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Resumo

Mikhail Bakhtin tornou-se para os recentes estudos linguisticos e literarios uma referéncia
fundamental e o seu aclamado Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics representa actualmente uma obra
obrigatéria do dialogismo e da polifonia. Além de Das Groteske: Seine Gestaltung in Malerei und
Dichtung de Wolfgang Kayser, deve considerar-se Rabelais and His World como uma das analises
mais significativas na area do grotesco. O presente estudo baseia-se fundamentalmente numa
fundamentagao bakhtiniana do grotesco que ¢ complementada por perspectivas que se tornam
particularmente pertinentes nas areas literarias em questao, o pos-colonialismo e a literatura
feminista / feminina. Entre outros contributos de indole ensaistica, encontramos os estudos
de Mary Russo, Martha Reineke, Julia Kristeva e René Girard. Lendo dialogicamente as
matrcas dos textos de obras seleccionadas de Githa Hariharan, Salman Rushdie, Robert
Coover, Ben Okri e Angela Carter demonstra-se que o grotesco ¢ nao s6 uma filosofia e
estética abundante na literatura pds-colonial e feminista mas também um instrumento politico
e uma for¢a interventiva na mudanca de mentalidades.



Abstract

Mikhail Bakhtin is unquestionably a fundamental reference in contemporary linguistic and
literary studies where his Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics has become a landmark in the specific
tields of dialogism and polyphony. Critics regard Rabelais and His World as a ground-breaking
study of the grotesque, only equated with Wolfgang Kayser’s Das Groteske: Seine Gestaltung in
Malerei und Dichtung. My analysis is based mainly on a Bakhtinian view of the grotesque which
is complemented by perspectives more directly related with the fields in question,
postcolonialism and women’s literature. Among these are counted Mary Russo, Martha
Reineke, Julia Kristeva and René Girard’s studies. The dialogical readings of the selected texts
by Githa Hariharan, Salman Rushdie, Robert Coover, Ben Okri and Angela Carter reveal that
the grotesque is not only a philosophy and aesthetic abounding in postcolonial and women’s
literature but also that it is a political tool and a powerful intervention force in the ongoing
process of changing mentalities.
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2 Dialogical Readings of the Grotesque — Part I

“And if you want to know what impresses me it is to see how you contrive to give over
humanity into the clutches of the Impossible and yet manage to keep it down (or up) to its

humanity, to its flesh, blood, sorrow, folly. Thatis the achievement!”

Joseph Conrad, letter to H. G. Wells on The Invisible Man. Intr. to The Invisible Man: A

Grotesque Romance. Italics in the text

" _'_ = g F i |

he Hollow Man came out in 2000 inserted in the revival of monster-based films which
has been taking place in recent years. Its principal filmic intertext is the classical The Invisible
Man (James Whale, 1933) in relation to which it does not, however, try to constitute a remake.
The most singular feature of Paul Verhoeven’s film resides in its manifest investment in visual
horror, which constitutes a paradox considering its simultaneous investment in the resonances
of invisibility. Visual horror is firstly presented in the form of animal experiments, put forward
specifically through an almost human gorilla. The formula to make oneself invisible is,
apparently, not too difficult to attain, unlike the reverse process which had led to the
excruciating and visceral deaths of numerous guinea pigs. The underground laboratory is full
of disconcerting animal noises, preparing us for the moment the gorilla is going to be
submitted to the eagerly awaited for success: before our eyes the skeleton emerges and the
organs, tissues and veins become visible as the blood rushes through the body but, before the
process is completed, the animal nearly succumbs to the extreme pain and lies incomplete,
helplessly open. Another scene putting forward the grotesque/animal link portrays the now
invisible Dr Sebastian Caine (Kevin Bacon) gruesomely slaying with his bare hands a friendly
dog, an animal the audience is likely to empathise with. This killing previews the cruel and
systematic elimination of his research team who refuse to co-operate in his megalomaniac
schemes. Particularly gory is the scene in which the team veterinarian, Sarah (Kim Dickens),
spreads out blood sacs all over the floor to see the scientist’s footprints. This sort of
grotesqueness, inspired by and excelling films such as The F/y (David Cronenberg, 1986) and

The Shining (Stanley Kubrick, 1980) evolves mainly from sickening or abominable images that
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shatter any notion of a neat, safe body; instead, the materiality of bodily structures, organic
components and viscosity are emphasised'.

However, in The Hollow Man, as in The Shining, elements of horror of a distinct nature,
but albeit linked in terms of the disturbance caused, were introduced. I refer to the unexpected
murdering madness, in Dr Sebastian’s case, by reason of an already existing over-egocentric
personality which parallels Jack Nicholson’s character in The Shining (in the latter film madness
is accompanied by the supernatural, in itself already a terrifying element). In view of the
possibility of acting with impunity, Dr Sebastian begins by satisfying his voyeuristic desires
which ultimately evolve to raping inconsequentially and murdering with no remorse’. This sort
of grotesqueness is characterised by the alienating perception of a once familiar situation,
place or person (in this case ex-boyfriend/husband), the expression of a wotld gone estranged
which is suddenly presented as incomprehensible, powerful and even absurd. It represents a
reality in transformation where not only social norms but even the laws of the universe do not
conform to our knowledge of them and in these contexts it activates the potential of the
grotesque in the technological era.

The alienating grotesque has been theorised by Wolfgang Kayser in The Grotesque in
Art and Literature (1957) where he states: “[it is a] fusion of realms which we know to be
separated, the abolition of the law of statics, the loss of identity, the distortion of ‘natural’ size
and shape, the suspension of the category of objects, the destruction of personality, and the
fragmentation of the historical order™. It belongs to the psychological realm that makes life
even more fearful than death. The grotesque is the inexplicable and sinister “it”. The
advantage of invoking grotesque art, according to Kayser, is that by doing so the world can be
at least imaginatively exorcised of its evilness. Accordingly The Hollow Man is not limited to

echoing nineteenth century apprehensions in relation to scientific research which then

' T am thinking in the first instance of the baboon explosion and of the insect metamorphosis and in
the second of the threat of dismemberment and hallucination of the blood wave.

2 Besides the resonance of the masterpiece Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960) - consider the motifs of the
mad murderer, the blonde he craves but wants to kill, and most notably the voyeuristic libidinousness -
other connections can be established with the A/en series: when Dr Sebastian assumes the position of
one of his lab animals he involuntarily condemns himself to confinement and loses control over his
life. To regain it he becomes a monster that after escaping those who were involved in his turning into
a freak, hides and proceeds to eliminate his enemies one by one. In turn, the medical staff judge their
only chance to survive in that secluded, artificial but also dark place (particularly the long corridors), to
hunt down the doctor turned predator.

3 Wolfgang Johannes Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, trans. Ulrich Weisstein (New York and
Toronto: McGraw-Hill/Indiana UP, [1957] 1963) 185. Further quotations will be included in the body
of the text parenthetically with the abbreviation GAL and page reference.
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originated the masterpiece Frankenstein. 1t displays science in its evil glory only to have it
defeated; Dr Sebastian will be forfeited by the reasonability, resilience and love for one another
of his fiercest enemies, Linda (Elizabeth Shue) and Matt (Josh Brolin).

In Kayser’s opinion all animals are potentially grotesque: “Even in animals that are
familiar to him, modern man may experience the strangeness of something totally different
from himself and suggestive of abysmal ominousness” (GAL, 182). For Dr Sebastian, it is the
mutation into that difference, the turning into an animal (in the sense that he volunteers for
the experiment), that triggers violence. Moreover it is allied to technical development and
whenever a fusion between the organic and mechanical occurs there is the possibility for the
grotesque to issue: “[tjhe mechanical object is alienated by being brought to life, the human
being by being deprived of it” (GAL, 183). Dr Sebastian does not actually turn into a
humanised mechanism, he turns into an absence, a new kind of monstrosity. Covered in a
material designed to imitate skin, he scares two children by removing his sunglasses and by
opening his mouth. The horror consists not in what hides behind the mask but in the fact that
there is nothing there, only insanity, a primary grotesque experience, “as if an impersonal
force, an alien and inhuman spirit, had entered the soul” (GAL, 184).

There are three basic ideas which substantiate the grotesque according to Kayser: “The
Grotesque is the estranged world”, a world suddenly assaulted by unknown forces which erase
its reliability and replace it with terror (GAL, 184). Our orientation within it becomes
impossible: the “it”, the Other, dwells amongst us but remains inexplicable, refusing any fixed
category of meaning. This leads to the second point, “The Grotesque is a play with the
absurd”, perhaps arising in mocking or satanic laughter but inevitably degenerating into the
loss of gaiety and even of the subject’s freedom as s/he is taken over by dark forces (GAL,
187). Finally, the grotesque represents “an attempt to invoke and subdue the demonic aspects
of the world” which was felt more poignantly, Kayser claims, in the sixteenth century, from
the Sturm und Drang to Romanticism and throughout the twentieth century, ages marked by
rupture, in terms of belief and Order, from the preceding periods (GAL, 188).

The physical grotesque, however, does not comply with Kayser’s devising. Its
theoretical ground has been most influentially put forward in Mikhail Bakhtin’s study Rabelais
and His World ([1965]1984), an analysis of the sixteenth century writet’s works Gargantua and
Pantagrnel upon which Bakhtin built theories of the carnival body and grotesque realism. He
places an idealised form of carnival at the centre of his thought. The purest form of carnival

can be found in medieval carnival and festivals, regarded as surviving manifestations of the
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Saturnalian golden age from which people gradually grew apart as a result of a repressive
official culture. However, a glimpse of the lost perfect state can still be caught in medieval
festivals such as the Feast of Fools or the Feast of the Ass on account of the widespread
participation of members of all classes, occasions when the fool is a king and the king a clown.
In sum, even if it were temporarily, in the participation of the carnival body, seen as living
experience and not merely as spectacle, the extremely fragmented medieval social organisation
allowed everyone to evade rules, conventions and established truths. It is not difficult to read
in this view that the new world arising from the abolition of the restrictions of daily life is
deeply engaged in a democratic principle which liberates carnival participants from class, age
and (it could be argued) gender status. In this respect, turning the world upside down in

favour of a topsy turvy world is a revolution invested with deep optimism:

[E]veryone participates because its very idea embraces all the people. While carnival
lasts, there is no life outside it. During carnival time life is subject only to its laws, that is, the
laws of its own freedom. It has a universal spirit; it is a special condition of the entire world, of

the world’s revival and renewal, in which all take part.*

Gargantua and Pantagruel’s contribution to carnival theory lies in their being loud,
lewd and gluttonous giants of excess. Bakhtin draws attention to the fact that Rabelais’s
obsessive writing of bodily processes and orifices is more than mere play at being bawdy.
Scatological and sexual activities of all sorts, from eating, vomiting, sucking, having
intercourse, defecating and urinating, level all individuals. Moreover, these activities are
celebrations of life that comes in and out through the mouth, eyes, nose, ears, vagina, penis,
anus, all channels that release the body of its individuality and link it to the circumambient
world. Again, the construction of a grotesque body overcomes any barriers of aesthetics,
purity and education and thus of class or of any other marker of difference. Its arch-enemy
has been the finished, closed classical body ever since the grotesque axiom came into being
when Nero’s Domus Aurea was excavated in the early sixteenth century bringing to light
ornamented grottoes of intertwining plants, flowers topped with figures and animalised
humans. The grotesque body in Bakhtinian thought is revitalised, directed away from its

inferiority with respect to the spirit, and aims at wholeness, a oneness achieved in the
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reaffirmation of its relation with the earth, the place of death but also of equality and union
with nature, hence of birth as well. These images which Bakhtin postulates as the premises of
the material bodily principle of medieval folk culture are united in a single concept, that of

grotesque realism:

The material bodily principle in grotesque realism is offered in its all-popular and
utopian aspect [...] as an indivisible whole.

In grotesque realism, therefore, the bodily element is deeply positive. It is presented
not in a private, egotistic form, severed from the other spheres of life, but as something
universal, representing all the people. As such it is opposed to severance from the material and
bodily roots of the world; it makes no pretense to renunciation of the earthy, or independence
of the earth and the body. [...] The material bodily principle is contained not in the biological
individual, not in the bourgeois ego, but in the people, a people who are continually growing
and renewed. This is why all that is bodily becomes grandiose, exaggerated, immeasurable.

(RW, 19)

In this context, the prime images of grotesque realism are “fertility, growth, and a
brimming-over abundance” (RIW, 19) and its vital force “degradation, that is, the lowering of
all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of
earth and body in their indissoluble unity”, the sort of degradation fused with laughter
directed at Christian rituals, elitist literature in Latin and the whole class structure (RIV, 19-20).

Bakhtin has been criticised for building a utopia and imagining a carnival, that, as he
describes, never existed. In other words, a mythology has been created in order to meet his
purposes. His theory, as he himself admits, cannot strictly be used in relation to twentieth
century artistic and social manifestations (in his view these have been emptied of their folk
heritage) and a positive view of the world of grotesque realism is certainly difficult to discern
in The Hollow Man for instance, except that, unoriginally, love conquers all. But it should not
be disregarded altogether by reason of its inestimable interpretative potential. In Verhoeven’s
film, the psychological grotesque is not dissociated from images of grotesque realism such as
those mentioned at the beginning of this study and, in fact, it can be said to arise from them.

Our vision of the world is displaced and our orientation alienated szs-d-vis the spectacle of our

4 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, [1965] 1984) 7. Further quotations will be included in the body of the text parenthetically with
the abbreviation RIW and page reference.
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fragile corporeality. In this view, the film title is doubly grotesque: Dr Sebastian is hollow in
the sense he has no substantiality and, in more Kayserian terms, he is dispossessed of his soul;
Bakhtin would say the deprivation of bodily materiality does not allow the scientist to
participate in the body of the community.

The recurrence of the image of metamorphosis in contemporary cinema and literature
is linked to the way it negotiates with both philosophies of the grotesque in an effective
manner, as well as to its flexibility at being able to incorporate postmodernist impulses,
particularly those related to postcolonial and feminist issues. For Bakhtin, the background of
grotesque realism, that of being ambivalent because it is in constant becoming, is intimately
related to metamorphosis: “The grotesque image reflects a phenomenon in transformation, an
as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and becoming. [...] [An]
indispensable trait is ambivalence. For in this image we find both poles of transformation, the
old and the new, the dying and the procreating, the beginning and the end of metamorphosis”
(RW, 24). Consider this passage from The Satanic 1erses by Salman Rushdie describing Saladin
Chamcha’s mutation, the Indian citizen who miraculously survives the explosion of the plane

he was travelling on and falls down onto British soil:

[W]lhen he saw what lay beneath his borrowed pyjamas, he could not prevent that
disbelieving giggle from escaping past his teeth.

His thighs had grown uncommonly wide and powerful, as well as hairy. Below the
knee the hairiness came to a halt, and his legs narrowed into tough, bony, almost fleshless
calves, terminating in a pair of shiny, cloven hoofs, such as one might find on a billy-goat. [...]

What puzzled Chamcha was that a circumstance that struck him as utterly bewildering
and unprecedented - that is, his metamorphosis into this supernatural imp - was being treated
by others as if it were the most banal and familiar matter they could imagine. ‘This isn’t
England,” he thought not for the first or last time. How could it be, after all; where in all that
moderate and common-sensical land was there room for such a police van in whose interior

such events as these might plausibly transpire?s

A gigeling devil in pyjamas is not a creature for a “moderate” and “common-sensical”
country. Or is it? The scene has convincingly been discussed as a metaphor for animalisation,

a sort of objectification to which immigrants from former colonies are submitted on their

5> Salman Rushdie, The Satanic 1 erses (Delaware, Dover: The Consortium, 1988) 157-158.
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arrival to England’. Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha, the two Indians who contend
throughout The Satanic 1 erses, go through manifest physical changes affer treading on English
ground: Gibreel exhibits a halo and Saladin metamorphoses into a bleating goat. The latter is
directed to a sanatorium where he encounters all sorts of zoological humans: a manticore, a
water-buffalo woman, Nigerian men with sturdy tails, Senegalese snake-men, a wolf-man,
giraffe-necked women, rhinoceros-men and individuals partially plant, giant insect, brick and
stone, and even glass-skinned. It could be argued that these metamorphoses make visible the
type of strangeness and sense of estrangement caused by foreigness and particularly by
immigration. They are marks of their difference. However, when goatish Saladin enquiries
about all these spontaneous mutations the Foucauldian answer he gets is “they describe us
[...]. That's all”’. This perspective directs us to a completely different interpretation, that is,
that difference is not like a virus waiting to manifest itself but rather an external mapping of
bodies. In this view, English moderation and common-sense are mere cultural masquerades so
the answer to the question Saladin asks himself had to be that precisely because it is England
there is room for this van and its unusual passengers. Therefore, it is not surprising that
anglicised and anglophile Saladin refuses to accept the circumstances; it had been to avoid
such indistinction and relativism that Saladin had departed from India.

In The Satanic Verses Gibreel is more than the good guy and Saladin the bad guy, or
actually the other way around as well (the reader seems to be permanently at a loss). Both
make up the whole: the opening image - two individuals attached by their navels - is the
answer to the vortex-question of the book, “Who am I?”®. This realisation possesses
resonances in terms of the formulations of postmodernism as devised by Brian McHale who
sees its dominant (the Jakobsonian concept of the focusing component of a work of art) as
problems of modes of being, in other words, as essentially raising ontological, post-cognitive
questions in opposition and consequentially to the epistemological ones of modernism. To
illustrate the predicament of the transition from modernism to postmodernism, McHale uses a

simple metaphor but one material to our discussion:

The logic of literary history brought writers in various cities - cities in Europe and

Latin America as well as in North America - to a crosswalk; when the stoplights changed, they

® See Mark Davies, “Aspects of the Grotesque in Rushdie’s The Satanic VVerses”, ed. Alice Mills, Serionsly
Weird: Papers on the Grotesqne New York: Peter Lang, 1999), pp. 51-61.

" Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses, 168.

8 Ibid., 10.
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had one of two options, either to remain on this side and continue to practice a modernist
poetics of the epistemological dominant (as many of them have done, of course) or to cross to
a postmodernist poetics of the ontological dominant. The streets were different, but the

crossing was the same.’

There are three aspects to highlight here. Firstly, the metaphor of the crosswalk
implies that the modernist author is the one who stays put, who plays on the safe side by not
daring to cross the street. Secondly, that the risk is there either in the form of not being
successful among critics or in terms of sales or even in terms of his/her physical integtity.
Sadly many are the writers who are forced to change their lives radically because of the
provocative content of their writing; Gao Xiangjing, Salman Rushdie, Wole Soyinka and
Taslima Nasreem are only some of them. Contrary to the static fictionist, this other type goes
beyond, actually makes the crossing and transgtresses the discursive limits of her/his work. In
this way, the ontological dominant of postmodernism offers a potentially much more
hazardous but also fruitful line of work. The third aspect is that the streets being different they
lead to different places. One of the points that I suggest in this study is that the grotesque and
magical realism are not found separate, each in a distinct place of destination, but rather that
they meet in the crossing. Therefore, it can be inferred that there undoubtedly is an intangible but
irrevocable line between Latin American, North American and European literatures that can
manifest itself in grotesque imagery and magical realist discourse, a line that traverses
geographical and time barriers.

Stephen Slemon takes advantage of the lack of genre specificity of magical realism,
which frequently leads it to be confused with fabulation, metafiction, the fantastic, the
uncanny, the baroque or the marvellous, and rather addresses it as a postcolonial mode

(engaged specifically in the English-Canadian literary context). He argues that

the concept of magical realism can provide us with a way of effecting important
comparative analyses between separate postcolonial literatures, and the belief that magical

realism can enable us to recognize continuities within literary cultures that the established

9 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London and New York: Routledge, 1987) 11. Italics in the text.
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genre systems might blind us to: continuities, that is between present-day magic realist texts

and apparently very different texts written at earlier stages of a culture’s literary history.1

In his discussion of the ontological dominant of the fantastic, McHale puts into
question Tzvetan Todorov’s view of it as a state of texts either of the genre of the uncanny, in
which supernatural instances are eventually explained through Reason, or of the genre of the
marvellous which accepts the supernatural as such. McHale, as Todorov before him, indicates
hesitation as a prime motif of the fantastic, translated in the uncertainty arising out of the
existence of two orders of explanation. In terms of Todorov’s formulations, the fantastic
“essence” is affiliated to the epistemological dominant though that substance is previewed to
disappear as eventually, in his view, it disseminates in most contemporary fiction. Franz
Katka’s The Metamorphosis is regarded as the chronicle of a death foretold for the fantastic
since, on the one hand, it adopts a tone of banality and, on the other, the sense of hesitation is
not felt either by Gregor Samsa or by any other character. But unlike Todorov, McHale asserts
the fantastic to be central to the ontological dominant of postmodernism by transferring the
hesitation to the reader (it is now up to the latter to make the choice between rationality and
the marvellous) and by noting that the characters’ lack of shock at the presence of a prowling
tiger in a family home, as happens in Julio Cortazar’s short story “Bestiario”, actually
heightens the reader’s sense of amazement: “this ‘banalization’ of the fantastic actually

sharpens and intensifies the confrontation between the normal and paranormal”"’

. Before a
situation which is “exaggeratedly normal, normal to the point of boredom [...] any
encroachment of the fantastic upon it will be felt as supremely disruptive, provoking the

12 . .
I”*“. The mutual invasions of worlds or

sharpest dialogue between the normal and paranorma
of their representatives give way to a confrontation or zone of hesitation that McHale
theorises as the fantastic. Thus, the title of the chapter “A World Next Door”.

What seems noteworthy to me is that McHale’s numerous examples are frequently
taken from postcolonial texts and from generally considered magical realist ones. For instance,

to substantiate his point, McHale gives the example of Midnight’s Children and Cien asios de

soledad whose worlds are invaded by a torrent of supernatural events and beings. Unlike

10 Stephen Slemon, “Magic Realism as Postcolonial Discourse”, ed. Lois Zamora and Wendy Faris
Magical Realism: Theory, History Community (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1995) 409.
Italics in the text.

11 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 76-77.

12 Tbid., 77. Italics in the text.
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Todorov who presages the dissolving of the fantastic, McHale formulates the notion of the
displaced fantastic, no longer fastened to the genres of the uncanny and the marvellous. Thus,
in theoretical terms, the discourses of postmodernism, the fantastic and magical realism can be
brought close. Moreover, these discourses may incorporate some of the substance of the
academic body of the grotesque. Bakhtin, for instance, refers to Friedrich Schlegel’s Gesprich
itber dje Poesie (1800) where the latter formulates the grotesque — most often using the term
“arabesque” — as the primordial human fantasy characterised by a fantastic combination of
dissimilar elements, a complete freedom in the construction of imagetic sets and (in terms
similar with Kayser) in the abolition of the established Order.

It was particularly since the 1950s boom of the Latin American novel that
postmodernism was systematically associated with notions of magical realism in the sense that
the hesitation before a writing not surprised by its own magic resides in the reader. Can one
really sublimate love by only consuming tea and soup so that one ultimately dies as does the
Platonic lover of Horacio Quiroga’s “Dieta de Amor”? Can there be a dirty, bearded angel
with broken wings in our own house who offers, as a compensation for taking him in and in
response to a request for financial help, death in the love of god (“El Angel Pobre”, Joaquin
Pasos)? Did Remedios really rise up to heaven? (Cien arios de soledad, Gabriel Garcia Marquez)?
Is the reader to laugh or to be appalled? Isabel Allende describes her grandfather Augustin
Llona Cueva as a talented storyteller with a perfidious sense of humour who told flesh
creeping stories in bursts of laughter”. Another Latin American, Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
affirms, centrally to this discussion, that his vocation was found after reading The Metanorphosis
at the age of seventeen where he found the same way of telling a story of his grandmother,
Dofia Tranquilina, who “[m]e contaba las cosas mas atroces sin conmoverse, como si fuera
una cosa qui acabara de ver. Descubri que esa manera imperturbable y esa riqueza de imagenes
era lo que mas contribufa a la verosimilitud de sus historias”"*. Though Gabriel Garcfa
Marquez hesitates with respect to the epithet “magical realist” he readily affirms that “[lja vida
cotidiana en América Latina nos demuestra que la realidad estd llena de cosas

extraordinarias”". Therefore, like the fantastic, magical realism evolves to a great extent from

13 See Célia Correa Zapata, Isabel Allende: Vida y Espiritn (Madrid: Plaza y Janés, 1998). Even after
becoming a married woman she kept on visiting him every single afternoon for he provided all the
material she needed to write.

14 Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza and Gabriel Garcia Marquez, E/ olor de la gnayaba (Barcelona: Mondadori,
1994) 40.

15 Ibid., 47.
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the extraordinary banality and from a mysterious lurking world next door. Julio Ortega has

said that in recent Latin American short stories

one senses a more acute perception of an uncertain present, a fluid time in which
people blindly search for each other in the context of general breakdown, recreating their
histories out of dialogue. [...] Now [the story] seems to call into question the very powers of
reading, suggesting that the spaces between the words are as important as the words
themselves. The most recent form of Latin American short story renews its radical tradition of
rewriting and questioning; it strives for pertinence. Most recently the short story has been
mapping the poetry of daily life, trying not only the exceptional but also the beauty and texture

of immediacy. 16

In very similar terms, Linda Hutcheon defines postmodernism as a “questioning
beast” which less than repudiating concepts such as closure, authority, universalisation,
uniqueness, origin and centre prefers to question them'’. In sum, it distances itself from any
sort of certainty, which is also the necessary premise for McHale’s hesitation and Ortega’s
slippery present. It is precisely the notion of centre that Hutcheon regards as being “in the
centre” of postmodernist deconstruction. Again in tune with McHale, Hutcheon argues that
from a de-centered point of view, acknowledging the existence of one world is to grant the
existence of any other. Moreover, moving away from centralisation means problematising the
margin: “The local, the regional, the non-totalizing [Foucault’s term] are reasserted as the

center becomes a fiction - necessary, desired, but a fiction nonetheless”"®

. On unveiling the
contradictions ensuing from notions of permanence, universality and homogenisation,
postmodernism does not propose any fixed subjectivity but rather a culture that is “a flux of
contextualized identities: contextualized by gender, class, race, ethnicity, sexual preference,
education and social role” and which can be qualified by any of these adjectives: hybrid,
heterogeneous, discontinuous, anti-totalising, uncertain, hesitant v,

However, the process of decentering depends inevitably on certain central categories, a

paradox postmodernist philosophy is willing to concede as it allows the “assertion of identity

16 Carlos Fuentes and Julio Ortega ed., The Picador Book of Latin American Stories (London and
Basingstoke: Picador, 1998) xvii. The introduction by Ortega was translated by Matt Jameson-Evans
and each short story by a different translator.

17 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction (London and New York: Routledge,
1988) 57.

18 Ibid., 58.



Introduction 13

through difference and specificity”™. It is in this view that the critic formulates the notion of
the ex-centric, or the off-center, which though inexorably linked with the centre by contesting
it, does not replace it with any of the categories of the margin. It rather engages itself in a
process of valuing the local, the peripheral, as does Angela Carter in making the circus the
world of her novel Nights at the Circus and its protagonist a trapeze bird-woman, a freak. This
has become a trademark of postmodernist writing: not only The Satanic 1erses but also
Midnight's Children have a freak heading the narrative show and the same happens in Angela
Carter’s The Passion of New Eve, and The Infernal Desire Machines of Doctor Hoffiman where the most
anti-totalising, discontinuous world is depicted. In fact, that is precisely the driving force of
the narrative: to fictionalise a war between imagination and totalitarism as they are more or
less materialised in “actual” entities. This “making real” of the world next door is also a
fundamental strategy in The Famished Road by the Nigerian Ben Okri where the protagonist is
abifn, a spirit-child that sooner or later should rejoin his spirit peers in death though they
dwell in the material world with him daily. In Pinocchio in 1 enice by Robert Coover an assembly
of subverted/subversive characters abuse and celebrate the Fall, which is the inversion of the
making-human process Pinocchio is undergoing when already an old man he turns into a
wooden puppet again. These examples illustrate how by surpassing hierarchies, postmodernist
fiction emphasises difference for in it lies multiplicity and plurality, thus shunning any
possibility of exclusion or exclusivity. Furthermore, it must be recognised that issues such as
feminism, blackness, ethnicity, postcoloniality and gayness promote difference also within the
sphere of their postmodern culture. This is another aspect of postmodern multiplicity: it
operates both from inside and outside. Therefore, parody has become the paradigmatic form
of postmodernist writing, for its adjustment lies in the paradox of being “an authorized
transgression” (as it shall be demonstrated, this definition overlaps that of carnival)®. In this
way, ex-centricity adds invaluable perspectives to postmodernist discourse: those of gender,
sexual orientation, race and ethnicity.

It is precisely the concept of ex-centricity that Theo D’haen holds as the distinctive
feature of postmodernism that came to be known as magical realism. Its ex-centricity is drawn
from the fact that it speaks from the geographical margins and moreover, that it has an

inherent corrective function. He argues that the reason why Beckett, Robbe-Grillet or

19 Ibid., 59.
20 Loc. cit.

21 Ibid., 66.
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Ricardou’s writing is deemed postmodernist but not magical realist is linked to the fact it
emerged from the literary centre thus seriously undermining its subversive intentions and
making it untrustworthy in the eyes of the geopolitical, economical and culturally marginal to

the centre. To overcome this problem, D’haen concludes that a change needs to take place:

To write ex-centrically, then, or from the margin, implies displacing this [privileged
societies’] discourse. My argument is that magic realist writing achieves this end by first
appropriating the techniques of the ‘centr’-al line and then using these, not as in the case of
these central movements, ‘realistically,’ that is, to duplicate existing reality as perceived by the
theoretical or philosophical tenets underlying said movements, but rather to create an
alternative world correcting so-called existing reality, and thus to right the wrongs this ‘reality’
depends upon. Magic realism thus reveals itself as a ruse to invade and take over dominant
discourse(s). It is a way of access to the main body of ‘western’ literature for authors not
sharing in, or not writing from the perspective of, the privileged centers of this literature for
reasons of language, class, race, or gender, and yet avoiding epigonism by avoiding the

adoption of views of the hegemonic forces together with their discourse.??

This view also allows writers from central positions to dissociate themselves from their
own colonising discourses by making use of the geographies, economic situations, genders or
sexual orientations of those from the margins, that is to say, women, non-western peoples,
gays, indigents, non-whites. Writers that can be both outside and inside might provide a
particularly perceptive view of matters but they are submitted to suspicious criticism. Salman
Rushdie, for instance, was born in Bombay and lived in India until the age of fourteen when
he left for Rugby School in England never to reside in his home country again, or in Pakistan
where his family moved to after the Partition. Though his descriptions of Bombay have been
considered vivid and compelling, the author overlaps with the narrator’s voice in Shame with

this lament™:

22 Theo D’haen, “Magic Realism and Postmodernism”, ed. Lois Zamora and Wendy Faris, Magical
Realism: Theory, History, Commmunity, 195. Italics in the text.

2 Anurandha Dingwaney, in “Author(iz)ing Midnight’s Children and Shame: Salman Rushdie’s
Constructions of Authority”, argues for the use of the conformity of Saleem’s voice with the author’s
as an effective technique of the migrant writer. Rushdie himself, in the article “Midnight’s Children and
Shame”, acknowledges this correspondence and draws attention to the fact that the names Saleem and
Salman share the same etymological source. See respectively Anurandha Dingwaney, “Author(iz)ing
Midnight’s Children and Shame: Salman Rushdie’s Constructions of Authority”, ed. Emmanuel S. Nelson
Reworlding: The Literature of the Indian Diaspora (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992) 157-168 and Salman
Rushdie, “Midnight’s Children and Shame”, Kunapipi 7:1 (1985) 1-18.
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Outsider! Trespasser! You have no right to this subject!... 1 know: nobody ever
arrested me. Nor are they ever likely to. Poacher! Pirate! We reject your authority. We know
you, with your foreign language wrapped around you like a flag: speaking about us in your
forked tongue, what can you tell us but lies? 1 reply with more questions: is history to be
considered the property of the participants solely? In what courts are such claims staked, what

boundary commissions map out the territories??4

The postcolonial writer is in fact an epitome of the ex-centric for s/he, whether a
migrant or not, is always a writer whose world is necessarily plural, illuminated or threatened
by worlds next door and indoors. They can represent a grotesque vein which “discloses the
potentiality of an entirely different world, of another order, of another way of life [and that is
why] [tlhe existing world becomes alien, [...] precisely because there is potentiality of a
friendly world” (RIV, 48) or, on the contrary, it may be a grotesque that “opens the view into a
chaos that is both horrible and ridiculous” (GAL, 53). Borrowing McHale’s metaphort, the
postcolonial fictionist takes advantage of both sides of the road. Moreover, postcolonial
writing distinguishes itself by its corrective motivations either of denouncing violence, giving
voice to the silenced, valuing the local or attempting to reconcile the individual with his/her
various fragmentary selves. The notion of the decentered subject lies, thus, as a fundamental
principle in the construction of postcolonial theory and practice but it is a principle which is,
among others, borrowed from postmodernism.

With respect to the term “postmodernism” it seems almost a postmodernist irony that
it has continually escaped any satisfactory definition. Though that can be said of most if not all
cultural or literary tendencies, postmodernism has gradually become the object of its own
ambitious intentions of multidisciplinarity. The choice of not referring to it as a movement is,
of course, not innocent for it has become transformed into a leaky term used initially in
reference to architecture and then not only to literary debates but, given the fact that it has
overflowed its own borders to incorporate discussions which range from psychoanalysis to
social theory, it has given way to a more general conception of a postmodern culture and to

the “creation” of postmodernity, the experience of postmodern times.

2+ Salman Rushdie, Shame (London: Vintage, 1983) 28. Italics in the text. Further quotations will be
included in the body of the text parenthetically with the abbreviation § and page reference. Notice how
this excerpt already addresses some of the major issues involving The Satanic 1erses to be published five
years later.
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The idea of a revolutionary cultural change by which Western millennial thought
moves away from its pedestal and stands aside to give way to other forms of thought has, in
spite of its rather pretentious (arguably utopian and even dangerously totalising) intentions,
presented itself with irresistible allure. It led, first of all, to a re-positioning in terms of
aesthetics. Liberated from preestablished rules the postmodern space of late capitalism has for
the first time released culture from the tension exerted between “low” and “high forms” of art
and considered them equally worthy. The cultural debate was thus open to the representations
of the mass-media which characterised postmodernity. The interest in these forms of culture
brought theorists to value artifice, spectacle and kitsch as extremely pertinent even in the
context of a putatively “high” art; Andy Warhol made soup cans irremediably famous, Marcel
Duchamp turned a urinal into a fountain and Salvador Dali used his art to sell ladies stockings
and toothpaste. Paul Maltby refers to postmodern features such as these as marks of a
“debased”, commercial mass culture and debasement (with no inverted commas) is what lies
at the heart of Bakhtin’s philosophy of the grotesque **.

In the sense that postmodernism revitalises a preoccupation with innovation it affirms
itself as a successor to modernism but it distances itself from its predecessor as it refuses any
aspirations to elitism and to an exclusive, transcendental perspective on reality. In fact, it
assumes reality to be a signifying discourse constructed time and time again with each new
writing and reading practices. In this sense, art and literature are removed from their position
of signifiers and producers of meaning and become objects which gain meaning only when it
is attributed to them. Thus, the godly existence of the author is eliminated and the relation of
the subject to the text is de-privatised or decentered (in relation to meaning). Here lies another
postmodernist criticism of modernism: the fact that it is based upon structural principles,
mainly that of an organising centre.

Deprived of the authority to produce individual meanings the subject is given by
discourses of different constructions of reality and order perspectives of the world. The
rejection of the primacy of a private mind, that is to say, of a humanist Cartesian approach,
makes possible the emergence of postmodernist anti-essentialising discourses or fictions of
history, literature, identity and body. It is in this view that Jacques Derrida formulates the
concept of “différance” to refer to meaning as an effect of djfferences and to the inability of

linguistic systems to achieve a conclusive signified, which is to say that meaning is irremediably

%5 Paul Maltby, Dissident Postmodernists: Barthelme, Coover, Pynchon (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press) 1991, 4.
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deferred. Thus, interpretation of texts (written, filmed, bodily) is no more than a game of
illusions, often of very serious dimension, since behind the word there is no immutable,
definite meaning waiting to be disclosed. The structuralist theory of an ubiquitous,
transcendental idea of meaning, existing beyond languages themselves and differences, is
referred to as logocentrism by Derrida. Hence postmodernist philosophy is oppositional both
to the humanist ground of a rational, basically narcissistic because personal, production of

”)* and to the mathematical

meaning as formulated by Descartes (“I think therefore I am
translation of nature by Kant, thus, of a determinist view of the world. Marxist interpretations
of a society divided into classes which will rise in a liberating revolution are also cast off by
postmodernist theorists on the grounds that society cannot be represented as a unified
formation. Rather, postmodernism appeals to democratic political approaches whose concerns
should not be limited by class restrictions or, as a matter a fact, limited to issues of working
relations and practices but extended to/re-organised around matters such as gender, sex and
ethnic identification.

Critics such as Jurgen Habermas and Richard Gott however do not interpret these
postmodernist postulations to be original and, in fact, they see them as neo-conservative, for
the Enlightenment tradition had already been attacked by modernism. If it is true that
postmodern art thrives on its own construction of an autonomous identity it must also be
recognised that such an account does no more than reflect the very spirit of capitalist societies,
that is, postmodernism gives away its integration in the very society it encourages struggle
against. This logic-of-capital which celebrates the pleasure of commodity has been most
clearly discussed by Fredric Jameson in “Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism”. He argues that in view of a decentering politics which does away with the
individualism of the author and of the inclusion of various discourses to the detriment of a
single linguistic norm, pastiche stands out as the epitome for postmodern art. Thus the
postmodern artist proceeds to a “random cannibalization of all the styles of the past” in which

pastiche does not offer the same possibilities of parody*":

% Bakhtin notes that the decadence of the power of laughter and with it of the grotesque began in the
seventeenth century and it was directly related with Descartes’s rationalist philosophy as it points to a
loss of ambivalent space and to “the stability and completion of being, toward one single meaning, one
single tone of seriousness” (R, 101). See pages 115 and 116 as well.

27 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London and New York: Verso,
1991) 18. The original article was published in the New Left Review 146 (July-August 1984): 59-92.
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Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar mask, speech in a dead language:
but it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody’s ulterior motives,
amputated of the satiric impulse, devoid of laughter and of any conviction that alongside the
abnormal tongue you have momentarily borrowed, some healthy linguistic normality still

exists.28

This corrosive criticism misinterprets the use of pastiche altogether. De Chirico, for
instance, uses the same technique and materials as the seventeenth century painter in Faefon’s
Fall (according to Rubens, 1954) but introduces a certain distorting distance that clearly serves the
Surrealists” needs of prompting more in the mind of the viewer than the mere representation
of a mythological scene”. Taking the example of the Gothic it cannot be said that its
contemporary forms imitate neutrally, randomly, the motifs of earlier architectural and literary
manifestations but rather that a new form of gothicism has been revitalised by the emergence
of stimulating new means such as cinema and of a befitting social conjuncture, namely of a
collective ontological crisis caused by millennial hysterics allied to the rapid technological
developments which re-map our world and our bodies. The same applies to postmodernism;
pastiche does not use past styles uncritically nor does it speak in a “dead language” but quite
the opposite: it cuts up from within and reads both in relation to modernism and
postmodernity™’. In this sense, pastiche occupies the middle ground between the centre and

the decentered; almost but not quite, as Homi Bhabha would put it.

28 Ibid., 17.

29 Pastiche was a technique widely employed by De Chirico. Other examples include Yowng Sieeping
Woman (according to Wattean), 1947, Portrait of a Man (according to Tiziano), 1945, Nymph and Triton (according
to Rubens), 1960, Mythological Scene (according to Rubens), 1960, and Old Man’s Head (according to Fragonard),
1964. Salvador Dali painted pastiches based on Francois Millet’s Angelus (1857-59): Atavism at Twilight
(1933-34), Archaeological Reminiscence of Millet’s Angelus (1933-35) and The Railway Station at Perpignan
(1965). Max Ernst worked on a pastiche of the famous Piesd, to which he called Pieta, or the Night
Revolution (1923), and Marcel Duchamp’s pastiche of bearded Mona Lisa, L.H.O.0.0Q. (1919) has made
millions smile. By making pastiches of masters such as Michelangelo and Da Vinci, Surrealists and
Dadaists made signs of rebellion, rejected and mirrored tradition at the same time that they encouraged
the abandonment of established social and aesthetic values. Among the most interesting grotesque
pastiches is the recent work of the American Joel Peter-Witkin. See more on this subject in Richard W.
Sheppard’s “Tricksters, Carnival and the Magical Figures of Dada Poetry”, Forum for Modern Langnage
Studies 19:2 (1983): 116-125. Sheppard takes the Jungian archetype of the Schelmenfigur or trickster as
an emblem of the chaotic force threatening the signs of civilisation as a point of departure for the
parallel discussion of the Bakhtinian carnivalesque-grotesque.

30 For instance, in the 1960s, when the term achieved literary credibility, critics such as Susan Sontag,
Ihab Hassan and Leslie Fiedler enhanced the subversive quality of postmodernism in their intense
attack on (the believed to be dying) bourgeois culture, on delimited social classes, on the fallacious
discourses of history and science in the name of anarchy and deconstruction of codified systems of
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This leads us to the second criticism of Jameson’s remark which refers to the notion
of mimicry. As discussed previously, postmodernism does not comprehend in its framework
the concept of mimesis insofar as it is antagonistic to the concepts of poiesis and
deconstruction; the world cannot be imitated, it can only be constructed by each fiction, by
each subject, so that narratives constitute investigations of reality/ies, which is to say that
postmodern texts are metafictions of overlapping layers of possible meanings to an extent that
seems to be beyond what other aesthetic tendencies have achieved. It is a form of contestation
of normative and hegemonic discourses, an objective which also lies at the heart of the
grotesque. Mimicry also allows other possibilities of integration of the grotesque within the
postmodern project through the postcolonial door. Taking off from Edward Said’s
description of colonial discourse as the tension between the synchronic panoptical vision of
domination in the form of supposedly ascertainable identity and the diachrony of history
through change and difference, Bhabha describes mimicry as an essentially ironic compromise;
he defines colonial mimicry as “the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a
difference which is almost the same, but not quit¢’, which is to say that mimicry depends on a
fundamental ambivalence *'. As a specifically colonial mode, mimicry can only be effectual as

long as it produces “its slippage, its excess, its difference””

. McHale’s uncertainty is not far
from what Bhabha denominates indeterminacy which characterises mimicry for at the same
time that it produces difference it is disavowing the Other. Therefore, mimicry also represents
the site of inappropriateness which justifies surveillance in order to preserve the dominant

knowledge from the lurking threat of otherness (notice the grotesque undertones):

It is from this area between mimicry and mockery, where the reforming, civilizing
mission is threatened by the displacing gaze of its disciplinary double, that my instances of
colonial imitation come. What they all share is a discursive process by which the excess or
slippage produced by the ambivalence of mimicry (almost the same, but not quite) does not
merely ‘rupture’ the discourse, but becomes transformed into an uncertainty which fixes the
colonial subject as a ‘partial’ presence. By ‘partial’ I mean both ‘incomplete’ and ‘virtual’. It is
as if the very emergence of the ‘colonial’ is dependent for its representation upon some

strategic limitation or prohibition within the authoritative discourse itself. The success of

meaning. The critics’ discourses were invested with an apocalyptic tone which was not unrelated to
contemporary social revolutions crying out for an explosive counterculture.

31 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London and New York: Routledge, 1994) 86. Italics in the
text.

32 Loc. cit.
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colonial appropriation depends on a proliferation of inappropriate objects that ensure its

strategic failure, so that mimicry is at once resemblance and menace.33

Thus mimicry constitutes a fundamental reading perspective on the part of the
character Saladin Chamcha: on perverting his father’s name, Chamchawala, in an attempt to
make it sound less Indian, it becomes a mockery (Chamcha means “bootlicker”, a metaphor
for his reverential attitude towards Englishness), he dresses and goes to great pains to look
English, and even his marriage is to some extent a form of bond to the beloved country.
However, as Bhabha draws attention to, “to be Anglicized is emphatically not to be English”*.
Saladin also illustrates the concept of mimicry as effect of metonymical camouflage, an image
Bhabha borrows from Jacques Lacan. As such, mimicry does not contribute to “a
harmonization of repression of difference, but [is instead] a form of resemblance, that differs
from or defends presence by displaying it in part, metonymically””. In this sense it represents
a threat to what Bhabha calls identity effects which are slippery and discriminatory, enacting a
game of power which is at its core insubstantial. This point is also illustrated in The Satanic
erses by Saladin’s job which defines him as a shadow person: he is the voice for the animated
series purposively named A/ens. The metamorphosis and the ensuing violence can thus also
be manifestations of a realisation of powerlessness and the necessary filling of a void: again
nothingness is taken over by evilness.

Bhabha’s formulation of mimicry does not coincide with that present in Black Skins,
White Masks by Franz Fanon. For Fanon the non-white is incapable of self-representation and
relies instead on the white man’s faculty to represent her/him. Fanon’s ideas do not coincide
with Aimé Cesaire’s either who regards “colonization-thingification” as a mask for the
“essence” of the présence Africaine. Bhabha formulates a non-presence which constitutes a
menace in its repetition and doubling of a colonial model whose authority is disrupted by the
promotion of “authorized versions of otherness”, partial representations, partial recognition
of the Other as is, for instance, a voice-actor”. On constructing inappropriate objects, colonial
discourse opens up for the alienation of the “normal”/normative white dominant texts: the look
of surveillance backfires as a displacing gaze. Drawing on Freudian notions of interdicted

desire (of colonial identity) he goes on to formulate the theory of metonymy of presence by

33 Loc. cit. Italics in the text.
34 Tbid., 87. Italics in the text.
35 Ibid., 90.
36 Tbid., 88.



Introduction 21

which should be understood the forbidden and impossible (because always only partially
attained) desire for a presence (to replace an absence). The emergence of stereotypes are such
manifestations; at the expense of repetition difference is created, difference which emphasises
some believed-to-exist particular trait. However the fetishisation of a castrating colonial
culture does not go by without retaliation: “Under cover of camouflage, mimicry, like the
fetish, is a part-object that radically revalues the normative knowledges of the priority of race,
writing, history. For the fetish mimes the forms of authority at the point at which it

deauthorizes them”’

. And such is the purpose of carnival as well.

It is no coincidence that Michel Foucault’s studies are relevant to Bhabha’s
deconstructive readings of colonial discourse, a system of representation engaged in making
colonised peoples overtly knowable and distinctly marked as racially different and culturally
inferior. Colonialism thus exemplifies how a discourse of power, that is, one that authorises a
rule in the name of civilising normality, asserts effectively the power of discourse. The vast
epistemological possibilities proclaimed by Cartesian philosophy also upheld the liberation of
the mighty human mind from the influence of the objects of the external world. This deeply
anthropocentric approach made use of the power of rationality to reduce the natural world
and all in it to knowable objects, capable of being translated into a mathematical equation
deprived of any sort of unquantifiable feature. The Cartesian mwathesis opens way for a Kantian
universalism; the exhaustive regulation of the world through mathematical concepts inevitably
catches all (wo)men in a web of knowledge. The notion of an epistemological subjectivity
drawn from a self-defining, all-knowing, empowered subject presents problems to Foucault.
Assuming that the same method is used and supposing all subjects can be “known”, then the
necessary conclusion is that those very subjects are essentially alike. The refutation of what
Foucault calls the History of the Same, a network of histories of universal knowledge and self-
identical subjectivity, is at the basis of Bhabha’s postcolonial criticism insofar as he theorises
colonial subjectification not so much in terms of binarisms (colonised/coloniser, black/white,
oppressed/opptessor, slave/master) but through the fetishisation of colonial desire and the
conceptualisation of the stereotype allied to a violent even neurotic historical relationship of
imperfect identification. Friedrich Nietzsche also devised violence and malice to taint the
humanist view of a pure myth of origins instigated by a resolute teleological progress and in
that he is accredited by Derrida who prefigures Genesis not as a time and /ocus of truth but of

a tense battle between morality and its peer, immorality. Therefore, Descartes’s cogito

37 Ibid., 91.
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mythologises a lack which eventually leads to its failure, which instead of emancipation
foretells deterioration.

Leela Gandhi regards the integration in the poststructuralist theoretical corpus of
Nietzsche’s interpretation of polluted origins as determinant to postmodernist diatribes on
Western humanism. The first problem, as conceived by Foucault and Jacques Derrida, Jean-
Frangois Lyotard and Martin Heidegger, refers to the philosophy of identity in Western
humanism, viewed as “an ethically unsustainable omission of the Other””. For Heidegger, in

Gandhi’s words,

the all-knowing and self-sufficient Cartesian subject violently negates material and
historical alterity/Otherness in its narcissistic desite to always see the wotld in its own self-
image. This anthropocentric world view is ultimately deficient on account of its indifference to

difference, and consequent refusal to accommodate that which is not human.

In other words, Heidegger sees an error at the core of modern scientific thought: its
dependence upon purely formal, quantitative mathematicism ignores the inappropriateness of
its application to the fields of the social sciences. Heidegger insists on an existentialist
approach to being in the world which is quite distinct for the human being and for worldly
objects. In fact, objects are denied as existential forms insofar as Cartesian premises cannot
think out that which cannot think itself, that is, animals, plants and stones. These Heidegger
denominates “the unthought”, a notion extended by Foucault to accommodate other forms of
alterity: disease, criminality, femaleness, homosexuality, insanity, and the stranger/foreigner.
Derrida sagaciously names them “the remainder” and Lyotard refers to their unassailable
specificity as “the event”. Hence, postmodernism deems the world to be infinite in
comparison with human thinking. Gandhi concludes: “[e]xamined in this way, the presence of
the Cartesian subject is simultaneously revealed as the locus of absence, omission, exclusion
and silence”™.

The second major criticism derives from the first: not only does Western humanism

perpetuate an omission of the Other but it does so in a violent, coercive manner. The one

who escapes the power of definition, that is, who cannot be “known” or refuses to be so, falls

38 Leela Gandhi, Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998)
39.
¥ Loc. cit.

40 Ibid., 40.
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under the category of anomaly. Her/his independent will or otherwise motivated
categorisation as deviant threatens modernist integrity and accordingly all forms of cultural
alterity should be overpowered. It can be argued that imperialist discourse (as well as
patriarchal) evolves on the basis of a similar reasoning. Moreover, viewed from this
perspective, the basic objections of postmodernism to the humanist tradition have very direct
implications for postcolonialist theory and for magic realism as a specific postcolonial strain of

. . . 41
“uniqueness or difference from mainstream culture”

. Magical realism is intimately linked
with literatures from the margins which is not to imply that texts produced in liminal cultures
necessarily articulate magical realism or that it cannot be present in the productions of the
Western canon. But, as Slemon points out, it “carries a residuum of resistance toward the
imperial center and to its totalizing systems of generic classification” which, in my view,
constitutes both a material engagement of the postcolonial project and, through the criticism
which I have outlined, also of postmodernism®. Accordingly, Sylvia Kelso in “Monster marks:
sliding significations of the grotesque in popular fiction” states that “in traditional treatments
the grotesque operates as the lesser term in a binary hierarchy. It is then both constructive of
the norm, or centre, and dependent upon it. That is, it is perceived, not as a norm in itself, but
either in complicity or resistance to the centre’s view”®.

Resistance is a key-concept in Alejo Carpentier’s essay “On the Marvelous Real in
America” where, in an inflamed tone, he distances the authentic Latin American reality from
European abstract fabrication. Unlike European art which needed to resort to a subversion of
reality, in Latin America such subversion is always already latent, the outcome of a unique
demographic, geographic and cultural history. He recalls how in 1943 his encounter with
Pauline Bonaparte in Haiti led to his first realisation of /o real maravilloso, so opposedly different
from that “tiresome pretension” of Furopean creation*. Carpentier vehemently assaults the

Gothic and is particularly passionate in his criticism of Surrealism, a movement he himself had

belonged to during its heroic years:

41 Stephen Slemon, “Magic Realism as Postcolonial Discourse”, 407.

42 Ibid., 408. Ttalics added.

3 Sylvia Kelso, “Monster marks: sliding significations of the grotesque in popular fiction”, ed. Alice
Mills, Serionsly Weird, 114. Italics added.

4 Alejo Carpentier, “On the Marvelous Real in America”, ed. Lois Zamora and Wendy Faris, Magical
Realism: Theory, History, Community, 84. This article is a translation of an essay from 1967 included in
Carpentier’s Tientos y diferencias, which, in its turn, represents an extension of the preface to E/ reino de
este mundo, the authot’s 1949 debut novel.
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The marvelous, manufactured by tricks of prestidigitation, by juxtaposing objects
unlikely ever to be found together: that old deceitful story of the fortuitous encounter of the
umbrella and the sewing machine on the dissecting table that led to ermine spoons, the snail
in a rainy taxi, the lion’s head on the pelvis of a widow, the Surrealist exhibitions. Or even
now, the literary marvelous: the king in Sade’s Julieta, Jarry’s supermacho, Lewis’ monk, the
horrifying machinery of the English Gothic novel: ghosts, immured priests, lycanthropes,
hands nailed to a castle door.%

Unlike the Surrealists, “dream technicians [turned into] bureaucrats”, no more than

>
cheap magicians who willed the marvellous, Latin American artists bear with them centuries of
experience’; and he insists on emphasising: “We must recognize that our style is reaffirmed
throughout our history, even though at times this style can beget veritable monsters™. This
quality of verity comes associated with the element of uniqueness which, by being absent,
transforms the Surrealist imagination into no more than a literary folly. Later he would say
that “if Surrealism pursued the marvelous, one would have to say that it very rarely looked for
it in reality [...] but more often their fabrication of the marvelous was premeditated |[...] to

. 48
produce a sensation of strangeness”

. The Latin American specificity is faith, a very actively
engaged faith that demands that the artist practise what s/he preaches. One cannot speak
marvellously of the supernatural if one does not believe in ghosts. Carpentier remains a
resolute believer that only in the marvellous is there beauty but he diverges from André
Breton on where that beauty can be found. It abounds not as manufactured but in a “real”
state in Haiti and in Latin America. It is present in the relative undefilement of the land, in the

history of violence, rebels and heroes, and native mythologies and in the westizaje of the Indian

with black and white blood. Latin America’s whole history is permeated with the marvellous:

it arises from an unexpected alteration of reality (the miracle), from a privileged
revelation of reality, an unaccustomed insight that is singularly favored by the unexpected
richness of reality or an amplification of the scale and categories of reality, perceived with
particular intensity by virtue of an exaltation of the spirit that leads it to a kind of extreme state

(estado limite).%

4 Ibid., 84-85.

46 Ibid., 85.

47 Ibid., 83. Italics in the text.

48 Alejo Carpentier, “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real”, 103. Essay originally published in 1975.
4 Alejo Carpentier, “On the Marvelous Real in America”, 86. Italics in the text.
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As early as 1949, Carpentier had already devised the main lines for what is currently
known as magical realism. Magic, or /o real maravilloso, is deeply rooted in reality but constitutes
a privilege of beholding, an invigorating approach to the natural and human worlds reserved
solely for the sensitive, ardent participant for, as in Bakhtin’s carnival, people are much more
than mere spectators. Nonetheless Carpentier, on focusing so vigorously on the specificity of
Latin America, fails to see he is establishing a basically postcolonial argument at least in spirit.

Other geopolitical agencies, from Africa and Asia to Canada™

claim their natural landscapes to
be as magical and that their local traditions, expressed in music, dance and oral narrative, are
as authentic, that their particular view of life draws from the mixed heritage of native culture
and the experience of colonialism which resulted in a potentially marvellous view. In sum, the
marvellous Carpentier so avariciously reserves for himself is not exclusively his but caz also be
shared by other postcolonial cultures and even by metropolitan literatures to whom cannot be
denied some sort of specific conflicting history coloured by varied cultures which over time
have blended into each other. “Richness of reality”, as Carpentier puts it, surely cannot be
exclusive of any place and one can only argue that perhaps Western writers and artists in
general have not been so attentive or able to construct the magic from it. My argument is that
postmodernism has provided the appropriate philosophical and spiritual channel for magic to
emerge in the West and that writers, specifically from the second half of the twentieth century,
have enabled it to do so successfully.

“On the Marvelous Real in America” also serves my purposes insofar as it opens the
way for the discussion of the grotesque in the context of the marvellous. That is done through
the concept of mestizaje, a term I would like to explore more extensively though Carpentier has
in fact used it not only to refer to race but also to historical culture and aesthetics. However,
the article that directly discusses this issue was published only in 1975, following a lecture
given in the Caracas Athenaecum in May that year when he presented the baroque as the
idiosyncratic Latin American spirit. Looking for a definition for the words “barroco” and

“barroquismo” Carpentier found himself confronted with imprecision and elusiveness. The

0 ] am assuming Canada was not in Carpentier’s mind in view of the examples scattered throughout
the article, namely, the African inspired Corpus festival in Venezuela, the Cuban dance santeria, the
Martinican jungle and probably Haitian voodoo ceremonies.
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9551

possible meanings range from “Churrigueresque to “extravagance”, “bad taste”,

. . . 52
“overladen”, “mannerist”, “conceptualist”, “Gongorist’™

, and notably “decadent”. From the
beginning the link with the grotesque was thereby established. Moreover, he, as Bakhtin in
relation to grotesque realism, can see through the negativism of decadence, an epithet that is
applied to artistic manifestations which “far from representing decadence, represent cultural
summits™. This confusion is due to the character of the baroque, one that is very similar to
that of the grotesque: “multiple, diverse, and enormous™. Lo Barroco, by Eugenio d’Ors,
offers a reliable interpretation; paraphrasing him, Carpentier defines the baroque as “a creative
impulse that recurs cyclically throughout history in artistic forms™”. It can be said that there is
a baroque spirit as there is an imperial spirit that manifests itself at certain points in history.
Identified as the paradigm of the baroque writer is, quite significantly to the discussion
of the grotesque, Francois Rabelais, comparable in excellence only to Cervantes, Dante and
Shakespeare. Consequently, the baroque cannot be regarded as a seventeenth century
“invention” but rather as a human constant. The depreciation of the baroque style occurred
by contrast with classicism which Carpentier describes as if by contrast with the grotesque
mode: “Classicism is academic, and all that is academic is conservative, vigilant, obedient, and
therefore the declared enemy of innovation, of anything that breaks rules and norms™. On
the other hand, the characterisation of the baroque is postmodern in intention and grotesque

in expression:

a horror of the vacuum, the naked surface, the harmony of linear geometry, a style
where the central axis, which is not always manifest or apparent [...], is surrounded by what
one might call ‘proliferating nuclei,’ that is, decorative elements that completely fill the space
of the construction, the walls, all architecturally available space: motifs that contain their own

expansive energy, that launch or project forms centrifugally. It is art in motion, a pulsating art,

1 The churrigueresque refers to the late eighteenth century ornamental style which represented the
most exuberant form in Spanish architectural design. Its most prominent representatives are the
Churriguera family and hence the name. They worked mainly in Salamanca.

52 Reference to Lufs de Goéngora, a Spanish priest and poet who lived between 1561 and 1627. His
poetic style, culteranismo, earned him great popularity but sour criticism on the part of some of the most
distinguished writers of his time, among them Lope de Vega and Quevedo. His writing is characterised
by a witty and satirical view of his universe but always immersed in a festive popular mood.

53 Alejo Carpentier, “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real”, 90. Debussy, Manet, Cézanne and
Beethoven are listed among the Decadent artists.

>4 Ibid., 89.

%5 Ibid., 90.

56 Ibid., 92.
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an art that moves outward and away from the center, that somehow breaks through its own

borders.5

The parallelism between Carpentier and Bakhtin is evident even in their sources and
illustrative examples. Bakhtin considers “The Indian Wonders” fundamental in the evolving of

the concept of the baroque™ and Carpentier sees Indian culture as a prototype of the baroque:

in the distant temples and grottoes of India there are meters and meters, if not
kilometers, of more or less erotic bas-reliefs that are formally baroque and erotically baroque
because of the imbrication of figures, the constant arabesques, the presence of what we called
a moment ago a series of proliferating foci - in groups and individually, dancing and always

united, interlocked like plants - foci that extend to infinity.>

The baroque, which unlike academism does away with any certainty, tends to sprout
whenever transformation or innovation beckon. In this spirit were produced The Book of Kings
by the Iranian Firdousé, Los suesios by Quevedo, Calderén’s Autos Sacramentales, Gongora’s and
Gracian’s works, Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, the literary productions of the Romantic and St
und Drang periods, which distinguished artists such as Delacroix, Wagner and Byron.
Carpentier goes on to include Novalis, Goethe and his Faust, Rimbaud’s [/uminations,
Lautréamont (whose expression “the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella
on an operating table” was used by André Breton to define surrealism and which Carpentier
had satirised) and Marcel Proust, particularly the latter’s Lz Prisionnére.

Neither the Gothic nor the Romanesque reached Latin American lands (or so
Carpentier argues) precisely because they are mere historical styles. In addition, “America, a
continent of symbiosis, mutations, vibrations, estizaje, has always been baroque” from Aztec

mythologies to Nahuatl poetry”. The arrival of the conquering wave allowed the union of the

57 Tbid., 93. Italics added.

8 See Rabelais and His World, 344-347. Bakhtin points out how these works were significant intertexts
in medieval fantasy fiction though the fascination with Indian treasures, animals, plants, and
“extraordinary” natives dates at least from the fifth century B.C. when Ctesias collected the first tales.
% Alejo Carpentier, “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real”, 94. This description refers us back to the
Domus Aurea and to its monstrous imbrication of animals, humans and plants. Notice that the
arabesque became a specific grotesque scrollwork style developed in sixteenth century France which
made use of perspective to draw attention to certain details of plants and animals. It represents a more
elaborated grotesque form than the moresque, a two-dimensional fashion to delineate plants over a
black and white background.

60 Ibid., 98. Italics in the text.
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Spanish plateresque (Carpentier evasively describes it as a more elegant baroque) to the
original baroque imagination of the New World expressed in botanical and zoological motifs.
The result in Mexico was the church in Tepotzotlan, the facade of San Francisco de Ecatepec
(Cholula), the chapel in Puebla, the tree of life in Santo Domingo (Oaxaca) which stand as the
most marvelous representations of the baroque. The reason why the baroque flourishes in
Latin America, and this is the point I want to stress, lies in the fact that it breeds on symbiosis,
that, in fact, “all mestizaje, engenders the baroque™'. In a manner at the same time postcolonial
and grotesque, Carpentier refers to the Latin American, either of white European, Black
African or Indian origin, as someone with “the awareness of being Other, of being new, of
being symbiotic, of being a eriollo; and the criollo spirit is itself a baroque spirit”®.

The spirit of the baroque intersects with that of the marvellous through the latter’s
disposition towards the extraordinary. Using the discourse of Surrealism and the
characteristics of the baroque and the grotesque, Carpentier demarcates the extraordinary:
“[1]t is not necessarily lovely or beautiful. It is neither beautiful nor ugly; rather it is amazing
because it is strange. Everything strange, everything amazing, everything that ecludes
established norms is marvelous”®. Therefore, the Gorgon, the deformed Vulcan, the fallen
Icarus and Prometheus being eaten away by the vulture (notice the grotesque realist element)
as well as the stories of incest and rape by Charles Perrault are as marvellous as Venus or
Apollo. It is in the sense that Latin America articulates and relishes certain natural elements
and historical events that Carpentier deems it marvellously real, something quite different
from Franz Roh’s magical realism. When in 1925, in his essay on post-Expressionism, he
coined the expression “magical realism” to refer to an artistic expression, painting, it
characterised objects realistically depicted but unrealistically combined®. In the untamed force
of the vegetation, in the commonplace strangeness of the Latin American land, the marvellous
is grotesquely devised not so much as in the Domus Aurea but alive. Thus the jungle stands out
as the emblem of the baroque. The boom of Latin American writing known as the New Novel
is nothing more than spontaneous baroque literature, the work of novelists who “translate the

scope of America from its cities to its jungles and fields in a wholly baroque fashion™”.

61 Tbid., 100. Italics in the text.

02 Loc. cit. Italics in the text.

63 Ibid., 101.

* See Franz Roh, “Post-Expressionism”, ed. Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris, Magical Realism:
Theory, History, Community, pp. 15-31.

65 Ibid., 107.
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Thus is established a justifiable standpoint from which to study the grotesque in
relation to magical realism via the sentiment and judgement of grotesque philosophy and the
baroque, given the shared participation in the realm of the marvellous of the grotesque as well
as of magical realism, the literary trend of the baroque. Moreover the baroque is a human
constant as is the grotesque, manifesting itself periodically in the arts. But it seems they can
tulfil the same purposes: to represent or uphold resistance to established rules and norms and
to embark on a mission of recuperating a form of original authenticity. Julio Ortega, apropos of
the Latin American tradition of determination, declares that “on raising up a sort of cultural
map as a source of belonging and futurity, a state of nomadic identity beyond borders is
uncovered by recent writers, expanding lines of cultural resistance, openness and
reappropriation”®. The same can be said of Ben Okri, Salman Rushdie, Githa Hariharan,
Angela Carter and Robert Coover. In the final part of his lecture, Carpentier refers to Rémulo
Gallego’s Canaima and to a particular passage where the river water is described as “perpetually

. . . .. . 7
becoming, constantly furious, bursting, rising, destructive™

. My assumption, quite contrary to
Carpentier’s, is that that uncompelled force is not exclusive to Latin American history, culture
and landscape. A similar attitude is, for instance, also behind Viacheslav V. Ivanov’s
association of what he terms Dostoevsky’s “fantastic realism” with Vargas Llosa and Gabriel
Garcfa Marquez’s magic realism®.

It has been established that magical realism takes part in a symbiotic relationship with
postcolonialism and, by affinity, with postmodernism, so that a flux of influence running
bilaterally can carry the baroque and /o real/ maravilloso away from Latin America and allows in
the contamination of grotesque aesthetics. Put simply, the grotesque can express itself in
magical realist writing (Latin American or otherwise), or, seen in another way, magical realism
can be gargantuan or alienating (though grotesque possibilities are by no means so neatly

discernible). It is thus now necessary to demonstrate the terms upon which the relationship

evolves and the degree of its effectiveness.

06 Carlos Fuentes and Julio Ortega ed., The Picador Book of Latin American Stories, xv.

67 Alejo Carpentier, “The Baroque and the Marvelous Real”, Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community,
ed. Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris, 107. Italics added.

%8 See Viacheslav V. Ivanov, “The Dominant of Bakhtin’s Philosophy”, ed. David Shepherd, Bakbtin:
Carnival and Other Subjects (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1993), p. 6.
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Only equals may laugh.

A.L. Herzen, On Art, 223

odor Dostoevsky and Mikhail Bakhtin’s lives have met beyond any customary
author/researcher relationship. Bakhtin’s profound understanding of the Muscovite’s work is
connected with a similitude of personal stories. In 1849, just starting off his career as a writer,
Dostoevsky was arrested because of his association with a socialist organisation, the
Petrashevsky group, whose young members often talked against censorship, administrative
abuses, religion and even Nicholas I himself. The court sentenced him to execution by a
firing-squad. When Dostoevsky and three of his fellow prisoners were already tied to the
posts, a messenger from the tsar arrived at the public square announcing the tsar’s pardon and
the sentence’s commutation to hard labour in Siberia. He spent four years in prison in Omsk
before the opportunity arose to serve his time in the army. In addition, he was forbidden to
live either in Moscow or St Petersburg. It is not difficult to imagine the contribution to
Dostoevsky’s bitter outlook on life made by eight months of solitary confinement before
being tried, the theatrical move by the tsar to commute the death sentence when the prisoners
were already on the scaffold and the daily experience with common criminals in Omsk.
Moreover, his health was at risk through the fits of epilepsy that thenceforth seriously
conditioned his existence.

Bakhtin’s life bears similarities with Dostoevsky’s. In 1929 Problemy tvorchestva
Dostoeskogo, literally translated as “Problems of Dostoesvky’s Art”, was first published in
Leningrad and it was received favourably amongst Mikhail Bakhtin’s literary peers, including
by Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Minister of Education and Commissar of Enlightenment, with
whom Bakhtin shared some professional interests (at the time of his death Lunacharsky was
working on a book entitled The Social Role of Langhter). Nonetheless, amid an environment of
great political unrest, Bakhtin was arrested by the Stalinist authorities that very year and

sentenced to death. Fortunately he was not without friends who were able to get the sentence
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commuted to exile in Kazakhstan largely on the grounds of the osteomyelitis that would
eventually cost him a leg as well as on account of Lunacharsky’s favourable review of
Bakhtin’s book. Michael Holquist in the Prologue to Rabelais and His World sarcastically
observes that the Russian Revolution and the regime it imposed denied everyone the privilege
of being a spectator, clearly referring to Bakhtin’s premise that everyone is a participant when
carnival rules and for a period Bakhtin was an involuntary pawn in a carnival of oppression.
Until a group of scholars rediscovered the book in the 1950s Bakhtin remained in relative
literary anonymity in Kazakhstan, Moscow and Saransk. Even then, it was not without some
resistance that he re-emerged from the Department of Russian and World Literature of the
University of Saransk to prepare a second edition of his book renamed Problemy poetiki
Dostoeskogo to be published in 1963. Since the original version over thirty years had passed and
it would take another twenty for the first English translation to appear in 1984 with Caryl
Emerson’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics.

Simon Dentith reads Rabelais and His World as a veiled polemic against Stalinist cultural
politics but wisely warns against favouring this view to the point of ignoring the scholarly
context of the book. Bakhtin set carnival rigidly in a particular historical context but he also
theorised that though there was a link between the carnival spirit of popular festive forms and
the anti-authoritarian drive they were not dependent on one another”. Nevertheless, in view
of Bakhtin and Dostoevsky’s life experiences and of the history of Bakhtin’s book it is clear
that the issue of authority affected them directly as did the chaotic aspect of the spirit of
carnival, making it no coincidence that right on the opening pages Bakhtin compares
Dostoevsky to Goethe’s Prometheus, creator of free people who will rise to their creator’s
level and disagree with him”.

In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics Fyodor Dostoevsky is regarded by Bakhtin as creator
of a whole new way of artistic thinking based on freedom and equality. The characters in
Dostoevskian novels are deemed not to obey the single consciousness of the author, refusing

to exist in a single objectively constructed world. In fact, each character stands for the right to

6 See Simon Dentith, Bakbtinian Thonght: An Introductory Reader London and New York: Routledge,
1995). See particularly the chapter “Bakhtin’s carnival”.

0 Conveniently Bakhtin fails to comment on Dostoevsky’s profound change of character after serving
his sentence. It is known that the writer evolved a deep Christian faith which came to mark many of
his books, for instance by using repeatedly the /Jitmotif of redemption through anguished suffering, and
that dictated his attitude towards life from then on. The revolutionary impulse died in him and he no
longer felt the urge to fight authorities, either civil or religious, convinced as he was of his Christian
duty of humility and subsetvience.
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have her/his voice recognised as valid and to build a wortld for itself: “A plurality of independent

and unmerged voices and conscionsnesses, a genuine polyphony of fully valid voices is in fact the chief

- 71
characteristic of Dostoevsky’s novels”

. Insofar as characters are “not only objects of anthorial disconrse
but also subjects of their own directly signifying discourse” their function as carriers of the authot’s
ideological purposes is reduced in Bakhtin’s view (PDP, 7. Italics in the text). Far from being a
shortcoming of the novelistic genre initiated by Dostoevsky, the polyphonic novel, it presents

characters-subjects, not mere literary objects and therefore their consciousnesses, freed from

authorial determinism, can never be closed:

A character’s word about himself and his world is just as fully weighted as the author’s
word usually is; it is not subordinated to the character’s objectified image as merely one of his
characteristics, nor does it serve as a mouthpiece for the author’s voice. It possesses
extraordinary independence in the structure of the work; it sounds, as it were, alongside the
author’s word and in a special way combines both with it and with the full and equally valid

voices of other characters. (Loc. cit. Italics in the text)

The complexity of the essence of the polyphonic novel is apparent in this example
taken from Notes from the Underground where the narrator shares with the reader his life story

and also feelings, thoughts and, most of all, his insecurities:

I used to be in government setrvice, but ’m not anymore. I was a nasty official. I was
rude and enjoyed being rude [...].

I was lying just now when I said I used to be a nasty official. And I lied out of spite. I
was having fun at the expense of the petitioners and that officer [an officer he loathed], but
deep down, I could never be really nasty. I was always aware of the many elements in me that
were just the opposite of wicked. [...] Ah, how fed up I was with them! Doesn’t it seem to you
as if I were trying to justify myself, to ask for your forgiveness? I’m sure you must think that...

well, believe me, I don’t care if you do think so.7

" Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, ed. and trans. Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, [1963] 1984) 6. Italics in the text. Henceforth indicated parenthetically with the
abbreviation PDP and the due page reference.

72 Fyodor Dostoevsky, Nozes from Underground, White Nights, The Dream of a Ridiculous Man and selection
Jrom The House of the Dead, trans. Andrew R. MacAndrew (London: Signet Classic/Penguin, [1961]
1980) 91-92.
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The narrator and only character in the story (apart from those he mentions when
recalling some past event) has built for himself a wholly isolated existence, separated from
social contact, and has retreated to his “mousehole”. As such his writing reflects the very
mental precariousness deriving from his uncommon life style. He draws pleasure from the
realisation of his degradation but is permanently assaulted by the acknowledgement of his
awkwardness: his self could not be changed; if it could be changed, he would not want to; if
he wanted to, he would not have anything to turn into. This sort of spiral dzalogue he has with
himself is often transposed to the reader, an absent interlocutor as in the quoted passage. He
begins by asserting who he is but later he confesses that to be untrue, leaving us uncertain
about both claims. This ambivalence reflects his own (he had always been aware of his
contradictory nature). His hesitation leaves the reader bewildered: he asks what we think,
guesses at it and then dismisses its relevance. Dostoevsky’s character is released from a
definitive construction made by the author who prefers to let him express his ramblings,
typically human (often so different from the literary), of a consciousness or subjecthood in the
process of formation.

The polyphonic element which I have briefly looked into by referring to Notes from
Underground has since Dostoevsky experienced tremendous growth and, in fact, it could be
argued that polyphony has become a central trait of the twentieth century novel and
presumably the tendency will continue in the twenty first. The argument can be supported by
two examples: the first is Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (1981), chosen for its
accentuated use of polyphony, and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s E/ otorio del patriarca (1975) which
I have selected not only for its polyphonic quality but also for its magical realist and grotesque
features which I will consider in more detail later on.

In the introduction to Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler Peter Washington
declares that “[p]erhaps the single most striking development in twentieth-century culture is
the rediscovery of polyphony, and with it the realization that all literary texts are to some
degree anthologies of tone, style and genre””. Washington identifies polyphony with the
anthological which, in some form, he sees pervading all literature but that finds fulcral
exponents in 1922 with the modernist texts The Waste Land and Ulysses. If on a Winter’s Night a
Traveler becomes a notable literary achievement in its exceptional sense of awareness of

polyphony in a postmodern world. The novel is, in fact, the succession of ten books, by ten

7 Italo Calvino, If on a Winter's Night a Traveler, intr. Peter Washington and trans. William Weaver
(London: Everyman’s Library, [1981] 1993) ix.
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different character-writers, interlinked by a fragile plot line where the main characters are the
Reader and the Other Reader. The books remain unfinished, stimulating and frustrating the
Reader and the readers of If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. Polyphony becomes a labyrinthic
game: it is a metafictional narrative reflecting on the processes of creating and writing, on the
physical and emotional conditions of reading, on the traditional formulas of stories
(beginnings, interruptions, and continuity), on paranoid changes of identities, on the public
and private spheres, on issues of body and intellect, and on its intertexts (the Koran, The
Arabian Nights, Crime and Punishment, Gilgamesh). Each writer develops its own style, adopts one
or more tones, uses a different literary genre so that in a single book Calvino succeeds in
joining the love story, the mystery, the detective novel, the spy story, reflections on the
publishing industry, the transformation of the writer into a character or, as he puts it, “authors

who had the same reality as their characters”™

, the battles of his imagination, a political satire,
a parody of intellectuals and so forth.

In the eighth chapter, where a long comment on authorship is elaborated and by
extension on polyphony and multi-voicedness, Calvino writes: “I, too, would like to erase
myself and find for each book another I, another voice, another name, to be reborn; but my
aim is to capture in the book the illegible world, without center, without ego, without L. [...] I
could have multiplied my I’s, assumed other people’s selves, enacted the selves most different

from me and from one another””

. The intended irony is that that is exactly what Calvino is
doing in If on a Winter's Night a Traveler. The “I” of the present is the “he” of later chapters, the
same happening to the main female characters: Lotaria is also Corinna, Ingrid, Gertrud,
Alfonsina, Sheila and Alexandra.

The intermingling of people’s voices works with exceptional effect in E/ otodio del
patriarca where the nameless dictator’s utterances mutate to become those of others. The sense
of continuity in this change is maintained by the reduction of full stops to a minimum, as well
as of other punctuation marks indicating pauses, allowing the magical freedom of the voices to

flow from one character to the next. The following passage refers to the comical courtship the

dictator made of Manuela Sanchez, a beauty queen, who reappears as a ghost:

[El] se preguntaba perplejo donde estaras Manuela Sanchez de mi infortunio que te

vengo a buscar y no te encuentro en esta casa de mendigos, donde estara tu olor de regaliz en

™ Ibid., 98.
™ 1bid., 176.
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esta peste de sobras de almuerzo, dénde estara tu rosa, déonde tu amor, sicame del calabozo
de estas dudas de perro, suspiraba, cuando la vio aparecer en la puerta interior como la
imagen de un suefio [...], una visiéon tan deslumbrante que ¢l apenas si tuvo dominio para
inclinarse cuando ella lo salud6 con la cabeza levantada Dios guarde a su excelencia, y se
sent6 en el sofa, enfrente de ¢él, donde no la alcanzaron los efluvios se su grajo fétido, y
entonces me atrevi a mirarlo de frente por primera vez haciendo girar con dos dedos la brasa

de la rosa para que no se me notara el terror.”¢

The dialogical quality of the text prevents the perspective from being fixed. Garcia
Marquez himself does not speak of dialogism but of a “mondlogo multiple [que] permite que
intervengan numerosas voces sin identificarse, como sucede en realidad con la historia y con
esas conspiraciones masivas del Caribe que estan llenas de infinitos secretos a voces. De todos
mis libros éste es el mas experimental, y el que mas me interesa como aventura poética””’. The
dialogical premise is thus related with reality and its various dimensions as well as with the
matter of history which is particularly relevant to postcolonial studies. Philip Swanson, for
whom E/ otorio del patriarca is “un monodlogo polifacético en un estado permanente de

metamorfosis”, has this idea in mind when he writes'™:

La confusion narrativa refleja la confusion nacional de un pais sumergido en una
sarta de mentiras y mitos, mientras que la falta de argumento o la estrutura en espiral indica la
ausencia de ideologia o de qualquier sentido de direcciéon en la dictadura. En efecto, las
dificultades narrativas pueden llevar a una mayor comprensiéon de la realidad. Al exponer la
tendencia a confundir, la tendencia a mitificar la realidad, Garcia Marquez hace que el lector

quiera buscar la verdad que haya detras del mito.”

Multivoicedness and dialogicality can therefore be allied to an investigation of the
complexities constituting “reality” which is one of the principles of magical realism and to
actual socio-political reflection which is a postcolonial concern. Moreover, the purpose of
demythologising is a deconstructivist strategy widely used not only by magical realists and

postcolonial writers but also by writers around the world, as well as by Angela Carter.

®Gabriel Garcia Marquez, E/ otosio del patriarca (Madrid: Editorial Espasa Calpe, [1975] 1992) 72.
" Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza and Gabriel Garcia Marquez, E/ olor de la gnayaba, 109.

8 Philip Swanson, Cémzo leer a Gabriel Garcia Margnez Madrid: Jacar, 1991) 137.

7 Ibid., 138.
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Research on the polyphonic novel did not start with Bakhtin as his formulations
represent the culmination of the research carried out by others. Bakhtin recognises that
Vyacheslav Ivanov had detected in Dostoevsky this new approach to characterhood. Ivanov
saw the affirmation of the “I” not as an object but as another subject but falls short of
proving it to be a specific artistic principle and not a mere perspective on the world. Sergei
Askoldov, who perceives Dostoevsky’s characters as personalities, very much along the same
lines, seems to Bakhtin to reduce his theory to an idiosyncratic theme, that is, he considers
personality as if the characters were living, breathing entities and ignores “the means for
artistically visualizing and representing personality under the conditions of a specific artistic
construction, the novel” (PDP, 12). If Dostoevsky was hardly the first writer to value
personality he was certainly the creator of the artistic image of others’ personalities, Bakhtin
argues. The images of his personalities remain dissociated but form a whole in the unity of the
novel, the only genre that gives characters the necessary independence from the author.
Ivanov’s abstractness and Askoldov’s enhancing of one’s own private personality basically put
forward monologic formulae directly contradicting Dostoevsky’s dialogic approach.

Bakhtin considers the first scholar to come close to a fair understanding of
Dostoevsky’s artistic achievements in terms of polyphony to be Leonid Grossman who
recognises Dostoevsky’s radical defiance of the traditional canon in his daring to juxtapose
usually incompatible elements within the uniting construction that is the novel. I quote the
extract from Grossman’s book Poetika Dostoevskogo (“Dostoevsky’s Poetics”) that Bakhtin
himself uses for in fact it already manifests, though embryonically, the intimate link dialogism

establishes with the grotesque:

Such is the basic principle of his [Dostoevsky’s] novelistic composition: to subordinate
polar-opposite narrative elements to the unity of a philosophical design and to the whirlwind
movement of events. To link together in one artistic creation philosophical confessions and
criminal adventures, to incorporate religious drama into the story-line of a boulevard novel, to

lead the reader through all the peripeteia of an adventure narrative only to arrive at the
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revelation of a new mystery - such are the artistic tasks Dostoevsky set for himself, and which

inspired him to such complex creative work.80

According to Grossman, in an approach Bakhtin acquiesces with, Dostoevsky does
away with the traditional novelistic homogeneity that dictates that there should be a levelled

correspondence between the material at hand and its treatment:

Dostoevsky merges opposites. [...] His task: to overcome the greatest difficulty that an
artist can face, to create out of heterogeneous and profoundly disparate materials of varying
worth a unified and integral artistic creation. Thus the Book of Job, the Revelation of St. John,
the Gospel texts, the discourses of St. Simeon the New Theologian, everything that feeds the
pages of his novels and contributes to one or another of his chapters, is combined here in a
most original way with the newspaper, the anecdote, the parody, the street scene, with the
grotesque, even with the pamphlet. He boldly casts into his crucible ever newer elements,
knowing and believing that in the blaze of his creative work these raw chunks of everyday life,
the sensations of boulevard novels and the divinely inspired pages of Holy Writ, will melt

down and fuse in a new compound. (PDP, 14-15)8

Bakhtin finds this accurate as a description but finds the justification wanting:
whirlwind movement and unity of philosophical design are unsatisfactory wis-a-vzs the highly
demanding task. More importantly, the description that can be generically regarded as
antonymic combination, defines, according to Grossman, the unmistakable Dostoevskian
style. Bakhtin is radically opposed to this monologic understanding of the Russian novelist:
Dostoevsky is situated above tone and style. Perceived any other way, Dostoevsky is styleless
and contradictory which could not be further from the truth. The incompatible elements are
in fact divided among separate worlds and consciousnesses which provide unique individual
tields of vision combined in the unity of the polyphonic novel. Though recognising the
importance of the multi-voicedness aspect, Grossman cannot actually formulate a dialogic
principle able to overcome simple contradiction. Heterogeneity and incompatibility do not rise

to a plurality of consciousnesses freed from the ideological common authorial rule. Bakhtin’s

80 Bakhtin gives as reference pages 174-175. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics page 14. These polyphonic
elements can be found in works pre-dating Dostoevsky, for instance in Herman Melville’s Moby Dick
(1851). My purpose here is, however, to follow Bakhtin’s evolution towards his formulation of the
polyphonic novel and, in his view, Dostoevsky was its true master. My analysis focuses therefore on
Dostoevsky’s writings.
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own characterisation of Dostoevsky’s work includes, it is inferred, the carnivalistic aspect of

universal participation:

Dostoevsky’s novel is dialogic. It is constructed not as the whole of a single
consciousness, absorbing other consciousnesses as objects into itself, but as a whole formed
by the interaction of several consciousnesses, none of which entirely becomes an object for the
other; this interaction provides no support for the viewer who would objectify an entire event
according to some ordinary monologic category (thematically, lyrically or cognitively) - and

this consequently makes the viewer also a participant. (PDP, 18. Italics added)

Nonetheless, the perceptiveness of reading the tension emanating between the sublime
and the grotesque or the ordinary and the extraordinary as a crucial conceptual and thematic
concept within the framework of Dostoevskian creation, should be credited to Grossman,
tensions I believe are crucial for the set of authors I contemplate in this study. With respect to
Dostoevsky’s adventure plot, Grossman considered its use fundamental in Dostoevsky’s
artistic work. Grossman describes that plot with characteristics familiar to the grotesque and
to magical realism: “the zmpulse to introduce the extraordinary into the very thick of the commonplace, to
fuse into one, according to Romantic principles, the sublime with the grotesque, and by an
imperceptible process of conversion to push images and phenomena of everyday reality to the
limits of the fantasti> (PDP, 103. Ttalics added)®. Dostoevsky’s purposes cannot reasonably be
said to be limited to Romantic goals and Bakhtin’s denomination of social-psychological
novels is possibly more becoming but the ascertainment itself of oxymoronic constructions is,
in fact, insightful.

Another scholar, V. Komarovich, suggests that a feeble story line is, at first glance, the
only link between the different plots in The Adolescent but that seems incompatible with
Dostoevsky’s literary mastery. Komarovich’s position ascribes Dostoevsky identical aims to
those of magical realists and writers of the extraordinary: by ripping off chunks of reality, by
cutting the predictable cords that tie those chunks to reality, Dostoevsky is denying the reader

the bliss of recognising reality and one’s part in it. It must be noticed this is far from being a fantastic

81 In Poetika Dostoevskogo the reference given is pages 174-175.
82 In Poetika Dostoevskogo the reference given is pages 61-62.



Dialogism and the Poetics of Carnival 41

strategy for everything takes place in the reality plane®. I am not implying Dostoevsky did not
make use of the fantastic for he did, for instance in writing Bobok and The Dream of a Ridiculous
Man. However my arguments here, in discussing Komarovich, are limited to the realm of
reality. The impact of losing touch with familiarity gives way to an original experience of
reality permeated with fear that, it can be added, led to the extreme, is nothing else but the
Kayserian grotesque of a world gone estranged. Bakhtin is favourable to Komarovich’s
premise and, in view of his own reasoning on the polyphonic novel, he disputes solely the
search for a direct link between disparate elements in the unity of the novel. Bakhtin argues
that, instead, the snatched pieces of reality are combined by each specific consciousness and
character of the novel which means that various links are established.

B. M. Engelhardt also perceived Dostoevsky’s work as multi-levelled in terms of
realities arising from the distinct ontological spheres of the characters, often leading to the
disintegration of their ordinary lives. Moreover the hero, as Engelhardt puts it, establishes with
reality an ideological relationship, that is, the idea possesses the character and becomes an
object of representation: the “idea leads an independent life in the hero’s consciousness: in
fact it is not he but the idea that lives, and the novelist describes not the life of the hero but
the life of the idea in him” (PDP, 22). To discuss the profound consequences of this approach
is not within the limits of my discussion; suffice to say that Bakhtin, though acknowledging
that the idea as a subject of novelistic study and object of representation played a prominent
part in Dostoevsky’s work, cannot agree that it becomes the hero. The hero is the person,
tested, put on the threshold of experience, by the representation of an idea. What is of interest in
Engelhardt’s theory is his formulation of three planes representing the dialectical development
of the spirit, or existential affirmation, that he observes in Dostoevsky. The first, environment,
conditions one’s choices, no more than mere effects of external circumstances: “Here,
mechanical necessity reigns; here there is no freedom; every act of the will in life is the natural
product of external conditions” (PDP, 23). The second, soil, can already be said to carry the
carnivalistic element; in Bakhtinian phraseology it is the always becoming body of the people.
The highest plane of reality is that of absolute freedom, happiness and love: the earth. In it all
nature and creatures are contained. Bakhtin rejects the existence of any evolution culminating

in the unity of an evolving spirit; what he sees is a dialectical opposition of consciousnesses

83 In order to simplify the discussion, the relativisation of “reality”, particulatly as problematised in
postmodern parameters (for instance through the deconstruction and hyperreality principles) will be
for the time being not taken into account.
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whose dialogical potential is never completely exhausted*. Viewed in Engelhardt’s perspective
the dialectical spirit can be translated into nothing more than an idealistic, philosophical

monologue. But, on the contrary:

Dostoevsky found and was capable of perceiving multi-leveledness and
contradictoriness not in the spirit, but in the objective social world. In this social world, planes
were not stages but opposing camps, and the contradictory relationships among them were
not the rising or descending course of an individual personality, but the condition of society.

(PDP, 27. Italics in the text)

In fact, the characteristics Bakhtin considers unique in the Dostoevskian vision are
coexistence and interaction. Therefore, his artistic visualising cannot be formulated in terms of
evolution, that is, in time, but rather in space: “Dostoevsky attempted to perceive the very
stages themselves in their simultaneity, to juxtapose and counterpose them dramatically, and not
stretch them out into an evolving sequence” (PDP, 28. Italics in the text). Thus, the author can
depict or represent at the same time the very contradictions co-existing in a single character as
well as to display on the same plane the diverse stages covered by the same person. In this
emerges one of Dostoevsky’s chief strategies: the creation of paired characters embodying
inner contradictions. No one is without her/his devil, abuser or alter egogs.

It is only with A. V. Lunacharsky that Dostoevsky’s multi-voicedness is critically
recognised. Shakespeare, Cervantes and Rabelais had already created subjects whose voices
were fully independent and valid or at least, as Bakhtin argues for he cannot agree to this
degree of polyphonism in these writers, already revealed its seed. V. Kirpotin also emphasised
the socially realistic character of Dostoevsky’s writing and already in the late fifties Viktor
Schklovsky, taking off from Grossman’s view, advances that it is in the ideological conflict of
the novel’s voices that Dostoevsky’s artistic form and uniqueness reside. Moreover, by having
characters in permanent dialogue, by constructing multi-layers of consciousnesses and

signification, the text would not present itself resolved but rather offer polyphonic open-

84 It is rather peculiar that neither when discussing Engelhardt nor in chapter four, “Characteristics of
Genre and Plot Composition in Dostoevsky’s Work”, when Bakhtin is directly concerned with
carnival, does he refer again to soil as the eternal evolving spirit of the people. I am convinced that
Engelhardt uses “spirit” as synonym of “soul” and Bakhtin as meaning “essence” or “energy”.
Nevertheless, it would have been relevant and advantageous for Bakhtin to clarify the issue.

85 ] will be taking up many of the issues now being presented and particularly later in this chapter when
addressing Bakhtin’s formulations of carnival. Pairing characters, a typical carnivalistic strategy, is a
strategy often resorted to by Salman Rushdie, for instance.
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endedness. Bakhtin goes further: the polyphonic novel is dialogical not merely at the level of
the confrontation of the characters but in decoding facts differently and in presenting their

self-contradictory nature. He concludes:

Thus all relationships among external and internal parts and elements of his novel are
dialogic in character, and he [Dostoevsky] structured the novel as a whole as a ‘great
dialogue’. Within this ‘great dialogue’ could be heard, illuminating it and thickening its
texture, the compositionally expressed dialogues of the heroes; ultimately dialogue penetrates
within, into every word of the novel, making it double-voiced, into every gesture, every mimic
movement on the hero’s face, making it convulsive and anguished; this is already the
‘microdialoguée’ that determines the peculiar character of Dostoevsky’s verbal style. (PDP, 40.

Italics in the text)

In this selective overview of the literary history of the polyphonic novel I have
attempted to introduce a satisfactory notion of dialogism that would allow the insertion of the
grotesque within a wider theoretical system, revealing simultaneously the nature of the
connections established between them. Ever since the very first studies on what Bakhtin came
to denominate dialogism could be seen, sometimes rudimentarily, the embryonic potential of
certain aspects connected with carnival and even the grotesque. It seems important to stress
these aspects since they consist of evidence of the intimate link joining together dialogism,
polyphony, carnival and the grotesque. Grossman stands out as the first to apprehend the
incompatibility principle, a chief feature of the formation of dialogism and of any theory of
the grotesque; Komarovich saw in Dostoevsky a new means to survey reality unravelling the
extraordinary, sometimes the fearful extraordinary; Engelhardt conceived the tripartite plan of
environment, soil and earth; Lunacharsky’s multi-voiced approach points to the multi-
levelledness at the base of any grotesqueness; Shklovsky recognised the importance of conflict
arising among the different voices. Taking off from these studies Bakhtin anticipates some of
what he would identify as carnivalistic traits: duality and paired characters, coexistence and

interaction of contraries.
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Understandably, carnivalised literature is deeply impregnated with carnivalistic
folklore. Ancient and medieval texts of the serio-comical such as Menippean satire and the
Socratic dialogue are permeated with a carnival sense of the world. Taking into consideration
that in these texts serio-comical boundaries are nearly indiscernible, the ancients had,
nonetheless, a clear recognition of their specificity and of their distance from the serious
genres of the epic, the tragedy and the classical rhetoric. Moreover the genres of the serio-
comical determine an alternative approach to reality by reducing “one-sided rhetorical
seriousness”, “rationality”’, “singular meaning” and “dogmatism” through joyful relativity
(PDP, 107). Genres enlivened with the carnival sense possess “a mighty life-creating and
transforming power, an indestructible vitality” (loc. cit.). The carnivalistic influence largely
determines the basic traits of the serio-comical realm. Assuming a new relationship to reality it
makes of the present and of daily events its chief concern, only relating to the mythical past
and legendary heroes of classical culture critically and opening the way to personal experience
and imagination. As a result serio-comical genres are inherently multi-styled and multi-voiced.
A typical carnivalistic feature that passes on to the grotesque mode is the combination of

different literary genres that bestow equal value on the comic and the serious:

They [serio-comical genres] reject the stylistic unity (or better, the single-styled
nature) of the epic, the tragedy, high rhetoric, the lyric. Characteristic of these genres are a
multi-toned narration, the mixing of high and low, serious and comic; they make wide use of
inserted genres - letters, found manuscripts, retold dialogues, parodies on the high genres,
parodically reinterpreted citations; in some of them we observe a mixing of prosaic and poetic

speech, living dialects and jargons. (PDP, 108. Italics added)

The Socratic dialogue, understood not as the mere registration of conversations with
the Greek philosopher but as their handed-down genre and method of dialogically extracting
the truth, poses a clear opposition to official by-products or monologic ready-made truths.
The obstetric method assumed the truth was not owned by any individual but that it could
only be born from #he dialogical encounter between people, that it could only emerge from a collective
endeavour assisted by the midwife-philosopher. His instruments were the syncrisis, defined as
the converging of dissimilar points of view on a given object, and anacrisis, the process
whereby one is induced, even compelled, to voice one’s opinion (words provoke words).
Because words are induced to engage originally with reality they have to be stripped of their

familiar value which permits the creation of a dialogue on the threshold: the individual is
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found on the limit of experience (crime, homicide, trial, impending death) and, by living in
extraordinary circumstances, the word is freed of the chain of “automatism and object-ness”
as to expose the most intimate contours of thought and being (PDP, 111).

The Socratic dialogue soon starts to degenerate and already with Plato the form cracks
under the weight of the content. From its ashes and from the original carnival tradition at least
one new influential genre is born: the Menippean satire. The term itself was first used in the
first century BC by the Roman scholar Varro who referred to his own satires as “saturae
menippeae” clearly referencing the philosopher Menippus of Gadara (third century BC),
responsible for the shaping of the genre’s classical form though the eatliest manifestations
date back to the late fifth or early fourth century BC. Several combinations of the Socratic
dialogue, some satires by Seneca, the Satyricon by Petronius and The Metamorphoses (also known
as The Golden Ass) by Apuleius are counted among the myriad examples in ancient literature.
The most precise and still intact set was supplied by the Greek satirist Lucian.

Broadly speaking, the menippea, as is also named the Menippean satire, accentuated
the comic already existing in the Socratic dialogue and, unlike the latter, it is completely freed
from any obligation to history and the memoir genre. “The menippea is characterised by an
extraordinary freedom of plot and philosophical invention” which sets it apart from any realistic
condition and permits an unbound resort to the fantastic (PDP, 114. Italics in the text). It
should be noticed the creation of the fantastic does not constitute a goal in itself; being on the
threshold, living an extraordinary situation aims to test a given idea or truth useful to all in a way
the universalism of the Bakhtinian grotesque is similar to (to participate in the carnival world
as variedly and as differently as possible). But it also precludes the postmodernist spirit;
Bakhtin refers to the menippea as the genre of “ultimate questions” (PDP, 115). Yet one
characteristic that was already present in the menippea and that will be fully expanded with

grotesque realism is what Bakhtin denominates crude slum naturalism:

The adventures of truth on earth take place on the high road, in brothels, in the dens
of thieves, in taverns, marketplaces, prisons, in the erotic orgies of secret cults, and so forth.
The idea here fears no slum, is not afraid of any of life’s filth. The man of the idea - the wise
man - collides with worldly evil, depravity, baseness, and vulgarity in their most extreme

expression. (Loc. cit. Italics added)
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However, the journey in the service of the idea does not limit itself to the earthly in
the world of the menippea. It often implies the sort of dialogic syncrisis that directs the idea
both to the thresholds of heaven (Olympus) and of the nether world. This three-levelled
structure was very much alive in the late Middle Ages, particularly in mystery plays (consider
the autos of Gil Vicente®). In painting the triptych gained popularity that survives well into the
present. Three examples are Lucas van Leyden’s The Last Judgement which represented the
entrance to hell as the mouth of a giant mythical monster (a symbolic strategy also used in the
theatre); Hieronymus Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights (in Bosch’s triptych, also named The
Last Judgement, the juxtaposition is organised not just between the panels but also within each
panel so that the whole can be read both horizontally and vertically); the third example is the
altarpiece of the Convent of San Agustin, presently at the Museo de Bellas Artes of Seville, a
triptych displaying San Francisco to the left and San Agustin to the right, that also represents
in the central panel a picture of the Judgement Day arranged according to the three planes of
interpretation. By the Reformation the menippea had fluctuated into the “literature of
heavenly gates” with the typical comical pageant at the gates of heaven, and particularly in the
Renaissance and centuries to follow in the “dialogues of the dead”.

The menippea has proved indeed to be a fruitful means for experimentation. On the
one hand it dared observe life from revolutionary points of view (from the air, for instance).
The impact is probably related to that which occurred when cinematographic planes were
transmuted into and within works of literature (a strategy appreciated both by Angela Carter
and Salman Rushdie). But experimental fantasticality, to use Bakhtin’s term, is far from
exhausting the investigative aspirations of the genre. Much more importantly, it supposedly
presented for the first time moral-psychological enquiring currently indispensable in any piece
of novelistic work, particularly that ostensibly grotesque: “the unusual, abnormal moral and
psychic states of man - insanity of all sorts (the theme of the maniac), split personality,
unrestrained daydreaming, unusual dreams, passions bordering on madness, suicides” (PDP,
116). The consequence is an estrangement effect; on discovering the possibility of a different life,
the individual brings together in himself/herself the potential of multiple meanings and opens
a fissure in the shell of closedness. Once the pillars of wholeness are brought down the path is

opened up for an internal dialogue with one’s consciousness, with one’s double.

86 For more details on the carnivalesque and Gil Vicente’s work see José 1. Suarez, The Carnival Stage:
Vigentine Comedy within the Serio-Comic Mode (London and Toronto: Associated University Press, 1993).
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Another liberatory characteristic regards established norms of behaving, dressing and
speaking. The menippea promotes scandal, eccentric behaviour, inadequate speech at the same
time that it assaults any form of enduring stability. Taking into account that the menippea is
also grounded on oxymoronic coalition it cannot be denied that the grotesque has its roots in
the menippean tradition through its carnivalistic traits: “The menippea loves to play with
abrupt transitions and shifts, ups and downs, rises and falls, unexpected comings together of
distant and disunited things, mésalliances of all sorts” (PDP, 118). Furthermore the element of
utopia, put forward in dreams and impossible journeys, is linked to the crumbling of a social
system where values of appropriateness and beauty, underlying the serious genres of the
classics, lose ground. The menippean yearning to experiment, test and question is deeply
concerned with the dismantling of an undoubting social organisation now stirred by the
conflicts between religious and philosophical movements and the increasing disbelief in
legendary forces. The grotesque, as the menippea, arises more often in troubled times,
assuming a mirroring role that displaces one’s image of the world and of oneself. The
postmodern grotesque has, in addition, preserved the menippean plasticity which allowed the
latter to incorporate disparate genres and the former to erupt or to install itself surreptitiously
in all sorts of texts. Both thrive on an internal dialogicality. Nonetheless the menippea never
developed its potential to the fullest; Dostoevsky does it through polyphony (which the
ancient menippea ignored) and postmodern writers materialise it in the grotesque. Pondering

on the genre Bakhtin holds that a

literary genre, by its very nature, reflects the most stable, ‘eternal’ tendencies in
literature’s development. Always preserved in a genre are undying elements of the archaic.
True, these archaic elements are preserved in it only thanks to their constant renewal, which is
to say, their contemporization. A genre is always the same and yet not the same, always old
and new simultaneously. [...] A genre lives in the present, but always remembers its past, its
beginning. Genre is a representative of creative memory in the process of literary
development. Precisely for this reason genre is capable of guaranteeing the unity and

uninterrupted continuity of this development. (PDP, 106. Italics in the text)

The menippean satire has indeed survived to the present day and the archaic elements
it filtered through belong to the carnival world, some even to that of the grotesque. In fact,
the particular sense carnival gives to the world has been historically constant and cannot

reasonably be said to be idiosyncratic of any period. Carnival images are a/ways dualistic and
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open: death nestles up to birth. Its origins are lost in time and probably refer back to
humanity’s primordial societies where Bakhtin perceived a liberating, joyful spirit had the
possibility to settle. Rituals and festivities eventually embodied the spirit and even literature
became carnivalised, that is, the specific language of literature found a meeting place for its
own symbolic imagery and carnival’s sensuousness.

Three basic forms of popular folk culture can be identified in the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance: comic oral and written compositions in Latin and vernacular, various sorts of
ritual spectacles (comic shows and carnival festivities) and of manifestations of billingsgate
(profanities, curses, oaths or surons and blazons). Frequently they made their appearance
intermingled since parodical literature was usually composed for a given feast day. Perhaps
one of the oldest texts written under the carnivalistic inclination that generated parodia sacra
(humorous doublets in Latin parodying Christian texts and rites) is coena Cypriani or Cyprian’s
Supper whose anonymous author already in the fifth or sixth century reworked the Old
Testament in fantastic and comic terms filling it with gastronomic imagery. Particularly in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries no text presented itself as too holy for the parodical
manuscripts and oral compositions of parodia sacra: from the hymns, liturgies (The Liturgy of
the Drunkards, The Liturgy of the Gamblers, The Money Liturgy), to holy prayers (The Lord’s
Prayer, Hail Mary, the creed), litanies, psalms, sermons, epitaphs, ecclesiastical decrees, papal
bulls, encyclicals and Gospels (The Money Gospel of the Mark of Silver, The Money Gospel
of the Paris student, The Gambler Gospel, The Drunkard’s Gospel). Under the sanction of
paschal laughter (risus paschalis) particularly insidious creations came to light. In Easter season
jokes and comical stories were allowed even within the walls of sacred places. The priest
himself would produce them and encourage his congregation to do the same so that spiritual
regeneration could take place. Parodies of Christmas carols (in the spirit of Christmas
laughter), of sermons (French sermons joyenx) and of various holy prayers and lives of saints
were composed in vernacular. The Law and other civil documents were also used as working
material: decrees, wills, and chronicles could not escape the laughter of carnival. But the most
patent form of secular carnivalistic parody, directly exposing the farcical side of feudal
existence, is the medieval epic with its travestied heroes, the enchanting f;zb/z'mmm and the
mock rhetoric of the carnivalesque debates, comic dialogues and exlogues™. Both the

ecclesiastic and judicial authorities tolerated these manifestations of carnival for they alleviated

87 The fabliau was a verse tale, usually burlesque in style, from the early period of French poetry.
88 The eulogue was an oral or written praise of a person commonly produced posthumously.
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the official tacit and enforced restrictions of everyday life, as well as the general
impoverishment, labour hardships, precarious health and housing. Otherwise popular
dissatisfaction might result in protest and even rebellion, inconvenient at least from the point
of view of the privileged classes. Moreover, these works presumed a high level of institutional
education which tells us that carnival was being produced by scholars and university students
as well as in monastic cells. In accordance with carnival’s utopianism, laughter did not exclude
anyone as the upper classes contributed to it and laughed at themselves.

In many of these aspects Bakhtin has been contested by more recent critics. Richard
M. Berrong is deeply convinced of major mistakes on Bakhtin’s part as far as historical
correctness regarding the life of Rabelais and the production of his works are concerned.
Berrong claims that popular and “high” cultures were not as monolithic as Bakhtin described
them. In fact, they existed but given that popular culture was equivalent to everybody’s
culture, the erudite and noble people participated in it and by no means scorned it,
participating in instances of popular rituals in pre-established carnivalistic occasions. The
reverse was, obviously, not true, that is, the folk did not have access to learned culture.
Moreover, a shift occurred in this respect that dictated that the taste of the educated should
indeed be kept separate from that of the people, a shift that took place in the eatly sixteenth
century and that, for reasons Berrong provides, is noticeable from Pantagruel to Gargantua, the
latter having been written in 1535, only three years after Pantagruel. Moreover, Berrong claims
that popular culture is not predominant in Pantagrue/ where learned culture is represented in
myriad instances: in Latin phrases and in invoking written texts or making references to works
or great names of the classical world (Plato, Galen, Homer, Plutarch, Heraclides Ponticus,
Ovid, Horace, Demosthenes and Hippocrates, to mention only a few). In Gargantua, the
impact is even more evident as in it “a systematic and radical exclusion of popular culture” is

. 89
carried out™.

% Richard M. Berrong, Rabelais and Bakbtin: Popular Culture in Gargantna and Pantagruel (Lincoln and
London: University of Nebraska Press, 1986) 21. See this well-argued book for more details on
Bakhtin’s (arguably biased) knowledge of Rabelais’s world and on its effect on the critical treatment
Gargantna and Pantagruel received and that can be succinctly put in the following quotation: “Rather
than seeking to demonstrate the presence of a plurality of voices in Gargantua and Pantagruel, Bakhtin
concerns himself with asserting the existence of only two: ‘official’ culture and ‘popular’ culture. Never
does he allow for the possibility that Rabelais, like Dostoevsky, might be permitting these two points
of view to exist in a state of ‘dialogism’ [...]. Unlike his treatment of Dostoevsky’s novels, Bakhtin
promptly reduces the narrative world of Gargantua and Pantagruel to monologism”, ibid., 111. For details
on medieval grotesque see as well Aron Gurevich’s Medieval Popular Culture: Problems of Belief and
Perception, trans. Janos M. Bak and Paul A. Hollingsworth (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1988) especially
the chapter ““High” and “Low”: The Medieval Grotesque”. Gurevich, like Berrong, finds inaccurate
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Peter Stallybrass and Allon White in their turn have considered Bakhtin’s folkloric
reading of medieval and Renaissance life based on carnival too limited an approach, leaving
unresolved the debate of whether carnival is progressive and liberating or instead conservative
and supportive of Order. Bakhtin’s joyful view of carnival does, in fact, pose a set of problems
which the theory is unable to overcome: “its nostalgia; its uncritical populism (carnival often
violently abuses and demonizes weaker, not stronger, social groups — women, ethnic and
religious minorities, those who ‘don’t belong” — in a process of displaced abjection); its failure to
do away with the official dominant culture, its licensed complicity””. The grotesque itself, they
argue, though appearing to be a radical form of carnivalistic disarray, is subject to its own set
of rules: “impurity (both in the sense of dirt and mixed categories), heterogeneity, masking,
protuberant distension, disproportion, exorbitancy, clamour, decentred ot eccentric arrangements,
a focus upon gaps, orifices and symbolic filth (what Mary Douglas calls ‘matter out of place’),
physical needs and pleasures of the ‘lower bodily stratum’, materiality and parody”™'. When
carnival is considered instead as a7z instance of transgression in a class society the debate is
repositioned in a wider context of social dialectics with its rules of class and bodily
classification.

The second type of folk culture Bakhtin identifies is ritual spectacle. Besides carnival
pageants and processions propetly speaking, there was a myriad of festivities imbued in spirit
of carnival. The Feast of Fools (festa stultorum) was celebrated throughout the year. On New
Year’s Day, on the feast of St Stephen, of the Holy Innocents, of the Epiphany and of St
John, schoolmen and clerics engaged in degrading church rites and symbols. All spirituality
was made bodily and even banquets and orgies were carried out on the altar table. After their
banning from the church, around the fifteenth century, the feasts remained alive in taverns
and in the streets. The féfe des fous in France, with its masquerading and indecent dancing, was
one of the latest to disappear. There was also the Feast of the Ass parodying the Holy Family’s
flight to Egypt; the highest point of the celebrations was the asinine mass which the
congregation accompanied throughout braying. In the Feast of Lazarus in Marseille there were

processions with asses, mules, horses and cows whilst people would masquerade and dance in

the construction Bakhtin made of medieval culture and specifically of popular and official cultures
which are presented as monolithic forms. Other problems refer to Bakhtin’s concentration on the late
Middle Ages which are presented as epitomising the whole period and not taking into consideration,
for instance, the distinct cultural behaviours of the same classes in rural and city environments.

% Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, Politics and Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca, New York: Cornell UP,
1986) 19. Italics in the text.

1 Thid., 23. Italics added.
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the streets. Numerous parish feasts in honour of the local patron saint were complemented
with fairs where already human oddities such as dwarfs and giants could be watched. Most
agricultural events were charged with carnival but the vendange (harvesting of grapes) was
particularly impregnated with carnivalistic animation for not only did it reinstall the human
link to the land but it did so drunkenly. The feast of Saint Martin and Saint Michael, patrons
of winemaking, took place in autumn and the festivities were invested with a bacchanalian
character. Carnival maintained a close relation with the change of the seasons, the phases of
the moon and the sun, and with the never ending cycle of agricultural plantations. This

positive element of renewal

expresses the people’s hopes of a happier future, of a more just social and economic
order, of a new truth. The gay aspect of the feast presented this happier future of a general
material affluence, equality and freedom, just as the Roman Saturnalia announced the return
of the Golden Age. Thus, the medieval feast had, as it were, the two faces of Janus. Its official,
ecclesiastical face was turned to the past and sanctioned the existing order, but the face of the
people of the marketplace looked into the future and laughed, attending the funeral of the past
and present. The marketplace feast opposed the protective, timeless stability, the unchanging

established order and ideology, and stressed the element of change and renewal. (RW, 81)

Other official ceremonies such as the crowning of a monarch or the initiation of a
knight were subject to carnival’s rule so that fools and clowns invariably made their
appearance and eventually became indispensable in this sort of social occasion.

Carnivalistic life demands everyone joining in. This communion generates its own life
and rules distinct from any customary living experience so that it can be said to present the
monde a l'envers. Laws, restrictions, etiquette and all forms of social hierarchism are disdained so
that all “distance between people is suspended, and a special carnival category goes into effect:
free and familiar contact among people” (PDP, 123. Italics in the text). Familiarity opens the way for
“a new mode of interrelationship between individuals” in essence contrary to that strict social
differentiation of non-carnival life (loc. cit. Italics in the text). When a certain degree of
familiarity is achieved the formality of their discourse is abandoned and they may abuse or
mock each other affectionately and even indulge in some indecent language. The fundamental
difference from modern insult lies in that bilingsgate, the abusive speech of the marketplace, is
isolated from context and, like a proverb, represents a complete unit with a specific character.

Likewise, profanities and oaths, once expelled from the official speech that cannot convey
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their transgressive expression, gained carnival’s festive ambivalence. Eccentricity, evolving
from familiarity, reveals the unseen side of our nature, usually repressed but in carnival
sensuously expressed: “[tlhe behaviour, gesture, and discourse of a person are freed from
authority of all hierarchical positions (social estate, rank, age, property) defining them totally in
noncarnival life, and thus from the vantage point of noncarnival life become eccentric and
inappropriate” (loc. cit.). Once values and thoughts are no longer socially contained all sorts of
mésalliances take place: low and high are combined, the sacred and the profane wed, the wise
and the dumb are brought together. Necessarily, a process of debasing permeates the unlikely
unifications translated in the supreme carnivalistic act: mock crowning and uncrowning of the

carnival king of the saturnalia (the chief carnivalistic Roman festival) and medieval feasts.

Crowning/decrowning is a dualistic ambivalent ritual, expressing the inevitability and
at the same time the creative power of the shift-and-renewal, the joyful relativity of all
structure and order, of all authority and all (hierarchical) position. Crowning already contains
the idea of immanent decrowning: it is ambivalent from the very start. And he who is crowned
is the antipode of a real king, a slave or a jester; this act, as it were, opens and sanctifies the
inside-out world of carnival. In the ritual of crowning all aspects of the actual ceremony - the
symbols of authority that are handed over to the newly crowned king and the clothing in
which he is dressed - all become ambivalent and acquire a veneer of joyful relativity. (PDP,

124. Ttalics in the text)

Celebration underlies the whole carnivalistic universe, but there is no object to be
celebrated apart from replaceability itself. People and things are transitional: now invested
with power and glory, later verbally abused, publicly humiliated even beaten. There is, above
all, the rejection of any form of absolutism; positiveness goes hand in hand with negation in a
pathos of shift and renewals through the image of constructive death.

The whole structure of carnival is based on ambivalence and should it disappear it

would be reduced to a form of social criticism, no more than monologic denouncement:

All the images of carnival are dualistic; they unite within themselves both poles of
change and crisis: birth and death (the image of pregnant death), blessing and curse
(benedictory carnival curses which call simultaneously for death and rebirth), praise and
abuse, youth and old age, top and bottom, face and backside, stupidity and wisdom. Very

characteristic for carnival thinking is paited images, chosen for their contrast (high/low,
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fat/thin, etc.) or for their similarity (doubles/twins). Also characteristic is the utilization of
things in reverse: putting clothes on inside out (or wrong side out), trousers on the head,
dishes in place of headgear, the use of household utensils as weapons, and so forth. (PDP,

126)

The ambivalence of ritual laughter, another paradigmatic carnivalistic trait, was linked
to images of death and to reproductive images as well. Ancient gods such as the sun were
confronted with laughter which forced them, through public humiliation, to proceed to an
invigorating renewal. Laughter’s alliance with generative forces issued an incredible strength
allowing it to survive from the earliest times of funeral laughter (when the ultimate crisis,
death, is marked by both shame and joy) to varied medieval manifestations. Besides festivals
such as the Feast of Fools and the Feast of the Ass, laughter was at the basis of the creation of
parodia sacra itself. The tradition of laughing at a hierarchic superior is maintained and while
parodying crisis itself, that is, transition, it assumes its universal nature; in crisis the two

involved poles can reach each other, as one makes its leave and the other its entrance:

It is, first of all, a festive laughter. Therefore, it is not an individual reaction to some
isolated ‘comic’ event. Carnival laughter is the laughter of all the people. Second, it is universal
in scope; it is ditected at all and everyone, including the carnival’s participants. The entire
world is seen in its droll aspect, in its gay relativity. Third this laughter is ambivalent: it is gay,
triumphant and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and

revives. (RW, 11-12)

Thus, all laughter establishes a close relation with freedom, universalism and the
people, or rather, the truth people stand for. Alongside officialdom, laughter assumes a
corrective function (bringing to mind Theo D’haen’s words on the corrective function of
magical realism), far from trying to eradicate rules and the order of the world: “True
ambivalent and universal laughter does not deny seriousness but purifies and completes it.
Laughter purifies from dogmatism, from the intolerant and the petrified” (RW, 123) and
“must liberate the gay truth of the world from the veils of gloomy lies spun by the seriousness
of fear, suffering and violence” (RIV, 174).

All ancient carnivalised rituals and texts, including the menippea, resorted to parodying
devices, a prime expression of laughter, which would accentuate the carnivalistic approach to

the world. Its ambivalence lay in the creation of dualistic counterparts: the de-crowned double,
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the world inside out and so forth. Everything laughable was able to be parodied and
everything was subject to the mighty power of laughter. Unlike modern approaches, or so
Bakhtin says, that who/which is parodied is not unredeemably rejected and parody even
gained a permanent place in Roman funerals. Parody was fundamental to carnival’s aspirations
of eccentricity, “it was like an entire system of crooked mirrors, elongating, diminishing,
distorting in various directions and to various degrees” (PDP, 127).

In view of its universalistic pretensions, the carnivalistic spaces par excellence are the
marketplace and the public square. Here all can participate, be invested with social equability
while myriad voices intermingle. Any place that favours contact among different people enacts
carnivalistic designs. These are often the sites of the crude slum naturalism which so attracts
the grotesque: besides roads and fairs, brothels, taverns and public transports fill the purpose.
In the Middle Ages, harvesting and the days of the performance of miracle plays, mystery
plays, diableries and soties” saw the people gather together. In the nineteenth century the same
will happen with itinerant freak shows but a fundamental difference distanced medieval
performances from public exhibitions such as the famed P. T. Barnum’s Museum. Regardless
of the authenticity of the Colorado Man as a prehistoric man or of Joice Heth’s one hundred
and sixty one years their exposure and that of like “aberrations” transformed the public square
into a space of disjunction and 7oz of coming together. No more than a mere stage, the public
square raises questions utterly outside the carnival range, that of entertainment-consumption,
representation, selfhood (by comparison with the “abnormal” - the physiologically, ethnically,
culturally different - that is subsequently rejected), and of the power of the violating gaze. But
in the largest medieval European cities communal festivals added up to three months of the year
so in reality the medieval person lived divided between a serious, socially strict, dogmatic and
pious existence and its double: the theatre full of carnivalistic attires, the parodied rituals and
texts, the free ambivalent and often sacrilegious laughter.

Building on the Middle Ages, carnival culminates in the Renaissance, invading all
literary areas, abolishing social status temporarily, and actually creating a second life for the
people, as real and more vigorous than extracarnival life. Carnival life was even more
independent and prominent than it had been in ancient Greece and Rome. However, from the
seventeenth century onwards, carnival ceases to be its own source of energy and instead lives
from the carnivalised by-products it had generated, particularly carnivalised literature. Though

content is preserved it loses genre-shaping significance, that is, an understanding of its own
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folk foundations leading to the emergence of a specific carnivalistic genre as was once the
menippea. The public square is gradually abandoned and the organic communal experience
radically declines. Retreating into their private chambers people reduce carnivalization almost
exclusively to its literary expression. The miscellaneous elements that were at the very heart of
the menippea combined effortlessly, guided by the same principle that was carnival:
philosophical dialogue, utopia, experimental fantasticality, moral-psychological content,
insanity, and slum naturalism were faithful to the same carnivalistic spirit. Already the Socratic
dialogue had exhibited the same desire: debates on current affairs and on philosophical
matters were directed by the axiom of joyful relativity but the menippea, by incorporating
other genres, took further carnival’s ultimate goal of bringing together that which is apart, that
which has become closed and isolated. In the seventeenth century, as carnival is dismantled
from inside, the sense of communion is defrauded. Therefore, though the menippean quality
can still be found, strictly speaking the menippea has faded away as a genre. However,
carnivalization itself, by means of its extraordinary plastic nature, has lived through genres and
even literary movements, moulding itself to the specific structures it encountered and to the
style of each author. Speaking of Voltaire, Balzac, Tieck and Ponson du Terrail, Bakhtin
befittingly makes this very point: “At the same time the presence of carnivalization defines
them as belonging to one and the same generic tradition and creates, from the point of view of
a poetics, a very fundamental common ground between them” (PDP, 160. Italics in the text).

This point is patently crucial for the very raison d'étre of this study. If Dostoevsky
revived carnivalization, bringing it to a whole new level through polyphony, several
postmodern writers, including those in this study, have in their own way contributed to the
renewal process carnivalised literature constantly finds itself in, namely by resorting to the
grotesque. Most non-literary forms of carnival however have largely disappeared, excepting
the degenerated manifestations that some theatrical pieces, spectacle performances, the circus
and the bullfight represent (in the two latter cases reminiscences of the all-participating
element can still be observed) but in literature the impact has been prodigious. Bakhtin
described the thematic and structural principle in Dostoevsky’s work thus: “Everything in his
world lives on the border of its opposite” (PDP, 176); the deeply carnivalistic quality of this
thought, taken to its most prolific and imaginative extremes, in postmodernism discloses the

grotesque.

92 French satirical farces where fools parodied current affairs and etiquette.
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Bakhtin claimed that a genre is always the same and not the same by reason of its
internal need for renewal though never in detriment of the “undying elements of the archaic”.
The same reasoning can be made in relation to carnival: some of it has been lost but its
primordial energy is very much alive in postmodernist literature. By questioning cultural
history and unbinding aesthetics from the monologic tradition that circumscribed its
dominion to “high” culture, Bakhtin previews some of the premises of postmodernism. The
principle of dialogism, of multiple thinking about literature and language in general, is
articulated through the ancient satiric writings, the medieval and Renaissance tradition of
carnivalistic popular culture, the polyphonic novel and postmodernist philosophy. Dialogism
as a theoretical precept and carnival as the collective urge and constant human drive towards
freedom, overruling domination in favour of the celebration of difference, represent the most
revolutionary democratic and humanistic aspirations of postmodernism and the grotesque.
“IM]edieval laughter [which] became at the Renaissance stage of its development the
expression of a new free and critical historical consciousness” now finds a second wind (RIV,
73. Italics in the text). Michael Holquist poses that Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics “argued
against the hegemony of absolute authorial control” and, along with Rabelais and His World,
that it was directed against the official doctrine of Socialist Realism”. With dialogism and the
grotesque, though deeply dependent on their specific historical circumstances, Bakhtin was
able to act out a politically meaningful comment on the events of his own time and still make

an outstanding contribution to the advancement of literary and cultural studies.

93 Michael Holquist, Dialogism: Bakbtin and his World (London and New York: Routledge, 1990) 8. In
1934 Socialist Realism was officially promulgated as the only admissible aesthetic for the novelistic
genre.
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3. The Iconography of the Bakhtinian Grotesque and its Application in the Postmodern

Context
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Where there is sex, then there is death. They are the dark coordinates of one straight line.

Grief is death eroticized.

Jim Crace, Being Dead, 149

Wf all objects, feelings and thoughts exist on the verge of becoming their opposite, then
undoubtedly their utmost illustrative image is the completed, polished body of classical
aesthetics counterpointed to the Kerch terracotta figurines of senile pregnant hags. These
hags, epitomes of Bakhtinian grotesque thought and exemplary bodies of becoming, embody
the notion of ambivalence itself. Though old, from the decaying flesh life can still be
generated. Their bodies remain fertile, bustling, incomplete and inside them other bodies, as
yet incomplete themselves, are begetting and waiting their turn to come into being. Moreover,
the figurines are represented laughing, laughing at their own changeability, celebrating the
increasing somatic abasement that brings closer the moment the progeny is brought to being.
The idea of pregnant death is thus the very expression of the grotesque and the double body
its ideal symbol.

In representations of the body and of biological renovation present in nature the
interminable cycle of time discloses the broader existence of historic change. Thus, the
importance of the ugly and deformed body as well as of the biological processes within the
framework of the grotesque in a Bakhtinian view. The genitals play the prime role as /o of
potential reproduction and the anus, as an orifice through which the body enters the world
and can also be accessed to, is grotesquely functional. In reality, all apertures reserve the
potential for the grotesque. This is especially true of the mouth, the gaping mouth that vomits
and swallows the world; through the mouth the body is fed and grows, even outgrows which
is to say it transgresses its limits. In our time obesity is often classified as socially unacceptable,

as a demonstration of indiscipline in one’s eating habits (regardless of the truthfulness of the
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assertion). The fat person is deemed unruly, monstrous and grotesque, but deprived of the
positive element Bakhtin saw in this sort of body.

The underlying connection of the mouth with the vagina is not acknowledged by
Bakhtin for whom the genitals are always invested with a positive content’. The insight of the
female genitalia as the vagina dentata that chews and consumes is not considered by Bakhtin for
it endows femaleness and sexual intercourse with non-regenerative dismemberment (it should
be considered that Rabelais and His World was published in 1965 and that it came out of
roughly a twenty-year period of research, meaning Bakhtin was probably not attuned to the
issue which had only fairly recently been taken up by European and North American
feminists). The utopian universalism of the concept of the grotesque will inevitably need to be
set out in view of the significant difference in terms of cultural and literary studies which has
occurred and that to some extent explain Bakhtin’s failure to perceive the problems such a
theory poses for women. The issues of fatness and ageing, for instance, have in the past
decades acquired a specific and demeaning expression. As producers of meanings and
identities, bodies are means to establish a woman’s degree of acceptance. At some point in
Rabelais and His World Bakhtin criticises Schneegans for reading the caricature of Napoleon
and of his huge nose as a mere reduction of the grotesque to hyperbolic disproportion. In fact,
Bakhtin argues, the grotesqueness of the nose lies in its symbolising the phallus, thus its
generative ability. What he failed to see is that, in a similar way, a woman’s mouth always
symbolises her vagina but only by extension does it relate to the womb and reproduction. In this
perspective, women’s sexuality is, unlike men’s, separated from procreation, endowing their
bodies with a form of independence from men even in intercourse and that the latter do not
have.

As such it can be argued that the fear of the vagina dentata, and taking into account the
fact that Western societies have been mainly patriarchically oriented, is the fear of losing
control over women’s bodies which have the ability to indulge in pleasure per se. “[The door
of orgasm slams on his [any man’s] face”, comments Evelyn of Mother’s body™. Julia
Kristeva’s notion of the abject thus becomes a necessary approach to reading women’s bodies,
particularly mothers’ ones. However, at this point, what should be stressed is the functionality

of orifices within the Bakhtinian framework. Through them the body is able to escape its

%4 Bakhtin recognises the intimate relation of the mouth and the womb. This perspective points to the
element of reproducibility and not to the genitalia as such. See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,
337.

%5 Angela Carter, The Passion of New Eve (London: Virago, [1977] 1996) 59.
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boundaries and makes connections with the world; eating, drinking, defecating and copulating
happen when the body meets the exterior. The ears are manifestly less inclined to grotesque
disposition and the eyes, orifices as well, often betray, in Bakhtin’s view, the inconvenience of
individuality. However, if the eyes can be the mirror of the soul, an idea inconsistent with
universalism, they should not so bluntly be rebuffed. After all, Oedipus’s and Samson’s
blindness stands for a symbolic castration and the plausibility of the association of the eyes
with sexual power(lessness) is reiterated as it persistently erupts from our collective
unconscious through literature. In Aurora Leigh, Romney’s blindness can arguably be said a
strategy that disempowers masculinity in order to allow Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s heroine
to succeed as a writer, an occupation the strict Victorian mentality accounted as an exclusively
masculine capacity and solely dignifying men; Jane Eyre can only rise above the stigma of
being a governess and stand as an equal to her former employer, Mr Rochester, when he
becomes handicapped and blind in the house fire. In both cases, blindness seems to represent
the disavowing of patriarchal supremacy, that is, a metaphorical castration.

In the new bodily canon, Bakhtin affirms, the body is closed and individualised; that
“which protrudes, bulges, sprouts, or branches off (when a body transgresses its limits a new
one begins) is eliminated, hidden, or moderated” (RW, 320). Bakhtin’s criticism is open and

direct:

In the modern image of the individual body, sexual life, eating, drinking, and
defecation have radically changed their meaning: they have been transferred to the private and
psychological level where their connotation becomes narrow and specific, torn away from the
direct relation to the life of society and to the cosmic whole. In this new connotation they can

no longer carry on their former philosophical functions. (RW, 321)

His judgement cannot apply however to a great number of postmodernist texts. Take
the example of Being Dead, by Jim Crace, where a couple of middle-aged scholars have their

skulls crushed by a common thief interested in nothing else but their wallets and car keys:

Joseph brought his hands to his chest to shield himself against the granite. His
knuckles spit. Bare bone and blood. [...] Unlike his wife - who though still bucking from the
blows, could feel no pain - he was loudly conscious. There was taste of vomit in his throat; an

orchestra was tuning up between his ears. His gut was puncturated by a broken rib. [...][The
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granite wielder] struck him with the rock on the right side of his skull. Unable to resist the

obvious, he kicked the soft and naked testicles.%

In the anatomic text Crace constructs there is no room for hiding anything related
with the body. The universalism present is that of death, a biological and grotesque death:
“This was an ugly scene. They had been shamed. They were undignified. They were
dishonoured by the sudden vileness of their deaths. [...] Their characters had bled out on the
grass. The universe conld not care less”. The sort of equality Bakhtin sees in decay is certainly
present and people are devoid of the individualism which deprives them of universalistic
aspirations but where is #he joyful relativity? Crace’s book points to that “cosmic whole” in the
characters’ fusion with the earth”™ which is not, as Bakhtin suggests, depleted of a
psychological content though in fact it is not based on popular culture. The survival of love to
marriage and old age, the danger of trying to relive the past”, the growing distance with their
grown-up child, all these elements in Being Dead contain a philosophical meaning perhaps even
particularly pertinent for our historic time.

But the grotesque is concerned also with the interior of the body (RIW, 318) and Crace
sees in biological knowledge also a way to aim at universalism. In the detailed description of

the half hour Joseph took to die we feel our own body running:

His [Joseph’s] grey matter could metabolize only half the glucose that it needed. But
he was functioning. His stomach still digested what was left of the mango and the cheese
brioche he’d eaten for his breakfast, and the humiliating sandwich that he’d had for lunch,
twenty minutes earlier. His blood supplied his tissues with their nutrients and sent its white
corpuscles to construct their canopies of scars across his wounds. His bone marrow continued
to add new cells to the trillions that had already passed their dark, unknowing time as part of
him. His pupils dilated in the sunlight. His bladder processed all his waste, although he was

incontinent already. [...] He urinated down his thigh.100

% Jim Crace, Being Dead (London: Penguin, 1999) 33.

97 1bid., 11. Italics added.

%8 Throughout the novel the author consolidates this connection by describing minutely, metabolically
even, the decomposition of the bodies.

% The community will judge their murders as a punishment for it seemed “inappropriate” for an old
couple to make love on the beach, not to mention naked. Joseph was, nonetheless, trying to awake a
sleeping relationship by taking back Celice to the place where they had first made love.

100 Jim Crace, Being Dead, 8.
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Furthermore, due to the paroxysms of the muscles, he is erect. It is an utterly
humiliating death. As the body operates to survive we are recalled to eating and copulating
and to how close they stand to dying (there is also a detailed and lively description of their
bodies housing and being eaten away by the small animals of the beach). The futility of the
bodily processes is as authentic at this moment of unavoidable death as at any moment in life
when we are becoming death. The paramount philosophical issue of Bezng Dead arises from its
relevance to every reader: the matter of one’s mortality. We are always becoming dead. We are
nature itself: “Celine and Joseph were soft fruit. They lived in tender bodies. They were
vulnerable. They did not have the power not to die. They were, we are, all flesh, and then we
are all meat”""'. Again notice the relation established between the body and eating/being
eaten.

Corpses - meat - feed the earth’s womb; blood inseminates it (recall the passage of
Being Dead, page 11) giving way to the creation of erotic death and birth. Rabelais recounts
how Abel’s blood generated an extraordinary year for the production of medlars (an apple-like
fruit) giving way to a series of hyperbolic descriptions. However, the medlars caused men and
women to grow disproportionately; some grew in the belly, others grew hunchbacks. The
Jambus, as the name suggests, had long legs and those with colossal ears could make a Spanish
cloak with one and with the other a doublet, a pair of breeches and a jacket. Three men whose
“ballocks” (testicles) were so enormous they would hang down their breeches could fill a sack
intended for five quarters of wheat. Others saw their noses overgrowing and others still had
their “puffes” (phalli) so greatly swollen they were called Labourers of nature. These
“strouting champions” were so “marvellous long, fat, great, lustie, stirring and Crest-risen”

that they had to be wound five or six times around the waist'"

. Rabelais adds humorously that
according to the women’s testimonies that he gathered, this specific variant has, however,
become extinct. Giants are simply those whose prodigious development has occurred
throughout the full length of their bodies. Among them are Gargantua and Pantagruel, his
son, who by his abnormal dimension killed his mother in child-birth (another image of
pregnant death).

When Pantagruel was born a terrible drought had been devastating the country; for

thirty six months, three weeks, four days, thirteen hours and some unspecified minutes more,

101 Tbid., 12. Italics added.
102 Francois Rabelais, Gargantua and Pantagruel, trans. Sir Thomas Urquhart and Pierre Le Motteux, intr.
Terence Cave (1994) (London: Everyman’s Library, [1532-35] 1929, 1994) book 2, ch. I, 170.
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rain had not made its appearance. It was so overwhelming people hid in cow’s bellies to be in
the shade. The first time Pantagruel is mentioned is in a fifteenth century diablerie, The Acts of
the Apostles, by Simon Gréban. Fathered by Lucifer himself, he and his three devil brothers
represent the four elements. Water comes to be associated with Pantagruel who by flying over
the sea is saturated with salt. In the play he throws salt into the open mouths of drunkards
who feel an increasing urge to drink. The context of drought and of salty water are consistent
with Pantagruel’s relation with thirst though not necessarily with water (his name means
literally “all thirsty one”). Gargantua’s ravenous yearning is present from the beginning. The
episode of the cattle-slaughter precedes Gargantua’s birth and it describes a feast for which
three hundred sixty seven thousand and fourteen cows are killed. The tripes were so delicious
everybody licked the fingers and Gargamelle herself (Gargantua’s would-be-mother) ate about
sixteen quarters (448 pounds) and two bushels (16 gallons) of them, making her swell with the
“shitten stuff”'”. In chapter XXXVIII is described how he eats six pilgrims, hidden in the
giant’s lettuce. His gross and exaggerated eating habits are well evinced in his name as the
giant is invariably depicted in banquet scenes eating, chewing up, swallowing and drinking.
The above mentioned banquet culminates in the discourse of the drinkers when Grangousier
jokingly claims never to drink without thirst, either present or future, and that by drinking he
is partaking in eternity. His eulogistic view is founded on the belief that the soul cannot
survive in a dried body and, by drinking, Grangousiet’s fear of dying is appeased. Gargantua
himself, as soon as he is born, shouts aloud and repeatedly for some drink. Thus, his being
named Gargantua (from the French “gousier”). To feed this famished child, the milk of
seventeen thousand nine hundred and thirteen cows was required daily. On the other hand,
Pantagruel has traditionally been set among drunken delights which, more often than not, are
also accompanied by stupendous feasts. The gaping mouth, after all, is both for eating and
drinking and, as Gargamelle’s example shows, is intimately, enjoyably even, linked to scatology
and death; “the fair fecality” says the narrator of Gargamelle’s tripes'”.

The instance of Badebec’s delivery and subsequent death leaves Gargantua hesitant
whether to cry for his wife or to laugh for his son. The fertility of death is as ambivalent as the
banquet image already foreboding the terrible drought: from Badebec’s womb come out sixty
eight salt-sellers, each with a mule loaded with salt, nine dromedaries carrying bacon, seven

camels overweighed with hogs pudding and sausages, and thirty five horses pulling great

103 Thid., book 1, ch. IV, 33.
104 Loc. cit.
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wagons of leeks, garlic, and onions. Only then is Pantagruel delivered. Thus, both Gargantua’s
and Pantagruel’s adventures provide exemplary elements substantiating Bakhtin’s stressing the

universalism of banquet imagery:

Eating and drinking are one of the most significant manifestations of the grotesque
body. The distinctive character of this body is its open unfinished nature, its interaction with
the world. These traits are most fully and concretely revealed in the act of eating; the body
transgresses here its own limits: it swallows, devours, renders the world apart, is enriched and
grows at the wotld’s expense. The encounter of man with the world, which takes place inside
the open, biting, rending, chewing mouth, is one of the most ancient, and most important
objects of human thought and imagery. Here man tastes the world, introduces it into his body,
makes it part of himself. [...][H]e triumphs over the world, devours it without being devoured

himself. The limits between man and the world are erased, to man’s advantage. (RW, 281)

Banquet scenes naturally provide a befitting atmosphere for laughter as well as speech.
From the coena Cypriani to the medieval symposinum a whole tradition of festive speech and table
talk was developed, freely playing with the sacred, with academic debates and more often
simply delighting in the pleasures of conversation. The awareness of a purely bodily existence
underlies grotesque feasting in which one is disburdened of the fear of the world: “Man is not
afraid of the world, he has defeated it and eats of it” (R, 2906) or, in Grangousier’s version,
drinks of it. Overwhelmed by a terror of cosmic dimensions humanity was able to fight it by
discovering in itself the same cosmic power manifested in the elements (hence the myth of
Pantagruel’s birth). In Bakhtin’s interpretation of the approach of the Renaissance to the
universe, bodily acts and excretions - from eating to drinking to defecating and sweating -
turned people into microcosms mimicking a broader system. They became aware of the
manifestations of earth, water, air and fire within them. The images of the material bodily

lower stratum devised by Bakhtin are hence suffused with a penetrating cosmic significance:

In the fear of imagery cosmic fear (as any other fear) is defeated by laughter. Therefore
dung and urine, as cosmic matter that can be interpreted bodily, play an important part in
those images. They appear in hyperbolic quantities and cosmic dimensions. Cosmic
catastrophe represented in the material bodily lower stratum is degraded, humanized, and

transformed into grotesque monsters. Terror is conquered by laughter. (RW, 336)
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In the previous chapter the fact that the cosmic system of the Renaissance represented
a decided evolution in relation to the Aristotelian one pervading in the Middle Ages was
brought up. According to the latter the elements are organised around an imagined centre. An
object that falls from earth moves downwards to this centre. At the opposite pole is fire. The
natural laws of creation and destruction dictate that in this upward movement an earthly
object to reach fire first becomes water, then air and only eventually fire. Celestial bodies are
not subject to these laws as they already represent perfection, guinata essentia. As such they only
perform the most ideal movement, the circle, eternally revolving around the centre of the
earth. The humanistic perspective differed profoundly. The relativization of the world into
high(er) and low(er) spheres was abandoned in favour of a view positioning the human body
at the centre of the cosmos that moves in #we. Hence, the emphasis of the notions of historic
evolution and of continual becoming. Consequently, space was democratised and liberated to
some extent of Christian dispositions. Though this liberation might not have been as radical as
Bakhtin claims, still evolving from this decentralisation the underworld was no longer the place
of hell nor did it stand diametrically opposed to heaven. Reversals, inversions, beatings and
abusing, in a word, debasement, directly depend on such a movement, either literally or
metaphorically. This view is fundamental in the transfer of all that is abundant and fertile to
the underground and the lower stratum. The centre of the universe moves from heaven to
anywhere, everywhere, even to the underworld'”. In book 2, chapter XXX of Gargantua and
Pantagruel is described how Epistemon, who had his head cut off, after a miraculous
resurrection tells of his adventures in hell. In an utterly carnivalistic account, Epistemon
claims to have engaged in a friendly conversation with Lucifer and that the devils had struck
him to be merry fellows. But the inhabitants of the place seem to have had their status deeply
changed; Ulysses was a hay-maker, Hannibal a kettle-maker and a seller of egg shells, Pope
Alexander a rat-catcher and Cleopatra a mere crier of onions.

The humanist philosophy predominant in the Renaissance, with its change of the
focus of attention to the human body and formation of the idea of sameness, presented the
ideal context, already being prepared in the Middle Ages, for carnivalistic freedom to install its
ascendancy and for its grotesque prodigies to branch off. Such is, at least, Bakhtin’s premise.
But the history of the grotesque, as part of what is called nowadays cultural studies, had
witnessed several works which had prepared the ground not only for Rabelais and His World

but also The Grotesque in Art and Literature and that, understandably, differed in disposition and

105 See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 369.
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postulation. It is thus important to consider that history to read Rabelais His World to
understand the relevance those studies might represent within the sphere of postmodern

fiction.
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Le grotesque est un jeu de création libre, d’'une fantaisie inépuisable. Le charme de ce style
vient de ce qu’il communiquera le sentiment de la joie de vivre par la grice ailée du décor,
Paisance de I’invention, la fagon de traiter le réel, incorporé a la chimére, comme un élément

de réverie.

Germain Bazin, Le Language des Styles, 161

&hen Nero was only sixteen years old he was declared emperor, following the
poisoning of his stepfather, Claudius, probably at the hands of his own wife, Nero’s mother,
Agrippina. His reign, even at a time of notorious imperial excess, stood out in terms of costly
public entertainment, incompetent government, debauchery in private life and capricious
assassinations. Nephew of mad Caligula, Nero proceeded to have murdered his brother
Britannicus and Agrippina, had his wife Octavia executed on false grounds of adultery and
beat to death his second wife, Poppaea, while she was pregnant, on arriving from the circus.
Though Seneca had been his tutor and Petronius, author of Sa#yricon, could be counted among
his court friends, his artistic arrogance and obsession with grand spectacles quickly became his
chief interest. Already in 57 AD, he had a wooden amphitheatre built with the sole purpose of
organising fights with gladiators and wild beast shows. Performance in general was much to
his liking and he supported financially the dramatic representations of mythological legends,
mock naval battles and, ironically or not, the actual starting of fires on stage. Extending the
number of days dedicated to public games further contributed to gain the people’s support.
Their favour was brief though, given insignificant military achievements, Nero’s uninterest in
management and increasing political instability that caused many a rival to be summarily
eliminated. Taking himself to be an outstanding artist and athlete, he spent most of his time
composing songs and poems that he presented, subsequently, much to their dislike, to his
subjects. To celebrate the first shaving of his beard, he reinstalled the religious festivities of

the Iuvenalia where, to everybody’s shock, Nero decided to enter the competition as a singer
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and actor. In 66 AD Nero left for Greece to compete at the Olympic Games winning a
staggering 1808 prizes in artistic and chariot racing competitions.

On the 19" of July 64 AD, the Great Fire of Rome broke out. Fires were a fairly
common event in Rome; the city was overcrowded, timber was one of the main construction
materials and its fire-fighting means were extremely limited. This one, however, raised
suspicion almost from the start. The outbreak was in the shops to the south of the Palatine
around the Circus Maximus and for six days the fire ravaged northwards along the east side of
the Palatine, through the Coliseum Valley, to the lower areas of the Esquiline. For reasons still
unknown, when it was finally subsiding, a second outbreak started to the north of the
Capitoline Hill. When the fire started Nero was in Antium, but not even that, or the fact that
he fed and took into in his numerous buildings the homeless, avoided the rumour that the fire
had been the emperor’s deed. Shortly after, Nero’s agents acquired at a very low price the
devastated area (at least ten of the fourteen Augustan regions were affected). Nero, who
outspokenly had admitted hating the look of Rome, had finally the necessary space for the
Domus Aurea, an enterprise that occupied one hundred and twenty five acres at the very heart
of Rome. Thousands of Romans were moved to Veji, twelve miles north, since Nero’s plans
for the reconstruction of the city left no room for them. But most of all, comments circulated
about Nero’s having used the burning city as a backdrop to his composition inspired in the fall
of Troy. The fact remained that the fire’s destructive power created the opportunity for the
great city to be re-invented. Following the demise of Nero’s own residence, the Domus
Transitoria, the architects Severius and Celer were charged with building the most grandiose
palace of the ancient world. The project covered a quarter of the city including the Esquiline,
Oppius, Coelian and Palatine hills, which is to say, the present day valley of the Coliseum. Its
underlying philosophy was the rus in urbe ideal, the countryside in the city, and it became
known as Nero’s Domus Aurea, the golden house. The material investment clearly aimed at
endowing imperial power with divine connotation. In the end, Nero’s megalomania
transformed the building from a mere private residence into the actual seat of imperial power.

The area held an amphitheatre, a market, a bath-gymnasium complex, and buildings
inspired by great cities of the world. Upon the Coelian Hill garden, lavish plants and flowers
were tilled. The Domus Aurea was conceived as a complex of buildings, parks, gardens,
meadows, vineyards, even with an artificial lake big enough for ships to navigate. The project
was carried out by prisoners brought from every part of the empire and by convicts of capital

crimes whose sentences were converted into raising the city literally from the ashes. The main
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residence had two asymmetrical wings, the west and east wings. Behind a hexagonal courtyard
was situated the Hall of the Golden Vault which led back to a long corridor running the whole
length of the building. The back of the building was located upon the rising stone of the
Coelian Hill from which the corridor insulated it in order to provide protection from
landslides. The largest hydraulic organ of its time was the main focus of attention of the music
room but its most astounding achievement was the round banqueting hall, revolving night and
day, to resemble the movement of the heavens. This room is usually identified as the octagon
hall. The west wing was Nero’s residence and his rooms as well as Poppaea’s were located
there. These rooms looked out on to the open air at the back and to a courtyard in the front.
The east wing, though smaller, was used for public receptions. An impressive octagonal

chamber stood at its axis.
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PL 1. The plan for the Domus Aurea, baths of Titus and Trajan, etching by M. Catloni, 1776

The famous octagonal dining room is topped by a dome with an oculus, a hole. The
crossing axes of the floor plan led to side chambers, widening the notion of space and
allowing light, fresh air and even flowing water to enter the room. The three southern
openings of the octagon led to a park, four others, two on either side, led out into vaulted
rooms (two cross-shaped and two squared). The eighth opening was, in reality, a flight of

stairs over which ran water springing from the centre of the hall.
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PL 2. The octagonal hall, Domus Aurea, I A.D.

PL. 3. Vaulted service corridors in the Esquiline wing, Domus Aurea, I A.D.

The ceilings of the dining rooms were covered with movable ivory tiles equipped with
small holes through which perfume and flowers could be sprinkled over the guests. Columns,
pavements and coverings of all sorts were ornamented with marble. The halls, rooms and
corridors were covered in gold, plate and precious stones. Seashells, vitreous paste, ivory
ceilings and painting adorned the buildings. Over a surface of one hundred hectares emerged

porches, palaces, pavilions, baths both fed by sea water and springs, fountains, huge gardens,
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parks, pastures, vineyards, orchards and forests occupied by grazing herds and wild animals.
Huge buildings and hundreds of statues, with the Colossus-Neronis being the most impressive
of them all, surrounded the central pond. Over thirty meters high, the bronze statue of Nero
eventually lent its name to the Coliseum when emperor Hadrian moved it to the amphitheatre
area. As the works approached an end, Nero reportedly exclaimed: “At last, I am able to live
like a human being should”. But to live “like a human being should” had a price and it was the
widespread resentment against the project. Under Vespasian’s rule, the Temple of Peace,
containing all of the artistic loot of Nero’s military enterprises in Greece, became the largest
public museum of its time. After Nero’s death the constructions came to a halt and though
emperor Otho, who rose to power in 69 AD, engaged in further efforts, the project, so
boastingly ostentatious and exaggerated, viewed by some of Nero’s contemporaries even as a
deranged fantasy, remained unfinished. Its splendour quickly made it a myth; the poet Martial

(circa 40 to 104 AD) describes the House in a satirical but bitter tone:

Here where the heavenly colossus has a close view of the stars
And high structures rise on the lofty road,

There once shone the hated hall of the cruel king

And one house took up the whole of Rome.

Here where rises the huge mass of the awesome amphitheatre
In sight of all was Nero’s pool.

Here where we admire the baths built so quickly for our benefit

A proud park deprived the poor of their houses.106

The construction of extensive baths by Trajan on the ground of the Domus Aurea
demanded massive foundations. As a consequence most rooms disappeared and those that
survived went underground. The rediscovery of the Domus Aurea took place, accidentally, in
the late Quattrocento, by artists driven by their fascination for Antiquity. Though the caves
remained covered with earth, they immediately started to copy the motifs of wall and ceiling
paintings, giving way, in the century to follow, to the success of the grotesque style. Renowned
painters like Pinturicchio, Raphael, Ghirlandaio and Giovanni da Udine, visited the Domus
and were inspired by the Neronian ruins to paint the homes and palaces of Roman aristocrats

and clergy. The rediscovery of the Domus was absolutely material at the onset of the
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Renaissance to the promotion of classical art. Pietro Santi Bartoli, who also published sketches
of the interior paintings, carried out the second major excavations in the seventeenth century.
In the eighteenth, between 1758 and 1769, Pope Clement XIII financed further excavations
on the site and in 1774 Mirri, who in the meantime had uncovered another sixteen rooms,
published yet another album of designs. The next noteworthy success was headed by Antonio
De Romanis who unearthed another fifty rooms, organised a planimetry and established a
relation between the discoveries. The excavations were resumed in the early twentieth century
by Antonio Munoz, chairman of the Regia Soprintendenza ai Monumenti del Lazio e degli
Abruzzi. Still under the management of the Soprintendenza more excavations were
undertaken in 1939 and from 1954 to 1957. In 1969 the Soprintendenza Archeologica di
Roma financed more explorations of the upper level. In the beginning of the 1980s the
Domus Aurea was closed given the urgent need for repair and preservation work both of its
structure and of the frescoes. Only in 2001 did the Domus reopen to the public. To this day
the site has revealed one hundred and fifty rooms, all of them belonging to the public area
since Nero’s private rooms, situated on an upper level, gave way to Trajan’s baths, known
until the nineteenth century as the Baths of Titus'”. Its most famous item is perhaps the
statue of Laocoon fighting the serpents that, along with the Titus fountains and other statues,

were moved to the Vatican garden.

i)
PL 4. Laocoon and His Sons, eatly first century (?)

106 In I iber de spectaculis 2. Quoted in Miriam T. Griffin’s Nero: The End of a Dynasty (London and New
York: Routledge, 2000) 142.

107 There is a reproduction in Thomas Wright’s .4 History of Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art
(New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co, [1865] 1968) xxiv. Frances Barasch indicates that the
earliest descriptions of the Baths appeared in 1772 in Chartles Cameron’s Bains des Romains enrichie des
Plans des Palladio. In 1786 M. Ponce wrote and illustrated Descriptions des Bains de Titus. See Frances K.
Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings (The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1971).
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It is in this context of exaggerated luxury that the walls and ceilings painted 4/ fresco and
al stucco, later known as grotesque, were produced. The term, as is by now widely known, has
its origins in the site of the discoveries, the grotfa, that is, caves, related with the Greek “to
hide” and “vault” and the Latin meaning “crypt”. From the beginning, the grotesque paintings
were involved in a carnivalistic atmosphere that involved gross exaggeration and luxury,
massive destruction, and a combination of two opposites: the comfort and refinement of the
city with the energy of the country. It is also a historical context that gives way to ambiguity
for, in an ironic carnivalistic way, the golden house was never finished but allowed another
architectonic enterprise to be realised. From early on, by emerging from underground, the
grotesque established its marginal tendency, or, in John Ruskin’s words, it is the art of the
wayside. The grottesche, as these eatly designs were called, were invariably geometrically
arranged: in the ceilings circles, squares or oblongs framed the major paintings that would
normally be a landscape or pastoral scene. All space that remained empty was decorated with

fantastical characters such as satyrs and nymphs in the midst of luxuriant fruit and foliage.

PL 5. Achilles and Skyros Room (figures at the centre), Domus Aurea, I A.D.
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PL. 6. Hector and Andromache (bottom right), Domus Aurea, I A.D.

A T

The walls shared the rigorous geometrical inspiration: three horizontal planes could be
distinguished; the upper plane was painted with landscape fantasies similar to those on the
ceilings to which were added small pillars, architraves and diverse mythological figures. The
main panel was the second, itself divided in five smaller, gracefully painted, panels. The third
panel was covered in marble veneer. The wall frescoes with a creamy white background,
subdivided by ornate gold trim, are referred to as the IVth Pompeian style and began to be

developed about one hundred years before the destruction of Pompeii in 79 A.D.

PL 7. IVth style wall fresco, Esquiline wing, Domus Aurea, I A.D. Each subdivision features a small land or
cityscape. View of the three panels and of the fantastical grozesche.
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The paintings were supervised and executed by Famulus (also called Fabullus).
Famulus’s personal style is known as floridus umidus by reason of the painter’s use of intense
but expensive pigments: gold, purple, blue and red. Though the overall style is the IVth
Pompeian, art historians argue that Famulus’s technique was more sophisticated than that of

the artists of Pompeii themselves.

PL. 8. Mural in Pompeii, I BC PL. 9. Mural in Pompeii, I BC

PL. 10. Frescoes with discernible layouts painted with yellow and red pigments, Domus Aurea, I AD
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PL 11. Border a/ stucco featuring human hybrids and animals, Domus Aurea, I A.D.

The imitative style inspired in these grotfesche quickly gained popularity in Italy and
eventually borrowed its denomination. The oldest document where the word grottesche is
mentioned is a contract hiring Pinturicchio to paint some designs of fantastic inspiration for
the Siena Library, dated 1502. The grottesche are located, for instance, on the borders of Aeneas
Piccolomini Arrives to Ancona; to the left were painted reddish vegetable scrolls on a yellow
background and next to it, matching the column on the right, is a vertical sequence of
grotesque human heads, bovine skulls, ornate sea-horses, birds and angels. In Pope Aeneas
Piccolomini Canonises Catherine of Siena the pattern is very similar but this painting also includes a
paradigmatic grotesque design: a two-faced head. The designs are very similar on the borders
of Piccolomini Receives the Cardinal Hat, Aeneas Piccolomini Leaves for the Council of Basle and Aeneas

Piccolomini Crowned as a Pope, all produced between the years of 1502 and 1508.

PL 12. Bernardino Pinturicchio, Aeneas Piccolomini Arrives to Ancona, Library of the Duomo, Siena Cathedral, 1502-
1508
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Sebastiano Serlio in Archittetura (1551) and Giorgio Vasari in Le vite de pin eccelenti pittori,
scultors, e architettori (1550, translated as Lives Of the Most Eminent Painters), made the first written
records of the grottesche style with a connection to the ruins. Vasari worked in the studios of
Michelangelo and Andrea del Sarto and participated in the painting of the Vatican Library
where some of the earliest and most remarkable examples of the imitative grotesque style can
be found. But he is best known for Le vite de pin eccelenti pittori, scultori, e architettori, which
remains the most valuable source of information on the lives and works of the painters of
Vasari’s time. When describing Perino del Vaga’s art Vasari refers to his use of the grottesche in

clearly positive terms:

Perino dunque, come si vede per [le] cose dette e molte che si potrebbono dire, ¢ stato
uno de' pit universali pittori de' tempi nostri, avendo aiutato gli artefici a fare eccellentemente
gli stucchi, e lavorato grottesche, paesi, animali e tutte 1'altre cose che puo sapere un pittore, e
colorito in fresco, a olio et a tempera: onde si pud dire che sia stato il padre di queste
nobilissime arti, vivendo le virtt di lui in coloro che le vanno imitando in ogni effetto onorato

dell'arte.108

Vasari even refers to the grottesche in the Domus Aurea and to how much they pleased
and influenced Perino: “E cosi continuando a le cose antiche di marmo, e sottoterra a le grotte

per la novita delle grottesche, imparo i modi del lavorare di stucco, e mendicando il pane con

95109 Iﬂ Sub-

ogni stento, sopportd ogni miseria per venir eccellente in questa professione
chapter xxvii, called “Come si lavorino le grottesche su lo stucco”, he presents a definition of

his own:

Le grottesche sono una spezie di pittura licenziose e ridicole molto, fatte dagl’antichi
per ornamenti di vani, dove in alcuni luoghi non stava bene altro che cose in aria; per il che
facevano in quelle tutte sconciature di monstri per stratteza della natura e per gricciolo e
ghiribizzo degli artefici, i quali fanno in quelle cose senza alcuna regola, apiccando a un

sottilissimo filo un peso che non si puo reggere, a un cavallo le gambe di foglie, a un uomo le

108 Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de piu eccelenti pittori, sculptor, e architettori, Firenze, 1586, the Giuntina edition.
Cribecu:  Centro  Richerche  Informatiche ~ Per 1~ Beni  Cultwrali, 1999. 30  July 2004
<http://picasso.ctibecu.sns.it/ ~frecco/cgi-bin/Vasari>. Ch. V, 161.

109 Thid., ch. V, 112.
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gambe di gru, et infiniti sciarpelloni e passerotti; e chi piu stranamente se gli immaginava,

quello era tenuto piu valente. 11

Vasari describes the motto for his century and for the next to come: suspended forms
in strings that could never sustain the supposed weight, deformed monsters created either out
of the caprice of nature or of the artist’s extravagant imagination, horses with leafy legs, half-
bird humans or, in reality, any other hybrid creature. The two prime characteristics can be said
to be the negation of space (translated into a combination of rigour and inconsistency or a
tendency towards a suspended vertigo) and the forms forged out of sheer imagination, as are
the semi-vegetable or semi-animal beings. The latter frequently point towards drollery and
laughter.

Throughout Le wite de pin eccelenti pittors, scultors, e architettor; Vasari referred to the
grottesche style in relation to Filippino Lippi, Pinturicchio, Raphael, Giovanni da Udine, Taddeo
Zucchero and even Michelangelo. According to Vasari, Filippino Lippi was in fact the first
artist to imitate the paintings of the ruins and his excellence made his art even superior to the
originals. At this stage the groztesche was purely an ornamental style that Filippino Lippi used in
The Torture of St Jobn in the Strozzi Chapel in Florence and Pinturicchio in the Castello di S.

Angelo.

PL 13.

PL. 13. Filippino Lippi, The Torture of St John. The grottesche, imitating stucco framing, presented oddly shaped curves
and leafy-bearded heads. Strozzi Chapel, Santa Maria Novella, Florence, 1502

110 Thid., ch. I, 143-144.
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In 1515 Raphael was inspired by the style to design the stuccowork and paintings to be
carried out at the Vatican Loggie and to be realised by Giovanni da Udine. Later Giovanni da
Udine was also in charge of the decoration of San Pietro on the occasion of Clement VII’s
coronation. To help him with this task he was assisted by Perino del Vaga. The latter will
produce grottesche profusely: at the Chapel of Trinita, at the Palace of Prince Doria in Genoa
and on his death Daniello Ricciarelli and Taddeo Zucchero will complete his work at the
Vatican. Giovanni da Udine’s work at the Vatican Library reveals the same taste for a creamy
background but the grotesque ornaments now occupy a larger extension and have become
more complex. More intricate patterns are preferred over simple elegance. The inscrolled
grotesques by Udine remain peripheral; in the case of the examples presented, they are painted
on the ceiling, exhibiting combinations of mythological figures and animals considered exotic

like the lion.

Pl 14. Raphael, fragment of engraving of a painting for the Vatican Loggie, early sixteenth century

B
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PL 15. The Raphael Loggie, Vatican, eatly sixteenth century
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Pl 16. Giovanni da Udine, The Sistine Hall of the Vatican Library, eatly sixteenth century

Pl 17. Vatican ceiling, eatly sixteenth century
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When the grotesques left wall painting and started to be applied in engraved works, a
change occurred which reveals the importance the grotesque style had so quickly gained in the
field of the arts: from the borders it moved to the centre giving way to the realisation of more
elaborate and fanciful productions. Among the most prolific artists to apply the style are
Andrea Zoan (late fifteenth, early sixteenth century), Nicoletto da Modena (14902-1569?) and
Agostino dei Musi Veneziano (14902-15367) but the style was also used by other renowned

Italian artists.

PL 19. PL. 20.

PL 19. Andrea Zoan, engraving of ornamental pattern, Italy, circa 1500
PL 20. Agostino Veneziano, engraving of ornamental pattern, Italy, circa 1520
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The grottesche style was quick to spread in Italy and it became, in Tatiana Kossourova’s
words, “the most characteristic ornament of the Renaissance era”'". As early as 1530 it was
ready to cross the borders towards France. The first major work took place at the Palace of
Fontainebleau where the technique was primarily Raphaelesque but where the paintings and
stucco were refashioned to give way to a new kind of scrollwork under the responsibility of 11
Rosso. The introduction of children as subjects of this kind of painting was also his.
Primaticcio reproduced these innovations, namely the inscrolled grotesques, throughout the
palace and Jacopo Barozzi came to collaborate in the project as well. Barozzi, a discipline of
the Vitruvian School, which strongly disapproved of grotesque art, adopted the ambivalent
but common attitude of his time of rejecting all grotesque architectural enterprises and

simultaneously adopting its ornamental influence in painting.

PL 21. Primaticcio, fresco with grotesques a/ stueco at Fontainebleau, first half of the sixteenth century

1 Tatiana Kossourova, The Magic World of the Grotesque: Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century Grotesques in the
Applied Art of Western Europe, Catalogue of the Hermitage Collection (St Petersburg: Hermitage, 2000)
33.
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PL. 22. Primaticcio, royal staircase a/ stucco, Apartments of the Duchesse d’Etampes, Fontainebleau, 1530s

PL. 23. Jacopo Barozzi, Palazzo Farnese, Caprarola, mid sixteenth century
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Pl. 24. Jacopo Barozzi, Palazzo Farnese, Caprarola, mid sixteenth century

In the example of the staircase at Fontainebleau, Primaticcio positioned two female
nudes and between them the Roman god Pan, whose goat legs were replaced by curved
endings. Above them, fruits are topped with a ram’s head, a symbol frequently associated with
Pan. At Fontainebleau, as in the Vatican, the grotesque developed literally on the borders of
larger paintings of ancient gods and heroes. Even in its earliest days the grotesque occupied a
liminal place in the spatial arrangement of the paintings where it often developed by resorting
to fantastical elements. Barozzi’s frescoes at Caprarola show a simple, graceful style, closer to
that in the Domus Aurea. Plate 23 presents on a light background framed by strict geometrical
lines fantastical animals, human heads generating scrolling plants and hanging flowers. The
bottom panel shown in plate 24 is of clear IVth style inspiration. The middle level shows, to
the rear, the same decorative inspiration and, between the fake columns, other grotesques are
combined vertically (also superimposing three panels). The ceiling is more elaborate and the
panels display grotesque details as well as unicorns and half-vegetable humans. Similarly to
what had taken place in Italy, the Raphaelesque was picked up by engravers in France and

soon by other European artists.
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Pl 26. Daniel Hopfer, engraving of ornamental pattern, circa 1530
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PL 28. Aldegrever, grotesque engraving, circa 1540

When the new Italian style moved to France the word defining it naturally went too.
The Italian /a grottesca, grottesco and grottesche, occasionally appearing with initial “c” or single “t”,
become crottesque in France in the early 1530s but the form with a single “t” is the widely used
orthography until the seventeenth century when the form grofesque is finally established. The
wotd grottesche was used, still in Italian therefore, for instance, between Primaticcio and the
painter Nicolas de ’Abbey who decorated the Palace at Meudon. But already in 1532 the
Inventory of Florimond Robertet listed a tapestry of Vulcan in the crofesque style. As Italian-
based Renaissance art expanded until it reached the Iberian Peninsula and Northern Europe
the grotesque established itself as a style that stood for fantastic and hybrid beings ornamented

with carefully studied symmetric and charming designs. But it was Vasari himself who applied
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the word to a field other than painting. Describing Michelangelo’s New Sacristy of San

Lorenzo in the Medici Tombs Vasari comments that it was

vi fece dentro un ornamento composito nel piu vario e pitt nuovo modo che per tempo
alcuno gli antichi e i moderni maestri abbino potuto operare: perché nella novita di si belle
cornici, capitegli e base, porte, tabernacoli e sepolture fece assai diverso da quello che di
misura, ordine e regola facevano gli uomini secondo il comune uso e secondo Vitruvio e le
antichita, per non volere a quello agiugnere. La quale licenzia ha dato grande animo, a quelli
che anno veduto il far suo, di mettersi a imitarlo, e nuove fantasie si sono vedute poi, alla
grottesca piu tosto che a ragione o regola, a' loro ornamenti; onde gli artefici gli hanno infinito
e petpetuo obligo, avendo egli rotti i lacci e le catene delle cose che per via d'una strada

comune eglino di continuo operavano.!

PL 29. PL 30. =

Pl 29. Michelangelo, Tomb of Lorenzo di Medici, Sagrestia Nuova, San Lorenzo, Florence, 1524-31
PL 30. Michelangelo, Tomb of Giuliano di Medici, “Night” (detail), Sagrestia Nuova, San Lorenzo, Florence,
1524-31

Appreciating Michelangelo’s daring approach to sculpture and architecture Vasari
refers to it as grotesque, taking the first step in a long and often contentious debate that will
cleave the grotesque into two distinct areas: on the one hand, painting and interior decoration

where it is admired and, on the other, sculpture and architecture where it is rejected altogether.
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In fact, it is to the late period of the Renaissance and to its architectural and sculptural
productions that John Ruskin, in a tone of utter contempt, calls the Grotesque Renaissance.
Moreover, Michelangelo’s style has been referred to as mannerist and, more importantly given
the discussion at the beginning of this study, baroque. Barasch herself notices that what the art
historian Robert J. Clements denominates baroque, Vasari called grotesque. In addition,
Clements comments that it was after seeing the Laocoon statue that Michelangelo found the
authority to go further than the traditional, that is, Vitruvian, parameters thought proper'".
Historically therefore, the grotesque is linked to creative audacity insofar as it questions
classical rules and their limited values of harmony and symmetry.

In spite of the rapid expanding of the grotesque, Vitruvian thought was dominant.
Marcus Vitruvius Pollio’s De Architectura (circa 27 BC) remains to this day a fundamental text
in that field of study. An engineer and architect, he wrote the ten books of De Architectura to
supply the emperor Augustus with the necessary knowledge to judge buildings. Advanced in
age, impoverished, and in precarious health, he considered it more valuable to record the
philosophical and structural principles of architecture than to concentrate his efforts on
securing his financial stability. His theoretical and technical discussions demonstrate his
awareness of the complexity of the architect’s work, who needs, in addition, to be learned in
climate, geography, optics, perspective, acoustics, mechanics, geometry and even in
astronomy. His obvious wide experience generated an academic but also practical
encyclopaedic work that made Vitruvius’s book the most influential architectural treatise for
centuries to come, largely due to its combining of complicated mathematical principles with
simple understanding of people’s needs. His ideas found renewed strength in the fifteenth
century with Leon Batista Alberti’s De re aedificatoria which interpreted the universe as a
mathematical composition where everything, from the human being to the smallest organism
in nature, obeyed the most perfect of all geometric forms, the circle. This perspective was
adopted in all humanist fronts: in the arts but also in astronomy, philosophy and theology.

Alberti and his followers aspired to perfection in art, to the absolute beauty that, in
their eyes, the ancient Romans had been able to achieve. However, since Vitruvius had paid
little attention to painting, Alberti felt free to see it his own way, a way that valued a subjective

approach over a purely mathematical reproduction. Resorting to strategies of light, colours

112 Giorgio Vasari, Le Vite de piu eccelenti pittori, sculptor, e architettori, Firenze, 15806, the Giuntina edition.
Cribecu: ~ Centro  Richerche  Informatiche ~ Per 1 Beni  Cultwrali, 1999. 30  July 2004
<http://picasso.ctibecu.sns.it/ ~frecco/cgi-bin/Vasari>. Ch. VI, 55-56.

113 See Frances K. Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 24-25, n. 12.
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and perspective, the artist could paint as s/he saw the object and not according to its actual
characteristics. His ideas on painting were recorded in Della Pintura, a manuscript that was
available in manuscript before it was first published in 1540 (which is to say ten years before
Le vite de pin eccelenti pittori, scultori, e architettori). Moreover, as his views were not widely available
early in the sixteenth century some of his opinions, which would have clashed with the
ornamental style of the grotesque, such as his opposition to horror vacui, did not have the
opportunity to establish themselves firmly. But in the end, Alberti, like Vasari after him,
combined his aesthetic needs with his personal beliefs in a rather ambivalent solution. Perhaps
given this ambivalence, when later humanists studied Alberti’s work as well as Vitruvius’s, they
became aware that the grotesques that had been so highly regarded referred to a style and to a
period the masters did not favour. Artists of the Augustan era ignored Vitruvius and
proceeded to elaborate further and further a style that from ornate moved on to be fantastic.
The Baths of Titus, the humanists realised, belonged to this overdone stage; the surviving
pieces of wall painting at the towns of Herculaneum and Pompeii as well as other Roman
villas around Vesuvius and even at the city of Ostia supply evidence of the Roman desire to
reproduce Greek art that, by the first century BC, was responsible for the importation of
masters to paint framed replicas of actual Greek panel paintings. This decorative fashion

marked a turn:

Beginning with simple patterns, imitating stone and plaster veneers and derived from
Hellenistic models of the third and second centuries BC, roman interior designers soon
developed an ‘architectural style’. This fashion of interior decoration suggested complex
illusions of depth, as if the wall surface itself were transparent and opened out upon attractive
prospects of porticoes or landscapes. In the early Empire these architectural designs became
more and more fantastic or irrational, with complicated passages interlocking richly coloured

forms. 114

114 Ed. Denise Hooker, Azt of the Western World (London, New York, Sydney and Toronto: Guild
Publishing, 1989) 47.
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PL 31. Fresco with small grotesque figures topping the panels, Pompeii, I B.C.

The grotesque that at one point had been regarded as the expression of classical good
taste began to stand for the exact opposite. Its success did not diminish though, even if it
slowly became a synonym not only of fantastic art but, already in 1524, also as simple anti-
Vitruvianism. Grottesche meant more than bizarre creatures; its disregard for a naturalistic
reproduction of the world and its norms of proportion and containment implied a disdain for
the moral and philosophical standards of the time. It was in all senses a deviation. That had

clearly been Vitruvius’s very point on criticising the anti-mimetic style of the grotesques:

[O]ur contemporary artists desecrate the walls with monstrous forms rather than
reproducing clear images of the familiar world. Instead of columns they paint fluted stems
with oddly shaped leaves and volutes, and instead of pediments arabesques; the same with
candelabra and painted edifices, on the pediments of which grow dainty flowers unrolling out
of robes and topped, without rhyme or reason, by little figures. The little stems, finally,
support half-figures crowned by human or animal heads. Such things, however, never existed,

do not now exist, and shall never come into being.!15

The sense of the grotesque referring to the architecture of Michelangelo evolved to a
term referring to a more subjective production of art that later on was invested with a
pejorative connotation related to immorality, bad taste, disrespect and irrationality. But since
Michelangelo himself had clearly contested the school which vouched for Reason, Order and

harmony, the world of art continued to produce grottesche. The Vasarian party, the unruliness,
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rebelliousness, and imagination they stood for, managed to put pressure on and even to some
extension to influence Vitruvians and for two centuries classical principles were neglected in
favour of the grotesque.

It was in the field of ornamentation that the grotesques made their most extravagant
appearance. In tapestry, for instance, the contribution of the grotesque was crucial to the
creation of exquisite works particularly in sixteenth century Italy but in the later part of the
century Flemish and French workshops rivalled the Italian pieces. As with mural, pictorial and
engraved motifs, the grotesque designs were either organised in horizontal or vertical lines or
they occupied the borders of the tapestry. Tapestry and embroideries of Italian influence, at
times directly inspired by the works of Giulio Romano, Perino del Vaga and Agostino
Veneziano, tended to be ornamented with classical mythological figures and floral designs
whereas the impact of the artists from the North like Cornelis Bos and Cornelis Floris was
manifested in the use of animal and human hybrids with a stronger sense of the personal
fantastical inspiration of the artist’s imagination. The aesthetic richness of the grotesques was
therefore a fitting counterpart to the elaborate technique developed at the time and which
permitted the combination of different fabrics and textures such as wool, silk, velvet, satin,

gold and silver.
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PL 32. White rep facings with depiction of animals, tritons and masks, Italy, sixteenth century, silk with gilt and
silver thread

115 Quoted in Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, 20.
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PL 34. Jean Roost, grotesques on a yellow background, circa 1546-1560, taffeta
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Wood showed itself to be a malleable material for the production of the grotesque.
From wall friezes, pilasters, portals and doors, artists proceeded to carve grotesque
compositions which can still be seen at Fontainebleau. These sites, however, were only
suitable for rather simple designs so it is not surprising that it is in furniture that the most
extravagant creations can be found. Carved or inset (usually of a contrasting colour) or
through intarsia (wood veneer inlaid flatly on a darker background) cupboards, chairs, tables,
beds, closets and cassoni (marriage chests) reveal animal feet, winged and leafy animals and
monstrous heads. Following a tendency verified in other arts, Italian furniture displays
multiple flowery arrangements but other European works, particularly French, made wider use
of the advantages of carving to provide the impression of volume and shadowing to the

detailed parts of the piece.

PL. 36. Chest with feet in the shape of lion’s paws, Florence, second half of the sixteenth century, carved walnut,
inlaid with ivory
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PL 37. Dresser with carved mascarons and herms, South of France, second half of the sixteenth century, carved
walnut, inlaid with marble

The influence of the grotesque was felt in other areas of the decorative arts,
particularly in metal, silver and gold pieces. Initially the grotesques observed the positions
verified in the decorations of the Domus Aurea, either appearing isolated or in friezes.
However, by the late sixteenth century, they had already taken over the surface of the whole
object, thus creating much more complicated compositions. The evolution of the grotesque in
the sixteenth century accompanied therefore a change from the Renaissance mood to
Mannerism which fundamentally accentuated and even exaggerated the visual details
introduced by the great masters of the Renaissance. With the establishment of Northern cities,
especially in Germany, as centres of production of gold- and silverwork towards the end of
the sixteenth century the objects started to depict designs which characterised the Northern

European grotesque such as the fantastical hybrids.
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Pl 38. PL. 39.

PL 38. Heinrich Jones, nautilus-shell cup, Nuremberg, circa 1600, silver and gilt
PL 39. Ludwig Hochenauer, tankard with a lion on the lid, Augsburg, 1630s, silver and gilt

With respect to jewellery, the impact of the grotesque was considerable particularly in
Italy and France where designs by Etienne Delaune and Jacques Androuet I Ducerceau were
borrowed to ornament jewels. The Northern European taste marked its pieces with the figures
of its preference: monsters, strange animals, and hybrids frequently of maritime inspiration.
Using in their composition peatls and enamel, pendants, necklaces, bracelets, earrings, buckles,
buttons, watches, frames and even prayer-book covers were adorned with grotesque motifs.
Arms and armours were also grotesquely decorated and though at first sea subjects were
amply produced by the Venetian school, the Milanese preferred mythological and fantastical
motifs alluding to aggressive human instincts such as the gryphon as well as warriors depicted
with details elevating their skills to mythical quality (wings, for instance). But it was in
Nuremberg and Augsburg that the most spectacular pieces were made as they borrowed

designs from such renowned engravers such as Heinrich Aldegrever.

PL. 40. PL 41.

PL. 40. Medallion-pendant with blue enamel and white enamel flowers, France, sixteenth century, copper,
silver and enamel
PL 41. Hunting whistle in the form of a siren, Master NI, Nuremberg, sixteenth century, silver
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PL 42. PL 43.

PL. 42. Book cover with depictions of the Baptism of Christ, The Last Supper and the Crucifixion, Germany (?),
seventeenth century, silver
Pl 43. Vase with two handles, Germany or Prague, circa 1600, almandine

Pl 44, | Pl 45.

Pl 44. Door-knocker depicting triton, nereid, herm and mascaron, Italy, sixteenth century, bronze
PL 45. Helmet, Milan (?), circa 1580-90, steel
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Despite the ability of the grotesque to be expressed in such wide-ranging areas it was
in ceramics that its imprint was so strongly felt that from around the onset of the sixteenth
century it completely took over the maiolica (or majolica) pieces from Urbino, Siena and

116
Faenza

. The workshops in Faenza were distinguished by the dark blue ground of their
relatively small plates bordered by scrolled grotesques. The Sienese school was characterised
by the more varied use of colours and complexity of the aesthetic designs which imprinted in
the piece a certain sense of ostentation absent in works produced in Faenza. The most well-
known craftsmen, however, developed their art in the workshops of Urbino. Over a creamy
white ground the masters created grotesques which were typical of other maiolica centres such
as dolphins and winged heads but the disposition in the piece itself was able to create a
sensation of suspension and elegance which conferred a unique beauty to Urbino works and
which were also more akin to the designs found in the Domus Aurea. The other trait that was
specific to Urbino maiolica pieces is the use of the en camaien technique, basically the use of
cameos on a light grey background. The maiolica from Urbino was by no means limited to
plates so that the grotesques served to embellish a wide range of objects such as vases, jugs,
vessels, writing sets, candlesticks, salt-cellars and bowels. The success of this type of
grotesques was much due to the inspiration drawn from engraving. Recently the study of the
depth of this connection has led to astonishing discoveries such as that made by Christopher
Poke who has established that the wine cooler made for Cosimo I de Medici by the workshop
of Flaminio Fontana in Urbino and presently part of the Wallace collection drew its designs
from the etchings by Jacques Androuet Ducerceau entitled Petites Grotesques (1562). The
particular influence of the maiolica of Urbino was felt by the great ceramic school and
industry of Limoges. In France, however, the tendency was to privilege other patterns such as
mascarons and masks and on the whole it cannot be said that the grotesques were as vastly
produced or as significant in this field as they were in Italy. Nevertheless, French ceramics

made a contribution of its own: enamel.

116 The I/lustrated History of Antiques indicates “majolica” to be a nineteenth century corruption of the
word “maiolica” which is the basis of my preference of the latter term. See Mallalieu Huon, [/ustrated
History of Antiques (London: Quantum Books, 1993) 627.
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PL. 46. Pl 47, M T

PL 46. Plate with a seated bacchante, Casa Pirota workshop, Faenza, 1520s-30s, maiolica
PL. 47. Plate with Narcissus gazing at his own reflection, Siena, 1510-20, maiolica

PL. 48. PL. 49.

PL. 48. Plate with large grotesques, Gubbio, 1533, maiolica
PL. 49. Scudella, Orazio Fontana workshop, Urbino, 1560s-70s, maiolica

PL. 50. Quatrefoil dish depicting Minerva, Orazio Fontana’s workshop, Urbino, 1565-70, maiolica
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PL. 51. Salt cellar with three sculpted chimeras, Urbino, late sixteenth century, maiolica
PL. 52. Cosimo I de Medici’s wine cooler, Flaminio Fontana’s workshop, Urbino, 1574, maiolica

PL. 53. Pl 54.
PL. 53. Faience on a yellow background. Floor tile with grotesques, Petrucci Palace, Sienna, 1509
Pl. 54. Caryatid of grotesques in a tiling panel from a pilaster at the entrance hall of the Museo de Bellas Artes,

Sevilla, circa 1600

PL. 55. Hall of Battles, El Escorial, Spain, Nicolas Granelle, Fabricio Castello, Lazaro Tavarone and Orazio
Cambiaso, 1584-1585
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PL 57. PL 58.

PL 57. Detail of dish depicted in plate 56
PL. 58. Pierre Reymond, detail of dish depicting Apollo and the Muses, Limoges, 1572, enamel painting on

copper

In seventeenth century France its success was enormous: tapestries, wallpapers,
jewellery, glassware, plates and vases were being decorated at the same time that walls
continued to be painted. Eventually, grotesque expression in ornamental art was mainly
French and to distinguish it from other forms of the genre it was renamed “arabesque”. It was
at this stage that the word “grotesque” started to be associated with medieval sculptures and
architecture of religious importance and with illuminated manuscripts. A similar development
took place in Germany. The grotesque that referred to the imitative Italian painting entered
German borders in the first half of the sixteenth century but soon grotteschische carried the idea

of monstrous fantasy, much more akin to sculpting of medieval religious art.
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PL 59. PL 60.

PL 59. Capital, San Michele, Pavia, twefth century
PL 60. Capital of San Giovanni in Borgo, Pavia, twelfth century

PL 61. PL 62. IF

PL 61. Initial D. The temptation of Christ by the demon at the temple. Licge, thirteenth century
PL 62. The hyena, Aberdeen Bestiary, circa 1200. It should not be eaten because it is dirty and has two natutes:
male and female as shown in the plate. The hyena dwells in the tombs and devours human bodies.

The style that developed in France and Germany by Italian artists made use of the
technique commonly referred to as scrollwork that could be applied to three distinct types of
designs: the ornamental art of the mauresque (a two-dimensional style displaying plants over a
black and white background), the arabesque (a more realistic form of decoration which makes

117 and

use of perspective and more varied themes such as detailed parts of a plant or animal)
the grotesque. As in France, the styles were not easily distinguishable and therefore the word

grotesque was used to refer to all three.

17 Vitruvius himself used “arabesques” to define some sort of scrolled or curved motif as opposed to
the usual straight lines of pediments. The confusion re-emerges with frequency: The Oxford Companion
to Art identifies the arabesque with the mauresque (or moresque) from the sixteenth century onwards,
when Islamic art started to attract attention in Europe. Though there is no doubt that the pattern itself
is already present in Hellenistic art, the Islamic artist was able to develop the plant design into
sophisticated forms, always respecting a strictly symmetrical rule, to the point of its losing its realistic
features. Nevertheless, the dictionary acknowledges that the term “arabesque” has been used also in
relation to medieval illustrations and to designs including flowers, fruits and fanciful creatures
produced in the Renaissance. See Harold Osborne ed., The Oxford Companion to Art (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, [1970] 1999) 63.
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Pl 64.

PL 63. Francois Pellerin, mauresque, sixteenth century

PL 64. Initial A with an arabesque decoration, sixteenth centuty

Pl 65. Pl 66.
PL 65. Virgile Solis, mauresque and arabesque, mid sixteenth century

PL 66. Pierre Flotner, mauresque, eatly sixteenth century

7=

Pl 67. PL. 68.

PL 67. Leonardo da Vinci, mauresque, circa 1500

PL 68. Albert Diirer, mauresque, circa 1506
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Groteske quickly became both a noun and an adjective conveying the idea of animal-
humans'"®. Its most noticeable feature was the appearance of the Traummwerk, a style of painting
of Northern inspiration: Teutonic mythology provided demons and goblins to replace the
Roman hybrids. In England both the Italian and Germanic grotesques were being called
antickes or anticks. The style travelled not only to England but also to Italy and France where,
in its turn, it generated the school of diablerie. The legend of St Anthony, the saint self-exiled in
the desert and tempted by devilish animals, whose popularity in the pictorial arts was already
considerable, was a cherished theme for Martin Schongauer, Lucas Cranach and Israel van
Mechen. Not surprisingly, when Surrealism reinstated the taste for the fantastic and the
monstrous, Salvador Dalf and Max Ernst picked up the theme once more. But in the sixteenth
century the great painter of diuablérie was Pieter Brueghel, the Elder, who unmasked and
criticised vices resorting to all sorts of fantasies, including the mixing of animals and humans.
His predecessor was Hieronymus Bosch whose astounding prodigies share of the darker spirit
of the grotesque. The northern tradition of the grotesque thus contrasted with the Italian but,
in spite of the conflict, which is based on the emphasis each attributes to the darker or lighter
pole, they are the same. Mikhail Piotrovsky says that the “absurdity of the [sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries] grotesque was joyful, pleasing to the eye. It counterbalanced the
sombre or menacing absurdity inherent in the Furopean artistic outlook. The grotesque
seemed to oppose the tradition of Hieronymus Bosch™". In other words, the Italian
grotesque emerged not only as an opposition to classical forms but also as a reaction to other
forms of the grotesque. Piotrovsky’s assertion is not, however, exact. Though it seemed to
have evinced an emphasis on the joyful, already in the mid sixteenth century when the Italian
grotesque style travelled North to France, the Netherlands and Germany, the style was

combined with a sense of the terrible or the monstrous.

118 Wolfgang Kayser and Frances Barasch do not agree on the degree of the influence of the grotesque
in Renaissance Germany. The former claims a more consequential presence than the latter.

119 Quoted in Tatiana Kossourova’s The Magic World of the Grotesque: Sixteenth and Seventeenth-Century
Grotesques in the Applied Art of Western Europe, 5.
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PL 69. PL 70.

PL 69. Erasmus Hornick, drawing of a ewer, Germany, 1560
PL. 70. Hans Collaert, engraving for pendant, Netherlands, 1580s

."
- PL72.
PL. 71. Cornelis Floris, grotesque engraving, 1556
PL 72. Martin Schongauer, S Anthony Tormented by Demons, 1480-90
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PL. 74. Lucas Cranach, The Temptation of St Anthony, 1506
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PL. 75. Pieter Brueghel, The Temptation of St Anthony, 1555-8

—————

PL. 76. Max Ernst, The Temptation of St Anthony, 1945

Some prints of the temptations of St Anthony made it to England but the diabolic was
represented most remarkably by Hans Holbein’s creations of The Folly, The Monk and
especially the Dance of Death. The antickes already included the figures of the fool, demons and

chimeras and from the sixteenth century onwards Holbein’s motifs were added to that list.
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PL. 77. Hans Holbein, The Dance of Death, plate XVIII, 1538. The judge decides a cause between a rich and a poor
man with a bribe while Death behind him snatches his staff of office

PL. 78. Heinrich Knoblochzer, “Death and the Gentleman”, Der Doten Dantz, Heildelberg, 1490

When in the 1640s the word grotesque was adopted, thus establishing the word in
English earlier than in French, it acquired the meanings previously attributed to ansickes'™. It is
at this time that the sense of the ridiculous and ludicrous begins to be associated with antick or
grotesque figures. Not only was death turned into a foolish character but demons themselves
were turned into gleeful creatures. Puck, Robin Goodfellow and Marcolf are among the many
good-humoured demons of the mystery plays and farces produced at the time. In Portugal, for
instance, Gil Vicente peopled his numerous axfos with witty devils that in addition to being the
means through which the vices of the other characters were exposed also play the comic roles

in the plays.

120 The Oxford English Dictionary gives crotescque as the first recorded English form in 1561.
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PL. 79. Geoffrey de Latour Landry, “The demon of Vanity and the Coquette”, Ritzer von Turn, Basle, 1493

In France, before the word had established itself, the genre, particulatly in connection
with decorative art, was already popular. Its common designation was antiquailles, anticks in
English. Anticks is used in Book 1, chapter 8, of Gargantua and Pantagruel (published in 1534)
and Grotesque in Book V, chapter 41 (published in 1564) to refer to the same style which
clearly indicates the evolution of the word'”'. While in England “grotesque” is used strictly to
the style of art until the late seventeenth century, in France in the mid sixteenth century it is
already used in a literary context. Rabelais’s words are complimentary: the Lamp, made of gold
and crystal displayed “a lively and pleasant Battel of naked Boys mounted on little Hobby-
horses, with little whirligig - Lances and shields, that seem’d made of vine-branches with
Grapes on them”'?; their motions were ingeniously expressed “in Relief, or at least, like
Grotesque, which by the Artist’s Skill has the appearance of the roundness of the Object it
represents; this was partly the effect of the various and most charming Light”'*.

At this time, the grotesque, the imitative Renaissance style of frescoes, had expanded
to include French scrollwork and from there it had become a term to define decorative arts
which, with time, branched into several specific styles: Belgique, damasque, manresque, and even

d’Indjes. Its expansion is such that soon literature itself incorporated not just the word but

some of its meaning too. In the 1570s Montaigne belittled his own writing, full of strange

121 The Books were written respectively before 1532 and 1553 and the pages in the Everyman’s edition
are 41 and 791. The books of Gargantua came out separately between 1534/5 and 1564. Barasch
indicates chapter 40 as the one where the word “Grotesque” makes its appearance but the chapter does
not in fact refer to the Wonderful Lamp chapter but rather to the mosaics representing the battle in
which Bacchus overthrew the Indians. See Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 34, n. 6.

122 Francois Rabelais, Gargantna and Pantagruel, Book V, ch. 41, 791.

123 Loc. cit. Italics in the text.
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monsters and fantastic disorder, of crozesques as he called them: “Considerant le conduite de la
besongne d’un peintre que j’ay, il m’a pris envie de I'ensuivre. Il choisit le plus bel endroit et
milieu de chaque paroiy, pour y loger un tableau élabouré de toute sa suffisance; et, le vuide
tout a tour, il le remplit de crotesques, qui son peintures fantastiques n’ayant grace qu’en la
variété et estrangeté. Que sont-cet icy aussi, a la verité, que crotesques et corps monstrueux,
rappiecez de divers members, sans certaine figure n’ayants ordre, suite ny proportion que
fortuite?”’'*". The term was thus applied to an area other than ornamental art, that of literary
style. The fact that his writing was populated by the unruliness of fantasy amused Montaigne
who only allowed the monsters to exist in order to reveal their ludicrous nature. The
characteristics Montaigne appreciated were the variety and, more importantly, the strangeness
the grotesque provoked and thus he anticipated some of the fundamental traits of the
psychological grotesque.

In England, even the word itself was, at first, difficult to integrate. In the sixteenth
century, the Italian-inspired style, either in tapestry, sculpture, architecture or in related forms,
was less in favour than work of Flemish influence. Consequently, the word “anticke” prevailed
and assimilated innuendoes shared at the time by the Italian word. For the most part,
examples of “antickes” were monstrous, fanciful, and vicious. The Elizabethan society viewed
Italian art as a shameful expression of an admiration for paganism and superfluity
incompatible with the morality of the time, an attitude that only began to be surpassed in the

late sixteenth century. This point is made by Sylvie Debevec Henning who writes:

Many Reformation commentators, for example, associated a sense of fear, sin or
shame with the grotesque. Sir John Davies, the Calvinist poet, considers grotesque figures
representations of man’s fallen state. The imperfect human mind, incapable of grasping the
order and harmony of the sublime, can perceive only grotesque disorder. Milton’s position is
similar although he gives the grotesque objective reality; it is part of irregular nature,
symbolizing the chaos of the natural world. The Protestant ideal, like the classical, is simple,
pute, solemn and harmonious; it purports to express “Truth unadorned,” shorn of all Catholic
complications and paradoxes. This attitude manifests itself in the writings of Protestant
clergymen, like Bishop Joseph Hall, who attack the grotesque as visibly indecorous and
immoral, dedicated to false principles, lust and Papism, and, in general, conveying ideas of

spiritual impotence and imposture.?5

124 Michel de Montaigne, Essais (Paris : Société Les Belles Lettres, [1580] 19406) I, XXVIII, 61.
125 Sylvie Debevec Henning, “Ia Forme In-Formante: The Grotesque Reconsidered”, Mosaic X1V:4, 110.
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PL. 80. The papist devil, “I am the Pope”, from a Reformation handbill against Pope Alexander VI, Paris, late
fifteenth century

Noe. 147 The ;“--‘;n =djs.

PL 81. The Pope-Ass, Germany, early sixteenth century
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Pl. 82. Papist indulgence peddlers in the jaws of hell, from a satiric reformation handbill, Germany, late sixteenth
century

As Calvinist hostility against Catholic Italy declined and English artists slowly gained
confidence in their abilities, the grotesque started to gain ground. But as the previous
examples demonstrate the connection of the grotesque with religion was not exclusive to
England. It is undeniable that the grotesque had a very meaningful expression in anti-papist
and anti-reformist pamphlets and that it was able to flourish parallel to the Italian Renaissance
style. Engravings such as the ones reproduced here were extremely popular among German
artists, many of whom at some time or another travelled to England. Plate 80 is a satirical
version of the image Pope Alexander VI, Roderic Borgia, enjoyed in some circles, of his being
the perpetrator of ghastly crimes, of indulging in unspeakable vices and even of having

achieved papacy through a pact with the devil. In fact, it is assumed he passed away on
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drinking poisoned wine that he intended to give to one of his rivals. One of the most well-
known pamphlets was the pope-ass, whose monstrous body incorporated a complex net of
innuendoes. The ass head stood for the pope himself and it was given a female body since
women were assumed to have a vicious and weak nature; its/her body is naked because the
church is not ashamed to display publicly its eating and drinking excesses; the scales that
protected it stood for the supporting aristocrats; the head on its backside is that of an old man
whose death is near (or so the reformists hoped of the papacy) and the dragon’s head, with its
burning flames, signified the pope’s terrible revenge against his religious opponents; its right
hand was an elephant’s foot and represented the crushing weight of the papist doctrines over
people’s consciences; its right hand was human and was related to the worldly power of the
institution; the right foot, resembling that of an ox, represented the pope’s clergy, from the
highest minister to the lowest monk, in sum, all the agents that were involved in the process
of oppressing people’s lives; the left foot was drawn to look like a griffin’s, a mythical animal
that, once it catches its prey, does not let go, making it a metaphor for the greed of the papacy
in its theft of valuable possessions and properties'™.

In 1606 Henry Peacham described the whole range of “anticke” art in England. In A
of Drawing he described examples that included naked boys upon eagles and dolphins or
playing with windmills, tritons and satyrs, a ram’s head with ribbons, intertwining vines and
fruits among others. Its clearly fantastical inspiration, deprived of Reason, harmony, Order
and “naturality”, is present in the reproductions of fauna and wild flora, apparently produced
for sheer delight.

During the first half of the seventeenth century Protestants connoted “anticke” with
deceit and sin and, therefore, favoured the Vitruvian reasoning of purity and a mimetic
approach to nature. Moreover, since “anticke” also described the mimer of Italian
masquerades it easily became associated with folly, frivolous entertainment, imposture and
untruthfulness. But if the clerical attitude was firmly opposed, in Court, ever since the reign of
Henry VIII, grotesque art could be appreciated in ‘“anticke” engravings, paintings and

embroideries'”’. Throughout the seventeenth century the words “anticke” and “grotesque”

126 My analysis is mostly based on the views of Thomas Wright, that seem to me insightful and well
documented. For more examples, both of engravings and of explanatory notes see his .4 History of
Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art, chapter XV. For a complementary analysis of the image of
the Pope-Ass and other examples of pictorial satire see E. H. Gombrich, The Uses of Images: Studies in the
Social Function of Art and Visual Communication (London: Chaidon, 1999).

127 Suffice to recall that Hans Holbein, the creator of the popular The Dance of Death (issued in 1538
though realised several years before), was Henry VIII’s court painter. He distinguished himself as a
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coexisted but by the turn of the century the latter was no longer being translated as “anticke”
and, in fact, overcame its predecessor and was in general use in English.

It is also noticeable that already in the seventeenth century one of the most striking
qualities given to the “antickes” was that of hybridism, reinscribing Horace’s connotation of
monstrosity when in Ars Poetica he disdained the licentious imagination of the painter or writer
who chose “to set a human head on the neck and shoulders of a horse, to gather limbs from
every animal and clothe them with feathers from every kind of bird, and make what at the top
was a beautiful woman have ugly ending in a black fish’s tail”'*. “Chimera” was initially used
to refer to all the spoils of the Domus Aurea until some artists started to use it (often unaware
of the existence of the word “grotesque”) to describe hybrid animals. William d’Avenant,
author of masques'”, in order to describe one of his scenes in Coelum Britannicum, A Masqune
(1634) made use of anticke imagery. A set of intricate foliage presented at the centre harpies
and a lion whose front claws contrasted with its leafy hind members. By the middle of the
century, Roger Boyle was still using grotesque iconography to suggest the Orient: sphinxes,
harpies and exotic felines. The fantastical and the chimerical were, in reality, central to the

construction of the grotesque ideal. On the one hand, English translations of Italian art

portraitist (his paintings of the king himself, of Jane Seymour, Anne of Cleeves and even of Sir
Thomas More are still well-known) but his fame originated in his illustrations of Erasmus of
Rotterdam’s Encomium Moriae (In Praise of Folly) and in Martin Luther’s German translation of the Old
and New Testaments. It was with a letter of recommendation from Erasmus that Hans Holbein
presented himself to Sir Thomas More, in London, in 1526. Another outstanding engraver and satirist
to have dwelled in Henry VIII’s court was Thomas Murner, also a German, who, inspired by the very
popular work of Sebastian Brandt The Ship of Fools, published The Conspiracy of Fools. His anti-Reformist
feelings were put forward in many an engraving. Thomas Wright reproduces some of Murner’s
drawings in his A History of Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art, chapter XV and refers to some
extent to Brandt in chapter XIII though he does not include any engraving of The Ship of Fools
collection. Here I present an example from the 1501 Parisian edition.

Ty

(7 A

128 Horace, Ars Poetica, quoted in Alton Kim Robertson, The Grotesque Interface: Deformity, Debasement,
Dissolution (Frankfurt and Madrid: Vervuert/Iberoamericana, 1996) 11.
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manuals which favoured the Vasarian view, that is, that considered admirable and noble this
conjugation of flowers, plants, fish, birds, mammals, and humans, finally begin to overcome
the barrier that kept the English ignorant of the grotesque imitative style as well as of the
actual historical circumstances that had caused the grotesque to emerge in the eatly sixteenth
century. On the other, the Vitruvian disapproval was strengthened, in particular with the
translation of Roland Fréart’s studies on painting and architecture. The Frenchman’s reproach
of English architecture was harsh for it showed appreciation of Gothic constructions and
motifs, considered so low they were called apish. But John Evelyn’s translation of A Paralle/ of
the Antient Architecture with the Modern (1664) reflected the duality common to other thinkers of
the time; when it came to architecture, the Vitruvian view was carefully respected but in
relation to painting it followed Vasarian principles. Thus, Alberti’s neo-classical beliefs
survived well into the seventeenth century but there was still enough flexibility to
accommodate clearly discordant views, namely those referring to the ornamental style in
painting of Italian origin or inspired by Asian wall carvings, known as primitive art, and also
referring to the technique to fill surfaces left void in mythological or historical paintings.

The grotesque began to be applied to literature precisely through art, and through
engraving in particular. Jacques Callot (1592-1635), having studied both the Germanic diablerie
and the Italian caricatura, produced in the early seventeenth century sketches and plates that
achieved great popularity in France. Callot’s work also asserted the frequently undefined and
multifarious nature of the grotesque resulting in the at times confusing association with
popular feasts, the burlesque, the demonic, the fantastic and the commedia dell’arte. Callot’s
plates of the temptations of St Anthony'”, following the tradition of Lucas Cranach, Pieter
Brueghel and even Hieronymous Bosch, display dragon-like monsters but Callot’s “diabolic”
figures reveal a burlesque disposition. The Flemish influence is also present in Callot’s account
of everyday Italian life and characters. The 1616 Capricei portray cripples, beggars and
grotesque maskers in festivals, ceremonies and a fair whose inspiration is clearly related to
some of Brueghel’s works such as The Cripples (1568), The Peasant Dance, The Peasant Wedding
(1559-60), and most notably, The Fight between Carnival and Lent (1559)”'. On his return to

France, Callot continued to mediate the Italian influence. The Ba/i, the dancers, represent

129 A masque is a poetic drama with pageantry (pantomime, dance and song).
130 See Thomas Wright, plates 160 and 161, page 297, and plate 162, page 299. Plate 162 represents an
engraving of St Anthony’s temptations other than the one I present here.
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scenes from the commedia dell’arte whose figures became known, through Callot’s engravings, by
a large number of people throughout Europe. The Gobbi, or hunchbacks, and new
compositions of beggars complete the set that were generally denominated the grotesques.
Thus, Callot’s widespread success contributed greatly to the extension of the adjective
“grotesque” to ideas of drollery, ridicule, burlesque and fantasy. Any texts written under the
influence of Rabelais and Cervantes, or which were simply comic, were referred to as
grotesque. In fact, commedia types and deformed people had for a long time been popular in
Italy and France and, eventually, even in England where they were known as grotesques owing

to Callot’s grotesques.
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PL. 83. Jacques Callot, The Temptation of St Anthony, 1635

131 T have no evidence that Callot had actually contemplated all of these paintings but it is a fact he had
studied within the Germanic school of diablérie not only in France but also in Italy where Callot spent
several years.
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PL 84. PL. 85.

PL. 84. Pieter Brueghel, The Cripples, 1568
PL 85. Jacques Callot, “The Crippled Beggar”, Beggars, 1616
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PL 86. Jacques Callot, “T'wo Pantaloons dancing face to face”, Balli, 1616
PL 87. Jacques Callot, “Gobbo with wooden leg and crutch”, Gobbi, 1616
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Pl 88. Jacques Callot, frontispiece of Capricei with goatish-men and a fanciful monster, 1616
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William D’Avenant is reported to be the first English writer to use the adjective in a
literary context. Though initially he only used “grotesque” to describe his chimerical
inventions, eventually the term was also being used in relation to non-fantastical creations that
one could say belonged to the world of freakery: low characters such as country people and
drunkards, vicious or deformed types, that is, the moral or physical Other that had previously
been known as “antimasques” (“antick-masques”) were now grotesque as well. The purpose
of the grotesques, fantastical or otherwise, was to entertain and generate laughter which was
achieved through terrifying products. The conceptualisation of the grotesques as chimerical
and fantastical representations was maintained by Sir Thomas Browne in 1643 when he
categorically affirmed “There are no Grotesques in Nature”'”. He condemned those pictorial
creations insofar as they found no correspondence in nature, and therefore, he argued, were
based on obscure and outdated beliefs. About the same time, John Hall, a Puritan and an
educator, put forward a similar reproof: grotesque monstrosities accredited superstition and
immorality. In spite of their hostility, Browne and Hall, being men of science and of the art of
the satire themselves, contributed to the enlargement of the scope of the word “grotesque”
that, though still firmly rooted in art, was thenceforth used in other fields. The only clearly
distinct meaning attributed to the word grotesque appears in Milton’s Paradise Lost where it
appears in the context of a wild and savage nature, representative of the arduous ascent to
Paradise and of the strenuous and often disordered ways of the world.

It was in the eighteenth century that the grotesque underwent a sudden change. In
England, comedy established itself as the most popular mode and writers made a turn towards
the burlesque, particularly the ridiculous and the deformed. The element of the horrific
subsided and that of the fool was animated. Popular spectacles grew in number: the streets
were quickened with cockfights, masquerades and harlequinades. Along with poems and plays
of fantastic and unreal fabrication, other creations put into action characters, viewed as
“naturalistic”, inspired by types of the lower classes. This taste, also called gothic at the time,
referred to the arts in general where there was an increasing interest in all that was not
“natural”, or that originated in exotic places. Thus, though they were considered vulgar,
Japanese furniture or Chinoiserie as well as Italian operas and farces became extremely popular.
A similar tendency to fancy was observed in literature but it was judged unsuitable for
members of upper classes, as it showed no will to be truthful to nature. Grotesque taste could

thus be beneficial only to the lower classes who would, hopefully, be made aware of their own

132 Quoted in Arthur Clayborough, The Grotesque in English Literature (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1965) 3.
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obscene behaviour when exposed to grotesque poetry or theatre plays. In 1748 William
Horsley published a series of essays on the Fool to defend him as the epitome of the taste of
the ape and, by permeating his writings with political references, particularly exulting
nationalism and anti-French sentiments, indicated the expansion of the grotesque to yet
another field of thought.

The main manifestation of the grotesque was, however, the caricature. Following
Callot and the development in Holland where it had been used to denounce the vices of
despised groups (beggars and gypsies) and of the lower classes, the caricature was invested
with political sentiment and anti-papist animosity. Romain de Hooghe became a leading artist
who, resorting to distortion and exaggeration, gained notoriety in religious caricature. Royal
figures were often represented in these caricatures such as that in which Queen Mary was
depicted with her confessor, a wolf. The caricature became a crucial Protestant tool to attack
Catholicism. The semantics of the grotesque remained elusive though, and grotesque,
burlesque and caricature were sometimes used interchangeably and referring both to the visual
arts and to literature. Moreover, Italian-inspired art of neo-classical expression was re-
interpreted according to Protestant principles. Owing to its Catholic origin the nudes and,
generally speaking all Roman-inspired works of the Renaissance, assumed a connotation of
infamy and obscenity known as “grotesque art”. Critics once again discussed gothic
architecture. Oblivious of the mordant mockery of Gothic sculpture of the Middle Ages,
whose object was commonly the clergy and even the pope, in the eighteenth century the
Gothic is regarded as a licentious form of art. But Horace Walpole, who was directly
associated with the Gothic revival in the 1760s, admired its monstrous creations that he

considered not to be deprived of taste and even propriety.

PL. 89. Capital, Parma, twelfth century. This carving represents a satirical view of erudite knowledge, clearly
imbued with that good-humoured spirit Bakhtin referred to
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In terms of the grotesque imitative style per se, the approach did not differ substantially
from that of the previous century. It was still based on the teachings of Andrea Palladio, the
Renaissance architect whose publications in the second half of the sixteenth century, such as I
quattro libri dell’ architettura (1570), reinstated a style characterised by restraint, simplicity and
symmetrical harmony, a type of architecture profoundly committed to Reason. The disciples
of Palladio continued to favour the Vitruvian point of view but ornaments on the interior of
the buildings often displayed grotesque designs. Structures of the edifices adopting a Vasarian
propensity or Gothic inspiration were fiercely rejected. The publication in 1715 of Giacomo
Leoni’s The Architecture of Palladio definitely reinstalled the strictly Vitruvian philosophy.
Palladio himself however had approved of the painter’s greater liberty when compared to the
architect even when indulging in fanciful grotesque designs. In any architectural effect the
grotesques remained inadmissible and continued to be tainted with a sense of the non-sensical,
the superfluous and weak. Therefore buildings were often a mélange that Barasch considered,
along with the art critics of the time, as absurdities'”.

The event that turned the grotesque into the chief decorative indoor style was the
reopening of the Baths of Titus, closed since the sixteenth century. Copies of the paintings
started to circulate in Europe exposing artists not only to grotesque designs of Raphaelesque
art but also to the original paintings. The already confusing universe of the grotesque began to
be linked with the Italian-generated style in painting, the pittoresco. Initially pittoresco referred to a
style that expressed itself in more perceptual rather than realistic impressions carried by rough
brush stokes and shaded masses, avoiding the minute attention to every element of the
painting that was typical of the Dutch school. The etymologic evolution to “picturesque” was
accompanied by a pictorial change: it became the expression of a manner of painting that was
not mimetic and that privileged the painter’s interpretation. The picturesque technique
eventually evolved to define the quality of a given painted object. Painters of the northern
landscape school cherished the style particularly. Rubens, Ruysdael, Van Goyen, Ostade and
Rembrandt painted nostalgic, rustic or decaying objects of winter landscape as well as people
of low condition: gypsies, beggars and peasants. The rising interest in the Gothic directed the
English towards their northern European roots and thus the picturesque configurations of the
landscape school were confronted with the Gothic’s inherent affinity with the grotesque that

in this context concerned itself with irregular and rough nature. The widespread appreciation

133 Frances Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 110.
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of the picturesque and grotesque variableness that took place late in the century was, in fact, in

clear contrast with the theoretical precepts.

PL 91. Pieter Paul Rubens, Stone Carters, 1620
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The use of the word “grotesque” in the eighteenth century was initially depreciative
and followed André Dacier’s criticism. A classicist, he viewed the grotesque as a specific
category of poetry that was particularly common in Italian operas which, unlike the strict
regularity of ancient tragedies, did not enjoy an orderly balance. However, in strictly literary
terms, the adjective “grotesque” was since the mid seventeenth century being used as a
synonym of low butlesque and ridiculing wit. That occurred mainly due to Boileau’s L’
Poetigne (1674) where he used it in the sense of parody and the mocking poem that were
worthy literary practices since laughter could, and often was, considered morally dignifying
and didactic. Henceforth in France the grotesque began to acquire a specifically literary
meaning whereas burlesque was used in relation to the arts in general. Gothic, on the other
hand, clearly bore insinuations of barbarity, disorder and irrationality. When Boileau referred
to the burlesque he distinguished two types (the burlesque, as the grotesque, seems to be
prone to ambiguity). The burlesque nouvean or high burlesque presented low characters treated
in an elevated manner by the poet. Boileau himself practised this sort of mock-poetry which
resorted to grotesques, that is, they were parodies meant to downgrade the Gothic or low
poetry. Meaningfully denominated /autre burlesque, the low butlesque or travesty treated
elevated subjects light-heartedly in addition to making use of extravagant, clumsy and foolish
verse. But this sort of low comedy was not used by the burlesque genre alone. Gothic
grotesque poetry shared these unrefined qualities: pompous rhetoric, excessively long verses,
wearisome language, contemptible reasoning, crooked figures and lewd humour. It was largely
due to Boileau that the grotesque in literature was identified with low burlesque. In addition,
Boileau was also the first to establish a relation in literature between the grotesque and the
Gothic though in negative terms: through impropriety and exaggeration.

Late in the seventeenth century John Dennis followed suit and criticised the low
burlesque of grotesque inspiration but praised the new burlesque that, in a specific English
form, combined frolic and praise. However, John Dryden first evinced that intimate
connection between the Italian decorative style and the farces that under the influence of the
commedia had invaded the streets. In his view it was necessary to distinguish two types of
comedy; the naturalistic or of Aristotelian ascendancy was based on some representation of a
person viewed as an element of one of the low classes. It aimed to amuse and educate those

very people and in painting its parallel was the clown, the festival or the Dutch kermis (open-
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air fair). The second type, the fantastic, was represented in farce that bore no relation with

nature. It is worth considering Dryden’s words at some length:

There is yet a lower sort of poetry and painting which is out of nature; for the farce is
that in poetry, which grotesque is in picture. The persons and action of a farce are all
unnatural, and the manners false, that is, inconsisting (sic) with the characters of mankind.
Grotesque painting is the just resemblance of this; and Horace begins his Art of Poetry by
describing such a figure, with a man’s (humano) head, a horse’s neck, the wings of a bird, and
a fish’s tail; parts of different pieces jumbled together, according to the mad imagination of
the dauber; and the end of all this, as he tells you afterward, to cause laughter: a very monster
in a Bartholomew Fair, for the mob to gape at for their two-pence. Laughter is indeed the
propriety of a man, but just enough to distinguish him from his elder brother with four legs.
“Tis a kind of bastard pleasure too, taken in at the eyes of vulgar gazers, and at the ears of the

beastly audience.134

Dryden’s words made an intelligible analysis of the evolution of the concept of the
grotesque. He was aware of its pictorial origins so he distinguished it, as an art term, from that
of farce, a literary notion. However, Dryden recognised it as expression of the fantastic by
generating characters not from the real world, such as those of commedia, or products of wild
imagination. In addition, he supported his argument through Horace’s derisive remarks in Ars
Poetica. Like Montaigne before him, Dryden asserted the frivolity of the grotesque but at the
same time he recognised its ability to generate laughter, which in itself was beneficial.
However, by evoking the Bartholomew Fair and the exhibition of monstrosities, the whole
environment of carnival that is, one must regard the view of the grotesque as a superficial
phenomenon at least as debatable. Chimerical creations might be more than non-sensical
caprice and, as we will see, actually embody a complex net of signification.

John Hughes in 1715 reasoned in a similar fashion when he perceived two types of
allegory: one that concerns itself with a likelihood of real people and the probability of events,
the parallel allegory, and a second type, the grotesque invention. The latter sort produced
surprising action and fictitious beings engendered by the licence allowed to the poet’s
imagination. However, Hughes is conscious of its potential for more than the spectacular.

Though he did not direct his argument in the carnivalistic terms Bakhtin did, he nevertheless

134 John Dryden, A Paralle/ of Painting and Poetry, 1695. Quoted in Frances Barasch, The Grotesque: A
Study in Meanings, 125.



124 Dialogical Readings of the Grotesque — Part I

made it converge with the sublime by referring to its wonder, astonishment and, most of all,
its ability to apprehend greatness even if at the expenses of Gothic techniques. In this light,
John Hughes elaborated a defence of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. But what probably marked a
change in the critics’ discourse and brought it closer to the popular taste was the recognition
of the Gothic-grotesque elements in Shakespearian tragicomedies.

Having all these attitudes in mind, the reaction of the eighteenth century towards the

grotesque is rightly summarised by Frances Barasch thus:

Grotesque were chimeras and shadowy beings in Romance literature; they were one of
the impossible conventions used in the “Gothic manner of writing” where many barbarous
ornaments of this sort were employed. If allegorical, the fantastic creatures of the poet’s
imagination were acceptable; if not, they were judged immoral. Conversely, immoral figures
were grotesques, whether they were thoroughly chimerical or only slightly exaggerated. This
was the eighteenth-century rationale which extended the term ‘grotesque’ to the caricatures or

ridiculous figures in the comic writing of the period.135

The issue of morality was central to the production of caricatures and of comedy in
general so that, for instance, the grotesque pantomime, regardless of its huge success, had
continuously to be attributed an instructive function. With the emergence of accessible
translations of Don Quixote, and the publication of Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), the impact
of caricature can no longer be ignored. The neo-classicist concept of nature, that is, the ideal
form based on realistic principles, could not conform to caricature, its hyperbolic features and
distortion. The necessary theoretical adjustments implied the arrangement of a system where
caricature occupied the middle ground between the sublime and the grotesque. This
interpretation elicited a re-evaluation of the grotesque itself and of the genre most commonly
associated with it: the low butlesque (Boileau’s /autre burlesque and synonym of farce late in the
century). Obviously, by making use of distorted or fantastic characters, and far from dealing
with elevated subjects, it was strongly believed it lacked the moral depth that would allow it to
be instructive. But in 1761 a study was published that displaced the whole discussion and its
subject-theme was the Harlequin.

The movement in defence of grotesque-comedy began with Jistus Moset’s Harlekin

oder Vertheidignng des Groteske-Komischen (translated in 1766 by J. A. F. Warnecke as Harleguin: or

135 Frances Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 135.
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a Defence of Grotesque Comic Performances). Moser’s argument was founded on the fact that
ancient tragedies and comedies resorted to a grotesque that expressed itself in the subjects of a
fantastic nature and even in the actors’ masks. Therefore comedy did not manifest itself in the
pure genre (“natural” characters served educational purposes by having their vices ridiculed)
and burlesque alone (the high burlesque used human figures of low condition treated in a
morally dignifying manner but the low burlesque was merely mocking). Comedy could also
exist in heroic pieces and romances. Moser further argued that the criterion of “nature” was
simply a synonym of realistic effect, a parameter that was always slippery. Moreover, he
anticipated my discussion of the extraordinary when he referred to opera as the portrayal of a
possible world which the talented author made believable. Furthermore, exaggeration did not
have to contribute to the degrading of the grotesque; in fact, exaggeration could serve the
moral purpose of the piece. The baroque emerged once again in the same context as the
grotesque insofar as Moser considered that only the expression of the gowt baroc, by the
masterful hand of painters such as Michelangelo and engravers such as Callot, could produce
splendid distortions. Chinoiserie and harlequinades enfolded the baroque taste as well and were
clearly distinguishable from mere indecorous grotesque works. Moser’s foremost
accomplishment was the recognition of a human tendency to the twofold grotesque: a
psychological effect related with a moral function and a physical one resulting from the simple
pleasure of laughing.

Christoph Martin Wieland also contributed to demonstrating the inadequacy of
classical precepts and to acknowledging the natural propensity towards the grotesque. Though
he set out to analyse caricature alone, his Unterredungen mit demr Parrer von xxx (“Conversations
with the Parson from xxx”), along with Mo6set’s Harlekin, became central to the theoretical
development of the grotesque. As Wieland saw it, the caricature could progress in three ways.
The naturalistic did not resort to any distorting technique as it merely reproduced objects in
the real world that were already marked by irregularity. On producing the exaggerated
caricature, the artist must be careful to maintain a necessary resemblance with the original.
Finally the grotesque caricature (also known as fantastic) is freed from any constraints linked
with creating believable paintings. Equally important was Wieland’s defence of monstrous
beings and supernatural elements, thus of wild imagination and of the inexplicable mystery.
Another crucial consideration was the recognition of an equivocal feeling caused in the
perceiver: the ambiguity of being simultaneously pleased and disgusted. Frances Barasch, who

reads Wieland through Kayser, draws attention to the psychological effect of grotesque
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caricature and, using Kaysetr’s own terminology, claims that “the grotesque creates an
irrational anxiety or depression because the world has moved out of its natural order and
Reason, and the perceiver can no longer find a hold on it”',

Wieland’s points of view found great resistance among the academics of his time but
the idea of the grotesque being something inherently human gained ground and gave the issue
weight enough for Karl Flégel to write the first history of the grotesque in 1788, Geschichte des
groteskekomischen (“History of the Grotesque-Comic”). To Flogel, grotesque remained a
synonym for farce, low burlesque and caricature. His analysis of grotesque-comedy addresses
issues such as the bacchanalia, the masks of Greek and Roman plays, the commedia dell’arte (the
Renaissance and modern progeny of ancient comic satire), parody and mock-tragedy,
marionette plays and Opera des Bamboches (marionette opera with the singers’ voices projected
onto stage) and, in particular, the French mystery play with its folk devils. Flogel, like Bakhtin
after him, considered of utmost importance the medieval feasts of religious inspiration that
along with profane festivals and comic societies made the Middle Ages a time of abundant
popular entertainment and of grotesque behaviour. Fl6gel did consider these manifestations of
a Gothic taste for grotesque-comedy as vulgar, menial and lascivious but its heterogeneity of
genres, styles and topics was for the first time appreciated by a critic. Anticipating the
Bakhtinian notion of carnival he claimed that these forms of grotesque-comedy played a
necessary relieving function in terms of social and work pressures.

With the advent of the nineteenth century the grotesque was being used as a style in
art (the antique, the Raphaelesque, arabesque, scrollwork and others) and as specific art
subjects (from the several types of caricature to landscape painting). The term could also be
used in a literary context that demonstrated those qualities (the Italian commedia, the low
comedy, medieval plays). Coleridge contributed to the dispute in 1818 with “On the
Distinction of the Witty, the Droll, the Odd, and the Humorous; the Nature and Constituents
of Humour; Rabelais, Swift and Sterne” where he claimed that the grotesque occurred “[w]hen
words or images are placed in unusual juxta-position rather than connection, and are so placed

. .. . 137
merely because the juxta-position is unusual”

. Thus reduced to a mere oddity, his view
determined the grotesque to be a descendent of comedy, which, by being trivial, sensual and

false contrasted with the transcendental type - metaphysical and of universal reference.

136 Frances Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 148.
157 Samuel T. Coleridge, Lectures on Shakespeare, Etc, ed. Ernest Rhys (London: Everyman’s Library,
[1907] 1937) 260. The actual lecture was delivered in February 1818.



Historical Overview of Grotesque Art, Literature, and Criticism 127

The strengthening in the 1820s of Romanticism was material in asserting a new
interest in Gothic and medieval motifs accompanied by the favouring of macabre and sordid
subjects in poetry and literature in general. In this context two works stand out: in France
Victor Hugo wrote a defence of the grotesque much in the tone set by Coleridge, a dichotomy
of beauty and deformity, while John Ruskin’s position later in the century already moved away
from Coleridge’s point of view of the grotesques as mere eccentricities as he attributed to
them a much more firmly determined moral value. Ruskin conceived the grotesque as a comic
type definable for its unusual combination of the ludicrous and the fearful.

In the years preceding the writing of Crommwel/ (1827), Victor Hugo got to know
Shakespearean theatre, a fact clearly related to his resolve to choose an episode of the history
of England for his next work. Its preface is the result of an evolution both of Victor Hugo as
a writer and of the spirit of the French literary community as well. In Paris, English companies
played Shakespeare’s tragedies and comedies extensively with great success among the people
and causing intellectuals of the time to debate the role of foreign literature in France. In the
Préface Hugo defended the reasons behind Crommwel/ but he went further insofar as in the
process he discussed issues of great concern to his peers such as the defence of Romanticism
vis-a-vis classicism. He began by establishing three ages of humankind, each revealing a form of
poetry that gained prominence. The first, the primitive age, refers back to a time humanity had
a nomadic and bucolic life. Supposedly people contemplated natural wonders and thus their
disposition was essentially lyric. The poetic form that best suited it was the ode. As societies
evolved and presupposed more and more complex systems of organisation, concepts such as
history and war found their way into people’s lives and a noticeable role in poetry. Homer was
the distinguished poet of these ancient times and the epic poem thrived on Greek stages. The
event that marked the advent of the modern age was the emergence of Christianity. The new
and revolutionary poetry that accompanied it was whole because it rested on a harmony of
doubles: the grotesque and the sublime, the body and the soul. Hugo presented the new
religion through a metaphor which in Bakhtinian discourse could be deemed carnivalistic. The

image of pregnant death and of revivifying energy is evident:

Une religion spiritualiste, supplantant le paganisme matériel et extérieur, se glisse au
cceur de la société antique, la tue, et, dans le cadavre d’une civilisation décrépite, dépose le
germe de la civilisation moderne. Cette religion est compléte parce qu’elle est vrai; entre son

dogme et son culte, elle scelle profondément la morale. Et d’abord, pour premiéres vérités, elle
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enseigne a Phomme qu’il a deux vies a vivre, Pune passagére, ’autre immortelle: ’'une de la
terre, Pautre du ciel. Elle lui montre qu’il est double comme sa destinée, qu’il y a en lui un

animal et une intelligence, une 4me et un corps;!8

Echoing Hugo, who in 1827 was a confirmed Catholic, John Ruskin viewed art, and
architecture in particular, through a profoundly Christian perspective, stressing aspects such as
morality, truth and respect for God. To Hugo, the grotesque was a synonym of the bizarre,
comic, and ugly both in the physical as well as in the moral sense. The modern muse, Hugo
avered, benefited from a higher and larger perspective that made her realise that “tout dans la
création n’est pas humainement beau, que le laid y exist a c6té du beau, le difforme pres le

gracieux, le grotesque au revers du sublime, le mal avec le bien, 'ombre avec le lumiére”'”’.

Thus, all things can be recognisable in nature without being confused. The third type of poetry

140

Hugo called grotesque and the form that accompanied it comedy. ™ Not only was it the

element of the grotesque that marked the difference between ancient and modern literature

but it was also the prevailing characteristic of the modern mind:

Il y est partout; d’une part il crée le difforme et I’horrible, de ’autre le comique et le
bouffon. Il attaché autour de la religion mille superstitions originales, autour de la poésie
milles imaginations pittoresques. C’est lui qui séme a pleines mains dans I’air, dans I’eau,
dans la terre, dans le feu, ces myriades d’étres intermédiaires que nous retrouvons tout vivants
dans les traditions populaires du moyen 4ge; [...] Et comme il est libre et franc dans son
allure! Comme il fait hardiment saillir toutes ces formes bizarres que ’Age precedent avait si

timidement enveloppées de langes!14!

138 Victor Hugo, Préface de ‘Crommwell’ suivie d'extraits d'antres préfaces dramatiques (Paris: Larousse, [1827]
1949) 24.

139 Ibid., 25.

140 There are obvious shortcomings in Victor Hugo’s point of view. Among the most serious ones is
clearly that the grotesque, as a type and human idea, existed prior to the modern age as there is little
argument as to its being present as far back as the drawings of primitive caves. Moreover one cannot
credibly admit that comedy came into being in the modern age. He admits that in ancient times
comedy was not totally absent but it was very timid and it is only in the modern times that the
grotesque blossoms. It is also noteworthy that Hugo offers no explanation about the connection
between the grotesque and comedy. As Pierre Grosclaude, author of the bibliographic and explanatory
notes of the Larousse edition, also points out, he does not refer either to the origin of the grotesque as
an artistic phenomenon dating to the early sixteenth century.

141 Ibid., 27.
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The grotesque takes in multiple and simultaneously opposed elements: the deformed
and the comic, the horrible and the buffoon, associations that can be taken as far as the
picturesque imagination can carry it. Its influence is felt everywhere (notice the importance of
the metaphor of the elements to establish its relation with nature); its intermediary, bizarre
creations stand out for their sheer free spirit in medieval traditions but it is also, Ruskin added,
behind the fearful but changing shadow of the witches’ Sabbath, the hooves and horns of the
devil figure, the wings of scaring bats, at the same time that it inspired the hideous beings of
Dante and Milton’s infernos, the ridiculous characters created by Callot, and the burlesque spirit
of Michelangelo’s painting. It is able to transcend the world of imagination towards reality
because it elaborates parodies of human characters. Such is the case of Scaramouche, Crispin,
Harlequin and all other commedia figures as well as Sganarelle and Mephistopheles without
whom Don Juan and Faust would not be complete. Unlike Vulcan, for instance, whose only
distinction was that he was a deformed giant, modern creations, through the grotesque, are
able to transform Cyclopses into gnomes and giants into dwarfs. This ability, Ruskin argued,
has only emerged in modern times. Thus, the link with Christianity through the recognition of
a double nature: a perishable and an immortal one. Using the same reasoning, Ruskin

conceived an idea of reality that is intimately associated with drama:

La poésie née du christianisme, le poésie de notre temps, est donc le drame; le
caractére du drame est le réel; le réel résulte de la combinaison toute naturelle de deux types,
le sublime et le grotesque, qui se croisent dans le drame, comme ils se croisent dans la vie et

dans I’harmonie des contraires.!42

The attitude assumed by John Ruskin in the third volume of The Stones of 1/ enice (1851-
53), the study of the city’s Renaissance architecture, is quite different as the subtitle itself
shows: “The Fall”. More than once, John Ruskin refers to the pains of writing about this
period, particularly concerning those artistic expressions produced in the Grotesque
Renaissance style. Dwelling on it was not included in the original form Ruskin intended to
give the book but, realising it was necessary for a comprehensive view of the subject, he

reconsidered though he dared not “pollute [the] volume by any illustration of its worst

142 John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, 1 olume the Third: the Fall New York: John W. Lovell Co, no date)
33.
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»1

forms”'”. His analysis evolved from a strict set of aesthetic values and moral principles,
directly connected with Christian values that justify the emotional involvement implied in his
words. In fact, in his view it was the moral feebleness of the Venetians, expressed in pride,

infidelity and the pursuit of pleasure per se, that lay behind the artless architecture of their time:

The architecture raised at Venice during this period is amongst the worst and basest
ever built by the hands of men, being especially distinguished by a spirit of brutal mockery
and insolent jest, which, exhausting itself in deformed and monstrous sculpture, can
sometimes be hardly otherwise defined than as the perpetuation in stone of the ribaldries of

drunkenness.144

The fact that there is such a despicable sort of grotesque in Ruskin’s eyes does not rule
out the existence of another form that indeed is dignifying for art. He distinguished a true or
noble grotesque from a false or ignoble grotesque. The latter, Ruskin argued, delights in “the

»1% and is therefore devoid

contemplation of bestial vice, and the expression of low sarcasm
of the moralising spirit of any honourable soul. Moreover: “This spirit of idiotic mockery is, as
I have said, the most striking characteristic of the last period of the Renaissance, which, in
consequence of the character thus imparted to its sculpture, I have called grotesque”'*’. Ruskin’s
position depended wholly on an abstract principle, that of character, that conferred on the
Venetian architecture of the latter part of the sixteenth century an impression of degradation.
Degradation, as understood by Ruskin, conveys the idea of the human spirit lost from itself
and therefore partaking both in a bestial disposition and ungodly ways. The facade of the
Church of Santa Maria Formosa, displaying a monstrous head, too foul to be either pictured
or even beheld, is the earliest example of the base grotesque on account of its failing to have
any religious symbol or inscription. Thus, Ruskin’s evaluation of art is intimately related with a
Christian set of values that established as the most abhorrent sins those of forgetfulness of
God and the attribution of humanity’s glorious achievements to its ingenuity alone.

According to Ruskin’s own reasoning, the concept of the noble grotesque should be
an impossibility given the ideological incompatibility it implies: eminence and imbecility. But

Ruskin overlooked this paradox and proposed that the true grotesque, that which

143 Tbid., 126.
144 Tbid., 113.
145 Tbid., 122.
146 Toc. cit. Italics added.
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acknowledged the existence of a divine power, is composed of an element of the ludicrous
and another of the fearful. Depending on the condition of mind prevailing, two branches can
be discerned: the sportive grotesque and the terrible grotesque. Each can be either noble or
ignoble according to its moral quality, which Ruskin proceeds to analyse, in methodical
Victorian fashion, by means of intricate parameters. He distinguishes four classes in
humankind corresponding to four types of playfulness. Those who play wisely are thinkers
who, by the very human necessity of recreation and natural instinct, indulge in playful activity,
always imbued with a sense of reverence towards God and a love of truth. Workers play
necessarily, that is, as the physical weariness of their daily occupations does not allow their
minds to contribute intellectually to serious and high subjects, they satisfy their instincts of
imagination with playful matters with no determined purposes. The third class is that of
inordinate play enacted by people of frail consciousness, unable to judge certain matters,
namely those involving the sacred, which is unsuitable for jest. They are unwise and even
dangerous by reason of lacking reverence. Lastly, there are those who do not play at all either
owing to want of imagination or excessive work.

Generally speaking the sportive grotesque, even when deriving from wise play, cannot
achieve the grandeur of its terrible twin simply because playfulness is a childish drive

necessarily imperfect and exhaustible, at least as Ruskin formulates it. Ruskin concludes:

[A]ll the forms of art which result from the comparatively recreative exertion of minds
more or less blunted or encumbered by other cares and toils, the art we may call generally art
of the wayside, as opposed to that which is the business of men’s lives is, in the best of the

word, Grotesque.!¥

Ruskin’s condescension attributes the enjoyment of grotesque art to the imperfections
that pervade it and it arouses sympathy for if the artfulness is doubtful, the pleasure of
creating noble grotesque forms is meritorious. It is extremely interesting to notice that Ruskin
defines the grotesque as the art of the wayside, confirming its off-centre tendency present
since the excavations of the Roman caves. Moreover, he insists that even in its less excellent
presence, from the Egyptian, Norman, Arabian and most Gothic art to the scroll-work and

steps of the Flemish street and to the hewing of the timbers of the Swiss cottage, there is a

147 Ibid., 132-3.
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spirit he calls “rejoicing” or “joyful energy”'*. It is therefore plausible to suggest that this
notion of energy, certainly more than notions of transcendent godliness and morality, has
been Ruskin’s contribution to Bakhtin’s thinking. Without this energy, Ruskin argues, the
grotesque is reduced to gross exaggeration and absurd monstrosities. This sort of disgusting
nonsense finds its most abhorrent case in Raphael’s arabesques in the Vatican. At this point
Ruskin is very close to Vitruvius’s censorious appreciation. The success this pictorial style
achieved during the Renaissance is due, in Ruskin’s grieving opinion, to the Raphaelite

. 149
“poisonous root”

. Raphael’s work, demeaningly referred to as artistic pottage, represents
nymphs, cupids, satyrs, fragments of human heads, members of wild beasts and

unrecognisable vegetation:

If we can draw the human head perfectly, and are masters of its expression and its
beauty, we have no business to cut it off, and hang it up by the hair at the end of a garland. If
we can draw the human body in the perfection of its grace and movement, we have no
business to take away its limbs, and terminate it with a bunch of leaves. Or rather our doing so

will imply that there is something wrong with us.150

The terrible grotesque evolves directly from human fear either of death or of our
sinful disposition. Ruskin stipulates three tempers to express fear in art: involuntary apathy,
mockery and ungovernable imaginativeness. In the first instance the artist forces himself'”' to
experience or accidentally experiences apathy in order to arouse horror (no explanation is
given to clarify what kind of relation apathy establishes with horror). Questionable as this
argument might be (for how can one activate apathy in oneself?), Ruskin claims that the
artist’s fear is true and the terribleness of his art authentic. Raphael’s blemish lies in that his
attempt at terribleness was manufactured; it was not borne out of careless, effortless indulging
in apathy. In spite of its technical excellence, Ruskin considers Raphael’s art the product of a
frivolous mind that ignores terror’s prime lesson: the value of the human soul and the
inexorable fate of the perishable body. Therefore, grotesque ornamentation can only exist
honourably through rationality that enables it to convey the truths Ruskin considers dignifying

of art. Mockery of the terrible grotesque is distinguishable, at least theoretically, from the

148 Tbid., respectively pages 134 and 135.
149 Ibid., 136.
150 Ibid., 144.
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playfulness of the sportive grotesque as it is commonly manifested in a satirical form. This
strategy allows vices and even the powers of evil to be exposed and ridiculed out. The
effectiveness of satire necessarily depends on expressing degraded forms such as foulness and
grossness; only when the artist’s main motivation lies in the exclusive pleasure in those forms
does the ignoble grotesque emerge. The noble grotesque, for instance, often resorts to the
depiction of animals as they are said to embody some of the basest human vices such as
cruelty and cunning. The third distorting element of the reality of the world and its objects
that enables the manifestation of the grotesque is the ungoverned imagination. The mind is
liable to err, to be dominated by wild fears or it can simply fail to understand the high values
and truths supposed to govern it. The dream, a most common example of the
ungovernableness of imagination, can be used by the divine powers to speak to the human
soul if the individual is the possessor of an undeviating and rational mind. That not being the
case, the dream, just like a broken mirror, enhances distortion but through the cracks, human
limitations, an insight into a more sublime universe can be gained. Such is the grotesque
dream.

Taking it from a strictly aesthetic point of view, the noble grotesque is interlocked in a
dichotomic relation with beauty to which it aspires but that, in order to preserve the
requirement of imperfection, it stops short of achieving. The inferior counterpart though does
not define itself against any notion of beauty and is therefore only capable of monstrous
productions resulting from degenerate morals or contemptible sportiveness. Be it in
architecture, painting or literature the achievement of a noble grotesque is a mark of greatness
for a given time and people. Homet’s [/iad, Spenset’s Faerie Queene and John Bunyan’s The
Pifgrim’s Progress are among the noblest. Shakespeare and Sir Walter Scott have produced
equally noteworthy pieces but to Ruskin the most exquisite work is Dante’s Inferno. The
Gothic produced both levels of the grotesque, and there can be found sportive examples of
great quality though in the Renaissance the ludicrous was mostly associated with sensuality
and superficiality. The caricature, which expanded in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
represented to Ruskin a base form of the grotesque that instigated idiotic laughter, but that
nevertheless was widely used by authors such as Charles Dickens.

However even when absent in art the grotesque can exist in the mind of a nation.

Ruskin goes on to argue that it is present in the minds of workers, their gestures and gibes, or,

151 Given the period Ruskin writes, the artist is always assumed male and humanity is invariably
regarded as men.
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in Bakhtin’s terms, it dwells in a certain spirit of the people. Giving the example of Woldaric,
the twelfth century patriarch of Aquileia, Ruskin described his defeat by the patriarch of
Grado in deeply carnivalistic terms. Taken prisoner in Venice he is not put to death; instead
his sentence will consist of sending the city’s doge sixty-two loaves, twelve fat pigs and a bull.
The animals, which stood for the defeated patriarch and his clergy, were decapitated and the
joints handed out among the senators. A wooden castle was built for the occasion on the
grounds of the ducal palace which the doge and the senate proceeded to demolish with clubs.
The scene is wholly invested with a carnivalistic temperament: the ritualistic debasement, the
celebration of the winner over the vanquished, the festivities, the banquet, the parodic
doubleness, and certainly not of minor importance, the fact that the offering had to be realised
on Fat Thursday.

In the latter part of The Stones of 1'enice Ruskin clearly comes close to Bakhtin’s
principle of carnival being the driving spirit of the grotesque. Though it occupies a very small
part of the work and Ruskin does not use the word “carnival”, for a moment he is able to lose
the strict procedures of the academic thinking of his time and hint at the state of mind or
rejoicing energy behind the grotesque. Moreover, The Stones of Venice represented an
unprecedented effort at a systematic analysis of the grotesque as a subject-theme though at
times its excessively detailed account becomes redundant and even confusing. Though some
of its axiomatic principles have become clearly out-dated, namely the inference of a direct
relation between morals or the sacred and art, it still stands as a notable achievement'™.

A few years later, in 1865, Thomas Wright still assumed a close relation between
caricature and the grotesque as the title of his book indicates: .4 History of Caricature and
Grotesque in Literature and Art, and, in reality, his concern with literary texts is considerably less
than that of caricature per se. However in the previous year Walter Bagehot had already
considered the grotesque in an exclusively literary context in “Wordsworth, Tennyson, and
Browning; or Pure, Ornate, and Grotesque Art in Poetry” where he focused on the abnormal
elements of nature and the treatment they were given by those poets. Heinrich Schneegans
finally contested the dependence of the grotesque on caricature in Geschichte der Grotesken Satire

(“History of Grotesque Satire”, 1894) when he introduced the element of satire to re-evaluate

152 James Diedrick draws attention to the close relationship between Ruskin’s ideas on the grotesque
and those of Schlegel, who departs from a Neoplatonic philosophy assuming human imagination and
creativity to be a manifestation of the divine which nonetheless could accommodate notions of the
carnivalesque and the grotesque. Where Ruskin applies Christian morals, however, Schlegel only uses a



Historical Overview of Grotesque Art, Literature, and Criticism 135

the grotesque. Simple caricature and grotesque caricature did indeed lack depth and existed
solely on their exaggerative or distorting qualities. Symbolic satire found in animal
representations in medieval manuscripts and sculptures a worldly reference (for instance, a
given religious leader or monarch) unlike grotesque satire that made that reference redundant.
As in the case of Rabelais, grotesque satire took as its moral aim justice as a whole, which only
a purely satirical means could comprehend.

The twentieth century witnessed an explosion of the grotesque both in fiction and
literary criticism. Lily Campbell used the Ruskian typology in The Grotesque in the Poetry of Robert
Browning (1907) where she concluded that the grotesque failed to reach the sort of
metaphysical truth literature should aim at. Robert Browning’s poetry was labelled grotesque
simply because it was non-conventional in terms of subjects and techniques. Lily Campbell
claimed that Browning went further and that his works evinced a psychological complexity
that works such as H. G. Wells’s The Invisible Man: A Grotesque Romance (1897) did not have
because of their self-interested sensationalism. The view that The Invisible Man is a book of
minor quality or superficial content might seem to the early twenty first century critic
debatable but this change of attitude is related to other literary phenomena, the most
important of them being the valorization of science fiction. To Lily Campbell the grotesque
occupies the space between the comic and the ugly, and whereas caricature emphasises the
first element, the grotesque approaches terror.

With the outbreak of World War I the psychological element of the grotesque was
favoured and the Grotesque School in Italy was headed by Luigi Pirandello whose plays
represented the arbitrariness of events, the mindlessness of violence and the general absurdity
that goes with existing. The impact was considerable and was at the heart of the Theatre of
the Absurd later developed by Brecht, Genet, Ionesco, Beckett and Martin Esslin who actually
coined the term precisely in a book entitled Theatre of the Absurd (1961). The tendency verified
at the beginning of the century survived in the following years and thrived during the
Depression. Then World War II broke out.

Woltgang Kayset’s 1957 The Grotesque in Art and Literature was a product of the impact
of such events. From the hellish representation of the world by the Brueghels, to Alfred
Kubin’s horrific bodies and Surrealistic anti-rationalism passing through the zatro del grottesco,

Kayser’s interpretation of the grotesque from the sixteenth century to his lifetime reflects the

metaphysical principle. See James Diedrick, “The Sublimation of Carnival in Ruskin’s Theory of the
Grotesque”, The Victorian Newsletter 74 (Fall 1988) 11-16.
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pessimism of half a century during which two world scale wars seriously compromised the
belief in a fulfilling existence and in human redemption.

Kayser’s influential study had its starting point with a visit to the Prado. For Kayser
the paintings by Velazquez, Goya, Bosch and Brueghel displayed the sort of “confusing and
irritating features” that he subsequently recognised in literary works (GAL, 9). Kayser’s
investigations proved that other critics, sometimes without using the word, had also been
aware of the presence of the grotesque. Furthermore, the grotesque could also be detected in
other fields of the arts, especially in music and film. Kayser’s aim, given the enormous range
of the subject, was not to delineate a history of the grotesque but to make an attempt at a
more rigorous definition by studying some of its representations from the fifteenth century up
to the time when The Grotesque in Art and Literature was written, with special emphasis on
Spanish and Flemish painting, along with German and German-related works. In this manner
he hoped to disclose the background justifying why he regarded the arts of his time to have
greater affinity with the grotesque than any other preceding it.

On the outset of his book Kayser quotes Friedrich Diirrenmatt, who sees tragicomedy
(that Kayser identifies without argumentation with the grotesque) as the indisputable

contemporary genre'”:

Tragedy presupposes guilt, distress, measure, insight, responsibility. The confusion of
our age, the sellout of the white race, leaves no room for guilt and responsibility. Nobody is to
blame or can be charged with complicity. Things just happen. Everybody is carried away and

gets stuck somewhere. We are too collectively guilty, too collectively steeped in the sins of our

153 In this respect Thomas Mann’s words come to mind: “I feel that, broadly and essentially, the
striking feature of modern art is that it has ceased to recognize the categories of tragic and comic, or
the dramatic classifications, tragedy and comedy. It sees life as tragicomedy, with the result that the
grotesque is its most genuine style”, quoted in John R. Clatk, The Modern Satiric Grotesque and its
Traditions (Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 1991) 13. Karl Guthke recognised the
proximity of tragicomedy and the grotesque but he separated the concepts on the assumption that
tragicomedy operated within logic and grotesque did not as it frequently transgressed the boundaries of
what is considered “reality”. Moreover, Guthke gave a stronger emphasis to the comic pole: “The
grotesque is the vision of an absurdity, usually of cosmic dimension, which defies all intellectual efforts
to clarify and elucidate its possible meanings in terms of human understanding. One of the charms of
the tragi-comic, on the other hand, is the possibility to think through, almost ad #nfinitum, the
complicated mechanism by which the comic and the tragic are intertwined and indeed identified.
Tragicomedy remains within the confines of logic and what is generally accepted as the common
characteristics of reality. It refuses to distort the world in such a way that we find it hard to recognize
ours. The grotesque play... on the contrary, would be deficient in an essential ingredient if it did not
do precisely this”. Quoted in Sylvie Debevec Henning, “La Forme In-Formante: The Grotesque
Reconsidered”, 110. Italics in the text.
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fathers and forefathers. We are only descents. That is our misfortune, not our guilt. Guilt exists
only in the form of a personal achievement or religious deed... Comedy alone is suited for us.
Our world led as inevitably to the grotesque as it did to the atom bomb, just as Hieronymus
Bosch’s apocalyptic paintings are grotesque in nature. The grotesque, however, is only a
sensuous expression, a sensuous paradox, the shape of a shapelessness, the face of a faceless
world; and just as our thinking seems unable to do without the concept of paradox, so is art,

our world, which survives only because there is an atom bomb: in fear of it. (GAL, 11-12)154

Dirrenmatt’s words established decisive parameters for Kayser’s own thinking. First
of all, there is a sense of entrapment, of overwhelming helplessness; we are “inevitably” drawn
to a grotesque world. This fatalism is, however, combined with sensuality, once again pointing
to its double nature: thanatos and eros, tragedy and comedy, shape and shapelessness. But the
predominant feature was that of fear that strangely enough gives form and meaning to the
world. This fear is not just any fear; it is that of a total and irrecoverable destruction of the
whole wotld, the fear of mass destruction which the Second World War made believable for
the first time in history. Kayser’s feeling towards the grotesque has therefore an implicit
paradox. Though Kayser focused his view of the grotesque on artists known for their fantastic
or monstrous figures, the contemplation of such creatures affects the viewer because it infers
something about her/his wotld and that inference is a psychological, emotional response: “By
viewing our surprise as an agonizing fear of the dissolution of our world, we secretly relate the
grotesque to our reality and ascribe to it a modicum of ‘truth™ (GAL, 31). Bosch’s work
(14507-15167) is in this respect a paramount painter. His The Millennium triptych (circa 1510)
commonly referred to by the motif of the central panel, The Garden of Earthly Delights, becomes
a place where “a frightful mixture of mechanical, vegetable, animal, and human elements is
represented as the image of our world, which is breaking apart” (GAL, 33). This perspective is
in contradiction with that of Walter Bosing who, though rightly associating Bosch’s devilish
paintings with the Italian grotesche, saw entertainment as their prime function'”. Bosch’s highly
moralistic intentions do not support this perspective. But even assuming that to be the case

for the grottesche and for Bosch it would still have been a type of entertainment with indelible

154 Kayser’s quote is from Durrenmatt’s Blitter des Deutschen Schauspielhanses in Hamburg (“Journal of
German Theatre Houses”), 1956-57, vol. 5: Der Besuch der alten Dame. Ellipsis as shown in Kayset’s
quotation. Friedrich Durrenmatt was born in Switzerland in 1921. As a novelist and playwright writing
in Germany he was sensitive to the rise of fascist discourse in other German-speaking European
countries. His work reflects the impact of that historical moment.

155 Walter Bosing, Bosch, trans. Casa das Linguas (Lisbon: Taschen, [1973] 1991) 7.
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consequences for the history of art and mentalities. However it was with Pieter Brueghel the
Elder (1525/30-1569) that a bridge between Boschian nightmares and the “real” world was
built. Brueghel’s depiction of a busy life is a frightening sight, a world turned upside down.
When terror is associated to daily experience it creates the grotesque which became for Kayser
the distinctive Brueghelian characteristic. This type of the grotesque was also cultivated by
Brueghel the Younger (1564°-1638) known as Hell Brueghel but the hellish element was
considered by Kayser to run in the Brueghel family. Unlike the Christian concept of hell
however, the Brueghel paintings are not set in a separate realm, beyond our time and existing
as God’s punishment to sinners. Instead, hell is “an absurd nocturnal world of its own which
permits of no rational or emotional explanation” and in which we all live (GAL, 36). The
transition from the other/underworld to our everyday wotld is thus Kayset’s patticular

contribution to the studies of the grotesque:

Raphael’s grotesques appeared to constitute a special realm of gay phantasmagorias.
Wieland regarded Bruegel’s grotesques as a realm apart, a province of horrible phantasms.
We, on the other hand, took it to be characteristic of the grotesque that it does not constitute a
fantastic realm of its own (for there is none such). The grotesque world is — and is not — our
own world. The ambiguous way in which we are affected by it results from our awareness that
the familiar and apparently harmonious world is alienated under the impact of abysmal forces,

which break it up and shatter its coherence. (GAL, 37)1%¢

After recognising the influence of the lighter vein of the grotesque from the Italian
commedia dell’'arte and Shakespeare to the rise of the Sturm wund Drang where the dissolution
element was already at work, Kayser considered the grotesque with more detail in German
culture. His attention went to German Romanticism, in particular to Goethe and Friedrich
Schlegel for their contribution to the discussion of the theme. Both Goethe’s 1789 “Von
Arabesken” (“Concerning Arabesques”) and Schlegel’s Gesprich iiber die Poesie (“Conversation
about Poetry”) of 1800 and Brief siber den Roman (“Letter about the Novel”, 1799) used the
words grotesque and arabesque synonymously and with the meaning of Raphaelesque. Neither

considered the grotesque to be a higher form of art but they still believed it to play a vital role.

156 Christoph Martin Wieland (1733-1813) was a German poet and novelist whose writing was
characterised by the use of playfulness and satire. His subjects could either be inspired by classical
antiquity or in popular fairy tales. He also translated Shakespeare and produced political works as well

as a novel regarded as an early form of the psychological novel, Geschichte des Agathon (“History of
Agathon”, 17606).
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Goethe viewed the grotesque as a form underlying all great artistic expressions and for
Schlegel it had “the task of helping pave the way for an understanding of these great writers or
a new epoch” (GAL, 51). These writers are Ariosto, Cervantes and Shakespeare, the latter
being in Kayset’s words “the master of the grotesque” (GAL, 41). Unfortunately, as far as
Schlegel could see it, his own epoch was in need of writers with a sensibility for the grotesque.
For Kayser, though, Schlegel’s interpretation of the grotesque was lacking in a central feature,
terror, which should complement estrangement and the fantastic.

Fear of the destruction of that regarded as reality can be found throughout literature,
particularly in Jean Paul Richter. In his writings Kayser disclosed a demoniac laughter.
Whereas for Bakhtin the destructive quality of laughter was a necessary step for rebirth, for
Kayser it only brought about a painful end. Kayser saw three great Romantic writers of
narrative prose using the grotesque. The first was the anonymous 1804 Die Nachtwachen des
Bonaventura (“Bonaventura’s Nightwatches”) where Jean Paul Richter appeared as the narrator.
The action took place in 2 madhouse which comes to symbolise the world"”". The other two
are E-T.A. Hoffmann whose Der Sandmann (“The Sandman”) and Nachtgeschichten (“The
Nocturnal Story”) came out in 1815 and 1817 respectively and Edgar Allan Poe with Tales of
the Grotesque and the Arabesque (1840)"°. Both authors cultivated styles where alienation and
fantastic events are taken to their limit: madness.

Poe displayed in his writing the horrific elements that Kayser deemed should always be
present in a grotesque work. It was through Poe that Kayser established a connection with the
Gothic for the American author was aware of or familiar with the fiction of Hoffmann, Ann
Radcliffe and Horace Walpole and filtered from their work the element of terror. Though Poe
also used the terms “arabesque” and “grotesque” interchangeably, like Schlegel forty years
before him, he used them in reference to literature. A very significant phenomenon of
semantic evolution took place with the arabesque which from the sixteenth century
ornamental style changed to acquire in the early nineteenth century a literary dimension

overlapping that of the grotesque.

157 This is, of course, a theme that has been used throughout the history of the arts. In the Middle Ages
the legend of the Ship of Fools was widely spread and it was taken up by Bosch himself but even in
contemporary Portugal it has been brilliantly used by Manoel de Oliveira in his film A Divina Comédia
(1991).

158 For Arthur Clayborough Sir Walter Scott’s 1827 essay on the tales of Hoffmann constitutes the first
detailed study of the grotesque in English. See Arthur Clayborough, The Grotesque in English Literature,
32-36.
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In the field of drama, Kayser mentioned Achim von Arnim and Georg Biichner,
particularly the latter’s 1837 Woyzech'™. Both in Woyzech and in Biichner’s personal letters,
Kayser recognised a feeling and a mood which he identified with the grotesque. There was a
sense of “man’s lack of freedom, his being determined and pushed, and his being afraid of
dark, ominous, and mysterious forces that work through us but defy all human explanation”
(GAL, 91). In Whoyzech Buchner presented the world as a puppet play where “an
incomprehensible, meaningless, and anonymous force has replaced the God who wrote the
parts and played the puppets. [...] The fear engendered by this overbearing impersonal force
is increased by the awareness of the vanity of life and the aimlessness not only of man’s action
but also of his suffering” (GAL, 91). Caught in a world where unidentified but overwhelming
forces crushed him/her, the individual was overtaken by “abysmal disillusionment and
disorientation” that Kayser put at the core of the grotesque (GAL, 91).

In the nineteenth century the grotesque started to acquire the meaning that in the
twentieth century severed the term from its technical function in describing a given artistic
form to refer instead to the bizarre and horrifying. In the early nineteenth century Hegel’s
Vorlesungen iiber die Aesthetik (“Reading Aesthetics”, 1818-20) had defined new contours for the
grotesque which emphasised the supernatural: the unexplained merge of separate realms or
states of being, excess, distortion, and the unnatural. On that he is later contradicted by
Friedrich Theodor Vischer who disclosed a humorous vein in grotesque heterogeneity'*’. But
though Vischer perceived the alienating nature of the grotesque his valuing of the comic
worked against the estranging element of the fantastic. The other, alienating world diminished
in its frightening abilities. With the passing of the years, aestheticians eventually turned the
grotesque into a category within the comic and in 1894 Schneegans, whose perspective was
presented in Geschichte der grotesken Satire (“History of Grotesque Satire”) and whom Bakhtin
also criticised, classified it as a type of caricature.

Though Kayser’s concern was primarily with the German grotesque he did not see it

as an isolated phenomenon. In England the tendency of the nineteenth century for the

159 Biichnet’s Danton’s Death (1835) is, incidentally, an intertext for Rushdie’s Shame. See more details in
my chapter “The grotesque in a religious context and in an authoritarian regime: De/ amor y otros
demonios and Shame”’. Achim von Arnim was born in 1781 and died in 1831, having in his lifetime
established himself as an influential Romantic writer. His concern with German folklore is linked to
the use of the fantastic and supernatural in his work. Biichner was a dramatist who produced three
pieces which critics have acclaimed despite his untimely death at the age of twenty-four. In 1837 when
he died he was already a well-known political activist.
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grotesque lay also in inhibiting the supernatural or fantastical elements as the comic grew in
importance. Only Charles Dickens and Lewis Carroll experimented with the grotesque at the
time. In Russia Nikolai Gogol’s extraordinary Dzary of a Madman in 1834, The Nose in 1836
(whose plot appears to have inspired Salman Rushdie in “The Prophet’s Hair” as well as to
have had a direct impact on Midnight’s Children) and Dead Souls in 1842 assured the survival of
the grotesque. Kayser is particularly impressed by The Nose and his comments on the latter are
interesting insofar as Kayser associated the genuineness of the grotesque to bodily issues. In
his overall reasoning they are implicit and not explicitly theorised as central but here Kayser

opened a breach:

This is a genuine grotesque. The central motif of a part of the body that makes itself
independent is familiar enough from Bosch and Morgenstern. Baffling overtones, such as the
barber’s vain efforts to get rid of the embarrassing object, and the protagonist’s exclusion from
society, are by no means lacking. However, the manner of presentation (the action does not
result in a catastrophe but ends where it began) indicates that the grotesque elements are

treated in a humorous and innocuous manner. (GAL, 125)161

If the grotesque withered in the nineteenth century in the twentieth it revived. The
merit of the change Kayser attributed to W. Busch’s Eduards Traum (“Eduard’s Dream”) and
Wedekind’s Friblings Erwachen (“Spring Awakening”), both published in 1891, and because of
them and Biichner, there was also a recuperation of the commedia dell'arte tradition'”. The self-
conscious use of the grotesque in the arts was not in fact German but Italian with the 1916-
1925 movement of the #eatro del grottesco. This moment in the history of drama is rarely

discussed by theorists of the grotesque despite its obvious relevance to the topic. To Kayser

160 German writer and philosopher of the arts, F. T. Vischer (1807-1887) wrote between 1846 and 1857
a four volume treatise on art in the Hegelian vein.

161 The reference must be to Christian Morgenstern (1871-1914) whose witty and fantastic verse has
been compared to Lewis Carroll’s. His connection with British literature was in fact been direct for his
poetry was influenced by English nonsense rhymes. His scope of interest was wide, ranging from
philosophy, to art history and folklore.

162 Wilhelm Busch (1832-1908), who also has affinities with Carroll, was a poet and satirist but he is
renowned for being a caricaturist and an early cartoonist. Max and Moritz, his two most famous
characters are still part of the lives of most German children. Frank Wedekind (1864-1918) had a
tremendous impact in German literature. He was one of the founders of German Expressionist drama.
Early in his literary career he was involved with the Naturalist movement but he gradually distanced
himself. Friblings Erwachen deals with the issue of adolescent sexuality in hypocritical fin-de-siécle Europe.
Luln (1895) is undoutedly his most (in)famous work, in which Wedekind lent an even more bitter look
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though, the featro did not pass unnoticed and indeed became a support for his understanding
of the grotesque as tragicomedy. The fashioning of the grotesque by the #atro had a crucial
psychological vein which one encounters in Kayser himself. The group infused in its plays a
sense of alienation that was not restricted to the individual but included the surrounding
world. Following Robert Louis Stevenson’s lezzmotif of split personality, in the plays of Luigi
Chiarelli, Antonelli, Cavacchioli, Fausto Maria Martini, Nicodemi, Rosso di San Secondo and
most notably Luigi Pirandello (1867-19306), characters verged on insanity before a truly dark
universe where one’s suffering was trivial, one’s efforts inconsequential, and chance destroyed
lives. Men and women were mere puppets at the mercy of alienating forces. In the early 1920s
concomitant variants appeared in Latin America, namely in Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Cuba
and Uruguay. In the context of the general crisis experienced in Europe because of the First
World War, and of the Italian theatrical experiments the #zafro criollo translated “la
incertidumbre en la busqueda de nuevas formas de reflejar al hombre y la realidad” and
incorporated the element of the irrational and the unconscious in its characters'®.

The spirit of the grotesque theatre will be seen later on to be part of Robert Coover’s
reinvention of Pinocchio’s life in Pinocchio in 1 enice. The split that characterises it is discernible
on various levels, namely those of man/boy and human/puppet. The division, however, is
accompanied by a tragicomic tone for if Pinocchio’s adventures are agonising for him, they are
heavily invested with humour. Though the alienating characteristic is pervasive it is completed
with an equally intense bodily component evolving from the direct influence of commedia. This
aspect distances the novel both from grotesque theatre and from a purely Kayserian approach
though the puppet world and the pointlessness of endless pains which Kayser admired in
Biichner are definitively present. Finally, it is interesting to notice that Kayser, who based his

theory of the grotesque on estrangement and the absurd, that is, on a psychological

to the issues of sexuality and morality. Set in the world of spectacle and the circus, the play addresses
some of the themes dear to the grotesque: murder, lesbianism (interpreted as deviation), and freakery.
163 Claudia Kaiset-Lenoie, E/ grotesco criollo: estilo teatral de nna época (Habana, Cuba: Casa de las Américas,
1977) 26. The author sees the commedia dell’arte and the local theatrical tradition of the sainete criollo as
predecessors of the grotesco criollo and tragicomedy as the most suitable structure for the grotesque in
theatre. In tragicomedy “encontramos elementos cémicos y dramadticos, pero en este caso, lejos de
estar asimilados, estos elementos se alternan manteniendo los respectivos campos perfectamente
delineados. La idea que nutre a la tragicomedia es la de que el mundo y la vida no son ni enteramente
cémicos ni enteramente tragicos. Lo que hoy es un carnaval mafiana es un valle de lagrimas”, 34. The
sainete criollo was a short, light-hearted piece presented at the beginning, between acts or at the end of a
play. The form was alive between 1900 and 1930, its demise thus coinciding with the appearance of the
teatro grotesco which could be considered its successor.
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perspective, considered that the dissolution of personality was too weak a platform to
guarantee the survival of the zeatro.

Kayser’s valuing of terror justifies his turning to Germany once again where about the
same time a group of artists republished the works of Poe and Hoffmann and, inspired by
them, produced their own work. Kayser maintained that H. H. Ewers and Alfred Kubin
understood the ambiguous nature of the grotesque in its combination of horror and

164
humour

. Moreover, these and other authors went further than effecting a revival of the
Gothic, which in the end tended to provide a rational explanation for the supernatural and re-
established the moral and social order. The narrators of the grotesque, as Kayser called them,
were also socially committed and hoped to make a statement about their time which was soon
to witness the first global conflict.

But Kayser emphasised for their brilliance and sensibility for the grotesque two
authors contemporary to the German group of horror narrators. The first was Gustav
Meyrink who in his Der Golens (1916) used the Jewish legend to personify the dissolution of
the self through the technique of the double'”. The other author was Franz Kafka (1883-
1924) whose work did not fictionalise the split of personality so much as the alienation of the
individual and of the wotld as s/he saw it. Gregor Samsa remained himself both as man and
as an insect but the metamorphosis materialised the growing alienation the individual had
from his private and public relations.

In the field of literature Kayser closed his argument with brief remarks on Thomas

Mann. The text in question is Dr. Faustus but Kayser’s allusion to Mann is relevant because of
q y

164 Hanns Heinz Ewers (1871-1943) cultivated a form of literature which in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries privileged the supernatural element, fantasy, and horror where the sexual vein
and violence were recurrent topics.

165 Gustav Meyrink (1868-1932) was an Austrian storyteller, dramatist and translator known for his
sketches, parodies and comedies. Der Golew is part of a darker story tale mode which became known
for ensuing generations through the filmic adaptation written and directed by, as well as starring by
Paul Wegener in 1920. It is unclear whether Wegener influenced Meyrink or the other way around as
Wegener had already produced other films with the Golem /kitmotif, one of them in 1915 with the
cooperation of scriptwriter Henrik Galeen. Paul Wegener was also involved in the production of the
second version of Der Student von Prag (1926), an adaptation of one of H. H. Ewers’s texts, and which
had been first made by Stellan Rye in 1913 and where Wegener starred in the title role. Taken together
the first productions of Der Student von Prag, Der Golem and the Hommusculus (Otto Rippert, 1916) set the
bases for an exciting period of German cinema following the War. These films in fact paved the way
for the impressive use of Expressionist-inspired sets in the making of Schauerfilme (films of fantasy and
terror), including the versions of the 20s of those films. Meyrink and Ewers were therefore directly
involved in this specific moment of the history of cinema when such masterpieces as Das Kabinett des
Dr. Caligari (Robert Wiene, 1918), Nosferatn (F. W. Murnau, 1922), Raskolnitor (Robert Wiene, 1923),
and Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1926) were produced.
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his definition of the grotesque: “The grotesque is that which is excessively true and excessively
real, not that which is arbitrary, false, irreal, and absurd”'®. Kayser’s reading of Mann’s
definition seems to be correct in the sense that the grotesque viewed in this manner is used as
a technique to enhance a given aspect of reality by means of distortion or exaggeration. It is
the kind of grotesque akin to caricature and the grotesquely comic but that is only half of
Kayser’s own conception of the grotesque. Like Kayser, I see these interpretations of the
grotesque to be lower forms but I do not consider that exaggeration, and particularly
distortion, have necessarily to push the grotesque towards the comic. The most relevant
inference however, concerns Kayser’s own attitude. Trying to delimit the grotesque Kayser
provides two definitions and a function: the grotesque is the estranged world, a play with the
absurd and an exorcism against the fearful aspects of that world. However, Kayser leaves
utterly uncommented on Thomas Mann’s position whereby the writer unambiguously
separates the grotesque from the absurd.

The absurd in fact constitutes one of the factors justifying Kayser’s assertion of
Surrealism as one of the most expressive manifestations of the grotesque. Surrealism was, as
has often been noted, associated with the birth of psychological studies. Recognising Freud’s
influence as well as Jung’s on the movement, Kayser goes on to comment: “Surrealism saw in
the unconscious the wellspring of its new art and the new culture in general. Even though the
destruction of logic and the temporal-spatial order, the blending of heterogeneous elements,
the quest for the absurd, and the regression to the unconscious (especially to the dream as a
creative force) approximate the grotesque, the Surrealistic program leads away from it” (GAL,
169). For Kayser, the world (or worlds) that the Surrealists envisioned was not one necessarily
revealing the darker side of existence but was instead a disclosure of hidden mysteries of the
familiar reality. Other realities, in fact, could be discovered. Kayser’s appreciation for
Surrealism, for its approximation to the discourse of the grotesque he used, reveals how in his

mind Surrealism is close to the grotesque:

[H]ere we have to do with a kind of painting that is not based primarily on a distinct
view of man but rather on a new view of the world or, more precisely, of the world of inanimate
objects. At the time when the Italian writers of the teatro del grottesco were alienating the

world through the agency of man, the painters of pittura metafisica were alienating it through

100 Thomas Mann, Betrachtungen eines Unpolitichen (“Reflections of an Unpolitical Man”), quoted in
Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, 158.
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inanimate objects. The familiar relationships between tangible things were to be abolished in
order to reveal their hidden ominousness. The alienation [...] is achieved through the
blending of heterogeneous elements, through sharp focus (a super-clarity that makes the
world doubly strange), and through the distribution of objects on endless plains. At the same
time the chronological order is disturbed by the juxtaposition of ancient and modern objects.
This immensely visible world may totally lack the threatening, frightful, and abysmal qualities
essential to the grotesque, so long as attention is focused on the magic of the phenomenal

world. (GAL, 169-170. Italics in the text)

The grotesque ensues from each painter’s work in a different manner. In Giorgio de
Chirico (1888-1978) the human and the mechanical are combined with yet another use of the
automaton while the notion of history is dismissed when objects existing in different times are
juxtaposed; Salvador Dali (1904-1989) distorts bodies, dislocates objects and mingles them as
in The Burning Giraffe (1937) where a woman, following the type of fusion in the mannerist
tradition of Arcimboldo, becomes furniture while her destruction is previewed by a burning
giraffe on the background. However, since the imposing weight of symbolism, thus of
carefully rationalised elements, cannot be discarded, the whole grotesque effect of Surrealism
is compromised. “Pootly simulated madness does not deserve taken seriously”, Kayser harshly
concluded (GAL, 172). Eventually the grotesque fails with Surrealism, at least as Kayser could
see it, so he turned to the graphic arts instead.

It was from this point onwards that Kayser felt at last secure to theorise his own
version of the grotesque. From the survey he carried out (since he rejected the idea of a
history of the grotesque), Kayser divided the grotesque in two categories: the fantastic
grotesque populated with nightmares, darkness and monstrosity and the grotesque comic. To
the first trend Bosch and Brueghel evidently belonged whereas Kayser saw Hogarth as an
example of the second. But quickly he added that certain artists participated in both such as
Callot and Goya but, more strangely given his own argument, Hogarth as well. The point can
very easily be taken further at least in Brueghel’s case (assuming he referred to Hell Brueghel)
for the caricatural is found in his paintings mainly through the wide use of distortion and
exaggeration of features. As Geoffrey Harpham argued and as I will demonstrate further
ahead, the presence of the grotesque is easily apprehended but when one tries to translate it
into some theory one finds enormous difficulties.

The conceptualisation of a comical grotesque and a fantastic grotesque appears to be

theoretically reasonable but when applied to texts it hardly satisfies. That much is proved by
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looking into The Famished Road. For Kayser satire and war are the mainstream motifs, though
his reasoning only makes sense in the strict context of Callot’s and Goya’s work, of the
comically grotesque that is, whereas the temptations of Saint Anthony were responsible for
the profusion of the fantastic grotesque. But surely such a distinction does not agree with The
Famished Road where not only there is a strong influence of the supernatural, the mysterious,
and evil but also of the comical and, more importantly, of a regenerative instinct more akin to
Bakhtin.

It is because of the shortcomings Kayser attributed to Surrealism that he elected two
graphic artists as the prototypes of the grotesque. The phenomenon appears to be connected
with the Germanic character as Kayser drew the attention to the fact that Alfred Kubin (1877-
1959) was German and James Ensor (1860-1949) who was in fact Flemish, shared such a
character'®’. Their work can furthermore be considered as forerunning the zeatro del grottesco, the
Surrealists and horror story tellers as it effectively came to light during the late nineteenth
century and the turn to the twentieth. Ensor, who is mentioned in Angela Carter’s “The
Bloody Chamber”, Kayser included in the comically grotesque vein whereas Kubin had for

1% But as Kayser took his view further one detects

Kayser more affinity with the fantastic type
a flaw which maims his whole theory of the grotesque; one feels a paranoia suggesting that
Kayser viewed the grotesque as an artistic and social expression of a dark world that in reality
was bis world. Of Ensor’s work, for instance, he claimed that it had the ability “to express the
malevolence of the world of objects” as if objects pertained to human morality and

personality, as if in Kayser’s world objects had come alive to persecute and haunt him (GAL,

175). My assumption is confirmed when Kayser compares Ensor’s creations not only to

167 Kayser appears to be misinformed about Kubin’s origin. He was in fact born in Leitmeritz, in what
was then Austria and is now the Czech Republic. His illustrations were used in many works associated
in one way or the other to the grotesque: Thomas Mann’s Tristan (1903), a German edition of Poe’s
work (1908), Dostoevsky’s Die Dippelganger (“The Double”, 1913), and E. T. A. Hoffmann’s
Nachtstiicke (1913) and Marchen (1947).

168 Kayset’s view is not indisputable. As a way of illustration I give a passage by Dominique Iehl, whose
opinion I favour, and who in relation to Ensor’s masks writes: “ces masques sont doubles: enluminés,
hilarants, dans une carnaval de joie et d’orgie, mais aussi tragiques, fantastiques, tendus entre le rire et
I’angoisse. Le recours au masque n’exprime pas chez Ensor, 4 la différence des caricaturistes, la volonté
de fixer seulement des comportements, d’illustrer des passions et des vices, mais traduit son choix
d’une nouvelle intensité visionnaire. Le tour de force de Ensor, c’est d’avoir su unir le fantomatique et
le vivant, hallucination et la truculence”, Dominique lehl, I.e Grotesque (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 1997) 84. With respect to Alfred Kubin Iehl’s opinion does not differ substantially from
Kayser’s which is the generally accepted view. Kubin is regarded by Dominique Iehl as being
influenced by Bosch, Brueghel, Goya, and several of his contemporaries like Munch, Ensor, Redon
and Rops.
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Signorelli’s sixteenth century grottesche, which do not strike me but do him as ominous, but also
to Callot, Brueghel and Bosch'®.

Kayser’s reference to Kubin is one by and large overlooked by critics and one that
within the context of the grotesque should certainly be taken into consideration. Again Kayser
saw the influence of the great producers of the grotesque Bosch and Brueghel. To this pair
can be added the name of Goya given Kubin’s production of works evoking the subjectivity
of the unconscious not always maintained at the safe distance of a nightmarish vision but
threatening, with its familiarity, to become real. Kubin’s main source of inspiration is nature
itself. A Kayserian approach to his etchings would be that Kubin chose for his subjects
menacing animals inducing repulsion and disgust and which when blown out of proportion
inspired fear as well. What is not a motive of reflection for Kayser is that the
anthropomorphic animals so cleatly invoking death are directly associated with female figures.
Even when Kubin did not establish that connection with women as in The Road to Hell (1900),
in his dark version of what could be Bakhtin’s pregnant death in The Egg (1902), and in
Madness (1904), they still maintained their function as death carriers. In addition, women
embodied a primal instinct of aggression and destruction threatening men and which was

appropriate to invoke the horrors of war (see plate 95).

PL 92. Alfred Kubin, The Egg, 1902

169 A comprehensive analysis of Signorelli’s grottesche is made by Geoffrey Harpham and the horrific
aspect can hardly be said to be at the centre or even indeed present according to this critic’s view. See
Geoffrey Harpham, On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature (Princeton: Princeton
UP, 1982) 39-41.
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It was with Alfred Kubin that Kayser finished his survey of the grotesque. At the end
of the journey through the three prime moments he conceived the grotesque to have
experienced (the sixteenth century, from the Sturm wund Drang to Romanticism, and the
twentieth century) Kayser’s conclusion is unequivocal: the grotesque is nothing but an
aesthetic structure. Given Kayser’s own fusion of the “real” world with the other world, it is
perplexing how he can reduce the grotesque to a mere aesthetic category. His discourse, which
obsessively invokes hell and evil and is infused with fear, seems to contradict it too, as it is
dependent of certain cosmogonist concepts. As far as Kayser can observe, in its various
historical manifestations certain themes have been prominent in the aesthetic category of the
grotesque: monstrosity which during the late Middle Ages and the early Renaissance gave way
to the proliferation of works depicting Saint Anthony’s temptations and scenes from the
Apocalypse (or even the Raphaelesques); verminous and crawling animals suggestive of the
nocturnal world; tangling plants which take in a deadly embrace the rest of the world;
mechanical objects, particularly those imitating human vitality like puppets and automata and
which are “demonically destructive and overpower their makers” (GAL, 183); and insanity,
the effect of an alien, overwhelming force taking over the human mind and soul.

The exhaustive investigation carried out on grotesque pieces from those periods
permitted the subsequent listing of themes that provided the necessary basis for Kayser to
finish his book with a theory of the grotesque emphasising the psychological component. The
grotesque is, first of all, the estranged world. Unlike the fairy tale realm, it is our world that is
invaded by strangeness, ominousness, and sudden transformation (when fairy tales obliterate
the frontier between the realm of fantasy and the “real” world, as Angela Cartet’s The Bloody
Chamber does, the evident conclusion is that fairy tales must carry this element of the

grotesque)'":

We are so strongly affected and terrified because it is our world which ceases to be
reliable, and we feel that we would be unable to live in this changed world. The grotesque
instills fear of life rather than fear of death. Structurally, it presupposes that the categories that

apply to our world view become inapplicable. We have observed the progressive dissolution

170 Suddenness and surprise are intuited throughout The Grotesque in Art and Literature as vital
characteristics of the grotesque but it is only at the end that Kayser asserts their centrality without a
doubt (see page 184). This specific feature has attracted the attention of some critics who have in their
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which has occurred since the ornamental art of the Renaissance: the fusion of realms which
we know to be separated, the abolition of the law of statics, the loss of identity, the distortion
of “natural” size and shape, the suspension of the category of objects, the destruction of

personality, and the fragmentation of the historical order. (GAL, 184-185)

In this vision of the world controlled by apocalyptic beasts, laughter can only survive
marginally, off to the side of horror. Laughter in a Kayserian context can only be bitter,
satirical and often even satanic. Moreover, it recalls the interconnection of the grotesque with
insanity as the mind is unable to sustain the tension. This logic leads to Kayser’s second
definition: the grotesque is a play with the absurd. This play might seem harmless as the
Raphaelesques seemed to be but they always have the potential to turn sour and lead to a
realm where the soul is imprisoned by leafy arms and animal mouths which fasten and engulf.
But at the same time as the grotesque carries forth the idea of the end of freedom and
merriment it also presents the possibility of liberation. The grotesque, on invoking those dark
spirits, creates the possibility of fighting “the demonic aspects of the world” (GAL, 188).
However, in the Kayserian frame of thought the prospect of accomplishing the feat of
subduing such evil forces is very limited if indeed it can be managed at all. Kayser provides no
clues as to how liberation can be achieved and indeed appears to see the mere standing up to
opposition as the victory itself. His only words on the subject do not in fact suggest success in
the end: “The darkness has been sighted, the ominous powers discovered, the
incomprehensible forces challenged” (GAL, 188).

Despite its self-defeating message Kayser’s ideas have been picked up by critics and
writers to the same extent as those of Bakhtin. Frances Barasch, for instance, writing in the
1970s, demonstrates the influence of Kayser’s studies but for her the grotesque spreads out
beyond the world of art: “Today, with the tragicomic novel and drama, the theatre of the
absurd, and the startling use of disharmony by many of our modern painters and musicians,
we see and begin to understand that the pattern of life is grotesque”’". But it seems to me
inadequate to restrict the grotesque, honourably as it may be, to “the highest level of serious
comedy”'”. T agree, however, that the grotesque cannot help us control the world and its

mutability, particularly at a time when we, as humans, see that strangeness taking hold even of

own analyses extended their importance. See Anténio Manuel Ferreira, “A Narrativa de Branquinho da
Fonseca: Os Lugares do Conto”, doutoramento diss., U. of Aveiro, 2000.

7 Frances Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings, 163.

172 Ibid., 164.
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our bodies and minds given the frequently fearsome progress of biotechnology and genetic
engineering. But it does provide one “means of identifying and understanding the complex
disorder of experience and art”'”.

The seriousness of the subjects most frequently taken up by postmodern literature
evolves from the increasingly complex theme of defining a human being and explains the
growing use of the grotesque. On the one hand by reason of the realisation that that attempt
to encapsulate the “essence” of the human being is as feeble now as it was in the past despite
scientific breakthroughs which have provided massive information on our biology. Definition
remains therefore a mirage and humanity continues to escape its restrictions by being unable
to settle the borders of its own philosophical meaning and anatomical mapping. On the other
hand, the tendency to participate in this discussion and thus to be associated with “elevated”
subjects is at the basis of the decline of the butlesque in favour of the grotesque. In fact, the
burlesque dismantles the inner tension between the tragic and the comic, reducing the effects
or even discarding altogether the former and enhancing the latter by resorting to droll
themes'™.

In view of the recognition in recent years of the greater complexity and potential of
the grotesque as strategy to read and mediate literature and art, several studies took the
grotesque approach not only to gain insight into the concerns of our times but also those of
the past. In the 1960s there was a sudden interest in the subject and it was then that Bakhtin’s
books and Kayser’s books were translated into English. Additionally, previous studies were
republished such as Thomas Wright’s .4 History of Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art
(1968), the original dating back to 1865. Moreover, several new studies were published on the
matter. In 1965 Arthur Clayborough made his contribution with The Grotesque in English
Literature wherein he considered three major writers in the English language: Jonathan Swift,
Chatles Dickens and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. According to him there are four stages of the
grotesque and of its etymology: the first was the purely technical sense to refer to Nero’s
mural painting; the second the imitative style which added the connotation of fanciful

decoration to the word; the third phase in the semantic evolution of the grotesque refers to a

173 Loc. cit.

174 Consider Maria Saraiva de Jesus’s words: “Confundido as vezes com o grotesco, mas de significado
e amplitude inferiores, o burlesco rejeita a dimensdo tragica, buscando sobretudo efeitos comicos,
através da degradacdo do objecto visado, geralmente obtida pela discrepancia entre estilo sublime e
assunto trivial, altas expectativas e revelacGes degradantes”, Maria Saraiva de Jesus, “O Primo Basilio e
Os Maias: da Convergéncia Satirica a Ambivaléncia Ironica”, Revista de Universidade de Aveiro Letras, 6-7-8

(1989-90-91) 137.
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period, roughly the eighteenth century, when the word conveyed the sense of the ridiculous,
the distorted and the unnatural; and the fourth, to which his own study belongs, of its
application to literature, one of the earliest examples being Diderot’s description of commedia
dell'arte as grotesque, comparable in the visual arts to Callot’s grotesques. The fourth stage was
divided inasmuch as it also referred to the application of the word in the description of natural
objects and people which for their presentation and manner seem “unnatural”, that is, all that
which “is not consonant with the orthodox ideas of what is right and proper”'”.

In order to overcome the difficulty contemporary scholars evince in their generalised
usage of the grotesque, Clayborough proposes a methodology divided into four branches: the
grotesque defined through the attitude of the writer, through the impression caused, through
its relationship with analogous categories (for instance the comic, the ugly, and the fantastic)
and finally through the extraction of basic characteristics from a representative sample of
grotesque works. Clayborough’s method is strikingly simple but on the whole it is over-
inclusive, making it hard to discard many instances. I identify two other handicaps in
Clayborough’s classification; the first is that through his examples of the relationship of the
grotesque with kindred categories nothing is deduced of the nature either of each category or
even of the relationships themselves as they merely appear referred to in the same context. As
an example of this tendency I give his uncommented example of Souriau’s thoughts on the
grotesque: “Dans la literature, le grotesque est le laid comique”' ™. The second weak point in
Clayborough’s work has to do with the fact that it can be reduced to a mere list of works
which may or may not be grotesque as no criterion is provided with respect to the
characteristic features of the grotesque. In this view, no scholar can be contradicted if he
favours caricature like Wright did, satire like Clark, or the Romantic and twentieth centuries in
Kayser’s case. Later on, Clayborough wrote: “Grotesqueness may appear in anything which is
found to be in sufficiently grave conflict with accepted standards to arouse emotion. In
theory, therefore, there is nothing which might not be regarded as grotesque from some
standpoint”'”. Critique is directed at Kayser himself who Clayborough sees as “devot[ed] to

actual works of art rather than to theories of the grotesque, the latter being briefly described

175 Arthur Clayborough, The Grotesque in English Literature, 8.
176 Quoted in Arthur Clayborough, The Grotesque in English Literature, 23.
177 Arthur Clayborough, The Grotesque in English Literature, 109.
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rather than analyzed”'”. In sum, no “systematic attempt is made to define the grotesque or to
establish criteria by which it may be identified through simple description™"”.

Nevertheless, Clayborough owed his system of the grotesque to two thinkers: Kayser
and Jung. Clayborough’s approach is, in the end, of a psychological nature and departed from
Kayser’s concept of an unidentified, impersonal force posing as threat to the world as Kayser
conceived it. However, Kayser was unable to name that force which was viewed so
threateningly it acquired a material, “real” dimension. Through Jung, Clayborough identifies
the unknown force with the unconscious mind. Using a scheme almost as elaborate as Ruskin
but of Jungian inspiration, Clayborough claimed that humans reveal two attitudes of the mind:
a progressive and a regressive one. Progression is related to the needs of the conscious to its
environment, be it of a moral or social nature; the regressive attitude, on the other hand,
strives to satisfy the needs of the unconscious which are not antagonistic to the progressive
attitude but rather complementary. Fach attitude is characterised by distinct modes of
thinking: direct thinking, referring to the organised, systematic, rational thought of the
progressive attitude, and dream or fantasy thinking which organises thought through
distortion and bending of the natural laws of the world. It is chiefly within the scope of
fantasy thinking that grotesque art comes to be. However, it should be noted that each type of
thinking is not strictly associated with the conscious or the unconscious but whereas the
former tends to favour directed thinking, the latter tends to favour fantasy thinking.
Moreover, the unconscious, within Jungian philosophy, is not restricted to the individual
psyche but to an ancestral psychic body all humans share and which is related to mythological
and archetypal imagery.

Based on these reckonings, Clayborough is able to categorise art into four forms. To
the progressive/regressive polarisation he added a positive/negative scheme. A work of att is
positive if it represents quite satisfactorily the artist’s conception of “reality” (as in myth and in
technical studies) and negative if failing to do so the artist feels the need to react to his/her
incomplete or unfaithful vision of “reality” with a compensatory leaning on common sense or
even self-denigration. Regressive-positive art bears the closest connection with the dream
world; it is therefore the type that is mostly used in myth. Its imagery is “highly evocative and

symbolic, deriving its significance from something more positive than a mere reaction against

178 Ibid., 63.
179 Ibid., 64.
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the conditions of the material world”'™. The reaction to the world could therefore be said to
be non-Kayserian, not produced by fear and, accordingly, “the artist is more concerned to
construct a picture of the ‘greater reality’ which transcends the world of natural phenomena
than merely to escape from the dictates of that world”'*'. Some of the archetypal images that
will occupy a place in my study which belong to regressive-positive art are the witch and the
vampire, but the witch only insofar as she embodies a certain relationship of the individual
with his/her milieu. Regressive-negative art is characterised by a lesser degree of influence of
the unconscious resulting not in the production of imagery but of emotion substituting it. The
grotesque in this vein is that to do with incongruity and unnaturalness, or, in Geoffrey
Harpham’s terms, contradiction. Whereas regressive-positive art is not intentionally grotesque,
regressive-negative art “shows a deep awareness of the everyday circumstances with which it is
in conflict; so far as specifically grotesque art is concerned, emphasis is laid on the ‘divergence
from the natural’ (or the conventional) of the imagery employed”'®’. Whereas one reveals a
“spontaneous and unforced naturalness” the other is “sophisticated and self-conscious™*. By
way of illustration Clayborough indicates Dadaism, and supposedly Surrealism by extension,
as a regressive-positive form of art as it deliberately created artistic chaos to express its non-
compliance with the world of its time. Progressive-positive art is deprived almost entirely of
any fantastic or dream-related element and the only interference of an artistic nature is drawn
from discourse itself. In this category are included scientific and scholarly works. Finally,
progressive-negative art is that whose usage of fantasy does not come about through the
unconscious but instead it is produced to serve a given purpose: to create an absurdity, a
burlesque or a caricature. In conclusion, the grotesque is generated in a pure form in
regressive-positive art, deliberately in regressive-positive and progressive-negative arts, and is
absent in progressive-positive art.

In the following years a myriad important studies were produced, confirming the
impetus: Willard Farnham produced The Shakespearean Grotesque (1971), Philip Thomson
elaborated a study in the Kayserian vein simply called The Grotesqgue (1972) where he
emphasised the satiric component of the grotesque which according to his view was a

combination of “the unresolved clash of incompatibles in work and response” and “the

180 Thid., 81.
181 Ioc. cit.
182 Thid., 82.
183[oc. cit.
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ambivalently abnormal”'™, Margot Northey presented one of the earliest full-length studies on
non-BEuropean literature in The Haunted Wilderness: The Gothic and the Grotesque in Canadian Fiction
(1976), Neil Rhodes concentrated on the literary satire of the late sixteenth century in
Elizabethan Grotesque (1980), Nancy K. Hill wrote A Reformer’s Art: Dickens’ Picturesque and
Grotesque Imagery (1981), Bernard McElroy focused his attention on Franz Kafka, Gunter
Grass, Thomas Pynchon and James Joyce in Fiction of the Modern Grotesque (1989), while
Michael Meyer in Literature and the Grotesque (1995) edited a compilation of essays reflecting the
broad range of the grotesque in literature and other artistic forms: Nathanael West, Peter
Schaffer, Samuel Beckett, John Steinbeck, Luigi Pirandello, Katherine Dunn, Jack London,
James Joyce, Ivan Albright’s painting and the literary and filmic “profanation of the human
form” of Stephen King’s Thinner, Thomas Harris’s The Silence of the Lambs and Brett Easton
Ellis’s American Psyoho™.

Finally, I would like to mention Dieter Meindlet’s .American Fiction and the Metaphysics of
the Grotesque (1996) for his attempt to reconcile the Bakhtinian and Kayserian grotesques based
on solidly documented arguments, especially the different historical backgrounds of the
material each used as well as their approach: aesthetic for Kayser and existential in terms of
the totality of life premise for Bakhtin. Though I do not entirely agree with Meindlet’s views
he had the additional merit of bringing the grotesque out from its former terms of reference
and nearer others which help understand the phenomenon better, particularly Martin
Heidegger’s existential philosophy wherein Being precedes apprehension by the mind, by
cognition, that is, granting an anti-rationalist openness to the concept of Being concomitant
with Bakhtin’s ideas of the totality of life and its interpenetration with the world. In
accordance with my own view which I expressed eatrlier in this chapter, Meindler also sees the
inquiries on what defines the individual growing in importance, particularly in the novel. He

writes: “Literature, in modern times, has more and more become an individual act defining the

18 Philip Thomson, The Grotesque (London: Methuen and Co, 1972) 27. The Kayserian influence is felt
in substance and methodology. Firstly, he regards the grotesque as displaying a set of characteristics
which disclose their Kayserian background: disharmony, the comic and the terrifying, extravagance and
exaggeration, and abnormality. Secondly, as Kayser, Thomson lists the functions of the grotesque
which are close in content to Kayser’s own: aggressiveness and alienation, the psychological effect, and
tension and unresolvability. The grotesque can also be unintentional or playful but that variant is
considered an inferior form to that of the satiric grotesque.

185 Greg Metcalf, “The Soul in the Meat Suit: Ivan Albright, Hannibal Lecter and the Body Grotesque”,
ed. Michael Meyer, Literature and the Grotesque (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1995), 161. In the
meantime Thomas Harris’s Red Dragon has also been adapted to film by Brett Ratner (2002) as has
American Psycho in 2000 by Mary Harron.
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nature of the individual”'*’. Admittedly, this focus on the individual appears to contradict the
precept of totality as Being (the experience of totality) forcefully engulfs specific
individualities. But it is this very paradox that allows the union of the Bakhtinian with the
Kayserian grotesques, a marriage of Heaven and Hell. Indeed, it is when the individual is faced
with the possibility of his/her existential obliteration that the grotesque emetges as tertible.
Referring to the romantic grotesque, therefore to the Kayserian vein, Meindler swiftly
concludes that the “shift to horror and anxiety in the romantic grotesque is the very
concomitant and consequence of the confrontation between a subjective and individualistic
outlook — as cultivated by the romantic hero and artist — and what negates this outlook: all-
embracing primordial life as conveyed by the grotesque™®’.

In the pictorial arts the grotesque continued to be studied as well; Howard Daniel
plunged into the world of fantasy and myth in Devils, Monsters and Nightmares (1964), Ewa
Kuryluk contributed to the criticism of the grotesque with an analysis of Aubrey Beardsley’s
visual provocation with her Salome and Judas in the Cave of Sex - The Grotesque: Origins, Leonography,
Techniques (1987) and The Portrait of Eccentricity: Arcimboldo and the Mannerist Grotesque (1991) by

Giancarlo Maiotino came out only four years later'™

. The list is, in fact, much longer, so I will
comment in some depth only on two works, that by John Clark and, especially, Geoffrey
Harpham to establish the directions criticism has taken in more recent years. John R. Clark
with The Modern Satiric Grotesque and its Traditions (1991) deals with the topics and tactics of
what he called dark humour, throughout his study synonymously also referred to as comic-
grotesque and almost without debate identified with the grotesque and the gothic, the latter
terms being nearly undifferentiated as well. Clark’s prevailing tone is quite pessimistic and
satire, in his view, is the literary mirror “to the modern era, in which the self has been
recognized as being irrational and unstable and a traumatic parade of dreadful events has

helped topple conventional idols of Renaissance humanitas and idealism”'™. In this respect he

asserts: “every well-managed work of art is an inventive and fruitful construct; hence it renders

1% Dieter Meindler, American Fiction and the Metaphysics of the Grotesgue (Columbia: University of Missouri
Press, 1996) 19.

¥ Ibid., 19-20.

188 With respect to Arcimboldo see Martin M. Winkler’s interesting comparative analysis “Satire and
the Grotesque in Juvenal, Arcimboldo, and Goya”, Antike und Abendland: Beitrage gum Verstindnis der
Griechen und Rimer und ibres Nachlebens, ed. Albrecht Dihle et al (Betlin and New York: Walter de
Gruyter, 1991). Ewa Kuryluk also made brief comments on Arcimboldo in her book. A note should
also be made with reference to the studies of the grotesque in Spanish literature for their relative range
and depth. Among them ate James Iffland’s Quevedo and the Grotesque (1978), Henryk Ziomek’s E/
grotesco en la literatura espaiiola del siglo de oro (1983) and Eduardo Urbina’s Principios y fines del Quijote (1990).
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an overt and positive contribution to society and to culture. Satirists, too, must be included in
this circle of creators. They dramatize (and explore) weakness, decadence, and denigration”"™”.
Thus, Clark is in tune with Wolfgang Kayser in two matters: the twentieth century is the most
prolific period of grotesque art and that the mood it assumes is fundamentally depressing due
to the era being marked by warfare and bloodshed. At times, Clark is even gloomier than
Kayser himself: the individual faces “the paralytic horror that some dread cataclysm awaits
him together with the equally shattering fear that nothing whatsoever will happen””'. But as

the grotesque is seen as a reaction to classicist and neo-classicist sensibility, the dark grotesque

and humour of twentieth century literature is a response to the times preceding it:

[O]ptimism prevailed throughout most of the nineteenth century, with the full
blossoming of the idea of progress to ripeness. To be sure, many back-benchers of the
opposition - Browning, Baudelaire, Hawthorne, Melville, and, later, Dickens, Twain, and
Flaubert — expressed their objection to progressive idealism by utilizing features of the gothic
vein. But with the twentieth century the ideal of inevitable progress came terribly crashing to
the ground, shattered by monumental world wars, revolutions, indeterminacy, atomic energy,
the Freudian id, and the Holocaust. In the present century, then, the gothic and the grotesque

mate and become the dominant imagery of our era.!

The grotesque for John Clark is therefore associated with exaggeration, the unnatural,
the absurd and horror where progress is necessarily terribly damaging. His attitude contrasts,
for instance, with that of Clayborough, for whom even the idea of an alienated world is not a
synonym, as it was for Kayser, of a sinister threat. Despite John Clark’s deficient approach to
the grotesque as far as related categories go, his work deserves mention for demonstrating that
parallel to the increasing use of the bodily grotesque in modern and contemporary literature,
the psychological trait is not effaced and, in fact, the two variants appear as complements of
one another for if Clark concentrates on the ominous images of the grotesque in Cien asios de
soledad, other critics have rightfully pointed out the impact of grotesque corporeality in the
novel.

Among the contemporary studies on the grotesque Geoffrey Harpham’s On zhe

Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature (1982) stands out for its well-constructed

189 John R. Clark, The Modern Satiric Grotesque and its Traditions, 5. Italics in the text.
190 Ibid., 4.
191 Ibid., 7.
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and informed attempt at utilising the grotesque. He presents his own interpretations of Poe’s
“The Masque of the Red Death”, Emily Bronté&’s Wuthering Heights, Thomas Mann’s Death in
Venice and Joseph Conrad’s The Nigger of the ‘Narcissus and The Heart of Darkness taking off from
the very admittance that no definition can ever be satisfactory. In his view the grotesque is so
slippery it cannot be captured. It is “an ‘element,” a species of confusion” hiding in “some
inconceivable spot where the vectors of [...] artworks intersect”'”. Insightfully Harpham also
said that it is “a single protean idea that is capable of assuming a multitude of forms” or, put
in a different manner, that it is “concept without form”"*, Harpham’s merit is, in my view, his
acceptance of evidence that critics have systematically rejected and in consequence of which
they have developed theory after theory. Calling our attention to certain factors observable in
any history of the grotesque, Harpham demonstrated why the grotesque cannot ultimately be
straitjacketed in definition. Among those factors is that in a work of art the presence of the
grotesque is easily sensed but hardly apprehended by the mind, that it is constant in the history
of the arts and literature but assumes forms unrelated among themselves, that those forms can
exist elsewhere so that they are independent from the grotesque as the grotesque is of them,
and interestingly, since no one can estimate where or what the grotesque is, no one can tell
where it began so that in terms of an energy it can be located in pre-historic cave paintings but
as a self-aware artistic form it took off millennia later during the Italian Renaissance (which, in
any case, is another false start as the source of the form dates back to the first century — both
related to grottoes — and Roman art, in its turn, received influences from various parts of the
empire).

These contradictions explain why the strength of the grotesque remained relatively
unchanged before and after the concept was purposefully included in art history. Hence Bosch
and Brueghel as well as gothic and illuminated manuscripts are as imbued with the grotesque
as Raphael’s works or Urbino’s maiolica. Hence also that critics of the excellence of Bakhtin
and Kayser can so well-documentedly and persuasively argue for the grotesque and yet
disagree in almost every point. The situation creates a major discomfort for the critic for
having no delimitated field to explote how can s/he qualify him/herself to speak of it? His
suggestions of readings of literary texts did not intend therefore to apply any theory “but

simply to extend the ground of a consistently theoretical inquiry to include literature”'”.

192 Tbid., 17-18.

193 Geoftrey Harpham, On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature, xv.
194 Ibid., xv and page 3 respectively.

195 Thid., xxi.
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Geoffrey Harpham also recognised the existence of a threat in our times to the
grotesque, one whose dimension is unparalleled. Though still appearing in more traditional
arts, by having gained such notoriety and by spreading its range to such diverse new fields
(horror and sci-fi films, hyper-realistic videos that offer to us a reverse view of our internal,
biological selves, and photojournalism of armed conflicts come to my mind) the grotesque is
in danger of bleeding itself to extinction. It is in danger, in fact, of becoming merely a concept

used to accommodate all sort of disorder and contradiction:

[I]n more innocent times it was possible to create a grotesque by mingling human
with animal or mechanical elements; but as we learn more about the languages of animals,
and teach more and more complex languages to computers, the membranes dividing these
realms from that of the human begin to dissolve, and with them go the potentiality for many
forms of the grotesque. In short, the grotesque — with the help of technology — is becoming the
victim of its own success: having existed for many centuries on the disorderly margins of
Western culture and the aesthetic conventions that constitute that culture, it is now faced with
a situation where the center cannot, or does not choose to, hold; where nothing is
incompatible with anything else; and where the marginal is indistinguishable from the typical.
Thus the grotesque, in endlessly diluting forms, is always and everywhere around us — and

increasingly invisible.!%

Harpham’s book emerged then as a counter-reaction towards this menacing tendency
which, while having some truthfulness, overlooks the new possibilities created for the
grotesque by technology, which have already conquered their own place in discussion in
academia, where Donna Haraway is one of the area’s most significant voices'”’. But for
Harpham the grotesque must be preserved by establishing its “nature”'”. Another benefit is
implicit in Harpham’s position which is to separate those works making an actual contribution

to the arts and the grotesque, as the following plates do, from those which are simply messy'””.

196 Thid., xx-xxi.

9 See Donna Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the
1980s”, ed. Linda J. Nicholson, Feminism/ Postmodernism (London and New York: Routledge, 1998) 149-
181.

198 Thid., xxi.

199 Among the plates I would highlight Jane Alexander’s powerful Butcher Boys as an extraordinary
sculpture on the double quality of apartheid revealed as a brutish system presented through the clean,
well-delineated white bodies seated so elegantly and contrasting with the animal, even devilish heads.
Miriam Beerman’s red-blooded painting also revives human horror of dismemberment, following a
motif long before already taken up for instance by Géricault, Paul Klee and Alfred Kubin. The notable
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PL 93.

PL. 94.
Pl 93. Théodore Géricault, Severed Limbs, 1818
PL. 94. Félicien Rops, The Temptation of St. Anthony, circa 1878

PL 95. - PL 96.

PL 95. Alfred Kubin, S/aughter Festival, 1900
PL 96. Paul Klee, Outbreak of Fear, 1939

work of Joel-Peter Witkin in photography, combining humour, elegance, and tradition is responsible
for the enthusiasm of critics and public alike though always accompanied by an equal measure of
outrage by some viewers repulsed by his using of human corpses and corporeal freaks. In 2003 Witkin
illustrated two volumes of new editions of Willlam Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience.
Though Blake was also a connoisseur of the grotesque, especially of the demoniac vein, all the cases
here show that the grotesque invariably appears linked to the body.
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PL 97. Frida Kahlo, The Broken Colummn, 1944
PL. 98. Francis Bacon, Triptych, 1967

Pl 99. Pl1. 100.
Pl 99. Miriam Beerman, Un#itled, 1969

PL 100. Jane Alexander, Butcher Boys, 1985-86

PL 102. % =
PL. 101. Joel-Peter Witkin, Szory from a Book, 1999
PL 102. John Isaacs, A Necessary Change of Heart, 2000
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Harpham’s noble intentions failed in the end which explains why, having argued
against the reasonability of defining the grotesque eventually he presents his own theory, the
mythic grotesque, recognising as his precursors Sir Walter Scott, J. A. Symonds, and
Baudelaire™.

Putting a stress on the etymology of the word, Harpham dislocated the historical
source which is directly linked to the arts with the discovery of the grotfesche in the grottoes of
the Domus Aurea towards an origin when grotto designs incorporated a magical element. In
Harpham’s view, the characteristic that separates the two types of grottesche was that the Roman
sort which was directly picked up by the imagination of the artists of the Renaissance was
already deprived of a mythic quality which was real for primitive cultures and which allowed
them to intervene in the world where humans strived to survive. This presupposition of
interaction with the world is not only one concomitant with the Bakhtinian doctrine but it also
provides the ground for a distinction between the grotesque and the arabesque, a distinction
which has a tendency to fade. There is nonetheless a relative consensus on what one and the
other represent; whereas the grotesque describes “[f]antastic ornament or decoration
composed of mythical figures (satyrs, centaurs), outlandish vegetation and bizarre faces”, in
Western art the arabesque describes “an intricate interwoven design of scrolling foliage and
flowers” deriving from the Islamic opposition to the depiction of the human figure™”".

For Harpham such a differentiation had two major implications: the first is that the
arabesque principle thus defined is present in arts far beyond the Western world, as in Asia
Minor and pre-Columbian designs. Moreover, that its origin can also be traced to pre-
historical art where cave people applied their red-painted hands to the walls prior to beginning
painting human and animal forms which are the mark of the grotesque. According to
Geoffrey Harpham’s thought then, the arabesque preceded the grotesque but as the latter

evolved it integrated something of the former. Similarly, when the grottesche took over Roman

200 John Addington Symonds (1840-1893) belonged to the politically involved men and women who in
the late nineteenth century fought for a revival in the arts and culture. Among them were Oscar Wilde,
Walter Pater, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris, Edward Carpenter and John Ruskin. Symonds is
best known for his pioneering studies on the history and literature of homosexuality and he became an
active defender of gay rights. He distinguished himself as a poet, art historian and translator of works
by Sappho, Poliziano and Benvenuto Cellini. Undoubtedly in this specific context Harpham is referring
to his Caricature, the Fantastic, the Grotesque (1890) where he contended that mockery, and specifically
caricature, is a material element of the grotesque and that the latter cannot exist without the other. His
starting point, the association of caricature and the grotesque, is shared by Thomas Wright. However,
they differ in that for Wright caricature is an expression of respected art whereas for Symonds it is
humorous fantasy.

201 Mallalieu Huon, I/fustrated History of Antigues, 626 and 622 respectively.
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art and the Renaissance, they incorporated the scrolling designs and strict geometric model of
the arabesque. The second implication is inherently related to the issue that so enraged
Vitruvius, that is, of faithfulness to the forms of nature. In this respect, the arabesque appears
as an eclaboration of leafy and floral motifs which are drawn from nature whereas the

grotesque, with its monstrous creatures, is born out of human imagination202

. This reasoning is
of no little importance and enlightens the use of each aesthetic for instance in Edgar Allan
Poe’s Tales of the Arabesque and the Grotesque (1840) insofar as if “the grotesque suggests
unnatural partition and the arabesque organic recombination, they may have appeared to him
[Poe] as images of the Many and the One, a fracturing that characterizes all of Poe’s
thought”””. Though Poe himself lapsed and occasionally used the terms interchangeably, there
is a difference at least in theory: “the arabesque, as pure form or non-referential ornament,
summons up the kind of wholeness, unity, and loveliness that exists out of time. The
grotesque, on the other hand, corresponds with ‘multiform combinations’ of time, acts of
creation straining toward unity and eternity but embedded in partition and decay”*”. In the
context of “The Masque of the Red Death” the distinction indicates that there is a human
aspiration to arabesque wholeness and harmony but our nature being but human, thus liable
to illness and inevitably perishable, it assumes a grotesque form.

Grotesque designs of primitive communities served what Harpham identified as a
mythic function both in invocating the assistance of deities and in appeasing any demonic
spirits so as to guarantee the success of a hunt, for instance. The exorcising function identified
by Kayser appears to be part of Harpham’s thought but it also recognises the ritualistic side of
grotesque manifestations which eventually will lead me to discuss René Girard. In the first
century that mythic sense had been lost so that the Roman appropriation of past cultures,
especially Greek, and the Roman use of the grotesque (now reduced to a decorative style)
were seen by Harpham as an attempt to recover the memory of some myth of origins. This
interpretation of the grotesque thus presupposes a severance: it is but “mythology wrenched
from its context, drained of its meaning, and shaped into an aesthetically pleasing design” [...],

“an invocation of ‘some other phase of being,” of a mythological culture that was permanently

202 Jt is because of this aspect that the grotesque has been associated with monstrous creatures which
abounded in travelling manuals and, in a way still quite relevant to our time, with freaks. For more
details on the first sense see Philippe Morel, Les Grotesques: Les figures de imaginaire dans la peinture
italienne de la fin de la Renaissance (Paris: Flammarion, 1997) and on the second meaning Leslie Fiedler,
Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self (Harmondsworth and New York: Penguin, 1978).

203 Geoftrey Harpham, On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature, 110.

204 Ibid., 112.
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lost” [...], and a “manifest, visible, or unmediated presence of mythic or primitive elements
a nonmythic or modern context””,

But if Harpham was so pessimistic in this respect, he was quick in recuperating the
grotesque through the concept of metamorphosis and through what Bakhtin called historical
evolution: “Perpetual metamorphosis is the central premise of mythic thought, which operates
on the principle of the cosmic continuum. According to this principle, no realm of being,
visible or invisible, past or present, is absolutely discontinuous with any other, but all equally

accessible and culturally interdependent”m

. Furthermore, myth releases the grotesque from
being a mere aesthetic expression of contradiction as it ultimately aims to reconcile the natural
with the magical. In mythic narratives contradiction is simply absent in circumstances that in
other contexts would be impossible such as animal/human intermarriage. In other words,

myth provides the necessary background which explains the ongoing tendency of the

grotesque towards part azd whole:

Many of the cave paintings are not only magnificent as works of art, but just as
alienated as grottesche. And like grottesche, the cave paintings invoke, and thereby make
ambivalently present and distant, an ancient code: they signify and embody antiquity, the
origin. Cave art, despite its naturalizing theology, represents a first step in the articulation of
the human personality, the human species. It reflects theology, and the rituals performed in
the caves included inter-species intercourse, cannibalism, necrophagy, and sacrifice — all of
which were intended to emphasize affinities with the natural world, and none of which is
found in nature. If grottesche seemed to the Renaissance wholly aesthetic and divorced from

nature, cave art is not less so: it is the natural condition even of primitive art to be unnatural.20?

The ambiguous relation with the natural is, in my view, parallel to the ambiguous
relation with the “real” so that while some find human hybrids grotesque, the term is as
commonly applied to paintings and photos invoking the horrors of war. As Philip Thomson
put it, “far from possessing a necessary affinity with the fantastic, the grotesque derives at least

some of its effect from being presented within a realistic framework, in a realistic way”*”.

205 Tbid., 51. Italics in the text.

206 Loc. cit.

207 Tbid., 64. Italics in the text.

2% Philip Thomson, The Grotesque, 8.
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Pl 103.1 PL 104.

PL 103. Otto Dix, Card-Playing War Cripples, 1920
PL. 104. George Gittoes, Rwanda series, 1995

Following the mythic reasoning he devised for the grotesque, Harpham analysed the
two main currents of the grotesque so as to dismiss them in the end. The argument is a simple
one: that Kayser’s concept lacks a mythic dimension and that Bakhtin is overtaken by an

: 209
“open-armed enthusiasm”

. The attention paid to Kayser is brief: because Kayser was
repulsed by our world which is demonic and horrifying, he was unable to grasp the
regenerating quality of that other world where there is no split between humans, plants,
animals and objects. Though Kayser was aware of its existence, he was too pessimistic ever to
gain access to the world of unity Harpham identifies with the mythic. Harpham puts Bakhtin
at the other pole where there is a total denial of human fear. Harpham’s main worry was that
Bakhtin empties the individual precisely of her/his human specificity: “Bakhtin’s Rabelais not
only knows nothing of terror, but also nothing of the private soul that experiences it”*".
Bakhtin was indeed poignantly opposed to a vision of the grotesque reducible to individuality

given that in his view the grotesque represented an idea of a universal whole. But to Harpham

this view poses a naive, Rousseau-ist as he calls it, danger:

Reading Bakhtin, we may be encouraged to feel that by embracing the grotesque we
can regain fullness of meaning, purity of being, and natural innocence, lying breast to breast

with the cosmos and with our fellow creatures. In short, this is another case of using the

209 Tbid., 70.
210 Ibid., 71.
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grotesque as the tip of the wedge of liberation or breakthrough. But here the grotesque is
actually the small end of alienation, a sign that though dualism may be temporarily abolished,
it has invaded the structure of thought itself. The apprehension of the grotesque stands like a

flaming sword barring any return to Paradise;?!!

By ignoring the alienating component of the grotesque Bakhtin formulated a theory
where the grotesque was “ever present, but foreign to his subject”*?. Myth, on the contrary,
Harpham saw pervading all of Bakhtin’s discourse, albeit always in a camouflaged manner.
Though Harpham was certainly correct in asserting Bakhtin’s overemphasis on the bright side
of the grotesque, Bakhtin repeatedly insisted on the tension between two conflicting forces;
the dark side was present in Bakhtin’s theory making his fault, according to my own
perspective, instead the too-easy transition from darkness to optimism. Moreover, Bakhtin’s
insight into the issues of the body and bodily functions were not taken into account by
Harpham and they stand as crucial elements in any theory of the grotesque. That was Kayser’s
handicap as well: the psychological version of the grotesque which at its root has the fear of
the disintegration of the world is necessarily the fear of the disintegration of materiality and
the foremost human terror in that area is the destruction of one’s own corporeality.
Furthermore, though Harpham wished to distance himself from Bakhtin, his mythic theory
owed much to him. It can be argued that Harpham’s use of the cave as the locus where the
forces of myth were most strongly exerted was explained according to a Bakhtinian logic. It
was in the cave that myth was activated through reconciliation between life and death which
Bakhtin synthesised in the metaphor of pregnant death. The cave was the place where the
group ate, buried its dead and women gave birth; a fertility whole, a vagina dentata, a holy
ground made sacred through dirt and defilement. As Harpham says at some stage: “The cave,

like myth itself, speaks of the oneness of creation, a condition of undifferentiation out of

95213

which we emerge, or into which we collapse

211 Ibid., 72.
212 T oc. cit.
213 Tbid., 65.
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Harpham’s study thus brought the study of the grotesque from a point where Bakhtin
had left it to contemporary moulds where Freud made his inevitable appearance along with
more recently notable academics like Mary Douglas. My own intentions are not dissimilar
from Harpham’s in this respect, given that I try to establish connections with other scholars,
particularly Julia Kristeva and René Girard, but I find that departing from a different concept,
that of the mythic grotesque, Harpham did not in the end propose anything ground-breaking
insofar as, regardless of his acknowledging it or not, he was treading the road long ago
trodden by Bakhtin. Harpham’s formulation of the mythic grotesque has many points of
intersection with Bakhtin’s carnivalesque-grotesque and a spirit that assumed its climax with
the Saturnalia and developed into medieval feasts but which Bakhtin saw originating precisely
in primitive cultures. It is no surprise then that both arrived at a similar conclusion: for
Harpham the grotesque has lost its mythic function whereas for Bakhtin it lost its regenerating
power. Nevertheless, with its emphasis on corporeality, the Bakhtinian grotesque seems to me
more suitable for reading the texts selected for my study as they focus heavily on that topic as
probably do many of the texts written, filmed and constructed in recent decades, though
Harpham’s synthesis of the old and the new has undoubtedly its own merit. The following

attempt to distinguish the grotesque is evidence of that, while implicitly invoking Bakhtin:

[T]he grotesque phenomenon eludes all its synonyms by impressing us with a remote
sense that in some other system than the one in which we normally operate, some system that
is primal, prior, or ‘lower,’ the incongruous elements may be normative, meaningful, even
sacred. Grotesques disturb us with the prospect that the trifling fictions which we feel should
not be there at all may in fact be another kind of Word, a tolerant kind in terms of which our
Word is but one among many. To see that ‘myth’ is everywhere (and everywhere in chains) is
to recognize the omnipresence of this other system, and the constant potential for the

grotesque.2!4

The concern Harpham reveals over language in his approach to the grotesque is a
mark of the dislocation of the grotesque to a postmodern lieu where the Lacanian imprint is
felt. Not only in the passage above but also on other occasions Harpham addresses the issue.
In fact, its importance is quickly deduced as it appears as the concern opening the book where

it is put at the centre of the discussion: “grotesques have no consistent properties other than

214 Ibid., 69.
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their own grotesqueness, and that they do not manifest predictable behaviour. The word
designates a condition of being just out of focus, just beyond the reach of language. It
accommodates the things left over when the categories of language are exhausted; it is a
defense against silence when other words have failed”””. Jacques Lacan is never openly
mentioned but Harpham did make use of his Logos-based logic. Harpham’s preoccupation
with language also makes way for a reading along the lines of Julia Kristeva’s theory of the
abject, defined as that which repulses while it fascinates, situated beyond language as a residue
of a lost Semiotic wholeness.

The influence of Geoffrey Harpham’s view is felt in other studies that will follow such
as Alton Kim Robertson’s The Grotesque Interface: Deformity, Debasement, Dissolution (1996) as is
evident from his introductory chapter. But the impact is also registered on the level of
Robertson’s direct linking of the grotesque with the theories of Jacques Lacan. Speaking of
caricature and relating it to the grotesque through bodily distortion, Robertson comments: “if
one accepts Lacan’s theory that the process of making sense of the world is predicated on the
recognition of the body as an organic whole with clearly defined features and functions, it is
fairly obvious that the disintegration of the order it represents would raise serious questions
about the meaning of the world and how (and even if) it can be understood”*'’. This assertion
could, in fact, constitute a good departing point for analysing Angela Carter’s “Wolf-Alice”.
More than in On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature as well, Alton Kim
Robertson’s conception of Order appears to be infused with Lacanian philosophy: “Order is
the father of discipline, of routine, of rank, of rule, of habit, and of obedience. It subtends
language and culture, thyme and Reason. It has the force of an imperious mandate, tolerates
no departure, and it is the font of all meaning”". Though Julia Kristeva herself is not
mentioned, Robertson is, at least through Lacan, aware of the quality of the grotesque that is
at the basis of its combination with the notions of the abject: “The grotesque, then, is the
locus of conflict between two contradictory principles. More specifically, it is the process that
infects order with its own negation. This conflict, which arises in what I shall call the gap of
the grotesque, involves a radical subversion, for it opens the gaping chasm of categorical
separation. No alternatives are possible: order or anarchy, but either only in absolute. Their

only border is the grotesque”'®. The ideas of gap, border and separation bear a great deal in

215 Thid., 3-4.

216 Alton Kim Robertson, The Grotesque Interface: Deformity, Debasement, Dissolution, 119.
217 Ibid., 4.

218 Thid., 5.
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common with Kristeva’s concept of the abject and indeed articulate the same paradox: the
abject can be situated in the gap and in the negatively theorised Semiotic to which the
Symbolic stands as the positive pole associated with Order. Similarly with the grotesque it is,
as Robertson claims, a border but also one of the contradictory principles, that is, misrule,
chaos, irrationality or deformity in opposition precisely to all the categories that stand for
Order®”.

The subjects of language and the abject will be fully explored in my study and I will
contradict Harpham with respect to one of his major points. For him narrative is carried
through the grotesque in the constant discord the word creates so that the “only escape from
transition, or from devices, is to be sought, impossibly, either before the Word or after the
End”**". But as Kayser well demonstrated the grotesque can also be found after the end as it is
transported from other realms, including that of death, to our lives, for instance through
visions of the apocalypse. As I will also hopefully demonstrate, Julia Kristeva allows an
interpretation of the grotesque with a frightening flavour of its own and that is directly related
to the pre-existence of the Word.

Though Bakhtin announced the death of the grotesque, writers and critics, in
particular Wolfgang Kayser, have insisted on contradicting him. In this sense it is ironic that
critics have used Bakhtin to demonstrate that the grotesque lives on and thrives. Like
Harpham, I realise that to try to apply a theory, any theory, would prove disastrous. However,
Bakhtin provides the most suitable tools to carry out the literary inquiry which is ultimately my
goal. Other approaches will not be neglected however, and frequently they will help me to
compensate for the difficulties which grotesque realism cannot surpass. Many strategies will
therefore come into play while trying not to contradict myself in the contradiction game of the

gI'OtCSCluC.

219 The conceptualisation of the grotesque in these two distinct variants should not however be
attributed to Robertson. It is in Allon White and Peter Stallybrass’s well-known The Politics and Poetics of
Transgression that the issue is analysed in depth. For them in fact, they constitute different models: “In
the first model, the grotesque is simply the opposite of the classical — it is the Other to the set of values
and forms which make up the classical. In the second model, the grotesque is formed through a
process of hybridisation or inmixing of binary opposites, particulatly of high and low, such that there is
a heterodox merging of elements usually perceived as incompatible, and this latter version of the
grotesque unsettles any fixed binaryism”. See Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of
Transgression, 44.

220 Geoffrey Harpham, On the Grotesque: Strategies of Contradiction in Art and Literature, 121.
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Leonard Baskin, Chimera, 1966
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Alfred Kubin, The Ape, 1903-1906
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1.1.  Woman as Spectacle and Martyr in When Dreams Travel

Martyrdom will be her oasis in this desert of silence.

Githa Hariharan, When Dreams Travel, 128

If this seed is watered, even with blood, it may sprout knowledge and power. Does the child

hold the seed or not?

Ibid., 174

1.1.1. Female grotesqueness: a dialogue with Mary Russo

ver the years the theories of carnival and the grotesque have excited the attention
of scholars who have joined the debate to question the implications for minority groups and
women. This chapter charts a possible response to Mary Russo’s essay “Female Grotesques:
Carnival and Theory” and to her interrogation concerning the relation of the grotesque,
namely the Bakhtinian strand, with the politics of feminism, or, to use her terms, how carnival
as historical performance relates to carnival as semiotic performance. The question implied is
whether the symbolic (also in the Lacanian sense) constructions of femininity coincide with
the experience of women, for the theory of carnival might re-produce perilous presumptions
both for women and other border groups. In this sense, the ambivalence of carnival lies in its

simultaneous reinforcement and de-authorisation of the prevailing social texture, making its
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contribution to “a dynamic model of a new social subjectivity” unclear™. As politically
engaged novels, Shame and When Dreams Travel, both emerging from a South Asian context,
defined by Salman Rushdie as a “vast, metamorphic, continent-sized culture that feels, to
Indians and visitors alike, like a non-stop assault on the senses, the emotions, the imagination
and the spirit”, may help respond to the carnival dilemma for women and for other
marginalised groups originating out of the imperialist phenomenon®.

Russo’s essay provides the starting point for this analysis. Russo’s assertion of the
(other) woman making a spectacle out of herself, a reproach verbalised by some maternal

figure, has gained widespread popularity within the framework of female grotesqueness. She

writes:

For a woman, making a spectacle out of herself had more to do with a kind of
inadvertency and loss of boundaries: the possessors of large, aging, and dimpled thighs
displayed at the public beach, of overly rouged cheeks, of a voice shrill in laughter, or of a
sliding bra strap - a loose, dingy bra strap especially - were at once caught out by fate and
blameworthy. It was my impression that these women had done something wrong, had
stepped, as it were, into the limelight out of turn - too young or too old, too early or too late -

and yet anyone, any woman, could make a spectacle out of herself if she was not careful.?3

It is precisely by being centre stage not as an object but as a subject and conscious
performer that the shortcomings of carnival can start being overcome. One of those faults is
certainly the indifference to gender as a prime constituent of given carnivalesque spectacles,
making Bakhtinian theory, despite its worth, in this respect unsatisfactory in Mary Russo’s
eyes. Women, as agents of carnival, can subvert the very subversion of the mode, and use their
gender and sexual specificity to construct other meanings. The female body thus becomes a
text conveying semiotic revolution; it appropriates, manipulates and produces its own

constructed meaning, that is, it is in control”*. Mother, in The Passion of New Eve, is a character

221 Mary Russo, “Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory”, ed. Teresa de Lauretis, Feminist Studies/
Critical Studjes (Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 1986) 214.

222 Salman Rushdie and Elizabeth West ed., The 1intage Book of Indian Writing 1947-1997, intr. Salman
Rushdie (London: Vintage, 1997) ix.

225 Mary Russo, “Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory”, 213. Italics in the text.

224 Furthermore, an objection that Lisa Gasbarrone poses to Mary Russo’s reading should also be taken
into account and which refers to the reaction at the sight of aging bodies of the hags. Gasbarrone is
right in pointing out that one’s reaction of disgust should not be so bluntly transferred to Bakhtin. See
Lisa Gasbarrone, “The Locus for the Other: Cixous, Bakhtin, and women’s writing”, ed. Karen Hohne
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who embodies both the large and old woman of Russo’s account and the Bakhtinian hag
laughing. She is the sole star of the spectacle and it consists of the displaying of her gigantic
manufactured body. Unlike Russo’s women, the loss of boundaries is by no means inadvertent
but fully intentional. She delights in her own laughter and in the power of her speech.
However, in the end, Carter deprives her of her stage - Beulah - and her public - her
“daughters”. The reason for this irreversible discrowning is, in my view, related to the fact that
Mother does not play her own role but that of a myth, that of motherhood. Regardless of the
specificity of the myth it still necessarily comprises a certain degree of abstraction. Thus, she
does not possess an individual name. The same can actually be said of most other characters
whose individuality is crushed under the weight of symbolism: Eve/lyn, Sophia and
Lilith/Leilah for instance. Towards the end of the novel it is asserted they cannot do away
with symbolism. They are no more than prisoners of the roles they play which, from the
Bakhtinian point of view, represents a fatal deficiency in the assumption of their
consciousnesses into subjecthood. With the exception of Eve, who in a typical carnivalesque
twist stands as the new queen to Mother’s reduction to a fool, all other characters are mere
parodic puppets of a myth-making machine. Carter, as occasionally carnival itself, runs the risk
of reinforcing that which she/it so eagetly tries to overpower. One of her most well-known
priorities is her engagement in the demythologising business and yet Mother is overly a
product of myth as well as a myth-maker herself. Carnival efficiency, therefore that of the
grotesque, lives through a delicate balance between universalism and individuality or between
abstraction and limited symbolic signification. This refers us back to the issue of the
positioning of those limits which are necessarily subjective but that remain, nevertheless,
crucial to the discussion of the carnivalesque-grotesque and only reasonably justified vis-g-vis a
specific work of art or performance.

But before I turn to the specific work I selected to investigate those limits, I must also
raise the issue of dialogism and of its relation with feminism. Wayne C. Booth explores how
dialogism has in its background some ideological premise and that all art is unavoidably

ideological in some way, justifying his defence of an “ethical and political criticism” even if

and Helen Wussow, A Dialogue of 1 vices: Feminist Literary Theory and Bakbtin (Minneapolis and London:
University of Minnesota Press, 1994) 13.
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under the accusation of opening the way to censorship225 . Booth reminds us of the ultimately

social value of dialogism:

[Wlhat I call my “self’ is essentially social. Each of us is constituted not as an
individual, private, atomic self but as a collective of the many selves we have taken in from
birth. We encounter these selves as what he [Bakhtin] calls “languages,” the “voices” spoken
by others. Languages are of course made not only of words; they are whole systems of
meaning, each language constituting an interrelated set of beliefs or norms. “Language” is
often thus for him roughly synonymous with “ideology.” [...] We speak with our ideology —
our collection of languages, of words-laden-with-values. And the speaking is always thus more

or less polyglot — it 7s a collection [...] We are constituted in polyphony.?26

However, women have neither in Bakhtin or Rabelais’s works found a voice, that is,
their languages and therefore the ideologies of feminism have been disconsidered. However,
if, as Wayne Booth argues, Rabelais did not support women during the guerelle des femmres which
debated women’s subjecthood and rights, such an attitude does not invalidate the fact that his
laughter was “a healthy counter-ideology”*”’. But on recalling that women are frequently at the
centre of that laughter, Booth, in tune with Mary Russo, is made to think of who laughs at
women in Gargantua and Pantagruel. The answer is evidently men and men were also the

228

defenders of women in the guerelle™. Rabelais, as well as Bakhtin, is in the end caught up in

this spiral of paradoxes:

[J]ust as the original querelle des femmes was conducted largely by men, accusers and
champions, this exoneration of carnival laughter is conducted by and for men, ignoring or

playing down the evidence that the book itself largely excludes women. A man of great genius

225 Wayne C. Booth, “Freedom of Interpretation: Bakhtin and the Challenge of Feminist Criticism”, ed.
Gary Saul Motrson, Bakbtin: Essays and Dialogues on his Work (Chicago and London, The University of
Chicago Press, 1981) 149.

?%Tbid., 151. Italics in the text.

7 Ibid., 161.

?28 Similarly Ruth Ginsburg writes: “The privilege of perceiving the world in its laughing aspect and
relaxing from pious seriousness is clearly reserved to men of all stations. [...] Carnival, ritual, and
spectacle are the material womb in which women have no place. They only provide the necessary
equipment”. Ruth Ginsburg, “The Pregnant Text. Bakhtin’s Ur-Chronotope: The Womb?”, ed. David
Shepherd, Bakhtin: Carnival and Other Subjects, 169.
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wrote a book offering a rich imaginative experience to men of sensitive and liberal spirit, and a

male critic of great genius wrote a defense of that great book, addressed to other men.??

Rabelais thus left an imprint of sexism on his work and Bakhtin failed to incorporate

women’s voices in his dialogical enterprise™”

. However, no dialogue is ever complete as it
would necessarily mean it was closed as well; this argument in the end constitutes the defence
of dialogism for feminists. Though women are silenced in Bakhtin, the same can be said of
other ideologies, such as those linked with ethnicity. Moreover, if those ideologies were not
incorporated even though they were already part of the history of their times (Rabelais is not,
for instance, in the least concerned with religious persecution), the dialogical potential
offers/offered the possibility of ideologies which are/were still to be. In other words, though
in the historical and academic contexts of their formulation some ideologies were inexistent,
dialogism retained the possibility for their voices to be integrated as the very dialogical process

of becoming evolved. It is thus justifiable and pertinent to speak of feminist dialogics as well

as of postcolonial, ecological or animal rights variants.

1.1.2. Freakishness and the mutilated female body

There is a figure, multiplied in myriad forms, that seems to grow in narrative
importance and in wisehearted insurrection in the proliferating world of South Asian literature
in English. That upsetting figure is that of Woman. She, or rather, they, to avoid inaccurate
generalisations, are often represented in a context of (male) aggressiveness for reasons linked
with control of power. Their parts in this struggle are characterised by innocuous submission,
corrosive passivity and mimetic behaviour. In Shame, Naveed Hyder (Good News) is drawn to
suicide and her mother, Bilquis, withdraws from any meaningful existence until she becomes

shadowy. Her husband’s lover, Pinkie Aurangzeb, commits suicide. Iskander Harappa’s

22 Wayne C. Booth, “Freedom of Interpretation: Bakhtin and the Challenge of Feminist Criticism”,
163. Italics in the text.

2% That is noticeable particularly in the idea of the grotesque carnival body that, if anything, “is
degraded into the Tlower bodily stratum’ associated with the feminine, and, in the same breath, is
elevated into a principle of universal significance as the Material Body, no longer that of woman”. Ruth
Ginsburg, “The Pregnant Text. Bakhtin’s Ur-Chronotope: The Womb”, 167. Poignantly she continues
and addresses an issue that is central to my discussion of Robert Coover’s Madonna of the Organs:
“what is originally female — the material of pregnancy — becomes, so to speak, ‘de-femalised’ in the
process of being elevated into the central site of carnival, to become part of a non-female (a-sexual?
non-gendered? male?) grotesque (pregnant) body. Moreover, the material-maternal is used and
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atrocities put his wife, Rani, to a shameful silence but still she manifests some form of
resistance in the shawls she embroiders which illustrate terrible scenes of her husband’s doing.
Arjumand, their daughter, finds the only way to participate in the game of power is by using -
and perpetuating - masculine forms of violence and repression which compensate for the
frustration of an unfulfilled incestuous love for her father. Even Sufiya’s transformation into a
homicidal maniac can be read the same way. But if silence, such as Rani Harappa’s, can
constitute not an element of forbearance but quite on the contrary be a form of counteraction,
it nonetheless is incompatible with the designs of carnival. Once in the public square women
have to speak.

The epitome of the speaking and political woman is Shahrzad whose symbolism is
appropriated and subverted by Githa Hariharan. Her character is withdrawn from the novel
but her mysterious absence is invested with a very dynamic force. Other women can now
emerge into the limelight to receive and re-produce their stories. In When Dreams Travel
Shahrzad becomes a fiction to her sister Dunyazad, Dilshad (the slave), and to the lattet’s
friend, Satyasama: “She is now a myth that must be sought in many places, fleshed in different
bodies”™". After the deposition of Shahryar, the virgin killer and Shahrzad’s husband, by his
son Umar, Dunyazad and Dilshad spend seven days and seven nights telling their own stories,
writing “our texts of gold”, says Dilshad (WD, 107. Italics in the text). But their stories are
never definite and each tells the same story over and over again, almost but not quite the

same:

Two women and their goading jinn wander through the infinite wilderness of stories.
Though their travelling dreams run parallel, destined never quite to run on the same track,
there is always that one story hanging over both wherever they go. It is a familiar, ragged
story, a porous umbrella of a story that barely shades its heirs and bastards, the narrative

fragments it has given birth to. (WDT, 115)

In Borgesian fashion, the two women travel re-inventing their lives and bodies and, in
the process, mirroring and distorting reality as Shahrzad created it so that the past and the
future are re-constructed by the sheer determination of wishes, dreams and the memories of

those dreams. Dilshad’s obsession is Satyasama. The character is presented in Part I and fully

appropriated by Bakhtin in a gesture analogous to Rabelais’s positioning of mothers in his texts: they
are used as vehicles, killed as persons, abstracted as principles”. Ibid., 168.
21 Githa Hariharan, When Dreams Travel (london: Picador, 1999) 25. Cited in the text as WDT.
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developed in the second half of the novel (corresponding to Dunyazad and Dilshad’s tales).
From the beginning she is presented in a context of freakishness. She is acquired into
Shahryar’s harem where women are mute sex acrobats, in sum, “freaks who are only half-
women” (WDT, 90). But Hariharan’s female characters do have power and, in fact, it lies in
speech and dream: they are talking, dreaming women, says the narrator. The dichotomy of
silence and sexual subservience versus speech and dream pervades the novel and is put
forward in the ambiguity of women’s bodies, namely Satyasama’s. Even her name is double:
Satya (truth) and Sama (sky). In fact, Satyasama had become known for her almost naive
commitment to truthfulness; Satyasama was born in Eternal City where her parents lived.
Soon, though, impelled by feelings of shame, fear and almost obligation, they abandon their
child. Her face had become disgustingly furry and acquired a strange simian likeness.
Estranged from a family and social group she gains the reputation of a fool: she does things
not permitted to any other girl, for instance, running about and climbing up trees. Renamed
Monkey-Face by the uncaring population, she dedicates herself to exploring every single tree
in the city until she chooses as her home an old peepal. From its top she studies the city and
the sky (thus her name) as if to embrace its thorough meaning, a meaning no one else seems
to pay attention to. One night, engaged as usual in moon-gazing, her peepal is struck by
lightning. No more will the wise men sit under it but Monkey-Face is determined not to leave
her home. The event also marks another change in the gitl’s body and self. As a result, her
right eye is blinded. Moreover she develops a reasoning and a set of values different from

those of the city:

Her fur was entirely ungroomed on the right side. Her rump was a matted mess of
flattened hair and a torn tuft or two. More important, she suspected it didn’t matter. In her
bones she felt her beauty had nothing to do with fur or face. All she knew was that it was the
moon-gazing, the tree she had chosen which lightning would then choose, and the

subsequent one-eyedness which had something to do with it. (WDT, 139)

She is now a totally alienated being, both physically and intellectually. It is at this point,
when the narrator appropriately acknowledges her adulthood (her location and role in a social
and spatial sphere), that she takes to singing. At first only the monkeys feel attracted to the
spectacle and participate in it: they sit listening to her voice, dance about and collect the

money incurious passers-by would leave. Some appreciated the simplicity of her singing;
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others regarded her as a monkey-woman heading a public freak show. Still others chose to
hear a subversive undertone to the songs. The city, itself fractured and doubled, harboured the
eastwallas and the westwallas, divided in their worshipping respectfully of the rising sun and the
setting sun””. But there were those that believed she was suggesting something utterly
unthinkable: that they were one and the same. Ever since a casual encounter with a mysterious
rani Satyasama’s left eye had gained magical powers and she was able to watch the city no
longer from a left-sided viewpoint but as a “huge circular wonder with a million strands and
textures and grand designs” (WD, 143). Thenceforth her double vision clasps the city as a
whole and the content of her songs is changed. Intimidated, the Departments of Shame, Fear
and Loneliness are called to step in.

Satyasama comprehends two intimately related aspects: that of woman as a freak,
specifically a beastly personification, and that of woman as poet and entertainer. She embodies
the Aristotelian approach that viewed freaks as /usus naturae who, by being jokes of nature,
were turned into degraded beings fit for providing amusement either in a side show or in the
private homes of the affluent. Satyasama comes to know both; at the top of the broken peepal
she sings to those whose faces resemble hers and that, paradoxically, seem to be more
humanly sensible to her singing than the Eternals. Their impression of her rises to no more
than the condescending emotion so well known to freaks throughout the ages: “All the world
loves a simple fool, especially a performing simple fool” (WD, 142). Nevertheless, Satyasama
never comes to exhibit her body or to be viewed as a frightful hairy beast as if such a beastly
appearance struck the Eternals as a mere oddity, not enough to ostracise her into a show
business opportunity. On the contrary, it is within opulent walls that her freakishness gains
full meaning and comes to be associated with her womanness: she is bought by Shahryar and
taken to the freaks’ wing of his harem. In both cases, the dichotomy
freakishness/performance is not broken. In fact, her being seems only to be alive as long as

she acts out some sort of spectacle, for when she is deprived of her public performances and

232 This conflict brings to mind the war between the Guppees and the Chupwallas in Haroun and the Sea
of Stories and the senseless battle between that which belongs together: “Gup” means “gossip” and
“nonsense” - referring us to speech - and “Chupwalla” can be translated into “quiet fellow” -
referencing us to silence. The confrontation of light and darkness is a pervading theme as well, the
former associated with Gup City and the latter with the Land of Chup. There is also some similitude in
the tone adopted: the voice of a storyteller apparently telling an innocent story in an easy-going manner
which, on the contrary, relates to a serious political message; Haroun and the Sea of Stories was written in
the aftermath of the fazwa and dedicated to Salman Rushdie’s son Zafar from whom he was forced to
be separated, constructed thus as a story for children. Satyasama’s story, in its turn, is a powerful tale of
female resistance.
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of the sultan’s attention (whose interest in her foretelling visions gradually fades away) she
slowly withers - her fur falls out - and dies. Thus within the context of When Dreams Travel
woman as a freak operates exactly contrarily to the principles Mary Russo formulates for
“normal” women. For the freak, the condition of freakishness represents home and anima; for
the non-freak it carries a sense of indignity. Satyasama was deprived of her final possibility of
performing when the eunuch she falls in love with, and who inspires her poetically as nothing
or anyone before, is executed. She becomes a silenced woman and extinguished spectacle. It is
not, however, the sort of silence Leslie Fiedler refers to in Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret
Self, expressed in distant and bored eyes that refuse to look back at those looking at them. In
this case, freaks’ unmasked hostility is a result of the gaze that peels their outer cover, the awe
that envelops them, to reveal their banal reality””. Nor is it the silence the freaks seem to have
imposed on themselves, leaving us “with no satisfactory clue to what it is like to be a
performer of one’s own anomalous and inescapable fate”*. Satyasama’s silence is that of
someone from whom the power of speech was removed (Fiedler’s assumption is that they
never had it). Furthermore, that sort of denuding revelation never takes place as Satyasama is
not, at any moment, dispossessed of an aura of immateriality, of magical realism even (some
said her mother was a jinni).

In the chapter Fiedler dedicates to the eros of ugliness he writes:

All freaks are perceived to one degree or another as erotic. Indeed, abnormality
arouses in some ‘normal’ beholders a temptation to go beyond looking to knowing in the full
carnal sense the ultimate other. That desire is itself felt as freaky, however, since it implies not
only a longing for degradation but a dream of breeching the last taboo against

miscegenation.?3s

In this sense, Satyasama’s attractiveness both for the sultan and for the eunuch is
invested with a sexual undertone which remains underdeveloped in the novel as the author
seems to be more interested in concentrating on her role in the lives of the other three
women, only one of whom she has actually met. Even so, there is a clear suggestion of lesbian
love in the encounter with the unnamed rani who the reader never even gets to have a glimpse

of. In the unique dialogical style that is the storyteller’s the author writes:

233 See Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self. See page 283.
234 Ibid., 273.
235 Tbid., 137. Italics in the text.
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Her [Satyasama’s] restlessness melted away as the rani took her hand as if she had
been waiting for her.

At this point of my story, I usually hear a voice or two hiss from the wings: ‘Wait a
minute! What does this derelict rani look like? Come on, describe this queen of yours!

Sorry: our heroine may have only one eye, and she may be a performing monkey, but a

stubborn secretiveness cloaks her like a tight-fitting coat of fur. (WDT, 142-3)

Noticeably, the freak shuts the door to any prying eyes. Satyasama thus might be read
as a double freak: a corporeal one and a social or cultural one, by adopting a non-traditional
sexual orientation combining an irretrievable freakishness with a willed one. Moreover, desire
in relation to a freak leads to degradation, perhaps not regenerative as a Bakhtinian approach
would have it, and more probably directed at abject satisfaction in polluting oneself with the
freak body. Miscegenation, the ultimate abject desire, represents the realisation of the
communion of the subject with that part of her/himself that threatens her/his selthood
within a recognisable system of values.

Satyasama’s furriness contributes to the construction of the image of an animal-
woman, thus to her debasing objectification which permits sexual slavery and the murder of
numerous virgins before Shahrzad finally wins the sultan over. Another reading points to the
sexual maturity that is represented in the appearance of pubic hair. When that is extended to
the rest of the body it suggests sexual difference whose allure is described above by Fiedler.
Bearded Ladies have represented the sort of sexual ambiguity that was (is?) so attractive to
many audiences and particularly to men. Perhaps the most famous of all was Julia Pastrana,
also known as “The Ugliest Woman in the World”. Like Satyasama she was covered with hair
all over her body. She was married to her manager who after her death had her mummified

. . 236 .
and married a second bearded woman, Marie Bartels, renamed Lenora Pastrana™. Even if he

236 Jan Bondeson in .4 Cabinet of Medical Curiosities affirms this second wife was renamed Zenora. There
are, in fact, several incongruities between the two scholars’ expositions, the most serious one being the
gender of Julia Pastrana’s child. I am inclined to favour Bondeson for he presents more detailed
information, including a 1970s photograph of the mummies of mother and child as well as a
reproduction of a 1890s German advertisement where it is clearly stated “Julia Pastrana mit ihrem
Sohne”. Further disagreements refer to personal views or to lack of definite evidence. Fiedler, for
instance, portrays Theodore Lent as a kind husband and reproduces (though not openly supporting)
the myth that Julia Pastrana died of a broken heart when she saw her child suffered from the same
condition (today identified as congenital hypertrichosis lanuginosa). On the contrary, Bondeson is
openly critical of Julia Pastrana’s husband whom he calls “macabre” (231) and “abominable” (232)
seeking every means to obtain commercial profit while the mother’s broken heart, in the version he
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died quite insane, that seems irrelevant in view of the fact that most bearded women
succeeded in marrying and having children, thus retaining a sexual value. That was the case
with Rosine Margaret Miller, Clementine Delait, Annie Jones, Joséphine Boisdechéne, Grace
Gilbert and Lady Olga.

Julia Pastrana’s hirsutism justifies the frequent simian comparisons ranging from
poems (Arthur Munby), references in novels (A Terrible Temptation by Charles Reade),
“evidence” for American racists of miscegenation between an ape and a black person (based
on diagnoses made as early as 1854 by Alexander B. Mott, M.D.”") as well as numerous
slogans to draw spectators to her shows. In 1857 she was known as Baboon Lady and during
World War II her mummy was widely exhibited as the Apewoman. Though Bearwoman and
Nondescript (an epithet vaguely referring to strange exotic animals) have at times been used, it
is as Monkey-woman that she comes down to us in history as her facial deformities did bear
simian resemblances. It is curious to notice that her medical condition is so rare (only one
other case is reported, that of Krao, renamed the Missing Link, exhibited during the late
nineteenth century) that her ugliness seemed so irresistible that she - or at least her mummy -
was advertised as “The Most Interesting Woman in the World”, attracting millions of people,
a success matching that that she had while still living.

The reading of Satyasama as a freak within the framework of When Dreams Travel
represents, in itself, a subversive approach to physical monstrosity, for, as the case of Julia
Pastrana proves, the visibility of freaks is such that it annuls the natural complexities of human
ontology. Unlike Julia Pastrana, veiled and a prisoner to herself, Satyasama is free to a degree
even other Eternals are not; she is culturally and socially dissociated on the one hand by

lacking the attention of the people to whom, in a magical realist way, she is no more than a

provides, was caused by the emotional trauma of the death of her offspring though the real causes
were complications during childbirth. The two versions surrounding the circumstances of Julia
Pastrana’s death agree with the scholars’ general positioning towards the Pastrana phenomenon.
Fiedler tends to demythologise freaks ascribing them “normal” reactions such as being horrified by the
birth of a freak child. Bondeson, on the other hand, though extensively supported by factual evidence
and careful research, manifestly pities “poor Julia” (234), remorselessly exploited by every
businessperson or wealthy voyeur she happened to meet. Her teenage years, for instance, were spent at
Pedro Sanchez’s household where the governor of the state of Sinaloa kept her as an object of
scientific study. See Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self, “Beauty and the Beast: the
Eros of Ugliness” and Jan Bondeson, .4 Cabinet of Medical Curiosities (London and New York: L.B.
Tauris, 1997). See particularly “The Strange Story of Julia Pastrana”.

237 Based on Linnaeus’s (1707-1778) differentiation of races, of which Homo Ferus is one, theories
came about disapproving miscegenation on the “evidence” the black person was the product of
intercourse between a white European and a simian. Thus, what was socially highly disapproved of
found support in science.
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hideous banality, and on the other by self-alienation; Satyasama is obsessed with looking at
something no one else seems to be aware of. Insofar as freaks remain contained within the
realm of otherness they pose no problem for the system. Performances themselves aim to
assure the distance. Bondeson, for instance, comments that Julia Pastrana was a “model freak,
a house-trained monster who behaved well in front of the audience”*®. Her singing, dancing
and acrobatic tricks diminished and helplessly trapped her in her role of performing monkey.
Satyasama’s singing, however, contrary to the Eternals’ opinion, does not deface her as a
performing fool but quite on the contrary, it is a part of her political engagement. In a
carnivalistic twist, she becomes more than just a mere /Zusus natura but rather combines her
entertaining aspect with a serious one, eventually seen as dangerous since she refused to
accept its exclusive seasonal character, that is, she refused to stop singing. Thus, her
transformation into a grotesque being was not something immanent but rather a social
reaction, which imposed the attribute of grotesqueness on her, and was simply triggered by
fear. The nature of the fear is change, regardless of its representing the possibility of peace, for
in the Eternals’ view a strange body can bring with it nothing but frightful otherness. Again,
Hariharan manipulates the historical experience of freaks which have been invariably invested
with horror. During the German tour of the late 1850s Julia Pastrana’s public exhibition faced
great opposition as it was feared, even among the medical community, that the sight of her
would cause miscarriages or would bring about multiple births of hirsute babies by reason of
an “impression”, the superstitious belief reported in all major cultures that pregnant women
who stared at a given object, arousing their longing or frightening them, would produce
infants somehow marked by the impression. Thus, it comes as no surprise, given the fear that
she aroused, that in 1921 Julia Pastrana’s embalmed body and that of her son’s were bought
for a chamber of horrors in a Norwegian fairground. While Julia Pastrana was always a freak-
grotesque character, Satyasama, owing to Githa Haritharan’s intention to emphasise
grotesqueness as a social phenomenon, only becomes so at some stage and as part of a
process devised as a communal opinion and later as a result of the cruel and direct
intervention of that community. It suggests that the true nature of the grotesque, in a non-
Bakhtinian interpretation, lies not in the bodies they are attached to but in the producers of
the ideas of grotesqueness or grotesque subject/object.

Part of that process is rendering the freak infantile. Satyasama on arriving at the palace

is presented thus:

238 Jan Bondeson, A Cabinet of Medical Curiosities, 221.
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Once a slave-buyer brought a rare and entertaining catch to the palace. The woman
was obviously a foreigner. She knew so little Shahabadi that her answers to the sultan’s

questions were laughably childish. (WDT, 91. Italics added)

As a slave she enjoys the status of a rare animal but she is also referred to as “woman”
as if any or all women were somehow represented in that particular one. Shahryar “has not
only collected women, but gems, arches, kingdoms, calligraphers, stallions, automatons, wise
words and many other curiosities” (WDT, 153). Satyasama, as a woman in his collection, is an
avatar of Shahryar’s idea of Woman, of all women in their turn freakified when referred to as
“curiosities”, one of the most popular epithets for the freak in the side show. It points to the
denial of individuality the sultan refuses to all women. In his mind, all the women are alike,
that is, morally feeble, as the memory of the sinful dead queen whispers in Shahryar’s ear: “We
are all like this, we women” (WDT, 216). As such, her foreignness is that of all women who
remain outside the symbolic order insofar as within that system they never become sign
producers but constructions of the male word. In this sense, women come to be associated
with children: powerless and hopefully obedient to the Father. This stereotyped view is clearly
challenged by women in When Dreams Travel and by Satyasama in particular who, by being a
poet and living up to her name, challenges the exclusive male right to speech. Records of the
experience with feral children, as Fiedler calls them, demonstrate the difficulty of the animal-
children to be at home with what can ultimately be identified as the parameters of the

symbolic. Fiedler seems to find that, at best, they will be impersonators:

Indeed, they have trouble learning to imitate even the most ordinary human behavior.
Speech especially baffles them; but it is also hard to teach them to wear clothes or walk

upright or even to smile, laugh or recognize their own images in a mirror.23

Satyasama, at the same time that she embodies all the measures of freakishness,
definitely surpasses them. Shahrzad is infatuated with the mirror, able to stretch, enlarge or
distort, in a constant misplacing of the truth, but Satyasama is indifferent to it. She is never
portrayed smiling or laughing and indeed walking upright is discarded in favour of sitting on

tree branches. However, the most important issue is that of speech which does baffle the

239 Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self, 157.



Sacrificing the animal-woman 187

sultan’s court which is unable to realise it is not Satyasama who is alien to their language, 7 is
they who are alien to hers. Indeed, it had been the alienation of her speech and the fear arising out
of the lack of understanding that speech that resulted in her being sentenced by the Eternal
court of justice to death by hanging, which she survived only owing to the kindness of the
executioner but not without permanently damaging her throat and voice. Satyasama’s invisibility
as a freak is allied to her elusive existence even as a mere character; she sways through the
novel zn other people’s speech like a “restless ghost” (WD, 145). Freakishness and immateriality
contribute to make Satyasama a mythical figure who possesses Dilshad just as the legendary
Shahrzad possesses her sister’s imagination. Therefore, when Part II places four women in
Dilshad’s bedroom, two of them are imagined but nevertheless real and who, by sheer
storytelling are themselves possessed, re-defined and (de)mythologised. In my view, that is the
real inheritance Satyasama leaves Dilshad in the kiss given on her death-bed, symbolised in the
furry mark it leaves and that attracts Dunyazad: the shifting power of speech. This
interpretation is supported by the scene where Dilshad, before telling Shahryar a tale, one of
Satyasama’s in fact, caresses that mark and confesses she received from the poet a magical gift.

Deconstruction of myths assumes the form of reconstruction. Though it aims to
demythologise, When Dreams Travel nevertheless depends on several myths, the most relevant
one to refer to here being the achievements of Hanuman, the monkey god, who is the only
character to make an appearance in the two great epics, Ramayana and Mahabharatha. The
similar monkey bodies aim to draw attention to more subtle common elements between Sri
Hanuman and Satyasama. He embodied the most desirable characteristics in a person: he was
both strong and intelligent, and was always true to the highest moral standards. Like
Satyasama herself, he had an intimate relation with the arts, especially with music and the
word. Moreover, the sky is particularly important to them.

Saint Tulsidas describes Hanuman as being golden-coloured, with exquisite cutly hair
and shiny earrings. His mother had been an apsara, an angel, who was cursed to live on earth
as a female monkey known as Anjara. For slaying the demon Sambasadan, the monkey hero
Veerakesari was given a reward by the saints whose Asram had been attacked; Anjana, who
had also been assaulted by Sambasadan, was that reward. The couple remained childless for a
long time in spite of Anjana’s Tapasya, or austerities in the hope that Lord Siva would grant
her a boon, that the god himself be born to her and that her curse be lifted. Emperor
Dashrath’s three wives had no children either. Following the instructions of his priest-advisor

Vashishta, the emperor agreed to perform a yagam to please the gods. Dashrath performed
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the pooja and a bowl of payasa, or of rice pudding, was left in place of the fire. Each of the
wives ate a part and eventually conceived but at the bottom there remained a piece. At that
moment a bird snatched the bowl and headed to the forest. Suddenly a strong wind blew and
the bowl fell right in Anjana’s hands as she meditated. Having no doubt it had been a gift
from Lord Siva, Anjana ate it. Thus Anjana became the mother of Sri Hanuman, an
incarnation of the god Siva. Since the event was assisted by the wind, the wind god Pavan
became his godfather.

Hanuman’s name is related to an episode that takes place immediately following his
birth. He was terribly hungry and, mistaking the sun for a fruit, he leapt towards it intending
to eat it. He was stopped by Indra’s thunderbolt which broke the baby’s chin and, in fact, in
Sanskrit, “hanu” means chin. Hanuman turned from a mischievous reckless child into a highly
educated one due to careful ministration by the sun god Surya. The s&y became his home as he
was forced to follow his master on his runs. His evolution was not only physical, in order to
be able to accompany Surya, but also intellectual and ethical.

He is reportedly the strongest, most intelligent and skilled being ever to have lived, the
ideal human in the body of a monkey. With the assistance of other gods and goddesses he
learned to fly, to master all martial arts, philosophy and music which he learned from the
goddess Saraswati. His feats were numerous and incredible but his most noteworthy
accomplishment is that that seals his fate with Lord Rama, after which Hanuman becomes the
god’s closest friend. It deals with the rescue of Sita Devi, Sri Rama’s beloved, who had been
seized by the demon Ravana. The Sundara Kandam (Sundar was the name Kesari and Anjana
had given to him) the fifth canto in the Ramayana, describes that plight and makes the great
difficulty of the achievements coincide with Hanuman’s exceptional qualities. Hanuman is
associated with sense and mind control and with his actions he proves that a high nature
always wins over lower behaviours. His civil manners and elegant use of language, often poetic
even, succeeds in impressing Sri Rama who appears to him in disguise. His courtesy is used
with friends and enemies alike and he respected the codes of warfare scrupulously. His
obedience to Sti Rama was absolute, his faith in him unshakeable, his courage unlimited.
Hanuman is regarded a master strategist in war, planning and studying carefully his actions,
but also an exceptional diplomat. The descriptions referring to his behaviour in battle are vivid
so that he can be seen as a terribly powerful warrior, the embodiment of strength and physical
value. But his sensitivity to the arts is also extraordinary. In order to sing praise to his lord Sri

Rama, Hanuman becomes a skilled musician and student of music. He is able to discuss ragas
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and many other traditional musical forms. In the Ramayana he is also said to be a Sanskrit
Grammarian, a learned linguist and a scholar capable of quoting scriptural law to Ravana in an
effort to convince him to release Sita Devi. Though the mace is considered his principal
weapon, Hanuman also fights with a sword, a rope, the ankusam (goad), the trisul (trident), and
even his fist. He killed the demon Dhrumraksha with a mountain and destroyed the chariot
and eight horses of Akshakumara with a tree, the same weapon he used to slay the demon

Akambanan.

PL 105. Hanuman, contemporary religious figure

By making connections with Hanuman, a reference drawn from Hindu mythology, the
novel lends his traits of exceptional value in the arts and ethics to Satyasama. Satyasama’s
mythic potential and magical gifts contribute paradoxically to her being a sacrificeable victim.
As I will argue later on, the victim cannot be just anyone. Freakishness, which may or may not
be revealed in magical abilities but that always rests on exceptionality, stands as a usual
parameter of a sacrificial event which, when allied to her being a woman, make Satyasama a
probable choice for ritual sacrifice.

If the text uses the idea of woman as child it deconstructs it by presenting that of
woman as poet whose words are prophetic. Instigated by the sultan to recite one of her
poems, Satyasama stands “silent, stupid and hairy” and rushes to the window to look at the
sky, mouth hanging open (WDT, 91). But even as she acts as an odd retarded child she

foresees the tales of Part I1:
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‘Fire - flames in a palace mean fire. There are swords unsheathed, meat is being
carried away. Three women and a palace, then a monkey and donkey marry.” Her words made
no sense to her listeners. But there was an eerie sense of remoteness in her eyes, as if they
were travelling to different places and times though she stood there safely trapped. Her
manner was portentous; she was in the throes of a fit; and when her words filled the room,

they immediately took on the shape and weight of an oracle. (WDT, 92)24

In accordance with ancient beliefs that regarded the births of the freaks as favourable
or ill omens as well as the individuals themselves as beings of magical and prophetic powers,
Satyasama silences the room with her words. It is her in-betweenness marked by her
animalesque figure and inexplicable abilities, by existing somehow somewhere else, that
prompts Dilshad’s tale of the nine jewels, a eulogy of resistance and a story of contempt for

cruel ignorance. It begins with the end:

Once, in the land called Eternal City, a one-eyed monkey-woman was chopped, limb
by limb, till all that was left of her was a misshapen trunk. This thing of matted fur and blood
refused to die. It lay in the shade of the treetop that had been its home, moaning eerily at
passers-by. Once in a while, a compassionate inhabitant of the land would stop and consider
the thing: what act of mercy would heal and revive it? Or let it die at last into a blessed silence?

(WDT, 134)

The portrayal is that of an utterly grotesque being, the constructed grotesque remains of
a body, dismembered beyond repair. Moreover, her ambiguous identity, perhaps better
described as ambivalent, is now, by reason of a social inability to incorporate that very
ambivalence, converted into a misshapen pulp. This externally originated metamorphosis is

inevitably reflected in the way people assimilate her in their own language. It is said:

240 The reference to meat refers the reader to the tale of Rupavati’s breasts and of the Shahrzad-goat
sacrificed by her father and eaten by a gigantic voracious god representative of Shahtyat’s rapacious
urge for murder of his virgin brides. The monkey and the donkey make their appearance in “The Well-
Constructed Lie” tale, each presenting a different version of the story of the minar reaching for the
sky. They reappear in “The Dreams of Good Women” where is told the story of the rival villages of
the monkeys and the donkeys. The storytelling female monkey is seduced by the donkey prince whose
people wish to steal their neighbours’ food and though she eventually tells him the secret of her tales
and he learns to sing them, he loses the gift and is reduced to braying. This is, in fact, the story Dilshad
tells the sultan.
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We have seen that very few in the city considered Satyasama a woman. It was not just
her gender that was in danger of being lost. Living high up on the city’s fringes, she was also
liable to have her name suddenly taken away from her; to be given another in its place; lose

that in turn. (WDT, 140)

Closed out of any participation in the changes she is submitted to, symbolised in the
marginal place she makes her home, her name is appropriated and altered at will: Satyasama,
then Monkey-Face and later One-eyed Monkey-Face. But it is only when she starts singing
and contesting openly, the deed that establishes Satyasama as an individual inserted in a given
wortld, that the decline begins. As a reaction to a non-authorised action, she is reduced to
One-eyed monkey-woman. Not only are capitals withdrawn but she is also considered as a
sexualised being albeit strictly as an avatar of the reprobate woman whose figure is constantly
presented, through the view of men’s morals, battling against the chaste woman. Therefore,
gaining and losing a gendrified self is always equivalent to downgrading. Finally, she is
divested of any name; she is a bleeding monster, no more than a thing. Yet, despite these
radical manoeuvres, intended to deprive her of her body and identity, she obstinately stays
alive and with her moaning, the only language she can now have access to, continues to
perform some sort of resistance. Notice that it is not the case she happens not to die but
rather that she refuses to. It seems that, in fact, it is at this point that she reaches the peak of
the awesomeness of the freak not because of her unnatural non-dying condition but because
of what underlies it, its motivation which the moaning only contributes to perpetuate. As she
hangs from the tree all sorts of women, children and men come to molest the “thing”, hitting
“it” with sticks, kicking “it”, and spitting at “it” to demonstrate their reprobation of “its” very
existence and their fury at not understanding “it”, as if by moaning louder “it” became more
accessible. The grotesqueness of the body is a sign of its sublimation through martyrdom
(another theme neither Dilshad not Dunyazad are able to discard) which contrasts
categorically with the grotesqueness, a moral one, that these families (which do not stand for
tenderness, love or understanding) adapt for themselves. The metaphor that is found to justify
the Eternals’ anomalous behaviour is that of the heatwave making “their grotesque, sunstroke
brains [work] away on a crusade to spread madness” and that ended up in the creation of the
Department of Shame, Fear and Loneliness and eventually in Satyasama’s mutilation (WD,
145). It is purposefully constructed as a feeble metaphor to reveal the unreasonable grounds

for violence. In fact, it is as if Satyasama-the-thing is transformed into the essence of life itself:
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The thing twitched like a truncated lizard’s tail. Sweat streamed down its bruised
breasts, changed course at its navel, and dripped to the ground from its hips, or the stumps
where its legs should have begun. It did not stop moaning. No matter what they did, it kept to
the same volume; the same pitch; and it remained a stranger to silence. As they heard the
moan go on and on, a few Eternals mumbled that they had never heard anything so steady
and rhythmic before - except the breathing of a living thing. [...]

The thing that used to be a one-eyed monkey-woman lay there - whether they came
and went, whether it was day or night. The woman, or what was left of her, moaned. (WDT,

135-6. Italics added)

The possibility of physical regeneration being unattainable, the arguably
compassionate onlooker must come to terms with the defeat of silence. The first time
Satyasama was arrested, before her “unreasonable refusal” to stop singing, she was locked
away in a stifling underground cell (WDT, 147). A year later, when she emerged, she had
become a subterranean creature: her eye had become misty and her fur was covered in fungus.
The experience seems only to have strengthened her resolve for if her physical degradation
was well under way, the earth nourished Satyasama’s spirit. Since only “complete silence
would earn her the right to be a free citizen of Eternal City” she does away with that final and
merely nominal tie (WDT, 148). As soon as she is released, at the bewitching hour of midnight
when in the city it was neither day nor night, she gave her most ardent concert and draws the

attention of the authorities who hack down the peepal, making it a vision of her own fall:

They hacked at the tree so that she had to clamber down before it was all gone. Then
first they chopped her limbs: one, two, three, four. Next the left eye, the blind and gifted one,
was gouged out; then the right, so that blindness would be perfect and complete. The tongue,
that word-dripping treacherous tongue, was pulled out and thrown into a purifying fire. It
seemed a pity to leave the head. After all that was the ultimate traitor, the ringleader who had
thought and imagined all those lying fantasies into existence. So off went One-Eye’s head.

(WDT, 149)

The goriness and dispassionate tone of the description do not contribute to
Satyasama’s grotesqueness but solely to the abjectification of the aggressors. On the contrary,

the body parts removed are like gems and the trunk, where the ninth gem remained, lingered
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on through Dilshad, whose name means “happy heart”. For the Eternals that went to pick up
the chopped parts only as they were already rotting, the moaning of the trunk made them
“wish they were deaf, or that they could go into exile somewhere to hide their fear and self-
loathing” (WDT, 149), but, in a more generative perspective, the thing was “the unrelenting
moaning voice of the city” (WDT, 149) and thus, the relationship with Shahrzad comes full
circle for her name means nothing else but “born of the city”. However, these voices of the
body of the city may succumb; Dilshad’s closing tale guesses (for this is “only” a tale) that
Shahrzad is after all just a forgotten madwoman in an attic somewhere and Satyasama will
remain alive only as long as her chosen neophyte persists in the mission of performing
resistance. A mad old crone (at one point the rani was said to be one) lets Dilshad into the

secret of the survival of the mutilated:

‘She will resist succumbing to the relief of silence, its escape from pain and hatred, as
long as that moan continues. As long as it is there, that ninth and last little jewel of life,

Satyasama will still be alive. But only just, I think, only just’. (WDT, 149)

In the passage two aspects stand out which bridge grotesque and feminist theory, a
combined context that needs to be more closely looked into. I refer, on the one hand, to the
construction of femininity within the parameters of sacrifice and, on the other, to the relation
women establish with language and to the extent it can delineate a politics of resistance. In the
end, the two views can be said to argue for the same purpose or cause.

It is suggested that the insistence on self-authorising action is put forward for women
only through martyrdom. Furthermore, this action is extremely fragile. Martyrdom is the
distinctly axiomatic theme both of The Thousand and One Nights and When Dreams Travel:
Shahrzad is the virgin and martyr whose body is sexually presented in appeasement but every
night it runs the risk of being trespassed if her tongue is not able to produce stories that
stimulate the sultan’s curiousity. From the start, the preservation of the woman’s physical
integrity is dependent on the realities her discourse produces. But what or whoese language is
used? Shahrzad and Satyasama typify two antagonistic approaches to the matter. The former
operates within a male framework of linguistic signs and symbolic representations. The poet,
in her turn, is set to build a reformist female language unintelligible to men, which is to say to
the standard, socially acceptable language of patriarchy and the Law of the symbolic. As such

her language is patronisingly dismissed by the male Word. Satyasama’s proposition is
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consistent with that of the radical feminists of the Anglo-American trend who assume reality
to be a product of a process of linguistic determinism, that is, that humans’ perception of the
world, their own thoughts, are determined, thus constrained, by language. Thereby language
becomes a means of control as it is assumed that men regulate it and imprint their own
perception which is to say they build a reality for men and women alike but contemplating
their own experience exclusively. Confronted with the absence of an authentic non-
misogynistic language, women have to use a language unsuitable to describe their experience
and that misrepresents their thought. In the process, women themselves are used by the
language that reinforces the state of patriarchy. Hence, Satyasama’s poems are inscrutable to
the male court including to the author of “the edifying treatise” .4 Guide to Slave Buying, whose
words withhold the cold artificiality of scientific prescriptivism (WDT, 92). Hariharan
intentionally constructs a deeply misogynistic discourse, reminiscent of eatly treaties on
teratology, in order to expose both the means by which control is conveyed in language and its

inadequacy from a woman’s point of view. The learned adviser speaks out of Satyasama:

‘The Hindu jawari are faithful and tender, but unfortunately they tend to die young.
Now this one - her eyes are not deep-set, so she can’t be an envious sort. She doesn’t blink too
often either, so that’s malice taken care of. Her hair is thick and wiry; obviously has courage.
And though she sounds mad, I think I can clear that doubt - the black part in her eyes is not

larger than the white, so there’s nothing to worry about.” (WDT, 92)

Therefore, the very body of the novel - as Shahrzad’s stories and Satyasama’s poems -
works as a distorting mirror that reflects back the very reflection men put forward. In other
words, it offers an ironic and clearly deconstructivist comment on the discursive constructions
reiterated by male power. Men and women of the Eternal community then give voice to a
male perception of Satyasama by defining her grotesque and Hariharan, in her turn,
denounces the grotesqueness of linguistic determinism precisely by means of a written text.
The radical feminist approach reads language as a mechanism of control and its followers
“believe that the deterministic powers of language may be exploited, and routinely are

241 :
77", However, it

exploited, by the privileged groups who control language for political ends
seems that in this case the dominant/muted theory of Shitley and Edwin Ardener presents a

more relevant model of discussion than that of the American linguists Sapir and Whorf,

241 Deborah Cameron, Feminism and Linguistic Theory (Hampshire and London: Macmillan, 1985) 100.
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foreparents of the determinist theory and according to whom peoples have different views of
the world by reason of linguistic differences. The Ardeners, though admitting the existence of
some degree of control, conceived it as limited as far as women are indeed capable of
producing a reality of their own but are forced to resort to a process of translation since they

are unable to realise it linguistically. In the words of Deborah Cameron:

The basic premise of the dominant/muted model is that while every group in a society
generates its own ideas about reality at a deep level, not all of these can find expression at a
surface level because the ‘mode of specification’ or communicative channel is under the
control of the dominant group. In the case of men and women, women are in this relatively
less articulate position: they are, in the words of the Ardeners, a ‘muted group’ whose reality

does not get represented.?*

What I would like to suggest is that Satyasama’s “usual mute self” engages in
transgression insofar as she finds an alternative communicative channel which allows her own
language to be realised in speech and also in physical otherness (WDT, 92). That is the
profound meaning of the beauty that had nothing to do with fur or face; it is the emergence of
a politically transformative language. It is important to establish that the theory of the
Ardeners considers thought not conditioned by language in full measure. Cheris Kramarae
follows the 1970s dominant/muted model and in her book Women and Men Speaking (1981)
elaborates three pieces of possible evidence to sustain the Ardeners’ model, all of which are
registered in When Dreams Travel. They refer to women’s unskilful handling of public speech
deriving from the usage of a male language (understood in the novel not as the poet’s
unskilfulness in handling language in public but in making language understandable), to
women’s broader linguistic abilities since they are aware of the two levels of language whereas
men can only “speak” the dominant one and finally, this lack of understanding on the part of
the male community generates feelings of dissatisfaction that push women toward the
formulation of alternatives. The problem Cameron sagaciously sees in the dominant/muted
theory is that, among others, it does not explain why muted groups can produce distinct forms
of reality but are unable to come out with a mode of specification suitable to express them.
Cameron’s answer moves away from a mere linguistic issue to that of relations of power and

the narrative of When Dreams Travel goes in that sense as well; the root of the problem is not

242 Ibid., 103.
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that women are linguistically unable but rather that the expression in their own terms is
“socially unproductive and politically inexpedient”",

Cameron’s presumption is fictionally realised in Satyasama who was very literally made
a mute (her tongue was thrown into a “purifying fire”, the idea of purity cleatly pointing to the
moral pollution that represents a woman’s language and to the absolutism of the male word).
Therefore, mutilation and the lack of understanding of the language she produced did make
her discourse socially unproductive and her ultimate death definitely politically inexpedient.
Nonetheless, the very narrative of When Dreams Travel indicates that is not wholly true given
that it embodies Satyasama, Dunyazad and Dilshad’s re-constructions of the male-oriented
tales told, as they had been, in a woman’s voice, that of Shahrzad. Whereas Satyasama, the
“muted poet” (WDT, 115) aims to evoke a distinctly female language, misapprehended by any
group but by a few reactionary women, Shahrzad’s use of language is wholly successful in the
necessary translation to make it “understandable”. Moreover, it appears to be far more
efficient, both in social and political terms, as it is through them that Shahrzad saves herself
and the few remaining virgins of Shahabad, putting an end to the age of terror and allowing
the country to find a necessary economic stability.

However, a reading that goes beyond the traditional fairy tale view presented needs to
come to terms with two issues. First, that at the bottom of the question lies a sexual problem
that arises through a role-switch which enhances the deeply misogynistic construction of the
story. Second, to question whether in terms of effectiveness and precision the linguistic
standpoints of the two female storytellers are indeed that different. With respect to the first
issue both brothers, but particularly Shahryar, are symbolically castrated by the infidelity of
their wives. Their belief in women’s “untrustworthy desire” is but a male’s utter inability to
handle women’s sexuality (WD, 13). The recurrent figure of the novel is the nymphomaniac,
embodied by the gigantic jinni’s wife who collected rings as sexual trophies, and by the bride
shrunk to the size of an ant living inside her husband’s stomach, the brahmin. It is the
defilement the two brothers feel they have been subjected to, by being treated as sexual
objects, by being treated /ike women, that will condition the rest of their lives: Shahryar seeks
purification in virgins’ blood and Shahzaman’s suicide, that is, his own blood, is the only thing
able to recover the ring kept in the purse belonging to “the collector of skin, flesh, lovers and

their tokens” before whom he felt “naked and unprotected” (WDT, 193)**. The issue is

243 Ibid., 105.
244 Note that Freud considered a woman’s purse as a symbol of her vagina.
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clearly that of power, therefore of control, that is made diffuse. If women can use and do not
submit to being used (symbolised in her wanting to be mounted by Shahzaman and in her
mounting Shahryar during intercourse), then men are liable to both equations as well. In other
wortds, the rule of the phallus is contested by the femme castratice, a figure in open opposition to
Lacanian psychoanalytical theory.

Evolving from Freud’s doctrine, Lacan postulates two stages in the formation of a
child’s identity: the first, the Imaginary, is characterised by a complete communion with the
mother and her body who/which the child does not recognise as an Other. Then occurs a
split via the introduction of the phallus (understood not literally - that would be the penis - but
as an object of the mind). During the Oedipus complex stage, still in its Imaginary phase, the
child develops sexual urges for its mother along with feelings of jealousy towards the father.
But the situation is resolved when the child (always assumed male) becomes aware of his
phallus and fears his father will castrate him. The castration complex, as it is called, allows the
child to differentiate himself from the mother and assume his role, like his father, of the
holder of the Law symbolised in the phallus. Females, on the other hand, are left with the
realisation that they have no phallus, thus that they are already castrated, giving way to the so-
called penis-envy complex which can only be overcome by bearing children. The transition
from the Imaginary to the symbolic order is thus marked by the phallus conjecture which
introduces the notions of difference and absence alongside those of control and power.

Following these premises it is concluded that language is acquired when the child,
confronted with lack, is able to understand that language works on the same reasoning: words
are an absence that stand for some reality that the child craves; through language that desire
can be expressed and eventually fulfilled. The question some feminists ask themselves and that
justifies the appearance of the castrating female in this discussion is why children (assuming
they do) come to the conclusion that the male child is the possessor of something the female
lacks, that is, why difference is assigned to women and why that difference is regarded as a
lack.

Deborah Cameron maintains that Jacques Lacan’s “theory of language and sexual
identity offers no explanation why the symbolic order is patriarchal. It can deal with matters of
sexual differentiation, but it cannot deal directly with sexual power”**. The femme castratice aims
to posit the existence not only of a female language but to assert its own powerfulness. Thus,

it is able to escape the power of definition that is inherent to men’s controlling the set of
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meanings that rise up to a given view of the world. In a male composition, to use Lacan’s
famous postulation, women are excluded from the world of words and thus from the nature
of things. Therefore, by being unable to articulate their experience through male language
women fall into silence or are forced to assimilate the very male reality that alienates them. But
silence, echoing Fiedler’s words in relation to freaks, is a non-verbalised presence.

Dale Spender, in Man Made 1anguage (1980) relies on both the premises of silence and
alienation in her model that is at one time deterministic and Lacanian. While language is
assumed to be the means through which we make sense of reality, it is not, nevertheless,
constructed by the individual; s/he simply enters a social structure of patriarchal imprint - in
Lacanian terms, the symbolic order - and by doing so a contribution is being made to
reinforce it. That seems to be the meaning of Hariharan’s words: “He [Shahryar| is willing
himself, this king with the lion’s appetite, to see her words, flesh them out; draw strength from
them once he has confirmed their trustworthiness” (WD, 6. Italics in the text).

In the man-made language theory, Cameron concludes, “every single meaning is
literally man-made, and, inevitably then, words encode a male point of view which is often at
odds with female experience. This is the source of alienation and silence; in a man-made
language you either see things through male eyes or you reject existing words, silencing
yoursel£**. Male language, following misogynistic politics of difference and dominance,
conveys the idea of masculine superiority at the same time as it assigns negatively any mark of
femaleness®’. Some positive views of exclusive feminine attributes become necessary to
guarantee the system. Nevertheless, as it amounts only to a strategic manoeuvre it is
questionable whether those patterns do not convey negative impressions at a deep level. The
most idiosyncratic example is perhaps that of motherhood. In the generally accepted system
of meanings motherhood is associated with notions of love, tenderness and emotional
satisfaction. It rejects the physical discomfort and pain, the biological processes involved,

namely those referring to blood, urine and excrement, to the tearing of flesh and the smell,

245 Deborah Cameron, Feminism and Linguistic Theory, 124. Italics in the text.

246 Ibid., 111.

247 When delineating these linguistic theories most of the problems they might involve were
overlooked except when there was obvious relevance. For instance, the deterministic models do not
explain satisfactorily how control over meaning is actually exerted by men, why muted structures exist
at all since it is assumed there is no encoding language, why the male dominant does not efface them
altogether or whether language can really achieve the necessary degree of fixity any deterministic model
requires. It is also built on a highly controversial assumption: the existence of a Woman’s essence
opposed to a Man’s essence. One must also take into account that, among other problems, the
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and to the often irretrievable marks it leaves on women’s bodies. More significant yet is
motherhood understood not just as an act of giving birth. If women are not likely to comment
in public that excrement was involved in the birth of the supposedly most important being in
a woman’s life, it is even less likely they will affirm that motherhood was not the most blissful
event in their lives. Afraid not just of what others might think of them but especially of how
they see themselves (abnormal, grotesque) they retreat into silence; the alternative is alienation
by an order and a language that do not contemplate the notion of ill-fated motherhood.

It is clear then that the triad language-power-sexuality must be taken into account. It
has been said that Satyasama’s language, a feminist alternative, was not successful in terms of
communication and that it triggered the poet’s demise. On the other hand, Shahrzad, using
male language, achieved salvation for herself, her husband and her country. This approach
points to Satyasama’s alienation and enforced silence and to the queen’s glorification. The
second aspect then that I find that has to be considered is that the novel goes on narrating
after the “happy ever after” moment and that instead of depicting happiness it tells of
Shahrzad’s progressive departing from her position of powerful storyteller, ruled out by the
very one-sided discourse she re-produces. After all, for The Thousand and One Nights, she was
no different from any sex slave, Satyasama included. Though she submitted voluntarily it was
still repeated rape; the reason for this lies in the idea, again conveyed through male-oriented
language and as ingrained as that of motherhood, of female sacrifice.

Responsible for finding a solution to the king’s problem that was devastating the
country, the wazir thinks he has found “a promising pupil” in his own home (WDT, 51): “He
has trained and nurtured her till she has crossed over to firm ground, exiled herself from the
shifting, unreliable sea of a feminine enclosure” (WDT, 51). The carefully chosen verbs
“trained” and “nurtured” indicate to what extent it is a man’s doing, a father’s doing in fact,
her exile from her own femininity (its unreliability stands for female sexual urges) and her
commitment to the mission of salvation so that when the time comes she instantly answers:
““I must go. Nothing can change that, I know™ (WDT, 51)**. Already as children, Shahrzad
and Dunyazad played a game called The Martyr’s Walk, a game described as “useful
entertainment”, useful, the reader is led to believe, insofar as it trains the girls into martyrdom

(WDT, 52). The deed itself will be realised on their bridal nights and is, consequently, closely

semiologic approach of the Lacanian School is vulnerable to critiques of phallocentrism as it unfolds a
biological principle to be at the basis of gender definition and sexual identity.

248 FElsewhere it is said: “Shahrzad’s face was ready, already prepared, when the wazir interviewed her in
his room” (WDT, 68).
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related to the loss of virginity. The text puts forward the girls beholding a metaphor for their
sexual (dis)satisfaction; they see a sky lit up in red slits, as if they were knife-wounds. The gash,
representing the female genitalia, is “a slim bracelet of pink and vermilion beads” and the
“hint of blood in the darkness” is the proof of their sexual initiation (WDT, 52). The rules of
the game itself are quite simple: they have to act out the walk to the place of execution but
those girls whose loss of virginity has been publicly acknowledged are barred from
participating. The Walk provides the sort of emotional adventure that otherwise they will

never be able to experience:

[I]t is always a man who waits for them and he has something sharp in his hand,
something that draws blood. Otherwise where is the terror and the excitement and the hard-

won martyrdom? (WDT, 53)

Here the sharp object clearly stands for the phallus, the instrument of a patriarchal
order able to abuse and mutilate women into silence, and for the actual penis, suggesting a
violation of rights and a rape. This assumption is again put forward when the jinni’s wife
instigates Shahzaman to have intercourse with her. She says ““Where is your sword, you
eunuch?” (WDT, 193). But it should not be assumed that martyrdom might allow the
fulfilment of some death wish as it is said Shahrzad is “passionate but less willing to die [than
Dunyazad]” (WDT, 53). On the contrary, the passion is that of someone who desperately

wants to live to the fullest. The vision of her martyrdom makes it explicit:

[H]er sweat reeks of fear and excitement. She walks in measured steps though she has
never been naked in public before. Her executioner appraised her with interest. Their eyes
meet. He thinks he can vanquish her with a simple dagger. [...] She looks at him steadily - at
the man who will be her Jover and tormentor. Her hands move to her breasts as if gesturing at
an offering. The sun is in his eyes but he can see through the glare a little hoard of sparking
red jewels. Her daring, her tenacity, her love of power and danger, and most of all, her greed

for life. (WDT, 54. Italics added)

The symbol for a woman’s attributes is concentrated in the reference to jewels. One of
them is the eagerness for power exerted in the public sphere and thus not the traditional jewel
to be looked at, privately appreciated, possessed and hidden away. In a way analogous to

Arjumand in Shame, Shahrzad secures power using the male tools she has at hand and it is that
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same urge on the part of someone who has always been a spectator in all major events that
arouses feelings of jealousy in Dunyazad. She had wanted to be the chosen martyr but her
father rejected her, and night after night she will watch the couple immersed in storytelling
and sex. It is only with her sister’s presumed death as well as her husband’s that she finally
rises to first place by becoming Shahryar’s lover.

Shahrzad’s role as a queen eventually becomes vital so that after the king’s redemption
she becomes Wise Shahrzad, the defender of the people. However, it is by becoming

politically important that she becomes a threat to her husband:

Shahrzad had got used to being on-stage. Though there is a sultan she must please,
the omniscient narrator hovering over all scenarios and lives is herself. Her body too is now
familiar with soaring, with grand scenes in which passion, danger and excitement can be
flaunted. The rest of her waking life, large chunks of background scenes, are mere links and
joints. In these moments submerged in darkness, she realizes how alone she or any martyr is.
She then sees everything from her powerless perspective, a body spreadeagled, the mind

glowing dully like the embers of the kitchen fire put out for the night. (WDT, 127)

The perspective is of Shahrzad who sees herself as the puppeteer and others as her
puppets, clearly violating the limits between reality and fiction. Her dream life has taken over
and her actual life will have its revenge; the lonely, forgotten Shahrzad that closes the novel is
already presented. Though she realises martyrdom is a condition both of (imagined) power

and powerlessness she cannot do without performing it, including on the night she gives birth:

‘Where are you going,’ Shahrzad asks, though she knows of course, why else has
Dunyazad come here dressed in those ridiculous clothes that don’t suit her? Dunyazad will
take her place. Her enigmatic sister knows how to wait, poised like a feline hunter stalking her

prey. (WDT, 129)

Even her sister becomes a rival though her depiction as a calculating hunter, a
sanguine feline, does not in any instance match Dunyazad’s actual character. Her performing
clothes make Shahrzad grand but others are, in her eyes, utterly unsuitable for them.

Martyrdom is a spectacle Shahrzad desires only for herself.
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1.1.3. Female sacrifice, the discourse of resistance and Julia Kristeva's theory of abjection

The epitome in Western culture of the female martyr is the Virgin Mary whose
figurative value can, at some crucial points, be compared with the character of Shahrzad in
When Dreams TraveF*. 1f Mary can be considered the re-presentation of pagan mother
goddesses, namely of the Judeo-Greek tradition, it also definitely stands for the virginity
through which a daughter guarantees the father’s power™. Indeed, Shahrzad’s earliest
denomination was the Virgin and it was by her father’s hand and her virginity that she was
able to approach power but she will not be able to secure it. Accordingly, Mary’s virginity
annulled any relation with death, just as Eve’s Fall has brought down on humanity its mortal
condition. Thus Mary does not die, she rises up to the Heavens. It is also Mary who comes to
represent the divine power on earth: she is regally dressed and embellished with jewels. This
tendency is further institutionalised when Mary’s image is gradually combined with that of a
feudal lady. Her power is officially established when she is declared Queen by Pius XII (1954)
and Mater Ecclesiae (1964). Julia Kristeva, in her 1977 article “Stabat Mater” is deeply
concerned with these issues of virginity, martyrdom and motherhood. The essayist writes of

the merging of Marian and courtly traditions:

[B]ly the exclusion of all other women, both were embodiments of an absolute
authority that was all the more attractive because it seemed not to be subject to the severity of
the father. This feminine power must have been experienced as power denied, all the more
pleasant to seize because it was both archaic and secondary, an ersatz yet not less
authoritarian form of the real power in the family and the city, a cunning double of the explicit

phallic power.25!

249 This analysis will be restricted, as far as possible, to the figure of the Virgin Mary. Variations would
imply complex accounts beyond the scope of this study. Among them are the Mother of God that
defines Mary through Christ or God and Our Lady, a religious representation that being grounded on
the medieval noble lady poses issues related with earthly love.

250 As is well known, in the original Hebraic text Mary is referred to as an unmarried girl but in the
Greek translation the word for virgin was favoured. Though it certainly illustrates the patriarchal
manipulation of language, I consider the error unessential to my point since it was a mandatory
requirement of the honourable single woman to be a virgin.

251 Julia Kristeva, “Stabat Mater”, ed. Susan Rubin Suleiman, Fewmale Body in Western Culture: Contemporary
Perspectives (Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard UP, 1985) 106-107.
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Therefore both Mary and Shahrzad seize power, royal power, with the kind of
determinacy that exc/udes other women. Furthermore Shahrzad, as Kristeva suggests in relation to
Mary and the court lady, dreams of power existing independent from phallocratic control.
What I find meaningful in Kristeva’s words is that, in spite of the authority attributed, it
remains not the real one. Moreover, it evolves according to a philosophy of carnival: it is a
double allowed to exist for a given period of time. It remains an Other in terms of potency
and time. For Mary, humanisation took place in the form of suffering. The devoted mother is
codified in the Mater Dolorosa figures, bringing Mary closer to the maternal pains experienced
by women. When the reward is eternity “the devotion, or even the sacrifice, of motherhood, is but
a ridiculous small price to pay”*”. The very split of Kristeva’s text represents sacrifice: of the
virgin, of the mother and her pains and even the separation that inevitably draws her away
from her son when abjection is installed. Therefore, an “actual woman worthy of the feminine
ideal embodied in inaccessible perfection by the Virgin could not be anything other than a nun
ot a marty”>>. Considering Shahrzad, I can only understand masochism as the pleasure drawn
from anticipating the seizure of powerful domination over both men and women. Sacrifice
becomes just a means to a given goal. It does not exclude, however, a certain degree of
paranoia. Mary aspires to being made queen of Heaven and the Mother of Church, to eluding
death and to ruling over all humanity, setting aside even other women; Shahrzad craves to be
crowned queen of Shahabad, believes her stories will allow her to live forever and shuns every
other human being, including her sister and her father. But if Mary is made a means to deal
with that very same paranoia®, Shahrzad is unable to do so. Eventually she is crushed by her
own ambition and all the sacrifices performed are simply ruled out by a still overpowering
force that she helped to nurture through her stories.

Shahrzad became addicted to martyrdom because as such she could guarantee the sole
role as a public performer (Mary, on the contrary, was relegated to a lesser condition by her

son). An example of the spectacular role of sacrifice articulated through the death of the artist is

252 Tbid., 108. Italics added.

253 Tbid., 115. Italics added.

24 Kristeva writes: “Striking a shrewd balance between concessions to and constraints upon female
paranoia, the representation of virgin motherhood seems to have crowned society’s efforts to reconcile
survivals of matrilinearity and the unconscious needs of primary narcissism on the one hand with, on
the other hand, the imperatives of the nascent exchange economy and, before long, of accelerated
production, which required the addition of the superego and relied on the father’s symbolic authority”.
Loc. cit.
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encapsulated in the three visions of the wazir. In the first, Shahrzad’s father imagines himself

in a pool of blood:

He dips his face in the water, then shakes the reviving moisture out of his hair and
eyes. He feels something, a piece of flotsam, cleave itself to his newly slaked tongue. He spits
but it remains stubbornly in place. The taste of stale vinegar fills his mouth. He opens it, peels
the tiny strip off his tongue and examines it. It seems to be a piece of shrunken dead skin; [...]
He has just looked about himself, and seen the pool for what it is - a wardrobe of exclusively
female discards. A whole population of dismembered bodily parts, pickled in a viscous fluid,
are floating around the wazir; a long snake-haired, purple-throated head, a hairless thigh, a
lone breast with a hideously engorged nipple. All of female Shahabad seems to be represented
in this hellish oasis. He feels the pain of every severed head, every slit throat, every torn,

shrivelling limb. (WDT, 171)

Martyrdom is imaginatively embodied in a grotesque vision of exaggeration,
dismemberment and violence; even the mouth, the most potentially grotesque element after
the genitals (with the possible exception of the anus), plays its part. However a Bakhtinian
interpretation seems insufficient as it does not acknowledge that gender contributes to this
scenario of grotesqueness and that a non-somatic abjectifying component is equally
preponderant. With the publication in 1980 of Pouvoirs de I’ horreur by Julia Kristeva these two
aspects come to be intimately associated. The book, translated two years later as Powers of
Horror: An Essay on Abjection, has established itself as a fundamental reference in sociological,
cultural and psychoanalytical studies with special relevance to the fields of women’s studies and
feminist criticism. The introduction of the notion of the abject allows the discussion of the
grotesque within a gender-concerned philosophy and thus presents a complementary
standpoint when confronted with passages such as the above. The book opens with an attempt

at a definition of that which is “neither subject nor object”:

There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark revolts of being, directed
against a threat that seems to emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the

scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It is there, quite close, but it cannot be

25 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia
UP, 1982) 1. Further references will be indicated parenthetically with the abbreviation PH.
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assimilated. It beseeches, wotries, and fascinates desire, which, nevertheless, does not let itself

be seduced. Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it rejects. (PH, 1)

The abject causes meaning to collapse resulting in the absolute necessity to exclude it
radically. Though jettisoned, it lies close and “from its place of banishment, the abject does not
cease challenging its master” (PH, 2). Threatening to extract the “I”” from its knowable borders
towards the unknown non-self, causing feelings of uncanniness, the abject is “radically
separate, loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A ‘something’ that I do not
recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is nothing insignificant,
and which crushes me” (PH, 2). But the abject always hovers over the subject for in the
constant re-demarcation of limits and by its exclusion the “I”” positions itself in the symbolic.
The hallucinatory vision of the wazir, though it is a manifestation of a repressed content of the
unconscious (that of guilt), is situated beyond that level of interpretation to that of the abject.
What is intolerable and unthinkable, causing the dark revolt, is not just the active participation
in genocide (and possible filicide); it is also a vision cleatly sexually denoted: the viscosity of
sexual undertones, the floating thigh, and the engorged nipple that the reader knows to be the
result of the sultan’s lasciviousness (but how was the wazir to know unless he too was a
spectator at his daughter’s sexual activities?). The father, by providing his child for the older
man’s bed, a man probably as old as himself, plays a part in their sexual performance. This
reasoning lends sexual innuendoes to the image of the pool of women which justifies the
suggestion that it manifests possible incestuous undertones and it is the prohibition of incest
by the symbolic conjunction that is at the basis of abjection itself.

Abjection as preservation of something “primal”, relates to an archaic time prior to
the brutal separation from the Other’s body, specifically the maternal body. Kristeva argues
that “I” breaks from the mother only through the acquisition of language that confers
autonomy: “When I speak of symbolic order I shall imply the dependence and articulation of
the speaking subject in the order of language [...] [as] the only concrete universality that
defines the speaking being [is] the signifying process” (PH, 67. Italics in the text). Hence,
before proceeding to mimetic attitudes which allow the subject to become, “I” must break
with the mother that becomes abject, “something horrible to see at the impossible doors of the
invisible - the mother’s body” (PH, 155. Italics in the text). In order to enter the realm of the
symbolic (related with the phallic power of the father), the pre-subject struggles violently with

the mother and her polluted body of excremental and menstrual wastes:
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Excrement and its equivalents (decay, infection, disease, corpse, etc.) stand for the
danger to identity that comes from without: the ego threatened by the non-ego, society
threatened by its outside, life by death. Menstrual blood, on the contrary, stands for the danger
of issuing from within the identity (social or sexual); it threatens the relationship between the
sexes within a social aggregate and, through internalization, the identity of each sex in the face

of sexual difference. (PH, 71)

To Kiristeva, pollution takes place in the relation the body establishes with the outside
through its corporeal orifices. All unclean material can be incorporated within the two
categories of excrement and menstruation. Springing from the Bakhtinian grotesque body
theory, Kristeva goes further by gendrifying it (perhaps in the sense Mary Russo suggested in
“Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory”): “those #wo defilements stem from the maternal
and/or the feminine, of which the maternal is the real support” (PH, 71. Italics in the text). It
seems evident how menstruation relates to sexual differentiation but with excremental
defilement it is not so straightforward. Kristeva argues that the association is made through the
maternal authority felt most intensely during sphincteral training®. This training is executed
with prohibitions which map the body, its orifices, surfaces and hollows, always guided by the
archaic/maternal authority that indicates what is proper and clean and that which is not.
Kristeva calls it primal mapping of the body or semiotic for it constitutes the precondition of
language (it is grounded on meaning) although different from the symbolic one: “Maternal
authority is the trustee of that mapping of the self’s clean and proper body; it is distinguished
from paternal laws within which, with the phallic phase and acquisition of language, the destiny
of man will take shape” (PH, 72). In sum, the maternal body becomes the chora, the receptacle
for drives escaping the prohibition assigned to the mother’s body and where the primal
repression lies: “before being /ike, ‘T am not but do separate, reject, ab-ject” (PH, 13. Italics in the
text). When the voice of the father calls her, Shahrzad is unhesitant about submitting to
sacrifice in the Name of the Father, that is, her response to his call implies not just a change in

spatial terms but also the transition to the patriarchal level of significance:

2% Kristeva does not discuss the possibility of sphincteral training to be carried out by the father or
another male figure which would evidently atfect her points. It would be quite interesting to follow this
line of thought having in mind a novel that justifies that discussion, but that is not the case of When
Dreams Travel.
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To go to the wazir’s room, where books, plans, men and their seductive powers
awaited her, she had to cross the invisible Iine that edged her mother’s wing. Behind this
shoreline lay a sea of predictable movement, bodies swelling and going flaccid, bodies
dripping blood or milk, bodies coming together in sticky embrace, bodies heaving and
pushing to come apart. Shahrzad had to leave behind this monotonous, womanish sea, this

watery womb, and put her foot on Iand. (WDT, 68. Italics added)

Therefore, when the woman acts in accordance with the male Word®” and finds her
place in the symbolic order, she is confronted with sacrifice not just of her body, an instrument
to a cause, but also in the sense of loss of her mother (as happens with men) and of her
potentially motherly self contained in any form of femininity. On the one hand, and as far as
we know, her children are a secondary matter in Shahrzad’s life, focused as she is on fighting
to stay on top in order to enjoy men’s seductive powers, but on the other, in her old age she
sees her nurses as ungrateful daughters, unable to recognise the warrior in her as well as the
legacy she thinks she has left them. Moreover, her stories, that she sees as her “illegitimate
children” (WD, 274; notice both the tenderness and the infringement suggested), are the ones
who she imagines beating their fists against her door because she, now an old woman, has
forgotten them.

Shahrzad made the cross (suggesting a dangerous voyage) from her mother’s wing
(thus of the motherly domain) to Ais room, her father’s room, and it will be him who will give

her the power to speak. The invisible line is that of abjection:

We may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because, while releasing a
hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it - on the contrary, abjection

acknowledges it to be in perpetual danger. (PH, 9)

Being something beyond the barrier, that which threatens with extinction, the abject

is something the “I” can never separate from. If the “I” desires and constructs meaning, the

257 This Word is symbolised in the books and plans that attract Shahrzad and that, being written, is
clearly in opposition to the female language which not only is not referred to as Word but is usually
considered as oral expression. Just to take this novel as an example it is possible to contrast the book
on slave buying art and the oral productions of Satyasama and Shahrzad. Being written, materialised,
gives a political advantage to men’s language and traditionally implies a certain fragility, deriving from
being ephemeral, on the part of women’s language. This view has started to be surpassed not only with
respect to women’s re-valuing but also in the context of postcolonial studies where the repressed oral
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abject also finds its place in meaninglessness. Permanently tempted by abjection, to which the
subject returns in moments of jouissance, the “I”” repels it due to fear of annihilation, making the
abject identifiable with the “demoniacal potential of the feminine” (PH, 65). Thus, abjection is
necessarily ambiguous. Though rejecting any sort of feminine potential for goodness, as is
assumed in the male-oriented world of the wazir, he still makes an abject digression back to the
womb: #he pool of dead women is the same watery womb he had left when he set foot on land™”.
Women are described exclusively through their bodily processes and functions: swelling,
probably because of pregnancy; aging therefore becoming flaccid. Other elements are
associated both with motherhood and abjection: blood (menstruation) and milk (breast-
feeding). Food loathing, in extreme cases expressed through nausea and vomiting, might

represent a border, that Kristeva illustrates with her reaction towards milk cream:

Along with sight-clouding dizziness, nausea makes me balk at that milk cream,
separates me from the mother and father who proffer it. ‘I’ want none of that element, sign of
their desire; ‘I’ do not want to listen, ‘I’ do not assimilate it, ‘I’ expel it. But since the food is
not an ‘other’ for ‘me’, who am only in their desire, I expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject
myselfwithin the same motion through which ‘I’ claim to establish myself. (PH, 3. Italics in

the text)

And in terms very close to Bakhtin’s she adds: ““I” am in the process of becoming an
other at the expense of my own death. During that course in which I” become, I give birth to
myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit” (PH, 3). Developed from Mary Douglas’s
concepts of purity and defilement, Kristevan abjection is drawn from the categories of the
unclean and the improper such as blood, vomit, excrement and filth. The most abject waste is

the corpse, so that if the body separates itself from filthy items in order to continue on living,

expression of the colonised peoples by the imperialist foreign language is now recognised to be
fundamental in the cultural fabric of those societies.

258 The passage being considered here is still that of page 68 and that recuperates another also already
mentioned referring to the wazir training Shahrzad until she had “crossed over to firm ground, exiled
herself from the shifting unreliable sea of a feminine enclosure” (WDT, 51). Notice the colonialist
undertone associated with the action of conquering land. There is also a connotation of stability and
reliability in relation to land and one of fluctuating or vacillating movement associated with water. This
idea is supported by physical otherness (Satyasama’s animalesque/mutilated body) and decaying change
(Shahrzad’s aging) accompanied by the change in the names. Satyasama is referred to as a “shape-
shifting, name-shifting woman” (WDT, 115): as a child we do not know her name and it is as
Satyasama that she is first presented. She then becomes Monkey-Face, One-eyed Monkey-Face, One-
eyed monkey-woman, and, at the end, simply the thing. A similar process takes place in relation to
Shahrzad: the virgin, Wise and finally Witch.
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the cadaver is the state when the body has already fallen over the limit. It follows that the pool

of pieces of women in the wazir’s mind suggests the ultimate abject fulfilment:

The corpse (or cadaver: cadere, to fall), that which has irremediably come a cropper,
is cesspool, and death; [...][R]efuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in
order to live. These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly and
with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being.
My body extricates itself, as being alive, from that border. Such wastes drop so that I might
live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit -
cadere, cadaver. If dung signifies the other side of the border, the place where I am not and
which permits me to be, the corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has

encroached everything. (PH, 3. Italics in the text)

The corpses awaken in the wazir remembered feelings of love and tenderness but
they emerge blended with others of revolt and disgust and, consequently, they are sharply
fought against. The pool is utterly abject in as much as in it surface the remainders of the most

precious devotion, but the remainders nevertheless:

He is brutal in his haste to push and clear a way for himself out of the pool. His hands
claw at a hyacinth-face, minus eyes and nose, floating towards him; his legs thrash at slimy
tendrils that wrap themselves lovingly around him. [...] [H]e seems [...] to recognize some of
the mutilated spoils. A breast, a stomach, a pear-shaped buttock, greet him with familiarity as

if he has met them before on their rightful flesh-and-blood owners. (WDT, 171-2)

The spoils he recognises (notice they are described almost as if erotically provocative)
are of his own daughter and as he escapes the gory pool he absently grabs a hand that he
recognises to be Shahrzad’s. He strokes it with his cheeks and kisses it, full of fatherly love, but
then throws it back into the pool and walks away, without even turning back, aware its
abjectedness would destroy him: “The corpse, seen without God and outside of science, is the
utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject. 17 is something rejected from which one does not
part [...]. Imaginary uncanniness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us”
(PH, 4. Italics added). Kristeva’s reference to God and science indicates that it is the corpse’s
being outside the realm of the accepted symbolic, clean and disciplined, that makes it abject

which is to say Shahrzad did not succeed after all. Though we are never told of the actual fate
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of the storyteller - she might have been put to death by the sultan or just locked away - her
imaginary floating corpse undoubtedly lets us know she fails. Either the woman invests in a
communicative alternative of her own like Satyasama and is subsequently silenced or alienated,
ot tries to deconstruct male language in her favour from the inside like Shahrzad and is made a
martyr or imprisoned. Either way, it seems the outcome does not differ substantially. However,
it seems significant that Satyasama does leave a legacy to Dilshad, one of love and of speech
(recall that when Dunyazad finally is given the chance to surpass Shahrzad, that is, is given the
turn to tell a story, she is unable to produce it and confers the honour on Dilshad who
reinvents Shahrzad herself): “as long as a slavegirl carries her kiss around like a tattoo on her
face, the poet’s soul - Satyasama’s hardy beast of a soul - will manage to stay alive” (WD'T, 94).
Shahrzad, on the other hand, is seen by her “daughters”, no more than cold-hearted guardians,
as a witch; wise, but a witch nevertheless.

Shahrzad had lived in the shadows of having been a maker of realities, the most

powerful storyteller of all, but in the end, she is transported to the realities of her own stories:

She bent her back and built the skeleton of enduring bones, the framework. Others
stretched their canvas in her frame. They colonized her body, her skilfully planned design, to

paint in their sticky colours and words, their own moral themes. (WDT, 274. Italics in the text)

Her body has become her stories and these, like any fleshy body, can be possessed by
others. In the past this colonisation has been made by men but now it is carried out by women
too. The image of the woman’s body being written by the Word of the Father has been used
by other artists and, for instance, by Peter Greenaway in the 1997 film The Pillow Book. Every
year, on her birthday, Nagiko’s father, a writer and a calligrapher, would paint her face with the
words of Creation. And as he tells the myth that God gave life by signing his name on the
piece of human clay he was happy with, Nagiko’s father would sign her back in the name of God. The
scene articulates both the idea of man creating woman, more specifically that of the Father
creating the symbolic self of the daughter, and of man standing for God. As a woman, Nagiko
starts a quest for the perfect lover who would need necessarily to be an excellent calligrapher
(like her father). She demands from her lovers that they write on her body so that she can
evaluate their sexual potential by analysing their handwriting. The sensuous relationship with
her father is thus further nourished. It is only when she inverts the parts and becomes the

writer that she develops a profoundly inspiring relationship with a man, an English
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translator™’. She no longer mimes inculcated expressions of love; the woman’s voice beneath
it, Sei Shonagon’s, is liberated and, in the face of tragedy, Nagiko literally makes Jerome’s body
the paper for her writing. Snatched away from the abjection of death, the man’s body is made a
book of erotic poetry by the hand of a woman writer. It is not just that the gender of the
colonised and the coloniser are subverted. The film escapes this deadlock of abuse since it is
the editor that unburies and literalises the man into a book. Nagiko considers it a sacrilege for
which, as well as for her father’s demise, she demands his death.

In When Dreams Travel, the hand that the wazir catches in the pool of corpses is the
hand missing on the virgin of the old man’s second vision. Like this, Shahrzad cannot write
and thus she will remain excluded from the male world of power and books. Both the
approaches that Shahrzad and Satyasama represent seem to dictate women’s lack of authority
over language, therefore, over the construction of their own identities. However, this assertion
contradicts our experience of the world; women, more or less frequently, more or less
articulately, do organise forms of linguistic and political resistance. The two basic arguments
Deborah Cameron presents to support the integrational approach to language she stands for
are that there is always a certain degree of variation in meaning for all speakers evolving from
variations in time, space and social structure and that language, being a creative process, is in
perpetual change. Thus it necessarily carries a certain degree of indeterminacy that makes it a
space for multiple meanings. The integrationalist approach rejects linguistic determinism on
the grounds that language is but one part of a larger social system; male control over meaning
is impossible to realise since meaning largely depends on indeterminacy and on creative re-
construction. To suggest one is socialised into patriarchy is quite different from having a
misogynous experience of it; finally, still deriving from a sense of flexibility, it does not make
sense to suggest that language cannot serve women’s experience, which is not the same as to
claim that women do not feel alienated by the #sage that is made of language. The reason why

language is patriarchically dominated is the same as that which justifies male hegemony in non-

259 Though Jerome’s (Ewan McGregor) intervention is material in Nagiko’s (Vivian Wu) change of
attitude I do not consider his maleness or even his Englishness as indicators of a patriarchal-
Eurocentric liberating force. This demystification is revealed in a comment made by Jerome’s own
mother, a presumptuous aristocratic lady, who affirms that he had always wanted to be a foreigner. In
fact, he too falls a victim to Nagiko’s autonomy as a writer and to her rigid need to revenge her father.
In the end, he is transformed, by her pen on his body, into a beautiful work of art and love. He
becomes the Book of the Lover, the sixth chapter of Nagiko’s version of Nagiko Sei Shonagon’s
pillow book, a medieval court lady known for her wisdom on the matters of the flesh and of literature
(notice they share the same name). After Jerome’s death, he is exhumed by his former male lover who
cleans and cuts his skin into a perfect book.
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linguistic fields: those who are politically and economically privileged control social institutions.

In the words of Cameron:

Language, the human faculty and communication channel, may belong to everyone;
because of the crucial part it plays in human cognition and development, it cannot be
appropriated. But the language, the institution, the apparatus of ritual, value judgement and so

on, does not belong to everyone equally. It can be controlled by a small elite.260

When Dreams Travel re-constructs women’s treatment in a patriarchal environment
(either by men, other women and even themselves). In order to do so the novel uses
metaphors such as the monkey-woman and, some would add, a female language. Therefore,
even if the integrationalist approach seems theoretically the most plausible one, in no way does
it invalidate the points that were made when resorting to other discourses. Furthermore, When
Dreams Travel, in accordance with Cameron’s view, clearly stresses that the issues of women’s
language, identity problems and status denial are conditioned in terms of (lack of) power™'.
Thus, regarding women’s silence and alienation, the points made are valid regardless of male

bias denounced being conveyed /7 language or #hroungh language.

1.1.4. Myth and the politcs of sacrifice

In the final part of my analysis I will complete my considerations on the grotesque in
the specific context of femininity arguing that the politics of sacrifice, achieved through
abjecting strategies, assumes a particular form already observable in primitive rites. I will
emphasise those myths that through death enable regeneration, therefore, that are grotesque in
character. What becomes gradually visible is that the process of transition of rebirth is
accomplished quite often through a sacrifice. Moreover, the sacrifice tends to take the form of
dismemberment. The realisation of the existence of a link between grotesque dismemberment

and ritual sacrifice takes the study to the next chapter and to the work of René Girard.

260 Deborah Cameron, Feminism and Linguistic Theory, 145. Italics in the text.

261 The integrationalist approach is not without its imprecisions either. Deborah Cameron does not
refer, for instance, to how economic and political power was taken over by men in the first place or
how it is a generalised phenomenon in most every society in the world. I do not mean to imply this
approach is hers and, in fact, she goes back to Roy Harris’s studies, for instance, to support her view
on the language myth.
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The extreme violence of both Satyasama and Shahrzad’s deaths relive the Hellenistic
myth of Iphigenia who is sacrificed by her own father. When the Greek armada prepares to
sail towards Troy there are no favourable winds to make the departure possible. It is then that
the seer Calcas declares that he has been told by the gods that the reason was that one of
Artemis’s favourite wild animals, in some versions a deer, in others a goat or a hare and its
offspring, had been killed by the commander-in-chief, general Agamemnon, or by other
Greeks. In order to make the goddess’s anger subside a human sacrifice was demanded:
Agamemnon’s eldest daughter was to be sacrificed®®. Thus, Iphigenia’s sacrifice purified the
sin of the nation and allowed the whole Greek army to break the historical impasse, even if it
meant sailing off to war. In other words, Iphigenia’s sacrifice is the condition of the group’s
salvation which, as shall be looked into in detail in my next chapter, is precisely René Girard’s
reasoning””. However, considering that both Satyasama and Shahrzad were dismembered
some attention must be given to this fate for two related reasons. Firstly because
dismemberment plays a considerable role in Bakhtinian theory where it is made analogous to
eating; therefore they often appear in the same context. In Rabelais and His World Bakhtin
affirms: “Eating, drinking, defecation and other elimination (sweating, blowing up of the nose,
sneezing), as well as copulation, pregnancy, dismemberment, swallowing up by another body - all
these acts are performed on the confines of the body and the outer world, or on the confines
of the old and new body. In all these events the beginning and end of life are closely linked
and interwoven” (RW, 317. Italics added). Secondly, dismemberment is at the basis of any
orphic myth which, by being simultaneously a myth of creation, is in accordance with
Bakhtin’s ideas of regeneration.

Iphigenia’s sacrifice is not an isolated event and, in fact, the House of the Atreus, was

smeared with innocent blood since its foundation. On arriving at Agamemnon’s palace as a

262 'This version is Aeschylus’s (circa 450 BC) in Agamemnon. Many details change from one author to
the other but, given that they bear no relevance to this context, they will not be commented on.
However, the existence of versions where Iphigenia is saved at the very last moment (perhaps because
the crime of filicide struck them as hideous) ought to be mentioned. They are by Choerilus,
reproduced by G. Kinkel in Epicorum Graecorum Fragmenta (1877), where she was replaced by a hind,
Phanodemus, reproduced in F. Jacoby’s Fragmente der griechischen Historiker and Aristophanes’s Lysistrata
(a bear), Nicander cited in Antoninus Liberalis’s Metamorphoses (a calf), and Hesiod’s Catalogus nuliernm
(a spectrum). Iphigenia’s fate after that also varies from being carried off to Tauries, becoming either
immortal, or a priestess of Artemis whose duty was to preside over human sacrifices to the goddess.

203 Similar myths include Ariadne’s journey to the labyrinth of the Minotaur to save the people of
Athens, Andromeda offered in sacrifice by her father Cepheus so that a terrible sea serpent spares
Ethiopia, and Polyxena by Achilles’s tomb in order to appease his restless ghost and thus to cause the
winds to take the Greeks back home.
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war prisoner, Cassandra is horrified at the atmosphere since her extraordinary gifts make her
immediately aware of the unspeakable crimes committed by the family. Among them stands
out the sacrifice and consumption of the flesh of a kin. The founding forefather of the House
was Tantalus, Zeus’s son, who had his son Pelops killed and cooked in order to be served to
the gods of the Olympus. But they were aware of the mischievous plot and only Tetis, or
possibly Demeter, tasted the abominable meal so that when the body was reassembled, it
needed an ivory arm to replace the missing one. This unfortunate event marked an appalling
fate for the descendants who were invariably involved in murder. Pelops’s twin sons Atreus
and Thyestes killed their half-brother but eventually become enemies. Thyestes becomes a
lover to Atreus’s wife, Aerope. Atreus’s hatred was such that he served Thyestes the flesh of
his own sons. At the end of the feast, Atreus showed Thyestes the remains, the heads and
hands, as proof. Thyestes is subsequently banned from Micenas and goes to his daughter
following the advice of an oracle that informed him that he would only get his revenge by
producing an incestuous son”**.

It does not seem that Medea’s sacrifice can be regarded exactly in the same light. The
killing of her sons aimed to spare them a life of slavery, a consequence that Medea deemed
unavoidable after she succeeded in having Jason’s new bride burnt to death. Though she
actually murdered and dismembered her own brother and tricked Pelias’s daughters into
killing, tearing apart and cooking their father (they did not actually eat him), in none of these
instances, except the assassination of the princess of Corinth, was Medea motivated by
revenge. Only personal happiness, the conquest of the love of a man and the attenuation of a
greater harm were at stake™”.

Numerous murders, traditionally offensive moral crimes such as incest and two
instances of consumption of flesh, dismembered and cooked, frame the sacrifice of Iphigenia
pointing to a group necessity of purification. In addition to the influence over humans’
collective welfare it is observable that the consumption of human flesh appears linked with

Hellenistic myths of the Fall. Two myths appear related with the titan Kronos: the fall of

264 That would be Aegist who murders Atreus and gives his father access to the throne. Agamemnon is
Atreus’s son and Aegist the lover of his wife, Clytemnestra. The adulterous couple kills Agamemnon,
an act that Clytemnestra feels to be justice being made for Iphigenia’s sacrifice. Orestes, Iphigenia’s
brother, to revenge his father’s assassination, slaughters his mother and Aegist.

26> T mention Medea at this point given the close relation with the subject but she did not belong to the
House of the Atreus. She was linked to the House of Prometheus through her relationship with Jason,
his descendant. The magical potion Medea uses to make Jason invincible and therefore able to realise
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Uranus by Kronos which enabled the birth of the Giants and the Erinyes, and Kronos own
fall by the hand of Zeus which installed the supremacy of the goddesses and gods. It is the
second that refers to eating though the first upholds the life-giving power of blood. Then
several myths appear to justify the birth of humankind. They give key roles to Zagreus,
Lycaon and Prometheus. But not only in Hellenistic mythology do we find dismemberment
and sacrifice of human beings followed by their consumption as chief elements for the
creative moment. The death and resurrection of Osiris provide further support.

Kronos responds to the appeal of his mother, Gea the Mother Earth, against Uranus,
Heaven, his father. Besides the titans, Uranus fathered the Cyclops and huge monsters with
one hundred hands and fifty heads. Uranus kept these prisoners inside the earth’s body to
spare himself the horrible vision. Kronos alone was courageous enough to stand up to his
father. He inflicted a terrible wound on Uranus and from his blood, fruitful like Abel’s, sprang
the Erinyes, better known by their Latin name, the Furies, with serpents instead of hair and
blood instead of tears. In spite of their terrible appearance, they were responsible for the
honourable affairs of justice. They were in charge of the persecution and the punishment of
sinners. Kronos ruled for countless ages, a true golden age but for one detail. Knowing that
one of his children would overthrow him, Kronos ate them at birth. Zeus, the sixth child, was
saved by his mother who fooled her husband with a rock wrapped in swaddling-clothes. Later
Zeus forced Kronos to vomit his other five children and secured his supremacy after a long
war that nearly annihilated the universe. Eating, vomiting, bleeding and dismembering
contribute to a Bakhtinian-grotesque scenery of (re)generation in the myths of Kronos.

Zagreus is usually regarded as Zeus and Persephone’s son and to whom Zeus intended
to concede the rule of the world. But Hera wanted to destroy Zeus’s illegitimate child and
charged the Titans with killing him. Zagreus tried to escape by metamorphosing into a bull but
he was hopeless against the Titans who dismembered his body and ate him, partly cooked,
partly raw. Apollo gathered the pieces and Athena was able to save the heart. Two versions tell
of how Zeus brought him back to life: either Zeus had Semele eat the heart and she produced
the “second Dionysus”, or Zeus himself ingested it and regenerated Zagreus. Humankind was
believed to have sprung from the Titans” blood and ashes after Zeus sent a lightning-bolt to
destroy them. It follows then that humans’ nature is necessarily impure, born of the sin of

consuming forbidden food and marking a path of eternal misery. With the exception of the

the extraordinary tasks her father demands from him was obtained from a plant bred in the soil where
Prometheus’s blood was first shed.



216 Dialogical Readings of the Grotesque — Part 11

matter that was ingested, this myth lying as the starting point for any orphic myth shares
striking similarities with Christian theology and the Fall of Adam. Notably, the abstinence of
animal food was common to orphic practices and to Christian rites. Teixeira Rego recalls Saint
Basil’s idea that fasting and the expulsion from Paradise are two related matters™. Fasting
aims to repeat, to mime, life in Eden where “Man” was satisfied with what God provided.
After eating the forbidden fruit, needs were created: the need for wine, the need for killing in
order to have something to eat and the need for purification. The first generations of disciples
of orphism mimed the moment of the Fall as well. They would tear apart a living bull and eat
its raw meat, though later they adopted vegetarianism. Christ himself offered his body in
sacrifice; one life cleaned every sin and provided the salvation of all people. The renovation of
life through the ritual repetition of that moment is the ingestion of the host, that is, the
symbolic consumption of the body of Christ. One of the arguments of the opponents to the
Christian faith was precisely that its followers engaged in cannibalistic practices. Nonnus of
Panopolis and Servius (both 4" century AD) put forward a different punishment for the
Titans, a flood, and Ovidius in the Metamorphoses tells of how Deucalion, Prometheus’s son,
built an arc which saved him from a flood after Zeus decided to punish the general evilness of
humans. Another common element between the Genesis, the Metamorphoses and its Greek
models is the reference to the creation of “Man” through moulded earth and moulded clay as
is told in the Bible. It makes sense to suggest then that both conceptualise original sin and,
moreover, that it is related to the consumption of forbidden food.

A myth that definitely supports this view is that of Lycaon. Lycaon maintained very
good relations with the gods until the day he, either to offer a sacrifice or to test the gods’
divine nature, decided to kill a child and serve it in a reception. The form of the retribution
varies: a thunderbolt, a flood to punish all mortals or transformation into a wolf. Either by fire
or water, destruction redesigned human fate. Lycaon was reportedly the first werewolf. There
were also stories of people living as wolves for nine years and, if they abstained from human
flesh during that period, they would regain human form. In another version of Lycaon’s story
the responsibility for the abhorrent feast was that of his sons. Lycaon’s metamorphosis is
surely linked with the human sacrifices performed in Arcadia in honour of Zeus Lycaeus. The
attendants would eat the bowels of the victim and were said to turn into wolves but they could
change back if they endured the sort of fasting mentioned above. Metamorphosis into animal

form becomes thus an exterior mark of the original sin and brings humans closer to animals

266 José Teixeira Rego, Nova Teoria do Sacrificio (Lisbon: Assirio & Alvim, [1912-1915] 1989) 46.
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so that the latter or animalised humans come to substitute humans in the role of the necessary
victim of sacrifice, regardless of its/her/his culpability.

One of the most popular versions attributes the responsibility of the creation of
mankind to Prometheus who lighted a torch in the very sun and gave it to men to compensate
for the fact that Epimetheus had provided the other animals with gifts that permitted them to
protect themselves such as speed, courage, cunning and strength. Zeus’s anger was due not
only to Prometheus’s stealing the fire that made men dangerously powerful but also to an
animal sacrifice. Prometheus had killed and torn apart a huge bull and inside the skin he hid
the best pieces. Next to it he placed the bones which he covered in appealing fat. Then the
titan asked Zeus to choose a pile. Naturally Zeus preferred the second. Zeus was extremely
displeased with such a disrespectful trick. He decided to have his revenge first over men and
then over Prometheus himself. For up to that moment only men existed. So Zeus created a
beautiful creature who men found irresistible. She was Pandora and though she gained
notoriety as a bringer of disease, war and famine because of her curiosity, the legend already
places beauty as the prime origin of sin and instigator of evil tendencies. Women’s bodies
could therefore be regarded as the appropriate site where the cause of social maladies can be
found and consequently they were made likely candidates for scapegoating.

Prometheus’s punishment was to be chained to the scarps in the Caucasus but Zeus
had additional motivations. As in the Bible, the matter of knowledge was at stake for Zeus,
like his father before him, knew he would be deposed by one of his children and Prometheus
alone knew the name of the woman who was to be the mother. The torture was therefore
intensified. Prometheus was condemned to be served as a human banquet to an eagle that
lacerated his body but it regenerated so that the abominable feast was endlessly repeated. In
writing Frankenstein, Mary Shelley does not limit herself to presenting the modern Prometheus
in the sense of a quest for knowledge (scientific knowledge, in this case) and the audacity to
aspire to divine creation. She provided the paramount elements of the mythologisation of Fall
and creation: bodies dismembered give way to a reunited body.

Death and rebirth, dismemberment and reconstitution are also key moments in
Egyptian mythology regarding Osiris. The first of the five great gods was king of the
underworld and god of agriculture, the most common association being made with wheat and
corn. His sister and wife, Isis, helped him with his teachings and showed the people how to
weave, pluck cotton and spin. Women would turn to her for an easy labour and healthy child.

Having provoked the wrath of his brother, Seth, ruler of Darkness, Osiris dies at his hands.
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Osiris has a spectacular party and Seth appears with a magical jewelled box. To prove that
only an immortal could fit inside, Osiris agrees to climb in. The box is quickly sealed and
thrown into the river. Seth takes over the party and incites others to heavy drinking and to
beating the servants. After a long search over the whole country, Isis finds the box and hides
it. Seth realises the imminent danger and, having found the hiding cave, hacks Osiris to pieces.
The body parts are thrown into the river and they spread. Only his head had been left by the
river bank. Isis and Anubis, their son, make a spice and wheat body for Osiris’s head. They are
determined to reassemble Osiris’s body which they do, piece by piece (only the penis could
not be located; it had been eaten by fish). Thoth came and aided in the first mummification (in

pre-dynastic times, before 3000 BC that is, the custom was to cut up the dead)*. Isis and

267 A convincing connection can be made between Satyasama and Thoth, the Egyptian god of the
moon, magic and writing. Often represented as an ibis or ibis-headed man, Thoth could also appear as
a baboon when his relation with writing needed to be stressed. Thoth was considered the wisest and
most eloquent of all gods. These qualities always served him well as when he was able to trick the sun
god Ra to allow Nut (Heaven) to give birth to the great gods and goddesses (Osiris, Isis, Seth,
Nephthys and Horus) or when he convinced Tefnut, the goddess of moisture, to go back to Egypt and
with that the inundation of the Nile took place once again and life was renewed in the country. On that
occasion Thoth metamorphosed into a baboon, his sacred animal. As many Egyptian deities, he is an
ambiguous god. He is the god of the moon but he appears with a sun disk on his head along with the
crescent of the moon. That is due to the fact that he was believed to be the tongue or heart of Ra and
that is why his symbol can also be a group of baboons greeting the rising sun. Originally, Thoth was a
god of creation who, assuming the form of an ibis, laid the World Egg. His singing created four frog
gods and snake goddesses which continued his song to help the sun’s journey across the sky. Later he
invested humankind with the outlines of civilisation: civic and religious rites, musical arts, writing,
magic and healing practices. He was believed to be the scribe to the gods and when depicted on the
shoulder of a scribe Thoth granted protection and inspiration. He was always watchful to safeguard
scribes’ responsibility in their work, inciting them to be meticulous, trustworthy and precise. His wife
Ma’at was the symbol of justice, balance and truth. Thoth’s character, close association with order
through Ma’at, and his service to Osiris against the murderous attacks of Seth, god of chaos and
destruction, made him the chosen advisor of Osiris and pharaohs alike who turned to the baboon god
for insight and clarity of mind. When the deceased faced the judgement of the afterlife, Thoth
recorded their deeds, allowing them to continue the journey to the underworld had they led an honest
and moral life. Thoth was therefore portrayed in front or on top of the scales in which the heart of the
dead person weighed against a feather, the symbol of Ma’at. Since he was a lunar god but also
associated with Ra, Thoth became the god watching over the passage of time, hence of calculation too.
With time his power was extended to include all mathematical knowledge so that even the invention of
arithmetic, geometry, and engineering is attributed to him.

The association with Satyasama is made on several levels: firstly there is Thoth’s link with the
heavens, including the sun, the moon and the stars, pointing to his integrationalist view derived from
his just nature and wise thinking. Secondly, the Egyptians turned to him for inspiration in the arts,
from literature to music, so that he became the personification of knowledge and learning in general.
Even though he had a direct connection with writing, his might was believed to lie in speech,
convincing even fellow deities to act as he saw best for all. In fact, he was called Lord of Language.
Thirdly, as the judge of the underworld, his relation with death was intimate. In due time, the central
role he played in the reassembly of Osiris’s dismembered body and subsequent resurrection will be
explained.
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Nephthys’s spells and magical chanting bring him back to life but not exactly in the form he
had before. Geb, the earth god, swallows him and he becomes incorporated. He is everything
and sees all. He becomes the god of the underworld. The murder and rebirth of Osiris was
celebrated with a human sacrifice performed by reapers on the harvest field*”. The Abydos
passion play took place yearly during the period of the Old Kingdom (2575-2150 up to 400
AD)*” and it was the representation of the slaying of Osiris by Seth, often ending up with real
deaths. Through this sacrifice, the pattern of birth, death and resurrection was re-enacted, to
all observable in the cycle of the seasons. Effigies made of vegetable mould stuffed with corn
were made to accompany mummies in the place of burial. Osiris thus is made a symbol of
fertility and death. The festival of Pamylia also celebrated the fructifying powers of Osiris who
was represented with an abnormally large penis. Osiris being the source of all sources could
concede fertility to animals and abundance of agricultural products. The god’s ambivalence
turns grotesque when he is described in The Book of the Dead devouring ravenously mortal and

immortal beings so that through his body life maintains its vigorous cycle:

Here all creation is represented as being in terror when they see the deceased king rise
up as a soul in the form of a god who devours ‘his fathers and mothers’; he feeds upon men
and also upon gods. He hunts the gods in the fields and snares them; and when they are tied
up for slaughter he cuts their throats and disembowels them. He roasts and eats the best of
them, but the old gods and goddesses are used for fuel. By eating them he imbibes both their
magical powers, and their Spirit-souls. [...] He carries off the hearts of the gods, and devours
the wisdom of every god; therefore the duration of his life is everlasting and he lives to all

eternity, for the Heart-souls of the gods and their Spirit-souls are in him.270

It is noteworthy that in these myths of the Fall, creation is accompanied by tearing of
the flesh, by its consumption and by the reassembly/recovery of the body, or in Lycaon’s case,
by a metamorphosis. In any case, a Fall from a state of grace occurs which involves bodily

regeneration (to a state similar to the one held before or reshaping in animal form).

268 See Sir James George Frazer, The lllustrated Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion. 1922. Internet
Sacred Text Archive. Ed. John B. Hare. Jan. 2004. Aug. 2004 < www.sacred-texts.com>. See chapters 38-
40.

269 Abydos was the capital of the eighth Nome of Upper Egypt. Since it was believed that Osiris had
been buried there, the city became the seat of his worship.

210 . A. Wallis Budge, The Book of the Dead. 25 Jun 2002 <www.mystae.com>
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Dismemberment is also the theme undertlying the stories of Pentheus and Orpheus.
The former involves the god Dionysus as well and achieved fame with Euripides’s Bacchae.
Returning from his conquests in the east Dionysus passes through Thebes only to find out
that the ruler, Pentheus, does not recognise his divine status. Pentheus, who does not identify
the foreigner as the god, determines that he should be arrested because of the immoral
influence he exerts over women. Dionysus easily frees himself and causes Pentheus to go mad
and to travel to Mount Chithaeron where the frenzied maenads wait for him. The women, led
by his mother, tear him to pieces. Agave takes Pentheus’s head home as a trophy, believing it
to be the head of a lion. A similar death befell Orpheus, who fell prey to the derangement of
the Bacchic maenads. They killed him, dismembered the cadaver, threw the pieces into the
river and they were carried out to sea. The head and lyre of the poet arrived at the isle of
Lesbos where Orpheus continued to sing and deliver prophecies. Not only that, the mystery
of his still being alive originated Orphic literature, cherished particularly by Neoplatonists who
were actively involved in the appearance of orphism (6™ century BC), that is, its development
into a set of religious and mystical beliefs. Pythagoreans and Bacchic mystery followers
claimed him as their patron as well. Orpheus’s adventures bear close resemblance with the
legend of Dionysus; they almost appear to be a human version of the god’s experiences:
Orpheus is born in Thrace, he is devoted to the Muses, he descends and returns from Hades,
and suffers death by dismemberment. It is understandable then that orphism recovers older
Dionysian and Bacchic rites (5" century BC to 2™ century AD) and assumes its place in a line
of continuity which restricted to a minimum over-excited celebrations but retained the
sacramental symbolism and ecstatic mysticism (for instance the ritual of omophagy — the
sacrifice and consumption of the raw meat of a bull, goat or fawn — is abolished and offerings
of meal cakes and honey are made instead). Orphism became the founding Hellenic School
and one of the first fully-organised religious systems. Its final purpose was to attain
redemption by separating the Dionysiac spirit from Titanic matter since flesh always recalled
the original fall (eating the flesh of Dionysus). The body thus acquired all the marks of decay,
a tomb from which one could only be freed and approach a pure spiritual existence by
asceticism and moderate food habits. Therefore there is a strong orphic resonance in
Satyasama’s demise: the dismemberment, the strong connection with music and speech, and
the mystery of a voice that is stronger than death.

In this line of thought, sacrifice has to be assumed as the re-enactment of the moment

of the Fall with an opportunity for purgation as well as legitimating killing in order to survive
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by acting out a transformation from flesh to meat. What is observable in the myths presented
here is that the original sin, that gave way both to the rebirth of the glories and the miseries of
a “civilised” society, took place through the consumption of human flesh. This moment in
human history was relived over centuries by adherents of Bacchic and Orphic cults and by
lycanthropes. With time though, the sacrificial ritual replaced the human victim with an animal
one and in myth, specifically with that installed with Genesis, it assumed the form of a fruit.
However, any reference to eating an unauthorised product, whatever its nature, is absent in
Satyasama and Shahrzad’s deaths. The element that substitutes it is that of a violent death
followed by dismemberment which, however, fulfils the requirements of a sacrificial structure.
To understand the function of dismemberment as a sacrificial practice we must turn to the
studies of René Girard who built up a comprehensive theory on sacrificial systems read as
organisms that through violent action restrain human violence and prevent society from
consuming itself in riot. As the cause of all this negativity Girard sees an original sin of a
murderous nature which is repeatedly recalled in myth and relived in ritual sacrifices viewed as
abhorrent in the usual context of social relations. Though Girard cannot identify precisely the
contours of the primordial violent action its character is maintained in rituals of incest,
dismemberment and other forms of human or animal sacrifices. Drawing our attention once
again to Bakhtin, we find that his ideas on the grotesque also presuppose violent behaviour
where dismemberment plays a specific role in the scheme of regeneration but where the idea
of sacrifice is only implicit in the killing of one, by and to the benefit of all. The brief outline
of Hellenistic and Egyptian mythological examples not only demonstrates there to be an
intimate relation between myth and sacrifice but it also points to the common features
between the latter and the Bakhtinian grotesque: the existence of a victim at the expense of
whom society heals itself of its evils, the concern with food, the concept of incorporation, a
magical rebirth and death by dismemberment or dismemberment following death. With
Girard other elements come into view which brings closer the carnivalesque-grotesque and
sacrifice: the participation of all members of the group and the absence of guilt when making
someone a scapegoat. Girard thus provides illuminating tools to read When Dreams Travel and

the novel that I will consider next, Shame.
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“Manticore”, M. S. Bodley 764 Bestiary, 1220-1250
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1.2.  Feline metamorphosis in Shame

“Shame, shame, poppy-shame, all the girls, know your name”

Salman Rushdie, Shame, 275

Tiger! Tiger! burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?

What the hand dare seize the fire?

And what shoulder, and what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand? and what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp

Dare its deadly terrors clasp? [...]

William Blake, “The Tiger”, 71-72



Sacrificing the animal-woman 225

1.2.1. René Girard’s theory of the sacrificial victim

%n the latter part of the previous chapter, I tried to demonstrate by means of
exemplification that a sacrificial scheme was a critical strategy to sustain the foundations of
myth, particularly those of the creation and the Fall. The rituals performed on their account
intended to serve as histrionic mirrors with corrective intentions, that is to say, as pedagogical
representations of social conduct. The fact that rituals are often of a sacrificial nature reveals
their violent origin. For René Girard violence is at the basis and genesis of humanity, its culture
and institutions. The primal violent action was that of a murder, which hides behind those
institutions. One cannot have direct access to this murderous genesis but it can be detected in
rituals that aim at re-enacting that moment. Furthermore, an attentive look at the mechanisms
through which we interpret and interact with the world provide the key to the understanding
of the murder. Girard identifies two of those mechanisms: mimetic desire and surrogate
victimisation. He poses that desire is stimulated not by the object itself but rather through the
existence of a third party in the context: besides a subject and an object, there is a rival.
Moreover, the nature of desire is that of lack, more precisely, lack of being. Realising that the
rival desires a given object, the subject gathers that there lies what s/he is missing. This

reasoning is deceptive for the rival follows it as well:

The rival desires the same object as the subject, and to assert the primacy of the rival
can lead to only one conclusion. Rivalry does not arise because of the fortuitous convergence
of two desires on a single object; rather, the subject desires the object because the rival desires
1t. In desiring an object the rival alerts the subject to the desirability of the object. The rival,
then, serves as a model for the subject, not only in regard to such secondary matters as style

and opinions but also, and more essentially, in regard to desires.?”!

21 René Girard, Violence and the Sacred, trans. Patrick Gregory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, [1972]
1977) 145. Italics in the text. Henceforth indicated parenthetically with the abbreviation I/S.
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If for Kristeva abjection, horror and death fill the lack of being (PH, 134 and 173),
these desires are difficult to locate precisely because they are lack. Moreover, they are based on
the phenomenon of mimesis since the subject, not knowing what to desire, turns to the object

desired by the model:

[H]e desites being, something he himself lacks and which some other person seems to
possess. The subject thus looks to that other person to inform him of what he should desire in
order to acquire that being. If the model, who is apparently already endowed with superior
being, desires some object, that object must surely be capable of conferring an even greater

plenitude of being. (VS, 146. Italics in the text)

Desire thus activates the mimetic mechanism and originates rival conflict. The model,
who was not originally aware of the subject’s competing intentions, feels betrayed by the
follower. The dominant sensation on the subject’s part is that of rejection by the one whose
supetiority s/he admired. Conflict thus gives way to other forms of negativity. The subject
associates desire with violence: s/he imitates the rival’s desires, and when s/he feels the object
is close enough to be reached, s/he sees himself involved in violent conflict. Following a
supremely paradoxical reasoning, the subject becomes convinced that the nature of the
subject’s desirability is violence itself. Two common traits can already be detected in Girard’s
theory of sacrifice and Kiristeva’s notions of abjection: violence and indefinition of being,
expressed in the previously quoted phrase “violent, dark revolts of being”*”. Furthermore, the
relationship of the subject towards the model changes under the influence of violent conflict;
s/he begins to be regarded as a monstrous double, driven to the same object. Admiration and
inspiration give way to repulsion, triggering off a defence mechanism that, recurring to
Kristevan terminology, we could refer to as abjectifying. A common desire contributes to the
sameness of subject and rival, but when confronted with it, the latter feels disgusted and seeks
to distance her or himself from the model. The phenomenon of monstrous duality is the

element through which the community can break the cycle of reciprocal violence caused by

272 Violence is present both as an essential component of the theory of abjection through the necessity
of separation from the mother’s body and as a discursive element as well. She says, for instance, “I” am
in the process of becoming at the expense of my own death. During that course in which I become, 1
give birth to myself amid the violence of sobs, of vomit. Mute protest of the symptom, shattering
violence of a convulsion that, to be sure, is inscribed in a symbolic system, but in which, without either
wanting or being able to become integrated in order to answer to it, it reacts, it abreacts. It abjects”

(PH, 3).



Sacrificing the animal-woman 227

impulses of vengeance. To avoid the rippling effect that the emergence of a conflict would
bring to society, thus putting at risk its own survival, violence must be transformed into
generative violence. When the violence of mimetic conflicts stems from a context that already
manifests symptoms of political and economic instability, there is a very real danger of
violence breaking loose and of spreading quickly and destructively. That can only be avoided
by channelling violence towards a single victim. The victim must be chosen arbitrarily since
there is no issue of expiation as in theory everyone is involved in a monstrous/double
situation which erases all differences (175, 159), or, if experiencing a collective situation of the
monstrous double, the differences tend to be confused to such a degree that to extricate them
becomes impossible (175, 161)*”. Sacrifice is therefore at the basis of the process that rescues
society from its self-destructive impulses and as such carries forth a jubilant feeling that is akin

to Bakhtin’s ideas:

Sacrifice is the boon worthy above others of being preserved, celebrated and
memorialized, reiterated and re-enacted in a thousand different forms, for it alone can prevent
transcendental violence from turning back into reciprocal violence, the violence that really
hurts, setting man against man and threatening the total destruction of the community. (VS§,

124-125)

So that sacrifice does not contribute to the continuous movement of violence, it must
annul the impulses of reprisal. That can only be accomplished if the sacrificial victim is the
possessor of a given set of characteristics. The fundamental requirement for the scapegoat
mechanism to function propetly is that of ambiguity. The victim cannot be either too identical
or too different: “In order for a species or category of living creature, human or animal, to
appear suitable for sacrifice, it must bear a sharp resemblance to the human categories excluded
from the ranks of the ‘sacrificeable,” while still maintaining a degree of difference that forbids
all possible confusion” (IS, 12. Italics in the text). The criterion is, therefore, that of degree of

integration which allows heterogeneity to exist under a broader trait that all sacrificeable ones

273 For Kristeva’s own comments on the relation between the thetic and its role in a signifying contract
and mimesis see La révolution du langage poétique: l'avant-gard a la fin du XIX sidele (Paris: Seuil, 1974)
particularly pages 41-43 and 57-61. She asserts that the thetic is both frontier and rupture, a position of
difference and identity. She writes: “Toute énonciation est théthique, qu’elle soit énonciation de mot
ou de phrase: toute énonciation exige une identification, c’ést-a-dire une séparation du sujet de et dans
son image, en méme temps que de et dans ses objects”. Julia Kristeva, La révolution du langage poétique,
41-42. The very formulation of the thetic in language systems already presupposes separation,
therefore, crisis.
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share: they live on the fringes or outside society. They are children, unmarried adolescents,
slaves, prisoners of war, or the handicapped. The communal fabric that enters the scene
weakened is reinforced by ritual sacrifice. It is imperative then, as in the Dionysian sparagmos,

that all participants take part””

. Only through violent unanimity can the sacrificial victim
substitute all the members of the group and avoid the possibility of vengeful reprisal as they all

direct their anger toward the same entity:

[The victim] is a substitute for all the members of the community, offered up by the
members themselves. The sacrifice serves to protect the entire community from 7ts own
violence; it prompts the entire community to choose victims outside itself. The elements of
dissension scattered throughout the community are drawn to the person of the sacrificial

victim and eliminated, at least temporarily, by its sacrifice. (VS, 8. Italics in the text)

As previously noted, for Kristeva only through the violent act of cutting oneself off

from the mother can one’s identity be preserved. Though Girard’s discourse distances itself

274 Helen Foley’s reconstruction of the procedures in a Greek sacrifice reveals there to be specific
functions to be carried out by appointed individuals (carrying water and grain, flaying the flesh, cutting
the animal’s hair or screaming) but also given steps that all should follow that went from washing their
hands, sprinkling the animal, praying and eating the splangchna (vital organs or parts with blood). The
actions in which all were made to participate refer to the necessity of all being purified to annul the
concept of killing as crime, and contributing to the death whose positive effects were then literally
assimilated. See Helen P. Foley, Ritual Irony: Poetry and Sacrifice in Euripides (Ithaca and London: Cornell
UP, 1985) particularly pages 29-31, 33 and 38. The way in which ritual sacrifice and carnival strive for
equality and through which paradoxically reinforce hierarchies was apparent in the distribution of meat
following the killing. Women and children, whose political relevance was reflected in their minor
participation in the sacrificial ritual, received a smaller share. This aspect gives strength to feminists’
arguments of a misleading notion of equality. The ritual of Bouphonia is an example of the event’s
ability, if not even purpose, to integrate an individual in the body of a social group. The killer was often
a foreigner who after slaying the bull was forced to flee (expulsion motif). The community, having
participated in the ceremony, tries to blame one another but finally finds the axe and knife responsible
and throw them into the sea. The bull was subsequently stuffed and harnessed to a plough
(resurrection motif). The exile could then come back to the group. See Helen P. Foley, Ritual Irony, 31-
34 and René Girard, Volence and the Sacred, 98 and 307. Foley argues that “[p|articipation in sacrifice
binds the worshipper to his community, organizes his place in that community, and implicitly obtains
its consent to the violence upon which this organization is in part predicated”. Helen P. Foley, Ritual
Irony, 39. Towards the end of her book she amplifies this remark to include other ritual forms:
“Sacrifice, agon, and festival are ritual experiences that help to define a society from both within and
without: who is a legitimate participant in the society, and how power, privilege and prestige will be
allotted within it”. Helen P. Foley, Ritual Irony, 255. Italics in the text. Sir James George Frazer, in his
The Llustrated Golden Bough, makes a reasonable detailed description of the Bouphonia ritual. See chapter
49, section 1, “Dionysus, the Goat and the Bull”. Sir James George Frazer, The I/lustrated Golden Bough:
A Study in Magic and Religion <www.sacred-texts.com>. For a reference to the regeneration of the
hunted prey in the Palaeolithic petiod see Helen P. Foley, Ritual Irony, 46-7.
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from psychoanalytical ideas, his reasoning can be said to work along similar lines””. Not only
does sacrificial violence prevent generalised mayhem, it also restores social harmony. This is

how Girard explains the victim’s approximation to the sacred, a point also made by Kristeva:

A whole facet of the sacred, true lining of the sacrificial, compulsive, and paranoid side
of religions, assumes the task of warding off that danger [disintegration by contact with the
mother]. This is precisely where we encounter the rituals of defilement and their derivatives,
which, based on the feeling of abjection and all converging on the maternal, attempt to
symbolize the other threat to the subject: that of being swamped by the dual relationship,
thereby risking the loss not of a part (castration) but of the totality of his living being. The
function of these religious rituals is to ward off the subject’s fear of his own identity sinking

irretrievably into the mother. (PH, 64)

Girard clarifies the connection when addressing Sophocles’s Oedipus Tyrannus as, in his
view, the evolution of tragedy and ritual should be regarded jointly. For Girard it is no
coincidence that tragedy reaches its height precisely at a time when ritual culture declined.
Tragedy emerges in the transitional process between actual ritual performance and the model
that both ritual and mythologisation try to reproduce. The verbal agones or contests of the
tragic text encapsulate the analogous violence of mimesis and cultural indifferentiation, that is,
the sacrificial crisis installed in the royal house, a microcosm of a wider social crisis”’®. Tragic
catharsis, like ritual, enables the restoration of peace and health to the community through the

sacrifice or expulsion of the scapegoat that absorbs violent conflict at loose””. Tragedy and

275 Girard’s reluctance to resort to psychoanalytical methologies is justified, in his view, as he finds
them not so much invalid but insufficient insofar as they enable descriptive interpretations which are
nevertheless limited when it comes to identifying the causes for those situations.

276 'The agones in Oedipus Tyrannus and the Bacchae are between the king and two older men. In the
former case it is between Oedipus on the one hand and Tiresias and Creon on the other; in the Bacchae
the agon is between Pentheus, Tiresias and Kadmos.

277 The proximity between tragedy and comedy which enables a transition from a genre to the other is
distinctly clear when approaching the subject considering the theme of the scapegoat. “Buffoon”,
which finds close words in most European languages (“bouffon”, “buffone”, “bufao”) possibly derives
from the Greek “bouphonos” which means “the killer of the ox”. The relation with the Greek origin
was repeatedly denied as it appeared to bear no connection with the set of meanings the word carries
in French, Italian, Portuguese or English. The buffoon belongs to a time of carnival when ritual culture
had died away but where remains of its existence could still be discerned. He takes on the role of the
king, channelling the royal power as well as the abuses of the population on him. In carnival, as in
sacrifice, there comes the moment for the termination of the scapegoat, setting the old to a time past.
The buffoon is a true bouc émissaire analogous to the goat expelled from the community on expiation
day, yom kippur, Adam from Eden or any of the protagonists of myths of the Fall. The buffoon
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ritual can therefore be said to perform identical functions and even share the same limitations
as tragedy also withdraws to myth when it approximates the origin of culture. In Oedipus
Tyrannus the victim, Oedipus, is regarded as a polluted being by reason of his heinous crimes
(patricide and incest). Any contact with him might prove deadly since he has become
infectious and threatens to contaminate the whole city with his mwzasma (stain). On Oedipus’s
arrival, then, Thebes is afflicted by the threat of the plague. Through his death, all the ills of
the community can be purified. The victim is therefore the bringer of death and salvation;

pharmakon, poison and antidote”™

. As in many cases, Oedipus undergoes a dismembering
ritual, plucking out his eyes (though not one that is so utterly complete as Shahrzad,
Satyasama, or Sufiya’s) and which Kristeva, in her own analysis of the tragedy of Oedipus,
relates once again with abjection: “Blinding is thus an image of splitting; it marks, on the very
body, the alteration of the self and clean into the defiled — the scar taking the place of a
revealed and yet invisible abjection” (PH, 84).

Girard takes precisely one of the myths previously mentioned to illustrate the
abundance of myths with reference to dismemberment to explain how Dionysian rituals
worked in terms of a sacrificial structure. The Bacchae displays the traits of a sacrificial
composition; the bacchanals install the sacrificial crisis, that is, a crisis of distinctions
characterised by the absence of difference between beneficial and impure violence: everyone is
called to participate in the festivities, the old as well as the young. Tiresias says that “the god
has not distinguished between the young man having to dance and the older man. But he
wishes to have honours in common from all, and to be magnified while distinguishing
nobody”*”. The eradication of the cultural order is conspicuous in the frantic behaviour of the
women from whom the social customs demanded a more serene attitude. They become
ferocious warriors, hunters, kidnappers and plunderers (v. 753, 758-763). Their ruthlessness
makes resistance impossible; “women did this to men”, the messenger tells Pentheus (v. 763).
Dionysus has a distinctly female appearance (v. 234-236, 353) which will incite Pentheus’s

reproach. The god’s revenge is generating in Pentheus the desire to act in the same fashion.

occupies the same place in comedy that the sacrificial victim does in #ragéidia, the Greek word for
tragedy and which means “a song at the sacrifice of a goat”.

278 Girard argues that the king is also marginal to society insofar as he is so central to society he lacks
his own place or that he is situated above all others and is, consequently, apart from the community.
See René Girard, [zolence and the Sacred, p. 12.

279 Buripides, Bacchae, intr. and trans. Richard Seaford (Warmister: Aris & Phillips, 1996) v. 206-9. Also
v. 430-431, and 1295 and other references in the body of the next to follow shortly. There is also a
reference to the maenads being of all ages, v. 691-694.
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Dionysus convinces Pentheus that the safest manner to spy on the maenads is to disguise the
king as one of them so the god dresses up and instructs Pentheus on how to behave like a
woman (v. 827-8306, 914-948).

In addition to age and sexual loss of differentiation, there is also the disappearance of
the barrier between animal and human that makes a “fine sacrificial victim” (v. 1246) out of
Pentheus. The tragic climax is reached when Pentheus’s mother takes him for a lion (1107-
1108, 1142) and sets off the hunt that ends up with his dismemberment. But there are other
instances of human and animal confusion: Agave is equalled to a lioness (v. 990. She is also
compared to the monstrous Gorgon, v. 991), the bacchants tear apart cattle taking them for
men (v. 735-747) which prepares the audience for the wild beast-like breaking apart of
Pentheus’s flesh, particularly Agave, foaming and rolling her twisted eyes (v. 1122-1142); they
abandon their babies and breast feed wolf-cubs instead (v. 698-702), they are compared to
birds (v. 748, 1090), and called hounds (v. 732, 977); like the sacrificial animal in festivals, they
are “like fillies that have left the decorated yokes” (v. 1056); Dionysus is regarded as prey (v.
433), a beast (v. 436, 1018), a multi-headed snake (v. 1016), a lion (v. 1017) and when he is
captured he is confined to the horses’ mangers (v. 508); the reference to Dionysus’s birth from
Zeus’s thigh presents him as the “bull-horned god” (v. 100) and, adding to a similar
comparison made by the chorus (v. 1017), Pentheus himself mistakes Dionysus for a bull (v.
618-620); the maenads’ tearing apart of Pentheus’s body turn him into the hunted prey of a
wild beast (v. 1108). Girard argues that the distinction between human and god is also at stake
given that Dionysus assumes a human form and even takes a human disguise whereas

. . . 2 ()
Pentheus claims to possess divine strength % The maenads themselves seem to borrow some

280 Helene Foley identifies some problems in the application Girard makes of his theory to the
tragedies being discussed here. She argues that the scapegoat mechanism is activated and carried
through by Oedipus himself, who performs the mutilation. Furthermore, the play closes without a
definite indication regarding Oedipus’s expulsion from Thebes. Though in several occasions I have
argued against self-sacrifice as a disguised form of sacrifice, I am inclined to agree with Foley since the
king thought nothing could be an agreeable sight from the revelation moment onwards (v. 1334-1335)
and he, not the city, asks for exile (v. 1340-1342, 1411-1413, 1436-1437, 1518). However, the passage
when the chorus asks Oedipus who instigated him to blind himself and he ambiguously answers that
Apollo is to blame for all his misfortunes though the deed was his alone (1327-1333) should also be
taken into account. Still, it is Apollo’s oracle and Oedipus’s sentence against Laius’s murderer that
make him the victim and there is no mention to any hostility of the community against him.
Concerning the Bacchae, the element of spontaneity is not present as Foley sees it because the
dismemberment was orchestrated by Dionysus and the principle of unanimity is questionable insofar
as only Asian maenads and Theban women carried out the ritual. Against this perspective there is only
Kadmos’s reply to Agave: “You [Agave and the maenads| were mad, and the whole polis was in a
bacchic frenzy” (v. 1295). It becomes clear that Dionysus’s influence had spread through the city but it
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of Dionysus’s divine powers as they carry their loot without holding it on their backs, their
hair is on fire but it does not burn them and men’s weapons do not harm them (v. 755-762)*"

This indistinctness comprises ambiguity, doubleness and impreciseness and it derives
from the very idea of a Dionysiac poetics, an art form inspired in the Dionysiac character.
Charles Segal affirms that the “Dionysiac includes the dissolution of limits, the spanning of
logical contradictions, the suspension of logically imposed categories, and the exploration of
in-between-ness and reversibility in a spirit that may veer abruptly from play and wonder to
unrestrained savagery”zgz. The Bacchae, imbued of this spirit, is concerned with “the dissolution
of order and boundaries — the boundaries between divinity and bestiality in man, reality and
imagination, reason and madness, self and other, art and life”®. There is something of the
grotesque in the Dionysiac, because it is a “vision opened by Dionysus, whether through his
wine and cult or through the illusion of the drama, [that] makes us see in simultaneons perspective
things otherwise kept aparf”*™. In a Dionysiac framework, the choice is not made between the two
poles but there rather is an experience of a permanent tension upheld by paradox, interchange
and confusion “that questions the very thought-processes that make reality intelligible and
therefore manageable™®. The god is an expression of human ability for creativeness and
destructiveness, for rapture and obliteration, and for self-assertion and collapse. Like that
other god, Janus, Dionysus has two faces: a bright side expressed in the pleasures of
communion with nature, artistic creativity and joy, and a dark side that emerges whenever he
finds obstacles to his purposes that gives way to violent insanity. The grotesque element of

madness reaches its peak in one of the most commented on scenes of the play. I refer to the

does not confirm the participation of all citizens in the sparagmos. See Helen P. Foley, Ritual Irony, 57.
All references to Sophocles’s text are from Oedipus Tyrannus (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001).

281 To support even further the relevance of Girard’s comments on the erasure of boundaries, I added
elements from my own reading of the play, some from Richard Seaford’s remarks in the Introduction
to the Bacchae, as well as references collected from Helene Foley’s Rifual Irony and Charles Segal’s
Dionysiac Poetics and Eunripides’ Bacchae’. Seaford finds that despite “the implausibilities of Girard’s overall
theory”, he rightly perceived the importance of sacrifice in the context of Greek religion and culture
for only through Pentheus’s dismemberment could the cult of Dionysus be founded in Thebes.
Introduction to the Bacchae, 32. Chatles Segal is of a different opinion. He claims that Pentheus did not
possess the necessary requirements in terms of purity, namely because of his madness and his playing
the role of the pharmakos, and that unlike Oedipus, the disintegration of his identity carries forth the fall
of Thebes. See Chartles Segal, Dionysiac Poetics and Euripides’ Bacchae’ (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1997)
pp. 45 and 49. Therefore his dismemberment and sacrifice do not signify reintegration. However, it is a
historical fact that the pharmakos was made a sacrificial victim.

282 Charles Segal, Dionysiac Poetics, 4.

283 ]bid., 3. See also page 10 where Segal lists the contrasting characteristics of Dionysus.

284 Thid., 15. Italics added.

285 Ibid., 20.
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moment when Pentheus sees two suns and two cities. Charles Segal’s remarks support my

own view of the grotesque in the Bacchae, therefore of its existence in a sacrificial format:

His [Pentheus’s] is not a vision that can contain the hidden doubleness of the world
and survive. He stands there on the stage in a grotesque combination of king and maenad, a
visual representation of contradictions that he cannot harmonize. The element of the
grotesque gives the scene a comic touch, suggesting still another bifurcation of meanings. But
the tragic aspect of this bizarre collocation of opposites lies just in the fact that doubleness
and reversal coincide, that the protagonist sees only one side of reality at a time [...]. When he

swings to the opposite pole, it is not for integration, but for destruction, dismemberment.28

The elements of disorder and combination that serve as the background for the
sacrificial crisis are scattered through the play, frequently with reference to the unanimous
participation principle: women driven mad by Dionysus are “[ml]ixed up together” with the
daughters of Kadmos (v. 35-37), “the whole land will dance” in honour of Dionysus (v. 114),
and the god gives away his wine equally among the poor and the rich (v.421-423). But other
elements contribute to the sacrificial moment: the cult is referred to as a disease (v. 353);
Pentheus is the outsider coming from war to find the city so utterly changed by the Dionysian
religion he has become a stranger; with Pentheus’s sacrifice Dionysus establishes his cult
definitely and order returns to Thebes; violence is exerted according to the principle of
unanimity; the mob is able to carry out the metamorphosis of reciprocal violence into
unilateral violence™’; furthermore, the sacrifice of Pentheus is performed according to the
Dionysian ritual of sparagmos: dismemberment by an unarmed group™. Sparagmos is a ritual
doubly associated with Dionysus. In the myth of Pentheus he is the executioner but, like

Zagreus, he was the victim of dismemberment by another killing mob, the Titans. In the

286 Ibid., 30.

287 This change is repeatedly referred to as metamorphosis. See for instance pages 86, 95, 96, 98, 107,
and 247. The concept that violence possesses metamorphosing potential is a chief idea in my reading
of the literary works in question, particularly when associated with sharanz.

288 The rivalry and doubleness established between Pentheus and Dionysus is manifested on many
levels. Pentheus’s sacrifice parallels the death by stoning that he wished to submit the leader of the
foreign cult to (v. 356). For an exhaustive analysis of instances of doubleness in the play see Charles
Segal, Dionysiac Poetics: 7-26 for the paradoxical nature of Dionysiac rituals and religion, 27-54 address
in detail the splinted images of Pentheus and Dionysus, and 158-214 consider the issue according to a
psychological perspective that views Pentheus as the adolescent who failed in the initiatory ritual and is
still therefore tied down to the mother and Dionysus as the successful, independent male (a Kristevan
view would certainly not fail to see yet an additional meaning: that he is killed by the mother and his
severed head rests on her arms in the final scenes).
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former case, Thebes was restored to peace and in the latter it not only gave way to the rebirth
of Dionysus (the piecing together of Pentheus’s body recalls Dionysus’s own reconstruction)
but also to the birth of humankind. Following a Girardian viewpoint this ambiguity is utterly
coherent: either as a killer or as a victim, what must be secured is the emergence of generative
violence. Pentheus’s story, that can be found repeated in the myths of certain primitive
societies™, bears more resemblance to the original collective murder because at least two key
elements were preserved: unanimity and no resort to weapons. Consequently, #hose instances of

dismemberment are closer to the genesis and significance of sacrifice as well as to its saving role:

The ritual sparagmos re-enacts with scrupulous exactitude the mob violence that
brought riot and disorder to an end. In the ritual performance, the community tries to mimic
the gestures that effected its salvation. It is also trying, paradoxically enough, to recapture

through ritual the element of complete spontaneity. ( V5, 131. Italics in the text)

The meaning of dismemberment in the context of ritual sacrifice is made clearer when
its finality comes into view in the myth of the Tsimshian princess. By being dismembered by
the tribe of cripples of Chief Pestilence, Master of Deformities, she eliminated the possibility
of reciprocal violence. Her cousin had scarred his own face for her and having been magically
healed by Chief Pestilence he demands she mutilates herself as well. But the princess, by not
having her beauty repaired and in being put to death in such a manner, ascertains a definite
difference between the two. The sparagmos is therefore a most constructive means to secure
differentiation. Girard summarises the value of dismemberment thus: “Dismemberment is
emblematic of triumph and resurrection; it reflects the operation of the surrogate victim, the
transformation of maleficent violence into beneficent violence” (15, 280).

The sacrificial victim always embodies the duality of the epitome that is the Greek
pharmakos, an individual whose living was supported by the finances of Athens and who was
sacrificed whenever a crisis threatened the city in any of its forms: low agricultural production,

disease, political crisis, foreign invasion or social upheaval. The individual is paraded in the city

289 Girard himself notes the continuation of this specific model of sacrifice among the Dinkas, Upper
Egypt (IS, 97-98), and in the Incwala society, Swaziland (175, 110-111). He also quotes Robertson
Smith in Freud’s Totems and Taboo to add an example of a tribe of the Sinai desert (IS, 199) and
mentions Franz Boas to introduce a myth to be looked into shortly belonging to the Tsimshian
Indians, Canada (175, 244-48). I recall that Girard’s interpretation of primitive society is that where a
sacrificial system is still valid as a contrast to a society where a functional judicial system regulates the
forces of negativity that that very society produces while eliminating the possibility of reprisal.
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streets to receive the insults and beatings which transfer to his body the citizens’ guilt and
frustration®’. But by restoring serenity, the scapegoat’s image re-emerges filled with respectful
veneration. Girard concludes: “This duality reflects the metamorphosis the ritual victim is
designed to effect; the victim draws to itself all the violence infecting the original victim and
through its own death transforms this baneful violence into beneficial violence, into harmony
and abundance” (178, 95). Underlying the transformation of a situation of surrogate
victimisation into sacred mythologisation is the scapegoat mechanism through which the
victim is transferred to the area of myth and subsequently sacralised. The ways through which
the sacred myth restores peace remain mysterious and they too are ascribed to the field of
myth.

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things provides a good illustration of the scapegoat
mechanism. The story evolves around three children, two twins and their cousin. The arrival
of Estha and Rahel’s half-white English-educated cousin enhances the previously sensed
notion of adequacy and right to love. Sophie Mol’s presence made it clear that there were laws,
unsaid and unwritten but laws nevertheless, to define who should be loved, and how, and how
much. Sophie Mol was, in fact, much more the focus of the family’s love, particularly of
Mammachi, their grandmother, and Baby Kochamma, their grandaunt, and that in spite of this
being their first meeting. The strict rules regulating the right to love are presented in The God of
Small Things as lying at the basis of India’s social fabric. The transgression of such fundamental
guidelines by Velutha, the untouchable servant, on daring to touch Ammu, requires dire
punishment on the part of those who were already shaken by the death of Sophie Mol. On the
one hand, someone who is not entitled to be loved dares to ask for it; on the other, there is
the loss of the object of love. The deviation from the established norms of conduct threaten
the social boundaries, in a word, the membrane of separation must be renovated. The
renovation must be performed as a sacrifice. His father offers to kill him, to “tear him limb to

limb” but it is the police who are the agent of this dismembering ritual™":

They heard the thud of wood on flesh. Boot on bone. On teeth. The muffled grunt
when a stomach is kicked in. The muted crunch of skull on cement. The gurgle of blood on a

man’s breath when his lung is torn by the jagged end of a broken rib.

290 Having cross-dressed Pentheus, Dionysus also makes him parade the city (v. 853-854).
21 Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (London: Flamingo, 1997) 256.
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[...][T]hey watched, mesmerized by something that they sensed but didn’t
understand: the absence of caprice in what the policemen did. The abyss where anger should
have been. The sobet, steady brutality, the economy of it all. [...]

The twins were too young to know that these were only history’s henchmen. [...]
Feelings of contempt born of inchoate, unacknowledged fear — civilization’s fear of nature,
men’s fear of women, power’s fear of powerlessness.

Man’s subliminal urge to destroy what he could neither subdue nor deify.

Men’s Needs.292

By shattering Velutha’s physical being, for he will succumb to the injuries, the
policemen annul its transgressive action. It is a sacrifice in the name of social preservation and

historic continuity achieved through the withdrawal of the right to humanity:

What Esthappen and Rahel witnessed that morning, though they didn’t know it then,
was a clinical demonstration in controlled conditions (this was not war, after all, or genocide)
of human nature’s pursuit of ascendancy. Structure, Order. Complete monopoly. [...]

There was nothing accidental about what happened that morning. Nothing incidental.
It was no stray mugging or personal settling of scores. This was an era imprinting itself on
those who lived in it.

History in live performance.

If they hurt Velutha more than they intended to, it was only because any kinship, any
connection between themselves and him, any implication that if nothing else, at least
biologically he was a fellow creature — had been severed long ago. They were not atresting a
man, they were exorcizing fear. [...]

Unlike the custom of rampaging religious mobs or conquering armies running riot,
that morning in the Heart of Darkness the pose of Touchable Policemen acted with economy,
not frenzy. Efficiency, not anarchy. Responsibility, not hysteria. They didn’t tear out his hair
or burn him alive. They didn’t hack off his genitals and stuff them in his mouth. They didn’t
rape him. Or behead him.

After all, they were not battling an epidemic. They were merely inoculating a

community against an outbreak.?3

292 Tbid., 308-3009.
293 Tbid., 309. Italics in the text.
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Two aspects should be pointed out in the passage. The first is the choice of the image
of severance functioning with a double meaning. It refers to the difference between Velutha
and the policemen (between the lack of authority and authority, between untouchability and
touchability, between inferiority and superiority) and to the effect of the action of the
policemen on Velutha’s body. This leads to the second point, that the description of the sort
of mutilation 7of done to him is, in reality, an accusation of what symbolically they are acting
out. Velutha’s hopes were burnt, the beating did aim at emasculating, his rights were violated,
and he was beheaded in the sense he was denied the capacity to a free thinking will. He was
torn apart by people with an appetite for destruction as vicious as that of an enraged mob.

Again the grotesque can be found in a context of sacrifice:

His skull was fractured in three places. His nose and both his cheekbones were
smashed, leaving his face pulpy, undefined. The blow to his mouth had split open his upper
lip and broken six teeth, three of which were embedded in his lower lip, hideously inverting
his beautiful smile. Four of his ribs were splintered, one had pierced his left lung, which was
what made him bleed from his mouth. The blood in his breath bright red. Fresh. Frothy. His
lower intestine was ruptured and haemorrhaged, the blood collected in his abdominal cavity.
His spine was damaged in two places, the concussion had paralysed his right arm and
resulted in a loss of control over his bladder and rectum. Both his kneecaps were shattered.

Still they brought out the handcuffs.?4

We are reminded of Salman Rushdie’s handcuffs of history. Sacrifice can thus be
identified as a necessary resort in the survival of a given community. What I would like to
consider shortly is why, as Martha Reineke has noticed, scapegoats tend to be female, an issue
that Girard was unable to address by reason of the perspective of his subject being in all cases
male. When he says that “[t|he theory that mythological themes serve to express man’s fear of
natural phenomena has in the twentieth century given way to the idea that those same themes
conceal man’s fear of the purely sexual and ‘incestuous’ nature of his desires” (IS, 118),
Girard can only be coherent with his own discourse if “man’s fear” is synonymous of a male

fear.

294 Ibid., 310.
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1.2.2. Martha Reineke's gender-informed perspective of the theory of the sacrificial victim: the socio-

historical treatment of the witch reconsidered

Julia Kristeva’s accomplishment was to develop a theory of sacrifice which added a
sexual dimension to René Girard’s perceptive decoding of the workings of sacrificial
mechanisms. Girard’s sparse comments on the role of women in a sacrificial economy are, in
fact, not wholly coherent. He gathers that cultures of violence do not bear any particular
connection with women. Though he admits that often they occupy an inferior position in
society, he posits that they are seldom chosen to be protagonists in a sacrificial ritual. The
reason for that circumstance is linked with the profile of the victim mentioned before. A
woman, by not being regarded a truly autonomous member of society, belongs to the sphere
of the father, the husband, or both. Hence, if 2 woman were to be sacrificed, she would arouse
the vindictive instincts of those men (1§, 12).

Elaborate as it might be, this reasoning is bluntly contradicted by our experience of the
world and by historical evidence. Martha Reineke in Sacrificed Lives: Kristeva on Women and
Violence aims precisely at investigating why women’s bodies are privileged sites for sacrifice, in
her own powerful expression, why any woman is “marked for murder”*”. On dwelling on the
persecutory phenomenon of witch-hunting Reineke identifies unmarried women, childless
women, businesswomen and midwives as particularly exposed groups to the rage of witch-
haters. This was especially true when mingled with a Puritan mentality which viewed these
women as monstrosities rejecting the roles that God and tradition had assigned them to fulfil

*_ Furthermore, Girard fails to see a flaw in his

and that were directly linked with procreation
own argument for when referring to the disposition of the houses where the women lived in
given South American groups he refers to their peripheral location, which reflects women’s
reduced importance in the social structure as a whole (IS, 140-1). To be marginal, I recall, is
precisely the decisive sign Girard had identified as the sign of the sacrificeable. In addition, in
order to support his view of a loss of differentiation marking a sacrificial crisis, he interprets

the violence of the bacchants in Euripides’s tragedy as absence of sexual differentiation

insofar as it depends on the masculinisation of women (175, 141).

29 See Martha Reineke, Sacrificed Lives: Kristeva on Women and 1 iolence (Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana UP, 1997) pp. 1-7. The quotation appears on page 29.
296 Ibid., 135.
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In my view, the categorical refusal to accept a strictly feminine ability to exert violence
is at the least unfounded, and probably even misogynistic. Girard’s reluctance to accept
women’s violence is such that he even speculates that probably the ruthless dismemberment
of Pentheus was not even carried out by women but by men who later transferred the
authorship of the murder to a weaker group of people (175, 1