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THE MAN OF THE HOUR.
ROGER CRAIK. POEMS




Roger Craik is Associate Professor of English at Kent State
University, Ashtabula, U.S.A.

English by birth and educated at the universities of Reading and
Southampton, he has tried his luck as a journalist, TV critic and
chess columnist. Before coming to USA in 1991, he worked in
Turkish universities and was awarded a Beineke Fellowship to Yale
in 1990. He is widely traveled, having visited North Yemen, Egypt,
Tibet, Nepal, Japan, Poland, and Bulgaria.

During the academic year 2013-2014 he is Fulbright Scholar in
English at University of Oradea, Romania.

The following poems represent a selection and they actually belong
to the author’s next volume, Down Stranger Roads, about to be
issued in 2014.

THANKSGIVING MORNING

On the day that all the world had died,
standing on my front door step

with coffee in the dark blue mug I'd bought
in Hartford, at some wordy conference,

I idly pressed my bell

and caught

in that ding-dong hackneyed chime

the sound that suddenly meant you,

the one you must each time have faintly heard through wood
before the hurtling urgency of me inside,

summoned by banality that I

alone can recognize

as blasphemously you, uniquely you, so

freshly newly you each time, bringing your immeasurable
gift

of yourself

which has me capering

while in my living room the samovar
waltzes my candlesticks dizzy,
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and on the floor my Turkish carpet undulates
like some exotic deep-sea ray.

And there I'd be,

in one great sweep all fingers fumbling off your wedding ring
and smoothing with my palms

your long black coat away to hang it up among

the jingling uncooperative triangles of wire,

and kissing every nearest bit of you, no matter what,

and helter-skelter tumbling out

my questions, telling you

all the things that I presumed

of interest in my dreary day

until you came

and pressed the bell
and made me happy
then.

Alone, of course,
again and again

I press my bell
and every time, although it’s not

—athough my reason tells me that it’s not—
it’s you, it’s you, it’s always always you.



VIEW OF DELFT

Here, close to where four centuries ago
Johannes Vermeer stood, looked the other way,
I shiver on this iron bridge, watch Delft grow
dour, unpicturesque, its river edged

with tidy drab concerns: Gerritschippen,
Popinflas, Loew and Stein. Further on,

a smudge of ill-lit shops. In the distance,
cranes. There the harbor begins.

This is a prospect of the edge of things.

No guidebook, signpost, names the nondescript,
directs one’s steps to places such as this,

unless by chance. But in this spot,

as daylight weakens and as shapes congeal,

the eye unjostled and the mind unforced

by beauty’s spiring self-insistencies

are stilled. Nothing moves. Only the blue

darkening. A bridge. One man standing in subdued
exhilaration, sensing that to him alone

words might confide themselves, words not rubbed smooth
by numberless hands, but words made new, made real
by circumstance as fresh as paint,

that only colors, is unstaled by use.

Near silence. Solitude. The gradual
ebb and leakage into truth.

SELF-DISLIKE AT A POETRY READING

“This next one’s a prose poem,” he declares,

and I think what were all the others then,

and scan the audience a second time,

less hopefully, for girls. Meanwhile,

threatening interminability,

the preamble (indistinguishable, I presume,

from what’s to come, if come it ever does)

anacondas round the staling room, between the rows
of institution chairs and regulars upon

the institution chairs, or some of them, and no one’s
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listening apparently; and once again
the churlish energetic loneliness
takes hold.

There’s a bar just down the street.

There is indeed a bar just down the street

and I could be there, there expansively to contemplate
the art that is a pint of Guinness,

soupy, long and dark. Instead, I reason with myself
that I am here for poetry, to get a sense

of “what is going on around these parts.”

I do not tell myself that I am here for love

nor admit how often my miss-hearings prove

the germs of poems of my own (no trace of debt)
which in my tidy Moleskine I secrete

for the hours when I am not on edge

upon a hardening chair

in one small room that’s filling with my prayers.

But when he’s finished, I applaud.
I applaud, I tell you, I applaud.



THE MODEL

Before the dullish mirror bolted firm
upon the pastel wall, she contemplates
the body wholly hers at last, undressed,
and scrutinizes one by one and then
together for their full effect her breasts
unmagnified by prying high-power zoom.
This week it’s Tel Aviv: Manhattan next.

Fifteen floors below, the car horns blare.

Room service came and went. She sips a Kahlua,
surveys herself again. She doesn’t sport

the cultivated sultry lip-curled sneer

that drives men wild, she’s told, and made

her somewhat famous, so she hears. Instead

she eyes her father in the fullness of

that mouth, and in the stare that, slightly cruel,
reminds her of the office in Lahore,

pistachios in a copper bowl, the phone

that rang and rang upon his desk, ignored,

his fingers swarthy round the heavy glass,

the hawkers’ cries outside, and then the hush
as dusk became ornate with minarets.

How stale it all became, so soon! How scattered,
dulled, she feels, how altered now from when

her school-friends envied her the jet-set whirl

of limousines and suites and cocktail bars

where drinks were always on the house. She hums
a line or two from Paul McCartney’s song
“Another Day” and sees, twelve hours away

beyond the customs wall a pacing man

whose avoirdupois fingers will arrange

the sand next day to trickle crystalline

between her thighs so bronzed, so taut, so trim,
so un-alive. She sighs. She wonders if

at twenty-eight, when at the corners of

her glossy pout the lines begin to draw
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the character that no one’s ever thought

to get to know. . .And suddenly, as though

she’d walked out of a frowsty room into

a village street of sun-warmed twilight air

giving way to stone-strewn roads that led

through cornfields pricked with poppies, bursts the mood
for 1920’s jazz, King Oliver,

the boisterous breaking-out, the push and pull
of notes so brassy-crisp, each one about

its busyness of joy. Her foot begins

to tap tap tap and soon she’s capering,

her glass a-tilt, inventing scraps of lines

in nonsense random French, remembering
the curtains billowing like sails into

the downstairs cottage rooms and how the wind
those girlhood summers blew the sea inland,
resinous with pines. Again she longs,

fifteen floors above a noisy street,

for garlic singing in the pan, and knows

the loss of meals no waiter ever brought,
obsequious, but those she’d make herself:

the innocence of scrambled eggs; the toast
that jumped up merry from its silver box,
the coffee gurgling at its own concerns

of being made, one sunbeam slanting long. . .

She looks around the room. Still life. The phone
unringing by the tundra of her bed,

king-size, the two small lamps above, the phone. . .
The air conditioning begins to hum.

SOFIA AFTER THE FALL OF COMMUNISM
A city shattered of itself. SUVs

curve down its narrow streets at speed and on
the pavements’ crazed octagonal flags.



From his slab in the squat headquarters
cypress-shrouded in the foothills’ clearer air,

the jowly man, the peasant communist,

ruling decades with a heavy telephone

is gone, and with him gone is law.

Fewer now remember him.

Perhaps the old, or some of them,

in parks, on benches, doorsteps, or alone,

still do, and in thin ruefulness recall the day
when everything were as if

sighed away, and they were left

bewildered on familiar streets

with former names returned but strange.

Around a lily pad you see them sometimes trudge
an emptiness of afternoons, and stare upon

a world they cannot force to fit. To them

there were always the young, but not these young
bedecked in foreign characters. . . But thought exhausts.
They cannot think to think as down the car-fletched streets
to techno music’s thudding heartless beat

the shady men, the brutish men in SUVs,

swerve a past to nothingness.

ULYSSES IN THE NEW WORLD

When I started teaching Homer here,
whose books I've known since I was eight,
or ten at most,

first in Penguin (E. V. Rieu), then Pope,

and finally in lines by Tennyson

that made me weep, and make me weep today,
I used to marvel, stunned, when I was told
how Ulysses would “goof,” “screw up,”

and “kinda had to show he was the boss—
“a typical jock,”

as if he’d locked himself out of his car

or run out of gas

or spilt his popcorn on his girlfriend’s jeans:
the jerk.

What impertinence it takes, I'd think, aghast,
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to wrench from their true time and lands these gods and men!
Hours after such a class I'd chafe at home,

three Scotches down, unsoothed by Thomas Tallis’

Spem in Alium, pontificating to my frying pan

that to allow the false

erodes a man’s capacity,

without his knowing it,

to form true views, and I'd be damned, yes damned. . .

If you think that I'm indulgent now,

another milk-and-water boy at tenured ease
who’s long forgotten that he used to care, or read,
you’re wrong.

In the Midlands town where I was born,

once known for boots and shoes,

Scamander was indeed the stream that ran
beside the graveyard wall, and yes,

in caves of undergrowth

there surely lurked (I even saw him once)

the one-eyed bellower, Poseidon’s Cyclops son.
And yes again, for years I thought he roamed and roamed,
this Ulysses of mine, by birth a gentleman
well-turned in verse or Oxford English prose,

modulating truth with sophistry.

But now in later years I see

this urbane mariner, or jerk, or jock,

pretending only to be domiciled for us,

when all the while he knows,

beyond our deaths, through other centuries than ours,
he’ll wander without end. There never was

an Ithaca or home, but just himself, alone,

shiftless, yet immortal as the stars.

FACEBOOK

.. .or the shawled
grandmother, and two children
on a railway platform;
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or the runner
cresting his stride
into the golden straight;

or Richard
Feynman sitting down to write
the long letter to his dead wife

which will live in a drawer for years. . .

14



II

More and more the middle-aged man remembers walking with his
grandfather at night on Ham Common at Kingston-upon-Thames,
near the wall of Richmond Park. He could not have been more than
ten years old. He wanted to see an owl, but they didn’t see one,
although he thought he heard one once. His grandfather had a torch
so strong that it could touch the clouds, and he moved the beam
from cloud to cloud; and then the boy did too, amazed by the beam
but amazed more when there were no clouds. They heard rustlings
all around, probably shrews or mice, perhaps a hedgehog. When
they got back he told his grandmother all about it, then went to sleep
in his narrow bedroom with the triangular window, and the vacuum
cleaner in its box at his feet.

111
The small illuminated screen.

Your fingers at the keys. World
contracting into rectangles.

Pandora’s lidless box.

The hell that is connectedness.
The hell that is addiction to the self.
The hell that’s always someone else

unreal: the only face
in endless halls and endless corridors
where every face is yours.

AWAKE

Awake early in someone else’s house,

you pick around the approximating kitchen,
establishing routine. Coffee

is achievement in the making: the dull red dot

charged into crimson when you thumbed the switch;
the gurgling, while a different gurgling, was nonetheless

15



proof of nothing wrong so far. From the door
of a fridgeful of unlikelinesses

you hoist a hollow-handled plastic jug

of low-fat milk up onto a counter, hear

and at your wrist and up your forearm’s sinews feel
its shuddering just-controllable

glug and coursing at a mug you’re yet to select
from a stalwartness of mugs ranged in the dark
of perhaps the third cabinet you’ll hazard at,
telling yourself they must be somewhere, surely.

Later, on the dusty porch,

in a paint-flecked wicker chair you never would have thought
to buy yourself, amid the kitsch

of someone else’s things, you're taking in

a scene unfastened to the hour:

a line of other-peopled houses on the other side.
Unaccountably, as if turned on by dimmer switch, the sun
comes slanting wide, igniting all the lawns

to starling-strutting self-importance, run-and-leaning
jab—and jab again.

Rapt in this bedazzling

wordlessness, gradually you realize

yourself as happy.

The sun is basking on your cheek.

From time to time the chair will creak,

but from upstairs there comes, can come, you plead,
no sound.

A car goes down the street.

A long while afterwards, a school bus passes,

leaving its impression on the air

of morning in an unknown district
of a different city. And nothing starts to happen

16



as it happens here, here with you
amazed within it, the dust not mattering, you

this morning woken to a sense
of circumstances swept and disentangled
somewhere else, no longer even your concern.

Silence. The birds.

Without your stir, your mind begins to roam
in a stranger’s words down stranger roads.
INTERVIEW

His desk was expansive, an acreage

of maroon, one small pile of papers to his left,
one green stone. Throughout the interview

his olive hands, as a pianist’s at rest,

were spread: they did not move. What he asked
was almost what I had expected, and I watched
him watching what I thought, or so I thought.

I kept my answers short and to the point.

I could not imagine him ever young.

I sensed his shoes were watching as I left.

FIRST JOURNEY

As inch by inch the train pulled out

with me inside alone,

I saw my mother in her Fifties skirt

and black-rimmed glasses and dark coat
watching still,

and then, as if to race the train,

my father running after me

not as an athlete would

or fathers of my friends at school,

but stroking, pressing down the air

with the heels of his hands and then with his palms
like some great cat with padded paws.

And all that afternoon through hours of fields
and towns whose names lodge with me still,
I saw him in my mind’s eye running thus



beyond the platform’s end and then beside the rails
on stony ground, on straggling grass,
outdistanced, and outdistanced further still.

ANTHOLOGIST

Names in majuscule, in bold.

In parenthesis, birth hyphen death.
Beneath, a paragraph, eleven lines at most.
Life’s bare bones.

Then the poems
or one poem.

Thus from wedged imprinted centuries
these names he chose, and from them these or this
as representative, as best.

And the rest?
THE POEM

One evening when his father had gone out,
he sat down at the kitchen table, wrote
his best-known poem.

Outside, light thinned above the city

roofs and aerials,

the sluggish river at its own concerns, the distant port
and starboard lights

and on his soft black pencil moved.
The poem did not look over its shoulder,
nor he forward to the unimaginable

calendar-gridded

decades of offers, launches, electronic

mail to keep him anxious

hours early in departure lounges,

watching sometimes through a tinted slab
airplanes trundling like benign enormous toys

18



grounded from a grown-up childhood:

apprehended, lost. Also there’d be girls
who lingered afterwards, or

if out of vanity, or loneliness, or Scotch, or
happiness he encouraged them—

stayed on later still,
asking questions of another kind,
long hours from dawn.

Yes, he’d keep on writing poems, better to his mind
than the one they kept on printing,

expecting him to read, and asking him about.

And when they did, he’d smilingly of course oblige,
remembering the details, one by one,

but inwardly forgot

the yellow table in the tenement,

one slipper tapping the linoleum,

and in what ignorance he wrote,

then watched a little television, went to bed
and did not hear his father come back late.

ASHTABULA, OHIO

This town is raw.
The waitresses smoke and get
hard-faced young.

With the red tarpaulin of a tablecloth
ridging my legs above the knees,

I'm tracing Ginger Baker’s part

in the muzak’s “Badge”

(the one before was “Do It Again”)

and pondering how small a grain

it takes of discontent to swell

into a hell of anywhere that’s just itself,
as this town is: its brickish street with six old bars
(one used to be a chandler’s, but it failed)
and factories drawn up nearby, purifying

19



chlorine through great sheets of mercury

and flaring in a dark that’s darker still

beneath the stars far out above the lake

on which some dry-as-dust cartographer has inked

a staggered path, the unstaked-out frontier

where great America, her massive drape of land at last
exhausted,

slackens and expires.

I sense the starlings wheezing, squabbling
into yet another spring

as I sit waiting for the Irish former dean
who hired me twenty years ago when things
were desperate.

I do not forget.

I have lived here longer
and more happily than anywhere.

In my polished glass,
sunlight scintillates.

The waitress comes up, asks me if I taught her aunt
seven years ago, or was it eight.

20
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Argument to this issue’s topic: Modernism and
Postmodernism

The Fortunes of the Novel in the Victorian Age

Adrian Radu?

The nineteenth century was the age of the novel which prospered
like never before during the Victorian period when, between 1837
and 1901, about 60,000 novels were published2. As pointed out in
Flint3, there are many reasons which led to this popularity; the few
which follow are only the most significant ones. The Industrial
Revolution led to the development of cities with concentrated
markets; middle-classes rose in power and importance and the
novel was the literary genre that best represented these classes;
more and more people became educated and capable of reading; the
costs of printing and distribution became lower due to productivity;
the new system of advertising and promotion of books yielded good
results. Then, public reading increased and the number of lending
libraries grew in parallel with the modernisation and development
of book publishing in the modern sense of the word. Another factor
that increased the popularity of the novels was the practice of having
fragments of them read aloud at home or in public in workplaces
and concert halls, sometimes by their authors themselves. Charles
Dickens was such a writer whose public appearances added a lot to
his fame.

The public merely wished to be entertained with what
was familiar, to pretend that what was found in books did really
happen, that literature was journalism and fiction was history. The
readers wanted to read about easily identifiable situations
populated with ordinary people like themselves but liberated from

1 Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj-Napoca

2 John Sutherland, The Longman Companion to the Victorian Novel (1999), qtd.
in Louis James, The Victorian Novel (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), p. 3.

3 Kate Flint, The Victorian novel and its readers, in Deirdre David’s, The
Cambridge Companion to the Victorian Novel (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), pp. 17-34.
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the dullness of daily routine. In consequence, the literary trend that
such expectations generated was realism, filtered though through
the writer’s critical eye and conceived as representation of truth —
social, economic or individual — of the typical and familiar in real
life, rather than an idealised, formalised or romantic interpretation
of it.

The socio-economic conditions of the epoch, but also the
development of sciences whose influence was ever increasing
associated realism with the necessity to represent truth with as
much accuracy as possible. This made great writers like Charles
Dickens, Charlotte Bronté or Elizabeth Gaskell undertake rigorous
documentation before starting to write their novels. Even in the
cases when reality was fictionalised, the writers of the age knew how
to create the illusion that what they spoke about was directly related
to real life, that their books were a transcript of what really
happened.

As James remarks4, the Victorian novel was not so
formally delineated, it did not have a theory behind it, as it happens
today. It was a mere work of fiction, a narrative written in prose,
opposed to ‘romance’, whose main aim was to reflect everyday life
realistically so as to fulfil thus the requirements of contemporary
readers and their horizons of expectation.

When it came to publishing the Victorian novels in
volume form, the form of the ‘three-deckers’ was adopted and soon
became common practice, as found in James5. This implied
publishing the novels in three volumes, especially in the case of new
fiction, although some writers resented publishing in specific length
and dividing the narrative into three parts. But the format had its
advantages and proved to be commercially efficient for the writers
and publishers. Although not any people could afford buying such
books, it allowed print runs of 700 to 500 copies, the writers got
their pay and the readers could borrow them from lending libraries.

The cheaper alternative to the ‘three-deckers’ was their
serial publication, which soon became the affordable standard of the
day — the novels were published initially in part-issue form and later
in weekly papers. This became common practice with many great
novelists such as Charles Dickens, W. M. Thackeray or George Eliot.
The method of serialization affected the structure of the novel and

4 Louis James, The Victorian Novel (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), p. 2.
5 Ibid., 205-6.

23



had advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand it enhanced the
role of the suspense from one episode to another to keep the readers’
interest awake — the so-called ‘cliff-hanger’ technique commonly
used in TV serials today® — and provided closer contact between
writer and his readership, which enabled the writer to test the
readers’ reaction to the narrated events. On the other hand, there
were incongruities, inconsistencies in character treatment or
damages to the unity and harmony of the whole novel.

The Victorian novel is essentially based on the
chronological presentation of events where the hero emerges with
the plot and the readers know him as the story unfolds or in which
the writer gives his hero an initial descriptive portrait. The novel
often makes the writer feel the necessity to teach a moral lesson, to
improve the morals and manners of his readers, to make
generalisations about human nature, or even to discuss the hero’s
actions with the readers in an attempt to please them or to attend to
their desires” — as it happens in the case of W. M. Thackeray.

If before many novels finished with happy-endings, this
ceased to be common practice throughout the nineteenth century3
and even if there was a happy-ending, it was often contrived or
suggested (as in Dickens’s Great Expectations).

The narrative technique is also traditional. The most
frequently used is the third person narration with the writer
emerging as an omniscient author — this is the case of W. M.
Thackeray, Charlotte Bronté (in Shirley) or George Eliot. Another
perspective is that offered by the first person narration. In Charlotte
Bronté’s Jane Eyre it has pseudo-autobiographical overtones. Anne
Bronté’s novel The Tenant of Wildfell Hall is a more complex
combination of two first person narrations. An interesting case is
found in Bleak House by Ch. Dickens where the subjective narration
in the 1st person of a participant in the story is made to alternate
with the authorial voice materialised in the more objective third
person narration of a nameless onlooker and outsider. Noteworthy
is also George Eliot’s use of the narrating ‘T’, the authorial ‘second

6 Denis Delaney, Ciaran Ward and Carla Rho Fiorina, Fields of Vision: Literature
in the English Language, vol. 2 (Harlow, Essex: Pearson Education / Longman,
2003), p. 130.

7 Flint, 24.

8 Ibid., 29.
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self’9 meant to signal the presence of an omniscient author, create a
link between the past and present and propose the readers a sort of
a ‘secret contract’ between them and the author0. Innovative for the
age is Emily Bronté’s use of narrators in Wuthering Heights, where
the two narrators — actually, character narrators — have a minor
implication in the story being mainly used to narrate the events.
Here Mr Lockwood, one of the narrators, is assigned a double role:
that of a narratee, a sort of an implied reader recipient of Nelly
Dean’s story, and narrator of facts heard-of of directly witnessed. To
certain extent, certain events reported by Mrs Dean are also the
result of hear-say from other characters.

Many novels of the age were published with illustrations
in the text as a result of the development of the wood-engraving
technique. Indeed, the popularity of not few novels is due to this
practice of the age, which also made certain book illustrators quite
famous. This was the case of Millais, the Dalziel Brothers, Arthur
Hughues or Frederick Walker!. Charles Dickens’s novel The
Pickwick Papers started as a collection of caricatures to which
Dickens had to add the explanatory text. But soon Dickens’s
contribution became dominant and the public placed his chapters
on the first plan. Thackeray’s Vanity Fair appeared illustrated by
the writer himself, whereas Lewis Carroll’s books Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass benefitted from the
cartoons of John Tenniel which were so inspired that contemporary
editions still preserve them. George du Maurier was another well-
known book illustrator who collaborated with Wilkie Collins,
Thomas Hardy or George Meredith2.

Ifjudged from the point of view of the topic around which
they are constructed, the Victorian novels fall into several types
detailed below.

One of them is the condition of England novels (named
so by Carlyle in his essay ‘Chartism’) or industrial novels (as
Raymond Williams calls them in Culture and Society), which treat
the problems arising out of the Industrial Revolution and discuss
the state of the nation, as for instance: Charles Dickens’s Hard

9 Roger Ebbatson, George Eliot: The Mill on the Floss (London: Penguin, 1991),
p. 35.

10 Tbid., 39.

11 Flint., 200.

12 Thid.
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Times, Charlotte Bront€’s Shirley, Mrs Gaskell’s Mary Barton and
North and South, or Benjamin Disraeli’s Sybil.

A similar documentary evocation but on a lesser scale is
offered by the regional novels associated with the depiction of life
on a more limited territory — a province, district or local community.
This is the case of George Eliot’s Middlemarch, Elizabeth Gaskell’s
Cranford or Charlotte Bront€é’s Shirley.

No less enjoyed were the historical novels. Dickens,
though more committed to the present than to the past, still wrote
two such novels: Barnaby Rudge or A Tale of Two Cities. Better
appreciated is W. M. Thackeray’s novel Henry Esmond, actually a
pastiche of eighteenth century prose and one of the best evocations
of the atmosphere of English society in the early eighteenth century.

A more gendered orientation, though it is too early to
speak about feminism, is found in certain novels that discuss the
statute, position and problems of the Victorian woman facing
prejudices, conventions and hostile conventions and her need for
emancipation and assertion. This happens in Charlotte Bronté’s
Shirley or Jane Eyre, George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss or
Middlemarch or in Elizabeth’s Gaskells Mary Barton or North and
South.

Other well-liked novels of the day not only among
children or adolescents, but also among adults, were either books
for children or young readers or whose theme is childhood or
enchanted adventure. Charles Dickens’s is the incontestable author
of children’s stories such as A Christmas Carol or depicter of
children in novels like Oliver Twist, Little Dorrit, David
Copperfield or Great Expectations. Lewis Carroll in his novels
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass
created the memorable character of Alice in a narrative full of
paradoxes, riddles and puns and in an often pastiche atmosphere of
fairy-tale. Robert Louis Stephenson’s novel Treasure Ireland has
young readers as its target audience while Louisa May Alcott’s book
Little Women is a classic for girls?s.

A popular type of novels was that which continued the
Gothic tradition — the sensation novels in which the contexts of
traditional social relations, homes and families are recycled to
furnish settings for mystery, murder, seduction or blackmail. As

13 Ibid., 192.
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James points out!4, during the age the story of sensation which drew
heavily on melodrama came as an outlet for the strict Victorian
morals, repressed sexuality and way of life. By the suspense it
created, the genre sold very well and offered good sales figures to
writers and editors. Although marred by ordinary and valueless
creations, it was given a touch of maturity and professionalism in
the hands of William Wilkie Collins and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in
creations such as The Moonstone or The Woman in White of the
former or the character Sherlock Holmes of the latter’s. In The
Mystery of Edwin Drood Charles Dickens was also tempted to write
a similar kind of novel. An interesting case of popular reading
material was offered by the so-called ‘Penny Dreadfuls’s, the low-
priced serial novels, published in instalments as a form of escapist
reading, available to ordinary youth and low classes, named for both
their cheap nature, and poor, sensational quality. Such serial novels
were overdramatic and sensational, and resulted in increasingly
literate youth in the Industrial period. The wide circulation of this
sensationalist literature, however, contributed to an ever greater
fear of crime in mid-Victorian Britain. Some of the most famous of
these penny part-stories were The String of Pearls: A Romance
(introducing the character Sweeney Todd), The Muysteries of
London (inspired by French serial The Muysteries of Paris) and
Varney the Vampire. Black Bess or the Knight of the Road, became
very popular outlining in 254 episodes the exploits of the real-life
English highwayman Dick Turpin.

The novelists of the Victorian age are not grouped around
theoretical principles. In general, their creations deal with social,
political and philosophical topics. However, there are two quite
distinctive generations of writers that cover this period. The first
one is represented by such writers as Charles Dickens, W. M.
Thackeray, Elizabeth Gaskell, Anthony Trollope, the Brontés and
George Eliot, who were very popular at that time. They are a sort of
spokespersons of the epoch, critical of the age but confident in
sciences and progress and moral improvement of the individual.
The second generation — represented by Samuel Butler, George
Meredith and Thomas Hardy, who were less popular then — is more
pessimistic and less confident in Victorian values, hence certain

14 Tbid., 216.
15 Cf. Wikipedia, Penny Dreadful
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Penny_dreadful, May 2013).
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satirical overtones and insistence on the inner and darker sides of
human personality.

As this articles delineates, the Victorian novel has a
strong personality of its own, offering the great realistic tradition for
many modern prose creations!¢ associated with what is called the
modern British novel but also exhibiting traces of modernity,
offering creative alternatives and foreshadowing the fictional
creations of modernism and postmodernism of the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries.

16 Virgil Stanciu, Razboiul gandului cu literele: Eseuri de literatura americana si
engleza (Cluj-Napoca: Tribuna, 2004), p. 195.
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Dangling between Reality and Hyperreality
in David Llewellyn’s Eleven

Dan Negrut!

Abstract:

The present paper is a text-based analysis of the main character’s painful vacillation
between denial and acceptance of reality and of the fragmented selves as demonstrated
by the truncated narrative techniques in Eleven, the 2006 novel by David Llewellyn.

Key Words: reality, hyperreality, fragmented selves, narrative techniques

Among other authors who dealt with the 9/11 incidents from a
British perspective and with the consequences of the events uSpon
the British Isles, David Llewellyn comes with a dark comedy Eleven
written in 2006. Nicholas Clee considered that Llewellyn’s first
novel combined two major themes: office life, rarely explored in
fiction and the atrocities of 9/11, and praises the author for having
more taste that others, considering the novel a funny and disturbing
view of a disaffected age (Clee, 2007).

The novel Eleven is a good piece of evidence for the
postmodern need of communication, in the age of cyberculture
(Taylor and Winquist 2004:75), being nothing else than a mere
collection of emails written by Martin Davies, a frustrated
accountant, who works for a finance company and hates his job. He
hesitates a lot before actually sending an email to somebody, saving
emails in his Drafts folder, and sending them first to his own email
address.

In his essay The Ecstasy of Communication, in Hal Foster’s
Postmodern Culture, Jean Baudrillard points to the disappearance
of the scene of interiority and the object’s status as mirror, of the
meaningful opposition between public and private and calls the
postmodern

1 University of Oradea
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the protean era of connections, contact, contiguity, feedback and
generalized interface that goes with the universe of
communication. (...) people no longer project themselves into their
objects, with their affects and their representations, their fantasies
of possession, loss, mourning, jealousy: the psychological
dimension has in a sense vanished... (Baudrillard 1985:126)

From the very beginning of the novel, the reader faces the
multiplicity of narrators as incorporated in the emails sent and
received by multiple users. The main narrator/internet user is
Martin Davies whose electronic communication and office life are
divided into the official messages, which he is able to send and the
private messages, which he keeps saving in his Drafts folder. Martin
is a split identity who does not have the courage to admit to his
failure both as a professional (he has written something of a film
script but never had the courage to send it to anyone) and in his love
life (he is not yet able to accept the fact that he has separated from
Theresa).

The 9/11 events are foreshadowed from the very first page of
the novel, in the email entitled “F**king Tuesdays”, an email Martin
does not have the courage to send to anyone:

Last night we went for a drink on Mill Lane. You should have come.

Anyway, as it was starting to get dark, this guy came up to
us, a crazy guy with a beard and he said “take all your money out
of your bank accounts, spend all your credit cards, the revolution
will not be televised.”

He kept saying it was going to be the end of the world, so
we might as well spend everything we’ve got.

Then I realised I've already spent everything that I've got.
My credit cards and store cards are already maxed, so I'm fucked.

I couldn’t sleep when I got (David Llewellyn, 2006:7)

SAVED IN ‘DRAFTS’

One of the recurrent characteristics of the messages Martin does not
have the courage to send is the fact that they are never finished.
Such emails contain, among other things, his decision to quit his job
(DL, 2006:17), his offensive or intimate emails directed towards his
bosses (DL, 2006:18,21,32,43,68,124,125,126), his thoughts
regarding other people (DI, 2006: 28,51) and the spleen he is
suffering from (DL, 2006:28), his indecision to send his script to
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BBC (DL, 2006: 33,38,84) and his feelings for his colleague Safina
Aziz who is about to get married: “You don’t want to marry him. We've
had this conversation before. He might be a decent man and all the rest of
it, but it is really what you” (DL, 2006:35)

During the day, he realizes the uselessness of his existence:

“FROM: martin.davies@quantumfinance.co.uk
TO:

SAVED: 13:29, Tuesday September 11, 2001

SUBJECT: Words

I don’t know who I'm even writing this for. Half the time I'm just
looking at the reflection of my eyes in the monitor. They look black.
Why the fuck did I come back here? (...)

I work so that I can have money so that I can carry on living
in my house and I can eat. I do those things in order that I can get
up each day and go to work, and maybe, in the days that fall
between the times when I'm working, I'll fill myself with chemicals
and I'll put on a smile and pretend to be laughing. My pretend
laugh is now more realistic than my real laugh. I do it even when
somebody is telling me something really, really bad.

I work so I can live so I can work.” (DL, 2006:66-67)
SAVED IN ‘DRAFTS’

The quote “My pretend laugh is now more realistic than my real
laugh.” is highly symbolical of the dichotomy between the cruel
reality and the comfortable hyperreality, a

“hyperreality (which) is constructed of what Baudrillard calls
models or simulacra, which have no reference to reality, but exist
within a series of replication that has no historical meaning.”
(Taylor and Winquist, 2004:183)

At 14:06 Martin Davies receives an email from Dan Jones, telling
him about the terrorist attacks on World Trade Centre, but Martin
refuses to accept reality for a while, then he tries to deny his
involvement in reality: “I wish I didn’t feel so excited.” (DL, 2006:84).
He perceives reality as menacing, while finding comfort in his
hyperreality, in his e-reality, the reality of his (unsent) emails.

A few minutes later, in another attempt to deny reality, but
foreseeing the global dimension of unpredictable terrorist attacks,
he tries to find comfort in his inner world:
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“I'm closing my eyes and asking myself the question, DO I GIVE A
FUCK?

There are planes crashing into America, Sue. It sounds
small now, but I know it’s going to be big. (...)

What would we do if a plane crashed into us?” (DL,
2006:89)

SAVED IN ‘DRAFTS’

Martin Davies’ denial of reality: “Nothing. Nothing’s
happening. None of the managers have even mentioned it. It is like it
isn’t happening at all. In fact, 'm not entirely sure it is.” (DL,
2006:91 is highly symbolical of the acceptance of hyperreality.

Martin Davies, in this sense, challenges the truth and the
objectivity of the 9/11 events, denying their existence, preferring,
instead, the more comfortable reality of hyperreality.

Despite the emails he receives from his debauched friend
Lloyd Thomas: “I’'m watching people jumping out of burning buildings.
This is happening, Martin.” (DL, 2006:92), Martin still clings to his
own protected hyperreality “Not here, it isn’t. Not in this building.
Nothing happens in this building. Not time. Not death. Nothing.” (DL,
2006:92)

The reality of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre
is juxtaposed and opposed in the novel to the love triangle
encompassing Lloyd Thomas, Lisa Cullis and Sara, drug
consumption and corporate emails.

Martin Davies becomes gradually aware of the fact that he
won’t be able to deny reality for long, that he will be forced to accept
it:

“It’s not a ‘no thanks’ like you think it is. I don’t know what’s
happening to me today.

I don’t know what’s happening to me today.

I don’t know what’s going to happen to me today.

I'm sorry” (DL, 2006:97)

Becoming aware of the necessity to accept reality, Martin starts
becoming more assertive too. For the first time, he braves up and
writes and email (which he sends too) to Theresa, his former lover,
revealing his true feelings for her.

“You're not like a person I don’t see any more. You're like a colour that’s
suddenly gone. As if somebody took away the colour blue or the colour
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red. I walk through each day doing the same thing I ever did, but there’s
something missing, and if I think about it I realise it’s you.

I miss you so much.

Martin xx” (DL, 2006:98)

Martin still vacillates between the cruel reality and to his protected
hyperreality, becoming aware of the futility of fighting reality, a
thing which becomes evident in the unsent emails:

“It’s not real.” (DL, 2006:104)

“Plans are nothing more than weak strings suspended between
ideas you once had, and yet we treat them as walls and floors of re-
enforced concrete. When they collapse and disintegrate, we stand
back amazed, wondering how it could possibly have happened.

I thought my plans were strong enough to get me through, but
they’re not. They are gossamer. They are the first powdery
snowflakes of January. Cobwebs break on a strong breeze and
snowflakes thaw.

I have nothing” (DL, 2006:116).

“What if I don’t want to be loved?” (DL, 2006:120).

“What if I said I hated you all?

He takes a step in his gradual acceptance of reality, of himself and
of his feelings, sending an email to Safina Aziz, his co-worker:

“You’ve probably gone home now. That doesn’t matter. I think I'm
about to fuck everything up.

I'm just so bored with everything.

I thought I loved you, but I look at the word now and it’s alien, like
a word somebody made up as a joke.

None of this is making any sense. I'm sorry.” (DL, 2006:126)

Highly ironically, the only email in which he has the courage to
accept reality is blocked by the system administrator.

In a supreme last attempt to deny reality, he sends an email
to God: “Please get me out of here. I'm so fucking scared.” (DL,
2006:128)

The only response he gets is:

“The following message did not reach its intended recipient:
TO: GOD
SUBJECT: WHY?

The recipient address was unknown”. (DL, 2006:129)
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The novel has a circular structure, beginning and ending with the
same email “F**king Tuesdays”; the only difference is one of
attitude: in the end of the novel, Martin has the courage to send it
to everyone, whereas in the beginning he wrote three versions of the
same email which he saved in Drafts:

“I haven’t seen the TV today, but it sounds as if the world’s ending,
crashing into a chasm of our making. Times like this make clear
the order of things, and if civilisation is about to dismantle itself
backwards, we’re the first ones lined up for extinction. Why do you
think those planes flew into office buildings?

We are a disposable generation. Centuries of evolution and
enlightenment thrown away in an orgy of shopping and
recreational sex, and it only ever got us as far as the end of this
sentence. We never saw this coming. You never saw this coming.
You might be reading this out of pity. You might be reading this
out of morbid curiosity. You might be reading this because it’s been
forwarded to you as a joke. You might not be reading this at all.
Either way, you know what happens next.

Have a nice fucking day.” (DL, 2006:130)

The end of the novel brings Martin Davies’ gradual passing from a
reality in which he is weak, frustrated, lonely and coward to a
hyperreality in which he becomes determined, aggressive, offensive
and assertive.
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The Self and the Labyrinth in Lewis Carroll’s
Through The Looking-Glass and Jorge Luis
Borges’s The House of Asterion

Dana Salat

Abstract: The chosen literary works contrasted here are Through the Looking-
Glass and What Alice Found There by Lewis Carroll and The House of Asterion
(La casa de Asterién in original), by Jorge Luis Borges. The relationship
explored in this article is that between enclosure and openness in labyrinthine
spaces, such as the Looking-glass House, for Alice, irrespectively his house
where “any particular place is another place”, for Asterion. We, the readers, can
be inside the labyrinth revealed by text only through the interiorities
experiencing it. The spatial structures of labyrinth allow the retrieval not just of
the symmetrical double of the mirror but also the opening of the self, the Open
in Heideggerian terms, which is present at a deeper level. Labyrinth is also the
secret writing, the El Aleph, and it is intertextuality that can play the role of
initiation from one level to another. Dream is the link between all levels and
between the self and the labyrinth. By analyzing the main characters, Alice and
Asterion, and their relationship with the labyrinthine space, it appears that it is
the self who shapes the maze rather than the other way round.

Key words: labyrinth, Minotaur, dream, intertextuality, symmetry, mirrors,
the role of spatial structures, Lewis Carroll, Borges.

What happens to a character locked in a mirror? What about a
character locked in a labyrinth?

Alice in Through the Looking-Glass by Lewis Carroll and
Asterion in The House of Asterion by Jorge Luis Borges are two
characters trapped in unreal spaces. The paradox is that they are not
prisoners of the spaces they explore. On the contrary, they release
the unknown dream-like potentiality of their strange abodes. Both
Alice and Asterion have a book-related captivity. For Alice, this
captivity is connected to her character status. Is she real or is she a
character in somebody’s Looking-glass book or in somebody else
(Red King)’s dream? Or was she the one who dreamed the Red
King? For Asterion, captivity means inability to read and to bond

1 University of Oradea
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with people. But neither of the two characters, Alice or Asterion,
admits being a prisoner.

1. Labyrinthine spaces and openness
The relationship explored in this article is that between enclosure
and openness in labyrinthine spaces. We could not transport Alice
or Asterion to other settings. This casts a light on the fact that there
is a powerful cohesion between the identity of these characters and
the anchor in their abodes. The opening of the self and the
symmetrical double are the source of a question. What if the
symmetrical double does not help the opening of the self? What if it
encloses the self in structures that further prevent an opening of the
layers of truer being? An antipodean symmetrical double diverts
through reflection other types of openings. The symmetry is
overemphasized in Through the Looking-Glass by the game of
chess. Therefore we must look for the opening in general terms, the
opening of the Being, elsewhere. Heidegger discusses the Open in
other terms. The advent of truth, in case of the work of art, occurs
into the Open. It liberates the Open. It “holds open the Open of the
world” (Heidegger, Poetry, Language Thought: 44). This kind of
Open is beyond the symmetry.

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll,
Alice has a “scholarly” explanation of the consequences of her falling
down the rabbit-hole. She imagines she will reach the antipathies’2,
people who walk with their heads downwards, as they live on the
other side of the earth and are somehow corresponding to our
double, due to the symmetry of the two hemispheres of our planet:

'T wonder if I shall fall right through the earth! How funny it'll
seem to come out among the people that walk with their heads
downward! The Antipathies, I think—' (she was rather glad
there was no one listening, this time, as it didn't sound at all
the right word) '—but I shall have to ask them what the name
of the country is, you know. Please, Ma'am, is this New
Zealand or Australia?' (Carroll: 13)

2 Lewis Carroll, Alice's adventures in Wonderland. The Annotated Alice : Alice's
Adventures in Wonderland & Through the Looking-Glass ; with illustrations by
John Tenniel; updated, with an introduction and notes by Martin Gardner,
Definitive edition, Norton, New York, London, 1999, p. 13
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Another strange example of antipodean double is Borges’s
counterbook. As in Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, “A book that does
not contain its counter-book is considered incomplete.”(Borges,
Collected Fiction: 77).

John Irwin makes an interesting demonstration of the
geometrical display of the labyrinth and chessboard. This is an
important clue to put together special structures, symbols and
fictional or mythical characters belonging to that kind of space.
(Irwin: 282)

The two works analyzed in this paper do not share
common themes or common atmosphere. But there are common
grounds and there is an intertextual connection line from Carroll to
Borges. Both characters are open in an inside-out way as a result of
their authors’ rejection of traditional ways to achieve focalization.
The two characters open up the spaces they live in, in a figurative
way.

Both writers had not contented themselves with the
limited offer (in terms of writing devices) they had inherited. Carroll
and Borges had the difficult task of finding ways to break through
the devices of realism. They had to invent other devices and thus
regenerate the art of narratology. Alice and Asterion reflect their
authors’ findings on new niches inside realism. The concept of
mimesis had created a compact type of mirroring. Lewis Carroll
broke that compactness, without destroying the unity of the whole.
The postmodern writers resorted to other type of breakages which
have disintegrated the whole. It can be even claimed that “the
impetus to trace the lineage of postmodernism back to Queen Alice
seems to many as inevitable as the White Queen’s sticking her finger
with her brooch” (Wheat: 103). Andrew R. Wheat’s ironical
comment, in his article Dodgson’s Dark Conceit. Evoking the
Allegorical Lineage of Alice suits the establishing he undertakes of
pre-Alice quests and post-Alice quests. The latter tend to be
deconstruction-oriented. Wheat argues that Alice’s main quest “for
unambiguous meaning” does not fit the “traditional allegorical
pattern”.

A question that arises an opening is that of Alice’s
realness, whilst Asterion is as real as his house.

“Well then, the books are something like our books, only
the words go the wrong way; I know that, because I've held up one
of our books to the glass, and then they hold up one in the other
room.“(Carroll: 142) This part comes just before Alice’s invitation to
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Kitty to find a way to get through into the Looking-glass House. The
reverted image of the books in the mirror, along with the
Jabberwocky poem of a Looking-glass book, enact Alice’s genuine
revelation that there is a mise en abyme way of perceiving the world.
It anticipates the question of “Which dreamed it?” (Chapter 12).
Tweedledee exclaims that Alice is in fact no-where, she is just a
“thing” in Red King’s dream. This very interchange of the trialogue
Alice, Tweedledee and Tweedledum preoccupied Jorge Luis Borges
so much that he singled it out as a motto of his short-story The
Circular Ruins. It is here that Borges quotes Lewis Carroll’s
Through the Looking-Glass, “if he left off dreaming about you”.

When the books in the mirror usher in the revelation that
Alice might not be Alice (in Wonderland this is the key-situation),
she also discovers through the books the logic of the world behind
the mirror, where everything is “contrariwise.” She goes on with that
logic. But the “contrariwise” mode of perception is slightly altering
who she is. The subversion of her perceptions is also an important
underlying aspect (Walker and Perry).

On the other hand, Asterion cannot read books. Reading
dissociated letters is dangerous. Book-reading would be a pastime
able to make Asterion’s house, the labyrinth, more bearable. But
Asterion lacks the sustaining memory of grasping a book:

I have never grasped for long the difference between one letter
and another. A certain generous impatience has prevented me
from learning to read. Sometimes I regret that, because the
nights and the days are long.” (Borges, Collected Fiction:221)

In both these works the natural process of becoming (in the sense
of a philosophy of Being) is blocked. Both literary works on the focus
happen in a very flexible space, which accounts for a flexible context.
The main characters, both with the same initial letter A, dwell in
impossible abodes, and that is their house for the whole duration of
their fiction time. The houses they live in or protrude into are places
deprived of humanity. As Bachelard said, the infancy house has an
oneiric body, it is a dream-house, but it always has the positive
valorization of a shelter. Such a house is always linked with eulogys.
The space in the two works I suggested for analysis has the

3 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, translated from French by Maria Jolas,
with a new Foreword by John R. Stilgoe, Boston, Beacon Press, 1994, pp. 12-15.

38



characteristics of an oneiric space, but it is never a place of
protection for the self inhabiting it. Neither is it the space of violent
dystopias or direct aggression. There is hidden cruelty in the two
stories, but both main characters are prisoners of another kind, they
have book-related captivity.

2, Captivity and memory

A possible explanation we suggest is that memory in Asterion’s
house is a continuum. There is a relationship between the
continuum of memory and the continuum of solitude. Asterion
differentiates “one gallery from the others” by the remaining bodies
of the nine men who come into his domicile every nine years. As if
he had not known the paths in his house otherwise. But then how
could he remember what one of the victims had prophesized about
his redeemer, had he not had any memory? The memory in
Asterion’s settlement has strange attributes and an inhuman power
of absorption. It is the memory without respite. Generally speaking,
memory has the ability to create. It can even create a new life, a new
identity. Paul Ricoeur points to the fact that the ancient Greeks did
make the distinction between mneme and anamnesis, but they did
not make a relevant issue from “the attribution of memory”
(Ricoeur: 36). The memory inside a labyrinthine space has such a
powerful creation effect that it becomes destructive. One does not
know any longer what it creates. It destroys the truth of
representation. Its void can multiply things, just like a mirror. The
number of doors in Asterion’s house is infinite, and the writer gives
us a tricky footnote stating that “the original says fourteen” (Borges,
Collected Fiction:221). This quality of infinite resolution makes the
memory of labyrinth useless for bondage.

The White Queen owns a monstrous memory, too. She is
amazed that Alice’s memory functions in the right way. Alice cannot
remember the things that have not happened yet. “It’s a poor sort of
memory that works backwords”, the Queen remarked. (Carroll: 196)
Just like the way the Minotaur is locked in the Labyrinth, Alice is
locked in language. She cannot escape the contrivance of language
in the memory game she plays with the White Queen. This game is
also a way of destroying causalities and of believing impossible
things as a volunteer mnemotechnical exercise in the 5t chapter,
“Wool and Water”.

The memory of the labyrinth is so pure that it is
destructive and useless for bondage. Its restless quality links it to
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insomnia (see Bell’s article). Asterion pretends to be asleep, and
because he cannot achieve that, he invents the game with the other
Asterion. The sane game with herself is played by Alice with her
favorite words: “I pretend”. Neither can Alice bond with the White
Queen, since she is somebody with such a strange memory function.
Asterion even drives away from his residence, as an attempt to
escape the pressure of monstrous memory, but he is recognized.
Human memory is zeroed in such a place like the House of Asterion.
Due to this monstrous memory, Asterion is condemned to eternal
solitude in an abode which has no locks and no furniture. No person
can keep his or her self integrity if his/her personal memory is
annulled. The labyrinth is also the space where the unconscious
drives can make mincemeat of the consciousness powers.

On the other hand, the labyrinth of mirror and that of the
Minotaur are places that cannot be fully conquered. They resort to
mise en abyme as to a mechanism for protecting the illusion and for
perpetuating it. At the beginning of the second chapter, Alice behind
the mirror in her finds herself in front of her own house who gets in
her way: “I never saw such a house for getting in the way!” (Carroll:
157). For Asterion, the house has doors that “stand open”, but at the
same time is infinite, so it overlaps the world: “The house is as big
as the world—or rather, it is the world”.

The relationship between enclosure and openness is able
to capture the ambivalence of both characters towards the space
they inhabit. This ambivalence is illustrated at its best by the things
that prevent a real opening of the self, but, at the same time, appear
as the opposite. A good example is that of the symmetrical double.
By the mirroring act, the double brings up the knowledge of the self.
But this knowledge is accompanied by ambivalence. Although it
apparently favors selfhood in the act of opening, the double in the
mirror is a sure way to backfire the opening of the self. It is a sure
way of not reaching the self, as a response to a certain fear. It only
perpetuates the illusion of the self. Heidegger looked for a new way
to reach certain concepts. As Simon Critchley sums it up in the
article Being and Time, part 1: Why Heidegger matters, the
German philosopher

thinks that all conceptions of the human being as a subject,
self, person, consciousness or indeed a mind-brain unity are
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hostages to a tradition of thinking whose presuppositions have
not been thought through radically enough4.

The Open in Heideggerian acceptation might be such a concept that
does not miss the target. This concept goes beyond that necessity of
the self to miss the encounter and to remain undecided. The Open
is revealed, not searched for on purpose and it is not displaced,
because it needs Being to be anchored in the World, actually in the
entire “fourfold world” of earth and sky, mortals and divinities.

The world is not the mere collection of the countable or
uncountable, familiar or unfamiliar things that are just there.
But neither is it a merely imagined framework added by our
representation to the sum of such things given. The world
worlds, and is more fully in being than the tangible and
perceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to be at home.
World is never an object that stand before us and can be seen.
(...) A work [of art], by being a work, makes space for that
spaciousness. «To make space for» means here especially to
liberate the Open and to establish it in its structure. (...) The
work as work sets up a world. The work holds open the Open
of the world. (Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought: 43-44).

Mirror and labyrinth are ambivalent symbols. In this research
article, mirror and labyrinth are present in their qualities as openers
of the self, but also as triggers of fear towards the self.

In the case of the mirror, there is no physical space where
the character could be locked, other than the division line. We do
not consider at this point the imaginary space. In fact, the imaginary
space will take the qualities of the oneiric space. The physical space
is of two kinds: between the glass and its metal-coating, and
between real presences and reflection. The second type is a
transition to the imaginary space.

Can we consider the division line of a mirror a place of
separation or a place of unity?

The symmetry of mirrors is made possible by a
separation line. At the same time, the unity of the image with the
real model is very important. There are encroachments of this unity.
During Romanticism in particular, as a larger phenomenon, the

4 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2009/jun/05/heidegger-
philosophy, consulted 20.10.2013
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mirror double is more than willing to betray the person whose
creation it is (Braga: 135).

The limit of the mirror is contained in its symmetry
principle. At the same time the unity between the reflected double
and the generator of the reflection is emphasized, even by a
contradictory move of the double.

Symmetry corresponds to a plus-minus polarity. The
most common symmetry is that between subject and object,
inherently between the interior and the exterior in terms of world
perception. This is a metaphysical approach. For the European
thought it goes as far as the ancient Greek culture. Is this subject-
object opposition still valid?

Heidegger contested this subject-object dichotomy. In
order to do that with full arguments, he returned to the presocratic
philosophers, such as Parmenides, therefore to the Greek
philosophy prior to the powerful influence of Plato and Aristotle.
Being was not conceived in terms of subject/object.

We want to draw the attention on this argument brought
by Heidegger because we would like to use it in relation to mirror
symmetry. For this we shall refer to another text by Heidegger, the
text about The Principle of Identity.

Why did Heidegger reject the dichotomy subject/object?
It is because this dichotomy had been very useful but also very
misleading even since the times of Aristotle. This dichotomy
provided European thought with a very basic tool, but it had also
shaped the thinking almost irreversibly. The German philosopher
wanted to find a way to rethink Being without resorting to shaped
concepts.

Heidegger placed Being and Sameness in the belonging-
togethers. For our focus on the self inside a mirror and inside a
labyrinth, we find in this principle of identity an argument that
displaces the grounds for symmetry. Joan Stambaugh writes in the
Introduction of the English translation of Heidegger’s Identity and
Difference:

Identity and Difference shares with Being and Time the
fundamental problem of the relation of man and Being. But whereas
in Being and Time Heidegger began with an analysis of the meaning

5 Martin Heidegger, The Principle of Identity, in Identity and Difference,
translated and with an introduction by Joan Stambaugh, New York, Harper and
Row, 1969, pp 7-8.
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of man (Dasein), proceeding from there toward an understanding
of Being, Identity and Difference asks about that very "relation"
itself as the relation of man and Being. It does not inquire into the
"components" of the relation, but into the relation as a relation. As
Heidegger points out, Parmenides thinks Being from the point of
view of identity as a characteristic of this identity. But later,
Metaphysics comes to represent identity as a characteristic of Being.
Thus the originality native to identity as thought by Parmenides
became subservient to the metaphysical understanding of Being. In
the history of Western philosophy, identity was at first thought as
unity, as the unity of a thing with itself. ¢ (Heidegger, Identity and
Difference: 7-8)

Therefore, from Heidegger’s point of view, the principle
of identity is the one which may cast a light on the Being. The
Heideggerian equation A = A is not like the equation of a mirror
reflection. The latter, we would say, is something like A=A'". If the
emphasis is on the term “to be equal, to be the equivalent of”, than A
= A is a tautology. But if the Being is something identical to the
Being and not to other things, the tautology is not there (emphasis
on the verb “is”). The Being is. Therefore Being and identity are in
the same category. One can explain the other.

The partial conclusion we can reach at this point is the
fact that the concept of unity is more important than the line of
division in the case of mirror symmetry.

A further question would be what “the opening of the
being” is. I start from the Heideggerian term as used in The Origin
of the Work of Art. As an Ursprung, art is an origin because it
provides the opening for the truth of Being. It is to be noted that
Heidegger uses many spatial terms to discover something new
about art. The tension between earth and world is the main tension
to reveal the Open where the advent of the Being happens.
(Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought: 43-44)7

In the counterfeit encyclopedia on the planet Tlon, in
Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius, Borges states one of his famous
teachings which is also one of the keys to the labyrinth of his
universe: “that while we sleep here, we are awake somewhere else,

6 Joan Stambaugh in Introduction, Martin Heidegger, op. cit., p. 8
7 Martin Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, translated and introduction by
Alfred Hofstadter, Harper and Row, New York, 1971, pp. 43-44.
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so that every man is in fact two men” (Borges, Collected Fictions:
76).

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll,
Alice has a “scholarly” explanation of the consequences of her falling
down the rabbit-hole. She imagines she will reach the ’antipathies’
(Carroll: 13), people who walk with their heads downwards, as they
live on the other side of the earth and are somehow corresponding
to our double, due to the symmetry of the two hemispheres of our
planet:

I wonder if I shall fall right through the earth! How funny it'll
seem to come out among the people that walk with their heads
downward! The Antipathies, I think—' (she was rather glad
there was no one listening, this time, as it didn't sound at all
the right word) '—but I shall have to ask them what the name
of the country is, you know. Please, Ma'am, is this New
Zealand or Australia?' (Ibidem)

The looking-glass is par excellence the place of symmetry. This
symmetry has the role of diminishing the gap between two images
or two realities that look alike but, in Wunenburger terms, are
“ontologically different”8. That is why the looking-glass has become,
so naturally, a technique of its own in the narratology apparatus, it
brings two worlds together on the edge of “as if” situations, it places
them easily in the precondition of fiction. The temporal aspect is
also a key-one, the thing and its reflected image or the person and
the corresponding reflected double are supposed to coincide in
time, to occur at the same moment. This emphasizes the perception
from the outside that they are in a certain type of oneness, even if a
difference still remains.

It is through the interiority of the main characters that
we perceive these spaces as something different from void or
nothingness and we charge them with meaning, or even turn them
into symbols. The mismatch of cause-effect sequel appears in both
stories and the perception of infinitude may be one of the keys to

8 For the reflected image as ontologically different, with presence/absence,
ontophany, incarnation see the chapter about the onthology of image, in Jean-
Jeacques Wunenburger, Filosofia imaginilor, (The Philosophy of Images),
translated into Romanian by Muguras Constantinescu, edited and postface by
Sorin Alexandrescu, Iasi, Polirom, 2004, pp. 185-235.
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explore the relationship of the characters with the derangement of
time they enter or live into.

3. The self as reflected back by the labyrinth

Lewis Carroll must have found a secret niche into the realist
depiction of prose, and must have placed somewhere a secret
mirror, so that so many new images can be formed from new angles
or even so many distortions are possible, without altering the real
nature of Alice. His new way of constructing a character links the
quality of mirror spaces with the openness. Borges aimed at crating
labyrinths of mirrors.

On the other hand, Asterion lives in a place which we
imagine as the realm of total invisibility. He is undistinguishable in
his own house. His abode is the strangest placed on the earth,
because it is neither lock-able nor open. His house is definitely not
what we understand by shelter. It does not offer protection, but it is
also not as fearful as the place of no return. Its doors are infinite.

Asterion, whose name means “the starry one”9, is indeed
attested in the source quoted by Borges and placed as a motto in the
beginning, namely a quote from Apollodorus, Library, Book 3,
chapter 1, section 210,

How do the main characters, Alice and Asterion, get
there, in the first place? This aspect is relevant for the next step of
the analysis. At a more careful look, Alice goes through the looking-
glass land by a simple decision. But her favorite verb is “I declare”.
There are no other literary techniques, no other narrative tricks of
the author, she simply asserts her “I declare” as a natural sequel of
another of her favorite expression, which is “Let’s pretend”
(Melchior-Bonnet: 329-331). The talk with the cats and the
windings of the ball of worsted are there to distract the reader’s
attention from the fact that Alice does not do anything magical to
enter the looking-glass. The ball of worsted with which the cat plays
evokes the labyrinth.

“Let’s pretend“ has more magic for Alice than any
magical wand. Therefore Through the Looking-Glass is not

9 See Labyrinthe (and the related entries: Dedale, Minotaure, Thesee, Ariadne)in
Encyclopaedia Universalis, Thesaurus-index, D-L éditeur a Paris, France, 1993,
pp. 1931-1932.

1o The text was translated by Sir James Frazer, see here
http://www.theoi.com/Text/Apollodorus3.html
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fantastic literature and does not defy logic in any way. Everything
happens on the other side of reality. The real things are distorted by
the imagination of a seven-year-old darling. In this created
symmetry, unity matters most than the division line. It is the unity
rather than the double nature of everything than could cast a new
light on the Being. The power of the will, the Let’s pretend is not
powerful enough to lead to experiencing the unity of the being. The
dream will take that role, of bringing the unity. Even in fairy tales,
dream can be the unfolding of the narrative which contributes to the
construction of identity. (Bodis: 71).

Asterion, in Borges’s story, has always been in that
particular house, which is like no other on the earth. Borges uses the
word “labyrinth” many times in other stories, but he never uses in
this very tiny one. We may wonder why. A possible explanation is in
the Garden of the Forking Paths, where the use of the word
labyrinth is paralleled with the use of the word “chess”. In a game of
chess, the forbidden word is chess. John Irwin also discusses this
aspect providing plenty examples (Irwin: 87).

Asterion’s house is a precondition of his interrupted
stage of being. He does not get the chance to become fully human,
he is a prisoner of the night of the being, he is condemned to remain
a beast with human longings. In Borges’s story he is the being of the
thresholds:

I know that I am accused of arrogance and perhaps of
misanthropy, and perhaps even of madness. These
accusations (which I shall punish in due time) are ludicrous.
It is true that I never leave my house, but it is also true that its
doors (whose number is infinite (...) stand open night and day
to men and also to animals. Anyone who wishes to enter may
do so. Here, no womanly splendors, no palatial ostentation
shall be found, but only calm and solitude. Here shall be found
a house like none other on the face of the earth. (Those who
say there is a similar house in Egypt speak lies.) Even my
detractors admit that there is not a single piece of furniture in
the house. Another absurd tale is that I, Asterion, am a
prisoner. Need I repeat that the door stands open? Need I add
that there is no lock? (Borges, Collected Fictions: 221).

In Through the Looking-Glass the mirror has the role of exploring

the world in the inverted sense, of finding new things and new
dimensions in a place where time flows backwards. Like in the chess
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game that is the main mise en abyme, some of the characters are
allowed to move in all directions, some just horizontally or vertically
or diagonally, depending on their rank or identity. Alice and the
fabulous animals and plants she meets discover the play with a time
moving to the past, like to the “un-birthday present” of Humpty
Dumpty.

But another important role of the mirror is to prevent
mirroring the abyss of the soul, to divert it. Alice is joyous at the
thought that she can now prevent the other members of the house
reach her, the mirror-land becomes thus a space of privacy, of
sought-after intimacy.

In another moment Alice was through the glass, and had jumped lightly
down into the Looking-glass room. The very first thing she did was to look
whether there was a fire in the fireplace, and she was quite pleased to find
that there was a real one and lazing away as brightly as the one she had
left behind. "So I shall be as warm here as I was in the old room," thought
Alice: "warmer, in fact, because there'll be no one here to scold me away
from the fire. Oh, what fun it'll be, when they see me through the glass in
here, and can't get at me!"

The pair of twins Tweedledum and Tweedledee are, as Martin
Gardner states in the notes, “enantiomorphs”, mirror-image forms
of each other (Gardner:182). By their favorite word, “contrariwise”,
they put together the mirror symmetry as acted by the hands of a
clock, introducing a temporal dimension visible in their games. The
first game or trial they come up with is that referring to the reality
of their substance. Alice must state if they are alive or if they are wax
figures. Tweedledee and Tweedledum tell the cruel story of the
Walrus and the Carpenter and they place Alice before the whole
enigma of the Looking-glass realm. Is she real or is she in a dream
and therefore deprived of her normal identity?

If Alice is the main character in somebody’s dream, then,
strangely enough, she appears so in the dream of the Red King. We
can wonder why would Tweedledee and Tweedledum point to the
Red King of all strange creatures that are to be found in the Looking-
Glass House. Maybe because it is his “life” that it is threatened at
the game of chess, around the time Alice promotes from a pawn to
chess Queen Alice.

The agents of the mirror elusive truth, if one is to be real,
the other one just his reflection, we never know who is who, the
twins point to another more elusive dimension, hidden this time in
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the dream. The fact that the twins are ready to literally lose their
heads in the battle suggest once more the fact that they are as real
as the images formed in the waters of a mirror.

Alice cries at the thought that she might not be real, she
might be merely a dream projection, and hopes that her real tears
are a proof of her real existence, but it seems that even this proof is
not valid for the twins too caught in their battle.

"He's dreaming now," said Tweedledee: "and what do you
think he's dreaming about?"

Alice said, "Nobody can guess that."

"Why, about you!" Tweedledee exclaimed, clapping his hands
triumphantly. "And if he left off dreaming about you, where
do you suppose you'd be?"

"Where I am now, of course," said Alice.

"Not you!" Tweedledee retorted contemptuously. "You'd be
nowhere. Why, you're only a sort of thing in his dream!"

"If that there King was to wake," added Tweedledum, "you'd
go out -- bang! -- just llke a candle!"

"I shouldn't!" Alice exclaimed indignantly. (...)

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

"I am real!" said Alice, and began to cry. "You won't make
yourself a bit realer by crying," Tweedledee remarked:
"there's nothing to cry about”.n

Jorge Luis Borges used a part of this very dialogue as a motto for
The Circular Ruins, where he quotes Through the Looking-Glass,
“if he left off dreaming about you”.

If we judge the atmosphere of the two writings, Borges’s choice
of this motto seems very strange, because the two worlds have
nothing in common. In The Circular Ruins the atmosphere is that
of a deserted temple and the whole story moves around the feeling
of sacredness surrounding the main character. This sacredness is
combined with the Frankenstein-like atmosphere, since the
narrator wants to create a new man only by using dreams as the
matter of creation. At the end we find out that the narrator, the
protagonist of the story discovered that he is not a real person

u Lewis Carroll, op. cit., p. 189.
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himself, he is part of somebody’s dream, therefore he is a mere
dream projection.

The linking element of intertextuality between the two
writers, between Borges and Lewis Carroll is this part of somebody
discovering his or her own self completely disappearing in the
dream, where it is substituted by the real existence and vice versa.

4. The threshold and the ushering into a dream space

In the short story The House of Asterion, Asterion is there from the
very beginning. He is neither older than the house, nor younger.
This recalls the image of a snail carrying its house, the function any
house has for a snail. The snail is related to labyrinth both in form
and in the myth, it appears after the Minotaur is killed, when Minos
throws a bait to which only Daedalus could answer. Asterion’s house
is like his shell. We know how things are in the myth, where the
labyrinth was built by Dedalulus at the command of Minos. Minos
is the stepfather of the Minotaur, yet strange enough, his name has
more to do with Minos than with the parents who begot him.

The myth cannot be used to highlight more of Borges’s
story, because it will add layers that are not genuine. Instead, we can
look for examples in other of Borges’s story, they will help the
interpretation. Borges’s own confession is of a very much use, he
mentions the picture of Watts, a picture representing the Minotaur
which is indeed at Tate Gallery in London. What is striking in this
picture is the fact that the Minotaur has human eyes, a human way
of gazing at the horizon, with a sort of nostalgia, and it is situated on
the threshold. His beast part, from the middle below, remains in the
dark, it is not emphasized in the picture. Asterion, in Borges’s story,
is seen from his human perspective. Borges said in another story
that in Dante’s description, the Minotaur in Inferno was half bull
half man. But what is the Minotaur had the face of a man, not of a
Taurus? This thought haunted Borges, because it would change all
the basic data of the story.

In the House of Asterion, we do not come across the
name Minotaur only at the end, after Theseus had killed him. For
the rest of the story, the designated name is Asterion. The name was
given both to the king of Crete, to the grandfather of the Minotaur,
and to the new creature conceived by Pasiphae.
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5. Oneirism, intertextuality and whose dream was it

The ending of the Through the Looking-Glass should contain ,what
Alice found there”. Instead, it brings back to the real world (where
dinah is dinah, not humpty-dumpty, where) the impossible stuff of
a dream, so nothing tangible. The lingering question is

‘Now, Kitty, let’s consider who it was that dreamed it all. This
is a serious question, my dear, and you should not go on
licking your paw like that—as if Dinah hadn’t washed you this
morning! You see, Kitty, it must have been either me or the
Red King. He was part of my dream, of course - but then I was
part of his dream, too! Was it the Red King, Kitty?” (Carroll:

271).

The end of the House of Asterion is ambiguous, it is so ambiguous
that it could easily glide into perfect equivocal ending, making it
impossible to state what had happened, who was the active agent
and who the passive receiver of a violent death. In the myth we know
that Theseus killed the Minotaur, but can that be a satisfactory
answer for Borges as the inventor of Asterion?

If we apply the question of whose dream was it, then the
situation is reverted. Asterion is the winner over Theseus. A closer
look to the procedures of narratology helps us sustain this point of
view:

I do not know how many there have been, but I do know that
one of them predicted as he died that someday my redeemer
would come. Since then, there has been no pain for me in
solitude, because I know that my redeemer lives, and in the
end he will rise and stand above the dust. If my ear could hear
every sound in the world, I would hear his footsteps. I hope he
takes me to a place with fewer galleries and fewer doors. What
my redeemer will be like, I wonder. Will he be bull or man?
Could he possibly be a bull with the face of a man? Or will he
be like me?

The morning sun shimmered on the bronze sword. Now
there was not a trace of blood left on it.

"Can you believe it, Ariadne?" said Theseus. "The
Minotaur scarcely defended itself." (Borges, Collected
Fictions: 122)

After the monologue of Asterion in an autobiographical tone which
makes almost the whole story, there are three more final sentences

50



(“The morning sun...”) and a question (“Can you believe it?”) that
alter everything. This is the ending, leaving us, the readers, with the
wonder who did it and whose words are “said Theseus” about doing
it. How could the author come out of nowhere, after the whole
speech was the voice of Asterion, and tell us something like “this is
what Theseus said to Ariadne after he had killed the Minotaur”. That
is impossible because it is not very subtle. We, the readers, know
from Borges’s essays how much he disliked when some translations
destroyed the ambiguities of the original.

What happens in the very end is meant to protect some
ambiguity, therefore we cannot look for clear explanations. The
sacred dimension must have been present in the myth, in the form
of the cult of Taurus, it is kept by Borges in Asterion’s desire for
redemption, to meet his savior. Who is his savior? Theseus?! The
reader?! The writer who dreamed the character?! Who is the voice
uttering the words “said Theseus” and reproducing in quotation or
as dialogue that conversation between Theseus and Ariadne? What
if the voice belonged to no one else but the Minotaur himself?! That
will introduce a real feeling of terror. He knows what Theseus will
say to Ariadne about him at the time of the crime. What can Theseus
know about the Labyrinth if he perambulates it with the bravery of
a hero, but with no memory, having Ariadne’s thread as a substitute
for it? It is the memory that lives in Asterion’s house. He, Asterion,
is the one who breaths it every day, not Theseus.

It is not just these games I have thought up—I have also
thought a great deal about the house. Each part of the house
occurs many times; any particular place is another place.
There is not one wellhead, one courtyard, one drinking trough,
one manger; there are fourteen [an infinite number of]
mangers, drinking troughs, courtyards, wellheads. The house
is as big as the world—or rather, it is the world(...)Everything
exists many times, fourteen times, but there are two things in
the world that apparently exist but once—on high, the intricate
sun, and below, Asterion. Perhaps I have created the stars and
the sun and this huge house, and no longer remember it.”
(Ibidem: 221)

Which Dreamed It? is the final chapter of Through The Looking-
Glass. If we apply that question to the House of Asterion, we have
the answer. Only the inhabitant of the labyrinth, that is the
Minotaur, could have dreamed his slayer. It cannot be the other way
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round. It is in the very logic of an unreal space. “Every man is in fact
two men”, so the Minotaur contains in a way his slayer, Theseus is
the appearance, the illusion of the mirror. The Minotaur dimension
has to do with the interiority of the Labyrinth, Theseus has to do
with the exteriority of the Labyrinth. Causality is detoured in both
Through the Looking-Glass and The House of Asterion.

Lewis Carroll is considered a forerunner of the literature
of the absurd (Balota: 73-74). The Chapter The Garden of the Live
Flowers sounds like an experimentation to prove Wittgenstein’s
new philosophy of language. The the chapter Wool and Water, the
causality is deranged by the events whose effects come before the
causes. The White Queen tells Alice about the Messenger who is
being punished with imprisonment for a crime he has not
committed yet. In the encounter between Alice and Humpty
Dumpty the causality is negated by all aspects related to identity:
name, birth, position of the human eyes in the face, shape.

The same deranged causality happens in another
labyrinth in Borges’s story Ibn-Hakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in
His Labyrinth. In this story, we find the explanation for the
Minotaur’s solitude and impossibility to connect with other people.
He is condemned to isolation, but if he has a human face, he will
suffer more from this isolation as if if were a beast with an animal
face. "A bull's head is how the Minotaur appears on medals and in
sculpture. Dante imagined it the other way around, with the body of
a bull and the head of a man." (Borges, Collected Fictions: 260)

Conclusions:
We, the readers, can be inside the labyrinth revealed by the text only
by the interiorities experiencing it. The symmetry present in the two
stories is relevant only if we grasp the unity of it. A resort to unity
can be brought by looking at Heidegger’s use of the spatial terms to
arrive at the structures of the Open where the Being manifest itself,
otherwise dichotomy is misleading. Unity in the act of mirroring
instead of dichotomy is achieved in the writing El Aleph which gives
the title of the volume. Aleph is itself a labyrinth. The presence of
the Minotaur is first dreamed, then experienced as the terror of
otherness, of somebody unknown in the same house, also in
Borges’s story There Are More Things. (Ibidem: 440)

Labyrinth is the space that gives unity to the world. I have
not referred to the symbol of labyrinth almost omnipresent in
Mircea Eliade’s novels and religious works because there the symbol
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is aligned with the sacred and it ultimately means the matrix where
the self defeats death, is initiated and achieves coincidentia
oppositorum. For Eliade, the labyrinth has the virtues of a magical
center, it rearranges the tribulation of man so as to be reconnected
with the world of the sacred which is opposed to the world of
appearances.

Labyrinth is a symbol powerfully absorbed in its
contradictory ambivalence. On one hand is something positive, as
Eliade views it, on the other hand is something frightening, it is the
place so intricate that it has now way out. By having and English
granny and an English nanny, Borges inhabited the English
language so well and was so familiar with the writings of all stages
of the English language formation that he could have become an
English writer himself. (Borges, Cartile si noaptea: 9-25)

Memory is the best clue when reading The House of
Asterion. Had Theseus been the slayer of the Minotaur, who has the
memory of that fact? Human memory is annulled, only Ariadne
could restore it, so she is present in the end of Borges’s story. It is
the memory of Asterion that survives and tell the story. Alice
encounters the monstrous memory in the form of language.
Asterion has no one to speak to, but Alice tries to engage with the
White Queen who is in the habit of believing impossible things every
day. She is blocked by the language just like Asterion’s blockage in
a space that is never locked. The White Queen illustrates the
condition of every reader of fiction.

Intertextuality makes J. L. Borges and Lewis Carroll
contemporary to each other, regardless the real historical gap, even
if Borges was born a year after Charles Dodgson had died. The
labyrinth may also be the symbol of the secret writing.2 On the
other hand, the labyrinth is the space itself, either the natural forms
of the meanders taking the shape, or the constructed labyrinth as
the one by Daedalus. The move is from one level to another, from
the basic level of the space to the superior level of understanding. In
mythos, this level is assimilated to what Eliade portrayed in the
symbol of labyrinth. For our theme this level is associated with
intertextuality. It is the symbolism of the book that may take over
the symbol of other things related to initiation. Dream is the link
between all levels and between the self and the labyrinth.

12 Labyrinthe, in Enciclopaedia Universalis, p.1931
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By analyzing the main characters, Alice and Asterion,
and their relationship with the labyrinthine space it appears that it
is the self who shapes the maze rather than the other way round.
Both Lewis Carroll and Jorge Luis Borges are writers who managed
to incorporate open and labyrinthine structures in their universes
so that the number of interpretations may equal the number of
readers.
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Shadowy Waters: a Symbolist Play?

Eva Székely!

Abstract: The present paper is a discussion of the cultural nationalist features
of W.B. Yeats’s allegedly symbolist play.
Keywords: Symbolism, cultural nationalism, Shadowy Waters, W.B. Yeats

Shadowy Waters, the writing of which took Yeats about twenty
years, is the play with the lengthiest gestation period in the poet-
playwright’s dramatic oeuvre. Out of the five versions that he
published between 18942 and 1907 it was only the 1907 version that
he deemed fit for the stage (Bloom 1972: 133), and, therefore, it is
this version that I shall discuss in the present paper.

In a few words, the plot of this one-act play is the
following: Forgael, the captain of a pirate ship, yearns for
transcendent experience, for a love that exceeds all mortal
imaginings. He journeys the northern seas following the lead of
strange man-headed seabirds that promised to guide him to the
world of ideal love. Out of the crew of the ship, it is only Forgael who
can see these birds and understand their talk. From time to time, he
has visions of the transcendental world, and annoys his loyal first
officer, Aibric, by talking constantly about them. Aibric does not
believe in the possibility of eternal love, and advises Forgael to turn
his attention to the temporal world lest the sailors should mutiny
against him. Forgael refuses to follow Aibric’s advice, and the sailors
start plotting the assassination of the ‘mad’ captain, whom they hate
not only because of his obsessional behavior but also because of the
control he exercises over them by means of a magic harp. The
murder, delayed thanks to Aibric’s loyalty, comes to nothing when
the sailors observe a sweet-smelling spice ship and set to plunder it.
While they fight for the spice ship, Forgael keeps musing on the
meaning of the hovering of the man-headed sea-birds over it. The

1 University of Oradea
2 He had been working on the play since the late 1880s (Yeats & Cave 1997: 273).
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load of the spice ship proves to be beyond expectations, its riches
making it possible for the pirates to return home and, henceforth,
lead an ‘honest’ life. Ironically, the ship that delivers the sailors the
material wealth they coveted for brings Forgael his lover: Dectora,
wife of the king whom the pirates have killed during the fight. In the
beginning, Dectora acts distant and vengeful; she even tries to
persuade the sailors to kill Forgael. As an act of self defense, Forgael
starts to play his magic harp, and under its spell Dectora realizes
that she and Forgael are the reincarnations of an ideal couple of
lovers, who died a thousand years before. Recognizing Forgael as
her lover for ever, she joins him on his journey to the transcendent
realm while the sailors and Aibric return to the real world. The play
ends with the harp’s bursting into fire and Forgael’s gathering
Dectora’s hair about him

Critics who had analyzed Shadowy Waters are
unanimous in their opinion that it is a symbolist play (Ellis-Fermor,
1954; Wilson, 1958; Berta, 1987; Welch, 1999). There are, indeed,
many reasons to deem it so. Firstly, the theme of the play -- the quest
for transcendental love --, and the parabolic quality of the action —
the play, in spite of its “crowded jumble of a plot” (Rosenthal
1997:57), is, essentially, a meditation on the attainability of
perfection and men’s right to covet it. Secondly, the symbolical
quality of the characters — the characters of this play are
embodiments of primary desires (Forgael represents man’s longing
for the transcendental, the sailors stand for the thirst for material
wealth) and patterns of moral conduct (Dectora personifies
sacrificial love, while Aibric is the epitome of trustworthiness).
Thirdly, the poetic quality of the text which becomes the metaphor
of a state of mind: Man’s uncertainty when challenged by the
transcendental. Lastly, the mise en scene: the use of symbolical
forms — the sea and the sky are represented by a semicircular cloth
—, and the symbolic color design — the various shades of blue and
green of the stage set and the costumes of the characters contribute
to the dim and mysterious atmosphere of the play. While all these
characteristics of Shadowy Waters point towards a Symbolist
influence, too much emphasis on them surely underplays its
Revivalist bent, i.e. features of the play that connect it to the
discourse of Anglo-Irish cultural nationalism of the time. We
shouldn’t forget that Shadowy Waters was intended to be staged by
the Irish National Theatre Society (Yeats & Cave 1997: 273).
Therefore, although it is definitely not a propaganda play, its
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commitment to intimating themes that are specifically Irish and it
is drawing on sources such as Irish mythology and folk belief are
obvious traits that are worth of critical attention. Actually, the aim
of the present essay is to refute the idea that Shadowy Waters is a
Symbolist play per se, our thesis being that it is first and foremost a
Revivalist play, more precisely, a play that is in perfect consensus
both in content and in form with the ideas advanced by Anglo-Irish
cultural nationalists at the turn of the century.

1. The Discourse of Anglo-Irish Cultural Nationalism of
the Celtic Revival

To begin with, cultural nationalism is a distinct form of nationalism.
Arising at times of crisis provoked by the modernization process, it
seeks the moral regeneration of the people. For that reason, it
should not be conflated with political nationalism, the aim of which
is the creation of an independent nation state. Though not hostile to
the idea of state independence, cultural nationalists give
prominence to language, history, folk-heritage, and religion as the
true indices of nationality. They argue that the glory of a country
comes not from its political power but from the culture of its people
and the contribution of its thinkers, artists, and educators to
humanity. Convinced that the recovery of national pride is the
prerequisite for successful participation in the wider world, they
establish informal and decentralized clusters of cultural societies
and journals designed to inspire into the people a spontaneous love
of community. (Hutchinson 2003: 1-48)

The meaning of the concept of discourse is considerably
shiftier than that of cultural nationalism. In cultural and literary
theorys it has been used with various meanings such as speech or
conversation, ‘the general domain of the production and circulation
of rule governed statements’, ‘groupings of statements produced
within power relations’, ‘a voice within a text or a speech
position’(Mills 2004: 8-9) etc. In my study I shall use the term
discourse in the acceptation of the foucaultian Sara Mills, who
defines it as the set of rules and procedures that enable the
production of particular discourses at particular times.

3 The variegated ways in which linguists, social psychologists and critical
discourse analysts have defined the term are not enlisted here as they are of no
interest from the point of view of our approach to Yeatsian drama.
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I must make it clear to the reader that in the terminology
of this article, following the lead of Mills, I adopted the
differentiation that Foucault makes between the terms ‘discourse’
and ‘discourses’. Discourse, as it had been stated before, is a set of
rules that regulates the utterances and statements that are produced
in a given historical period and social context; discourses, on the
other hand, are “highly regulated groupings of utterances or
statements4 with internal rules which are specific to discourse itself”
(Mills, 44), and which have similar force or effect.

Discourse, claims Foucault, is something that produces
something else: an utterance, a concept, or an effect. “A discursive
structure can be detected”, explains Sara Mills, “because of the
systematicity of the ideas, opinions, concepts, ways of thinking and
behaving which are formed within a particular context, and because
of the effects of those ways of thinking and behaving” (2004: 15).
Therefore, even if one is engaged in the disestablishing of a
discursive framework, he still works within its patterns. He is still
imprisoned by his pre-conceptions that were actually shaped by the
very discourse that he calls into question.

Besides the discursive structure that willy-nilly operates
at the production of any individual discourse, there are other factors
that have a bearing on it, as well. Firstly, discourses don’t occur in
isolation. Their production is regulated not only by discourse but
also by their relation with other discourses. Secondly, as Diane
Macdonnell observes, they "differ with the kinds of institutions and
social practices in which they take shape and with the positions of
those who speak and those whom they address"(cited in Mills 2004:
9). As institutions and the social context as well as their interaction
with other discourses have an important formative role on the
production, maintenance, and circulation of discourses, one of the

4 Statements, according to him, are specific utterances which have some
institutional force and which are thus validated by some form of authority.
Statements are not utterances or sentences in the sense that a sentence may
function as several statements depending on the discursive context in which it
appears. The same sentence may mean or refer to different things in different
discursive contexts. Thus, as Mills explains it, "discourses are sets of sanctioned
statements which have some institutionalised force, which means that they have
a profound influence on the way that individuals act and think.” (Mills 55)

59



main tasks of the examination of the structures of discourses is to
reveal these ‘support mechanisms’s (Mills 2004: 45).

The discourses engendered by cultural nationalism vary
from nation to nation and from historical period to historical period.
Even within one historical period and within the boundaries of one
nation or ethnic community, there is a variety of individual
discourses produced by various interest groups with opposed
interests. However, as Anthony D. Smith demonstrated in his study
Muyths and Memories of the Nation, there is unity amid variety, for
all these discourses, irrespective of the epoch or the space in which
they were engendered, incorporate the following cultural
components of ethnic identities:

- a myth of ethnic descent (the time and place of the
community’s origin and a presumed common ancestor or
ancestors),

- a myth of ethnic election (i.e. the idea of belonging to the
chosen ones),

- the symbolism of ancestral or sacred territory. (1999: 3-
22)

All these constituents comprise what I shall call the
discourse of cultural nationalism, i.e. the pattern according to which
all individual cultural nationalist discourses are structured. In the
following part of this subchapter I shall give a brief description of
the keystones of the discourse of cultural nationalism as they were
identified by Anthony D. Smith in Myths and Memories of the
Nation and by John Armstrong in Nations before Nationalism.

2. The Myth of Ethnic Descent

Myths of ethnic descent mix legend with historical fact, and aim to
motivate the members of an ethnic community to place communal
interests before everything else. There are two different kinds of
mythmaking: those that cite genealogical ancestry and those that
refer to ideological descent. Myths of genealogical descent claim
direct descent from a presumed common ancestor or ancestors of
the community. Myths of ideological descent, on the other hand,
indicate ‘spiritual kinship’, i.e. the members of the ethnic
community are identified by the possessing of some alleged

5 1.e. institutions, social context, the impact of other discourses.
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communal ‘virtues’ or other distinguishing cultural elements, such
as language, folk costumes, special institutions etc. Both myths of
genealogical and of ideological descent aim to restore the heroic
spirit of the golden past. This is considered to be the only way by
which an ethnic community can redeem itself from the torpor of a
disgraceful present.

According to Anthony D. Smith, myths of ethnic descent,
although unique for each nation or ethnic community in part, are
made up of the same component myths: a myth of temporal origins,
a myth of location and migration, a myth of ancestry, a myth of the
heroic age, a myth of decline and a myth of regeneration (1999: 62-
88).

Myths of location and migration are extremely
important, for they legitimize control over territory, and, at the
same time, contribute to the devising of stable national identities by
welding the sense of spatial origins with a given territory into a
‘homeland’. Homelands cater for both the physical and the
emotional sense of security of the people. They are important for the
definition of nations not only because they represent their homes
but also because they mark their boundaries. Admittedly, a nation
without a country is a contradiction in terms.

Myths of ancestry are meant to bring together not only
the members of the present generation, but they represent a
symbolic bond to all the previous ones, as well. Whether the
common ancestor is a mythical or a historical figure, is not an issue
here. The kinship ties that a myth of ancestry confers to a
community are alleged ones. The sense of location and security they
bestow on the community, the members of which envisage
themselves as making part of an extended family, eclipses the lack
of factual evidence that would validate them. The fact that myths of
ancestry are the products of the imaginary mainly, explains the
presence of rival genealogies devised by different strata with
opposing interests.

Muyths of the heroic age are destined to offer the
community exemplars to be emulated in order to overcome their
present state of apathy and subjugation. National heroes provide
models of virtuous conduct; their past deeds strengthen the nation’s
belief in the possibility of a glorious future. National heroes are not
necessarily real persons but they aren’t the invention of nationalist
historians, either. They are summoned by historians and creative
artists because they are considered to possess those qualities
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(wisdom, courage, and self-sacrifice etc.) the present age is deficient
of. They are the epitome of communal virtues and the embodiment
of the essence and of the ‘true’ character of their nation.

Muyths of decline delve into the causes of the present state
of alienation and torpor of the nation. According to nationalist
myth-makers the main causes of the disgraceful condition and
subjugation of their community are inner and not external. People
have lost connection with their national past and, thus, forgot about
their ‘true’ identity. They became strangers to themselves because
they forgot about the collective identity formed many generations
back. One of the consequences of this loss of identity is that the
members of the community place individual interests above the
interests of the community.

Muyths of regeneration are utopian prescriptions of the
steps to be taken so that the community may be restored to its past
state of glory. The complete authenticity and autonomy that they
devise for their nations are highly idealistic and as such, virtually
unattainable.

If discussion up to this point has emphasized the
component myths of the myth of ethnic descent, we should also
devote some time considering the socio-political circumstances that
render these myths prominent. Myths of ethnic descent gain
political importance at times of crisis that endanger the sense of
belonging and the identity of the individual. These may be
prolonged periods of warfare or incipient secularization. The latter
is usually brought about by the clashes between a technically
superior culture and a more traditional, backward one. The problem
for cultures alleged as backward ones is the complex of inferiority
that their members experience as a result of the fact that their
traditions are downgraded. Admittedly, there are two major ways in
which an ethnic group may fight its complex of inferiority: it may
identify itself with the ‘superior’ culture and thus reject its own
traditions, or it may claim equal rights for itself. Nationalists’ vote
invariably goes for the second solution, but, by claiming equal rights
for themselves, they are compelled to reshape and modernize their
inherited identities so that they meet the demand of the modern
times, and gain the respect of the superior culture. Hence, their
individual discourses are shaped to a large extent by the rules of the
dominant discourse authorized by the very culture the assumptions
of which they intend to challenge.
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In addition, myths of ethnic descent are the products of
wishful thinking and, given the fact that nations and ethnic
communities aren’t cohesive groups of people, it is but natural that
there are a series of competing myths reflecting the interests of the
various social strata that make up the community in a given
historical period. As the way of thinking and the course of actions
taken by these groups of interest are susceptible to the ethnic myths
they adopt for themselves, one can anticipate that the latter will
have serious repercussions on the life of the community as they may
trigger different groups into quite distinct, even opposing courses of
actions. The presence of conflicting ethnic myths is not only an
index of the segmentation of a given community. It is also the
prerequisite to national regeneration for out of the tension created
by the clash of various ethnic myths a new understanding of one’s
national identity is born.¢ In their state of incipience rivaling myths
tend to accentuate the segmentation of the community, but, in the
long run, these competing identities will merge, especially, if the
survival of the community comes under threat.

3. Myths of Ethnic Election

Though the idea of common roots, of a shared language, and of
shared customs is important for the survival of an ethnic
community, the concept of ethnic election — the idea of belonging to
‘the chosen ones’ — represents an even stronger bondage between
the members of a given community. Only those communities
manage to devise themselves a myth of ethnic election the members
of which cherish the belief that their culture is unique and, as such,
worth to be preserved and shared with the world at large.
Consequently, not all ethnic communities or nations manage to
acquire the ‘assurance’ that they belong to the elected, but those in
luck survive for a longer period than the rest. A myth of ethnic
election strengthens the community by unifying different social
classes as well as different regions. Yet, being one of ‘the chosen’ is

6 “In the longer term, the rival definitions of national identity tend to merge; by
provoking encounters with other national communities, by seeking title-deeds to
disputed territories, they coalesce to form a community which, while still riven by
social conflicts, has become more unified at the level of history and culture, and
more sharply differentiated from other cultural communities.” (Smith 88)
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not a source of pride only. It's more than a mere feeling of
superiority towards those who do not belong to it. The myth of
ethnic election places heavy duties on the shoulders of those who
belong to ‘the chosen ones’, for they have to follow a prescribed
behaviour pattern, and observe certain rituals and laws. In order to
demonstrate to themselves and to the others that they deserve to be
elected, their life-style should be the expression of their sacred
values. Hence, myths of ethnic election should not be confused with
the concept of ethnocentrism.

4. The Symbolism of Ancestral or Sacred Territory

According to John Armstrong, nationalism is first and foremost
exclusive and boundary-conscious. Hence, one of the most
important factors of the devising of national identities is the
awareness of the ‘Other’ against which one defines one’s nationality.
One of the best ways to guard a nation’s boundaries is via symbols.
Symbols are emblems of difference: flags, totems, coins, ritual
objects, hymns and anthems, special foods, special costumes,
representations of ethnic deities, monarchs and heroes etc. As
words, they are the content of communication and, consequently,
they become effective through communication. Ethnic symbols are
in no way the invention of an elite group; they get crystallized over
a long period of time. To enhance the effectiveness of symbols they
are incorporated into legitimizing myths. These myths make sure
that the meaning of the symbols is not lost for future generations.
At the same time the recital of these myths engenders intense group
awareness; it makes people aware of their common destiny and
unites them in the struggle against the menacing ‘Other.” According
to Armstrong “it is myths, symbols and patterns of communication
that ‘constitute’ ethnic identity, and it is myths, including
mythomoteurs, that entrench sets of values and symbols over long
time-spans”(1982: 283). Armstrong has a very feasible idea of how
symbols and myths work in the culture of a particular ethnic group.
Ethnic symbols represent to particular human groups distinctive
shared experiences and values, and the role of the myths is to
explain them the meaning of those shared experiences, to
exemplify, and to illuminate those values they hold dear.
Consequently, if myths and symbols fail to resonate with the
members of the group, it is because they do not, or no longer,
perform these functions; they no longer represent, explain and
exemplify. They can no longer unite the members of the group, and
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they are correspondingly weakened and fragmented. Culture,
therefore, the meanings and representations of symbols, myths,
memories and values, is not some inventory of traits, or a ‘stuff’
enclosed by the border; culture is both an inter-generational
repository and heritage, or set of traditions, and an active shaping
repertoire of meanings and images, embodied in values, myths and
symbols that serve to unite a group of people with shared
experiences and memories, and differentiate them from outsiders.

In addition, I'd like to emphasize that in this paper the
terms the discourse of cultural nationalism and cultural nationalist
discourses are not used interchangeably. They are used to refer to
two different ideas. The discourse of cultural nationalism is a set of
rules that regulates the cultural nationalist utterances and
statements that are produced in a given historical period and social
context while cultural nationalist discourses are highly regulated
groupings of utterances or statements with internal rules which are
specific to the cultural nationalist discourse itself, and which have
similar force or effect. Our discussion draws into focus the cultural
components that compose the discourse of Anglo-Irish cultural
nationalism and its impact on Yeats’s Shadowy Waters.

At the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning
of the twentieth, Anglo-Irish cultural nationalist discourses” were
an expression of the precarious position of the Protestants in
Ireland as a minority people and as colonizers and, allegedly,
usurpers of the land. Estranged from their mother country (Great
Britain) and rejected by the Irish Catholics, their effort to forge
themselves a genuine ‘English Irish’ identity was meant both to put
them on a par with the British English, who treated them with
condescension, and to strengthen their position as the leading caste
in Ireland. Admittedly, they could not claim Celtic roots for

7 The Celtic Revival of the late nineteenth century encompassed two movements:
the linguistic movement engendered by the Gaelic League, and the literary
movement propagated by the members of the Irish Literary Renaissance. Though
the initial aim of both movements was the devising of a comprehensive national
identity that would have embraced both the Catholic and the Protestant
population, eventually they fell out as the former developed into a campaign for
Catholic rights, while the other continued its crusade for a blanket Irish national
identity that may have covered both Catholics and Protestants. The present paper
concentrates on the elements composing the discourse of Anglo-Irish cultural
nationalism as they come through from the cultural nationalist discourses devised
by the members of the Irish Literary Renaissance.
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themselves. Yet, the claim of a spiritual kinship with the ancient
Celts became the quintessential component of their cultural
nationalist discourses. They regarded the Celts as essentially pagan,
broad-minded, and artistic, the heir of an ancient civilization. They
believed Ireland to have been the storehouse of ancient wisdom the
integrity of which was destroyed by the materialism of the English.
It was their mission to purge the nation from the pernicious
influence of Britain and to build up a genuine Anglo-Irish culture
and national consciousness.

The agenda of Anglo-Irish cultural nationalists included:
the refashioning of English racist representations of the Irish, and
the devising of a national literature that expressed the true spirit
and character of the Celts. By their emphasis on the Celtic element,
they hoped to bridge the gap dividing the Protestants and the
Catholics in Ireland. By moulding the Celtic content into a modern
form they aspired to international recognition. Their aspirations
were best expressed at the beginning of the letter of intent that the
founders of the Irish Dramatic Movement8 sent out to prospective
sponsors of an Irish national theatre:

We propose to have performed in Dublin, in the spring of
every year certain Celtic and Irish plays, which whatever be
their degree of excellence will be written with a high ambition,
and so to build up a Celtic and Irish school of dramatic
literature. We hope to find in Ireland an uncorrupted and
imaginative audience trained to listen by its passion for
oratory, and believe that our desire to bring upon the stage the
deeper thoughts and emotions of Ireland will ensure for us a
tolerant welcome, and that freedom to experiment which is
not found in theatres of England, and without which no new
movement in art or literature can succeed. We will show that
Ireland is not the home of buffoonery and of easy sentimen