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The Department of English and Humanities has organized an International
Conference on “Language, Literature and Community” at ULAB with support
from The American Center, Dhaka. We are very glad to be able to publish this
volume of Crossings to coincide with the event.

This issue of Crossings has gone through rigorous reviews and edits to present
articles truly worthy of publication. For the first time, the editorial team
checked each article for plagiarism using a plagiarism checker and the results
were gratifying. We turned down a few authors who did not pass the test and
others were asked to rewrite. The editorial team felt this exercise was necessary
as accidental or intentional plagiarism is rampant in our country and needs to

be checked.

This volume has four sections: first, the Special Papers; second, articles on
Literature; third, articles on Linguistics and Language; and fourth, Book
Reviews. Of the two papers in the Special Papers section, Dr. Joseph Brooker’sis
the product of a talk given at ULAB last December. The other author, Dr. Claire
Chambers, is a plenary speaker at the international conference. We are grateful
toboth authors for their contributions to this issue.

The editorial team aims to disseminate this journal as widely as possible and it
is hoped that the launch of this issue at the international conference will support
that endeavor.
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Waiting for
Beckett

Joseph Brooker*
Birkbeck College

amuel Beckett's best-known work begins
with the following stage direction:

A country road. A tree. Evening.

At mid-twentieth century, we have come a long
way from Victorian and Edwardian drama's
detailed descriptions of furniture and setting.
The sparseness of the setting is a Beckettian
hallmark. And the sparseness of the play,
Waiting for Godot, as a whole is one thing that
made it revolutionary.

The Left Bank Can Keep It

The play was first staged in French, as En
attendant Godot, on 3" January 1953, in a
theater that held 230 spectators, who watched
the two protagonists Vladimir and Estragon
wait by the tree and converse with those who
come by. In one of these first performances,
Lucky's monologue in the first act was greeted
by whistling and hooting from twenty
theatergoers. The curtain had to be brought
down. During the interval, those who had been
most angered by the play came to blows with
those who defended it. They returned for the
second act, to see the curtain go up. As the
script tells us:

ACTTWO

Next Day. Same Time. Same Place.
Estragon's boots front centre, heels
together, toes splayed.

Lucky's hat at same place.

The tree has four or five leaves.

Quite extensive instructions, compared to
what we started with. Vladimir comes on,
starts to sing a song. He is joined again by

* Reader in English and Humanities, Birkbeck College, University of
London, UK



Estragon. They converse.

Vladimir: You must be happy, too, deep down, if you only knew it.
Estragon: Happy about what?

V:Tobeback with me again.

E: Would you say so?

V:Say you are, even if it's not true.

E: What am I to say?

V:Say, I am happy.

E:Tam happy.

V:SoamI.

E:Soam].

V: We are happy.

E: We are happy.

[Silence]

What do we do now, now that we are happy?
V: Wait for Godot.

[Estragon groans. Silence.]

Things have changed since yesterday. (55-56)

The groan must have been echoed by those Parisian spectators who had come back
into the auditorium hoping for a change in the second Act. For them, to say "Things
have changed since yesterday' was a bad joke-which indeed it is supposed to be.
Things had not changed at all. The play still consisted of these two men standing by
a road, in front of a tree, waiting for Godot. Accordingly, twenty of the audience
walked out, with the second halfhardly begun.

Key works of literature often meet with such reaction. Shock, outrage, offence; the
walk-out, the boycott. In the case of Irish drama, the theatrical riot was a twentieth-
century tradition, most famously when John Millington Synge's play, The Playboy
of the Western World, was staged at the Abbey Theatre in 1907. A section of the
audience was already prepared to be affronted, convinced that the dramatist was
doing Ireland down. When one character imagined the girls of County Mayo semi-
naked before him, the word 'shifts' was enough to spark a riot. Policemen had to
stand guard before the stage for the rest of the run: the play first played on a
Saturday, and by the Thursday there were reputedly 200 policemen for 400
spectators. Protesters brought tin whistles to drown out the performance. Nineteen
years later, the same place witnessed a replay of these scenes, when Sean O'Casey's
The Plough and the Stars affronted an audience who could not abide to see the Irish
tricolor carried into a pub. W.B. Yeats climbed on stage as he had in 1907, and
memorably proclaimed: “You have disgraced yourselves again.”

' Samuel Beckett, Complete Dramatic Works (London: Faber, 1986). Subsequent references to this volume are given in
the text as ‘CDW’ plus page number.
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Samuel Beckett was asked, decades later, which writer had had the most influence
on his drama. The answer was instant: Synge. He did not mean, of course, that he
had been inspired by Synge's ability to start a riot in the theater. He was surely
thinking of Synge's stagecraft, his musical dialogue, his use of Irish peasants and
tramps as central figures. But it is true that, in its very different way, Waiting for
Godot also shocked the theater —even in Paris, which liked to think of itself as much
less easily affronted than Dublin. While Godot began to be translated and to appear
around Europe in the early 1950s, its London debut did not come until 1955. It was
directed by an unknown, Peter Hall, at the Arts Theatre Club. The character of
Pozzo was played by Peter Bull. He has recorded his memory of the first night.

Waves of hostility came whirling over the footlights, and the mass exodus,
which was to form such a feature of the run of the piece, started quite soon after
the curtain had risen. The audible groans were also fairly disconcerting. [...]
The curtain fell to mild applause, we took a scant three calls and a depression
and sense of anti-climax descended on us all. (cited in Knowlson 414) *

In fact, the reaction to the first production could be much harsher than that. When
one character remarked “It's not over,” groans were heard from the audience. At the
interval, roughly half of the first-night audience left the theater. A newspaper
headline the following day read: “THE LEFT BANK CAN KEEP IT.” When
Estragon asked Vladimir for a bit of rope to hang himself, one spectator shouted
“Give him some rope!” Perhaps the most memorable heckle of all was “This is why
we lost the colonies!” — a comment which would bear some close interpretation (K
415).

It is impossible to imagine a major London production of Godot meeting a similar
response today. Audiences are prepared for the play. Its legend is known; what
turned the first punters away is now part of what people willingly pay to see. But
just what was it that turned people away? What was so disturbing about Beckett?
For most viewers, the offence was nothing dramatic. It was the absence of drama,
the play's failure to fulfil their sense of what a play should be. A country road. A tree.
Evening. Two men, talking to each other for one act, interrupted by an encounter
with another pair, and then by a Boy. Why are Vladimir and Estragon here?
Because they are waiting for Godot. Why can't they go? Because they are waiting for
Godot. The play centers on what its title announces plainly enough: waiting.
Beckett would tell his biographer that “All theatre is waiting” (K 380). Perhaps he
was thinking of other plays constructed around the anticipation of a dramatic event.
But his play is unlike most of those in that the event does not take place.

More than poetry, and more even than the novel, theater tends to be organized

? James Knowlson, Damned to Fame: The Life of Samuel Beckett (London: Bloomsbury, 1996). Subsequent references to
this work are given in the text as 'K' plus page number.



around events. There is a recurring and widespread sense that things must happen,
characters must change, plot must move through its stages, through crisis to
denouement and resolution. Beckett's play seemed to refuse these principles. In a
sense, the play does contain events. The arrival of Pozzo and Lucky is a large one,
Estragon's eventual removal of his shoe less large. But the number of such events is
overshadowed by the sense of what is not happening, by the larger fact of non-event.
Central to the play's logic is the sense of the need to fill or kill time. Here are
Vladimir and Estragon, immediately after Pozzo and Lucky have departed from the
stagein the first Act:

Vladimir: That passed the time.

Estragon: It would have passed in any case.
V:Yes, but not so rapidly.

[Pause.]

E: What do we do now?

V:Idon't know.

E: Let's go.

V:Wecan't.

E: Why not?

V: We're waiting for Godot.

E: [Despairingly] Ah!

[Pause]

V:How they've changed!

E: Who?

V:Those two.

E: That's theidea, let's make a little conversation. (CDW 46-7)

Making a little conversation is one way of passing the time. It is a kind of playing, as
Vladimir says earlier when he asks “Come on Gogo, return the ball, can't you, once
inaway?’ (CDW 14). The characters on stage, and the audience, have just witnessed
a quite extraordinary spectacle, including one man whipping another like a pack
animal, the other voicing his otherworldly monologue and having to be held down by
the rest of the characters. That too is treated with deadpan bathos: “That passed the
time.” As Estragon immediately points out: “It would have passed in any case.”
That's true — which could threaten to undermine the characters' commitment to
pass the time. As time will pass whether we pass it or not, why should they do
anything about it? By this logic, the play could be even more radically event less
than it seemed.

In a significant sense, the play perhaps is more radically event less than it looks on
the page. As we read, we follow the dialogue line by line, quite swiftly. We may well
tend to overlook what punctuates so much of the dialogue: the stage directions
[Pause] and [Silence]. The speech, as it is played out on stage, should alternate quite
frequently with an absence of speech and absence of action. Characters simply
stand, between lines, thinking about the last line, or thinking up the next one — or
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thinking of something else entirely, or even, who knows, not really thinking at all.
Perhaps it is this genuine inactivity that is most disturbing for an unsuspecting
audience. The audience wants to be given something to respond to. To be given
nothing is unsettling, perhaps because it throws the spectator back on him- or
herself; perhaps because it, in turn, makes the spectator aware of all the others
around them, undergoing the same experience. We edge towards the territory
mapped in music by John Cage's 4 minutes and 33 seconds of silence. Such an
extensive, willful use of silence and inactivity breaks an unwritten contract between
spectator and theater. It would need, eventually, to be written into a new contract,
in which both parties understand that this would happen.

Vladimir offers a reason for doing something rather than nothing: it makes the time
pass faster. That is, it may be said, a fairly dispiriting reason for doing something
rather than nothing. It does not give the actions themselves much value. Moreover,
for time to pass faster means that we will be dead sooner; and to see this as a good
rather than bad thing is an inversion characteristic of Beckett's writing. Some of the
first spectators, though, must also have wanted time to pass faster, so that this
wretched play would be over. In that sense, at least, they were in tune with the
plight of Vladimir and Estragon.

Numerous moments in the text indicate this echoing relationship between stage
and stalls. Here is one of the most explicit:

Vladimir: Charming evening we're having.
Estragon: Unforgettable.

V: And it's not over.

E: Apparently not.

V:It's only beginning.

E: It's awful.

V: Worse than the pantomime.

E: The circus.

V: The music-hall.

E: The circus. (CDW 34-5)

This is very close indeed to meta-theatricality: theater about theater. A moment
later it becomes truly explicit as Vladimir runs from the stage in need of the urinal.
Estragon advises him: “End of the corridor, on the left.” Vladimir calls back: “Keep
my seat” (CDW 35). Right at the beginning of his dramatic career, Beckett builds in
to his drama comic reflection on its theatrical status, or more specifically here, a
reflection of the audience's own potential behavior. This tendency for the text to
reflect on itself was recurrent in his career.

That career would bring him fame, once Waiting for Godot had progressed from
being an insult to the paying theatergoer to become the hottest ticket in
contemporary metropolitan culture. Certain reviewers were crucial in that process.
The London production seemed to have been a failure, until the praise of Kenneth



Tynan and Harold Hobson in the Observer and Sunday Times at the end of the week.
After this, the actor playing Estragon recalled, the audience's silence became
respectful instead of antagonistic. Kenneth Tynan judged that the play forced
people “to re-examine the rules which have hitherto governed the drama; and,
having done so, to pronounce them not elastic enough” (cited in K 387). These were
the days when theater critics could carry such authority. When critics discuss
change in the British theater of the 1950s, they have often looked back in
admiration at John Osborne's Look Back in Anger — produced in 1956 around the
time of the Suez crisis, and provoking Tynan's famous remark that he could not love
anyone who did not wish to see it. But many have also argued that it was Beckett's
first play which would make the more significant revolution in post-war drama.
They not only point to the fact that Godot appeared a year before Osborne's. They
also note the radicalism of Beckett's form — a play upon non-event, a theater of
silences and clowns passing time —against the naturalism in which Osborne cast his
diatribes.

Some of the most significant dramatists of post-war Britain have been profoundly
post-Beckettian. This is most clearly true of Harold Pinter who knew Beckett and
showed him his own work. In plays like The Caretaker (1960), Pinter adapted
Beckett's minimal situations, pauses, and rhythmically repetitive dialogue, to a
dramatic world with at least a surface resemblance to post-war England. Tom
Stoppard also commenced his career with what seemed an unavoidably Beckettian
play, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead (1966), in which, as in Godot, two men
on stage talk and pass the time, play games, and point to their theatrical context.

Beckett's influence on the modern theater is still broader than this. A great deal of
drama has allowed itself to be more abstract, stylized, minimal, in accordance with
Kenneth Tynan's observation. Modern Shakespearean production is a notable
example — prompted in part by Jan Kott's book Shakespeare Our Contemporary
(1966), which sought to read Shakespeare as a writer of the post-war, existential
world, and saw in King Lear a distant forecast of Beckett. To this day, the most
uncompromisingly avant-garde work in physical theater can be seen as working in a
tradition established by Beckett, as his theater narrowed and clenched in on itself
through the second half of his life.

Beckett's stature, influence, importance, then, are not in doubt. But let us now take
a step back. How did he arrive at that country road, with a bare tree growing beside
1t? Where did Beckett, and his unique body of work, come from?

Ireland

Samuel Beckett, naturally enough given his preoccupation with misfortune and
failure, was born on Friday the 13". Befitting a writer who remained deeply
knowledgeable about Christian lore and scripture, and fascinated not least by
Easter and the crucifixion, it was also Good Friday. Reflecting on the scene of the
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crucifixion, at which two thieves were crucified along with Christ, Vladimir makes
the memorable judgement: “One of the thieves was saved. It's a reasonable
percentage” (CDW 13). That is what passes for optimism in Beckett's world. The
year of Beckett's birth was 1906. This meant that he would grow up into the
twentieth century;indeed his life nearly spanned the century.

The place of Beckett's birth is equally important. He was raised in the Dublin
suburb of Foxrock. He remained mostly in Ireland till his early twenties, then from
the late 1930s he spent most of his life abroad. Some of his work directly mentions
Ireland; much of it does not. This has made it difficult for readers and scholars to
know what importance to assign Ireland in Beckett's work. The question has
changed over the years, as perceptions of Ireland itself have changed. For much of
Beckett's life, Ireland was widely viewed as a semi-developed country; primarily
agricultural, relatively untouched by the industrial revolution; a damp sod of poets
and donkeys. Beckett sometimes talked of it this way himself. James Joyce once
called Ireland “an afterthought of Europe.” But Joyce's work remained obsessed
with Ireland, and it is possible to view Joyce's work as a constant attempt to
intervene in his country's history. Beckett seemed to have less interest in changing
Ireland than in leaving it behind.

We do not see Ireland in quite the same way nowadays. The Irish critic Declan
Kiberd observes that where once the Irish traveler was liable to be viewed as a
refugee from famine, an unreliable navvy, or the jovial bumpkin of the Stage
Irishman, by the end of the twentieth century Irishness had somehow become the
most enviable and marketable of global identities. Ireland itself had become part of
the European Union and the electronic economy, as well as a desirable tourist
destination. Even as the economic crisis of 2008 has hit the country hard, one great
asset Ireland retains is its literary heritage. Walking Dublin's streets and flicking
through the guidebooks, tourists are pelted by the historic associations of Swift,
Yeats, Synge, Joyce, and many others. Many note the irony that the very writers
who now represent Ireland to the world were rejected and vilified when alive, and
were often acute critics of the state of the country.

Beckett himself has now fallen into that pattern. In 2006, the centenary of his birth,
Dublin staged an extensive festival of events in his memory. This included not only
productions of the plays, but evenings of music that was important to, or inspired by
Beckett; numerous exhibitions of photographs and manuscripts; and galleries full of
photographs of Beckett, and paintings of his characters. Down the quays of the
capital city, the writer's face gazed from vast black banners, as though he was
running for President. If tourists could have voted, he might have won. Admittedly
heis dead, butin Beckett's world, that is not necessarily a hindrance.

In this context, Beckett's Irishness seems firmly established. He joins the pantheon
of other Irish writers whose provenance is now to be celebrated. But his Irishness
was actually of a particular kind. Ireland was a colony, which England had ruled for



centuries but largely surrendered in Beckett's teens. The country was divided
between a large Catholic majority who saw themselves as natives, and a small
Protestant minority, descended from British colonists. This minority is known as
the Anglo-Irish. Centuries on, they still held most of the wealth, land and power in
Ireland, and were viewed as something of a class apart. It was to this class that
Beckett belonged. In a poor country, his family was relatively prosperous; his father
was a quantity surveyor, who had established the Beckett family in a very
respectable Tudor-style house named Cooldrinagh. The place had an acre of land,
large well-tended gardens, and its own tennis court. Beckett thus grew up in a
religious and socio-economic minority, just as Catholic nationalism was coming to
power in Ireland. On the train to school he would read a boy's weekly called The
Union Jack, featuring the exploits of the detective Sexton Blake. At his private
school he excelled at sport — a fact to surprise those who only know the exhausted,
decrepit figures depicted in his writing. He studied at Trinity College, Dublin, the
academic home of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy, which did not admit Catholics. Here
he played rugby, tennis, and that game most associated with empire: cricket. He
was part of a Trinity team which toured in England, losing badly to a
Northamptonshire side: and so it is that he is the only Nobel Laureate to appear in
the pages of Wisden, the cricket fan's almanac (K 62).

Perhaps the largest effect of Beckett's background was to put him at odds with the
new Ireland which developed after the formation of the Irish Free State in 1922.
Shorn of Protestant Ulster, the Free State was overwhelmingly Catholic. The
Church took a growing role in public policy; organizations like the Catholic Truth
Society lobbied for the ever stricter policing of behavior. Censorship became
notoriously strict. After the censorship of the publications bill of 1929, much of world
literature was proscribed in Ireland. If a citizen complained about a book, it would
be sent to a five-member censorship commaittee and, quite probably, blacklisted. The
Customs maintained a list of all such banned books. In 1934 Beckett wrote an article
which attacked the new law with bitter sarcasm. He noted that it would have been
better if the board had consisted of twelve, rather than five people: at least the
writer would then have been guaranteed to sell twelve copies in Ireland. It was
clearly with pride that he recorded his own number on the index of banned books:
465 (“Censorship in the Saorstat” 84-88).

That was for a book called More Pricks than Kicks, a volume of overlapping short
stories that Beckett published in 1934. By this time he had already made a partial,
hesitant break with the Ireland whose censorious climate increasingly disgusted
him. He had spent two years in Paris. It was here that he came most vividly into
contact with another culture, which he valued more highly. This was the bohemian
world of what we would now call Modernism.

Modernism and War

Modernism is the name we retrospectively give to the burst of experiment in the
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arts, not least literature, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Poets
like T.S. Eliot and Mina Loy experimented with free verse and unconventional,
uneven structures. Novelists like Virginia Woolf wrote from the inside of
characters, giving their thoughts and feelings precedence over event and plot. What
came to be called “stream of consciousness” has some pertinence to Beckett's fiction.
Writers claimed a new sense of their vocation, not merely as storytellers or reporters
of the world — but as artists, whose duty was to make works of art perfect in their
own terms. Modernism was associated with difficulty. Eliot reckoned that “poets in
our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult’ (65). It thus thrived, at the
time, not with a large market of everyday book-buyers, but with small print runs,
special editions, private performances, and readings. James Joyce's Ulysses,
already banned in the English-speaking world due to the outrages at its
serialization, was published in Paris in an edition of just a thousand. Beckett was of
a younger generation: born 24 years after Woolf and Joyce, 18 years after Eliot. He
was not so much one of the original creators of modernism, as one who discovered its
richesin his youth, and sought to contribute to the next phase of this culture. He was
convinced of the value of this advanced and experimental art, which he saw not as
an evasion of reality but as a more honest encounter with it. He made that clear in
an essay on “Recent Irish Poetry,” published under a pen-name in 1934. Here he
bemoaned retrogressive Irish revivalists, fixated on the myths of Cuchulain and Tir
Na Nog, and acclaimed those who, in the wake of Eliot, were writing a fragmented
poetry of subjectivity (70-76). In other essays, too, Beckett explicated modernism in
the 1930s. But he did it in a deeply idiosyncratic way, which could be as difficult to
decipher as the modernist works themselves. He wrote a brief monograph on Marcel
Proust. And he also wrote an essay celebrating one of the most obscure books ever
written: James Joyce's Finnegan's Wake, then known as Work in Progress.

Beckett's relationship with Joyce was his most important with a modern writer. He
met Joyce in the late 1920s, and became virtually an assistant to the research and
composition of Joyce's voluminous, multilayered last work. Joyce was an
overwhelming figure. By the time Beckett knew him, he was surrounded by a circle
of helpers, secretaries and admirers — of whom Beckett became one. Their
admiration was not groundless. Joyce was the greatest writer of his age. Like
Beckett after him, he too had exiled himself from an Ireland whose customs
disillusioned him, and become a European modernist, though he wrote about
nothing but Ireland. His masterpiece, Ulysses, was a book of such richness,
complexity, variety, and innovation that for decades, those writers who could
understand it were often intimidated by it. Critics wondered whether this
culmination of the novel was also the end of the novel. The question is pertinent to
Beckett, whose work is so preoccupied with endings, and with living on and writing
on beyond the end.

Beckett's writing of the 1930s demonstrates his great intelligence and learning.
Under Joyce's spell, he wrote a prose of great erudition and obscurity, playing on the



most recondite words he could find. But in retrospect, the tone of his writing in this
period seems unsatisfactory. Often aggressive and brittle, it is also sometimes
needlessly obscure, too smart for its own good. The Beckett whose work is most
celebrated is different from this. This Beckett emerged from the European wreckage
of the Second World War. He was leaving the voice of the 1930s behind, beginning to
write a literature which was in some ways immensely rich and complex, but at the
same time plain, direct, unassuming. One factor in this change seems to have been
the war itself. At the outbreak of hostilities, Beckett was in neutral Ireland, for
which the war would be called “the Emergency.” It is partly a measure of his view of
Ireland that he preferred to be in France at war than Ireland at peace. He returned
to Paris, and saw first-hand the behavior of the Nazis, as they persecuted Jews of his
acquaintance. Beckett, and his French partner Suzanne, reacted by joining the
French Resistance. They worked to inform the Allies of Nazi military movements.
They came within minutes of being arrested by the Gestapo, escaping to southern
France. The life Beckett now experienced — standing on country roads, waiting for
messages from people you have never met, and trying to pass the time while not
giving anything away to strangers —would surely find its way into his work.

After the war, he returned to Paris, and between the mid-1940s and early 1950s
began what he called “a frenzy of writing” (K 358). What sparked this frenzy, and
made it so different from his previous writing life, was a drastic decision. He stopped
writing in English, and wrote instead in French. In a sense he was adopting the
language of the country around him, the language that he heard spoken in the
streets. But more importantly, he was deliberately breaking with the language in
which he was most at home. There is an irony here. Numerous Irish writers have
described the English language as one in which they are not at home. They have
viewed it as the tongue of the conqueror, the language that displaced the Irish
language. Thus Joyce's Stephen Daedalus, in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man
(1916), hears an Englishman speak, and reflects: “I cannot speak or write these
words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar and so foreign, will always
be for me an acquired speech. I have not made or accepted its words. My voice holds
them at bay. My soul frets in the shadow of his language” (205). Joyce's formation of
the new, international language that comprises Finnegan's Wake is the ultimate
destination of this disquiet.

But Beckett, we may note, does not really share this relation with English. He
certainly picks up some of Joyce's relation to the language — “holds it at bay,” writes
it in a strange way. But ultimately, Beckett's problem with English is that it is all
too familiar. He worried that the Irish writer in particular was liable to slip into
Irishisms, false badinage, the empty eloquence of the stage Irishman. He wanted to
be a stranger in language. And so he set himself to composing whole, lengthy
literary works in a language whose local idioms were still not natural to him. The
critic Hugh Kenner has written on this process with particular insight, proposing
that “[t]o write in a language one has learned in classrooms is to be committed to
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vigilance, deliberation: to be aware of grammar, of syntax, above all of idiom, as it is
difficult to be in a language one cannot remember not having spoken” (83). The
practice produces a kind of self-alienation, and it helped Beckett to become a great
writer rather than only a clever and talented one. The Beckett we read in English is
mostly a translation back from the French, often with Beckett's involvement. The
translations are not simply mechanical transcriptions of meaning; they are major
new works in their own right. Beckett seems often to have taken as long over them
as over the French versions that served as their sources. The result was, as Kenner
says, something new in English prose.

The End

The most remarkable example of Beckett's postwar fiction is the trio of texts that he
wrote in the late 1940s. Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable are subtly
interlinked texts, which were gathered together as The Trilogy. They are arguably
the summit of Beckett's career, a remorseless confrontation with unbearable reality
which retains fastidious precision and canny humor. But I shall take as my last
example a more modest work that he wrote just before the Trilogy.

In 1946, Beckett wrote three stories, which he called Nouvelles. Like the Trilogy they
seem connected, though perhaps by analogy rather than in sequence. Where the
Trilogy's books plausibly follow one another, the three stories rather echo each other,
playing out the same elements in different ways. One story is called The End (La Fin).
It is perhaps Beckettian to make the reader encounter such a title at the beginning of
a text. What else about this story may be considered characteristic of Beckett?

“They clothed me and gave me money,” reads the first line. “I knew what the money
was for, it was to get me started. When it was gone I would have to get more, if I
wanted to go on” (9)° The End, then, is written in the first person. This would become
very characteristic. The whole of the Trilogy is likewise narrated by its protagonists.
The use of the first person is a very basic decision. But it seems to have been a crucial
one in the formation of Beckett's post-war fiction. Hugh Kenner comments: “We may
even say that the discovery that freed Beckett to write his major fiction was the
discovery, about 1945, of the first person; as simple as that, but no first-person
novels before had so fully exploited the uncertainties of someone remembering,
distorting, narrating” (16). We could say that the privileged Beckettian mode is not
merely the first person, but the monologue. It involves a voice talking, relating,
relentlessly, about its world and itself. We cannot escape the voice, or forget its
presence; it is unmistakable and does not cease till the text is over.

Who is speaking? We are understandably apt to ask that about any monologue. We
want to know the speaker's name and identity. The trouble is that in Beckett, he

° Samuel Beckett, ‘First Love’ and Three Novellas ed. by Gerry Dukes (London: Penguin, 2000), p.9. Subsequent
references to this work are given in the text as ‘FL' plus page number.



probably wants to know it too. The Beckettian narrator does impart much data. But
the information is not necessarily certain, complete, or helpful. For instance, we
never learn the name of the narrator of The End. We must simply accept him as
nameless. It is “him,” not “her”: a male narrator; most of Beckett's major characters
are. A notable exception is Winnie, the woman who spends the play Happy Days
being buried in sand while reminiscing about her life.

By Beckett's standards, the world of The End is quite recognizable. It is one in which
a man is ejected from some kind of church hospital, and given clothes and a bowler
hat to wear; and in which he must then make his way through the city as best he can.
He walks the streets; waits beside a watering trough and watches the horses;
attempts to gain accommodation, and is repeatedly refused; finds a basement
lodging, from which he is soon ejected; takes a bus into the country; meets a man he
knows who takes him to live in his cave by the sea; travels on to a cabin in the
mountains; takes to the road again, and lies beside the road groaning when cars
pass; returns to the city and becomes a beggar; flees a socialist orator who is
addressing the crowd. Eventually he finds a large abandoned house by a river,
enters the boathouse, and lies down in a boat. He is surrounded by rats, but does not
get up again. His mind drifts off into a vision, in which he sails the boat out into the
river, then the ocean, where he waits for it to sink.

That is quite a lot of event, for a 22-page story by Samuel Beckett. Reading through
the text to write that story down, I am surprised by how many turns it packs in. Yet
it is not an orthodox short story. For one thing, its world is unusually abstract. We
read of “the city” — not of Dublin or Paris. In fact, it is difficult not to see Ireland
glimmering behind this story: the city on a river, by the sea, with its lightship out in
the bay; the surrounding countryside with its mountains, donkeys, and cows. Yet
the text resists such identification even as it suggests it. The following paragraph is
the best illustration of this:

In the street I was lost. I had not set foot in this part of the city for a long time
and it seemed greatly changed. Whole buildings had disappeared, the palings
had changed position, and on all sides I saw, in great letters, the names of
tradesmen I had never seen before and would have been at a loss to pronounce.
There were streets where I remembered none, some I did remember had
vanished and others had completely changed their names. The general
impression was the same as before. It is true I did not know the city very well.
Perhaps it was a quite different one. I did not know where I was supposed to be
going. [...] I came at last to the river. Here all seemed at first sight more or less
as I had left it. But if I had looked more closely I would doubtless have
discovered many changes. And indeed I subsequently did so. But the general
appearance of the river, flowing between its quays and under its bridges, had
not changed. Yes, the river still gave the impression it was flowing in the
wrong direction. That's all a pack of lies I feel. (FL 12-13)
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This is a determined attempt to describe location. The quays and bridges make one
think of Dublin, especially as the rest of the text also suggests an Irish landscape.
But the text refuses to be so explicit. It is as though something would be lost were the
location to be named, rather than woozily described. This inexplicitness is part of
Beckett's effect. The process of abstraction that Beckett would undertake has
already begun here: vaguely describing what sounds like a real place, but leaving
the text mysteriously detached from it, refusing the commerce with the real that
would come with explicitness. That process will go much further. Through several of
Beckett's other works, we again seem to be in Ireland, or sometimes France —but the
evidence, the means to fix this claim, steadily diminishes. The world described
grows more and more generic, less and less identifiable with anywhere in the world.
So Godot, where we began: “A country road. A tree. Evening.”

In the passage above, what counts is not just that the location is not explicit. It is
also the narrator's profound uncertainty about where he is. Whatever the relevant
city may be called, he is not sure he is actually in it. The place in which he finds
himself looks like the city he knows — but also unlike it. “Whole buildings had
disappeared [...]. There were streets where I remembered none”: the change could
hardly be greater. The next line, then, is surely comic: “The general impression was
the same as before.” Perhaps it says that he was always lost, that the general
impression was always disorienting, even when it was at its most familiar.

“It is true,” he continues, after all that detail, “I did not know the city very well.
Perhaps it was a quite different one.” If true, this entirely undermines any attempt
at recognition. But this is typical of Beckett. An attempt is being made to map the
unfamiliar city around him onto a remembered one; but the narrator admits in the
same breath that this whole project may be entirely misguided. “I did not know,” he
adds, “where I was supposed to be going.” Indeed. What we are encountering is a
fundamental Beckettian trope: doubt, uncertainty, ignorance. If René Descartes'
one certainty was that he existed, the Beckettian narrator's one certainty seems to
be his own uncertainty; the knowledge that everything he has just said is
provisional, and may be wrong and worthless. There is an unexplained compulsion
to narrate and describe, but also a conscientious insistence on the unreliability of
what 1s being said. As the climactic last line above says: “That's all a pack of lies 1
feel.”

It is not just knowing that is difficult. Most actions are tricky and burdensome to
undertake. When the narrator lies down and tries to groan at passing cars, he finds
that he cannot do it: “My hour was not yet come and I could no longer groan” (FL 22).
Accordingly, these actions — tipping his hat or holding a begging jar — are often
described in unusual, pedantic detail, demonstrating the narrator's surprise that he
can manage them at all. Beckett's world is one of incapacity, a steady diminution of
the ability to do anything whatsoever. A character who starts a text as a tramp or
vagrant will finish it in such a state that his initial condition seems impossibly



luxurious and capable. The man who starts off walking has to crawl, and eventually
can only lie still. This is the movement in the 7Trilogy, from Molloy through to
Malone Dies, where the narrator is immobile in bed. By part three, the narrator
barely seems to have any body left at all. This fiction of decline, decay, and entropy
describes the running down of the body, and a continually ingenious attempt to
adapt to endlessly worsening conditions.

Fidelity to Failure

Compared to most major authors, Beckett produced few manifestos. He spent little
time writing opinions on the state of the novel. But over the years he did make
remarks and replies which described what he thought he was doing. Shortly after
the war, he published a short set of dialogues with the critic Georges Duthuit. They
discussed painting, but it is hard not to apply Beckett's words to his sense of his own
writing. He announces that “to be an artist is to fail, as no other dare fail,” and
commends a “fidelity to failure.” He asks from art: “The expression that there is
nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express,
no power to express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express”
(125, 103).He is thus seeking a maximum negation, an art which denies all the
demands and values placed on it, while just doing enough to announce its negation
rather than fall into oblivion. Beckett gave a more explicit description of his own
work in a 1956 statement about Joyce:

The more Joyce knew the more he could. He's tending towards omniscience
and omnipotence as an artist. I'm working with impotence, ignorance. There
seems to be a kind of [a]esthetic axiom that expression is achievement — must
be an achievement. My little exploration is that whole zone of being that has
always been set aside by artists as something unusable — as something by
definition incompatible with art (K 772).

A statement like this seems eloquently to describe Beckett's art. But it leaves some
ambiguity. When he says he is “working with impotence, ignorance,” we can
certainly agree that these are central to his stories, its major contents. But does that
mean that the artist himself must be impotent and ignorant? Beckett wrote about
failure and decay; but it does not automatically follow that his work should be a
decaying failure. It is possible to describe failure with great finesse — indeed, with
great success. It is hard not to think that this is what Beckett did. The sentences of
The End, for instance, remain lucid even as they describe the character's growing
uncertainty and collapse. If you seek fidelity to failure, can you be too successful for
your own good?

Perhapsit was to resolve this ambiguity that the texture of Beckett's work altered in
the last three decades of his life. His writing had reached its most expansive point
with the voluminous Trilogy, and with Godot — which, while alarmingly static by
conventional standards, is remarkably action-packed and upbeat by Beckettian

’] 6 CROSSINGS : VOL. 6, 2015




Joseph Brooker | Waiting for Beckett

10

standards. From the late 1950s on, his art shrank. Both his novels and plays became
steadily shorter. The prose works tended to be made up less of proper sentences,
more of fragments and half-articulate voices — as though carrying the theme of
incapacity from the content of the work into its form. One play, “Breath” (1969),
simply describes the sound of two cries on stage, before the curtain descends again.
It is one page long. In such works Beckett reduces and contracts to a degree that
makes Godot look very traditional. He seems to be trying to realize a small, brief
event, as though doubtful of his ability to do any more. The gradual shrinkage of his
work seems also to actualize his vision of an art of negation. The work comes as close
as it can to not actually existing, while still existing enough to be noticed as almost
not existing. Not all readers love this kind of writing as much as they do Godot or the
Nouvelles. But this is the direction in which Beckett increasingly went, as the
twentieth century wore on, toward his death in late 1989.

Beckett's late drama carries an irony worth remarking. I began by suggesting that
Beckett's laconic setting of Godot's scene was a move from explicitness and detail
toward a stark minimalism. But if you study the stage directions of Beckett's late
plays, they can be, in their own way, more elaborate than the fussiest Edwardian
drama. Beckett produces not merely directions but whole diagrams showing where
figures and lights should be. He spent much of these last decades directing his own
work, and compared to most theater people, was deeply uncompromising. It can
seem that his idea of directing was explaining to the actors what to do, and
correcting them till they did it. Since his death, the production of his plays has been
carefully monitored by the Beckett Estate. There have been controversial episodes
in which productions have been ceased because they did not meet with the Estate's
view of what the author wanted. Therefore, the writer who declared his art to be one
of ignorance and incapacity did not let it fall to pieces, or happen randomly. To the
end, and to this day, these visions of collapse, negation and next-to-nothingness can
only be staged with obsessive attention to detail.

In late 1969, nearly 17 years after Godot's French premiere, it was announced that
Beckett was to be awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. He received a card from a
very real Monsieur Georges Godot of Paris, which apologized for keeping Beckett
waiting (K 571-2). Beckett sent this stranger a card in return, saying: Not at all —
thank you for revealing yourself so promptly.
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patron, and human rights campaigner

Sabeen Mahmud was shot and killed by
unknown assassins. Sabeen was accompanied
by her elderly mother, the redoubtable
educationalist Mahenaz Mahmud, who took
two bullets but survived. They were leaving an
event in Karachi entitled “Unsilencing
Balochistan” that the 40-year-old had
organized at her arts space The Second Floor,
widely known as T2F. It may be mere
coincidence that Sabeen was killed
immediately after the controversial talk about
Pakistan’s explosive southwest province.
However, not long before, the Lahore
University of the Management Sciences
(LUMS) had been halted from hosting
“Unsilencing Balochistan.” Sabeen too
received threats after stepping in to prevent
the event from being cancelled altogether.
While a culprit has supposedly already
‘confessed’ to the murder (Tunio n. p.), it will be
years before the truth emerges about the
circumstances surrounding this tragic murder.
I didn’t know Sabeen, but many of my friends
in Pakistan and its British diaspora knew her
well and always spoke warmly of her. Her
legacy is immense — butat what cost to her and
her loved ones? Until April, I always thought I
would go to T2F and meet her one day. The
realization that this is now impossible set me
on a path to find out more about Balochistan,
its literary representation, and the reasons
why the province needs “unsilencing.”

In April 2015, Pakistani entrepreneur, arts

The Balochis have long been known for their
“strong national consciousness” (Dashti 341),
inter-clan rivalries, and practice of forming
short-term alliances against a common enemy.
During the Raj period, this made it easier for

* Lecturer in Global Literatures, Department of English and Related
Literature, University of York, UK



the British to exercise their classic tactics of bringing particular leaders into the
fold, excluding others, and exercising divide and rule to accelerate the splintering of
various factions. Not quite a princely state, officially a protectorate, the Khanate of
Kalat (comprising the majority of Balochistan) was a loose federation of tribes and
their sardars or chiefs. In one of Rudyard Kipling’s least impressive poems, a piece
of woman-hating doggerel entitled “The Story of Uriah” (1886), the British
colonizers’ attitude towards what they called the hill tribes is adumbrated. The
poem centers on a hapless colonial administrator, Jack Barrett, whose superior
officer banished him to what is sarcastically described as “that very healthy post” of
Quetta (10). The officer was having an affair with Jack’s wife in the verdant hill
station of Simla and wanted him out of the way. Within a month of his enforced
transfer, Jack died and his body was interred in a “Quetta graveyard,” whereupon
Mrs. Barrett “mourned for him | Five lively months at most” (10). Writ large in this
poem 1is the sneering British attitude towards the important strategic base of
Quetta as aremote, backward, and disease-ridden outpost.

There is scant more affection for the hilly landscape around Quetta in Bertram
Mitford’s The Ruby Sword (1899). Subtitled “A Romance of Baluchistan,” this is a fin-
de-siécle colonial adventure story by a scion of the aristocratic Mitford family. Its
civilian hero Howard Campian is on his first visit to the region. He regards it as bleak,
lacking in flora except uniform juniper bushes, and occasionally battered by vicious
floods. Campian finds the landscape difficult to read; vast, indifferent, and alien:

Here a smooth, unbroken slab of rock, sloping at the well nigh precipitous
angle of a high-pitched roof — there, at an easier slant, a great expanse of rock
face, seamed and criss-crossed with chasms, like the crevasses on a glacier. No
vegetation, either, to relieve the all pervading, depressing greyness, save
where a ragged juniper or pistachio had found anchor along a ledge, or fringed
the lip of some dark chasm aforesaid. No turn of the road brought any relief to
the eye — any lifting of the unconscious oppression which lay upon the mind;
ever the same hills, sheering aloft, fearsome in their dark ruggedness,
conveying the idea of vast and well nigh untrodden fastnesses, grim, repellent,
mysterious. (16—17)

Here Campian translates the sharp tilt of a Balochi cliff into the comforting
domestic image of Britain’s sloping rooftops, and cools down the desert heat with a
glacier simile. Despite these attempts to make the landscape familiar, the
featureless landscape depresses the spirit, troubles the eye, and afflicts the mind,
with its “fearsome [...] dark ruggedness.” This sort of portrayal chimes with intrepid
British travel writer Harry de Windt’s1891 book A Ride to India Across Persia and
Baluchistan, in which he claims that it is a “standing joke” that Balochistan only
contains one single tree.

In Mitford’s novel, Campian settles down to an enjoyable Anglo-Indianroutine of
hunting, drinking “pegs” while having “gup” with other ex-pats (56, 30), and engaging
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in directionless flirtation with a pretty young army belle. He quickly abandons these
activities after a chance encounter with his ex-fiancée Vivien Wynier. The novel is
really about the rekindling of Campian and Wynier’s love, but this is pinned onto a
preposterous but enjoyable plotline of the quest for a precious sword lost in
Balochistan decades earlier. Hook-nosed, brutal Baloch characters pop up from time
to time, almost always intent on murdering our hero. The “Pathan” servant Bhallu
Khan is portrayed as brave and loyal, but with the authorial proviso that one never
quite knows where one stands with “Mohammedans” (82, 160). The unlikeable
British character Bracebrydge is overtly racist towards the Balochis and Pashtuns,
calling them “niggers” and sanctioning the use of unprovoked violence on them (97).
Yet even the more sympathetic British characters such as Campian and his host John
Upward view the Baloch’s “religious fanaticism” and “utterly fearless, utterly
reckless” nature as pathological (21). This opinion accords with the racist martial
race theory to which most colonizers subscribed. In his 1933 work The Martial Races
of India, Sir George MacMunn lumped Balochis together with Pashtuns as having
innately “sporting, high-spirited, adventurous” personalities (239).

Asked to explain Balochistan’s post-1947 situation to British friends who know
little about it, I use two analogies. The first compares the Balochis’ tripartite
scattering between Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iran with that of their relatives, the
Kurds, between Iran, Iraq, and Turkey. Kurds and Balochis can be seen, to adapt
Luigi Pirandello (1954), as two peoples in search of a homeland. Another inexact
parallel is between Balochistan and Bangladesh. Both regions were subsumed
under the Pakistani nation-state following the 1947 Partition, but each had proudly
distinct cultural heritage, language, and loyalties. Whereas India eventually threw
its weight behind the Bangladesh War of Liberation in 1971, Pakistan’s hostile
neighbor has never openly aided the Balochi struggle. Yet in her 2014 book
Capitalism: A Ghost Story, Arundhati Roy claims that India covertly funds the
rebels in Balochistan (88). Unlike the Bangladeshis’, the Balochis’ 1970s nationalist
struggle did not meet with the same support or success. The bloody insurgency that
lasted between 1974 and 1977 caused the deaths of approximately 5,300 ethnic
Baloch and 3,000 Pakistani military personnel (Dunne n. p.). Both Bengal and
Balochistan had the misfortune of being overpowered by an alliterative Butcher in
the shape of General Tikka Khan, who wrought terrible atrocities on both nations in
the 1970s. As with the loss of Bangladesh, volatile Balochistan continues to trouble
theidea of Pakistan.

In 1947, Balochistan was promised the status of an independent state, but after just
nine months the first of four post-Second World War Balochi uprisings took place.
Its consequence was that the Khan of Kalat signed an instrument of Balochistan’s
uneasy accession to the Pakistani state. After a revolt in the early 1960s that was
partly influenced by Marxist-Leninist politics, there was a more serious struggle in
the western borderlands between 1973 and 1977. Even Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s niece
Fatima Bhutto admits in her book Songs of Blood and Sword that there was “no



larger problem” in her admired uncle’s tenure as Pakistani prime minister (between
1973 and 1977) than the repressive role he played in Balochistan, “a province
blighted by Pakistan”(115). The official government line, by contrast, is that the
insurgency was the work of a few miscreants manipulated by powerful sardars.

It is the fractious period of the early 1960s to early 1970sthat Jamil Ahmad
examines in his The Wandering Falcon. Ahmad finished his collection of loosely
interlinked short stories around the time that the major Balochistan conflict started
in 1973. The book was not published for almost three decades until 2011, when the
region was again roiled by state violence against separatists. From a Balochi
perspective, Ahmad might appear just as much of an interloper as those earlier
British authors Kipling, Mitford, and de Windt. Yet because he worked for many
years as a civil servant in the western borderlands and Northern Areas, his fiction
has insight and texture. For example, Ahmad’s characters convey a different view of
the topography than the three Britons’ impressions:

the land — their land — had seen to it that beauty and colour were not erased
completely from their lives. It offered them a thousand shades of grey and
brown with which it tinted its hills, its sands and its earth. There were subtle
changes of colour in the blackness of the nights and the brightness of the days,
and the vigorous colours of the tiny desert flowers hidden in the dusty bushes,
and of the gliding snakes and scurrying lizards as they buried themselves in
the sand. Tothe men, beauty and colour were rampant around them. (21)

Rather than the “depressing greyness” (16), which is all Mitford’s Campian can see
in Balochistan, the locals’ trained eyes can make out hundreds of earthy hues in the
parched landscape. Flora and fauna add still more color to the vista.

Suffused with this understated iridescence, Ahmad’s first story “The Sins of the
Mother” is set near Balochistan’s Siahpad Tribal Area. It concerns a young couple
who elope from Kurd Killa and are eventually slain in an ‘honor’ killing. Locations of
other stories include a waterhole belonging to the Mengals (a Brahui tribe) and the
cross-Af-Pak routes of the nomadic Kharot tribe. The story collection loops
northwards as it progresses, following the progress of Tor Baz and a shifting cast of
other characters into Waziristan, a frontier area near Peshawar, then up to Chitral,
dropping back down into the nomadic Gujjars’ trekking routes, and ending in the
Swat Valley. The third story “The Death of Camels” is set in 1961, when the Durand
Line between Afghanistan and Pakistan (first established in 1893) was officially
closed. This hada deleterious impact on the Kharot nomads, “whose entire lives
were spent in wandering with the seasons” (37) and who are now required to procure
travel documents if they wish to traverse the frontier. The Kharots allow one of their
women to advance towards the border soldiers carrying a Qur’an on her head, since
their Ryvaj tribal code dictates that this gesture will cause a cessation of violence
(Ahmad 59; Lieven 353). This is disregarded by the soldiers, and “[m]en, women and
children died. Gul Jana’s belief that the Koran would prevent tragedy died too” (60).
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The shooting of the woman bearing a copy of the Qur'an also metaphorically
indicates that Pakistan’s creation myth as a state designed to protect the region’s
Muslims of all different ethnic, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds is a hollow
promise. Ahmad’s narrator criticizes the Pakistani government for its harsh
treatment and corrupt manipulation of the Baloch and Pashtuns, as when twin
brothers from the Wazir tribe are compelled to commit a crime in order to pay a
2000-rupee bribe extorted by government officials (88). Yet, in this remarkably
even-handed collection, Ahmad also conveys without judgement the Balochis’
macho factionalism and their strong, corrosive sense of dishonor. The rough justice
meted out by their jirga (assembly of leaders) has a particularly devastating impact,
especially on women, adulterers, and minority ethnic and religious groups.

In 1983, Salman Rushdie published his novel, Shame, which in his memoir Joseph
Anton (2012) he describes as “the second part of the diptych in which he examined
the world of his origins” (6). Following the triumphant publication of the mostly
Indian-based Midnight’s Children in 1981, Shame focuses on a country that is “not
Pakistan, or not quite” (29). Rushdie eventually gives his fictional land the name
Peccavistan, from the apocryphal declaration supposed to have been made by
General Charles Napier (1782—-1853), “Peccavi,” meaning “I have Sindh/sinned”
(88). Although Rushdie penned this novel in the early 1980s, the principal decade it
examines is the 1970s. As several critics have noted (Almond 1146; Ben-Yishai 195;
Strandberg 144), Rushdie explores the adversarial relationship between Zia-ul-Haq
(Raza Hyder in the novel) and his predecessor Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (Iskander
Harappa). Less commonly recognized is the emphasis that the novel places on the
“genocide in Balochistan” (70) between 1973 and 1977.

Much of Shame is set in the border town of Q., which, despite the narrator’s
insistence that “Q. is not really Quetta at all” (29), has clear parallels with the
frontier outpost depicted in Kipling’s “The Story of Uriah.” As with the
nineteenth-century poem, Rushdie portrays the city in purgatorial terms, as
“some borderland of hell” (14) that is “near the very Rim of Things” (22).Plagued
by earthquakes like the one that tore apart Balochistan in 1935, Q. is fringed by
the Impossible Mountains and the fiercely sought-after gas fields of the Needle
Valley. The unforgiving “noonday insanity of the sun” (12) in this region causes
Zoroaster, the father of “peripheral hero”(126) Omar Khayyam Shakil’s first
love, to lose his wits. Zoraster lives out his days as a customs officer, stark naked
among the broken mirror shards and bollards that mark the border he is
supposed to be guarding. Q. itselfis shaped like a dumbbell: thatis, it comprises
two ellipsoids, one the white Cantonment area and the other the “higgling and
piggling edifices” of the South Asian area (11), with only the slightest point of
tangencyinbetween.

It is in the “no-man’s-land” (41) between Cantt and bazaar that the Shakil family
live: Mr. Shakil, who dies on the novel’s opening page; the “isolated trinity” (13) of



his daughters Chhunni, Munnee, and Bunny; and their shared son Omar Khayyam.
As in the colonial texts, there are few mentions of the south-west’s indigenous
peoples. When they do come, the initial references are ominous and homogenizing:
these “thin-eyed, rock-hard tribals” (23) belong to “a culture of the edge” (24). The
only individuated Balochis that readers encounter are the widow Farida and her
brother Bilal Balloch. They are stereotypically bent on revenge for the death of their
loved one, the handyman Yakoob. Heis suspected to have been poisoned by the
Shakil sisters after building the women and their son a dumb-waiter to allow them
perfect seclusion. The Balloches” attempt at garlanding Omar Khayyam with a
necklace of shoes is thwarted, and instead they accidentally festoon the apparently
devout postman Muhammad Ibadalla with the insulting string of footwear. Soon
afterwards, we learn that, unbeknownst to each other, both Farida and her best
friend Zeenat Kabuli enter into affairs with Ibadalla. Conforming to the received
image of the Balochis’ ruthlessness and penchant for blood feuds, the affairs end
with Ibadalla, Bilal Balloch, and Zeenat’s husband all dying in a knife fight. Not
unduly dismayed, the two women “shack [...] up together instead” (45) and
disappear from the narrative.

Rushdie’s portrayal of Balochistan and its “suspicious tribals” (5) therefore has
many continuities with the nineteenth-century tales of the wild-eyed, feuding
Baloch. But as a South Asian, Rushdie is simultaneously alert to the “need and
desire in primal fantasies” (Bhabha 118) that are at play in such stereotypes. He is
also struck by the tragedy that, in Pakistan, religion is incapable of “bind[ing]
together peoples (Punjabi, Sindhi, Bengali, Baloch, Pathan) whom geography and
history had long kept apart,” so that he perceives the country with its broken wings
as a “misshapen bird” (Rushdie Anton 60). Finally, Rushdie writes with sympathy,
albeit in the abstract, about “the guerrillas in Baluchistan” and castigates the
Pakistani government’s “draconian punitive measures” against them in the 1970s
(28, 101). Omar Khayyam’s younger half-brother Babar Shakil goes off to join these
separatists, convinced as he is by a Balochi’s speech to him in a bar about the
Pakistani government stripping the province of its food, minerals, and gas, and
“screwing [the Balochis] from here to eternity” (131).Babar’s end is swift, as heis cut
down by Raza Hyder’s bullets, whereupon in anticipation of the “angelicdevilish”
theme of The Satanic Verses (5), he is transformed into a seraph. Rushdie’s
portrayal of Balochistan culminates in the unveiling of 18 shawls created by the
scorned wife of Iskander Harappa (Bhutto’s alter ego), on which are stitched the
shameful details of his presidency:

What he did for the sake of no-more-secessions, in the name of never-another-
East-Wing, the bodies sprawled across the shawl, the men without genitals,
the sundered legs, the intestines in place of faces [...] I have lost count of the
corpses on my shawl, twenty, fifty, a hundred thousand dead, who knows, and
not enough scarlet thread on earth to show the blood, the people hanging
upside down with dogs at their open guts, the people grinning lifelessly with
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bullet-holes for second mouths, the people united in the worm-feast of that
shawl of flesh and death (194—5; emphasis in original)

In her field-defining book Resistance Literature (1987), US academic Barbara
Harlow includes a short discussion of “The Case of the Baluch” amidst exploration of
the Palestinian, Sandinista, Mau Mau, and other liberation struggles. At the time of
writing, under General Zia’s 1977—1988 dictatorship, there existed an uneasy truce
between the Pakistani Army and the Balochis, part of Zia’s policy of “non-
provocative firmness” towards this region (Dunne n.p.). Yet the 1980s was also the
decade in which vast numbers of refugees, fleeing the Soviet occupation of
Afghanistan, crossed the porous border with Pakistan to seek sanctuary in
Balochistan and the North-West Frontier Province (now Khyber Pakhtunkhwa).
This caused diplomatic wrangling, resource squeeze, and ethnic and religious
tensions between Baloch, Pashtun, and Hazara, Sunni and Shia (Shaikh 56; Dunne
n.p.). Harlow perceives in Balochi poetry “a sadness engendered by an ongoing
struggle, a struggle not yet consummated”’(41). Through readings of poems by
Balach Khan, whom she terms a “Baluch resistance poet”(43), Harlow makes the
case against Punjabi hegemony and the stripping of the region’s natural resources.
The more positive part of her argument is in favor of the Balochis’ right to territorial
self-determination. But Balochistan is no Palestine; it has had little experience of
self-governance. What is more, unlike the Bengalis and Kurds, there isn’t an
established Balochi middle class or a history of political activity. Writing in 2011,
Anatol Lieven argues that independence would only bring “a Somali-style
nightmare, in which a range of tribal parties — all calling themselves ‘democratic’
and ‘national’ —under rival warlords would fight for power and wealth” (357).

Perhaps a solution can be found in between Harlow’s resistance and Lieven’s pro-
army stance. The creation of a semi-autonomous Pakistani Balochistan in which
only its currency, defense, and foreign affairs are the responsibility of central
government might go some way towards assuaging the Balochis’ grievances. Their
complaints are mostly about unequal distribution of the region’s rich resources, of
gold, copper, zinc, oil, and natural gas. Balochistan is easily Pakistan’s largest
province, but it has the least numerous, poorest, and most undereducated
population. A new bone of contention is the deep sea port of Gwadar, which from the
early 2000s onwards was being developed as part of Sino-Pakistani collaboration.
Many Balochis feel that the port has generated another invasion of Punjabis to the
area and is doing nothing to help indigenous uplift. As Babar Ayaz writes, “For over
six decades Balochistan has been exploited. This has now convinced many Baloch
leaders that nothing short of independence would solve their problems” (77).

The nationalist view that Balochistan is being colonized by outsiders has become
more convincing since 2005. That year a woman doctor called Shazia Khalid was
allegedly raped by a Pakistani army officer in Dera Bugti District (Cowasjee n. p.).
Her assault sparked an angry Balochi uprising to which the government responded



with force. Since then Balochistan has been in something approaching a civil war
situation. For the first time, nationalists have been subjected to enforced
disappearances. Sometimes they are released but are so badly tortured and
frightened that they refuse to speak of their experiences (Human Rights Watch 43).
However, increasingly, they are being murdered and their bodies dumped in public
places, purportedly often by or at the behest of Pakistan’s intelligence agencies or
the paramilitary Frontier Corps.

In 2013, Pakistani novelist and journalist Mohammed Hanif wrote a short,
generically-indeterminate book for the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan. He
conducted interviews with relatives of the disappeared and wove them into the six
loosely connected, laconic, hard-hitting true stories that comprise The Baloch Who
Is Not Missing and Others Who Are. From the father who is overwhelmed by
paperwork when his son disappears in “The Baloch Who Is Not Missing Anymore,”
to the sister who puts her personal life on hold as she protests for her brother’s
release in “A Sister’s Vigil,” voices tell of the Kafkaesque bureaucracy and callous
authorities these families are up against.

One story, “The dJournalist who Became a Uniform Contractor,” is about
Mohammed Bilal Mengal who ekes out a living covering local events for a small
newspaper called Independent. Through his journalism contacts, Bilal and his 22-
year-old son Khalid make a little money on the side sewing uniforms for soldiers at
Noshki Fort. One day Khalid is forced to disappear by their previously friendly army
employers. A soldier named Naib Subedar Ramzanhad gone into the city without
permission, perhaps to have a tryst with a woman, and was injured in a firing
incident. Bilal, and then Khalid, come under suspicion of having orchestrated the
attack, even though neither man fits the physical description of the assailant. One
Frontier Corps official tells him frankly, “Their man was ambushed in the city, what
were they supposed to do? Sit quietly and tell their bosses they didn’t know who
attacked their man?” (22—23). Needing an arrest, the soldiers detain the nearest
people to hand: “their own tailoring contractor and his son” (23). Whereas Bilal is
soon released, the younger Khalid has been in detention for over a year, his
whereabouts unknown. Neither man takes much of an interest in politics; certainly,
they are not the violent separatists portrayed by the military. For being from the
wrong ethnicity in the wrong place at the wrong time, they can be punished like this
with impunity. The 2011 Human Rights Watch report, “We Can Torture, Kill, Or
Keep You for Years,” supports this account of the Balochistan situation: “Those
responsible for enforced disappearances [...] have not been held accountable” (5).

Taken together, Hanif’s rendering of the 2010s ‘kill and dump’ policy, Rushdie’s
depiction of the mass killings of the 1970s, and Ahmad’s portrayal of both
governmental and inter-tribal violence in this lawless region in the 1960s, show the
severe and longstanding human rights problem in Balochistan. However, it is worth
considering the poignant rhetorical question Kamila Shamsie poses of academic

26 CROSSINGS : VOL. 6, 2015




26 Claire Chambers | The Baloch Who Is Missing: Representations of Balochistan in Anglophone Prose Writing

Mushtaq Bilal in his forthcoming book of interviews with Pakistani authors,
“Where is the English language novel about Baluchistan?” (n.p.). Although
Balochistan was a popular setting for colonial writers such as Kipling and Mitford,
until recently Balochis were missing from Pakistani prose writing in English. This
may partly be accounted for by censorship (whether from the state or self-restraint).
Asthe narrator of Ahmad’s story “A Point of Honour” observes,

There was complete and total silence about the Baluchis, their cause, their
lives and their deaths. No newspaper editor risked punishment on their
behalf. Typically, Pakistani journalists sought salve for their conscience by
writing about the wrongs done to men in South Africa, in Indonesia, in
Palestine and in the Philippines — not to their own people. No politician [...]
would [...] expose the wrong being done outside their front door. (33)

In the 1970s Ahmad made the bleak observation that the dead of Balochistan “will
live in no songs; no memorials will be raised to them” (34). This is starting to change.
Although the songs are currently being sung by only a few weak voices and the
memorials are makeshift and puny, they nonetheless create an impact. An
increasing number of writers are turning their attention to this war-torn nation.
Perhaps more will join their ranks in the wake of littérateuse Sabeen Mahmud’s
tragic murder.

In her 1988 essay, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak famously argues that academics must
not “speak for” subalterns (303), but rather “learn” from them, recognizing their
“heterogeneity” (Young 210, 215). In Shame, Rushdie similarly complicates his own
legitimacy, as a diasporic outsider, in speaking for the indeterminate border region of
Quetta, and doing it in “Angrezi” to boot (38). “You have no right to this subject,” he
chides himself, only to counter this with the questions, “is history to be considered the
property of the participants only? In what courts are such claims staked, what
boundary commissions map out the territories?” (28). It is certainly disappointing
that very little Balochi Anglophone fiction exists, but it is heartening that an
increasing number of non-Balochi Pakistani writers are venturing into the territory of
this “insufficiently imagined” (Rushdie 87) province. In 1971, Cara Cilano published a
monograph about representations of the 1971 war in Pakistani writing. It is my hope
that one day a scholar will find enough material to do the same for Balochistan.
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Toni Morrison's endeavor to demonstrate the
proper scenario of African-American slavery-
affected women might enlarge the dominance
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to non-existence. Pecola in The Bluest Eye
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endurance” (The Bluest Eye 32). She wishes
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Bluest Eye 33). She even regrets that her imaginary friend is not recognized by
people. Morrison focuses on the fact that the black women characters suffer through
the patriarchal construction in a radicalized society. Apart from the madness, Toni
Morrison sketches all the exercises of patriarchy in The Bluest Eye. But this
representation can be counted as diseased and infected by the sentences of
patriarchy where John Ruskin affirmed in 1865 that the woman's “Power is not for
rule, not for battle, and her intellect is not for invention and creation, but for sweet
orderings” of domesticity (qtd. in The Madwoman in the Attic 24). We see this
reflection in economically independent woman Pauline who “liked, most of all, to
arrange things” (The Bluest Eye 86). The socially constructed looking glass makes
her concerned about physical beauty and even she denies the motherly affection to
her little, “ugly” child Pecola. She beats Pecola severely for being raped by her
father. Pauline as a “mother” or “woman” does not show any sympathy to Pecola.
She behaves in the same way that the patriarchal society judges women and
punishes them. Through this attitude, Pauline herself becomes the tool of
patriarchy. Another character, Geraldine, “had made soufflés in the Home
Economics Department, moved with her husband, Louis, to Lorain, Ohio. There she
built her nest, ironed shirts, potted bleeding hearts, played with her cat, and birthed
Louis Junior” (The Bluest Eye 67). She is also corrupted by the idea of “cleanliness”
and insulted Pecola as she is disgusted by her own skin color. She discriminates
between colored people and niggers. She hates blacks as the whites do. She does not
allow her son Junior to play with niggers: “She had explained to him the difference
between colored people and niggers. They were easily identifiable. Colored people
were neat and quiet; niggers were dirty and loud” (The Bluest Eye 67). As she 1s
obsessed with the idea of “cleanliness,” she prefers the clean, blue-eyed cat to her
son Junior: “It was not long before the child discovered the difference in his mother's
behavior to himself and the cat. As he grew older, he learned how to direct his hatred
of his mother to the cat, and spent some happy moments watching it suffer” (The
Bluest Eye 67). By denying her motherly affection to her son, she is denying her own
color and her belong ingress in her own race.

Toni Morrison tries to project her voice for the exploited who are suffering from the
complexities and stereotyped roles against their own will within the context of the
African-American slavery and reconstruction periods. Morrison posits Claudia to
voice against society's idealization about beauty and the role playing of the
“mother.” In a patriarchal society, this is the only role that a woman can play. She
destroys all the white, blue-eyed dolls and questions “what was I supposed to do
with i1t? Pretend I was its mother? I had no interest in babies or the concept of
motherhood” (The Bluest Eye 13). Women always perform the way society wants
them to. Women's voices or opinions have no validity. As Claudia says, “I did know
that nobody ever asked me what I wanted for Christmas” (The Bluest Eye 14). But
still Morrison challenges the complexities and stereotyped roles imposed by the
society. When Pauline was hospitalized for delivery, the doctor commented that
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“They deliver right away and with no pain. Just like horses” (The Bluest Eye 97).
This dehumanization hurts Pauline a lot and she stares back at that male doctor
who was compelled to drop “his eyes and turned red” (The Bluest Eye 97).

Racism, sexism, classism creates the binary for the center and marginal self of
African-American black women. They are broken and lose their selves amongst the
oppressive mesh of race, gender, and class. The full version of submissiveness is
sketched by making the protagonist Pecola “mad.” Nobody likes Pecola at school.
The white immigrant storekeeper, Mr. Yacobowski, shows his disgust of Pecola:
“She holds the money towards him. He hesitates, not wanting to touch her hand”
(The Bluest Eye 37). She is also denied by her mother. When the pink little white
baby asked Pauline “Who were they, Polly?” she said, “Don't worry none, baby” (The
Bluest Eye 85). Her own father raped her twice. Even little Junior trapped her: “You
can't get out. You're my prisoner”’ (The Bluest Eye 70). Geraldine, instead of blaming
Junior, blames Pecola for the death of the cat. She rebuked her by saying “You nasty
little black bitch. Get out of my house” (The Bluest Eye 72). And finally, Soaphead
Church cheats her. He uses Pecola to poison the dog, Bob. This is how Toni Morrison
reveals each and every stage of marginalization that makes Pecola vulnerable for
“being black,”being woman,” and “being mad.”But the lost selfis a matter of debate
to understand the redefinition of the mad self as it is presented, the notions behind
this presentation of the disordered self, and the long-term effects of this traumatic
female black self as an extension of marginality.

Published in 1970, The Bluest Eye reveals the African-American cultural perversion
through the story of Pecola Breedlove, an impoverished little African-American girl
raised in the physical, sexual, and emotional abuse of her parents' turbulent
household in Lorain, Ohio. Pecola obsessively measures her distance from the white
standards, ultimately reinforcing her own self-perceived ugliness. The catastrophic
story of Pecola explores notions of gender identity in the context of crafting a self
within a marginalized racial minority. She is powerless to reject the unachievable
values esteemed by those around her and finally descends into insanity. If it is racial
and social class conflict, then the question is why Pecola? Why not Cholly? Or
Pecola's brother? Or Soaphead Church who are in the same position? Cholly is
presented as a sympathetic character allowed toshowhis emotions through his
actions. Pecola's brother runs away several times. But Pecola is destined to be mad.
But the question remains: Why does Morrison imply strength in the self “that is no
self’? Why can't repressed desire be expressed without madness? Why girls only?
Why are girls abandoned? Why do they fail to flee? These are the boundaries that
are still tobe addressed and transgressed.

In case of female madness, it is more crucial. In a society with a traumatic experience
and memory of slavery, “madwomen” are categorically and characteristically different
from “madmen.” Gendering makes mad women more vulnerable to ridicule and
destruction than men. As Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar explain it, “The distinction



between male and female images of imprisonment is — and always has been — a
distinction between, on the one hand, that which is both metaphysical and
metaphorical, and on the other hand, that which is social and actual” (86). The meaning
of madness or sanity varies for women in different historical, political, and cultural
contexts. Charlotte Bronté's Jane Eyre, for instance, “explores the tension between
parlor and attic, the psychic split between the lady who submits to male dicta and the
lunatic who rebels” (The Madwoman in the Aitic 86). In The Bluest Eye, Pecola is shown
to be submissive to the social standards of beauty and her mad, silent, dissatisfied self
as expressive and satisfied by mimicking the society. The search for identity, equality,
and authority by maintaining a large and serious audience, Morrison tries to deal with
the menace of contemporary reality and portray the collective psyche.

In fact, The Bluest Eye interrogates preconceived notions of racism and the
construction of identity. Pecola seems to perpetuate the white dominance by
submitting to their conception of beauty. Subsequently, by mimicking their
standards and expectations, Pecola becomes part of the society that is rejecting her.
Pecola's story illustrates the aggressive and devastating effects of rejection as an
African-American, as a female, as a member of the supposed “lower classes.” But
Gilbert and Gubar earnestly mention that “For the female artist the essential
process of self-definition is complicated by all those patriarchal definitions that
intervene between herself and herself” (17).

While Emily Dickinson knew that “Infection in the sentence breeds,” she also knew
that the cure for female despair must be spiritual as well as physical, aesthetic as
well as social (The Madwoman in the Attic 92). Toni Morrison succeeds in getting out
of this infection by creating another black female character, Claudia, who is the only
one in the novel that consciously makes an attempt at deconstructing the ideology of
the dominant society, seen through her dismembering of the dolls. And it can be said
that “Her battle, however is not against her (male) precursor's reading of the world
but against his reading of her” (The Madwoman in the Attic 49).

Thematically, stylistically, aesthetically, and conceptually, Black women writers
manifest common approaches to the act of creating literature as a direct result of the
specific political, social, and economic experience they have been obliged to share.
Toni Morrison's strategic implication of madness reflects the acceptance rather
than construction of practice. She defines her practices by thinking of a new self-
expression for women. The representational dimension of women as mad in the
socio-political pressure of identity crisis, moreover doubly marginalized as non-
existent without self-recognition of them, is a matter of concern. Morrison must
obviously focus her efforts upon chronicling the doings of white men and the
mishandling of Black women writers by whites. Through her black female
characters, Morrison portrays the collective experience of black women in America
as shaped by the past experience of slavery and by the patriarchal capitalist
American society.
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For Morrison, “all good art has been political” (qtd. in Irfan 10) and the black artist
has a responsibility to the black community. She thinks that one characteristic of
black writers is “a quality of hunger and disturbance that never ends” (10). Her
novels “bear witness” to the experience of the black community. Her work suggests
who the outlaws were, who survived under what circumstances and why, what was
legalin the community as opposed to what was legal outside it.

For literary recognition, Black women have been defined and categorized in
dehumanizing terms employed to attack the essence of black women's sense of
personal integrity and self-worth. Dr. Jenifer Maher in her essay, “The History of
Black Feminism and Womanism” focused on various writers' arguments that
historically black women have been stereotyped as sex objects and breeders, and
that black women's personal growth has been impeded by the continuing myths of
the black matriarchy, a myth accusing black women of emasculating black men.

Black women are powerless to alter either their political or their cultural
oppression. The intra and interracial conflict destroys the most vulnerable mind of a
young black female character, Pecola, who is the bearer of the mass hysterical
insight of her community, whose madness in this novel is the capital to show the
intensity of oppression. But the traumatized Cholly, who lost his manhood when
two white forced him to make love with Darlane, regained his manhood through the
rape of his own daughter. At the end of the novel he liberated himself from all
binding not through madness but by leaving or abandoning all the social and family
bonds. He frees himself by running away from home. On the other hand, Pecola who
1s portrayed as the mad self, is shown to be liberated when she becomes insane. She
has already lost her value or social position in her community as an ugly, black,
raped woman who reaches the existential death through insanity.

If we unearth the deep tendency behind this representation of her writing, we will
find her efforts actually redefine American history and identity through a
multiplicity of voices and cultures. Morrison, without vacillation, defines herselfas a
black woman writer. And for this reason, her exercise of presenting the protagonist
in The Bluest Eye as mad connotes her own background, female position in that time
and the representational room they received and exercised, and the possible reasons
behind the continuity of this exercise that Morrison extends in her novels.

In the African-American slave-oriented society, Pecola's attitude may be the normal
reaction to an abnormal society. Self-sufficiency and independent of hysteria,
Pecola overcomes the social pressure and leaves as sufferer. Toni Morrison's
revisionary struggle, therefore, often becomes a struggle for what Adrienne Rich
has called “Re-vision — the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering
an old text from a new critical direction ... an act of survival” (The Madwoman in the
Attic 49) So, Pecola's madness may be identified as the means of rescue and
alternative means of re-living the pain. That is, madness is shown as the solution. In
The Bluest Eye, Pecola is the mirror against whom others define their beauty. The



ironical ugliness that separates her from others shows the ugliness of the society. As
Claudia marks, all the waste of society has been dumped on her and she has
absorbed it; and all of our beauty, which was hers (Pecola) first, she has given to us.

Pecola in The Bluest Eye emancipates herself from fantasy and trapping by over
fantasizing: it happens when she goes beyond social control by creating an
imaginary self. When madness is voiced, that is, when a mad woman speaks, it
reveals the dominant inside of the social structures. The hidden, suppressed,
inexpressible selfis expressed, laid bare. A mad woman can be seen as a de-centered
subject that mimics the fixed or unified identity that mocks at the hegemonic modes
of behavior. What can be explained as madness undoes patriarchal discourse by
overdoing it.

Madness is potential liberation and renewal as well as enslavement and existential
death. In case of Pecola, in The Bluest Eye, her desire for “the Bluest Eye” becomes
fulfilled with her imaginary friend. Her mad selfin that sense turns into the healing
potential of her disturbing sexual and cultural assault. The whole black community
1s diseased with the ideology of Pecola's pregnancy and she becomes the symbol of
cultural discontent. The colonial and patriarchal overriding creates self-loathing
among the black and female selves who have lost their possible strength of
subverting all the symbolic structures that chained them.

Pecola's madness can be shown as the protest against the constraints of “the
prescribed gender role of the female” (Caminero-Santangelo 3). Elaine Showalter
describes Morrison's canonical incorporation as “Woman's escape from the bondage
of femininity into an empowering and violent madness” (qtd. in McNeal 59). The
gaze that makes Pecola the“other” as ugly, poor, black, and raped female makes her
lose control over herself but she liberates her desires and aspirations with the
imaginary second self.

Thus “madness” can be the difference, a sign of the creative, life-asserting female.
Its enclosure, its silencing becomes the paranoid defense of a whole structure of
domination. In The Bluest Eye, Pecola's mad self restores humanity to her African-
American community people who are deprived from any sense of agency to rebel
against and change the system that oppresses them. The intergenerational
transmitted traumas of rebuff and racial self-loathing, the omnipresent
internalized white gaze infects people and makes Pecola different from them. The
mental-emotional state of Pecola now becomes blended with the definition of
madness to keep the society safe from unmasking the repulsive face of it. The barren
or “unyielding” soil (The Bluest Eye 77) hints at the outcome of prolonged
oppression, the psychic barrenness of a community whose vitality and
resourcefulness have been sapped by the constant pressure and stress of a hostile
environment. But Pecola overcomes the pressure by liberating her thoughts,
attitudes, and enormity that was obsessed with the intrusion, constriction,
repetition, and disassociation of her surroundings. Especially for Pecola's parents,
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this defensive splitting and dissociation of the self is what originally helps them to
cope with the painful and frustrating life experiences.

To destabilize the dominant order and to highlight its constructed nature, madness
may be a significant strategy but there must be a continuous employment of women
as mad asserting itself against what patriarchy has relegated women to. With Julia
Kristeva's sturdy view about female power, we would like that women should not
invent a totally new discourse to liberate themselves. Instead they have to challenge
those which already exist. In The Bluest Eye, Morrison admits that she wrote to hit
the raw nerve of racial self-contempt. Morrison seems to highlight the unbridgeable
gap between the socially validated reality of white families and the grim denigrated
reality of black families neglected by society. Morrison does testify for Pecola as
Jerome Bruner commented. Morrison seems tocarry out her difficult mission of
making language “speak the unspeakable” and capture “the uncapturability of the
life it mourns” by avoiding a comforting sense of closure (qtd. in Irfan 32). Thus, on
behalf of traumatized victims, she performs the important narrative function of
testimony and defiance, which is necessary to claim and reconstruct their selves.

Madness, if presented as the weapon for political response, can be viewed as moving
from silence into speech for the oppressed, the colonized, the exploited, and those
who stand and struggle side by side, a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes
new life, and new growth possible. It is that act of speech, of “talking back” that is no
mere gesture of empty words, that is the expression of moving from object to subject,
that is the liberated voice. But this liberated voice gets its voice when it has lost its
normalcy. Instead of grounding the voice more strongly, the madness makes the
position of women still seem defenseless.

Some female writers and theorists rejected the notion that any power could be
gained in assuming the facade of a madwoman. Show alter maintained that a faux
power move such as becoming the madwoman could only lead to powerlessness —
defeating the intended purpose suggested by other feminists. Assigning a diagnosis
of madness to a woman as a means of controlling and forcing her to fit into a
prescribed societal role is a practice traceable throughout several pieces of
literature. Madness is capitalized. With the racial oppression, the dominance of the
patriarchal society branded the chance for the “gaze” that reduces this female mad
self from subject to object in order to sustain control over them. The possible
manipulative potentiality expressed by the mad voice of Pecola threatens the
society's horrible sores to be revealed. So, society, culture or politics will all be
against the strength of it and happy to see the stereotyped condition of women as
they were before.

Morrison scholar Laurie Vickery contends that Morrison is “concerned with the
relation between social power and individual psychology” and works to “give voice to
those who are traumatized by oppressive social and familial forces” (Davies 91).
Within this prescribed configuration, the female is theoretically able to depend



upon her male counterpart for sanctuary, structure, and sustenance; the woman is
to submit to and supply the progeny of that union. Mutual enslavement helped to
destabilize the opposition between slaves and the free as reified categories.

Morrison arises from an erroneous assumption that to write about gender is to
ignore race, or, in the words of some theorists, the discourse of race and the
discourse of gender are mutually exclusive. All of Morrison's novels have been
written for a culturally diverse audience. While each work is situated within the
black American community (US or Caribbean) and focuses almost exclusively on
African-American characters, her books seem to appeal to a wide spectrum of
readers as evidenced by domesticity, submission, nurturance, and sexuality. In the
female black experience, the rebellion is against these norms and the slave
consciousness of maternal sacrifice and enslavement to the family. Furthermore,
she limits herself only to the portrayal of experience and effects, not in the
construction of the restoration of the strength without madness and cannot go
beyond the stereotyped women as mad and the celebrations of the arts that show the
confinement of women as abnormal or insane that even reduce them from double-
nonentity to entity-less. If, indeed, African-American literature as a whole is to
present a truthful, recuperative vision of black people, then surely the crazy-
making circumstances and consequences of black life in America need to be
represented. Yet the madwoman is “different” while mad. She enters an ontological
state of being that is set apart from normalcy by more than an arbitrary set of
medical definitions.

Morrison's narrative strategy that the structure of psychoanalysis acts as a
conditional operative offers her creative opportunities to deal with the real, the
fantastic, and the possible events that make up slave history. Utilizing both
Western and African interpretations of the psyche, Morrison succeeds in
destabilizing stereotypic “re-memberings” on slavery. She suggests, through the
multiple meanings her narrative provokes, that recorded history is a social
construction reflecting a particular consciousness, a particular agenda.
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True Blue: Abstract

. Most people, anywhere in the world, are
C O n‘|'| nuum O'F obsessed with fair complexion, blue eyes, and
blonde hair. Those who are educated are
'I'he FOU r"l'h aware of the politics behind this even if they
. have a fascination for fair skin, consciously or
Re|Ch CUH’U e unconsciously. This obsession does nothing
good to mankind. It creates a kind of
inferiority complex which hinders the ultimate
development of human civilization and
because of this many individuals fail to
achieve success despite their potential. The
imposed ugliness on Pecola Breedlove finally
leads her to insanity in Toni Morrison's The
Bluest Eye. This paper critically analyzes how
Pecola's insanity ultimately represents the
miserable condition of the larger part of the
population trapped in an inferiority complex
on account of this myth of “gaze” and politics
of white ideologies. It shows how the “Fourth
Reich Culture” is nurtured throughout the
world even after the defeat of the third
German Reich. No doubt that the British have
spread this concept of White supremacy
through their process of colonization but if a
deep analysis is done then it will be seen that
they took up this concept mainly from the
Germans who claim that they are the true blue
blood and, in consequence, this is nothing but
a continuation of the “Fourth Reich.” The
Germans have been defeated in World War Il
but they are alive and kicking in spreading
and establishing their concept of Aryan
supremacy.
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Introduction

This paper deals with the age-old obsession with the supremacy of white skin,
blonde hair, and blue eyes, and its adverse effect on the individual psyche.
Discrimination within human societies created along with its development, which
reached its peak in the recent past among the Germans as “Blue eye aristocracy,” is
persistent throughout the world (Marrs 6). This White supremacy, which
apparently was an outcome of British colonization but is ultimately the result of the
German Reich and can be termed as the “Fourth Reich,” prevails strongly
throughout the world even after the defeat of Hitler and his followers, the Nazis, in
World War II. There is a long-standing conflict between the oppressed and
oppressors where the latter always use the ideology of aristocracy to take advantage
over the former. This aristocracy exists in different societies in different forms and
hinders the development of humanity. The concept of Blue Blood has such a deep-
rooted influence on the human mind and works so powerfully that a large number of
people become entrapped within it knowingly or unknowingly. And, in most cases,
this entrapment brings immense sufferings. In Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye, we
see the damnation of Pecola Breedlove due to her obsession with blue eyes. She has
been told too many times in her life that she is ugly and she can never come out of
this complex because she sees others praising the Whites for no better reason than
that they are “White” (Morrison 14). This obsession makes her overlook the main
factors which establish the Whites as the superior. Pecola is only an example but
there are too many Pecolas around the world who believe they are ugly and inferior
as they do not have fair skin, and this complex brings nothing good in their life. This
paper will deal with the politics of White ideology, also termed as the Fourth Reich
Culture, and how this culture causes a permanent psychological damage in human
beings.

Weapons of White Ideology and its Victims

This section will isolate and examine extracts from The Bluest Eye to show how
white ideology operates in different ways by using the media and the education
process as its weapon to create inferiority complex among non-white people and
hinder their progress. By analyzing these extracts, it will be easier to describe how
the concept of white beauty leads Pecola Breedlove to insanity and establish the
main argument of this paper.

The novel starts with a primer which the children memorize in their childhood as a
part of their learning process. The primer gives a description of a happy family
which consists of two loving parents, father and mother and two children, one of
them with blonde hair and blue eyes. From the very beginning of the life, children
start to have the idea that a happy family is always a white family and they long for
this “white happiness” (Morrison 1). They unknowingly start to hate their own
blackness. Not only the primer but also the icon of Shirley Temple and Mary Jane
contribute a lot to damage to the children's psyche. To Pecola, eating Mary Jane
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candy is a kind of transformation which brings her one step nearer to fulfilling her
desire to be like Mary Jane. It shows that she accepts white superiority in every
sense. To Pecola, “To eat the candy is somehow to eat the eyes, eat Mary Jane. Love
Mary Jane. Be Mary Jane” (Morrison 38).

The adults are also trapped within this politics of the white domination. There are a
lot of examples in this novel. It is seen that Mr. Henry uses the name of Greta Garbo
and Ginger Rogers, two white American female actresses to praise Claudia and
Frieda. He says, “Hello there. You must be Greta Garbo, and you must be Ginger
Rogers” (Morrison 10) in their first meeting. Beauty or goodness is always judged in
the scale of dominating white concepts and the black people help them to do so. The
parents always present their children with dolls that are white and have blue eyes,
blonde hair. So, from the very beginning of their life they are taught to believe that
white is beautiful, white is adorable, and white is superior through these white icons
like Greta Garbo, Ginger Rogers, Betty Grable, or Shirley Temple (Morrison 10). It
1s seen that Claudia does not like this praise or appreciation for the whites but she
cannot do anything without destroying the white dolls as the majority of the society
accept White as superior. She says,

I had only one desire: to dismember it. To see of what it was made, to discover
the dearness, to find the beauty, the desirability that had escaped me, but
apparently only me. Adults, older girls, shops, magazines, newspapers,
window signs — all the world had agreed that a blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-
skinned doll was what every girl child treasured. (14)

But a deeper analysis shows that the ugliness or inferiority complex is created by
those who are economically powerful and impose this ugliness upon the other only to
subjugate them (Ryan 45). Domination upon them is working both economically and
psychologically:

They lived there because they were poor and black, and they stayed there because
they believed they were ugly. Although their poverty was traditional and
stultifying, it was not unique. But their ugliness was unique. No one could have
convinced them they were not relentlessly and aggressively ugly. (Morrison 28)

This ugliness entangled them so powerfully that they start to believe they are ugly.
They do not even have any confusion or question in their mind regarding this. They
accept their lower positions as though they deserve it and they are not worthy of any
better position. It is actually the power of the social structure or ideology (Barry 157)
which shapes the ugliness in the Breedlove family and their belief in that ugliness.
They take this ugliness as their clothing. The movie, advertisements, and everything
in the society praise the White as beautiful which proves to them that they are ugly:

Then you realized that it came from conviction, their conviction . . . they had
each accepted it without question. The master had said, “You are ugly people.”



They had looked about themselves and saw nothing to contradict the
statement; saw, in fact, support for it leaning at them from every billboard,
every movie, every glance. “Yes,” they had said. “You are right.” (28)

Movies change the life of Pauline Breedlove completely. She fantasizes her world
with the idea of romantic love which she sees in the movies and also learns to believe
that only the white are beautiful. She becomes so obsessed with whiteness that she
cannot love her own daughter. She would rather love the baby of the white family
where she serves as a servant. She wants to escape from her blackness and so

[S]The went to the movies instead. There in the dark her memory was refreshed,
and she succumbed to her earlier dreams. Along with the idea of romantic love,
she was introduced to another — physical beauty. Probably the most
destructive ideas in the history of human thought. ... She was never able, after
her education in the movie, to look at a face and not assign it some category in
the scale of absolute beauty, and the scale was one she absorbed in full from the
silver screen. (Morrison 95)

When Pecola sees that everyone around her hates her because she is black, and
therefore not beautiful, she becomes obsessed with white beauty, especially with
blue eyes. The shopkeeper, though he himself is a marginalized person, does not
look at Pecola for her exceptional ugliness and hesitates to touch her. Pecola wants
the attention and love of the people, and wants to get rid of this reluctance. She
starts to believe that if she could have blue beautiful eyes, nothing bad would
happen to her or in front of her. She thinks that

[I]f her eyes, those eyes that held the pictures, and knew the sights — if those
eyes of hers were different, that is to say, beautiful, she herself would be
different. ... If she looked different, beautiful, maybe Cholly would be
different, and Mrs. Breedlove too. Maybe they'd say, “Why, look at pretty-eyed
Pecola. We mustn't do bad things in front of those pretty eyes.” (34)

She will be able to see the beauty of the world through her beautiful eyes and for her
nice eyes everyone will call her a beautiful girl. Pecola does not get her mother's
attention and love because of her blackness. Her blue eyes will give it to her. So she
starts to pray for blue eyes and wants a miracle to happen.

Pecola sees herself through others' eyes. She believes that she is ugly as the Other
sees her as ugly and she wants to be seen as beautiful by the Other. It is the gaze
which creates one's identity. Pecola is obviously a victim of “White Gaze.” This white
gaze dominates the concept of beauty completely. It works so powerfully that those
who have questions about this standard also become confused after seeing the
attitude of society. Societal discipline binds them to believe that they are not white;
they just do not have the standards for being beautiful. In the novel, it is seen that
Claudia is not obsessed with white beauty but still, she has to place herself among
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the “lesser” (57). From a structuralist's point of view, every meaning is created
through the binaries. But the problem is that in the politics of binary, one becomes
superior or positive and the other becomes lesser (Tyson 224). It raises a question in
Claudia's mind:

We were lesser. Nicer, brighter, but still lesser. Dolls we could destroy, but we
could not destroy the honey voices of parents and aunts, the obedience in the
eyes of our peers, the slippery light in the eyes of our teachers when they
encountered Maureen Peals of the world. What was the secret? What did we
lack? (57)

The acceptance and obsession of white beauty makes Pauline a permanent slave of
the white people and leads Pecola to insanity. Claudia does not accept it but the
discipline and structure of the society confuse her. Cholly Breedlove and Sammy
accept the ugliness and become violent in their behavior. The black schoolboys who
tease Pecola ultimately want to hide their hatred for their own selves by teasing her.
So, it is clear that almost all the characters suffer because of the white ideologies of
the society. But instead of questioning these ideologies, they accept them and
instead, turn their hatred of blackness onto themselves.

True Blue: A Means of Domination

History of mankind is the history of survival, fighting against inimical animals,
nature's adversity, and other existing enemy groups or tribes. With the growth of
civilization, the first two factors have decreased greatly. But the enmity against a
group of people arising out of racial, religious, regional, or linguistic differences are
still very much existent and dangerously persistent in the modern world. The
Fourth Reich culture is the outcome of racism, religious vindication, and extreme
nationalist ideology (Marrs 57-58). During World War II, the Nazis, under Hitler's
leadership, in the name of German nationalism led the so-called True Blue
Conception to its culminating point. The term “Ethnic Cleansing,” though coined
recently, was evident throughout history (Marrs 327-328). This term was much
used to talk about the recent past political scenario of East Europe but in
contemporary history, the perfect example of “Ethnic Cleansing” is the Nazis'
activities in World War II under Hitler who, perhaps most desperately and in the
most hateful way, initiated upholding the so-called conception of True Blue (Marrs
184). But this concept of the Aryan race is used by the British colonizers; also later
on by America and many other countries (Marrs 25).

Nazis were strongly influenced by Darwin's theory in his book On the Origin of
Species. He suggests that human beings evolved from more creative creatures and
some races have developed further than others (Francis 44-45). It gives a scientific
mask to the concept of race distinction and at the same time gives space to question
the equality of all human beings. James Joll explained the relationship between
Darwinism and racism in his book Europe Since 1870



Charles Darwin, the English naturalist whose book On the Origin of Species,
published in 1859, and The Descent of Man, which followed in 1871, launched
controversies which affected many branches of European ... The ideas of
Darwin, and of some of his contemporaries such as the English philosopher
Herbert Spencer ... were rapidly applied to questions far removed from the
immediate scientific ones... The element of Darwinism which appeared most
applicable to the development of society was the belief that the excess of
population over the means of support necessitated a constant struggle for
survival in which it was the strongest or the 'fittest' who won. From this it was
easy for some social thinkers to give a moral content to the notion of the fittest,
so that the species or races which did survive were those morally entitled to do
s0.(102-103)

Being influenced by this theory, Nazi German started to expand the idea of
aristocracy and Hitler focused on issues like “natural selection,” “selective mating,”
and “the struggle for survival between the races,” which are used dozens of times in
Darwin's The Origin of Species (Francis 29). Hitler's wish was to fill Germany with
people who were “white-skinned, blue-eyed, fair-haired, or pure Nordic people”
(Marrs 20). He believed that the Aryans are the master race and they are the true
Germans. Hitler said that one of the main reasons behind Germany's defeat in the
First World War was that the pure German race had been weakened through
marriage between Aryans and non-Aryans.

After a lot of bloodshed, the Allies defeated the Axis powers in World War II and the
Third Reich was dissolved. But what change this result has brought is really very
complicated. The Allies won a victory against the concept of the Aryan Race with the
intention of abolishing white supremacy. But the result has been the opposite. The
United States emerged as the foremost superpower. The United Kingdom also
practiced its power through colonization. Both of these powerful countries have
adopted the concept of Aryanism to dominate others and its effect is more
devastating than the other three Reich. This is the “Fourth Reich,” which destroys
or hampers too many lives in different ways (Marrs 329-330). By using their
hegemonic power British colonizers have established that White is superior to any
other race, only White is beautiful, adorable, and attractive (Barry 158). It is not
that ethnic cleansing has been abolished or that war and bloodshed are uncommon
in this modern era, but with the power of ideology, politics of language, and mainly
through media, these countries cause so many disasters throughout the world that
its effect is no way less horrible than the actual war.

Examples can be seen everywhere in the world. In almost all religious books and
myths, the gods and goddesses are described as beautiful and all are fair in
complexion. The education system is also completely based on white ideology. Books
and art also reflect the white ideology. Not much material from the non-whites'
perspective can be found. In The Bluest Eye, it is seen that the children are
memorizing the primer which has no similarity with their real life. From a very
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tender age, they start to believe that white is happiness, white is nice. This results
in self-hatred and inferiority complex among them.

Media is the most powerful weapon which is used by the Whites against the non-
whites. Nowadays, it is very common to see advertisements which foreground the
ideas that, with fair skin, one can get lucrative jobs and have a successful career.
This is a newer form of persuasion as previously, the focus was only on being well-
liked. Billboards, movies, even candy and mugs, bear the icon of white beauty. It is
almost impossible to imagine any beautiful person who is not white. This
representation of white beauty in movies and in other media causes psychological
damage in such a way that later it becomes quite impossible to come out of this.
Pauline Breedlove becomes detached from her family due to her obsession and turns
into a permanent slave in her mind (Morrison 95). As there is appreciation only for
the whites, the non-whites have no other option but to accept it. Claudia does not
like it, and yet she understands that she can do nothing against her family
members' beliefs or against society (Morrison 34).

There are many reasons behind the expansion of the idea of white supremacy and
aristocracy, the main one being domination. The powerful countries use this concept
to secure their power and it is helpful for them if the subjugated people themselves
start to believe that they should be dominated, that they should be in a lesser
position. The powerful countries also want to dominate others for their own
economic interests. The media also have an economic interest in expanding the idea.
Different types of beauty products which are used to attain a fair complexion are
directly related to this business strategy (Marrs 210-211).

In this modern period, domination is carried out in different ways, ways that cannot
be identified so easily. Pecola desires the bluest eye; she and her mother become
obsessed with white beauty and believe that whites are superior; they are praised
only because they are white. But Pecola and Pauline fail to see the reality that the
economic status, the social structure, and the submissive nature of non-white
people make the whites superior. But it is not their fault: they are brought up to
think like this (Ryan 47). Herein lies the politics of white supremacy.

Conclusion

Pecola is a portrait painted by Morrison — only one of the victims from among
millions. But sheisnot the lone one. She represents the class that has been suffering
from the impact of the so-called idea of aristocracy that emerged out of the
conspiracy to exploit a majority people by a minority group. This idea of aristocracy
has a very deep-rooted origin in the history of mankind. American and British
colonizers actually carry out the blue blood concept of the German Reich in more
elaborate ways and more successfully. This success is ultimately the success of
Germans whose concept has been adopted worldwide even though they were
themselves defeated. But the only sorrow of mankind is that this success causes the
doom of humanity, human equality, and human development in a greater sense.
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Abstract

Robert Lowell’s poetry is saturated in
intertextuality and returns frequently to
contemporary and past authors of many
nationalities for deep infusions of strength in
poetry that is neither a recapitulation nor a
replica, but something new — a new
incarnation in an enriched context. Lowell’s
experimental attitude towards poetry, seen in
his constant revision of various forms of
tradition, establishes his professionalism as
well as his aspiration to create a distinct
position in the literary world. It likewise
suggests the lineaments of Lowell, the
composite figure of various traditions, whose
inner eye looks toward British and European
literature while being consciously stimulated
by interior matters. Lowell’s imagination
treats all of time, place, and person as fluid for
his poetry, and recognizes no borders. The
capacious cosmopolitanism of Ezra Pound
and the Anglo-Americanism of T. S. Eliot were
authoritative standards of the high modern
poetry that Lowell respected throughout his
working life and the two remain in view as
separate cases of influence. This paper
discusses various influences on Robert Lowell
and his poetry as an amalgamation of various
traditions which serve to identify his
cosmopolitanism.

Keywords: Tradition; Influence; Imitation;
Cosmopolitanism; Intertextuality; Revision

Robert Lowell’s impulsive absorption of varied
traditions steers most of his oeuvre. Lowell’s
poetry often dramatizes his poetic “I” in the
role of a full-time, professional poet equal with
the best, yet one who expands that conception
by taking from other writers, living and dead,
with eager hands until he grows to be not a poet
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but the poet, a construction that includes as it transcends all preceding poets,
assimilating them, their words and works into his own unprecedented poetic
authority (Walcott “On Robert Lowell” 28). The enduring values of Lowell’s poetry
rest upon his “benign possession” of the works of his predecessors and
contemporaries. His self-conscious treatment of previous literary works displays
the power of literature to change under the pressure of a vision that makes them
new by seeing them as if for the first time. In fact, the New Critical incentive would
be sufficient for a quality in Robert Lowell that is noted by many critics, and for
which they claimed that “Lowell writes poetry to get even.” For Lowell, “competition
1s the sole inspiration” which guides him to possess an “astonishing ambition, a
willingness to learn what past poetry was and to compete with it on its own terms”
(Jarrell The Third Book of Criticism 333). It is the very basic instinct through which
he endeavors to exhume “the highest conception of the poet’s task” (Axelrod Essays
on the Poetry 53). Moreover, the sheer quantity and variety of intertextuality in
Lowell’s poetry counters Bloom’s theory that belated poets feel threatened by, and
then in maturity outgrow, their father’s influence. Hate, envy and fear are not
detected much in Lowell’s treatment of precursors, whom he celebrates in early and
late poems while bidding to outdo them.

All of Lowell’s work shows interest in continuity with Western canonical writers
while 1t hungers for a domestic difference. He nourishes this particular aspect,
following such learned literary mentors as T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Allen Tate, and
John Crowe Ransom. Lowell and these teachers were what nowadays some slur as
WASPs (notwithstanding the periods Lowell and Tate spent as Catholics). Yet,
although he had a contrariety of feelings about his New England legacy, Lowell
tried more persistently than any of the others to accumulate a mixed poetic world
revised from both the European and American traditions — without ever declaring
definitively which qualities he wanted to revise from each tradition and which he
was discarding. Moreover, Pound was an ingenious and inspirational figure for
Lowell, although no other poet inhabited his cultural imagination as Eliot, and a
strong personal and professional relationship grew between them when Eliot, as
director of Faber and Faber, published Lowell’s Poems 1938-49 (1950) in Britain.
But Lowell was a postmodern poet, in the simplest sense of literary history, who
wished to be not just after, but well after Pound and Eliot, responding to but not
dominated by their influence.

The European influence of original translation and literary imitation motivated
Lowell to publish all his dramatic works, four lyric collections, and many single
poems in which he imaginatively remodels others’ finished texts by speculative
rewriting. This line of work was significant in regenerating Lowell’s output
throughout his life, even though it usually brought him more adverse criticism than
appreciation, especially from those who thought that the only way to show respect
for an original was in a close translation accurately rendered. Lowell repudiates
adverse reaction in advance through self-conscious and highly directive editorial
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apparatus (prefaces, headnotes, epigraphs, endnotes) openly declaring both his
sources and the new vision in his revision. In fact, he was schooled in types of poetry
created out of recreation by Tate and Pound, who approached their translations
primarily as poetic masters of their own language, not as linguists or scholars.
Tate’s emphasis on “recreation of style” in “I'ranslation or Imitation” is central in
Lowell’s adaptations, imitations, and translations which follow the Classical and
English Augustan mode of compositions within the prerogative of an individual
talent (Tate 198).

Rewriting Originals: Lowell’s Revisionary Impulse

Lowell thought, with Pound, that the quality of literature of a particular time is
correlated with the quality of its translations: “A great age of literature is perhaps
always a great age of translations; or follows it” (Pound 232). Attitudes of critics in
post-World War I America to imitative examples and styles of creative writing were
influenced, for and against, by the poems Pound wrote between 1917 and 1920,
particularly Homage to Sextus Propertius, which caused a great deal of offence even
though Pound tried to make clear there never was any question of “translation”
(Davie 71). Lowell did not develop the courage of Pound’s convictions until he
published Imitations (1961), but vacillated before and after that. There is edgy
hostility in Lowell’s frequent editorial protestation, perhaps anticipating charges of
plagiarism, that he rewrites originals in his own way to make imaginative new
poems. He mentions in Lord Weary’s Castle (1946), “When I use the word after below
the title of a poem, what follows is not a translation but an imitation which should be
read as though it were an original poem” (“Note” to Lord Weary’s Castle). But his
authorial reluctance to discriminate does not settle critical ambivalence (or drive
out honest confusion) about his intentions with this kind of revisionary activity. The
“Appendix”in Day by Day (1977) claims generic coherence in its title “Translations.”
Yet the first poem “Rabbit, Weasel, and Cat” bears the legend “(Adapted from La
Fontaine),” and the second, “George III” has the Headnote “(This too is perhaps a
translation, because I owe so much to Sherwin’s brilliant Uncorking Old Sherry, a
life of Richard Brinsley Sheridan — R.L.).” Of the three poems in “Appendix,” only
the third, “Arethusa to Lycotas,” is correctly credited as a translation (“Propertius,”
Book IV, 3). In fact, Lowell’s apologies, slippery vocabulary, and misleading
presentation of the status of his “Appendix” might shake confidence in the integrity
of his close work with other authors, distract from his achievements, and seem to
present a classic case study for the influence theorists.

Indeed, Lowell’s free adaptations are a conscious form of creative renewal, celebrate
the past in modernizing it, are collaborative, not subservient, and welcome, not fight

' The seemingly arbitrary assortment in “Appendix” holds thematic interest for Lowell's oeuvre. La Fontaine's alternation of
line lengths begins a loosening of the poetic line which leads to the vers libre of nineteenth-century France so admired by
Eliot and which Lowell came to favor.



back, many authors in different literary periods. The compelling values of his
practice are dramatized and corroborated in the cartoon images of two starkly
contrasting national leaders (George III and Nixon) juxtaposed in “George III.”
Those who respect the past, like George III, can reject the idea of linear history as
time (“how modern George is”), and since they are connected to, yet not browbeaten
by the past (“unable to hear/ his drab tapes play back his own voice”), remain free to
reverse it, as George did by anachronistically playing back his tapes (Day by Day
135). Lowell reverses and honors his sources by rewriting and redirecting past
literatures. All senses of reverse are appropriate somewhere in his revisionary
practice. He changes meaning to its opposite, redirects the past as an inevitable part
of the present, brings the future forward, and claims his own creative originality in
re-versing. While “George III” is a satirical elegy for George III, Nixon and the
United States Constitution, it is also one of Lowell’s many celebrations of the
language of poetry as he reverses both biography and constitutional history.

Lowell as a Cosmopolitan Figure of Tradition

Lowell’s ambition as a poet is explicitly defined when the poems of Lord Weary’s
Castle are read in full context, where the poet displays and distinguishes himself as
a cosmopolitan figure of tradition among many international poets. The collection
quickly raises the question of the different cultural layers in Lowell’s consciousness
and his friendly relation to literatures of many Western nationalities.“The Quaker
Graveyard in Nantucket” (Lord Weary’s Castle 10) places a tradition with a complex
pedigree running directly through Milton in the way of exploring an American,
particularly New England Puritan, experience. For the young Lowell, Milton, a
source of his “piratical” energy, helped him “develop his distinctive persona and
tone, one that could sound at once authoritative and iconoclastic” (Burt 337). The
poem, in parallel with “Lycidas,” makes cogent revisions of past poetic conventions
in a manifold allusive combination of formal features. The work’s length, the
complexity of its loose, rhymed verse paragraph structure, and elegiac genre,
assimilate Milton’s English, Italian, and Classical influences for pastoral lament,
those succeeding commemorations of marine tragedies and dead poets indebted to
Milton — “Adonais” (1821), Shelley’s poem on Keats’ death, “Thyrsis” (1866),
Mathew Arnold’s monody on the death of Arthur Hugh Clough, Hopkin’s “The
Wreck of the Deutschland” (1877), and hazily but indisputably, much English
nineteenth-century literature.

“Mr. Edwards and the Spider” (Lord Weary’s Castle 58-59), which was first printed
in Kenyon Review VIII (Winter 1946), is another composition in which the poet’s
vaunting intellectual ambition is revealed in deep cultural scholarship, and which
combines new with old worlds, although with less aggressive attitude than the
longer poem. Lowell uses an intricate variation of the formal unity of the Spenserian
stanza, “one of the most remarkably original metrical innovations in the history of
English verse,” both for sharply drawn description and narrative snapshots, and to
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build up expressively rich emotional effects (Preminger 266). It provides a link to
Spenser through Donne, whose use of reiterated rhymes in the stanzaic structure
smoothened the verse order illustrated in “A Nocturnall Upon St. Lucies Day”; and
hook up a tie with the English Romantics, whose elevated estimation of the stanza
as a principle vehicle is represented by Byron’s “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage,” Keats’
“Eve of St. Agnes,” and Shelley’s “Adonais.” Poets have seldom written in the stanza
since the middle of the nineteenth century; Lowell’s use provides a rare case in the
twentieth century and is emblematic of his view of himself as an innovative
American poet already equal in stature to such as Spenser, Donne, and the
Romantics (Preminger 266-67).

However, in opposition to the Americanism advocated by Whitman and Williams (I
am “a United Stateser” was one of William’s artistic battle cries), Lowell keeps his
American poetry open to interpenetration by previously ascendant cultures. His
pervasive propensity to think and create in revision, along with the salience of
intertextuality in the book, are obtruded in authorial instruction (“When I use the
word after below the title of a poem, what follows is not a translation but an
imitation which should be read as though it were an original poem”) and
information given in the introductory headnote and individual epigraphs. Lowell
identifies his source for the volumes title (the traditional Scottish ballad “Lamkin,”
the moral tale of a house of ingratitude, crime and punishment) and literary and
pictorial influences that inspired about a quarter of the poems. The multi-cultural
spread in his ambition and revision is readily apparent from even a few poems, such
as “War (After Rimbaud),” “The Ghost (After Sextus Propertius),” “The Shako (After
Rilke).” But his direction on how to read an imitation “as though it were an original
poem” puts an erudite demand on general readers as if they were all part of his
classically educated literary circle and privy to his ambitious mind. He first asks
them to conceive his understanding of two genres (after meaning “not a translation
but an imitation”), and then encourages them to be literary critics. His audience is to
have enough sophisticated knowledge of his original’s reputation, and precedent of
imitations of it (such as Pound’s Homage to Sextus Propertius) to share Lowell’s
confidence in his originality. Readers must be innocent of preconceptions about the
work called to mind to avoid obstruction in reading his “original English poem.”

Tradition and Its Continuance

One of Eliot’s earliest and most widely known statements of poetic principle fills in
some theoretical foundation for Lowell’s use of prior poetry. Eliot’s whole thinking
and feeling about writing poetry, and his practice of creating it, mature early, give

? Lord Weary’s Castle vii. Lowell begins a practice of identifying some, but not all, sources which is a familiar feature of
later books; except that by 1973 he probably felt that his widespread revision of others was well enough known and from
then on he omitted directive editorial comment from his collections.

° “The Blind Leading the Blind” in Lord Weary’s Castle 63 is added to those poems “after,” since it is inspired by
Breughel’s painting Das Gleichnis der Blinden (1568) — rendering Matthew XV 14 — and indebted to Auden’s “Musee des
Beaux Arts” (“In Brueghel’s Icarus, for instance”) in Auden’s Selected Poems.



weight throughout to “stealing” from previous writers and remain true to his early
discourse in “Tradition and the Individual Talent”:

And the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of
thepast, but of its presence ... This historical sense, which is a sense of the
timeless as well as the temporal together, is what makes a writer
traditional.And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely
conscious of his own contemporaneity. (Selected Essays 14)

One of Eliot’s points is that the living poet achieves “his complete meaning” by
setting himself among “the dead” writers for “[h]is significance, his appreciation is
the appreciation of his relation to the dead poets and artists” (15). We might call to
mind Yeats, Crane, Stevens, Pound, Eliot, Auden, among those who also practice
what Eliot preaches in his two discriminating propositions above. Whereas Yeats,
Crane, and Stevens have usually escaped serious censure for their learned
intertextuality, Pound was vilified for disrespecting the dead poet in Homage to
Sextus Propertius (finished in 1917, partly published in 1919) and Eliot is not
universally admired for a different kind of so-called over-familiarity with the
tradition. He has been most frequently criticized, even among those who hold a high
opinion of his art, for the fact that so much of his poetic verbal stock is host to the
ghosts of dead and living writers. Conrad Aiken, in his first sympathetic review of
The Waste Land, complained in vexation that Eliot created “a literature of
literature’ ... a kind of parasitic growth on literature, a sort of mistletoe” (91). In
America, the cultural and literary learning supporting Eliot’s creative work has had
a deleterious effect on some American poets, who feel intimidated by the worst kind
of aggressive conservatism in modern poetics, as they see it. For instance, Williams
felt acute creative anxiety and paralysis as an American before Eliot’s abstract
sense of culture; Karl Shapiro believed Eliot’s elite bookishness was so stultifying to
native development it needed to be opposed outright (Shapiro “T. S. Eliot: The Death
of Literary Judgement” 35-60).

Jarrell was alert to the extent and value of the claim Lowell makes on a full cultural
heritage in his “contemporaneity” when he commends his “thoroughly historical
mind. It is literary and traditional as well; he can use the past so effectively because
he thinks so much as it did” (Jarrell Poetry and the Age 214). Steven Gould Axelrod
views:

From the beginning of his career, Lowell sought to create his poetic identity
out of an involvement with history. His development as an artist in the shadow
of the Modernist giants only confirmed his historicism, his sense that, as T.S.
Eliot put it, in penetrating the life of another age “one is penetrating the life of
one’sown.” (Essays on Poetry 18)

Lowell speaks in an open manner to those men and women who helped him to define
himself, personally and poetically — the writers, and especially poets, living and
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