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Editorial 

Issue 19 of Colloquy: text, theory, critique is a general issue. A wide range 
of topics is traversed: from translation to �coming out,� the predicaments of 
late capitalism to the construction of memory, with references that range 
through Benjamin, Derrida, Sebald and Peirce. The issue is completed by a 
number of book reviews. The editors wish to thank the many referees who 
made this issue possible. 

This issue sees the debut of three new Editors-in-Chief: David Blen-
cowe, Timothy Chandler and Catherine Ryan. Accordingly, the editorial 
team wishes to acknowledge the contribution made to Colloquy by outgoing 
Editor-in-Chief, Geoff Berry. Geoff has given much time, passion and en-
thusiasm to Colloquy over the last few years, and for this we thank him. 

A brief overview of the articles in this issue makes visible the vibrancy 
of postgraduate research in literary and cultural theory. The implications of 
translating Derrida�s Mal d’Archive as �The Archive Bug� are explored by 
Daniel James Barker. In particular, he considers the thinking of différance 
as a virus. David Jack engages in a meditation upon the difficulties pre-
sented to lyric poetry in the era of late capitalism, examining the poetry of 
Michel Houellebecq. A comparative study of the Russian symbolist Andrei 
Bely and the semiotician C S Peirce is provided by Rachel Funari, who lo-
cates a relationship in the �thirdness� of the former�s metaphysics and the 
latter�s epistemology. Helen Lambert reads Les Murray�s Translations from 
the Natural World in the light of Walter Benjamin�s essay �The Task of the 
Translator.� Lambert sees Murray�s poems as translations that attempt to 
unify Australian English and the Australian environment. Lhoussain Simour 
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░    Editorial 3 

interrogates postcolonial conceptions of transcultural identity by focusing 
on the representation of America in Youssouf Amine Elelamy�s novel Un 
Moracain à New York. The portrayal of �coming out� in popular culture is 
examined by Whitney Monaghan, using the acclaimed UK teen series 
Sugar Rush as an example. Finally, Erik Beyersdorf considers how W G 
Sebald�s Austerlitz operates as a literary means of commemoration and 
memory construction. 

Colloquy is presently seeking unsolicited submissions for future is-
sues. Academic articles and review articles (both of which are fully refereed 
in a double-blind process), book reviews, translations, opinion essays and 
creative writing will be considered. Articles should relate to literary or cul-
tural theory (pure or applied), be authored by those involved in research in 
English, communications, languages, performing or recorded arts, and can 
be inspired by a wide range of political and/or aesthetic positions. The 
submission deadline for our next issue, which will be published in Decem-
ber 2010, is 20 July 2010. The deadline for Issue 21, due in June 2011, is 
15 January 2011. 

 
THE EDITORS 



G E N E R A L  A R T I C L E S  



Negative: On the Translation of Jacques Derrida, Mal d’Archive 

Daniel James Barker 

Actually it has been written twice... I determined 
to give it up; but it tormented me like an unlaid 
ghost.1

Yes, I am teaching something positive here. Ex-
cept that it is expressed by a negation. But why 
shouldn’t it be as positive as anything else?2

There is no meta-archive.3
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Argument 

This paper will follow the thread that may be traced in Derrida�s Mal 
d’Archive4 when the title is translated as �The Archive Bug.� 

In so doing, it will attempt to describe the ways in which the death 
drive as it appears in Mal d’Archive may be related to the (non-)concept of 
différance as it has emerged in Derrida�s theoretical writings under various 
names. The argument will hinge on the thinking of différance as a virus, in 
the sense of an (anti-)information (non-)entity which propagates by entering 
a genetic structure and substituting elements of its code. 

Entstellung [Re-Framing] 

... and I always dream of a pen that would be a syringe, a suction 
point rather than that very hard weapon with which one must in-
scribe, incise, choose, calculate, take ink before filtering the inscrib-
able, playing the keyboard on the screen, whereas here, once the 
right vein has been found, no more toil, no responsibility, no risk of 
bad taste nor of violence, the blood delivers itself alone, the inside 
gives itself up and you can do as you like with it ...5

Nevertheless, the needle must puncture the skin: a small violence. And it is 
strange that Derrida does not mention the other function of the syringe: to 
inject the pharmakon.6 One might wonder whether Derrida�s dream is a 
dream of death: �once the right vein has been found, no more toil, no re-
sponsibility...� Even a dream of sadism. The syringe accompanies other in-
struments of torture in �interrogation,� a means by which �the inside gives 
itself up and you can do as you like with it...� But who is the torturer and 
who is tortured? Of whose vein does Derrida dream? Who is the �you� op-
posed to the �I� of the dreamer? Between the �I� and the �you� is the �one� 
who writes (a certain article of the person suggests a middle voice), who 
must �inscribe, incise, calculate,� a place of indeterminacy between the �I� 
who dreams of gaining and the �you� who does indeed gain access to the 
inside, between the dreamer and operator: the writer, between outside and 
inside, just like the syringe itself. The writer, then, fulfils the other function 
of the syringe, to puncture, to penetrate, to inject the pharmakon (to pre-
pare for the incision), and generally to serve as a means of passage be-
tween inside and outside, between �I� and �you.� The passage between the 
dreamer who wishes for a non-violent writing and the operator who non-
violently extracts the blood is established only by the violent act of writing 
itself: �Once the right vein has been found, no more toil, no responsibility, 
no risk of bad taste nor of violence.� Finding the vein is another matter. 
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One might be tempted to read in this dream the texture of a kind of 
auto-affective sadism whereby the �I� of the dreamer is the �one� whose 
vein is pierced by the �you� of the operator, united but also separated by 
the interval of the syringe itself, the function of writing or of the writer. After 
all, for whom is there �no more toil, no responsibility, no risk of bad taste 
nor of violence�: the operator, or the �one� who lies back and lets �the in-
side give itself up,� who hands over the �responsibility,� �toil,� �bad taste� 
and �violence� of the inside with an abnegation: �do as you like with it� that 
also expresses permission: �you can do as you like with it�? 

Therefore, the auto-sadistic tendency (which paves the way to the end 
of pain and violence, that is to death � one here faces the death drive in all 
its manifestations) only functions through the banishment of death to an ex-
terior (a �you� exterior to the �I�) only through its own act of violence (the 
puncture, the incision, writing). 

Freud: �The pleasure principle seems actually to serve the death in-
stincts.�7 What we thus face in this dream of non-violence is actually an 
�economy of death.�8  

There is another way in which this dream could be interpreted: as an 
expression of the operation of Derrida�s writing on the structure of meta-
physics. Thus one also might wonder whether différance is not implicated 
in this economy of death.  

How are we to think simultaneously, on the one hand, différance as 
the economic detour which, in the element of the same, always aims 
at coming back to the pleasure or presence that have been deferred 
by (conscious or unconscious) calculation, and, on the other hand, 
différance as the relation to an impossible presence, as expenditure 
without reserve, as the death instinct, and as the entirely other rela-
tionship that apparently interrupts every economy?9

Différance as death, différance as life: �How are they to be joined?�10  

Restraint upon motor discharge (upon action), which then became 
necessary, was provided by means of the process of thinking, which 
was developed from the presentation of ideas. Thinking was en-
dowed with characteristics which made it possible for the mental ap-
paratus to tolerate an increased tension of stimulus while the proc-
ess of discharge was postponed. It is essentially an experimental 
kind of acting, accompanied by displacement of relatively small 
quantities of cathexis together with less expenditure (discharge) of 
them. For this purpose the conversion of freely displaceable 
cathexes into �bound� cathexes was necessary, and this was 
brought about by raising the level of the whole cathectic process.11
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This �conversion� is the condition of any sublimation. But it is also the very 
phenomenon of sublimation, �raising the level of the whole cathectic proc-
ess� in such a manner that it in effect negates the �discharge� or �expendi-
ture.�  

All that I insist upon is the idea that the activity of the first ψ-system 
is directed towards securing the free discharge of the quantities of 
excitation, while the second system, by means of the cathexes ema-
nating from it, succeeds in inhibiting this discharge and in transform-
ing the cathexis into a quiescent one, no doubt with a simultaneous 
raising of its potential.12

Therefore the �economic detour,� différance as deferral, is always a form of 
sublimation, for example, from action to thinking, which always involves the 
�binding� of mobile energy in order to store a reserve. 

Again it is easy to identify the primary psychical process with 
Breuer�s freely mobile cathexis and the secondary process with 
changes in his bound or tonic cathexis. If so, it would be the task of 
the higher strata of the mental apparatus to bind the instinctual exci-
tation reaching the primary process. A failure to effect this binding 
would provoke a disturbance analogous to a traumatic neurosis; and 
only after the binding had been accomplished would it be possible 
for the dominance of the pleasure principle (and of its modification, 
the reality principle) to proceed unhindered. Till then the other task 
of the mental apparatus, the task of mastering or binding excitations, 
would have precedence � not, indeed, in opposition to the pleasure 
principle, but independently of it and to some extent in disregard of 
it.13

But there is always a difference between the �instinctual excitation reaching 
the primary process� and that which is successfully �bound,� thanks to the 
activity of entropy. (�A measure of unavailable energy in a physical system. 
Since usable energy is lost in irreversible energy transfers, entropy in-
creases in closed systems [the second law of thermodynamics]�14). The 
trace of this difference in deferral will always �press towards discharge.�15 
That is, its activity is always, by definition, �expenditure without reserve.� 

Of interest is that entropy is �a measure of the disorder in a system.�16 
In relation to economic investment, the difference that the sublimation fails 
to bind is by definition a disorder and a failure of the information memory 
system of the secondary process. 

It is the (failed) attempt to �master� this �energy� that results in the 
repetition compulsion. 
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At the same time, the mobility of this energy, its unremitting play of 
condensation and displacement, disrupts repetition by substituting differing 
elements into the genetic constitution of its structure. This is the activity of 
the primary process, the Entstellung,17 which transforms the logic of the 
secondary process. 

It is at work, but since it always operates in silence, it never leaves 
any archives of its own. It destroys in advance its own archive, as if 
that were in truth the very motivation of its most proper movement. It 
works to destroy the archive: on the condition of effacing but also 
with a view to effacing its own �proper� traces � which consequently 
cannot properly be called �proper.�18

Therefore, différance at the same time constitutes the attempt to master, to 
repeat, to remember, and that which escapes mastery, repetition and 
memory. Différance operates as a virus, entering the structure and substi-
tuting elements of its genetic code (its origin, its �point of presence�19) so 
that the structure is reconstituted.  

Henceforth it became necessary to think that there was no centre, 
that the centre could not be thought of as a present-being, that the 
centre had no natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a function, 
a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign substitutions 
came into play. This was the moment when language invaded the 
universal problematic, the moment when, in the absence of a centre 
or origin, everything became discourse � provided we can agree on 
that word � that is to say, a system in which the central signified, the 
original or transcendental signified, is never absolutely present out-
side a system of differences. The absence of the transcendental 
signified extends the domain and the play of signification infinitely.20

The différance virus opens every closed system to infinity. This is why this 
paper translates Derrida�s Mal d’Archive as �The Archive Bug.� 

Another economy is thus at work, the transaction between this death 
drive and the pleasure principle, between Thanatos and Eros, but 
also between the death drive and this apparent dual opposition of 
principles, of arkhai, for example the reality principle and the pleas-
ure principle. The death drive is not a principle. It even threatens 
every principality, every archontic primacy, every archival desire. It is 
what we will call, later on, le mal d’archive.21
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1. Body 

The task which was imposed on me in the dream of carrying out a 
dissection of my own body was thus my self-analysis which was 
linked up with my giving an account of my dreams. Old Brucke came 
in here appropriately: even in the first years of my scientific work it 
happened that I allowed a discovery of mine to lie fallow until an en-
ergetic remonstrance on his part drove me into publishing it. The fur-
ther thoughts which were started up by my conversation with Louise 
N. went too deep to become conscious. They were diverted in the di-
rection of the material that had been stirred up in me by the mention 
of Rider Haggard�s She. The judgement �strangely enough� went 
back to that book and to another one, Heart of the World, by the 
same author; and numerous elements of the dream were derived 
from these two imaginative novels. The boggy ground over which 
people had to be carried, and the chasm which had to be crossed by 
means of boards brought along with them, were taken from She; the 
Red Indians, the girl and the wooden house were taken from Heart 
of the World. In both novels the guide is a woman; both are con-
cerned with perilous journeys; while She describes an adventurous 
road that had scarcely ever been trod before, leading into an undis-
covered region. The end of the adventure in She is that the guide, 
instead of finding immortality for herself and the others, perishes in 
the mysterious subterranean fire. A fear of that kind was unmistaka-
bly active in the dream-thoughts. The �wooden house� was also, no 
doubt, a coffin, that is to say, the grave. But the dream-work 
achieved a masterpiece in its representation of this most unwished-
for of all thoughts by a wish-fulfillment. For I had already been in a 
grave once, but it was an excavated Etruscan grave near Orvieto, a 
narrow chamber with two stone benches along its walls, on which 
the skeletons of two grown-up men were lying. The inside of the 
wooden house in the dream looked exactly like it, except that the 
stone was replaced by wood. The dream seems to have been say-
ing: �If you must rest in a grave, let it be the Etruscan one.� And by 
making this replacement, it transformed the gloomiest of expecta-
tions into one that was highly desirable. Unluckily, as we are soon to 
hear, a dream can turn into its opposite the idea accompanying an 
affect but not always the affect itself. Accordingly, I woke up in a 
�mental fright,� even after the successful emergence of the idea that 
children may perhaps achieve what their father has failed to � a 
fresh allusion to the strange novel in which a person�s identity is re-
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tained through a series of generations for over two thousand 
years.22

Freud dreams the myth of psychoanalysis, the journey into the body to dis-
cover death and the ancestral memory trace at the �heart of the world.� And 
he dreams it in 1898, decades before �Beyond the Pleasure Principle� or 
Moses and Monotheism. Note the intersecting chains: She, a female guide, 
a mysterious subterranean fire, Heart of the World, a house, and a grave 
intersect with the paternal chain of generations and the Oedipal dialectic 
with the father: two chains intersecting in death, the grave housing the pa-
triarchal ancestor. 

2. Memory 

I asked myself what is the moment proper to the archive, if there is 
such a thing, the instant of archivisation strictly speaking, which is 
not, and I will come back to this, so-called live or spontaneous 
memory (mneme or anamnesis), but rather a certain hypomnesis 
and prosthetic experience of the technical substrate. Was it not at 
this very instant that, having written something or other on the 
screen, the letters remaining as if suspended and floating yet at the 
surface of a liquid element, I pushed a certain key to �save� a text 
undamaged, in a hard and lasting way, to protect marks from being 
erased, so as to ensure in this way salvation and indemnity, to stock, 
to accumulate, and, in what is at once the same thing and something 
else, to make the sentence available in this way for printing and re-
printing, for reproduction. Does it change anything that Freud did not 
know about the computer? And where should the moment of sup-
pression or of repression be situated in these new models of re-
cording and impression, or printing?23

The changes in temporality structure that Derrida ascribes to e-mail are 
embedded in a repeating (hyper-)space structure: the windows environ-
ment of spaces linked by icons to menus that connect to applications such 
as web browsers whose interfaces allow passage into the structure of the 
world wide web of hyperlinks, websites and e-mail addresses. But this only 
repeats the system of references, quotations and footnotes that connect 
books, articles, authors and all the other documents and exhibits in the li-
brary and in the general archive of memory, whether electronic or inscribed 
in stone. 

Of course, such documents may be erased, or effaced. 

The text, however, as we possess it to-day, will tell us enough about 
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its own vicissitudes. Two mutually opposed treatments have left their 
traces on it. On the one hand it has been subjected to revisions 
which have falsified it in the sense of their secret aims, have muti-
lated and amplified it and have even changed it into its reverse; on 
the other hand a solicitous piety has presided over it and has sought 
to preserve everything as it was, no matter whether it was consistent 
or contradicted itself. Thus almost everywhere noticeable gaps, dis-
turbing repetitions and obvious contradictions have come about � 
indications which reveal things to us which it was not intended to 
communicate. In its implications the distortion of a text resembles a 
murder: the difficulty is not in perpetrating the deed, but in getting rid 
of the traces. We might lend the word �Entstellung [distortion]� the 
double meaning to which it has a claim but of which to-day it makes 
no use. It should mean not only to �change the appearance of some-
thing� but also �to put something in another place, to displace.�24

3. Myth 

If we may rely upon the evidence of language, it was the movement 
of the air that provided the prototype of intellectuality [Geistigkeit], for 
intellect [Geist] derives its name from a breath of wind � �animus,� 
�spiritus,� and the Hebrew �ruach (breath).� This too led to the dis-
covery of the mind [Seele (soul)] as that of the intellectual [geistigen] 
principle in individual human beings. Observation found the move-
ment of air once again in men�s breathing, which ceases when they 
die. To this day a dying man �breathes out his spirit [Seele].� Now, 
however, the world of spirits [Geisterreich] lay open to men.25

The movement of this paragraph is profound. It demonstrates, at least, the 
impossibility of any reduction of Geist to �intellect.� Indeed, it suggests that 
�spirit,� and even �soul,� are at least as much a part of Freud�s thought on 
the subject as any �abstract idea.�26

The geistigen principle is not Geist but Seele. This substitution haunts 
the whole investigation. Seele cannot be determined as an �abstract idea,� 
for it is the �archontic principle�27 of abstraction. Geist leads to the �discov-
ery� of Seele, which supplements it as its arkhe. Thus at the same time 
Seele commenced the Geisterreich: the spirit-realm. 

 
  L’Un se garde de l’autre.28

Monash University 
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Michel Houellebecq: A Lyric Poet in the Era of Late Capitalism 

David Jack 

Michel Houellebecq is best known for his novels, particularly Les Particules 
élémentaires, with which he achieved literary fame in the late nineteen 
nineties. However, Houellebecq began his creative life as a poet and a 
writer of occasional pieces for obscure literary journals. The first of these 
was a magazine he founded himself, Karamazov, devoted almost entirely 
to poetry. Following this, he went on to publish three short collections of 
poetry, mostly in the lyric style, prefaced by a manifesto entitled Rester vi-
vant [Staying Alive]. Somewhat surprisingly, given Houellebecq�s notoriety, 
and given the publishing house�s taste for scandal, these three volumes 
have never really seen the light of day outside France. This has as much to 
do with the almost absolute unmarketability of lyric poetry today as it does 
a certain change in the structure of experience which has affected our ca-
pacity to receive lyric poetry, perhaps irrevocably. In his essay on Baude-
laire, Walter Benjamin writes: �If conditions for the positive reception of lyric 
poetry have become less favorable, it is reasonable to assume that only in 
rare instances is lyric poetry in rapport with the experience of its readers�.1 
For just as it was with Baudelaire, the last great lyric poet, certain motifs in 
Houellebecq�s poetry continue to render the lyric form increasingly dubious.  

According to Benjamin, Baudelaire �envisaged readers for whom the 
reading of lyric poetry would present difficulties�. Will power and the ability 
to concentrate are not their strong points�.2 Anxious to be understood, 
Baudelaire addressed the first poem of the Fleurs du mal, the �Au Lecteur�, 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  19 (2010).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue19/jack.pdf 



David Jack    ░ 16 

to these readers. It marked a watershed for lyric poetry, and suggested that 
the conditions of possibility for its favorable reception were coming to an 
end. This anxiety, however, no longer presents a problem for the lyric poet 
of our own time. Whereas Baudelaire began with the hope of being under-
stood, Houellebecq begins by dispensing with the hope of even being read: 
�La poésie est une activité complètement désespérée. Pourtant beaucoup 
de gens, au cours de leur vie, ressentent le besoin d�écrire des poèmes ; 
mais plus personne n�en lit� [Poetry is an activity completely devoid of 
hope. Many people, in the course of their lives, feel the need to write a 
poem; but no one reads them anymore].3  

Houellebecq knows his public at least as well as Baudelaire knew his. 
He describes his readers as a little bit cynical, a little bit sentimental � and it 
is clear from his novels where the division lies: sentimental towards their 
own lives, cynical towards the lives of others. This makes the continued re-
ception of lyric poetry, the function of which is to convey experience, ques-
tionable. At the same time, however, freed from the utilitarian demands of 
communication which impressed themselves more and more on poetry in 
the mid-nineteenth century, it makes a return to the lyric form possible, 
however brief � no longer as a means for conveying experience, but as a 
means for structuring it.  Dialectically, then, this experience of the inability 
to convey experience (or to experience anything at all) becomes the sub-
ject matter for the lyric poem today, and thus by a strange kind of neces-
sity, the universality the form requires to survive is realised through the par-
ticular.4 These considerations constitute the conditions of im/possibility of 
the lyric form today.  

No longer anxious to be understood, Houellebecq addresses himself 
to a readership potentially more rewarding than those Baudelaire envis-
aged: poets themselves. In no longer aligning himself with a public beyond 
that of specialists, Houellebecq firmly aligns himself with tradition, and sug-
gests that the contemporary poet do the same. His poetic vision is arche-
typically modern � in the sense Baudelaire gave to this term (rather than in 
the sense normally associated with what he calls a �lukewarm� avant-
garde). Rejecting the formal imperative for novelty, Houellebecq insists, as 
Baudelaire did, that experience can only be articulated through traditional 
means. In this he shares Baudelaire�s conception of modernity, not as the 
continued invention of artistic forms, but as the adaptation of new content 
to old or established forms.  

In �The Painter of Modern Life�, Baudelaire defines modernity as the 
transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is one half of art, the other being 
the eternal and the immovable�.5 This definition, however, has its limits in 
history. It ignores the determining effect every new content has on an es-
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tablished form. In his introductory lectures on aesthetics, Hegel remarked: 
�Not every plastic shape is capable of being the expression and represen-
tation of the spiritual interests of an age; every definite content determines 
a form suitable to it�.6 Indeed, the increasing impossibility of the poetic life 
under capitalism, the continued development of the individual as a window-
less monad, the increasing reliability on information rather than allegory7, 
led Baudelaire directly out of the lyric form and into the prose poem, a more 
direct form of communication, in line with a society more and more domi-
nated by media.  

In his manifesto for poetry, in the section entitled �Articuler� [To Articu-
late], Houellebecq writes:  

Ne vous sentez pas obligé d�inventer une forme neuve. Les formes 
neuves sont rares. Une par siècle, c�est déjà bien. Et ce  ne sont pas 
forcément les plus grands poètes qui en sont l�origine�. Les mots 
sont sous la responsabilité de l�ensemble de la société. 8

[Do not feel obliged to invent a new form. New forms are rare. One 
per century is already a brisk pace. And it is not necessarily the 
greatest poets who are at the origin of them�. Words are the re-
sponsibility of society as a whole.]  

No artist of modernity laboured under the imperative to �make it new�. 
As Fredric Jameson has pointed out, innovation in artistic styles did not be-
come an imperative until after modernism became an ideology.9 On the 
contrary, the imperative to �make it new� arose at a time when social condi-
tions for an aesthetic revolution were unfavourable. This situation we now 
know as �postmodernism�, and writers, poets, painters were obliged to 
submit to the demand for novelty and progress while at the same time ac-
cepting a situation in which there is nothing new under the sun. Their re-
sponse to this deadlock was pastiche, a blending of dead styles and forms. 
In this way, the continued shattering of tradition was ensured.  

Houellebecq�s poetry has nothing, or at best very little, to do with these 
demands. He does not blend forms or dead styles, nor are his influences 
drawn from among his contemporaries. He writes: 

J�ai lu beaucoup de poètes du siècle précédent, pas tellement ceux 
de mon siècle. Mon époque de prédilection �en poésie comme en 
musique �reste la première période du romantisme allemand. Il se-
rait difficile de retrouver cela aujourd�hui, l�époque se prête mal au 
pathétique et au lyrisme. 10

[I have read a lot of the poets of the preceding century, not so much 
those of my own time. My epoch of choice � for poetry as for music 
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� remains the first period of German Romanticism. It would be diffi-
cult to reproduce that today, in an epoch that supports so badly the 
pathetic and the lyrical.] 

Thus in Houellebecq�s work one finds no trace of the avant-garde 
predilection for blank verse one might expect to find in a contemporary 
poet. One finds instead the traditional alexandrine alongside the prose 
poem, a formal modification he owes to Baudelaire. Only where Houelle-
becq has something direct to say, does he resort to the prose poem. There 
are only a handful of examples of it in his work, and not surprisingly, they 
are the most successful.  

If, as Benjamin points out, �experience is a matter of tradition�,11 then 
only by way of tradition is it possible to experience anything at all. If there is 
any reason to refer to a cultural or aesthetic tradition, it would be in an at-
tempt to reground experience in tradition; to structure it according to this 
tradition. Houellebecq�s solution to this problem, as with most of the prob-
lems he addresses in his work, is a reactionary or conservative one. He 
prescribes a return to tradition, or more precisely, to traditional means of 
poetic expression: �Croyez à la structure. Croyez aux métriques anciennes, 
également. La versification est un puissant outil de libération de la vie inté-
rieure� [Believe in structure. Believe in the ancient metrics as well. Versifi-
cation is a powerful tool for the liberation of the inner life].12 But this inner 
life is not something to be taken for granted today. It has become as un-
available to us for experience as the experience of another. In modernity, 
the work of art that best captured the image of an inner life that has be-
come incomprehensible was Edvard Munch�s The Scream. The work de-
rives its horror not from any sense of the individual�s isolation from other 
people � not in itself a particularly terrifying prospect, and something in-
creasingly preferred today � but his absolute isolation from himself; the ab-
solute and final separation of Innenwelt and Umwelt, of inner and outer life, 
the absolute inability to experience anything at all.13  

We can read Houellebecq�s poetry, then, as an intervention into this 
situation, no matter how untimely.  He begins with the basic premise, usu-
ally attributed to Wittgenstein, that in order to experience anything, we must 
first be able to articulate it in language. And there is no experience outside 
of this articulation. Houellebecq�s vision is, however, not so Utopian as to 
suppose a return to the lyric form is immanent. The lyric form lies at the end 
of a long evolutionary process that must be gone through, the way for 
Hegel the individual must reproduce in the course of his life what Spirit has 
undergone in the course of history. Houellebecq writes: �Vous émettrez 
d�abord des cris inarticulés. Et vous serez souvent tenté d�y revenir. C�est 
normal. La poésie, en réalité, précède de peu le langage articulé� [You will 
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emit, at first, inarticulate cries. And you will often be tempted to regress to 
that stage. This is normal. Poetry, in reality, precedes articulate language, 
but not by much].14  

Essentially, for Houellebecq, the inner life consists almost entirely of 
varying modalities of suffering: �Si vous ne parvenez pas à articuler votre 
souffrance dans une structure bien définie�, he writes, �vous êtes foutu. La 
souffrance vous bouffera tout cru, de l�intérieur, avant que vous ayez eu le 
temps d�écrire quoi que ce soir� [If you do not succeed in articulating your 
suffering within a well-defined structure, you are finished. Suffering will 
swallow you whole, from the inside, before you have had the time to write 
anything at all].15  

Validation of suffering has always been a feature of the lyric poem, but 
it did not come into prominence as its singular driving force until the nine-
teenth century.16 Baudelaire was its most outspoken champion. The sec-
ond poem of the Fleurs du mal, entitled �Bénédiction�, outlines the life of the 
poet from birth to creative maturity. It presents the reader with an inventory 
of suffering that includes the poet�s rejection by his mother, mockery at the 
hands of his peers, and his failed endeavours in the sphere of love. As a 
result of this articulation in poetry, suffering began to appear in a new light: 
quantity was transformed into quality. The following lines of Baudelaire�s 
are testimony to the positive power of suffering for the lyric poet: �I know 
that pain is the one nobility/ upon which earth and hell can never en-
croach�.17 Here suffering is elevated above both terrestrial and Chthonic 
concerns. It is equated directly with a celestial sphere, where the poet 
dwells; it is the very ether in which he moves.  

It is no coincidence that while in France Baudelaire was writing these 
lines, Schopenhauer � perhaps the greatest philosophical influence on 
Houellebecq � was developing a system of philosophy in which suffering is 
attributed positive value. For Georg Simmel, the sociological reason for this 
philosophical turn is that the progress of systems of thought, from the 
Greco-roman through Christianity to the current scientific age, has removed 
from human life any final and determinate goal.18 Freud accurately defined 
the current metaphysical climate in the term �Scientific Weltanschauung� or 
worldview. He writes: �It is true that science can teach us how to avoid cer-
tain dangers and that there are some sufferings which it can successfully 
combat�; but there are many situations in which it must leave us to our 
suffering and can only advise us to submit to it�.19 The scientific worldview 
does not concern itself with other worldviews with which it must compete: 
notably, philosophy and religion. Science can offer neither a coherent 
metaphysical picture of the world, nor is it able to soothe our fears when 
faced with the dangers and contingencies of life.  
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The progress of metaphysical systems follows closely the develop-
ment of productive forces, the continual transformation of the globe into an 
organised network of means without apparent end. In describing this situa-
tion, Simmel writes:  

People are eventually surrounded everywhere by a criss-crossing 
jungle of enterprises and institutions in which the final and defini-
tively valuable goals are missing altogether. Only in this state of cul-
ture does the need for a final goal and meaning for life appear.20  

A life lacking in a determinate and final goal without the equivalent loss 
of the desire for this goal, is reduced to the pursuit of fleeting sensations; a 
fact which deepens, rather than alleviates suffering.  Further, without any 
definite end, this suffering itself appears meaningless. Schopenhauer�s phi-
losophy found a way out of this deadlock by elevating suffering to the 
status of an end in itself, a priori. He begins his essay �On the Sufferings of 
the World�, with the following statement: �If the immediate and direct pur-
pose of our life is not suffering, then our existence is the most ill-adapted to 
its purpose in the world�.21 As a result, happiness, a state actively sought 
without any knowledge of what it entails, is defined negatively, as the mo-
mentary absence of suffering, rather than as a positive condition in its own 
right. In the opening section of �Rester vivant�, entitled �D�abord la souf-
france� [First of all: Suffering], one finds absolute validation of Schopen-
hauer�s philosophical pessimism. Houellebecq concludes this section with 
the following remark: �Il ne vous sera possible de transformer la souffrance 
en but. La souffrance est, et ne saurait pas conséquent devenir un but � [It 
will not be possible for you to transform this suffering into a goal. Suffering 
is, and by consequence can never become, a goal].22   

Reassessing this state of things in the late 1960s, Theodore Adorno 
overturned his earlier proclamation that after Auschwitz it is impossible to 
write poetry. In Negative Dialectics he writes: 

Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured 
man has to scream; hence it may have been wrong to say that after 
Auschwitz you could no longer write poems. But it is not wrong to 
raise the less cultural question of whether after Auschwitz one can 
go on living�.23  

Here, then, we arrive at the central problematic of Houellebecq�s po-
etry: on the one hand, the question of expression; on the other, the ques-
tion of survival, of staying alive in a society that everywhere, at all times, is 
seeking your annihilation. For Houellebecq, the former is dependent strictly 
upon the latter. Poetic articulation takes time: �Un poète mort n�écrit plus. 
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D�où l�importance de rester vivant� [A dead poet does not write. Whence 
the importance of staying alive].24

The poet, perhaps more than anyone else today, faces the separation 
of means and ends inherent in alienated labour. Poetry obviously cannot 
guarantee material existence today as it could in ancient societies � in-
deed, as it could even as little as two centuries ago in the figure of the �na-
tional poet� (and in France one thinks here of Victor Hugo or Lamartine). 
Marx foresaw this eventuality when he wrote that under capitalist conditions 
the priest and the poet would be forced to sell their labour on the market, 
like everyone else.25 But the poet today is the most marginal of figures. In-
deed, it is difficult to imagine a figure whose work can be less adapted for 
utilitarian purposes. Houellebecq was unemployed for a time when produc-
ing his first poems. At another time, he was languishing in a psychiatric 
ward. These are both reasonable options for the poet who needs time to 
write. The alternatives are not much better. On the one hand, there is al-
ways suicide; on the other, there is what Houellebecq calls the Pessoa 
strategy, which he sums up in the following way: �Find a little job, publish 
nothing, calmly await death�.26  

As the title of Houellebecq�s manifesto suggests, the primary concern 
for the poet today is neither aesthetic nor philosophical, but eminently prac-
tical. Thus, alongside of a philosophy and an aesthetics, Houellebecq gives 
us something never before seen in a manifesto for poetry: a survival guide. 
The details of this guide are specific: it offers practical advice for ensuring 
the survival necessary to live long enough to produce a body of work. He 
writes: 

Ne pas oublier les psychiatres, qui disposent de la faculté de donner 
des arrêts de travail�. Les mécanismes de solidarité sociale (allo-
cation chômage, etc.) devront être utilisés à plein, ainsi que le sou-
tien financier d�amis plus aisés. Ne développez pas de culpabilité 
excessive à cet égard. Le poète est un parasite sacré. 

[Do not forget psychiatrists, who have the power to grant sick-
leave�. The mechanisms of the welfare state (unemployment pay-
ments, etc) should also be taken full advantage of, as well as the fi-
nancial support of friends who are better off. Do not cultivate exces-
sive guilt with regard to this. The poet is a sacred parasite.]27

While excessive guilt is not in the poet�s best interests where his sur-
vival is concerned, fear is something that must be cultivated. The timidity 
that Houellebecq advocates as a general guiding principle is as far from the 
modern conception of the poet-hero as it is from the Romantic ideal of re-
nunciation and surrender � it is synonymous with the conception of society 
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as a war zone. In the confusion of modern warfare, as in the �jumble of 
events� (to use Agamben�s term) that constitutes daily life, there is no 
longer any site for the heroic. Rash actions are punished harshly, when 
they do not go wholly unnoticed. If the hero was the proper subject of mod-
ernity, then the tactician is the proper subject of the contemporary world.  

The first novel to really range modern life alongside of modern warfare 
was Céline�s Voyage au bout de la nuit. In it, Céline develops fear as an 
overarching philosophy of life. It is not only in art, however, that war has 
functioned as a metaphor for the modern world. Theory too validated this 
comparison. In a reading of Benjamin�s essay �The Storyteller�, Giorgio 
Agamben writes that the destruction of experience no longer requires the 
catastrophe of warfare, and that daily life in any city will suffice.28 Drawing 
on the work of Foucault and Bourdieu, Michel de Certeau�s The Practice of 
Everyday Life analysed the tactical relationship individuals are forced to 
take toward the strategies that dominate them. He takes his terminology di-
rectly from modern warfare and defines a tactic as �a calculated action de-
termined by the absence of a proper place�.29

 
Between the heroism of modern life in Baudelaire and Céline�s �phi-

losophy of fear� there stands not only a World War (in which Céline himself 
took part), but almost three-quarters of a century of developing productive 
forces of capitalism. Between Céline and Houellebecq there stands the 
concentration camp. According to Adorno, it was in the concentration camp 
that, for the first time, self-preservation became an end in itself, wholly di-
vorced from the life it sought to preserve. This continued into the fully ad-
ministered world outside the camps. One thing both Céline and Houelle-
becq alike register in their work is the incomprehensibility of the struggle 
reduced to a mere struggle for survival. The following stanza is taken from 
Houellebecq�s poem �The Sense of Combat�: 

There were nights where we had lost even the sense of combat 
We were shuddering with fear, alone in the immense plain, 
We had tired arms 
They were very dense and uncertain nights.30

Commenting on life after Auschwitz, Adorno writes: �the only trouble 
with self-preservation is that we cannot help suspecting the life to which it 
attaches us of turning into something that makes us shudder�.31 The strug-
gle to stay alive, along with the realisation of the pointlessness of an exis-
tence reduced to this struggle, produces interesting mental phenomena. 
The absolute dread of death is matched by a growing indifference toward 
life. But even the dread of death is no match for this indifference, which al-
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ways wins in the end: it is an indifference at the heart of bourgeois society. 
Adorno writes: �in a world whose law is universal individual profit, the indi-
vidual has nothing but a self that has become indifferent�.32 The following is 
taken from Houellebecq�s poem �La Vie, un peu�: 

You no longer really believe that death is a disaster; 
From time to time you laugh at the idea of it; 
You try in vain to accede to contempt. 
Then you accept everything, and death does the rest.33

Walter Benjamin concluded his study on Baudelaire with the following 
remark: �And finally, it cannot be denied that some of his motifs render the 
possibility of lyric poetry questionable�.34 One of these motifs, and perhaps 
the key one for Baudelaire, was the city. That is, with Baudelaire, for the 
first time, the city was to be the subject of lyric poetry, to be dealt with as a 
natural habitat. What Benjamin calls the crisis in lyric poetry began with the 
increasing rift between the city and the country. Increasingly, then, we are 
dealing with a lyric poetry that, from the mid-nineteenth century, no longer 
derives the force of its imagery directly from nature.  Natural imagery still 
appears in Baudelaire, but already this nature has been transposed to the 
city, like the swan in the poem of the same name that dies in the market-
place. 

Of all the motifs in Houellebecq�s poetry, it is the decline of nature as a 
model that most calls into question the lyric form. This decline itself cannot 
be expressed lyrically, since the lyric has always depended upon the inte-
gration of man and the natural world, his attunement to an order that is in-
scribed in nature, its seasons, etc. � and this was often directly opposed to 
the city, to industry, and to its prosaic concerns (one sees this most obvi-
ously in the English Romantics). It is no surprise, then, that this decline is 
most forcibly expressed by Houellebecq in a prose poem: 

Les hirondelles s�envolent, ressent lentement les flots, et montent en 
spirale dans la tiédeur de l�atmosphère. Elles ne parlent pas aux 
humaines, car les humains restent accrochés à la terre.  

Les hirondelles ne sont pas libres. Elles sont conditionnées par la 
répétition de leurs orbes géométriques. Elles modifient légèrement 
l�angle d�attaque de leurs ailes pour décrire des spirales de plus en 
plus écartées par rapport au plan de la surface du globe. En résu-
mé, il n�y a aucun enseignement à tirer des hirondelles.  

Parfois, nous revenions ensemble en voiture. Sur la plaine im-
mense, le soleil couchant était énorme et rouge. Soudain, un rapide 
vol d�hirondelles venaient zébrer sa surface. Tu frissonnais, alors. 
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Tes mains se crispaient sur le volant gainé de peau. Tant de choses 
pouvaient, à l�époque, nous séparer. 35  

[The swallows take flight, skimming the waves slowly, then spiral 
into the warm atmosphere. They do not speak to humans, for hu-
mans remain attached to the earth.  

The swallows are not free. They are conditioned by the geometry of 
their repeated orbits. They modify slightly the angle of attack, de-
scribing spirals that grow further and further apart in relation to the 
blueprint of the earth�s surface. In short, there is nothing to be 
learned from swallows.  

Sometimes, we would come back together in the car. Over the im-
mense plain the sunset was enormous and red. Suddenly, a rapid 
flight of swallows crisscrossed the expanse. You were shuddering, 
then. Your hands were clenching the steering wheel.  So many 
things, at the time, could have separated us.] 

The meaning of the poem is clear: a fully rationalised nature cannot 
serve the lyric poet as a model. The shift in narrative position, which occurs 
half way through the poem, indicates the inadequacies of a naturalist inter-
pretation of human life, which differs absolutely in its freedom from the or-
dered world of nature (and Houellebecq�s work is always about pointing out 
the limits of such an interpretation). The flight of the swallows, first de-
scribed scientifically, is then experienced subjectively as pure phenomenon 
� that is, without sense. The word �suddenly�, which introduces the percep-
tion of the swallows� flight, recasts the event in supernatural terms, and the 
temptation is to view their sudden appearance as a sign, in this case, for 
the immanent end of the love relationship. The temptation is always there 
to reestablish a cosmic order in which human beings are perfectly in accord 
with nature, a desire that resurfaces everywhere from New Age philosophy 
to neo-paganism and Deep Ecology.  

That there is nothing to be learned from swallows, does not mean that 
there is nothing to be derived from them, poetically speaking. But no direct 
analogy between the programmed trajectory of the swallow�s flight and hu-
man life can be drawn. The point of the poem is not so much this radical 
separation along philosophical lines � the freedom and chaos of human life 
on the one hand; the ordered world of nature on the other. The point of the 
poem is rather that without a conception of freedom, human life has nothing 
to offer us in the way of a moral lesson. If the peregrinations of the individ-
ual are today comparable to the circular orbits of the swallow, it is only to 
emphasise the tragic element of a life that has become incomprehensible 
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to the one who lives it � and there are no lessons to be learned from trag-
edy, moral or otherwise.  

Houellebecq�s vision for the rebirth of lyric poetry was as grand as that 
of Nietzsche�s for tragedy and of Benjamin�s for philosophy. I have tried to 
give some indication here as to why. Reassessing The Birth of Tragedy at 
the end of his life, Nietzsche found it �offensively Hegelian� � too dialectical, 
too much faith in Spirit.36 The same with Houellebecq: he too sought the 
solution in the problem, the resolution in the contradiction� and believed 
Spirit capable of carrying out these resolutions, against the material forces 
of history. In any case, he stopped publishing poems and turned to novels. 
Jean-Paul Sartre once remarked that if it made any sense to speak of the 
commitment of the poet, it is a commitment to lose. �And the genuine poet 
chooses to lose, even if he has to go so far as to die, in order to win�.37 
Houellebecq does not advise the poet to take things this far: �Life is a se-
ries of destruction tests�, he writes. �Pass the first of them, fail the later 
ones. Ruin your life, but not by much�.38 Here he realizes Hegel�s dictum 
that self-preservation comes at the expense of the preservation of the self � 
and the self, and not the ego, is the proper voice of the lyric poem. In the 
separation of poetry from the poetic life � a life lived as pure ends without 
means � poetry is lost. According to Sartre, the situation of poetry changed 
dramatically around the middle of the nineteenth century. �With the coming 
of bourgeois society�, he writes, �the poet put up a common front with the 
prose writer to declare it unliveable�.39 This declaration itself is enough to 
transform poetry into something more prosaic, into a means of communica-
tion, an attempt to change, rather than reflect, the world. Here poetry en-
tered the world of means and ends for the first time, and it could no longer 
resist being drawn into the same utilitarian collectivity it stood against.  
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Thirdnesses: Creative Cognition in Andrei Bely's Symbolist  

Metaphysics and the Semiotics of Peircean Epistemology  

Rachel Funari 

Tripartite models of existence are as old as Western philosophy itself. Aris-
totle conceived of existence as form and matter united in substance, while 
Christianity defines the Trinity as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Both phe-
nomenological and epistemological systems use trichotomies to explain the 
ineffable, for example psychology (Ego, Id and Superego) and linguistics 
(signifier, signified, sign). Whether the ineffable � cause, meaning, origin, 
truth � be conceived of as metaphysical and divine or merely immaterial 
and unknowable, reality is usually understood in opposition to it. This essay 
demonstrates how a metaphysical theory, Andrei Bely's symbolism, and an 
epistemological theory, C S Peirce's semiotics, both figure reality as an ac-
tivity of the human subject, a welding of sense and thought that is much 
more a realisation of the ineffable than in opposition to it. For these think-
ers, without the welding of immaterial and material through a human act of 
embodiment, there is no experience of the world. In their foreword to vol-
ume one of The Essential Peirce, Nathan Houser and Christian Koesel 
note that the collected essays of the book were written �while Peirce�s real-
ism was limited to a single universe, that of thirdness � or the world of 
thought.�1 This third world of thought is also the realm of reality for Bely.  

The Symbolist movement in Russia arose in the 1870s, seeking a new 
language to express both the transcendental and the personal, a language 
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of images to embody the deepest emotional experience and reject the pro-
saic, customary and rational in the contemporary world. Bely became a 
prominent thinker of the movement in the early 1900s, transforming sym-
bolism from a �method into a complex metaphysical philosophy�2 of the 
symbol, which was heavily influenced by theosophy and theurgy. Indeed, 
Bely himself understood symbolism as a rearticulation of older metaphysi-
cal models: �It is as though we were reliving in our own age the entire past: 
India, Persia, Egypt, as well as Greece and the Middle Ages all rise up and 
pass before us... For it is in the overwhelming abundance of the old that the 
newness of symbolism is to be found.�3 American logician, mathematician 
and philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce, writing in the last half of the nine-
teenth century and overlapping at the turn of the century with Bely, elabo-
rated his theories of thirdness, or trichotomy, over many papers and was a 
pioneer of semiotics.4 His semiotics is founded on the thirdness of the sign, 
which is a uniting principle (of subject and predicate, of object and interpre-
tant). Bely�s symbolism and Peirce's semiotics can be understood as locat-
ing reality within a creative act of human cognition.  

Bely's most famous novel, Petersburg,5 was written in 1916 (and sub-
sequently revised). Its publication prompted other Russian novelists such 
as Pasternak6 to include Bely in the top echelon of modern writers. Vladi-
mir Nabokov considered Petersburg to be one of the greatest novels of the 
twentieth century.7 Petersburg uses symbols in three major ways: to pre-
sent the Symbolist worldview; to represent the inner states of characters; 
and to demonstrate that living in the �real� world of the symbol is to take ac-
tion that results in the symbolisation of the self. These three functions of the 
symbolic together demonstrate how Bely's metaphysical symbolism adds 
morality to the more strictly pragmatic epistemological semiotics of Peirce.  

In �What is a Sign?�8 Peirce defines the sign as something that �con-
veys to the mind an idea about a thing.�9 The essence of the sign is its use 
as a mediator between thought and thing, realising being as the unity of the 
cognition it expresses. A thing can be material or immaterial, concrete or 
abstract, thought or physicality, as it is simply the subject of cognition. A 
sign, then, turns things (or objects) into representations of understanding, 
which in turn are used to create new understandings, or cognition. Exis-
tence is a function of the sign, an effect of consciousness rather than a re-
ality outside of the human being�s ability to perceive. Signs are the tools of 
representation that allow qualities to be conceptualised through comparison 
with the qualities of other things. The trichotomy of the sign � thing (object), 
thought (interpretant), mediator/representation (representamen) � is based 
on the trichotomy of conception, in which the fact of being unites an undif-
ferentiated substance with particular qualities in order to create a definite 
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object: the substance defined. For Peirce, this is a process from the mani-
fold (being) to unity (substance), and the originating trichotomy that realises 
thingness consists of �ground,� an abstraction by which we understand a 
quality of a thing; �correlate,� some other thing which exemplifies the qual-
ity; and �interpretant,� an idea that allows a subject to give meaning to an 
object by relating the correlate and ground.10  

Let us use a mouse to demonstrate this theory of conception. We see 
something quick and grey scurry across our line of sight. We ask ourselves, 
�What is it?� Quick, grey, and scurrying are all conceptualisations that we 
have already encountered, say in a car, in a suit jacket, and in an old man 
in a rush. These three objects are all signs, but clearly the mass that ran 
across our sight was neither a car, a jacket, nor an old man. The image that 
then arises in our mind to unite the concepts of grey, scurry and quick is 
that of a mouse. Thus we use that mental image11 to understand that what 
scurried across our line of vision was a mouse. The mouse becomes real to 
us because as a sign it expresses the qualities of quickness, scurrying and 
greyness that we so briefly encountered.  

In �On a New List of Categories,�12 Peirce identifies three types of sign 
that relate an interpretant to an object: icon, index and symbol. In the above 
example the car, old man, and jacket are all examples of indexes, as they 
point to shared qualities with the object of attention (mouse). Other mice, 
the ones we have seen before or looked at in books, serve as icons be-
cause they offer a direct reflection of the object. Finally, the word �mouse� 
is a symbol because it shares no qualities with the physical mouse but has 
come to represent it through association or convention. The subjectiveness 
of this schema is part of Peirce's pragmatism (as his philosophy came to be 
labelled), his view that reality is located in the usefulness of a belief rather 
than its transcendent truth. Peirce's semiotics is pragmatic because the 
meanings of a sign are not based on an objective truth external to it but on 
their usefulness and sense within the system of cognition.  

Symbolism, as discussed in Bely's �The Emblematics of Meaning,� is a 
response to systems of meaning such as Peirce�s, which Bely saw as di-
vorcing thought from feeling and meaning from teleology.13  Bely in particu-
lar responded to Kant�s epistemology, but Peirce�s semiology is rooted in a 
similar logic to Kant�s, one that does not try to understand that which can-
not be known, that which is outside of cognition. Bely's symbolism is a 
metaphysical understanding of being. It accepts that what cannot be known 
exists and is part of (though also prior to) conception and can be experi-
enced or affirmed, though not known. Bely calls this truth of being �value,� 
and similarly to Peirce's pragmatism, this value is rooted in a sense of use-
fulness. However, for Bely, usefulness is transcendent truth and value its 
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ineffable grounding: �This value is not determined by cognition. On the con-
trary, it is value that determines cognition. In fact, the formation of a con-
cept of value is impossible...�14  

Bely�s sense of value is taken from philosopher Heinrich Rickert�s no-
tion of purposiveness15 and, despite its ineffability, Steven Cassedy at-
tempts to define it, describing value as an affirmation of a judgement of the 
necessity of a thing.16 On this personal level of judgement and affirmation, 
Bely's symbol unites feeling (which is one sense of value) with an object 
(again, not necessarily material). Thus, the process of symbolisation is one 
of expressing meaning by giving value to being. Bely's symbol, which like 
Peirce's sign is a trichotomy that results in unity, realises the truth of being. 
It operates across all areas of human knowledge, uniting an idea with its 
value. This embodiment of the affirmation of life in a willed recognition is a 
creative act for Bely and gives the symbol a positive quality that the sign 
does not have for Peirce. The symbol introduces ethics into cognition by 
way of value, allowing the normative to transcend to the ideal through pur-
posiveness. To be ethical is to act with purposiveness, having affirmed the 
value of a thing.17 Symbolisation, then, points to ethical action by embody-
ing value.  

Peirce also finds a sense of value in signs, though this value is one of 
complexity of function rather than affirmation of will, thus relating more to 
the sign itself than the person who creates the sign. For Peirce, a sign with 
the most value is one that acts as all three types of signs:  

The value of an icon consists in its exhibiting the features of a state 
of things regarded as if it were purely imaginary. The value of an in-
dex is that it assures us of positive fact. The value of a symbol is that 
it serves to make thought and conduct rational and enables us to 
predict the future. � The most perfect of signs are those in which 
the iconic, indicative, and symbolic characters are blended as 
equally as possible.18  

Despite the lack of transcendence that such a sign offers (its value is not 
outside or separate from the sign) this idea of a multivalent sign is quite 
similar to Bely�s symbol, with iconicity providing the link between inner feel-
ing and the form of the symbol, indicativeness embodying the inner feeling 
in the form, and the symbolic providing something like Bely�s notion of 
value � the utility of the sign. That said, Bely does not relate rationality to 
the symbol. The symbol can make thought and conduct true and right, 
which is not at all the same thing as rational.  

For Peirce, a thing comes into existence through a proposition. The 
proposition must have the three parts that make thinghood: a subject, a 
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predicate and a copula. The copula is �is,� or the fact of being.19 Bely�s 
symbol also requires a proposition, but the copula of a Symbolist statement 
is not simply �is� but �Let it be.� In addition, Bely adds an affirming �Yes� to 
his proposition, which he likens to Kant�s categorical imperative and refers 
to as a judgment. This affirming statement of recognised value is a fourth-
ness that recognises the triplicity of the symbol.20 In this way, Bely�s sys-
tem also sees the realm of human experience as one created by human 
understanding. Without a sense of value an object is not real; if it is per-
ceived without the creative act of valuing that makes an object into a sym-
bol, it is merely a form without content, a Peircean symbol that can never 
be an icon or index, a symbol drained of its ethical value. Bely writes:  

Purposiveness is a metaphysical condition for theory of knowledge. 
From this it is clear that the transformation of epistemology into 
metaphysics occurs at that fateful moment when we realize that we 
are introducing an ethical element into cognition.21  

The ethics of Bely's symbol is demonstrated in Petersburg through the ma-
jor characters of the novel, all of whom struggle with a major dilemma: for 
Nikolai, whether to kill his father; for Dudkin, whether to support Lip-
panchenko�s Party activities; for Apollon, a way to give up his exalted posi-
tion in the bureaucracy. Symbolisation can be an act of bad ethics. For ex-
ample Apollon�s penchant for symbolising everything into his beloved geo-
metric shapes � squares, parallelipeds and cubes22 � figuratively presents 
his desire for order, justice, the rightness of Law. Nikolai�s donning of the 
red domino is his attempt to symbolise himself as Sophia Petrovna�s insult 
(�red buffoon�). The wrongness of this act, its creative force emerging from 
desire, revenge and self-flagellation, is symbolised in Nikolai�s inability to 
be the domino with dignity: he stumbles, trips or runs away, flailing awk-
wardly.  

In Petersburg, when a symbol is an embodiment of the ethically good, 
or positive value, it is the symbolisation not of desire but of sacrifice, when 
desire is turned into a sacrificial act that affirms a person's role in time, in 
space, in history, in reality. The sacrificial act of symbolism is transcendent 
because the symbolisation not only happens in the here and now, but is 
part of a history of symbolisation, desire and sacrifice that repeats in time, 
in space, in other people�s lives and in their own symbolisations. Thus 
Dudkin�s final sacrifice, his self-symbolisation, in suicide, is influenced by 
the Flying Dutchman and recalls the Bronze Horseman, both representa-
tions of Peter the Great (xii; 10; 304; 352). 

Bely�s notion of a symbol is similar to Peirce�s idea of an index in func-
tion, but not in purpose or value. Both Peirce�s index and Bely�s symbol 
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represent by pointing to a concept rather than being a likeness of a concept 
or merely associated with a concept. But, for Bely, a symbol is a creative 
embodiment of cognition rather than a mere representation of it. This gives 
Bely�s symbol not only a transcendence that is not given to Peirce�s index 
(because the symbol becomes something greater than and separate from 
its parts) but a metaphoric function that lies in the deeply personal. As a 
creative act, not one of pure cognition, the making of a symbol is an act of 
will to externalise the internal in an image, and a choice of what image will 
best express the internal experience.  

The iconicity of the symbol, the shared qualities that it points to, may 
be several steps removed. Let us, again, take the mouse for an example. 
This time, however, the mouse is Bely�s, offered as a symbol in Petersburg. 
When Bely writes �a mouse!� in the novel, his words do not represent an 
actual mouse but the Senator, Apollon Apollonovich Abluekhov, who is as-
sociated with a mouse through his big ears, his greyness, and his scurry-
ing. The coupling of the idea of �mouse� and the qualities of the Senator in 
the image of mouse creates a new meaning of �Senator-as-elusively-
underfoot-and-about-to-be-trapped,� and hence the mouse is a symbol. 
This use of symbols is one method in which Bely constructs the circular 
structure of the novel, referring to events that will or have already hap-
pened. For example, when Nikolai receives the bomb from Dudkin, a 
mouse gets caught in a trap. The mouse runs around in circles, but is not 
killed. Dudkin expresses revulsion towards the mouse, but the narrator tells 
us that Nikolai has �a tender feeling toward mice,� (54) which foreshadows 
Nikolai�s agony over whether he does or does not want to murder his fa-
ther. Either way, the Senator cannot escape the trap that has been set for 
him, nor does he die in it.  

Just as symbols can be interpreted by the reader they can also be 
misinterpreted by Bely's characters. Dudkin is horrified at the plot to murder 
the Senator, and his revulsion for the mouse is an indication of his un-
awareness that the mouse is symbolic of the Senator (compared to Niko-
lai�s awareness of Apollon�s presence within the mouse), which is in turn 
symbolic of his obliviousness to how he is being used by Lippanchenko in 
the plot to murder the Senator. Saying that Nikolai and Dudkin attribute (or 
fail to attribute) symbolic meaning to the mouse is not to say that as char-
acters they have symbolised the mouse but that Bely, through his narrator, 
uses symbols such as the mouse to guide the reader�s understanding of 
the relationships between people, events, and their consciousness and un-
consciousness of their roles in the world around them.  

Quite apart from the characters� symbolising, the narrator largely tells 
his story through symbolisation. The visual elements of the novel are sym-



Rachel Funari    ░ 34 

bolic of a character�s inner state (or the mind of the people � bureaucrats, 
students, soldiers, workers), or an indication that someone�s inner state will 
end up acting upon another character. The narrator uses features, colour, 
weather, animals and gesture as symbols. He also uses repetitiveness of 
phrases and sentences to signal to his reader when they should recognise 
a symbol. For example, the narrator highlights who is being noticed, who is 
hiding, and how they are being noticed � or symbolised � by other charac-
ters through facial features. Sophia Petrovna continually effaces herself, 
burying her nose in her muff, while other characters are perceived as 
noses, as if they were simply protuberances of the city, threatening forms 
to sniff one out.  

Colours are used to represent states of mind. When a character is 
alone and secure, present in his or her self, not being symbolised by oth-
ers, there is whiteness: �On this extraordinary morning, a little figure, all in 
dazzling white, sprang out of dazzling white sheets� It [Apollon] began, as 
was its habit, to firm up its body with calisthenics� (70). Likhutin prays while 
kneeling �in a dazzling white shirt crossed by suspenders� (86). Mostly, 
people wander around in greyness (the colour of fog, the colour of officers) 
and their houses and living spaces are yellow (the colour of the state and 
insanity, the colour of the Mongols, the colour of death and stagnation). 
Red is the colour of emotion and revolution.  

Eyes are an important symbol in the novel, a character�s will or value 
made visible. Likhutin, for example, is described as wearing �dark blue 
spectacles, and no one knew the colour of his eyes, nor their marvellous 
expression� (45). Apollon notices Dudkin from a crowd because Dudkin�s 
eyes �grew rabid, dilated, lit up and flashed.� Apollon himself symbolises 
those eyes, his consciousness hurling Dudkin toward him with �dizzying 
speed� as �an immense crimson sphere.� When the sphere turns into Dud-
kin�s eyes, Apollon �understood rather than remembered� that Dudkin has a 
package (the bomb) in his hands. In that moment, Apollon understands that 
Dudkin is a bringer of death to him, his heart reacting to the bundle by dilat-
ing, feeling like �a crimson sphere about to burst into pieces.� The two im-
ages of a red circle link Dudkin with Apollon�s heart, but this awareness is 
only momentary for Apollon. The symbol of Dudkin�s eyes, his face, fades 
as later Apollon is �perplexed by the difficulty of assigning it to any of the 
existing categories� (14). Here Apollon is purely cognising and cannot cre-
ate a new category (assassins?) to encompass Dudkin, though every time 
Apollon encounters Dudkin he will associate him with his eyes.23  

The symbolic is the world as created by humans to realise their emo-
tional lives, and the world in which they can make change � alter them-
selves and take their places in history. Petersburg, as a city, is a particu-
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larly apt symbol of symbolisation because it was a city created by a mon-
arch to embody his personal conception of what a city should be. It is in a 
quite literal way a symbolic city. By using Petersburg as the setting of his 
novel, Bely turns Petersburg into an index referring to the city of recent 
Russian literary tradition, that city created by Pushkin, Gogol, and others.24 
However, the narrator of Bely�s story makes Petersburg into a symbol of 
the real, the third world, the one Bely describes in �The Magic of Words�:  

Outside of speech there is neither nature, world, nor cognizing sub-
ject. In the word is given the original act of creation. The word con-
nects the speechless invisible world swarming inside the subcon-
scious depths of my individual consciousness with the speechless, 
senseless world swarming outside my individual ego. The word cre-
ates a new, third world: a world of sound symbols by means of which 
both the secrets of a world located outside me and those imprisoned 
in a world inside me come to light.25  

Petersburg can be understood as a symbol for the word, sound material-
ised. It is the third place, the realm of the symbol where action joined with 
creative thought is embodied through value. Petersburg, radiant with lit and 
shimmering objects and peopled by men with noses and bowlers, is also a 
city of shadows and myriapods, the disconnected inner selves of the dis-
contented and revolutionary. The world of bowlers meets the world of 
shadow selves in Petersburg, which unifies these worlds in the symbol, al-
lowing the shadow to don a bowler and realise himself as substantiated 
hallucination.  

In Bely�s metaphysics, because the symbol is the realisation of the in-
ternal in the external, the realm of the symbol is the real. For Peirce, reality 
as interpreted experience cannot exist without cognition, which creates the 
thirdness that is reality out of an object and a meaning. But for Bely experi-
ence can exist without reality as created through symbolisation, lived 
through either the world of thought and feeling or that of action and materi-
ality. The characters of Petersburg generally only glimpse the world of the 
real, living most often through thought or action but unable to unite these 
worlds within the symbolic. Some shuttle between the two worlds of unreal-
ity, and others, namely Nikolai and Dudkin, are vouchsafed time in the third 
realm of the real through their abuse of alcohol or by way of hallucinations 
and dreams. The two revolutionaries live mostly in the shadow world of 
thought. The Party itself is in the shadow world, existing on thought di-
vorced from value, rendering those of its revolutionaries who would like to 
live in the real, such as Dudkin and Nikolai, impotent to act. Nikolai decides 
that his inability to eat, dream, and love like everyone else began once he 
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made his promise of patricide to the party (229), while Dudkin goes in-
creasingly mad after the value of his ideas was lost during his exile (57-60). 

Dudkin�s hallucinated conscience, Shishnarfne, who initially appears 
as a very material presence to Dudkin, situates Petersburg in the fourth di-
mension, whose citizens must gain passports to enter:  

�Petersburg is the fourth dimension which is not indicated on maps, 
which is indicated merely by a dot. And this dot is the place where 
the plane of being is tangential to the surface of the sphere and the 
immense astral cosmos. A dot which in the twinkling of an eye can 
produce for us an inhabitant of the fourth dimension, from whom not 
even a wall can protect us. A moment ago I was one of the dots by 
the window sill, but now I have appeared�  

�You need a passport here. However, you are also registered there. 
The passport has been made out inside you. You yourself will put 
our signature on it inside you by performing an extravagant little ac-
tion. It will come, it will come.� (207)  

Dudkin will confirm his passport to the fourth dimension � symbolise him-
self � when he murders Lippanchenko and commits suicide on top of the 
dead body so that he will appear to his witnesses as an icon of the Bronze 
Horseman. His material self will be transformed into a symbol that is the 
image of his despair, his final action realising his rejection of the thought-
less world of shadows and participation in the realm of the real that seeks 
to co-opt history from its cycles of stagnation. This is a symbolisation of the 
self realised in an act of sacrifice, which in the world of Bely�s novel pro-
vides the only permanent access to reality � creative cognition leading to 
action that contributes to the flow of history.  

Unlike Dudkin and Nikolai who are impotent in their worlds of thought, 
Likhutin and Apollon are able to act, but their actions have become di-
vorced from meaning. Apollon makes laws and shows up at ceremonies, 
but his cognition has become stagnant, dead, one of empty �blissful out-
lines of parallelepipeds, parallelograms, cones, and cubes� (158). Likhutin 
is an officer and a husband who lays down marital law and martial order, 
but his actions are no longer informed from within himself, and do not ex-
press his desire or will.  

Dudkin is not the only character in Petersburg who becomes a symbol 
of himself. A person can be symbolised by others as well as himself. Sergei 
Sergeyevich Likhutin, for example, is made of wood, his body becoming 
cypress when he is angry and his wooden fist raising as if to bash some-
thing: �Sometimes his wooden fist, which seemed to be carved from fra-
grant hard wood, raised above the little table, and it seemed that any mo-
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ment the little table would fly into pieces� (89). This raised wooden fist is 
the active material manifestation of his self-repression, crushing the emo-
tion he will not show to his wife. Likhutin is like a wooden man to Sophia. 
She is unaware of how much he wants to love and touch her, and the posi-
tion that serves him as his identity is unclear to her � he �is in charge of 
provisions somewhere out there� (42). When she does reach out to him, 
reacts to his emotion, Likhutin can only reply, �Nothing� in particular� (89). 
Likhutin is not only a symbol of empty authority to Sophia�s salon guests 
(�that army type� (42)) but he becomes a symbol of �nothing in particular� to 
his wife and is thereby alienated from her and from his own emotions, un-
able to live as someone in particular.  

Sergei Sergeyevich�s symbolisation by others is a symptom of his 
symbolisation of himself. He had achieved a creative life in a way that the 
other characters have not been able to, making himself of cypress like the 
icon he prays to (86), a solid and smooth representation of goodness. But 
his creative cognition has ceased and he is turning into an icon rather than 
a symbol � a dead representation of the affirmation of being. Sergei Ser-
geyvich�s symbolic self becomes abstracted, putrid (in the language of Be-
ly26), as he ceases to be creative and merely represents an empty image of 
authority, no longer enacting the value of the roles he embodies. As he be-
comes more abstract � as husband, as organiser of provisions, as protec-
tor, as authority, and most of all as an embodiment of his culture � he 
metaphorically dies, symbolised in his suicide attempt.  

The suicide attempt is a creative act of self-symbolisation, a resurrec-
tion of value. But, as with Jesus, whom he is symbolically connected with, 
Sergei Likhutin rises again. He does not die by hanging but saves himself 
in the end, finding action instead of death, reconnecting his symbolic self 
with his value as a citizen of Petersburg and supporter of the bureaucracy 
by attempting to save Apollon Apollonovich. In one sense Likhutin is the 
most pure of Petersburg's characters because he attempts to live as a 
symbol, in a �real� world of thoughtful action, but ultimately his psychologi-
cal neediness undermines his effort. The last time we see Likhutin acting, 
he is pleading to Nikolai to allow him to fix his coat, allowing Nikolai�s reality 
to subsume his own in the desperate desire to be liked. Perhaps it is only in 
death, such as Dudkin's, that �reality� can be achieved once and for all.  

All of the major characters in the novel are forced by their city to ex-
perience being in the material world of noses and bedsheets; in the cosmic 
world of planets and geometry, universal space and eternity; in the histori-
cal world of political forces and social upheavals; and in the psychological 
world of sex, ego, and the void. However, only one of these worlds spurs a 
character to action. The truth of value appears to be located precisely in the 
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connection of all these worlds, but for each character reality can only be 
comprehended in one. The modern Russians that Bely creates are defined 
by their desire not to live in the real, to avoid the responsibility of moral 
choice that this entails. The existential crises that the characters must go 
through in order to become moral actors, to recover the loss of autonomy of 
their �self-knowing �I�� (211; 212) and the dislocation of their self-contained 
centre, is rooted in their inability to integrate the different categories of ex-
perience into reality.  

Nikolai, unlike Likhutin, is never able to symbolise himself ethically, to 
take right creative action. His attempts at symbolisation always stem from a 
place of self-disregard and thus his symbolic actions are destructive. Niko-
lai�s promise to the Party is a symbol. He made it when he symbolised the 
Petersburg citizen (�And thus it consisted of the promise that had come into 
being at the Bridge � there, there � in a pure gust of Neva wind, when over 
his shoulder he had caught sight of bowler, cane, mustache...�) as embody-
ing his inner feeling of disgust with the biological:  

And he understood that everything that exists is �spawn.� People as 
such do not exist: they are all �things conceived.� Apollon Apollono-
vich is a �thing conceived,� an unpleasant sum of blood, skin, and 
meat � and meat sweats and goes bad at warm temperatures. 

Nikolai's destructive impulse arose upon the inflammation of his lust for 
Sophia Petrovna and his disgust with this lust: �there is something wrong 
with the way he experienced feelings of passion� (229). This sexual disgust 
becomes nihilism when Nikolai chooses his father as its symbol. Nikolai 
circularly associates lust with sex and sex with his father and his father with 
things and things with their eventual deterioration. The double meaning of 
the word �conceive� seems to prove that the physical body is an illusion 
and should be destroyed. In this way Bely does not make acts of symboli-
sation purely conceptual. They stem from the deepest psychology of a per-
son � desire. Nikolai�s promise, then, is the symbol of his desire to blow 
apart �this decrepit earthen vessel� (230), his own, his father�s, and the 
people�s, which will all be a consequence of his act of patricide.  

Nikolai experiences his nihilism through the symbols of zeros and 1 
(225-226). 1 is the singular person he wants to be and the infinity of zeros 
are the bursting circles of never-ending irrelevance that he feels he is. Ni-
kolai�s sense of unimportance is realised physically in his experience of 
himself as ashamedly skinny, his attempts to make something of himself 
being merely gaseousness. Nikolai as murderer is the idea/value that can 
give his number substance, that can make him an active �I� in time rather 
than a nothing zero in eternity. The city of Petersburg manifests the sym-
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bolic in the physical and unites Nikolai's plan (external) and his promise (in-
ternal) into the reality of the bomb. Patricide becomes a symbol realised in 
the image of the bomb � merging and embodying an act (bombing one�s fa-
ther) and an idea (self becoming a something). The patricidal plan exists 
because of a moment of emotion.  

Once the bomb is created it will not go away, despite Nikolai�s desire 
that it would. But instead of being a unity created through a value of utility, 
it is a value of negativity � a �dissimulation� (229) rather than a simulation, 
a refusal of value rather than an acceptance of it. Though the plan is real, 
existing in the third world, it will only exist there momentarily, as its emer-
gence in dissimulation dooms it to the world of shadows. Nikolai refuses to 
become a symbol � embody his plan � and exist in reality. The plan itself 
contains the seeds of its demotion into the shadow world: the imaginative 
shadow Nikolai casts on someone else to deflect suspicion at his father's 
fantasised inquest (228-29). Despite this condemning mental preparation 
for the creation of more unrealities in the shadow world of politics and con-
spiracy, the imagined materiality of the plan has more action, depth, and 
will than the bungled version that actually comes off. The Nikolai of the 
thought-realm continues to exist as a meaningless 1, retreating back to the 
world of pure ideas. The shadow scapegoat, �whoever it might be,� is safe.  

While Bely�s theoretical writing describes an ideal system of creative 
conception, Petersburg seems to indicate just how degenerate from this 
ideal Bely felt the thoughts, and thus reality, of his contemporaries were. 
This disjunction points to a major difference between Peirce�s semiotics 
and Bely�s symbolism: for Peirce, thirdness is the world we live in, and for 
Bely, it is the world we should live in. For Peirce the human subject is a ra-
tional creature, using logical processes such as inference and deduction to 
form the relations of cognition, to unify conceptualisation in the infinite inter-
relation of signs. In this sense, the thinker is in control of his or her cogni-
tion. For Bely, the human subject is ultimately a dreamer and we are all 
shadows of each other�s dreams, not necessarily in control of our own 
dreams, let alone our appearance in the dreams of others. Life is what 
happens when people make their dreams reality. In the symbolic words of 
Bely:  

� we have seen another idle shadow � the stranger. This shadow 
arose by chance in the consciousness of Senator Ableukhov and 
acquired its ephemeral being there. But the consciousness of Apol-
lon Apollonovich is a shadowy consciousness because he too is the 
possessor of an ephemeral being and the fruit of the author�s fan-
tasy: unnecessary, idle cerebral play. �  
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Cerebral play is only a mask. Under way beneath this mask is the 
invasion of the brain by forces unknown to us. And granting that 
Apollon Apollonovich is spun from our brain, nonetheless he will 
manage to inspire fear with another, a stupendous state of being 
which attacks in the night. ...  

Once his brain has playfully engendered the mysterious stranger, 
that stranger exists, really exists. He will not vanish from the Peters-
burg prospects as long as the senator with such thoughts exists, be-
cause thought exists too.  

So let our stranger be a real stranger! (35-36)  

Just as the characters of Petersburg make real themselves, each other, 
and the objects around them, Bely�s symbolism conceives of scientists, phi-
losophers, and clerics as engaging in symbolisation, embodying value in an 
image-idea of God, the atom, the mind, etc. Peirce�s semiology would be 
for Bely just an element of the symbolic structure, one symbolisation of how 
value is realised in conception. The symbolic, in this sense, is not explana-
tory, but descriptive. Peirce may well agree. While both thinkers theorise 
existence as created in the embodiment of experience, Peirce internalises 
material experience while Bely externalises emotional perception.  

This essential divergence is apparent in Peirce's and Bely's very dif-
ferent use of language. As Peirce�s semiology is a theory of knowledge ra-
ther than meaning, his language is rooted in the rational and abstract. As 
Bely�s symbolism is a theory of meaning, his language is rooted in the crea-
tive and personal. Peirce is formal and logical, universalising the personal 
through the shared experience of things, whereas Bely is figurative and po-
etic, de-universalising shared experience through the individual experience 
of things. Though both theorists claim to offer a universal theory of human 
conception, Peirce�s theory is better suited to explaining how we cognise 
the outer world and Bely�s to how we cognise our inner world, perhaps not 
a surprising divergence between the thoughts of an engineer (Peirce) and a 
poet (Bely). Despite this fundamental opposition of starting points, both 
thinkers see semiosis as the creation of reality and the location of subjec-
thood. For Bely, the recognition and affirmation of this subject�s creative 
powers is a rejection of both nihilism and objectivity, the ethical investment 
of mere things with a deeply personal value.  
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The Australian Language Forest:  

Les Murray’s Translations from the Natural World 

Helen Lambert 

Unlike a work of literature, translation does not 
find itself in the centre of the mountain forest of 
language, but on the outside... 

 – Walter Benjamin1

In his collection, Translations from the Natural World, Les Murray demon-
strates that he is, first and foremost, a translator, or poet-as-translator.2 I 
do not mean that Murray is busy translating from one language to another, 
although he worked as a translator and has since translated four German 
poets into English (a translation of F G Jünger appears in this collection).3 
Rather, I would argue that Murray is a translator in the Benjaminian sense: 
one who finds himself on the outside of the mountain forest of language, 
looking in. If Murray is cut off from the centre of language (the place Ben-
jamin reserves for the poet), it is because he undertakes a particular task: 
to unify two languages (say English and German), their differences and un-
assimilatable foreignness, so that they might speak as one. A task that is a 
kind of madness.4  

Yet, Murray goes one step further: in Translations he is less con-
cerned with unifying the differences between two human languages than 
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with unifying Australian English and Nature. Such a task is literally impossi-
ble, doomed to fail, a blunder from the very beginning, but then, failure un-
derscores every translation. If translation succeeded, and all the differ-
ences between languages could be resolved, then there would be no more 
translation and no more poetry. Still, what does it mean to �translate� the 
natural world, as if it were a different language? I would argue that it means 
very little for nature, but a lot for Australian English and poetry. Certainly for 
Murray, regarding nature as a foreign �language� allows his poetry to be-
come other than itself.  

So then, the natural world lies at the centre of Murray�s collection, as 
an original text, and yet it remains a foil � for nature cannot speak � and it 
represents something that cannot be translated; it becomes instead a non-
place, a blank page, which enables Murray to enact a literal transformation 
of his own language, Australian English, so that it sounds unfamiliar and 
strange to the native ear. Benjamin ascribes this process of defamiliarising 
language to the translator, not the poet � for it is the translator who negoti-
ates the difference of languages and who remains �on the outside� of lan-
guage, looking in � so that the question of foreignness and the foreignness 
of language is ever-present.  

There are, of course, many ways of approaching foreignness.5 Murray 
(at least historically) represents the romantic idea of the �Australian poet� 
who stands at the edge of what we might call the Australian language for-
est or the bush. And not just any bush, but a very particular bush that sur-
rounds his property at Bunyah in New South Wales. From this place, which 
is both �real� and �mythological,� Murray translates the particularities and 
oddities of his language. 

Australian English carries its own historical conflict. On the one hand, 
it is English, an imported language, that must bend to re-name the conti-
nent�s otherworldly features. Often these names are mistranslations from 
local Aboriginal languages � �Kangaroo,� �Koala,� and so on. On the other 
hand, it is Australian because it no longer solely relates to England and its 
Northern realm, but comes to codify a very different place. Thus, the name, 
Australian English, maintains what Judith Wright calls a �double aspect�: it 
is an English that is not at home in England, and thus remains double-
tongued, laconic, ironical.6  

Murray is often represented as the bard of Australia, a poet who, if un-
derstood as a translator, would be one whose interest lies in translating 
Australia as a nation identified by the land � its terrain, its mythology, its 
vegetation, its animals, its otherness. And yet, in Translations, there are 
very few poems that could be identified as uniquely Australian. Themati-
cally, the poet�s stretch is broad, and he presents a diorama of creatures 
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and life-forms: the raven, deer, foxes, eagles, a cat, a shoal of fish, sun-
flowers � forms of nature that are translatable to Europeans and Austra-
lians alike. Despite this, critics often interpret Murray as a poet of place, 
and his translation of Australia is regarded as either �good� or �bad,� de-
pending on whether it is viewed as an act of poetry or an act of national-
ism.7  

In Translations, however, we find poems that regularly go beyond the 
strictures of place, and that might seem, were it not for Murray�s radical 
transformation of the English language, to be perfectly translatable, mean-
ingful or �present.� But Murray demonstrates that the Australian language 
forest is as fractured and slippery as any other language forest, and just as 
political in its rendering of history. Indeed, with Translations, Murray is 
newly made, not as a poet of place or meaning, but as a poet of translation 
� a poet who translates the uncertainty and foreignness of his own lan-
guage and of language itself. But Murray�s task as a translator-poet, is best 
confirmed through a close reading of the key poems in Translations. 

Darrambawli’s History of Australia 

In �Cattle Ancestor,� Murray translates the non-native ancestry of Australian 
cattle, in a fashion that renders them almost native. He does this humor-
ously and performatively in a narrative form of long sprawling lines, that 
give the piece a slow, meditative rhythm, in the vein of Murray�s famous 
poem, �Walking to the Cattle Place,�8 except that here one is reminded of a 
translation of an Aboriginal story of the dreamtime. The poem begins:  

Darrambawli and all his wives, they came feeding from the south east  
back in that first time. Darrambawli is a big red fellow,  
terrible fierce. He scrapes up dust, singing, whirling his bullroarers  
in the air: he swings them and they sing out Crack! Crack!9  

At first, Darrambawli conjures up a powerful man-beast, �a big red fellow,� 
but the name is a conjunction of two breeds of cattle used in Australia: the 
Durham and the Baldy. The Durham is an historical breed that the poet 
notes, is �rather obsolete now.� The Baldy, (pronounced Bawli in �Strine�) is 
a nickname for the white-headed Herefords that remain a dominant 
breed.10 The two breeds form a mythological bull, whose mark on the land-
scape retells the history and development of Australian cattle as a creation 
story. Darrambawli�s display of virility and force is expressed in his profli-
gate mounting of his many wives, and a near constant galloping rage. As 
the domestic animals proliferate, they spread out and confront all in their 
path: 
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Kangaroo and emu mobs run away from him, as he tears up their 
 shelters,  
throwing the people in the air, stamping out their fires. 

The bovine violence wreaked upon the native animals is inextricably linked 
to human violence. Domestic cattle were transported to Australia by the 
British Empire, just as convicts were transported, for the purposes of la-
bour, drudgery, work. The cattle are driven over the land by humans, and it 
is human handiwork and �creation� that is acknowledged when Darram-
bawli refers to his initiate brothers as the �Bulluktruk� (bullock truck): 

Darrambawli gathers up his brothers, all making that sad cry mar mar:  
he initiates his brothers, the Bulluktruk. They walk head down in a line 
and make the big blue ranges.11  

The cattle train continues �eating up the country� until its power is threat-
ened by a native resistance that is tipped off by the crow. Darrambawli, not 
satisfied by his constant hunger for the cows� �kulka,� a Nyunger language 
term for hip,12 wages war, �dotting the whole country,� until all the native 
animals are frightened away. The effects of the war are such that the ani-
mals �forget how to speak,� and Darrambawli is deprived of all other 
sounds: 

   � There is only one song 
for a while. Darrambawli must sing it on his own. 

That Murray transcribes the form of the Aboriginal dreaming to render 
European cattle may be seen as politically suspicious. One could argue 
that Murray performs a double displacement of Indigenous culture: not just 
appropriating an Aboriginal narrative form, but using it to ascribe a dream-
time mythology to European, domestic cattle, who take part in the conquest 
of Australia. One could also argue, however, that Murray�s appropriation of 
the dreamtime form is slightly more ambiguous. On the one hand, Euro-
pean hegemony is bullishly restored, but on the other hand, the telling of 
this violence is not without critique. Darrambawli wins, but at great cost, for 
he is isolated, alone and abandoned. Gone are the people and their fires, 
the mob of emus, kangaroos and the water snake. Gone because the cattle 
and the �bulluktruk� wage war and stamp out the people, the animals, the 
vegetation, the songs, until there is nothing but cattle left. The tragedy of 
Darrambawli the cattle ancestor tells the tragedy of Australian history: 
usurpation of land and the attempted annihilation of the Aboriginal people. 
But this destruction is ultimately self-destructive � certainly, it sinks the 
country into a monoculture, as the poet narrates: �There is only one song / 
for a while. Darrambawli must sing it on his own.�13  
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The story of the Cattle Ancestor suggests a time of future restoration � 
where the lone song of Darrambawli might be supplemented by the songs 
of returning native plants and animals. Certainly, Murray�s collection is 
close to music and some of his poems even look like scores, whose letters 
and blank spaces call out to be played. 

Ambivalent Unity: The Strangler Fig and  
The Cockspur Bush 

In the poem, �Strangler Fig� for instance, Murray inserts additional space 
beneath each line, and this has a number of musical and/or performative 
effects. First, the blank space slows the tempo of the poem; the eye has to 
stretch a little further to reach the next line. How slow is the tempo? Lento? 
Largamente? The poem is not scored in musical time. Nonetheless, the 
space between the text operates as a long rest or lapse of time, and the fig 
documents its own growth as �centennially slowly.�14 Second, because 
each line is isolated in blank space, it carries a greater force: we could not 
ignore any one line in favour of another; they equally demand to be read 
and heard. Third, the poem�s elongated stretch gives an almost concrete 
form to the fig tree, and his stretch is in two directions: vertical and horizon-
tal, just as the roots of the fig spread out and down: 

I glory centennially slow- 

ly in being Guuggumbakh the 

strangler fig bird-born to overgrow 

the depths of this wasp-leafed stinging-tree15

The strangler fig is not limited to the continent of Australia, but Murray�s is 
an Australian translation: for he names the fig, Guuggumbakh. In the Abo-
riginal Kattang language, Guuggumbakh refers to a species of fig in the 
Hunter region of New South Wales.16 The strangler fig is �bird-born,� as 
Murray puts it, being spawned from seed dropped by birds in the forest 
canopy. The fig develops in the crown of a host tree, winds its way down 
the host�s supporting trunk, as a slowly falling skirt, and implants its roots in 
the ground. With a vice-grip in the earth, the fig tree redounds, turning back 
upon the host tree and strangling its trunk with its �crystal mode of roots�: 

and I complete myself and mighty on 

buttresses far up in combat embraces no 

rotted traces to the fruiting rain surface I one.17
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�I one,� the fig tree proclaims, punning �one� and �won.� The fig tree has 
�completed itself,� become �one,� and it has also �won,� for it has survived 
and flowered into fruit and taken over the life of its supporting spine, the 
host tree. Because of Murray�s pun, one and won are heard simultane-
ously, doubling over each other, until neither word can be taken as the 
more authentic. The idea of unity that is expressed in the word �one,� nei-
ther unifies itself, nor wins, but remains ambiguous. 

The doubt with which Murray translates the unity of the strangler fig, is 
repeated in his translation of a tree trunk, entitled �Great Bole.� The last 
lines of this poem recall the fig�s proud statement, �I one.� However, as in 
�Strangler Fig,� any sense of articulating a �complete� unity or oneness, is 
undercut by the poet�s use of puns, which highlight the ambivalence and 
confusion that communicates itself in language. This ambivalence is what 
Benjamin calls the communication of the unknown or expressionless (aus-
drucklos) in language,18 and we can recognise something of the unknown 
in the dense and spell-binding wave of Murray�s closing lines: 

 � I juice away all  
mandibles. Florescence 
suns me, bees and would-be�s. 
I layer. I blaze presence.19

The great bole (or trunk) of the tree speaks in puns throughout the poem, 
but the above two are striking in the way that they complicate the issue of 
presence. The first pun, �florescence suns me,� refers (a) to the flowers 
whose bloom acts as a sun upon the trunk and (b) to the fluorescence of 
the sun�s light. The second pun, �bees and would-be�s,� playfully conjoins 
the idea of being or essence with the humble bee. Thus, when the great 
bole declares: �I layer. I blaze presence,� a reader cannot help but hear 
�presents� in the word �presence,� or to link presence with the former pun 
on bees. The idea of presence keeps slipping away. It is not so much the 
presence of the great bole that we see before us as it is the great bole of 
words that entangle and layer and blaze in multiple ways. 

In �Cockspur Bush,� Murray translates the shrub that marks rainforest 
or scrubby watercourse areas from Queensland to New South Wales. The 
cockspur�s surface is thorned full of burrs and �caries,� but underneath its 
leaves, it forms a protective shelter for birds: 

   � I am innerly sung 
by thrushes who need fear no eyed skin thing.20

Of course, there are variations of the cockspur bush in other climes. Such a 
shrub has multiple uses, but no use that could be called its own: the thrush 
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provides its inner song, the cattle prunes it, the butcher birds lace its leaves 
with lizard bones, and so the bush concludes, �I am lived and died in, vine-
woven, multiplied.�21  

Like all of the poems that translate aspects of the Australian land-
scape, we are less concerned with the symbolic quality of this or that tree 
or marsupial, than we are with the creaturely and otherworldly effects upon 
our language. In �Cockspur Bush,� as in many of his �Presence� poems, 
Murray follows Benjamin�s call to break through �the decayed barriers of his 
own language,�22 by punning, rhyming, or altering tense, as when, for in-
stance the bush proclaims, �I am lived. I am died.� This pronouncement is 
made in the first line and sounds rather shocking, as the life and death of 
the bush had already occurred, and nothing more could be said.  

However, the pronouncement is more subtle than it first appears: it 
shatters the unity of the speaking subject by disrupting grammatical time. 
The cockspur bush is simultaneously of the present and the past. On the 
one hand, its life goes on: �I am,� it declares. On the other hand, its life is 
over, recalled as an historical event: �I am lived.� The effect of the verb, 
lived is to displace the subjectivity of the �I.� We can see this more clearly 
when we read the phrase in reverse: �lived am I.� The cockspur bush does 
not live; it is lived, and this means it is determined by other creatures and 
forces. Indeed, as the poem proceeds, the �I� refers to itself objectively and 
dispassionately as a survivor might: �I was two-leafed three times, and 
grazed, / but then I was stemmed and multiplied.� The cockspur bush is 
acted upon: other creatures or elements animate its branches or eat its 
fruits; thrushes may give it song, but as for the essence of cockspur itself, 
we can say almost nothing. As the birds, lizards and cattle ornament the 
bush, they both alter and obscure it, until it becomes an inner bush, like a 
nest or womb: �I am lived and died in / vine-woven, multiplied.�23  

Continental Slowness: The Echidna 

Murray�s poem �Echidna,� another translation of an Australian life-
form, draws parallels with his earlier poem on the Kangaroo, �Layers of 
Pregnancy.�24 In �Echidna,� however, Murray does not translate mammal-
ian life nor its pregnancy (the echidna has just given birth), but instead, he 
translates the echidna�s idyll as moving, eating, slumber: 

Life is fat is sleep. I feast life on and sleep it,  
deep loveself in calm.25  

Everything in waking life leads to sleep � and it is for sleep that the echidna 
hunts, eats and teaches her newborn the language of �ant ribbon.� Sleep 
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leads the echidna literally by her nose: �Corner-footed tongue-scabbard, I 
am trundling doze / and wherever I put it / is exactly right. Sleep goes 
there.�26 Even the form of the poem seems to jolt itself from slumber � with 
each long line followed by a short line, giving the reader the sensation of 
nodding off and jerkily returning to wakefulness.  

If sleep is the mode of the echidna�s being, then it is also a nod to the 
evolutionary slowness of the antipodean continent.27 Of this quality, which 
could be described as a slumbering remoteness, Murray writes: �away from 
the marks of human incursion, it is always the first day. One in which you 
are as much at home as a hovering native bee, or the wind, or death, or 
shaded trickling water.�28  

The Lyre of Australia 

In �Lyre Bird�, Murray translates our eerie bird of mimicry. The name is wor-
thy of comment: lyrebirds are, of course, named after the lyre, as the fan of 
their tale mimics the instrument�s curved shape. But it is the noise of the 
lyrebird that begs a closer comparison: its medley of pitch-perfect imitations 
of �found sounds,� from chainsaws to kookaburras to �she-dingos,� are sug-
gestive of a great mythological sound box, one which is less in the spirit of 
Orpheus or Apollo, than a laughing jackass. The lyrebird as muse is fore-
grounded in the work of early Australian poets such as Henry Kendall 
whose poem, �The Muse of Australia,� represents the lyrebird as a muse 
who is ever elusive:  

A lyre-bird lit on a shimmering space;  
It dazzled mine eyes and I turned from the place,  
And wept in the dark for a glorious face,  
And a hand with the Harp of Australia! 29

Roland Robinson�s also pays homage to the bird, in his poem, �The Tea-
Tree and the Lyre-Bird.� Here, the lyrebird becomes the poet�s accompa-
nist; who breaks the silence of the Australian bush: 

    � And when my way  
led down through rocks, the lyrebird halted me 
with those full rich repeated notes that sprang 
out of the darkness and the sound of rain, and he was silent 
then but, as I waited, sang 
again. Past roots and rocks I went along 
rich with that flowering, rich with repeated song.30

In Murray�s poem, the lyrebird is a trickster, a �Liar made of leaf-litter,� but 
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at the same time, his talent for imitation as transformation, makes the bird 
an ideal muse of the translator: 

Tailed mimic aeon-sent to intrigue the next recorder,  
I mew catbird, I saw crosscut, I howl she-dingo, I kink 
forest hush distinct with bellbirds, warble magpie garble, link 
cattlebell with kettle-boil; I rank ducks� cranky presidium 
or simulate a triller like a rill mirrored lyrical to a rim.31

The dense sound effects of Murray�s translation of the lyrebird, clash and 
trill into a form of music: words become purely expressive, as tones or the 
tint of paint, and the idea of sensible meaning slips away. Like many poems 
in the collection, the poem is a sonnet (literally �little song�) and the fre-
quent rhymes, alliteration, homonyms and onomatopoeia compound and 
transform poetic language into a soundscape full of ambiguity. This effect is 
what Robert Crawford aptly describes as otherness in language. Murray 
�rills� Australian English with a different tone, that �sounds like a native 
speaker struggling to communicate a concept: it reads like translatorese.�32  

This cacophony of sound, which finds its emblem in the lyrebird, is 
also the task of the translator; where words take on a literality that is almost 
creatural. Writing on the phonetic aspects of poetry, particularly rhyme, 
Benjamin notes, �The child recognises by rhyme that it has reached the 
summit of language, from which it can hear at their source the rushing of all 
springs. Up there, creaturely existence is at home��33 In Murray�s rendi-
tion of the lyrebird, language becomes almost solely performative: the poet 
mimics the sounds of the bird and thus moves further towards the crea-
turely, and further away from an attempt to communicate meaning. 

The poem is self-reflexive, playful and tongue in cheek. The lyrebird�s 
mimicry is mimicked by the poet, and within the poem it is unclear who is 
mimicking whom. The poem begins with the word �Liar� � but who is this 
charge directed towards? The original liar, the lyrebird? Or the imitator of 
the lyrebird, the poet? The charge is as ambiguous as the identities or 
voices in the poem. For instance, we might associate the third-person nar-
rator, who begins by observing the bird as �hen sized under froufrou,� with 
the poet. We might then assume that when the poem switches to the first 
person it is the lyrebird who sings: �I ring dim. I alter nothing. Real to real 
only I sing.� But of course, the �I� is just as much the poet�s own comical 
imitation of the lyrebird � for it is the poet who takes the place of this re-
nowned mimic and turns its song into words, and it is his translation of the 
lyrebird that will �intrigue� the next recorder�: 

Screaming Woman owl and human talk: eedieAi and uddyunnunoan. 
The miming is all of I.34
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The real lyrebird has another voice: a series of clicks and whistles sounded 
between imitations. But this in-between voice is not deemed to be the lyre-
bird�s characteristic or authentic voice. The authenticity of the lyrebird�s 
voice lies in its ability to mime; to translate the sounds and noises it hears, 
and to re-present them, in any order. This performance is all the more con-
vincing when the lyrebird is nowhere to be seen. But for the human listener, 
the loopy, fragmentary sounding of multiple forest and urban noises can 
only point to one culprit: the lyrebird. In the same way, Murray�s translation 
of the lyrebird points to the poet. 

If the lyrebird is the muse of poetry, then it is because poetry is an act 
of translation, of transforming and renewing language. The lyrebird symbol-
ises an ambiguous or double-voice: authentic as inauthentic. While the 
lyrebird�s authentic voice is one of mimicry, it is this mime that makes the 
sounds of the forest, or the bush, appear all the more original. In this way, 
the lyrebird reminds us of Benjamin�s translator, who, by allowing his own 
tongue to become affected by the foreign language, gives new life to the 
original.  

Conclusion 

In Translations, then, Murray shows himself to be aligned with Benjamin�s 
figure of the translator, to understanding poetry as translation. Such an in-
terpretation may go against the orthodoxy of Murray criticism, but it does al-
low for Translations to be taken up again, under a different and more radi-
cal light. As a translator, Murray demonstrates how �nature� and �the natu-
ral world� (that which is withdrawn, silent, other) can be more justly ren-
dered: not via description or cognition, but by approaching one�s own lan-
guage as a translator, as a foreign language.  

Murray demonstrates something else, too, namely that, if he is both a 
translator and a poet, it is because the two figures could never be wholly 
separated (as Benjamin attempts to do) by their differing �places� in the lan-
guage forest (that is, the poet in the centre of the forest, the translator on 
the edge of the forests of languages). The surety of place is problematic as 
soon as we acknowledge that foreignness inhabits the space between lan-
guages as much as it does the space within a single language. Thus, the 
poet-translator must stand on the edge of the language forest in order to 
find the centre. 

Finally, Murray�s Translations shows itself to be far more radical than 
often thought. If it fails to bring nature to presence, or to translate the si-
lence of nature, then it does something more: it renews and transforms 
Australian English by breaking it down, taking Strine to the very edge of its 
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apparent borders. And so we find Murray both in the centre of the Austra-
lian language forest, hidden in its scrub of words, and on the outside look-
ing in, simultaneously at home and estranged. 

 

lambert_helen@yahoo.com 
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“It’s all in a day’s work for a 15-year-old gay virgin”: Coming Out 

and Coming of Age in Teen Television  

Whitney Monaghan 

My coming out story is disappointingly banal. From what I knew from film 
and television (where I learn all of my life lessons), I was supposed to sit 
down with my most trusted family member, cry and confess: �I think I�m in 
love, with a woman.� According to the script, we were then supposed to cry 
even more and talk about it. But that is not what happened. I came out to 
my mother in an email that ended something like this: �p.s. by the way, I�m 
a lesbian.� There were no tears involved. Lesson learned: real life is noth-
ing like the movies.  

No matter how horrible, awkward, or painfully banal it may be, the task 
of coming out to someone close is often represented in popular culture as a 
life-changing moment. As it is often represented as the most important 
moment in the lives of gay and lesbian characters, the coming out narrative 
is thus also depicted as the pivotal moment in the challenging, but ulti-
mately empowering process known as coming of age. The distinctions be-
tween these narratives are often blurred as they are frequently entangled; 
however, I argue that they are discrete forms of narrative and must be 
treated accordingly. 

Exclusive to queer characters, coming out is a narrative that revolves 
around questions of identity and involves the negotiation of social bounda-
ries that define both sex and sexuality. Coming of age, on the other hand, 
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is about facing maturity and involves the negotiation of the social boundary 
or demarcation between child and adult. Coming of age is thus traditionally 
restricted to representations of adolescence. With the lines blurred between 
these two consistently intertwined forms of narrative, the process of sepa-
ration is complex but necessary. 

Firstly, certain general differences between these two pervasive narra-
tives must be noted. All characters that come out do not necessarily come 
of age within the same narrative. By this definition it must also be noted 
that not all characters that come of age need to come out; heterosexual 
characters in particular are represented as coming of age without divulging 
their sexuality; narratives do not often culminate with the protagonist de-
claring �I�m straight!� Further, as noted earlier, coming of age narratives are 
intrinsically about adolescence and the path from childhood to adulthood, 
but coming out narratives can (and do) focus on any stage of life.   

In this article, I argue that disentangling these narratives is a crucial 
step in understanding the impact and implications of new Queer teen tele-
vision series. The critically acclaimed UK teen television series, Sugar 
Rush (2005�2006) is of particular importance to this argument and I will 
contend that it breaks new ground in terms of both the coming of age and 
coming out narratives. 

Coming of age and coming out in film

The modern coming of age narrative in film and television is derived from 
the literary genre known as the Bildungsroman. Greta LeSeur notes that 
the traditional Bildungsroman texts of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries focused on the development of �a single male protagonist whose 
growth to maturity was the result of both formal and informal education.�1 In 
the traditional Bildungsroman, this young protagonist must leave childhood 
behind and undertake an arduous journey in order to fulfil his destiny and 
discover his true (adult) identity. Tarshia Stanley emphasises that this pro-
cess is �necessarily fraught with exodus and death as the child is divested 
of the things and people that connect him to his youth.�2 To locate this nar-
rative in a contemporary context, one need only to think, as Raffaele Ca-
puto has suggested, of the closing scene of a coming of age film which de-
picts the following: 

A budding young man sits atop a fence post or rock, or is standing 
on an incline in some lonely country setting. His point of view of the 
surrounding is from a vantage point. He has a clear view of every-
thing on the horizon, and at times seems as though he can reach out 
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even further. He is at the end of an initiation journey in which, 
plunged through his first heart rending experience, he lost his great-
est, most passionate love. The loss precipitates the gain, the experi-
ence draws him closer to manhood and now the world before him 
has opened up to take him in.3  

Raffaele Caputo sees this ending as the prototypical image of a cinematic 
representation of coming of age.4 Drawn from a rich narrative tradition, this 
scene is strangely familiar; even if we have not seen this in film before we 
have imagined it in life. This description highlights the pervasive quality of 
this particular image of coming of age. If one were to substitute the young 
man in this description for a young woman, remove her from the lonely 
countryside and place her in an urban environment, one could still be de-
scribing any one of countless films.  

The coming out narrative is becoming equally familiar, as it is �embed-
ded in the very structures of gay and lesbian culture.�5 It should be noted 
that this has not always been the case. As Michael Bronski writes, the no-
tion of �coming out� as a narrative complication is a �relatively new trope � 
only several decades old.�6 Prior to the late 1960s, films with gay or lesbian 
content typically �presented homosexuality as some form of social, per-
sonal, or psychological tragedy.�7 In these storylines, gay or lesbian char-
acters, often removed of their narrative agency, were �outed� by other (het-
erosexual) characters. The characters� lives were �predicated and pro-
tected by secrecy and being public meant, not coming out, but being 
outed.�8 However, the post-Stonewall success of the Gay Liberation Move-
ment �suddenly shattered this paradigm.�9 Bronski notes that within a year 
of this event, films produced and directed by openly gay men and women 
�overwhelmingly focused upon and fore-grounded the coming out narrative 
as the most important theme in portraying the gay experience.�10 Since this 
first wave of independent queer cinema, the �coming out film� has emerged 
as an influential cultural and commercial product. In essence, this was a 
shift away from the representation of homosexuality itself as a problem for 
queer characters to overcome, towards coming out and self-acceptance as 
the crucial issue for queer characters. 

However, as the coming out narrative has permeated and evolved 
throughout popular culture, the cultural meaning of coming out has 
changed with it. Bronski argues that by the mid 1980s, coming out had be-
come �an alternative and increasingly acceptable middle-class rite of pas-
sage.�11 This could be called the trope of �coming out as coming of age,� 
because as a rite of passage, the coming out narrative became intrinsically 
tied to adolescence and thus strongly connected to the process of coming 
of age. 
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Despite the normalisation of this �coming out as coming of age� trope, 
a permeation of a general de-politicisation of queerness that pervaded 
queer representations of the 1980s and 1990s, Bronski argues that �com-
ing out films� have both personal and political significance.12 The personal 
truly is, therefore, the political in this context. Such narratives are crucial on 
the personal level through their explorations of, and implications on, identity 
formation but they are equally important in the political context as they ex-
amine coming out on a social level. Although the coming out narrative car-
ries such weight, Bronski argues that the narrative �is no longer fresh, says 
nothing new, and is often not emotionally, physically, or artistically chal-
lenging.�13 This is partially because they are made by gay and lesbian 
filmmakers with the explicit intention, according to Bronski, �of portraying 
coming out � and by extension, homosexuality � in a positive light,� and this 
in itself is a burden that limits gay characterisation.14 According to Bronski, 
the standard narrative of the coming out film has become tired and formu-
laic from overuse. However, it must be noted that the focus of Bronski�s ar-
gument is film, and it could be argued that things work differently in the 
medium of television.  

Coming out and coming of age in teen TV 

It would be problematic to solely focus on filmic representations of this 
�coming out as coming of age� trope as it must be noted that these narra-
tives are equally pervasive in television. In an article on the 1990s drama 
Melrose Place, Dennis Allen argued that until the mid 1990s essentially 
only one homosexual storyline could occur in heterosexually dominated 
television series, and this was the �revelation of homosexuality.�15 Accord-
ing to Allen, the only narrative queer characters could be active within in-
volved coming out. This is because the traditional issue with homosexuality 
is that it is �not assumed but is itself the secret that produces narrative 
complication,�16 an issue that emphasises the process of coming out as the 
critical problem or issue for homosexual characters. All too often in the 
popular culture industry (to the point where it has now become the norm), 
the disclosure of a characters� homosexuality is �substituted for any [other] 
possible narrative, romantic or otherwise, predicated on such a sexuality.�17 
From this perspective, even though the number of gay and lesbian charac-
ters in popular culture seems to be constantly increasing, the key concern 
for queer theory scholars is that most characters enter the narrative as het-
erosexual. It must be noted, however, that critically acclaimed queer televi-
sion series The L Word and Queer as Folk (in both its UK and US forms) 
complicate this, as they take a queer community as their focus and thus re-
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ject this typical coming out narrative.  
The typical homosexual-themed narrative, predicated on the disclo-

sure of a character�s sexuality, is explicitly presented in the teen television 
series Dawson’s Creek (1998�2003). Throughout season two of the series, 
rumours about Jack McPhee�s (Kerr Smith) sexuality circulate in the halls 
of Capeside High School after he is forced to read a poem aloud to his 
classmates. 

Jack: I grew more afraid. Not of what I am, But what I could be. I 
 loosen my collar to take a breath. My eyes fade and I see� I 
 see him. An angel of perfection. His frame strong. His lips 
 smooth. I keep thinking, what am I so scared of? And I wish I 
 could escape the pain but these thoughts, they invade my 
 head, like shackles of guilt.18  

After denying his sexuality for the remainder of this episode, Jack finally 
comes out to his father and girlfriend, Joey (Katie Holmes), in the following 
episode. After coming out, Jack�s sexuality is not a focus of the narrative 
until much later in the series. Jack is essentially desexualised at the crucial 
moment in the negotiation of his sexuality. His first romantic rendezvous 
with another man does not occur until towards the end of season three, al-
most an entire season after coming out.  

Since the coming out moment is regularly equated with the coming of 
age moment, I argue that representations of gay or lesbian teenagers on 
film or in television are a rarity. Gay characters such as Jack are �adultified� 
as soon as they claim any form of distinctly homosexual identity. However, 
in 2005, a UK teen series shattered this norm. The series was called Sugar 
Rush; it was the first teen series to have a lesbian character as its protago-
nist. Based on a novel written by Julie Burchill, Sugar Rush is about the life 
of a 15-year-old lesbian named Kim (Olivia Hallinan) who openly lusts after 
her best friend Sugar (Lenora Chrichlow). What is remarkable about Sugar 
Rush is that unlike traditional queer representations such as Dawson’s 
Creek, its protagonist is not introduced as a heterosexual. From the first 
image of the series, two girls kissing on a carnival ride, audiences are 
aware that they are in for something new, fresh and perhaps exciting. 

Sugar Rush has been praised for foregrounding new forms of desire in 
a realistic representation of teenage lesbian life.19 However, at its heart, I 
argue that Sugar Rush is about coming out and coming of age. What dif-
ferentiates Sugar Rush from the traditional coming out as coming of age 
narrative is that the protagonist, Kim, comes out on a number of different 
levels at different times throughout the series while never truly coming of 
age; that is, she never crosses the line that demarcates adolescence and 
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adulthood. She is thus an �out� lesbian teenager. This challenges tradi-
tional notions of coming out and coming of age whilst emphasising coming 
out as a complex process. This particular representation of coming out as a 
process is something that seems to be unique to television. The seriality of 
television is the key to its specificity. Where filmic representations are often 
limited in what they can portray by classic narrative patterning and time 
constraints, televisual representations are marked by their inherently ongo-
ing nature, as they must always leave the audience wanting more. Televi-
sion series also have a greater scope of exploration into characters or is-
sues because, compared with film, they simply have far more time to do it 
in. This is why, in Sugar Rush, such strong emphasis can be placed on the 
often slow and always complex processes of coming out.  

One possible way of understanding the coming out process in Sugar 
Rush involves an analysis of the forms of narration used to provide insight 
into the protagonist�s inner world. Kim controls the narrative of the series 
through an often witty first-person narration, which allows the audience to 
view and experience the narrative from her perspective. Attention should 
be payed to the way that the audience is positioned through this particular 
form of narration, and to do this it is important to consider whom the narra-
tor is �speaking� to. At times, it is difficult to discern the direction of the nar-
ration, as it is quite complex, constantly shifting in form from inner voice, to 
diary entry, to direct address to the spectator.  Each of these addresses of-
fers different levels of intimacy and ultimately facilitates an affinity between 
the spectator and the character. Audiences are allowed, even encouraged, 
to feel as if they know Kim because they understand her desires, motiva-
tions, and fears throughout her development of an inner-narrative of self.  

In the first episode, Kim introduces herself, her family, and her situa-
tion to the audience through an introductory voice-over. A key thing to note 
here is the way that Kim introduces herself, coming out to herself and the 
audience in the first few minutes through the unflattering description of her 
unrequited love, Sugar.  

Kim: I haven�t been the same since I met Sugar. Maria Sweet. 
 The girl I�m sexually obsessed with, she�ll do anything,  say 
 anything, have anything, anything with a dick and that�s the 
 problem. She�s not gay, and I don�t want to be.20  

Interestingly, in these opening minutes, Kim admits that she does not want 
to be gay; she does not want to accept any form of �gay� identity. An inabil-
ity or unwillingness to accept one�s identity is a standard feature of the 
coming out narrative. However, this seems to be a relatively insignificant 
admission, as it is not followed through as the series unfolds. The narrative 
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does not develop from Kim�s unwillingness to accept the lesbian identity, 
instead, it evolves from her desire for Sugar, and her inability to articulate 
and act on that desire. The issue does not arise again until later in the sea-
son when Kim begins attending bible classes that purport to �cure� homo-
sexuality.21 However, it should be noted that Kim does not think she needs 
to be cured; the only affliction from which she thinks she suffers is her un-
healthy obsession with Sugar. 

Kim: I didn�t have a gay problem, I had a Sugar problem.22  

Aside from this slight deviation, Kim is usually represented as being in a 
state of carefree acceptance of her sexuality. Unconcerned with the impli-
cations of her sexuality, she ultimately focuses on achieving her goal of 
�shagging� the woman of her dreams. 

In the second episode, Kim appears to take on a distinctly queer or 
lesbian identity. Again, this occurs in the introductory voiceover as Kim in-
troduces herself as a �15-year-old queer virgin� for the first time.23 In each 
following episode, Kim places this or a similar label on herself, constantly 
reminding us of the status of her sexual orientation and her sexual desires. 
The introductory narration thus serves a double function; it complies with 
the generic function of a serial introduction in that it reminds the audience 
of happenings in the previous episode; and it also serves as a means for 
Kim to continually re-affirm her sexual identity. It is interesting to note here 
that this initial assertion of her sexual identity is very often tied to an admis-
sion that she is �sexually obsessed� with her best friend, Sugar, essentially 
enacting her burgeoning lesbian sexuality through this explicit statement of 
sexual desire. Here, the distinction between love, sexual desire, and sexu-
ality is interestingly blurred in a way that challenges other representations 
of gay and lesbian sexuality in teen television. Kim is a self-identified �gay� 
or �queer� not because she has romantic feelings towards members of the 
same sex but because she wants to have sex with them. In addition, Kim 
always describes herself as either a �gay virgin� or a �queer virgin,� which in 
this case emphasises the centrality of sex in the coming out and coming of 
age processes. This further accentuates the difference between Sugar 
Rush and past representations of queer youth, simply because Sugar Rush 
is so very much unlike the queer narratives of the past, where a character�s 
�problem� was either homosexuality itself or the issues resulting from com-
ing out. The problem that Kim most intensely needs or wants to resolve in 
her journey towards maturity is not that she is a lesbian; it is that she is a 
virgin.  

It is not until episode six of the first season that Kim finally comes out 
to Sugar. However, on the surface it initially seems almost anticlimactic be-
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cause Kim barely says anything at all.  

Sugar:  So why have you been weird all day? Maybe it�s because 
  you were jealous. 

Kim: I so do not like him 

Sugar: Ha-ha... Well maybe you like me then. Ha-ha� what? 

Kim: � 

Sugar: Oh my god� my god... You fancy me. 

Kim: I�ve got to go.24  

The beauty of this scene is that a closer inspection reveals that it is not 
simply about Kim becoming inarticulate in the face of Sugar, but rather that 
she is caught between an unwillingness to continue with her lies, and a lack 
of confidence to tell the truth. Here, saying nothing means more than words 
ever could. One could argue that from this perspective, rather than illustrat-
ing Kim�s cowardice, this scene truly emphasises her blossoming self-
confidence. Kim gains confidence and power as she essentially �comes 
out� with every affirmation of her sexuality. As the act of coming out is em-
phasised as a process, each coming out also brings Kim a step closer to 
coming of age. Another key coming out scene occurs in episode nine with 
Tom, the son of Kim�s gay neighbours. It is significant in that it highlights 
another step in the process of coming out, and it is the only time in the se-
ries that Kim says the phrase �I�m gay� aloud. 

Kim: Tom, I�m gay. 

Tom: Hmm? You�re gay? 

Kim: I�m sorry [inner voice over] which was a lie, because for 
  the first time I wasn�t sorry. For the first time I was out, 
  and proud.25  

In the typical coming out narrative, the public announcement of a 
character�s sexuality to friends or family is both the climactic and critical 
step in the process. Gilad Padva argues that coming out films in the 1990s 
presented two important messages. Firstly, that �it is not homosexuality that 
is the problem, but rather homophobia.� Secondly, �coming out is difficult 
and painful, but staying in the closet is much worse.�26 In these films, com-
ing out was presented as �the only way for a queer teenager to achieve 
his/her personal, social, cultural and sexual liberation.�27 In other words, 
coming out was presented as the only way for a queer teenager to come of 
age. However, Sugar Rush differs from this in that the series emphasises 
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the notion that coming out publicly is only a minor aspect of the process as 
a whole. This is the reason why audiences never see Kim come out to her 
parents, and why she does not actually say the words when faced with 
Sugar�s realisation. Kim�s coming out narrative suggests that coming out to 
oneself is far more important and significant than declaring one�s sexual 
identity in a public arena. For young teens, the message is that it is impor-
tant to be proud of who they are, regardless of sexual identity, and that this 
pride only comes from within. This realisation is perhaps the most important 
part of the coming out and coming of age processes.  

Unlike traditional representations of coming out, in the final episode of 
season one, after Kim�s only public �outing� (to Tom), the story continues. 
Kim and Sugar steal a car and flee to London. As they walk into an expen-
sive hotel room, paid for with a stolen credit card, they are mesmerised by 
a view of the city. They have a bath together and Sugar playfully comes on 
to Kim. Kim tells Sugar to stop unless she means it, Sugar tells Kim that 
she is grumpy, and they have a champagne fight in the bath. Following this, 
the camera cuts to Kim and Sugar sitting on a couch and looking out over 
the city and they talk about who they would rather be in the hotel with. 
Sugar says �Brad Pitt� But, you�ll do.� Kim responds questioning �why?� 

Sugar: Because I knew you�d come� 

Kim: Yeah, that makes sense. It�s always going to be like this 
  isn�t it? You call, I come running. You say jump, I say how 
  high. Translating for French guys, buying stuff off my 
  mum�s credit card, snogging you so you can pull someone 
  else... Name one thing you�ve done for me. One thing, 
  one sodding thing� [Kim gets up and moves to the 
  window]. 

Sugar:   I�m sorry [tries to kiss Kim]. 

Kim:   Don�t. 

Sugar:  Don�t worry Kim. I mean it this time [They kiss].28

Cut to the next morning, Kim and Sugar are in bed, naked. A close-up re-
veals Kim looking at Sugar�s face whilst she sleeps; Sugar wakes and 
smiles. As they cuddle, the camera cuts to a police car as it pulls up at the 
hotel and Kim�s parents walk with the police through a corridor. Then the 
camera cuts back to Kim and Sugar cuddling as the voiceover muses �don�t 
you just love happy Hollywood endings?�29 Whilst the dialogue during 
these final minutes suggests a closure to the narrative, the imagery actually 
works against this and prevents the closure from occurring, thus leaving the 
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door open for the second season.  

“To be continued”: Deferring coming of age in Sugar 
Rush. 

If the first season of Sugar Rush foregrounds the coming out narrative, em-
phasising it as a complex process, the second season primarily focuses on 
the coming of age narrative and thus distances the two processes. Again 
the narration is a crucial aspect; however, what differentiates between sea-
sons one and two is the focus of this narration. In the first season, the ma-
jority of the narration was focused on Kim�s thoughts and desires towards 
Sugar, emphasising the complex nature of the coming out process.  How-
ever, it must be noted that there is a significant time lapse between the two 
seasons and in the second season Sugar is less central to Kim�s world. 
The Kim of season two is less determinedly focused on her sexual obses-
sions, and whilst the narration is still focused on developing a narrative of 
self, it does not revolve around Sugar. Rather, the narration of the second 
season revolves around Kim�s intensely introspective questions about self, 
love, sex, and ultimately coming of age.   

In the time missing between the two seasons, the audience misses 
part of Kim�s transition from adolescent to adult; she has �grown up,� but 
only a little. One of the things that is explicitly not shown in the 18 months 
between the two seasons is Kim coming out to her parents, a move that re-
jects the traditional coming out and coming of age narrative; a narrative that 
culminates with the adolescent finally coming out to their parents.  

Sarah Hentges argues that coming of age in the contemporary context 
is �about making sense of ourselves as individuals and as members of local 
and global societies.�30 In season one, Kim begins to make sense of her-
self as an individual but has yet to gain entry into these societies; she is 
firmly situated in adolescence and there she remains for the duration of the 
season. In the final episode of season one, Kim achieves her goal of �shag-
ging� Sugar but she is not �matured� by this achievement and this is signifi-
cant. When audiences see Kim for the first time in season two, she has 
moved a step closer to the adult world and gained entry into �lesbian soci-
ety.� Sugar describes her as �a proper grown up lezzer, with your lezzer 
friends and your dodgy lezzer bar.�31 Here, it could be argued that the por-
trayal of Kim in her �lezzer world� is connected, and indeed similar, to the 
powerful characterisation of community in The L Word, a series that has 
largely been �hailed as groundbreaking in its representation of queer 
women on television.�32 But the thing to note is that Kim is not fully �ma-
tured� through entering this society, nor through the achievement of her 
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goal, as she remains on the cusp of adulthood. 
Sugar Rush further engages with the coming of age narrative in the fi-

nal episode of season two, as Kim is posed with a difficult question; �to 
move in, or not to move in?�33 with her new girlfriend, Saint, �the girl who 
works in the sex shop.�34 This prompts an entire episode that is under-
scored with Kim�s self-reflection. At one point, she sits at a café and flips a 
coin, contemplating: 

Kim: (inner voice over) Decisions, decisions. We make them every 
 day. Left or right? Up or down? Heads or tails? Some take a 
 while to make but don�t really matter, like where Sugar should 
 put her pictures in her new bedsit. Some we don�t even have 
 to think about. Then there are those that steal up and ambush 
 us when we least expect it.35  

Later in the episode, a scene unfolds in which Kim is looking to buy 
some shoes from Sugar, now working at a market. Kim questions �Do you 
ever get the nagging sensation that you�ve made the wrong decision? That 
your whole life may have been determined by a series of wrong decisions?�  

Kim: (looking at two pairs of shoes) I dunno, I like both of them. 

Sugar: You either want them or you don�t, taking longer to decide 
  is not going to make a difference.36  

In this scene, the reason behind Kim�s indecision is revealed to us for the 
first time as it could be argued that the pairs of shoes represent Sugar and 
Saint, thus also the past and the future. The inability to choose between the 
two emphasises the fact that Kim is at the precipice of coming of age, on 
the edge but not yet ready to take the leap into maturity. Because of this 
conversation with Sugar, Kim decides to tell Saint that she does not feel 
ready to move in, therefore rejecting the pressure to grow up, and come of 
age.  However, towards the end of the episode, Kim does eventually decide 
to embrace adulthood and move in with Saint, although this happens only 
after a particularly touching scene involving Kim and Sugar in which Sugar 
asserts that they could never work as a couple. 

Sugar: Well, I think you�re mad. You�ve got the chance to live in a 
  seafront apartment with a girl who�s crazy about you. And 
  you�re gonna just turn that down? 

Kim:   It�s a big step 

Sugar:   So what are you gonna do? Stick it out with the Adams 
  family because you�re scared of commitment? 
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Kim: Its more than that though� (Wistful music plays as Kim & 
  Sugar look at each other) Do you ever wonder what 
  would�ve happened between us if you hadn�t gone away? 

Sugar:   � Sometimes � 

Kim:   And? 

Sugar:   Kim, we have our moments but most of the time we annoy 
  the fuck out of each other� Saint�s great, she�s great for 
  you. You two, you make sense and you know it. Besides, 
  we�d never top the night we did have. I�ll still be thinking 
  about that one when I�m shuffling about in my inconti-
  nence pads. That�s if I don�t have Alzheimers [they hug 
  and we see a close up of Sugar�s clearly distressed face]. 
  Now, go and get your girl.37  

Here it could be noted that Sugar proves to be the catalyst for yet another 
climactic moment in the narrative. In this scene, Kim continues on the path 
towards coming of age but only after being pushed by Sugar. Although Kim 
is the central figure in the narrative, and thus has the power to control it, a 
power frequently exercised through the first person narration and fantasy 
sequences, it is Sugar who continually pops up at crucial moments. The in-
tensity of the friendship between Kim and Sugar raises questions regarding 
where the line is drawn between girlfriends and �girlfriends,� between 
friendship and romance, or between love that is purely platonic and love 
that is romantic. Part of the appeal of Sugar Rush is that it illuminates a 
situation in which these lines between friendship and romance are incon-
gruous. However, in the end, Sugar remains a close friend to Kim and this 
is why she consistently pops up at critical moments. This is further empha-
sised in the final moments of season two when Kim visits Saint to tell her 
that she is actually ready to move in and the characters kiss and make up 
in the way that only television characters can. This kiss could easily provide 
the resolution to the storyline and to the season; however, the season does 
not end with this moment. A knock on the door disturbs the kiss and the 
camera cuts to a mid shot of Sugar in the apartment as she tells the story 
of how her apartment has burned down. She then asks if she can move in 
for a while. This is followed by Kim�s final voice-over narration, as she pon-
ders �When you glimpse the future and it looks fantastic do you jump in feet 
first? Or do you keep one foot in the past, just in case?�38 With this open-
ended question, season two ends, and a twist of fate, involving television 
stations and scheduling slots, would later make this the final moment of 
Sugar Rush. The lack of closure in this finale means that the character of 
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Kim is forever destined to be locked in this liminal state of indecision; torn 
between her adult maturity (embodied in her relationship with Saint) and 
her youthful unrequited lust (embodied by Sugar), Kim is frozen for eternity 
on the edge of adulthood and is thus a character that will never truly grow 
up, never �come of age� in the traditional sense, an eternal lesbian teenage 
girl.  
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The Moor in New York: Rethinking the Encounter, Unsettling the 

Binaries and Un-writing the Centre in Un Marocain à New York1

Lhoussain Simour 

Youssouf Amine Elalamy�s travel-inspired-narrative Un Marocain à New 
York (A Moroccan in New York)2 chronicles Elalamy�s physical and 
epistemological journeys to the United States of America to receive an 
�American education.� It is replete with powerful situations and recollections 
that offer illuminating and problematic critique of the modern empire; 
furthermore, it foregrounds a counter-consciousness that is meant to 
oppose and contest Western inscriptions of �Otherness� It also shows how 
the previously silenced voices have managed to express agency and 
resistance within the ambiguities of the Orientalist tradition as it voices the 
subversive postcolonial attitude of the author who emerges as a �dissenting 
voice� that contests Western hegemonic discourse. Elalamy�s subversive 
attitude remains intensely self-conscious and it is meant to disturb the 
Western mode of representation of Otherness through a systematic 
reversal of the �order of things.� As will be argued, Elalamy manages to 
break away from the totalising ideologies and acquires agency that grants 
him more visibility within the American community. His autobiographical 
narrative explores discursive instances that demonstrate how inventively 
the Other can answer back and react against the West�s disfigured 
rendition of the Oriental; as he manages to symbolically �wrestle the power 
to self-represent� and �take history into [his] own hands.�3  

COLLOQUY text theory critique  19 (2010).   © Monash University. 
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The discussion of Un Marocain à New York begs another discussion 
about the Orientalist discourse in its American configuration since 
Elalamy�s text is set in America. Though there was no profoundly devoted 
tradition of Orientalism in the United States, as Edward Said would argue, 
the explicit involvement of America in the narration of Orientalism, whereby 
the European legacy of Orientalist thinking is �accommodated, normalised, 
domesticated and popularised and fed into�4 the American stream of 
perceptions,  can go back to �the period immediately following World War 
II, when the United States found itself in the position recently vacated by 
Britain and France.�5 Probably the idea to keep in mind is not actually 
whether American Orientalism is temporally located within specific 
historical junctures; but to consider it as a �productive fashion� and an all-
encompassing manifestation whose �greatest potency is within the psyche 
of the West itself where . . . it has the greatest aesthetic power.�6

Drawing on postcolonial theory, I argue that Un Marocain à New York 
subversively reverses the rhetoric of �Self� and �Other�. Throughout this 
text, the author is mostly concerned with constructing the otherness of 
Americans as basically strange. He assumes the role of a subject who 
strategically and self-consciously manages to resist and subvert the 
constructed images of the orientalist ideology; he brings to the fore 
situations where the inscriptions of a stereotypical discourse find their most 
powerful expression, and through processes of reversal, he plays with the 
racial stereotypes, twists them and creates discursive terrains for identity 
affirmation.  The main question is �no longer whether the subaltern can 
speak but what s/he is saying, and how loud and clear the voice is.�7 
Elalamy�s text may be viewed as a loud call for radical revisions of the old 
body of assumptions and misrepresentations that have fostered the 
Western Orientalist discourse. His subversive strategies excessively 
acquire greater levels of importance as he has undertaken the task to strike 
back for self-empowerment and self-assertion through a metaphorically 
massive penetration of the American society (this last sentence does not 
make sense, and needs to be re-written. Perhaps you could write: His 
strategies acquire ever more significance throughout the story, as he 
assumes the task of striking back for self-empowerment and assertion 
through a subversion of the prejudices of American society.  

The Postcolonial Iceberg Remembered: The Dimensions 
of the Saidian Model of Analysis 

The field of colonial discourse analysis, which has emerged as �a critique of 
Western totalising narratives,�8 starts with Edward Said�s Orientalism 
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(1978). Though this groundbreaking work has received harsh criticism, it 
has nonetheless continued to inspire discussions in a number of scholarly 
fields. It seems nearly impossible to discuss postcolonialism as a discipline 
of study without invoking Said generally and Orientalism specifically. 
Spivak writes that, �The study of colonial discourse, directly released by 
work such as Said�s, has, however, blossomed into a garden where the 
marginal can speak and be spoken, even spoken for.�9 In his The Location 
of Culture, Homi Bhabha acknowledges Said�s text as being a pioneering 
work that provided him with �a critical terrain and an intellectual project.�10 
Robert Young, too, is explicit about Said�s work. He contends that, 
�Colonial discourse analysis was initiated as an academic sub-discipline 
within literary and cultural theory by Edward Said�s Orientalism.�11 Said�s 
theoretical framework has proven useful to a wide variety of analytical 
approaches, thus securing its ongoing success. 

In Orientalism, Said claims that the �Orient was almost a European 
invention, and had been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, 
haunting memories and landscapes, remarkable experiences� 12 that 
served, appropriately enough, �to define Europe (or the West) as its 
contrasting image, idea, personality, experience.�13 Said explores the place 
and function of the Orient as Europe�s �cultural contestant,� as �one of its 
deepest and most recurring images of the Other�14 within what he calls the 
discursive practice of �Orientalism.� Because Orientalism is based on �an 
ontological and epistemological distinction� between the Orient and the 
Occident, it is readily identifiable as �a Western style for dominating, 
restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.�15 Said argues that the 
vast scholarship collected as evidence about the Orient served to manage 
and produce the Orient.16 This premise leads to the constitution of a 
dialectic between �Europe and its others� in which the object of knowledge 
becomes indistinguishable from the object of conquest. The emphasis in 
Said�s book, then, is on the history and tradition of �thought, imagery, and 
vocabulary that have given [the Orient] reality and presence in and for the 
West.�17 In other words, Said concerns himself with �the internal 
consistency of Orientalism� despite or beyond any correspondence, or lack 
thereof, with a �real� Orient.�18  

Said also questions the epistemological model of surveillance, the 
�increasingly profitable dialectic of information and control�19 implicit in the 
discourse of Orientalism. The object in this scenario is immediately 
rendered vulnerable to scrutiny and reduced to a frozen image, a 
fundamentally ontological and stable fact over which the observer has 
authority. For Said, Orientalism contains the Orient within its 
representations, classifies Orientals in terms of Platonic essences which 
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render them intelligible and identifiable, and constitutes, less a vision of 
reality or a mode of thought, than an irreducible constraint on thought with 
overwhelming political consequences.  

Orientalism’s Box of Tools (Re) Opened 

Edward Said�s work has been the focus of severe but insightful critiques, 
and the main debate revolves around the �historical consistency of 
Orientalism.� In mapping the political effects of the Orientalist discourse, 
Orientalism has fallen within a delicate situation by homogenising �the sites 
of enunciation of Orientalist discourse,� and by totalising the ongoing 
practices and processes of power. Said�s essentialism, thus, inscribes �the 
occident as a self-identical, fixed being which has always had an essence 
and a project, and imagination and a will,� while the Orient remains 
confined to being �no more than its silenced object.�20 Said, accordingly, 
focuses on the epistemic transgressions of Empire rather than on the 
resistance of the oppressed. His model has not only been criticised for 
theoretical and methodological shortcomings, but also for an incisive 
obliteration of the voice of the �very agents he is so keen on liberating.�21 
Discursive resistance remains a central component in postcolonial studies, 
a strategy of self-representation deployed by the postcolonial text to assert 
collective voice, resist Western cultural amnesia and participate in the 
�charting of cultural territory,� which heralds the �recovery of geographical 
territory.�22  

After repressing and repossessing the native�s resistance in 
Orientalism, Said offers a corrective in his Culture and Imperialism and 
argues for a �culture of resistance.� The configuration resistance takes 
consists of reversal displays, or a rewriting and a reconstruction of the 
colonial text as a �conscious effort to enter into the discourse of � the 
West, to mix with it, transform it, to make it acknowledge marginalised or 
suppressed or forgotten histories.�23 The postcolonial, thereafter, involves a 
�critical reconsideration of the whole project and practice of colonial 
modernity not merely as a particular military and economic strategy of 
Western capitalist societies, but also itself constituting and generated by a 
specific historical discourse of knowledge articulated within the operation of 
political power.�24 This critique of colonial dynamics provided by Edward 
Said, Homi Bhabha, Spivak and others can be seen as part of a larger 
discourse of resistance to Euro-centric visions that have been held for a 
long time; a cultural endeavour on the part of the �imperially subjectified� to 
contest Western forms of domination.  
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Discourses of Difference Re-routed: Contrapuntal 
Consciousness and “the voyage in” Experience 
Reframed 

To retrieve the native�s active access to self representation, Said 
introduces the evocative concept of �contrapuntal reading,� a postcolonial 
critical practice that offers the possibility of reading back from the point of 
view of formerly colonial subjects, and sheds light on the hidden colonial 
history which permeates literary texts. He defines contrapuntality as a 
process whereby incongruent social practices, native culture and imperial 
outline, past and present, are to be mutually considered; and assumes that 
contrapuntal �mediation� �must take account of both processes, that of 
imperialism and that of resistance to it, which can be done by extending our 
reading of the texts to include what was once forcibly excluded.�25 Through 
contrapuntality, which is mainly founded on the subversion of mainstream 
colonial narratives, Said attempts to lay bare the �submerged but crucial 
presence of empire in canonical texts�26 and to demonstrate �the 
complementarity and interdependence instead of isolated, venerated, or 
formalised experience that excludes and forbids the hybridising intrusions 
of human history.�27 As Geeta Chowdhry argues,  

Unlike univocal readings in which the stories told by dominant 
powers become naturalised and acquire the status of �common 
sense,� a contrapuntal reading thus demonstrates a simultaneous 
awareness both of the metropolitan history and of those other 
histories against which . . . the dominating discourse acts. 28   

Said�s theorisation of discursive resistance from within the dominant 
discourse underlines the historical-material conditions of writers and texts 
in an attempt to transcend the essentialist view of Eurocentric discourse. 
The effort of postcolonial writers, thus, is to emerge into the Western 
discourse adopting a �more playful or a more powerful narrative style� able 
to grant full recognition to the concealed and �subalterned� histories. This 
�authorising story of the intellectual� as a �direct experience, or reflection, of 
the world�29 is what he codifies as the �the voyage in�; that is to say, the 
incorporation and the �movement of Third World writers, intellectuals, and 
texts into the metropolis and their successful integration there.�30 Said�s re-
appropriation of the �expedition motifs� and the inversion of narratives 
suggest the ways in which the Third World migrant intellectuals and 
travellers �write back to the centre� across a subversively disruptive liminal 
zone that stretches the lines of demarcation between the West and the 
rest. Such a process of ��writing back�, far from indicating a continuing 
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dependence, is an effective means of escaping from the binary polarities 
implicit in the manichean constructions of colonisation and its practices.�31 
The �Voyage in� experience, therefore, becomes in Saidian analysis an 
essentially �interesting variety of hybrid cultural work.� Its existence is  

a sign of adversarial internationalisation in an age of continued 
imperial structures. No longer does the logos dwell exclusively, as it 
were, in London and Paris. No longer does history run unilaterally . . 
. Instead, the weapons of criticism have become part of the historical 
legacy of empire, in which the separations and exclusions of 'divide 
and rule' are erased and surprising new configurations spring up.32

The movement of the Third-World intellectuals to the metropolis, 
encapsulated in the concept of the �voyage in,� is a rebellious practice (an 
�adversarial internationalisation�) that seeks to recover the forgotten 
histories through a productive engagement with culture, with the aim of 
both displacing the Eurocentric �logos� from its position of sanctity (�London 
and Paris�) and allowing �new configurations to spring up.�  Both the 
voyage in experience and contrapuntal consciousness in this sense, 
though I am not claiming that these theoretical paradigms account for texts 
that write back, are enabling concepts in reading Un Marocain à New York 
since they allow discursive terrains to recuperate marginal voices that 
Eurocentric embedded power relations have long obscured. 

If the Western �dominating, coercive systems of knowledge� have 
virtually obliterated the culturally, racially and religiously different Other, Un 
Marocain à New York expresses various discourses of opposition to the 
hegemonic episteme of marginalisation. This work displays various 
discursive strategies of subversion that potentially displace the centre, and 
articulate �a much more mature and sophisticated resisting discourse that 
consciously seeks to �write back� to the West.�33 It underlies the subversive 
attitude of the author whereby the act of writing back takes an important 
political significance. I consider writing in this sense as a conscious political 
act of resistance that aims at disturbing the Western discourse of power 
and mastery. Throughout his travel account, the author assumes the role of 
a subject who has strategically and self-consciously managed to resist and 
subvert the preconceived images held by Americans.  

Homi Bhabha is among the pioneering critics to question Said�s model 
about the native�s vulnerability within the intricacies of colonial discourse. 
Although he manages to locate signs of resistance as discursive attributes 
within the colonial text, he reduces the native�s voice and agency into just 
an effect in the coloniser�s split up imagination; �a space which is close to 
the paranoid position of power, beyond the reach of authority.�34 By so 
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doing, he fails to locate this very resistance as self-consciously and 
politically driven acts whereby the native interrupts, disturbs and reorders 
Western authority to achieve mastery.35 Both Edward Said�s and Homi 
Bhabha�s conceptions of the native�s resistance are totally challenged in Un 
Marocain à New York. Far from being trapped within the narrative of 
empire, and through the act of engaging counter discourse, this text 
develops consciously motivated strategies of opposition and resistance. If 
Said�s model advocates an otherness which is �fixed, muted and reduced 
to a self-conscious passive object which exists for the West, and if power 
and discourse are entirely possessed by the coloniser,�36 Un Marocain à 
New York attempts to dismantle the discourse of mastery through the 
manipulation of Western prejudices and stereotypes in an inventive way. 

 

The Moor in New York: Narrating America, Negotiating 
Sexuality and Unravelling the Hybrid 

a. The Rhetoric of Cultural Encounters 

As with Akbib�s Tangier’s Eyes on America,37 where the author has 
inventively approached the Western stereotypical discourse to assert 
agency and voice, Un Marocain à New York deploys a resisting discourse 
which seeks to write back to the West. It is set in America, a �contact zone� 
in which �people geographically and historically separated come into 
contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving 
conditions of coercion, radical inequality and intractable conflict.�38 Pratt�s 
emphasis on contact within asymmetrical colonial power relations (instead 
of domination, repression or control) creates the possibility for a resistance 
to a totalising hegemonic discourse.  

Looked at from this perspective, Un Marocain à New York engages a 
discourse of resistance which confirms that the margin can split the centre 
and emerge as �a dissenting voice� capable of frustrating the discourse of 
power. It is also an instance where the traditional configuration of �Self� and 
�Other� is reversed. New York and, by extension, the whole American 
community, becomes an object of scrutiny and study. This shift in agency is 
clearly illustrated in the following passage: 

Du haut du 110éme étage du World Trade Center . . . du haut de ma 
tour, je parcours une dernière fois la ville du regard . . . Central Park 
n�est plus qu�une touffe d�ombres aux contours parfaits, ouverte à 
mon désir.39 [Above the 110th floor of the World Trade Centre � 
looking down from my tower, I set out the last glimpse over the 
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whole city . . . Central Park is no more than a bundle of shadows in 
perfect outlines, opened to my own desires.] 

From the outset, the narrator creates a �horizon of expectation� that 
allows him to explore New York City. Being positioned on some �noble coin 
of vantage� which permits him to represent the city, the author acquires 
visual authority and, by the same token, shifts into the rhetorical gesture of 
surveillance. In his Rhetoric of Empire, David Spurr argues that �to look at 
and speak to not only implies a position of authority; it also constitutes the 
commanding act itself.�40 Thus, the position adopted by the author in his 
travel narrative becomes similar to the traditional position of the Western 
traveller during the colonial era when he or she occupied �a privileged point 
of view over what is surveyed.� 41 Mary Louise Pratt refers to this act of 
visual observation as �the Monarch-of all- I survey-scene.� 42  The narrator 
is metaphorically placed in a privileged position that allows him to 
aestheticise and evaluate the landscape. If Orientalism adopts a strategy 
which reduces the non-Western Other to an object of scrutiny, available for 
control, Un Marocain à New York allows a counter hegemonic terrain to 
thrive from the very beginning. It also endeavours to restore the voice of 
the subordinate through the adoption of an omnipresent narrator endowed 
with meticulously scrutinising eyes. Hence, the voice we encounter in the 
text is granted an explicit authority that dominates the object of vision, the 
seen, or the observed. The metaphor comes full circle when the narrator 
emphatically stresses the supremacy of his home country; or quite 
unexpectedly when he reduces New York City to a female body; �New York 
est bien une femme�43 (New York is definitely a woman), and Morocco to a 
phallocentric symbol: 

Le Maroc que j�imaginais volontiers viril et pourvu d�une belle 
moustache [�] Plus tard lorsque j�appris que nous étions un 
Royaume et non pas une République, j�exprimai ce même sentiment 
de puissance en imprimant sur mon banc d�écolier un signe que je 
ne permettrai pas de reproduire ici.44 [Morocco that I proudly 
imagined virile and provided with a beautiful moustache . . .  Later 
when I learnt that we are a Kingdom and not a Republic, I used to 
express that same feeling of power by drawing on my school bench 
a symbol which I shall not dare replicate here.] 

This phallic imagery, associated with the author�s native country, 
grants power and authority to the narrator. But the metaphor gets more 
complex when the reader becomes aware of New York City as a weak, 
vulnerable and submissive �woman� open to the author�s desires: �Je 
parcours une dernière fois la ville . . . ouverte à mon désir.�45 New York 
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City, in this respect, is an erotic space; a vicious woman that is physically 
possessed by the masculine foreign hero. This phallocentric attitude 
deployed by the author appears frequently in colonial discourse where the 
Orient as a female body is available for penetration by the White coloniser.  

New York City, as �a rhetorically constructed body,� is what David 
Spurr alludes to as �eroticisation of the colonised�46 This implies a �set of 
rhetorical instances � metaphors, seductive fantasies, expressions of 
sexual anxiety � in which the traditions of colonialist and phallocentric 
discourses coincide.�47 Elsewhere, he argues that �this simile of sexual 
union is elaborated in terms of the dynamics of male desire � represented 
as an infinite movement of appropriation and physical possession 
unbounded by the limits of time and space.�48 Hence, the rhetorical images 
of the Orientalist ideology, where people and nations are allegorised by the 
figure of the female body, take a subversively counter-hegemonic 
configuration in Un Marocain à New York. The image of the conquering 
male body is associated with the marginal �Other,� whereas the eroticised 
space is connected with that of civilised and powerful New York. The 
author�s deliberate choice of words and phrases loaded with sexual 
connotations such as �pénètre�, �le va-et-vient�, �à croquer�, �s�y introduit� 
enhance the availability and submissiveness of the city associated with a 
�Big Apple� as symbol of desire and lasciviousness: 

Big Apple, la grosse pomme, comme on la surnomme ici, est à 
croquer. Quelques pas dans la ville et l�on est pris dans le tumulte 
de la rue, le va-et-vient incessant de la foule, comme dans les bras 
d�une femme infidèle que l�on sait vicieuse, fatale, mais dont on ne 
peut plus se passer.49 [The Big Apple, as they call it here, is ready to 
be chewed up. Just a few steps inside the city and you�re taken in 
the uproar of the streets, the comings and goings of the relentless 
crowds, caught helplessly in the arms of a vicious, fatal and 
unfaithful wife.] 

On the other hand, as is the case with old travellers in exotic lands, the 
author has managed to privilege sovereignty in his text as a measure of 
control; he lays out the landscape and �geography� before explaining and 
inscribing his heroic acts inside that space. The author�s inland journey is 
loaded with ideological meanings. It attempts to dissect the American 
society and expose some of its numerous flaws. From the very beginning, 
the narrator confronts an unprecedented poverty: 

En Amérique, il y a les villes riches et il y a les villes pauvres. Et puis 
il y�a New York : une ville riche, riche d�un million de pauvres.50 [In 
America, there are rich cities and there are poor ones as well. And 
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then there is New York: a rich city, rich in a million poor people.] 

The author�s subversive attitude remains intensely self-conscious and 
it�s primarily meant to shake the West through a systematic process of 
reversal. The presence of a considerable number of poor people, 
desperately struggling for a living in New York City, allows the narrator to 
encapsulate a counter discourse meant to subvert the conventional 
stereotypes which view the racially Other as poor, weak, backward and 
inferior. Immediately, the reader feels that �the otherness of the West is 
suddenly reversed into sameness, offering backwardness as a common 
feature uniting two seemingly irreconcilable third and first worlds.�51

 

b. Sexual and moral decadence: Disorienting authority 

Looking back to the centre is a subversive gesture performed by Un 
Marocain à New York. Elalamy�s primary aim is to construct a counter-
discourse capable of dismantling the conventional Orientalist dogmas that 
keep circulating within the Western imagination. The West, paradoxically, 
emerges in the text as decadent, cruel and bound to crumble. It is helpless 
because the whole system of values and beliefs is shattered. Fatal 
diseases, drug abuse, violence and poverty are clear indications of 
America�s decay in Elalamy�s narrative. The young teenager, caught up in 
a miserable condition, is revealing: �De l�autre coté de la rue, une 
adolescente plongeait sa main dans un sac poubelle noir pour en sortir des 
canettes vides qu�elle pourrait échanger cinq cent la pièce.�52 (From the 
other side of the street, a teenager thrusts her hand into a black rubbish 
bag to come out of it with empty cans that she could sell at five cents 
each.) This scene is probably meant to suggest that the Western social 
system is crippled; American society remains demonstrably unjust and 
unresponsive. TV programs disseminate images of everyday life, full of 
horror, rape and sexual abuse. The whole episode, entitled �Telé Blues� 
depicts Americans as lustful rapists; as if American citizens paradoxically 
bore all the biased images often associated with the non-West. 

The author of Un Marocain à New York is trying to lay bare the 
dynamics that undermine American society. In the section entitled �le Loup 
et l�Anneau�, he successfully manages to transform �the hidden transcripts� 
of American sexual liberalism into a mere fabricated illusion: �Un phallus 
géant, prêt à décoller, une femme, les jambes bien écartées exhibant un 
sexe barré d�une croix gammée.�53 (A massive phallus, ready to take off, a 
woman with wide-spread legs showing off the sexual organ crossed with a 
swastika.) The Hell�s Angels Club, the main setting of �le Loup et 
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l�Anneau,�,illustrates a deep-seated malaise of contemporary American 
society. Penetrating such a hellish space, the writer intends to demonstrate 
how deteriorated American society is, and how vulgarised sex has become. 
So, morality and decent behaviour seem to be completely nonexistent; they 
are swept away by the mechanisms of capitalism and consumption. In 
short, moral values are totally extinguished and the West is dying. 
Accordingly, the description of this public space turns smoothly into a 
metaphoric representation of a deep-rooted ideological crisis in modern 
America constructed �as harbouring potential violence behind the façade of 
civilisation.�54  

Equally important, the presence of the narrator in the Hell�s Angels 
Club takes a self-assertive and a potentially subversive configuration. The 
author has managed to create what Homi Bhabha calls �an empty third 
space, the other space of symbolic representation�55 where the pillars of 
authority and power are dismantled. �Fuck the Power�56 emphatically 
enhances a counter-hegemonic discourse within that �empty third space� 
which fractures and disperses authority. Instead of feeling embarrassed, or 
helpless, the narrator adopts a self-assertive attitude:  

Sans réfléchir, je déboutonnai ma chemise, retroussai mes 
manches, gonflai la poitrine, fronçai les sourcils, crispai les joues et 
affectai un regard de pierre�57 [Without thinking, I unbuttoned my 
shirt, tucked up my sleeves, inflated my chest, frowned, and with 
wrinkled cheeks I projected a stony gaze.]  

The author is defending his presence instead of repressing it; a 
process of authority displacement and �a built-in resistance� are at work. 
He is invested with power and granted a space to challenge the discourse 
of power. Surveillance is dislocated by a sharp and destructive gaze, �un 
regard de Pierre.� Being self consciously aware that he might be seen as 
an inferior �Other,� he adopts a challenging gangster-like attitude. Such an 
attitude constitutes a kind of response to America�s misrepresentation of its 
Otherness. Another signifier of a counter discourse in this particular 
episode becomes evident when the narrator sits himself at the bar in a 
conscious desire to celebrate his Moroccanness and his cultural identity:  

Je réussis à grimper sur un tabouret et commandai un Schweppes. 
Le barman  [skull] n�avait jamais entendu de cette liqueur et je dus 
me contenter d�un grand verre d�eau minérale.58 [I managed to climb 
on a stool and ordered a Schweppes. The barman [skull] never 
heard of this liquor and I had to content myself with a glass of 
mineral water.] 
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What is most striking in this passage is that Skull, the barman, is 
dominated by a sense of uncertainty, doubt and anxiety when asked about 
liquor he has never heard of. He is bewildered by such unpredicted and 
challenging request. Undoubtedly, Skull�s theory of mastery, being 
physically built with tattoos all over his body, undergoes a crisis. Failure to 
understand the author�s order reveals his anxieties and this could be 
interpreted as a structural problem that distorts and disrupts the discourse 
of mastery and problematises the Western discourse on difference. 

The narrator has managed to break away from the essentialist 
ideologies and from the different discourses that have held the Oriental 
�Other� captive inside codes of authority that speak on his behalf. His 
defiant self has allowed him to imaginatively acquire authority that grants 
him more visibility within American society. �Drôles de Oiseaux� is another 
important episode that dramatises the way he stages his self-assertion, 
enters the white intellectual community, and dismantles the discourse of 
authority. During a cocktail party given after a fashion show, the narrator 
appears to be more predisposed to disengage his discourse from the 
Orentalist tradition that emphasises the Oriental�s silence and servility. His 
intellectual visibility is clearly illustrated in his ability to give his point of view 
on a wide range of subjects (finance, ecology, food and fishing industries). 
His power to deal with such subjects in such an eloquent way embarrasses 
one of his interlocutors and arouses the audience�s curiosity: 

c�est alors qu�un petit homme à l�allure impeccable, la cinquantaine 
passée,[�] mit la main sur mon épaule. �Et Vous�, me dit � il, �vous 
êtes dans quoi au juste�? Je restais sans rien dire . . . �Et vous�, me 
dit-il encore, �vous êtes dans quoi au juste?��59 [It is at that time that 
a little man with a perfect look, past fifty, . . . puts his hand on my 
shoulder, �And You�, he says to me , �What do you exactly do�? . I 
said nothing . . . �And you�, he continues, �What do you exactly do?] 

Of major significance, then, is the narrator�s powerful presence among 
�the gentlemen� of the American community. He has brought his audience 
under total control and reduced his interlocutors to �drôles de oiseaux�; 
funny birds, or �birds that sing sweetly� to use Eleazar�s famous verse.60  
But, it is certainly �ironical that this should occur in a [space] which is meant 
to annihilate and silence the Oriental Other.�61  

The encounter with a lady at the international house in New York, in 
the episode entitled �Pauvre de moi,� offers another instance on how the 
author reacts harshly to the overriding hostility of the Orientalist vision. The 
lady�s image of Morocco reiterates aggressively biased preconceptions that 
target the dehumanization of Morocco and its people. The passage that 
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follows is significant: �Ainsi, vous êtes du Maroc, me dit � elle . . .  ce doit 
être un de ces pays ou l�on a rien à se mettre sous la dent�62 (So you are 
from Morocco, she says � ... that must be one of those countries where you 
have nothing to eat.) The lady seems to be inventing a distorted picture of 
what is �manifestly a different (or alternative and novel) world,� 63 holding a 
stereotypical image of Morocco and Moroccans as aberrant, undeveloped 
and inferior. From the outset, she projects the narrator as �different� and 
treats him as a starving creature. His response is of immediate importance: 

Je lui rappelai seulement la grande misère que j�ai pu rencontrer sur 
South Bronx au Nord du Harlem. Les boutiques éventrés, les 
immeubles calcinés, les innombrables ghettos sans eau, ni 
électricité, ou les populations s�entassent, rongées par la fain, la 
peur, le désespoir, les centaines de mendiants et sans abri.64 [I 
reminded her of the great poverty which I was able see in the South 
Bronx, North of Harlem, eviscerated shops, decrepit buildings, the 
uncountable ghettos without water, nor electricity, where the 
population is dying of hunger, fear, despair; the hundreds of beggars 
and the homeless.] 

As Cherki Karkaba assumes, �this perception of New York, as a place 
of violence, poverty and deprivation, offers a vision which questions the 
stereotype of the West as Paradise, a stereotype that continues to stick in 
the minds of millions of potential migrants.�65 The author is ultimately aware 
of the injurious stereotype and the biased origin that has fabricated it. His 
reaction is meant to condemn the origin of the stereotype and his defiant 
voice emerges from the text and becomes assertive when we later realise 
that the lady is turned into a static object, brought under control and 
silenced. She adopts a passive position and keeps contemplating the 
buffet: �la dame parcourait du regard le magnifique buffet.�66 (The lady was 
just staring at the magnificent buffet.) This actually reflects her destabilised 
state of mind. Symbolically, the author has managed to control the 
stereotype and has imaginatively and subversively defeated the 
homogeneous and essentialist discourse of Western ideology. He has also 
managed to estrange the lady within her own community. 

 

c. Cultural hybridity and contamination 

Un Marocain à New York is about a Moroccan student who went to 
America to complete his studies; but it is also about the various encounters 
between two �desperate cultures [that] clash and grapple with each 
other.�67 If we assume that all cultural experiences and �all cultural forms 
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are historically, radically, quintessentially hybrid,� 68 the interpretation of the 
protagonist, who is the narrator himself, gets more complex when the 
reader�s attention is drawn to the important notions of cultural hybridity and 
contamination which operate literally and symbolically in the text. The focus 
here is on the protagonist�s sexual encounter with American women. 
Probably, the question that needs to be asked is: should the reader view 
the protagonist as a cultural hybrid? Would he be considered as the result 
of the cultural union of America and Morocco and the intermingling of East 
and West?69 In fact, this cultural union between two cultures which grapple 
with each other is intertwined with ironical twists in a segment entitled 
�Nous York� (we York). The �Nous� here is viewed as a single entity that 
encloses two radically distinct cultures to become almost one. In this 
episode, the author moves across different locations and associates the 
emblems of modernity in New York with religious and cultural sites of his 
home country, disturbing the signifiers of civilisation to create a space for 
self-affirmation and identity construction. Consequently, New York City 
turns into �Nous York Sidi,� �Avec ses milles et un minarets �une ville pas 
comme les autres�70; the twin towers of the World Trade Centre shift into 
mosques �la grande mosquée du World Trade Centre dont les deux tours 
culminant à plus de 400 métres acceuillent les fidéles�71; Central Park is 
reallocated as an imagined space of palm groves where people enjoy their 
couscous and tagines after the Friday prayers �après la prière du Vendredi, 
les calèches longent les interminables murailles de la ville et filent � vers 
la palmeraie du Central Park�.pour déguster�l�incontournable couscous 
aux sept légumes et le tagine�72; the sound of water carriers� bells 
overwhelms the underground train stations �dans les stations de métro, les 
porteurs d�eau�font tinter leurs cloches et offrent de l�eau fraiche.�73  In 
here, the reader becomes aware that an indigenous cultural form of 
transgression is being fostered as the author dismantles hierarchical 
structures, subverts and appropriates the codes of power to assert his 
cultural identity and creates a third space of difference. Such cultural 
transgression, as Pnina Werbner argues, �is a potential tool of resistance 
which upturns taken-for-granted hierarchies�74 and makes it possible for the 
author to establish his oppositional agency. 

Understanding hybridity from postcolonial studies perspective is to 
shed light on Homi . K. Bhabha�s insightful analysis of hybridity. Bahabha 
suggests that the hybrid rejects the passivity and fixity implied by the 
already accepted notion of colonial assimilation. He stresses the fact that it 
entails subversion and appropriation of the codes of power and domination. 
Hence, the authority of cultural hybrids lies in their ability to create, what he 
calls, �the third space of enunciations� which is a precondition for the 
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articulation of cultural difference.�75 In Bhabha�s analysis, hybridity may be 
seen as a strategic gesture that returns the White man�s gaze and rejects 
cultural paradigms of purity and fixity. It �displays the necessary 
deformation and displacement of all sites of discrimination and domination. 
It unsettles the mimetic or narcisstic demands of colonial power that 
reimplicates its identifications in strategies of subversion that turn the gaze 
of the discriminated back upon the eye of power.�76

Bhabha�s concept of the hybrid helps to flesh out the dilemma that 
centres on the interpretation of the protagonist in Un Marocain à New York. 
In an act of subversion and appropriation of the dominant codes of power, 
the protagonist seduces and drives a series of women into despair and 
psychological trauma; I insist on despair because none of his relationships 
with American women culminate in marriage. Instead of functioning as a 
contrast, he turns into �an uncanny double� that disorients American 
identity and contaminates its purity. What is also worth stressing is his self-
empowerment characterised by the dominance of his intellect over his 
emotions. This self-empowerment, through the doubling effect of hybridity, 
proves to be enabling for the protagonist to transcend the gaze of 
discrimination and assimilation. 

The author�s sexual conquest in New York may be seen as part of a 
battle strategy, an indication of a conscious campaign which aims to 
displace authority. The episode entitled �La Chose� (the thing) is revealing. 
The protagonist is seen at the Chemist�s in Bleecker Street where he is 
supposed to buy condoms. It is clearly understood that the battle strategy 
takes the form of sexual exploitation, as an act of resistance and liberation. 
Through the way condoms are displayed in the text, one would immediately 
associate the Chemist�s with a weapons store. �Durex Doublex 008,� �Hot 
Rubber Sweet,� �Khondomz Magnum� and �Dark Rubber� are names that 
suggest weaponry. The protagonist is sexually motivated to resist the 
discourse of mastery and exact his vengeance on the mechanisms of 
power. Accordingly, his concern with sex as a liberating force in Un 
Marocain à New York is relevant if we consider Tayeb Salih�s masterpiece 
Season of Migration to the North. The main character of Saleh�s novel tries 
to symbolically reverse the history of European colonialism by indulging in 
sexual adventures with British women. Mustapha Sayeed keeps saying that 
he is determined to liberate Africa through Phallocentric recognition that 
reclaims masculinity as symbol revenge on Europe for its �rape of Africa.�77

Viewed from the same angle, Un Marocain à New York allows the 
reading of the protagonist�s sexual adventures within a counter discourse 
paradigm which challenges the supremacy of Western values and reverses 
the orientalised vision of the Other. It is important to notice how the author 



░    The Moor in New York 85 

is retrospectively eroticising and exoticising Lori during a �Boobs Party� in 
the episode entitled �Cocktail de Fruits�: 

Deux moitiés de noix de Coco tenaient ses seins prisonniers. 
Pendant que je l�écoutais parler, je remarquai ses boucles d�oreilles 
en grappes de cerises, ses bracelets tranches d�ananas en latex 
fluo, et cette fraise des bois tatouée sur son nombril. Un véritable 
cocktail de fruits.�78 [Two coconuts in halves were holding her jailed 
breasts. While I was listening to her talking, I noticed that her 
earrings were like bunches of cherries, her bracelets like edges of a 
pineapple in fluorescent latex, and this wooden strawberry tattooed 
on her belly button; a true cocktail of fruits.] 

Edward Said has pointed out that the sexual possession of the female 
is a familiar colonial motif.79 In gendered colonial discourse, the orient is 
characterized by feminine attributes of �sexual promise . . . untiring 
sensuality, unlimited desire,�80 while the West is described by the 
masculine antithesis of those attributes, namely logic, reason and 
rationality. The author�s description of Lori is self-consciously meant to 
work as a deflection of the romanticised and orientalised view of the 
�Other�; a strategy of subversion that turns the gaze of the racially 
discriminated other back upon the eye of power. The narrator�s reversed 
role is not far from that of an invader who brings despair and trauma into 
the lives of all those women who are caught up in the notion of the exotic 
and sensuous other. Andrea�s phrase uttered twice in the text is very 
revealing in this respect �Te Voilà enfin� (Here you are at last). It 
demonstrates how she is helplessly caught within the clutches of the 
sensuous protagonist, desperately waiting for the appropriate occasion to 
dominate him, but what she receives is total neglect and rejection. Andrea, 
Gloria and Jenny are among many other cases that are locked within the 
notion of the exotic and sensuous �Other.� The game of seduction is, 
indeed, acted upon by both sides, the protagonist and his �harem,� but it 
always turns out to be desperately destructive and disappointing for the 
women. He often promises to see them but never meets them again. 

Conclusion 

Un Marocain à New York shows how the protagonist negotiates, subverts 
and reinvents Orientalist discourse in order to serve his cultural expression, 
and self-representation. The assumptions that underscore the Western 
perception of Otherness can be inventively inverted and subverted by the 
culturally and religiously different Other. Elalamy�s work transposes 
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Orientalism-American style and explores �the extent to which the colonised 
peoples engaged the orientalising discourse, resisting its stereotypes, 
subverting its epistemology, amending its practices and sometimes even 
re-applying its stereotypes to the [Americans] themselves.�81 The marginal 
creates and dominates a space that allows for resistance to and subversion 
of the Western hegemonic discourse. The protagonist, the author himself, 
assumes authority and acquires agency engaging in a political act of 
�writing back� in order to reverse the historically established Western 
modes of representation that operate along the parameters of inclusion and 
exclusion. His text also adopts mechanisms of decentring Western 
assumptions of authority through diverse acts of liberation and �various 
strategies of subversion and appropriation.� The fascinating question, I 
have borrowed from Bill Aschroft, and which has been explored all the way 
through, is what happens when the marginal �Other� strikes back at the 
Centre?82
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W G Sebald’s Austerlitz as a Form of Literary Commemoration 

Erik Beyersdorf 

W G Sebald�s literary career, which was largely dedicated to exposing and 
attempting to work through the complexities of Germany's National 
Socialist past, ended with the publication of his 2001 novel, Austerlitz.1 
Sebald's literary oeuvre, which includes biographical, autobiographical, 
historical and fictional elements, is difficult to categorise into any particular 
genre. Yet he is probably best known for his thorough and thought-
provoking lamentation of Jewish suffering and trauma, in particular, his 
focus on the forgotten aspects of this past. These elements are present not 
only in Austerlitz, but also in his earlier work, Die Ausgewanderten.2

W G Sebald�s Austerlitz is certainly an ambitious memory text. Its 
unique aesthetic ability to act as a literary means of commemoration can be 
observed in the fact that it does not simply aim to provide a homogeneous 
well worn insight into a distant past. Instead, Sebald�s reliance on 
alternative memory sources combined with an imaginative narrative, serves 
to question the very substance of belated historical representations. 
Austerlitz�s complex textual structure − which consists of a mixture of 
fictional, mnemonic, intertextual and theoretical sources − will be analysed 
in order to form the core argument of this article. Namely, that memory 
texts such as Austerlitz serve the dual function of not only recounting 
individual or collective experiences, but, more importantly, they significantly 
contribute to the establishment of alternative literary means of memory 
retrieval and construction. Emphasis will also be placed on literature�s 
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intrinsic ability to add further imaginative dimensions of understanding to an 
otherwise abstract past. In this sense, this paper will investigate whether 
Austerlitz allows for a multi-faceted reconstruction of the past to emerge 
and whether as an aesthetic text it is successful in assisting subsequent 
post-war generations in their attempt to not only commemorate but more 
importantly discover and delineate traumatic memories. By focusing on W 
G Sebald�s pioneering methods of recreating lost memories as a means of 
vicarious commemoration, the importance of how these memories come to 
be communicated into the wider cultural imagination is also of utmost 
importance to this investigation. Creating and recreating lost memories is a 
decisive aspect of the manner in which literature can truly serve to provide 
a deeper, more comprehensive insight into past suffering.  

Set over a period of approximately twenty years, Austerlitz involves a 
complex dialogue between the novel's main protagonist, Jacques 
Austerlitz, and a Sebaldian alter-ego narrator. The dialogue delves deep 
into Austerlitz�s attempt to relocate traces of his painful past, spawned by 
the unexpected return of his repressed childhood memories, language, 
family, home and − most importantly − identity. Austerlitz is a seminal 
example of literary commemoration, which aims to communicate sensitive 
war-time memories without trivialising victim suffering, or, in other words, 
without de-sanctifying the Holocaust. Sebald�s technique of incorporating 
several media forms −such as film, art and photography − combined with a 
wealth of intertextual references, questions the very reliability of 
conventional historical representations of the past.3 Distorting the division 
between fiction and documentary material, Sebald�s Austerlitz serves as 
both a medium of cultural recall and as an aesthetic counterbalance to 
traditional historical representations� colonizing effects on memory. 
Examining Austerlitz’s unique makeup as a collage of various media forms 
and lieux de mémoire (sites of memory) the text provides a seminal 
example of literary commemoration whereby a new kind of remembrance 
can develop. The German narrator�s role of bearing witness to the belated 
emergence of the main protagonist�s traumatic past, coupled with the text�s 
reliance on alternative media forms and intertextual references,4 serves as 
a unique starting point for the emergence of a more complex and critical 
form of literary remembrance. This is most evident in the German narrator�s 
primary role as being a witness to the annihilation of the main character�s 
Jewish identity and his ultimate psychological demise. While the German 
narrator never claims the Jewish experience as his own, the incorporation 
of memory sources � sometimes external to the main narrative − allows the 
narrator to serve as an objective memory collector, thereby avoiding 
negative self-identification with victim suffering, which can be seen to 
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insensitively blur the victim-perpetrator distinction.  By relaying Austerlitz�s 
story in the third person (for instance: �said Austerlitz�, �said Vera�), Sebald 
skilfully reminds the reader that it is not possible to claim victims� stories as 
our own.5 This versatile approach encourages second and third post-war 
generations to not only critically understand and commemorate known 
memories, but also to come to explore the unknown by searching for 
hidden memory traces in order to develop a more thorough picture of a 
past which is notoriously synonymous with its very inaccessibility and 
forgetting.

Sebald's Austerlitz renders a picture of a traumatic past comparable to 
�marks of pain which ... trace countless fine lines through history.�6 
History�s heavy burden on the present is particularly problematic for 
contemporary German memory discourse because past events − those that 
were repressed or forgotten − could not, ultimately, evolve into sufficient 
memory traces.7 The issue of how a past riddled with such gaps can come 
to be reconfigured in a way that allows second and third post-war 
generations to recover its presence is wrought with uncertainties.  Post-war 
generations that did not directly experience the horrors of National 
Socialism must rely on representation. Contemporary interpretations of 
collective violence must not only consider this lack of  �accessible 
memory,�8 but also discover an innovative means of expression to 
communicate the substance of memory in light of the vagueness, 
incomprehensibility and ubiquity of mass genocide. The use of partly 
fictionalised narrative recollections of the Second World War by authors of 
the second and third post-war generations allows for traditional objective 
generalisations of the past (such as historical documents, statistics and still 
photographs) to be countered through the innovative aesthetics of art.9 
However, only when memories of traumatic experiences − comparable to 
fragmented images or, as Judith Herman writes, a �series of still 
snapshots�10 − are linked is it possible to construct an intelligible narrative. 
By bearing witness and allowing testimony to evolve, the secondary 
witness may become somewhat traumatised, thereby gaining a more 
valuable insight into victim suffering. The formation of a narrative based on 
testimony implies that some of the so-called blind spots in contemporary 
memory discourse may begin to be filled: this can only occur by 
encouraging secondary witnessing.11 In Austerlitz, this notion is set into 
play when Austerlitz is reunited with the narrator, following a twenty year 
period of separation: 

Oddly enough, said Austerlitz, as he stood in front of this attractive 
motif ... that afternoon he had been thinking about our encounters in 
Belgium, so long ago now, and telling himself he must find someone 
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to whom he could relate his own story, a story which he had learned 
only in the last few years and for which he needed the kind of 
listener I had once been. 12

Cathy Caruth argues that traumatic experiences can only be 
experienced after a term of latency and only ever come to light after their 
initial forgetting.13 Thus the period of time necessary for Austerlitz to 
confront his traumatic past is highlighted with this twenty year gap: his 
friendship with the narrator had to endure before the two would finally meet 
again. However, as the narrator notes, he rarely thought of Austerlitz during 
this period and, when he did, �I always forgot him again the next 
moment.�14 The technique of highlighting Austerlitz�s traumatic past�s ability 
to resurface in 1996, six years after the official year of German re-
unification, is a stark reminder of traumatic memories� dynamic ability to 
transcend chronological time. One major theme which is addressed by 
literature published in the post-1989 setting is the inevitable shift from the 
�communicative memory� (such as private family recollections) to the more 
public, so-called �cultural memory.�15 This transition, accompanied by the 
rapidly disintegrating visible and accessible �environments of memory,�16 
demonstrates not only the urgency in preserving these individual war-time 
memories, but also the need to discover and explore alternative literary 
methods necessary for the creation of a more socially comprehensive 
image of the past.  Reunification has certainly contributed to a �memory 
boom�17 in the new Federal Republic of Germany.  However, this 
proliferation can be viewed as a response to a �memory crisis,�18 spawned 
by decades of national division and repression. Offering an explanation for 
Germany's almost feverish return to memory, Aleida Assmann explains 
that, until recently, �[these] memories did not ... have a chance to be 
communicated in their human dimension and [therefore become] shared 
with empathy in the public scene.�19

As a memory text which incorporates a vast array of contemporary 
memory theories − particularly those that are of a more psychoanalytic 
nature − Austerlitz attempts to piece together the main character�s 
repressed past. Contrasting Austerlitz�s inability to remember or find traces 
of his lost past with the example of architecture as a metaphor for 
psychological memory repression, �[visiting Germany, Austerlitz] was 
troubled to realise that ... [he] could not see a crooked line anywhere, not at 
the corners of the houses or on the gables ... nor was there any other trace 
of past history,�20 the author does not simply highlight the problems facing 
individual (communicative memory) and collective (cultural memory) 
memory recall, but rather poses the question of whether the memory texts 
which have emerged since unification can in fact integrate what precious 
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personal war-time memories remain into the realms of a larger public 
imagination. More importantly one could ask whether these memory texts 
become seminal in the recreation of unknown or lost pasts. Sebald's almost 
obsessive archaeological (re)locating of memory amongst the dust and 
ruins of history is also central to the way in which modern society observes 
the effects of cultural and collective trauma. According to Sebald, this sort 
of memory work attempts to emphasise personal memories and 
experiences by taking �the big events ... [as] true ... while [expanding] the 
detail [as if] ... invented to give the effect of the real.�21 This method is 
evident in Sebald�s comparison of the narrator�s and Austerlitz's differing 
contextual perspectives. Considering, for instance, Austerlitz's murdered 
mother Agáta: it can be argued that, for the unwitting narrator and 
subsequent audiences, she exists purely as a historical figure, whereas for 
the main character, she embodies the source of longing for his lost identity 
and personal suffering.22 Using the account of his former nursemaid Věra, 
Austerlitz provides us with a depressing insight into his mother's final 
despair: �I can see her now pacing up and down ... I can see her striking 
her forehead with the flat of her hand, and crying out, chanting the syllables 
one by one: I do not un der stand it! I do not un der stand it! I shall ne ver 
un der stand it�.23 In this sense, the identification of personal histories 
grants victims of collective violence an individual identity which may 
otherwise never have eventuated.  

Austerlitz's fixation with varying mnemonic sources accentuates an 
innovative approach to capturing past memories which �flit by.�24 This is 
best reflected through Austerlitz's interest in the relationship between 
photography and the obscure workings of memory: �I was always 
especially entranced ... by the moment when the shadows of reality ... 
emerge out of nothing on the exposed paper, as memories do in the middle 
of the night, darkening again if you try to cling to them.�25 As memory is 
intrinsically linked to the construction of individual and collective identities, it 
is not the well-established historical consensus of a traumatic past which 
threatens to undermine an identity�s very construction. Instead, it is the 
precarious nature and omission of these memories that menace both the 
individual and collective psychic processes.26 Capturing and giving 
meaning to these memories is of great importance to psychological 
recovery as they establish a basis upon which the trauma of the 
experiencing generation can be translated into culturally signifiable memory 
realms. 

Sebald's awareness of the complex manner in which traumatic 
memories function is likened to the architectural complexity of the 
grandiose �Palace of Justice� in Brussels. This metaphor suggests that 
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relating memory to history is comparable to a labyrinth of passages, �where 
no one would ever set foot, empty spaces surrounded by walls ... 
representing the innermost secret of all sanctioned authority.�27 The 
description of empty spaces, held up by walls and surrounded by rooms 
without doors, demonstrates that the unlocking of a traumatic past requires 
more than just an abstract, detached representation of traumatic memory. 
To challenge the �innermost secret of all sanctioned authority� evident in 
the alienating metaphor of institutionalised remembrance in the �Palace of 
Justice� in Brussels, it is important to recognise that memory is not 
localizable to any one conventional source and, as Sebald suggests, these 
metaphorical empty spaces of institutionalised remembrance can in fact be 
supplemented utilising alternative methods of remembrance. Firstly, 
however, in order for lost memories to be exhumed and commemorated, 
they must be compassionately absorbed into a country's cultural memory. If 
Austerlitz, as a text, were to be taken as a historical novel, expressing a 
�certain period of history ... convey[ing] the spirit, manners, and social 
conditions of a past age with realistic detail and fidelity to historical fact,�28 
the author would simply initiate the remembrance of the known. What 
makes Austerlitz unique as a memory text is not so much the simple 
imaginative recreation of the known past but, rather, the author�s uncanny 
ability to capitalise on trauma�s ability to rise beyond chronological time and 
thereby not simply recount the past but instead create a multi-dimensional 
literary event. The mixture of past, present and future not only implicates 
the narrator as a witness and collector of history, but takes one step further, 
bequeathing to us, the collective, what was �bequeathed to ... [the 
narrator].�29 Unlike pure historiography, which is reliant on the construction 
of a historical narrative, the aesthetic ability of Austerlitz −  Sebald�s 
constant recycling and building upon fragmented and sparse traumatic 
memories − acts as a medium through which postmemory30 can exist in the 
time dividing an event and its future narrative construction. 

If memory, as Pierre Nora has argued, establishes itself in many 
representational forms, including �in the concrete, in spaces, gestures, 
images and objects,�31 then we must pose the question: do these traces of 
what once existed have the potential to assist the search for lost or hidden 
traces of memory? Alternative sites of memory play a crucial role for 
Sebald in his expression of the extent of the protagonist�s personal 
psychological recovery of memory. If memory attaches itself to sites, then 
these sites can ultimately become stimuli essential for the reconstruction or 
piecing together of a fragmented past. As Marianne Hirsch explains, sites 
of memory, whether they are revealed in architecture, photographs or film, 
have an important function: in Sebald's Austerlitz, they are points for 
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retrieving the unknown from the past, while simultaneously creating a future 
for these previously unknown memories. For Austerlitz, architecture32 plays 
a vital role as a �mnemonic space�33 in his quest to rediscover his lost past 
− a past which he had repressed: �[a]s far as I was concerned the world 
ended in the late nineteenth century.�34 The mnemonic space confronted 
by Austerlitz is Liverpool Street Station. The station, which was once a site 
of forgetting, becomes an involuntary site of memory. For the unwitting 
protagonist, led to the scene through repetitive night wanderings in order to 
�escape the insomnia which increasingly tormented ... [him],�35 the return of 
his repressed memories is skilfully demonstrated through his epiphany 
within the soon-to-be-demolished ladies waiting room at the Liverpool 
street station: 

[I]n the gloomy light of the waiting-room, I also saw two middle-aged 
people dressed in the style of the thirties ... I also saw the boy they 
had come to meet. He was sitting by himself on a bench over to one 
side ... and but for the small rucksack he was holding on his lap I 
don't think I would have known him ... As it was, I recognised him by 
that rucksack of his, and for the first time in as far back as I could 
remember I recollected myself as a small child, at the moment when 
I realised that it must have been to this same waiting-room I had 
come on my arrival in England over half a century ago.36

If, as Pierre Nora maintains, a primary function of lieux de mémoire is 
to freeze time and �to immortalise death [and] to materialise the 
immaterial,�37 then one can assume that depictions of the Holocaust and 
the Second World War are �ahistorical�: as any attempt to represent such 
trauma will only ever result in a �discursive space which implies the outside 
or beyond� of historiography's representative capacity.38 That is, although 
abstract historical accounts are central to our understanding of the past, 
they fall short of illustrating trauma in a manner that is humanly 
comprehensible. In Austerlitz, Sebald further defies literary convention by 
assigning life-like characteristics to inanimate objects. In this way, he offers 
alternative literary methods of remembrance. The main protagonist is 
perplexed by �the idea, ridiculous in itself, that this cast-iron column ... 
might remember ... [him] and was ... a witness to what ... [he] could no 
longer recollect.�39 By not focusing exclusively on history as merely being 
the past but as a continuing process,40 Sebald bypasses traditional 
historiographical restraints, thus permitting the reader to search even the 
most uncertain niches of memory. By encouraging the reader to be 
responsible for his or her own presence and surroundings, Sebald presents 
a refreshing methodological approach to retrieving the past. At the same 
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time, he subtly exhibits the means by which we are all able to take 
possession of and understand our own collective and individual histories. 
Sebald does, however, transmit a dire warning about the sometimes 
deceptive nature of sites of memory. If coming to understand oneself in the 
present involves remaining in contact with items of familiarity and personal 
importance,41 one must be careful not to be thrown off track by potential 
�red herrings�. While sites of memory can depict a seemingly realistic view 
of history, they by no means offer a direct link to the memories they have 
captured. In Austerlitz, this contradiction is a reminder to the reader of the 
importance of self-reflection, as well as the inherent dangers that non-
critical assumptions pose to memory work. For example, the Bibliothèque 
Nationale in Paris is presented as an antithesis of what a library should 
technically represent: culture and history, a �treasure-house of our entire 
literary heritage.�42 Ironically, however, as Austerlitz searches fruitlessly 
through the historical and literary collections of the Bibliothèque Nationale 
for traces of his traumatic past, it is evident that remnants and traces of 
murdered Parisian Jews lay buried deep beneath; �for the fact is ... the 
whole affair is buried in the most literal sense beneath the foundations of 
our pharaonic President's Grande Bibliotheque.�43 In this case, the actual 
physical construction of the library assumes more relevance to Austerlitz's 
memory search than its contents: �I for my part, said Austerlitz, found that 
this gigantic new library ... proved useless in my search for any traces of 
my father.�44 Even though Austerlitz�s search for traces of his father in the 
Bibliothèque Nationale offered little hope for redemption, it is clear that the 
text does not fully aim to restore the past, but rather, take account of the full 
extent of infinite loss.45 The sense of futility endowed upon the reader 
through Austerlitz�s despair, is in fact a focal point for the empowerment of 
the audience to seek alternative measures to create their own metatext and 
further contribute to memory reconstruction and conservation. 

Emphasising the sometimes restrictive nature of cultural memory 
storage systems (archives) and official sites of commemoration 
(monuments) as all encompassing loci of memory recall, Austerlitz, as a 
memory text, by no means hides the ever-expanding alternatives available 
to contemporary memory work. The placement of other forms of lieux de 
mémoire throughout the text, such as un-captioned photographs (these are 
not related to the primary narrative), force the reader to independently 
analyse the �phantom traces�46 and arrive at his or her own personal 
conclusion. In doing so, Sebald stimulates a bond between the �narrated, 
narrator, and reader,� thus instigating �a much more complex and ethical 
dynamic of postmemory that resists a colonizing impulse.�47 By looking 
beyond pre-formed images of the past, the reader is, as Austerlitz explains, 
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able to discover lost or forgotten memories which lay buried waiting to be 
found: 

All of us, even when we think we have noted every tiny detail, resort 
to set pieces which have already been staged often enough by 
others. We try to reproduce the reality, but the harder we try, the 
more we find the pictures that make up the stock-in-trade of the 
spectacle of history forcing themselves upon us: the fallen drummer 
boy, the infantry man shown in the act of stabbing another ... a 
moment frozen still amidst the turmoil of battle. Our concern with 
history ... is a concern with pre-formed images already imprinted on 
our brains, images at which we keep staring while the truth lies 
elsewhere, away from it all, somewhere as yet undiscovered.48

The past which �spread[s] its legs and offer[s] itself to fornication�49 
contributes nothing original to contemporary memory discourse. Instead, as 
Sebald demonstrates, the past which is missing, unmapped and withheld 
still requires signification within our cultural imagination. Focusing on the 
present as a document of both the past and the future, Austerlitz allows 
witnesses to speak and relive an event by relying on the paradox of their 
very inability to speak.50 In fact, Sebald's desire to understand history as 
trauma51 perhaps inadvertently leads to his portrayal of collective suffering 
as a shared universal circumstance caused by the devastating effects of 
modernity.52 Rather than simply restricting his prose to the condition of the 
individual, Sebald explores and mourns the traumatic life of Austerlitz, 
thereby creating a medium through which the larger and more 
encompassing effects of trauma on civilisation in general can be 
investigated. Though the character of Austerlitz operates primarily as a 
symbol of Jewish suffering, Sebald's collection of contending memories 
within the text, including the discovery �at Broad Street station ... [of] over 
four hundred [English] skeletons underneath a taxi rank,�53 creates a 
normative model through which competing memories can simultaneously 
be uncovered. As long as these memories exist heterogeneously, coexist 
equally and do not compete for the master narrative, each memory can 
effectively lay claim to recognition within a country's cultural 
remembrance.54 If the purpose of Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to 
terms with the past) is to regenerate the state of mental health in society, 
via the subrogation of repression with memory,55 one must consider 
whether the enduring effects of trauma on the individual in fact mirror the 
persisting �effects of a national trauma in [the] collective consciousness.�56 
In his influential study on whether trauma can in fact be translated into a 
collective sense, Kai Erikson defined cultural trauma as: 
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a blow to the basic tissues of social life that damages the bonds 
attaching people together ... the collective trauma works its way 
slowly and even insidiously into the awareness of those who suffer 
it, so it does not have the quality of suddenness normally associated 
with trauma. But it is a form of shock all the same.57

For this reason, trauma of a collective nature consists not so much of 
the initial event itself, but of human representations thereof. Solidarity with 
the pain and suffering of others leads collectives to redefine their 
relationship in a way that allows trauma to be incorporated into a wider 
conception of the collective �we.�58 If we assume that representations of 
traumatic incidents are primarily �broadcast� through what Max Weber and, 
subsequently, Jeffrey Alexander termed �carrier groups,�59 then these 
groups, in their very nature, take on the role of �collective agents of the 
trauma process.�60 For Sebald, to view something historically is to be 
conscious of the multi-factorial nature of the past. Capitalising on the 
observer�s distance from the initial traumatic event, Sebald invites us to 
consider the past from more than one perspective and, thereby − as Peter 
Novick writes − come to accept the �ambiguities, including moral 
ambiguities of the protagonist's motives and behaviours.�61 The conflicting 
nature of remembrance, which Sebald reflects on in Austerlitz, serves to 
return us, as readers, to our own history. He writes: 

However, if I could not envisage the drudgery performed day after 
day ... at Breendonk and all the other main and branch camps ... I 
could well imagine the sight of the good fathers and dutiful sons from 
Vilsbiburg and Fuhlsbüttle, from the Black Forest and the Bavarian 
Alps, sitting here when they came off duty to play cards or write 
letters to their loved ones at home. After all I had lived among them 
until my twentieth year.62

Sebald provides a literary core through which diverse traumatic 
memories can be understood concurrently. Contrasting individual 
memories within a collective framework, Austerlitz does not guide the 
reader towards forming predetermined judgments of either victim or 
perpetrator memories. Instead, the reader feels compelled to identify 
independently with every available detail of the past and make it part of his 
or her own sense of being. Locating delicate individual memories within a 
wider universal context not only establishes a platform on which joint 
suffering can be defined but also provides a wider, more encompassing 
view of the Holocaust as a terrifying result of the catastrophic forces of 
modernity. By establishing a wider normative framework for the exploration 
of history, Sebald encourages his audience to empower victims of 
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collective violence with a reinstated sense of �identity and worth� which 
may otherwise become engulfed by the vacuum of historicity.63 By 
investing in innovative literary methods that contribute to the progression of 
memory work, Sebald does not simply lament a traumatic past, but instead 
leads the reader to create and invest in new ways of remembrance. In this 
sense, Austerlitz encourages the vicarious observer to understand that the 
�abnormal� events of the twentieth century in fact happened to real people, 
who are not so dissimilar to us.64 By affording the reader access to visions 
of a past that is more comprehensible to humans, the novel highlights 
processes through which �emotional, institutional and symbolic reparation 
and reconstitution�65 can be extended to the countless lives, families and 
communities which were destroyed without trace during the Second World 
War. 

The retrieving and working through of repressed traumatic memories 
do not, however, guarantee �psychic liberation� of the mind or cultural 
redemption for both victims and perpetrators of collective violence.66  This 
is most evident in the example of Austerlitz�s disappearance and 
subsequent suicide following his personal memory awakening: �It was 
nearly twelve o'clock when we took leave of each other ... and then he 
gave me the key to his house ... I could stay there whenever I liked ... and 
study the black and white photographs which, one day, would be all that 
was left of his life.�67 Although the communicative function of the novel 
concludes with Austerlitz�s departure, Sebald by no means implies that 
these memories of wartime destruction are simply laid to rest. Instead, the 
author encourages post-war generations to continue to confront traumatic 
memories by passing on the photos which will, one day, be all that remain 
of Austerlitz�s life. In the context of the novel, these photos are passed on 
to the narrator, and then again to the reader. In doing so, Sebald reminds 
us that death does not signify that the act of accessing the past has come 
to an end. Rather, death demands that alternative methods of 
remembrance be explored in order to be able to commemorate and 
understand human suffering brought on by collective violence. The belated 
observer is thereby simultaneously compelled to understand the 
�structures, mechanisms and motivations� which led to National 
Socialism.68 It is for this reason that Sebald's text serves as a unique 
contribution to contemporary memory discourse: it not only recounts the 
past, but becomes, in its very essence, a site of memory �where 
subsequent generations can find a lost origin ... and learn about ... [a] time 
and place they will never see.�69
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Salzani�s monograph was originally his PhD dissertation, which he com-
pleted at the Centre for Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies at 
Monash University, Australia. His topic is eminently suited to the field. Sal-
zani actualises four figures that appear in Walter Benjamin�s scattered cor-
pus: the flâneur, the detective, the prostitute, and the ragpicker. Salzani�s 
intention is to invoke the spirit of Benjaminian criticism, but not to ape it. He 
devotes a chapter to each of the figures, and the chapters are divided into 
two parts; the first reconstructs the figure under consideration from dispa-
rate texts by Benjamin, while the second introduces a contemporary, often 
postmodern portrayal of the same figure. These are the flâneur in Juan 
Goytisolo�s Landscapes after the Battle (1982), the detective in Paul Aus-
ter�s New York Trilogy (1987), the prostitute in Dacia Maraini�s Dialogue be-
tween a Prostitute and Her Client (1973), and the ragpicker in Mudrooroo�s 
The Mudrooroo/Müller Project (1993). The diverging renditions are brought 
into a constellation with one another, a term Salzani draws straight from 
Benjamin�s Trauerspiel book, so that the past is productively juxtaposed 
with the present, allowing the actuality of the figure to be read.  
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Salzani is quick to add a caveat to his approach, however. He assures 
us that his choice of figures is not representative of Benjamin�s work, which 
is of course full of many more. Salzani�s selection is, rather, �very personal 
and subjective� (33), as is his choice of contemporary texts to which he 
compares them. This all appears as it should be when tracing constella-
tions, an image which itself connotes the caprice of individual fancy, when 
stars are connected into a meaningful relation in the night sky, even though 
they are in fact immeasurably distant from one another. Constellation 
screams perspectival finitude on the face of it. One of Salzani�s great ser-
vices with his book is to remind us that Benjamin is resolutely anti-
subjective. It is this point that is ignored by the postmodernists who seek to 
claim Benjamin as one of their own, as a precursor, truly a man ahead of 
his time. Paul de Man is mentioned on this score repeatedly. 

Those who do make this mistake tend to fixate on the destructive as-
pect of Benjaminian criticism, without acknowledging its constructive corol-
lary. In relation to historiography, the Benjaminian critic must first blast out 
historical phenomena from the fictive continuum that has been fabricated 
by the victors. But after this dramatic event, which can be characterised as 
apocalyptically messianic and even nihilistic, the materialist historian be-
haves like the ragpicker. The ragpicker in literature (and in the reality of Pa-
risian squalor during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) wanders 
the city streets at night, cart in tow, sifting through the trash and detritus of 
modernity in order to salvage some vestiges of value, which might later be 
sold on for a meagre profit. Analogously, Benjamin�s materialist historian 
seeks out the newly liberated fragment from the rubble of history, using it to 
construct a dialectical image. Salzani rightly flags the �oxymoron� (249) of a 
dialectical image as highly problematic in Benjaminian scholarship. It is a 
term that appears in the incomplete Arcades Project, but never attains 
�terminological consistency� (33) so that it must remain something of a 
suggestive mystery. Nevertheless, Salzani argues that whatever else the 
dialectical image entails, it carries with it a strong whiff of necessity rather 
than contingency.  

The materialist historian as ragpicker does not seize upon the spoils of 
history and rearrange them in an arbitrary way, so as to create constellative 
montages of temporality that are as shocking and estranging as they are 
deeply subjective, and thus always contestable. Rather, Benjamin implies 
that there is a �historical index� that guides the materialist, that after the ob-
scuring effects of false consciousness have been swept away by the de-
structive critical act, the truth content of historical phenomena will be re-
vealed. The truth is the recognition that the present has been intended by 
the past, that previous missed possibilities may be redeemed in the now. 
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The materialist historian must only be �attentive� (212) to such insights, 
seemingly passive after the destructive phase so as to avoid the contami-
nants of subjectivity and theory. It is difficult not to be disappointed when 
the constructive side of Benjamin�s methodology is put so baldly, and al-
though Salzani�s account is more nuanced than mine, he does not shy 
away from indicating the limitations and failures of Benjamin�s project.      

Indeed, this is the strength of the ragpicker chapter, the standout of 
the book, and which reaches its apotheosis when Salzani introduces Aus-
tralian Indigenous historiography via The Mudrooroo/Müller Project. In 
marked contrast to Benjamin, the Indigenous historian as ragpicker does 
not downplay his or her subjectivity, but instead openly embraces it as a 
political gesture. Nevertheless, there are echoes of Benjamin here, even 
amongst the notable divergences, and Salzani brings them forth both in 
highly compelling and illuminating fashion. By telling his or her own story, 
the Indigenous historian �claims the right of the dispossessed to reappro-
priate their history,� contesting the methods of its preservation and trans-
mition, and thereby reiterating �Benjamin�s claim of the superiority of poltics 
over history� (237). However, the false continuum of colonial history is dis-
rupted so that the �mythic continuum� of the Dreamtime may be re-affirmed 
(233), a goal that not only jars with Benjamin�s extreme suspicion of �con-
tinuums,� but which also seems incompatible with postmodernity�s dis-
avowal of all �meta-narratives.� Salzani clearly favours Mudrooroo�s ap-
proach, but he also thinks that Benjamin can help to inform such an en-
deavour. This cannot occur if Benjamin�s method is slavishly adopted, but 
only by �mortifying, re-assembling, and thus actualising his thought� (237).  

We can see why Salzani refuses to construct dialectical images of his 
own. They are deeply embedded within the modernist aesthetics of Benja-
min�s time, but are also the product of an underhand trick. They imply a 
�historical index,� the �intelligent choice� of the ragpicker, which, although it 
is meant to subsitute theory with method, in the end conceals a theory, and 
consequently a subjective intention. This theory is theology, which is not 
kept out of sight because of its disfigurement, like the chess-playing, 
hunchbacked dwarf, but �because it would betray the subjectivity of the as-
sembler and thereby disavow the objectivity of the construction� (230). Sal-
zani leaves us with the inescapable conclusion that the dialectical image, 
for all its mystique, is not actual. As for the other Benjaminian figures on 
display, some fare better than others. The detective is shown to be the po-
litical outgrowth of the otherwise co-opted flâneur. The detective also 
serves as a model for the historical materialist, and is a mile away from 
Auster�s later portrayal of the �metaphysical detective,� who, having given 
up on the futile search for existential and political meaning in the world, 
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turns his gaze inward, indulging in what Salzani derides as a narcissistic 
search for self-identity. Benjamin�s use of the prostitute as an allegory of 
the fetishised commodity comes in for rougher treatment. When placed 
next to Maraini�s more indignant account of a prostitute�s lot, Benjamin 
comes off not only as a latent sexist, but as demonstrating an uncompre-
hending insensitivity by romanticising these figures of the powerless and 
the exploited, an act which is itself phantasmagoric.  

Salzani�s book is not only a welcome contribution to Benjaminian 
scholarship, but is also a laudable study in comparative literature. It is 
highly recommended.  
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One of the most exciting books that I have ever read in classical studies is 
Charles Martindale�s Redeeming the Text: Latin Poetry and the Hermeneu-
tics of Reception,1 the second volume in the consistently interesting series 
Roman Literature and Its Contexts, published by Cambridge University 
Press. Here Martindale rejects the positivism of empirical philology (ortho-
dox in Latin studies at that time), and creatively engages Latin poetry (Vir-
gil, Ovid, Lucan) with modern critical theory, in particular deconstruction 
(Derrida) and hermeneutics (Gadamer). Over the ensuing two decades ap-
proaches to Latin literature have diversified considerably and the two 
monographs under consideration continue this trend. 

 
In Bucolic Ecology, Timothy Saunders, whose doctoral thesis Martindale 
supervised, undertakes an ecological reading of Virgil�s Eclogues, ten pas-
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toral poems thought to have been published around 38 BCE. Saunders af-
firms the Eclogues as �bold, innovative, ambitious and playful poems� (1), 
which relate dynamically to the physical universe through bucolic song (he 
prefers �bucolic� to �pastoral� because it emphasises Virgil�s classical inter-
textual relations over his modern ones (8)). Saunders opposes his study to 
earlier nature-focused readings of Virgil that tend to present bucolic space 
conservatively as a site for nostalgia or melancholy, that is to say, for re-
flection upon the loss of (some kind of holistic relationship to) nature. Ro-
mantic readings along these lines have already been convincingly critiqued 
by Paul Alpers, who in The Singer of the Eclogues2 turns his back on bu-
colic nature to focus on the figure of the herdsman. Saunders argues, how-
ever, that the relationship between poetry and nature is �wide-ranging and 
pervasive� in the Eclogues and so should not be ignored (4).  

Saunders also differentiates his work from ecocriticism, which he ac-
cuses of being too entrenched in Romantic discourses of nature (4). Ac-
cordingly, his understanding of ecology is scientific (rather than political) 
and precise, focusing on dynamic but systematic relations, as indicated, for 
example, by his gloss of �ecosystem�: �a decentralised network of relations 
that incorporates a variety of diverse elements� (4). In his introduction, 
Saunders presents a creative and exciting theory of literary ecology with 
particular resonance for classical texts. This is an ecology of literary pro-
duction and transmission, structured by a recursive temporality of respon-
sion. Unlike so much classical philology which treats texts as cryogenically 
preserved remains, an ecological approach of the kind Saunders outlines 
allows for �new and potentially destabilising elements [such as] later read-
ers, texts and events� (7). The relationship presented by the Eclogues (as 
Saunders reads them) between text and universe is such that in relinquish-
ing the idea of a fixed, stable text outside of history, we also give up on at-
tributing such qualities to nature (7).  

Saunders divides his application of such a critical theory into six chap-
ters: catasterisms, cosmology, geography, topography, landscape and 
physics. In �Catasterisms,� Saunders reads Eclogues 3 and 5 and finds in 
their cosmic allusions and ecphrastic responsion a metonymy for the self-
catasterising aims of Virgilian bucolic. (Catasterism means the changing of 
an earthly body into a celestial one, i.e., astrological mythology.) The dia-
logical ecphrasis treating elaborately carved wooden cups in Eclogue 3 
represents an attempt at catasterising the artwork, while the description of 
the apotheosis of Daphnis (the mythical shepherd-poet who invented pas-
toral poetry) in Eclogue 5 represents the artist�s catasterism. In �Cosmol-
ogy,� Saunders aligns the reading of the heavens with the reading of po-
etry, both constituted by signa (signs). The cosmos provides the conditions 
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for bucolic poetry (which is always sung in the shade during the day), but at 
the same time, bucolic poetry sings the cosmos into existence. The Ec-
logues thus aspire to align bucolic poetry (the intertext is Theocritus�s 
Idylls) with cosmological poetry (Lucretius�s De Rerum Natura), and yet 
ironically acknowledge their inability to do so. In �Geography,� Saunders 
explores some of the copious catalogue of place names that features in the 
Eclogues, focusing in particular on Eclogue 10. Over and above providing a 
setting for the poems, geography establishes a literary index. In �Topogra-
phy,� Saunders explores the recursive relationship between city, farmland 
and forests, and posits land confiscation (an important historical context for 
the Eclogues) as a bucolic paradigm. On the one hand, the city � the basis 
of the epic in Virgil�s work � emerges as both the origin and the destination 
of bucolic poetry (all roads lead to Rome). The relationship between field 
and forest, on the other hand, between the sylvan muse and the rural 
muse, is more agonistically productive. In Latin, silua means forest but 
commonly signifies literary history as well; the incursion of the pastoral into 
the sylvan represents the colonisation of land and literature by the bucolic, 
which nevertheless has its origins in the siluae. Landscape-focused studies 
of the Eclogues have been criticised (e.g., by Alpers) as anachronistic; 
however, in the chapter entitled �Landscape,� Saunders refigures land-
scape as ecphrasis by drawing attention to the word�s meaning in ancient 
rhetoric as literary description of not only artworks, but of any physical phe-
nomenon, including landscapes. Landscape certainly posits a viewer, but 
not the same objective viewer every time. In Saunders�s reading, the 
ecphrasis of landscape � along with any view of it � becomes an engage-
ment with literary history that recursively reorders time. In Eclogue 2, for 
example, Corydon�s landscapes are both artist�s representation and critic�s 
reading. Finally, in �Physics,� Saunders again draws on the sense of nature 
elicited by the phrase (and the text) De Rerum Natura; once again literary 
and natural history intersect. In the messianic Eclogue 4, the prodigious 
child who is the subject of the poem gains power over the universe through 
acts of reading, such that reading itself becomes an ecphrastic historical in-
tervention.  

I found Saunders�s study on the whole an exceptionally fascinating 
engagement with Virgil�s Eclogues, which, having read in Latin, I consider 
to be radical and unsettling texts. Saunders undertakes the kind of theoreti-
cally creative yet careful close readings that hold out this strangeness, ra-
ther than flattening it. Nevertheless, I often wished that Saunders would 
engage more broadly with critical theory. While his knowledge of classical 
literature is extensive and so his reading in Virgil criticism (a significant 
canon in itself, spanning two millennia), he engages only peripherally with 
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philosophical texts. The result, I feel, is that some of his most interesting 
findings are not as fully explored as they might have been, especially in the 
case of silua. Furthermore, while Saunders�s development of bucolic ecol-
ogy rests on Virgil�s prodigious intertextuality (the forest of literary history � 
past, present and future), a concluding chapter could have helped reinforce 
his claims to ecology (as unfolded in the introduction) as the differentiating 
hinge of his work, perhaps embodied in the metaphor of silua as ecosys-
tem. In so much Virgil scholarship, the poems (especially the Eclogues) 
become intertextually overdetermined. While Saunders achieves much 
more than just the identification of allusions, at times his argument seems 
to get lost in such details; or, to use his metaphor of the silua, I often found 
I had lost sight of the forest for the trees. Despite these points, however, I 
think Bucolic Ecology is an exceptionally erudite and innovative study, and 
an important addition to Virgil scholarship. 

 
Freud’s Rome by Ellen Oliensis is the latest volume in the series Roman 
Literature and Its Contexts (in which Martindale�s Redeeming the Text was 
published, among many other interesting titles). Oliensis�s is not the first 
book-length psychoanalytic study of Latin literature, but it is perhaps the 
most accessible. Oliensis discusses the work of three Roman poets � Ca-
tullus, Ovid and Virgil � and, while drawing on a range of psychoanalytic 
thinkers, including Lacan and Klein, professes a predominantly Freudian 
bias. In her introduction, Oliensis provides some context for psychoanalysis 
and classics, including the explosion in the last two or three decades of 
studies informed by modern critical theory. She also outlines a theory of the 
textual unconscious as an unlocalisable effect gleaned from the texture of 
the text (6). �Discourse regularly outruns the designs of the one deploying 
it,� she writes, �and this excess is structured and interpretable� (4). Oliensis 
uses this theory of the textual unconsciousness to great effect as the guid-
ing principle of the text.  

The book consists of three main parts, each discussing a major psy-
choanalytic theme: mourning, motherhood and the phallus. In the first 
chapter, �Two Poets Mourning,� Oliensis examines the infiltration of mourn-
ing in generically non-elegiac texts, namely, book 10 of Ovid�s Metamor-
phoses and poems 65 and 68b by Catullus. In the two poems by Catullus, 
for example, Oliensis points to the infection of these otherwise non-elegiac 
texts with the poet�s mourning for his dead brother. Poem 65 is structured 
as a letter prefacing a translation of the Alexandrian poet Callimachus�s 
�Lock of Berenice�; while 68b is about a faithless lover, built around a se-
ries of strange and elaborate similes. In 65, the forgetting of the dead bro-
ther becomes an act of murder, which nevertheless allows for the interjec-
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tion of an ostentatious tribute as token memorial for the forgotten. In 68b, 
Oliensis argues, the first part of Catullus�s famous phrase odi et amo (�I 
hate and I love�) is repressed despite his lover�s infidelity; Catullus dis-
avows the expected emotions of rage, disgust and jealousy, for to ac-
knowledge the lover�s faithlessness would uncover his own with regard to 
the deceased. 

Historical account and Roman self-representation reveal the pater fa-
milias as a powerful and overbearing figure in contrast to the disengaged 
and unmotherly mater. If this were true, then Roman subjectivity might be 
expected to develop in markedly different ways to that outlined by Freud. 
However, in her second chapter, �Murdering Mothers,� Oliensis contends 
that the Romans misrepresented themselves in this respect, and that the 
myth of the omnipotent pater familias, with power over life and death, en-
dured in spite of legal and familial arrangements that speak otherwise. 
While Roman society was indeed an intensely patriarchal one, Oliensis fo-
cuses on powerful mothers in Virgil�s Aeneid and book 6 of Ovid�s Meta-
morphoses. Aeneas�s mother � Venus, goddess of love � is the erotic 
mother: �Behind the matronly image of Venus Genetrix shimmers the na-
ked Aphrodite � and this is just Aeneas� problem� (62-3). Oliensis wonders 
whether Virgil�s poetry might �supply the makings of a maternal supplement 
to the paternal allegory� of literary production found in theories such as 
Harold Bloom�s �anxiety of influence� (76). Such a relation would not be 
agonistic, but one based on a fear of being swallowed and scattered by the 
mother-text: scatter her or be scattered.  

In �Variations on a Phallic Theme,� Oliensis fully broaches two of the 
most troubling and famous themes in psychoanalysis � castration anxiety 
and penis envy � and again reads Ovid�s Metamorphoses alongside the 
love poems of Catullus. In the story of Scylla, for example (not the sea 
monster of the Odyssey, but the daughter of King Nisus of Megara), Olien-
sis finds a classically Freudian female whose self-destructive desire for the 
phallus underpins a suppressed narrative of incest. In her discussion of Ca-
tullus�s poem 63, Oliensis explores how the presence of real life eunuchs in 
Rome (it was not uncommon for priests and slaves to be castrated) compli-
cates the Freudian theme of castration anxiety in Roman texts. She also 
makes the point that in Roman sexual ideology boys were seen as little 
women: �potentially penetrable objects, inviting or fending off desire, but 
not themselves subjects of desire� (113). In Catullus 63, the beautiful youth 
Attis castrates himself in order to preserve his femininity, and in Oliensis�s 
reading of the peculiar metonymy relicta sine uiro (�left without a man�), At-
tis, in performing this act, excludes himself from the economy of marriage. 
Oliensis then makes the un-Freudian move of aligning marital �deflowering� 



Timothy Saunders; Ellen Oliensis    ░ 116 

with castration, which is followed by the restoration of a phallic supplement 
in the husband.  

In her afterword, entitled �Freud�s Rome,� Oliensis looks at the pres-
ence of Rome in Freud�s own texts. In both Freud�s Civilization and Its Dis-
contents and Virgil�s Aeneid the commonsensical notion of the civilising 
process as the sublimation of aggressive libidinal instincts is obvious. Nev-
ertheless, Oliensis finds in Roman imperialism (imperium sine fine, the ar-
chetype of expanding civilisation) an example of the infantile oceanic feel-
ing of eternity, named explicitly by the epithet of the �Eternal City.� Were 
antiquity the time before repression then it would be uninterpretable. But in 
Oliensis�s chiasmatic Freudian�Virgilian reading of it, civilisation is a terrify-
ing and ambiguous process, as it occurs not only as the repression of ag-
gression, but as the very actualisation of it.  

Freud’s Rome is a confidently executed study, full of insightful read-
ings of fascinating texts. Oliensis�s grasp of classical literature and scholar-
ship impressed me, as did her understanding of psychoanalytic theory. 
Oliensis keeps the co-ordinating thread of the textual unconscious visible 
throughout, and this is one of the book�s strengths; refreshingly, moreover, 
her stance toward psychoanalysis remains guarded and she is not afraid to 
critique Freudian concepts (for example, she points to Freud�s idiosyncrati-
cally penis-oriented understanding of castration, which, sensu stricto, refers 
to the removal of the testicles). Having only slight knowledge of psycho-
analysis, however, I would have liked more detailed theoretical discussion 
to complement the readings. Furthermore, at times, Oliensis�s apologetic 
tendency struck me as strange; I think it says much about classical studies 
if scholars still feel the need to temper their use of critical theory with refer-
ence (however ambivalent) to the philological project of authorial intention. 
For me, one of the most interesting things about studying classics is the 
fragility and contingency of the texts, the authors� long-deadness (in every 
sense) in contrast to the texts� miraculous, memetic persistence. Nonethe-
less, I enjoyed Freud’s Rome very much; both it and Saunders�s Bucolic 
Ecology contribute significantly to the diversification of approaches to Ro-
man literature.  

Monash University 
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There must be a wicked twist coming, I found myself thinking, having 
settled into the deceptively simple storytelling that marks avowed atheist 
Philip Pullman�s new addition to the Myths series, The Good Man Jesus 
and the Scoundrel Christ. Will it be a Fight Club style schizophrenia, a case 
of mistaken identity, or a misappropriation of history on a massive scale? 
Fortunately, due to the exquisite attention Pullman grants to the ancient 
tradition built into his story, I can report on the strengths of this book 
without giving away the secret that clinches its powerfully evocative take on 
the most charged religious tale in Western history. But does he achieve this 
level of suspense, intrigue - some might even say shock and awe - without 
resort to cheap shots at his enormous and bloated target, I hear you ask? 
Can he treat the story of Christ with respect even while dismantling its 
Church�s mythic proportions? The answer to both of these questions is yes, 
as long as the reader is prepared to admit the martyr�s humanity and the 
broad range of vested interests involved in any process of editing 
(especially one with such vast potential). Pullman employs no deus ex 
machina to fulfill the promise built into his tense narrative, instead relying 
on a mysterious character who coaches the conclusion to its equally 
enigmatic and - in my opinion - masterful finale. 

The tale begins with a premise perhaps as controversial as that 
employed by Dan Brown (and many before him, most importantly Baigent 
and Leigh in their Holy Blood, Holy Grail), who contended that Jesus had 
marital relations with Mary Magdalene and bore progeny by her. Pullman 
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skirts the issue of sexuality, although his Jesus is certainly human enough 
in his convictions and character to be imagined as a sexual being, instead 
choosing a possibility that at least allows for vastly more delicacy and 
intellectual integrity. There is no spuriously speculative new bloodline here, 
but an invented sibling: Jesus and Christ are twins. Mary Magdalene plays 
a bit part, but the plot twists are all about the brothers, their disagreements, 
their varying relations with their parents and community; in short, with their 
(invented) real lives. A ripple of tension pervades the entire work, however, 
because you just know that Pullman will treat his reader to no easy or 
cheap shots in the way this spiritual drama plays out. The mystery is built 
into early scenes when three visiting astrologers arrive to bless the babe in 
a manger. Which of the two newborns, one strong (Jesus) and one 
weakling (Christ, whom Mary favours for its weakness, its neediness), will 
be honoured as the chosen one? The child in swaddling cloths, laying in a 
trough by the time they arrive, is the runt of the litter; but the stronger 
sibling has already been there, was placed there first while the weaker was 
suckled first, could have been meant as the blessed child, the prophesied 
saviour...  

As Pullman�s narrative continues, it is the weaker brother Christ who 
takes an interest in spiritual matters from the start, and who seems most 
likely to fulfill the prophecy of a coming leader - but is this the result of his 
frailty, the compensatory role being played by the physically weak, as we 
may suspect in our post-Darwinian and post-Freudian age? Or is he, as 
seems to be revealed according to the conclusion to the collusion, the key 
colouring that must be given to the physical facts of Jesus� life in order that 
they be magnified from their place in history to reveal a �timeless� truth? For 
if there is one thing happening when earthly, human life makes the 
transition to the alluring impossibility of the mythic, it is the imposition upon 
what really happened by the possibility of what might - or, for the 
ideologically biased, should - have happened. The switch integral to the 
way this scenario is played out in this novel involves exaggeration, as we 
would expect in any process of mythologisation; but it does so with a keen 
eye on a shared, not unreasonable take on the desired state of things. The 
ephemerality that is also key to any myth depends upon the fact that 
people do so often want to believe enough to suspend critical judgement. 
Pullman recognises this, but what is even more to his credit in this rendition 
is that the characterisation of Jesus seems so true to the portrait delineated 
by the Biblical gospels. Jesus� faith is so fiercely strong that he inspires 
self-healing in a way that could easily be construed as miraculous, 
especially to those who were not eyewitness to the complete exchange; the 
loaves and fishes are extended by the power of his suggestion in another 



Philip Pullman    ░ 120 

way; a harmless obsessive is cured of excessive mouthiness when Jesus� 
calm poise awakens him to his own confusion. These matters are all dealt 
with by Pullman in a way surely only the most fundamentalist of Christian 
readers could find offensive; Jesus acts as any son of God surely would, 
with absolute confidence in the capacity for goodness to prevail and with 
the critical attitude to authority accepted as a hallmark of his unique 
dispensation. In short, this is the same man depicted by the Apostles, only 
he hasn�t had divinity thrust upon him yet (and we are led to suspect that 
he would have rejected such a notion, or at least would have struggled with 
its connotations and egoism, just as any authentic spiritual master would).  

The vital aporia between the mortality and spiritual potential of Jesus 
is likened by Pullman as the same kind of tension that can be found within 
any myth - it is that between �timeless� truth and the prosaic nature of 
history. A mysterious stranger convinces the weaker brother Christ that in 
order for history to make use of Jesus� words and actions - in order to make 
them last, to build a church that can shelter the poor and provide a way for 
ordinary people to find God through innocence and honesty, faith and good 
works - such timeless �truths� must be injected into the real, everyday story 
of the saviour regardless of their veracity. By slyly pitching to Christ�s 
simple, humble ego and by promising that Jesus will be forgotten, even 
derided, as so many other false prophets in these times already have been, 
the mysterious stranger builds an ally in Christ that eventually brings about 
the transition that, behind the scenes, has obviously been planned all 
along.  

The similarities between Pullman�s stranger, who tellingly reveals that 
he is one of a �legion� (a name often associated with demons) planning this 
new, universal church, and the Grand Inquisitor of Dostoevsky�s The 
Brothers Karamazov, are unmissable to those who have read the Russian 
masterpiece. Would a church set up in Jesus� name really be able to 
dispense his radical vision of egalitarianism, stay true to his existential 
struggle with the cosmic power/s behind this enormous, majestic universe, 
and recognise the metaphorical power of the sacrificial king unless they 
had already sold the very same prophet for a handful of silver (or its stable 
equivalent, security)? The scoundrel brother Christ, who is in some ways 
just a more vacillating version of the good man Jesus (for whom such 
questions could only ever be dismissed as unworthy), sees the wisdom in 
falsifying history with recourse to timeless �truth,� or mythicisation. To this 
end he anguishes over the decisions he makes, but goes along with the 
plan of the mysterious stranger, even nurturing his own secret and furtive 
desires to accommodate such embellishments with his own strokes of the 
mythic brush. He transforms boyish mischief into magic in order to further 
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enhance the �miracles� Jesus will later perform, adds stars and angels to 
the night sky around Bethlehem, develops the son of God�s spiritual depths 
with foreknowledge of the crucifixion and resurrection. Through one and 
many examples of his storytelling prowess, Christ provides the means by 
which his brother Jesus will be adored, worshipped, created into the image 
that will carry his �truth� so far beyond the shores of Galilee and the political 
crises brought about by the Roman empire and its myriad challengers. 
When he turns back to his table in the concluding image of the novel, 
however, Christ will realise that such mythic creativity comes at a 
horrendous cost. The way Pullman suggests this cost is as evenhandedly 
simple and devastatingly telling as is his narrative technique throughout.  

While occasionally simple to the point of being banal - Pullman�s style 
parodies the plainness of the testaments in a way that really captures the 
Biblical style but this borders on the bland at times, especially when his 
tales are almost exactly the same as those recorded for posterity - the 
cumulative effect of this neat parody punches home the fatal conclusion all 
the harder. Without giving too much away, it expresses a theft so deep in 
the Christian psyche that it almost takes the breath away from the reader 
with its force. That this is achieved even while remaining so true to the 
Jesus of scripture, and with a technique so subtle, marks Pullman�s text as 
an exquisite meditation on the ineradicable force and ideological power of 
mythologisation throughout the ages. The Good Man Jesus and the 
Scoundrel Christ stands in an arena of its own against some of the 
aforementioned spurious and simplistic acts of attempted textual 
demythologisation, reminding one better of such modern classics as The 
Last Temptation of Christ by Nikos Kazatzakis. The concluding image has 
stayed with this reader since as a powerful metaphor for the dangers 
inherent in the transformation of deep human truths into organissed 
religious creeds.  
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