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Foreword

Masks

Zachary Garber

After many unfortunate delays forced upon us by the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic, I am happy to share Issue 13, dedicated to 
the theme of ‘Masks’, with our readership. Whereas my co-editor 

Llewelyn Hopwood steered the ship for ‘Trash’ (Issue 12), I took charge 
for ‘Masks’, the second of two issues originally planned for the 2020–21 
academic year. Like the issues which preceded it, much of the planning 
and organizational work on the issue took place across several time zones 
and continents, during various stages of lockdown, and I and the team 
made good use of Zoom and Microsoft Teams brainstorming the theme, 
reviewing submissions, and coordinating the various stages of the pro-
cess until its final publication. Yet, while this is the fourth issue published 
since the pandemic began, it is unique in that ‘Masks’ was entirely born 
and took shape in a post-COVID world, and its theme was intended to re-
flect upon the omnipresence of masks in our daily lives since March 2020. 
This issue is also unique in that it bridges two different ORE committees, a 
circumstance brought about by changes provoked by the pandemic (over 
and above the usual staff turnover) and which, despite the challenges it 
posed, enabled me to meet and work with an incredible staff of postgrad-
uate students similarly dedicated to the study of the English language and 
literature. Finally, I think this is the first issue of ORE in which, during 
its production, the editor became a parent, a thoroughly exciting event 
which nevertheless added to the complexities of putting together the issue. 
I thank the ORE team for its hard work and incredible patience over the 
last year as we overcame the various challenges COVID threw our way, 
especially my co-editor Llewelyn, who quickly morphed from a colleague 
into a friend during our shared reign at the helm of ORE.

As mentioned, for Issue 13 ORE sought papers which engaged with 
the theme of ‘Masks’. Just over two years since the COVID-19 pandemic 
began, masks have become an ever-present symbol of our own historical 
moment. Yet, apart from their present topicality, masks have long played a 
part in literature and the arts, and our call for papers invited articles that 
examined the textual, intertextual, and extratextual ways in which masks 
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feature, are performed, or are regarded more generally in literature. Our 
invitation was purposefully open-ended, since masking toes the line be-
tween disguise and display, withholding and proclaiming identity, and has 
historically taken on both physical and metaphorical, ‘real’ and symbolic 
connotations.

The submissions we ultimately included in ‘Masks’ do not disappoint. 
The authors analyse works written as early as twelfth-century France and 
as late as twenty-first century Guantánamo Bay, and, given the breadth 
of focus, they inevitably consider unique and interesting cases of masks 
and masking in their studies, though all inevitably circle back to the social 
implications of masking in the ‘real’ world. Isabel Smith diagnoses the role 
of masking in understanding the relationship between writing and subjec-
tivity in the Vita of Christina of Markyate, a hagiographic work of the early 
twelfth century. Her essay complicates the perceived boundaries between 
textual representation and living subject, and Smith argues effectively that 
the manner in which the text claims to operate as witness to Christina’s 
sainthood relies upon the construction of a dichotomy between public and 
private elements of subjectivity, and that hagiography therefore necessari-
ly involves an element of masking.

Remaining in the twelfth century, Charlotte E. Ross examines the role 
of disguise in the construction of chivalric identity in Chrétien de Troyes. 
After describing how Chrétien invests energy in establishing the chival-
ric identities of disguised knights, Ross explores several reasons why such 
disguises or masks might be necessary in medieval culture, from enabling 
such characters to engage in conflict with characters they might otherwise 
be prohibited from fighting to constructing a skills-based hierarchy inde-
pendent of social rank. At the same time, Ross notes the apparent pecu-
liarity that characters only achieve their goals of assimilating into courtly 
society after discarding such fabricated identities, a circumstance which 
suggests that Chrétien may have intended to question the need for such 
fabrications. While she remains open to the possibility of implicit critique 
in Chrétien’s depiction of such masks, Ross concludes that the works reveal 
such social fabrications to be essential in establishing chivalric identity.

The latter two submissions explore literature written in our own con-
temporary moment. Adriana Murad Konings seeks to ‘unmask female 
authorship’ in Siri Hustvedt’s The Blazing World, a novel that, the author 
argues, confronts the political concerns of the perceived ‘death of the au-
thor’ in light of questions of gender and other historically erased identi-
ties. While Konings argues that the novel ultimately leaves its concerns 
unresolved, hiding behind a series of textual masks, the article suggests 
that Hustvedt’s approach to authorship reveals the authorial figure to be 
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a ‘non-neutral site’ inherently prominent in the perception of text. Last-
ly, Kristine Guillaume compares two editions of Mohamedou Ould Sla-
hi’s Guantánamo Diary, the first of which incorporated US government’s 
redactions (operating as a kind of externally imposed mask upon Slahi’s 
work) and which was edited by a human rights activist, and the second of 
which sought to recover the unredacted original via Slahi’s imperfect, hu-
man faculty of memory. By adopting tools drawn from genetic criticism, 
Guillaume is able to interrogate the role of writing in resisting state power 
and argues that Slahi’s edited diary lays bare the mechanics of imperial 
control—long used to suppress narratives of Atlantic slavery—in opera-
tion at places like Guantánamo Bay.

In addition to the articles appearing in this issue, ‘Masks’ also includes 
a feature written by Alexandra Simpson in collaboration with Natasha 
Arora, one of ORE’s 2020–21 features editors. Alexandra submitted her 
work, a fascinating analysis of the role of masking in Enbridge’s Line 9 oil 
pipeline (running from Ontario to Quebec, including over First Nations’ 
lands), in response to our original call for papers. Though we ultimate-
ly decided that the essay did not fit cosily enough within the category of 
‘literature’, the piece nevertheless fit the theme of the issue and, given its 
contemporary relevance, we are excited to include it. Simpson argues that 
the line’s continued operation relies upon a well-crafted disguise, a mask 
that conceals the pipeline’s harmful effects upon the communities and the 
environment through which it runs. Simpson also highlights how, playing 
with the industry’s use of masking to control its public image, activists 
have harnessed masking as a performative strategy to claim ownership of 
their counter-narrative and rhetorically to unmask their opponent’s obfus-
cation. While the work of the activists explored by Simpson is by no means 
over, we hope that the platform offered by ORE can help in its own little 
way to shed light on another example of masking in contemporary society.

Lastly, ‘Masks’ also includes a review by Camille Stallings of Barbara 
Black’s Hotel London (2019). Though delayed by COVID, the review never-
theless offers an encouraging examination of a recent monograph relevant 
to nineteenth-century literary and cultural scholars. I would argue that, 
in its examination of London’s grand hotels, with their luxurious interiors 
and equally formidable façades, Black’s work (and Camille’s review) offers 
a fitting finale to an issue dedicated to ‘Masks’.

In addition to representing the culmination of more than a year’s work 
by the ORE team, this issue brings to a close almost four years of work for 
me at ORE. I am honoured to have been a part of this journal during my 
postgraduate time at Oxford and I thank you—our readers, contributors, 
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and staff—for providing me with an intellectually stimulating and enjoya-
ble oasis throughout my tenure. 



Witness Protection: 
Subjectivity in the Vita of 
Christina of Markyate

isabel smith

Instruction texts to anchoresses, such as the early thirteenth-century 
Ancrene Wisse, emphasise the importance of privacy: ‘Hercnith nu, 
leove sustren, hu hit is uvel to uppin, ant hu god thing hit is to heolen 

god-dede, ant fleo bi niht as niht-fuhel, ant gederin bi theostre—thet is, i 
privite, ant dearnliche—sawle fode’.1 Indeed, it is the act of revealing one’s 
holiness that causes it to be lost, as in the metaphor of the fig tree: 

Alswa the hulunge is the god-dedes lif, ant halt hit i strengthe. Ah hwen 
the rinde is offe, thenne as the boh deth hwiteth hit ute-with thurh 
worltlich here-word, ant adruheth in-with ant leoseth the swetnesse of 
Godes grace, the makede hit grene ant licwurthe Godd to bihalden.2

One’s holiness must remain always masked behind the ‘rinde’ (tree bark).3 
This is, of course, a theoretical understanding of the nature of the an-
choress, and one that is deeply troubled in the account of Christina of 
Markyate’s lived experience. As an early twelfth-century hagiography, the 
Vita of Christina of Markyate was written in order to prove or justify the 
sanctitude of its subject through narrating ‘recognised patterns of sanctity’, 
and was written during Christina’s lifetime by an anonymous monk of the 
nearby abbey of St Albans.4 However, Christina of Markyate—a religious, 
non-professed female recluse and visionary—made a difficult subject for a 

1 I am grateful for the assistance of Laura Ashe and Charlotte Ross in writing this article.
 Ancrene Wisse, ed. by Robert Hasenfratz (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 
2000), III. 306–8.
2  Ancrene Wisse, III. 352–55.
3  Ancrene Wisse, III. 353.
4  Rachel M. Koopmans, ‘The Conclusion of Christina of Markyate’s Vita’, The Journal 
of Ecclesiastical History 51.4 (2000), 663–98 (p. 680); The Life of Christina of Markyate, ed. 
and trans. by C.H. Talbot, rev. by Samuel Fanous and Henrietta Leyser (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), pp. vi–xxvi (p. xxiii), henceforth Life.
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saint’s life, and the justificatory role of the hagiography was therefore crit-
ical.5 It is a textual witness: as a text in a manuscript, the Vita is intended 
to be read or heard by other people. Whether this is private, individual 
reading or listening to the text read aloud, the nature of the text is that 
Christina’s life story is publicised, made available to others, in the form 
offered by the Vita. It is therefore a witness to and reporter of her sanctity. 

This article expands upon research into how subjectivity was under-
stood in the twelfth century by placing renewed focus on how subjectivity 
is understood in relation to people, institutions and texts. In other words, 
this article investigates not only what subjectivity is, but how it can be ob-
served, understood, and interpreted: essentially, how it can be witnessed. 
The concept of witnessing is highly significant in Christina’s Vita, and may 
be particularly examined in the betrothal episode, the legality of Christi-
na’s vows, and Christina’s miraculous foresight. The article considers the 
status of witnessing by other people and how it is put under pressure by 
contemporary understandings of the interior, as well as by the limitations 
of the knowledge of the witness. It will then consider the role of the text as 
a witness to Christina’s sanctity. The text rhetorically constructs itself as an 
imperfect observer, unable to represent Christina’s subjectivity due to its 
very nature as a textual witness. 

Counterintuitively, however, the Vita’s refusal to represent subjectivity 
allows the text to gesture towards the existence of a saint’s private con-
sciousness, unexposed by the text-as-witness and thus uncorrupted by 
the public domain. The text develops the concept of the witness—both 
through representations of witnessing and in its own role as a witness—as 
a mask for the subjective interiority of the holy saint.

Bearing witness

Christina of Markyate’s Vita considers the limitations of witnessing most 
particularly in a peculiar incident in which Abbot Geoffrey apparently at-
tempts to test Christina’s abilities. In this incident, the concept of witness-
ing, the public and the private are played out in the accounts of Christina’s 
telepathic foresight. The text considers the fact that different witnesses 
have different perspectives and, crucially, different levels of knowledge, 
which suggests the limitations of the witness in hagiographical accounts. 
To those surrounding the saint, sanctity is not always obvious; it can be 

5  Koopmans, ‘The Conclusion of Christina of Markyate’s Vita’, p. 677.
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masked by their ignorance. However, this focus on the limitations of the 
witness is consistently framed by the emphasis on the authority of the text 
itself as a witness to Christina’s sanctity. The testing episode begins thus: 
‘In crastino vero Pentecostes convocatis tribus desecum morantibus puel-
lis. [...] predixit eis precordialem suum ipso die affuturum’ (‘On the day 
before Pentecost, she called together three of the maidens who were living 
with her [...] She predicted that on that very day he whom she held dear in 
her heart would come’).6 Curiously, in different translations of the passage, 
the word ‘predixit’ is glossed differently; Talbot translates it as ‘foretold’, 
whereas Fanous and Leyser revise the translation to ‘predicted’.7 The verb 
‘foretold’ is clearly stronger, with a significant implication of supernatural 
knowledge, whereas ‘predicted’ is more suggestive of some kind of logical 
inference from prior experience, though it can be used in a supernatural 
context. This appears to be a modern distinction in the different types of 
‘prediction’, as the Oxford Latin Dictionary defines the term: ‘To say before 
something else, mention in advance, state beforehand’.8 The differences in 
translation lay bare the ambiguity of the Latin verb, which leaves open 
the possibility of a supernatural or non-supernatural explanation. This is 
perhaps surprising, as elsewhere the text makes no attempt to conceal the 
supernatural nature of Christina’s abilities. Just before this episode, the 
hagiographer says, ‘Vix tamen aut nunquam illam adibat. quin per spiri-
tum eius presciret adventum et alicui de sociis revelaret’ (‘Nevertheless, he 
hardly if ever went to her without her having some spiritual foreknowl-
edge of his coming, and this she would reveal to one of her companions’), 
connecting Christina’s ‘presciret’ (‘foreknowledge’) with the ‘spiritum’ 
(‘spiritual’).9 This is a linguistic connection that occurs elsewhere in the 
text, as in, ‘Accedens autem .M. seriatim intimat abbati qualiter consessus 
eorum verbaque prescripta sorori sue Christine spiritu docent fuerint rev-
elata et quomodo ab ipsa didiscerit’ (‘Margaret came to him and told the 
abbot everything in detail, how all their words had been revealed to Chris-
tina in the spirit and how she had learned everything from her’), which 
again connects Christina’s foreknowledge with her religion.10 The ambigu-
ity of ‘predixit’ must therefore be interpreted in this context; that is, that 
Christina’s foresight is priorly identified as supernatural, a miracle based 

6  The Life of Christina of Markyate: A Twelfth Century Recluse, ed. by C.H. Talbot et al 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 144, henceforth Vita. Translations from Life.
7  Vita, p. 144, 145; Life, p. 62.
8  s.v. ‘predixit’, Oxford Latin Dictionary, henceforth OLD.
9  Vita, p. 142; Life, p. 62.
10  Vita, p. 142; Life, p. 62.
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on her extraordinary spirituality, and thus does not need to be restated.11 It 
is also important to bear in mind the context of the Vita. If, as Koopmans 
argues, the text was written in order to justify Abbot Geoffrey’s friend-
ship with Christina, the text would naturally attempt to present Christi-
na as unambiguously supernatural and saintly as possible.12 However, it is 
notable that the hagiographer uses ‘predixit’ in an episode in which Ab-
bot Geoffrey is attempting to test Christina’s abilities and therefore learn 
more about them; it perhaps, therefore, points to Geoffrey’s uncertainty, 
his lack of knowledge, allowing the text to temporarily adopt a different 
perspective—a different witness—from the overall narrative of the text.13 
Furthermore, the adoption of Abbot Geoffrey’s more limited perspective 
is suggestive of the inadequacies of the contemporary witness, as opposed 
to the broader view allowed by the text.

When we turn to the maidens’ perspective on these events, however, 
we encounter a notable difference in the use of language. The text high-
lights the distinction between ‘knowledge’ and reality through the nega-
tive: ‘Hoc solum sibi certum erat. Christinam nec falli posse nec fallere’ 
(‘Only one thing was certain, Christina could not have misled them nor 
could she have made a mistake’).14 The text balances the ‘solum’ (‘only’) 
with the negative ‘nec’ (‘not’ or ‘nor’), as well as the repetition of the verb 
‘fallo’ in different forms to indicate the different nuances (to mislead or to 
make a mistake).15 This heightens the dramatic tension by creating uncer-
tainty; the knowledge of the maidens is defined only negatively, emphasis-
ing what cannot be the case, and through the same verb, which contracts 
the scope of their knowledge by contracting their language. Moreover, 
in the description of the abbot’s decision, the hagiographer contrasts ‘in-
dicium’ (disclose information or give away a secret) with ‘latere’ (to be 
concealed).16 The text plays on the language of knowledge and secrecy in 
order to heighten the dramatic irony: nothing is hidden from the text. 
This, however, grants the text access to the same knowledge possessed by 
Christina herself. The abbot later says, ‘nunc scio ait subitum nostrum vos 
adventum  latuisse’ (‘I know that this time, my sudden arrival was kept 
hidden from you’).17 The verb ‘latuisse’ is repeated here, but it is contrasted 

11  Vita, p. 144.
12  Koopmans, ‘The Conclusion of Christina of Markyate’s Vita’, pp. 680, 683.
13  Vita, p. 144.
14  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
15  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
16  Vita, p. 144; s.v. ‘fallo’, OLD.
17  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
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with ‘scio’ (‘know’) in a development of the relationship between knowl-
edge, reality and hiddenness.18 This is developed through the final section, 
‘Advocat illa cum quibus de hiisprius contulerat. M. scilicet sororem et 
secretorum suorum consciam et iubet ut edicant quid de eius audierint 
adventu’ (‘But Christina called to her sister Margaret who knew her secrets 
and the others to whom she had spoken about it, and ordered them to 
speak out about what they had heard about his visit’).19 The language here 
is telling, invoking ‘secretorum’ (‘secret’), ‘consciam’ (‘privy’) and ‘audieri-
ent’ (‘heard’) to suggest how knowledge is variously concealed, or masked, 
and shared publicly and privately.20

There are two concurrent ideas in this passage: the idea of shared 
knowledge, and the idea of hidden or secret knowledge. However, these 
two ideas of knowledge are bound together through the position of the 
witness. Knowledge shared between people is knowledge that is witnessed. 
For instance, Christina’s maidens are informed of the abbot’s imminent 
arrival, and thus bear witness to her knowledge of the future. However, 
the idea of knowledge that is shared, or witnessed, is bound together with 
the idea of knowledge that is masked. For instance, the notion of ‘cons-
ciam’ relies both on the existence of hidden knowledge—that there is a 
secret to be concealed—and the fact that this secret knowledge is shared 
between people.21 The passage develops the relationship between secrecy 
and witnessing throughout, and this speaks to the ambiguity of ‘predixit’ 
at the very beginning.22 The language invoking secrecy, hiddenness and 
masking (‘latere’, ‘secretorum’ and ‘consciam’) is doubly ironic because the 
text identifies this ‘predixit’ as spiritual and supernatural; and that, despite 
the abbot’s efforts to remain secret, Christina already knows the truth.23 

However, despite the text’s ironic knowledge, the passage develops these 
events not from Christina or the narrator’s perspective, but from the per-
spective of the abbot and the other maidens; ‘indicium’ refers to his shar-
ing of knowledge, and the ‘Hoc solum sibi certum erat’ invokes their cer-
tainty.24 This is similar to Laura Ashe’s sense of how hagiography reflects 

18  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
19  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
20  Vita, p. 144; Life, p. 62.
21  Vita, p. 144.
22  Ibid.
23  Ibid.
24  Ibid.
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the people surrounding a particular saint; in her analysis of the Vie of St 
Alexis, she notes: 

the Vie’s displacement of pain and suffering onto those around Alexis 
[...] in nevertheless supplying the heartfelt counter-arguments of his 
deserted family […] the poem dramatizes the difficulty of interpre-
tation, of seeing beneath the saint’s actions to his inner motivation.25 

The displacement in this passage of the Vita is of knowledge and ignorance 
rather than ‘pain and suffering’, but it is still suggestive of the ‘difficulty 
of interpretation’.26 What is interesting is that Ashe highlights the role of 
the text in the St Alexis hagiography: ‘Alexis’s choices are made with an 
untroubled certainty, inscrutable to others; it is not the business of the Vie 
to question them’.27 This is a contrast to the Vita, in which the dramatic iro-
ny does not render Christina’s knowledge ‘inscrutable’ to the text, which 
therefore bears witness to her sainthood.28 Though the text represents the 
perspectives of the contemporary witnesses to Christina, revealing the 
limitations of their knowledge, it is always within the framework of the su-
perior authority of the text as witness. Christina’s Vita invokes the ‘difficul-
ty of interpretation’ with its shift of perspective to the people surrounding 
Christina—which the ambiguity of ‘predixit’ suggests—but this difficulty 
is quickly and easily resolved.29

An expert witness?

Despite the sense that the Vita is a superior witness to Christina’s sanc-
tity than the people around her in this particular episode, the Vita does 
not consistently reinforce its own authority; on the contrary, the episode 
in which Christina is forcibly betrothed to Beorhtred contains a curious 
narratorial interjection that foregrounds the professed ignorance of the 
hagiographer. The text claims to be unable to represent Christina’s subjec-

25  Laura Ashe, The Oxford English Literary History: Volume I: 1000–1350: Conquest and 
Transformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 139, 140.
26  Ashe, Conquest and Transformation, p. 140.
27  Ashe, Conquest and Transformation, p. 139.
28  Ibid.
29  Ashe, Conquest and Transformation, p. 140; Vita, p. 144.



7

isabel smith

tive consciousness, and by so doing, suggests that this subjectivity exists 
separately from the text:

Postea vero quadam die congregati ad ecclesiam. aggressi sunt simul 
omnes ex improviso puellam Quid multa? Nescio quomodo. scio quod 
nutu dei tot impinguentibus lingua concessit. et eadem hora Burthre-
dus illam in coniugem sibi desponsavit.30 

But sometime late, on a day when they had gathered together at church, 
everyone, quite out of the blue, accosted the girl. What more is there 
to say? I do not know how, all I do know is that with God’s consent 
Christina gave in to this chorus of haranguing voices. And in the same 
hour Beorhtred was betrothed to her.31

The hagiographer’s exclamation of the inadequacy of his words and 
knowledge, ‘Quid multa? Nescio quomodo’, (‘What more is there to say? I 
do not know how’) appears as a textual shield, a lexical mask, against ac-
cusations of inconsistency.32 The hagiographer disavows his own authority 
as a witness, and in so doing, he suggests the existence of a space between 
his writing and Christina’s subjectivity. This creates an intriguing tension 
with the work of critics of the Vita, especially Neil Cartlidge, who argues: 

a text that is extraordinary in its own right—and of which Christina’s 
charisma is only a product, and not (in any sense that can be proved) 
the cause. In operation here is a variety of what literary theorists call 
the ‘biographical fallacy’.33 

Despite Cartlidge’s rejection of the distinction between text and subject, it 
is interesting to note that the hagiographer does insist on the distinction 
between his text and Christina as a historical individual. The words, ‘Quid 
multa?’, draw attention to the limitations of linguistic discourse in par-
ticular.34 This sense of textual limitation is followed by, ‘Nescio quomodo’, 
in which ‘quomodo’ is glossed as ‘in what way’ or ‘in what conditions or 
circumstances’, but also ‘how is it possible that’.35 The first glossing would 

30  Vita, p. 46.
31  Vita, p. 9.
32  Vita, p. 46; Life, p. 9.
33 Neil Cartlidge, ‘The Unknown Pilgrim: Drama and Romance in the Life of Christina of 
Markyate’, in Christina of Markyate: A Twelfth Century Holy Woman (London: Routledge, 
2005), ed. by Samuel Fanous and Henrietta Leyser, pp. 79–98 (p. 79).
34  Vita, p. 46.
35  Vita, p. 46; s.v. ‘Nescio quomodo’, OLD.
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seem disingenuous on the part of the hagiographer—from the preceding 
text, it is quite obvious ‘in what conditions’ Christina agreed to the be-
trothal—but the second gloss, a rhetorical flourish of the hagiographer, 
makes sense.36 It suggests the textual nature of the hagiography. It suggests 
disengagement with the specifics of the events it is narrating in favour of 
a broader suggestion of the conventions of the hagiographical genre, with 
which this event is distinctly incongruous. Caroline Walker Bynum notes 
that ‘women’s lives also seem to be characterized by earlier vocations — by 
continuity rather than change’, and  hagiographies of other virgin mar-
tyrs, such as the works of the Katherine Group, emphasise female saints 
maintaining their convictions of chastity against all external pressure.37 
For these saints, marriage would be impossible. The phrase ‘Quid multa? 
Nescio quomodo’ thus invokes the sense of the Vita as text, and, moreover, 
text that is in relation to other hagiographies.38 However, this is an artifice. 
By drawing attention to itself as a text, the Vita creates an illusion that 
the text exists in a fashion that is distinct from the historical personhood 
of Christina, opening up a space between the text and the self. In other 
words, ‘Quid multa? Nescio quomodo’ is a self-conscious lexical mask, af-
fecting to conceal Christina’s subjectivity behind the inadequacies of the 
textual, hagiographical medium. Far from the ‘silenced textual creation’, 
the hagiography silences itself, denying its own authority as a witness, 
highlighting its inability to represent Christina’s subjectivity in language.39 

However, this space between text and subject is not disinterested, and 
is embedded in the hagiographer’s goal, which is to account for Christina’s 
apparent lapse in saintly behaviour. As Royle notes, ‘views on Christina 
were highly variable, and her married state gave her a particularly com-
promising back-story’, and it is an aspect of ‘back-story’ that contravenes 
the typical hagiographical convention of lifelong consistency in saintly 
behaviour.40 Accordingly there is a need to justify Christina’s betroth-
al to Beorhtred in order for her to be considered for sainthood, and the 
hagiographer’s justification rests on a sense of Christina’s subjectivity as 

36  s.v. ‘Nescio quomodo’, OLD.
37  Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to 
Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), p. 25.
38  Vita, p. 46.
39  Joanne Royle, ‘Managed Holiness and Negotiated Recollection in the Life of Christina 
of Markyate’, Women’s History Review 20.2 (2011), 227–44 (p. 235).
40  Royle, ‘Managed Holiness and Negotiated Recollection’, p. 234. See also Laura Ashe, 
‘Mutatio dexteræ Excelsi: Narratives of Transformation After the Conquest’, Journal of Eng-
lish and Germanic Philology 110.2 (April 2011), 141–72, (p. 155).
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distinct from the text. Marriage required the consent of both parties in 
order to be valid, but consent is a matter of subjectivity; it occurs in the 
mind of the potential spouse.41 Moreover, the influence of Abelard’s Eth-
ics was considerable, emphasising sin and virtue as matters of ‘uoluntas’ 
and ‘consensus’.42 The action itself, according to Abelard, has no bearing 
on whether or not a sin is committed: only the will.43 Theoretically, this 
means that marriage is impossible to witness; one may witness the actions 
and the words of the marriage ritual, but one cannot bear witness to an-
other person’s consciousness. Thus, one cannot bear witness to the will 
to consent to marriage. These factors allow the hagiographer to account 
for Christina’s lapse in behaviour. Due to the limitations of language and 
representation, the text can only represent her actions, just as the people at 
the church can only witness her actions. It cannot be a witness to her in-
terior subjectivity. Therefore, by emphasising its inadequacy as a narrator 
and witness, the hagiographer creates the illusion of a distinction between 
Christina-as-text and Christina-as-subject. Christina, as a textual creation 
of the hagiography, performs the action of the marriage ritual; but the os-
tentatious refusal to represent her subjectivity implies that Christina’s con-
sciousness, her will, exists outside the text and is separate from it. That is to 
say, the hagiographer suggests that Christina’s selfhood is not found in his 
representation of her life; she is more than the sum of her text. 

Consequently, by creating silence around the representation of Chris-
tina’s subjectivity, the hagiographer allows for the implication that Chris-
tina’s will is unchanged, and her consent is not given in her conscience. 
Christina’s puzzling behaviour is glossed over, subsumed in an implication 
of interior consistency. The concept of witnessing—of the text as witness 
to the sainthood—is therefore subjected to pressure, as the text denies its 
ability to fully bear witness to Christina’s sainthood. 

May God be my witness

One might say that this denial of witnessing chiefly applies to the generic 
conventions of the hagiography. That is to say, the idea of Christina’s sub-
jectivity as distinct from the text is a justification necessary according only 

41  Thomas Head, ‘The Marriages of Christina of Markyate’, Viator 21 (January 1990), 
75–102, (pp. 82, 86).
42  Peter Abelard, Ethics, ed. by V. H. Galbraith, R. A. B. Mynors and C. N. L. Brooke 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 24.
43  Abelard, Ethics, pp. 4–37.
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to the genre of hagiography, and has no bearing on ideas about legal mar-
riage. It might be considered a distinction between rhetoric and reality. 
However, I consider this view problematic in relation to the contemporary 
debate over marriage, which was caught between the dogmatic principle—
that only the consent of the couple was necessary for legal marriage—and 
the practicalities—in which having witnesses to a marriage taking place 
was legally useful, if not essential.44 Despite the Vita’s theoretical position 
aligning with the Church’s teachings about consent, the repeated referenc-
es to and reliance on witnesses in the text—such as Sueno’s witnessing of 
Christina’s vow of virginity, and at her hearing before the bishop—reveals 
the real-world unsustainability of this standpoint. Moreover, in a move 
echoed by other texts, the Vita attempts to strengthen its disavowal of the 
necessity of the human witness by invoking the witnessing of God. But, I 
argue, this move ultimately fails because it runs into the same problem: 
God’s witnessing cannot be proven.

In her dispute over her betrothal, Christina and the other figures re-
peatedly turn to the idea of witnessing in order to prove her pre-existing 
marriage to Christ, which reveals the practical necessity of the witness. 
Christina’s vow of virginity is confirmed by Sueno, ‘Suenoni suo quid vo-
visset aperuit et ille qui tanquam lucerne Dei in locis illis habebatur. votum 
virginis coram Deo confirmavit’. (‘She revealed to her Sueno what she had 
vowed and he, considered in those parts as a beacon of God, confirmed 
the virgin’s vow before God’).45 The verb choices of ‘aperuit’ (‘reveal’) and 
‘confirmavit’ (‘confirm’) place lesser emphasis on the significance (or the 
necessity) of this external confirmation,46 but it is readily apparent that it 
is vital, as Christina turns to the fact of witnessing in order to justify her 
rejection of marriage to Beorhtred: ‘et feci coram testibus qui etsi deessent’ 
(‘This I did before witnesses’).47 While a betrothal is not a marriage, it nev-
ertheless had considerable legal significance. Thomas Head’s influential 
study emphasises this: ‘This desponsatio [Christina’s betrothal to Beorh-
tred] was made in a church and, as later references indicate, blessed by a 
priest […] Thus it was considered to be part of a sacramental marriage’.48 
Though there was contemporary debate about whether a marriage was 

44  Line Cecil Engh, ‘Religion: Theology, Symbolism and Sacrament in Medieval Mar-
riage’, in A Cultural History of Marriage in the Medieval Age, ed. by Joanne Ferraro and 
Frederik Pedersen (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 37–56.
45  Vita, p. 40; Life, p. 6.
46  Vita, p. 40; Life, p. 6.
47  Vita, p. 61–62; Life, p. 18.
48  Head, ‘The Marriages of Christina of Markyate’, p. 82.
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considered fully valid from the date of the betrothal or whether consum-
mation was required, such uncertainty itself signifies the importance of 
the moment of betrothal.49 The text emphasises the legal significance of 
this moment by developing the space between different ideas about wit-
nessing: the witnessing of subjectivity and the witnessing of other people. 
The use of ‘aperuit’ in particular is significant because it gestures towards 
the subjective interior.50 There is a distinction between what is known to 
yourself—what you have borne witness to in your own subjective con-
sciousness—and what you allow other people to witness, what you divulge. 
However, the rhetorical importance of ‘aperuit’, the subjective witness to 
one’s interiority, stands in tension with the necessity of the witness in legal 
terms.51 The rhetoric of subjectivity is frozen by the legality.

The reality of Sueno’s necessity as a witness to her vow of virginity sug-
gests that, for all the theory about subjectivity and consent, the impor-
tance of the witness cannot be elided. However, this is troubled by the 
historical debate over marriage; theological doctrine insisted that only 
the consent of both parties, and nothing else, was necessary for a legal 
marriage.52 The Vita appears to support this view, if perhaps theoretical-
ly; despite the multitude of witnesses to Christina’s betrothal, it is not a 
valid marriage because she does not give consent in her will. However, 
this causes significant problems for the validity of any marriage, and the 
concept of witnessing at all, because if, as the Vita suggests, consent is a 
matter of subjectivity, it is impossible to prove at all.

The difficulty in reconciling theoretical notions of subjectivity and con-
sent and the practical reality of marriage is reflected in Christina’s hearing 
before the bishop, in which she says, ‘tamen consciencie meetestis michi 
Deus’ (‘Nevertheless God will be witness throughout to my conscience’).53 
This bears interesting similarities with the episode in which Christina ex-
horts Beohtred to live with her in chaste marriage:

[in do]mum tuam. et cohabitemus in ea ali[quan]to tempore. Speci-
etenus quidem con[iuges] 〈.〉 in conspectu Domini continentes. Ver-
um[ptamen] prius interdemus alterutrum dextras quod interimneuter 

49  Head, ‘The Marriages of Christina of Markyate’, p. 83.
50  Vita, p. 61.
51  Vita, p. 61.
52  Engh, ‘Religion: Theology, Symbolism and Sacrament in Medieval Marriage’, p. 47.
53  Vita, p. 62; Life, p. 18.



12

witness protection

contingat alterum impudice. Neuter alterum aspiciat nisi simplici et 
angelico oculo.54

I will go to your house and we will live there for a while ostensibly as 
husband and wife but in reality living chastely in the sight of the Lord. 
But first, let us join hands in agreement that neither meanwhile will 
touch the other unchastely, neither will one look upon the other except 
with a pure and angelic gaze.55

The text makes a distinction between what is ‘specietenus’ (‘ostensibly’) 
and what is ‘in conspectu Domini’ (‘in the sight of the Lord’).56 The trans-
lators add the phrase ‘in reality’; a more accurate translation would be: ‘we 
will live there for a while ostensibly as husband and wife but chaste in the 
sight of the Lord’. Reference to the Latin tells us two things. The first is the 
dichotomy between the ostensible and that which God sees; implicit in 
this schema is the sense that the ‘witnessing’ of other people is merely to 
the appearance, and not the reality. The second is the importance of God 
as a witness, linking to Christina’s later assertion in front of the bishop. 

This reference to the witnessing of God is suggestive of an underlying 
anxiety about the nature of subjectivity and consent. A marriage required 
consent in order to be considered legally valid; yet, as consent is an inher-
ently subjective matter, it is impossible to definitively prove.57 In practice, 
therefore, despite the ambiguities involved, it requires some form of ex-
ternal confirmation: the witness. Head suggests the consent and the wit-
nessing were two separate components, both required in order to validate 
a marriage, but I would argue instead that they are closely connected, in 
fact, bound up in one another.58 On the face of it, the invocation of God as 
a witness to Christina’s vow of virginity and the chastity of her marriage 
to Beorhtred would seem to suggest that the Vita is pushing at the bound-
aries of the idea of witnessing. Though God would be a witness to their 
marital chastity, the witnessing of God is as impossible to prove as the 
subjectivity of consent. 

Other texts get around this problem with reference to miracles. For 
instance, Chaucer’s ‘Man of Law’s Tale’ reveals the false knight’s perjury 
through a miraculous punishment, ‘bothe his eyen broste out of his face’, 
and later on in the Vita another monk receives a miraculous sign of Chris-

54  Vita, p. 50.
55  Life, p. 12.
56  Vita, p. 50; Life, p. 12.
57  Head, ‘The Marriages of Christina of Markyate’, pp. 82–86.
58  Head, ‘The Marriages of Christina of Markyate’, p. 81.



13

isabel smith

tina’s virginity, ‘Scias inquid carnemmeam omnis corrupcionis immunem. 
Et hiis dictis evanuit’ (‘“Rest assured that my flesh is free from all corrup-
tion.” And once she had spoken she disappeared’).59 However, there are no 
miracles to be found in this episode of the Vita. As a result, the emphasis 
is on the witnessing of others. Though Christina invokes God in her hear-
ing, she places emphasis on what might be considered the ‘external’, public 
or witnessed: ‘Quantocius scitote quod elegerim ab infancia castitatem et 
voverim Christo me permansuram virginem. et feci coram testibus qui 
etsi deessent […] Quare diu hoc quantum licuit operibus ostendi’ (‘Know 
that from my infancy I have chosen chastity and vowed to Christ that I 
would remain a virgin, and this I did before witnesses […] This […] I 
showed by my actions’).60 Even in her discussion of the St Cecilia story, 
which suggests a clear dichotomy between the witnessing of the world and 
the witnessing of God, there is a slight gesture towards the worldly witness 
when Christina says, ‘Neuter alterum aspiciat nisi simplici et angelico oc-
ulo’ (‘neither will one look upon the other except with a pure and angelic 
gaze’).61 This reference to ‘oculo’ appears as a subtle nod towards the fact 
that both of them will be witnesses to the other’s chastity; that is to say, it is 
not just God who will be a witness to their chaste marriage, but each oth-
er.62 This interpretation can be further supported by the fact that, in legal 
cases of marital disputes, the couple could provide testimony as ‘witnesses’ 
to the marriage.63 The point is slight, but, combined with the other refer-
ences to witnesses elsewhere in the text, it underlines the fact that despite 
the rhetoric of personal subjectivity and consent, the importance of the 
external witness cannot be elided from the text. 

An unreliable witness?

By representing the web of legal and theological issues surrounding this 
relationship between subjectivity and witnessing, the Vita might be un-
derstood to be emphasising its own role as a textual witness to Christina’s 

59  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Man of Law’s Tale’, in The Riverside Chaucer, ed. by Larry D. 
Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), third edition, pp. 89–103 (p. 97, l. 671); 
Vita, p. 176; Life, p. 80.
60  Vita, pp. 60, 62; Life, p. 18.
61  Vita, p. 50; Life, p. 12.
62  Vita, p. 50.
63  Thomas Kuehn, ‘State and Law’, in A Cultural History of Marriage, ed. by Joanne Fer-
raro and Frederik Pedersen (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), pp. 56–76 (p. 66).
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sainthood. That is to say, by showing the legal necessity of the witness to 
resolve disputes over marriage, oaths and so on, the Vita emphasises the 
importance of the witness in confirming a particular reality. By implica-
tion, the text itself—as a witness to Christina’s sanctity—is granted greater 
authority. However, I argue that despite its acknowledgement of the prac-
ticalities of witnessing, the Vita tends to prioritise the importance of sub-
jectivity over the position of the witness. It does this by repeatedly calling 
into question the reliability of a witness’s perspective, including its own. 

This is observed in the text’s attention to its own narrative, in the mo-
ments at which the text is retrospective, such as the moment when Rog-
er and Christina meet for the first time: ‘Et ita sese mutuo viderunt non 
sponte. sed nec fortuitu: ceterum sicut postea claruit divino nutu’ (‘And 
so they saw each other, not by design and yet not by chance, but, as af-
terwards became clear, by the divine will’).64 The reference is surprisingly 
self-conscious; as Royle notes, it was ‘risky’ to begin a hagiography before 
the death of the saint, and the hagiographer apparently gestures towards 
this riskiness by his reference to ‘sicut postea claruit’ (‘as afterwards be-
came clear’).65 As Ashe notes in the case of Thomas Becket, ‘The essen-
tially allegorical aspect of writing about conversion is thus made visible: 
the reality of preceding history is necessarily altered by the incontrovert-
ible truth of Becket’s sanctity’, that is, the discovery of the hair shirt.66 In 
the Vita, however, the retrospective aspect of sainthood—the ‘postea’—is 
spelled out explicitly.67 Narrative is central to hagiography because it or-
ders the past, making sense of a life in terms of a definable pattern: what 
Royle calls, ‘subordinat[ing] their self-understanding to an exemplary and 
universal, rather than a private and historical, truth’.68 This sense of pat-
terning or modelling was crucial for twelfth-century understandings of 
the pedagogical significance of hagiography.69 

The centrality of narrative, therefore, is the centrality of the text. If a 
saint is known retrospectively then they are known through their narra-
tive, that is, through their text. Aviad Kleinberg makes this clear when 
he notes that ‘sainthood was a process, an interaction between the saintly 
performer and others […] the sainthood of any individual is the chron-

64  Vita, p. 101; Life, p. 39.
65  Royle, ‘Managed Holiness and Negotiated Recollection’, p. 234; Vita, p. 101; Life, p. 39.
66  Ashe, ‘Mutatio dexteræ Excelsi’, p. 150.
67  Vita, p. 101.
68  Royle, ‘Managed Holiness and Negotiated Recollection’, p. 235.
69  See Caroline Walker Bynum, ‘Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?’, Jour-
nal of Ecclesiastical History 31.1 (January 1980), 1–17.
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ological continuum’.70 However, the hagiographer of Christina’s Vita is 
particular because the text is highly self-conscious of this temporal, in-
terpersonal, and textual process. In another episode, in which Edwin is 
attempting to elicit the archbishop’s assistance for Christina, the text says 
that Edwin ‘narrat ei vitam Christine seriatim’ (‘Step by step he told him 
about the life of Christina’).71 The text goes on to very briefly describe the 
events of the Vita thus far, and the use of ‘seriatim’ (‘step by step’) suggests 
this sense of the importance of temporal ordering.72 Unlike ‘postea’, it does 
not gesture forward but back, but both words give a sense of how the life of 
the saint must be ordered, particularly in a temporal sense.73 As I have sug-
gested, the importance of the temporal structure suggests the importance 
of narrative, which provides this configuration. However, by referring to 
this temporal ordering of the saint’s life, the text draws the reader’s atten-
tion towards its own narrative and process of ordering. This is a significant 
deepening of the role of the text, and one that troubles the concept of the 
text as a witness. If the text is responsible for ordering—and therefore in-
terpreting—the Vita as a narrative, then it is no longer a mere ‘witness’ to 
the saint: it is constructing their sainthood.

One might consider this self-consciousness surprising. If a hagiography 
is responsible for constructing the saint by ‘bring[ing] it into social exist-
ence’, one might expect a hagiography—especially of a living person, and 
especially of a person as controversial as Christina—to elide that reality as 
far as possible; to present itself as a mere observer to their sainthood, rath-
er than drawing attention to the processes by which hagiographies struc-
ture and therefore justify (or make saintly) the lives of their subjects.74 It is 
certainly possible that this self-consciousness is a product of its unfinish-
edness.75 However, I believe it is possible to make a connection between 
this self-conscious structuring and the relationship between the public 
and the private. This may be considered in light of Cartlidge’s analysis. 
He remarks, ‘Therefore, representation is not, by definition, unreal—not 
even a fiction that has validity as a form of reference. Representation is 

70  Aviad Kleinberg, ‘Prophets in their own country: The acquisition of a saintly reputa-
tion in the later middle ages’ (doctoral thesis, University of Toronto, 1989; later published 
as Prophets in Their Own Country: Living Saints and the Making of Sainthood in the Later 
Middle Ages (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992, pp. 280, 282.
71  Vita, p. 84; Life, p. 30.
72  Vita, p. 84; Life, p. 30.
73  Vita, p. 101.
74  Royle, ‘Managed Holiness and Negotiated Recollection’, p. 227.
75  Koopmans, ‘The Conclusion of Christina of Markyate’s Vita’, p. 698.
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an image of the truth—and to that extent, it is true.’76 In other words, if 
the hagiography—as a ‘representation’ of a subject—is responsible for con-
structing a person’s sainthood, then the subjectivity of the saint is revealed 
through the hagiography itself. He also notes: ‘To read the pilgrim sim-
ply as a symbol of Christ—as an unreal equivalent to the real—is to read 
against the grain of the text, which actually insists on the reality of Christ 
within the symbol’.77 Just as Christ is figured as ‘real’ within the symbol, so 
is Christina’s subjectivity contained immanently within its representation 
in the Vita. Textuality, like symbolism, does not exist separately to ‘reali-
ty’, but comprises it; and the Vita’s self-conscious style draws attention to 
this complex interrelationship between reality and the text. However, this 
interpretation is not consistent with the fact that the text denies its ability 
to represent Christina’s subjectivity in the betrothal episode, in which the 
hagiographer presents Christina’s subjectivity as existing outside the text, 
separate from it. I argue that it is the text’s self-consciousness, its attention 
to the process by which sainthood is constructed and justified by the hag-
iographical narrative, that acts to foreground its affected refusal to repre-
sent subjectivity. Far from the ‘reality […] within the symbol’, the ‘image of 
the truth’ is only referential, subjectivity masked, not revealed; sainthood 
is not immanent in hagiography.78 

Conclusion: A witness for the defence

The distinction between the text and the subject is crucial for the Vita’s 
overall project in balancing the opposing ideals of public and private, be-
tween what is revealed and what is masked. It achieves this by suggesting 
a different way of interpreting the text’s emphasis on its own processes of 
narrating, and therefore creating hagiographical meaning within the life 
of the saint. The self-consciousness of the text draws attention to itself as 
text, which thereby draws attention to itself as something to be read, un-
derstood and interpreted by others; and, as something exposed to others, 
it is public. Just as the representations of witnesses in the text—Beohtred, 
Sueno, Abbot Geoffrey and the maidens—are required in order to act as 
public proof for the reality or legality of a situation, so is the text a public 
proof of Christina’s sanctity. Witnessing is not merely a matter of seeing 
or hearing, or even being privy to secret knowledge; by its nature, a wit-

76  Cartlidge, ‘The Unknown Pilgrim’, p. 88.
77  Cartlidge, ‘The Unknown Pilgrim’, p. 84.
78  Cartlidge, ‘The Unknown Pilgrim’, pp. 84, 88.
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ness cannot be hidden. The use of ‘edicant’, to describe Christina’s maidens 
informing Geoffrey of Christina’s foresight in the testing episode, invokes 
the witness because it has a significant public dimension; it is not merely 
to state, but to declare in public.79 This is suggested by the language used to 
describe witnesses; they are named as ‘testis’ and ‘fideiussores’, which are 
the terms of the courtroom.80 However, as Sarah McNamer illustrates with 
respect to the legalism of hagiography, ‘the proposition that a term must 
have either literal or symbolic significance is difficult to sustain. Literal and 
metaphorical meanings can and do coexist in a single word, phrase, text, 
genre, or discursive realm’.81 McNamer uses this to demonstrate the legal-
ism implicit in symbolic discussions of the sponsa Christi, but, of course, it 
works both ways; the legal language of witnessing in Christina’s Vita also 
has significant figurative or otherwise non-literal resonances. The legalis-
tic language reveals that to witness is a public event, and thus the text—a 
figurative witness to Christina’s sainthood—is necessarily public. 

However, by drawing attention to itself as public, the text implies the 
existence of a dichotomous space: the private. The text consciously creates 
itself publicly, but this very self-consciousness implicitly creates a distinc-
tion between text and subject. The self-conscious references to narrating 
and interpreting reveal the creation of a text, a public witness to Christina’s 
sainthood, but they deny the ability to represent Christina’s subjectivity; 
something necessarily private. Witnessing is an ambivalent concept in the 
Vita; while it implies its practical necessity in real life, it can only ever face 
outward. Both the text and the contemporary witnesses can only see what 
is made public—that is, Christina’s words and her actions—and cannot 
either represent or observe her private self. As a result, Christina’s Vita 
is able to achieve, in its way, the ideal of the entirely private, masked ex-
istence of the perfect anchorite, despite, as a hagiographical text, being 
essentially and unavoidably public. It achieves this by creating a rhetorical 
space, both directly and by implication, in which Christina’s subjectivity 
can exist outside the text, creating a private space for Christina’s sanctity 
while bearing witness to her sainthood in the wider world. In this way, the 
text itself becomes a mask for its own subject. 

79  Vita, p. 144; s.v. ‘edicant’, OLD.
80  Vita, p. 61, 62, 70, 108; s.v. ‘testis’, ‘fideiussores’, OLD.
81  Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion (Phil-
adelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 2010), p. 35.
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He Who Must Not Be 
Named: The Role of 
Disguise in Establishing 
Chivalric Identity in 
Chrétien de Troyes’ 
Romances

Charlotte E. Ross 

In constructing chivalric identities in twelfth-century French romance, 
the understanding of identity as public was of paramount importance. 
The public self dominated, recognising the medieval identity through 

a society constructed within a network of cultures, institutions, and tra-
ditions. Chivalric identity was understood within this same public frame-
work, and questions of changing identities were fundamental to character 
development in the romance genre. The prevalence of tournaments is a 
testament to this, creating a closed-circuit cultural ritual that replicates 
and sustains itself by generating value for the participants whose repu-
tations are fed by it. Names and lineage also played essential roles in es-
tablishing chivalric identities in these early romances. When knights are 
encountered in the wild or in court, the first question is often ‘What is 
your name and from whom do you come’—a custom carried over from 
chansons de geste, which Sidney Painter reads as an inheritance from the 
medieval nobleman prioritising affection for prestige and desire for glory.1 

Thus, name, lineage, and reputation—the public self—can be considered 
the key social fabrications that define chivalric identity in early French 
romance.2

1  Sidney Painter, French Chivalry: Chivalric Ideas and Practices in Medieval France (New 
York: Cornell University Press, 2019), p. 35.
2  For further analysis of social fabrications and the establishment of identity, see Sarah 
Gordon, ‘The Man with No Name: Identity in French Arthurian Verse Romance’, Arthuri-
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Yet when knights are disguised, these social fabrications become 
masked, transforming the knight from the known into the unknown. 
This goes against the traditional name-favouring style of twelfth-centu-
ry romance, creating a paradox whereby one’s identity is established by 
removing one’s identity.3 This trope is a favourite of Chrétien de Troyes, 
who uses anonymity in a variety of forms in all of his romances. These 
disguises range from concealing names to assuming aliases, anonymous 
battles to misidentification, always with the intent of proving valour and 
testing others. Whilst the circumstances of each disguise vary, they are al-
ways short lived and the knight’s identity is soon revealed to the joy of the 
spectators. Yet the disguise of identity is a complex matter in the context of 
the romance genre. As critics such as Laura Ashe have explored, the genre 
is founded on a mutual agreement between author and reader, whereby 
both implicitly share an understanding about what is going on—a shared 
awareness that the events described cannot be known to have happened.4 

The romances themselves are thus a type of mask themselves—a pretence 
for the larger moral complexities that underpin these stories. Therefore, 
this raises the interesting question: why undergo this charade? Chrétien’s 
romances epitomise this performativity by unpacking the role of objectiv-
ity and social perception in establishing chivalric identities, bringing into 
question the very nature of chivalric identity. 

This paper will explore Chrétien’s intricate handling of disguise in two 
romances that masterfully engage with this interplay between identity 
and anonymity: Yvain and Cligès. Through two sections, it will approach 
scenes in which Yvain fights as ‘le Chevalier au Lÿon’ and Cligès as an 
anonymous knight to understand how Chrétien constructs the chivalric 
identities of the disguised knights. This first part scrutinizes the text to 
investigate Chrétien’s confrontation with the idea that identities are con-
sistent, analysing the ways in which he detaches the knights from their 
known social framework, yet still constructs identities around their an-
onymity. The last section will study the wider implications of disguise in 
the romances to understand why Chrétien conceals the knights’ identi-
ties. It unpacks Chrétien’s signature wit and humour in the literary context 
to explore the ways in which disguise becomes metonymic of the genre’s 
self-conscious workings. In focusing on the moments when the knights 

ana 18.2 (2008), pp. 69–81.
3  See Maddox, Fictions of Identity.
4  Laura Ashe, Early Fiction in England: From Geoffrey of Monmouth to Chaucer (Lon-
don: Penguin Books Limited, 2015), e.g. p. 7.
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achieve their desired assimilation into court, it becomes apparent that—
despite the paradox constructed throughout these narratives that identity 
can be established despite the absence of identity—Chrétien returns to the 
inevitable necessity of social fabrications in constructing identity. I suggest 
that Chrétien uses scenes of disguise in this manner to playfully question 
the importance of names, lineage, and reputation in establishing chivalric 
identity, but fundamentally proves that they are a necessary requirement, 
thus bringing to the forefront the genre’s inherent performativity.

Yvain, ou Le Chevalier au Lÿon

The late twelfth-century Yvain centres around a knight who masks his ap-
pearance to regain the favour of his lady. The very title of Yvain, ou Le 
Chevalier au Lÿon is revealing of the romance’s concerns with identity and 
concealment, unable to decide between Yvain or his alias ‘the Knight with 
the Lion’. The eight manuscripts and two fragments in which the poem 
survives predominantly title the work with both names, suggesting con-
temporary readers felt the same uncertainty.5 In the narrative, after Yvain 
loses the favour of his lady through pride and neglect, he adopts the dis-
guise of ‘le Chevalier au Lÿon’ to re-establish his chivalric identity in an 
attempt to prove he is worthy of reintegration into the court. In the ab-
sence of a name, lineage, and reputation, Chrétien instead relies on Yvain’s 
surroundings to construct a chivalric identity around the knight.

The lion forms a significant part of Yvain’s identity, and therefore it is 
no surprise that it constitutes a significant part of his chivalric reputation. 
The lion’s inclusion in the titles of manuscripts and modern editions, com-
bined with his presence in manuscript illustrations, is a testament to this 
close-knit relationship.6 It is noteworthy that Yvain himself incorporates 

5  Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France (BnF), MS fr. 1450, Anc. 7534, Chrétien de 
Troyes (4 romans), Benoît de Sainte-Maure, fol. 207v: titled ‘Le Remans du Chevalier au 
Lion’; and BnF MS fr. 12560, Romans de Chrétien de Troyes, fol.1r: titled ‘Li romans don 
cheualier au lyon’.
6  See BnF MS fr. 1433, fols. 85v and 104r; BnF MS fr. 112, fol. 113r; Princeton, Princeton 
University Library, Garrett MS 125, fol. 37r.
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the lion into his alias, instructing the lord whose daughter he has just 
saved from a giant:

Tant li porroiz
dire, quant devant lui vanroiz,
que li Chevaliers au lÿon
vos dis que je avoie non

(4282–86)7 

From here on, he becomes identified by this title, becoming known as ‘le 
Chevalier au lÿon querre | qui met sa poinne a conseillier | celes qui d’aïe 
ont mestier’ (4810–12) to the Arthurian world.8 After Yvain saves the lion 
from a deadly serpent, it becomes infatuated with the knight and dedi-
cates its life to serving him—a loyalty Yvain mirrors. When approaching 
the castle attacked by the giant Harpin, he is asked to leave his lion at 
the door, but refuses, stating ‘a n’i enterrai sanz lui’ (3789).9 Comparable 
to Arthur’s famed Excalibur, the lion’s presence is more than a narrative 
classification—it articulates a relationship with Yvain that synecdochically 
represents a cultural fascination with naming.10

Critics have reached a variety of conclusions on the symbolism of 
Yvain’s lion. Looking through the lens of Christianity, Julian Harris argues 
that Chrétien builds on the bestiary tradition that commonly interprets 
the lion as a symbol of Christ.11 Jean Frappier traces the dog-lion trope 
through classical antiquity to compare the playful passivity of Yvain’s lion 
to Peter Damien’s Epistolae and Alexander Neckham’s De Naturis Re-
rum.12 Tony Hunt draws on the dualism of the lion’s ferocity and humility 
to highlight its military associations.13 By contrasting scenes of passivity 

7  Chrétien de Troyes, Le chevalier au lion ou Yvain, ed. Mario Roques (Paris: Classiques 
français du Moyen Age, 1960). All further references will be to this edition.
‘“When you come to him, you can go as far as to say I told you my name was the Knight 
with the Lion”’, p. 339.
8  ‘the Knight with the Lion, who devotes his efforts to aiding women in need of help’, p. 
346.
9  ‘“I’ll not go in without it!”’, p. 332.
10  See Robert W. Hanning, ‘Uses of Names in Medieval Literature’, Names, 16.4 (1968), pp. 
325–38.
11  Julian Harris, ‘The Rôle of the Lion in Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain’, PMLA, 64.5 (1949), 
pp. 1143–63 (p. 1148).
12  Jean Frappier, Étude sur Yvain, ou Le chevalier au lion de Chrétien de Troyes (Paris: 
Société d’édition d’enseignement supérieur, 1969), p. 138.
13  Tony Hunt, Yvain ou Le Chevalier Au Lion, Critical Guides to French Texts, 55 (Lon-
don: Grant & Cutler, 1986), e.g. ‘Nobilis ira leonis: the Anger of the Noble Lion’, pp. 67–79.



24

he who must not be named

and anger, he argues the lion represents ‘a potent reminder throughout 
of the distinctive combination of force and service’.14 Charlie Samuelson 
convincingly draws on the multiplicity of readings to show that Chrétien 
revels in the lion’s simultaneous embodiment of elements from disparate 
and deliberately incompatible intertexts, arguing the lion’s resistance to 
clear-cut meaning is intrinsic to its nature as a beast.15 Yet all of this criti-
cal analysis returns to the relationship between Yvain and the lion, basing 
their conclusions on its symbolism in relation to Yvain’s identity. Whilst 
it is evident the lion holds many symbolic functions in the romance, it is 
clear that its presence in the narrative exists to define the knight.

The courage and strength (which the lion symbolises) bleed into Yvain’s 
identity, occupying the space created by the absence of his name and line-
age. The scene in which Yvain rescues the lion is fraught with symbolism 
and constructs the lion as allegorical in various ways. Yvain encounters 
‘un lÿon, en un essart | et un serpant qui le tenoit | par la coe’ (3344–46) 
and immediately leaps to the lion’s aid.16 The lion fighting the serpent is an 
obvious metaphor, mirroring Psalm 91:11–13: ‘Thou shalt tread upon the 
lion and adder: the young lion and the dragon shalt thou trample under 
feet’, referring to the Christian typological understanding of Jesus’ defeat 
of Satan.17 The religious symbolism of Yvian’s lion is evidently appropriate 
to the context, placing the symbol of ‘the Redeemer’ alongside the knight 
in his journey of redemption.18 The lion also exists as a visual representa-
tion of Yvain’s moral superiority—a tactile symbol that distinguishes him 
from the other knights.

The characters in the romance show a similar association between the 
identities of the anonymous knight and lion. Chrétien shows the public’s 
reaction:

[...] l’en mercïent,
qu’an s’esperance molt se fïent
et molt pansent qu’il soit preudon
por la conpaignie au lÿon

(4001–04)19

14  Ibid., p. 79.
15  Charlie Samuelson, ‘The Beast That Therefore Chrétien Is: The Poetics, Logic, and 
Ethics of Beastliness in Yvain’, Exemplaria, 27.4 (2015), pp. 329–51 (pp. 332, 348).
16  ‘in a clearing, a lion with a serpent holding it by the tail’, p. 326.
17  Psalm 91:11–13 (NSRV).
18  See also Harris, ‘The Rôle of the Lion in Chrétien de Troyes’ Yvain’, p. 149.
19  ‘place great confidence in his valour; and they take him to be a very fine man because 
he is accompanied by the lion’, p. 335.
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During battle scenes, the two become mirrored, so closely are they linked. 
In fighting to defend Lunette’s honour, their diction is echoed: the lion at-
tacks them ‘passe fieremant sus | tant que cil de ses cos se plaignent | et lui 
reblescent et mahaignent’ (4540–42), whilst ‘et d’autre part mes sire Yvains 
| ne restoit mie trestoz sains, | einz avoit el cors mainte plaie’ (4555–57).20 
Linking the lines with ‘et d’autre part’, Chrétien creates a verbal pattern 
that connects the two bodily forms beyond their literary unity. They grow 
so close that by the end of the text Yvain has incorporated the lion into his 
identity, to the extent that Arthur recognises him as ‘le Chevalier au Lÿon’ 
even when Yvain approaches without the lion (‘del lyeon anblé se furent’, 
5917). As Yvain himself concludes: ‘qu’il est a moi, et je a lui’ (6461).21

It is crucial that the lion is excluded from Yvain’s final battle with Ga-
wain. Chrétien follows the traditional romance structure whereby the last 
climactic battle is the most challenging. Yvain’s fight with Gawain is the 
most skilful of the poem’s battles, and the two are shown to be equals: ‘li 
dui qui se si conbatent […] se mervoillent et esbaïssent | que si par igal 
s’anvaïssent’ (6191–94).22 Previously, Yvain’s battles were consistently un-
fairly balanced, with two or three knights (or a monstrous giant) attacking 
the lone Yvain. Therefore, the lion’s help does not diminish Yvain’s victo-
ry because the fight is already disproportionate. Furthermore, in each of 
these battles, Yvain bars the lion in a room, and thus its inevitable escape 
does not reflect poorly on the knight. These moments reflect a spark of 
Chrétien’s humour: the presence of the lion in the narrative demands his 
engagement in battle and his dedication to Yvain makes this participation 
no surprise. Yet due to the requirements of chivalry, Yvain must be seen 
to approach the conflict alone. Therefore, the only solution is to under-
go the charade of incarcerating the lion before every battle, even though 
the audience expects its eventual escape. The final battle between Yvain 
and Gawain is so evenly balanced that to involve the lion would be both 
immoral and disrespectful to the rules of combat. Furthermore, this last 
battle is intensely symbolic: it represents Yvain’s final trial to prove he is 
worthy of social reintegration, and is a test he must undertake alone. His 
ability to match Gawain without the lion demonstrates the development 
and growth he has undergone whilst disguised.

20  ‘attacks them fiercely until they quail under its blows, but on the other hand wound 
and injure it’, p. 342; ‘On the other hand, my lord Yvain himself was by no means completely 
unscathed, but had many wounds in his body’, p. 342.
21  ‘he is mine and I am his’, p. 368.
22  ‘there is no way of telling who has the better and who the worse of it […] their attacks 
are so equally matched’, pp. 364–365.
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The reputation Yvain generates whilst disguised as ‘le Chevalier au Lÿon’ 
also contributes to establishing a strong chivalric identity. It has previously 
been established that the reputation a knight associates with his name is an 
intrinsic component of a chivalric identity.23 Yet even though Yvain per-
forms his knightly deeds detached from his name, he still accrues a repu-
tation based on his chivalric achievements under this alias and becomes 
known by his deeds. The host of a castle where Yvain stays describes him 
in terms of his victory:

d’un mien anemi mortel
me vencha, don si lié me fist
que tot veant mes ialz l’ocist
a cele port la defors.
Demain porroiz veoir le cors
d’un grant jaiant que il tüa
si tost que gueres n’i süa.

(4904–10)24

The giant’s corpse here is used as a trophy of war and a physical representa-
tion of prowess. But without a knight’s name to attach to it, this gap is 
filled with Yvain’s deeds. The absence of a name is instead replaced by de-
scriptions of sight: the host’s witnessing of the giant’s slaughter ‘before his 
very eyes’ and the listener’s ability to see the corpse themselves displaces 
the uncanny absent hero. In tethering Yvain’s deeds to something as tan-
gible as the giant’s body, the host similarly tethers the disguised knight’s 
unattached immaterial identity to the material. Later in the narrative, as 
the sisters search for Yvain they encounter a group of knights who claim 
‘lor avoient | veüz trois chevaliers conquerre | droit an cele piece de terre’ 
(4937–40).25 Implicit in this description, as with the giant’s corpse, is the 
need to materialise Yvain’s identity into something concrete—even to a 
specific piece of earth—to compensate for the mystery surrounding his 
identity.

23  See e.g. Robert W. Hanning, The Individual in Twelfth-Century Romance (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1977); Sue Ellen Holbrook, ‘To the Well: Malory’s Sir Palomides on 
Ideals of Chivalric Reputation, Male Friendship, Romantic Love, Religious Conversion—
and Loyalty’, Arthuriana, 23.4 (2013), pp. 72–97; Sidney Painter, ‘Feudal Chivalry’.
24  ‘“he took vengeance for me on a mortal enemy of mine, giving me the great pleasure 
of seeing him slain before my very eyes. Outside the gate you’ll be able to see tomorrow the 
body of a huge giant he killed so quickly that he scarcely broke sweat”’, p. 347.
25  ‘“they had seen him vanquish three knights there, on that very spot”’, p. 349.
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Spectators play a key role in establishing Yvain’s identity as ‘le Cheva-
lier au Lÿon’ by imposing a perceived identity based on his visual charac-
ter. Their role as observer is highlighted throughout the text, witnessing 
Yvain’s battles alongside the textual audience. At the final deadly stroke 
in his battle with the giant, the narrator notes ‘ce cop vuelent molt tuit 
veoir | cil qui estoient as creniax’ (4242–44), describing their rush to meet 
the victorious knight ‘con li chiens qui a chaicee | la beste’ (4246–47).26 

Compared to the twenty four lines that portray the battle (4188–12), a 
remarkable fifty-three lines describe the spectators’ reactions (4213–66). 
Because Yvain does not have a name with which he can accept this honour, 
they amplify his achievement by vocalising it in a similarly visual manner 
to his identity, declaring ‘Ja n’iert teüe | ceste bontez, qu’il n’est pas droiz’ 
(4276–77).27 The public nature of the knight’s reputation is emphasised 
later in the text when Yvain fights Count Alier’s knights:

Veez or comant cil se prueve,
veez com il se tient el ranc;
or veez com il taint de sanc
et sa lance et s’espee nue;
veez comant il les remue;
veez comant il les antasse

(3208–13)28

The repetition of the verb ‘veez’ emphasises the visual focus of the crowd, 
creating a clear pattern that highlights this passage, both on the page and 
in oration. In using the spectators to narrate the battle, Chrétien creates 
a narrative within the narrative, making us aware of the self-replicating 
pattern of storytelling that surrounds Yvain, where each event is both a 
part of, and reflection of, the whole. By commanding them to spectator-
ship, the narratorial voice urges the audience to participate in these acts of 
imagination. Transforming the crowd into narrators for a brief moment, 
the text vividly illustrates their importance in establishing Yvain’s chivalric 
identity. The author creates an interesting mirror between the spectators in 
the text and the audience of the text, both holding a certain responsibility 
in interpreting and understanding Yvain’s character. 

26  ‘That blow was what everybody on the battlements was most anxious to see’; ‘hounds 
who have hunted their quarry’, p. 338.
27  ‘“This good deed will not be kept secret, for that would not be right”’, p. 338.
28  ‘“See now how this one proves himself, see how he holds firm in the rank, see how he 
stains his lance and naked sword with blood! See how he chases them, see how he rounds 
them up”’, p. 324.



28

he who must not be named

A crucial component of the identity established around ‘le Chevalier 
au Lÿon’ is the notion of ‘delayed honour’, as John A. Burrow observes 
of Ipomadon: ‘as if, by not claiming immediately the praise that is due to 
him, the glory is left to accumulate undiminished until the time when the 
hero finally draws upon all of it at once.’29 Here, a similar accumulation in 
honour is seen as the text unfolds, culminating in Yvain’s identification as 
the anonymous knight. Throughout the romance, Yvain emphasises the 
need to keep his identity secret until he has proven his valour. He instructs 
Lunette:

Mes de conter ne de retreire
as genz qui je sui ne vos chille!
Que qu’aveigne de la bataille
gardez que l’en ne m’i connoisse

(3722–25)30

showing a keen desire to delay associating the honour he accrues with 
his name. The battle with the giant holds a similar function. The defeat 
of a giant is a standard trope in Arthurian literature designed to display 
the prowess of the knight through the defeat of a monstrous enemy.31 In 
vanquishing the giant, Yvain gains significant honour and prestige, which 
is enhanced by the public platform in front of a castle of spectators, rather 
than in the wilderness as is often the case. Yet once victorious, instead of 
collecting the awaiting praise and honour, when the crowd asks ‘“de ciu 
nos porrons nos louer | se nos ne vos savons nomer?”’ (4281–82), Yvain 
states:32

Tant il porroiz
dire, quant devant lui vanroiz, 
que li ‘le Chevaliers au lÿon 
vos dis que je avoi non;
et avoec ce prier vos doi

29  John A. Burrow, ‘The Uses of Incognito: Ipomadon A’ in Readings in Medieval English 
Romance, ed. Carol Meale (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 1994), pp. 25–34 (p. 30).
30  ‘“be careful not to tell or inform the people who I am! Make sure that, whatever hap-
pens in the combat, I’m not recognised!”’, p. 331.
31  For further material on the symbolism of giants in Arthurian romance, see Jeffrey J. 
Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, And The Middle Ages, 1st edn (Minnesota: University Of 
Minnesota Press, 1999), e.g. ‘Monstrous Origin’, pp. 29–61.
32  ‘“Whose praise can we speak, when we don’t know your name?”’, p. 339.
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que vos li dites de par moi
qu’il me conuist bien et je lui

(4283–89)33

This puzzling answer shows a glimmer of humour which only adds to the 
suspense growing around the mystery knight. In teasing Gawain with the 
knowledge that he knows Yvain but refraining from revealing his name, 
Chrétien builds up to the ultimate climax when Yvain’s identity is revealed 
and his honour harvested. Chrétien uses the same technique after Yvain 
saves Lunette: Laudine asks ‘et vostre non, | se vos plest, biax sire, nos dites’ 
(4600–01), to which he replies:34

ne por quant ne vos doi celer
comant je me faz apeler:
ja del Chevalier au lÿon
n’orroiz parler se de moi non:
par cest non vuel que l’en m’apiaut

(4605–09)35

Both instances are rich with dramatic irony, whereby the audience know 
Yvain’s identity and relationship to Laudine, but the romance characters 
are blissfully unaware. Furthermore, Chrétien uses the framework of the 
romance to take the humour of this irony further: returning to Ashe’s no-
tion of the author-reader contract, the titular hero Yvain is destined to 
end the narrative victorious (per the requirements of the romance), and 
therefore the audience is acutely aware of the inevitable conclusion. Even 
though the audience possess all of the facts, Chrétien delays the moment 
of discovery—both author and audience become spectators to Yvain’s 
journey in a moment of mutual self-awareness.

The moment Yvain is identified, he assumes the delayed honour he has 
accumulated whilst disguised. After their battle, Gawain acknowledges 
Yvain as the slayer of the giant:

33  ‘“you can go as far as to say I told you my name was the Knight with the Lion. And 
in addition I would beg you to tell him from me that he knows me well and I him, yet he 
doesn’t know my identity”’, p. 339.
34  ‘“Please tell us, good sir, at least your name”’, p. 343.
35  ‘“I shouldn’t hide from you the name I’ve adopted. You will never hear about the 
Knight with the Lion without hearing about me. I wish to be known by this name”’, p. 343.
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Molt ai pansé a vos grant piece,
Mes apanser ne me savoie,
N’onques oï parler n’avoie
De chevalier que je seüsse
An terre ou je esté eüsse
Qui li Chevaliers au lyeon
Fust apelez an sorenon.

(6476–82)36

Yvain finally receives the honour, not only of the giant-slaying, but also for 
solving the mystery of his identity and providing the relief of recognition, 
triumphantly confirming that he is, as Burrow phrases, ‘indeed the best 
knight in the world’.37

In lieu of social fabrications, Chrétien establishes a chivalric identity 
around Yvain through his association with his lion, the reputation he gen-
erates from his good deeds, and the identity spectators impose upon him—
an identity that is amplified by delaying the moment of naming. However, 
looking beyond the narrative, this process of identity construction invites 
us to reflect on the reality of a knight’s identity. The romance instantiates 
the ideology that reputation is a physical manifestation of identity: Chré-
tien’s ability to establish a reputation around Yvain despite the absence of 
the deemed ‘essential’ social conventions suggests reputation is nothing 
more than a set of deeds clustered around any name in any setting.38 In re-
moving identity to explore the individual, Chrétien ironically exposes the 
immateriality of identity, instantiating the genre’s reliance on the external, 
the visible, and the tangible.

36  ‘“I have indeed thought about it a great deal; but I could not think, nor had I ever heard 
in my land where I had been, of any knight who, to the best of my knowledge, went under 
the name of the Knight with the Lion”’, pp. 368–9.
37  Burrow, ‘Uses of Incognito’, p. 30.
38  For an analysis of the relation between reputation, self and the individual, see Colin 
Morris, The Discovery of the Individual, 1050–1200 (London: S.P.C.K., 1972), e.g. pp. 64–95.
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Cligès

Cligès’ justification and adoption of disguise in his eponymous romance 
makes for an interesting comparison with Yvain. Although the narrative 
is set within the same social sphere and the knights are motivated by the 
same desire for unbiased assimilation, Cligès represents a more radical 
approach towards Chrétien’s questioning of identity. As a young prince, 
Cligès travels to England to prove his prowess in Arthur’s court and assim-
ilate into their ‘company of a worthy men,’ after his father tells him:

ja ne savras
Conuistre con bien tu vaudras
De proesce ne de vertu,
Se a la cort le roi Artu
Ne te vas esprover einçois
Et as Bretons et as Einglois.
Se avanture la te mainne,
Ensi te contien et demainne
Que tu n’I soies coneüz,
Jusqu’a tant qu’as plus esleüz
De la cort esprovez te soies.

(2565–75)39

In a text brimming with deception, it is no surprise that Chrétien turns to 
disguise to assimilate Cligès into the Arthurian world. In the absence of a 
name, reputation, lineage, or even an alias, Chrétien uses the condensed 
environment of a four day tournament to establish Cligès’ chivalric iden-
tity through disguise.

The most evident way in which Chrétien creates a chivalric identity 
around Cligès is through the various armours he dons over the duration 
of the tournament. Over four days, Cligès jousts in black, green, red, and 
white arms, beginning each day with a fresh colour. Armour represents 
a physical and symbolic structure intended to define a knight through 
identifiable banners, heraldry and insignia—it is quite literally designed 
to identify.40 However, Chrétien disrupts this traditional understanding by 

39  Chrétien de Troyes, Cligés, ed. Alexandre Micha, Classiques français du Moyen Age 84 
(Paris: H. Champion, 1957). All further references will be to this edition; ‘“you will never 
know the extent of your prowess and ability if you don’t first put yourself to the test with the 
men of Britain and France at King Arthur’s Court. Should you get the chance to go there, 
conduct yourself and behave in such a way that your identity is not known until you’ve 
measured yourself against the flower of that court”’, p. 127.
40  On the relation between armour and knightly identity, see Norris J. Lacy, ‘On Armor 
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challenging the idea that a knight in different armours should not be the 
same knight. In showing the accumulated honour Cligès receives when he 
is revealed to be all of the black, green, red, and white knights, the author 
fundamentally disproves the idea that reputation and perceived identity 
must be linked for a chivalric identity to be established. 

Armour offers the perfect disguise, as Monica Wright notes, by clearly 
and unequivocally revealing the social identity of its wearers whilst con-
cealing their personal identity to equate them with their social role.41 Tak-
ing advantage of this concealment, Cligès instructs his squires to ‘aporter 
| Trois peires d’armes desparoilles, | Unes noires, autres vermoilles, | Les 
tierces verz’ (4554–57), and fetches ‘les armes […] dom il fu noviax chev-
aliers’ (4824–25).42 Mirroring the four days of the tournament, the four 
coloured arms allow Chrétien to delay the moment of eventual identifi-
cation, dragging out both the textual and earthly audiences’ anticipation. 
This scene is a manipulative move by the author: considering Ashe’s argu-
ment that Chrétien’s narratives are designed solely for the purpose of the 
central character’s development, the reader is fully aware that this tour-
nament has been designed specifically for Cligès to prove his prowess.43 

Furthermore, the act of changing arms is comparable to the accumulation 
of honour seen in Yvain, culminating in the same delayed acceptance of 
glory. With every day, Yvain’s honour grows and he becomes worthier of 
greater and greater foes, eventually confronting Gawain on the fourth day 
having proven himself a suitable opponent. The changing hues also hold a 
more personal significance to Cligès: in view of his aim to measure himself 
against the flower of the court, they reflect a desire to start each day with a 
blank slate. Unlike Yvain, Cligès eliminates all reputation earned the pre-
vious day to ensure every act is purely dependent on the present. 

The extremely short period of the four-day tournament concentrates 
the symbolism of Cligès’ arms exchange, creating a scenario that in es-
sence challenges the foundations of chivalry. On each day, Cligès’ armour 
is noted for its lack of emblem or heraldry, missing the ‘markers of in-

and Identity: Chretien and Beyond’, in De Sens Rassis: Essays in Honor of Rupert T. Eickens, 
ed. Keith Busby, Bernard Guidot, and Logan E. Whalen (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2005), pp. 
365–74.
41  Monica L. Wright, Weaving Narrative: Clothing in Twelfth-Century French Romance, 
Penn State Romance Studies (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 
pp. 3–78 (p. 75).
42  ‘buy three different sets of arms, one black, one crimson and the third green’, p. 154; ‘the 
white arms in which he had been dubbed a knight’, p. 158.
43  Ashe, ‘The Bellator and Chevalerie’, p. 24.



33

charlotte e. ross 

dividual identity’ that Wright notes communicated a knight’s social role 
and status.44 This absence highlights the irony that in order to establish 
an identity, Cligès must first abandon his name, and furthermore, that a 
name only has value if it is associated with a great reputation. Yet beyond 
this, the constant exchange of armour reflects the purpose of tournaments 
in the twelfth century to support knights’ perpetual competition for status 
and physical excellence.45 In donning new armour each day, Cligès con-
ceals his identity—but only, as Susan Crane notes, ‘temporarily, in order 
to focus attention on the judgment of present actions without regard for 
lineage, past achievements, or past failures’.46 The choice of a fresh colour 
each day represents the intensity of Cligès desire to distance himself from 
the pre-determined reputation of his royal lineage—a desire to only be 
defined by his present, not his past. Cligès becomes eponymous by this 
anonymity—the publicity of his anonymity is as significant as the disguise 
itself. His armour merely acts as a backdrop for his prowess, drawing at-
tention to the strange knight and surrounding him with an atmosphere of 
intrigue and mystery, in order to ensure he has a public space in which to 
prove it. This raises the question: if you are only defined by your present 
actions, does this suggest that familial status shouldn’t matter? Although 
Chrétien does not directly address this contentious issue, Cligès’ unusual 
means of proving his chivalric worth may gesture towards it.

A further way in which Chrétien builds Cligès’ chivalric identity is 
through something he lacks: a name. Unlike Yvain, Cligès doesn’t assume 
an alias but enters the tournament anonymously every day. The identity 
that the Arthurian world imposes onto him reveals much about the pri-
orities of the community. Chrétien introduces the crowd by showing the 
significance they place on reputation in identifying individuals: 

Bien sache qui seü ne l’a
Que des quatre meillors qu’an sache
Est cist li uns qu’est en la place.
—Qui est il donc?—Si nel veez?
C’est Sagremors li desreez.
—C’est il? Voire, sanz nule dote.

(4606–13)47

44  Wright, Weaving Narrative, p. 62.
45  See David Crouch, Beginnings and Sources in Tournament (London: Hambledon and 
London, 2005), p. 6.
46  Susan Crane, Insular Romance: Politics, Faith, and Culture in Anglo-Norman and Mid-
dle English Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), p. 67.
47  ‘“Anyone who didn’t know may be sure that man is a pillar of strength to be ranked 
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The next day, Perceval the Welshman is introduced as ‘uns vasax de grant 
renon’ (4773) in a similar fashion.48 The spectators’ descriptions convey 
the power of a reputation associated with a name, capable of amplifying 
an individual’s prowess. The aura of awe that hangs around these figures is 
palpable, and leads Cligès to challenge each of them, defeating them with 
ease and showing their reputation to be hyperbolic. In contrast, Cligès 
jousts anonymously, bringing no reputation to influence the spectators’ 
interpretations. The confusion this creates is evident in their reactions, as 
they ask ‘Mes cist dom est? Dont est naïs? | Qui le conuist?’ (4630–31).49 
Every evening he is the subject of a rigorous search, and even King Ar-
thur himself has him sought, sending more than twenty young men to 
search for him, to the extent that he wonders ‘Ce fu fantosme, se deviant, | 
Qui antre nos a converse’ (4696–79).50 This reaction shows the Arthurian 
world’s need to connect the external identity to the internal and associate 
deeds with a name. Yet in becoming associated with a colour alone, Cligès 
is left nameless and title-less, leaving him free to establish his own identity 
based purely on his performance—albeit an identity that is latent at this 
stage of the narrative. 

The secrecy with which Cligès hides from spectators is equally telling. 
Every evening, he carries out the same performance:

en une chambre les [armes] anserre 
Que nus nes truisse ne ne voie, 
Et fet a l’uis devers la voie 
Les armes […] metre an present: 
si les verront li trespassant

(4666–70)51

The continuation of deliberate concealment, even off the battlefield, shows 
Cligès continues to use the armour as a disguise even when he isn’t bear-
ing it. This secrecy creates a clear division between the anonymous knight 
(represented by the armour) and Cligès—two identities that are adjacent 
but not attached. In hiding himself by ‘guile’ (4674), Cligès resorts to de-
ceit to maintain his disguise, reflecting the intensity of his desire to be 

among the four best known”—“Who is he then?”—“Why don’t you see? He’s Sagremor the 
Impetuous. That’s certainly who it is without any doubt”’, p. 155.
48  ‘a highly reputed warrior’, p. 158.
49  ‘“But who is he? Where was he born? Who knows him?”’, p. 155.
50  ‘“Perhaps it was a ghost that came among us”’, p. 157.
51  ‘he hides his arms in a room to avoid their being found or seen; and at the street door 
he has the […] arms displayed so as to be noticed by the passers-by’, p. 156.
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judged on merit alone, which is amplified by the disruption his name-
lessness causes. His secrecy is similarly a demonstration of agency. The 
act of naming is an expression of authority, marking the ability to create 
narrative order. In concealing his name (and refraining from creating an 
alias), Cligès is placed in a position of control. Therefore, it is no surprise 
that within twenty lines of meeting him, Arthur demands ‘vostre non me 
raprenez, | et de quell gent vos estes nez’ (4993–94).52 When Cligès re-
veals his name, and subsequently his royal heritage, his social function 
and place in the narrative transforms, and the careful concealment of his 
identity renders this moment of revelation into a powerful symbolic ex-
pression of authority.

As in Yvain, Chrétien gives the spectators a key role in establishing 
Cligès’ chivalric identity. An equal number of lines are occupied by spec-
tators’ comments and the descriptions of jousting, highlighting the role of 
visual interpretation in forming identities. Every statement comes from 
a crowd or is shared between two people, building a sense of communal 
appreciation around Cligès. On the first day, the narrator describes their 
fastidious observations:

Qui ne dïent l’uns d’ax a l’autre:
“Cist s’an vet bien lance sor fautre,
Ci a chevalier molt adroit,
Molt port eses armes a droit,
Molt li siet li escuz au col”

(4621–25)53

The attention to detail in this description is refreshing, justifying Cligès 
prowess based solely on the skill he demonstrates. Yet implicit in these 
comments is the snide ridicule of the spectators when they show the ironic 
inaccuracy of their judgements. The following day, they hyperbolise Cligès’ 
appearance again: ‘de l’une et de l’autre part | Dïent: “Cist est an toz endroiz 
| De celui d’ier as noires armes […] plus est biax de celui d’ier”’ (4721–
32).54 The next day, the same happens again: ‘l’esgarderent a mervoille | 
Trestuit, plus c’onques mes ne firent, | Et dïent c’onques mes ne vierent | 

52  ‘“Let me know, too, your name and what family you come from”’, p. 161.
53  ‘nobody who sees him does not say to his neighbour: “This man rides well with his 
lance in rest. Here’s a very skilful knight, bearing his arms in quite the proper fashion and 
with his shield very well positioned at his neck”’, p. 155.
54  ‘on all sides they say: “This man is in every respect much nobler and more skilful than 
the one yesterday with the black arms […] He’s more handsome than that knight yester-
day”’, p. 157.
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Un chevalier si avenant’ (4782–85).55 Chrétien’s dramatic irony highlights 
the superficiality of the public’s interpretations, who understand the same 
knight to be simultaneously the best, second best, and third best knight at 
the tournament.

Norris J. Lacy interprets this tension between appearance and reality 
as evidence that the court (and courtliness itself) are flawed by an exces-
sive insistence on the appearances and forms of courtliness, chivalry, and 
love.56 In the context of the narrative alone, this is an accurate observation, 
but when considered within the construction of the romance genre it can 
be taken further to suggest that both the notions of courtliness and the 
spectators’ flawed responses are elements of performance intended to de-
lay meaning and satisfaction. Chrétien masterfully creates an environment 
that is self-aware and plays on its own themes of honour and reputation. 
In service of the romance audience’s social position, he manipulates the 
clichéd figure of the unknown knight to dramatize the pure meritocracy 
of prowess. In this sense, the spectators serve not only to justify Cligès as 
witnesses to his acts of valour, but to criticise the reliance on superficial 
elements in establishing identities. In doing so, they inadvertently justify 
Cligès’ convoluted use of disguise in this scene. 

The Role of Disguise in Establishing Chivalric Identity

This paper has shown so far how Chrétien establishes the chivalric iden-
tities of disguised knights. However, it is also necessary to consider why 
he takes this paradoxical approach towards characterising his protago-
nists, creating situations where they must abandon their identity in order 
to prove themselves as individuals. Firstly, disguise constructs situations 
where protagonists can engage in conflict with characters they would not 
usually be permitted to fight. As ‘le Chevalier au Lÿon’, Yvain is given the 
opportunity to fight Kay and Gawain, two knights who have wronged him 
in one way or another. Similarly, Cligès jousts against Gawain disguised 
as ‘le blanc chevalier’, a situation that is only possible because of the mys-
tery that has built up around the anonymous knight which makes him 
a suitable opponent. Unaffiliated arms were a common disguise-trope in 
Arthurian romance, and, as Valerie Hotchkiss notes, were used as a means 
to participate in activities from which the disguised individual would oth-

55  ‘everybody gazes at him with even greater amazement than before; and they say that 
never have they seen a knight of such fine appearance’, p. 158.
56  Norris J. Lacy, ‘“Cligès” and Courtliness’, Interpretations, 15.2 (1984), pp. 18–24 (p. 23).
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erwise be excluded.57 Secondly, disguise allows for the establishment of 
a hierarchy based purely on prowess without the constraints of rank im-
posed by the romance. Cligès’ desire to prove his valour based on skill and 
not lineage is an ideal example of this phenomenon. Additionally, disguise 
acts as a catalyst for justice, as seen repeatedly throughout Yvain where 
the anonymised ‘Chevalier au Lÿon’ becomes known for aiding tormented 
women. 

However, Chrétien’s handling of disguise goes beyond these basic func-
tions. Critical work on these texts has a tendency to focus on the moments 
of disguise, limiting their analysis to scenes in which the characters are 
anonymous. Sarah Gordon’s work on identity in Old French verse ro-
mance is an example of this practice—an astute and comprehensive over-
view of disguise in romance, but confined to the tournaments in which 
knights fight incognito.58 Yet it is the moments after disguise is abandoned 
that are most revealing, where knights finally receive their accumulated 
honour and collect the rewards earned during their anonymity. These 
telling scenes show the protagonists achieve their chivalric goals and be-
come assimilated into courtly society once they have been named, fulfill-
ing the ‘successful pursuit of their lives’ which defines chivalry for them.59 

Therefore, it becomes evident that, though disguise is used in these texts 
to enable this assimilation, crucially this integration is only made possible 
when the knights’ social fabrications are revealed. I suggest Chrétien uses 
scenes of disguise to question the importance of these social fabrications 
in establishing chivalric identity, but fundamentally proves that they are a 
necessary requirement—a performance that exposes the immateriality of 
identity-construction in the romance genre.

This argument can be made by comparing the immediate local victo-
ries won in disguise with the moments after the triumph where knights 
are welcomed into the courtly community—scenarios that contribute to 
establishing chivalric identity but with varying levels of success. It cannot 
be denied that disguise allows the protagonists to achieve victory in battles 
and establish an identity with honour. This identity is based purely on skill 
and prowess—as Sidney Painter phrases, ‘the ability to beat another man 

57  Valerie Hotchkiss, Clothes Make the Man: Female Cross Dressing in Medieval Europe 
(London: Routledge, 2012), p. 10.
58  See Gordon, ‘The Man with No Name: Identity in French Arthurian Verse Romance’.
59  Following the definition: ‘chivalry can be thought of as the term of art for the mil-
itarized ruling classes of Europe; it means the practice of all behaviours inherent to the 
successful pursuit of that life’, in Ashe, ‘The Bellator and Chevalerie’, p. 8.
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in battle’.60 Essentially, the outcome of the conflict is not dependent on so-
cial fabrications. Yvain’s defeat of the giant whilst disguised as ‘le Chevalier 
au Lÿon’ reveals that battles can be won under disguise and that social 
fabrications are not needed for local victories. Similarly, the honour and 
glory Cligès’ accumulates throughout the tournament is highlighted re-
peatedly by the spectators and narrator (4657–58, 4753–57 and 4813–16). 
In both texts, the immediacy and the locality of the honour is emphasised 
and tied to the tournament or battle. It would be permissible to assume 
these local victories demonstrate that social fabrications are not necessary 
for successfully establishing chivalric identities. Yet whilst these victories 
certainly contribute to creating chivalric identities, they do not mark the 
protagonists’ achievement of their ultimate goal: communal integration.

Returning to Yvain’s and Cligès’ aims in these texts, their mutual chiv-
alric intention is to assimilate into a court—either a Laudine’s court or 
Arthur’s prestigious Round Table. Therefore, the immediate local victo-
ries, whilst certainly contributing to the establishment of an identity, do 
not result in this desired communal integration. Instead, they place the 
knights in a position –poised to be welcomed into the court—where a fi-
nal stimulus is needed to enable assimilation. An analysis of the moments 
where Yvain and Cligès are welcomed into their respective courts reveals 
their disguises must first be abandoned and their social fabrications rein-
stated before they are granted entry. It is significant that these moments 
coincide with the removal of armour, representative of the abandonment 
of disguise or the act of de-masking. It is no coincidence that Yvain only 
reveals that it was he who slew the giant after his name has been revealed 
to Gawain and, crucially, as the two knights are being disarmed: 

Lors sont desarmé li vasal
[…]
le lÿon corrant venir voient
qui son seignor querant aloit
[…]
Lors sorent trestuit cil de voir,
qui orent oï mantevoir
les aventures au lyeon
de lui et de son conpaignon
c’onques ne fu autres que cist
qui le felon jaiant ocist

(6447–68)61

60  Painter, ‘Feudal Chivalry’, p. 28.
61  ‘As they were disarming, they saw the lion running up in search of its master [...] then 
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After this revelation, Yvain is taken to the infirmary on Arthur’s instruc-
tions, and invited into the court both physically and symbolically. Similar-
ly, when Lunette reveals Yvain’s identity to Laudine, announcing ‘c’est mes 
sire Yvains, vostre espos’ (6748), he finally is shown to achieve his desire 
and is welcomed by his lady: ‘or a mes sire Yvains sa pes […] qu’il est amez 
et chier tenuz | de sa dame, et ele de lui’ (6794–95).62 In both instances, 
Yvain’s communal integration only occurs after his disguise is removed 
and the social fabrications of his identity reinstated.

The same pattern is seen in Cligès: when Arthur asks the anonymous 
knight’s identity and Cligès replies ‘Ja celez n’iert’ (4995), we see a visible 
pronounced welcome: ‘lors l’acole, lors li fet joie, | N’i a celui qui nel con-
joie’ (4999–5000).63 Arthur’s embrace acts as a clear sign of Cligès’ wel-
come into the court, which is only possible once he has been named. In 
a similar manner, when Cligès is identified to Gawain, the same motif is 
repeated: ‘desor toz l’acole et jot; | trestuit l’acolent et conjoient, | et tuit 
cil qui de lui parloient | Dïent que mol test biax et preuz’ (5002–05).64 As 
a physical representation of integration, these embraces mark Cligès’ as-
similation into Arthur’s court, enabled by the disclosure of his name and 
lineage—social fabrications which Chrétien demonstrates are essential 
catalysts for communal integration. Set within a meritocracy, disguise is 
used here to question the importance of social fabrications in establishing 
chivalric identity. The performance of masking and un-masking reveals 
that disguises must ultimately be abandoned for the protagonists to be 
welcomed into their communities.

In conclusion, it is clear that Chrétien masterfully engages with the me-
dieval understanding of chivalric identity through ideas of masking and 
disguise in Yvain and Cligès, by establishing identities despite removing 
the social fabrications of name, lineage, and reputation. These romances 
directly confront the paradox of the disguised knight by relying on the 
knights’ deeds and environment to construct identities around them, 
proving that an unnamed knight need not be unknown. However, an 

all those who had heard tell of the adventures of the lion itself and its companion knew for 
a fact that it was none other than this man who slew the wicked giant’, p. 368.
62  ‘“this is your husband, my Lord Yvain”’, p. 372; ‘for he is loved and cherished by his lady, 
and she by him’, p. 373.
63  ‘“I’ll not hide it from you”; ‘once the king has heard everything, he embraces him joy-
fully, and there is no one who does not make much of him’, p. 161.
64  ‘having learned the truth, [he] embraces and welcomes him with more affection than 
the rest, and everybody else behaves warmly towards him, whilst all who speak of him say 
how handsome and valiant he is’, p. 161.
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analysis of the moments after disguises have been removed where knights 
are welcomed into communities challenges this precedence, revealing that 
social fabrications are necessarily important in establishing chivalric iden-
tities. Although the styles and duration of disguise witnessed in Yvain and 
Cligès are vastly different, their shared aim of social assimilation allows 
Chrétien to manipulate the knights’ perceived identity in order to com-
ment on the significance of social frameworks. Crucially, these romances 
oppose the idea that identities are consistent. Chrétien uses the unease of 
inconsistency to place these disguised knights outside of the known social 
framework, freeing them to operate unrestrained, and in this fashion uses 
disguise to assert the reality of identity.

However, as with any of Chrétien’s romances, there is an undercur-
rent of critique in these moments of identification. Although Chrétien 
highlights superlative reputation as a pathway to social integration, it is 
important to recognise that it also threatens this very integration. The 
journeys that characters undergo and the lessons they learn, such as the 
moral superiority Yvain gains from aiding persecuted women, means that 
they cannot be reconstituted into the court because they have experienced 
something the community cannot understand. This is seen at the end of 
Yvain, where the hero is only welcomed into Laudine’s court after aban-
doning the alias he has built around his newfound moral obligation to aid 
tormented women. In this moment, Chrétien subtly mocks the morality 
of the court by revealing its priorities, under the pretence of telling a ro-
mance of great knights. By definition, a knight who begins the narrative 
at court, and then leaves to become a better knight, can never fit back 
into court. This is a fundamental problem in the romance genre—one that 
Chrétien raises with these superfluous plotlines of disguised knights, and 
then quickly resolves by abandoning Yvain’s ‘Chevalier au Lÿon’ identity 
and giving Cligès his own court. Furthermore, the fictionality of romance 
means that all identities are conjured out of nothing, and so the ‘reveal’ of 
the disguised knight is metonymic of the genre’s self-conscious workings. 
As readers, we are witness to a charade of a text, where identity becomes 
meaningful, meaningless, and meaningful again over the course of the 
narrative. The romances are imbued with performativity, from the jousts 
and tournaments of their knights, to the circulation and exchange of their 
manuscripts, to the genre itself founded on construction and communi-
cation. For, as Chrétien notes in Yvain, ‘que por neant prant sa bonté | qui 
vialt qu’ele ne soit seüe’ (4273–74).65  

65 ‘it is futile to do good if one does not want people to know about it’, p. 338.
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Unmasking Female 
Authorship: Siri Hustvedt’s 
The Blazing World (2014)

Adriana Murad Konings 

In 1967, Roland Barthes famously declared that the literary author was 
a deceased figure. ‘[T]o give writing its future’, he stated, ‘it is nec-
essary to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the 

cost of the death of the Author’.1 ‘The Death of the Author’ challenged the 
concept of an author as the owner and father of the text, and as the person 
who decides over the text’s meaning, allowing for a new and celebrated 
openness. This essay soon became a key text through which authorship 
was defined in the late twentieth century. Barthes considered the author a 
‘product’ of society and of ‘the prestige of the individual’.2 Similarly, Michel 
Foucault wrote of the author as a textual ‘function’ rather than as a bio-
graphical being.3 However, although declared dead by some, the authorial 
figure had to be ‘brought […] back to the surface’ to be challenged.4 In 
other words, the authorial death, rather than making the figure disappear, 
shed light on the author’s troubling existence and status in fiction. 

By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the thesis of the death of 
the author was abandoned by some as outdated, belonging to the ‘thrilling 
space of the nouveau roman’ and the posterior embracement of ‘this ‘new’ 
French criticism’.5 In any case, as Zadie Smith has argued, ‘The Death of 
the Author’ was only a confirmation of an earlier tendency of narrative to 
self-reflect upon its own conventions, which had slowly gained space in 

1  Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author,’ in Image, Music, Text, trans. By Stephen 
Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977), pp. 142–48 (p. 148).
2  Barthes, p. 142–43.
3  Michel Foucault, ‘What Is an Author?,’ Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, trans. By 
Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996), pp. 113–38 
(p. 124).
4  Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 199.
5  Zadie Smith, ‘Rereading Barthes and Nabokov’, in Changing My Mind (London: Pen-
guin, 2009), pp. 41–56, (p. 44).
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fiction as the twentieth century advanced. In her words: ‘it’s worth remem-
bering that’ Barthes’ essay was ‘simply a licked forefinger held up to test 
a wind already blowing’.6 For Smith, the idea that ‘any restriction on the 
multivalent flow of literary meaning was not to be stood for’ or that ‘what a 
reader wants most is unfettered freedom’ was not ‘obvious […] anymore’.7 
Without necessarily returning to the idea of a ‘lone Creative Figure busily 
inventing and constructing’ a text, in the 2000s, the rebellious and eman-
cipatory nature of the thesis of the death of the author was, however, not 
to be assumed.8 The self-conscious examination of authorship and textual 
authority expanded to include further political considerations and to en-
gage with questions of gender and historically erased identities. 

Novelists like Siri Hustvedt chose to engage with the idea of the death of 
the author and expanded its possibilities as a literary motif, asking at what 
point the playful disappearance of the author should stop and the politics 
begin. Maintaining the concerns of twentieth-century feminism, her novel 
The Blazing World (2014) challenges the thesis of the author’s death, mov-
ing between original self-conscious playfulness and new explicit political 
concerns. Indeed, in The Blazing World there is a dramatization of the 
conflict between certain self-conscious fictional practices and feminism. 
In Patricia Waugh’s words, while certain literary tendencies of the twen-
tieth century—such as the questioning of the authorial figure—showed ‘a 
loss of belief in the concept of the human subject as an agent’, feminism 
was searching for ‘a sense of effective agency and history’ which had been 
previously ‘denied by the dominant culture’.9 The disappearance of the au-
thor in favour of a ‘modern scriptor’ who no longer owns the meaning of 
the text, as Barthes had put it, stood in a troubling relationship with femi-
nism’s aims to emancipate women. How, then, could a feminist revision of 
the death of the author work?

Early in the twentieth century, Virginia Woolf became one of the most 
well-known theorists of gender and authorship: ‘I would venture to guess’, 
she stated in 1929, ‘that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing 
them, was often a woman’.10 In ‘A Room of One’s Own’ she emphasised the 
particularities and challenges the woman writer faced and established a 

6  Smith,  p. 43.
7  Ibid., p. 55. 
8  Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2001), p. 131.
9  Patricia Waugh, Feminine Fictions: Revisiting the Postmodern (Abingdon: Routdlege, 
2012), p. 9.
10  Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, (London: Penguin, 2004), p. 57.
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long tradition of feminist thought which would continually be revisited 
throughout the century and beyond. Decades after, in 1973, Laura Mulvey 
explored the role of the woman in mainstream cinema and the ‘male gaze’ 
which objectified her. According to Mulvey, the woman ‘stands in patri-
archal culture as a signifier for the male other […] still tied to her place 
as bearer, not maker, of meaning’.11 A couple of years later, Hélène Cixous 
argued the particularity of the écriture féminine and commanded women 
to ‘write about women and bring women to writing’.12 If the author was 
being declared dead as the ‘figure of origin […] meaning and power’ and 
feminism was promoting a ‘birth’—that of women who had ‘to claim a 
voice’—how could these two opposite ethe resolve in a feminist reworking 
of Barthes’ slogan?13 

In The Blazing World, Barthes’ slogan—in its self-conscious approach to 
fiction—‘acquires a less militant, more melancholic cast’ than that which 
it had in the latter decades of the twentieth century.14 Hustvedt’s novel re-
volves around Harriet Burden, a mature artist who is searching for rec-
ognition over her work. After her husband’s death, Burden plans an am-
biguous game of hoaxes by which she signs three pieces of her work with 
the names of three male artists. She expects this project—which she titles 
‘Maskings’—to prove the biased ‘antifemale’ perception of art, as well as 
‘the complex working of human perception and how unconscious ideas 
[…] influence a viewer’s understanding’.15 However, Burden soon realises 
the hoax is not perceived as such by the recipients of her art, ultimately 
erasing her authorship. While the first two instalments of ‘Maskings’ are 
revealed to be hers, her last mask—an artist called Rune, whose ‘work was 
widely reviewed and […] available to anyone’—ends up claiming the work 
was his.16 In Burden’s fight to reclaim her position as an author, the novel 
prompts us to wonder whether a dead author can come back to life to 
reclaim their place. The death of the author—as practiced figuratively by 
Burden—is undoubtedly looked at with suspicion, for its supposedly rev-

11  Laura Mulvey, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,’ in Visual and Other Pleasures 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 1989) pp. 14–26 (p. 15).
12  Hélène Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa,’ trans. by Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, 
Signs, 10.4 (1976), pp. 875–93 (p. 875) 
13  Mary Eagleton, Figuring the Woman Author in Contemporary Fiction (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 3.
14  Jeremy Green, Late Postmodernism: American Fiction at the Millennium (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), p. 22.
15  Siri Hustvedt, The Blazing World (London: Sceptre, 2014), p.1.
16  Ibid, p. 8.
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olutionary implications endanger women’s authorship. Can such a death 
be an enabler of emancipation? Can all types of authors play and be taken 
seriously?

As Waugh pointed out, ‘marginalized’ authors were already aware of ‘a 
sense of identity as constructed through impersonal and social relations 
of power’, before the death of the author pointed in that direction.17 Thus, 
the death of the author will not entail the same consequences for the (neu-
trally perceived) male author as for the female one. In the context of the 
new millennium, The Blazing World seems to engage with the ‘new com-
mitment of the materiality of history, a fresh awareness of the reality of 
the past’, of which Peter Boxall writes; that is, with the fact that female 
authorship has always been troubled and cannot respond to the logic of 
male authorship.18 However, although Hustvedt’s novel engages precisely 
with the dangers of the death of the author when performed by Burden, 
it does not turn its back completely against it. The possibility of emanci-
pation through such a death is maintained in the ultimate ambiguity of 
the text. The troubled disjunction, between its explicit warning against 
self-conscious experimentations with authorship and the ultimate irres-
olution of the novel’s meaning, balances the readers’ freedom—as prized 
by Barthesian ideas of fiction—and their acknowledgment of the political 
dimension of authorship. 

The novel consists of a recollection of textual documents undertaken by 
Hess, a professor of aesthetics who has embarked on an investigation of 
Burden. Not being told in the first person by Burden herself—constructed 
instead through the documents she left behind—the novel clearly exempli-
fies a literalisation of the dead author. It is worth acknowledging that Hus-
tvedt’s treatment of the author figure responds to a wider conception:  as 
Foucault points out, the idea of authorship is applicable beyond literature, 
‘in painting, music, technical fields, and so forth’.19 Rather than allowing a 
straightforward openness and eradication of the figure of the author, Bur-
den’s artistic suicide entails the illegitimate appropriation of her work by 
one of the ‘masks’. Thus, this feminist challenge to the category of author-
ship contributes to a critical approach to previous authors of the American 
literary tradition, who ‘did little to shift the gender, and ethnic, identity of 

17  Waugh, Feminine Fictions, p. 3.
18  Peter Boxall, Twenty-First Century Fiction: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2013), p. 12.
19  Foucault, ‘What Is an Author?,’ p. 131.
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the Great American ‘novelist-as-giant’’, or artist, in wider terms.20 The Blaz-
ing World problematises authorship in Burden’s own practice as an artist, 
as well as in her written work—diaries and other documents collected by 
Hess. The novel pushes the reader to wonder whether Burden’s own death 
as an author ends being useful to reclaim her authorship. Being told in a 
collage-like manner—with a variety of voices and narrators—the reader 
wonders whether the novel is to be trusted. The treatment of authorship 
expands beyond the novel’s plot into its formal dimension. Beyond the 
novel’s thematic treatment of and explicit engagement with feminism, the 
layered and mediated construction of the story displays an instability of 
authorship which is not fully resolved.

Since the recollection of documents is undertaken by Hess, Burden’s 
own intentions and reliability are inevitably questioned. For example, her 
claim to having been in the shadow all her life is contradicted by oth-
er characters. While Barthes questioned the myth of the author figure, 
in the novel, an art critic called Rosemary Lerner states that ‘[t]here is 
a pronounced tendency in all the arts to mythologize the dead’, that is, 
a tendency to construct ‘reductive narratives to explain artists’ lives and 
works’.21 Lerner contradicts the whole idea—the myth—that Burden is a 
forgotten artist: ‘Harriet Burden was not nearly as obscure or unnoticed 
as she has been made out to be in the stories that are now circulating,’ she 
states.22 As if reflecting on the novel itself, Lerner speaks of the troubling 
outcome of Burden’s ‘Maskings’: ‘the story cannot simply be told as a fem-
inist parable’.23 Burden’s own death declaration in her experimental hoax 
does not, as she expected, lead to recognition and praise, but ‘toward an 
increasing and almost sinister ambiguity’.24 Lerner states that a ‘black-and-
white treatment’ of the polemic surrounding the authorship of ‘Maskings’ 
not only is irrelevant but ‘leads to mythmaking at its worst’.25 Ambiguity, 
indeed, overtakes the text as whole, emphasised by a series of contradic-
tory testimonies from a variety of characters who were related to Burden 
in different ways. The novel’s questioning of the death of the author, thus, 
goes beyond the fable, neither is there any ultimate certainty that Burden 
was the author of ‘Maskings’, nor any that she was not. 

20  Kasia Boddy, ‘Making it Long: Men, Women, and the Great American Novel Now’, 
Textual Practice, 33 (2019), pp. 318–37 (p. 321).
21  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 70.
22  Ibid, p. 70.
23  Ibid, p. 72.
24  Ibid, p. 72.
25  Ibid, p. 73.
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In the novel, the reader accesses Burden’s alphabetically labelled diaries, 
in which she reflected on art, philosophy, and intimate matters—such as 
her grief. The Blazing World, as compilation of texts, does not allow the 
reader full and free access to those diaries, it is only granted through the 
editorial work undertaken by Hess. Although Hess states that she has sim-
ply collected the documents associated with Burden’s life and work, when 
commenting on the diaries she claims to have been ‘fascinated, provoked 
and frustrated’ by them.26 Hess’ intermediation is further highlighted 
when she states: ‘Burden wrote so much and so broadly that my dilemma 
as an editor turned on the crucial question: What do I put in and what do 
I leave out?’27 Burden’s ‘imaginary’, as Cixous would put it, seems ‘inex-
haustible’, her ‘stream of phantasms is incredible’.28 Although having edito-
rial power—the last word over what will be published—Hess seems to fear 
a certain lack of control, and considers Burden a ‘trickster’, seeking control 
over her story even though she is dead.29 Burden’s authorship thus remains 
alive beyond her physical death, in the texts she leaves behind. Despite 
having tried ‘to assemble the texts into a reasonable order’, Hess warns the 
reader of the result of the investigation: a ‘story that emerges’ as ‘intimate, 
contradictory, and, […] rather strange’.30 Occupying the role of the inves-
tigator, Hess is not able to establish a single narrative over the chaos of 
contradiction. Hess gives voice to Burden’s children, her best friend, part-
ner, art critics, and, of course, to Burden herself. Acting as the literary ‘de-
tective’ figure, of which Waugh wrote, Hess keeps the reader ‘in suspense’, 
not as to ‘the identity of the criminal’ but as to the identity of the author.31 
Unlike a detective story, however, we are left without resolution. What, 
then, is left for the reader when such an ambiguity is not resolved—when 
the compendium of testimonies does not provide a definitive answer?

In the introduction to the novel, the reader is presented with the lay-
ered identities behind which Burden hides—which go beyond ‘Maskings’. 
Burden not only signs her work through three male living artists, but also 
constructs textual characters who engage with her art. Hess claims to first 
learn of Burden through a magazine letter signed by a man called Rich-
ard Brickman, who we soon learn was one of Burden’s creations. Burden’s 
reasoning behind choosing male masks corresponds to her belief that art 

26  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 4.
27  Ibid., p. 7.
28  Cixous, p. 876.
29  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 10.
30  Ibid., p. 11.
31  Waugh, Metafiction, p. 82.
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made by men is better received by audiences: ‘All intellectual and artis-
tic endeavours […] fare better in the mind of the crowd when the crowd 
knows that somewhere behind the great work or the great spoof it can 
locate a cock and a pair of balls.’32 Such words, as Hess explains in the 
introduction, are written by Brickman, who is, at the same time, suppos-
edly quoting Burden. Although Brickman is said to be ‘another character 
[…] this time textual’—in opposition to the masks Burden uses to sign 
her works—Brickman is also a textual character within the textual world 
of the novel.33 Engaging with techniques of self-consciousness, the novel 
problematises not only the notion of the author, but also of character. Bur-
den is not only creating works of art, but characters in a wider story that 
will support her goal to be recognised. Burden actively produces a series 
of documents, which her partner, Bruno, speak of as ‘documents of her 
struggle—texts Harry called “proliferations.”’34

For an art dealer—who does not believe Burden authored the work she 
signed with Rune’s name—Burden is responsible for yet another type of 
work, her diaries, which would be of a fictional nature. Responding to 
Hess’ questions during an interview, he states: ‘if she was as clever as you 
say, inventing writers for highbrow magazines, why not believe that she 
left behind, well, a novel of sorts.’35 Although authorship seems a space 
reserved for male authors, in this case it is a label projected on Burden as 
an insult, as a suggestion that her ambition for recognition is just a part of 
a fictional plot she has created—in which she is an author and a character. 
That same art dealer states that after her husband’s death ‘the story that 
came my way was that […] she had a nervous breakdown’.36 Furthermore, 
her pursuit of authorship is not perceived as a legitimate artistic enter-
prise, but as a tantrum: ‘she was bitter and angry and would do absolutely 
anything to get attention’.37 

Considering that Burden creates three ‘masks’, in addition to Brickman, 
it is worth asking what else in The Blazing World is a product of her cre-
ation, if not the whole novel. She explicitly considers herself a character: 
‘I was no longer the hero of my own life. Instead, I was […] some god-
damned minor character with only a couple of lines of dialogue here and 

32  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 1.
33  Ibid., p. 276.
34  Ibid, p. 319.
35  Ibid, p. 278.
36  Ibid,  p. 274.
37  Ibid., p. 278.
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there.’38 Burden writes in her diary: ‘What if I invented an artist who was 
all art criticism, all catalogue copy, and no work? How many artists, af-
ter all, had been catapulted into importance by drivel written by all those 
hacks who had taken the linguistic turn? Ah, écriture!’39 The ironic com-
mentary on the ‘linguistic turn’ and self-conscious tendencies of thinkers 
who wrote of écriture—such as Barthes himself, Jacques Derrida or Hélène 
Cixous—could position the novel as a manifesto against certain experi-
mental writing and artistic practices. However, Burden seems an active 
instigator of such conceptual playfulness when it comes to her own work. 
Her ‘proliferations’ are as important as the artworks themselves: the char-
acters she invents, the concept of the masks, and the diaries. her work, is 
her art as well as the context which surrounds it. As a feminist, she puts 
Cixous’ ideas into practice: ‘Woman must put herself into the text—as into 
the world and into history—by her own movement.’40 However, the lay-
ered nature of her work seems counterproductive. ‘Maskings’ becomes a 
game of unstable identities which challenges the authorship of Burden’s 
story and her art, as well as the truth in Hess’ account of it. While she de-
clares her own metaphorical death by signing her work with male names, 
she believes the hoax will eventually be revealed and, consequently, she 
will be praised. However, such a recognition does not occur while she is 
alive, for one of the masks she uses, Rune, appropriates her work.  It is only 
once she is truly a dead author—after passing away through cancer—that 
she obtains part of the recognition she thought she deserved, that is, when 
Hess compiles the documents and tells her story. However, considering 
the layers and masks behind which Burden hides, can we be sure that Hess 
is not just another character of Burden’s project? 

In the novel, a series of layered and framed identities battle for author-
ity over the text. As mentioned above, the reader soon realises that Hess, 
although having editorial power, feels she does not fully control the sto-
ry. She admits having ‘the uncomfortable feeling that the ghost of Harriet 
Burden was laughing over my shoulder’: Burden as a dead author cannot 
let go of the text.41 This is emphasised by the anxiety for control Burden 
explicitly shares in the first of the diary sections: ‘I am writing this be-
cause I don’t trust time. I, Harriet Burden […] am sixty-two, not ancient 

38  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 76.
39  Ibid., p. 36.
40  Cixous, p. 875.
41  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 10.
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but well on my way to THE END, and I have too much left to do.’42 In 
Linda Hutcheon’s words, feminism displayed ‘understandable suspicion of 
the deconstructing and undermining impulse’ of self-conscious literary 
motifs—such as the death of the author—in favour of ‘construction and 
support’ which ‘seem more important agendas for women’.43 Nevertheless, 
The Blazing World stays within an ambiguous state of destruction and con-
struction, and Burden moves in a paradoxical dynamic between reclaim-
ing and disguising her role as an author. She believes that by hiding, she 
will eventually reveal herself as the author of her work. She reminds her-
self that ‘The Greeks knew that the mask in the theatre was not a disguise 
but a means of revelation’.44

Burden is not the only character who artistically stages her death—in 
her case, first in a metaphoric sense. She is not the only one either who 
tries to control the reception of her work beyond her real physical death. 
The very last of her ‘masks’, Rune, stages his own death and projects its 
meaning. While they are still alive, Rune refuses to acknowledge the agree-
ment he and Burden had made and appropriates her work—refusing to 
take off the metaphorical mask. After betraying Burden, he plans his own 
performance-like death. Although it is not clear if Rune intended to die 
through his performance—consisting of ingesting pills, sleeping for sever-
al hours, and waking up, all in front of a camera—he is the first to encoun-
ter the death of the author in a physical sense. A critic explains, ‘[w]het-
her intentional or not, the artwork itself becomes a “container” for death, 
a coffin machine for the artist’s corpse’.45 The difference is, however, the 
perception of his art in comparison with that of Burden: his corpse does 
manage to maintain authority. Whilst Rune’s physical death strengthens 
his authority over his artwork, his reputation and even the authorship of 
what most likely seems like Burden’s art; in the case of Burden, her death—
both the self-inflicted artistic one and the later physical one—challenge 
her authorship. 

On the other hand, while enacting the death of the author, at the same 
time, Burden does not let go of the idea of the artist—of ‘the prestige of 
the individual’.46 Burden stays attached to the physicality of the artist, to 
the ‘very identity of the body writing’ which Barthes wanted to dispense 

42  Ibid., p. 13. 
43  Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 19.
44  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 60–61.
45  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 324.
46  Barthes, p. 143.
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with.47 Burden’s daughter explains how, for her mother, ‘there was no art 
[…] without the body’.48 Once more, there are echoes of Cixous’ ideas fo-
cused particularly on female writing. In her words, ‘[b]y writing her self, 
woman will return to the body which has been more than confiscated 
from her’.49 Indeed, it is the bodily nature of femininity which is particu-
larly emphasised by Burden regarding gender. Her sense of being unable 
to escape her physicality is reflected in her diaries, where she states she is 
‘haunted’ by the ‘thought of another body’, for, if she ‘had come in another 
package’, the outcome of her art would have been different.50 Although 
this may lead to believing that ‘Maskings’ is an answer to such concerns, 
a couple of paragraphs later, Burden states she is not ‘interested in exper-
imenting with my own body’ nor in ‘living as a man’; she states, ‘I wanted 
to leave my body out of it’.51 

However, in ‘Maskings’ she is far from leaving her body behind. She 
does not only sign her work with a male alias—as she does in the text 
signed by Brickman—but in ‘Maskings’ she offers the audience a real-life 
man, a flesh-and-bone male artist. It is not only the perception of the au-
dience which changes when the artist is a man. Burden sees herself differ-
ently when using the masks, which ‘played a role in the kind of art she pro-
duced’.52 In the last instalment of ‘Maskings’, Burden and Rune make use of 
actual masks in a gender-swapping practice: Burden performs masculin-
ity through a character called Rick—maybe in relation to Richard Brick-
man—and Rune performs femininity through Ruina. But the triumph of 
corporality arrives when Burden falls ill with terminal cancer: ‘I am truly 
a monster now, ashamed of its hideous body. I smell piss, shit, and some 
other unknown odor’, she writes in her diary.53 In this final emphasis on 
the body, Burden seems to leave behind any gendered pronouns, enforc-
ing a feeling of distance with her own body—an ‘it’, a carcass. However, 
the binary of masculinity and femininity is kept alive by those critics who 
write of ‘Maskings’ after Burden’s death, making use of the ‘gendered so-
matic cliché that female art is soft whilst male art is angular’.54 Speaking of 

47  Ibid., p. 142.
48  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 24.
49  Cixous, p. 880.
50  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 32.
51  Ibid., p. 35. 
52  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 2.
53  Ibid., p. 357.
54  Alexandra Kingston-Reese, Contemporary Novelists and the Aesthetics of Twenty-First 
Century American Life (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2020), p. 97.
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the last instalment of the project, an art dealer states: ‘the robotic motions 
of the dancers are pure Rune. Beneath looks nothing like those squishy 
Burden works’.55

When speaking of The Blazing World, Hustvedt reveals a series of in-
fluences behind Burden’s construction, of which Margaret Cavendish is 
probably the most notable. In her frustration with the art world, Burden 
finds a parallel between herself and Cavendish, whose ‘insistence on being 
heard and on having her work noticed’, just as with Burden’s, ‘was deeply 
performative’.56 As explained in the prologue, ‘Despite the fact that Cav-
endish lived in the seventeenth century, she served Harriet Burden as an 
alter ego.’57  Instead of denying the deep ambiguities in Burden’s work, 
Hess emphasises the need for considering ‘the dialogical quality of her 
thought’ when dealing with her art, in the same way that Cavendish in-
troduced ‘interlocutors in her writing’.58 Burden’s last work—which para-
phrases Cavendish’s own book The Blazing World—contains a sculpture of 
a woman called Margaret. Burden’s description of her own work, entitled 
‘The Blazing World’, establishes a self-conscious analogy between the gi-
ant sculpture she creates and Hustvedt’s own novel: ‘I am going to build 
a house-woman. She will have an inside and an outside, so that we can 
walk in and out of her. […] She must be large, and she must be a difficult 
woman […] No either/or for this woman. […] She must have a head as 
important as her tail. And there will be characters inside that head […]’.59 
The sculpture is represented giving birth to smaller figures, which is inter-
preted as a form of female authorship: ‘Don’t women give birth?’, wonders 
Burden, ‘[a]re we not makers and shakers of generations?’60 For Burden, 
again, there is a strong idea that gender resides in the body, associating 
femininity with certain physical characteristics. Her own intentions of 
escaping her body—of reaching a bodiless identity as an artist—are con-
tradicted in her own emphasis of pregnancy and birth. Furthermore, she 
establishes a relation between childbearing and writing. When speaking 
of Cavendish’s work, she states that the Duchess ‘gives birth to worlds’, she 
‘had no children of her own […] She had her “Paper Bodies,” her breath-

55  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 179.
56  Natalie Kon-Yu and Julienne Van Loon, ‘Gendered Authorship and Cultural Authority 
in Siri Hustvedt’s The Blazing World’, Contemporary Women’s Writing, 12 (2018), pp. 49–66 
(p. 50).
57  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 6.
58  Ibid., p. 6.
59  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 220.
60  Ibid., p. 222. 
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ing works’.61 Cavendish herself defined her own text, The Blazing World, 
as ‘a description of a new world’, as ‘a world of my own’.62 However, Caven-
dish’s ambition ‘is not only to be Empress, but Authoress of a whole world’, 
an ambition which undoubtedly is echoed by Burden’s own goals.63

While she works on ‘Maskings’, Burden yearns for what she deems ‘im-
possible’—‘show[ing] work by Anonymous’—but soon realises that ‘[a]rt 
is not allowed to arrive spontaneously unauthored’.64 The Barthesian death 
of the author is further and further away: though the biographical author 
is seemingly substitutable, the role itself is not, for ‘there is no orderly vi-
sion without context’, even if that context does not respond to the true 
origin of the work of art.65 When ‘Maskings’ is finally out and received by 
the audience, however, Burden’s own death as an author seems confirmed. 
But the work of art, rather than staying unauthored and open, is assigned 
a new author. The process by which she has signed her work through oth-
er artists leaves her work unconnected to her. She complains: ‘They hav-
en’t found a tenth of my little witticisms, my references, my puzzles […] 
Why do people see what they see? There must be conventions. […] We see 
nothing otherwise; all would be chaos.’66 On the one hand, then, Burden 
realises that authorship, although inescapable, is a malleable concept that 
can be easily manipulated. However, at the same time, she explores the 
possibility of authorship not being a passive concept, but one which is 
also constructed actively. The reflection surrounding authorship goes even 
further with the intrusion of Siri Hustvedt as yet another character in the 
novel. Burden’s alter-ego, Brickman, speaks of her: ‘an obscure novelist 
and essayist, Siri Hustvedt’. Therefore, for the reader there is not a clear 
limit between the layers of authors in the novel: who has the ultimate au-
thority?

In her non-fiction, Hustvedt stated that in narrative ‘[t]here is an au-
thor or authors’, but, in The Blazing World, we are not able to determine 
who possesses such a status, and as such, the authority over the story ‘van-
ish[es] as persons from the text’.67 Enlarging the discussion around author-
ship and the possibility for the author to have authority over their text, the 

61  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 348–49.
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novel suggests that it is neither possible to stay uncritically under Barthes’ 
death sentence nor to fully escape from it. The risk of relativism for fe-
male authorship is positioned against the risk of a tied text which leaves 
no room for interpretation. If the work of art needs the role of the author 
while at the same time aims to stay interpretable beyond its origin, what 
is Hustvedt aiming at when establishing this troubling relation? ‘[H]ow 
should the erasure and belittlement of women’s work be responded to by 
women artists and authors?’, some critics have wondered.68 The response, 
we learn in Hustvedt’s novel, cannot rely on the biographical figure of the 
author as the origin and sole owner of the text’s meaning, since such a fig-
ure is easily dissolved and reassigned. 

When trying to determine whether the hoax undertaken by Burden 
achieves its intended purpose—that is, if Burden has obtained authori-
ty over her work by tricking the audience—there are several possibilities. 
Since the original authorship of the work is not perceived by the audience, 
Burden’s masks could be considered ‘failures of perception, or readership 
and reception that are beyond the control of the artist/author’.69 Rather 
than underlining her merit as an author, she loses the possibility of re-
claiming her art. The masks guarantee neither freedom nor ‘a dispersal 
of power’—as the more optimistic interpretation of Barthes’ slogan could 
entail—but as a mere ‘distribution’ which strengthens the ‘existing hier-
archies’ which Burden was seeking to escape.70 When Burden refuses her 
authorship for the sake of an intellectual hoax, the result of her philosoph-
ical endeavour is neither a fruitful collective reflection on patriarchy and 
art, nor a rejection of authority. Instead, the space originated through the 
Barthesian death of the author is quickly occupied and reappropriated by 
a male artist, Rune. Once Burden realises the consequences of erasing her 
role as an author, she desperately tries to regain that power back: ‘Method-
ically, deliberately, Harry compiled every shred, morsel, sliver, and dust 
mote of evidence to prove her case. As she dug into piles […] and hunted 
for signs of her creative ownership, it dawned on her […] how carefully 
she had hidden her involvement’.71 

Hess admits having tried ‘to construct a story of sorts out of the di-
verse material Burden left behind’, but leaves the question of authorship 

68  Kon-Yu et al., p. 61.
69  Ibid, p. 64.
70  Eagleton, p. 5.
71  Hustvedt, The Blazing World, p. 309.
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unresolved, since ‘there is little agreement about what actually happened’.72 
Once again, the ‘disturbed, defied’ reader, is faced with responsibility, a 
responsibility which abandons purely aesthetic games and becomes polit-
ical.73 Despite its indeterminacy, gendered authorship becomes a position 
to be reclaimed, not in order to be occupied individually in an authoritari-
an fashion but to be problematised as a site which plays a part in the recep-
tion of the artistic work. Consequently, the death of the author is revealed 
as a hoax only available to some, while, for the female author, it is depicted 
as a dangerous and counterproductive game, though an extremely useful 
one to underline her precariousness. 

Furthermore, in the novel, the use of referencing and framing devices, 
as well as the presentation of the novel as a textual artefact through the 
presence of paratextual pieces—such as footnotes—underlines its mate-
riality to the extreme. It seems that Burden, as a dead author, can only 
come back to live through what she leaves behind. But having erased the 
material traces that prove her authorship, all that is left is speculation. Ac-
cording to Barthes, such a speculation or ambiguity opposes the figures of 
the reader and the author: the reader searches for meaning freely, while 
the author limits it. However, Hustvedt introduces a third figure: the edi-
tor. Without Hess’ intermediation, prior to her investigation and work on 
Burden, the audience is deceived by Rune’s claims of authorship: there is 
not a full picture, but a bias caused by Rune’s already existing reputation 
and power. In the case of the novel, the reader is enabled to decide and to 
roam freely in the story precisely because Hess offers all sorts of testimo-
nies, which are not always coherent among themselves. Thus, following 
the Barthesian drive, authorship is denaturalised and taken to a higher lev-
el of analysis—particularly female authorship, which is presented both in 
construction and deconstruction at the same time. As the novel advances, 
the neutral figure of the author—the abstract concept—seems to corre-
spond to the male author. The female author cannot pretend to be neutral: 
she is always marked. For Burden to achieve recognition over her art, she 
must prove the artificiality of the authorial figure by hiding behind a series 
of masks, as well as, in parallel, gaining the recognition of her ability to 
undertake such deconstruction.

Undoubtedly, the death of the author, as it was theorised by Barthes, 
proved to be a fruitful source of literary motifs. Such death did not en-

72  Ibid., pp. 7–8.
73  Linda Hutcheon, Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (Waterloo: Wilfried 
Laurier University Press, 1980), p. 39.
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tail a disappearance of the intellectual discussion around authorship, but, 
instead, a celebration of the possibilities which such decease brought to 
the text. In self-conscious fiction, the author—no longer positioned at the 
sacred site of origin—was allowed to enter and exit the text, to reveal their 
identity and to take a step back into the shade. In The Blazing World, how-
ever, the political implications of the death of the author encounter the 
specificity of gendered authorship, which does not obey the same rules 
and thus cannot be deconstructed in the same way. The death of the author 
leaves the purely aesthetic realm to encounter the political reality of tradi-
tionally disempowered female authorship. What happens, then, when the 
playful death of the author is applied to female authorship? Not all authors 
can play dead on the same terms, for not all authors exist and function on 
equal terms. The extreme consequences of denying or relativising female 
authorship are shown in the novel as deeply harmful and politically rep-
rehensible. Since female authorship is not a strongly established category 
nor does it have deep foundations historically, the Barthesian murderous 
game does not entail an intensification of authority, but an actual erasure 
of authorship. ‘Writing’ is thus not the place ‘where all identity is lost’, for 
not all identities undertake the task of writing under the same conditions. 
While female identity is easily questioned and, indeed, lost, male identi-
ty can play at disappearing, always with the possibility of returning and, 
even,  appropriating texts.74 While Barthes’ lack of ‘interest in what the 
author felt or wished you to feel’ seemed revolutionary when speaking 
about the traditionally dominant author—the male one—in the case of 
the female author, such a dismissal is no more than a confirmation of her 
already existing disadvantages.75 

Since Burden understands that the audience—or the reader—cannot 
conceive a work of art without an origin, she simply seeks to challenge it 
using layers, that is, using masks. But the audience does not perceive such 
layers: the mask loses its playful function and occupies Burden’s position. 
The space of the author is thus never left empty. Hustvedt’s approach to 
authorship neither contradicts nor denies the conventionality inherent in 
the figure of the author, for she demonstrates it is susceptible to aesthetic 
and political challenges. The dissolution of female authority, then, reveals 
the supposedly revolutionary challenge to authoritarianism as a potential 
site for the reactionary configuration of male authority, rather than as a 
neutral celebration of literary openness and the reader’s power of inter-

74  Barthes,  p. 142.
75  Smith, p. 43.
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pretation. Despite claiming to play dead, the authorial figure is revealed 
as a resistant literary category, a non-neutral site, which is inherently gen-
dered and inevitably plays a role in the perception of the text. Revising the 
death of the author by further engaging with it does not leave any space for 
straightforward enunciations against it, not for direct political statements. 
Even when such statements appear—such as when Burden complains of 
the anti-female bias of the art world—they are nothing more than quotes, 
for the reader only has access to a mediated and edited version of the story. 

At the same time, the reader cannot fully determine whether Hess is 
one of Burden’s creations, for both of their realities are merely textual and, 
therefore, non-hierarchical. The tension between what the novel explic-
itly says—its clear feminist concerns—and what it does—its ambiguity—
leaves the responsibility to the reader.  Aware or not of the authenticity of 
each of the testimonies, the reader is committed and involved. While the 
possibility of directly reclaiming female authorship is not possible in The 
Blazing World—in which identities hide behind textual masks—the novel 
offers a series of unresolved concerns, hinting at the need for a continued 
discussion and engagement. Able to enter and exit death and life, the male 
author may happily wave his death certificate; while the woman, marked 
and invisible at the same time, languishes in a limbo of deception and 
revelation. It thus seems that to give authorship its future, the reader must 
leave the audience’s seats and roam backstage, where she carefully crafts 
her mask.
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Working With and Against 
the Archive in Mohamedou 
Ould Slahi’s Restoration 
of Guantánamo Diary

Kristine Guillaume

In his editor’s note to Mohamedou Ould Slahi’s Guantánamo Diary, 
human rights activist and journalist Larry Siems makes a striking dis-
claimer: 

[This book] has been edited twice: first by the United States govern-
ment, which added more than 2,500 black-bar redactions censoring 
Mohamedou’s text, and then by me. Mohamedou was not able to par-
ticipate in, or respond to, either one of these edits.1

The book, adapted from Slahi’s handwritten 466-page manuscript from 
2005, was published in 2015 during Slahi’s near 14-year detention with-
out charge at Guantánamo. Upon release, the manuscript was lauded as 
one of the most comprehensive and ‘convincing’ accounts of life inside 
Guantánamo Bay—a prison often referred to as a ‘legal black hole’, ‘pris-
on beyond the law’, and ‘a permanent United States penal colony floating 
around the world’.2 

The first edition of Guantánamo Diary is necessarily incomplete, 
marked by Siems’ editorial decision to leave redactions intact. The black 
bars constantly interrupt Slahi’s account of his detainment, interrogations, 
and fight for release. These are visceral traces of the US government’s ex-
tensive censorship efforts, which Siems—through his editorial contribu-

1      Larry Siems, ‘Notes on the Text, Redactions, and Annotations’, in Guantánamo Diary 
(New York, NY: Little Brown and Company, 2015), pp. xi–xiv (p. xi).
2  See Amy Kaplan, ‘Where Is Guantánamo?’, American Quarterly, 57.3 (2005), 831–58 
(p. 831); for “convincing,” see Mark Danner, ‘“Guantánamo Diary”, by Mohamedou Ould 
Slahi’, The New York Times, 20 January 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/15/books/
review/guantanamo-diary-by-mohamedou-ould-slahi.html.
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tions—attempts to work against. Though with very different motivations, 
Siems’ modifications, too, are evident in Guantánamo Diary, most prom-
inently in footnotes that try to discern what lies behind the government’s 
erasures. Amid these interventions, Slahi’s absence from the editorial pro-
cess is always present, reminding us of the potential for his infinite deten-
tion at Guantánamo.

But that changed after Slahi’s 2016 release from Guantánamo. In 2017, 
Slahi published a second edition of Guantánamo Diary, marketed as ‘the 
fully restored text’.3 For this edition, Slahi worked with Siems in a more 
collaborative editing process to ‘fill in’ the redactions, adding lightly shad-
ed highlights to demarcate previous erasures. For this project, however, 
Slahi had to rely on his own recollection of events that occurred over a 
decade prior, as the US government still retains possession of his unre-
dacted manuscript. Slahi writes: ‘I cannot say for sure that I did not in 
fact reproduce everything the way it was in the original. The only way to 
know is for the US government to follow the law and give me back what 
they confiscated illegally’.4 In saying this, Slahi underscored the immense 
difficulty of navigating these layers of mediation in Guantánamo Diary 
imposed by both the declassification and editorial processes. 

This essay explores how the two editions present a critical ground for 
inquiry about Slahi’s method of recovering a lost personal and political 
history disrupted by several outside actors. Guantànamo Diary, therefore, 
interrogates the role of writing, specifically prison writing—writing pro-
duced by authors with experiences of incarceration—in resisting and un-
settling the state’s power.5 That disruption, I argue, is always compromised. 
In this essay, I read the restored edition of Guantánamo Diary with and 
against its predecessor to investigate how Slahi navigates the interventions 
made by both Siems and the US government in his revision process. 
This essay situates itself among public and scholarly conversations about 
Guantánamo Diary, which has also been adapted to film and serves as 

3  See book cover. Mohamedou Ould Slahi, Guantánamo Diary: The Fully Restored Text, 
ed. by Larry Siems (Canongate Books, 2017). 
4  Mohamedou Ould Slahi and Larry Siems, ‘Scribo Ergo Sum’, in Prison Writing and 
the Literary World: Imprisonment, Institutionality and Questions of Literary Practice, ed. by 
Claire Westall and Michelle Kelly, Routledge Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Literature 
(New York: Routledge, 2020), pp. 156–69 (p. 169).
5  See Claire Westall, ‘Introduction: A Wide and Worlded Vision of Prison Writing’, in 
Prison Writing and the Literary World: Imprisonment, Institutionality and Questions of 
Literary Practice, ed. by Michelle Kelly, Routledge Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Liter-
ature (New York: Routledge, 2020), pp. 1–18 (p. 4).
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what Daniel Roux calls ‘a scathing indictment of Western imperialism 
and racism’ and ‘an unforgettable exposé’ of the violence and illegality at 
Guantánamo Bay.6 Scholars like Eleni Coundouriotis, Yogita Goyal, and 
Mary Pappalardo place Slahi’s narrative at the intersection of postcolo-
nial literature, human rights, and prison writing, among others. The first 
edition of the text, which has been widely discussed, remains the primary 
focus of the conversation about Guantànamo Diary, even for scholarly and 
journalistic articles written and published after 2017. In a recent article, 
for example, Pappalardo examines the 2015 edition as a literary object that 
illustrates the impossibility of ‘fully unsettl[ing]’ the imperial power it de-
picts through analysing the editing process, which she claims ‘interrupts 
and mediates the narrator’s voice’.7 However, Pappalardo focuses only on 
the first edition, writing that the restored text is ‘offered up as a kind of 
continuation’ of the original’s work.8 

Though much of the text remains consistent between the two editions, I 
contend that the 2017 text represents more than a ‘continuation’ of its pre-
decessor, evidenced by how Slahi’s active presence changes the editorial 
process in terms of presentation and voice. This essay seeks to integrate the 
restored edition more definitively into the scholarly conversation, consid-
ering not least of all Slahi’s ability to consent to further editorial changes 
and frame his own narrative. I am interested in the process of revision, 
arguing Slahi’s restored edition presents an opportunity to examine where 
and how Slahi asserts his authority as the author. In saying this, I recognise 
and consider the textual and practical limits to the revision process, inter-
rogating how Slahi negotiates the permanent consequences of previous 
and competing editorial interventions in Guantánamo Diary.

This essay draws from bodies of genetic criticism and prison writing 
scholarship to explore how Slahi’s restorative project unsettles state pow-
er while reminding us that his captivity—and the captivity of those still 
detained without charge at Guantànamo Bay—remains unresolved and 
ongoing, as imperial power hovers over the text. Throughout my analy-
sis, I keep in mind Pappalardo’s argument about the impossibility of fully 
destabilising imperial power as I examine the persistent elusiveness of nar-

6  Daniel Roux, ‘Mohamedou Ould Slahi’s Guantánamo Diary and Prison Writing 
from Africa’, African Studies Review, 63.2 (2020), 430–35 (p. 435) <https://doi.org/10.1017/
asr.2020.25>.
7  Mary Pappalardo, ‘Writing from the New Colony: Place, Subjectivity, and Textual Pro-
duction in Guantánamo Diary’, Research in African Literatures, 50.1 (2019), 20–35 (pp. 21, 
23).
8  Ibid., pp. 21–22.
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rative closure in the restored edition. In doing so, my approach to Slahi’s 
revision process takes many cues from Saidiya Hartman’s conception of 
critical fabulation; I argue that this method, which Hartman details in her 
2008 essay ‘Venus in Two Acts’, helps capture several tensions in Slahi’s re-
vision process. Critical fabulation describes an approach to addressing the 
violence of the archive of Atlantic slavery to recover the otherwise silenced 
stories of people who were captured, enslaved, and forcibly displaced on 
the middle passage. The method describes, in essence, an impossible pro-
ject of recovery where closure and access to an erased past remains elusive. 
In the final section of this essay, I explore how these tensions manifest in 
Slahi’s own recovery project, which similarly aims—as many prison writ-
ing narratives do—to reassert humanity and counter the violence of state 
and empire. 

‘Context Suggests’

With the longstanding norm of single authorship in the contemporary 
commercial literary market, the first edition of Guantánamo Diary stands 
as a rare case in which the editor’s work is foregrounded and visible in 
the text while its author is still living. As Tim Groenland writes in The 
Art of Editing, contemporary authorship is ‘often constructed as a brand’ 
and that ‘the book itself will, with very few exceptions, be presented as a 
single unified entity, with little or no reference to these manifold forms of 
editorial labour’.9 But traces of editorial labour—government redactions 
and Siems’ editorial interventions—abound in the first edition. In what 
follows, I argue that the 2017 edition demonstrates how Slahi (re)asserts 
his authority as the author while he navigates previous editorial interven-
tions, reclaiming space from outside actors. My analysis will consider the 
layers of mediation in three forms of Guantànamo Diary: the declassified 
manuscript to which Siems made initial edits, the 2015 edition, and the 
2017 restored edition.

The government’s declassification process, which involved a seven-
year-long effort by Slahi’s lawyers to clear his manuscript for release, cen-
sored names, locations, descriptions of torture, and other details were re-
tracted, thus preventing Slahi from fully communicating his experiences 

9  Tim Groenland, ‘Stuff That Editors Do’, in The Art of Editing : Raymond Carver and 
David Foster Wallace [Electronic Resource] (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019), paras 
13–14.
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in the first edition.10 Though most of these redactions are one-word or 
sentence-length cuts, there are notably three multi-page redactions, which 
censor accounts of two polygraph tests and one poem Slahi penned while 
incarcerated. In focusing on these moments, I aim to use Groenland’s 
method of examining the interactions of different actors mediating a text 
to ‘gain a more accurate picture of the author’s distinct role in its produc-
tion’.11

Groenland characterises the point at which a text is ‘shared’ or ‘social-
ized’ in the pre-publication process as a moment where the ‘dynamic in-
terplay of the writing […] is contested and negotiated by multiple collabo-
rating (and sometimes competing) agents’.12 A vast majority of Siems’ edits 
in the first edition oppose the government’s efforts by adding information 
about Slahi’s case in the form of footnotes, including speculative notes that 
attempt to provide information about the redactions.13 He writes that he 
used ‘close reading’ to ‘see past the black bars and erasures’, explaining that 
‘any process of editing a censored text’ will involve attempts to discern 
what has been redacted and that the footnotes ‘are a kind of record of that 
effort’.14 Siems clarifies that in doing this work, he is not trying to reveal 
classified information or ‘reconstruct the original redacted text’, which 
I interpret as not trying to write exactly as Slahi might. Nonetheless, as 
Pappalardo writes, these edits—as they posit what might fill these black 
bars—try to, in a sense, ‘complete’ Slahi’s narrative; like the redactions this 
effort ‘profoundly shape[s] how we read the document’.15 The two compet-
ing sets of edits, Pappalardo argues, therefore ‘have serious implications 
for the way we understand Slahi’s agency and subjectivity’.16 Indeed, Siems’ 
footnotes seek to fulfil the reader’s desire to know what the state is con-
cealing through close readings. In this way, they might shift the reader’s 
focus away from Slahi’s account of his experience in his own words. The 
reading experience runs the risk of becoming a fact-finding mission where 
the reader follows Siems’ detective-like process of piecing together infor-
mation about Slahi’s case. 

10  Mohamedou Ould Slahi, ‘Introduction’, in Guantánamo Diary: The Fully Restored Text 
(Canongate Books, 2017), pp. xxi–li (p. xli).
11  Groenland, para. 23.
12  Ibid.
13  Siems, Note on the Text and Annotations of the Restored Edition’, in Guantánamo 
Diary: The Fully Restored Text (Canongate Books, 2017), pp. xvii–xx (p. xiii).
14  Ibid.
15  Pappalardo, p. 30.
16  Ibid.
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Some of Siems’ annotations are brief, explicitly pointing the reader to 
context clues that might reveal the redactions’ contents. For example, Siems 
deduces that the pronouns ‘she’ and ‘her’ are repeatedly concealed, writing 
in a footnote: ‘Context suggests the guard may be female. Throughout the 
script, it appears that the pronouns she and her are consistently redacted, 
and he and his appear unredacted’.17 These types of annotations appear 
throughout the first edition, frequently prefaced by the phrase ‘context 
suggests’. These edits allow readers to more easily identity the guards’ gen-
der identifications, languages spoken, or other details in Slahi’s narrative. 

Other annotations, however, draw from beyond in-text context clues, 
citing sources like Slahi’s 2005 Administrative Review Board (ARB) hear-
ing transcript, news articles, and government reports to supplement the 
censored narrative. For example, the identity of one of Slahi’s interro-
gators—a man known as ‘William the Torturer’—is redacted in the first 
edition.18 Slahi writes: ‘The detainees back in Bagram used to call him 
REDACTED; he reportedly was responsible for torturing even innocent 
individuals the government release’.19 In a footnote, Siems summarises 
Slahi’s reference to this interrogator in the ARB hearing transcript, cites 
the source, provides the link, and writes: ‘The lead interrogator here could 
be that interrogator’.20 Though it is clear Siems has done comprehensive 
research, he necessarily maintains a cautious, speculative tone throughout 
his annotations, using verb phrases like ‘this appears to be’, ‘this could refer 
to’, ‘this may be’, ‘MOS seems to be’, among others.21 These verb phrases are 
carefully transparent, an important caveat to the reader that it is impossi-
ble to declare these speculations as fact without the ability to corroborate 
them with the author.

Readers who, as Pappalardo warns, might interpret these footnotes 
as facts miss Siems’ multiple diligent reminders of Slahi’s absence in the 
footnotes and paratext. This includes a note-taking responsibility for any 
errors, given none of Slahi’s lawyers looked over the edits.22 Still, the foot-
notes mark visible traces of where Siems acts as the primary decision-mak-
er in the presentation of Guantánamo Diary. For example, Siems explains 

17  Mohamedou Ould Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, ed. by Larry Siems (New York, NY: Little 
Brown and Company, 2015), p. 10.
18  Ibid., pp. 14, 13.
19  Ibid., p. 14. Throughout this paper, I preserve the original redactions and shaded text 
in the 2015 and 2017 editions with black bars and grey highlights.
20  Ibid., Emphasis added.
21  Ibid., pp. 19, 21, 197, 221.
22  Siems, ‘Notes on the Text, Redactions, and Annotations’, p. xiii.
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that he placed footnotes where he believed they were important for ‘the 
overall readability and impact of the text’, pointing to exactly how his edi-
torial judgement shapes the version of Guantánamo Diary published and 
distributed to audiences.23 There are invisible marks too, most significantly 
Siems’ note that he cut 22,000 words from the manuscript to streamline 
the narrative—a fact that only intensifies the absence of the incarcerated 
author and already establishes some limits for Slahi’s eventual restorative 
project.24 

Though the vast majority of Siems’ footnotes is correct, their hedging, 
speculative tone insists that Guantánamo Diary’s first edition is always al-
ready incomplete with outside actors speaking, at times, over the author. 
As readers approach the text, they constantly weave among these inter-
fering voices, jumping among redactions, footnotes, references to outside 
sources, and Slahi’s own words. This kinetic dynamic of Guantánamo Di-
ary renders the reader an active participant in interpreting what might lie 
behind the erasures—what the government does not want to be seen—
making the reader, in a sense, a collaborator in the editorial process as they 
might attempt to fill in the blanks. We can observe how the reader partic-
ipates in this process through readings of the book recorded by famous 
writers and celebrities like Benedict Cumberbatch, Jude Law, and Stanley 
Tucci; these recordings were aired on The Guardian’s books podcast as part 
of an ‘unprecedented international publishing event’.25 The ways in which 
these narrators read excerpts from Guantánamo Diary, particularly their 
inflections and tone of voice, convey their own interpretations of Slahi’s 
narrative. Yogita Goyal elaborates on this in a 2017 essay, writing: ‘As some 
read his words with anger, some with irony, and others with humor, the 
haunting absence of Slahi’s own body becomes even more poignant’.26 The 
layers of mediation in the first edition—the government’s edits, Siems’ 
framing and footnotes, and the reader’s own individual interpretations—
risk subsuming the author’s voice, especially given that Slahi cannot con-
sent to editorial changes, respond to the reading public’s interpretation of 
his book, or otherwise speak for himself.

23  Ibid.
24  Ibid., p. xii.
25  Richard Lee, ‘Guantánamo Diary: Benedict Cumberbatch Reads an Extract – Podcast’; 
Yogita Goyal, ‘The Genres of Guantánamo Diary: Postcolonial Reading and the War on 
Terror’, The Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, 4.1 (2017), 69–87 (p. 80) 
<https://doi.org/10.1017/pli.2016.32>
26  Ibid.
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In the author’s absence, the first edition itself makes many moves to 
assert the veracity of its contents through the corroboration of outside 
actors—an aspect Goyal analyses in her essay, which reads Guantánamo 
Diary in relation to the tradition of slave narratives.27 Goyal draws an im-
portant comparison between the paratextual materials of the slave narra-
tive and those of Guantánamo Diary’s first edition; she writes that slave 
narratives typically included letters and editor’s notes asserting the ‘good 
character’ of the author and the veracity of the text that followed.28 Indeed, 
in his introduction, Siems reiterates the illegality of the government’s de-
tainment of Slahi ‘with no satisfactory explanation to date’ and gives a 
detailed biographical account of Slahi’s life, including information about 
his family, upbringing, and education.29 In another passage, Siems writes: 

Mohamedou remains to this day in the same segregation cell where he 
wrote his Guantánamo Diary. I have, I believe, read everything that has 
been made public about his case, and I do not understand why he was 
ever in Guantánamo in the first place’.30 

Here, Siems vouches for the veracity of Slahi’s narrative, testifying to its 
credibility and contesting the US government’s narrative, which portrays 
Slahi as a threat to national security. 

With this declaration, the text is thus further mediated, as Siems in-
corporates excerpts and citations from news articles, government reports, 
and other sources to supplement information about the author. Given 
these examples of editorial interventions, each with their own motiva-
tions, Slahi’s voice is interrupted both within and outside of Guantánamo 
Diary as a consequence of the text’s pre-publication process. These levels 
of mediation—appearing at different degrees of visibility to the reader—
provide the context from which I build my analysis of the 2017 edition. 
Slahi’s and Siems’ new, collaborative restorative project marks a significant 
point where Slahi can assert his authority among these competing edito-
rial voices.

27  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. 212. Goyal builds her reading from a moment when Slahi 
tells his interrogator: ‘You’re holding me because your country is strong enough to be un-
just. And it’s not the first time you have kidnapped Africans and enslaved them.’
28  Goyal, p. 79.
29  Siems, ‘Notes on the Text, Redactions, and Annotations’, p. xiv.
30  Larry Siems, ‘Introduction’, in Guantánamo Diary (New York, NY: Little Brown and 
Company, 2015), pp. xv–xliv (p. xxi).
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Bridging the Gap

Slahi’s restorative project, though remarkable, is unavoidably limited by 
both his and our inability to access the many avant-textes—materials 
preceding the final texts—of the published editions. Philippe Lejeune, in 
describing the genetic study of autobiographies, cautions that there is a 
danger in believing the avant-textes tell ‘more truth’ about the work; in-
stead, Lejeune argues that these documents can help us ‘go beneath the 
surface’ and provide insight about ‘the movement that produced the text’.31 
Drawing from the paratext and revisions in the 2017 edition, I will demon-
strate how Slahi’s revision process works to contest and complement the 
different types of editing in a way that more clearly forefronts Slahi’s sub-
jectivity in the text.

I should note here that this pursuit departs from the vast majority of ge-
netic scholarship, which—as Groenland writes—has, ‘of necessity, tended 
to focus on canonical authors whose “avant-texte” is extensive enough to 
allow applications of its methods’.32 He cites examples like Samuel Beck-
ett, Virginia Woolf, and James Joyce—authors for whom manuscripts 
and notebooks are abundantly available. Groenland’s own study involves 
Raymond Carver and the more contemporary author Davis Foster Wal-
lace; manuscripts are relatively accessible for both of these authors. With 
Guantánamo Diary, I am interested in applying these methods to an in-
stance of contemporary writing under the extraordinary circumstances in 
which prison writing is produced: where writing materials, manuscripts, 
and the authority of the author are always precarious.

In Guantánamo Diary’s restored edition, the paratextual apparatus re-
mains similarly lengthy like its predecessor, but its purpose is markedly 
different. It includes an updated timeline of detention, a new editorial note 
by Siems, and—most notably—an introduction by Slahi. Siems’ editorial 
note explains the editorial and publication process for the 2017 edition; of 
the footnotes, Siems writes that he and Slahi decided to leave them in the 
new text, making revisions where necessary. He explains how the remain-
ing notes ‘now refer entirely to the resources available to readers interested 
in exploring the extensive documentary record of Mohamedou’s ordeal’.33 

31  Philippe Lejeune, ‘Auto-Genesis: Genetic Studies of Autobiographical Texts’, in Genetic 
Criticism : Texts and Avant-Textes, ed. by Jed Deppman, Daniel Ferrer, and Michael Gro-
den, Material Texts (Philadelphia, Pa.: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), pp. 193–217 
(p. 196).
32  Groenland, para. 17.
33  Siems, ‘Note on the Text and Annotations’, p. xix.
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Here, there is no effort to prove the veracity of Slahi’s narrative for him. 
Rather, Siems presents the documentary footnotes as an optional invita-
tion to the curious reader; this marks a stark contrast to the first edition’s 
description of the annotations as a ‘necessity’ for the text’s ‘readability and 
impact’.

Slahi’s active presence in the new edition, therefore, empowers him 
as the author to consent to further edits and, importantly, corroborates 
Siems’ annotations. Slahi’s introduction, for example, completely departs 
from Siems’. Slahi continues his story in his own words, uninterrupted, 
and recounts the end of his detention, his eventual release from Guantána-
mo, and his reflections on the writing process while detained. The para-
textual materials, in this way, offer space for Slahi and Siems to articulate 
the kinds of revisions they made to the 2015 text, an act of restoration that 
peels back some layers of mediation in the first edition; this revision be-
gins the process of reinserting Slahi’s voice into his own narrative.

The revised footnotes in Guantánamo Diary’s restored edition are one 
of the main sites where Slahi reclaims space. Now that Slahi can ‘com-
plete’ his own narrative, the preserved annotations take the form of more 
straightforward, declarative statements, abandoning the previous specu-
lative mode. In the aforementioned footnote about ‘William the Torturer,’ 
for example, the revised footnote still provides information about the ARB 
hearing but notably removes Siems’ commentary that the interrogator 
‘could be’ William, given that Slahi already confirms and communicates 
this through ‘filling in’ the text of the restored edition. Such is the case for 
many of the speculative footnotes; as Slahi corroborates the previously re-
dacted information, his interventions in the 2017 edition subsume Siems’ 
atypically visible editorial voice. 

Slahi’s involvement in formulating the footnotes is especially significant 
in how he more clearly testifies to the extended network of American im-
perial power, which is concentrated in Guantánamo Bay, further unset-
tling the power dynamic between the state’s censors and the previously 
censored author. For instance, at one point in the text, Slahi recounts an 
interrogation with members of the Canadian Security Intelligence Service 
(CSIS) and the Royal Mounted Police.34 Throughout Guantánamo Diary, 
the American government redacted the names of government agencies, 
military personnel, and foreign agents and organisations involved in inter-
rogating Slahi and other detainees. As such, in the first edition, the names 
of the agencies are redacted and Siems writes in a footnote that the agents 

34  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, pp. 204–7. Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. 207.
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‘might be’ from the CSIS, drawing his conclusions from a 2003 Toronto Star 
article for which Siems provides the hyperlink.35 In the restored edition, 
the accompanying footnote preserves the hyperlink, but removes Siems’ 
commentary, meaning that his editorial voice is no longer foregrounded 
in the text. 

Instead, Slahi, now uninterrupted, tells his personal account of con-
fronting the extensive network—both domestic and international—of 
countries and entities complicit in the United States’ illegal detentions. 
As Amy Kaplan writes in her influential 2005 essay ‘Where is Guantána-
mo?’, the prison’s ‘legal—or lawless—status has been a logic grounded in 
imperialism, whereby coercive state power has been routinely mobilized 
beyond the sovereignty of national territory and outside the rule of law’.36 
Slahi’s text, amplified by his restorative project, unsettles these imperial 
networks, defying the American government’s and its accomplices’ sup-
pression of the US government of its own actions and those of its accom-
plices, as he asserts his voice as the authority on the text.

As the author, Slahi’s ability to link his subjective accounts from inside 
Guantánamo to public documentary evidence bridges the gap between 
those inside and outside the prison whose inhabitants, as Kaplan notes, 
are kept outside the rule of law and branded as ‘enemy combatants’ largely 
on the basis of religion.37 As Claire Westall writes, this bridge function is 
one of the key elements of prison writing, which ‘can provide opportu-
nities for the incarcerated to express themselves, critique the system of 
detention, and document their struggle for survival and sanity’, both on 
an individual and collective level.38 Of Guantánamo Diary, Roux writes 
that much of the text’s power comes from Slahi’s ‘insistence on visibility 
in a system that renders him invisible’ through the government’s narrative 
of him as criminal and his persistent demands to know why he has been 
detained throughout the text.39 As such, Slahi’s decision to undertake this 
restorative project after his release further demonstrates the importance 
of visibility; his efforts are a political act of subverting the government’s 
characterisation of people detained at Guantánamo as ‘enemy combatants’ 

35  Michelle Shephard, ‘CSIS Grilled Trio in Cuba’, The Toronto Star (Toronto, 27 July 
2008)<https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2008/07/27/csis_grilled_trio_in_cuba.
html>.
36  Kaplan, p. 832.
37  Ibid., p. 836.
38  Westall, p. 1.
39  Roux, p. 434. Emphasis original.
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and condemning the systemic detention of mostly Muslim foreigners in 
the post-9/11 era. 

Throughout Slahi’s revisions, the reassertions of authority over 
Guantánamo Diary magnify the political act of establishing and retain-
ing his selfhood and subjectivity. In a small yet revealing redaction, the 
US government cuts the word ‘tears’ from a scene in which a guard tries 
to reassure Slahi he will return to his family in Mauritania. Slahi writes: 
‘When he said that I couldn’t help breaking in tears. Lately, I’d become so 
vulnerable’.40 Using context clues, Siems, in the first edition, adds a foot-
note to this blacked-out word, writing: ‘Is [sic] seems possible, if incredible 
that the US government may have here redacted the word “tears”’.41 This 
marks a significant instance of how the government’s interventions aim 
at suppressing Slahi’s humanity. However, Slahi reasserts his personhood 
in the restored edition, which removes Siems’ annotative commentary. By 
filling in the redacted word, ‘tears’, Slahi speaks for himself. No outside ed-
itor needs to explain his experience or certify the violence of this erasure. 

Through prison writing, Guantánamo Diary reveals Slahi’s reflections, 
ideas, and perspectives, which otherwise cannot be found in any legal doc-
ument, newspaper article, or criminal justice statistics. The two editions, 
therefore, offer critical insight into the subjective, personal experiences 
of the dehumanisation and illegality of American detention practices, the 
struggle for recognition, and conceptions of the self in captivity—all on 
Slahi’s own terms. Creating and solidifying this bridge between outside 
and inside is one of the most powerful ways that Slahi’s writing disrupts 
and resists the state’s power. 

It might seem, therefore, that the restoration of Guantánamo Diary 
communicates Slahi’s own experience fully and in an uninterrupted way. 
However, the lasting effects of the original editorial intervention—namely 
that Slahi is still working from a redacted manuscript cut by the state and, 
likewise, that Siems works without his input—impose important limits on 
Slahi’s restorative project. This is an important reminder that power is a 
key aspect of any editorial process; the multiple editions of Guantànamo 
Diary viscerally illustrate the different exertions of power over a text in its 
layers of mediation while also introducing a particular set of concerns for 

40  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. 299.
41  Ibid., p. 229.



72

working with and against the archive

prison writing. As Nicole Fleetwood writes in Marking Time: Art in the 
Age of Mass Incarceration: 

[T]he power of the state to arrest and capture, to make visible and in-
visible, underscores the significance of visuality as a tool of state au-
thority that structures who sees and what can be seen.42

Prison, in this way, is a simultaneously hypervisible and invisible structure 
in our society. Furthermore, our perceptions of the carceral system are 
highly mediated—whether through their portrayals in television shows, 
film (like the 2021 film adaptation of Guantánamo Diary titled The Mau-
ritanian), or texts. Fleetwood’s scholarship focuses on visual art produced 
by incarcerated people, but I draw from her analysis of visuality in my 
examination of Guantánamo Diary’s editions as material objects. Ridden 
with black bars or lightly shaded highlights, the editing and reading pro-
cess both illustrate how the state limits one’s field of vision into its carcer-
al practices and attempts to retain power over the people it confines and 
stigmatises.

This complex set of concerns recalls Pappalardo’s argument about the 
extent to which the first edition can completely destabilise imperial power. 
She writes: ‘It is maybe impossible to ever fully unsettle that power, but it 
is also maybe impossible for that power to ever be stable’.43 Considering 
how Slahi’s revisions contest the interventions made in the declassification 
process, it is even more unsettling, then, how the imperial power of the US 
government retains some control, though importantly less control, over 
Slahi’s restored edition, published after his release. I turn to these limits in 
the final section. 

With and Against the Archive

In a 2015 essay, Eleni Coundouriotis writes that the possibility of Slahi’s 
infinite detention ‘problematises the function of narrative closure’ in the 
first edition.44 That closure remains unresolved in the restored edition, not 
in the least because the government still retains possession of Slahi’s origi-

42  Nicole R. Fleetwood, Marking Time: Art in the Age of Mass Incarceration (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2020), p. 15.
43  Pappalardo, p. 23.
44  Eleni Coundouriotis, ‘Torture and Textuality: Guantánamo Diary as Postcolonial Text’, 
Textual Practice, 34.7 (2020), 1061–80 (1063).
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nal, unredacted manuscript as well as his notes, diaries, and other writings 
produced at Guantánamo Bay. Slahi’s restorative project, therefore, nego-
tiates carefully with these limits imposed by the permanent consequences 
of the government’s declassification process and Siems’ editorial interven-
tions.

In a recent essay, Slahi writes: ‘Guantánamo was not exactly my awak-
ening as a writer, and the manuscript that became Guantánamo Diary was 
not my first attempt to tell this story’.45 In the restored edition, Slahi reveals 
in his introduction that he pursued many forms of writing as a means to 
record his experiences and survive his detention. Slahi wrote stories in the 
margins of prison library books and stole paper from the letter-writing 
stockpile to document his story in Arabic. In 2003, he began writing dia-
ries, hiding the pages—which also contained notes in English and copies 
of poems he had memorised—in a library book, though these were even-
tually confiscated.46 Two years later, Slahi began writing the full-length 
English narrative that would become Guantánamo Diary ‘in chunks, as a 
series of letters to [his] lawyers’ to ensure they would not be destroyed.47 

Slahi’s catalog of missing avant-textes preceding the 2017 edition 
demonstrates how the restorative project of Guantánamo Diary works 
both with and against the archive. This a struggle reminiscent of Saidiya 
Hartman’s method of ‘critical fabulation’, a term she coined in her 2008 
article ‘Venus in Two Acts’. In that essay, Hartman describes her approach 
to studying the violence and erasures of personhood in the archive of At-
lantic slavery, which consists of ship ledgers and other records that do not 
represent the perspectives of people who were captured, incarcerated, and 
enslaved on the middle passage. This archive, Hartman writes, denies the 
subjectivity and humanity of enslaved people through this violent erasure. 
Critical fabulation intervenes in this erasure, she explains, by ‘straining 
against the limits of the archive to write a cultural history of the captive, 
and, at the same time, enacting the impossibility of representing the lives 
of the captives precisely through the process of narration’.48 

In applying Hartman’s method to my analysis, I caution that this is not 
an exact parallel, given her focus on Atlantic slavery and on recovering the 
stories of those who have since died. While both look to recover lost ele-
ments of the past, Hartman’s position as an outside researcher also differs 

45  Slahi and Siems, p. 161.
46  Slahi, ‘Introduction’, p. xxxv.
47  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. xxxvii.
48  Saidiya Hartman, ‘Venus in Two Acts’, Small Axe 12.2 (2008), 1–14 (p. 11).
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significantly from Slahi’s position as the subject and author; Slahi’s project 
of recovery involves a revision of the self, whereas Hartman looks to exca-
vate the subjectivity of people other than herself. Despite these differences, 
I maintain that critical fabulation provides a helpful framework for under-
standing some of the difficulties of Slahi’s restorative project, as it sketches 
out the complexities of historical memory—especially that of groups and 
individuals who have been systemically silenced and dehumanised across 
the globe. 

In saying this, I consider the historical linkage between Atlantic slav-
ery and the United States’ occupation of and detention at Guantánamo 
Bay, drawing from Amy Kaplan’s argument that Guantánamo Bay repre-
sents a modern legacy of racialised imperialist history. Kaplan writes that 
people detained at Guantánamo ‘continue to inhabit the racialized images 
of shackled slaves, infected bodies, revolutionary subjects, and undesir-
able immigrants’ historically held there.49 Indeed, Slahi draws analogies 
between his situation and that of the Atlantic slave trade multiple times 
in Guantánamo Diary; at one point, he writes: ‘Slaves were taken forcibly 
from Africa, and so was I’, a testament to this linked and fraught history of 
forced migration, displacement, and erasure of one’s humanity.50

While much of Slahi’s restored text fulfils the desire to know and re-
cover the unknown, the moments of impossibility force a reckoning with 
the incompleteness of the text and the violence enacted unto his person 
and archive. In the restored edition’s paratext, Siems writes that there 
were points of Guantánamo Diary for which it was ‘impossible to rep-
licate the exact text’ from the handwritten manuscript.51 These practical 
limits placed upon the restorative project raise important questions about 
the impossibility of and role of closure in autobiographical narratives. 
Siems specifies that this process was especially challenging in the mul-
ti-page redaction scenes: the accounts of the two polygraph exams and 
the poem Slahi included in his manuscript. While Slahi reconstructs the 
text recounting both polygraph exams, he refrains from attempting to re-
produce the poem in its exact form. For the purposes of my inquiry, I am 
interested in the latter case, which represents a powerful example of unset-
tling incompletion in the reconstructed edition, emblematic of the labour 
involved in working with and against the archive. 

49  Kaplan, p. 840.
50  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. 314. 
51  Siems, ‘Note on the Text and Annotations’, p. xviii.
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The poem appears amid accounts of Slahi’s interrogation sessions with 
an Army Specialist named Amy, whose identity is revealed in the restored 
edition. In the first edition, Slahi’s poem is presented as follows: ‘One of 
my poems went REDACTED […]—by Salahi, GTMO’.52 The redaction spans 
across approximately one and a half pages before resuming the interroga-
tion. In the restored edition, Slahi reveals that the poem was an imitation 
of German poet Kurt Schwitters’ love poem titled ‘An Anna Blume’, writ-
ing that Amy brought him an English translation of the poem; he includes 
that translation in the restored edition in place of his poem. Under it, he 
writes: 

I was so frustrated that the English version did not do it justice that I 
asked her for the German version, and when I read it to her, she en-
joyed it […] I wrote my own poem to Anna Blume […] and gave it to 
her.53

A new footnote following this excerpt confirms that the original poem 
imitated Schwitters’ and that it remains censored. Most notably, the foot-
note also reveals that government still retains possession of ‘several other 
written texts and manuscripts MOS wrote in Guantánamo’, testifying to the 
unavailable corpus of Slahi’s avant-textes, including poems, Arabic writ-
ings, and other documents.54 The inability to access the original poem is 
perhaps the most visible example of the restoration project’s limits. In his 
reconstruction, Slahi, by choice, renders that recovery impossible. 

The government’s suppression of poetry in Guantánamo Diary has per-
manent consequences in the restored text, clearly demonstrating how the 
state’s power still lingers over Slahi’s narrative, even after his release. The 
Pentagon, according to Marc Falkoff, regularly censored poems, ‘arguing 
that poetry “presents a special risk” to national security’ because its con-
tent and format could facilitate the smuggling of coded messages outside 
the prison.55 Considering this practice, the government’s erasure of Slahi’s 
subjectivity and humanity speaks to a larger anxiety about the power of 
writing, specifically poetry, to destabilise structures of power. In its project 
to maintain and promote a narrative of criminality and suspicion about 
those detained at Guantánamo, the withholding of poetry marks one way 

52  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, pp. 359–61.
53  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. 355.
54  Ibid., pp. 355–56.
55  Marc Falkoff, Poems from Guantánamo [Electronic Resource] : The Detainees Speak, 
Ebook Central (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2007), p. 4. 
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the government tries to prevent the public from recognising Slahi’s hu-
manity—a redaction reminiscent of the government’s erasure of Slahi’s 
‘tears’. This moment in the text, therefore, stages the tension between the 
unsettling of imperial power against that power’s stability over the op-
pressed subject. Slahi fills in the gaps of his story, further asserting his 
authority and humanity, but he simultaneously contends with these limits, 
enacting the impossibility of fully representing his experience.

Working both inside and outside of these practical limits, Slahi main-
tains an important degree of narrative restraint throughout Guantánamo 
Diary, particularly when it comes to scenes of torture. In his introduction 
to the 2017 text, he writes: ‘Repairing this broken text has been about see-
ing things someone wanted hidden. Sometimes that someone was me’.56 As 
Hannah Sullivan writes, autobiographical writing is the genre most prone 
to revision, arguing that ‘this revisability is sharpened when writers find 
themselves describing traumatic material’.57 Slahi’s statement clearly con-
veys his decision to omit some information from public view, evidenced 
by his claim in Guantánamo Diary that he will not extensively detail vio-
lent scenes, especially those of sexual violence. In doing this, Slahi refuses 
to rely on spectacle to convey his humanity. Noting this, Coundouriotis 
aptly writes, ‘Slahi does not want to be defined by his abjection, nor how-
ever does he want it to serve the purpose of a moral cleansing for his lib-
eral interlocutors’.58

Indeed, Slahi repeatedly reminds his readers that they can never fully 
empathise with or embody his experiences. Slahi writes: ‘You, Dear Read-
er, could never understand the extent of the physical, and much more the 
psychological pain people in my situation suffered, no matter how hard 
you try to put yourself in another’s shoes’.59 This, as Goyal notes, ‘draws 
a line in the sand’ in his relationship to the reader.60 While Slahi appeals 
to common humanity in constructing a bridge between the outside and 
inside, he is careful to navigate what Hartman calls in Scenes of Subjection 
the ‘slipperiness of empathy’.61 Readers can empathise with Slahi, but he 

56  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, p. li.
57  Hannah Sullivan, ‘“I Am Dead”: Autobiography Revisited’, in The Work of Revision 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2013), pp. 193–236 (p. 199).
58  Coundouriotis, p. 1065.
59  Slahi, Guantánamo Diary, pp. 228–29.
60  Goyal, p. 82.
61  Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nine-
teenth-Century America, Race and American Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), pp. 18–19.
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insists that they cannot make his suffering their own; those outside cannot 
fully inhabit or endure the prison space. 

Narrative restraint, which Hartman defines as the ‘refusal to fill in the 
gaps and provide closure’, is one of the key elements of critical fabulation, 
as Hartman cautions the danger of replicating the violence of captivity to 
paint a fuller picture of lost events. Hartman raises the question of wheth-
er achieving closure is for the benefit of the witness (the reader) or the cap-
tive subject, writing that, ‘In the end I was forced to admit that I wanted 
to console myself and to escape the slave hold’.62 Here, Hartman confronts 
something akin to the ‘line in the sand’ Slahi draws with his audience. 
That restraint becomes essential to retelling the history of an ‘unrecovera-
ble past’—a project that Slahi, too, pursues in the restored edition. Slahi’s 
decision not to reconstruct these moments, due to memory and narrative 
restraint, is both a testament to his own struggle with the archive and an-
other powerful example of how he reclaims authority as an author in the 
new text. Closure, in these cases, becomes the object of the spectator, not 
of the narrator. The restorative project, therefore, necessarily constitutes 
an incomplete project of liberation. To borrow Hartman’s words, we ‘hang’, 
with Slahi, ‘in the balance’.63

Conclusion

Through his restoration of Guantánamo Diary, Slahi illuminates that the 
revision process is always ongoing and iterative. Siems gestures to this un-
finished process at the end of his editor’s note to the first edition, where 
he writes that he hopes one day, when Slahi is free, ‘we can read this work 
in its entirety, as he would have it published’.64 This past invocation of the 
future, one that was—at that point—uncertain, reminds us of the present’s 
precarity. Even if Slahi someday gains access to his avant-textes and con-
tinues the process of revision, we must still contend, as he does, with the 
‘unrecoverable past’ of his narrative, defined by the permanent traces of 
erasure throughout the restored text. Closure necessarily remains elusive. 
   Slahi’s restoration reveals how he represents his own account of him-
self while detained, working against the dehumanisation of the prison 
and a regime of censorship. As Roux notes of prison writing, however, 

62  Saidiya Hartman, ‘Venus in Two Acts’, p. 9.
63  Ibid., p. 14.
64  Siems, ‘Notes on the Text, Redactions, and Annotations’, p. xiv.
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‘the specter of the prison follows the dream of liberation like its shadow’.65 
In Guantánamo Diary, the impossibility of narrative closure conveys the 
unresolved unfolding of American imperialist violence at Guantánamo 
and throughout the rest of the world. While Slahi’s restored text begins 
to unsettle that power, he simultaneously makes visible the shadow that 
imperial authority casts over the text—a haunting reminder that the long-
standing history of American detention, torture, and racialised violence 
persists without redress.

65  Roux, p. 431.
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Special Feature

Along Line 9: (Un)masking 
as a Performance Strategy 
Along the Line 9 Pipeline

Alexandra Simpson

Buried underneath a stretch of densely populated areas, ecological 
reserves, and fourteen First Nations’ lands, lies Enbridge’s Line 9 
pipeline.1 If you were to ask around, not many people who live or 

work along the line’s route, which runs from Sarnia, Ontario to Montreal, 
Québec, would know that it’s there. To the benefit of the corporation, Line 
9 enjoys a certain amount of anonymity among the majority—though not 
all—of its consumers. Line 9 is not insignificant; however. The pipeline is 
a symbolic and material manifestation of Canada’s colonial past and pres-
ent, and its presence continues to create an uneven distribution of risks 
and benefits between and within communities. In addition, at forty-five 
years of age, Line 9 is at high risk of a rupture and a major threat to public 
safety—a threat that has increased after the 2012 reversal and expansion 
project, which included an increase of 60,000 barrels per day, as well as the 
shipment of diluted bitumen.2

Despite these realities, Line 9 to this day moves thousands of barrels of 
oil from the Alberta tar sands east to refineries in Montreal and is a re-
minder of how industry and government continue to value profit over the 
health and safety of people and the environment. How has Line 9 managed 
to keep its social license all these years? Line 9 and the industries and gov-
ernments behind it, are supported by a well-crafted disguise—a mask that 
conceals and refocuses the effects of fossil fuel extraction, transportation, 
and production on frontline communities and the environment.

1  Sonia Grant, ‘Securing Tar Sands Circulation: Risk, Affect, and Anticipating the Line 
9 Reversal’, Society and Space, 32.6 (2014), 1019–35 (p. 1019).
2  Richard Kuprewicz, Report on Pipeline Safety for Enbridge’s Line 9B Application to NEB 
(Accufacts Inc., 2013), <http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/748594/9b-safety-re-
port-2013-08.pdf> pp. 22–30.
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This feature plays in the intersections of performance studies, decolo-
nial3 and feminist theory and the energy humanities, and uses Enbridge’s 
Line 9 pipeline to investigate how visibility and invisibility are crucially 
connected within pipeline debates in so-called Canada. Provoked by the 
complexity of what it means to be seen and by whom raised by performance 
and decolonial studies scholars,4 I explore how masking and unmasking 
have been used as performance strategies both by Enbridge, but also by 
the activists who have come together to resist Line 9. As we travel along 
the pipeline, (un)masking emerges as a coercive process used to control 
the narratives that surround energy infrastructure and create fissures be-
tween frontline communities, consumers, and industry. At the same time, 
acts of (un)masking along Line 9 productively complicate understandings 
and representations of (in)visibility in contemporary anti-pipeline and In-
digenous activism, and call attention to the complex relationships between 
humans, the environment, and energy networks.

(In)visibility has been a major point of contention between the fossil 
fuel industry and anti-fossil fuel activists. In particular for pipeline debates 
in Canada, a-spatiality and a-temporality have been used to limit the visi-
bility of the various environmental and social effects connected to energy 
infrastructure.5 Public consultations, regulatory boards, non-disclosure 
agreements and the colonial legal system, in which many pipeline battles 
are fought, have very limited definitions of who counts as a stakeholder, 
what geographical locations should be considered within a given dispute, 
and often disregard the effects of pollutant accumulation caused by energy 
infrastructure over time.6 These spatial and temporal fissures created by 

3  I use decolonial theory in reference to the work of Indigenous and minoritarian schol-
ars, artists, and activists such as Leanne Simpson, Zoe Todd, Joshua Chambers-Letson, the 
Kino-ndaniimi Collective and Yvette Nolan, who engage with decolonial perspectives not 
only to critique colonial violence and systemic oppression, both past and present, but also 
as a way of active resistance and cultural resurgence through which alternative knowledges 
and experiences may take form and be shared. 
4  Jill Carter, ‘“My! What Big Teeth You Have!”: On the Art of Being Seen and Not Eat-
en’, Canadian Theatre Review, 182 (2020) 16–21; Laura Levin, Performing Ground: Space, 
Camouflage and the Art of Blending In (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), pp. 14–17; 
Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 3–10.
5  Toban Black, ‘Anti-Pipeline Organizing Across Turtle Island: Interviews with Sakihi-
towin Awasis, Brian Tokar & Kat Stevens’, Upping the Anti, 15 (2013), 53–82 (p. 58).
6  Sarah Marie Wiebe, Everyday Exposure: Indigenous Mobilization and Environmental 
Justice in Canada’s Chemical Valley (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2017), pp. 18–19; Anna Zalik, 
‘Resource sterilization: reserve replacement, financial risk and environmental review in 
Canada’s tar sands’ Environment and Planning, 47.12 (2015), 2446–2464 (p. 2446); Tyler 
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industry have huge implications for what is allowed to be visible within 
energy decisions, and by contrast, what is made to be invisible.

However, the physical and temporal expanse of pipelines also present a 
unique opportunity to challenge Western conceptions of time and space, 
and therefore engender visibility where none existed before, or else was 
severely limited. Literature in the energy humanities and critical geogra-
phy studies recognize the ways in which pipelines imply a commitment 
to fossil fuels well into the future and limit opportunities to explore alter-
native energy sources.7 Energy infrastructure is also part of the colonial 
project that started in the late nineteenth century, when the Athabasca 
region was first surveyed by settlers and large amounts of petroleum were 
found prompting the 1870 treaty negotiations with Indigenous people in 
the area.8 Today, pipelines are an extension of ongoing settler colonial-
ism in Canada, displacing and severing Indigenous peoples’ connection to 
land and culture in the name of economic growth.9

However, the relationship between visibility and invisibility is not so 
straightforward; (in)visibility can sometimes depend on who is looking. 
For residents of Aamjiwnaang First Nation in Sarnia, Ontario, who live 
along Line 9 and were one of the most vocal groups against Enbridge’s 
2012 reversal and expansion project, the effects of fossil fuels on their day-
to-day lives cannot be ignored. Known as Ontario’s Chemical Valley, Aam-
jiwnaang First Nation is surrounded by over sixty chemical plants and oil 
refineries which comprise about 40% of Canada’s chemical industry.10 
Residents are reminded of the industry’s presence not only by sight—the 
skyline around the reservation is filled with industrial-looking buildings, 
smokestacks and the fluttering lights of Imperial Oil flaring off excess 
chemicals from its manufacturing plant—but by every sense. Residents 
frequently report a ‘rotten egg smell’ and high amount of noise pollution 
from the surrounding industries.11

McCreary and Jerome Turner, ‘The contested scales of Indigenous and settler jurisdiction: 
Unist’ot’en struggles with Canadian pipeline governance’ Studies in Political Economy, 99.3 
(2019), 223–45 (p. 225) <https://doi.org/10.1080/07078552.2018.1536367>.
7  Dayna Nadine Scott, ‘The networked infrastructure of fossil capitalism: implications of 
the new pipeline debates for environmental justice in Canada’, Revue générale de droit, 43, 
Special Issue (2013) 11–66 (p. 17).
8  Jen Preston, ‘Neoliberal settler colonialism, Canada and the tar sands’ Race & Class, 
55.2 (2013) 42–59 (pp. 42).
9  Preston, pp. 43–44.
10  Vice Staff, ‘The Chemical Valley’, Vice (2013) <https://www.vice.com/en/article/4w7g-
wn/the-chemical-valley-part-1> [accessed 25 April 2021] (para. 1–2 of 27).
11  Wiebe, p. 17; Vice Staff, para. 1 of 27.
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The effects sink deeper to a microscopic and biological level as pollut-
ants make their way into the bodies of residents where, for a long time, 
they remained mostly invisible to colonial governments and policy mak-
ers. Only in the last five to fifteen years have the effects of industry pres-
ence on residents been studied. In 2005, the Aamjiwnaang Environmental 
Committee commissioned a study that revealed the birth ratio in Aamjiw-
naang was 2:1 (females to males), when it should be 1:1.12 Recent research 
done by CAREX Canada on air quality in the community found that res-
idents are exposed to high amounts of benzene and therefore face higher 
risks of cancers.13 Visibility and invisibility are constantly being played out 
in crucial ways when it comes to debates around energy infrastructure. 
To understand the true complexity of these relationships, it is critical that 
bodily experience is also included when considering how, why, and to 
whom something becomes (in)visible. Visibility then is not only a ques-
tion of vision, but must be understood as an experience and a state of 
being that is embedded in the entire sensory apparatus. 

(In)visibility is not as simple as being seen one moment and invisible the 
next. It also is possible to be both extremely visible and extremely invisible 
in the very same moment depending on the scale that is being engaged—
for example, the microscopic versus the national or even international 
lens—and what senses and forms of knowledge are being included—such 
as embodied and sensory knowledges versus the more traditional scientif-
ic knowledges offered and prioritized by industry and governments. It is 
worth saying, however, that even the government’s and industry’s commit-
ments to traditional sciences should be questioned considering our coun-
try’s lack climate of action in the face of a fast-approaching environmental 
catastrophe. The manipulation of these scales and senses is where (un)
masking takes centre stage and emerges as a powerful performance strate-
gy used both by industry and anti-pipeline activists.  

A mask is most often associated with its ability to disguise, hide, or con-
ceal; as a result, it can change how something is legible—or whether it is 
legible at all.14 Industry is privy to the power of a well-designed mask and 

12 Constanze A. Mackenzie, Ada Lockridge, and Margaret Keith, ‘Declining Sex Ratio in 
a First Nation Community’, Environ Health Perspective, 113.10 (2005), 1295–1298 (p. 1295).
13  Colin Graf, ‘New study in Aamjiwnaang finds residents may face higher health risks 
caused by toxic substance in air’, Anishinabek News, 13 January 2020 <https://anishina-
beknews.ca/2020/01/13/new-study-in-aamjiwnaang-finds-residents-may-face-higher-
health-risks-caused-by-toxic-substance-in-air/> [accessed 25 April 2021] (para. 1 of 16).
14 ‘Mask’, Merriam-Webster, <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mask> [ac-
cessed 25 April 2021].
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has curated a public image of technical prowess, environmental steward-
ship, community collaboration, and economic growth. This mask helps 
to conceal, for example, the day-to-day realities of pollution and colonial 
violence experienced by Aamjiwnaang First Nation and other frontline 
communities.

Pipelines are most visible when they are under construction; a visibility 
that quickly dissolves once the construction is complete and the pipeline 
is buried underground. The dirt, the grass, the riverbed, or whatever else 
is used to hide the pipe becomes a manmade mask of natural materials 
and does the work of concealing the pipeline from those whose lives exist 
above ground. Often, the only accessible way to ‘see’ a pipeline is through 
public maps. However, maps can also act as a mask and can conceal a route 
rather than reveal it. Figure 1 shows a map of Line 9 publicly accessible 
on Enbridge’s website. The red line detailing the route does so in broad 
strokes; it is nearly impossible for someone living along the Line to actual-
ly know whether or not it crosses their property.15

When Enbridge was asked to supply maps of the pipeline for each 
individual municipality it crosses, they provided blurry ones which did 
not include road names or major landmarks which would help residents 
identify where and what the pipeline crossed.16 Line 9 activist Emily Fer-
guson—creator of line9communities.com, where people can learn more 
about the pipeline and the risks it poses—created detailed maps with road 
names so residents could clearly identify where Line 9 crosses.17 Enbridge’s 
maps are masks because they can be used for political appeasement and 
distract from the physical presence of the line. While Enbridge has ful-
filled their requirements and provided municipalities with maps, they are 
still able to control how visible the line is — and to whom. Through the 
vague and blurry images in collaboration with the dirt made to cover the 
pipe, a fissure emerges between the physical space with which a majority 
of consumers interact with, and the subterranean activity of oil moving 
through a pipeline. 

There is another essential element that sustains the masks used by in-
dustry. Performance scholar Laura Levin discusses how a ‘hyper-managed 
backdrop’ can help create mediated world-images for those in power.18 In-

15  The map of Enbridge’s Line 9 referenced in this article can be found at <https://www.
enbridge.com/ECRAI.aspx>..
16  Emily Ferguson, ‘Maps’, Line 9 Communities, <https://line9communities.com/maps-
3/> [accessed 25 April 2021] (para. 1 of 3).
17  Ferguson, para. 1 of 3. 
18  Levin, p. 2.
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dustry’s masks are successful because they are against a backdrop that sup-
ports their existence on variety of scales. To understand how a hyper-man-
aged backdrop operates on a smaller scale, let’s first examine a picture of 
Enbridge’s CEO and President Al Monaco at a presentation for investors 
on June 8th, 2017.19 The picture shows Monaco in a nice suit, against a 
backdrop of Enbridge’s clean-looking logo, and the tag line: ‘Life Takes 
Energy’ — an abstract yet undeniable truth. What the image of Monaco 
and his pristine backdrop do not allude to is the growing opposition to 
the Line 3 replacement project which crosses from Edmonton, Alberta 
in Canada to Superior, Wisconsin in the United States and undermines 
Indigenous treaty rights, environmental protections, and, as one of the 
largest crude pipelines in the world, would contribute greatly to growing 
carbon emissions. These issues, of course, are not communicated through 
the aesthetic experience of Monaco’s presentation and help to create the 
backdrop needed to conceal public concern and enlist the support of in-
vestors.

On the largest of scales, these carefully curated backdrops establish 
an aesthetic and embodied experience for what Ross Barret and Daniel 
Worden call ‘oil culture’20 and what Stephanie LeMenager describes ‘as a 
national imaginary saturated in oil’.21 What Barrett, Worden, and LeMe-
nager are referring to are the ways in which oil has become normalised in 
every aspect of the modern society so much so that its presence, for most 
of us, has become invisible. Fossil fuels are most often experienced by the 
average consumer as the oven that heats our food, the gas that powers our 
car or the energy it takes to keep my laptop on as I write this article. These 
hyper-managed backdrops play a major role in the embodied experience 
of the average citizens and are not dissimilar to a set used in the thea-
tre. A set serves to tell an audience that they have arrived in a particular 
place and time, and ultimately contributes to the overall storytelling of 
play. Enbridge’s use of masking and sophisticated backdrops is how indus-
try exerts control over the narratives that surround fossil fuel extraction, 
transportation, and production. The actual embodied experiences of these 
masks, which support the modern lifestyle and a wide range of modern 

19  The image of Al Monaco referenced in this article can be found here: <https://finan-
cialpost.com/news/enbridge-inc-expands-oil-and-gas-pipeline-capacity-as-production-
surges>.
20  Ross Barret and Daniel Worden, eds, Oil Culture (Minnesota: Minnesota University 
Press, 2014). 
21  Stephanie LeMenager, Living Oil: Petroleum Culture in the American Century (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 65.
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conveniences, allows industry to conceal the impacts it has on people and 
the environment, and therefore, control what is visible and what is not 
visible to the average citizen. 

Part of the work of the activists do then is to unmask these fissures, 
exposing both the disguises and the mediated environments in which they 
operate. However, activists not only unmask industry, but also engage in 
similar strategies in order to strengthen their political and social argu-
ments and develop a dynamic relationship with audiences—including 
those who are for and against them—and the environments within which 
they are immersed. 

In the early hours of December 1, 2015, three activists—Vanessa Gray 
from Aamjiwnaang First Nation, and her allies, Sarah Scanlon and Stone 
Stewart—locked themselves by their necks to a valve control wheel along 
the Line 9 pipeline and managed to temporarily shut off the line. They did 
so in response to Enbridge’s 2012 proposal to reverse and increase flow 
on the aging Line 9 pipeline and its plans to become operational on De-
cember 3, despite major opposition from Indigenous and environmental 
groups and landowners along the line. Around 8am that morning, police, 
Enbridge employees, and a locksmith arrived at the site and the three ac-
tivists were removed from the valve.22 They were charged with Mischief 
Over $5,000 and Mischief Endangering Life—which, if convicted, can result 
in substantial jail time.23

This particular action was an (un)masking in several crucial ways: first, 
it interrupted the power the viewer had over the viewed; second, it ex-
posed the fissure created and maintained by industry that allows for the 
above power dynamic to occur in the first place; and third, it allowed ac-
tivists’ to engage in a complex symbolic and material metamorphosis with 
their physical environment, which I will explain in greater details below.

Feminist performance scholar Rebecca Schneider explains how the fis-
sure between the viewer and the viewed—those who create images and 
those who are made to perform them at the expense of becoming invisible 
themselves—are necessary for the continuation of commodity capitalism. 
She argues that patriarchal power relations are based on a perspectival 
vision that prioritizes the masculine gaze. In response, the artist of what 

22  Images of the direct action can be found at <https://ricochet.media/en/843/exclu-
sive-video-shutting-down-line-9>.
23  David Gray-Donald, ‘Protesters Keep Shutting Down the Line 9 Pipeline’, Vice (2015) 
<https://www.vice.com/en/article/wd7y85/protesters-keep-shutting-down-the-line-9-oil-
pipeline> [accessed 25 April 2021] (para. 11 of 11).
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Schneider calls explicit body performance stares back, refusing and ex-
posing the masculine gaze by meeting it with their own. Explicit body 
performers expose the fissure between the viewer and the viewed through 
a politics of literality, in which they ‘use their bodies as the stages across 
which they re-enact social dramas and trauma that have arbitrated cultur-
al differentiations between truth and illusion, reality and dream, fact and 
fantasy, natural and unnatural, essential and constructed’.24 The performer 
masks themselves in these social dramas and performs them back towards 
the viewer in an effort to denaturalize oppressive representations and at 
the same time, unmask the violence of the masculine gaze upon female 
bodies. 

Jill Carter, an Anishinaabe researcher and theatre artist, discusses how 
just as ‘Indigenous lands continue to be targeted for resource extraction, 
the Indigenous body is targeted for extraction and consumption’.25 Build-
ing on Dylan Robinson’s ‘colonial scopophilia’, Carter emphasizes the dan-
gers of having the colonial gaze determine the stories and contexts that 
define how the Indigenous body is represented. Instead, Carter asks what 
aesthetic strategies exist in which ‘the gaze is reversed, and the Indigenous 
body performs a mirror reflecting back to the latter-day denizens of the 
“Old World” visions of its own monstrosity’.26 Similar to Schneider, Carter 
is pondering a politic of literality in which audiences, in particular settler 
audiences, have to actively engage with the ‘monsters’ of colonialism and 
reflect on ‘their own visibility; their own complicity within a system of 
oppression that… punishes, spectacularizes and disappears Indigenous 
bodies’.27

Surrounding three activists and the valve is a fence, atop of which hangs 
a sign that says, ‘Enbridge Represents Colonial Violence’.28 That image 
would come to be circulated on social media and in alternative news jour-
nals, unmasking Enbridge’s contribution to colonial violence across Turtle 
Island. Line 9 is built on stolen land from Aamjiwnaang First Nation and 
violates a number of treaty rights along its route.29 Furthermore, the image 
of Gray, Scanlon and Stewart behind Enbridge’s fence, makes it look as 

24  Rebecca Schneider, The Explicit Body in Performance (London: Routledge, 1997) pp. 
6-7.
25  Carter, p. 17.
26  Carter, p. 16.
27  Carter, p. 21.
28  Images of the direct action can be found at <https://ricochet.media/en/843/exclu-
sive-video-shutting-down-line-9>.
29  Black, p. 59.
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though the three have been captured and placed behind bars. This image 
does the work of an explicit body performance because it speaks to the 
criminalization of Indigenous and environmental activists in anti-pipeline 
activism, which frame direct actions and Indigenous defense as a form 
of domestic terrorism.30 Through their direct action, Gray, Scanlon, and 
Stewart engage in Schneider’s politics of literality and use it to not only 
interrupt the flow of oil through the Line 9 pipeline but also the linear flow 
of viewership.

 Gray’s physical presence is important because as an Indigenous person 
from Aamjiwnaang First Nation, a community who is located along the 
Line 9 pipeline and who has been greatly affected by fossil fuel extraction, 
transportation, and refining, her body can unmask the fissure between 
Enbridge’s Line 9, the risks it poses to her community, and the natural-
isation of fossil fuels in modern life. A pipeline’s geographical expanse, 
while it can bring together diverse stakeholders, can also make the issues 
of frontline communities feel very far away for some consumers. In addi-
tion, the effects of exposure in Chemical Valley are accumulative and are 
often experienced on a deeply biological and emotional level, their visibil-
ity further challenged by ongoing settler-colonialism and environmental 
racism which seeks to conceal these realities. Gray’s physical presence at 
the valve site helps to place the effects of fossil fuel extraction, transporta-
tion and refining on her community in direct physical and visual contact 
with Enbridge’s Line 9 pipeline. As a result, Enbridge’s control over their 
carefully curated narrative and image wanes. Those who often experience 
intense levels of surveillance, such as Indigenous and environmental ac-
tivists, are now returning the gaze and showing that Enbridge’s disregard 
for human and non-human life is not going unnoticed. The unilateral flow 
of viewership now is disallowed and a powershift may begin to take place. 

Levin discusses how camouflage can be a productive strategy for under-
standing the relationship between humans and the environment. Rather 
than thinking of camouflage as an act of blending into the background, it 
can be a process of blending with the background and can communicate 
a reciprocal relationship between humans and non-humans. This meta-
morphosis does not erase individual identity, but rather contributes to a 
renegotiation of self in which both space and subject contribute to this 
reshaping. The subject is therefore visible in a way that resists fetishiza-
tion; of particular importance for feminine, minoritarian and Indigenous 
bodies, but also resists invisibility as the subject is not to be overcome by 

30  Preston, p. 53.
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the environment itself.31 A similar effect can be observed in the act of (un)
masking, in which the relationship between subject and ground both con-
tribute to the overall legibility and narrative of the subject in relationship 
with the environment they inhabit. 

Gray, Scanlon and Stewart’s physical interaction with the valve creates 
a heightened symbolic, political and importantly, material urgency. The 
overall legibility and message of their action is not only dependent on the 
identities of the three activists who locked themselves to the pipeline valve, 
but also the symbolic meaning and material significance of the site itself. 
As discussed earlier, Gray’s identity as an Indigenous activist is important 
to the overall narrative of the action. Scanlon and Stewart’s presence is also 
crucial, however, and speaks strongly to the concept of consensual allyship 
between Indigenous and settler folks who wish to support Indigenous sov-
ereignty and seek to change society’s extractive dependence through the 
lens of environmental justice. 

The valve site is private property and interfering with the valve, as sug-
gested by the charges of mischief and endangerment of life that followed 
the action, is considered a criminal offense. The idea of their action endan-
gering life is almost comical when considering how this pipeline threat-
ens life not only through the immediate effects of a possible spill but also 
through its contribution to global climate change which threatens human 
and non-human life as a whole.32 Both the site and the bodies and iden-
tities of the activist are significant to this action. Neither disappear when 
in contact with the other, but through the process of masking themselves 
with the other, they benefit from the combined power of their individual 
material, political and cultural identities; all independently visible and leg-
ible, and yet collectively come together to create meaning. 

While industry has engaged in masking to control their image and nar-
rative within the public sphere, Indigenous and environmental activists 
have similarly used masking as a performance strategy to unmask their 
opponent and to be in control of their own visibility and narratives. Fur-
thermore, masking can be a productive way to think about an individual’s 
connection to a particular place, the history of that place and what hap-
pens when they are in relationship with one another. Masking becomes 
an important lens through which to analyse and understand direct ac-
tions such as the one by Gray, Scanlon and Stewart, and can attribute value 
to how the combined material, political and cultural identities of human 

31  Levin, pp. 14-17.
32  Gray-Donald, para. 4 of 11.
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and non-human actors in anti-pipeline activism come together to cre-
ate meaning. Finally, masking contributes to a growing awareness of the 
complexity of visibility, in particular for those who are already plagued by 
hyper-visibility and misrepresentation, or who experience high degree of 
surveillance by the police and state.
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Reviews
Barbara Black, Hotel London (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 
2019); ISBN: 9780814255612, 278 pages; $34.95.

Barbara Black’s Hotel London is a literary-cultural study of a Victori-
an-era phenomenon: the emergence of London’s grand hotels, replete with 
luxurious interiors and formidable exteriors. The work also completes 
Black’s trilogy on ‘three influential and era-defining institutions in nine-
teenth-century England: the museum, the club, and the hotel’ (10). The 
other titles comprising Black’s trilogy are: On Exhibit: Victorians and their 
Museums (2000), A Room of His Own: A Literary-Cultural Study of Victo-
rian Clubland (2012). While one should be cognizant of this monograph’s 
place in Black’s trilogy, the study simultaneously stands alone for its explo-
ration of how the grand hotel was central to England’s assertion of ‘nation-
al prominence’ and ‘international influence’—and how such an institution 
successfully garnered ‘global recognition’ for its performative quality, and 
quintessentially British style, of sociability and leisure.

Methodologically, Hotel London leverages both close reading and cul-
tural studies to examine how the grand hotel was ‘strategic’ in creating and 
projecting ‘notions of “Englishness”’ (10). To this end, Black explores the 
grand hotel’s symbiosis with capitalism, cosmopolitanism, and imperial 
performativity. One of the richest aspects of Black’s project is the careful 
tracing of how the grand hotel shaped, and modernised, social life. Black’s 
methodological approach provides another of Hotel London’s strengths: 
exploring how literary representations and the culture of hotel leisure and 
imagination helped to shape each other. 

Chapter 1 explores the symbiotic relationship among the grand hotel, 
the new consumer economy, and ‘London’s internationalism and, by ex-
tension, England’s global status’ (13). The second chapter, and the book’s 
most historicised, offers five biographical sketches of London’s most fa-
mous grand hotels: Brown’s (1837), a favourite site of the Queen’s for tea; 
Claridge’s (1812, 1817, 1838), which emerged from the Grosvenor Estate 
and was exceptional in meeting the hospitality needs of international 
royalty; the Langham (1865), for which the Prince of Wales attended its 
grand opening; the Midland Grand (1873, 1876), which was ‘resplendent 
in its unprecedented opulence’; and, finally, the Savoy (1881), which has 
always been intimately entwined with London’s theatre scene (79). These 
five biographies capture an opulent, powerful mood of both luxury and 
ephemerality: ‘[T]he grand hotel was a building type characteristic of the 
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Victorian age. After World War II, only 11 of the 110 London hotels’ of 
note remained. The post-war years gave way to another form of hospitality 
which ultimately was more modest and far less ambitious: the motel. 

‘The Hotel Habit’, the book’s third chapter, examines the role of narrative 
with a close reading of the Savoy’s marketing publication, The Savoyard. 
By employing narrative structures to create a sense of sociality intertwined 
with luxury, this content-marketing publication incited both one’s imagi-
nation and ‘the consumer’s desire for a certain luxury-branded lifestyle by 
means of a story’ (79). As Black then moves to close readings of the Vic-
torian novel and other narrative forms engaging with the grand hotel, she 
works with Bourdieu’s Distinction to make the chapter’s strongest point: 
‘to understand the affinities between social and literary form’ (128). At this 
juncture, Black works with some of Caroline Levine’s foundational ideas, 
such as reading ‘literary forms in relation to social structures’.1 This is also 
one of the book’s methodologically most important features. Chapter 4, 
‘Hotel Living,’ returns to the biographical structure, detailing four people 
as case studies of ‘hotel living’: Mark Twain, Ouida, Pierre Hamp, and Os-
car Wilde. Here, Black’s methodology is grounded in the phenomenology 
of Merleau-Ponty and Bachelard, as well as spatial and body studies. 

It is Hotel London’s penultimate chapter, ‘Hotel Noir’, that provides the 
fullest sense of payoff for the literary critic, and should be read only after 
Chapters 1 through 4 have been fully digested. Structurally, ‘Hotel Noir’ 
is the apex of Black’s study and presents a seamless intertwining of the 
grand hotel’s illicit potentiality with the literature of sensation. Here, Black 
performs a close reading of Arnold Bennett’s The Grand Babylon (1902), 
providing an exemplary explication of ‘reading appearances’, for which 
both the grand hotel and sensational literature are perfectly suited. Ben-
nett’s imagined grand hotel, the Grand Babylon, takes the stately and ex-
clusive Savoy in London as its inspiration. With its private royal entrances, 
‘first-class waiters’, and ‘thick Oriental rugs’, the Grand Babylon is imperial 
identity performance in its most potent proportions. In this close reading, 
Black leverages the work she performed in Chapter 2, ‘Hotel Individual-
ism’, to create a continuity and compelling arc to Hotel London as a whole. 
The work of Chapter 2, among its many strengths, is its unmasking or de-
mystification of the grand hotel’s allure, its commercialization of luxuries 
(such as the ‘private service work undertaken within a gentry household’), 

1  Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2017), p. 3.
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and how the grand hotel’s external architecture and interior design work 
in tandem to create ‘seductions of exclusivity’ (56, 59). 

As with nineteenth-century British imperialism itself, so too with the 
hotel and the literature of the era: underneath the projection of power, ex-
clusivity, and unparalleled wealth lies a dark side of terror and the haunted 
conscience. These elements are brought together in ‘Hotel Noir’, which be-
gins with Napoleon III’s ghost, who still haunts room 333 of the Langham. 
Black’s close reading of Bennett’s The Grand Babylon explores its carceral 
interior design, its ‘dark borders’, and its ‘labyrinthine … wine cellars and 
secret passageways’ (178). The psychological representation in the materi-
ality of the hotel is the quintessential site for the ‘Grand Babylon’s … noir 
atmosphere’, which ‘matches gothic London’ itself: ‘the unreal city, with its 
metonymic Thames River that holds secrets in its depths’ (178). Zooming 
out from the literary readings of this chapter, Black then considers twen-
tieth-century visual art, such as Edward Hopper’s paintings, ranging from 
‘Hotel Lobby’ (1943) to ‘Hotel Window’ (1955).

Black ends Hotel London by explaining that the ecumenical scope of her 
study was intended to demonstrate that ‘hotels are both about a specif-
ic kind of space and the narratives that particular space generates’ (202). 
In the book’s concluding chapter, ‘Hotel Dreams’, Black explores the ways 
in which the contemporary grand hotel likewise projects a performative, 
global identity and extols conspicuous consumption. From North Korea’s 
Ryugyong Hotel (1987) to Dubai’s Burj Khalifa (2010), Black shows how 
today’s grand hotels derive their imaginative power by the same means as 
the Victorian-era grand hotel: their capacity to generate alluring narrative, 
create myth, and ignite consumer imagination. Take, for example, the Burj 
Khalifa: a ‘vertical city’ requiring 22 million hours of labour to construct, 
and whose website boasts ‘160 stories about 160 storeys’ (204–205). 

Black’s concluding section, on the grand hotel’s frequent incorporation 
of generating narratives, is where I see Hotel London’s greatest contribu-
tion to nineteenth-century literary and cultural studies. Literary scholars 
who are interested in reading social form, in addition to literary form, 
will be richly rewarded in devoting time to Hotel London. Analysing social 
forms (and, here, associational forms in particular) remains a vital fea-
ture of Black’s work. I recommend Hotel London not only for its fine close 
readings and historicism, but also as a methodological model to follow for 
future academic studies of literary-cultural associational form.

Camille L. Stallings
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