
 



Vol. 17 (2023)

Warsaw 2023

Polish Journal for
American Studies
Yearbook of the Polish Association for American Studies

Special Issue

Hat Tricks and Paradigm Shifts:

Cultural Perspectives on Science and Technology in the USA 

Edited by Paweł Stachura



MANAGING EDITOR
Marek Paryż (University of Warsaw)

EDITORIAL BOARD
Justyna Fruzińska (University of Łódź), Izabella Kimak (Maria Curie-Skłodowska 
University, Lublin), Mirosław Miernik (University of Warsaw), Łukasz Muniowski 
(University of Szczecin), Jacek Partyka (University of Białystok), Paweł Stachura (Adam 
Mickiewicz University, Poznań)

ADVISORY BOARD
Matthew Carter (Manchester Metropolitan University), Christopher Conway (University 
of Texas, Arlington), Birgit Däwes (University of Flensburg), Jerzy Durczak (Maria Curie-
Skłodowska University, Lublin), Joanna Durczak (Maria Curie-Sklodowska University, 
Lublin), Andrew S. Gross (University of Goettingen), M. Elise Marubbio (Augsburg 
University, Minneapolis), Frank Mehring (Radboud University), Andrea O’Reilly Herrera 
(University of Colorado, Colorado Springs), Jerzy Kutnik (Maria Curie-Skłodowska 
University, Lublin), Tadeusz Rachwał (SWPS University, Warsaw), Jennifer D. Ryan (SUNY 
Buffalo State), Agnieszka Salska (University of Łódź), Marek Wilczyński (University of 
Warsaw)

REVIEWERS
Lucyna Aleksandrowicz-Pędich (SWPS University, Warsaw), Ewa Antoszek (Maria Curie-
Skłodowska University, Lublin), Jacek Gutorow (University of Opole), Janusz Kaźmierczak 
(Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań), Urszula Kizelbach (Adam Mickiewicz University, 
Poznań), Joseph Kuhn (Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań), Katarzyna Macedulska 
(Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań), Małgorzata Olsza, (Adam Mickiewicz University, 
Poznań), Tomasz Skirecki (Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań), Piotr Skurowski (SWPS 
University, Warsaw), Beata Zawadka (University of Szczecin)

TYPESETTING AND COVER DESIGN 
Miłosz Mierzyński

COVER IMAGE
Jerzy Durczak, “Turning Left”. By permission. flickr.com/photos/jurek_durczak/

ISSN 1733-9154
eISSN 2544-8781

Publisher
Polish Association for American Studies
Al. Niepodległości 22
02-653 Warsaw
paas.org.pl

Nakład 110 egz.

Wersją pierwotną Czasopisma jest wersja drukowana.
Printed by Sowa – Druk na życzenie
phone: +48 22 431 81 40; 
www.sowadruk.pl



Table of Contents
ARTICLES

Special Issue

Hat Tricks and Paradigm Shifts:
Cultural Perspectives on Science and Technology in the USA 
Edited by Paweł Stachura

Paweł Stachura
American Hat-Tricks: Cultural Perceptions of Science and Technology.......................    

John Dean
The Culture-Technology Dynamic: Creator-Destroyer...................................................   

Natalia Stachura
The Tower of Experience and the Whirlwind of Modernity: Hendrik Willem van 
Loon’s Concept of Science in the Interwar Period ...........................................................

Klaudia Borkiewicz
The Optical Experiments of in our time: Hemingway’s Literary Vignettes, Photography 
and Relativity Theory ...........................................................................................................

Jumana Mussa
Unraveling the Threads of Identity: Examining Diana Bishop’s Multifaceted Journey 
towards Self-Discovery in the All Souls Book Series .......................................................

Paweł Stachura
Atom as the Next Frontier: Literary Materialism in Fitz-James O’Brien’s “The Diamond 
Lens” (1858) and Ray Cummings’s “The Girl in the Golden Atom” (1919) .................

John Dean and Gerhard Finster
Lessons From a Crisis: Education in a Time of Virtual Learning ..................................

VARIA

Yi Zhang
Intelligence Inside Out: William James’s Reappraisal of Religion ...................................

Tomasz Jacheć
Conspiracies, Crises, and the American Monomyth: Robert Langdon’s Adventures in 
Books, Films, and the Mini-Series .....................................................................................

5

9

27

47

69

77

97

113

133



Jagoda Tyczyńska
Silent Narratives and Post-Recession Anxieties in Debra Granik’s Winter’s Bone 
(2010) ....................................................................................................................................

Karolina Kusto
Borscht Belt Barbie: Jewish American Princess and Postfeminist Sensibility in The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel ........................................................................................................

Grzegorz Welizarowicz, Wiktoria Pietrasik and Karol Wiejek
Making the Necessary Theater in Gdańsk: Documenting and Evaluating Carlos 
Morton’s Trapped in Amber ................................................................................................

REVIEWS

Robert W. Hamblin, Critical Essays on William Faulkner 
(Jacek Gutorow)....................................................................................................................

Neil Campbell, Worlding the Western: Contemporary US Western Fiction and the 
Global Community 
(Elżbieta Horodyska)...........................................................................................................

Lawrence P. Jackson, Hold It Real Still: Clint Eastwood, Race, and the Cinema of the 
American West 
(Marek Paryż).......................................................................................................................

Carsten Schinko, Sonic Fictions of America: Literature and Popular Music in the U.S. 
1950–2010 
(Grzegorz Welizarowicz).....................................................................................................

Astrid Böger and Florian Sedlmeier, editors, U.S. American Culture as Popular 
Culture
(Tomasz Jacheć)....................................................................................................................

CONTRIBUTORS .............................................................................................................

149

167

185

213

216

219

221

223

227



Paweł Stachura

American Hat-Tricks: 
Cultural Perceptions of Science and Technology

DOI: 10.7311/PJAS.17/2023.01

In history of science, Arthur O. Lovejoy saw a number of paradigm-shifts, the 
periods of rapid and radical change in methods and concepts, producing a new 
image of the world. As one author claims (Weidhorn 18), there are nowadays so 
many claimed paradigm shifts that the process has assumed a bit of a baffling 
continuity, which in itself is another paradigm shift (2). In cultural studies, the 
paradigm shift is perhaps more complex, because each element of a new paradigm 
will propagate in a different way over various areas of culture: technology (Katz 
and Shapiro), medicine and healthcare (Sujatha and Abraham 35-36), education, 
popular science (Handlin  156), popular superstition (Sanders 78), law and politics 
(Pound), religion, fiction (Crossland), all generate and absorb new concepts at 
different times, producing several concurrent images of the world. The overall 
effect is that of a series of confusing, radical changes, paradigm shifts, revolutions. 
The dramatic quality of scientific and technological change is particularly strong 
when perceived from another area of culture, for example when religious thinkers 
react to new medical procedures, or when fiction authors react to popular science. 
In this issue, the contributors focus on this dramatic aspect quality, presenting 
science and technology as “game-changers,” as gigantic tricks played on the public 
by magicians, illusionists or con artists, deftly taking away one world, and swiftly 
inserting people in a new one. For example, time-space and realitivity are concepts 
originating in the 1900s, but they changed the imaginary world for many persons 
only in the 1920s and later (Willis 59-64). Another well-known example is genetics, 
which used to have a long, cultural life in terms of heredity and race, but after the 
1950s went through a paradigm shift to the terms of code and information. Those 
are resounding moments in cultural history, and more than conceptual change, 
they consist in propagation of new concepts to non-specialists (Kuritz; O’Connor).
	 Perhaps, in the process of cultural transfer between areas of culture, science and 
technology can assume more dramatic qualities; a change that took years of slow and 
incremental work, when described in non-specialist publications, suddenly becomes a 
paradigm shift, a revolution, a sensational piece of news, or a marketing device. This is 
the development described in the first article, which provides a conceptual framework 
for the entire issue. Its author, John Dean, links technology to Jung’s trickster archetype, 
presenting technology as a character who changes history by deceiving people in various 
areas of culture: in business, consumer market, entertainment, politics. The trickster-
technology can suddenly and radically change the available options, and undermine 
or neutralize the existing social conventions and practices, rendering them powerless, 
useless or irrelevant. To define technology as a tricktster, rather than magician or 
builder, is an interesting concept which provides a frame of reference for other articles 
in this issue.
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	 Natalia Stachura discusses Hendrik van Loon, a Dutch-American historian 
and educator, author of intriguing popular history books in the 1930s, which 
he illustrated with unusual hand-drawn diagrams, cross-sections, or allegorical 
landscapes. Analysing van Loon’s spatial imagery, she notices that historical narratives 
can be structured “horizontally” (as expansion on the map) or “vertically” (as build-
up on a tower or under ground). Using a long description of a bell-tower from van 
Loon’s autobiography, Stachura demonstrates how the American frontier myth could 
be flipped, or tilted, from a horizontal, geographical map into a vertical and temporal 
structure. In this way, architecture can change not only the perception of space, but also 
the perception of national history.
	 Klaudia Borkiewicz discusses Einstein and literature, the warping, contracting 
and expanding of time-space, and the associated optical effects. The author focuses 
on Ernest Hemingway’s in our time, demonstrating that the text is rooted in the 
contemporary science craze, particularly in the popular interest in Einstein’s relativity, 
and the various quaint metaphors used to explain it in popular science publications. 
While there is little direct reference to Einstein in modernist fiction, Borkiewicz 
notices many subtle, indirect ways in which a scientific revolution can influence literary 
imagery and the fictional world in the background of Hemingway’s fiction.
	 Jumana Mussa focuses on Deborah Harkness, an American scholar who also 
writes historical fiction. Harkness is a historian of science and medicine in Renaissance 
England, which has been an important influence on her fiction, which includes the All 
Souls cycle of dark fantasy novels about witches. Because Harkness makes references to 
genetics, and to history of medicine, her ficiton is an example of medicalization of the 
supernatural, a fictional explanation of witches and vampires in terms of genetics, and 
an echo of the use of medical discourse in witch hunting.
	 In the only non-literary article in this issue, John Dean and Gerhard Finster 
write about online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the USA and in 
European Union. The authors attempt to describe the outcomes of mass online 
learning, the rapid and nearly universal adoption of remote learning technologies. 
Predictably, the outcomes are a mixed bag. On the positive side, there was flexibility, 
greater adaptability to students’ needs, and greater emphasis on students’ independence 
and creativity. The drawbacks included longer working hours, social isolation,  reduced 
interaction, and widening of class divisions. Some of the outcomes were unpredictable, 
and depended on the way people used the available technological options.
	 The last article is about history of science fiction, about the use of atom as a tiny 
fictional setting in “The Diamond Lens” (1858) by Fitz-James O’Brien and its extended 
spinoff, “The Girl in the Golden Atom” (1919) by Ray Cummings. In both stories, 
tiny characters live inside atoms, and can be seen through powerful microscopes. In 
Cummings’s story it is also possible for characters to shrink and enter the sub-atomic 
world. The article focuses on history of science in the background of both stories: 
discarded variants of the atomic theory of matter and historical microscopic science 
are the foundations of O’Brien’s and Cummings’s fictional worlds.
	 The common denominator of all articles is that they do not even mention 
the concept of progress. Instead, cultural adoptions of science and technology are 
presented in terms of the unexpected and the unpredictable, often with irreversible 
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and confusing consequences. People, as it were, trick themselves by interacting with 
the unknown powers of nature. This rather disquieting conclusion does not lead to 
apocalyptic scenarios in any of the articles. Perhaps the blind alley or the cul-de-sac 
could be more appropriate metaphors. In any case, like an illusionist’s trick, many 
technological and scientific events left the audiences none the wiser than before. The 
authors of the articles, from the vantage point of 21st century, seem to be  baffled by 
developments that were historically perceived as great openings.
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John Dean

The Culture-Technology Dynamic: Creator-Destroyer

DOI: 10.7311/PJAS.17/2023.02

Abstract: The article is an analysis of technology as a trickster archetype. This is particularly 
about the cultural functioning and perception of technology in America, and about the relation-
ship between technology and corporate business. The article draws from the tradition of Lewis 
Mumford’s cultural studies of technology, and includes a large variety of American examples of 
the archetype. Technology is identified as the Trickster archetype, that is as a character, not an 
attribute or prop. Thus, technology turns out to be an elusive, tricky character who eludes human 
attempts to define it or exploit it.
Keywords: technology, archetype, trickster, corporation

Goals and Definitions

The challenging culture-technology relationship is one of those subjects that are 
there but never quite there. But there nonetheless. You get to it by using various 
angles of approach, like Menelaus when he engaged with the shape-changing god 
Proteus. It is not an issue confined to one discipline. Substance and angles shift. It 
is not an issue confined to one time or country. Many components of the relation 
change over time because that is what culture and technology do. The relationship 
is a culture universal, like trade, education, family, medicine, engineering, 
government, or hospitality. It is a universal constant with particular differences.

Archimedes flourished in Greek culture around 250 BCE when libraries 
had “books” that you unwrapped like paper towels to read and it was considered 
bizarre if you didn’t read out loud. Doctors believed disease was spread by evil-
smelling vapors, a miasma neither germs nor viruses. Night lighting was by spark-
showering torches or greasy oil lamps. When most people used communal toilets 
like picnic benches in public spaces. And the technology of surveying was mostly 
done by virtue of knotted ropes, mathematics, and scientific principles probably 
borrowed or snitched from the Egyptians. Amid which engineering’s universal 
constants were there: measure, design, and build lasting structures for human use.

Hence this is a humble yet ambitious attempt to put a subject’s identity on 
trial under the hold of personal observation. This approach is a try—an essai—
rather than one confined to a single, reassuring discipline. To try to observe in the 
sense, as melancholy Sherlock Holmes reprimanded the effervescent Dr. Watson: 
“You see, but you do not observe” (Conan Doyle 62). To take hold.

Next, to define. As Thomas Hobbes wrote in Leviathan, “The errors of 
Definitions multiply themselves” (24). And ”[r]eason is nothing but reckoning of 
the Consequences of generall names agreed upon” (28). So secure the basic terms 
with which one understands whatever is under the curious eyeballs’ gaze. The goal is 
not, to paraphrase Montaigne in his Essays, to interpret the interpretations, to write 
glosses about glosses “There is more trouble in interpreting interpretations than in 
interpreting the things themselves, and there are more books on books than on any 
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other subject. We do nothing but writ comments on one another.” (Montaigne 349). 
But to focus on the thing.

These things being three. First, culture, a term that has been over-
complicated by many. I like to think of the beginning of this modern Alice in 
Wonderland pursuit of this term’s meaning as the 247 page Culture: A Critical Review 
of Concepts and Definitions, edited by A. L. Kroeber and Clyde Kluckhohn in 1952. 
In which these two fathers of modern anthropology conclude that the temporary, 
long-winded formula they arrived at for culture “will be modified and enlarged 
in the future” (Krober and Kluckhorn 181). The present author will assume, au 
contraire, that culture is not that complicated. Culture is the process of growth and 
development by which people are shaped. It is a verb, not a noun. It is clear what it 
is. How it works varies immensely, and therein lies its labyrinthian variety.

Second, technology. Which is the transformation and application of 
science. Hence, at root, from the Greek “tekhnologiā,” systematic treatment of an 
art or craft: “tekhnē,” skill. Science from the Latin “scientia,” to know; knowledge, 
learning. Technology is an idea materialized (American Heritage Dictionary). In 
this essay I use the word “tool” as synonymous with technology; as one would use 
the word “plant” as synonymous with agriculture. 

Third, the culture-technology relationship is a feedback loop. The culture-
technology association must interact to exist. They are not two static neighbors. Men 
and women create tools, the tools in turn move back and effect people’s development; 
which rhythm continues like a multi-leveled perpetual motion machine.

Constant computer use and digital saturation in our own time has had a 
vast array of social, spiritual, and political effects. Along with the down-to-earth 
consequences of eyestrain, carpal tunnel syndrome, and posture-related injuries. In 
the ancient Native American Anasazi culture of the current American southwest, 
their essential diet was corn—which they probably considered existed by grace of a 
kachina-like, seed-geminating god like the Hopi’s Muyingwa. At the same time the 
Anasazi people used sandstone pestles to grind down their corn and subsequently 
chewed on sand along with their corn and ground down their teeth to nubbins at 
a young age.

The culture-technology relationship is a Möbius strip of sorts that affiliates 
both the tools created and the shaping effect of mankind’s technology. How and 
why do cultures nourish this? How is the tool shaped by the hand that uses it and 
vice versa? What is it about technology that so appeals to human nature?

Benjamin Franklin defined man as a “tool making animal” (Boswell 186). To 
what effect? We can’t interview the first monkey-man who threw his first tool-stick into 
the air in Stanley Kubrick’s movie 2001 (1968). But we do have the reports of history 
and legend, archeology and anthropology, civilization studies and myth to help us 
figure this out. Can technology be personified to be better understood and managed?

The Tool as an Attribute of the Trickster Archetype

A random rock, a deliberate hammerstone, a convenient stick, social cohesion, 
language? What is the Ur-tool? Whatever it was archaeologists and anthropologists 
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have long concluded that the evolutionary development of tools, body, and brains 
are intimately related in the human species. From the Age of Enlightenment to the 
present day, the generally agreed-upon hypothesis is that to hammer, jimmy, ply, 
sieve, lever or tool use words is essential to human identity. Men and women are 
the makhers, creators, doers, powerful and influential tool users.

A lot of dexterity is involved. The tool is both utilitarian and non-utilitarian. 
It is a two-handed, equipoised thing. Tool application is hard-core practical and 
abstract. It cuts. It is conceived. This is true as far back as contraptions can be 
traced and understood—from the hominid Oldowan tool culture (Shea 2020, 45) 
that first appeared 2.5 million yers ago, to the Mousterian hominids of 100,000 to 
40,000 years ago (Nowell and Davidson 2010).

Tools caused the human line to go from latency to fulfillment of a more 
thumb-dominated hand, increased mental capacity, a more erect stature and 
reduced dentition, and put a premium on manual skill and foresight that favored 
the rapid growth of the forebrain—important for receiving and processing sensory 
information, thinking, perceiving, producing and understanding language, and 
controlling motor function (Stout and Chaminade 2012).

The tool was humanity’s first muse.
Language is the guiding-hand tool. Some thing is created from no thing, as 

Julian Huxley observed: “Words are tools which automatically carve concepts out 
of experience” (J. Huxley 1948, 8). Human language is reason’s instrument, semi-
divine because it forms beings from the dust of the ground. Logos.

Human history becomes an accumulation of lessons learned, corrections 
acquired or overlooked, new truths enunciated, gained, lost and gained again. 
The rest of Earth’s sentient beings have instincts. People have history. Humankind 
advanced as words, traditions, mental and physical 6hjiotools combined to give 
mankind their dominant place among earth’s living organisms.

To make a tool is probably not a universal human ability or desire. It takes 
a certain kind of person. Again, to reference Franklin, along with Samuel Johnson 
and James Boswell, “‘I think,’ said Boswell, ‘Dr. Franklin’s definition of Man is a 
good one—‘A tool-making animal.’“ Replied Johnson: “But many a man never 
made a tool” (179).

The Maker and The Made

Good question.  Dip into myth, legend, and religion.  They pick up where science and 
history leave off. Filtered down through the ages by choice, chance, and apotropaic 
use. The great legends are cautionary warnings. The Judeo-Christian Genesis 
myth of the tool and the Greek Homeric legends offer us two complementary and 
contrasting takes on this issue.

In Genesis Cain kills Abel. The Bible nakedly states: “And Cain talked with 
Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose 
up against Abel his brother, and slew him.” (Genesis 4:8; King James). But no tool is 
mentioned.  It takes a while, but glosses on Genesis 4.8 by the seventh century, state 
the jawbone of an ass as Cain’s murder weapon (Scheirer 2015).
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The devil is in the details and in the family story. Cain’s descendant was 
Tubal-cain, who lived and worked as a blacksmith in mankind’s first city of Enoch. 
According to legend—Genesis, 4: 22—Tubal-cain was the first toolmaker, some 
interpret he made plows, some cutting instruments. One thing is clear, in Judeo-
Christian pre-history this man of evil lineage is the primal Homo Faber.

The Greek Homeric tradition begins tools with the metallurgy god of fire 
and volcanoes, blacksmiths and artisans, Hephaestus. Like the Cains, he’s unruly, 
a malcontent. He is marked from birth as a cripple, his wife the promiscuous 
Aphrodite. The unruly, quick-witted Prometheus who stole fire from the gods to 
give to mankind matches him in legend.  Mankind derive the tools and energy that 
define them, that give them dominance over animals and help them contend with 
each other, from a divine malcontent and an outcast.

Men rather than women play a significant role in this primal development. 
(Leaving aside Eve and Pandora in a grey area between gullible and guilty). 
Nevertheless Lewis Mumford in his The City in History argued that technology was 
gendered from its inception with the pounding, aggressive “masculine weapons 
and tools of the hunter and miner—the spear, the bow, the hammer, the axe, the 
knife” (Mumford, The City in History 15). Then people moved into settlements or 
villages where women became more important and people developed enveloping, 
receptive kinds of tools “for holding and enclosing, whether it be a lover or a child”; 
what’s important here are “the orifices and sacs, in mouth, vulva, vagina, breast, 
womb” that dominate in an “age of stone and pottery utensils, of vases, jars, vats, 
cisterns, bins, barns, granaries, houses” (16). In all cases, the value given to the 
tool in Western civilization by virtue of its legendary origins and historical traces 
is clearly problematic. Male or female, it is a creator-destroyer of dubious nature.

Toolmaking as a Symbolic Image and Archetype

Nations seek symbolic embodiments. Flags and animals are specially important, as 
are the nation’s heraldic emblems, stirring anthems, and a nation’s singular heroes, 
such as Lincoln or Bismarck, whose lives are related in narratives about decisive 
actions, so that their representations acquire symbolic power. Because these forces 
are real and unreal. They work because they are a coruscating bundle of values or 
are living people; because they are both ideal and real, glorious and gritty.

Consider the animal. Kenya and England have the lion as national symbol. 
England has the bull dog as well. USA has the soaring bald eagle and Mexico an 
eagle holding a snake in its beak perched on a nopal cactus plant. France has the 
cock rooster and India has the tiger and the peacock. The list goes on. But it is 
more than a list. It is more than public relations. The animal that represents the 
nation is the ideal of the nation made real, with all its strengths and weaknesses. 
In anthropological terms it is totemic, a spiritual embodiment as collective 
representation in Emile Durkheim’s designation of that term (Durkheim 230).

The national animal symbol is also multiple. The juxtapositional amalgam 
of India’s peacock is perhaps the most striking example. Follow the animal’s behavior 
pattern to see better how it is like the nation. The French cock rooster loves his 
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barnyard and his food. The French also have a saying: “it is the only bird that tries 
to fly to heaven—with its feet in shit.” The British lion? Rolly-polly Boris Johnson 
was alternately mocked and admired by the British national press as a bumptious 
roaring lion. The American eagle is an exceptionally powerful and beautiful beast, 
but also a devious bird of prey, authoritarian and arrogant among others. As D. H. 
Lawrence wrote of the magnificent bird in Studies in Classic American Literature 
(1923), it proclaims “‘We are the masterless.’ That is what the American Eagle 
shrieks. It’s a Hen-Eagle” (Lawrence 17).

Likewise the animal has a primal attraction; it is anthropomorphic. 
Consider Disney’s resilient Mickey Mouse figure who came of age during the Great 
Depression, interwar era. He personified the plucky resilience, good humor, and 
endearing clumsiness and misery of the ordinary man, who was totally capable—as 
in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice sequence in Fantasia (1940)—of making a catastrophic 
mess out of the most ordinary things.

I think the same process of explication by embodiment is appropriate for 
major institutions and branches of knowledge with the archetype This offers a fresh 
facet with which to understand the multi-faceted culture-technology dynamic.

The Business of Archetypes

As far as the author has been able to determine, an appropriate use of the fuller 
psychological archetype for culture and technology studies has yet to be developed. 
In business, Marketing and Sales Studies use the term “archetype” in various 
ways. Essentially, the word is equal to brand identity. You buy and drive a Lexus 
automobile, drink a Coke or Bud Light and the product answers the question: 
“What do I belong to? Who am I?” You fit into that archetype. You are branded 
by the brand. Lexus says you are a major investment person, a major achiever, and 
reliable. Or “Give me a soda” and drink a Coke—you are a regular guy or gal. While 
with Bud Light, the target-customer definition could be more creepy, as the slogan 
says on the bottle’s label: “The perfect beer for removing ‘no’ from your vocabulary 
for the night.”

Business and Management Studies use “archetype” for the consistent set of 
rules and processes, the values, that dominate a company organization (Hinings and 
Greenwood 1052). It is the sound model or pattern by virtue of which the company 
prospers. I haven’t found that Business and Management Studies specially use the 
Jungian figurative pantheon system of archetypes. That’s there in Marketing and 
Sales Studies or Departments with the mother, explorer, lover, creator, seducer or 
everyman figure which the consumer is invited to—or flattered into—identifying 
with. This process often works with a current attractive celebrity, as with George 
Clooney’s Nespresso ads which began in 2014 and extend to the present day across 
the globe.

Tricky Business: Creating Typology

We work typological units, such as literary genres or biological species, building 
blocks, the vocabulary and grammar of critical argument. We need types as well in the 



14 John Dean

sociology of knowledge and critical inquiry of society’s institutions. As Max Weber 
wrote, because typology is a “means of orientation. It does not teach a philosophy 
of its own… [rather, types] offer a rational consistency which is rarely found in 
reality. But they can appear thus in reality and in historically important ways, and 
they have. Such constructions make it possible to determine the typological locus 
of a historical phenomenon” (Weber 347). Like the animal symbols of nations, 
types are totemic and provide collective representation. They are value bundles. 
They offer multiple meanings. They are subliminal signs and offer much more than 
can be said, often powerfully visual and iconic. Types provide a bridge to shared, 
recognizable cultural values and thus reinforce community. They are sacred figures 
become secular and the secular become sacred (Durkheim 101-108).

Enter the trickster figure as both the embodiment of technology and an 
influential reinforcement of The Powers That Be. Enter the polymorphous. Which 
is motley—as the jester; multifarious—as commerce; sundry—as indiscriminate 
and anywhere as suits the trickster’s fancy.

This idea, this figure, has been staring us in the face for ages in history 
and legend, fact and fiction. Mark Twain saw the identity of technology embodied 
in the trickster amid culture in the character of US engineer Hank Morgan in his 
tragi-comic novel A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889). The United 
States, a social paragon of technology for the last two centuries, has produced an 
embarrassment of riches concerning the interplay of technology and culture due to 
the nation’s principle of free speech that encourages criticism of government and 
big business technology in the trickster comic, the variety show, novel, and short 
story.

US literature, folklore, cinema, TV and popular entertainment at all levels 
is rife with the trickster figure. He or she is usually an all-American business man 
or woman, who may sell the latest technological wonder fresh from the oven or 
press the flesh and be a horse trader of wily means. He or she is sometimes a noble 
sad sack figure, like Willy Loman in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949). 
Sometimes the trickster figure is a flim-flam man or woman con man, extending 
from the small town banker and horse trader in David Harum (novel by Edward 
Noyes Westcott: 1898; film: 1934); to Professor Harold Hill in The Music Man (1962); 
to the Hollywood prostitute character of Vivian Ward in 1992’s Prettty Woman; to 
the hate-him-or-love-him charismatic demagogue US President Donald J. Trump. 
As present in US literature, folklore, cinema, TV and popular entertainment, it 
is perhaps usually not required that the trickster is technologically adept, though 
technology can be the archetype’s principal tool. Think of Trump and Twitter, for 
example.

US playful criticism of tricky business by means of fanciful entertainment 
functions as a safety value, offers cathartic effect that distracts from politics, 
changes little, and is big on appeasement—as the deadly, amusing public arena 
games in Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games trilogy (novel: 2008-2010; movies: 
2012-2015) points out by satiric innuendo and “thought-models for the ordering 
of existence” (Mannheim 5). A twentieth and twenty-first century example here 
of persons and variety shown would be the brilliant humorist Will Rogers (1879-
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1935), who said: “There is no credit to being a comedian, when you have the whole 
Government working for you. All you have to do is report the facts. I don’t even 
have to exaggerate” (O’Brien 157). Plus Americans have had the weekly appearance 
of excoriating trickster teams with Saturday Night Live’s on-going skits about the 
foibles of US politics, politicians, and big business, from 1975 to the present day. 
This has been a specially intensifying, pulsating dynamic since the 1960s-70s era. 
Specially since, as Leroi Jones/Amiri Baraka ironically said of that pivot-pointe 
period of rapid, progressive social evolution: “We won the culture, they won the 
politics” (Baraka).

Enter Trickster: How and Why

Technology is the trickster of human civilization. As such, it has been and remains 
a great creator-destroyer force. How and why? How? Because with the culture-
technology dynamic the “ultimate criterion of truth or falsity is to be found in the 
investigation of the object,” as Karl Mannheim wrote in his sociology of knowledge 
study Ideology and Utopia. “The examination of the object is not an isolated act; 
it takes place in a context which is colored by values and collective-unconscious, 
volitional impulses… a matrix of collective activity, which provides not only the 
general questions, but the concrete hypothesis for research and the thought-models 
for the ordering of existence” (5).

Why? Well, turn to Carl Gustav Jung for clarification of the trickster 
archetype. As Jung argued, and as Thomas Mann explored to great depth in his 
epic Joseph and His Brothers novel (1933-1943), the archetype is always with us. 
It is derived from the human experience and ever present in human unconscious. 
The archetype comes in different forms—as mother, explorer, lover, creator, sage, 
seducer, everyman figure. And one form is the trickster, who embodies technology 
and its promotion, and takes the lead in the culture-technology relation.

Most of the world’s folklore has an important trickster figure, a roguish, 
vital power player; not psychotic, but deceitful; the thief who’s capable of loyalty 
or betrayal. For America’s indigenous people it is the coyote or the raven who stole 
fire from the gods for man and taught them how to fish. In Celtic mythology, and 
Shakespeare, it is Puck. In English folklore, Robin Hood. In Slavic folklore it is 
Leshy, “a sportive spirit who enjoys playing tricks on people, though when angered 
he can be treacherous” (“Leshy”). In Greek mythology it is Prometheus, Hermes, 
Odysseus, Sisyphus and others. (Odysseus illustrates how cocky the trickster is. 
The man who invented the Trojan Horse typically wears a sailer’s cap—yet his great 
enemy, who constantly tries to kill Odysseus, is Poseidon, god of the sea. To whom 
Odysseus cocks his hat.) 

According to Jung’s “On the Psychology of the Trickster-Figure,” in Judeo-
Christian myth it is Yaweh of the Old Testament and New who creates and destroys 
and creates again “with not a few reminders of the unpredictable behavior of the 
trickster” (Jung 161). Jung lists a range of picaresque characters from European 
folklore as examples: “Pulcinellas, Cucorognas, Chico Sgarras, and the like” (169), 
and the long list goes on (167-170), ambivalent and vital, including a variety of 
characters who combine contradictory tendencies in the uncoscious (noble 
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criminals, clever fools, omnipotent scapegoats, servant kings, hermaphrodites). 
The figure is pre-eminently adaptable, ambivalent, unstable and future-oriented, 
in the sense that the trickster subverts the authority of the past:

Anyone who belongs to a sphere of culture that seeks the perfect state some-
where in the past must feel very queerly indeed when confronted by the figure 
of the trickster. He is a forerunner of the saviour, and, like him, God, man, and 
animal at once. He is both subhuman and superhuman, a bestial and divine 
being, whose chief and most alarming characteristic is his unconsciousness. 
(169)

Thus, while the trickster figure is capable of “orgies of destruction” (161), it remains 
ever playful, but not aimless, if for nothing more than pursuing the pleasures of 
power.

The Tool and the Trickster

The trickster tells us much about the nature of the tool. The tool like the trickster 
embodies a value. Material culture can be of heroic stature, associated with rightful 
sovereignty and near-magical powers, as the plow and the gun were among 
nineteenth century frontier Americans. But usually the ambiguous trickster is 
figurative. The trickster tool cuts both ways. Trickster gods are multifunctional, 
from Loki the mischief maker in the North to Hermes god of the roads among 
the ancient Greeks; “Hermes the messenger… [and] the god of those who use the 
roads—travelers, merchants and thieves, who are not always clearly distinguished” 
(Kramer et al. 254).

The trickster is powerful but by no means always successful. The plow 
breaks. The gun won’t shoot. The god goofs. As does Coyote among the tribes of 
the American Southwest who can be a clever deceiver or a numbskull, as one sees 
as well in his Wile E. Coyote presentation in the Warner Brothers Road Runner 
cartoons (1949-). The trickster figure often first delivers the tool to mankind, as 
Prometheus gave man fire, as Eve gave knowledge of good and evil. The tool is this 
force of change, a change figure and agent, a product like a Ford automobile or a 
classic Walt Disney cartoon that’s signatured by its giver or maker.

Like the trickster, the tool is a specially libidinous thing and once started 
can keep propagating without measure, like the children of arch-trickster Cain or 
the many nameless, nasty brooms of Mickey Mouse in Walt Disney’s marvelous and 
terrifying “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” segment in Fantasia (1940). The new tool, 
like the trickster, is a paradoxical device of stability and change. It brings a new 
order but alters the old.

As such, the trickster and the tool are necessary irritants to progress. Like 
the trickster, the tool is born and born again: “travels through the world, develops 
self, and creates for mankind haphazardly, by chance, by trial and error [and often] 
without advance planning, he reenacts the process that is central both to perception 
and creation, to the constant human activity of making guesses and modifying them 
in light of experience—the process of ‘schema and correction’” (Babckock-Abrahams 
181). That is, if it doesn’t work this time, try again, make a new tool, try a new trick.
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Toolmaking and Technology as Trickster Attributes:
The Revenge, the Tool, the Trickster

The historian of technology and culture Edward Tenner argues convincingly 
that technology allows and encourages a revenge effect. That is, the “unintended 
consequence of mechanical, chemical, biological, and medical ingenuity” (T6). This 
revenge is “not what we do intentionally against one another. It is the tendency of 
the world around us to get even, to twist our cleverness against us. Or it is our own 
unconscious twisting against ourselves” (Tenner 5). Like the trickster, technology’s 
activities in the playing fields of culture exhibit great creative and ambiguously 
beneficial powers. It is more than a metaphor, more than an implied comparison; 
this is, I argue, the archetypal nature of the thing. The trickster, as technology with 
his great creative powers is “often bringing such defining features of culture as 
fire… yet he constantly behaves in the most anti-social manner we can imagine” 
(Babcock-Abrahams 147).

Technology, like most of the science it derives from, has generally been an 
in-between force. Civilization moves on from one to the next form of technology. 
It plays a dual socio-cultural role between past and future, looser and winner, 
good and evil, boundary-making and boundary-breaking, like the list of marginal 
figures, various social and literary trickster types like the outsider, Bohemian, 
wanderer, clown, expatriate, thief, rogue, “picaro,” bastard, Don Juan, Prometheus, 
Hermes figures.

As mentioned in the list by C.G. Jung, the trickster’s ambiguity is a 
necessary dualism. The trickster is a boundary force. Greeks used Hermes, the 
herm, a squared stone pillar with a carved head on top—typically of Hermes—in 
ancient Greece as a boundary marker or a signpost. Here lies intermediate power. 
Technology is where mankind’s body ends and its extension into machinery—from 
pocket knife to two hundred petaflops computer—happens.

The Setting of Trickster Stories as a Technological Product:
Place, Space, and Meaning

Trickster technology needs two different kinds of places, peculiar places closed and 
open. On the one hand, enclosed. From the appropriately underground dwellings 
of the bestial engineers the Morlocks in Herbert George Wells’s The Time Machine 
(1895) to the hidey-hole work spaces of car mechanics or the dismal factory 
assembly lines of Detroit in the first half of the twentieth century. Dank and dark 
specially when technology is being invented and developed at its most dynamic 
rate.The implication being that technology needs to develop under the earth, it 
is a subterranean power; not birthed on the Earth but in nooks and crannies and 
“among those dark Satanic mills” (Blake 256).

On the other hand technology needs the marketplace, the open, public 
space of free enterprise at a crossroads of past and future; a place of old and young 
where its new goods can be hawked. In the marketplace social status is in flux. 
What’s costly goes to the highest bidder and signs that person wealthy and elite. 
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Technology as trickster is a force that needs must negate and violate custom as 
it develops. In Western Europe and the Americas of the 1980s: out with electric 
typewriters, in with desk computers. In England’s 1811-1816 era out with hand looms 
and craft skills and the Luddites, in with the new, automated textile machinery.

Psychological Characteristics of a Sociocultural Function

The Canadian documentary The Corporation (2003) examines the nature of this 
entity by considering it as a person. Logically so since legally in the United States—
due to the case of Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad (1886)—the 
Supreme Court held that the Fourteenth Amendment applied to corporations 
(Bashkow 296). A corporation has “corporate personhood” (Hamilton, 32). The 
theory of legal person goes back to Roman law, and is a fixture in most civil-
law systems (Adriano 101-105), allowing for the counterintuitive treatment of 
institutions as persons, with interaction between “natural persons” (people) and 
“juridical persons” (non-people). The treatment of corporations (American ones) 
as “moral persons” has been increasingly controversial (French; Iwai). There is 
even a “collective soul” theory of legal personhood, which argues that non-human 
legal entities can be treated as persons because they have “souls” that cannot be 
reduced to the sum of individual human souls of their workers, shareholders 
and managers (Musgrave 55-94). In view of such theories, if it was possible to 
“psychoanalyze” industrial corporations, they would display, like individual tool 
makers, the qualities of the trickster archetype (Bashkow 299-300).

The US Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment granted citizenship to all 
persons “born or naturalized in the United States,” including formerly enslaved 
people, and provided all citizens with “equal protection under the laws,” extending 
the provisions of the Bill of Rights to the states (United States Senate, Landmark 
Legislation). Corporations are legally persons (even if they are not human).This is 
due to the grace of the “artificial person theory.” Thus, as the US Senate Judiciary 
Committee explained in a public statement of 2011: “corporations are not people 
at all but rather they are the artificial creation of human beings and are given 
personhood status solely as a legal fiction to facilitate commerce” (United States 
Senate, Judiciary Committee, Corporate Personhood 3). From the perspective of 
cultural research, it seems like a masterful and audacious sleight of hand, truly 
worthy of the trickster.

As Roger Ebert concisely explained the factual, almost-fantastic situation 
which The Corporation makes clear, then:

If Monsanto and WorldCom and Enron are indeed people, what kind of peo-
ple are they? The movie asks Robert Hare, a consultant who helps the FBI 
profile its suspects. His diagnosis: Corporations by definition have a person-
ality disorder and can be categorized as psychopathic. That is because they 
single-mindedly pursue their own wills and desires without any consideration 
for other people (or corporations) and without reference to conventional mo-
rality. They don’t act that way to be evil; it’s just, as the scorpion explained to 
the frog, that it’s in their nature. (Ebert 2004)
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One can follow a similar line of reasoning for technology, which 
corporations champion and sell, even those that do not actually operate any 
manufacturing business. Not just by making, but also by selling, promoting, or 
investing indirectly, corporations can be technology’s Sol Hurok and Bill Graham, 
its great impresarios.1 If a technological corporation is a person, then it can be 
generally described by means of an archetype, as a trickster. Thus, technology fulfills 
its sociological functions through trickster-figures, and by extension technology 
itself can be descrbed as a trickster; this is the archetypal role of technology in 
society. An archetype does not reduce the empirical complexity of technology; 
unless one sees archetypes themselves as a form of reduction.  Archetypes do 
the opposite by connecting with a sacred-in-the-secular tradition that extends 
back millennia, includes an enormous range of civilizations. Enhanced as well by 
Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore’s point about how all human artifacts “are 
extensions of some human faculty—psychic or physical” (26).

There are six basic interpretations of technology’s socio-cultural role as 
trickster—herein based on one of the Jungian reading of this figure (Babcock-
Abrahams 147-186).
1.	 First, technology presents itself as something inconsequential, a joke or 

something of little importance. Technology-related problems are sometimes 
presented as a passing phase. Thus, technology is frivolous and artificial, ever-
changing form of trickery. Fire, steam, electricity, atomic power—they are all 
various and passing forms of energy. They die out because they are surpassed.

2.	 Second, on the other hand, lots of technology has an unthinkable, 
unmentionable conduct, but it tries to downplay its frightening quality, often 
by misrepresentation in terms of gadgetry and entertainment. Let it be; it is 
foolish. It is only a clown.

3.	 Third, it is a generational thing, a nexus of intergenerational difference and 
conflict. Concurrently with Jung’s description of the trickster, quoted above, 
technology is important as a protest of new against old. People of a certain age 
saw that with video cassettes and VCR machines and have seen it since again 
with computers.

4.	 Fourth, the technology-trickster forces overall existing conditions in culture to 
be reevaluated, since new technology possibly leads to changes for the better. 
Thus one has the advances of bio-medicine, such as the extraordinarily rapid 
development of the Covid-19 vaccine.

5.	 Fifth, technology-trickster creates cognitive dissonance and forces people to 
distinguish between the different factors in society. It is an illuminating force. 
An example of this would be how penetrating investigative journalism has 
become because of the new digital technology at its disposal.

6.	 Sixth and last, the technology-trickster restructures community into “relatively 
undifferentiated comitatus” (Turner 96), about a new egalitarianism of status 
and roles—as seen in the promises of everyone-has-a-voice social media 

1	 Sol Hurok (1888-1974) greatest American impresario of his generation, for bringing European 
classical music and ballet to the USA; Bill Graham (1931-1991), along with Albert Grossman, the 
greatest rock music impresario of his generation.
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platforms or in the spread of labor-saving home appliance gadgetry since the 
1920s.

Technology as Trickery and as Trickster-Figure: Outcomes and Conclusions

There is a long list of what makes technology remarkable that scholars, artists, 
savants and the ordinary men and women who use the tools have explored and 
analyzed for centuries. The brooding American aristocrat Henry Adams brilliantly 
pinpointed this quality of technology when he argued  that human history is a 
sequence—not the sequence of men, time, thought or society, but “the sequence 
of force”—its shaping, driving machinery (287). Later, in 1951, this thought was 
echoed optimistically by Gordon Childe in Man Makes Himself. Perturbed by the 
horrendous loss of life during the Civil War, Henry Adams included this dark 
prophecy in a letter to a friend. The letter was written a few days after the Battle of 
Shiloh in April 1862:

I firmly believe, that before many centuries more, science will be the master of 
man. The engines he will have invented will be beyond his strength to control. 
Someday, science shall have the existence of mankind in its power, and the 
human race commit suicide by blowing up the world. Not only shall we be 
able to cruize in space, but I’ll be hanged if I see any reason why some future 
generation shouldn’t walk off like a beetle with the world on its back, or give 
it another rotary motion so that every zone should receive in turn its due por-
tion of heat and light. (Levenson et al. 290)

As the passage suggests, for Adams the sequence of force operated in a manner of a 
trickster: it was infinitely dynamic and ambiguous, capable of destroying, but also 
of improving, upturning, and redirecting the entire world.

At the same time, mankind defends itself using tools. Look to works that 
have continued to be referenced to try to unravel this problem from its start. 
Consider, as Gordon Childe argued in his classic Man Makes Himself (1951), how 
the various Industrial Revolutions were preceded by technological developments of 
various kinds (18-19, 27). Innovation was introduced by virtue of necessity, because 
people among all life forms must keep inventing new ways to thrive and survive, 
“of making artificial substitutes for bodily defenses… to make himself protections 
against climate and weather, arms and weapons of attack and defense that, because 
they can be adapted and adjusted, are really superior to furs, or teeth, or claws” 
(20). Progress is mankind’s necessary social heritage, not part of the human body, 
that can be laid aside at will; soon as the next change is necessary, it comes along.

However, progress in modern civilization encourages the need for speed, 
a quickened pace of change. By 1931 Aldous Huxley insisted in his essay “Wanted, 
A New Pleasure” that “[s]peed provides the one genuinely modern pleasure” 
(9). Everything has got to be done now. The faster the better. The person, the 
machinery, the job. USA technology and media adoption rates tell a fascinating 
story. In America it took over one hundred years for the newspaper industry to get 
its goods into 50% of US households. It took the telephone, invented 1876, close 
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to seventy years. It took electricity 43 years. Color television 17 years. Black and 
white TV 8 years. Oddly, interestingly, and probably for reasons of cost and lack 
of Internet at first, it took the personal computer 17 years. Yet by March 2019, 
89.4% of the USA was penetrated by Internet. Unquestionably over the 19th to 21st 
centuries technology’s adoption, household penetration, and intrusion rates have 
become faster than a dog running away with a bone (Digital Adoption Team).

NASCAR car racing mirrors the social reality. Then there’s our newer, 
faster, Moore’s-Law-driven computers. Or, earlier, aerodynamic design. Or our 
mass society health crazes (from grapefruit and tiger’s milk to the sexy pineapple 
diet and crystal healing). Or information that answers all your questions now on 
the Internet. Or: Why didn’t you answer my email yesterday?. Or: “The president of 
the Microsoft computer software manufacturer, Bill Gates, is determined to enable 
45 million Africans to gain access to information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) by 2010” (Ovia).

After progress and speed, another of the trickster’s attribute of technolgy is 
the importantce of time. “The clock… is the key machine of the modern industrial 
age…. [It] is both the outstanding fact and the typical symbol of the machine… 
no other machine is so ubiquitous” (Mumford 1956, 36). Compare Bruegel the 
Elder’s painting “The Harvesters” of 1565 (“The Haymaking”) from his “The Four 
Seasons” cycle to a mechanical clock. The painting probably depicts late June, early 
July. It is a bunch of peasants in mid-summer who have been harvesting a field 
of hay or wheat and are now sitting down to eat in the middle of a hard-working, 
fertile day. It is a vision of nature’s generous time by virtue of the gracious fecundity 
of the season, not by the technological tick.

In “The Harvesters” Bruegel sees a foreground: the world of nature, reaping, 
a sumptuous, peasant noontime meal in summer’s heat and shade; mankind nestled 
in nature’s bountiful lap. And a distant background: civilization, city, village life; 
lying in wait, and almost concealed: the church steeple the bell, the clock. The clock 
and the church peak around a distant corner like a thief in waiting, as an alternative 
force.

There’s something sacred and artificial about time in our Western tradition. 
As suggested by Bruegel’s “The Harvesters,” does not its limit, its precision, its 
machinery, each crank of the church tower clock or pixelated number in a digital 
timekeeper signal less, not more, an awareness of death, of life passing more than 
life existing? In the painting, the clock is contrasted with the fullness of the peasant’s 
noontime meal amid summer’s heat and shade.

Over time in Western Civilization the clock and time keeping have 
become progressively more intimate. In the European 1300s the clock was the face 
of God, making sure that people worked punctually in monastic life: according 
to Mumford, one had the immense monastery clocks that kept time for regular 
prayers and devotions. In mid-14th century, clocks commonly divided the hour 
into sixty minutes and minutes into sixty seconds. By the late 1300s mechanical 
clocks in bell towers became common. By the 1500s small domestic clocks among 
the wealthy (Mumford, Technics and Civilization 15-21). In the nineteenth century 
the pocket watch, in the twentieth the wristwatch, and nowadays the cell phone 
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timekeeper. Ever more possessive. Man is a tool-making animal for sure. And a 
time-keeping animal too. Fugit inreparabile tempus (a phrase from Virgil’s Georgics, 
book 3, often abbreviated to Tempus Fugit). In passing, not in depth, don’t forget: 
Taylorism time; mass production and the assembly line; the Amazon time clock 
scandals; technology’s advantages and disadvantages of the new, post-pandemic 
work-from-home choice or obligation (Guendelsberger).

Another attribute of technology-as-trickster is the trick it plays on nature 
and culture. Technology and culture make an odd couple; there is, for example, 
an undecided question about the possibility of a culture-specific, national style in 
technology, or even an “emotional strain” in it (Ferguson 3). The demarcation lines 
are unclear, as culture is the process of growth and development by which people are 
shaped in their environment, which is both man-made and natural; your language and 
institutions, your geography and weather (Loughran 312). This “cultural enframing 
of nature” also projects on the understanding of subjectivity (human self-definition): 
is it man and nature, man in nature, man with nature, or man against nature when 
they meet (Steigerwald 452; Epstein)? Which preposition hits the spot?

The machine does not necessarily isolate man from nature. It allows 
entrance and belonging. Think of the dream of James Cameron’s Avatar series, 
green and high tech machined at the same time. Think of Spielberg’s film ET when 
the boy rides the bicycle with ET in his basket all silhouetted by the moon and 
facilitated by virtue of the technologically-advanced extra-terrestrial with his 
telekinetic powers. “The machine does not isolate man from the great problems of 
nature but plunges him more deeply into them” (Saint-Exupéry 3).

For another attribute of the technology-trickster, consider communications 
technology. It is like a syringe needle that has managed to plunge deeper and 
deeper into skin, vein, bone, marrow. In the USA it began with the godlike 
presence of commercial radio in the living room advertising everything from 
vulgar “Spitto” cigars to local church schedules and classical music. And advanced. 
TV did not get into the skin of events with the ferocious immediacy, intimacy 
and omnipresence of closed circuit television (CCTV), the cell phone camera, or 
digital screens voyeuristically displaying people in all sorts of public and private 
places. The communications technology is a joker capable of broadcasting almost 
any information, known to fifteen people throughout the world or to everyone 
for fifteen minutes. It runs the whole political gamut from radical to liberal to 
cosmopolitan to mainstream to silent majority to conservative to far-right fringe. 
It is been useful for everyone in any way they can use the joker. Or the joker can 
use them.

However, fakes abound in everything from literature to politics, news to 
music, professors to taxi cabs. Fraudulence isn’t new. But give fraudulence the 
speed, range, and accuracy possible with the new social media technology and 
one has a horse of another color. Technology changes but human nature does 
not. The Internet highway, and particularly now with AI, have opened enormous 
new avenues of exploitation to organized and government-sponsored crimes. It 
is a speedway without laws, regulation, or proper defense systems in place for 
the common public, businesses and governments. The Internet highway can be 
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Rollerball and Mad Max combined for organized crime and deceitful governments. 
The joker has gone wild.

The world does not yet have a consistent, reliable way to deal with the 
wealth of cyber gangsterism; it is hard to trap the tricksters. “Every time they 
build a better mouse trap the mice get smarter too” (The Fortune Cookie). States, 
companies, individuals try to catch up with the bad guys. Or not. Cyber technology’s 
diffusion gave the largest boost to crime since criminalizing alcohol in the US 
prohibition era helped develop American criminals into syndicates. But one can’t 
put the toothpaste back in the tube or the genie back in the bottle. Law lags behind 
technological development. Organized crime and unregulated businesses can surge 
ahead at times. “Men are only as good as their technical development allows them 
to be” (Orwell 60).

When it first went public back in the 1990s, the Internet and cyberspace 
were robustly democratic. Perhaps to a fault, since there was little or no regulation. 
Move fast and break things. But “all the ills of democracy,” according to an adage 
that John Dewey quoted as an “old” saying, “can be cured by more democracy” 
(325). Likewise, perhaps the only way to deal with the abuse of our advanced 
communications technology is more technology that regulates the beast. Put 
Frankenstein in chains. He is not our friend. Up to the present most technological 
changes were visible. Railroad tracks cut through the bison, Indians, and the 
prairies. Smokestacks blurred the blue sky with black soot. Superhighways sliced 
the land. But it becomes trickier. With the spread of computers we have moved into 
the era and area of invisible changes concerning the whole world of information 
about us. We cannot see what is going on, and it is disquieting. And maybe the 
changes are worse than invisible. They are concealed.
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Introduction and Background: Shifting Frontiers

After “in 1890, the year that the U.S. Census declared the end of unsettled land 
lying to the west” a general shift in imagining of the final frontier began, according 
to Ruth Mackay (2016), from  horizontal into vertical frontier: the vertical frontier 
was a new field of national activity, associated with opportunities offered by 
technological progress and challenges of urban social problems, and visualized by 
tall industrial and residential structures (rather than a horizontal expanse of land). 
Still, the vertical frontier seemed to be deeply indebted to the Jeffersonian idea 
of moving westwards. “Westward expansion was in this sense not only a physical 
movement but also a crystallization of the belief that the new nation held a nearly 
limitless natural bounty” (Mackay 2016, 2).

“[T]he most significant thing about the American frontier is, that it lies at 
the hither edge of free land,” stated Frederic Jackson Turner (1920, 4). The horizontal 
expanse beyond the frontier appeared, in Turner-inspired legacy, as the way to 
develop and safeguard the unique American spirit of freedom, practical thinking, 
pioneer-like independence, and anti-authoritarian democracy (Billington 1974). 
The disappearance of the territorial liminal line after 1890 brought an important 
shift in perception of the frontier, understood as “the line of most rapid and 
effective Americanization” of a “colonist,” who moving westwards loses the burden 
of European heritage and discovers his/her true, authentic, untamed self (Turner 
1920, 4). After the West was “won,” new frontiers were meant to be defined, because 
otherwise the vast core of American exceptionalism would be lost. So would be the 
“manifest destiny” entrusted by the Providence “for the development of the great 
experiment of liberty and federated self-governance” (O’Sullivan 1845, 5). 

The “belief that the frontier had been the most significant force in shaping 
national institutions and the mythical entity… called ‘national character’” (Slotkin 
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1981, 608) was shared by Turner and his fellow historian Theodor Roosevelt. While 
“Turner’s view was thoroughly nostalgic,” for “Rosevelt, history was continuous 
and progressive” and “the spirit of the frontier” was re-acquired by the new “class of 
heroic leaders, a classless ruling class at once plebeian and aristocratic... emerging 
from a democratic infancy to the maturity of bureaucracy and empire” (Slotkin 
1981, 636-637). The policy of “eternal inequality of man” (Wister 1968, 93, quoted 
after Slotkin, 636) required new heralds. In the 1920s and 1930s, the “winning 
of the West” was  transformed into an intellectual task, as the new realities of 
American democracy required new means of dissemination of “the antidote: an 
interpretation of the frontier past” serving as “some saving wisdom which would 
allow... to survive in the postfrontier future” (Slotkin 1981, 609).

Mackay (2016, 2) implies that the disappearance of the horizontal frontier 
initiated a search for the vertical frontier, exemplified visually not only by skyscrapers 
and oil rigs, but also by the nuclear explosion and the spiritual landscapes of upper 
regions in Native American traditions. She focuses on the threat implied by vertical 
structures, which includes the possiblity of fall, harm and destruction, but she also 
suggests that verticality implied a shift from the visible frontier into a virtual space 
of ideas and thoughts.

The reorientation of the frontier from horizontal into vertical direction 
was well correlated with the general experience of vertigo, caused by reaching 
“a point of dramatic change (a turning point) or a scene of tumult (a whirl)” 
(Mackay 2016, 7), replacing the causal view of history as spatial and temporal 
process with the kaleidoscopic view, “in which historical sequence is imagined as a 
consequence of myriad interacting forces.” Mackay brings together the verticality 
of the towers of the Chicago Fair and Turner Frontier Speech, ending the era of 
horizontal conquest in 1893, with Henry Adams’s experience of the dynamo at 
the Paris World Fair in 1900, the year in which Max Planck’s quantum physics and 
Sigmund Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams “burst upon a startled world” (Pinsker 
2002, 192).

The year 1900 can serve as a symbolic beginning of the accumulation of 
“psychodynamics of force,” the concept that had an obsessive appeal for Adams, in 
Sanford Pinsker’s view. The concept stood for an acceleration of social activity and 
scientific research, leading to a completely new, fractured, dynamic and negotiable 
view of history, social order, rules and regulations, which had been previously 
perceived as more or less stable and unchallengeable. Dynamo became for Adams 
“a collective symbol for his nagging sense that the past was irretrievable, the 
present chaotic and confusing, and the future a cause for deep concern” because it 
“confounded every organizing  principle that Adams was searching for” (Pinsker 
2002, 192), and reverted the certainties of his time, “just as the world of former 
schoolmasters had been turned upside down by the observations by Copernicus 
and Galileo and later, by Columbus’s explorations.”

Facing dynamo, “this huge wheel, revolving within arm’s length at some 
vertiginous speed, and barely murmuring – scarcely humming an audible warning” 
(Adams 380), Adams develops a  “dynamic theory of history” (Adams 287), “in 
which historical sequence is imagined as the consequence of myriad interacting 
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forces” (Mackay 2016, 8), leaving the beholder “helpless before a mechanical 
sequence” (Adams 287).

Producing a kind of kaleidoscope through which Adams’s previous concep-
tions of space and time now appear as a disorienting mosaic, the dynamo 
becomes an authoritarian power in the shadow of which even the planet 
itself loses its impressiveness. By making visible what was only theoretical 
at the advent of electricity, the dynamo produces a visceral experience of 
verticality while tying this experience to its consequences: namely, the vari-
ous and unpredictable effects of what this new technology might engender. 
(Mackay 2016, 8)

Verticality, in Mackay’s terms, is “a constellation of imagined ups and downs, 
discrete metaphors that exist along a linear axis, and larger stories of gravity” 
(Mackay 2016, 4). In Adams’s narrative, the “huge wheel, revolving within arm’s 
length at some vertiginous speed” replaces the Cross, which used to serve as the 
organizing axis mundi, connecting the human and the divine, the low and the 
high, still, as a form of “whirlwind” it organizes the cognitive space and imaginary. 
Mackay suggests verticality as an organizing principle for American imagery after 
the closure of the West and the scientific revolutions at the turn of the century, “as a 
transformative category that uses metaphor to untangle, interrogate, or underscore 
specific epistemological and philosophical ideas” (Mackay 2016, 5), because 
“the ways in which verticality draws its force are, importantly, multidirectional” 
(Mackay 2016, 4).

This essay focusses on the 1920s, but the imagery and scope of the popular 
publications designed for wider public, the popular state of mind, concerns, fears 
and hopes, have its sources in the issues addressed above: the change of the frontier 
paradigm, paired with physical, psychoanalytical and technical discoveries, brought 
a need for a new model of modern life, which in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s words, “no 
longer changes century by century, but year by year, ten times faster than it ever 
had before—populations doubling, civiliztions unified more closely with other 
civilizations, economic independence, racial questions, and—we re dawdling along. 
My idea is that we’ve got to go very much faster” (Fitzgerald 2000 [1920], 239).

Searching for an Outline: Hendrik Willem van Loon’s American Odyssey

“Whatever stability was associated with a generation of out-of-it Victorian parents 
had been forever shattered by the destablizing effects of World War I” comments 
Pinsker (2002, 195), referring to “a new generation… grown to find all Gods dead, 
all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken” (Fitzgerald 2000[1920], 247). Similarly, 
Charles A. Beard projects the internal, psychical conflicts and disturbances on the 
areas of international economy and politics: “The age of Victorian complacency had 
closed everywhere; those who are whistling to keep up their courage and deceive 
their neighbors merely succeed in hoodwinking themselves” (1928, 3).

The novelty of modern times, the ongoing shock waves of changes in all 
aspects of life, asked for explanation. “To make sense of this new world, many 
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Americans turned to books to catch up culturally, regain a unified perspective, 
and provide themselves with an adequate level of ‘civilization.’” The need for 
understanding the world which was constantly shifting went along with the 
democratization of life and required wider access to the cultural base. “This 
democratization of knowledge acquisition in a consumer society, aimed at a wide 
public of ‘average intelligent readers,’ became known as middlebrow culture. The 
new genre of outline books for this market emphasized the unity of knowledge, 
rejected specialization, and combined authority and intimacy” (Van Minnen 2005, 
97).

In her study of the middlebrow culture, Joan Shelley Rubin calls “the 
vogue of the ‘outline’… the interwar period’s most important nonfiction publishing 
trend.… [S]uch volumes were summaries, in a single, readable work, of the facts 
ostensibly comprising a given subject. Many dealt with natural sciences, disciplines 
changing so rapidly that they begged for simplification of bewildering new data” 
(209). “The ‘outline’ phenomenon,” according to Rubin, “derrived from uneasiness 
about the specialisation of knowledge” and “promised another way to regain a 
unified perspective”. In times of permanent intellectual turbulence, “a cadre of 
authors who were unpogletic generalists… [p]ropelled by… faith… in the ability of 
ordinary persons to grasp what they had to say.” For this purpose they “employed 
a style that was relentlessly factual, syntactically uncomplicated, devoid of bare 
generalizations, confidently unambigous, and usually more lucid than dramatic” 
(210).
	 Looking back at the impressive success of the outlines in the 1920s, of 
which he was a leading representative example, Hendrik van Loon reflected:

We realized that we lived in a world which had completely changed its mas-
ters. In order to save civilization from chaos, it was necessary that the new 
masters should know certain things which until then had been the privi-
leged possession of the few.... We carried this necessary information to this 
new public and in such a form and shape that it could understand this new 
knowledge and enjoy it. Neither of us, I am quite sure, ever expected that we 
would set all the hearth-fires burning brightly, but hundreds of thousands 
of little lamps were lighted where only darkness had been before and in all 
sorts of unexpected places. (Van Loon 1936, 7; quoted after Van Minnen 
2005, 81)

Van Loon, honoured by Van Wyck Brooks (1965, 379) as “a humanist” and 
by another author as “the Prince of Popularizers” (Van Minnen 2005, 87), described 
himself as “an instructor-at-large in civilised values” (Rubin 1972, 217). Aspiring 
to be one of “laughing philosophers,” ranging in his view from Socrates to Mozart 
and Bruckner (Van Loon 1939), he presented himself in the company of Confucius, 
Plato, and Jefferson (Van Loon 1942). According to Clifton Fadiman, who “virtually 
personified middlebrow culture” (Rubin 1972, 320), Van Loon extended “the great 
tradition of Enlightement called to mind by such names as Voltaire and Diderot. He 
unites, both in his writing and his social intercourse, enormous erudition, unfailing 
sturdy common sense, and refreshing humor” (Fadiman 1938, 302). Van Loon played 
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deliberately the card of his European and Dutch heritage and compared himsef to 
Rembrandt van Rijn (Van Loon 1930) and Desiderius Erasmus (Van Loon 1942).

An enthusiastic violin player and self-taught illustrator, Van Loon was, for 
the wide public, not only an epitome of a cultivated European, but also of modernity.

It can be safely argued that van Loon indeed contributed more than a mod-
est share to America’s cultural life of the Jazz Age. A journalist of the Boston 
Evening Transcript observed that van Loon ‘was writing history in a new 
way. He was treating with a light ironic humor those subjects that had previ-
ously been discussed with the utmost seriousness. To the conventionalist, 
he is the fresh youngster throwing rocks through the hothouse windows to 
attract attention; to his admirers he is the originator of a new and delightful 
form of history; while to the public at large he is the man who created some 
sort of indescribable sensation.’ ‘When the critics say I am jazzy,’ van Loon 
commented, ‘it merely means that I am using the spirit of the times.… All I 
am doing is bringing to history what Gershwin has brought to music.’ (Van 
Minnen 2005, 106)

In his pursuit to reach “[t]he man who would never approach within a thousand miles 
of the arts” Van Loon tried to write “a general philosophy of life build up around 
the arts” (Van Minnen 2005, 272). He wrote anecdotally for who he perceived as 
forlorn children of the plains, to “fill their hearts with a holy curiosity for all those 
things that make life beautiful and charming and interesting that at some time in 
the near or distant future they would definitely break away from the... unneceesary 
ugliness of their hopeless surroundings, and go forth in search of something better 
and nobler and infinitely more satisfying to the soul” (Van Loon 1937, xxii-xiii).

The wry sense of humor with slighty pessimistic view on human 
development was his trademark. “To the conventionalist, he is the fresh youngster 
throwing rocks through the hothouse windows to attract attention; to his admirers 
he is the originator of a new and delightfulform of history; while to the public 
at large he is the man who created some sort of indescribable sensation” (Jordan 
1928, quoted in Van Minnen 2005, 106). “Hendrik Willem’s greatest gift was one of 
immediacy, of taking the reader into his confidence and leading him by the hand 
on what was to be a personal adventure. Gratitude for his lack of condescension 
expressed itself not only in the sales but in the thousandsof letters he received from 
those who felt they had come to know himthrough his books” wrote his son, Gerrit 
Willem van Loon in his strongly critical account (Van Loon, 1972, 323).

Born in 1882 in Rotterdam and naturalized as an American citizen in 1919, 
educated at Cornell and Harvard, Van Loon was one of the most prolific authors 
of the 1920s and 1930. “He was not only widely known for his outlines such as The 
Story of Mankind, The Story of the Bible, and America but also for innumerable 
drawings and cartoons he had contributed to The Survey (1922–1925) and The 
Nation (1926–1928)” (van Minnen 106). “A Dutch immigrant, Van Loon graduated 
from Cornell University in 1905, returned to Europe for doctoral studies in history, 
and from 1911 to 1922 worked as a journalist and lecturer at various American 
universities” (Rubin 1972, 216), ranging from his alma mater to Antioch College in 
Yellow Springs, Ohio (van Minnen 2005, 74).
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Van Loon was laureate of the first Newbery Medal for children’s literature 
in 1922, and a best-selling author, his Geography earning him, according to his 
estimations, “about $40,000 from the book that year, placing him in the top 1 percent 
of U.S. Wage-earners” (van Minnen 2005, 145). He had, however, even greater 
ambitions. Already in the 1930s, before he engaged in Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 
presidential campaign of 1940, Van Loon was active as journalist and broadcaster, 
trying to convince American society about the threat from Nazi Germany, writing 
pamphlets such as Our Battle. One Man’s answer to “My Battle” by Adolf Hitler 
(1938) and a dystopian novel about alternative history, with a successful German 
invasion and occuption of the USA (Van Loon 1940).

Initially ridiculed, after  the German conquests in Europe and the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Van Loon became a recognized living prophet and 
oracle, his lifelong “Jehova complex” (Van Minnen 2005, 107, 125) finally satisfied. 
His thundering voice of protest and hope was broadcast by NBC (Van Minnen 
122) and by WRUL, a Dutch-speaking radio station founded in Boston by Walter 
Lemmon in 1925, giving, in van Loon’s words, a voice of “international good-will” 
in wartime (van Loon 1941). The voice was silenced only by his death on 11th of 
March, 1942.

Upward Mobility, or How the West Was Won

Given the concept of vertical frontier, what Van Loon tried to achieve with his 
publications, lectures and broadcasting was a kind of intellectual conquest of the 
Midwest, as a personal crusade against intolerance and religious fundamentalism 
and a cure that “should fill a need in the lives of those who still believe that 
education, even if it cannot cure all our ills, will be of tremendous help to carry 
us safely through the present social, spiritual and economic revolution” (Van Loon 
1933, quoted after Van Minnen 2005, 147).

We often hear it said that ‘civilization travels westward.’ What we mean 
is that hardy pioneers have crossed the Atlantic Ocean and settled along 
the shores of New England and New Netherland—that their children have 
crossed the vast prairies—that their great-grandchildren have moved into 
California—and that the present generation hopes to turn the vast Pacific 
into the most important sea of the ages. (Van Loon 1920, 8.)

Thus, Van Loon perceived the movement westward as a permanent cultural 
mission, and his attempt to cultivate the public of the Western Plains was part of the 
mission, but it was carried out in an intellectual space, “[t]he space imagined to be 
conquerable” and “conceived as immense” (Mackay 2016, 2). The new, intellectual 
frontier was a vertical space of social changes ignited by public education, and new 
possibilities of climbing the vertical social ladder. While indebted to the traditional 
imagery of territorial conquest, Van Loon also adapted the idea of verticality, of 
moving upward, in social, scientific and moral sense.

The “optimistic determination to see the progressive dynamic of the 
frontier carried forward into a new century,” required:
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[A] language of traditional symbols, narrative structures, and magical expec-
tations in the service of ideology. The complex of beliefs, facts, fictions,and 
arguments that were subsumed in the concept of ‘the American frontier’ is 
best described as a ‘myth-ideological system’… in which traditional symbol-
ism and current political programmes were effectively combined. (Slotkin 
1981, 609)

Van Loon, this essay will argue, incorporated the story of the conquest of the West, 
and the new vertical frontier, as a part of his private mythology.

The western frontier influenced American life, shaped American thought, 
and gave America the habits of self-reliance and independence of action 
which differentiate the people of the great republic from those of other 
countries.… When we discuss the events of American history we place our 
scene upon a stage which has an immense background of wide praire and 
high mountain. In this vast and dim territory there is always room for an-
other man of force and energy, and society is a rudimentary bond between 
free and sovereign human beings, unrestricted by any previous tradition or 
ordinance. (Van Loon 1942, vi-vii)

The above quotation echoes distinctly Turner in his vision of the frontier “at 
the hither edge of free land” (Turner 1920, 4) and Theodore Roosevelt’s ideal 
of “hunter-heroes… individualistic in their values and their style of life… like 
chivalric aristocracy of an earlier age” (Slotkin 1981, 612). Paradoxically, the book 
opening with “[t]he history of America is the story of the conquest of the West” 
is a story about Dutch navigators, their discoveries and “maginificent failures.” 
America is mirroring Holland, which story “is the story of the conquest of the 
sea” (Van Loon 1942, v). As Turner observed earlier, “America… has the key to 
the historical enigma which Europe has sought for centuries in vain, and the land 
which has no history reveals luminously the course of universal history” (1920, 
4). In this, Turner was referring to the Italian geographer Achille Loria (1889). In 
Turner’s view:

The United States lies like a huge page in the history of society. Line by line 
as we read this continental page from West to East we find the record of 
social evolution. It begins with the Indian and the hunter; it goes on to tell 
of the disintegration of savagery by the entrance of the trader, the pathfinder 
of civilization; we read the annals of the pastoral stage in ranch life; the 
exploitation of the soil by the raising of unrotated crops of corn and wheat 
in sparsely settled farming communities; the intensive culture of the denser 
farm settlement; and finally the manufacturing organization with city and 
factory system. (Turner 1920, 12)

America can be perceived a a sort of allegory, not only for Europe,but for 
the history of the world in general. For Van Loon it is a key to the understanding 
of his Dutch ancestry, the perils of prospects awaiting the people populating the 
Low Countries. American praires and mountains become a vast part of Van Loon’s 
inner landscape, a stage upon which the immigrant becomes the reincarnation of 
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Erasmus of Rotterdam and the incorporation of the “Dutch idea” (Van Minnen 
2005, 267), “the last of the old-fashioned liberals… Smithsonian wanted to buy for 
its collection” (Brooks 1965, 379).

While staging the European humanist in his travels through literary 
salons of the East and wide plains of the West, Van Loon becomes caught in the 
process of Americanization, as “[t]he frontier is the line of most rapid and effective 
Americanization.… Little by little he transforms the intellectual wilderness, but the 
outcome is not the old Europe” as

[t]he wilderness masters the colonist.… Thus the advance of the frontier 
has meant a steady movement away from the influence of Europe, a steady 
growth of independence on American lines. And to study this advance, the 
men who grew up under these conditions, and the political, economic, and 
social results of it, is to study the really American part of our history. (Turn-
er 1920, 12)

Although Van Loon never ceased to explore and exploit his Dutch and European 
heritage, he may appear, in some aspects, as uncanny incarnation of the frontier 
myth, a self-made heir of “ a peculiar race which has grown up under conditions of 
complete independence and which relies upon its own endeavours to accomplish 
those things which it has set out to do,” and “his own master” who “trusted no one 
but God and his own strong arm” mastered by a spirit of exploration and conquest: 
“he knew at all times that he was free to leave just as soon as the spirit moved him” 
(Van Loon 1942, ix).

He appeared to be the prophet of technological advance of modern 
civilization, as much as a ventriloquist of ancestral voices and primodial forces of 
history and nature, a vortex “endowed with inexhaustible energy” (Van Minnen 
2005, 234), a voice thundering in the vast plains of the Midwest and on the stormy 
waves of the Pacific (in his native Dutch) using radio broadcast.

We often hear it said that ‘civilization travels westward.’ What we mean 
is that hardy pioneers have crossed the Atlantic Ocean and settled along 
the shores of New England and New Netherland—that their children have 
crossed the vast prairies—that their great-grandchildren have moved into 
California—and that the present generation hopes to turn the vast Pacific 
into the most important sea of the ages. (Van Loon 1920,109)

Civilization and Its Discontents

Van Loon’s career can serve as a good example of interwar upward mobility and 
international mobility, of raising awareness of the need for life-long education and 
the importance of mass media for this purpose. In Mackay’s (2006) terms, one can 
say, it is also a story of revision of a social frontier in the time of a global turmoil. 
Employed at Cornell but expelled after just one semester of lecturing, Van Loon 
went West, by taking, after many turbulences, the post at Antioch College in Ohio. 
His countless travels throughout the country with lectures on popular themes, for 
promotion of his books or for political purposes while supporting presidential 
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campaign of Franklin Delano Roosevelt made him a “merchant of light” (Rubin 
1972), a propagator of a simplified world-view  based on an idealised image of 
scientific progress. In 1939, confronted by the rising threat of another global war, 
Van Loon formulated his credo, which is also discernible in his earlier writings:

I prefer to concentrate my powers upon that which it iswithin my reach to 
do: to make this world with its tremendous, with its incredible potentialities 
for beauty and happiness—a place in which every man, woman, nd child 
will be truly able to say, ‘We are grateful that we are alive, for life indeed 
is good!’ Today that sounds like mocking blasphemy. A hundred centuries 
hence, it will make sense. For by then man will have acquired the courage 
necessary to see himself as he really is—as aa being equipped with a power 
of intellect which will eventually allow him to penetrate into every secret of 
nature untill he will truly be the maaster of allhe surveys, nd endowed with 
such a complete freedom of will that he himself—and noone else—is the 
true master of his fate and therefore dependent for his ultimate happiness 
upon noone but HIMSELF. (Van Loon 1939, 318)

For Van Loon, this declaration was compatible with a simplified 
materialistic world-view, indebted strongly to Darwin. He also found it important 
to say that he was not interested in metaphysical speculations, while producing an 
outline of a personal and historical self-definition in terms of what can only be 
described as a metaphysicial cult of energy:

At birth I was provided with a small quantity of that cosmic energy which 
is the substance out of which our universe is made. Some of those small 
quantities of energy were given the shape of plants where others were dis-
guised as weeds. Some of them were used to give us the figure of a Thomas 
Jefferson or a Goethe or a Pasteur, while others but served as the physi-
cal containers for the destructive energies of a Napoleon or Genghis Khan 
or the conteptible foulness of a Goebbels. But since that is the way nature 
seems tohve chosen to perform her miracles, it is not up to us to find fault 
with this arrangements but rather to see what we ourseves can make of that 
temporary loan from the vast reservoir of energy which is the beginning 
and the end of all things, from Betelgeuse to the microbe who some day will 
destroy us. (Van Loon 1939, 317-318)

This energetic self-definition leads him to the conclusion that “I know it 
(all) was started by some force outside of myself but, having humbly accepted that 
fact, I refuse to waste my energies on a futile quest” (1939, 318), and so Van Loon 
focuses on historical past and modern discoveries in his writings. “[L]iving in the 
most remarkable of all ages”, among “miracles” “no one has ever performed” (1920, 
18), Van Loon describes himself and his contemporaries as “children of practical 
age” who “seem to be masters of all the forces of nature” and can “make them 
work for us as if they were our very obedient slaves” (Van Loon, 1920, 33). Van 
Loon’s popular prose brings forth not so distant echoes of Emerson’s new American 
who “by means of steam… carries the… winds [of Aeolus bag] in the boiler of 
his boat” and “darts through the country… like an eagle or swallow through the 
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air” (Emerson 1836, 11, quoted after Marx, 1964, 230) or of de Tocqueville’s hero 
“draining swamps, turning the course of rivers… and subduing nature,” a hero who 
“almost anihilated space and time” and “yokes to his car fire and water” (Tocqueville 
1946 [1840], 74, quoted after Marx, 194).

However, Van Loon’s self-reliant hero has a long line of ancestral voices 
behind him. “And yet what is a motor compared with the first fish-hook or the first 
polished knife?” asked Van Loon rhetorically (Van Loon 1928, 48). Modern man 
is a humble creature, deeply indebted to the ancestors: “We do not know which 
genius first discovered the use of pottery but he deserves a statue” (Van Loon 1920, 
24). Or elsewhere, but in the same spirit: “Im convinced that the appearance of 
the first axe made of polished flint threw the shivering cave-dwellers of southern 
Europe into ecstasies of happpiness which far surpassed our own delirious delight 
when Lindbergh flew across the ocean” Van Loon (1928, 48).

Invention springs, in Van Loon’s opinion, from observation. “Early 
man, less intelligent in many respects than the squirrels” (Van Loon 1920, 24) 
simply copied the animals in their survival strategies, in pursuit of a life that 
was “more comfortable and less dangerous” (Van Loon 1920, 34). The ability to 
learn through observation and imitation, to conclude from the results and to take 
reasonable risks was the human superpower, “[t]he powerful brain of the weakest 
and most helpless of all living creatures” (Van Loon 1920, 33). Innovations “tell 
of man’s terrific effort to invent implements, that would make his daily toil less 
unbearable” (Van Loon 1928, 48). Technological details aside, primitive tools and 
modern machines “were really nothing than extensions of his own hands and 
feet and eyes and ears and which he meant to use as such” (Van Loon 1928, 62). 
Possible fears related to technological development were, in Van Loon’s view, an 
anthropological issue, an irrational prejudice. “Contrary to the generally accepted 
belief we are not ‘modern’ people... we are not heirs to the glories of a noble 
past, but... we are the last off-shoot of prehistoric man” (Van Loon 1926, 10). In 
a rather blunt but vivid metaphor, Van Loon compared modern Americans to 
“cave-dwellers going on a joy-ride in a Chevrolet” (Van Loon 1928, 138, quoted 
after Van Minnen 2006, 105).

Shifting Perspecives: Wither Mankind?

In 1928 Charles A. Beard, progressive historian and co-author of The Rise of 
American Civilisation (1927) stated in the “Preface” to a volume of essays Whither 
Mankind: A Panorama of Modern Civilisation “that science and the machine are 
two invincible facts with which all must recon who write, teach, preach, lead, or 
practice the arts in our time. Those who refuse to face them are condemned in 
advance to sterility and defeat” (Beard 1928, v). This very clear stance formed 
a contexual frame to a collection of sixteen essays authored, among others, by 
John Dewey, Carl van Doren, Bertrand Russel, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, Lewis 
Mumford, Hu Shih and Hendrik Willem van Loon. The collection was contrasted 
with pessimistic writings by Chesterton, Belloc and Spengler, as “ a more cheerful 
outlook upon the future of modern civilisation.”
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For Beard, it was clear that “[ol]d rules of politics and law, religion and 
sex, art and letters—the whole domain of culture—must yield or break before the 
inextorable pressure of science and the machine” (Beard 1928, 403-404). Even if 
“the effects of science and the machine upon human life are often metallic and 
oppressive, sometimes terribly cruel to our hopes and conceits” there is apparently 
no alternative, no “other system, could it be freely chosen in place of machine 
civilisation, would confer more dignity upon human nature, make life on the whole 
richer in satisfactions, widen the opportunity for exercising our noblest faculties, 
or give a sublimer meaning to the universe in which we labor” (404).

Beard’s view of civilisation of the late 1920s, confronted with a rise 
of international conflicts, social anxieties and “a concern about destiny that 
works as a dynamic force in the affairs of great nations” tend to be optimistic, 
despite a long list of worldwide concerns, such as the threats from fascist and 
communist totalitarian states. In his view, strength and glory will come to 
modern civilization just in proportion as philosophy attends to the business of 
living under the necessities imposed by technology, and the business of living 
itself is inspired by an effort to see things whole and steadily, relating means 
to the highest imaginable ends, making use of reality rather than attempting to 
escape from it. (Beard 408)

Civilization, argued Beard, depended “in a large measure upon its 
geogeaphical environment… and natural resources,” and thus “cannot be borrowed 
without reproducing the accompanying economic order” (Beard 1928, 12). This 
stance opened space for discussion about questions concerning American way of 
life and thinking.

America was “the new Leviathan” (Beard 1928, 3), which made the passage 
“from a provincional, agricultural status to the position of the premier capitalist 
power in international politics… is in itself an inescapable fact for those who 
speculate on cultural destinies. Anxiety about the values and future of civilization 
is real.… It will not pass;it will endure and increase” (Beard 1928, 7). In America, 
the mythical place “where Europeans have renewed their youth, conquered a 
wilderness and won wealth and leisure in the sweat of their brows, the cry ascends 
on all sides: ‘Where do we go from here?’” In fact, Beard poses the same question 
Turner and Roosevelt tried to answer in the 1890s, but the answers from Beard and 
the other authors reflect the spirit of a quite different, less complacent time.

“‘We are passing’ declares Mr. Herbert Hoover, ‘from a period of extremely 
individualistic action into a period of associated activities’” quotes Beard who, in 
his entries as well as in the selection of authors and issues the collection of essays 
addresses, never ceases to emphasize the complexity of American civilisation, its 
impact on global order of things, and the multilayered nexus of relations between 
changing cultural, religious, economical and political developments in the 1920s. 
“In reality the heritage, the economics,politics,culture, and international filiations 
of any civilization are so closely woven by fate into one human fabric that no human 
eye can discern the beginning of its warp or woof ”, but there was a need for “any 
economic interpretation, any political theory, any literary criticism, any aesthetic 
appreciation,” whose aim would be a synthesis needed to include the interplay of 
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multiple factors, and the desire for such synthesis allegedly marked the beginning 
of “a new epoch in American intellectual development” (Beard and Beard 1927, 
124). This conclusion  brings back the general observation about the kaleidoscopic 
view, identified by Mackay as a quality of the Modernism in the interwar period 
(Mackay 2016, 8): confronted with the fractured kaleidoscope, the middlebrow 
readers desired a new synthesis, which would restore the perception of order in 
collective life and history.

Civilization, as preached by Van Loon, is a “desire to make life more 
comfortable and less wearisome,” and so he describes civilization as a driving force 
of white global dominance: it “has been a very good thing for the progress of the 
world. It has driven the white people of Europe to the ends of the earth. It has 
populated the mountains and the plains of our own country” (Van Loon 1920, 
109). This concept of civilization (technological civilization) is defined as “that 
form of society which allows the greatest number of people to show the greatest 
amount of consideration for the physical happiness and spiritual comfort of the 
largest number of their neighbors” (Van Loon 1926, 8).

Warren Susman observed a general tendency in the 1920s towards thinking 
“that self-consciously considered itself a part of the issue of civilization and even as 
a technique or instrument involved somehow in sustaining, modifying, destroying, 
or creating ‘civilization’” (Susman 1984, 115, quoted after van Minnen 2005, 105). 
I will argue that “Civilization” was a key concept of the 1920s, comparable perhaps 
to Emerson’s Self-Reliance of earlier decades. Beard describes civilization as “the 
whole economic order, the system of leisure built upon it, the employment of that 
leisure, and all manifestations of religion, beauty, and appreciation… by which 
men and women lift themselves above savages” (Beard 1928, 12). His own writing 
was a vital part of his concept of civilization: it was a process of introspection, of 
constant work on self-redefinition and self-improvement, where the philosophy 
of civilization was a kind of steering wheel by which a civilization could direct 
and control itself. In a way, a popular outline of civilization, published on a mass-
publishing market, was a kind of simplified group psychoanalysis or secularized 
religious insight considered available to wide masses. Van Loon was one of the 
most successful representatives of this civilization-steering effort.

Despite Van Loon’s eulogies for America, including the wartime declaration 
that “it will be America which will have to show the rest of the world the road 
to a newer and happier form of civilization in which all of us… shall in truth 
cooperate… for the greatest good of that nation,” he does not forget about “liberty 
of thought and action” which “a civilized human being can hope to strive during 
his short residence on this tiny planet which he calls Home” (Van Loon 1942, 479-
480), regardless his or hers nationality. In fact, Van Loon admits,

‘civilization’ never remains long in the same spot. It is always going some-
where but it does not always move westward by any means. Sometimes its 
course points towards the east or the south. Often it zigzags across the map. 
But it keeps moving. After two or three hundred years, civilization seems to 
say, ‘Well, I have been keeping company with these particular people long 
enough,’ and it packs its books and its science and its art and its music, and 
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wanders forth in search of new domains. But no one knows whither it is 
bound, and that is what makes life so interesting. (Van Loon 1920, 109)

In the 1920s, however, America seemed the perfect place to accomplish the ideal of 
a new, democratic, tolerant and educated society. “There is no place on the whole 
earth except in America where all the sons of man have this chance in life…. Here 
alone are the open windows through which pour the sunlight of the human spirit. 
Here alone is human dignity not a dream, but an accomplishment. Perhaps it is not 
perfect, but it is more full in realization here than  any other place in the world”, the 
idea of American exeptionalism was expressed at that time by Herbert Hoover, who 
has already been quoted above (1928).

Van Loon, although focusing on great men of the past and their 
accomplishents, was generally aiming at the “yeoman farmer” of Turner’s “agrarian 
democracy.”

The yeoman farmer… was a Whitmanian hero en masse. The farmer’s con-
quests were non-violent—the work of cultivation, not deed of the sword; 
hence leaders and captains were not prominent. Social and economic laws, 
in a generally ‘free’ market and an open social and political framework, 
operated through the average actions of the mass to do the real work of 
progress and civilization. When the invisible hand of market operations 
became politically visible, it appeared in the action of parties which were 
of a sectional (not a class) character, and which were dominated neither by 
a person nor by an ideology. Through such a system, the exploitation of 
the open frontier was able to induce willy-nilly a regeneration of political 
society, purging it of feudal excrescences and creating a new democratic 
social form. Not only was the result of this action democratic in form; the 
small entrepreneur/manufacturer/mechanic/farmer, the little men in their 
aggregate and average, were the dominant human force in Turne’s world. 
(Slotkin 1981, 612)

Turner’s “dominant human force” was Van Loon’s public, the wide social strata he 
intended to win for the idea of modernity and progress. In some aspect, he was 
trying to combine “the popular affirmation of industrial progress disseminated by 
spokesmen for the dominant economic and political elites, and the disaffected, 
often adversaria1 viewpoint of a minority of political radicals, writers, artists, 
clergymen, and independent intellectuals” (Marx 1964, 383).

Homo in Machina, Deux ex Machina

“The history of the world… is the record of man in quest of his daily bread and 
butter,” wrote Van Loon (1928, 43) in his essay in Beard’s Whither Mankind? and 
draw some conclusions in a quasi-biblical anthropology: “Work was a curse. Work 
was a nuisance. The leisure of Paradise was the highest good that had ever been 
within the reach of a man” (Van Loon 1928, 47-48). The salvation, in Van Loon’s 
soteriology, came in “the year of grace 1769” with “the great milestone of mankind” 
dividing “the whole past into two parts.”
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For it was on the fifth of January of that ever memorable year that James 
Watt obtained a patent for his newly perfected ‘fire-machine.’ It was on that 
day that the era of the deus ex machina came to an end and that the epoch 
of the homo in machina commenced. It was on that day that man ceased 
to be a beast of burden and was given his first decent chance to become a 
human being. (Van Loon 1928, 43)

Van Loon’s essay fulfills the prophecy of Henry Adams, replacing the saving 
experience of God’s incarnation, crucifixion and resurrection with the invention of 
steam engine, opening new prospects of liberation for the mankind, enslaved by 
hardship and work. The Luciferian or Promethean “fire-machine” brought salvation 
by making human`s “daily toil less unbearable” (Van Loon 1928, 48) and paving the 
way for a more democratic society. “[T]he amount of mechnical development will 
always be in inverse ratio to the number of slaves that happen to be at a country’s 
disposal” (Van Loon 1928, 53), therefore mechanization is the key to freedom, as 
education guarantees the sustenance of a nation, as “[n]o state, however, can be 
safely built upon material possessions alone” (Van Loon 1920, 195). Still, Watt’s 
invention, while redeeming the man from his curse, did not transcendent Van 
Loon’s perceived core of the human being.

Children with new toys with which they do not know how to play are a 
nuisance. Grown-up children, who suddenly find themselves possessed of 
flivers and machine-guns and factories and who take these things seriously 
and render homage to steel contraptions as if they were mysterious gods 
instead of being merely servants, called upon to do our bidding and for the 
rest to ‘know their place,’ are bound to upset many pleasant old traditions. 
(Van Loon 1928, 61)

What humanity really needs is Enlightement, in the classical Kantian sense 
of “man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity. Immaturity is the inability 
to use one’s understanding without guidance from another” (Kant 2013[1784], 2). 
Van Loon’s cavemen riding a Chevrolet (Van Loon 1928b, 138) or worshipping 
blindly the Iron Man (Van Loon 1928, 60)1 are mere children, who, “[e]vetually… 
will grow up and… they will learn better” (Van Loon 1928, 61).

The education or “civilizing” of the “[m]an, at mercy of his own ignorance” 
(61) should be prompt and immediate, as a new era was rapidly approaching. 
Historically, machines “were really nothing than extensions of his own hands 
and feet and eyes and ears and which he meant to use as such.” The era of tools 
as extensions of human biological capabilities was replaced by a new era of 
dependence on non-human machinery: the man “fabricated for himself still more 
inanimate servants and had set himself free from still other bits of labor that could 
be done just as well by steel or coal or gasoline.” But, as Van Loon predicts, this 
not the final step in mechanics. “The machine… should never be end in itself… 
should be given every possible chance to grow and develop.” It is, in fact, an early 

1	 It is not clear what he meant, probably the eponymous prizefighter in a 1927 movie serial, or pos-
sibly a 1927 Ford truck.
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version of today’s visions of intelligent machines, communicating with each other, 
and growing more and more independent from their makers. Van Loon shares the 
common fears of Artificial Intelligence taking over control and subduing humanity 
to its purposes, which “[i]t is of course possible that we shall prove less intelligent 
than our ancestors. Then the roles will be reversed, we shall lose our freedom and 
shall have to work twice as hard as before to keep our mechanical servants from 
starving to death” ( Van Loon 1928, 62).

Such a “suicide” of human civilization can not be excluded, because

[a] technological civilization... rests fundamentally on power-driven ma-
chinery which transendents the physical limits of its human directors, mul-
tiplying indefinitely the capacity for the production of goods. Science… is 
the servant and upholder of this system.… [C]ontinuous research in the 
natural sciences is absolutely necessary to the extension of the machine and 
its market, thus forcing continously the creation of new goods, new pro-
cesses and new modes of life. (Beard 1928, 14)

“Pre-machine urban civilizations have likewise retained their essential 
characteristic through long lapses of time. But machine civilization based on 
technology, science, invention, and expanding markets must of necessity change—
and rapidly,” Beard appeals (1928, 15). The modern time of anxiety seems to be only 
transitional, if lived through well and consciously. “Of course it would be absurd 
to claim that our present form of civilisation in which the machine is supreme is 
the last word in cultural perfection,” reassures Van Loon (1928, 61), echoed by 
Beard, who is convinced  “that there is in the new order of affairs a prospect for 
life on higher levels” (Beard 1928, 404). “What appears to be an ‘invasion’ is in 
fact,” concludes Beard, “often merely the recognition of a standard established by 
science and its applications a means of comfort, convienience, and safety for the 
community at large.” The optimism is rooted in the humanist idea both authors 
share: “The transformation of chaos into order is a work of the mind, not a mere 
function of mechanism. The process of subjecting the things of this world to a 
more ordered dominion of the spirit” (Beard, 1928, 408).

The Tower of Experience: Van Loon’s Summa Scientifica

Van Loon’s travels around “symbolic middle landscape created by mediation between 
art and nature” (Marx 1964, 71) represent to a certain degree the Jeffersonian vision 
of machine blending “harmoniously into the open countryside” (Marx 1964, 150). 
Descriptions of the middle landscape are a sort of trademark found in most of his 
publications. Still, Van Loon’s machine stands not only for “the iron machinery 
of the industrial revolution” but even more for its “semantic precursor in the 
seventeenth-century trope of a metaphysical Machine—emblem of a materialist and 
mechanistic cosmology—which had been pivotal in the scientific and philosophic 
revolution associated with Newton, Descartes, and Bacon” (Marx 1964, 376). In his 
core views, I argue, Van Loon is so deeply indebted to the “triumphant ‘mechanism,’ 
comprising the new science, technology, and philosophic rationalism. (Marx 1964, 
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376) that it makes him a late descendant of European materialists, making him 
quite immune fears and hopes of his own time.

Thus, Van Loon combines the civilized Dutch heritage with the American 
frontier, forming a peculiar brand of materialistic middle landscape. Importantly, 
Van Loon’s structuring metaphor of his idea of the frontier is a vertical one, a tower-
climb which he describes in an autobiographical passage. The biographical turning 
point in Van Loon’s intellectual life appears to be a “memorable expedition” to the 
“top of the tower of the Old Saint Lawrence in Rotterdam”, of “twelve or thirteen 
years old”  (1984 [1921], vii). The description is a vertical version of the pastoral 
frontier between civilized and wild land, a vertical expedition to the wilderness. 
Climbing a dark staircase the boy Van Loon reaches the storeroom filled with 
“abandoned symbols of a venerable faith… discarded by the good people of the city 
many years ago.” Covered by dust and “reduced to junk and rubbish” the artefacts of 
religious beliefs of the ancestors were gradually becoming a part of nature, a habitat 
for rats and spiders. The storeroom is filled by the light coming from the next floor 
with “[e]normous open windows with heavy iron bars,” a habitat of “hunderts of 
pigeons.” There is a visual experience of religious object falling apart and reclaimed 
by insects, rats and birds. The animal Universum brings the artefacts back to life, 
on a different level, and gives them a practical meaning. Their symbolic value is 
defunct, the artefacts, forgotten by the human world, sustain biological diversity 
in the attic.

As the darkness gives way to the daily light, so “the weird and pleasing 
music” of wind blowing “through the iron bars” and the distant noise of “the town 
below… purified and cleansed by the distance.” replaces the “audible silence” of the 
gloomy staircase. “The rumbling of heavy carts and the clinking of horses hoofs, 
the winding of cranes and pulleys, the hissing sound of a patient steam which had 
been set to do the work of man in thousand different ways—they had all been 
blended into a softly rustling whisper which provided a beautiful background for 
the trembling cooing of the pigeons.” Van Loon’s musical ear distinguishes the 
variety of tones and sounds of modern city life. With their “rumbling,” “hissing,” 
and “clinking” they form a kind of industrial “background” for the song of 
haching birds. There is a musical harmony between intersecting realms of nature 
and technics, as a new post-religious music of the spheres, a symphony of a new, 
harmonic world of biological and technological mechanisms.

At the top of the tower, the machine comes into the vertical garden of nature; 
the garden reclaims the place of formal religion seen on lower floors. This is a vivid, 
organic time-space of nature, art and technology intersecting and interwined into a 
metaphorical tower of progress. The picture of earthly paradise in the attic, on the 
level of the church roof, is still only a starting point for the real quest of discovery. 
They boy climbs higher, where “the stairs come to an end and the ladders began.” 
On this level there are no beaten tracks only ladders leading to the heavenly visions, 
to enter the core meaning of time and space. The first slippery old ladder leads to 
“the heart of time”, to “a new and even greater wonder, the town clock.”

The clock takes the central place in the narrative, comparable to Henry 
Adams’s experience of the dynamo, but the tower-revelation Van Loon experiences 



43Hendrik Willem van Loon’s Concept of Science in the Interwar Period

around the same historical period (presumeably 1894-1895) is of a different nature, 
as is the polyphony of modern life contrasted to the Adams’s dynamo, “barely 
murmuring—scarcely humming an audible warning” (Adams 1900, 380). Van 
Loon weaves his narrative around sensual experiences of seeing and hearing: he 
not only sees “the heart of time” but also hears “the heavy pulsbeats of the rapid 
seconds” and “a thunderous voice, high above us” telling “the world that it was the 
hour of noon.”

The epiphany, experienced “after a warning rumble and the scraping of 
many wheels” leads back to Biblical epiphanies of Jehova, but the core of the vision 
is mechanics, not a divine person or religious sentiment. The Medieval vision of 
the Creator surrounded by the flocks of angels gives way to mechainistic imagery 
of bells: above the circuar mechanism of the city clock “were the bells,” “[t]he nice 
little bells and their terrible sisters” with “the big bell... telling a story of fire or 
flood” in the centre. The central bell radiates an angelic presence, as in its “solitary 
grandeur it  seemed to reflect upon those six hundred years during which it had 
shared the joys and the sorrows of the good people in Rotterdam.” It accompanies 
the citizens in good and bad days, its numinous nature “made” the author “turn 
stiff with fright” when heard “in the middle of the night” as a warning to the city’s 
inhabitants.

The circular mechanism of the clock is described in the middle of the 
journey, surrounded by bells, as the visitors enter the sacredness of the area 
precisely at noon. The big bell of history tolls “in the middle of the night,” the 
smaller bells are meant to be the source of comfort, playing twice a week “a merry 
tune for the benefit of the country-folk who had come to market to buy and sell and 
hear what the big world had been doing.” There is the profound sound of History 
and the more down-to-earth melody of histories and anecgdotes, petit-recits of 
daily life. The audible landscape is created by the big bell, and the smaller bells of 
the carillion provide background noise, arranged in their hierarchic, hieratic order.

The audible harmony of the spheres, where everything is put in the right 
order, in the right place, is, confronted with the silent presence of “a big blck bell, 
silent and stern, the bell of death,” “all alone and shunned by the others.” Death 
enters Van Loon’s mechanical paradise as a reminder and possibility, silent and 
latently present in the darkest corner of the tower of light and sound. It is the 
Arcadian Death of Erwin Panofsky (1936), inherent to the “middle landscape” of 
pastoral myth (Marx 1964, 25).

The presence of the bell of death evokes once more the darkness and “other 
ladders, steeper and even more dangerous than those we had climbed before.” The 
way leads into “the highest gallery,” “the fresh air of the wide heavens.” By overcoming 
the fear of death, by acknowledging its looming presence, the wanderers reach the 
peak: “Above us the sky. Below us the city.” Whereas the sky is aparently limitless 
and all-absorbing, the city, “a little toy-town, where busy ants were hastily crawling 
hither and thither, each one intent upon his or her particular business,” resembles 
the natural, biological order, bring the human population of the busy city back to its 
bounds with nature. The city of Rotterdam appears as “the jumble of stones,” beyond 
which lays “the wide greenness of the open country” (Van Loon 1984, vii-x).
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This climbing adventure appears to be a formative experience of Van 
Loon’s worldview, which he tries too translate in terms of American discourse of 
modernity and frontier. In the whirlwind of shifting frontiers, upward mobility, 
agrarian democracy and possible technological revolution of intelligent machines 
of Van Loon’s writings, there is a stable, large, imposing structure which arranges 
the whirlwind vertically into chronological levels: “the mighty Tower of Experience, 
which Time has built amidst the endless fields of bygone ages” (Van Loon 1984, x). 
This internal axis of this tower is the mechanical clock, which gives meaning to 
the things past, present and future as was once the religious Tower of Experience 
for Martin Luther (1519). Luther’s tower experience was the discovery of salvation 
coming through faith in God’s grace, the discovery which initiated Luther’s role in 
the Reformation (Braden 2020). Similarly, Van Loon’s saving hope comes from his 
mechanistic convinction that the “cosmos as well as an industrial tool” (Marx 1964, 
279) are of the same nature.

Works Cited
Adams, Henry. “The Dynamo and the Virgin.” The Education of Henry Adams. 

Oxford UP, 1999 [1907].
Beard, Charles A. “Epilogue.” Whither Mankind. A Panorama of Modern Civilization, 

edited by Charles A. Beard, Longmans, Green and Co., 1928, pp.403-408.
——. “Introduction.”: Whither Mankind. A Panorama of Modern Civilization, 

edited by Charles A. Beard, Longmans, Green and Co. 1928, pp. 1-24.
——. “Prologue.” Whither Mankind. A Panorama of Modern Civilization, edited by 

Charles A. Beard. Longmans, Green and Co., 1928, p. v.
——. and Mary R. Beard. The Rise of American Civilization. MacMillian, 1927.
Braden, Mark. “Luther’s ‘Tower Experience.’” Gottestdient. Journal of 

Lutheran Theology, 30th Oct. 2020. https://www.gottesdienst.org/
gottesblog/2020/10/30/luthers-tower-experience. Acessed 2 June 2023.

Brooks, Van Wyck. An Autobiography. Dutton, 1965.
Fadiman, Clifton. “Biogram.” I Believe. The Personal Philosophies of Certain 

Eminent Men and Women of Our Time, edited by Clifton Fadiman. Simon 
and Schuster. 1939, p. 302.

Fitzgerald, Scott F. This Side of Paradise. Novels ans Stories 1920-1922. Library of 
America, 2000 [1920], pp. 1-248.

Loon, Gerard Willem van. The Story of Hendrik van Loon. Lippincott. 1972.
——. The Story of Mankind. Liveright P.C., 1984 [1921].
——. “Ancient and Medieval Civilizations.” Whither Mankind. A Panorama of 

Modern Civilization, edited by Charles Austin. Longmans, Green and Co., 
1928, pp. 42-62.

——. Ancient Man. The Beginning of Civilizations. New York. Boni and Liveright, 
1920.

——. The Arts. Simon and Schuster, 1937.
——. “Hendrik Willem van Loon”. I Believe. The Personal Philosophies of Certain 

Eminent Men and Women of Our Time, edited by Clifton Fadiman, Simon 
and Schuster, 1939, pp. 303-318.



45Hendrik Willem van Loon’s Concept of Science in the Interwar Period

——. “The Background and Personality of Desiderius Erasmus of Rotteram.”  
Desiderius Erasmus The Praise of Folly. Walter J. Black, 1942, pp. 3-90.

——. The Story of America. Liveright P.C. 1942.
——. Invasion, Being the Personal Recollections of What Happened to Our Own 

Family and to Some of Our Friends During the First Forty-Eight Hours of 
That Terrible Incident in Our History Which Is Now Known As the Great 
Invasion and How We Escaped With Our Lives and the Strange Adventures 
Which Befell Us Before the Nazis Were Driven From Our Territories. Grosset 
& Dunlap, 1940.

——. Our Battle. One Man’s answer to “My Battle” by Adolf Hitler. Simon and 
Schuster. 1938.

——. R.v.R: The Life of Rembrandt van Rijn. Heritage Reprints, 1937.
——. The Liberation of Mankind: The Story of Man’s Struggle for the Right to Think. 

London, G.G. Harap, 1926.
——. The Golden Book of Dutch Navigators. New York, The Cetury Co., 1916.
Mackay, Ruth. Waiting for the Sky to Fall. The Age of Verticality in American 

Narrative. Ohio State UP, 2016.
Marx, Leo.1964. The Machine in the Garden. Technology and the Pastoral Idea in 

America. Oxford UP, 2000 [1964].
Minnen, Cornelis A. van. Van Loon. Popular Hisitorian, Journalist and FDR 

Confidant. Palgrave MacMillan, 2005.
O’Sullivan, John. “Annexation.” The United States Magazine and Democratic 

Review, vol. 17, 1845, pp. 5-6, 9-10. https://www.americanyawp.com/
reader/manifest-destiny/john-osullivan-declares-americas-manifest-
destiny-1845/. Accessed 2 June 2023.

Panofsky, Erwin. “Et in Arcadia ego: On the Conception of Transience in Poussin 
and Watteau.” Philosophy and History, Essays Presented to Ernst Cassirer, 
edited by Raymond Klibansky and H. J. Paton, Clarendon Press, 1936, pp. 
295-320.

Pinsker, Sanford. “Henry Adams at Ground Zero.” The Virginia Quarterly Review, 
vol. 78, no. 2, 2002, pp. 189–98.

Rubin, Joan Shelley. The Making of Middlebrow Culture. U of North Carolina P, 
1992.

Slotkin, Richard. “Nostalgia and Progress: Theodore Roosevelt’s Myth of the 
Frontier.” American Quarterly, vol. 33, no. 5, 1981, pp. 608–37.

Turner, Frederick Jackson. The Frontier in American History. Henry Holt and 
Company, 1920.





Klaudia Borkiewicz

The Optical Experiments of in our time: 
Hemingway’s Literary Vignettes,

Photography and Relativity Theory
 

DOI: 10.7311/PJAS.17/2023.04

Abstract: The article examines the influence of Einstein’s relativity theory on Hemingway’s in 
our time. There seems to be no direct reference in Hemingway’s text, but Einstein’s concepts, 
given their popularity and omnipresence, could work in more subtle ways, influencing the optical 
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through various tropes, themes, and  areas of discourse.
Keywords:  Hemigway, Einstein, vignette, photography, relativity theory

Within a Larger Contextual Framework: 
Hemingway’s in our time as Suspended

Between the Literary, the Photographic, and the Relativistic

The usually chosen contextual framework for the analysis of Hemingway’s early 
fiction is the author’s experience gathered on the Italian front in 1918, and the 
influence of the Paris literary and artistic Bohemia meeting in Gertrude Stein’s 
salon, that Hemingway joined in 1922. The choice of such a frame of reference 
usually centers the discussion on the writer’s works on these elements, which make 
the texts representative of the unique outlook on the world of the Lost Generation. 
While the afore mentioned analytical approach is fully justified and appears obvious 
in many cases, broadening the perspective on Hemingway’s early fiction to include 
less evident sources of impact can offer a new viewpoint on frequently analyzed 
and well-known texts by the author. These include the broadly understood visual 
culture of the modernist era, with photography in the first place, and the vibrant 
scientific landscape of the time, that, especially in the 1920s, is dominated by 
Relativity Theory related discoveries in the field of physics.
	 The usually chosen contextual framework for the analysis of Hemingway’s 
early fiction is the author’s experience gathered on the Italian front in 1918, and 
the influence of the Paris literary and artistic Bohemia meeting in Gertrude Stein’s 
salon, that Hemingway joined in 1922. The choice of such a frame of reference 
usually centers the discussion on the writer’s works on these elements, which make 
the texts representative of the unique outlook on the world of the Lost Generation. 
While the afore mentioned analytical approach is fully justified and appears obvious 
in many cases, broadening the perspective on Hemingway’s early fiction to include 
less evident sources of impact can offer a new viewpoint on frequently analyzed 
and well-known texts by the author. These include the broadly understood visual 
culture of the modernist era, with photography in the first place, and the vibrant 
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scientific landscape of the time, that, especially in the 1920s, is dominated by 
Relativity Theory related discoveries in the field of physics.
	 In the light of the above discussed, the major objective of this article is 
to analyze one of Hemingway’s earliest publications, in our time, within the 
contextual framework provided by photography and science. This will involve 
tracing evidence of both the pictorial and the relativistic in Hemingway’s collection 
of literary vignettes. “As a journalist, Hemingway helped to break down the 
distinction between watching and acting” states North (204) in his Camera Works: 
Photography and the Twentieth-Century Word, bringing to the fore the essence of 
the new literary perspective on reality offered by Hemingway. But it is not only 
the boundary between witnessing something and being involved in action that 
the writer skillfully removes to obtain a new, more encompassing point of view. 
With a keen eye for detail and a unique ability to extract the essence of the scene 
observed, Hemingway blurs the distinction between the text and image as well. The 
extraordinary blend of the verbal and the photographic to be found in in our time, 
along with the distant echoes of the new, altered perception of time stemming from 
the Theory of Relativity add an interesting, cross-field dimension to Hemingway’s 
collection of literary vignettes. The extraordinary relationship between the visual, 
the textual, and the relativistic in in our time that constitutes the major thematic 
axis of the study in focus will be analyzed with reference to the story behind the 
creation of the vignettes, to provide a more comprehensive outlook on the topic 
in focus. Since the common denominator of the diverse influenced discernible in 
Hemingway’s short experimental literary forms.

How to Reassemble Things: Hemingway’s Stolen Valise

“I had never seen anyone hurt by a thing other than death or unbearable suffering 
except Hadley when she told me about the things being gone. She had cried and 
cried and could not tell me. I told her that no matter what the dreadful thing was 
that had happened nothing could be that bad, and whatever it was, it was all right 
and not to worry”—writes Hemingway in A Moveable Feast (74), recounting from 
a three-decade perspective a legend-shrouded story on his stolen Paris valise. 
Irrevocably lost during Hadley’s train journey to Switzerland, the suitcase allegedly 
contained a draft of Hemingway’s first novel and all the manuscripts of the writer’s 
early short stories, except for “My old man” already presented to the editor of 
Cosmopolitan, and “Up in Michigan,” formerly discussed with Gertrude Stein, 
deemed “inaccrochable” by Hemingway’s Paris mentor, and thus hidden from 
potential readers in the drawer of the author’s desk (Werlock 665).

For the career of a 23-year-old beginner author endeavoring to pave his 
way from journalism to fiction writing, the loss of almost all the manuscripts 
marking his early steps on the new, fresh ground of fictional narrative might have 
proven disastrous. Uncertain about the future of his writing, young Hemingway 
turns with his disillusionment to Pound. “I suppose you heard about the loss of 
my Juvenilia?” asks Hemingway in a letter from 23 January 1923 encapsulating 
in one, terse paragraph the story on Hadley’s reckless decision to pack the whole 
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of his writing output, including the carbon copies and the duplicates of his early 
texts in one, as it later turned out, ill-fated valise (Baker 77). Fourteen years his 
senior and already an acclaimed poet, Pound encouraged Hemingway to “make it 
new” long before the famous three-word modernist manifesto resonated in both 
literature and art becoming a symbolic, imperative formula stimulating the search 
for a change. “The point is: how much of it can you remember.... If the middle, i.e., 
FORM, of a story is right one ought to be able to reassemble it from memory.... 
As has been remarked: memory is the best critic” writes Pound (as quoted in 
Hagemann 207) in response to Hemingway’s letter. This cold and balanced advice 
diverges attention of the young, novice writer from the sense of helplessness in the 
face of loss to a newly arisen opportunity to filter the already created compositions 
through the machinery of memory. What should arise from that process, according 
to Pound, is a refined, pure literary form, the core of the composition’s structure 
purified from unnecessary, excessive elements. Ultimately, as Pound suggests, the 
only thing that was lost, was the time Hemingway should take “to rewrite the parts 
[he] can remember” (Hagemann 207).

Whether Hemingway introduced only superficial changes to once 
developed and written down literary ideas or approached them as preliminary, 
noncommittal drafts subjecting the initial concepts to an extensive structural 
and stylistic rearrangement remains uncertain. Notwithstanding the nature of the 
changes implemented and the scope of the adjustments, it may be assumed that 
the total eradication of the effects of Hemingway’s rudimentary steps in fiction 
writing allowed the author’s first literary attempts to crystallize and grow mature the 
moment they materialized on paper for the second time. “Am now working on new 
stuff ” declares Hemingway in the previously quoted letter to Pound. This simple, 
yet bold statement, acts as a certain form of closure, not only to a succinct, barely 
two-paragraph account on the heart-wrenching consequences of the valise theft but 
also to the three-year-long introductory period to professional fiction writing.

Between Text and Image: Literary Vignette

The “new stuff ” Hemingway was working on at the beginning of year 1923 were 
presumably short pieces of innovative prose commonly referred to as vignettes. 
Although the term appears relatively frequently in the context of short fiction 
analysis, it seems to lack clearly delineated boundaries. Most commonly used as a 
synonym for a “miniature,” a vignette is rare to be defined explicitly in publications 
from the field of literary studies. Functioning in the categories of a supplementary 
term useful for the description and analysis of extraordinarily short literary 
texts that fall outside of the genre of poetry, the notion of vignette serves as a 
descriptive tool, rather than a fully-fledged literary term. Its character is therefore 
largely discursive, which makes it subject to transfigurations resulting from various 
interpretations and/or semantic contaminations depending on the contextual 
landscape to which it is applied.
	 And so, in the Oxford Dictionary of Chinese literature (2018) the term 
vignette is used as an auxiliary tool supplementing the definition of xiaoping 
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wen, a literary genre characterized by brevity and conciseness, particularly 
popular in sixteenth-century China. In like manner, the notion of vignette is 
applied in the description of hsiao-p’in by Ye (xiv) who discusses another short 
literary form, “usually informal in structure and mostly casual and spontaneous 
in mood and tone” that, along with the previously mentioned xiaoping wen, 
became popular in China in the late Ming period. An interesting example of 
the implementation of the concept of a vignette into the theoretical analysis of 
brief narrative forms has been provided by Mülli (2021). The author’s extensive 
study in the field of cultural anthropology includes the exploration of textual 
miniatures known as ethnographic vignettes. These are also referred to in the 
book as ethnographic portraits or ethnographic highlights. Instead of providing 
an explicit definition of a vignette, Mülli explains the notion by discussing the 
derivation of the word:

Etymologically, the word vignette derives from the diminutive form of vi-
gne, the French word for vine. Vignette thus means small vine. This type 
of border ornament was frequently used in portrait paintings of the 19th 
century. Likewise, the title page of a book or the beginning or end of a chap-
ter was adorned with ornamental pictorial representations. The analogy of 
these paintings to the text passages that constitute ethnographic vignettes 
results in their vivid and brisk writing style. (32)

While tracing back the history of a vignette, Mülli emphasizes its firm anchorage 
in visual imagination and, hence, pictorial expression. As a result, the author 
unveils the visual quality within the minimalist prose forms, as their source is 
primarily to be sought in the ambiguous sphere in-between the textual and the 
graphic. This peculiar state of suspension makes a vignette lack clearly delineated 
(generic) boundaries, adds flexibility to its form, and opens numerous paths 
regarding its possible content. Always close to the text, but with meanings codified 
in graphics, vignette offers multiple compositional opportunities, does not require 
any overdone, artificial faithfulness to the form, and ensures artistic autonomy of 
the writer provided they embrace the doctrine of minimalism.

An analogous outlook on a vignette has been presented by Hatton and 
Ladd (2002). Although in their Teaching Idea Development: A Standards-Based 
Critical-Thinking Approach to Writing the authors do not explore the etymology 
of the word, their considerations on the short literary form essentially focus on its 
pictorial dimension. As Hatton and Ladd notice (100), the core of a vignette as a 
literary form lies in its imagist quality. This, in turn, places it close to photography 
and, by analogy, to visual arts:

	
Through the eye of a camera, the photographer captures moments in time to 
be saved for posterity. Writers, too, capture moments for an audience. Their 
pens may lead readers into battles, transport them across space and time, or 
trigger the recall in the mind’s eye of some scene or event. The vignette is a 
writer’s photograph. Through it, writers add dimension to reader’s under-
standing. (Hatton and Ladd 100)
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Paradoxically, in both photography and optics vignetting, understood as 
the blurring or darkening of the picture’s peripheral area while at the same time 
maintaining the desired optimal saturation of the central part of the image with 
light, is usually considered an unintended and unwanted effect. The overshadowing 
or dimming of the photo’s edges can result from bad lighting, insufficient quality 
of the photographic equipment, or mechanical obstacles causing the narrowing of 
the optical field of view. Nevertheless, the peculiar poetics of differentiated focus 
stemming from the distribution of light, always happening according the same, 
predictable pattern, may appear as an attractive tool allowing to obtain a suggestive 
artistic effect. The Universal Text-Book of Photography, a manual published as early 
as in 1863, includes a separate chapter devoted to the art of vignetting. The section 
opens with the following paragraph:

There is great improvement made to some photographs by being vignetted; 
but very few persons take any care with them. To vignette properly requires 
some artistic feeling, or the vignette may be used injudiciously. Some pho-
tographs want vignetting one shape and some another; so that without a 
person has a complete set of vignettes or makes them himself to suit the 
subject, he is very liable to err. (Disdéri 27)

Vignetting is therefore not only a part of the craft of photography; it is something 
more than just a technique of image processing, as it goes beyond the scrupulous 
application of the highly specialized rules governing picture taking and picture 
printing. Although the above quoted excerpt from Disdéri constitutes a concise, 
but comprehensive argument for the artistic dimension of a vignette, it is worth 
to supplement it with a brief reference to Wheeler’s remarks on both the technical 
and artistic aspects of photography. In his guide published at the beginning of the 
twentieth century Wheeler (76) states that “the perfect vignette” is the one “where 
the whole charm of the picture lies in its tranquil softness,” and it is “the delicate 
softness of the edges” that should be regarded as “a chief feature of a vignette.” 
Dimming the edges and saturating the centre of the image with light necessarily 
means taking aesthetic responsibility for the effect obtained. Moreover, the 
exposition of the heart of the picture always happens at the expense of the peripheral 
space which, submerged in shadows, appears as the area of lesser importance. 
Vignetting should therefore be always well-founded in terms of picture poetics, 
and applied in the process of image refining exclusively for justifiable reasons.

Although the above discussed provides only a simplistic analysis of both 
the textual and pictorial anchorage of a vignette, the aforecited fragments offer a 
cross-sectional outlook on the issue in focus. The diversification of the spectrum 
of possible perspectives on a vignette however, does not mean that the variegated 
viewpoints cannot be brought down to the common denominator. The major trails 
extracted from the quoted resources lead to the austere minimalism of (a loosely 
defined) form and vividly sketched, transparent content. These, if not only perceived 
as a desired effect of the creative process but also viewed in broader categories 
of a stylistic and compositional dominant, appear as a certain form of an artistic 
dogma. As such, the echoes of a vignette speak through the imagist compositions 
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of Ezra Pound who, acting as a mentor for young Hemingway, certainly exercises a 
great impact on both his early and, as it later turns out, mature writing.

Trying to Make It New: Hemingway’s Inspiration with Imagism

If it can be assumed after Denecke (49) that “Japanese literature began as a 
continuation of Chinese literary production, supplemented by literary production 
in vernacular genres that had no Chinese precedent” then, for the purpose of this 
paper it is possible to build a conditional linkage between the aforementioned 
Chinese genres such as hsiao-p’in and xiaoping wen on the one hand, and 
Japanese short poetic forms or prose poetry represented by haiku on the other. 
As O’Reilly (192) notices “the key to the vignette literary tradition in Japan was 
to entertain, and making an (often melodramatic) impression on the reader was 
an excellent path to popularity.” And indeed, Pound’s fascination with Japanese 
short poetic forms saturates the imagist movement with a density of partly-hidden 
affects stemming from the greatest possible aggregation of meaning in the most 
transparent, compellingly bare form. Immersing himself in the distant, cold beauty 
of the usual, palpable, and within the reach, Pound discovers the unexpected, 
strikingly visual quality within the ordinary and seemingly non-poetical. Of course, 
the poet’s translations of both Chinese and Japanese poetry into English frequently 
raise controversy since Pound’s approach towards the interpretation process is 
oftentimes excessively autonomous. This, however, shall not prejudice the general 
artistic value of the outcomes of Pound’s translation effort; overall, the extravagant 
interference with the text translated can be viewed in the categories of “Make it 
New,” the modernist imperative Pound was absorbed by substantially before the 
1934 publication of the collection of essays compiled under the same title. While 
not always loyal to the text, Pound remains invariably faithful to the (poetic) image. 
According to Houwen (43), his distinct awareness of hokku’s hidden pictorial 
potential offers a breeding ground for establishing a firm and lasting connection 
between the brief, austerely minimalist poetic form and visual art. This peculiar 
linkage, not always obvious and frequently difficult to obtain, becomes for Pound 
the core of literary creation.

Young Hemingway quickly discovers that his own literary principles, not 
fully specified and still rather obscure in the early 1920s, take the desired, clear 
shape when articulated within the framework of Pound’s artistic credo. His poetic 
manifesto expressed in “A Few Don’ts by an Imagiste” (1913) and “A Retrospect” 
(1918) offers the emerging writer a well-defined but still widely open space 
within which he can define himself for the very first time as a professional fiction 
writer and simultaneously secure the freshly taken position.1 Additionally, with 

1	 This statement by no means constitutes an attempt to deconstruct the well-known and universally 
accepted fact that it was Gertrude Stein whose mentorship exercised the greatest impact on 
young Hemingway and his (early) writing career. “She herself wanted to be published in Atlantic 
Monthly, she told me that I was not a good enough writer to be published there or in The 
Saturday Evening Post but that I might be some new sort of writer in my own way but the first 
thing to remember was not to write stories that were inaccrochable”—writes Hemingway (15) 
in a section entitled “Miss Stein instructs” of A moveable feast. These words, written from the 
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his still fresh experience in journalism, which provides him with the capital of 
terse, athletic style and a reservoir of dozens of striking images from the front, 
Hemingway quickly acknowledges the untapped potential resulting from the 
juxtaposition of the rough poetics of maximally reduced form with the sharp, 
pictorial content. By drawing inspiration from Pound’s imagist poetry while 
recognizing the value of his own unique writing experience Hemingway learns to 
create narratives which, with their perfectly balanced center of gravity resemble 
austere architectonic constructions. These should of course be strong enough to 
carry the semantic weight of a vast body of submerged meanings but at the same 
time so light and transparent that the whole composition would retain the same 
dignity that characterizes the movement of an iceberg.2 To “strip language clean, to 
lay it bare down to the bone” (Hemingway quoted in Putnam 128) becomes thus 
a simple yet strong tenet, something Hemingway partially draws inspiration from 
Pound, builds an altar for, and transforms into his own artistic religion.

The New Appearance of Space, the New Quality of Time: 
Hemingway’s in our time 

Against the Background of the Scientific Landscape of the 1920s

Six of Hemingway’s vignettes had been finished by the beginning of March 1923 
and, along with one poem, appeared in Jane Heap’s Little Review in the fall of the 
same year (Reynolds 26). The great outburst of literary inventiveness that would 
never occur again with such intensity in Hemingway’s career is yet to come with 
the first half of 1924. Nevertheless, it is the brief, terse narratives, seemingly of 
disproportionate importance with regard to the development of serious prose writing 
that, created early in 1923, constitute a palpable sign of the author’s professional 
beginnings in fiction writing, at the same time serving as a representative sample 
of the young author’s distinctive, unconventional writing style. Nowhere else would 
Hemingway’s “barbaric” poetics be so intense and uncompromising as in the 
collection of these short prose pieces the author himself used to call the “unwritten 

perspective of an already accomplished and mature writer are obviously sarcastic in tone as is 
the whole chapter on Stein. This is where Hemingway manifests his ill-fated tendency to destroy 
long-lasting friendships while at the same time totally dismantling his past with an exaggerated 
sense of bitterness. Although many of the formerly cordial relationships in Hemingway’s life did 
not stand the test of time, the friendship with Pound constitutes an interesting exception to that 
rule. Cohassey (1), whose book explores “the most unlikely friendship” writes: “Friendships 
did not last long in Ernest Hemingway’s turbulent life. Hemingway’s admiration for poet Ezra 
Pound, however, survived fiery temperaments and divergent political outlooks”. And indeed, 
there was something in the connection between Hemingway and Pound that allowed to maintain 
the bond over the years. Whereas the young writer’s relation with Stein, especially in the first 
half of the 1920s, was based on a peculiar form of matriarchal mentorship requiring artistic 
allegiance and obedience, Pound offers Hemingway a way more equal relationship, in which he 
plays the role of an inspiring facilitator, rather than plaudit-seeking master. 

2	 Hemingway (192) in Death in the Afternoon: “If a writer of prose knows enough about what he 
is writing about he may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly 
enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer had stated them. The 
dignity of movement of an ice-berg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water.”
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stories” (Reynolds 27). And it was within the seemingly tight framework of the 
miniatures where Hemingway manifests the stylistic path taken and defines his 
artistic identity as a writer.

The first six vignettes are soon followed by a number of texts of the same 
kind to be finally collected and published in the spring of 1924 by Three Mountain 
Press under the title in our time (Leff 13). The “new stuff ” with a modest circulation 
of 170 copies appears as genuinely new in all aspects. Thirty-pages long collection of 
succinct, condensed narratives exploring the themes of war, loss, brutality, physical 
and psychological pain fit into the canonical modernist literary discourse of the Lost 
Generation. Firmly anchored in Hemingway’s journalist experience, the vignettes 
strike the reader with the vividness of literary imagery, intensity of emotions, and 
unparalleled content compression, which, cleaving into manifold truths, frequently 
lends itself to symbolic reading. Seemingly closed narrative structure of particular 
vignettes opens up for diverse interpretational approaches, gradually unveiling the 
intricate layers of meaning. This in turn requires the reader’s active participation 
in the process of meaning disclosure by progressive decoding of symbolic senses 
ascribed to at first sight unequivocal textual structure of vignettes.

The entire collection and its composing parts bear the hallmark of literary 
experiment. The innovativeness of in our time cannot be of course compared 
to that of the texts which have its roots in the leading avant-garde movements 
flourishing in Paris of the 1920s, such as dada or surrealism. On the background 
of the profound distortion of reality in Tristan Tzara’s poems, the bizarre imagery 
of Max Ernst’s collage novels or the fantastic worlds dreamt by André Breton in his 
works, Hemingway’s in our time is a well balanced compromise between the bare, 
but rather classical poetics of the text, and the moderate, elegant originality of its 
form.

This is how the collection appears if analyzed within the already 
thoroughly discussed literary and, if viewed more broadly, cultural context of the 
decade. Its place in the artistic landscape of the 1920s in general, and Hemingway’s 
literary oeuvre in particular, seems to be well-defined and fixed. But is it really 
unambiguous? Exploring the experimental quality of in our time only within the 
tight framework of modernist literature and art to a considerable extent impedes 
adopting a broader, more encompassing perspective on Hemingway’s unique 
minimalist compositions. To see both the universal and the experimental aspect 
of the vignettes in full light would perhaps require placing Hemingway’s collection 
within the broadest socio-cultural context possible. This of course would mean 
conducting a detailed, comprehensive study exploring the nature of Hemingway’s 
experience gathered prior to 1923, the socio-political background to the events 
referred to in particular vignettes, a complex and at the same time highly 
diversified network of relationships young Hemingway was entangled in, explicit 
and less apparent influences coming from his family and friends left behind in 
America on one hand and the Paris community of expatriate writers on the other, 
the general socio-cultural climate of the decade, and many more. Such a nuanced 
study goes far beyond the research possibilities offered by the length of a single 
paper. Nevertheless, a balanced attempt to widen the perspective on the contextual 
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background for Hemingway’s in our time with some new aspects appears feasible 
within the framework of the research in focus.

In order to achieve a larger, more capacious frame of reference for the analysis 
of the vignettes’ experimental dimension, it is necessary to move the conventionally 
accepted contextual boundaries to include in the field of considerations also the 
scientific landscape of the 1920s. Additionally, by means of a similar gesture of 
re-edging of the existing structures within which to analyze the collection, the 
notion of literary experiment should be expanded to encompass the semantic 
load ascribed to it in the area of science. The lens applied to Hemingway’s prose 
miniatures in such a two-vector interpretational process, is therefore a diverging 
lens, causing the otherwise coherent interpretational line to bifurcate in order to 
penetrate the area of literature and science at the same time. In a like manner, 
ascribing to the notion of literary experiment the connotations it carries in the area 
of exact sciences leads to meaning dispersal. This small-scale poliperspective on 
the experimental dimension of in our time is aimed at broadening of the already 
existing interpretational framework to Hemingway’s vignettes with a relatively 
rarely discussed possible influence on the collection from the area of science.

Between Joyce and Einstein: Year 1 p.s.U.

Hadley’s reckless decision to pack all of her husband’s early works into one valise, 
and her failure to supervise the luggage resulting in the irretrievable loss of the texts, 
must have been particularly painful for Hemingway not only due to the fact that the 
missing works constituted a promising literary capital. In December of 1922 Scott 
Fitzgerald’s The Beautiful and the Damned is still very fresh, the uproar caused 
by the publication of T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” does not fade, and after the 
obscenity trial and numerous, still developing turbulent discussions, Joyce’s Ulysses 
is finally published by Sylvia Beach to invariably shock the audience. By printing 
his calendar of the new era in the 1922 spring issue of the Little Review Ezra Pound 
could not have acted more relevantly. Contributing the calendar anonymously to 
the magazine Pound appears as a transcendent self of the new epoch speaking in 
the name of the whole generation, which, after the release of Ulysses can reorganize 
its life according to the new principles. This bold gesture of radical, revolutionary 
break with the past is also a proof of the exceptional sensitivity of the modernist 
barometer to any internal or external fluctuation, abrupt or more measured turn 
into a new direction, a pronounced or barely palpable shift in the balance of 
power. In a note to calendar Pound (“The Little Review Calendar” 40) writes: “The 
Christian era came definitely to an END at midnight of the 29-30 October (1921) 
old style.” The new style is the one that bears no status quo, incessantly pushes the 
boundaries, and frantically improvises the present to inscribe the future into now. 
The ground of literature in the year 1922 is more than fertile, and Hemingway must 
have been highly aware of that.

Eric Burns, an American journalist popularizing historical knowledge, 
considers 1920 as a vivid entry into the vibrant decade. In the introduction to his 
comprehensive, cross-sectional study Burns writes:
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Nineteen twenty, and the nine years to follow, make up the only such period 
in the country’s history to have its own clear identity, a widely applied nick-
name: the Roaring Twenties. But although the year that is the subject of this 
book was a preview of a decade, it turned out to be more than that: it would 
be a preview of the entire century and even the beginning of the century 
to follow, the one in which we live today. The year was like the trailer for 
a movie, and the movie was an epic beyond the scope of a director even as 
skilled as D.W. Griffith, a film of such sweeping proportions that it seemed 
there would never be the last reel. The birth of an even greater nation. But it 
did not start out that way. Nineteen twenty was not the happy-go-lucky year 
of popular myth. (xiii)

And indeed, from the socio-political and economic perspective it definitely was not. 
It is also hard to argue with the author’s statement that 1920 serves as a “trailer” 
to the new era, a period significantly different from the one preceding it . But was 
nineteen twenty really “the year that made the decade roar”? Here Burns seems to be 
mistaken by two years; the year that boosted modernist progress and made the spirit 
of the new era spread in all possible directions was 1922, “Year 1p.s.U.”3

The atmosphere of general arousal drawing on invigorating, in many 
respects formerly unknown experience, permeates not only the field of art. What in 
the realm of literature in 1922 symbolically reaches a crescendo in the publication 
of Ulysses, in the area of exact sciences culminates in two Nobel Prizes in physics 
awarded in the same year to Albert Einstein “for his services to theoretical physics, 
and especially for his discovery of the law of the photoelectric effect,” and to Niels 
Bohr on the ground of “his services in the investigation of the structures of atoms 
and of the radiation emanating from them” (Rosen 355). Although Einstein was 
considered for the prize a year earlier, it was not until 1922 when the decision 
was finally reached. And since none of the 1921 nominations for the prize in the 
field of physics was compliant with the criteria established by Alfred Nobel, 1922 
becomes the year in which The Nobel Committee announces the 1921 Nobel Prize 
in physics awarded to Einstein, and the 1922 prize to Bohr. This extraordinary 
situation becomes a symbolic reflection of the general turmoil in science caused 
by its rapid multidirectional progress. Especially physics, with multiple ground-
breaking theories and newly discovered phenomena, goes through a period of 
dynamic development: 

Just as the 1920s are sometimes described as the ‘roaring twenties,’ so these 
are truly ‘golden years’ for science, their glory reaching a peak in the second 
towering achievement of twentieth-century physics (the first one being rela-

3	 It is perhaps worth to note that Burns mentions Ezra Pound only once in his book. Even in the 
chapter entitled “Uproar in the arts”, which constitutes a concise overview of the new trends 
in (American) post World War I literature, Burns seems to be completely neglecting the role 
of Pound in the shaping of the new literary trends of the 1920s. The poet’s name appears in a 
fragment of a quotation cited to illustrate T.S. Eliot’s “unlikely relationship to the artistic arousal 
of African Americans” (Burns 287). Contrary to Sinclair Lewis, Ernest Hemingway, Francis 
Scott Fitzgerald, David Herbert Lawrence, Agatha Christie, or the already mentioned T.S. Eliot, 
Ezra Pound has not been included by Burns in the discussion on the broadly understood artistic 
landscape of the Jazz Age. 
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tivity)—namely, the theory of quantum mechanics, which emerges in the 
same period. (Dardo 125)

In 1922 Einstein’s photoelectric effect paper had been known for seventeen 
years. Likewise, the revolutionary theory of general relativity deconstructing the 
commonly accepted cognitive perspective on the world, previously viewed as 
an internally coherent, three-dimensional space with the separate dimension of 
(absolute) time, had already been discussed by scientists representing the most 
esteemed research communities around the world for seven years. Nevertheless, 
it is in 1922 when the physicist’s revolutionary ideas can unfold their significance 
in the proper environment of a perpetually growing public interest in the newest 
scientific achievements. Already widely recognizable and celebrated not only as a 
scientific genius but also as a brilliant commentator of the current socio-political 
issues, Einstein becomes a celebrity figure. The general public, mesmerized by 
the unintelligibility of his scientific thought, boldly claims its rights to the insight 
into the formerly hermetic, largely inaccessible to laypeople realm of scientific 
knowledge. Twenty-two years later, during an interview for The New York Times, 
the scientist will ask the journalist: “Why is it that nobody understands me, yet 
everybody likes me?” (Robinson 139). The great, international fame which Einstein 
cherished throughout the rest of his life, and which frequently confused him, was 
in large part a result of the increased interest in science observable in the 1920s.

The Mesmerizing Discourse of Science : 1920s and the Popular Science Craze

An immediate result of the public’s urgent need to participate in the groundbreaking 
discoveries at least in the role of a passive observer who, despite their lack of 
professional knowledge, would be able to nibble a part of the scientific marvels for 
themselves, is a rapid development of popular science. According to Leane (24), the 
period of popular science craze in America coincides with, or is even driven by what 
the author calls “the Einstein boom” that reaches its peak in the 1920s and continues 
a positive trend in the following decade. There is a peculiar “media circus” which 
“surrounded Einstein and his theory in the years immediately following Eddington’s 
1919 eclipse observation” resulting in a number of publications popularizing the 
newly discovered phenomena or explaining the complicated scientific theories to 
people who do not belong to academic circles. Whereas some of the publications 
mentioned by Leane (24) such as Einstein’s Relativity: The Special and General 
Theory (1920) followed by The Meaning of Relativity (1922), a book recurrently 
reprinted until now, or Eddington’s Space, Time, and Gravitation (1920), are the 
ones written by academics themselves, with a great concern for scientific accuracy, 
formalism, and logic, the new discoveries are widely discussed in print by non-
academic subjects as well.

In the frantic atmosphere of the roaring twenties the meticulously controlled 
discourse of science leaks through the safe environment of academia to reach the 
areas of social life formerly unconnected with any academic-related activity. As a 
result, relativity theory discourse series that, apart from Einstein’s groundbreaking 
theories embrace also the accompanying discoveries in the field of science (Bohr’s, 
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Heisenberg’s and Pauli’s work on quantum mechanics, Planck’s discovery of energy 
quanta, Friedman’s idea of an expanding universe, Hubble’s discovery of the nebulae 
beyond the Milky Way Galaxy, or Eddington’s theory on the source of stellar energy, 
to mention just a few) are subject to various transformations and takeovers by 
speaking subjects from beyond the research community. Open lectures, press and 
radio coverage of the new findings, and popular science magazines such as Scientific 
American, Science and Invention, Popular Science or Popular Mechanics contribute 
to the rapid dissemination of the scientific discourse. Its dynamic spreading leads 
to a gradual de-formation of various fields of cultural activity formerly unrelated 
to science, mutual contamination of the interacting discourses, and a lasting cross-
field influence. As a result, the discourse series oscillating around Einsteinian new 
physics acquire higher visibility in the public space, but even more importantly 
enter in a dynamic dialogue with the outsides of academia, transforming the 
perception of space and leading to the creation of new meanings.

For a young 23-year old aspiring writer losing all his modest but promising 
writing output at the end of 1922, the year that in many respects marks the beginning 
of the new era, must have been more than overwhelming. Nevertheless, encouraged 
by Pound Hemingway lets himself to be carried by the spirit of the time. Not yet an 
experienced author, but definitely an excellent observer Hemingway takes a crucial 
lesson at the turn of 1922 and 1923 learning how to soak in the atmosphere of the 
here and now, how to turn his own life experience into a valuable literary material 
and, perhaps most importantly, how “never to empty the well of [his] writing.”4

Symmetry, Minimalism, and Logic:
The Mathematical Architecture of Literary Form

While the most prominent scientists of the period deconstruct the long-accepted 
and universally regarded as obvious image of reality, push the outer limits of the 
universe, and unveil the world in the micro-scale exploring the phenomenon 
of quanta, Hemingway makes a bold attempt to deconstruct the perspective on 
narration, delineates the new boundaries of prose, and revolutionizes the literary 

4	 In the third chapter of A Moveable Feast entitled “Une Génération Perdue” (25-26), dwelling 
on his Paris experience Hemingway writes: “When I had not come back from any trips and 
would stop in at the rue de Fleurus after working I would try sometimes to get Miss Stein to talk 
about books. When I was writing it was necessary for me to read after I had written. If you kept 
thinking about it, you would lose the thing that you were writing before you could go on with 
it the next day. It was necessary to get exercise, to be tired in the body, and it was very good 
to make love with whom you loved. That was better than anything. But afterwards, when you 
were empty, it was necessary to read in order not to think or worry about your work until you 
could do it again. I had learned already never to empty the well of my writing, but always to stop 
when there was still something there in the deep part of the well, and let it refill at night from 
the springs that fed it.” The springs that filled Hemingway’s well of writing are always highly 
diversified and span from his past journalist wartime experience through the inspiration gathered 
in Stein’s salon to, in later years, African safari trips and, above all, genuine, frequently rough 
conversations in which Hemingway always tried to touch the nature of things. The last source 
of artistic stimuli was perhaps best described by Martha Gellhorn in her Travels with Myself and 
Another.
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form. The modernist search for the new and extraordinary taking place at the 
expense of the deconstruction of the formerly celebrated artistic schemes can be 
viewed as a creative process parallel to the scientists’ endeavors to revise and re-
shape the academic and the popular vision of the world. According to Wilson (340), 
whose favorable reception of in our time made Hemingway “awfully glad” (Baker 
105), “Mr Hemingway’s poems are not particularly important, but his prose is of 
the first distinction.… [H]e is rather strikingly original, and in the dry, compressed 
little vignettes of In our Time (sic!) has almost invented a form of his own.” An 
although Wilson is rather cautious about claiming Hemingway’s collection of prose 
miniatures an absolute novelty, his inclination towards analyzing the publication 
in the categories of a literary, or in a broader sense, artistic experiment is more 
than visible. Of course the direct effect of Einsteinian new physics on Hemingway’s 
literary vignettes cannot be explicitly proven, but the new scientific findings and 
their experimental nature were striking enough to modify the general perception 
of reality, upset the existing image of the world, and provoke the search for new, 
more encompassing outlook on reality that would allow for the newly discovered 
truths or hypotheses. 

Divided into eighteen chapters with an average length oscillating around 
three hundred words, Hemingway’s in our time acquires a peculiar compositional 
airiness and transparency. Such a simple pattern of text distribution governing the 
compositional design resembles a clear mathematical formula, where the lack of 
superfluous elements ensures its productivity in the process of meaning creation. 
The greatest possible condensation of content in an austere, minimalist form 
results in obtaining a vibrant assemblage of literary miniatures so vivid and rough 
that their coarse texture with sharp edges is almost palpable.

Nonetheless, it is not only the internal structure of the entire composition 
that obtains pronounced contours. “Madame, our words from loose using have 
lost their edge” states Hemingway (Death in the Afternoon 71) in one of the highly 
abstract, imaginary dialogues with the Old Lady, that interweave the meticulously 
detailed descriptions of corrida in Death in the Afternoon. That words will retrieve 
their edges, become once again clear and strong with their solid and dependable 
semantic framework is of primary importance for young Hemingway. The collection 
of vignettes can be thus regarded as an experiment in the writer’s laboratory aimed 
at re-discovering the genuine anatomy of words, mending the rickety structure of 
meanings, and removing unwanted “growths” to finally unveil the underlying skeleton, 
the most clear and uncontaminated connection between the signifier and the signified. 

Risking a statement, that the aforementioned connection between signifié 
and signifiant, to noncommittally borrow from de Saussure’s discourse, is a parallel 
reflection of the relationship between the text and its form would not be perhaps 
exaggerated. If viewed in this way Hemingway’s in our time appears as a cycle 
of internal reflections that take place along the axis of minimalism. With every 
element of the structure so obtained finding its mirror image at the other side of 
the division line, the composition bears close similarity to a well-planned graphic 
design in which the artist organizes the entire work according to a subtle and secret 
underlying geometrical patter. Such a hidden framework does not interfere with the 
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content, but provides a proper support for the work’s substance. It can be argued 
that Hemingway is looking for a perfect symmetry between words and the things 
they refer to, between the form and content, between the picture stored in memory, 
and its translation into the language of his prose. 

The choice of a strict compositional discipline in the era of rather abstract, 
frequently amorphous forms or artistic expression governed by nothing else but the 
internal law of absolute emancipation makes the structure of Hemingway’s in our 
time resemble the ones behind the scientific formulas of the period. In the chapter 
devoted to the analysis of symmetry as the basis for the development of science 
Grygiel (16) refers to a brief part of Heisenberg’s considerations on the ontological 
basis of the universe, using it as a motto opening the section. The fragment is worth 
quoting in its full length, as Heisenberg (133) explicitly states that it is symmetry 
that lies at the foundation of the world: 

‘In the beginning was symmetry’ is certainly a better expression than 
Democritus’ ‘In the beginning there was the particle.’ Elementary particles 
embody symmetries; they are their simplest representations, and yet they 
are merely their consequence. Accident came later on in the development 
of the universe, but it, too fits neatly into the original forms; it satisfies the 
statistical laws of quantum theory.

Although the meaning of symmetry is very broad in exact sciences, especially 
in physics, the semantic core of the notion is still preserved and constitutes a 
common denominator with its popular understanding. For Einstein symmetry 
is closely linked to invariance—the state of physical phenomena and quantities 
which “remain constant irrespective of the individualizing conditions of 
reference frames” (Bartlett 557), and covariance—“the form of invariance 
of the laws of nature under arbitrary smooth coordinate transformations” 
(Martin 33). Symmetry is used by Einstein as the primary rule underlying his 
field equations that represent the curvature of space in relation to the way both 
energy and matter are distributed in the four dimensional manifold (Martin 
33). Nevertheless, as Zee (99) notices, even in physics symmetry is not only 
about a well-ordered, reliable geometrical or mathematical structure; it is also, 
or primarily about aesthetics and beauty. Hemingway’s sense of beauty is in a 
similar way explicitly subjected to clarity and order. These are deeply rooted in 
the previously discussed minimalist quality of narration and the transparency 
of form, that altogether make the entire composition acquire both firmness and 
lightness. Within a solid and harmonious framework of a clear compositional 
pattern Hemingway encapsulates narrations simple, yet heavy in meanings. 
Their depth is to be discovered only by careful close reading as the sense unveils 
gradually beyond the surface of things. 

Thoroughly planned, yet noncommittal structure of in our time with 
every vignette constituting a separate literary miniature as if extracted from a 
broader narrative landscape lacks any explicit plot linkage between individual 
chapters. Although the sketches are interrelated as regards the themes explored 
and the character types chosen for particular miniatures, every vignette acts as an 
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autonomous literary image. With the paratexts surrounding the main body of the text 
reduced to the bare minimum, the miniatures remain unbound by the constraints 
otherwise put on them by chapter titles. This, in turn, makes the vignettes function 
as standalone prose units, independent both from the collection’s composing parts 
and from the literary work as a whole. The seemingly empty spaces, voids in either 
the compositional or narrative structure are places where the autonomy of text and 
the autonomy of the reader are born. Hemingway’s experiment with pushing prose 
to its narrative limits, reducing it to a bare minimum, and forcing a minimalist text 
resort to the hidden visual dimension also presupposes a symmetry in the author-
text-reader relationship.

The Echoes of Imagism: Towards the Poetics of (Timeless) Images

Ascribing the influence on Hemingway’s in our time only to the external context of 
the rapidly developing science and the changed sensitivities regarding space and/ or 
time perception would result in obtaining a disproportioned image. To balance the 
analysis it is necessary to discuss a parallel source of impact on the author’s early 
publication, rooted in the field of literature itself. A carefully arranged architectural 
design of form characterized by austere elegance and radical transparency leads 
to a substantial shift of the collection’s structural axis from the ground of prose to 
that of poetry. The minimalist, athletic style of vignettes, the unadorned brevity of 
individual chapters, the neutral character of paratexts followed by free arrangement 
of the texts’ order make in our time resemble a book of poetry. Of course, risking 
a statement that Hemingway’s literary miniatures of in our time are closer to 
poetry than prose would be perhaps an exaggeration. The collection’s remarkable 
arrangement should be rather viewed as an extravagant compositional approach 
resulting in the transplantation of the architectural framework characteristic for 
books of poetry to the collection of prose miniatures.

The vignettes composing in our time are not renouncing their prose 
character, although, in a broader context of Hemingway’s engagement in poetry 
writing and the author’s early inspirations with the inventiveness of Pound’s style, 
the miniatures in focus may appear as an experimental form of prose poetry brought 
to its structural and stylistic limits. This would mean that Hemingway’s writing 
style and technique, later on identified by the author as the theory of omission 
or the iceberg principle, have their roots not only in the factuality, conciseness 
and objectivity of journalism, but also draws inspiration from the new aesthetics 
explored by modernist poetry. 

Within the stark linguistic and compositional structure of in our time 
an attentive reader will easily discern echoes of imagism. The condensation of 
message carried by words heavy in meaning, later compared by Ford Madox Ford 
(xvi) to “pebbles fetched fresh from a brook” which “live and shine, each in its 
place,” allows Hemingway to compose extraordinarily vivid literary images, as if 
every vignette was a photograph exposing under harsh, high-contrast light sharp 
details of a scene captured in time.

In “Small Magazines” published in 1930 in The English Journal Pound 
describes Hemingway as a writer
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to all extents and purposes accepting the principles of good writing that had 
been contained in the earliest imagist document, and applying the stricture 
against superfluous words to his prose, polishing, repolishing, and eliminat-
ing, as can be seen in the clean, hard paragraphs of the first brief In Our 
Time, in They All Made Peace, in The Torrents of Spring[.] (Pound 700)

The rough, unadorned style of Hemingway’s prose was particularly close to Pound’s 
perspective on the principles of poetry, which perhaps explains Ezra’s lasting 
interest in Hemingway’s work. “A most unlikely friendship” as defined by Cohassey 
(2014), results in a pronounced influence of Pound on young Hemingway who, 
inspired by the poet’s avant-garde aesthetics transposes the essence of imagism 
on the ground of prose. Reducing the tissue of the text to the absolute minimum, 
carefully choosing words which would most accurately express complex meanings, 
Hemingway obtains literary images so clear and striking as the ones emerging from 
the precise phrasing and terseness of imagist poems. 

By borrowing from avant-garde poetry its methodical approach towards 
both language use and the architecture of form, Hemingway quickly discovers the 
artistic potential stemming from the tension between the minimalist compositional 
structure and maximally condensed meaning, shifting the vignettes’ center of 
gravity from the linguistic to the pictorial. In this view, the vignettes realize in the 
realm of prose what Pound considers to be fundamental premises for image creation 
in poetry. “An ‘image,’” writes Pound (1913, 200) in his famous “A few don’ts by an 
imagiste,” “is that which presents intellectual and emotional complex in an instant 
of time”. According to Pound (1913, 200), only by an immediate encapsulation of 
the moment’s substance is it possible to achieve in poetry “that sense of sudden 
liberation” which, apart from an obvious emancipation of the artist’s imagination, 
brings a genuine “sense of freedom from time limits and space limits”. 

Pound’s pursuit of achieving a timeless (poetic) image unbound to any 
spatial dimensions coincides with the exploration of the question of time and space 
in the field of science. Similar attempts to find a new form of artistic expression 
that would allow for liberating the image from the constraints imposed on it by 
space and time can be observed in the works of cubist painters. This analogy 
was discussed by Laporte, in his 1945 essay entitled “Cubism and the Theory of 
Relativity.” Laporte (313) argues that “the old mode of paying attention to body 
or mass while taking the manner of observation for granted, was abandoned” 
both in science and in art. This, in turn, led to a significantly different perceptual 
approach towards the things observed. Multiperspectivity, or the distortion of the 
previously accepted view on reality is also irretrievably connected with an altered 
perception of time, especially the notion of simultaneity. “The consequence of 
this new approach” writes Laporte (313) “was, respectively, a seeming ‘distortion’ 
or dissolution of bodies in painting, and the famous convertibility of mass and 
energy in the Theory of Relativity.” A significantly more comprehensive study on 
the similarities between the new physics and new art represented respectively by 
Einstein and Picasso has been conducted by Miller (2001). These observations 
allow concluding that art and literature could not remain indifferent to the 
changes in the perception of the world in the first two decades of the twentieth 
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century induced by science. And although the search for the new approach towards 
reality is realized differently in broadly understood art on the one hand and exact 
sciences on the other, the efforts in finding the most genuine perspective revolves 
essentially around the core developed between the notion of time and the possible 
dimensions of space.

Unhampered by Time, Unrestrained by the Dimensions of Space: 
Cubist Poliperspective on the Here and Now

In what sense, are therefore Hemingway’s vignettes from in our time actually 
beyond time? What makes them overcome the limitations set by space? The very 
title of the collection suggests that Hemingway’s literary miniatures function within 
a specified time frame; several vignettes feature real, historical figures, mentioned 
by name, such as Samuele Cardinelli, Alexander Kerensky, Manuel García López 
“Maera” or Nicanor Villalta. The minarets of Adrianople from chapter three allow 
to recognize the column of refugees as the Greeks fleeing Smyrna during the Greco-
Turkish War. The unknown soldier’s dramatic, solitary prayer in the trenches of 
Fossalta in chapter eight spans a bridge between the content of the vignette and 
Hemingway’s own wartime experience from Italy. Chapter six in turn features the 
execution scene of six Greek ministers shot in Athens after the Great Fire of Smyrna 
on November 28, 1922. 

Whose time is it then? Captured in motion, presented within a narrow 
context of the closest reality, the characters from in our time are paradoxically 
given too little time and to little space to develop fully. As if encapsulated within 
vignetted photographs, the anonymous figures find themselves in a sudden, sharp 
light of the here and now, unanchored in the past and not looking ahead to the 
future. The imperative currency of the moment nullifies any instances of time 
other than now; even if narration covers past events, the sharpness of memories 
and their unexpected, in most respects intrusive appearance in the immediate and 
the current completely deconstruct the present. 

With the represented worlds, or rather, clippings of reality changing rapidly 
as if frame-by-frame, a line of flashing images composing a film chronicle, the 
protagonist disappear as quickly as they rise “on screen.” The frantic procession of 
often nameless figures does not even speak in one, coherent voice. The diversity 
of narrative techniques adopted by Hemingway introduces a polyphony of 
perspectives which seems to ultimately render void any attempt to identify the 
speaking persona(s) behind the vague “we” and “our.” In the previously referred 
to review of in our time Wilson (341) writes: “His bull-fight sketches have the dry 
sharpness and elegance of the bull-fight lithographs of Goya. And, like Goya, he is 
concerned first of all with making a fine picture.” Of course, it would be difficult 
to argue with Wilson’s observations, since, indeed, Chapters: 2, 12, 13, 14, 16 of 
in our time, with the intensity of emotion and the athletic compression of image 
appears as a perfect translation of Goya’s romantic drawing into the language of 
(modern) literature. But it is perhaps Rosenfeld whose remarks on Hemingway’s 
prose miniatures are even more pertinent; “Hemingway’s short stories belong with 
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cubist painting” declares Rosenfeld (22). And indeed, without any overarching 
narration other than the faint anonymous voice collecting the miniatures under a 
little explaining, three word title borrowed from the outside, a shattered remnant of 
a complete, unbroken phrase, the entire collection resembles a cubist painting—a 
fractured, timeless landscape of incontrollable violence, inexplicable suffering, and 
all deconstructing loss. 

The title of the collection borrowed from the Book of Common Prayer, is 
merely a phrase carved out of the Morning Prayer, “Give peace in our time, O Lord” 
(59). Devoid of its opening request and closing apostrophe, the original versicle 
becomes only a distorted after-image, a shred of a wishful plea that loses sight of the 
desired and the hypothetical, suddenly unveiling the bitter truth about the here and 
now. Of course, it can be argued that the common denominator of the characters’ 
experience allows to assume that the vignettes become a universalized voice of 
“La Génération au Feu”—the Lost Generation, whose rebellion against the pre-
war values, artificial and no longer relevant in the post-war world, and their lack 
of consent for “a harsh, impersonal force in the universe” (Rosenfeld 23) become 
universal, unbound by (their) time. Nevertheless, due to its considerable autonomy 
from space and time, the collection can be perceived as functioning simultaneously 
in the highly particularized realities of the 1920s and a more universal temporality 
which constantly actualizes itself. The images of war from Chapter 4, 5, 7, and 8 
resemble quickly reaching forward, and then almost looping images, where the 
actual meaning lies beyond the content comprised of the very present moment 
and the characters’ closest surroundings. With the rough, unadorned emotion 
inscribed deeply into the composition’s structure Hemingway goes beyond the 
spatio-temporal framework suggested by each of the miniature’s details. Such a 
cleft of the narrative time into two diverging lines distorts the notion of chronology 
and succession of events. Hemingway’s vignettes can be either bound to particular 
moments in history, while at the same time, due to the minimalism of literary 
images, the namelessness of the protagonists, and non-specificity of the locale, 
remaining essentially beyond any temporal frame of reference.

The peculiar suspension of a literary image in time, along with a direct 
approach towards the object of representation evokes Pound’s imagist principles 
exposed in “A retrospect” (1918). More than a decade later Hemingway develops 
his own formula for that “sudden liberation” from time and space, which for Pound 
could be obtained in poetry only through a skillful composition of timeless images:

In writing for a newspaper you told what happened and, with one trick and 
another, you communicated the emotion aided by the element of timeliness 
which gives a certain emotion to any account of something that has hap-
pened on that day; but the real thing, the sequence of motion and fact which 
made the emotion and which would be valid in a year or in ten years or, with 
luck and if you stated it purely enough, always, was beyond me and I was 
working very hard to get it. (Hemingway 12) 

The “sequence of motion and fact” on the ground of which rises “the 
emotion” becomes an equivalent to Pound’s understanding of an image as an 
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“intellectual and emotional complex” encapsulated within a specific unit of time. 
Combining the journalistic quality of fact representation with the atemporal 
element of emotion hidden beneath the surface of things Hemingway renders 
his first collection of vignettes universal and, accordingly, timeless despite their 
dependence on a an explicitly defined time-frame. 

With the seven eights of the iceberg being below water, the vignettes 
from in our time, although heavy in meaning, gain transparency and lightness. 
This becomes possible not only due to the universal dimension added to the 
miniatures by the element of both timely and timeless emotion but also because 
of the understatements stemming from the economy of language and form. The 
unspoken gives rise to crevices, seemingly empty spaces in the texts’ raw texture. 
These, in turn, along with rapidly developing themes rushing to achieve culmination 
point in reduced to minimum narrative lines which suddenly cease, reinforce 
the impression of the cubist fragmentation of the collection’s both linguistic and 
compositional structure.

 Paradoxically, it is the fissures and empty spaces emerging from the 
experimental reduction of content and the maximal possible condensation of 
meaning that constitute the points of support for the entire composition of in our 
time. Interestingly enough, the experimental character of the collection results in 
obtaining a firm, non-aging classical structure. Strong with the power of emotion 
that shines through understatements, the collection acquires features of a universal 
framework which will later serve as a peculiar “desiring machine” that interacts 
with imagination and experience producing new meanings for nearly four decades 
since its publication, while serving as a skeleton for Hemingway’s subsequent 
collections of short stories. 

Rooted deeply in Hemingway’s experience, but highly responsive to the 
realities of the first half of the 1920s, the miniatures osmotically absorb the new 
sensitivities in time and space perception. The immersion in the vibrant cultural 
landscape of the era provides a breeding ground for the enrichment of the otherwise 
austere form of in our time with diversified sources of influence which range from 
imagist poetry, through the methods of picture processing applied in photography, 
to Einstein’s groundbreaking findings in the field of physics that revolutionized the 
perception of space and time.

The minimalist form of particular literary images with sharp focus on 
the essence of the scene, and an uncompromising reduction of any unnecessary 
details leads to the deconstruction of the narrative time. Time can no longer act 
as a constraint put on narration. Since the boundary between the literary and 
the pictorial is blurred, the minimalist, sharply-focused images presented in 
Hemingway’s vignettes remain essentially beyond time. Additionally, with the 
maximal reduction of the superfluous elements, it becomes almost impossible 
to ascribe the scenes depicted in Hemingway’s literary miniatures to any real or 
imaginary space(-time). Liberated from the limitations of both the temporal and 
spatial dimensions of (the narrative) reality, the vignettes from in our time speak 
the silent murmur of Einstein’s Relativity Theory at the level of literary form of 
particular vignettes and the structure of the entire collection. As a result, in our 
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time remains essentially timeless, serving the author as an inexhaustible source of 
inspiration, and an infinitely capacious literary structure able to embrace a number 
of narratives within its minimalist framework. With Hemingway’s masterpiece 
short stories unfolding in the crevices between the eighteen vignettes later on 
in Hemingway’s literary career, in our time preserves both its originality and 
universality, always actualizing itself within new configurations of literary images. 
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Abstract: The article examines the character of Diana Bishop in Deborah Harkness’ All Souls 
book series, focusing on her gradual acceptance, and ultimate embrace of her hybrid identity. 
Partially through a Deleuzian philosophical lens, the article explores Diana’s character, analyzing 
her portrayal through descriptions of the body, as well as references to medical history and 
modern genetics. Ultimately, Diana’s transformative journey towards self-actualization and 
embracing of hybridity, a journey that sees her becoming the Book of Life, reflects our need to 
understand our own hybridity and constant state of becoming, as well as our connection with 
the universe at large.
Keywords: identity, hybridity, becoming, book of life, fantasy, Deborah Harkness

Fantasy creatures have long served as a powerful tool for discussing issues such 
as race, gender, and the demonized “other". In modern days they have been 
employed to address prejudice and recontextualize perceived identity as well. In 
her All Souls book series, starting with A Discovery of Witches (2011), Deborah 
Harkness conceives a world that is inhabited by four seemingly distinct species: 
vampires, witches, daemons, and of course, humans. These species populate the 
earth and begrudgingly co-exist, although humans remain largely unaware of 
the other species. That said, as it is revealed in the third novel The Book of Life 
(2014), the various “species” are in fact all human “with a difference”; and the way 
to combat their genetic deterioration, a problem that is referenced numerous times 
throughout the novels, is for them to “blend” back together. This is driven forward 
by the series’ protagonist–Diana Bishop, who herself has a multilayered and blended 
identity that allows her to connect with the various creatures she meets, and work 
towards reunification, rather than separation.
	 The All Souls series is rooted in the author’s academic work as a social 
historian, with a particular interest in the history of medicine and science in early 
modern England. Deborah E. Harkness’ scientific publications include urban history 
of early modern London, history of medicine, early-modern scientific revolution, 
links between English and European science, and history of alchemy in Elizabethan 
England. She described the “great world” of early modern London (Harkness and 
Howard 2) as a vibrant site of world-changing historical development. In “A View 
from the Streets” she described the overlooked and marginalized contribution 
of women to “medical work” in everyday life in the Elizabethan period (52). A 
number of articles focus on history of science in the 17th century, including the 
coexistence of modern science with the practice of alchemy and magic, including 
an Isis article on John Dee’s household (1997). In her novels, Harkness brings these 
themes to fictional life, transforming historical research into literary imagery, and 
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asserting the unchanged importance of diversity and inclusiveness in medicine 
and natural science. When Harkness introduces witches, daemons, and vampires 
as characters, she merges these characters with scientific imagery, medicalizing 
them and linking them to natural science, including modern genetics. In this way, 
fantasy in Harkness’s fiction cannot be marginalized as “fantasy” but becomes 
part of the history of ideas, and assumes a new currency. The present article will 
interpret Harkness’s characters in this light.
	 Throughout the novels, an underlying theme of self-discovery, self-
actualization, and blending of identities prevails, which allows Harkness’s fiction 
to be seen as part of the living tradition of character development based on the 
self-discovery plotline (Emerson 131-132). This article will examine the character 
of Diana Bishop partially through the lens of Deleuzian philosophy, focusing on 
descriptions of the body, references to the history of medicine, and to modern 
genetics. Diana not only embodies the essence of becoming, but is rhizomatic 
both in identity and to some degree–body, as she ultimately becomes the ever-
sought “Book of Life” in the third novel and the symbol of “species” blending. In 
her All Souls trilogy, and its follow-up novel The Time Covenant (2018), Deborah 
Harkness, draws from her background as an early modern historian as she infuses 
the books with literary references from the overt to the obscure, medieval imagery, 
and interestingly enough references to biology and heredity. Harkness’ blending of 
the fields of literature, art, history, philosophy and science, mirrors her protagonist’s 
identity as a witch who is a historian of alchemy, amongst other things.
	 One of the aforementioned references is the idea of a book of life itself, 
and as said object plays a major role in driving the plot forward and informing 
Diana’s character development, it bears mentioning to briefly examine the concept. 
According to Laura Estill, the book of life was a “theological concept” (283) derived 
from Revelation 20:12-5, and several other places in the Bible, where the phrase 
denotes a book (or books) that God will consult on Judgement Day, to send people 
to heaven or hell. Estill notes that “certain medieval churches created actual books 
of life and wrote names in these physical libri vitae with the hope that these names 
would also be copied into God’s book of life” (284), and that those physical books 
now are important sources in historical and linguistic research. Because books of 
life did not only record names, but also kinship and other biographical information, 
their meaning could be expanded to cover the general idea of destiny and existential 
uncertainty (302-3). The book of life seems to be evidence of magical thinking that 
associated a theological concept, perhaps a metaphor of God’s wisdom and power, 
with an actual physical object, whose name was used as a metaphorical vehicle. 
In Harkness’s novels, the book of life is further associated with genetics and more 
generally, with the idea that nature (biology) shapes human destiny in individual 
and collective life.
	 To go back, A Discovery of Witches opens with American historian (and 
witch) Diana Bishop researching alchemical manuscripts in the Bodleian Library 
at Oxford University, when she comes across an Ashmolean book that turns out to 
be a magical palimpsest, in addition to a book of alchemy. Although she returns 
it to the stacks and tries to forget about it, every other creature around starts to 
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approach her to discover the secret of her ability to get the book. This is because 
the book is enchanted, and no one has been able to lay a hand on it for hundreds 
of years. This also brings the vampire Matthew Clairmont to her door as well, and 
their adventure into discovering the secrets of the book, as well as Diana’s own 
power ensues.
	 The story contains many plot elements, but at the core of it is a witch who 
is initially in denial about her heritage, and constantly strives to excel as a “normal” 
human, due to the trauma of her parents being killed for their (or as turns out her) 
magic. Her journey towards self-actualization, as she learns, bit by bit, to accept 
and embrace her heritage as a witch contains elements of a coming-of-age story to 
a character that was held back by fear and rejection of a part of herself (Emerson 
145). Throughout the better part of the first novel, Diana vehemently rejects her 
identity as a witch, asserting that she does not wish to look back at a life where she 
took things (through her abilities), instead of earning them. Matthew, on the other 
hand, attempts to help her reconcile with her identity as a witch, drawing attention 
to the fact that these abilities are a part of her. At one point, while showing her 
mitochondrial data regarding ancient witches, he emphasizes that witches, driven 
by the pressure of living amongst humans through the ages, relied less and less 
on their power, and started to lose it. Diana quickly takes this as a subtle rebuke 
towards her.  But even taking into account that nothing is as simple as that, and 
that it is ultimately revealed (in the third novel) that a major factor of this species’ 
deterioration relates to “species” segregation. Diana is, in effect, trying to suppress 
her rhizomatic self, and her multiplicity of identity, to no avail. 
	 Even beyond Diana’s struggles with personal identity and heritage, the 
conversation between Matthew and her exemplifies Harkness’ medicalization of 
fantastical concepts/beings, such as witches. There are references to mitochondrial 
Eve (mtEve), and by extension mtLilith (as the first witch from whom all witches 
descend). Throughout the novels, Harkness builds a complex reference to genetics, 
understood as a book of life (Etill 300; Bearman v), and to the role of historical 
medicine in witch-hunts, the “medical origins” of the “witch craze” in early modern 
Europe (Estes 271-275). Medical science, or rather a paranoid discourse based on 
the authority of medicine, was used both as a delusional system that defined some 
women as witches (Estes 271), as a tool of oppression that presented persecution 
as a medical treatment (Green and Bigelow 195-200). Of course, persecution 
(seemingly due to genetics) is a prominent theme in the novels, mainly through 
the overt “species” segregation, and the stereotypes each group carries toward 
the others. In her article “The Prevalence of Racial Prejudice and Segregation 
in Deborah Harkness’ All Souls Trilogy,” Magdalena Łapińska asserts that the 
species prejudice and segregation found in the book series mimics and “reflects the 
American reality through a juxtaposition of the race issues presented in the novels 
and the ones pertinent to the history of the United States” (80). The road forward, 
the novels and medical science seem to indicate, is by breaking down perceived 
“walls” of racial identities, and, in a sense, embracing hybridity. 
	 But this does not apply only to racial identity. Diana is both a witch by birth 
and a scholar by choice. Two “identities” that seem at odds with each other; and 
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indeed, Diana begins her journey with the perception that in order to embrace being 
a scholar, she needs to reject her witch self, amongst other things, because using her 
power would give her what she sees as an unfair advantage over others. Yet Diana 
also chooses to study the history of science, with a focus on alchemy which as a field 
blends chemistry, philosophy, and mysticism. When Matthew asks her about her 
chosen field during their first honest heart-to-heart, she states that she chose history 
at first for its seeming neatness, only to be further interested once it became more 
challenging and that her choice to focus on the history of science was driven by her 
desire to understand how humans could delude themselves into not seeing magic:

Common sense told me to remain silent, but the knotted threads of my own 
secrets began to loosen. ‘I wanted to know how humans came up with a 
view of the world that had so little magic in it,’ I added abruptly. ‘I needed 
to understand how they convinced themselves that magic wasn’t important.’
 'Have you found out?'
‘Yes and no.’ I hesitated. ‘I saw the logic that they used, and the death of a 
thousand cuts as experimental scientists slowly chipped away at the belief 
that the world was an inexplicably powerful, magical place. Ultimately they 
failed, though. The magic never really went away. It waited, quietly, for peo-
ple to return to it when they found the science wanting.’
"So alchemy,’ he said.
"No,’ I protested. ‘Alchemy is one of the earliest forms of experimental sci-
ence.’
‘Perhaps. But you don’t believe that alchemy is devoid of magic.’ Matthew’s 
voice was certain. ‘I’ve read your work. Not even you can keep it away en-
tirely.’
‘Then it’s science with magic. Or magic with science, if you prefer.’
‘Which do you prefer?’
‘I’m not sure,’ I said defensively. (A Discovery of Witches, 72-73)

Diana’s defensiveness can be seen as her attempt to maintain a separation between 
her rejected and embraced identities. It might stem from her unreadiness or 
subconscious unwillingness to deal with the notion that she has not, in fact, 
divorced herself from the world of magic; that she is not simply an outside observer, 
clinically studying a scientific conundrum. That said, this conversation marks the 
first challenge to Diana’s perceived identity, as, despite previous attempts by fellow 
witches (including her aunts) to bring Diana into the fold, it is a conversation 
with a vampire, her seemingly “natural enemy” that gently challenges her ideas 
regarding her identity and her separation from the world of magic. Her confession, 
mostly to herself, that she chose alchemy because she needed to understand how 
humans could deceive themselves into disregarding magic, might be a projection 
of her own attempt to rationalize her relationship with the world of magic, 
covering it with the seemingly objective façade of scientific studies. Yet, even 
science is not completely “pure,” as Matthew, who is a renowned scientist, asserts. 
“Good” scientists, he maintains, are just as occupied with the “why” as the “how.” 
Considering philosophical questions regarding our existence occupies Matthew’s 
thoughts just as much as his scientific experiments. 
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Matthew himself, like Diana, has a hybrid identity, and like her, he also somewhat 
defies neat categorization. Using this character, Harkness discards the “regular” 
vampire known from modern pop culture, and brings back the early, “unstable” 
vampire, known from a variety of sources in folklore and ancient fiction (Leinweber 
80-82). Matthew is both a vampire and a devout catholic, one who struggles with 
the guilt of the fact that he became a vampire while attempting to kill himself to 
“save” his dead wife and son’s souls (which speaks to the mental state that he was 
subject to). He is a knight, a spy, and an assassin. At the same time, he secretly 
suffers from a “disease” called blood rage that makes susceptible vampires more 
volatile, and much more dangerous. This disease is initially hidden, as its revelation 
would bring about the extermination of Matthew and his entire blood-related 
family by fellow vampires. This is a point of similarity between the two characters, 
as both, in addition to having a multilayered and hybrid identity, are haunted for 
genetic reasons by their own kind. In Diana’s case, it is revealed in Shadow of Night 
(2012) that she, like her father before her, is a weaver of spells; and that weavers 
have become semi-extinct, as fellow witches sought to exterminate entire families 
to prevent their existence. In both the case of blood rage vampires and weaver-
witches, it is one’s own “people” that seek to destroy them. This could perhaps be 
viewed through Julia Kristeva’s abjection. In both cases, they can represent the “me 
that is not me,” which brings about a sense of alienation and rejection among their 
kind, as they are repulsed by those that are different. 
	 That said, after meeting each other, both Diana and Matthew begin to 
embrace their hybrid identities, as well as their differences. In fact, their growing 
relationship can be seen as a major contributor to the embracing of their hybrid 
identities. Together, they are more willing to “face their demons," as well as to 
accept and embrace the “less neat” parts of their selfhood–a self that is in a constant 
state of flux and is rhizomatic in nature. And in Diana’s case, this embracing of 
hybridity and “messy” identities becomes quite poignant, as she comes to her own 
as a witch, gaining more and more confidence in herself, even though the road 
towards others’ acceptance is tremulous. This is punctuated by the fact that one of 
the things she needs to give up to attain the book of life in the third novel is fear 
itself:

‘Fear.’
My mother had warned me of its power, but I had misunderstood, as chil-
dren often do. I’d thought it was the fear of others that I needed to guard 
against, but it was my own terror. Because of that misunderstanding, I’d let 
the fear take root inside me until it clouded my thoughts and affected how 
I saw the world.
Fear had also choked out any desire to work magic. It had been my crutch 
and my cloak, keeping me from exercising my power. Fear had sheltered me 
from the curiosity of others and provided an oubliette where I could forget 
who I really was: a witch. I’d thought I’d left fear behind me months ago 
when I learned I was a weaver, but I had been clinging to its last vestiges 
without knowing it.
No more. (The Book of Life, 463)
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When Diana acknowledges her fear and releases it, she is able to attain the Book 
of Life and then become it. The book in question is absorbed into her own body 
and becomes a part of her. It is perhaps the case that only a witch who herself has 
a hybrid identity (and hybrid body), one who has acknowledged and embraced 
what Deleuze and Guattari would term as her multiplicitous identity, who is able 
to embody the Book of Life that contains the history and present of creatures; 
that is about and made up of creatures. The book itself can be seen as a symbolic 
representation of Diana, as even before merging with her, it is in a constant state 
of being written. Like her, it is in constant flux, mirroring her continuous state of 
becoming. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari write:

the self is only a threshold, a door, a becoming between two multiplicities. 
Each multiplicity is defined by a borderline functioning as Anomalous, but 
there is a string of borderlines, a continuous line of borderlines (fiber) fol-
lowing which the multiplicity changes. And at each threshold or door, a 
new pact? A fiber stretches from a human to an animal, from a human or 
an animal to molecules, from molecules to particles, and so on to the im-
perceptible. Every fiber is a Universe fiber. A fiber strung across borderlines 
constitutes a line of flight or of deterritorialization. It is evident that the 
Anomalous, the Outsider, has several functions: not only does it border each 
multiplicity, of which it determines the temporary or local stability (with 
the highest number of dimensions possible under the circumstances), not 
only is it the precondition for the alliance necessary to becoming, but it also 
carries the transformations of becoming or crossings of multiplicities always 
farther down the line of flight. (275)

Both the book and Diana embody the multiplicity mentioned above. The book 
contains semi-literal thresholds in the shape of chapters and pages, each of which 
is a door to another multiplicity; while Diana represents the fiber that stretches 
between being, molecules, and ultimately the universe. She is a witch “twice over"; 
the product of two ancient and powerful magical lineages (although one had been 
better hidden than the other). She is also, as it turns out, a genetic chimera, having 
absorbed her twin brother’s cells (and abilities) in the womb through “vanishing 
twin syndrome". She is a weaver, a time spinner, a witch who is able to see and use 
both light and dark magics, and a scholar, one who is able to conceive the child of 
a vampire. At first, this is solely attributed to her weaving, though it later comes 
to light that weavers and vampires with blood rage both have daemonic ancestry 
(with daemons mostly being born to “humans"). In Shadow of Night, one witch tells 
Diana: “Some say a witch’s true power comes from being a creature between life and 
death, light and darkness. At the crossroads of the world, she can undo the work of 
nature and unravel the ties that bind the order of things” (52). Diana does indeed 
possess this power. As she learns to embrace her multilayered (and rhizomatic 
identity–for she defies categorization), Diana becomes one with the universe. She 
is able to summon a familiar—a firedrake, which is a creature of three elemental 
powers: water, fire, and air, and is able to tap into different worlds and different 
timelines. “Each multiplicity is symbiotic; its becoming ties together animals, 
plants, microorganisms, mad particles, a whole galaxy. Nor is there a preformed 
logical order to these heterogeneities” (A Thousand Plateaus, 275-276).
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	 In conclusion, Diana’s journey towards self-actualization encompasses the 
notion of acceptance of hybridity and represents our need to understand our state 
of constant becoming, so as to be one with the universe. Diana’s initial attitude 
is representative of many people who feel that by embracing one aspect of their 
identity they must eschew everything else, and for whom fear of flux, or as they 
see it–lack of stability, is a hindering factor that does not allow them to tap into 
their full potential. Diana’s acceptance of her lack of stability, her difference, and 
everyone’s uniqueness allows her to blossom both figuratively and literally, as she 
changes bodily (for example her hair color), raises trees from the floor, becomes the 
book of life, and embraces her power and various roles. She is no longer othered, 
and perhaps her quest towards the unification of humans, daemons, witches, and 
vampires can be representative of our need to embrace everyone (even if they seem 
extremely different from us), not in a way where we only focus on our similarities, 
but in celebrating our differences, and seeing them as a source of strength rather 
than strife. Perhaps, as is the case with the birth of Diana and Matthew’s son and 
daughter, said acceptance can lead to the elevation of human potential (as well as 
the decline of prejudice).
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Abstract: The article is a comparison of settings in two intertextually linked stories about the 
universe in an atom: Fitz-James O’Brien’s “The Diamond Lens” (1858) and Ray Cummings’s “The 
Girl in the Golden Atom” (1919). The argument is that fictional representations of microscopic 
structure of matter were influenced both by contemporary science and by contemporary imagery 
of the American frontier, linking both stories to literary representations of the American 
West. The article presents a number of popular-science texts as possible influences, especially 
on Cummings’s story. The theoretical background is based on Gaston Bachelard’s concept of 
cognitive obstacles, and on the recent theories of “cultural materialism.” The comparison of 
atomic imagery in both stories suggests that the changing scientific ideas about the atom, which 
the stories obviously reflect, could be combined with the changing image of Western adventure 
and its frontier setting, as if there was an uncanny compatibility between the two seemingly 
distant realms of imagination.
Keywords: atom, Fitz-James O’Brien, Ray Cummings, materialism, Gaston Bachelard

Fitz-James O’Brien’s “The Diamond Lens” (1858) and Ray Cummings’s “The Girl in 
the Golden Atom” (1919) are early variants of the universe-in-the-atom theme, and 
thus occupy a special place in the history of American science fiction. The two stories 
span, as it were, the era of scientific romance, the former being written shortly after 
Poe, and the latter shortly before the emergence of modern science fiction in the 1920s. 
In criticism and literary history, both stories are usually mentioned together: critics 
(Bleiler, Stableford) describe “The Girl in the Golden Atom” as a pastiche (or spinoff) 
of O’Brien’s story. Predictably, in both stories the representation of the atom seems to 
be strongly related to contemporary popular-science publications: O’Brien’s universe 
in the atom is described as a colorful garden, related to contemporary “microscopic 
science” (Sommerville), whereas Cummings describes an elaborate atom-world, called 
“the Oroid,” based on the atom that was emerging in physics and chemistry at the 
turn of the 20th century. O’Brien’s descriptions are entirely visual, whereas Cummings 
uses a variety of dynamic tactile imagery, as characters shrink, enter the atom, and 
move through ragged, rocky landscapes inside. The two images of the atom, although 
they are ostensibly based on contemporary science, seem to have been influenced by 
other areas of American history of ideas: the aesthetics of ladscape description in the 
American romance, “the pastoral ideal” discussed by Leo Marx, and the mythology 
of the American frontier, as it developed late in the 19th century. The paper, thus, 
focuses on how the two stories integrated scientific materialism into their more general 
ideological backgrounds.
	 O’Brien’s and Cummings’s representation of matter share a predilection for 
substantialist representation of matter, a sense of complexity, confusion, scenes of 
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contemplation of matter as source of wonderful and unknown phenomena, interest in 
(fantastic) rarefied and near-spiritual forms of matter, and confusion about the concepts 
of atomic chemistry, which are at the same time frequently referred to. The following 
comparison of “The Diamond Lens” and “The Girl in the Golden Atom” suggests that 
at the beginning of the 20th century matter became more complex, unstable, dangerous, 
and unpredictable. The first, obvious observation is that O’Brien’s atomic imagery is 
visual, whereas Cummings represents the atomic world through visual, tactile, and 
kinetic imagery, because his characters enter the atom. This conclusion has a number 
of historical contexts, because both stories seem to be rooted in their contemporary 
traditions of adventure romance, including the conventional descriptions of frontier 
landscape. Both O’Brien and Cummings seem to combine imaginary frontier landscape 
with references to contemporary science; atom, as it were, is treated as another frontier. 
However, because both stories are set in an atom, they effectively combine two themes: 
Western expansion (adventure romance) and materialism, the nature of matter. In terms 
of Bachelard’s cognitive obstacles, frontier landscape is a source of sensual imagery 
used for structuring and conceptualizing of atomic chemistry. This combination seems 
to have confusing and surprising consequences.
	 Apart from the two stories, the essay will discuss a number of popular-science 
texts which seem to be relevant, either as scientific and ideological background, or as 
possible direct influence. This section will also present a number of critical articles whose 
themes are similar to those discussed here. Fitz-James O’Brien’s story was first published 
in 1858 in Atlantic Monthly and has been repeatedly recognized as an important early 
example of science fiction, and generally as an important American short story: it was 
published in at least two mainstream anthologies in the 19th century (Hale; Atlantic 
Tales), in Weird Tales (1929), in an early issue of Amazing Stories (1.9, 1926), and then 
in various anthologies of science fiction, perhaps most notably in James Gunn’s Road to 
Science Fiction (1979), which is the edition used in the present discussion. The story is 
about a scientist obsessed with microscopes, who sees (with a fantastically magnifying 
lens) into mysteries of nature. Is mainly an “optical” story about watching and about the 
limitations of the human gaze. Although the story seems to have never been analysed 
in this way, it is a good exaple of the affinity between visual  representation, the male 
gaze, and sexual violence, as the protagonist “discovers” a sort of microscopic garden 
of Eden in a droplet of water, inhabited by a beautiful woman-like being, who dies 
under male gaze when the droplet dries out, because it has been exposed on a glass 
pan under the microscope. Moreover, the fantastic microscope itself is a product of 
violence, since the protagonist murders a man to get an appropriate diamond for the 
lens. Thus, literally, male curiosity kills (Cf. Rose; Mulvey).  However, the story is also 
about materiality, since the protagonist learns how to manipulate the arrangement of 
atoms in the diamond, and then looks into an atom to see beautiful things; optics, the 
science of atoms that bend light, is a paradoxical point of proximity between the gaze 
and matter, a version of the body-mind problem. The story has been recently discussed 
by Kevin Corstorphine (2015), together with the rest of O’Brien’s fantastic tales, such 
as “What Was It?,” “The Lost Room,” and “The Wondersmith.” Corstorphine focuses on 
the images related to seeing and watching, such as the microscope in “The Diamond 
Lens,” or a surveillance machine in “The Wondersmith,” concluding that although the 
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stories use the established “trappings of the Gothic,” they also “display a fascinating 
engagement with contemporary development in science and culture” (14).
	 Ray Cummings’s “The Girl in the Golden Atom” was first published in All-
Story Weekly in 1919, and has been regarded as a lesser-known classic of science 
fiction, regularly anthologized, republished, and mentioned in histories (Wolfe). It 
has been described by Stableford (30) as a combination of O’Brien’s idea with H.G. 
Wells’s Time Machine (1895) and Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Princess of Mars (1912). The 
protagonist enters a microscopic world, has many cloak-and-dagger adventures, loves 
the microscopic princess Lylda, then returns to the macroscopic world to tell his story. 
Finally, the protagonist re-enters the atom and disappears. As discovered by Mullen 
(1999), the similarity between plots of H.G. Wells’s Time Machine and “The Girl in 
the Golden Atom” was actually mentioned in the blurb, when Cummings’s story was 
republished in Argosy-Allstory Weekly in 1930. Cummings published a sequel in 1920, 
and expanded the original story into a novel, published in 1923 (Wolfe). The novel 
version is the text discussed here, because it includes more descriptions of the atomic 
setting, and more references to atomic science.
	 Descriptions in both stories will be compared with contemporary scientific 
backgroud texts. Their selection does not include original scholarly publications, but 
relatively popular and accessible works designed for general reading. For O’Brien’s story, 
the background material includes publications on microscopy and atomic chemistry, 
whereas contexts for Cummings’s story are presentations of the new atomic theories 
emerging at the end of the 19th century. Thus, “The Diamond Lens” will be discussed 
with reference to Mary Sommerville’s On Molecular and Microscopic Science (1869), 
and C.R. Goring’s Microscopic Illustrations of Living Objects (1845). The background 
for “The Girl in the Golden Atom” includes, most importantly, the American 
translation of Jean Babtiste Perrin’s Atoms (1916), a few other books that described 
recent developments in atomic physics in the 1910s, and a number of magazine articles 
about the triumph of atomic theory in chemistry. Secondary sources include, again, 
histories of contemporary atomic science, and Matthew Lavine’s cultural history, The 
First Atomic Age: Scientists, Radiations, and the American Public, 1895-1945 (2013). 
There is also a number of relevant studies in the history of microscopy, and the cultural 
impact of microscopy in the 19th century, such as Laura Otis’s Membranes: Metaphors 
of Invasion in Nineteenth-Century Literature, Science, and Politics (1999), which 
focused on the growing importance of biological cells and their boundaries in popular 
science after the 1850s. Otis described the transition in life sciences from miasmatic 
theories of disease, which linked illnesses with places and conditions, to germ theories, 
which put more emphasis on individuals as carriers of disease. Otis observed that tha 
biological cell became, in the second half of the 19th century, a metaphor of a human 
individual, and the membrane, or cell wall, was seen as a metaphorical equivalent of 
the boundary between an individual and the surrounding nature (13). The fictional 
examples in Otis’s book, however, were written after 1850, and mostly illustrate the 
“cellullar” or “germinal” imagery of life. O’Brien’s story, by comparison, seems to be 
more “miasmatic,” in the sense that his microscopic setting is not marked by clear 
boundaries, barriers, cells, and such, but seems to be an open and indefinite space 
filled with sprawling vegetation; this will be discussed further in the anlytical section. 
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Martin Willis’s study on Vision, Science, and Literature (2011) is similarly focused on 
the second half of the 19th century, and does not mention O’Brien’s story. The history of 
microscopy, which forms the background of the story, has been thoroughly described 
in Jutta Schickore’s The Microscope and the Eye (2007), which mentions experiements 
with lens made of various crystals (88), but Schickore’s book does not discuss fiction 
inspired by microscopy.

The Atom as Garden: Fitz-James O’Brien’s “The Diamond Lens”

The optical beauty in O’Brien’s story has been linked to Victorian children’s literature 
about fairies; Laura Forsberg demonstrated that many Victorian fairy books would 
also mention the wonders of the microscope, and generally the wonders of science. 
In “Nature’s Invisibilia: The Victorian Microscope and the Miniature Fairy” (2015), 
Forsberg analyzes “The Diamond Lens” in the context of numerous Victorian books for 
children, published between 1850 and 1900, with J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan as the final link: 
“fairy fictions and microscopic facts mingled to produce a unique body of literature, 
suffused with half-believing, half-doubting wonder at the possibility of nestled worlds of 
microscopic and fairy life” (662). According to Forsberg, the nature of early microscopy 
made it compatible with the “half-believing” fantastic convention in literature:

The experience of gazing through the microscope was otherworldly not just 
because of the strange appearance of the creatures beneath the lens but also 
because the act of looking through the microscope severed the observer from 
the world of full-sized reality. Although most Victorian microscopes had a 
variety of lens magnifications, there was no simple way to “zoom” in or out on 
the sample; the microscopist gazed either at the familiar world of full-sized 
reality or at the fantastic world of microscopic life. Microscopists often de-
scribed feeling disconnected from all ordinary thoughts and sensations. (661)

	 This description matches O’Brien’s use of the diamond lens as a window opening 
into another world, which gradually disconnects the protagonist from the macroscopic 
one. Commenting on Victorian fairy books, the critic observes that science and fantasy 
were described as complementing and compatible products of imagination: “Scientists 
invoked the fantastic in order to capture the imaginative power of their observations, 
while fairy fictions immersed themselves in scientific vision of the world to give a sense 
of reality” (662). This important observation seems to offer no distinction between 
O’Brien’s story and Ray Cummings’s “The Girl in the Golden Atom” (1919), which 
combines fantasy and science in a similar way.
	 In an a very relevant article, even though it does not actually refer to the 
story, Stefanie Markovits (2010) points out to the surprising link between the gaze and 
materiality, which she interprets with reference to early versions of aesthetic formalism 
in Victorian criticism: diamonds, because of their regular structure, and because of 
their translucency and radiance, were simultaneously symbols of beauty and beautiful 
things; Victorian critics who used diamonds as metaphors were apparently engaged 
in “a consideration of both containing forms (chapters, stanzas, temporal frames) and 
things contained (abstract—like themes and plots—and more concrete, as in the objects 
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and people that help define the world of the realist novel)” (Markovits 593). Chemically 
speaking, the formal regularity of diamonds (and other crystals) is a macroscopic image 
(by multiplication) of their microscopic, atomic structures, because crystals are made, 
like geometric jigsaw puzzles, of small regular polyhedrons. In the shapes of crystals, 
as it were, matter displays its secret microscopic structure, right before human eyes. No 
wonder that crystals were frequently used as mysterious attributes or symbols:

Of glass, crystal, and diamond, the last is the most obviously form-oriented, 
the most discretely thing-like. Throughout the nineteenth century, dia-
monds made their way from the fringes of empire to its center, even as new 
colonial sources for the stones were discovered Victorian literature registers 
the diamond’s increased visibility; novels almost always mention a ring or 
necklace, if only casually. More strikingly, diamonds prove crucial to the 
plotting of Victorian novels as diverse as The Moonstone (1868), The Eustace 
Diamonds (1871-73), Lorna Doone (1869), Daniel Deronda (1876), and Tess 
of the D’Urbervilles (1891). (594)

	 As Markovits observes, the fascination was “not naïve” (595), because it was 
related to Goethe’s doctrine of Naturformen (and presumably to its extension in Ernst 
Haeckel’s Kunstformen der Natur): the Victorians valued crystals not only as jewellery, 
but also as displays of atomic structure, its regularity and its mystery, as monuments 
of the human gaze, probing into mysteries of nature. Diamonds, in particular, were 
very important examples because it was generally known in the 19th century that they 
are a form of carbon, and the difference between coal and diamond is formal, rather 
than substantial. Markovits quotes from Victorian articles that appropriately describe 
diamonds as both things (valuable jewels) and forms of human “revolutions” (i.e. 
fortunes and histories); by extension, crystallographic metaphors were applied (with 
crystals as vehicles of regularity and fixity) to all sorts of arguments from design, e.g. 
that women should stay at home because they are like jewels in a crown (597). O’Brien’s 
story, thus, appears to be one of many intriguing and slightly disturbing Victorian texts 
about diamonds, such as Thomas Carlyle’s “The Diamond Necklace” (1833), Christina 
Rosetti’s “A Diamond or a Coal” (1870), or Arthur Conan Doyle’s “Adventure of the 
Blue Carbuncle” (1892).
	 Microscopic structure of matter is represented in two ways in O’Brien’s story: 
first visible in the form of crystal, and then through that crystal, when it serves as the 
lens. To make the lens, the protagonist runs strong electric current through a gigantic 
diamond, to reorder its crystaline structure. This is like making a second-degree 
diamond. The lens, thus, is a sort of new, transparent kind of matter, through which 
the protagonist can see the ordinary matter. This is reflected in the structure of the 
story: the Gothic-criminal section about the construction of the microscope is as long 
as the second section about what is seen through the microscope. For the protagonist, 
obsessed with microscopic observation, magnification is a window into a mysterious 
interior of matter, which relates the story to Bachelard’s notion of the substantialist 
obstacle: observables are “put into” a microscopic dimension and kept there as self-
explanatory properties of atoms. Thus, the protagonist is looking to “the original atom” 
as a basic, underlying unit of material reality.
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	 As he gazes through the microscope for the first time, the narrator makes 
reference to “Alexander’s famous wish”, presumably describing his desire “to search 
out the uttermost parts of land and sea” (Loeb 332 a-b). This exploration, crucially, is 
limited to a play of light and gaze. The microscopic world is clearly described in terms 
of an exotic and beautiful garden, but filled with floating “copses” whose nature is not 
explained. O’Brien does not suggest, even implicitly, that he is describing atoms, but 
the initial (and the most extensive) description suggests a sort of submarine Romantic 
otherworld:

	It was, however, no brilliant void into which I looked. On every side I beheld 
beautiful inorganic forms, of unknown texture, and colored with the most 
enchanting hues. These forms presented the appearance of what might be 
called, for want of a more specific definition, foliated clouds of the high-
est rarity; that is, they undulated and broke into vegetable formations, and 
were tinged with splendors compared with which the gilding of our autumn 
woodlands is as dross compared with gold. Far away into the illimitable dis-
tance stretched long avenues of these gaseous forests, dimly transparent, 
and painted with prismatic hues of unimaginable brilliancy. The pendent 
branches waved along the fluid glades until every vista seemed to break 
through half-lucent ranks of many-colored drooping silken pennons. What 
seemed to be either fruits or flowers, pied with a thousand hues, lustrous 
and ever varying, bubbled from the crowns of this fairy foliage. No hills, 
no lakes, no rivers, no forms animate or inanimate, were to be seen, save 
those vast auroral copses that floated serenely in the luminous stillness, with 
leaves and fruits and flowers gleaming with unknown fires, unrealizable by 
mere imagination.

	 The narrator discovers an inhabitants of this world, a beautiful microscopic 
woman whom he names Animula, and he immediately falls in love with her, but she is 
obviously beyond his reach: “The agony of my sensations, as I arrived at this conclusion, 
startled me. I tried to reject the conviction that my reason forced upon me. I battled 
against the fatal conclusion—but in vain. It was so. I had no escape from it. I loved 
an animalcule!” The animalcule is an inhabitant of a Victorian fantasy world made 
open by the microscope; she is visible, but the story plays on the inaccessibility and 
separateness of Animula’s world.
	 O’Brien’s imagery is vivid too in its descriptions of luminous and colourful 
world of microscopic “islands,” presumably similar to the motes visible in a microscopic 
image of a drop of water. The distinct quality of O’Brien’s descriptions of the setting 
is that they often express amazement at the natural beauty of landscape, with the 
beautiful “unimaginable brilliancy” and sublime “illimitable distance.” Such phrases 
seem to be strongly related to the contemporary descriptions of sublime and pastoral 
landscapes in the contemporary romance fiction by James Fenimore Cooper, in fiction 
by other romance writers, in Henry David Thoreau’s non-fiction, and, occasionally, in 
Edgar Allan Poe’s texts. It has been demonstrated, especially with reference to Cooper’s 
fiction, that early representations of American frontier landscape were influenced by the 
Romantic aesthetic of the sublime and the picturesque; the American frontier, in early 
adventure romances, was usually a forest of astonishing visual beauty. Perhaps most 
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generally, Christopher Mulvey wrote about the “informed vision” of educated travelers, 
who described landscapes with references to paintings and aesthetic theories of the 
beautiful and the sublime (23-36). Similarly but more specifically, Cooper’s references 
to picturesque beauty were discussed by Blake Nevius (1976), who observed that 
Cooper’s violent frontier adventures seem incompatible with their peaceful settings.
	 By comparison, when the protagonist of Cummings’s story enters the atomic 
world, he also sees a forest, but it is a ruined  description is brief and neutral, and 
many settings are rocky and dangerous. It would seem that the sublime and picturesque 
imagination of the 1850s was replaced with a more austere visual imagery in Cummings’s 
text, but augmented by addition of tactile imagery. O’Brien’s imagery is very similar to 
descriptions of the American frontier as an ideal landscape, represented in terms of the 
beautiful, the sublime, and the picturesque. Such descriptions usually emphasized the 
virginal, unspoiled quality of the ideal landscape. Critics who focused on settings in 
early American adventure romances usually linked this imagery to ideas of pastoralism 
and the state of nature, most importantly to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s criticism of 
civilization and to English and American pastoral aesthetics (Marx; Kolodny). As a 
literary setting, the “first American frontier” (Miller 12) was conceived as a beautiful, 
conventional backdrop for visual contemplation (Franklin). O’Brien’s story uses the 
conventional landscape of early American adventure romance, but combines it with 
contemporary ideas about the structure of matter: the picturesque ideal lanscape seems 
to have been somehow compatible with uncertainty about the existence and nature of 
atoms. This is by no means an obvious conclusion: visual contemplation, inaccessibility, 
and beauty and picturesqueness suggest more of an orderly, harmonious setting, like a 
garden.
	 An important fact about visual imagery in “The Diamond Lens” is that 
O’Brien’s protagonist does not see atoms as spheres or marbles, but more like bundles 
of verdant foliage: the “crowns of this fairy foliage,” and floating “copses” are perhaps 
something like festoons in a garden, but generally the description is charged with the 
tone of confusion, both spatial and visual, as the structures are “unreliazable by mere 
imagination.” Thus, when the narrator sees atoms, for all his raptures at their beauty, 
he cannot tell what he sees exactly. This is perhaps a reflection of the uncertain status 
of atoms in contemporary chemistry: numerous non-literary texts suggest that atoms 
were often described as hypothetical, perhaps dubious entities. Consequently, O’Brien’s 
descriptions seem to saturate atoms with imagery derived from contemporary popular-
science books about microscopy, in particular with imagery related to observations of 
polarization effects on crystaline surfaces and observations of vegetable cells.
	 A set of very good contexts for O’Brien’s story can be found in Mary 
Sommerville’s On Molecular and Microscopic Science (1869). Although it came out 
later than “The Diamond Lens,” Sommerville’s bestselling book discusses observations 
and effects that were well known earlier, and mentioned in earlier literature. It is 
also a good example of the 19th-century scientific treatise, which combined original 
research with popular science, and general philosophy of nature. More specifically, 
Sommerville’s book explicitly and eloquently combines microscopy with atomic 
chemistry, suggesting that atomic chemistry, optics, and microbiology are parts of 
a more a general, interdisciplinary inquiry into microscopic nature of matter. The 
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author, like most chemists of the day, states that “[w]e know nothing of the forms 
either of atoms or of those groups of atoms which we call molecules” (2), and that 
properties of atoms can only be inferred indirectly from macroscopic observations. To 
this end, On Molecular and Microscopic Science refers to chemistry, crystallography, 
and optics. Thus, having described various microscopic observations of crystals (50-
70), Sommerville focuses on polarization effects, observing that “polarization forms 
the most admirable connection between light, heat, and crystalline structure; showing 
peculiar arrangements of the molecules in regions otherwise unapporachable, and too 
refined for our perceptions” (71). The author also included numerous comments on the 
dazzling beauty and radiance of crystaline surfaces. Earlier, C.R. Goring made similar 
observations, suggesting that  microscopy can contribute to physics of matter: “By 
simple modification of its polarizing apparatus, the microscope becomes of great value 
in investigating some of the physical properties of matter” (29). Both Goring’s and 
Sommerville’s books progress from microscopic observation of crystals to observation 
of living things, starting with the smallest cells, which were assumed to be the most 
primitive, basic units of life. Thus, Sommerville describes the primordial cell as a 
container of protoplasm, and a basic unit of life: “In its earliest stage the primordial cell 
is a globular mass of an azotized colourless organizable liquid, called protoplasm, the 
life blood of vegetation, containing albuminous matter and dextrine or starch-gum” 
(170). In O’Brien’s book the way to microscopic mysteries of matter is presented in 
reverse order, like zooming in from biological observations to optical effects in crystals. 
In the resulting imagery from O’Brien’s story, biology and optics is combined into an 
ideal garden-like landscape, with imagery related to animals, plants, and rocks, which 
is vaguely similar to the following description by Sommerville:

	It has been mentioned that in the primordial cell the solid coloured particles 
often form a nucleus in the centre of the viscind liquid called protoplasm, 
which is continually diminshed by the increase of the watery vegetable sap. 
At length the protoplasm in the hairs is reduced to mere threads extending 
from the cell wall to the nucleus, so that the latter looks like a spider in the 
middle of its web. These threads are really streams of the viscid protoplasm 
flowing through the more liguid cell sap from the nucleus to the cell wall, 
where they turn and flow back in another thread. (412)

Microscopic science was, in a way, an interdisciplinary project, unifying physics, 
chemistry and biology into a contemplation of nature’s beauty. The analysis suggests 
that “The Diamond Lens” was a fictionalized version of microscopic science. However, 
the link between 
	 What is crucial for the present discussion, is that the narrator does not look 
at atoms, but directly at another world of idealistically conceived beauty: “I now 
comprehended how it was that the Count de Gabalis peopled his mystic world with 
sylphs—beautiful beings whose breath of life was lambent fire, and who sported forever 
in regions of purest ether and purest light. The Rosicrucian had anticipated the wonder 
that I had practically realized.” Thus, although O’Brien’s treatment of the construction of 
the microscope requires an implicit reference to crystallography and atomistic theory, 
his representation of the microscopic Eden is not atomic: perhaps the magnifying 
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power was not sufficient, but more likely it was more than sufficient, opening the vista 
of a trans-atomic world, which is fleeting, mortal, but somehow immaterial. Instead of 
treating his visions as matter, the narrator focuses on their optical beauty, focusing on 
their refracted and emitted light.

The Rough Atom in “The Girl in the Golden Atom” by Ray Cummings

In Cumming’s story, the protagonist can initially see the microscopic world, but then 
the lens mysteriously explodes and the strategy of representation becomes precisely 
the opposite from O’Brien’s “The Diamond Lens”: although he can no longer see the 
microscopic world, he can enter it after he shrinks to sub-atomic size (as a chemist, he 
invents the necessary pills that can shrink and magnify him). Thus, the author opens a 
world of atoms by filling the microscopic Eden with tactile imagery (at some stage, the 
character gets bumped by atoms, then has to tread among them).
	 The narrator, described as “the Chemist,” begins by a brief spin-off of O’Brien’s 
story, with the same visual regime of a conquering gaze. This time, however, the chemist 
explicitly talks about looking inside an atom:

‘Gentlemen,’ resumed the Chemist, ‘what I saw staggered even my own im-
agination. With trembling hands I put the ring in place, looking directly 
down into that scratch. For a moment I saw nothing. I was like a person 
coming suddenly out of the sunlight into a darkened room. I knew there 
was something visible in my view, but my eyes did not seem able to receive 
the impressions. I realize now they were not yet adjusted to the new form of 
light. Gradually, as I looked, objects of definite shape began to emerge from 
the blackness.… ‘Gentlemen, I want to make clear to you now—as clear as 
I can—the peculiar aspect of everything that I saw under this microscope. I 
seemed to be inside an immense cave. One side, near at hand, I could now 
make out quite clearly. The walls were extraordinarily rough and indented, 
with a peculiar phosphorescent light on the projections and blackness in the 
hollows. I say phosphorescent light, for that is the nearest word I can find to 
describe it—a curious radiation, quite different from the reflected light to 
which we are accustomed.’ (Cummings 4)

Already at this point, the narrator is anticipating the tactile representation that will 
dominate in subsequent chapters, because as he sees the microscopic girl that will 
become love interest, his desire to touch is half-satisfied optically: “Her lips were a 
deep red, although I felt rather than saw the colour.” This optical contact, however, is 
terminated by accidental destruction of the microscope, an ending which is similar to 
the ending of O’Brien’s story, but with an atomic twist: the “peculiar light-radiations” 
from the atom, when magnified by the microscope, have shattered the lens. This 
happened because of the immensity of the microscopic world, and because of the 
general immensity of everything: 

‘As a matter of fact, I do believe that to be the case,’ said the Chemist earnest-
ly. ‘I believe that every particle of matter in our universe contains within it 
an equally complex and complete a universe, which to its inhabitants seems 
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as large as ours. I think, also that the whole realm of our interplanetary 
space, our solar system and all the remote stars of the heavens are contained 
within the atom of some other universe as gigantic to us as we are to the 
universe in that ring.’
‘Gosh!’ said the Very Young Man. (7-8)

In this, Cummings’s vision is closer to atomic chemistry, because it conceives of the 
world in terms of tangible forces, rather than O’Brien’s optics, which seem to have been 
a set of images of impalpable ideals.
	 As background context for Cummings’s story, the confident tone of popular-
science articles written after the periodical table became generally known is exemplified 
by a triumphant article about meteorites published in Cosmopolitan in 1890. Presumably, 
not only the periodic table, but also advances in chemical analysis made the following 
statement (its tone) possible:

It is well known that the different compounds which constitute this earth 
have been resolved into sixty-six elements…. Of these sixty-six elements, 
thirty four have been recognized among the substances brought to our earth 
by meteorites. Not one new substance, unknown to us before, has been de-
tected; nor, excepting in a single doubtful case, has the spectral analysis 
of the heavenly bodies revealed the possibility of an unknown element.… 
Moreover, these elements come to us from the infinity of interplanetary 
space, combined in minerals often identical with, always similar to analo-
gous combinations of like elements on our earth. (Heard 217)

	 The author then compares meteorites to witnesses, confessing “nothing but 
truth and only truth” when questioned in the universal language of sixty-six elements. 
Thus, the “man can stand before God, holding a fragment of a star and say, ‘Lord we 
understand thy laws!’” (218). The confidence springs from the new habit of thinking 
about matter, as a set of infinitely varied compound particles that consist of a small 
number of types of building blocks.
	 Cummings’s story was written during the relatively brief time between the 
discovery of radioactivity and the establishment of new models of the atom, as created 
(among others) by J.J. Thompson, Ernest Rutherford, and Niels Bohr in the 1910s. It 
was a rapid progress, recognized as one of the greatest events in the history of science, 
whose stepping stones include Niels Bohr’s 1913 paper (“On the Constitution of Atoms 
and Molecules”) on planetary electrons, and Rutherford’s discovery of the proton 
announced in 1917 in the paper on “Collision of α Particles with Light Atoms” (both 
papers were published in The Philosophical Magazine). The emerging model, created 
in response to a series of  experiments and discoveries, is well known and taught 
to schoolchildren today, even though the model has been replaced by subsequent 
developments of quantum physics: this was the planetary atom, with a nucleus made of 
protons and neutrons, and electrons flying on orbits around the nucleus. For chemistry, 
this model made it possible to answer the questions posed by Dalton and Prout a 
hundred years earlier. As it has been already mentioned on several occasions, there 
had been speculations that atoms are made of the same basic building block, which 
was supposed to be the atom of hydrogen. The speculation implied that atomic masses 
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of elements would be multiplications of the atomic mass of hydrogen, and it had been 
impossible to explain why this was the case only for some elements. In the 1910s, Prout’s 
hypthesis and Mendeleev’s table suddenly could be based on a systematic, visual model 
of the atom: the atomic mass was roughly equal to the number of protons and neutrons 
in the nucleus, the atomic number (i.e. the position of an element in Mendeleev’s table) 
was equal to the number of protons, and valency was about the number of electrons 
flying around various orbits around the nucleus. It was a neat visualization, which gave 
matter a sense of predictability and regularity, but the tone of confidence was lost again 
after the discovery of radioactivity and the emergence of nuclear physics, leading to a 
new confusion, reflected in Cummings’s story.
	 When the story was published, scientific descriptions of atom have recently 
transitioned from the “plum pudding model” by J.J. Thomson to the “planetary” model 
developed by Ernest Rutherford (and other physicists) in the first two decades of the 
20th century. The “ten original papers” which presented new  models of the atom were 
compiled by Lakhtakia, and three of them (by Thomson, Rutherford, and Niels Bohr) are 
particularly important as the distant background for Cummings’s book (233-308). The 
importance of Thompson’s model was that it presented the atom as a composite object; 
it theoretically divided the atom into parts to account for various physical observations 
(the emission of electrons from a metallic surface in a Crookes tube). Thomson 
envisioned the atom in terms of “plum pudding”, or even the “raisin muffin” (Lakhtakia 
36-38): electrons were negative raisins stuck in an electrically positive doughnut (Reeves 
29). Thus, the atom in Cummings’s story is a hollow sphere (“the Oroid”), inhabited on 
both sides, with caves and tunnels between its inner and outer surface. Inside of the 
hollow sphere, there are celestial bodies, which are presumed to be inhabited too, by 
creatures even smaller than the “Oroids” (the inhabitants of the atom). Because it is a 
hollow sphere, Cummings’s atom is not strictly based on Rutherford’s planetary model, 
but seems a combination of Thomson’s and Rutherford’s models. Cummings’s imagery 
is most likely based not on Thomson’s and Rutherford’s papers directly, but on more 
popular representations of atomic science published in the 1900s.
	 In the first decade of the 20th century, there was a number of popular discussions 
of the rapid change in the atomic theory of matter; those discussions were related to 
the general interest in radioactivity at the same time (Lavine). Among the general and 
accessible contemporary presentations of new developments there were Marion Erwin’s 
The Universe and the Atom (1915), F.B. Venable’s The Study of the Atom (1904), Ernest 
D. Wilson’s The Structure of the Atom (1916), and above all the English translation of 
Jean Babtiste Perrin’s Les Atomes (1916). They all presented a comprehensible picture of 
how the new atom models were influencing other sciences, chemistry in particular, and 
how they were changing the idea of materiality. Cummings’s story seems to have been 
derived from some of the concepts which presented in such books, perhaps because the 
discoveries of atomic physics were instantly becoming general knowledge at the time, 
although the comprehensive study by Lavine suggests that early in the 20th century 
fiction and popular science were mostly about rays, not atoms.
	 These books share the surprise at the complexity and dynamic quality of the 
new atom. Venable, for instance describes atoms as “aggregates of electric charges in a 
violent motion” (277) and mentions “radiation of light or an ether wave of some kind” 
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(278) emitted and absorbed by accelerating and decelerating electrons. This perhaps 
corresponds to the luminosity frequently mentioned in descriptions of the setting in 
Cummings’s story. Wilson even finishes his book, a lucid presentation of discoveries 
by Rutherford, Moseley and Bohr, with the suggestion of the universe in the atom, 
including the grain-of-sand quotation from Blake’s “Auguries of Innocence”. However, 
both Wilson’s and Venable’s books seem to have been addressed to a narrow academic 
and technical readership. Moreover, all three books refer to Perrin’s book, which is the 
most imaginatively written one, and seems to have had the widest range of readers. 
Some specific images used by Perrin also suggest that the book was a direct influence 
on Cummings’s story.
	 Perrin’s Atoms (1916) was first published in French in 1913. The book was 
like a popular lecture on contemporary atomic theories, and its scientifically most 
important part was an accessible discussion of Perrin’s sedimentation experiments, 
which confirmed Einstein’s theory of Brownian motions. Perrin was later awarded 
Nobel prize for these experiments. With reference to Cummings’s story, the preface 
to the book includes an imaginary journey into microscopic universe, following a 
shrinking “spherule.” Perrin puts a particular emphasis on the passage from high-
density barrage of Brownian motions to the nil-density of subatomic space:

One step further and the radius becomes of the same order as the molecular 
radius. Then, as a general rule (in a gas at any rate), our spherule will lie in 
intramolecular space, where its mean density will henceforth be nil, at our 
given point the true density will be nil also.… If the spherule were to become 
even smaller, it may be that we should attain a measure of continuity, until we 
reached a new order of smallness; but more probably (especially in the atom-
ic nucleus, which radioactivity shows to possess an extremely complicated 
structure) the mean density would soon fall to nothing and remain there, as 
will the true density also, except in certain very rare positions, where it will 
reach values enormously greater than any before.… The conclusion we have 
just reached by considering a continuously diminishing sphere can also be 
arrived at by imagining a continuously enlarging sphere, that successively 
embraces planets, solar system, stars, and nebulae. Thus we find ourselves 
face to face with the now familiar conception developed by Pascal when he 
showed that man lies ‘suspended between two infinities.’ (xii-xiii)

This comment corresponds to several speculative passages about atoms within atoms, 
and worlds within worlds in Cummings’s story, for instance: “I believe that every 
particle of matter in our universe contains within it an equally complex and complete 
a universe, which to its inhabitants seems as large as ours. I think, also that the whole 
realm of our interplanetary space, our solar system and all the remote stars of the 
heavens are contained within the atom of some other universe as gigantic to us as we 
are to the universe in that ring” (Cummings 4). The protagonist, as it seems, has already 
brought, through his shrinking, many gigantic universes into the subatomic world.
	 The descriptions of radiation and darkness in Cummings’s story seem to have 
been inspired by Perrin’s remarks on light and colour in Atoms; the French chemist 
was pointing out to various emissions (electromagnetic emissions and radioactivity) 
as indications of various atomic phenomena. Thus for instance, Perrin describes the 



89Atom as the Next Frontier

observation of colourful bubbles as a way of sighting layers of near-atomic thickness, 
in a fragment which seems quite similar to several passages in Cummings’s story, when 
the protagonist shrinks and sees various colours of radiance and gleaming light:

The study of ‘thin films’ can lead us even further. During the blowing of a 
soap bubble we often notice, in addition to the familiar brilliant colours, 
small round black spots with well-defined edges. These spots might be taken 
for holes, and their appearance is almost immediately followed by the rup-
ture of the bubble. They may be readily observed while washing the hands, 
on a film of soapy water stretched between the thumb and the forefinger. 
When this film is held vertically the water in it gradually drains to the bot-
tom, while the upper part becomes thinner and thinner, which process can 
be followed by the colour changes that occur. After it has been become pur-
ple and pale yellow, the appearance of black spots will soon be noticed; they 
run together, forming a black space, which may fill the quarter of the height 
of the film before it breaks.… In the first place, these black spots are not 
holes, for it is easy to show, as was done by Newton, who first studied them, 
that, though black by contrast, they nevertheless reflect light, and that new 
round, sharp-edged spots ultimately appear within the original spots; the 
new spots are still darker and hence thinner, and also reflect feeble images 
of bright objects, such as the sun. (Perrin 49-50)

In Cummings’s story, there are similar descriptions of what the protagonist sees first 
through the microscope: “It was a blackness that seemed also to radiate light, if you can 
imagine such a condition; a blackness that seemed not empty, but merely withholding 
its contents just beyond my vision” (4). This is part of a longer descriptive passage, 
which emphasizes the protagonist’s confusion and amazement. Looking at the surface 
of the atom is like entering a cave: “Except for a dim suggestion of roof over the cave, 
and its floor, I could distinguish nothing. After a moment this floor became clearer. 
It seemed to be—well, perhaps I might call it black marble—smooth, glossy, yet 
somewhat translucent. In the foreground the floor was apparently liquid. In no way 
did it differ in appearance from the solid part, except that its surface seemed to be in 
motion” (4). Similar descriptions follow, when the protagonist returns from his first 
shrinking voyage into the atom:

I found myself now, as I looked about, walking upon a narrow, though ever 
broadening, curved path. The ground beneath my feet appeared to be a 
rough, yellowish quartz. This path grew rougher as I advanced. Below the 
bulging edges of the path, on both sides, lay a shining black plain, ridged 
and indented, and with a sunlike sheen on the higher portions of the ridges. 
On the one hand this black plain stretched in an unbroken expanse to the 
horizon. On the other, it appeared as a circular valley, enclosed by a shining 
yellow wall. (27)

This is the initial part of the voyage, where the narrator can still discern the curvature of 
the golden ring, and about to shrink into sub-atomic sizes. The shrinking is accompanied 
by a shift from visual imagery to descriptions of rough surfaces and violent movements, 
a shift to tactile imagery.
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	 Cummings’s tactile imagery is, according the theoretical framework assumed 
in this study, an example of the animist obstacle: the structure of matter is presented in 
terms of violent sensual perceptions based on images of collisions, bodily harm, gusts 
of wind, bumps, strain, injury. Thus, for example, when the protagonist (the Chemist) 
first shrinks to enter into the world of the atom, he is badly bruised, and the descriptions 
of setting include epithets related to roughness and sharpness. The surface of the 
golden ring is now “shaggy and rough,” and covered with “bowlders, hundreds of feet 
in diameter” (27). Having shrunk to near-atomic size, takes another dose of shrinking 
pills, and briefly loses consciousness, only to awake on the surface of the atom:

After my vertigo had passed somewhat—it was much more severe this 
time—I looked up and found my surroundings growing at a far more rapid 
rate than before. I staggered to the edge of the pit. It was opening up and 
widening out at an astounding rate. Already its sides were becoming rough 
and broken, and I saw many places where a descent would be possible.
The feeling of sleep that had formerly merely oppressed me, combined now 
with my physical fatigue and the larger dose of the drug I had taken, became 
almost intolerable. I yielded to it for a moment, lying down on a crag near 
the edge of the pit. I must have become almost immediately unconscious, 
and remained so for a considerable time. I can remember a horrible sensa-
tion of sliding headlong for what seemed like hours. I felt that I was sliding 
or falling downward. I tried to rouse but could not. Then came absolute 
oblivion.
When I recovered my senses I was lying partly covered by a mass of smooth, 
shining pebbles. I was bruised and battered from head to foot—in a far 
worse condition than you first saw me when I returned. (30)

In a way, Cummings’s contemporary knowledge about atoms is presented in tactile 
terms, in descriptions of smoothness and roughness, and in descriptions of bodily 
fatigue and harm.
	 In another reference to contemporary science, the author describes the battering 
that protagonists get, while shrinking to near-atomic size, as a hurricane, which is 
reminiscent of the Brownian motions of small microscopic objects bumped by atoms:

They had just started again in the direction of the hills when, almost without 
warning, and with a great whistle and roar, a gale of wind swept down upon 
them. They stood still and looked at each other with startled faces, bracing 
with their feet against its pressure.
‘Oh, golly, what’s this?’ cried the Very Young Man, and sat down suddenly 
upon the ground to keep from being blown forward.
The wind increased rapidly in violence until, in a moment, all three of the 
men were crouching upon the ground for shelter. (113)

Similarly, tactile imagery is employed to the description of optical phenomena in the 
initial subplot of the novel, when the Chemist builds a microscope that can make the 
atomic world visible. The subplot ends with a destruction of the lens caused, as it seems, 
by magnification of the light itself: “I can appreciate, though, that through that lens I 
was magnifying tremendously those peculiar light-radiations that I have described. I 
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believe the molecules of the lens were shattered by them—I had exposed it longer to 
them that evening than any of the others” (7). Again, the imagery is based on damage 
caused by magnification. For Bachelard, these descriptions can be interpreted as 
examples of optics the substantial obstacle: the bumping and scratching makes atoms 
more “material,” or more substantialist. Cummings’s world is sensual in that it is often 
based on descriptions of direct and violent contact. Bumping in the atomic microscale, 
in his novel, is an explanation of physical effects in the macroscale. The macroscopic 
effects are less violent because atoms cannot harm the large observer, but when he 
or she takes the shrinking pills, their world becomes rough and ragged, and thus not 
substantially different from the everyday experience of matter.
	 Thus, Cummings’s imagery seems to be related to arid and dangerous settings 
of contemporary aventure romance, perhaps most importantly to Burroughs’s novels 
about Mars. Instead of an ideal lanscape, Cumming’s presents a setting that is a site of 
struggle against nature. Hence, there is so much bruising, effort and exhaustion, rough 
boulders, shart edges, glaring heat etc. Perhaps this is suggestive of contemporary 
Western novels, and of the Darwinian struggle known from contemporary naturalist 
fiction (or the combination of both in Jack London’s fiction). The intriguing conclusion, 
however, is that struggle against nature is compatible with Cummings’s appreciation 
of contemporary atomic theory. When atom could be confidently described in terms 
of atomic numbers and weights, and when descriptions of its structure were based on 
images of rapid, dynamic motion, the atom somehow became compatible with images 
of physical struggle in a rocky Western desert.

	 Comparison and Conclusions

In the context of the American romance, Cummings’s story is an example of continuity 
of the romance tradition after 1865, not as an outdated survival, not as an antiquity 
piece, but as a result of keen interest in natural science and in the nature of matter. 
Somehow, at the very core of realist interest in matter, there was a potential to produce 
a romance, which was the preferred contemporary term for early forms of science 
fiction, as in the scientific romances by H.G Wells in Britain and, less famously, by 
Edgar Fawcett in America. As it has been demonstrated, the imagery was often related 
to the imagery fo the American adventure romance, to Gothic and pastoral adventures, 
to the American Transcendentalist cult of nature, and to frontier experience. Similar 
relation was detected by Cogell (1978), who discussed links between 20th-century 
American science fiction and the American pastoral aesthetics, as described by Leo 
Marx in The Machine in the Garden. The microscopic structure of matter, which was 
inaccessible wonderland in O’Brien’s story, becomes an acccessible land of adventure 
in Cummings’s version. Thus, for a brief time, the atom could be incorporated into 
the American wilderness myth, the atom was a new imaginary frontier, an uncharted 
territory of free adventure, power play, and opportunity. This surprising placement 
of the frontier, squeezed into the invisible microscopic world, is part of the enduring 
legacy of the American romance as well.
	 The most important difference, however, is the type of sensual imagery, which 
includes not only visual imagery, but also descriptions of touch and bodily strain, and 
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the plot device, because Cummings’s story is about a voyage, it makes the microscopic 
world accessible. On closer scrutiny, it seems that these two changes were related to the 
changes in atomic theory of matter, in physics and chemistry of the time. Thus, it seems 
that science not only changed as a theme and background of fiction, but also changed 
the fiction itself, the convenctions and array of devices used in fantastic fiction (and 
perhaps in realistic fiction as well). Additionally, the change seems to have been related 
to the general interest in chemistry, not only physics or natural science in general, 
because chemistry seems to offer more oppotrunities to relate atomic concepts to 
everyday experience, especially for development of sensual and substantialist imagery. 
The imagery employed by O’Brien is related to the contemporary aesthetics of sublime 
and picturesque beauty, that is to visual contemplation of natural landscape. Cummings, 
on the other hand, created an imaginary atom which is primarily a site of struggle 
against nature and against human enemies. Both ways, the atomic settings seem to be 
based on contemporary visions of the American frontier. By projecting those visions 
onto atoms, both authors created ideologically charged ideal and imaginary landscapes, 
both authors seem to suggest that certain elements of imagery are actually properties of 
matter: O’Brien’s matter is imbued with the beauty of vegetable life, suggesting that the 
macroscopic beauty of a picturesque landscape is a magnification and multiplication 
of the primordial, microscopic beauty of atoms. For Cummings, matter is a hostile 
environment, based on tactile imagery of strain, exhaustion, struggle, and bodily harm. 
Correspondingly, his atoms are initially rough, sharp, bumpy, and when magnified 
enough to be entered, they become arid and luminous landscapes, described in terms 
of vast distances and the effort needed to negotiate them. Thus, the properties of 
Cummings’s matter are related to the sensual obstacles: the macroscopic matter is what 
offers resistance to human effort, and does harm to human body, because this is what 
atoms do on the microscopic level.
	 Cummings’s tactile imagery can be related to contemporary Western fronties 
mythology, as it developed late in the 19th century. At that time, the influence of sublime 
and picturesque aesthetics was less important than metaphorical imagery related to 
resistance and struggle, which was usually combined with brief and rough references to 
racial and social Darwinism; this is the traditionally accepted observation which goes 
back to Frederick Jackson Turner’s original book, and has been developed in American 
studies, beginning with seminal work by Henry Nash Smith (1950, 240), subsequently 
developed by Burton (1965), Cronon (1987), or the recent essays in Jada Ach and 
Gary Reger’s collection (2020), and by Stephen J. Mexal’s The Conservative Aesthetic: 
Theodore Roosevelt, Popular Darwinism, and the American Literary West (2020). The 
sources discussed in the latter book are directly comparable to Cummings’s imagery.
	 More generally, the transition between O’Brien’s and Cummings’s settings 
suggests that the imaginary atoms were shaped, as it were, from two sides. On the 
one hand the imaginary atoms were influenced by contemporary science, most likely 
filtered through popular-science publications. On the other hand, imaginary matter 
conformed to a more general change in aesthetics and ideology, which were the 
sources of imagery used to represent scientific concepts. In Bachelard’s framework, 
the use of such imagery leads to development of cognitive obstacles, escpecially the 
obstacle of immediacy and the sensual obstacle. Hence, both stories resulted from an 
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interaction between scientific developments and conventional aesthetics of the time. 
This might seem an obvious thing to say, but the mechanism of the interaction is not a 
straightforward one, as indicated by the two very unusual and aesthetically diverse sets 
of imagery in O’Brien’s and Cummings’s stories. The microscopic structure of matter 
in “The Diamond Lens” inspires delight, but is otherwise an inaccessible fantasy world, 
an ideal landscape infinitely removed from the protagonist’s macroscopic world. In 
terms of Bachelard’s cognitive obstacles, O’Brien’s atoms result from the substantialist 
obstacle, as they “contain” the vitality of living things, and the precious, ideal beauty of 
nature. Cummings’s atom, on the other hand, results from the sensual obstacle, because 
it is built of images of strain, bodily harm, pain, and the violent tactile imagery. In both 
stories, important aspirations and preconceptions were projected onto the authors’ 
imaginative constructions of microscopic matter, to explain what the authors probably 
considered as important qualities of their macroscopic worlds.
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Abstract: E-learning was the most important technological response to school lockdowns during 
the COVID 19 pandemic. It was by far the most wide-scale application of e-learning, and thus an 
important cultural and technological experiment. The article focuses on challenges and opportunities 
offered by e-learning environment in American education, with some comparative context in 
European education. How successful was e-learning as a response to school lockdowns? Did it change 
American education? Did it change or reinforce the existing cultural patterns of discrimination 
and class division? While some of the advantages offered by e-learning will probably improve the 
educational practice in the USA, there are problems that e-learning did not solve. Instead, the 
technology of distant learning will probably reinforce existing cultural patterns.
Keywords: e-learning, school lockdown, COVID 19 pandemic

Introduction

At the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, most of us assumed that after a 
short period of upheaval and disruption, we would return to business as usual, as if 
nothing had happened. But it is clear today that this is not the case. There is no going 
back. Statistics alone are only one facet of dark, light, and in-between issues due to the 
pandemic’s force. But topsy-turvy changes occurred for which numerics offer a quick, 
clear take on the changes brought on by the application of e-learning on a nationwide 
scale in the USA. One of the most important developments is the decline in enrollment: 
from fall 2019 to fall 2020, US higher education alone witnessed a total decline of 
more than a million enrolled students (June 2022). From fall 2019 to fall 2020, US 
public schools -- pre-primary, primary and secondary education–also lost more than a 
million students. Private schools and charter schools gained students (National Center 
for Education Statistics 2022). Homeschooled students at this level doubled at this time 
to about 5 million in the USA (US Census Bureau). Virtual versus in-person learning 
intensified at all levels, following digital-based trends that were already underway but 
then intensified with barreling force (June, Chronicle of Higher Education, Jan. 2022). 
Some of these numbers have since diminished, like home schooling in the USA. But 
some have increased, like virtual learning (Riser-Kositsky and Viadero).
	 School managers, departments of education and administrators, leaders in 
instruction public and private, and education technology companies that foster new 
technological tools in the classroom–EdTech–need to heed the warning signs and 
discover what can be learned from this crisis. As an opinion survey among college leaders 
suggests (Schofield 38-52), this is a common way of thinking about lockdowns and 

1	 The authors confirm contribution to the paper as follows: conception, methodological design, 
analysis, interpretation and manuscript preparation: John Dean 50 %; Gerhard Finster 50%. 
Both authors reviewed and approved the final version of the manuscript.
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e-learning: not a crisis and return to normalcy, but a set of warning signs and stimuli for 
change in a wider context, a more general crisis of American higher education after 1970 
(52-64). In some opinions, the pandemic has changed education “forever” (Colman), 
not least because of the widespread use of e-learning. However, where there is crisis 
there are opportunities. In a wider social and historical context, changes in American 
education are part of a current civilizational crisis, signalled by instability and episodes 
of unrest (Kishi). Public, democratic, humane education—one of society’s fundamental 
institutions—is at risk (Kelly and Columbus). But how can it be saved, at what cost, and 
to whose profit should restructuring be achieved? What to value, what to jettison, and 
how to adapt after the recent great break and technological turn in classroom practice?2

The Benefits

On the one hand, distance learning amid pandemic conditions benefited public health 
enormously. Students could still be educated amid quarantine. Distance learning 
changed the students experience at all levels from learning in public to learning in 
private. But the health safety and continuity of education was not achieved without 
ambiguity, and there has been a considerable research effort to analyze the costs 
and benefits of distance learning during the pandemic (e.g. Jansen). In almost every 
aspect of assessment, there is ambiguity. For instance, e-learning could be a boon for 
shy students but a bane for the gregarious (Hong 142-145). It could be an advantage 
for those already privileged with easy access to digital technology and parents who 
could pitch in with educated aid (Alsan). But, of course, it was a disadvantage for 
the poor of purse and unschooled parents. Handicapped students were generally not 
disadvantaged. Teachers and administrators as well as the EdTech and eLearning 
industries have cogently argued that students who have dyslexia or visual processing 
disorder have greater time and space to work when studying online. This advantage 
was described already before the pandemic (Fechten et al.), but has been described as 
one of the benefits of e-learning during the lockdowns (Marshall et al. 47). Adaptive 
technologies make life easier with subtitles, education more conducive with braille 
keyboards or voice-to-text software and audio recordings (Virtual Schools 26-28). 
When online someone with physical disabilities can be where they feel secure and 
in control. There is no need to rush to a campus, squeeze into classrooms, commute 
between buildings where the elevator might be broken or where there are stairs but no 
ramp (Boege and Anderson).
	 Online courses can be positive levelers, allowing cool anonymity and measured 
restraint for students with psychiatric disabilities (Fichten et al. 250). Students with 
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), by some measures the most 
common neurodevelopment ailments in young people, are likely to have a greater 
chance to succeed by studying at their own rhythm and without being disturbed by 

2	 Note, Gratias Agere: The authors wish to credit the Global Institute for Research, Education, 
and Analysis–GIRES—for initiating this analysis by virtue of our May 2021 GIRES conference 
“Education, Technology & Culture in Crisis: Secondary and Higher Education in a Time of Vir-
tual Instruction” which the authors co-directed; in particular we are grateful for the assistance 
and inspiration of GIRES head, Dr. Konstantin Karatzas.
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the social disruption they might cause in a physical classroom (Coup and Ackerson). 
The acceptance of the incapacitated student is more than a democratic gesture; it is an 
environment that technology can help to provide (Barden, eLearning Industry).
	 Students in many disciplines developed their skills in independent learning. 
Could the arts be more conducive to virtual learning than the humanities, social 
sciences, or the hard sciences? New ways to adapt to online learning and thereby to 
enhance their own practice were discovered by performance disciplines such as theater 
and music during the pandemic (Cattapan et al.). Artistic vocations in some deep 
ways require intense private training, which was apparently not negatively affected by 
e-learching, even though online solitude is not an environment in which everyone feels 
well (Di Blas). It is a tantalizing situation that some students can adapt to better than 
others.
	 Then come the practical benefits for all, the advandates of flexibility and 
timesaving in distant learning, anticipated many years before the covid lockdowns 
(Jaffee 264-7). Those who have missed a class need not fall behind with online learning. 
The evanescent text of the one-time class can be digitally conserved (Coup and 
Ackerson). If online classes are small enough, teachers can offer a more customized 
approach to individual inquiry (Popescu and Badea). Online learning could magnify 
the virtues of home schooling in which one can often better care for small groups, 
though this claim is problematic and contested (Xu). Distance learning showed how 
instruction does not have to be stratified or confined by age or hour. Acquiring skills 
can happen in an open, non-age restricted classes and via asynchronous learning. The 
factory model of an educational assembly line made up of same age, same teacher, 
same lesson disappears (Chevant-Aksoy and Adair Corbin). Providing the class was 
small enough, personal tuition could replace group instruction on a scale never before 
experienced as computer programs have allowed individual patterns of error to be 
individually addressed and corrected. Additionally on the positive side some teachers 
say that they have enjoyed leaving their comfort zone and experimenting with Zoom 
and its like, and with the practice of the “flipped classroom” based on personalized 
learning and a reversal of the traditional organization of the learning process: “that 
which is traditionally done in class is now done at home, and that which is traditionally 
done as homework is now completed in class” (Bergmann and Sams 13). Coping 
successfully with what at the outset was a daunting task turned out to give a confidence 
boost to teachers. During the pandemic teachers have learned to become more patient, 
show resilience, and not panic in the face of a challenging new situation.
	 The transition to distant learning was a technological challenge to many 
people, but in most schools it was a success. Teachers collaborated and experimented 
to find solutions to problems (Rogers). In many cases webinars were offered to support 
teachers in their efforts to adapt face-to-face, change from in-class teaching to distance 
teaching. Though, to be frank, many one-way, online training videos composed in high-
tech jargon bewildered a significant proportion of instructors young and old. Teachers 
had to learn how to effectively use technology to keep their students’ motivation high 
(Lee). But this was not a big deal for everybody since some teacher said they did not 
need the pandemic to realize the importance of technology in classroom teaching. 
Technology was already an integral part of our daily lives and of education as well.
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	 In order to continue to make effective use of technology in the classroom, 
teachers emphasize the need to have appropriate equipment (computers, laptops, reliable 
Internet connection, helpline support), continuous training in digital competences, 
rethink the curriculum (which objectives are the most suitable for online teaching?), 
develop new interactive teaching materials, specially, when possible, in collaboration 
with their colleagues (Ali et al. 16). It became clear during and after the Covid-19 crisis 
that administrators, ministries of education and school leaders had to make an effort to 
equip teachers and students with suitable and reliable devices, provide relevant teacher 
training, revise curricula, create space and provide time for teachers to develop efficient 
common approaches to online education (Schofield 86-89). The pandemic clearly 
highlighted the need for an increase in professional development programs. And, as 
the situation progressed, did not new rules for new conditions need to be created?
	 Technology can be a great tool in the hands of teachers. “Can be”—because its 
sudden, intense inclusion into the school environment at all levels also raised questions 
of monetary investment, the need for additional staff, and the risk of the tool replacing 
the user (Virtual Schools 4). If a class that is taught well is effectively recorded, then 
can it be used over and again as an instructional product? Specially if the class is not 
interactive? Thus Stanford University’s David Rogier created the EdTech business Master 
Class in 2014, which today still offers hundreds of classes in a wide variety of subjects by 
an astonishing range of experts, with Master Class producing a $2.75 billion valuation 
by 2021 (Bosa and Batchelor). However, as with homeschooling, activity diminished 
once the pandemic’s intensity lessened, and by June 2022, Master Class had to lay off 
20% of its staff. On the positive side, fresh possibilities have been discovered and made 
available to include students in different activities, with different means and methods. 
And we stress here the area of civic, public education of the young, the open court of 
social development–rather than the closed world of instruction for corporate needs or 
private profit (de Talance). It would be a mistake to ignore the enormous achievements 
of civic, public education since the lessons of the stressful Covid-19 era can be used in 
the future to improve teaching for the common good (Malkus and Christens). At the 
same time, one cannot ignore that a huge new profitable area of educational products 
has grown.

The Snags

On the other hand, when distance learning first took hold en masse in the winter of 
2020, for many teachers and students it did not live up to its quick-and-easy hype. The 
programs were often hard to set up. Teachers and students suffered from inadequate IT 
support. And once up and running it could be difficult for students and teachers alike 
to adapt to what often felt like intrusive technology. There were now three major players 
in the classroom: the teachers, the students, and the demanding screen.
	 Moreover, who had access to the screens? Who could afford the computers? 
A small screen portable phone with a good Internet browser quickly became the 
communicative, educational norm for most students–who could afford one. There 
was a big digital divide between a poor part of Detroit and a rich part of New York 
City, between poorly funded public schools and well-funded private schools. Teaching, 
education, learning are equally stratified by class, income, location, and the character 
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of each educational institution itself.
	 There have been many snags along the way that still have not been straightened 
out. For one thing, the technology needed for transition to distant learning was often 
costly, and it is not clear who paid most for the technological and organizational change 
in public education: funding authorities, schools, teachers, students and parents, all 
shared the costs (Williamson and Hogan). Another question was how did parents 
cope with the educational needs of the K-12 level if the young persons had to be alone 
all day and learn in an a-social network of solitary, distance learning (Turner). Some 
researchers were concerned about teachers’ hours, which could unfairly multiply 
without monetary compensation in proportion to the demands of distance learning 
(Risi and Pronzato). Another concern was that the educational process has become 
stressful, frustrating and impersonal for the student as well as for the teacher. The use 
of new technologies cannot compensate for the lack of authentic human contact that is 
the basis of all learning. Remote learning can be specially exhausting for both teachers 
and students. The result can be physical, mental and psychological burnout (Vick et 
al.). Perhaps it is another form of the social media alienation that festers in the dark 
digital blue light world of cyber space.
	 Amid the pandemic’s height many teachers at all levels complained that they 
were left without any professional help in the form of coaching or mentoring which 
addressed their actual problems, and not pre-designated problems like an answering 
phone system (Common Sense Media). IT departments in schools amid the pandemic 
were often as overwhelmed as a sand castle on the beach that confronts a huge wave. To 
face the challenges of the pandemic and to make effective use of technological devices, 
endless hours of prep work were required (Teacher digital learning guide). The pandemic 
highlighted the fact that the learning process requires social interaction (Shrier 2021). 
Teachers have come to intensify their realization of body language and the learner’s 
physical presence (Wisniewski et al.). Or students can use the “hide self-view” device 
-- or a “kitty-kat” avatar! -- in an online lesson, with the result that the whole process is 
trivialized into moving wallpaper and consequently the weaker students may get bored, 
drift away, and not advance.

America’s Depleted Profession

To take this one step further into the classroom, let us focus on teachers, in defense 
of teachers and the social pressures at work in American primary and secondary 
education during and after the Covid-19 pandemic. According to a U. S. survey of 
January 4, 2022, 48% of teachers admitted that they had considered quitting within the 
last 30 days. Of that number, 34% said they were thinking about leaving the profession 
entirely (Pena, Forbes). Many teachers, teacher trainers and administrators alike were 
stressed, overworked and at the end of their tethers. After the enormous pressures of 
2020-2022, by 2023 many felt exhausted and often lacked the motivation to keep up 
with ever-increasing demands.
	 The evidence to date shows a variety of reasons for a depleted profession. 
Sometimes it was traditional issues like teacher’s pay or the kind of classroom control 
and respect issues shown in the urban, post-war Blackboard Jungle (book published 
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in 1954, movie from 1955) or visible all the way back to the 19th century, frontier 
Nebraska, one-room school house. Sometimes teachers could not take it anymore 
because of newer American issues such as the politics of banning critical race theory, 
conflicts about the cultural representation of and services for specific gender or ethnic 
groups within the school itself and in the classroom curriculum (Ibegbuna).
	 Answering in opinion polls, teachers predictably say that sometimes virtual 
learning helps, sometimes it hurts. It is in its experimental stage as a successful form 
of pedagogical communication in the USA and elsewhere. Distant learning can be 
used to supply a long-distance, quick-service substitute teacher, and this practice has 
become routine during the pandemic  (Staake). However, it does not necessarily mean 
that technology makes teaching easier or more comfortable, and the post-pandemic 
assesments can be negative, mentioning the “learning loss” and the impossibility 
of a return to any pre-Covid normal (Belsha). A recent example is a high-poverty 
elementary school in Baltimore that found itself short of a math teacher in the middle 
of the year. That class was then taught virtually by a teacher in Florida, supervised 
by an intervention teacher in the Baltimore classroom (Barnum). Virtual learning has 
sometimes been used in the States as a new negotiating tool between opposing factions. 
In one North Carolina school a teacher advocated for remote learning as a way to deal 
with a local group that was opposed to school masking during the pandemic (Barnum). 
Fair enough, short-term enough. But then what happens when digital solutions cannot 
be duplicated in a physical classroom? 
	 Chalkbeat, a US non-profit news organization that specializes in education 
and runs bureaus out of eight major American cities, polled primary and secondary 
school teachers who had quit when the 2022-2023 school year was about to begin 
without them. They were the MIAs of the teaching profession. They felt that the riot of 
problems created by the pandemic and aggravated by the unforeseen demands of the 
new technology—one among many causes—left them with no other choice. The sense 
of community progressively dwindled. The amount of work at home and at school had 
increased. The juggling of daily responsibilities at school had intensified. Staff turnover 
multiplied discontinuities (Barnum).
	 Yet at times virtual learning made the tasks easier. It created a buffer. Its 
distance lessened the classroom’s physical and psychological intensity, allowed teacher 
and students the independence to focus on and achieve specific objectives. One teacher 
when asked what, if anything would have changed her decision to quit, crisply noted: 
“Remote learning or hybrid, better pay, better leadership structure” (Chalkbeat Staff 
and Connolly). Another special needs high school teacher pointed out that “during 
Covid, while we were virtual, my class sizes got a lot bigger. I had nearly thirty students, 
but it was manageable when we were virtual. When we transitioned back to being in the 
classroom, my numbers stayed the same. I was the only adult in the room” (Chalkbeat 
Staff and Connolly). And with a note of great fatigue she added “and it was really 
challenging with behavior management” (Chalkbeat Staff and Connolly) Impressed by 
what she could do online but not get done in the physical classroom, she resigned. By 
spring 2023 in America teacher turnover was significant but not massive (Barnum). But 
a “lost generation” was now a fixture in the educational production pipeline (Carrión). 
Absent were the human and technological resources that allowed teachers and students 
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to make up for the learning losses suffered during the pandemic. As the American 
saying goes, people would just have to “move on.”

European Developments as Comparative Perspective for American Education
During the COVID Crisis

A trans-Atlantic comparison can offer more insights into the impact of technology 
on education during the Covid pandemic and afterwards (Jornitz and Wilmers). In 
recent times schools across Europe have been faced with a shortage of professionals 
who want to teach. Where have all the teachers gone? It is generally reported that low 
pay, increasing expectations, a crushing workload, growing accountability, pressures 
from parents, administration and legislation, and lack of work-life balance are causing 
growing dissatisfaction and drive educators to leave. As a reaction, authorities tend 
to cut learning hours, increase class sizes, and lower recruitment standards, thus 
exacerbating the problem (Financial Times).
	 The numbers speak (Bengtsson 220-223; European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice). In five countries alone—Germany, Poland, Austria, Hungary and France—
more than 80,000 teaching positions were vacant as of fall 2022. Moreover, Europe’s 
schools are providing classes for large numbers of students whose families have fled the 
war in Ukraine. The Polish government estimates as many as 4000,000 Ukrainian children 
will join its schools in the new academic year. In France, more than 4,000 of 27,3000 new 
posts were unfilled. The country has recruited and accelerated training for 3,000 contract 
teachers (enseignants contractuels), temporary staff drawn from all walks of life who by 
way of preparation have to attend a one-week training course before they teach and who 
will receive continuous professional development throughout the school year. 
	 In Germany unions estimated the country had a shortage of up to 40,000 
teachers in a total workforce of 800,000. In England it is reported that thirty percent of 
teachers plan to quit within five years of starting their careers. Everyone is concerned 
about shortages. It is a real crisis and it is feared that the poorest kids in neglected 
communities will suffer the most–a sad, universal leitmotif of this issue that virtual 
learning does not remove. Many teachers feel that they have given everything–time, 
energy, mental wellbeing, passion, and heart. The conditions in the field of European 
education, after more than two years of the pandemic’s accumulated effects, may lead 
to system burnout. At the same time we have to acknowledge that teachers are hard to 
replace. The requirements inherent to the field of education, specialization, necessary 
training and induction of novice teachers make it extremely difficult to compensate for 
staff shortages at short notice. The kind of American, long-distance assistance previously 
noted -- by way of virtual learning communications–between a school in Baltimore and 
a teaching resource in Florida is not possible within the European Union.

The Human and the Virtual

Teaching is a people business. It needs professionals who are good at interacting with 
others. Teachers need to reach students, establish a relationship with them before 
they can teach them anything. The vast majority of teachers want to establish that 
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meaningful relationship with their students. This may have been why they decided to 
enter the profession in the first place.
	 But then what happens in the online experience? How does one attain group 
proximity with education meditated by distance? The virtual, online classroom is 
very different from a live, physical class. The live, shared experience is replaced by the 
indifferent Internet where people are smaller, colder, coded. From a live, physical class 
to a virtual, online classroom we move from a subjective, nonautomated area to one 
that is objective, mechanical, ferociously efficient and controlled. Virtual learning used 
in education raises tough questions that are far from answered. What is the human 
connection? Is it not an innate need to create a social, cultural, verbal and non-verbal, 
eye-to-eye, touch-to-touch, open ears and empathetic heart connection to someone 
else? We get a feel for people much as we do when we enter a body of water; it is a 
surprising, many-sensations, mental and emotional agitation. The deeper we go, the 
longer it lasts, and the more all our senses provide information and knowledge.
	 Online communication does not work this way. It is starkly limited. It is not 
total immersion. Connections are limited and abstract. The scale and form of human 
association and interaction is controlled by the limits of a narrow medium. Getting 
through online is easily replaced by getting by (Ashworth, Forbes). With teaching at all 
levels at this turning point in communications one has a profession where many people 
feel cornered and have to flee. Or one remains, one adapts. From now on education will 
never be what it was. To survive and flourish will education in the United States and 
Europe at all levels have to adapt to the machinery of education replacing the human 
touch of education?

Changes in Traditional Education Quality

As teachers and educators are leaving the profession and not enough novice teachers are 
entering it, the quality of instruction will suffer—or the criterions of quality will change. 
Fewer and fewer teachers will have to deal with more and more students. The quality of 
traditional education will drop if states and ministries of education, desperate to staff 
their schools, lower the bar for teacher requirements. Such a move could potentially 
bring into the classroom greenhorn teachers who do not meet the required standards 
of teaching since they lack the necessary training skills to teach effectively. Institutions 
need to be alert to the cracks developing in their educational edifice.
	 Alternately “quality” could be redefined according to the current and future 
needs of employers. Long before systematized virtual learning existed, the basic 
School Counselor format of the American model of education at secondary and often 
higher education level–specially in state schools—sought to steer students to specific 
employment with the authoritative conduct of a guidance counselor. The School 
Counselor “evolved from a position, to a service, to a program” (Gysbers).
	 In the foreseeable future could not digital analysis and psychological profiling 
provide the deep, necessary personal analysis information that would gear a person for 
employment and for the kind of education they’d best receive? Thus quality becomes 
“fit for the job” and not acquiring the older system of training the mind that focuses on 
the values, capacities, and worth embedded in the liberal arts and the humanities.
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The Commerce of Education

Education is also an input designed to produce economic output. This is particularly 
true in the US tradition, beginning with Abraham Lincoln’s land grant model of 
public education (also known as the Morrill Act of 1862) which established colleges 
that “would provide instruction in agriculture, military tactics, the mechanic arts” 
(University of Nebraska).
	 This international education model dominated by America in the twenty-first 
century has increasingly become an “up to speed” matter. This is particularly so in all 
lines of work that have to do with commerce and management. (And what lines of work 
do not).
	 EdTech is now hugely successful on this basis of current and future needs. But 
is it for reasons of commercial profit or educational progress? Consider its astonishing 
statistics (Coleman, Institute for the Future). It is estimated that from the year two 
thousand through the year twenty-twenty-two the revenues from the eLearning 
industry have grown by more than 900%. Interest in online education was a hot item 
before the Covid-19 pandemic. But once that hit, eLearning was swallowed down faster 
by schools of all kinds than water gulped down by a parched desert wanderer. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic itself growth in the eLearning industry rose by as much as 
400%. 

The Thirst Remains (Aslam; Todorov)

Instructor-led education declined significantly during the pandemic. Colleges of 
education had to shut their doors and ramp up their computers. They slowly tried 
to catch up with the adoption of higgledy-piggledy online learning attempts–but 
very slowly. It is not just nature that abhors a vacuum, but so do society’s traditional 
institutions. The pillar of virtual learning upheld the empty classrooms of traditional 
learning. A temporary force became a permanent fixture.
	 The amount and kinds of virtual learning increased dramatically during 
the pandemic. In most developed nations at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
virtual learning represented close to one hundred percent of school time at all levels of 
education. As a result, using the USA as a gauge, as of 2022 more than 64% of American 
high school students now find themselves using online learning tools daily. A tool 
percentage that was by no means such an intense part of their previous daily routine 
(Munoz-Najar; Rodriguez). 
	 Another aspect of the current spread of virtual learning has been how the 
more educated and independently advanced students are to begin with, the better they 
take to virtual learning. It is not a matter of fortune favors the bold, but those who have 
get. Thus fifty-two percent of U.S. graduate students consider online college education 
superior to in-class learning. And thirty-nine percent of university undergraduate 
students feel that online classes are better than face-to-face classes. Virtual learning 
best amps up those who are already well prepared to learn (Kelly; Zheng).3

3	 Statistics that affirm significant preference for online education differ widely. But they agree it’s 
increased significantly among students since the pandemic.
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	 Not surprisingly, online learning EdTech gets a very positive spin from the 
US business community. Forbes (an American business magazine owned by Integrated 
Whale Media Investments and the Forbes family) has reported that online learning 
increases student retention rates between twenty-five to sixty percent (Pezold, LMS101). 
But that is a curiously wide margin. One must beware of articles that extoll virtual 
learning since they can also be “advertorials” constructed to favor commercializing 
education because the articles—like some Op Ed pieces in old legacy newspapers—are 
constructed to promote not to inform.
	 There is not a battle of the books out there, but a battle of screens versus books. 
It is fought in many ways, on many levels. Who is winning? Since the appearance of the 
Internet as a global research tool in the 1990s there is far less individualism in many 
areas of professional, scientific research since many people now use the same online 
resources on which to base their research. An amateur, banal example is how a student 
in Bangalore, India, or Bangor, Maine, will produce pretty much the same high school 
essay based on the same Wikipedia article.
	

Profit versus Pedagogy?

Could it be that eLearning is promoting a new form of Taylorism? Promoting 
education as a matter of scientific management and work efficiency? Thus EdTech 
sites typically insist that virtual learning requires forty to sixty percent less employee 
time and participants can learn up to five times more material without increasing time 
spent in training. The time gain is wondrous. The eLearning web promoter Facts and 
Stats argues how with eLearning: “companies are able to reduce the time employees 
spend on training, thus allowing them to get back to work faster, which in return 
translates into reduced costs” (Gutierrez). There is a rapid learning to revenue transfer. 
The Ambient Insight 2012-2017 Worldwide Mobile Learning Market - Executive Report 
claimed that for forty-two percent of companies surveyed eLearning led to increased 
revenue (Adkins 13).
	 The business site Facts and Stats stresses: “The thing today is not whether 
eLearning benefits your business; the real issue is whether you can afford not to join in 
the trend”—because it leads to increased revenue for one’s institution of learning. By 
which area is meant a cloudy overlap between traditional colleges and universities and 
corporate education that is provided by companies themselves (Sh!FT, Facts and Stats 
That Reveal).
	 Crucial here is a change of language. The sites, studies, and companies that 
promote the new eLearning trend tend to speak of “training” or “training methods” 
rather than “education”. “Training” being a word one is more likely to use with an animal, 
as one trains a dog to do his business in the proper place. It is talking down rather than 
to a subject. As in the old proverb “train up the child in the way he should go”.

Conclusions: Today’s Unprecedented Rationalization Process

Our time of change is mutually fascinating and frustrating for the practicing teacher. 
The problematic changes are tremendously urgent, dangerous, and yet for most 
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teachers there is little one can do about the thing except observe. We are in the court 
of changing customs, not law. Let us be frank, is there not a delinquent inadequacy 
to the learning platforms now used? Sure, some perform a mite better than others. 
But be the video conferencing systems Cisco Jabber or Webex, ClickMeeting, Google 
Meet, GoToMeeting, Microsoft Teams, Skype, Slack Video Conferencing, Teams, 
UberConference, VonageAPIs, or Zoom and a swarm of others are they not all walking 
wounded? None of them provide the environmental quality and value of a good, 
healthy, in-person teaching course.
	 So what? Is that the point? Note how numerous schools and universities now 
benefit from professors and students who work from home; this being a profitable 
extension of Covid lockdown conditions. Thus neat savings are reaped by the 
educational corporations on utility costs, cleaning services, cafeterias, all the needs of 
the physical space and place that is “school”. But a change that does not profit us, the 
teaching staff, the heart of it all.
	 Dangerous in this current environment engendered by the Covid-19 pandemic 
and its aftermath is the transition now going on. There is an underlying utilitarian 
objective to remodel education—specially higher education, and specially in America—
into mainly becoming an extension of corporate America’s needs or an entertainment 
and rite de passage business. A glorified Training and Development division of Human 
Resources Management or a canonized frat house-sorority organization.
	 Remarkable studies such as Jennifer Washburn’s University, Inc. (2005) and 
the documentary Ivory Tower (2014) predicted this prior to the pandemic. And once 
the Model T of virtual learning is invented—a video conferencing system that is cheap, 
easy to use, and universally applicable (unlike the current walking wounded)—what 
will be the need for the traditional halls of learning implanted by the nation’s earliest 
and best universities?
	 Their objective was to form a cultivated, learned class, a community fostering 
enlightenment, places that would install the “highest ideals of the New Man in the 
New World character and reputation” (Melnick). Who needs these ideals in a world 
of virtual learning? Specially when the primary objective becomes how to learn to 
follow current business needs, how to reap monetary profit for one’s company and 
one’s self, or to be hallmarked so society will know if you are certified brass, silver, or 
gold?
	 Could there currently be, on the one hand, an ultimate, unstated goal to replace 
teachers with online “teach-bots” and “learning” smartphone applications? Teachers 
would become only one IT module maintenance cost among many. On the other hand, 
this is not a conspiracy. This is the seduction of technology wed to the power of custom 
that appears to make all things easy, inevitable and more effective–specially in the 
context of modern US and European civilizations.
	 A new educational caste system will develop out of our current juncture. By 
researching policy and evolving practices now discussed in places like the US Chronicle 
of Higher Education or the Times Educational Supplement, it is reasonable to foresee 
that higher education students of the future will be more stratified than ever. Education 
is expensive. At best it is personal. Costs need to be cut the more it is spread wide, deep 
and democratically. Our historical moment heralds a solution.
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	 Students of the future will have a choice of physical, face-to-face classrooms 
(the elite); a hybrid environment that would be some physical, some virtual (less 
expensive); or classrooms that are solely screen-to-screen, home office, and use strictly 
standardized lectures and learning attainment expectations (the least expensive). 
Education is gradually undergoing an unprecedented rationalization process.
	 Consider how the object of life for many is money and power. Traditional 
education can build a close-knit elite; the liberal arts can be used to build power groups. 
Perhaps like Aristotle’s academy in Naoussa for Alexander and his cohort? After all, do 
we not see in many (most?) of our students that it is the place, the associations they 
form, not the content of their classes, that is the most important thing for them and 
their paying parents? University lasts four years, but undergraduate friendships and the 
alumni associations go on forever.
	 Perhaps this sounds a bit like the Alpha, Beta, Gamma, caste-building structure 
of Brave New World? But is it not reasonable to suspect that our historical turning 
point, the juncture of culture, technology, economic and corporate needs, government 
policy and a leaderless, chaotic populist civic base encourage this kind of development? 
What is the alternative?
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Introduction

The term intelligence defies a generalized definition and is open to interpretations 
from a range of disciplines (Legg and Hutter). Intelligence, according to Howard 
Gardner in Frames of Mind, can be associated with the identification of problems, 
the ability of solving problems, and the aptness of exploiting opportunities of 
tackling problems to generate new knowledge (64-65). He further develops the 
theory of multiple intelligences that pigeonholed intelligence into different 
modalities, covering linguistic, musical, logical-mathematical, spatial, and bodily-
kinesthetic aspects (77-249). Despite being conscious of renewed scholarly 
interests in spiritual intelligence, he chooses not to add it to his classifications for 
he considers the choice of intelligences a matter of judgment (xxi).
	 Other scholars, Danah Zohar and Ian Marshall notably, propose spiritual 
intelligence independent of rational intelligence and emotional intelligence as the 
most fundamental level of human intelligence (SQ). For reasons of celebrating the 
values of cultural pluralism at the time of globalization their word choice spiritual 
bears no relations to religion, and they treat spiritual intelligence as moral intelligence 
that guides “goodness, truth, beauty, and compassion in our lives” (Spiritual Capital 
3). However, spirituality owes a deep root to religion, and was used to refer to the 
Spirit of God that distinguishes human intelligence from the non-rational creation 
or even to the clerical state during the Middle Ages (Sheldrake 2-3). It is, as some 
argue, the subjective turn which reorients life from others’ external expectation 
to the self ’s internal experience that renders spirituality secular (Woodhead and 
Heelas). 
	 Researchers have noticed that students are increasingly in need of a 
spiritual dimension in their education experience. Some even call for integrating 
spirituality and religion into higher education so that their needs would be satisfied 
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(Chickering et al.). In fact, many American universities were established with 
religious backgrounds. In the past, religion was deemed important in shaping 
the American academic life. For example, Daniel Coit Gilman, the first president 
of Johns Hopkins University, regarded his work at the university as a Christian 
ministry and held that “The ultimate end of all educational and scientific effort, 
as well as of all legislation and statesmanship—is identical with that at which 
Christianity aims... ‘Peace on earth, good will to men” (qdt in Marsden 157).
	 How did religion and spirituality gradually disappear in the American 
academic experience? Some mention the impact of the separation of church and 
state in the First Amendment to the US Constitution on education. Historically, 
the Catholics employed this jurisprudential principle to pressure the Supreme 
Court in order to ensure that Protestant indoctrination would be kept away from 
public education. On the other hand, the child benefit theory and the coercion test 
further permitted state financial support, which could reduce religious elements 
in teaching activities by providing secular textbooks, to private and parochial 
schools (Russell and Richardson). Others allude to the pressure of social change on 
educators with religious background. George Marsden believes that the growing 
diversity in America from 1870 to the 20th century encouraged liberal Protestant 
intellectuals to advance knowledge in the form of free inquiry, and as the academic 
society broadened its vision of scientific naturalism and cultural pluralism, higher 
education became more and more secular (The Soul of the American University). On 
a different note, Philip Gleason contends that the coming of modernity seriously 
challenged the so-called Catholic Renaissance of synthesizing knowledge and 
faith for the lofty cause of rejuvenating Western civilization and forced Catholic 
educators to embrace the scientific and instrumental components of modern 
society as advocated by the Second Vatican Council (Contending with Modernity). 
	 These arguments anchor their explanatory power within the socio-
institutional framework, yet only slightly make allowances for the intellectual 
reasoning of what religion is. This paper, therefore, will forage into the paradigm 
shift of understanding religion at the turn of the 20th century to formulate a response. 
The main focus of this paper is on how William James, the “Father of American 
psychology,” has revolutionarily repositioned religion in relation to intelligence 
to facilitate the secularization of acquiring knowledge at minimum cost of belief. 
Though James does not articulate a clear-cut definition of intelligence, he places 
it in the philosophical conundrum of comprehending the ultimate design of the 
universe to embroider its intricacy:

	Is the Kosmos an expression of intelligence rational in its inward nature, or 
a brute external fact pure and simple? If we find ourselves, in contemplating 
it, unable to banish the impression that it is a realm of final purposes, that it 
exists for the sake of something, we place intelligence at the heart of it and 
have a religion. If, on the contrary, in surveying its irremediable flux, we can 
think of the present only as so much mere mechanical sprouting from the 
past, occurring with no reference to the future, we are atheists and material-
ists. (The Principles of Psychology 8)
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	 Accordingly, intelligence is understood as a belief vested in the unfolding 
of universal rationality. To be intelligent is to have a penetrating consciousness 
of the ultimate purposes beyond the known material facts and to plan the future 
with these purposes in mind. “In all ages,” James believes, “the man whose 
determinations are swayed by reference to the most distant ends has been held to 
possess the highest intelligence” (23). Religion, on the other hand, is a concomitant 
of intelligence. As long as intelligence remains a belief in ultimate ends, religion is 
the system of this belief. If the intentionality is not directed toward this belief, both 
intelligence and religion yield to materialism and atheism. 
	 Therefore, in the original framework of James’s psychology, there is a 
reciprocal causation between intelligence and religion. Intelligence is the inward 
dimension of religion, while religion is the outward representation of intelligence. 
Later, in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), James realizes that if religion 
is not analyzed in the scope of its institutional aspects but its working on human 
consciousness, or religious experience, religion could be seen as spirituality. 
Thence a certain trinity of intelligence, religion, and spirituality is established. 
However, this trinity is unstable. If religion can reflect how human consciousness 
registers objectivity, the growing human propensity to employ objectivity to 
generate knowledge will favor science as an alternative intelligence over religion. 
Moreover, the secularization of intelligence will in turn exclude spirituality. In this 
case, Gardner’s intelligence without references to religion and spirituality will hold. 
If religion is only approached at the personal level, religion will be overtaken by 
spirituality. In this case, Zohar and Marshall’s spiritual intelligence without taking 
religion into consideration will hold. 
	 How does James save this trinity from its potential evolvement into a 
trilemma? I argue that James intentionally treats religion as an inevitable object 
of science. As science demands truth seeking and religion possesses a wealth 
of phenomena that await scientific explanations, the scientific study of religion 
mutually reinforces the research value of religion and positivism of science. This 
partially explains why American higher education system used to see science and 
religion in no essential conflicts with each other. Because James cherishes the 
individual experience of religion, he in his reconstruction of religion as spirituality 
achieves what Woodhead and Heelas call the subjective turn of religion. Due 
to the difficulty of accommodating the individual needs of spirituality, religion 
gradually exits from the groves of academe as an institution to govern spirituality. 
Since spirituality is personal and evades the precepts imposed by religious groups, 
to prevent spirituality go awry James further develops a criterion for measuring 
the soundness of spirituality. Hiring spirituality to uphold virtue and condemn 
evil in society embodies James’s version of spiritual intelligence. Finally, James’s 
psychological analysis of religion is grounded on the “varieties of religious 
experience,” which elicit world religions and entail cultural relativism. World 
religions are at heart systems of redemption and people accept any specific religion 
based on their own understanding of religious experience and needs of searching 
for meaning in life. Once the academics in rigid scientific attitude recognize this 
pluralism in religion, the comparative study of religions emerges to promote 
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the necessary scientific naturalism and cultural pluralism for extending studies 
of religion, which is in accord with Marsden’s argument. Thus, the connotation 
of intelligence in James’s reappraisal of religion is at least extended to scientific 
intelligence, spiritual intelligence, and cultural intelligence. Scientific intelligence 
seeks to harmonize religion and science. Spiritual intelligence aims at appeasing the 
individuals without making them lose touch with the society. Cultural intelligence 
pleads for a cross-cultural and interreligious dialogue. On this account, the trinity 
of intelligence, spirituality, and religion sustains. 
	 This paper is divided into five sections. The first and the last section 
corresponds to Introduction and Conclusion respectively. Section 2 will demonstrate 
how James manages to employ his philosophies of empiricism, pragmatism, and 
pluralism to bridge the gap between secular study of and scientific study of religion 
and how he sees the scientific study of religion can avoid the danger of scientism. 
Section 3 will explain James’s way of transforming religion into spirituality and 
answer why spirituality and religion are still of importance in the age of science. 
Section 4 will focus on James’s analyses of world religions and unveil how any 
specific religion can be interpreted in James’s worldview. 

The Scientific Understanding of Religion

For centuries, explaining religion had been the exclusive domain of the clergy. 
People were encouraged to follow religious sects’ teaching of doctrines while 
warned against indulging themselves with creative religious interpretations. 
Studying religion for the sake of religion did not become less appealing until the 
advent of the Enlightenment that advanced the progress of natural sciences and 
curated skepticism toward religion. The uneasy relationship between religion and 
science accelerated in the 19th century and culminated in the Victorian crisis of 
faith. 
	 The German-born British philologist and Orientalist Max Müller was not 
a skeptic of religion so much as one of the harbingers who innovatively employed 
secular and scientific methods to study religion. His lectures delivered at the Royal 
Institution were later compiled into the book Introduction to the Science of Religion 
in which he justified the free inquiry of religion: “True reverence is shown in 
treating every subject, however sacred, however dear to us, with perfect confidence; 
without fear and without favour; with tenderness and love by all means, but, before 
all, with an unfinishing and uncompromising loyalty to truth” (Müller 6). Müller’s 
impartiality and truth-seeking spirit encouraged scientific neutrality of examining 
religion in the latter half of the 19th century free of the shackles of theology. His 
“science of religion” further brought him to present his works in the Gifford 
Lectures, which were founded by the will of Lord Adam Gifford with the purpose 
of promoting natural theology that attempts to bridge “secular and religious views 
of self and world” (Long), from 1888 to 1892 in Glasgow, Scotland. Apparently, a 
secular understanding of religion ceased attracting vehement critiques in Europe 
in the late 19th century and a new trend of studying religion “scientifically” was 
winning academic interests. 
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	 The other side of the Atlantic might take some time to catch up with 
European countries in terms of intellectual debates but was never absent in the 
absorbing of any innovative academic topics. In 1897 William James was invited 
by the Gifford Lectures to make a presentation in Edinburgh but he postponed 
it until 1899-1901 due to health problems. Besides, he needed additional time to 
realize his ambition of overtaking his father Henry James Sr. by synthesizing grand 
topics of mind and faith under public scrutiny (Hart 521). In front of the learned 
audience in Great Britain, he confesses that he has been influenced by European 
academia at University of Harvard and has studied the Scottish philosophy of 
natural religion (Varieties 1-2). However, as a psychologist unfamiliar with theology 
and the history of religions, he is only capable of providing a descriptive survey of 
subjective religious phenomena by drawing sources from documents written by 
self-conscious men who “were most accomplished in the religious life and best 
able to give an intelligible account of their ideas and motives” (2-3). It is worth 
noting that he refers to his selected documents as documents humains (3). James 
was clearly influenced by the school of naturalism in France since the French word 
document, as evidenced in Edmond de Goncourt’s La faustin and Émile Zola’s Le 
Roman expérimental, was conceived as necessary raw materials to “build,” in the 
metaphorical sense of architecture, rather than “invent” books (de La Tour). Later, 
this artistic usage of document for the sake of objectivism was applied scientifically 
for pathological purposes, and the word document humain was tantamount to 
“l’exact équivalent du Fait, du Phénomène, matériaux élémentaires de toute science 
concrète” (Segalen 17). James’s mention of his method of analyzing information 
from documents demonstrates his attitude of scientific objectivism toward religion 
and informs that he stays current with the progress in European scientific methods.
	 James then sets up his standard to gauge the nature and philosophic 
significance of religion. He deems that the existential judgment answers religion’s 
nature while the spiritual judgment, or Werthurtheil (Werturteil in obsolete German 
spelling), explains its value (Varieties 4). To demonstrate what an existential 
judgment can be, he takes the higher criticism of Biblical Studies that examines 
the historical facts and conditions of producing the Bible as an example. To explain 
the spiritual judgment, he points out that each soul has his own perception of the 
revelation value of the Bible. By emphasizing that the choice of judgments can lead to 
two fundamentally different evaluations of religion, James began his philosophical 
criticism of the Bible that corresponds to both the historical and textual schools of 
biblical criticism. Scholar David C. Lamberth believes that James was immersing 
himself in the philosophical discussion of religion in preparation for the Gifford 
Lectures, and therefore a philosophical reading of Varieties should be recommended 
(William James and the Metaphysics of Experience 106-07). It is obvious that James 
philosophizes religion to a certain extent, which confirms with Lamberth’s belief, 
but James apparently does so to make connections between biology and history 
(existential judgment), psychology and philosophy (spiritual judgment), as he states: 
“When I handle them biologically and psychologically as if they were mere curious 
facts of individual history” (Varieties 6). In other words, he only observes the nature 
and philosophy of religion through the lens of empiricism and psychology. 
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	 Next, James makes a bold iconoclastic move by calling religious leaders 
“pattern-setters” (6) and indicating the “nervous instability” (6) in their life 
experience. It is, as James believes, their pathological features such as “trances, 
heard voices, seen visions” (7) that help them become religiously influential and 
authoritative. As a result, a specific religion under the umbrella of religion mirrors 
a psychological pattern in the spectrum of psychological patterns. Implicitly, people 
choose their belief according to their psychological characteristics. 
	 Further, James warns against the danger of oversimplifying the concept 
of religion: “the word ‘religion’ cannot stand for any single principle or essence,” 
he continues, “but is rather a collective name” (26). By doing so, he confirms the 
complexity and plurality inherent in religion and supports his empiricist method 
of dipping into religious experience as deep as possible to deal with the topic. 
Previously in his preface to The Will to Believe (1896), James defines his philosophic 
attitude as radical empiricism:

I say ‘empiricism,’ because it is contented to regard its most assured conclu-
sions concerning matters of fact as hypotheses liable to modification in the 
course of future experience; and I say ‘radical,’ because it treats the doc-
trine of monism itself as an hypothesis, and, unlike so much of the half-way 
empiricism that is current under the name of positivism or agnosticism or 
scientific naturalism, it does not dogmatically affirm monism as something 
with which all experience has got to square. (vii-viii)

	 That said, James’s radical empiricism treats existing conclusions from all 
matters of fact as fallible hypotheses yet to be modified, and against the dogmatic 
nature of monism his philosophy evinces the inclination to pluralism. Strikingly 
similar to Karl Popper’s idea of falsification that invites scientific theories to be 
constantly tested for refutations (The Logic of Scientific Discovery), James’s fallibility-
based empiricism critically questions the classical empiricist view that conclusions 
from observations are unfailing. He is consistent with radical empiricism in writing 
Varieties, and on the premise that religion is fallible and/or one specific research on 
religion is equally fallible, he is able to conduct his idiosyncratic inquiry based on 
the discipline of psychology without taking institutional and theological aspects of 
religion into consideration.
	 James is also known for his philosophy of pluralism. “Pluralism,” according 
to him, “in exorcising the absolute, exorcises the great de-realizer of the only life we 
are at home in, and thus redeems the nature of reality from essential foreignness” 
(A Pluralistic Universe 49-50). Connecting pluralism and empiricism, he highly 
values the multidimensionality in individual experience: “Every end, reason, 
motive, object of desire or aversion, ground of sorrow or joy that we feel is in the 
world of finite multifariousness, for only in that world does anything really happen, 
only there do events come to pass” (50). Correspondingly, he “arbitrarily” (Varieties 
31) articulates his own definition of religion: “The feelings, acts, and experiences 
of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand 
in relation to whatever they may consider the divine” (31). Situating religious 
experience at the individual level, James not only realizes the subjective turn of 
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religion by disregarding the community values of Christianity, exemplified in “For 
where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them” (Matthew 
18:20), but also validates that the perception-based religion is pluralistic and 
deserves plural examinations. 
	 It is likely that James’s pluralism has influenced the scientific attitude of 
John Dewey, who happens to be the successor of James’s philosophy of pragmatism. 
Dewey firmly believes that science is too complicated to be dealt with one-sidedly, 
and “in the house which science might build there are many mansions” (“Unity of 
Science as a Social Problem” 34). However, he, unlike James, is perhaps convinced 
by e pluribus unum and regards science as a “social unity” (32) to which there is 
a pressing need of uniting all fields of science. The reason for James not to favor 
unity over plurality may rest upon his criticism of monism and his contention 
that “absolute unity, in spite of brilliant dashes in its direction, still remains 
undiscovered, still remains a Grenzbegriff” (Will viii). Hence the search for a 
unified theory in science or for the omniscience in religion, in James’s view, helps 
little for stimulating an understanding of the multifilament of world mysteries. 
Instead, a pluralist philosophy could endorse investigations of discoveries from 
multiple perspectives and different disciplinary approaches.
	 James is attentive to the human mental capacity of making abstractions 
from the concrete. Echoing Ralph Waldo Emerson, Kant, and Plato, he suggests 
that the ability to perceive the abstract permits the understanding of the nature 
of things, and it is abstract ideas that make concrete objects meaningful: “As time, 
space, and the ether soak through all things, so (we feel) do abstract and essential 
goodness, beauty, strength, significance, justice, soak through all things good, 
strong, significant and just” (Varieties 56). Reversely, it is also possible to create the 
concrete from the abstract. Once people sense the abstract law and order of nature, 
there is an anthropomorphic tendency of attributing human qualities to natural 
entities for evidence of their perceptions which explains the birth of Greek gods 
(58). To draw an inference from James’s findings, the human beings’ capacity of 
feeling the presence of the objective and their propensity for employing subjective 
senses to creatively describe the invisible inaugurate the basis of religion and usher 
in the endless search for truth. 
	 On the relationship between religion and science, evidently, James was 
influenced by Charles Darwin who inspired his evolutionary theory of consciousness 
(Taylor). Religion, according to James, mixes the transcendentalist perception of 
abstract values from the physical world and the sensationalist metaphoric description 
of divine wonders. Religion agrees with science in basing discourses on abstractions, 
yet the strictly objective attitude of science in the interests of explaining truth free of 
interferences from artistic expressions and religious personification separates science 
from religion. The development of epistemic objectivity in human consciousness 
catalyzes the birth of religion while its further development induces science. Science, 
from the evolutionary perspective, can thus be seen as an epistemological descendant 
of religion. In James’s time religion was yielding to science: “‘Science’ in many minds 
is genuinely taking the place of a religion. Where this is so, the scientist treats the 
‘Law of Nature’ as objective facts to be revered” (Varieties 57).
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	 If the evolution of consciousness along the asymptote of approaching 
objectivity is directly conductive to the birth of science as a reliable source for 
intelligence, why is there a need for a retrospective survey of religion for inspiration? 
James later in his celebrated Pragmatism (1907) concludes that the philosophy of 
pragmatism was the core of his studies of religion. Contrary to sentimentalists’ 
preference of emotions over abstract values as truth or rationalists’ insistence on 
unconditional “principles” as truth (Pragmatism 227-231), James’s pragmatism 
positions truth conditionally in the process of being verified in relation to 
an idea: “Truth happens to an idea. It becomes true, is made true by events. Its 
verity is in fact an event, a process: the process namely of its verifying itself, its 
veri-fication. Its validity is the process of its valid-ation” (201, the italics are the 
author’s). Consequently, the process of verifying religious experience interlocks the 
philosophy of pragmatism. 
	 Taking Varieties and Pragmatism together, it is plain to see James’s logic: 
1) Anything religious can be identified as an object of consciousness: “All our 
attitudes, moral, practical, or emotional, as well as religious, are due to the ‘objects’ 
of our consciousness, the things which we believe to exist, whether really or ideally, 
along with ourselves” (Varieties 53); 2) An object perceived is an observable source 
for the verification process: “To attain perfect clearness in our thoughts of an 
object, then, we need only consider what conceivable effects of a practical kind the 
object may involve—what sensations we are to expect from it, and what reactions 
we must prepare” (Pragmatism 46-47); 3) The varieties of religious experience 
inevitably lead to a diversity of verification processes which further enrich the 
toolkits of pragmatism for truth seeking and motivate the philosophy to refine 
itself constantly: “You see that pragmatism can be called religious, if you allow 
that religion can be pluralistic or merely melioristic in type…. The various over-
beliefs of men, their several faith-ventures, are in fact what are needed to bring the 
evidence in. You will probably make your own ventures severally” (300-01). Thus, 
studying religion in the age of science constitutes a pragmatist’s acknowledgment 
of the fallibility of science in truth verification. 
	 As a lifetime opponent of dogmatism and supporter of pluralism, James 
detested the monopolization of truth and foresaw the danger of scientism. His 
attempt to study religion scientifically from the perspective of psychology serves 
his philosophy of pragmatism teleologically. His hope was to encourage researchers 
to exploit their liberty of making choices for a sound judgment in verifying truth. 
He raised the awareness of the intellectual entanglement of science and religion and 
left the question for the academia in the future to find out a solution. “If radically 
tough,” says James, “the hurly-burly of the sensible facts of nature will be enough 
for you, and you will need no religion at all” (301).

Religion as Spirituality

In a world where the correlation between science and intelligence is becoming 
positive, is religion still related to intelligence? It is necessary to recall that the 
subtitle of Varieties is “A Study in Human Nature.” In nature, there are universally 



121Intelligence Inside Out: William James’s Reappraisal of Religion

applicable laws that work independently of human activities. Science is the formal 
logic to measure and describe as precise as possible these laws. However, human 
nature is kaleidoscopic and there can never be a consensus on what it is or how it 
should be. Religion, as the carrier of inexhaustible human experience, provides 
a fruitful account of human feelings, dispositions, actions and confers meanings 
to life. Moreover, the topic of religion covers the areas of human consciousness 
neglected by the emerging discipline of psychology, as James states frankly: “It is 
as if there were in the human consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of objective 
presence, a perception of what we may call ‘something there,’ more deep and more 
general than any of the special and particular ‘senses’ by which the current 
psychology supposes existent realities to be originally revealed” (Varieties 58, the 
italics are the author’s). Religion is hence the ineluctable source for unearthing 
the hidden reality of the way human is. It is for these reasons that James resorts to 
religion for his inquisition into human nature. 
	 However, as James deliberately dismisses the institutional aspects of religion 
and sticks to the psychological viewpoint, religion in Varieties is not religious so 
much as it is spiritual. Correspondingly, human nature is spirituality in essence. 
James sees the Emersonian sense of religion as one of the earliest attempts to 
separate spirituality from gods or anything material: “Not a deity in concreto, not a 
superhuman person, but the immanent divinity in things, the essentially spiritual 
structure of the universe, is the object of the transcendentalist cult” (31-32). Like 
Ralph Waldo Emerson, James believes in the autonomy of spirituality. Disagreeing 
with the then physiological theory and materialist scientists’ “medical materialism” 
(13) which holds that everything in mind is organically founded, he argues that 
spirituality is unattached to the physical makeup because spiritual values can shift, 
and this shifting is not determined by the fixed physiological structure and will not 
lead to any physiological changes (14). Therefore, spirituality, in James’s analysis, 
has nothing to do with neurology and cannot be evaluated by natural sciences. 
Rather, James poses three criteria to judge spirituality: immediate luminousness, 
philosophical reasonableness, and moral helpfulness (18). The first criterion refers 
to human immediate inner feelings and instincts. The second is about making 
opinions logically coherent with the system of philosophy. With the last one, aligning 
feelings, opinions and ideas, along with moral obligations, is involved. Therefore, by 
James’s standards, spiritual intelligence is intuitive, reflective, and moral. 
	 James further separates the spiritual state from religious phenomena, as 
he writes: “Religious melancholy, whatever peculiarities it may have quâ religious, 
is at any rate melancholy” (24). The relation between religion and spirituality is 
hence delicate. Religion can summon up spirituality. Once spirituality comes into 
existence, be it a sub-phenomenon derived from religion, it is nevertheless self-
standing. If this causality link is to be suspended for the purpose of ontology, then 
spiritual experience is religious experience per se and vice versa. In Varieties the 
boundaries between religion and spirituality are intentionally blurred and these two 
terms are often used interchangeably to corroborate James’s ultimate secularization 
of religion: “Religion, whatever it is, is a man’s total reaction upon life” (35). To be 
religious, radically speaking, is to be concurrently spiritual and worldly.
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	 James acknowledges the existence of the so-called “unseen,” i.e., what is 
beyond the sensory perception of naked eyes. He takes a pragmatic stance and 
harks back to the Kantian idea of praktischer Hinsicht to postulate that people’s 
faith in the existence of unintelligible objects can “have a definite meaning for 
our practice” (Varieties 55). Consequently, what matters is not whether God can 
be verifiable but the phenomenon that the inner consciousness of believing in the 
unseen order even without commanding one’s faculties to prove its existence can 
change life positively. It is the interaction between everyday behaviors against the 
unseen’s giant shadow and the manifest faith in the eternally mystical unseen that 
forms a distinctive reality in human experience. As a philosopher of pragmatism 
who adheres to the scientific rigor of his time, this is the best that James can do to 
prove the invisible order without involving mysticism. Beyond this, he could only 
speculate that humanity is enclosed in the divine plan: “in the metaphysical and 
religious sphere, articulate reasons are cogent for us only when our inarticulate 
feelings of reality have already been impressed in favor of the same conclusion” 
(74). That being so, spirituality, by engaging in the human consciousness of the 
unseen absolute order, is the revelation of divine reasons. 
	 The spiritual response to what is unseen can shepherd believers into an 
elevated life. Practically, to boost personal and social morale, it is even worth 
investing faith in “the unseen.” Congruent with James’s third criterion which is 
the moral helpfulness in judging spirituality, the belief that “there is an unseen 
order, and that our supreme good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto” 
(53) tells how the completeness of the cosmic order could inspire people to pursue 
a higher goal of moral perfection. Religious life could be no more spiritual than 
steeling oneself in human completion as if he/she is the agent of the unseen.
	 Besides the unseen moral goods, there are unseen abstract values that can 
be perceived from encountering objects to make life more fulfilled. James referred 
to Plato for his theory of ideas and Emerson for his discovery of “abstract divineness 
of things” to demonstrate that the human intellect is fully aware of values that are 
“worthy of worship” (57) from the earthly. Plato’s Symposium particularly arrests 
James’s attention:

	The true order of going is to use the beauties of earth as steps along which 
one mounts upwards for the sake of that other Beauty, going from one to 
two, and from two to all fair forms, and from fair forms to fair actions, and 
from fair actions to fair notions until from fair notions he arrives at the no-
tion of absolute Beauty, and at last knows what the essence of Beauty is. (qtd. 
in Varieties 57)

	 This quotation from Symposium is indicative of the human understanding 
of abstraction yet also aims at reaching an accord of Plato’s emphasis on “fair 
actions” with James’s practicality of belief in the unseen.  
	 The meaning of “fair actions” is at least twofold in the context of Varieties. 
First, putting knowledge into practice is a necessary step to approach truth in the 
philosophy of pragmatism. Only by the process of starting from the material to 
the conceptual then to the action and finally to the notion can a person have a 
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thorough grasp of what roles of “the seen” and “the unseen” play in the constitution 
of the reality. Second, reality does not exist inertly but is incessantly being shaped 
by the interplay of action and notion. James is suggesting that spirituality, as 
cognitive intelligence, can discern both the good and the bad. To realize the best of 
all possible worlds, human beings should exploit their spiritual potential to draw 
inspirations from the sublime and do good things for the betterment of life. This 
suggestion also appears in his essay “The Moral Equivalent of War” (1910) where 
James admits that human nature contains “inferiors” which can lead to militarism 
but the same energy and passion behind bellicosity, if guided rightly by morals, can 
be transfigured in preparation for utopia (James).
	 The rise of science marks a crisis for religion and is endowed with the 
potential to disturb spirituality. In “Is Life Worth Living?” (1895), James names two 
life attitudes, optimism and pessimism, as “definitions of the world” (Will 60). He 
is more concerned with pessimism for he observes that science has explained what 
religion fails to explain, and consequently a great disenchantment with religion 
appears in the modern society, which could frustrate believers’ piousness and 
hence lead to their mental instability. Instead of remaining neutral to these two 
dissimilar life philosophies, he treats pessimism as “a religious disease” (39) and 
suggests that true faith is the courage to believe unshakably in the possibilities of 
life, which can produce optimism: “But the craving, when the mind is pent in to the 
‘hard facts,’ especially as science now reveals them, can breed pessimism, quite as 
easily as it breeds optimism when it inspires religious trust and fancy to wing their 
way to another and a better world” (40).
	 In Varieties, optimism and pessimism evolve into “healthy-mindedness” 
and the “sick soul” respectively. Healthy-mindedness refers to “the tendency which 
looks on all things and sees that they are good” (Varieties 87), yet the sick soul is 
the judgment that “the evil aspects of our life are of its very essence” (131). James 
here no longer grants value preferences to these two spiritual tendencies and argues 
that both complement each other for a full picture of human experience since life 
is replete with good and bad moments. However, the sick souls can “be twice-
born in order to be happy” (166). As James in Lecture VIII, IX and X implies, 
spirituality unifies contrasting mental states and divided souls. And the conversion 
in Christianity is in fact a healing action that reconciles the evil elements in life with 
the Holy Spirit and promises deliverance from the otherwise unbearable weight of 
original sin and Weltschmerz. 
	 Accordingly, it is safe to conclude that regardless of the expansion of 
modern science, religion and its double at the personal level spirituality will 
continue to provide emotional support to people who are overcoming difficulties in 
life. James’s separation of religion and spirituality offers two manners for salvation. 
Either you stay with the religious communities for a collective salvation or turn to 
the self for a personal transformation. As varieties of individualism are burgeoning 
in the US schooling experience (Kusserow), spirituality for its weightiness of 
subjective experience gradually replaces religion which traditionally played a role 
in soul healing, though. 



124 Yi Zhang

Varieties of Religion

James’s analysis of world religions enlarges the scope of Varieties. Despite his 
appreciation for the “healthy-minded joyousness” found in the Greek belief system 
of polytheism, James contends that “They [Greeks] knew no joys comparable 
in quality of preciousness to those which we shall erelong see that Brahmans, 
Buddhists, Christians, Mohammedans, twice-born people whose religion is non-
naturalistic, get from their several creeds of mysticism and renunciation” (143). 
His mention of Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam is by no means 
coincidental. Socio-historically speaking, the postbellum Transcendentalists 
inherited the antebellum Transcendentalism’s assimilation of cultural elements from 
Asian religious traditions to their romantic reverie of the Orient. Yet influenced by 
the new Orientalist scholarly movement in Europe, they also sought to actively 
popularize Oriental themes in American publications and academe and compared 
world religions in the light of Darwinian evolutionism (Versluis). Considering this, 
it is not surprising to see that James investigates these world religions conceptually 
as “twice-born” religions that move beyond the stage of natural religions and 
possess a coherent system of philosophy, morals, and spirituality ready for new 
interpretations. On account of personal academic interests and the national 
sprawling fever for Orientalism, James later in A Pluralistic Universe concludes his 
experiment of using a variety of religious traditions as sources for psychological 
analysis: “it is high time for the basis of discussion in these questions to be 
broadened and thickened up” (Pluralistic 330). 
	 Hinduism along with Stoicism and Buddhism, according to James, can 
best explain “both the humility as to one’s self and the charity towards others 
which characterize spiritual excitement” (Varieties 279). At the personal level, 
it concentrates the “consciousness upon the moment at hand” (290) and secures 
inner equilibrium and inward tranquility. Situating Hinduism in his Lectures XI, 
XII, and XIII on Saintliness, James finds that this religion is capable of arousing 
“spiritual emotions” (271) for general causes of humanities to overcome the 
personal “instinctive repugnance” (284) toward others which could handicap the 
self-other relationship, and consequently contributes to the saintly character. For 
this reason, Hinduism integrates the personal into the social. 
	 In a larger sense, Hinduism is the medium between the Self and the 
Cosmos. By quoting the Upanishads, James recognizes in the Vedanta school the 
unity of the Self and Brahman for ultimate truth seeking: “That art Thou! Not a 
part, not a mode of That, but identically That, that absolute Spirit of the World” 
(qtd. in Varieties 419). Moreover, he sees the union of the individual and the 
Absolute as the “great mystic achievement” (419) for understanding the unseen 
reality. Religious mysticism in Hinduism “is dualistic in Sankhya, and monistic in 
Vedanta philosophy” (425), but whatever its nature, it belongs to Hinduism, one of 
the accumulated traditions that form “one half of mysticism” (426). 
	 In James’s opinion, Hinduism is purely a spiritual religion. He rejects claims 
of any scientific proof of the Hindu mystic cosmic experience, as he subsequently 
in Pragmatism criticizes Hindu philosopher Vivekananda’s notion of the Atman or 



125Intelligence Inside Out: William James’s Reappraisal of Religion

the Universal Self: “it is indeed not a scientific use, for we can make no particular 
deductions from it. It is emotional and spiritual together” (274). Following this 
logic, the contemporary idea of “Hindu Science” may be considered by him as a 
pseudoscience. 
	 To say the least, James’s understanding of the Hindu religion differs little 
from the imagination of antebellum Transcendentalists that Hinduism is the “soul 
of an essentially spiritual and mystical India that provided a needed balance to 
Western materialism and Protestant practicality” (Altman 102). However, his 
emphasizing Hinduism’s feature in uniting personal experience and religious 
mysticism provides a fresh perspective in the working of human intelligence for 
connecting the individual with the social, the spiritual, and the universal.
	 James considers Buddhism as one of the “systems of thought which the 
world usually calls religious, and yet which do not positively assume a God” 
(Varieties 31) and a religion “in which the pessimistic elements are best developed 
after (165). Buddhism, then, is interpreted by him as an atheistic religion that targets 
at spiritual suffering. For the sick souls, the Buddha is a perfect sympathizer. James 
notices that Leo Tolstoy quotes from the Buddha when the literary giant is trying 
to find answers for deep questions of life such as “Why?” “Wherefore?” “What for?” 
(153-55). Though Tolstoy concludes these questions with a disillusionment in life, 
James believes his intellectual debate on life and religion somehow “led to Tolstoy’s 
recovery” (156). 
	 James appreciates the Buddha’s teaching of the “middle way,” which cautions 
disciples against two extremes, that of mortification and that of desire and pleasure 
(361). The healthy-minded risk hedonism while the sick souls take a chance with 
asceticism. James’s highlighting the “middle way” seems to remind the healthy-
minded people that there are many others experiencing a time of tribulation; and 
the Buddhist teaching intimates that both happiness and sadness could evolve into 
extremes that disrupt the peace of mind for a balanced life. True inner wisdom 
would take both extremes into consideration and make “one thing as indifferent to 
us as another, and thus leads to rest, to peace, and to Nirvana” (361-62).
	 In terms of the cosmic experience of uniting Man and God for internal 
concentration, Buddhism is compared by James to Hinduism. The Buddhists not 
only share the practice of samādhi (the highest stage of meditation for completing 
the unity) with the Hindus but also have their own dhyāna for “higher states of 
contemplation” (401) where everything, including indifference, memory, and self-
consciousness, lapses into voidness. Buddhism lets the satisfied sense of unity in 
Hinduism go. Therefore, James believes that Buddhism is more developed than 
Hinduism regarding meditation and contemplation for personal enlightenment. 
Dhyāna is “not yet Nirvana,” James continues, “but as close an approach to it as this 
life affords” (402).
	 David Scott observes that James’s discourse on the fluidity of consciousness 
bears a philosophical resemblance to Buddhism’s “stream of consciousness,” and his 
luminousness, philosophical reasonableness, and moral helpfulness for evaluation 
of spirituality run parallel with Buddhist teachings about samādhi, prajñā (wisdom), 
and śīla (ethics) (“William James and Buddhism: American Pragmatism and the 
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Orient”). It is likely that James was directly influenced by the Buddhist philosophy 
when he was about to write about consciousness and religion. This should not come 
as a surprise since American Victorianism was known for its active engagement 
in critically examining the philosophy of Buddhism (Tweed), while the “agnostic 
views of ultimate reality and nonsubstantialist views of selfhood” (154) in the 
late-Victorian America permitted atheistic discussions on a wide range of topics, 
consciousness included.
	 Apropos of the Abrahamic religions, Christianity is the most familiar 
to James. Christianity in totality, as James proposes, is transcendental and anti-
empirical: “The whole force of the Christian religion…so far as belief in the 
divine personages determines the prevalent attitude of the believer, is in general 
exerted by the instrumentality of pure ideas, of which nothing in the individual’s 
past experience directly serves as a model” (54). Thus, it is the craving for what 
is beyond individual consciousness that constitutes the faith of God. Various 
Christian denominations are covered in Varieties but the proportion of medieval 
Christian mysticism, Quietism, Pietism, and the Quakers is comparatively sizeable 
since these religious bodies tend to emphasize a personal relationship with God 
and can therefore provide abundant documents humains for James’s analysis of 
spirituality. These Christian sources for mystic experience complement the sources 
James collects for Hinduism and Buddhism to make an interreligious dialogue on 
mysticism possible. 
	 How come the Spirit of Jesus Christ could bypass the intermediary of 
religious community to reach the individual? James postulates that it was the 
“crisis of self-surrender” that stimulated Christianity to develop inwardly. Left in 
his forlornness, the individual has a pressing demand for an “immediate spiritual 
help,” and this very demand incentives the shift of popularity from Catholicism 
to Lutheranism, Lutheranism to Calvinism, Calvinism to Wesleyanism, and 
eventually Wesleyanism to transcendental idealism, in order of the individual’s 
attachment to God’s grace (Varieties 211). James quotes Martin Luther’s message 
of personal experience to surmise that “Nothing in Catholic theology…has ever 
spoken to sick souls” (245-46). Duly, the rise of Protestantism can be attributable to 
its sincere care for the individual’s mental and emotional needs of which Catholic 
bureaucratic red tape fails to take notice. 
	 But once the individual realizes what he hankers after in his loneliness is 
nothing more than a divine intervention in his favor and that Christ’s partiality 
does not contribute to his intelligence, he will feel a sense of shame in accepting 
the amazing love anymore and instead embrace the scientific objectivity, abstract 
beauty of ideas, and impartiality in social righteousness as the new religion: “What 
with science, idealism, and democracy, our own imagination has grown to need a 
God of an entirely different temperament from that Being interested exclusively in 
dealing out personal favors, with whom our ancestors were so contented” (346). 
Intimacy with God in the end begets the free will.
	  Islam is mentioned in Varieties with far less length and only with favoritism 
with the Sufi sect. James argues that influences from ancient Persian pantheism 
and Hinduism make the Sufis experience religious life differently from the “rigid 
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monotheism of the Arab mind” (402). He uses a piece of the autobiography of Al-
Ghazali, an 11th century Persian philosopher and theologian, to prove that “Mystical 
truth exists for the individual who has the transport, but for no one else” (405). 
Accordingly, mystical experiences, unlike conceptual thoughts, are individual 
feelings which are not transferable to others for establishing the common ground 
of knowledge. But how can untransferable intuitions proselytize those who do not 
have the identical mystical experiences for a conversion? James turns to Islam again 
and finds that “Mohammed’s revelations all came from the subconscious sphere” 
(481). 
	 Like Sigmund Freud, James registers the importance of unconsciousness 
(in James’s word: subconsciousness) and sees subconsciousness as the linchpin of 
psychology and religion: “Psychology and religion are thus in perfect harmony up to 
this point, since both admit that there are forces seemingly outside of the conscious 
individual that bring redemption to his life” (211). As far as James understands, 
subconsciousness is in charge of afflatus and supernatural communication: “Our 
intuitions, hypotheses, fancies, superstitions, persuasions, convictions, and in 
general all our non-rational operations, come from it” (483). Therefore, religious 
leaders’ inspiration and revelation derived from sacred experiences could ultimately 
be attributable to the mysterious working of subconsciousness. Though the ordinary 
mortals do not share the experience of receiving inspiration and revelation with 
religious leaders, their subconsciousness equips them with the faculty to conduct 
a non-rational reasoning of the leaders’ words and actions. Subconsciousness is 
hence the medium for communication of implicit information, or what Michael 
Polanyi calls the “tacit knowledge.” The accumulation of this implicit knowledge 
perceived by the subconscious sphere in the end allows epiphany to excel and 
facilitate the conversion marked by the “sudden perception or conviction of new 
truth, or of impulse to action so obsessive that it must be worked off ” (483). 
	 James’s scarce mention of Hebrew prophets (479-81) only adds evidence to 
his ascertaining the relationship between divine inspiration and subconsciousness. 
Meager space left for Judaism is a symptom of his awareness of the rise of Jewish 
Studies, but he was obviously out of synchronization with the Wissenschaft des 
Judentums movement in 19th century Germany. After all, James was a psychologist 
and it was his focus on the religious inwardness that brought world religions all 
together: “Judaism, Islam and Buddhism get along without ritual sacrifice; so 
does Christianity” (462). Certainly, at the subconscious bottom of the religion’s 
iceberg, all religions are equally effective in animating the mind to overcome the 
limited consciousness of the self and reach out to the unconsciousness of the other: 
“Mental facts do function both singly and together, at once, and we finite minds may 
simultaneously be co-conscious with one another in a superhuman intelligence” 
(Pluralistic 292).
	 Despite lack of references to Confucius in his works, Confucianism may be 
seen as the hidden source for James’s philosophy. Both Ralph Waldo Emerson and 
Henry David Thoreau read translations of Confucian texts, and there is evidence 
that they built their philosophy with inspirations drawn from the Confucian 
tradition (Foust, Confucianism and American Philosophy 14). James’s quotations 
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from Emerson and Thoreau in Varieties are clear signs of the Transcendentalists’ 
influence on his works and may conceal a Confucian clue. 
	 Thematically, James’s reference to the Emersonian religion that treats the 
universe as a divine order without deities is in accord with Confucius’ attitude 
toward the Heaven (tian), which is manifest in Analects 7.21 that the Master “had 
nothing to say about strange happenings, the use of force, disorder, or the spirits”; 
and 17.19 that the Master regards the Heaven as an abstract cosmic order : “Does 
tian speak? And yet the four seasons turn and the myriad things are born and 
grow within it. Does tian speak?” James’s excerpt from Thoreau’s Walden that calls 
for the consciousness of spirituality in Nature (Varieties 275) is hardly different 
from Confucius’ ideal life that celebrates the artistic lifestyle in bliss of Nature and 
Heaven in Analects 11.26:  “At the end of spring, with the spring clothes having 
already been finished, I would like, in the company of five or six young men and six 
or seven children, to cleanse ourselves in the Yi River, to revel in the cool breezes at 
the Altar for Rain, and then return home singing.” Seemingly, James, Emerson, and 
Thoreau share many in common with the Master.
	 Additionally, modern scholars also find that there are philosophical 
overlaps between Confucianism and American pragmatism (Shusterman; Foust, 
“Confucianism and American Pragmatism”) which indicate possible, however 
indirect, transcultural exchanges. Hence, the spread of Confucian texts to America 
in the early 19th century could in some way be regarded as a faint foreshadowing of 
James, Emerson and Thoreau’s Transcendentalist understanding of religion and the 
American philosophy of pragmatism. 

Conclusion

William James’s reappraisal of religion is as copious as his contemplation of 
the universe is recondite. Though James moors his analysis of religion to the 
discipline of psychology, he in many ways contributes to the scientific study of 
religion, studies of spirituality, and comparative religion. James’s recalibration of 
religion within the scope of science is unique to the extent that he locates it in 
his coordinate system of radical empiricism, pragmatism, and pluralism. Radical 
empiricism implies the fallibility of any scientific approach. Pragmatism treats 
the process of verifying religion or any other subject as a partial yet technically 
functional procedure to corroborate the completeness of idea. Pluralism 
recognizes the multitudinous elements that constitute a subject and warrants 
a well-rounded investigation. By this way, James’s scientific study of religion 
augments the philosophy of science and gives fair warning to monoideism of 
either science or religion. 
	 On the other hand, as the scientific reasoning is inadequate in respect 
of solacing people and subsuming religious experience under science, religion 
distinguishes itself in connecting the souls with the unseen cosmic order. If 
religion trivializes its organized form for purposes of doling out personalized care, 
it becomes spirituality in essence. A spirituality in fine fettle, according to James, 
could guide the soul to differentiate the good from the bad, to appreciate the moral 
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goods in society and the abstract beauty in nature, and to align itself with the 
universe for self-improvement. 
	 James’s analyses of world religions come off as a study of the patterns of 
religious experience. Hinduism essentializes spirituality to invite the joy of uniting 
with the universe. Buddhism, alternatively, brings meditation and contemplation 
to the next level of acosmism, while its soteriology offsets optimism against 
pessimism for the attainment of inner peace. Christian mysticism embraces the 
soul’s intimacy with God, and true intimacy eventually brings about the free will. 
Lastly, subconsciousness discovered in Islam and Judaism by James oils the wheel 
of perennialism in explaining the conversion process in all religions and suggesting 
the existence of non-rational thinking in human intelligence. Unmistakably, 
James conducted his survey of world faiths since time immemorial against the 
background of transcendentalism, itself a product of America’s cultural contact 
with the Eastern philosophy. Encompassing world religions fulfils the promise of 
“varieties of religious experience” and testifies to James’s philosophy of pluralism 
in overcoming cultural parochialism.
	 Ultimately, the profuseness in James’s writings complies with his quest for 
intelligence: “Our intelligence cannot wall itself up alive, like a pupa in its chrysalis. 
It must at any cost keep on speaking terms with the universe that engendered it” 
(Pluralistic 207). James himself did not privilege any form of intelligence, while 
left the question of ideal intelligence open-ended and individualized. To a certain 
degree, intelligence, as the title of James’s book The Will to Believe hints, is the 
exercise of the will to believe in the unseen possibilities. What you believe shapes 
your own type of intelligence and you use it to live a life to die for. In the final 
analysis, it would be no exaggeration to say that James’s reassessment of religion 
marks the culmination of the fin-de-siècle transatlantic intellectual venture into 
the entangled relationship of religion and intelligence and heralds the coming of 
the 20th century as an American century in which the values of science, spirituality, 
and multiculturalism are celebrated.
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Over the course of seventeen years, Dan Brown published five novels whose 
protagonist is Professor Robert Langdon. The novels, which belong to the mystery 
thriller genre and whose constant theme are conspiracies, are: Angels & Demons 
(2000), The Da Vinci Code (2003), The Lost Symbol (2009), Inferno (2013), and 
Origin (2017). The books have sold approximately 200 million copies worldwide 
(Dan Brown) and The Da Vinci Code alone spent 136 weeks on NYT bestseller 
list (Wyatt), and it has been translated into 51 languages (BBC News). Three of 
these books—The Da Vinci Code (2006), Angels & Demons (2009), and Inferno 
(2016)—have been adapted by director Ron Howard into motion pictures with Tom 
Hanks portraying the protagonist. The films grossed 1.5 billion dollars with The 
Da Vinci Code taking in half of this sum (“The Da Vinci Code”). In 2021, Peacock 
and Amazon Prime streaming services released a 10-episode mini-series based on 
The Lost Symbol where Professor Langdon is played by Ashley Zukerman (“Prime 
Video: Dan Brown’s the Lost Symbol—Season 1”).
	 Widely popular and commonly considered a beach read, Dan Brown’s 
novels, as well as their adaptations, belong to those artifacts of American popular 
culture which seem to be “too trivial to cause harm, yet capable of effecting 
good” (Jewett and Lawrence 4); they “can help our [American] citizens gain self-
identity and true creativity” (Jewett and Lawrence 4). Robert Jewett and John 
Shelton Lawrence, the authors of The American Monomyth (1977), would consider 
such claim to be the “bubble-gum fallacy argument” (4), which they define as: 
“the ascription of trivial, diversionary qualities to popular entertainments while 
denying their mythical aspects and formative influences” (249). In their book, 
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Jewett and Lawrence demonstrate that seemingly trivial popular culture texts 
frequently feature psychically resonant themes. In this article, I demonstrate 
how the American monomyth manifests itself in Dan Brown’s novels and their 
adaptations, and what psychically resonant themes can be found in the seemingly 
trivial and farfetched adventures of Robert Langdon.

The American Monomyth in the Twentieth Century

In The American Monomyth, Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence, proposed 
a concept of the monomyth, whose impress can be found in countless artifacts 
of American popular culture (xx). In order to demonstrate the existence of the 
American monomyth in American popular culture, Jewett and Lawrence, in their 
book, analyze such American artifacts as: Star Trek TV series, Playboy magazine, 
the film Death Wish, and other popular texts. The authors conclude (among other 
things) that not “every item in popular culture is monomythic since some do, 
in fact, transcend conventional formulas. But such inventions do not negate the 
dominant conventions nor detract from the mythical coherence that holds disparate 
materials together. The prevalence of the American monomyth remains in spite of 
exceptions” (xxi).
	 The American monomyth, according to Jewett and Lawrence, is the single 
story which Americans deeply believe in and rewrite it with new characters and 
new settings (xv). Born out of tales of redemption, the story reiterates the formula 
presented below:

A community in a harmonious paradise is threatened by evil: normal in-
stitutions fail to contend with this threat: a selfless superhero emerges to 
renounce [sexual] temptations and carry out the redemptive task: aided by 
fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its paradisal condition: 
the superhero then recedes into obscurity. (xx)

An example of a text built around such a structure, out of a number analyzed 
in The American Monomyth, is the 1975 film, Jaws (dir. Steven Spielberg). In 
the film, a malevolent (evil) shark threatens a paradisical community of Amity 
Island—a summer resort in New England. Normal institutions, represented in 
the movie by the character of the town’s mayor, Larry Vaughn, fail to contend 
with the threat as the mayor decides to reopen the beach, even though the shark 
threat is evident. Three selfless superheroes (Brody—a police chief, Hooper—a 
marine biologist, and Quint–a professional shark hunter) emerge and carry out the 
redemptive task (Quint, the shark hunter is devoured by the beast) of killing the 
shark. At no point do they yield to any temptations (be it sexual or in the form of 
compliance to bureaucratic restrictions). After their decisive victory, the heroes 
paddle into obscurity, i.e., towards Amity Island, whose paradisical condition they 
have restored but the movie ends before we see them reaching the shore.
	 Already in Jaws, one can notice that the seemingly simple structure of 
the American monomyth formula is open to variations, which is the case not with 
any concept of a monomyth. In the concepts of monomyths proposed by Joseph 
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Campbell and Lord Raglan, there are multiple variations to certain elements, which 
pose a problem in determining whether a particular text expresses the monomyth. 
One such element in the American monomyth is the matter of sexual renunciation 
which, as Jewett and Lawrence claim, “must be renounced by superheroes to gain 
redemptive powers” because of “the psychic readiness of the American audience 
to welcome redemption as long as it is combined with a suitable measure of sexual 
renunciation” (15, 57). This may have been true in 1977 in the examples of, among 
many provided by Jewett and Lawrence, Star Trek the original series, Superman 
comic books, and the movie Death Wish. However, in the 2009 Star Trek movie, 
Captain Kirk’s sexuality is emphasized and the viewer knows that Kirk is sexually 
active, although, it must be noted that during a particular mission Kirk abstains 
from sex. Another example of a seeming divergence from the requirements of 
the American monomyth can be found in the 2021 Action Comics #1035 issue, in 
which there is a clear indication of Superman/Clark Kent and Lois Lane spending 
the night together (Johnson 21-22). 

Both examples above for the monomythical texts which diverge from 
the basic structure of the American monomyth are the twenty first century 
texts, however, similar variations can be observed already in the decade which 
followed the publication of The American Monomyth. One such example of the 
post-1977 prevalence of the American monomyth is the 1986 Aliens movie. The 
movie, although it fits the frames of the monomythical structure, does open a few 
questions concerning the elements of the American monomyth. In Aliens, a space 
colony on the moon LV-426 is threatened by a monstruous and deadly race of 
aliens. The corporation owning the colony sends a squad of elite marines to deal 
with the threat—they all die. The marines are joined by Ellen Ripley, played by 
Sigourney Weaver, who serves as a consultant as she had encountered the aliens 
before. Ripley survives, she saves a little girl Newt, and kills all the aliens. She 
is selfless as she is willing to risk her life for the girl, and she renounces sex even 
though there is a growing attraction between her and Corporal Hicks. Ripley is 
guided by fate, which manifests itself in Ripley’s maternal instinct towards Newt, 
or in the form of Bishop the android, as well as in few lucky coincidences. In 
the final scene, we see Ripley, Hicks, and Newt in a state of hibernation as they 
drift off into space hoping to return to their home planet, hence, they recede into 
obscurity.
	 While, structurally, Aliens follows the pattern described by Jewett and 
Lawrence, certain elements and motifs in the film pose questions about the 
universality of the American monomyth formula and the understanding of the 
concept’s components, i.e. the mythemes out of which the mythical tale is built. 
First, there is the question of “harmonious paradise.” The LV-426 colony is a 
community of miners who live on a distant moon, where one encounters only 
rocks, thunderstorms and darkness—hardly an idyllic environment. Second is 
the matter of sexual renunciation, which is present in the 1986 Aliens, however, 
already in the 1992 sequel, Alien 3 (dir. David Fincher), Ripley is involved in a 
sexual intercourse with Dr. Jonathan Clemens. Jewett and Lawrence see female 
heroines as ones who use manipulation (intellect) rather than violence to perform 
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their redemptive task (106-124); Ripley uses both violence and manipulation, 
although, given the amount of explosions and shots fired in Aliens, it is safe to 
say that violence is Ripley’s weapon of choice (or necessity). Finally, there is no 
restoration of the community to its “paradisical” condition, the colony is wiped out 
in order to kill all the aliens, however, the overall goal of preventing aliens from 
coming to Earth is achieved… that is until the sequels.
	 The Alien movie franchise hints that an evolution of the American 
monomyth takes place, in the sense that while the American mythical tales retain 
the basic structure of the monomyth, certain progression of their mythemes can be 
observed. This evolution has been observed by Jewett and Lawrence, who in their 
2002 The Myth of the American Superhero notice, as they call it, “the distortions 
of the monomyth” (358) in the texts such as: Matrix (1999), Armageddon (1998), 
and Air Force One (1997). Nevertheless, the book is merely an update on the 
catalogue of the popular culture artifacts (The Myth 400), which reaffirms the 
authors’ observations on the prevalence of the American monomyth in the late 
twentieth century.

Let us now analyze the artifacts which came into existence after the 
publication of The Myth of the American Superhero i.e., the adventures of Robert 
Langdon. The aim of the analysis is to determine how the American monomyth 
manifests itself in the stories of Professor Langdon, and what variations to the 
mythemes of the American monomyth can be observed in the said stories.

Robert Langdon Adventures and the American Monomyth

In one of his Web Exclusives on YouTube, John Oliver, in a humorous manner, 
describes Robert Langdon as a brilliant, Harvard educated, renowned symbologist 
(which is not a real job), who “fucks” (LastWeekTonight [@LastWeekTonight] 
00:00–08:46). While Oliver’s succinct description captures the essence of the 
character of Robert Langdon, he gets one element wrong… Langdon does not 
“fuck”… for the most part. In Dan Brown’s novels, there is only one mention 
of Langdon having a sexual intercourse; it is in Angels & Demons the novel, but 
the night spent together with Vittoria Vetra takes place only after the mission is 
complete and the redemption is achieved (566-569). Langdon definitely does not 
get involved in sexual activities when his character is portrayed in the films by 
Tom Hanks, who has not done a sex scene since 1994 Forrest Gump with the 
exception of a quirky one in the 2007 Charlie Wilson’s War. The only element 
of temptation, which might distract the hero from the mission at hand occurs in 
Inferno the film, where there is a scene in which Langdon forgets his quest for a 
while when reminiscing his affair with Elisabeth Sinskey (1:31:54–1:35:41); there 
is no element of sex in the scene but there is a momentary loss of focus and, 
potentially, a desire to abandon the quest. Apart from the American monomyth’s 
requirement for the hero to be sexually abstinent, in the case of Ron Howard’s films, 
there may be one more factor. It seems that the mytheme of sexual renunciation is 
the result of not only the fact that Inferno the film is an adaptation of the novel in 
which sex is absent; the other reason for that is the fact that the actor portraying 
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Langdon is Tom Hanks, who on a number of occasions has been referred to as 
“America’s dad” (“The 2010s Was When Tom Hanks Became America’s Dad”) 
and is not considered an onscreen lover in the likeness of, for example, Brad Pitt. 
Though it must be noted that in the case of the films starring Hanks as Robert 
Langdon, the mytheme of sexual renunciation is tied to audience’s expectations 
towards the actor. There are no such expectations towards Ashley Zuckerman who 
plays Langdon in 2021 The Lost Symbol the mini-series, in which Langdon spends 
a night with Katherine Salomon, his former girlfriend (Episode 8, 22:07–31:34) 
while the mission is still in progress.
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Table 1. Occurrence of the mytheme of sexual renunciation in the stories of Robert Langdon.

For the most part, Langdon can be viewed as a prototypical superhero of 
the monomyth, one whom Jewett and Lawrence identify as “an outsider, either 
in fact or in attitude” who rarely originates in the community he is called to 
redeem (The American Monomyth 154). Langdon lives and works in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, yet his adventures take place in Italy, France, Switzerland, Spain, 
Turkey, Scotland, England and Washington D.C.. He is, as mentioned above, in 
most cases, sexually abstinent, since in the monomyth “redemptive obligations 
cannot be integrated with normal sexual responsibilities” (The American Monomyth 
154), although in certain reiterations of his character Langdon does not refrain 
from sexual temptations. Langdon’s superpower is his intellect, his knowledge, 
his eidetic memory and ability to solve anagrams, therefore, he carries out the 
redemptive task through manipulation rather than violence, although the element 
of violence is ever present in Langdon stories.

Langdon may not be entirely selfless, e.g. in Angels & Demons the novel, 
he admits he has not revealed certain information as he wanted to finish his research 
and be the first one to publish on the subject (201-202). He is also not so noble; 
in the film he cowardly points to Vetra as the one who stole Galileo’s manuscript 
from the Vatican Archives (38:23–39:00). Langdon can be cowardly, clumsy and 
constantly confused. Rather than “emerge” as a superhero, he is drawn, usually 
against his own volition, into his adventures by CERN and the Vatican in Angels 
& Demons, by the Priory of Sion in The Da Vinci Code, by Mal’akh in The Lost 
Symbol, by the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Consortium in Inferno, 
and by Winston—an Artificial Intelligence program in Origin. Actually, in Inferno, 
Langdon struggles with temporary amnesia, which makes him more of a tool in 
the hands of Sienna Brooks and the Provost rather than the hero who performs the 
redemptive task. Nevertheless, when facing an evil threat, Langdon rises up to the 
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occasion and, often risking his own life, he performs the redemptive task simply 
because it is the right thing to do. In Inferno the novel, there is a fragment which 
expresses it most poignantly when Langdon ponders on the meaning of a quote 
by Dante: “The darkest places in hell are reserved for those who maintain their 
neutrality in times of moral crisis. For Langdon, the meaning of these words had 
never felt so clear: In dangerous times, there is no sin greater than inaction” (729-
730). He is also aided by fate.
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Table 2. Occurrence of the mytheme of the emergence of the superhero in the stories of Robert 
Langdon.

	 Regardless of his personal traits and the motivation to act, Langdon is called 
for to help various communities whose harmonious paradise is threatened by evil. 
There are two problems concerning this particular mytheme of evil threatening a 
community: the first one is to determine what community exactly is threatened and 
in what way it is paradisical, and the second problem is where the evil comes from. 
In Angels & Demons, the community is the Vatican, which symbolizes all organized 
religion (though Catholic Church in particular), and CERN research facility, which 
symbolizes all science. The threat to the church is emphasized in the film, while in 
the book, the concern of CERN’s and thus science’s reputation is highlighted. In 
The Da Vinci Code, both the novel and the film, the community is either the Priory 
of Sion who guard the secret of the Holy Grail or it is Christendom, which might 
collapse if the secret is revealed. In The Lost Symbol, both the novel and the TV 
series, there is a threat to the national security of the USA and to the whole world. 
The whole mankind is also threatened by the plague in Inferno, both the novel 
and the film, while in Origin, once again the conflict between religion and science 
renders these two worlds as threatened communities. Whether these communities 
represent “harmonious paradise” is questionable; after all each community 
mentioned above have had its share of problems, controversies, scandals, and even 
crimes. A more apt description of these communities would be “the world as we 
know it,” as what they have in common is that they live their daily lives unaware 
of the evil lurking in the shadows. 

The element of evil in Langdon stories is where the main alteration to 
the American monomyth concept can be found. It is so, due to the introduction of 
secret societies and conspiracies. Dan Brown was not the first author to write about 
them but he certainly popularized the theme. The significance of these conspiracies 
is that, while in the original American monomyth concept the evil threat always 
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comes from the outside of the paradisical community, in Langdon stories, the evil 
resides hidden among the community it threatens. The tool of the evil may be “the 
other,” e.g. the Albino in The Da Vinci Code, a mysterious Mal’akh in The Lost 
Symbol or a middle eastern Hassassin in Angels & Demons, but “the other” merely 
serve—or in the case of The Lost Symbol in fact are—those who live within the 
community that is threatened. Moreover, the secret societies featured in Langdon 
stories seem to run the world, be it with good or evil intentions. The Freemasons 
in The Lost Symbol may want to usher the new Enlightenment and the Camerlengo 
in Angels & Demons may want to save his Church and the one true faith, the fact 
that they operate in the shadows and are surrounded by mystery renders them a 
threat. Even though the Langdon stories feature a number of secret societies which 
we know by their names, such as: the Illuminati, the Priory of Sion, Opus Dei, 
the Consortium, the Leviathan Group, or the Palmerian Church, in the end, it is 
the nameless and mysterious “they” who decide the fate of humanity and “their” 
ethics is questionable. The Hassassin in Angels & Demons the film refers to those 
nameless “them” when he says, “You know, when they call me... and they all call 
me... it is so important to them that I know that what they ask is the Lord’s will. 
Or Allah’s, or Yahweh’s” (01:45:57-01:46:10). Similarly, in The Lost Symbol the 
TV series, in Episode 1, the guard working at the Capitol in Washington D.C. says: 
“I did two tours in the desert. I’m still waiting for someone to tell me why. They 
like their secrets.” to which Langdon replies, “Yes, they do” (00:33:57-00:34:15). 
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Table 3. Occurrence of the mytheme of idyllic community threatened by evil in the stories of 
Robert Langdon.

“They” invoke a crisis, which is a requirement of the American monomyth 
(an evil threat), and since in the Langdon stories the crises occur as a result of 
conspiracies by secret societies, no wonder that institutions, which operate 
according to their standard scenarios and limited knowledge, fail and an expert in 
a field, i.e. the hero is called for. In Angels & Demons, the Swiss Guard and the 
Italian Gendarmerie are helpless, in The Da Vinci Code it is the Interpol and the 
French Police, and in Origin the Spanish police and Guardia Real fail. In The Lost 

1	 The question mark in „+/?” in Table 3 indicates that while the mytheme of evil threat is present, 
there is ambiguity as to which community is threatened and how idyllic the community was 
before the threat.
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Symbol, CIA is as helpful as it is helpless; similarly, in Inferno, the WHO tries 
to be helpful but ultimately, in all these stories, it is Langdon who carries out the 
redemptive task. There is one more institution which fails in Langdon stories—the 
media. Journalist’s need for the first page story and their focus on sensationalism, 
which pose a threat to the success of Langdon’s quests is a somewhat constant 
theme in Langdon stories. For example, in Origin, one reads that Guardia Real’s 
Commander, Diego Garza no longer recognizes the world in which “the terms 
“conspiracy theory” and “well respected” seem mutually exclusive” (168) and yet 
“[f]ake news now carries as much weight as real news” (172).

A doubt in the effectiveness and the good will and the efficiency of official 
institutions is expressed on a number of occasions in the Langdon stories. In fact, 
in those stories, to do the right thing frequently means breaking the rules. For 
example, in The Lost Symbol the TV series, Director Sato is able to help Langdon 
only when opposing their supervisors at CIA, and in Angels & Demons the film, 
Langdon tells a couple of Italian policemen to “show him how real cops act” 
(1:25:55–01:26:11), i.e. not to follow orders from their superiors and help Langdon 
instead. Also, in Inferno the film, the Provost claims that he and his mysterious 
organization, the Consortium, “are not the government. [They] get things done.” 
(00:35:29–00:35:32). Collectively, Langdon stories enhance the fear of powerful 
secret societies and diminish the value of official institutions. 
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Table 4. Occurrence of the mytheme of failed institutions in the stories of Robert Langdon.

When it comes to the mytheme of fate in Langdon stories, the issue is 
complex. According to Jewett and Lawrence, in the American Protestant literary 
tradition, which played a role in shaping the monomyth, the fate basically equals 
Providence (The American Monomyth 107-108). The idea that Langdon is aided by 
divine intervention is a somewhat constant theme, especially in Angels & Demons, 
The Da Vinci Code, and Origin, in which the theme of science versus religion 
is present. The best example of such understood fate is in Angels & Demons the 
film, where in the final scenes cardinal Strauss tells Langdon that he thanks God 
for sending Langdon to protect his Church. To Langdon’s expression of disbelief 
that it was God who sent him, Strauss replies, “Oh, my son...of course he did” 
(2:09:41–2:09:58). However, since faith is a gift that Langdon is yet to receive 
(Angels & Demons 00:26:04–00:27:07), it would make more sense to look at the 
concept of fate as one described by Joseph Campbell, from whose work Jewett 
and Lawrence derived their concept of the American monomyth (The American 
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Monomyth xix-xx). Campbell describes fate, or as he refers to it, the Supernatural 
Aid as 

a protective figure…. What such a figure represents is the benign, protect-
ing power of destiny. The fantasy is a reassurance—a promise… [of] that 
the peace of Paradise…; that… protective power is always and ever present 
within the sanctuary of the heart and even immanent within, or just behind, 
the unfamiliar features of the world. One has only to know and trust, and 
the ageless guardians will appear. (The Hero 63, 66)

In the case of Langdon adventures, those guardians are, first and foremost, women: 
Vittoria Vetra in Angels & Demons, Sophie Neveu in The Da Vinci Code, Katherine 
Solomon and Inoue Sato in The Lost Symbol, Sienna Brooks and Elizabeth 
Sinskey in Inferno, and Ambra Vidal in Origin. Without their courage, wit, and 
determination, the hero would have been lost and his quest would fail. Apart from 
women, the Langdon stories are full of miraculous escapes, last minute revelations 
and other “coincidences” which push the hero forward. One such example is in 
Angels & Demons the film, when Langdon look at his watch to check the time 
and, while looking downwards, he happens to notice a bas-relief which is clue 
that Langdon uses to solve another puzzle (00:54:14–00:54:32). Another hint that 
fate guides Langdon can be found in Inferno the novel, in which the Provost, who 
to some extent is the mastermind in the story, runs his operations from aboard 
Mendacium. The name of his yacht is also the name of an ancient, Roman deity of 
mischief—a Roman equivalent of the Nordic mythology’s Loki.
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Table 5. Occurrence of the mytheme of fate in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 Guided by fate, Langdon is on his path to deliver redemption through 
violence or manipulation. For the most part, in the novels, films, and the TV series 
in question, redemption is achieved through manipulation, i.e. Langdon solving 
puzzles. However, due to a violent threat on the part of different assassins, there 
is a great deal of violence in Langdon stories. For example, in Angels & Demons 
the novel, Vittoria Vetra is the one who actually kills the Hassassin (445). There 
is one instance, however, in which there is no redemption. In Inferno the novel, 
the virus created by Bertrand Zobrist is released and, in the result 1/3 of world’s 
population becomes sterile, which was Zobrist’s solution to overpopulation, which 
he had seen as a threat to the community of Earth. In the film, however, Langdon 
and Sinskey manage to contain the virus and prevent the plague from spreading.  
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Table 6. Occurrence of the mytheme of redemption in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 In each of his five adventures (except the one in Inferno the novel), Langdon 
is able to avert the crisis and deliver the “decisive victory [which] restores the 
community to its paradisal condition.” Once again, a number of questions arises 
when this particular mytheme is analyzed: how paradisical are the communities 
which Langdon tries to save and are they restored? and which communities are 
those? In Angels & Demons the church survives, but its reputation as well as 
CERN’s reputation are damaged. In The Da Vinci Code, the decision to reveal the 
truth about the Holy Grail is left to Sophie—the last living descendant of Jesus 
Christ and Mary Magdalene. In The Lost Symbol, the secret portal to wisdom 
and unlimited power turns out to be a nineteenth century copy of King James 
Bible, and Freemasons decide not to reveal its true meaning just yet. Inferno the 
novel and Inferno the film offer two different endings, both dubious about the final 
outcome—in the book, 1/3 of people are made sterile, which promises to stop 
overpopulation; in the film, the spread of the sterilization virus is prevented but the 
problem of overpopulation remains. Nevertheless, in the tradition of the American 
monomyth, each of the Langdon stories carries a message of hope. For example, 
in Angels & Demons the film, unlike in the book, Langdon manages to save the 
last of the preferritti who is elected pope and who chooses the name Luke—after 
St. Luke, who is said to have been a physician, which according to Vittoria Vetra, 
sends “quite a message… science and faith all in one” to which Cardinal Strauss 
replies: “[t]he world is in need of both” (2:09:02–2:09:25). Similar message is 
expressed by Dan Brown at the end of Origin when Langdon visits the church of 
Sagrada Família, where he is “surrounded by people of all faiths, colors, languages, 
and cultures, everyone staring heavenward with a shared sense of wonder” (456) 
and united by hope for a better future. The communities in Langdon stories may 
not be restored to some paradisical condition, but they are restored to their former 
condition, with promises of a better tomorrow.



143Robert Langdon’s Adventures in Books, Films, and the Mini-Series

Angels 
& 

Demons 
(book) 
2000

The Da 
Vinci 
Code 

(book) 
2003

The Da 
Vinci 
Code 
(film)
2006

Angels 
& 

Demons 
(film) 
2009

The Lost 
Symbol 
(book)
2009

Inferno 
(book) 
2013

Inferno 
(film) 
2016

Origin 
(book)
2017

The 
Lost 

Symbol 
(series)
2021

decisive 
victory 

restores the 
community 

to its 
paradisal 
condition

+/?2 +/? +/? +/? +/? -/? +/? +/? +/?

Table 7. Occurrence of the mytheme of victory and restoration in the stories of Robert Langdon.

	 Does Langdon recede into obscurity? Not exactly. We assume he returns 
to Cambridge, which is hinted in Inferno the film, and actually presented only 
in The Lost Symbol the TV series, but other Langdon narratives offer different 
endings to his adventures. In the final scenes of Angels & Demons, in the book, 
he spends a night of lovemaking with Vetra in a hotel in Rome, and in the film, 
he is there right next to the newly elected pope. In The Da Vinci Code, both the 
novel and the film, he returns to Paris, in The Lost Symbol the novel, he is at the 
top of the Washington monument in D.C., and in Origin he is in Barcelona. One 
common theme about the ending to Langdon’s adventures, apart from reverting 
crisis (except in Inferno the novel) is that Langdon ends up enriched in one way or 
another. By discovering the secrets behind conspiracies, the Professor gains new 
knowledge and gets ever closer to the TRUTH. He gets to kneel at the final resting 
place of Mary Magdalene in The Da Vinci Code, both the novel and the film; he is 
given the Galileo’s manuscript, which will allow him to finish one of his books in 
Angels & Demons the film (in the book it is destroyed); in The Lost Symbol, both 
the novel and the film, he becomes open to ideas transcending what today’s science 
can explain, and in Inferno he gets his beloved Mickey-Mouse watch back.
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Table 8. Occurrence of the mytheme of receding into obscurity in the stories of Robert Langdon.

2	 The question mark in „+/?” and „+/?” in Table 7 indicates that while the mytheme of decisive 
victory is either present or absent, it is impossible to determine whether the community will be 
restored to its paradisical condition.
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Conclusions

When looked at as a case study, the remediated stories of Robert Langdon’s  
adventures follow the structure of the American monomyth formula. Apart from 
the examples provided so far, there is yet another mythological device through 
which the monomyth reveals itself—binary oppositions. In his The Structural 
Study of Myth, Claude Lévi-Strauss sees myth as part of human speech which 
has to be told to be understood (430). As such, myth, which is built of linguistic 
constituent units on a sentence level (431), reveals its meaning when the constituent 
units are extrapolated and corelated in binary oppositions (431-432), which, in 
turn, reflect cultural patterns. In Langdon stories, such binary oppositions can be 
found in the mythemes of sexual renunciation and fate. Contrary to Langdon’s 
sexual abstinence, the Hassassin in Angels & Demons the novel is a highly sexual 
creature, who treats violent and debauched sexual intercourses as a reward for his 
work (44-45), thus the, required by the monomyth, sexual segmentation of the 
hero is emphasized. Similarly, the villains in Langdon stories believe that they 
are guided by fate, as in the case of Admiral Luis Avila—Langdon’s antagonist 
in Origin—who sees fate as “a cruel and unpredictable mistress, and yet there 
seemed an eerie equilibrium about her now. The same fate that had torn out his 
soul in the Cathedral of Seville had now granted him a second life—a fresh start” 
(212). In the end, Avila dies and fails to carry out his mission and it is Langdon 
who can be viewed as an agent of the monomythic fate.

Not only do the adventures of Robert Langdon follow the structure 
of the American monomyth, but they also alter or perhaps even enrich the 
monomyth’s mythemes, and adapt the monomyth to the interests and sensitivities 
of contemporary American culture. For example, Langdon stories consistently 
feature themes which are major topics of discussion in the modern world: religion 
versus science, artificial insemination and artificial intelligence, noetic science, 
transhumanism, gay rights, overpopulation and pandemics, and, naturally, more-
or-less secret societies and organizations, e.g. Opus Dei. These stories also feature 
a constant theme of a promise of a better world thanks to scientific breakthrough.
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Table 9. The mythemes of the stories of Robert Langdon.

Langdon stories, when juxtaposed, present an altered, perhaps even distorted, but, 
in my mind, updated to contemporary realities and expectations, version of the 
monomythic structure in which: 

An innocent/ignorant/unaware community is threatened by an evil conspir-
acy involving a secret society which operates in the shadows; the plot is car-
ried out by ‘the other,’ who serves as a tool: due to a conspiracy normal in-
stitutions fail to contend with the threat: a not-so-selfless and not-so-super 
hero emerges to (for the most part) renounce [sexual] temptations and carry 
out the redemptive task by manipulation and violence: aided by various in-
carnations of fate, his decisive victory restores the community to its former 
condition filled with a hope of a better future: the superhero then receives 
his reward and recedes into obscurity… until his/her next adventure.
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There is yet another aspect of the American monomyth, found in Robert 
Langdon stories, as well as in other artifacts of contemporary popular culture, 
which is worth pondering—the monomyth’s impact on its readers. Jewett and 
Lawrence warn against the danger of the monomyth being imprinted in America’s 
mass unconscious; in their The American Monomyth, they make a series of 
comments on the destructive impact of the monomyth: 

the American monomyth is an escapist fantasy. It encourages passivity on 
the part of the general public and unwise concentrations of power in os-
tensible redeemers. It betrays the ideals of democratic responsibility and 
denies the reliance on human intelligence that is basic to the democratic 
hope. (210-211)

Monomythic drama has the character of a tranquilizer, exchanging the sense 
of communal alarm and obligation for a fantasy of Edenic resolution achiev-
able only by superhumans. (213)
[T]he achievement of redemption through destruction or manipulation 
sidesteps procreative and companionate dimensions that usually accom-
pany the attainment of realistic goals. Monomythic heroism is marked by 
nullification rather than creation. (218)

The American monomyth offers vigilantism without lawlessness, sexual re-
pression without resultant perversion, and moral infallibility without the 
use of intellect.… The monomythic hero… offers a form of leadership with-
out paying the price of political relations or responding to the preferences 
of the majority. (196)

the American monomyth rejects democratic values at a number of crucial 
points. It conveys a pessimism about democratic institutions and public re-
sponsibilities, a messianic expectation that society can be redeemed by a 
single stroke, and an impatience with constitutional processes.… So skillful, 
so eloquent and moving are its materials that they are probably the most 
effective sources of the erosion of democratic credibility today. (215-216).

The adventures of Robert Langdon, whether in the novels, the films, and the TV series, 
sustain the prevalence of the American monomyth and its corrosive impact on the 
American society. Other texts of American popular culture do too… frequently, in the 
films that we watch and the books that we read, we will find the themes of an evil threat 
which resides within a community it threatens. The evil is secret, it conspires and it 
infiltrates our institutions rendering them unable or unwilling to contain the threat. 
Therefore all hope for redemption is laid in an extraordinary individual, who through 
combination of manipulation and violence might contain the threat.  
	 If Jewett and Lawrence’s warning against the destructive impact 
the monomyth has on American mass consciousness, or rather the collective 
unconscious, is valid, as it seems to be, then is it any wonder that in 2016, a fairly 
large portion of Americans chose to put their fate into the hands of an individual, 
who presented himself as the only one who could fix America (i.e., the hero), 
promised to drain the swamp (i.e., fix the ineffective institutions), and build the 
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wall (i.e., prevent evil from entering the harmonious paradise that is the USA)? 
And is it any wonder that in 2020, when the power was being taken away from 
the said individual, some Americans fueled by the QAnon conspiracy theories, 
believed in the conspiracy of stolen elections, which led some of them to storm 
the symbol of democratic institutions that is the Capitol in Washington D.C.? Is it 
possible to view the events of January 6th 2020 as a manifestation of the destructive 
power of the American monomyth? 

An attempt to point to a link between The Da Vinci Code or John Wick 
and Donald Trump and the “QAnon shaman” (Mangan) might sound like one 
of the fantastic theories propagated by, for example, Alex Jones. Perhaps when 
postulating such link one should, much like Professor Langdon himself, chide 
oneself for “conjuring phantoms out of thin air” (Brown, Origin 312). On the other 
hand, “sometimes a change of perspective is all it takes to see the light” (Brown, 
The Lost Symbol 729). 
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Abstract: The article analyzes Debra Granik’s portrayal of the rural working-class in the mystery 
drama Winter’s Bone in the context of post-recession anxieties, social mobility, and community 
isolation so as to contest popular conceptions of this demographic. Through a review of 
Hollywood stereotypes, the impact of the American Dream on the image of the working-class, 
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Hollywood’s normative depictions of upward mobility have had a profound 
impact on the way Americans have imagined the working-class. Presented and 
pre-interpreted through the Hollywood lens, stories of individual struggle have 
allowed audiences to internalize a spectrum of stereotypical working-class images, 
which, in turn, have helped define this demographic despite scholars’ own inability 
to capture class boundaries. However, portrayals of the urban working-class 
have dwarfed those of their rural counterparts to offer highly superficial ideas 
regarding the latter’s socioeconomic condition. Particularly in the face of economic 
crises, the ideological baggage which assigns individualism and freedom to rural 
spatiality, coupled with the uncontested superiority of upward mobility, offers a 
false understanding of both physical and social mobility among rural communities. 
If the post-recession appraisal of the middle-class’s volatility has encouraged a 
reassessment of the American Dream, it has likewise questioned the notion of 
class transitions within environments of limited financial prospects. Under the 
conditions of sudden, erratic shifts in the market, it becomes feasible that social 
immobility may be redefined as “a relief from the devastating pain of unfinished 
class transition” for these communities (Berlant 212). This type of defense 
mechanism can be found at the very core of Debra Granik’s Winter’s Bone (2010).
	 This article examines Winter Bone’s transgressions of internal boundaries 
to challenge common conceptions about individuality and freedom within rural 
working-class communities. For this purpose, it explores the film’s representation 
of the working-class through its narration of poverty, liminality, sexual politics, and 
depictions of nature. First, it briefly examines Hollywood’s depiction of what used 
to be known as the American Dream and its subsequent impact on the working-
class narrative to establish the cultural backdrop against which the film was created. 
Next, it analyzes the ways in which the story intersects with the country noir, 
gothic, and the folk horror. With focus on Ozark stereotypes, Southern nostalgia, 
“white trash” consumer practices, and insecurities of being “Othered,” the article 
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determines the boundary between insiders and outsiders to review the liminality 
of Ree’s character and her consequential ability to circumvent the rigidness of her 
environment. Using Basil Bernstein’s work on linguistic codes, the article further 
discusses the idea of “restricted code” to examine the implications of silence among 
Winter’s Bone community. Next, with regard to the region’s insularity, it analyzes 
the consequences of the community’s efforts to preserve an expiring model of 
sexual politics. Finally, the paper reviews the implications of living on the border 
of a failed civilization and nature, alongside the significance of animals throughout 
Winter’s Bone plot to determine the community’s position within the working-
class.
	 The pedagogical impact of film narratives which has continuously shaped 
the image of the U.S. as a democratic and, what is more, egalitarian society, has 
been effectively summarized by Robert Kolker in his statement:

The reason that attention must be paid to film is that most of us get our 
stories—our narratives and myths—from it, or its close cousin, television. In 
other words, from the late nineteenth century onward, people have turned 
to film as entertainment, escape, and education—as an affirmation of the 
way they live or think they ought to live their lives. (1)

As a source of normative stories, the big screen seems to have sanctified the 
idea of equal opportunity as a legitimate, timeless, American phenomenon. By 
championing individualism, the features furthered notions that blame for economic 
failure could only reside within the individual. Holtzman et al. even summarized 
the far-reaching effect of meritocracy on common consciousness by stating “many 
of us feel that if we identify and recognize a class system in the United States, we 
are challenging and questioning the very fiber of democracy. It may even seem 
unpatriotic to consider the possibility of the existence of an American class system 
based on the accident of birth rather than on merit, virtue, and hard work” (149).
	 At the same time, as the American Dream was rooted in the idea of the 
accessibility of upward mobility, the middle-class became a dominant point of 
reference for success stories. As a demographic, they seemed to materialize the 
myth of equal opportunity in a way that fostered hope in financial improvement 
unlike the success stories of the uber-rich. Their values became the winning values 
and so, middle-class families became a template against which all American families 
would sooner or later be measured. 
	 In light of these efforts to display upward mobility, it becomes evident how 
the vast majority of working-class narratives appear to be constructed in reference 
to this idea. The characters are often seen along the lines of a binary structure 
enabling an easy comparison with their middle-class counterparts. However, this 
type of depiction was not the case in early American cinema. In his work Working-
Class Hollywood: Silent Film and the Shaping of Class in America, Steven J. Ross 
describes the ways in which a wide range of reformers depicted the struggles of the 
working-class thanks to the wide accessibility of the new inexpensive medium. Ross 
claims that during the first two decades of the 20th century films and the working-
class were connected in three essential ways: “working people were the industry’s 
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main audience; they were the frequent subjects of films; and they were makers of 
movies—both as employees who labored in studio lots and as independent producers 
who turned out their own pictures” (6-7).
	 The  films of the silent era “turned class struggles previously confined to 
the hidden, private realm of factories, mines, and fields into highly visible parts of 
public culture” (Ross 7). In their attempt to inspire agency among their audiences, 
they championed collective action over individualism in the pursuit of better living. 

The working-class were not depicted in reference to something they “should be,” but 
through the perils of an environment disabling a dignified existence. Even though 
the cinema of the Great Depression often aimed at reconciling polarities within 
mass audiences by giving voice to “moral conservatives and liberal individuals” 
alike (Bodnar 40), the post-war boom of the Hollywood machine effectively 
brought an end to such political experiments. Seen as a “new way of doing business,” 
Hollywood came to pursue narratives which would not divide audiences so, “at the 
same time that worker filmmakers were trying to heighten class consciousness, 
Hollywood producers were suggesting class no longer mattered” (Ross 9).
	 Nevertheless, Robert A. Marcink considers 1960s and 1970s Hollywood 
productions as the most influential in creating the contemporary image of the 
(white) working-class. In reference to the economic tensions, Vietnam War, 
and culture wars of the period which were “moving the country to the right,” he 
formulates his theory that Hollywood features, in their aim to introduce needed 
conflict on screen, “privileged the working class [which came to] generally signif[y] 
‘real’ American values in contrast to the supposedly distorted and dangerous values 
of the counterculture” (Marcink 11).Through a “narrow” reading of both these 
groups, Hollywood is considered to have “helped to draw the lines between the 
‘orthodox’ and the ‘progressive’ views of the world, particularly as they relate to 
class” (3). The focus placed on the differences between these groups is thought to 
have dwarfed possible explorations of a common ground.
	 Referencing Kolker, Marcink adds “we choose narratives that tell us who 
we are, and maybe who we want to be, and we act accordingly” (10). This statement 
suggests that, aside from creating a certain image of the working-class, this image 
had also been internalized to an extent by the very group it was supposed to depict. 
By introducing the victim narrative, as well as the image of “the forgotten,” the 
blame for working-class grievances was ascribed to privileged minorities. What 
is more, Hollywood images of the working-class have catered to the superiority 
of upward mobility by depicting this class as an environment to be escaped from. 
Referencing the stories of Saturday Night Fever (1977) and Flashdance (1983), 
J. Emmett Winn offers his interpretation of the working-class hero as someone 
who “must transcend the working class, becoming a working-class hero precisely 
because he or she is no longer working class” (Winn 43). 
	 At the same time, the inability to meet the expectations of the prepackaged 
American Dream has exposed the need to reconcile poverty with other notions 
of American exceptionalism. On many an occasion, the struggle to put food on 
the table has been depicted as an act of heroism, and the juggling of multiple low-
wage jobs as a glorified testament to endurance. The efforts to give voice to an 
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increasingly pauperized demographic seem to be overshadowed by the exaltation 
of narratives established in reference to stereotypical models of individuality. The 
combination of Hollywood’s susceptibility to the biases of the time, and the need 
to present normative success stories, has resulted in a romanticization of poverty. 
An authentic representation would entail a struggle to avoid aesthetic and thematic 
pitfalls which may either deter audiences or encourage voyeuristic pleasures of 
poverty porn. Seeing as neither of these options suggest box-office success, the 
likelihood of authentic Hollywood portrayals of lower-class living may decrease.
	 The U.S. society appeared to enter the 2010s with a shift in the approach 
to “class.” The Occupy Movement of 2011 seemed to feed this heightened class 
consciousness in a re-structuring of the American society along the line of “the 
haves” and “the have nots.” The juxtaposition of the owning class with a mass 
united under the slogan “we are the 99%” appeared to expose the precariousness 
of the middle-class. Its image maintained the prestige of upward mobility but its 
actual post-recession position revealed that a reverse mobility is just as likely. 
Considering these circumstances, subsequent depictions of the working-class on 
film provided opportunity for the contestation of previous images grounded in 
stereotypes and simple binary systems. With regard to this period, Winter’s Bone 
seems to reflect the sentiments of a society exiting the recession with a new outlook 
on the state of the economy as well as break out of the confines of audiovisual class 
mythology. 
	 Set in Missouri’s rural Ozarks, the 2010 mystery drama follows the story 
of Ree Dolly, a poverty-stricken teenager, who sets out to find her missing father 
in order to prevent her family’s eviction. During her mission, she is forced to 
face the hostilities of neighbors and kin as her persistence threatens to reveal the 
community’s illegal ventures. Directed by Debra Granik, and adapted by Granik 
and Anne Rosellini from Daniel Woodrell’s 2006 novel of the same title, the 
film grossed over $16 million internationally compared to its $2 million budget. 
Remaining true to the novel’s themes and atmosphere of distrust and paranoia, 
Winter’s Bone won the Grand Jury Prize: Dramatic Film and the Best Screenplay 
Award at the 2010 Sundance Film Festival as well as two awards at the 2010 Berlin 
Film Festival. Furthermore, the film received four nominations at the 83rd Academy 
Awards, including Best Actress in a Leading Role for Jennifer Lawrence for her 
performance as Ree. Among critics, one of the film’s most commended traits has 
been its ability to withhold judgement of its characters. Effectively bypassing rural 
stereotypes and the easily transferable hillbilly narrative, the film reproduces the 
complexities of the meth underground within the Ozark community to present the 
effects of economic struggle on conservative values without imposing a particular 
reading.
	 Winter’s Bone uses the crime narrative as a means of navigating its Ozark 
community. The film introduces seventeen-year-old Ree by depicting her everyday 
responsibilities which revolve around taking care of her twelve-year-old brother, 
six-year-old sister, and mentally ill mother. Aside from assuming the traditional 
maternal role of cooking, cleaning, and helping the children with schoolwork, Ree 
also teaches them how to hunt and chops firewood to heat their cabin in her absentee 
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father’s stead. Her father Jessup, a known meth cook, had recently been jailed on 
account of his illegal activity and Ree is soon informed by the Sheriff that he had 
put up the family house and adjacent timber woods as part of his bond. Should he 
fail to show up to court, the Dollys will be evicted from their home in two weeks’ 
time. Determined to find her father, Ree starts asking various community members 
about his possible location. Everyone she asks reacts antagonistically, refuses to 
speak and implicitly warns her not to continue her investigation, giving Ree the 
suspicion that her father is dead. 
	 Starting with her uncle Teardrop—Jessup’s brother—she works her way up 
to farther family members until she has no choice but to ask for audience with 
the local crime boss Thump Milton. Turned away by his wife Merab with a gently 
spoken, yet potent, warning not to show up again, Ree finds herself at an impasse. 
After Jessup’s failure to appear at his court date, she becomes resolute in her efforts 
to prove her father’s death, so as to halt the eviction process. With only seven 
days to complete her mission, she heads out to meet Milton after failing to catch 
his attention at a cattle auction. Once on his property, she is met with violence 
from the hands of the Milton women. Teardrop saves a seriously beaten Ree by 
vouching for her in front of Thump that she will not cause more trouble. In private, 
Teardrop confides in Ree that her father had been killed for agreeing to snitch on 
his associates. Rumors of his betrayal had spread and so, someone anonymously 
put up the remaining sum to ensure his release and subsequent silence. Teardrop 
does not know the identity of his brother’s murderer and instructs Ree not to tell 
him should she discovers it herself. 
	 Ree’s desperation leads her to an army recruitment center where she 
discusses the possibility of her enlistment for the $40,000 entry bonus. However, 
this idea is hindered by the fact that she not only has to obtain her parents’ signatures 
but also, she would not be able to take her siblings with her to training. Moreover, 
the bonus itself would not be immediately paid out. With her uncle’s backing, Ree 
returns to her original plan of locating her father’s body. After a failed inquiry, their 
car is stopped by the Sheriff who wants to question Teardrop. The latter refuses to 
comply and in turn, states he knows of the Sheriff ’s involvement in Jessup’s death 
by leaking information on his possible cooperation.
	 A few days later, Ree is visited by the Milton women who offer to take her 
to Jessup’s resting place. Though distrustful of the women’s intentions, she agrees. 
Driven to the edge of a lake, she is then rowed to a spot in which Jessup’s body lies 
submerged in the water. Merab instructs her to reach into the water and grab her 
father’s hands so that they can be cut off and used as proof of his death. With this 
sudden, macabre climax involving the use of a chainsaw, Ree is able to bring the 
severed hands to the Sheriff ’s office claiming someone had thrown them on her 
porch. After bringing the eviction process to an end, she is visited by the bondsman 
who came to leave her the remaining part of the bond which no one had showed up 
to collect. During a brief conversation with her uncle, Teardrop enigmatically states 
he knows who killed Jessup. The film ends on a bitter-sweet note in which Ree tells 
her siblings she will never leave them but as they all sit together on the porch, future 
problems already start imposing on the image of the temporarily content family.
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	 Granik’s depiction of the story avoids artistic expressions which could 
overshadow the plot’s core and instead, uses themes which aim to reinforce the 
sense of uncertainty underlying each character’s conversation. Strongly rooted 
in realism, the production nonetheless manages to exists in the interstices of 
folk horror, Gothic, and what Woodrell himself called “country noir.” In Beth 
Kattelman’s reading of Winter’s Bone, the film is linked to the folk horror genre 
through its central plot points. The key themes of the genre such as the “dependence 
upon landscape [to keep man’s secrets]… portrayal of a dangerous, insular group 
of people, and… narrative centering on an interloper who is trying to unearth the 
key to a mystery” form the foundations to Winter’s Bone’s story (110). This relation 
to the genre effectively introduces the atmosphere of anxiety and paranoia without 
having to revert to the horror’s alarming audiovisual tricks. 
	 Upon further inspection, the film also successfully delivers the motifs of 
the Gothic both through settings and narrative as Winter’s Bone is exemplary of a 
present being haunted by the past. The physical reminders of the past, such as the 
random objects littering every yard and wasting away in the unforgiving weather, 
demonstrate the deterioration and decay of better times. The Gothic often portrays 
spaces which are haunted by dark secrets entailing vengeance and murder, which 
take on various forms of liminal figures “that rise from within the antiquated 
space, or sometimes invade it from alien realms, to manifest unresolved crimes or 
conflicts that can no longer be successfully buried from view” (Hogle 2). In the case 
of Winter’s Bone, the promise of supernatural monstrosity is fulfilled through the 
power that meth holds over the region. Its users have become shells of what they 
once were, bringing to mind ghosts and zombies bordering on life and death. The 
“unresolved crime” here, extends beyond the case of Jessup’s murder to encompass 
constant reminders of the region’s economic failure and abandonment. 
	 On the flip side, the female Gothic is thought to be a politically subversive 
genre as it often replaced the supernatural with anxieties of “female disability” as 
the source of horror. As such, it is presently read as an “articulati[on] [of] women’s 
dissatisfactions with patriarchal structures and offer[s] coded expression of their 
fears of entrapment within the domestic and the female body (Wallace and Smith  
2). Ree’s inability to sidestep or overpower the patriarchal laws of the community 
reveal that in the end, it was through the help of women negotiating under their 
men’s radars that she was able to save her home. Moreover, despite their help, the 
women showcase the constraints of their marriages and how they are bound to their 
men’s rules, including violence. 
	 The country noir introduces the elements of “defiance and defeat” to 
Winter Bone’s characters and dwellings. Though Woodrell has discredited his own 
term, the genre’s name has lived on through various interpretations, and has since 
been flamboyantly defined as “that losing side of the American mythology that 
walks out of the shining city on a hill spitting and reaching for a flask” (Merrigan). 
As a blend of different genres, Woodrell is thought to have borrowed “Faulkner’s 
obsession with heredity and degenerating family lines,” and in contrast to the 
urban noir where tensions arise from overpopulated spaces, “country noir is about 
what happens when there are too few people to fill a place, and the forces binding 
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them together become unbearably intense” (Rice 2). The boundaries of this genre 
hybridity are additionally established through the indie film where the narrative 
“deviate[s] from… classical Hollywood through the ‘delay or retardation of the 
suspenseful, high‐stakes plot’” (King 327). Together, all these narrative elements 
seem to form a realist story at times hinting at the unreal. As David Rice had aptly 
put it, “you have to believe that you could turn off of any highway in Middle America 
and find this place, and yet you remain forever on the cusp, unsure whether or not 
such a place is really on the map” (4).
	 Overall, these genres heavily rely on the power play of insiders and 
outsiders along with the tensions that arise when attempting to overstep the 
boundary between them. It would appear that most characters of Winter’s Bone are 
somehow related. The film’s community is similarly bound together by undisclosed 
ties which are subordinated to a specific understanding of security. This clan, just 
as the community at large, is conditioned to be silent about meth abuse and its 
distribution when dealing with the authorities. Regardless of one’s involvement in 
the enterprise, or lack thereof, silence preserves peace among the community. 
	 Since this community’s rules are not always obvious to an outsider, 
Winter’s Bone challenges common conceptions about rural populations through 
its complex characters. Not only do they avoid clichés but also, reinforce the film’s 
theme of anxiety through the unpredictability of their morality and behaviors 
ranging “from cruel to kind, from harsh to loving, from simple-minded to keenly 
intelligent” (Holtzman et al. 208). This environment demonstrates the aftermath of 
a “population being cast as waste” in what Lauren Berlant describes as “cinema of 
precarity” (201). What to an outsider could be considered a cognitive dissonance, 
is a set of reconcilable traits guaranteeing the survival of this community. These 
rules become navigable through the centrality of Ree’s character who, assuming the 
role of a detective, “[is] informed by knowledge of [her] surrounding environment 
and its social networks rather than by professionally trained deduction” (King 
330). Moreover, the concise dialogue between characters and unapologetic use of 
local dialect function as a power play on audiences who must keep up with all 
the things being said, and by the same token, not said. Language enables another 
form of “Othering” in which the dialect is a constant reminder of the community’s 
distinctness. 
	 In a reversal of roles, it is not the Ozark inhabitant who is ostracized on 
account of their lifestyle and assigned stereotypes but instead, it is the outside world 
that is not welcome. In the antebellum, the Ozarks cultivated  subsistence agriculture 
along with raising cattle for sale which “provided the economic base for a self-
sufficient life… characterized by log cabins, home-made furnishings, and home-
spun garments” (Otto 325). After the Civil War, the Ozark communities upheld 
their economic practices to the best of their abilities as well as maintained strong 
social ties entailing the aid of neighbors. When the term “hillbilly” first appeared 
on print in 1900, journalists soon started applying it to the “marginal farmers of the 
Southern mountains” and “knowing little of the[ir] economic history… popular 
writers attributed the poverty of marginal farmers to laziness and shiftlessness” 
(Otto 327). Between 1940 and 1960 a mass economic migration from Appalachia 
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and the Ozarks to the industrial cities of the Northeast and Midwest conflated the 
two groups in popular consciousness to portray the archetypical hillbilly, and give 
birth to the Ozark hillbilly.
	 Despite this easy labeling, it could be argued that the Ozarks are a complex 
borderland culture fusing the image of the cowboy with poverty-stricken cabins and 
blue-grass music. The image of Winter’s Bone community is further complicated as 
it is falling apart due to the distrust around drug dealing. The people still help each 
other and socialize but their interactions are veiled with a tension uncommon for 
many Americans, regardless of class. Given the type of disregard directed towards 
these rural dwellers, it seems plausible that the aspiration to be understood by 
outsiders has transformed into an active rejection of that acknowledgement. They 
have made a living out of being forgotten and now prefer to stay that way.
	 Contrary to this wish, the local law enforcement figures as a dominant 
outsider in Winter’s Bone. The Sheriff is a failed reconciliation of insider and 
outsider since he is meant to enforce the law established beyond this community 
while still remaining a part of it. His dichotomy ultimately triggers the events 
leading to Jessup’s murder. Ironically, his failure to uphold the law could also be 
condemned by the local meth world as his unprofessionalism, or even corruption, 
betrays the romantic image of the Western sheriff. Thump Milton, through his 
front business of cattle auctioning, tries to exude the air of a full-blooded rancher. 
While these efforts are evident in his Stetson, he is also seen wearing many military 
orders from the Vietnam War pinned to his leather vest, including a Purple Heart. 
It would seem that he proudly displays his dreams of exceptionalism just as his 
idea of rugged masculinity draws from the image of the cowboy, the soldier, and 
the biker. The Sheriff ’s impurity is a potential projection of the fear that America’s 
myths are dead. In line with this idea, Merrigan similarly comments on the Sheriff ’s 
activity that “John Wayne is dead and these days a sheriff is far more likely to be 
found turning an indigent family into the street than hunting down bad guys.”
	 The failure of state laws may also be ascribed to the indifference of the 
region to the proper execution of these laws. An absentee father and a near-
unresponsive mother would normally account for the removal of the children from 
their home and placement in foster care. Nevertheless, the offer made by Ree’s 
family members and neighbors to take care of her siblings hugely simplifies the 
foster procedures as though they played no actual role in tending to the children’s 
well-being. This could pose as an example of how the Ozark community may 
disregard institutions just as they themselves may have felt disregarded by them. 
The distrust towards authorities is further upheld by the “no-snitching” policy 
since the neighbors do not interfere by reporting suspicions of child neglect. For 
this purpose, the community lives by a division of laws—those imposing from the 
outside are “square law” while those directly regulating the life of its inhabitants 
have been referred to as “blood-soaked commandments” (González 68). 
	 Peace becomes paramount in light of the general sense of immobility which 
shrouds the region and shapes its reality. Rural spatiality coupled with poverty is 
one of the biggest contributing factors to family immobility and therefore, hindered 
access to public services aiding parenting efforts (Wallace and Pruitt 99). With so 
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much importance placed on amiable neighbor relations, inhabitants have no choice 
but to adjust to the crippling silence, all the while accepting their immobility as 
part of their reality. In the context of female mobility, the home functions as the 
chief domain of female activity, limiting their hostesses’ agency to this space. 
Along with the community’s expectation that the women adhere to this role, Ree’s 
mobility takes on a new meaning. Glen Donnar argues that “Ree’s determined 
walking… not only counters community expectations of female immobility and 
silence, but complexly reinvigorates and threatens the community” (170). Her 
refusal to comply with the gender roles imposed by her environment disrupts the 
status quo and deflates the repetitive command to “get back home.” The fact that 
the women are also policing each other to maintain this state of affairs is indicative 
that immobility had transformed from an imposed circumstance to a “norm” not 
to be disrupted.
	 In keeping with the Gothic’s allure for the white middle-class (Hogle 2), 
Winter’s Bone presents an all-white working class to showcase additional fears 
of “Othering.” Sherry Ortner in her discussion on the power of signification of 
working- and lower-class characters claims:

The (white) working/lower classes have always held a certain fascination for 
(white) middle-class Americans. For many, the working class is where they 
came from… then, the working class can never be totally Other, or, at least, 
it is always part Other and part self. Unlike most other Others, working-
class figures thus create very powerful possibilities for identification and 
dis-identification (190).

Through this understanding, the white middle-class are able to “see themselves” 
as who or what they could become should their economic success come to an end. 
Winter’s Bone gives such an example in the way it depicts a community’s sources of 
pride when poverty or austerity are the new norm. Despite her now non-existent 
relationship with her father, it seems as though Ree took pride in the fact that Jessup 
never made low-quality meth or caused a lab explosion. Conversely, snitching is a 
great source of shame and since Ree is aligned with Jessup she “suffers guilt by 
association” (Kattelman 121). To receive any kind of help or information she must 
redeem herself from her father’s betrayal and (re)establish her loyalty which is why 
her silence on the subject of her beating brought her closer to achieving a rapport. 
Furthermore, openly asking for help is shown as a sacrifice in itself. In a scene 
where Ree’s cousins living across the road are seen tending to a large piece of meat 
hung in the tree, her brother asks if she thinks they will share some of it, to which 
Ree responds “never ask for what should be offered.” One cannot become used 
to the generosity of others and this lesson is accentuated when the cousins—who 
know of the Dollys’ food scarcity—share their food only sometime later, possibly 
as a reminder that their kindness cannot be taken for granted. Nevertheless, the 
brother’s inquiry “has broken an unspoken code that demands that white trash be, 
above all else, self-sufficient” (Cox 226).
	 Another demonstration of what constitutes an insider’s status is the region’s 
indulgence in “white trash” consumer practices. While John Berra assesses that 
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the indie crime film established in a rural setting breaches the practice of rural 
narratives focused on “reflecting a particular way of life” rather than “dramatic 
plotting” (325), it could be argued that the combination of the two foci in Winter’s 
Bone is assisted by the projection of the characters’ detailed tell-tale signs of 
economic status. The film manages to capture the abundance of meaningless 
material possessions surrounding each household in way that reinforces the 
dramatism of trespassing on their property. 
	 In a noteworthy juxtaposition, Beverley Skeggs provides a fundamental 
distinction between working-class and middle-class practices suggesting that “the 
working-class have a long history of being represented by excess whilst the middle-
class are represented by their distance from it, usually through associations with 
restraint, repression, reasonableness, modesty and denial” (99). The lacking of 
the film’s community is similarly expressed through an excess as they all seem to 
share the habit of filling their yards with random objects. The objects themselves 
are familiar but at the same time seem foreign and out of place. A statue of two 
cherubs going down a slide sitting among the dirt, broken swings, chicken coups, 
and numerous small objects seems to alienate Milton’s yard rather than normalize 
it. This use of (un)familiarity allows Granik to create “an uncanny portrait of an 
off-kilter, broken ‘America’” (Donnar 168). Logically, these mostly broken items are 
accumulated for future cannibalization. In the event of a needed repair, they can be 
stripped to parts and reused in another item. What is more, they can be exchanged in 
a neighborly barter economy in place of a failing monetary economy. Also signaling 
an inclination towards hoarding, the yards reinforce the stereotypes of white trash 
as blind, mindless consumers to outsiders, and the sense of understanding among 
insiders.
	 Among this clutter of objects, items of great sentimental value are preserved 
and stored away. It is almost surprising that towards the end of the film Jessup’s 
banjo is shown as the one item handled with great care. It creates a link with a past 
less tarnished by meth abuse and a man still hopeful about the future. This Ozark 
community still holds on to an undefined nostalgia which speaks through the 
blue-grass music played at social gatherings. As they sing about nature, the local 
landscape, and all its animals, they communicate vague ideas of freedom, harmony, 
and independence. These few scenes offer a stark contrast to the film’s otherwise 
brutalist aesthetic; they are almost glimpses of an alternative reality depicting an 
idealized past or a future that could have been. The banjo itself is a strong tie to the 
hillbilly culture, and similarly to the famous “dueling banjo” scene from Deliverance 
(1972), the banjo’s tune functions as a pleasant intermission in Winter’s Bone. As a 
carrier of good memories, it allows a break from the present. 
	 Nostalgia is also buried in old family pictures which are neatly laid out 
throughout their respective album slots, and introduce a counterweight to the 
overflowing mess of objects inside the Dolly house. When Ree is left to believe she 
will not save her family from eviction, the Dollys look through their belongings 
and decide what to keep and what to burn. They dedicate some time to studying the 
albums and identifying the subjects of the pictures. Aside from high-school photos 
and the occasional dedication of everlasting love written on its back, there is also a 
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childhood picture of Jessup and Teardrop dressed as cowboys, posing in front of a 
photographer’s screen. This picture not only immortalized a time in the men’s lives 
when they did not want but also, echoed their romantic dreams of becoming the 
Western hero. This attachment to the Western is repeatedly found throughout the 
film, possibly underlining the fact that none of the characters are truly independent 
or self-sufficient. However, it would seem that this dream is fading out of existence 
among the community’s next generation. It is not certain whether Ree chose to 
burn the pictures but her strong focus on the present is an indicator of her attitude 
towards a past that will not return. 
	 Ree’s generation is presented with limited options regarding their life 
trajectory. As she is walking through her school building, she looks into various 
classrooms and observes their activities through the doors’ windows. In one, her 
siblings are doing arts and crafts, in another, teenagers are taught how to take 
care of a newborn, and in the final room students are preparing to become young 
cadets. Their prospects can be mostly summed up as becoming a young parent or 
escaping that fate through enlisting. Observing other community members, those 
options can be extended to include employment in a small business, government 
employment, and involvement in meth production and distribution. 
	 Gregory Frame considers these conditions to be a “critique of the neoliberal 
idea that individual drive is all that is necessary to deliver prosperity,” especially 
among a community whose “productive capitalism is a distant memory” (353). He 
further argues that Jennifer Lawrence’s career is an example of how a “star within 
mainstream cinema should function as a figure able to resolve the contradictions 
of the era of which they are part” (346). Her performance in Winter’s Bone involves 
a heavy restraint on facial expressions and body language which Frame interprets 
as a reinforcement of the film’s message that “neoliberalism’s crisis cannot be 
overcome and transcended, because it is permanent. Survival is the best one can 
hope for” (356). This attitude towards the present undermines nostalgia’s ability to 
offer psychological comfort to younger generations, revealing a shift within this 
community.
	 Nonetheless, the community members still attempt to safeguard many of 
their other dominant values, including a community model from a bygone era. 
They achieve this through the use of violence. Although there is a great deal of 
tension resulting from the precariousness of the future, the violence is mostly seen 
as a disciplinary measure rather than an outlet for frustrations. Implicit verbal 
aggression is the first reminder of the social boundaries. The second is forceful 
body language. Then, comes physical violence presumably in the form of beating 
although, it does not seem to be commonplace. Most of the time, it is more of 
a promise of violence than its actual execution. Nevertheless, it is the belief that 
violence allows the survival of this community that leads to Jessup’s murder. 
	 The idea of self-interest is conflated with the idea of a greater good, 
making Jessup’s snitching both a betrayal of the Miltons and a disintegration of 
honorable code under the pressure of outside forces. His death restores order to the 
community while preserving the Miltons’ security. Teardrop’s refusal to discover 
his brother’s murderer similarly draws from a code of honor which would demand 
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he avenge his brother. Ree’s refusal to withdraw her inquiry when faced with verbal 
and physical threats eventually led to her beating. However, Merab’s emphasis 
that it was only women who hurt Ree when asked about it by Teardrop, seems to 
imply that men cannot discipline women who do not “belong” to them. Conversely, 
Donnar argues that “the only [truly] surviving cultural code for this community 
is a prohibition on talking” which is the biggest indicator of the community’s 
breakdown since “Ree’s numerous calls on community codes or blood relations no 
longer hold (their traditional) significance. On numerous occasions, female gate
keepers talk specifically about not talking” (170-1). 
	 Considering these attempts at preserving an expiring community model, 
it could be argued that Ree’s transgressions of community law were made possible 
through the unorthodoxy of her insider status. She is undoubtedly part of 
this community. The Dollys are known for their stubbornness and the heritage 
of hundred-year-old timber woods behind the house vouches for the family’s 
presence in the region. Ree’s family exhibits familiar consumer practices since the 
children are surrounded with toys which compensate the unfulfillment of their 
most basic needs. Ree abides by the “pack” rules of the community just as she sees 
the figures of a sheriff or bondsman as natural outsiders forecasting trouble. She 
is also immersed in the Ozark self-sustenance lifestyle which is best shown in her 
lesson on hunting, skinning, and gutting squirrels. 
	 Nevertheless, this reality of Winter’s Bone “blood-soaked commandments” 
is experienced through the eyes of a girl at the brink of legal adulthood—no longer 
a child but not yet in a position to negotiate with adults. Merab’s comment upon 
seeing Ree on her property that she is “in the wrong place, I expect” “signals 
both Ree’s violation of unwritten community codes against trespass and Ree as 
symbolically out-of-place” (169). What is more, Ree finds herself on the threshold 
of womanhood while simultaneously taking on the classic role of the head of 
the family, making her both subordinate to the community’s men and seemingly 
empowered enough to question them. She does not fit into any particular clique but 
this seems to work to her advantage. Had she belonged in a clearly defined role, her 
transgressions could have caused more serious consequences. Since her position is 
negotiable, then her mission likewise invites compromise on the Miltons’ side. 
	 Above all, Ree understands that silence takes precedence over other 
community expectations and by breaking the “don’t talk” policy Jessup sealed 
his fate. In the end, she does not want the intervention of “square law” into the 
community’s affairs; she merely wants proof of Jessup’s death to stop the eviction. 
Throughout Winter’s Bone, the main factor enabling peaceful coexistence within 
the community was the ability to remain silent. It is interesting to note how this 
condition affects the rural community considering Basil Bernstein’s works on 
linguistic codes among the working-class. In his 1962 and 1964 studies on speech 
patterns among two groups with leveled IQ he concluded that the middle-class 
group operated an “elaborated code” characteristic for formal education, while the 
working-class group used a “restricted code” in which “body language, vocal tone, 
pace, and variations in volume are used to communicate more than actual word 
content” (Jensen 205-6). The latter group likewise refrained from using the phrase 
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“I think” which would normally “separate the speaker from the listener and invite 
and opposing ‘I think’” (206). Furthermore, Bernstein noted the language was used 
as a binding element among the group through the repetitive use of “sympathetic 
circularity tags” which “invited agreement [such as] ‘wouldn’t he’, ‘you know?’ or 
‘isn’t it?’—[to which] others would nod” (206-7). Barbara Jensen further comments 
how a restricted body language displayed by the middle-class could be read as 
unnatural by working-class members who are thought to distrust “people who 
show no expression or emotion” (207).
	 In light of these studies, the silence in Winter’s Bone takes on an additional 
meaning. The deliberate restraint on body language, facial expressions, and vocal 
tones in the face of potential danger is reminiscent of the same type of caution 
when dealing with wild animals. Similarly, the only way to gain the other party’s 
trust is to withhold impulsive reactions. The community takes a step back from 
Bernstein’s idea of working-class communication and aligns itself with nature’s 
traditional markers of non-threatening intentions. Silence appears to have become 
a valid form of communication. What is more, the inclusivity demonstrated in 
the sympathetic circularity tags seems to have disintegrated under the pressures 
of illegal activity, and what was once an indicator of a person’s need to belong, 
could be suspiciously read as fishing for information. Nevertheless, in the context 
of the working-class it is possible that the state of communication of one if its 
sum parts could be an indicator of future community breakdowns should illegal 
ventures become the only shield against crippling poverty. From the perspective 
of the outside world, this silence could also signal that this community is more 
in control of their own narrative since it cannot be imposed by a stranger mostly 
giving voice to stereotypes. 
	 Winter’s Bone likewise projects an image of what can happen to a community 
which does not have the natural conditions to sustain its previous model of sexual 
politics but is adamant about its survival. Unlike the urban working-class, this rural 
community’s ideas of masculinity are not challenged through a constant exposure 
to popular ideologies but rather, morph under the pressures of internal collapse. 
Throughout the film, marriage is presented as some form of constraint for the 
women. In a scene where Ree asks her friend if she could borrow her truck to drive 
around asking about Jessup, the friend first warns Ree that she has to ask her baby 
daddy for permission, then informs Ree about his adamant refusal. To help get the 
car, the friend had to defy her partner and by doing so, she proved to Ree that she 
is “who [Ree] always thought she was.” This would suggest that stubbornness or 
defiance are championed traits among young women, as well as imply the younger 
generation’s attempt at redefining expectations regarding their position. 
	 Conversely, the Milton women exude an older attitude in which they seem 
willing to help Ree but are halted by their men’s authority. Kattelman observes that 
“it is only the men who take the active part in dealings and negotiations” and upon 
Ree’s release into Teardrop’s custody “Ree cannot speak for herself; Teardrop must 
speak for her. Milton will not put any stock in Ree’s word because she is female” 
(123). Under these circumstances, the women’s efforts to “police each other on 
gender codes” (122) can be read through their fears of being rendered powerless. 
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Ree projects the women’s ultimate fear of finding themselves without a patriarch 
—someone who would defend them and vouch for them. 
	 Furthermore, their dependence is best demonstrated by the fact that Jessup 
could put up the house and lands for his bond despite having been absent from 
his family’s life. Kimberly Cox comments on this gender dynamic by stating “in 
this scenario, the patriarch and the house are of equal worth and the family that 
actually lives in the house, made up of women and children, are worth nothing” 
(221). The men’s absence is noticeable on a larger scale since some of the men 
have withdrawn from social encounters to hide their connection to the drug 
underworld. In this case, the “women act as gatekeepers and proxies for absent 
men” and as a consequence, “enforce a superficial matriarchy” (Donnar 168-9). 
The Milton women’s help comes unexpectedly therefore, it is unclear whether they 
obtained full permission to show up at Ree’s doorstep. Nevertheless, women had 
demonstrated more than once that they felt indebted to Ree through family ties so, 
small offers of water or a doobie in place of information on Jessup’s whereabouts 
“reveal the women‘s knowledge that they owe Ree something more than they are 
able to give her” (Cox 225). They cannot openly challenge their men’s decisions but 
can presumably negotiate them in private. For this reason, it could be said that the 
women figure not only as gatekeepers but also, mediators. 
	 The men on the other hand, suffer from anxieties “about a perceived 
incapacity… to protect vulnerable families and homes” (Donnar 159). In an 
observed “renewal of the ‘masculinity in crisis’ trope post-recession,” women’s 
perceived empowerment stems from male disempowerment or the “failing male 
trope” (Donnar 161) while violence is exercised to battle the “perceived feminizing 
characteristics of joblessness and poverty” (Donnar 169). Jessup’s inability to stay 
faithful to his wife, provide for his family, or remain silent when expected to, 
stripped him of his remaining dignity in the eyes of the community’s men who, 
despite their own shortcomings, are expected to prioritize their family’s security. 
With fewer economic opportunities this ability to perform the role of a patriarch 
has doubled-down in significance.
	 As an image of downward mobility, Winter’s Bone explores this preservation 
of status to mirror the anxieties of the white middle-class. In an oversimplification, 
the inability to maintain the status of the primary bread-winner means that the men’s 
worth must be found and demonstrated elsewhere. An environment of charged 
tension provides the opportunity to display such agency and rank. Furthermore, 
owing to the racial homogeneity of Winter’s Bone, Ortner argues that the film 
particularly plays on the fears of white middle-class women. Since many middle-
class families require two incomes to retain their social status, alongside the fact 
that this demographic is affected by growing divorce rates, then the “post-feminist 
mindset of Sex and the City (1998-2004)” suggests that “the loss of the ability to 
shop and consume is seen as one of the worst imaginable fates for a middle-class 
woman” (Ortner 194-5). This conclusion exposes the precariousness of middle-
class families and how they may be one recession away from financial ruin. The 
film offers a threatening reminder of the proximity of the two classes; despite this 
community’s rejection of the outside world, they are not the “Other.” 
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	 Nevertheless, within the working-class itself, the community could be seen 
as bordering on the class’s fringes. It seems to function in a place where civilization 
has been lost, attempted and failed. The characters’ use of silence and animalistic 
body language also distances them from traditionally suburban white trash 
practices, indicating a gradation in the community’s ability to remove itself from 
mainstream expectations. Living in a geo-political blind spot, they have retained 
their forefathers’ connection to the land. The only institution to truly reach the 
region is the army recruitment office which creates a general sense of disregard 
for the inhabitants’ well-being. Given these circumstances, dependence on the 
land for survival becomes obvious, mirroring the struggles of early settlers. The 
inability to effectively battle the adversities of nature creates a dichotomy in which 
the characters are simultaneously rooted in the region through their ancestors as 
well as easy to displace as though they were merely squatters. Their presence in the 
region is not sanctified because of their failure to transform nature into a booming 
civilization. 
	 The community is further aligned with nature through the dominating 
presence of animals throughout the film. They orbit the central character, fill the 
cluttered spaces, and generally appear to infuse the Dolly home with affection. 
Their calming presence balances out aggressive human encounters. In the final 
scenes, Teardrop is seen gifting the Dolly children baby chicks. The birds both 
symbolize a new beginning and exhibit pragmatism since they will presumably 
lay eggs for consumption. However, what truly introduces the sense of animalism 
into Winter’s Bone is that the way the animals are treated is a projection of how 
the Dolly children would like to be taken care of. In an understated scene, Ree’s 
younger brother brings home a dog he found in the woods. Ree’s charged question 
about where the dog came from seems to be her only form of protest. However, the 
dog deserves help, food, and shelter which Ree will provide despite not being able 
to sufficiently feed her siblings.
	 The Dollys approach to animals can be found among other low-income 
families. An article in The New York Times exemplifies the case of the Swetman family 
living in Southern Appalachia who, with limited resources, fed over 13 previously 
abandoned dogs. Their empathy is best demonstrated by Ms. Swetman’s statement 
that “I’d do without food myself before they do” (Eckholm). The Dollys’ selflessness 
towards animals also stems from the possibility that the animals mirror their own 
anxieties of vulnerability. Due to the news of the family’s impending eviction, Ree’s 
neighbors offer to take in and raise her brother while she contemplates asking 
Teardrop if he would take in her younger sister. A couple days prior, Ree asked her 
neighbors if they would take in her horse whom she had not fed in three days. The 
children and animals are expected to share a similar fate without adequate care. 
	 Additionally, by taking care of the animals the Dollys demonstrate that 
they are still in a position to be providers. This could be read as a desperate 
attempt at restoring some agency in their lives when they must often rely on the 
charity of others. Strong attachment to companion animals is also “the strongest 
predictor of psychological distress” (Thodberg et al. 43). By creating an experience 
of connectedness with the animals (44), the children could further compensate the 
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alienation caused by their parents’ absence. They emulate the adults’ behavior of 
counterbalancing a meaningful lack with a meaningless excess; they are instinctively 
drawn to the simple comforts of nature in their attempt to mask a lack in their 
emotional needs, making them hoarders of pet affection. 
	 Their situation is further exacerbated by the possibility of eviction. They 
find themselves in a volatile position because they may soon become like animals. 
Ree has a dream in which the timber woods are being cut down while the main 
focus is placed on fleeing squirrels surrounded by the sounds of chainsaws. Evicting 
the Dolly family would not be so different from cutting down the woods in which 
animals had taken residence. Without the home, Ree even states that the family 
would be “out in the fields like dogs.” Just as the middle-class may be threatened 
by the image of the working-class, the working-class is presented an appalling 
prospect of regressing into an animal-like state, scraping for food and shelter. 
Winter’s Bone proposes determination as the best defense against such a scenario 
without championing notions of meritocracy as it is only through a combination of 
perseverance and luck that Ree is able to save her home. 
	 Liminal positions often pose the threat of falling from one state into 
another, which is why the characters of Winter’s Bone safeguard the clear distinction 
between insiders and outsiders in their environment. By adhering to a strict set 
of community rules, they battle the unpredictable socioeconomic and political 
shifts governing the outside world. By aligning themselves with nature they are 
more likely to ensure their independence while their hostile silence discourages 
intervention. The community’s insularity has led to a cannibalization of old values 
similar to the cannibalization of old items in their yards. The values are constantly 
given life and revived, the bits and pieces are removed and substituted but not 
fully replaced. The idea of self-sufficiency imposes vague notions of freedom but 
in order to survive, every character has forfeited their freedom. They are tied down 
by responsibilities that were forced onto them, such as acting as parent to one’s 
own siblings or becoming your husband’s “gatekeeper.” It is easy to be physically 
rendered immobile due to the vast spaces, there are many rules which regulate 
even one’s ability to speak, and the men are trapped because of a lack of economic 
prospects while the women are trapped with them.
	 The film avoids glorification of poverty-stricken figures. Ree’s 
determination to save her family is the closest any character had come to 
demonstrating an act of heroism. The film  is more of a lament for what becomes of 
the people who have been ignored and forgotten, and whose sense of importance 
can only be reinvigorated through stifling sexual politics or military service. This 
representation of the working-class speaks to post-recession anxieties, distrust, and 
paranoia. The Gothic is aptly considered to filter the image of the American Dream 
to reveal the prospect of economic failure as the American nightmare. Its motif of 
a present haunted by the past functions as a reality check that 21st century America 
is still haunted by former glory just as current generations are held up to mid-
century definitions of success. Upon the collapse of a volatile economic system, 
Winter’s Bone offers an organic shift in community expectations thanks to which 
an individual’s worth is not literally established through their income but through 
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their ability to remain loyal. Since nostalgia is failing to help younger generations 
cope, a realistic assessment of the “now” seems to foreshadow an almost nihilist 
attitude regarding the future in which, as Gregory Frame had put it, “survival is the 
best they can hope for.”
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Abstract: The Jewish American Princess (JAP) stereotype is a well-established pattern in 
American popular culture. Characters exemplifying this stereotype can be found in such classics 
as Dirty Dancing, Friends, or Clueless. More recent TV representations of JAPs try to revitalize 
the stereotype and bring it up to date. Despite being set in the 1950s and 1960s, The Marvelous 
Mrs. Maisel shows its viewers a character who, in her comedic career, proclaims views in line with 
what Rosalind Gill calls postfeminist sensibility. A comparison of the main character and other 
female characters and the exploration of her comedic material reveals how the show’s creators 
try to reclaim the JAP stereotype by combining the figure of a Jewish American Princess with a 
persona of a contemporary Jewish female comedian.
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In her 2010 article about Jewish comediennes, Joyce Antler wrote, “while the 
predominance of Jews in American comedy is well-known… Jewish women’s comedy 
has largely gone unnoticed” (Antler 125). The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel (2017-2023), a 
TV show about a Jewish female comedian in the late 1950s and early 1960s, tries to 
patch this gap. The show premiered at a time in American pop culture when Jewish 
female creators celebrated triumphs in TV, film, and stand-up comedy. As audiences 
are no longer satisfied with one-dimensional female characters and the Peak TV era 
presents viewers with more and more choices, these Jewish comediennes offer a fresh 
take on femininity. Mrs. Maisel follows in the footsteps of these blunt female comics. 
Still, by placing its story in mid-century America, it gives its viewers a glimpse into 
the making of the long tradition behind Jewish female entertainers. However, as for 
years Jewish women in the media have been viewed through the lens of stereotypes 
associated with American Jews, such as the Jewish Mother and the Jewish American 
Princess, it is almost impossible to avoid this stereotypical line of thinking when 
creating a Jewish female character on screen. Instead of avoiding the stereotype 
altogether, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel plays with it. As the show combines the 
persona of a Jewish female comedian with a Jewish American Princess stereotype 
and tries to embrace some of the stereotypically “JAPy” characteristics, it balances 
the fine line between reappropriation and reinforcement of the stereotype. It also 
tries to subscribe to the ideas of what Rosalind Gill calls postfeminist sensibility, 
creating its main character as a feminine and desirable career woman, which 
paradoxically renders second-wave feminism obsolete (Gill “Postfeminist Media 
Culture”). While potentially entertaining, such a play with history is questionable 
and dangerous because it seems apolitical.  
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	 The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offers an optimistic and colorful rendition of 
mid-century America. This historical show does not aim to be historically accurate; 
instead, it filters contemporary sensibilities onto the past, making the wishful 
thinking of these times into reality. Created by Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel 
Palladino, best known for Gilmore Girls, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel tells the story 
of Miriam “Midge” Maisel, a housewife and mother of two in her twenties whom 
her husband Joel abruptly leaves. Joel tells Midge that he is having an affair with 
his secretary Penny Pann, packs a few of his belongings into Midge’s suitcase, and 
leaves her on Yom Kippur. Distraught, Midge gets drunk with a bottle of kosher 
wine, goes to Gaslight, a downtown club she used to attend with her husband, and 
accidentally gets on stage. After she starts talking about her life, one of the club’s 
employees, Susie, notices her natural talent for comedy. The two become partners, 
with Midge pursuing a career as a stand-up comedian and Susie becoming her 
manager. The show, which has won three Golden Globes and 20 Emmys, is often 
praised for its colorful and carefully curated world. While it is often criticized 
for lacking historical accuracy and depicting the 1950s without nuance, it offers 
viewers a vignette of the mid-century comedy scene.

“Bawdy” Comedy Scene

As the audience follows Miriam’s journey from a housewife to a stand-up comedian, 
the creators weave in real-life comedians of the era, either by dropping their names, 
for example, Nichols and May, or by developing them as episodic characters such 
as Lenny Bruce. Although Midge’s story is fictional, it is based on many other 
real-life Jewish female comedians. Mollie Picon, Sophie Tucker, and Fanny Brice 
were among the first prominent Jewish female comics in the United States. They 
started their careers in the early 1900s (which lasted eighty, sixty, and forty years 
respectively), performing in vaudeville, musical revues, Yiddish theater, film, and 
radio. Described by critics as “bawdy,” they talked about issues relevant to women. 
As June Sochen writes, “Sophie Tucker and Fanny Brice, first-generation social 
satirists, presented a womanist perspective in their humor; that is to say, they were 
not overtly feminist but rather gave audiences the woman’s point of view” (71). 
While they often assumed comic characters and Yiddish accents, for example, 
Mollie Picon played “‘Yonkele’ role at least ‘3,000 times,’” they paved the way for 
the next generation of Jewish female comics (Antler 126). Starting in the 1950s 
and 1960s, Jewish female entertainers such as Joan Rivers, Bette Midler, Barbra 
Streisand, or Gilda Radner became “social and sexual satirists” of their day, often 
subverting the stereotypes ascribed to Jewish women by male-produced literature 
and pop culture (Sochen 71).
	 Contemporary Jewish female comedians continue this tradition. Sarah 
Silverman, Jenny Slate, Lena Dunham, Chelsea Handler, Amy Schumer, Rachel 
Bloom, Ilana Glazer, and Abbi Jacobson are some of the best-known Jewish female 
comedians today. In their work, which includes not only stand-up but also Netflix 
or Prime Video comedy specials, TV shows, and movies, they talk about topics such 
as dating, sex, and pregnancy in a straightforward and relatable way. These bawdy 
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creators offer a feminist critique of sexism and the societal norms modern women 
are expected to meet. Often playing with the genres and tropes that perpetuate 
postfeminist ideas in the media (such as romantic comedies or the makeover 
paradigm),  Inside Amy Schumer  and Rachel Bloom’s musical comedy  Crazy Ex-
Girlfriend  offer a voice in the discussion about contemporary gender roles and 
stereotypes. Although, according to Shaina Hammerman, these Jewish comedians 
“are marked first as women and only secondarily, parenthetically as Jewish,” 
Jewishness is a big part of their comedy (62). Crazy Ex-Girlfriend offers songs that 
candidly (and sometimes stereotypically) talk about Jewish American experiences: 
a demanding Jewish mother (“Where’s the Bathroom?”), intergenerational trauma 
(“Remember That We Suffered”) or Jewish American Princesses (“JAP Battle Rap” 
and “JAP Battle Rap Reprise”). However, according to Samantha Pickette, who writes 
about the representation of Jewish femininity in Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, “Jewishness 
in Crazy Ex-Girlfriend, then, is less of an ethnic or even cultural identity and more 
of a series of stereotypes underscored by the implication that there is, in fact, an 
innate difference between “normal” people and “hysterical” Jews” (67). As  The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offers an array of comedic Jewish characters, and like Crazy 
Ex-Girlfriend  tries to position its main character as a modern Jewish American 
Princess, it is pertinent to better understand this show’s take on contemporary 
Jewish female comedy and the idea of (Jewish) femininity it tries to promote.

The Making of a Jewish American Princess

“Daddy the doctor, Daddy the lawyer, Daddy the businessman,” in coining these 
terms, Anna Sequoia put the whole idea of a Jewish American Princess stereotype 
into one smooth phrase (Sequoia 182). The Jewish American Princess, the bearer 
and expression of the (often undesirable) middle-class values, cannot exist without 
the men in her life who finance her lavish lifestyle. While the more recent examples 
of Jewish American Princesses in pop culture explore the idea of the JAP becoming 
independent (e.g., Rachel in the TV show Friends), there is no JAP without the 
Daddy. The Daddy, or rather what he symbolizes that is the financial stability and 
the support of a family as well as JAP’s middle-class background, conditions her to 
become an entitled young woman. The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel shows how complex 
this dependence is. Unlike most representations of JAPs on screen, the show goes 
a step further to include not just the Daddy in this exploration of its heroine’s 
background but her entire family.
	 In an interview with the Today show, Rachel Brosnahan, the actress 
portraying Midge Maisel, said, “Amy Sherman-Palladino, who created the show, 
always said to me that Midge is the kind of woman who aspires to be exactly 
like her mother,” who wants to “have exactly the kind of life that she does” (“The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel Stars Reveal”). When the audience first meets Mrs. Maisel, 
this is precisely the kind of life she has. In season one’s pilot episode, Midge is 
depicted as a young woman who is not only focused on her family life but who 
excels at it and seems happy in the role of a wife and mother. After completing 
Bryn Mawr College and getting married, Midge is hosting Rabbi for Yom Kippur 
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and makes the perfect brisket to get her husband a better time slot at the Gaslight. 
She also makes diligent notes to help him improve his act, measures herself to make 
sure she is “proportional,” and performs a complicated bedtime routine meant to 
ensure that her husband never sees her without make-up or with hair rollers on 
(“Pilot”). What Midge aspires to is the kind of womanhood that her mother Rose 
has mastered to perfection and which the popular culture of the 1950s promoted. 
As Pamela Nadell described it:

Among the most powerful female images of this era were television’s con-
tented suburban middle-class mothers…. As they baked and vacuumed 
wearing dresses and pearls, they embodied the idealized, glamorous, and 
also sexualized 1950s wife and mother, whose happiness lay in her meticu-
lous housekeeping, bright and talented children, and with her loving and 
invariably wiser husband (391).

This mid-century focus on fashion and beauty was also at the center of the most 
visible aspect of the Jewish American Princess stereotype: clothes. However, 
clothes convey more meaning in this context than just the 1950s feminine ideals 
and materialism. While consumerism at the time was rampant, clothes also played 
a considerable role in the assimilation of American Jews. As Shirli Brautbar argues, 
“Jewish immigrants had used fashion as a means of assimilating and integrating 
into mainstream American life from the nineteenth century onward” (80). In this 
case, “fashion” does not just mean glamorous outfits but also the making of the 
garments. The Jewish immigrants of the 19th and early 20th centuries often arrived 
in America as skilled tailors (due to discrimination in their home countries, often 
one of the few available professions) (Sachar). Therefore, it is no surprise that 
American Jews became not only prominent owners of sweatshops in the garment 
industry (primarily German Jews) but also its workers (Eastern European Jews). 
Those included young Jewish women working for minimal pay in atrocious 
conditions, which sometimes ended in tragedy, as exemplified by the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory fire.
	 Nevertheless, these young, working-class Jewish women also tried 
assimilating into American society by dressing up, often mimicking the American 
lifestyle. This phenomenon resulted in the Ghetto Girl stereotype. While the Ghetto 
Girls were described as having an affinity for fashion, “intent on being stylish 
Americans,” they were also accused of “lack of taste” (Prell 25, 50). A problem that 
some commentators attributed to the difficulties of dressing the “Oriental body” 
(Prell 50). However, this negative attitude toward Ghetto Girls can be explained by 
the Jewish community’s anxieties. Not only about adjusting to American society 
and blending in but also about being abandoned by these independent women who 
would use their wages for other purposes rather than supporting their families, 
“The Lower East Side had no Prince Charmings with wealth to underwrite palaces, 
fancy cars, and other pleasures. Beneath the ridicule of these young women is an 
unmistakable anxiety about women not staying behind to share with their peers 
a life without such possibilities” (Prell 37). Additionally, Ghetto Girls were seen 
as a threat to Jewish men’s economic viability, “[t]he very gender dynamic that 
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Jews embraced in order to Americanize suggested that women’s desires would be 
supported by the economic productivity of a husband” (Prell 29). These Jewish 
women were “icons of Americanization” (Prell 57).
	 Ghetto Girl, the forebear of the Jewish American Princess in the 
pandemonium of Jewish women stereotypes, shows how essential clothes have 
been for generations of Jewish women in America who used them as a means for 
climbing the social ladder and becoming “true” Americans. In the case of The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, this is further highlighted by the fact that Midge’s father-in-
law, Moishe Maisel, owns a garment factory. Midge indirectly (through her father-
in-law and husband) profits from this business, yet is removed from its essence. 
When Joel delivers Halloween costumes for their kids in one of the episodes, the 
show indicates that Midge probably cannot sew herself. She is at least one generation 
removed from the reality of sweatshops and Ghetto Girls. Instead, the glamour of 
her persona is further proof of the acceptance American Jews enjoyed in the post-
war period.
	 However, Midge is much more a 21st-century woman than the 1950s 
housewife the audience sees in the pilot episode. As she becomes more independent 
and begins a comedy career, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offers a modern rendition of 
a Jewish American Princess stereotype which embraces the “JAPy” characteristics, 
such as affinity for clothes, paying much attention to one’s looks, and privilege, 
known from previous representations of JAPs such as Marjorie Morningstar, Clueless 
or Dirty Dancing. These characteristics stem from her socioeconomic background 
and would not be possible without her family.
	 When her husband announces that he leaves her and life as she knew it 
shutters, the first thing that Midge does is run to her parents, who live in the same 
building. Midge depends on her parents often, not only in moments of crisis but 
also in everyday tasks such as childcare. It is the life that she always planned for 
herself, as she says in one of the flashbacks to her engagement with Joel, “I can be a 
cool chick with a doorman and a Kelvinator Foodarama refrigerator, can’t I?…. My 
parents are so close. When we have kids, we can just go upstairs, drop them off, go 
downtown, and be cool cats by night” (“Ya Shivu”). When she has to move out of her 
apartment, the natural next step is to move back in with her parents, whose maid 
takes care of all the chores and Midge’s children. Midge gets a separate room for her 
clothes which are an essential part of her character, as the show likes to remind its 
viewers. Always dressed to perfection, Midge shares her love for fashion with her 
mother, who “gets her things” and makes sure her daughter always looks perfect 
(“The Disappointment”). Their relationship resembles that of Marjorie and Mrs. 
Morgenstern’s who are also shown bonding over clothes. Midge’s similarities to this 
classic representation of JAP do not end there. She is also bound to marry a doctor 
and dreams of a career in show business. Just like Marjorie, Midge is conditioned 
by her upbringing to become the Jewish American Princess. Privileged and naive, 
she does not have to work to survive. Earning money is about satisfying her whims, 
like buying a TV, and a comedy career is about following her dreams. That is until 
her parents decide to leave behind their stable life, a choice which inadvertently 
causes Midge to face the realities of adulthood. After her father gives up his tenure 
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at Columbia University and her mother her wealthy, oil-fortune family’s support, 
the Weissmans are essentially penniless and homeless. Suddenly, Midge is the one 
who literally provides a roof over their heads by taking out a loan for her old Upper 
West Side apartment, and she is the breadwinner who worries about paying the 
bills. Nevertheless, this monumental change in her life does not happen of her own 
volition. Instead, just like her privilege and glamorous lifestyle, it is decided for her 
by her parents’ choices.

The Postfeminist 1950s Dream

The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s aesthetic helps the creators paint Miriam as a Jewish 
American Princess, but it also helps to show the world of mid-century comedy. The 
show is set at a time when stand-up, as it is known today, was developing and when 
comics such as Joan Rivers were revolutionizing their field and women’s position 
in it. Mrs. Maisel attempts to invite its viewers to comedy clubs to learn about 
iconic comedians, focusing on a specific industry while showcasing the beautiful 
1950s. However, the show’s aestheticization, i.e., its glamorous costumes, sets, 
and cinematic frames, are mostly just smoke and mirrors for its flippant attitude 
towards historical accuracy and depicting a postfeminist character in pre-feminist 
times. While some critics praised the show for this approach, observing that “[t]
he dialogue is sprinkled with anachronisms, but they don’t detract from the whole, 
because there is the clear sense that this is a created thing, a beautiful illusion 
composed of elements put together not to instruct but to please,” others saw this 
“beautiful illusion” as a severe flaw (Flanagan). In her review for The New Yorker, 
Emily Nussbaum acutely points out all of the show’s imperfections. Nussbaum 
writes that even though the show tries to position itself as somewhat feminist, it 
mostly ignores all the unpleasant aspects of the 1950s and is inconsequential in 
its portrayal of sexism. It puts Midge on a pedestal, creating her to be the perfect 
character who can do no wrong, “The show is downright Sorkinian in its emphasis 
on Midge’s superiority—and more than a bit Streisandian, too, except that Midge 
starts and ends as a swan” (Nussbaum). 
	 In order to underline Midge’s superiority, the creators introduce a cast of 
supporting female characters who create the background for Mrs. Maisel. While the 
show’s heroine might go through her own trials and tribulations, the viewers are 
always left feeling that she will get a happy ending and that no matter what happens, 
she is still the most successful of them all. All her female friends and competitors 
are never quite as good at their jobs, fashionable, funny, or capable of reconciling 
their ambition with femininity as Midge is. This is further underlined by her 
seemingly easy solutions and obvious observations in her comedy routine, which 
espouse the postfeminist sensibility. As understood by Rosalind Gill, postfeminist 
sensibility is characterized by neoliberalism and individualism, femininity as a 
bodily property, sexualization of culture and women’s sexual subjectivity, as well 
as reassertion of sexual difference (Gill “Postfeminist Media Culture”). As much as 
Midge is inspired by real-life mid-century entertainers such as Joan Rivers, Barbra 
Streisand, or Lenny Bruce, a recurring character on the show, Mrs. Maisel’s material 
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is geared towards contemporary viewers. Monologues about sex, motherhood, 
or discrimination against women often feel like guidelines and commentary on 
contemporary problems. As they make the character stray further from her Jewish 
American Princess roots, they put her more firmly into the position of a (post)
feminist savior.

I Enjoy Being a (Jewish) Girl: 
Midge and Other Women of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel 

The show portrays Midge as an ambitious career woman and a mother who 
simply “enjoys being a girl” and makes it look like it is incredibly easy to meet 
society’s expectations (Foster). However, Midge’s status as “marvelous” would 
not be as visible if it was not for other women in the show because, as Marjorie 
Jolles writes, “The rule-breaker may be a figure of strong individuality, but the 
achievement of this individualism relies on the fundamentally relational structure 
of her subjectivity; for the rule-breaker is only intelligible by virtue of the existence 
of masses of rule-followers against whom she defines and measures herself ” (Jolles 
50). Susie, Penny Pann, Sophie Lennon, Imogen, Carole Keen, or her colleagues 
from the department store B. Altman represent femininities that are either in 
opposition to or are incomplete versions of Midge’s take on womanhood. They also 
highlight her Jewishness either because they are not Jewish themselves or because 
their Jewishness is not explicit. They all serve as a background that is supposed to 
elevate Midge as the only one who is doing it right. 
	 The show’s carefully curated aesthetic would not be complete without its 
soundtrack which underlines the sugar-coated fantasy of the show as well as its 
characters’ personas. Such is the case with “I Enjoy Being a Girl.” The song is 
featured twice in season one of the show. In episode five it accompanies Midge’s 
first visit to B. Altman as she applies for a job and eventually becomes a new 
“make-up counter girl” (“Doink”). Midge, wearing a dress with red lipstick on, 
twirls in the streets of New York City and feels at home in the department store. 
The song is featured for the second time in episode six of season one when 
Susie walks into B. Altman for the first time. Unlike Midge, she is out of place 
at a department store, and the song underlines that. As Sutton Foster sings, “I’m 
strictly a female female” Susie walks into the store, throws a cigarette onto the 
floor, and puts it out with her shoe. Unlike the tall and slim Midge, she is short, 
and wears grey pants, a shirt, a blue bomber jacket, and a paper boy hat, items that 
do not resemble women’s fashion of the 1950s (“Mrs. X at the Gaslight”). Rather 
they make her look masculine, which is an ongoing joke throughout the show, 
with multiple characters mistaking her for a man. Susie’s refusal to adhere to the 
“ladylike” norms is also visible in her behavior, as she is straightforward and often 
rude. She lives in a tiny and neglected apartment she can barely afford. Her lack of 
feminine touch is played for laughs when she sublets her place to Jackie, her male 
coworker from the Gaslight, who makes the place look clean and put-together. 
Although Susie is a butch woman, the show does not (until the final season) pay 
much attention to her identity or sexuality.
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	 Coming from a working-class family who lives in the Rockaways, 
Susie does not have the kind of support system that Midge enjoys. This is often 
juxtaposed with Midge’s privilege, for which Susie’s character works as a fact-
check. While Midge often looks back fondly to her childhood memories and treats 
every situation with unstoppable optimism, Susie’s outlook on life is informed by 
hardship. When they go on tour in season two, and Midge comments that sleeping 
in the same room is like a sleepover, Susie offhandedly mentions childhood sexual 
abuse (“Someday…”). When Harry Drake blacklists Midge from most clubs in the 
city, and Susie says they need to start making money, Midge says, “Don’t worry 
about me, I’m fine.” Susie quickly brings her back to reality:

Oh, are you, Princess? You hanging in there? Is life okay in your 18-room 
apartment on the Upper West Side with your doorman and your maid and 
your childcare and your bottomless closet?…. I’m not gonna find $2,000 
in my closet. Think about my life for a moment. I’m broke.… I’m begging 
people to call me ‘cause I can’t afford to call them. I am picking up half-
eaten apples out of trash cans at the Port Authority. It’s getting dire here. 
(“The Punishment Room”)

The realities of Susie’s life reveal the fantasy that is Midge’s effortless lifestyle and 
show how clueless she is about her privilege. However, while the show focuses 
a lot on the “Princess” part of this juxtaposition, it mostly ignores the question 
of Jewishness. Even though Amy Sherman-Palladino claims that Susie Myerson 
is a Jewish character which would suggest that the show depicts the diversity of 
American Jewry, Susie is never shown as a practicing Jew or even explicitly Jewish 
culturally (Burack). When she talks about Jewishness, it is unclear if she identifies 
as a Jew. While The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel is unapologetic about its depictions of 
Jewishness, it is only the wealthy Jews that are clearly described as Jewish. Midge’s 
model minority Jewishness is all the more visible thanks to Susie Myerson but also 
thanks to the non-Jewish women in the show. 
	 Miriam Maisel is the colorful, somewhat exotic character who is the 
unsurpassed ideal to other women and an object of desire to men, a modern 
Beautiful Jewess. By comparison, the non-Jewish women in the show look bleak 
or express archaic views. Her colleagues at B. Altman are always dressed in toned-
down colors and never quite as good at their jobs as Miriam. Imogene, the goyish 
friend who is blonde and focused on motherhood, personifies the domesticity 
Midge has left behind, and even when the show hints that she is going to follow in 
Midge’s footsteps of pursuing a career, she signs up for secretarial school, a more 
realistic choice than Midge’s glamorous career in comedy. Yet, the most significant 
contrast is drawn between Midge and Penny Pann. 
	 Penny, whom Midge describes as “dumb as a Brillo pad,” is an example of 
the shiksa stereotype, the woman who is “sweet and less demanding, quieter, not 
like the Jewish mothers, less bossy” (Klein). The type of woman who attracts Jewish 
men as “exotic sirens, femmes fatales, humble servants, Christian saints, victims, 
and American goddesses” (Cople Jaher 520). However, as Moishe describes her: 
“She’s young, she’s empty headed, she doesn’t eat. She’s a shiksa. Shiksas are for 
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practice” (“Doink”). Penny is an incomplete version of Midge, “the Methodist 
version of me,” who makes pot roast “the Methodist version of brisket,” has almost 
no lines in the show and is clearly lost when facing Midge with her fast-talking and 
witty remarks. Rather she embodies Joel’s insecurities. 
	 Joel leaving Midge for a non-Jewish woman, or for “pot roast and Santa 
Claus,” feels like a threat to this ethnic identity and Jewish continuity, “Don’t 
baptize him [Ethan] while I’m gone” (“The Disappointment”). According to Karen 
Brodkin, the responsibilities and pressures of assuring Jewish continuity were 
“increasingly turned over to women” (Brodkin 150). Penny underlines Midge’s 
unfettered relationship with her Jewishness even though the show hints that she 
was not embracing her identity in such an unapologetic way when she was younger. 
As the flashbacks to her college years reveal, she was dying her hair blonde and 
wanted to marry a goy, “I was going to meet a man—a perfect man. He would be 
6’4’’ and blond, and his name would be Dashiell or Stafford” (“Pilot”). However, 
when the audience meets her, she is already at peace with her identity as a Jewish 
woman and is not afraid to be vocal about it. 
	 Her embrace of Jewishness is also visible in her career on stage. Even though 
in the 1950s and 1960s it was common practice to change a Jewish-sounding name 
to something more inconspicuous, for example, Joan Rivers changed her name 
from Molinsky, the name Maisel is embraced by Midge, and her Jewishness is often 
the subject of her stand-up in a very explicit way. When during one of her stand-
ups, a man tells her to “Go home and clean the kitchen!” Midge responds with, 
“Oh, sir, I’m Jewish. I pay people to do that” (“Thank You and Good Night”). Midge 
is portrayed not only as a proud Jew but also as an authentic persona on stage, 
directly opposing Sophie Lennon. 
	 Sophie Lennon is the only other female comic character the show 
presents to the audience. It depicts her as a WASP-y imposter in direct opposition 
to Midge’s honest, JAP-y on-stage persona. Sophie is a successful veteran of the 
comedy world and a childhood idol of Midge. On stage, she assumes the role of 
a homely, obese housewife from Queens whose humor is mostly self-deprecating 
and focuses on her weight. Yet, when Midge is invited to her house, she discovers 
that this is just a stage character. Sophie, poised and elegant, lives in an Upper East 
Side townhouse with butlers at her every whim, is skinny and eats only lemon 
wedges or Jell-O, and has never actually been to Queens. She asks Susie, “Tell me, 
is that really how they talk?” She is a graduate of Yale Drama School and dreams 
of a serious acting career, a dream she later fails at. Her career is based on the 
premise that women cannot be funny unless they make themselves unattractive. 
She asks Midge, “What is your gimmick?” When Midge says she does not do 
that, she claims it will not work: “No one wants that.… The mainstreamers, the 
people from Pacoima, the people who buy the dish soap and the dog food, who 
pay for the Modigliani’s— they want a character.” When Midge points out that 
male comics do not have characters, Sophie replies, “They have dicks. Do you 
have a dick?…. Darling, look at you. I mean, really—men don’t want to laugh at 
you. They want to fuck you. You can’t go up there and be a woman. You’ve got to 
be a thing. You want to get ahead in comedy? Cover up that hole” (“Put That on 
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Your Plate!”). Sophie represents an earlier generation of female comics (the likes 
of Sophie Tucker or Fanny Brice), those who started in vaudeville when their only 
chance at a successful career as women was caricaturing themselves. However, 
in The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, she represents internalized sexism and an archaic 
point of view that Midge repudiates. Later in the same episode, in her stand-up, 
Midge calls Sophie out as a fat-suit-wearing snob who tells her that “men won’t 
think I’m funny because I don’t look like a dump truck?” Midge directly disputes 
Sophie’s words, calling out the unrealistic norms women are supposed to aspire 
to: “Why do women have to pretend to be something that they’re not? Why do we 
have to pretend to be stupid when we’re not stupid? Why do we have to pretend to 
be helpless when we’re not helpless? Why do we have to pretend to be sorry when 
we have nothing to be sorry about? Why do we have to pretend we’re not hungry 
when we’re hungry?” (“Put That on Your Plate!”). Even though Midge embodies 
those unrealistic expectations, in her comedic career, she is portrayed as a (post)
feminist savior who brings enlightenment to the 1950s patriarchy. However, as 
much as the show is trying to underline Midge’s exceptionality, in season three, it 
introduces a character that reveals Mrs. Maisel may not be such a trailblazer after 
all. 
	 Carole Keen guides Midge through the meanders of show business and is 
supposed to display a different approach to being a career woman. A blonde, petite 
woman with an updo and cat-eye glasses, she has a no-nonsense approach to her 
life and career as a bass player. When Midge first meets her, she sends a man away 
from the doorstep of her hotel room. When the two women talk later, she says, 
“He’s handsy but harmless” (“Panty Pose”). From their very first conversation, it is 
clear that Carole, the only other white woman in Shy Baldwin’s band, is supposed to 
be Midge’s guide to the world of touring and navigating the male-dominated show 
business as an attractive young woman and a working mother. When they meet 
again in a hotel corridor, and Carole invites Midge for a drink and room service 
food charged to handsy Howards’ bill, the two women share their struggles with 
being homesick and reconciling their careers with motherhood. They are portrayed 
as two women against male-dominated industry, and the aspect of sisterhood is 
underlined when Carole toasts Midge by saying, “To someone with tits to talk to.” 
As she gives Midge a rundown of the rules of the road, which include keeping 
slippers behind the bandstand, “Fuzzy ones, rabbit ears,” and “the skinny on one-
night stands,” with advice on how to protect herself and what makes a good weapon 
“High heels are great, and they never see it coming,” it is clear that Carole Keen is 
a woman who knows how to maneuver the “real world.” The tips she shares with 
Midge reveal her approach, “They can’t think you’re a girly girl” (“It’s Comedy or 
Cabbage”). Unlike Midge, who makes her famous brisket in a hotel kitchen for the 
entire band, Carole does not know how to be a “female female” (Foster). She does 
not know how to knit but does that anyway because, as she says, “It’s a woman’s 
work” (“Kind of Bleau”). Like all the other female characters in the show, she is 
an incomplete version of Midge’s womanhood. However, instead of adopting the 
more “traditional” characteristics the woman of the 1950s is supposed to espouse, 
this character goes to the other extreme. She is the already liberated, independent 
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woman who does not feel guilty about leaving her kids with her mother, “the queen 
of apple strudel” when she goes to work, yet she still feels like she needs to be more 
feminine. The purpose of this is to yet again elevate Midge as a character who 
checks all the boxes of the perfect female of postfeminist pop culture. 
	 The women of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offer a variety of different takes 
on femininity and womanhood. They are either accepting the societal roles ascribed 
to women without any protest (Penny Pann, Imogene), completely rebelling against 
them (Susie), or selectively applying them for their own purposes (Sophie Lennon, 
Carole Keen). Yet, the show is clear that none of these characters can come close 
enough to being Midge, the woman who always successfully draws from these 
various femininities to become the postfeminist heroine who seemingly subverts 
the stereotypes she is so clearly inspired by. Midge’s comedic career shows this 
attempt in a nutshell and displays the rich history of female Jewish entertainers.

Borscht Belt Barbie: Midge’s Postfeminist Comedy

When Susie and Midge enter a Florida hotel during the tour with Shy Baldwin in 
season three, Midge sees a “staircase to nowhere.” A staircase that is “there just so 
the ladies can walk down in their finest dresses and everybody can watch them.” 
Susie is eager to hear Midge’s stand-up on this “completely asinine” invention but 
quickly realizes that Midge does not intend to make fun of it but instead wants 
to use it to show off her new outfits. As Susie comments, “I never know when 
Borsht Belt Barbie’s gonna come back out,” the audience is reminded that despite 
Midge’s development over the seasons, she is still a Jewish American Princess 
(“It’s Comedy or Cabbage”). Although Midge is pursuing a career in comedy and, 
in many ways, becoming more mature and leaving behind some of her “JAPy” 
characteristics, she is still a character deeply embedded in her privilege and her 
Jewish American Princess roots. Even though the show tries to repudiate some 
of her JAP characteristics, it quickly replaces them with other equally archetypal 
traits that are in line with the postfeminist sensibility and the expectations toward 
women (characters) in media, such as being an “active, desiring sexual subject,” 
having a “fit” body, and a successful career (Gill, “Postfeminist Media Culture” 
151). However, the “Borscht Belt” part of this designation also indicates the roots 
of Midge’s comedy and partially explains its feminist undertones. 
	 From the very beginning of the show, it is clear that Midge Maisel is informed 
by the female Jewish comics of the 20th century. Midge’s character is derived from 
stories of such women as Sophie Tucker, Fanny Brice, Joan Rivers, or Barbra Streisand. 
Yet, most importantly she is made to be a representative of this second wave of Jewish 
female comics who embodied “A new style of female Jewish comedy—fast-paced, hip, 
and deeply satirical—emerged to replace the pioneering women comics of the previous 
generation. The new style of comedy ushered in by a group of talented satirists, male 
and female—Lenny Bruce, Mort Sahl, Shelley Berman, and the extraordinary Mike 
Nichols and Elaine May” (Antler 129). The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel plays with the 
history of the mid-century comedy world with mentions of Nichols and May, and 
Lenny Bruce being a constant presence in Midge’s career.
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	 Like Joan Rivers, Midge is often painted as the trailblazer in comedy, 
mimicking the actions of those real-life female comedians whom June Sochen called 
“reformers,” “Jewish women bawds turn their humor inward as well as on forbidden 
subjects such as women’s sexuality. Their satire is both personal and social” (69). 
Evaluating their influence, Sochen wrote that they “upset social expectations, 
reversed sex roles, and behaved in unconventional (at times outrageous) ways” 
(70). According to Joyce Antler, “Many of these comedians center their humor 
in a specifically female—and often feminist—point of view that showcases issues 
of particular relevance to women” (Antler 125). In her stand-up routine, Midge 
focuses primarily on these “specifically female” subjects. She shows a sanitary belt 
on stage, talks about expectations towards mothers, and birth control, “There’s a 
new thing called a birth control pill. Have you heard of it? It’s just a little pill, and 
when you take it, you can have sex all you want and not get pregnant. However, 
only married women are allowed to take it. You know, women who don’t want to 
have sex. Who says the Food and Drug Administration doesn’t have a sense of 
humor” (“Kind of Bleau”). She also calls out the double standards and sexism of the 
1950s. When she is doing her first gig outside of the Gaslight, and she is patronized 
and objectified by male comics, she gets on stage and calls out the dominance of 
men in comedy,

All comics are comics ‘cause something in their lives went horribly wrong.… 
But men, those over there and men in general, think that they are the only 
ones who get to use comedy to close up those holes in their soul. They run 
around telling everyone that women aren’t funny, only men are funny. Now 
think about this. Comedy is fueled by oppression, by the lack of power, by 
sadness and disappointment, by abandonment and humiliation. Now, who 
the hell does that describe more than women? Judging by those standards, 
only women should be funny. (“Mid-way to Mid-town”)

The show is eager to point out that the comedy world of the 1950s is sexist, but it does 
that in a somewhat exaggerated fashion, almost as if it was realizing every woman’s 
fantasy of a witty remark to misogynistic comments. In her text “Postfeminist 
Nostalgia for a Prefeminist Future” Lynn Spigel described the popularity of the 
1950s-centered shows among young female audiences on the example of Mad Men,

Rather than charting a course for feminism, Mad Men charts a teleology for 
postfeminism. It provides a vision of the past in which women of the 1960s 
were already hoping to be postfeminists: independent, career-focused, yet 
hyperbolically ‘feminine’ in their embrace of fashion, shopping and dating. 
Perhaps Mad Men’s postfeminist nostalgia appeals to many contemporary 
women because it validates the present by giving postfeminism a heritage (it 
is what our mothers hoped for), and with that, it portrays postfeminism as a 
form of inevitable progress: a female future perfect circa 1962. (273)

In the same stand-up in which Midge talks about male comics she starts by saying, 
“I don’t feel ready, mentally, to have my own keys, my own plumbing, my own 
angry Ukrainian super. I don’t feel prepared to take on that kind of responsibility 
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alone. The only thing I feel prepared to take on, right now, at this very minute, is 
those fucking losers at the bar. I mean look at them” (“Mid-way to Mid-town”). 
As this line reveals, Midge’s feminism is more about boasting the seemingly 
easy solutions without any action. Midge represents pop feminism that Rosalind 
Gill describes in this way, “First it is conveyed through a warm and enthusiastic 
embrace of all things female—by “championing” women and “celebrating” their 
“intelligence,” beauty, and “confidence”…. Secondly, feminism is signified in what 
has been described as a distinctly postfeminist fashion through an attitudinal 
pose of assertiveness and defiance” (Gill “Post-postfeminism?” 14). Midge, with 
her phrase “Tits up!” represents this approach indicative of confidence culture but 
offers little substance to her feminist pleas. She claims that women are distracted by 
shoe ads when reading newspapers and does not know what is going on in politics, 
“What’s happening with voting?” (“Because You Left”). Although over the course 
of the show, she seems to be more aware of the political situation in the United 
States, she is still often portrayed as bewildered by politics, in a similar fashion 
to Clueless’ Cher. While she is excited about a woman running for Congress, she 
does not realize what Phyllis Schlafly stands for. Midge might be coming out of her 
JAP bubble and becoming more interested in the world around her, but she is still 
primarily focused on being a “female female.” 
	 Along with underlining her excessive femininity, Midge’s JAP characteristics 
are also repudiated by the show’s portrayal of her sexuality. According to Riv-Ellen 
Prell, one of the key JAP traits is that she is “sexually passive; she does not move, 
respond, or express pleasure in her sexual relationships” (184). Unlike the JAP of 
the 1960s who “denies her partner sexual pleasure, and appears to be indifferent to 
it,” Midge is depicted as embracing her sexuality (Prell 182). Already in the pilot 
episode, the show puts her in opposition to this preconception as she says in her 
stand-up, “I loved him. And I showed him I loved him. All that shit they say about 
Jewish girls in the bedroom? Not true. There are French whores standing around 
the Marais District saying ‘Did you hear what Midge did to Joel’s balls the other 
night?’” (“Pilot”). This kind of remark aligns with the comedy produced by Jewish 
female comics of the 1950s and 1960s. As Hannah Schwadron writes, “Their bodily 
humor likewise offered a total reversal of the Kinsey Reports, released in 1948 and 
again in 1953, on the sexual behavior of thousands of interviewed women, which 
documented that women had less sex than men. These frank and sassy Tucker-esque 
performers configured an altogether alternative realm of the sexually expressive 
female body for middle-class audiences” (65). Yet, Midge’s sexual freedom and 
the show’s clear stance on it is also about conforming to the postfeminist ideal 
of womanhood which is characterized by “the sexually autonomous heterosexual 
young woman who plays with her sexual power and is forever ‘up for it’” (Gill, 
“Postfeminist Media Culture” 151).
	 Furthermore, unlike those Jewish female entertainers, Midge does not 
struggle with her imperfect body. While Barbara Streisand’s Fanny Brice was 
turning towards comedy because, as she sang, “it hurt my pride, the groom was 
prettier than the bride,” Midge does not have those kinds of problems (Streisand). 
Contrary, she is already looking perfect, trained by her mother to be ladylike in 
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every aspect of her life. According to Rosalind Gill, “in today’s media, possession 
of a ‘sexy body’ is presented as women’s key (if not sole) source of identity. The 
body is presented simultaneously as women’s source of power and as always 
unruly, requiring constant monitoring, surveillance, discipline and remodeling 
(and consumer spending) in order to conform to ever-narrower judgements of 
female attractiveness” (Gill, “Postfeminist Media Culture” 149). The decision to 
cast Rachel Brosnahan with her “sexy body” instead of the awkwardness and other 
bodily struggles so often attributed to the Jewish women, for example, unruly 
hair or the nose, is in line with the idea that women on screen should always look 
impeccable. The show sometimes tries to break the veneer of Midge’s supposed 
perfection. In season two, Susie tells Midge that she is “a little pungent,” Midge 
replies bewildered, “I am not pungent. Never. Never. I have never in my life been…” 
(“Mid-way to Mid-town”). Even though sometimes, just like with any other aspect 
of her life, Midge has to grapple with her corporeality, these are minor incidents, 
and the audience still mostly sees her done to perfection. However, what escapes 
Mrs. Maisel’s strive for perfection is her relationship with her children. 
	 Midge’s femininity is not only defined by her body but also by her 
motherhood. The fact that she has children at all is most likely a plot device meant 
to tie her to her on-and-off lover and ex-husband, Joel, but it is also meant to 
underline her conformity to the ideals of 1950s womanhood. While the audience 
is told that in her “old life,” Midge was primarily a mother and a wife, in her “new 
life” post-Penny Pann, Midge’s kids are only an afterthought meant to serve as an 
occasional joke and conveniently ignored whenever Mrs. Maisel is exploring other 
aspects of its main character. The kids are more involved in the plot in season 
three when Midge is on tour with Shy Baldwin and naturally cannot take care of 
them herself. Then, they underline Joel’s “modern” approach to fatherhood as he 
becomes their primary caregiver.
	 The kids also serve as a reality check for Midge who, after having to move 
out of the Upper West Side realizes that she cannot send her kids to the private 
schools she wanted them to attend. At the same time she realizes that only buying 
her Upper West Side apartment from Moishe would allow her to lead the life she 
envisioned for herself, “I want to decide where my children grow up and where 
they go to school. I love that apartment. I want to own it. I want to buy it with 
the money that I earned” (“A Jewish Girl”). The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offers an 
ending to Midge’s coming of age, as she negotiates the purchase and is realistic 
about her prospects. In a similar way to previous Jewish American Princesses in 
films, especially Clueless’ Cher and Dirty Dancing’s Baby, Midge is also asserting 
her independence while navigating her privileged background. As the show rejects 
some of the typical Jewish American Princess characteristics, it brings her up to 
date and aligns her with the postfeminist ideal of womanhood. Yet, by placing her 
in the 1950s, it is creating what Lynn Spiegel calls “a female future perfect” marking 
her journey from a prefeminist character into a postfeminist heroine without much 
attention to the second-wave feminism that was forming at the time the show is set 
in. Although Midge expresses feminist sentiment in her stand-up, the easiness with 
which she moves through life negates the need for that movement altogether.  
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	 Through the character of Midge, The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel offers an 
updated take on the Jewish American Princess stereotype. Unlike some earlier 
representations of JAPs on-screen, Miriam embraces her privilege and “JAPy” 
characteristics by revising them through the lens of postfeminist sensibility. She 
is a modern Beautiful Jewess who is always a positive exception among her peers 
and always ready to boast about her postfeminist views. Yet, as at the end of season 
three, after yet again being careless about the consequences of her actions, she is 
left jobless, the audience is left to wonder whether The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel’s 
approach to life and the stereotype she exemplifies is a feasible option.

Conclusion

In Tablet Magazine’s 2018 mini-documentary “Can I Say Jap?” Stephanie Butnick, 
the Unorthodox podcast host, said, “JAPinness is a mentality, right? It’s entitlement 
without understanding” (Naumoff). Over the years, this mentality has been mocked 
and used against Jewish women. And yet, nowadays, the term is being reconsidered. 
As some women regard it as an irrecoverable slur, others think that rehabilitation 
is possible. As Jewish American Princess characters and the movies and TV shows 
they are featured in are still some of the most beloved ones in Hollywood’s recent 
history, it is no surprise that contemporary creators keep reusing the patterns that 
make them successful.
	 The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, with all its visual pleasures, beautiful costumes, 
and Midge’s can-do attitude, is yet another example of this type of inspirational and 
aspirational tale of a young woman on a career ladder. Midge, the born Jewish 
American Princess, under the influence of one drunken night at a Greenwich 
Village club, decides to pursue a career in comedy. What follows is a series of minor 
setbacks and tremendous successes. As Mrs. Maisel claims on stage that women are 
discriminated against and that being a career woman is a difficult path, the audience 
rarely sees those adversities depicted on screen. While the show creates a character 
who claims to understand modern women’s problems, Midge fails to understand 
her entitlement. Mrs. Maisel’s postfeminist sensibility is pervasive in every aspect 
of the show and makes it impossible to include some of the more nuanced social 
commentaries. Unlike the contemporary Jewish female comics it tries to emulate, 
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel does not bother with activism or political stances. 
	 Through its embrace of the “JAPy” characteristics and simultaneous 
idealization of Miriam, the show fails to adequately comment on the risks of bringing 
back the JAP stereotype. Putting Midge on the pedestal of contemporary femininity 
ultimately creates another cool girl. As Judith Rosenbaum, CEO of Jewish Women’s 
Archive, points out, the Jewish American Princess stereotype “comes out of a sense 
of take some of the things that people are most afraid of being, and kind of push 
it on to somebody else that you can then vilify. And say that is unattractive, but 
that’s not me, that’s you” (Naumoff). As Mrs. Maisel tries to encourage its viewers to 
accept Midge’s cheerful cluelessness, as exemplified in the season three finale when 
she thoughtlessly “outs” Shy Baldwin in front of a large audience, it risks redefining 
the stereotype in a way that is not necessarily positive. This aligns with what Riv-
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Ellen Prell writes about such attempts, “The talk-back art often reproduces the 
stereotypes even while using them to criticize what they represent” (Prell 211). 
While the reappropriation of negative stereotypes is a worthwhile concept, for a JAP 
to be reclaimed, she has to be unmade, essentially rendering the stereotype obsolete. 
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Though tempted to retreat… hide behind 
simplistic walls of identity, las nepantleras 
know their work lies in positioning 
themselves… in the crack between these 
worlds, and revealing current categories as 
unworkable. 

Anzaldúa  qtd. in Castillo 263

Introduction

The International Border Studies Center (IBSC) was founded at the University 
of Gdańsk in 2021. The center emerged out of the Border Studies Group at UG’s 
American Studies. The American studies’ provenience of the IBSC explains the 
center’s frequent cooperation with Chicanx and Southwestern scholars and artists. 
The first artist invited by the IBSC in 2021 was Chicano playwright Carlos Morton. 
He was commissioned to write a play about Gdańsk as the borderlands. Between 
June and October 2022 a staged reading of his original play Trapped in Amber and 
a staged workshop production of the Polish translation Zaklęte w jantarze took 
place. This article is offered as a comprehensive report on the Trapped in Amber/
Zaklęte w jantarze (Trapped) project, historically the first original Chicanx theater 
production in Poland. Therefore, along the analytical and interpretative content it 

1	 The authors confirm contribution to the paper as follows: conception, methodological design, 
analysis, interpretation and manuscript preparation: Grzegorz Welizarowicz 78%, Wiktoria 
Pietrasik 11%, Karol Wiejek 11%. All authors reviewed and accepted the final version of the 
manuscript.
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includes archival information as well as broad contextualization (Chicano theater, 
Morton, IBSC, American studies debates, Gdańsk’s public memory). Furthermore, 
by drawing on audience surveys conclusions are offered regarding the quality of 
impact on the viewers. Overall, it is argued that Trapped enacted transcultural 
methodologies central to recent American studies debates and practice. It is also 
suggested that the play and the project articulated border thinking or border gnosis 
(Mignolo) and constituted an important, “necessary” alethic intervention into the 
public memory of Gdańsk.

Doing Chicanx Theater in Poland

Chicanx Theater
Contemporary Chicanx Theater originated in the Chicano Movement of the 1960s.2 
Jorge Huerta’s Chicano Theater Themes and Forms (1982) documents that theatrical 
flowering.3  A dramatic genre common to most early Chicano teatro collectives was 
the acto.4 In 1970 Luis Valdez, the founder of El Teatro Campesino (ETC) explained: 
“Actos: Inspire the audience to social action. Illuminate specific points about social 
problems. Satirize the opposition. Show or hint at a solution. Express what people 
are feeling” (Valdez, Early 12). Valdez adds that the acto is motivated by “the social 
vision as opposed to the individual artist or playwright’s vision” (Valdez, Early 
13). The acto makes use of group archetypes useful in building strong connections 
with the audience, tools of “true expression of… social state and therefore reality” 
(Valdez, Early 13).5 The archetype became a trademark of the Chicanx theater and 
appears in other genres in that aesthetic.
	 The mito, or the Chicanx mystery play approaches indigenous 
mythology(ies).6 The carpa/corrido draws on the tradition of Mexican circus and 
popular performance and is structured around a continuous musical accompaniment. 
La historia is Valdez’s term to designate period plays engaging occluded elements 
of community history.7 More broadly, Chicanx theatrical aesthetic draws from 

2	 The term “Chicanx” is a recent iteration of the earlier “Chicano,” “Chicana/o,” “Chicano/a,“ 
“Chican@,” etc. Unless the authors speak of the historical teatro movement they use this now 
widely accepted version.

3	 In 1965 El Teatro Campesino (ETC) was formed when Luis Valdez, a former member of the San 
Francisco Mime Troupe and a graduate of San Jose State College with a degree in theater, joined 
the farmworkers’ strike in Delano, California. For a few years the Campesino served as the 
cultural arm of the United Farmworkers Union garnering national and international attention. It 
inspired a theatrical flowering of grassroots Chicanx teatros.

4	 First defined as such by Valdez to refer to ETC’s early short collectively created pieces the acto 
has an urgent, satirical message and didactic purpose. Often explained as a hybrid of sketch 
comico of Mexican popular performance (carpa), street theater, Brechtian Lehrstücke, agit-
prop, and commedia dell’arte it was easily adaptable to a variety of contexts by urban and rural 
teatros across the nation.

5	 According to Valdez: “Chicanos in general want to identify themselves as a group” and desire 
“unity and group identity” (Valdez, Early 13).

6	 Bernabé by Valdez is a good example of a mito but so is ETC’s Soldado Razo.
7	 A good example of la historia is Valdez’s Zoot Suit (1978). Partly a court drama it can also be 
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the wealth of world theater. Not infrequently does Chicanx theater mix satire and 
humor with symbolism and mysticism. Often explained as rasquache aesthetic it is 
purposefully playful, ironic, mindful of stance, metatheatrical and interrogates the 
gaze of the viewers. Because this latter capacity to “stage the audience” is what W.B. 
Worthen considers “one of the principal innovations of contemporary American 
performance” (Worthen, “The American” 946) one could say that Chicanx theater’s 
reliance on the dramaturgy of reception makes its concerns central to American 
theater.8

	 Chicanx theater is usually political, advancing the cause of social justice. 
Born out of labor and civil rights movement its ethos can be broadly defined as 
internationalist, oppositional as well as informed by the empathy for the lot of 
the immigrant. It is also paradigmatically hemispheric and informed by mestizaje 
which underscores indigenous spirituality. Theater has been one of the most 
important outlets for this interest and Valdez’s program of actor’s training known 
as the Theater of the Sphere or Vibrant Being is but the most prominent example of 
a larger phenomenon.9 
	 Huerta has described the teatro as “necessary” (Huerta, Necessary 6) to 
the Chicanx community’s well-being in spiritual and socio-political terms.10 In the 
1960s Valdez spoke of the “necessity” of theater: “we use comedy because it stems 
from a necessary situation—the necessity of lifting the morale of our strikers” (Bagby 
77; emphasis mine). In “Notes on Chicano Theatre” he writes: “Chicano theater… 
is first the reaffirmation of LIFE” (Early 6). In his 2022 book Valdez extends this 
imperative. He speaks of actors as “vibrant beings” who through performance can 

called documentary theater fused with allegory. El Teatro de la Esperanza’s Guadalupe (1974) 
and Latino Theater Company’s August 29 (1990) are other seminal documentary dramas. Carlos 
Morton’s The Many Deaths of Danny Rosales (1983) is perhaps the most famous Chicanx 
documentary court drama of the post-Zoot Suit era.

8	 Self-reflexive concerns are central to ETC’s Los Vendidos. Valdez’s plays like Zoot Suit, 
Bandido! and I Don’t Have to Show You no Stinking Badges interrogate the politics of forms 
by focusing respectively on newspapers, melodrama, and TV sit-com. Founded in 1984 teatro/
comedy group Culture Clash has continued this vain of dramaturgy of reception with their series 
of reverse-anthropological plays about such communities as Miami (Radio Mambo [1994]), San 
Diego (Bordertown [1998]), Washington D.C. (Anthems [2002]), and others. 

9	 A recent publication on the Latinx Actor Training (2023) edited by Cynthia Santos DeCure and 
Micha Espinosa sheds spotlight on the unique actor’s practice pursued not only by Chicanx but 
other Latinx performative pedagogists. Although broad in scope the book overlooks Valdez’s 
studies of the Maya recently explained in a book form (2022). The Theater of the Sphere or 
the Vibrant Being program must be seen on par with contributions by Jerzy Grotowski or 
Peter Brook’s search for sources. Brook and his troupe visited ETC’s headquarters in San Juan 
Bautista, CA and collaborated with Valdez’s company in July 1973 (Hunt and Reeves 187). 
Some ETC members had trained with Grotowski before joining the company (for example, 
Alma Martinez).

10	 When performed for Chicanx audiences, Huerta says, “the relationship between the audience 
and the performer… is based on grateful acceptance” (Necessary 9; emphasis mine). Huerta 
explains: “It is this special relationship that creates a necessary theater, a dramatic event that 
means something to its audience beyond mere entertainment.… But it is important to note that 
these plays are also entertaining and retain their effectiveness as they challenge the creative 
team; they are not easy to perform” (Necessary 9; emphasis mine).
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tune their audiences in to the cosmic vibration.11 In other words, it is the audience 
that is at the center of this theater’s concerns. The “[a]udience participation is… a 
pre-established, pre-assumed privilege” (Valdez, Early 6) and the ultimate goal.12

	 Thus, we arrive at the criteria with which to measure any theater 
performance against the teatro standard. It is bringing “the community together, 
spiritually, culturally, and linguistically” (Huerta, Necessary 6), creating a bond that 
is founded on generosity and gratitude and manifests itself as exhilaration. Humor, 
archetypes, and moral affirmation are key. Theater is a life-giving force.

Carlos Morton
Morton has played a vital part in the history of the Chicanx theater for the last 
five decades.13 He saw ETC when he was an undergraduate at the University of 
Texas at El Paso in the early 1970s.14 In 1976, upon Huerta’s encouragement he 
was accepted into the Master’s Program at the University of California San Diego. 
Today his plays are widely anthologized and shown on college campuses as well 
as at some of the most prestigious stages.15 Among his landmark works are, Los 
Dorados (about colonization of California by the Spanish), Rancho Hollywood 
(about Anglo invasion of California), Many Deaths of Danny Rosales (about the 
murder of a young Chicano by an Anglo sheriff and its coverup).16 
	 Los Dorados is a good example of Morton’s aesthetic and political method.17 

11	 “At its peak, it touches the body, heart and mind of the audience directly, inspiring them to sense 
their own vibration or spirituality if only for a moment” (Valdez, Theatre 77).

12	 In a statement echoing W.E.B. DuBois’ 1926 manifesto about the theater “about, by, for, near” 
African Americans Valdez asserts the primacy of the people or the “pueblo” or “La Raza”: “The 
teatros must never get away from La Raza.… If the raza will not come to the theatre, then the 
theatre must go to the raza” (Early 10).

13	 Professor Emeritus of Theater at the University of California Santa Barbara Carlos Morton was 
born in Chicago in 1947.

14	 The company performed a musical piece Corridos. He calls it his “‘Antoine Artaud’ moment as 
in ‘the theater as plague’” when “seeing a remarkable performance that entertained as well as 
educated” he finally found “precisely what I was seeking.” He became “‘infected’ and watched 
the show the first night from the audience, and the second night from backstage” (Morton, 
“Borders” 31).

15	 For example, Pancho Diablo by the New York Shakespeare Festival Latino in 1987, Puerto 
Rican Travelling Company in NYC produced his El Jardin (dir. Jorge Huerta) in 1988, in 1988-
89 season Denver Center Theatre produced Morton’s Cuentos.

16	 Many Deaths won the New York Shakespeare Festival’s Hispanic Playwrights Festival Award in 
1986. Other Morton’s plays include: The Savior (about the Archbishop Oscar Romero), Johnny 
Tenorio (about Chicano Don Juan in San Antonio, Texas), El Jardín (1974) and its sequel 
Pancho Diablo (1987) tracing New World history from the garden of Eden. Pancho Diablo is a 
play with musica ranchera and cumbias, Country/Western, and Techno-banda about a Chicano 
devil who quits hell and moves to Texas. The Miser of Mexico, an adaptation of Moliere’s classic 
and The Child Diego, about the life of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera are set, respectively, in 
Ciudad Juarez and Mexico City. 

17	 In the summer of 1978 this drama about Native Californians and Spanish colonists was staged 
by a multicultural cast of the California Pacific Touring Company for over fifty (Garlington) to 
eighty (Fox) times at parks, fairgrounds and in the streets in the San Diego County. This was 
one of the first commissions for an original dramatization of little-known aspects of San Diego 
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A commedia piece, it uses verbal and bodily slapstick, ribald, lower bodily stratum 
humor, sight gags and one-liners, allegory. Mixing popular culture references 
with historical facts and quotations from colonial chronicles (Columbus, Cortez, 
Serra), riffs on Montalvo (myth of Calafia) and The Tempest, throwing into the 
mix freeways and frisbees the play compresses historical time, collapses history 
with the present.18 Morton’s play initially foregrounds the Kumeyaay (or “Kemia” 
in the script) people of the San Diego region. But being an autopsy of California’s 
memory the play’s progression leads to the Kemia’s transformation from host to 
ghost. This symbolizes the ongoing, if spectral, role of indigeneity in the historical 
consciousness of the state. At the same time, the play stages the transition of the 
audience’s consciousness: from romanticization of the Indian to the indigenous 
anxious lacuna. Morton thus calls attention to what we can call, after Alan Lawson, 
the “colonial anxiety of proximity” (30). This is perhaps best encapsulated by the 
play’s scene in which a Franciscan Padre simultaneously baptizes and rapes Tupipe, 
a young native woman whom he renames Ramona. Ramona is an American 
hieroglyph to come in Helen Hunt Jackson’s novel of 1884 but in this take it is 
revealed as the proxy for rape, a misleading signifier which obscures, mystifies, 
fabricates what we know now about the real Indigenous people of California and 
their history.
	 Morton’s goal is not to represent history accurately or to mythologize 
it but rather to critique how representation frames history, to engage history’s 
negotiations in the present. For Morton history is always already pre-mediated 
and remediated. It is accessible only partially for there are layers of sedimented 
discourses, narratives, popular legends, and phantasmagorias that obscure 
the “Truth.”19 Morton is interested in showing these layers and his plays stage a 
subjectivity, to use Gilles Deleuze, “derived from the outside, conditioned by the 
fold” (107). Morton not only, as Worthen says, “document[s] Mexican/Mexican-
American/Chicano/a histories occluded by a dominant ‘American’ narrative” 
(“Staging” 101) and “rewrite[s] the narrative of border history itself, offering a 
history that both opposes and satirizes the conventional stories of Euro-America” 
(Worthen, “Staging” 115). He also ghosts them, calls attention to the abject, the 
unthought. Thus, his plays act on viewers’ certainties in historical, histrionic, 
alethic, and affective ways.

IBSC
One of the IBSC’s goals has been to advance what after Johan Schimanski and 
Stephen F. Wolfe we call the “border aesthetics” (2017), to combine research in 

history sponsored through the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act. Directed by Larry 
Swerdlove the show was a “serious-minded farce” (McCaffrey).

18	 Morton says: “actual quotes were adopted and attributed to characters” and “direct quotes were 
incorporated like the assassination of the padre in Mission San Diego” (Morton, “Interview”).

19	 Discussing Morton’s plays Worthen says: “the production of history always engages in several 
acts of mediation, involving not only the ways that history has been transmitted, but also the 
ways in which history is inflected by the ideological, representational, and material modalities 
of the present” (“Staging” 118).
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cultural borders with artistic residencies. The residencies reflect IBSC’s founders’ 
heightened sense of “the role of aesthetics in the negotiation and functioning of 
borders and borderscapes” (Schimanski and Wolfe 8) and of the political potential 
of art and cultural expressions in relation to regimes of belonging/exclusion, 
practices of demarcation and differentiation, etc. They are also intended to emerge 
from and advance a specific type of mindset and epistemic praxis. Santiago 
Vaquera-Vásquez speaks of the “pensamiento fronterizo” producing “a fronterizo 
practice… [which] undermines reifying narratives” (137).20 Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
“mental nepantlism” (97) has inspired scholars to think in terms of borderlands 
and contact zones, “hybridities and fluidities” which may shape places and spaces 
into “less territorially and culturally ‘stable’ than we may have thought” (Fishkin 
21). Walter D. Mignolo introduces the concepts of “border gnosis” and “border 
thinking” to acknowledge the plurality of sources of knowledge and “build a world 
in which many worlds will coexist” (Mignolo, Darker 58). These are just some 
thinkers who inspire conceptualizing border aesthetics both as a critical discipline 
and a practice informed by a differential epistemology.
	 Concomitantly the intention of the residencies is to interrogate the region of 
Gdańsk in terms of borderlands, borderscapes, borderculture, etc., to inspire novel 
ways of thinking and articulating its identity. If, according to Victor Shklovsky, “the 
work of art has the inherent potential to insert ‘difference into our ideologically 
fixed versions of reality’” (in Schimanski and Wolfe 8) then the IBSC intends 
the residencies to produce art intervening into our regional self-perceptions. As 
experiments in border thinking and doing the resultant artworks are to help us 
think Gdańsk anew.
	 The Chicanx critical discourse and cultural praxis are BSG and IBSC’s 
founding points of reference by way of American studies. The labor movement 
origins of the modern Chicanx culture provoke us to think of parallels with the 
story of modern Gdańsk and the Solidarity movement. In 1985 Joan Baez came to 
Gdańsk. At Chaplain Henryk Jankowski’s St. Briget’s church she sang “Boże Nasz” 
with Mieczysław Cholewa and Antoni Filipkowski, two bards of Solidarity. Because 
Chicano Movement combined labor and social justice issues with cultural and 
spiritual reaffirmation we were curious what bringing to bear this culture’s toolbox 
(beyond Baez’s vocalizations) on the story of Gdańsk would produce. Morton is a 
member of the IBSC.21 His interest in the complexities of history, his research-based 

20	 Vaquera-Vásquez takes the concept of “pensamiento fronterizo” from José David Saldívar who 
defines it as a “geopolitically located thinking that ‘emerges from the critical reflections of 
(undocumented) immigrants, migrants, bracero/a workers, refugees, campesinos, women, and 
children on the major structures of dominance and subordination of our times’.” Linking it with 
Aníbal Quijano’s “coloniality power” Vaquera-Vásquez thinks of pensamiento fronterizo as “a 
decolonizing strategy for undermining forms of power” (137).

21	 Morton has been a Fulbright scholar to Poland and has established relationships with many 
American Studies programs in the country. In 2019 he was the founding member of The Border 
Studies Research Group (BSG) at UG’s Faculty of Languages. The BSG was launched during 
the Border Seminar 2019 conference at which a staged reading of Morton’s one-act radio play 
Endless Border was presented by American Studies undergraduate. When the International 
Border Studies Center (IBSC) was founded, Morton became its member. 
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method, and his portable theatricality allowed envisioning a play about Gdańsk 
not unlike Los Dorados: touring schools and parks, teaching history with ham and 
wry, showing the invisible, dialoging with the city’s literary, hieroglyphic universe.  

Trapped in Amber
In September 2021 the IBSC approached Morton about the play. His keynote address 
at a conference of the Committee on Migration Research of Polish Academy of 
Science led to a meeting with Miłosława Borzyszkowska-Szewczyk, a Günter Grass 
scholar and a member of the IBSC. She was planning a conference for Grass’s 95th 
birthday in October 2022. Morton was invited to somehow dialog with Grass and 
to present the results at that conference. 
	 Over the fall and winter of 2021/2022, the playwright immersed himself 
in the regional history.22 He sought out stories about outstanding women of the 
region. He was intrigued by Anna Krüger sentenced to death for witchcraft in 1659. 
Krüger was over eighty years old and in good health while an epidemic was raging. 
This was enough to raise accusations. She was tortured until she confessed. Then 
she was burnt at stake. The 1980 strike’s leader Anna Walentynowicz’s story was a 
welcome find. Morton also read Grass looking for character types, phrases, themes, 
images.23 He scanned recent events. 
	 Morton suggested Irwin Appel, a Shakespearean actor and the chair of 
the Theater and Dance Department of the University of California Santa Barbara, 
as the director.24 They had collaborated before. When Appel directed Morton’s 
Brown Buffalo, they coined “Chicano Theater meets the Borscht Belt” as a moniker 
for their aesthetic. Serendipitously, Appel was planning to be in Poland in early 
June and agreed to direct if actors were found. Contact was made with Studium 
Wokalno-Aktorskie im. Baduszkowej in Gdynia (PPSWA), a state-run music acting 
conservatory housed at the Music Theater in Gdynia. These are both prestigious 
institutions. The Music Theater has a long history (since 1958), the school was 
established in 1966.25 The pitched plan included a staged reading in June, a 
production at the Günter Grass. Intercultural Dialogues and Encounters conference 

22	 Materials sent to Morton included books on the history of Solidarity (Shana Penn’s Solidarity’s 
Secret: The Women Who Defeated Communism in Poland [2005]; Michael R. Dobbs, K. S. 
Karol, Dessa Trevisan and David P. Baker’s Poland, Solidarity, Walesa [1981]; David Ost’s 
Solidarity and the Politics of Anti-Politics: Opposition and Reform in Poland since 1968 [1991]; 
Jack M. Bloom’s Seeing Through the Eyes of the Polish Revolution: Solidarity and the Struggle 
Against Communism in Poland [2013]).

23	 Morton read Grass’ The Tin Drum and Peeling the Onion. 
24	 Appel is a Shakespearean actor and director of Naked Shakes, a UCSB company whose method 

is based on clear and direct presentations appealing to the imagination of the audience through 
body, language, and bare space.

25	 For the history of the Music Theater see, for example, Hanna Dyktyńska’s “Galopem przez 
historię Teatru Muzycznego w Gdyni.” Współczesne formy teatru muzycznego (na świecie, w 
Polsce, w Gdyni). Jan Ciechowicz, ed. Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Gdańskiego, Gdańsk, 2009. 
185-212. For the history of the PPSWA see, for example, Jan Wester, ed. Obłąkani teatrem… 
50 lat Państwowego Policealnego Studium Wokalno Aktorskiego im. Danuty Baduszkowej w 
Gdyni. Państwowe Policealne Studium Wokalno Aktorskie im. Danuty Baduszkowej w Gdyni, 
Gdynia, 2016.
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in October, and a touring show the following year played at schools, parks, and 
community centers. Director Marek Kaczanowski expressed keen interest and 
tasked first year students with the project. A date for a staged reading at the school’s 
theater was set for June 11. 
	 Morton and Appel arrived a few days earlier for three days of rehearsals. 
The rehearsals and the staged reading were in English.26 The team included a 
literary translator Julia Skuza, two interpreters Julita Panasko and Weronika 
Wianecka, composer Luis Moreno (working from Santa Barbara), PPSWA pianist 
Artur Guza, and performers Maria Bach, Szymon Czerski, Łukasz Gładysz, Mateusz 
Górecki, Kacper Jędrzejowski, Natalia Kaczanowska, Paweł Kiedrowski, Weronika 
Radniecka, Aleksandra Rowicka, Łukasz Szerszeń, Mieszko Wierciński, Karolina 
Ziętak. Welizarowicz was the executive producer on behalf of the IBSC. 
	 Czerski, a short, witty blond man was cast as as Little Glass. Little Glass 
is Morton’s composite character, part The Tin Drum’s Oskar Matzerath, part Grass 
himself (Grass/Glass slippage), the narrator with a drum and participant in the 
events. Bach was given the role of Amber, a character based on Agnes Koljaiczek, 
Oscar’s beautiful Kashubian mother. Amber is also Kashubian and cannot decide 
whether she loves Jurek (a Pole) or Fritz (a German). Wierciński, maybe because of 
his simmering-pot energy, was selected to play Saintly or the Inquisitor.
	 Structurally, the play is closest to the Chicano carpa/corrido, as codified by 
Campesino: a narrative ballad with fast-moving scenes to musical accompaniment, 
bilingual (interjections in German), with stock/archetypal rather than individualized 
characters. Like carpa/corrido it announces its own nature with music. 
	 The first stanza of the overture song is taken directly from Breon Mitchell’s 
translation of The Tin Drum: “Glass, glass, little glass, / Sugar and no beer, / Mother 
Hollie runs upstairs / And sheds a tiny tear” (Grass, The Tin Drum 57). Morton then 
builds his own rhymes appropriating Grass’ content like the motif of the Black 
Cook, a mythical bogeywoman. He then suspends an ominous question: “someone’s 
going to die?” (Draft#1 2).27 The mood of haunting turns carnivalesque. Little Glass 
mixes tongues (“Mein Mutter was Kashubian, / Mein Pater was a Kraut” [Morton, 
Draft#1 2]). Gdańsk is a crucible of ethnicities (Jews, Germans, Poles) with a 
common denominator: they all eat and “all die of gout!!” (Draft#4 2). The song 
thus announces the show’s dialogic nature, signals The Tin Drum as a powerful 
predecessor, and reveals an affinity between Morton and Grass, their predilection 
for “breaking the dichotomy of the single voice national narratives, by filling them 
with the ‘counter-memory’ stories (Michael Foucault)” (Borzyszkowska-Szewczyk 
8). Hence the foregrounding of the Kashubians. In the next stanza Morton adapts 
with a difference the famous insight of Oscar’s grandmother, Anna Koljaiczek, that 
“Kashubes don’t move around a lot, they always stay put, and hold their heads still 
for others to whack, because… Kashubes ain’t good enough for Germans or Pollacks. 

26	 Many observations were made about acting as ESL learning method as well as about English 
being as essential skill of a contemporary actor. These observations, however, are beyond the 
scope of this essay.

27	 The Black Cook is The Tin Drum’s leitmotif. Oscar describes it as “always somewhere behind 
me” (Grass, The Tin Drum 547; emphasis in the original).
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They want everything cut and dried” (Grass, The Tin Drum 387). Evoking Homi 
Bhabha, Borzyszkowska-Szewczyk speaks of Grass’ representation of Kashubians 
as a “społeczność długiego trwania [a community of the long presence]” (7) which 
functions “between the Germans and the Poles as a ‘third space’” (Borzyszkowska-
Szewczyk 8). Morton’s song rewrites this concisely: “Kashubians stay put, / They 
never move around. / When Poles and Germans beat them up, / They always stand 
their ground” (Morton, Draft#1 3). This is followed by Little Glass’ direct address 
to the audience: “Meine Damen and Herren, we’re going to perform scenes from a 
region that’s been fought over a thousand years. Danzig to the Germans, Gdansk 
to the Poles.” Note the bilingualism, breaking of the fourth wall, self-referentiality, 
and the announcement of interest: this is going to be a play about the history of a 
specific and contested place told with constant shifts of tone – from “amber” and 
“woe” (Morton, Draft#1 3). 
	 It unfolds in a series of scenes jumping through time. From 1659 (The 
Burning of the Witch) Little Glass’ narration swiftly takes us to scenes set in the 
1900s (Green Wooden Maiden/Amber and Her Suitors, Kindertansporten), the 
WWII years (The Polish Post Office) and the strikes of the 1980s (The Birth of 
Solidarity) all the way to the modern Gdańsk (Grass and Jankowski controversy, 
mayor Paweł Adamowicz’ assassination in 2019). This is hardly the whole story 
of the city. But Morton knew that rather than telling it all it was important to 
find a unifying theme. Moreover, this was a work in progress with potential for 
expansion.28

	 Such a theme is the innocents versus Power introduced in the dramatization 
of Krüger’s trial. Quotes from historical records are incorporated as a dialog. The 
absurdity and cruelty of Saintly’s overreach is enraging. But we understand the 
Power that stands behind him. It is the Power of the master narrative that decides life 
and death. Morton contrasts this authority with dignity of Anna’s simple lines. She 
resembles Morton’s many strong women like Tupipe (Los Dorados), Tonta (Rancho 
Hollywood), or Campesina (The Savior) who provoke audience’s empathy as well as 
that of fellow characters like the Gentle Executioner (Górecki’s performance queers 
the part).
	 The theme informs all subsequent scenes and is developed in two stages. 
First, in the 1900s through the WWII years it is articulated primarily in terms of 
tragedy, loss of innocence—Amber’s suitors’ are clouded by their nationalism, the 
Jewish Boy will survive Nazism but never see his parents, Little Glass will denounce 
his Polish father, a letter from Zalewski from Zoppot will inform coldly of his death, 
Hitler will make Kashubians into second-class Germans only to send them to fight. 
In the 1980s the theme is rearticulated. People’s power finally prevails. The strikers 
come to higher consciousness and recognize their collective power. 
	 Thus, the trajectory of the play builds up towards this realization of what 
binds us. As Little Glass says in the finale: “Underneath our Slavic, Teutonic skins 
we are all human beings and citizens of Gdansk” (Draft#1 33). This down-to-earth 

28	 Appel said that the idea of the reading was “to explore some limited staging ideas and an 
opportunity for the playwright and the audience to hear the play for the first time and for the 
playwright to make changes before it becomes the fully staged production” (Appel).
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ethos of history (lower case, the everyday) is contrasted in the play with ideological 
projects of History (upper case, the Master code) like Counter-Reformation, 
Nationalisms, Communism, Great Wars and their regimes of subreption (moral 
high ground, scapegoating, fearmongering) and cruelty. They cast a shadow of 
“anxiety and dread” (Grass, The Tin Drum 541) over people’s lives not unlike the 
shadow of the uncanny Black Cook which as Oscar says was “now and forever 
coming toward me” (Grass, The Tin Drum 547) and Grass describes as “multiplied, 
now seeking sweetness, and all the words: blessed, sorrowful, full of grace, virgin of 
virgins” (The Tin Drum 546). Morton tells us that Power operates by the terrifying 
and the alluring sublime—he creates a Russian Bear who first growls (at least 
one spectator complained: “for me personally, hearing the actor roar was a bit 
uncomfortable” [response 15]) and then sings an Italian aria (one viewer found it 
“quite hilarious” and surprising [response 8] while another found the device of a 
“bear… singing in a foreign language… very engaging for the audience as they have 
to put in a little more effort to understand what is going on” [response 12]). He also 
tells us that the solution to this is not, as Oscar would have it, to “start running” 
but to come together, forging unity of the people, transcending our differences and 
organizing together for the common good.. This message is consistent with the 
general pedagogy of the Chicanx theater since its beginning.29

	 In effect, Little Glass becomes Gdańsk’s Everyman. And the play is a 
morality play about the impermanence of ideological projects and endurance of 
places and human spirit. The June draft finishes with the last words of the late mayor 
who praised Gdańsk’s generosity. The October draft also includes this speech, but 
Little Glass speaks later, and in line with Grass’ biography, of his return to Gdańsk 
and of being “Kashubian at heart” (Morton, Draft#4 33). This prioritization of 
positive affect, be it empathy manifested as generosity or an emotional attachment 
to place and local identity, framed by the heart as a metaphor of the core and of 
utmost inclusivity, stands as affirmation of unity against the fear of the Black Cook’s 
shadow. The fall draft buttresses this with a chant in the finale: “Gdańsk united, 
will never be divided!” (Draft#4 37).

Controversy
The reading’s limited staging with live music was well received. The play was 
praised for including the Kashubian story. Borzyszkowska-Szewczyk suggested 
“jantar” instead of “bursztyn.” Thus, Bach’s character became Jantar in the Polish 
version. One scene elicited unexpected controversy.
	 Just as Little Glass is about to say goodbye to the audience, Saintly bolts 
in. Drawing on an actual scandal from early 2000s Morton has him accuse Glass, 
now directly conflated with Grass, of not having confessed his “Nazi past, Waffen 
SS!” (Morton, Draft#1 30): “Relinquish your honorary citizenship of Gdańsk!” 
(Morton, Draft#1 31). In response Morton adapts a real confession by Grass.30 

29	 For example, Valdez’s The Shrunken Head of Pancho Villa (1964) ends with a headless body and 
a bodiless head and a call to organize or put the two together (Valdez, Shrunken 207). 

30	 Grass was attacked after his confession to a reporter. In 2006 mayor Paweł Adamowicz, reached 
out to Grass, the honorary citizen of the city, asking to initiate a conversation. Grass would later 
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Then, in a strategy Morton used as early as his first piece El Jardin, he collapses 
temporal distance by conflating the Inquisitor with the once famous then disgraced 
Solidarity chaplain: “Henryk Jankowski, don’t you have a little secret of your 
own…?” (Draft#1 31). He lists accusations of the priest’s communist collaboration, 
antisemitism, vanity. When he mentions “pedophilia” Jankowski runs out.31 He is 
brought back on a roller, in his hands “a small white church vestment worn by altar 
boys” and “[c]hildren’s underwear to symbolize the suffering of young people at the 
hands of pedophile priests” (Draft#1 33). Then, in a direct reference to the toppling 
of Jankowski’s statue in 2019 Little Glass together with Anna Walentynowicz and 
the Executioner “topple” him (Morton, Draft#1 33).
	 Coming on the heels of earlier scenes, most importantly the victory of 
Solidarity, the toppling was framed along a chain of historical events, real and 
symbolic surges, expressive of and precipitated by popular social movements: 
Anna says: “After the Fall of the Berlin Wall, we also toppled Lenin and Stalin” 
(Morton, Draft#1 33).32 The message is clear: the 2019 act of civil disobedience 
is a powerful act of people’s will indexing another moment in the development of 
people’s consciousness towards democratic social change. In other words, Morton 
charts a phylogenesis of the present. Why else does Walentynowicz assist Little 
Glass? Thus, the scene was reflective of the theme of the play and enhanced the 
trajectory of its development. The reprise and revision of the Church motif also 
stood as a formal frame and highlighted the point Morton has been making about 
oppression since Los Dorados’ rape scene: its gendered and sexual dimension. The 
play’s priests embody not only Clarence Darrow’s famous argument at the Scopes 
Trial of 1925 that “[i]gnorance and fanaticism is ever busy and needs feeding” 
(190). They are also the archetypal guardians of patriarchy. 
	 Catholic Church however is a sensitive subject in Poland. After the reading 
one of the team members sent an email to the producer informing that the scene 
was an insult to the memory of the late chaplain. Self-described Catholic the writer 
suggested that the only purpose of the scene was to stir controversy. The letter 
asked: “What values are you giving to others? And do you take responsibility?” A 
later message put it more bluntly: the play was an insult to all Catholics.
	 Despite that, the general positive feedback to Appel’s work allowed 

acknowledge that the mayor’s efforts to bring him into dialog with his critics like Lech Wałęsa 
were “exemplary” (Grass, “Keynote” 41).    

31	 Morton worked with sources. Jankowski died in 2010 before facing a Vatican trial. Hailed for his 
work with Solidarity a statue of him was erected in 2012. In 2019 however, the monument was 
toppled in an act of civil disobedience.

32	 The December 2023 script renders this this way: “Since the fall, the Berlin Wall / We are free, 
our own destiny / Polish lands, in our hands” (Morton, Draft#4 31). Although the chronology 
here is not exactly correct—the Berlin Wall fell months after the first partially free elections in 
Poland—Morton stands by this phrase. As he says in an email: “The reason:  Trapped in Amber 
is not a research paper, it is a work of fiction.  Therefore, I am taking ‘poetic license’…. The 
Soviet Empire (symbolized by the Berlin Wall) was crumbling before the Wall actually fell in 
1989, que no? The disastrous war in Afghanistan, the rise of Solidarity and its blessing by the 
Pope, Ronald Reagan Star Wars initiative which the Soviets could not match, etc., etc.” (Morton, 
“Re: Syllabus”).
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planning future collaboration. It was agreed that the American director would 
return in October to do four shows: two (free) at UG and two (ticketed) at the 
Music Theater.33 By late August Skuza had finished the translation and a meeting 
with actors was held on September 2, 2022. Something had changed however, the 
young actors were impatient, restive. 
	 We began to learn, never directly though, that the scene which initially 
troubled only one PPSWA team member had by now created a moral panic. The 
actor who had played Jankowski pulled out. One person refused to play a part but 
asked the director not to reveal their identity lest they be “lynched” by peers. Appel 
commented on the phrasing: it sprang from “cancel culture” anxiety, an idea that if 
you do something against the grain you will be cancelled or “lynched.” As the chair 
of the acting school, he was all too familiar with this growing phenomenon. He 
expressed deep concern about its implications for the profession. Another actor, 
in a case of whataboutism, asked if the playwright could add a scene which would 
smear “the other side.”34 It seemed obvious that the panic could not be divorced 
from the original alarm nor from the political climate in the country. 
	 By late August PPSWA walked back some of its promises citing concerns 
with controversial content.35 The scale of the crisis caught the team off guard 
and weighed heavily on its spirit. Being forced into a false debate about the play’s 
relationship to the Catholic Church felt like a lobotomy. As explained above, the 
play was never about that; one element was blown out of proportion. The zero-
sum game binary thinking of “us versus them” in the world at large inadvertently 
caught up with the art. General skepticism about the script creeped in. With a 
Polish version at hand the actors began to raise questions about the play’s context, 
aesthetics, jokes, translation’s merits. One addition in the new version bothered 
them: Putin’s mask on the Russian Bear. The actors were concerned about it in the 
context of the war and possible Ukrainians in the audience.   
	 The playwright, director and producer tried to approach the crisis 
pragmatically. Early on Morton wrote to the person objecting and promised a 
balanced representation of the Church. The October script features the Pope as an 
ally of the strikers. Morton however refused to remove the toppling considering it 
integral to the play.36 The playwright and director arrived on October 5, 2022. A 

33	 PPSWA promised to participate in the director’s honorarium. They would provide actors as well 
as a choreographer, a musician, and an assistant director who would be able to take over from 
Appel in 2024.

34	 Welizarowicz: “From an enthusiasm in June, we were now facing a cancellation of the show 
altogether.… For a moment it felt like the students, that is our actors, were now basically running 
the show or threatened a coup” (Podciborska 31).

35	 There would be no money for Appel. Also, it was communicated that as a state-run institution 
PPSWA could not risk its funding by showing this kind of material. It was suggested that the 
university as a research institution was a better fit and the two ticketed shows were cancelled. 
Welizarowicz commented: “The debate raised important questions about the freedom of speech 
and artistic expression and about censorship and preventive censorship” (Podciborska 31).

36	 After all the statue is one of the essential forms of memorialization and spectacularization, 
creating and sustaining imagined communities, a figuration of in/visibility and b/ordering 
(Schimanski and Wolfe 166).



197Documenting and Evaluating Carlos Morton’s Trapped in Amber

decision was made to change the scene in question. Morton spent the night typing 
and presented it at the first rehearsal the following morning. 
	 Instead of Jankowski in the October draft Morton brings back the Inquisitor. 
Then Krüger, not Walentynowicz, arrives deus ex machina “from the past.” The acto 
thus turns into a mito and the characters become archetypes suspended in another 
time, both now and everywhen. Krüger confronts the Church about its misdeeds 
like brutal defense of geocentrism, no women priests, antisemitism, witch hunts, 
and – instead of pedophilia – the “abuse of the parishioners” (Draft#4 34). To this 
another character from the past bolts in:

EXECUTIONER (Entering.)
Oh no, I’m sorry, we can’t talk about that!
ANNA
Why not, Gentle Executioner? 
EXECUTIONER
It’s censored.  You cannot proceed.
ANNA
Says who?
EXECUTIONER (Pointing to the audience.)
Them!  The audience won’t stand for it. (Morton, Draft #4 34-35)

This spotlight on the viewers not only reminds them of their role as active interpreters 
and shakes them into renewed awareness. It also “stages the audience” to use Worthen’s 
phrasing. It makes their own subjectivity and positionality visible. The spectatorial 
agency is mobilized further by the fact that both the crime in question and the local 
context of the toppling of the statue are now alluded to only, the messaging is not 
straightforward but ambivalent. Hence, it is up to the viewer to make the necessary 
connection between stage and life. Once they do, they are also morally implicated. 
But if Jankowski is present by proxy the theme remains consistent while the scene 
provides an example of striking efficacy of the dramaturgy of reception. Deleuze says 
that, “The inside [is] an operation of the outside” (97), that is, meanings emerge not 
from the work itself but from the social act of interpretation.
	 Also, Krüger’s resurrection constitutes her symbolic vindication and offers 
a moral closure to the piece. Because she cannot talk about Saintly’s misdeeds she 
casts a spell and turns him into stone, a statue. This act marks her as more than a 
witch from a fairy tale. She is the figure of the unknowable and the unacknowledged 
feminine. The fairy tale turn literalizes the epistemic differential. She is the Other, 
she is Herstory of Gdańsk some of which has recently been brought to light by 
Michał Ślubowski (2020; 2023). The casting of the spell was paralleled by the Polish 
translation of the title: “zaklęte” can signify “enchanted” and a “secret” (i.e.: “milczeć 
jak zaklęty”), “zaklęcie” is a “spell.” Thus, the rewrite provided a stronger statement 
politically, artistically, morally. Welizarowicz commented: “Carlos Morton came 
through with a force of intelligence so brilliant that the play now acquired another 
larger, transhistorical frame” (Podciborska 31). 
	 The crisis was averted, Putin’s mask dropped by unanimous consent. 
Challenges remained however: overload of students’ schedules and conflicts in 
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their commitments, dropping out of the PPSWA musical director, no substitute, 
no assistant director. Some of Skuza’s decisions required adjustments on the spot. 
Overall, there was good energy and Kaczanowski eventually sorted out scheduling 
conflicts although despite Music Theater’s stated mission to tour locally (Dyktyńska 
210) the plans to turn the play into a touring operation eventually disintegrated.37 
A choreographer, Aleksandra Szulc, joined the last two rehearsals.
	 Appel tasked actors to learn Moreno’s tunes. Doubling as characters Ziętak 
(Krüger) and Mikołaj Pancerz (Jan)38 played piano and Górecki played guitar 
during the two workshop performances at UG’s Jerzy Limon Theater. The grand 
piano was the only permanent element on the set. The only permanent prop was 
Little Glass’s drum and music, and rhythm became the backbone of the staging.39 
	 Appel’s guiding rule was “portability.” Despite enormous time pressure 
(five days of rehearsals without a single one with a whole cast) he created a sparse, 
impressively refined visual poetry of movement, costume, and light. He uses 
actors spatially and expands the stage to include the audience when actors run 
up the aisles, leave through (Jewish boy) or enter from (Saintly) the auditorium. 
Tableaux and chorus scenes are his forte but so are toned-down moments. Simple 
light changes or additions to black costumes (a shawl, a rifle, the Star of David, a 
hardhat, a fur coat) transform chorus members into characters. 
	 The piece develops in images: drum in spotlight, Krüger’s interrogation, 
her burning metonymically suggested by Glass’ drumstick used like a match, freeze. 
The scene of Jantar and her suitors (Gładysz, Kiedrowski) moves them momentarily 
back to Teutonic times and their duel is a dance with drumsticks turned swords. In 
Kindertransport, Bach is a mother who sees off her child (Midura). Their prop is a 
little suitcase turned a platform bench, then the boy’s legacy. The strike scene was 
perhaps the greatest visual feat. Its opening premise is taken directly from El Teatro 
Campesino’s Las dos caras del patroncito (1965). The worker Anna (Radniecka) is 
hammering not pruning grapes, but the shipyard boss (Kiedrowski) is demanding 
like the pig-faced Patrón: “Harder!” (Morton, Draft #4 25). When Anna sits down 
to strike others join behind her. The script speaks only of “passage of time” and 
Appel shows here his synergy with Morton. Ziętak keeps a steady quarter beat in 
a minor key while Glass strikes his drum every other bar. With each beat workers 

37	 Hanna Dyktyńska says that “Teatr Muzyczny od początku swojego istnienia miał być teatrem 
objazdowym [From its beginnings the Music Theater has been intended to be an itinerant 
theater]” and that by the end of the first decade of this century the theater launched a “travelling 
[wędrująca] scene” intended to tour the Pomeranian region (210).

38	 Pancerz joined the team following Kacper Jędrzejowski’s departure. Pancerz was a strong 
addition. He not only plays piano well but, according to Appel, was the most charismatic actor 
of the group.

39	 The instruments create moods (piano), are stand-ins for other sounds (the drum/firearm 
discharge), engender time/ethos (folk ballad guitar connotes peoples’ movements, from Woody 
Guthrie to Solidarity). The show starts with Glass beating an introductory salvo. A polka beat 
comes in which, like in the teatro, sets the beat underlying (in flux) the piece, linking Glass’ 
vocalized monologues, adaptations (Bizet’s “March of the Boy Soldiers” in the WWII scene and 
Verdi’s “La donna è mobile” in the Solidarity scene), the finale’s anthem, chants and Appel’s 
addition, the diminutive coda by an invisible thread.
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raise more hands. Eventually an intense tableau of unity in power is created. A 
similar moment comes at the very end when actors standing in line downstage call 
tributes to four heroes: Klaus Kinski, Lech Wałęsa, Walentynowicz, Adamowicz.
	 A special note should be made about Appel’s foregrounding of reception 
which supports and enhances Morton’s language. One of key devices is the chorus. 
It allows the audience to watch others watching others. This removal stages the 
gaze. So does Little Glass, a character between a neutral narrator, orchestrator of 
events, mischievous trickster (he puts drumsticks into characters’ hands), guilty 
child, the oldest and the youngest of the tribe. Not only Morton but Appel and 
Czerski make him much like Grass’s Oscar, “the satirist, the clown, the picaro, the 
innocent, the secular Messiah, the practitioner of black arts, the folklore dwarf 
and the autobiographical figure” (Keith Miles in Mews 20). In his stage presence 
(smirking, naïve) he is a cypher with many faces meandering between the divides 
of history and now, observation and action, reality and fiction, individuality and 
collectivity.40 As a mediator between the stage, the chorus, and the audience he 
is a figure of poly-mediation, crossroads, empty-fullness, ambivalence, transfer, 
“perpetual transition” (Anzaldúa 78).	

Owning It
Approximately 700 people saw Zaklęte w jantarze on October 11 and 14, 2022. The 
first show was for high schools, the other open for the public.41 Reactions were 
overwhelmingly positive and, as the audience surveys will later reveal, allow an 
answer to the question of the show’s values: the agency of individuals, common 
humanity, hope for unity in difference.42 The second question by the original 
critic regards the creators’ responsibility for the message, that is, their integrity. To 
answer this, we offer an American studies perspective.
	 As American studies scholars we situate this work in the tradition of what 
Janice Radway in her 1999 American Studies Association (ASA) presidential address 
calls the “alternative American studies” (Radway 6). Rather than being concerned 
with consensual narratives this tradition amplifies dissent, the subordinated 
and excluded, and places American history in an international context.43 One 

40	 After R.W.B. Lewis we can call Glass in Czerski’s take—with his simplicity, naivete, smiles, 
and trickeries – the “picaresque saint” marked by “roguery” (32) and “impurity” (33) incarnating 
a “trust in life” and sharing “a ‘tragic fellowship’ with suffering humanity” (Lewis 33).

41	 Morton and Appel also spoke about the production at the Günter Grass. Intercultural Dialogues 
and Encounters conference at UG in October 2023. The organizers of the conference took 
Morton on a day trip to visit Grass-related places in the Kashubia.

42	 Marta Sawicka, member of Warsaw-based theater group The Cheerful Hamlets, finished her 
appraisal of the show with the following comment: “I think that the ending with this hope, and 
belief, and conviction of the need and the necessity of talking about such subjects and about 
people’s rights and, yes, people’s differences in the views and the need to keep protecting those 
it really struck a wonderful cord especially right now in our context. It was on the one hand I 
would say some strong material in terms of how serious the problem was but also very much 
uplifting I would say, saying that there is a lot of hope in people, and a lot of strength” (Sawicka).

43	 It “has tended to focus on practices and structures of feeling that bind people to communities 
that are larger or smaller than the American nation, communities that have sometimes been 
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particularly influential sub-field in that tradition has been the borderlands and the 
Chicano/a studies. In 2004 another ASA president Shelley Fisher Fishkin noted 
that American studies scholars were “[t]aking cues from borderlands scholars” 
(21). Fishkin’s own inspiration is Anzaldúa. Such work, “embracing multiple 
psychic locations” (Fishkin 17), unwilling to silence contradiction (Fishkin 18), 
transnational and focusing “on historical roots of multidirectional flows… [and] 
crossroads” (23) has become, affirms Fishkin, “increasingly central to American 
studies” (32).44 
	 For Fishkin the shift was paradigmatic (from monotopic to pluritopic 
hermeneutics) and carried implications for the future of our field.45 Focus would 
have to be placed “on the cultural work that American literature does in a range of 
social and political contexts around the world” in search “for insight into the non-
U.S. cultures as well as into the American texts themselves” (32; emphasis mine). 
Envisioning American studies in international perspective Fishkin cites Günter 
Lenz who encourages “enacting the transnational and intercultural discourses in 
real dialogues and debates among scholars from different parts of the world” (39; 
my emphasis). She speaks of the need of “[c]onversation and collaboration across 
borders… to improve and build on existing institutional structures” (39) and 
encourages “student-faculty exchanges” (40). 
	 Trapped was intended to be exactly this kind of work. As an overseas 
commission created by Chicano writer and Jewish-American director with a Polish 
cast of students it was a transnational and borderlands work in idea and execution. 
It brought to bear on Gdańsk’s identity a perspective central to modern American 
studies. Interinstitutional and polyvocal it enacted a multilevel dialog of an 
American discourse (cultural, linguistic, aesthetic, histrionic, ethical, epistemic) 
with a local culture/history/real people/educational programs. 
	 But as Barbara Tomlinson and George Lipsitz suggest it is not “what work 
we do [but] how we do it (9). The critics note the crisis in the academia spurred by 
the dominant role of neoliberal assumptions (like competition, productivity, time 
crunch, bureaucratization). Inspired by El Salvador’s archbishop Oscar Romero’s 
message to “accompany” the struggle of the poor and by musical meaning of the 
term Tomlinson and Lipsitz suggest an alternative: to organize our work around 
the concept of “accompaniment” (10). 
	 After Romero they define “accompaniment” as a recognition of the essential 

international in scope, sometimes more locally based” (Radway 6). This tradition has produced 
research in, to name but a few areas, Chicano Studies, women’s studies, critical race theory, 
Black Atlantic studies, post-colonial and decolonial theory, transnational and queer studies, etc. 
Many of these perspectives have, incidentally, come in recent years under attack of the political 
right-wing reaction both in the United States and Poland. 

44	 For a concise problematization of Anzaldúa’s legacy, a critique of her “tokeninzing occur[ing] at 
the hands not just of her critics but also of her friends” and a commentary on Fishkin’s text see 
Debra A. Castillo’s “Anzaldúa and Transnational American Studies” (261). 

45	 She speaks of the need for an increased stress on comparative studies on race (23), social 
movements (32), perspectives from outside the United States (23), accounting for the “comings 
and goings that create… ties across national borders” (24) and “chapters of the past that have 
eluded any archive” (25), and acknowledging multilingual and multi-local allegiances (28).
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oneness in the society and of “the inescapably and quintessentially social nature 
of scholarship and citizenship” (10). Accompaniment welcomes “the dynamics of 
difference” and “allows disagreements to be seen as evidence of problems yet to 
be solved” (Tomlinson and Lipsitz 11). The musical connotations are procedural; 
accompaniment calls for “attention, communication, and cooperation. It means 
augmenting, accenting, or countering one musical voice with another” (Tomlinson 
and Lipsitz 11), saying less so that others can be heard, in harmony or dissonance.
	 In a society of soloists, accompaniment is undervalued but Tomlinson and 
Lipsitz encourage us to adopt it as a “basis of a powerful counterculture inside 
academia as well as an important bridge to all the creative, critical, and contemplative 
thinking that goes on outside it.” Because accompaniment cannot be simply learnt 
but must be practiced through “embodied learning experiences” the university and 
art institutions can serve as vehicles of disseminating and enacting these ideas. 
Tomlinson and Lipsitz say: “American studies as accompaniment means American 
studies as action” (13). 
	 This action, they add, should be built on two axioms derived from the Creole: 
konesans and balans.46 Konesans understands knowledge as “more than a matter of 
mastering empirical facts and abstract theories.” Experience and wisdom gained 
with age are equally important. Konesans places “events in a broader perspective,” 
“acknowledges the pull of the past on the present [emphasis in original].” Balans 
means that “everyone has a part of the truth,“ that “moral judgment… cannot 
be reduced to a set of rules to follow. Moral excellence comes from reconciling 
opposites… appreciating differences and embracing contradictions. Balans 
demands forging unities out of opposites.” Both “Konesans and balans require 
discernment, deliberation, and constant decision making” (Tomlinson and Lipsitz 
14). 
	 Dedication to “struggle” (fostering connections with other constituencies, 
enabling bridges between past and future) is one final guideline. Reminding that 
“American studies scholarship has always been connected to social upheavals and 
social movements” (22) Tomlinson and Lipsitz want American studies to nurture 
the “collective capacity for democratic deliberation and decision making,” to foster 
“new and better forms of association, affiliation, and understanding” (26), to 
“develop new ways of knowing and new ways of being” (22).
	 Trapped and its implementation should be discussed against these terms. 
The project—from commission, UG/UCSB/PPSWA’s cooperation, the crisis, 
production, this essay—has been intended and enacted as accompaniment informed 
by konesans, balans and struggle. This can explain the play’s moral/epistemic 
center: the present is seen through the lens of the long haul of the past, plural, 
repressed histories are foregrounded, contradictions are not resolved, judgment 
is suspended, hybridity and ambivalence (linguistic, cultural, epistemic, humor/
pathos) are brought to the fore not least with the eponymous metaphor of amber 
and its insertions—a stand in for a moment in time and eternity. 
	 Accompaniment “entails our helping [people] find something to do along 
with us” (Tomlinson and Lipsitz 13) and Trapped represented such an opportunity: 

46	 The scholars borrow these concepts from Haitian studies scholar Claudine Michel.
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a cooperation (not competition) which created a forum for embodied learning 
not only for the production team but the audiences. But accompaniment was 
realized in more than this sense. Trapped was motivated by a desire to forge “unity 
around the needs of the most oppressed” (Tomlinson and Lipsitz 11). In doing so 
it precipitated a delicate scandal, but it also provided a necessary counter-memory 
to the contemporary zero-sum moral and logical reductionisms which increasingly 
manifest themselves not as private opinions but in institutional decision making. 
The immersive project realized Tomlinson and Lipstiz’s call to “develop a collective 
capacity for accompaniment” (16; my emphasis).
	 Finally, it was an example of American studies as border studies 
accompanying (as in midwifing) the birth of the New in Gdańsk, enabling seeing 
what Ernst Bloch calls the “Not-Yet-Conscious” but that is latently there (Bloch 
116) or what Deleuze calls the “unthought” which is at the “very heart” of thought 
but is rendered as the “impossibility of thinking which doubles and hollows out the 
outside” (97).
	 The New may concern the herstory of Gdańsk. More broadly, it concerns 
the public memory in Gdańsk, social discourses framing what and how is 
remembered and forgotten, organizing ways of thinking and un-thinking about 
Gdańsk’s past. Analyzing the city’s (under Adamowicz) effort to formulate a 
historical narrative by creating a fleet of trams named after famous Danzigers 
Maciej Dajnowski concludes that the campaign propagated a conciliatory narrative 
and that antagonisms and myths which had earlier defined the local social relations 
were silenced. For this reason, Dajnowski points out, Grass is not on any tram; 
“revelations about his wartime episode with the Waffen-SS have discredited him 
in the eyes of some residents” (82). Drawing on Deleuze Dajnowski thinks of the 
tram moving around the city as a giant alethic press which, as it irons the textum of 
the city’s space as well as the textum of memory and discourse it smooths out the 
Deleuzian folds and unfolds in the city’s self-identity (87) and self-non-identity. 
	 If the city silences dissonance Morton’s play is an alternative alethic 
operation not shying away from disharmony and ghostly lacuna (where are the 
Germans? Jews?) but maintaining utopian longings. If in his historical plays Morton 
makes visible the pre-mediated nature of history here he problematizes “truth.” 
Because against the whirlwind of the past only the common human condition is 
true. All other “truths” are discourses. Morton’s play is thus a topological inquiry 
which renders the city as an entanglement of worldviews, genders, ages, cosmologies, 
histories, institutions, ideologies connected (trapped) in an asymmetric power 
differential. 
	 The image of the entanglement and the differential is proposed by Walter 
D. Mignolo in his critique of universality and discussion of “pluriversality.” For 
Mignolo the power differential is driven by the logic of domination (coloniality) 
“covered up by the rhetorical narrative of modernity” at the heart of which lies 
the “Western pretense to universality.” Mignolo explains universality as, after 
Humberto Maturana, built “on truth without parenthesis” and “always imperial 
and war-driven” (Mignolo, “Pluriversality”) and juxtaposes it with pluriversality, 
“convivial, dialogical or plurilogical” (“Pluriversality”). Mignolo encourages 



203Documenting and Evaluating Carlos Morton’s Trapped in Amber

our recognition of pluriversality and adds that it is conditioned on “a way of 
thinking and understanding that dwells in the entanglement, in the borders” 
(“Pluriversality”) or that resides on “‘/’ of the entanglement and power differential” 
(Mignolo “Pluriversality”). This type of pluritopical thinking, thinking which 
resides between epistemologies (rather than emerging from a single positionality) 
and which Mignolo variously terms as “border thinking, border epistemology, 
border gnosis” must be, he insists, the basis for the “decolonial thinking and doing” 
(“Pluriversality”). This method, he adds further, calls for “reflexive praxis” and one 
which “combine[s] the body with writing, writing with the body and not just in the 
body… the heart with the mind, senti-pensar (feeling-thinking)” (“Pluriversality”).
	 It is the alethic problematization and the complex writing-body reflexive 
senti-pensar praxis enacted by the theatrical enterprise that mark Trapped as 
an example of decolonial thinking and doing, of border gnosis in action. In the 
epigraph to this article Anzaldúa speaks of living in “the cracks between worlds” 
and Mignolo thanks her for teaching him about those who reside in the border, 
migrants and queers, adding that “Chicanos and Chicanas… are always dwelling in 
the border” (“Pluriversality”). It is this type of epistemic orientation, in the cracks 
or, after Anna Deavere Smith, in the “twilight” (in Perkins and Uno 201), that 
Morton brings to bear on Gdańsk. It explains the play’s central figure’s slippery 
trans-ontological status. Little Glass is the embodiment of “/”, he is the border 
dweller, he resides in the cracks and twilight. It also explains the role the Church 
is assigned. The church represents the (performative) pretense to universality and 
the locus of colonial enunciation, of epistemic and ontological hierarchization 
of knowledge and beings derived from alethic absolutism or what Mignolo, after 
Santiago Castro-Gómez, calls the “hubris of the zero point” (Darker 188).  
	 Finally, the argument that the production was an insult to all Catholics 
overlooks a long legacy of reform within the Catholic church including Romero, 
now Catholic saint. Morton is Catholic and The Savior makes clear he has been 
deeply influenced by Romero’s story. He is also steeped in Caribbean culture.47 
Reading the play through accompaniment, konesans and balans, concepts derived 
from Mesoamerican and Creole contexts, allows us to see his take on Catholicism 
in a larger than local framework. This is a transatlantic perspective, one inevitably 
informed by what Mignolo calls “the Atlantic detour” (Darker 57) and which 
complicates in myriad ways the definition of “all Catholics.” Lifting the play from 
the local and immediate context of moral panic this way we may begin to ask better 
questions, for example, how the play makes itself necessary to the wellbeing of the 
community?
	 We argue that Morton lent his work as necessary by creating a theatrical 
crossroads, a heterotopic space of pluriversality, a space of epistemic pluralism 
which does not silence differences. In 2016 Gdańsk, launched an innovative 
campaign “Model for the Integration of Immigrants.” One of the goals of the 
campaign is to promote intercultural dialog (Łączy nas Gdańsk 77). Trapped in 
Amber promotes an open idea of regional identity. Enacting inclusive historical 

47	 Morton’s mother was Cuban. In 1981 he visited Cuba with a Chicano teatristas brigade and 
would return there many times since. 
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pedagogy, the play may become a useful tool of initiating immigrants (both as 
audiences and performers) to national identity through local history. 
	 But, more importantly, by haunting the History of Gdańsk Morton 
made latently present the potentiality for transforming, pluralizing the status 
quo not only in social, but also in moral and epistemic realms. As Gdańsk and 
Poland are undergoing rapid cosmopolitanization many are finding it hard to free 
themselves from old regimes of truth, old forms of subjectivity, unwilling to let 
go of stable identity. Border gnosis may be rendered as the practice at the twilight 
which Deavere Smith contrasts with the certainty of both light and darkness. She 
translates twilight as “an idea before its time” (in Perkins and Uno 201), an area 
of negotiation, of imagination, conjecture, fuzziness, intersections, challenge, 
mindfulness. Smith says that “it’s more interpretive / it’s more creative” (233-234) 
whereas the daylight or, its opposite, darkness might make us overlook important 
aspects, take the thing presented to us “as it is” and make us merely reactive (Bhabha 
in Smith 234). Smith’s character Twilight Bey declares “In order for me to be a full 
human / being / I cannot forever dwell in darkness / I cannot forever dwell in idea 
/ Of identifying with those like me / And understanding only me and mine” (in 
Perkins and Uno 201). He moves into the twilight, he lives in “limbo” (Smith 255). 
Morton and Appel build the environment of twilight and limbo. Some may have 
objected but others, as we shall see in the next section, felt grateful acceptance 
maybe because they increasingly find themselves to be inadvertent border dwellers 
in need of coordinates or a sense of shared consciousness. Deleuze says that the 
“struggle for a modern subjectivity passes through a resistance to the two present 
forms of subjection, the one consisting of individualizing ourselves on the basis 
of constraints of power, the other of attracting each individual to a known and 
recognized identity, fixed once and for all” (105-106). Morton’s play accompanies 
us in this struggle against the “cut and dried” of the either and in favor of modern 
subjectivity understood as “the right to difference, variation and metamorphosis” 
(Deleuze 106), the right to new ways of thinking and doing.

Viewers’ Responses

Methodology
Studying people’s beliefs and attitudes is one of the biggest challenges of sociology. 
As Janet Finch notes, beliefs and attitudes in general are not “merely technical” 
categories; they are inextricably tied to the intangible, philosophical spheres of our 
thought. Consequently, our attitudes cannot be easily categorized or measured—
they are as diverse and unique as the minds of people who hold them. Any attempt 
to create a pre-made list of possible reactions to complex experiences would be 
inherently futile (105). Hence, one of the most common ways to study these aspects 
is through survey research which allows the respondents complete freedom in 
forming their answers (Macionis 28, Sinkowitz-Cochran 1159). 
	 Survey research is a method in which the researcher targets a certain group, 
asks them questions, and analyzes the answers (Macionis 28). This method is helpful 
when researchers need to analyze something that cannot be noticed immediately, 
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things such as beliefs/attitudes, or when “the collection of information” must be 
standardized (Macionis 28, Sinkowitz-Cochran 1159). Every survey research should 
start with scholars defining the specific aim of their experiment (Sinkowitz-Cochran 
1160). They should then decide on the best method to conduct their research (1160).
	 According to Ronda L. Sinkowitz-Cochran, the two basic methods of 
survey research are the self-administered questionnaire and interview (1160).48 In 
both modes there are two types of questions asked: open-ended and close-ended 
(1161).49 To make sure that respondents answer the questions honestly and freely, 
answers are often anonymized, as was the case during our research. 
	 Keeping all of this in mind, we analyzed the audience reception of the play 
Trapped. The aim was to study the reactions on various levels, in order to find the 
most positive, negative, memorable, or otherwise salient characteristics of the play 
as it was experienced during the performance. To examine these reactions, the bulk 
of our data consisted of anonymous surveys with a self-administrated questionnaire 
and open-ended questions. In total, we received forty-three responses: thirty-eight 
anonymous surveys from students, four anonymous surveys from actors and non-
student audience members, and one voluntary response from Marta Sawicka. Our 
analysis of the feedback is divided thematically and focuses on most commonly 
appearing comments.

The Tonal (Im)Balance of the Play
Humor was one of the most salient (second only to actors’ performance) and 
polarizing aspects of the play. For almost a quarter of the surveyed students, the 
harmonious interplay between comedy and seriousness is a major point of praise. 
Respondents express this attitude in several ways; some mention that the play 
“perfectly combined seriousness with joy” (Welizarowicz, Student audience survey, 
response 1), others write about the “fusion of comedic elements with dramatic 
moments” (response 6), yet others simply state that “the play was both funny and 
moving” (response 4). Whatever the wording, a common denominator is clear—
the tone was perceived as balanced by a significant part of the audience. One scene, 
mentioned specifically by three out of the eleven respondents who praised the 
play’s humor, left the audience with a positive impression: the fight between Jantar’s 
suitors (response 18, response 20, response 22).
	 Another example of positive perception of the play’s tonal balance lies in 
the comments on the Crystal Night scene. The surveyed audience members are 
glad that it “[does not] include humor” because of the seriousness of the situation 
presented (response 16). All of the respondents who focus on this scene describe 
the moment when a Jewish mother sends her son away to safety as “heartbreaking,” 
“touching,” “moving,” and shocking, implying that comedy would ruin the effect of 
this moment (response 1, response 11, response 16, response 28, response 33).

48	 The self-administered questionnaire demands that the respondents answer questions on their 
own, and the interview consists questions asked by researchers who “record the respondents’ 
answers” (Sinkowitz-Cochran 1160).

49	 In the open-ended questions respondents provide “their own answer,” and in the close-ended 
ones respondents choose an answer from a previously prepared set (Sinkowitz-Cochran 1161). 
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	 On the other end of the spectrum there is an almost equally large number—
nine to be exact—of respondents who criticize the tone of the play. Surveyed students 
usually open their criticism with general comments about “comedy elements” and 
“humorous parts” (response 19, response 3). Only one scene, however, is referred 
to as a concrete example of failed comedy: the testicle injury scene, termed by 
one of the respondents rather amusingly as the “nut-shot” (response 5).50  For 
some of the surveyed students, this episode was, first and foremost, ill-placed; the 
inappropriate tone is described to have stemmed from the contrast between the 
joviality of this scene and the seriousness of the closely surrounding narrative of 
World War Two, heroic acts, and deaths of Polish soldiers (response 3, response 5, 
response 15, response 32, response 35). The surveyed students make a few other 
isolated remarks, such as disapproving comments about the “childishness” of the 
play’s humor or its “tension-breaking” effect, but only the incongruity between the 
testicle injury scene and an otherwise somber part of the play is criticized across 
multiple responses (response 25, response 19).

Workshop Premiere
Comments regarding qualities of the production are as frequent as the ones 
concerning humor but consist of practically unanimous praise. Several respondents 
mention the “minimalistic black clothing” worn by the actors as an aspect of the 
play that enhanced its effect (response 27). Simple clothes “made [actors] more 
flexible” and allowed them to “show off their skills” (response 27, response 38). 
This shows that the audience favored expression and emotional charge over visual 
details. Similarly, minimal stage design and limited number of props are also often 
described to have heightened the artistic effect of the play, although comments that 
refer to this lack detailed descriptions of what that effect was (response 1, response 
13, response 16, response 21, response 27, response 31, response 35, response 38). 
This example evinces a tendency among the audience to assign primary value to 
the contents of the script and its execution by the actors, while surface-level details 
are considered inconsequential (or even disregarded altogether as distractions). A 
similar attitude is expressed towards the printed script, held by the actors during 
the workshop premiere.51 This further supports the suggestion that, technical 
perfection (or lack thereof) was secondary to both the dramatic material and the 
actors’ performance.
	 Actors receive the most praise from the surveyed audience members 
as sixteen out of the thirty-eight student responses applaud the acting first and 
foremost. Besides general comments about acting skills and talent, various abilities 
and qualities of the cast are mentioned specifically; this includes elements closely 
associated with the actor’s craft, like “body language” and “intonation” (response 

50	 It is worth noting that the scene in question is a direct nod to The Tin Drum. Morton constructed 
this scene as an almost verbatim quotation of the corresponding episode in the novel (Morton, 
Draft #4 21-22; Grass 217). 

51	 Respondents state that the presence of physical copies of the script either “did not take away 
anything from [the actors’] professionalism,” or that they “didn’t… notice” them at all (response 
31, response 20).
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25), as well as more universally positive characteristics, such as being dedicated 
(response 20, response 32), professional (response 25, response 20), well-prepared 
(response 24), and expressive (response 32). Like in the case of the play’s humor, 
one element stands out above the rest for the surveyed students: the part of the 
Inquisitor, played by Wierciński (response 5, response 15, response 16, response 
19, response 20). Respondents mention that this performance was particularly 
effective because of the actor’s “energy and power,” or, as one audience member 
vividly describes, a “menacing” feeling aroused by the Inquisitor’s voice (response 
15, response 16). Thus, the actors are praised for their expressiveness and the 
resulting ability to excite the viewer’s emotions. 
	 Adding to the overwhelmingly positive reception of the actors, Sawicka 
says—in one of the first points addressed by her comments—that members of 
the cast “were really nicely prepared” and spoke “very clearly, with a really good 
pronunciation” (1). This, in combination with the general attitude expressed by the 
audience and the sheer number of responses that mentioned the cast in a positive 
context, suggests that the actors’ performance and by extension the director’s work 
were not only the most favorably perceived aspects of the play, but also, perhaps 
more significantly, the most salient and memorable.
	 Another specific scene featured in the play that is mentioned as important 
across multiple responses involved breaking the fourth wall with the line “oni 
nie chcą tego słyszeć” [“The audience won’t stand for it” (Morton, Draft #4 35)]” 
directed towards the audience (Student audience survey, response 10). According 
to the respondents, this device “challenged [the viewers] into accepting the dark 
reality,” at the same time making them “think and reflect on [their own] behaviors 
and decisions” (response 3, response 10). As Tom Brown writes—primarily in 
the context of cinema but referring to the device of direct addresses in general 
and basing his statement on Brechtian theory—breaking the fourth wall “seeks 
to enable audiences to see the forces of artistic and ideological construction 
behind the work, rather than being driven ‘blindly’ by them” (10). The reaction of 
surveyed audience members suggests that this is precisely the effect that the scene 
produced; they were effectively taken out of the dramatic illusion and provoked to 
apply the ideological message of the play to their everyday experience of the world. 
According to the viewers, this scene (chiefly due to the direct audience address 
that it contained) inspired feelings of guilt and self-disappointment with viewer 
culture in general (Welizarowicz, Student audience survey, response 3, response 
10, response 22). The responses that mention the direct address suggest that the 
viewers interpreted this scene as criticism on the cultural phenomenon of the 
taboo as detrimental to artistic freedom of speech. In essence, audience members 
felt that, through the device of breaking the fourth wall, they were repositioned 
from the role of passive observers to the role of an active party, agents responsible 
for what is allowed in a dramatic text.
	 Significantly, almost half of the respondents mention the importance of 
music for the performance. The play starts and ends with a song, and, as one of the 
respondents notices, this arrangement “tie[s] the whole show together” (Student 
audience survey, response 12). In addition to that, some of the surveyed students 
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mention that “music made the play more touching and appealing” or that it “made 
[the play] more emotional” (response 33, response 36). This emotional engagement 
helps the audience “[understand] the story more clearly” (response 8). Thus, 
according to the audience, music not only plays an aesthetic role in Trapped, but 
also helps to understand the overarching structure of the work’s composition.

Historical Value
One of the key aspects of the play is the history of Gdańsk. Hence, many respondents 
focus on the historical value of the play. A small number of audience members 
argue that “the historical events shown in the play can be considered common 
knowledge,” and that they “have not learnt anything new about the history of 
Gdańsk” (response 25, response 35). Additionally, one of the respondents mentions 
specifically that there is not enough said about the Hanseatic League (Welizarowicz, 
Online survey, response 3). However, the prevalent trend among the audience 
seems to be that respondents “did not know much about the city’s history” before, 
and that the play “taught [them] a lot about the history of Gdańsk” (Welizarowicz, 
Student audience survey, response 33, response 8). As a particular example, six 
respondents described “the story of Anna Krüger” as “interesting” and something 
that they had not been aware of prior to the performance (response 2). “The 1980 
worker’s labor strike along the Baltic” is another historical fact unknown to one of 
the respondents (response 17). In general, many of the audience members learnt 
something new about the history of Gdańsk from the play. 
	 Another recurring aspect of the play mentioned by several of the surveyed 
students was the impact of a foreign playwright’s perspective on the process of 
composition. The respondents who mention that this play “was written from the 
perspective of a person of Hispanic origin” see it as something positive (response 
36). For them, the fact that “the theme is foreign to the author” adds more value—
in the form of a fresh perspective—to the play (response 3). Also, the surveyed 
audience members state that this foreign perspective makes the play more 
interesting because the audience can see “Gdańsk’s history... through a Chicano 
theatre lens” (response 35).
	 According to the respondents, another aspect of the play that illustrates 
a fresh perspective on the history of Gdańsk is the focus on women’s stories. The 
audience “profoundly appreciate[s]” the choice to present Solidarity’s history 
through Anna Walentynowicz’s experiences, not Lech Wałęsa’s (response 9). This 
allows the audience to see the history of Gdańsk “from the perspective of women,” 
which is “an unconventional approach” (response 12, response 9). For some of 
the respondents, this approach is “a nod to the still ongoing fight for women’s 
rights” (response 9). What is more, this “unconventional approach” allows some 
of the respondents to form an emotional connection with the characters of Anna 
Walentynowicz and Anna Krüger (response 9). 
	 The historical aspect of the play provoked various emotions. A number of 
the surveyed students were inspired with feelings of admiration and respect for the 
culture of Gdańsk (or the Kashubian region in general) and its past (response 2, 
response 4, response 6, response 8, response 9, response 11, response 17, response 
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20, response 30, response 33, response 34). Across many of the responses, the play 
was found to be an effective way of acknowledging the influence of the past on the 
contemporary world. In an echo of the axiom of konesans described earlier in this 
paper, audience members appreciated Trapped as an expression and affirmation of 
the importance of past events; the surveyed students believe that the experiences 
of previous generations need an outlet that allows them to influence the world 
of today and contribute to maintaining the cultural integrity of the Kashubian 
region (response 6, response 11, response 30). Respondents found the play to be 
competent as this much needed outlet, and, as a result, numerous members of the 
audience perceived Trapped as instrumental in strengthening community bonds 
between citizens of modern-day Gdańsk.
	 Similarly, the second axiom relating to the concept of accompaniment 
—balans—also finds its reflection in the responses. The historical dialog about 
Gdańsk serving as the main thematic axis of the play is, according to the audience 
members, an effective way of reconciling the past with the present. This dialog 
results in a merging (or unifying) of the cultural history of the Kashubian region 
and the contemporary, often future-oriented attitudes of young citizens inhabiting 
today’s Gdańsk. This merging takes place within the cultural identities of these 
citizens and results in the creation of a new identity. This identity, in accordance 
with the idea of balans, is modern and not limited by the pull of the past, but at 
the same time cognizant of the value of regional history. Additionally, student 
responses suggest that this process is aided by the foreign perspective of the 
playwright. Morton, as a person not connected to the region featured in the play, 
provides a point of view that is skewed neither by the influence of the Kashubian 
history, nor by the modern desire to cut historical ties; as a result, the act of 
reconciling the past with the future-oriented attitude of today can be performed 
without either side overpowering the other (response 3, response 5, response 7, 
response 30, response 36).
	 In conclusion, the audience located the value of the play mostly in its 
entertaining way of presenting historical information and Morton’s choice of 
subject matter; technicalities connected with the workshop premiere were mostly 
disregarded. Both the comedic and historical aspects of the play polarized the 
viewers, but the overall reception of these elements was positive. The actors’ 
performance, praised almost unanimously, further contributed to maintaining the 
balance between entertainment and education. Overall, the play emanated values 
that can be connected with the concept of accompaniment—Morton’s unbiased 
perspective of the Kashubian culture resulted in a text that encapsulates the axioms 
of balans and konesans, producing a cultural synthesis of the past and the present 
experienced by young residents of Gdańsk.
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Robert W. Hamblin. Critical Essays on William Faulkner. UP of Mississippi, 
2022, 321 pages.

In the preface to his 2020 monograph The Saddest Words: William Faulkner’s Civil 
War Michael Gorra describes his initial reaction to As I Lay Dying which he read 
as a young teacher in a summer school: “I didn’t much like it, not at first. I felt 
disoriented by the speed with which Faulkner switched from one first-person 
narrator to another.… But some things stuck. One of the book’s narrators told me 
that ‘words dont even fit even what they are trying to say at,’ and another announced 
that ‘My mother is a fish.’ I’d never read anything like it, and knew after my first 
class that I wanted to read more” (2-3). And here is Robert W. Hamblin talking 
about his first impressions of the novel (the words are taken from one of The Oprah 
Book Club lectures that Hamblin delivered in 2005): “I was simply amazed at the 
unusual way Faulkner chose to tell the story. All those characters, jumping around 
in time, each telling his or her own version of the events, sometimes collaborating, 
sometimes contradicting each other.… I found the technique daring, innovative, 
provocative, awesome” (Critical Essays 152-153).
	 I’m putting these two statements together because they demonstrate the 
kind of power that Faulkner’s prose may have on its readers and critics. One could 
add that this power is very often combined with fascination. Reading Faulkner’s 
best novels for the first time is no doubt an extraordinary experience. They provide 
us with original and exciting new ways of looking at the human reality as well 
as the mysteries of the human heart. Also, they talk to us in the language, and 
through forms, which is (are) both inventive and imaginative, colloquial and 
highly experimental. As the two quotes show, Faulkner’s charismatic prose has lost 
nothing of its appeal and persuasive force. In the case of Michael Gorra, one of the 
most perceptive readers of the Oxford novelist, fascination is sometimes mixed 
with reserve and occasional disapproval as when the critic accuses the novelist of 
inaccurate representations of race in his readings of Southern history. In Robert 
W. Hamblin’s recently published Critical Essays on William Faulkner there are 
mainly tones of praise and appreciation. They are heard in most of the analyses and 
interpretations, leaving us with a strong urge to read Faulkner once again. Hamblin 
loves Faulkner—and we easily sympathize with him.
	 The name of Robert W. Hamblin is (or at least should be) familiar to all 
those interested in Faulkner criticism. He is the author of a recent biography of the 
novelist (Myself and the World, 2016). He co-authored and co-edited (with Charles 
Peek) A William Faulkner Encyclopedia, a highly readable and still unexampled 
book published in 1999. Last but not least, in 1989 he became the founding director 
of the Center for Faulkner Studies at Southeast Missouri State University where he 
had taught and lectured since 1965 (as it is, the Center was established after the 
SMS University acquired a huge mass of Faulkner documents from Louis Daniel 
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Brodsky, a Faulkner scholar and Hamblin’s friend). I think we are justified in 
saying that Critical Essays on William Faulkner is in some measure a summary 
and culmination of his research work on the great novelist. A useful and enjoyable 
book, it comprises twenty one essays published between 1980 and 2020, with 
topics ranging from myths to symbolical forms, from analyses of Faulkner’s 
novelistic technique to the psychology of his characters, from native Albany 
to distant Hollywood. The great asset of the volume is no doubt its diversity—
Faulkner is approached from different perspectives and by different critical routes. 
Importantly, Hamblin leaves many of his interpretative questions open, which lets 
the readers come up with their own propositions and insights about individual 
texts and the work as whole. 
	 As I have just noticed, what links the subsequent essays is the critic’s lifelong 
fascination with Faulkner’s oeuvre. There is also remarkable critical accuracy as 
Hamblin is attentive to details and nuances of the texts he is interpreting. Certain 
themes and motifs recur, of course in different critical constellations. One of the 
most important ideas in the book is that of the decisive role of creative imagination 
which recreates the world (after all, the novelist’s imaginary Yoknapatawpha 
epitomizes real places, people and events) and helps us see it in its essence and 
momentum. In an essay on Absalom, Absalom! Hamblin describes Faulkner’s work 
as a “celebration of the superiority of an art over life” (58). Obviously, we should 
not take this assertion too literally—the novelist was always faithful to life in all its 
aspects—but the critic is right in stressing the artistic range and angle of such works 
as The Sound and the Fury or Light in August. In the same essay Hamblin ponders 
on the relationship between art and life as “paradoxical” (47) and “dialectic” (48)—
both adjectives are helpful as they point to the dynamism and vitality of Faulkner’s 
best novels and short stories. 
	 Another big theme explored in the book is the mastery with which 
Faulkner handles the novelistic form and literary conventions, as well as his subtle 
use of rhetorical effects. For Hamblin this is not just writerly expertise. Both the 
structure and the rhythm of the novel may be in fact seen as protective strategies; 
Faulkner would agree with W. B. Yeats who considered his speculative treatise A 
Vision a “last act of defence against the chaos of the world” (qtd in Foster 280). 
At one moment Hamblin notices: “I suggest that the key to Faulkner’s theory of 
fiction is to be found in his statement.… that writing was his way of saying No to 
death” (23; the statement appears in Requiem for a Nun). Indeed, if we can speak 
of a Faulknerian theory of the creative process, one of its most distinctive features 
would be an emphasis on temporality and mortality (we could say that writing is 
synonymous with both). The form and language have for Faulkner existential value 
and meaning; acts of constructing and narrating are already existential gestures.
	 Several of Hamblin’s essays deal with literary and textual parallels. 
Significantly, these are much shorter than the other essays, and probably not as 
satisfactory. It would be no exaggeration to say that Faulkner was not interested 
in literary history. Of course he had his favorite authors (Dostoyevsky, Twain or 
Conrad, to mention just a few) but what he found in them was just a confirmation 
of his own insights. He did not have to refer to them as potential sources. His life, 
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his social and natural environment were all he cared for. This may be the reason 
why most of the comparative and intertextual efforts that we find in Hamblin’s 
book seem a bit contrived. There are some high points, though. One is a brisk 
essay in which Hamblin juxtaposes The Sound and the Fury and J. D. Salinger’s The 
Cather in the Rye (“‘Did You Ever Have a Sister?’ Holden Caulfield and Quentin 
Compson”). Another one (“‘The World Is like an Enormous Spider Web’: The 
Contrasting Legacies of Thomas Sutpen and Cass Mastern”) provides a convincing 
comparison of Thomas Sutpen (Absalom, Absalom!) and Cass Mastern, a 19th-
century ancestor of Jack Burden, the narrator of Robert Penn Warren’s 1946 novel 
All the King’s Men. Faulkner had a rather low opinion of Warren’s book (as a matter 
of fact, he called it “second-rate”) and flatly refused to write a blurb when asked by 
the publishers of the novel. The one thing he did like about the story was Warren’s 
memorable characterization of Cass Mastern (“a beautiful and moving piece.… 
The rest I would throw away”; qtd in Hamblin 265). Hamblin follows this clue and 
offers us some interesting parallels between the two characters. To be sure, such 
juxtapositions run the risk of banality and are sometimes fruitless (or even trivial) 
as interpretative strategies. But not in this case. The critic succeeds in showing us 
what in particular drew Faulkner to the character of Mastern and, perhaps more 
interestingly, why the author of Sanctuary was essentially mistaken in condemning 
Warren’s novel as a whole.
	 Of particular interest is the 2014 essay entitled “Faulkner and Hollywood: 
A Call for Reassessment.” This may be the most important text in the collection, 
and it is certainly a significant contribution to the Faulkner Studies. Above all, 
it opens a fresh critical perspective upon Faulkner’s work, the one that has been 
either overlooked or simply ignored. Surely, there have been critics writing about 
the novelist’s Hollywood career (the MGM in the 1930s and the Warner Bros during 
the early 1940s), but they almost always concentrated on biographical details 
and approached the subject as periheral. The writer himself admitted in a letter 
to Malcolm Cowley that he kept his “movie work locked off into another room” 
from his fiction (qtd in Hamblin 206). As Hamblin convincingly demonstrates, 
this view might be challenged on many counts. As it is, “Faulkner’s time and 
work in Hollywood and the characters, plots, and themes of his fiction are more 
closely intertwined than is generally recognized” (210). And: “The intersections 
of Faulkner’s film work and his fiction work both forward and backward: not only 
does some of his scriptwriting subsequently find its way into his fiction, but also 
material from his fiction is occasionally woven into his movie treatments and 
scripts” (209). Hamblin provides a lot of evidence which hammer home his point (I 
refer the reader to the essay). Interestingly, he sees Pylon (1934)—which according 
to many critics is Faulkner’s minor work—as a transitional or even breakthrough 
novel which absorbed many “filmic” effects and helped the writer work out the 
quasi-movie style that can be felt in many of his later fictions (let us think of the 
sensational elements in Intruder in the Dust or the amazing first scene of A Fable). 
As the critic has it, the novel is “pure Hollywood” (212). No wonder it was easily 
translated into the acclaimed movie The Tarnished Angels (directed by Douglas 
Sirk in 1957). It should be added that Faulkner was a skilled screenwriter who 
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very quickly learned the secrets of the trade. Particularly interesting was his 
collaboration with the director Howard Hawks with whom he worked on such 
movies as To Have and Have Not (based on Hemingway’s novel) and The Big Sleep, 
an adaptation of Raymond Chandler’s mystery thriller (the US National Film 
Preservation Board deemed the movie “culturally, historically and aesthetically 
significant” and included it in the National Film registry at the Library of 
Congress). Hamblin concludes his fine essay with a “heightened appreciation” of 
both Faulkner’s screenplays and his later fiction, seeing in the latter an intriguing 
demonstration of the cinematic sensibility.
	 Critical Essays on William Faulkner deserves a few readings. The book has 
its occasional faults: there are unnecessary digressions and repetitions; from time 
to time we come across vague, declarative statements bordering on commonplace; 
also, we should be prepared for a certain triteness of argument. Basically, though, 
the essays are elegantly written and critically competent, adding up to produce a 
rich portrait of the novelist and his work. What is worth emphasising is the critic’s 
openness to different theoretical approaches and points of view. The net result is a 
candid, balanced and credible study of one of the greatest American writers of the 
twentieth century.
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Neil Campbell. Worlding the Western: Contemporary US Western Fiction and the 
Global Community. U of Nevada P, 2022, 272 pages.

Neil Campbell’s most recent book, Worlding the Western: Contemporary US Western 
Fiction and the Global Community, contains critical essays analyzing ten works of 
fiction about the US West published within the last ten years. The selection of pieces 
for the volume attests to the scholar’s long-standing conviction that the US West is 
a region which is better understood not as a closed off arena dedicated to American 
nation-building but as a vast multicultural meeting place where people with different 
backgrounds and goals relate to one another in various ways to painstakingly forge 
a community. The works of fiction examined in this book subvert the framework, 
tropes, and motifs typical of the myth of the West, yet nonetheless employ them 
to highlight a different perspective. The Western genre provides as if an agora for 
every single authorial voice, which comes from either within (e.g., the Native voices 
of R. W. Kimmerer, LeAnne Howe, and Tommy Orange) or from without the United 
States (e.g., from Ireland), to present their singular take. In their representations of 
the West, the novels simultaneously employ and draw attention away from familiar 
characters, situations, and ideas to narrate a plethora of hitherto untouched, 
unheard, silenced, underplayed, mocked, or ignored stories.
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	 Throughout his interdisciplinary book publications (Campbell writes about 
both literature and culture) about the postwar American West: The Cultures of the 
American New West (2000), The Rhizomatic West (2008), Post-Westerns: Cinema, 
Region, West (2013), Affective Critical Regionality (2016), and Under the Western 
Sky (2018, as editor and contributor), Campbell has argued that western American 
culture and literature gain more from postcolonial, transnational and transcultural 
analysis than from ideas associated with the historical discourse of the unique 
nation-building qualities of the frontier, Manifest Destiny, and exceptionalism. 
However, this most recent publication is the most politically engaged one of them 
all as it comes in direct response to Donald Trump’s presidency and his radical right-
wing politics of sealing the American borders against immigrants and isolating 
the country from the rest of the world by pulling it out of various international 
organizations and agreements. Erecting the wall on the US-Mexico border was the 
ultimate sign of the former president’s desire to keep the rest of the world separate 
while he, famously employing a random selection of ideas from the myth of the 
West that particularly suited his ends (including the figure of John Wayne), single-
handedly made America great again. “The writers I’m talking about, the novels 
I write about were putting the world back [into America] in all kinds of ways,” 
says the author (Campbell, YouTube). Campbell’s aim in producing the book was 
to demonstrate that America is not a single vision but that it remains open and 
complicated in the eyes of a range of contemporary western fiction writers and 
to advocate for a new kind of politics based on care, “public love” (Solnit qtd. in 
Campbell 193), and a sense of community.
	 The novels discussed in Worlding the Western comprise the following: In 
the Distance (2017) by Hernan Diaz, Days Without End (2016) by Sebastian Barry, 
Inland (2019) by Téa Obreht, How Much of These Hills Is Gold (2020) by C. Pam 
Zhang, Braiding Sweetgrass (2013) by Robin Wall Kimmerer, Choctalking on Other 
Realities (2013) and Savage Conversations (2019) by LeAnne Howe, There There 
(2018) by Tommy Orange, Lost Children Archive (2019) by Valeria Luiselli, and 
Exit West (2017) by Mohsin Hamid. Many of the authors come from outside the 
United States or are immigrants; for example Valeria Luiselli comes from Mexico, 
Sebastian Barry is an Irish writer, Téa Obreht is a Serbian American who moved 
to the United States when she was 12 years old, and Hernan Diaz was born in 
Argentina, raised in Argentina and Sweden and now lives in New York. Through 
their diverse backgrounds and transnational experience, the writers literally 
introduce the world into the western formula. They instill the genre with their 
sensibilities and traditions, compile its fresh versions with a different distribution 
of focal points, and scramble what used to be a pattern of well-known themes with 
predictable outcomes. They make the Western, in Campbell’s words, a “traveling” 
genre.
	 What contributes to making Worlding the Western an important statement 
not only within the field of western American studies but also, more widely, in 
contemporary debates on the ways of going forward with shaping the future of the 
world, is its grounding in philosophical and critical thought. Campbell constructs 
the framework, or the “theoretical echo chamber” (Campbell 189), that supports 
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his analysis primarily through the works of Édouard Glissant, Rob Wilson, and 
Jean-Luc Nancy but also through those by Bruno Latour, Jean-François Lyotard, 
Gilles Deleuze, and Félix Guattari, in addition enriching his argument by citing 
a number of postcolonial writers and critics, including Edward Said, Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak, Judith Butler, Donna Haraway, Rebecca Solnit, Kathleen 
Stewart, and Amitav Ghosh, whose metaphor “the great derangement” Campbell 
uses to describe and emphasize his opposition to the separatist, exclusive 
nationalism of Trumpian politics.
	 There is a precise meaning that Campbell ascribes to the term “worlding.” 
Understanding the critic Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s usage of the notion when 
she commented on a “global colonial process” (Campbell 10) taking place across 
the world in the twentieth century is key to comprehend Campbell’s, who uses it 
in a different way and makes the distinction clear at the beginning of the book. 
In the Introduction, he writes, “As in [Frederick Jackson] Turner’s sense of an 
‘uninscribed’ territory or ‘free land’ waiting to be written over by pioneer settlers, 
Spivak’s notion of ‘worlding’ is about imposition, surveying, or naturalizing what 
was, in reality, inscribed there already” (10). In other words, in Spivak’s discourse, 
“worlding” denotes furnishing what is perceived as an empty space with the 
colonizer’s view of the world and system of values while ignoring, diminishing, 
or perceiving as absent the cultures of the colonized. Following Jean-Luc Nancy, 
Campbell further reflects that this kind of “negative colonial worlding” (11) is 
more akin to what we understand today as globalization—the indiscriminate 
superimposition of western culture (that identified with the Occident) and 
capitalism on other cultures across the world. But Campbell’s “worlding,” 
following Édouard Glissant, is positive in that it disrupts the idea of a single, 
dominant world and “bring[s] forth” (21; emphasis in the original) into dialogue 
all the worlds that have been erased. In Campbell’s words, “Reclaiming worlding 
in this context envisages an entangled process by which the intimate, small-scale, 
and local everyday worlds of people, place, and nonhuman species relate to and 
dialogize with larger global concerns” (11). Thus, relationality, interchange, and 
conversation are key processes that accompany the kind of positive worlding 
deployed by Campbell. The works of fiction selected to be analyzed in the volume 
focus on different stories than “the world of frontier mythology, patriarchal 
control, white supremacy, and violent repression in the US West” (21). They attest 
to the possibility of a creative dispersal (traveling) and morphing of the western 
genre to include those other stories, or worlds.
	 Worlding the Western, following The Rhizomatic West and Affective Critical 
Regionality, expresses an insightful statement that is consistent in approach with 
the author’s previous publications about US western literature and culture. It is a 
continuation and a further elaboration of the scholar’s argument that the US West 
is so much more than the single story of the myth of the frontier and Manifest 
Destiny. Through its discussion of the selected works of fiction—from Hakan’s 
wanderings in circles across the West in Hernan Diaz’s In the Distance, through 
Native tribalography, to the building of an “errant community” (179; emphasis in 
the original) in Hamid’s Exit West—the book successfully establishes that there 



219Reviews

exists a multitude of other relevant visions that expand the western genre and that 
need to be reckoned with in any analysis of western American literature going 
forward.
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Lawrence P. Jackson. Hold It Real Still: Clint Eastwood, Race, and the Cinema of 
the American West. Johns Hopkins UP, 2022, 300 pages.

Lawrence P. Jackson’s Hold It Real Still: Clint Eastwood, Race, and the Cinema of the 
American West examines the representation of Blackness in film Westerns starring 
Clint Eastwood and its resonance in more recent Hollywood productions in the 
genre. Eastwood’s launch into stardom at the turn of the 1960s and 70s coincided 
with a series of social and political crises which created a need for a new epitome 
of the nation, one that would bring an end to the turmoil and promise a new 
order, based on clearly defined hierarchies. Eastwood readily embraced this role. 
The pursuit of such a collective fantasy signified regression in the domain of race 
relations. On the example of selected Westerns featuring Eastwood and several 
more recent Westerns, Jackson shows that D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation still 
haunts the American cinematic imagination.
	 Chapter One focuses on the opposition between John Wayne’s and Clint 
Eastwood’s respective filmic personas that made them icons of the Western genre. 
Jackson sees the Wayne persona as emblematic of mid-century racial liberalism, 
which advocated interracial contact as a remedy for the social ills resulting from 
segregationist policies. It did not promote radical changes but rather aimed to 
quench Black Americans’ anger, mainly caused by economic inequality, by creating 
the illusion of a more just social order. The paternalistic aura emanating from 
the Wayne persona bespeaks a longing for the kind of social stability that allows 
every member of the community to feel that this is where they belong, whatever 
their individual backgrounds. Wayne was often cast in the roles of spokesmen 
for the disfranchised, but his performances as a community leader were no less 
representative with regard to racial liberalism. The heroism of the Wayne persona 
has a lot to do with his readiness to sacrifice himself for the well-being of others. 
Manifestations of social unrest in the late 60s and early 70s, including race riots, 
undermined the plausibility of racial liberalism. The spread of social antagonisms 
created a demand for a new type of the Western hero, a projection of a desired 
hierarchy of power. And this is what the Eastwood persona came to represent. It 
was a process which culminated with the release of The Outlaw Josey Wales in 1976, 
the film that would define Eastwood’s stance on the problem of race.
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	 Jackson argues that the supremacist Eastwood persona begins to take 
shape in Sergio Leone’s The Good, the Bad and the Ugly (1966)—the subject of his 
discussion in Chapter Two—but the resonance of this creation is limited because of 
a powerful on-screen presence that counterbalances its appeal, that of Eli Wallach’s 
character Tuco. Being a mestizo, Tuco embodies the complex history of the land 
that made him with its legacy of colonial violence and shifting borders. As an alien 
element in the Manichean formula of the Western that pits good against evil, he 
functions as a mediator whose gestures, behaviors and actions erode the traditional 
moral hierarchies of the genre by opening a space for nuances of history. It is Tuco’s 
eponymous ugliness that provides an aesthetic clue to the film’s displacement of 
the generic narrative of the Western. His ugliness reminds us about his status as a 
colonized, but at the same time Wallach’s exaggerated performance signifies Tuco’s 
striving for agency. This striving is tellingly reflected in a series of transactions that 
Tuco enters with Eastwood’s Blondie. A stand-in for a slave in a post-Civil-War 
landscape devoid of Blacks, Tuco embodies a search for a form of enfranchisement 
within the dominant economic order. On the other hand, Blondie is symbolically 
associated with slave owners through his fixation on profit. The film’s focus on 
the transactional nature of the relations between the main characters dispels the 
illusions of social consensus.
	 Chapters Three and Four concern The Outlaw Josey Wales, which Jackson 
considers as Eastwood’s pivotal achievement. The critic points out that its 
allegorization of the Vietnam War, consisting in the association of the American 
failure in Vietnam with the Lost Cause of the South, establishes the image of the 
South as an invaded territory. It thus reinvents a southern version of heroism, 
an effect all the more conspicuous given the film’s concrete historical setting in 
comparison with Eastwood’s earlier “anachronistic” Westerns, as Jackson describes 
them (91), set in vaguely defined times and places. The critic emphasizes the 
significance of the motif of the massacre of the southern guerillas in The Outlaw 
Josey Wales, the motif that almost perversely reimagines power relations in the 
post-bellum South by blurring the difference between victims and oppressors. The 
film portrays a social reality virtually devoid of Black people, therefore the guerillas 
ultimately come to embody a predicament analogous to that of Blacks. Jackson then 
analyzes a single series of shots that show Black soldiers posing for a photograph 
just before their departure west, which he sees as “a dynamic enactment of the 
white supremacist ideal of racial segregation and Black elision” (108). The erasure 
of Black presence is veiled by the dynamics of foreground and background that 
symbolically privileges white settler experience.
	 In the last three chapters Jackson demonstrates that Black representation 
remains a problematic issue in present-day film Westerns on the example of Ride 
with the Devil (dir. Ang Lee, 1999) and Django Unchained (dir. Quentin Tarantino, 
2012). The former film yields an analogous effect to The Outlaw Josey Wales in 
eliciting the audiences sympathy for southern guerillas. Jackson writes: “For Lee, a 
Taiwanese immigrant whose films include several westerns and display an abiding 
interest in observations of white American life, the Civil War was emphatically an 
epic tragedy because of its fratricidal dimension, not on account of its abolitionist 
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result” (137). Although one of the film’s main characters is Black and he functions 
as its moral center, his role has been primarily defined as that of a mediator 
between the young white protagonist and the perils of the world governed by the 
chaos of war. In turn, Jackson reads Django Unchained as an emanation of the 
Obama era which—in the critic’s opinion—was characterized by spectacular moves 
that in essence concealed the status quo. Tarantino’s representation of Blackness in 
Django Unchained corresponds with the politics of the day through its apparent 
radicalism. The critic discusses Tarantino’s postmodern cinematic techniques to 
show that Django is a simulacrum of a Western hero, rather than such a hero in his 
own right. On the whole, the film depicts its Black characters as people without a 
shared legacy, their images typified for the purposes of the spectacle.
	 Although Clint Eastwood’s cinematic persona has been analyzed in 
reference to white hegemonic masculinity numerous times, Lawrence P. Jackson 
has succeeded in establishing a new perspective on Eastwood’s screen performances 
in the context of race. His book sheds light on larger mechanisms at work behind 
Hollywood’s representations of Blackness in the past half a century. Hold It Real Still 
combines sophisticated formal analysis with the depth of historical and political 
insights. Jackson’s discussions move smoothly between a range of contexts, from 
the Civil War and its aftermath, through race riots and the Civil Rights Movement, 
to presidential policies from Nixon to Obama. His reading of Django Unchained 
through the lens of Obama’s rhetoric of race is a model analysis of the intersection 
of filmic representation and political discourse. Jackson uses illuminating examples 
to argue that old tropes of racial representation still resonate in American culture, 
e.g. he evokes John Singleton Copley’s 1778 painting Watson and the Shark, the 
picture of a group of men, including one Black, in a boat attacked by a shark, to 
explain the dynamics of race relations in Ride with the Devil. Hold It Real Still 
is a fundamental contribution to the scholarship on constructions of race in the 
Western and in contemporary Hollywood in general.

Marek Paryż
University of Warsaw

Carsten Schinko. Sonic Fictions of America: Literature and Popular Music in the 
U.S. 1950–2010. Universitätsverlag Winter, 2021, 528 pages.

Winter’s American Studies monograph series’ volume 315 brings Carsten Schinko’s 
sprawling nine chapters in four parts on the topic of the relationship American 
literature has enacted with popular music and music culture(s) since the 1950s. 
The book responds to the growing interest in intermediality within the humanities. 
Among authors whose works Schinko studies are Ralph Ellison, Ann Patchett, Don 
DeLillo, Bret Easton Ellis. 
	 As Schinko declares, his subject is the literature as a form of communication 
“perpetually irritated” by appropriations from its medial others, in this case, the 
world of music and pop culture. Thus, Part II engages readings of Patchett and 
Ellison in relation to what Schinko calls “pre-pop” or the genres of classical and 
blues music respectively. In parts III and IV the author proposes to divide popular 
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music’s history into two epochs: the first from Elvis to Altamont (DeLillo), the 
other marked by the arrival of such medial innovations as MTV, later, MP3 through 
the rise of the social media (Ellis). Interested in the literary work’s integrity within a 
changeable media ecology Schinko inquires how this history underlies the literary 
productions’ discussions of pop and depictions of pop as a fact of life. 
	 These analyses are preceded by an Introduction and Part I in which the 
author takes time to review and appraise paradigms specific to the inquiry into 
literary texts producing effects resembling phenomena known from expression of 
music. In this way, he not only locates his study within a specific field of dialogic 
musico-literary critique and the studies of intermediality with their own seminal 
proponents (Werner Wolf, Uwe Wirth, and others) but also asserts his strength 
within this current when he points not only to useful nuances of Wolf ’s taxonomy 
in his The Musicalization of Fiction (1999) but also to its biases rooted in ontology of 
music’s classical paradigm prioritizing notation. Drawing on Claus Ulrich Viol and 
others Schinko then suggests ways of broadening and transcending old frameworks 
of inquiry; he proposes to talk of, for example, transmediality, paraliterature, 
metaphoricity, social functionality, and, most importantly, the genre. 
	 His meticulous breakdown of the theory of pop literature, heteromedial 
relations, medial clusters, sonic experiences and its perceptual consequences, etc., 
is impressive and classical and modern scholars are consulted including Jonathan 
Sterne, Roland Barthes, Theodor Adorno, Niklas Luhmann, Marshall McLuhan, 
Jacques Derrida, Mladen Dolar, Steven Feld, and countless others. The focus on 
popular culture brings concomitant discussions of authenticity as a paradoxical 
phenomenon of postmodernity, the concept of musiking (Christopher Small), the 
voice as the center of affectivity and, in an important extension of Barthes, the idea 
of sonic punctum based on the affective power of sounds, pop subjectivization as 
a dual formation of the subject, the concept of pop-modernity, and much more. 
The theoretical discussion is supported by numerous examples (Nick Hornby, 
Arthur Phillips) but running for over 120 pages the section feels lengthy and so 
thorough that it reads more like an academic dissertation rather than a book aimed 
for a broader market. Hence, Schinko’s readership will largely be composed of 
intermedial specialists or/and students of individual authors discussed here.
	 Schinko’s approach to literary studies through intermediality and 
transmediality is refreshing. Although he is interested in literature which is 
concerned with sound, he also understands that sound always interacts with 
sights, images, icons in the mediatized economy of communication, that media 
themselves are not transparent. His assertion is that to approach the world through 
“acustemology” or by prioritizing sound in our epistemological apparatus is to 
subvert the culturally constructed hierarchy of the senses. He asks what subjectivity 
is revealed from the perspective of the auditory world-making? We may ask: what 
does a research informed by such an apparatus of knowing reveal? 
	 A good example of a productive, innovative outcome is offered in Schinko’s 
study of Ellison’s Invisible Man. In an important contribution to the scholarship 
on the novel Schinko not only reads it through jazz but also asks about its genre. 
Pointing to the novel’s dual lineage in the Bildungsroman and the (neo-)picaresque 
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traditions he links it to how jazz and classical music have rivaled. Equally, his 
reading of the vinyl record players motif in the novel’s central scene undergound 
draws attention to Ellison’s medial questions which he links to the questions of 
cultural memory. The discussion itself could use more contributions by African 
American studies on jazz and blues influences in black literature. Houston A. 
Baker’s paradigmatic Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular 
Theory (1984) is glaringly missing from the analysis although, curiously, Baker’s 
book is listed in the Secondary Literature section. We can only speculate why 
Baker is here and not elsewhere, but the mistake is consistent with the overall 
poor quality of editing. The book contains many, if mostly insignificant then 
certainly annoyingly frequent typos, misspellings, clumsy word choices, missing 
propositions, wrong grammatical structures or syntax, missing diacritic signs, as 
well as some redundancies and repetitions. Speaking of editorial drawbacks, we 
can also mention Winter’s outdated practice of leaving all non-English citations in 
their original language. Because Schinko’s sources are to a large extent German the 
reader not familiar with the language finds herself/himself flipping the pages.    
	 These shortcomings notwithstanding the overall result is impressive and 
highly engaging especially once we are past the theoretical section and find the 
wealth of authors and works discussed which go beyond the names inscribed on 
the spinning vinyl featured on the cover of the book. Apart from Invisible Man 
Schinko speaks eloquently of the intermedial interests in Patchett’s Bel Canto. In 
inspired discussion of the Dionysian dynamics in Don DeLillo’s Great Jones Street 
he compares the novel with short stories by T.C. Boyle, Joyce Carol Oates, and 
Julie Hecht. Finally, it is the comparison of Jonathan Lethem’s two novels with Bret 
Easton Ellis’ which helps him explain the trajectory or what Schinko calls the “drift” 
from inetermedial to transmedial aesthetics of pop literature. Scholars working on 
the authors listed above will be well-advised to consult Schinko’s work. Those who 
study intermediality will now have to reckon with another classic.

Grzegorz Welizarowicz
University of Gdańsk

Astrid Böger and Florian Sedlmeier, editors. U.S. American Culture as Popular 
Culture. Universitätsverlag Winter, 2022, 563 pages.

U.S. American Culture as Popular Culture (2022), edited by Astrid Böger and 
Florian Sedlmeier, provides a collection of twenty seven academic texts, in which 
the authors share their insights into the current phenomena that can be observed in, 
or even constitute a portion of the American culture. As stated in the Introduction: 
“In line with Dewey’s open and inclusive definition, the contributions to this 
volume discuss a wide range of cultural artefacts and their medial manifestations—
including memes, hashtags, music, poetry, television formats (reality TV, fictional 
series, late-night shows, stand-up comedy specials), movies, novels, graphic novels, 
and video games” (12)— and, indeed, the material in the volume offers a plethora of 
cultural artifacts and phenomena, which are discussed from various points of view 
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and with the use of different methodological approaches. The contributions to the 
monograph are grouped into three sections: I. Film and Television, II. Literature, 
and III. Other Media and Art Formats. 
	 In “I. Film and Television,” the first three contributors take on the genre 
of the Western: Maxi Albrecht writes about the concepts of Westernness and post-
Westernness of AMC’s The Walking Dead; Abigail Fagan discusses the presence of 
settler colonialism values found in Joss Whedon’s Firefly, which she perceives to be 
a blend of the Western and science fiction; and Brigitte Georgi-Findlay analyzes 
how the notion of the time-space of the “old West” has been used by TV Westerns 
over the decades, and how its use changed from the 1940s to the early 21st century. 
Other three contributions deal with the world of comedy: Linda M. Hess discusses 
the (un)funniness of Tig Notaro’s and Hannah Gadsby’s autobiographical, stand-
up performances in which Notaro talks about her cancer and Gadsby revisits 
her trauma after having been brutalized; Michael Louis Moser discusses how the 
presidency of Donald Trump affected the format of news parody featured in the 
late-night comedy shows of Stephen Colbert and Seth Meyers; while Marita Sturken 
identifies a number of disruptions in comedy genre, politics, presidency, media 
consumption, as well as the intersections between these spheres. In the remaining 
four chapters in this Section: Carsten Junker takes a critical look at the children’s 
TV show Liberty’s Kids as a representative of militainment; Katja Kanzler applies the 
concept of taste in her discussion of the contempt for reality television; John Street 
demonstrates how vital the understanding of popular culture is to understanding 
modern-day American politics; and   Jennifer Volkmer tracks down manifestations 
of search for masculinity as seen by the protagonists of a mediocre comedy film 
Wild Hogs.
	 Section “II. Literature” features ten articles of diverse subject matter. Laura 
Bieger discusses the role of public intellectuals in contemporary popular culture 
and how popularity affects said intellectuals; Heike Steinhoff ponders the question 
of how self-help books and their female authors relate to popular feminism of today; 
Lisanna Wiele illustrates the queering of the city in the mystery novels by George 
Lippard and George Thompson; and Harald Zapf notices the attempts to “the author 
as the principal authority figure in the institution of literature” (401) in his analysis 
of contemporary, popular lyric poetry. However, the bulk of this Section is devoted 
to the discussion of (mis)representations of minorities in popular literature. Ruth 
Gehrmann discusses the role of storytelling in Indigenous futurism literature on 
the example of in Cherie Dimaline’s The Marrow Thieves; Alexandra Hartmann 
demonstrates how Tayari Jones’s An American Marriage offers a new look on the 
stereotype of Strong, Black Womanhood; Zohra Hassan-Pieper takes a critical look 
at the graphic novel Habibi by Craig Thompson and the novel’s stereotypical, post-
empire imaginary of Muslims; Marius Henderson takes a look at Moor Mother’s 
and Black Quantum Futurism’s aesthetic-political practices in the context of Anti-
Black gendered violence in popular culture, while Marian Ofori-Amoafo deals with 
(mis)representations of Black identity in his analysis of I Am Not Sidney Poitier by 
Percival Everett. Finally, Clara Petino demonstrates how the image of the witch is 
represented in modern Salem literature.  



225Reviews

	 Section “III. Other Media and Art Formats” is the most diverse of the three 
parts when it comes to its subject matter. There are three contributions devoted to 
music here, however, each one treats on a different aspect of the work of musical 
artist. Dustin Breitenwischer studies the artistic expressions of a hip-hop artist, 
Westside Gunn, and his use of #ART; Frank Mehring analyses the ways in which 
popular music was utilized by presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump; and 
Gunter Süß advocates the use of music videos—e.g. those by Beyonce and Jay-Z—
in the classrooms of American Studies. In the remaining contributions: Juliane 
Borosch studies the changing metonymy of Michigan Central Station as a landmark 
of the city of Detroit; Naghmeh Esmaeilpour takes a critical look at the transmedial 
worlds of two video games and the ways in which Iranians are represented in these 
worlds; Marlon Lieber demonstrates structural analogy between Andy Warhol’s 
concept of “master painting” and Karl Marx’s concept of “money form;” and 
Johannes C. P. Schmid analyzes the internet meme as a phenomenon oscillating 
between different aspects of popular culture. 
	 Any attempt to deliver a comprehensible, academic insight into the popular 
culture is a breakneck task. Given the vastness of the landscape hidden behind 
the term “popular culture,” even if the landscape in question lies “only” within 
the borders of American culture, any academic work on the subject will have its 
limitations as to: scope, timeframe, topics, and the subject matter. Thus, the editors 
of U.S. American Culture as Popular Culture had to make choices, which resulted in 
a material that is eclectic, timely, and insightful. 
	 I think that it is safe to assess that the editors chose papers not in terms of 
the popularity of American popular culture artifacts which they cover, but rather 
those which deal with phenomena of substance, quality and cultural and even 
social significance. The overall theme of the book seems to be, what the mainstream 
might see as the “other” in popular culture, as majority of the papers treat on the 
issues related to minorities, be it in terms of gender, race, or art form. 
	 Obviously, as it is the case with such publications, one might point to a 
number of equally “deserving” issues, which did not find their way to the book. 
For example, an insight into the phenomena of “cancel culture” in reference to two 
male representatives of American stand-up comedy scene: Dave Chappelle, due to 
his alleged transphobia, and Louis C.K.’s due to his sexual misconduct, would be 
a welcome contribution. Instead, the reader of U.S. American Culture as Popular 
Culture is offered two excellent texts on two female representatives of stand-up: 
Tig Notaro and Hannah Gatsby and their genre-defying stand-up specials. The 
juxtaposition of the male and female comedians and their work would certainly 
enrich the already excellent monograph. 
	 Aside from being a captivating read, U.S. American Culture as Popular 
Culture, given its format of twenty seven articles can prove to be a useful tool in 
working with students of American Studies. Each of the articles can be used either 
in class to aid teachers’ presentations or as a source material for students’ BA or MA 
thesis.

Tomasz Jacheć 
University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn
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