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Introduction 

 

 
Welcome to the first issue of the Pennsylvania Literary Journal. At this 

time this journal is only available to the public online. The Editor 

would like to thank Google Web Sites for providing an easily 

manageable free space for the Journal online. We hope that in the 

future we will be able to find funding for a printed version. It is our 

hope that those who choose to print this document with most of the 

information contained on the website will contact us to encourage the 

production of paper editions. Initially it was practical to create an 

online journal to save on production costs. Without printing costs, 

there is no need to charge you any money beyond what you might pay 

to print the document, or even just a part of a document. Hypertexts 

are the way of the future. More and more journals are available online, 

and online book publishing is becoming more popular. In the end, it 

will be up to the consumers who choose. So please contact us with 

your opinions. Starting this December, 2009 we will be included in the 

MLA Periodicals Directory Listing. At around the same time, it will 

also be viewable through EBSCO searches. 

The Summer 2009 Issue is divided into four category: "Critical 

Essays," "Short Stories," "Plays," and "Poetry." Each work begins with 

the artists' statement. The authors’ brief autobiographies are listed at 

the end of this file. Many of these writers have published one or more 

books, and are established in their fields. Our writers come from as far 

as India, Japan and China, as well as from the United States.  

For the first, experimental issue, no requirements were set on 

the length, type, style, genre and the like for the submissions. Thus, the 

work reflects the various interpretations that the writers had of the 

topic, “Experiments.” Yuko Ashitagawa discusses the relationship 

between fantasy and reality as a borderland, where unique experiments 

can be created. Christopher Ryan Schott is concerned with the 

relationship between radical experimental changes in the mass media 

and the depravity in American culture. John Greiner and Janna 

Serniak’s poems experiment with form and style. Some of the 

experiments submitted were too wild for us to share with you. An 

“experiment” is a test of a hypothesis. Any critical or creative 

argument is an experiment. Experiments are not carried out to show 

the absurdity of the attempt, but rather to prove the feasibility of the 

original idea.     

We are now accepting submissions for the “Politics and 

Literature: Controversial and Revolutionary Fiction” Winter 2009 

Issue. Classical authors frequently blended politics with fiction. 

Dumas and Shakespeare’s histories and tragedies, Stowe, Dickens and 

Twain’s abolitionist agenda, Swift’s sarcastic and the realists’ and 

naturalists’ melancholic anti-poverty and corruption stands, Cooper’s 

plea for the rights of the Native Americans, and Conrad’s protest 

against colonialism are some examples of canonical encounters 

between the causes of social justice and literary interpretations or 

portrayals of the ills that plague humanity. Essays on the edges and 

even outside of this topic will be welcomed as well, but, those that 

explore it will be given priority. All literary periods from the 

beginning of written thought to the present day are relevant. The 

writers studied can be from any nation, gender, sexual orientation and 

the like. Please do translate all foreign words in endnotes into English, 

so that your English-speaking readers can understand every word of 

your argument. Poetry does not need to have a political slant, but 

political poetry is especially coveted.  

Our call for Winter 2009 submissions already received replies, 

and our Peer-Review Board members are hard at work reading the new 

submissions. Check the website for new announcements and 

submission guidelines. 

 

 

 

Anna Faktorovich, Editor 

http://sites.google.com/site/pennsylvaniajournal 

http://sites.google.com/site/abolitionistwomen 

http://sites.google.com/site/annafaktorovich 
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Danny P. Barbare 
 

"These are memories of my childhood. They are some of my 

best times. I grew up in a Catholic Southern Family. Our 

family was large. Basically this is the view into a summer night 

at my grandparents. Images I can still see clearly forty years 

later. This is why I chose this subject to write ab

familiar to me, and I feel comfortable with it. I hope it shares a 

glimpse into a Southern night as how I saw them as a child."

 

 

Summer Nights at My Grandparents’
 

Sitting on the wicker couch on  

the gray wooden porch at night,  

or rocking back and forth, cigarettes aglow  

shiny cold beers and the rattle of iced tea  

and the spit of Red Man Tobacco  

in an old Maxwell House Coffee can.  

The moon glows on the pretty hyacinths, 

the pink dogwoods and the ivy along the  

stone wall. The curtains like a woman's tongue 

speaking, then dropping, as if listening.  

Big Boy, an overweight Chihuahua 

waddles along the worn carpet.  

Granddad’s eyes closed, as he is listening  

to Hank Aaron batting on the cheering radio.  

 

 
They are some of my 

best times. I grew up in a Catholic Southern Family. Our 

family was large. Basically this is the view into a summer night 

at my grandparents. Images I can still see clearly forty years 

later. This is why I chose this subject to write about. It is 

familiar to me, and I feel comfortable with it. I hope it shares a 

glimpse into a Southern night as how I saw them as a child." 

Summer Nights at My Grandparents’ 

wall. The curtains like a woman's tongue  

Grandma’s reading the Greenville News 

through her silver rimmed glasses.

 

 
Note: Blackford Family Collection. Standing: John; Sitting Left to Right: Amber, Randolph, 

Baby Minor – Eliza L. M. Blackford and Family, 1896. Photo held at the

Carolina at Chapel Hill Archives. 
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ng the Greenville News  

through her silver rimmed glasses. 

: Blackford Family Collection. Standing: John; Sitting Left to Right: Amber, Randolph, 

Eliza L. M. Blackford and Family, 1896. Photo held at the University of North 

 



Pennsylvania Literary Journal 

Danny P. Barbare 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fair Play Exit Off I-85 
 

A chain is across the driveway. 

The screen door is slamming. 

Frozen fish is wrapped in tinfoil 

   in the old icebox. 

Homemade pimento cheese, loaf of Bunny 

   Bread, Lays Potato Chips, Coke-a-Cola 

   in a Styrofoam cup is for lunch 

   on Dixie paper plates 

   on a red and white checkered table cloth. 

Trail is through the woods; 

   I’m afraid of yellow jackets; water 

   moccasins, copperheads, 

   skins hang in the trees. 

The dock is seesawing, cables jostling 

   on Hartwell Lake 

   warm on the top, cold on the feet. 

Dripping wet bathing suit as I’m 

   feeding white domestic ducks in  

   grass as seen in the old pictures 

   and playing badminton.  

 

 

 

 

Old metal fishing pole, catfish with spurs,

   skinning them for later.  

The sound of crickets and cicadas that night; 

   stuffy striped pillow, cot, fan blowing 

   all night long, motor boats  

   humming to the bridge,  

   lanterns aglow.  

I can’t wait for pristine morning dew 

   on my feet and grits and sausage 

   on the stove. 

 

 
Note: Picture from the Blackford Family Collection, 

with Hints on Housewifery. 1852. Photo held at the

Archives. 
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Old metal fishing pole, catfish with spurs, 

The sound of crickets and cicadas that night;  

stuffy striped pillow, cot, fan blowing  

 

it for pristine morning dew  

on my feet and grits and sausage  

: Picture from the Blackford Family Collection, Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Together 

. 1852. Photo held at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
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Andrew Brett Golay 
 

"This is a poem about a man who repeatedly kills himself... In 

this poem, Mr. Golay considers the consequences of suicide 

when the soul lives on after the act." 

 

 

Death Aloof 
 

"I did all I could," said the man with a gun 

resting on his jawbone, not looking to stun. 

He'd tried to do everything under the sun 

to save himself from dying. 

 

The medical bills scattered round called his name,

and army of hostile folk, yelling, "For shame!" 

They taunted; he wanted an end to the game, 

but only lay still, crying. 

 

A fate worse than death and a pit in his heart; 

the stuff in his blood sought to tear him apart. 

A requiem played, softly urging his start 

toward honesty, not lying. 

 

For nothing inside him still wanted to live. 

Alone and forgotten, with nothing to give, 

and naught had been given except through a sieve

 

"This is a poem about a man who repeatedly kills himself... In 

considers the consequences of suicide 

The medical bills scattered round called his name, 

 

 

 

and naught had been given except through a sieve 

of silent reservation. 

 

For weeks he had striven to embrace his fate,

without letting mockery tarnish his plate.

However, the end was forever irate

untimely consternation. 

 

And so, he decided euphoria’s best,

escaping the strife weighing down his slight chest,

but self-medication could not provide rest

or give alleviation. 

 

It worked for a day or two: happiness, joy,

relief from the agony, feelings destroyed.

He no longer suffered, but felt paranoid

and solace left in layers. 

 

By day number three there was no hope at hand;

Hellfire replaced a lukewarm frying pan.

The violin faded and forth came the band

of Satan's wedding players. 

 

Under lock and key, he still tried to get high,

knowing perseverance meant Hell and death nigh.

Existence was futile; he needed to die

and fired his revolver. 

 

He woke up to brightness; a sterile white room

awaited his consciousness, which came too soon.

"But I shot myself!" he exclaimed and felt doom

surrounding and enclosing. 

 

His jaw had been shattered; pain slowly resumed.

The coma was over, or so he assumed.

Embarrassing failure now came and consumed

his every waking moment. 

 

"Oh why, Death, has thou the gall to

Wouldst thou not deliver me to depths below?

6 

For weeks he had striven to embrace his fate, 

without letting mockery tarnish his plate. 

ver irate 

And so, he decided euphoria’s best, 

escaping the strife weighing down his slight chest, 

medication could not provide rest 

It worked for a day or two: happiness, joy, 

eelings destroyed. 

He no longer suffered, but felt paranoid 

By day number three there was no hope at hand; 

Hellfire replaced a lukewarm frying pan. 

The violin faded and forth came the band 

and key, he still tried to get high, 

knowing perseverance meant Hell and death nigh. 

Existence was futile; he needed to die 

He woke up to brightness; a sterile white room 

awaited his consciousness, which came too soon. 

myself!" he exclaimed and felt doom 

His jaw had been shattered; pain slowly resumed. 

The coma was over, or so he assumed. 

Embarrassing failure now came and consumed 

"Oh why, Death, has thou the gall to cheat me so! 

Wouldst thou not deliver me to depths below? 
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Forever I toss like a wave, to and fro, 

awaiting your atonement. 

 

"And what would you have me do? Jump from a bridge?

Or hang myself? Overdose? Slice through my wrists?

Embrace me! Allow a reprieve from all this. 

Do not be my opponent!" 

 

He lay there and wept as the public walked by—

revolted, offended—averted their eyes, 

the poor lonely man only wanted to die 

but had not the components. 

 

A figure of horror, he kept to himself; 

the pain medications could never quite help, 

nor could any therapist trying to delve 

into his thoughts forbidden. 

 

One day in the bathtub he rested at last; 

he barely could feel the electrical blast 

pulsing through his body—it happened so fast 

and then he could be hidden. 

 

His next life began, from birth, on crystal meth,

and crack—a baby who would have chosen Death,

with painful awareness of every breath 

and Hell on earth resuming. 

 

He ends each fell life after years of disgust, 

hoping the next go around is more robust, 

but each time, the grave violates his vain trust, 

his torture only blooming. 

 

 
Note: The picture is from the Blackford Family Collection at the University of South Carolina 

Archive. It was gathered on an Indiana University of Pennsylvania grant

by Anna Faktorovich. 

 

 

 

"And what would you have me do? Jump from a bridge? 

Or hang myself? Overdose? Slice through my wrists? 

— 

 

next life began, from birth, on crystal meth, 

a baby who would have chosen Death, 

 

Note: The picture is from the Blackford Family Collection at the University of South Carolina 

Archive. It was gathered on an Indiana University of Pennsylvania grant-funded research trip 

 

 

John Greiner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
"In my work the primary concern is the creation of a mood.

use imagery to heighten a reality that predominates more in my 

mind than in the actual physical world.

landscapes that are created in the psyche offer a greater 

potential for revelation for both myself as the writer, as well as 

for the reader, then what can be achieved in a purely natural 

reality." 

 

 

Return 
 

Coming into town 

with a laugh for  

 the fools  

waiting 

for manias to be 

clarified.  The stories 

 set on far off shores 

 capture the imaginations

   of all those

   who have waited

  for their psychosis’

7 

"In my work the primary concern is the creation of a mood.  I 

use imagery to heighten a reality that predominates more in my 

mind than in the actual physical world.  It is my belief that the 

that are created in the psyche offer a greater 

potential for revelation for both myself as the writer, as well as 

for the reader, then what can be achieved in a purely natural 

capture the imaginations 

of all those 

who have waited 

for their psychosis’ 
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  to be fulfilled 

in distant lands 

populated by writhing girls; 

 it does not matter whether they are 

 Tahitian or mid-Western strippers, 

  the girls of Gauguin, 

  or the Iowa beauty queens 

 come east because the west 

  was too far off with its television

  dreams.  Ah, these ladies who line

 Eighth Avenue as I take a 2:00AM stroll

  lay heavy on the heart 

  if only a passing fancy in the head.

Off to the dim lights, to the thoughts that wander,

to the songs of praise of far off things 

   more exotic.  This town 

   leaves us dying, 

  but the drifters keep coming around

   for blows to the 

   head 

and to live a life fulfilled 

   though starvation 

sits next to them 

in the dark night 

 diner of the soul. 

 

 
Note – An illustration in the Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery

M. Blackford. A home publication of the Blackford Family. 1852. Held at the University of 

North Carolina, Chapel Hills Archives, Blackford Family Collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

was too far off with its television 

dreams.  Ah, these ladies who line 

Eighth Avenue as I take a 2:00AM stroll 

only a passing fancy in the head. 

Off to the dim lights, to the thoughts that wander, 

 

but the drifters keep coming around 

Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery. By: Eliza L. 

1852. Held at the University of 

 

 

 

 

John Greiner 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elsinore 
 

Ripping the monologue 

From the prince’s bloodied 

Lips he knew 

That the next time 

That Shakespeare 

Crossed his path 

The bard would think 

Twice about 

Making any proclamations 

About the state 

Of Denmark, 

Or the Swedes 

Who crossed over 

On the morning ferry 

To get their drink 

Cheap in the liquor 

Stores of Elsinore, 

And then vomit 

In the pristine streets. 
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Note – An illustration in the Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery

M. Blackford. A home publication of the Blackford Family. 1852. Held at the University of 

North Carolina, Chapel Hills Archives, Blackford Family Collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery. By: Eliza L. 

M. Blackford. A home publication of the Blackford Family. 1852. Held at the University of 
 

Janna Serniak 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"I hope that my creative work is suggestive of my engagement 

with both the literary and natural world around me. To that 

end, my poems tend toward the imagistic in their evocation of 

sensory experience, and are typically influenced by 

experiences of the woods and waters near my home. 'Channel 

Pier in Black and White,' for example, was borne of my habit of 

walking the pier at night in the winter. My poetry also tends to 

be inter-textual; many of my poems include either direct 

citations or allusions to texts that have shaped my existential 

and aesthetic philosophies. Ultimately, my poetry provides a 

means for reflection that is both more personal and more 

immediate than the thinking I do via my critical work."

 

 

Channel Pier in Black and White
 

As sketched in charcoal 

On almost translucent floes that 

Buffet a snow-crusted pier-head,

The ebony birds tremble.
 
 

Yeats’ swans in negative, 

They are too many to count; 

Their silhouettes fade against obsidian waves.

I will turn my eyes to a waning moon,

Away from these dark shades 

Hovering on the water, 

And darker shades hovering deep below.
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"I hope that my creative work is suggestive of my engagement 

with both the literary and natural world around me. To that 

end, my poems tend toward the imagistic in their evocation of 

sensory experience, and are typically influenced by my own 

experiences of the woods and waters near my home. 'Channel 

Pier in Black and White,' for example, was borne of my habit of 

walking the pier at night in the winter. My poetry also tends to 

textual; many of my poems include either direct 

tions or allusions to texts that have shaped my existential 

and aesthetic philosophies. Ultimately, my poetry provides a 

means for reflection that is both more personal and more 

immediate than the thinking I do via my critical work." 

k and White 

On almost translucent floes that  

head, 

Their silhouettes fade against obsidian waves. 

waning moon, 

Away from these dark shades  

And darker shades hovering deep below. 
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Note : An illustration in the Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery

M. Blackford. A home publication of the Blackford Family. 1852. Held at the University of 

North Carolina, Chapel Hills Archives, Blackford Family Collection. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recipes in the Culinary Arts: Hints on Housewifery. By: Eliza L. 

y. 1852. Held at the University of 

 

Basanta Kumar Kar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“Poetry is the outpouring of the heart and the head: the 

alphabets and the words are offshoots. It is a spontaneous 

overflow of emotions and expression of truth with unification of 

sensibilities. It has to combine with both the thought and 

emotion which portrays beauty. It is a medium to reform the 

society, to fore the silver lining of hope among the clouds of 

deep despair, the love for life and the zest to live. But more 

significantly, it is the eternal aesthetic happiness.” As a poet he 

re-discovers the beauty in each element and at each inch of life 

and gets inspired by human perspectives of life, survival and 

struggle. “Recluse” and “Journey” are two poems are from 

his pre-published pioneering collection of poems, 

Pinnacle.  Published in a numbe

magazines, journals and anthologies, the

Unfold Pinnacle meditate upon the real

extremely marginalized women residing in various Indian 

states. First of its kind, through 

gives the marginalized Indian women a voice through poetry.

 

 

 Recluse 
 

The water defies, 

barriers merge and submerge 

10 

oetry is the outpouring of the heart and the head: the 

alphabets and the words are offshoots. It is a spontaneous 

overflow of emotions and expression of truth with unification of 

sensibilities. It has to combine with both the thought and 

rays beauty. It is a medium to reform the 

society, to fore the silver lining of hope among the clouds of 

deep despair, the love for life and the zest to live. But more 

significantly, it is the eternal aesthetic happiness.” As a poet he 

uty in each element and at each inch of life 

and gets inspired by human perspectives of life, survival and 

struggle. “Recluse” and “Journey” are two poems are from 

published pioneering collection of poems, The Unfold 

Published in a number of international and national 

magazines, journals and anthologies, the poems from The 

meditate upon the real-life stories of 

extremely marginalized women residing in various Indian 

states. First of its kind, through The Unfold Pinnacle, Basanta 

gives the marginalized Indian women a voice through poetry. 
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Indrāvati* drips red rock soil 

roots extort;  

in an evergreen milieu, 

fragrance of mahua**  rejuvenates. 

  

At the early dawn, I hear rhythms of steps 

warmth  hijacks chilled winter waves 

occasional butterflies rule at forbidden  parts 

with succession of steps,  

naïve damsels scramble  to gather; 

the flower– the treasure of the year. 

 

My cracked hut at abysmal drainage 

gifts me a solitary sentence. 

The impaired vision, crippled structure 

fulfill the slices of three decades 

It is His grace, 

His grace would dispense, 

the frontier sun sets to radiate remaining  rays. 

 

(A sixty year old visually impaired Gond tribal woman from 

Kurri, Bhanupratappur, Kanker, Chhattisgarh, India)

 
Photo* - from Blackford Collection’s family photographs, held at the University of North 

Carolina in Chapel Hill Archives. 

Indravati** - the name of a river that stretches through hilly terrain 

Mahua*** - A forest flower used for food and country liquor 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

tribal woman from 

nupratappur, Kanker, Chhattisgarh, India) 

Blackford Collection’s family photographs, held at the University of North 

 

 

Basanta Kumar Kar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Journey 
 

After an overstretched summer, 

there is enough clouds in the sky

breezes crush;  

thunderstorm, lighting add to aesthetics

I hug an unusual heat; 

with an winning skill he seizes careless branches

I get drenched, 

taste the fruit forbidden. 

 

Droplets;  

the first one touches,  

second, a sensation,  

third,  goes inside 

I submerge with remaining 

body scribbles a new language

I cherish a life till my last hum

 

The breezes blow opposite, 

at birth I cry, he is buried in ground

still birth, last labour pain, others trample

I adapt to merge in the stream 

my fragile livelihoods strangulates in climate change.
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After an overstretched summer,  

there is enough clouds in the sky 

thunderstorm, lighting add to aesthetics 

an winning skill he seizes careless branches 

body scribbles a new language 

I cherish a life till my last human voice. 

at birth I cry, he is buried in ground 

still birth, last labour pain, others trample 

 

my fragile livelihoods strangulates in climate change. 
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I realign;  

ready to reproduce; an insurance to unknown demise.

 

With a womb full of smile 

the conveyer belt rotates in speed 

never forget, I am a mother 

the umbilical cord echoes again and again. 

 

(A twenty five  year  old woman from Dumhani, Raipur, 

Chhattisgarh, India. She had a stillbirth) 

 
Photo* - from Blackford Collection’s family photographs, held at the University of North 

Carolina in Chapel Hill Archives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

unknown demise. 

(A twenty five  year  old woman from Dumhani, Raipur, 

Blackford Collection’s family photographs, held at the University of North 

 

Changming Yuan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grape Eaters 

Another One-Act Play Poem 
 

"In today’s world, we have become so deeply 

what ‘grapes’ represent to each of us that we have lost our 

natural ability to simply enjoy their true taste."

 

 

Scene I

 

A:  Would like to try some of these grapes?

B:  Sure! Did you grow them yourself?

A:  Yep! How do you like ‘em?

B:  Very sweet and juicy. In fact, tastier than any other 

stuff I’ve eaten. Can we sign something like a sole 

agency agreement, so that I can sell them for you?

A:  Oh, no, it is just an experiment in my own garden.
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"In today’s world, we have become so deeply concerned about 

what ‘grapes’ represent to each of us that we have lost our 

natural ability to simply enjoy their true taste." 

Scene I 

Would like to try some of these grapes? 

Sure! Did you grow them yourself? 

Yep! How do you like ‘em? 

Very sweet and juicy. In fact, tastier than any other 

stuff I’ve eaten. Can we sign something like a sole 

agency agreement, so that I can sell them for you? 

Oh, no, it is just an experiment in my own garden. 
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Scene II 

 

A:  Try some of these! You would probably like them. 

C:  Yummy! Really good! You yourself grew them? 

A:  Yeah. I have developed a new species. 

C:  Really? How about mass-growing your grapes? I will 

finance your expansion, I mean joint venture of some 

kind? 

A:  Gosh, I have never given a thought to that! 

 

Scene III 

 

A:  Have some more of my grapes! 

D:  Why not! It tastes really terrific! 

A:  But you do not seem to like them as much as yesterday?  

D:  No, I remember saying I love your wonderful grapes. Is 

there anything I can do for you, to promote your grapes, 

for instance? I am sure all my constituents will love 

them too. 

A:  Come on! I did not offer you the grapes for that! 

 

Scene IV 

 

A:  Hi, you guys look kind of weird today. Is there anything 

wrong? 

E+F:  Your grapes! 

A:  My grapes? 

E:  Since my wife had a taste of your stuff the other day, 

she has been going through a hard time.  She fights with 

me for nothing, she is irritable, she…. 

A:  What is wrong then? Have you seen a doctor? 

F:  Forget it! He’s just unhappy about what you said to me 

when you offered us your grapes. 

A:  What did I say? How about my grapes? 

E:  Were you trying to seduce my wife with those stupid 

grapes of yours? 

A:  I do not follow you, Gentleman! 

 

 

Scene V 

 

A:  You are happy, aren’t you! Help yourself with more of 

my grapes. 

G:  Thank God! They are so delicious! 

A:  If you really like them, take as many as you can! 

G:  Unbelievable! Is this a free lunch or something? Are 

you a philanthropist? 

A:  Not really. But you do like these grapes though? 

G  [Taking of his pants and trying to put as many grapes as 

possible into them] 

A  [Aside]: I wonder if there is anyone here who loves my 

grapes at all?! 

 

 
Note: Picture of Mary Hunter Kennedy Papers #3242, Sub-collection 2, Series 3. From the University of 

North Carolina, Chapel Hill Archive. 
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Can Fantasy Be More Real than Reality? 

The Fantastic, the Realistic, and Textuality in Literary 

Criticism 
 
"This essay is a reworking of a part of my PhD thesis, 

throughout which I tried to analyse how the notions of fairy 

tales circulate around the ideas of the oral and the primitive as 

opposed to writing and civilisation. Ideas of fantasy are 

particularly interesting in that they can be associated with both 

of these sides. That is to say, they can be both textual and non

textual. In examining how this kind of double movement can be 

possible, the essay contains many quotations and analysis of 

them, as my work is also a demonstration of close reading, 

which does not try to conceal its own interpretative process."

 

 
1
“Fantasy” seems to be an accepted literary genre nowadays. While 

there is a “vast body of critical material on fantasy literature”, as Lucie 

Armitt puts it, “at least historically, by far the majority of this work 

 

 

The Fantastic, the Realistic, and Textuality in Literary 

"This essay is a reworking of a part of my PhD thesis, 

tried to analyse how the notions of fairy 

tales circulate around the ideas of the oral and the primitive as 

opposed to writing and civilisation. Ideas of fantasy are 

particularly interesting in that they can be associated with both 

to say, they can be both textual and non-

textual. In examining how this kind of double movement can be 

possible, the essay contains many quotations and analysis of 

them, as my work is also a demonstration of close reading, 

own interpretative process." 

“Fantasy” seems to be an accepted literary genre nowadays. While 

there is a “vast body of critical material on fantasy literature”, as Lucie 

Armitt puts it, “at least historically, by far the majority of this work 

concerns itself solely with issues of classification and categorization 

and the manner in which the generic limits which define and confine 

texts can be continually tightened and made ever more absolute” (3). 

Most fantasy literature criticism is about establishing 

texts can be neatly confined. Instead, Armitt proposes: “Now we can 

look at the fantastic as a form of writing which is about opening up 

subversive spaces within the mainstream rather than ghettoising 

fantasy by encasing it within genres” (

viewed as a “subversive” movement within the “mainstream”. 

Following this line of thought, this essay will 

relationship between the fantastic and its opposite in literary criticism. 

What is noteworthy about the fantastic is that it seems to embody the 

least real and most artificial things and yet is also claimed to be the 

most natural, and real things. In other words, the fantastic is 

constituted as the “other” side of the real or the realistic, but flips over 

to be the “most real.” Thus, while the notion of fantasy or the fantastic 

entails otherness and impossibility, fantastic narratives are often 

assumed to allow access to something primordial. In what follows, 

then, I aim to read critical texts on fantasy to

movement is possible: that is, how the notion of fantasy in criticism is 

associated with textuality or non-textuality at different moments.

 

1. The Fantastic and the Primitive

 

Fantasy is seen to be both marginal and important. The fa

to be associated with what George Boas views as substitutes for the 

Noble Savage, such as “Woman, the Child, the Folk (rural), and later 

the Irrational or Neurotic, and the Collective Unconscious” (8). This 

section demonstrates fantasy’s closeness in criticism to “the 

primitive”, which is both missed and dismissed by the self

non-primitive. 

Critics agree that fantasy literature has existed from ancient 

times. In Dennis M. Kratz’s words, “Relatively few narratives from 

antiquity depict fictional worlds that scrupulously imitate everyday 

reality... Indeed, fantasy forms the mainstream of Western literature 

until the Renaissance” (3). “Fantasy” here means narratives whose 

fictional worlds do not “scrupulously imitate” everyday reality. T

premise is that “everyday reality” is recognizable

in fiction if one wills. While fantasy is abundant, its “mainstream” 
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itself solely with issues of classification and categorization 

and the manner in which the generic limits which define and confine 

texts can be continually tightened and made ever more absolute” (3). 

Most fantasy literature criticism is about establishing genres in which 

texts can be neatly confined. Instead, Armitt proposes: “Now we can 

look at the fantastic as a form of writing which is about opening up 

subversive spaces within the mainstream rather than ghettoising 

fantasy by encasing it within genres” (3). The “fantastic” can be 

viewed as a “subversive” movement within the “mainstream”. 

Following this line of thought, this essay will analyze the dynamic 

relationship between the fantastic and its opposite in literary criticism. 

e fantastic is that it seems to embody the 

least real and most artificial things and yet is also claimed to be the 

most natural, and real things. In other words, the fantastic is 

constituted as the “other” side of the real or the realistic, but flips over 

to be the “most real.” Thus, while the notion of fantasy or the fantastic 

entails otherness and impossibility, fantastic narratives are often 

assumed to allow access to something primordial. In what follows, 

then, I aim to read critical texts on fantasy to show how this double 

movement is possible: that is, how the notion of fantasy in criticism is 

textuality at different moments. 

1. The Fantastic and the Primitive 

Fantasy is seen to be both marginal and important. The fantastic tends 

to be associated with what George Boas views as substitutes for the 

Noble Savage, such as “Woman, the Child, the Folk (rural), and later 

the Irrational or Neurotic, and the Collective Unconscious” (8). This 

eness in criticism to “the 

primitive”, which is both missed and dismissed by the self-professed 

Critics agree that fantasy literature has existed from ancient 

times. In Dennis M. Kratz’s words, “Relatively few narratives from 

t fictional worlds that scrupulously imitate everyday 

reality... Indeed, fantasy forms the mainstream of Western literature 

until the Renaissance” (3). “Fantasy” here means narratives whose 

fictional worlds do not “scrupulously imitate” everyday reality. The 

recognizable and can be imitated 

in fiction if one wills. While fantasy is abundant, its “mainstream” 
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status lasts only “until the Renaissance”; consequently, the overall 

argument associates fantasy with antiquity, even though fantasy still 

exists in modern literature.  

Some see the fantastic as an aspect of the oral tradition. Brian 

Attebery compares modern fantasy literature to folk narratives: 

“Indeed, there is a sense in which the fantasy readership forms a sort 

of folk community shaping the narratives that it consumes” (21). 

Fantasy is shaped as well as consumed in a “folk community” in an 

analogous fashion to the oral tradition. According to Walter J. Ong, 

“The heroic and marvelous had served a specific function in 

organizing knowledge in an oral world” (70). The fantastic is part of 

the characteristics of oral discourse. The idea is that oral knowledge 

requires a “mnemonic aid”, a form of which is the “heroic and 

marvelous” (Ong 69). David Vincent even suggests that a “magical 

quality” may not be limited to the content of tales for the people who 

live with an oral tradition: “Not only the content but the very form of 

the oral tradition, which might have no visible origin or means of 

presentation, could be invested with a magical quality...” (31). The 

origin, presentation and oral delivery of the primal oral tradition is 

unknown. The magical thus functions to fill a certain vacancy.  

The fantastic is also perceived as part of the “primitive” view 

of reality. Francis Lee Utley comments that “Lüthi realizes, as earlier 

students had done before him, that much we call ‘wonderful’ or 

‘fairylike’ or ‘enchanted’ is simple reality to the primitive mind” (16-

17). The “primitive mind” is different from “ours” in that it does not 

recognize the fantastic as such. The primitive’s “simple reality” is 

fantastic to us. Gary K. Wolfe presents a similar idea when he states 

that myth and religious works “are certainly ‘reality-oriented’...: these 

are the great public fantasies of other times and cultures, and what is 

‘impossible’ in them now was once accepted as possible” (3). In 

principle, “great public fantasies” can exist in the past and the future as 

well as in the present in other cultures; nevertheless, this “other times 

and cultures” is virtually equated with the past, as “once” against 

“now”. The great public fantasies are things from the past, when the 

notion of impossibility was different.   

Contemplating the “notion of impossibility in fantasy”, Wolfe 

concludes that it “must lie somewhere toward the middle of this scale; 

it must be more public than the schizophrenic’s hallucination, yet less 

public than myth and religion” (3). Wolfe locates fantasy between 

what he sees as the two extreme poles: the most private 

“schizophrenic’s hallucination” and the most public “myth and 

religion”. The very fact that he dissociates fantasy from them implies 

their proximity: fantasy has not only embodied myth and religion, but 

also “hallucination.” J. R. R. Tolkien in his influential essay “On 

Fairy-Stories” complains that many people “stupidly and even 

maliciously confound Fantasy with Dreaming, in which there is no 

Art;... and with mental disorders, in which there is not even control: 

with delusion and hallucination” (50). To many people fantasy is 

chaotic in a negative sense and is equal to dreaming, mental disorders, 

delusion and hallucination, while Tolkien wants to stress that fantasy 

is different because it is art and under control. Rosemary Jackson also 

refers to critics’ dismissive attitude toward fantasy as “an ‘art’ of 

unreason and of desire” (173) and observes: “The fantastic has 

constantly been dismissed by critics as being an embrace of madness, 

irrationality, or narcissism and it has been opposed to the humane and 

more civilized practices of ‘realistic’ literature” (172). Together with 

madness, irrationality, and narcissism, the fantastic in this account 

stands against the realistic, the humane, and the civilized.  

Karl Kroeber equates fantasy with the primitive other in the 

mind when he writes:  

 

As total humanizing means dismissal of significant otherness, 

so the differences between humankind’s internal otherness is 

also done away with. Good and normal cannot now be 

conceived in terms of heterogeneity; primitive elements in 

society or the mind are either to be eliminated or matured 

(forcibly if necessary) into conformity with the adult, modern, 

Western European model (usually male) for all humanity. In 

these conditions, literary fantasy can exist only marginally or in 

disguise (88). 

 

Fantasy is “significant otherness” and a difference to that which is 

adult, modern, usually male, and Western European. Being a primitive 

other, literary fantasy should be eliminated or assimilated into the 

normal; nevertheless it can exist and survive, if only “marginally” or 

“in disguise”. Disguise does not change its identity, just as marginality 

does not mean non-existence. The mental primitive that is fantasy is 

the other that cannot be completely “done away with.” Julia Briggs 
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indicates that marginality of fantasy could be an advantage: “The 

brilliant explorations of the inner self expressed as fantasy by the 

romantic writers were later increasingly found in marginal forms of 

writing—in folk tales, ghost stories or in children’s books”, which 

“make use of fantasy in daring and experimental ways that point 

forward to more modernist freedoms” (401). Fantasy here is 

“explorations of the inner self”, of the unknown in the mind. Folk 

tales, ghost stories, and children’s books are “marginal” to the 

mainstream, adult, non-popular, realistic literature, but their very 

marginality allows for progressive writing and led to “modernist 

freedoms”. 

On the other hand, Stephen Prickett argues that fantasy was 

depreciated or marginalized only up to a certain point in history. In the 

late eighteenth century, 

 

It signified a kind of imagination one might expect to find in 

madmen—or in children. But by 1825 something very 

extraordinary had happened. From being terms of derision, or 

descriptions of daydreaming, words like “fantasy” and 

“imagination” suddenly began to take on new status as hurrah-

words. People began to feel that the very unreality of fantasy 

gave its creations a kind of separate existence, an autonomy, 

even a “real life” of their own. They even began to feel 

differently about madmen and children, who now became 

objects of interest (2). 

 

The notion of “autonomy” is noted here as something that promoted 

the status of fantasy. Fantasy and imagination, which were unfavorable 

words due to their association with “madmen” and “children”, began 

to “take on new status”, acting as subjects that move with the aid of 

their own will. The change is “extraordinary” because the unreal 

turned real: the “unreality” of fantasy separated it from reality and 

made it autonomous, endowing the fantastic with an independent “real 

life” of its own. As a result, the view of madmen and children began to 

change, too, although they were still not counted as “people” but 

“objects of interest.” 

 Stephen Benson also sees a link between fantasy and children 

and notes a “shift” of the view of fantasy: 

 

With the advent of Romanticism there developed 

concomitantly a tacit link between the folk/fairy tale and the 

child, in terms of origins.... While in the eighteenth century the 

fantastical elements of the tales were thought by some either to 

be morally dangerous or at least unhealthily entertaining, the 

shift towards a benign view of imagination and untainted 

innocence meant that the fantasy was seen as essentially “true” 

by nineteenth-century standards, representative of the pre-

literary state of our common heritage, both culturally and 

individually (158-59). 

 

In this theory, the view of fantastic tales shifted from negative to 

positive sometime between the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, 

although the fantastic, in both cases, was seen as strange, special, or 

unusual. Romanticism connected both fairy tales and children to the 

purity of origin. This is a form of primitivism; the Romantic idea of 

cultural as well as individual development involves an original, “pre-

literary” innocence and truth becoming tainted as time goes by. The 

fantasy of the tales, like the child, was seen to lack the evils of writing 

and civilization.  

The pure origin, though it may be inaccessible, is supposed to 

be common to the whole humanity. Ursula K. Le Guin thus believes 

that the power of imagination is deeply “human” and “humane” like 

the child: “I believe that maturity is not an outgrowing, but a growing 

up: that an adult is not a dead child, but a child who survived.... And 

finally, I believe that one of the most deeply human, and humane, of 

these faculties is the power of imagination...” (35-36). There is 

continuity between the adult and the child: the child remains the core. 

Similarly, the power of imagination is that which is not eradicable, that 

which is essentially human. Fantasy can thus be seen as the primitive; 

it is both undeveloped and essential, and dismissed or respected 

according to different positions. Briggs, for instance, displays an 

ambiguous view of fantasy; “Edith’s fantasies are powerful precisely 

because in her best writing she retained a healthy distrust of the 

impulse towards fantasy and wish-fulfillment” (346). While 

psychological “fantasy” and wish-fulfillment are disapproved of, 

“fantasies” that are a form of fantastic writing are praised because of 

their “healthy distrust” of the impulse towards fantasy and wish-

fulfillment. The distrust is something to be “retained”, which implies 
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that it has been possessed from before and needs to be kept. Fantasy 

and wish-fulfillment provoke a dangerous impulse, and in Briggs’s 

reading, Nesbit’s fantasies contain that impulse, but only to present it 

in a negative light. To put it another way, in order for Nesbit’s 

fantasies to be powerful and praiseworthy, the impulse towards fantasy 

is necessary, if only to be dismissed. However, what makes fantasy 

fantastic in the first place?  

 

2. Otherness of the Fantastic 

 

The notion of fantasy involves some kind of otherness. For many, 

fantasy literature is a deliberate art that creates otherness in a positive 

sense, though this otherness is inevitably founded on the sense of the 

real. Highlighting fantasy’s non-realistic features, Tolkien celebrates 

fantasy as “Art,” “That the images are of things not in the primary 

world (if that indeed is possible) is a virtue not a vice. Fantasy (in this 

sense) is, I think, not a lower but a higher form of Art, indeed the most 

nearly pure form, and so (when achieved) the most potent” (50). 

Fantasy produces “images” of what is non-existent in the everyday, 

“primary” world. Fantasy is “Art” with a capital “A,” having a special, 

virtuous quality; besides this, it is a high, “most nearly pure” form and 

the most powerful. However, Tolkien is careful to add qualification to 

the possibility of imagining something completely new: it may not be 

possible, and fantasy may not be achievable. He also remarks that fairy 

tales are more of a “sub-creation” than “representation” or 

“interpretation;” “This aspect of ‘mythology’—sub-creation, rather 

than either representation or symbolic interpretation of the beauties 

and terrors of the world—is, I think, too little considered” (28). The 

implication is that “mythology” is not primarily concerned with the 

“primary” world. Nevertheless, it is again not creation out of nothing 

but “sub-creation”, which is conducted under the order of the primary 

world that was created by “a Maker” (57). 

 Kroeber also stresses the importance of otherness, “fantasy 

originates in the possibility of an authentic otherness. The fantastic is 

exactly what one cannot identify with, something that is not mankind 

as mankind knows itself” (3). This presupposes that one has some 

knowledge about oneself, for the quality of otherness is not self-

standing, but comparative. It is “authentic” when it is furthest from the 

self. Kroeber continues, “But fantasy, although it may try to recover a 

lost sense for otherness, turns inward rather than backward. Fantasy is 

a primary form of literary self-reflexivity” (9-10). A sense for 

otherness is that which is “lost” and should be recovered, which 

implies that it is already known and recognizable. Fantasy’s otherness 

is sought not backwardly, but inwardly: not in the past, but within the 

self. Thus, “literary self-reflexivity” explores the self in order to 

recover otherness within. 

 Some see otherness of the fantastic as disorder and disruption. 

Tzvetan Todorov analyses the function of the supernatural and 

concludes, “Whether it is in social life or in narrative, the intervention 

of the supernatural element always constitutes a break in the system of 

pre-established rules, and in doing so finds its justification” (166). The 

supernatural element is something that intervenes and disrupts the 

“system of pre-established rules”. The supernatural is justified because 

of this intervention; it cannot exist without the pre-established system. 

Thus, Todorov diagnoses “the problem of the literature of the 

fantastic”, which is “a literature which postulates the existence of the 

real, the natural, the normal, in order to attack it subsequently” (173). 

The fantastic, as an attacker, needs an enemy and cannot but produce 

the real, the natural, and the normal.  

The fantastic embodies a kind of excess in addition to 

subversion. For example, Elizabeth Cook states: “The human 

experience brought to mind by myth and fairy tale extends beyond the 

situations described by psychologists and anthropologists. It is 

conscious as well as unconscious, and civilized as well as primitive” 

(4). Myths and fairy tales bring about “human experience,” which 

eludes psychology and anthropology, but this does not make the 

experience false or less “real;” it is psychology and anthropology that 

have limits. In Jackson’s formulation, “To introduce the fantastic is to 

replace familiarity, comfort, das Heimlich, with estrangement, unease, 

the uncanny. It is to introduce dark areas, of something completely 

other and unseen, the spaces outside the limiting frame of the ‘human’ 

and ‘real’, outside the control of the ‘word’ and of the ‘look’” (179). 

There is familiarity and comfort at first, in contrast to which the 

fantastic is strange, uneasy, and uncanny. Unlike Kroeber’s “authentic 

other”, Jackson’s “something completely other” in principle is beyond 

language and vision, being “unseen”, indescribable, and 

uncontrollable, although of course it is perceived and described as 
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such. The fantastic is that which is “outside” as opposed to the familiar 

and knowable inside, which is human and real.  

This can lead to an anti-intellectual claim that fantastic 

narratives have a power that cannot be described by words. Tolkien 

writes, “Faërie cannot be caught in a net of words; for it is one of its 

qualities to be indescribable, though not imperceptible” (17). “Faërie” 

is depicted as an evasive creature although Tolkien employs a “net of 

words” precisely by describing its quality as “indescribable”. He in 

fact goes on to describe some more characteristics of fairy tales: 

 

For one thing they are now old, and antiquity has an appeal in 

itself.... Such stories have now a mythical or total 

(unanalysable) effect, an effect quite independent of the 

findings of Comparative Folk-lore, and one which it cannot 

spoil or explain; they open a door on Other Time, and if we 

pass through, though only for a moment, we stand outside our 

own time, outside Time itself, maybe (32-33). 

 

Old fairy tales now have an “unanalysable” effect that escapes 

explanation or “spoiling” by scholars. Tolkien finds value in otherness 

from “our own time”, as it can free people from restrictions of time. 

“Other Time” is not only other but also timeless and universal; 

nevertheless, it is accessible “only for a moment”, which means that 

the experience is still regulated by time.   

 There is an idea that whereas fantasy introduces something 

new or strange, this strangeness is something “truer” than what is 

familiar. As a function of fairy tales, Tolkien mentions “recovery”, 

which 

 

is a re-gaining—regaining of a clear view. I do not say “seeing 

things as they are” and involve myself with the philosophers, 

though I might venture to say “seeing things as we are (or 

were) meant to see them”—as things apart from ourselves.... 

[T]he things that are trite, or (in a bad sense) familiar, are the 

things that we have appropriated, legally or mentally. We say 

we know them (58-59). 

 

A “clear view” is re-gained, that is to say that it was a rightful 

possession before it was lost. Someone means or “meant” us to see 

things as “things apart from ourselves” and not as “appropriated” 

things that are trite and familiar. With the help of fairy tales, what we 

say we know is made strange and unknown, which is supposed to be a 

more original, truer view. 

 

3. Fantasy and Reality 

 

Having looked at various formulations of fantasy’s otherness, this 

section focuses on theories of the relationship between fantasy and 

reality, which are variously defined. While fantasy is founded on some 

difference from reality, as Robert Scholes observes, “No man has 

succeeded in imagining a world free of connection to our experiential 

world, with characters and situations that cannot be seen as mere 

inversions or distortions of that all too recognizable cosmos” (7). No 

imagined world can be utterly independent from our “experiential 

world”, which to Scholes is “all too recognizable”. The very claim to 

difference relies on the complicity between the two. Tolkien uses this 

idea of mutually dependent relationship in order to defend fantasy: 

 

Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not 

destroy or even insult Reason; and it does not either blunt the 

appetite for, nor obscure the perception of, scientific verity. On 

the contrary.../ For creative Fantasy is founded upon the hard 

recognition that things are so in the world as it appears under 

the sun; on a recognition of fact, but not a slavery to it (56). 

 

This defense presumes the charge that fantasy is unnatural and 

irrational. The “natural” and the “human” here involve “Reason” and 

the appetite for “scientific verity,” and Tolkien’s point is that fantasy is 

not against this human nature. It is both founded on and strengthens 

the sense of the rational; recognition of “fact” is necessary in order for 

fantasy to free itself of fact. Thus, conformity to the human nature is 

the most important thing to Tolkien, and fantasy serves this purpose. 

 

The magic of Faërie is not an end in itself, its virtue is in its 

operations: among these are the satisfaction of certain 

primordial human desires. One of these desires is to survey the 

depths of space and time. Another is (as will be seen) to hold 

communion with other living things (20).  
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The fantastic functions to meet certain “primordial human desires” that 

are essentially human. These are desired because humans lack them in 

the first place, in the world “under the sun”. 

The fantastic in this way consists of what is denied and desired 

in the “real” world. According to Jules Zanger, 

 

Each fantasy takes its distinctive shape from those aspects of 

the real world it most strongly rejects. The roots of fantasy are 

to be found, then, not mainly in myth nor in the collective 

unconscious nor the spillage of a frustrated psyche, but in the 

denial of real human experience taking place in real historical 

time./ Fantasy offers an alternative vision, a critique, and the 

basis of opposition to that real world (226-27). 

 

Rejection of the real world’s aspects may be strong or weak; fantasy 

concerns the strongest ones. Fantasy is negatively shaped from certain 

“aspects” of the “real world” to offer an “alternative vision” and a 

“critique.” It is a deliberate rejection and denial of “real” human 

experience. Created out of the real world, fantasy in turn has the 

potential to influence the real world by presenting an oppositional 

vision. Thus, non-realness entails not-here and not-now.  

Fantasy is fantasy precisely because it is not and cannot be 

reality; on the other hand, there is something in reality that invites 

fantasy. Alan Dundes remarks, “In folklore fantasy, characters 

typically do what they would like to do but which everyday society 

forbids or interdicts” (34). This draws attention to the difference 

between what is possible or not possible in folklore and in everyday 

society as well as the reason for this discrepancy. What happens in 

folklore fantasy does not normally happen in the everyday world, not 

because it is theoretically impossible, but because it is marked as 

taboo. There are some things that people would like to do, but are 

forbidden in everyday society. Jackson thus contends that, “In 

expressing desire, fantasy can operate in two ways (according to the 

different meanings of ‘express’): it can tell of, manifest or show 

desire..., or it can expel desire, when this desire is a disturbing element 

which threatens cultural order and continuity...” (3-4). Fantasy can not 

only show desire, but also can exorcise a dangerous desire. It therefore 

can work to maintain cultural order and continuity.  

Jackson, whose assumption is that “the literary fantastic is 

never ‘free’” (3), attacks what she calls a “transcendentalist approach” 

to fantasy literature: 

 

Literature of the fantastic has been claimed as “transcending” 

reality, “escaping” the human condition and constructing 

superior alternate, “secondary” worlds.... This book aims to 

locate such a transcendentalist approach as part of a nostalgic, 

humanistic vision, of the same kind as those romance fictions 

produced by Lewis, Tolkien, T. H. White and other modern 

fabulists, all of whom look back to a lost moral and social 

hierarchy, which their fantasies attempt to recapture and 

revivify (2). 

 

She compares a certain kind of fantasy theory to a certain kind of 

fantasy literature on the grounds that they are both derived from a 

“nostalgic, humanistic vision,” which wishes to retrieve the lost good. 

What the “modern fabulists” perform in their “romance fictions,” they 

also practice in criticism. That is, they attempt to produce within 

literature an “other” world, namely a transcendental category of 

fantasy. However, while fantasy fictions may construct nostalgic 

secondary worlds, it seems to me that there are very few critics who 

actually claim that fantasy transcends reality and escapes the human 

condition. Each text, whether literary or critical, constructs its own 

approved version of “reality” and the “human condition;” some 

versions do not agree with Jackson’s, though it could be argued that 

this is precisely her point. 

 Fantasy is related to “reality” in one way or another. To Eric S. 

Rabkin, a fantastic world is continuous with “our world.”  

 

In both “Red Riding Hood” and “Briar Rose,” we have seen 

that a fantastic world, a world apparently offering escape from 

our own, really speaks directly to us. By making a fantastic 

reversal of the rules of our world and offering an ordered 

world, fears of maturation can be met and symbolically tamed 

(59).  

 

A fantastic world “really speaks directly” to us. It is real and has the 

power of speech; it only “apparently” offers escape from “our world,” 
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and has a helpful effect on us, taming our fears of maturation. The 

fantastic here involves order that is the result of a “reversal” of the 

rules of our world, which by implication is disorderly. Scholes also 

suggests that a different world is a way to the “known world.” 

“Fabulation, then, is fiction that offers us a world clearly and radically 

discontinuous from the one we know, yet returns to confront that 

known world in some cognitive way” (29). “Fabulation,” no matter 

how “discontinuous” its world may be, in the end “returns” to the 

world we know. 

A considerable number of critics claim that fantasy conforms 

to a different notion of “realism” than the common one.
2
 Propp states, 

“We can understand the relationship between the wondertale and life 

only if we remember that artistic realism and the presence of elements 

from real life are two different concepts and that they do not always 

overlap” (87). “Artistic realism” presents what the artist sees as the 

reality of life; whereas, “elements from real life” may have little to do 

with the artist’s will. Moreover, real-life elements are not always 

artistically realistic. In other words, there are different concepts of 

realness, although the premise is the same in that the real or life 

manifests in the wondertale that is art. In Cook’s view, fairy tales, 

legends and myths “do hold a mirror up to nature, but they do not 

reflect the world as we perceive it with our senses at the present 

moment” (1). “Nature” is reflected in those tales; only, “we” do not 

recognize it, though Cook can still perceive it as nature.  

Cook’s “nature” is analogous to “truth” that Le Guin sees in 

fantasy: “For fantasy is true, of course. It isn’t factual, but it is true. 

Children know that. Adults know it too, and that is precisely why 

many of them are afraid of fantasy” (36). Factuality is different from 

truth, which many adults are afraid of. The implication is that adults 

are corrupted and are used to falsity, while children love truth and 

fantasy. The “truth” of the folk-fairy tale is, to Tom Davenport, the 

psychological.  

 

On the surface, the folk-fairy tale appears unrealistic, more like 

a dream than like the product of adult waking consciousness. 

However, the truth of the tale, the reason for its survival, is that 

it presents an archetype: an emotionally realistic description of 

a universal human experience (110).  

 

The tale consists of “surface” and depth; the surface is “unrealistic”, 

irrational, dreamy, and non-adult, while the depth contains true, 

archetypal, universally human, emotional realism. Although the 

surface is unattractive, the truth beneath the surface has made the tale 

survive. 

Wolfe also finds surface and depth in a fantasy at its best. “At 

worst, a fantasy will not carry us much beyond the initial recognition 

that what we are reading is impossible; at best, it will lead us to a 

further recognition that these surface impossibilities constitute a 

necessary strategy for approaching some profound and intense reality” 

(13-14). While a “worst” fantasy stops at “surface impossibilities”, a 

“best” one leads us to some “profound and intense reality”. This reality 

is “profound” and “intense” presumably in comparison with some 

other reality or realities. The readers are carried and led, until they 

reach and experience the deep reality. In other words, there is 

supposed to be a world which is normally considered unrealistic, but, 

is in fact more “real” than the ordinary realistic world. As Ann 

Swinfen explains, “To our ancestors, more inclined than we by belief 

and by learning to look beyond the material world for reality, the 

ultimately real lay in spiritual otherworlds. It is with the reality of such 

otherworlds that fantasy very largely deals” (11). “Reality” here is not 

equal to the “material” world, rather to the “spiritual otherworlds” that 

are the subject of fantasy. There are worlds “beyond” the material 

world. Nietzsche criticizes this idea, writing that artists believe that 

“the less real, the more valuable. This is Platonism, which, however, 

involved yet another bold reversal: Plato measured the degree of 

reality by the degree of value and said: The more ‘Idea,’ the more 

being. He reversed the concept ‘reality’...” (308). For Nietzsche, what 

is “real” is “being” and “valuable”. In his view, “Idea” is neither 

“reality” nor “being”, whereas Platonism turns the most Ideal and the 

least real art into the most valuable and the most real being. 

 Despite Nietzsche’s objection, the “truth” and profound 

“reality” of fantasy easily leads to the argument that fantastic literature 

can express something more “real” than realistic literature. This is how 

Tolkien protests against those who dismiss fairy tales. Referring to an 

academic’s statement, he writes,  

 

Much that he (I must suppose) and others (certainly) would call 

“serious” literature is no more than play under a glass roof by 
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the side of a municipal swimming-bath. Fairy-stories may 

invent monsters that fly the air or dwell in the deep, but at least 

they do not try to escape from heaven or the sea (63). 

 

Tolkien uses the criteria by which others devalue fairy tales, in order 

to bring down “serious” literature and defend fairy tales. That is, the 

idea that literature should be true to life. In Tolkien’s view, “serious” 

or realist literature is more escapist than fantastic narratives in that it 

confines itself within an artificial small world, pretending that the 

glass roof is the sky and the swimming-bath is the sea. It is no more 

than “play” in a controlled setting: temporary, non-realistic, 

insignificant, and not serious. Fairy tales, on the other hand, deal 

straight with the sky and the sea, though they may invent creatures in 

it. They show more of the world than “serious” literature. 

 

4. The Text and the World 

 

The relationship between fantasy and reality is analogous to the 

relationship between the text and the world in certain critical works. 

The text and the world, or fiction and life, are supposed to be separate, 

but mutually dependent. In Neil Philip’s words, “To tell a story is to 

interpret the world (what we experience and what we observe) through 

the word (what we imagine and what we perceive). All stories do this” 

(39). The “world” is contrasted with the “word;” the former is non-

language, a fact that is experienced, observed, and interpreted, while 

the latter is a “story” that is imagined and perceived. Northrop Frye 

similarly contrasts real life with literature, which consists of two types: 

“Life has no shape; literature has. A realistic story must get its shape 

from somewhere, and ultimately the only place it can get it from is 

romance, a form of fiction in which the story is told for its own sake” 

(57). Literature is defined as having what life lacks, that is, “shape”. 

Shape that is the essence of literature is here related to the ideas of 

closure and self-sufficiency. A realistic story attempts to imitate life, 

but in order to remain literature it cannot copy the shapelessness of 

life. Life and literature are fundamentally different; literature cannot be 

life. Nevertheless, a realistic fiction has no shape until it obtains it 

from another form of fiction that is romance. In contrast to this, 

romance has its shape from the first as it does not attempt to describe 

life, telling the story for its own sake. Storytelling is the non-life, 

romance, and shape.  

Sometimes, however, stories themselves are seen as something 

to be lived and experienced. Mihai Pop, as referred to by Max Lüthi, 

compares a story to a journey;  

 

The Rumanian folklorist Mihai Pop emphasizes that in many 

fairytales the opening and closing formulas correspond with 

mirror like symmetry—the opening formula leads from reality 

into the nonreal; the closing formula snatches the listeners out 

of the fantastic fairytale world and sets them, gently or not so 

gently, back in the everyday world (50).  

 

There is a clear separation of “reality” and the “nonreal”. The opening 

and closing formulas, which encircle the tales, bridge between reality 

of the “everyday world,” and the nonreal that is the “fantastic fairytale 

world”. Fairy tales constitute an “other” world, and the listeners 

supposedly go through a journey into that world and back again.  

Meanwhile, Maria Tatar holds that fairy tales offer visions of 

both “realities and fantasies.”  

 

Few people look to fairy tales for models of humane, civilized 

behavior. The stories have taken hold for a far more important 

reason: the hard facts of fairy-tale life offer exaggerated visions 

of the grimmer realities and fantasies that touch and shape the 

lives of every child and adult (192).  

 

Being “hard” here implies being unpleasant and solid as well as not 

being humane or civilized, while “facts” are indisputably there, within 

fairy tales. These hard facts are argued to offer “exaggerated visions” 

of the realities and fantasies, which are “grimmer” than fairy tales, or 

than other realities and fantasies. Visions of the realities and fantasies 

are not the same as the “lives” of people, being only things that can be 

visualized and recognized with a sense of the standard as well as of 

exaggeration. They “touch and shape” the people’s lives, which are 

both already there and being constituted. 

In sum, what I have tried to show so far is how the idea of 

“fantasy” variously functions in criticism to set up the idea of what is 

non-textual and beyond language. The notion of “fantasy” or “story” 
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creates as well as is constituted by its oppositional “reality,” and the 

status of non-textuality is attributed to either or both of them in diverse 

ways. Karín Lesnik-Oberstein discusses the implication of this 

prevalent polarization between art and reality: 

 

The polarity between an “art” or “ideas” and a “reality” 

therefore upholds an opposition which precludes the possibility 

of “reality” being constituted as language or text: of being 

given different meanings, or being subject to interpretation, or 

created as discourse. Instead, there is only, on the one hand, a 

fully intentional, created, “fictional” art (or: language) and on 

the other hand, a fully self-producing, spontaneous, constant, 

“reality” (14). 

 

A “reality” as opposed to an “art” or “ideas” means the non-language 

that is free of textuality. It is just there, being independent, 

indisputable, and un-interpretable; anyone supposedly grasps it as it is, 

in the same way as others. A reality is auto-generative, self-evident, 

and stable, while art, or language, is dependent on human activities 

and is subject to arbitrariness and interpretation.  

Valerie Walkerdine poses a different model of the relationship 

between texts and reality.  

 

In this sense, then, we can say that texts do not simply distort 

or bias a reality that exists only outside the pages of books—in 

the “real world”—but rather that those practices are real, and 

in their construction of meanings create places for 

identification, construct subject-positions in the text itself (89).  

 

Walkerdine does not conform to the view that there is on the one hand 

a text or book and on the other a pre-existent reality or real world that 

is distorted or biased by the text. The real is not just external to the text 

or books, since the text creates within itself subject-positions where 

the readers are placed and formed or changed accordingly as they 

experience certain things from those positions. In other words, 

“Readers are constructed in the text, readers construct readings of the 

text...” (Walkerdine 92). Readers are not solely standing outside the 

text to construct its readings, nor are they just passively constructed by 

and within the text in whatever way it likes. Reading is instead a 

constant and reciprocal movement, in which the text creates the reader, 

who in turn produces a reading of the text. Readers and readings of the 

text are constructed through interaction with each other. 

 If texts are “reality”, reality is a text too. Nietzsche argues that 

everything is interpretation:  

 

Against positivism, which halts at phenomena—“There are 

only facts”—I would say: No, facts is precisely what there is 

not, only interpretations. We cannot establish any fact “in 

itself”: perhaps it is folly to want to do such a thing./ 

“Everything is subjective,” you say; but even this is 

interpretation (267). 

 

Positivism founds itself on phenomena, which it takes as obvious and 

steady facts that constitute minimum units for analysis. In Nietzsche’s 

view, however, phenomena are all interpretations rather than 

indisputable facts. There is no fact that can be established without 

interpretation. Even the distinction between objectivity and 

subjectivity is based on interpretation, which posits a certain idea of a 

subject and its relation to the non-subject.  

This idea can be used to question the notion of non-textuality, 

or the natural and the essential, for it holds that what is called essential 

is neither more nor less than what is interpreted to be essential. It also 

directs attention to who interprets, in which way, and for which reason. 

Thus, Roland Barthes explains how his work, Mythologies, resulted 

from his “feeling of impatience at the sight of the ‘naturalness.’”  

 

In short, in the account given of our contemporary 

circumstances, I resented seeing Nature and History confused 

at every turn, and I wanted to track down, in the decorative 

display of what-goes-without-saying, the ideological abuse 

which, in my view, is hidden there (11).  

 

What Barthes sees in “what-goes-without-saying” is “History” that is 

“ideological,” instead of “Nature.” The sense of naturalness hides the 

“ideological abuse” behind its apparent incontrovertibility. Erica 

Burman makes a similar point. 
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As the title of Elena Lieven’s (1981) essay “If it’s natural we 

can’t change it” makes clear, the appeal to biology serves to 

preserve the status quo. By designating gendered and 

radicalized positions as “natural,” they can be treated as 

inevitable and even desirable (85).  

 

The “natural” and biological is authorized as “inevitable” or 

“desirable”. Burman values not what “we can’t change,” but rather 

what is made to seem changeable, in order to preserve the status quo. 

Instead of thinking about the natural and essentially human, 

Clifford Geertz proposes a way of seeing the relationship between a 

human nature and culture, “there is no such thing as a human nature 

independent of culture.... We are, in sum, incomplete or unfinished 

animals who complete or finish ourselves through culture” (49). A 

human nature is always dependent on culture; without culture, it 

cannot be a human nature, even though there is something that exists 

prior to culture that is in turn produced by humans. “We,” before 

culture, are not only “animals,” but also, “incomplete or unfinished.” 

Culture, however, does not simply come as an addition to fill the gap. 

It is “through culture,” through living, creating, and experiencing it, 

that we actively “complete or finish ourselves” and become whole. 

Geertz introduces a “semiotic” concept of culture. 

 

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended 

in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be 

those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an 

experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in 

search of meaning (5).  

 

Human beings are “suspended” in culture that is “webs of 

significance”, which support them and from which they can never free 

themselves, if they try, as long as they exist as humans. Those webs of 

significance are created by humans themselves, and should be studied 

accordingly; that is, as an “interpretive” science as opposed to an 

“experimental” one. Both are science, but, while the latter aims at 

generalization and assumes stability of conditions where experiments 

can be carried out and results can be deduced, the former accepts 

whatever material there is at a particular moment or place and attempts 

to make a sensible narrative out of it. The world is a text that reads and 

writes humans, who are also readers and writers of the text. Fantasy 

and reality are both textual, neither is inherently fantastic or realistic, 

and we need to consider how we read them as well as how they 

produce us and themselves. 
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Notes 

 
1 This picture was taken from the Blackford Family Collection, at the University of North Carolina

Chapel Hill Archives. It was collected during a research trip, funded by the Indiana University of 

Pennsylvania, by Anna Faktorovich. 
2 Auerbach in Mimesis traces “the literary representation of reality in European culture” (23) and shows its 

diversity. The idea is that there are different realisms. 
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Performing for God and “Maintain”ing In His Absence

Emily Dickinson’s “Life, and Death, and Giants

“Four Trees-- upon a solitary Acre
 

"This essay is a close reading of two of Emily Dickinson’s 

poems and the theme of performance. The poems 'Life, and 

Death, and Giants -' and 'Four Trees 

address her questions of presence and absence and her 

complex relationship with her religiou

presence of God. Along with a critique of the performance of 

religion, with its rituals and ceremonies, Dickinson emphasizes 

the performances of the audience and the speaker, even solitary 

performance.  During her lifetime, she performed

audience of readers, and posthumously has an audience 

greater and more devoted than most any other American poet 

in our history." 

 

 
1
In a letter to her friend Abiah Root, Emily Dickinson writes, “I have 

perfect confidence in God & his promises & yet I know not why, I feel 

that the world holds a predominant place in my affections” (Dickinson, 

Selected 9).  Emily Dickinson’s poetry explores her complex 
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a close reading of two of Emily Dickinson’s 

poems and the theme of performance. The poems 'Life, and 

' and 'Four Trees - upon a solitary Acre -' 

address her questions of presence and absence and her 

complex relationship with her religious training and the 

Along with a critique of the performance of 

religion, with its rituals and ceremonies, Dickinson emphasizes 

the performances of the audience and the speaker, even solitary 

During her lifetime, she performed for her select 

audience of readers, and posthumously has an audience 

greater and more devoted than most any other American poet 

In a letter to her friend Abiah Root, Emily Dickinson writes, “I have 

his promises & yet I know not why, I feel 

that the world holds a predominant place in my affections” (Dickinson, 

9).  Emily Dickinson’s poetry explores her complex 
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relationship with her religious training and the presence of God.  The 

poems “Life, and Death, and Giants - ” and “Four Trees -  upon a 

solitary Acre - ” address her questions of presence and absence, and 

attest to the inescapability of an audience.  These poems are not only 

consecutive within one of Dickinson’s fascicles, they hinge together 

thematically.  Whether an audience is found within oneself, with God, 

or with others, Dickinson advocates throughout Fascicle 37 of inherent 

performance for an audience.  In poems without an identifiable 

speaker, Dickinson describes the performances of animals, humans, 

and nature, implying the presence of God despite the absence of His 

control
2
.  Along with a critique of the performance of religion, with its 

rituals and ceremonies, Dickinson emphasizes the performances of the 

audience and the speaker, even solitary performance.   

“Life, and Death, and Giants” thematically addresses how all 

the earth’s creatures, big and small, run their own lives, endowing 

them with a spiritual significance independent of Calvinist dogma. 

This idea of earthly independence, inherent in the Deistic Watchmaker 

Theory
3
, reassesses the origin of meaning by way of its disregard for 

predestination.  Between production, death, and having an audience, 

“Life, and Death, and Giants” are “minor.”  The poem reads,  

  

Life, and Death, and Giants  

Such as these, are still.  

Minor apparatus, hopper of the Mill,  

Beetle at the candle, 

Or a fife’s small fame,  

Maintain by accident  

That they proclaim (Dickinson, Poem 347). 

 

The three examples of earth’s populace, a “Hopper of the Mill - / 

Beetle at the Candle - / Or a Fife’s Fame” (Dickinson, The Poems 347) 

represent three significant earthly experiences catalyzed by these 

beings themselves.  The hopper at the mill produces food, the beetle 

dies at the flame, and the fife garners recognition.    Furthermore, the 

mill, candle, and fame contribute an allegorical supplement to the lives 

of the beings themselves, a supplement that represents the basically 

material but ultimately spiritual significance of earthly 

accomplishment and animal industriousness.  God creates the hopper, 

fife, and beetle, but it is humans who control their actions, who have 

created the mill, candle, and celebrity, and are therefore valued for 

their ability to create and produce.   

Dickinson contemplates themes such as life and death, by 

name, as well as plays on equivocal definitions of words.  A “Giant” 

can be defined as “A human being of monstrously or abnormally high 

stature; often used hyperbolically” (OED).  Dickinson puns on this 

word since it also signifies “one of the supposed beings in human form 

but of superhuman stature, who occur frequently… in romantic 

fiction” (OED).  The poem has a religious reading based on the first 

definition of “giant” because it ties the renewal cycle of life and death 

with a “giant” on earth, such as a preacher who speaks the word of 

God.  The twofold definition of the word implies that it may also be a 

critique of contemporary literature and its concerns with fictionalized 

beings of man’s creation, not God’s.   

Other dual interpretations of words reinforce the poem’s 

themes.  For example, the “beetle” can signify both a bug at the light 

(heading to its death) or a “heavy dullness or stupidity” (OED) at the 

point of illumination.  Whether referring to an insect or dullness, both 

are greater than death or illumination because life and death are 

described as “minor” but it is the beetle who will “maintain.”  Further, 

both “hopper” and “fife” can mean the objects themselves (a brewer’s 

vat and flute, respectively) or a synecdoche for the people who pick 

and play them.  Either interpretation of these words leads to the same 

understanding: that they require human action and that God’s direct 

control is seemingly absent.  God is not mentioned in this poem, nor is 

the speaker, but the hopper, beetle, and fife are performing their 

actions for someone to note.  The poet elevates human and animal 

action with her description and without crediting God directly for their 

feats. 

The final multiplicity in meaning occurs at the poem’s end.  

The poem’s last line is “Maintain – by Accident that they proclaim” 

(Dickinson, The Poems 347).  The first use of “proclaim” is a 

declaration - that insects and people run their lives without a plan or 

pre-destination.  But “proclaim” also suggests “To declare publicly 

and to publish (the banns of marriage)” (OED).  This second definition 

leads to a deeper critique of the church for needing an audience to 

announce its contracts and bind people to religion.   

By making biblical allusions in “Life and death and giants” 

Dickinson lends a supreme textual authority to her case against 
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predestination.  In her reference guide to Dickinson’s poetry, Fordyce 

R. Bennett indentifies an allusion to Romans in the first third of the 

poem, “Life, and Death, and Giants - / Such as These – are still - / 

Minor” (Ro 8:38-9) (206)
4
.  In this passage, the disciple Paul describes 

the absolute and unshakable conviction that Christ’s followers have in 

God.  The letter is also, of course, a testament of Paul’s personal 

convictions; it is his statement of faith, as his use of the personal 

pronoun,  “I” indicates:  “For I am convinced that neither death, nor 

life, nor angels” (Ro 8:38) Dickinson’s allusion – commanding as it 

does a biblical authority -- gives credence to the subjectivity of faith 

and to human agency.  By contrast to Paul’s letter, the poem’s 

omission of the customary “I” speaker, without the substitution of a 

“you” or “we,” can be viewed as an attempt to elevate the poet as 

deliverer of Paul’s belief.   Just as Paul’s personal letter is published 

for others to read and learn from, the poet’s observations are recorded 

for others to see.  Personal faith is still subject to an audience in both 

the Bible and the poem. 

The language of “Life, and Death” is dense and the form is 

concise. This one stanza poem is broken into an unconventional six 

lines of varying meter, with two sets of rhyming lines:  Lines 2 & 3 

(“still” and “mill”) and 5 & 6 (“fame” and proclaim”).  The poem does 

not follow any standard measure or rhyme scheme, and Dickinson 

employs this irregular form so that the dynamic words with their 

multiple meanings remain free from conventionality.  Dickinson keeps 

her form tight in order to enhance her theme of human will. If she had 

utilized hymn measure or standard meter, both which were associated 

with the natural world and God
5
, then her message would have been 

discredited by trapping it in those forms.  Here the superstructures of 

form and providence unite so that the poet maintains authority in the 

absence of a controlling God and form.   

 “Life, and Death” is a compressed poem that argues for the 

superiority of man’s control over his life and his creations versus the 

omnipotence of God in controlling his actions.  Through ambiguous 

definitions and subversive form, Dickinson bolsters her message.  This 

poem precedes “Four trees upon a solitary acre,” which continues the 

question of who is speaking and who is performing for whom.  

Whereas “Life, and Death” suggests that man’s creations are larger 

than life and death and man himself, “Four Trees” questions God’s 

plan and the source of nature’s beauty.  The poet describes trees 

standing in a wood, but leaves the reader to wonder who is observing 

them, continuing the exploration of performance and God’s presence 

within the fascicle. 

In “Four Trees - upon a solitary Acre - ”, are the trees random 

or set pieces?  The bifold interpretation of this poem does not depend 

on multiple meanings of words in the fashion of “Life, and Death”.  

What is clearly communicated is the theme that God is not responsible 

for the “Design” in nature
6
.  Dickinson writes, 

 

The Sun – upon a Morning meets them –  

The Wind –  

No nearer Neighbor – have they –  

But God –   (Dickinson, The Poems 347). 

 

She not only describes the trees without God’s design, but depicts the 

Sun and Wind as present without God.  Although He is their 

“Neighbor,” He is not present.  But the presence of God is still 

reflected in His absence; if God created nature and the trees, then He is 

“present” in this scene although absent.  The four trees are unable to 

drive action like the animals, insects, and people of the prior poem.  

Yet they “Maintain” and consequently perform.  Whether they perform 

for “Him [God]” or “Of Shadow, or of Squirrel, haply - / Or Boy – 

“(Dickinson, The Poems 347) they are present in this scene.  By 

describing the four trees standing in place, without action, the speaker 

again uses the word “maintain” to signify that nature is sustaining 

itself, without God’s help
7
.  The poem ends questioning if a plan 

exists.  Writing “What Plan / They severally – retard – or further - / 

Unknown – “(Dickinson, The Poems 347) Dickinson allows the reader 

to ponder whether (perceived) order in nature is part of a plan or not.   

Dickinson again plays with traditional form to enhance her 

themes.  In “Four trees,” each stanza complicates the previous stanzas 

rather than answering its questions.  In her typical style, she applies 

irregular rhyme and meter to break with tradition.  The broken 

sentence structure alludes to the failed connection between God and 

nature.  Patrick J. Keane argues that for Dickinson, organized religion 

fails to make the connection for her with God, but she maintains her 

faith.  Dickinson “doubted and believed with equal fervor” (179), and 

it is this ambivalence toward God that is found in both her themes and 

her form.   
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Cynthia Griffin Wolff likens the heavy presence of Dickinson’s 

infamous dashes and enjambments to the weakening in a belief of an 

omnipotent God.  She states, the “grammatical utterance breaks down 

– mutilated – having failed to make connection.  Like the Divinity” 

(143).  According to James McIntosh, the dashes are Dickinson’s 

method for allowing “for believing and disbelieving even within the 

form of her texts” (32).  In “Four Trees,” all lines except 2 (“Without 

Design”) and 14 (“What Plan”) end in dashes, leaving the reader to 

infer that the only certainty in the poem is the question of design and 

plan
1
.    

The four poems on page two of Fascicle 37
1
 explore the ideas 

of performance, presence and absence, and ambiguity.  The poems 

have dissimilar voices and focal points while investigating an 

omnipresent God and presence of an audience for Him and His 

creations.  The position of the poems in the first half of the fascicle 

allows Dickinson to establish the idea that God is not in control of 

man, so that the questions of God’s role can be explored in later 

poems.  

Dickinson’s exploration of performance is not just an 

abstraction, but a direct response to the performances of the church 

and its need for an audience.  Her critiques of church performances 

signify that she feels herself on par to question them.  In a letter to her 

brother Austin, she writes “The morning exercises were perfectly 

ridiculous, and we spent the intermission in mimicking the Preacher” 

(Dickinson, Selected 104-5).  This ease in mocking the church’s 

performances is indicative of Dickinson’s separation of performance 

and faith.  Dickinson recognizes that ministers of the church perform, 

humans perform, and nature and insects perform.  Performance is 

inescapable, whether it is before God, another person, or for oneself. 

 Although she disagrees with elements of church doctrine, 

Dickinson cannot escape its ideas.  She eventually stopped going to 

church by the 1860s
1
.  Keane writes, “While she fearlessly and 

ferociously questions her Calvinist legacy, Dickinson seldom if ever 

questions God’s existence” (60).  Dickinson, from an early time, felt 

that the beauty and order of the natural world may not be due to God.  

Yet she questions natural design without equating God’s role as 

audience or “neighbor” with His complete absence.   

The undesignated speaker calls into question who is reporting 

the imagery in the poem.  It is the poet, but if no speaker is present, 

then the poet becomes an omnipresent audience, much like that of 

God.  Beth Maclay Doriani argues that Dickinson is a poet-prophet
1
, 

and that Dickinson uses the tools familiar to her, yet challenges them, 

in order to convey her message
1
.  Dickinson’s theme of human action 

without God’s control aligns with her poetic voice and alteration of 

conventional form.  Dickinson as poet does not create the objects or 

images she describes, thereby not claiming a power greater than God.  

The poet, like God, is the audience to man’s (and nature’s) power. 

Unlike the preacher who interprets the Bible for his audience, 

Dickinson as poet empowers people to trust their own reason; she uses 

ambiguous language, incomplete sentences, and poses multiple 

perspectives in order to foster human interpretation.  Further, she 

challenges masculine-dominated society, from God the Father to the 

phallic father, preachers, and those who established the rules of 

poetry
1
.   

The ambivalence of Dickinson’s beliefs and her challenges to 

convention reveal Dickinson’s comfort with ambiguity.  Likewise, 

because only seven of Dickinson’s poems were published, she didn’t 

prepare them for formal publication.  Connie Ann Kirk writes, “The 

text of most Dickinson poems is not fixed.  If it were fixed, it would 

mean that the poet had made her own final choices and prepared final 

drafts for print.  Instead, as a group, the manuscripts are a fluid text” 

(116).  Although she did not care to “perform” for a public audience 

for her poetry,  

The absent obvious speaker, the “maintain”ing trees, the 

commentary on performance and the need for an audience all signify 

Dickinson’s own issues with performance.  She ultimately became a 

recluse.  Her work went mostly unpublished, but since she sent so 

many poems to family members and close friends (and an editor), she 

selected her own audience.  This autonomy
1
 and lack of being known 

to the world, is like the poet-prophet, who does not ideally perform for 

others.  Most scholars agree that Dickinson’s alterations of hymn 

measure aren’t an outright act of defiance, but Dickinson re-works 

religious ideals with her own experience and thoughts.  This self-

reliance is consistent with contemporary thinkers and it informs her 

ability and desire to remain somewhat outside of society. Dickinson 

attempts to escape performing for others, but like the Hopper, Beetle, 

and Trees, she too has an audience in God and with others. 
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The four trees stand in nature, as Dickinson existed in her 

home. Was that part of God’s plan or because of human agency?  

Dickinson explored this question continually and concluded that even 

when people, nature, or insects are alone, they are still performing for 

someone.  The brilliance of Emily Dickinson’s poetry resides not only 

with her rebellious and independent form, but of her ability to be 

comfortable with uncertainty.  Her skepticism did not impede her faith, 

just as her withdrawal from society did not dissuade an audience.  

During her lifetime, she performed for her select audience of readers, 

and posthumously has an audience greater and more devoted than most 

any other American poet in our history.   
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Notes: 

 
1 This photo is of Mary B. Blackford from the Blackford Family Collection at the University of North 

Carolina Archives. It was collected during an IUP grant-funded trip by Anna Faktorovich. 
2 Patrick J. Keane describes the “characteristic Dickinsonian form, in which presence is defined by 

absence” (97), which is clearly seen in these two poems. 
3 According to Thomas Paine in his writing on Deism, “When we see a watch, we have as positive 

evidence of the existence of a watchmaker, as if we saw him; and in like manner the creation is evidence 

to our reason and our senses of the existence of a Creator” (www.deism.com). 
4 The biblical passage reads, “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor 

things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 

be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38-9). 
5 Keane cautions against this generalization, claiming that “Metrical regularity is obviously not a 

dependable, let alone a foolproof, guarantee of an analogous order in the universe” (177).  But order was 

associated with God, and rhyming stanzas were considered an extension of natural order.  Hymn measure 

and poetry were associated with the Bible; therefore, any alteration of these forms is a challenge to 

doctrinal (and masculine) dominance.   
6 Roger Lundin agrees with this statement, claiming that “Dickinson made the case against design even 

more dramatically” than in prior poems (152), but McIntosh concludes that ambiguity reigns.  He claims, 

“The tone is too cool, the details too spare, and the poem’s strategy too dialectical for any single inference 

as to its meaning” (McIntosh 157).  Keane agrees with McIntosh, stating, “Defying definitive 

interpretation, the poem [“Four trees”] presents us with a God at once a ‘neighbor’” and also unable to be 

analyzed” (120). 



Pennsylvania Literary Journal 

7 Keane says the trees’ “purposelessness can be read as either a bald fact of nature teasing us into 

speculation or as an absence of design” (120) and Richard Wilbur claims that Emily Dickinson “could not 

see in Nature any revelations of divine purpose” (10). 
8 Dickinson’s signature dashes are more than just style; they can signify unanswered questions and a 

breakdown of the dominant paradigm.  McIntosh states, “[Dickinson] is willing to vacillate to get her 

whole truth down.  By the same token, she is more open to an awareness of the flux of thought and belief 

and more prone to cultivate a rhetoric of nimble believing” (6). 
9 Although numbering of Dickinson’s poems varies from one edition to another, the order of poems within 

fascicles is consistent.  Fascicle 37 has six pages, with a total of twenty-one poems.  Page two of the 

fascicle has the following four poems in order: “Drama’s Vitalist Expression is the Common Day,” 

“Life,and Death, and Giants - ,” “Four Trees – upon a solitary Acre – “ and “The Grace 

not obtain – “ 
10 Both Kirk and Keane make note of Dickinson’s abstention from church. “The pressure [of proclaiming 

faith at religious revivals] had turned her further away from organized religion than ever, and by t

1860s she refused to go to church at all” (Kirk 34).  “Emily Dickinson never formally joined the church 

and stopped attending services altogether around 1860, by which time she was a virtual recluse (Keane 

181). 
11 “The idea of writer as prophet was immensely stimulating for Emerson, Dickinson, and other writers of 

their generation” (Doriani 8). 
12 “She shaped a paradoxical conception of a prophetic prophet: one who adopts the structures and stances 

of the biblical prophets yet who does not speak the way they do, to a public or national audience” (Doriani 

38). 
13 Doriani goes on to state that “Dickinson’s figuring herself as divinely inspired is both a claim to poetic

prophetic authority and a testimony to her creativity in claiming a role that her culture associated with 

men” (76).  Cynthia Wolff claims that “Upbraiding a ‘Father’ in Heaven who… gave no discernible 

response, became a way of attacking the very essence of unjust authority, especially male authority” (135).  
14 “The exhilaration of autonomy is offset by the sense of being alone in a perhaps purposeless universe.  

Related concepts widely accepted at the time of Emily Dickinson’s birth – a benevolent Deity, the 

Argument from Design, a sense of harmony between religion and science – were, 

intense challenge in the period following the publication of The Origin of Species 

Dickinson began to write poetry regularly.  That Darwinian challenge was intensified by the carnage of 

the Civil War” (Keane 119). 
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The Culture of Mass Media in Nathanael 

Lonelyhearts and The Day of the Locust

"This essay deals with the curious production of American 

culture through the rise of various forms of 

half of the 20
th

 century.  With a focus on the fiction of 

Nathanael West and the Great Depression era (the period West 

was writing in), the saturation of mass media and its influence 

on American culture becomes both historical fiction an

prophetic.  Utilizing two of his most poignant novels (

Lonelyhearts and The Day of the Locust

plot and character to demonstrate West’s sophisticated social 

commentary; observations that were truly ahead of their time."

 

 
I 

Through the 1930’s the American economic 

system was left in shambles; so was the idea 

of popular American culture.  The country’s 

economy and culture were intertwined, as the 

early part of the 20

rapid growth in the production

culture.  The Great Depression, as crises 

often do, spurred a sense of social 

reorganization that engulfed the country. 

Bereft citizens desperately sought a new 

identity.  Cultural historian, Warren Susman 

singled out this aspect as the defining f

of the decade, arguing, “no fact is more 

significant [to the thirties] than the general 

and even popular ‘discovery’ of the concept of culture” (Susman 193).  

The notion of a popular cultural identity became more important as the 
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of popular American culture.  The country’s 
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th

 Century was a period of 

rapid growth in the production of mass 
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often do, spurred a sense of social 

reorganization that engulfed the country. 

Bereft citizens desperately sought a new 

identity.  Cultural historian, Warren Susman 

singled out this aspect as the defining feature 

of the decade, arguing, “no fact is more 

significant [to the thirties] than the general 

and even popular ‘discovery’ of the concept of culture” (Susman 193).  

The notion of a popular cultural identity became more important as the 
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Depression continued and the concept of an American identity became 

increasingly vague.  Throughout the thirties, American culture became 

less local, and more regional in matters of cultural sensibility.   As 

time passed, the American way of life gradually became defined as, 

“all things that a group of people inhabiting a common geographical 

area do, the way they do things and the ways they think and feel about 

things, their mutual tools and their values and symbols” (Veitch 89).  

With the loss of fiscal stability, Americans came together into 

collective units, searching for activities to pass time.  In the process, 

they inadvertently created a new mass culture for America.  Americans 

may have experienced trouble finding work, but they could go for a 

drive, smoke a cigarette, see a movie—or at least imagine doing so.  

Despite widespread poverty, the sale of oil, gas, cigarettes, movie 

tickets, and newspapers all went up (Veitch 90) as the desire for 

activity and culture became fused.  Popular films such as Gone with 

the Wind (1936) became appropriately reflective of the times with its 

“historical reconstruction of the destruction of a way of life” (Susman 

194).  By the 1930s, as film had evolved into one of the biggest 

industries in the country, it became evident that the movie business 

was geared, from its genesis, toward mass entertainment.  While 

people were coming to terms with the financial troubles of the country, 

they could live vicariously through the images on screen.  As the 

media was documenting and capitalizing on the times, it 

simultaneously provided comfort, faith, and understanding to a 

shattered society.  It was in tandem with this pursuit that the media 

developed as a driving force in American culture, not only satisfying 

the need for activity and order, but concurrently forging a new culture 

relying heavily on technology and information distribution, resulting 

in a society obsessed with instant gratification.  Accordingly, the 

media became a significant agent in American culture. 

Nathanael West’s novels exist entirely within an American 

society searching for order, as all were published during the 1930’s 

and predominantly dramatize a downtrodden populace turning to mass 

media for solace.  In this respect, the novels both participate in and 

critique the production of mass culture, portraying the popular 

attraction of the American populace to media production in a world 

laden with illness of all sorts.  Consider a passage from Miss 

Lonelyhearts that posits poverty and sickness against the beauty of 

popular fiction.   

 

Crowds of people moved through the street with a dream-like 

violence…He saw a man who appeared to be on the verge of 

death stagger into a movie theater that was a picture called 

Blonde Beauty.  He saw a ragged woman with an enormous 

goiter pick a love story magazine out of a garbage can and 

seem very excited by her find (West 103).   

 

West clearly recognized a problem in America’s newfound loyalty to 

the media, considering it a false front and a destroyer of hope.  “Men 

have always fought their misery with dreams.  Although dreams were 

once powerful they have been made puerile by the movies, radio, and 

newspapers” (103).  

In keeping with West’s and the nation’s investment in mass 

media, cultural production is a fundamental concern in all four of his 

novels.  West, moreover, addresses the contradictory nature of mass 

culture, depicting misguided plebeians whose devotion to mass culture 

ultimately leads to their betrayal.  West’s first novel, The Dream Life 

of Balso Snell (1931), follows the title character’s search for 

significance through creating an identity as an artist.  As Snell takes 

part in a hallucinatory journey through the alimentary canal of the 

famous Trojan Horse—a symbol synonymous with falsity and the end 

of a civilization—he comes to the supposition that art exists merely for 

selfish means; yet, at the novel’s conclusion, he still chooses to remain 

loyal to its empty promises of immortality.  In Miss Lonelyhearts 

(1933), the newspaper industry serves as the core for social order, as 

an advice columnist becomes the central source of deliverance for 

New York City’s troubled souls.  However, as these readers write to 

the newspaper directly for help, they fail to recognize that Miss 

Lonelyhearts is a part of the problem in their empty lives; the know-

all/see-all newspaper therapist is just as troubled.  In A Cool Million 

(1934), West satirizes the popular narratives of Horatio Alger, 

exposing them as myths.  The inconsistency between Alger’s popular 

story format and West’s bleak conclusion (the protagonist steps into a 

bear trap and dies) portrays an American society that is lost in its own 

purpose.  West’s final novel, The Day of the Locust (1939), reveals 

Hollywood’s promises of fame and success as a fraud.  The story 

follows Tod Hackett, a set designer on the periphery of the Hollywood 

social scene.  The characters in Locust are representations of actual 
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people West knew while working as a screenwriter throughout the 

1930’s (Simon 513).  In West’s vision of an emotionally emaciated 

wasteland, the film industry creates a paradoxical society by 

promoting a philosophy of false optimism and social delusion; 

adjusting the American dream to a distorted ideology of glamour, 

luxury, and romance.  With Hollywood playing a particularly 

important role in culture-production, the insurmountable 

disappointment it brings West’s characters is nevertheless an immense 

incongruity.  Essentially, the media outlets that are portrayed in each 

novel exist as an important factor in governing the search for meaning, 

order, and culture.  Additionally, in all four novels, the media is 

depicted with severe ridicule as a savior, a rendering that seems all the 

more compelling when one considers West’s primary source of 

income.  Apart from working as a novelist, West was employed as a 

journalist and a screenwriter for the Hollywood studios, becoming 

financially dependent on what is described in Miss Lonelyhearts as the 

“business of dreams” (West, 83).  Unlike many writers that attempted 

to earn money in Hollywood (i.e. Faulkner, Fitzgerald), West did have 

some success as a screenwriter, but by large his scripts were not 

produced, including his (incredibly loose) adaptation of A Cool 

Million.  It is therefore a fitting irony that West’s novels all critique 

mass culture, while concurrently partaking in it. 

  Of all of West’s novels, it is Miss Lonelyhearts and The Day 

of the Locust that provide the most pointed critique of a media-driven 

mass culture, in part because their characters directly participate in the 

production of lies, and in part because this participation leads to almost 

every character’s demise.  Both novels are set in West’s 

contemporaneous culture, America in the 1930’s, and both reflect the 

same sense of cultural despair that was epidemic among the American 

populace during the Great Depression.  As each novel centers on a 

particular media form—print and film, respectively—they offer a 

prompt account of an over-saturated mass culture becoming chaotic by 

what purports to be one of its primary sources of solace. 

 

II 

 

An initial comparison of West’s protagonists in broader terms is a 

useful introduction to West’s critique of mass culture.  Where Miss 

Lonelyhearts dramatizes the recognition of the effects of mass culture, 

The Day of the Locust begins with its protagonist already having an 

incipient understanding of the culture-industry.  Locust’s central 

character, Tod Hackett is, essentially, a more refined version of 

Lonelyhearts, and perhaps the literary embodiment of West himself.  

Both Lonelyhearts and Hackett regard themselves as having temporary 

positions in their field; Hackett regards his work in set design as a 

stepping-stone, hoping to break away completely from Hollywood and 

develop into a prominent artist.  In some respects, as James Light 

points out, Hackett mirrors West’s personal life:  “he lives for a short 

time on Ivar Street, where West once lived temporarily…he is 

interested in military lore and even shares the same artistic problems 

West faced while finishing his education” (Light, “Nathanael West and 

the Raging Locust” 51).  West was driven by the Great Depression to 

work in a more lucrative writing field; the Hollywood studios he 

worked in suited his financial needs to a better extent than working 

exclusively as a novelist.  Like West, Hackett moved from a more 

traditional and personally satisfying vocation of artist to a less 

gratifying position.  “When the Hollywood job came along,” Hackett 

“grabbed it despite the arguments of his friends who were certain that 

he was selling out” (West 243).  Thus, while Hackett embodies an 

idealization of the culture industry, Miss Lonelyhearts reflects a less 

stable grasp on the concept of mass culture. 

For Lonelyhearts, the advice column job exists as a 

springboard to a gossip column, which he naively believes is a more 

dignified position at the newspaper.  Whereas Hackett, from the first 

pages of Locust, wants out of Hollywood completely, Lonelyhearts 

initially sees mass media as beneficial to the public, an avenue to help 

those in need, causing him to become increasingly invested in his job 

as an advice columnist.  His desire to heal his readers becomes 

obsessive, gradually merging with his own insecurities and 

problems—resulting in a complicated psychological complex.  

Hackett, by contrast, is not nearly as devoted.  As a set designer his 

involvement is limited to the backgrounds he creates for movie sets, a 

stark comparison to an advice columnist’s personal-investment 

through writing directly to the public.  This is Lonelyhearts’ biggest 

dilemma:  his immense influence on the lives of his readers and his 

slow realization that he not easing, but contributing to their pain. 

These sorts of predicaments plague all of West’s characters.  In 

fact, in Miss Lonelyhearts, West immediately exposes the incongruity 
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of the advice columnist’s position, presenting the amusing situation of 

a man playing the role of a woman offering counseling.  From the very 

first sentence of the novel, the absurdity of this inconsistency becomes 

clear.  “The Miss Lonelyhearts of the New York Post-Dispatch (Are-

you-in-trouble?—Do-you-need-advice?—Write-to-Miss-Lonelyhearts-

and-she-will-help-you) sat at his desk” (West 59, italics mine).  

Lonelyhearts’ coworkers see the job as a joke; however, the letters to 

which Lonelyhearts responds are serious cries for help, indicating that 

the readers view the media with hope.  The relationship forged 

between mass media and consumers thereby becomes a front, causing 

the job itself to appear even more farcical to the journalists who know 

the game, and terrifyingly influential on gullible readers, for whom the 

advice offered may be life altering.  For Lonelyhearts, the public 

image of the motherly figure offering life guidance becomes a mask, 

as his own identity is not only hidden, but also lost, as he internalizes 

his own disguise by the novel’s end. 

In contrast to the beginning of Lonelyhearts, where the title 

character is originally numb to the jaded populace around him, 

Hackett, despite limited awareness, from the novel’s start perceives the 

lackluster state of the population around him, noticing quite cynically 

their doomed fate.  “At this time, Tod knew very little about them 

except that they had come to California to die” (West 242).  Unlike 

Lonelyhearts, who wishes to be promoted within his own field, Tod 

Hackett believes he is only working in Hollywood temporarily.  This 

difference alone appears to portray Hackett as a more sophisticated 

character.  Hackett moreover, is potentially a great artist in the making.  

Throughout the course of the entire novel, Hackett’s work on a 

painting he calls “The Burning of Los Angeles” depicts the jaded 

Californian masses rioting as a result of their own disillusionment.  It 

is this ability to connect mass culture to a disenchanted populace that 

makes Hackett more insightful than Lonelyhearts.  Regardless, 

ultimately, like Lonelyhearts, Hackett remains a part of mass culture, 

suspending his work as a true artist.  Hackett’s voluntary involvement 

in Hollywood is obviously his first mistake, as his work does nothing 

to advance the artistic lifestyle he desires.  The movie sets that he 

designs are as artistically empty as the scripts which Claude Estee, 

Hackett’s co-writer and co-worker, creates.  Estee and Hackett are 

doomed to an artistry that rises no further than the wishes of a mass 

media-driven society.  In this regard, mass culture affects those who 

produce it as well as the consumers who rely on it. 

West portrays very little artistic integrity in mass culture.  

While Lonelyhearts is embedded in his own subjugated environment, 

unable initially to recognize the harm mass culture has done, West 

goes to great lengths to place Hackett on a higher level of 

understanding by making him a kind of anomaly among fools who 

remain content with allowing Hollywood to have such great affect 

over them.  “Yet, [Hackett] was really a very complicated young man 

with a whole set of personalities, one inside the other like a nest of 

Chinese boxes” (West 242).  While Hackett is intellectually superior to 

Lonelyhearts, he is ultimately no more effective, failing to make any 

positive or redeeming contribution to cultural production. 

 

III 

 

The faceless masses that inhabit each novel become a blueprint for an 

American society struggling with its loyalty to mass media.  

Contrasted against Hackett, the Hollywood populace is portrayed as 

worn-down and violent.  “They loitered on the corners or stood with 

their backs to the shop windows and stared at everyone who passed.  

When their stare was returned, their eyes filled with hatred” (West 

242).  Once again, the contrast between the Hollywood population and 

Hackett is clearly drawn out by West as the Hollywood masses are 

given the collective identity of a one-dimensional violent heap.  

Accordingly, representations of the furious and jaded masses that 

saturate both novels serve as a context for critiquing the protagonists 

as possible beams of hope for a desolate American culture. 

West’s narrations reveal a populace betrayed by the very 

source of comfort they are turning to.   

 

Every day of their lives they read newspapers and went to the 

movies.  Both fed them on lynchings, murder, sex crimes, 

explosions, wrecks, love nests, fires, miracles, revolutions, 

wars.  This daily diet made sophisticates of them.  The sun is a 

joke.  Oranges can’t titillate their jaded palates (The Day of the 

Locust).   
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Where the media was thought to bring meaning and wholeness, it has 

left the people in Hollywood with less humanity than ever, 

desensitized even to the utopian-like surroundings that California 

offers.  James Light sees their lack of emotion as a void that must be 

filled by any means necessary.  “Having no life themselves—no 

emotional vitality, beliefs, or dreams—they must seek life elsewhere” 

(Light, “Nathanael West and the Raging Locust,” 47).  In Locust, this 

search leads directly to Hollywood, the Mecca of popular culture, 

where dreams are portrayed on movie screens; but, unfortunately, do 

not have any bearing on real life, leaving them feeling disillusioned 

and cheated once their attention has been averted from the screen back 

into reality.   

As a result, disenchantment erodes the daily lives of the 

Hollywood masses, where everything from their wardrobes to their 

housing is a replica of a movie set—life imitating art.  Hackett sees a 

populace whose clothing is “somber and badly cut, bought from mail-

order houses” (West 242) and where the Hollywood suburbs are lined 

with “Mexican ranch houses, Samoan huts, Mediterranean villas, 

Egyptian and Japanese temples, Swiss chalets, Tudor cottages, and 

every possible combination of these styles” (West 243).  West’s 

Hollywood consists of a population that lives vicariously through the 

stars they idolize and the tabloids they consume.   

While this population invests their faith in the stars, they fail to 

realize the negative changes that this process makes in their lives.  

Movies have desensitized them so much that only extreme conditions 

can awaken them.  West depicts them at a point of hopelessness where 

nothing can save them, as they often turn to violence as the only way 

to feel real emotion.  “If only a plane would crash once in a while so 

that they could watch the passengers being consumed in a ‘holocaust 

of flame,’ as the newspapers put it.  But the planes never crash” (West 

380).  This need for feeling satisfied increasingly through sadistic 

means is another perversity in a popular culture that feeds violence to 

the masses daily.  This escalating appetite for aggression becomes the 

“motivation for mass rage” (Light, “Violence, Dreams, and 

Dostoevsky”, 208).  By the time “the cheated” begin to riot at the end 

of Locust, their violence has become second nature, a mere reaction to 

their own boredom, eerily bringing Tod Hackett’s painting to life. 

Miss Lonelyhearts reveals the same disillusion of its faceless 

masses, who have turned to the media for the solutions to the problems 

in their lives.  Still, it is soon apparent that any effort to help them is 

absurd, as the problems posed by the letter writers seem ridiculously 

beyond hope.  A letter from Sick-of-it-all, who is expecting her eighth 

child in twelve years, reads, “and I don’t think I can stand it…I cry all 

the time it hurts so much and I don’t know what to do” (West 60).  At 

times, West’s language in fact seems to almost mock hopelessness.  

For example, a sixteen-year-old girl born without a nose seems beyond 

help.  “I sit and look at myself all day and cry…ought I commit 

suicide?” (West 60).  From sexual violence and physical deformities, 

the letters that Lonelyhearts responds to are desperate in the extreme.  

The people of New York City, like the people in Hollywood, are a 

desperate mass of lost souls searching for a sense of order and 

meaning that Miss Lonelyhearts is unable to provide. 

The extent of the populace’s need and the limitations on 

Lonelyhearts’ ability to help, become increasingly evident toward the 

middle of the narrative.  When Miss Lonelyhearts leaves his apartment 

one day, he sees a world where “chaos is multiple” (West 70).  The 

masses that fill the street are the same people who write the letters and, 

accordingly, the same who search for meaning in movie theaters and 

garbage bins.  Escapism is important in a society torn apart by 

financial and cultural failure.  When Lonelyhearts goes into a Western-

theme nightclub, he sees the sort of diversion from reality that the 

masses crave.   

 

When they entered, the orchestra was playing a Cuban rhumba.  

A waiter dressed as a South-American cowboy led them to a 

table…the romantic atmosphere only heightened 

[Lonelyhearts’] feeling of icy fatness.  Guitars, bright shawls, 

exotic foods, outlandish costumes—all these things were part 

of the business of dreams (West 83).   

 

Lonelyhearts realizes the façade before him as pure distraction from 

the harsh reality outside. 

Slowly, Lonelyhearts begins to understand mass culture for 

what it really is:  a purveyor of empty promises.  “He had learned not 

to laugh at the advertisements offering to teach writing, cartooning, 

engineering, to add inches to biceps and to develop the bust” (West 

83).  This understanding becomes additionally focused by a window 

display at a pawnshop in Lonelyhearts’ imagination.  As he looks upon 
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the discarded dreams of desperate people, he sees “fur coats, diamond 

rings, watches, shotguns, fishing tackle, mandolins.” It is in this 

hallucinatory state that Lonelyhearts realizes that,  

 

Man has a tropism for order.  Keys in one pocket, change in 

another.  Mandolins are tuned G D A E.  The physical world 

has a tropism for disorder, entropy…Keys yearn to mix with 

change.  Mandolins strive to get out of tune.  Every order has 

within it the germ of destruction.  All order is doomed (West 

93). 

 

However, Lonelyhearts also realizes that “the battle is worth while” 

and it is this gullibility that keeps Lonelyhearts invested and naive in 

his job as a healer (93). 

 

IV 

 

Within each novel, alongside a fed-up mass populace, are casts of 

secondary characters that convey the experiences of ordinary people.  

The development of these characters falls somewhere between that of 

the protagonists and the nameless masses, revealing the culture 

industry’s effect on the more vulnerable American populace.  These 

characters, in other words, humanize the mass populace.  In both 

novels these characters can be divided into two operating types:  

spectators—those whose emotional needs demand satisfaction—and 

performers—those who are attempting to satisfy the emotional needs 

of the masses (Light, “The Imagery of Nightmare,” 47).  In Locust, the 

masses turn to film, attempting to live vicariously through the 

performers on movie screens.  Similarly in Miss Lonelyhearts, the 

journalists play the role of the performers and the readers exist as the 

spectators.  The spectators in each novel operate as the supporting cast 

to Hackett and Lonelyhearts, offering special insight into the mental 

experience of being one of “the cheated”. 

To connect the protagonists with the anonymous, jaded masses, 

the secondary characters in both novels experience and observe the 

effects that mass media has on their societies.  Fay Doyle, a woman 

struggling with her empty relationship with her crippled husband, 

becomes the primary letter writer to Miss Lonelyhearts.  She therefore 

serves to reveal the desperation of those who rely solely on the media 

for direction in life.  In fact, Fay Doyle’s anxiety leads her to go 

beyond writing letters and she searches out Lonelyhearts personally 

for help, ultimately seducing the columnist.  Like all other secondary 

characters in Miss Lonelyhearts, her desire stems from the 

internalization of the promises of happiness that Lonelyhearts sets 

forth in his column.  Even his boss, Shrike, exploits the fictional 

persona Lonelyhearts has developed, seeking sadistic personal 

gratification by belittling the columnist.  As Lonelyhearts exemplifies 

the believed healing characteristics of mass culture, his boss, Shrike, 

uses the columnist’s public image as a way to ridicule him, 

deprecating his value as a healer, and in return satisfying his own 

desire for a heightened intellectual status.  Shrike at one point 

recommends that Lonelyhearts turn to God, “the Miss Lonelyhearts of 

Miss Lonelyhearts” (West 65) for the answers to his own problems 

and concerns.  With Fay Doyle’s desire for an able-bodied companion 

and lover and Shrike’s need for dominance, Lonelyhearts’ incarnation 

of the mass culture allows these characters to effectively feed of him.  

Lonelyhearts thus becomes deeply invested in the lives of his readers 

and thereby loses sight of his doomed mission as a social healer.  

Lonelyhearts, paradoxically, needs just as much direction and help as 

his readers; as an agent of mass culture, he has failed as a source of 

solace. 

While Lonelyhearts does initially act as a performer, his own 

insecurities are proof that the roles of performer and spectator can and 

do shift.  Like his readers, Lonelyhearts too needs order in his life.  

This need further exposes the hollowness of the media.  Significantly, 

while his readers are looking directly towards mass culture for 

answers, Lonelyhearts seems to be avoiding it, turning to various other 

outlets.  His forays into drinking, sex, violence, personal relationships 

and a trip to the country all serve as failed means for recovering a 

sense of identity that is dependent on mass culture.  Lonelyhearts 

never truly gets away from the media, as his problems themselves arise 

from the influence the advice column job has had on him mentally.  In 

his search, Lonelyhearts first turns to love and human connections.  

Recalling a memory of a girlfriend, be believes order can be found in 

the form of a relationship.  “Then he remembered Betty.  She had 

often made him feel that when she straightened his tie, she 

straightened much more” (West 70).  In this case, Betty has taken on 

the role of the performer and Lonelyhearts has switched to the 
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spectator.  When this relationship fails to ease his insecurities, he 

moves to more extreme measures by attempting to sleep with his 

boss’s wife, Mary Shrike, who becomes yet another performer.   

Lonelyhearts’ trip to the country, a more literal attempt at 

escape as a removal from the city’s violent landscape, ultimately fails 

because, like every other diversion, it is only temporary.  When 

Lonelyhearts comes back from his trip the first sight he sees is “the 

Bronx slums,” and the columnist realizes that the trip had “failed to 

cure him and that he could never forget the letters” (West 103).  

Richard Lynch says that these ventures are Lonelyhearts’ attempts to 

“excite himself into eagerness, but [he] fails” (Lynch 226).  Instead of 

obtaining happiness, Lonelyhearts has once again reminded himself of 

the influence of mass media on his own place in culture. 

No character in The Day of the Locust seems to embody the 

Hollywood persona more than Faye Greener; a struggling actress and 

daughter of failed comedian/actor Harry Greener, she is “the living 

incarnation of mass-mediated desire:  her own consciousness is wholly 

structured by fantasies of stardom drawn from the cinema and trade 

magazines” (Roberts 64).  In fact, the first time Greener is introduced 

to the reader is through a movie-still photograph she has given to 

Hackett.  In the photo, she  

 

was supposed to look drunk and she did, but not with alcohol.  

She lay stretched out on the divan with her arms and legs 

spread, as though welcoming a lover, and her lips were parted 

in a heavy, sullen smile.  She was supposed to look inviting, 

but the invitation wasn’t to pleasure (West 251).   

 

West makes clear that Greener accomplishes two main goals with her 

veneer.  The first is to draw in her male admirers, as she embodies the 

absolutely unattainable quality of the lusty cinema star.  The second is 

to allow this desirability to result in her suitors’ downfall.  This is 

precisely what happens to two prominent characters in the novel:  

Hackett and Homer Simpson, a recent Hollywood transplant from 

Iowa who, like Lonelyhearts, becomes affected by mass culture’s 

influence on the people around him.  Hackett’s doom can be predicted 

while he gazes at Faye’s picture.  He becomes enamored with it, 

hanging on his apartment wall, staring at it often. 

In fact, the picture demonstrates that Greener is unable to 

communicate any genuine emotion.  Additionally, her body language 

and speech patterns seem rehearsed and derivative of a generic 

Hollywood movie script.  Her complete persona exists as nothing more 

than emotion through performance.  Regardless, she is not a famous 

actress, having only acted in small roles in low budget films, therefore 

placing her on the fringes of the Hollywood scene.  In this regard, she 

is merely a living recreation of something bigger than herself.  It is the 

withheld promise of fame, success and happiness that molded her into 

this personality, the delusion that she is a true Hollywood star.  Façade 

is an idea that runs throughout many of the secondary characters in 

Locust.  Alex Vernon notices that even though Faye Greener is barely 

seventeen years old, she consistently acts “like an older and more 

sophisticated woman” (Vernon 135).  Vernon again notes the same 

kind of affect in Adore Loomis, as the eight-year-old child actor 

“dresses like a man, and despite his age, sings a strongly sexual song 

with extremely suggestive gestures and a voice and body that seemed 

to know what he was singing about” (Vernon 135).  It is evident that 

while these characters are portraying what they see on film, it has gone 

beyond mimicry and merged with their actual personalities. 

West creates this same sense of disillusionment with two other 

characters, Harry Greener, a former vaudeville performer and 

comedian, and Earle Shoop, an out of work western actor.  Just as Fay 

Doyle and the rest of the letter writers in Miss Lonelyhearts live 

vicariously through the advice columnist, Earle, Harry, and Faye do 

the same with the show business.  While all three are actors, actual or 

aspiring, they all still have not been embraced by Hollywood as 

successful movie stars.  Randall Reid writes that, “the myth of success 

only emphasizes the reality of their failures” (Reid 120).  West makes 

it eminent they will always be failures, yet they refuse to accept their 

fate.  This is revealed prominently in Harry Greener, Faye’s father and 

former vaudeville performer, as even his daily mannerisms become an 

act.  When Harry, who has been working door to door selling “miracle 

solvent,” meets Homer Simpson, his routine begins on cue.   

 

Suddenly, like a mechanical toy that has been overwound, 

something snapped inside of him and began to spin through his 

repertoire.  The effort was purely muscular, like the dance of a 

paralytic.  He jigged, juggled his hat, made believe he had been 
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kicked, tripped, and shook hands with himself.  He went 

through it all in one dizzy spasm, then reeled to the couch and 

collapsed (West 279).   

 

Harry believes wholeheartedly in his own act as a comedian and 

clown, even coming to perform it unconsciously and involuntarily.  

While Harry selling a “miracle solvent” serves as a condensed 

metaphor for mass culture, Earle believes he is a “real life cowboy” 

after just a few small roles playing one, donning the full garb of the 

old west wherever he goes.  Both men have become completely 

enveloped in their Hollywood personas.  The mythical guarantee of 

Hollywood success becomes a dangling carrot that Earle, Harry, and 

Faye seem to be constantly chasing, causing them to live out their 

“characters” in daily life.  It is here, once again, that Light’s idea of 

spectators and performers shifts, as the emotional needs of all three 

characters remain unsatisfied, leaving them searching for order just 

like the rest of the lost Hollywood souls.  Their personas become 

revealed as a lie, and mass culture’s value in shaping society is once 

again in question.  The failure of these characters in turn testifies to 

mass culture’s potential for ruining lives. 

 

V 

 

The ending of each novel brings with it a horrifying climax that 

underscores the effects of a media-driven culture on the American 

populace.  The final chapter of The Day of the Locust takes place 

during a glamorous movie premiere as a large crowd swarms around 

Kahn’s Persian Palace Theatre, West’s ultimate recreation of fantasy 

in Hollywood.  Here the faceless masses gather out of boredom as “it 

was still several hours before the celebrities would arrive… thousands 

of people had already gathered” (West 378), literally turning to the 

media for order.  Their excitement turns to violence as the crowd starts 

to become restless. They push and smother each other with 

anticipation, a side effect of the boredom that envelopes with daily 

routines.  Textually, the image of a growing crowd transforming into 

an angry mob illustrates the jaded mindset that popular culture has 

instilled in society.  Roberts argues that West believes the culture-

industry cannot “go on endlessly offering its illusory promise of 

satisfaction, for in his view that promise produces a mounting 

frustration and rage in its captive audience which must ultimately 

explode in apocalyptic violence” (Roberts 64).  Therefore, it is fitting 

that the final scene of Locust shows the falsities of California 

deteriorating.  As Hackett arrives to the premiere he sees “a woman 

whose parcel had torn open, dropping oranges all over the place” 

(West 378).  A physical transformation of the crowd is also noticeable; 

the crowd alters, mutating into an aggressive mob.  Their 

transformation becomes clearly apparent as they convert from 

“diffident, almost furtive,” to “arrogant and pugnacious” (West 380).  

A sense of empowerment is gained as these recipients of mass culture 

become congealed.  In yielding to the simultaneously offered and 

withdrawn promise of the culture industry the masses establish their 

resistance. 

The mob itself seethes with potential explosiveness until the 

actions of Simpson set it off.  Like the members of the mob, Simpson 

seeks solace and has been drawn to California by promises of 

happiness.  As his decision to move to California suggests, he is 

extremely impressionable.  After recovering from a struggle with 

pneumonia, it is his physician, who had “an authoritative manner” 

(West 265), who convinces him to head west for further recuperation.  

In essence, Simpson is a rather impressionable character.  And his 

mental breakdown over the course of the novel demonstrates 

Hollywood’s affect on the human psyche.  Nevertheless, by the time 

the mob has formed at the end of the novel, Simpson makes a bold 

move to leave.  Homer, changed by the lifestyle provided by 

California, appears defeated, and it becomes apparent he has been 

affected by mass culture.  Hackett, after attempting to help him, 

notices this as he sees Simpson walking down the street, “like a badly 

made automaton,” through the crowd (West 381).   

While in Hollywood, Simpson has been taunted by the 

promises made to him.  His love for actress Faye Greener has been 

nothing but a sham, as she simply uses him to acquire money and self-

confidence.  He also has been tricked and teased throughout his stay in 

California by a personification of Hollywood’s false promise, the 

young child actor named Adore Loomis.  At the end of the novel, as 

Simpson waits for a cab to take him out of California, Adore abuses 

Simpson outright with the same kind of mindless violence portrayed in 

the movies.  Teasing Simpson with a change purse attached to a string, 

Adore pulls the purse away as Simpson attempts to pick it up.  When 
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Adore doesn’t receive the intended reaction from Simpson (he ignores 

the boy), he turns to violence and hits him in the face with a rock.  

Simpson finally snaps, leaps up and violently stomps Adore to death, 

getting the attention of the mob, sending them into a vicious frenzy.  It 

is the murder of one of their performers that drives the masses to riot.   

The scene ultimately goes beyond the crises of individual 

characters and reveals the larger social and cultural context of the 

novel.  The film premiere is upstaged by mass violence and social 

turmoil and West’s apocalyptic vision of Hollywood reveals his own 

anxieties about mass culture and its effects on American civilization.  

Hollywood is the capital of illusion; it becomes a potent metaphor for 

the empty promises of a media-driven culture.  As the riot progresses, 

even Hackett becomes unraveled.   

 

He was carried through the exit to the back street and lifted into 

a police car.  The siren began to scream and at first he thought 

he was making the noise himself.  He felt his lips with his 

hands.  They were clamped tight.  He knew then it was the 

siren.  For some reason this made him laugh and he began to 

imitate the siren as loud as he could (West 389).   

 

Although a concluding scene where Hackett rejects California would 

make him the ultimate of West’s protagonists, such a scene never 

comes to fruition in the novel, and Hackett is left succumbing to 

Hollywood, losing his mental capacity to separate himself from the 

falsities of the culture industry.   This concluding set of images 

showing the mental decay of Tod Hackett has much in common with 

the ending of Miss Lonelyhearts and the demise of the title character.  

Similarly, the conclusion of Miss Lonelyhearts provides the same 

chaotic ending to a culture dependent on its own media for support.   

Just as Hackett attempts to help Homer Simpson escape from 

the mass culture of Hollywood, Lonelyhearts desires to aid those who 

write to his column, as he searches for a way to assist those who turn 

to the media for consolation.  By the novel’s conclusion, this yearning 

to heal the battered and broken people of New York City has corroded 

his mind; like Hackett, Lonelyhearts surrenders to insanity.  Having 

been struggling with a Christ complex, Lonelyhearts finally succumbs 

and loses his mind.  He hallucinates that his column has been approved 

by God, verifying his media-created identity and choices to himself, 

and his lack of sanity to the reader. 

Lonelyhearts, in the midst of a mental breakdown, becomes a 

dedicated believer in his power as a healer.  When Peter Doyle, one of 

Lonelyhearts' readers and letter writers, comes to his apartment with 

the intention of killing Lonelyhearts (retrospectively, for sleeping with 

his wife), these contradictions meet violently.  Lonelyhearts runs 

toward Doyle with the aim of easing his pain.  Concomitantly, Doyle 

intends to bring suffering to the columnist who, in turn, has inflicted 

misery to those who wholeheartedly trust him.  “The gun inside the 

package exploded and Miss Lonelyhearts fell, dragging the cripple 

with him.  They both rolled part of the way down the stairs” (West 

126).  Much like Faye Greener dragging down her suitors, the image 

of Lonelyhearts, an embodiment of mass culture, dragging down his 

reader with him, is the definitive image of mass culture prevailing, 

albeit with a great cost.  For West, media existing as a source of solace 

in American culture becomes an insurmountable failure. 

 

VI 

 

Just as The Day of the Locust should be understood as a story set 

alongside an industry that took off financially during a time of fiscal 

crisis, “Miss Lonelyhearts” must be read against a background of 

crashing banks, breadlines, and the WPA; it is symptomatic of 

economic as well as moral stagnation” (Aaron 115).  It is then clear to 

see the characters in both novels as exhausted masses doped and duped 

by the pulps, the tabloids, and the cinema, a people ripe for 

catastrophe.  In essence, the media outlets in each novel become a 

drug, only temporarily satisfying the needs of the American people.  

When this drug fails to cure the sickness that infects the population, 

the result is ultimately violent, as seen in the death of Miss 

Lonelyhearts and the riot in concluding scenes of The Day of the 

Locust.  These violent endings serve to punctuate the utter 

hopelessness that saturates West’s novels.  However, the main 

protagonists in these novels become the definitive vision of failure.  As 

Hackett and Lonelyhearts eventually succumb to the powers of mass 

culture, they fail to recognize their own damaging involvement in it.  

West makes clear that no matter where they are in life, and what job 

they do, they will always be part of mass culture, merely shifting roles 
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inside the media machine.  It is this realization that makes West’s 

novels utterly hopeless in a bigger picture, as no character, not even 

the main protagonists, can escape a doomed fate. 

West’s critique of American culture is poignantly summarized 

by Lonelyhearts as he looks up at New York City’s skyscrapers.   

 

Americans have dissipated their racial energy in an orgy of 

stone breaking.  In their few years they have broken more 

stones than did centuries of Egyptians.  And they have done 

their work hysterically, desperately, almost as if they knew that 

the stones would some day break them (West 89).   

 

Though Americans quickly headed west to develop a cultural Mecca, 

they met the Pacific Ocean before succeeding.  As California 

physically represents the end of the line for westward expansion, the 

country failed in forming a stable society, and self-destruction became 

inevitable.  Accordingly, as Lonelyhearts takes place in New York 

City and Locust is set in Hollywood, West effectively frames the 

country in its problems, giving a sense of national disorder.   

As disheartening as this may seem, West does justify the 

country’s addiction to media to an extent, explaining how and why this 

has occurred, during the Great Depression.  Although  West attempts 

to expose the deceit and false expectations promoted by mass media, 

he does not condemn the need for order and recognizes the desire for 

dreams in a traumatized American society.  In The Day of the Locust, 

characters realize that “any dream was better than no dream and 

beggars couldn’t be choosers” (West 293).  As the media is fulfilling 

this dream, West’s characters have been offered no other choice and 

have reluctantly settled.  For West, this is what makes the search for 

solace futile; in the world of his novels any and every dream is 

destined to fail.  Ultimately, for all of West’s characters, the search for 

meaning is an overwhelming failure with the media at the controls.  In 

both Miss Lonelyhearts and The Day of the Locust, as the characters 

deem the media as a savior to American culture, it falls short, 

becoming nothing more than another disappointment in a time when 

discontent was pervasive.  This is the heart of West’s fiction.  At a 

time where any sort of good was needed so badly in American culture, 

it seemed worthy to achieve it at any cost.  The contradiction itself lies 

in the fact that any strive to attain order is disaster-prone from the start.  

As Tod Hackett notes while overlooking the forged Hollywood 

skyline, “It is hard to laugh at the need for beauty and romance.  No 

matter how tasteless, even horrible, the results of that need are.  But it 

is easy to sigh.  Few things are sadder than the truly monstrous” (West 

243). 
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Experimenting with Discourse 

The Multiple Voices of Dramatic Criticism in Eighteenth

Century France
1,2

 

 
"In this article, I describe how eighteenth-century French 

theater critics discussed the complex relationship between the 

playwright and his work. Instead of exuding a dominant 

critical discourse, theater reviews during this period reveal an 

uncertain, changing trajectory between author and work. For 

example, some critics bolstered the “genius” of the author and 

gave him the supreme agency in determining the success of his 

play, while other critics sought to separate the author from his 

work and emphasize either the reception or the “behind

scenes” factors at work. I treat theater and its reception as 

powerful events inside the Republic of Letters during this 

tumultuous pre-Revolutionary period. While many students of 

eighteenth-century France have highlighted the rich theatrical 

corpus from this time, few have attempted to underline the 

complexity of theater criticism, and more specifically, how 

writers experimented with a field of competing discourses to 

describe performance, text, and reception.” 
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In his historical analysis of dramatic criticism, Maurice Descotes 

underlines a distinct lack in coherence among critical discourses 

before the nineteenth century. After the French Revolution (1789

1793), however, Descotes argues that as newspapers gained 

popularity, normalizing rhetorical forms such as short play reviews 

emerged as the standard method that writers in France used to criticize 

drama.
4
 However, during the eighteenth century, Descotes argues, 

dramatic criticism “was practiced with a diffi

efficiency in salons and cafes, classes and conferences; in parodies, in 

correspondences, or, even more simply, during friendly meetings, of 

which we can find but a few traces in diaries and journals

eighteenth-century criticism certainly existed, it is nevertheless 

difficult for critics at present to locate and discuss coherently.

Descotes’ keen analysis of an eighteenth

critical normalization, in other words, an inability by critics to say that 

this is theater criticism, while this is not, emerges as a significant 

impediment when one seeks to talk about any subject, play, character, 

or idea “in eighteenth-century criticism.” In this short article, I hope to 

shed light on a few general problems that students of e

century dramatic criticism face when they attempt to analyze dramatic 

criticism as a unified block of discourse. In order to elucidate this 

point, as well as show how this critical fragility was also a source of 

creativity and experimentation, I will analyze how a few critics 

discussed the relationship between a dramatic author and his work. 

With a precise inquiry into the role of the author and a succinct 

chronological window of pre-Revolutionary France, I hope to make a 

few modest, but concrete conclusions about eighteenth

theater and its criticism.  

The following three plays that I will study all premiered during 

the height of the cultural war between France’s 

members of the Counter-Enlightenment.

between encyclopédistes such as Denis Diderot, Voltaire, Jean

Rousseau on one side; and conservative members of French society 

like Elie-Cathérine Fréron, Charles Collé, Lefranc de Pompignan on 

the other, political and polemical issues mer

notions such as the play’s character composition, verisimilitude, and 

poetics.  

In 1757, Denis Diderot was already one of France’s most 

renowned philosophes, especially after the publication of the first 
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During this nasty battle 

such as Denis Diderot, Voltaire, Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau on one side; and conservative members of French society 

Cathérine Fréron, Charles Collé, Lefranc de Pompignan on 

the other, political and polemical issues merged with more literary 

notions such as the play’s character composition, verisimilitude, and 

In 1757, Denis Diderot was already one of France’s most 

, especially after the publication of the first 
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volumes of his Encyclopédie during the early 1750s. Adding to this 

repertoire, Diderot published numerous treatises on topics as diverse as 

poetry, biology, and the languages of the deaf. However, as of 1757, 

contemporaries did not view Diderot as a dramatic author—a fact that 

made the publication of Le fils naturel
8
 (The Natural Son)—a 

“serious” drama in prose—all the more surprising to both members of 

his philosophe circle and his most ardent enemies.
9
 Because of 

Diderot’s reputation, critics did not need to give their readers a 

detailed account of the philosophe’s life and works. For example, 

Melchior Grimm wrote that, “M. Diderot is the only person who could 

possibly undertake such a difficult task and succeed with such ease. 

His example (Le fils naturel) proves more than ever that pure genius 

can accomplish anything.”
10

 Grimm was a close, even sycophantic 

associate of Diderot, and it is not surprising that Grimm’s criticism 

sounds more like a love letter than a legitimate theater review. In any 

case, Grimm’s critique focuses more on Diderot’s genius, than on 

literary or performative aspects of the dramatic narrative. To borrow a 

critical category from the twentieth-century critic M.H. Abrams, 

Grimm’s critique exemplifies the “expressive” mode of literary 

criticism. According to Abrams, “In the expressive orientation, the 

poet moves into the center of the scheme and himself becomes the 

prime generator of the subject matter, attributes, and values of a 

poem.”
11

 This is exactly what happens in Grimm’s criticism of Le fils 

naturel: Diderot’s genius emerges as the catalyst of the play’s 

creativity as well as the content matter for Grimm’s review. 

The “expressive orientation” will later emerge as the critical 

norm during the nineteenth century, especially in France with critics 

such as Sainte-Beuve,
12 

but also across the Channel, with Carlyle and 

his essays on Milton, Shakespeare, and Dante. In Diderot’s case, we 

can also see this sort of criticism from his most ardent enemy, Elie-

Cathérine Fréron, France’s most prolific Counter-Enlightenment 

journalist. In his review of Le fils naturel, Fréron argues that the play 

is terrible, and precisely because of Diderot’s “lack of genius.”
13

 

Fréron further attests that, due to this lack (“manque”), Diderot was 

forced to plagiarize the Italian dramatist Carlo Goldoni’s Il vero amico 

in order to come up with such an interesting story. Although Grimm’s 

and Fréron’s reviews come from diametrically opposed ideological 

camps, both writers focus on inherent, “expressive” factors regarding 

the dramatic author, instead of the play’s narrative, character 

compositions, or tone. 

Charles Palissot, a Counter-Enlightenment playwright, harsh 

critic of Diderot, and friend of Fréron responded to alleged 

“philosophe dominance” with his satire Les Philosophes in 1760.
14

 In 

his farcical comedy, which put contemporary philosophes such as 

Diderot, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Claude-Adrien Helvétius up on 

the boards of the Comédie-Française, Palissot weaves quotations from 

philosophe works into a complex dramatic narrative. In criticisms of 

Les Philosophes, contemporaries wrote at length about Palissot’s 

personality and “genius,” but in addition, and because of the public 

uproar surrounding the play,
14 

many critics sought to uncover the 

play’s other “authors:” those who were responsible for allowing Les 

Philosophes to come into fruition at one of France’s most prestigious 

theatrical venues. 

For example, in his Journal, Charles Collé argues that Palissot 

is too “intellectually weak” to have caused such an “event,” and that 

critics should deter their venom from Palissot and focus on those 

responsible for staging the play. What is more, Collé argues that the 

reason behind Palissot’s harsh treatment of Helvétius has nothing to do 

with intellectual difference—no, Palissot’s reasons are much more 

banal and petty. According to Collé, Palissot castigated Helvétius 

because of a personal loan—the sum of which Palissot now disputes.
14 

Instead of aiming their attacks at the lowly Palissot, Collé argues that 

critics should focus on Fréron, “who read the play to the actors,” and 

then, they should criticize high-level government officials such as the 

Duc de Richelieu or the Duc de Choiseul for forcing the play past the 

Royal censure.
15

 

Contrary to the way critics describe Diderot’s connection to his 

dramatic work, what we have with Palissot’s Les Philosophes is the 

critical displacement of the author from his work. Instead of attacking 

Palissot or his dramatic narrative, Collé sets his sights on the play’s 

other “authors”—those who allowed the polemical, nasty attitude of 

French literary circles to stain the prestigious repertoire of the 

Comédie-Française. This type of criticism differs from the reviews of 

Pierre De Belloy’s Le Siège de Calais (1765),
16

 France’s alleged “first 

patriotic tragedy,” and our final example of how critics treated the 

relationship between the dramatic author and his work. 
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In his tragedy, De Belloy tells the story of King Edward of 

England’s fourteenth-century bombardment of the northern-French 

city Calais during the Hundred Years’ War. More importantly, De 

Belloy’s play premiered at the Comédie-Française just two years after 

another loss to the British during the Seven Years’ War—in what was 

no doubt an exemple par excellence of a well-timed patriotic effort. In 

the preface to his tragedy, De Belloy attests to have “invented the 

genre of patriotic, national tragedy”
17

—a declamation that of course 

elicited a fierce polemic in reviews by Diderot, Grimm, Collé, and 

Fréron.
18

 

In 1765, De Belloy was an unknown actor working in St. 

Petersburg. This fact created an air of critical uncertainty because 

writers knew little of De Belloy’s previous life in France, other than 

that he was forced to leave the territory by his own family after 

refusing to follow his uncle’s footsteps in the family legal practice. In 

addition, when he wrote Le Siège, De Belloy was an actor at Catherine 

II’s court in St. Petersburg—a social status that made biographical 

criticism undesirable, given the less-than-stellar reputations suffered 

by comédiens at the time.
19

 With this specific biographical uncertainty, 

coupled with an unsure social status, critics were forced to experiment 

when discussing De Belloy: in short, he eschewed any well-known 

literary circle or political group, and thus, critics lacked a coherent 

way to describe him. 

Instead of moving the critical discourse from the author to the 

work as in the case of Diderot’s Le fils naturel, critics discussed Le 

Siège de Calais, the work itself, before weighing in on the tragedy’s 

author. For example, in his Journal, Collé attempts to understand 

something about the author from his work: “If we might judge an 

author by his work, and suppose that he is honest, wise, intelligent, and 

full of spirit—by the reason that all that say here is found in what he 

writes—it is therefore necessary to hold M. De Belloy to the utmost 

esteem.”
20

 In this passage, Collé judges De Belloy on his work, and 

not on his intellectual leanings or ideological partisanship.  

To further test his hypothesis on the relationship between man 

and oeuvre, Collé cites one of the most striking examples of the 

eighteenth-century disparity between biography and bibliography, 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Writing about the famous philosophe, who 

both penned a work on fatherhood and left his children in the woods 

outside Chambéry, Collé argues that, “He [Rousseau] has given us 

poems that are both sacred and impious, dishonest and virtuous, 

satirical and denunciatory.”
21

 Collé continues his train of thought, 

writing that, “we are forced to conclude that he must have been at the 

same time pious and impious, honest and tricky, satirical and graceful, 

envious and caring”—which, Collé concludes, is impossible.
22

 It 

seems that Collé, even as early as the mid-eighteenth century, 

understood that the complexity of a literary work surpasses mere 

biographical discussion. Collé first examines the richness of themes in 

a literary work, and then only after careful consideration, does he 

attempt to describe the author. 

In his analysis of Le Siège de Calais, Collé attempts to alter the 

traditional critical trajectory of author to work. Another critical 

category from Abrams’ twentieth-century work can be used to argue 

that Collé exemplifies the “objectivist” point of view—a critical 

posture that focuses on the work itself instead of trying to find an à 

priori link between the author’s intellect and his work. 

 In general, eighteenth-century dramatic criticism was unsure, and 

even “experimental.” Rather than imposing a dominant way to criticize 

plays, during this exciting period, writers employed a field of 

competing critical discourses. In pre-Revolutionary France, critics 

commented on an author’s biography, like in Diderot’s case, while at 

the same time diluting the importance of biographical criticism as a 

discursive tool, such as Collé’s remarks on Rousseau and De Belloy. 

France did not move uniformly from one critical norm to another, it 

didn’t change from Neo-Classicism to Romanticism overnight. Very 

concrete questions like: “To whom is the criticism addressed?” “Is the 

critic discussing a well-known author or an unknown author?” or 

“Does the critic discuss a performance or his own reading of a 

dramatic text?” determined the critic’s posture. This experimental 

discursive nature, this desire to test different modes, renders research 

on the history of dramatic criticism very difficult to generalize. Our 

three examples do not summarize eighteenth-century dramatic 

criticism as a whole, but they nonetheless show the heterogeneous way 

that writers treated essential questions such as authorship, biography, 

and talent.
23
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Poetry/ Fiction 

 
Danny P. Barbare won the Jim Gitting's Award for poetry at 

Greenville Technical College. His poetry has appeared in over 350 

online and print journals. They include publications such as: The Santa 

Barbara Review, Sojourn, Writing Ulster (University of Ulster at 

Jordanstown in Northern Ireland), The Plaza (Tokyo, Japan), Sojourn, 

Art Times, The Pittsburgh Quarterly Online, The Boston Literary 

Magazine, The Houston Literary Review, California State Poetry 

Quarterly and numerous others. 

 
Andrew Brett Golay “was expelled from preschool for biting the 

other students. He earned his Master's of Education in 2004, taught 

high school mathematics for a little while, bla bla bla, didn't 

particularly enjoy it, and then edited and wrote curriculum for Pearson 

Digital learning for a couple years, before turning to a career of semi-

professional drug use. He was born in California but raised in 

Massachusetts, and finally in 2007 he returned to the West Coast to 

walk amongst the redwoods. He has recently written an as-of-yet 

unpublished novel, entitled 707, which is based on the sum of all these 

experiences.” 

 
John Greiner is a poet, playwright and short fiction writer living in 

New York City. Most recently has appeared in Red Fez, Interrobang, 

The Toronto Quarterly, Midnight Screaming, Bottom of the World, 

Dance to Death, iddie, CEIIA’s Round Trip, Qwerty, Pax Americana, 

Knock, Tangerine, Scope, hitotoki: Paris, Bent Pin, Burp, Burst, ditch, 

The Chopper Journal, Hecale, Sein und Werden, nthposition, 

Unarmed, Audience, SubtleTea, Zygote in my Coffee, The Beat, Tryst, 

Psychopoetica, The Blue House, All Rights Reserved, The Argotist 

Online, Moria, Ascent Aspirations, The Green Muse and Inscribed.  

His theatrical pieces have enjoyed successful runs in New York, 

Chicago and in Massachusetts. More of John’s poetry can be found at 

http://baronandcrow.blogspot.com in collaboration with photographer, 

Carrie Crow. 
 
Basanta Kumar Kar is the author of three collections of poems: The 

Naïve Bird, The Silent Monsoon and The Unfold Pinnacle 

(unpublished). The Naïve Bird is a collection of poems that exudes the 

aroma of love intrinsically blended with nuggets of nature, expressing 

the inner space spontaneously. The Silent Monsoon is an inspiring 

skyline of free verse on the themes of love, soft emotion and painful 

agony. Basanta holds a senior management position in an international 

development organization and his vision is well renowned. Published 

in a number of international and national magazines, journals and 

anthologies, the poems from The Unfold Pinnacle meditate upon the 

real-life stories of extremely marginalized women residing in various 

Indian states. He lives in New Delhi, India. If you have feedback, you 

can contact Basanta at, basantak@rediffmail.com. 
 
Janna Serniak is a Doctoral Candidate (ABD) at the Michigan State 

University.  Her dissertation focuses on late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century poetry, and attempts to theorize a kind of’ inter-

subjectivity without subjects’ that is motivated by affective 

engagement as modeled in the poetry of that time. Her most recent 

publication was a poem titled “For Marcus Aurelius” in Dash Literary 

Journal’s Spring 2008 issue. Janna lives in Grand Haven, Michigan, 

where she also teaches English at the local high school.  Happily, she 

writes most of her poetry while enjoying the abundant beauty that the 

Lake Michigan shoreline offers. 
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Changming Yuan grew up in rural China, authored three books 
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teaches writing in Vancouver. Yuan's poems (are to) appear in Barrow 
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150 other literary publications worldwide. Yuan’s debut collection 
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