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\ Abstract

* 'Much of the awareness of 20th @entury 1i te**ﬂul‘(‘. is the

recogivition of a surrounding confusion. The challengé, there-
- _ ‘ A , ‘

tare, is to achieve a coherence of expre=sion while remaining

3\
N

L t

‘open to the diversity of experience. If art imposes order on
chaos, -how.can a writer bring order to-anarchy without-detract-
ing from its complexity? One solution is to present it as a-

deviation from order. Just as the definition ofwdarkness as an
absence "of light presupposes the former ])&(’SPI]C(% of Jight, so

f 4

o e

. ¥ .A .
> too does the concept of disorder assume a previous existence of
L . ’ Lt . : !
order. As Georg lukacs notes: "literature must have a concept
of the nermal if it is to 'placce' distortion correctly; that

' .
.

i« to sgx)'; to sce it as distortion,"
One literary mode -that both fully exproé.&;es an awarencss
of anarchy and imposes form on Ath'e,son’se of chaos is comedy.
Comedy embodies the disorderly in a twéfold fashiont first, its
usual‘blot‘éohsisfs of the éystematic breakdown of an order and

- -

) -~
its gradual substitution 'with another; second, because comedy

portrays the collapse of order, the stylistic methods themselves

are often seemingly irrational and distorted. Yet, although '

.
N

the form may seem in]itative‘, bél‘lez}t.h the surface of confusioxi
hre' techniques ‘which rely on a sense of order and proportion.
- Comedy,, in Gautier's words, is "a logic of the absurd."

This iogic is one of incoﬁgruity. A sampling of the
various theories of comedy reveals that the porco]);jon of the

incongruous consists of a comparison o!f =some abnormalityv with a
[ , p . -

\



[\

- -

norm. )lazljii asserts that "man is tihe ()lxﬁy animal that

JTaughs and W(’!(}})S; for, he is the only animal that is struck
with the difference between what things are and what they
ought to be." Fundamental to the comparison of the unideal

with the ideal is a criticism of actual life. 4iide's declara-
tion, "my function is to disturb," cmphasizes the shayrply

critical biras of comedy. ,

Three comic nmovels that r1epresent the distorted aspect s
I

of the modern world from a critical perspective ane f’“?{;;‘i"pvﬁjf}
e T R 4
N ' E"l, j by ] \
Conrad's The Secret Agent, Gertrude Stein's Mrs. Reyn&ld~y and

‘

Samuel Beckett's Watf., Conrad's work is a comedy of social

anarchy; it is a criticism

of the stasis of devitalization.

'

Stein's 1s a comedy of TangudNge: Mrs. Revnolds is a criticism

of’ the conventions of languacgo 1 the modes 81

experience it

s meant to express, Beckett's novel 15 a comedy of existence:
Watt is a criticism of the conventional methods of giving
—_— '

reality an intelligible structure. )

The form of comedy that each ‘f these novels shares is

tt‘ grotesque. The grotesque éstablishes, in\'the words of

Leo Spitzer, '"an intermediate world between reality and ir-

realitv."” Yet the grotesque world, according to Bakhtin,

UN
. . . . . A
is ."a world that has become alienated." Jt is thus a devia

tion from order. Because of its play an the concept of the

normal, comedy intelligibly communitates disorder without IE

.,

f.al_sifying it.
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Chapter One ’ -

Containing the Chaos

.

? .
In his Preface to The Order of Things, Michel

Foucault recalls his uncasy lauchter on reading a passage
from Borges' "The Analytic Language of John Wilkins'™ that

"shattered all the familiar landmarks of my thought.

-

~

T . N
breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes

with which we are accustomed to tame the wjld profusion ol
‘

*

- . . | . ) S S0
existing things." I'be passage is taken fiom a certain

"Chinese encyclopaedia” that divides animals into the .
following various groups:

(o) h(\,]()n’ging: to the Emperor, (L) embalmed,-
(¢) tamed, (d) s=ucking pigs, (e¢) sirens,
(1) fabulous, (g} strav dogs, (h) included
in the present classitication, (i) frenzied,
(.j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine-.
camelhair brush, (1) et cetera, (m) having
just broken the water pitcher, (nJ- that from
a long way off 1ook like flies. 2

1

N -

Foucault's laughter initially arose from his awareness

e

that Borges "simply dispenses with the least obvious, but

most compelling, of necessities; he does away with the site,

the :mute ground upon which it is possible for entities to

be juxtaposed.”'} . ' ,

[N

This sense of.an abserlice of a site, of the lack of

any perceivable order operating as a .unifying background,

is also the import of T. S. Eliot's often quoted-conclﬁsfbp/

‘ s
in his review of U]szes that Joyce's distiﬁct‘s}y]o "is
< - R

perhaps the only feaigble method'" of embodying '"the immehsée

T -
'



panorama of futility and anarchy which is cont cmporary
3 ,
‘ o : :
history." Fliot's remark reveals an awareness
charircteristic of most modernist litorature: the world

o
has become, in Robert Frost's words, a "backgrouand in/

hugeness and confusion shading away from where we st"fnd

-
. ) : - .
into bleak and utter chaosp" This sensitility of the

alienated postromantic artist is summarized in Stephen
Sspender's obsorvation that "modern art is that in which

the artist reflects an awarencss of an unprecedented
L o L w O .
~situation in form and idiom.' Cleprly, ‘the modern
-~ ' ' ' 4
artist views his situation as a unique one and encount ers

*
’

the problem, as Joyce had, of exXpressing an awareness of ‘
anarchy and futility in a controlled form. As Frank:

Fentricchia has obeerved: "in a world bereft of form,

\ f ~

. . L Y ;
form-making becomes the ultimate value."
. o ) ] . B
Confronted with this recognition ot a surrounding

conflision, the-challenge is to achicve a coherence of
- {

expression while remaining.open to the diversity of.
experience. If 'art imposes order on chaos, how can a
. writer bring order to anarchy without detracting from

its complexity? One solution is the rather unsophisticated

concept of imitative form: "the proper way to write & poem

P about madness is to make thle poem 1itself insanely-
__C})

irrational." = Imitative form is, ih a sense, a form of
) .

\
~

strict realism. If the subject is chaos, then the style

'

must be'eqdally~cha0ticn But disorder cannot be intelligibly

\ communicated by disorder; it can, however, be effectively-



renderced i presented as a déviation from order . s

as o the defimition of davrkness as an aboence of Tight

presupposes the former prescence of light, o too does
the concept of disorder assume a previous existence of

order. This point, despite its obviousness, is often

‘ 3 *
overlooked. Wherever twentieth contury Jiteratume has
- ,

' i
tended to aceept, without question, what/has boen described

‘ A 9 5 '
as the "Waste Land idceology, " the conTusion of disorde)

. . - . . ~ . . 7
Lecomes o tenetl of uncriticized faith. As fLeorg Lukaces
notes: "Iiterature must have a concept of the normal if
1t 1s to 'place!' distortion (‘()1‘1‘(\(~]_V; that is to sav, to

_ _ ) 10 )
see it as dlx(n‘tlon.” ‘

7 . : . ~ M . . ~
Lukacs, however, is arguing for a traditional form of

.

tealise o the familiar world of the pinetecnth contury novel .,

Familiar features, it can be argued, are not the ¢common

F
ch."(‘}(*risti(s of disorder and distortion. Dicordey tends

toward the unfamiliar and unreal. Thus, a traditional
roaliﬁ‘xcffrontmont of disorder, if such a thing is
possible, is as inadequate and ineffectual as a purely
imitative one. Neither method can properly communicate
its‘subject. What is needed then is a balance between
the two extireme mimetic techniques of imitative form and
traditional realism; a method that José Ortega y Gasset
11

has described as "the dehumanization of art."

In The Dehumanization of Art, Ortega analyzes the
—— —_ - R

12
process he characterizes as the "will to style."

Explainihg his statement that "an object of art is art-

S

N\



istic only in s¢ far as it is not real," he asserts
that "to stylize means to deform reality, tO‘dereaLize;"

style involves dehumanization. And vice versa, there  is
no other means of stylizing except by dehumanizing.

N [7 . ‘.' N
i

Whereas realism, exhorting the artist to faithfully
\ ; '

"

‘follow reality, exflorts him to abandon style."
v i .

Ortega,
however, does not discredit realism or the necessary
function it has, within a work. Using painting as an

egample, he argues .that thc "question is not to palnt

»

qomethlnq altoqether dlfferent from a man, a house, a

mountain, but to palnt a man«who resembles a man as little

@

as possible;" and concludes: .

It may be thought a simple affalr to
fight shy of reallty but it is by mno
means casy. There is no difficulty 1n‘
painting or saying things which make -
mo sense whatever, which aré unintell-
i'gible¢ and therefore nothing. One only
necds to assemble unconmrected words or

- to draw random lines. Bub to.construct
something that is not a c@py of "nature"’
and yet possesses. subqtance of its.own
is a feat which pre%uppo%o: nofhlnq 1e%s

| than genius, .14

To‘dehumanize is not merely to warp and distort 'reality;

.dehumanization also imposes order on the chaos of experience.
It'is: as Ortega. puts it, to paint a man who resembles a
man’'as little as possible.

>

Elsewhere in«The.Dehumanizatioh 2£’Art, Ortega defines

an ”instfument of dehumanization.” ‘His definition, ho%ever,
also descrlbes a llterary mo@e\$hat both fully expresses

an awareness of anarchy and imposes form on the sense of



’

disorder: comedy. Both dehumanization and comedy rely
on .a concepf of the normal:

The simplest method may be described as
~a change of perspective. From the stand-
roint of ordinary human life things
N appear in a natural order, a deflnlte
hierarchy.-” Some seem very important,
some less 'so, and, 'some altogether neqll-
gihle. To. <a115f& the desire for de-
. humanization oné¢ need not alter the
‘. inherent nature of things. " It is enough
to upset the value pattern and" to produce
an art in which the small events of 1ife
appear. in the foreground with monumental
dimensions. ‘157

«

This dependence on a natﬁral order, a definite hierarchy'

o

of values,_gharapterizes comedy. Ortega's statément;jhat f

'-dehuméﬁizafion involves an upsetting of the value patterh

could, for‘example, gaSily summarize the method of the

mo ck heroic. The juxtaposition of the important with

\thé trivial distorts the hierarchy of values and the

.resulting incohgruity isvinherently_comic. Both dehuman-

‘some wavs, comic. "Existence involves changes and

ization and comedy cause what aroused Foucault's uneasy,

i

laughter, the shattering of familiarilandmarks.
The diétortion of perspective also recalls Eliot's

words. The vast panbrama,of futility and énarchy is, in

happenings and -is. comic inherently," writes George Santas
. » . ’ : Y
yana. Contending tpat "everything in nature (isJ lyrical

in its ideal esséhce, tfagfc in its fate," Santayana

bélieves that” the world is "comic in its existence':
Incongruity is 'a consequeneﬁ’bf change;
and this 1ncongru1ty becofnes especially:
,conspicuous when, as in the-flux of
nature, change is going on at dlfferent

‘rates in dlfferent stni?ds o

@

"



7 The mishaps, the expedlents, the merry
solutions of cemedy . . . belong to _
the very texture of temporal being; and
v if people repine at these mishaps, or
v rebel aga1nst~these solutions, it is
\ only’because their souls are less '
‘ plastic and volatile than the general
A ~flux of nature. 16 :

) Altho.ugk

‘his words'are‘more of a celebration of nature's
N - . v . L)

- . - . N

flux than an analysis of the comic, Santayana's notion of"
ﬁlastiéity suggests an importaulwﬁxtulty-of Coﬁédy. S -
A ‘.

Becéusé it feadily/accepfs the absurd, comedy has a. qreater

"_scopefthan nany.othén form%; As Wylle Sypher obqerves
"comedy, not'tragedy,;édmitélthg.disorderly into the rea;m
‘pf:art.” b ' Y‘

- : bomed§:éﬁbddies,fﬁe.diéordérlywin a ?Wéfold fashibn;5 n
Finsg,'its,usualjnlpf Ennsisfs 5% the.systenatiqnbreakankn; ‘

its Erddual substltutlon w1th another.

ofi an ()rd(.‘r an
z

Moqt of the: Lom;c conquJon 1eflect<~the movement.’ Irom one

FS
~
’

order to the other.. Typlqalhgf this 1s,romantiéfgbmédy;ﬂ'
tne:union'ofltwo young 10ﬁersli§.ppposed by. a 6nrren£ Qfaér;
vnnrmaily‘rénresen%ed b; eithenfn father, or.a law or qnéial
conventlon {all. o% Wthh A?é usually pOrtnayed as old,
repre551ve, and potentlally dangerOUS) ‘tpe two over-

. come this qrdef.ianq brlnq about chaos, by;ﬁeans of
.decéptidn (trickery, disgnise, or Eonfusion of identityj'

and then proceéd to establlqh a new order, "often svmbnllzed"H
b;\thelr marrlagé.: Second, becau§g comeay.portrays the
collapse qfﬁbrder, the styliétic methods.theméelyes are
often seemingly inratxgnal and dfstorted. iet,'although )

the form may seem imitative, beneath the surface of



confusion are techniques that rely on a sense of order

N

.and proportion. In other words, the disorder is

presented as a deviation from order. Comedy, in Gautier's

words, is '"a logic of the absurd.! 19

[} . . 1, . .
As a coherent expression of anarchy, comedy is rooted in

\ ° '
this logic of the absurd. - The logic, as Ortega suggests,

is a logic of incongruity. Although theories of comedy

abound, and, as Dr. Johnson once observed, "comedy has

.

been particularly unpropitious to definers," =7 central

[l

to each definition is an identification of the incongruous.

Platb, for example, believes that comedy 1is "impotence

masquerading as power," 21 while for Aristotle it is a

species of the ugly. and base: "Comedy aims at representing

' i 00
! . . <o
men as worse, Tragedy as better than in actual life.)

l

According to the German metaphylsician Joharn Christoph

“

Gottschod, we laugh at "that wHich seems absurd to our’

‘understanding,'" because comedy consists of '"the mental

- .
comparison of some eccentricity with a norm." 23

7

:Schopenhéuer's explanation, like tﬁbse of others, reiies

’ ~ .

on a -sense’ of normal eor "actual life':

The ‘cause. of laughter in:every case
is simply the sudden perception of
_— the incongruity between a concept
and the real objects which have been
. thought through it in some relation,’
énd~laughter itself is just the ex-
pression of this incongruity. 24

&

~ Each of these definitions recbgnizes the prevalence of

\

the incongruous, in”WhatevérLﬁorﬁ it may éake,ﬁ As H

€

azltitt

laughable then is the ‘incongruous,

"notes: '"The essence of the

.



. o
the disconmmecting of one idea from another." <7 xen

Bergson's well known thcory that laughter arjises from
the perception of "{he mechanical encrusted on the

PR > . .
living," reveals ‘this awareness. What becomes clear

from this brief sampling of theories is that the percep-

tion of the incongruous cénsists of comparison of

-
\

some abnormality with a norm. Hazlitt as serts that
. R ' i . .
"man is the only animal that Jaughs and weeps; for he is
o~ : . ) I
the only animal that is struck with the difference bhetween
i 4 " 27
what things are and what they ought 1o be.

Speculations on comedy, however, arc inadcequate
‘unless the function of comedy is considered. Or, as J.L.
Styan has dt: "the values of the comic attitude appear

: L W 28
only when we measure the usces 1o which 1l s put. Tt
goal dis not merely 1o arousc Taughter. Indecd, comedy i

not necessaraly humorouye. . Nor .docs it function as a light-

hearted entertainment <. commonplace:assumption that has
led one commentator to believe 1hat "whercas in the comedy
of earlier times, comic means were used to employ comic

ends, in the modern theater comic means are employed to

29

‘serious ends:" The assumption is}that, until the advent
of the’twontjeiﬁ C;ntur§, comedy was alwavs a frjvoIgus
form of"entérfainment. Shakospeére{s comédies, thoréfdre,
musffbe trifling affairs. ‘Yet the statoment'is.cbrrect

in noting the séfious natureyof comedy when it appeérs

in mo@ernigt 1iteratpre. Hazlitt's obseryation, {Bat

Jaughter arises from. the perception that things as they "



"with the ideal is a criticism of actual life. Comedy -

. . C
are are not what they ought to be, also cmphasizes its )

A)
scriousness.  PFundamental to the comparison of the unideal

30

"

performs the Arnoldian formula of art as cnacted criticism

‘ Y
of actual life.

As a criticism of life, !C()nl("(l—\y\’f(,‘llds toward the

,

.
revolutionary: "comedy is continual rebellion and a
refusal . . . to accept the compromises meted out by

actuality. It is a continual cry for the perfection of

. . . . 1 - :
the logical order which is ever possible.) 3 Commenting

on Gide's declaration, "my function is to disturb,"
Sypher also emphasizes the sharply critical bias of
comedy. Gide «is "the classic tyvpe of comic artist who

1< agent Pmuvocniour“:

; . S
We escape with*1@omedyl into a logical
order hy laughing at ‘the imperfections
of the world’about us; the comic artist
releases us from the limitations in

. things as they are. Chafed by the de-

. ficiencies in reality thg¢ comedian may
be more intransigent than the tragedian.
-Tragedy accepts the flaws in the world
‘as it is, theh ventures to find nobility
in "the inexorable march of actual
situations." . . . the comedian refuses
to make these concessions to actuality
and slerves, instead, as chief tactician
in a |permanent -resistance movement, or
.1rebellion, within the frontiers of
human experience. By temperament the

- comefian is often a fifth columnist in

socijal life. 32

The comic man/is not only the icon of huhan‘actuality 33
)
but also that of human possibility.

In his jessay on twentieth centufy comedy, Nathan A.
B ¥ .

!

Scott, Jr. i1emarks of the egrl&‘hodernist writers, the

generation/of Joyce¢and Kafka, that

/ '
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»

*

their basic premise continues {o be

the unquestioned axiom of the 'modern
imagination--that what we ulilmdtv]y .
face is a Silence, an Absence, a

threatening Emptiness at the confex

« + - Our dominant metaphors are still
metlaphors of dearth and dopxivatjon,

and the world that is explored and

rendered in contemporary fiction is .
very often . . . a world thatl has T
been evacuated of -radical significance.

+ « « when this 1s the writer's |
situation, then he will indeed seok

put some barcly tolerable tour d'ivoire; i

kn‘ clse, being given some kind of

courage by his “\'or)' despair, he will

simply plunge into the whirling vortex

of the world's disorder and make a Kind

of Abselute out of the - sheer absurdity

of existence itself. 3/

Although Scott's identification ¢f the unquestioned axiom

is important, his assertion that the writer, when confronted

with a surrounding anarchy, has only two extreme altoer-
natives is (as.his operatic tonce and penchant for capital-

1zing key words sugeestd) too simplistic. There is
e T \

literaturc that does question the axiom of the modern

«

Jdmagination, and two writers who c¢riticize the experience

of diéorder, or the world that has becen evacltiated of

radical sighificance, are Joseph Conrad and Samuel Beckett.

A third, Gertrude Stein, poses a problem. In his study,

A”Litbﬁnture Against Itself, Gerald Graff asks the pertinent

question: "does this art represent a criticism of the dis-

35

torted aspects of modern life or a mere addition to ito"

And some of Stein's writing is, undoubtedly, a mere

addition. Thus, her work has been labeled by one detractor

36

as a ''comedy of meaninglessness." Mcaninglessness,

however, can be meaningful; Stein's seemingly irrational

10



and haphazard style is significant. It represents a

criticism of the conventions of language and the modes
. .Y N
of experience it is meant to express. Her style:

questions the limitations of actuality. .
' - ~

Conrad's The Secret Agent, Stein's Mrs. Reynolds, -

B 3
and Beckett's Watt are three, comic novels. FEach is‘a

’ .
representation of the digtorted aspects of modern life

-

and the relativity of experience that distortion threatens.

Using comedy to*express the incongruities of cxistence

and’ the seéming meaninglessness of life, each novel is
an attempt at rcetrieving some form of significance, or

.

eveen the mere possibility of meaning, from the outer world..

<
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Chapter Two ' .

¢ N : :

Joseph Conrad: The Scceret Agent !

and the lrony of Social Anarchy

N \' : N N - - + '
Near the end of his Preface to The Secroet Agent

IS

Joseph Conrad states rather crypticalbkly:’
I lga(?o no. doubt; however, t]]n?"il)OJT‘
had been moments dur ing the writing of
the ook when 1. was an extreme revolut
tionist . T won't say more than they
. (the anarchists] but <ccertainly cherish-
7 ing a more concentrated purpose “than

\ any of them had ever done in the wholg

7+ course of his life. 1 don't say this

~to boast. I was simply attending to
ﬁyﬂbusiness.< In the matter of all my
books 1 have always attended to my "

. cbusiness. -] have attéended to it with
complete self-surrvender.  And this
statement, too, ix not.a bhoast. 1-

Jhe phrase, Yextreme revolutionis<t,'" whew coupled with

, . -

Conrad's defensive .tone, hds persuaded some commentators

v

-

that Conrad 1$ expressing da perplexing, potitical creed |

and, because of the presence of politics in the novel,

" ‘

v - ' . ! . ‘
many critics read The Secret Agent with the aim of

precisely identifying Conrad's poli ti cal ideol ogy.
. - ' ' 1 . N
.Hence he is often’ classified under various political,

/ \

labels: "maristo-royalist apologist," "pyrrhonistic

Conservative,'" and ”rcprossod revolutionary," to name
. R - - L . . . .

only a few. All three terms, it should be noted, . are

used more or less pcjorativély and arise from the

\
t
. e 1 ’

frustration.that The S\egret Agent.is not reducible to -

any single political ideology." -

~ ’ ~

This frustration is the result of various -causes.

¢

-



Foremo st

i< Conrad's inability (o openly espouso
) A I

+

definite ideology, be it political or aesthetic.

‘

carly as The Nigger of the 'Narcissus' he exhibits an

impatience with "isms'":

)

It is evident that he who, rightly

or wrongly, holds by the convictions

cxpressed above cannot be faithful
to any once of the temporary formulas

‘of his craft. The enduri ng part of

them-~the truth which cach only im-

partially veils--should abide with
him as the most precious of his

possessions, but they all--Realism,
Romanticism, Naturalism, even the
unofficial sentimentalism . . . all
these gods must, after a short period
of fellowship, abandon him--cven in
the very threshold of the temple--

to the stammerings of his conscience

and to tlie outspoken consciousness

of the difficulties of his work. (P; x)

Conrad believes that ideologices although convenient, .
A . A ) d ’

N

-tend to obscure more than theyv reveal.

. Bike t‘hn

artist

who "descends within himself" (p. viiil), Conrad, as he’

implies in his Preface to The Secret Agent, disregards
5 = — ! - N .

“ 1
the "obvious and examines the hidden: "the world

generally is not jnterested in the motives of any-

overt act but in its consequences. Man may smile and

.

smile but he is not an investigating apimal. _He:loves-

the obvious" (p. xxii).

Another reason for the exasperation of some critics

is the novel's lack of a hero or heroine in the trad-

itional sense. There is no protagonist or "good"

character (with the exception of Stevie) with whom

the reader may sympathize. Nbr is there a clearly

defined éntagonist.~ As Douglas Hewitt notes: "there

¢ l B - . “



is no central character in whom the ﬂrnhlvmm ot value
are worked out, no character who is the focal point

of the moral issucs involved." K Conrad's own various
assertions and suggestions underscore this absence

of a protagonist who clearly embodics a system of
values =anctioned by the author.  The title of the
novel and the focus on Verloc for the main action of
the plot Implics that Verloce is the coentroe of Conrad!'s

attention. In fact, The Secret Agent began as a short

story entitled "Vertoce.," Yet in his Preface, Conrad
concentrates on Winnie: "The figures grouped about Mprs.
Verloe and related direct)y or indirectly to her tragic
suspilcton .. - are the oufcome of {hat VOery necessity.,

Personally 1 have never had any doubt of the reality

ol Mrs. Verloc's story"” (pp. xxvi-xxviil. He concludes

the Preface with the assumption that Winnie!'s story
1 h

is . the same as that of The Scceret "Agent: "But s=till 1
will submit that telling Winnie Verlac's story to 1ts

anarchistic end . . . and telling it as 1 have told

«
B

it heno, I have not intended to commit a gratuitous
outraée oh the feelings of mankind" (p. xxix). Else-
where, Hawgfor, in'a letter to Ed'a}d Garnctt, Conrad
states that Wi;)iofs mother is the heroine: "I am no
end proud to see You've spotted my poor 0ld woman.
You've gét a fiendishly penetrating eye for one's
most sccret intentions. She is the heroine. And

you are appallingly quick in Jumping upon a fellow."

-



- of failure.

18

The letter, however, is in response to Garneti's

review of The Secret Agent and Conrad déés not dis-

'

.pute any of Garnett's criticisms.  On the contrary,
' % C
he. happily agrees with: every one of them. Here, as
. ”“:5: E )W-, " -
his tone of f%

e

B . . .
i¢ery suggests, Conrad seems,,

io display
‘an eagerness to'plé‘.as_c others. Fi.nqlly, what becomes
clear~from fheso staldTpnts is‘that with.diffcrent'
characters being the ﬁrotagonist a%"differont“thnés,

there can be mno single protagonist.

Because Conrad does not openly endorsc'an ideology
Y A

by clearly approving of any single character who espduses
orie, the novel has been described as an "honorable debris

" 6

Irving Howe, in his Politics ang the

Novel, expresses unease at the abizence of a character,

who ropréspnis7a sanctioned ideology: "

tht one misses in The_Secfet Agent \
is some dramatic principle of contra-

diction, some force of resistaﬁce; in '
a word, a moral positiwve: to serve 4
literary ends. Conrad's ironic tone-
suffuses every sentence, nagging at

our attention to the point where one
yearns for the relief of direct- state-
ment almost as if it were an ethical
good. . . . The qualifications$ required
by irony are present in abundance; but
it is. difficult to determine what is
being qualified, which 'standard of

oo behavior is being singled out ror
attack or deience. So peevisn an
irony.must nave 1ts source less in .
zeal or anger tnan in ‘'some deép dis- R =
tempq;. 7 ’ '

Implicit in Howe's complaints is the-assumption that

irony, as a form of COmedy; is awStheticEIIy and morally

‘unsuitable for a subject as seribus as politics.- Or,

L . *



x

.and, by contrast, th9sc to whom he is exposed are

3

°

as another Commentatér, R.‘A:dGekoski, has i1t: "the

vsucceséfuloconfrol and ironic thrust of The Secret

Agent is purchased at the.cost of a certain fﬁnddﬁental

seriousness. ' o

Howe's understanding of irony is¥limited to the
cy¢rrective type common to satire: "in such corrdctive
, . AR -

: - . - . . ) 5R
or rmative uses of irony, the victim to be q%p@svd

and discgmfited is singled out; he is 'in the wrong'

<

ity

the right' or at l?ast safe. from this particular attack."

. . : 'Y
Irony, however, is not necessarily satiric or '"specific,

singling out a victim who béS-offende against the

i .

A

mores of the community." The. "moral positive'" that

Howe believes the ndvel lacks is an integral part of
Conrad's irony. Irony relies on a double vision; in .

describing things as they are in terms of what they
i

might be, it compares actuality with: possibility. Or

as Kierkegaard, in The Concept of Irony, writes:
Irony in the eminent sense. directs
itself not  against this or that
particular existence but against
the whole given actuality of a . g
certain time and situation. . . . )

It is not this or that phenomenon .-

but the totality.of existence - )

which it considers sub specie

ironiae. 11 ‘ '

Irony, as a form of comedy, is a critigiéﬁ‘h{fﬂbtual

life.

Hence Conrad's statement that while writing the

novel he became, like the comic agent provocateur, an

"extreme revolutionist.'" Desiring to shock his readers

3

19

9-.
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critical nature of Conrad's method: "the irony of Tha.

out of their complacency,-hevrbsemblws‘Viadimir:

"' [it) must be sufficiently été?tlinga-offective'".

e '

(p. 30). 'In his Preface he writes: "Even the*purely,'

artistic purpose, that of applying an artistic method

to a subject of that kind, was formulated with

deliberation and in the carnest belief that ironic

treatmenti a]oneIWOuld cenable me to say all I felt 1

would have to say in scorn as well as in pity" (p. xxvii).
u. . 1 )

His ironic treatment fulfills the értistic‘requiremont

set forth in his Preface to The Nigger of the 'Narcissus':

"My task which T am trying to achieve is . . . before

all, to make you sce" (p. ix).

' S : T
Hewitti, i his Reassessment, remarks on tho\sbarply

A

“Seceret Agent. . . . dis offensive; it is a weapon to under-

mine comfortable assumptions and to make us scrutinize

18/
I

more»doep]y ourvbeliefs and values." Hlis observation,
altho;gh it correctly identifies the aggressiveness .
of Confad's irony,»neglects to justify the ironic
méthoq,‘ If Conrad is intent én criticism why, for

example, does he not write in the form of direct critical

statement that Howe thinks necessary for the novel's

‘success?

One reasgﬁ fof Conrad's choice of comedy is the

novel's plot and characters. The Secret: Agent could

easily have been a tragedy. Winnie’s”plighf, for

instance, is in many respects tragic: "it is one of the



" traditional ironies of knowledge, discovered by ‘ -
Oedipus and continually rediscovered, that the lack

..0of it brings destruction but the finding‘ of i1 only

13 o

seals that destruction." Conrad describes Winnic's '

I

conviction that "life doesn't stand much looking into"

as tragic (p. xxviil), and yet, when Winnie finally

rcaliz,.és the (1 | rore trég;\dy fo]‘] ows. Conrad,
however, scems ont on>ros1rain5ng the novo]'s>1ragic
npoteﬁtia].l Hépco_the.roader logrns very carly of Sfovie's
. death. In so sfructuring the novel, Conrad prepares tﬂe-
reader for the ﬁcpual event nnd consequently, although

he does not diminish its gruesomeness, deflects much

of. the pathos ‘that wou]d‘hormally'rogglt_from such
s

a death. This sympathy that Conrad purposely. curtail s
is necessary to tragedy. As Aristotle writes, tragedy

requires. admirable characters: "Fragedy presents men as
14 | "
. : . 1
better . . . than in actual life." ~~ In an essay on
Conrad., John Galsworthy defends this disinclination

to portray such noble chayactersﬂ
i -

There is a natural ‘tendency in
departmental man, and perhaps
especially in Englishmen, to
demand of authors that they shall
create what are called "interesting'
characters, not common sailors,
ranarchists, - or outcasts of the
islands--but persons of a certag@
rank and fashion: persons not 1¥$3ng
in "sordid squalor" but in gilt-
~edged certainty; persons not endowed
with the heroism and the failings of
poor human nature, .but with gentility;
in a word, persons really interesting.

15

<
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The only character in The Secret Agent who bqu]d be

1 .
described as noble is Stevie. Stevie, however,  is a

pathetic idiot whose deficiencies neccessitate a pagsive’
role. With:the possible exception of Dickens' Smike,
it is only with such later writers as Be&kett that a

halfwit, instcad of being o passive suffercr or victim,
can be 'presented as an active hero. )

. Another reason for Conrad's choicc of comedy as a

»

critical weapon™~is the subject of The Sccret Agent.

N
1

Conrad does not concentrate his criticism solely on
» . * I
Verloc¢ and the ‘anarchists. They are only'part of a

larger disorder, the chaos caused hy social breakdown.

Avrom Ileistiman hotes: "The Sceret Agent is . . . not

so much a.novel about political anarchism . as it is a
novel about social anarchy. It is a dramatic portrayal ’

« N . -

of the sociological concept of 'anomie'--radical dis-

\

order in‘tho‘socin]~struciuro and conseqgquent personal

- : . ‘ L]
disioéation;ﬂ'?6'”ln the Preface, Conrad remarks of
the bomb:outrhge that Upgrvefse unreason has its own
lqgical’prpcesses” (p. xxiv), and comedy can not .only

t N

criticize disorder but can also embody the logic of.
perverse unreason. In criticizing disorder Conrad.
N

must first portray it and comedy, as previously noted, - )
- admits the disorderly into the realm of art.
Conrad reveals his preoccupation with order and

its collapse as early as The Nigger of the. 'Naycissus'’

and, interestingly, on the title page of the first.

’
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(edi’{ioﬁ of The Seccret Agent, published in 1907 by

Mcthuen, Conrad is named as the "Author of  'The Nigger

17

of the "Narcissus''" Eloise Knapp, Hay, in The

Political Novels of .:Joseph Conrad, elaborates on this

detail:

This may well have been Conrad's
~choice and not the cditor's. Methucn
had published nothing of Con ad !t s
liefore but -The Mirror of the Sca,
which had appecarcd tho—}—)—rmoﬁyour.
The reclevance of The Nigger of the .
'Narcissus', though not obwvious 1o
the rcader, secems to have been clear
to the author himsclf. Conrad's most .
intense and ext'ended novel centering

on life at sca looks forward in

several respects to his most intense

and extended novel ‘centering on life

in a city. In the middle of writing

the first bedroom scene between Winnie
and Adolf Verloc, on p. 160 of the
Rosenbach manuscript, Conrad stopped

to sketch a small boat at the top .of

“the page, as if once more contemplating

a voyage. 18 ' ’ 5,;\j‘

In The Sccret Agent the city of London represents the

’

)
'

social struciure that the "Nartidgsus'" symbolizes.-

N N

The
. novel portrays the s‘piritu{ai malaise characteristic

A
N

“of ufban‘lifé,in.thq‘pdét—industriél:city, social alien-

&
.

L i . to 1 s
.ation and its consequent fragmentation. 9 Conrad's
© famous letter to R. B.'Cunninghame Graham describing ..

N '

the world as a knitting machine, a.metaphor of a :
mechanical and indifferent universe, typifies this’

sense of alienation:

There is a--let us‘say——a"maéhihéia
It evolved itself (I am severely: ‘
scientific) out of a chaos of scraps

)
.



v

‘isqcfet

of iron and behold!--itl knits. 1

am horrifieaiat the horrible work

and stand appalled. I feel it

ought to embroider--but it gocs on

knitting. You.come and say: "this

is all right; it's only a question

of the right Kind of o0il. Let. us

use this--for instance--celestial

0oil and the machine shall embroider

a most beautiful design in puyrple

and gold." Will it1? Alas no.  You

cannot by any speccinl Jubrication 1
make embroidery with a knitting '
machine. And the most wiﬂiofing
thought is that the infamous thing
ha{whade itself; made itscelf with-
outl thought, without conscience,
without Iorosight, without eyes,
without heart. Tt 1s a tragic
accident--and it has happencd.

You can't interfere witih it. The
lJast drop of bitterness is in the
suspicion that you can't even

smash 1it. In virtue of that truth
one and dimmortal which lurks in the
force that made it spring into
existence it is what- it is--and it
is indestructible.

It knits us in and it knits us
out. It has knitted time, spacco,
pain, death, corruption, despair and
all “the illusions--and nothing matters.
I'11 admit however that to look at the
remorseless process is sometimes :
amusing. 20 : ) g

The knitting machine, as Fleishman, remarks, '"would, for

a'‘mind like Conrad's, be a natural symbol of the modern

industrial world." The image, when linked with

o

Conrad's sensc of futility and helplessnéss, recalls

the Hegelian idea that the industrial world had estranged

fy

‘mankind from the natural and material world.
- ) R - !

One of comedy's methods for portraying disorder is ‘ .
o ‘ : .

transformiﬁg the faﬁiliar into the unfamiliar. 1In The

Agent, Conrad presents the city as alien. - None

. . . N )
' . - ¢



of the' characters fecls .comfortable ¢r "at home" in
. o oo - : ' -
it. More particularly, many are foreigners or, as

' : !

with the Assistant. Commissioner, have previously

X

lived 'in the colonies. Verldc's walk to yhnuomﬂassy,

. N | s L T _

{for oxamplv; is a stroll throughtan.nfhorworlgly
o ‘ - oo | v g

@ity:,”Mr.'Vorloc'wns:going westward 1hrough'ﬁlinwn‘

v

withoul shadows.  in an.atmospherce of powdered gold"

(p. "11). London is-unfamiliar "to its inhabitants;:
[Ossipon "walked through Squarées, Plates, Ovals, Commons,
through  monstrous stréets with unknown names where the o

w ' -
. .

;duéf of hu@aniTyAsottlEs inert and hopéiefsvout of
LA - . o, ‘ : o
tﬁe'str&hmﬂof“]jfoﬂ (p. 300%.. The city is "only 'a

. Al o
vast blank" to Winnie:

"She was alomne in lLondon: and

. N .

the whole "town of marvels and mud, with its maze of

’ .

cstreetsmand its mass of Jights, was sunk in .a hopeless

' night, rested at*thn“bbtfnm;of a black abyss:frgﬁ .
X : i | v - :
which no 'unaided woman coul d gcramblce out'" "(pp. 270-71).

~+ The city'isrnot a thriving mas$ of huménity, vital and

4

alive. ““Tnstead, "it is silent and sepulchral. Conrad

f
»

describes the ﬁofghbodrhobd_pf thc-ehbassy, fof_o&amplv,

( I

with al.number of references :to, and 'suggestions of,

sterility, decay and death: T
In its pfoadth; emptihess, and extent
it had the majesty of inorganic -
nature, of matter that never dies.

- ' . The only reminder of mortality was .
’ a.doctor's brougham érresteq in -.august
o . solitude close ta.the curbstone. The
¢ polished knockers of the doors gleamed
Lo as far‘aé'tho eve bduld~reach, the

‘clean windows shone with & dark opaque
‘lustre. And all was still. (P. 14)

o - .. . . -
.

.



I)cs‘cr‘ihing 1he city as a weird sort of necropolis, a )
place not intended for the living, Conrad (*hl])l\msizos
its almost inviolable otherness and London becomes not
only alien and unknown but\quito unknowable.
The city also dislocates individuals: in it
characters tend to dosce their didentity. Thv Assistant

Commissioner is "assimilated” by "the genius of the

Jocality" (p. 1470, Dining in the ltalian restaurant,
he :
. matde to himself the observation that
i .the patrons of the place had lost in

the frequentation of fraudulent
cookery all their national and private
characteristics. . . . these people
were as denationalized as the dishes,

. st before them with cvery. cirveumstance
of unstamped respectability. Neither
was their personality stamped in any
way . profvssjbﬁnlly, socially, or
racially. . . . And he himself had
become unplaced. (P, 149)

. 9 . . T .
The figures in this urban setting also tend to become
. .

.

_substanceless. Pol icemen, freguently in the background
throughout the novel, often fade in and out of the
landscape. While walking to the embassy, Verloc

observes "a thick police constable, looking a stranger

¥

to every (‘r\nwtion, as 1f he, too,»dw.ero parf of inorganic
nature, surgin@ép})al*(311t'l)' out of a lamp-post" (p. 14).
Before entering Verloc's shop, the hAssistanl‘ Commissioner
first watchgs Brof% Street:

Only a fruiterer's stall at the end of
the corner made a violent blaze of
light and colour. Beyond, all was
black, and the few people passing in

that direction vanished at one stride

- «



beyond the glowing heaps of oranges
. and lemons.  No footsteps cchoed.

They would never be.heard of agﬂjn:

« « « The po]iccmmxl on the beat:
projected his- sombre and moving
form'aéninst the luminous glory. ot
oranges and lemons, and cihtered Brett
Street witliouyt hnstou' The Assistant
Commissioner, as though .I)tfw(‘r‘(‘ a
' m(\mbo‘j‘- o1 the criminal.c lassexs, . :
Lingered out of sight ; awaiting his
Jreturu. . But this constable scoenmed '
to be 1 ost for ‘ever to the force. L ’
He 1 ever returncd. (Pp. 1'3(0'7 1) 0 e ;
Not only ardc policemen ;n\ﬁlw sentative of social order

Lbut they are also commonly associated with an urban

’

setting. Here, bowever, their ii’ls'uhstfmti::].il.y sfugeests
their inadequacy.

Instead of being a life-supporting conglomeration

\,

of humanity, the city, ih draining people of their
individual ity and their very substance, is also in-
different and otten hostile. Conrad portrays Londo,

in the afternoon after Stevie's death that morning, as

one gigantic mass inscensitive to the individual:

It was a raw, gloomy day of the early
spring; and the grimy sky, the mud of

. " the streets, the rags of the dirty;%ﬁn
harmonized excellently with the eruption
of the damp, rubbishy sheets of paper
soiled with printers' ink. The posters,
maculated with filth, garnished like
tapestry the sweep of the curbstone.
The trade in afternoon papers was
brisk, yet, in comparison with the
swift, constant march of foot traffic,
the effect was of indifference, of a
disregarded distribution. (. 79)

Describing the scene in terms of garbage and refuse,

Conrad not only underscores the waste of Stevie's life

'

~J



claboration of "mere ugliness

but also emphasizes the devitalizing featurces and
emptiness of the urban world. This indiffercencd’

when })m‘(‘(}j,vml»bby an isolated character, can appear

as hostility. Verloc, while looking out the window,
it=elf an imace of isolation, coes the street below

as unfriendly: "a fragile ilm ()1"y,lq;<s st r('tﬁllo(f
between him and the enormity of cold, black , woet,

muddy, inho-pitable accumulation of bricks, =lates

and stones, things in themselves anlovely a‘n(]‘unﬁ‘iondly

to man. Mr. Verloe felt the latent anfy iendliness of

all out of doors" (p. S506). The accur- i con of ad-

Jectives and nouns, in contrast to the Cignure of the
single man, emphasizes the solitariness ot Verloc.

Thus, Conrad's presentation of lLondon c¢xceeds an

. .
" (p. xxidi). The city ds
r oLy ’

not mercly a setting or backdrop, it is, like the London

cof Bleak Housce, a threatening presence, alien and in-

human.

" This presence of ugliness in comedy, be it physical
grotesqueness or mental deformity, has begn noted by
commentators since Plato. Often the ugliness, as in
Conrad's portraval of the city, represents a state of
being. Thus the dovitaliziﬁg attributes of the city
typify the dehumanized state of the novel's characters.

Conrad's descriptions of physical appearances ecmphasize

the dehumanized condition by steadilyv negating a

y
§

*



character'\s huljgan attributes. e accomplishes this

[
O
4

by upsetting 51%.
L

i

> hierarchy 0’1‘ \val,uc that Ortega writes
of', the comic l‘l;l(‘th()(’l of "confusing the categorics of
actuality." C.dnra(l's froquenf reference to the
animal kingfdohx when describing a character is 1h)(x
most evident example of this. In the natural "order a
human is superior to an animal and "any reference down-
. . . . A f23
ward in the hierarchy of Vvalue is comic.! Verloc
jg the character most commonly described in this
manner. In his interview with Vladimir he displays
"a sort of passi\’(; insensibility interrupted by =light
convulsive starts, such ds may be observed in-tho
. A [
domestic deg having & nightmare on the.hearthrug.
And it was in an unca sy dpgljké groewl that he repeated
the word™ (p. 34). Vladimir remarks of him, ”1Hv’s
fat--the animal’'" (p. 19), and later describes Verloc
as a "'lving dog of some sort'" (p. 226). Conrad's
description of Mrs. Neale reveals the full significance
of this method: '"On all fours amongst the puddles,
wet and begrimed, like a sort of amphibious and

domestic animal living in ash-bins and dirty water"

(p. 184). She isypresented as a dehumanized creature;

I

~
in a servile position (her name might be a pun), she

resembles not merely an animal but a lower life form.
Commenting on this method of negation, Fleishman
remarks: "The entire society comes to be seen as a

jungle of animal forms Jbeying the laws of predatory

.



survival , Alien to this world, forced to live in

it yet inevitably devoafed, men acquire the characters
. o . \ 4 )
of’ beastg,"” Yet, while men may acquire the

characters of‘beasts, their society s Qot nocossarily.
that of a ferocious Jungle. As with Verloc yho is

most frequently associated with cither domestic animal s
or tamed wild 1);\(151,:<, others arce described as harml ess

, but they latch

- ’

animal s, Characters may be predators
-
onto their prev like parasites.
Conrad uses yet another method 1o sugeest this de-
humanized state of being. Not only does he warp tl_lé o
perspective through cquating character<\with animals
\\ ‘
but also througeh distorting the normal focus. Instecad
ol c<n1c<ﬁntr‘atj11g on the whole body or face of a character,
the narrative eve i solates dndividual phyvsical features.
Im again describing Verloc as an animal, Conrad Tocuses
on his mouth: "He paused, and a snarl lifting his
moustaches above a gleam of whité teeth gave him the
expression of a reflective beast, nét vefy dangerous"
(p- 257). He also draws’atfontion.to the Secfetary of
State's mouth: "Sir Ethelred opened a wide moﬁth,vlike
a cavern,. into which the hooked mose seemed anxious
to pegr”_(p.'138). This concentration on one part of
the body changes the normal into £he abnormal. A
patron of the Italian restaurant appears nonhuman :

"his eye followed the long back of a tall, not very

young girl, who passed up to a distant table looking

‘



\\l
perfectly =ightless and nltﬁuvthvr unapproachable"

(p. 1“9)¢ In concentrating on the morganic eveglaasoes

. )

(W\\Lbf4(wulﬂt(flivl‘(]'Anﬂﬁiﬁﬁu(h‘ imstead ot his face,

-

0

. , . : >

Conrad suggests that the wearer himself o imorganic. 70!
- * !

Verloco is made uncasy by "the sense of being blinked '

at watehfully bhehind the blind ¢glittor of thoese ¢voe.

elasses" (po 1810 Similarvly, The Professor' Cveulansoes

become o chilling repmesentation of the Profossor W=

self:
It
Ossipon had a vision of these rounc
black-rimmed spectacles pProgressang
along the streets on Jhe top of an
omnibus, their self-confident elitter
falling here and there on the walls
of houses or lowered upon the heads
oL the mnconscious stream of people /
on the pavements.  The chost of a W
Sickly smile altered the set of
Os~ipon's thick lips at the thought
ol the walls nodding. of people
> x11nf1jxxg tor life at the sight of
those spectacles. (P. 63)

By centering on the parts instead of the whole of the
body, Conrad creates a disconcerting atmosphere in

which the sense of the normal is distorted. Such

-

physical details underscore the novel's theme of

’

social fragmentation and also recall Stevie's fate,
-

as in‘iho>policeman‘s statement: "'lLook at that foot

there. I picked up the legs first. one after another ' "
e

(p.& 89 ).
Like Conrad's bresontation of the eveglasses as
repfesentative of the Professor himself, characters

“are further denumanized into inanimate matter: "Closely

.



~of London.as a mass of

traffic" (p. 79), R

related to the reduction of -man to fragments is his
4 6'\ - -
reduction to inorganic matter." % Verloc is '"like
a rock--a soft kind of rock”-(p.'13), and Winnie,
lying in bed, is "massive and shapeless like a recum-
) : : ]

bent statue in the rough" (p. 179). Sir Ethelfred also
seems as: if made of stone: "The great Peréoﬁage might

have been the statue of.one of his own ﬁrincoly

ancestors stripped.;of a ¢rusdder's” war hafness, and

but into an ill-fifting Trock coat" (p.~138). ‘Conrad's
. . PN v . :

-

‘description of Sir Ethelréa, in its‘fGSQMblanéé to

# o : L 9 o )
the mock heéroic,; not.only ridicules the Secretary's -

<

ineffectiveness and his trivial cause but also suggests

)

the lack of human qualitics of a devitalized condition.
3 ' \

As inanimate matter, characters finally come to
27

resemble machines. rad portrays the populace

"arasites, mechanistic in their

uanreasoning and seemingly involuntary WBehaviour.” The -

"Professor, amid the "swift, constant march of foot

v

becamé disagreeably affected by the

sight of the roadway thronged with

veHicles and of the pavement crowded

with men and women. He was in a long,
straight street, peopled by a mere

fraction of an immense multitude; but -
all round him, on ahnd orn,_ even to the

limits of the horizon hidden by. the

enormous: piles of bricks, he felt the

mass of mankind-might$ in its numbers. ‘ 7

They swarmed numerous like locusts, h
industrious like ants, thoughtless ' )

like a natural force, pushing on h e

blind and orderly and absorbed, im- ‘
pervious to sentiment, to logic, to Sy



. ‘
terrbr, ﬁgo, perhaps. (PP. 8}—82)

The P;%féssor, too, is more éf a machine than a living
being.. As the "perfect anarchist" (p 82) he resembles
his ”peffect detdnator”'(b.»69).' Separated from the
livigg worid?-heijs no longer fuily human: "He walked
with the nerveless ééit of a tramp going on, still
going oﬁ,‘indifferent to rain or sun in a sinister
detachment from -the a':pects of s}\\’ a%d ear th" (p. 96).
. The Proiestor also'rgsembles a machlne. Conrad
deécrites how q§ll his'mévomcnts-—the way he'grasped
thé mug, thé act of.drinking, the waly he set the

heavy glass down and foldcd h1= armt——had a fllanSS,
én assuyvd pT@LlSlO“V (p. 6G3).° H1$ actjpn§ lack the f‘
natural mpvemontg of‘a ljving béingg«h;s fthin,

livid lips snapped-together firmly. . . . This was
meant for a contemptuous jeer, though the expressﬂon

of thc thin, sickly face remained unchhngéd” (p. 65).°

Speaklng,‘betweenbthe préqise‘mechanical movements

of lifting f%e glags to his mouth agd rigidly'putting
it down again,-ho "paused, traﬁquil; with that air
,of close,venq1gséisilenég, then almost immediateiy
wenf on; (p. 69) As a huﬁén1macHiA- “he Profeséqr
ié aA11v1nq mochanlsm, attached to hi: body is the

ubomb fhat onlyflacks a perféct detonator.

The 1mmob111tv characterlstlc of many of the

o

) character alQO’QUQQPQtQ mechanistic” behaviour.

o

33



Conréd portrays'the borbulgn? Micﬁaelis, whose arﬁ
resembles a "dummy's 1imb" (p. 42), as'sﬁfféring
from a shortness ofibreath'[whiéh] fqok all fire,
all animation o#t of his voice" (p: b)) ngipén,

: ) .
after Winnie's suicide, is also able to*"remain
sitting still for hours without stirring a limb

»

or an evelid" (p.:301); and his actions can have
tﬁg same precise, unnaturai quality of thg Pro-
fessor's: ”H;s eyes stared at -the ceilingla Aﬁd
‘suddenly they closéd;"Comradp Ossipon slépf in the

sunlight”‘(pu‘301).' Conrad also depicts Verloc as

é mechanical being. Sufferjng-from ”fanatical:in;
ertness" (p. 12), he is, like Ossipon, capable _;f
prolonged immohility: '"Mr. Verloc had not Changédt
his position; he hﬁd not %pparently étirred a lihb

fdr\%nﬁyour and a half" (p. 38). Finaliy, after
[ 5 o

Stevie's death, he comes to resemble an automaton:

Mr. Verloc obeyed woodenly,
‘stoney-eved, and like an auto-
maton whose face had been painted
red.. And this resemblance to a _ S _
mechanical figure went.so -far that ‘
he had an automaton's absurd air
of being aware of the machinery
inside of him. (P. 197).
Devoid of all that is natural and human, these
- . .t . k2
charactérs are devitalized to an inorganic and®
; & ; '
mechaniéa; state of being. "
Conrad underscores this dehumanized condition

v

by further diétorﬁing the normal perspective. While

' . ’ - A 4 . .
living beings become inanimate, ifiorganic matter isgs



. S A . Co \
animate. _In contrast-to the immobility character-
R ‘

istic of many of theé Fharacters, buildings come alive.

Houses,'for.example,_have a habit of str;ying (pp. 14--
15), and buildings tend to wafch the passers-by.

‘ Winnié and her mother are regarded on their way to

the charity houses: "And for a time the walls of St.

Stephen's with its towers and pinnacles contemplated in im-

mobility and silence a cab that jingled" (pg 157).

Ossipon, while.walking home, is also watched: "Later

-

: ; .
on the towers of the Abbey saw in their massive im- -

mobility the yellow hush eof his hairﬁpaséing'under
the lamps.  The lights of Victoria saw;him,‘too, and:

Sloane Square, and thi rniljngs of the park' (p. 300).

; .- B . , N - Lo )
Anarchists and .sccret agents, afraid of being watched
by police 01 spiecs, are silently and indifferently

regarded by buildings. The buildings themselves,

' . e : B \ . |
although_immobile, are ‘more alive than-thein inhabit'-. .
L s e T
Conrad further compares the devitalized characters
- ) R .« :,‘ B
3

with their lively settiﬁg'by animating objects which,:
in contrast to ‘the impe}sﬁﬁai and often immobile

people, have highly acﬁive_persbnalities. One of the
most nofable objects which seems to come to life is

the blay&r piano. in the Silenus restaurant. Instead

.

of é»piano which prOducesCmusic through human skill
ahd talent, Cbprad ﬁfesehts the piano as ﬁeéhanical}

thereby negating the human role. 'The plaver piano



«

is therefore.independent, "without as .much as ‘a.

0 v . N

‘music stool to help it'" (p. 79), .and. assumes S
‘ T | o coT
personality of its own. Endowing it with human. .
: : . . . i . .

characteriétics, Confad‘reppatedly'descrihes its o
*Mechanigal and "painfully detacﬁed notes" (p.-79)

" “that suddenly start and abruptly stop: "The mechanical

.

“,pianb_.l.’.‘blayvd through a valse checkily, then {ell

‘v"si].mi't.s,}fi‘l at once as_if gone grumpy' (p. 310). Tt

”éxocuﬂﬁd éuddenly altl by.itself a valsc tune with

aggressive virtudéifﬁ” (p.’ﬁl)-énd "clanged through

N ., , .
.

a mazurka with.brazen impctuosity, as though a vulgar

L and, impudent ghost were ghowing off. The kevs sank

|

'

vand rose mysteriously.  Then all became still'"..(p. . 67).

.

In the Silenus are Ossipon and the Professor, and

\
v

“r B N ! . '~“ R
the” capricious plaver piano, @lthough a mechanism, is

« ) ] .
morc animated and alive than the¥y are: "the lonely
piano . . . struck a few chords courageously, and

'
a

beginning a secction of national airs, played. [Ossiponl

rs

out at last to the tunc of 'Blue Bells of Scotland'"

“(p. 79)+ 1In refering to the piano so often, Conrad

i

draws attention to its animate features and clearly

contrasts its lively b‘e.hav.i(‘)ur“ to the two men.

- .

v

The disordered woxld re;)re,séhted in The ‘Secret.

. Agent lg not”so ‘much -a chaotic one, like the whirling

1

) ~

confusion of Stévie's circles, -but is a condition of

'stasiss Not only are individual characﬁ_jérsh devitalized’

but the stalte of being that Chér&lCt(:‘l"iZ(?S__thG novel s

- el [
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\}
static s«and unchanging, and hence mechanical. Edward,
- N . K3

1 - N

Garnett, -in. his 1907 review of the novel, criticizes

'y

'{his’pervésive.inertia: S i - o
h L ‘ - ) /K s
~ While the psychologi¢cal analysis of .
. the c¢haracters' motivés‘is as full . » - 7
. of acumen as is the author's philo- o
sophical pencetration into “life, it
is right to add that Mr. Verloc and "\

his wife arc less convincing in their
actiong . than in their meditations. -~
There 1s’ a hiddei weakness in the
springs of “impulse ‘of .both these

. Tigures, aind at ecrtain moments .
they becoho-automata.‘QB

v

Garnctt, quite clearly, has missed the podant. “Ho'is.

-
N

“.correct, however, 1n'identifying Conrad's preference
4... . 5 Y = . .’ 7 i
oy psychological inquiry rather than a presentation

of events.’ Pxcept for Stevie's death, Verloc's murder,.
and poss=ibly Winnic's suicide, there is very little

\

action in The Secret Agent, and Conrad purposely mini-
mizes .the immediacy of these events. He presents the”

deaths of Stevie and Winnie in the form of second-

hand information. Similarly, Conrad decreases the
Q2

action of Verloc's murder. Not only does the'murder
'seem to take a long time to Verloc who, pa;élyzed
with fear,iwatches the s=shadow of Winnie's arm slowly
move toward him, but Conrad, through the répetition
of a phrase, purpose]yvslows down the action:

He saw partly on the ceiling and
partly on the wall the moving
shadow of an arm with a clenched
hand holding a carving knife. It
flickered up and down. Its move-
ments were leisurely. They were
leisurely enough for Mr. Verloc to



A - ’ s [] n
' -

. [ *

recognize thé limb and the heapon.
L They weére leisurely enough for ,
.him to tdkc 1n the full meaning of, ’
the pOrtent dnd to aste the flaVour
of death rlslnc in his gorge. His. :
w1fe had gone rav1nq mad——murdoylnq :
mad . The\ hore lercuroly onouqh for
the flrct pa:a]yzlng effect of the
dl covory to pass away before a
Tesolute diﬂmmumt ion, toxcolmw out e -
V&Ctﬁ]lou% from tho Lhakilv xtHULL]v
\s;iJ] t}lat, armed 1LU1d1.1L.v‘ 1}10\ h(}]ﬁ’f . i
]01<u101y Onouqh for Mr.*Verloc. to

" elaborateé a'plan of dofonco involving . "% %
‘a’ dash behind the '“tnble, and the l

' ,felling of the woman 1o the ‘ground,
_“1ih,a heav3 wooden . chair. But they ’

were not leisurely -enough to allow
"Mr. Verloc that time to move either
hand or:.foot. " The knife was already
planted in his, brea t. (PP. 262-63)

1

Conrad“s'portrayalvof the murder scene suggests stasis

PR

in a number of SWavs . He diminishes its immediacy by
presenting. ihe action through Verloc's eyes or, more
precisely, his thoughts. In watching the shadow

. i . N ‘v. . ) : . .
instead .of Winnie's actual arm, the physical action

- o . ofs
is, in & sense, once removed for Verloc. Moreover,
through the repetition of the word "leisurely'" (itself
a word denoting inactivity) and the phrase "thev were
@ ‘ -
leisurely enough," Conrad reduces any impreSsion of
action.
In diminishing the action Conrad must concentrate

"' psychological state, and the inner

on the characters
life he portrays is also a. static one. This static

inner life, as a private world, results in isolated

individuals insulatéd from the world around fhem.
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‘Fleishman, commenting on' this asolation, notes Conrad's

- .

“dmpressive use of ther language of secrecy:
,

JImmediately, on the title page, the
fragmented condition of the world is
expressed in the language of secrcecy.
"Seceret'" dis used more than fifty times
in The Seccret Agent . . . On about
s half ol these occasions the word
merely refers to Verloc or to his
profession. Hut most of the other
uses of the word characterize human
states of being, emotions, conditions,
and moral qualities: "sccret ardor,"
"secret sscorn " "secretly much
affected,” "secret griefs," "secretly
outspoken thought,” "secrecy of his
heart,” "secret liberation,'" '"secret
weakness," "secret fear," "sccret of
. good nature," "secret ‘of guilty breasts,"
. "seccret habits of mind." We mayv gather
that the _ individuals of this novel live
their lives enclosed within themselves.
That this =scll containment is a uni-
versal human condition is suggested
by the more general uses of the term:
“socret of Tate," "=secret 11ls of
eNistence," "scceret ways of the futurce,
and. (most generally) "secrecy." 29

"

Secrecy implies isolation and most of the characiers of

« The Secret Agent are isolated in their own private worlds,
closed and self-contained. Secrecy also suggests ig-
norance or the lack of communication that results, for

example, in the Verlocs' misconception of their marriage. .

Their marriage is "a domestic feeling, stagnant and
deep like a placid pool, whose guarded surface hardly .

shuddered" (p. 243); it is a stasis broken only by
>

the extreme actions of Stevie's death and Verloc's

‘murder. : ; » :

Stasis, as a result of isolation, is ‘also apparent



()

in fhc‘ SiO)tﬁ]it}r of their marriage. Not only arve
the Verlocs childless but the possibility of children
is never raised. Nor dis this sterility confined to
them. The narrator twice mentions the existence of
children (Dh‘s..Nén](X's and the ones that nluﬁ)y the
Professor) but they are not portrayed. Only once
does. Conrad depict a child in thojvnyt Cfty of london:
"well bevond the open gate (;oul<l be seen the broad
4 , :
back of a policeman watching idly the gorgcous per-
N

ambulator of a wealthy baby being wheeled in state
ncroés the Square" (b. 23). The focus, however, is
on the perambulator, not the bundle it carries.
Similarly, certain chavacters have a perverse
resemblance to children. Stevie, although physically
an adult, has . the mind of a child, and V30iadimir
resembles a grotesque, overgrown babv: '"he had with
his smooth and rosy countenance 1!50 air of a preter-
na&ﬁrall& thriving baby'" (p. 19).

One of the chief causcs of this isolation is,
like Verloc's assumption that he is "loved for him-

celf" (p.. 251), e¢goism. As Conrad remarks of the

anarchists: "The way of even the most justifiable

revolutions is prepared by personal impulses dis- .
guised into creeds'"(p. 81). They are motivated not
bé altruism but 'by vanity, "the mother of all noble and

vile illusions, the companion of poets, reformers,
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charlatans, prophets, and incendiaries" (p. 573).

0

Michaclis, for example, is oblivious to ethe world
about him and obsessed with his naive vision of a
better world: "Michaelis pursued his jdva—;th idea
of his solitary reclusion--the thought vouchsafed
to his captivity and growing like a faith reveal ed
in visions. He talked to himself . . . indifferent

indeed to their presence (p. b4, The Professor,

whose past "had filled him with such an exalted

conviction of his merits that it was ext remely
difficult for the‘world to treat him with Justice"
N s

{(p.75), would destroy the world not to create a
N ‘
Hetter one but a~ revenge for his sconse of wounded
. ‘{."

—

pride: "By exercising his agency with ruthless
defiance he procured for hims=clf the appearances
of power and personal prestige"™ (p. 81).

~tasis also characterizeés the social svstem the
k!
anarchists scek to overthrow. Heat, .as a representative

)
1

of this order, is as egoistic as the revolutionaries:

The encbunter did not leave behind
w%tﬁ Chief Inspector Heat that
satisfactory sense of superiority
the membbré‘of'the‘polico force

p get from the unofficial but in-
timate side of ‘their intercourse
with thg criminal classes, by which
the vanity of power is soothed,

: and the vulgar love of domination

N over our fellow-creatures is

flattered as worthily as it
deserves. (P. 1229

A= Conrad's choice of "our!" succests the vulgar love
& L] &

of domination is a universal human trait. “Heat, for - .



I3

, . Lo , .
example, does not ¢oncern himselfiwith justice but

merely follows the "rules of the game'" (p. 127

game that allows him to win. Similarly, the Assistant

»

Commissioner"s motivation is not so much a sense of

Justice (for he iswertain of the innocence of

Michaelis) but a desive for domestic peace. “The

incarceration ot Michaelis would upsct the lady

patroness which, in turn, would anger his wife (p. 112

With selfishnese as their motivation,

these t

WO

representatives of law and order merely maintain the

rigid status quo.

4

A o game with dts fixed set of

rules,

soctal ovrder s mechanistic and intlexible.

According

to Heat, the police and thicves are "products of the

same machine, one classed as usceful

and the o

ther as

).

the current

‘nmoxious, they take the machine tor granted in different

ways, but with a seriousness esscentially the same"

(p. 92). Like Heat, Verloc is a defender of the

status quo: "his mission in life being the protection

of the social mechanism, not its perfectionment or

even itg criticism" (p. 15); and, as

with

the

murdenr

scene, Conrad emphasizes the static quality of this

social mechanism through repetition:

He surveved through the park vailings
s opulence
and luxury with an approving eve.

the evidences of the town'

O

. All these people had to be protected.
Protection is the first necessity o

r



opulence and luxury. They had to
be protected; and their horsces,
carriages, houscs, scrvants had to?
be protected; and the source of
their wealth had to be protecteod
in the heart of the city and the
heart of the country; the whole
social order favourable to their

- hygienic idleness had to be pro-
tected against the shallow envi-
ousness of unhygicenic labhowm. (P, 11

Emblematic of the ruling powers' petrifaction are the
})(‘1\1‘0(‘1’]_\' immobile carriages waiting outside the
residence of the lady patroness: “"Their lamps blazing
steadily, the horses gtandjué perfectly still, as if
carved in stone, the coachmen sitting motionless
under the big fur capes, wi tl)g>1xt as much asx a quiver
stirrvinge the white thongs of their big whips" (p. 2259,
Because ot sopj(ty's ricidness there can he no
prouress. For Conrad, civilization is merely a xhinl
veneer: progress entails change vet there is no
difference between "the ace of caverns” and "the age

of bar-rooms'" (p. 263). Hence another reason for

~the structure of The Secret Agent: by not presenting

the events in chronological order Conrad forestall:

’

any sense of progress and underscores the universality
of the static condition. ' .

Conrad also reveals the universality of this
condition through his manipulation of ]aﬁguage. The
state of the language spoken by charécte}s in iﬁﬁ

Secret Agent indicates théir state of being. That

speech should, in the natural hierérch}" (the same

™~



Iyl

hierarchy that. comedy consistently distorts), separvate

mankind from the animal kingdom is classic doctrinc.

30

Hesiod writes of it in his Theogony, and man, -
— e i

. . . c . 31
according to Aristotle, is a being of the word. J

With this possession of speech man's control of the
word becomes a means of ordering reality:

The primacy of the word, of that ‘ v
which can be spoken and communicated
in discoursc, is characteristic of
. the Greek and Judaic¢ genius and

carried over into Christianity. The
classic and Christian sense of.the
world strive ¥o order reality within
the governance of language. Litera-
ture, philosophy, theology, law, tho
arts of historv, are endeavors to
enclose within the bounds of rational

“ discoursce the sum of human experience,
Lt~ recorded past, its present condi-
tion and future expectations. The
code of Justinian, the Summa of
Aquinas, the world chiohicles and .
compendia of medieval literature,
the Divina Commedia, are attempts at .
total containment. They bear sclemn
witness to the belief that all truth
and realness--with the exception of
a small, queer margin at the very
top--can be housed inside the walls
of language. 32

As an ordering principle the quality of language, or
rather its effectiveness, can be a mcasure of a general
state of being. If, as (George Steiner states,

"languages are living organisms,'" then a vitality of

*
e

language presuppgses a vitality of being.- His ob- -
v -

servation is pertinent with regard to The Secret Agent:

in Conrad's presentation "the language is no longo&

33

lived, it is merely spoken."

-



The ossiftied condition of the Fanguage spoken
4 _

by many of the characters, and on occasion used
) . . ‘ <3 ' : .
1ronically in the narration, Is evident in the
stale, nondescriptive titles gciven to some characters

o o
and the prevalence of clichds throughout $he novel.
Like Ossipon's reading of Lombroso that typecast s
Stevie as a degenerate and yet does not . even approach
a comprehensive description of St evie, Conrad presents
a number of characters not as individuals but as

. *

bearcers of titles: the great Personage, the Great

Presence, the great lady, the lady p oness, the

Secretary of State, and the AssistantTPmmicssioner.

With the exception of Sir Lthelrod 4 refrains

N

from naming these charactoers. To do o would indivdual -
1ze them. Occasionally a title j« changed but the

new oné 1s equally bland. Chief Tuspector Heat, for
example, becomes "Private Citizen Heat " (po 202V, Also,
Conrad describes Winnie, after Verloc's murder, in

the impersonal stvle of an obituary notice: "Winnie
Verloc, the widow of Mi. Verioc. the sistef of the late
faithful Stevie" (p. 266). Although cach of the tities
is correct, they do nor preciselyv describe-the individual.
In short, thev are empty terms. Presented in this
manner, the characters cease to be individuals and
become anonymous units of the blind and orderly masses.

Cliches also indicate a static condition. . Yundt,

for instance, speaks in images of atrocities and vet



L] “

their force is deadened because much of his ldnguage

is jargon and delivered in the style of eﬁpty revo-,‘

lufionary rhetoric ‘fas inghis habitual use of t

rhetorical” question):

" "Do you know ‘how I would call the

"And what about the law-that marks
him still betﬁer4—the pretty brand-
‘ing instrument invented by the over-
fed to protect themselves against ‘the
hungry? Red-hot applications on their
vile skins--hey? Can”'t you smell and
hear from here the thick hideé of the
people burn and 51zzﬁf°” (PP. 47-48)

-

nature of the-present economic con-
ditions? I would call it cannibal-,
istic. That's what it is! They are
nourishing their "greed on the guiver-
ring flesh and the warm blood of the
people--nothing else." (P. 51)

t v

of cannibalism, as George Orwell notes,

he

are .

Images

. o . ' . - 35 : )
peculiar to revolutionary jargon; ° and for Orwell,-
as with Conrad, a speaker of such a language betrays

v

~his dehumanized condition. Heé becomes .more”of
ay . . A N

mechanism than a living being: SR

Al

When one watches some tired hack omn
the platform mechanically repeating
-the.familiar phrases--'bestial
atrocities," "iron heel," "blood~
stained tyranhy,” "free peSPles:of
the world," stand shoulder - tg .¢

'shoulder”——one of ten has, a_ curious

feeling that one is not- watchlng a
live human being but some kind of
dummy; a feeling which suddenly .-
becomes stronger.at moments when
the light catches the speaker S
spectacles and turqs them 1nto ‘blank

“discs which seem to- "have no eyes

behind them. 'And this is- not.al-
together fanciful. A speaker who

K\l

a



. ‘, ‘ _ uses that kind of phrdseology has
' ’ : gone some dislance toward turning
) himself into a machine. 306 .

Orwell's description, in its resemblance to the Pro-

fessor, reveals an attitude similar to Conrad's: such

: S 2L S , .
. language, in its remoteness fronm reality, can only

_— . furtiher isolate its user from the living world. ‘The

speaker .ceases to be human awd his language becomes,
. - . . N .. ‘ . .. 8

. p .
i the words of Arthur Adamoy, "wormn, threadbare,

’ . \ N v .
- \ .= . N . .
filed down, words have become the carcass of words,
~ . " N . .
. N * IS s [
- sbhantomlwords{ everyone drearily chews andffegurgjtatés
'+ the sound of them between their jaws." 37 ’
N - . ) ¢ . K . ’ L} ] . . )
L Ossipon also, speaks in a worn and threadbare- )
s B - : . .- .
{_ ) . . . ) ) . . R . .“ .. A
- .. Tanguage. Orn.meeting Winnie after Verloc's murder, he
T speaks to-her'in the clichés of love common to pulp
. v . R : N L0t . . P
. ] 'My ] K - X - -
. “novels: - : . RS _""’ L]
R E L ’ ”I've “thought of you too often
N - tely not. to recognize you any- . ’
' oL A ™ T hﬁ}%@, a?_anﬁ‘tlme.' I've always’ } )
- B " - thought of you--ever since I first
- c o /Nset'eyes pn_yqu.”-(P. L71) S 3
I S - - ‘ - '
i , ”I Ve been. fond of you'bevond words )
B e T " lever. since I set eyes on youf face." (p. 273)
. | < . . ,. . YR . ) R L.
/ . « .
b , : . ”A lovg..like mine could not be con- - i -
- ~" L PR - ceale from a.woman llke You . . . T
T PR . H@«ﬁever did seem quite worthy of .~
i L you. . . .« You wele worthy of a better .
LT v i fate " (P. 274). ‘ S - T
. e ) . - o - ’ o B o 6
A R LT . . -y : ’ . ’
a S © o "Umhappy woman! ., . . Unhappy, bravé ‘
SR - VK woman!”~(PP, 276 77)- N S e,
. Unllke the publlc language of Yundi 8 polltlcal Jarqon,
the,language of love, becauSe ‘of 1ts 1nd1v1du Ilty and
' . o o - . ' .', ) . - ‘ v ) - : .
T \ “,intimacy; is, private. . And, because of its privateness,
. . s P s . = AEs . At %
< - . . \ R - 3 . .
; PR , . / \ 3 . .- - ) .
. . . L .. , e )
1 N . ~ ' - 2 ) ’ -
. “?_ 4 | - F N



'vitality as in, for égample, his ”Apoilo—lige ambyosialu

head”i(D- 309), 'Hc'is,not“as &uqh a yiétim_of

it becomes part of the speaker's being. As Jan .
Robinson, in a discussion of love poctry, has. put
it: "It seems to me . . . that poets don't talk about

lové, they spéak the language of'Iovo. If a rather

odd phrase can be permitted 1'11 =ay poets ¢don't
/ . g
38

1]
write about love, they write love.'" However,
Ossipon's language, in its tired words and stock

phrases, is not a private one. His interest in

v

“"Winnie, albeit a .sexual one, is genuine; yet, because

he expressés it in second-hand language, it is as

v -

dehumaniéed as Yundt's

This failure of languag: to.orden reality:fihally

»

drives Ossipon insane. Througheut The Scdret Agent

Conrad associates Ossipon with robustness ('"robust"

is the adjective most often used to describe him) and

- . . P

N

o

/

. lethargy and corpulence as many other characters®’ are.

i

Yet; after Winnie's suicide, hié.guiity knowledge dé;l%

-
d - ’ '

vitélizes_him. As the~Professor remarks to him: ﬁ”You

$it at Vour beer like a dumm)'”ﬂ(p.‘309). Tt is not

- ‘ ’

his qullt howover, that.madden§'him; it-is thé-déscrip—

tion in the neWQpaper (and there are frequent references

' y .~ s ‘

to the press throuqhoththe novel) of Wannle s death

i

8 S ,.‘.ﬁ; ;i,\,.\.-; o
wrltten in a bland i pprsomal style and sprinkled,
B G

with.c]iches,'that drlveé"Oséipon"to insaﬁity:
\ ‘ -,""Suicide of Lady Passenger from a ’
cross-Channel Boat." Comrade Ossipon o

.

48



lj()
was familiar with the beauties of
its journallst1c style. "An im-
penetrable mystery seems destined
to hang for ever. . . ." He knew
Z;ery word by heart. "An impene-
trable mystery., . . ." And the
robust anarchist, hanging his head
on his breast, fell into a long
reverie.

He was menaced by this thing
in the very sourcgs of his exist-
ence. He: could not issuc folih 10
meet his various. conqu(\t SN
without the dread ‘of beginning to
talk to them of an impenetralile
myvstery destined. . . ., He was
becoming &c19nt11lca11Vwawa1d of
insanity lying in Wagis Fap
amonqtt these 1Lne=1fb; Ibahe for
ever.' It was an ob&ozglon a
torture. He had lately failed to
kéep several of these appointlments,
whose note used to be¢ an unbounded
trustfulness "in the language of
sentiment a]‘ul manly tenderncess. (P. 307)

As \\'ith\/‘\\jnnin ; who 1s disturbed by the journalistic
oy . .

"the drop given was fourteen feet' (p. 268)
becones terrified of language: "the mystery of

brain pulsating wrongfull%/yﬁ/zﬂ? rhythm of

gutnallstlc phrases ~(pp-. 310-11%?\\Distrusting language,

g

Ossipqn distrusts rea;ity.

Ossipon's fragmen£ed mind suggests a bleakér vieQ
of Conrad's: the breakdowﬁ of langdagg leads to chaos
and, finally, ghrbarigm; a barbarism implied in the
_scene of Verloé gorging h1m elf with tho roast beef ‘
”%aid\dut in the likeness of funefcal baked meats for
Stevie‘é obseéuﬁes”‘(p. 253), a piece of meat closely
associatéd'ﬁiﬁh,fhe remains of Stevie's body spreéd ouf

like "raw material for a cannibal feast" (p. 86). 1f

- . s . . 4 il
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H

Al .
a language is dehumanized it will no ]ong§r'be able
to order realitv.

One character who fully experiences language in

its immediacy is Stevie. Being an idiot, he innocently

.

[~
believes Yundt's words:

He had reached the parlour door in
time to receive in full the shock of
Karl Yundt's eloquent imagery. The
sheet of paper. covered with circles
dfopped out of his fingers, and he
remained ,staring at the oldjterrorist,
as if rooted suddenly to the spot by .
his morbid horror and drecad of:
physical pain. Stevie knew véry.woll . -
. » that hot iron applied to one's skin ’
hurt very -much. His scared eyes . “
blazed with indignation: it would:
hurt terribly. His mouth dropped
open. (P. 49) ' N
: . v o5
Stevie swallowed the tefrifying state-
ment with an audible gulp. and at ' ‘
onnce, as though it had been swift ‘
poison, sank, limply into ‘a sitting -
-posture on the steps of the kitchen
door. (P. 51) v

“tvvié"s reactions are swift and, immediate. His r?sponsg,

"it would hurf terribly," is/forceful in its simﬁfﬁcity.“
. . ) ‘

In contrast to others, 1anguage for Stevie is not

removed from reality: he immediately relates Yundt's

o

words to his own experiences and receives them almost’

’” ¥

as if they were physical‘objécﬂs ("he swallowed the

' /
terrifying statement'). Similarly, he reacts to the

stdatements in a physical mariner.

.

Stevie's language is also powerful. Unlike fhé

excessive verbiage of such characters as Yundtv/his

- .
‘

short, -monosyllabic, and instant responses express an

,



. his hands deeper into his pocket with convulsive'
.. o o Y

‘portraying such a humane chiaracter as an idiot:
N ~

intense sharpnéss: . LT '
' '
s On the box, Stevie'shut his vacant
mouth first, in order to éjaculate
earnestly: "Don't."
, The driver, holding high the .
.reins twisted around the hook, took .
no notice. Pefhaps he, had not heard.

Stevie's breast heaved. B
"Don't whip." . . . "You mustn'ti," |
stammered out Stevie, violengtly, it L
hurts." (P. 157) . "
Contrary to the superfluity of both the spoken and :

I

written word -throughout The Secret ‘Agent, Stevie altier-
. . —= ) N
nates between short cxclamations and silence: "' Bad !
: 1 .
< " . 1

Bad! . . . Poor! Poor!' stammekred “out Steviey pushing

.

. ~
i "

svmpathy. He could sav ﬂ?)lhjxlp," (p. 167, :Sj:lQJIC(‘,,

ag halka has sugdested, can be more «averwhelming {han’ -~
L. < - ¥ » ° - ) '

. ! ‘-
) '

. 3 . . L
unceasing sound. 1n-vJ1]uﬂ‘»51jonco.qr<a‘51ng]0'
s . : . o EN ' ’

- A 3 N N 5 . . ,
word Stevie comcentrates more emotion’and meaning than
. N - .

’ . . \ R

N . . B

is possible for any othnr‘charackép:'”rﬁai little

’ «

word [shamel contdined all his sehse of indignation |

o\ E . ‘ “

and horror at one sont ‘of wretchedness héving to feed,

on the .anguish of the other" (p.,l?i). As with other

)
4 \

characters, Stevie's language indicates-his state. ¢f N

bpingy/ Stevie, howeéver, does not merely, speak "it; he
# ¢ ° .

\ . - 3

lives it. A '

. . i N »" :
Unlike the isolated egoism of other characters,

Stevie expresses a nonegoistic, ‘outgoing sympatlhy-.

FY

Irﬁing Howe thinks that Conrad is unjustified in

e

- I .

)

:

|

v



Only one charactox eccapo this

.-, heavy irony, and, that is ‘bteVie o
the idiot boy, a literary cousin

oo ' :of, DostoeVQRy's Myshkln. But un'’- @
e oy 11ke Myshkln, - poor ‘Stevie tammot -
support the weight of suffering
thrast upon h1m for where Dosto-
'»evsky‘s idiot grazes the sublime

. o " Conrad's HP\OT emorqe' from tht
- L P%tLabJO- th\Jo’é history is
- . acutely worked in, but, e figuies

more]y as_a pJoparod \Jctjm, the
irony \\thh drenches the others
., .never so much ras touching hiim.
' He  i.g meant to convey a purity
of'pﬁthoc and to répresént‘the
L . humanitarian impulse .in its most
AP vulnerablie form; but a chatracter
o for whom one: feels nothing but
Y pity can hardly ((nnhunld the vﬁuva
-, tion that Corrad intends. 40
Howé does not' seem to realize the full significance’
L o e T
of Stevice's characterization: Conrad dogs not intend
| 4 ‘ < H - ‘. ) O . !
him to: graze the sublime. St(w&iﬁ's'boing'lnﬂﬂr idiot’
¢ N . o

. . . I8
U - s \ '

cand. vigctim is, morcovér, appropriate.’  As FFo MD Corn-

ford has’ shown in his seminal studsy. "]‘hy (‘)rigivn of
AT[J;«(omodv, cdmody~Jﬁ rooted in fo:t1111\ rites. .

lts protagonlst is. the fertllltv god a hero—Victim or

" N .
N

Eharmakos, whose death and requrrectlon reunites'thé

c cdmmunity by réétoring.ofder:
]f the authentlc cOmlc ,action is a
-, sacrifice. and a feast , debate “and,
. " passion, it is by the same tokeh a’
: Saturnalla an orgy, ah ass ertatfon -. -
of theAanullness of” the flest and, -
) cits vitality.” Comedv is essen ally
o T a Carrylng Away of Deatb,.a ‘tr: . .ph
- .-, - over mortallty by some absurd f(A‘h‘ﬂ
© o dn ‘rebirth 'restoratlon, ‘and sa!
. tion. : Orlglnally of course, t:
- 'parn1le rites wepe red: wlth th.
,Q‘i:'ﬂblood of v1ct1m ;The archalc

M . 2

]
T

e
[

Y
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[

c secasonal revel brought together the

- incompatibles of death and life. No
logic can explain the magic ijtory
ovér Winter, Sin, and the Devil. But
the comedian can perform the rites of
Dionysus and his frenzied gestures
initiate us into the secrets of the
savage and mystic power of life.
Comedy is sacred and secular. 42

Because of its guarantee of resurrection, death is never
o R Sy v A
taken scriously in ‘comcedy: . in The Secret Agent the

K

‘

only character to mourn Stevie's death is Winnie.

This concern of comedy with mortality, and its implicit
criticism of '(iCll(l]\j\t_\', “is fully present .t hroughout the ' -

novel. Many critics; most notably Robert Stallman, have

4l

discussed the novel's theme of time and its transcendence.

The attempted bombing ot the Greenwich Observatory, for

T N .
example,. 1s symbolicaily an attempt to overcome time and

space.  Lach . attempt, however, fails.

.Stevie's victimization as the pharmakos also -

A B
Mails.  When a society is in diwarray a scapegoat bo-

-t
.

'comés neCesS§r§: "If a community is deprived of political‘
and Iegél means to deal with internal divisions and
.agi{étions, thero will be an irresistible tendency .to
pin“the fesponsibility for whatever ails it on some
individual‘or individuals close atfhand.” When .the

community is homogeneous or uniform in a particular

condition, such as the universal stasis in The Sccret

Agent, the victim is chosen because of his ”strangoness”:

M"Aggressive tension tends to polarize against those ~"

people who . . . are physically crippled or deformed



or who have some other kiand of dinfirmity, like a

. . , 05
speech impediment "

Stevie is marked as a s

symbolic cating of his

Bccauso‘of his mental deficiencices
capegoat. Yet his death and the

flesh bring no redemption:

Traditionally, the death of the hero,
preliminary to his bodily. or spirit-
ual rebirth and the regencration of
the community, may take the form of .
tearing to picces. Dionysus, Osiris,
Orpheus, Attis--all arec listed by

Sir James Frazer din his discussions

of primitive
tion or disin
crucifixicn i
ritual suffer
god-hero, whi
demption of t
death--his sp
devoid of any
any rebirth--
generic--prom
~in night. 46
Just Verloco's

as cating

parody of "the sacramen

body 1is eaten by his fo

) . o b7
1zc¢ the community,

mock apotheosis. If th

if the community has at
the victim is then perc
not surprising that the

Greek means both poison

48

sickness and cure."
fails, his apotheosis is

A park--smash

aragmos--1i's

rites involving mutila-
tegration. . Christ's
the equivadient to the
ing of the individual
ch anticipates the re-
he race. But Stevie's
totally
heroism. . . . Ndr
cither individual
ised for this city

s

is
or
lost

/

of the meat is" a grotesque

tal feast in which the hero's
order to

llowers in revital -

i
’

s0 too does Stevie achieve a
¢ scapegoat ritual succeeds,
tained a new form of order,

eived as a saviour: "It is

word pharmakon in classical =

and both

antidote for poisonu,
Because Stevie's victimization

false:

ed branches, torn leaves,

- gravel, bits of brotherlv.iflesh and
bone, all spouting up together in the
manner of a firework. . . . Mrs, Verloc



¢closed her eyves despera tely,

throwing upon that vision the

night ot her eyvelids, where after

a rainlike fall of mangled 1imbs

the decapitated head of Stevie

lingered suspended alonce, and

fading out slowly like the last

star of a pvro technic displav. (P. 2060)

Stevie's transformation. his cpiphany in ¢lory, is only

an oimagimary one and it i cnvisioned not Ly o community

but' by a single character.

As a hero-victim Stevie is also another comedic
&
; 2 " Y . ; . 1" l'() :
character: the ciroh, the ironical man. According
4

. . .' R . . 50
to Aristotle, the eiron is often the b’uff()m), and
y —

N i

the form of bui‘i‘()on‘{'jn which Conrad presents Stevie is
. i

-the natural fool: ) ; .

The natural fool is the archaic victim
who divetts the wrath of the gods from
the anointed figure of the'king. + . .
The fool is vicarious sufferer. He o ds
beaten, reviled, and stricken . . . He
may be -dvarfed and deformed; he mayv bhe

anvidiot. By ¢ 1diot has the wisdom
of innocene® and tRe naivete of the

child., 51 ‘ .
Yet, like Stevie's suffering -4s the pharmakos, his re-

lated suffering as an eiron brings’ no redemption. Such

“a faith in expiation through suffering would, for Conrad,

be unacceptable. In a letter to his relative and fri end,
Marguerite Poradowska, he descri\)es the doctrine of re-

demptive suffering as "an infamous abomination" which

>

"on the one hand, leads straight to the Inquisition

and, on the other, discloses the possibilities of

. » [=dl
bargaining with the Eternal.'" - For Conrad, such a

.

rationale of misery and its arbitrariness is too basy .

.

e
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Suffering, as llustrated +in Stevie!'s accidental

death and thva misery it causcs sy 1S merel Y one outcome
of Conrdd's vision of the cosmos as a knit ting machine.
Unlike Myshkin's, Stevi e's suffering brings salvation

neither to himself nor to the community to which he

belongs.,

A cont cmporary review of The Secret Agent describes
53

the hovel as a "comedy of the Int erno.," Yet, al-

though Conrad examines the causes of his characters'
damnation, he cannot offer a Paradiso in its place.
. —_—
To do so would make him guilty of the facile utopianism
characteristic of Michaclis and hise lady patroness.
3

Suspicious of Utopianism, like othes "isms, " Conrad .
has no ready «olutions., JAlthouch this distrust of-

any solution might appear as Cyvnicism, it is, as J. M.

hertzer has. argued, a carefully thought out skepticism,

Cywicism, for Conrad, is svli'-d(-]uding. Cynicism is

IS
~@ moral failing, a blindness that pretends to be in-

sight;!" whereas ”skepticism, as Marlow shows, is content
with partial wisdom: it s fascinated by riddles:; it
is a balanced view that leans toward doubt and offers

=1

. . ‘ 5 .. ‘
[ . toon R P, . ~ .
ironic insight'. With Th(. Secret Agent Conrad

offers an ironic insight into the experience of dis-

order and the incongruities of existence.

e,
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Chapter Three

? Gertrude Stein: Mrs. Reynolds

-

and the Comedy of Language

Y

Gertrude Stein has often been charged:
producing unintelligible works that merely reflect a

meaningless world. Disorder?qh fractured, and.often

a
o~

impenetrable, her writing imitates a confusing age.
"The twentieth century,'" she telieved, "has much less
reasonablencss in its existence than the niheteenth
century but reasonableness does not make for splendor
- - . Itis a time when evervthing cracks, where every-
thing 1s destroved, everything isolates itself, it is
a more splendid thing than a period where everything
. T o 1 . . ‘ - ' .
follows itself, Unlike Conrad who distrusts:this
apparent collapse of order, Stein views it as a
challenge to discover new.wavs of comprehending and
organizing reality. As Jacob Korg has said, in her

¢ ¢ : - -

defense: "we now understand that the literary re-

—

vblﬁ%&on‘and the verbal experiment it involved were’

-

not a thrust into chao%*but a search for alternative

concepts of order." 2

In one of her many lectures,iSfein described
what she viewed as the modern predicamenf: "We really
do not know that anythihg is progressively happening." 3

We know that things gre happening but we do not know

,, 3 A

'61_.
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if they arc brogressing toward any significant or

even definite end. With this seénse of an’ empty future
| o . o ¥ r T
all that can be trusted is. the present and this,
aceording to Stein, is the writer's singular aware-

S ness: ”@he business of Art as I tried to cexplain in

'Composition as Explanation' is 1o live in the actual

. o : : ) L ,
prosent, that ig’ the complete actual rresent " ' For

hers, the complete actual present is the only discesnable,

realaty. L , . ‘
B N 1]
! "+ Having studied under william James, -~t1ein most
. H ) - . L - . .
g likely: absovrbed his notion that the essence of a human
ﬁ V v v. ) ' o
et . . sl N . . B
T helﬂ#'{;;hJS cohsciousness: "to think ourselves as
\ thinkers. - This,attention to thought: as such, and the
—— T . . ~ o .
\\ . ° . . >

ideptilication of oursceclves with it rather than witlr
any of the other objects which it reveals, is a moment -

3 %,

ous and .in some respécts a rather mysterious operation.'

%))

)

. . > . . i R . .
According to:sJames, thinking is being. Because thinking

. ; : * .
is a continuous process, consciousness can only he

-

knéwﬂ iq’the present. As her method in Mrs.

b \ i e . kt?g
rev@als,-Stein is awarg-that although knowledge is

Reynolds ¢

acquirgd over time, the act of knowing is only a.

L o . ) . .
“present experience. Thus '"present thinking is the Ch

(final reality n o

.

bécomes, in Stein's words, the '"continuous present."

Present thinking or the complete aCtdal present

7

ATd,‘because the business of the artjst is to completely

' . . . ¢

Ll
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! -
express the .continuous pres
her most noted commentator,

"thoroughly a realist."

.

tie

ent, she is, according to-
Donald Sutherland,

In fact, she came out of

a strong tradition of literary realism. As Warner.

w

“Berthoff argues in his study of American realism, the

genornfion'of writers prece
wroto.realiﬁtic novels in
~era's‘mu1£ip1ying confusion
p*aémétism and its spokemen

wiitten in the mode of crit

ﬁ§§lo&e]y connected attltudes

ST

()})})Ol‘hl]liSi’iC 0\11]()()1\’ on al
thought which is at the hea
the other, a corresponding

& o o
experiment and invention."
“traditional methods oif repr
-objective forms of reality,
has called "improved imitat

herself in The Autobiograph

v+, . ~Stein's realism, howev

ding her, as well as her own.

.

"a critical response to the

s." Strongly influenced by
such as James, novels
(
ical realism cmbody two
"on the one hand that free
1 contingencies of life and

1"t of pragmatism and, on
b

appetite for-technical

9

er, is a rejection of the

1

csentation.  Spurning the

she practises what Korg

1
ion." 0 As she remarks of

Gertrude Stein, i
; always been posse
”"“-tellectual passio

y of Alice B. Tokias:
n her work, had
ssed by the in- E
n for exactltude

in the description of inner and’

— outer reality.- She has pxoduced-a

simplification by this concentration,

and as a result t
associational emo
poetry and prose.
beauty, music, de
of emotion should

he destructign of
tion in .
She knowﬁ%th&t
coration, the result
never . be “the cause,




even events should not bel the cause

of emotion nor should they be the

material of poetry and prosec. Nor

should emotion itself be.the cause

of poetry or prose. ~They should

consist of an exact reproduction B
| of either an outer or an’ inner

i reﬁlity. 11 : . '

Her numerous literary portraits and such works as

\
i

Tender Buttons reveal this concern for an exactitude
. ™ - ) .

by

of description. They are experiments in "radical

. . 12 . . .
mimesis," b The descriptions, however, are usually of

an dnner reality of the subject?rather than the object,

of the act of perception rather than its focus. Because
. . . 3 . . .
the cmphasis is on tmejguchctlve experience of per-
KBS . . .
) . e /
ception, her writing presents a series of disconnected

£

moments, a ''succession of 'nows

.

""" of equal importance.
Thus, =tcin's method of representation inevitably

)

: A : ’
consists of "transcribing the incoherenciﬁg of" a dis-

13 o

ordered aspe¢t "of the mind." ~I_
' boa :

Yet Stein's often quoted remark, "There is no real

- .

reality,”'l geems tojggdermine ény concern with exact-
itude. But ifykﬁowledge is, inA;he térms of James, a
continuous proéess of acquaintance, there pén be rio
absolute truth: "How do you knew anything, well you )

know anything-:‘as complete knowledge as having it com-

pletely in you“at the actual moment that you have it.

That is what khowledge is;\and essentially therefore
knowleédge is not succession but’an immediate exist;ng.” 15

”

6l
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Reality, although not final, is relative to each : :

,

perceiver. It is "immediate existing'"; and because
- i1t is immediate Stein attempts to mimetically re-
produce it: "I have been trying in every possible

way to get the sense of immediacy, and practically

. ' L . 1
all the work I have done hasc heen in that dircction." ¥

S
t

She creates this immediacy through a '"reduction of

outer reality to the last and simplest»abétractions of

17

“the human mind." Stein avoids those actions .of the

mind, such as memory, anticipation, and association,
that she considers unimportant, or obstructive. Instead,

her method concentrates on the moment of undistracted

XS

dvareness. She does not represent the ob\jqct of per-
copfion-but rather the subject in the act o1l perception:
"when . the porceiver'é ro]("is dominant in a mimetic pro-
gram, the object of perception secms correspondingly roduced;

perhaps lost sight of altogether in' a faithful rendering

18

of the perceiver's thought process." This Stein is

19

not concerned with experience but with "experiencings."

»

£ ' . . . )
Her reality .is not objective; it is subjective, private,

and often becomes. obscure. Hence the frequent fharge

.

that her work is unintelligible.

Witﬁ Mrs. Reynolds,- described by Sutherland\as a
L0
masterpiece, ho'the focus is on Mrs. Reynolds' experi-
: = o .

encings:

Why should they said Mrs. Reyiiolds why
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indeed should they when after all
everybody wants what they have.

Mrs. Reynolds thought about this°®

she did not talk about this because
it ‘'might frighten her, she did not
talk about it even to Mr. Reynolds
but she did know that it was true
they did all want what they had and
when they have it they want it and
when it is not what they have they
want it. Want is a funny word said
Mi <. Reynolds and she meant what she
soad want is a funny word, it means

. to want that is to be going to have
or to be going without and e¢ither
-way said Mrs. Reynolds and now she
did begin to talk eithef‘way'you do
ste people again ecven if it is not ,
so very likely and when you do you do
say oh Therese and then the servant
who has married and;bas two children
and most unexpectedly comes to say
how do you do and it 1s not very
pleasant weather. 21

No ooutward physical details, such as place and time, are
given.  Nor are the objects of her musings, with the
exception of the word \“wanf " and the former servant,

described.  The antecedents of "they" and "it," for
'amplé, are never identified."instead, Stein only
pr€sents Mrs. Reynolds' thought. processes. The emphasis
>

3

.

"is not on what Mrs. Reynolds sees, fecls, or thinks, s

but on how she experiences them.’

Mrs. Reynold's quality of mind is, in many respects,

'pefectly suited to Stgin's purposges. It is homely

and unquestioning, neyver going beneath the surfaces of

v

things:

* When a husband dies and;}i‘!’aves his
wife alive, she does not attend the

,%M

Iy



I'uner'al, not i some places, when
the son dies, the mother att s

the funeral but not the fath‘: not
in some places, and when Mrs. Rey-
nolds thought about this she tried
to explaii it but she could not and
so said she it does just happen that
way, that is the way it is. (P. 128)

She does not ponder death but thinks of the various
funeral rites. Nor can she explain thesé (yetoms. Her

passiveness of mind allows her to be an ideal reteptor

of' the continuous present. Mrs. Reynolds, in fact,

.

challenges the notion of character; it is very similar

to Nathalie Sariraute's statement in The Age of Suspicion

that both the reader and the novelist have lost faith

N9
in the character.

Mrrs. Reynold's meandering thoughts are impressions
ol & Targer disorder, that of wartime. In an epilogue
to the novel, Stein writes:

This book is an effort to show the way
anybody could feel these vears (1942._
194430 It is a perfectly ordinary
couple living an ordinary life and
having ordinary conversations and
really not suffering personally from
everything that is happening but all
oOver them, all over them is the shadow .
of two men, and then the shadow of one

of the two men gets bigger and then

blows away and there is no other.

There is nothing historical about this

book except the state of mind. (P. 267)

?ﬁe bassage leaves many subjects unidentifjedq. The two
men, as she told a reporter from Vogue magazine, are

Hitler and Stalinl(represented in Mrs. Reynolds by
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) ‘
A

Angel Harper amd Joseph Lane). The possessor of Ny
. +

~

"the é;ato of mind" is not identified but, because it
is "historical,f it can be that of both Mrs. Reynolds
and. the community to which she belongs., 'J"h‘(' state of
confusion is both an jxl(li§'j(111(1] and collective state
ol being.

‘

Stein suggests a disordered condition through

various means. At the beginning of Mr<. Revnolds she

presents a number.of characters, many of whom are never

to appear in the novel again:
3
Mr. and Mrs. KRevnolds knew the dis-
trict-attorney. He was a pleasant
man. He wore a wedding-ring although’
as far as anybody knew he was not
marricd. . © . He had a friend who was
~ the youngest judge in the whole country.
e was a judge and he had a very sweet -
“smile and he studied the stars. . . .
M. Reynold's younger .brother was al-
ways saying it is greed, greed, nothing
but greed. His best friend was gthe
widow of a tea-king, and she liked to
wander in the rain in wooden shoes and
carry an umbrella. . . . The widow of,
the tea-king had a friend, he was
librarian of a legislative assembly.
He and his wife . had been married many
vears and had no children and then
they had a little girl an unusually
pretty one. The father always said
nothing. He was a pleasant man and
said pleasant things. . . . He knew
another librarian of a legislative
family and he also had been married
for twenty years and they never had
had a child and then they hgd:one, a
little boy, he was not very good look-
ing, his mother was Swedish and he did
not look like her. (PP. 18-20)

f

Although each character is somehow related to another,

. ’ o
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they are prescented in a disjointed manner, as in the

consistent linking of c¢liche descriptions with unusual
- - . '
detailg: "he had a very sweet smile and he studied the

stars'; or the mentioning of ordinary actions performed
in an eccentric manner: "she liked to'wander in the
rain in wooden shoes and carry an umbrella"; and the - .

occasional contradictory statement: "The father alwave
1 ’ ) - hd

'

said nothing. He was a pleasant man and said pleasant
things." Although agsociated, the characters appear

disconnected. They are presented as affragmcntod

\

4

4 " ' | .
group of units rather than a cohesive society.
B N )

! N =
The state of disorder is apparent in the confusiofr .’

of 1dentitics throughout thernovel. At one point, for

\ o

) . : Do : :
example, Mrs. Reynolds is mistaken for her cister<in-
’ 3 n

. ) N ] . )
Taw, Hope Revnolds (p. 527: and eclgewhere, Stein
purposely confuses the title of the novel with its
protagonist: "Mrs. Revnolds is not all about roses, it

is more about Tuesdays than about roses. Mrs. Reynolds
had many kinds of Tuesdays'" (p. 2).

This tréatment of days of the week as objects is

typical of another of her methods. Stein also Creates

a distorted world through warping the normal senhse of

time. Not only can the past become the future, as
in Mrs. Reynolds' assurance, ''do not worrv, it is not

yet yesterday" (p. 119), but the future can also become

the past:



R But formerly, Angel Harper had said

there is no use in fifty, before
being forty-nine, he had thought he
had really thought of being fifty
before being forty-nine and then he
thought again, he said he would be
forty-nine and l")Cgil) again, in other
words he thoucht that heing Tifty
would be rveally the {time of beginning
althoueh actually l)‘(‘g,il)llj)l\u‘ beginning
when he was fortv-nine. (. 1h1)

Instead ot hvingw.'m abstact concept,. time is usyally

treated as a concrete object, as in Mrs. Reynolds!

opinion of Thursdavs: "Sometimes people wanted to

cive her a Thursday but she never 1ook fit,‘ll(*\'(')‘

noticed ih("}' wanted to gi\'(; ]'1. to her. Paid no atten-

tion to ‘H., never asked any one To take it awav, simply

did not notice o Thursday' (p, 3) ., To emphasjr¢ this

distortion of time, Steln repeats at valrious jntervals
- [

the da'{]_\' routine of Mrs. Reynolds: "in the morning

she could look about aud in the afternoon she could sece

what there was to see and in the evening she coyld hear

what there was to hear and then they would go to bed"
. "\

‘IOp. 148). Her daily routine is the one constant and
i

/ . . . .
uNhvarying action in Mrs. Reynolds. Its normality, as

v‘/\

N

“Wwell as ia% plain domesticity, acts as a contrast to
AN L
aN -the/,()ther abnormalities.

e

Throughout the wanderings of Mrs. Reynolds' mind

4 4

the war years continue. Yet Stein does not Present

this process of time as a seri;’al progression.. Instead,

.



one day, month, or vear i: placed as a self-contained
unit next to another day, month, or vear. In the words
of Randa Dubnick: "as action is suppressed in favor of
mental processed, the mental time of perception dis-
ol

places chronological order.” One point in time
does not lead into another, nor does a unit of time

. . - N
follow out of another. As Llovd Frankenberg notes in-.

his Loreword 1o the novel :

She (Mrs. Revinoldsl is a baby, child,
and grown-up. Shc carries her past |

and her future about with her: . .
memories and preditctions. In the ’
mind these co-exist; they are on the I
same planc. o

In Mrs. Reynolds this plane is
not the continuous present. It 15y

wWritten in the past tense. Yot 1t
gives me the impression of being an (
immediate past. of being a present \
moment ontinuously becoming the past. \
¢ c ) A be . J

Exven the tuture, when it is thought
o'y has alrecady gone by. (P. ix)

Stelin cannot write a narrative for a narrative 1s com-

posed of a sequence and a gequence relies on memory.

Memory, in turn, has no place in a technique that tries

to achieve inmddiacy, for it is a form of "past think-
Va J0

<D

5 . ¢
ing." )A{tau.ce writing should not be a "succession
but an immediate existing,” a novel, according to Stein,
should deal in knowledge, or knowing, rather than

emotion. Emotion is a distraction to present thinking;

knowledge is created by simultaneity (James' "acqaintance')
. B 2 )
while emotion is createdpby sequence. > As Stein said



in one of her lectures: "A narrative can give emotion LI
because an emotion is dependent upon succession upon
a thing having a beginning and a middle and an ending.

That is why every one used to like fequels . . . but *

. (5 Rand
. . . . puays
actually in modern writing sequels have no meaning "

/ : , L
Sutherland describes this mingling of {ime sense

"

as "a thoroughly intellectual and secular art, essentaally,

) 28

and in the great sensey ocomic . In confusing the

categories of actuality Stein suggests a realm of

possibilitv. Much of her writing, through deriding
the old concepts of ordered reality, isx dedicated to
the creation of a new reality.  As one of her detractors

hos admitted: "Mics Stein's own speceial brand of comedy

29 . .
is devoted to the problem of discon tinuity." For

fhm, the problem of discontinuity takes the form of the
disjunction between the act of recording and the act
of experiencing. Her method roveals an awareness usually

found in comedy that "1ii  is teleological, the rest of

30

nature is, apparently, mechanical." Yet the assump-

*

tions embodied in her style suggest a belief that her

-
technique can bridge the gap between the natural and
the mechanical.

3

Like Conrad, Stein is conscious that language

orders reality.  Her style displays an awareness that
, A :

language falls short of the modes of existence it is

meant to express. According to William James



%

We have an organ or;
preciate the simply

faculty to ap-
given order,

The real world as i1%is given ob-"

Jectively at this moment is the sum
total of all-its being and events
now. But can we think of such a
sum? . . . Whgle T talk and the
flies buvz, a sca gull catches a
fish-at the mouth of the Amazon, a
tree falls in the Adivondack wilder -
ness, a man sneczes in Germany, a7
horse dies in Tattany and twins arce
born in France. What does that mean?
LDoes the contemporaneity of these
. T ovents with once another, and with a
million others as disjointed, form
a rational bond between them, and
unite them into anvthing that re-
sembles for us a world? 31

Comnmenting on James'

s
s B
That flor Stein a "linguistic logic based upon laws of

* :

words, Norman Weinstein suggests

B

‘ R . ~ .
frrect causality and. Fincar time cannot authentically
: A 2t L A

Y

e ' “‘ - " . . . .
correscond Lo a universe of possibilities such as James
» N v

B e
suggosts." 00T S lhiiguage cannot completely express the

R 8]

entires realm of eXxpericnce. Instead, it deals with a°

. e e 1/ 3

smaller ‘portioh. Yet, =imilar to Conrad's fear that
I 4 oo C

: ) - R Lo 5
language’ has .becodme ossified and hence removed fiom

@

reality‘;is Stein's belief that the language used to

L
P . 2

eﬁbrosé‘thisl$maller realm is "dead,dead dead" (p. 153).

Her response, while lecturing at the University of

P

Chicage, fp,fhé,hapless undergraduate who asked her to

N 2 [

3

explain. "rosé is a rose is a rose,'" is revealing:
“Now listen.. Can't you see that when
language‘was’new-ras it was with
Chaucer and Homer--the poet could use
the name of a thing and the thing was

v really there. He could say 'O moon,'
e 'O sea,' "0 love,' and the moon and
.the sea and love were rcally there.

ES

L’
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And can't you see that after
hundreds of years had gone by and
thousands of poems had been written,
he could call on thoqe words and - : ‘
find that they were just wornout : ) //
literary words. The excitingness '
PR " of pure being had withdrawn from
them; they were just rather stale
literary words. Now the poet has to
/6 work in the excitingness of pure, being;
he has to get back that 1111911511) 11110
the language.. We aLl know that is
hard to write poetry in a late age,
and we know that you hdve\to put some
o - strangeness, as :omethlnm unexpecte ed
. into The structure of the sentence in
o ‘ ord?®r to bring back vitality to 'the
. . ‘noun. Now it's.not enough to be . -
- - bizarre; the strafideness in ‘the S
E o sentence structure has to come firom o C Z
- _the poetic gift, too.  That's ‘why it's
o doubly hard to be a poet in a late age .
‘ ;~ Now you all have seen hundr dsof poems~
‘ ' about 1roses and you knew ™ your bones
that thb rose* is“not 1h01o.v All thoscx
) songs that soplanox sing as encores
V} ~ about 'l -have a garden! oh, what a -
“garden! ' Now T.don't want to put tdoo .
much emphasis on that line, beceuse
o it's Just one line in a 1on&er poem.:.
But -l notice that you all know its; »
- you make fun of it but vou know it.
‘Now listen4 I'm no fool. I know that
in daily iife‘wé_don t go around .
C saying' ' . . . dig a . . . is a ... ! c
: ~"* Yes, I'm no fool; but ‘I think that in ‘ b
that linée the rose ¥s red for the first )
time in English poetry for a hundred ' -f\»

,ﬂ>ears-" N

AN

P

‘ulte 51mply\ Sfeinvbelieves that’fradjtionéi litérary » a.
RN . 4 . i

N / o - ’

lah uagé is usé€less. ' One need- only read thebsc1aps of”

: , y .

’such stale 1anqua¢e ~in her own Radcllffe freshman

o
B . :‘/

the%p: to reallze how- close she héd been to cueﬁ trite
jand wormout 1anguage. Selectlons.{gveal that y;nté% is
Jtﬁg‘hoary tyrqmt”; her(mihd,*oﬁld“”wéﬁder-as itv;isfé%h”;
%égd,&complaiﬁingléboqt”thé ;éfﬁaof ha?ing tékwfifé é

se

T

o .
¥

o4



theme, she writes, "Avaunt thou valefulv[sic]

spectre." Stein even describes her brother Leo,,aﬂter
he fell in a pond, as '"a most eriorn and dripping

‘laddleSH-B Her later wrid 1ng is both a_ criticism :
4 . '}\ :
~of such Janquaqe and an\attempt to recover its vitality,

‘
"

the ”excitingnéss of'pure being." ]n Mrs., vanolds

she seeks to close the gap between'language and the

p . _ v
experience it is meant to represent. In pursuing a

o ’ : - *
radical mimesis, she tries to.discover an equivaleqpo o $#'§4
S N - . 95 » : I IRY RSN
between her words and her subjects. In all® of her , oAl
s o e .. 65 g 4

essays and lectures, Stein .dnsists that her writing is

’ Lo

an attempt "to qet back to thc essence of the Eﬁlng
X3 co)’ltalnm‘l’\u thin itself. - e :
Her most -obvious criticism of language is in her

’ ' N ' . .
manipulation "of words. She often couples words that .

are visually'anddaurally'gqmilar, as in '"'cows were
. ; ’ ' = . . " -

- cowards'" (p. 9@) but? haye ho re]avlu jin m@anlnq. . ‘e »
. » . . . &;n . . . V
flxed meanlng

o It S .
~itself, Stein frequentﬂ§ offers such gems of wisdom as:

o “ ‘ 5 A
In an effort to ridicE%

e -

T”spiders can'exaggerate-but never months and days"

) - . o . : C L . .

WCﬁ.%QQ). Disconnected from their denoﬁative and con-. |
A o . : ﬁ . ' I

'noiative meanings, the words iollow ?h 'fundamental

© .

., principle of nonsense. Nénsense, actording to Auden, /
- ; ) . N . <= \

. . . . R . v
- . " . " R

violates ?he rules of language: "It is a law of language

L

o C . } ' . . _
that any given veybal'sound always means the 'same thing X cs
©  and only that th‘ing.""}.?‘ Instead, the words create a. L




> ' _ +
law of their own.

Closely associated with her method of nonsense is

. . , o
her use of rhymes. As with her manﬂer_of linking normal
appearances with odd'details, Stein chooses wor@s that
. n -~
are in%@pg{ubus: "It was midnight and Angg}'ﬂarpor fell
. W .
asleep as he =lept -he knew he was-not through and as

My e . ’ -»

he slept he knew he-was no Jew and as he slept he knew
that he was'b]ue, blue with Care»and white.wiih hair
and afraid at night which was lus Sharo. Thank , you

said An(_e/i Harper who was asleep and ho thought it was

hoodoo" (p. 74). The effect is "as if th? w0rd§, on

- |
the basis of their auditory I'riendship, had taken charge
38
of the situation."” / B(Cau ¢ rhymes have an "obecessive

Jdnternal patt erning independent of any relation to
. . ‘ » .
" j% Stein's manipulation of words disturbs any

&

reality,
I

]

Yet, although Mrs. Rewvnolds is. a tomedy of language,

comfortable notions about language.

there,& ‘ains a major‘fiéw in the novel, its monotony:

A

‘As Edmund W1lSO remarked of her earliér_work, The Making

} 40
of Americans, ["this is queer and very boring." De-
—— 2resreans < ) 4

— )

spite the'bccakional moment of liﬁeliness, Mrs. Revynolds

suffer's from a1 overall quallty of stasis. = The stasis,

N\Bowever is not |a consc1ously Jreated fez}ure of the

novel, as in e Secret Aient. Insteagﬂg;? is more of
weo o s . . . )

~

a res&ﬁt of Steln s technlques. In hFL cranky book, Art

Bv Subtractlon, BenJamln Reid crltlcmées th1 f]atnes?, .

[

1:

. RN - . P
of her wprk: '"to malntain the 'presentness' of her

14 . 3

%

| s

6

g

¥



" ‘ —

creative Visiqn « « « Ishel fixed her lens in a .«

tatic position and photagraphed reality as a still«JiTe

41 L :
succession." The repetitions, for example, are not

)

regarded by Stein as repetitious. Her aim is to have
them represent, or imitate, the mind's constant flux:

and who was it was jt a man or was it o
a woman who was it said to him, either
it i¢ real or it is not real and if it
is not real it is not at all real or
} it is reai.and it is all real vou see
it as-‘'real and not real but it is not
"real or mot real, it is real, that is
to say is iﬁ,’But not the two together
oh dear no not the two togethpr. (P. 240) )

Although the passage;is a fairyp imi}ation of a character's

e .

mind “rying to remember something, Stein, because she

concentrates on her method is lorcedal to disregard
‘ . . T

"

substance. The context of tholf scene, its relevance,

To do so would compel®her to ac ept Yhat she considers

truly repetitious, memory. . For, althoukh the chdxacter's
. I’}

reCollection is of a past evept, the Yemembering of it
> .

P \

2 4

is a pr esent action, and an} explanatlon of the.a

.Mould dettrov the presentnets or 1mmed1acy of the passage.

Because the continuous present is, in Stein's‘sygﬁem,

) RS o
a dis @rete dJmenﬁlon it can:have no connéction with the

past:

. No matter how compllcatgd anythlnz is,
if it is not mixed up-with remembering
there is no’ confusion, but- and that ‘is o )
tham§ ouble with a-.great many so called
inté lllqant peOple they mix up remembeér-

~1

~I

o



ing with talking and listening, and

as a result they havo’theorie& about
anything but as remembering is repeti-
tion and confusion, and being existing
that is-lidtening and talklng is action
and not repetition 1nte111gent people
although thqx talk as if they knew

J ) something are really confusing, because

“her to mald

-

they are so to speak Keeping two times
going at once, the repetition time of
remembering and the actual time of
talking but, and as thev are rar ely .
talking and-: llﬂtenlng,v1hat is talking
being listening and list en;LnLr being
talking, although they are clearly
saying something they are not clearly
creating something, because thev are

. - because they always are remembering,

. -~ they are ot ‘at the same time talki
. Eifi-d-liéteping. Lo o . ]@

Stein's idga. of a pufeypﬁesent ("being existing") leads

-éomo‘cullouq accumptlank., As her . phrase

“W . : ,
"keeping two times going at onde" suggests, she sepnrates
. # : :
. : - ’ . '}ub
the past from the presént as two aubolute tlmos wholly
3
ot e
o : N . e
distinct fTom one another. Gémmenting on' this }‘31‘0b1€m,

Wendy Steiner notes: "it is clear that perceptlon in
ferms of totally disconnected Context—freo NOWs nevor

occurps, or at least. we can never know that it 'occurs,
. 3 N -
for this yould mean *that we werepfperceiving a%if we had
. ,- N v :-Jl

o 43

nb'agcumqlated experience and naq language.

» . o

If time
is in constant flux,ba series-of present méments, then
the pagt forms the présent and the present forms the

future. They are not divisible into absolute states of

5

being. - - R } . )
: , . . -

Because her method is critical of traditional re-: :
pneséntafidn but,'uﬁfgrtunately, does-notioffer?a“more
practicable alternative, he¥’ work has been branded as+a

" . + .
. » C oy E
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Ly

"comedy of meaninglessness." Mrs., Revynolds, however,

,

is intelligible, perhaps too much .so. In writigg about
a "perfectly ordinary couple living an ordinary life

' . K ‘.’ - . . ! .
and having ordinary conversations,' ‘Stein writes in

.a style of 1m1tat1ve language. Mrs. Reynolds is written

in very ordinary words; they are common, simple, and
usually monosvllabic. Yet, becafsce she does not allow

any associations in her words, her simple language is,
N L]

- ’ . ;ﬁ;m\"n'

for example, very unlike that of Hardy's. It ra 1%, W
. L 45 o

becomes tired, flat, and enTeeliled. ’ Stean

g : ®
M Lol .

avoids Quch Complexl’m es as metaphor. Because' off¥ A

conceri with an bﬂ(‘fltud(* of 1

does wmot 11y to create "Tigures

inter the hoary

i+

in avoiding &uch stale metaphor:

R e
tyranigg.Stein-tends tovard the othér dxtreme. As
_ N ; 1 - \
David dge puts it, "her trecatment is so drastic that
‘ , 7 . LohT o . g
it ](11(15 the patient. . . .
Reid believes her "attempt to rev1t‘all ~.the art

°t

of wgltlnq reduced itself to a destructlon g? all the
accumulated resources®of the art." éﬁ‘Although her

m

th. dis definitely not (&\itructive, her strict ad-
herente 1“?}‘? i e%se, repres e ntat ion does make for a ’
. / e /
rather de:’s\lccated lmlquaqe. Stein does not considex
% .

that M;ords are never wholly free of context. In Mrs.

. 1 M . 1

Reznoldis the result is fre§@ently an unfortunate N
LY - . L @ R . i .

st“eri,l'ity of style:. %@ wri'tesaoi'n.wnat’ Willi'ém ‘Gass, ‘.

A « . ) <
> a
» -

e
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protective language:

-

~out the risks of feceli#fg--is the source

fu . . - N ;
tg.)‘ gain by artifice a safety from thg

) o & ’
~in a discussion of her early work, hcxs described as

r

One way in writdng of not coming fiear-
an object is to interpose a kind of
neutralizing middle tongue, one that

is neither abstractly and impersonally
sciemtific nor directly confronting

and dramatic, but one that lies in the
gray limbeo in between, compoesed of the
commonest words because its objects

are the objects of everyday, and there-
fore a language that is simple and un-
specialized, vet one whose Wffect is
flat and sterilizing because its words
are held to the simplest naming nouns
and verbs, connectives, prepositions,
articles, and pronouns, the tritest
adjoétives of value, a few adverbs of
quantity and degree, and the automa 1c
flourishes of social speech--good d
how do vou do, so pledsed. This ddslire

World--to find a wayv of thinking withs- Q

of" the impulse 1o abstractness and

Simplicity in Gertrude Stein ‘hs it,is

in much of modern painting, where she

felt 1mm9d1atel) the =similarity of aim.
Protecti language names, 3t never

must? be precise, for in a world of
dangerous objects which by craft 6f
language have been circumvented, there o
remains a quantity of unfastened. feeling
that, in lighting elsewhere, will turn

a harmless trifle into ‘a symbol. Name
’P,rose and you suggest romance, love, )
civil war, the maidenhead. The Engligh
language is so rich in its associatiohs
that its literature tends to be complex
and carry its meanings on at‘%%ny

levels. . . . Protective language must

cut off meanings, not take them on. It
must find contexts that will Jlimit the
functions of its words to that of nam-
ing: Gertrude Stein set about dis-
coveéring such.contexts. 49

<

‘renders. . . . Protective language, then, ™

8‘('

=

)

R

e
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v . . o * a
Instead of bringing her language into a close rela-
., tion with reality, to an exact résemblance, Stein's

language, as Gass implies, tends to be cut off from

. ha
reality. It names but rarely renders. N v

»

In support of his contention that Stein's attempt
to revivify language is, in practice, an. emptyving of
it, Reid-compares her to otlier mpdern writers: "Our

‘Tanguage 1% not. the abject wessel Gertrude Stein found
it. to be..The ro#l innovators--Joyce, Proust, Kafka,
SRR R SRR ' : :

o S A EE N ] _ ‘ ‘
HEpK#n <, Virginia Woolf--all are constantly making the

oy ‘ .

language perform new acrobatics ogﬁgolor,_nuanceu
- : oo v‘“y}x%_Iv_
intelligibility by sensitively exploiting with new

~ > M

S

. . . . I 0N
Virtuosity jites ancient rvsnurcvs.””; Although one

B

i

wonders< how the works of Proust and Kafka could have

been written in "our language," Reid's claim can be

substantiated if Mrs. Revnolds is compared to Woolf's

Mrs Dalloway, a novel that Mrs. Reynolds jesembles in

some ways: ‘ :

T, & ' "That is all,"
L & w o fishmonger's. j is all,” she

Y repeated, pau's¥H - a moment at teeq
window of a glove shop where, befoye

id, lo~king at the =%

® o the War, you could buy almost perfect
o gloves. And. her old Uncle William
@ﬁ%@,7 used to say a lady is knowniby her-
+ :- shoes and her gloves. He turned
) . £ % onhis bed one morning in the middle
@' : of ‘the War. He had said, "I have had

enough." " Gloves and shoes; she had a
passion for gloves; but her own daugh-
“ter, her Elizabeth, cared not a straw
for either of them. ‘ ‘
. . * Not a straw, she thought , going
. Ff%\ on up Bond Street to a shop where,fﬁey

& 3

and, =
g



(o

kept flowers for her when she gave a
party. Elizabeth really cared for her
dog most of all. The whole house this
morning smelt of tar. Still, better
poor Grizzle than Miss Kilman: begter
distemper and tar and all the rest of
it than sitting mewed in a stuffy bed-
room with a prayer book! 51

‘ K . .
Woplf presents Clarissa Dalloway performing a very

ordinary and commonplace task, the morning shopping.

=

Like Mrs.}hg%uﬂds'x,hor thoughts are¢e secemingly dis-
[ % ! = .

e

connected in their movement by association: gloves lecad

. J:n ) o . : L
to war, thefl to Unicle William,® kis death during the war,

P
o
O

‘1 back 1

and 't ang  shoes. The language, too,
{ P 3 - .
i "

g fairly ordingpy {('"not a straw") and the thoughts
2,
EY™ ]

1 LY TR :
are rather banal?(ﬁﬁhoos and_gloves: she had a passion

A
fnrfﬂlﬁvosT). fﬁfi“passagu is' also an exn&plo of Woolf's
. .8 : X : . .

FOE BRL

- t . q ; . ,’ ) . . - N
compl o\ ntet ho\l"j (ST; characterization. Ihe subtle manner
; N g
in which (Z}hgiyﬁsix's mind continually returns to thoughts
, ! " , A
. “.L N
of her.daudhter, sickness, old age, and death reveals
o r AR ’
P i © ¥

f

. w »* . -
e, ok Al - Lo :
her anxmpy?\!s'~\cg. although similar in some wayes to

EERTEN, . S E A RIS
Lo LY P : . . . . .
Stein's, Wiplf's Yesentation, in its complicated.inter-
. a7 : JRCh o . i
mingling of Clar¥ésa's thoughts, memories, worries, and
' ‘ N 4 o .
perceptions, is far mor'e sophisticated, and-interesting,

B

than Stein's.v . ) ; ' ° »
i [4 . , ¥
The lack of designated relevance in Mrs. Revnoldaa’
. ' ‘ » '
is indicative of another problem with the novel: Stein's
. PR ' -
S e T

method offpreseﬁtatidn does not allowkﬁgr tO‘differ-

1

entiate betwéen the important and the trivial. Every-_

)

*

82



u_\ ‘ to articulate a political or a

wMrs Dall (»"\\‘q\."

thing in Mrs. Reynolds is treated as equally relevant.
“ "‘N‘_‘ .

As Stein said , "ecither evervthing is worth writing

(2]
52

about or nothing is worth writing about ." Suther-

land, in defense of this idea, writes:

Al1l the little things that in a
longer perspective of {ime look
t ‘yial and transient and so
nAlisible suddenly become as yeal
as the president of the republic
or original sin or ‘the Rock of
Gibraltar, and it is quit} as de- "
lightful and urgent to the mind to
“define these little things, any

group of them given together, as

-

53

theological or an imperial svstem.

It is diffjcult to disagree with Sutherland's words. In

L A D o .
fact, they suggest a reiteration of the belief that a
. T ﬁ -

generdl truth can be found in particulatr things. As

hows, he trivial and quetidian can be

- . "' r -
- ,¥teip,hoWever, equates worth with im-

Vo
very revealing

a.

portance. The assumptivn that everything is niomentous
tends to mak@ eyerything insignificant:

Some‘one‘perh%ps it was a cousin told-
Mrs. 'Reynolds about—twq sisters they
were daughters of a farmer and they
had both had children, thixt is to say
the oldest had a baby in ;Rcfet5and

ﬁ the younger sister helped-her to kill .
e : it, yes kill it, and theh the youngex
sister had a baby in secret and the ——
older sister helped her younger A
\ sister to kill it. And theil somebody .
found it out and the police came and i

they took both of the sisters to
prison and the oldest began.to cry
and tell everything'd%d‘the younger
did not cry but she told everything
~and when everything had been told,
she said and now you know everything
" let us go home so we can milk the cows  a



cows have to be milked and she

could not see why they did not 1ot ' w
her. Cows have to be milked when

milking time comes. (P. 114)

-

Instead of making the trivial important, as Sutherland
belicves, Stein makes the important trivial. Infanti-

cide is cquated with the milking of cows,
This equal treatment might be a comic distortion

of valucs. Yet comedy relics on a hierarchy of values,

the 1acyj_i3’t agrecement that one thing is of more importance
- S
3 . . .
than another. Steln's inability {o discriminate, hew-
! . i . t

1

. - N -
Toevier, px*vvﬁhks the vstzal)l‘jslont of such a hierarchy.
7 . L

AT . . . . .
Theretore the sisters,. the murders, and the cows are of
2 . i
' ﬁn1¢\g~<-ss|1);_,tx'v:\tu,(l equally.  Thev ave objec: rather
. ' a - ~
than subjects. The problem, therefore, 1= a questj

i Y i .
of degree.s Mrs. Revnolds exemplifics the probl)em i
¢ . 2 o -
. o T +
- . ‘ o
by Lukacs: with the exception of the comfortable

*

domestic routines ol Mrs. Reviiolds, 1}10‘(‘(>11cvpl of the

»

s ) . '_)/i
Lnoi‘«\nal 1s almost entirely absent from the novel. - As

v : ‘ . .
. . . . ) . .
Gerald L. Bruns, 1in a dlscu551or}\ of diffusion as a

\

principle of composition, remarks: "Words fly apart
é

at the very center of speech, for there is no stable

i '\‘(' and enduring center- -around which they. may be organized."’ ?

Y

Instead of differentiating, Stein describes.

56

he held that ”descfiption;is explanation.,"
N

tioﬁ‘, however, tends to be a mere enumeration of data.

Her descrip-

. In trying .to justify Stei:n's stu: ement, Allegra Stewart
4 ’ ""-// ” -
i , -

)

£



has written: "Gertrude Stein's real concern, however,
is notto explain the world, but to describe or inspire

the act of presence by means of which the human mind

57

and cosmic beauty are realized." Stewart's implied

-, . . . e .
comparison i1s unfair; no \vrltm‘M-\:h the possible

exception of Milton, has ovdr set out "to caplain the

world." Practising a form off radical mimesis, Stein
-

tries to describe cevervthing and the reader, inooturn,

1s supposed to discover significance th11>ué11 cach renewed
ceffort of n]iuu»ibic participation. Stein shares an
n>>umptiun with the Naturalists that "an artist can

recapture a osensc of reality by mere force of ac-

58
; . . )
cumulation.!

Yoet, in Mrs, Revirolds<, moere accumula-

tion of description results in monotony and the reader ' s

v

memetlc participation, no matter how patircnt, becomes

WOearlsome.,

~usan ~ontage once descrited Gertrude Stein as

i . . -

"one of those oppressively memorable geniuses of the ?

59

. " .
artistic dead end." Although Mrs. Revnolds might
I B

not be wholly %atisfactory, Stein's methods are ii-s

7 - .
structive. As David Lodge sees it, the "interest and
A . s
value" of her work,"is largely theoretical rather than

s~ 60 !

particular and concrete." Her writing is a testing -

- t . - - N . . . )
ground for many assumptions about langwege. Can language — -~ .«
R ) s . - .

. . - . . . . \ . . =
ever mirror reality? To what degree cgn a subjective

. _ t _ - =)

. . § W .

reality be not only portrayéd;bht{communicatéd? And -~

f
-., .

V.

) ra s . S

o AR Jed T - .

2! B 4 K A aCE Nt v
.
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o finally, is the confined Consciousness of g4

o

S 61 o
ever Knowahj e In Mpye, R(\\'nolds, Stertn shows how

far a’ radically mimet jc treatment of a disordered
T

condition might Lo )

perceiver

86
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Chapter Four

-
- ) ' A
’ . Samuecl Beckett: Watt
i AY ‘
and the Dianoetic Laugh /
' L
[ : - b
Py . 4 - . N
Samucel Beckett is yoeported to have said that "if
- - | /,
there were only.darkness, all would be clear. It is

because there is not only darkness but also light that
. !

' . . L | O . '
our situation becomes ‘inexplicable. If meaningless-
ness, for example, were all that existoed, our situation
would be dintelligible. It would be a fixed ground or

pole againzt which things could be discerned and Judeed.

Yot, if meaninglessness is not absolute, neither is
o S ) .

meaning. Both darkness ;n;}.]ight,‘or the concepts of

jorder and disorder, are present in Beckett's fiction.

Disorder, as ”(‘Ck(*t‘t told Tom Driver, js"(*qua] to, and
mutually distinct, from order: ”What 1 am sayiné does
not mean that there-wiﬁ} henceforth be‘no,form [as‘an
ordering principlel in art. It oﬁly means that there

will be new form, and that this;fd}m will be of such a

/
/

o o } ‘
type that it admits the chaos and doefs not try to say
A /

that the chaos is really somothingf%asé.. The form‘anq
the chaos remain separate. The latter is not reduced
to the former.“

In Watt, described by Hugh Kenner as a "raid of

3 C
syntax upon chaos," Beckett presents his hero as a

lover of order, a rationalist who, when confronted with
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phenomenon, tries to define it, ascertain its cause and-
effect, and imposc meaning on it. Watt is, in many ways,

a forebear of Clov in Endgame who at one point remarks:
. &

"1 love order. It's my dream. A world where all would
be silent and still and cach thing in its Tast place,

' . ‘ 0 ' )
under the last dust.'" - Yet Wati, when he is confronted

)

with the nothingness of Mr. Kknott's household, the chaos
-
of meaninglessness, t#ies in vain to order this nothing-
ness. The more Watt attempts 1o understand that’ whicdh
. : o

is incomprehensible., the more he tries to isolate it.

In so doing, he endeavors to contain his experiences
& ’
B o
in a stable and ordered scelf-iréated verbal universce.
. \ . N .
N ! f ‘
His goal, however, is 1mpossible.  Thus Watlt's ration-
alism becomes o extreme that it borders on the irrational .

THe opening scene of the novel suggests the familiar
and normal world which Watt miust leave:

Mr. Hackett turned the corner and saw,
in the flailing-light;—at-some—little -
distance, his seat. It seemed to be '
occupied. This seat, the property
very likely of the muMicipality, or
of the public, was of .course not his,
vi& ‘but he thought of it as his. This was
. Mr. Hackett's attitude towards things
r that pleased him. He knew they were
not his, but he thought of them as
his. He knew they were not his, be-
causé they pleased him. 6 ‘

A sense of order is established through the authoritative

tone of the apparently omniscient third person narrator.

Order is also present in Mr. Hackett's habits. 'Habit, as
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094

Beckett explained in Proust, offers Stability; something

is presumed to he stable only because it was' so yester-
. ) . ‘.

day and, mest likely, will be the same {omorrow.

. » . ‘
Yet here this sense of the pormal is already uncasy;:
Mr. Hackett th()ugh,\‘\ she was going 1o
pat him on the heid, or at dleast stroke
his hunch. H& called in his arms and . .
they sat down: beside him, the Tady on
once side, and the gentleman on the
other. As a result of this, Mr. HacketH
Tound hinself between them. His hecad
reached to the armpits.  Their hands
met above the hunch. on the back- !
hoard. They droojed with tenderness
towards him. (P, 10) ' '

The 'meticulous objegtive details 1‘(‘\'?a_l the normal to be

slhichtly abnormal.  The action of My, Hacket t calling

in his arms suggests 1hat they have an dintelligence, if

~

nHot will, of theit own. .Aleo unsot tling i< the narrator's
excess of logic: Tetty Nixon sits on one side of Mr.

Hackett and Goff on the other and . "as a result of this,"

the reader is solemnly informed,. "Mr. Hackett found *
himself betweoﬁ{them;”

This subtle shift from . the stable aud familiar into.

.

the absurd is also present in their dialogue. The’

Nixons and Mr. Hackett discuss that most normal of

conversation topics, the weather:

These northwestern skies.aro‘rea]ly
extraordi »_said Goff, are they not.

So voluptudus, said Tetty. You
think it is all over and then pop! up
thoy flare, with augmented radiance.

\



Yes, said Mr. Hackett, thdre are
) protuberances and prot ubvrm)(‘( s,
Poor Mr. ll(l(,l((*t't said Tetty, poor
dear Mr. Hackett. -
’ ’ Yes, said Mr. Hackett. (pP. 15)

Dialogue establishes stability: it "always presupposes

. 8

a =sharcd world and communicable n.\sunlptjnn.\‘."‘v Yot

-

1

because Beckett's use of the hon sequitur conveys "the

-

. . . ‘ 9 - . - . '
alogical absurdity of the cosmos. " their conversation
3 . . ) /

.

is more of a non-cnnvel sation. Thljn cnmmnnicntion of
«
a =hared reality s«lips in‘o a reflection of the wbww&ﬂ ‘“/
! , - - A fw\[,x

. « Vo
Watt also expericences a shif't” from the f(“”ll]@]

and normal into theesstrange and abnormal . At Mr. Knott's

house. Watt's predeces=or, Arccene, describes this process
as the movenent ‘from harmony into discord: °

- He is well pleascd. For e Knows he
1s in the right place, at last. Ahd.
he knows he is the right man, at
last. . . . The sensations, the pre-

) monitions of harmony are irrefragable,
of imminent harmony, when all outside
him will be he, the flowers the flow-

" ' ers that he is among him, the sky/the
.sky that he' is above hij, the earth
; trodden the carth treading, -and all
‘ sound his echo. (PP. 40-41)

Everything has a definite identity and Watt will be in

: . |
a stable rclationship with the external worqu Harpony

- : , : 10 N
and security will 'be his two predominant feelings. N

A
Yet something, Arsene warns, will .slip:

Where was 1? The change.e In what did )
1t consist? It is hard . to say. Some- s
thing slipped. There 1 was, warm

and bright, smoking my tobacco-pipe,
watching the warm bright wall, when
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suddenly somewhere some 1ittle thing
slipped, some littie tiny thing. . ., .
I did not, need 1] add, sce the thing ‘
happen, nor hear it, but ] perceived

it . . . But in what did ihe '("h(mg'('

. ' consist? What was changed, and how?

What was changed, if my information

Is correct, was the sontiment {bhat a

change, other than a change of dogroec,

had taken place. What was changod wa~

existence off the ladder. Do not come

down the lTadder, Ifor, 1 hat 1aken

it away. This | am happy to inform

you is the reversced metamorphosis.

The Taurel into Daphne.  The old

thing, where it always was, hack

‘ again. (PP, 4o-hl)
" ~.

As Arsene explains it, a split will occur between Watt
and his world. ATl of Watt's methods of ordering will .

he uscless when confronted with "the old thing," the

void of nothingness,
Order, and the comfort that it offers, please Watt.,

When he encounters Mr, Spiro, he finds his manner of
. .

direct introduction appealing:
¢ My name is Spiro, said the gentleman.
Here then was a sensible man at last.
-He began with the essential and then, work-
ing on, woul{ deal with the less important
matters, one after the other, in an orderly
way.
Watt smiled. (. 27)

Watt, it should be noted, rarely smiles. He 1s extremely

pleased not so much by Spiro himself (for Watt soon loses

interest in him and instead listens to the voices in “his
- . [] . v
head), but with Spiro's organized manner of speech.

) ,
On arriving.at Mr. Knott's house, Watt finds the

-

v
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front and back doors locked. ® Using the most basic and
.

methodical of solut ions, he merely shuttles between the
J .
two doors until one is Cinally open: "Finding the back
door lockeds also, Watt returned to the front door.
. S \

Finding the tront door Tocked =t 1, Watd retutned to

the back door. Finding the fsack door now open .., 0
Watt was able to onter the pouse” tp. 36, Watt, of

course, is troubled by this and, using his "science of

th((‘ tocked door™ (po 306), arrives at two explanations:
cither the back door was alwavs unlocked o1 someone
had unlocked it He profers the second explanation
ﬁul Lecause it is more provable but because it i< "{he
. ‘ ‘

more heautijfat” tp. 37). It 1< the structure of the
solution rather than the solution Lt=clf that appeals
to hWatt.

This need for'a surfacoe logic, an explanation or
solution that looks right, is thwarted with the arrival
.of the Galls, father and son, to tune the piano. It is,
Jd .
the narrator states, "the principal incident of Watt's

oot : ' -
carly days i Mr. Knott's house" (p. 72); an event
i
daring which Watt experiences the slip that Arsene had
foretold. Having entered the room, Watt overhears the
Galls' conversation:
The mice have returned, he said.

The elder said nothing. Watt
wondered if he had heard.



-
@
Nine dampers remain, said the
vounger, and an cqual numbor of
hammers-,
Not corresponding, 1 hope, said
the eldeoer. ’
In onc case, =aid the younger.
The older had said nothing to this.
The strings (e in flitters, <aid.
t the yvounger.,
The celder had nothing to sav, to
this cither.
The prano i doomed, in my opinion,
sard the vounger.
The piano-tuner also, said the older.
The pianist also, said the younger. (P. 72)
.

Perplexed by their'crvptic conversation, Watt tries to {ind

some meaning in it: "This fragility of the outer meaning

had a4 bad offect on Watt, for it caused him to scek oy
anothor” Ly, T, Yet Watt can make nothing of it:

So o Watt did not Know what had happened.,
He did not care, to do him Justice,
what had happened. But he telt the
need to think that such and such a
thing had happened . . . [Watt]) was
obliced, because of his peculiar
character, to enquire into what they
meant, oh not into what they really
meant, his character was not so
peculiar as all that, but into what !
they might be induced to mean, with
the help of a little patience, a
little ingenuity. (PP. 74-75)

Unable to impose any form of meaning onto the incjdon{,
Watt is distressed bly the perceived meaninglessness.
Unable to accept that "Nothing had happened" (p. 706,
he can (3111)‘ comprehend "nothing‘f as "something": "JFor

the only way one can speak of nothing is to speék of

it. as though it were something" (p. 7.7). I Watt could



speak of nothing as something, then the incidont would
no longer trouble him. It would be contaitned in a

verbal construction.

For wWatt, "to explain had alwavs Leen tao exorcize”

(po THYL He bhelieves that vords are the same as the

: 1 .
objects to which they are appliced, that there is no
ditference between the significr and the- siegnifioed.,
For example, an analogy is in his mmability to dis-
tinguish between the colloquidl and 1iteral moeaning
of o word: "tor af, Erskine's room had always been

E
Tocked, and the kev alwavs " in hrekine!'s pocket, then
. SAILELAANERS

Fr=Kine himsclt, ftor all his agility, wonld have beoen
hard sct to elide in and out of his voom" (p. 1240,

Watt accepts evervthing at face value. Yet, ¢fter the

Galls cepisode, Watt can no longer loek at a pot, for

instance, and "cayv Pot. pot, and be comforted” (po 810

Things cannot be named in Mr. Knott's household; nothing
can describe nothing:

But he desired words to be applied to
his situatibn, to Mr. Knott, to the
house, to the grounds, to his duties,
to the stairs, to his bedroom, to the
Kitchen, and in a general way to the
conditions of being in which he found
himself. For Watt now found himself
in the midst of things which, if they
consented to be named, did so as it
were with reluctance. (P. 81)

Insisting that nothing must be something and therefore

can be named and yet unable to do so, Watt desires to

99
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hear Frskine's voice "wWriapping up satoe an words the
L

Kitchen space, the extraordinary newel -tamp, the
stairs o o o it would have shown that ot lesaist tor

Frskine the pot waos a pot” (pp. 352840 1Trckine., how-

.

Cever, never speahs (p. 800, ~
k3

When contronted with the Pnfnity of nothingness,

Watt can only approach it in terms of the {inite. While
/s

pondering the arrvoncements= of M, hunott ' meals, Watt

comes up with twelve possibiliticos, culminnt ing tn the

statement: "Other possibilitices o(syn‘rml to Watt, in

this (‘nnllc'xi()k, but he put them aside., and quite out

of hays mind, o=~ unhorthy ol scerious consideration.,

For the time bheing' (p.o 900, Watt's attempts at con-
tarninge the nothingness are tutile Cor. as Richard
C()("\t(‘ﬁ_‘, nothing multiplicd by <omething, still cquals
: 11
nothing.
Watt employs the serial principle in trving to

resolve the "little matter" (p. 111) of the dog who eats

M. Rnott's leftover food:

-

L4

But once Watt had grasped, in its
complexities, the mecanism of this
arrangement, how the food came to be
Teft, and the dog to be available, and
the two to be united, then it interested
him no more, and he enjoved a compara-
tive peace of mind, in this connexion.
Not that for a moment Watt supposed that
'+ he had penetrated the forces at play,
in this particular instance, or e®en
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perceived the forms that they up-
heaved, or obtained the ‘least use-
ful information concerning himself,
or Mr. Knott, for he did not. But
he had turned, little by little, a
vdisturbance into words, he had made '
[ a pillow of old words, for a head. ' '
’ Little by 1it tle, and not without
“. labour. (P. 117) ‘

What satisfiestaft is the st}hcturé:of the serial so-
lution rather than its terms. The serial method is

stixctly ordered, rational and, above all, allows for

rredictability. "A.geries," according to Jacqueline
] 3 . & <q

Hoefer, "is a succession of terms-which proceed accord-

»

ing to a fixed rule: any term at any point. in. the series
. - ’ . ) -
can be predicted by the rule which det crmines the pro-

gression. By using either the sc¢ries or the logical

possibilities, one¢ may-situate single’ evenks or combi-
. to R ’ 12 S
nations within a limited known framework." - Thus

\Wétj i%-able to impose limits On??he,infjnito and . the

. o _
serial principle is, not surprisingly, one of his

N

'most{common methods of ordering.

v

. That the'Serial method'is>ano{her means-'of contain-
ihgfthe'prob]em ratHer than solving it is also apparent“

in Watt's tabulation:

e

Solution - Number of Objections
T
2 e T S S
T
bth . . . L.



Numbor.2£ Solutiops’ Number of Objections
Boeo o1l
2 . . . .- ... .. L5 .
1. .. L oL L. .. .2 (PP. 97-08)

Althougﬁ the tabulations look informative. thev reveal
yery little. The fjrsi, a]thdugh'it lists thé\numbef of
Qﬁjectjons, says nothing abotut their nature. Tﬂ; second
states tﬁo‘problom mathematically but néthing more. As
Hoefer notes: "To ca]cplato that four solutions c6nfain
‘a total of Tfourtcen objections, or that three solusgons
cwnitailfix_lolal of nine 0hj0C1i(ﬂlS,3{y)O§']]OT‘h(Jj) us
with rhvvfourth solution or the thirdispiution.” 13

K] . : $9

"Watt clings to such formulations, ot 1o cstablish . an

abso}ute truth but to _achieve "semantic succour" (p. 813)
. .

-This unbridgable gap between the ordérly‘logic
of hatt's methodology and the chaos represented by Mr.

Knott's household is represented in Arthur's tale of
Vo .

Ernest Louit (the aﬁthor,of The Mathematical Intuitions

of the Visicelts) and Nackybél. Nackybal has the ability
to compute in his head the cube of any number from one

.fo ninety-nine, and to extract the cube root of any
: L 1 '
perfect cube of six d1g1t§ or less. 4“Whpn-one of

the committee members, Mr. O'Meldon, asks for the cube
I . o
J

root ofjfive hundred and nineteen thousand three.hundred

and thirteen (p.'190), Nackybal has¢nﬁ/gn$Wer. As it
. #
B ’ { - '
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turns out, 519,313 is & surd, an irrational- number with

Nackybal’s ]fst of cube roots is insufficient when con-

"fronted with

£ o ,. | 103

no cube ropt. Nackybnl; Arthur ]ator reveals, has

, \ .
.merelv memor17ed the cubes of one to n1ne and thus

o' Moldon'.‘numbor‘ even if it were a rational one, is
beyond his 1 jk ts. . '

A Nackybal's memorization of a list of numbers is a

.

K

methodical system analogous ii,ﬁﬂti's. Both are uscless

when confronted with the ‘irrational. Watt's logic pre-

supposes an inherently rational and finite world where

nothing caf be arbitrary in- a closed series of cause
o ’ - ) ‘ . _
and effect. Wati's methods fail), however, bhecause

Sthey are diconsistent with the phenomena thev are meant -

~
s .

to-control: ‘

L(%(i ¢ depends upon svetematdc 'ap'— R
plication of the process of elimi- ‘ SN
nation in a field of limited possi-

bilities. In Watt, Beckett preserves o
the system, but places i€ in a Tield o I

of unlimited possibilities in which
all’ alternatlves arc equally avall—
able. "The limitations of common
sense and probability are themselves
eliminated . . . The structures of
logic become useless in an absurd
world but, nonetheless, the structures
are Jealouclv malntﬁlned 15 S -

surd; Watt's logic is useless when faced
with the limitless. .

This attempt to limit the limitless, to impose the

rational on the irrational, leads inevitably to the

i

~absurd. In bresenting the permutations of Watt's logic,

-
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Beckett presents the coexistence of two stiates: order

‘ . A 10 .
and disorder, or darkness and Jdight. > 1n trying to

contain the myriad logical possibilities, Beckett's

VoL . : . - B
sane, objective and rational language slowly moves
\ =~ ‘

toward the irrational: )
For though as a general rule Mr. Knott
ate every atom lLoth of his lunch and
of his dinner, in which case thoe dog
got - nothing, yet what was to prevent
him from cating every atom of his
Junch, but no dinner, or only part ‘ i
of his dinner, in which case the dog ‘
got the uneaten dinner, or portion -
\ of dinner, or from cating no lunch,
o1 only part or onlvy part of his
lunch. and vet every atom'of hix
dinner, in which case the dog got
the uneaten lunch, or portion of ~
funch, or from eating. only part of
his Junch, and then again oﬁ]y part
. of his dinner, in which cas¢ the dog
benefited by the two uneater portions,
or from not touching either/his lunch
or his dinner, in which case the dog,
if it neither delayed nor precipitated
his arrival, went away with dits belly
full at last. (PP. 92-97%) .

£

Such language is the language of the absurd. In
Watt, writes Fred Miller Robinson, "sense dissolves into
. . nw 17 :

nonsense; nonsense is expressed sensically. Watt 's
logic pushes language to the illogiéal.

His  logic, instead of illuminating reality,
ultimately denies it. The flux of experience, the in-
finity of the universe, is rendered at one point in a

&

_two-dimensional scheme. Watt, "in search of rest,"
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remembers a distant summer night when he lay in the
’ .

ditch 'and listened to "three frogs croaking krak!

Krek! Krik! at one, nine, seventeen, twenty-five, ’

cte., and atl once, =ix, e¢leven. sixteen. etec., and

at one, four, sceven, ten, etc.. respectively’” (p. 1306).

Watt, however. cannot find solace in this precise

cnumeration of intervals.  He must visually represent

them in a croak chart: )
\

Rrak! —mm—— . mmeem Lo o T
Krek!t weooo oo L e e Krek! —-—---- _--___
Krik! - oo__ Krik! ~-c-- .- Krik! ————-

\ o
Krak! N ---oe oo L LL___  ____. _____  _____
—————————— Krek! ————— -———— ————— -----  Kkrek!
————— Khrdik! - - - —_———— hrik! ————- —-————— Rrik!

\
krak!  -—---- o o _____  _____ _____  _o_._
———————————————————— Krek! ————— ————— e
—————————— Krik! ——-== —=—-—- Krik! ~t-=-=  ~-=-~ (P. 13

The chart carries on for another page. According to Jernry
Wassdrman, Watt is here notgattempting to represent the.
sounds by means of these constructions. He is not using

them "for significative or representational purposes,

since . language used. to name a contingent reality must

A . 18 _ . .
also be contingent. It is the noncontingent quality
of the chart that satisfies Watt. As with.his series,
the croaks are fixed in a finite and precise relation
with one another. Watt renders them with a consistency

not found in experience,and thus, by emptyving the sounds

of .any disconcerting inconsistencies, he can contain

<)
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his experience.  As Wasserman notes:

Lacking human content and "meaning"
of any kind, the sounds can be trans-
lated into an objective verbal pattern
that is not subject to the fallibilities
of ctonsciousness or the deviations of
existent reali 1)’.. The homogeneity of >
print, which presents to the ove of the
reader cevery hrak! cvery hrek! every
Krik!,. and every interval exad¢daly like
cevery other, reinforces the sense ol a

. concret o invariable structure and denies
even the subtle differences of sound or
interval Watt might have c¢xperienced
between the individual croaks of any
one frog. Only by using his own words
in this manner in his catalogudSwith-
out signification or "meaning'" in any
traditional =sense, does Watt momon(arjly“Q
cscape the contingency and inevitable
failure of his verbal conceptions and
create the ground that might Lo, o
his figure,  home. 19

N .

Such solace. however, is= short lived. Although Watt.
can ¢reate a ¢round that is familiar, he remains a
stranger in Mr. Kknott's household.

11

In labouring "at the ancient labour'" (p. 1306), in

trying to contain the chaos of experience, Watt tries

"to speak of the littleé world of Mr. Knott's establish-

.

ment, with the old words, the old credential s (pp. 84-

85). Watlt's experience, however, "becomels]l unspeak®

able" (p..85) for Mr| Knott's houschold, like the Galls

..

incident, is represeptative of nothing. Arsene de-

3

scribes the common ¢xperience in Mr. Knott's housec:

And all the sounds, meaning nothing.
Then at mpight rest in the quiet
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house, there arc no roads, no strcecets
anymore, you lie down by .a window
opening on refuge, the little sounds
come that demand nothing, ordain no-
thing, explain nothing, propound no-
thing, and the short necessary night
is soon ended, and the =ky blue again
over all the seccret places never the
same, but alwavs simple and indifferent,
alwavs mere places, sites of a stir-
ring beyvond coming and going, of a
being <o light and free that it is as
the being of nothing. (P. 39)

Watt's experience in the house of Mr. K]lni t will bhe
ot the being of nothing.

Although Watt "lcarned towards t’ho end of his stay
i]\_ﬁhg.vj\n(utt '"s housc ;() accept that 1u;1]1i1)g411n(1 happened, !
he Jearned, savs the narrator, "too late" (p. 80). As
Mi. Knott's name implics, he is a.knoi. a riddle or an
onligma., Mr. hnott's physical appourdnce.constantiy
changes (p,lﬁT) and his Cjbthiﬁg is also "very various,
very very various': "T\'o#’ heavy, now light; now sma}“t,

»

now dowdy; now sober, now gaudy; now decent, now daring

(his skirtless bathing-costume, for ,_(\xample)"' (p. 200).

Like his c¢lothing, his furniture also constantly changes:.

W This solid and tasteful furniture was
o ~subjected by Mr. Knott to frequent
Rl changes of position, both absolute

and relative. Thus it was not .re
to find, on the Sunday, the talliboy
on its feet by the fire . . . and

‘ on a Monday, the tallboy on its back
by the bed.(P. 205)

Mr. Knott, hLimself,' by moving '"in nightly displacements

“of almost one miriute" (p. 207), Completes}an annual
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revolution

in his bed. Yet all of Watt's obscevations

of Mr. Kknott, his habits, and his house arc

surface details.

.
20
‘att learns ahout some

merely
\

of Mr.

Knott'!s physical appearances bhut never manages o

clucidate the mvstery. As he says to himscel

what

me may

most

do 1

Tike

know of Mr. Knott? Nothing. And w

feem most unlJike him, and what (o me

him, may in reality be most like h

most unlike him, for all T can tell" (p. 119

f: "But
hat %
may  scem
im and

).

I the myvstery of Mr. Knott's appearances and
A ) \ Dl

surroundings is impenetrable, so too s his

Mr. Knott also talks to himself in "a wild dim chattoer"
_ P
that ‘is meaningless to Watt: "solitary dactylic ejacu-

lations of extraordinary vigour, accompanied by spasms

Watt had never heard Mr. knot et
heard him speak, that is to say, o
taugh, or c¢rv. . But .once he though
he heard him cav Tweet! Tweet! to
Pittle bird, and once he heard him
make a 'slw‘axlg(‘ neise, PLOPF PLOPF

Plopf Plopf plopf plopf plop plo pl. (P. 147)

of the members. The chief of these were: Ex

.

Cavendish! Habbakuk! Ecchymose!" (p. 209).

Knott. ThHe first is that Mr. Knott ﬁvods

Watt. finally reaches two conclusions regarding Mr

the second is that he needs to be witnessed:

And Mr. Knott, needing nothing if
not, one, not to need, and, two,
a witness to his not needing, of
himself knew nothing. And so he

voice:

her,
,,‘
1

3

elmans!

nothing and
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needed to be witnessed., Not that he
might know, no, but that he )might not
cease. (PP, 202-02)

:

Like his establishment, to which nothing can he added

and nothing taken awayv (p. 191), Mr. Knott neceds nothing.

Yet, as nothineg., ax theé nought suggested in his name,
he needs to be withessed in order to exist. For how is

nothing known to exist unless it i< looked for?

'

But how does one witness nothing? How can noih'ing

be scoen’

These are a few of thoe many questions implied

by Watt's name.. ‘In fact, in the manuscripts of Watt,

.

described by Richard 1. Admussen as "the most . fascinat-

Jdng of ihe Beckett mse" becousoe of "their chaos and

exuberance” tthey are full of doodloes. « alculations,
anagrams, and musical notations, as well as notes on
George 111, Shellev's wives » and the popes of Avignon),

e, oricinal opening line of the novel ix "Who, what,
SR D

: ' o : 21
where, by what nféans, whv, in what wav, when."

Such questions occur throughout the novel to such an
extent that Wagt reads as if 1t were written in the

interrogative mood. Watt's questions, however, arc

: ) a o
futile in the face of nothingness. -

Thus the "not'

N

also pTésent;in‘Mr. Knott's name is the negation of
all of Watt's attempts at logical solutions.
When confronted with nothing, Watt's sense of

scelf is shattered. After the Galls episode, Watt
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"made the distressing discovery {hat of
-
himself too he could no lLonger affirm anvthing that
did not seem as false as if he dvad affirmed it of &

stone'" (p. 827, The nothingness of My, Knott's house-

hold destrovs the distinctions hotwoeen cubject and

object. As Eric levy describes it: "o objects seoen

in or from Mr. Knott's house will "appear® in their

ancient guise,' for the very principle of appearance

9

--the relation of an ohject to a finite subject --hag

disappeared in the general welter of nothine he
ge . —_
-

. . ’ ~ . . . » #
~o Watt. not certain of his identity, decides 1o
.

as he were a Maan e

11
~o he continued to think of himsel{

as a man. as his mother had taught

him, when =he said, There's a cood

little man, or, There's a bonny
little man, or, There's a clever
Tittle man. But for all the reliet
that this afforded him, he might
Just as well have thought of him-
self as a box, or an urn. (P. 83)-
Watt therefore yearns to hear Erskine speak not only of
the pot but also to him for, although Watt is no longer
surce of hims=elf, i1t "would have shown that at leacst
for Erskine the pot was a pot, and Watt a man" (p. 8h).
Like Mr. }\'not\;?(w Watt also needs 1o be witnessed.
This dislocation of the subject from the object is
represented in the painting Watt looks at in Erskine's

room. After pondering the significance of tho painting,

Watt is moved to tears:



The only other object of pnote in
{ Frskine's Toom was nlpjcturv, hanging
on the wall. from a nail. A cirveloe,
ohviously described by a compass, and
broken at its lowest point, occupicd
the middle forcground of this picture, .
Was it rveceding? Watt had that impress-
fon. In the castern background appeared’
y o dot. o . . How the effect
o’ perspective was obtained, Watt did
not know. . . . Watt wondered how long

Ega

a4 point

it would be before the point and cirele
entered together upon the same planc.

0r had they not done so already, ov
almost? And was it not rather  the

circle that was 1n the background,

and the point that was in the fore-
ground? (Pp. 128-29) g

. ‘”)/1
‘Although the picture is capable of various interpretations,

the most persuasive (s Olea Bernal ' s. UsPnge examples

¢

taken from history, Bernal argoes that the relation be-

¢

tween a4 circle and its centre represents the rélation of a
subject to dits object. " In Erskine's painting, however,
the circle is broken and the coentre dislocated:

Or, si le centre est une metaphore
spatiale du sujet, le dessin qui
trouble Watt si profondément et fait
couler ses larmes est la représenta-
tion d'un décentr'ement irrémediable

du =ujet. Ce qui fait pleurer Watt,
c'est la conclusion a laquelle 11 1lui
fallait arriver qu'il s'agissait d'un
cercle et d'un centre entre lesquels 11
n'y avait pas de¢ relations, le centre
n'appartenant pas au cercle et le '
cercle n'appartenant pas au centre. Le
veille image du centre et du cercle est
ici détruite et cette destruction cst,
en fait, une mise en doute de® 'histoire
des rapports entre le sujet et l1'objet. 25

In the Middle Ages, argues Bernal, (iod was the centre of

the circle; in the Renaissance, it was man as in, for
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example, Teonardo!

S Famous drawing of Vitruvian man.
But in Watt man has lost that posation. His lost

position, however, is not replaced with something clse

\
for there 1= no contaroe,

Hence Watt's tuatite logice: he assumes= that the uyl—
verse i1s, like the unbryoken circele wi{h a fixed contre,
finite and rational. th,xwhon ffaced with the jr-
rational, he breaks down. Watt gradually loses his
senses, the tools of perception necessary for empirical
()l)s("l:;iil‘ iton. and becomes not only deaf, dumb, numb, and
blind (p. 1640 hut becomes not asl eep, not awake, not
dead. not alive, not s=pirit, not body, and not kKnott,
not Watt (p. ]()‘T),. . Watt enters Mr. Knott's void of
nothingness where evervthing is negated. This shatter-
ing of Watt is revealed in his inscanco lTanguage which
successively dinverts ditself until finally, while

o
walking backwards, Watt says:
Dis yb dis, nem owt. Yad la, tin fo
trap. Skin, skin, skin. Od su did -

ned taw? On. Taw ot klat tonk? On.
. Tonk ot klat taw? On. Tonk ta kool

taw? On. Taw ta kool tonk? Nilb,
mun, mud. Tin fo trap, yad la. Nem
i owt, did vb dis. (P. 168)
’ } P B

W@tt's inverted language, however, is still Sstrictly
logical. Although it appears chaotic it is, according
to Ruby Cohn, nevertheless systematic: 'Watt's anti-

language is a rational and systematic construction.

11
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Even an his madness, he 1< unabie to eive up that
reason and that language which farlied him, and it

is not difficult to rearrance the anagrams into

%

: . w20 . . .
Fnglish, His Tangunge 1< theretore not a -
flection ot o complete collaopse 11ito (haos. I'n

wrriting nonsense rather than erthherish, Becoket
presents Watt's language as a deviation from order.
As with the narrative Janguace. there Is the co-
existence of two states: of order and ol disorder.
Aftﬂf leaving Knott '« household, Watt enters a
lunatic asylum where he meets the narrat or of Watt,
San. The question, ot course . ds whether one madman
can tell another hds Story and whether the scecond

lunatic can, in turn, relate it in a coherent fashion:
But apart from this, it ic difficult
for a man like Watt to tell a story
Like Watt's without leaving out some
things. and foisting in others. And
this does not mean either that T ma\
not have left out some of the things
that Watt told me, or foisted in
others that Watt never told me , though
I was most careful to note down all at
the time, in mv little notebook. It
1s so ditficult with a long storv like
the story that Watt told. even when
one is most careful to note down all
at the time, in one's little notehook,
not to leave out some of the things
that were told, and not to foist in
others that were never told, never °
never told at all. (P. 1206)

The problem of knowledge, of whether or not the "facts"

related by Sam can be authenticated, c@lls his abilities

s ant



Y

. \ .
mmto guestion. As Sam

most capable of

Add to this t
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utterance
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Add
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which
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to the
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only such
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apparentiy ignorant of

the most commonplace of

answering the door, as
knock at the door" (p.
answering a knock at a

Sam appears to be

mateyrial.

seems to get out

qui bble

same as

power over his material

family. Such passages

and

o

these
t O
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t

from "scant aptitude.” Sam,

the normal world, often treats

actions as unfamiliar: "On his

his habit was, when there was a

70). Sam does not assume that

door is normal.

incapable of controlling his

Like Tristram Shandy'se, his narrative often

Not only does he frequently
"But was a dog the
to lo=e all
as in his treatment of the Lyvnch
27

appear to be self-generating.
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-That Sam is inadequate, if not- downright in-

cdmpéteht,‘is alsp suggested in . the lh%out and typo-~ '
graphy of the novel. 'Thfoughouthatt there are

. g ‘ : 1§
lacunae in the text, indicated by question marks and

.

T C
such statgh@its as " (liatus in M2 and "(MS §1legible)".
At thv‘ond\Bf Watt is an.&ddohdajro which Sam attaches
a foetnote: "The following precious and 1lluminating
. 0

material should be carefully siudiﬁdt Only fatigue o

and disgust preventied its incorporation' (p. 247).

Such‘fbétnotes appear throughout the novel ‘and in one

Sam-admits: "The figures given here are incorrect.

The consequent calculations aioe theretore doubly err-

‘oncous" (po 104) . In fact, asx John Mood has shown, _the

majority of Sam's calculations ajre incorrect. Of the

thirty-seven combinations ermutations, series and
) : : y 1 .

e

lists that -are given in Watt, twenty-eight are wrong.

o

and, Mood argues, an examination of the manuscripts

: : ‘ Ly . 2
‘proves that Beckett purposely gave them as incorrect. r8

These lacunae, mistakes,; and deliberate in-

accuraciesg suggest.Sam's inadequacy; they are, more- S

&

over, sclf—conscioys]y disruptive. The effect is to

deliberate]y Jiveyt the’roadér!s attention'from Watt's
stoty to the artificiality of Sam's narration.
If. Watt can no longer make "a pillow of old words for . .

w

a head,'"""them neither can the reader:




. * The narrator scems intent on severing
the reader from his words. . . . These
disruptions jolt us out of any seman-
tic succor we have fabricated and
insist that we, like Watt, become
aware of the fragility of outer mean-
ing. The structure of Wat refuses

to let us enter imagintatively: any
secondary world of the S%iixﬁ}f- - . .
Our experience of Watt is disconcert-
ingly similar to Watt's expericnce, as
we too try to picce togcether I‘ragmen‘g}‘ ed

incidents into some meaningful whdle, 30

Beckett's déliberaté]y‘disruptivo techniques force the

: A ~ . v . o -
reader to realize the instability of the "narration.
Nothing in" Watt can be accepted with certainty.

- . . . ) %
This problem of certaint Vv orevolyes around Sam;
A) .

there can be no doubt that he is .. unreliable witness.
But not only is Sam unreliable. =0 too is his material:

And so alwavs, when the impossibility
of my knowing, of Watt's having known,
what T know, scems absolute and insur-
mountab]o, and undeniahle, and un-
coercible, it could be shown that 1
know, because Watt told me, and that
Watt knew, because someone told him,

or because he found out for himself. -
For I know mothing, in this connexion,
but what Watt told me. (PP. 127-28) -

Tho-impoésibility of knowing is a problem not confined
to Sam and Watt; the reader must also confront it. When
is the reader to believe Sam, and when not? Fred Miller

Robinson, for example, believes thai_Sam_is lying or

‘at least pulling the reader's leg when he claims to .

be strictly repeating Watt's words: "But t narrative
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that follows . . . cbuld not bossibly have boéﬁ con-

veved in the inverted simplicities of Watt's discourse.

31

'

e ! N - [
Within a paragraph the word obnubilated turns up."

i ~ e X . i
It is also frequently noted that the openingd scene of

Wattl, rclated by an *omniscient third person narrator,

»

! /‘ - - . 4 .
1s an indication of Sam's questiondhle credibility.

Sam. insists that all he navratey has been lcarned from

Watt, and yet Watt is not partfof this scene until a

good deal later. But this question of Sam's cfedibil?y,}
Qf whplhér or not he is a reliable narrator, is {ruit-
less. 7{ in the world of Watt nothing can be known,
1h§n there can no longer be any way ofvdjslinguishiﬁg

. , o .
etween truth a.d ffal<chood. 3.- As Barbara Ha]*d.\r put s,

. o <
it: "lBeckett) ought to make it impossible for critics

ever again to use the terms reliable or unreliable

narrator, without smiling. O0f course all narrators

. . 3 . .
are unreliable." 3 Such a self-conscious woerk as -

Watt forces the reader to remember that it is, after

& .

all, a work of fiction.
" The nothiﬁgncss of the world of Watt is also
apparent- in Sam's (or Sam Beckett's) narrative style.

Hugh Kenner has shown that the style is an eﬁample of '

the art of "non-statement." 39 "No symbols where
k]

none intended" (p. 254) is the final statement of



the novel. Yet, like the tabulations of the solutions
and objections for the problem of the dog, the state-
ment appears informative but, on closcr examination,

says very little. The two negatives ~ancel out cach

other. The result is nothing, or is very close to

nothing.
‘ L}

Much of Ts wWritten in scntences containing

]
0

"symmetries o clf-cancelation.” Kenner anal vzZzes
the few centences that describe Mrs. Gorman's arrangoe-
ment :

Mrs. Gorman called every Thursday,

except when she was indi<phosed.

Then she did not cal P, but staved

at home, in bed or in a comffortab le

chair, before the fire. i the

weather was cold, ‘and by the open

window, if the weather was warm, and,

if the weather was neither cold nor

warm, by the closed window or by the

empty hearth. So T]]uré(ia_\' was the -
day that Watt preferred to all other
davs. Some prefer Sunday, others
Monday, .others Tuesday, others Wed-
nesday, others Friday, others Satur- a
day. = But Watt preferred Thursday, ‘
"because Mrs. Gorman called on Thurs-

N day. (PP. 139-40) *

The passage ends where. it begins: "Mrs. Gorman called on

Thursday." Between, however, is.indeterminacy; although

"little symmetrics of .cause and effect, phenomenon and
response' are described, how Mrs. Gormang &hooses between’
) LU .

' ‘ol

a closed window and an empty hearth is left unstated.

.The reader is told less than first appcars. As Kenner

’
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explains it:

v The ritual symmetry of the Watt
sentences in seeming to undo
information chiefly undoes motiva-
tion, characteristically, by rotat-
ing before us such an array of
interchangeable options that no
reason apparently remains why one
should cver have been eclected in®
prefierence to another. . . . [The :
narrator] deplovs a tidy svstom of
binary choices (cold or hot, bhed or
chair, called or did not call, dis-
posed or indisposed! which affects
to map out and explicate her doings
but does not really succeed. 35

Like, Watt the reader assumes that theré is meaning but
. k] & L]

after reflection., finds less and less., The sentences

30

’

"lTeave 1)1..\‘]1?"11(1' them odd rFesiducs of qu‘t)sj—m(e;xning.”
The orderly and compact Tanguage conceals the void of
nothingness at its contie.

Thi s S_U‘]‘f.{‘lC(‘-«;l])}?)(’»{ll‘(l]lt‘(; of meaning is also present
in 1}1'(\‘.,‘&‘.{,1{1(‘11)1‘0 of Watt. Like the sentences that
assert an Ordér and‘yet yield nothing, mgch of the
novol'ls;"plot is presented as if it too wi]l y‘iel.d‘ some -

thing. As Watt tries to contain his experience through

) ¢ .
the structures of his logic so too does the reader

secek patterns in the novel that will systematize much

of its material. Watt., remarks Kenner, "repeatedly
. : 1
drives us to scarch after patterns, which turn out to

—

4

be less neat than we should lii(e." 3, The appearances

of patterns frustrate the search-for meaning rather than

119



satisfy ifl According to H. Pnrtvf Abpot1f ”Bockott”
i1s dealing with a sense of order coupled Wj{h the sense
of its nbsonco; and there is no better structural
device for this- —11(;1 hing more: teasi ng to };(' pattern-

, , : 38
minded--than the trappings ot allcegory." ' 'he
reader senses 1]1(2 presence of paradigms and ‘-_\"(*.1 1]‘1(‘,\'
reveal nothing: they do not fall into ])l;{c<‘ in a tidy
n]]ogqrjcn] system.  The rvadvrvjs thus left in the
S{lm‘("j‘i‘v]-,l(‘]‘])J(‘.\(‘(] condition ax Watt.

Aixbuiﬁ identifics =ix "traditional ‘or zll‘cllo{)'}){xl .
patterns that are highly suggestive of allegory." - The
Tir=t 1+ in the tradition of Ahab, H’('(Mh(‘ljj‘f, and
Gatsby: the hvrm‘a1 ij;i scen darkly. Watt is first
presented at a distance; there is a mystery about Watt
Thai gi\w's him doldliralnl im]nn“tanﬁc‘. The sccorui 1s, "
the rel i\L"j()l’]S guides: Mr. “\.'pjr()‘,wlf“ur A(-Nmnpl(-”, 1S compar-
able to Dante's Yirgij; He-is also similar to the
hermits and holy men encounterea by Arthgnian‘knights
during their quests. The third“islthe porilous‘voyage:
at' the train station Watt‘crashos to the floor after
"bumpiing: jnt'o“(ho threatening porter and, on his roiurn
from Mf. Knott's, ho'is knocked uncohscioug by the
swiﬁging‘dbor:of the waifipg room. Lady McCann, for

no apparent reason, also throws é,stone at ‘Watt which

leaves a gash in his head. The fourth paradigm is the

Chapel Perilous: Mr. Knott's house is .a'place of mystery

b3



. 121
, ,‘
where Watt, having entereced. it by mvsterious means,
E A
witnesses all sorts of miraculous evenis. But, like
an inversion of the Percival Tigure, he asks all
manner of questibns. Next is the rejection f'rom Para-
dise: Watt, dejected, is forced to leave Mr, Knott's
houschold "with bowed head, and a bag in -cach hand,
and his tears fell" (p. 208). Finally, the sixth
is the fruits of the Juuwrney: Watt no longer needs
o '

. ‘ 39 '

. 3
to urlnato\a\ovm*y hour.

This, to be sure, is mock allegory. However, as
Abbott argues, it mocks not only the material of allegory
. . 4o . : :
but allegory dtsclf. Like Watt, who tries to super-

impo=e his structure of logic onto nothingness, ‘a
number of critics have also imposed structures on Watt
that offer fascinating yet finicky readings. Germaine
Bréee, although she does not present a specific allegori-
cal system, finds Beckett's settings highly suggestive
and significant. They are '"related to medieval meta-
physics: the universe of concentric zones, the symbolism
of the circle and the center, of the elements and the

B " b1 :
seasons, of light and movement. David Hesla, ashile
acknowledging that "Watt is intransigent to a reduction
to the simples of allegory," nevertheless believes
that "Watt's journey to Knott's house is a fairly close

parallel with the Stations of the Cross." Finding a

clue in the statement that Watt, after being hit in



ithe head by lLady McCann's stone, continued "as soon
as possible, on his way, or in his station'" (p. 32),
Hessla offers the following:

Watt's departure from the tram is
his fliirst =tation, the condemnation i '
to death,  Watt is "weighed down" by
the cross (the scecond station); he
ffalls ffor the first time:; he meets 3
his mother, Lady McCanng he wipes hig
face with a "sudarium!" (he has, of ‘
course no Veronica to wipe 1t for him,
just as he has no Simon of Cyrenc,
except possibly for Dum Spiro,. editor:
of" Crrux, "the popular Catholic month-
Iv'™) . Watt falls cgain (the seventh
station); and in the singing he meets
the women of Jerusalem. 42

This vicew of Watt as a Christ fbigure is, of course,

bol :-1('1\‘7-\\[ by =am's« . statement that wWatti's "face was

bloody, his hands also

thorns were in his scalp.

(His resemblande, at - that moment| to the Christ believed
’ )

. {
by Bosch, then hanging in ’l‘]‘:ifu]gal"

/

are, was so strik-

ing, that 1 remarked it)" (p.
Others have also been sgnhsitive to the bibli‘cal

echoes, Christian allusjo: and religious atmosphere

that ,permeaté Mr. Knot 1 his ho

y

se. - Helene Baldwin,

concentrating on the decidedly religious associations
in Watt's words, : R

’ of llduglit. To the source. To the

teachher. To the temple. To him 1 -
brought. This emptied heart. These ’
emptied hands. This mind ignoring.

This body homeless. To love him my

ITittle reviled. My little rejected

to have him. My little to»learn.hjm

forgot, Abandoned my little to find

him. (P. 166) '



secs him on a religious quest. During his pilgrimage
to Mr. Knott's, Watt encounters various (?,xmn])]a;‘sl of
religious types. Spiro, for instance, is an example
of literal-minded adherents of faith: "Ax they near

1}1if1f11 i1on, Spiro sticks his head out of the window

and is driven back by 'a great gush of air.'

Here

the air, syvmbolirzing the Holy spirit, repels the

lr
literal and self-obscessced Spiro." 13 Watt is, Baldwin

\
also argues, like a Christ figure and, because at the
end of the novel a goat appears on the road (p. 245),

he Lecomes o scapegoad . Michacl Robinson views Watt
5

oo similar manner: "kWatt is treated as the scapegoat,

Iy 1y i

the victim, as he-who-gets-clapped.” ¢ty it so,
1t 1s now an cmpty ritual. Unlike Stevie's sacrifice

in The Secret Agent which, although failed, is never-

theleoss plY‘FLﬂlt(%i as meaningful, Watt's is devoid of

any potential significance. Thé final descriﬁtion of

him is "the long wet dream with the hat and bags" (p. 246) .
There are other readings that avoid the temptation

to allogorizn and yet nonetheless attempt to svstematize

Watt. Perlaps the most ngtable is Jacqoliﬁo Hoefer's.

Boliéving Arsene's statement '"Do not come down the

ladder, Ifor, I haf taken it away" (p. 44) to be a

‘reference to Wittgenstein's ladder in his Tragtatus

Logico-Philosophicus, sht argues that Watt is a satire

s



' : 5
of Wittgenstein's philosophy. ' According to this »

view, Wati "wanders around Mr. Kknott's residence

: . . o Lo

rather like a frustrated lLogical Positinist.

Beekett, however, has stated that he did not even

read the Tractatus until many vears after Watt was
/—

. [ . . .
written. Also noteworthy is G. C. Barnarvd!'s

Samuel Beckett: A New Approach, in which he solemnly

proves that all of Beckett's work is a study of various
ff'orms of ~chivophrenia. Watt is thus a catatonic and
the account of his "stay in Mr. Knoti's house in fact

reproduces the subjective expericence of o schizophroen-

Lo

1¢ . Another attempt is Sidney Warhaft's argumoent
that the threne Watt listens to while Iving in the ditch

‘ hg :
supplies the key to the novel. ' Indeed, the tempting

- —

specificity of the number 52.28571) sugegests that it

. ' . o 50 ..
might reveal some significance. Finally . Raymond
§ £ )

Federman (as well as Ruby Cohn) distinguishes various
LY .
connections between Watt and the other characters.

Hence there is Watt-Hackett, Watt-Knott, Watt-Sam, and
. >

: - . N . 51
Sam-HacKkett (rathé}‘suggostlvo of Sam Beckett).

”

. . . s . ‘ :
However, all these intricate connections between the
characters become an increasingly knotted problem.
Thus most of these various readings of Watt, rather
i

than elucidating the novel, only succeed in creating

more confusion.



Watt frustrates att (‘“]})1'5; to read the novel in
the manner of a detective story. There is no answernr
te the mystery. "All the paradigms, allus tons, refer-
cnces and connections are given by BecKett as red
herrings ffor, unlike a mvstery novel \\'h'ik‘h might als-o con-
tain the odd false c¢lue, there is no brilliant <olution.
As Watt fvnrns, nothing can he mudv‘nf nothing.

It 1< Beckett who has the last laugh. As DBrée has
put it "bBeckett is thus somcthing of a contemporary
Feust whoo through the agency of hi:.K characters, in-
discriminately, and with ferocious hvuoer. mdermines all
our pastoand present o attempts to o@ive ooty .{‘H] in-
telligible structurce. to "think out' our human Sitlléll,i()]‘l.”
Indeed, \\(1i1 s a =satire of all the devices us<ed 1o make
sense of reality.  For example, the novel is an amalgam
of ']i[(‘;“'x]‘_\' parodies. Becket t i‘ﬁli‘l‘kfltt‘.\llilil'i(\(ll language,
as well as academic and bedan{ic, and parodies the styles

53

of belles lettres and even Daniel Defoe:

Being now so near the fence, that 1 -
could have touched it with a stick,

11 ] had.wished, and so looking about
me, like a mad creature, 1 perceived,
beyond all possibility of error, that

I was in the presence of one of those
chammels or straits described above,
where the limit of my garden, and that
of another, followed the same course,
at =so short a remove, the one from the
other, and for so considerable a dist- ° )
ance, that it was impossible for doubts
not to arise, in a reasonable mind,

3



In Watt, t

placent se

regarding the sanity of the person
rcsnﬁ%sjhlo for the lay-out,

Juing my inspection, like onec
Tyed of his senses, 1 observed
with a distinciness that left no room

for doubt, in the adjoining garden
whom do vou think but Watt, advancing
backwards towards me. (PP, 158-59)

he «table universe that allowed for th

If-sutticiency of a Robinson (rus<oe ha

o

=~

COom-

vani shed.

The diversity-of Beckett's parodistic styltes debunks the

Hotion that lTanguage can imitate ohjective reality.

As wi

th the literary parodies, Beckeit lampoons the

tradition ot allegory, the assumption that meaning lies

hidden ben
ot the nov
pretations

sVstems ar

for exampl

b
cath the surtace of thines,. The mock

ely however, also satirizes svstematic

allegory

inter-

of Tife. Theological as well as cosmological

e perverted in the world of Watt. Mr} Knott,

. 1s presented as an inaccessible primum

mobile, a being who completes an annual revolution in

his round

the inner

bed. Yet, when Watt is finally allowed into

sanctum, Mr. knott appears as a pseudo-God,

a figure who barks "Exelmans! Cavendish! Habbakuk'

Ecchymose!
meaning to
irrational
fact,,éven
in the Add

serial, 1in

1

Far from being the divine light who gives.

all things, he is the "Incarnation of the

. 4 N . .
who needs a witness to sustain him."

54

s

Mr. Knott's eternal presence is questioned

enda where it is noted that "Mr. Knott too was

a vermicular series" (p. 253).



Finally, Watt is a satire of logic, of a system

that secarches for VOITZ?}A4LIP explanations. Watt is
unable to contain the nothingness of his Q-x]>vl‘j cence
in Mr. Knott's honschold. ,(nmmvnlﬁnu Oon Watt's in-
abilitics, Ravmond Ferderman remarks: "Basical l v oWa ; {
1s a narrative-experiment which exploits the inadeqguacy
of language, reason, and logic to reveal the Tailure

ot fiction asx a melins of apprcehending the reality of

55 . . . .
the world.," Federman, however, is confusing Watt

with the novel itself. Beckett's world is not the
meaningless chaos that Ferderman implies.  That would
\

be too casv: as Beckett said. it there were onl& dark-

ne=<, all would be clear. By cquating Watt with Watt,
Federman ignores one of the most important features of
the novel, its comedy.

Arscene, during his "short statement, " explains to

. . : : .~
Wwatt his theory of laughter. There are, according to
Arsene, three tvpes:

The bitter, the hollow and--law!' Haw!
--the mirthless. - The bitter laugh
laughs at that which is not good, it
is the ethical laugh. The hollow
laugh laughs at that which is not

. true, it is the intellectual lauvh.

» Not good! Not true! Well well. But
the mirthless laugh is the dianoetic
laugh, down-the snout--Haw!--so. 1t
i1s the laugh of laughs, the risus
purus, the laugh laughing at the laugh,



R - -

N the beholding, the saluting of the

highest joke, in a-word the laugh

/" that laughs--<ilence please--at that
which is unhappy. (P. 48)

’

" ,,

The laughter that Watt evokes 1s neither the ethical
nor the intellectual Tauch: it i« the dianocoie laneh,
the taugh which laughs at that which 1 unhappy. And
indeed, Watt s unhappy.

Yet, if Watt's eofforts at the “ancient labour” woerpe
tutile and wholly meaningless, the novel would be m()rul
of a tragedy. hatt neht have,failed, but the novel
hasn't. Fory by presenting \\’('111 's predicament as a
u)mm»lr\', Beckett forces the roead®r ta soe it as oo o problem;
a problem that has no (‘(l..\‘_\",\‘()ll,ltl'()ll.k- J-r;l“ unlike

'

traditional =atirce. his offers no alternatives., . A« he
i o

told Tom Driver, the mess remains hut <o too does the

"ancient labour." Jhe obligcation to wrench meaning out

(28

ol chaos, he implies, has been around for millennia and '

will probably remain,

Becketlt's fiction has been described as "an affirm-

. . . 56 . :
ation of the negative." - Watt, it should be remembered,

rarely smiles, and this only with discomfort. It has
. ' :
been suggested that what he lacks is not hetter percep-

«

tion and thought but the humour to live with- his world.

Watt cannot laugh thee risus purus. Yet the 1‘6'2{(1(‘1*, al -

s ﬂ

though often in the same position as Watt, can. In

presenting Watt as a comedy, Beckett accommodates the

.

mess without simplifying it. In Proust, he writes of

>



.an ideal art which would express the complexities of
A . ' ’ @ R ’, . . H
' exper,iénc‘e' without violating the mystery: "When the

object is perceived as . . . isdlated and inéxplicable
¢ 1 » ‘l.( .
in the light of ignorance, then and only then may it
. 3 ’ - 58 | -
be a, source of enchantment.”" 7 . With the comedy of
e - _
+

Watt, Beckett nears this goal.

»

»
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. A : ,
Conclusion: :

The Nostalgia for Unity

Watt does not merely present or record the experience
\ ' . .
of -disorder, it involves the reader. in movements between

1

. . v . . O . . N o ¢
order .and disorder. = In the world of Watt neither state

is alysolute.. Discussing Watt's "nostalgic dos ancicns

I

mots," Bernal emphasizes that if he were not aware of
3 . . ‘

the securities of logic and lancuace Watt would not be
. | Doy )

S so cestranged rom his world:

S1 Watt n'avait pas connu la sdécurite
aqu'offre le ]nngdgo, il ne =e¢ sentirait
pas si isole, si étranger parmi les
choses. Clest parce qu'il se souvient
encore du mot, de l'ancien sens, qu'il
éprouve ce malaise, cette solitude
verbale. 11 n'y a riens dans la
littératurc moderne d'aussi troublant '
que la nostalgie avec laquelle Watt
désire ressaisir le langage, empécher
qu'1il lui fasse défaut. 1

Watt's memory of a significant outer reality, of a world

|

in which things couid bg‘named that would Justify his

experience, persists in his consciousness and serves as
Beckett's measure of the distorted, indetefminato world
he depicts. 2 katt‘s ndsfalgia for a coherent universe
is what Albert Camus has described as the nostalgia for

unity. the longing for clarity.

" Watt is presented in the absurd predicament. The’
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absurd, according to Camus, "is th
the mind that dcsi‘res and th.e worl
my nostalgia for unity (and] this
It arisges out of the confrontation

IT 1 accuse an innocent
monstrous crime, if 1 te
man that he has coveted
he will reply that this
His indignation has its
But it also has its fund
The virtuous man illustr

at divorce
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man ofi a

between
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11 a virtuous
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comical as

amental re
ates by th

st er

pect.
ason.

at

reply the definitive antinomy existing

between the deed 1 am at
him and his lifelong pri
absurd" means "1t's impo

also: "It's contradictory.

wice we shall deem a ver
we contrast it with the

apparently diétated. An
demonstration by the abs
by comparing the conscqu
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wants to set up. In all
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- « . For each of them the absurdity
springs from a compari son. I am t
Justified in saying that the feeling

of absurdity does not spring from the

mere scrutiny of a fact

or an impr

hus

ession

but that it bursts from the comparison

between a bare fact and
reallty, between an acti
that transcends it. The
essentially a divorce.

neither of the e¢lements
is born of their confron

a certaln
on and the
absurd is
It lies 1in
compared:
tation. 4

world

it

The absurd is the comparison of two disparate elements;

it is the clash of incompatibles.

is, from another perspective, the

However,

grotesque.

the absurd
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Laughter, according to Baudelaire y Was never heard
in paradise: "{t is certain that human laughter 1s

intimately linked with theo accident of an ancient Fall),

r .
. . )]
of a debasement both physical and moral . " Holy books

and angels never Taugh, only ffallen man does:

‘And since laughter is cs=entially
human, it is, in Fact, essentially
contradictory; that is to say that

it is at once a token of an infinitec
grandeur and an infinite misery--the
Tatter in relation to the absolute
Being of whom man has an inkling, the
f'ormer in relation to the beasts. It
1« from the perpetual collision of
these Stvwo infinites that laughter is
~truck. 6 '

-

Baudelaire's image of Faughing man as part angel and

part beast i= an image of the Lrotesque: it is a conflict

of incongruent element s.

LLike the absurd, the grotesque 1s a commingling of

incompatibles; it is "a violent clash of apposites.' !
The grotesque, according to Wolfgang Kayser, is an un-
stable mixture of heterogeneous elements:

By the word grottesco the Renaissance,
which used it to designate a specific
ornamental style suggested by antiquity,
understood not only something playfully
gay and carelessly fantastic, but also
something ominous and sinister in the
face of a world totally different from

’ “the familiar one--a world in which the
7 realm of inanimate things is no longer
@ separated from those of plants, animals
} and human beings, and where the laws of

i statics, symmetry, and proportion are
no longer valid. &

&
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The grotesque purposely confusts the natural hi erarchy:
the animate 1s coupled with the inanimate, the natural

with the unnatural, and the real with the unreal . Yet,

’

1 a grotesque image is ambivalent, then so too is

‘

the reaction that it eXCitos, Not ()HJ)'vis it a clash
of opposites, but it is also a clash of i ncompatible
reactions. We are disgusted, repelled and somet imes
horrified by such characters as Yundi, Angel Harper and

Watt, and yet, at the =ame time, we laugh at "them. They

N

are disgusting but funny.
RS Because of thiys ambivalence, the grotesque has

often heen regarded ax a literary mode particularly

N

appropriatc¢ to the "modern situation." For example,
Victor Hugo, in his preface to Cromwell, believed the

grotesque to be the true modern style. Henceforth, he

. (
declared, it would be tho,hallmark of great literature.

Similarly, Philip Thomson, in a study of the grotesque,

has noted its affinity to the sense of an.unprecedented
situation: i
‘ | |
The grotesque as a fundamontal]y ambi-
‘valent thing,-as a violent clash of
opposites, and hence, in some of its
P . forms at least, is an' appropriate
expression of the problematical nature
of existence. It is no accident that
the gfotesque mode in art and literature
tends to be prevalent in societies and
eras marked by strife, radical change
or disorientation. 10



The ]HX)FO\HH‘Jy (ljstmuﬂ)jngﬁ(‘ffvcf. that the glﬂ)tos(uu>
can generate 1s a means of refilecting an inexplicable
situation.

This disturbing quality of the 311‘;>1 CEque 1 gpparent
It the manner in which it s presented. The grotesque,
as many ol its commentators have pointed out, is not
tantastic, str%nlg& or suxn‘vn];. Instead, it achieves
its disquicting effects by concentrat ing on realistig
devices., K;xys(-r 1‘oh1a11<s on its cmphasis on highly
visual realistic details {and sees a possible connection

between this feature and the origin ot the crotesque

_ 11 o .
in the visual ares), and lThomson str¢-xces the phyvsical

nature of the events and descrviptions presented--phvsical

. . . . S o
in cach case in an immediate and vivid wayv." Similarly,

strange or. . bizarre (‘\"m)ts arce often pr(‘son‘to(l in a
normal and ordinary tone of voice. ) hafka's Gregor
Samsa, for example, does not regard his metamorphosis
into a cockroach as being in any way strange or extra-
ordinary. He describes his situation in a matter of fact
manner and instead worries about his job. In the
grotesque the abnormal -is treated as being perfectly
normal; the marvelous is commonplace.

This preSentation in grotesque literature of fhe
s{range as ordinary has unsettling effects on the reader.

¢

The grotesque displaces and disorients. Kavser notes
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how more often than not the nn rrators of such literature
) . . . . 13
present their material with very little gmotion.

As with the detached narrators of The Secrot Agent, Mrs.

Reynolds and Watt, the offect js to dixlocate 1the reader.

As Leo Spitrzer has areuced in hijs study of modern

140

grotesque works, the languace of such wrlitings establishes

v

"an dintermediate world between reality and irreality,
between the nowhere that frightens and the "hor\i' that

14 °

" The grotesque puzzles; it "opens the

reassures.
view into a chaos thaf 1s both horrible and ridiculous."

The effect of such puzzlement is to question
Feality. As a form ot comcdy, grotesque works, accord-
ing to Geoffrey Galt Harpham, criticize the sanctioned.

»
methods of ])(}Vl‘Ct‘})tiOI} and order: "Thev stand at a
margin of consciousness between the kinown and the ur-
Known, the perceived.and the unpercceived, Cal.ling;r into
question the adequacy of our ways of organizing the
world, of dividing the Céntinuum of experience into
, 16 : :

knowable particles." Yet, if the grotesque questions
the means of organizing ‘the '\\'()r]d, it also ques: ons
the literary methods mecant to represent that reality.
Because the grotesque evokes both laughter and disgust,
it has a playful and capricious eclement. According

to Ruskin, it is partly a broduct of a specially

strong urge to play, invent, manipulate and, above all,

I



11 .
. : 17 Ce . . . .
experiment. Similarly, Mikhail Bakhtin believes

that the grotesque is rooted in the carnaival  wdition

of {folk culture which mocks and derides all forms of

extablished authority. Grotesque literature, "opposed

1

A .
to all that 1s readv-made and completed,” sceks "a

dynamic expres=sion: it demands ever changing, playful,

undefined fforms.  All the syvmbols of the carnival
. \

idiom are filled with this pathos of change and renewal,

with _the scnse of the gav relativity of prevailing

. 18 : . .
tiruths and authorities."” Discussing this playful-

ness, Thomson sces a possible connection between it
and much o’ twentieth century literature. Both reveal
a strong desiwe to 1invent and experiment:

In addition, highly inventive and
imaginative, as well as strongly
experimental, Jdliterature seems to \
fravitate towards the grotesque. -
< « + In connection with experiment.-

al literature the question arises as'

to what extent modern experimental
techniques--stream of consciousness,

point of view, the use. of film tech-

niques, proliferation of disparate

styles and so on--themselves are

related to the grotesque. 19

Gertrude Stein's radical mimesis, in its strict experiment-

ation and mocking criticism of traditional methods of

realistic representation, can be regarded as a form of

N

the grotesque. Like other grotesque art, Mrs.

I 1"’ : -
. : . . R .
is a breaking down and restructuring of familiar reality.
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“—

Stein's methods dislocate and force the rreader out
E

-
. ‘

of accustomed ways of perception; Mrs, Reynolds

presents a radically different and, like The Secret

Acent and Wati, an occasionally disturbing perspective.

The familiar becomes unfamili.og. - .

Because the grotesque is not possible, according

to Bakhtin, in a finished and stable world a1t ods

. 20 .
finally unresolvable. Camus states that "the absurd

o1
has meaning only in so far as it 1s not acreed to:"
by - & 1
5

similarly, the grotesque ceases to be grotesque when

it noy Jonger puvzles. Because i s essentially ambi-

valent, a cont'lict of dncongrueys @Wlements, the Crotesaue
3 .
. s
eI ;{'}n‘nl)](wnnt_ic
4
wav. "The special impact of the grotesque,'" according

-1 a mixture of the comic and 1

e

to Thomson, "will be lacking if the conflict is re-

solved." As he gsees it, it is the "unresolved nature

’ N0
of the grotesque that is important." ~° "

Because of this unresolvability, the gggtesque
rarely hés meaning, especially of the didactic sort.
Rayser, for example, remarks on how Bosch's grotesque
triptyvch, The Garden ofaDelights, has a symbolic presence

273 )

Like Watt, there is the afpearance of

about it.
allegory, of a meaning hidden Just beneath the surface.
Yet, like other grotesque works, it does not divulge

any symbolic meaning. The closer .the viewer looks, the



v

. ) [ . . . O
less he finds.* For instance, Bosch's human figures,

i J”.

eﬁen %hose being tortured in hell, show very little,
o . :

if any, emotion. .With this lack of designated

- . ' o . _

gignificagge, the effect is, to disorient.

f A B B Pl ’
It i='this dizorientation that most commentators

on the grotesque consider as especially suited to' the

¢,

sensjbility off modern art. Arthur Clayborough, for

yiébxdmplo, believes that "the grotesque might be employed

L .

as a means of presenting the world in a new light with-

: 24

outhn]si%ying it." Thus the problemvsét forth
S : . &
in Wittgenstein's propositiornt, "the ®ruth is that we:

could not say what an 'illogical' world would look
{ . ‘ '

o . ,
. : P
like." can be overcome. The grotesqgue world,

f ‘ N
according to Bakhtin, 4s "a world that has become °~
- . 26 .
alienated. The stress is on the transformation;

.the'concept of the mnormal, it inte]ligib]yjcommﬁﬁicatos'

not only does the familiar become unfamiliar but  the

abnormal also becomes normal. The.world:as presented-

in grotesque art has deviated but the norm is not
forgottén.\ Like Watt, the nostalgi% for unity remains.

The grotesque, as a specialized form of_tomgdy,'

is a deviation from order. -Because of itis play on

4

o

disorder while preserving‘it. .Something that div¥erges

&
@

from: the norm upsets us,vbut if also makesyus laugh.

s S o f
*"The comical," in the woids of Frledrlch\buernonmaft,

oy
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i

"exists in forming .what is formless, in creating order
L4 2 7 ]

out of chaos."

Yet if, as in The Secret Agent, Mrs.
Reynolds and Watt, it orders that chaos, comedy does
not falsify it. Comedy expresses the problematic

B . o

nature of existenceée without distorting it.

~a
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