
Editorial

It is my pleasure and privilege to inaugurate the second issue of Text Mat-
ters, devoted to Marginalia/Marginalities. A  special guest of the issue is 
Krzysztof Zanussi, an internationally acclaimed film director, whose visit 
to the University of Łódź in December 2011 created a unique opportunity 
for a conversation about his incredibly rich oeuvre.

Following this are three sections of Text Matters engaging with Margi-
nalia/Marginalities. The first section, titled “Marginal Matters in Theatre 
and Film,” opens with two articles placed in different time contexts but 
concerned with theatre and drama. William Over examines actor biogra-
phies from the 18th century, and shows how actors gradually moved away 
from a disdained marginal status towards the position of public educators 
and “advocates of social improvement.” Jadwiga Uchman explores Samuel 
Beckett’s activity as a self-translator, namely, his rendering En attendant 
Godot into English with considerable differences in details, related, for 
example, to place names. The next two contributions focus on American 
films. Catherine M. Lord discusses The Thin Red Line by Terrence Malick 
so as to engage with images of nature as the margin for human activity, 
her analysis inspired by Jacques Derrida’s Margins of Philosophy. Katarzyna 
Małecka’s essay deals with the Coen brothers’ neo-noir comedy The Big 
Lebowski, whose failure as a cinema release was followed by huge DVD 
sales and internet viewing figures.

The next section, “Margins in Fiction, Poetry and Literary Theory,” 
opens with two articles dealing with the Gothic. Delving into its begin-
nings, Agnieszka Kliś grounds her analysis in the post-Freudian under-
standing of the Gothic as repressed and expelled to the margin. Maria Bev-
ille provides us with insights into “Le Horla” by Guy de Maupassant and 
She by H. Rider Haggard, exploring a significant relation of terror to the 
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fantastic, the understanding of the latter influenced by Tzvetan Todorov. 
Collapsing the boundaries between art and literature, Zbigniew Maszewski 
illuminates the oeuvre of Bruno Schulz, a Polish-speaking author of Jewish 
origin, whose ex-libris designed for Weingarten is shown to articulate the 
meanings informing Schulz’s prose. Wit Pietrzak focusses on the poetry 
of J.H. Prynne, who draws inspiration from Ezra Pound, Charles Olson 
and Chinese literature. The next two articles intersect with postcolonial-
ism. Tom Thomas examines Edward Said as a  thinker who inhabited an 
in-between zone as a result of interests which made him incessantly cross 
and question the boundaries of disciplines. Paul Sharrad’s text focusses on 
the reception of Thomas Keneally’s novels in his home country Australia 
and in Poland. Finally, Sylwia Wojciechowska explores the significance of 
the bogus quotation for the message of Jim Crace’s novel Arcadia.

The articles collected in the section “Marginalized Identities” all 
hinge on protagonists who are at odds with a  cultural, social or family 
context, and who are therefore consigned to that which is repressed but 
can (or cannot) be transcended. The section opens with the first part of 
a biographical study of Ira Daniel Aldridge, the natural son of a famous 
black nineteenth-century actor who died in Łódź. It was submitted by 
Bernth Lindfors, author of a biography of Ira Aldridge himself. The next 
contribution, by Kylo-Patrick R. Hart, delves into gay masculinities con-
structed in “Brokeback Mountain,” a  short story by Annie Proulx. Re-
maining within American fiction, Anna Gilarek juxtaposes two dystopian 
novels—The Female Man by Joanna Russ and Woman on the Edge of Time 
by Marge Piercy—so as to examine the marginalization of women. Jadwi-
ga Maszewska analyzes ethnic literature, focussing on the motif of “inter-
cultural travel,” which pushes the frontiers of the American literary canon 
into a hitherto marginalized zone. The short stories she discusses include 
Alice Walker’s “Everyday Use,” Louise Erdrich’s “The World’s Greatest 
Fishermen,” and Daniel Chacon’s “The Biggest City in the World.” In 
contrast, Richard J. Gray II looks at the postcolonial novel La Goutte 
d’or by Michel Tournier, whose Somali protagonist ventures to France on 
a quest for his image imprisoned in a tourist’s camera, but who remains 
subject to marginalization enforced by an imperial gaze. Identity dilem-
mas are given a different turn by Alessandra Rizzo, whose study concerns 
Monica Ali and Jhumpa Lahiri (of Bangladeshi and Bengali roots respec-
tively) and the impact of cultural translation on second-generation im-
migrants. In the last submission, Praveen Shetty, Vishnumoorthy Prabhu 
and Pratapchandra T provide insights into Aravind Adiga’s The White Ti-
ger, whose protagonist experiences frustration with the global market and 
climbs the social ladder to finally become an agent of the very forces he 
disdained.
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Three reviews in this issue tackle entirely different topics. Adam Sume-
ra comments on the way images of London in literature are conjured up 
and explored in The Making of London: London in Contemporary Literature 
by Sebastian Groes. Wit Pietrzak engages with Simon Glendinning’s Der-
rida in order to demonstrate which aspects of the philosopher’s oeuvre are 
given special treatment. Monika Kocot examines the way “Native Ameri-
canness” is constructed in Native Authenticity: Transnational Perspectives 
on Native American Literary Studies. Finally, but importantly, the message 
of Marginalia/Marginalities is completed by two interviews. In the first, 
Maria Assif talks to Fadia Faqir, a Jordanian writer based in Britain, about 
the marginalization of Arab women and a paradoxical freedom offered by 
in-betweenness and displacement. In the second, Krzysztof Majer talks to 
Norman Ravvin, a Canadian writer of Jewish origin, about the tradition of 
Jewish writing, and his “atypical” point of view embraced in stories related 
to a Polish Jewish past.

While the contributors discuss subjects ranging from literature 
through literary theory to film and theatre, their message revolves around 
discursive marginalia or marginalized identities. The texts are often in-
formed by a Derridean reading of the relation between the centre and the 
margin, whereby the margin becomes a  site of disruptive creativity dis-
placing the centre and shading off into a non-hierarchichal succession of 
marginalia which question and redefine the meaning of texts and the con-
struction of identities.

Dorota Filipczak
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Krzysztof Zanussi Revisited1

A Conversation—Dorota Filipczak
 (University of Łódź) 

Dorota Filipczak: Professor Zanussi, let me first thank you for your kind 
agreement to share your thoughts with Text Matters. I would also like to 
congratulate you on joining the board of the European Film Academy.

krzysztoF zanussi: If I may interrupt you, it’s not a terribly great honour, 
because I am one of the founders of this Academy. Then I withdrew from 
it for many years because I was very disappointed by the way it developed. 
However, I have lost my battle, and I’m again ready to serve this academy. 
But it is not what it was meant to be. The Academy was practically formed 
and founded by Ingmar Bergman, and he wanted to create a very exclu-
sive club of people whose work is known beyond the limits of their own 
language, and of their own culture. And he had the idea to have a numerus 
clausus of one hundred like, say, in the Vatican conclave, and have it like 
the French Academy. Unfortunately, this idea came to Ingmar Bergman 
too late. I was one of the first forty members whom he convoked. But an 
Academy of that sort did not attract enough attention and enough spon-
sors, so after a couple of years we had to change the profile, and now we 
are over a thousand people, and the members’ fees are making life for the 
Academy possible, but it is definitely not the same Academy. So there is 
nothing to congratulate me on. It’s rather a surrender.

DF: Thank you for setting that straight. Could you comment on the chal-
lenges facing the European Film Academy then and now?

KZ: Well, the Academy was born already too late, because Europe was so 
divided that practically no artist knew any counterpart in a neighbouring 
country. We didn’t know each other. Bergman, for most of his career, did not 
know Fellini. He did not know Pasolini. He did not know Truffaut. Very few 
directors were multilingual. Fortunately, Bergman was, but not that many, 
not Fellini. Three fourths spoke some English, but that was the time when 
English was not so commonly spoken in this professional circle. So origi-
nally it was meant as a club to meet and talk, and try to compare markets, 

1 I was able to talk to Professor Krzysztof Zanussi after his lecture on life choices of 
the protagonists in The Structure of Crystal and Wege in der Nacht given to history students 
during his visit at the University of Łódź on 14 December 2011.
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views, cultural traditions and roots. Today it’s all different, and it is again the 
club where we may exchange some views and some ideas. And the European 
Film Academy is holding quite a few seminars and MA classes. I think this 
is the most important part of it. It’s also awarding a European film prize, 
which is of very limited importance; we couldn’t make it more prestigious, 
because not that many European films travel. They do not travel. French 
films are shown in France, Italian films are shown in Italy, and German films 
are shown in Germany. And it’s only American cinema that is uniting us. It 
is again a great defeat, because at the time of my youth all was different. My 
father was sending our maid and our driver to see American films, because 
they were seedy. And it was a natural expectation that American films would 
be very popular but very simple-minded. And at the same time educated 
people were choosing French, sometimes Italian, sometimes Spanish, and 
sometimes British films. Not German, because after the war German films 
were almost non-existent, and it took us a long time before we recognized 
that Germany had an existing culture. But if we drop this limitation, then we 
understand that what was true forty or fifty years ago is not true any more. 
And now international European films are very few. There was a time in the 
sixties when we were trying to make co-productions that were meant to be 
intercultural. And the British, in this very aloof way, were calling it Europud-
ding, because these films were shot unnecessarily in English, using English 
as a vehicle to bring various actors together. And a native-English-speaking 
audience was never ready to accept it. There is one example that is interest-
ing for European readers; an example of Rainer Fassbinder, a German direc-
tor, who made a film based on Genet (translated by Trout), and he shot this 
film in English with Jeanne Moreau, who is bilingual, and other actors who 
were quite fluent in English. But for the American market he had to show 
the dubbed German version with subtitles, because the thinking of the film 
and the narration was definitely not Anglo-Saxon. So the language was an 
obstacle. People felt more alienated when they heard English dialogue; they 
felt better when they heard German dialogue with subtitles. And then in art 
cinemas this film was working, so it was a great memento for Europudding, 
but of course the whole concept of Europudding was this aloof British ap-
proach telling us: “Drop making films in our language; buy our films, that 
will be enough.” And one of our colleagues defending the continental view 
said: “Translate the name into French, and immediately it sounds better, eu-
rogâteau.” This sounds very attractive, because pudding is appalling, as is 
most British cuisine. This is not the cuisine of our dreams.

DF: Let me move on to your films now. In Wege in der Nacht (Night Paths, 
Drogi pośród nocy, 1979) a crucial role is played by the library which con-
nects a Polish countess, a Wehrmacht officer and a Jewish refugee. You said 
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that your cinema came primarily from literature. The scene with Friedrich 
and his cousin discussing Japanese aesthetics brings to mind Ezra Pound 
with his orientalism on the one hand and his involvement with fascism 
on the other. There are references to Plato and Nietzsche. What were the 
textual inspirations behind this film?

KZ: Well, it’s very hard for me to dig into these inspirations because I’m 
not very well read. And sadly, at my advanced age, when I should have read 
more, I have major problems with my sight and I don’t read as much as 
I’d like to. But without a doubt what you made reference to is the time of 
lectures I had as a student, and they remained in my memories, and they 
are always there. I regret I do not read as much as I would like to, but when 
it comes to the classics I have the basic knowledge.

DF: Your critics often mention film directors who have influenced you. 
Bergman is a case in point. What about literary inspirations, the texts that 
mattered to you, or the texts you would treat as milestones?

KZ: Well, I had this opportunity a few years ago, when I started my term as 
a consultor at Pontifical Council for Culture. One of the bishops approached 
me in a most humble way, a really exemplary Christian. He told me: “I am 
incompetent. I find myself in this world of arts and I know nothing. Could 
you give me the first ten milestones, the books to read, because you talk 
about some works I’ve never heard about”; a very simple-minded bishop 
from a small, not very important, country, but with the right approach. So 
I was challenged by this list. It’s like going to an uninhabited island with 
such a list. And I started with Stendhal, believing that this is the beginning 
of modern narration, and then I had Camus and Dostoyevski. I had Thomas 
Mann and Joseph Conrad as these very important writers. I put (because 
of my deep personal conviction) Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa with his 
Il Gattopardo, because I  think it’s a masterpiece of the 20th century, but 
not many people share my view. I put Graham Greene, believing that these 
are stories that will reward the reader. And I took Bernanos, because he is 
a bishop. And this was more or less my list of ten. And I was very moved 
because this bishop called me a couple of months later and he confessed that 
out of ten he’d read seven, and he liked practically all of them. So it means 
that he was sensitive to the values which I was trying to promote.

DF: Now that you’ve mentioned Conrad and Greene, I would like to ask 
you about other English-speaking writers, especially playwrights, because 
you directed plays by Tom Stoppard and Harold Pinter. You directed All 
My Sons by Arthur Miller.
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KZ: Oh yes, I did a couple of times, recently in Russia. I directed Pinter 
a couple of times as well. Tom Stoppard too. I think that all Anglo-Saxon 
drama is often very much down to earth; it’s realistic. It’s often psycho-
logical, sometimes very close to film or television, but it’s also close to the 
public. I’m afraid that continental Europe, especially Germany, went too 
far with this kind of experimental theatre and language which is now very 
formal and conveys very few ideas. So when I touch Tennessee Williams or 
Arthur Miller I know what my task is as the director, what I’m supposed 
to do. And I have the material for actors to act and for the public to be 
moved by. In many other plays written today I lack this material and then 
I am very disappointed. German theatre is especially alien to me. So I feel 
I’m always in opposition. I directed a lot in Germany, and I know I will 
take the plays that no German director wants to touch, like Pinter, like 
Stoppard, like Tennessee Williams.

DF: Correct me if I am wrong: your films seem incredibly intertextual, not 
only Wege in der Nacht, but also, for example, Persona Non Grata (Persona 
non grata, 2004). Perhaps it is a case of affinity rather than inspiration. The 
book I have in mind is Under the Volcano by Malcolm Lowry.

KZ: I didn’t think about any similarity, but it’s subconscious; the book is 
in me. And you know I am a non-drinking person, so it is very particular. 
I’m not such an admirer of Under the Volcano. I am somehow irritated by 
this book, because it’s about the sickness without the remedy. 

DF: Well, it is and it isn’t. There is a huge mystical dimension.

KZ: There is a mystical dimension but there is no practical suggestion that 
this destiny is a little bit in our hands. It is very fatalistic to me. And that’s 
what I disagree with.

DF: I  see. I  think Under the Volcano should be seen as a part of a con-
tinuum, because Lowry planned a twentieth-century equivalent of Dante’s 
Divine Comedy.

KZ: : Oh yes, he did.

DF: But he failed.

KZ: Exactly, because even for Dante Paradise is the most difficult and the 
most disputable part of the Trilogy.
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DF: The Ambassador from your film Persona Non Grata resembles the 
Consul from Under the Volcano in his idealism and obsessive jealousy—
and his partiality for drink, which is only hinted at in the film. The setting 
is Spanish-speaking and postcolonial, like Lowry’s Mexico. Why did you 
choose Uruguay of all places?

KZ: Well, I chose Uruguay just because I wanted a God-forgotten place 
with no particular aura of local problems. Argentina would have been im-
possible. Mexico has too strong an identity for the Ambassador to be con-
fronted with. Uruguay is almost a piece of Europe on another continent, 
but there are other similarities; they do exist; there is no doubt about it. 
And I  even kept some Spanish dialogue in the film. As I’m ignorant of 
this colour of various languages, it’s a big problem for me, because I shoot 
many films abroad. And, of course, my command of all other languages 
is never as good as my command of my mother tongue, Polish. However, 
I have to deal with the problem, because sometimes my assistant tells me 
this actor mispronounced the word (when an actor, a local native-speaker 
pronounces the word, I take it for granted that this is the right pronuncia-
tion), and that sometimes he changed the word, and this particular word is 
poorly chosen, or it is in bad taste, or it is ahistorical, or socially wrong, or 
a person of this class would never use this word. So there is a feeling of in-
competence, a feeling that everything is really on shifting sands. I’m never 
sure what actors are saying. This is a big pain and a very big challenge.

DF: Are you aware of the reception your film had in Uruguay?

KZ: Yes, I was in Uruguay when the film was shown, and of course there 
was a strong reaction in the capital, in Montevideo. And they rather liked 
the film’s image of their country. This is a very peaceful and unproblematic 
image, but on an everyday level there was a funny incident. The man who 
lent us his house for shooting was scandalized by the fact that the interior 
does not match his house, because we shot the interior in Moscow. And 
he said it was cheating; he felt defamed, because, as he said: “I have totally 
different paintings and different interiors.” He was so unaware of what the 
film is about.

DF: You cross many borders to make your films, and I wonder how your 
films cross the borders and find their audience in countries whose his-
torical experience seems so remote, especially in postcolonial countries. 
I  know from an Indian professor that your films got a  lot of response 
there.
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KZ: India is a very particular country. And, of course, it’s only the upper 
class. Only 10 per cent of Indian population speak English, because 90 per 
cent do not. But then you have the film societies, and this is the real audi-
ence. By the way, I have lectured in India quite a  lot, and I’ve been there 
over thirty times. So yes, I feel this following in India. And Indians defi-
nitely have their choices of film. It’s the same in the States, where there are 
film societies and art cinemas in big cities and on campuses, and they show 
my films. And some TV channels were showing my films. Then I see the 
choice is totally different; the evaluation of my work is different. They go 
for those films which I thought were far less important, but it’s up to them. 
So whenever I’m asked what films of my own I like best, I answer, “It is up 
to you.” I’ve been travelling to China quite a lot, both Communist China 
and Taiwan China. Taiwan is much more articulate. And in these countries, 
like in Thailand and other Buddhist-mentality countries, totally different 
choices are made. They are mostly interested in the films that have clear-cut 
ethical problems, but they are totally insensitive to the whole metaphysical 
perspective. They reject it. The notion of mystery is not something they buy.

DF: I would like to ask you about the reception of those films that seem 
to me quintessentially Polish, such as The Contract (Kontrakt, 1980), Con-
stant Factor (Constans, 1980) or A  Woman’s Decision (Bilans kwartalny, 
1974), where I can recognize items familiar from my childhood. I can see 
that the dress code is there and the wall unit, and tea in glasses, an emblem 
of communist Poland.

KZ: The Poland of our youth.

DF: Yes, how did all this get across?

KZ: Well, sometimes people were pointing out particular details that were 
exotic to them, like, for example, in Camouflage (Barwy ochronne, 1976), 
where the rektor is visiting the students’ camp and some items from the 
kitchen are taken to his car. This was a  surprise in the States, and even 
today in Poland people are surprised; they say: “Why does he do it? Does 
he need to steal apples and tomatoes from the students’ kitchen?” At that 
time it was obvious, and of course the audience laughed when they saw it. 
But these are usually minor things. There is no bigger issue than the issue 
of cellphones. One of my scripts (The Unapproachable, 1982) is based on 
the fact that somebody must make an urgent telephone call. It wouldn’t 
make sense today, because everyone has a cellphone, and you can ask any-
one to do you a favour. And here you had to enter somebody’s house to 
make a call. So such things change. And, of course, the social code was 
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always confusing. Western audiences saw my protagonist, who was a medi-
cal doctor, and they were surprised that his living standards were lower 
than those of any nurse they knew. But this was the reality in a socialist 
country, where doctors were very poorly paid.

DF: I have been trying to examine the issue of death in your films, a theme 
that seems so fundamental, and yet so difficult because there is always 
a risk of reductiveness. In your commentary on the DVD for Persona Non 
Grata there is your statement that death is one of the few topics worth 
talking about, apart from love. Now, this struck me as a very biblical jux-
taposition.

KZ: Yes, it was meant to be biblical. I wanted it to be biblical.

DF: “[F]or love is strong as death” (Song of Songs 8:6). Isn’t this embed-
ded in the film?

KZ: I hope so.

DF: The Ambassador from Persona Non Grata keeps looking for his wife 
the way the beloved keeps looking for the bridegroom in the Song of 
Songs. It’s a pity that this very important intertext went unnoticed in Pol-
ish criticism.

KZ: Well, criticism, especially in Poland, was not very profound. A new 
generation of critics is emerging and the old one has vanished, so it’s a time 
of vacuum. But when I showed this film in Italy I could see that it had been 
noticed.

DF: Are they more biblical than we are?

KZ: Oh, they definitely are.

DF: I have devoted much time to studying fiction about women, so I would 
like you to talk about your female characters for a while.

KZ: I must invite you to my next film. It will be a film in defence of women 
against feminists. Let me add—and this is my own rhetorical invention—
feminism is like cholesterol; there is good feminism and bad feminism. 
I am not against all feminism. That would be stupid. Every fight for equal 
rights is good feminism. But this attempt to make women identical to men 
but even worse is a bad thing.
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DF: Your female characters strike me as very independent, for example, 
Elżbieta in Wege in der Nacht has a very independent mind. The same could 
be said about the protagonist’s aunt in In Full Gallop (Cwał, 1995). With 
her double identity she ensures the survival and cohesiveness of the whole 
family. And I felt that Marta in A Woman’s Decision is the one who really 
makes her own choice. Lilka in The Contract defies the hypocrisy of her 
social milieu. Bella in Family Life (Życie rodzinne, 1971) is also defiant. 
They seem quite powerful and very liberated for their contexts.

KZ: I would agree about that, but I had that example in my family. My 
mother and my wife are independent and very strong women, and not 
submissive, by any means. And I think in previous generations there was 
always the legend of a strong, independent woman in the family, and I was 
fascinated by it. For many years in my private life I  was trying to find 
a submissive partner. And I didn’t find one. And I married a woman who 
is very strong, and we fight, but my wife wins in many fields, sometimes 
to my embarrassment, because she drives a car better and much faster, so 
pays bigger fines. She is very good with technology too. And although we 
are both over seventy, she climbs big trees and prunes them when neces-
sary, while I’m dying of fear that one day she will fall. And, of course, she 
directs all the construction work at home. This is her field, and this is, 
I think, one of the archetypes of Polish women in the 19th century. My 
mother took over the factory after my grandfather was executed (during 
the Second World War). She learnt the job in one day, and she was very 
good at it.

DF: Actually, I  would like to ask about the female perspective in your 
films, because it seems so inevitable and so necessary. I mean we wouldn’t 
get the message of Wege in der Nacht without Elżbieta. And the same goes 
for Emilia in The Year of Quiet Sun (Rok spokojnego słońca, 1984). Could 
you say more about this?

KZ: Well, that’s hard for me to do, because I take it as natural. It’s just 
a portrait of women I met in my life, or whom I imagined, but based on 
some experience and some knowledge.

DF: What about the question of choice in your films, especially with re-
gard to women?

KZ: I was largely in conflict with the fashion and approach when I made 
A Woman’s Decision, because for me a really liberated and free woman is 
getting back to her marriage and her husband; it’s not that she surrenders, 
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but that she chooses. And once this is her free choice, then she knows that 
this is true to her real nature. And I think this was quite problematic at the 
time, because some feminists said that breaking the relationship is always 
better than keeping it, because it was the fashion of the times.

DF: This is incredibly reductive.

KZ: Yes, this is reductive. But I hold to the idea. And I think it’s no coin-
cidence that this film did fairly well in America.

DF: I am not surprised at all. But let’s move on to Revisited (Rewizyta, 
2009). What I like about this film is the open-endedness. At the end of the 
film, the protagonist, with his background of suicide attempts, confesses 
that he has climbed the crane to watch the sunrise, frustrating our expec-
tations that this time he will successfully kill himself. I would like to ask 
about the idea of your connecting with your own work intertextually. Why 
did you revisit these particular films: Family Life, Camouflage, Constant 
Factor and With a Warm Heart (Serce na dłoni, 2008)?

KZ: Well, for many reasons, and maybe the technical reasons. These actors 
were alive and these stories were left open to some extent. I could have 
done it with other films, but sometimes the protagonist dies at the end so 
there is no chance to do it. In some cases, as in Illumination (Iluminacja, 
1973), for example, the actor, Stanisław Latałło, died, so I had no chance to 
revisit him. I would be curious to see what happened to his character later, 
but somehow he was bound to die. So that was the main reason for the 
choice, and besides I thought these were the four films that had something 
in common, too. So that was my intuition.

DF: Your oeuvre is intertextual not only with motifs but also with ac-
tors who keep returning in your films. So they bring into a film their own 
achievement, like Zbigniew Zapasiewicz—who, incidentally, played the 
Consul in a theatrical adaptation of Under the Volcano. Is this an attempt 
to see how a particular kind of actor will develop, faced with a new chal-
lenge?

KZ: Well, I’d say that whoever develops and does not become stagnant in 
his career is my ally. I’ve dropped some actors because they didn’t show 
any sign of growth. And the others with whom I remain friends are people 
who have grown. So I think this is the key to the answer.

DF: So the actors grow in the films.
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KZ: And they grow through the other films; they grow in their stage work. 
So I watch them, and I  see that in the new decade of their life there is 
something new to discover.

DF: I’d like to ask you about the role of memory in your films. After all, 
the crucial motif in Revisited is remembering.

KZ: You know, that’s hard to be theoretical about, but the fight for mem-
ory is the only resistance we can show to the passage of time and death. 
If we are able to preserve a  relationship, friendship, love, or marriage, 
it is a victory, because time is dividing us all permanently. It is a natural 
process, like decomposition is a natural process. And we need entropy to 
decline if we want things to be organized, to be put together. So I feel this 
passage of time very strongly. I try to show my opposition, and I know 
that time is going to win anyway. But my opposition, my resistance, is 
this little sign of dignity that I have tried. I knew I was bound to lose, but 
I tried.

DF: How would you describe your contact with the audience nowadays 
and in the seventies, in any case, behind the Iron Curtain?

KZ: Let me give you a very biblical example. I steal it from somebody who 
had enormous merit. It was a tiny Chinese priest, the Cardinal of Manila. 
His name was Sin (Jaime Lachica Sin). And he was the leader of the victo-
rious church of the Philippines against the dictatorship of Marcos, whom 
I happened to know personally too. And Cardinal Sin was at the front-
line of a demonstration, and the soldiers got the order to shoot, to fire, 
and they didn’t. And that’s how the dictatorship finished. So when Car-
dinal Sin visited Rome just after it happened, there was a press conference 
and everybody was so exultant, and he was asked how he felt in the role 
of leader of the victorious church. He gave a very sincere answer: “I feel 
like the donkey that Christ used on Palm Sunday entering Jerusalem. This 
donkey thought that all this honour was for him.” We were having a mar-
vellous reception at that time, but it was not for us. It was because of the 
resistance, because we were showing opposition to the evil power. So we 
were also focussing the feelings of an audience that wanted a change, and 
that’s why we were rewarded beyond our merit. And we now think that 
this was a beautiful time from the donkey’s perspective. That we had won 
all the applause. It wasn’t only for us. It was mostly for the message that 
we were bringing and the hope and sense of solidarity. People were happy 
in the cinema when they could applaud together, or laugh together against 
something that they thought was evil.
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DF: That’s very interesting as well. I am intrigued by the presence of music 
in your films. It’s like another self that you have. It’s significant that when 
you tell an artist’s story in The Silent Touch (Dotknięcie ręki, 1992), you 
choose a composer, not a film director, not a painter or a writer. Was there 
a reason behind this particular choice?

KZ: In the case of The Silent Touch, it was my composer Wojciech Kilar, 
with whom I had worked all my life, and it was a homage to his composi-
tion. I was reconstructing the fictitious birth of this composition. But oth-
erwise, yes, I am a music goer and music lover. So this was probably most 
natural for me, most spontaneous to go for a musical background, and to 
look for music more than painting, more than architecture, although my 
ancestry is all architects and constructors. So that’s probably the reason I’ve 
made many documentaries about music. And I directed a couple of operas 
(even this year). So that’s where I feel comfortable and often excited.

DF: You focussed on Penderecki, Lutosławski and Baird in your documen-
taries and films. 

KZ: Now I’ve made another television documentary about Kilar. I’ve re-
cently made films about music for Germany, and I made a film about the 
music in the Warsaw ghetto (1993). So as you see, there are many refer-
ences to music.

DF: Quite. You seem to be in a quarrel with postmodernism.

KZ: Absolutely outspoken.

DF: And the whole of deconstruction.

KZ: Oh yes, deconstruction is a part of it. When I was teaching at the 
European Graduate School in Saas-Fee in Switzerland, I was having classes 
next to Jacques Derrida. So it was a joy when students came from his class-
es to mine and I could tell them: “He’s a great philosopher. I’m nobody, 
but don’t trust him. Don’t believe him. What he says is all wrong.” And 
some students followed me.

DF: And yet I  am aware of a very interesting use of deconstruction by 
theologians or people working in religious studies.

KZ: I wouldn’t be scandalized at all. I know what it is like in Poland. My 
daughter-in-law is promoting Derrida from a  metaphysical perspective, 
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and his development absolutely justifies this. He has great value in the 
deconstruction of certainty, which is absolutely illuminating. He is a father 
killer because he is an ex-Marxist. He killed Marxism quite successfully. 
But in my opinion he went a bit too far.

DF: Perhaps different people use Derrida differently.

KZ: Yes, but there is this facet of Derrida which I defend. But I think that 
on a popular level postmodernism is perceived as relativism or nihilism. 
And this is a real danger of our time. 

DF: You seem to have so many personas: film-maker, scientist, philoso-
pher, story-teller, intellectual, quester who unhides the hidden. Which 
would be the right identification? All of them or none of them?

KZ: All of them or none of them, which is almost the same. I have this 
great grace in life to have so many vests, and it is always exciting to see life 
from a different perspective, and discover that there are more surprising 
perspectives.

DF: My last question is to do with your revisiting the students of history 
at the University of Łódź. What’s the difference between your discussion 
with the audience here and, for example, at American universities, where 
you have also had lectures?

KZ: Well, we have far less in common when we cross the Atlantic because 
the life experience is different. But if we overcome this element of aliena-
tion, we find that the basic human feelings are the same. And students are 
always very perceptive, if you really have the readiness to give them some-
thing. And that’s the basis. So when you come with good will and want to 
share, they are with you. When you come only to impress or teach and edu-
cate, then you may be rejected. I’ve had this experience in different places, 
including China, where I’ve recently lectured quite often, and it is again 
extremely far away in terms of mentality. But at the end there is something 
human that we can dig into, and then I have the feeling of very good contact.

DF: Thank you very much for this inspiring and insightful conversation.

KZ: Thank you. Dziękuję.



William Over
St. John’s University, New York

The Margins of the Rational Man: 
Fluid Identities in Eighteenth-Century 

Biography

ab s t r a c t
This study will explore the Enlightenment conception of the individual 
of reason, its attempted formulations in actor biographies, and its ulti-
mate denial by the reality of human identity as multiple, fluid, and dia-
logical. Such fluidity sought to overcome the marginal status of the stage 
player through the embodiment of rational models of personality. Some 
stage celebrities, most notably David Garrick, were offering themselves 
as public models of identity for the new age of reasoned discourse. This 
involved the presentation before the public of stage performers as fully 
realized individuals. However, the unavoidable problem was that present-
ing an individual, even a renowned stage star, as a living paradigm of the 
enlightened person of reason would prove elusive. Aside from the inher-
ent contradiction of locating any perfected stereotype in an actual person, 
the qualities making an individual in full conformity to his or her “reason” 
did not match the particular cultural qualities demanded for a successful 
eighteenth-century middle-class Englishman or Englishwoman. None-
theless, by the last quarter of the eighteenth century, significant advances 
were made both within the particular profession of acting and before the 
onstage and offstage public. The acting profession was moving quickly 
and for the first time in England away from its marginalized status to offer 
respected agents for cultural change. The new genre of actor biographies 
as well contributed to this more fully realized formulation of the modern 
individual.

ab s t r a c t

Text Matters, Volume 2 Number 2, 2012
DOI: 10.2478/v10231-012-0053-8



28

William Over 

A
It is not the violent man unable to control himself who moves us; 

that is an advantage reserved for the man in full possession of himself. 
(Diderot, Paradox on Acting 320).

rEAson BEyond thE MArgin

As a new class of self-made celebrities, many stage actors eagerly endorsed 
the notion of education for improvement through reason and sought to 
offer public instruction, despite their perceived marginality and lingering 
doubts about their own moral respectability among the same public. Actor 
biographies and essays, both new genres, introduced the notion of the ce-
lebrity performer as archetype of the rational man.1 This study will explore 
the Enlightenment conception of the individual of reason, its attempted 
formulations in actor biographies, and its ultimate denial by the reality of 
human identity as multiple, fluid, and dialogical. Such fluidity sought to 
overcome the marginal status of the stage player through the embodiment 
of rational models of personality.

When Enlightenment notions posited knowledge as the means to im-
prove the human condition, they furnished the grounding for nothing less 
than a science of living. The new rationality rejected many of the tradi-
tional notions of religious obedience to reified laws and directives in favor 
of human-based standards for progressive change. Bracketed by Locke and 
Hegel, the age prioritized “reason” as the universal method for individual 
betterment, requiring “rational self-responsibility.”2 Reason in this way be-
came the supreme unifier of the energies of the mind. “Variety and diver-
sity of shapes are simply the full unfolding of a . . . homogeneous forma-
tive power.” This dynamic but coherent power was characterized with the 
single word “reason.” This task Montesquieu expressed succinctly and elo-
quently: to bring “nature under the intense light of reason” (Cassirer 5–6; 
47–48).3 In Herbert Marcuse’s words, “From now on, the struggle with 

1 Daniel J. Boorstin discusses the development of the essay from Montaigne as origi-
native of the biography of an individual (556–66). However, he does not mention actor 
biographies. The appearance of the actor biography was a vital element to the rise of the 
self-made celebrity, and hence of the individual, in the eighteenth century.

2 John Locke expanded on Francis Bacon’s prioritization of reason for human pro-
gress. At the end of the era, Hegel presupposed rationality as the essential tool for human 
betterment. Locke’s “rational control of the self ” implied “the ideal of rational self-respon-
sibility” (Charles Taylor 174).

3 However, Diderot warned of applying systems of reason to every field, especially 
natural history and such disciplines as botany (Cassirer 77).
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nature and with social organization was to be guided by [the individual’s] 
own progress in knowledge. The world was to be an order of reason” (3–
4). Much of the new thought in the eighteenth century concerned egalitar-
ian goals that posited a social leveling, or at least balancing. These demo-
cratic aims, brought about in part through a greater appreciation of truth 
by scientific reasoning and broader educational visions, remained largely 
unrealized throughout the century. Still, the British middle class moved 
to the epicenter of consciousness, inspiring and defining movements for 
change.4 Conspicuous among these were certain theatre celebrities, who 
began to offer public instruction for personal improvement, albeit aware 
of their own problematic acceptance among elements of the general public.

In an age when reasoning, individual deportment, articulate speech, 
appropriate clothing, contained emotionality, knowledge of social eti-
quette, and amateur scientific experimentation marked the identity of the 
gentleman, and to an extent that of the lady, famous theatre performers 
were increasingly valued as educators and—specific to the new science of 
living—as advocates of “nature” in the theatre.5 Figures such as Charles 
Macklin and David Garrick, two of the most revered, in Great Britain, 
actors and actor-managers (stage directors), began to accept aristocrats 
and the new bourgeoisie alike as students of acting, deportment, manners, 
moral behavior, and most vitally, of the new science of living. Instruction 
was offered in the homes of the actors and their customers, while oratories 
and coffee houses became the sites of public and semi-public demonstra-
tions of such behavioral standards. Also, dramatic productions did double 
duty as entertainment for mixed audiences of the aristocracy and the mid-
dle class while offering opportunities for spectator/learners to observe the 
class-coded details of behavior, interaction, and moral sensibility present-
ed by the characters on stage.6 Extending this interest, actor biographies 
and essays furnished models of the individual for a rational age, a discourse 
that could overcome the marginal status of the theatre profession.

Some stage celebrities were offering themselves as public models 
of identity for the new rational individual, a powerful theme which, to 

4 Among others, Paul Langford discusses middle-class infl uence on the wider cul-Among others, Paul Langford discusses middle-class influence on the wider cul-
ture of eighteenth-century Britain in A Polite and Commercial People and Public Life and 
the Propertied Englishman 1689–1798.

5 The general Enlightenment project for the improvement of living, especially by ac-
quiring notions of sensibility for various endeavors and behaviors, are detailed throughout 
Roy Porter, The Creation of the Modern World.

6 See for example William W. Appleton, Charles Macklin: An Actor’s Life, 98–108; 
Christian Deelman, Great Shakespeare Jubilee; a  general discussion of manners, deport-
ment, and middle class sensibilities are discussed in Paul Langford, A Polite and Commercial 
People (59–123; 461–518).
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borrow a term from Laura Brown, qualifies as a “cultural fable,” that is, 
“a collective enterprise, which, through its collectivity, engages with the 
most vital, problematic, or prominent aspects of contemporary experi-
ence” (3). However, the unavoidable problem was that presenting an 
individual, even a  renowned stage star, as a  living paradigm of the en-
lightened man of reason would prove elusive. Aside from the inherent 
contradiction of locating any perfected stereotype in an actual person, 
the qualities making an individual in full conformity to his or her “rea-
son” did not match the particular cultural qualities demanded for a suc-
cessful eighteenth-century middle-class Englishman or woman. In fact, 
the motivation to represent a person of reason to the general public was 
based on contradictory aims and power-centered strategies, not rational 
and fixed ideals. The reality of human experience as multiple, fluid, and 
dialogical would undermine any such absolute identities and ultimately 
reaffirm the marginality of theatre professionals.

rEAson undEr Control

The inner qualities of character, emotion, and thought were often pre-
sumed outwardly verifiable in the eighteenth-century public sphere. There 
was a widespread need among the increasingly self-conscious middle class 
to learn the external rules and aesthetics of “politeness.” The hunger for 
“the polite attainments of fashionable living” could be accommodated by 
self-made celebrities known for their graceful deportment but also for 
their adherence to “nature” and “truth,” different concepts that the period 
did not hold in contradiction (Langford 80). Outward manifestations of 
human thoughts and feelings became systematized by prominent actors 
for popular heuristic purposes.

Macklin became the first major performer to analyze communicative 
delivery in a systematic way. His instruction included schematic termi-
nology indicating various lengths of pausing for effect, and the proper 
movement to express particular thoughts and emotions. Emotionality 
through physicality, thought through eloquence of speech, and diction 
(word choice) as the conceptual form of sentiment, all were thought con-
trollable and teachable as a  system. Human feeling was no longer un-
derstood by these offstage teachers as an ineffable force of nature, or 
originative of divine grace or reified evil. Rather, both the inner life and 
the outer life were controllable and analyzable in the service of “Truth” 
and “Nature.” In effect, all of human subjectivity could be classifiable and 
directly transmittable through training and discipline from a knowledge-
able teacher/performer. This didactic orientation was inspired largely by 
an Enlightenment view that regarded the human body as a controllable 
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machine, in real life as much as in artistic performance. Such a mechanis-
tic approach to human expression would be refined by David Garrick and 
other stage performers to view truth in performance from more realistic 
models (Roach 87). Here he knew his audience. Training and person-
al discipline as ideals were particularly appreciated by the rising middle 
class, which remained relatively insecure about its new position in British 
society, despite its growing numbers.7

As even Georgian royals and members of the high nobility received in-
struction from notable performers and actor-managers, theatre celebrities 
themselves were eager to be perceived as embodiments of the new ideal of 
controllable feeling for enhanced living. The desire of the new educator/
performers to gain higher social status had personal as well as ideological 
justifications. Even noted stage performers, especially glamorous feature 
players, were often heckled in the English theatres, challenged and harassed 
in the green rooms and dressing rooms, and parodied in print and before 
audiences. These affronts to their new social status as self-made celebrities 
were mainly undertaken by theatre going aristocrats, who exploited their 
own de facto legal immunity and traditional cultural privileges.

David Garrick’s famous banishment of gentlemen spectators from the 
English stage had social and ideological as much as artistic significance, 
a fact overlooked by most theatre historians.8 In fact, the era’s program 
of social and personal betterment also served the demarcation of social 
classes to maintain elite structures, albeit with an acceptance of broader 
notions of privilege. Peter Borsay comments, “. . . improvement, for all its 
emphasis on sociability, was a major tool in the pursuit of status.” None-
theless, refined discourse and deportment was sought not merely as part 
of the material culture of luxury and leisure, but “as vehicles for deeper 
psycho-moral systems,” as an expression of mental forms of self-improve-
ment (189, 201). 

Cheryl Wanka notes that the new phenomenon of the actor celeb-
rity brought multiple public versions of the person celebrated. She under-
stands, as did Garrick’s biographer Thomas Davies, how Garrick’s repu-
tation offered the morally suspect a degree of middle-class respectability 
(54). However, the wider historical context needs to be considered. More 
than a morally respected performer and producer, Garrick became a na-
tional figure embodying universalistic values, an identity that countered 
the marginal status of his profession. His enlightened principles of artistic 

7 Roy Porter discusses the concerns and goals of the rising middle class in the British 
Enlightenment. See Flesh in the Age of Reason.

8 For example, Kristina Straub in Sexual Suspects assumes a more static social identity 
for the performer in that century, one more deterministic and less dynamic. 
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truth and simplicity directly influenced the social reception of the other 
arts as well. For example, his support and literary influence on Jean-Georg-
es Noverre (1727–1810), the “Shakespeare of the dance,” led dance as an 
art form away from dogmatic standardization (Boorstin 489–90).

Accordingly, many eighteenth-century British theatre figures assumed 
a double identity within culture. First, they embodied the new standards 
for “truth” and “nature” in everyday life on both the individual and so-
cial levels, offering demonstrations of the new “truth” of human action 
onstage. Their approach included the selection of plays, which had typi-
cally valorized the traditional aristocratic values and sensibilities that were 
now emulated by the more broadly oriented middle-class. Second, actors 
began to offer the public individual instruction on The Science of Acting, 
as Charles Macklin’s now lost tome was entitled. Greatly influenced by 
Macklin, John Hill’s instructional book, The Actor, rejected what he re-
garded as pseudo-scientific analyzes of expressed feeling, such as Aaron 
Hill’s mechanistic method of evoking a set list of passions through gesture 
and facial expression (The Prompter). More sophisticated didactic stand-
ards were replacing earlier attempts to apply rational schemata directly to 
the representation of human sentiment. Nevertheless, the controllability 
of human subjectivity through trained outward manifestations remained 
the overall intention in public performance as the century progressed.9

Stage celebrities taught privately and demonstrated onstage the new 
enlightened standards of human behavior and the outward conveyance 
of emotion and thought. Although most personal qualities presented for 
emulation were originative to the aristocracy, certain middle-class atti-
tudes and tenets were valued, especially a  disciplined focus for life and 
an enterprising attitude increasingly associated with economic rationality. 
Eighteenth-century tragedies, both the traditional and the new “middle-
class tragedy” were widely cherished as exemplifications of the new ideals 
for living. These new living standards were at times even passed along to 
the working classes. A telling example was George Washington at Valley 
Forge, who had Joseph Addison’s patrician tragedy Cato performed to 
educate his troops in personal resolve during the hard winter (Addison).

Theatre celebrities often sought to project their own public perso-
nae as high-status representatives of the new rationality and “sensibility.” 
The new rational individual possessed thoughts and feelings made under-
standable, and hence controllable—under public scrutiny. For Macklin and 
especially Garrick, the growing social status of actors allowed a  less de-
fensive and more didactic orientation towards the public, culminating in 
the celebration of the self-defined “new truth on stage.” This manifesto 

9 See footnote 6.
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developed into a close association of Shakespeare as national icon with all 
Shakespearean actors, especially with Garrick himself as public guardian 
of the Bard’s artistic “Truth.” Moreover, Shakespearean dramatic form was 
comprehended as a mixture of tones and character types associated with 
the social mobility of British society (Gary Taylor 118, 122–23).

sEvErAl vErsions of thE sElf

Donald Stauffer’s study of eighteenth-century biography argued that the 
histrionic experience of the stage actor, the ability to play many roles and 
to handle dialogue easily, was a significant influence on the narrative de-
velopment of biographical writing. Actors, he thought, seemed less hesi-
tant to express their private thoughts and emotions than most people and 
were more adroit at presenting them to the reading public (27–30). All the 
same, eighteenth-century stage personalities often felt a need to hide their 
private lives from their readership and audiences. Stauffer’s chapter on the 
stage actor’s influence in the development of biographical narrative rec-
ognized the importance of histrionic sensibilities but ignored role playing 
as a conscious writing strategy in biography. The autobiographic An Apol-
ogy for the Life of Colley Cibber (1740), for example, presents a lively mix 
of onstage and offstage performances wherein the actor’s private identity 
continually evades the reader. Cibber’s elusive writing strategy prevented 
a largely anonymous but socially powerful public from fixing his private 
identity. However, the same strategy fell short of creating a new arche-
type of the enlightened individual, whose thoughts and actions follow the 
course of transparent truth. This new goal demanded “simplicity” of ac-
tion and word for the self-improving rational person, who would over-
come a marginalized status.

William Epstein argues that, as the movement for greater individual-
ism influenced various eighteenth-century social institutions, autobiog-
raphy became an important genre through which a  writer could secure 
a  degree of public identity. New biographers discovered a  successful 
channel through which the rising consumer market could materially re-
produce the individual (52). Epstein’s viewpoint needs qualification in 
the important case of the actor’s biography, where the private life of the 
biographical subject often merged with his or her public identity as stage 
performer of known roles, a circumstance that complicates the narrative 
of self-disclosure—and hence fails at creating a model for rationality. The 
biographical form presented the actor/biographer with a useful medium 
for self-defense but also for self-promotion, an attractive option in an era 
when stage performers were regarded with suspicion and condescension. 
Expanding Epstein then, it could be said that the actor’s biography, repre-
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sented by Cibber’s An Apology, reproduced not one individual alone but 
rather several versions of the biographical subject for purposes of both 
self-promotion and self-defense. Epstein’s reproduction of the individual 
was in this way extended and altered by the writer’s intentional creation 
of a personality with multiple identities for ends that both protected and 
promoted the individual subject. The fluidity of human identity had in fact 
replaced universalistic and abstract conceptions of human being.

In contrast to An Apology, Thomas Davies’ Memoirs of the Life of Da-
vid Garrick (1780) seems to construct a consistent identity for its subject. 
In fact, however, Davies also intentionally conflates the onstage and off-
stage identities of his subject, much as Cibber does defensively to con-
struct an indeterminate identity to evade personal criticism and for public 
promotion. Of course the narrative of individualism, then and now, has 
never been so transparent that it simply “reproduces the individual,” as 
if such an entity were photographically repeatable. On the contrary, the 
biographies of Cibber and Garrick reveal strategies that construct multiple 
personalities for multiple purposes: to protect the actor from public at-
tack; to promote the theatre as a  central—no longer marginal—cultural 
institution charged with promulgating rationalistic concepts of education 
for personal living; and finally, especially in the Garrick biography, to iden-
tify actors as public exempla of “reason” and “truth.”

Contemporary critical reaction to An Apology often denigrated the 
marked fluidity of its identities. The anonymous author of The Laureat: 
or, the Right Side of Colley Cibber (1740) wrote that Cibber’s posturing 
showed only “self-sufficient Folley” (Ashley 99). In Joseph Andrews, Hen-
ry Fielding commented that Cibber “lived such a life only in order to write 
it” (4). In fact, most observers then and now missed, or ignored, the de-
fensive basis of his multiple role playing in the autobiography and public 
letters. Acting remained socially marginalized, a  suspect and precarious 
profession among audiences and the general public alike.

Cibber was not unaware of the potential power of his profession to 
redefine the wider boundaries of cultural identity. For instance he records 
that King George was so impressed by his cast’s performance of Shake-
speare’s Henry VIII that a courtier quipped that the monarch might re-
place all his court officials with stage actors (300). Cibber later expands 
this theme with a lengthy comparison of passionate rivalries between ac-
tors with rivalries among royal courtiers throughout history (304). He 
even briefly imagines a  theatre where stage performers would be raised 
above their traditional social status, and the stage magnified to become 
a national political institution of reason and nature. “I have so often had 
occasion to compare the State of the Stage to the State of a Nation, that 
I yet feel a Reluctancy to drop the Comparison” (301). The public’s ha-
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bitual conflation of actor and stage character allowed Cibber at times to 
associate the theatre profession with roles of much higher social privilege, 
endowing it with a status worthy of an educational institution based on 
reasoned living. However, more commonly Cibber’s celebrity power and 
personal independence were maintained by using the ambiguity of his mul-
tiple identities rather than by professing ideologies of social betterment.

froM soCiAl syMptoM to ArChEtypE

The two generations separating Cibber’s account of the theatre from 
Thomas Davies’ biography cover a period of major change in cultural per-
ception. The most evident change in Memoirs of the Life of David Gar-
rick is the assumption, albeit tentative at moments, of social respectability 
and reasoned judgment. Davies, an actor who changed careers to become 
an important London publisher, and his wife, the actress Susanna Yarrow 
Davies, regarded themselves as models of social respectability in the thea-
tre (Boswell 2:391). Although Memoirs reflects just as much professional 
exuberance as Cibber’s account of theatre life, it reveals much less defen-
siveness, less posturing for public approval, and far less personal display. 
While Davies occasionally laments the “limited station” of the theatre, he 
portrays Garrick as a stage figure who in every way exudes “order, decency 
and decorum” (1:44, 148–49). For instance, Garrick runs a patent theatre 
like a well-regulated business, projecting a respected level-headedness to 
the public: “While the leading players of Covent Garden were wrangling 
among themselves, the manager of Drury Lane [Garrick] pursued his busi-
ness unremittingly” (1:146).

Whereas An Apology often assumes a  tone of forced assertiveness, 
Davies presents Garrick as unconcerned and even compliant to public 
wishes. Such non-threatening and confident personal qualities assured his 
acceptability and popularity among the London nobility (1:43). Though he 
almost always reveals a keen awareness of his public image, Garrick’s social 
attitude remains confidently circumspect and reserved, in stark contrast to 
the insecure volubility of Cibber. However, he too carefully avoids argu-
mentation in cultivated society, often to the point of innocuousness. As 
with Cibber, the Garrick of the Memoirs possesses a capacity for anticipat-
ing public perceptions of his private identity: “Indeed, the guarding against 
distant ridicule, and warding off apprehended censure, was a favorite pe-
culiarity of Mr. Garrick through life” (1:197). Similarly, Garrick’s An Essay 
on Acting, according to Davies, was written “to attack himself ironically, to 
blunt, if not prevent, the remarks of others” (1:198). Its defensive strategy 
of self-deprecation is similar to Cibber’s strategy. Ironic self-reference as 
a rhetorical device was employed by both figures throughout their careers. 
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Both would use self-criticism as a preemptive tactic, knowing that their 
audiences would likely assume that their frequent offstage role playing was 
common in the acting profession. With a public less likely to take their 
identities at face value, Cibber and Garrick often succeeded in avoiding 
escalating attacks.

Davies’ detailed account of a scandalous pamphlet war reveals the de-
gree to which Garrick and other eighteenth-century actors were vulnerable 
to public scrutiny. Davies feels a need to reassure his readers that theatre 
spectators are the anonymous patrons, and that stage performers are “their 
servants” (1:87–88). However, despite the occasional guarded statement, 
the main point of the Memoirs is to cast Garrick in the progressive role of 
public educator, to present him as an enlightened contributor to innova-
tive social formation, hence central, not marginal, to the culture. Garrick’s 
public persona as an advocate for social improvement Habermas identifies 
more generally as the “new form of bourgeois representation” (37). In 
fact, two specific developments famously credited to Garrick helped ac-
tors and theatre managers achieve a higher social status. The first was the 
introduction of a “natural” acting style, one more subtle and detailed in 
characterization. The second was the successful association of Shakespeare 
as patriotic and cultural icon with the public identity of David Garrick.10

Davies’ deft treatment of these two public identities promoted his 
subject as harbinger of the new verisimilitude in the theatre and of a vital-
ized national culture, represented above all by the figure of Shakespeare. 
Garrick sought to perform Shakespeare “unaltered,” purposefully redefin-
ing the national icon on the London stage. Later Garrick organized the 
first Stratford Festival. To the extent that actors expanded their eigh-
teenth-century repertory of performances to become onstage and offstage 
social regulators and educators, they transcended the limits of their for-
mer professional identities. No longer the passive personifications of tra-
ditional class-based ideals, English stage celebrities would become forgers 
of progressive change. Garrick as the enlightened actor/educator sought 
to instruct the British public from his own script of social identities. He 
would define the future in innovative ways by professing moral and aes-
thetic judgments on playwrights and plays. The theatre professional would 
become a privatized individual of authority, according to Garrick. Garrick 
would instruct by means of the actor as teacher, bringing central Enlight-
enment ideas onto the podium of the stage (both literally and figuratively).

Garrick became public educator in another cultural sphere when he 
assumed responsibility for giving formal lectures on Shakespearean drama-

10 Garrick’s management of the Shakespeare Jubilee is assessed by Martha Winburn 
England.
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turgy from the famous Drury Lane Theatre stage. For Davies these pre-
scriptive lectures “criticized the various palates of the public for theatrical 
representation, and compared the wine of Shakespeare to a bottle of brisk 
Champaign” (1:311). Reflecting the Enlightenment pursuit of rational 
justification for social institutions, the stage lectures broadened Garrick’s 
reputation in the dialectic of cultural change. His interest in artistic veri-
similitude and his public reputation for cool-headedness and circumspec-
tion reveal a  concern for the representation of the “new nature” in the 
arts, designed to keep the imagination on short leash, under the control 
of reason and discipline (qtd. in Daston 121). In the face of Samuel John-
son’s warning in Rasselas, “All power of fancy over reason is a degree of 
insanity,” Davies presents Garrick as the supreme artist who all the same 
is a shrewd economic realist uncorrupted by forms of fiction and imagi-
nation (104–05). Garrick’s reputation associated the theatre professional 
with innovative ideals for the new middle class.

Garrick alone is associated throughout the Memoirs with the devel-
opment of a new acting style.11 Davies considers this an entirely origina-
tive artistic achievement, a supersessionist movement where “nature” and 
“simplicity” must replace the traditional exaggeration, mechanistic exter-
nality, and broad gesturing of previous eighteenth-century character por-
trayal: “Garrick shone forth like a theatrical Newton; he threw new light 
on elocution and action; he banished ranting, bombast, and grimace; and 
restored nature, ease, simplicity, and genuine humour” (1:44). Davies re-
peatedly asserts that his subject’s stage identity seamlessly complements 
his private identity, conflating Garrick’s public and private identities in 
his arguments. Thus Davies claims that Garrick’s personal stature remains 
consistent throughout his life. Whereas the Cibber autobiography pre-
sents multiple identities of the subject largely for defensive reasons, the 
Davies Garrick by and large possesses an integrative identity where public 
and private lives merge to define the dedicated professional, the new indi-
vidual embodying the Enlightenment ideals of consistency and instrumen-
tal focus. He is allegorized as a theatrical Newton and a Shakespeare who 
will demonstrate a world of reason and nature, of bourgeois conformity 
for the new commercialized world (Daunton 141–80).

Garrick’s attention to truth and simplicity in theatrical performance 
complements an offstage attention to “ease, simplicity, and genuine hu-
mour” in business practice and social deportment. Davies quotes in its 
entirety the Samuel Johnson prologue for Garrick’s opening of the Drury 
Lane Theatre, which champions Garrick’s stagecraft as a new turn towards 

11 In fact, Macklin helped Garrick with certain roles early in his career (Cooke 107). 
Macklin preceded Garrick in the development of more “natural” roles.
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“Nature”: “Tis yours this night to bid the reign commence / Of rescu’d 
Nature, and reviving Sense.” Davies’ comment on this speech strongly as-
sociates Garrick’s management of the Drury Lane Theatre and his offstage 
conduct in general with the theme of middle-class diligence: “He was so 
accomplished himself in all the external behavior, as well as in the more 
valuable talents of his profession, that his example was greatly conducive 
to that regularity which he laboured to establish” (1:147–48). Garrick is 
presented as “reviving Sense” in the theatre by representing the middle-
class and capitalist aspirations of consistency and disciplined work. Actor, 
educator, theatre manager, and offstage archetype of the self-made indi-
vidual form a  single persona of civic centrality, beyond marginality, the 
new individual who supports a social agenda.

The Memoirs often rebuts public criticism of Garrick, arguing for the 
singular importance of the age’s man of reason. For example, his promo-
tion of Shakespeare along with other revered playwrights in England is cri-
tiqued for its obvious profit motive and for giving “no encouragement to 
new compositions.” Davies dismisses these objections succinctly: “There 
is no drawback on the profit of the night in old plays” (1:269). He includes 
an Oliver Goldsmith’s quote that depicts the soul of Shakespeare greeting 
a resurrected Garrick in heaven before other famous personages (2:164–
65). Throughout the appendix Davies quotes at length selected eulogies to 
Garrick, most of which associate Shakespeare in some way with Garrick: 
“Though the proud dome and sculptur’d form declare / Immortal Shake-
speare thy peculiar care” (2:454); “While here to Shakespeare Garrick pays 
/ His tributary thanks and praise” (2:456); “When Shakespeare died, he 
left behind / A mortal of an equal mind. / When Garrick play’d, he liv’d 
again” (2:462). The appendix also includes details of the funeral celebra-
tion at Westminster Abbey, where Garrick achieves final recognition by 
being buried “near to the monument of Shakespeare” (2:486). He becomes 
a latter day Prometheus bringing Enlightenment values of “truth” and dis-
ciplined enterprise to the nation, by so doing escaping his profession’s 
traditional marginal status.

Both Shakespeare and Garrick are associated with modest language 
and unassuming behavior, in contrast to the embroidered dramaturgy of 
“gentlemen authors” such as Jonson and Beaumont and Fletcher (2:328–
29). Plainness and modesty as values for living are identified with a middle-
class ethos, in opposition to traditional aristocratic concerns, such as so-
cial deportment and honor. Thus Davies quotes in full Oliver Goldsmith’s 
eulogy to Garrick wherein the actor’s onstage performances embody the 
plain truth as a prescriptive ideal for living. His stage acting is “natural, 
simple, affecting,” in the service of those ideals through which the plain 
truth reveals the human heart. Honest striving displaces established aris-
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tocratic privilege and hubris; plain middle-class manners supplant the ar-
tificialities of upper-class civility, which function to delimit social status. 
The criticism of aristocratic hegemony is thinly disguised, even as Davies 
seeks to render Garrick’s public persona non-threatening to upper-class 
privilege.

For Leigh Woods, “Garrick’s refusal to use theatre for political pur-
poses aided him in his ability to concentrate on areas of private, subjective, 
and emotionally intense experience which he discovered in his characters” 
(148). The Memoirs deliberately extends this presumed apolitical strat-
egy to its subject’s conformist and circumspect private life. Davies was 
naturally predisposed to become interested in such a persona. In fact, he 
had been urged by Samuel Johnson to write Garrick’s biography in order 
to extricate his own family from social disgrace and to save his publish-
ing career from financial ruin. The middle-class virtues Davies attributes 
to Garrick—hard work, discipline, and moral steadiness—he desperately 
sought for himself as a former actor and publisher on the brink of eco-
nomic failure. Garrick becomes the redeemer of an imagined status lost 
since the Elizabethan “Golden Age” in order to recast (and re-caste) the 
stage practitioner as public educator. He presents the characteristics of 
a model theatre manager, that is, of a successful propertied individual in 
Habermas’s sense (see above p. 12).12

For Davies the new verisimilitude of the Garrick acting style associ-
ated with polite conversation in the actor’s private life. Whereas the ca-
price, sarcasm, and braggadocio of Cibber’s public personae reveal a celeb-
rity escaping social categorization through a fluidity of voice and identity, 
Davies’ Garrick presents consistency, dependability, and business solidity, 
qualities that exemplified the recognizable values of the new reason-di-
rected sociability.13 However, both biographies utilize, in varying degrees, 
a  fluidity of identity for social acceptability, a  strategy that complicates 
universalistic and rationalistic conceptions of human experience.

spACE for MultiplE idEntitiEs

Writing on the age of representation, William Egginton refers to Jacques 
Lacan’s notion of the split subject, that is, one who views the self objectively 
in response to modern notions of representation. Egginton’s subject is the 
theatregoer of the Spanish Golden Age, but his summary of the spectator’s 

12 Michael Duffy discusses the general trajectories that defined the commercial and 
product-oriented world of middle-class capitalism in the eighteenth century (213–42).

13 Many recent studies on the significance of sociability and civility in the culture and 
science of the Enlightenment have been undertaken in recent years. For a comprehensive 
treatment see Dorinda Outram (14–30) and Wanko (10–46).
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experiential situation applies accurately to the eighteenth-century English 
theatre performer and spectator:

Spectators become, themselves, microcosms of the theatre, acting roles 
for internal and external audiences, and thereby developing techniques 
of self-representation that would serve, on the one hand, to help inte-
grate them into a new system of political organization while, on the oth-
er hand, to produce a sort of “breathing space,” a gap between the role 
played and the subject playing it that would guarantee that the subject 
never becomes fully subsumed by the role. (410)

Audience members respond to the ideological enticements of the 
roles represented onstage by using evasive means of internal and exter-
nal fantasization. The common practice of gentlemen spectators sitting 
on the English stage in open view of other audience members is an overt 
consequence of the internalization of role playing and the theatricalization 
of everyday life. Garrick’s famous banning of such spectators from the 
stage instances the performer’s own contribution to the disruptive circum-
stances of the audience’s internalization of role playing. As members of 
society, stage performers also felt the need for “breathing spaces.” Accord-
ingly, in the role of actor-as-public-educator, Garrick distinguished and 
defended his art and profession from the incursions of aristocratic theatre 
patrons, reconfirming the actor’s personal space both literally and figura-
tively. It reconfirmed Garrick’s movement from the margins to the center 
of eighteenth-century society. 

Stage actors had long lived in a  position of ambivalence: they were 
objects of desire but also social outcasts. For Egginton, 

The actor was the living, breathing conduit for the spectator’s desires 
and identifications, existing in a relation of excess or surplus to the al-
ready-existing web of social relations: he or she could represent any and 
all roles within the set, but for that very reason had to be excluded from 
the set. In brief, the actor was a symptom of the social body. (401)

However, in eighteenth-century England the actor-as-educator sought 
to redefine the doctrine of civility, making the actor not solely a “symptom” 
of the social body but also a central definer of social identity. If the theatre 
spectator could hybridize into an actor in the theatricalization of everyday 
life, so too the actor had channels through which he or she could transcend 
assigned roles. As in the case of Colley Cibber, eighteenth-century stage 
performers were able with some facility to embroider, repair, transform, 
deny, and even criticize their own onstage and offstage identities. In turn 
Garrick and Davies sought consistent strategies for the broad transforma-
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tion of society. As a recognized public educator, Garrick to some degree 
was able to transcend the objectification of the stage performer. A signifier 
representing another signifier, Garrick would be an arbiter of national taste 
and creator of allegorized themes. His new personae were prescriptive and 
authoritative as much as mimetic and symptomatic, embodying a cultur-
al semantics of the self-made individual of property. All the same, these 
identitarian strategies moving the subject to the center of cultural life also 
brought with them ambiguities and uncertain hybridities.

Jean Baudrillard claims that objects become carriers of a particular so-
cial and cultural hierarchy, “but precisely for that reason . . . far from fol-
lowing the injunctions of this code undeviatingly, individuals and groups 
use it to their advantage. . . . That is to say, they use it in their own way: 
they play with it, they break its rules, they speak it with their class dialect” 
(37). Going further, Michael Bronski understands that any social group 
“creates and recreates itself—politically and artistically—along with, as 
well as in reaction to, the prevailing cultural norms. No counterculture can 
define itself independently of the dominant culture” (7). Both views form 
a symmetry of internal cultural balance. Alan Sinfield explores the levels 
of freedom through which emerging groups operate within dominant cul-
ture: 

[T]hey may return from the margins to trouble the center. They may 
redeploy its most cherished values, abusing, downgrading, or inverting 
them; willy-nilly, they exploit its incoherences and contradictions. So 
they form points from which repression may become apparent, its si-
lences audible. (79)

For Louis Althusser all art has this potential of “internal distantiation” 
by revealing the dominant ideology from which it departs (204). Both Ber-
tolt Brecht’s famous Verfremdungseffekt and the eighteenth-century Eng-
lish celebrity actors discussed here represent conscious attempts to dis-
tance artistic performance from “the motive forces of . . . society” (39). 
However, while Brecht used the didactic function to inspire social revolu-
tion, English performers allied with, as much as challenged, hegemonic so-
cial forces for purposes of self-defense, individual trajectories, and national 
idealization. 

MultipliCity, fluidity, And indEtErMinACy

Garrick’s offstage identification with Shakespeare’s “truth to nature” sup-
ported certain Enlightenment values appropriated by the middle class, in 
effect circumventing traditional aristocratic priorities for patronage and 
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enforcement. Garrick in his private life was widely perceived to embody 
middle-class, entrepreneurial values and behaviors. His “natural” acting 
style and antiquarian accuracy in costume and scene design associated with 
the Enlightenment values of fidelity to historical truth, but also with the 
pragmatic and empirical utility of middle-class enterprise.

The cultural discontinuities that engaged the rising status of the actor 
and actor-manager as moral educator but also as propertied “successful 
individual” in Habermas’s sense paralleled the Enlightenment notion of 
instruction for living. The progression from Cibber to Macklin to Gar-
rick reflected the general rise and confidence of the self-made, middle-class 
professional. New notions of celebrity engaged this development. The de-
fensive ambiguities of the celebrity’s marginal status earlier in the cen-
tury gave way to the exalted narratives of later actors, most especially to 
Garrick in his search for new formations of social identity. Nevertheless, 
in both cases, the intentional alteration and conflation of private and pub-
lic identities, the fluidity and indeterminacy of human identity, conflicted 
with the project to portray the individual of reason, whose coherent and 
universalistic qualities were valorized.

The consistent identity and social centrality of the subject is continu-
ally undermined in these biographies, since character identity remains fluid 
on and off the theatre stage. The hybridity and indeterminacy of human 
identity are exploited by public professionals such as Cibber and Garrick. 
Since the private life of the biographical subject often merges with his or 
her public identity as performer of known roles, the meaning of the indi-
vidual subject suggests hybridized and changing identities rather than the 
fixed, consistent definitions required for the individual of reason. These 
circumstances make problematic but also enrich the narrative of self-dis-
closure, human identity and the movement away from the social margins. 

Garrick’s promotion of a new acting style embodying greater com-
plexities derived from the verisimilitude of nature and truth was inspired 
by an Enlightenment emphasis upon spontaneity and unconscious mo-
tivation (from D. Hume and J.J. Rousseau, for example).14 Garrick’s 
public persona valorized the new capitalistic success ethic by promoting 
middle-class standards of discipline, moral reliability, individualism, and 
a more realistic acting and stagecraft style that reflected these values. The 
eighteenth-century actor’s biography genre was at once symptom of this 
change—self-made individuals recognized as worthy subjects of biogra-

14 Hume before Rousseau emphasized custom and feeling over reason in daily life. 
See his An Abstract of a Treatise of Human Nature (16 ff). Hume’s emphasis on “passion” 
and social custom over rationality in decision making influenced subsequent economists 
such as Adam Smith and Jeremy Bentham. See Fitzpatrick (23–47).
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phy—but also, more significantly, a documentation of the multiplicity and 
fluidity of human identity that engaged the dialectics of the era. Instead of 
fixity and unity, human identity offered multiplicity and a fluidity of voice 
that defied coherence. Thus the age brought into question its own equa-
tion of “nature” with “reason,” a disruption that was hardly settled during 
the eighteenth century. David Hume’s famous attack on human decision 
making as rational and universal even he regarded with some ambivalence, 
as evident in his treatise’s subtitle, Treatise of Human Nature: An attempt to 
introduce the experimental method of reasoning into Moral Subjects. So the 
famous defender of “nature” against “reason” could not entirely divorce 
himself from the powerful pull of rationality in human representation.15 
A similar ambivalence is traced in the actor biographies examined here; 
Garrick also could not entirely acknowledge the contradictions of rational 
consistency, nor could he entirely accept the fluidity of human nature that 
would allow him to escape from the marginalizing status of his profession.
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