication of ―Goblin
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Market,‖ Rossetti dealt with male social dominance; she needed the assistance of her
brother to get her work published (Ventures 325).
Male authors also began experimenting in fantasy1. These authors strove against
didactic texts, seeking to free the imagination and undermine the ―moralistic primers‖
used to rear and restrict Victorian children; therefore, they placed their female
protagonists in fantastic dream worlds, ―a ‗luxurious captivity‘ especially for girls‖ (Hunt
46). Male authors envisioned their own female child in more male ideals, blending the
Romantic and Pre-Raphaelite views of the child and the feminine. Carroll advocated the
Romantic ideals of childhood‘s innocence and beauty, hoping to create permanence of
these inspirational years to sustain in adulthood, as expressed by Wordsworth in his texts
―Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey‖ or ―Ode: Intimations of
Immortality:‖
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing Boy,
But He beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy . . .
At length the Man perceives it die away,
And fade into the light of common day (“Ode” lines 65-71, 76-77).

1

Besides Lewis Carroll, other Victorian male authors include William Makepeace Thackeray and George
MacDonald.
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Many of these male authors chose, like the female authors, to produce female
protagonists. Carroll‘s invested himself in Alice much as Pre-Raphaelite artists such as
Christina Rossetti‘s brother Dante Gabriel Rossetti idealized women of the period.
According to Jan Marsh, Pre-Raphaelite artists ―established new structures . . . of
representation whereby women were both elevated and constrained, worshipped and
restricted to specific roles‖ (10). While these men glorified women, they obscured the
true nature of their women with their idealized, male view.
Carroll‘s fantasy world frees his Alice from reality and its societal gender
constraints and forces her to question, challenge, and form anew her identity. Yet
limitation accompanied this ―freedom;‖ he objectifies Alice, attempting to preserve her
youth. Carroll exposed his infatuation with young women in his photography, a perfect
medium for capturing something fleeting (Fig. 1). According to Robinson Duckworth,
Alice Liddell, the girl in the photo, was probably the inspiration for Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (1865) and its prototype Alice’s Adventures Underground (258-9). By the
time of the writing of Through the Looking-Glass (1871), the sequel to Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland, she had matured into an eighteen-year-old woman. Even as
he mourns the loss of her childhood, he still holds her up as his muse, revealing his
hesitation to let her go. In Through the Looking Glass, Alice and Humpty Dumpty
discuss the predicament of growing up:
―I mean,‖ she said, ―that one can‘t help growing older.‖

―One can‘t, perhaps,‖ said Humpty Dumpty; ―but two can. With proper
assistance, you might have left off at seven.‖ (186)
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In this dialogue, Carroll may be expressing his regret at not being able to maintain the
biographical Alice at seven and his hope to hold the literary Alice at this golden age; with
his assistance, she need never grow up. In Alice‘s ―captivity‖ Carroll tries to slow Alice‘s
growth into a young Victorian woman by allowing her the opportunity to mature outside
the realm of ―reality,‖ extending her childhood spirit and fulfilling his aesthetic interest in
the young feminine. Carroll freed Alice from the gender restrictions of the Victorian
period, enabling her to create an independent identity. In preserving Alice‘s childhood,
Carroll reflects his admirable goal of securing her childhood innocence from the harsh
world and his questionable motive of objectifying her.
With the popularity of Carroll‘s ―dream-child‖ literature, women writers reenvisioned Carroll‘s literature to respond not only to the male view of fantasy and the
feminine, but also to gain success in the literary marketplace. Rossetti resented the
stunting of female growth in the Alice books and the greater ―male usurpation of a
maternal discourse‖ (Ventures 31). She feared that these male authors set up young
women for disappointment in reality and unfairly objectified them. A poem Rossetti
wrote later in her career about the Pre-Raphaelite fixation on female beauty, ―In an
Artist‘s Studio,‖ could also address her attitude towards Carroll and other male writers‘
obsession with possessing their young dream-children: ―He feeds upon her face by day
and night/ Not as she is, but was when hope shone bright/ Not as she is, but as she fills
his dream‖ (lines 9, 13-14). Rossetti opposed men not truly seeing the women as they
were, but rather molding them to what they wanted to see. Her Speaking Likenesses
seems a direct response to Carroll‘s Alice books, written teasingly in his style rather than
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in verse, which she used for all her previous work. In the stories she strives to ―thwart the
expectations of little girls whose imaginings, she feels, have been excessively
conditioned by Carroll.‖ As Carroll‘s obsession with childhood stunts his Alice,
Rossetti‘s goal to subvert Carroll limits her protagonists‘ exploration of the fantastic.
Unsettled by Carroll‘s invasion into a female genre and his appropriation of young
female identity, Rossetti reacted; in response her work becomes sharply didactic
(Ventures 31).
Both Rossetti and Carroll‘s fantasy worlds affect their protagonists‘ formation of
identity. Rossetti recognizes that domesticity is where female power lies in Victorian
culture; therefore, the placement of her protagonists in fantastic situations reinforces the
safety and community of their reality. From my perspective Carroll‘s Wonderland is a
liberating dream, and Rossetti‘s world is a nightmare (because of its truthfulness to
reality). For example, Nina Auerbach argues that in Speaking Likenesses, when Flora
awakens from her grotesque dream of the mad tea party, the reader does not bemoan the
loss of the fantasy as in the Alice books (Forbidden Journeys 320). Upon her awakening
from her fantasy experience, Flora happily embraces the ―familiar sights and sounds . . .
safe within the home precincts‖ (47). Alice, on the other hand, lingers with her
Wonderland; in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland when her sister wakes her, Alice
immediately relates her adventures and reflects upon ―what a wonderful dream it had
been‖ (117). While the fantasy world in both Alice books ends up a harmless dream,
Rossetti‘s worlds are more firmly based upon reality, making them more dangerous.
According to Laurence Talairach-Vielmas, Rossetti, along with her fellow female writers,
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use[s] wonders in order to move along a continuum between the real and
the fantastic. Throughout the narratives the real and the fantastic fuel one
another, and fairy tales cloak women‘s harsh reality in order to enable
women to investigate their own construction from a distance. (20)

The fantasy worlds present grotesque, dangerous aspects of real society that these women
must perceive and acknowledge when forming their identity. Rossetti also criticizes
aspects of her society in the frightening characters she creates and expresses her hopes for
female power when her protagonists overcome them.
Within their fantasy world, Rossetti‘s protagonists accept their feminine
responsibilities and exert their identity. They assert their independence through their
responsibilities or ―maturity‖— ―their lives bound up in tender lives‖ (―Goblin Market‖
line 546). Laura‘s curious spirit influences her to leave the confines of domesticity and
partake of the goblin men‘s fruit; this transgression causes her to begin to lose not just her
identity but also her life. Yet Lizzie‘s description of Laura‘s drifting away reveals the
basis of identity in the poem. Laura physically dwindles and neglects her chores, which
reveals that Laura‘s identity is intrinsically linked to domesticity (lines 277-279, 293295). Rossetti‘s characterization does not delve as deeply as Carroll‘s. Laura and Lizzie‘s
characterization in ―Goblin Market‖ seems shallow because they are models for
Rossetti‘s greater idea of womanhood. According to Knoepflmacher in ―Avenging
Alice,‖ Rossetti blurred ―the difference between the two women, [to] make Laura‘s fall
seem reversible and prepare us for the reintegration of her heroines,‖ and their similarity
allows Lizzie‘s sacrifice to balance Laura‘s transgression (318). In Speaking Likenesses
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this lack of in depth characters increases. Readers barely get to know the names of the
Aunt‘s nieces, while the protagonists of her tales seem to be tools of the stories, rather
than consciously making their own choices. Unlike Carroll‘s Alice, these girls find
identity firmly rooted in values and knowledge and acceptance of their social role.
In Rossetti, the removal from domesticity and reality into fantasy reinforces the
girls‘ proper, fulfilling role of womanhood and the established structure of society. To
achieve his goals of freeing young women, Carroll removes his protagonist from her
reality; he frees his inquisitive, spirited protagonist from the suppressive standards of
Victorian culture. While Laura‘s curiosity almost destroys her in ―Goblin Market,‖
Alice‘s questioning nature builds her identity. She confronts grotesque characters,
representative of obstacles she would face in ―reality,‖ which push her to discover herself
and aspects of her world. Alice questions and challenges Victorian ideals of modesty and
subservience in her initiative to express and question rather than acquiesce, and she learns
to voice her opinions to the powers of authority that tie her down with empty assertions
of their dominance. Though Carroll cannot keep Alice in his world indefinitely, he can at
least temporarily liberate her from cultural norms to form an independent identity.
Removing Carroll‘s Alice from ―reality‖ and placing her into Wonderland frees
her from Victorian societal and gender restrictions sot that she can learn through
questioning her identity, authority, and the established norms. When Alice enters the new
fantasy world of Wonderland, she must reexamine and reestablish her identity; Carroll
leaves her no choice. At first, she relies upon her indoctrinated knowledge; she often
asserts facts or recites poems:
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For, you see, Alice had learnt several things of this sort in her lessons in
the school-room, and though this was not a very good opportunity for
showing off her knowledge, as there was no one to listen to her, still it was
good practice to say it over. (20)

While an ironic critique of societal norms, these lines acknowledge the influence of her
society on her identity. She often emotionally reacts to the uncomfortable nature of her
uncertain identity. However, in her different confrontations in Wonderland, she quickly
learns that such a static, shallow identity cannot hold. Immediately after her entry into
Wonderland, her tears over her inability to identify herself or correctly recite a poem
almost lead to her drowning; she discovers that she must be courageous and reassess her
identity. Later in meeting with the doorman to the Duchess‘ house or the Cheshire Cat,
she asks for directions but is misdirected. When trying to follow social protocol at the
Duchess‘ s house, Alice asks the Doorman what she should do; the Doorman answers,
―Anything you like‖ (60). His comment plainly acknowledges Alice‘s freedom in
Wonderland. She realizes she must learn for herself and not rely on the knowledge of
those in charge. She eventually disdains the very repetition upon which she used to rely
(191). Alice also must come to terms with the fact that her identity in ―reality‖ has no
bearing in Wonderland so she cannot get a grasp of who she is. At one point, Alice
forgets her name, along with all signifiers. Carroll aims at reducing Alice to a simple
child when names and the power associated with them mean nothing; Nina Auerbach
identifies this goal in a passage from Carroll‘s ―Alice on the Stage‖:
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What wert though, dream-Alice, in thy foster-father‘s eyes? How shall he
picture thee? [. . .] wildly curious, and with the eager enjoyment of Life
that comes only in the happy hours of childhood, when all is new and fair,
and when Sin and Sorrow are but names—empty words, signifying
nothing! (32)

When in this state of simplicity, she is able to connect with the Fawn, one of the only
characters with whom she forms a relationship in these novels. Upon leaving the wood,
Alice can say that she is a human, and the Fawn darts away in fear. The dissolution of
their connection based upon their names and the power dynamics entailed in their titles
signifies the superficiality of names or arbitrary knowledge. Later in Through the
Looking-Glass, the reader realizes that Alice has assimilated this experience. When
speaking to the Gnat, he asks the purpose of names, and Alice answers that there is no
use to them except for the people that name them (153). She defines things for herself
rather than taking the explanation or values of others.
Eventually, at the climax of Alice‘s reformulation of her identity, her very
existence is called into consideration by characters such as the Gnat and the Cheshire Cat,
who disappear into nothingness. In Through the Looking Glass, Tweedledee and
Tweedledum maintain that Alice is only in existence as a part of the Red King‘s dreams.
―Not you!‖ Tweedledee retorted contemptuously. ―You‘d be nowhere.
Why, you‘re only a sort of thing in his dream!‖
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―If that there King was to wake,‖ added Tweddledum, ―you‘d go out—
bang! —Just like a candle!‖

―I shouldn‘t!‖ Alice exclaimed indignantly. ―Besides, if I’m only a sort of
thing in his dream, what are you, I should like to know?‖ [. . .]

―Well, it‘s no use your talking about waking him,‖ said Tweedledum,
―when you‘re only one of the things in his dream. You know very well
you‘re not real.‖

―I am real!‖ said Alice, and began to cry. (167)

Her objection that her dream and her life are not the products the Red King‘s dream could
imply her freedom from patriarchy. Or the Red King could read as Carroll, and one could
question the amount of control he holds over her in this dream world he has created; As
James Holt McGavran explains
Lewis Carroll is not, strictly speaking, an omniscient narrator . . . But he is
omnipotent. He invents and appropriates Alice‘s story, so that she, his
heroine and his chief audience, will be wholly dependent on him for her
existence. (201)

At the end of the story, Alice questions whether or not the Red King or she controlled the
dream (239). While this idea could undermine Alice‘s built identity if the Red King is
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Carroll, I argue she did create a true, personal identity with Carroll‘s help. As Alice
explains, ―He was part of my dream, of course—but then I was part of his dream, too!‖
(239). Through these confrontations, she matures and forms her core. She reveals this
confidence in herself and her evaluation of things in the final scene in Looking-Glass
when she claims, ―I can‘t stand this any longer!‖ (233). With her new identity, she can
oppose systems in reality as she did in this situation. Nonetheless, to reach this point, she
must confront characters who assert authority or knowledge and attempt to contradict her,
tell her what she is, and what to think; in opposing these forces she can determine who
she is. Carroll‘s fantasy world offers her this opportunity just as Rossetti‘s world gives
her protagonists the chance to enforce their domestically influenced identity.
Carroll‘s fantasylands act as places of liberating escape from the confines of
Victorian standards, in which his protagonists can form a new identity; Rossetti‘s fantasy
worlds assist women in constructing their identity in relation to reality. Despite their
differences, Rossetti and Carroll similarly use the influence of food to express their views
of feminine identity in significantly different constructed fantasy worlds. Each author
fixates on food and its role in maturity (and sexual knowledge). Food in Rossetti‘s works
represents a dangerous temptation from which women must abstain. Carroll uses food as
a means by which Alice can test the boundaries of growth and maturity without
permanent effect. Much like their similar use of fantasy with a variance on the purpose of
their fantasy worlds, Rossetti‘s and Carroll‘s similar use of food but dissimilarity of their
intention results from their differing cultural opinions about the feminine.
In 1831, an anonymous writer for The Ladies Museum magazine extolled the
social decline of fairy tales: ―The days of Jack the Giant Killer, Little Red Riding Hood,
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and such trashy productions are gone by, and the infant mind is now nourished by more
able and efficient food‖ (Avery 321). Ironically, fairy tales and fantasy regained
popularity starting with the growth and spread of children‘s literature, and Carroll and
Rossetti, major authors in the children‘s literature revolution of the 1860s, made food a
central theme.
According to Mervyn Nicholson, ―In life, people eat in order to be alive, but the
characters of literature do not eat to live, since they aren‘t alive. They eat only for a
symbolic purpose‖ (―Food and Power‖ 38). Both Carroll and Rossetti use food to express
social control, because food ―is the primal material means of exercising power‖
(Nicholson 46, 48). Through denial or indulgence of food, these authors‘ protagonists
confront ―cultural expectations and challenges‖ to achieve empowerment (Honeyman
196). Rossetti recognizes and addresses the Victorian views of food and sexuality, which
were inextricably linked. According to Anna Krugovoy Silver concerning Victorian
views of women, ―Conduct books and beauty manuals frequently posit[ed] a lack of
hunger as one of woman‘s essential characteristics, evidence of her feminine
incorporeality and heightened spirituality‖ (―My Perpetual Fast‖ 180). Her protagonists
learn to deny food as a means of power and salvation. Carroll seeks to free Alice from
these feminine expectations and allows her to empower herself through eating and
experiencing bodily changes. However, in his Wonderland he does employ the popular
Victorian Darwin idea of ―survival of the fittest,‖ pushing readers to question this
predatory cultural influence.
While Alice explores her power through eating and predatory ideas, Rossetti‘s
protagonists grow based upon their denial of oral desires. While Rossetti may have
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suffered from anorexia nervosa, a disease classified in the period Rossetti wrote, I argue
that her fixation on the denial of food was more situated in religion, society, and personal
power. From medieval tradition to 19th century theology, women have fasted to release
themselves from the secular (Silver 187,191). Her belief in self-denial reveals itself in her
texts. Victorian society also believed in the delicate stomachs of women; an excerpt from
Pierre Bourdieu‘s Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste in Susan Honey
man‘s ―Gingerbread Wishes and Candy(land) Dreams: The Lure of Food in Cautionary
Tales of Consumption‖ explains the social norm of appetite: ―A girl‘s ascension to
womanhood is marked by doing without‖ (205). Sexual desire and appetite were equated;
therefore for a woman to remain, or at least appear, pure, she must refrain from gluttony.
Rossetti worked at the St. Mary Magdalene Home for fallen women (Mendoza 915). She
witnessed that once a woman ―fell,‖ it was permanent. These tainted women were
destitute, which was why many of her stories connected appetite with death. Besides
public standards, food was part of a woman‘s domestic domain. In the patriarchal world,
women controlled the home. In restraining their food intake, women could empower
themselves; as Nicholson explains, ―by exaggerating the power relations of oppression,
[women defy] those relations‖ (Nicholson 48). By exhibiting food in a negative light in
her fiction, Rossetti sets down her view of the feminine. When her protagonists renounce
food, they gain personal power over their lives, physically, socially, and spiritually, often
in the only way they can as women in a patriarchal society.
Rossetti understands that renunciation does not come without temptation. In
―Goblin Market‖ the poem begins with an almost Pre-Raphaelite, sensuous catalogue of
the goblin market‘s fruits. Yet these wares are commodified, completely divorcing them
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from the domestic (Merchant 75). Women cannot control these fruits; as Lizzie claims,
―Who knows upon what soil they fed/ Their hungry thirsty roots?‖ (lines 44-5). Rossetti
does not shy away from the idea that these women long for what the fruit represents,
sexual consummation. Laura comments on the somewhat phallic or sensual nature of
their origin, ―How fair the vine must grow/ Whose grapes are so luscious‖ (lines 60-61).
Rossetti explains that Laura and Lizzie cling together against the calls and the weather
but secretly crave the market‘s wares—―with clasping arms and cautioning lips/ With
tingling cheeks, and fingertips‖ (lines 38-39). Rossetti sympathizes with Laura‘s
temptation, describing her with dignity and beauty, like ―a rush-imbedded swan/ Like a
vessel at the launch/ When its last restraint is gone‖ (lines 82, 85-6).
However Laura‘s fulfillment threatens her life: ―her tree of life drooped from the
root‖ (line 260). Her seduction leads to her own infertility. She attempts unsuccessfully to
grow more fruit from a kernel-stone of her feast, suggesting her inability to fulfill her role
as a mother (lines 281-287). After Laura‘s seduction, Lizzie reveals a cautionary tale
with which these women seem familiar. Jeanie, another young woman lured by the goblin
men, died before she could fulfill her womanly role as wife and mother: ―Jeanie in her
grave/ But who for joys brides hope to have/ Fell sick and died‖ (lines 313-314).
Revealing the pervasive nature of the evil of the fruits, Jeanie remains sterile even after
death; grass will not grow on her grave, and the daisies Lizzie planted on her grave will
not bloom (Escobar 142). These fears relate to Victorian life as well; women could not
flourish socially—find a husband, have children, participate in the social sphere—if they
relinquished their purity. Kristin E. Escobar explains that Laura ―purchased fruit not with
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a coin but with her body, the physical manifestation of female wealth—social graces,
beauty, and chastity—that Victorian society valued‖ (141).
As Laura continues to wane, Lizzie goes out to buy fruit for her sister from the
goblin men. Unlike Laura, she offers a silver penny instead of a lock of her hair; Lizzie
separates her private self from the public of the marketplace. When she refuses to eat
with them, or share in carnal pleasures together, they attack her (lines 390-407). While
abused, she refuses to open her mouth and succumb to them. Lizzie‘s metaphorical rape
by the goblin men seems to parallel Laura‘s consensual encounter, allowing for the
salvation of Laura. When Lizzie offers the literal fruit of her metaphorical sacrifice, it is
an erotic Eucharistic moment: ―Eat me, drink me, love me/ Laura make much of me‖
(lines 471-2). Even though the fruit Lizzie brings to Laura tastes bitter, Laura ―gorge[s]‖
on it (and her) with penitence replacing her desire. This ―redemptive consumption,‖
reflected in many of Rossetti‘s works, relates to her work at St. Mary Magdalene; the
women ostracized for their fall can achieve redemption, if only spiritually.
In Speaking Likenesses Rossetti more forcefully insists that her protagonists resist
these desires, possibly in response to the ease with which Alice devours. According to
Silver, Speaking Likenesses portrays appetite and eating as ―monstrous signifiers of
sexual promiscuity, implicitly debasing the body that experiences hunger‖ (177). In the
first story, Flora fixates on food. She finds fault with her birthday dinner, and she
disdains sharing her sugarplums with her birthday guests (15). When the children argue,
first over food and then over games, they are said to toss the ―apple of discord.‖ This
apple could symbolize the original apple of discord in the Garden of Eden; Rossetti
parallels Adam and Eve and the children present to show the temptation and
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consequences of food and sexuality. However in Arthur Hughes‘ illustration, a fearful
goddess hovers above the discontent children (Fig. 2). The pagan supernatural being
enables Rossetti to walk the line between fantasy and religiously didactic literature. The
presence of this goddess before Flora enters her fantasy world highlights Rossetti‘s
message that while her work is fantastic, the issues in it relate to real life (Kaston 316).
Upon entering the fantasy world of the mad birthday tea party, Flora uncomfortably
tries to fit in until a table presents itself with delectable cream and strawberries (23). Yet
as she is about to eat, she faces her ―speaking likeness,‖ the taciturn queen of the
birthday; this queen represents Flora‘s negative attitude and her hearty appetite. Flora is
ordered not to eat any food during the two deliciously described feasts and must watch all
the other children gorge themselves. By restraining from eating, even if unhappy, Flora
distances herself from the other children at the party whose ―monstrosity is established by
their supernatural consumption of food‖ (Silver 178). Appetite leads to chaos in the text,
and gluttony equates selfish satisfaction. Nonetheless Flora still yearns for food. Even
when faced with the fear of being trapped with the Queen during the final game, she
lingers upon her hunger: ―To crown all, a glass house which contained no vestige even of
a cupboard did clearly not contain a larder: and Flora began to feel sick with hunger and
thirst, and to look forward in despair to no breakfast to-morrow‖ (43). Her desire for
satiation relates to the pre-marital sexual gratification in ―Goblin Market‖ and power
satisfaction that Alice receives. Flora redeems herself through her sacrificial motion in
the final game; her selfless action releases her from her dream since she has learned how
to control her selfishness, manifested through her appetite.
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Rossetti‘s third and final story in Speaking Likenesses presents a model for young
women in addition to a cautionary tale. Readers meet Old Dame Margaret who takes in
her orphaned granddaughter Maggie; Rossetti places emphasis on Dame Margaret‘s
―plain table‖ as an enabler for her to adopt her niece (72). Her ability to keep simple,
frugal food on the table suggests her inherent goodness. While Maggie goes on an errand
for her grandmother with a slightly selfish aim—to see the Doctor‘s Christmas tree—the
text does not fault her for her simple desire. On her journey, Maggie confronts many
desires—for friendship, food, and sleep, but the narration makes clear that succumbing to
each of these would result in death, as in ―Goblin Market.‖ Maggie first stumbles upon
children at play; as a lonely orphan, nothing would make her happier than to play with
these children. Maggie prepares gleefully to play with the children, and then remembers
her obligation, which she thinks of as ―fatal‖ (81). However, the text quickly makes clear
the immorality of their play, claiming her choice saves her from the true danger of the
games. The text describes the children as looking ―glutinous‖ and reveals them to be the
same devious children from Flora‘s tale, definitively marking their dangerous nature (78,
81). The flushed faces and streaming hair of these ―dancing‖ children implies their
sexuality (Silver 180). In Arthur Hughes‘ illustration, the children are shown as shadows;
if Maggie accompanies them, she may become a shadow too, suggesting death (Fig. 3).
In addition, while the message below the picture states a polite ―Thank you all; but I
musn‘t stop to play,‖ the picture‘s chaos contradicts the gentle tone. One of the figures
pulls on a reluctant Maggie, who turns her face away from the children as Lizzie would
not glance upon the goblin men in ―Goblin Market.‖
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As Maggie travels on she confronts hungry pigeons and becomes hungry ―from
sympathy.‖ Sympathy and good will, not selfish desire, sparks Maggie‘s appetite,
queuing readers to Maggie‘s inherent morality (83). When Maggie considers sharing the
doctor‘s chocolate with the starving birds, the boy with the gaping mouth approaches her
and accosts her for some chocolate, even grinding his teeth in ―baulked desire‖ as Laura
did in ―Goblin Market‖ (line 267). His grotesque lack of eyes further signifies him as
only led by his relentless appetite (Fig. 4). According to Silver, ―His huge mouth makes
the boy a trope of walking appetite as Rossetti again emphasizes the connection between
gluttony and lust; while the boy snatches at the chocolate in Maggie‘s basket, he prepares
to devour her in a metaphorical rape‖ (185).
Disheartened, Maggie hopes only for sleep when she comes upon a sleeping
party. The illustration reveals that the group consists only of sleeping men, implying that
a waning resolution could lead to giving in to sexuality and death (89). When Maggie
disappointedly does not get any respite at the Doctor‘s home, she continues on and
substitutes motherly care to three animals that represent her earlier desire for friendship,
food, and sleep. Each of these animals and her maternal love for them wipe the anger and
discontent out of her heart, and each of them enjoy the nourishment of a plain meal and
love when reaching Dame Margaret‘s home (95-6). The emphasis on constraint in these
stories builds Rossetti‘s conception of a fantasy world in which young women test their
identities. Women must face steep expectations in their reality; therefore, while Rossetti
includes some fantasy in her fiction for enjoyment and popular interest, she enforces the
presence of reality in her tales.

2011 Emergences

75

Unlike Rossetti, Carroll does not bind Alice to the gender requirements of
Victorian England. As a female author, Rossetti understands that these social
constructions cannot be cast away and that to expose young girls to this idea could be
harmful. Carroll liberates his protagonist from these ideals and more generally from the
female didactic tradition; Alice can form her own identity and concepts of power and
authority. Upon arrival in Wonderland, she finds a bottle labeled, ―Drink me.‖ Being the
well- trained little girl she is, Alice checks the label, making sure it is not poisonous:
It was all very well to say, ―Drink me,‖ but the wise little Alice was not
going to do that in a hurry. ―No, I‘ll look first,‖ she said, ―and see whether
it‘s marked ‗poison‘ or not‖; for she had read several nice little stories
about children who had got burnt, and eaten up by wild beasts, and other
unpleasant things, all because they would not remember the simple rules
their friends had taught them. (23-4)

Alice‘s thoughts reveal the influence of cautionary tales fed to children in the Victorian
period to teach them ―appropriate‖ behavior. Alice rejects this learning in favor of food
she will choose herself. She freely consumes food, even without labels instructing, ―Eat
me‖ or ―Drink me.‖ Within Wonderland, her consistent changing of size and her attitudes
represent Alice‘s exploration of her identity and the meaning of power; by falling down
the rabbit hole, Alice loses ―her lordly position at the top of the Great Chain of Food‖
based upon her size and becomes repositioned in the food/power chain (Lovell-Smith
387). However, Alice‘s ability to change her size at her command with the assistance of
food exemplifies the power she receives in Wonderland, rather than an exertion of
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Carroll‘s power over Alice, as Carina Garland argues. She claims, ―Food is eaten
constantly and results in bodily changes but is consumed without any explicit hunger (or
desire) being expressed. Alice is continually following (the male author‘s) instruction‖
(―Curious Appetites‖ 32). On the contrary, Alice chooses to consume these foods to
fulfill her curiosity and attain her desire. In Alice’s Underground Adventures Alice was
given more information on how the food she digested would affected her size, which was
removed from Alice’s Adventures Underground (Garland 32). While this could be read
deviously, I think not informing the readers of the reaction that will take places more
easily fits the reader into Alice‘s shoes, experiencing her curiosity, surprise, and internal
growth together. Alice is not restricted to one size or role as she might be based upon her
gender.
While discarding the Victorian female ideals, Carroll incorporates social
Darwinism. Charles Darwin‘s Origin of the Species came out six years before the
publication of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Nicholson 52-3). In the Victorian
period natural history interested the public, and the subject was deemed appropriate for
children. Rose Lovell-Smith explains that books and periodicals on nature and natural
history sold well with children (―The Animals of Wonderland‖ 391). Carroll‘s inclusion
of ―survival of the fittest‖ allows him to identify the predatory nature of Victorian
society and question it. In doing so he releases Alice from her feminine Victorian
obligations. His attention to size and predation allows Alice to create her identity separate
from a chain—either a food chain or a social hierarchy.
The strong influence of her society‘s social competitiveness can be seen in Alice‘s
inability to control her predatory thoughts (Lovell-Smith 148). When Alice first arrives in
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Wonderland, she quotes a poem concerning a crocodile cheerfully devouring little fish
(28). This poem is a parody of a poem called ―Against Idleness and Mischief‖ by Isaac
Watt in his book (with the telling title) Divine and Moral Songs (1715). Watts‘ poem
advocates productivity, whether in the industrial or domestic world:
How doth the little busy Bee
Improve each shining Hour
And gather Honey all the day
From each opening Flower. . .
I would be busy too,
For Satan finds some Mischief still
For idle Hands to do (lines 1-4, 10-12).

Alice‘s recitation shows that she has been forced to memorize this poem. By altering its
content, Carroll and Alice reject its content. While a bee usually signifies a mob, in this
poem the bee is designated as a female, so it especially targets women‘s obligations. At
least at her young age Alice should not have to be a ―busy bee,‖ tending to female duties.
In addition, while Watt‘s poem was written before the Industrial Revolution, it obviously
was still being read and could be attached to the movement. Child labor was prevalent in
the Industrial Revolution, and Carroll criticizes the society that advocates this
exploitative action (Nicholson 51). Watt‘s assertion that idleness leads to Satan places
him in the didactic, spiritual tradition of literature that Carroll seeks to subvert. By
transforming happy, productive nature into a dangerous, carnivorous animal, Carroll
replaces natural theology (in vogue into the late 19th century) with Darwin‘s evolutionary
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ideas; Carroll‘s crocodile suggests ―amorality, the struggle for existence, predation of the
weaker by the stronger‖ (Lovell-Smith 385-6).
When Alice meets Cheshire Cat, she acknowledges that he should be respected,
mainly due to his long claws and dangerous teeth (64). The Cheshire Cat, like
Tennyson‘s ―Nature, red in tooth and claw,‖ reflects the fierce nature of Darwinian
evolution (section 56, line 15). Alice connects with the Cheshire Cat, one of the few
animals she deems a friend. In general Alice relates to cats, especially Dinah in Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland and her kittens Snowdrop and Kitty in Through the LookingGlass. However, cats are carnivores and threaten many of the animals to whom she talks.
Readers may wonder if ―Alice would also be frightened of Dinah if she met her while
still mouse-sized. The schemata, then, directs the reader toward ideas in which animal
fears and anxieties about survival are connected with images of lesser or greater relative
size‖ (Lovell-Smith 384). Alice appears to explore this concept in the first half of Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland. Her actions and attitudes shift dependent upon her size. When
large, she brusquely treats Bill the Lizard and the White Rabbit at the Rabbit‘s home and
intimidates the Mouse and birds at the Caucus Race by mentioning predators as friends;
when small, larger characters such as the Caterpillar or the Duchess victimize, patronize,
and criticize her (19-20, 26, 29, 31, 35-6, 41, 48-9). Through her elevation and
devaluation in the food/power chain of Wonderland, Alice learns the harsh nature of this
categorization and questions the hierarchy of power in Wonderland, which also
represents the tiered nature of Victorian society.
John Tenniel‘s illustrations display the issue of shifting size and power. When Alice
swims in her pool of tears, the illustration presents the Mouse she converses with
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swimming beside her, equal in size. Tenniel places her on the level of the Mouse,
revealing her shift in the food chain. Later, when listening to the Mouse‘s tale, readers
cannot immediately locate Alice since she is mixed in with the numerous animals present
(Fig. 5). Yet Alice cannot yet understand her newfound placement, still using predatory
language. Alice‘s encounter with the puppy gives interesting insight. When she meets the
puppy, she immediately recognizes it as the domestic, loveable pet from her world.
However, at the same time her size causes her to recognize that this pet, normally
domesticated and under the control of humans, could eat her: ―She was terribly frightened
all the time at the thought that it might be hungry, in which case it would be very likely to
eat her up in spite of all her coaxing‖ (46). This scene signifies the importance of relative
size and of Alice‘s anxiety about recognizing the difference between predator and pet
(Lovell-Smith 405-6). Interestingly, Tenniel‘s illustrations only portray human characters
as grotesque. All his animals are true to life, reflecting images children may have seen in
the natural history books they were consuming at the time. When Alice still maintains her
predatory, hierarchal ideas and frighteningly grasps for the helpless White Rabbit, her
hand appears horrifying, like a later King Kong grasping for Ann Darrow (Fig. 6) His
focus on creating caricatures of humans could reflect the dark nature of humanity in
relation to social Darwinism and the morality and ideals some humans tote (Fig. 7). All
the human characters she confronts, excluding the White Knight in Through the LookingGlass, abuse Alice and try to restrict her personal authority.
As she grows in maturity, Alice stops equating power with size and speaking
about eating, especially in relation to eating the animals that she meets. When speaking to
the Gryphon and Mock Turtle, she refrains from mentioning eating animals that are

80

Predicate, Issue 1

characters in their tale. At the end of Wonderland, she no longer needs food to change her
size or exert her power, as she displays in the tart trial. When the Queen of Hearts
unjustly runs the trial and accuses Alice of a crime dealing with food, Alice resists the
Queen‘s attempt to oppress her. The Queen‘s tarts represent a domestic concern; stealing
the food would be subverting the domestic ideal and the Queen‘s authority (Nicholson
45). Alice defies the arbitrary power structure of Wonderland, and without eating
anything she manifests her power through physically growing of her own will. At the
conclusion of Through the Looking-Glass, food is central as well. At Alice‘s introduction
to queenship, a feast is held. There, characters sing absurd songs about eating, revealing
the lack of logic in the power structure the human characters tout. At this feast the food
attains human attributes, and the Queens criticize Alice for her interactions with this food
(230-231). In the end Alice reacts as she does in Wonderland, revolting against the
Queen(s) of the Looking-Glass fantasy world. Without the confines of reality and its
conception of power, Alice has control over the recreation of her identity; when she
confronts signifiers of the power structures of Victorian society, she successfully revolts.
Food‘s influence on her changing size also influences Alice to think about death,
while in Rossetti‘s literature food more obviously connects to death. Food‘s association
with death is established in the first few pages in the novel. As Alice falls down the rabbit
hole, she spies an orange marmalade jar and checks to see if there are any contents.
Disappointed to find the jar empty, Alice places the jar back on the shelf for fear of
―killing somebody underneath,‖ presenting a marmalade jar as having lethal qualities
(Nicholson 46). Early in Alice‘s adventures, Alice flippantly considers the concept of
death based upon eating and her resultant shifting size:
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she felt a little nervous about this; ―for it might end, you know,‖ said Alice
to herself, ―in going out altogether, like a candle, I wonder what I should
be like then?‖ And she tried to fancy what the flame of a candle looks like
after the candle is blown out, for she could not remember ever having seen
such a thing. (24)

She cannot understand the concept of dying, as she wonders how she would exist after
her candle went out. In Wonderland, one worries about Alice because of references to
death, especially the Queen‘s calls for execution, but these threats are eventually proven
baseless. However these threats and their consequences begin to alert Alice to the concept
of death. When meeting with the pigeon, she has just eaten part of a mushroom that has
lengthened her neck, making her look like a serpent (55). The pigeon verbally abuses her:
―Well! What are you?‖ said the Pigeon. ―I can see you‘re trying to invent
something!‖

―I—I‘m a little girl,‖ said Alice, rather doubtfully, as she remembered the
number of changes she had gone through that day.

―A likely story indeed!‖ said the Pigeon, in a tome of the deepest contempt.

―I‘ve seen a good many little girls in my time, but never one with such a
neck as that! No, no! You‘re a serpent; and there‘s no use denying it. I
suppose you‘ll be telling me next that you never tasted an egg!‖
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―I have tasted eggs, certainly,‖ said Alice, who was a very truthful child,‖
but little girls eat eggs quite as much as serpents do, you know.‖

―I don‘t believe it,‖ said the Pigeon; ―but if they do, why, then they‘re a
kind of serpent: that‘s all I can say.‖

This was such a new idea to Alice, that she was quite silent for a minute or
two. (56)

The phallic nature of her elongated neck and her devouring of ―eggs‖ provides a violent,
sexual reading to this encounter, an ―eros/thanatos‖ undertone that becomes more
prevalent in Through the Looking-Glass and seen in episodes like the Walrus and the
Carpenter (Garland 33-4). As Looking-Glass turns the focus on her aging, the
commentary becomes more clear and direct. The opening poem to this book contains:
Come, harken then, ere voice of dread,
With bitter tidings laden,
Shall summon to unwelcome bed
A melancholy maiden!

These lines could suggest a flowering of sexuality following marriage, often negotiated
by parents, not the actual young woman. The flowers in the garden suggest that she is
beginning to fade; this makes Alice uncomfortable, and she immediately changes the
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subject (142). Chatting with the Gnat about death, he reveals the inevitability of death,
commenting, ―It always happens;‖ Alice therefore begins to linger on the subject (155).
Later when boating and picking rushes, Alice, consciously or subconsciously, continues
to ignore the signs appearing before her:
What mattered it to her just then that the rushes had begun to face, and to
lose all their scent and beauty, from the very moment that she picked
them? Even real scented rushes, you know, last only a very little while—
and these, being dream-rushes, melted away almost like snow, as they lay
in heaps at her feet—but Alice hardly noticed this, there were so many
other curious things to think about. (180)

This commentary reflects not only on the inevitability of death but also the connection
between sexuality and death that Carroll suggests. He hopes to keep his Alice young and
pure forever; therefore, he associates her sexual maturity with her death to him. From the
moment she is ―picked,‖ she will begin to fade for him.
Christina Rossetti and Lewis Carroll represent two strains of fantasy children‘s
literature, and both traditions contain something of value. Christina Rossetti intermingled
the female didactic tradition with the new fantasy mode, exemplifying her mingling of
Victorian social constructs with subversive criticisms. In upholding the norms of the
Victorian period, Rossetti revealed the truth of the female experience in a patriarchal
society but also showed methods by which women could gain empowerment within this
society. This honesty prevented her literature from escaping the didactic tradition entirely
into what she saw as unruly, falsely liberating fantasy. At the same time, by presenting
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female protagonists boldly confronting male characters and constructs for women,
Rossetti critiqued the society which suppressed not only her in the literary marketplace
but also women in general. Carroll completely rejected the didactic tradition of children‘s
literature and Victorian female ideals and created a liberating, nonsensical world in which
Alice could re-establish herself. However, Carroll controlled Alice‘s experiences for
admirable and questionable reasons. Following the Romantic tradition, he wanted to
secure the special, pure nature of childhood for Alice. His other motive, his personal
obsession with the young feminine (possibly influenced by Pre-Raphaelite thought), led
him to attempt to possess Alice and arrest her in the eternity of literature. In breaking
down boundaries by exploring their differing views of fantasy and the feminine in their
literature, particularly through their use of food consumption, Lewis Carroll and Christina
Rossetti enriched the children‘s literature genre and made possible future innovative
developments in their field.
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Fig. 1. Lewis Carroll, photograph, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alice_Liddell
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Fig. 2 Arthur Hughes, illustration,
http://www.library.unt.edu/rarebooks/exhibits/women/Images/speak22.jpg
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Fig. 3 Arthur Hughes, illustration,
http://www.library.unt.edu/rarebooks/exhibits/women/19th.htm
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Fig. 4. Arthur Hughes, illustration,
http://www.library.unt.edu/rarebooks/exhibits/woodengr/late.htm
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Fig. 5, John Tenniel, illustration,
http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/c/carroll/lewis/alice/alice.html
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Fig. 6, John Tenniel, illustration,
http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/c/carroll/lewis/alice/alice.html

Fig. 7, John Tenniel, illustration,
http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/c/carroll/lewis/alice/alice.html
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CATALINA LUPU

The Merchant of Malta and the Jew of Venice

Christopher Marlowe and William Shakespeare capitalized on the alienated status
of Jews in Elizabethan England, and the general prejudice against them, to create stage
characters that interested and excited their audiences. In Marlowe‘s 1590 play The Jew
of Malta, the title character Barabas starts off as a successful merchant and tradesman
who becomes a caricature of an exaggerated villain: a character the audience loves to
hate. Conversely, Shylock in Shakespeare‘s 1598 comedy The Merchant of Venice may
be an obstacle to the characters‘ romantic ending, but he is not the ―villain‖ character as
Barabas is. Both characters are Jewish, a fact which is often brought up as both the
reason for Barabas‘ and Shylock‘s personal evil and greed, as well as the cause of
everyone else‘s problems. In this paper I will explore the different characterizations of
Barabas and Shylock as Jews, and discuss to what extent their Jewish identity causes
their actions, or perhaps excuses them. I will also discuss how their perceived
―Jewishness‘ – including both their fulfillment of the anti-Semitic Elizabethan cultural
perspective and the depiction of their spirituality and faith in the plays – suggest the
values and motivations of Marlowe and Shakespeare, and their audiences.
The question of how Barabas and Shylock differ in their characterizations is
briefly explored in Thomas Cartelli‘s essay, ―Shakespeare‘s Merchant, Marlowe‘s Jew:
The Problem of Cultural Difference.‖ He focuses his arguments on playwrights‘
constructions of Ferneze and Antonio, the main Christian antagonists for Barabas and
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Shylock, and writes that Ferneze exists from ―an equal mix of irreverence and that habit
of demystification Marlowe appears to have forged out of his reading and impressions of
Machiavelli‖ (255), rather than from any Christian moral high-mindedness. He also
writes that the truly dissident part of the play is Marlowe‘s irreverent dissolving of
―difference into identification, uniting Jew, Christian, and Turk in the common
motivation a Turkish Basso terms, ‗Desire of gold‘‖ (256), which changes the religious
tension into economic struggle. Marlowe used the character of an extravagantly
villainous Jew to frighten and alienate the Christian audience, but the stereotypical
description of Jewishness to which he succumbs also shows his willingness to alienate
people of other religions through his work. For Marlowe, Christians, Jews, and Muslims
are maligned and abused equally, making his play about religious, political, and social
irreverence.
In contrast, Cartelli writes that Shakespeare‘s writing cannot be attributed to
irreverence, but rather is ―a more serious engagement with the problem in question‖
(256). Instead of mutually abusing every character, Shakespeare constructs ―a man of
gravity and conviction‖ in Shylock, and establishes a legitimate reason for Shylock‘s
villainy that would not have been necessary had he ―simply intended to make Shylock a
Jewish wolf preying on Christian lambs‖ (258). This suggests that Shakespeare‘s attempt
to write a Jewish character was not just motivated by the grotesque popularity that
exaggerated stage Jews enjoyed with 16th century audiences, but that it was an
opportunity in which to write ―a powerful defense of Jewish humanity‖ such as Shylock
expounds in the third act. For these reasons, Shakespeare‘s characterization of Shylock
seems to be less as a stage Jew but rather as a believable and psychological representation
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of a Jewish man tormented by Christians, and of the similar problems that all
marginalized peoples experience.
Barabas and Shylock‘s outward appearances contribute both to their individual
characterizations as Jews within the plays and to the theatrical stereotypes of Jews in
Elizabethan England. Depictions of Barabas through the stage directions, the
descriptions from other characters, and various production notes indicate that his physical
appearance exemplifies the Renaissance and Elizabethan stereotypes of a Jew. Marlowe
contributes to this stereotype of superficiality towards the main character even in the title,
for by naming the play ―The Jew of Malta‖ he superficially characterizes Barabas as a
Jew before any action or description can show his Jewishness. In this way, audiences
attach the stigma of Jewish villainy to the play before they ever see any action. This is
very different from audiences‘ perception of Shylock, since the title ―The Merchant of
Venice‖ refers to Antonio, and does not any stereotypical idea of Jewishness. Before The
Jew of Malta starts, Marlowe‘s naming of the play insures the audience‘s opinion and
perception of Barabas as a Jew.
While the title evokes the character of Barabas as a Jew, it differs remarkably
from most of Marlowe‘s other plays, entitled ―Tamburlaine,‖ ―Edward II,‖ ―Dido‖ and
―Faustus,‖ which proudly declare the name of the main character, rather than rely on a
description. The title ―The Jew of Malta‖ immediately draws attention to the main
character as a ―Jew,‖ an archetype and stereotype, which precludes any psychological or
emotional characterization of Barabas. The opening scene of The Jew of Malta
perpetuates the stereotype as the stage direction establishes Barabas ―in his countinghouse, with heaps of gold before him.‖ Before he ever speaks, he is shown amassing and
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coveting his money with glee, thus living up to the association of Jews with monetary
greed.
Since the title of ―the Jew‖ appealed to an audience attracted by the idea of a
simple stage villain, the character to whom the title refers also becomes someone who is a
superficial, rather than a faith-based, ―Jew‖ in the eyes of the audience. He may be ―the
Jew‖ to the audience from the very beginning, yet within the play itself his fellow
merchants, Jews, and even Ferneze consistently call him ―Barabas.‖ His religion is not
often evoked together with his name within the play, which suggests that although
Barabas may be the superficial and titular Jew, his character does not show genuine faith
or belief in his religion and therefore it does not inform his identity or motivations.
The generic use of ―the Jew‖ in the title in lieu of ―Barabas‖ evokes the idea of a
spectacle rather than portrayal, which further distances the audience from Barabas and
contributes to his outward stereotype as an alien object. Barabas‘ spectacular nature
seems almost to explode out of the drama onstage, since every action and speech he
performs is exaggerated and unrealistic in the narrative of the play. Barabas also betrays
every ally in his sphere, signaling his need to burst out of the world of the play and into
the world of the audience. Barabas‘ constant asides while talking to the other Jews (I. i.)
and plotting with Abigail (I. ii.), his poisoning of the convent of nuns with Ithamore (III.
iv.), his machinations in the deaths of the two friars (IV. i.) and even his own death into a
cauldron are farcical and exaggerated, almost ―larger than life‖ in the narrative of the
play. Even in Barabas‘ brilliantly theatrical and flamboyant death, Marlowe creates a
character that seems to self-consciously proclaim to the world – not just of the play, but
of the playhouse – how he masterminded the events on the stage.
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The extremity of this spectacle that steps beyond the boundaries of the stage and
the plot of the play suggests that Marlowe wrote Barabas not to be a believable and
psychologically motivated character, but instead as a character that irreverently plays up,
and plays with, the stereotypes and suspicions of the audience. Marlowe‘s anticipation of
the audience‘s reaction enables him then to subvert the values of the audience even while
appearing to pander to them. The character of Barabas embodies all the perceived racial
and religious problems with Jews in Elizabethan England, but he is too extreme in his
stereotypical Jewishness to exist as an accurate and believable representation of a Jew in
Malta. Marlowe seems instead to embrace the prejudices of the audience and instead of
overturning them, exaggerates and exemplifies them in Barabas in order to destroy them
from within a character that seems simply villainous.
While the title of the play already proclaims that the main character is a Jew,
Marlowe also adds Barabas‘ physical appearance to his stereotyped characterization as a
Jew. Several 16th century actors are noted to have played Barabas with a fake red beard
and a large nose, but the latter prop was in part due to Marlowe‘s hints in the play. While
Barabas‘ physical features are never clearly described, at his first meeting with Ithamore
at the slave market, Ithamore says ―I worship your nose for this!‖ (II. iii. 176). This
statement is not a form of respect between a slave and his new master, but instead
functions to immediately call attention to Barabas‘ stereotypically large Jewish nose. But
rather than be offended, Barabas realizes that he can use it to his advantage. He
shamelessly plays on this stereotype, even applauding the size of his nose when he says
of the friars, ―I smelt ‗em ere they came‖ (IV. i. 24), to which Ithamore continues with,
―God-a-mercy, nose!‖
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This comedic play between master and slave shows the extent to which Barabas‘
appearance can be objectified, and, indeed, how he goes along with it in order to get what
he wants. Barabas is not an emotionally feeling character, and he is not offended by
these stereotypes. His characterization does not show him to be an emotional and
spiritual Jewish man, but rather shows him opportunistically using and showing off his
―Jewishness‖ in order to get what he wants. Barabas‘ role as a subversive character who
outwardly represents all the stereotypes of the audience but inwardly deconstructs them
also requires that he looks like the audience‘s conception of a 16th century Jewish man.
For these reasons, his physical appearance is important in terms of his Jewishness but
also in terms of Marlowe‘s subversive creativity.
In contrast, Shylock‘s characterization as a Jew in The Merchant of Venice relies
more upon the complex psychological motivations of a man who takes his faith very
seriously and less upon the superficial religious stereotypes of Elizabethan England.
Firstly, Shylock is not the main character in this play, and does not command the same
extravagant power of the spectacle with his presence. The play‘s title further supports
this, because while Shylock is a moneylender and merchant in Venice, he is not ―the‖
merchant of Venice. Instead, Antonio is the title character, and he dominates much of the
complex comedic and romantic plot with Bassanio and Portia. In this respect, Shylock is
not the central character, although his role is crucial in the initial love and wooing of
Portia, and later he becomes the main obstacle for the couple‘s happiness. But
ostensibly, the play does not revolve around him and his physical presence does not
command the stage. Shylock‘s subtlety as a character, and Shakespeare‘s subtlety in
creating him, marks the biggest difference between the Jews of the two plays. Where

2011 Emergences

101

Barabas is always visible and extravagant, Shylock is quietly in the background, keeping
his thoughts, wealth, and actions to himself. While Barabas‘ Jewishness is exposed both
in the title of the play and in his exaggerated physical appearance, Shylock is not a
spectacle, nor is he a superficial or overinflated caricature of a Jew.
Perhaps the best example of Shylock‘s representation as man rather than as a
―Jew‖ comes during the court scene when Portia first enters dressed as the young lawyer.
She addresses Shylock and Antonio and asks, ―Which is the merchant here, and which
the Jew?‖ (IV. i 169). This question does not seem to apply to Barabas, for everyone –
character and audience alike – recognizes the larger-than-life character of the Jew, both
by his appearance and his actions. But while Barabas is created purposefully to be
completely alien, Portia‘s question in the court suggests that Shylock is not
fundamentally and physically different from Antonio or other Christians. This scene also
provides an interesting staging twist, as the audience looking on knows who is Shylock
and who is Antonio. Nevertheless, Portia‘s uncertainty reflects that of the audience
members at the beginning when any actor could have been Christian or Jew. The very
fact that Shylock and Antonio on the stage are both actors that most likely switch roles
back and forth with other actors suggests that Shylock is the same as Antonio, and more
generally that Christians and Jews, and actors and audiences, are physically and
emotionally similar. Portia‘s question affirms what Shylock has proven beforehand in his
speech about the similarities between Christians and Jews, and in making Shylock appear
similar to Antonio, Shakespeare creates a character who is not obviously marked as an
outsider and a Jew, but is instead a more subtle and nuanced depiction of a Jewish man.
This characterization of Shylock shows that his "Jewishness" is more emotional
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and personal, and possibly based on religious belief rather than religious and racial
stereotypes and prejudices. On the other hand, Barabas‘ relationship to religion – even
Judaism – is completely different. In the prologue of The Jew of Malta, the Machevil
figure emerges and introduces the play, expounding the idea that religion is ―but a
childish toy‖ (prologue, line 14), and praising his protégé, Barabas, for thinking this too.
Barabas says that he finds religion a useful, rather than spiritual, experience, as it ―hides
many mischiefs from suspicion‖ (I. ii. 281). While Barabas refers particularly to
Christianity in this line, he too uses his ―Jewishness to mask his immoral intentions and
selfish desires for wealth.
Judaism is shown to be the religion that hides Barabas‘ mischiefs from Abigail,
the friars, Ithamore, and Ferneze. Barabas uses his Jewish religion and identity to reason
and excuse his greed and perfidy, thus relying on and augmenting the stereotype of the
greedy and miserly Jew. Shylock‘s conception of religion is markedly different from
Barabas‘ in its sincerity and spirituality. Shylock suffers emotionally from being Jewish,
while Barabas only suffers economically, and because Shylock is willing to put up with
Christian abuse, his attachment and faith in Judaism show him to be a more genuinely
faithful Jewish man.
Barabas‘ reliance on his religion and on the community of Jews in Malta extends
only as long as it helps him acquire more wealth. He admits that he holds ―he from
whom my most advantage comes‖ (V. ii. 113) in highest esteem, which seems to imply
that he is only a Jew because of the advantages this identity gives him. He would
therefore willingly sacrifice any ties to Judaism, and to his family and community as
well, in order to get ahead. This completely unorthodox view of religion borders on
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atheism, and may be the most directly subversive aspect of the play as it relates to
Marlowe‘s own ideals and values. Barabas‘ lack of strong religious beliefs may mirror
Marlowe‘s own atheism and disregard for the confines of religion, but this radical
viewpoint could only be expressed at the time through the inhuman, unbelievable, and
exaggerated character of a stage villain.
When the three nameless Jews visit him in Act I, Barabas sets the bar for how
terribly they are to be treated. They are given no names, and while he obsequiously
addresses them, his true thoughts are revealed to the audience in asides. He says to them,
―Assure yourselves I‘ll look – (aside) unto myself‖ (I. i. 171), and he calls them ―silly
men‖ (I. i. 177) after they leave, which reveals his selfishness, and his contempt for their
values of friendship and community, even when he could gain from the other Jews‘
mutual aid. Barabas is constructed as a spectacle and as an alien, and as such he cannot
really be part of the Jewish religion and the community therein. This may have been a
detail that didn‘t affect audiences‘ interpretations, as the four Jews can be interpreted as
selfish, greedy, and individualistic, and so Barabas acts exactly how the audience expects
him to. But this may be another example of Marlowe‘s anticipation and subversion of the
audience‘s values and beliefs, for Barabas is not really a Jew since he rejects all ties to a
community, not just a religious-based one.
Shylock, far from espousing the opportunistic and atheistic ideals of Barabas in
regard to religion, accuses the Christians of befriending him only when it is advantageous
to them, saying, ―You called me misbeliever, cutthroat dog,/ And spit upon my Jewish
gaberdine…Well then, it now appears you need my help‖ (I. iii 102-5). In this way, it is
the Christians in The Merchant of Venice that seem similar to Barabas, and Shylock is
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shown to have stronger and more loyal ties to his Jewish faith than the Jew of Malta. He
admits to Antonio and his rivals and tormentors, ―I will buy with you, sell with you, talk
with you, walk with you, and so following‖ but he maintains his devotion to his religion
by adding, ―I will not eat with you, drink with you, nor pray with you‖ (I. iii. 26-8),
showing that there are limits to his concessions and that he will not give up everything for
his own gain, as Barabas does.
Shylock is also much more connected with the Jewish community in Venice, as
he successfully borrows money from his friend Tubal to give to Antonio, and confides in
and complains to him after Jessica runs away with Lorenzo. Barabas and Shylock both
lose their daughters, but Abigail dies through Barabas‘ own fault, while Jessica only runs
away to get married. Yet it is Shylock who feels this loss most keenly not just in terms of
his wealth but also as a father, a Jew, and a righteous and law-abiding man. He is seen in
the streets acting in a ―strange, outrageous, and so variable‖ manner, crying out, ―My
daughter! O, my ducats! O, my daughter!/Fled with a Christian! O, my Christian ducats!/
Justice! The law! My ducats, and my daughter!‖ (II. viii. 15-18), which suggests that he
not only craves for his lost ducats but also for his lost daughter, and indeed for the justice
of Venice's laws. Shylock‘s wife and youth are also referenced movingly, while Barabas
never mentions his wife or his feelings for her. Shylock laments Jessica selling a ring,
saying ―it was my turquoise; I had it of Leah when I was a bachelor‖ (III. i. 90-1), while
Barabas‘ is never given an emotional backstory to humanize him to the audience.
Shylock is imbued with an individual family and religious history, while Barabas seems
to be more an impregnable and desiring force, rather than a person.
Ultimately, Shylock‘s Jewishness is based on faith and community against
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Christian victimization, whereas Barabas‘ Jewishness is not a personal experience but
rather an opportunistic choice. What, then, does being ―Jewish‖ mean for the motivation
and machination of the plays? Barabas seems to be a desiring-machine; he always wants
more money, more deaths, more spectacle, more power. The Machevil in the prologue is
proud of this, and says ―he favors me‖ (prologue, line 35), and that his ―money was not
got without my means‖ (line 32).
According to Machevil, Barabas most resembles him in his choices, ethics, and strategies
for making money. This proclamation before the play even starts seems to exculpate
Barabas‘ Jewishness from having any part in creating his fiendish and avaricious
ideology, and instead blames the Machevil for these actions. The spectacular and
outrageous behavior of Barabas is therefore based on the equally extravagant and extreme
stage Machevil, further distancing Barabas from a believable representation of a Jewish
man.
Barabas‘ difference and distance from the other characters and their drives and
motivations is defined by Stephen Greenblatt in his essay ―Marlowe, Marx, and AntiSemitism‖ as subversive in its alienation. Greenblatt writes that ―against all reason and
self-interest, upon his bond: linguistically, psychologically, ethically, as well as
religiously, he is different‖ (295), and that what characterizes the motivation and desire
of such an egotistic character is Barabas‘ own self-destruction. However, Barabas is
already portrayed as an alien through his complete lack of community and allegiance, his
comical ignorance of cause and effect in his actions and their consequences, and his
sacrifice of political power for tangible gain. He is fundamentally different and alien in
these ways too, rather than just – as Greenblatt suggests – in his completely

106

Predicate, Issue 1

unrecognizable desire for self-destruction.
The Machevil‘s introduction of and allegiance to Barabas shows Barabas‘
superficial connection to the Machevil but not necessarily to Machiavellian ideas, for
Barabas makes many un-Machiavellian decisions that disadvantage him politically.
Machevil‘s introduction in the prologue may be Marlowe‘s attempt to reconcile the
fundamental ―difference‖ of Barabas, as Greenblatt would say, by putting it in terms of a
well-known writer and diplomat as well as an oft-caricatured stage villain. Irving Ribner
differentiates between Machiavelli ―the political‖ and Machevil ―the stage invention‖
(349), saying that Barabas is ―a stage villain with no real political scope,‖ but that
Marlowe‘s addition of the stage invention Machevil lends Barabas power and credibility
in the political scope of the play. Machevil‘s presence in the prologue and
commendation of Barabas‘ actions both legitimizes Barabas historically and politically,
and serves to emphasize Barabas‘ utterly manipulative greed and amorality.
The Machevil immediately draws the audience‘s attention to the villainy of
Barabas, just as the title of the play does, this time providing a political, rather than
religious, excuse for Barabas‘ actions. Both the title and the prologue are important to
the beginning of the play because they serve to align Barabas – superficially at least - to a
plausible and stereotypical ideology for the audience, while in reality, Marlowe‘s stage
character is not guided by religion or politics, or by any recognizable ideals of morality or
connection to a group. He has no allegiances other than unto himself, and therefore he is
unknowable to characters and the audience alike.
Ellen Breerwood Chauvin suggests that presence of Machevil is a serious and
frightening stage moment that sets the tone for a play, and that Machevil has his own
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agency in the play rather than existing only in relation to Barabas and his actions. She
posits that Barabas cannot be the next Machiavelli because of his ridiculous comedy, and
that his role in the play is to distract from the sinister evil and machinations of Machevil
and Ferneze. She writes, ―by making Barabas a comic character of Elizabethan
Machiavellianism, Marlowe is able to contrast his stage figure with the play‘s
representative of true policy, Ferneze‖ and that Barabas functions as nothing more than a
―red herring used by Machevil to lure us away from the crafty politician‘s true disciple,
Ferneze‖ (30). However, this explanation seems to force Marlowe into taking sides on a
moral and political dilemma in a way that he avoided in most of his plays.
To have Barabas - the character most invested with energy and desire – exist only
as a diversion implies that Ferneze, quietly lurking in the background, is the stronger,
more successful man. In this same vein, Ferneze‘s survival in the end while Barabas falls
into his own deadly trap would imply that Marlowe morally aligned himself with
Machiavellian ideology. Since politics rarely seem to be at the forefront of Marlowe‘s
plays, the idea that the Machevil figure in the prologue is a real political threat seems
misguided because the fundamental drive of the play lies not in politics but desire, and
not in the community of Machiavelli‘s disciples but in the singular and alienating
personality of Barabas.
Chauvin does say, however, that Barabas ―often uses the stereotype of the evil
Jew to his own advantage in order to further his atrocities and feel justified in the
destruction he wreaks‖ (35), which seems slightly opposed to her idea that it is Ferneze,
not Barabas, who is the advantageous schemer that selfishly plots his rivals‘ destruction.
In saying that Barabas cunningly adopts the ―evil Jew‖ stereotype to further his
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destructive forces, Chauvin contradicts her previous statements that Barabas is a comedic
villain that does not pose a real threat. I believe her idea that Barabas‘ advantageously
uses religion is an apt way of reading the treatment of Judaism in this play. Barabas‘
feigned Jewishness suggests that he uses the stereotypes of greed and desire as a religious
excuse for his actual desires. He does not love money because he is ethnically and
religiously Jewish, rather he realizes that being Jewish would help him achieve wealth,
and therefore continues the charade for his own gain. He is working within the
stereotype through which already everyone sees him.
The problem that exists in this theory is that Barabas makes these explanations
and justifications not for himself but for others – both for characters in the play and for
the audience. Chauvin suggests that Barabas feels justified in his terrible actions only
when he can blame it on his Jewishness, but it seems that justification is not a central
concern for him, and that he would continue amassing money and relishing in people‘s
destruction without having the personal justification of Jewishness. Barabas‘ Jewishness
is his justification to the outside world, and it provides the audience with an easy
motivation for his greed and amorality, thereby fulfilling their simple expectations of the
Jewish stereotype, but Marlowe‘s Barabas is self-contained, and lacking emotion,
motivation, or purpose, which in itself is deeply subversive to the concept of identity and
reliance on others. Barabas‘ justifications through his Jewishness therefore outwardly
appease an audience while inwardly they break down the ideals of this audience.
Greenblatt also writes that Barabas never acts independently, rather, he just reacts
to what is going on around him, and as such is a victim of his milieu. He writes that
Barabas‘ ―identity is to a great extent the Christian conception of a Jew‘s identity‖ (299),
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which is true, but it seems that Barabas‘ is aware that he is exemplifying the Christians‘
stereotype of a Jew, and exploits it to his advantage. In his revelatory speech about his
past, he says that he killed ―sick people groaning under walls‖ (II. iii. 177), and went
about to ―poison wells‖ (II. iii. 178) without mentioning their religion or his resentment
as a Jew against them. He revels in this spectacle of violence rather than giving a cause
or justification for his actions, showing that his life is not ―a reaction to what he perceives
as a provocation or a threat‖ (298). He is not loyal to any community, therefore he
cannot be, as Greenblatt suggests, a victim of his milieu. In the very first scene of the
play, Barabas says ―let ‗em combat, conquer, and kill all/ So they spare me, my daughter,
and my wealth‖ (I. i. 150-1), which later diminishes to just ―so I live, perish may all the
world‖ (V. v. 10), including his family, his fellow Jews, and his Maltese countrymen.
By contrast, Shylock is much more a victim of the actions of others rather than the
creator of his own problems. He is motivated by a constant desire of vengeance and
justice for the wrongs perpetrated against him. He reminds Antonio of the ways he has
been tortured, saying ―you spit on me on Wednesday last,/ You spurned me such a day,
another time/ You called me dog (I. iii. 117-9), and tells Salerio and Solanio the reasons
why he needs vengeance: ―[Antonio] hath disgraced me, and hindered me half a million,
laughed at my losses, mocked at my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains,
cooled my friends, heated mine enemies‖ (III. i. 41-3). Even in the courtroom, when
Antonio is about to lose his life, he still insults Shylock with his abusive anti-Semitism
(IV. i. 70-83).
Because of these abuses, Shylock‘s motivation for revenge seems clear and even
justified, and it is the only way to act against the Christians of Venice. The Christians
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victimized him, and because of this he becomes their villainous obstacle. He is not the
villain of the play because he is Jewish; rather he becomes the villain because of the
Christians‘ actions. He is the reactor in every confrontation, which excuses his
wrongdoing and shows that his tormentors are more to blame for his actions, rather than
he or his Jewishness. When he justifies himself as a human being as well as a Jew, he
says that he wants revenge only because it is the Christian way. He tells Salerio and
Solanio, ―the villainy you teach me I will execute‖ (III. i. 53), thereby admitting that he is
influenced and shaped by the Christians‘ thoughts and actions, first accepting them
quietly, then reusing them for revenge after provocation.
Shylock justifies the severity of his decisions and actions in his retort to Antonio:
―Thou calledst me dog before thou hadst a cause,/ But since I am a dog, beware my
fangs‖ (III. iii. 6-7). He says that he was accused of being something that he was not,
without reason or evidence, but the anger stemming from this unjust accusation became
the very reason by which he could fulfill it. Therefore, in being treated like a dog,
Shylock becomes the dog, and is able, like Barabas, to work within the stereotype in
order to destroy it. In this way, Antonio sows the seeds for Shylock to become a villain,
and then is surprised with what he reaps. Shylock‘s vengeful actions are justified, then,
not only by his personal abuses but also by Antonio and the teachings of the Christian
church, since they constructed for him the role of the villain.
Shylock has a much stronger allegiance to and reliance on Judaism than Barabas,
but he is also connected to the marketplace and the law of Venice, which serve as a type
of community tie that is unrelated to his religion. As a Jew, the only job he can hold is
that of moneylender. But Venice‘s liberal laws designed to protect commerce and
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promote mercantile success allow him to work and gain wealth while not being
completely marginalized, for the Jews‘ role in the marketplace was crucial for Venice‘s
economic success. Therefore, even though Shylock works in the only job that is
available to him because of his religion, he again seems to accept this prejudice and work
from within this job in order to show that he is important to Christians and to Venetian
society. Antonio, a well-respected and wealthy Christian merchant, acknowledges the
role that Shylock plays as he goes to see him when he is in monetary need to help
Bassanio, and it seems that they are willing to deal with each other financially, if not
religiously or socially. Shylock says that it is because of his role as a merchant and
moneylender, not as a Jew, that he seeks revenge on Antonio, for, he ―lends out money
gratis and brings down/ The rate of usance here with us in Venice‖ (I. iii. 32-5), which
suggests that Antonio is not a good businessman. Shylock appears to care more about the
general community of the marketplace in Venice than he does about Antonio personally
and religiously.
The legal and judicial system of Venice provides one final bastion of support for
Shylock after his family abandons him and the market turns against him. It is here that he
holds loyally to his belief in the principles and justice of the law. In the court, however,
Christian mercy, which translates to greed, triumphs over Jewish justice, which
represents honor and loyalty. Shylock asserts, ―I have an oath in heaven./ Shall I lay
perjury upon my soul?‖ (IV. i. 222-3) when asked if would accept money and give up his
oath, while Portia replies, ―Be merciful./ Take thrice thy money; bid me tear the bond‖
(IV. i. 228-9), showing that for the court and for the Christians, mercy means giving in to
money and perjuring one‘s honor.
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Shylock‘s fierce grip on the principle of his bond is expressed through his almost
obsessive language, as he says ―I‘ll have my bond. Speak not against my bond./ I have
sworn an oath that I will have my bond‖ (III. iii. 4-5), and continues ―I‘ll have my bond. I
will not hear thee speak./ I‘ll have my bond‖ (III. iii. 12-3). This provides him with a
connection and affiliation, and he continues to assert that he ―stand[s] here for law‖ (IV.
i. 141) and ―crave[s] the law‖ (IV. i. 202). The law and justice of the Duke of Venice,
rather than his personal religious convictions, is the power on which Shylock relies.
Barabas, on the other hand, is completely at odds with the law and rule of Malta,
as it is Ferneze who unfairly confiscates his money and sets off Barabas‘ trail of
vengeance and desire. Barabas does not rely on the law, nor does he submit himself to it,
as throughout the play he is governed by an individualistic egotism rather than allegiance
to Malta, so much so that he plots with Calymath and the Turks to infiltrate Malta (V. i.).
Barabas does not truly belong to Judaism, to Malta, or even to his own family; he is a
representation of greed and desire, embodying mercantilism‘s new individual who is
loyal only to himself and to money, rather than to feudal system of allegiance.
The implications of Barabas and Shylock‘s Jewishness for the overall themes of
the plays dealing with the new class of merchants and a new era of trade and diplomacy
differ as much as the Jews do in their characterizations. Alan Shepard posits that The
Jew of Malta opens up a ―contemporary conundrum‖ (114) for English audiences, where
―hawkish English veterans‖ attempting ―to preserve their own agency and legitimacy‖ go
on the attack against ―merchant adventurers,‖ which invites the audience to root for one
side or another. But Shepard also says that the ―militarist ethos‖ that is the ―governing
paradigm of the island of Malta, and by extension in England itself‖ had long stopped
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working for Elizabethan audiences, which suggests that there is no way to side with the
―hawkish English veterans.‖ However, the very concept of Marlowe inviting audiences
to take sides seems to go against Marlowe‘s renegade irreverence and lack of allegiance
to a particular group, and gives a moral and proselytizing tone to the play that is lacking
in Marlowe‘s other works.
The idea of taking sides in The Jew of Malta is further complicated by the
changing conflict between the merchant class, from which Barabas hails, and warriorprince class, represented by both Ferneze and Calymath. Barabas never shows allegiance
to either class, since he starts as a rich merchant amassing more wealth, is stripped of this
wealth by Ferneze and consequently is removed as a threat to the warrior-prince class,
and later becomes one of the rulers briefly as he is made governor of Malta by the Turks.
Ferneze is shown not to be exclusively reliant on his prowess at war, for he and his knight
class rely on Barabas and the other Jews in Malta to bail them out of their conflict with
the Turks. The Turks are also shown alternately to represent the warrior class and to be
motivated by ―the wind that bloweth all the world besides‖ (III. V. 3-4), that is, desire of
gold.
If the rise of the merchant class presaged capitalism, and capitalism is a prodiplomacy and pro-civilization movement, then Barabas‘ role as a merchant and
moneyman would seem to promote peace and prosperity and order in lieu of war and
manipulation amongst nations. However, his character causes extreme chaos wherever
he goes, both for Malta and the Turks, and even for his own family. In fact, it is not his
presence that represents a capitalistic peace between Malta and the Turkish Empire, it is
only his demise that leads to brokered peace between the two nations. The knights of
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Malta and the Turks belong to the nationalistic feudal system where all loyalty is due to
the state and to the people who protect it, rather than to diplomacy and economic gain.
While both groups deal with money in their negotiations, when faced with Barabas‘
maniacal egotism and desire for gold, they revert to their traditional role as soldiers.
Ferneze says that ―honor is bought with blood and not with gold‖ (II. ii. 56), and that
―naught is to be look'd for now but wars,/ And naught to us more welcome is than wars‖
(III. vi. 35-6). It is this warrior class that ends up creating peace between Malta, Spain,
and the Turkish empire through the ideology that ―better one man want for a common
good than many perish for a private man‖ (I. ii. 99-100), and thus the constraining and
moralizing binary between peaceful merchants and warring knights is broken.
Barabas is an overtly theatrical ―Jew,‖ someone who embodies all the racist and
grotesque stereotypes that were common in Elizabethan theatre. But he doesn‘t just
fulfill these stereotypes; rather, he completely exaggerates and explodes out of each one.
Marlowe‘s representation is not a believably psychological and emotional Jewish man,
for such a character would not produce a spectacle or attract an audience. Instead,
Marlowe constructs Barabas as a character with no emotions who is completely
unbelievable as a person, and through him Marlowe subverts all normal ethical and moral
boundaries, and communal and human bonds, and privileges an alienating, individualistic
desiring machine. Barabas‘ outward Jewishness reflects that inwardly, Barabas cares
nothing for the Jewish faith, and instead uses it advantageously for his selfish desire of
money whenever he can. He is a merchant whose desires are excused and justified by his
superficial identity as a Jew.
Shylock‘s construction is the opposite of Barabas‘, for Shakespeare creates a

2011 Emergences

115

Jewish character from the inside out, and provides him with an emotionally and
psychologically rich credibility as a Jew who is faithful firstly, and opportunistic
secondly. Shylock is connected to the Jewish community in Venice, and his villainous
actions are direct results of Christian abuses in his personal and business life. His
revenge thus comes from a need for respect, honor, and justice, rather than a desire and
greed for more wealth.
In both plays, Marlowe and Shakespeare subvert, in different ways, the
stereotypical view of a villainous and greedy Jew who is recognizable by his large nose
and red beard, and who hates all Christians unconditionally. Marlowe takes the
extravagant approach of making Barabas ever more visibly Jewish, and imbuing him with
the most terrifying and unrelatable words and actions to surpass even the most prejudiced
audience‘s conception of a Jew. He is not, therefore, a representation of a faithful and
cultural Jew, but rather represents the difference, alterity, and uncontrollable desire of the
rising merchant class. Therefore, Marlowe‘s Barabas is the true ―merchant‖ of Malta.
Shakespeare, on the other hand, constructs a character who is not perfectly moral or
faultless, but who is seen, relative to the other characters, as justified in his pursuit of
revenge. Shylock is much more understandable and therefore seems much more
believable as a representation of a Jewish moneylender in Venice, experiencing the same
problems as other, non-marginalized, people. Thomas Cartelli writes that the play is
outwardly ―about Christians, geared to the social, moral, and economic interests of a
Christian audience‖ (257), therefore implying that inwardly, the play is a subtle,
sympathetic, and humanizing representation of Jewish man. Thus, Shakespeare‘s
Shylock is the genuine ―Jew‖ of Venice.
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ROXANNE RASHEDI

Masculine versus Feminine Eros: Sisterly Communities or
Divisions?

Bridging and Connecting: Examining the Feminine Erotic in Audre Lorde and Lucille Clifton

In their poetry, Clifton and Lorde employ an eros that is traditionally deemed as
feminine by having their speakers expose their deepest vulnerabilities and insecurities as
well as having them educate their readership on the various injustices that men in
positions of power impose upon Black women. By doing so, Lorde and Clifton cultivate
a community where readers of diverse backgrounds can come together in a safe space to
discuss how their differing subject positions informs if not determines how they
conceptualize erotic power. As readers discuss Clifton and Lorde‘s poetry, they see what
constitutes and reinforces the differences that divide women and men along racial, sexual
orientation, and class lines. In short, they discover the power of the feminine erotic: a
power that bridges gaps of difference, thereby situating people on the same playing field
so one person‘s thoughts, values, and overall subject position is not perceived as superior
to another.
Lorde explores how to access the feminine erotic via poetry in her seminal essay,
―Poetry Is Not a Luxury.‖ She argues that poetry, as a revelatory distillation of
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experience, provides the illumination by which people examine their lives and give
substance to their unrecognized feelings. Lorde asserts that each woman embodies a true,
divine spirit, full of creativity, vitality. Though, this spirit is often left unexamined,
unrecorded, and ultimately, silenced. For Lorde, poetry is the way to un-silence this
spirit. She writes, ―The woman's place of power within each of us is neither white nor
surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep‖ (37).
Published at around the same time as Lorde‘s ―Poetry is Not Luxury,‖ Cixous also
defines a feminine practice, an écriture feminine, in her notable essay, ―The Laugh of the
Medusa‖ (1976). Like Lorde, Cixous asserts that feminine writing is impossible since ―it
will always surpass the discourse that regulates the phallocentric system.‖ In ―Uses of
the Erotic: Erotic as Power,‖ Lorde also discusses these ―phallocentric systems,‖
describing them as structures of self-abnegation that attempt to suppress the feminine
voice (39). Both Lorde and Cixous elucidate the power that fiction and poetry can bring
to reclaiming and asserting the female voice. By freeing the self through creative writing,
women not only liberate themselves from that Lordian silence, but they also deconstruct
the very social constructions (i.e. race, gender, sexual orientation, class) that limit their
erotic potential.
Lorde taps into Cixous‘s écriture feminine with her poem, ―A Woman Speaks.‖
Fighting breast cancer for over fourteen years, Lorde describes how poetry helped to
strengthen her voice. Towards the end of her life, she expresses how her voice had
weakened; nevertheless, she resiliently kept writing, hearing, uttering, and embodying the
very words that made up her poems.1 For Lorde, poetry is connected to its oral quality,

1

See the documentary A Litany for Survival: The Life and Work of Audre Lorde for an excellent overview
of Lorde‘s life and work.
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which, in effect, stimulates intellectual engagement. ―A Woman Speaks‖ is one of
Lorde‘s many poems which invite readers to discuss the identity politics surrounding
race, gender, sexual identity, and class.
Despite the fact that society designates the speaker of ―A Woman Speaks‖ at the
bottom of the social pole (i.e. raced as black, sexed as lesbian, and gendered as female),
she asserts her right to voice throughout the entire poem, most explicitly in the
concluding lines: ―I am /woman/ and not white.‖ The speaker identifies herself as a
woman of color and more importantly, how a woman of color becomes the status quo or
norm instead of the ―othered‖ group. The title of the poem coupled with these
concluding lines relates to what Lorde describes as different types of discourse that are
based upon race and gender. In ―Poetry Is Not a Luxury,‖ she states: ―The white fathers
told us: I think, therefore I am. The Black mother within each of us — the poet —
whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be free‖ (38). This whispering ―Black
mother‖ represents the creative erotic force that is willing to be and feel vulnerable; it is a
voice outside of Eurocentric rationalism.
―A Woman Speaks‖ moves beyond Eurocentric ideals as well as white and black
patriarchy by interweaving West African religious tradition with the speaker‘s life
experiences. The speaker taps into the spiritual power of the West African religion when
she describes herself as ―Moon marked and touched by sun‖ (Line 1, 4). ―Moon‖ and
―sun‖ are commonly attributed to MawuLísa, the Dahomean sky goddess-god. Mawu
creates the world and is the mother of all the other orisha, or deities. She represents the
female sex, bounded by Lisa: the male sex as well as Mawu‘s son. Lorde inserts
MawuLisa into the poem to perhaps counter traditional gender divisions (i.e. men as the
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rational, logical and woman as the irrational, emotional.) By doing so, the poem turns the
―isms,‖ or social constructions such as racism, sexism, and classism, on their heads;
MawuLisa, for instance, depicts a subordinate entity since she is black and female. Yet,
MawuLisa embodies ―[unwritten] magic‖ or a quality that has not been captured through
language (Line 2, 4). She has the power to speak and define instead of being defined by
socially limiting labels like black, female, and lesbian. As the definer, the speaker
repositions these marginal categories. She is Lorde‘s ―Black Mother‖ poet who whispers
her ―magic‖ into readers‘ ears via poetry.
MawuLisa is not the only powerful erotic figure that the speaker draws from West
African religion. She declares that ―no favor/untouched by blood,‖ perhaps referring to
the ―blood‖ shed by the Dahomean Amazon warriors. Asking for ―no favor‖ and full of
―pride,‖ this mythic/contemporary speaker is proud but vulnerable to making mistakes,
similar to the goddesses and gods of the Dahomean and Yourba traditions to which Lorde
refers to (Lines 5 and 9, 4). The speaker associates herself with the birth of Aphrodite
from the ―entrails‖ of Uranus; she admits that this passionate connection causes great
chaos (Line 14, 4). This chaos is represented by those ―pound[ing]…restless oceans‖
from which Aphrodite originally surfaced (Line 15, 4). Situated in the present, Lorde
interweaves West African religious tradition and Greek mythology to recreate the
Eurocentric vision of erotic womanhood. That is, a vision that is not solely for
―white…women‖ but for women of all colors (Lines 31-3, 4). The speaker reclaims
Black women‘s agency, showing how mediums like poetry help cultivate erotic power.
As a Black woman taps into her erotic power, she gradually will discover her identity
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devoid of external, hegemonic impositions (i.e. patriarchy, 1st wave feminists that ignore
issues of race and class, etc.)
The speaker reflects upon her self-discovery when she asserts: ― I do not dwell /
within my birth nor my divinities,‖ thereby suggesting that she chooses not to be limited
solely to her physical, raw self and/or her deeper sense of a spiritual self (Lines 16-7, 4).
As an ―ageless and half-grown‖ entity, the speaker simultaneously fuses spirit and body
as one (Line 18, 4). She only becomes fully ―grown‖ once she ―seeks‖ to find her
―sisters / witches in Dahomey‖ (Lines 18-20, 4). Though, the speaker is ―still seeking‖ to
find her ―sisters‖; ―still‖ signifies a shifting of temporality (emphasis added). The
speaker is in the present, past, and most importantly, positioned in an ancient or more
rooted sense of the past — a past which always permeates the present. Amitai Avi-ram
describes this temporal transition as ―Apo koinou…where a single word or phrase is
shared between two distinct, independent syntactic units‖ (emphasis original, Morris,
179). She writes:
Apo koinou…suspends the temporality or causality normally implied in discrete
sentences and their orderly sequence, it allows Lorde's voice to reveal feelings
that are chaotic…sometimes contradictory, without undoing those very features
by subordinating the feelings to the ordinary rules of syntax. (Morris, 179)
To add to Avi-ram‘s concept of ―apo koinou,‖ Lorde inserts signifiers like ―still‖ to not
merely cause a temporal shift in time and space but to depict the speaker‘s erotic
emotions. The speaker shows how chaos is associated with the erotic or that which stems
from ―Eros, the personification of love in all its aspects – born of Chaos, and
personifying creative power and harmony‖ (emphasis added, Lorde, 55). The lyrical ―I‖
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appears to be ―still seeking her sisters, the witches of Dahomey‖; however, the same line
also suggests that ―her sisters‖ are ―still seeking‖ the speaker herself. The speaker and
the witches are simultaneously ―seeking‖ each other, attempting to symbolically trace and
retrace their spirits from past to present and vice-a-versa in order to further discover their
own identities.
In the concluding stanza, the speaker again returns to the past, referring to herself
as ―treacherous with old magic‖ (Line 27, 4). This ―old magic‖ is the erotic power: the
unacknowledged power that lies deep in all women. As Lorde discusses in ―Poetry is not
a Luxury,‖ sexist and racist groups like those ―white male forefathers‖ have repressed,
negated, and silenced Black women‘s knowledge. Yet, as the speaker claims, women
continue to hold onto their erotic power at that ―magic[al]unwritten‖ level. Similar to the
prior stanza, this ―old magic‖ permeates the potential magic of the present by
transforming into ―the noon's new fury‖ (Lines 27-8, 4). This transformation implies that
Black women will no longer remain silent. They will utilize the ―old magic‖ of their
―sisters‖ to fight contemporary hegemonic forces with great ―fury.‖ In an interview with
Karla Hammond, Lorde comments on the lines ―I am treacherous with old magic / and
the noon's new fury,‖ discussing how these words relate to ―power, strength, what is old
and what is new being very much the same‖ (Morris, 180). Morris notes how readers do
not know the addressee to these specific lines. She argues that this is because ―…the
woman is speaking to those who acknowledge for the first time that women have a future
of their own but who have not let go of the assumption that she who speaks as a woman
must of necessity be white and male-identified‖ (180). In other words, readers should not
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assume that the speaker is raced as white and gendered as male, given the fact that she
openly expresses her thoughts.
Morris concludes that the speaker is a ―magic, erotic woman‖ since she does not
wait for anyone to authorize, validate, and/or give her consent to speak (181). Rather, the
―speaker embodies authorization not despite but because of being a woman‖ (181). I
would add, though, that the speaker is able to tap into her erotic power because she
deconstructs gender binaries of the rational male versus the emotional female; the speaker
is a culmination of both genders, embodying the ancient MawuLisa figure. But more
importantly, the speaker recognizes the history of her ancient sisters: a history that
includes voicing not only the narrative of African-American enslavement but also the
exploitation of Black women as ―breeders.‖ The speaker becomes more erotically
charged as she delves deep inside not only herself, but also into the ancient history that
informs and influences the nature of her subject position today. ―A Woman Speaks,‖
then, creates Lorde‘s ideal female readership. That is, an intergenerational, bi-racial
community of female readers. The poem invites readers from a diverse demographic to
gather and uncover the power that lies within themselves by fighting against patriarchal
forces as well as acknowledging the impact of those ancient histories that have shaped the
nature of Black female subjectivity today.
Published in Lorde‘s 1978 collection, The Black Unicorn which includes both
―Coal‖ and ―A Woman Speaks,‖ explores Kimberle Crenshaw‘s notion of
intersectionality in relation to Black female empowerment; these poems specifically show
readers how social constructions like gender, race, and class intersect on multiple and
often simultaneous levels, thereby contributing to the silence imposed upon Black women
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and women of color at large. But more importantly, both poems demonstrate how to
counter these hegemonic forces by voicing, writing, and literally uttering the poetic word:
the repressed, unrecognized erotic knowledge.
In conversation with Lorde and Cixous, Clifton too explores an écriture feminine
via poetry. In the early 1980‘s, Clifton was asked ―Why do you write?‖ (Johnson, 70).
She answered with, ―I write to celebrate life‖ (Johnson, 70). Like Lorde, Clifton‘s
speakers are erotic since they express the bitterness and pain that stem from brutal
histories which some do not like to remember and/or record: the history AfricanAmerican enslavement, particularly the role of the ―breeder‖ that was imposed upon
Black women. Her poems positively reshape and redefine Black people, elucidating their
vitality and beauty in generally succinct, subtle, and insightful verses. Stephen
Henderson attributes Clifton‘s short, concise poetry to ―mascon‖ images that pervade
much of her work. Mascon is an Afro-Americana phrase that signifies a ―massive
concentration of black experiential energy‖ (Johnson, 70). Often, they represent ―verbal
expressions which evoke a powerful response in the [reader] because of their direct
relationship to concepts and events in the collective experience‖ (Johnson, 70).
Though not directly hearkening to the ―mascon‖ image, Clifton definitely invokes a
collective experience in her autobiographical poem, ―i was born with twelve fingers‖
(Two-Headed Woman, 1980). Clifton was born with twelve fingers, six on one hand and
six on the other, as were her mother and her daughter. Mary Jane Lupton argues that the
―speaker associates this congenital difference with European witchcraft and with
Egyptian royalty‖ (10). Though, the speaker never implicitly nor explicitly refers to
European witchcraft and/or Egyptian traditions. Rather, I would argue that the poem
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describes this inherited difference, these bodily images, in order to render the Black
female body as an allegory. By doing so, the poem elucidates the tension between
disfigured/disabled and figured/ able-bodied individuals. More importantly, though, the
speaker celebrates what society continually stigmatizes her and the other female members
in her family for: polydactyl. As she celebrates what society deems to be a disabling
feature, the speaker challenges the Anglo-European paradigm of what Rosemarie
Garland-Thompson describes as ―the canonical body‖: that which adheres to the social
paradigm of being white and able-bodied (Extraordinary Bodies, 105). Thompson
discusses how various 20th century Black women writers like Toni Morrison, Ann Petry,
and Audre Lorde celebrate disabled and disfigured bodies as a means to transcend social
and cultural limitations. The speaker of ―i was born with twelve fingers,‖ then, celebrates
her congenital difference of polydactyl, viewing it as an empowering ability versus a
disabling, disability.
Though, the speaker does not merely celebrate Thompson‘s widely quoted
expression of the ―extraordinary‖ body. Clifton shows how the speaker‘s polydactyl,
invisibly connects her to female family members. The speaker reflects:
And we connect
My dead mother

my live daughter

and me

Through our terrible shadowy hands. (Line 14-8, 166).
In this passage, there are two medial gaps: one between ―my dead mother‖ and ―my live
daughter‖ and another between ―my live daughter‖ and ―and me.‖ The medial gaps are a
symbol for the hiatuses in the past (e.g. death) and present (e.g. live) time. Despite these
lapses in time, the disfigured and socially marginalized image of the Black female body,
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those ―terrible shadowy hands,‖ are actually what ―connect‖ the past to present. As the
speaker reconnects to her dead mother and daughter, she also taps into ―me‖: the intrinsic
power that lies within her own body. The speaker experiences Lorde‘s erotic power; the
disfigured ―terrible shadowy hands‖ become a thread that connects mother to daughter,
daughter to mother, and most importantly, affirms a woman‘s sense of self (Line 15,
166).
In ―i was born with twelve fingers,‖ Clifton unsettles the Black female body,
showing how fragments of the self can represent the voice of women not only in her own
family, but also to her readership. As the speaker exposes each of her twelve fingers, she
becomes vulnerable to herself as well as to readers; the speaker fragments her body to
facilitate a deep, erotic connection with other women. Severing the eleventh and twelfth
fingers, Clifton ironically intensifies the erotic power of the women in the poem since the
fingers that were cut off ―take what we want‖ and ―connect‖ the generations of the
women to each other through their invisible, ghostly, ―terrible‖ appearances. The
speaker rejects the poetic formula of, to use Lorde‘s words, of white male forefathers, by
rejecting the sonnet form which concludes on a finalized sestet. Similar to Lorde, Clifton
too sees how female erotic power originates in embracing the weaknesses that stem from
inside and out the spiritual and physical self; but more importantly, though, these are
insecurities that the self must seek to connect and reconnect to from the generations
before her (i.e. ancestors), during her time (i.e. her female readership), and the
generations to come (i.e. future offspring.) Clifton‘s fingers disconcert readers while also
establishing the potential for erotic power: a relationship through fragmentation.
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Clifton‘s ―Homage to My Hips‖ also celebrates the self-affirmation of Black
women through an isolation of bodily features: the hips. Tracing back to its root in 1595,
―homage‖ referred to a lineage of successors, ancestors. Clifton pays ―homage‖ to what
she once was ashamed to claim ownership over, her large hips. Subtle but still apparent,
though, is how the speaker pays tribute to her forgotten ancestors: enslaved AfricanAmerican women. But most importantly, the title word ―homage‖ represents the
reverence one is granted when sacrificing the self or rather, exposing the écriture
feminine that various systems of self-abnegation forcefully attempt to repress. In other
words, the ―homage‖ is given by the speaker to what embraces the ―my‖ of her ―hips‖
which greatly differs from being claimed through self-definition (i.e. the defined versus
the definer.) Clifton explores how hips influence the roles of African-American women,
moving from the size of her hips which is related to confinement, to the freedom of her
hips, and concludes by describing the ―might‖ and ―magic‖ of her hips (Lines 1-5, 5-10,
11-5, 168). The speaker rejoices that ―these hips are big hips,‖ implying that a small
waistline is neither desirable nor more beautiful (Line 1, 168).
―Homage to My Hips‖ shows how women have been oppressed by the societal
paradigm of slenderness through a) the mass media and, b) the limitations in public and
private spheres (e.g. work and personal relationships.) The speaker expresses how the
―space‖ of her hips ―don‘t fit into‖ small ―places‖ which suggests that her hips are larger;
hence, they do not represent the paradigm which society endorses (Lines 2, 4- 5, 168).
The alliterating p-sound in ―little/ petty places‖ emphasizes how the speaker refuses to be
tiny literally, in terms of her physicality, and figuratively in terms of her mental capacity
(Lines 4-5, 168). Robert French reads the speaker‘s refusal as knowing ―…how to laugh,
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even when laughter is not the expected response; and what it [i.e. the poem] celebrates, it
celebrates against the sorrows of being black and a woman, in this time, this place‖ (187).
French fails to consider, though, how the speaker does not wallow in the ―sorrows
of being black and a woman‖; alternatively, she embraces these supposed ―sorrows.‖
The speaker embodies Lorde‘s erotic as she vehemently negates pettiness or rather, to be
defined as grotesquely abject, ―othered,‖ and essentially, to be defined as an object. The
speaker is the subject, the definer, actively redefining her large hips, the signified feature
of social stigma and ugliness, as beauty and more importantly, as a source of ―magic‖
empowerment. Similar to Lorde, Clifton redefines social categories of, in this context,
beauty through a poem of self-affirmation. Moreover, the speaker asserts that hips have
empowering qualities as she uses the alliterating m-sound in ―mighty‖ and ―magic.‖
These adjectives provide a stark point of contrast for connotations of the adjective ―petty‖
(Lines 11-12, 168). By using adjectives like ―mighty‖ and ―magic,‖ the speaker
attributes a sense of mysticism to her body or more specifically, her hips.
That same magical quality also embodies Clifton‘s alive, dancing, ―nappy‖ hair in
―homage to my hair.‖ Similar to ―homage to my hips,‖ the speaker sees outside of
herself, envisioning her body parts as vivacious entities, living independent of her
volition. The speaker encounters her own hair as another being. This particular poem
echoes to one Clifton‘s earlier poems entitled ―the way it was‖ in which she writes of
straightening her hair and ―trying to be white‖ (Johnson, 74). As Johnson rightfully
notes, Clifton pays ―homage‖ to a part of her of which she was once ashamed. To add to
Johnson‘s point, though, she also claims ownership over her body, asserting her right to
define it how she will through simple, succinct, celebratory verses. As I discussed earlier,
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this is a poem where Clifton provides a mascon image: ―nappy hair‖ (Lines 1 and 3, 167).
Throughout history, this image has caused shame and humiliation for many Black
women, causing them to feel socially estranged and ―othered.‖ Stemming from biblical
stories such as ―Adam and Eve,‖ the word ―hair,‖ particularly female hair and especially
hair of a woman raced as black, holds numerous connotations. ―Good‖ and ―bad‖
adjectives are attributed to female hair in terms of its texture, length, and/or color. But
more importantly, these adjectives supposedly gauge the beauty and self-worth of a
woman. Though ―nappy‖ is traditionally deemed as a pejorative term, Clifton
reinterprets it, celebrating the ―nappy‖ aliveness of her black hair. Verbs like ―jump‖ and
―dance‖ elucidate this very celebration. Coupled with ―music,‖ these words turn
reinterpret the signifier, the ―bad‖ image of nappy hair, as a celebration of Black
womanhood (Line 2, 167). The speaker asserts ―the grayer she [i.e. the speaker,
presumably Clifton] do get, good God, the blacker she do be!‖ (Lines 10-11, 167). In
these concluding lines, Clifton shifts her diction from mainstream English to black
dialect, hearkening back to mascon imagery by reinforcing her recognition of and pride in
her blackness.

The Masculine Erotic: Examining the Disconnected Sisterly Erotic in Audre Lorde and Lucille
Clifton

In the ―homage‖ poems, Clifton‘s speakers‘ appear to be empowering figures.
The tone of the poem embodies Lorde‘s erotic up until the ―man‖ enters the scene: ―I
have known them/to put a spell on a man and/spin him like a top!‖ (Lines 13-5, 168). For
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Lorde, men are excluded from the erotic community since they traditionally restricted the
female voice (i.e. ideologies like patriarchy.) Yet, in this poem, Clifton allows for a man
to be present in order for the female to cultivate agency. Her hips possess magical
powers, controlling a man‘s mind and spinning him like a ―top.‖ The word ―top‖ implies
that the man is like a toy which the speaker can ―spin‖ and play with at her disposal. The
speaker does not embody Lorde‘s erotic since she utilizes her ―free‖ hips to exercise
power over another. That is, she utilizes her body as a tool to manipulate a man,
producing the semblance of the erotic. This speaker demonstrates Lorde‘s ―abuse of
feeling‖ since she, along with her female community of readers/listeners, gains pleasure
through manipulating another (59). Manipulating others by exploiting the female body
falls contrary to a Lordian erotic: an egalitarianism, female community. Clifton‘s speaker
does not acknowledge the power that lies in her hips; she views them only as a means to
gain sexual authority over men rather than recognizing the potential that her hips hold for
herself and more importantly, what they can do for her out in the world. Consequently,
the speaker is unable to share any newfound knowledge, or what Lorde argues as that
creative erotic which lies deep in the female body, to women who can learn from her
rediscovered erotic powers as well share their own discoveries. Clifton‘s speaker
succumbs to the traditional erotic: the ―pornographic,‖ the ―abuse of feeling‖ (Lorde, 59).
For Clifton, the woman utilizes her hips, to put a ―spell on a man,‖ manipulating him
through the sensual pleasures that her body invokes. Clifton represents an erotic that
embodies a more masculine gender performance since she uses her body to manipulate
the ―other‖: a man. She transgresses Lorde‘s theory of eros which argues for a female
erotic community.
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Published at the same as ―homage to my hips,‖ ―homage to my hair‖ elucidates
Clifton‘s masculinized erotic performance. Similar to ―homage to my hips,‖ the speaker
sees outside of herself, envisioning her body parts as living independent of her volition.
The speaker encounters her own hair as another being. As discussed earlier, critics like
Johnson and I myself argue that her hair reinforces the speaker‘s ―…recognition of and
pride in her blackness‖ (74). Nevertheless, the speaker sees her hair outside of herself.
Her identity is displaced as she realizes the power of hair: ―i hear the music! my God‖
(Line 2, 167). Through the music of her hairs‘ ―jump[ing]‖ and ―danc[ing],‖ the ―I‖ or
speaker meets the other: her ―nappy hair‖ (Lines 1 and 3, 167). Tiffany Kriner argues
that the speaker‘s displacement of identity results in self-empowerment. Though, Kriner
does not discuss how the speaker explores racial tension by inserting the socially
pejorative and debilitating image of ―nappy hair‖: hair that is sexually deviant commonly
attributed with kinkiness. ―Nappy hair‖ fragments the speaker‘s sense of self since ―she‖
is removed from the ―I‖ of the speaker (Lines 4 and 3, 167). The speaker only feels
powerful when she sees her body parts separate from herself, thereby suggesting a
fragmentation of the speaker‘s racial identity — a fragmentation that the poem never
allows to become whole. For Lorde, the speaker‘s hair would not represent power since
it reiterates the stereotype associated with ―nappy hair.‖ The hair is used to seduce a man
like ―tasty…good greens,‖ providing him with sexual, kinky pleasure and, additionally,
providing the speaker with the semblance of what Kriner discusses as Black women‘s
empowerment.
Both ―homage‖ poems appear to celebrate self-ownership. As I analyzed earlier,
the word ―homage‖ implies that the speaker pays tribute to her body parts and features.
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Yet, the speakers‘ in both poems situate the Black female as the seductress who tantalizes
the man; the speaker cultivates a sense of agency but only by having a man present in the
scene and more importantly, gaining self-satisfaction at seeing the man enjoy her bodily
features. The homage poems are not an authentic representation of Lorde‘s erotic or a
manifestation of Kriner‘s ―self-sacrifice‖ (196). They do not foster a space for exposing
and sharing the speaker‘s as well as the readers‘ vulnerabilities since they allow for men
to be present as well as rely on manipulating men to gain erotic power.
Clifton‘s ―homage‖ poems depict an eros that transgresses Lorde‘s; though, Lorde
herself contradicts her erotic theory in ―Love Poem.‖ The speaker in ―Love Poem‖
celebrates lesbian intimacy, likening vast archetypal landscapes to female body parts.
―Earth‖ denotes the nature and quality of soil: a piece of land that one conquers or in this
case, penetrates. The speaker genders ―Earth‖ female as she asserts, ―And I [i.e. the
speaker] knew when I entered her…‖ (Line 7, 617). This line indicates that the speaker
―enters‖ the ―earth,‖ her female lover, thereby showing how she initiates the sexual act.
As the initiator, the speaker represents the ―butch‖ while her lover represents the femme.2
The speaker/butch describes how she, ―howl[s] into her entrances through lungs of pain,‖
emphasizing the speaker‘s role as the butch since she ―howl[s]‖ or enters into the
femme‘s ―entrances‖ ‖ (Lines 14-5, 618). By doing so, the femme expresses ―lungs of
pain‖ which suggests how the speaker/butch has widened her clitoris. ―Love Poem,‖
explores the speaker‘s physical sensations and pleasures, never expressing the feelings
and/or reactions of the receiver: the ―Earth‖ or femme. The ―earth‖ signifies the female
2

Butch and femme are used to represent the gender roles in a homosexual relationship; the word femme is
the French word for woman. Butch is the woman who performs a masculine gender performance. The
butch‘s behaviorisms, actions, and overall demeanor are characterized as masculine (i.e. the tomboy
figure). For further reading, see Judith Halberstam‘s Female Masculinity, where she explains the different
degrees of being butch (i.e. ―stone butch‖ verses ―soft butch,‖ etc).
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body; it is the ―mountain,‖ the ―valley‖ that the speaker consumes (Lines 3-4, 617). In
this poem, Lorde does not cultivate a space for erotic power because feelings and
sensations are not recognized by both the initiator and receiver. The ―joy‖ that transpires
between the two is not shared (―Uses of the Erotic: Erotic as Power, 57, Lorde). ―Love
Poem‖ is one-sided since readers only hear one side: the speaker/butch‘s side.
At the same time though, the speaker can also represent a ―soft butch‖; that is, she
initiates sexual acts without embodying the masculine stereotypes associated with being
butch. Halberstam describes, ―The soft butch is [a lesbian] with butch tendencies who
has not completely masculinized [her] identity‖ (123). Unlike the classical butch, the soft
butch does not represent the tomboy figure. She is androgynous, shifting gender
identities instead of adhering strictly to gender norms. If the speaker is a soft butch, then
she would embody Lorde‘s erotic more so than the traditional butch because she initiates
sexual acts without aggression, lust, greed — qualities that define the stereotypical butch.
In the beginning of ―Love Poem,‖ the speaker appears to be a soft butch, describing her
―entr[ance]‖ or the act of penetration like a sweet, ―honey[-filled],‖ experience (Lines 6
and 9, 617). As the speaker ―enter[s] her,‖ she compares parts of the woman‘s body to
―earth,‖ asking ―earth‖ to ―speak‖ and bless the speaker with ―what is richest‖: to be
filled with ―honey‖ or rather, to exchange sexual fluids. By using metaphors like
―mountains‖ and ―valley[s],‖ the speaker describes the woman‘s ―carved‖ or curvaceous
figure (Lines 3-5, 617). The naturalistic imagery emanates a romantic tone of the soft
butch (i.e. the speaker) who acts sweetly like ―honey‖ and flows from the
―tongues…and…breath‖ (Lines 10, 12-3, 617).

134

Predicate, Issue 1

―Love Poem‖ seems to illustrate Lorde‘s concept of the erotic, depicting a
pleasurable encounter between two lovers who picnic on earth‘s glorious ―mountains‖
and ―valleys‖ (Lines 3-4, 617). However, the tone of the poem is not erotic since the
speaker is not a soft butch but a classical butch. When read carefully, the reader sees
how each line expresses an action that the speaker initiates. The speaker describes, ―And
I knew when I entered her I was/high wind in her forests hollow…on the tips of her
breasts on her navel‖ (emphasis added, Lines 6-7, and 12, 617). ―Her,‖ or the other
woman, is repeated several times in the second stanza, emphasizing how she is an object
through which the speaker can ―howl‖ through, thereby satisfying the speaker‘s sexual
appetite but not necessarily the other woman‘s (Lines 6 and 14, 617). Since the reader
never hears the voice of ―her,‖ the reader never sees whether or not she enjoys the
speaker‘s ―howling…entrance‖ (Line 14, 617). The lines ―howling into her
entrances/lungs of pain‖ indicate that the ―her,‖ the other woman, experiences an orgasm.
Though, these lines also suggest that the speaker forcefully ―howls‖ or thrusts into the
other woman, which, in effect, causes ―her‖ discomfort.
The tone of ―Love Poem‖ is neither erotic nor romantic since it creates a power
dynamic between the speaker, Audre Lorde, who dominates and consumes, and the ―her,‖
the other woman, who is being acted upon, objectified. The poem does not bridge the
speaker‘s feelings to the other woman‘s. For Lorde, ―The sharing of joy, whether
physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the sharers which
can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens
the threat of their difference‖ (56). In ―Love Poem,‖ the ―joy‖ is not shared in that the
reader only hears the speaker‘s voice. This disconnects the speaker from the other
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woman and more importantly, disconnects readers from the speaker; like ―her,‖ readers
never receive an opportunity to engage in the experience of the ―Love Poem.‖

Feminine and Masculine Eros: Is there a Correct Utilization and Expression of the Erotic?

Readers share, experience, and interpret the erotic differently in Lorde and
Clifton‘s poetry. As my analysis shows, the poets shift their stances on the erotic,
altering how it is expressed from poem to poem. For instance, the speakers‘ in the
―homage‖ poems tap into the erotic by exercising their sexual agency over men.
Contrarily, the speaker in ―i was born with twelve fingers‖ uses the erotic as a means to
connect herself to other female members in her family. As we just saw, Lorde herself
contradicts her interpretation of the erotic in ―Love Poem‖ where the speaker expresses
only her own physical, bodily, sexual pleasures. By doing so, this speaker suppresses the
other voice that ―bridges‖ the gaps of Lordian ―difference‖; the joy is not shared (―Uses
of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power,‖ 57). If the reader reviews the poems discussed in
this chapter, comparing and juxtaposing one to another, he or she sees how the erotic is
conveyed contradictorily. Each poem expresses the erotic in a dissimilar manner. This
discrepancy suggests how the erotic is more intricate than Lorde‘s initial definition in the
―Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power.‖
Through their poetic speakers, Lorde and Clifton manifest how the erotic consists
of many layers, emphasizing how the expression of these layers drastically shifts
depending on the individual‘s emotional and physical states as well as their overall
objective; that is, what they plan to achieve with their erotic power. While ―Love Poem‖
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might not embody an egalitarian tone, it too is still an erotically empowering text since it
breaks free from heterosexual gender norms by allowing the speaker, Audre Lorde, to
embody a more masculine persona. That is, Lorde objectifies the other woman,
consuming her as she howls into her entrances. Though, the poem cannot simply be
deemed to be transgressive through a reversal of gender roles. By allowing her speaker
to be the dominator, Lorde challenges established notions of love, sexuality, and
ultimately, the poetic conventions of the Eurocentric tradition. She makes the ―black
mother‖ the powerful dominator instead of the ―white man‖ (―Poetry is Not a Luxury,‖
23). Lorde breaks free from Cixous‘s marked language of patriarchy, reclaiming and
asserting her right to voice the écriture feminine. By doing so, poets like Lorde and
Clifton actually tap into an erotic power — one that counters Lorde‘s 1978 theory but
still a vital form of eros that shows female readers how they too can tap into their own
―Black mother‖ voice which whispers thoughts and ideas that they have suppressed both
in misogynistic and traditionally deemed feminist circles.
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SARAH SUTOR

Bleeding Love: The Unacknowledged Narrative of Violence
Against Women in Twilight

―About three things I was absolutely positive. First, Edward was a vampire.
Second, there was a part of him –and I didn‘t know how potent that part might be –that
thirsted for my blood. And third, I was unconditionally and irrevocably in love with
him‖ (Meyer 195). With this statement, by the protagonist and narrator, Bella Swan, the
romance between a mortal teenager and a vampire begins in Stephanie Meyer‘s Twilight.
Beyond being a mere realization of a young lover, this quote is at the very heart of the
novel. Printed boldly across the back of over 100 million copies of Twilight, Bella‘s
affirmation simultaneously serves as summary, thesis, and truth. In fact, Bella‘s
statement serves as enforced truth because it does not allow the reader to doubt the love
between Bella and Edward or to consider the presence of an alternative narrative in
Twilight. Furthermore, the reader is compelled to believe in the strength of Bella and
Edward‘s connection. According to Bella, this relationship is ―something more‖ than
your average high-school affair because their love withstands everything from Edward‘s
predatory instincts to the danger of other vampires, and the threat of discovery by both
vampires and humans (Meyer 317). Presented with Bella‘s certainty, in the face of
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immense and often supernatural obstacles, the reader feels reassured and is swept up in
the romance. Yet, the question remains as to whether this love story is the only narrative
in Twilight or not and if there is ―something more,‖ what is the Bella‘s ―truth‖ obscuring.
If we are willing to accept the most overt and superficial message presented by
Twilight, the message that Stephanie Meyer‘s intends us to believe when we read the
―three things‖ Bella is ―absolutely positive‖ about, then this story of eternal love
unquestionably seems ‗true.‘ Certainly, this is the message that dominates the novel to
the point of bludgeoning its witnesses over the head with Bella‘s assertion of ―truth.‖
Yet, I would like to claim that an alternative narrative exists within Twilight and that the
contradiction it creates can be seen both on the level of the book as a whole and even in
this singular quote. In particular, I would like to argue that Twilight offers not an
example of true love, but of bleeding love; a love that hurts and destroys and is therefore
really not love at all. Meyer‘s novel, adored by millions of girls and young women
across the world, includes instances of abuse, rape, and powerlessness that ultimately
combine to create a generalized message of sexualized violence towards women.
Ultimately, this unacknowledged message serves to bring into question the values
regarding sex and gender being promoted to an impressionable audience under the guise
of true love.
Not surprisingly, Isabella Swan, the ‗heroine‘ and narrator, provides the majority
of the evidence for the argument of sexualized violence in Twilight. Isabella commonly
goes by the nickname Bella; a name associated to the Italian word for ‗beautiful,‘ which
usually considered a feminine characteristic. After all, male children are not given this
moniker formally or informally. This definition of the main character‘s name serves to
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make her a representative of all women, but also an emblem of feminine beauty and other
positive virtues. By simply looking at her name, then, we come to realize that the actions
taken against Bella in the text can be understood as those meant for womankind in
general. Interestingly, the reader only has to go as far Bella‘s surname ‗Swan‘ in order to
understand her role in Twilight: ―I sat like a bird locked in the eyes of a snake‖ (Meyer
264). Beyond this quote‘s ominous connection between the last name Swan and birds in
general, if we consider English vernacular, it is not unusual to hear women referred to a
―birds‖ or ―chicks.‖ So, yet again, we are faced with the realization that Bella is
supposed to act as a symbol for all women due to her avian last name. Even more
frighteningly, in both mythology and art, swans have traditionally been portrayed as
graceful and feminine, but also as victims of more powerful predators and hunters. And
Meyer makes sure not to miss this relationship when she writes in the prologue, ―The
hunter smiled in a friendly way as he sauntered forward to kill me‖ (Meyer 1).
The meaning of Bella Swan‘s name and the avian symbolism associated with the
character, however, is not the only evidence for sexualized violence in the novel. Bella‘s
name only serves as a hint or precursor of physical events that will occur later in the text.
Although Bella‘s name hints at a narrative of sexual violence, the connection is not overt
and ultimately her name does not answer a fundamental question about the text: Where is
the sex? To suggest that a popular love story is actually about sexual violence against
women, it seems logical that a sex act or some form of eroticism needs to be identified.
Yet, if a reader were to look for a blatant sex scene in the novel, he or she would quickly
discover a glaring absence of not only sex, but also any physical affection. Another
―truth‖ espoused in the novel is that Edward and Bella‘s relationship is strictly chaste. In
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a rather blunt discussion, these two characters discuss how ―love and lust don‘t always
keep the same company‖ in contemporary social relations (Meyer 311). Yet, despite this
fact, we learn that both Bella and Edward are still virgins (in Edward‘s case for over a
hundred years). Furthermore, for these two characters, love and lust not only always
keep company, but marriage must join the party before lust can really play much of a
role. This moral is demonstrated not only by the couples‘ statements, but also their
actions. Bella and Edward do not kiss until chapter 13 of Twilight (almost 300 pages into
the book and after they mutually declare their eternal love) and if you continue the series,
do not have sex until after marriage.
Despite my argument, the absence of overt sex acts is not surprising given the
novel‘s much touted championing of chastity. It is necessary instead to look for internal
contradictions and absences to find alternate meaning. So, where is the sex in Twilight?
Well, one could say it is hidden in plain sight; sex is in the very contradictory premise of
the book as outlined by Bella‘s assertion: ―First, Edward was a vampire. Second, there
was a part of him . . . that thirsted for my blood‖ (Meyer 195). The presence of sex, as
the counter to love and chastity, in this statement, comes to light with the realization of
the true significance of the vampire. Writing about Victorian literature, in particular
Bram Stoker‘s Dracula, Nursel Icoz argues that the vampire ―may be considered as the
highest symbolic representation of eroticism‖ (Icoz 214). During the 19th century, in a
time of extreme sexual repression, the myth of the vampire arose in gothic literature as a
means of discussing explicit, forbidden sexual acts without actually writing a sex scene.
In other words, the vampire acts as a code or a subterfuge, which allows the writer to
express all sorts of taboo desire (Icoz 215). Icoz, when discussing Dracula, explains that
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within this code of the vampire there are clear signs or symbols to signify sex acts: If we
substitute intercourse for kisses or biting and semen for blood, we are left with a novel as
sexually explicit as any of the time‖ (Icoz 215). Furthermore, the well-known image of
the vampire‘s fangs is a fairly direct representation of ―phallic penetration‖ (Icoz 215).
Regardless of how Meyer may try to sanitize her version of vampires, this sexual
subterfuge is the context out of which modern vampire mythology has emerged and
therefore cannot be escaped. Like Dracula, there may be no mention of sexuality in
Twilight, but the ―text is loaded with sexual excitement‖ (Icoz 215). As a result, when
Bella states that Edward ―was a vampire,‖ this means that he is the embodiment of sexual
desire and his thirst for Bella‘s blood equals a longing for erotic expression most likely
through acts deemed socially unacceptable (Meyer 195). The clear presence of sex in
Twilight continues in several factors including the preoccupation with Edward‘s teeth:
―He flashed his bright teeth in a brief, threatening smile‖ (Meyer 216). Also, in addition
to the traditional exchange of bodily fluids involving blood, Meyer creates a new aspect
of vampires: ―We‘re also venomous‖ (Meyer 413). Used as a weapon, venom is ejected
like semen from the phallic teeth into the bitten individual and is then left to slowly
spread. And while most of the novel dances around this symbolic sexual climax, the
deed is actually done toward the end of the book when Bella is bitten first by James and
then Edward: ―I felt his cool, strong fingers on my burning hand, locking it in place.
Then his head bent over it, and his cold lips pressed against my skin‖ (Meyer 456).
If the bites Bella or other victims/sexual partners receive were consensual, then
Twilight would be nothing more than a novel with a hidden code of sexuality like many
books before it. Unfortunately, after the initial recognition of sex in the novel, the nature
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of these relations takes a particularly violent turn. The first suggestion of a less than
gentle sexual encounter appears during Bella and Edward‘s discussion of chastity. The
reasoning given behind the couple‘s lack of sexual activity is not morality, but rather the
potential of physical harm: ―If for one second I wasn‘t paying enough attention, I could
reach out, meaning to touch your face, and crush your skull by mistake‖ (Meyer 310).
Essentially, Bella and Edward can never have sex because Edward might get caught up in
the passion and might accidentally injure or kill her. A certain logic tells us that this
potential makes sense for an individual with superhuman strength and questionable
control. Yet, another part of our brain kicks into gear and tells us there is something
wrong with this scenario. Why is sex, a pleasurable, positive expression of affection
turned into a life-threatening endeavor? Beyond being an extreme motivation for chastity
(a problematic view in an of itself), we must question the seemingly natural connection of
sex and violence made here. This inquiry becomes decidedly more troubling when we
realize this pattern continues throughout the rest of the book. Bella nearly loses her life
four separate times in Twilight: ―You‘re not a magnet for accidents –that‘s not a broad
enough classification. You are a magnet for trouble. If there is anything dangerous
within a ten-mile radius, it will invariably find you‖ (Meyer 174).
Except for Bella‘s first near death experience where she is almost hit by a van, all
other threats involve physical harm committed by another individual against Bella that
are decidedly sexual in nature. On her first day of school, Bella encounters Edward for
the first time and he acts decidedly hostile towards her. We later learn that Edward
barely resisted drinking Bella‘s blood and that he was ―craving to take [her] life‖ (Meyer
272). Like other predators, Edward fantasizes about how to best obtain his fulfillment
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undetected: ―I thought of a hundred different ways to lure you from the room with me, to
get you alone‖ (Meyer 270). If the presence of danger is not palpable enough, Meyer
seemingly slips when Edward poses a question to Bella and through her the reader,
―What if I‘m not the superhero? What if I‘m the bad guy?‖ (Meyer 92). Naturally, as
Edward is both the hero and love interest, we are supposed to heartily refuse this
suggestion. Our response as readers is even scripted for us when Bella replies to Edward,
‗―You‘re dangerous?‘ I guessed . . . ‗But not bad,‘ I whispered, shaking my head. ‗No I
don‘t believe that you‘re bad‘‖ (Meyer 93). According to the novel, Edward is an
amazing person in many ways and has accomplished much in his unnaturally long life,
including learning to repress his natural desire for human blood: ―Just because we‘ve
been . . . dealt a certain hand . . . it doesn‘t mean that we can‘t choose to rise above‖
(Meyer 307). Nevertheless, even with his redeeming qualities, it is pretty clear that
Edward is dangerous and that the suggestion that he is ‗bad guy‘ and not the ‗superhero‘
is real. Furthermore, his predatory habits are indicative of stalking and that his thirst for
Bella‘s blood can be read as a sexual craving that he is about to forcefully sate.
The next incidence in which Bella‘s life is threatened is perhaps the most obvious
example of sexual violence against women in Twilight because there are no vampires to
mask the sexual intent. While shopping for homecoming dresses, Bella becomes
separated from her friends and quickly lost in an unfamiliar part of town. While she is
walking she encounters a strange group of men that appear to be following her: ―The
street was lined on both sides by blank, doorless, windowless walls . . . lounging against
the western building, midway down the street, were the other two men from the group . .
.I realized then that I wasn‘t being followed. I was being herded (Meyer 160). Trapped
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without any means of escape, Bella is now faced with four men that clearly have violent
intentions: ―I braced myself, feet apart, trying to remember through my panic what little
self-defense I knew . . . The same pessimistic voice in my mind spoke up then, reminding
me that I probably wouldn‘t have a chance against one of them, and there were four‖
(Meyer 161). While the words ‗gang rape‘ are never explicitly stated, it is fairly obvious
based on the rest of the setup that Bella is about to be raped and likely brutally murdered
by these men. The only reason that she does not meet this fate is because Edward rescues
her. Although Bella is saved in this instance, her salvation does not negate the existence
another example of sexual violence towards women in the text. Furthermore, in this
occurrence, Bella comes even closer to rape than she did with Edward at school.
Seemingly, as the book progresses, the potential for violence increases in both frequency
and intensity and horrifically it appears to not end until Bella is finally successfully
sexually violated.
In Bella‘s last near death experience, the vampire James sadistically attacks Bella
and I would argue, rapes her. After first seeing Bella at the Cullen family baseball game,
James proceeds to threaten her and pursue her across multiple states in a hunt for her
blood. The chase ends when James successfully lures Bella away from her protectors and
proceeds to beat her so badly that she will spend weeks in the hospital: ―A crushing blow
struck my chest –I felt myself flying backward, and then heard the crunch as my head
bashed into the mirrors. The glass buckled, some of the pieces shattering and splintering
on the floor beside me‖ (Meyer 449). To add to the perversity of the situation, the entire
attack is being recorded for posterity: ―He took a step back and touched a palm-sized
digital video camera balanced carefully on top of the stereo‖ (Meyer 447). While this
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attack like the previous one ends with Edward saving the day, a strange and rather
convenient event occurs before James is defeated. Bella, both the victim and our
narrator, loses consciousness: ―My eyes closed, and I drifted‖ (Meyer 451). The
individual who we were relying on to convey the action of the plot is no longer aware of
her surroundings or the actions being inflicted upon her. The truth is that Bella Swan
does not know what happened to her and as a result the reader is left in the dark.
Afterward, through a haze, Bella does hear Carlisle say, ―he bit her‖ as he is assessing her
injuries (Meyer 454). From this statement and the fact that Edward later sucks James‘
venom out of Bella‘s wound to prevent her transformation, we realize that sometime
during this blank period that Bella was bitten by James. Considering a vampire inflicts
this bite, it is, of course, equivalent to a sexual act. As Bella is not only being attacked at
the time, but is also unconscious, it is clear that this particular bite is not consensual and
can be translated as a kind of rape. Even worse, in the scene written by Meyer, in order
to ‗save‘ Bella from an eternity as a vampire, Edward has to quickly suck the venom back
out of the wound. While this could be seen as equivalent to what is done with a
snakebite, the fact remains that Edward has to bite Bella again in order to remove James‘
venom, symbolically semen or taint, and that this is done yet again without her consent.
As a result, in the end, Twilight’s progression to ever increasing sexual violence towards
women culminates in actions equivalent to at least one rape and possibly second rape
done for the victim‘s own good
Beyond the three attacks carried out against Bella, the whole novel has a
pervasive sense of dread looming over Bella‘s head. Worse still, Bella is not given any
means by Meyer through which to escape or overcome the constant threat she seems to
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experience: ―And I knew in that I had my answer. I didn‘t know if there ever was a
choice really‖ (Meyer 139). As this quote tells us, Bella never had a chance of refusing
Edwards ‗love‘ and everything that comes with it. She also cannot ―outrun‖ the threats or
―fight‖ them off (Meyer 263). Bella is quite literally helpless because of the
extraordinary circumstances she finds herself in and because she is crippled with an
extremely negative self-image: ―I‘m absolutely ordinary –well, except for the bad things
like all the near death experiences and being so clumsy that I‘m almost disabled‖ (Meyer
210). While in most cases Bella seems to be in denial of the danger she is in, she is
correct in at least this one observation: she is disabled. As she is written, Bella is not a
whole or strong character. Realistically the level of adversity faced by one character is
this story is perhaps unrealistic, but hardship is a very real aspect of the human condition
and a healthy character would be equipped to face life‘s challenges rather than be
destroyed by them.
In conclusion, returning to the idea that Twilight is primarily read by girls and
young women, I believe it is worth considering the negative message being sent to these
audiences about love and sexuality. Society has voiced significant concern over what
youth are exposed to in the media. Yet, Twilight has seemingly escaped critical analysis
from the general population and it is likely due to the belief in Bella‘s ―truths.‖ It is
important, however, to look beyond Bella‘s assertion of certainty and see what else is
being said in Twilight and if possible find a better message for future women.
Interestingly, in one of Meyer‘s slips, there is evidence that a more positive, empowering
message is available for young women, even if it was not the one chosen for Twilight: ―A
woman and man have to be somewhat equal . . . I can‘t always be Lois Lane . . . I want to
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be Superman too‖ (Meyer 474). Here, Bella is directly asking Edward about becoming a
vampire, yet, indirectly the question of women‘s equality and strength is being raised.
Twilight is a love story and more importantly it‘s a story of bleeding love- a story of
extreme sexual violence towards women. When reading Twilight, we do not have to
dismiss either reading of the text in favor of the other; we just have to recognize that
more than one interpretation is possible. Now, however, that we know what else is being
said in Twilight beyond true love and chastity, there are some very important questions to
consider: Why is a story so violent and degrading towards women on the best-seller list
with an audience largely comprised of girls and young women? Why does love in
Twilight have to ―bleed‖ and hurt those supposedly loved. Lastly, when is Bella going to
be allowed to be anything other than the victim and gain the strength to be ―Superman
too?‖
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CAROLINE WILLIAMS

Escaping the Bodily: Scriptions of Voice and Text in Novel and
Film Versions of Julia Alvarez‘s In the Time of the Butterflies

Throughout Julia Alvarez‘s works, she shows a distinct emphasis on the potency
of the voice within oppressive and violent regimes. Whether it is in the voice of a distant
singer in her poem ―Audition,‖ the voices of politicos and civilians in the novel or film
version of In the Time of the Butterflies or the ―living voices‖ she resurrects in her
nonfiction work Something to Declare, Alvarez focuses on the voice aside from the body
or even the voice without a body (207). Of course, as an author, she also focuses on the
intangible power of written words. In fact, scholars often emphasize the ways in which
these two narrative qualities (written words and voice) intertwine to work within
Alvarez‘s works. For example, Charlotte Rich suggests that through Alvarez‘s words,
she creates distinctive literary voices for her characters in her novel In the Time of the
Butterflies. Furthermore, she claims that the author‘s words create ―fragmented‖ voices
that ―can be seen to resist both a monolithic generic category and a single, authoritative
narrative voice;‖ this, therefore, already establishes a resistant quality of Alvarez‘s words
and voices (166).
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It is important not to overlook that Alvarez also includes written descriptions of
voices that the characters actually hear throughout her novel. In addition to creating
literary voices that the reader cannot control, she also introduces voices that have no
bodily source within the text, such as voices over the radio or the voice of God, in In the
Time of the Butterflies. It is not surprising that Alvarez, who writes largely regarding life
under the oppressive Trujillo regime, would focus heavily on two mediums that resist a
single authoritative style. Moreover, these scriptions (disembodied voices and written
words) originate from the body, but live outside of it.1 In Limited Inc, Jacques Derrida
writes, ―To write is to produce a mark that will constitute a sort of machine which is
productive in turn, and which my future disappearance will not, in principle, hinder in its
functioning, offering things and itself to be read and rewritten‖ (8). In analyzing the
qualifications for ―writing‖ in this statement, both the disembodied voice and the written
words that Alvarez uses ―constitute a sort of machine which is productive‖ and with
which the originator‘s bodily disappearance will not stop its functioning. By using
scriptions that will not disappear with the creator‘s disappearance and also allow the
ability ―to be read and rewritten,‖ Alvarez utilizes mediums that evade the physical
violence of the oppressive Trujillato. If the voice is spoken and the words are written and
then distributed, they will live outside of any violence toward the originator‘s body.
Furthermore, it is interesting that Alvarez utilizes the disembodied voice in the
written version of In the Time of the Butterflies and written words in the film version of
the novel in order to escape the regime. By analyzing Alvarez‘s differing uses of the

1

In this essay, I will use the term ―scription‖ when referring to both the written words and the disembodied
voice. There is precedence for this in Roland Barthes work ―from Speech to Writing‖ published in La
Quinzaine litteraire, March 1-15, 1974. Here, Barthes uses the term scription to connote both recorded
voices and written words.
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disembodied voice in her written work and the written words in her visual work, one also
finds the ways in which these scriptions impact the reader and the spectator respectively.
Not only do written words and disembodied voices evade physical dominance within the
narratives of the novel and film, but they also impact the mental dominance and
identification within the recipients of the narratives. It is more than notable that Julia
Alvarez uses functions in her works that the reader/viewer cannot control anymore than
the Trujillato can silence. The reader cannot hear the disembodied voices while reading
the novel In the Time of the Butterflies and neither can they read the words in the written
works within the film version.
In his work ―The Imaginary Signifier,‖ Christian Metz suggests that a presence of
a ―lack,‖ or the presence of an obvious absence, in film causes an unavoidable
identification within the viewer (830). By ―lack‖ here, Metz means that there is an
absence of the actual object that the image on the screen represents, but a presence of the
image; therefore the viewer has to be aware that the image is a signifier of an absence.
Interestingly, in both Alvarez‘s novel and film In the Time of the Butterflies, the author
presents similar absences in that both the voices in the novel and the words within the
film that signify an absence that the reader/spectator cannot grasp. The author uses the
opposite of the medium she works within to not only create an escape from the Trujillato
for her characters, but to suture her audience into the experience of the narrative. In this
essay I first will demonstrate how Julia Alvarez creates characters that evade the physical
oppression of the Trujillato through disembodied voices in the film and written words in
the novel In the Time of the Butterflies. Following this, I will prove that the utilization of
mediums that, with the author‘s ―disappearance will not, in principle, hinder in its
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functioning‖ within the novel and book, also serve to evade the spectator‘s power and
suture them into the ideology of Alvarez‘s narratives (Derrida 8).

I. Escaping Trujillo: The Disembodied Voice in the Novel

Throughout Julia Alvarez‘s novel In the Time of the Butterflies, she shows an
obvious emphasis on the voice. Because Alvarez presents the novel through five
narrators, scholars focus heavily on the omnipotent narrators‘ literary ―voices‖ while
ignoring the representations of voices within the text that the characters actually hear, but
do not see. In Mladen Dolar‘s book A Voice and Nothing More, he suggests the term
―acousmatic voice‖ for this voice ―whose source one cannot see‖ (60). Moreover,
because this voice is disembodied, it has no owner or possessor, but stands alone in its
own power to speak without the possibility of being silenced through bodily violence (61,
73). It finds agency only in itself. Significantly, the acousmatic voice, through its
various incarnations, becomes a rarely recognized and highly underrated character in
Alvarez‘s works, specifically in her 1994 novel In the Time of the Butterflies.
For instance, in Charlotte Rich‘s ―Talking Back to El Jefe,‖ she focuses solely on
the various voices of the sisters, even admitting that it is ―the most obvious manifestation
of polyphonic consciousness‖ in the novel (167). Furthermore, she suggests that these
literary ―voices‖ ―cumulatively evoke the experience of living under a political
dictatorship in a way that transcends the narrative of each individual voice‖ (167).
However, without analyzing the function of the individual disembodied voices within the
text, the argument of the sisters‘ literary voices cannot be supported fully. In fact, it is
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not the cumulative nature of the literary voices which ―transcend(s) the narrative of each
individual voice‖ that evoke life in an oppressive regime, but it is the plurality of actual
acousmatic voices (both audible within the text and aphonic within the structure of the
text) that transcends the power and the reach of the singular regime. In fact, Mladen
Dolar and Roland Barthes both suggest that the voice has within it a political nature. The
scription of the voice requires that one ―position itself intellectually, which means:
politically‖ (Barthes 6). Furthermore, once the voices position themselves politically,
Dolar suggests that ―everybody could(should) hear everybody else‘s voice‖ (Dolar 109).
Because the voices of the people are not heard in In the Time of the Butterflies’
Dominican Republic, the acousmatic voices present themselves as a medium that cannot
be ignored or silenced. It is this plurality of acousmatic voices that transcend oppression,
not the cumulative voice that presents life within it. Alvarez introduces this in varying
levels throughout In the Time of the Butterflies. After presenting the primacy of the
internal acousmatic voices through the ambiguous interviewer and its ability to evade the
distinction of control, Alvarez introduces the radio voice (both of Manolo and Castro) as
well as the voice of God (both the voice of Patria‘s God and the failed voice of Trujillo)
as disembodied vehicles that allude and defeat the Trujillo government.
As early as the second page of her novel, Alvarez introduces the idea of the
audible acousmatic voice within the text and its primacy within the novel. 2 This voice
first appears over Dede‘s phone. While the voice does have reference to the body (it is a
woman), it is never named nor given shape. In fact, ―woman‖ is used interchangeably
with ―voice.‖ Dolar claims that there are three distinctions in a voice that lend them to a
2

When this paper discusses audible voices, it clearly does not imply that the reader can hear the speaker,
but merely that the author connotes that the character hears a voice. There is precedence for this in Dolar‘s
book on audible voices on page 62.
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connection with the body – ―the accent, the intonation, and the timbre‖ or the
individuality (20). In addition, Derrida suggests that through these variations, ―we must
be able to recognize the identity, roughly speaking, of a signifying form‖ (10). Alvarez
does not hint at any of these properties of the voice. Moreover, the author, who so often
presents the racial qualities of a character, only suggests that this voice is from a ―gringa
dominicana.‖ Interestingly, while Dede only wants ―seven more months of anonymity,‖
the voice maintains its anonymity from the reader (3). Not only does the voice have no
race, name, or sexuality, but she also has no referent in motive. With every assumption
that Dede makes, whether it is regarding the interviewer‘s previous knowledge or the
questions she will ask, the woman evades description. In doing this, Alvarez not only
shows the reader the primacy of acousmatic voices from the first few pages, but she also
expresses its agency. The readers cannot see the source of the voice either literally or
mentally, and, therefore, cannot control anything other than there own creation of a voice
in their minds. While speaking to the voice, Dede says, ―I‘ll tell myself, Dede, in your
memory it is such and such day, and I start over, playing the happy moment in my head.
This is my movies –I have no television here‖ (7). In saying this she is not only further
establishing that this narrative is not a discourse of images but of voices, but she also
emphasizes that the reader is not even given the right of a mental ―television moment‖ of
the interviewer because it is only a voice and nothing more. While this particular
acousmatic voice does not resist the oppression of the Trujillo regime specifically, it
actively shows the reader how the acousmatic voice will operate within the novel.
While the disembodied voice first appears to the reader through the interviewer, it
appears to Alvarez‘s characters through the radio. These voices, Fidel Castro and
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Manolo, repeat over the airwaves to innumerable recipients. Barthes suggests that when a
person records or transcribes a voice, ―We have embalmed our speech like a mummy, to
preserve it forever. Because we really must last a bit longer than our voices; we must …
inscribe ourselves somewhere (3). By recording their voices, both Castro and Manolo
inscribe themselves into the narrative of the Dominican resistance. By looking at both
the examples of the Cuban revolutionary and the Dominican resister, it is also evident
that only the acousmatic voice can escape the physical threat of violence that the
Trujillato presents.
First, the sisters hear the voice of Castro through illegal stations. This hearing
acts as one of their primary introductions into the resistance. Mate writes, ―There was a
broadcast of a speech by this man Fidel, who is trying to overturn their dictator in Cuba.
Minerva has big parts of it memorized. Now, instead of her poetry, she is always
reciting, Condemn me, it does not matter. History will absolve me!‖ (Butterflies 123).
His voice becomes of voice of intangible authority. In creating a new political system of
thinking, Castro‘s voice endows his ideas ―with authority, making it not just a signifier,
but an act‖ (Dolar 54-55). After recalling the revolutionary‘s voice, Mate builds on the
idea of action, claiming that while she agrees with the ―ideas,‖ she ―would never take up
a gun and force people to stop being mean‖ (Butterflies 123). However, as the reader
continues, he/she learns that Mate does place these words into action. Because ―speech
obviously changes its receiver, and thereby its subject, for there is no subject without and
Other,‖ Castro‘s voice brings another voice into the collective resistance (Barthes 5). As
this unfolds, Castro‘s voice and ―fiery rhetoric‖ intertwines with each sister‘s narrative
and, therefore, never leaves the text (Butterflies 262).
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Moreover, Castro‘s voice is continually accessible, but never physically
capturable. It acts as a form of ―writing‖ that produces an ideological ―mark‖ which is
―productive‖ even without the body that speaks the words (Derrida 8). For instance, one
night, Dede snuck to the shack and listened to the voice again say, ―Condemn me, it does
not matter. History will absolve me!‖ (Butterflies 181). She later realized that ―Fidel‘s
speech was played endlessly at these off hours‖ (181). Despite Castro‘s disappearance
from a live broadcast of his speech, his voice ―continues to ‗act‘ and to be readable even
when what is called the author of the writing no longer answers for what he has written,
for what he seems to have signed‖ (Derrida 8). Because his voice persists apart from his
body, it can continue to implore a nation to act while the voice itself defies a government
and resists oppression. Particularly in a situation of political turmoil like the one
blanketing In the Time of the Butterflies, the political voice ―is precisely at the
unlocatable spot in the interior and exterior of the law at the same time, and hence a
permanent threat of a state of emergency‖ (Dolar 120). Because Castro‘s voice works
within a land of law but on the outside of its ability to punish, he creates this permanent
threat for the Trujillo dictatorship.
It is necessary at this point to refer back to this paper‘s general thesis that the
acousmatic voice transcends oppression because not every radio transmitted voice
escapes the power of Trujillo in In the Time of the Butterflies. Because Castro is
physically separated from his voice, it can ―continue to act‖ as Derrida suggests and it
can continue to pose a ―permanent threat of a state of emergency‖ as Dolar claims while
still maintaining its supersession of the seemingly omnipotent Trujillo regime. However,
when the voice of Minevra‘s husband, Manolo, becomes connected to his physicality, he
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loses his escape. After Minerva dies, Manolo begins to send communist radio broadcasts
from the mountains of the Dominican Republic. After the Trujillo army found the source
of his voice, his body, hidden in the mountains, they murdered Manolo. With this loss,
he also cannot continue to act or pose a threat to the state. His voice is silenced for the
remainder of the novel. Unlike Castro, Manolo‘s voice did not exist separately from his
body. Dolar suggests, ―When the voice gets connected to the body, it loses its
omnipotent charismatic character‖ (67). In Alvarez‘s novel, losing one‘s ―omnipotent
charismatic character‖ often signifies losing one‘s body to the Trujillo regime.
Therefore, by analyzing the radio voice that exists on repeat outside of the body and one
that connects the voice to the body, it is apparent that only the acousmatic voice can
continue to work against the Trujillato.
While both of the acousmatic voices through the radio impacted all of the Mirabal
sisters, another acousmatic voice, the voice of God, appears to only affect Patria.
Obviously, there is at least an idea of an overall divine voice for most characters, but
Patria actually hears this voice audibly (if only through others‘ ―coughs and cries and
whispers‖ (59)). The sisters even reference this throughout the novel. After the death of
her child, Patria loses here faith largely because she sees the faces of Trujillo and God
merged into one (Butterflies 53). However, when the Father loses his physicality and
finds presence in the voice, Patria again accepts the presence of God. When on a retreat
with her sisters and mother, Patria asks the Virgencita where she is. Patria then ―heard
her answer me with the coughs and cries and whispers of the crowd: Here, Patria
Mercedes, I’m here, all around you. I’ve already more than appeared‖ (59). The call of
God itself, even before ―commanding anything specific, is epitomized by the voice, the
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voice that commands total compliance, although it is senseless in itself‖ (Dolar 53). This
voice of God does not need actual words, but only presence through the voice in order to
create its community. It was the sound of other‘s incomprehensible voices
(coughs/cries/whispers) that signified, for Patria, the voice and presence of God.
Importantly, in In the Time of the Butterflies, even God could not escape the dictator
when faced with His/Her own bodily presence and that of Trujillo; only a disembodied
voice could escape the regime.
In addition to the voice of the divine God, Patria also reacts more readily to the
godly voice of Trujillo. However, just like Manolo, when the voice connects to a body
―it loses its omnipotent charismatic character‖ (Dolar 67). In Ignacio Lopez-Calvo‘s God
and Trujillo, he notices the connection between God and Trujillo as a motif amongst
many Dominican pieces of fiction; however, he does not focus on the audible voices
rather than the inherent divine voices, which could likewise be named political or moral
consciousness. Throughout the narrative, the connection between Trujillo and God is
readily apparent. During Minerva‘s first narration she says, ―We Dominicans have been
waiting for centuries for the arrival of our Lord Trujillo on the scene …God‘s glory made
flesh in a miracle. Rafael Leonidas Trujillo was born!‖ Soon before the girls are
murdered, this idea re-surfaces. As the girls travel toward Puerto Playa, they say they
will get to the prison if God is willing, but the soldier with them says, ―God and Trujillo
willing‖ (Butterflies 286). However, this is more than an idea, it comes through audible
voices as well as through Patria‘s acknowledgement of the voice by listening to it.
Charlotte Rich draws attention to the voices of the ―imagined informants‖ in the houses;
however, she does not mention those that are unimagined when later in the novel, the
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disembodied voices of Trujillo‘s regime actually do appear through the informants hiding
in the bushes around the Mirabal house (176). They come through the coughing, just as
Patria heard the voice of God. Simply the presence of the voices creates the presence of
the Trujillo regime; it is not even in their words. Dolar writes, ―Faced with the voice,
words structurally fail‖ (13). In the case of the divine, the nonlinguistic utterances are
endowed with the most meaning. When it comes to the divine, only the presence of the
voice is necessary. However, because the novel presents Patria with two opposing voices
of God, she must choose which one she continues to here or which one she allows to
―continue to act‖ (Derrida 10).
In light of this, there is another aspect to the voice of God in In the Time of the
Butterflies that must be addressed – listening. Dolar claims, ―The moment one listens one
has already started to obey, in an embryonic way, one always listens to one‘s master‘s
voice, no matter how much one opposes it afterward. There is something in the very
nature of the voice which endows it with master-like authority‖ (76). Therefore,
following listening is the act of response. For a time, Patria holds two God‘s in her house
and in her mind. She not only gives both a body in the form of a picture, and therefore
makes them powerless, but she also responds/prays to both pictures. She says, ―Maybe
because I was used to the Good Shepherd and Trujillo side by side in the old house, I
caught myself praying a little greeting as I walked by‖ (Butterflies 202). She prayed,
―Hear my cry, Jefe. Release my sisters and their husbands and mine. But most especially,
I beg you, oh Jefe, give me back my son. Take me instead. I‘ll be your sacrificial lamb‖
(203). However, she soon heard the Voice of God speaking from the pulpit at mass.
Instead of praying to a picture, she prayed to this voice. Patria exclaims, ―I knew once I
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said it I couldn‘t take it back. Oh Lord, release my son, I prayed. And I added what I‘d
been holding back. Let me be your sacrificial lamb‖ (206). By addressing the voice of
God instead of the picture of God or Trujillo, she gives power and agency to the
acousmatic voice versus the one with a physical referent. In listening and responding,
Patria had ―the power to decide over fate of the voice and its sender‖ and she chose to
voice with no visible origin (Dolar 80).
In In the Time of the Butterflies, Alvarez layers her uses of the voice and its
potency in speaking. Rich suggests that the various voices in the novel ―enact the novel‘s
central theme: the libratory power of speaking out in response to a dictatorship that
attempted to silence all resistance‖ (180). However, the only speaking out and the only
liberation stem from acousmatic voices. In fact, it is necessary to note that these
acousmatic voices within the text support the structure of the sisters‘ literary voices
within the novel. While only the acousmatic voices survive and ―continue to act‖ within
the text, the literary voices that form the structure of the text work as acousmatic voices
for the reader. The reader doe not recognize a bodily connection to the writers of the
sisters‘ stories; therefore, these narratives continue to fight against the Trujillo regime
even after its dissolution by disseminating information against it. Dolar claims that
―speech is ‗always-already‘ a response‖ and the writing of characters‘ stories acts as a
response to the Trujillato (97). By creating characters that tell their own stories in the
regime, Alvarez institutes various divine aphonic voices for the reader so that ―everybody
can hear everybody else‘s voice‖ (109). Just as the audible acousmatic voices escape the
regime, so does both the aphonic acousmatic voices of the sisters evade the regime.
Therefore, by analyzing the acousmatic voices within the text, it is apparent that the inner
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textual voices of Castro and God escape and work against the Trujillo regime just as the
structural literary voices serve as a continued act against the regime.

II. Escaping Trujillo Again: The Distributed Written Words in the Film

Just as the acousmatic voice within the written words of the novel In the Time of
the Butterflies proves to be a means of escaping the bodily torture of El Jefe, the written
words within the film version of the book provides this same subversive action against
the regime. While the film opens and closes with written narrative words, these words do
not act as a part of the inner narrative of the film, so they will not be included in this
argument. Similarly to the acousmatic voice in the novel, the written words within the
narrative work to fight against the Trujillato apart from the body(ies) that wrote the
words. Also like the novel, when these words connect to the body, they signify a
physical threat. It is interesting to note that, within the film In the Time of the Butterflies,
the director (Mariano Barroso) neglects to include any of the acousmatic voices of the
novel. Barroso does not include the voice of Castro or Manolo on the radio or Patria‘s
encounter with the voice of the Virgencita. Because film is a visual medium, it relies
often on its physicality. Therefore, any medium that connects to the body cannot resist
the dominant power. As previously mentioned, both Derrida and Dolar claim that one can
identify the voice through its ―accent, the intonation, and the timbre,‖ within which ―we
must be able to recognize the identity, roughly speaking, of a signifying form‖ (Dolar 20,
Derrida 10). Because the spectators can identify the disembodied voices with their visual
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bodies, Alvarez and Barroso have to utilize another scription that cannot be captured by
the Trujillato or the spectator.
Instead, the medium that maintains power within the film is the written texts that
the characters distribute, and often of which, the viewers cannot read. Roland Barthes
claims that journey from speech to writing loses innocence, transitions, and scraps of
language (3-4). However, the most important loss in this transition is ―quite simply the
body – at least the exterior [contingent] body, which in a dialogue flings toward another
body‖ (5). When the characters write their thoughts in words to distribute, the ideas lose
their bodily contingent and, in losing their bodies, they evade bodily threat. By analyzing
these written texts in the film version of In the Time of the Butterflies, specifically letters
and propaganda material, it is apparent that Alvarez and Barroso work with the texts to
produce the same evasion from and subversion of the Trujillo regime that the acousmatic
voices achieved in the novel.
First, I must note that the Trujillo regime, as represented by the film, is as aware
of the power of documents as those opposed to it. For instance, the first time the viewers
see the presence of written material is as the family reads the newspaper. This newspaper
clipping announces the presences of ―enemies‖ that ―threaten the university.‖ These
words influence Minerva‘s mother to forbid her seeing Virgilio, one of the Dominican
revolutionaries. Interestingly, Minerva mentions that her mother always liked Lio, but
once she ―read‖ about him in the newspaper, she refuses Minerva to ever meet him again.
Fittingly, the newspaper is also the means through which Minerva discovers Lio‘s death.
Beside newspapers, Trujillo‘s government also refuses and withholds documents from
the family. For instance, when Minerva and her mother go to a government office to
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retrieve her father, the officer refuses her papers even though, according to Minerva,
―These documents have been stamped correctly for two days now.‖ Later, when Minerva
walks across the stage at her law school graduation, General Trujillo holds a rolled up
paper and a diploma in his hands. As he passes it by her and behind himself he says, ― I
said I would let you attend law school. Nothing was said about allowing you to practice
law.‖ This follows Minerva‘s admission into law school through a letter. Therefore,
Trujillo gave a letter for admission and refused a document in order to prohibit her to
practice law. By analyzing the ways in which the government uses documents, it is
evident that the characters within the film learned to work within the tactics of the regime
while still being outside of it. If the regime could distribute news through writing, refuse
the documents, and withhold their power all through written material, then so could the
revolutionaries. They would work within the dominant discourse in order to steal and
resist its power. By writing, the characters work within the governmental powers to resist
them while also ―protecting ourselves‖ from bodily harm connected to the resistance
(Barthes 4).
First, the revolutionaries use the documents to pass along information about the
abusive behaviors of the Trujillato. In fact, the first time that Minerva encounters the
communist ideals is through a book that Lio gives her. He gives her a book of poetry by
Jose Marti and says, ―I want you to read this. Its by Jose Martin, a Cuban liberator.‖ The
viewers never see the words in the book or even hear much other discussion about it. It is
simply the passing along of the information through written material that suggests a
subversion of the dominant discourse. Following this, Minerva‘s first seditious act of her
own in the film In the Time of the Butterflies is at a meeting in which Manolo is speaking.
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Instead of speaking though, Minerva holds up a paper that she says is a list with over 300
names of the dead or missing that were attacked by the Trujillato. She says that we must
the people must copy and distribute this list ―so that people know what Trujillo is doing‖
(In the Time of the Butterflies). It is the idea that others do not ―know what Trujillo is
doing‖ that is the driving force of the distribution of materials in the film. Jacques
Derrida suggests that all writing has in it the knowledge of a future and absent reader. He
says, ―a written sign is proffered in the absence of the receiver‖ (7). When writing the
list and speaking of distributing it, Minerva is aware of the absent readers who do not
know the sins of the Trujillato. Moreover, this absence extends to her body after she
distributes the papers. When Minerva distributes the papers, they must be able to ―give
rise to an iteration in the absence and beyond the presence of the empirically determined
subject who …has emitted or produced it‖ (9). They must speak of a certain meaning to
its recipients even in her absence. Moreover, in her absence, she protects herself from the
connection to the words (Barthes 4). Therefore, her first action is to create information
and distribute it away from her so that it lives even after her separation from it.
In addition to this first subversive act, the director includes a number of scenes in
which the young adults paper public walls and poles with propagandist documents. All
the viewers can read on these papers is ―Libertad Presos Universitarios.‖ (Release
University Prisoners). However, regardless of what the viewers see or are able to read of
the flyers, the director makes them aware of the physical threat that this potentially brings
to the bearer of the information. When Mate knocks on Minerva‘s door the meeting
quickly moves the papers and disperses. After another similar meeting, men disguised in
a car swiftly shoot a man after many leave with papers in their hands. Interestingly,
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while the viewers often see the Trujillato with guns, the only two times in the film in
which the El Jefe‘s men shoot the revolutionaries are when they are leaving a meeting
with papers in hand – to distribute information – and when they are loading weapons in
order to distribute them. This duality of instances likens the weapon of a gun to the
weapon of distributed information. If the Trujillato eliminates the wielders of the
weapons (both guns and information) before they distribute either guns or text, then they
eliminate part of the threat to the regime. However, if they give the words to others, so
that they can interpret them, then the words will no longer prove a threat to the absent
writer.
Even in prison, the Mirabal sisters still realize the potential threat that the written
information can pose to their enemies. In Minerva‘s voiceover she says that being in
prison has caused her to forget visual images and sounds. However, the sisters do not
lose their awareness of the power of written words. While waiting for Minerva to return
from solitaire, Mate reads to the other prisoners and teaches them to read. In addition,
when the Mirabal sisters obtain an ally in the prison and begin to receive packages from
the outside, they read newspaper clippings in the packages. While the other prisoners
literally devour the food in the packages, the sisters pass the food along in order to
―devour‖ the written words. They read, ―Venezuelan president Romulo Betancourt has
filed charges with the Organization of American States claiming that the Dominican
government was involved with an attempt upon his life.‖ Because of this, Minerva says,
―It‘s happening. It‘s finally happening.‖ In the film, they not only distribute information
through written words, but they receive it as well. Because they know that the
Organization of American States is investigating the Trujillo government, they know that
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they can pass information about the prison conditions onto the organization. As Minerva
places information into Mate‘s hair, she says, ―They are just here to investigate, but
remember, there are microphones.‖ The audible words of Mate‘s voice impose a threat,
but a secret distribution of written information poses no harm to Mate as soon as it leaves
her hands. In fact, in the film, the scene that follows this handoff of information is the
release of Mate and Minerva.
Throughout the film In the Time of the Butterflies, Alvarez and Barroso utilize
distributed written texts to take the place of the role of the acousmatic voice in the novel.
Just like the acousmatic voice, once the texts moves away from the body of the writer,
they work undermine the political powers while also safeguarding them against the
government‘s physical power. Interestingly, just as the acousmatic voices in the novel
show how the written words work to impact the outer narrative, the written words in the
film show how the actors‘ voices work to perpetuate the story to viewers. By adapting
the words of the novel into moving images and sounds, Barroso and Alvarez present yet
another way to continue the story of Trujillo‘s violent reign and the death of the Mirabal
sisters. Therefore, while the inner narratives of both the film and novel present scriptions
that work to evade the power of the Trujillato, they also show how the narratives as a
whole continue to fight against the Trujillo legacy. Even with death of Trujillo and his
government the author and director fight against its oppression by telling a story that they
previously could not tell.

III. The Ideological Suture of the Viewer/Spectator through the Absence
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While I already proved that the scriptions of voice and written text work to escape
the oppressive government, I cannot neglect to mention how disembodied voices and
distributed texts impact the reader and the viewer of In the Time of the Butterflies. In
film theory, theorists engage in an ongoing discussion about the idea of ―suture‖ or ―the
name given to the procedures by means of which cinematic texts confer subjectivity upon
their viewers‖ (195). Theorists suggest a number of ―procedures‖ through which cinema
sutures its viewers, such as shot sequences and the method of projection. But, more
importantly, they often also go a step further to say that these procedures of suture often
instill in the viewer an intentional ideology. In this final section, I would offer that this
ideological suture experience occurs for both the viewer of the film and the reader of the
novel In the Time of the Butterflies. Interestingly, the suture occurs through the scriptions
of the acousmatic voice and the written words.
Significantly, in various suture theories, it is the idea of a ―lack‖ or of an
―absence‖ (like Derrida‘s writerly idea of absence) that sutures the viewer into a film.
Kaja Silverman suggests that suture is the idea of lack through the ―absent one‖ or what
one does not know. She writes, ―Suture can be understood as the process whereby the
inadequacy of the subject‘s position is exposed in order to facilitate (i.e.) create the desire
for new insertions into a cultural discourse which promises to make good on that lack‖
(231). Christian Metz describes this lack as an absence of the actual object that the image
on the screen represents, but a presence of the image; therefore, the viewer has to be
aware that the image is a signifier of an absence (827). Similarly, in the film and novel
version of Alvarez‘s In the Time of the Butterflies, the viewer identifies a lack or absence
within the narrative. In the novel, the reader reads about voices that the characters can
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hear, but he or she cannot hear. Likewise, in the film, the spectator sees multiple images
of texts of which the characters know their contents, but the viewers can only assume.
These absences create another level of signifying by which the viewer/reader must not
only be aware that the image or the words signify an object or sound that is no longer
there, but also signify a meaning within the absence. I would argue that it is this lack this absence - that sutures the viewers into the narratives of both the film and the novel.
It is this lack that ―creates the desire for new insertions into a cultural discourse which
promises to make good on that lack‖ (Silverman 231). The reader of the novel and the
viewer of the film desire to know what these mediums do not allow them to know about
the voices and the texts. Because the narratives refuse to offer all the information that its
characters know, it offers an absence that the reader would like to fill. Moreover, this
absence allows the text to offer ―things and itself to be read and rewritten‖ (Derrida 8).
In the absence of an audible voice or a visual written text, the viewers/readers can only
create a voice and a text mentally. Only through their imagination can they fill the lack
that the narratives give them. It is through this rewriting of the absence that the
spectators and readers become active participants in the writing of the narratives.
Moreover, it is through this rewriting of the absence that the viewers are interpolated into
the ideology of the stories.
In Althusser‘s ―Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” the theorist claims
that culture can act as an Ideological State Apparatus (ISA) (143). Moreover, both
literature and film are vehicles through which a cultural ISA can hail their cultural
subjects. In Jean-Louis Baudry‘s ―Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic
Apparatus,‖ he suggests that films ideologically hail their viewers because they do not

170

Predicate, Issue 1

see the production process of a film, but only see it in its entirety as a narrative. Because
the viewer feels immobile within the film and has a ―precocious maturation of visual
organization,‖ there is an ―impression of reality‖ inscribed by the viewer onto the screen
(45). And, although Baudry claims that the ―content of the images‖ are not of much
importance in this interpellation process, I would argue that these images and these
moments in the narrative are actually what imbues an ―impression of reality‖ into the
viewer/reader and, therefore, instills ideology. It is, in fact, the images of the texts in the
film and the discussion of the voices in the novel that underline an ―impression of reality‖
within the viewer/reader so that the narratives can hail its subjects into its ideology. As
previously mentioned, the absences that these narratives present ask for the text to be
―read and rewritten‖ by the viewer/reader (Derrida 10). However, because the narratives
have already constructed a certain ideology in which the viewer is asked to identify with
the revolutionaries, they must re-write the voices and the texts within this already created
ideology. Because of this the viewers/readers are ―always-already‖ hailed into the
ideologies of the film and novel (Althusser 172). They become active participants in the
writing of subversive material and in the listening of illegal broadcasts. By creating
narratives with absences that the viewer/readers must fill, Alvarez and Barroso instill an
anti-Trujillo ideology within the narratives recipients.
By analyzing the scriptions within the film and novel version of Julia Alvarez‘s In
the Time of the Butterflies, it becomes apparent that the acousmatic voice in the novel and
the written words in the film function as mechanisms through which the characters can
evade and fight against the Trujillato. This is made possible fort the characters only
through their ability to disconnect their bodies from their voices or their words. Only
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when these scriptions are separated from the characters can they be wholly effective and
wholly subversive. On a more external level, though, the narratives of the film and novel
use the written texts and the voices to suture the viewer/reader into the ideology of the
stories. These scriptions protect the characters from an oppressive power while also
hailing other subjects to act against the regime as well. Through the written words and the
acousmatic voices in the two versions of In the Time of the Butterflies, the author
simultaneously protects the characters, hails the ―readers,‖ and allows the scriptions ―to
continue to act‖ in the mind and interpretations of the viewers/readers (Derrida 10).
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