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 Mirroring and mirrors as motifs in myth and literature 
(Narcissus, Eve, and Snow White) have mainly been approached 
thematically by literary scholars. But what I intend to do is to make 
a contribution to the iconic (in the semiotic sense) study of literary 
texts. In other words, I wish to show how a so-called ‘motivated’ 
verbal form mimes the theme of mirroring.  

 Disregarding the de Saussurean dogma of the pervasive 
arbitrariness of language, an iconic approach investigates relations 
of similarity between the sign and the signified, between meaning 
and form. It tries to discover non-arbitrary sub-functions of verbal 
signs within their arbitrary context of the semiotic sign system that 
is language. 

 Now, semiotics distinguishes between imagic iconicity and 
diagrammatic iconicity.1 Imagic iconicity, which is not restricted to 
visual forms of communication, can be found in onomatopoeic 
words such as ‘miao’ or ‘fizz’. Or, to choose a non-linguistic, visual 
example, a portrait or photograph of a person is an iconic image. It 
is typical of such an image that it offers information on what it 

                                                 
1 For a discussion of this distinction see : M. Nänny and O. Fischer, “Introduction : 
Iconicity as a Creative Force in Language Use”. Form Miming Meaning. Iconicity in 

Language and Literature. Eds. Max Nänny and Olga Fischer. xv-xxxvi. 
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denotes. Thus, the word ‘miao’ tells us how the cry of a cat sounds 
and a photograph of Prince Charles helps us to recognise him in a 
crowd. The mere knowledge of his conventional, hence arbitrary or, 
in semiotic terms, ‘symbolic’ name would never allow us to identify 
him. By means of sound (onomatopoeia, rhythm) and typography 
(e.g. Apollinaire’s “Calligrammes”, e.e. cummings’ poems or con-
crete poetry) writers have attempted to add to their literary texts a 
kind of iconic ‘palpability’ (Roman Jakobson). 

 In language and literature the more abstract form of 
diagrammatic iconicity is of much greater importance. In 
diagrammatic iconicity there is no relationship of similarity bet-
ween an individual sign and its referent. However, there is a 
similarity of relationship. In other words, the relationship between 
single signs is similar to the relationship that holds between their 
referents. Thus, in Caesar’s famous dictum veni, vidi, vici the 
sequential order of verbs reflects the sequence of Caesar’s actions. 
A syntactical order, for instance, that would incorporate a flashback 
or flash-forward would no longer be iconic in the diagrammatic 
sense. 

 A further example may illustrate the difference between 
imagic and diagrammatic iconicity. The adjectival comparison 
‘long, longer, longest’ expresses the increase of length seman-
tically. In addition, it expresses it also formally by means of the 
growing length of the adjectives.  

 Paradoxically, the comparison ‘short, shorter, shortest’ does 
not disprove this for in a formally more abstract way it reflects 
increasing shortness by an increase of word-length. Thus, in the 
case of ‘long, longer, longest’ diagrammatic iconicity is mixed with 
imagic iconicity : the three words become increasingly longer 
typographically (and phonetically). In the second case, on the other 
hand, the increasing length of the three words merely indicates the 
notion of increase. Obviously, the three adjectives are not them-
selves iconic images of increasing shortness. So the inherent 
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relationship of increasing shortness is indicated more abstractly, 
namely by purely diagrammatic means : the relational idea of 
gradual increase (of shortness) is reflected here by a gradual 
increase of word-length. 

 

 But let me now turn to some examples of formal or verbal 
representation of mirroring. In order to find evidence of formal 
mirroring in literary texts I have sifted a large number of passages 
in prose and verse since the Renaissance, which contain a reference 
to a mirror or mirroring. In my scrutiny of relevant texts I disco-
vered various verbal means to render the act of mirroring.  

 Now, the act of mirroring implies two things : first, a 
repetition of the object in its mirror image and, second, symmetry. 
In order to be considered as iconic, textual passages that deal with 
mirroring would thus have to be characterised by repetition and 
symmetry.  

 My scrutiny of mirror scenes in terms of iconic mirroring 
turned up, first, numerous examples that showed nothing of a 
formal nature that could be called iconically significant. Another 
group of textual passages contained a number of repetitions. In yet 
another group of passages with mirror scenes, and this is the group I 
am interested in here, I also discovered that the repetitions are 
formally arranged, either by means of parallelism (1–2–3 :1–2–3) 
or, more frequently, by chiasmus (1–2–3 :3–2–1). In other words, in 
both cases the passages that thematically deal with mirroring are 
themselves formally subjected to a verbal mirroring.  

 In the case of parallelism, the doubling typical of parallel 
construction constitutes a kind of “translative symmetry” (Winfried 
Nöth). In the case of chiasmus, the mirroring is represented by a 
symmetrical structure, for chiasmus is a verbal figure that incor-
porates the principle of mirroring in its very arrangement of 
repeated words or sentences. It is also noteworthy that in many 
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examples the very word for mirror, the mirroring surface or 
sometimes the mirrored object itself is centred by the chiastic 
scheme. Finally, it is not surprising that in several cases unstruc-
tured repetitions, parallelism and chiasmus may be all mixed up.  

 In the following I shall first present two examples with 
parallel construction and then discuss a selection of passages in 
which the doublings and repetitions are arranged chiastically. Let 
me point out here that I have not manipulated the excerpts by means 
of omissions that would falsify the continuity of the texts. 

 

Parallelism 
 

 The novel Little Dorrit by Charles Dickens offers an 
example of iconic mirroring by means of parallelism : 

The waking Flintwinch had his full front face presented to his wife ; 
the sleeping Flintwinch was in profile. The waking Flintwinch was 
the old original ; the sleeping Flintwinch was the double, just as she 
might have distinguished between a tangible object and its reflection 
in a glass… (Book 1, Chapter 4, p. 42) 

When we look at this passage in the light of repetitions the result 
may be schematised in the following way (words in bold stand for 
literal repetitions, words in bold italics for semantic repetitions, i.e. 
for pronouns, synonyms, antonyms, metaphors or metonymies) : 

 
1 The waking Flintwinch had his full front face presented to 
 his wife ; 
2      the sleeping Flintwinch was in profile.  
 
1 The waking Flintwinch was the old original ;  
2 the sleeping Flintwinch was the d o u b l e , just as she  

might have distinguished between a tangible object and its 
reflection in a glass… 
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Here Mrs Flintwinch’s frontal view of her sleeping husband (“the 
double”) is confronted with a profile of her waking husband (“the 
old original”) by means of a doubling parallelism. Her cubist view 
of the face of her husband is finally compared to a mirroring (“its 
reflection in a glass”), a comparison that follows the parallelism. 

 The English translation of the fairy tale “Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs” (p. 177) offers a further example of verbal 
mirroring by means of parallelism. However, the slightly chiastic 
structure of the first and third lines also defines this text as a 
transitional case. At the beginning of the story the Queen addresses 
the magical looking glass : 

  Tell me, glass, tell me true! 
   Of all the ladies in the land, 
   Who is the fairest ? tell me who ? 

The triple repetition of “Tell me” in this passage creates three 
parallelisms which are reinforced by the rhyme between “true” and 
“who”. In addition, however, there are also two minimal chiastic 
arrangements which somewhat reinforce the symmetry of the verbal 
form : “Tell me, glass, tell me…” and “Who…fairest…who ?” 

 

Chiasmus 
 

 Let me now turn to more truly formal mirroring by means of 
a symmetrical chiasmus. In Joseph Addison’s 18th century English 
version of the myth of Narcissus (in his translation of the third book 
of Ovid’s Metamorphoses) mirroring is formally suggested by a 
whole series of chiastic constructions. I have chosen the following 
passage where Narcissus says : 
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A shallow water hinders my embrace : 
And yet the lovely mimic wears a face 
That kindly smiles, and when I bend to join 
My lips to his, he fondly bends to mine. (533-59) 

On closer reading you notice that part of this passage is chiastically 
structured by means of literal and semantic repetitions. Here is my 
analysis of the excerpt :  

 
  A shallow water hinders my embrace : And yet the lovely  
  mimic wears a face That kindly smiles, and when  
1 I  

2 bend to join My lips to  
3 his,  
 

3 he fondly  
2 bends to  
1 mine. […] 

 

Narcissus bends over the water to kiss his mirror image that seems 
to be symmetrically bending towards him. Syntactically the passage 
is structured by a parallelism : “I bend to…his” : “he…bends to 
mine” since the two actions are parallel. But the arrangement of the 
corresponding pronouns, “I”, “mine” (for Narcissus) and “his”, “he” 
(for his mirror image), is chiastic and hence iconic of symmetrical 
reflection. 

 John Milton does something similar in the passage from his 
Paradise Lost (Book 4) where Eve bends over a “clear smooth 
lake” and for the first time recognises herself in her mirror image : 

 
 …I thither went 

With unexperienced thought, and laid me down 
On the green bank, to look into the clear 



FORMAL MIRRORING IN LITERARY TEXTS 

 

 

273

Smooth lake, that to me seemed another sky. 
As I bent down to look, just opposite, 
A shape within the watery gleam appeared 
Bending to look on me… (456–62) 

Again the second half of the passage is subject to a chiastic 
structuring of literal and semantic repetitions : 
 

  …I… laid me down . . . to look into the clear Smooth lake,  
  that to me seemed another sky. As  

1 I 

2 bent down to look, just  
3 opposite, 
 
3 A shape within the watery gleam appeared 
2 Bending to look on  
1 me… 

 
The chiastic scheme here centres the mirror image : “opposite A 
shape within the watery gleam appeared” (3). In addition, the 
semantic doubling of “Smooth lake” and “watery gleam” reinforces 
the idea of mirroring. 

 A passage from William Shakespeare’s King Richard II also 
contains a chiastically arranged mirroring scene. King Richard 
speaks : 

Give me that glass, and therein will I read. 
No deeper wrinkles yet ? Hath sorrow struck 
So many blows upon this face of mine, 
And made no deeper wounds ? O flatt’ring glass… (4.1.276–79) 

This excerpt, in which King Richard is searching his face in the 
mirror ([looking] “glass”) for traces of past sorrows, may be 
analysed in the following way : 
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  Give me that  
1 glass, and therein will I read. 
2       No deeper wrinkles yet ? Hath sorrow struck So many blows   
         upon  

 t h i s  f a c e  o f  m i n e , And made  

2 no deeper wounds ? O flatt’ring  
1 glass… 

 

In the centre of this chiasmus, which is symmetrically embraced by 
the word “glass”, we find King Richard’s mirrored face, “this face 
of mine”.  

 A mirror scene of a metaphorical nature can be found in 
Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale. King Polixenes speaks : 

  Good Camillo, 
Your chang’d complexions are to me a mirror 
Which shows me mine chang’d too ; for I must be  
A party in this alteration, finding 
Myself thus alter’d with’t. (1.2.380–84) 

A closer reading shows that also this passage is chiastically 
organised : 

   Good Camillo, 
1 Your chang’d complexions are to  
2       me  

 

 a  m i r r o r  Which shows  
 
2 me  

1 mine chang’d too ; for I must be A party in this alteration,  
 finding 

  Myself thus alter’d with’t. 
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Here the word “mirror” is on the symmetry axis of the chiastic 
mirroring, which additionally sharpens the contrast between “Your” 
and “mine”.  

 The same formal figure of chiasmus is used by S.T. 
Coleridge in a mirroring passage from his “Frost at Midnight” (ll. 
54-61), a poem that can be shown to be informed by several chiastic 
structures : 
 

But thou, my babe! Shalt wander like a breeze 
By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags 
Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds, 
Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores 
And mountain crags : so shalt thou see and hear 
The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible… 

 
This excerpt, in which clouds seem to mirror or “image in their bulk 
both lakes and shores”, is governed by a chiastic sequence of literal 
repetitions : 

  But  
1 thou, my babe!  
2 Shalt wander like a breeze By lakes and sandy shores, beneath  
 the  
3 crags Of ancient  
4 mountain, and beneath 
 
 the clouds, Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores  

 And  
 
4 mountain  
3 crags : so  
2 shalt  

1 thou see and hear The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible… 
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This pervasive chiasmus centres both the medium (“the clouds”) 
and its mirroring action ([to] “image”). In addition, this action is 
iconically reinforced by two lexical repetitions in the first half only 
and hence outside the chiastice scheme : “lakes and (…) shores” as 
well as “beneath”. 

 Edgar Allen Poe is a writer who makes frequent use of the 
figure of chiasmus in his work. Dynamic chiastic symmetry is the 
underlying principle of his cosmogony of a pulsating universe, as 
he explains it in his treatise Eureka. And his The Narrative of 

Gordon Pym follows a chiastic scheme. However, he also often 
structures short textual passages chiastically. Thus we read at the 
beginning of his short story “The Fall of the House of Usher” : 
 

I looked upon the scene before me – upon the mere house, and the 
simple landscape features of the domain – upon the bleak walls – 
upon the vacant eye-like windows – upon a few rank sedges – and 
upon a few white trunks of decayed trees – with an utter depression 
of soul…There was an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart… 
[…] 
I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tarn 
that lay in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down – but 
with a shudder even more thrilling than before – upon the 
remodelled and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly 
tree-stems, and the vacant and eye-like windows. (pp. 138–39) 

 
The two complementary passages, which describe the mirroring of 
the House of Usher in a tarn, are underpinned by a chiasmus of 
literal and semantic repetitions of words and phrases : 
 

  I looked upon the scene before me – upon the mere house, 
and the simple landscape features of the domain – upon the bleak 
walls – upon  
1 the vacant eye-like windows – upon a few  
2 rank sedges – and upon a few white trunks [1]  

 of decayed trees [2]– with an utter depression of soul… 
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 There was  
3 an iciness, a sinking, a sickening of the heart… […] 
 I reined my horse to the precipitous brink of  
 
 a  b l a c k  a n d  l u r i d  t a r n  t h a t  l a y  i n  u n r u f f l e d   
 l u s t r e   
 
 by the dwelling, and gazed down – but with  
3 a shudder even more thrilling than before – upon the  
 remodelled and  inverted images of the  
2 gray sedge, and the ghastly tree [2]-stems [1], and  
1 the vacant and eye-like windows. 

 
The mirror images of the House of Usher and of its bleak 
environment in the unruffled tarn are explicitly described as 
“inverted images”. But Poe goes one step further by rendering the 
inversion intrinsic to all mirroring by means of the inherent 
inversion of a chiasmus. Apart from verbal doublings of such 
phrases as “the vacant eye-like windows”, “sedges” and “tree(s)” 
we get semantic correspondences : “rank” and “gray”, “white trunks 
of decayed trees” and “ghastly tree-stems” as well as “an iciness” 
and “a shudder”. Again the mirroring medium, “a black and lurid 
tarn”, is centred by the chiastic arrangement. It is also noteworthy 
that the two semantic repetitions “white trunks of decayed trees” 
and “ghastly tree-stems” (2) are themselves chiastically inverted. 

 W.B. Yeats also uses mirroring metaphorically in his poem 
“The Statues” : 

   … Empty eyeballs knew 
That knowledge increases unreality, that 
Mirror on mirror mirrored is all the show. (20-22) 

 
The mirroring of mirroring (“Mirror on mirror mirrored”) as an 
emblem of “unreality” or of empty appearance (“show”) is formally 
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rendered here by means of a chiastically centred, symmetrical 
repetition of the word “mirror(ed)” : 

 
  …Empty eyeballs knew That knowledge increases  
1 unreality, that 
2 Mirror on  

 mirror  

2 mirrored is all the  
1 show. 

 
One may add here that the multiple repetition of a word not only 
emphasises it but to some extent bleaches its meaning, empties it. 

 As a last example I should like to discuss a passage from 
James Joyce’s The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (ch. 4), a 
novel whose narrative structure has been shown to be chiastically 
centred around the sermon on hell by a Jesuit in its middle. 

The water of the rivulet was dark with endless drift and mirrored the 
high-drifting clouds. The clouds were drifting above him silently 
and silently the seatangle was drifting below him… (p. 171) 

Again the lexical repetitions and the one semantic correspondence 
(“high”, “above”) form a perfect chiastic scheme : 

  The water of the rivulet was dark with endless 
1 drift and m i r r o r e d  the  
2 high- 
3 drifting 
4 clouds. The  
 

4 clouds were  
3 drifting  
2 above him silently and silently the seatangle was  
1 drifting below him… 

 



FORMAL MIRRORING IN LITERARY TEXTS 

 

 

279

At the same time the structural inversion indicated by the chiasmus 
in this excerpt also reflects the change of perspective from “rivulet” 
to “clouds” and back to the rivulet again. 

 

Conclusion 

 
 Let me come to the conclusion. The textual examples from 
different literary epochs and several authors discussed here show 
that the theme of mirroring is often couched in the iconic forms of 
parallelism and/or chiasmus. In some cases the formal miming of 
meaning is transparent, in others it is translucent and can only be 
perceived after an in-depth reading. One wonders, of course, 
whether these formal structures were intended by their authors, and 
one asks oneself whether and how the reader discerns the iconic 
features of parallelism and chiasmus embedded in the texts.  
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Résumé 

 

 

Reflets formels dans les textes littéraires 

 

 Cet article montre que lorsqu’il est question, dans une 

séquence de texte littéraire, du reflet d’un objet ou d’une personne, 

ou lorsqu’un miroir est mentionné à des fins métaphoriques, la 

séquence est souvent organisée selon des structures formelles 

spécifiques : la répétition, le parallélisme (1-2-3 :1-2-3) et/ou le 

chiasme (1-2-3 : 3-2-1). En d’autres termes, ces structures formel-

les représentent iconiquement (pour être plus précis, il s’agit ici 

d’iconicité diagrammatique) un double ou un reflet au niveau 

textuel. Ainsi, l’idée ou l’image d’un reflet est traduite par un 

« reflet » dans la disposition des mots, disposition qui accueille 

fréquemment dans sa partie centrale le support du reflet ou l’image 

reflétée. Le propos est illustré par un choix de textes qui vont de 

William Shakespeare à James Joyce, en passant par John Milton, 

Joseph Addison, S.T. Coleridge, E.A. Poe, Charles Dickens et W.B. 

Yeats. Ces illustrations présentent des cas de reflets dans des 

miroirs ou dans l’eau (comme Narcisse et Eve par exemple) ainsi 

que quelques cas d’emploi métaphorique de la notion de reflet.  
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