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Foreword

Trash

llewelyn hopwood

Issue 12 of Oxford Research in English has been unusual in many ways. 
Firstly, it is the first issue for the new committee and the new edi-
tors, of which, for the first time in the journal’s history, there are two. 

Splitting the workload down the middle, I took care of the current issue 
and Zachary Garber leads the way on the next. Secondly, being the third 
issue to be produced during the Covid-19 pandemic, the difficulties of such 
an undertaking continued, and the entire committee are to be thanked for 
their gallant and patient work overcoming the various associated challeng-
es, which included a disrupted ORE calendar. The Spring issue — this year’s 
Summer Issue — is usually a publication of selected proceedings from 
Oxford’s English Graduate Conference held in Trinity term of the previous 
year. However, given that Trinity 2020 was in the eye of corona’s storm, the 
conference could not take place and was cancelled. Much of the behind-
the-scenes work had already been done, and so instead of letting it all go 
to waste, we decided to run with the conference’s previously selected and 
advertised theme of ‘trash’ as planned. Therefore, we are also indebted and 
grateful to the 2020 Conference committee for their hard work. The third 
unusual occurrence of this particular issue was an exceptionally high num-
ber of submissions: 20 in total. It seems that the peculiar set of circumstanc-
es of a global pandemic, unfulfilled conference papers, and an increasingly 
virtual and thus international workspace was the perfect concoction for a 
popular theme that produced high-standard articles.

As mentioned, then, for Issue 12, ORE sought papers on the myriad 
literary resonances of ‘trash’. As both ORE and the English Faculty cast 
their nets far and wide in defining ‘English literature’, the definitions of 
‘trash’ were potentially infinite: from genres considered ‘trash(y)’ at some 
point in time (romance, the Newgate novel, pamphlets, erotica, ‘chick lit’) 
to the material text as literal waste (palimpsested manuscripts, pulp fic-
tion, paper production, recycling). As it happens, the articles that made it 
into the issue show some commonalities: in terms of time and place, sev-
eral submissions dealt with literature from England, with a concentration 
of nineteenth-century topics. However, true to the nature of ‘trash’, the 
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issue in its entirety is multifarious and anything but mainstream, taking 
readers from poetry and novels to book history and graphic design, from 
Northumberland and London to India and the internet.

We begin with four single-author or single-text articles, the first of 
which is Rebecca Bradburn’s examination of the peri-textual in the works 
of twentieth-century modernist poet, Basil Bunting. Discussing aspects 
of literature that become disposable over time — flyleaves, typefaces, 
dustjackets, and page formats — Bradburn traces the critical afterlives of 
Bunting’s poetry. A distinct shift in publishers’ presentation of his works 
from the original sparse appearance of his magnum opus, Briggflatts, to 
the heavily-footnoted 2016 critical collection by Faber leads Bradburn to 
analyse the implications of ignoring the poet’s innate distrust of paratexts. 
Next, Frazer Martin finds several iterations of ‘trash’ in the 2001 interna-
tional bestseller, Life of Pi. His piece argues that the narratological appara-
tus depends on recycling the experiences of others, including the fictional 
author-self ’s faintly neo-colonial repackaging of Pi’s refugee trauma as a 
tale of ‘unity, willpower, and love’. Euphoria serves to dispel dysphoria in an 
endless cycle indicative, to Martin, of the ‘post-postmodern’. Popular liter-
ature also threads through Emily Cline’s exploration of the now somewhat 
forgotten nineteenth-century author, Catherine Crowe, and her proto-de-
tective novels. Women’s exclusion from science and gendered reception 
and authorship are explored as Cline challenges the unserious reputation 
of popular fiction. This is inspired by how Crowe herself challenged the evi-
dence of women as unserious and dismissible accounts corrupted by emo-
tional subjectivity and instead championed a feminised science stemming 
from experience, observation, intuition, and a humble spirit of enquiry. 
Staying in the same century, Ruth Hobley writes a similarly redemptive 
piece on the ‘naïve poetess’, Letitia Elizabeth Landon (L.E.L.). Hobley’s as-
tute observations on literary recycling as an innovative feature of Landon’s 
compositional practice seek to redress her still prevalent reputation as a 
spontaneous, rudderless, and artless ingenue. Conversely, Hobley sees in 
L.E.L.’s prolific output an intricate and economical practice of assiduously 
recycling her own material to both pragmatic and creative effect.

The issue’s second half tiptoes towards broader historical questions and 
towards book history, starting with Avani Tandon Vieira’s exposition of 
the Little magazine, focusing on those of 1960s and 1970s Mumbai. Vieira 
examines the material and literary content of these zine-like productions, 
arguing that they support a narrative of space and self that troubled defi-
nitions of ‘trash’ as cleanliness/dirt and order/disorder in opposition to 
the institutional ‘idea of India’. Located outside mainstream conceptions 
of literary value, this neglected and physically discarded aspect of Indian 
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literature is proven to be far more than amateur ephemera. Andy Zuliani’s 
article also fuses art, book, and literary history, though this time applied to 
the black square motif in twentieth- and twenty-first-century productions. 
This international and multimedia square of saturated waste becomes ob-
structive and destructive in early examples, such as in the ‘black-faxing’ 
of the 1980s, but also in contemporary digital and online instances such 
as Holly Melgard’s poetry or Kenny Goldsmith’s Printing out the Internet 
project, constantly threatening to materialize. Zuliani traces the weaponi-
zation of this once aesthetic trope of the avant-garde and questions the 
ethics, efficacy, and artistic value of such productions.

‘Trash’ closes with Olivia Krauze’s querying of the first pornographic 
novel to explore homosexuality as an identity rather than a practice: the 
anonymous though likely multi-authored Teleny (1893). Read in isolation, 
the novel’s masochistic and sexually explicit vignettes can easily be regard-
ed as obscene and meaningless instances of pornographic ‘trash’. Krauze, 
however, argues that the network of sex, violence and queerness plays a 
key role in creating a homosexual subjectivity that enriches characters 
and brings meaning to plotlines, thereby overcoming the novel’s fractured 
narrative. Lastly and relatedly, before two insightful reviews of recently 
published monographs on Irish literature’s relationship with the sea and 
the pertinent topic of nineteenth-century ephemera, Natasha Arora and 
Nicholas Duddy present a chronological overview of the history of por-
nographic literature, evaluating how this often regarded ‘vulgar’ genre has 
shapeshifted over the years, becoming the increasingly legitimised, mar-
ketable, and acceptable form it is today. This feature article ties together 
a broad selection of writings that seek to probe readers’ conceptions and 
definitions of trash in an issue that this editor believes to be inquisitive, 
informative, and enjoyable.
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‘On the Fly-Leaf’:  
Basil Bunting and the 
(Peri)Textual Condition

rebecca bradburn

 There are the Alps. What is there to say about them?
 They don’t make sense. Fatal glaciers, crags cranks climb,
 jumbled boulder and weed, pasture and boulder, scree,
 et l’on entend, maybe, le refrain joyeux et leger.
 Who knows what the ice will have scraped on the rock it is smoothing?
 
 There they are, you will have to go a long way round
 if you want to avoid them.
 It takes some getting used to. There are the Alps,
 fools! Sit down and wait for them to crumble!1

 — ‘On the Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’, Basil Bunting

There are the Alps | […] you will have to go a long way round | if 
you want to avoid them’, writes Basil Bunting in his poem ‘On the 
Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’ (1945). The influence of Ezra Pound 

on Bunting’s poetry is well-documented, and here Pound’s Cantos become 
the poetic equivalent of the Alps: a towering presence casting shadows 
across the world of poetry.2 Yet the poem takes on a new dimension if, 
like Bunting, you begin to become caught on the surface texture of words 
while reading, snagged on the alliterative consonance of ‘crags cranks 
climb’. The title’s opening preposition, for instance, functions on the one 

1  Basil Bunting, ‘On the Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’, First Book of Odes (London: Ful-
crum Press 1965); The editions used for the purposes of this essay is in The Poems of Basil 
Bunting, ed. by Don Share (London: Faber, 2016), p. 117. All future references are to this 
edition — hereafter The Poems — and page-numbers will be given in the text.
2  For extended discussions of both this poem, and Pound’s influence on Bunting, see 
Alex Niven, ‘Basil Bunting’s Late Modernism: From Pound to Poetic Community’ (unpub-
lished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 2013), pp. 147–8.

‘
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hand as a spatial direction: a poem-as-commentary to be literally in-
scribed on the dustjacket itself in the place of a promotional review. Taken 
literally, however, ‘on’ — meaning ‘about’ — also necessitates a discussion 
of the flyleaves themselves: their material components, and the manner 
in which ‘you will have to go a long way round | if you want to avoid 
them’. ‘Bunting’s poem’, Jerome McGann observes, ‘gets to the heart of the 
matter: that Pound’s work has a substantial thingness to it, a kind of hard 
objective presence.’3 In the same way, this awareness of the ‘hard objective 
presence’ of Pound’s work equally translates into an awareness of the ‘sub-
stantial thingness’ of Bunting’s own poetry. Beneath this sense of Pound’s 
oppressive poetic influence lurks a prescient understanding of the manner 
in which textual topography dictates the reading of a poem: literal, as op-
posed to metaphorical, flyleaves.

The so-called ‘flyleaves’ of Bunting’s work, I shall argue, represent a cru-
cial interpretative context for the poet, and this article accordingly traces 
their impact on the critical afterlives of Basil Bunting. Considering how 
the increased paratextual intervention in the poet’s work radically trans-
forms what Alex Niven terms Bunting’s ‘hazy countercultural origins’, 
I examine how this process of critical canonization ultimately works to 
distance Bunting from his formative audiences at Morden Tower: local 
men and women who, as Tom Pickard put it, were ‘delinquents’ without 
‘literary ambition’.4 This study will be necessarily selective, staging this 
transition with a focus on the crucial junctures in Bunting’s publication 
history: the initial publication of Briggflatts in 1966 by Fulcrum Press, the 
Bloodaxe edition published around thirty years later in 2000, and the 2016 
Faber publication of The Poems of Basil Bunting. In doing so, this article 
incorporates a discussion of typefaces, book prices, page formats, among 
other aspects; what Jerome McGann terms ‘materialist hermeneutics’.5 In 
attending to these material components, my larger purpose is to offer a 
new perspective on the questions of value that lie at the heart of Bunting’s crit-
ical canonization, and so on our existing — and self-perpetuating — critical 
habits.

3  Jerome McGann, Black Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 1993), pp. 76–118 (esp. p. 76).
4  Niven, ‘Basil Bunting’s Late Modernism’, p. 2; Alex Niven, ‘To reach the moon you 
need a rocket: an interview with Tom Pickard’, 3:AM Magazine, 2 November 2012, <http://
www.3ammagazine.com/3am/tom-pickard-interview/> [accessed 18 February 2021].
5  Jerome McGann, The Textual Condition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 
pp. 1–18 (esp. p. 13). 
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‘There are the Alps’

Under Bunting’s gaze, the flyleaves of Pound’s work feature as oddly im-
penetrable, not porous borders but hard boundaries. Yet this is not the 
received wisdom concerning paratexts, and certainly not one which the 
ostensible forefather of paratextual criticism, Gérard Genette, would 
agree with. A matrix of both peritextual and epitextual spaces, paratexts 
constitute all the elements of a book which the reader passes prior to en-
countering the text itself: epigraphs, dedications, prefaces, to name but a 
handful. Paratexts, Genette claims, thus perform an essential spatial func-
tion: ‘more than a boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, 
a threshold, or […] a “vestibule”.’6 It is the word ‘threshold’ here which 
proves particularly suggestive, and one which is to form the foundation for 
this article. A threshold is a strip of wood or stone forming the bottom of 
a doorway, which must be crossed when entering a house or room; a cru-
cial but habitually ignored assistant to the main event.7 For Genette, the 
implication is, the paratext is ‘fundamentally heteronomous, auxiliary’, a 
subordinate accessory that facilitates access to the text but does not — and 
cannot — dominate it.8

At the heart of Genette’s theory, however, there lies a productive ten-
sion. Paratexts, Genette continues, constitute a zone ‘not only of transition 
but also of transaction: a privileged place of a pragmatics and a strate-
gy, of an influence on the public, an influence that […] is at the service 
of a better reception for the text’.9 Once auxiliaries, paratexts re-emerge 
as cardinal spaces, both ensuring and mediating the place of texts in the 
world. Genette’s innocuous ‘thresholds’, in other words, might be better 
called mantles, providing a means of cloaking and controlling the original. 
Spurred on by this inherent contradiction, this article interrogates what 
Genette terms the ‘publisher’s peritexts’ of Basil Bunting, exploring the 
manner in which this permits an insight into his critical afterlives.10

Throughout the years, Bunting’s thresholds have become increasingly 
multitudinous and manifold. Yet this was not always the case. A distinctly 
neglected figure by mainstream scholarship, the early 1960s saw the poet’s 

6  Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. by Jane E. Lewin (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 1–15 (esp. pp. 1–2). 
7  s.v. ‘threshold, n.’, Oxford English Dictionary, <https://www.oed.com/view/En-
try/201234> [accessed 20 March 2020].
8  Genette, Paratexts, p. 12.
9  Ibid. 
10  Genette, Paratexts, p. 18. 
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work inhabiting the margins in a markedly literal sense, namely Morden 
Tower on the outskirts of Newcastle, a building which witnessed the first 
reading of Briggflatts in 1965, and whose publishing house, founded for the 
purpose, was instrumental in publishing Bunting’s The Spoils in the same 
year.11 Anyone familiar with the history of Morden Tower will appreciate 
the manner in which this was a countercultural space, both geographically 
and politically.12 In an email to Edward Allen in 2016, Jeremy Prynne re-
members that: ‘the Tower as Tom Pickard [the founder] promoted it was 
of course a kind of protest focus, with modern/contemporary poetry and 
its social framework as pitched in opposition to routine public decorum 
and restriction of opportunity to perceived misfits and ne’er-do-wells.’13 

Recently, however, Bunting’s paratexts have proliferated, with the past 
twenty years witnessing a surge of publications both of, and on, his work. 
Following years without a comprehensive biography, 2013 heralded the 
publication of Richard Burton’s A Strong Song Tows Us: The Life of Basil 
Bunting, which traces the motley threads of Bunting’s life to root the poet 
firmly in a biographical context.14 But perhaps the most significant of these 
recent publications to Bunting would have been Don Share’s The Poems of 
Basil Bunting, published by Faber in 2016, and described by the poet and 
critic Paul Batchelor as ‘a major event’; Faber famously refused to publish 
Bunting’s work during his lifetime.15 More than simply soothing Bunting’s 
ego, however, Don Share’s edition also represents a crucial move from the 
peripheries to the centre of British publishing. ‘It is to be hoped,’ Batchelor 
continues, ‘that this excellent edition will mark a turning point in Bunting’s 
fortunes among English readers, for he has yet to receive his due.’16 

Yet the precise impact of these editions — or, more specifically, the im-
pact of these paratexts — on the critical schema of Basil Bunting has so 
far not been fully explored. Particularly in the case of Bunting, it’s crucial 
to distinguish publication from paratext. ‘Things once made stand free of 

11  Edward Allen takes a different angle on this in ‘Performing on the Fringe: Basil 
Bunting and Morden Tower’, in Flower/Power: British Literature in Transition, 1960–1980, 
ed. by Kate McLoughlin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 247–62.
12  For more on the history of Morden Tower, see Tom Pickard, ‘Morden Tower’, Poetry, 
215.1 (2019), 70–92.
13  Jeremy Prynne to Edward Allen, 22 April 2016, cited in Allen, ‘Performing on the 
Fringe’, p. 255. 
14  Richard Burton, A strong song tows us: the life of Basil Bunting (Oxford: Infinite Ideas, 
2013); Alex Niven, ‘The Road to Briggflatts’, New Left Review, 89 (2014), 149–159 (p. 149).
15  Paul Batchelor, ‘Echoes and Answers (on Basil Bunting)’, Poetry Review, 106.3 (2016).
16  Ibid.
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their makers, the more anonymous the better’, Bunting theorizes in his 
introduction to Joseph Skipsey’s Selected Poems, and it’s not a strain to 
hear the manner in which he would wish these words to apply to him-
self.17 ‘I am very sorry’, Bunting writes rather acidly to bibliographer Roger 
Guedalla on 25 October 1968,

to hear that you have come across references to collections of my let-
ters. I thought I’d got all my correspondents to burn them up, […] [.] 
I really do dislike all that letters and incomplete mss [manuscripts] 
and such like stand for.18

The idea that Bunting ‘really d[id] dislike […] letters and incomplete 
mss and such like’ is something of an understatement: Bunting famously 
burnt all his manuscripts and working drafts. This eradication of anything 
Genette would term epitextual material is equally matched by the repudi-
ation of what he would term peritextual material, and editions of Bunting’s 
work published during his lifetime are notable for their absence of such 
content. On the rare occasions Bunting provides introductory matter, 
the examples are so cursory as to be caustic, as with the ‘Biographical 
Notes’ Bunting sends to Guedalla for inclusion in his 1973 bibliography 
of Bunting’s work: ‘Born 1900. Career, obscure. My friends were good 
friends, and some of them good poets.’19 

That Bunting so overtly decried the inclusion of paratextual material in 
his work tells you a good deal about the manner in which he might have 
wished his work to be published. Yet Bunting’s innate distrust of para-
texts is something recent publishers have largely ignored: despite noting 
slightly sheepishly that his ‘detailed annotations are not what [Bunting] 
had in mind’, Don Share nonetheless creates an edition dominated by pa-
ratexts — an edition which contains, in fact, more paratexts than poems.20 
Spurred on by these conflicting editorial horizons, this article will trace the 
increased paratextual presence in Bunting’s work, considering the manner 
in which these paratexts invert Genette’s maxim to form not thresholds 

17  Basil Bunting, ‘Introduction’, in Selected poems [of] Joseph Skipsey, ed. by Basil Bunting 
(Sunderland: Ceolfrith Press, 1976), pp. 7–14 (p. 7).
18  Letter to Roger Guedalla, 25 October 1968, the Basil Bunting Archive, University of 
Durham (hereafter Durham), MS 121/3. 
19  Letter to Roger Guedalla, 6 September 1974, Durham, MS 121/22.
20  Don Share, ‘Introduction’, in Basil Bunting, The Poems of Basil Bunting, ed. by Don 
Share (London: Faber, 2016), pp. i–xxx (p. xxi).
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but barricades. ‘There are the Alps’, Bunting would say. ‘What is there to 
say about them?’ Quite a lot, it would seem.

‘No notes are needed’: Morden Tower Book Room and Fulcrum Press

The early story of Bunting’s flyleaves is one of absence and error. Despite 
being published in the influential 1933 Activist Anthology, Bunting’s 
Redimiculum Metallarum was infamously to lose half its print run to war-
time bombing, and on 6 May 1969 Bunting remarks in a letter to Guedalla 
that it was ‘practically unobtainable.’21 No publisher could be found for his 
1935 Caveat Emptor, and Poems: 1950 was compiled by Dallam Simpson 
while Bunting was in Persia, and was unsurprisingly riddled with mis-
prints.22 The 1964 publication of King Ida’s Watch Chain and the 1965 pub-
lication of The Spoils by Morden Tower Book Room therefore constitute 
the first major publications of Bunting’s work in Britain, forming a major 
milestone in Bunting’s career. Be this as it may, however, these publications 
share the unpolished edge of earlier editions. Describing the publication of 
The Spoils, Tom Pickard remembers:

I was given a whiskey and sat at the table while Basil kindly asked 
me what I was up to. Sema’s mother had brought a lot of caviar from 
Persia, and since neither she nor Sema enjoyed it, Basil and I were 
given heaps of it on bits of toast. […] Over the sandwich he read me 
the ‘Spoils’, which I took away to publish.23

The publication of Bunting’s work is figured here not as a serious business 
deal but as something rather blasé conducted over tea and toast, and this 
slightly unprofessional tone pervades the edition itself. Printed on card, The 
Spoils forms a decidedly flimsy offering; soft-cover and saddle-stitched, the 
collection has the feel not of a book, but of a pamphlet.24 The initial print 
run compounds this impression, with copies being sold at the modest cost 
of 5/-.25 There is, in other words, a sense in which this edition privileges a 
perception of Bunting not as the inheritor of the British cultural elite — a 

21  Letter to Roger Guedalla, 6 May 1969, Durham, MS 124/1; also noted in Samuel Rogers, 
‘An Annotated Homecoming’, The Cambridge Quarterly, 48.4 (2019), 382–388.
22  Basil Bunting, Poems: 1950, ed. by Dallam Simpson (Galveston: Cleaners’ Press, 1950).
23  Tom Pickard, cited by Burton, A strong song tows us, p. 356. 
24  Basil Bunting, The Spoils (Newcastle: Morden Tower Book Room, 1965), Durham, MS 
108a.
25  Share, ‘Introduction’, in The Poems of Basil Bunting, p. xxx.
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refined, cosmopolitan poet to rival figures like Eliot — but as a something 
far more rough and ready: unpolished, accessible, affordable. 

What also proves significant, furthermore, is a glance at what Genette 
would term the edition’s peritextual material, or rather its absence. At first 
glance, there is no immediate indication of this paratextual discrepancy, 
with the front cover, designed by the artist Richard Hamilton of Newcastle 
University, featuring a monochromatic photograph of an unidentified cav-
ernous stone building and bold black print announcing ‘Basil Bunting, 
The Spoils’. Yet the starkly austere nature of the photograph sets the tone 
for the pamphlet as a whole. The process of reading is oddly pared down 
here. There are no prefaces, no epigraphs, no photographs, no page num-
bers, and crucially no biographical notes; no indication of who the author 
might be, barring the name ‘Bunting’. This austerity permeates even the 
choice of typeface: the pamphlet employs a sans-serif typeface, with the 
clean lines lending proceedings a sense of minimalism and simplicity. The 
back cover is bare and unadorned and, save for a single page of cursory 
‘Notes’ at the back of the collection, no context for the poem is included 
at all. To read The Spoils is to cross no substantial thresholds at all: for all 
intents and purposes, the reader is presented with simply the text itself. 
This is a text which asks to be taken on its own terms, the absence of para-
texts implicitly providing instructions not only on how to read the poem, 
but on how to think about the ways in which editions go about imparting 
meaning. 

The history of publishing Bunting might have begun with Morden 
Tower Book Room, but it did not end there, and at some stage in early 
1966, literary critic Kenneth Cox writes to Bunting. No copy of the let-
ter exists in the Basil Bunting archive at Durham University, but given 
Bunting’s reply, which ‘[t]hank[s] [Cox] for allowing [him] to see this very 
interesting essay’, it seems not unreasonable to assume that Cox’s letter in-
cluded a copy of his article ‘The Aesthetic of Basil Bunting’.26 But the article 
had been written without access to the recently published Briggflatts, and, 
in replying to Cox on 10 March 1966, Bunting directs him to consider the 
Fulcrum Press edition:

I think you have probably not seen my most recent poem, 
Briggflatts. […] I am going to include the Poetry Chicago version 
of it with this letter. There is also a handsome edition by Fulcrum 

26  Letter to Kenneth Cox, 10 March 1966, Durham, MSS 23–24.
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Press, of which I have no spare copy just now (16 Lawn Road NW3) 
I think you may find the catenae there more visibly coherent [.]27

In 1966, only two editions of Briggflatts had been published: the version 
included in Poetry (Chicago) in January 1966, which Bunting so gener-
ously includes a copy of, and the Fulcrum Press edition, the postal address 
of which Bunting rather brazenly includes for ease of purchase. Bunting 
points Cox to one edition in the same breath as sending him a different 
one, and there is an unmistakable financial component to the suggestion. 
Nonetheless, it is telling that out of the two editions in existence, it is to 
this threshold in particular that Bunting invites Cox: to the Fulcrum edi-
tion of his work.

It is often observed that Fulcrum Press, as the first poetry press to con-
sistently — and, crucially, carefully — publish Bunting’s work, were fun-
damental in solidifying Bunting’s presence in the world of print.28 What 
is often overlooked is that prior to the publication of Bunting’s Loquitur 
in 1965, Fulcrum Press did not exist and would not exist, in fact, were 
it not for the existence of Bunting. It is an odd inversion of the conven-
tional logic: books, by virtue of being, are granted existence by publishers, 
not vice versa. In 1961, Stuart Montgomery, poet, doctor and soon-to-be 
founder of Fulcrum Press, travelled to Tirolo, Italy to meet Ezra Pound 
in what, Matthew Sperling writes, has become ‘almost a rite of passage 
for modernist-leaning poets’.29 As opposed to recommending the route 
of poet, however, Pound instead suggested publishing, declaring that the 
most useful thing Montgomery could do was publish ‘a few of [his] con-
temporaries’, namely Basil Bunting, who was at that time unpublished and 
largely unknown.30 

Beginning thus, the relationship between Bunting and Montgomery 
seems oddly interdependent, displaying a synergistic energy that was to 
define Bunting’s involvement with the press both personally and profes-
sionally. A photograph from 1970 shows the pair sitting side by side in 
a Tyneside pub, a brief snapshot of the friendship between the two men 

27  Ibid.
28  See Niven, ‘Basil Bunting’s Late Modernism’, p. 175.
29  Matthew Sperling, ‘The Tribune’s Visitation and the Fulcrum Press’, in David Jones: A 
Christian Modernist, ed. by Jamie Callison and others (Leiden: Brill, 2017), pp. 249–262 (p. 
251).
30  Cited in Rathna Ramanathan, ‘English Little Presses, Book Design and Production: 
A Study of Five London Publishers, 1945–1979’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
Reading, 2006), p. 71. 
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which Pickard recalls so vividly.31 Yet Bunting also played a crucial role in 
the press’s activities, as Roy Fisher recounts:

I sat once at a table in Stuart and Deirdre Montgomery’s flat over-
looking Southampton Row, correcting the galleys of City for the 
Fulcrum Press Collected Poems 1968, with Basil sitting quietly in 
the corner peering at The Times […] Every time I looked in his 
direction I felt for an adjective to cut or a construction to contract.32

It is hard to be conclusive about the influence of Bunting on Fulcrum 
Press: there are no existing archives, and the Montgomerys are reluctant 
to speak about their time as a publishing house.33 In the face of the collab-
orative precedent outlined by Fisher, however, it seems not unreasonable 
to assume that Bunting might have had an equally authoritative presence 
in the publication of his own collections, and with this in mind, I want to 
turn to consider the Fulcrum Press edition of Briggflatts (1966).

Fulcrum Press, as Sperling remarks, was a ‘post-Poundian endeavour’, 
and in light of this theoretical influence we might expect to find a simi-
lar preoccupation with graphic presentation and book design within the 
pages of Briggflatts.34 As opposed to an elaborate design, however, the 
first edition of Briggflatts, published in February 1966, favours a far more 
unembellished style. The reader is presented with a plain fawn-brown 
dustjacket, adorned only with a dotted red outline of what might, in the 
right light, form a section of the Lindisfarne Codex, and the words ‘Basil 
Bunting, Briggflatts’ in a serif typeface; the back cover is plain and una-
dorned, as are the flyleaves. Inside, the front matter is equally sparse: on 
the verso of the title-page, we find the words ‘An Autobiography’, with the 
inscription ‘For Peggy. Son los pasariellos del mal pelo exidos. The spug-
gies are fledged’ on the recto of the following leaf.35 It is not that this pa-
ratextual sparsity is symptomatic of Fulcrum’s publishing ethos or house 
style; David Jones’s The Tribune’s Visitation, published by Fulcrum Press 
in 1969, features an elaborate cover design, title page and frontispiece (see 

31  Tom Pickard, cited by Burton, p. 411.
32  Roy Fisher, ‘Debt to Mr Bunting’, in The Star You Steer By: Basil Bunting and British 
Modernism, ed. by James McGonigal and Richard Price (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2000), pp. 
11–16 (pp. 13–14).
33  Ramanathan, ‘English Little Presses, Book Design and Production’, p. 57.
34  Sperling, ‘The Tribune’s Visitation’, p. 249; for more on Pound, see McGann, Black 
Riders: The Visible Language of Modernism.
35  Basil Bunting, Briggflatts (London: Fulcrum Press, 1966).
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Figure 1).36 Rendered in black and olive-green, the design is an intricate 
inscription designed by Jones himself, with letters forming a geometric 
pattern. The attention to detail continues through the collection, with 
the ‘Acknowledgements’ noting that ‘the book has been set throughout in 
the author’s favourite type Joanna’.37 As opposed to an editorial interven-
tion, then, the absence of paratextual and visual features on the cover of 
Briggflatts seems to be a decision on the part of Bunting himself: not en-
forced but selected. It is a threshold that foregoes thresholds: a space that 
fulfils Bunting’s wish that ‘only his work […] [would] speak for him and 
his life’.38

36  David Jones, The Tribune’s Visitation (London: Fulcrum Press, 1969).
37  Ibid. 
38  Tom Pickard, ‘Sketches from My Voice Locked In: The Lives of Basil Bunting’, Chicago 
Review, 44.3 (1998), 75–95 (p. 75).

Figure 1: David Jones, Frontispiece, The Tribune’s Visitation, 1969. Copyright estate of 
David Jones.
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As opposed to being anomalous, this paratextual reticence defines 
Fulcrum editions of Bunting’s work, as in the second edition of Briggflatts, 
reset and released in paperback in December 1966. Departing from the 
visual sparsity of the first edition, the front cover features a monochromat-
ic photograph of Bunting, taken by Richard Hamilton, and one might be 
forgiven for briefly assuming that the edition favoured a more biographi-
cal approach. But, like the first edition, the second edition largely foregoes 
peritextual material, bypassing introductions and biographical notes. In 
formatting their editions thus, the Fulcrum editions — intentionally or 
otherwise — promote poem over paratextual explanation, and this is an 
impression reflected in the cover design for Collected Poems, published 
in 1968.39 The dust-jacket, designed by the well-known painter Barnett 
Newman, features two rectangles of hazy black print which run from the 
top of the page to the bottom, divided by a white rectangle in which is 
printed the words ‘Basil Bunting. Collected Poems’ in serif typeface, an 
isolated handful of printed letters on a vast expanse. Formatted thus, 
the lacuna produces a kind of palpable absence; an understanding of the 
manner in which the edition might favour blank space over explanatory 
material. 

But texts entirely without paratexts, as Genette theorizes, cannot and do 
not exist: all texts, by virtue of being, are materially and socially defined 
by the physical covers in which they find themselves. With this in mind, 
then, I want to turn to consider the ethos of Fulcrum Press, and the man-
ner in which this small-press publishing context informs a countercultur-
al reading of Bunting. Fulcrum Press, as Sperling indicates, were a press 
composed of ‘elective outsiders’, defying the cultural expectations usually 
levelled at such publishing ventures to publish in large print-runs.40 It was 
a venture driven by the aim of radically transforming British publishing 
culture, and a profile of Stuart Montgomery included in The Times in 1969 
reads as follows: ‘Fulcrum Press could be for poetry in the Seventies what 
Faber was in the Thirties.’41 Put simply, Fulcrum Press formed a challenge 
both to Faber and (by extension) the literary establishment, an ideology 
matched by the anti-authoritarian, anti-canonical, and anarchist politics 

39  Basil Bunting, Collected Poems (London: Fulcrum Press, 1968). 
40  Matthew Sperling, Basil Bunting: a discussion by Don Share, Paul Batchelor and Mat-
thew Sperling, online video recording, SoundCloud, 28 November 2016, <https://sound-
cloud.com/poetrysociety/basil-bunting-a-discussion> [accessed 10 March 2020].
41  Cited in Sperling, ‘The Tribune’s Visitation’, p. 261; ‘Pooter’, The Times, 2 August 1969, 
p. 20. 
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of many of the authors published by Fulcrum; Jeff Nuttall, to name but 
one. The social conditions of book-production bear on Bunting’s repu-
tation and, amidst this countercultural milieu, the poet cannot help but 
seem contemporaneous with these figures, even the barest association 
with Fulcrum Press casting him, as Donald Davie writes in 1973, as ‘the 
most senior of England’s provincial and outsider poets’.42

‘Bloodaxe, king of York’: Bloodaxe Books

After the collapse of Fulcrum Press in 1974, Bunting’s publication history 
almost grinds to a halt. Despite publishing Bunting’s Collected Poems in 
1978 and Uncollected Poems in 1991, Oxford University Press are forced 
to cancel their poetry list in 1998, and Bunting’s work goes briefly out of 
print, reviving only with the intervention of Bloodaxe Books in 2000.43. In 
contrast to earlier editions of Bunting’s work, then, the Bloodaxe edition 
of Bunting’s Complete Poems is unique in the manner in which it presents 
an edition Bunting lived to see neither into print nor into its inception. 
In terms of textual variants, the edition is standard, presenting what the 
associate editor Richard Caddel calls ‘a complete corrected resetting of the 
final text of Bunting’s Collected Poems as it stood at his death in 1985’.44 
What is far more interesting for the purposes of this article is instead a 
glance at the edition’s paratextual material. For the experience of read-
ing Complete Poems is markedly different to that of Fulcrum’s Briggflatts 
and Collected Poems; where Fulcrum favours the poem over the paratext, 
the Bloodaxe edition lies in direct contrast, adopting a more paratextually 
centred model. But how does this paratextual impulse work to alter the 
critical afterlives of Bunting? 

At a glance, this impulse is something seemingly at odds with Bloodaxe’s 
public stance on the role of paratexts. Discussing Share’s The Poems of Basil 
Bunting, the Bloodaxe website notes that although ‘Bloodaxe has subli-
censed a critical edition of Bunting’s complete poetry, […] Bloodaxe’s 
Complete Poems is complete (but has no critical apparatus)’.45 There is a 

42  Donald Davie, Thomas Hardy and British Poetry (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1973), p. 153.
43  Share, ‘Introduction’, in The Poems of Basil Bunting, p. xxxv.
44  Richard Caddel, ‘Introduction’, in Basil Bunting, Complete Poems, ed. by Richard Cad-
del (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 2000), pp. 11–15 (p. 14).
45  ‘Basil Bunting: Complete Poems’, Bloodaxe Books, <https://www.bloodaxebooks.com/
ecs/product/complete-poems-655> [accessed 20 March 2020].
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distinctly pointed undercurrent to the remark, which rings with the sug-
gestion that the edition might be said to be complete not despite, but rath-
er because of, the absence of critical material. Likewise, the omission of 
critical apparatus is something associate editor Caddel seems particularly 
proud of, claiming in his ‘Introduction’ that ‘Bunting himself kept expla-
nation of his poems to an absolute minimum, and I have no intention of 
departing from that principle’, apparently unaware of the aposiopetic irony 
of his comment.46 Yet even before you pass the edition’s titlepage, it’s diffi-
cult to avoid the suspicion that Bunting’s work has already somehow been 
explained to you. At a glance, the titlepage is appropriately sparse, featur-
ing ‘Complete Poems’ emblazoned in bold serif font, sandwiched between 
the name of the poet and the editor. At the bottom of the page, however, 
the eye discovers the name of the publishing house itself: Bloodaxe Books. 
Bloodaxe Books, as the website states, is so-called for ‘Erik Bloodaxe, 
the last Viking king of independent Northumbria’, the central figure in 
Bunting’s Briggflatts as ‘the opposite persona to the Cuthbert side of his 
Northumbrian identity’.47 That is, the press derives its name explicitly and 
consciously from the harbinger of an independent Northumbria: a polit-
ical statement as much as an appellation. It is not that this paratextual in-
tervention is unique to Complete Poems; this is, of course, the name of the 
press, present on other editions such as Being Alive (2004).48 Nonetheless, 
there remains something instructive in lingering over the impact this ide-
ological thrust has on the reading of Complete Poems. The act of passing 
the name on the title page conditions the eye to read Bunting as an in-
heritor of what Alex Niven has termed ‘the Northumbrian Golden Age’ 
of the Vikings, the house style foregrounding the Northumbrian mythos 
of Bunting’s work at the expense of his Persian, Poundian and Objectivist 
influences.49 That is, the materialist hermeneutics of Complete Poems work 
to conflate Bunting with the medieval kingdom of Northumbria.

Likewise, this bias is matched by the editorial presence of Richard Caddel, 
the associate editor. Heavily influenced by his meeting with Bunting and 
Pickard while at Newcastle University, Caddel was fundamental in estab-
lishing the Basil Bunting Poetry archive at Durham University, acting as 
co-director from 1988 to his death in 2003.50 Given this biographical work, 

46  Caddel, ‘Introduction’, p. 11.
47  ‘About’, Bloodaxe Books, <https://www.bloodaxebooks.com/about> [accessed 17 Feb-
ruary 2021]. 
48  Being Alive, ed. by Neil Astley (Newcastle: Bloodaxe Books, 2004).
49  Niven, ‘Basil Bunting’s Late Modernism’, p. 235.
50  Paul Taylor, ‘Obituary: Richard Caddel’, Guardian, 18 April 2003,
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Caddel perhaps unsurprisingly favoured a particularly regional approach 
to Bunting and in 1997, he co-authored the biography Basil Bunting: A 
Northern Life.51 Even reading the subtitle, you get a sense of the strengths 
and limitations of this work, as Burton equally observes. At one point, 
attempting to reconcile the years Bunting spent abroad with this book’s 
self-proclaimed focus on his ‘Northern life’, Caddell and Flowers declare: 
‘Bunting’s war and his career in Persia after the war lie outside the scope of 
this book.’52 This is not so much a biography as a biographical reworking: a 
means of transforming Bunting’s eclectic past into a statement of Northern 
identity. And this Northern-centric perspective is one which echoes 
throughout Caddel’s editorial introduction to Complete Poems, a piece 
which foregrounds Bunting’s biography within the first two paragraphs:

Born in Scotswood-on-Tyne on 1st March 1900, Bunting grew up 
close to the vibrant oral traditions of the North-East of England at 
the start of the 20th century […] One of his earliest memories was 
of his nurse singing Northumbrian folksongs.53 

Put simply, Caddel’s introduction reinforces an overtly regional frame-
work through which to read Bunting, rendering him a figurehead for a 
Northern literary renaissance.

And as for Complete Poems, so too for Briggflatts, published by Bloodaxe 
in 2009. Where the Fulcrum edition was subtle, Bloodaxe is unmistakable, 
and the front cover takes the line ‘Lindisfarne plaited lines’ quite literal-
ly, featuring a section of the Lindisfarne Gospels.54 This visual stimulus is 
echoed by a corresponding textual emphasis: the blurb on the back-cov-
er alludes to ‘Saint Cuthbert’ and the aforementioned ‘Bloodaxe’, figures 
who — alongside the Lindisfarne Gospels — have long been associated 
with the Northumbrian Renaissance of the seventh and eighth centu-
ries. So why promote this perception of Bunting as ‘the Northumbrian 
master poet’? Neil Astley, editor of Bloodaxe Books, founded the press 
in 1978 in Newcastle Upon Tyne, securing funding from Northern Arts 

<https://www.theguardian.com/news/2003/apr/18/guardianobituaries.booksobituaries> 
[accessed 16 March 2020].
51  Richard Caddel and Anthony Flowers, Basil Bunting: A Northern Life (Newcastle: 
Newcastle Libraries, 1997).
52  Burton, p. 6; Caddel and Flowers, Basil Bunting, p. 41.
53  Caddel, ‘Introduction’, in Complete Poems, p. 11.
54  The section in question is: ‘Cotton Nero D IV, second incipit page to the Gospel of 
St Matthew, from the Lindisfarne Gospels, 720-21’, cited in Briggflatts, ed. by Neil Astley 
(Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 2009), backcover.
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in 1982. Currently based in Hexham, Northumberland, Bloodaxe Books 
makes much of its topographical origins, and although the press publishes 
a range of material — from Jeni Couzyn’s Bloodaxe Book of Contemporary 
Women Poets (1985) to E. A. Markham’s Hinterland: Caribbean Poetry 
from the West Indies and Britain (1989) — it maintains an undeniable 
northern-centric focus, with recent publications including Land of Three 
Rivers, an anthology of Northern poetry dubbed by Astley as ‘a celebration 
of North-East England’.55 It is not difficult, then, to catch the regional ide-
ology underpinning Bloodaxe: the manner in which the press trades off its 
status as a Northern publishing house.

The paratextual approach of Bloodaxe notwithstanding, the ethos of the 
press suggests a continuity of thought with the values of Morden Tower. As 
opposed to being a straightforwardly scholarly imprint, Bloodaxe instead 
comprises a far more market-oriented editorial approach, with Astley 
recalling rather proudly that one ‘marketing person described Bloodaxe 
[…] as “Waterstones-friendly”’.56 To say ‘Waterstones-friendly’ is to im-
plicitly denote accessibility — mass-market, non-academic texts — and 
you can easily imagine the way in which this comment might not have 
been intended as a compliment. Yet it is upon this mass-market appeal 
that Bloodaxe is founded, and in his introduction to the poetry anthology 
Being Alive (2004), Astley tellingly claims that it ‘brought many readers 
back to poetry, people who hadn’t read poetry for years’.57 His concern, 
in other words, is not with the scholarly, but rather the accessible, and 
accordingly both Complete Poems and Briggflatts are affordably priced, 
costing twelve pounds each. At the time of writing, as opposed to being 
published first in hardback, then released in the cheaper form of paper-
back, both editions are published solely in paperback, rendering them im-
mediately more attainable. Under the editorial horizon of Bloodaxe, the 
works of Bunting may become Northern-centric thresholds, but they’re 
far from inaccessible ones. 

55  Land of Three Rivers, ed. by Neil Astley (Newcastle: Bloodaxe, 2017).
56  Cited by Sandie Byrne, ‘Introduction: Tony Harrison’s Public Poetry’, in Tony Harrison: 
Loiner, ed. by Sandie Byrne (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 1–28 (p. 11).
57  ‘The Story of Bloodaxe: 1978–2008’, In Person: 30 Poets, ed. by Neil Astley (Newcastle: 
Bloodaxe Books, 2008), pp. 237–62



16

‘on the fly-leaf’

‘Then is Now’: Faber & Faber

‘This is now surely the only book of Bunting’s poetry any reader needs.’ So 
concludes Rory Waterman in his review of Don Share’s critical edition The 
Poems of Basil Bunting, published by Faber in 2016, and he’s far from alone 
in the sentiment.58 Hailed as a turning point for Bunting studies as the first 
critical edition of the complete poems, Share’s edition comprises not just 
published poems, but also gathers together discarded works, draft materi-
als and variant editions, as well as commentary from Bunting’s published 
prose, private correspondence, and critical work on the poet. ‘Bunting’s 
expansive intonations edged the modernist scene for a while’, writes Emily 
Van Houten, ‘but this edition allows Bunting to gain the wider audience 
his sprawling lines have long-deserved.’59 With this in mind, my argument 
centres on the question of precisely which audience is assumed here.

Looked at in this light, even the title itself tells you a good deal about 
the kind of company Share might wish this edition to keep. Reading the 
title, The Poems of Basil Bunting, one is reminded of the similarly titled 
The Poems of T.S. Eliot, published by Faber in 2015 and edited by emi-
nent critics Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue.60 This allusion seems far 
from coincidental; in his ‘Acknowledgements’, Share thanks Ricks ‘first 
and literally foremost’ as ‘a superlative mentor’.61 Ricks was Share’s PhD 
supervisor. Accordingly, Share’s edition employs a near-identical format 
to that of Ricks: collected poems followed by uncollected material, unfin-
ished material and draft materials, along with an extended commentary in 
the endnotes as opposed to in the footnotes. These formatting similarities 
extend even to the font itself, which is a neat sans-serif typeface. To some 
extent, these similarities are a matter of Faber’s house style. Yet, sitting 
alongside one another on the bookshelf, the two editions begin to seem 
contemporaneous in their paratextual parallels, aligning Bunting not with 
the margins, but instead with the canonical centre of British modernism 
epitomised both by Eliot and Faber. 

This sense of the canonization of Bunting’s work announces itself with a 
glance at the price of the edition: to buy Share’s edition new is, at the time 

58  Rory Waterman, ‘A Series of Fits’, Essays in Criticism, 67.3 (2017), 313–322 (p. 322).
59  Emily Van Houten, ‘Review of The Poems of Basil Bunting, edited by Don Share’, READ: 
Research in English At Durham <https://readdurhamenglish.wordpress.com/2017/01/05/re-
view-of-the-poems-of-basil-bunting-edited-by-don-share/> [accessed 20 February 2020].
60  T.S. Eliot, The Poems of T.S. Eliot, ed. by Christopher Ricks and Jim McCue, 2 vols 
(London: Faber, 2015). 
61  Share, ‘Introduction’, in The Poems of Basil Bunting, p. xi.
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of writing, to spend thirty pounds.62 The price isn’t extortionate, per se; it 
is nowhere near comparable to Faber’s edition of Paul Muldoon’s Maggot 
(2010), which costs an eyewatering one-hundred and twenty-five pounds.63 
But it is not an accessible price, and not something the ‘unabashed girls 
and boys’ who once filled Morden Tower would be in a position to afford.64 
Instead, this is first and foremost a critical edition, aimed at scholars and 
universities; the very institutions which Bunting infamously held in such 
disdain.65 And there is a certain telling irony to be found in this: just as the 
book proves a point of entry for Bunting scholars, so too does it close off 
the text to the very kinds of audiences Bunting initially read and dedicated 
Briggflatts to all those years ago in Morden Tower. I am not suggesting 
that this is in anyway an intentional decision on the part of either Don 
Share or Faber. Yet inadvertent or not, the edition reinforces a perception 
of Bunting as a poet not of the countercultural space of Morden Tower, but 
of the establishment.

Supposing one can afford a copy, furthermore, the task of reading The 
Poems proves more complicated than it might initially appear. Ostensibly, 
the edition is formatted so as to be easy to peruse, and at the foot of each 
right-hand page large, clearly legible capitals note the page number where 
the relevant annotations can be found, along with its textual variants. The 
format makes the edition straightforward to navigate — to skip between 
the back pages, and the current poem with ease — and it is undeniably 
useful for the scholar able to doublecheck allusions and textual variants 
with a quick flick of the page. Nonetheless, it is worth lingering over the 
mode of radial reading which this kind of editing promotes. Radial read-
ing, Jerome McGann observes, ‘necessitates some kind of abstraction from 
what appears most immediately’; the reading eye is continually caught 
and directed elsewhere, distracted from the poem itself.66 It is exactly this 
mode of cognitive distraction which marks the experience of reading The 
Poems. As opposed to reading in a linear fashion from the first line to the 
last, one jumps instead from the poem to the annotations, to the textual 
variants and back again, and reading like this, it’s hard to get a clear im-
pression of the poem itself. The presence of the paratextual material — the 

62  ‘The Poems of Basil Bunting’, Faber, <https://www.faber.co.uk/9780571235001-the-po-
ems-of-basil-bunting.html> [accessed 10 March 2020].
63  Paul Muldoon, Maggot (London: Faber, 2010).
64  Bunting dubs them thus in his brief preface to Collected Poems (1968). 
65  See Letter to Robert Creeley, 18 March 1977, Durham, MS 87.
66  McGann, ‘How to Read a Book’, The Textual Condition, pp. 101–128 (p. 119).
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‘ANNOTATIONS’, the ‘TEXTUAL VARIANTS’ — begins to encroach on and 
dominate the space of the poem, impeding the act of reading. 

This concern about the place of editorial paratexts is akin to comments 
also levelled at Ricks’s The Poems of T.S. Eliot, and revolves around what 
critic Mark Ford calls ‘the editors’ kitchen-sink approach to annotation’.67 
The Poems is a critical edition, and accordingly is marked by the presence 
of annotations, commentaries and introductions. Yet the sheer density of 
editorial annotation renders even the simple task of reaching the poems 
themselves oddly tricky. These are The Poems of Basil Bunting, and with 
such a title, you’d be forgiven for assuming that Bunting’s poems would 
take precedence. Of the edition’s six hundred and one pages, however, only 
around two hundred sixty-six of those pages are occupied by the poems; 
the rest are populated by editorial matter, with whole pages of apparatus 
passing by without a poem in sight. The ‘Annotations’, found at the back 
of the collection, include textual variants, appendices, a bibliography, and 
an index of titles and first lines, occupying approximately two hundred 
and ninety-eight pages or half the edition; the introduction occupies thirty 
pages. It is a far cry from the Fulcrum Press edition of Briggflatts, where 
poem took precedent over paratext. Instead, as Bunting would say, ‘there 
are the Alps’: ‘you will have to go a long way round | if you want to avoid 
them’. Quite a long way round, in fact, for the collection is bookended by 
paratexts, until the act of reading consists of negotiating the mass of mate-
rial before you. ‘Thresholds’, Genette claims, ‘exist to be crossed’.68 Yet The 
Poems would disagree, and the thresholds of this edition work to consume 
the text itself, paratext engulfing poem. 

Once tucked away in the geographical and political margins of Morden 
Tower, the poems of Basil Bunting have recently begun to take centre-stage, 
moving from what we might call the margins of small-press print to the 
realm of a major publishing house. And the fate of Bunting, moved from 
the poems of Fulcrum Press to the paratexts of Faber, sketches some con-
texts for thinking about both the advantages and the limitations of this 
kind of editorial approach. Bunting’s work looks different when viewed 
at turns through the lens of an experimental small-press as opposed to 
the weighty introduction of a scholarly edition, and this difference should 
give us pause. Texts, McGann theorizes, ‘always stand within an editorial 

67  Mark Ford, ‘I gotta use words’, London Review of Books, 11 August 2016, <https://www.
lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v38/n16/mark-ford/i-gotta-use-words?referrer=> [accessed 8 March 
2020].
68  Genette, Paratexts, p. 410.
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horizon’, and Don Share’s editorial horizon is, for the Bunting scholar at 
least, invaluable: comprehensive, scholarly, and critical.69 Not only that, 
but ‘the goal of this work is to […] enhance the […] appreciation’ of these 
poems, and this is a goal which can hardly be said to be reprehensible. 
What Don Share seeks to do, in essence, is to use his edition to provide 
an entry point to Bunting’s work: a threshold, as Genette would say. 
Nonetheless this editorial horizon is ultimately one which begins to dwarf 
not just the wishes of the poet, who remarked rather unequivocally that 
‘Briggflatts is a poem: it needs no explanation’, but also the poems them-
selves.70 Thresholds become barricades, and in doing so, the recent peri-
texts of Bunting move the poet away from the walls in which Briggflatts 
was first read aloud and into a far more academic milieu. Bunting’s works 
have become, as the poet notes of Joseph Skipsey, ‘a dialect written in the 
language of the capital’, and as poem gives way to paratext, it’s not hard to 
imagine the way in which this might produce a volume which isolates the 
very audiences it once engaged.71

69  McGann, The Textual Condition, pp. 19–47 (esp. p. 21).
70  Bunting, ‘A Note on the Briggflatts’, Durham, MSS 12/1-2.
71  Bunting, ‘Introduction’, in Selected poems [of] Joseph Skipsey, p. 13.
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Yann Martel’s Life of Pi:  
Trash Affect and Neoliberal 
Recycling in Post-
Postmodern Fiction

frazer martin

About half-way through Pi’s account of his voyage as a castaway in 
Yann Martel’s Booker Prize-winning novel Life of Pi (2001), his 
narrative begins to lose coherence. Between his descriptions of a 

catastrophically dramatic storm in Chapter 83, and his arrival on a bizarre 
algae island in Chapter 92 — a chapter which forms a kind of self-con-
tained, high-action adventure-cum-detective story within the novel — ex-
ist a series of numb, meditative, affectively dysphoric chapters in which 
Pi surrenders himself to an inert, unfeeling passivity. In contrast to the 
dramatic, tragic action of his previous tribulations, here Pi simply exists, 
allowing events to wash over him with indifference: he asphyxiates him-
self to pass the time, slowly goes blind, begins to sleep for large portions 
of his days, has a bizarre, paranoid hallucinatory encounter with another 
castaway, and generally exists in ‘a state of semi-consciousness’.1 Here the 
narrative reaches a kind of still point, in which nothing tangibly ‘happens’ 
other than Pi growing increasingly dejected. ‘It’s no use. Today I die. I will 
die today. I die,’ writes Pi in his daily diary entries.2

In one of these chapters — Chapter 88 — Pi’s lifeboat drifts into a vast 
floating field of trash. ‘One day we came upon trash,’ recounts Pi at the 
beginning of the chapter, with the encounter framed as an extension of his 
passive, inert state: the directionless lifeboat merely ‘comes upon’ refuse.3 
Pi sluggishly picks through the trash with the half-hearted hope of finding 
‘anything that might be of use’, but turns up nothing of value; only trash, 

1  Yann Martel, Life of Pi (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2018), p. 239. 
2  Ibid., p. 240.
3  Ibid., p. 237. 
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from the banal to the ‘pungent and disgusting’.4 The trash is materially per-
sistent, but non-descript: as one ‘thing s[inks] beneath the surface’, ‘other 
trash’ repeatedly ‘fill[s]’ its place.5 Pi continues to drift through it, vaguely 
registering its presence but with a dejected lack of specificity. And then, 
almost as soon as it began, the episode is over: ‘We left the trash behind.’6 
Pi drifts onwards again, occasionally catching whiffs of the trash ‘when the 
wind came from that direction’.7

In this article, I will argue that the association between trash and neg-
ative, dysphoric affect established in this chapter is not coincidental, and 
indeed has wider implications for this particular novel’s articulation of af-
fect, and more generally indexes the place of negative, dysphoric, ‘trashy’ 
feelings within post-postmodern literary culture. Trash, here, is materi-
ally pervasive — it engulfs, and lingers, and carries on the wind — but 
also non-specific: it forms a kind of intangible, nondescript bedrock to 
the drifting of Pi’s lifeboat, and the passage of his narrative itself. And yet 
it also offers little of use, and quickly filters out of the narrative’s attention: 
Pi absent-mindedly rummages through it, finding nothing, before drift-
ing onward. The only thing he picks up is an empty bottle, in which he 
scrawls a message to send out to sea in the vain hope of attracting atten-
tion. Trash, then, much like these oddly dysphoric chapters of Life of Pi, 
registers briefly as an engulfing mass, before being tidily disregarded, with 
whatever little use it might contain. Pi’s dysphoric feelings in these chap-
ters also linger and engulf — they consume his every thought, and register 
in all his descriptions — yet, as soon as the novel reaches the dramatic 
action of Chapter 92 (the algae island), they’re cast out of sight, or recycled 
into something more (narratively) useful. Dysphoric feeling becomes the 
trash that Martel’s novel repeatedly discards or recycles into something 
else — like the bottled message, a vainly euphoric gesture of hope amidst 
a sea of dysphoria/trash.

This process of dumping dysphoric, trashy affect, and a subsequent 
turn to euphoric, happy feelings, I argue, permeates scholarly discussion 
of post-postmodern literature, delineating the modes through which we 
think through a contemporary structure of feeling. For instance, in an 
oddly prescriptive article considering what might, or perhaps should, lie 
beyond literary postmodernism, Ihab Hassan calls for what he terms an 

4  Ibid.
5  Ibid. My emphasis.
6  Ibid. 
7  Ibid.



25

frazer martin

‘aesthetics of trust’ — a new ‘planetary humanism’ based on ‘empathy’ and 
‘something akin to love’ — as balm to the ‘global crisis of identity’ result-
ing from cultural postmodernism’s ‘mutat[ion] into genocidal postmoder-
nity’.8 Hassan’s prescription of euphoric affect — empathy and love — as 
the new, necessary mode of engagement with contemporary literature is 
articulated by trashing an unnamed but pervasive dysphoria — a global 
identity crisis — in a process which replicates Life of Pi’s treatment of its 
dysphoric, trashy chapters.

Similarly, in formulating their highly productive period label ‘meta-
modernism’, Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker tentatively 
introduce positive affect at the expense of dysphoria. They discuss a ‘new 
generation of artists’ who have ‘increasingly abandon[ed] the aesthetic 
precepts of deconstruction, parataxis, and pastiche’ and who have instead 
chosen to ‘express a (often guarded) hopefulness and (at times feigned) 
sincerity that hint at another structure of feeling’.9 Dysphoria still lingers 
in Vermeulen and van den Akker’s invocation of negative affective para-
digms of guardedness and feigning, yet the introduction of positive affect 
— hopefulness and sincerity — is still felt to have fundamentally altered 
the mood of the contemporary.

Later still, Jason Gladstone and Daniel Worden in their introduction to 
the collection Postmodern/Postwar — And After begin with David Foster 
Wallace’s 1993 essay ‘E Unibus Pluram’, concurring with his articulation 
of a ‘shift away from […] postmodern irony […] towards a literature of 
sincerity’, and suggesting that contemporary fiction is marked by an ‘aban-
donment’ — yet another trashing — ‘of postmodernism’s signature affec-
tive stance’.10 Joseph Conte, in his review of Gladstone and Worden’s collec-
tion, summarizes these multiple perspectives neatly in his suggestion that 
the ‘dominant’ of contemporary fiction seems to be ‘a phenomenological 

8  Ihab Hassan, ‘Beyond Postmodernism: Towards an Aesthetics of Trust’, in Supplanting 
the Postmodern: An Anthology of Writings on the Arts and Culture of the Early 21st Century, 
ed. by David Rudrum and Nicholas Stavris (New York, NY and London: Bloomsbury, 2015) 
pp. 13–30 (pp. 16, 25–27).
9  Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker, ‘Notes on Metamodernism’, in Sup-
planting the Postmodern: An Anthology of Writings on the Arts and Culture of the Early 21st 
Century, ed. by David Rudrum and Nicholas Stavris (New York, NY and London: Blooms-
bury, 2015) pp. 305–29 (pp. 309–10). 
10  Jason Gladstone and Daniel Worden, ‘Introduction’, in Postmodern/Postwar — And Af-
ter: Rethinking American Literature, ed. by Jason Gladstone, Andrew Hoberek and Daniel 
Worden (Iowa City, IA: University of Iowa Press, 2016), pp. 1–25 (p. 1). 
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one of affect that revitalizes the cosmopolitan, holistic, empathic, organic, 
and pluripotential self ’.11 

I contend, then, that Conte’s invocation of affect requires further think-
ing through. This post-postmodern revitalization occurs by foreground-
ing certain kinds of euphoric feeling, and by discarding — or perhaps re-
cycling — dysphoric affect as trash, transforming a dysphoric ‘irony’ into 
euphoric ‘sincerity’, to adapt Gladstone and Worden’s terms. By attending 
to these critical contexts, it becomes clear that Pi’s dysphoric encounter 
with trash — an encounter which is then narratively brushed aside, as the 
novel moves on to its euphoric algae island adventure narrative — is per-
haps more laden with significance than first thought, and worth interro-
gating further.

In articulating this subtle re-evaluation of affect in contemporary litera-
ture, it would be useful to turn to Raoul Eshelman’s attempt at periodizing 
the post-postmodern, by use of the term performatism, which reads Life of 
Pi as an archetypical text of this period. The novel, according to Eshelman, 
initially seems to encourage a kind of skeptical, dysphoric, postmodern 
detachment, only to undercut those terms of engagement. In Eshelman’s 
words, ‘[w]hat at first glance seems to be an ironic send-up of a naive reli-
gious believer turns out to confirm the act of belief more than to refute it.’12 
Eshelman is keen to play up Life of Pi’s reliance on the bread-and-butter 
formal and textual games typical of postmodern fiction: the novel ‘first 
causes us to identify with a central character’ — Pi — ‘and then abruptly 
undercuts the terms of that identification’ by calling into question the ve-
racity of Pi’s narrative: a shipwreck survivor escaping near-certain death 
by floating across the Pacific in the company of a Bengal tiger.13 Yet rath-
er than leaving the reader floundering in epistemological uncertainty, the 
novel ‘encourages us to revise our skepticism and identify with his [Pi’s] 
story even though we know it to be false’. In Eshelman’s periodization, this 
is a thoroughly unpostmodern affective stance: 

Where postmodernism revels in skepticism, Life of Pi encourages be-
lief; where postmodernism offers competing, equally plausible worlds, 
Life of Pi gives us a choice between what is false and what is most likely 

11  Joseph Conte, ‘Review of Postmodern/Postwar — And After: Rethinking American Lit-
erature’, Twentieth Century Literature 64.1 (2018), 120–27 (p. 126). Original italics.
12  Raoul Eshelman, Performatism, or the End of Postmodernism (Aurora, CO: Davies 
Group Publishers, 2008), p. 40.
13  Eshelman, Performatism, p. 53.
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true; and where postmodernism favors decentered, deceptive states of 
knowing, Life of Pi focuses on unity, willpower, and love.14

Here it becomes apparent that Eshelman’s periodization relies on 
an affective binary between postmodern, minor, dysphoric affect, and 
post-postmodern (or, performatist) major, euphoric affect. In this novel, 
which to all formal and generic intents and purposes appears a garden-va-
riety postmodern fiction, the reader is coyly duped into states of belief, 
and positive affective processes of identification and love. Dysphoria, yet 
again, is either trashed, or its formal structures are recycled in the articu-
lation of euphoric affective processes.

This narrative of trash dysphoric affect, and a turn to euphoria, cer-
tainly seems to have been borne out in Life of Pi’s reception history. Gary 
Krist reviewing the novel in the New York Times, for instance, suggests 
the novel ‘could renew your faith in the ability of novelists’, Justine Jordan 
in the Guardian calls it an ‘enormously lovable novel […] suffused with 
wonder’ that ‘produces a fresh, sideways look at our habitual assumptions’, 
and Lisa Jardine, chair of the 2002 Booker judging panel, is quoted in the 
Independent saying ‘[i]t is, as the author says, a novel which will make you 
believe in God — or ask yourself why you don’t’.15 Eshelman’s formulation 
of a cathartic post-postmodern turn to euphoric affect and belief infil-
trates the idiom of even these early reviews, and his choice of the novel 
to articulate a new contemporary structure of feeling seems to have been 
subsequently vindicated by Life of Pi’s skyrocketing to international ac-
claim after Ang Lee’s 2012 film adaptation. In each review, moreover, there 
is a sense that the novel brings about a turn away from a former dysphoric 
state: Life of Pi offers ‘renewal’, in Krist’s words, or a ‘fresh look’ at ‘habit-
ual’ — in other words dysphoric or dull — assumptions in Jordan’s. Even 
Barack Obama got in on the hype, writing a letter to Martel in 2010 after 
reading the novel to his daughter, quoted here in the Canadian National 
Post: ‘My daughter and I just finished reading Life of Pi together. Both of 
us agreed we prefer the story with the animals. It is a lovely book — an 
elegant proof of God, and the power of storytelling. Thank you.’16 Yet again 

14  Eshelman, Performatism, pp. 53–4.
15  Gary Krist, ‘Taming the Tiger’, New York Times, 7 July 2002, p. 5 (My emphasis).; 
Justine Jordan, ‘Animal Magnetism’, Guardian, 25 May 2002 (My emphasis); Lisa Jardine, 
quoted in Boyd Tonkin, ‘Martel’s roaring success wins Booker Prize’, Independent, 23 Octo-
ber 2002 <https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/news/martels-roar-
ing-success-wins-booker-prize-140903.html> [accessed 17 February 2021].
16  Barack Obama, quoted in Jeanette Stewart, ‘Obama sends Yann Martel Life of Pi ap-
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this idiom of belief and euphoric affect plays itself out and seems to con-
firm Eshelman’s diagnosis of an affective shift away from dysphoric, ironic 
postmodern emotionality. It’s hard to imagine reading a lovely high post-
modernist novel to a child as proof of ‘the power of storytelling’.

Obama’s intervention, however, should prompt us to consider the wider 
political implications of this turn from negative to positive affect that sup-
posedly characterizes post-postmodern fiction. There certainly seems to 
be something strange, and potentially insidious going on when one con-
siders the narratives that make up this supposedly euphoric, salvifically 
loving and lovable novel. Eshelman himself remarks on the oddity of a 
novel about ‘a hero who was the sole survivor of a serious accident and 
had to fight for his life afterwards under adverse conditions’ becoming a 
euphoric affective touchstone of contemporary feeling.17 It is alarmingly 
easy to forget that, underneath all the lovability, Life of Pi is essentially a 
refugee narrative; a context, it seems, all the more important to highlight 
given the increasingly pressing global refugee crisis. The image of a boy in 
a boat with a Bengal tiger has far more and far less comfortable resonances 
than Life of Pi’s reception history seems to acknowledge.

Even more pressingly, considering the Obama administration’s dramat-
ic scaling up of drone warfare in the war on terror, and repeatedly raised 
human rights concerns about lapses in medical care at US immigration 
detention centres during his presidency, it becomes important to question 
the cultural politics of Obama’s publicly declared love for this euphoric 
tale of refuge and immigration.18 As Sara Ahmed argues in The Cultural 
Politics of Emotion, when emotions and affective processes such as love 
enter political discourse — even in terms of seemingly progressive forms 
of multicultural love or love for immigrants — they often serve to rein-
force the nation, the national interest, and the national ideal: love ‘sticks 
the nation together’.19 Within loving affective economies, she argues, ‘the 

preciation letter’, National Post, 7 April 2010 <https://nationalpost.com/afterword/obama-
sends-yann-martel-life-of-pi-appreciation-letter/> [accessed 17 February 2021].
17  Eshelman, Performatism, p. 53.
18  Jessica Purkis and Jack Serle, ‘Obama’s covert drone war in numbers: Ten times more 
strikes than Bush’, Bureau of Investigative Journalism, 17 January 2017 <https://v1.thebu-
reauinvestigates.com/2017/01/17/obamas-covert-drone-war-numbers-ten-times-strikes-
bush/> [accessed 17 February 2021]; ‘US: Deaths in Immigration Detention’, Human Rights 
Watch, 7 July 2016 <https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/07/07/us-deaths-immigration-deten-
tion> [accessed 17 February 2021].
19  Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 2nd edition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2014), p. 135.
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imperative to love becomes an imperative to extend the “ideal” that I seek 
to have onto others, who “can” return the ideal to me’.20 The process of lov-
ing the abject other — in this instance, Pi — is thus a process whereby that 
other’s threatening alterity becomes violently effaced in the name of an 
ideal nationality. In a passage which might shed further light on Obama’s 
attachment to Life of Pi, Ahmed writes:

‘to love the abject’ is close to the liberal politics of charity, one that usu-
ally makes the loving subject feel better for having loved and given love 
to someone presumed to be unloved, but which sustains the relations 
of power that compel the charitable love to be shown in this way.21

In expressing his love for this tale of an Indian refugee who eventual-
ly finds his home as an immigrant in Canada, Obama is able to perform 
the ‘liberal politics of charity’. The novel becomes the means by which he 
performs loving, caring sentiment while his administration continues to 
shore up its own global dominance, and in so doing creates the geopo-
litical instability which allows him to express his love in the first place. 
The traumatic story of a refugee thus becomes perversely affectively re-
cycled; repurposed as a reason to love the neoliberal, cosmopolitan (in 
this instance, Canadian) state. If, as Eshelman argues, Life of Pi represents 
a paradigmatic shift towards a post-postmodern literature of ‘unity, will-
power, and love’, Ahmed’s trenchant analysis of the cultural politics of such 
euphoric affects should force us to question the role this literature plays in 
shoring up national interests and ideals. I argue that by attending to the 
dysphoric, trash affects which the novel makes briefly visible — the image 
of Pi dejectedly sifting through floating trash — and tracing how the nar-
rative either repurposes or discards these affects, the role of novels like Life 
of Pi in maintaining this cultural politics can become clearer.

***
Eshelman’s hesitancy regarding a potential disconnect between Life of Pi’s 
traumatic subject matter and the novel’s overall euphoric tone, provides a 
useful starting point for untangling the affective processes at work here. I 
want to answer the question that tacitly underlies Eshelman’s account of 
the novel: how does this euphoric affect come about? If we dwell on the 
image with which I began this article, we might ask: how does the nov-
el’s attention so easily turn away from the mire of trash affect, and literal 

20  Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 129. 
21  Ibid., p. 141.
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trash, which engulfs Pi and his lifeboat? How does the novel keep itself 
euphorically afloat? Life of Pi is intensely preoccupied with its own status 
as a written, narrated artefact: it contains multiple embedded narratives, 
multiple narrators, and even a fictionalized author figure. From the outset, 
I argue that this abstruse narratological framework does considerable af-
fective work in repackaging and recycling Pi’s traumatic refugee narrative 
as a tale of ‘unity, willpower, and love’.

The novel’s preface takes the form of a playfully metafictional first-per-
son ‘Author’s Note’, in which a fictionalized Martel travels to India in search 
of inspiration for his next novel; the novel that would become Life of Pi. 
The processes of composition and travel become conflated as euphorically 
rejuvenating and necessary processes for the novel itself to come about. 
The author figure flees Canada for India to overcome his ‘restlessness’ and 
writer’s block, initiating a narrative of the dysphoric liberal’s return to feel-
ing.22 The India he arrives in, moreover, is represented as the ideal locus 
for that return to occur: ‘a stint in India will beat the restlessness out of 
any living creature,’ the author tells us, as he enacts his faintly neocolonial 
vision of ‘settl[ing] in a hill station’ writing ‘at a table on a large veranda’ 
with a ‘steaming cup of tea’, surrounded by ‘[g]reen hills heavy with mists’ 
and ‘the shrill cries of monkeys’.23 The author’s fantasy of emotional reju-
venation takes place in the mystified, aestheticized remnants of empire, 
registered as exoticized, Orientalized sense-impressions; the trash to be 
recycled in the would-be author’s process of healing.

After roaming around for a while, the author figure eventually alights 
on Pi’s story, told to him by an elderly man in Pondicherry. Upon learning 
that Pi now lives in Toronto, the author hurries back to Canada to hear it 
from its primary source. In a particularly potent moment of fetishization, 
he searches Pi out in a phone book and calls him: ‘The voice that answered 
had an Indian lilt to its Canadian accent, light but unmistakable, like a 
trace of incense in the air’.24 In Life of Pi’s playful, poioumenic preface, this 
is the point at which the novel’s source material — Pi’s voice — reaches 
its narrator; the fact that it does so in the form of an exoticized sensory 
simile seems particularly telling. In this, the novel’s fictionalization of its 
originary impulse, the focus of narration is on the white liberal’s pleasure 
in hearing Pi’s narrative of seeking refuge in Canada. The potential dys-
phoria of refuge is recycled through the author figure’s euphoric reception. 

22  Martel, Life of Pi, p. ix.
23  Ibid., pp. ix–x.
24  Ibid., p. xiii. My emphasis.
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As James Dawes details in his study of humanitarian fiction and human 
rights literature, That the World May Know, representations of atrocity, 
trauma and hardship in fiction are uniquely beset by the ethical problems 
of voyeurism:

How do you resolve the paradox that your audiences hunger for these 
images and stories of calamity both because they want to understand 
their world and their moral responsibilities in it, and because they are 
narrowly voyeuristic?25

This voyeurism certainly seems to colour the narration of Life of Pi’s 
preface, and perhaps goes some way to explaining the conundrum that 
Eshelman presents to us: in narratologically centering the gaze of the white 
cosmopolitan Canadian author, Pi’s tribulations can become uniquely and 
voyeuristically euphoric.

This process of affective recycling — of euphorically enjoying Pi’s tales 
of woe — continues into the novel’s first section as well. This section nar-
rates Pi and the author figure’s various in-person interviews as Pi recounts 
the story of his life, reminiscing about his childhood in India before em-
igrating. These interviews are articulated through two alternating narra-
tives, one from the first-person perspective of the author as he records his 
impressions of Pi, and one, also in first person, detailing Pi’s own reminis-
cences. The extent to which this section mimics the narrative practices of 
humanitarian fiction is intriguing. By fictionalizing his research into his 
fictional character Pi via the medium of dual narration, Martel seems to 
foreground the concerns outlined by Dawes as the humanitarian fiction’s 
anxiety about ‘giving voice’ to trauma, while being careful not to overstep 
the ethical line and ‘taking voice’. Martel playfully suggests that the fiction-
al Pi’s voice remains Pi’s own, and has some ontological reality beyond the 
scope of his text.26

The potential problematics of this authorial sleight-of-hand become 
clearer, however, when one considers that Pi is a fiction, even if the immi-
grants and refugees for which he functions as a stand-in are not. Moreover, 
the relationship dynamic that this narrational technique establishes is 
one which is quite subtly lopsided: Pi functions as a kind of latter-day 
Scheherazade, whose titillating and exotic tales of Indian childhood, trau-
matic sea voyage, and eventual cathartic refuge in Canada serve not only 

25  James Dawes, That the World May Know: Bearing Witness to Atrocity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2007), p. 166.
26  Ibid., p. 8. 
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to pleasure and entertain the author figure, but also to shore up the image 
of the liberal, cosmopolitan Canadian state as a euphorically loving and 
lovable place of refuge. To quote Ahmed, the performance of ‘love for dif-
ference’ in the form of attachment to Pi works ‘to construct a national ide-
al’.27 The relationship between Pi and the author figure thus begins to em-
ulate the relationship that Zadie Smith identifies in her reading of Joseph 
O’Neill’s novel Netherland, between the white protagonist Hans and the 
Trinidadian immigrant Chuck Ramkissoon, detailed in her essay ‘Two 
Directions for the Novel’. Pi, like Chuck, becomes ‘a kind of authenticity 
fetish’; an affective commodity for the reader — or, indeed, for Martel’s 
fictionalized author figure — to gaze at and gain euphoric renewal; a figure 
who ‘comfort[s]’ the white cosmopolitan, and ‘assure[s] [them] of [their] 
beautiful plenitude’.28 The potential trash dysphoria of migration is over-
looked, or recycled into white joy.

Throughout Pi’s reminiscences, he presents himself, or is presented, as 
a uniquely feelingful, (faux-)naïve receptacle and conveyor of euphoric af-
fect. In describing his odd devotion to three different religions, for exam-
ple — Pi is a practising Hindu, Muslim and Christian — Pi presents his 
religious practice in fey, almost cloyingly post-ironic terms. Recounting a 
comic incident from his childhood when his priest, imam and pandit all 
fortuitously meet at his father’s zoo in Pondicherry, a kind of mock-heroic 
wrangle ensues between the three and Pi’s parents regarding Pi’s faith. Pi, 
however, becomes confused, and, after his parents turn to him and de-
mand he select one faith to follow, he simply responds: ‘“Bapu Gandhi 
said, “All religions are true.” I just want to love God” I blurted out, and 
looked down, red in the face.’29 Pi’s embarrassment, and his foregrounding 
of emotionality — of love — defuses the argument, embarrassing the as-
sembled adults, who all then agree that Pi’s religious motives are pure. In 
this sense, the historical ‘depthlessness’ which Jameson famously ascribes 
to postmodernism is again enacted by post-postmodernism’s turn to eu-
phoric affect. The bashful yet sincere invocation of love trumps all con-
cerns as to the cultural, historical and political specificity of these three re-
ligious practices; difference is effaced when love becomes the central mode 
of being and understanding.30

27  Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 133. 
28  Zadie Smith, ‘Two Directions for the Novel’, in Changing My Mind: Occasional Essays 
(London: Penguin, 2009), pp. 71–96 (pp. 75, 80–81). 
29  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 69.
30  Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London 
and New York, NY: Verso, 1991), p. 6.
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In a later incident in Canada, Pi describes his relationship with his fos-
ter mother; a Québécoise woman living in Toronto, whom Pi calls ‘Auntiji’ 
because ‘she likes that’.31 This (unnamed) woman mishears Pi’s discussion 
of Hare Krishnas as ‘Hairless Christians’, prompting Pi to give a discourse 
on the relative differences of his three faiths:

When I corrected her, I told her that in fact she was not so wrong; that 
Hindus, in their capacity for love, are indeed hairless Christians, just as 
Muslims, in the way they see God in everything, are bearded Hindus, 
and Christians, in their devotion to God, are hat-wearing Muslims.32

Yet again, by foregrounding euphoric affect as his primary mode of en-
gagement, Pi is able to effectively efface difference; he serves as a mysti-
cal, emotional balm to what Hassan, as previously discussed, terms the 
(dysphoric) ‘global crisis of identity’. Ahmed writes in the conclusion to 
her chapter on love in The Cultural Politics of Emotion that ‘[t]he idea of a 
world where we all love each other, a world of lovers, is a humanist fantasy 
that informs much of the multicultural discourses of love’.33 If we were 
to diagnose the fantasies lying behind Pi/Martel’s descriptions of religion, 
Ahmed’s dictum would certainly be pertinent. 

Indeed, in untangling Pi’s foregrounding of euphoric affect as his pri-
mary mode of engagement with the world, it potentially becomes easier to 
see why this novel was so euphorically received by liberal cosmopolitans 
such as Obama. In Chapter 25, for instance, Pi discusses the hypocrisy of 
religious conflict given all religions’ belief in love: ‘The main battlefield for 
good,’ he argues, ‘is not the open ground of the public arena but the small 
clearing of each heart.’34 In this instance, Pi’s proposition of the salvific 
power of emotionality becomes inextricably entangled with the logic of 
neoliberal individualism: the ‘battlefield for good’ is reconceptualized in 
terms of individual feeling, rather than public reasoning. Intriguingly, it is 
precisely this logic which enables Obama to perform love for the (fiction-
al) refugee, Pi, while his administration continues to intern immigrants 
in detention centres and separate them from their families; emotionality 
professed in individual terms becomes itself a form of activism, or ‘good’. 
Tellingly, Pi’s description of his family’s reasons for emigration are sim-
ilarly affectively framed: after Indira Gandhi suspended the Tamil Nadu 

31  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 49.
32  Ibid., pp. 49–50.
33  Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, p. 139.
34  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 71.
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government in February 1976, Pi’s father decides his family would be saf-
er if relocated to Canada. His reasoning, however, is grasped by Pi only 
in terms of emotionality: Gandhi’s Emergency era human rights abuses 
caused his father ‘ceaseless worrying’. For Pi, ‘Mrs. Gandhi could have per-
sonally bombed the zoo, it would have been fine with me if Father had 
been gay about it,’ and he ‘wish[es]’ his father ‘hadn’t fretted so much’.35 
If his father had simply ‘been gay’, recycling his dysphoric worry into eu-
phoric feeling, everything would supposedly have been fine.

Tellingly, Pi’s narrative is registered in the author figure’s opposing nar-
rative as gleefully, restoratively euphoric, allowing him to continue his 
process of affective recycling and rejuvenation. After one meeting with Pi, 
for instance, the author figure writes that their encounters ‘always leave 
[him] weary of the glum contentment that characterizes [his] life’.36 Pi 
becomes the diagnostic tool with which the dysphoric author recognizes 
and breaks out of his former feelinglessness. Pi initiates in the author a 
euphoric epiphany, including a ‘lasting feeling of elevation, elation, joy; a 
quickening of the moral sense, which strikes one as more important than 
an intellectual understanding of things’, and which provokes ‘a realization 
that the founding principle of existence is what we call love’.37 

In inscribing his metafictive stand-in’s own readings of Pi’s narrative, 
Martel effectively prescribes the affective terms on which the novel is to 
be read: the author figure becomes an implied reader, whose emotional 
rejuvenation serves as the paradigm by which the novel is to be circulat-
ed within affective economies. This process, moreover, becomes explicitly 
related to the shoring up of love for the liberal cosmopolitan state, when 
in the final chapter of the first section the author figure writes about his 
experience of meeting Pi’s wife and children at his home in Canada. The 
author meets his son Nikhil, who ‘goes by Nick’, his daughter Usha, ‘a little 
brown girl, pretty in pink, very much at home’, and their dog Tata and cat 
Moccasin.  He is charmed by this remarkably 2000s scene of multicultural 
integration, with ‘brown girl[s]’ feeling ‘at home’ and second-generation 
immigrants giving themselves Anglophone nicknames, and so prophet-
ically declares, ‘[t]his story has a happy ending.’38 The pre-empted ‘hap-
py ending’ thus ensures and prescribes a mode of cathartic reading, in 
which the narrative telos of integration into and continuation of the liberal 

35  Ibid., p. 78.
36  Ibid., p. 63.
37  Ibid., p. 63.
38  Ibid., pp. 92–93.
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cosmopolitan state — here by producing a family and children — is eu-
phorically achieved. Just as Ahmed predicts, love for Pi becomes, or is 
revealed to have always been, a cipher of love for the nation. The author 
figure’s first-person narrative thus functions as a kind of integrated herme-
neutic algorithm: by inscribing a particular mode of reading Pi’s narrative 
into the novel itself, Martel ensures that Pi’s story is aligned with and rein-
forces euphoric liberal narratives about the pre-eminence of the neoliberal 
state as a place of loving refuge, salvific emotionality and closeness.

***
The narratological apparatus of Life of Pi, then, ultimately reinforces the 
affective hierarchy which Eshelman diagnoses as central to post-postmod-
ern fiction and wider cultural production: euphoric feeling is centred, or 
apprehended as useful — consider the image of the hopeful bottle cast out 
to sea — whereas dysphoric, non-cathartic emotionality — that which is 
only glimpsed briefly, in the side-lines of Pi’s narrative, such as the quick-
ly-disregarded floating trash — is discarded as waste. In Ugly Feelings, her 
book exploring the place of minor, dysphoric affects such as anxiety and 
paranoia within contemporary cultural production, Sianne Ngai discusses 
how ‘ugly’ feelings are routinely dismissed by the cultural canon: 

Something about the cultural canon itself seems to prefer higher pas-
sions and emotions — as if minor or ugly feelings were not only inca-
pable of producing “major” works, but somehow disabled the works 
they do drive from acquiring canonical distinction.39

The success of Martel’s novel can thus be explained precisely according 
to its presentation of a euphoric vision of neoliberal statehood and nation-
ality. Its major, euphoric emotionality functions as the precondition of its 
canonical majorness. However, as Ngai shows this affective hierarchy is 
deconstructable. For Ngai, negative, dysphoric affects serve as ‘diagnostic’ 
tools that can be ‘recuperate[d] […] for their critical productivity’. These 
feelings are able ‘to interfere with the outpouring of other emotions’ and 
can ‘d[o] so as a kind of politics’.40 I argue that by adopting a reading prac-
tice which is attuned to the functioning of these ‘generally unprestigious’ 
and ‘explicitly amoral and noncathartic’ feelings, the process of neoliberal 

39  Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 11. 
40  Ibid., pp. 4–5, 9.
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affective recycling upon which Life of Pi relies so heavily can be produc-
tively diagnosed and reframed.41

In the second section of Life of Pi, Pi recounts in the first person his 
travails on the lifeboat as he drifts across the Pacific towards his eventual 
home in Canada, following the death of his family and the sinking of the 
cargo ship which carried them and all their possessions. It is in this section 
that the workings of this affective recycling process become most clear — 
and perhaps most insidious — as it reframes Pi’s traumatic journey as a 
cathartic tale of refuge.

In Chapter 51, for instance, Pi, shortly after the sinking of the Tsimtsum, 
begins to realize the hopelessness of his position: ‘A certain emptiness made 
itself felt’ to him, as he simultaneously realizes the extent of his hunger and 
thirst.42 He anxiously scrambles around the boat, desperate to find the sup-
plies of food and water he deduces must be hidden somewhere, while also 
trying to avoid the only other occupant; the Bengal tiger Richard Parker, 
who had been travelling with the other animals from Pi’s father’s zoo on 
the Tsimtsum. The chapter’s narration is initially preoccupied with these 
negative, niggling anxieties, detailing in minute detail Pi’s rummaging: he 
‘unroll[s] [the tarpaulin] a little’, he ‘peek[s] under’, he ‘perceive[s] an or-
ange mass’, a ‘shiver’ passes through his body, he ‘h[as] to have water’.43 
The effect of this microscopically detailed narration is a profound sense of 
angst: each action is met with hesitation, and feels uncomfortably inner-
vated. Eventually, he finds a cache of water cans, but has no means to open 
them. Filled with ‘[a]ching expectation’, he manically dings the cans on a 
large hook, until eventually he achieves his goal in a moment of cathartic 
release: ‘My feelings can perhaps be imagined, but they can hardly be de-
scribed. To the gurgling beat of my greedy throat, pure, delicious, beauti-
ful, crystalline water flowed into my system. Liquid life, it was’.44

Intriguingly, Ngai’s description of the motion of euphoric affect relies 
on similar conceptual metaphors of ‘outpouring’ and ‘release’, with dys-
phoric affect serving as ‘interfere[nce]’ or blockage. Just as Pi’s anxious 
scrambling to find the water cans and manic attempts to open them occurs 
as images of blockage and unopenness, his euphoria once he succeeds is 
framed in images of ‘[l]iquid’, ‘gurgling’, and ‘flowing’.45 After he manages 

41  Ibid., p. 6.
42  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 143.
43  Ibid., p. 140.
44  Ibid., p. 142.
45  Ngai, Ugly Feelings, p. 6.
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to open the cans, the affective texture of the chapter dramatically changes, 
detailing instead Pi’s cathartic euphoria, and eventually ends on his elat-
ed thanks to God: ‘Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!’46 The now empty 
cans — the former blockage to Pi’s euphoric feelings — are unceremoni-
ously cast into the Pacific as trash. In this chapter, then, a microcosm of 
the affective hierarchy — and the relative value attached to these affects 
— of Pi’s narration becomes evident. His initial anxieties, in the form of 
the blockage posed by the metal cans, are narrated only to the extent that 
they lead to a euphoric, cathartic release. After that release, the remnants 
of dysphoric affect are cast overboard, removed from narrational line-of-
sight, to join the rest of the Pacific’s floating trash.

Each chapter of this section of the novel functions according to a sim-
ilar affective cycle: Pi emerges in a state of negative feeling — anxious or 
worried or bored about something — only then for that negative affect to 
be resolved into something more palatable as Pi’s needs are met, ending 
cathartically and moving the narrative onwards. The novel is effectively 
propelled forward by a process of affective recycling, in which dysphoric 
affects are either expelled as trash, or recycled into euphoria. Pi even com-
ments on this process in Chapter 63:

What I remember are events and encounters and routines, markers 
that emerged here and there from the ocean of time and imprinted 
themselves on my memory. The smell of hand-flare shells, and prayers 
at dawn, the killing of turtles, and the biology of the algae, for example. 
And many more. But I don’t know if I can put them in order for you. 
My memories come in a jumble.47

Pi, in the moment of recounting his narrative, admits that his narration 
is unreliable, constructed out of ‘events and encounters and routines’ that 
emerge ‘from the ocean of time’ that constitutes his voyage. This, in turn, 
has significant implications for the affective texture of Pi’s narrative. In 
being able to remember only moments of action, motion, and doing, Pi’s 
memory effectively jettisons those points of ‘passivity’, ‘equivocality’ and 
‘powerlessness’ which Ngai so strongly associates with dysphoric, negative 
affect.48

Even the form of the novel — split as it is into many very short chapters 
— lends itself to this kind of narrative emotionality; each chapter begins 

46  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 145.
47  Ibid., p. 192.
48  Ngai, Ugly Feelings, pp. 1–2.
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with Pi blearily drifting into consciousness, shifting out of negative, dys-
phoric states of feeling and into action. Chapter 62, for instance, begins 
with Pi rousing himself from ‘sle[eping] in fits that night’, after ‘g[iving] 
up trying to fall asleep again’, before he then sets about learning to fish.49 
Each narrative episode thus emerges not only out of ‘the ocean of time’, 
to repurpose Pi’s metaphor, but also out of an ocean of dysphoric feeling, 
an ocean of floating trash. The spaces between each chapter and narrated 
incident are suffused with anxiety, depression, boredom, and passive fit-
fulness, which then become obscured, removed from the narrative’s field 
of vision, as the chapter’s narration gets underway.

Indeed, each chapter of Pi’s narrative functions as a kind of fossilized 
remnant of this process of affective recycling, approached as they are from 
the later diegetic moment of Pi’s retelling after he’s safely arrived and built 
a life in Canada. Chapter 52, for instance, comprises a list Pi made of all 
the items on the lifeboat, including, for example, ‘192 tablets of anti-sea-
sickness medicine’, ‘13 solar stills’, ‘6 hand flares’, and ‘2 mid-size orange 
plastic buckets’.50 The use of the list, here, is fascinating for its affective 
qualities: the impulse to list in such minute, exacting detail testifies to 
an extreme anxiety or boredom on the part of the list-maker, rambling 
around the boat and either innervatedly or disaffectedly counting out each 
and every item in his possession; and yet, from the position of Pi’s narra-
tive hindsight, and in the eyes of the reader, the list is realized as vaguely 
comic. The initially pragmatic list ends, moreover, in an oddly mystical, 
bathetic manner:

1 notebook with 98 lined pages
1 boy with a complete set of light clothing but for one lost shoe
1 spotted hyena
1 Bengal tiger
1 lifeboat
1 ocean
1 God 51

What initially seems a remnant of Pi’s anxiety at the beginning of his ar-
duous journey, then, ends the process of narration — of affective recycling 
— as a kind of ludic aside, a testament to Pi’s quirkiness. 

49  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 186.
50  Ibid., p. 145.
51  Ibid., p. 146.
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Thus, the collection of chapters with which I began this article — 
Chapters 83 to 92, wherein Pi’s dysphoric affect, usually filtered out of 
narrative line-of-sight, becomes partially visible — serves as a section of 
narrative in which the motor of affective recycling propelling it forward 
begins to break down. In attempting to apportion Pi’s nearly year-long 
drift across the Pacific neatly into a series of short, affectively-circum-
scribed chapters, the narrative almost seems to realize that it has too much 
time on its hands. The vast expanse of narrative time, containing far too 
few incidences of action, becomes too unruly for the rigid parameters of 
the novel’s form. In Chapter 87, for instance, Pi discusses one particular 
method of passing time on the lifeboat: ‘One of my favourite methods of 
escape was what amounts to gentle asphyxiation.’52 Using a piece of cloth 
dampened with seawater — his ‘dream rag’ — Pi would lie back and cover 
his face, effectively waterboarding himself, and lose consciousness, which 
resulted in visions, ‘[a]nd time would be gobbled up’.53 Just as Pi uses ex-
treme means to ‘escape’ the numbing, dysphoric boredom of his voyage, 
there is a sense here that the narrative is grappling with, and attempting to 
contain the mire of dysphoric affect which forms the bedrock of its plot. 
While Pi asphyxiates himself into altered states of consciousness to allay 
mundanity, the narrative employs past iterative verb constructions such as 
‘would be gobbled up’ within a conspicuously short chapter to hurriedly 
contain and sanitize the negative affect and the sheer mass of time that 
threatens its coherence.

Just as in Chapter 88 which details Pi’s dysphoric encounter with trash, 
the actual conditions of dysphoria are narrated with extreme hesitancy 
and lack of specificity, before being hurriedly cast aside. When Pi even-
tually reaches the algae island in Chapter 92, then, this oddly dysphoric 
section of the novel is immediately discarded in a flood of euphoria, as Pi 
discovers what he believes to be land: ‘Land! Land!’, he exclaims, ‘We are 
saved!’54 The focus shifts to the more high-octane, high-affect drama of Pi’s 
‘exceptional botanical discovery’ of the algae island as the novel continues 
to suppress, discard, or recycle trash — dysphoric affect — into a sanitized, 
pleasant, affectively euphoric refugee narrative; precisely the kind of nar-
rative that allows, or even encourages, the performance of sentimental, 
individualized response by figures such as Obama.55

52  Ibid., p. 236.
53  Ibid., p. 236.
54  Ibid., p. 258.
55  Ibid., p. 256.
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***
In order to conclude this discussion of affective recycling in Life of Pi, 
I would like to turn to Fredric Jameson’s discussion of another literary 
sea voyage, that of Joseph Conrad’s Lord Jim; a novel which, according 
to Jameson, marks ‘a strategic fault line in the emergence of contempo-
rary narrative, a place from which the structure of twentieth-century lit-
erary and cultural institutions becomes visible’.56 In discussing the novel, 
Jameson zones in on a particular moment of Jim’s voyage on the Patna, in 
which Jim, looking out to sea above the ship, hears ‘short metallic clangs’ 
beneath him — the sounds of the labour keeping the ship going — realized 
in the narrative in the form of a ‘supremely self-conscious’, Flaubertian 
‘art sentence’.57 This, to Jameson, serves as an emblematic moment of the 
modernist text’s aestheticization of labour; the sound, received as a sen-
sory impression, represents ‘older repressed content beneath the later for-
malized surface’ of the modernist text, which more generally betokens ‘the 
impressionistic strategy of modernism whose function is to derealize the 
content and make it available for consumption on some purely aesthetic 
level’.58 The labour which enables and sustains Jim’s sea voyage in the first 
place, then, becomes a fossilized part of the impressionistic narrative told 
about it: 

So this ground bass of material production continues underneath the 
new formal structures of the modernist text, as indeed it could but 
continue to do, yet conveniently muffled and intermitted, easy to ig-
nore (or to rewrite in terms of the aesthetic, of sense perception, as 
here of the sounds and sonorous inscription of a reality you prefer not 
to conceptualize), its permanencies ultimately detectable only to the 
elaborate geiger counters of the political unconscious and the ideology 
of form.59

This kind of reading, I argue, is useful to bring to bear on what I have 
been trying to define as the affective ‘muffl[ing]’ of the post-postmodern-
ist text. By deconstructing the affective hierarchy of post-postmodernism, 
we are able to form the kind of ‘elaborate geiger counte[r]’ to render visible 
the trash dysphoric affect — the ‘ground bass’ of affective labour — lying 

56  Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Lon-
don and New York, NY: Routledge, 2002), p. 194.
57  Ibid., p. 202.
58  Ibid., p. 202. 
59  Ibid., p. 203.
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fossilized underneath, ejected out of, or repurposed by the text’s — and, as 
Ngai argues, the cultural canon’s — process of affective recycling.

This process of muffling affective labour reaches a climax in the final 
section of Life of Pi; a climax which, I argue, is as revealing as that moment 
Jameson picks out of Lord Jim, wherein the operations of twenty-first cen-
tury ‘literary and cultural institutions become visible’. In this section, Pi, 
now safely landed in Mexico, is interviewed by two representatives from 
the Japanese Ministry of Transport, who are trying to ascertain — for the 
purposes of insurance claims — the cause of the sinking of the Tsimtsum. 
This section, then, serves as yet another metanarrative moment in which 
the novel inscribes the hermeneutic process into its own narrative texture; 
after the Japanese officials ask Pi to tell his tale, for instance, Chapter 97 
simply reads ‘The story’. After this, Pi and the officials discuss the narrative 
which he has just offered them.60 As Eshelman points out, Pi’s story — of 
a zebra, a hyena, an orangutan, and a Bengal tiger stranded with a single 
castaway drifting across the Pacific — is unbelievable: ‘There is no doubt 
that certain details contradict well-founded scientific assumptions about 
our natural world.’61 After the Japanese officials, understandably, point this 
out, Pi determines the kind of narrative they must want: ‘You want a story 
that won’t surprise you. That will confirm what you already know. That 
won’t make you see higher or further or differently. You want a flat story. 
An immobile story. You want dry, yeastless factuality.’62 Accordingly, Pi 
tells them a kind of reverse allegory; a gruesome tale in which the animals 
aboard his lifeboat are replaced by human characters. The zebra becomes 
a Chinese sailor, the hyena a French cook, the orangutan Pi’s mother, 
and the Bengal tiger Richard Parker, Pi himself. The Japanese officials are 
horrified but determine that the second story — while more believable 
— makes no factual difference for the purposes of determining their in-
surance claims. Pi, then, asks them: ‘since it makes no factual difference 
to you and you can’t prove the question either way, which story do you 
prefer?’63 The Japanese officials then reply that the ‘story with the animals’ 
is a better story. Pi, vindicated, thanks them, and says: ‘And so it goes with 
God.’64 This, as Eshelman argues, is a primary emblematic moment in the 
post-postmodern or performatist turn to affect and ethics: rather than 

60  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 291.
61  Eshelman, Performatism, p. 53.
62  Martel, Life of Pi, p. 302.
63  Ibid., p. 317.
64  Ibid., p. 318.
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leading to a postmodern epistemological wrangling between the relative 
truth of the two narratives, the novel here forces a choice — the ‘story 
with the animals’ is the better story, ethically and aesthetically, even if it 
is potentially less believable. This is a choice, moreover, in which multiple 
actors have become involved; the novel, in this way, prompts a process of 
decision making in its reader. This is the choice Obama references in his 
letter to Martel, when he says that he and his daughter ‘prefer the story 
with animals’.

But what if we choose not to agree with the novel’s forced choice? It is 
forced in that, by inscribing the hermeneutic process into its own narra-
tive, like a post-postmodern, neoliberal Pale Fire, and, indeed, in spending 
the vast majority of the narrative representing only one of the two possi-
ble versions of events, it becomes clear which version you are meant to 
choose, justified by a high-affect preference.65 In coercing the reader into 
this choice, Life of Pi effectively enacts a similar muffling process to that 
which Jameson identifies in Lord Jim. It both muffles the dysphoric affect 
that forms the bedrock of Pi’s experiences on the lifeboat, recycling it into 
a euphoric, nationalistic tale of refuge, and also muffles and aestheticizes 
the bewildering and insidiously networked operations of neoliberal, glo-
balized late capitalism, elevating them to a realm of mystical happy feeling. 
The Japanese officials’ hermeneutic task of unpicking a seafaring atrocity 
for the purposes of insurance claims becomes a kind of ludic, comfort-
ingly euphoric narrative game. As with the clangs from the Patna’s boiler 
room in Lord Jim, the trash affects of Pi’s journey, the fossilized remnants 
of dysphoric affective labour, are summarily ‘rewrit[ten] in terms of the 
aesthetic’. They are recycled to the extent that they become useful, or cast 
away, out of sight and out of mind.

What does this reading of Life of Pi, then, reveal about contemporary 
literary and cultural production? Life of Pi has, as discussed, been widely 
well received by cultural commentators, Hollywood filmmakers, Booker-
prize judging panels, and even President Obama, precisely according to 
the euphoric terms it metanarratively sets out within its own frame. To 
borrow Jameson’s idiom once more, if the ‘function’ of the modernist text 
has been to ‘derealize the content and make it available for consumption 
on some purely aesthetic level’, the function of the post-postmodernist 
text might thus be formulated as one of derealizing dysphoric affect and 
making it available for consumption on purely euphoric terms. As Sianne 
Ngai argues in Ugly Feelings, while negative affects and ‘sentiments of 

65  Eshelman even calls this a ‘coercive’ process:  Performatism, p. 2.
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disenchantment’ might serve as useful diagnostic tools and ‘once marked 
positions of radical alienation from the system of wage labor’, those affects 
have been increasingly ‘perversely integrated, from the factory to the of-
fice, into contemporary capitalist production itself ’. Indeed, it is precisely 
this perverse integration to which the process of affective recycling re-
vealed in Life of Pi attests.66

Life of Pi bears witness to an aggressive process of sentimentalization; an 
encroachment of euphoric affect as both justification and mode of practice 
within all fields of contemporary life. It is thus that the novel is able to 
serve as a justificatory fiction for Obama’s immigration policy and public 
image. By deconstructing the affective hierarchy by which the post-post-
modern fiction operates, however, it becomes possible to diagnose and 
disrupt that process of affective recycling, and to interrogate the structure 
of values it naturalizes. By paying closer attention to the circulation of af-
fective trash and ugly feelings, a more nuanced picture of the supposedly 
euphoric post-postmodern text — and the affective work those texts do 
within wider culture — can begin to emerge.

66  Ngai, Ugly Feelings, p. 4.
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‘True feminine pertinacity’: 
Feminine Evidence and 
Expertise in the Popular 
Fiction of Catherine Crowe

emily cline

Despite the popularity of her first novel, Susan Hopley; Or, 
Circumstantial Evidence (1848), Catherine Crowe is not well 
known today. Critics’ identification of her proto-detective works 

with the domesticity characteristic of women’s fictions underscores what 
Victoria Kennedy identifies as the assumption ‘that much popular litera-
ture written by women is of poor quality and low social value’.1 Scholars 
such as Ruth Heholt and Lucy Sussex have recovered Crowe’s influential 
role in the lineage of detective, sensation, and Spiritualist literature.2 Her 
fictions are underscored by the nineteenth century’s gendered scientific 
epistemology that differentiated between masculine ideals of rationalism 

1  Victoria Kennedy, ‘Haunted by the Lady Novelist: Metafictional Anxieties about Wom-
en’s Writing from Northanger Abbey to The Carrie Diaries’, Women: A Cultural Review, 30.2 
(2019), 186–205 (p. 186).
2  See Lucy Sussex, ‘The Detective Maidservant: Catherine Crowe’s Susan Hopley’, in 
Silent Voices: Forgotten Novels by Victorian Women Writers, ed. by Brenda Ayres (West-
port, CT: Praeger, 2003), pp. 57–66; Lucy Sussex, Women Writers and Detectives in Nine-
teenth-Century Crime Fiction: The Mothers of the Mystery Genre (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), 45–63; Ruth Heholt, ‘Introduction’, in Catherine Crowe, The Story of 
Lilly Dawson, ed. by Ruth Heholt (Brighton: Victorian Secrets, 2015), pp. 5–12; Ruth He-
holt ‘“Powerful Beyond all Question”: Catherine Crowe’s Novels of the 1840s’, in British 
Women’s Writing from Brontë to Bloomsbury, ed. by Adrienne E. Gavin and Carolyn W. de 
la L. Oulten, 2 vols. (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018–2020), I (2018), pp. 39–51; Ruth 
Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts and Vision: Catherine Crowe’s Bodies of Evidence and Critique of 
Masculinity’, Victoriographies, 4.1 (2014), 46–61; Ruth Heholt, ‘Speaking of Seeing Ghosts: 
Visions of the Supernatural in the Tales of Catherine Crowe’, in Ghosts — or the (Nearly) In-
visible: Spectral Phenomena in Literature and the Media, ed. by Maria Fleischack and Elmar 
Schenkel (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2016), pp. 25–34; Ruth Heholt, Catherine Crowe: Gender, 
Genre, and Radical Politics (New York: Routledge, 2021). 
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and objectivity and feminine ideals of intuition, emotion, and spirituality.3 
This paper builds on previous scholarship examining gender and genre in 
Crowe’s works by demonstrating how she incorporates the imperative for 
masculine rationalism in her legal and scientific fictions within what Lyn 
Pykett defines as the ‘dominant female forms of the early nineteenth cen-
tury’: sensation, female gothic, and domestic realism.4 Crowe’s works not 
only identify an important link in the development of three quintessential 
Victorian genres — sensation, detection, and the ghost story — but also 
provide early models for women’s writing outside of the middle-class bina-
ry of domestic paragon — ‘angel in the house’ — and the sexually available 
or ‘fallen’ woman that has come to characterize the Victorian novel’s con-
servative attitude towards gender roles.  

With her premier novel, Susan Hopley, Crowe anticipated the form of 
the detective novel, but not its primary hero: the middle-class male de-
tective. Crowe features three working-class female sleuths. The sleuths’ 
positionalities aid them as they operate extralegally, assisted by their mar-
ginalized statuses, in collecting evidence overlooked by the authorities. As 
the subtitle ‘Circumstantial Evidence’ suggests, Susan Hopley is a work of 
investigative crime fiction. Sussex notes the revised subtitle in later edi-
tions, ‘The Adventures of a Maid Servant’, which points to the domesticity 
that retroactively characterizes Crowe’s novels.5 Susan uses her anonymity 
as a member of what Elizabeth Steere calls the ‘kitchen police force’, to op-
erate under the radar, anticipating the ‘unprecedented depiction of pow-
er for women and for the servant classes’ characteristic of another genre: 
sensation fiction.6 As a ‘Gothic intrusion into the domestic’, the sensation 
genre succeeds the ‘female gothic’, defined by Ellen Moers as ‘the work 
that women writers have done in the literary mode that, since the eight-
eenth-century, we have called the Gothic’.7 While detective fiction iconizes 

3  See Catharine MacKinnon, Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1989), pp. 97, 237: ‘Scientific epistemology defines itself in the stance 
of “objectivity,” whose polar opposite is subjectivity. Socially, men are considered objective, 
women subjective.’ 
4  Lyn Pykett, The ‘Improper’ Feminine: The Women’s Sensation Novel and the New Wom-
an Writing (New York: Routledge, 1992), p. 6.
5  Sussex, ‘The Detective Maidservant’, p. 58. 
6  Elizabeth Steere, The Female Servant and Sensation Fiction: ‘Kitchen Literature’ (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), p. 106. 
7  Tamara S. Wagner, ‘Ominous Signs or False Clues? Difference and Deformity in Wilk-
ie Collins’s Sensation Novels’, in Demons of the Body and Mind: Essays on Disability in 
Gothic Literature, ed. by Ruth Bienstock Anolick (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland & 
Co., 2010), pp. 47–60 (p. 4); Ellen Moers, ‘Female Gothic: The Monster’s Mother’, The New 
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empiricism and the Holmsian rationalist, sensation fiction embraces the 
double meaning of ‘sensation’, providing both scandalous plots and an in-
tense focus on feeling and embodiment. Despite the gendering of these 
two genres, Patrick Brantlinger notes their similar lineage in ‘their unique 
mixture of contemporary domestic realism with elements of the Gothic 
romance, the Newgate novel of criminal “low life,” and the “silver fork” 
novel of scandalous and sometimes criminal “high life”’.8 Jean Fernandez 
further underscores the connection between Crowe’s proto-detective nov-
el and the sensation novels of the 1860s by linking the lower-class, fem-
inine-coded ‘oral’ narrative to sensationalism: ‘[the maidservant’s] plain 
style is sensational’.9 

Crowe also employs the servant device in The Story of Lilly Dawson 
(1847), her ‘greatest critical success’.10 Lilly Dawson is more typically sen-
sational: it features two murder mysteries, mistaken identity, piracy, kid-
napping, ghosts, and, to top it off, an interminable chancery case. The 
narrative’s focus on women’s experiences and their vulnerability to male 
violence indicates the novel’s indebtedness to the female gothic tradition. 
While Lilly Dawson features a greater focus on domesticity, the heroine is 
an unconventional one, with a ‘stolid look and squalid attire’.11 Lilly ulti-
mately chooses a farmer over a match that would augment her upper-class 
claim, exercising her agency through a rejection of romantic convention. 
The novel also complicates the empirical grounds of investigation by hing-
ing its mystery on a ghost-sighting. Drawing on the tradition of the Gothic 
mystery, Crowe’s female sleuths ground their understanding of the nature 
of evidence on the question of the supernatural. The gendered depiction 
of seeing ghosts in Lilly Dawson provides an example of Crowe’s growing 
interest in supernaturalism and her continued preoccupation with issues 
of evidence and exclusion. 

In The Night Side of Nature; Or, Ghosts and Ghost-Seers (1848), Crowe 
presents a number of ghost narratives as evidence in her investigation 
of the supernatural. She explicitly outlines her scientific aims and of-
fers a body of evidence to support further investigation into spiritual 

York Review of Books 21 March 1974. 
8  Patrick Brantlinger, ‘What Is “Sensational” About the “Sensation Novel”?’ Nine-
teenth-Century Fiction 37.1 (1982), 1–28 (p. 1). 
9  Jean Fernandez, Victorian Servants, Class, and the Politics of Literacy (New York: Rou-
tledge, 2009), p. 46. 
10  Heholt, ‘Introduction’, p. 6. 
11  Catherine Crowe, The Story of Lilly Dawson, 3 vols (London: Henry Colburn, 1847), I, 
p. 7. Subsequent references to Lilly Dawson will be parenthetical. 
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phenomena. This work shows the culmination of her engagement with 
questions of evidence and exclusion, as well as reworks the format of the 
female-driven investigation in service of a scientific narrative. The text 
adapts the paradigm of social and legal marginalization found in Susan 
Hopley and Lilly Dawson to incorporate the wider issue of women’s sci-
entific exclusion. Crowe directly confronts the scientific hegemony that 
underscores her novel’s resistance to the objective standard, a mode that, 
in turn, informs the literary realism that Crowe resists in her continued 
reliance on Gothic motifs. 

Building on scholarship examining the link between crime and super-
natural fiction, I contend that Crowe’s use of supernatural motifs explores 
the politics of exclusion by critiquing the gendered imbalance in the types 
of knowledge that generate authority.12 The first section examines the 
eponymous maidservant detective of Susan Hopley as a character whose 
position in relation to class and gender grant her unprecedented access 
to criminal investigation in this proto-detective novel. Section two turns 
to proto-sensation by analyzing how Lilly Dawson’s Gothic-inspired in-
vestigations foreground which types of evidence and, more importantly, 
whose evidence, is admissible. Crowe articulates gendered reception in 
Lilly Dawson: ‘The [ghost] tale was variously received; the woman gen-
erally believed it, and the men as generally laughed at it’ (I, p. 146). The 
final section further explores this claim in The Night Side of Nature, which 
brings together Crowe’s interest in female perception, exclusion, and the 
utility of non-normative categories of knowledge, such as feminine-coded 
spiritual affinities. An analysis of Crowe’s paradoxically non-fiction ghost 
stories demonstrates how Crowe revises the framework of a scientific trea-
tise to accommodate the popular Gothic tales linking her narratives of 
feminine perception.

12  See, for example, Maurizio Ascari, A Counter-History of Crime Fiction: Supernatural, 
Gothic, Sensational (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Michael Cook, Detective Fic-
tion and the Ghost Story (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Srdjan Smajic, Ghost-
Seers, Detectives, and Spiritualists: Theories of Vision in Victorian Literature and Science 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); and Laura Elizabeth Perrings, ‘Spirited 
Detection: Science and the Supernatural in Victorian Detective Fiction’ (unpublished doc-
toral thesis, Texas A&M University, 2016). 
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I. The Foundations: Feminine Investigation in Susan Hopley

Susan’s account begins with the death of her employer, Mr. Wentworth, 
and the disappearance of her brother and fellow servant, Andrew Hopley. 
The police readily accept the opinion of Mr. Gaveston, set to inherit the es-
tate through marriage, that the ‘rascal’ Andrew ‘has robbed and murdered’ 
Wentworth.13 Susan insists on her brother’s innocence, falling in line with 
what Joan Warthling Roberts contends is a hallmark of later female detec-
tive fiction: 

Early women detectives were set in a pattern which justified their unu-
sual activity and evoked sympathy for them as women, even as it kept 
them within the family, firmly subsidiary to the males in their lives: 
they were domestic but desperate — they detected only to clear the 
names of a husband, lover, father, or brother who had been unjustly 
accused or convicted of a crime.14 

While Susan does advocate for her brother, her own economic con-
cerns complicate that motive.  Susan’s assurance that ‘my heart still told me 
[Andrew] was not guilty’ comes only after she laments her lost reputation, 
asking ‘[w]ho would trust their life or property to one of such a family?’ (I, 
p. 171). Her sisterly duty is almost an afterthought, since her relationship 
to a suspected murderer makes her unemployable. Her economic anxi-
eties emphasize her status as a working-class woman operating outside 
the middle-class feminine ideal. The lack of description regarding Susan’s 
appearance — she is merely ‘neat’ and ‘clean’ — locates her outside of the 
beauty standards circumscribing the lives of middle-class Victorian wom-
en who embodied the ideals of marriage and motherhood (I, p. 171). On 
the contrary, Susan declines a marriage offer from her sweetheart: ‘unless I 
live to see the day that I can hold up my head again, I’ll live and die Susan 
Hopley’ (I, p. 91). With this declaration, Susan eschews the marriage plot 
in favor of detection, retaining her maiden name even after she clears it of 
suspicion. 

13  Catherine Crowe, Susan Hopley; or, The Adventures of a Maid Servant, 3 vols (London: 
Saunders & Otley, 1841), I, p. 58. Subsequent references to Susan Hopley will be parenthetical. 
14  Joan Warthling Roberts, ‘Amelia Butterworth: The Spinster Detective’, in Feminism in 
Women’s Detective Fiction ed. by Glenwood Irons (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1995), pp. 3–11 (p. 4). 
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Though Susan’s working-class status frees her from romance, her low-
er-class origins hinder her sleuthing in other ways. As Heidi Hope Johnson 
points out, class hierarchies inform the investigation from the outset: 

The misreading of evidence — or the too-ready acceptance of evidence 
manufactured by a guilty party to deflect suspicion onto another — 
especially highlights the class assumptions that bind interpretation, 
when [Andrew’s absence] allows faulty interpretations of the missing 
servant to prevail.15 

Gaveston’s upper-class status, education, and social influence give him 
authority over the investigation, allowing him to implicate the footman 
without evidence. Gaveston gains further control over the narrative by en-
forcing the servants’ ignorance: 

       ‘You have not heard?’ said Mr. Gaveston, with an appearance of 
surprise.
       ‘Nothing,’ answered [the butler,] Jeremy. ‘The constable wouldn’t 
tell us why we were sent for.’ 
       ‘You desired me not, you, know, sir,’ said Vigors, who still stood by 
the door, with his hat in his hand. (I, p. 53)

Gaveston prevents the servants from forming their own opinions of the 
case, wanting to monitor their interrogations himself. The constable’s def-
erence demonstrates Gaveston’s undue influence. Gaveston relies on legal 
rhetoric to discourage objections, and his insistence on legal ‘precedent’ 
and the veracity of ‘circumstantial evidence’ literally silences the less-liter-
ate butler: ‘Mr. Jeremy was silent’ (I, pp. 55–6, 54). Jeremy’s ungrammatical 
outbursts — ‘Lord, sir, the thing’s unpossible!’ — demonstrate his lack of 
education (I, p. 53). Nonetheless, his instinctive defense is correct. Jeremy’s 
intuitiveness is not only a lower-class interpretive mode, but also a femi-
nized one, further exemplified by Susan’s spiritual detection.

Susan’s feminine capacity for spiritual connection provides an alterna-
tive entrance into the investigation, but her reluctance to reveal the dream 
vision confirming her hunch about Andrew highlights the class and gen-
der biases dictating the kinds of evidence and types of witnesses deemed 
admissible in a court of law. She states, ‘I did not mention my dream, for 
I knew it must appear ridiculous to others’ and ‘[I] could not expect [my 
discovery] to have any weight with other people’ (I, pp. 45, 105). In fact, 

15  Heidi Hope Johnson, ‘Detection in Their Power: Sleuths, Women Writers, and the 
Victorian Novel’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Iowa, 2001), pp. 40–81 (p. 40). 
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her vision accurately predicts important details of the case, revealing two 
accomplices and a murder weapon, unavailable to the police. The premo-
nition circumvents her lack of access, both intellectual and physical, given 
Gaveston’s narrative control and the police protection of the crime scene. 
As Maurizio Ascari explains, although the Victorian heroine ‘lacks the au-
thority to pursue her inquiry, she is confirmed in her role of detective by 
providence, thanks to a dream testifying to the fact that the clue she has 
found will lead her to the truth’.16 Susan’s exclusion from a case that di-
rectly impacts her affairs is compounded by class. She notes, ‘[i]f we were 
rich gentlefolks instead of poor servants, they wouldn’t have been in such 
a hurry to condemn [Andrew]’ (I, p. 97). By depicting Susan on the mar-
gins of the investigation, Crowe illustrates Susan’s vulnerability as a single, 
working-class woman; a position further highlighted by her two ‘fallen 
women’ counterparts.17

Lucy Sussex notes Crowe’s ‘unapologetically sympathetic treatment of 
fallen women’, as does Sally Mitchell, who suggests that Crowe portrays 
‘unchaste’ women with ‘sympathy and understanding’.18 Mabel Lightfoot, 
a maid missing alongside Andrew, assumes the role of the mistress of the 
Duc de Rochechouart after a falsified marriage. Julia Clark, whom Susan 
meets in London, is a sixteen-year-old working girl ‘employed in a ready-
made linen warehouse’ (II, p. 85). Julia turns to a gentleman suitor after 
her parents go to debtor’s prison. To paraphrase the narrator, the rest is 
history: ‘[s]he did put her trust in him; and the remainder of poor Julia’s 
story can be easily anticipated’ (II, p. 93). Despite their transgressions, nei-
ther Julia nor Mabel succumbs to the fallen woman narrative, which typ-
ically ends in prostitution and/or death.19 On the contrary, single mother 
Julia makes a respectable living as a shopkeeper. Mabel, more traditionally, 
joins a convent following her lover’s death, but not before she becomes an 
ancillary detective in the Wentworth case. 

Heholt suggests that Crowe uses the ‘interesting and sympathetic’ 
character of Mabel ‘to critique women’s powerless position’ and suggest 
‘empowerment through education’.20 Upon arriving in France, Mabel is 

16  Ascari, A Counter-history of Crime Fiction, p. 60.  
17  Lucy Sussex, ‘Frances Trollope as Crime Writer’, Women’s Writing, 18.2 (2011), 182–197 
(190).
18  Ibid.; Sally Mitchell, The Fallen Angel: Chastity, Class, and Women’s Reading, 1835–1880 
(Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green University Poplar Press, 1981), p. 64. 
19  See Deborah Anne Logan, Fallenness in Victorian Women’s Writing: Marry, Stitch, Die, 
or Do Worse (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1998). 
20  Heholt, ‘“Powerful beyond all question”’, p. 44. 



52

‘true feminine pertinacity’

‘utterly ignorant of the French language’, so it is not difficult for the duke to 
‘keep up the delusion’ that they are legally married (III, p. 250). However, 
Mabel subverts his attempts to reinforce her dependency by secretly hiring 
a French tutor, and her ‘assiduous’ study is the ‘means of opening [her] 
eyes to [her] real situation’ (III, p. 250). She advocates for female educa-
tion, telling Susan of her realization that ‘repairing the deficiencies of my 
early education’ is ‘one means of improving my situation’ (III, pp. 255–6). 
She relies on her own agency despite her ‘degraded condition’, and, with-
in the next few pages, is speeding on horseback in pursuit of dangerous 
criminals (III, p. 256). Mabel recounts the incident: ‘I pursued them at my 
utmost speed; and […] being met by a troop of the duke’s regiment […] I 
succeeded in having them arrested’ (III, p. 259). She emphasizes her own 
participation — ‘I pursued them’, ‘I succeeded’ — demonstrating her ac-
tive role in apprehending the criminals. This episode is merely the start of 
her sleuthing, as she resolves ‘to penetrate the mystery of Mr. Wentworth’s 
death, and to clear myself [from suspicion]’ (III, p. 261). Like Susan, Mabel 
works to clear her own name. 

The most hard-boiled detective is Julia Clark’s mother, Julie Le Moine. 
While Julie’s romantic motivation is the most conventional, her methods 
are the most radical. She turns to detection after her intended, Valentine, is 
framed for murder. Julie’s initial instinct is jealousy rather than justice, as 
she tails him to a midnight rendezvous, but the episode reveals her stealth 
and quick instinct; essential tools in the detective’s repertoire. Spy-like, she 
remains concealed, ‘trusting to her black dress and soft step, to protect her 
from observation’ (I, p. 273). She returns to the scene to collect more clues, 
‘to survey it by daylight’ (I, p. 275). Though her ‘Medea-like passions’ and 
‘temper of a vixen’ code her as hyper-feminine, her ‘surveying’ and deduc-
ing demonstrate her rational mastery (II, p. 84). Julie’s seamless adoption 
of male clothing mirrors the ease with which she employs masculine-cod-
ed modes. Julie dons the guise of a working-class boy to circumvent the 
restrictions placed on women’s movements. Ann Heilmann suggests, ‘[c]
ross-dressing enabled writers to challenge patriarchal essentialism by ex-
ploding the category of gender’.21 Indeed, Julie successfully inhabits male 
behaviors despite her maid’s gender-essentialist warning, ‘quoique vous 
soyez mise en garçon, vous êtes demoiselle’ (‘Although you dress up as 
a boy, you are a young lady’) (I, p. 304).22 Julie not only looks the part, 

21  Ann Heilmann, ‘(Un)Masking Desire: Cross-dressing and the Crisis of Gender in New 
Woman Fiction’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 5.1 (2000), 83–111 (160).
22  Translations from French are my own.



53

emily cline

but ‘manfully sallie[s] forth’ and captivates an innkeeper with her ‘boy-
ish grace’ (I, p. 305). Julie takes charge of the investigation, yelling ‘Bah!’ 
in response to the policeman’s conjectures and promising her imprisoned 
lover, in a gender-role reversal, ‘[j]e vais travailler pour vous’ (‘I will work 
for you’) (I, p. 302). Julie refuses to conform to binary frameworks, chan-
neling her stereotypically feminine nature — driven by passion and im-
pulse — into a daring, analytical, and physically demanding investigation 
that outpaces the all-male detective police force and the male criminals 
themselves. 

Julie adopts the detective’s empirical lens as she imagines the layout of 
the crime scene in schematic detail, noting available exits and all the time 
searching for clues: ‘slight tokens [that] might put her on the right track’ (I, 
p. 325). The cultivation of suspense — ‘she might have disappeared from 
the face of the earth, if her hosts had a mind to evil, without leaving a 
single trace of her destiny behind her’ — further indicates the novel’s po-
sition as a forerunner to the detective genre (I, p. 320). Julie is successful 
in freeing Valentine, however, her run-in with the criminal results in a 
violent shock that leaves her permanently mute. Addressing the gentle-
man of the court, the judge says, ‘the poor girl is incapable of giving her 
testimony; and it is even doubtful whether she will ever be in a condition 
to do so. […] [I]t is too probable that the secret will descend with her to 
the grave’ (II, p. 61). The legal team acknowledges Julie’s pivotal role in the 
investigation, and even that she possesses ‘some material evidence’ (II, p. 
61). However, the trial renders her speechless, ‘with little prospect […] to 
communicate the information she had suffered so much to obtain’ (II, p. 
72). Christine Kreuger states, ‘[t]rial scenes […] dramatize the exclusion 
of women’s voices from public speech through mechanisms symbolized by 
the law’, and Julie’s trauma-induced disability literalizes the exclusion of 
women’s voices from the trial system.23 

In the final trial scene, Julie reclaims her narrative by submitting her 
testimony in sign language. Her mastery of an alternative form of com-
munication undermines ableist and sexist exclusion. However, Mabel, the 
next female witness, is not so lucky. Kreuger argues that trials in Victorian 

23  Christine Kreuger, ‘Witnessing Women: Trial Testimony in Novels by Tonna, Gaskell, 
and Eliot’, in Representing Women: Law, Literature, and Feminism, ed. by Susan Sage Hein-
zelman and Zipporah Batshaw Wiseman (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994), pp. 
337–55 (p. 338). 
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novels are pivotal scenes for enacting women’s legal exclusion by scrutiniz-
ing their relationships to men: 

In the eyes of the law, women’s speech without patriarchal sanction is 
rendered illegitimate and female speakers without the paterfamilias are 
whores. Like shadows lurking behind witnessing women stand other 
female characters whose stories cannot be entered into the legal record 
because their transgressions against the patriarchal order have made 
them criminals—prostitutes, infanticides, adulteresses.24 

As a married innkeeper, Julie’s testimony is admitted, but that of Mabel 
Lightfoot, the ‘companion of the Duke de Rochechouart, his mistress […] 
that pernicious emanation of evil […] the beautiful and seducing dairy 
maid’, is inadmissible because of her unsanctioned affair, which upsets 
both gender and class hierarchies (III, p. 330). After the cross-examiner’s 
ad hominem attack, ‘The abhorrence with which the prisoners had been 
regarded was exceedingly mitigated; and the murmurs and exclamations 
which broke from the assembly at different points of the narrative […] 
evinced that the object of their displeasure was changed’ (III, pp. 330–1). 
In the eyes of the court, Mabel’s affair is tantamount to murder. Ironically, 
the testimony of the true murderer, Mr. Gaveston, is ‘unimpeachable’ 
(III, p. 332). It is the solidarity of Julia Clark and Susan, who corroborate 
Mable’s testimony with material evidence, that undermines corruption 
and exclusion: ‘[t]he prisoners, by the evidence of these unexpected wit-
nesses, being replaced exactly in the situation they had held after Mabel’s 
testimony, were found guilty, and condemned to death’ (III, p. 341). Justice 
prevails due to the ‘unexpected witnesses’ of the servant and fallen wom-
an, whose testimonies insist on the presence and priority of female voices 
not merely as victims of crime, but as capable investigators and witnesses 
in their own legal narratives.  

II. Privileged Perceptions: Ghosts of the Female Gothic in Lilly Dawson

The eponymous servant-girl heroine of Lilly Dawson finds herself pursued 
by her kidnapper, Luke Littenhaus, when her true identity as the heiress 
Isabel Adams comes to light. With the money tied up in chancery, Luke 
plots to marry Lilly to secure the money for himself. Luke’s sensational 
crimes, from piracy to murder, evoke the scandalous cases of Newgate 

24  Ibid., pp. 338–9. 
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novels and penny dreadfuls, and yet, according to Heholt, the novel’s do-
mestic focus ‘provide[s] quite a clear bridge between these earlier low-
er-class texts and the middle-class sensation novels of the 1860s’.25 In addi-
tion, threats of marital violence underscore the novel’s Gothic influence as 
young women become the victims of designing men. Like Susan Hopley’s 
three female sleuths, Lilly Dawson’s duo of working women embroiled 
in crime not only ‘raise the issue of the hardships faced by low-class 
Victorians’, but also reestablish women’s central role in crime narratives.26 

Mariaconcetta Costantini suggests that Lilly Dawson, more than Crowe’s 
other works, contains ‘elements of the social problem novel’.27 However, 
Crowe does not limit herself to illustrating the effect of one ‘social prob-
lem’ on her characters, variously dealing with gender inequality, poverty, 
and slavery. In Lilly Dawson the narrator compares Lilly’s predicament to 
slavery: ‘[b]ut alas! there was no hope for her — she, as Frederick Douglass 
told the little boys at Baltimore, of himself, was “a slave for life!” Dreadful, 
dreadful doom!’ (I, p. 93). Crowe uses the false equivalence between dis-
enfranchised white women and enslaved Africans, as well as the feminized 
appeal to sentimentality, conventional to the late eighteenth-century femi-
nist literature that developed alongside abolitionism.28 However, by invok-
ing the name of the formerly enslaved abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, 
who had published his best-selling autobiography just two years prior, 
Crowe draws a parallel not just to Lilly’s present condition, but foreshad-
ows her rise in status as the heiress Isabel Adams.29 As readers are likely to 
have noted, Douglass was not a ‘slave for life’, having escaped from slavery 
nearly a decade earlier and since gained an international reputation as an 
orator and social reformer. The simile highlights mobility, its context be-
lying the expectation that the novel’s social order is fixed. Heholt points 
out that ‘by the time she wrote “Amicable Intervention in the Question of 
Slavery” six years later, Crowe argued against the outcry that positioned 
British workers with American slaves, proclaiming that this argument “has 

25  Heholt, ‘Introduction’, p. 6. 
26  Mariaconcetta Costantini, ‘Crossing Boundaries: Generic Impurities and Experimen-
tation in Catherine Crowe’s Novels’, Rivista di Studi Vittoriani, 41–42 (2016), 33–50 (44). 
27  Ibid.
28  See, for example, Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindications of the Rights of Woman, ed. by D. 
L. MacDonald and Kathleen Scherf (Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press, 1997), p. 282: ‘Is 
one half of the human species, like the poor African slaves, to be subject to prejudices that 
brutalize them, when principles would be a surer guard only to sweeten the cup of man?’. 
29  Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 
(Boston: The Anti-Slavery Office, 1845). 
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a sort of surface speciousness that makes it dangerous”’.30 In Lilly Dawson, 
Crowe’s allusions to slavery are less nuanced, but the incorporation of con-
temporaneous social debates into this ‘low’ novel of ghost-seeing, piracy, 
and murder is preparation for Crowe’s exploration of non-fictional forms, 
particularly the ‘exceedingly advanced’ essay on education forming the 
second half of the chapter ‘Philip in Trouble, and a Few Words on an Old 
Subject’.31 

On the ‘Old Subject’ of education, Crowe directs much of her critique 
towards marriage (II, p. 207). As Heholt notes:

Crowe’s great contribution to the debate raging about women’s edu-
cation was that she did not equate it with a desired goal of marriage. 
Others […] saw marriage as the object and believed that one of the  
main points of women’s education was to make her a fit companion for 
her husband.32

Crowe argues that, by conditioning women to aspire only to marriage, 
‘[man] makes laws and enforces customs, that rob her of her free fran-
chise, and of all the rights that God and Nature gave her’ (II, p. 232). Her 
criticisms articulate the conclusions drawn from the fraught marriages in 
her fictions, which illustrate how marriage law victimizes women. Lilly’s 
escape from marriage with Luke is a matter of life or death; she feels her 
guardian, the murderous Luke Littenhaus, has a claim on her, which she is 
powerless to contest. ‘[Lilly] had always been treated as chattel, and never 
had a will of her own on any subject whatever; nor was it thought nec-
essary to consult her in an arrangement, which was now hastily formed, 
for disposing of her for life’ (I, p. 177). While Fanny Wentworth in Susan 
Hopley is able to separate from her ‘odious husband’ despite the ‘conse-
quence of marrying without settlements,’ working-class women, like Julia 
Clark, whom Gaveston thinks of marrying and ‘afterwards confining her 
in a mad-house’, have no legal or financial recourse (SH I, pp. 255, 260; II, 

30  Heholt, Catherine Crowe, pp. 104–5; Catherine Crowe, ‘Amicable Intervention in the 
Question of Slavery’, The Ladies’ Cabinet of Fashion, 2.3 (1853), 42–5 (44). Crowe also pub-
lished a children’s version of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin: The Juvenile Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin: Arranged for Young Readers (London: George Routledge and Co., 1853). For 
more on Crowe’s views on slavery, see Heholt’s chapter, ‘Radical Social Politics’ in Catherine 
Crowe, pp. 98–120. 
31  Adeline Sergeant, ‘Mrs. Crow [sic]. Mrs. Archer Clive. Mrs. Henry Wood’, in Women 
Novelists of Queen Victoria’s Reign: A Book of Appreciations (London: Hurst & Blackett, 
1897), pp. 149–60 (p. 150). 
32  Heholt, ‘Introduction’, p. 11. 
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p. 275). Lilly’s friend Matty, daughter of a blind beggar, finds herself in 
a similar position in a situation that showcases the abuse possible when 
marriage erases a woman’s legal standing: ‘[p]oor people make no settle-
ments; and, as soon as the ceremony was performed, Giles stepped into 
possession of all [Matty’s] little havings and holdings’ (LD I, p. 246). Giles’s 
debts force his wife to close the family business, leaving Matty and her 
children destitute and forcing her elderly, disabled father into the poor-
house. As Crowe baldly puts it: ‘[i]t’s a great pity that the law can be made 
such a weapon for envy and malice!’ (II, p. 93). Her critique of women’s 
legal exclusion extends from the domestic into the public sphere when 
women become the investigators rather than the victims. 

A central case in the novel is the disappearance of Winny Weston’s fi-
ancé, Short Bill. Lilly’s accumulation of clues and her gradual revelation of 
their significance provides an element of detection, the action once again 
carried out by working-class women with a little help from the paranor-
mal. A prototypical sleuth, Lilly pieces together clues, demonstrating what 
Costantini identifies as ‘unfeminine nerve’.33 For example, when she wit-
nesses the Littenhaus brothers concealing a corpse, ‘Lilly did not faint, as 
heroines usually do on such occasions’ (II, pp. 62–3). Even when witness-
ing a murder, Lilly retains her control: 

With all the terror inspired by this frightful drama […] Lilly’s senses 
never failed her. She was one of those women who do not faint […] She 
comprehended perfectly the deed that had been done, and knew that 
on the bed above her there lay a human being dying or dead — proba-
bly slain in her stead. (II, p. 289) 

The lack of emotion in Lilly’s evaluation of the murder scene further 
aligns her with objectivity and rationalism that would later come to char-
acterize the male detective figure. This passage self-reflexively identifies 
Lilly as an unconventional heroine, contrasting her self-command with a 
sleuth like Susan Hopley’s Julie le Moine, who loses her nerve at the climac-
tic moment, causing the narrator to apologetically state, ‘fear for a short 
time gained the ascendant, and the heroine sunk into the woman’ (SH II, p. 
15). On the contrary, Lilly’s emotional detachment allows her to accurate-
ly assess evidence. For example, When Winny discovers a blood-stained 

33  Costantini, ‘Crossing Boundaries’, p. 48.
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fragment of cloth that she suspects is connected to her fiancé’s murder she 
consults Lilly: 

     ‘Oh! give it to me,’ said Winny, eagerly. ‘I found it at the mill yester-
day morning, when I went to look for Shorty; — look, there’s a large 
spot of blood upon it — it’s a bit of a shirt.’ 
     ‘But it’s not Shorty’s,’ said Lilly. ‘He wore blue ones.’ (LD I, p. 131) 

In the absence of an official investigation, the two women work together 
to collect evidence and interpret clues. Winny’s connection to the missing 
man makes her eager to investigate, while Lilly’s logical approach helps 
her friend to verify information. Lilly’s servant position provides further 
opportunity for discovering the shirt’s owner: 

     ‘But how do you know, Lilly […] that it was a bit of Luke’s shirt 
Winny Weston found at the mill?’ 
     ‘I know it was,’ said Lilly; ‘because, when I took up the shirt to put 
it in the tub, I saw it was just that piece that was out; and because there 
were some spots of blood upon it, and there was a spot of blood upon 
the bit Winny found.’ (I, pp. 152–3) 

Lilly’s washing duty brings her into contact with the shirt in question, 
and she identifies the link by analyzing the blood spatter. Lilly’s forensic 
evidence is further corroborated by, rather than contrasted to, Winny’s 
spiritual encounter. 

In Susan Hopley the first inkling of foul play comes to Susan in a pro-
phetic dream. ‘[Mr. Wentworth] seemed to try to speak, but his jaw fell, 
and he could make no sound. […] two men had come out of the closet, 
and were standing close behind him, one with an open clasp-knife in his 
hand, and the other with a lantern’ (SH I, p. 42). Susan’s dream sequence 
reveals the victim, murder weapon, and manner of death, effectively laying 
out the whole case prior to the official investigation. Winny’s ghost, who 
‘held his left hand fast upon his throat, as a person might that had a pain 
there’ and had ‘blood upon his clothes’, functions similarly by signaling a 
cause of death through its pose and blood-stained clothes, which confirm 
Lilly’s suspicions about the spatter on Luke’s shirt (LD I, p. 118). The inci-
dent substantiates Winny’s suspicions of foul play, despite the absence of 
a body, and sets into motion the investigation into his death. Winny con-
fronts her own skepticism, attempting ‘to persuade herself that the vision 
she and her mother had seen had been but dream or delusion’ (I, p. 124). 
However, Crowe defends its realism by devoting a significant portion of 
Chapter VII to an examination of the Westons’ evidence. 
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The reception of the Westons’ story is gendered: ‘it was only the women 
who avowed their belief that poor Shorty had come to an untimely end; 
and, of course, the more weight they attached to the evidence of the ghost, 
the more the men laughed at them’ (I, p. 150). Crowe satirizes the men’s 
patronizing attitude towards women ‘so silly as to believe such a story’ in a 
conversation between Lady Longford and three professional men: a rector, 
a lawyer, and a doctor (I, p. 147). She appeals to each of them regarding the 
Westons’ story in a humorous passage that parodies dominant religious, 
legal, and medical discourses: 

[Lady Longford] turned to the rector, Mr. Moore; but he smiled, and 
said that the common people of all countries were apt to be believers 
in witchcraft and ghosts; but that an enlightened education was the 
remedy for such superstitions. 
 Lady Longford asked how one could be sure that the belief in such 
things was merely a superstition, and not founded on some ill-ob-
served facts; whereupon he told her, that the word superstition was 
derived from the Latin superstitio, and meant vain fears, &c., &c.
 The agent, who was, of course, a lawyer, then remarked, that few peo-
ple are capable of observing facts or giving evidence […] The doctor 
next took up the subject, and informed the company that ghost-seers 
were merely the victims of spectral illusions, a by no means uncom-
mon disorder; and, after a learned dissertation on hysteria and deliri-
um tremens, he of course concluded by relating the case of Nicolai, the 
bookseller of Berlin. (I, pp. 148–9) 

The men’s reliance on a general body of knowledge highlights class and 
gender hierarchies, since their responses depend on a formal education 
accessible primarily to upper-class men. The rector makes a sweeping gen-
eralization about the ignorance of ‘common people of all countries’, and 
the doctor offers a ‘learned dissertation’ on common medical explanations 
for ghost-sightings without applying it to the Weston case. The lawyer un-
wittingly defines the issue when he remarks, ‘few people are capable of 
observing facts or giving evidence,’ a statement which implies the exclu-
sion of people like the Westons, who are both working-class and wom-
en. Lady Longford astutely concludes, ‘it did not, however, appear […] 
that any of these objections or explanations met the point in question’ so 
‘with true feminine pertinacity she retained her own opinion still’ (I, p. 
150). The gibe at Lady Longford’s ‘feminine pertinacity’ is ironic, since the 
preceding conversation clearly demonstrates the professional men’s per-
sistence in maintaining established hierarchies of knowledge. The narra-
tor depicts the men’s answers, as opposed to Lady Longford’s questioning, 
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as uncritical, particularly because the reader knows, through Lilly and 
Winny’s eyewitness evidence, that the women’s convictions are correct. 

III. The Question of Evidence: Science and the Supernatural in Night Side of 
Nature 

Crowe returns to the question of spiritualist evidence in Night Side, her 
two-volume treatise on psychical research and most popular work, ‘never 
out of print for more than a century’.34 Each chapter outlines a class of 
spiritual phenomena, many of which coincide with traditional subjects of 
superstition and folklore, such as Volume I’s ‘Wraiths’ and ‘Doppelgangers, 
or Doubles’. Many are also familiar as devices of the ghost story, such 
as Volume I’s ‘Allegorical Dreams, Presentiments, &c.’ and Volume II’s 
‘Haunted Houses’. While reviewers classified the book as a collection of 
ghost stories, Dickens calling it ‘one of the most extraordinary collections 
of “Ghost Stories” that has ever been published’, Crowe based her text in 
the scientific method.35 Her treatment of the supernatural demonstrates 
the evolution of her investigative technique from Susan Hopley, where she 
points to feminine perception in Susan’s premonition, and Lilly Dawson, 
which evinces a more sophisticated understanding of the gendered poli-
tics of ghost-seeing. Night Side’s sustained inquiry into spiritual evidence 
adopts the methodology of the scientific treatise, aligning popular ‘low’ 
ghost stories published in magazines — ‘as much as seventy percent of 
[which],’ according to Jessica Amanda Salmonson, ‘was the work of wom-
en’ — with academic and philosophical literature.36   

Heholt confirms that Night Side appeared ‘just before the advent of 
Spiritualism which [began] with the Fox sisters hearing table rapping 
and communing with spirits in America in March [of 1848]’.37 Crowe was 
already an outspoken supernaturalist, having published a translation of 
Justinus Kerner’s account of the German clairvoyant Friederike Hauffe, 
The Seeress of Prevorst, in 1845. Further, the ghost sightings in Crowe’s 

34  Colin Wilson, ‘Introduction’, in Catherine Crowe, The Night Side of Nature; or, Ghosts 
and Ghost-Seers, ed. by Colin Wilson (Wellingborough: The Aquarian Press, 1986), pp. v–
xii (p. ix). 
35  Charles Dickens, ‘Rev. of The Night Side of Nature; or, Ghosts and Ghost-Seers’, Exam-
iner, Feb. 26, 1848, p. 131.
36  Jessica Amanda Salmonson, ‘Preface’, in What did Miss Darrington See?: An Anthology 
of Feminist Supernatural Fiction, ed. by Jessica Amanda Salmonson (New York: The Femi-
nist Press, 1989), pp. xv–xxxv (p. x). 
37  Heholt, ‘Speaking of Seeing Ghosts’, p. 26.  
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crime novels clearly anticipate what Ascari views as the ‘link between 
crime and the supernatural […] fostered by the public interest in spirit-
ualism’.38 Parallel to Crowe’s own engagement with the supernatural, the 
spiritualist movement had its origins in detection; Ascari points out that, 
since the Fox sisters’ communications reportedly uncovered a murder vic-
tim, ‘one can surmise that this new belief in communication with the spir-
its helped to revive the old paradigm of supernatural detection.’39 One of 
the reasons Victorian spiritualism was controversial was because, as Alex 
Owen explains, it ‘privileged women and took them seriously’ as spiritual 
authorities and medium figures.40 Spiritualism provided a system of belief 
that validated women’s perception, while countering rationalist hegemony 
by privileging subjective knowledge. Crowe develops her proto-feminist 
perspective along similar lines in Susan Hopley and Lilly Dawson, and it 
follows that she adopts what Heholt identifies as a ‘feminised science’ in 
Night Side.41

Crowe presents eyewitness accounts of supernatural experiences as ev-
idence in support of a scientific inquiry into the paranormal, saying, ‘I am 
persuaded that the time will come, when [the phenomena in question] will 
be reduced strictly within the bounds of science.’42 Her scientific frame-
work contrasts with the fantastic claims, highlighting the book’s generic 
contradictions. Shane McCorristine, for example, categorizes the work as 
a ‘quasi-folkloric collection of supernatural narratives […] rhetorically 
somewhere in between fact and fiction’.43 Heholt argues that by presenting 
her ‘ghost stories’ as documented proof, Crowe ‘advocates and champions 
a feminised science’ based in ‘experience, observation, and intuition’ and 
a ‘humble spirit of enquiry’.44 Crowe’s receptive approach of ‘slow, modest, 
painstaking examination, that is content to wait upon Nature, and hum-
bly follow out her disclosures’ indicates her rejection of mainstream, mas-
culinist science (I, p. 5). Srdjan Smajic notes, ‘new theories about ghosts 
also effectively undermined the Enlightenment imperative for absolute 

38  Ascari, Counter-History of Crime Fiction, p. 56. 
39  Ibid., pp. 56–7. 
40  Alex Owen, The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualism in Late Victorian 
England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), p. 4.  
41  Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts and Vision’, p. 47. 
42  Catherine Crowe, The Night Side of Nature; Or, Ghosts and Ghost-Seers, 3 vols (London: 
T. C. Newby, 1848), I, pp. 17–8. Subsequent references to Night Side will be parenthetical. 
43  Shane McCorristine, Spectres of the Self: Thinking About Ghosts and Ghost Seeing in 
England 1750–1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), p. 10. 
44  Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts and Vision’, p. 47; Crowe, Night Side, I, p. 4. 
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scientific objectivity by foregrounding the subjective nature of sensory 
perception.’45 Accordingly, ghost-seeing presented a challenge to empir-
icism by confronting the invisible world impenetrable to objective sight. 
As a genre, argues Vanessa Dickerson, the Victorian ghost story embraced 
the invisible world’s potential for exploring the ‘ghostly’ marginality of 
women.46 

Crowe’s Night Side predates the golden age of the Victorian ghost story, 
just as it predated debates about spiritualism; however, it was no doubt in-
fluential in catalyzing such debates. Heholt states, ‘The Night Side of Nature 
was certainly a timely book that captured the imagination of the public and 
helped pave the way for the rapid rise of Spiritualism when it was intro-
duced to Britain a few years later.’47 While critics dismissed Crowe’s trea-
tise as fiction, it was the work’s scientific tone that appealed to Victorian 
audiences: ‘Mrs Crowe was obviously not a “spiritualist” or a hysterical 
woman in the grip of a semi-religious credulity; she spoke in the calm, 
rational tones that appealed to them.’48 Given the subversive nature of the 
Spiritualist movement, Wilson further explains, ‘Mrs Crowe was caught 
in the tidal wave of mud that deluged many other serious investigators of 
the paranormal […] so that [Night Side] was widely dismissed by “serious” 
people as credulous and uncritical.’49 G. T. Clapton’s assertion that Night 
Side exemplifies ‘the worst kind of feminine laxity and vagueness’ demon-
strates the text’s gendered reception.50 However, what Clapton described 
as Night Side’s ‘loose,’ ‘deplorable,’ and ‘careless inconsequence’ in style is 
a testament to Crowe’s engagement with folklore and oral storytelling.51 

The fragmented nature of Night Side exemplifies Crowe’s resistance to 
its masculine scientific framework. Heholt explains, ‘[d]uring Victorian 
times […] orality, folklore and gossip were all denigrated and feminised 
forms of story-telling and communication,’ and, further, ‘Crowe’s work is 

45  Srdjan Smajic, ‘The Trouble with Ghost-Seeing: Vision, Ideology and Genre in the 
Victorian Ghost Story’, ELH, 70.4 (2003), 1107–35 (1114). 
46  Vanessa Dickerson, Victorian Ghosts in the Noontide: Women Writers and the Super-
natural (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1996), p. 5. 
47  Heholt, ‘Speaking of Seeing Ghosts’, p. 28. 
48  Wilson, ‘Introduction’, p. ix. 
49  Ibid., pp. x–xi. 
50  George Thomas Clapton, ‘Baudelaire and Catherine Crowe’, Modern Language Review 
25.3 (1930), 286–305 (290). 
51  Ibid., 290. 
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deeply rooted in oral tradition.’52 The following excerpt from the chapter 
‘Haunted Houses’ demonstrates Crowe’s incorporation of orality: 

The story of the Brown Lady at the Marquis of T.’s in Norfolk is known 
to many. The Hon. H. W. told me that a friend of his, while staying 
there, had often seen her and had one day inquired of his host, “Who 
was the lady in brown that I meet frequently on the stairs?” Two gen-
tlemen whose names were mentioned to me, resolved to watch for her 
and intercept her. They at length saw her, but she eluded them by turn-
ing down a staircase, and when they looked over she had disappeared. 
Many persons have seen her.
There is a Scotch family of distinction, who, I am told, are accompanied 
by an unseen attendant, whom they call ‘Spinning Jenny’. (II, pp. 73–4)

Noting the ‘anecdotal’ nature of this passage, Heholt states, ‘[t]he tales 
are bare, there is no characterisation […] the stories themselves are snip-
pets; disjointed and uncontextualized.’53 There is no transitional phrasing 
to connect the stories, which themselves contain no chronological mark-
ers, no recurring characters, and no geographical connection. This frag-
mentation is characteristic of the stories’ oral transmission, which Crowe 
emphasizes with interjections such as ‘I am told’ and ‘[it was] mentioned 
to me’. The stories are hearsay, encountering many tellers before being tak-
en down; the ‘Brown Lady’ is at the fourth level of removal, having filtered 
through a friend of ‘the Hon. H.W.,’ H.W. himself, and Crowe, before final-
ly reaching the reader. Paradoxically, it is the ubiquity established through 
cooperative retelling that lends authority to Crowe’s narrative. The story 
of the Brown Lady is ‘known to many’, ‘many persons have seen her,’ and, 
as Heholt suggests, ‘[t]his underscores the idea of “evidence”. The ghosts 
have been seen by a community of people and most people, [Crowe] ar-
gues, have had some experience of ghosts.’54 Thus, Crowe asserts her ‘body 
of evidence’: ‘it will, I think, be pretty generally admitted that, although 
each individual case, as stands alone, may be comparatively valueless, the 
amount of recurrent cases forms a body of evidence, that on any other 
subject, would scarcely be rejected’ (I, p. 20). Crowe revises folklore tra-
dition by contesting negative perceptions of ‘feminine’ gossip, instead po-
sitioning traditional oral forms as authoritative because of the validation 
community engagement provides. 

52  Heholt, ‘Speaking of Seeing Ghosts’, p. 25; Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts and Vision’, p. 49. 
53  Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts and Vision’, p. 50. 
54  Ibid., pp. 49–50. 
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Crowe maintains that marginalized groups are particularly prone to 
ghost-sightings: ‘Simple and childlike people and races are the most fre-
quent subjects of these phenomena,’ and specifically women, in whom 
‘the feminine instinct, and tact, and intuitive seeing of truth, is frequent-
ly more sure than the ripe and deliberate judgement of man’ (I, p. 384). 
While Crowe contrasts masculine and feminine modes of perception, she 
does not argue that the two modes are antithetical. Instead, she praises 
the ‘enlightened medical and scientific men’ who have ‘witnessed these 
phenomena, and investigated them with every precaution’ (II, p. 262). 
She advocates for the adoption of an intuitive or ‘enlightened’ mode that 
would complement, rather than undermine, the scientific method. Crowe 
demonstrates this principle in Night Side by adopting a scientific method-
ology; what McCorristine calls a ‘Baconian approach’ and Wilson com-
pares to the later ideas of T. H. Huxley.55 Indeed, Heholt argues, Crowe 
‘blends the empirical and the spiritual, the objective and the subjective 
in a way that undermines the dominant certainties of empirical vision 
and masculinity’.56 In this genre-bending text, Crowe subverts scientific 
writing by placing the Victorian ghost story genre — ‘anti-reason, unrea-
sonable, unrealistic’ — in service of a scientific aim.57 Crowe does so in 
order to reveal the gaps in contemporary scientific discourse, and she thus 
advocates not only for serious consideration of spiritual evidence, but also 
for the inclusion and utility of non-normative subjectivities in narratives 
of investigation. 

IV. Conclusion

In her proto-detective and proto-sensation fiction, Crowe explores the 
motivations that compel marginalized women to adopt a ‘feminized’ ap-
proach to investigation in the face of legal, scientific, and literary exclu-
sion. Following Maggie Humm’s assertion that female detective fiction, 
and by extension, its gothic and sensational sister-genres, ‘explore ways 
in which women can have power in male environments by exploiting [...] 
the feminine’, Crowe’s popular fictions ‘rupture formulaic conventions’.58 

55  McCorristine, Spectres of the Self, p. 12; Wilson, ‘Introduction’, p. viii. 
56  Heholt, ‘Science, Ghosts, and Vision’, p. 28. 
57  Rosemary Jackson, ‘Introduction’, What did Miss Darrington See?: An Anthology of 
Feminist Supernatural Fiction, ed. by Jessica Amanda Salmonson (New York: The Feminist 
Press, 1989), pp. xv–xxxv (p. xvii). 
58  Maggie Humm, ‘Feminist Detective Fiction’, in Twentieth-Century Suspense: The Thriller 
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Her working-class heroines’ unconventional and uncanny approaches 
to investigation advocate for the inclusion of non-normative voices that 
disrupt patriarchal narratives of Victorian science, literature, and law. In 
Crowe’s works, the success of criminal investigation and scientific inquiry 
is explicitly tied to feminine perception, since women’s access to alterna-
tive avenues of knowledge enables them to identify the weaknesses in the 
legal process, the gaps in scientific methodology, as well as the potential for 
more dynamic and diverse female characters in Victorian popular fiction.

Comes of Age, ed. by Clive Bloom (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1990), pp. 237–54 (p. 237). 
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Recycled Sentiment:  
Raiding the Wastepaper 
Basket with Letitia 
Elizabeth Landon

ruth hobley

W hen Virginia Woolf ’s Orlando reaches the nineteenth century, 
she sits down to continue writing her poem ‘The Oak Tree’ 
which has been in the process of composition throughout the 

novel. However, in the midst of excessive domestic interruption, she in-
stead proceeds to write ‘in the neatest sloping Italian hand […] the most 
insipid verse she had ever read in her life’.1 What Orlando first ‘composes’, 
are two stanzas from Letitia Elizabeth Landon’s 1829 poem ‘Lines of Life’:

I am myself but a vile link 
      Amid life’s weary chain, 
But I have spoken hallow’d words, 
      Oh, do not say in vain! 
 
Will the young maiden, when her tears, 
      Alone in moonlight shine, 
Tears for the absent and the loved, 
      Murmur–2 

In horror at her sudden and apparently uncontrollable outburst of poet-
ic sentimentalism, Orlando promptly spills ink over the offending page,  
obscuring the lines irreparably.

1  Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography, ed. by Suzanne Raitt and Ian Blyth (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), p. 217.
2  Woolf, Orlando, p. 217; for the original text see Letitia Elizabeth Landon: Selected Writ-
ings, ed. by Jerome McGann and Daniel Riess (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Literary 
Texts, 1997), pp. 111–14 (ll. 89–93, 97–100). Unless otherwise indicated, all references to 
works by Landon refer to this edition.
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In consigning Landon to the literary wastepaper basket, soaked in spilt 
ink and ‘blotted […] from human sight she hoped for ever’, Woolf makes 
a value judgement regarding Landon’s work that has proved particularly 
persistent.3 Despite being a runaway success with the reading public in 
the first decades of the nineteenth century, several contemporary literary  
reviews described Landon’s poems in notably disparaging terms. 
According to the opinion of one critic in the Westminster Review, for  
instance, the vast majority of what Landon wrote was little better than 
‘mere verbiage’: ‘pages filled with puny and sickly thoughts, clothed in  
glittering language.’4 Woolf ’s dismissively brief allusion to Landon in 
her novel was influenced by D. E. Enfield’s biography of the poet, L. E. 
L.: A Mystery of the Thirties (1928), which was published by the Hogarth 
Press in the same year as Orlando, and may even have provided the 
source for Woolf ’s quotations.5 Enfield’s estimation of Landon’s poet-
ry was not far removed from the anonymous Westminster critic whose  
unenthusiastic assessment had appeared in print over a century earlier. 
She likens Landon’s most successful publication, The Improvisatrice (1824), 
to the twentieth-century ‘best-seller’: ‘that peculiar combination of […]  
facile sensuality, immense seriousness, and exact conformity with the taste 
of the moment.’6 For more than a century, therefore, the poetry of Letitia 
Elizabeth Landon, or L. E. L. as she was more commonly known in print, 
was viewed as the epitome of nineteenth-century sentimental writing by 
women: superficially lucrative material destined for immediate success 
and negligible longevity.

This view of Landon’s writing has prevailed in post-Romantic criticism 
until relatively recently, as Landon studies have seen a marked increase 
in critical attention during the past two decades. Nevertheless, much  
criticism of Landon, particularly in the media, still finds itself engaged in 
a debate as to the inherent worth or quality of her writing, set alongside 
the fact of her immense popularity, which has resulted in unfavourable  
comparisons between Landon and current social media literary trends and 
figures.7 Sarah Anne Storti, however, has recently instigated a radical and 

3  Woolf, Orlando, p. 217.
4    Anon., ‘Review of The Improvisatrice and Other Poems’, in The Westminster Review, 3 
(April 1825), 537–39 (repr. in Selected Writings, pp. 299–303 (p. 302)).
5  D. E. Enfield, L. E. L.: A Mystery of the Thirties (London: The Hogarth Press, 1928), pp. 
57–58, 60.
6  Enfield, L. E. L., p. 66.
7  Kathryn Hughes, for example, suggests of Lucasta Miller’s recent biography of Lan-
don that ‘Miller wants us to see LEL less as a great poet (she really wasn’t) and more as an 
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important reassessment of Landon’s poetry. She begins her 2019 article for 
Victorian Poetry, ‘Letitia Landon: Still a Problem’, with the assertion that:

Reports of the recovery of Letitia Landon’s poetry have been greatly 
exaggerated — not because of a lack of scholarly work on the subject, 
but because that work has with few exceptions relied on an inadequate 
comprehension of the ways her poetry was composed and published.8

Storti argues that a dominant focus on biography in evaluations of Landon’s 
writing has obscured the areas in which her poetry was most innovative, 
namely its ‘bibliographic and grammatical aspects’.9

This article in part offers a corrective to the problematic tradition of 
Landon criticism that Storti has highlighted and begins to challenge 
in her essay, building upon her observations, as well as providing a  
counter-examination of how and why the prevailing image of Landon 
as insouciant poetess was first formed. As I will show, a sustained  
engagement with the details of Landon’s compositional practice has been 
discouraged by a still-accepted view of the poet as an artless ingenue; an 
image which was initially engendered by Landon herself in collabora-
tion with her first editor, William Jerden of the Literary Gazette, and later  
perpetuated by posthumous biographies and memoirs of the poet. Focusing 
first on the biographical presentation of Landon that cemented her reputa-
tion as the archetypal poetess, this article then proceeds to explore in detail a  
particular feature of Landon’s compositional practice that has hitherto 
been significantly overlooked: that of literary recycling.

 What characterizes and, in many ways, epitomizes Landon’s oeuvre 
is her repeated reuse and revision of her own past compositions. In this 
article, I highlight a number of interlinked instances in which Landon 
has recycled past works to not only pragmatic but creative effect in  
order to refute the still prevalent image of Landon as spontaneous  
creatrix, revealing her instead to be an astute literary craftswoman, involved 

interesting “foremother” of today’s performative culture’, in ‘LEL by Lucasta Miller review 
— the scandalous death of a popular poet’, Guardian, 24 May 2019 <https://www.theguard-
ian.com/books/2019/may/24/lel-by-lucasta-miller-review-poet-letitia-elizabeth-landon> 
[accessed: 17 February 2021]; See also Lyndall Gordon, ‘The first Instapoet: How Letitia 
Elizabeth Landon sold her image and bought poetic fame’, New Statesman, 8 May 2019 
<https://www.newstatesman.com/culture/books/2019/05/letitia-elizabeth-landon-fe-
male-byron-instapoet-lucasta-miller-review> [accessed: 17 February 2021].
8  Sarah Anne Storti, ‘Letitia Landon: Still a Problem’, Victorian Poetry, 57:4 (2019), 533–
556 (p. 533).
9  Storti, ‘Letitia Landon’, p. 533.
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in an intricate and economical practice of assiduously recycling her own 
material in order to construct her texts. Jerome McGann, in his otherwise  
perceptive introduction to Landon’s Selected Poems (1997), describes her 
work as ‘self-consciously quotational’ in style.10 What McGann fails to  
recognize, however, is that the poet Landon quotes most frequently is not 
Byron, as has often been suggested, but herself.

* * *

Landon’s literary legacy was profoundly shaped by her first  
biographers, whose motives were far from impartial as they attempted to 
salvage her public reputation from the scandal that surrounded her prema-
ture and unexplained death as a newlywed émigré in Africa at the age of just  
thirty-six, dogged by the twin rumours of promiscuity and suicide. As can 
be seen from the unapologetic dismissal of Landon in literary criticism 
from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, following the initial shock of 
her death, the name of L. E. L. had become a byword for everything wrong 
with the century’s first decades, both in terms of its literature and the  
wider literary culture. The critical reaction to Lucasta Miller’s recent  
biography of Landon seems rather to confirm than to challenge this tra-
jectory as reviews in the media, whilst praising the biography itself, have 
tended to suggest that Landon is more interesting or relevant today as a 
historical or cultural study than as a literary figure: ‘it is hard to imagine 
readers scurrying to rediscover LEL’s verse,’ concludes one reviewer in the 
Guardian.11

In her review of Miller’s biography, Kathryn Hughes describes with 
no small relish how Landon ‘spewed out — and sometimes it really did 
feel like an involuntary hurl — poetry that managed to be mawkish and 
sensational, coy and fruity’.12 Such an image recalls Glennis Stephenson’s 
observation that Landon’s poetry during her lifetime ‘was seen to exem-
plify a debased Romanticism’, recalling emotions not from the refuge of  
tranquillity but in the passion of the moment, with intense feelings  
indiscriminately ‘spewed out upon the page’.13 There is a recurring im-
age in such criticism of Landon as a spontaneous and even unthinking  
composer of verse which persists even in more favourable critique 

10  Jerome McGann, ‘Introduction’ in Selected Writings, pp. 11–31 (p. 23).
11  Hughes, ‘LEL by Lucasta Miller’.
12  Hughes, ‘LEL by Lucasta Miller’.
13  Glennis Stephenson, Letitia Landon: The Woman behind L. E. L. (Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 1995), p. 10.
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today. For instance, the Broadview Anthology of British Literature: Age of 
Romanticism, published in 2018, suggests that the primary impression  
given by Landon’s poetry is ‘a sense of emotion pouring unbidden and 
unobstructed onto the page’.14

What is striking about this perception of Landon’s writing is the way 
in which it hinges upon her status as a woman writer and, in particu-
lar, her association with the concept of the ‘poetess’. The classification of 
the woman poet as ‘poetess’ came to prominence in the nineteenth cen-
tury and was a figure seen by many to be exemplified by Landon in her  
seminal second publication, The Improvisatrice. Susan Brown notes that, 
in the figure of the poetess, ‘the spontaneous Romantic outpouring […]  
becomes gendered as female gush.’15 This notion of a ‘female gush’ of feel-
ing, instinctively and seemingly without conscious effort transposed into 
poetry (or, more often, ‘song’) is the tradition that Hughes indirectly draws 
upon in her distaste for Landon’s poetic ‘spew’.

 During her lifetime, Landon was fetishized for and ultimately defined 
by her femininity. The figure behind the enigmatic initials of L. E. L. was 
revealed to be ‘a lady, yet in her teens!’ at the outset of Landon’s career by 
Jerden, in what appears to have been a strategic marketing ploy by the 
editor.16 Novelist Edward Bulwer-Lytton consequently remarked upon the 
beguiling nature of those ‘three magical letters’ which prompted Landon’s 
youthful male readership to contemplate such non-literary questions as 
‘[w]as she young?’ and ‘[w]as she pretty?’.17 As Elizabeth Wanning Harries 
explains with regard to the literature of the later eighteenth century, ‘delib-
erate concealment is consistently figured as feminine in the period’ and is 
generally associated with ‘women’s dresses and women’s coy erotic games, 
promising but not revealing too much’.18 In its scant but alluring revela-
tion, Landon and her first editor’s carefully crafted authorial persona was 

14  Quoted in Storti, ‘Letitia Landon’, pp. 551–52.
15  Susan Brown, ‘The Victorian Poetess’, in The Cambridge Companion to Victorian        
Poetry, ed. by Joseph Bristow (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 180–202.
16  William Jerden, editor’s note to Bernard Barton, ‘To L.E.L.: On his or her Poetic 
Sketches in the Literary Gazette’, in Literary Gazette, 9 February 1822 (repr. in Selected Writ-
ings, p. 352).
17  Edward Bulwer-Lytton, ‘review of Romance and Reality’, New Monthly Magazine, 32 
(December 1831), 545–51 (repr. in Selected Writings, pp. 328–335 (p. 331)).
18  Elizabeth Wanning Harries, The Unfinished Manner: Essays on the Fragment in the 
Later Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville and London: University Press of Virginia, 1994), 
p. 125.
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the epitome of such coyness, figuring forth the promise of a ‘young’ and 
‘pretty’ feminine body in just three tantalizing letters on the page. 

At the outset of her career, Landon deliberately fashioned her poetic 
speakers in the style of the traditional poetess. ‘I have a gush | Of wild 
and passionate thoughts upon my heart’: so begins the verse epigraph 
to her series of ‘Poetic Fragments’, published in the Literary Gazette in 
December 1825.19 In his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas 
of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), Edmund Burke suggests that the 
predominantly feminine concept of beauty, which is centred, seemingly 
paradoxically, upon the idea of imperfection, is the reason that women 
‘learn to lisp, to totter in their walk, to counterfeit weakness, and even 
sickness’.20 Just as her early poetry drew upon the tropes of the poetess 
in order to marketize the now-explicit femininity of her poetic persona, 
Landon’s personal presentation when her female identity was revealed 
to the public seemed equally calculated to emulate the lisping, tottering, 
beautiful woman of Burke’s imagination. 

Anna Maria Hall, in her husband Samuel Carter Hall’s 1871 memoir, 
recalled the poet’s appearance upon their first meeting at the age of twen-
ty-three as: 

[A] bright-eyed, sparkling, restless little girl, in a pink gingham frock, 
grafting clever things on common-place nothings, frolicking from sub-
ject to subject with the playfulness of a spoiled child […] she certainly 
looked much younger than she was. When we talked of ages, which 
we did the first day, I found it difficult to believe she was more than 
seventeen — she was so slight, so fragile, so girlish in her gestures and 
manners.21 

Anne K. Mellor consequently concludes that ‘Landon constructed 
both her life and her poetry as an embodiment of Burke’s female beauty’.22 
Indeed, from anecdotes such as Hall’s, combined with an astonishingly 
prolific literary output (it is thought that her extant poetic compositions 

19  Landon, ‘Poetic Fragments’, Literary Gazette, 17 December 1825, p. 812; For poems by 
Landon published in literary journals, all lines are unnumbered. 
20  Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, ed. by Paul Guyer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 88.
21  Anna Maria Hall, quoted in Samuel Carter Hall, A Book of Memories of Great Men and 
Women of the Age, from Personal Acquaintance (London: Virtue & Co., 1871), pp. 263–80 
(esp. pp. 269–70).
22  Anne K. Mellor, Romanticism and Gender (New York and London: Routledge, 1993), p. 
110.
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alone number into the thousands), it is tempting to imagine that, had 
Landon not died a tragic and premature death in her mid-thirties, the 
indefatigably ‘girlish’ writer of romance, decked out ‘in a pink gingham 
frock’, might have gone on to become the nineteenth-century equivalent of 
Barbara Cartland. However, it should be noted that the images of Landon 
which survive today, whether visual or biographical, were produced not by 
Landon herself, but by her biographers, friends, acquaintances, and even 
detractors, whose motives became increasingly partisan, particularly in 
the aftermath of her death. Consequently, readers should be wary of con-
flating the poet herself with the hyper-feminine subjects of her poetry.

The most comprehensive and consequently most significant of the 
contemporary biographies of Landon was Blanchard’s Life and Literary 
Remains of L. E. L., which was published three years after Landon’s death 
and comprised a memoir of the writer accompanied by a selection of her 
previously uncollected writing. Blanchard’s biographical presentation of 
Landon is typical for its emphasis upon her Burkean qualities of delicacy 
and weakness. What was perhaps most damaging to Landon’s literary rep-
utation, however, was Blanchard’s and his successors’ presentation of the 
poet as a writer with a ‘fatal facility’ for extempore composition.23 

Writing of Landon’s earliest submissions to the Literary Gazette, 
Blanchard describes her works as consisting of ‘[f]ragments of romance, 
snatches of song, “fancies and good nights,” pieces composed with about 
as much art as a young bird might exhibit in its first chirpings’, attributing 
to Landon’s art an inherent, and inherently innocent, artlessness.24 As can 
be seen in Blanchard and Hall’s memoirs, through their repeated attempts 
to salvage her public reputation from the scandal that surrounded her at 
the time of her death, Landon’s biographers (who, in both cases, were also 
personal friends) highlighted her lack of self-awareness and immaturity, 
often conflating her literary output and social demeanour in the process. 
‘Words and thoughts,’ says Anna Maria Hall, further elaborating upon her 
image of the girlish ingenue, ‘she flung hither and thither, without design 
or intent beyond the amusement of the moment.’25 While this and count-
less similar images may have suggested to readers that Landon in her pub-
lic life, by ‘the very unguardedness of her innocence’, was more sinned 

23  Samuel Laman Blanchard, Life and Literary Remains of L. E. L., 2 vols (Philadelphia: 
Lea & Blanchard, 1841), I, p. 40.
24  Blanchard, Life, I, p. 27.
25 S. C. Hall, ‘Lætitia Elizabeth Landon’, in A Book of Memories of Great Men and
Women of the Age, from Personal Acquaintance (London: Virtue & Co., 1871), pp. 263–80 
(p. 270).
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against than sinning, the consequence of such a persistently maintained 
precocity in her professional capacity was that it served to deny any artistic 
growth in the writer, resulting in the assessment which persists to this day 
that Landon’s poetry displays little to no technical or emotional develop-
ment over the course of her career.26 

Woolf evidently had such an image of facile spontaneity in mind when 
she depicted her hero(ine) as possessed by the spirit of Landon. Orlando 
does not consciously intend to reproduce random snatches of Landon’s 
poems, rather the pen itself seems to acquire a mind of its own: 

[W]hen she took up the pen to write, either she could think of nothing, 
and the pen made one large lachrymose blot after another, or it ambled 
off, more alarmingly still, into mellifluous fluencies about early death 
and corruption, which were worse than no thinking at all.27 

Where Blanchard marvelled at the fact that Landon’s ‘thoughts always 
flowed faster than she could put them on paper’, Orlando is palpably re-
pelled by her own new, automatic method of literary composition; her 
sudden transformation from poet to poetess.28 As far as Orlando is con-
cerned, ‘[n]othing more repulsive could be imagined than to feel the ink 
flowing thus in cascades of involuntary inspiration’, and Woolf ’s distaste 
at this sudden overflow of sentiment is later taken up in Hughes’s visceral 
depiction of Landon’s compositions as a veritable ‘spew’ of cloying roman-
tic tropes.29

The perception of Landon as a figure of naïve, girlish impulsivity, begun 
during her lifetime via her own poetic self-fashioning, and amplified in 
the wake of her death, has resulted in the decided queasiness of several 
modern writers when contemplating her work; an automatic revulsion, 
or ‘involuntary hurl’, that is usually directed back towards Landon her-
self. The most damaging consequence, however, has been the resulting 
critical reluctance to engage with Landon’s poetry on a granular level, an 
issue which appears to be at least in part a direct result of the assumption 
that her poems were composed with no more thought to technique than 
‘a young bird’ gives to ‘its first chirpings’. Consequently, one of the key fea-
tures of Landon’s verse, a feature which transforms our perception of her 

26  Blanchard, Life, I, p. 48.
27  Woolf, Orlando, p. 221.
28  Blanchard, Life, I, p. 40.
29  Woolf, Orlando, p. 217.
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poetic practice, has been almost entirely disregarded for the best part of 
two centuries: the practice of literary recycling.

* * *

One of the most overlooked elements of Landon’s compositional practice 
is her tendency to recycle portions of her own previous poems to form 
new works. To my knowledge, Storti is the only critic to date to have sub-
stantially engaged with — or even comment upon — Landon’s practice of 
literary recycling in relation to her own texts. Nevertheless, this tactic of 
repurposing and reframing her verses in alternative contexts was in evi-
dence from Landon’s earliest poetic productions. The series of ‘Fragments’ 
published in the Literary Gazette for 24 January 1824, for instance, begin 
with an introductory six lines of blank verse:

Gleamings of poetry, — if I may give 
That name of beauty, passion, and of grace, 
To the wild thoughts that in a starlit hour, 
In a pale twilight, or a rose-bud morn, 
Glance o’er my spirit, — thoughts that are like light, 
Or love, or hope, in their effects.30 

The substance of this epigraph is typical of the poetess to the point of cli-
ché. However, Landon’s subsequent use of these lines is strikingly different 
to the extempore approach that it ostensibly advocates. A subsequent se-
ries of ‘Fragments’, also published in the Gazette on 18 June 1825, expand-
ed upon this same epigraph, retaining the opening and closing four lines, 
but extending the original six-line poem to thirty-nine lines in total. In 
addition, the 1825 epigraph opens with the modified line: ‘Gleanings of 
poetry, if I may give | That name’, an alteration that is apparently slight but 
nonetheless revealing.31

The original ‘gleamings’ suggested an ethereal and exaggeratedly fem-
inine poetry that is not so much consciously produced by the poet as, in 
Landon’s own words, ‘[g]lance[s] o’er [her] spirit’. ‘Gleanings’, on the other 
hand, although it presents the speaker as the beneficiary of the remains of 
others’ labour, nonetheless implies an active participation of gathering on 
the part of the poet and a poetry that is not merely organically produced 
but actively assembled. The depiction of her speaker’s poetic practice as 

30  Landon, ‘Fragments’, Literary Gazette, 24 January 1824, p. 58.
31  Landon, ‘Fragments’, Literary Gazette, 18 June 1825, p. 396. My emphasis.
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one of ‘gleaning’ also allies Landon’s writing with that of Keats who, in 
his ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ and ‘To Autumn’, makes direct references to 
gleaning, reappropriating the term for the composition of poetry.32 In her 
altered epigraph, Landon presents her ‘Fragments’ as the products of a 
working poet, rather than purely insubstantial and involuntary poetic ef-
fusions. Furthermore, as will become increasingly clear, in her recycling of 
an earlier poem to form the basis for her second epigraph, Landon’s own 
poetic practice was one of gleaning rather than gleaming. 

The concept of gleaning is especially apposite when examining Landon’s 
practice of literary recycling, which drew extensively upon the increas-
ing stores of her own verse. Portions of the epigraph to Landon’s 1825 
‘Fragments’, for instance, were later recycled in turn to form part of the 
blank-verse monologue ‘Erinna’, first published in her fourth poetry col-
lection, The Golden Violet (1826). Landon’s preface to ‘Erinna’ states that 
‘[a] poem of the present kind had long floated on my imagination’, but 
the extent to which this poem, or certainly large portions of it, had previ-
ously appeared in print remains unacknowledged.33 Upon examination, a 
significant portion of this almost four-hundred-line poem is revealed to 
be an assemblage of several earlier, more ephemeral pieces from Landon’s 
career publishing in the literary magazines. Specifically, lines 215–345 
of Landon’s monologue are a concentrated patchwork of previous texts; 
chiefly reconstituted sections from poems and poetic epigraphs that were 
published in the Literary Gazette between June 1825 and May 1826.34 

The early nineteenth century was the period in which short-form liter-
ature, including lyric poems, became commercially available on an exten-
sive scale, and the Literary Gazette, Landon’s first publisher and champion, 
was one of the first literary journals to be published weekly as opposed to 
monthly or quarterly. Throughout her literary career therefore, Landon’s 
poetic compositions were in high demand, and she was obliged to compose 
new texts to order, often on a weekly basis. However, while productions for 
the literary magazines and later the annuals were generally perceived as 
ephemeral, published hastily for profit and immediately forgotten there-
after, this was not the way in which Landon used her work for these are-
nas. Instead of treating her poems for the magazines as transitory works 

32 Andrew J. Bennett, ‘The Politics of Gleaning in Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” and “To 
Autumn”’, Keats-Shelley Journal, 39 (1990), 34–38 (p. 38).
33 Landon, preface to ‘Erinna’, in Selected Writings, p. 87.
34 The specific texts that Landon recycles to form this portion of her monologue are: 
‘Fragments’, Literary Gazette, 18 June 1825, p. 396; ‘Poetic Fragments’, Literary Gazette, 17 
December 1825, p. 812; and ‘Life’, Literary Gazette, 20 May 1826, p. 316.
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to be dispensed with as soon as they were published, Landon appears to 
have regarded these productions in the manner of a literary depository. 
These pieces of conveniently forgettable ephemera were not trash to be 
discarded but material that could be repurposed in later, more permanent 
forms of publication. As evidenced by her construction of large portions 
of ‘Erinna’ from such material, to Landon these pieces were not dispos-
able, but reusable. 

‘Erinna’ has two epigraphs, the second of which is taken from Landon’s 
series of four poems entitled ‘Ideal Likenesses’, which was published in 
the New Monthly Magazine in January 1825. Alongside Sappho, Ariadne, 
and Corinna, the historical Erinna (an ancient Greek poet believed to be 
one of Sappho’s companions) is one of the four ‘likenesses’ detailed in this 
series. However, the poem that Landon selects for her epigraph is not that 
of ‘Erinna’ but the final likeness of the sequence: ‘Corinna’. This would 
seem to do little more than highlight the oft-remarked interchangeability 
of Landon’s heroines, her veritable parade of ‘ill-used Sapphos’ as Angela 
Leighton terms them. However, in and amongst the apparent interchange-
ability, there is variation that is at times as telling as it is understated.35 

In her ‘Ideal Likenesses’, Landon explores several subtly contrasting 
concepts of femininity and, in particular, the role of the woman artist. 
Erinna is depicted here as an almost parodically feminine incarnation of 
the poetess whose ‘heart and lip were music, albeit one | Who marvelled at 
what her sweet self had done’.36 ‘Corinna’, by contrast, dramatizes the more 
pragmatic conflict that is occasioned by being ambitious, talented, and a 
woman:

Conscious of [her] own power, yet forced to know 
How very little way that power will go; 
Regretting while too proud of the fine mind,  
Which raises but to part it from its kind.37 

From the exemplary woman to the exceptional woman, in selecting 
‘Corinna’ rather than ‘Erinna’ for her epigraph, Landon was evidently 

35  Angela Leighton, Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart (Hemel Hemp-
stead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992), p. 163.
36  Landon, ‘Erinna’ from ‘Ideal Likenesses’, New Monthly Magazine, 14:55 (January 1825), 
485–86 (p. 486).
37  Landon, ‘Corinna’ from ‘Ideal Likenesses’, p. 486; epigraph to ‘Erinna’ in Selected Writ-
ings, p. 88. My emphasis.
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moving away from ideas of spontaneity in poetic composition and to-
wards a conception of deliberate, if nevertheless ill-fated, female artistry. 

As previously noted, the recycling of material that began in the epigraph 
to ‘Erinna’ continues in the body of the monologue. However, Landon did 
not simply combine a range of earlier, forgotten pieces from the magazines 
to save herself the work of composing new lines for her monologue from 
scratch (although presumably such resourcefulness did help to reduce her 
workload). As is suggested by the choice of ‘Corinna’ rather than ‘Erinna’ 
from the ‘Ideal Likenesses’ for her epigraph, Landon also made a number 
of small but significant alterations to her recycled compositions. 

Despite the frequent citation of passages of ‘Erinna’ by critics in order to 
highlight Landon’s irrepressible sentimentality during the earlier stages of 
her career — ‘My songs have been the mournful history | Of woman’s ten-
derness and woman’s tears’ remains a favourite example — when the mon-
ologue is compared with its source texts, it becomes clear that the poem 
has been deliberately and consistently restrained.38 For instance, on three 
separate occasions the word ‘heart’ is excised from Landon’s source ma-
terial, to be replaced in the monologue by references to the artist’s ‘mind’, 
‘hand’, and ‘pulses’.39 Similarly, the word ‘passionate’ is twice amended, 
once to ‘southern’, and a second time to ‘vivid’, as are ‘lovely dreams’ to 
‘lofty thoughts’.40 Like the exchange of ‘gleamings’ for ‘gleanings’, these 
amendments point towards a composition that is subtly yet unswervingly 
focused on craft in opposition to feeling, intellect over emotion, and em-
bodied action over corporeal passivity.

This gradual trajectory towards self-possession became clearer as 
Landon’s career progressed. While the character of Erinna is essentially 
a composite amalgam of several of Landon’s poems composed for the lit-
erary magazines, certain lines from the monologue also appear in modi-
fied form in later, more widely celebrated poems by Landon. For instance, 
Erinna’s claim that ‘I have told passionate tales of breaking hearts’ is mark-
edly similar to the assertion made by Eulalia (another ‘ill-used Sappho’ 
type) in the later ‘A History of the Lyre’, first published in the 1829 col-
lection The Venetian Bracelet that ‘I have sung passionate songs of beat-
ing hearts’.41 However, while Erinna proceeds to affirm that such ‘tales’ are  

38  Landon, ‘Erinna’, pp. 87–99, (ll. 349–50).
39  Ibid., (ll. 286, 338, 244). These lines are amended from, ‘Life’, ‘Poetic Fragments’, and 
‘Fragments’ respectively.
40  Ibid., (ll. 278, 287, 224). Both instances of ‘passionate’ occur in ‘Life’ and ‘lovely dreams’ 
is found in ‘Poetic Fragments’.
41  Ibid., (l. 347); ‘A History of the Lyre’, pp. 115–27, (ll. 323).
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‘[s]urely the fittest for my maiden hand’, Eulalia’s subsequent disclosure is 
one of bitter disillusionment: 

I have sung passionate songs of beating hearts;   
Perhaps it had been better they had drawn 
Their inspiration from an inward source 
Had I known even an unhappy love,  
It would have flung an interest round life 
Mine never knew.42

This passage has often been perceived as Landon’s admission of disap-
pointment in her own poetic abilities. Even while granting Landon a mod-
icum of stylistic development, Angela Leighton somewhat bathetically 
concludes of this poem that, ‘[h]aving learned to distrust the “lotos fruits” 
of the imagination […] it seems that, as a poet, she had nowhere to go.’43 
However, I argue that Landon’s proven tendency to recycle and amend 
past works, rather than simply discard them, suggests that she was not 
languishing in despair at her artistic shortcomings, but was in fact looking 
constructively towards a revisionary poetic future.

The widespread practice of tactical recycling that is in evidence through-
out her oeuvre is perhaps the securest refutation of the image of Landon 
as the quintessential poetess; a singer of impassioned, effortlessly flowing 
song, with the ‘fatal facility’ of composing new and original verses extem-
pore. On the contrary, Landon’s proficiency in producing copious num-
bers of poems to order was not chiefly the product of an easy faculty of 
spontaneous composition, as her early biographers upheld, but rather the 
result of an ability to draw strategically and creatively on abundant reserves 
of previously published verse and stockpiled anecdotes. Furthermore, her 
tendency to revise poems upon republication suggests that Landon was 
involved in a continuous process of creative development that is at odds 
with readings which see her later poems as displaying evidence of writer’s 
block. 

* * *

Landon’s capacity for reinventing and reconstituting her past compositions 
is perhaps best evidenced by the chapter epigraphs of her final completed 
novel, Ethel Churchill (1837). All but one of the Ethel Churchill mottos 

42  Landon, ‘Erinna’, (l. 352); and ‘History’, (ll. 323–28).
43  Leighton, Victorian Women Poets, p. 71.
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appear, at first glance, to have been composed by Landon specifically for 
her novel and this is the angle from which many critics have approached 
these poems.44 However, a significant number of Landon’s epigraphs were 
in fact gleaned from a range of prior sources, including short verses and 
portions of longer poems by Landon that were printed in the literary an-
nuals and magazines, as well as extracts from her published volumes, in-
cluding The Venetian Bracelet, The Golden Violet, and The Troubadour.45 

Blanchard published the majority of Landon’s epigraphs to Ethel 
Churchill in his Life under the collective title of ‘Fragments’. This classi-
fication is particularly telling with regard to Blanchard’s wider biograph-
ical project of presenting Landon as both poetess and ingenue, assigning 
a quality of unfinishedness to these poems that is in-keeping with his 
depiction of her oeuvre as comprising little more than brief ‘snatches of 
song’. In fact, Blanchard deliberately obscures the recycled origin of sev-
eral of Landon’s mottos, portraying them as original compositions which 
demonstrate:

[T]hat L. E. L.’s activity of thought and keenness of feeling could cre-
ate, where other minds reposed upon quotation; and could produce a 
sweet song, while another novelist was turning over her own poetical 
pages for an appropriate extract.46

But of course, in a very specific sense, Landon’s epigraphs very often did 
‘repose […] upon quotation’; with the distinction that the poet she quoted 
most liberally was none other than herself. 

Blanchard’s publication of Landon’s epigraphs to Ethel Churchill, shorn 
of the context that they gain from being integrated within her prose text, as 
well as of the context that they share with other compositions in Landon’s 
wider oeuvre, has had a profound impact on modern critics’ readings of 

44  Landon, Ethel Churchill; or, the Two Brides, 3 vols (London: Henry Colburn, 1837). 
The exception being Chapter 31 of vol. 2, which has as its epigraph a quotation explicitly 
ascribed to Pope, taken from his ‘Epilogue to the Satires’.
45  There is no official documentation of the number of Landon’s epigraphs for Ethel 
Churchill that were recycled from alternative sources and, given her tendency to revise as 
well as recycle, it is often difficult to locate original verses through digital searches. How-
ever, in his compilation ‘Poetical Fragments from Ethel Churchill’ in three separate online 
volumes, Peter J. Bolton notes at least 42 instances in which the source for Landon’s ep-
igraph can be found in a previous publication by the poet. 
46  Blanchard, Life, I, 135.; That Blanchard was aware of the recycled nature of at least 
some of Landon’s epigraphs to her novel is evidenced by the fact that he omits from the  
‘Fragments’ those epigraphs which use portions of poems printed elsewhere in the Life.
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these poems. For instance, Miller, in her recent biography of Landon, se-
lects a number of these epigraphs to illustrate the ‘unique insight’ that she 
perceives the poems to offer into the writer’s mental state during her final 
years.47 Likewise, Angela Leighton remarks that ‘[t]he abrasive and abrupt 
rhetoric of these fragments, with their pitiless abstractions and unrhym-
ing, inconclusive conclusions, points to a new-found imaginative honesty 
in L. E. L.’.48 

Leighton’s reading of these poems has proved particularly influential. 
Following on from her discussion of ‘A History of the Lyre’, she suggests 
that the ‘fragments’ (a term she adopts from Blanchard’s vocabulary when 
analysing these poems) evidence a heightened cynicism and disillusion-
ment in Landon’s attitude towards her own previous work. Leighton con-
sequently summarizes the trajectory of Landon’s career as the develop-
ment ‘from garrulous girl prodigy, gifted with a trick of versifying which 
suited the tastes of her day’ to ‘a poet who, looking back over her career, 
could write honestly and quite sternly about her poetic failings’.49

 Storti argues persuasively against Leighton’s biographical reading, not-
ing the crucial fact that such narratives of authorial disillusionment ‘often 
rel[y] for evidence upon “late” poems that in fact turn out to be early ones, 
tweaked or modified for reuse’.50 While I agree with Storti regarding the 
dangers inherent in upholding the ‘“maturation” narrative’ that has fre-
quently been applied to Landon’s poetry without a thorough knowledge 
or examination of the bibliographic history of particular texts, in my view 
there is a parallel danger in arguing flatly against such theories.51 This has 
the counter potential to reinforce the dominant narrative of Landon crit-
icism prior to Leighton’s and other feminist reappraisals of the late twen-
tieth century, which saw the repetitive and recycled nature of Landon’s 
poems as evidence of absolute artistic stagnation. In addition, Storti does 
not elaborate upon precisely how Landon’s epigraphs are ‘tweaked and 
modified’ in the process of recycling, a factor which, as I have shown with 
regard to ‘Erinna’ and the Gazette ‘Fragments’, is crucial to our under-
standing of Landon’s evolving compositional practice.

Storti notes that the ‘Fragment’ which Blanchard prints under the title 
‘Gifts Misused’ — the poem is given no title by Landon — forms a central 

47  Lucasta Miller, L.E.L.: The Lost Life and Scandalous Death of Letitia Elizabeth Landon, 
the Celebrated ‘Female Byron’ (London: Chatto and Windus, 2019), p. 248.
48  Leighton, Victorian Women Poets, p. 70.
49  Leighton, Victorian Women Poets, p. 71.
50  Storti, ‘Letitia Landon’, p. 544.
51  Storti, ‘Letitia Landon’, p. 547.



85

ruth hobley

part of the textual evidence that Leighton employs when expounding her 
theory of Landon’s late poetry. Her arguments against Leighton’s reading 
focus on the fact that this poem had in fact existed in various permuta-
tions since 1825, when it appeared in the Gazette as part of the ‘Poetic 
Fragments’ series, as well as forming part of ‘Erinna’ in 1826. However, 
because the main thrust of Storti’s argument is geared towards countering 
Leighton’s and subsequent critics’ biographically inflected readings, she 
does not engage in close textual analysis of this poem and its previous in-
carnations. What becomes evident upon doing so, however, is that Landon 
did not simply reuse her previous poetry to conveniently plug a gap in her 
text, but once again made significant amendments. 

Reading the poem as it appears in Blanchard’s ‘Fragments’, it is easy to 
see how Leighton’s theory of Landon’s late-career repentance came about: 

Oh, what a waste of feeling and of thought 
Have been the imprints on my roll of life! 
What worthless hours! to what use have I turned 
The golden gifts which are my hope and pride! 
My power of song, unto how base a use 
Has it been put! with its pure ore I made 
An idol, living only on the breath 
Of idol worshippers. Alas! that ever 
Praise should have been what praise has been to me —  
The opiate of the mind!52

With the added knowledge that these lines have been adapted from poems 
composed over a decade earlier, such biographical readings can no longer 
be considered definitive. Conversely to Storti, however, I suggest that de-
velopments in Landon’s poetic practice are nonetheless discernible in this 
poem, not through substantial changes of tone or perspective within the 
content of her works, but rather in the subtle emendations that she made 
to her verses each time that they were revised for republication. 

Landon made key linguistic alterations to these lines for their publi-
cation in Ethel Churchill. Most conspicuous is the exchange of the word 
‘heart’ for ‘mind’ in the final line, which recalls the removal of references 
to the heart in Landon’s emendations to the poems that were incorporated 
into ‘Erinna’ in 1826. In addition, Landon also highlights the notion of 
‘power’ in connection to her speaker’s poetic abilities in this version of the 

52 Landon, Ethel Churchill, II, p. 157. For previous iterations of these lines see Landon, 
‘Poetic Fragments’, Literary Gazette, p. 812, and ‘Erinna’ (ll. 229–237).
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poem, setting its implicit autonomy in direct contrast to the more passive 
notion of ‘gifts’ which are conferred on the speaker externally. Blanchard’s 
choice of title flattens out the conflict that Landon foregrounds in her re-
vised epigraph between powers acquired and gifts bestowed, bringing the 
passive element to the fore, and shaping later readings of the poem in the 
process. 

The most striking change made to Landon’s epigraph, however, is her 
introduction of repetition in the lines: ‘An idol, living only on the breath 
| Of idol worshippers,’ and ‘Alas! that ever | Praise should have been what 
praise has been to me’. Previous iterations substituted the word ‘temple’ 
for the first instance of the word ‘idol’ and ‘heedless’ and ‘passing’ for the 
second; Landon could moreover have feasibly used the homonym ‘idle’ 
in place of the second ‘idol’. Similarly, both earlier versions of the lines 
use the pronoun ‘it’ in place of the repeated ‘praise’. Landon thus intro-
duces avoidable linguistic redundancies to her lines as they appear in her 
1837 epigraph. The bathos of repetition in these lines, in which Landon’s 
speaker expresses herself in tautology, highlights both the emptiness of 
her fame and the hollowness of her own ‘song’. Leighton’s observation that 
this poem displays a ‘rougher, more awkward, more truly “natural” idi-
om’ in comparison to Landon’s early verses, may therefore not be entirely 
misguided, since Landon’s adaptations to her verse alter both its form and 
idiom, creating from what was at one time a nearly 400-line monologue, a 
poem that is striking in its succinctness.

In these lines as they appear in Ethel Churchill, Landon has replaced 
her previously lengthy, expansive verse forms with a pithy, even mordant, 
short-form verse. She also made linguistic amendments that altered the 
emphasis of the poet’s vocation from unbidden sensation to controlled craft 
and contemplation, and her formerly effusive vocabulary is restrained and 
limited, underlining the perceived vacuousness of the praise and worship 
that her speaker details. Rather than suggesting that conjectures regarding 
Landon’s poetic ‘maturation’ are erroneous therefore, I argue instead that 
Leighton and the critics who followed her have applied their search for 
such development to the wrong fields. Rather than maturing in content, 
Landon’s continual adaptation of her poetry’s form and language were the 
areas in which her writing most perceptibly evolved. In turning her ex-
pansive monologues to epigraphs and epigrams, Landon constructed new 
verses directly from the material that she had to hand, repurposing her po-
etry for a market that, by 1837, was more inclined to purchase triple-deck-
er novels with brief poems inset within their pages than vast volumes of 
blank-verse monologues and sentimental lyrics.
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A letter from Landon to Charles Heath, editor of the literary annual 
The Keepsake, highlights Landon’s continued attentiveness to the literary 
marketplace and the place that her own writing held within this rapidly 
changing economy:

An idea has just struck me for a new sort of annual which it appears to 
me has a fair chance of popularity — You have published under various 
forms an infinity of female portraits — what do you say to making a 
selection from them (avowing in the preface that such is the case) pub-
lishing one — two or even three successive volumes — and giving them 
a completely new literary character — Short tales and poems have had 
their day [.]53 

In her letter to Heath, Landon explicitly advocates her own method of 
literary recycling, suggesting that the editor ‘mak[e] a selection’ from pre-
viously published pieces and reprint them in such a manner as to bestow 
upon them ‘a completely new literary character’. It is this combination of 
repetition and novelty that makes Landon’s recycled corpus a subject that 
benefits from close textual scrutiny. Storti describes Landon’s creative deity 
as ‘a muse of reuse’. However, I suggest that it was not simply ‘reuse’ but ‘re-
cycling’ that was Landon’s most fruitful compositional method.54 Landon 
did not reproduce or regurgitate her own lines verbatim, ‘repos[ing] upon 
quotation’ in order to compose, but employed her past works innovative-
ly, adapting her past compositions to meet her present needs. Landon’s 
literary recycling can therefore be viewed as a conscious and creative act, 
a deliberate and sustained crafting of linguistic and poetic forms, and a 
clear refutation of the image of the poet as an improvisational singer of 
impassioned song. 

* * *

Woolf ’s minimal quotation and summary dismissal of ‘Lines of Life’ in 
Orlando has often been held up as proof that Landon’s poems hold little to 
no literary value, and yet the Landon that we glimpse through the lens of 
her novel is irredeemably limited. In the passage of the novel with which 

53  Landon, letter to Charles Heath c. 19 May 1838, in Letters by Letitia Elizabeth Landon, 
ed. by F. J. Sypher (Ann Arbor: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints, 2001), p. 180.
54  Storti, ‘Letitia Landon’, p. 547.
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this article began, Woolf does not cite two consecutive stanzas of ‘Lines of 
Life’, but deliberately omits an intervening verse: 

My first, my last, my only wish, 
    Say will my charmed chords 
Wake to the morning light of fame, 
    And breathe again my words?55 

In order to relegate Landon to the literary wastepaper basket, Woolf selects 
the stanzas of her poem which appear most appropriate to the purpose of 
proving her verses to be nothing more than vapid, ‘mellifluous fluencies’, 
suppressing the reference to the speaker’s ambition for literary fame, as 
well as the final line of the quoted extract in which Landon’s speaker won-
ders if the imagined ‘young maiden’ will, in the future, ‘[m]urmur some 
song of mine’.56 Moreover, as a result of such extensive pruning, Woolf 
denies the reader the opportunity of deducing that Woolf/Orlando, by 
replicating these lines of Landon’s, is precisely, if unwillingly, granting the 
speaker’s wish to be reincarnated through later readings of her verse.

Until recently, the critical tendency has been to see Landon’s poetry as a 
convenient shorthand for post-Romantic feminine sentimentality, an im-
age that was founded during her lifetime and cemented after her death. 
Biographical portraits of Landon fashioned her into a figure that combines 
traits of the typical nineteenth-century poetess with those of an artless 
child prodigy, in order to preserve and bolster a reputation based on an 
idealized femininity that would founder on the slightest hint of impropri-
ety in the poet’s private life. The disastrous results of these endeavours with 
regard to Landon’s literary standing are exemplified by her fleeting and 
anonymous appearance in Orlando, in which a tiny fraction of Landon’s 
writing, assumed to be representative not only of her entire corpus but of 
the entire tradition of the poetess, is unceremoniously cast aside as literary 
refuse.

As I have shown in this article, however, by examining the details of 
Landon’s texts, and situating them within the context of her wider oeuvre, 
a portrait of a very different artist begins to emerge. Far from the guileless 
innocent of Blanchard’s biography, Landon was a shrewd practitioner of 
literary economy, recycling texts throughout her career in various con-
texts, often refining and altering them as she did so. This paper has high-
lighted the unavoidable fact that our current methods of reading Landon 

55  Landon, ‘Lines’, (ll. 93–96).
56  Landon, ‘Lines’, (l. 100). My emphasis.
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rely heavily on dubious assumptions about the way in which she com-
posed and highlights the need to focus our criticism on the specific details 
of her texts, rather than on what we might presume her texts to be. In 
particular, there needs to be an increased awareness of and critical focus 
on Landon’s propensity, not merely to reflexively regurgitate hackneyed 
literary tropes, but to recycle, revise, and reconstitute her own material 
and, in the process, remake it anew.
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Songs of Rubbish: 
Little Magazines, City 
Space, and the Grand 
National Narrative 

avani tandon vieira

‘If you also have been a part of the literature being mapped, then its 
contour will somewhere bear a likeness to your own.’

— Arvind Krishna Mehrotra1

In an essay entitled ‘Maps for a Mortal Moon’, poet and publisher Adil 
Jussawalla makes a short trip through the city of Bombay.2 He begins 
at the Asiatic Library, where ‘four grey-haired men discuss, among 

other things, the Sumerian script’.3 As the men exit the neo-classical struc-
ture for the space of the city they are greeted by chaos. Dodging traffic 
on a street dug up for new gas lines, they make their way past workers 
and pneumatic drills to a restaurant in a building much younger than the 
Asiatic; ‘only about seventy years old, I think.’4 Here, they begin a new dis-
cussion on a subject in ‘real time’: ‘Who’s a good poet, who’s not?’5 After 
they have gone their separate ways, Jussawalla walks up Mahatma Gandhi 
road, through Kala Ghoda, and to Jehangir Art Gallery. His route delivers 

1  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, Partial Recall: Essays on Literature and Literary History 
(New Delhi: Orient Blackswan, 2014), p. 234.
2  Adil Jussawalla, Maps for a Mortal Moon: Essays and Entertainments (New Delhi: 
Aleph Book Company, 2014), pp. 82–83. 
3  The four men are Arun Kolatkar, Jussawalla, a ‘scholar’ and a ‘bibliophile’.
4  Jussawalla, Maps for a Mortal Moon, pp. 82–83.
5  Ibid.
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to him a range of sights: first a group of brightly dressed attendees from 
the World Social Forum, then a street lined with saffron flags and men in 
khakhi, and, finally, a photo exhibit by a Shiv Sena leader. At the end of 
his journey, a mere kilometre from where he began, Jussawalla contem-
plates this distance. ‘How many time zones’ he asks, ‘have I crossed and 
re-crossed in the last hour […] how many centuries?’6

In the 1960s and 70s, a self-sustaining culture of writing and publish-
ing began to emerge in Bombay. Driven by a network of ‘multivocational’ 
poets, this movement used little magazines and small presses to create a 
space for poetry at a time when, as Leticia Zecchini writes, ‘the indifference 
of mainstream publishers confined [it] to invisibility’.7 Simultaneously, it 
sought to make space for the poets themselves, and for the various literary, 
linguistic, and geographic worlds that they imagined.8 Among them was 
Adil Jussawalla, whose efforts would keep the Bombay poet from becom-
ing ‘a person who is missing in history […] just a footnote […] generally 
invisible’.9 

This essay takes as its subject the ‘missing person’ that is the Bombay 
poet, the ‘songs of rubbish’ of the ephemeral little, and the city that serves 
as home to both. Attending to the particular cartographic interventions of 
the little magazine, it considers the little’s treatment of that which is made 
marginal or rendered trash, removed from visibility, consideration, and the 
map. Within the fraught cityscapes of postcolonial India (and Bombay, in 
particular) the idea of waste or trash is closely linked with space: who may 
occupy it, what purposes it may be used for, and how it is documented 

6  Ibid.
7  Anjali Nerlekar defines the ‘multivocational poet’ as one who ‘as a poet wrote the 
poem, as a publisher generated the space for it to appear, and as an editor […] created the 
conditions necessary for that poem’s dissemination.’ Bombay Modern: Arun Kolatkar and 
Bilingual Literary Culture (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2016), p. 3. 
While it remains challenging to define the ‘little magazine’, Ian Hamilton provides a useful 
description in speaking of it as text with ‘small resources, small respect for the supposed 
mysteries of “how to run a business”, small appeal outside a very small minority of readers’, 
quoted in Nerlekar, Bombay Modern, p. 47. In keeping with little magazine conventions, I 
use ‘little magazine’ and ‘little’ interchangeably. Laetitia Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar and Liter-
ary Modernism in India: Moving Lines (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 51. 
8  Many of the Bombay poets were migrants to the city: Dilip Chitre from Baroda, Arun 
Kolatkar from Kolhapur; Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, who defines himself as a ‘Bombay 
poet’, from Allahabad. See Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 39. 
9  Jussawalla quoted in Anjali Nerlekar and Laetitia Zecchini, ‘“Perhaps I’m Happier Be-
ing on the Sidelines”: An Interview with Adil Jussawalla’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 
53.1–2 (2017), 221–32 (p. 226).
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and remembered. Building on Mary Douglas’s formulation of dirt as ‘mat-
ter out of place’, Dipesh Chakrabarty suggests that, in India, ‘the problem 
of “dirt” poses in turn the problem of the “outside”’, ideas of cleanliness 
and value often understood in spatial, and oppositional, terms.10 Locating 
the little magazine within these approaches to dirt or waste, I identify the 
Bombay little as a text that both inhabits and attends to marginality, seek-
ing to reclaim that which is neglected, discarded, or overlooked while also 
destabilizing the spatial logic that marks it as such. In examining these 
texts, I attend to their materiality: the conditions of their production as 
‘small’ texts of limited means and circulation, very much located outside 
mainstream conceptions of literary value, both attuned to and part of the 
‘outside’. 

Within the broader history of the Indian city, Chakrabarty argues that 
waste — or ‘garbage’, in his formulation — is understood both through an 
aesthetic logic and a logic of contamination. As part of imperial project 
and the later project of postcolonial nationhood, there was a consistent ef-
fort to make, of public space, ‘benign, regulated places, clean and healthy, 
incapable of producing either disease or disorder’.11 That which enables 
mixing or multiplicity, then, introduces both a disruption of order and 
the possibility of contamination; both untidiness and contact with the un-
clean. Drawing on this framework, I examine the idea of trash or waste 
along two axes: that of cleanliness/dirt and that of order/disorder. Treating 
the little magazine both as literary text and cultural barometer, I argue that 
the Bombay little supports a narrative of space and self that troubles these 
categories, functioning, subsequently, at odds with the institutional ‘idea 
of India’.12 

In the pages of the Bombay little, such disruption is enabled through a 
literary attention to marginal subjects, unpalatable space, and forgotten 
writing. As against the visions of State, the Bombay little is concerned with 
that which is overlooked by the maps of nation — people, sites — and 
that which must retreat underground: writers, writing. The city, imagined 
through these inclusions, is a hybrid space of geo-spatial encounter and 
the text is a vehicle of this more-than-oneness; at once alive and decay-
ing, vital and filthy. This hybridity offers a useful way to think through 

10  Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concept of Pollution and Taboo (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2005); Dipesh Chakrabarty, ‘Open Space/Public Place: Garbage, Moderni-
ty and India’, South Asia: Journal of South Asian Studies, 14.1 (1991), 15–31 (pp. 19–20).
11  Chakrabarty, ‘Open Space/Public Place’, p. 28.
12  Sunil Khilnani, The Idea of India (New Delhi: Penguin Books, 2004).
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the impulses of the State and the potential, against these impulses, for the 
independently published text to present a vision of space and self that is 
resolutely multiple, resolutely impure. The little’s Bombay is expansive and 
multi-sited, and the maps that it generates in this space, like the map that 
Jussawalla haphazardly draws across the city, are improvised, atypical, and 
often unstable. The act of reclamation, here, is double: poets reckoning 
with a world in which ‘poetry doesn’t sell’ making room for spaces and 
lives which do not have an audience in the public record.13 These devi-
ations provide alternative ways to see and inhabit space but also to map 
conceptions of value onto bodies and lives, so that questions of belonging 
and unbelonging can exceed the boundaries of nation to occupy, variously, 
local, national, or international frames of reference. If the map functions 
as ‘a model for, rather than a model of, what it purport[s] to represent’, the 
maps of the Bombay little model not only offer alternative geographies, 
but also alternative ways of knowing and being in India.14 

In what follows, I begin by examining the foundational fictions of the 
Indian state and their roots in the language of geography.15 Pivoting to the 
ways in which the Bombay little receives and transforms these fictions, I 
consider how cartography is variously deployed by state and by subcul-
ture. While one facet of the little magazine’s disruption is a direct chal-
lenge to the visions of the state, a second involves a shift in focus: a turn 
from the cartography of the national to the cartography of the local and, in 
particular, the marginal. Placing the sites and subjects of the little’s imagi-
nation against those of the state, I argue that the work of the Bombay little 
is that of reclamation, of invisible writing, forgotten subjects and, even, the 
practice of cartography. 

13  Adil Jussawalla, ‘Introduction’, Three Poets: Melanie Silgardo, Raul d’Gama Rose, San-
tan Rodrigues (Bombay: Newground, 1978), pp. 5–6 (p. 5).
14  Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a Nation (Honolu-
lu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994), p. 130. 
15  I adapt the term ‘foundational fictions’ from Doris Sommer’s work on literary na-
tion making in South America to refer to the narratives deployed in the political act of 
consolidating the Indian nation state. Sommer, Doris, Foundational Fictions: The National 
Romances of Latin America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991). 
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The Little Magazine and the Grand National Narrative

‘She is a myth and an idea, a dream and a vision, and yet very real and 
present and pervasive.’

– Jawaharlal Nehru16

In the foreword to Jawaharlal Nehru’s The Discovery of India, Indira 
Gandhi, his daughter and then Prime Minister, celebrates the text for delv-
ing ‘deep into the sources of India’s national personality’.17 The idea of a 
tangible ‘national personality’ animates much of Discovery. Questions of 
central planning, communal harmony, and the identity of a new nation 
frequently refer back to some notion of what India is. This idea — Nehru 
himself sometimes admits — is a fraught one. In the nation’s seventy three 
years of independence, the responses to this geographical and social vast-
ness have been numerous, ranging from an insistence on a totalizing, ho-
mogenous nationhood — one that even exceeds the boundaries of India 
to an ‘akhand bharat’ or undivided India — to ‘the naturalization of di-
versity — the reproduction of a particular imagination of India as natu-
rally diverse’.18 Consistent in these efforts has been an effort to organise 
and streamline, to make land comprehensible, to make bodies and spaces 
palatable, to narrate India within neatly conceived logics. In particular, 
India’s boundaries have been cast as signposts of an eternal nation state 
— stretching from Kashmir to Kanyakumari — singular because of its ge-
ographical diversity, not in spite of it.

It is within this national imaginary that I locate the Bombay little. 
Setting its cartographic efforts against the maps of the State, I examine 
two central visions of postcolonial nation-making.19 The first of these is 

16  Jawaharlal Nehru quoted in Gyan Prakash, Emergency Chronicles: Indira Gandhi and 
Democracy’s Turning Point (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019), p. 42. 
17  Indira Gandhi, ‘Foreword’, in Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1989).
18  Srirupa Roy, Beyond Belief: India and the Politics of Postcolonial Nationalism (Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007), p. 7. 
19  In choosing these two visions, I do not suggest that the field of post-independence 
thought was homogenous. I seek to recognize, instead, that in the early years of the nation, 
‘the nationalist élite came to be dominated by a vision most closely associated with one 
man, Nehru’ and that, within a field of varying approaches, the constitutional project and 
Nehru’s vision, with the backing of state machinery, took centre stage. Khilnani, The Idea 
of India, p. 8.
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Nehru’s, shaped by a commitment to social welfare, a reliance on planned 
and centralised development, and a faith in the technocrat. The second is 
that of the Indian constitution — of which Nehru was also an architect — 
which sought to establish a ‘strongly armed state’, which would take India 
from ‘a backward past to a modern future’.20 Common to these visions was 
a belief in a strong centre, a faith in a unified India, and a commitment to 
carrying out ‘the historical tasks of nation-building while functioning as 
a democracy’.21 The constitution would enshrine these principles in law 
while the Nehru government pursue them in policy. Together they would 
attempt to establish a ‘powerful pedagogic State’ which would undertake 
the inherently contradictory task of ‘act[ing] with extraordinary power to 
guarantee freedom and introduce social change’.22 Against this model of a 
‘state-sustained postcolonial Indian identity’, the Bombay little identifies a 
less neat, less coherent sense of self.23 The little magazine shifts the borders, 
coordinates, and sites of nation-making, unsettling its foundations, invert-
ing its symbols, and replacing the monumental with the marginal. Within 
this unsettled geography, the little presents a ‘national personality’ that is 
fragmented, multiple, troubled, and, also, less limited. 

Many things precipitate the confrontation between the Bombay little and 
India’s foundational fictions. Writing over a decade after Independence, 
the poets of the Bombay Modern saw themselves as ‘first poets’, set apart 
from the writers who came before them.24 Aga Shahid Ali would say of 
these writers: ‘[t]he earlier generations followed the rules inflicted by the 
rulers so strictly that it is almost embarrassing. They also followed models, 
especially the models of realism, in ways that imprisoned them. I think 
we can do a lot more.’25 The Bombay poets were at once distinct from ‘the 
Marxist-influenced Progressive Writers’ Association’ and removed from 
‘the ideal of nation-building and […] a form of cultural nationalism’.26 

20  Prakash, Emergency Chronicles, p. 71. 
21  Ibid., p. 52.
22  Ibid., pp. 73, 69. 
23  Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan, ‘Postcolonial Relations’, in The Indian Postcolonial: A Critical 
Reader, ed. by Rosinka Chaudhuri and Elleke Boehmer, 1st ed (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011), 
pp. 238–260 (p. 248).
24  Nerlekar, Bombay Modern; Arvind Krishna Mehrotra quoted in Zecchini, ‘“We Were 
like Cartographers, Mapping the City”: An Interview with Arvind Krishna Mehrotra’, Jour-
nal of Postcolonial Writing, 53.1–2 (2017), 190–206 (p. 199). 
25  Aga Shahid Ali, in Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, The Oxford India Anthology of Twelve 
Modern Indian Poets (Calcutta: Oxford University Press, 1994), p. 4.
26  It may be useful, here, to define the geographical limits of this effort. The Bombay of 
the little magazine was in equal parts an affective, social, and physical construction; ‘simul-
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Nehru’s hope was for ‘a relationship of intimacy and responsibility be-
tween nation and people’.27 The Constitution’s hope was for an India where 
‘the country is one integral whole, its people a single people living under a 
single imperium derived from a single source’.28 The Bombay poets sought 
to accept neither. That they were able to do so was, in large part, a function 
of technology. In Bombay, as in New York, Mexico City or Ibadan, the late 
twentieth century little flourished because of ‘the low cost of new printing 
technologies and the fact that no special training was required to operate a 
mimeograph machine’.29 The profoundly democratic little magazine weak-
ened the reliance on editorial intervention or formal material assistance, 
making it so that ‘any student willing to publish a mimeographed “little” 
could do so in […] in their parents’ garage or back yard’.30 These fresh-
ly minted poets, untethered from their political and literary inheritance, 
now had a means through which to generate their own visions of space.  

If these visions of space were liberating, they nonetheless maintained a 
complex relationship — much like that of the State — of ‘claim and alle-
giance’ to the national body.31 To begin, I turn to Nehru’s Discovery and to 
an extract that illustrates his idea of the nation:

When I think of India I think of many things: of broad fields dotted 
with innumerable small villages; of towns and cities I have visited; of 
the magic of the rainy season which pours life into the dry parched-up 
land […] of great rivers and flowing water; of the Khyber Pass in all its 
bleak surroundings; of the southern tip of India; of people, individually 

taneously real and imagined and more.’ Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles 
and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell, 1996), p. 11. The use of 
the city as a geographical marker is significant in that it does not represent a body of native 
poets writing chiefly about Bombay, but a nexus of writers who created shared modes of 
writing and publishing. The Bombay poet was sometimes in Allahabad (as in damn you), 
sometimes in Baroda (as in Vrishchik) but always speaking within and through a literary 
conversation that took the city as its locus. Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 20. 
27 Sunder Rajan, ‘Postcolonial Relations’, p. 239.
28  In order to achieve this dream of oneness, the constitution provided for a ‘form of 
government based on a single judiciary, a uniform set of laws across the country, and a 
common, all-India administrative service’. Prakash, Emergency Chronicles, p. 57; Ambedkar 
quoted in Prakash, Emergency Chronicles, p. 57.
29  Abel Debritto, ‘The Literary Explosion of the 60s (I): The little magazines’, Magazine 
Modernisms, 22 Feb 2011 <https://magmods.wordpress.com/2011/02/22/the-literary-explo-
sion-of-the-60s-i-the-little-magazines/>.
30  Ibid.
31  Sunder Rajan, ‘Postcolonial Relations’, p. 249. 
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and in the mass; and, above all, of the Himalayas, snow-capped, or 
some mountain valley in Kashmir in the spring.32 

The centrality of a cartographic imagination is clear in this extract, as is 
a dual insistence on diversity and geographical range: towns/small villag-
es, parched land/great rivers, and, framing it all, a boundary that stretches 
from the snow-capped Himalayas to the southern tip of India. What is 
clear, further, is that cartography is approached as a profoundly affective 
exercise: India as it is mapped is India as it is felt and, conversely, felt as 
it is mapped. Against this, consider the opening of Arvind Mehrotra’s 
‘Bharatmata’ (‘Mother India’), published in Nissim Ezekiel’s little maga-
zine Poetry India (1967), and by Mehrotra’s Ezra-Fakir press (1968): 

             O BHARATMATA
O SOCIALIST MOTHER INDIA
O BRIGHT STAR …
LAND OF THE BRAHMAPUTRA AND THE HIMALAYA
            OF THE BRAVE JAWAHAR
            OF THE MIGHTY GANDHI 
HOMAGE TO THEE33

With this mock invocation, ‘meant entirely ironically’ and presented all 
in caps, Mehrotra reverses the momentum of Nehru’s Indian vision, rep-
licating its vocabulary but exaggerating its affect.34 For Mehrotra, his ‘be-
loved country’ is, simultaneously, ‘the septic tank where in paper gutters | 
fall the | marksroublesdollarspoundslirafrancs’, the land of a Ganga ‘over-
flowing | With hydroelectric projects | And pretty houses of prostitution’.35 
An awareness of filth or contamination is embedded in Mehrotra’s expe-
rience of nation, even when the sites that he centres overlap with those 
of The Discovery. Much like Nehru, Mehrotra locates the self within the 
landscape he maps: 

I am in the dryness of each twig
I am in the monsoon clouds which rain

32   Nehru does, however, qualify this statement, admitting that ‘[a]ll of us […] have var-
ying pictures of our native land and no two persons will think exactly alike’. Nehru, The 
Discovery of India, p. 62.
33  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, Bharatmata (Bombay, Ezra Fakir Press), Box 4, Folder 20, 
Arvind Krishna Mehrotra Papers, #8511. Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, 
Cornell University Library. (Hereafter ‘Mehrotra Papers’).
34  Ibid.
35  A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, Mehrotra Papers.
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Upwards
I am in the reptile like cracks
I lie stretched beneath the three oceans 
And keep watch from the mountains36

The landmarks are the same: the sites and motifs of a collective na-
tional imagination. But in Mehrotra’s India, the great river never meets 
the parched-up land, the oceans and mountains that encircle the nation 
are watchful, not benevolent. The national body is, at once, laid waste to 
and wasting away, robbed of vitality and reduced to barrenness. Anjali 
Nerlekar identifies, in little magazine cultures, ‘a dismissal of the grand 
narrative in favour of the smaller, both in size (the fragment) as well as the 
marginal (that is, life on the street).’37 Yet ‘Bharatmata’ betrays a preoccu-
pation with the grand narrative, one where the impulse is not just to look 
away — to the small or local — but to deploy the mythology of the grand 
narrative against itself. In place of the Nehruvian ideal of a ‘nationally in-
tegrated, disciplined citizenship community’, Mehrotra offers ‘the village 
reduced to a bone | and then swallowed’ alongside ‘anglo-indian women 
[who] teach | newrich couples the ballroom’; an India in which disparity is 
part of the national fabric.38 The little magazine, then, does not turn from 
the grand narrative. Instead, it appropriates and redeploys its vocabulary. 

In Arun Kolatkar’s ‘Song of rubbish 34’, the challenge to Nehru is via 
playful inversion:

We too
Have our own tryst with destiny, and feel 
The birth-pangs of a new
city, 
But prepare for a long period of exile
in the wilderness of a landfill
site.39 

Echoing Nehru’s words on the eve of Indian independence, Kolatkar 
presents a story of origins that is simultaneously one of ends. If, as Srirupa 

36  Ibid.
37  Nerlekar, Bombay Modern, p. 127.
38  Alex Tickell, ‘Writing the City and Indian English Fiction: Planning, Violence, and 
Aesthetics’, in Planned Violence, ed. by Elleke Boehmer and Dominic Davies (Cham: 
Springer International Publishing, 2018), pp. 195–211 (p. 204); A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, 
Mehrotra Papers.
39  Arun Kolatkar, ‘Song of rubbish 34’, in Collected Poems in English, ed. by Arvind Kr-
ishna Mehrotra (Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2010), p. 89. 
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Roy argues, for the ideal citizen of India, ‘individual freedom [was] seen 
to derive from rather than precede and make possible the sovereignty of 
the nation-state’, Kolatkar disrupts this narrative of joint freedom.40 If the 
urban sprawl is one facet of a shining India, that which must make way 
for it, moving ever outwards, is the other. People and waste, often inter-
changeably treated, clear a path for national progress. Kolatkar’s exiles are 
echoed in ‘Bharatmata’ when it speaks of: 

a chain reaction of suburbs
where whole families live in bathrooms
and generations are pushed out of skylights
and the next one sticks out its head
like a tapeworm through frozen shit. 

Kolatkar and Mehrotra alike centre that which is, both literally and 
metaphorically, outside the grand narrative, resisting an easy trajectory 
of progress. To borrow from Chakrabarty, the effort here is to recognise 
the spatial configuration of the new nation, the deliberate separation of 
the enclosed inside from the contaminated outside; the outskirts of the 
city, the outliers of the national project. The constitutional framework of 
the democratic republic was expected to usher in a ‘new period of histo-
ry’.41 Instead, as the uneven geography of the little illustrates, there was ‘no 
revolutionary overthrow of the old social order, economy, [or] law’.42 To 
return to the question of whom, or what, the little is looking at, I suggest 
that while the focus of these texts is on that which is left out of the grand 
narrative, the impulse is also to facilitate a direct confrontation; setting 
these marginal subjects against that from which they are excluded. 

In another text published by Mehrotra’s Ezra-Fakir press, Ashok Chopra’s 
Town Poems, the language of a national mission is similarly challenged, 
this time by placing its vocabulary against that of everyday Bombay. Town 
Poems announces itself as a first collection and presents its thirteen poems 
on plain, mimeographed sheets, stapled together and published without il-
lustrations. On the cover of the text is a set of indistinct marks, resembling 
a spill or stain. It is difficult to ascertain whether this ‘spill’ is an accident 
or a deliberate inclusion, but what it does gesture at is the profound, and 
generative, irregularity of the Bombay little; a text that chooses to centre 
dirt on its cover or, perhaps more valuably, is unable to remove it. This 

40  Roy, Beyond Belief, p. 20. 
41  Prakash, Emergency Chronicles, p. 40.
42  Ibid.
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sense of the Bombay little as an object — not only a collection of writings 
but also a physical thing that is printed, bound and transported before it is 
read — is significant. The reader of the little is presented not just with the 
contents of its pages, but also with the unique features of the page itself: 
indications of the places that the little has travelled through and the hands 
that it has been made by.

Paying close attention to Town Poems, for instance, reveals distinct 
marks of editorial intervention. Corrections are made by hand: an out of 
place ‘of ’ is crossed out and replaced with an ‘is’ (see Figure 1), a mis-
printed ‘y’ is covered up with a handwritten ‘t’. On the page following 
the cover, the title of the collection is repeated, this time in the sputter-
ing strokes of a felt-tip pen that is running out of ink. The little reveals, 
through these details, both its size and its locatedness. It is a text small 
enough for corrections to be made by hand, marginal enough for its con-
tents to be determined, in large part, not by what is sought out, but by 
what its surroundings make available. Significantly, these are features that 
would be considered misprints or glitches by the mechanics of more main-
stream publishing and therefore omitted or ‘cleaned up’. The little then, in 
comparison with the ‘clean’ text of the large publisher, embodies both an 

Figure 1. Ashok Chopra, ‘The Revolution’ and ‘The Service’, Town Poems 
(Bombay, Ezra Fakir Press), Box 4, Folder 16, Arvind Krishna Mehrotra Papers, 
#8511. Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
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inability to distance itself from the persons and processes that enable its 
production and, perhaps, and unwillingness to be. 

If the place and conditions of the little’s production are made visible on 
the physical page, they are foregrounded, also, in its contents. Among the 
poems in Chopra’s collection is ‘The Revolution’, in which observations 
made from a local train shift their focus from the immediate to the na-
tional. The images deployed, as in Mehrotra and Kolatkar, centre on dirt 
and decay: 

dirt growing from slums to my nostrils
from outside the train
moving towards mahim station
…I trace vainly the smoked scribblings
of the chimney
standing in unperpetrated coition43 

This insistence on the contaminated or unsightly is significant. As Zecchini 
argues, in the Indian context, ‘the aesthetics of the new is […] much more 
significantly […] connected to the politics of the new’.44 While this state-
ment has valuable implications for questions of form and language, within 
the framework of state imaginations it offers other possibilities. In a newly 
independent India reckoning with its vision of self, Chopra, Kolatkar, and 
Mehrotra draw attention to the nation’s underbelly — bleak, decaying — 
calling for acts of ‘demolition and disownment’ in response to the vision 
of a ‘noble mansion of free India’.45 In Chopra’s poem the comparison be-
tween the two is direct. As the train traverses Bombay, the socialist mis-
sion that, at independence, was meant to animate a citizenry is parodied 
and deflated:  

chimney thinking of the unborn dog
raising its leg against its ultimate being
legs don’t carry flags
do not move the Russian tractor
theirs is a revolution of relieving.46

43  Ashok Chopra, ‘The Revolution’, Town Poems (Bombay, Ezra Fakir Press), Box 4, Fold-
er 16, Mehrotra Papers.
44  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 41. Original italics.
45  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 42; ‘“A New Star Rises”: Jawaharlal Nehru’s Speech on 
the Birth of Independent India’, Hindustan Times, 2018 <https://www.hindustantimes.com/
india-news/a-new-star-rises-jawaharlal-nehru-s-speech-on-the-birth-of-independent-in-
dia/story-fT9JIPYpMnz2OkRUgGNIZP.html> 
46  Chopra, ‘The Revolution’, Town Poems, Mehrotra Papers.
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The unborn dog, ordinary resident of the city, finds little motivation to 
pursue the vision of revolutionary soviet nationalism that inspired much 
of India’s early central planning. The sequence of the waving flag, Russian 
tractor, and urinating dog suggest a chasm between citizenship as it is im-
agined by the state and experienced by the citizen, the shining embod-
iments of progress set against the grime of the city and of bodily waste. 
Nehru envisioned a technological revolution that would uplift the many. 
The average Indian, Chopra suggests, just wants a place to urinate. 

This ordinary Indian — wage worker, ration recipient, or even a dog — 
is frequently a conduit for the little magazine’s engagement with the nation 
state. The concerns that animate ‘Bharatmata’ are echoed in Mehrotra’s 
Ezra, published and distributed in Bombay between 1967 and 1971. In 
Ezra 5, for instance, Kolatkar’s ‘one poem’ is translated ‘from bombayhin-
di’ by Mehrotra and performs an intriguing border-crossing. 

i said to manayger i wanta my wage
manager said by company rules youll get money on first

[…] i wen to Burma where aag picture was showing
went to see the picture 
there yooveto show passport and all for a revolution
the ticketwala asked me for passport
i said you sisterfucker
i wanta bloody ticket

they sent me back to Manipur
the police commissioner asked why I went to Burma
i said you! Kid of a chick
whatthehell is india47

Kolatkar’s ‘one poem’ is made up of snippets of reported speech. Putting 
together disparate fragments in the manner of assemblage or collage, 
Kolatkar builds a semi-coherent narrative.48 Treated as a single entity, the 
poem follows as Kolatkar’s wage worker, repeatedly coming up against an 
impenetrable bureaucracy, makes a seemingly unnecessary trip to Burma 
to watch the film ‘Aag’, is refused entry, deported, and interrogated. Taken 
apart, the fragments of this nonsense-narrative suggest various border 
crossings — bureaucratic and geographic — that, while unthinking in 
their irreverence, indicate the absence of a foundational logic that justifies 

47  Kolatkar, ‘one poem’, Ezra 5 (Bombay) Box 4, Folder 20, Mehrotra Papers.
48  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 120. 
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their existence. There is an interesting alignment between the stylistic 
qualities of the poem and the spatial manipulations it performs. A poem 
cobbled together from overheard speech creates, also, a patchwork map 
with little regard for neat geographical boundaries or a neat separation of 
populations. At the core of the poem is a messiness that is generative, even 
as it is confusing. By demanding a definition of the nation in positives, 
Kolatkar draws attention to the question of ‘whatthehell is india’ and not 
what it is not, compelling an acknowledgement of the instability of the 
‘idea of India’.

The uncertainty of Indianness is frequently presented, in the Bombay 
little, as originating in the land. In damn you 5, for instance, its editors 
locate themselves in a summer that dissolves ‘in the much-needed prom-
ise of rain a wholly unnecessary famine’.49 Coming less than two decades 
after independence, the summer of 1966 saw the north-Indian states of 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh experience ‘one of the worst and most widespread 
droughts and crop failures in the history of the region’.50 The trope of 
drought and famine recurs in the issue. In a poem written ‘BY OUR STAFF’, 
we are given a landscape of fields that are ‘clean as ice […] and too hard, 
even for grave digging’ and ponds that are ‘no bigger than my toe nail’.51 
Amidst this desolation, ‘the farmer hangs from a vulture’s beak | like an 
earthworm.’ As in ‘Bharatmata’, the countryside is presented as wasteland, 
the death of a people following from a death of the land that is so complete 
that even burial is denied; death and decay resisting invisibility. The reader 
is urged to abandon faith, both in oneself and in the nation:

don’t clank your prayers
nor keep the faith […]
nor wish nor do nor wait
nor sigh when the cattle die52

If the ‘strong, centralized state’ of the constitution had promised ‘order 
and stability in the wake of […] mass upheavals’, the little’s topography of 
lack signals the collapse of this promise.53 

49  ‘statement’, damn you 5 (Bombay and Allahabad, 1965–68), Box 4, Folder 17, Mehrotra 
Papers.
50  Paul Brass, ‘The Political Uses of Crisis: The Bihar Famine of 1966–1967’, The Journal of 
Asian Studies, 45.2 (1986), 245–67.
51  damn you 5, Box 4, Folder 17, Mehrotra Papers.
52  Ibid.
53  The upheavals and subsequent mass migrations were largely the result of ‘the violence 
and displacements of Partition’. Prakash, Emergency Chronicles, p. 40.
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For Mehrotra, a different section of the citizenry is implicated in the 
failure of the national project. ‘Along with irreverence towards country 
came irreverence towards bourgeois society’ he reflects.54 In ‘Bharatmata’, 
the industrial town of Bhilai becomes the space in which this critique is 
realised. Bhilai, where Mehrotra’s father worked, was one of several cities 
developed with Soviet aid as key elements of a larger vision of industriali-
sation launched by Nehru.55 Speaking at the opening of the Bhakra Nangal 
Dam in 1954, he described the venture as having been ‘built up with the 
unrelenting toil of man for the benefit of mankind and therefore […] wor-
thy of worship. May you call it a Temple or a Gurudwara or a Mosque’.56 
Khilnani describes these monumental industrial projects — dams, power 
plants, townships — as the ‘spectacular facades, luxurious in their very 
austerity, upon which the nation watched expectantly as the image of its 
future was projected’.57 Mehrotra’s Bhilai, in contrast, is neither industrial 
marvel nor secular site of worship. His descriptions of the town are stark:

Steel town
Shrub in the sand dune
Town of red streets
And endless parallels58

The planned city is restrictive and sanitized — ‘Houses | Isolation wards’ 
— and the people follow suit: 

Male : is engineer
    Doctor
    Administrator
    Age 30

54  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra in Zecchini ‘“We were like Cartographers”’, p. 194. 
55  This facet of post-independence India is of particular significance to Mehrotra: ‘I was 
born in the year of Independence, so the nation-building project, for me, was a very tangi-
ble thing. In Bhilai there was a steel plant being built with Russian aid. It was one of Nehru’s 
temples of modern India, a part of the five-year Plans, which were modelled on the Soviet 
system. You went to a non-private school where the children of the workers also went. 
Education was free and you got a banana and two slices of buttered bread for your midday 
meal. So you grew up in an egalitarian community which I suppose believed in Nehru’s 
vision, or was a product of it.’ A. Mehrotra in Zecchini, ‘“We were like Cartographers”’, p. 
194. 
56  Jawaharlal Nehru quoted in Dorothy Zeisler-Vralsted, Rivers, Memory, and Na-
tion-Building: A History of the Volga and Mississippi Rivers (New York: Berghahn Books, 
2014), p. 150. 
57  Khilnani, The Idea of India, p. 62. 
58  A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, Mehrotra Papers.
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Female : part time wife
    Age 2559

Bhilai itself offers none of the vitality with which Nehru imagined the 
steel towns of India would infuse the national body. If ‘order’ or neatness, 
as Chakrabarty argues, allows the State to make urban space both compre-
hensible and ‘benign’, it also renders it barren. Bhilai is not a ‘completely 
new urban centre, symbolic of independent India’s leap into moderni-
ty’ but a ‘Temple of modern india | Where anglo-indian women teach | 
Newrich couples the ballroom’.60 Against this stagnation, ‘Bharatmata’ is-
sues a call to ‘Shake off the dream of | “the wonder that was india”’. In its 
place Mehrotra prompts a recognition of the failures of the national pro-
ject, a Ganga that ‘is overflowing | with hydroelectric projects | and pretty 
houses of prostitution’, the village ‘reduced to a bone’.61 Moving between 
visions of deprivation and visions of state overreach, Mehrotra looks past 
the ‘spectacular facades’ of the national project to a topography of decline. 

As in ‘Bharatmata’, in describing plainly what the India of their immedi-
ate experience is like, little magazines release poetic imagination from the 
limits of a patriotic artistic vision, creating work that is ‘not constrained 
by the kind of dutifulness towards being Indian, or towards the nation’.62 
Kolatkar’s wage worker, Chopra’s dog, even Mehrotra’s narrator reaffirm 
the validity of a topography of the everyday; flawed, often filthy, but ac-
cessible to cartographic intervention. If their work betrays a certain pessi-
mism, it also communicates a grim onward journey through a landscape 
that is recognisable.

Michel de Certeau identifies, in the everyday flows of the city, a tenden-
cy to appropriate the practice of naming:

These names make themselves available to the diverse meanings giv-
en them by passer-by; they detach themselves from the places they 
were supposed to define and serve as imaginary meeting points on 
itineraries.63

59  Ibid.
60  Tickell, ‘Writing the City’, p. 199; A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, Mehrotra Papers.
61  A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, Mehrotra Papers.
62  Amit Chaudhuri in Laetitia Zecchini, ‘“I Had to Construct Lineages for Myself ”: An 
Interview with Amit Chaudhuri’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 53.1–2 (2017), 255–63 (p. 
259). 
63  Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1984), p. 104. 
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In the Bombay little, the practice of cartography is similarly appropri-
ated. Conventions of mapping, definitions of valuable space, and paths of 
travel are all remade through the texture of everyday life. An authentic 
map of the nation may be a map that makes more room for that which is 
broken, decaying, or lost; not so much a surface onto which an image of 
the nation’s future may be projected as a mirror that reflects its present. 
This, the little suggests, is a truer path to a more democratic cartography.  
Nehru argues, in a letter from August 1949, that the people of India ‘must 
have a feeling that they are building something that is permanent, that, 
in fact, they are the builders of the new India’.64 The work of building, lit-
tle magazines remind us, is sometimes that is also the work of unsettling 
and unmaking. If a constitutional vision and Nehruvian plan set the co-
ordinates for the nation’s progress, the little magazine denies their perma-
nence; choosing, instead, a map of India that is messier, more uncertain, 
and often profoundly local. 

The City and the Commons

To speak of India of the 1960s is to speak of a remarkably young nation, one 
whose borders, both external and internal, were continuing to shift. Until 
1960, for instance, the neighbouring states of Maharashtra and Gujarat 
were part of a single state, the Bombay state.65 While a formal separation 
on linguistic grounds was enacted by the central government, a common 
sense of belonging remained. It is, therefore, unsurprising that for artist 
and publisher Gulammohammed Sheikh, and for many like him, ‘Bombay 
was not “elsewhere”’.66 To begin an exploration of Bombay, then, I turn to 
the city of Baroda and to Gulammohammed Sheikh and Bhupen Khakar’s 
magazine Vrishchik. Between 1969 and 1973, Sheikh and Khakar edited 
and published Vrishchik, devoting it to contemporary artistic and liter-
ary practice in India. Over its lifetime, Vrishchik would bring out twen-
ty-eight issues and establish a close link between the Bombay poets and 
Baroda painters. Alongside Mehrotra and Kolatkar, it featured the likes of 

64  Jawaharlal Nehru, Letters for a Nation: From Jawaharlal Nehru to His Chief Ministers, 
1947–1963, ed. by Madhav Khosla (Gurgaon, Haryana, India: Allen Lane, 2014), p. 233. 
65  Gulammohammed Sheikh, in Laetitia Zecchini, ‘“More than One World”: An Inter-
view with Gulammohammed Sheikh’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 53.1–2 (2017), 69–82, 
(p. 70). 
66  Ibid.
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Jussawalla, Eunice de Souza, Geive Patel, and Dilip Chitre, enabling the 
articulation of the Bombay that these poets inhabited and encountered. 

The July-August issue of Vrishchik 1 (no. 9–10, 1970) opens with Arvind 
Mehrotra’s ‘Song of The Rolling Earth’. A poem about an urban landscape 
at once deeply particular and banal, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’ records the 
rhythms of an everyday Bombay:

same yawning eyes brush me aside
same tired legs on same winding road, under the
same bridge
[…] same red bus
same crooked-eyed crooked-capped conductor
… same honkings of smoke and noise 
same stumbling old Parsi woman asking whether this
same drunken bus goes where she wants to go
same train halting at same stations same minute
[…] same Zebra umbrella same Will’s Filter tipped
same shops I pass thru same window 

Figure 2. Cover, Vrishchik 1, No. 11–12, Asia Art Archive <https://aaa.org.hk/en/collec-
tion/search/archive/gulammohammed-sheikh-archive-vrishchik>. Reproduced with the 
permission of Gulammohammed Sheikh. 
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[…] same time leaving fingerprints on same hours
lame morning noon and night67

Over four decades later, Mehrotra would say of this poem: ‘Zebra um-
brellas and Wills cigarettes. Just to be able to name the familiar was, for 
us, to defamiliarize it. We were like cartographers, mapping the city.’68 
Mehrotra’s song maps a passage through the ordinary, speaking ‘of every-
day practices, of lived space, of the disquieting familiarity of the city’.69 
Ordering these sights chronologically, the poem follows the narrator over 
the course of a day from ‘same dawn croaking hoarsely’ to ‘same executive 
knotting weak brows over | same Evening News’.70 In its pedestrian wan-
dering, Mehrotra’s song performs an act of spatial manipulation, working 
‘to make some parts of the city disappear and exaggerate others, distorting 
it, framing it and diverting it from its immobile order’.71 Superficially, the 
poem’s pattern of repetition communicates exhaustion. Everything that 
Bombay is — smoke and noise and buses and trains — it has always been. 
Yet the poem possesses, simultaneously, an attention to the particular that 
reanimates the city. The vitality of detail is everywhere: in the ‘busy-legged 
quick fingered keen-eyed conductor’ and in the ‘coughing and spitting at 
the milk booth’.72 In the particularity of its description, it prompts an atten-
tion to that which might otherwise be obscured, compelling the reader to 
look at the various sights and sites that make up Mehrotra’s Bombay. The 
‘Song’ suggests a city mapped through markers at once deeply particular 
and endlessly replicated: parsi ladies, bus conductors, milk booths that are 
everywhere in Bombay and yet, perhaps, nowhere but Bombay. 

I take as a starting point this idea of cartography, of at once naming 
and displacing the familiar; a poetry that maps and un-maps. If the rejec-
tion of a state-sanctioned geographical imaginary is one aspect of the little 
magazine’s efforts, another is that to which it turns in its place; particular, 
local, and often marginal. Srirupa Roy argues that the creation of the na-
tion state is a project of sensory repetition, the idea of a unified nation 
built through ‘recognizing the sights and sounds of the state rather than 

67  Arvind Krishna Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’, Vrishchik 1, 11–12, Asia Art 
Archive <https://aaa.org.hk/en/collection/search/archive/gulammohammed-sheikh-ar-
chive-vrishchik>. 
68  A. Mehrotra in Zecchini, ‘“We were like Cartographers”’, p. 199. 
69  de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 96. 
70  A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
71  de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 102. 
72  A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
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“buying into” its mythologies’.73. Compared to the project of creating and 
consolidating a State imaginary, I consider the ways in which the little 
magazine unsettles the planned or ordered city, foregrounding the sights, 
sounds, and encounters of the local. In doing so, I argue, it enables new 
ways of navigating Bombay and, through it, notions of valuable space and 
legitimate citizenship.

In setting out to remap Bombay, the little was joining a long tradition 
of city-making. Within the contested history of India, the city served as 
a site of claim, a place for the ‘idea of India’ to be ‘disputed and defined 
anew’.74 Under the Raj, it was where ‘the regalia of British sovereignty was 
displayed, where the Indian was ruled, where space was most explicitly 
governed’.75 In independent India, it would become home to the nation-
alist state, a site from which ‘the Nehruvian ambition to modernize […] 
was scripted and broadcast’.76 Bombay, in many ways, remained shielded 
from this exercise; never fully absorbed, as Delhi, Bhilai or Chandigarh 
were, by the worlds of planning and government. Its place in the national 
project was, instead, that of an object of faith, a place ‘permanently lodged 
in the popular imagination as a totem of modern India itself ’.77 First a set 
of fishing villages, then linked ‘by bridges and causeways and turned into a 
seat of colonial government’ and finally recast as an ‘indispensable hub of 
a modernizing process’, the city was subject to multiple attempts at urban 
restructuring.78 For the British, this meant ‘physically and visually struc-
turing the city to read as a cohesive whole’ for the postcolonial city ad-
ministration it involved haphazardly ‘welding together a Greater Bombay 
region’ for a burgeoning migrant population.79 The impulse across these 
discrete moments was to make of the city’s chaos a presentable, managea-
ble space. I identify, in the little, an interruption of this effort; an attempt 
to remake the city, this time from below. 

 In late twentieth century Bombay, space eked out by artistic commu-
nities both allowed and animated literary production. Arun Khopkar lo-
cates the emergence of these spaces in an accident of infrastructure: the 

73  Roy, Beyond Belief, p. 15. 
74  Khilnani, The Idea of India, p.109. 
75  Ibid., p. 118. 
76  Ibid., p. 109. 
77  Ibid., p. 136.
78  Arjun Appadurai, ‘Spectral Housing and Urban Cleansing: Notes on Millennial Mum-
bai’, Public Culture, 12.3 (2000), 627–51 (p. 628); Khilnani, The Idea of India, p. 128. 
79  Rahul Mehrotra, ‘Evolution, Involution, and the City’s Future: A Perspective on Bom-
bay’s Urban Form’, Marg, a Magazine of the Arts, 49.1 (1997), 14–33 (p. 23). 
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spontaneity of Bombay’s growth and the absence, despite state efforts, of 
an effective plan for its development. ‘Bombay’s architecture and town 
“anti-planning,”’ he argues, ‘unintentionally created spaces where new ide-
as in the arts found perfect incubators.’80 These incubators are the ‘nerve 
centres’ of the city’s action in Khopkar’s vocabulary: Irani Cafés, Strand 
Book Stall, Samovar Restaurant, a constellation of ordinary sites that form 
the heart of the literary undercity even as they are absent from the maps 
of State. Alex Tickell argues that ‘the planning of the contemporary Indian 
city-space involves an urban apartheid where the state has abdicated any 
responsibility to the commons’.81 In late twentieth century Bombay, an ab-
sent or failing commons prompted strategies of reclamation from within 
the Bombay underground. 

In speaking of the commons, I rely on David Harvey’s definition of it 
not as: 

a particular kind of thing, asset or even social process, but as an unsta-
ble and malleable social relation between a particular self-defined so-
cial group and those aspects of its […] physical environment deemed 
crucial to its life and livelihood.82 

In Harvey’s definition, there is, in place of a stable topographical for-
mation, ‘a social practice of commoning’ so that citizens, operating in and 
through public space, create the commons.83 This act of commoning finds 
reflection in the worlds of the Bombay little. If we return to Mehrotra’s 
‘Song of the Rolling Earth’ we find, amidst its many subjects, the figure of 
the young artist: ‘same me entering the airconditioned bookshop | same 
me identifying myself with the “Journals” of Gide and “Counternotes” of 
Ionesco.’84 Mehrotra’s bookshop is an easy stand in for Strand Book stall 
in Fort, a central meeting place for the city’s literary community  where 
‘[c]hance meetings of like-minded people were the sine qua non’.85 In the 
poem, the bookshop acts as meeting place for the proximate — the com-
munity of ‘invisible’ writers and artists in the city — as well as a site of inter-
action for the distant: the young Bombay artist and the worlds of Gide and 

80  Arun Khopkar, ‘Footloose and Fancy-Free in Bombay: A Partial View of the 1960s and 
1970s’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 53.1–2 (2017), 12–24 (p. 16). 
81  Tickell, ‘Writing the City’, p. 206.
82  David Harvey, Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution (New 
York: Verso, 2012), p. 73. 
83  Ibid. Original italics.
84  A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
85  Khopkar, ‘Footloose and Fancy-Free in Bombay’, p. 17.
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Ionesco, the two interactions generating a multi-sited cultural commons. 
Immediately outside, the rhythms of the city continue unhindered: ‘same 
hawker outside shouts bananas at twenty paisa per pair.’86 At Kala Ghoda, 
similarly, we are introduced to the ‘Same blinking Samovar same lone-
ly beards | Same young rimbauds systematically disordering their senses’ 
and, immediately after, to the ‘same local at the same platform-point’; the 
frenetic energy of the everyday inseparable from the ‘nerve centres’, the 
alternative landmarks of the literary undercity.87  

As with Mehrotra, in Kolatkar’s ‘Irani Restaurant, Bombay’, the young 
artist — now a ‘loafer’ — finds ‘A sticky tea print for his scholarly attention 
| Singles out a verse from the blank testament of the table’.88 The Irani café, 
ubiquitous in late twentieth century Bombay and ‘the cheapest of subal-
tern “clubs”’, serves as site for the loafer’s creative energies but retains the 
grime that marks much of Bombay: ‘a fly on the make […] finds in a loaf-
er’s wrist an operational base’ while ‘the cockeyed shah of iran watches the 
cake | decompose carefully in a cracked showcase’.89 Even as they seek to 
build spaces of their own, Bombay’s poets imagine a cultural commons 
that is not firmly bounded or removed from the mundane. These spaces, 
themselves ‘marginal’ within the maps of state, resist, also, the organisa-
tional logic of ‘the enclosed inside [of the nerve centre] and the exposed 
outside [of the footpath or platform]’, identifying the dirt inherent to both 
and, additionally, a continuity between the two.90 Everyday Bombay — 
grimy and decaying — bleeds into these spaces, even as its artists find in 
everyday Bombay a city worthy of poetry. 

For the Bombay little, the project of mapping cultural sites was aesthetic 
and political but also necessary. Functioning outside the frameworks of 
formal publishing and state support, these poets were compelled to look 
to the broader public space of the city to find sites for literary produc-
tion. The little magazine, distinct from the commercially produced text, 

86  A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
87  The Samovar was the restaurant located at Jehangir art gallery and a meeting place for 
film makers, artists, writers in the city; A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
88  Arun Kolatkar, ‘Irani Restaurant, Bombay’, in The Oxford India Anthology of Twelve 
Modern Indian Poets, ed. by Arvind Krishna Mehrotra (Calcutta: Oxford University Press, 
1994), p. 57. 
89  ‘[Y]ou could meet, eat and spend endless hours with friends, leaving a broad trail of 
cigarette stubs, circular stains of teacups and curlicues of tomato-blood (mixed with vin-
egar, bottled and sold as ketchup) on the white marble tabletops’. Khopkar, ‘Footloose and 
Fancy-Free in Bombay’, p. 16; Kolatkar, ‘Irani Restaurant, Bombay’.
90  Chakrabarty, ‘Open Space/Public Place’, p. 21.
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functions with the material reality of literary creation at the centre of its 
activities. Frequently limited by the availability of materials, access to 
funding, or concerns of rent, little magazine editors foreground the condi-
tions of literary production, throwing into relief the how of the little. This 
is true of the text as it is presented — printed on cheap paper, hand bound, 
manually revised — but also in how it speaks of its production. The little 
magazine damn you, for instance makes repeated reference to the condi-
tions that enable — or inhibit — its creation. Published in Allahabad by 
Mehrotra, Amit Rai, and Alok Rai between 1965 and 1968, damn you was 
run by three teenagers in small town India and was, as such, particularly 
susceptible to the material limits of independent publishing. In damn you 
2, for instance, the editors reveal that: 

the inclusion of sketches in this, our more ambitious issue, may be 
attributed to the rather bathetic […] fact of our only recently having 
discovered the availability of stencils in Allahabad […] we would give 

Figure 3. Cover, Ezra 4, Box 4, Folder 20, Arvind Krishna Mehrotra Papers, #8511. Division 
of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University Library.
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you our programme for the day of Saturday, 4th November, 1960, since 
we have our diary open before us, but it only seems so much more of 
stencil-cutting.91

In providing this casual description of their circumstances, the editors of 
damn you perform a valuable act of positioning, locating their work firm-
ly within the material conditions of its urban environment. Additionally, 
they bring the reader into the space and moment of literary production: in 
the room as three young boys cut stencils on a Saturday. The precarity of 
production is not veiled or denied. Instead, in damn you 4, the editors en-
treat their ‘unappointed salesmen’ to, on receiving a copy of the little, ‘first 
read it, and sell it for what this effort is worth, and send us the money. we 
have to buy more paper, & stencils, and ink for our next number’.92 

The literary venture is expanded so that it is now a function, not just of 
artistic output, but also of place, material needs, and a reader who is also 
a distributor. Writing of the underground is more attuned to its location 
because it cannot help but be. The fragility of the little magazine — limited 
means, a narrow zone of circulation, and the flimsiness of the finished 
text — echoes the precarity of the subjects and spaces that find reflection 
in its pages. While the editors of the little certainly do not face the pro-
found, often violent threats that the city’s poorest and most dispossessed 
struggle with, their texts move through and imagine spaces that recognize 
and accommodate these lives; speaking of the ‘gray spaces’ of streets, mar-
kets, and railway stations that are reclaimed and remade by the ordinary 
citizen.93 

In Ezra, his other little magazine, Mehrotra introduces himself as ‘fa-
ther, editor, seller, mimeographer, slogger etc. of E’.94 Ezra, with a modest 
run of five issues, was created and circulated with whatever was at hand 
and bears a distinct imprint of its immediate environment. While early is-
sues are mimeographed, bound by hand, and relatively stark, issue 4 bears 
a bright paper mask on its cover (see Figure 3). The mask was a spon-
taneous artistic decision, executed with whatever was available at a local 
stationary store.95 In order to distribute his little, Mehrotra would carry 
copies around ‘in a blue overnight case, trying to peddle them’.96 Ezra, 

91  ‘statement’, damn you 2, Box 4, Folder 17, Mehrotra Papers.
92  ‘statement’, damn you 4, Box 4, Folder 17, Mehrotra Papers.
93  Appadurai, ‘Spectral Housing and Urban Cleansing’, p. 636.
94  Ezra 1, Box 4, Folder 20, Mehrotra Papers.
95  A. Mehrotra in Zecchini ‘“We were like Cartographers”’, p. 197. 
96  Ibid.
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then, in both a literary and literal sense, was dependent on the material 
and infrastructural flows of the city. 

Pavankumar Jain’s Tornado retains this attention to found objects. 
Published in Bombay between 1967 and 1970, Tornado is described in 
Ezra as a magazine that is ‘cyclostyled, contains art work and protest and 
loves adolf hitler’.97 The little features Beat poetry alongside an eclectic col-
lection of sketches, stamps, flags, and railway tickets. These objects are 
presented, like the poetry, without explanation or comment, contributing 
to a sense of the text having come together at random. The Bombay little 
is, then, often less composite text and more exercise in improvisation. The 
editors of damn you publish any writing on which they can get their hands: 
diary entries, reviews of school plays, short stories by their little sisters. 
The first two issues of Ezra are punched through and held together with 
twine. The pages of Tornado bear a ticket from Dadar to Mulund along-
side a drawing of the Australian flag, with no apparent impulse to explain 
either of these inclusions. The little demonstrates a literal willingness to 
function so that ‘whatever comes is accepted’: the detritus of the city, any 
available support, and the writings of a broad community of artists and 
poets.98

In discussing the Bombay little’s relationship with place, it is important 
to recognize that while the little is a profoundly located text, both vulnera-
ble to and mindful of its immediate environment, the spaces it reflects are 
not limited to the local or even the national, extending, instead, to the dis-
tant urban environs from which its overseas contributors wrote. Primary 
amongst these was New York. In Ezra 5, Mehrotra publishes a letter from 
Tom McNamara, who ran Tompkins Square Press in New York. In it, 
McNamara describes life on the Lower East Side, making little mention of 
poetry and choosing to speak, instead, of the challenges of everyday life: 

these days, here, we have garbage piled on the streets, particularly in 
this poor neighbourhood because there is a strike of the sanitation 
workers […] without going uptown, which is the citadel of tasteless 
opulence, America’s temple of greed and lust, I know that the streets 
are not littered. not on Park Avenue.99

The uneven city, it appears, is experienced both in India and on the 
Lower East side. The primacy of these details — the city’s filth and its 

97  Ezra 5, Box 4, Folder 20, Mehrotra Papers.
98  Ezra 4, Box 4, Folder 20, Mehrotra Papers.
99  Ezra 5, Box 4, Folder 20, Mehrotra Papers.
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extreme disparities — in correspondence between one poet and anoth-
er and the subsequent decision to publish this letter in a little magazine 
highlights the centrality of the urban every day in the lives of these poets. 
Denied the stability and protections of mainstream publishing, the little 
magazine is fragile. It is deeply concerned with what the physical text and 
its editors encounter on the way to publication: landlords, printing costs, 
a city whose infrastructure is sometimes enabling and at other times pro-
hibitive. The little magazine is, simply put, not a literary venture alone. 
Instead, it is a vehicle for the many social, material, and political dimen-
sions of these poets’ lives, a text not about the city but of the city. 

For the Bombay poet, this porous boundary between poem and place 
is maintained by identifying poets among, and as, the regular inhabitants 
of the city. Anjali Nerlekar recognizes in Kolatkar’s writing an impulse 
to ‘provincialize the practice of cartography’.100 By making landmarks of 
the mundane and overlooked, Kolatkar ‘creates an interstitial space in his 
work to reflect the reality of the city, where the workers and the poor have 
to make up/invent spaces to live in the forbidding urban sprawl’.101 In ‘Pi-
dog’, Kolatkar’s protagonist, a stray dog living on a traffic island, reorders 
the city around him:

This is the time of day I like best
and this is the hour
when I call this city my own;

When I like nothing better 
than to lie down here, at the exact center 
of this traffic island

[… ] Just about where the equestrian statue 
of what’s-his-name
must’ve stood once, or so I imagine102.

Kolatkar locates his stray in the place where the Kala Ghoda statue once 
stood. In doing so, he performs an act of double-erasure: the colonial-era 
statue — the namesake of both the area and Kolatkar’s collection — first 

100  Anjali Nerlekar, ‘The Cartography of the Local in Arun Kolatkar’s Poetry’, Journal of 
Postcolonial Writing, 49.5 (2013), 609–23 (p. 621).
101  Ibid.
102  Kolatkar, ‘Pi-dog’, in Collected Poems in English, p. 125.
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replaced by an ordinary dog and then reduced to ‘what’s-his-name’, locat-
ed outside collective memory and contemporary experience.103  

 In ‘Breakfast time at Kala Ghoda’, the traffic island becomes a site 
of community life. As an idli vendor sets up his stall on the ‘trisland’:

Each and every hungry and homeless soul
within a mile of the little island
is soon gravitating towards it

To receive the sacrament of idli
To anoint palates 
with sambar, 

To celebrate anew, every morning, 
The seduction and death
Of the demon of hunger

[…] they come from all over;
Walking, running, dancing, limping,
Stumbling, rolling
- Each at his own speed104

The humble trisland is, in Kolatkar’s imagination of the city, a tempo-
rary monument — a site of religious pilgrimage, even — that emerges and 
disappears in the course of the day. Its location is marked in public mem-
ory but outside geographical fact. It is part of a shifting public space that is 
at different times parking lot, breakfast spot, and home to Kolatkar’s stray. 
As against the Kala Ghoda statue, symbol of both a colonial State and an 
unyielding city plan, Kolatkar presents a transient site of community life. 
The landmarks of the ordinary citizen, he suggests, defy permanence and 
grandeur, offering instead sustenance and shelter, humble needs simply 
met. 

The impermanence of Kolatkar’s ‘trisland’ allows us an expanded 
approach to the idea of cartographic remaking. Alongside an alterna-
tive mapping of the city, it suggests a set of co-ordinates that shift and 

103  The original statue is of King Edward VII, then Prince of Wales. It was removed in 1965 
and is now located    at Byculla Zoo. See Mustansir Dalvi, ‘The New Horse Statue in Kala 
Ghoda Embodies Mumbai’s Efforts to Create a False Memory’, Scroll.In <https://scroll.in/
article/827837/the-new-horse-statue-in-kala-ghoda-embodies-mumbais-efforts-to-create-
a-false-memory> 28 January 2017
104  Kolatkar, ‘Breakfast Time at Kala Ghoda’, in Collected Poems in English, p. 135.
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disappear; a dynamic, unmappable city. In Chopra’s Town Poems, ‘Your 
ticket is due for renewal’ follows the Bombay local as it charts circuitous 
and near impossible routes through the city. Beginning with a relatively 
straightforward journey on

trains that do not move around platforms
before you are railed home
leaving blue scared twisted smoke
rising out of corpses finally dead
near marine lines station

The poem pivots to a surreal, trajectory:

the rail tracks
wound round the earth
wheels clinging to them in a roll
compartments left behind following the 
frenzy of the wheels105

Chopra’s poem switches from a recognizable and easily plotted path to 
one that does not seem bounded by the map of Bombay or even geograph-
ical reality. The sense of a circular journey, of movement without end, 
echoes Mehrotra’s ‘same tired legs on same winding road, under | same 
bridge’.106 Even as it seeks to consecrate its own landmarks, the Bombay 
little denies the fiction that ‘makes the complexity of the city readable and 
immobilizes its opaque mobility in a transparent text’.107 The sense of the 
unmappable city is significant because it rejects not only the State’s im-
pulse to order and sanitize, but also the temptation to replace the fixed 
maps of nation with a fixed map of the little. To traverse the city, it sug-
gests, is not to know it. Conversely, a knowledge of the city and a clear map 
of its coordinates are unnecessary to the exercise of travel and the project 
of life in Bombay. In a sequence from ‘Pi-dog’, Kolatkar’s dog describes the 
city ‘with a pirate’s | rather than a cartographer’s regard | for accuracy’.108 
This approach, Bombay’s poets suggest, may allow us to document, under-
stand, and occupy the city more fully.   

105  Ashok Chopra, ‘Your ticket is due for renewal’, Town Poems, Mehrotra Papers.
106  A. Mehrotra, ‘Song of the Rolling Earth’.
107  de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, p. 92.
108  Kolatkar, ‘Pi-dog’, in The Bloodaxe Book of Contemporary Indian Poets, p. 401.
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Conclusion: A Part of the Map

In this article’s epigraph, Arvind Mehrotra lays out the links between 
place, literature, and representation. ‘If you have also been a part of the 
literature being mapped,’ he says, ‘then its contour will somewhere bear a 
likeness to your own.’109 The effort of the Bombay little was to locate a city, 
and a nation, that bore its likeness: disorderly, dirty, multivalent.  

The Bombay little, travelling between Mulund and Kala Ghoda, Kala 
Ghoda and the Lower East side, generates a sense of space as personal and 
malleable. As it moves, it performs several inversions, reshaping the land-
scape so that temples become wastelands, bookshops, shrines. The neat 
is made disorderly, the shining displaced by the decaying, the ordinary 
recast as vital. The Bombay poet, in mapping the city, invests the little with 
an ability to see the overlooked and to make of it a subject worthy of po-
etry. The ‘outside’ is brought to the centre of the text, the marginality of its 
subjects mirrored, in turn, by the fragility of the little; self-published, hand 
bound, ephemeral. Writers who ‘[eat] at the corners of literature’ turn in 
their work to that which exists at the edges and corners of the map.110 

If the little’s project is one of reclamation, it is not just the reclamation 
of texts and subjects, but also of the practice of cartography. The little takes 
the hard contours of the maps of State and makes of them flexible, personal 
cartographic models, oriented less towards navigation and more towards 
a looser, more democratic knowing. In the little’s imagination of Bombay, 
there is a clear idea of what is part of the city without an inhibitive descrip-
tion of what is not. Parsi women, local trains, bookstores, and grime all 
feature in a cityscape that is open to new entrants and new meanings. The 
little’s Bombay enables a redistribution of space, embracing that which is 
out of place, making room for poets and pi-dogs alike. Simultaneously, it 
embraces the disorderly, structuring space as indefinite or multi-purpose, 
oblivious to ‘the niceties of […] pavements, parks or traffic roundabouts’.111 
In place of the coherence and boundedness of the urban plan, the little 
suggests a messier vision of the city. Bookshops and apartments become 
home to small presses, cafes are at once places for socialising, writing, and 
reading. At base, the city and its constituent parts are never one thing, and 
certainly never the one thing that the State imagines. 

109  A. Mehrotra, Partial Recall, 234.
110  damn you 4, ‘statement’, Box 4, Folder 17, Mehrotra Papers.
111  Khilnani, The Idea of India, p. 131. 
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In speaking of the city, and of its place in the national project, the lit-
tle enables an assessment of ‘the dream of the wonder that was India’.112 
Rendering the nation as it encounters it — desolate, filthy, and uneven, 
yet vital and dynamic —  the little permits a more honest and democratic 
cartographic vision, one that is built from the ground up, recognising both 
allegiance and claim.113 Recycling the language of the grand narrative, the 
little marks the gaps between the claims of the national mission and the 
truths of a cartography of the everyday.  

In the early 1970s, Adil Jussawalla and Eunice de Souza organized a po-
etry reading called ‘Nobody wants to see you’.114 In bringing together a cast 
of ‘missing persons’ — Arun Kolatkar, Gieve Patel, Dilip Chitre, and Kersy 
Katrak — the event recognized both the absence of the Bombay poet in 
the public record, or on the literary map, and their determination to find a 
space for themselves despite it. Speaking of the world as seen from below, 
the Bombay little allows us to consider what is missing, making visible, in 
the lines of poetry and on the surface of the map, what nobody wants to 
see. 

112  A. Mehrotra, Bharatmata, Mehrotra Papers.
113  On marginality, a word of caution may be valuable. Arvind Mehrotra, speaking of the 
position of the Bombay poet, offers a sobering, and useful, reminder: ‘no one consciously 
sets out to be marginal’ (See A. Mehrotra in Zecchini, ‘“We were like cartographers”’, p.195). 
Although I argue that disorder may be valuable and dirt liberatory, I recognise that there 
are those for whom the unclean or disorderly pose real, bodily threat. The suggestion here 
is not that the unclean is to be celebrated, but instead that it needs to be recognised, often 
in the face of state machinery that seeks to make it, and anyone associated with it, invisible. 
Similarly, I argue for disorder not as chaos but as a flexibility of space and mapping; a more 
democratic approach to city and state. The little magazine’s embrace of the marginal — 
both literary and literal — does not represent a superficial celebration of all that is ‘outside’ 
but an effort to destabilize the systems that mark it as such.  
114  Zecchini, Arun Kolatkar, p. 51
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Black Square:  
Petty Waste, Aesthetic 
Spamming, and the 
Politics of Obstruction

andy zuliani

A portable void

In their asymptotic angling towards the ‘zero’ of geometrical abstrac-
tion, minimalist aesthetics tend to reach a threshold at which their 
forms, once hyper-specific and proprietary, become oddly widespread, 

even banal. The black square is no exception to this trend. Whether as an 
entire canvas painted over, a uniform slab of resin, a super-saturated block 
of ink, or a screen-sized black pixel, this cultural artifact crops up again 
and again in a nearly identical aspect, even as the gestures with which 
it is deployed vary widely. Seven decades after Kazimir Malevich created 
his monolithic painting Black Square (1915; see figure 1), the avant-garde 
trope of the black square was parodied in the 1984 mockumentary This Is 
Spinal Tap, whose eponymous hair metal band is forced to replace their 
salacious album art with an anonymous black square: an act of corporate 
censure that the band’s manager tries to spin into a high-concept state-
ment.1 Three years later, the gesture was performed in earnest by Prince’s 
The Black Album (1987), which was soon pulled from shelves due to ac-
cusations of satanic content; accusations made by Prince himself.2 Then, 

1 Kazimir Malevich, Black Square, 1915, oil on linen, 79.5 x 79.5 cm, Tretyakov Gallery, 
Moscow; This Is Spinal Tap, dir. by Rob Reiner (Embassy Pictures, 1984).
2 Prince, The Black Album (Warner Bros, 1987). For an account of the artist’s decision to 
recall the album — as it was ‘too evil to go into circulation,’ having been recorded ‘while 
possessed by a demonic entity’ named ‘Spooky Electric’ — see Tony Sokol, ‘The Dark His-
tory of Prince’s Black Album,’ Den of Geek, 12 February 2018, <https://www.denofgeek.
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in June 2020, social media was seized by a massive proliferation of black 
squares. The hashtag #BlackoutTuesday had gone viral, transforming what 
was initially a pointed critique of the racism of the music industry into a 
one-size-fits-all gesture of performative — and, often, abortive — protest, 
participated in by private users and fast food chains alike.3 The initial con-
cept was to post a black square, and then, in the caption and comments 
feed, direct attention to more concrete venues of political action; the ma-
jority of users simply posted the black square, as though this non-image 
could speak and protest on their behalf. Is the black square full, or is it 
empty? Is it devoid of meaning, or does it itself articulate a politics? Is it a 
vision, or a gimmick?

It is seemingly all of these things at once. The black square is a black 
hole, both empty and dense; it is a fissure that reappears across aesthetic 
movements, ending and beginning each. It is a void that can be filled by a 
number of cultural programs: as both an ideologically charged declama-
tion of the end of art, and a market-savvy pop conceptualism; as protest, 
and product placement. The black square can be both pure content and 
pure form; it can enact the blockage of pure surface, while also manifest-
ing a vacuous, bottomless abyss. The black square, somehow, signifies both 
totality and the vacuum. 

At the lip of a black hole, time becomes diffuse, and each separate in-
stant rushes forward into a crush of temporal heterogeneity. It is fitting, 
then, that these objects replicate themselves widely both forwards and 
backwards in time: from an early twentieth-century modernist painting 
to an eighties pop album or from a blacked-out page in the middle of an 
eighteenth century novel to a kilometer-by-kilometer black square that 
lives on the internet.

As an image with the lowest possible resolution — a binary zero or 
one, a single solid and unvaried unit of meaning — the black square has 
the highest possible mobility. What more proof of this mobility could 
one need than to take even the briefest survey of the black square’s many 
manifestations? The black square is an image the resolution of which has 
been scaled down to a single blank pixel, and as such it is free to circulate 
across national borders, aesthetic regimes, and widely disparate histori-
cal moments. This becomes an issue when the image in question is of a 

com/culture/the-dark-history-of-prince-s-black-album/>.
3  For an excellent account of this social media phenomenon and its original, though 
abstracted, intent, see ‘We Need More Than a Black Square’, The Cornell Daily Sun, 3 June 
2020 <https://cornellsun.com/2020/06/03/we-need-more-than-a-black-square/>.
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particularly wasteful and destructive materiality; rendered in ink or pig-
ment, the black square is pure saturation, pure surface, pure expenditure. 
To track the circulation of the black square across the terrain of the twen-
tieth and twenty-first century avant-garde is to see this aesthetic gesture 
weaponized, to watch it be made material in an increasingly ambivalent 
and even threatening manner.

Renewable waste

Figure 1: Kazimir Malevich, Black Square, 1915. © State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. 
Image courtesy of Wikimedia Commons; in public domain.

This is the first of this essay’s seven black squares, and, of the seven, surely 
the most famous. Kazimir Malevich’s Black Square is a work of revolution-
ary art that styled itself as a threshold between the conservative ‘past’ of 
painting and its radical future. It was an image of uncertainty, deployed 
in order to destabilize the viewer and to lead them, as it were, to the very 
edge of the unknown. In studying Suprematist painting in his Farewell to 
an Idea, T. J. Clark positions Black Square as a reductio ad absurdum of 
the Russian modernist project, of its desire for ‘at last leaving the realm of 



127

andy zuliani

convention behind’.4 As a result of this extreme vanguardism, the paint-
ing was nearly unintelligible to its audience. It is, in Clark’s phrasing, an 
assemblage of ‘undecidables’ that form an inscrutable whole. ‘Is it figure?’ 
Clark asks, ‘is it ground? is it matter? is it spirit? is it fullness? is it empti-
ness? is it end? is it beginning? is it nothing? is it everything? is it manic 
assertion? or absolute letting-go?’5 

In the years since, Malevich’s provocative gesture has been extensively 
copied and reworked by subsequent waves of the avant-garde, repeated 
practically to the point of exhaustion, only to be brought yet again into 
play. The black square, it seems, is an infinitely renewable aesthetic re-
source. In their proliferate mass, these squares speak to the continued in-
vestment of the literary and artistic avant-garde into matters of opacity, 
inscrutability, and flatness; they also divulge the convenience of this par-
ticularly explosive gesture, its readiness-to-hand. 

This essay’s reading of the black square points to an intersection of two 
tendencies of modern and postmodern artistic practices: one is the im-
pulse towards creating objects that are obstructive, irritating, and resistant 
to meaning, the other is an inclination towards wastefulness, destruction, 
and excessive expenditure. We will trace the replicants of Malevich’s black 
square across the cultural landscape of the twentieth century and into the 
twenty-first, paying particular attention to the material fallout of such rad-
ical aesthetics. The black square as a graphical mark is inherently wasteful; 
over and over again, it is the product of a frenzy of expenditure that under-
writes the avant-garde with an ecological and ethical debt. Ultimately, this 
essay is concerned with whether this wastefulness can be harnessed by a 
critique, or whether it undoes the potential critique entirely. 

The Black Square announced the end of art as we knew it in order to 
clear the way for something new. Might such an ostensibly progressive 
ending, through repetition, become less so? The success of aesthetic ges-
tures is surely dependent on context; as the black square is imminently 
re-contextualizable, it can be deployed to radically different ends. Over the 
course of its continued use, the black square turns into an aesthetic stunt: 
a gesture whose impact is increasingly tied to its destructive expenditure, 
and whose material substrate collects various conservatisms and regres-
sive tendencies until it is transfigured into something nearly eschatologi-
cal in scope. 

4  Timothy J. Clark, Farewell to an Idea: Episodes from a History of Modernism (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), p. 253.
5 Ibid., p. 254.
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The black square seems uniquely able to be put in service of the ending 
of worlds. When Malevich made his painting, he announced that he had 
‘transformed’ himself into ‘the zero of form, and through zero’ has ‘reached 
creation’.6 If such an image feels to us now practically nuclear in its atom-
ic compression and explosion, for Malevich it was merely a heady meta-
phor; it spoke to a desire for a productive, if cataclysmic, negation. When, 
in 1967, the American sculptor John McCracken re-rendered the black 
square as a smooth, oblong plank of poured resin — and when Stanley 
Kubrick used this sculpture as the basis of the alien monolith at the center 
of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968) — what was pursued was the same: an 
extreme encounter at the edges of the known, a purifying aesthetic rebirth, 
a portal into the new.7 

Yet what of the later manifestations of the black square, and their pur-
suits of this ‘zero of form’? Does a sea of black paint, a trash island of print-
er cartridges, or a dense block of redacted text, provide a similar portal to 
the future? In a sense, these latecomers validate the apocalyptic yearnings 
of their forebears, but should the artistic and critical community bless this 
consummation? 

Material digressions

The black squares of our current moment replace the positive emotional 
reflex of the twentieth century avant-garde with one of a decidedly more 
negative character; they flatten out these transformative, large-writ feel-
ings of utopian ecstasy into smaller, less flattering impulses. We descend 
now from the amazing into the irritating, from transformation into stasis, 
from the grand sweep of the epic into the muted tones of mumblecore. 

This terrain is well-mapped by Sianne Ngai’s Ugly Feelings, whose ‘besti-
ary’ of negative affects catalogue modes of frustration and inhibition such 
as envy, irritation, anxiety, and paranoia.8 For Ngai, these affects attend 
subject positions of relative powerlessness; they are states of ‘obstructed 
agency’, markers of a blockage of expression and action.9 Negative affects 
are, even at their most verbose, fundamentally inarticulate; at their most 

6 Ibid., p. 133.
7 John McCracken, Black Plank, 1967, polyester resin, fiberglass, and plywood, 243.84 x 
40.64 x 6.35cm, National Gallery of Art, Washington D. C.; 2001: A Space Odyssey, dir. by 
Stanley Kubrick (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1968).
8 Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005).
9 Ibid., p. 7.
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hyperactive, they remain unproductive. To be consumed by these nega-
tive affects is to be pulled further and further away from the possibility of 
politico-aesthetic engagement.10 Negative affects are anti-monolithic; they 
do not open portals but close them.

Donald Barthelme’s ‘The Explanation’ performs exactly this closure.11 
Here, as elsewhere in his work, Barthelme cultivates an aesthetic of unin-
telligibility; his characters speak in clipped and stilted language that occa-
sionally erupts into an equally meaningless logorrhea. The story, written 
in a question-and-answer format, falls into and out of different modes of 
dialogue — interrogation, catechism, therapy session — and establishes 
the terms of each, only to abandon them and shift to a new register. The 
story explains little and seems oddly satisfied with its own inscrutability: 
a blockage of meaning that it celebrates with the repeated deployment of 
that most obstructive of objects, the black square.

Q: Do you believe that this machine could be helpful in changing the 
government?  
A: Changing the government…  
Q: Making it more responsive to the needs of the people?  
A: I don’t know what it is. What does it do?  
Q: Well, look at it.

 
 
 

A: It offers no clues.  
Q: It has a certain … reticence. 
A: I don’t know what it does. 
Q: A lack of confidence in the machine?12 

10 Ibid., p. 3.
11 Donald Barthelme, ‘The Explanation’, The New Yorker, 4 May 1968, pp. 44–5 <https://
www.newyorker.com/magazine/1968/05/04/the-explanation>.
12 Ibid., p. 44.
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The reader of the New Yorker issue in which Barthelme’s story first ap-
peared would have been particularly hard hit by this blockage. They would 
have just read through an uplifting account of the Columbia student pro-
tests; a narrative of liberalism, enlightenment, and the growing empower-
ment of the nation’s young: 

Across the way, at Lewisohn Hall, another group of demonstrators had 
gathered, and their voices were growing louder. Despite the demon-
strations, and despite the occupation of the buildings, the atmosphere  
was one of calmness and determination. As we knelt to climb down 
from the ledge, Mr. Roth said to us, ‘Remember, we’re not seeking stu-
dent power. This is student power. This is student participation.’13 

The reader then turns the page and runs into Barthelme’s story, a broken 
textual flow disrupted again and again with dense, super-saturated blocks 
of ink. There are three of these black squares in the first two-page spread 
alone, each around the size of a paragraph; a fourth lurks on the fourth 
and final page.

On first encounter, these squares have the appearance of a printing error 
or, possibly, the deliberate redaction of some unsavory set of images not 
deemed fit to print. Suppression, censorship, or ineptitude; Barthelme’s 
squares are mute and inert. They remind us of the fully blacked-out page 
that interrupts the narrative of Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759).14 In Sterne’s text, the black square 
has a decidedly funereal aspect; it follows an account of the death of ‘Poor 
Yorick’, a friend and confidant of the novel’s titular hero.15 It is a closure 
without a subsequent opening.

13 E. B. White, ‘Protest at Columbia’, The New Yorker, 4 May 1968, pp. 41–3 (p. 43).
14 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (London: Pen-
guin, 1967).
15 Ibid., p. 60.
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Figure 2: Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman 
(Ann Ward, 1759), pp. 72–3. Image courtesy of The Public Domain Review.

The black square in Barthelme’s text is similarly terminal; it signifies 
the exhaustion of any possibility of radical change, and the setting-in of 
a terminal state of inertia. It is to a new regime of non-signification that 
Barthelme’s story directs itself. Because these black squares are, in a sense, 
nothing, everything can be said of them, especially under duress. The re-
spondent is forced to look for the face hidden in the black square: 

A: I don’t see that on the panel. 
Q: Look at it. 
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A: I don’t –16  

These black squares force shut the portal to a better future that the 
New Yorker’s account of the Columbia student riots sought to open. 
Governmental oppression here is overwhelming — in particular, over-
whelmingly dull and deadeningly tedious — and the black square is its 
primary tool. It subdues its victims through boredom, through inscruta-
bility and inarticulacy. 

To resist this oppression, one must become similarly obtuse. Barthelme’s 
short story models a negative, even petty, form of resistance, and one 
whose tactics of spamming and obstruction is oddly prescient of the ac-
tivist work of the present American political landscape. The respondent 
attempts to rebel through dilatory, digressive responses; they fight back 
by derailing the conversation, by wasting time. Whenever possible, they 
embark on lengthy tangents describing a failed past romance; when the 
interrogator attempts to wrest control of the situation by questioning the 
respondent about the details of the digression, this only prompts further 
digressions, ad infinitum.

It is crucial to figure digressiveness not only as a temporal problem, but 
also as an issue of material expenditure. Digressions are material inasmuch 
as they expend resources through their deferrals and derailments; they 
succeed in proportion to their obstinacy and the paradoxical lure of their 
endlessness. Barthelme’s interrogator does, after all, seem to be particu-
larly drawn in by his subject’s erotic reveries, especially because they are 
peripatetic and ultimately unsatisfying. All the while — as the transcript 
form proves, as a material witness — the tape is running, the transcribers 
are transcribing, the printer is printing, in an exponential expenditure of 
government resources.

Such petty rebellion takes part in what could be called a politics of ob-
struction. This ‘unexceptional’ politics, to use Emily Apter’s term, extends 
the logic of the 1968 student occupations to develop a political program of 
irritation, blockage, and waste.17 In Unexceptional Politics, Apter provides a 
catalogue of the annoyances from which a revolutionary politics might be 
drawn. If Ngai’s work is a survey of ‘ugly feelings’, Apter’s is one of ugly poli-
tics: not of idealism and benevolence, but of ‘interference’ and ‘obstinacy’.18  

16 Barthelme, ‘The Explanation’, p. 45.
17 Emily Apter, Unexceptional Politics: On Obstruction, Impasse and the Impolitic (Lon-
don: Verso, 2018).
18 Ibid., p. 117.
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These terms index the political potential of total stasis, a ‘Bartleby Politics’ 
of willful refusal that

relies on an agrammaticality that singularizes serial and limitless acts of 
resistances. It baffles the discursive struts and logical infrastructures of 
sovereign force, foregrounding a psychopolitics distinguished by grid 
lock, blockage and a host of other symptoms associated with stasis.19

The petty politics of obstruction is challenging because it is non-dura-
tional, or, rather, is of an infinitely renewable duration: it rejects the tele-
ology of resolution in favor of the indefinite strike, replaces negotiation 
with a feedback loop. ‘Bartleby Politics’ is defined by the sustaining of an 
‘agrammatical’ refusal — ‘I would prefer not to’ — in the face of the coer-
cive grammar of governmentality. It is to blather on about one’s romantic 
history while in an interrogation about governmental change.20 In Anarchy 
in the U.K., which hit the airwaves only eight years — but what seemed 
like a millennia — after the spring of 1968, the Sex Pistols announced not 
a grand, world-burning eschatology, but instead a minor politics of incon-
venience.21 As Johnny Rotten tells us, to bring about anarchy is as simple 
as deciding to ‘give a wrong time’ and ‘stop a traffic line’.22 If the futurism 
of the spring of 1968 is a ‘major’ politics — major in affect, large in scope, 
positive in its terms — then the politics of ‘The Explanation’ are decided-
ly minor. Barthelme’s story is oracular in its depiction of governmental 
tyranny and civilian resistance as an arms race of dullness, tedium, and 
attrition.23 

It is noteworthy that fifty years after the protests of 1968 made their glob-
al attack on injustice, we find ourselves in a situation in which these modes 
of obstruction are not only no longer the sole provenance of the resistance. 
As evidenced by Donald Trump’s incitement of racial violence and tacit en-
dorsement of the January 2021 storming of the United States Capital, such 
stoking of disorder might in fact be part of the new standard operating 
procedure and put to the service of maintaining the status quo.24 American 

19 Ibid.
20 Ibid., p. 122.
21 Paul Cook, Steve Jones, John Lydon, Glen Matlock, Anarchy in the U.K (EMI, 1976).
22 Ibid.
23 Barthelme’s story is disturbingly prescient in another manner: in the willingness with 
which his interrogator incorporates the respondent’s personal reveries into the substance 
of the interrogation. For what does the ‘Big Data’ of our moment love more than recording 
and repurposing the details of our private lives?
24 The investigation into the extent of Donald Trump’s role in the Capitol riots is ongoing; 
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citizens find themselves in a new era of misconduct and unaccountability, 
of the obstruction of justice, of rampant redaction and erasure. The black 
squares in Barthelme’s story are, after all, the property of the oppressor, 
as is our fourth black square, taken from the much-redacted public ver-
sion of the Report on the Investigation into Russian Interference in the 2016 
Presidential Election.25 This widely anticipated report proved itself highly 
anti-climactic, partly in its apparent recusal of Donald Trump and his po-
litical affiliates, but more pointedly in the near-total blackout of the docu-
ment. With every statement of potential import obscured by dense blocks 
of redaction, the remaining text was both trivial and impossibly fragmen-
tary; any attempt at reconstruction would be a feat of monumental patience. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Robert S. Mueller, Report on the Investigation into Russian Interference in 
the 2016 Presidential Election, 2 vols (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, 
March 2019), <https://www.justice.gov/archives/sco/file/1373816/download>, p. 3.

for an analysis of the potential evidence in favor of prosecution — including material from 
his speeches, and tweets, which deny the legitimacy of the 2020 election and encourage 
supporters to take up arms — see Sam Cabral, ‘Capitol Riots: Did Trump’s words at rally 
incite violence?’,  BBC News <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-55640437>.
25 Robert S. Mueller, Report on the Investigation into Russian Interference in the 2016 
Presidential Election, 2 vols (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice, March 2019) 
<https://www.justice.gov/archives/sco/file/1373816/download>.
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Much of contemporary activist work centers on a response to this par-
ticular governmental tactic, and its deliberate appropriation for opposing 
ends. This entails, firstly, a steadfast refusal to be bored or overwhelmed 
in the face of these deliberate obfuscations, to cultivate a stubbornness 
equal to the task of combing through reams of intentionally digressive and 
heavily obstructed documents. Secondly, activists deploy this accumulat-
ed aesthetic and political knowledge in an informed counterattack, which 
mirrors this obstruction through occupations of governmental sites and 
targeted spamming of governmental agencies. 

The second half of this essay will locate the points at which these two 
poles of activist aesthetics — to both engage in, and endure, irritation and 
attrition — collide with and transfigure contemporary artistic expression. 
The black squares of the twenty-first century are weighed down by the ma-
terial legacy of their antecedents, and yet must improvise along the lines of 
radically divergent modes of aesthetic obstruction and formal invention. 
They enter into a marketplace of attention given and taken, of the wast-
ing and recuperation of resources both material and virtual; indeed, these 
black squares are embedded in the very structures of production that they 
antagonize. What remains to be seen is whether this embeddedness is fa-
tal: whether the power structures under occupation will prove themselves 
quite capable of incorporating and enlisting their antagonists.

Black faxing

Barthelme’s short story functions well as an entrance to this petty obstruc-
tion, for not only does its hero-respondent attempt to waste time and mag-
netic tape, but the story itself is posed quite materially as a nuisance. It is a 
petty attack on the New Yorker, which, in printing its dense black squares, 
has to expend an absurdly inflated quantity of ink for such a short text.26 

This wasteful gesture anticipates a mode of corporate sabotage that was 
then in its early stages. Black faxing — the targeted spamming of corporate 
fax lines — reached its apex in the early 1980s when telefacsimile ma-
chines were the primary mode of business communication. It is similar 
to the inbox-filling spam we know, yet particularly material. The activist 
fed a sheet of black paper into her or his fax machine, taped it into an 

26 It is of great relief to the author of this article that it will be published online, rather 
in print, so that he can avoid committing his own inadvertent ‘black faxing’ — though, of 
course, the electronic devices upon which this piece will be read have a not entirely 
negligible carbon footprint of their own.
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endless loop, and hit send; the targeted machine would print a stack of 
black rectangles until its toner cartridge ran dry. Black faxing is a material 
digression of the highest order: non-durational, indefinitely sustainable, 
and thoroughly exhausting.27 

The works I shall examine in this final section are an intensification of 
these digressive tendencies as seen in contemporary experimental litera-
ture and art. These black squares, like that of Malevich a century earlier, 
are staged as a crisis, one that obstructs the historical flow of their respec-
tive media. They do so in order to open up new possibilities, new frontiers 
of aesthetic experimentation. Yet this future is an ethically compromised 
one, and to enter it entails passing through a black square that is at once a 
portal and an obstruction: an image that is both transcendent of its own 
materiality and also intractably contingent upon it. 

The eighth and ninth black squares of this essay are, properly speak-
ing, virtual: they live online as .PDF and .JPEG files. They are, however, in 
constant risk of being made ‘real’. The first of these black squares is Holly 
Melgard’s Black Friday (2012), an anti-capitalist protest poem hosted on-
line and available via print-on-demand, that takes the form of a print-
er-busting seven hundred and forty blacked-out pages.28 The second is 
Kenneth Goldsmith’s One Square Kilometer (2018), a work of web art that 
occupies one square kilometer in printed space.29 This square is, of course, 
black, and scrolling through it on a computer screen is an exercise in to-
tal disorientation. More bewildering, however, is Goldsmith’s promise to 
print it out, as part of his ongoing Printing out the Internet project, and in 
so doing expend thousands of sheets of ink-saturated paper.30

27 For an account of black faxing, especially as used as a disruptive political tactic in 
the context of protesting the abuse of animals, see The Terrorization of Dissent: Corporate 
Repression, Legal Corruption, and the Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act, ed. by Jason Del 
Gandio and Anthony J. Nocella II (Lantern Books, 2014).
28 Holly Melgard, Black Friday, 2012, pdf file, 740 pages. <https://www.lulu.com/shop/
holly-melgard/black-friday/hardcover/product-20531151.html?page=1&pageSize=4>.
29 Kenneth Goldsmith, One Square Kilometer, 2018, jpeg file 1,275 × 1,650 pixels < https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:One_Square_Kilometer_(for_Walter_De_Maria)_-_
Kenneth_Goldsmith.pdf>.
30 For an example of the flippancy with which Kenneth Goldsmith considers engaging in 
such a wasteful practice, see the article and interview with Goldsmith: Daniel Oberhaus, ‘Do 
NOT Print This PDF Under Any Circumstances’, Vice: Motherboard, 19 April 2018 < https://
www.vice.com/en/article/bjpa5v/kenneth-goldsmith-one-square-kilometer-pdf> [accessed 15 
April 2021]. ‘It’s only six reams of paper,’ Goldsmith states, ‘and at $3.99 per ream I can print my 
square kilometer for about $24.’ This estimation is wrong in two senses: he gravely miscalculates 
the amount of paper needed for the printing, and also fails to account for the cost of the ink.
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Figure 4: L: Holly Melgard, Black Friday (Troll Thread, 2012), p. 404; R: Screen capture of 
Kenneth Goldsmith, One Square Kilometer (Ubuweb, 2018).

What is particularly compelling about Melgard and Goldsmith’s black 
squares is how they heighten the stakes of this oscillation between mate-
riality and immateriality, and the manner in which they stage a simulta-
neous occupation of both sides of the actual-virtual divide. The potential 
of these objects to dip into materiality is charged with the stakes of their 
potential expenditure: One Square Kilometer and Black Friday threaten to 
engage in black-faxing on a monolithic scale. 

Melgard’s forthright engagement with the politics of obstruction, and 
petty anti-capitalist subversion adds to the general impulse of conceptual 
writing a level of political engagement that the work of Goldsmith either 
misses or deliberately negates. Melgard’s work chooses where it lives care-
fully and transforms the ostensibly neutral infrastructure of pay-to-print 
publishing into a highly charged aspect of the work itself. If Goldsmith’s 
work is container-conscious, its collision of abstraction and materiality 
is not a nuanced critique, but a brute threat. Melgard’s Black Friday is, 
among other things, a statement on the destructive orgy of waste and ex-
penditure that is American consumer culture. It is, as we shall see, a gesa-
mkunstwerk whose every paratextual layer contributes to this critique and 
whose violent disconnect between sale value and production cost inverts 
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the usual surplus value of pigment on substrate. Goldsmith’s One Square 
Kilometer is, if a statement at all, merely an affirmation of the cleverness of 
its own conceit. The work is, by the writer’s own description, simply ‘about 
real space and digital space and quantification’.31 

What complicates this ready assignment of political engagement is 
the more or less equivalent material expenditure of both works. While 
Goldsmith’s square certainly covers more ground — printing One Square 
Kilometer would expend around twenty-one thousand times as much pa-
per as needed for Black Friday — this materialization of the work remains, 
one would hope, an empty threat.32 Melgard’s .PDF file, however, has been 
printed many times over as a published book, and is available for purchase 
at art book shops such as New York’s Printed Matter.33 In short, these state-
ments of defiance risk sinking underneath the material fallout that such 
a gesture produces. At least, one could say, there is a statement behind 
Melgard’s work, and a definite target for the sustained black faxing. But 
this is to raise the question of what political work this spamming of mate-
rial resources actually accomplishes.

Common victims in the heyday of black-faxing were retail establish-
ments, whose entanglement in such an attack would not only burn through 
their resources but would also tie up their phone lines and thereby block 
their point-of-sale systems’ ability to process credit cards. Melgard’s sub-
mission of Black Friday to online vanity presses such as Lulu enacts a sim-
ilar kind of retail scrambling; surely the $24 listing price for print copies 
of the book would be far from defraying its material cost.34 This minor 
anarchy is much like that of the ‘Flarf ’ poets who targeted vanity presses 
with manuscripts of scatological verse.35 Indeed, the author-supplied de-

31 Oberhaus, ‘Do NOT Print This PDF Under Any Circumstances’.
32 This estimation is based on the ratio between the area of a square kilometer and that of 
a sheet of standard US letter paper — around 16,577,507:1 — which means that printing out 
this black square would require around 16 million sheets of paper. This is math that Gold-
smith, quite bluntly, gets wrong; he states in the Motherboard interview that he could print 
his black square using around six reams, or three thousand sheets of paper; this would only 
cover the comparatively minuscule area of 180 square meters: Oberhaus, ‘Do NOT Print 
This PDF Under Any Circumstances’.
33 ‘Holly Melgard: Black Friday’, Printed Matter, <https://www.printedmatter.org/cata-
log/46090/> [accessed 15 April 2021].
34 ‘Black Friday by Holly Melgard’, Lulu.com, <https://www.lulu.com/en/en/shop/holly-mel-
gard/black-friday/paperback/product-1e85mn5w.html?page=1&pageSize=4> [accessed 15 April 
2021]; Printed Matter charges the much more economically savvy price of $80.
35 For a likely excessive serving of the Flarf poets’ raucous work, see Flarf: An Anthology 
of Flarf, ed. by Drew Gardner, Nada Gordon, and K Silem Mohammad (Edge Books, 2017).
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scription of Black Friday in Lulu’s web store reads, over and over, ‘HOW 
TO SHIT WHERE YOU EAT. HOW TO SHIT WHERE YOU EAT. HOW TO 
SHIT WHERE YOU EAT.’36 Yet while drowning the production room of this 
vanity press in pages of inky excrement is surely a material obstruction 
of the first order, the outcomes of such subversion seem limited at best. It 
appears to be, as far as an attack on capitalism is concerned, a zero-sum 
game; every penny Lulu loses in replacing toner cartridges is a penny 
gained by the manufacturers of said products. In this sense, Black Friday’s 
critique of the culture of blowout sales ends up creating precisely such an 
occasion.

An account of Melgard and Goldsmith’s work must necessarily reckon 
with the incorporation, if not outright celebration, of waste in capitalist 
production. This is a phenomenon well outlined by Georges Bataille in 
his 1933 essay ‘The Notion of Expenditure’.37 Capitalism, Bataille argues, 
loves waste. Every system of production — and, indeed, of governance 
itself — makes room for and profits by wastefulness. To begin, Bataille 
makes a differentiation between two types of expenditure or ‘consump-
tion’. The first is of a responsible nature; it uses up ‘the minimum necessary 
for the conservation of life and the continuation of individuals’ productive 
activity’.38 The second type of consumption is as apparently radical as the 
first is conservative. This category contains the elaborate and nearly sacri-
ficial wastes of ‘luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptu-
ary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity’.39 These 
are the ‘accursed share’, the ‘so-called unproductive expenditures’, with an 
emphasis on ‘so-called’.40 Both, Bataille insists, serve conservative and pro-
ductive ends. Capital accumulation sacrifices its own material resources in 
a festive celebration of itself; it translates liquid currency into crystalline 
forms that, like jewels, serve no function outside of this ‘sacrificial’ and 
useless expenditure. Even the most apparently wasteful activities — gam-
bling, the destruction of property, even, Bataille states, poetry — have a 
use value in ensuring the continued circulation of capital.41 In a more ap-
plied sense, wastefulness can stimulate demand where there is none. One 
can only imagine that, at the waning end of the fax era, suppliers of toner 

36 ‘Black Friday by Holly Melgard’, Lulu.com.
37 Georges Bataille, Visions of Excess: Selected Writings 1927–1939, ed. by Allan Stoekl 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1985).
38 Ibid, p. 118.
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., pp. 119–20.
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cartridges for telefacsimile machines would rejoice in the black-faxing of 
their clientele.

Thinking through unproductive expenditure in this manner serious-
ly undermines the aesthetics of wastefulness that artists and writers like 
Kenneth Goldsmith cultivate. The material-mindedness of Goldsmith’s 
own variation on ‘printer poetics’ seems particularly narrow, especially as 
is bodied forth by such projects as his Printing out the Internet (2013).42 
This installation was, in part, a continuation of his previous thematizing of 
attention over duration and of sheer informational mass, as seen in such 
works as his word-by-word transcription of a newspaper in Day (2003), or 
the recording of a twenty-four hour-period of bodily movements in Fidget 
(2000).43 The key difference between Printing out the Internet and these pre-
vious works is a matter of scale: the object to which Goldsmith is directing 
his apparently endless — and, in this case, crowdsourced — attention is, 
in all practical matters, infinite. Goldsmith has stated on the project’s blog 
page that he and his collaborators will continue the enterprise indefinitely, 
as long as there are new web pages to print.44 Even as a one-off project, 
the material fall-out of Goldsmith’s Printing out the Internet is massive: 
for its ‘work in progress’ exhibition, which occupied Mexico City’s LABOR 
gallery for a little over a month, Goldsmith crowdsourced the worldwide 
printing of ten tons of material, or around two million sheets of paper. This 
material expenditure was a direct rebuttal to the protests of environmen-
tally minded critics, such as Justin Swanhart, who circulated a now closed 
petition in response to the installation. It was titled, simply, ‘Please don’t 
print out the Internet.’45 

Goldsmith framed the opposition to his project as artistic or political 
conservatism that was only masquerading as environmental concern. In 
a post on the Printing Out The Internet blog, he scolded the apparently 
short-sighted members of the resistance: ‘Your environmental concerns 
are displaced anxiety about democracy,’ he states; ‘Secretly, what you hate 

42 Kenneth Goldsmith, Printing out the Internet, 2013; See Dan Zak, ‘“Printing Out the 
Internet” exhibit is crowdsourced work of art’, The Washington Post, 26 July 2013.
43 Kenneth Goldsmith, Day (Berkeley, CA: The Figures, 2003); Kenneth Goldsmith, 
Fidget (Toronto: Coach House Books, 2000).
44 This Tumblr account, now long defunct, has been archived online in perpetuity by 
the WayBackMachine; the irony here is excruciating. See ‘printingtheinternet.tumblr.com’, 
WayBackMachine <https://web.archive.org/web/20151007104113/http://printingtheinter-
net.tumblr.com/> [accessed 15 April 2021].
45 Justin Swanhart, ‘Please don’t print out the Internet’, change.org <https://www.change.
org/p/please-don-t-print-the-internet> [accessed 15 April 2021].
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most about Printing out the Internet is its democracy, that anybody can 
be an artist with a simple cmd/ctrl+p.’46 The poet would make a similar 
evasion two years later, when his ‘poetic reading’ of the autopsy report of 
Michael Brown — an eighteen-year-old victim of racialized police brutal-
ity who was murdered in Ferguson, Missouri — was met with public and 
critical backlash from the North American and international poetic com-
munity.47 The real controversy, Goldsmith would claim, was not ethical, 
but aesthetic. Despite the petition, Goldsmith kept printing.

At its least efficient, the average ink cartridge prints somewhere around 
two hundred pages of text, meaning that Goldsmith’s installation expend-
ed roughly ten thousand ink cartridges.48 Between the manufacturing of 
the plastic enclosure and the ink itself, each cartridge is the product of 
around three quarts of petroleum.49 The installation, then, consumed sev-
en-and-a-half thousand gallons of fossil fuel — roughly the amount an 
average American commuter burns through in seventeen years of daily 
driving.50 This is to say nothing of the cost of transporting the many crates 
of paper from the project’s globally-crowd-sourced contributors to the 
Mexico gallery space. This mass expenditure was all in the name of flaunt-
ing intellectual property laws; participants were encouraged to print out 
and send in copyrighted material, sensitive documents, pirated images, 
and so forth. This political gesture is made suspect by the material sub-
strate that supports it, or, rather, that it supports. Printing out the Internet 
attacks one fairly abstract power formation, and in doing so directly 

46 Kenneth Goldsmith, ‘Untitled Post,’ Printing out the Internet, 27 August 2013 <https://
web.archive.org/web/20151007104113/http://printingtheinternet.tumblr.com/>.
47 For a succinct account of the controversy surrounding Goldsmith’s appropriation, see 
Priscilla Frank ‘What Happened When A White Male Poet Read Michael Brown’s Autop-
sy As Poetry’, Huffington Post, 17 March 2015 <https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/entry/ken-
neth-goldsmith-michael-brown_n_6880996?ri18n=true> [accessed 15 April 2021].
48 This estimate is calculated based on a standard HP 60 Black Ink Cartridge, which prints 
200 pages. ‘HP Printers: Individual cartridge page yield details’, HP.com <http://www.
hp.com/pageyield/ca/en/DJAIOF4200/index.html> [accessed 15 April 2021].
49 See Bob Gorman, ‘Ink Waste: The Environmental Impact of Printer Cartridges,’ Ener-
gy Central, 30 March 2017 <https://energycentral.com/c/ec/ink-waste-environmental-im-
pact-printer-cartridges>.
50 This estimate is based on the U.S. Energy Information Administration’s statistics, 
which state that in 2020, Americans consumed 123.49 billion gallons of gasoline. With a 
national population of around 331 million, this means the average American consumed a 
little over four hundred and twenty-four gallons of gas that year: ‘Here’s How Much Gaso-
line the Average American Consumes Annually’, NasdaQ, 14 January 2017, <https://www.
nasdaq.com/articles/heres-how-much-gasoline-average-american-consumes-annual-
ly-2017-01-14> [accessed 30 April 2021].
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feeds into another, more tangible one: Goldsmith wages war against the 
vague forces of copyright law and funds his war with resource extraction. 
Goldsmith’s assurance to his critics that the paper will be recycled misses 
the real environmental impact of such sustained expenditure, an especial-
ly grave impact should he eventually arrive at the website hosting One 
Square Kilometer. In the Motherboard interview, Goldsmith reckons the 
cost of printing out his square by counting reams of paper alone; he forgets 
about the ink.51 If he were to print out his black square, he would expend, 
at the rate of ten fully blacked-out pages per ink cartridge, just over one 
and a half million toner cartridges.52 In terms of petroleum usage, this 
would be equivalent to the amount of fuel used by twenty-four thousand 
Americans driving their cars all year. 

Is there a vestige of critique that can survive such embeddedness in 
these systems of oppression? To phrase this question differently: isn’t ex-
pending a colossal amount of extracted materials — pulp from harvested 
wood, ink and printer toner and other petroleum-based pigments — ex-
actly what the institutions of capital and copyright want? Are these in-
dustries of ‘primitive’ accumulation not directly tied to the maintenance 
of higher-level accumulative logics such as property ownership, copyright 
laws, and the suppression of the free circulation of information? 

This aesthetics of wastefulness operates in a shallow, provocative man-
ner that, in its fascination with the negative affective charge of its ob-
structive proceedings, overlooks both the particular materiality and the 
political fallout of this obstruction. Goldsmith’s iteration of printer po-
etics seems politically declawed, especially when compared to similar 
work by his contemporaries; projects like James Bridle’s The Iraq War: A 
Historiography of Wikipedia Changelogs (2010), which tracks the patterns 
of revisions and redactions to the Wikipedia entry over the course of five 
years and which, in so doing, preserves an otherwise ephemeral micropo-
litical discourse.53 A highly pertinent work to this study, as well as a clear 
antecedent of Goldsmith’s project, is Janet Zweig’s Her Recursive Apology 
(1993): an installation which deployed a similar material entanglement, 

51 Oberhaus, ‘Do NOT Print This PDF Under Any Circumstances’.
52 Printer cartridge page yields are calculated at an average of 5% coverage of page surface 
in ink; printing out One Square Kilometer would entail, of course, 100% page coverage, 
meaning that each printer cartridge would be exhausted at twenty times the usual rate: ten 
pages per cartridge. Printing out the entire artwork would, as calculated above, require 16 
million sheets of paper; the rest is simple, yet sickening, math.
53 James Bridle, The Iraq War: A Historiography of Wikipedia Changelogs, 12 vols (London: 
J. Bridle, 2010).
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but used its runaway materiality to form a much more pointed critique.54 
Zweig’s target was not the monolith of intellectual copyright, but the much 
more insidious micropolitics of gendered suppression. In Her Recursive 
Apology, a set of computers worked round-the-clock, printing out a gap-
less stream of algorithmically-generated apologies responding to the accu-
sations of an absent male interlocutor. The apologies were rendered on the 
ribbon-paper typically used for legal documents and laid out on the floor 
of the gallery in an endlessly expanding spiral.

On the complementary end of this mass archiving, and at the other pole 
of Goldsmith’s ‘uncreative’ writing, are projects that, like Day or Weather, 
engage in virtuosic sustained attention to tedious, obstructive, and prac-
tically endless texts.55 Where Goldsmith laboriously transcribed an entire 
Sunday edition of the New York Times, other readers have turned their 
attention towards more fraught and urgent documents. Nicholas Mirzoeff 
gave such attention to the transcripts of the legal proceedings that failed 
to prosecute the murderer of Michael Brown; a digressive and obstruc-
tive text whose diligent analysis can be found in ‘The Murder of Michael 
Brown: Reading the Ferguson Grand Jury Transcript’.56

 Goldsmith’s heroic depiction of the new, ‘uncreative’ artist as mara-
thon-reader or transcriber in such texts as Capital (2015) and Wasting 
Time on the Internet (2016) figures his expenditure of effort in the absence 
of any greater political or economical framework.57 It bears stating that 
being able to ‘waste time’ on the internet or in the transcribing of digres-
sive texts is in every way a product of a certain privilege that obviates the 
need for other, more productive employment. In short, Goldsmith appears 
not to think deeply enough about the materiality of his own work and the 
chains of production to which it connects. This is particularly problematic 
because such an awareness of the extent of material waste enacted by his 
work would seem only to bolster his self-fashioning as avant-garde provo-
cateur. His sustained engagement with large scale print-based obstructive 
practices is also a sustained engagement with petroculture, logging, and 

54 Janet Zweig, Her Recursive Apology, 1993, Paper, 4,386,375 apologies, 4” x 9’ x 9’.
55 Kenneth Goldsmith, Weather (Los Angeles: Make Now, 2005).
56 Nicholas Mirzoeff, ‘The Murder of Michael Brown: Reading the Ferguson Grand Jury 
Transcript’, Social Text, 34.1 (2016), 49–71. The difference in Goldsmith and Mirzoeff ’s re-
sponses to Michael Brown’s murder is significant; one appropriates for a disengaged aes-
thetic gesture, the other seeks accountability and justice. 
57 Kenneth Goldsmith, Capital: New York, Capital of the 20th Century (Brooklyn, NY: 
Verso, 2015); Kenneth Goldsmith, Wasting Time on the Internet (New York: Harper Peren-
nial, 2016); For an example of this poetics of readerly endurance, see Goldsmith’s ‘A Week 
of Blogs for the Poetry Foundation’, in The Consequence of Innovation: 21st Century Poetics, 
ed. by Craig Dworkin (New York: Roof Books, 2008).
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other highly environmentally destructive forms of resource extraction. To 
borrow Melgard’s formulation, Goldsmith is shitting where he, and the 
rest of his species, eat. 

Are waste-based art practices like Goldsmith’s creating artworks on a 
planetary scale, whose markings and colorations are oil spills, strips of 
deforestation, and islands of plastic? In ‘Dirty Pictures’, published in the 
ecocritical collection Living Earth: Field Notes from the Dark Ecology 
Project, Susan Schuppli seeks to account for the aesthetic quality of envi-
ronmental destruction.58 This is not an attempt to recuperate human-led 
climate change as a gesture of artistic expression — or to find within 
the waste and depredation of our planet’s resources some compensatory  
beauty — but, instead, is an attempt to understand the highly affective 
intensities that govern our response to such restructurings of nature. 
‘Anthropogenic matter,’ Schuppli writes, ‘is relentlessly aesthetic in throw-
ing disturbing material re-arrangements back at us: dirty pictures of dra-
matically warped landscapes and polluted atmospheres that both intoxi-
cate and repulse’.59 The simultaneous attraction and revulsion of, say, the 
technicolor surface of an oil spill, mirrors the affective push-and-pull of 
land art such as Michael Heizer’s Double Negative (1969); a mass-scale ex-
cavation that cut a fifteen-hundred foot long rectilinear trench out of a 
mountain ridge in the state of Nevada in the United States.60 One is both 
impressed and horrified at the scale at which an individual human will can 
be imposed on nature. Much land art shares aesthetic qualities with strip 
mining, logging, and the work of other extractive industries; this aesthetic 
kinship is much explored in the photography of Edward Burtynsky, for ex-
ample.61 Goldsmith’s particularly petrocultural intervention into the land-
scape, however, has particular resonance with a relatively smaller-scale 
artistic practice.

 The Canadian painter Andrew Dadson’s work is in direct dialogue with 
the first iterations of the black square, in particular with that of Kazimir 
Malevich and John McCracken, artists whose eschatological impulses 
Dadson renders in markedly negative terms. His Black Plank Painting 

58 Susan Schuppli, ‘Dirty Pictures’, in Living Earth: Field Notes from the Dark Ecology Pro-
ject 2014–2016, ed. by Mirna Belina (Amsterdam: Sonic Acts Press, 2016).
59 Ibid., p. 191.
60 Michael Heizer, Double Negative, 1969, trench in earth, 9m x 15m x 457m, Moapa Valley 
on Mormon Mesa, near Overton, Nevada. U.S.A.
61 See, for example, Edward Burtynsky, ‘EDWARD BURTYNSKY: PHOTOGRAPHS’, in Ed-
ward Burtynsky <https://www.edwardburtynsky.com/projects/photographs> [accessed 15 
April 2021].
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(2011), which refers explicitly to the Black Plank of McCracken, is a can-
vas caked with a thick expenditure of paint, an oozing, excretive reimag-
ining of Malevich’s Black Square.62 Yet it is in another work, part of a se-
ries titled Suburban Suprematism, that the artist fully extends the implicit 
annihilating logic of Malevich’s painting. These artworks, composed by 
pouring a super-sized square of black paint on various human-structured 
natural environments, stage interventions into the ‘minor’ landscapes of 
suburbia; in so doing, they render local and intelligible the processes of 
environmental catastrophe that typically exceed our vision. Black Meadow 
(2010), the seventh and final black square of this essay, is particularly ef-
fective in transforming the abstract graphical mark of Malevich’s painting 
into a catastrophic field of waste.63 The work occupies a stretch of pub-
lic land in Seattle’s Olympic Sculpture Park, a grassy road-side median 
which, abutted by a retaining wall, looms over a four-lane thoroughfare. It 
is hardly the ‘meadow’ that the title suggests, but instead a circumscribed 
patch of scrubby grass, walled-in on all three sides by concrete and tarmac. 
Dadson’s work treats this marginal chunk of nature as a substrate for a 
massive, radically negating mark: a colossal black square, a thick coating 
of spraypaint which coats the meadow in an obstructive and deadening 
sheet of pigment.

Figure 5: Andrew Dadson, Black Meadow (2010). Image courtesy of Kelly O / The 
Stranger.

If Goldsmith’s and Melgard’s black squares threaten us with potential 
manifestation, their explosive materialization might look something like 

62 Andrew Dadson, Black Plank Painting, 2011, Galleria Franco Noero, Turin, Italy.
63 Andrew Dadson, Black Meadow, 2010, black spray-paint on long grass.
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this — and, indeed, the impact of Dadson’s work is directly tied to its dis-
turbing and brute ‘factuality’, the visibility of its grotesque assault on the 
natural world. It is, however, an imaginary assault, at least in ecological 
terms; the pigment used in Black Meadow, and in the other iterations of 
Suburban Suprematism, is water-soluble and non-toxic. These works then 
are projections or simulations, escalating the terms of waste-based artistic 
practices and rendering the fallout in as immediate and tangible a manner 
as possible. They are ‘dirty pictures’, images of devastation which bring 
the wreckage uniquely and locally into view; they manage to complete the 
eschatological gesture while transmuting its final stage into something  
didactic, rather than purely destructive. Schuppli writes that

the dirty pictures that I am interested in researching operate at such 
immense scales that we can no longer look at them or grasp them as 
whole and bounded images [...] Although we encounter them as pure 
presence, our contact with or apprehension of them is always partial. 
The hole in the ozone layer is but one such image; its vastness escapes 
easy capture except by simulation and data visualisation and thus is 
only ever experienced as a localised ‘aesthetic effect’, a sunburn.64 

Dadson’s ‘dirty pictures’ are images of scorched earth, as though the  
solar radiation that streams through the punctured ozone layer had been  
focused with a square lens right into our backyard. In comparison, 
Kenneth Goldsmith’s black square has a more diffused focal point, a larger 
scale. One cannot see, or at least not at a glance, the printer cartridges that  
clutter global landfills, refusing to biodegrade. No public roads bisect these  
‘installations,’ these abyssal works of environmental art. Indeed, 
Goldsmith’s approach seems a perverse combination of the artistic 
heroism of land art with the reckless expansionism of global capital: a  
destructive program without politics, without signification, with its dirty 
deeds hidden just out of sight. 

However, and in a perverse manner, it is possible that this catastroph-
ic and shallow wastefulness makes Goldsmith’s black square the most 
emblematic of them all. One Square Kilometer expresses manifestly the 
latent impulses of the other black squares of this essay. The irritation of 
Goldsmith’s artistic practice, its spamming and black faxing of various 
channels, is the product of a properly Malevichian vanguardism, and of 
a Bartlebyan or Barthelmian insistence on obstruction and aggravation. 
Yet, if Malevich sought to bring about a cataclysm in the histories of art, 

64 Schuppli, ‘Dirty Pictures’, pp. 194–6.
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Goldsmith’s work promises to hasten a catastrophic historical shift of a 
more literal order: the accumulated fallout of unsustainable practices and 
the swelling of global landfills. In its translating of the minor politics of 
obstruction and irritation into a major, apocalyptic scale, this black square 
marks the genesis of an expansive new register of eschatological art that 
threatens to turn the world into an inscrutable alien ruin: into one colos-
sal, blackened surface.

What this examination indicates is that the aesthetic mortgage of  
conceptual art and literary practices, even those which direct themselves 
towards subversive and decentralized modes of production, is underwritten 
by material and capital forces. We must reckon with a shift in the creation 
and circulation of aesthetic objects, and how these intersect with, and even 
buttress, larger world-systems. We are accustomed to narratives which 
frame the work of the Russian Suprematist painters through their connec-
tion to the bodies of government propaganda and nationalist narrative, or 
which tie the Abstract Expressionist boom to the diversifying portfolios 
of American oil barons, or which attribute the meteoric rise of William 
Faulkner’s literary capital to the extensive state support he received as an 
anti-communist ‘cultural ambassador’.65 It is imperative, however, that we 
resist the urge, however flattering, to ‘bracket off ’ the collusion between 
artistic expression and the marketplaces of extraction and exploitation as 
a historical phenomenon. We may sit in the Rothko chapel, and, staring 
into the epiphanic void of its black canvases, forget that this experience has 
been effectively bankrolled by Big Oil. Other iterations of the black square, 
however, might force us to remember, and lead us to view the terms and 
stakes of this ‘collaboration’ with painful clarity.

If the portability of these aesthetic gestures is predicated on  
abstracting their material and cultural fallout, an appropriate critical  
response is to render this waste in terms that are as concrete and as visible as  
possible. And, finally, it bears reminding ourselves that we, too, are a part 
of this marketplace, and that our critical and scholarly currency is all too 
often minted outside of the academy, in the very same mines that support 

65 To understand the role of ‘dirty money’ in the formation of American modern art col-
lections, one only has to look at the names. Getty, de Menil, Whitney, Guggenheim: these 
were individuals who amassed their fortunes through oil, tobacco, and mining enterprises, 
and who were then able to convert this economic capital to social capital, and back again, 
through buying and selling art. For an account of the third of these connections between 
aesthetic practice and government authority, see Deborah Cohn, ‘In between propaganda 
and escapism: William Faulkner as Cold War Cultural Ambassador’, Diplomatic History, 
40:3 (2016), 392–420.



148

black square

other articulations of the ‘accursed share’. This is the ultimate reality of 
waste, of trash: it is fundamentally non-discriminating, non-differentiating, 
and operates regardless of origin. We may produce ours in a different  
manner, and towards different ends, but it all ends up in the same place: in 
its heaps, its floating islands, its landfills and dumping sites, these portals 
to other worlds which will outlive us and speak on in our absence.
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‘The Quintessence of 
Bliss’: Pornography, 
Violence and the 
Formation of Homosexual 
Subjectivity in Teleny, or 
The Reverse of the Medal 

olivia krauze

Since the publication of influential essays such as Susan Sontag’s ‘The 
Pornographic Imagination’ in the 1960s and, over fifty years later, the 
establishment of Porn Studies in 2013, the first journal dedicated to 

the study of pornography, criticism on pornography has become increas-
ingly practised and accepted.1 The anti-pornography polemic of 1980s 
radical feminists, perhaps most famously that of Andrea Dworkin and 
Catherine MacKinnon, saw pornography as a violation of human rights 
and the sex it depicted as violence against women. While this stance has 
gradually been superseded by more nuanced discussions as well as depic-
tions of agency, fetishism and modern gender politics, the view of pornog-
raphy as a dangerous, disgusting and expendable kind of ‘trash’ — espe-
cially with ‘the expansions of pornography across the internet, its putative 
links to rape and sexual violence, and erotic life-styling or the oft-cited 
‘sexualization’ of culture’ — has never fully dissipated.2 This article does 
not intend to make any bold claim either for or against the production 
and consumption of pornography. Instead, it seeks to build upon Sontag’s 

1 Susan Sontag, Styles of Radical Will (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969); Feona 
Attwood and Clarissa Smith, ‘Porn Studies: an introduction’, Porn Studies, 1 (2014), 1–6.
2 See, for example: Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing Women (London: 
Women’s Press, 1981) and Catherine MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life 
and Law (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987); Attwood and Smith, ‘Porn 
Studies: an introduction’, p. 1.
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justification of the usefulness of porn studies, which remains pertinent: 
‘the pornographic imagination says something worth listening to, albeit 
in a degraded and often unrecognisable form,’ allowing access to its own 
unique ‘truth’.3 For Sontag, this truth is ‘about sensibility, about sex, about 
individual personality, about despair, about limits’.4 

This article is likewise interested in the relationships between Sontag’s 
‘truths’ in pornographic writing. However, where previous scholarship 
has tended to focus on the heteronormative politics of nineteenth-century 
pornography — Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians being the pioneer-
ing study in this area — I want to give renewed attention to a specific 
moment, or rather a specific publication, in its history: the anonymous 
pornographic novel Teleny, or The Reverse of the Medal (1893).5 

Critics such as Lisa Z. Sigel have identified Teleny as ‘one of the first 
pornographic novels to explore homosexuality as an identity rather than 
a practice’.6 Crucially, the other striking quality about the novel is its per-
vasive preoccupation with acts of violence. There exists a long-established 
link between sex and violence, or pain and pleasure. Yet, the link between 
sex, violence and queerness in one of the earliest texts, pornographic or 
otherwise, to pose a homosexual subjectivity, remains underexplored.7 I 
redress this gap in the literature, firstly by situating the novel within wider 
nineteenth-century pornographic discourse and establishing its unusual 
focus on (homo)sexual identity. I then discuss how violence is integral 
to this depiction, through close readings of violent acts in homosexual 
and heterosexual contexts respectively, as well as the often problematic 
relationship between them. With the term ‘violence’, I do not necessarily 
restrict my discussion to sexual violence, but look at various violent acts 

3 Sontag, Styles of Radical Will, p. 70.
4 Ibid., p. 71.
5 Steven Marcus, The Other Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in 
Mid-Nineteenth-Century England (London: Transworld Publishers, 1969); Oscar Wilde 
and others, Teleny, or The Reverse of the Medal, ed. by John McRae (London: GMP Pub-
lishers, 1986). All subsequent references are to this edition and page numbers are given in 
parenthesis.
6 Lisa Z. Sigel, Governing Pleasures: Pornography and Social Change in England, 1815–1914 
(Piscataway, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2002), p. 115.
7 While I sometimes use the terms ‘queer’ and ‘homosexual’ interchangeably, note a sub-
tle but important difference between ‘homosexual’ as a label of identity, and ‘queer’ as ‘a 
political and existential stance, an ideological commitment, a decision to live outside some 
norm or other’, as articulated by Richard Thompson Ford in ‘What’s Queer about Race?’, 
in After Sex?: On Writing Since Queer Theory, ed. by Janet Halley and Andrew Parker (New 
York: Duke University Press, 2011), pp. 121–129 (p. 123).
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— real or imagined, potential or threatening, small and great — in which 
the novel abounds and where the overall aim is to inflict harm or injury 
on the self or other, although the intricacies as to the desired effect may 
vary (e.g., for the purposes of pleasure as well as pain). Working with Leo 
Bersani’s psychoanalytical theories on masochism, I examine in particu-
lar the narrative functions of violence in relation to the love plot between 
Camille and Teleny, which I argue queer previous conventions of ‘individ-
ual personality’, ‘despair’ and ‘limits’ in nineteenth-century pornographic 
texts. I finish by examining the implications that Teleny’s violent death 
brings to my argument and to the broader context of emergent queer iden-
tity at the fin de siècle. 

‘Individual personality’, at least in terms of realist representations of char-
acter and emotion, was, as a rule, a minor consideration of pornographic 
writing in the late nineteenth century, unless it worked to increase in some 
way the titillation of the numerous sexual encounters depicted. Teleny, 
sometimes attributed to Oscar Wilde, but more likely written round-rob-
in by various contributors, is thus perhaps unsurprisingly interspersed 
with often incongruous scenes involving one-off characters such as ‘the 
maid’, ‘the prostitute’ or ‘the Spahi’.8 However, remarkably, the novel con-
centrates first and foremost on the sexual but also deeply emotional rela-
tionship between Frenchman Camille Des Grieux — the narrator — and 
Hungarian pianist René Teleny. While previous pornographic works, such 
as The Romance of Lust (1873) or The Sins of the Cities of the Plain (1881), 
included both oral and anal sex acts between men, they did not necessarily 
assign a homosexual identity to those who practiced them.9 In contrast, 
Des Grieux openly admits, ‘I had really never cared for her or for any other 
woman’ (p. 55), dismissing the heterosexual encounters in which he en-
gages before beginning his relationship with Teleny. Here, it is heterosex-
uality which is seen as a practice, rather than the norm. Teleny is thus one 

8 While I predominantly discuss the novel as a whole due to my focus on the central 
relationship running through the text, critics such as Robert Gray and Christopher Keep 
have offered a wider consideration of the implications of this multiple authorship on the 
queer community writing and written into the text. See ‘“An Uninterrupted Current”: Ho-
moeroticism and Collaborative Authorship in Teleny’, in Literary Couplings: Writing Cou-
ples, Collaborators, and the Construction of Authorship, ed. by Marjorie Stone and Judith 
Thompson (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006), pp. 193–208.   
9 The Romance of Lust (Ware: Wordsworth Classics, 1995); The Sins of the Cities of the 
Plain, ed. by Wolfram Setz (Richmond, VA: Valancourt Books, 2012).
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of the earliest texts to engage with the very formation of homosexuality. 
To quote Foucault:

Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was 
transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior an-
drogyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite had been a tem-
porary aberration; the homosexual was now a species.10 

The novel’s central narrative forms part of this turn towards the ‘interior’ 
or the ‘soul’, a focus on self-identification as well as the sexual desire and 
act itself. 

It is the engagement of the novel with this statement through a series 
of graphic, violent sexual and non-sexual acts which is singular. Worried 
that the content would ‘shock the national amour-propre of his English 
subscribers’, the erotica publisher Leonard Smithers changed the setting 
of the action from London to France in the 1893 English edition; Charles 
Hirsch returned it to London for the 1934 French edition potentially for 
similar reasons.11 Indeed, the primary concern of this article is the rela-
tionship between these ‘shocking’ elements of the novel and the structures 
formed by them. For, not only is violence a feature of Teleny, it appears in 
the very first chapter, before even the relation of any sexual act. Thus, an 
atmosphere of affective violence — the emotionally-charged experience of 
violence, here imagined, moving between bodies — is immediately estab-
lished. Critically, this is also the moment when Des Grieux interacts with 
Teleny for the first time. In a vision induced by Teleny’s piano-playing, Des 
Grieux sees himself as Hadrian, the Roman emperor, lamenting the death 
of his lover Antinoüs, before describing how ‘[t]he scene then changed, 
and shifted into the gorgeous towns of Sodom and Gomorrah, weird, 
beautiful and grand’ (p. 30). These transposing images conjure up both 
Classical and Biblical narratives in which homosexual love or desire is in-
explicably bound up with destruction and violence, thereby intertwining 
with the present fate of the two protagonists and foreshadowing several of 
the events in the novel.

Yet, arguably the most graphically violent incident in the novel occurs 
not between Des Grieux and Teleny, but in the midst of a lavish homosexual 

10 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 3 vols (New York: Vintage Books, 1990), I, p. 
43.
11 Leonard Smithers, quoted in John McRae, ‘Introduction’, in Oscar Wilde and others, 
Teleny, or The Reverse of the Medal, ed. by John McRae (London: GMP Publishers, 1986), pp. 
7–24 (pp. 10–11).
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orgy held by Briancourt, a mutual friend of the lovers, which starts with 
the insertion of a bottle into the anus of one of the revellers: 

We were all breathless with excitement, seeing the intense pleasure the 
Spahi was feeling, when all at once, amidst the perfect silence that fol-
lowed each of the soldier’s groans, a slight shivering sound was heard, 
which was at once succeeded by a loud scream of pain and terror from 
the prostrate man, of horror from the other. The bottle had broken; the 
handle and part of it came out, cutting all the edges that pressed against 
it, the other part remained engulfed within the anus (p. 155).

This highly visceral passage described predominantly through a crescendo 
of sounds, from ‘groans’ and ‘a slight shivering sound’ to ‘a loud scream 
of pain and terror’, ends as quickly as it escalates. The quoted passage 
marks the end of the chapter and, in some way, issues a final narrative 
silence which heightens the shock factor of the encounter. Abandoning 
the action at its climax engrains the episode in the reader’s mind. Since 
the novel is structured as a series of recollections, told in dialogue form by 
Des Grieux to his unnamed interlocutor, like the latter, the reader is left 
disorientated and wanting to know more: ‘Tell me, rather, what became 
of the poor Spahi?’ (p. 158). The image of a bottle as an object of sexual 
pleasure was not in itself unusual or undocumented. In ‘A Short Essay on 
Sodomy, etc.’, appended to The Sins of the Cities of the Plain, the writer 
lists ‘the number of things different admirers of [sodomy] have inserted 
in their anus’ as described by the French doctor Ambrose Tardieu. It is a 
list which involves knitting needles, bottles and glasses, pieces of wood, 
spoons, carrots and potatoes.12 In a visual sexualisation of this practice, an 
early erotic photograph depicts two naked women, suggestively handling 
a bottle (Appendix, Figure 1). However, in Teleny, these playful, explora-
tive exchanges become the cause of ‘the most excruciating pains’ closely 
followed by death (p. 157). 

There is a danger in over-analysing such a moment in pornographic 
writing. In many ways, this scene simply serves as a means of testing the 
limits of sexual pleasure to their ultimate breaking point: death. What is 
significant, is that this sexual act becomes one of self-violence, firstly, in 
the Spahi’s refusal to go to the hospital because of the shame and stigma at-
tached to his injury, and secondly, in his choice to shoot himself following 
the incident. Homosexual violence, then, becomes a homosexual secret, 
with Des Grieux commenting that ‘[t]he cause of the suicide remained a 

12 The Sins of the Cities of the Plain, p. 85.
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mystery to everybody except ourselves’ (p. 157). Later, Teleny’s death is 
similarly told to the public in ‘veiled words’ (p. 188). On one level, this is 
done to protect the reputation of the individual, since the 1885 Labouchère 
Amendment criminalised both public and private homosexual activity. 
On another level, it protects the network of people who continue to en-
gage in homosexual practices. Although Briancourt’s symposiums may 
be scenes of casual and exclusively sexual encounters, they also create an 
alternative world, a self-identifying and self-preserving community, with 
the host welcoming Des Grieux as ‘one of us’ and Teleny speaking of ‘our 
revels’ (pp. 141, 145, my emphasis).

A pornographic account of these close-knit homosexual circles does 
not necessarily prove their existence, although it certainly affords them 
a place in the newly-forming queer imagination. For, as Steven Marcus 
explains, ‘pornographic fiction cannot as a whole be thought of as a record 
of experience but must be thought of as a record of fantasy’.13 The focus on 
fantasy in erotic fiction makes reading Teleny in light of psychoanalytical 
studies on the intersection of sex and violence particularly fruitful, helping 
us to understand why this interrelationship is explored so frequently in the 
text. In his deconstruction of Freud’s theories on sexuality, Leo Bersani ar-
gues that the sex and death drive are part and parcel rather than separate: 
‘destructiveness is constitutive of sexuality’.14  Expanding on the psycholog-
ical link between sexuality and violence, he writes: 

If sexuality is constituted as masochism, the immobilization of fan-
tasmatic structures can only have a violent dénouement. That is the 
oppressive, excessive, destabilizing, exciting representation must be 
evacuated; the masochistic origin of sexuality means that the extreme 
logic of sexual pleasure is its explosive end.15 

There are several moments in Teleny when Bersani’s theory of ‘the maso-
chistic origin of sexuality’ becomes applicable. For example, in his early 
yearnings for Teleny, Des Grieux writes: ‘A strong erection thereupon took 
place, which stiffened every nerve and almost made me mad; but though 
I suffered, still the pain I felt was sweet’ (p. 51). For Des Grieux, sweet-
ness and pain are interchangeable here. The preoccupation of late nine-
teenth-century pornography with flagellation shows masochism to have 

13 Marcus, The Other Victorians, p. 46.
14 Leo Bersani, The Freudian Body: Psychoanalysis and Art (New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 1986), p. 20. Original italics. 
15  Ibid., p. 46.
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already formed a large part of the erotic imagination. For example, the 
subtitle of ‘Country Retirement’ (c. 1885) reads: 

Pourtraying [sic] some delightful and exciting Scenes of Punishment; 
which are depicted as viewed either of an Amatory Character; or when 
the Punishment is suggested merely by Lustful cruelty: sometimes a 
strange admixture of both passions, incite to the administration of 
Whip or Rod.16 

Pornography as a form of expression, free from the restrictions placed 
on public forms of writing, creates a space where the ‘delight’ and ‘excite-
ment’ of these acts may be explored. In The Freudian Body and elsewhere, 
Bersani argues that an openness to the jouissance or self-shattering which 
occurs at these moments of ‘strange admixture’ is vital for psychic health. 
In ‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’, he points in particular to the value of ‘a more 
radical disintegration and humiliation of the self ’ and of a pleasure in the 
psychic loss of control or near-madness described by Des Grieux.17 This 
idea of self-shattering or the broken self is reflected in the very structure 
of Teleny. As I have discussed in relation to the bottle scene, the reader is 
often permitted to act as voyeur to a sexual episode before being suddenly 
taken out of the action again; narrative ends remain unexplored or cut off 
short by these violent dénouements.   

Does Teleny, then, work to establish a stronger link between queerness 
and violence than heterosexuality and violence? In his later work Homos, 
Bersani sees the element of abjection, and thus a proclivity to the experi-
ence of jouissance, as inherent to homosexual identity, beginning the pro-
logue thus: ‘No one wants to be called a homosexual.’18 Des Grieux himself 
panics when receiving a note threatening to brand him a sodomite: ‘My 
hands were trembling like aspen leaves — nay, my whole body was quiver-
ing; so thoroughly was I cowed down with fear and appalled with shame’ 
(p. 132). Moreover, there are moments in Teleny when the differing heter-
osexual and homosexual experience of sex and violence are directly com-
pared, with the description of Des Grieux and Teleny’s first kiss, reading: 

Our lips […] pressed and rubbed with such passionate strength that 
the blood began to ooze from them — nay, its seemed as if this fluid, 

16  Peter Mendes, Clandestine Erotic Fiction in English 1800–1930: A Bibliographic Study 
(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1993), p. 131.
17 Leo Bersani, ‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’, October, 43 (1987), 197–222 (p. 217) <https://doi.
org/10.2307/3397574> [accessed 17 February 2021].
18  Leo Bersani, Homos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 1.
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rushing up from our two hearts, was bent upon mingling together to 
celebrate in that auspicious moment the old hymeneal rites of marriage 
(p. 111).

The couple’s bleeding lips are offered as an alternative to the bleeding of a 
virgin bride on her wedding night, with the image of feminine pain and 
innocence subverted to great effect, even as the idea is underlined. While 
pain in this context is usually inevitable, here it is purposeful, defiant and 
deeply pleasurable; it is a means of forging a different ‘rite of marriage’ 
and, later, literally through that of anal intercourse. The kiss is so intense 
that Des Grieux asks ‘Was I dying?’ (p. 111) before fainting. 

The superiority of male-male love had previously been asserted in 
non-fiction texts such as John Addington Symonds’s A Problem in Greek 
Ethics (1883).19 His work is referred to by Leonard Smithers in the pro-
spectus to Teleny: ‘a thrilling story, based to some extent on the subject 
treated by the eminent littérateur who died a few months ago — i.e. on 
the Urning, or man loving man’.20 Writing of the pederastic relationship 
between a youth and an older man in ancient Greek culture, Symonds 
claimed that ‘[t]he tie was both more spiritual and more energetic than 
that which bound man to woman’.21 While Symonds was speaking strictly 
of the superiority of idealistic Platonic love, later gay rights activists like 
Edward Carpenter (1844–1929) would emphasise that ‘to all love and to 
all human feeling there must necessarily be a physical side’.22 

The relationship between Des Grieux and Teleny might be seen as a 
mixture of both: a spiritual, loving bond, which even allows for moments 
of telepathic connection that is combined with an often animal-like phys-
ical desire: ‘[Teleny’s] craving amounted to rage; it was that of the wild 
beast seizing his prey’ (p. 112). Indeed, the original subtitle to Teleny, ‘A 
PHYSIOLOGICAL ROMANCE OF TO-DAY’ creates a direct link between 
sex, love and modernity.23 The novel thus reworks Symonds’s statement 

19 John Addington Symonds, A Problem in Greek Ethics: being an inquiry into the phe-
nomenon of sexual inversion, addressed especially to medical psychologists and jurists (Lon-
don: The Areopagitiga Society, 1908). 
20 Mendes, Clandestine Erotic Fiction, p. 252. Symonds had already examined the German 
activist’s Karl Heinrich Ulrichs’s concept of the ‘Urning’ — a person with a masculine body 
but a feminine soul, and therefore sexually attracted to other men — in A Problem in Mod-
ern Ethics (London: [s.n.], 1896).
21 Symonds, A Problem in Greek Ethics, p. 3.
22 Edward Carpenter, Homogenic Love, and its Place in a Free Society (Manchester: La-
bour Press Society, 1894), p. 13.
23 Mendes, Clandestine Erotic Fiction, p. 252.
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into Des Grieux’s assertion that ‘[t]he quintessence of bliss can, therefore, 
only be enjoyed by beings of the same sex’ (p. 167), seeing both emotional 
and physical connection as necessary to this higher form of happiness. 
Although the wording includes female-female relationships, the preoc-
cupation of Teleny is the development of a male homosexual subjectivity 
that stands in contrast to, and indeed above, heterosexual ideals. As the 
passages in the novel repeatedly demonstrate, this ‘bliss’ is entirely reli-
ant upon and inseparable from violence. This does not necessarily make 
the violence more extreme or harmful. In fact, as we shall soon see, the 
violence of homosexual acts is, in various ways, portrayed as simultane-
ously more intense and purer than that of heterosexual acts. In light of 
previous pornographic material, in which all acts were permitted and no 
sexual identity was assigned, this preference might be seen as simplifying 
and limiting sexual experience. As Bersani writes, ‘[t]he classification into 
character types of how people imagine and pursue their bodies’ pleasures 
greatly reduced the heterogeneity of erotic behavior’.24 

In a postmodern world, the conceptualisation of sexuality as a spectrum, 
rather than a set of definitive categories — most famously articulated by 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in the 1980s — has become a lived experience. As 
such, the limits of the hetero/homo binary are now much more obvious.25 
However, initially, labels such as ‘homosexual’ and ‘invert’, which would 
become increasingly defined in sexological texts such as Richard von 
Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis (1892) and Havelock Ellis’s Sexual 
Inversion (1897), were crucial to the establishment of non-heterosexual 
behaviour as an identity.26 Although sexologists did not seek to legiti-
mise or normalise homosexuality in the way that Symonds and Carpenter 
did, they maintained that homosexual desire was not merely a conscious 
choice, but a psychological condition. In Teleny, the wider queer strug-
gle to define oneself against ‘the life-script of opposite-sex marriage and 
reproduction’ thus becomes a specific struggle to define homosexual sex 
against heterosexual sex.27 

24 Bersani, Homos, p. 11.
25 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire 
(New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1985).
26 Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia sexualis: with especial reference to contrary sex-
ual instinct: a medico-legal study (Philadelphia, PA: F.A. Davis Co., 1892); Havelock Ellis 
and John Addington Symonds, Sexual Inversion: A Critical Edition, ed. by Ivan Crozier 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).
27 Holly Furneaux, ‘Victorian Sexualities’, in Literature Compass, 8.10 (2011), 767–775 (p. 
772) <https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-4113.2011.00834.x> [accessed 17 February 2021].
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In Teleny, the difference in the treatment of sex and violence when prac-
tised by homosexual characters — as opposed to heterosexual characters 
— becomes evident upon closer inspection of the few heteronormative 
acts described in the novel. To take another instance which explores sexual 
limits: in an earlier episode in a brothel, Des Grieux watches as ‘the old 
prostitute’ (p. 64) physically refuses to let her partner stop pleasuring her, 
eventually rupturing her blood vessel:

feeling the warm blood flow in her womb, and bathe her inflamed 
parts, she began to pant, to scream, and to leap with delight, for the 
ejaculation was at length taking place. Thus it happened that the 
death-rattle of the one mixed itself up with the panting and gurgling of 
the other (p. 67).28 

Here, the language of death is not solely used to describe the experience of 
sexual pleasure, as in Des Grieux’s ‘Was I dying?’, but literal death occurs 
in tandem with orgasm. As the verb ‘mixing’ indicates, it is difficult to 
discern which sounds are those of ‘the death-rattle’ and which the ‘panting 
and gurgling’ of pleasure. Steven Marcus notes that ‘the idea of pleasure 
in pornography typically excludes the idea of gratification, of cessation. 
Pleasure is thought of as endless and as endless repetition.’29 Indeed, in a 
way, the pleasure experienced by the prostitute never ends; it continues 
beyond life itself.30 However, in contrast to the death of the Spahi, where 
all those present are immediately ready to help and distressed by the trag-
edy, here another prostitute bitterly comments: ‘“Ah! la sale bougre!” said 
the ghoul-like woman with the bloodless face. “It’s all over with the slut 
now, and she owes me…”’ (p. 67). This indifference and focus on monetary 
matters at the moment of death is disturbing. Moreover, unlike the bottle 
scene, which makes no mention of blood, here there is a surfeit of it. 

Other bodily fluids also fill the brothel, with ‘many of the young men 
[…] beg[inning] now to feel squeamish, to be quite sick, to hiccough, and 
finally to throw up’ (p. 66). It is not simply horrifying; it is also disgust-
ing. While there is an argument to be made for the desirability of the dis-
gusting, Des Grieux does not find himself aroused. Rather, he recollects 

28 Although the above encounter takes place between two women, it is performed for 
the pleasure of paying heterosexual male customers and as a prelude to heterosexual sex; I 
consider it, therefore, a heteronormative rather than queer act. Despite some ambiguity on 
the point, what it is notably not is a sex act between men.
29 Marcus, The Other Victorians, p. 217.
30 I use the term ‘prostitute’ in accordance with this and other pornographic texts of the 
period.
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how ‘[i]n that confusion I slipped away, cured forever of the temptation of 
again visiting such a house of nightly entertainment’ (p. 67).

In Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed argues that, 

if orientation is about making the strange familiar through the exten-
sion of bodies into space, then disorientation occurs when that exten-
sion fails. Or we could say that some spaces extend certain bodies and 
simply do not leave room for others.31 

Unlike his college friends, Des Grieux is reluctant to enter a space meant 
for the extension of heterosexual bodies, a space he leaves amongst ‘confu-
sion’ and to which he is unwilling ever to return. The house itself seems to 
make men sick, the word ‘cured’ associating its vacated space with phys-
ical as well as moral disease. Notably, this judgement is not passed about 
Briancourt’s symposium, although both are the scene of unfettered group 
sexual activity. Literally, the semantic field of disease reflects a concern 
with sexually transmitted infections, the linking of ‘all the horrors of syph-
ilis’ (p. 60) with heterosexual sex and the lower classes, working to estab-
lish a contrasting image of upper-class homosexuality as healthy. As in the 
chapter detailing the bottle scene, the action ends abruptly, but this time 
the interlocutor does not enquire further about the prostitute’s death, as he 
did with the Spahi. Thus, the desirability and possibilities of heterosexual 
sex acts in Teleny are almost always cut off by violence; a violence which is 
somehow colder, more destructive and deliberate. 

Much like in previous pornographic texts of the period, the women in 
Teleny are predominantly victims of sexual violence inflicted by lustful 
male characters; in these cases, sexual pleasure is not only worth dying for, 
but also worth killing for.32 For example, Des Grieux’s maid is driven to 
suicide after his coachman rapes her: ‘I had just time enough to catch sight 
of the girl in her blood-stained chemise’ (p. 99), her screams marking the 
end of the original first volume. Rumours also spread at the homosexual 
orgy that the Viscount’s penis is so large that ‘a woman had been ripped 
up by it’ and ‘died in consequence of the wound received’ (p. 147). On the 

31 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2006), p. 11.
32 Like Teleny, many of these texts are the recollections of a first-person male narrator, 
most famously Walter’s My Secret Life (Stroud: Chalford Press, 2006), first published in 
1888. Even pornographic writing that features female protagonists, such as The Lustful Turk 
(London: W.H. Allen, 1985) — first published in 1893 — often remained extremely violent 
in the treatment of women, since female subjectivity was rendered by a male writer.
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other hand, aside from the accident with the bottle and the Spahi, there are 
no instances of men killing men during sex, nor are there non-consensual 
male-male sexual encounters. Indeed, in his examination of female char-
acters in Teleny, Christopher Wellings writes that ‘Teleny offers women a 
double insult. It feigns to disavow them, sanctioning their destruction to 
establish the desirability of the male, then proceeds to construct a homo-
sexuality that relies on the ‘feminine’ for its articulation’.33 

While my focus here is on the formation of homosexual identity and 
not female subjectivity in the novel; it is vital to note that the former hap-
pens at the expense of the latter. Wellings’s comments recall Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick’s seminal argument, which posits that ‘the status of women, 
and the whole question of arrangements between genders, is deeply and 
inescapably inscribed in the structure even of relationships that seem to 
exclude women — even in male homosocial/homosexual relationships’, 
which become a means of routing male-male identity and preserving pa-
triarchal power at large.34 The multiple authorship of Teleny further com-
plicates and supports this reading of one-off, violent episodes involving 
women in the novel, as a range of male identities are constructed against 
the concurrent destruction of the female body. Homosexual subjectivity in 
Teleny, then, cannot ultimately be separated from the violent structures of 
identity formation within which it operates any more than the heteronor-
mative subjectivities posed in previous pornographic works.

Significantly, however, not once do Des Grieux and Teleny participate in 
any of these extreme acts of sex and violence throughout the novel, neither 
with men nor with women. Rather, like the readers, they remain voyeurs. 
In many ways, this abstention romanticises their relationship, which is 
based on a healthier, consensual and non-lethal form of masochism. This 
trope is constitutive to the formation of a specific homosexual subjectiv-
ity in the text. Rather than simply listing a range of homosexual sex acts, 
this continuity builds up an idealised, loving and exclusive relationship 
between them, with Des Grieux pledging ‘I am your’s [sic], Teleny! Happy 
to be your’s, your’s for ever and your’s alone!’ (p. 112). Happiness, monog-
amy and eternity are repeatedly fused together here; this is the endless 
repetition not of pornography, but of a love plot. For, as Sontag points out, 

33 Christopher Wellings, ‘Dangerous desires: the uses of women in Teleny’, in John 
McRae, Teleny Revisited: A Special issue of the Oscholars, ed. by John McRae, Oscholars 
(2008) <https://web.archive.org/web/20120915091015/http://www.oscholars.com/TO/Spe-
cials/Teleny/wellings.htm> [accessed 24 February 2021].
34 Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men, p. 25.
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within pornographic writing, ‘[i]deally, it should be possible for everyone 
to have a sexual connection with everyone else.’35

I do, however, take issue with Matt Cook’s statement that ‘Des Grieux 
and Teleny identify themselves as constitutionally interested in the same 
sex but they also desire and have sex with women. A preference is suggest-
ed but the possibilities for these men are not curtailed’.36 Although both 
characters have sex with women, the sexual activity does not necessarily 
correspond with their desires, and as I have discussed above, it has much 
more to do with delineating an identity which excludes them altogether 
from its model of healthy sexuality. For example, Des Grieux’s telepathic 
link with Teleny allows him to see that in the sexual encounter between 
Teleny and ‘the Countess’, ‘[h]e accepted rather than returned her caress-
es’ (p. 74). Moreover, it is only by thinking of Des Grieux in her place 
that Teleny is able to become aroused: ‘he thought, if instead of this lady’s 
mouth those lips were my lips; and his phallus at once stiffened and awoke 
into life; the glands swelled with blood; not only an erection took place, 
but it almost ejaculated’ (p. 82). Similarly, Des Grieux only pursues his 
chambermaid in an attempt to forget about Teleny: ‘I thought I had found 
another means of getting rid of this horrible infatuation’ (p. 86). The ‘I 
thought’ here alerts the reader to the inevitable failure of this prospect. 
Moreover, crucially, both of these incidents occur before they begin their 
relationship. Returning to Cook’s analysis, he does admit that in the novel, 
‘depictions of homosexual and heterosexual love are not interchangeable’ 
and that, as I have already touched upon, ‘heterosexual sex [is associated] 
with disease, abuse and enclosure.’37 In fact, sexual contact with another 
partner once Des Grieux and Teleny are together, significantly with a het-
erosexual partner in the form of Des Grieux’s mother, marks the moment 
that the protagonists’ relationship falls apart and is disturbed by violence.38 
To adopt the language of the text, they are infected by the violence which 
had previously only affected others.

Notably, these two characters’ exemption from violence up to this point 
is also intricately bound up with their high social status. In contrast to 
Teleny, The Sins of the Cities of the Plain allegedly exposes the recollections 

35 Sontag, Styles of Radical Will, p. 67.
36 Matt Cook, London and the Culture of Homosexuality, 1885–1914 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2003), pp. 104–105.
37 Ibid., p. 105.
38 Once again, the suggestion is that Teleny did not enter into this arrangement willingly, 
but as a result of bribery or guilt: ‘his debts, which had been paid by my mother, had been 
the cause of his infidelity’ (p. 188).
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of Jack Saul, a real late-nineteenth century male prostitute. His friend 
George Brown’s account of the sex trafficking of young working-class girls 
and boys makes this class distinction clear: ‘Did you ever hear there is a 
small and very select club in Paris, where they practice every kind of cru-
elty, and even sometimes kill their victims.’39 In Teleny, the gentlemen in 
the brothel are either indifferent or watch as the prostitute bleeds to death 
in front of them. Indeed, as George Brown makes clear, they can even pay 
to inflict sexual violence and death on others without any consequences 
to themselves. In both texts, acts of misogyny, which might be directed 
against women as well as abject femininity in men, are fuelled and vindi-
cated by class discrimination.

These structures of violence, then, contribute to the creation of a 
class-specific homosexual subjectivity in Teleny. This is partly because of 
the target audience of pornographic material in the late nineteenth centu-
ry. Clandestine publishing notices such as ‘The present edition is not for 
sale to the public and booksellers are hereby warned that this volume is 
not to be sold, nor advertised, nor shown in any public place’ were com-
mon and ensured that pornography remained within a small, select group 
of subscribers.40 Teleny, a two-volume limited edition of two hundred cop-
ies priced at five guineas, would only have been accessible to the wealthiest 
circles of society.41

In light of this, it is perhaps unsurprising that the novel establishes a 
sense of contempt not only for heterosexual sex acts, concentrated in the 
female body, but also for homosexual ones which do not conform to the 
practices of this specific group. For example, while walking at night in an 
area of the city known for prostitution, Des Grieux admits: ‘I felt a deep 
sense of disgust at seeing the old catamite’ (p. 107). Although Morris B. 
Kaplan calls The Sins of the Cities of the Plain ‘an epic of polymorphous 
pansexuality and gender fuck’ where ‘[s]choolmasters have sex with their 
pupils, customers with clerks; brothers with sisters; noble lords with rough 
lads; respectable burgeois [sic.] with drag queens’, these couplings are 
nonetheless essentially tied up with sexual exploitation.42 If the narrator 

39 The Sins of the Cities of the Plain, p. 74.
40 Notice to ‘The Life and Adventures of Father Silas’ (c. 1930), in Mendes, Clandestine 
Erotic Fiction in English, p. 154.
41 James G. Nelson, Publisher to the Decadents: Leonard Smithers in the Careers of  
Beardsley, Wilde, Dowson (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 
p. 34.
42 Morris B. Kaplan, Sodom on the Thames: Sex, Love and Scandal in Wilde Times (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2005), pp. 222–23.
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had not been Jack Saul, but had been one of the ‘respectable burgeois [sic.]’, 
the novel’s tone may have more closely resembled that of the above quote 
from Teleny.

Neither Teleny nor The Sins of the Cities of the Plain can be said to create 
a sense of sexual equality, unity or solidarity between the aristocratic and 
the working-class homosexual. It is only in later non-pornographic litera-
ture that these values were first realised, such as in E. M. Forster’s Maurice 
(written between 1913 and 1914), in which the upper middle-class Maurice 
eventually finds happiness with gamekeeper ‘Scudder’. In 1960, Forster 
himself admitted in a terminal note to the novel that the relationship was 
modelled on Edward Carpenter and his partner George Merrill, who grew 
up in the slums of Sheffield.43 In 1893, when the two men first became inti-
mate, engaging in a relationship that was not only openly homosexual, but 
also cross-class, was as rare in reality as it was in fiction.44

The considerable amount of non-sexual violence and death in Teleny, 
which is also unconventional for pornographic writing, furthers these 
class divisions. I have already mentioned the most common cause of 
death, namely suicide, which culminates, finally, in Teleny taking his own 
life after Des Grieux catches him in the act of having sex with his mother. 
Returning to Teleny’s apartment, Des Grieux describes the scene exten-
sively: ‘I saw a pool of coagulated blood on the dazzling-white, fur carpet, 
and Teleny, half-stretched, half-fallen, on the bearskin-covered couch. A 
small dagger was plunged in his breast, and the blood continued to trickle 
out of the wound’ (pp. 185–186). This is a highly aestheticized death; the 
red colour of the blood is offset by the white carpet, with the fur and bear-
skin adding textural detail. The neat ‘trickle’ of the blood contrasts with 
the previous, messy bloodbaths in the novel. There is a certain cruelty to 
this aesthetic portrayal; the rich description of the setting, the minimisa-
tion of gore and Teleny’s youthful beauty work together to make his dead 
body a fetishized commodity object in itself. Sigel writes that ‘[f]etishism 
became a bazaar where pornographers advertised their wares according to 
an exclusive sexual fixation, whether upon a singular act, actor, or locale’.45 

43 ‘[H]e and his comrade George Merrill combined to make a profound impression on 
me and to touch a creative spring’. E. M. Forster, terminal note to Maurice, ed. by P. N. 
Furbank (London: Penguin Classics, 2005), pp. 219–224 (p. 219).
44 Chushichi Tsuzuki, ‘Carpenter, Edward (1844–1929)’, Oxford Dictionary of National  
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:od-
nb/32300> [accessed 17 February 2021].
45 Sigel, Governing Pleasures, p. 110.
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Although the scene is not explicitly sexual, the act of stabbing — with the 
phallic dagger ‘plunged in’ — and the plush locale are highly eroticised. 

The scene is not dissimilar to the sexualised portrayal of beautiful, dead 
female bodies in Victorian culture; women who often kill themselves for 
love of a man, perhaps most famously depicted in the 1851 Millais paint-
ing of the drowned Ophelia, who is found floating in the water among 
reeds and flowers. She is pale, her hair is loose and flowing about her, and 
her mouth is seductively ajar.46 In Teleny, there are no such descriptions of 
dead women; the deaths of those considered ‘good looking’, like the maid, 
are glossed over (p. 87), while the prostitute who bursts a blood vessel is 
described as ‘old, short, squat and obese; quite a bladder of fat’ (p. 62). 
Since, male bodies are more desirable than female ones, for Des Grieux, 
this imagery is therefore replaced by that of the young, dead homosexual.

   Remarkably, the only other dead male body in the novel is that of the 
Spahi, who enlisted in order to taste ‘what new pleasures Algiers could af-
ford him’ (p. 146). Here, it is the dangerous yet seductive exoticism associ-
ated with the Orient that is fetishized, with Des Grieux asking: ‘Do tell me 
who is that man with eyes on fire? He seems, indeed, lust incarnate, and is 
evidently past-master in lewdness’ (p. 146). The Spahi’s overt sexuality is 
utilised to maximise the titillation of the bottle episode before his charac-
ter is dispensed with. These scenes simultaneously feed into and queer a 
tradition of aesthetic exploitation. 

Despite this, as I have already pointed out, Teleny attempts to shift the 
focus from narratives of violent abuse and possession by others, which are 
common in heterosexual pornography, to a new kind of violent autono-
my granted to the homosexual community it depicts. Indeed, both acts 
of deadly violence against men in the novel are either carried out at the 
bequest of the victim or self-administered. Yet, again, these acts are de-
picted as admirable only when committed by the upper classes, with Des 
Grieux musing, ‘In my case suicide was not only allowable, but laudable — 
nay, heroic’ (p. 110). The movement from what is ‘allowable’, specifically by 
God, to ‘heroic’, reflects a movement from identification with Christianity 
to classical antiquity. Indeed, to return to visual art, Teleny’s death scene 
closely resembles a nineteenth-century etching of Emperor Hadrian and 
his drowned slave Antinous by Giuseppe Mochetti (Appendix, Figure 2); 
one of the images conjured up in the first chapter and thus a frame to the 

46 See, for example, Brenna Mulhall, ‘The Romanticization of the Dead Female Body in 
Victorian and Contemporary Culture’, Aisthesis, 8.2 (2017), 1–8 <https://pubs.lib.umn.edu/
index.php/aisthesis/article/view/46/43> [accessed 17 February 2021].
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novel. Des Grieux writes that ‘some women knelt, and began to mumble 
prayers’ while ‘[Teleny’s] head fell lifeless on my chest’ (p. 187); it is a scene 
taken almost directly from art. As Fraser Riddell points out in his discus-
sion of music in the novel, such references and images are clearly intended 
to appeal to ‘a sophisticated cosmopolitan coterie readership alert to the 
queer implications of its frequent cultural allusions, both to music and the 
other arts’.47 

Interestingly, violence also serves another function in this final scene. It 
creates a moment which might be seen as existing outside of time and con-
vention by allowing Des Grieux to touch Teleny for the first time in public 
by nursing his dying body. In Queer Dickens, Holly Furneaux is the first to 
examine the homoerotics of nursing in Victorian culture: ‘same-sex nurs-
ing operates as a central, reiterated behaviour through which both male 
and female characters legitimate their physical contact and express their 
excitement at such intimate touching’.48 Yet, where she feels that ‘critical 
attention has focused on instances where same-sex desires energetically 
break out as acts of destruction and violence’ and that the exploration of 
tender same-sex tactility offers an alternative to such readings, I see the 
two as inextricably intertwined.49 The violence that Teleny inflicts upon 
himself leads directly to Des Grieux gently nursing him in his final mo-
ments: holding his head, moistening his lips, calling him ‘my love’ and ‘my 
angel’ (pp. 186–7).

This precedes the portrayal and development of violence or play-vi-
olence as a means of initiating touch in other early gay literature. In 
Maurice, for example, Maurice and Durham use the opportunity provided 
by the schoolboy tradition of ‘ragging’ to engage in sexually-charged phys-
ical contact: ‘There was nothing but ragging for many days after that […] 
Wherever they met, which was everywhere, they would butt and spar and 
embroil their friends.’50 However, crucially, this is only the first stage of 
contact; the characters eventually progress to more tender exchanges such 
as walking arm in arm and stroking each other’s hair, which ‘[i]n the world 
of their friends […] attracted no notice’.51

47  Fraser Riddell, ‘Queer Music in the Queen’s Hall: Teleny and Decadent Musical Geog-
raphies at the Fin de Siècle’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 25.4 (2020), 593–608 (p. 594). 
48  Holly Furneaux, Queer Dickens: Erotics, Families, Masculinities (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2009), p. 177.
49 Ibid., p. 207.
50 Forster, Maurice, p. 37.
51 Ibid. 
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This tension between violence and tenderness is repeatedly explored 
throughout Des Grieux and Teleny’s deeply physical yet loving relation-
ship. That, previously, their exchanges had always been private, or had oc-
curred within a circle of homosexual men only, makes this final image a 
powerful one: that of the former clasping the latter as a lover mourning 
his beloved in front of a gathering crowd. Indeed, Ahmed reminds us of 
‘the [comparative] ease with which heterosexual bodies can inhabit public 
spaces’.52 The occurrence of the scene on the sofa, which was formerly the 
setting of several of their sexual encounters, blurs the line between private 
and public space. Moreover, Des Grieux’s final acknowledgement of ‘my 
Teleny’ serves as a challenge to the heterosexual claim over public space, 
extending it — if only momentarily — to accommodate queer bodies (p. 
187, my emphasis).

While it might seem that Teleny’s death marks the beginnings of a tra-
dition of fiction where queer lovers are denied happiness and a future — 
a reading which has recently come under criticism — Jack Halberstam’s 
re-examination of ‘darker territories of failure associated with futility, ste-
rility, emptiness, loss and negative affect in general, and modes of unbe-
coming’ in The Queer Art of Failure helps to re-affirm its contrary value.53 
Halberstam writes that ‘ways of being and knowing that stand outside of 
conventional understandings of success […] may in fact offer more cre-
ative, more cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world’.54 
Likewise, Dustin Friedman has recently written on the productivity of 
‘erotic negativity’ as conducive to identity formation.55 Teleny, unlike the 
Spahi, does not commit suicide because of homosexual shame, but be-
cause he feels that he has destroyed his and Des Grieux’s relationship. This 
actually contests the link between queerness and death; this is a universal 
tragedy. Moreover, this may be the end of the titular Teleny, but one of Des 
Grieux’s final sentences reads: ‘Still the idea of self-murder never returned 
to my mind. Death did not seem to want me’ (p. 188). The atmosphere of 
actual and affective violence which has pervaded the text up to this point, 
does not finally claim Des Grieux. He may have lost his first love and the 
potential of that particular relationship, yet the re-telling of the story in 
dialogue form shows that there is life for him beyond the events of the 

52 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, p. 101.
53 Jack Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 
p. 23.
54 Ibid., pp. 2–3.
55 Dustin Friedman, Before Queer Theory: Victorian Aestheticism and the Self (Baltimore: 
John Hopkins University Press, 2019).
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novel. Indeed, it becomes evident that he has been sexually involved with 
his interlocutor: ‘As for my cock, or yours, its bulky head — but you blush 
at the compliment, so we will drop the subject’ (p. 71).

These narrative additions complicate the tone of the novel with their 
humour; the dialogic structure of Teleny allows for a recollection of these 
intense sexual experiences, but with a more light-hearted commentary in 
the present. The loss of Teleny thus gives Des Grieux the opportunity to 
fully explore his sexuality, where previously he had restrained himself at 
Briancourt’s gathering: ‘that unusual sight excited me in such a way that I 
could hardly forbear handling those tempting organs; and had it not been 
for the love I bore Teleny, I should have done something more than finger 
them’ (p. 146). The addition of a prologue to the 1934 edition in which 
Des Grieux’s narrative is pieced together by the unnamed interlocutor of 
the story after ‘the sad death of the narrator’ from tuberculosis, alone in 
Nice, thus seems incongruous (p. 192). Its Gothic attempt to immortalise 
the love between Des Grieux and Teleny — ‘He now rests in Brompton 
Cemetery, beneath a white marble stone […] which already covered the 
mortal remains of Teleny’ — contradicts the life-affirming momentum of 
the final few pages, tipping the careful tonal balance established in the 
novel into the realm of tragedy (p. 192). 

At first glance and in isolation, the violent episodes in Teleny might seem 
excessively shocking or explicit; a gratuitous, meaningless violence typical 
of pornographic ‘trash’. However, as I have argued, examining the struc-
tures and connections between sex and violence in the text, gives light to 
ways in which the latter can been seen as productive and expansive in the 
context of homosexual subjectivity, destroying but also creating new ways 
of seeing the self. Violence is at the centre of Teleny’s revision of the con-
ventions of pornographic and literary writing, working in tandem with its 
thematic challenging of a single heteronormative sexual ideal. This is not 
to say that I see this as necessarily a conscious effort on part of the likely 
many authors of the text; aside from the Camille-Teleny plot, much of the 
novel is episodic and lacks any overarching purpose. Yet, in many ways, it 
is exactly this fractured narrative which gives the homosexual characters 
in the novel the opportunity to explore and realise their own sexual ideals, 
allowing for Bersani’s ‘self-shattering’ through a visceral set of sexual vi-
gnettes; pleasurable, though painful, aesthetic though deadly.  

In his introduction to the 1986 edition, John McRae calls Teleny ‘the 
first gay modern novel’.56 Although it is certainly one of the first texts to 

56 Introduction to Teleny, p. 24.
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construct a homosexual subjectivity, it is important to acknowledge just 
how narrow this subjectivity is. Teleny glamourizes and at times fetishiz-
es a certain kind of homosexual elite, ‘men of the highest intelligence, of 
the kindest heart, and of the purest aesthetic feelings’ at the expense of 
not only heterosexual desire as represented by women, but other forms 
of queerness, be it because of differences in class, age or race (p. 160). 
Nonetheless, its reworking of the meanings of violence and sex, particu-
larly in its healthy approach to consensual masochistic sex between men, 
makes Teleny a fundamental text in the study of the burgeoning queer im-
agination at the end of the nineteenth century. 
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APPENDIX

 

 

Figure 1: Two women with bottle (1901–1910?). With permission of the Kinsey Institute.

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Giuseppe Mochetti, Hadrian mourns the dead Antinous (1810), etching af-
ter the drawing by Bartolomeo Pinelli, Berlin, Sammlung Archiv für Kunst und Geschichte 
(akg-images).
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The Politics of Porn: A 
Brief History of Erotica 
through the Ages 

natasha arora and nicholas duddy

Life in the time of coronavirus has sparked a fascination with trash, 
both material and cultural. From single-use masks and take-out 
boxes to Buzzfeed Quizzes and escapism via Emily in Paris, our iso-

lated existences are tied to the trashy. This includes our love lives. With 
lockdowns and social distancing turning dinner dates and Tinder into rare 
treats, health organisations like the United States’ National Center for 
Biotechnology Information recommend masturbation as a means of safe 
sex.1 Pornography use, unsurprisingly, has soared. After offering free 
content to encourage people to stay home, PornHub saw its worldwide 
traffic increase by nearly a quarter last year.2 Is pornography, then, be-
coming one of our most essential workers? 

For the generations who have been trained to be ashamed of dirty 
magazines squashed under mattresses this notion may be disconcerting, 
disgusting, even. Yet history suggests that pornography’s vulgarity is not 
intrinsic but imposed. Etymologically, ‘pornography’ derives from the 
Greek πόρνη (‘prostitute’), loading the term with connotations of pover-
ty, disease, and Julia Roberts clichés.3 Evidently, therefore, conceptions of 
pornography across time are far from stable. This article offers a snapshot 
of the chronological history of these conceptions, highlighting some of 
the major visual and textual origins that inspired what porn has become 
in the twenty-first century. Today, in many ways, pornography remains a 
shameful and covert part of people’s lives, and yet its lexicon is liberally as-
signed by millennials to almost any pleasurable spectacle: ‘food porn’ and 

1 Nicola Döring, ‘How is the COVID-19 Pandemic Affecting Our Sexualities? An Over-
view of the Current Media Narratives and Research Hypotheses’, Archives of Sexual Behav-
ior 49.8 (2020), pp. 2765–2778 <doi:10.1007/s10508-020-01790-z> (p. 2769).
2 ‘Coronavirus Update — June 18’, PornHub Insights, 18 June 2020
<www.pornhub.com/insights/coronavirus-update-june-18> [accessed 15 Feb. 2021].
3 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. pornography.

[fig. 1] Venus of Hohle Fels, Ramessos, CC 
BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons, 1 Sep. 
2011 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
sa/3.0> [accessed 17 March 2021]
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‘real-estate porn’ are both phrases used to describe television series like 
The Great British Bake Off and Selling Sunset, evincing the term’s frequent 
association with the terrific, not the trashy. Millenia before the millennial 
generation and the age of iPhones, social attitudes towards pornography 
were just as unsettled, shifting across epochs, cultures and civilisations, 
each demonstrating mutable ideals of religion and family, sexuality and 
purity. 

Prehistory and Mesopotamia 

If pornography is visual and textual art deliberately designed to stimulate 
sexual gratification, we can only speculate on the purposes of ancient erot-
ic art. Indeed, much of prehistoric imagery is debatably sexual; in The Lost 
Civilizations of the Stone Age, Richard Rudgley outlines how prehistorians 
have interpreted Aurignacian stone engravings — even a straight line — 
as female genitalia.4 Geometry remains a contestable sample of early por-
nography, so let us commence with the first recorded piece of figurative 

4 Richard Rudgley, The Lost Civilizations of the Stone Age (New York: Touchstone, 2000), 
pp. 194–5.

Figure 1: Venus of Hohle Fels, Ramessos, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons, 1 Sep. 
2011 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0> [accessed 17 March 2021]
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art that has a more apparent connection to erotica.5 Venus of Hohle Fels 
(Figure 1) is a 40,000-year-old female figurine the size of the average fist. 
Discovered in 2008 in Germany by archaeologist Nicholas Conard, it is a 
clear iteration of the idealised feminine form with emphasis on genitalia. 
Its purpose, however, is still unknown. It may be pornographic or perhaps 
a talisman of fertility.6

As far as we can tell, the Mesopotamians also conflated erotica with 
fertility. In accordance with pornography’s etymology, sexual imagery 
from this period often featured one of the earliest and most famous pros-
titutes in myth: Samat of The Epic of Gilgamesh. Her seduction civilises 
the story’s feral hero, Enkidu, and initiates him from bestiality into hu-
manity, thus framing sexuality as a positive social purpose. 

Ancient Egypt 

Created around 1150 BCE during the Ramesside Period, the Turin Erotic 
Papyrus (Figure 2) can be described as one of the first pornographic mag-
azines. The ancient scroll comprises two sections: the first depicts anthro-
pomorphised animals undertaking human activities, while the second 
shows men and women in twelve sex positions. In these painted vignettes, 

5 Ibid., p. 195.
6 Andrew Curry, The Cave Art Debate (Washington: Smithsonian Magazine, 2012),
<www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-cave-art-debate> [accessed 20 Feb. 2021]

[fig. 2] Turin Erotic Papyrus, c. 1186–1070 BCE, Robert Nielsen, public domain, via Wikimedia 
Commons, 4 Apr. 2020
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the sexes are portrayed differently. Whereas the short, balding and stout 
male figures are not idealised, the female form is rendered voluptuous and 
seductive. Moreover, erotic iconography — lotuses, monkeys, musical 
instruments — enhance the scroll’s salacious imagery and connection to 
Hathor, the Egyptian goddess of fertility and love. Once again, the pur-
pose of the Turin Erotic Papyrus is uncertain. The scrolls, as Lynn Meskell 
explains, ‘may be satirical or may actually refer to a series of known inci-
dents, possibly even a brothel’.7 Nevertheless, the Papyrus predates the 
Kama Sutra by around a thousand years, making it a vital document in the 
development of pornography.

Ancient India 

The most famous example of Indian erotica — or perhaps of erotica itself 
— is the Kama Sutra (Figure 3). Composed at some point between 400 
and 300 BCE, the ancient sex manual has launched a thousand adapta-
tions — the Kama Sutra Workout, The Gingerbread Kama Sutra, to name 
only two — all concerned with pleasure over reproduction.8 The original 

7 Lynn Meskell, ‘Re-em(bed)ding sex: domesticity, sexuality, and ritual in New Kingdom 
Egypt’, in Archaeologies of Sexuality, ed. by Robert A. Schmidt and Barbara L. Voss (New 
York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 253–62 (p. 254).
8 Jayita Sengupta, Refractions of Desire: Feminist Perspectives in the Novels of Toni Morri-
son, Michele Roberts and Anita Desai (New Delhi: Atlantic, 2006), p. 21; Kama Sutra Work-
out (London: DK Publishing, 2017); Patti Paige, The Gingerbread Kama Sutra (London: 
Octopus Publishing, 2020).

[fig. 3] Kama Sutra, Vatsyayayan, Commentary, Sample Ii, Sanskrit, Devanagari, Sarah Welch, CC BY-SA 4.0, 
via Wikimedia Commons, 28 Oct. 2018 

<commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kama_sutra,_Vatsyayayan,_commentary,_sample_ii,_Sanskrit,_
Devanagari.jpg>, via Wikimedia Commons [accessed 9 March 2021]

Figure 3: Sarah Welch, Kama Sutra, Vatsyayayan, Commentary, Sample II, Sanskrit, 
Devanagari, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons, 28 Oct. 2018,
 <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kama_sutra,_Vatsyayayan,_commentary,_sample_i 
i,_Sanskrit,_Devanagari.jpg> [accessed 9 March 2021] 
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text was a combination of poetry and prose, through which Vatsyayana 
Mallanaga, the text’s author, promoted a well-balanced spiritual and carnal 
life. Wendy Doniger also notes that this ‘paradigmatic textbook’ is just as 
concerned with women’s education, sexual freedom and homosexuality 
as with the logistics of intercourse.9 Many Hindu temples pay homage to 
the Kama Sutra; the thirteenth-century Konark Sun Temple in Orissa, for 
example, is heavily ornamented with carved illustrations of the manual. 
With its progressive outlook on social issues, conceptualising sex as sa-
lubrious for psychological health, the Kama Sutra is a seminal text in the 
history of pornography. 

Ancient Greece and Rome 

Pornography was prevalent in the Greco-Roman world too. From the sex-
ual conquests in the comedies of Aristophanes to fertility prayers and phal-
lic imagery on sculptures, sexual iconography pervaded Ancient Greek 
culture. One of the most common pornographic artefacts was Athenian 
red- and black-figure pottery (Figure 4). Adorned with erotic images, this 
type of pottery had many potential uses: a valuable export to the Etruscans, 

9 Wendy Doniger, ‘The “Kamasutra”: It Isn’t All about Sex’, The Kenyon Review, 25.1 
(2003), 18–37 (p. 18).
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<commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kama_sutra,_Vatsyayayan,_commentary,_sample_ii,_Sanskrit,_
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Figure 4: Pedieus Painter, Erotic Scenes, c. 510 BCE, © Marie-Lan Nguyen, CC-BY 2.5, via 
Wikimedia Commons, 16. Mar. 2008 <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Erotic_scenes_
Louvre_G13_n1.jpg#file> [accessed 9 March 2021]
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domestic gifts for courtesans, and ceremonial objects in Dionysian rites.10 
Pornography also appeared frequently in Attic art, thereby reflecting the 
culture’s liberal attitude to sex; a view itself influenced by the sexual na-
tures of Greek gods.11 Ancient Rome extended this artistic approach to 
sexuality. The frescoes of Pompeii depict erotic scenes, Ovid’s guide to 
passion, Ars amatoria (The Art of Love), ‘directly advises readers in strat-
agems of lovemaking,’ and Petronius’s Satyricon describes lascivious acts 
— orgies, oral sex, sodomy — in vivid detail.12 In Greek and Roman cul-
ture, as Kevin W. Saunders notes, ‘sexual depictions were not offensive 
and certainly did not appeal to a shameful or morbid interest’.13 As we shall 

10 Kevin W. Saunders, Degradation: What the History of Obscenity Tells Us About Hate 
Speech (New York: New York University Press, 2011), p. 8.
11 Ibid., p. 11. Saunders emphasises that this freedom was ‘applicable only to males and 
noncitizens or slave females’.
12 Cynthia E. Garrett, ‘Sexual Consent and the Art of Love in the Early Modern English 
Lyric’, Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900, 44.1 (2004), 37–58 (p. 40).
13 Saunders, p. 26.

Figure 5: Erotic illustration of the Third Day, Tenth Story in Boccaccio’s Decameron. Public 
domain, via Wikimedia Commons, 15 Aug. 2008, <upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/com-
mons/0/01/Decameron.jpg> [accessed 20 March 2021]
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see, later societies would go on to shift and subvert this attitude towards 
erotica. 

Medieval and Early Modern Western Europe 

The thirteenth century saw the end of the Crusades and a rise in Christian 
moralism across Western Europe, but that did not diminish the interest 
medieval Europeans had in pornography. In England, the popularity of 
‘The Miller’s Tale’ in Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales — a fabliau 
which toyed with euphemism, female pleasure and homosexuality — 
speaks volumes. Elsewhere in Western Europe, Goliardic poetry (includ-
ing the Carmina Burana, a large collection of bawdy poems written by 
clergymen), Boccaccio’s Decameron (Figure 5) and Gwerful Mechain’s eu-
logy to female genitalia (Cywydd y Cedor) all contributed to the popularity 
of erotic poetry. 

Soon after, Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press around 
1440 saw the mass-produced and widespread dissemination of the printed 
Bible. Yet the invention also foreshadowed a surge in the distribution of 
erotic literature and images, particularly with the emergence of ‘chapbooks,’ 
the first inexpensive, widely circulated ‘magazines.’ This dissemination of 

Figure 6: Aretino Sonnet, c. 1527, public domain, via Wikimedia Commons, 15 Aug. 
2008, <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aretino_sonnet.jpg> [accessed 9 March 2021]
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printed material ignited debates around pornography and prostitution 
that followed on from earlier discussions such as Thomas Aquinas’s ad-
vice against the prohibition of prostitution, believing sexual pleasure to 
be necessary for the balance of the humours. Aquinas, in turn, was con-
tinuing earlier debates, disagreeing with such philosophical predecessors 
as Augustine of Hippo, noting that without a cesspool, a palace becomes 
unclean. Thus, while medieval erotica as a genre was marginal compared 
to eulogy, elegy or revelation, explicit references to sex and sexual organs 
were not necessarily obscene or vulgar; this was literature to be enjoyed 
and to be enjoyed by all strata of society. 

Figure 7: Avril, Édouard-Henri, illustration from 1907 reprint of Fanny Hill, pub-
lic domain, via Wikimedia Commons, 20 Apr. 2017 <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:%C3%89douard-Henri_Avril_(8).jpg> [accessed 18 March 2021]
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Renaissance Italy 

Sex emerged as a central subject in Renaissance art and literature. In 1524, 
engraver Marcantonio Raimondi printed I Modi (‘The Positions’ or ‘The 
Sixteen Pleasures’) (Figure 6), an erotic book inspired by Giulio Romano’s 
paintings. Depicting sixteen sex positions, I Modi became ‘the first print-
ed pornographic bestseller’ and influenced other erotic works like Pietro 
Aretino’s Sonetti lussuriosi (‘Sonnets of Lust’), a collection of sexually ex-
plicit poems to complement Raimondi’s work.14 However, Pope Clement, 
one of the great patrons of Renaissance art, imprisoned Raimondi and or-
dered the disposal of all the remaining copies of I Modi.15 This conflict epit-
omises the period’s tension between religion and erotic art. Nevertheless, 
artists also explore the erotic in other ways, e.g., by employing mythical 
pairs — Jove and Danaë, Venus and Adonis, Leda and the Swan — to 
render sex, power and intimacy.16  In co-opting classical imagery and in 
describing the visual explicitly, writers like Aretino ‘drew heavily upon an-
cient erotica to create essentially a new literary genre’, as Paula Findlen 
explains.17

Romantic and Victorian Europe 

The Romantic era saw the rise of the novel as a genre, and after Oroonoko, 
Robinson Crusoe and Pamela — all of which compete for the title of the 
first-ever novel — there came the first English pornographic novel: John 
Cleland’s Fanny Hill, or, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, published 
in 1748 (Figure 7). The French Marquis de Sade also adopted the gen-
re and wrote Les 120 Journées de Sodome (‘120 Days of Sodom’), along 
with other various writings on blasphemy, anal sex and sexual fantasy. The 
Marquis’s works were so riveted by the conflation of sex and violence that 

14 Jonathan Jones, ‘Marcantonio Raimondi: the Renaissance printer who brought porn 
to Europe,’ The Guardian, 13 Oct. 2016 <www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathan-
jonesblog/2016/oct/13/marcantonio-raimondi-renaissance-printer-i-modi-the-posi-
tions-porn-europe> [accessed 14 Feb. 2021].
15 Lyombe Eko, The Regulation of Sex-Themed Visual Imagery: From Clay Tablets to Tablet 
Computers (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016), p. 115.
16 Paula Findlen, ‘Humanism, Politics and Pornography in Renaissance Italy’, in The In-
vention of Pornography: Obscenity and the Origins of Modernity, 1500–1800, ed. by Lynn 
Hunt (New York: Zone Books, 1993) pp. 49–108 (p. 64).
17 Ibid., p. 77.
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he etymologically inspired the term ‘sadism.’ Yet the French Revolution 
spurred the decline of French popular culture and the downfall of de Sade 
himself; the Marquis was incarcerated and committed to an asylum for his 
writings. As western Europe saw the rise and colonial dissemination of 
Victorian puritan values, the cheapening — both moral and monetary — 
and subsequent proliferation of pornography transformed erotica from a 
typically elite to a proletarian habit. 

 Either way, pornography could not be stifled, even in Victorian 
England. As with much nineteenth-century literature, pornography 
was often serialised in magazines, including The Pearl: A Magazine of 
Facetiae and Voluptuous Reading (1879–1880), The Oyster (1883) and The 
Boudoir (1883–1884), before being discontinued for obscenity. Moreover, 
Algernon Charles Swinbourne published twelve eclogues on flagellation, 
The Flogging Block, as ‘Rufus Rodworthy’ and ‘Barebum Birchingham’. As 
the fin de siècle approached and England’s fashions turned towards deca-
dence and modernism, Aubrey Beardsley’s Yellow Book magazine became 
a symbol of obscenity and sexuality — even without definitively por-
nographic stories — which in many ways prefigured twentieth-century 
Playboy magazines. 

Figure 8: Ulysses Banned in New Zealand, Archives New Zealand, CC BY 2.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons, 12 June 2013 <commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ulysses_Banned_
in_New_Zealand_(9021636890).jpg> [accessed 20 March 2021]
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The Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries 

Pornography was both prohibited and profitable during the twentieth cen-
tury. By the 1920s, the uneasy relationship between obscenity law and lit-
erary art intensified.18 Modernist innovation empowered writers to ex-
plore eroticism through narrative, leading, however, to issues with 
publication. Written over 1913–14, E.M Forster’s Maurice — a novel de-
picting homosexuality, then illegal in the United Kingdom — was pub-
lished posthumously over fifty years later. Indeed, James Joyce’s 1922 mas-
terpiece, Ulysses, was censored throughout much of the West (Figure 8). In 
the U.S., the novel was banned for a decade until Judge John M. Woolsley 
deemed in United States v. One Book Called Ulysses that it did not contain 
‘the leer of the sensualist’.19 Be it Lady Chatterley’s Lover or Lolita, esteemed 
novels continued to confront accusations of perversity over the decades. 
After World War II, a distinct mainstream market for pornography 
emerged, albeit firmly within the realm of literary publishing. In 1953, 
Hugh Heffner founded Playboy, a softcore pornography magazine that 
combined nude centrefolds with short articles and fiction occasionally by 
lauded writers like James Baldwin, Joyce Carol Oates, and Saul Bellow. 
Penthouse, founded in Britain by Bob Guccione in 1965, battled Playboy 
for control of the magazine market. With the establishment of Larry Flynt’s 
Hustler in 1974, a magazine featuring hardcore pornography, the bounda-
ries of commercial publishing were pushed even further. These publica-
tions, then, both blurred and sharpened the lines between pornography 
and literature, making commercial successes a possibility for authors asso-
ciated with the genre in the decades to follow, most notably E.L James’s 
Fifty Shades series. 

As technology, religious attitudes and social mores evolve, our rela-
tionship with pornography is transforming as well. Sculptures, photos 
and texts that once flirted with obscenity are now hailed at the National 
Gallery or nominated for Nobel Prizes. Today, smartphones and internet 
access are elevating pocketable pornography into an industry in its own 
right. First held in 1984, the Adult Video News Awards — the ‘Oscars of 
porn’ — help legitimise pornography’s commercial and artistic merit in 
contemporary culture.20 These events are one of the aids that enable series 

18 Ian Hunter, David Saunders and Dugald Williamson, On Pornography: Literature, Sex-
uality and Obscenity Law (London: MacMillan, 1993), p. 94.
19 Morris Beja, James Joyce: A Literary Life (London: Macmillan, 1992), p. 99.
20  James F. English, The Economy of Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cul-
tural Value (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), p. 96.

[fig. 8] Ulysses Banned in New Zealand, Archives New Zealand, 
CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons, 12 June 2013 <commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ulysses_Banned_in_New_Zealand_
(9021636890).jpg> [accessed 20 March 2021]
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like Game of Thrones (2011–19) and Normal People (2020) to incorpo-
rate erotic imagery while remaining marketable and critically acclaimed. 
Moreover, erotica is not only pervading mainstream culture, but also find-
ing its place within academia. From university modules to peer-reviewed 
journals, pornography is transcending its marginalised position to emerge 
as a legitimate subject of scholarship. Yet studies measuring pornography’s 
social and health impact have led to complex and contradictory conclu-
sions.21 Contemporary erotica, evidently, is finding genres, conventions 
and criticism of its own. As history demonstrates, pornography was never 
simply cultural trash, and it must never become so. 

 

21  Jessica Brown, ‘Is porn harmful? The evidence, the myths and the unknowns’, BBC, 26 
September 2017 <www.bbc.com/future/article/20170926-is-porn-harmful-the-evidence-
the-myths-and-the-unknowns> [accessed 18 Mar. 2021].
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Nicholas Allen, Ireland, Literature, and the Coast: Seatangled (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2020); ISBN: 9780198857877, 320 pages; £70.

In the summer of 1983, the Irish writer Colm Tóibín reached an impasse 
with the draft of what would later become his first novel. Working on a 
manual typewriter from a hotel room in Portugal, he decided to close his 
eyes, to ‘think of nothing, open them and type a word, any word, and then 
see where that word led’.1 He wrote: The sea. And then: A grey shine on the 
sea. These words proved transportive, and Tóibín found himself suddenly 
‘back in an Irish landscape, with Irish weather, and not only that, but in a 
very precise place — the strand at Ballyconnigar on the Wexford coast’.2 
This Irish littoral, with its particularities of light and weather, is the sub-
ject of Nicholas Allen’s book Ireland, Literature, and the Coast: Seatangled, 
which traces the sea through nearly two decades of Irish culture, examin-
ing the formation of art and literature at the coastal edge. 

Seatangled comprises twelve chapters that move with loose chronolo-
gy from the late nineteenth-century to the present — from W.B. Yeats to 
Kevin Barry — through the medium of liquidity and sea. The chapters 
themselves are porous, and its central figures walk between them. James 
Joyce, for example, is the subject of Allen’s third chapter, ‘Coastal Joyce’, 
but returns often in ensuing chapters through influence or allusion (the 
title of Seatangled is itself a play on a phrase from Joyce’s A Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man). W.B. Yeats, too, has an enduring influence on ar-
chipelagic literature. In the opening chapter, Allen reads Yeats’s early novel 
John Sherman (1891), in which a young clerk leaves the west of Ireland for 
employment in a shipping company. The novel is an experiment in sym-
bolism and form that, as Allen demonstrates, becomes a testing ground for 
themes woven into Yeats’s later poetry.

A recurring image in these coastal works is the representation of light 
upon the sea, and the capacity of water to reflect and refract. In looking at 
aesthetic dimensions of the littoral, Seatangled is closely attuned to shift-
ing light and weather conditions. The colour grey was integral to Colm 
Tóibín’s imaginative summoning of Ireland (A grey shine on the sea), as also 
in Yeats’s ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’; the island is evoked for Yeats while 

1  Colm Tóibín, On Elizabeth Bishop (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 37. 
2  Ibid.
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standing inland ‘on the roadway, or on the pavements grey’.3 The oceanic 
climate of Ireland is essential to this study, as each text is read through ‘the 
material history of the weather and climate it symbolizes’.4 The final chap-
ter, ‘Kevin Barry’s Atlantic Drift’, returns to the ‘rain-drenched coastline’ 
of Sligo, where the western weather creates a visionary aesthetic that runs 
through Barry’s work (p. 239). The sky is essential to Atlantic aesthetics, 
which, as Allen theorises, may combine alchemically to create transfigura-
tion, or ‘conditions of lift’, that gesture towards the aerial (p. 69).

A bird’s-eye or offshore perspective of the island of Ireland are two ex-
amples of looking in from the margins. In Seatangled, Allen draws the 
sea from background to foreground, centralising what was once periph-
eral. This reorientation of the sea enables further considerations of the 
marginal, which extends also to literary form. Examining small presses 
and magazines (including Atlantis, Archipelago, and The Bell) is a means 
of rethinking the canon, and throughout Seatangled Allen includes mate-
rial that falls beyond the traditionally literary. While the second chapter 
is ostensibly a reading of Erskine Childers’s popular espionage novel The 
Riddle of the Sands (1903), it is enriched by looking also at the author’s 
sea-library: a ‘motley crew’ of books carried aboard his boat (p. 41). Allen 
uses the contents of these books and their marginal annotations to illumi-
nate the author’s understanding of the sea as both metaphor and material 
force. The chapter on Jack Yeats is similarly creative. Known best for his 
impressionist paintings, Jack Yeats’s scrapbooks (or ‘experiments in eccen-
tricity’) stand alone as insightful works, and Allen observes in their paper 
ephemera a deep engagement with the maritime, and with the themes of 
commerce and travel (p. 101). 

The core methodology of Seatangled is close reading, and each case-
study is approached with nuance and critical fluidity. Allen’s favoured 
term ‘hydroscape’ signals his commitment to examining water in all its 
forms, not limited to shore and seascape. In addition to oceans and estuar-
ies, he incorporates bogland and rivers, and looks closely at water particles 
in their smallest formations: vapour-trails, mist, snow, a dripping pump. 
Such scalar openness is identified by Allen as a feature of coastal work, 
which frequently ‘stages the scales of time and space in the theatre of a 

3  W.B. Yeats, ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ in Selected Poems, ed. by Timothy Webb, 2nd 
edn. (Penguin Books: London, 2000), pp. 28–29. 
4  Nicholas Allen, Seatangled: Ireland, Literature, and the Coast (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2020), p. 10. Future references to this book in brackets.
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wind-swept foreshore, draped with seaweed and played to the gulls’ cho-
rus’. (p. 4). This collusion of scale is a facet of ecocriticism, and a defining 
feature not just of coastal work, but of the anthropocene more generally. 
Allen cites the anthropocene only briefly, although its presence underpins 
the book’s enquiry, indicating the emergence of Seatangled from critical 
conversations pertaining to the environmental and blue humanities. 

The term ‘hydroscape’ proves particularly productive in chapters such 
as ‘Heaney Offshore’ and ‘Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin, Poetry and Water’, 
where Allen traces the evolution of watery forms through these poets’ 
oeuvres. Critical readings of Seamus Heaney have historically emphasised 
the role of earth and land, from the early poems of the childhood farm to 
his later suburban landscapes. In this chapter, Allen examines the ‘liquid 
underpinnings’ of Heaney’s poems, which opens them to ‘forms of associ-
ation that are future facing, however often they are made from the past’ (p. 
14). With particular focus on his ‘last and exceptional’ collection Human 
Chain (2010), Allen identifies the meeting points of land and water as a 
portal into other forms of consciousness, where memory blurs with elegy, 
and historical reality gives way to the imagination (p. 14).

Focus on the north of Ireland continues into ‘Liquid Labyrinths’, where 
Allen looks at industrial Belfast, seeing images of its port and waterways as 
‘symbolic of the north’s Atlantic heritage’ (p. 14). This chapter, along with 
the wide-ranging ‘At the Ebb Tide: Literary Cultures and Mid-Century 
Ireland’, historically contextualises the surrounding chapters. Expanding 
work published previously in Coastal Works: Cultures of the Atlantic 
Edge (2017), Allen returns to Ciaran Carson’s memoir The Star Factory 
(1997), which he reads alongside Glenn Patterson’s The Mill for Grinding 
Old People Young (2012) and Sinéad Morrissey’s On Balance (2017): texts 
that take the city of Belfast not just as setting, but as subject.5 The Star 
Factory maps the cartography of Belfast (maps are a recurring theme in 
these sea-tangled works) and Allen’s reading of Carson’s ‘submerged aes-
thetic’ is particularly vivid. This chapter indicates a turning point, and in 
Morrissey’s collection On Balance Allen glimpses a contemporary turn in 
archipelagic literature, toward a form of writing that is increasingly off-
shore and diasporic (p. 170).

5  Nicholas Allen, ‘Ireland, Literature, and the Coastal Imaginary’, in Coastal Works: Cul-
tures of the Atlantic Edge, ed. by Nicholas Allen, Nick Groom, Jos Smith (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), pp. 61–76. 
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Leaving Belfast, Seatangled looks out and overseas, examining Atlantic 
crossings in contemporary fiction. As with Colm Tóibín writing about 
Ireland from afar, caught in a pattern of ‘escape, return, escape, return’ 
that saw him always returning — through fiction — to the same stretch of 
Irish coast, the ‘offshore perspective’ has proved insightful for many Irish 
writers.6 In ‘Wavy Rhythms’, Allen looks at depictions of New York and 
transatlantic exchange in Joseph O’Connor’s Star of the Sea (2002), Joseph 
O’Neill’s Netherland (2009), and Colum McCann’s TransAtlantic (2013). 
These works suggest the idea of the Atlantic as ‘a place of continual transit, 
a back and forth whose migrations are the subject of historical catastro-
phes’ (p. 172). A later chapter on ‘Fluidity and Form’ looks also at prose, 
and specifically at coastal narratives whose language and form suggest 
new methods for representing issues of identity and mortality. Allen reads 
Hugo Hamilton’s creative memoir The Speckled People (2003) in conjunc-
tion with two recipients of the Booker prize: John Banville’s The Sea (2005) 
and Anne Enright’s The Gathering (2007). The novels make for an apt com-
parison, both being triangulated stories of sea, memory, and return, and 
the inclusion of Hamilton’s memoir adds an interesting dimension to the 
study. Central to both novels is the act of drowning (‘an exclamation mark 
in the syntax of water’), and Allen reads the texts as experiments in ‘liq-
uid’ prose that complicate ideas of memory and belonging through porous 
narratives (pp. 15, 220).

Between these considerations of prose lies an especially brilliant chapter 
on the poetry of Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin, for whom liquidity is ‘a condition 
of continual engagement, surface and depth, volume and elevation’ (p. 
190). Several of the book’s conceptual currents are most fully realised in 
the poetry of Ní Chuilleanáin; Allen investigates her use of aesthetic alche-
my, her experiments in representing visionary conditions — anchored in 
saintly bodies and religious architecture — and the theme of embodiment. 
This chapter is one of the book’s strongest studies, although as the only 
chapter to look exclusively at the work of a female writer, it cannot help 
but drawn attention to the book’s gendered imbalance. Sinéad Morrissey 
and Anne Enright make up just one third of their respective chapters (with 
the other two-thirds dedicated to the writings of men), although this ratio 
is inverted in Allen’s conclusion, which offers readings of contemporary 

6  Tóibín, On Elizabeth Bishop, p. 39. 
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work by novelist Jamie O’Neill and female poets Vona Groarke and Moya 
Cannon. 

The representational imbalance of Seatangled is not an authorial over-
sight, but a reflection of Irish literary history, and Allen is ever-conscious 
of the fact that these aesthetic histories possess also a gendered history 
that is ‘obscured by the application of the existing canon onto the con-
text of coastal literature’ (p. 7). As a vast and potentially limitless study, 
Seatangled looks inevitably at selected highlights of Irish literature. There 
are many writers who fall beyond the scope of this project, whose ap-
pearance is fleeting or confined to footnotes, who may have warranted 
further inclusion (Eavan Boland, for example, or Medbh McGuckian). 
Concluding Seatangled with the work of female poets may be read as a 
gesture towards future studies, and there is clearly much to be elucidated 
through a reappraisal of the sea in Irish women’s writing.

In poetic prose rich with maritime metaphor, Seatangled answers the 
invitation of John R. Gillis — articulated in Coastal Works — to see the 
shore not as the edge of something else, but ‘to see it for itself, as one of 
those valuable in-between places where two ecosystems meet and enrich 
one another, contributing so mightily to the physical and mental health 
of our planet’.7 It is a deeply elegant study, enriched by its kaleidoscope of 
angles and approaches. The archipelago is the subject of a swiftly-increas-
ing field of study, and Nicholas Allen’s Ireland, Literature, and the Coast: 
Seatangled is both illuminating and instructive for future studies of the 
littoral.

india harris

7  John R. Gillis, ‘Afterword’, in Coastal Works: Cultures of the Atlantic Edge, ed. by Nich-
olas Allen, Nick Groom, Jos Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), p. 268. 
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Gillian Russell, The Ephemeral Eighteenth Century: Print, Sociabili-
ty, and the Cultures of Collecting (Cambridge University Press, 2020); 
ISBN: 9781108487580, 303 pages: £75.

Gillian Russell’s The Ephemeral Eighteenth Century: Print, Sociability, and 
the Cultures of Collecting opens with a curious anecdote of an Oxford col-
lector. That collector is John de Monins Johnson, Printer to the University 
of Oxford from 1925 to 1946 and namesake of the Bodleian’s colossal John 
Johnson Collection of ephemera. An employee of Johnson, Lillian Gurden 
would later report that she could not take a bath in her employer’s house 
as the bath was ‘full of soaking album pages’.1 It was from these albums 
that Johnson would extract the material that would later make up much 
of the Bodleian’s ephemera collection. Like Johnson, in this monograph 
Russell has collected some of her previous articles on ephemera, along 
side some fascinating new material and developed thinking. The result is 
an important contribution to the still burgeoning field of ephemera stud-
ies and clear evidence for the value of the study of ephemera as an under-
appreciated but important facet of book history. 

In the introduction, responding to calls by scholars such as D.F. 
McKenzie for the expansion of the field beyond the codex, Russell argues 
for the inclusion of ephemera and ephemeral forms in our historicising 
of bibliography. By making ephemera and ephemerality central enquiries, 
Russell illustrates the ways in which categories of ephemera, literature, and 
the book ‘created each other’ in the eighteenth century (p. 2). Crucial to 
this is Russell’s conception of ‘ephemerology’, explored first in her articles 
for Studies in Romanticism and Angelaki.2 ‘Ephemerology’ is not only the 
study of ephemera, but also its collection as a form of popular antiquarian-
ism; what Marilyn Butler has called antiquarianism of ‘the people’.3

Through the invocation of Derrida’s paper hierarchies, Russell reminds 
us that ephemera and paper had uses beyond the print trade, from ‘price-
less archive’ to ‘throwaway object’.4 The primary use for paper in the eight-

1  Maurice Rickards, ‘The Girl Who Came in from the Garden’, The Ephemerist, 53 (June 
1986), 148–9 (p. 148).
2  See Gillian Russell, ‘“Announcing Each Day the Performances”: Playbills, Ephemerali-
ty, and Romantic Period Media/Theater History’, Studies in Romanticism, 54.2 (2015), 241–
68 and ‘Ephemeraphilia: A Queer History’, Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities, 
23:1, (2018), 174–186.
3  Marilyn Butler, Mapping Mythologies: Countercurrents in Eighteenth-Century British 
Poetry and Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
4  Jacques Derrida, Paper Machine, trans. by Rachel Bowlby (Stanford, CA: Stanford Uni-
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eenth century was for wrapping paper. And indeed, ephemeral forms such 
as playbills and pamphlets were often used for this purpose. As we move 
further into the digital age, the need for scholarship that acknowledges 
fleeting forms becomes ever stronger. Scholarship on ephemera often fo-
cus on one particular form. Although a collective approach has previously 
been attempted by editors of collected volumes, Russell offers us one of 
the first monographs focused on ephemera as a coherent discursive cat-
egory with relevance reaching into the twenty-first century.5 Throughout 
Russell remains sensitive to ephemera’s various mediations and the view 
that ‘it is only by conceiving our present moment as continuous with 
the Enlightenment and Romanticism […] that new futures for humani-
ties scholarship can be secured’ (p. 23). For these reasons, The Ephemeral 
Eighteenth Century is a welcome addition to a relatively small (but grow-
ing) corpus of works in the field we might call ephemera studies.

In the first chapter, ‘Accidental Readings and Diurnal Historiographies’, 
Russell begins by challenging our existing understanding of the term 
‘ephemera’ and its history. Situating herself alongside the work of Paula 
McDowell, Russell traces ‘ephemera’ back through Samuel Johnson’s 
‘Ephemerae of learning’ but finds its origins in an earlier source, an issue of 
The Spectator from 1711.6 Russell argues that Spectator no. 85 is important 
as it succeeds in ‘articulating an association between as yet inchoate con-
cepts of ephemerality and the penetration of paper into mundane activi-
ties of everyday life’ (p. 33). This work is highly significant and makes for 
a fascinating opening to the book, drawing connections between material 
ephemeral forms and contemporary ideas about ephemerality. 

Next, in the chapter ‘Making Collections: Enlightenment Ephemerology’, 
Russell traces the emergence of Romantic bibliography and the ‘discourse 
of ephemerality’ through various case studies of nineteenth-century 
ephemera collectors. This chapter also draws attention to ‘collectanea’: the 
collection and organisation of ephemera and other throwaway objects in 
books and scrapbooks. The next couple of chapters look at an individ-
ual ephemera collector in detail. This collector is Sarah Sophia Banks, a 

versity Press, 2005), p. 43.
5  See for example, Studies in Ephemera: Text and Image in Eighteenth-Century Print, ed. 
by Kevin D. Murphy and Sally O’Driscoll (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2013).
6  Paula McDowell, ‘Of Grubs and Other Insects: Constructing the Categories of 
“Ephemera” and “Literature” in Eighteenth-Century British Writing’, Book History, 15, 
(2012), 48–70; Samuel Johnson, Rambler, 145 (August 1751); The Spectator, ed. by Donald F. 
Bond, 5 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), I, p. 362.
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subject of much previous work for Russell.7 In these chapters, ‘The Natural 
History of Sociability’ and ‘Sarah Sophia Bank’s “Magic Encyclopedia”’, 
we take a deep dive into her wide-ranging collecting habits as a vehicle 
through which to explore the role of ephemera in eighteenth-century pub-
lic life and sociability.  

The next section turns its attention to two individual forms of ephem-
era: playbills and visiting cards. In New Readings in Theatre History, Jacky 
Bratton called for a revaluation of playbills and their use in the chronicling 
and interrogation of theatre history.8 The chapter ‘“Announcing Each Day 
the Performances”: Playbills as Theatre/Media History’ develops one of 
Russell’s previous articles with a slight change of title.9 Argued by Russell 
to be one of the most pervasive forms of ephemera, playbills have received 
increased attention over the past few decades. Indeed, playbills formed 
the basis of one of eighteenth-century studies’ most important resources, 
The London Stage project. More than simply repositories of information, 
Russell highlights the value of playbills for our understanding of both the-
atre history and wider media history. The second form to which special 
attention is paid is visiting cards. This chapter again takes many examples 
from the collecting of Sarah Sophia Banks, who is known for her large 
collection of visiting cards. The chapter begins to place ephemerality in 
relation to our present moment, locating visiting cards within the ‘gene-
alogy of text messaging,’ and legitimising ephemera as a constituent part 
of modern media history (p. 186). Various types and production methods 
for visiting cards are discussed, contextualising the form as a ‘distinctly 
Georgian invention’ (p. 186).  

Russell’s monograph takes its subject from both the ephemeral form 
and ephemeral temporality; not only examples of fugitive print such as 
those floating in John Johnson’s bathtub, but also some of the Romantic 
period’s ephemeral and fleeting events, such as frost fairs and the trend 
for balloon travel as seen in Sarah Sophia Bank’s collections. In the con-
cluding chapter, ‘England in 1814’, Russell brings our ephemeral journey 
to a close by arguing for a recontextualization of ephemeral historicity 
as an important aspect of Romantic historicism through an unexpected 

7  See for example, Gillian Russell, ‘Sarah Sophia Bank’s Private Theatricals: Ephemera, 
Sociability, and the Archiving of Fashionable Life’, Eighteenth-Century Fiction, 27:3, (2015), 
535–5 and Russell, ‘Ephemeraphilia: A Queer History’.
8  Jacky Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003).
9  Gillian Russell, ‘“Announcing Each Day the Performances”: Playbills, Ephemerality, 
and Romantic Period Media/Theater History’, Studies in Romanticism, 54.2 (2015), 241–68.
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analysis of the 1814 Frost Fair and Jane Austen’s Persuasion. Although 
these analyses of ephemeral moments and events are interesting, they are 
sometimes hard to follow and potentially they could have fared better as 
a separate book. Occasionally, Russell leans too heavily on metaphors of 
ephemerality, a habit of prose that occasionally becomes detrimental to 
the clarity of her argument. Despite this, the intricate weaving together 
of ephemera as form, genre, and temporality remains impressive and en-
gaging. Throughout Russell is sensitive to many of the problems that can 
arise with ephemera. By its very nature, ephemera is fragile and elusive; 
as a bibliographic category it presents problems for librarians and archi-
vists. Perhaps because of these reasons, ephemera remains a greatly un-
derexploited source for literary scholars. What The Ephemeral Eighteenth 
Century offers us is an enchanting example of what can be done with such 
sources and it will surely remain an invaluable resource for those interest-
ed in what was made to be thrown away.  

katie noble
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