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What saudade must be killed to belong, to make a
home, to realize desire?
(Karen Tei Yamashita, Circle K Cycles, 2001)

1 Introduction

In Circle K Cycles (2001), a particularly understudied work, the Japa-
nese American writer Karen Tei Yamashita (1951-) recounts the lives
of second- and third-generation Japanese Brazilians who return-mi-
grate to Japan in the 1980s and 1990s to do unskilled jobs. Takeyuki
Tsuda has named this type of migration “ethnic return migration” to
distinguish it from the return migration of the frst generation (2009c,
1). The Dekasegi (migrant workers) face diFficult working conditions
as well as social marginalisation due to the fact that returnees are
often considered cultural foreigners (see Tsuda 2009c). As a result,
they struggle to embrace transnationalism, which involves creating
links to both homeland and host land (see Glick Schiller, Basch, Szan-
ton Blanc 1992). Doubly outsiders, the Dekasegi live in a liminal, in-
between space at the margins of both Japanese and Brazilian society.
However, a feeling of saudade — homesickness or nostalgia - to-
ward Brazil prevails. In this essay, | analyse the theme of nostal-
gia, which has been overlooked both in existing work on Circle K
Cycles (see Chuh 2006; Ling 2006, 2012; Kam 2008; Ragain 2018;
Shefer 2020) and, more generally, as an object of literary and cul-
tural critique (see Su 2005; Walder 2011). In particular, | argue that
Yamashita depicts a form of migrant and minority nostalgia that is
both counter-hegemonic and conservative and that is closely linked
to the phenomenon of ethnic return migration. Through saudade, Jap-
anese Brazilians express their attachment to Brazil and their ‘Bra-
zilianness’ against the hegemonic pressures of Japanese culture to
conform to a standard of ‘pure Japaneseness’. Yet Yamashita criti-
cises cultural separateness both by experimenting with form - thus
creating a unique “palimpsestic” (Chuh 2010), multi-genre, multilin-
gual and polyphonic work - and by describing phenomena of cultur-
al hybridisation and creolisation that unsettle any idea of ‘purity’.

2 Southward

Yamashita is a novelist, short-story writer, playwright and professor.
She was born in 1951 in Oakland, California, and she is a third-gener-
ation Japanese American. Yamashita studied English and Japanese lit-
eratures at Carleton College, Minnesota, and spent her junior year in
Japan as an exchange student at Waseda University, Tokyo. She grad-
uated in 1973, and, in 1975, she moved to S&o Paulo to study Japanese
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immigration to Brazil. It was during her Brazilian years that Yamash-
ita started to write fction. In 1984, she moved to Gardena, Califor-
nia, where she continued to write while working as an Executive As-
sistant for a local public television station. Since 1997, Yamashita has
been teaching at the University of California Santa Cruz where she
is a Professor of Asian American Literature and Creative Writing.

Among Yamashita’s multimedia/stage performances are Hiroshi-
ma Tropical (1983), Tokyo Carmen vs. L.A. Carmen (1990) and Ani-
me Wong: A CyberAsian Odyssey (2008). Her experimental novels,
Through the Arc of the Rain Forest (1990), Brazil-Maru (1992) and
Tropic of Orange (1997), address the themes of migration, cultural
and national identity, globalisation, economic imperialism and envi-
ronmental exploitation. After Circle K Cycles (2001), Yamashita pub-
lished I-Hotel (2010), a collection of novellas that narrates the origin
of the Asian American movement between 1968 and 1977. Her latest
work is Letters to Memory (2017), which deals with the incarceration
of Japanese Americans during World War II.

Because of the wide scope of Yamashita’s interests, which often
exceed the Asian American feld to embrace the Latin American, she
has received little scholarly attention from Asian Americanists. Pub-
lished at a time when the transnational turn was at an early stage and
the urge to ‘claim America’ was still dominant, the contribution of
Yamashita’s early works to Asian American studies went unnoticed.
Nevertheless, Yamashita’s innovative North-South or hemispheric
approach is instrumental to the expansion of the transnational per-
spective in Asian American studies and to the destabilisation of “el
provincialismo de los Estados Unidos” [U.S. provincialism] (Geirola
2005, 120; transl. by the Author). As Kandice Chuh argues,

Although Asian American literary studies have in recent decades
taken the ‘transnational turn’ [...], the particular rubric of ‘hemi-
spheric studies’ has not found as much traction in the feld as, for
example, ‘diasporic’ or ‘Pacifc Rim studies’.[...] [M]ost transnation-
ally inclined criticism in Asian American studies has been more
involved in mining understudied or otherwise occluded east-west
connections than in looking critically north or south. (2006, 618)*

Scholars have focused especially on the bilateral connections between
the United States and particular Asian countries. By moving toward
the southern hemisphere, Yamashita expands Pacifc Rim and trans-
pacifc paradigms that continue to emphasise the United States, re-
vealing Asian America’s links to the South, that is, to Latin America.

1 OnlyRachel Lee (1999) and Eleanor Ty (2010) have adopted a hemispheric approach
in their critical studies of Asian American literature.
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As Jingi Ling observes,

Asian America can no longer be understood only in terms of its
U.S. designation versus its various Asian origins [...] Rather, Asian
America must also be grasped in relation to the confgurations of
other Asian diasporas that function within, across, and beyond
Asian-Pacifc and the Asian-Latin American formations. (2006, 2)

Yamashita’s move southward adds a new dimension to Asian North
America through which it is possible, by adopting a comparative out-
look, to achieve a deeper insight into its communities and to develop a
“minor transnationalism”, that is, a “symbolic geography of relations
that become the creative terrain on which minority subjects act and
interact in fruitful, lateral ways” (Lionnet, Shih 2005, 2). Yamashi-
ta’s recent return to more ‘canonical’ Asian American subject mat-
ter is also signifcant: her writing could be taken as an answer to
various scholars’ preoccupation with the idea that the transnational
turn might eclipse the political, domestic dimension in Asian Amer-
ican studies (see Wong 1995; Cheung 1997). Truly glocal, Yamashi-
ta’s writing has brought a global dimension into Asian American lit-
erature while also respecting its local dimensions and history, thus
proving that it is also by adopting a transnational perspective that
the local, domestic reality can be better understood and represented.

Certainly, Yamashita’s “largeness of vision” (Rody 2004, 131) en-
tails a certain amount of pain, which she metaphorically describes
as a “backache™ “My back aches. It is longer than it should be, ex-
panded geographically. It is [...] a vertebrae of pidgin utterances [...]
Itis a bridge and a beast of burden” (Yamashita 2001, 17). Therefore,
reaching distant geographies and forging transnational links enrich-
es one’s identity, but at the same time it also brings sufering as dem-
onstrated by Japanese Brazilians’ experience in Japan. In Circle K
Cycles, Yamashita embraces transnationalism and hybridity against
parochialism and notions of purity, but she also shows the underside
of transnational migration and the issues that migrants have to face
as they live in the liminal space between cultures.

3 Coming Full Circle

In 1997, Yamashita lived in Seto, Japan, for six months in order to
study the Brazilian community living in Japan at that time. During
her stay, Yamashita wrote a monthly travel journal for the website
Cafe Creole - where it is still possible to fnd her diary entries.? Cir-

2 http://www.cafecreole.net/index.html.
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cle K Cycles blends these non-fctional documents with fctional sto-
ries “to paint as varied and textured a portrait as possible of the life
[Yamashita] saw and experienced” during her visit (Yamashita 2001,
11).° The text is divided into six chapters preceded by a Prologue
and followed by an Epilogue, and each chapter is titled with a month
name, tracing Yamashita’s six-month stay in Japan. Therefore, Cir-
cle K Cycles constitutes Yamashita’s account of what she has learned
through research and lived experience about Japanese Brazilians.
Japanese Brazilians represent the largest community of Japanese
descendants (Nikkeijin or Nikkei) outside of Japan with a population
of about 1,900,000 (The Association of Nikkei and Japanese Abroad
2018). The year 1908 marked the beginning of Japanese migration
to Brazil as Japanese people left their country to escape rural over-
population and poverty. Between 1908 and 1941, 190,000 Japanese
entered Brazil as Dekasegi.* The majority of immigrants worked in
cofee plantations located in Southern Brazil, but, by the end of the
1980s, most second- and third-generation Japanese Brazilians lived in
the urban areas of the most developed regions of Brazil, were well ed-
ucated and middle-class (see Carvalho 2002, 3-7; Tsuda 2003b, 55-6).
As Tsuda notes, despite their socioeconomic and cultural integration
in mainstream Brazilian society (see also Carvalho 2002; White 2003),
Japanese Brazilians maintained a strong symbolic attachment to a Jap-
anese homeland, and they were proud of their ‘Japaneseness’, which
they considered less “an ethnic stigma to be avoided than a positive as-
set to be maintained” (2003b, 58-65).° Indeed, their ‘Japaneseness’ was
seen in a favourable light by Brazilian people, due to Japan’s prominent
position in the global order and to widespread positive images about
Japan and its culture (Tsuda 2003b, 2009d). Thus, when the economic
crisis hit Brazil in the 1970s and 1980s, many Brazilian Nikkei decided

3 Circle K Cycles can therefore be defned as creative non-fction or as “fctional eth-
nography” (Yamashita cited in Palleau-Papin 2012). Given Yamashita’s presence in the
text, Circle K Cycles combines fctional ethnography and autoethnography, or “intro-
spective ethnography”, a self-refexive research methodology and form of writing (see
Imafuku 2008, 84). Autoethnographers “use personal experience to illustrate facets of
cultural experience, and, in so doing, make characteristics of a culture familiar for in-
siders and outsiders” (Ellis, Adams, Bochner 2011, 276).

4 This term indicates “labourers working on short-term contracts and returning to
their homeland after a brief sojourn abroad” (White 2003, 312). The term was origi-
nally employed to defne people from the rural areas who had to migrate to the cities
to avoid poverty but who eventually returned home (Tsuda 2003b, 110). As Daniela de
Carvalho explains, “In Brazil the term ‘Dekasegi’ was used to refer to the Issei [frst-
generation Japanese Brazilians], and by the mid-1980s, was used to denote people of
Japanese descent who migrated to Japan” (2002, 87).

5 Daniel T. Linger highlights that “it was rare for a Brazilian Nikkei to have set foot
in Japan. One learned and reafirmed Japaneseness through family and community as-
sertions of identity, occasional consumption of traditional foods and celebration of tra-
ditional festivals, [...] Japanese language classes” (2001, 25).
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to return-migrate to Japan rather than to other countries of the Global
North such as the United States (Tsuda 2009d, 34). At the same time,
Japan was experiencing the so-called ‘bubble economy’ and a labour
shortage that especially afected small- and medium-sized business-
es in the manufacturing and construction sector (Tsuda 2009d, 31-2).

Since internal migration from the rural areas was by then very lim-
ited, the Japanese government decided to turn to immigrant workers
coming from other Asian countries. However, their presence disrupt-
ed Japan’s ideal of an ethnically and racially homogeneous society
(Linger 2001, 22-3; Carvalho 2002, 79). Hence, changes were made to
the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Law in 1989 so that
only Nikkei (up to the third generation) could legally become unskilled
workers in Japan (Carvalho 2002, 79). Basically, “[t]he law promised a
fexible, low-cost, culturally tractable and racially correct labor force
to do the industrial dirty work disdained by Japanese citizens” (Linger
2001, 23), such as on the assembly line of the manufacturing sector.

In 1998, 274,442 South Americans of Japanese descent were liv-
ing in Japan, of whom 81 per cent were Brazilians (Carvalho 2002,
80). Japanese Brazilians’ ‘return’ to Japan is representative of a phe-
nomenon that has only recently come to the attention of social scien-
tists and that has been variously defned as “reverse immigration”
(Oka 1994), “return migration” (Yamanaka 1996; Tsuda 2000, 2003b,
2009c; King, Christou 2011), “ethnic homecoming” (Tsuda 2009d),
“diasporic homecoming” (Linger 2001), “dual diaspora” (Linger 2001)
and “counter-diaspora” (King, Christou 2011). Return migration has
been studied since the 1970s, but the frst studies focused mainly on
the return migration of the frst generation and overlooked the sec-
ond generation (King, Christou 2011, 452). More recently, Tsuda has
distinguished between “return migration” and “ethnic return migra-
tion”: while “return migration” concerns immigrants who return to
their country of origin, “ethnic return migration” sees immigrants’
descendants moving to their ancestral homelands (2009c, 1). Such
“returns” often constitute a negative experience since returnees are
considered cultural foreigners, and so they sufer social marginali-
sation (Tsuda 2009c, 3).

Whilst the representatives of the Japanese government assumed
that Nikkei would more easily assimilate into Japanese society than
other immigrants because of their Japanese descent and presumed
cultural aFinity, they soon realised - as did the Japanese Brazilians
themselves - that Brazilian Nikkei were culturally more Brazilian
than Japanese. For Brazilian Nikkei, such a realisation was particu-
larly shocking since they were treated as Japanese in Brazil, and they
had developed a nostalgic, romanticised vision of Japan, to which they
felt attached as their true homeland (Tsuda 2009d, 32-3). However,
they had “essentially return[ed] to a foreign country” (2009c, 3), thus
becoming “strangers in the ethnic homeland” (2003b).
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4 Saudade

What are the consequences of living in this liminal space, “between
native and foreigner” (Tsuda 2000, 59), between Japan and Brazil,
without completely belonging to one or the other? In Circle K Cycles,
Yamashita creatively explores Japanese Brazilians’ ethnic return mi-
gration to Japan and the issues that arise from being regarded as a
foreigner in one’s ancestral homeland. The sections of Circle K Cy-
cles® that contain Yamashita’s personal accounts of her experience
in Japan aim to highlight Brazilian Nikkei’s and Japanese people’s dif-
ferent cultural and behavioural norms. Such diferences contribute
to separating Brazilian Nikkei from mainstream Japanese society
and therefore to their social marginalisation. For instance, Yamash-
ita presents “Japanese Rules” against “Brazilian Rules” (99-114). The
“Japanese Rules” depict the Japanese as polite people who care im-
mensely about appearances — so much that they turned to Nikkei
workers in order to preserve the homogeneous appearance of their
society - as well as revealing their rigidity and lack of spontaneity.
Yamashita also inserts the English translation of a rule board origi-
nally written in both Japanese and Portuguese that she found at a con-
dominium complex in Toyota City. Evidently, these rules are mainly
intended for Brazilian residents and aim to ‘correct’ what Japanese
residents consider to be disruptive behaviours, especially regarding
waste disposal, noise and social gatherings. For instance, “let’s stop
barbecuing on the verandah”, “let’s take care with noise pollution”,
“please put trash out in accordance with the determined models and
in the appropriate location” (108).
Tanya Y. Kam argues that:

[t]he Japanese preoccupation with keeping refuse categorized [...]
suggests a culture concerned with maintaining appropriate divi-
sions and hierarchies, thus separating the ‘pure’ Japanese from
the mixed Nikkei Brazilian workers. (2008, 19)

Furthermore, as observed by Catherine Bates, “to believe in the com-
plete disposal of waste is to imagine a purifed self that remains sealed
and self-determined, producing no global footprint” (2013, 210).
Hence, Japanese people deny their global, transnational identities in-
sofar as they distance themselves from and even reject those who have
left the ‘clean’ space of Japan, creating a ‘contaminated’ diaspora.
As Yamashita reports, “The Brazilians have had dificulty follow-
ing all these rules [...] In the meantime, the Japanese residents are
at their wit’s ends. The Brazilians are unruly” (110). Indeed, the frst

6 Henceforth, the page numbers without other indication are from Circle K Cycles.
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of the Brazilian rules is “there are no rules”, and the second one is
“all rules may be broken or avoided” (110). The other rules reveal the
sociable and extroverted nature of Brazilian people, who enjoy par-
ties and expressing themselves through body language such as kiss-
es and hugs. Brazilians think that “cultures who fnd this kissing dis-
concerting are a cold people.[...] Japanese hardly show afection in
public” (111). Nevertheless, Brazilian people are willing to integrate
into Japanese society: walking around the condominiums, Yamashita
notes the “oppressive quiet” that characterises the place, “the sound
of people trying very hard to be quiet” in order to be accepted (110).

However, the Japanese notion of ‘Japaneseness’ prevented Brazil-
ian Nikkei from becoming part of mainstream Japanese society. Tsu-
da explains that “Japaneseness is defned not only by racial descent
but also by complete linguistic and cultural profciency” (2009b, 242).
As Daniela de Carvalho states, “The Nikkeijin as a category disman-
tle this concept, sharing the ‘blood’, but not the commonalities of Jap-
anese culture and mother-tongue” (2002, 123). Many Brazilian Nik-
kei had become culturally Brazilian” and could not speak Japanese
Fuently, which constitutes a signifcant barrier to social integration
in Japan (see Carvalho 2002; Tsuda 2003b; White 2003). Therefore,
Brazilian Nikkei came to be considered “second-rate Japanese”, “in-
adequate Japanese” or “han Japa (half-Japanese)” (Carvalho 2002,
121; Tsuda 2003b, 118). Essentially, “[t]hey [were] seen as having
lost their ‘Japaneseness’™ (Carvalho 2002, 121), and so their cultural
purity, something for which they were stigmatised and socially mar-
ginalised (Tsuda 2003b).® Thus, Japanese Brazilians became liminal
beings at the margins of not only Japanese society but also Brazilian
society: they found themselves in an in-between space, “a strange
limbo. When in Brazil, they were always called japbnes; now in Ja-
pan, the Japanese treated them as foreigners [...] [W]ho were they?”
(Yamashita 2001, 139). Hence, transnational migration constitutes,
in this case, a negative form of mobility that leaves migrants with-
out a cultural identity or a homeland.

Yet Japanese Brazilians developed strong feelings of saudade to-
ward Brazil (see Tsuda 2000, 2003a). Yamashita explains that sau-
dade “is a word that cannot be translated, only approximated: long-

7 This could also be seen in their way of dressing, walking and gesturing (Carvalho
2002, 137; Tsuda 2009b, 243).

8 Other reasons for their social marginalisation include their status as Nikkei since
Japanese people commonly see Nikkei as traitors and consider emigration to be shame-
ful; their status as Dekasegi, a term that originally indicated people of low social class
from the rural areas who had to migrate to the cities to avoid poverty; their low socio-
economic status as unskilled factory workers in Japan; and their South American ori-
gin as Brazil is widely associated in Japan with negative stereotypes of poverty, crime
and underdevelopment (see Carvalho 2002; Tsuda 2003b).
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ing, homesickness, nostalgia. In English it would seem to mean a
longing for home, for the familiar that is distant and out of reach”
(135). Yamashita highlights the migrant and protean nature of sau-
dade, which originated in Portugal but, on South American soil, took
new meanings. Indeed, “if the Portuguese brought the word sau-
dade, others came to add their special interpretations: African slaves,
Dutch traders, New Christians, Confederate soldiers, Spanish, Ital-
ians, Germans, Syrians, Japanese” (136). As for the Japanese, as we
have seen, saudade was at frst directed toward Japan, and it was
then passed down to the subsequent generations, who developed
a nostalgic, romantic view of their ancestral homeland. When Jap-
anese Brazilians ‘returned’ to Japan, saudade travelled with them,
but it took yet another shape: a sense of nostalgia, this time, toward
Brazil - and, as | discuss later, a strategy of resistance against the
dominant culture. Indeed, Brazil was infused with positive meaning
when contrasted with the negative social experiences that Brazilian
Nikkei had in Japan (Tsuda 2009b, 245), including dificult working
conditions® and social marginalisation. Thus, Japanese Brazilians re-
jected transnational processes that would have linked them to Japan;
instead, they reinforced their diasporic attachment to Brazil, which
they expressed in the form of saudade.
Dennis Walder explains that

[tihe phenomenon of nostalgia goes back a long way - at least to
Homer’s Odyssey, as well as ancient Chinese texts. But the word
is of relatively recent origin, and is derived from a Greek neolo-
gism, combining nostos, or home, and algos, signifying pain or
longing. Its early meaning was primarily pathological, as defned
by the seventeenth century Swiss doctor, Johannes Hofer, to de-
scribe an epidemic of longing among displaced Swiss students and
soldiers. (2009, 939)

Hofer described nostalgia as “the sad mood originating from the de-
sire for the return to one’s native land” ([1688] 1934, 381). Progres-
sively, the term has come to indicate, more generally, a longing and
desire for “a lost home, place, and/or time” that can be experienced
by an individual or by a group of people - “even a whole society”
(Walder 2011, 4). But, as the British Indian writer Salman Rushdie
points out, if “the past is a country from which we have all emigrat-
ed” and so “its loss is part of our common humanity”, the individu-

9 Carvalho reports that “[m]any Dekasegi work[ed] from 15 to 19 hours a day” (2002:
97) at their “three Ks” jobs. “Three Ks” is the Japanese acronym for “dirty, dangerous,
and dificult” (kitanai 75\, kiken f&fif, Kitsui -2\) and indicates jobs that are typical-
ly eschewed by native Japanese (Tsuda 2003b, xi).
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al “who is out-of-country... may experience this loss in an intensifed
form” (1991, 12). It is this peculiar form of nostalgia, that is, the one
experienced by migrants, or migrant nostalgia — where ‘migrant’ re-
fers both to migrants and to the travelling nature of nostalgia - that
I am interested in and that Yamashita portrays in her text.

More recently, Anindya Raychaudhuri has defned nostalgia as
“the mourning of a home that has been lost in time and space, and
the various social, creative and discursive processes that can be de-
ployed in order to attempt to remake the home, in the here and now”
(2018, 11). Thus, the notion of nostalgia ranges from a desire to re-
turn home to homemaking, namely, all those mental and practical ac-
tivities that help recreate a home away from home, when returning
home is continually delayed or precluded. Hence, as Svetlana Boym
notes, nostalgia can represent “a strategy of survival, a way of mak-
ing sense of the impossibility of homecoming” (2001, xvii). As a con-
sequence, nostalgia entails both pain (as suggested by the term’s et-
ymology), for what is lost, and pleasure, originating from the feeling
of being at home again (see Walder 2009, 939).

Indeed, Yamashita adds that saudade “would seem to be a sweet
sickness, but when Brazilians speak of it, they often use the expres-
sion matar a saudade, which means literally, to kill saudade. [...] [T]o
kill saudade is a delicious violence, a succumbing to desire” (135)
and essentially a process of homemaking. Brazilians kill saudade by
visiting home, but they have also brought Brazil to Japan, by open-
ing businesses that enable them to consume Brazilian food, clothing
or media products, such as newspapers, music or TV programmes.
Anita Mannur has called this kind of nostalgia for a national cuisine
“culinary nostalgia” (2009, 27). Yamashita rhetorically asks: “What is
it that the food of your homeland, of your mother’s kitchen, will pro-
vide you? Why do we crave it so badly? Why do our tongues pull us
home?” (83). As a basic element of people’s every-day life, food rep-
resents “an essential connection with home” (Katrak 1997, 270), and
so it gives immigrants the illusion of being home. In bringing home
closer, food kills - or maybe heightens - saudade.

Yamashita also describes the excitement among Dekasegi about
football games involving the Brazilian team, such as the 1997 World
Cup game between Brazil and Japan:

they’ve skipped out of their jobs in order to see live [...] the Brazil-
ian champions, the team that sustains their dreams and self-per-
ceptions in a distant home. To lose a day of work is no small thing,
but the choice is a particularly Brazilian one, steeped in a confu-
sion of identity, rebellion, and saudades. (130)

As Yamashita reveals, what counts is not who wins but the event itself,
aform of joyful gathering during which Japanese Brazilians show their
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pride for Brazil and feel closer to it: “[flor one day, they are in Bra-
zil” (132; emphasis in original). A similar occasion is represented by
samba parades: as Tsuda explains, Japanese Brazilians rarely partic-
ipated in samba parades in Brazil, but in Japan they are a way to kill
saudade and to express their inherent “Brazilianness” (2000, 64-5).

Indeed, Japanese Brazilians consciously and intentionally enacted
what Tsuda calls a Brazilian “counter-identity”, a form of ethnic re-
sistance against the hegemonic pressures of Japanese culture to as-
similate (2000, 56). Japanese Brazilians behaved “in conspicuously
Brazilian ways in order to demonstrate to the Japanese that despite
their appearance, they [were] not Japanese and [could not] be held to
Japanese cultural expectations” (Tsuda 2000, 60). This process of en-
hanced ‘Brazilianisation’ afected clothing, language, self-introduc-
tions to emphasise Brazilian origin, and the appropriation and rein-
terpretation of traditional Brazilian cultural forms, such as samba
parades (Tsuda 2000, 60-4). Raychaudhuri (2018) counters notions of
white, imperial and conservative nostalgia with this type of “coun-
ter-hegemonic, progressive nostalgia” experienced by minority peo-
ple, arguing that “radical nostalgia” can “sustain” the marginalised
(4). In particular, nostalgia in the hands of minority people has a “lib-
eratory potential [...] that can be used to further active political re-
sistance” but also, in everyday contexts (such as those portrayed by
Yamashita) it aids the process of homemaking (16-17).

While Japanese Brazilians’ experience confrms Raychaudhuri’s
view of minority nostalgia as counter-hegemonic and enabling, such
experience also contradicts his belief that nostalgia does not involve
nationalism and counters it instead (2018, 12). As Walder afirms,
“Nostalgia and national identity are inextricably entwined” (2011, 5).
Indeed, the practices and behaviours described above show that Jap-
anese Brazilians’ feelings of saudade led them to enact a form of “de-
territorialized [Brazilian] nationalism” (Tsuda 2000, 56). Nationalism
is “an extremely contentious site” that involves “ideas of suppression
and force, of domination and exclusion” as well as “ideas of self-de-
termination and freedom, of identity and unity” (Ashcroft, GriFiths,
TiFin 2007, 136). Likewise, nostalgia can be simultaneously “radical”
and “conservative” (Walder 2011, 12), as exemplifed by Japanese Bra-
zilian saudade, which gives rise to a “resistant nationalism” (Ashcroft,
Grifiths, Tifin 2007, 138) and so is both counter-hegemonic and na-
tionalist. Yet an excessive reliance on “exclusive and homogeneous
conceptions of national traditions” (135) threatens to transform “re-
sistant nationalism” (138) into a form of oppression and/or exclusion.

This risk is highlighted in relation to nostalgia by various critics
and writers. Rushdie observes that the activity of homemaking trig-
gered by nostalgia leads to the creation of “imaginary homelands”
(1991, 10). Yamashita similarly indicates how saudade “lives in the
magical reality of daily life”, in a “realm of imagination and memo-
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ries” (136; emphasis added), thus underscoring the imaginary nature
of the products of nostalgia. According to Rushdie, it is the “physical
alienation” from the home country that prevents migrants from “re-
claiming precisely the thing that [they] lost™: as a result, they “cre-
ate fctions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary
homelands” (Rushdie 1991, 10). The Vietnamese American writer Mo-
nique Truong, who migrated to the United States in 1975 as a refu-
gee of the Vietham War, ofers another explanation, which particu-
larly applies to the experience of Japanese Brazilians in Japan. She
afirms that nostalgia,

a longing for the past, [...] is often triggered by something that’s
lacking about the present.[...] [I]t would be a more gratifying ex-
perience to live fully in the present, but [...] that’s very dificult
to do for immigrants, refugees, [...] because the present is often
harsh and not welcoming, and so we end up creating a fantasy of
what the past was like. (cited in Fargione 2016, 4)

Therefore, Truong suggests that looking back might be “treacherous”
(Fargione 2016, 4) and questions the feeling of nostalgia that char-
acterises many migrants’ experience.

She does so also through the title of her novel The Book of Salt
(2003), which evokes an episode narrated in the Book of Genesis in
which Lot’s wife, after leaving Sodom, is turned into a pillar of salt
as a punishment for having looked back to the city - her home (“In-
terview with Monique Truong” 2003). This episode has become em-
blematic of nostalgia and its underside. Indeed, Rushdie invokes “the
risk of being mutated into pillars of salt” (1991, 10), that is, becoming
crystallised into “narrowly defned cultural frontiers” (19) or, as Man-
nur asserts, of essentialising the homeland and the culture of origin
(2009, 30-1). “The danger of nostalgia”, Boym (2001, xvi) points out,
lies in the tendency “to confuse the actual home and the imaginary
one. In extreme cases it can create a phantom homeland, for the sake
of which one is ready to die or kill”. Although the kind of nostalgia de-
picted by Yamashita does not result in such extremism, she neverthe-
less warns against the risks of a nationalist drift that concerns not
only Japanese Brazilians but mainstream Japanese society as well.

5  *“*Your tradition is someone else’s originality”

Against the nationalist, and more specifcally, separatist drift of both
Japanese and Japanese Brazilian communities, Yamashita conveys,
both through form and content, the hybridity that pervades Brazil-
ian and Japanese cultures alike despite their supposed distinctive-
ness and separateness. As she does so, she criticises ideas of cultur-

194

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020, 183-200



Grazia Micheli
Migrant and Minority Nostalgia in Karen Tei Yamashita’s Circle K Cycles

al homogeneity and purity. As Chuh afirms, Yamashita “illuminates
the compresence - the interrelated simultaneity - rather than dis-
creteness of places, objects, and histories ordinarily thought dis-
tinct” (2016, 542). For instance, the samba that Japanese Brazilians
perform in Japan during festivals to express their ‘Brazilianness’
is actually diferent from the traditional Brazilian samba. Japanese
Brazilians have appropriated and reinterpreted the traditional sam-
ba, which therefore turns into a new, hybrid cultural product (Tsu-
da 2000, 64). The very name of the festival during which this dance
is performed hints at this process of hybridisation: “samba matsuri”
(137) combines a Portuguese word and the Japanese word for cele-
bration or festival. Yamashita also reveals that the origin of the Bra-
zilian pastel is Chinese: then, “it was the Japanese immigrants who
became attached to its production.[...] Now pastel is back in Asia, but
it is [...] Brazilian” (85). She then lists a series of foods that result
from the combination of diferent cuisines, such as Yamashita’s own
pastel made with omochi; jalapefio and smoked tofu or Japanese Mc-
Donald’s teriyaki-chicken burger (86).

Yamashita states with regard to the Japanese language that it is
“a kind of pidgin language” (53). Indeed, it comprises three charac-
ter systems: kanji, which originates from the Chinese language; hira-
gana, the indigenous phonetic alphabet; and katakana, the alphabet
that today is mainly used to reproduce foreign words and onomat-
opoeia. Through katakana, the Japanese language has incorporat-
ed many English words, but these have been altered: “Pasokon”, for
example, means “personal computer” and “konbini” “convenience
store” (54). Yamashita also discloses that the mountain vegetables
for which “the very traditional village of Shirakawa” is famous are
imported from China and Russia and that they are packaged by Bra-
zilians (85-6). Besides, there is “a rumor that the [Japanese] imperi-
al family came centuries ago from Korea” while according to some
scholars “the original Japanese are a lost tribe from Israel” (146).
Yamashita ofers many other examples, and in so doing she decon-
structs ideas that Japanese society and culture are purely Japanese.

Yamashita concludes, “Nothing is sacred. Your tradition is some-
one else’s originality” (86), a concept that she herself has put into
practice by incorporating Latin American traditions and peoples in-
to her writing, thus creating a unique work. Her representation of
Japan and the Brazilian community as heterogeneous and hybrid
is rendered on a visual level as well. The cover of the book is a col-
ourful collage of images about Japan that challenges views of this
country as monochromatic. Moreover, there is a picture of a Japa-
nese girl whose curly hair disrupts her identifcation as ‘pure’ Japa-
nese. Besides, her skin is not ‘yellow’, ‘white’ or ‘black’ but multicol-
oured. Yamashita also employs diferent types of font and formatting
throughout the book, and the written text is accompanied, through
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the literary technique of montage,'® by reproductions of a range of
materials that variously refer to Japan and to the Brazilian communi-
ty in Japan, including photographs, drawings, maps, charts, newspa-
per clips, postcards, recipes, signs and advertisements. The heteroge-
neity of these materials, of fonts and formatting refects Yamashita’s
rejection of notions of cultural homogeneity and purity.

Circle K Cycles conveys a sense of hybridity also through its mixing
of languages. For instance, there are entire sections written in Por-
tuguese and Japanese - such as the rules section - and certain sub-
titles appear in a pidgin language that mixes Portuguese and Japa-
nese. Furthermore, the chapter titles are all in English, but they are
supplemented with a Japanese character. Many Japanese writings
are also scattered across the text, and many of the advertisements
that are reproduced are bilingual: Japanese and Portuguese. For-
eign words also serve as tools of defamiliarisation:'* their presence
disrupts the homogeneity and familiarity of the text, thus catching
the reader’s attention and making the text actually visible to their
eyes and therefore signifcant to their minds. Yamashita uses this
technique to turn a familiar terrain into an unfamiliar and foreign
one, thus giving “the [Anglophone] reader the sensation of being in
a place where you can’t understand signs”, which is what Brazilian
immigrants experience in Japan where “[t]hey’re entirely lost” (quot-
ed in Palleau-Papin 2012).

Yamashita expresses her awareness of global (inter)connections
also through the theme of circularity, echoed by the title - where
“Circle” and “Cycles” hint at the circularity of Japanese Brazilians’
migration, from Japan to Brazil and back - and graphics of the book:
the circled K in the title; page numbers are also circled; the acknowl-
edgements are contained in a circular frame; the fyleaf and the
back cover are decorated with interpenetrating circles or bubbles
of various dimensions; and the titles of the chapters and their sec-
tions are slightly curved. As Kam asserts, “the cyclical shape of Cir-
cle K Cycles... point[s] to the development of a self that is not auton-
omous but inextricably connected to the external world” (2008, 10),
and so Circle K Cycles could be considered a “collective biography”
(9). As such, it does not ofer a single truth or a pure perspective but
a multiply infected, polyphonic tale in which diverse and divergent
perspectives meet. These are highlighted by the use of diferent, al-
ternating narrative voices and tenses as well as by the presence of

10 Montage is usually associated with Soviet cinema of the 1920s and particularly with
the theorist and flmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, but it then developed into a literary tech-
nique thanks to writers such as Eliot, Stein and Dos Passos (Barndt, Sperling, Kriebel 2016).

11 This technique was introduced in 1917 by the Russian formalist theorist Viktor
Shklovsky.
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entire sections translated into Portuguese and Japanese by others,
which makes Circle K Cycles a co-authored work. The “generic hy-
bridity” (Chuh 2006, 631) of Circle K Cycles, which mixes fact and
fction, combining fctional ethnography, autoethnography and col-
lective biography, also contributes to highlighting multiplicity and
diference over homogeneity.

The experimental nature of Circle K Cycles suggests that the Jap-
anese Brazilian community is not only heterogeneous and hybrid but
also constantly changing. In the 1990s, a new economic downturn in
Japan left many Japanese Brazilians without jobs, but since the situ-
ation in Brazil was even worse, many of them abandoned their hope
of eventually returning to Brazil and decided to stay in Japan (Car-
valho 2002, 95-6). During the 2009 global fnancial crisis, however,
Brazilian Nikkei were the frst to lose their jobs, and the Japanese
government ofered them fnancial help to facilitate their voluntary
repatriation (Sharpe 2010). As a result, the population fell to under
174,000 in 2015, but since then, their numbers have been “bounc-
ing back, helped by higher-paying jobs and an acute labor shortage
in Japan” (Twaronite 2017). Yet it seems that the government’s 2018
“residency program for fourth-generation Japanese descendants liv-
ing overseas did not attract a single Japanese-Brazilian applicant in
its frst three months” (Toyama 2018).

Yamashita concludes Circle K Cycles with these words: “Nikkei on
the move. | might meet you on a train in Bangladesh, a marketplace
in Algiers, a sauna in Stockholm, atop a mesa in Hopi country, online
at CaféCreole [sic]” (147). Therefore, “Nikkei has transformed from
a designation of ethnicity to an unpredictable route through identi-
ty and diference.[...] [A] marker of transformation rather than sta-
ble identity” (Chuh 2006, 634). Nikkei thus become emblematic of
the contemporary migrant whose transnational mobility is dictat-
ed by capitalist logic but also by ethnic ties, hope and saudade, and
Yamashita suggests that there might not be an end to their peregri-
nations or to the hybridisation of their identities. Saudade will trav-
el with them and perhaps take yet another shape, another direction.
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Martina Kofer
Transformations of Gender Identities and Roles in Novels of Flight and Exile

1 Introduction: Gender and Exile in Literature

The way in which novelists Olga Grjasnowa and Shida Bazyar ap-
proach the subject of Fight in their work marks a shift in contempo-
rary German literature. During the 2000s, politically engaged liter-
ature was often regarded with skepticism, but since 2015 taking a
political stance on mass migrations of refugees and the tragic fates
of these individuals has almost become an “ethical, moral” duty (Her-
rmann 2018, 209).* Fictional biographies of escape that narrate the
reasons for leaving the home country have become central to this new
focus. Their intention is to sensitize readers to the dificulties and dan-
gers refugees face in real life while feeing and in the host country.

The protagonists of these novels are conceived as political exiles
who had to leave their countries of origin - here Syria and Iran - due
to political persecution. Against this backdrop, my analysis of these
texts primarily considers research on the literature of exile, hav-
ing its origins in exile literature of the Nazi era. More recent analy-
ses approach the texts and biographies of authors dealing with this
narrative corpus from a gender perspective (see Schéll 2002; Brin-
son, Hammel 2016; Messinger, Prager 2019). In the second volume
of Charmian Brinson and Andrea Hammel’s yearbook on exile re-
search they examine the various facets of gendered authorship and
gendered relations in exile as well as how gender as a category is re-
fected in various texts. The volume opens with the following ques-
tions: “What did it mean to be a woman in exile, what did it mean to
be a man in exile? How were these experiences refected in every-
day lives and the exiles’ creative outputs?” (Brinson, Hammel 2016,
1). Spearheaded by Irene Messinger and Katharina Prager, the Do-
ing Gender in Exile conference concluded that normative ideas of gen-
der relations are often shaken or renegotiated in and through exile,
which often has a liberating efect on those exiled. On the other hand,
many refugees simply try “to survive” (see Messinger, Prager 2017).
Thus, various formations of doing gender “in the gendered spaces of
the host country are reincorporated, rejected or translated” (ibid).
In her volume Gender - Exil — Schreiben, Julia Scholl focused solely
on female authors, some of whom are new to scholars working on the
theme of exile. The articles in her book “explore the body images in
exile texts as well as the gender roles that women and men took on
in exile” (2002, 13). Here Schéll considers in particular “gender per-
ceptions within the exile texts”.

Drawing on this research, my analysis is premised on the con-
clusion that migration movements have “a marked infuence on the
change and inertia of gender relations” (Bereswill, Rieker, Schnitzer

1 All German sources are translated by Vivian la.
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2012, 10) and that exile provokes “a renewed engagement with tradi-
tional gender roles and their redesign” (Messinger, Prager 2019, 9).
I examine the backgrounds of gender identities and the ways these
identities are transformed, focusing especially on their construc-
tion in gender roles, during the processes of Fight and arrival repre-
sented in two contemporary novels, Olga Grjasnowas Gott ist nicht
schiichtern (translated into English as City of Jasmine) and Shida Baz-
yar’s Nachts ist es leise in Teheran. Taking up a related aspect of this
question, | also consider how gender identities are often transformed
by armed confict in the home country even before characters fee.

| also assume that “neither gender nor ethnicity [are] natural and
immutable” (Hausbacher et al. 2012, 8). Indeed, both categories can
be seen as the “ever negotiable (interim) result of processes of foreign
and self-inscription” (Kriger-Potratz 2007, 452). According to Judith
Butler’s (1990), both “sex” and “gender” are cultural constructs and
dynamically changing categories rather than essential conditions.
As Sara Salih puts it in her discussion of Butler:

[Glender is not something one is, it is something one does, an act,
or more precisely, a sequence of acts, a verb rather than a noun,
a “doing” rather than a “being”. (Salih 2007, 55)

In this article I will also focus on individual processes of change with-
in the sociopolitical macrocosm of these two texts that frame how
normative ideas of gender are discursively generated and reinforced.
Within these processes, gender and sexuality norms are closely tied
to imaginary communities, such as nation, culture, and religion, with
the result that the procedures of “othering” and delimitation are fre-
quently grounded in difering normative ideas or behavior related to
gender and sexuality (Scheibelhofer 2018, 26).

The main focus here will be on Olga Grjasnowa’s novel City of Jas-
mine (2019). Narrated from the points of view of its two main char-
acters, the book tells the story of how a young actress, Amal, and a
surgeon named Hammoudi fee from Syria to Germany.? | will also
compare Grjasnowa’s narrative to Shida Bazyar’s debut novel Nachts
ist es leise in Teheran (2016).° Shida Bazyar weaves a tale of multiple
viewpoints in the story of Behsad and Nahid, a married couple, and
their two small children, Laleh and Mo, set during the Islamic Rev-
olution of 1979 in Iran.

2 Hereafter all citations from the novel City of Jasmine will be abbreviated as CJ. The
book was originally published in German as Gott ist nicht schuchtern by Aufbau Ver-
lag, Berlin 2017.

3 Hereafter all citations from the novel Nachts ist es leise in Teheran will be abbre-
viated as NT.
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2 ‘Oriental-Muslim’ Figuration in the Context of Cultural
and Gender Dominance

In City of Jasmine, the protagonist-character Amal, belongs to the
well-of upper middle class. She has her own comfortably situated
apartment in the center of Damascus - fnanced by her father - and
surrounds herself with luxury items. Described as elegantly and
“femininely” dressed, she constructs an outer image that includes
high heels, red fnger nails, and costly jewelry. As a self-determined
woman, she maintains casual sexual relationships, has already lost
her “virginity aged ffteen” (CJ 15), and refuses an early marriage.
In her relations to men, she is confrontational and unintimidated. In
this way, she defes not only her father’s patriarchal fts, but also her
director’s sexual advances.

Amal embodies an ‘Oriental-Muslim’ female character that is rare
in German literature because she contradicts, in every respect, the
cliché of the oppressed, desexualized Muslim woman, ftting all too
well into the ideal image of Western emancipated femininity:

She is a Muslim that liberals in Europe and North America are like-
ly to feel comfortable with — she embodies a version of Islam that
(in the terms of the debate raging in Germany and elsewhere) is
compatible with Western values, including women'’s rights. (Tab-
erner 2019, 827)

Despite her defance of male behavior that would dominate women,
Amal is nonetheless situated in a dependent, ultimately inferior po-
sition within gender power relations. After her father fails to enforce
his will in an authoritarian manner, he takes on the role of the pro-
vider and protector of his adult daughter, for whom he can fx almost
any problem with money and connections. Her dependence also man-
ifests itself on a professional level, through male directors (in Syr-
ia and Germany) who both insult and sexually harass her. The real-
ity of male dominance becomes especially clear during the protest
against the Assad regime depicted in the novel, in the form of sex-
ual violence against her and other women after they are arrested:

Amal feels a hot, rough hand on her ribs and smells a sour, sol-
id body next to hers. More hands grab at her waist; she tries to
evade their grip but she can’t; someone holds her in place from be-
hind. Now someone kneads Amal’s breasts like a butcher clutch-
ing a piece of cheap meat, tuts and suddenly throws her against
a wall. (CJ 70)

In the text a binary gender order is revealed within which the hier-
archically superior male position in the social macrocosm is obvious.
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From this perspective, Amal is an innovative female character only
against the backdrop of the white European perspective on ‘Orien-
tal-Muslim’ women. Within the hierarchical power relations between
genders, she nevertheless remains in female gender-conforming roles
that relegate her to a socially inferior position.

By contrast, Nahid, an Iranian in Shida Bazyar’s novel Nachts ist
es leise in Teheran, embodies a more multifaceted female character
that fts less into occidental or Oriental templates of femininity. This
book foregrounds Nahid’s politically engaged identity and her passion
for literature and language. Nahid is not an individualist like Amal,
rather she considers herself wholly part of the family and political
community to which she belongs. For example, she feels closely con-
nected to her husband. The book recounts how these fgures engaged
in political resistance in Iran during the 1970s, as well as in Germa-
ny, the host country; most of their dialogue revolves around politics
and the realization of socialism.

Yet gender relations in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran are highly con-
tradictory. Nahid repeatedly and vehemently refers to the misogy-
nistic laws of the Islamic political order in Iran. But she also has her
own view on marital gender relations. She articulates this view most
plainly when her friend Ulla directly refers her to Betty Mahmoody’s
novel, Not without my Daughter (1987), which portrays the escape of
an American woman and her daughter from her violent Iranian hus-
band.”* On the one hand, Nahid cannot believe that the woman could
Tfee alone with her daughter:

That can’t possibly be. That must be an American invention that
hasn’t a clue about the laws of the Islamic Republic of Iran. No wom-
an can leave the country without the consent of her husband. (NT 74)

On the other hand, she is surprised at Ulla’s outrage towards the Ira-
nian husband’s violence:

I have to think of my mother’s neighbor, whose husband always
beat, blackmailed, and confned her, my brother-in-law’s sister,
whose husband always beat, blackmailed, and confned her. Bear
in mind that both are in happy marriages, have successful chil-
dren, love and respect their husbands and are hospitable neigh-
bors. (NT 73)

What becomes clear here is that Nahid privately holds values that
difer from those of Ulla - that she is more willing to balance posi-

4 Published in German as Nicht ohne meine Tochter by Bastei Lubbe, Bergisch Glad-
bach 1990.
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tive and negative aspects of the gender relations in her society, even
of violent and hierarchical patriarchy. But it is precisely this devia-
tion in her views from the Western notion of a well-functioning fami-
ly that ensures Nahid does not ft into Western ideas of female eman-
cipation in the same way that Amal’s character does.

Hammoudi, the other protagonist in City of Jasmine, also comes
from a privileged family, though he went through a long struggle to
gain his father’s respect because he chose a profession so late. In
Paris, he has a glimpse of his future as a reputable surgeon together
with his girlfriend Claire. But this is followed by a forced, long-term
return to Syria that he experiences as the “greatest defeat of his life”
(CJ 28). Thrown back into dependence on his family, he sinks into a
depressive, hopeless mood and has the feeling he is a “loser” (CJ 26):
“He came home to celebrate his future, and now he’s moved back in-
to his childhood bedroom” (CJ 26). His lack of prospects and anger
at his own fate ultimately brings him to join the opposition and, as
the only remaining doctor in the embattled East Syrian city of Deir
ez-Zor, to perform underground operations on severely injured pa-
tients. In the midst of all the scenes of unceasing violence, Hammou-
di represents a postheroic war hero who displays humanity and op-
erates on injured patients from enemy lines. Yet his involvement is
not as selfess as it initially appears:

It seems that Hammoudi’s courageousness is motivated not (only)
by altruism or his duty as a doctor, but by an urgency to distract
himself from the pain of separation from his girlfriend that is over-
whelming and occasionally even nihilistic. (Taberner 2019, 827)

Hammoudi deifes Claire, who “got the best results in her universi-
ty year” (CJ 18) and in many respects is a role model for him. He en-
joys their rapport as equals and values her as an equal partner “who
took him seriously and criticized him” (CJ 19). He perceives her Jew-
ish family as a safe haven from his own strident kin who interfere
in his life and pressure him to marry. The story of the two ends in
the classically gendered fate of the returning soldier. After years of
waiting, without having received any messages at all, Claire believes
Hammoudi has fallen victim to the war and has meanwhile also had
a child with her new partner.

Like Amal, Youssef (the second main male protagonist of City of
Jasmine) attended acting school, where he completed a degree in di-
recting. He is described as a reserved, sensitive man whom Amal
treats with great respect, and as an elegantly dressed and attractive
man who “radiates calm and contentment” (CJ 39). However, it also
becomes clear that his family has a tragic history, having sufered
greatly under the authoritarian regimes in the region. His grand-
mother fed Palestine to Damascus in 1948 and lost two of her four
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children, after which she lived with her hated husband in the Yar-
mouk refugee camp. His father died a broken and embittered man
when Youssef was only ten years old, after being jailed twice because
of an absurd criminal charge. Youssef’s mother died early of heart
failure after years of working hard as a single parent.

Just as Amal and Nahid are female foils of the Oriental stereotype,
Hammoudi - and Youssef - are foils of the stereotype of the Arabic
man in political media discourse. Especially after the events on New
Year’s Eve 2015 in Cologne, the Oriental stereotype of the violent
patriarch saw a revival in German discourse. On the square before
the main train station, hundreds of women were sexually harassed,
mobbed, and mugged by drunken men whom the media clearly iden-
tifed as being of primarily Arabic origin. It was revealed later that
the Cologne police were entirely overwhelmed by the situation and
could not ensure protection for the women. In the following weeks, a
heated media and political debate about the sexual assault of ‘white
German’ women ensued, which fueled the idea that sexual violence
is an exclusive problem of Muslim cultures and not a global problem
of gender power relations.

By staging the masculine Arabic refugee as a threat to white Ger-
man women, “a fguration was found against which increasing mi-
gration control could be mobilized as refugee infux was increasing”
(Dietze 2017, 296). Analogously to the sexually oppressed Muslim
woman, an Arabic, Muslim, and male fguration gained currency,
characterized and generalized as a misogynistic groper, a homopho-
bic migrant teenager, or an anti-Semite. By staging an equal rela-
tionship between Hammoudi and Claire and embedding it in a Jewish
family story, Grjasnowa writes against the discriminating stereo-
type of the Arabic man. Hammoudi, like Amal, can be understood as
a counterdiscursive fgure in sexualized migration discourse. This
discourse is manifested here by means of the fguration whom Grjas-
nowa conceives as “a corrective to the typically reductive portray-
al of ‘the refugee’ in media and political discourses — as ‘vulnerable
outsider’ or ‘dangerous outsider’ (Taberner 2019, 826).

3 Restaging of Gender Roles and Identities
in the Course of War and Flight

Despite the largely dichotomous gender order in City of Jasmine, in
individual lives it nonetheless becomes apparent that war and Fight
can both revert gender roles and subvert them. This is revealed most
noticeably in the relationship between Amal and Youssef. The two
characters met during a protest campaign during the incipient re-
sistance movement against the Assad regime, after which they start
an afair. Constant distancing and rapprochement characterize the
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relationship until they ultimately fee together to Europe and, on the
way there, decide to marry. The disruption of habitual gender roles
within the relationship commences during the resistance to the As-
sad regime, as Amal is the frst of the two to be arrested and abused.
As briefy explained above, the sexualized violence against the pro-
testing, detained women that is portrayed in the text demonstrates
how “the female body [becomes] a territory in wars” (Engels, Cho-
jnacki 2007, 7).

Following Amal’s arrest, Youssef feels guilty towards her because
he was unable to protect her, a sign that he identifes with the tradi-
tional role of the male protector, which he can no longer fulfll due
to the armed confict. But when intelligence oficials come looking
for him in Amal’s apartment, the role assignments reverse. While
Youssef lies low, Amal is confronted with the men brutally infltrat-
ing her apartment. By preparing a meal for the men, she uses the
traditional role expectation of the caring woman as an act of resist-
ance and retaliates against the men by mixing a laxative into the
food. In this moment, she not only becomes Youssef’s protector and
but actively exacts revenge. After this experience, Amal and Youssef
separate, as they clearly sense the break in the familiar and normal-
ized gender roles:

She ignores Youssef’s messages. He doesn’t prove particular-
ly stubborn, though. Their last night together triggered some-
thing bad in both of them. Amal feels abandoned by him, and he’s
ashamed of not having protected Amal from the secret service,
of cowering in his hiding place instead of standing by her. (CJ 94)

Youssef’s character comes of here as a sensitive, vulnerable man who
is scared of the militia’s violence and can no longer meet the expecta-
tions of his male role. This ‘atypical masculine’ behavior on the part
of Youssef contradicts the ideal of the strong, courageous resistance
Fghter and triggers aversion and loss of feeling in Amal:

Amal waits for the white Opel to disappear from sight and then
goes upstairs, where she fnds Youssef rolled up, crying. She
strokes his head, though she feels nothing for him at that mo-
ment. (CJ 92)

The relationship previously characterized largely by erotic attrac-
tion transforms here into a relationship similar to mother and child
as Amal takes on the comforting, protective mother role, in turn tak-
ing on her normalized role as a caretaker.

Because Youssef is a male, which is marked as superior within the
social context detailed in the novel, the loss of Youssef’s habitual gen-
der identity in City of Jasmine weighs more heavily than that of Amal
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on account of the war. Youssef is subject to the pressure of “having
to prove his belongingness to this select group” (Scheibelhofer 2018,
21) because “being a man means a priori being put in a position that
implies power and privileges, but also duties” (Bourdieu 1997a, 188).
These duties primarily consist of conforming again and again to the
social standardization of masculinity, especially in confrontations
with other men. Yet Youssef’s posture, described as stooped, illus-
trates Youssef’s ‘feminization’, if one follows Bourdieu’s description
of the female gender as being “curved”, “bent”, and “empty” - in con-
trast to the masculine traits of “straight”, “upright”, and “full” (1997a,
189). Failing to have proven his masculinity, Youssef no longer fts
society’s normative ideas of masculinity and thus loses his status as
heroic resistance fghter. Instead he is shown in all of his weakness-
es and fears, which are ultimately stronger than his own idealism
and the social norm of masculinity.

Nachts ist es leise in Teheran narrates a more severe disruption of
gender roles in wartime. During a demonstration by the Iranian exile
community in Berlin, Nahid remembers an acquaintance detained in
Iran who was to be tortured into disclosing the names of opposition
members but was ultimately executed because of her refusal to do so.
“She didn’t give any names, | said. Protected her husband. Her hus-
band, who was in jail years later and ever since has been skinnier than
is right for aman” (NT 98). This example drives home how traditional
gender roles can be transformed in wartime. Here the wife’s staunch
resistance amounts to assuming the role assignment of the intrepid
male hero and rejection of “the woman to-be-protected”, which strong-
ly subverts the conventionally gendered power relationship. Here, the
woman has become the protector of her husband while also taking a
stand against the torturer’s male power apparatus.

Contrary to Hammoudi, who sees no reason whatsoever to live in
Syria, for Amal leaving her hometown means a life change, a felt loss
of identity “because it’s the only place where the real version of her-
self exists” (CJ 100). This “version” is defned by the economic privi-
leges and comforts as well as the social relationships Amal loses by
Teeing. She gets an early sense of these changes in Beirut. Her glam-
orous life in the spotlight and her economic security are lost, replaced
by an ordinary, nondescript life. In tandem with her social decline,
a change in her self-perceived gender identity arises, triggered by
her job as a kitchen assistant, where, in the windowless kitchen, she
“feels like a coalminer” (CJ 137). This reference to a “coalminer” il-
lustrates not only her own place in the lower sector of society, but al-
so a felt loss of femininity in the form of a new invisibility for Amal
as refugee - in contradistinction to her earlier life in Damascus as a
star of sorts. Flight and exile can therefore be considered a negative
infuence on her outward appearance as a woman, epitomized by her
now unpolished, short fngernails.
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Just before she lands in Europe, an irrevocable loss of the Syrian
“version” of herself occurs when she and Youssef have to reduce their
belongings to the bare necessities. Amal has to leave behind “tubes
and pots of creams, mascara, lipsticks, powder, primer, foundation,
nail varnish, soft brushes”, “her backless black Chanel dress [...] and
a pair of soft black velvet court shoes that go with it so wonderfully”
(CJ 184), which prompts the narrator to notes, “Now she has to say a
fnal farewell to them” (CJ 184). She is left with documents, money,
and family jewelry, as well as functional clothing.

This scene is exemplary on two accounts. First, the interplay be-
tween the loss of possessions and her previous gender identity be-
comes apparent. As such, Amal loses her sense of ‘being perceived’ as
awoman, which here - in Bourdieu’s sense - is more a matter of “ap-
pearance” (1997b, 229) determined by bodily self-presentation than
that of a sense of being. And second, at this juncture the binary gen-
der order between Youssef and Amal becomes especially manifest. As
she fees, Amal carries a plethora of ‘feminine’ beauty products, fully
in accordance with the feminine stereotype, while Youssef has only
his diploma in his luggage. From this we can infer that the narrative
voice identifes Youssef with his ‘vocation’, whereas Amal’s identity
is realized in the performance of gender presentation.

4 Marriage and Motherhood as Refuge and Reassurance
for Gender Identity

“Recourse to traditional role and work distribution occurs” through
the losses of gender-specifc self-images and roles determined in the
course of feeing, as Bettina Engels and Sven Chojnacki argue (2007, 6).

As we saw in the previous section, Amal’s loss of privilege is close-
ly connected to the change in her previous self-perception as a wom-
an. But this change is not only contingent on feeing. It also originates
from the fact that Amal must get by for the frst time without her fa-
ther’s protection and fnancial support. Stuart Taberner assesses the
discord with her father preceding her fight as being so drastic that it
serves as an additional trigger for her decision to fee (2019, 828). But
this does not merely involve the damage done to Amal upon discover-
ing her father’s second family. The fact that Amal’s father, Bassel, does
not show up to clear the air ultimately means that Amal can no longer
count on his support and protection. As the plot unfolds, it becomes
apparent that Amal is trying to fnd a new male protector in Youssef
in order to be able to continue the familiar gender constellation. But
when they unintentionally fnd themselves in Beirut as hapless refu-
gees, Youssef’s ‘masculinity’ alone is not enough to meet Amal’s usu-
al expectations of protection. For Youssef’s social status in Beirut dif-
fers vastly from the high status Amal’s father enjoyed in Damascus,
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where his good relations to the apparatus of political power enabled
him to help his daughter out of any unfortunate situation. In the nov-
el this becomes especially apparent during Youssef’s and Amal’s stay
in Beirut, where society looks down on them as Syrian refugees. On
an evening walk, the narrator comments, “Amal’s hand is safely in
Youssef’s” (CJ 154). Yet the role of the masculine protector cannot be
so easily recovered in the situation threatening Syrian refugees in
Beirut - as the Lebanese militia beat Youssef up before Amal’s eyes.

It is Frst in the transit country of Turkey that Youssef’s marriage
proposal promises to reestablish a semblance of traditional gender
roles. Yet Amal cannot really take delight in the coming wedding due
to the dangers of their pending escape over the Mediterranean Sea.
In the following passage we see her panic:

Looking at the ring on her fnger, Amal thinks that they might die
together, the very next week. An abyss opens up before her and
thoughts of all kind come streaming out of it.

“We could always stay here, you know”, she says.

“But what kind of life would that be?”

“I don’t know!” Amal shrugs and looks back at her engagement
ring. “Maybe three kids and a dog?” (CJ 181)

The fear of possible death engenders in Amal a deep-seated need
for security that expresses itself in the desire for a classic family ar-
rangement. While Amal saw herself in Damascus as a self-determined
independent woman, a need for a traditional, bourgeois gender re-
lationship develops in the course of her escape as she is faced with
constant threats. This accords with Sandra Annika Meyer’s observa-
tion that in contemporary literature the family gains “a new meaning
as a microcosm that protects and is worthy of protection” in the con-
text of “experiences of displacement, Fight, and borderlines” (2019,
9). According to Meyer, “[T]he transgression of territorial and cul-
tural boundaries in the course of a voluntary migration movement
or politically motivated fight plays out against the backdrop of con-
comitant shifts in the family with remarkable frequency” (2019, 9).

The displacement Amal and Youssef already experienced in their
land of origin within their families seems to intensify during their
Ffight, triggering a desire for the security of a new family. This de-
sire ultimately culminates in Amal’s desire to have a baby, which she
expresses during the perilous crossing to Europe. Escaping on the
ship, Amal and Youssef make the acquaintance of a young mother,
Fatima, and her daughter, Amina, who is just a few months old. Amal
and Youssef help Fatima with the baby as much as they can. When
Amal holds the baby in her arm one night, this triggers in her “here
of all places, in the belly of the ship [...] an all-encompassing desire
for her own child” (CJ 191, 2).
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The yearning is physical and hard to explain, except perhaps in
the international language of pheromones. Amal knows now that
she needs a baby, the tiny arms against her chest, the legs against
her belly, the warm breath and the blind trust of which only an in-
fant is capable. (CJ 192)

Here, Grjasnowa both takes up the metaphorical combination of
sea - ship - life and alludes to the myth of the Argonauts. The Argo-
nauts’ passage and the “metaphor of the pregnant ship’s belly” (Klotz
2006, 146) used in the myth, which Volker Klotz calls the “last preg-
nant event” of the story, becomes “a concrete incident” (146) for Gr-
jasnowa. But as the ship sinks in Grjasnowa’s novel, and Youssef and
Amal save little Amina, it is not warriors but rather refugees who
fall from the ship’s belly. And it is the refugee child Amina who, fg-
uratively speaking, is socially (re)born, as Klotz put it regarding the
ship’s crew in the myth. Anima’s birth mother, Fatima, goes missing
after the wreck, and from this point on Youssef and Amal pass of
Amina as their daughter.

The “international language of pheromones” reproduces the myth
of biologically founded, female, maternal feelings, which Elisabeth
Badinter (1980) has revealed to be a historical construction. The mul-
tiple interlocking belly imagery narrates a retreat ‘inward’, while at
the same time the outer world collapses and threatens. With the im-
agery of inwardness, the book evokes a second traditional imaginary
of femininity that refers to the feminine as interior and fuid. Summa-
rizing these observations, two preliminary conclusions can be drawn
in relation to the changes in Amal’s gender identity.

First, Amal’s sudden change exhibits a parallel to the “represen-
tation of women as inherently maternal” (Schmidt-Ott 2002, 122) in
1930s exile literature. The softness, warmth and powerlessness of
the infant manifest themselves as a desire contrary to the lived cold-
ness and horror of the war, and here specifcally to the threat of the
cold sea. In this sense, motherliness appears as self-rescue from the
coldness and emptiness of feeling, as well as from the continuous
threat to Amal’s own life. Amal’s desire refers entirely to self-rescue.
It arises from a feeling of loneliness and hopelessness and the loss of
all previously lived gender identifcations.

Second, in light of the loss of her previous self-identifcation as a
woman, motherhood here must be understood as a role “that mark-
edly enhances the woman’s status” (Meyer 2019, 54) because in the
ship’s belly Amal is headed for an uncertain future. Amal has lost all
of her female status symbols and needs a new form of self-enactment,
which materializes here as ‘doing motherhood.” Despite the biologi-
cally founded maternal feelings in the book, motherhood is a cultural
practice and not “an essentially precultural reality” (Butler 1990, 80).
Amina is not Amal’s biological child.
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Here a restaging of gender identity arises with “recourse to tra-
ditional gender role models” (Engels, Chojnacki 2007, 7), which be-
come, in the context of war and Fight, the classic “concept of safe-
guarding coexistence” (Meyer 2019, 14). Refuge in the maternal role
is, however, not genuinely defned as female. This becomes appar-
ent when Youssef, shortly after saving Amal at sea, also looks after a
two-year-old boy who ends up falling asleep on his lap: “Something
about Youssef’s touch surprises Amal; for the frst time, she sees what
tenderness he’s capable of” (CJ, 196). Indeed, Youssef appears as an
empathic and caring man who feels drawn to the baby and provides
for it as he did for Amal.

5 Cultural Dominances and Gender in Exile

Having fnally arrived as a refugee in Germany, Amal realizes that
motherhood does not sufice for a new gender identity. Rather, in Ger-
many she keenly perceives the loss of her own belonging to a com-
munity of women.

Amal watches the women passing by on the street. Diferent wom-
en, well dressed and beautiful women, with long sleek hair or
smart short cuts. Women in expensive dresses and high heels.
Women on bikes, women with buggies, women with full shopping
bags, women rushing somewhere, women stopping to look at shop
windows. Suddenly Amal realizes she’s no longer one of them. No-
body takes any notice of her now. (CJ 216)

She has become invisible as a woman, for her gender identity, like her
entire life story, is now overshadowed in the host country by the as-
cription ‘refugee.” As Wiebke Porombka (2017) rightly notes, Amal’s
“biographical background, her career as an actress”, is “no longer
recognizable for passersby. They see, if at all, just one of countless
refugees”.

As becomes apparent in the novel, experiences of disrespect and hu-
miliation are particularly linked with this new ‘existence’, which cul-
minate in the perception of the refugee as belonging to a “new race™

Amal hates moving around the city as a refugee - hesitant and
frightened. She hates her entire existence. She hates not being
able to speak German and the way no one in the municipal author-
ities other than the security guards is capable of speaking even
basic English. She hates being seen as a Muslim and a scroung-
er and she hates herself. The world has invented a new race - the
race of refugees, Fluchtlinge, Muslims or newcomers. The conde-
scension is palpable in every breath. (CJ 217)
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Amal’s re-enactments of her gender role take place primarily on the
performative level. She can only rediscover a new feminine role when
she agrees to an ethnic self-dramatization as the lead in the cooking
show, Mein Flichtling kocht (My refugee cooks), and presents herself
as a Syrian refugee. An intersectional connection of ‘doing gender’,
‘doing ethnicity’, and ‘doing class’ characterizes her performance.
Because the show “might be generously supported by a large chain
of organic supermarkets” (CJ 228), Amal has to adapt her outer ap-
pearance accordingly:

not too much make-up, her hair mid-length and curly, her clothes
understated and expensive. But they couldn’t do without certain
Orientalist touches - she always wore striking jewelry referred to
as ethnic, usually from Dolce & Gabbana. (CJ 228)

Here Amal uses stereotypical ideas of the Oriental woman and is
thoroughly aware of her audience’s expectations:

In Amal’s case, the molding of self to meet expectations is even
more explicit. [...] For the media-savvy Syrian actress, it is im-
mediately obvious that her latest role is to play to her German
audience’s orientalizing nostalgia for a Middle East of alluring-
ly modest young women and exotic spices, infected by a melan-
cholic anticipation of the region’s strategic ruination. (Taberner
2019, 828)

By behaving according to cultural expectations, Amal performs both
the Syrian refugee and the Oriental woman.

Nahid, who fed to Germany with her family from 1970s Iran, is also
confronted with Oriental stereotypes from her German leftist, alter-
native acquaintance, Ulla. Ulla, who discovered Betty Mahmoody’s
controversial best seller Not without my Daughter, draws mental par-
allels between the protagonist’s fate and Nahid’s origins:

The husband was always nice and sociable in America, they have
a young daughter, and not long in Iran he showed his true colors,
Ulla said. | don’t know if I’'m making this up, but her eyes briefy
roam to Walter and Behsad. (NT 72-4)

Confessional novels like Not without my Daughter are predestined
to confrm cultural stereotypes with a kind of key witness authority.
They lend themselves to unveiling ‘truths’ about the ‘nature of the
Orient’ on the basis of personal experience. As Edward Said showed
in his seminal work, Orientalism:
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The idea in either case is that people, places, and experiences can
always be described by a book, so much so that the book (or text)
acquires a greater authority, and use, even than the actuality it
describes. (1978, 93)

Through this authorization of the authentic account of a true witness,
Nahid loses her subject status as a political activist and literary schol-
ar and is initially marshalled into an imagined community of wives
oppressed by deceptive Oriental men. This confrms the following ob-
servation by Irene Messinger and Katharina Prager:

[1]n the political discourse in host countries [...] particularly Mus-
lim women are marked as backward and inferior to their hus-
bands. Yet simultaneously disregarded is that they are also oppo-
sitionists, feminists, and political activists of various ideological
camps who already had to oppose such ascriptions and limiting
gender regimes in their countries of origin. (2019, 9)

However, both Amal and Nahid reverse these ascriptions in their view
of German women. Ulla’s women’s group alienates Nahid, an “associ-
ation of mothers who were worried about their children after Cher-
nobyl” (NT 82). Nahid, an educated, leftist political activist, reacts
with incomprehension and shame. She refuses the invitation to par-
ticipate in the women’s group with an excuse:

That’s not true, but | also don’t want to tell Ulla that I’'m not up
for her women’s group. That her women’s group embarrasses me
and I'd feel bad becoming active in it. That | see Azar and my oth-
er friends in front of me furrowing their brows and thinking, Na-
hid, so that’s what it means for you be active as a woman? Talking
about vegetables and air with other women? (NT 83)

Compared to Olga Grjasnowa’s novel, Nachts ist es leise in Teheran
makes clear that Nahid did not accomplish a self-selected transfor-
mation from activist to mother and wife and does not conform to ex-
pectations, for example, by joining the women’s group or taking up
knitting. She remains a political thinker and her engagement with
the situation in Iran, or with socialist and revolutionary values, per-
sists. The situation of exile in conjunction with the host society’s gen-
der and cultural ascriptions entails Nahid’s reduction to the partial
identities of wife and mother, and she falls into lethargy. Resigned,
she realizes, “I am a woman with two children, for whom everybody
knits things, | think [...]” (NT 69). Here, too, family is a warm refuge
from the place of exile felt to be emotionally cold:
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Had the alarm clock not gone of, | could have for a moment be-
lieved there was no world beyond our narrow bed. [...] There were
only the slumbering children’s souls in the next room and Behsad’s
arm and the breath on my ear. (NT 100-1)

Nahid’s thoughts and her attitude towards Ulla’s women’s group dem-
onstrate that not only does the host society determine “common values
and norms of behavior [...] about the category gender” (Engels, Cho-
jnacki 2007, 5), but also that the refugees create boundaries towards the
host society with diferent gender norms and behavior. Just as in Nachts
ist es leise in Teheran, in Olga Grjasnowa’s novel the German house-
wife appears as the opposite of the ‘Oriental woman’, as Amal sarcas-
tically comments on the success of her ‘Oriental’ cooking show on TV:

“The pilot has proved a big success. It seems the bored housewives
of the Western world have been waiting all this time for Amal and
her exotic cuisine”. (CJ 229)

While Nahid’s character justifes criticism and skepticism towards
the German women’s group, Amal adopts the exotic staging as a self-
image to distance herself from Western housewives. In doing so, she
reconstructs the dichotomy between the western European and ex-
otic Oriental woman. Yet the sarcastic, ironic tone suggests an act
of self-empowerment. For the life of the ‘Muslim Oriental’ woman is
not being presented as monotonous and domestic; the German house-
wives are the ones, with their longing for exoticism and hobbies like
knitting, who are presented as simplistic and ‘foreign’.

To be sure, in Nachts ist es leise in Teheran the chapter on Nahid
ends with the two women converging. Here it is precisely Ulla’s read-
ing of Betty Mahmoody’s book that leads her suddenly to ask “other
questions than before” (NT 119) and take an interest in Nahid’s stud-
ies and the political situation in Iran. Ulla also encouraging Nahid
to go back to her studies. The incipient one-dimensional and critical
vantage point on the respective ‘foreign’ women has developed into
an exchange on equal terms.

Hammoudi is exposed to numerous episodes of harassment and hu-
miliation while feeing his homeland and in the arrival country. In the
refugee shelter he and the other residents are repeatedly attacked
by neo-Nazis. One day, when an Afghani boy returns to the shelter
with a serious injury, the men decide to get their revenge on the lo-
cal neo-Nazis. The narrator subsequently defnes the refugees’ mas-
culinity as the last of their belongings: “They were still men, even if
they had nothing else left” (CJ 238). Masculinity is narrated here as
a biologically essential fact, in marked contrast to Amal, and is una-
ble to afect their new refugee identity and its associated losses. Yet,
in City of Jasmine the so-called victory of the refugees in the shelter
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is short lives, for the novel ends with the host country’s racist sys-
tem intact. The neo-Nazis get their revenge by bombing the shelter
and killing Hammoudi. In this way Grjasnowa narrates the refugees’
powerless, lawless situation as a warlike condition, in which Arabic-
Muslim men are declared enemies and women hardly seem to exist.

In conclusion, City of Jasmine and Nachts ist es leise in Teheran re-
veal that warlike conficts lead to a crisis of lived and/or traditional
gender roles and identifcations. While women are instrumentalized
for the purposes of war, the male characters who show weakness and
vulnerability and reject the role of the war hero experience a loss
of masculinity - which, in the example of Youssef’s character, mani-
fests itself as the inability to perform his expected role as a protector.

The analysis of the constellations of ‘Oriental-Muslim’ characters
has shown that in occidental discourse both male and female char-
acters are designed not only contrary to culturalized gender stereo-
types, but also to gender-specifc images of refugees, such as the vul-
nerable victim or threatening perpetrator. Thus, neither Hammoudi
nor Youssef conform to the increasing demonization of the Arab man.
As for the female characters, Amal and Nahid, they too fail to ft in-
to the stereotypical image of the repressed Muslim Oriental woman.
In particular, City of Jasmine shows how multiple transformations of
gender identity arise during Fight, and how, in situations of marked
uncertainty and threat, characters have recourse to traditional gen-
der relations and roles. This becomes especially apparent in Amal’s
desire for motherhood, which is justifed biologically but then turns
out to be a new social role defned by her fight and the threats she
faces - serving to valorize her status as a woman and to satisfy her
need for warmth and security in the nuclear family.

For Amal and Nahid, escape from an ‘Oriental’ country to a West-
ern country has no emancipatory efect - as is so often assumed. Not
only must they forfeit their privileges and gender identifcations while
feeing; in exile, they are directly pressured into the traditional fe-
male roles of wives and mothers via others’ perception of them. As
both female characters demonstrate, visibility as women is only at-
tained when they defer to stereotypical cultural expectations of the
host society. At the same time, a male character such as Hammou-
di reveals that feelings of powerlessness and the refugee’s lawless
status lead to male fantasies of violent self-empowerment as the last
remaining identifcation available to the martial, embattled man.
In both of the novels | have dealt with, “ethnosexist discourses” are
“frst generated in the [relevant] power relationships” of homeland
and host country (Dietze 2017, 301). Despite individual rebellions
against attributions contingent on gender or culture, it turns out
that the refugee’s status as refugee tends to place them on the bot-
tom end of power relationships. This is certainly the case in the nov-
els of Olga Grjasnowa and Shida Bazyar.
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1  HerdersKritik an Adelung

In der Vorrede der Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Mensch-
heit spottet Herder tUber Bucher, in die ,,einige Gedanken* seiner BU-
ckeburger Geschichtsphilosophie ,,ibergegangen seien und in de-
nen die Worter ,,Kindheit, das mannliche, das hohe Alter unseres
Geschlechts®, die, auf die Menschheitsgeschichte bezogen, bei ihm
lediglich ,,allegorisch* gemeint seien, einen von ihm nicht beabsich-
tigten ,,Umfang“ erhalten hatten (SWS, Bd. 13: 3). Dem ungenann-
ten Verfasser eines dieser Werke, das leicht als der Versuch einer
Geschichte der Cultur des menschlichen Geschlechts' des Lexikogra-
phen und Historikers Johann Christoph Adelung erkennbar ist,? wird
vorgeworfen, diese Kategorien, die nicht geeignet seien, eine ,,Ge-
schichte der Kultur* oder gar ,,die Philosophie der ganzen Menschen-
geschichte mit sicherm FulR aus[zulmessen®, und die ,,nur auf weni-
ge Volker der Erde angewandt und anwendbar* seien, dennoch als
universelles Begreifbarkeitsinstrumentarium von Geschichte ver-
standen zu haben. adelungs Sicht der Universalhistorie wiirde also
in der Meinung Herders ebenso wie Montesquieus 1774 angepran-
gertes ,.Ein mal Eins der Politik* (SWS, Bd. 5: 536) ein Zeugnis ide-
enlosen, mechanischen Denkens darstellen.

Andererseits lassen Herders AuRerungen seinen Missmut tiber die
Ubernahme seiner geschichtsphilosophischen Perspektiven durch
Adelung vermuten. Zumindest hat ihn die Publikation von Adelungs
Werk dazu veranlasst, im Vorwort seines neuen geschichtsphilosophi-
schen Werks den Titel von Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur
Bildung der Menschheit eingehend zu kommentieren und vielleicht
sogar auf die Lebensalteranalogie, deren metaphorisches Begreif-
barkeitspotential ihm maoglicherweise suspekt geworden ist (wohl
deswegen hielt er eine neue Ausgabe von Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte ,,in ihrer alten Gestalt* fir unmaoglich), in den ldeen ganz-
lich zu verzichten.

Das ,,auch® im Titel der Buckeburger Schrift, das meistens als Be-
kundung einer gegen Voltaire und Iselin (die einzigen, die damals be-
reits vom Begrif der Geschichtsphilosophie Gebrauch gemacht ha-
ben) gerichteten polemischen Intention gedeutet wird — den beiden
gegenuber hatte Herder darlegen wollen, wie man eine Geschichts-

1 Zitiert nach der Ausgabe 1782. Wahrend sich zahlreiche Untersuchungen mit dem
Lexikographen Adelung (1732/34?-1806) befassen, gilt dem Kulturwissenschaftler haupt-
sachlich ein einziger grindlicher Aufsatz: Muhlpfordt 1987. Siehe auch Laudin 2007.

2 Bei der von Herder erwahnten Philosophie der ganzen Menschengeschichte kann
es wohl nur um Delisle de Sales Histoire des hommes, ou histoire nouvelle de tous les
peuples du monde handeln, die, von Michael HiBmann tbersetzt, unter dem Titel Neue
Welt- und Menschengeschichte, von Anfang der Welt bis auf gegenwartige Zeit (Miins-
ter, 1781-1794) erschienen ist.
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philosophie gedanklich auch anders gestalten kann -, will Herder als
eine ,,Note der Bescheidenheit” verstanden wissen (SWS, Bd. 13: 3):
Seine Schrift habe er ,fur nichts minder als fur eine vollstandige Phi-
losophie der Geschichte unsres Geschlechts* ausgeben wollen, son-
dern vielmehr habe er ,,mit wenigen allegorischen Worten Kindheit,
Jugend, das mannliche, das hohe Alter unseres Geschlechts” ledig-
lich ,,auf einen kleinen Ful3steg“ zu weisen beabsichtigt, ,,der doch
auch vielleicht eines Ideenganges wert ware“. Dass Herder das Bild
der Lebensphasen lediglich ,,allegorisch® und nicht ,,realistisch“ ge-
meint hat, scheint auf der Hand zu liegen: ebenso Adelung, wenn er
acht Zeitrdume defniert, die, vom Embryo tiber den Knaben und den
Jungling zum ,,Mann im aufgeklarten Genusse* fihrend, die gan-
ze Menschheitsgeschichte von den Anfangen bis zum 18. Jahrhun-
dert umfassen. Andererseits lasst sich das Blickeburger Werk als
eine Refexion Uber Geschichte verstehen, in der nach herkémmli-
chem Gebrauch der Geschichtsschreibung lediglich einige Beispie-
le (hier wichtige antike Nationen und ein ziemlich undiferenzierter
Abendlandsbegrif) exemplarisch an- und vorgeftihrt werden und
fur die ganze Menschheitsgeschichte paradigmatisch gelten. Au-
Rerdem entspricht diese Analogie zu sehr Herders providentieller
Sicht von Weltgeschichte, als dass sie blof3 ein ,,kleiner FuRsteg* wa-
re: Dadurch wird behauptet, dass die ,,Erziehung des Menschenge-
schlechts” durch Gott erfolgt.

Bei Adelung ist die Lebensalteranalogie nicht in der Argumentati-
on konstitutiv wie bei Herder. Wahrend Herder mit ,,Bildung“ den ein-
heitlichen historischen Prozess selbst, die Naturalisierung des Hu-
manen und der Gesellschaft, die organische Entwicklung von Natur
und Gesellschaft jenseits der Pluralitat der Kulturen zumindest in-
tuitiv begreifbar machen will, bleibt bei Adelung die Analogsetzung
von Natur und Geschichte rein metaphorisch: Es Uberwiegen die
Faktoren sozialer und kultureller Art (wie etwa Bevélkerungsdichte
und Erfndung der Buchdruckerkunst). Adelungs Rickgrif auf den
seit etwa 1765 haufg gewordenen Begrif ,,Cultur“® und dessen Ein-
bindung in das Syntagma ,,Geschichte der Cultur“* lassen die Fra-
ge nach einer mutmafilichen hintergrindigen Auseinandersetzung
Adelungs mit Herders Bickeburger Geschichtsphilosophie aufkom-
men: Sollte diese terminologische Wahl vielleicht dazu dienen, Uber
die an der Lebensalteranalogie haftende scheinbare Ahnlichkeit ih-
rer Geschichtsaufassung hinaus und trotz vielerlei gemeinsamer
Ideologeme den gedanklichen Abstand zu Herder zu markieren und

3 Zur Begrifsgeschichte von ,,Kultur®, siehe Bollenbeck 19962.

4, Culturgeschichte der Menschheit* taucht bereits einmal vor Adelung 1781 in ei-
ner Schrift von Michael HiBmann, ,,Kultur der Menschheit” im Jahr 1779 auf. S. hier-
zu Schleier 2003, Bd. 1: 72-8.
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eine andere Argumentationsstrategie in den Vordergrund des eige-
nen Diskurses zu stellen.

Im Bildungsbegrif Uberkreuzen sich bekanntlich mehrere Be-
deutungsstrange, davon ein mystisch-pietistischer und ein organo-
logisch-naturphilosophischer (Bollenbeck 19962, 103). Diese Polyse-
mantik erweitert Herder um eine asthetische Dimension, die sowohl
an die Vorstellung von Gott als Kinstler als auch an Winckelmann
anknipft und einen semantischen Wandel widerspiegelt, der die Vor-
stellung von ,,Bild“ als ,,imago* oder ,,forma“ mit einem dynamischen
Moment, dem semantischen Feld von ,,efingere“ und ,,formare“, kom-
biniert.® Unter ,,Bildung* versteht Herder in Auch eine Philosophie
der Geschichte einen inneren Bildungstrieb, der auf eine scheinbare
Selbstbildung des Menschen verweist, die allerdings unter Fiihrung
eines nicht direkt in die Ereignisse eingreifenden Gottes geschieht.

Adelung sucht mit seinem Kulturbegrif Anschluss an eine ande-
re Tradition. Die Wahl eines Begrifs franzdsischer Herkunft - ,,auf-
geklart” Gbersetzt ofensichtlich ,,éclairé” und ,,cultivirte Nationen*
steht fur ,,nations civilisées” — erklért sich wohl zum einen aus sei-
nen eigenen Interessen als Ubersetzer franzosischer historischer
Geschichtswerke,® zum anderen auch aus dem semantischen Spek-
trum des Fremdworts ,,Cultur®, das - so Adelung im Vorwort vom
Versuch - kein deutscher Begrif zum Ausdruck bringt, aber wahr-
scheinlich auch, weil die indirekte Entlehnung von ,,Cultur“ aus dem
Franzosischen sowie die Legierung von ,culture de la langue vs.
des arts, ,,cultura animi“ und ,civilitas” (Bollenbeck 19962, 47-52)
den Kulturbegrif von den bereits erwahnten, bei Herder vorhande-
nen Konnotaten von ,,Bildung“ 16st. Im Franzésischen wie auch im
Deutschen, und dies Ubernimmt Adelung, haften dem Kulturbegrif
die herkdmmlichen semantischen Implikationen von ,,cultura®, d.h.
»Ackerbau“ im eigentlichen oder im metaphorischen Sinne, an. Und
gerade durch diese metaphorische Dimension, die zu den anderen,
ebenfalls Entwicklungsprozesse ausdriickenden Begrifen ,,Bildung*
und ,,Erziehung* (Lessing) zugleich Nahe und Distanz schaft, eignet
er sich zum Trager einer Geschichtsaufassung, deren vorrangiges
Ziel die Verortung in der Diesseitigkeit ist. Im Vordergrund steht bei

5 Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm, Deutsches Wérterbuch (Bd. 2, Sp. 13-15 und Sp. 22-3:
,bilden* und ,,Bildung“), der zahlreiche Belege bei Lessing, Winckelmann, Goethe und
Schiller zitiert; ,,sinnliches bilden ist, wie bild selbst, urspriinglich ein plastisches und
geht auf alles kunstgemafie“ (Bedeutung, die bei Schiller und Goethe begegnet); ,wie
bild die wirkliche gestalt, drickt auch bilden nattrliches gestalten, sich bilden wach-
sen und treiben aus”. Dabei zitiert Grimm Goethe: ,,Die Tatigkeit der Natur ist eine ewig
schafende und bildende; im Ei bildet sich das junge Véglein, im Samenkorn die Pfanze*.
6 Adelung hat franzésische Werke wie z.B. die Histoire des Navigations aux Terres

Australes von de Brosse und Nouveau traité de diplomatique von Toustain und Tassin
Ubersetzt.
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ihm keine blo3 scheinbare Selbstbestimmung, sondern die Selbst-
verwirklichung des Menschen in der Weltgeschichte.

Neben diesen Unterschieden weisen Adelungs Thesen auch viele
Ahnlichkeiten mit denen Herders auf, von dem er einzelne Ausdriicke
und Gedanken Ubernimmt. Eine wichtige Gemeinsamkeit ist eine du-
ale Aufassung des Mittelalters: Wie zahlreiche Lutheraner der 70er-
80er Jahre des 18. Jahrhunderts’ sieht er diese Epoche in ethisch-de-
kadenzieller Perspektive als einen Rickfall ins Sinnliche, ausgeldst
durch die Leibeigenschaft, das Feudalsystem und das als despotische
Macht angesehene Papsttum (Adelung 1782, 311-14); aber wie Her-
der (SWS, Bd. 5: 515-16) spricht er auch von einer Phase der ,,Géh-
rung*, in der ,,Keime* gesat wurden (1782, 352), und versteht darun-
ter zugleich die primitive Brutalitat des Mittelalters aber auch seine
kulturelle Fruchtbarkeit, besonders im 13. Jahrhundert, in dem die
,Wiederherstellung der Kiinste und Wissenschaften“ eingesetzt hat.®

Die gemeinsame Gesamtperspektive der Lebensalter dient beiden
dazu, das Auf und Ab von Wachstum und Verfall von Kulturen, den
Wechsel von kulturell-zivilisatorischen Hohepunkten und von Pha-
sen, die als Schmelztiegel kiinftiger héherer Kulturformen fungie-
ren, zu veranschaulichen. Ahnlich wie Herder - und im Unterschied
zu Kant und Lessing, die einer strikten welthistorischen Perspekti-
ve folgen und nur den Gang der Menschheit in ihrer Gesamtheit be-
ricksichtigen - denkt Adelung somit an ein Spannungsverhaltnis zwi-
schen Universalgeschichte und einzelnen Kulturen. Wie Herder etwa
im Journal meiner Reise im Jahr 1769 erkennt er Mikrozyklen, deren
Trager die Staaten selber sind (Adelung 1782, 471). Aber durch die
Ahnlichkeit der Perspektiven darf eine wichtige Diferenz nicht iiber-
sehen werden: Anstatt mehrerer Zyklen erkennt Adelung, &hnlich
wie Kant in ldee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte (2. und 8. ,,Satz*)
und im Streit der Fakultéten (,,Ob das menschliche Geschlecht im be-
standigen Fortschreiten zum Besseren sei“) oder wie schon friher
Voltaire, einen Fortschritt, der im Zickzack erfolgt und von Ereig-
nissen wie Kriege gestort, aber nicht unterbrochen werden kénnen
(S. VI). Ein Ruckfall des Ganzen gilt als unmdglich, ein Ruckfall ein-
zelner Teile kann den historischen Prozess nur verlangsamen, aber
nicht umkehren:

Dal einzele Nationen schon wieder unvermdgende Alte und kindi-
sche Greise sind, thut zur Sache nichts, denn jeder Staat hat wie-
der seine eigene Alter, und jeder Zeitraum zeiget uns Nationen in
allen Stufen des Wachsthumes und des Verfalls. Aber das Ganze

7 Siehe etwa Schlézer 17752, Bd. 1: 158.

8 Solautet auch der Titel mehrerer enzyklopadischer Werke, die nach 1790 erschienen
sind (insbesondere von L. Wachler und F. Bouterwek). - S. hierzu Adelung 1782, 381 .
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des menschlichen Geschlechtes ist zuverlassig noch im Wachs-
thume begrifen.’

Die Perspektive des diskontinuierlichen Fortschritts kombiniert Ade-
lung mit der seit dem 16. Jahrhundert zum Gemeinplatz gewordenen
These von Entstehung, Entwicklung und Untergang einzelner Kultu-
ren. Wie Herder erkennt er allen verschiedenen Zeitraumen der Welt-
geschichte eine besondere Funktion im geschichtlichen Ablauf zu, oh-
ne sie aber als gleichwertig wie Herder in Auch eine Philosophie (SWS,
Bd. 5: 523) zu bezeichnen. Herders Kritik am ungebuhrlichen ,,Um-
fang“ der Lebensaltermetapher im Versuch bleibt zu préazisieren. Ein
echtes Plagiat héatte in der Tat die Ubernahme der Zwei-Zyklen-The-
orie bedeutet, die das echt Spezifsche an Auch eine Philosophie der
Geschichte ist, und deren ,,Anwendung“ auf andere Regionen und Zei-
ten als den antiken Mittelmeerraum und Westeuropa ware eine ge-
schichtsphilosophisch unhaltbare Perspektive gewesen. Aber gerade
dies macht Adelung nicht, der statt dessen die ganze Weltgeschichte
einzyklisch* darlegt. Dadurch verfallt er in eine unleugbare Eurozen-
trik (Adelung 1782, 442-3). Konzeptionell ungereift ist also bei Ade-
lung die Integration auf3ereuropéischer Kulturen, obwohl sein Buch
sich — wie Ubrigens auch Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte - fur ei-
ne welthistorische Refexion ausgibt. Gerade dies korrigiert Herder in
den Ideen und in deren Vorrede, wenn er, das auch im Titel seiner BU-
ckeburger Geschichtsphilosophie kommentierend, den geschichtsphi-
losophisch paradigmatischen Wert der Lebensaltermetapher verneint.

2 ,,Geschichte der Cultur* als Kulturgeschichtsprozess
in der Immanenz

Wenn Herder schreibt: ,Welches Volk der Erde ists, das nicht eine
einige Kultur habe? [...] Wie wenige sind in einem kultivierten Volk
kultiviert?“, vermischt er zwei semantische Ebenen. Der Kulturbe-
grif bezeichnet hier zugleich ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phano-
men (,,kultivierte Vélker*) und die individuelle Ausbildung, wobei
er gegen die gesellschaftliche Bedeutung abgeneigt zu sein scheint:
Lnichts ist truglicher als die Anwendung desselben auf ganze Vol-
ker und Zeiten“. Mit ,kultiviert” tibersetzt Herder ofensichtlich das
franzdsische Wort ,,cultivé”, das vornehmlich Individuen charakteri-
siert. Indem Herder, der ,,Bildung“ nicht defniert, den Begrif ,,Kul-

9 Adelung 1782, 229-30. Man beachte hier die amusante Ubernahme der ,kindischen
Greise“, die sich unschwer als ein Zitat von Herders ,,Greisen von 3 Jahren* aus Auch
eine Philosophie der Geschichte erkennen lasst (SWS, Bd. 5: 486).
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tur* in der Vorrede der Ideen als besonders vage bezeichnet (,,Nichts
ist unbestimmter als dieses Wort*), knUpft er sehr indirekt an die
durch die Frage ,Was ist Aufklarung?* in eben diesen Jahren aus-
geldste Diskussion an. In Kants und Mendelssohns berihmten Ant-
worten taucht ,Kultur* in einer Reihung von Begrifen auf. In Kants
Trias -, kultiviert, zivilisiert, moralisiert” - bezieht sich , kultiviert*
auf die Kuinste und Wissenschaften, ,zivilisiert* auf die Formen des
geselligen Lebens, wahrend ,,moralisiert” die Menschwerdung selbst,
den Ubergang vom Sinnlichen zum Geistigen,*® und somit das telos
der Geschichte ausdrickt. Kulminiert also Kants Reihung in ,,mo-
ralisiert”, so bildet bei Mendelssohn ,,Bildung“ den Oberbegrif, der
in ,,Kultur“ und ,,Aufklarung” zerfallt, wobei ,,Cultur” mehr auf das
Praktische sowie auf den gesellschaftlichen Umgang, Aufklarung
hingegen auf das Theoretische zielt.'' Bei Adelung werden ,,Cultur®
und ,,Aufklarung“ in unmittelbaren Bedeutungszusammenhang ge-
bracht, so dass der Versuch eine antizipierte Antwort auf die von
der Berlinischen Monatsschrift ein Jahr spéater gestellte Frage ,,Was
ist Aufklarung?* darstellt: ,Verfeinerung, Aufklarung, Entwickelung
der Fahigkeiten, sagen alle etwas, aber nicht alles” (S. VII). In sei-
nem spateren Grammatisch-historischen Worterbuch der hochdeut-
schen Mundart (1793) defniert Adelung ,,Cultur® als:

die Veredlung und Verfeinerung der gesammten Geistes- und Lei-
beskrafte eines Menschen oder eines Volkes, so daf3 dieses Wort
so wohl die Aufklarung, die Veredlung des Verstandes durch Be-
freyung von Vorurtheilen, als auch die Politur, die Veredlung und
Verfeinerung der Sitten, unter sich begreift.

Adelung nimmt eine andere Hierarchisierung der Begrife vor als
Mendelssohn und Kant: Der Oberbegrif,,Cultur® subsumiert bei ihm
~Verfeinerung®, ,,Aufklarung“ sowie ,,Fahigkeiten“ und bezeichnet
zuallererst ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phanomen. Neben ,Verfei-
nerung“, die er in Zusammenhang mit Sitten, Geschmack und &s-
thetischem Urteil stellt, und dem Begrif ,,Fahigkeiten®, der beinahe
eindeutig ,,Fertigkeiten“ in Handwerk und praktischen Tatigkeiten'?

10 ,Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklarung?“. Werkausgabe, Bd. 11, hg. Wil-
helm Weischedel, Stuttgart: Suhrkamp, 1964, 53-61. Zuerst in: Berlinische Monats-
schrft 4 (1784), 481-94.

11 ,Uber die Frage: was heil3t aufklaren?*, Moses Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schrif-
ten, hg. von Alexander Altmann, Bd. 6,1 (Stuttgart 1981), 115-19. Hier S. 115. Zuerstin:
Berlinische Monatsschrft 4 (1784), 193-200.

12 Adelung verofentlichte kurz vor dem Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur ein
Schulhandbuch: Kurzer Begrif menschlicher Fertigkeiten und Kenntnisse so fern sie
auf Erwerbung des Unterhalts, auf Vergnugen, auf Wissenschaft, und auf Regierung der
Gesellschaft abzielen, Leipzig, 1778-1781, in 4 Banden.
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bedeutet, wird zunachst auf die griechische Antike, dann auf den
nachchristlichen Menschen bezogen. Neben ,,aufgeklart* gebraucht
Adelung auch das Substantiv ,,Aufklarung”, um die Fortschritte des
Verstands und die rationale Aneignung von Ethik und Asthetik, auch
in Bezug auf die Religion (Adelung 1782, 129-30), zu bezeichnen:
LAufklarung® betrift nicht nur einzelne Menschen, sondern durch-
dringt ganze Epochen. Dass er das Zeitalter der ,volligen Aufkla-
rung“ 1520 beginnen lasst, verdeutlicht die doppelte Ausrichtung sei-
ner Schrift: die humanistische, am antiken Erbe orientierte, und die
christlich-lutherische. So steht ,,Aufklarung* bei ihm fir eine spe-
zifsche Form von ,,Cultur” und somit untergeordnet wie bei Herder
.Kultur®, wahrend der Prozess an sich bei Herder als ,,Bildung®, bei
ihm als ,,Cultur” bezeichnet wird.

Da die adelungsche ,,Cultur® sich aber auf die Kiinste und Wissen-
schaften und auf den gesellschaftlichen Umgang bezieht, lasst sein
Kulturbegrif einen moglichen Zusammenhang mit den Perspektiven
der translatio artium in den Vordergrund ricken. Und gerade dies
verleiht ihm eine besonders interessante semantische und philoso-
phische Potentialitat: Er defniert ndmlich ein neues Deutungspara-
digma der historia universalis, das sich sowohl von dem der ,,Weltge-
schichten* und ,,Universalhistorien®, die sich immer noch weitgehend
am - wenn auch modifzierten - (politischen) Modell der Weltreiche
orientieren, als auch von den auf einer anthropologischen Grund-
lage beruhenden und hypothetische Gedankenkonstruktionen zu-
lassenden (Zedelmaier 2003) ,,Philosophien der Geschichte* (Iselin,
Steeb und Herder, oder spater Kant) abhebt. Adelungs Versuch steht
zwischen diesen beiden Idealtypen bzw. vereint er mit seinem Fak-
tenreichtum und seiner anthropologisch fundierten Refexion tber
die Geschichte beide historiographische Formen (Laudin 2008). Er
spricht hier wie auch spater Kant von ,,Anlagen®, die aufgrund eines
Bildungstriebs* ausgebildet werden (Adelung 1782, 9) und Uber-
nimmt die gangige, auch von Rousseau und Herder vertretene Vor-
stellung der erzieherischen Efizienz der die Menschen plagenden
Beduirfnisse. Ausgehend von dieser anthropologischen Grundlage
bezeichnet ,,Kultur“ nicht nur ein gesamtgesellschaftliches Phéno-
men, sondern den Prozess der Menschheitsgeschichte bzw. der Welt-
geschichte schlechthin.

Sowohl diese doppelte, soziologische und anthropologische Aus-
richtung seines Kulturbegrifs als auch die Dominanz der gesell-
schaftlichen Komponente kommt in der Defnition von ,,Cultur“ am
Anfang des Buchs deutlich zum Vorschein:

Cultur ist mir der Uebergang aus dem mehr sinnlichen und thieri-
schen Zustande in enger verschlungene Verbindungen des gesell-
schaftlichen Lebens. (Adelung 1782, 111-1V)
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Sowie bei Kant, der zwei Jahre spater vom Ubergang von der Sinn-
lichkeit zur Einsicht spricht,* spielt sich bei Adelung die ,,Geschich-
te des menschlichen Geschlechts* vor dem Hintergrund des Span-
nungsverhéltnisses von ,,Natur* und ,,Cultur* ab. Aber mehr als Kant
betont Adelung mit dem Ubergang aus dem tierischen Zustande zu
komplexeren Formen des gesellschaftlichen Lebens zugleich auch
die Einbeziehung einer historisch-soziologischen Sichtweise in die
anthropologische. Kultur ist also ein Bildungsprozess in der gesell-
schaftlichen Praxis - und nicht wie bei Kant eine den Theorien des
Naturrechts verpfichteten Gegeniberstellung von ,,Naturzustand“
und ,,geselligem Stand“. Von einer philosophisch-anthropologischen
Basis ausgehend entwickelt Adelung eine - in der Terminologie der
Zeit — ,,pragmatische®, i.e. Kausalitaten hervorhebende Perspektive.

Der Perfektibilitdtsgedanke wird von Adelung deutlich als Selbst-
erziehung des Menschen aufgrund dieser nattirlichen Anlagen ver-
standen. Gerade durch die Uberbetonung der Selbsterziehung un-
terscheidet sich Adelungs ,,Geschichte der Cultur“ von Herders
,Bildung®, aber kommt in Lessings Néhe, dessen Erziehungsbegrif
primo aspectu Gott als Vater und Erzieher darstellt, somit den Gedan-
ken eines personlichen Gottes suggeriert, der aber diese Erziehung
als einen Entwicklungsprozess von der Ofenbarung zur Vernunft,
als eine progressive Ofenbarung aufasst, in der die geofenbarten
Religionen Durchgangsstadien bilden. Die Ofenbarung degradiert
Lessing zum padagogischen Instrument, das Vernunftwahrheiten zur
schnelleren Verbreitung verhilft, indem sie als geofenbarte Wahr-
heiten nobilitiert werden (Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts, § 76).
Adelung weist zwar haufg auf Gottes Plan hin, aber er vertritt letzt-
endlich eine durchaus laizistische Aufassung der Geschichte, in der
die Ursachen der Entwicklungen rein immanent sind. Nimmt Adelung
von der Ofenbarung Abstand (,,Ich entscheide nichts, sondern fra-
ge nur, und will die Beantwortung gern andern tberlassen“'), doch
mif3t er aber der christlichen Religion eine wichtige Rolle im Reife-
prozess des Menschen, bei: Sie gilt als Instanz des Kulturfortschritts,
insbesondere beim Prozess, der aus dem Menschen einen ,,aufge-
klarten Mann“ macht. Wie Lessing schreibt Adelung der christlichen
Lehre eine besondere Qualitat zu, da sie im Unterschied zu frihe-
ren Religionen auf der Vernunft basiere und somit einen Fortschritt
in der Geschichte der religiésen Ideen markiere. Nicht der Glaube,
sondern die gedankliche Dimension der christlichen Lehre wird als

13 Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte..., 2. Satz, Werkausgabe, Bd. 9, hg. Wilhelm
Weischedel, Stuttgart: Suhrkamp, 1964, 35.

14 Adelung 1782, 27. Ebenso behauptet Lessing: ,,Was kimmert es mich, ob die Sage
falsch oder wahr ist: die Friichte sind treFich“. Uber den Beweis des Geistes und der
Kraft, 1777, Ausgabe Lachmann / Muncker, Bd. 13, 8, und Erziehung, § 63.
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Instrument der Zivilisierung positiv betrachtet. In dieser Sichtweise
erkennt man auch eine teilweise Ubereinstimmung mit Herder, der
den besonderen Wert der christlichen Religion in ihrem Abstraktions-
grad sieht, der sie befahige, Universelles zum Ausdruck zu bringen.*®
Wie bei Lessing wird die gesellschaftliche Funktion der Religion be-
tont, vornehmlich der christlichen, die eine Etappe im Vormarsch der
Vernunft darstellt (der Mensch wurde erst nach Christus ein ,,auf-
geklarter Mann“),

Der adelungsche Mensch scheint — im Unterschied zum herder-
schen - nicht nur zur Selbstverwirklichung, sondern auch zur Selbst-
bestimmung zu gelangen. Infolgedessen wird bei Adelung-im
Unterschied zu Herder, der in Auch eine Philosophie eines der tber-
zeugendsten Beispiele vom religidsen Verstandnis der Geschichte
bietet - die Vorsehung als Begreifbarkeitsfaktor der Geschichte aus-
geklammert. Zum anderen lasst sich die gesellschaftliche Immanenti-
sierung des Kulturgeschichtsprozesses in zahlreichen Kontexten du-
Rerst deutlich erkennen, zunachst an den Bestandteilen von ,,Cultur®
selbst. Unter ,,Cultur versteht Adelung namlich eine Reihe von Wis-
sens- und Lebensbereichen, die er in seinem friheren Werk Kurzer
Begrif menschlicher Fertigkeiten und Kenntnisse (1778-1781) darge-
legt hat: ,,Zustand der Wissenschaften®, ,,Zustand der Religion“, ,,Re-
ligionsbegrif der Zeit“, ,,Arzneywissenschaft®, ,,Handel”, ,,mecha-
nische Kinste“, ,,Bequemlichkeiten”, ,Staatsverfassung®, ,,Sitten“,
,bildende Kiinste®, usw. Die ,,Geschichte der Cultur* ist somit wie et-
wa zehn Jahre spéter bei Condorcet eine ,,Geschichte der Fortschritte
des menschlichen Geistes* (1793). Das Gesellschaftliche kommt auch
zum Vorschein, wenn er betont, dass ein ,,nattrlicher Trieb zur Ver-
besserung” die Menschen u.a. dazu bewegt, in der sozialen Hierar-
chie aufsteigen zu wollen (Adelung 1782, X) — und er entnimmt sein
Beispiel der menschlichen Perfektibilitat aus der gesellschaftlichen
Praxis (1782, 23). Aber auch weil der Grammatiker und Lexikograph
Adelung, der dem Erlernen der menschlichen Sprache und Schrift viel
Gewicht beimisst, als sensualistischer Sprachtheoretiker und Eife-
rer der tabula rasa-These'’ die Absicht verfolgt, die Lehre der ange-
borenen Ideen zugrunde zu richten. Vervollkommnung der Sprache
und des Geistes erfolgen synchron und befruchten sich gegenseitig
(Adelung 1782, 13). Verwunderlich genug, dass Herders Thesen vom

15 Ein erster Ansatz zu dieser Zentralthese von Aelteste Urkunde (1774-1776, SWS,
Bd. 6 und 7) befndet sich in Fragmente zu einer ,,Archéologie des Morgenlandes®, 2.
Teil: Die biblische Schépfungsgeschichte kein Orakel Gottes Uber seine Weltschafung
(1769, ebd. Bd. 6, S. 75).

16 S. 227 f. Dieser Satz spiegelt sehr genau den Bedeutungswechsel von ,Lumié-
res”, den Ubergang von den ,,Lumiéres de la foi* zu den ,,Lumiéres de la raison®, wider.

17 Lange Passagen uber Sprache (Adelung 1782, 11-22) und Schrift (72-80).
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menschlichen Ursprung der Sprache'® nicht in Auch eine Philosophie
der Geschichte Fie3en, sondern massiv in Adelungs Versuch. Adelung
vertritt die strikt rationelle Aufassung, derzufolge die Vervollkomm-
nung der Sprache eindeutig im Riuckgang ihres ,,sinnlichen®, meta-
phorischen und ,,bildlichen* Charakters und in der korrelativen Ent-
wicklung klarer Gedanken statt verworrener Ideen besteht (Adelung
1782, 14-17). Im Unterschied zu Herder nobilitiert er die von der Bibel
vertretene Poesie der Anfange der Menschheit nicht. Adelung steht
spateren Aufassungen Kants naher: Bei beiden ist Entwicklung von
den Sinnesgedanken zu den Vernunftgedanken Menschwerdungs-
prozess selber — wobei er aber auf das Erlernen des Sprechens mehr
Wert legt als Kant.

Aber die Immanentisierung gewinnt besonders an Konsistenz, be-
trachtet man die Bedeutung der Kategorie der Menge (d.h. der Mas-
se) in seinem Werk.

3 Menge statt Kra

Adelung spricht wie Herder von Garung, ab und zu auch von ,inne-
rer Starke“, aber seltener von ,Kraft®, der Kategorie, die bei Herder
eine Art Schnittstelle zwischen dem Géttlichen und dem Materiellen
darstellt. Bei Adelung entsteht die Intensitat zunachst explizit und
ausschlie8lich aus der Quantitat, aus der Masse. Im Unterschied zu
Herder kann sich bei ihm aus der Quantitat ein qualitativer Sprung
ergeben. Sowie er immer wieder Wachstum und Verbreitung des Wis-
sens betont, sieht er auch folgerichtig die Bevolkerungsdichte als eine
wichtige Antriebskraft der Geschichte der Nationen und der Weltge-
schichte - vielleicht in einer Art Modifkation von Rousseaus Analy-
sen, der die Bevolkerungsdichte als objektives Kriterium einer gu-
ten Regierungsart erklart.*®

Gerade die Konzentration an Bevolkerung und an Wissen - nicht
zuletzt durch die Buchdruckerkunst quantitativ beschleunigt - hat
die Reformation ermoglicht: ,Volksmenge im eingeschrankten Rau-
me erzeuget Cultur; dieser setzet alle Fahigkeiten des Leibes und
des Geistes in Bewegung, und macht Staaten méachtig und blihend.*
(S. XI). Der Gedanke begegnet schon bei Wieland in seiner Kritik der
beiden Diskurse Rousseaus:

Ohne Vereinigung kleiner Gesellschaften in groRRe, ohne Gesellig-
keit der Staaten und Nazionen unter einander, ohne die unzahligen

18 Abhandlung tber den Ursprung der Sprache (1772), SWS, Bd. 5.
19 Contrat social, 1762, 3. Buch, 9 Kap.: ,,Des signes d’un bon gouvernement*.
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Kollisionen der mannigfaltigen Interessen aller dieser grof3ern und
kleinern Systeme der Menschen wirden die edelsten Fahigkeiten
unsrer Natur ewig im Keim eingewickelt schlummern.?®

Ist die erste Ursache des Fortschritts der Kulturen ,,der stufenwei-
se gewachsene Bevolkerungsstand“ (Adelung 1782, 413), so liegt die
zweite Ursache darin, dass ,,die mittlern Classen des Volkes*, also
der Lehrstand und das Blrgertum, ,,der eigentliche Sitz der héhern
Cultur* wurden (1782, 414), eine Aufassung, die mit dem Selbstbild
des Bildungsbiirgertums als Trager der Aufklarung Ubereinstimmt.
Die Bedeutung, die Adelung dem Faktor der Bevdlkerungsdichte und
der soziologischen Verankerung beimisst, ist sicher einer der origi-
nellsten Aspekte seiner Thesen. Dass Adelung im Unterschied zu Her-
ders ambivalenter Sichtweise sein Jahrhundert eindeutig als positiv
betrachtet, ergibt sich quasi mechanisch aus der Akkumulation des
Fortschritts und der Verbreitung von Kenntnissen, die einen héheren
Grad erreichen als je zuvor. Die kulturelle Produktivitat der Bevdl-
kerungsdichte erklart implizit den Vorrang des Abendlands als his-
torisch bedingt und hat zur Folge, dass exotische Gegenden der Welt
hohe Kulturformen aus sich selbst heraus entwickeln kénnen (Ade-
lung 1782, 412-14), sobald vorausgesetzt ist, dass auch da die Bevol-
kerungszahl wéachst. Dieser Faktor erscheint somit als eine histori-
sche GesetzmaRigkeit.

4 Adelungs Gleichgewichtsthese und Herders ,,Maximum*

Ubernimmt Adelung die gangige These der Schadlichkeit des Luxus,
so stimmt er aber doch auch mit den Ansichten eminenter Zeitgenos-
sen wie August Schlézer und Arnold Heeren Uberein, denenzufolge
der Handel - wohl an Anlehnung an Adam Smith - die Entwicklung
der Kultur begunstigt, weil er nicht nur den Reichtum, sondern auch
den Verkehr zwischen den Stadten und Staaten intensiviert (Adelung
1782, 89-90) und somit ,,quantitativ® erhoht. Andere Textstellen las-
sen jedoch erkennen, dass Adelung ein komplexeres Modell im Sinn
hat: die Notwendigkeit eines Gleichgewichts oder zumindest einer
Kongruenz zwischen den verschiedenen Bestandteilen einer Kultur,
zwischen materiellen und ideellen Komponenten.

In solchen Kontexten taucht der Ausdruck ,,im genauesten Verhalt-
nisse* immer wieder auf. So konnten z.B. die Griechen zuerst aus den

20 ,,Uber die Behauptung daR ungehemmte Ausbildung der menschlichen Gattung
nachtheilig sey“ (1770), in: Wielands Gesammelte Schriften, 1. Abtheilung: Werke, Bd.
7, Berlin. Weidmann 1911, hg. von Siegfried Mauermann, S. 436.
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Reichtimern der Trojaner keinen Nutzen ziehen, weil sie ihnen un-
vorbereitet gegenliberstanden (Adelung 1782, 122). Erst viel spater
konnte sich die griechische Kultur entwickeln. Hinter diesen spe-
kulativen, historisch unbelegten Behauptungen steckt wahrschein-
lich ein womdglich im Sinne der ,,Analogie der Natur* aus der Phy-
sik Ubernommenes Modell. An anderer Stelle wird die banale These
der Verkiimmerung der Sinne und korrelativen Entwicklung des Ver-
standes aufgegrifen. Die optimalen Bedingungen zur Entfaltung der
Kultur ergeben sich aber aus einem Gleichgewicht zwischen Sinn-
lichkeit und Verstand:

Es gibt einen Grad der Cultur, welcher der einige wahre ist, und
welchen ein Volk nie Gberschreiten sollte, und dieser ist die mann-
liche Cultur, wo Geist und Kdrper in dem gehdérigen Verhaltnisse
gegen einander stehen. Der schone Zeitpunct aller Staaten fallt
immer in den Zeitpunct der mannlichen Cultur; ein Schritt dari-
ber ist Verderben. (Adelung 1782, XII)

Unter ,,mannlicher Cultur* versteht Adelung ein Gleichgewicht von
,»Geist und Korper* und zugleich das Gegenteil von ,weichlich®, d.h.
Lentnervt“.?* Mit diesem Ausdruck, der Herders Vorstellung einer
»~greisenhaften” Kultur oder eines kulturellen ,,Mannesalters“ zu mo-
difzieren scheint, bezeichnet Adelung die Phase, in der die Bedingun-
gen zur Entwicklung der Kultur optimal sind. Doch dieses produktive
Gleichgewicht, das aus einem optimalen Grad der Bevolkerungsdich-
te resultiert (,,Jedes Volk hat seinen ihm eigenen héchsten Grad so
wohl der Volksmenge, als der Cultur®, Adelung 1782, 471), bleibt la-
bil.?> Wird dieses Gleichgewicht tiberschritten, dann zieht die zu ho-
he Menschenkonzentration die Vervielfaltigung der Bedurfnisse und
der Begierden und somit den Verfall der Sitten nach sich, bis der Staat
zugrunde geht: ,,Ueberfillung an Volksmenge* kann auch ,,schad-
lich werden* (1782, XI111). Adelung nennt zwar wie viele andere auch
den Luxus als Ursache dieser Entwicklungen, aber der Hauptakzent
liegt auf einem - verglichen mit Herder — weniger deutlich formu-
lierten Energiegedanken, der sich mit einem Gleichgewichtsgedan-
ken verbindet.

Nationale und soziologische Dimensionen sind fur Adelungs Vor-
stellung spezifsch. Dass jedes Volk ,,seinen ihm eigenen hdchsten

21 Adelung 1782, XI. Er betont auch mehrfach die allmahliche ,,Entnervung*“ der Grie-
chen und Romer.

22 Diese Labilitat des Gleichgewichts behauptet auch Herder: ,,Aber das haben alle
Gattungen menschlicher Aufklarung gemein, daB jede zu einem Punkt der Vollkommen-
heit strebet, der, wenn er durch einen Zusammenhang glicklicher Umstande hier oder
dort erreicht ist, sich weder ewig erhalten noch auf der Stelle wiederkommen kann,
sondern eine abnehmende Reihe anfangt” (SWS, Bd. 14: 148).
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Grad so wohl der Volksmenge, als der Cultur* hat (Adelung 1782, 471),
betont die Besonderheit jeder Kulturnation in einer Form, die an Her-
der erinnert ( ,jede Nation hat ihren Mittelpunkt der Gluckseligkeit
in sich” (SWS, 5: 509), doch von ihm abweicht, da sich diese Spezifk
einer Kulturnation nicht aus ihrer Stellung im chronologischen Ver-
lauf der Weltgeschichte ergibt. Adelungs Gleichgewichtsgedanke gilt
Uberdies auch fir gesellschaftliche Gruppen. So wie jeder Staat ein
Gleichgewicht seiner Kultur kennt, hat jeder Stand in der Gesellschaft
»~einen ihm angemessenen Grad der Cultur® (Adelung 1782, XIII).

Nichtsdestotrotz erscheint die von Herder in den Ideen formulier-
te Theorie des ,,Maximums* bzw. der ,,Vollkommenheit* (SWS, Bd. 14:
148) als ein Aquivalent des adelungschen Gleichgewichtsbegrifs. Das
Maximum bezeichnet fur die Nationen “einen Hohepunkt”, den jede
auf ihre eigene Art erreicht:

Die Cultur der Griechen, insonderheit Athens, ging auf ein Maxi-
mum des Sinnlich-Schénen sowohl in der Kunst als den Sitten, in
den Wissenschaften und in der politischen Einrichtung®. (SWS,
Bd. 14: 228)

Die leibnizsche Herkunft jenes Gedankens ist leicht erkennbar
(Malsch 1986, 163-4): Jede Vollkommenheit ist individuell und ein-
zigartig. In jeder Substanz (Monade) spiegelt sich die ganze Welt wi-
der: Jede Monade hat folglich am Unendlichen Teil, wobei jede Kul-
tur (jede Monade) ein Teil im Plan der Vorsehung ist. Diese These
fndet in der Passage von Auch eine Philosophie eine Entsprechung:
“in gewissem Betracht ist also jede menschliche Vollkommenheit na-
tional, sékular, und am genauesten betrachtet, individuell* (SWS,
Bd. 5: 505). Aber der von Herder aus der ldee des Maximums abge-
leitete Gedanke des ,,Musters", das kuinftigen Zeiten zur “Regel” wer-
den kann (SWS, Bd. 14: 229), ist eine Vorstellung, die Adelung fremd
bleibt, sowie die bei Herder so wichtige Betonung der in der Meta-
pher des “Stroms” (SWS, Bd. 5: 512) ausgedrtickten Irreversibilitat
des Geschichtsprozesses (“Wir schwimmen weiter; nie aber kehrt der
Strom zu seiner Quelle zuriick, als ob er nie entronnen wéare” (SWS,
Bd. 14: 238) bei Adelung implizit bleibt.

5 Fazit und Ausblick

Néhe und Distanz zwischen Adelung und Herder sind vor allem in
den Passagen ihrer jeweiligen Werke festzustellen, die mit der Ratio
in Zusammenhang stehen. Auch wenn beide die christliche Lehre we-
gen ihres Abstraktionsgrads hochschéatzen, der sie beféhige, philoso-
phische Inhalte auszudricken, unterscheidet sich Adelung von Her-

236

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020, 223-238



Gérard Laudin
,,Bildung* (Herder) und ,,Cultur* (Adelung) im Vergleich

der dadurch, daf3 er die christliche Religion eindeutig als ein Faktor
im Durchbruch und Siegeszug der Vernunft sieht. Wenn Adelung wie
Herder betont, dass die Sprache der Mosaischen Erzéhlung ,,ganz im
Geiste der Urwelt, folglich auch der Kindheit der menschlichen Er-
kenntnif und Sprache* (Adelung 1782, 22) ist, so unterscheiden sie
sich voneinander doch dadurch, dass Adelung in diesem poetischen
Charakter keinen gedanklichen Reichtum, sondern die Armut einer
Sprache erkennt, die lediglich verworrene Ideen, noch keine klaren
Gedanken ausdrucken kann.

Adelungs Versuch einer Geschichte der Cultur des menschlichen
Geschlechts setzt sich mit Thesen auseinander, von denen mehre-
re in Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Mensch-
heit aber auch in Lessings Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts for-
muliert wurden und die spéater auch bei Kant und in Herders Ideen
eine Entsprechung fnden. In den Jahren nach dem Erscheinen von
Adelungs Versuch lasst die Haufgkeit der Titel, in denen der Be-
grif ,,Geschichte der Cultur* bzw. ,,Culturgeschichte* vorkommt,
erkennen, inwieweit Adelung mit diesem Begrif - so wie allerdings
auch Herder mit dem Begrif ,,Humanitat” - seinen Zeitgenossen ei-
ne diskurspragende, zum Teil etymologisch und konnotativ fundier-
te Perspektive gleichsam in den Mund legt. In den Werken seiner
Nachfolger (Pélitz, Hegewisch, Gotsch...) wird die anthropologische
Komponente allmahlich zugunsten des heutigen Verstandnisses von
»Kultur® - Voltaires Geschichte der Menschen statt einer Geschich-
te der Regenten - verkimmern, was Lamprecht und die ,,Histoire
des Annales” antizipiert. Adelungs eigener Kulturbegrif erscheint
als eine Zusammensetzung heterogener Perspektiven, beinahe als
ein Versuch, einzelne Thesen Lessings, Herders und der Historiker
seiner Zeit zusammenzuschmelzen. Einzelne Gemeinsamkeiten mit
Herders Bildung und seiner Maximumstheorie sind untbersehbar,
aber in andere Zusammenhange eingebunden, in deren Mittelpunkt
die Kategorie der Menge auf ein an physikalischen Modellen orien-
tiertes quantitativ-materielles Verstandnis von Geschichte verweist,
wahrend bei Herder Qualitatives - ,Kraft“ (also: Energie) - und As-
thetisches - ,Vorbild“, Muster - Gberwiegen.
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1  Oliver Twist, the Real Bob Fagin, and the Use
of Innocence

Dickens wanted to enter Victorian households as a narrator who,
while dealing with the many problems aFicting London and the en-
tire nation, was wary to avoid creating any psychological destabili-
zation and anxiety. He knew very well that a novel, which aimed to
disturb domestic tranquillity would never be met with favour by the
public. And Dickens wanted the approval of his readers and to be
successful from his very frst works. He was well aware that the do-
mestic serenity which the Victorians sought so hard to protect, even
though completely artifcial and fundamentally hypocritical, was a
value no middle-class family would wish to renounce. The family
unit was the social and moral centre which upheld society. As G.M.
Young noted in the 1930s, for the Victorians nothing was more im-
portant than the family: “The Family may be regarded as of Divine
institution, as a Divine appointment for the comfort and education
of mankind” ([1936] 1966, 151). This desire for tranquillity was also
connected with the desire for cleanliness, that is, hygiene as an ex-
pression also of moral and religious cleanliness:

Cleanliness is next to godliness. [...] Neatness is the outward sign
of a conscious Respectability, and Respectability is the name of
that common level of behaviour which all families ought to reach
and on which they can meet without disgust. (Young [1936] 1966,
24)

From Dickens’s point of view, respectability, domestic tranquilli-
ty as well as internal and external cleanliness make up a frame of
values which he intends to place at the forefront of his literary ex-
ploration with a view to alternating between the dramatic and sen-
timental and the humorous and caricatural - all the necessary in-
gredients for a successful fnal product. Dickens did not need to be
a scholar in narratology; nor was it necessary for him to have any
idea about reception theory to know that to celebrate Victorian val-
ues he had to begin from the opposite extreme and could only fnd
a reassuring landing place after a tortuous itinerary. If the Victori-
ans glorifed the family as a perfect microcosm, his novel would be
about a child without a family and apparently without a future; if
the Victorians held that the home should be considered the pivot of
their world, he would present a plot which would focus on the rep-
resentation of the slums of London and the degradation of its inhab-
itants; if the Victorians believed that hygiene was the expression of
purity and honesty, he would create Flthy, physically repellent char-
acters motivated by evil and cruelty. All of these factors give mean-
ing to Dickens’s second novel, Oliver Twist, which appeared in in-

240

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020, 239-254



Michela Marroni
Against the Return of Fagin: Dickens and the Persistence of the Principle of Goodness

stalments in the monthly Bentley’s Miscellany, from February 1833
to April 1839 with illustrations by George Cruikshank.!

As Angus Wilson has noted, every page Dickens wrote was writ-
ten in a state of anxiety which was sheer torture to him:

[T]he years of writing Oliver Twist were peculiarly harried by
quarrels with his publisher, Bentley. Liberty was bought, in fact,
at some price. But there was another anxious question which must
have pressed upon him: would his second novel maintain the fan-
tastic popularity of Pickwick Papers? Every novel is a hurdle for
the popular novelist, but certainly the second is the most alarm-
ing. (1976, 11)

Nevertheless, after The Pickwick Papers (1836-37), Oliver Twist con-
frmed Dickens’s talent and his readers responded enthusiastically (its
monthly sales were about eleven thousand copies) such that its full-
length edition appeared in November 1838, before the fnal instalment
was published in the magazine. Upon a closer look, its success was no
accident. As a matter of fact, his novel seemed deeply ingrained in a
particularly turbulent moment in the country’s history, marked by soci-
oeconomic fuidity and social and political transformation. In this con-
nection, his story had all the ingredients with which to confront the
social and urban problems of the late thirties. Above all, Oliver Twist,
implicitly, fctionalized the need to impose a tighter surveillance in the
area of society which was not immediately visible, that is, the under-
world. Unsurprisingly, it is from this dark and wild territory of Lon-
don that emerges the Jew Fagin, who may be regarded as its most de-
structive and, at the same time, the most theatrical representative.

Fagin himself, even if only through his name, recalls the autobio-
graphical dimension of the novel. Dickens was only twelve years old
when his father was imprisoned with the rest of the family at Mar-
shalsea (Southwark) on 20 February 1824. Charles found himself
forced to work at Warren’s Blacking, in Old Hungerford Stairs near
the Strand, in complete solitude and distress. However, during this
dificult period he found practical help as well as constant moral sup-
port in a boy called Bob Fagin:

1 Dickens was the frst editor of Bentley’s Miscellany and, because of disagreements
with Richard Bentley, he decided to resign in 1839, when he was replaced by William
Harrison Ainsworth. During his editorship, Dickens - with Oliver Twist - gave origin
to a form of publication that would characterize literary journals for decades to come.
Incidentally, Bentley’s Miscellany continued until 1868. The editorial policy of the jour-
nal embodied middle-class ideals and aimed to increase the number of its readers with
a combination of orthodoxy and sensationalism. Before founding the journal, Richard
Bentley as publisher, had printed the works of several important authors; among his
many faults was that of having refused the manuscript of Sartus Resartus (1833-34) by
Carlyle who was still little-known in the English literary scene.
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My work was to cover the pots of paste-blacking; frst with a piece
of oil-paper, and then with a piece of blue paper; to tie them round
with a string; and then to clip the paper close and neat, all round,
until it looked as smart as a pot of ointment from an apothecary’s
shop. [...] Two or three other boys were kept at similar duty down
stairs on similar wages. One of them came up, in a ragged apron
and a paper cap, on the frst Monday morning, to show me the trick
of using the string and tying the knot. His name was Bob Fagin;
and | took the liberty of using his name, long afterwards, in Oli-
ver Twist. (Forster 1876, 1: 25-6)

In his memories, Bob Fagin encompasses not only the positive val-
ues of friendship but also, and most of all, protection from a world
full of hidden temptations and menace. Indeed, at Warren'’s Blacking
he found help and psychological support in a boy who, as the autobi-
ographical passage recalls, had saved him several times from mor-
al and physical violence at the hands of the other boys in the factory.
One may ask why, therefore, Dickens deliberately decided to make
Fagin the villain of the story. In retrospect, Dickens does not ana-
lyse his relationship with Bob Fagin in the positive terms he felt as a
young boy, but views it as a protective friendship and a helpful bond
which posed a risk in that they could have dragged him away from
his ideals as a gentleman.

Consequently, some years later, the name Fagin would become
synonymous with a world from which Charles wanted to escape. Thus,
in the novel, Oliver Twist wants to leave behind him the Jew’s ‘school’,
which represented the most traumatic experience of his life. His ear-
ly defender Fagin recalls this risk: the risk of remaining forever im-
prisoned, because the protection of a friend, in the most sordid areas
of London, in an underworld where kindness and hope are absent. As
Sanders points out, Dickens’s terror does not only concern the neth-
erworld but also the idea of fnding himself living in the conditions
of the working class:

To give this good-hearted boy’s name to the arch-villain of Oliver
Twist suggests the degree to which Dickens had come to associ-
ate his kindness with the entrapment in the world of Warren’s, and
by extension in the culture and non-aspirant ethos of the work-
ing class. (2003, 7)?

2 With regard to the fgure of Bob Fagin, Michael Slater observes: “In real life Bob
Fagin’s kindness and protectiveness towards, and general mentoring of, himself as a
young boy at Warren’s must, at some level, have featured in Dickens’s mind, both at
the time and in retrospect, as the most insidious and dangerous threat of all to what-
ever hope he might have had of restoration to the genteel world from which he seemed
to have been expelled for ever” (2011, 98-9).
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However, a further point could be added. In Oliver’s naive eyes his
frst image of Fagin is that of a poor Jew who has, almost like a ben-
efactor, gathered together a group of ragged children and ofered
them food and shelter. At frst, after Jack Dawkins (that is, the Artful
Dodger) introduces him to the band of little thieves and pickpockets,
the sly Jew does not appear to him to be so despicable in his mean-
ness. He believes, in his innocent interpretation, that “perhaps his
fondness for the Dodger and the other boys, cost him a good deal of
money” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, 66). In other words, Oliver imagi-
nes a family group with an extravagant old man as a fatherly instruc-
tor. Still, it is not long before he understands that this is an anti-fam-
ily, exactly the opposite of what a typical Victorian family should be.
Fagin embodies a negation of the family and is the quintessence of
evil at the same time. Oliver is still a child, unable to recognize the
signs of evil in the world. Fagin is frst introduced as a satanic, slop-
py and dirty man, intent on brandishing a big fork while cooking sau-
sages in a Flthy, dark room: “The wall and ceiling of the room were
perfectly black with age and dirt” (60). And again:

with a toasting-fork in his hand, was a very old shrivelled Jew,
whose villainous-looking and repulsive face was obscured by a
quantity of matted red hair. He was dressed in a greasy fannel
gown, with his throat bare. (63)

The red hair, the fames of the freplace, the black walls and the re-
pellent face of the old man do not represent for Oliver clues to ex-
treme vice and corruption. The innocent boy interprets the environ-
ment without being able to piece together the various signs presented
before him. With no comprehension of wickedness, the orphan ob-
serves Fagin and obeys his orders, eating and drinking “a glass of
hot gin-and-water” (63), before going to sleep for the frst night in
Fagin’s hovel, unaware that he is under the roof of an old Jew who is
“worse than Devil” (373).° The new family that it has been his fate to
encounter is precisely the opposite of the domestic scene in which
the Victorian middle-class were eager to create their own personal
stories of fdelity, religious certainty and resistance to the tempta-
tions of the outside world.

3 As for some ideas derived from Defoe, see Marie Hamilton Law 1925, 892-7. Law
explains that Fagin is defned several times in the novel as “the merry old gentleman”,
which is one of the ways of describing Satan.
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2 Fagin’s World as a Social Metaphor and Anti-Semitism

Dickens sets his hero on a path which starts with a sequence of nega-
tive experiences and ends with a positive resolution. The initial sense
of destructiveness is functional to the constructive vision of a fnale
which signals the victory of good over evil, even though it is a victo-
ry that is against all criteria of verisimilitude. It is no accident that
in his lengthy study on the author, George Gissing writes that in Ol-
iver Twist, he reveals “an astonishing lack of skill when it came to
invent plausible circumstances” (2004, 11, 45). In this sense, Fagin’s
world is barely plausible. Yet, its meaning becomes clearer if it is re-
garded as a metaphor of the real world in which the struggle for sur-
vival is never fought with conventional arms as such. What counts is
shrewdness, double-crossing and concealment which, on every social
level, regulates the relationships between individuals. The myth of
the gentleman is at odds with a reality that does not allow for kind-
ness but only for the Victorian orthodoxy. In Dickens’s view, social
conventions and the taste of his readers had to be satisfed and for
this reason the narrator adapts his characters for the needs of the
plot. If the beginning of Oliver Twist reveals a narrator able to re-
alistically portray the obscure and often corrupt lives of human be-
ings, the ending exposes the limitations of a story that attempts to
ofer its readers the reassuring scene in which human goodness suc-
ceeds in defeating the malign plotting of a devilish fgure like Fagin.

Echoing Gissing, the Marxist critic Arnold Kettle has also point-
ed out the implausibility of the conclusion:

The end of Fagin is a diferent matter. It is sensational in the worst
sense, with a News of the World interest which touches nothing ad-
equately and is worse than inadequate because it actually coars-
ens our perceptions. It is conceived entirely within the terms of
the plot [...] and the whole debasing efect of the plot on the novel
is immediately illustrated; for it is because he is working within
the framework of the plot - in which the only standards are those
of the sanctity of property and complacent respectability — that
Dickens cannot ofer us any valuable human insights, cannot give
his characters freedom to live as human being. (Kettle 1972, 1,
128; italics in the original)

Sensationalism, therefore, has a negative efect on the verisimili-
tude of the social context as well as on the credibility of Fagin, both
in his actions and his words. In this respect, the Fagin at the begin-
ning is by no means diferent from the Fagin who is hanged at the
end - his words are always those of a person who has no sense of
humanity whatsoever. Only a few hours before being condemned to
death, his attitude is far from human. While he fnds himself behind
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bars and the judge is about to pronounce sentence upon him, Fagin’s
mind seems to be elsewhere. Even in these dramatic moments, he is
never touched by repentance or a sense of guilt: his eyes rest on ba-
nal details which testify to his inability to react psychologically in a
way in which any other human being faced with death would react:

Not that, all this time, his mind was, for an instant, free from op-
pressive overwhelming sense of the grave that opened at his feet;
it was ever present to him, but in a vague and general way, and he
could not fx his thought upon it. Thus, even while he trembled, and
turned burning hot at the idea of speedy death, he fell to counting
the iron spikes before him, and wondering how the head of one had
been broken of, and whether they would mend it, or leave it as it
was. Then, he thought of all the horrors of the gallows and the scaf-
fold - and stopped to watch a man sprinkling the foor to cool it -
and then went on to think again. (428; italics added)

It seems natural to ask what the narrator intends by showing the
reader how Fagin’s attention is attracted by banal objects in spite
of the fact that the context in no way invites thoughts that are not
connected with one’s destiny or refections on the past over the sins
and errors one has committed. Obviously, this kind of self-analysis
does not apply to Fagin, who is seen counting the bars as if he were
counting the money or the objects stolen by his “youthful friends”,
and, a little later, observing a man wasting water in order to wash
the Foor. For the narrator, the character is a hard, insensitive being
with no psychological distress, a slave to his activity as a Jew col-
lecting things in his avarice.” Although Dickens attempted to soften
his tone in subsequent revisions, it seems clear that he was animat-
ed by a deep-rooted anti-Semitism that has in Fagin its prime tar-
get. Not only, but as Susan Meyer has noted, “Fagin is also repre-
sented as part of a mysteriously interconnected Jewish underworld.
He secretly communicates with the minor Jewish character Barney
(who speaks through his nose, in stereotyped fashion)” (2005, 245).°

4 On Dickens’s anti-Semitism see Stone 1959. In particular on Oliver Twist, Stone ob-
serves: “Oliver Twist grew out of an era and a literary tradition which was predomi-
nantly anti-Semitic. Laws, parliamentary debates, newspapers, magazines, songs, and
plays, as well as novels, refect the latent anti-Semitism which was part of the early
Victorian heritage. In 1830 a Jew could not open a shop within the city of London, be
called to the Bar, receive a university degree, or sit in Parliament. Sir Robert Peel,
who a few years later championed the Jewish cause, was still in 1830 opposing Jewish
emancipation on the strange grounds that the restricted Jew was not like his free com-
patriots” (1959, 225).

5 According to Meyer, Fagin’s presence is functional to the Christian vision of Dick-

ens’s narration: “In Oliver Twist, Dickens emphatically criticizes what he represents
as unchristian in the behavior of the English toward the poor. He then introduces his
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Fagin is a totally negative character who, perhaps also to appease
the widespread anti-Semitic prejudices among the middle and lower
classes, Dickens portrays in such a way as to allude to a sort of cov-
ert and dangerous alliance among all the Jews in London.

In other words, Fagin desires nothing more than death and de-
struction. Thus, in Chapter LII, while he is in prison waiting for the
dawn to break on the day of his execution, the narrator underlines
the fact that he has “a face retaining no human expression but rage
and terror” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, 435). In Fagin only the forces
of evil prevail and their persistent infuence prevents any form of re-
pentance to emerge in moments of psychological weakness. In this
respect, when the eponymous hero visits him in his prison cell it is
signifcant that their relationship has not changed. It is exactly the
same as it was during their frst encounter three years previously.
On the one hand, there is Oliver’s disarming innocence, on the oth-
er, Fagin’s wickedness which, in spite of his approaching death, con-
tinues to weave its plots against the good in the world:

“Yes, yes”, returned Oliver. “Let me say a prayer. Do! Let me say
one prayer. Say only one, upon your knee, with me, and we will
talk till morning”.

“Qutside, outside”, replied Fagin, pushing the boy before him to-
wards the door, and looking vacantly over his head. “Say I've
gone to sleep - they’ll believe you. You can get me out, if you
take me so. Now then, now then!”

“Oh! God forgive this wretched man!” cried the boy with a burst
of tears.

“That’s right, that’s right”, said Fagin. “That’ll help us on. This door
frst. If | shake and tremble, as we pass the gallows, don’t mind,
but hurry on. Now, now, now!” (435; italics in the original)®

Characteristically, in his naivety Oliver imagines a scene of contri-
tion. But his attempt to ofer a prayer is opposed by Fagin’s dark

readers to the distinctly non-Christian Fagin. At the novel’s end he symbolically purg-
es the novel’s representative of the absence of Christianity by killing of Fagin, pre-
paring the way for a vision of a purifed England in the idyllic village, with the church
at its moral center, to which Oliver, Mr. Brownlow, and the Maylies retreat in the nov-
el’s fnal pages” (2005, 241).

6 At the beginning of the 1970s, Raymond Williams gave an illuminating description
of the method Dickens adopted in the representation of his characters: “His characters
are not ‘rounded’ and developing but ‘Fat’ and emphatic. They are not slowly revealed
but directly presented. Signifcance is not enacted in mainly tacit and intricate ways
but is often directly presented in moral address and indeed exhortation. Instead of the
controlled language of analysis and comprehension he uses, directly, the language of
persuasion and display. His plots depend often on arbitrary coincidences, on sudden
revelations and changes of hearts” (1971, 31).
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and malicious thoughts. The boy’s sensitivity calls into question the
idea of human pity itself which, from the condemned man’s point of
view, has no value whatsoever. As a matter of fact, the whole novel
is constructed on a series of dichotomies which, besides evidencing
its underlying Christian teaching, defnes a diegesis based on the
opposition life/death, as is explicitly presented in the fnal words of
Chapter LII:

Day was dawning when they again emerged. A great multitude had
already assembled; the windows were flled with people, smok-
ing and playing cards to beguile the time; the crowd were push-
ing, quarrelling, and joking. Everything told of life and anima-
tion, but one dark cluster of objects in the centre of all - the black
stage, the cross-beam, the rope, and all the hideous apparatus of
death. (436)’

Life and death are contemplated within the same scene: there are the
objects of fun (“playing cards to beguile the time”) and those of the
executioner (“the black stage, the rope”). The hanging that the excit-
ed crowd are waiting is staged in a sensational way as to become a
kind of theatrical representation. Admittedly, this time there is some-
thing more than the usual death sentence: the man who is walking
onto the gallows is a Jew, the Flthy old Fagin, an individual in league
with Satan whose features and voice are instantly repulsive. There-
fore, the pleasure of a spectacularized death is heightened precisely
because it is a Jew who is about to be hanged. It is no surprise that
Fagin’s nefarious infuence is part of a world without light: his hang-
ing occurs on “the black stage” where only “one dark cluster of ob-
jects” can be seen. His soul belongs to the power of blackness, which
envisages no change of heart, no redeeming fnal words. Naturally,
if Fagin’s life ends for ever on that macabre stage, with a crowd yell-
ing in celebration, Oliver’s life continues in the direction of the light.
Needless to say, the reader was by no means surprised by the novel’s
anti-Semitic dimension. Indeed, in Victorian public opinion as well
as in British literary tradition, Jews were often depicted as custodi-
ans of every evil, anti-Christian and anti-British, always attempting
to undermine national identity. These attitudes found a signifcant
confrmation in the fact that

7 See Annette Federico on the signifcance of death in Oliver Twist: “This unsettling
paragraph ends the penultimate chapter of Oliver Twist. It is the closure that the read-
er has been waiting for, but not in terms of justice being done - that is an open ques-
tion. It is, rather, a momentary disclosure to the reader of the unimaginable - in the
midst of life, the extinguishing of a self, the decisive erasure of what constituted the
human being” (2011, 381).
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a profound strain of anti-Semitism lingered in British political life,
partly racialist in nature, partly based on religious bigotry that
still saw the Jews as requiring to be punished for their part in kill-
ing Christ. (Hefer 2014, 252)°

It stands to reason that Dickens was fully aware of the persistence of
these negative feelings and, in many respects, Oliver Twist refected
such anti-Semitic generalizations.

3 Echoing The Pilgrim’s Progress: An Inspiring Source
and a Religious Intertext?

The complete title of the novel is The Adventures of Oliver Twist; or,
The Parish Boy’s Progress. The subtitle deserves particular atten-
tion because, as often occurs in Victorian novels, the author ofers a
key to interpreting it precisely at this paratextual level. Indeed, as
has been observed by more than one critic,’ The Parish Boy’s Pro-
gress directly refers to John Bunyan’s most famous work, The Pil-
grim’s Progress (1678-84), which narrates the journey of Christian
from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City after numerous vi-
cissitudes and temptations which put his resistance to the test. If we
consider the development of Oliver Twist, it is not dificult to recog-
nize in the London underworld and the place in which Fagin domi-
nates the most dangerous part of Oliver’s journey. In his innocence,
he is unable to tell the diference between good and evil. It is only
after the orphan boy sees with his own eyes Fagin’s real nature that
he revisions his initial impressions. Indeed, after being involved in
a robbery Oliver realizes he has ended up not among honest people
but in a den of thieves and pickpockets. In this sense, Fagin’s hovel
can be seen as the epitome of the City of Destruction. Before Oliver

8 Inconnection with Oliver Twist, HeFer tellingly observes: “When even a writer con-
sidered to be so humane as Dickens could use Fagin as a representative of British Jew-
ry, anti-Semitism was a grave problem” (2014, 259).

9 Wilson notes: “Oliver Twist, although its value lies in Dickens’s unique contributions
to it, has a number of forefathers. Its sub-title ‘or the Parish Boy’s Progress’, perhaps
suggests some of the moral fable inherent in Pilgrim’s Progress [sic], still in the early
nineteenth century and even later one of the most widely read books in English” (1976,
13). As regards the paratext Stephen Gill also observes: “The full title [...] invokes John
Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678-84), the most famous account in the language of
how a struggle against temptation and evil wins at last a secure reward” (2008, ix). In
terms of its literary infuences, critics have not neglected to note the picaresque tra-
dition together with Hogarth’s works in which the word ‘progress’ has a very diferent
meaning from that of Bunyan: one needs only recall his series of paintings The Harlot’s
Progress (1732) and The Rake’s Progress (1735).
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meets Fagin, convinced he has found a new home, if not a new fam-
ily, the urban surroundings already present all the signs of corrup-
tion and decadence in anticipation of the corrupt and crooked char-
acters he is about to meet:

A dirtier or more wretched place he had never seen. The street
was very narrow and muddy; and the air was impregnated with
flthy odours. There were a good many small shops; but the only
stock in trade appeared to be heaps of children, who, even at that
time of the night, were crawling in and out at the doors, or scream-
ing from inside. The sole places that seemed to prosper, amid the
general blight of the place, were the public-houses; and in them,
the lowest orders of Irish were wrangling with might and main.
Covered ways and yards, which here and there diverged from the
main street, disclosed little knots of houses, where drunken men
and women were positively wallowing in Flth; and from several of
the doorways, great and ill-looking fellows were cautiously emerg-
ing: bound, to all appearance, on no very well-disposed or harm-
less errands. (59-60).

Like Christian in The Pilgrim’s Progress the orphan boy faces a jour-
ney in which he is destined to encounter all the sins a human being
is capable of committing. The dominant image of flth is the best way
of representing what could be Bunyanesquely described as the City
of Vice whose labyrinthian streets and alleys confgure a descent to-
wards the lower, bestial levels of humanity, a new barbarism dominat-
ed by evil. In the darkness of the night, Oliver is surrounded by men
and women who, besides being an expression of degraded and cor-
rupt humanity, in the narrator’s words, are the actors of a moral fa-
ble. In particular, it is a fable on the contrast between the innocence
of the “parish boy” and the general state of degeneration. In fact, Oli-
ver passively observes but does not understand. The day after his ar-
rival, when he has the opportunity of seeing exactly how Fagin edu-
cates his ‘pupils’ as pickpockets, he can only think of what meaning
to attribute to that strange game between the old man and his boys:

Oliver wondered what picking the old gentleman’s pocket in play,
had to do with his chance of being a great man. But thinking that
the Jew, being so much his senior, must know best, he followed
him quietly to the table; and was soon deeply involved in his new
study. (69)

It is only when he sees the practical execution of the lesson taught by
the Jew, that Oliver understands that he has ended up in the wrong
place:
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What was Oliver’s horror and alarm as he stood a few paces of,
looking on with his eyelids as wide open as they would possibly go,
to see the Dodger plunge his hand into the old gentleman’s pocket;
and draw from thence a handkerchief! To see him hand the same
to Charley Bates; and fnally to behold them, running away round
the corner at full speed!

In an instant the whole mystery of the handkerchiefs, and the
watches, and the jewels, and the Jew, rushed upon the boy’s mind.
He stood, for a moment, with the blood so tingling through all his
veins from terror, that he felt as if he were in a burning fre; then,
confused and frightened, he took to his heels; and, not knowing what
he did, made of as fast as he could lay his feet to the ground. (73-4)

This is Oliver’s moment of self-awareness: the scene before his eyes is
that of a band of wrongdoers which is totally diferent from the origi-
nal impression he has had in which he believed that Fagin was a ben-
efactor doing all he could to support so many unfortunate boys. At
the very moment in which his eyes are fnally opened, Oliver feels he
is in “a burning fre” - and, signifcantly, the same biblical image is
also cited in The Pilgrim’s Progress. Fagin’s world is not the world of
education and culture towards which he aims to aspire. Even though
the experience forces him to re-evaluate his own self and his ideas,
it must be said that Oliver’s language remains, so to speak, the met-
onymic language of innocence: his choice of words is never allusive
or full of metaphorical connotations but efectively corresponds to
what he wants to say. As Michal Peled Ginsburg writes, “Oliver al-
ways uses language literally: the signifer always refers directly to
the signifed” (1987, 228). In brief, Oliver speaks a language that is
consistent with his innocent view of the world, which is in keeping
with his being a shy boy characterized by unresponsiveness and si-
lence, if not total passivity. This is refected in his words, which are
often reticent and insuficient in expressing what he feels, above all
when he is in dificulty.

A signifcant example can be seen in Chapter XI when, before the
judge Mr. Fang, he cannot even give his own name in his utter fear:
“Oliver tried to reply, but his tongue failed him. He was deadly pale;
and the whole place seemed turning round and round” (80). Showing
no sign of self-defence, completely confused and bewildered before
Mr. Fang’s interrogations, he remains in absolute silence which is on-
ly broken when he asks for some water: “At this point of the inquiry,
Oliver raised his head, and looking round with imploring eyes, mur-
mured a feeble prayer for a draught of water” (80). In its representa-
tion of a hero who is the epitome of physical and verbal inaction, the
courtroom episode culminates in a most melodramatic scene: “Oliver
availed himself of the kind permission; and fell heavily to the foor in
a fainting ft. The men in the oFice looked at each other, but no one
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dared to stir” (81). In one of his frst descriptions of a courtroom,
Dickens shows the superfciality and inhumanity of the administra-
tion of justice which, as is seen in the chapter, is carried out by us-
ing completely irrational methods. Thus, although there is no proof
against him, the little boy is initially condemned to three months of
hard labour since Mr. Fang is convinced that he is a very good li-
ar. Mr. Brownlow, the old gentleman who has been the victim of the
theft, tries to intervene to tell the judge that Oliver did not commit
the crime, but, for Mr. Fang, Oliver is only a “hardened scoundrel”.
Finally, the bookseller’s intervention saves Oliver who is subsequent-
ly freed: “Little Oliver Twist lay on his back on the pavement, with his
shirt unbuttoned, and his temple bathed with water; his face a dead-
ly white; and a cold tremble convulsing his whole frame” (82). The
courtroom scene concludes with a kind gesture on the part of Mr.
Brownlow who, full of pity for the little orphan, takes him home with
him to save him from the vice and corruption of the London slums.
The whole chapter revolves around the grotesque aspects of jus-
tice and the melodramatic portrait of Oliver: these two ingredients,
together with a sense of paradox, make up the formula Dickens will
often adopt in his works whenever he happens to describe courtroom
scenes. In fact, paradoxically, after he sentences Oliver, Mr. Fang is
forced to withdraw his decision as a consequence of the booksell-
er’s convincing testimony; no less paradoxical is the fact that Oliver
is set free without uttering a word in his own defence, without pro-
testing his innocence, but simply entrusting his destiny to the pas-
sive acceptance of events. There is also something comical in the fact
that he cannot give the judge his own name and that, because of his
confused silence, the guard answers for him saying his name is Tom
White — white not only because he is unconsciously infuenced by the
boy’s pale skin but also for the implicit reference to his innocence.

4 Sentimentality, Melodrama, and Goodness, or, How
to Subscribe to the Victorian Middle-Class Orthodoxy

The courtroom scene closes one phase of Oliver’s life. Yet it would be
exaggerated to draw a parallel between the novel and The Pilgrim’s
Progress: Bunyan’s hero is the expression of vitality and responsive-
ness, not to mention the facility with which he combines biblical quo-
tations and personal refections in his dialogues with the characters
he encounters on his journey to the Celestial City. In this respect, it
would be incorrect to state that “Oliver is a kind of everyman making
his progress through life guided not so much by Providence, as in Bu-
nyan’s working, but by the latent truth of his real identity which, un-
der the compulsion of an unfolding plot, must emerge” (Morris 2014,
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221). Even though he travels through a series of diferent places and
social contexts, and even though he is a hero on a journey - transport-
ed from one place to another, in precisely the same way Mr. Brown-
low takes Oliver away from the courtroom to Pentonville, a residen-
tial area of London - his movements are never the consequences of
his autonomous decisions but always actions to which he submits and
that never call his own will into question. To defne him as an ‘every-
man’ appears inappropriate since there is nothing universal about
Oliver. On the contrary, his story is quite extraordinary and appeal-
ing for readers because of its combination of sensation and sentimen-
tality, and not because the boy can be seen as a universal hero. In-
deed, for Dickens, his protagonist had to be an example of absolute
goodness. As he pointed out in the preface to the third edition of the
novel (1841), his intention was to make Victorian readers see “in lit-
tle Oliver, the principle of Good surviving through every adverse cir-
cumstance, and triumphing at last” (Dickens [1837-38] 2008, liii).
During the years of radical transformations, in the decades in
which social problems were becoming increasingly evident, violence
was a dangerously destabilising factor both in the manufacturing cit-
ies and in the countryside. Meaningfully, Oliver Twist was published
in the period following the Reform Bill of 1832, when the great ex-
pectations for reform were again and again frustrated by an indus-
trial class whose only aim was to exploit factory workers without
caring about the conditions in which they lived. In an England that
was profoundly changing, the principle of evil, as Carlyle had de-
nounced, seemed to be the dominant code in all classes of society
from the wealthy to the proletarian. In this historical context, afirm-
ing the principle of good meant ofering the English nation a behav-
ioural paradigm and a moral direction. Tellingly, Oliver Twist con-
veyed a message that intended to tell its readers that the triumph of
goodness was still possible, despite the many enemies and obstacles
in its road. In this regard, despite his recurring gestures of passiv-
ity, Oliver embodies the principle of goodness wherever he goes. In
his journey through a restless nation, adopted by Mr. Brownlow, the
narrative voice reminds the readers that “they were truly happy”
and immediately adds that “without strong afection, and humanity
of heart, and gratitude to that Being whose code is Mercy, and whose
great attribute is Benevolence to all things that breathe, true happi-
ness can never be attained” (439-40). As in a moral fable, the implic-
it message conveyed in the epilogue is that, in spite of everything, in
spite of the hero’s physical and psychological weakness and the mo-
ments of great torment he experiences, in the end good triumphs over
evil. And this is made possible because, in his pilgrimage from sad
loneliness to intense happiness, Oliver encounters a series of good
people and some providential helpers who do not hesitate to recog-
nize his innocence and help him even at the cost of paying with their
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lives, as in the case of self-sacrifcing Nancy, a prostitute trapped in
the underworld of crime and corruption.

From an ideological point of view, the novel’s sentimentality can
be perfectly seen within the context of a middle-class ideology, the
objective of which was to consolidate the image of a nation that was
capable of humanity and solidarity. As Terry Eagleton has aptly un-
derlined, “Sentimentality is the feel-good factor of middle-class soci-
ety” (2005, 150). In this sense, Dickens was implicitly delineating the
image of a nation that was on the path towards a number of reforms
that would ofer better living conditions to large sections of society
which were excluded from the privileges enjoyed by a wealthy mi-
nority. However functional to the system and representative of ortho-
dox thinking, Oliver Twist is nevertheless also a work that denounc-
es many social injustices, which in some way became more authentic
and more evident precisely as a result of the novel’s hero and his vi-
cissitudes. Ultimately, Dickens wrote Oliver Twist in the conviction
that he had important things to say to the nation and its ruling class.
But it is undoubtedly the case that in his masterpieces the represen-
tation of society becomes even more complex and his denouncements
more severe.'’ This is possible because he had retained an accurate
memory of his own direct experience of degradation, imprisonment,
and desperate solitude during his spell at Warren’s Blacking Factory.
Even after the writing of Oliver Twist, the trauma of this experience
remained in his mind, probably together with a vivid recollection of
Tom Fagin’s gestures and words whose autobiographical impact he
tried vainly to exorcize and remove.
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1  Lascosasde lapoesia: introduccion

Todo poeta tiene una rara avis en su catalogo, un texto que - por las
razones que sea - sorprende y se contempla con cuidado. En el ca-
so de Luis Alberto de Cuenca puede parecer imposible, ya que en su
mundo poético hay verdaderamente de todo (del epigrama clasico
mas escondido a la pelicula de ayer mismo), pero lo cierto es que en
medio de la ecléctica variedad general también se encuentra algin
poemita que destaca.'

Es el caso de «Un milagro de Buda», que presenta dos problemas
dentro del corpus cuenquista: por de pronto, posee una vida textual
algo compleja, porque primero sale en Cuadernos Hispanoamerica-
nos (Homenaje a Vicente Aleixandre, 352-354, 1979, 639-40), luego
salta a libro en la coda «Otros poemas (1970-1979)» de Poesia (1970-
1989) (1990) y Unicamente se inserta en un libro bastante anterior
(Scholia, 1978) en la tercera edicion de la recopilacién Los mundos y
los dias ([1998] 2019) con minimas variantes (Suarez Martinez 2011,
295-6);” y asimismo, constituye una de las pocas calas luisalbertianas
en el lejano oriente; dos buenos -y raros — motivos para examinarlo
con cierto detalle, pese a que haya quedado olvidado por la critica.®

2 Lapasionoriental de Luis Alberto de Cuenca

En un sentido amplio, la poesia oriental — u orientalizante - de Luis
Alberto de Cuenca comprende «Un milagro de Buda» junto a «Sobre
un paisaje del canto VI del Mahabhéarata» (El hacha y la rosa, 1993),
«Hammurabi» y «Los dramas confucianos» (Por fuertes y fronteras,
1996), «Gilgamés y la muerte» (Sin miedo ni esperanza, 2002), «Es-
tambul 2002» (La vida en llamas, 2006), «Lilith» (El reino blanco,
2010) y «Los veteranos del Emperador» y «Tristeza verdadera» (Bloc
de otofio, 2018), asi como un ramillete de haikus (Martinez Fernan-
dez 2018) que tiene su dosis de moda y algun que otro guifio suelto
mas. Con este manojo de poemas, no se puede decir que Luis Alberto
de Cuenca sea un poeta oriental, pero si se aprecia una minima pre-
sencia constante de poemario en poemario desde El hachay la rosa,

1 Paralapirotécnica intertextualidad luisalbertiana, ver Lanz 2000; 2009; 2011a; 2011b,
305-33; Suarez Martinez 2010; S&ez, Sanchez Jiménez 2019, con amplia bibliografia.

2 Lacincuentena de haikus cuenquistas, que pueden tener que ver con el magisterio
de Ezra Pound, pertenecen a la etapa clara con la excepcion de «Jaufré Rudel» (Elsino-
re, 1972) y se vuelven una constante desde Sin miedo ni esperanza (2002).

3 Nada dice ni siquiera Ponce Cardenas (2018) en su estupendo prélogo, aunque su
edicion del «Triptico de las tinieblas» (Elsinore, 1972, Scholia y Necrofilia, 1983) recu-
pera el poema.
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con dos momentos algo mas intensos (Por fuertes y fronteras, Bloc de
otofio) y la Unica excepcién de Cuaderno de vacaciones (2014). Eso si,
la nueva situacién en Scholia del poema budista vendria a adelantar
el debut oriental del poeta, en uno de esos trucos editoriales marca
de la casa, por el que decide situar el texto en el marco culturalista
inicial frente a la nueva poética de linea clara en marcha en el que
se situaria, en coincidencia con los poemas necréfilos que marcan ya
una etapa de transicion. En otras palabras: se trata de un poema que
se mueve inicialmente entre dos aguas, pero que finalmente parece
relacionarse mejor con un modo artistico precedente.

En general, estos nueve poemas orientales reflejan la variedad de
intereses del poeta, que — a méas de Buda - se acerca a la épica india
(el Mahabharata algo asi como La gran historia de los descendientes
de Bharata), la historia babilénica (<kHammurabi», rey del siglo XVII1
a.C.), el teatro chino («Los dramas confucianos»), la epopeya sume-
ria («Gilgamesh»), la cara mas oscura de la tradicion mesopotamica
(«Lilith») y la poesia china («Los veteranos del Emperador» y «Triste-
za verdadera»), con «Estambul 2002» aparte como recreacién poéti-
ca de una visita autobiografica. Por tanto, en su mayoria son poemas
que responden a lecturas previas y hasta pueden contar con ensayos
que valen como una suerte de preparativos para la creacion poéti-
ca, caso del héroe Gilgamesh, al que dedica algunos ensayos previos
(«La Epopeya de Gilgamesh» y «Gilgamesh el rey», en El héroe y sus
mascaras, 1991, 30-42, el segundo reimpreso en Baldosas amarillas,
2001, 9-12) y del que tiempo después se acuerda en otro poema («No
llevo, por desgracia, en mis alforjas | la Planta de la Vida, como Gil-
gamesh», «El suefio de la serpiente», vv. 8-9, en Bloc de otofio, 2018).
De paso, este ejemplo refuerza el amplio y curioso conocimiento de
Luis Alberto de Cuenca sobre la tradicion épica, que comprende to-
do desde las sagas nérdicas (Bampi, Séez, en prensa) hasta los rela-
tos heroicos bizantinos (Montaner 2019). En otro orden de cosas, la
mayoria de los poemas se fundamentan en una reescritura muy libre
con diversos alcances, funciones y sentidos.

Justamente este repaso comienza con una variacion de interés, ya
que «Sobre un paisaje del canto VI del Mahabharata» es un ejemplo
perfecto del modus operandi cuenquista, que selecciona uno de los
lances mas impactantes (la reflexion moral de Arjuna, que se niega a
luchar contra amigos y familiares, con una serie de efectos fisicos y
psiquicos anejos, VI, vv. 29-46) y es capaz de reducirlo a un soneto-mo-
noélogo que mantiene algunos disticos del texto (Letran 2005, 134-9):

Me flaguean las piernas, se me seca la boca,
y siento escalofrios, y se me eriza el pelo.

El arco se me cae de las manos al suelo,

y no me tengo en pie y mi mente esté loca.
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Me asaltan los funestos presagios de la guerra.

¢Colmo voy a enfrentarme a mi pueblo en combate?

Por los dones del triunfo mi corazén no late. ¢(Para qué el reino,
Krisna, de la muerte en la tierra?

Morderian el polvo tantos seres queridos
como lagrimas brotan de mis ojos ahora.
Mi lanza no se yergue contra lanza hermanas.

Sé bien que mis parientes son unos pervertidos,
pero no seré yo quien decida su hora.
La piedad y el honor no son palabras vanas.

En «Hammurabi», el rey babilonio y su recopilacion de leyes (el Codi-
go de Hammurabi, evocado en la segunda estrofa con la Ley del talion,
vv. 3-6), sirve para caracterizar - contraste mediante - la actitud de
rechazo de una mujer que no respeta la ley de la justicia retributiva,
en un gesto cruel e irrespetuoso a mas no poder que se presenta en
disposicion circular:

Las chicas como tu se rien en las barbas
del mismisimo Hammurabi.

«0Ojo por ojo

y diente por diente»

(lo hizo escribir en Babilonia,
hace cuatro mil afios).

Las chicas como tu responden
al amor con desdén

y al desdén con amor.

Por fastidiar a Hammurabi.

Misma estructura de contraste presenta otra imagen de amor infor-
tunado, ya que en «Los dramas confucianos» se carean los dificiles
amores cotidianos con final feliz de este género dramatico didacti-
co (vv. 1-6) con la historia tragica y algo ridicula («<comedia») de do-
lor del locutor poético (vv. 6-9), fuertemente marcada por el salto de
la cesura:

Los dramas confucianos, quién pudiera vivirlos.
Amores imposibles que al fin se solucionan
cuando él aprueba los examenes civiles,
amistades heroicas, devociones fraternas,

la honradez de un ministro o la fidelidad

de una esposa...
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Quién fuera motivo de esos dramas
y no de la comedia de traicion y abandono,
despecho y soledad que es mi vida a estas horas.

Seguramente «Gilgamés y la muerte» sea el poema central de esta
minilista oriental, que parte del recuerdo de la busqueda de la in-
mortalidad del héroe con su viaje de ida y vuelta a Utnapishtim (el
Unico superviviente del Diluvio divino, vv. 2-4, con detalles como el
bafio en el rio, vv. 11-12) para ofrecer consuelo contra el miedo a la
muerte, una leccion que de nuevo se marca a través de la disposi-
cion estructural:

Temi a la muerte mas de lo que nadie
la haya temido nunca, y fui al extremo
del mundo en busca de la medicina
que me hiciese inmortal. Y fracasé
porque asi estaba escrito.
Pero cuando volvi, ya no temia
a la muerte, y cuando alguien ya no teme
a la muerte, esta deja de existir
para él.

De manera que no temas,
compafiero, a la muerte. Te lo dice
el que perdié la planta de la vida
por bafiarse en el rio,el amigo de Enkidu,
Gilgamesh.

Algo al margen se sitla «Estambul 2002», en tanto se trata del re-
cuerdo de un viaje con su mujer Alicia Marifio, en el que la evocacion
de la larga espera a las puertas de la Pequefia Santa Sofia (vv. 10-
11) permite contraponer la peticién de fuego para «el cigarrillo», «el
corazon» y «el alma» (vv. 7-8) con la poderosa mirada de su amada:

Qué hacias tu esperando que el almuédano
nos abriera la puerta. Con qué ojitos
de lumbre me mirabas, envidandome

un mensaje cifrado que decia:

«Estoy helada, amor. Haz que el diluvio
universal se pare por un rato,

y dame fuego para el cigarrillo,

y para el corazodn, y para el almax.

Qué hacias tu pidiéendome a mi fuego
en Estambul, junto a la vieja iglesia
consagrada a los santos Sergio y Baco,
si tus ojos, con solo una mirada,
podrian incendiar Santa Sofia,
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y la Mezquita Azul, y Santa Irene,
y la Ciudad entera, si quisieran.

Con «Lilith» se vuelve al mundo de las leyendas con un error divino,
tema que ya rondaba la historia de Gilgamesh y explota en este em-
blema de maldad femenina, como una suerte de Frankenstein diabo6-
lico que bien podria entenderse como suma de todas las femmes fa-
tales de Luis Alberto de Cuenca:

El buen Dios, que no suele equivocarse,
se equivocé con una criatura

que le sali¢ fatal: hablo de Lilith,

la primera mujer. Para crearla,

realizo infinidad de pruebas previas.
De cada parte de su cuerpo hacia

un molde, pero habia en cada uno

de esos moldes un fallo, de manera
que el conjunto no resultaba arménico,
tal vez porque la propia criatura

se rebelaba ante la perfeccion.

El hecho es que al buen Dios le falto tino
y paciencia con Lilith, que nacio

llena de pegas y defectos, como

una version en chica de Luzbel,

y fue precipitada en los abismos

mas hondos de la Tierra. Y alli sigue
hoy en dia, lanzando espumarajos

por la boca, clamando y maldiciendo
como una poseida y dando voces
contra su Creador.

Para acabar esta la pareja de poemas derivados de sendas poesias
chinas, que proceden de la edicién de Chen (2013), aunque Luis Al-
berto de Cuenca conoce desde su adolescencia la antologia de Juan
(1968, con entrega ampliada en 2007).* «Los veteranos del Empera-
dor» se concibe a partir de la inspiracion de Li Bai, tal y como se ad-
vierte desde el lema (entre paréntesis):

Los guardianes de la frontera
ignoran los examenes imperiales.
No saben leer ni escribir,

no les importa la literatura.

Solo saben cazar y montar a caballo.

4 Ver otras traducciones en Tian 2017.
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Llega la primavera, el pasto abunda,
los caballos engordan.

Saltan entonces sobre sus monturas

y galopan,

galopan,

galopan hasta el horizonte.

iQué jinetes tan agiles!

jCuanto desdén de hielo en su mirada!
Hacen chasquear el latigo

y cantan en voz alta mientras cabalgan.
Medio borrachos,

el halcén en el pufio,

van a cazar y cantan viejas canciones.
Tensan el arco y siempre aciertan:
imatan dos pajaros de un tiro!

Mas que una version de un modelo concreto, se trata de una suerte
de mosaico poético compuesto de elementos sueltos de aqui (el des-
precio de los «exdmenes imperiales» y de los «letrados» viene del
perfil biografico del poeta, 184) y alli (el tema fronterizo, el alegre
galope de «Alegria del viajero» y el tono hedonista de «A beber» y
«Bebiendo solo bajo la luna») para configurar una vifieta heroica so-
bre el mundo de frontera, como si fuera un western oriental (algo asi
como un eastern).

Mismo origen tiene «Tristeza verdadera», que — aunque no se de-
clare - es recreaciéon de un poema de Xin Qiji (como advierte Gar-
cia Martin 2018):

«Lo que significa la tristeza» «Tristeza verdadera»

De joven, yo no conocia De joven, no sabiade verdad lo que era

lo que significaba tristeza. latristeza. Mis versos estaban impregnados
En busca de inspiracion, de falso desconsuelo, de una pena ficticia,
soliasubiralastorres de una melancolia escenografica.

pagodasy altos pabellones, Y ahora que soy viejo y estoy triste

y lograba versos bien melancolicos. de verdad, ya no puedo expresar en mis versos

todas las amarguras que devoran mi espiritu.
Ahora que he experimentadoy probado  Solo puedo escribir cosas banales:
todos los sinsabores de la tristeza, «Es de noche», «Hace frio», esas bobadas
quiero expresarla, mas no puedo. gue nadasignifican.
No consigo decir sino:
«jQué fresco esta el tiempo!»
«jQué hermoso el otofio!»
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Frente al modelo intertextual («<Melancolia» en algunas traduccio-
nes), Luis Alberto de Cuenca elimina los elementos chinos («pago-
das», «pabellones», v. 5) y acentla la dimension metapoética de la
evolucién en el tratamiento de los sentimientos, con el tono coloquial
habitual y la creciente preocupacion por el paso del tiempo.

Junto a este marco personal, «Un milagro de Buda» se encuadra
dentro del contexto mayor de la presencia de elementos budistas en
la poesia espafiola contemporanea, que a su vez deriva de la atrac-
cion - que viene y va - por el mundo oriental, la entrada del budismo
en Espafia (Diez de Velasco, 2013) y la recepcién de las leyendas bu-
dicas en la literatura hispanica de Lope de Vega a José Marti (Cha-
vez 2011). En este sentido, se pueden hallar ecos e ingredientes bu-
distas en el panorama poético de los siglos XX-XXI, que abraza tanto
traducciones (la serie Therigatha: poemas budistas de mujeres sa-
bias, a cura de Jesus Aguado [2016]) como el intenso interés de Chan-
tal Maillard en ensayos (La sabiduria como estética, 1995, trata so-
bre confucianismo, taocismo y budismo) y poemas (al menos en Matar
a Platén e Hilos, 2004 y 2007). Sin embargo, este contexto triple se
redondea con la apertura de los poetas de la Generacion del 68 a un
voraz culturalismo ecléctico (Lanz 1994; Prieto de Paula 1996; Siles
2013) que lleva al lucimiento de teselas artisticas, filoséficas e in-
tertextuales de todo pelo.® Asi, se puede decir que el budismo es un
signo de exhibicién cultural que remite a un interés momentaneo y
una moda pasajera que resurge de tanto en tanto.

3 Unpoemabudista

El chispazo que da origen al poema es la lectura de la traduccién de
un librillo divulgativo sobre Buda ([1967] 1969) de Gabriele Mandel,
que Luis Alberto de Cuenca conoce gracias a su amigo Miguel Angel
Elvira, aunque se podria conectar con otras mediaciones de prestigio
como el Siddharta (1922) de Hesse o Borges, uno de sus modelos mas
queridos (S&ez 2018a), que también se interesaba por el budismo. En
todo caso, seria otro boton mas que refuerza la lectura como un me-
canismo esencial para la composicion poética en el taller cuenquista,
amén del cuidado en la decision de su lugar dentro del corpus total.

Frente al resto de poemas recordados, «Un milagro de Buda» afia-
de de entrada un cierto toque religioso con el milagro, que viene a
ser una adicién original - y acaso tefiida de cosmovision cristiana - a
la historia recreada, ya que Buda rechaza el elemento milagrero por

5 Unamuestra de la curiosidad del momento es el libro Heterodoxias y contracultura
(1982) de Fernando Savater y Luis Antonio de Villena (1982), que dedica algunas pagi-
nas al budismo zen (115-17), entre otros elementos «contraculturales».
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peligroso, aunque se le atribuyen hasta 77 prodigios.® De hecho, lle-
ga a decir que no los rechaza («I Dislike, Reject and Despise them»,
en The Long Discourses of the Buddha [1987] (1995), XI, 5), aunque
en realidad salva de la quema tres excepciones (el poder fisico, la te-
lepatia y la instruccion, XI, 3-67) que, sin embargo, no bastan para
convencer a nadie y la pregunta que se repite unay otra vez es «;se
ha realizado un milagro o no?» («has a miracle been performed, or
not?», XXIV, 1.10, 1.14 y 2.13, etc.).
Con esta novedad por bandera se abre el poema:

La ignorancia es dolor, como el deseo.
Para que el sufrimiento disminuya

y la muerte y el miedo retrocedan

ha llegado Siddharta. En cinco noches
resume su doctrina. Sus discipulos
-cinco también - lo escuchan y se asombran.
«Son ocho los senderos del camino:

fe pura, lengua justa, acciones claras,
memoria recta, voluntad sin pliegues,
constante aplicacion, gentil mesura

y un pensamiento limpio y transparente.
La ley es el refugio. Los hermanos

son el refugio. Buda es el refugio.

Mas alla esté la luz, que nos espera».

Luego de Benarés, en el banquete

que ofrece Bimbisara, alguien pregunta
si el Gran Maestro puede hacer milagros.
Un converso reciente, Assaji, dice:

«De todo lo que existe y tiene origen

El conoce la causa, y de las cosas

que tienen causa El sabe su final

y addénde se encaminan. Los prodigios
alivian el dolor, no lo suprimen.

El Dharma es el milagro. Solo el Dharmax.

La fiesta se termina y Buda parte

al reino de su padre. El viaje es lento,
como todos los viajes que conducen
de regreso a la patria. Cuando llega
por fin a su destino, Suddhodana

6 Sobrelareligion eny de Luis Alberto de Cuenca, ver Saez, en prensa. Una buena in-
troduccion al budismo se puede ver en Han 2018, en esclarecedor confronto con cier-
tas ideas de la filosofia occidental.
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no sale a recibirlo. Un mal presagio.
Mientras pasan las horas y la lluvia

cae torrencial sobre Kapilavastu,
Siddharta profetiza el fin violento

de los sakyas y entorna sus tres 0jos.
¢(Duerme o medita el sabio? El tiempo fluye,
cesa la lluvia, el cielo se ilumina

y el monarca y su séquito aparecen.

El poema se disefia como un triptico que presenta tres lances cen-
trales de la historia de Buda (por otro nombre Siddharta en su eta-
pa principesca) después de su iluminacion: el primer sermon con las
lecciones fundamentales, el banquete del rey Bimbisaray la vuelta al
hogar, que Luis Alberto de Cuenca toma de otros tantos capitulos del
libro («<El sermén de Benarés», «El regalo del bosquecillo de bambu»
y «Regresa a la casa paterna», Mendel [1967] 1969, 27-31). En su arti-
culacién la acciéon comprende tanto el origen del Dharma (la ley) como
un milagro, con un retrato de Buda que se desplaza desde las palabras
a las acciones y logra vencer las dudas que se entrometen en medio.

Todos los detalles encajan a las mil maravillas y hasta el titulo del
poema puede proceder de la leyenda de una imagen («Un milagro de
Buda», 32) sobre los «setenta y siete prodigios de Buda» (32-3), de-
dicado justamente al rechazo del uso de su poder frente a las mara-
villas que se le atribuyen. De hecho, hay un par de pasajes que se si-
guen casi a la letra: el parlamento del maestro (vv. 7-14) resulta de la
fusién de una réplica de Buda («Los ocho senderos son: fe pura, vo-
luntad recta, lengua gusta, acciones claras, vida practica justa, me-
moria recta, meditacion pura, aplicacion constante», 27) y otra del
discipulo Yasas («Busco refugio en Buda, busco refugio en Dharma
(la ley), busco refugio en el Sangha (la comunidad monastica)», 27),
al tiempo que luego la intervencién de Assaji («un nuevo discipulo su-
yo, Assaji», presentado como «un converso reciente») repite casi tel
quel su respuesta al asceta Sariputra («De todo lo que tiene origen,
él ha explicado la causa; y de todas las cosas que tienen causa, él ha
explicado su final. El que asi ha hablado es el Gran Maestro», 28).
Ademas de algunos pequefios cambios de orden y alguna adicion (la
coda «Mas alla esta la luz», v. 15, que acaso se inspire en el sermon
del fuego: «Todo el mundo esta inflamado por la llama del deseo...
y todo es llama ilusoria que se extingue», 28), hay también algunos
detalles que, por el contrario, se afiaden o retocan, caso del nUmero
de noches en los que Buda ensefia la ley (el Dharma) a los cinco dis-
cipulos, que pasan de tres a cinco por una pura cuestion de simetria.

Desde esta labor de reescritura — a modo de bricolaje - se llega a un
final novedoso, que recrea la vuelta a la casa paterna con notables li-
cencias: ademas de establecer un encadenamiento perfecto de los epi-
sodios, se elimina la peticion del padre de Buda (el rey Suddhodana)
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como motivacion del viaje, la razén por la que este no sale a recibirlo
(«encolerizado» por la tardanza, 30) y conversion de su padre y otros
familiares después de «un largo sermén» (30), que sustituye por la mi-
lagrosa aparicion final de su padre, lograda gracias a la meditacion (se-
gun indica cuando «entorna sus tres 0jos», v. 35, un simbolo de la ejerci-
taciony la vision religiosa), que aparece como una revelacion en medio
de una tormenta («la lluvia | cae torrencial sobre Kapilavastu», vv. 32-
33) sacada de la manga.’

El final, todo un happy ending apotedsico, trata de solucionar una
pequefa incoherencia del relato de Mandel, que pasaba por alto el en-
cuentro paterno-filial al no explicar qué ocurria entre la mala acogida y
la conversion posterior: cierto es que se deja una sombra de duda, pe-
ro el «mal presagio» (v. 31) parece insinuar la muerte de Suddhodana
y, desde luego, la preocupacion de Buda, que decide entonces saltarse
sus propias reglas y obra un milagro para que aparezca su padre como
una suerte de resurreccion, al tiempo que responde directamente a la
cuestion sobre su poder («alguien pregunta | si [...] puede hacer mila-
gros», w. 16-17). Asi, Luis Alberto de Cuenca disefia una historia mas
familiar y tierna, en la que Buda comete una flaqueza por amor y de-
muestra asi una dimensién humana, que hace cercano a un personaje
divinizado dentro de una religion sin dios, que - entre otras cosas - re-
sulta de dificil comprension desde los parametros occidentales. Es casi
una paradoja: la humanizacién de Buda se logra a través de un milagro.

4 Final

Dentro de este pequefio manojo de poesias de asunto oriental, que ya
per se afiade otra tesela al infinito puzle de intereses e intertextua-
lidades de Luis Alberto de Cuenca, el poema «Un milagro de Buda»
asoma de buenas a primeras con el pequefio salto atras en la serie
de libros cuenquistas, que lo retrotrae dentro de una curiosa histo-
ria textual, con lo que viene a ser una combinacion de alarde cultu-
ralistay sencillez expresiva. Ahora bien, el poemita es especialmen-
te un buen ejemplo tanto de su cultura omnivora (en tanto cala Gnica
en este mundillo extremo-oriental) como de su ingeniosa reescritura,
porque da un giro novedoso al relato budico que se puede entender
de tejas arriba (cristianizacion) o abajo (humanizacion). En fin, este
poema sobre Buda es un escolio cultural y claro, que logra aunar la
presentacion de una estampa biografica del personaje con un mini-
compendio de sus lecciones, a partir de una lectura azarosa que Luis
Alberto de Cuenca convierte en arte: es otro milagro.

7 En verdad, son tres ojos en el budismo primitivo, al que posteriormente se afiaden
otros dos (el ojo del conocimiento profundo y el ojo del dharma) (Wayman [1971] 1973, 380).
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Saverio Tomaiuolo rec. Franco Marucci

gnho critico ed editoriale che ha caratterizzato questi ultimi decen-
ni della sua attivita é stata un’opera che farebbe ‘tremare le vene e
i polsi’ anche agli accademici di fama: la stesura di una storia criti-
ca della letteratura inglese composta in piu volumi (alcuni dei qua-
li divisi in due tomi) dalle origini ai nostri giorni. Originariamente
pubblicato da Le Lettere, questo progetto vede adesso la luce in lin-
gua inglese, proponendo a un pubblico di lettori e studiosi interna-
zionali quella che sul retro di copertina J.B. Bullen defnisce giusta-
mente come «unique in its Feld», perché nessun’altra pubblicazione
riesce a combinare «erudition and authority in such a compact for-
mat». Quelli che ci accingeremo a recensire in questa sede, e in ma-
niera evidentemente sommaria (quasi mille e quattrocento pagine),
sono i due tomi che compongono l'ultimo volume, dedicato alla let-
teratura inglese negli anni che precedono di poco la seconda guerra
mondiale, e fno al 2010.

La caratteristica peculiare di questa History of English Literature
e di essere criticamente ‘parziale’ nell’accezione piu positiva del ter-
mine. Nell’introdurre gli autori e le opere, Marucci presenta non so-
lo il catalogo delle loro pubblicazioni (e in alcuni casi alcuni dati bio-
grafci e bibliografci che possono essere funzionali all’approccio alla
loro poetica) ma soprattutto esprime giudizi critici e analitici talvolta
perfno implacabili. Ma & proprio questa ‘parzialitd’ che rende que-
sti volumi qualcosa di diverso e di superiore rispetto a un’asettica il-
lustrazione di nomi e opere proposte in ordine cronologico. Marucci
entra di volta in volta nel dettaglio non solo per esaltare determina-
te qualita stilistiche o specifche tematiche dei testi, ma anche per
metterli in discussione e leggerli against the grain delle opinioni di
pubblico e critica, mostrando di possedere una chiara visione d’in-
sieme su cio che la (grande) letteratura inglese rappresenta per lui.
Sebbene - pur nell’inclusivita di questo progetto - talvolta egli esclu-
da o dedichi poco spazio nel suo personale ‘canone’ ad alcuni autori
o autrici (penso ad esempio ad Antonia Byatt o Peter Ackroyd, le cui
opere sono discusse in poche pagine, o all’assenza di Zadie Smith o
di lain Sinclair), questa scelta e dettata dal preciso taglio che egli of-
fre al suo studio, e alla prospettiva personale e, appunto, ‘parzia-
le’ di questi volumi.

La prima sezione della History of English Literature. Volume 8,
Book 1 € dedicata ai «Writers Against Totalitarian Regimes», e in-
clude una lunga disamina delle opere di un autore che costituisce
un’ideale linea di congiunzione tra le istanze moderniste, una fase
politicamente molto delicata e complessa della storia europea, e la
letteratura inglese del periodo postbellico: W.H. Auden. Nel discute-
re la produzione poetica, teatrale, librettistica e saggistica dell’au-
tore di «Stop All the Clocks» («Funeral Blues»), forse una delle com-
posizioni piu famose della poesia contemporanea, Marucci introduce
analogie e distinguo rispetto ad altre fgure letterarie di rilievo, in
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modo da creare un costante dialogo (e confronto) intertestuale; si ve-
da ad esempio quando, prima di illustrare le collaborazioni con Chri-
stopher Isherwood (autore apparentemente ‘secondario’ al quale so-
no fortunatamente dedicate molte pagine) e il complesso rapporto
con il dettato eliotiano, egli si soferma con grande capacita sinteti-
ca sui legami tra Auden e Beckett:

the two contemporary major writers, Auden and Beckett, shared
inverted destinies, the latter moving from Baroque turgidity to
a naked, telegraphic dryness, whilst the former moves from the
bare, paratactic poetry of the early years to the overloaded, sump-
tuous verse - it, too, and above all, Baroque - of the years follow-
ing 1939. (30)

Dopo aver discusso di Stephen Spender (al centro della cui poeti-
ca c’e la domanda «Why do | write?»), Louis MacNiece (per il qua-
le propone I'interrogativo «Who am [?», oltre a suggerire un inte-
ressante parallelismo tra Autumn Journal e I'elegia In Memoriam di
Tennyson) e Cecil Day Lewis (spesso bistrattato dalla critica per il
fatto di apparire «bombastic»), si apre un’ampia trattazione di Ge-
orge Orwell, la cui poetica viene prima inquadrata politicamente, in
particolar modo per la sua dissociazione dal trotskismo. Da lui de-
fnito come uno degli ultimi maitres a penser della tradizione cultu-
rale e letteraria inglese, Orwell & inserito a pieno titolo in un’epoca
carica d’illusioni e disillusioni ideologiche, alle quali viene data vo-
ce narrativa nelle sue opere, da Coming Up for Air (romanzo in cui
la presenza insistita dell’interiezione rimanda per Marucci allo sti-
le di Catcher in the Rye di Salinger) ad Animal Farm e 1984, il cui
protagonista Winston Smith appare una sommatoria dei preceden-
ti personaggi orwelliani.

La seconda sezione («The Novel After Modernism») si apre con una
lunga discussione su Aldous Huxley e su Brave New World, la sua ope-
ra darwiniana per eccellenza, senza trascurare romanzi quali Those
Barren Leaves, Crome Yellow, Antic Hay, Point Counter Point - il suo
apice narrativo, oltre a essere un romanzo ‘londinese’ ispirato ai te-
mi di New Grub Street di Gissing - fno a Eyless in Gaza, nel qua-
le Huxley «is still obsessed with the idea of individual freedom, and
meditates on Pavlov’s theories of conditioning» (283). Elizabeth Bow-
en, autrice di romanzi quali The House in Paris (ritenuto il suo api-
ce creativo) e The World of Love, accostati dalla critica a quelli di
Virginia Woolf per la loro natura ‘diafana’, &€ seguita dal meno noto
Henry Green, al quale Marucci restituisce la dovuta dignita, parlan-
do di Party Going, ad esempio, come il piu kafkiano e camusiano ro-
manzo mai pubblicato in Inghilterra. L'infusso della tradizione del
romanzo comico e satirico vittoriano (esemplifcato da alcune opere
di Dickens e Thackeray) viene evidenziato come uno dei tratti preci-
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pui di Evelyn Arthur Waugh, i cui Decline and Fall e Vile Bodies ap-
paiono esempi insuperati della «explosion of comedy» che caratte-
rizza parte del suo macrotesto, orientato in seguito verso il curioso
e grottesco in A Handful of Dust e infne verso il tragico ed elegia-
co in Brideshead Revisited. Come tutti gli scrittori di successo, il de-
stino di Graham Greene e stato duplice, alternandosi tra le critiche
dei detrattori e le lodi di coloro che lo ritenevano uno tra i pit gran-
di romanzieri del secondo dopoguerra. Greene é certamente un «en-
tertainer» di grande spessore, riuscendo a rielaborare e attualizza-
re la tradizione dei «penny dreadfuls» e dei romanzi sensazionali di
Wilkie Collins, di Mary Elizabeth Braddon e per certi aspetti dello
stesso Dickens, sicché le scene di violenza in Brighton Rock, ad esem-
pio, per Marucci «belong to a detective story anthology» (391). The
Honorary Consul e The Quiet American, anche grazie alle loro ver-
sioni cinematografche, sono entrati ormai nell’immaginario colletti-
vo degli amanti del thriller d’autore, facendo di Greene una sorta di
Wilkie Collins del ventesimo secolo. Dall’analisi di Marucci non sono
esclusi autori di produzioni seriali come il baronetto Charles Percy
Snow, con all’attivo la saga Strangers and Brothers (undici romanzi),
defnita come un’unica narrazione ‘stereofonica’, o Anthony Powell
e la sua opera A Dance to the Music of Time (composta come una se-
quenza di romanzi sull’esempio della Forsyte Saga di Galsworthy),
incentrata sulla white-collar class e caratterizzata da uno stile invo-
luto sul modello del tardo Henry James. Dopo essersi dedicato alla
«alien aesthetics» di romanzi quali The Horse’s Mouth dell’irlande-
se Joyce Cary, e prima di discutere la presenza della fgura di Pro-
spero nella narrativa di Lawrence Durrell (nello specifco in quel-
la particolare autobiografa intitolata signifcativamente Prospero’s
Call), I'indagine si concentra su Under the Volcano di Malcolm Low-
ry, un testo-Icaro nel quale I'autore «ended up burning his wings, be-
cause the proclaimed magnum opus gradually becomes a failed and
foundering masterpiece, wordy and repetitive, and burdensome to
read» (477). In questo come in altri casi Marucci attraverso le sue af-
fermazioni icastiche dimostra come I'analisi critica, anche la piu di-
staccatamente scientifca, non possa esimersi dal veicolare giudizi
di valore e di merito.

La terza e ultima parte di questo primo tomo dell’ottavo volume
prende in esame la poesia inglese fno agli anni Ottanta del Novecen-
to, partendo da un autore molto caro a Marucci: Dylan Thomas. La
passione del critico per questo poeta «posseduto dal demone» della
parola e evidente, rendendo questa sezione una tra le migliori e trale
piu appassionate. Thomas é considerato come il piu talentuoso e dota-
to artista irlandese, secondo solo a Joyce ed erede di quell’approccio
quasi sacrale e mistico per il verso poetico che risale ai poeti meta-
Tsici inglesi. Soggetto a critiche e stroncature da parte di molti suoi
contemporanei (da Robert Graves a Frank Raymond Leavis), Thomas
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riusci a realizzare in soli vent’anni, dal 1930 al 1950, un’insuperata
produzione poetica che si distingue, tra le molte cose, per un’incre-
dibile creativita nell’'utilizzo della rima paragonabile solo a quella di
Gerard Manley Hopkins - altro poeta molto amato (e studiato) da Ma-
rucci, che non a caso e spesso citato nei due volumi - giungendo alla
sua piena maturazione nell’elegia bellica Death and Entrances. Tutto
ci0 senza trascurare la prosa di Thomas, incluso il romanzo postumo
Under the Milk Wood, e I'incompiuto, oltre che postumo, Adventures
in the Skin Trade. Dopo aver passato in rassegna la poesia surreali-
sta di David Gascoyne, I'attenzione si focalizza su una serie di autori
attivi a partire dagli inizi degli anni Cinquanta e riuniti sotto la de-
nominazione di «The Movement». Ampio spazio e inoltre dedicato a
Tgure fondamentali nella poesia inglese contemporanea quali Philip
Larkin, la cui vita e la cui poetica sono nel segno della riservatezza
e del solipsismo, con la conseguenza che le sue opere risultano avul-
se da qualsiasi impegno sociale e civile. Descritto da Marucci come
una variante «in versi» del Leopold Bloom joyciano, Larkin dedica le
sue energie creative a investigare temi secolari; un esempio su tut-
ti € «Church Going», forse la sua composizione piu antologizzata. La
poetica di Tom Gunn, quasi un ‘doppio’ del piu noto Ted Hughes, na-
sce in concomitanza con il movimento degli «Angry Young Men», su
cui Marucci si sofermera nel tomo successivo, facendone un epigone
aggiornato della levigatezza stilistica di Alexander Pope, capace co-
me lui di elaborare un verso poetico apparentemente ‘controllato’ che
tuttavia produce efetti parodici. La natura € vista da Gunn come un
meccanismo in perenne movimento e mutamento, come suggerisce il
titolo della sua silloge The Sense of Movement. L'analisi delle produ-
zioni di saggisti-poeti come William Empson (un altro esponente del
‘Movimento’ assieme a Charles Tomlinson e John Betjeman) precede
I'ultima sezione del primo tomo, che si concentra su Ted Hughes. Po-
eta classifcato come ‘monografco’ per il suo interesse ricorrente per
il tema della sopravvivenza nel mondo animale, e per questa ragione
paragonato opportunamente da Marucci al pittore Edwin Landseer,
Hughes si confgura come un artista post-Darwiniano: «[he] is a poet
of obsessions, his eyes being like tinted glasses whose colour enve-
lops and stains everything he sees» (619). Se la vita di Larkin era sta-
ta vissuta nel senso della chiusura e della riservatezza, al contrario
quella di Hughes (anche alla luce della sua turbolenta relazione con
la poetessa Sylvia Plath) e frenetica e ‘pubblica’ in tutti i sensi - non
e casuale che egli succedera nel 1984 a John Betjeman come Poeta
Laureato - trasformandosi in oggetto di dibattito ulteriore a segui-
to della pubblicazione e del successo delle Birthday Letters, una rac-
colta scritta quasi come una ‘risposta’, forse tardiva, al suicidio della
Plath. Inoltre, poemi quali The Hawk in the Rain e The Crow, ritenuto
il suo capolavoro, riescono a rievocare una sardonica epica in miniatu-
ra, con al centro animali che danno voce e forma alle idee di Hughes.
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Il secondo tomo del libro ottavo di questa corposa History of Eng-
lish Literature esordisce con un riferimento alle «Regional Literatu-
res», concentrandosi sulle produzioni letterarie provenienti dalla Sco-
zia, dall’lrlanda e dal Galles. Osteggiato dai suoi stessi connazionali
scozzesi, Edward Muir rielabora numerosi elementi simbolici gia pre-
senti nella Waste Land nel suo Journeys and Places, che - come nel po-
ema eliotiano - appare una rifessione sulla natura binaria del tempo.
Segue una lunga trattazione di Hugh MacDiarmid, la cui apparten-
za alla «Scottish Renaissance» e il cui interesse per la causa nazio-
nalista lo collocano nell’alveo della poesia inglese piu che britannica.
Marucci parla di A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle come di un’opera
centrale nel modernismo scozzese, una «free digression originated
from a state of lucid drunkenness that allows the speaker, a stand-in
for the poet, to bluntly broach the most disparate of subjects» (17).
Passando all’lrlanda, I’'esempio di Yeats costitui per molti uno sprone
e al tempo stesso un modello diFicile da eguagliare; nonostante tut-
to, poeti come Patrick Kavanagh e Thomas Kinsella ruscirono a tro-
vare «una voce tutta per sé» producendo opere di grande spessore
come The Great Hunger o Notes from the Land of the Dead. Nella se-
zione successiva, Marucci si soferma sulle produzioni teatrali e in
particolare sul movimento degli «Angry Young Menx», partendo dal
prolifco drammaturgo Noél Coward, autore di piu di cinquanta te-
sti al cui centro vi sono spesso complessi rapporti coniugali (in opere
quali Hay Fever, Private Lives o nello ‘scandaloso’ Blithe Spirit), per
passare in seguito a una delle fgure fondamentali nella letteratura
contemporanea: Samuel Beckett. A questo complesso drammaturgo,
poeta, romanziere, intellettuale e Flosofo sono dedicate un centinaio
di pagine, ariprova della sua centralita nel volume di Marucci. Nono-
stante il grande spazio che gli viene assegnato, il critico non disper-
de afatto il focus della sua analisi, partendo da un assunto di base
utile ad afrontare I'eterogeneo e multiforme macrotesto beckettia-
no: «Breckett is the great twentieth-century investigator and practi-
tioner of seriality, and [...] this is the key to understand his work as a
whole, while also refecting itself on the structuring of his individu-
al works», per poi aggiungere che l'autore «dismantles the platform
on which the secular celebration of anthropocentrism has been con-
structed» (49). Dopo aver trattato approfonditamente il sostrato flo-
sofco su cui si basa la sua Weltanschauung (culminante in una visione
‘probabilistica’ dell’esistenza, fondata sul predominio del caso), Ma-
rucci prende in esame opere che vanno dal romanzo Molloy a Malone
Dies (nel quale si risente I'infusso del Joyce piu sperimentale) da Watt
alla tetralogia dell’assurdo, in cui En attendant Godot riveste un ruo-
lo chiave, fno ai brevi testi in prosa e ai poemi composti in francese.

Gli «<Angry Young Menx» rappresentarono per la storia della lette-
ratura inglese qualcosa di piu che un semplice gruppo di giovani ani-
mati da sentimenti di rabbia e dal desiderio di riscatto rispetto alle
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promesse post-belliche tradite. Lucky Jim di Kingsley Amis costitu-
isce uno dei manifesti del movimento, con il protagonista che inse-
gue inutilmente I’illusione di poter divenire un docente universitario
(proponendo una forma aggiornata di anti-Bindungsroman che rinvia
a Jude The Obscure di Thomas Hardy, anche’esso incentrato sulle
aspettative accademiche tradite del protagonista), assieme a nume-
rosi testi di Alan Sillitoe, la cui opera The Loneliness of the Long Dis-
tance Runner utilizza la metafora della corsa su lunga distanza come
emblema di solitudine e spaesamento esistenziale, sociale e genera-
zionale. Ma é soprattutto con il dramma Look Back in Anger di John
Osborne (messo in scena per la prima volta I’8 maggio 1956 e scritto
in poco piu di due settimane) che questa rabbia sembra trovare una
forma artistica compiuta. The Entertainer fu commissionato a Osbor-
ne nientemeno che da Laurence Olivier, attorno al quale il dramma-
turgo cuci letteralmente il ruolo del protagonista. Il riferimento a Be-
ckett appare d’obbligo nel caso di Harold Pinter:

Beckett and Pinter, just as in Victorian literature there were Dick-
ens and Thackeray, seem indeed as if one is the other’s older broth-
er, and at frst glance it does not seem possible to separate them.
In fact, the dramaturgy of both revolves around the sense of al-
ienation in the contemporary world [...] and the loss of the sacred
in a new waste land forsaken by God. (187)

Con all’attivo ventinove opere teatrali originali, piu innumerevoli
adattamenti e sceneggiature (inclusa quella del fIm The French Lieu-
tenant’s Woman, tratto dal romanzo di John Fowles, per la regia di
Karel Reisz), Pinter ¢ il secondo ‘gigante’ del teatro inglese contem-
poraneo, capace di lavorare per sottrazione piuttosto che per accu-
mulazione in drammi quali The Dumb Waiter, The Caretaker o The
Homecoming, dove il tema del nostos e del ritorno € declinato in chia-
ve, appunto, tutta pinteriana. Se il silenzio costituisce la cifra stili-
stica prevalente in Pinter, al contrario in Arnold Wesker (si pensi so-
prattutto a Chicken Soup with Barley) prevale la parola, la discussione
e il dibattito acceso su tematiche politico-sociali, al punto che i suoi
testi teatrali sono stati classifcati come «socialist theatre». Marucci
non trascura ovviamente drammaturghi di grande livello come John
Arden, spesso ritenuto per la sua personalissima declinazione di te-
atro meta-drammatico come il Brecht inglese, e Edward Bond, che di
Arden condivide la creativita, I'originalita e lo sperimentalismo, sug-
gerendo analogie tra la pittura fatta di corpi deformati e mostruo-
si di Francis Bacon e le opere dell’autore di The Pope’s Wedding, un
dramma che, a partire dal titolo, evidenzia la sua natura provocato-
ria e fuori dagli schemi.

I romanzieri contemporanei inglesi sono al centro della succes-
siva lunga sezione, che si apre con una lunga disamina delle opere
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di Angus Wilson, che esordisce con un esempio di quella ‘parzialita’
nell’approccio critico che rappresenta il segno tangibile dell’onesta
intellettuale e dello spessore scientifco di Marucci. Per lui Wilson e
«one of the most overestimated English novelists of the second half
of the twentieth century. | consider his narrative to be feeting and
lifeless, and his work calls here for a rather unenthusiastic critical
examination» (275). Eppure, nonostante queste premesse non certo
lusinghiere per Wilson, vengono presi in esame senza pregiudizio ro-
manzi quali Hemlock and After, accolto con grande successo all’epo-
ca, Anglo-Saxon Attitudes, dalla evidente impronta dickensiana, The
Old Man at the Zoo e No Laughing Matter, forse il suo ultimo roman-
zo degno di nota. Il discorso cambia per William Golding, che con
Lord of the Flies ha realizzato un romanzo ‘polimorfo’ e ‘polivalente’
tanto importante per lui (e per la letteratura inglese contemporanea)
quanto ineguagliabile per lo stesso autore. Le sue opere successive
reiterarono sostanzialmente il tema del ‘primitivismo’ riuscendo con
dificolta ad avvicinarsi alla grandezza dell’esplosivo romanzo d’e-
sordio. Se a Jean Rhys sono, forse riduttivamente, dedicate solo po-
che pagine, la narrativa di Iris Murdoch trova invece ampia tratta-
zione (anche perché, ad onore del vero, la Murdoch fu autrice di ben
ventisei romanzi). La mescolanza di elementi comico-grotteschi e la
presenza d’incredibili coincidenze ne fanno una perfetta erede della
narrativa dickensiana e per certi aspetti anche di quella sensaziona-
listica vittoriana, benché le strategie narrative postmoderne la ren-
dano pienamente contemporanea in testi quali Under the Net, The
Bell, The Severed Head, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine o The
Black Prince, romanzo che sembro dare nuova luce a una produzione
che sembrava essersi appannata. Figura solitaria e quasi isolata nel
panorama narrativo inglese, benché talvolta accomunata ad Agatha
Christie, Muriel Spark - alla quale sono dedicate pagine ricche d’in-
teressantissimi spunti critici - riusci a creare dei romanzi avvincen-
ti e narrativamente ben costruiti sulla falsariga dei grandi autori di
multi-plot novels vittoriani. Cio non vuol dire tuttavia che Spark si ri-
fugiasse nel passato; al contrario le sue opere «are dialogic, in fact,
but this dialogue is the twentieth-century theatrical type, which di-
sassembles and fragments a thought that is concluded in a series of
connected sentences» (379).

Scrittrice ‘ecumenica’ per essere riuscita a mettere d’accordo ac-
cademia e lettori comuni, Doris Lessing ha dimostrato, al contrario
di altri, di migliorare con il tempo, facendo della sua «foreignness»
(nata in Iran, si trasferi in seguito con la famiglia d’origine nell’o-
dierno Zimbawe) uno dei tratti distintivi della propria poetica. Con-
trariamente alla vulgata comune, che identifca in The Golden Note-
book il capolavoro della Lessing, quest’opera per Marucci ha perso
con il passare degli anni la sua brillantezza, ed ¢ stata superata da
altri testi quali The Good Terrorist o dalle serie che compongono The
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Children of Violence e il (para)fantascientifco Canopus in Argos. L'al-
tro nome di rilievo che segue la Lessing € John Fowles, che si distin-
gue per l'abile sperimentalismo formale e per la capacita di assor-
bire la lezione dei critici post-strutturalisti (come Roland Barthes),
riconfgurandola in forma narrativa. Al tempo stesso, la lezione del-
lo Shakespeare di The Tempest rappresenta un punto di riferimento
in romanzi quali The Collector e The Magus. A seguito della pubbli-
cazione di The French Lieutenant’s Woman, un romanzo di ambien-
tazione vittoriana scritto attraverso una prospettiva postmoderna,
Fowles ha assunto inoltre un ruolo determinante in un genere lette-
rario che in questi ultimi decenni ha attirato I'interesse di pubblico e
critica, il neo-Vittorianesimo, che ha fatto di quest’opera, unitamen-
te a Wide Sargasso Sea di Jean Rhys e Possession di Antonia Byatt,
un testo fondativo. Sebbene Marucci non accenni a questo fenomeno
editoriale e culturale, le sue rifessioni sul romanziere di The French
Lieutenant’s Woman come un «Tiresias who lives in two time period»
(499) sono estremamente pertinenti nell’inquadrare la poetica neo-
Vittoriana di John Fowles.

Autore di un romanzo (che ha ispirato a sua volta un flm) dirom-
pente quale A Clockwork Orange, Burgess € inquadrato come uno
scrittore dotato di straordinaria versatilita, eclettismo e ironia pun-
gente, che condivide con Joyce e Gadda (qui opportunamente citati)
un’incredibile «efervescenza creativa», capace di riscrivere e al tem-
po stesso di parodiare I'esempio degli «Angry Young Men». Angela
Carter sfugge per Marucci a una defnizione esaustiva, proponendo
in romanzi quali The Magic Toyshop, The Infernal Desire Machines of
Doctor Hofman, Love, The Passion of New Eve, Nights at the Circus
o nella raccolta The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories un’alternan-
za tra un universo onirico, visionario e fantastico (popolato da cre-
ature mostruose e da veri e propri freaks) e un messaggio che si fa
intimamente ‘politico’. Scrittrice femminista osteggiata dalle stesse
femministe per le sue scomode prese di posizione nel saggio The Sa-
deian Woman, Angela Carter resta una stella isolata nel frmamen-
to britannico. Dopo aver accennato alle opere di Julian Barnes, Sal-
man Rushdie, Hanif Kureishi, lan McEwan, Graham Swift e Martin
Amis, autore di Money, uno dei romanzi-simbolo della narrativa in-
glese degli anni Ottanta, Marucci riesce a sintetizzare abilmente in
poche righe lo stile tutto personale di Katsuo Ishiguro, letteralmente
‘scoperto’ dalla Carter, la cui prosa in The Remains of the Day o The
Unconsoled & «guarded and never showy, often segmented into short
and dry paratactic units as in a parody of a beginner’s writing» (591).

Seamus Heaney, come molti suoi connazionali irlandesi, non pud
dimenticare il «burden of history» rappresentato dal fatto di essere
vissuto, da cattolico, in una terra sostanzialmente soggetta a un po-
tere egemone. Inoltre nella sua opera Heaney celebra la fne inevi-
tabile del legame tra essere umano e natura, a partire dalla sua pri-
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ma silloge Death of a Naturalist e dalla prima poesia in essa inclusa,
«Digging», uno dei suoi capolavori. A questo lavoro ne seguiranno
altri, sempre caratterizzati da un indomito spirito di ribellione che
tuttavia, con il passare degli anni, si fa piu allusivo e vago nei riferi-
menti storico-geografci, come in Station Island o nella raccolta ‘me-
moriale’ Electric Light. Se la poesia di Tony Harrison, artista prove-
niente dal proletariato, & caratterizzata da un taglio «metapoetico e
metalinguistico» che mescola abilmente lo slang di Leeds a un det-
tato classicheggiante, Andrew Motion celebra il ritorno all’interes-
se per la quotidianita, mentre Carol Ann Dufy - la prima donna del-
la storia britannica a essere proclamata «Poet Laureate», dopo aver
preso il posto di Motion - produce composizioni oniriche nelle qua-
li predomina la psiche (e il corpo) femminile. Dopo aver accennato a
Brian Friel (ritenuto da Heaney il piu grande drammaturgo irlande-
se vivente) e John Banville, narratore postmoderno accostabile per
certi aspetti a Peter Ackroyd e John Fowles, Marucci dedica le ul-
time pagine di questo volume a Tom Stoppard, una delle fgure piu
rappresentative del teatro contemporaneo inglese. Dopo aver intro-
dotto alcuni elementi biografci, fondamentali per una comprensione
della sua drammaturgia, Marucci rifette sulla sua alterita geograf-
co-culturale (essendo originario della Moravia) come strumento che
gli permette, al pari di Conrad e Nabokov, di possedere una maggio-
re consapevolezza «of the workings of language tour court and of its
contrasting aspects, which a native does not possess at the same de-
greee» (649). Un altro aspetto importante della sua poetica € la pre-
senza della parodia come motore dell’azione, in particolare in opere
citazionistiche e metateatrali quali Rosencrants and Guildenstern Are
Dead, The Real Inspector Hound, After Magritte o Travesties.

Per chiudere questa necessariamente breve introduzione alla His-
tory of English Literature. From the Late Inter-War Years to 2010,
I'impressione € di trovarci di fronte al tassello fnale di un’opera mo-
numentale, conclusa magistralmente con un’indagine che - seppure
‘parziale’ nella selezione degli autori e nell’approccio analitico - di-
mostra di essere, a tutti gli efetti, il progetto defnitivo e assoluto
di Marucci. Molto, e addirittura ‘troppo’, egli sembra aver lasciato a
tutti noi lettori e accademici, che possiamo solo contemplare con un
sentimento di gratitudine le innumerevoli sollecitazioni oferte da un
progetto di questa portata.
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Patrick McGrath has the transnational status of a British-born writ-
er who resides in Manhattan. His oeuvre contains British and Amer-
ican settings in which his Gothic prose depicts disturbed characters.
The book Patrick McGrath and his Worlds. Madness and the Transna-
tional Gothic (2020), edited by scholars Matt Foley and Rebecca Dun-
can, sheds new light on McGrath’s work with a compilation of read-
ings that thoroughly analyse the author’s narratives. McGrath, a key
fgure in contemporary Gothic fction, edited an anthology alongside
American novelist Bradford Morrow in 1991 titled The Picador Book
of New Gothic. In it, a defnition of ‘New Gothic’ was established. Al-
most thirty years later, this defnition remains infuential and essen-
tial in comprehending McGrath’s fction of “horror, madness, mon-
strosity, death, disease, terror, evil, and weird sexuality”, all of which
“strongly manifest the Gothic sensibility” (McGrath, Morrow 1991,
Xiv). The essays contained within this volume refect these Gothic
sensibilities as they study McGrath’s evolution as a writer.

With a foreword by Sue Zlosnik, an expert on Patrick McGrath,
and an introduction by the editors, the reader is made familiar with
the writer’s literary universe. Apart from the above-mentioned fea-
tures of the ‘New Gothic’, explanations about McGrath’s ‘transna-
tional Gothic’ emerge with a focus on his use of the Imperial Goth-
ic in some of his stories and novels, his diferent settings in Britain,
America (especially New York), and his forthcoming location of Spain.
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McGrath’s unsound characters and his treatment of madness are also
emphasised, and novels such as Spider (1990), Dr Haggard’s Disease
(1993) and Asylum (1996) are mentioned. All the contributors to this
volume are qualifed researchers who have written and published ex-
tensively on McGrath’s writings, therefore the reader is guaranteed
insightful approaches to his fction.

The volume is divided into three sections: “Transnational
McGrath”, “Theorizing McGrath”, and “Millennial McGrath”. The
collection treats all the subjects accurately and adequately, and be-
gins with eminent professor David Punter and his “Writing and Read-
ing the Spider. McGrath’s Web”, in which Punter considers what “spi-
dery writing” means, and the use of the spider in a variety of fctions
(and a sculpture) from diferent cultures. Punter writes about the ar-
thropod from Arachne’s myth to recent writings including McGrath’s
Spider, and he explains that McGrath’s story links writing, madness
and fantasy.

Chapter 2, “Martha Peake and the Madness of ‘Free Trade’ by
lecturer Evert Jan van Leeuwen examines McGrath’s novel Martha
Peake. A Novel of the Revolution (2000) from an original approach,
focusing on the economic development the narrative depicts, both in
Britain and later on in the USA during the American Revolution. Two
characters of the novel are emphasized: the capitalist William Tree,
and the more romantic Ambrose Tree. Both imagine the alleged sto-
ry behind Martha Peake and her father Harry. In terms of future re-
search, Van Leeuwen’s study could be usefully linked to further study
of McGrath’s other story “Julius” from Ghost Town (2005), which is set
during the American Civil War, and to the depiction of other charac-
ters by McGrath through the lens of this clash or comparison between
capitalism and a more ‘poetic’ or idealistic lifestyle or set of values.

Chapter 3, Alan Gregory’s “A Cell without a Nucleus Is a Ruin’.
Vampiric Creations of the Unhealthy Disabled in Patrick McGrath’s
‘Blood Disease’ introduces a discerning triad: disability studies,
illness and the Gothic, and how McGrath frequently adds a physi-
cal impairment to his characters apart from their psychological dis-
tortions. Although Gregory focuses on the story found in McGrath’s
Blood and Water and Other Tales (1988), Gregory also mentions the
writer’s frst novel The Grotesque (1989) to develop a connection be-
tween disabilities and the Gothic in McGrath’s fction.

The frst section of the volume closes with Xavier Aldana Reyes,
founder member of the Manchester Centre for Gothic Studies, inter-
viewing Patrick McGrath. In the conversation, the author illustrates
his views about the Spanish Civil War, which will be the setting for
his forthcoming novel and clarifes his choice of ghosts among oth-
er Gothic tropes to depict his narratives. Among other topics, in this
interesting conversation, McGrath also mentions his methods of re-
search.
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To begin the second section, “Theorizing McGrath”, Benjamin E.
Noad pens “Madness, Tragedy, and the Implied Reader of Patrick
McGrath’s Spider” questioning what happens with McGrath’s por-
trayal of schizophrenia in Spider, and how a schizophrenic reader can
face the reading of a text which describes the very mental disorder
from which they sufer. Noad admits that McGrath is well-versed in
psychiatric illnesses and develops on the theme of the writer’s doubts
about the institutions which deal with these patients, a theme also
perceptible in other writings such as Asylum (1996), although Noad
chooses not to expand on other texts.

The independent scholar Daniel Southward categorizes McGrath’s
characters in the chapter entitled “The Terrors of the Self. The Ma-
nipulation of Identity Mythologies in Patrick McGrath’s Novels”. Be-
ginning with Martha Peake, Southward divides McGrath’s individ-
uals into these categories: “historiographic editors”, that is, those
who attempt to impose a new identity on other characters (as in The
Grotesque, Spider and Dr Haggard’s Disease); “self-mythologizers”,
when the characters create a new identity for themselves (Port Mun-
go, Trauma, Constance); and, fnally, “identity victims” when the char-
acters’ voice is non-existent and others create their identity (Asylum,
The Wardrobe Mistress).

The last essay of this section, “Patrick McGrath and Passion. The
Gothic Modernism of Asylum and Beyond” by editors Matt Foley and
Rebecca Duncan highlights a new approach to McGrath’s fction de-
parting from the more traditional psychological/psychoanalytical
one, focusing primarily on the similarities between Asylum, Port Mun-
go and D.H. Lawrence’s works which are informed by his views on
the ‘primal’, instinctual nature of human beings.

The last section of the volume, “Millennial McGrath”, commences
with two scholars analysing McGrath’s Trauma: Michela Vanon Alliata
and Dana Alex, although the latter extends her research to McGrath’s
story “Ground Zero” from Ghost Town. Alliata explores the Freudian
elements in McGrath’s novel and how the Vietnam War triggers the
so-called PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) in “The Price of Suf-
fering and the Value of Remembering. Patrick McGrath’s Trauma”,
arguing that the novel illustrates “the ways in which trauma may
be induced by the perception of another’s sufering, through identi-
fcation with another’s traumatic story” (120). Her essay is relevant
as it painstakingly describes the characters of the novel, yet as it is
followed by Alex’s ““You have to be a warrior to live here’. PTSD as
a Collective Sociopolitical Condition in Patrick McGrath’s Writing”,
the reader may feel that the chapters are too similar, despite their
diferences. Both Alliata and Alex draw on Freud, Caruth and oth-
er specialists in trauma studies, although Alex, in analysing the 9/11
terrorist attacks, raises the question of collective trauma and what
trauma does to society.
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The last chapter of the book, with the attention-grabbing title of
“The Liar, the Bitch, and the Wardrobe. Resisting Political Terror, An-
ti-Semitism, and Revenants in Patrick McGrath’s The Wardrobe Mis-
tress” is by Danel Olson. Olson, who wrote an endnote in McGrath’s
Writing Madness (2017), investigates the concepts of “the ghostly,
the monstrous, and the pathology of anti-Semitism” (152) in the writ-
er’s latest novel. Olson’s chapter analyses the employment of ghosts
(in this case the dybbuk, a malicious spirit in Jewish mythology) in
a post-war atmosphere, a setting McGrath will be repeating in his
forthcoming novel in Spain. After a brief afterword by McGrath in
which he explains his view on creativity, the reader can fnd Olson’s
appendix with Patrick McGrath’s bibliography and interviews, vital
for any student of McGrath’s fction.

The main goal of the volume Patrick McGrath and his Worlds is
to analyse the author’s world, his characterization of madness and
his stories set in diferent corners of the world, therefore creating a
transnational Gothic. The chapters of the book emphasize either one
or both of these concepts. This book is highly recommendable not on-
ly to readers interested in McGrath’s Gothic fction, but also to any
person fond of history, psychology, psychiatry and economy. A com-
plete volume which opens new doors for scholarship.
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Two hundred years after the publication of Frankenstein; or, The
Modern Prometheus (1818; 1831), Mary Shelley’s wish that her “hid-
eous progeny” might “go forth and prosper” acquires a prophetic
tone (Shelley 2003, 10). When she wrote the introduction to the sec-
ond edition of the novel, its frst adaptation, Richard Brinsley Peake’s
Presumption; or, the Fate of Frankenstein, had already been staged at
the English Opera House. Quite amused by the play, Shelley wrote to
Leigh Hunt that “Frankenstein had prodigious success as a drama”
(Shelley 1980, 378), but she could not imagine the extent to which her
‘Creature’ would become a staple of our culture, spawning countless
revisitations and fuelling an inexhaustible scholarly debate. Stem-
ming from an international conference held at the Ca’ Foscari Uni-
versity of Venice in 2018, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 1818-2018
contributes new insights to the existing scholarship, confrming the
status of the novel as a contemporary classic. Edited by Maria Par-
rino, Alessandro Scarsella and Michela Vanon Alliata, this collection
of essays is organized into three sections that investigate the liter-
ary, historical, and cultural context of the novel, its manifold reme-
diations, and its persistence in visual culture.
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The frst part, “Reading Frankenstein”, foregrounds Mary Shelley’s
extensive and multicultural reading, and the ways in which her work
responds to various literary and aesthetic concerns. As a story about
creation, Frankenstein rests on mythological foundations that are pa-
gan as well as Christian, but as Lia Guerra convincingly argues, classi-
cal mythology is in fact a “dominant isotopy” of Shelley’s writing (11).
The binary structure of Frankenstein, which is based on a series of
oppositions and contrasts, is typical of ancient myths, such as Cupid
and Psyche, but it also shapes the narrative of Genesis. The use of dual
categories is also a recurring feature of Shelley’s oeuvre, from Mathil-
da to Proserpine and Mida. At the same time, Frankenstein is also a
novel about destruction: Victor’s ambition causes his downfall, while
the Creature seeks revenge by destroying the scientist’s happiness.

Michael Hollington’s essay reads Frankenstein in the context of
eighteenth-century French “ruinism”, which is epitomized by Volney’s
Les Ruines, one of the key texts in the Creature’s education. Shel-
ley ponders both the positive and negative aspects of Volney’s views,
thus giving the Creature a “markedly dualistic” view of human his-
tory (43). Despite his actions, as Hollington fascinatingly remarks,
the Creature does not embody Walter Benjamin’s “destructive char-
acter”, but a “paradoxical intertwining and doubling of destruction
and creation” (45).

Victor Sage perceptively examines the rhetoric of the sublime to
foreground the dialogic nature of Frankenstein. Its Alpine setting is
based on “contingent discourses” (19) that range from de Bufon’s
and de Saussure’s scientifc interest in the Mer de Glace to Percy’s
and Mary’s responses to Mont Blanc in 1816. The sublime is “a palpa-
ble presence in the novel” (23), but the succession of fashbacks and
frst-person narrations, as Sage contends, exposes unreliable sub-
jectivities that “misread” sublimity and its emotional impact. Anoth-
er key discourse shaping the textual fabric of Frankenstein concerns
justice and the administration of the law. Victor helplessly witness-
es Justine’s execution, which he defnes as a “wretched mockery of
justice” (Shelley 2018, 56). This comment, as Antonella Braida illus-
trates, is reminiscent of William Godwin’s concerns in An Enquiry
Concerning Political Justice, but also of Cesare Beccaria’s Dei delit-
ti e delle pene. Shelley reasserts “the importance of civil and politi-
cal rights” against “the arbitrary nature” of law (26), entrusting her
message to Elizabeth’s criticism of retributive justice and the inad-
equate legal representation of women.

The last two chapters in the frst section examine Shelley’s use of
the conventions of the epistolary novel, but also the strategies she
resorts to in order to engage readers aurally. Alessandro Scarsella
analyzes Walton’s letters in the 1818 and the 1831 edition of Frank-
enstein, and traces Shelley’s debt to Francesco Algarotti’s Viaggi di
Russia. Algarotti arrived in Saint Petersburg in 1739, and his work
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illustrates his voyage to the Baltic Sea through the impressions of
the whalers. Like Walton, Algarotti incorporates the conventions of
the journal in his letters, but Scarsella also highlights the infuence
of Godwin’s Caleb Williams, which includes reports of letters without
reproducing them in the text. These elements further testify to Shel-
ley’s extensive reading while bringing to light the “family romance”
embedded “in the intertwining plot” (60) of her novel. Maria Parri-
no focuses on a diferent but complementary aspect, that is, the role
and function of the voice. Walton begins his narration by assuring
his sister that she “will rejoice to hear” (Shelley 2018, 7) what he is
going to relate, thus placing specifc emphasis on listening. Parrino
interestingly analyses the “oral/aural features” (64) that shape the
Creature and his education, and the connections that such elements
establish between bodies and sounds. From this perspective, Frank-
enstein reveals Shelley’s engagement with “aural literacy”, but also
the epistemic function of the spoken/heard word.

The second section investigates the many afterlives of Franken-
stein. Peake’s Presumption is the frst recorded work inspired by the
novel, but Michelle Faubert’s essay convincingly argues that its frst
adaptation was Shelley’s Mathilda. The novella is a story of loss, in-
cest and suicide, and like Frankenstein it explores “the perceptual na-
ture of monstrosity” (89). Whereas the Creature is perceived as mal-
formed by those who look at him, Mathilda and her father are aware
of their own monstrosity because of their guilt. For certain, the suc-
cess of the novel was immediate both in England and abroad, as its
infuence on nineteenth and twentieth-century American writers sug-
gests. Elisabetta Marino’s essay insightfully traces echoes and allu-
sions to Frankenstein in various short stories and novellas. Central
to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark” and “Rappacini’s Daugh-
ter”, but also to Stephen Crane’s The Monster and H.P. Lovecraft’s
“Herbert West: Reanimator” is “the mad scientist trope” (100). All
three writers exploit this theme in order to dwell on various issues
concerned with historical contingency, gender, and race. While Haw-
thorne is preoccupied with the threats that changes in gender rela-
tions might pose to social stability, Crane’s The Monster explores the
relationships between blacks and whites, raising questions that are
still relevant today.

The contemporary metamorphoses of Frankenstein bear witness to
its inexhaustible repertoires of themes, issues and concerns, which
are sociopolitical as well as literary. David Punter examines Susan
O’Keefe’s Frankenstein’s Monster (2010), a sequel to Shelley’s novel
that refashions the conventions of the Gothic. After Victor’s death,
the story is related from the point of view of the Creature, an adult
whose relationships with women are unsuccessful. His tentative dis-
enfranchisement rests on his ability to perceive “the world outside
his narcissistic concerns” (109), thus acquiring a new voice, but al-
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so coming to terms with his feral side. Maria Elena Capitani focuses
instead on Liz Lochhead’s Blood and Ice. The two-act play debuted
at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 1982 and brings to the stage the
relationship between Shelley and her literary creation. By following
the conventions of Gothic theatre, Blood and Ice is a “palimpsestic
text” (120) that rewrites the genesis of Frankenstein in the form of
the biographic psychodrama. Within this multifarious context, Anya
Heise-von der Lippe investigates the ways in which the adaptations
of Frankenstein engage with the issue of authority, an aspect that is
crucial when one considers that the book was frst published anony-
mously. Even today, what most literary, dramatic and cinematic adap-
tations of Shelley’s novel reveal is that her “authority” as a writer is
repeatedly “undermined by a process of cultural obliteration” (132).

Over the past two centuries Frankenstein has certainly gained a
life of its own, and Agnieszka towczanin investigates its politically
charged reception in contemporary Poland. The novel was frst trans-
lated into Polish only in 1925, but it is in the 1990s that new transla-
tions and poetic and theatrical adaptations contributed to its surge
in popularity. Because of the changing economic and ideological con-
text, Frankenstein became a powerful political metaphor “to express
the forging of a fundamentally new post-communist identity” (137).
Another fascinating case of ‘dislocation’ is Ahmed Saadawi’s Frank-
enstein in Baghdad, which has received a lot of critical attention ev-
er since its publication in 2013. The novel is set in Iragq during the
American occupation, when Hadi collects dead body parts in order
to give life to his Creature, “Whatsitsname”. His monster, as Angiola
Codacci Pisanelli argues, is a living embodiment of Iraq, torn apart
by the confict. Unlike Victor, Hadi is not moved by ambition: his de-
sire is to give a dignifed burial to his countrymen, which partly re-
writes the myth of Osiris. By confating Western topoi with allusions
to Muslim culture, Saadawi does not simply adapt Shelley’s novel, but
appropriates “the entire Frankenstein imaginarium formed by two
hundred years of novels, movies and cartoons” (158).

There is no doubt that Shelley’s Creature is deeply rooted in our
imagination, so much so that Frankenstein is often wrongly assumed
to be his name. From the earliest caricatures to the theatre, cinema,
TV and new media, the Creature has been a constant presence in vis-
ual culture, to which the third section of this book is devoted. Jennif-
er Debie examines the possible role of waxworks, which were an in-
tegral part of the eighteenth-century study of anatomy, as Shelley’s
visual sources. Like the “anatomical Venus” that Mary saw at the
Gabinetto di Fisica in Florence in 1820, the Creature and his story
hint to a knowledge of wax “manufactured people” (175) that adds a
new dimension to the intermedial nature of the novel. Michela Vanon
Alliata discusses another classic of our times, Mel Brooks’ Young
Frankenstein (1974). Central to Brooks’ parodic efect is incongruity,
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which resorts to a cognitive strategy - the perception of contrasts -
to elicit laughter. At the same time, the movie also responds to sev-
eral tenets of psychoanalytical theory, which Vanon Alliata convinc-
ingly investigates with reference to Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation
to the Unconscious (1905). A much diferent perspective shapes Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein, the movie directed by Kenneth Branagh in
1994. The genitive in the title claims for fdelity to the novel and its
circular structure, but as Gilles Menegaldo argues, Branagh makes
several amendments that suggest an intertextual relationship with
other fIms, such as James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and The Bride
of Frankenstein (1935). Moreover, Branagh'’s Victor does not disown
his ofspring because of loathing, but because of misunderstanding.
From the big to the small screen, Greta Colombani examines the re-
mediation of Victor in the TV series Penny Dreadful. Its creator, John
Logan, was especially drawn to the porous boundary between human
and monster. Victor multiplies his ofspring by giving life to other
characters, and their overwhelming sense of loneliness foregrounds
crucial issues such as “the disintegration” (227) of families, social
isolation, and the need for alternative afective bonds.

Beatriz and Fernando Gonzalez Moreno discuss the illustrated edi-
tions published in Spain with a focus on their representation of fe-
male identities. Curiously, Victor and the Creature were absent from
Francoist illustrations, which focused on Elizabeth as embodiment
of candid femininity. The cruellest aspects of the novel were given
visual prominence in the 1980s, in an edition illustrated by Fernan-
do Aznar that nevertheless foregrounds the role of female charac-
ters such as Justine and Safe. The essay concludes with an exami-
nation of Elena Odriozola’s 2006 edition, which draws on Shelley’s
introduction to the second edition of Frankenstein to provide “a visu-
al reading” (218) of the circumstances in which the novel originated.

Thanks to its enduring appeal, the “Modern Prometheus” may be
viewed as a multimedia franchise. Frankenstein, its story and char-
acters are constantly refashioned across new media and genres, and
John Garrad’s essay concludes this volume by exploring role playing
games inspired by the novel. In boardgames such as Advanced Dun-
geon and Dragons and computer games like Planescape. Torment,
the Creature claims for a new status as an avatar, inviting players to
complete his “moral journey” in new, fascinating itineraries. Again,
whereas David Punter rightly points out the reasons why the defni-
tion of Frankenstein as a “classic” should not be taken at face val-
ue, the literary and intermedial “rambles” ofered by Mary Shelley’s
“Frankenstein”, 1818-2018 testify to the everlasting fascination of an
icon of our culture. By bringing fresh perspectives to consolidated
critical tracks, the volume ofers a multifarious and scholarly sound
illustration of Italo Calvino’s statements on “Why Read the Classics”
(1991). Every reading of Frankenstein is, in fact, also a re-reading.
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A quale funzione risponde quella disciplina che chiamiamo da meno di
un secolo ‘teoria della letteratura’? In altri termini: é forse la letteratu-
raun ‘oggetto’ da teorizzare oppure, al contrario, & essa stessa, intrin-
secamente, teoresi? Quel dare forma alle possibilita della lingua in cui
consiste la funzione primaria della letteratura, non é gia un movimen-
to del pensiero? Molto raramente, tuttavia, la ‘teoria’ si sente ‘pensata’
dalla letteratura. E quest’ultimo punto costituisce un tema di rifessio-
ne tanto centrale quanto € per lo piu tenuto ai margini del dibattito.

Ci sono luoghi della scrittura ove il poeta o il narratore - che non
cessa mai di parlare tacitamente della (propria) scrittura - assume
una posizione piu intensamente autorifessiva, come a inscenare un
diversivo per indicarci che la sua ‘fnzione’ € solo un “Fngere di fnge-
re’, che la sua non ¢ per nulla una ‘rappresentazione’, che il suo lessi-
co e la sua sintassi sono una grande dislocazione onde rendere pen-
sabile ce qui est général - cosi accade in quelle straordinarie pagine
in cui il Narratore della Recherche medita, nella biblioteca dell’Hotel
de Guermantes, sul come scrivera di quanto ha (creduto d’aver) vis-
suto. Una «forma del generale»: modi possibili d’annodare relazio-
ni tra segni, tra engrammi mentali dell’esperienza remota. C’e, dun-
que, una scrittura della letteratura che si fa methodos, cioe percorso
e procedimento verso una teoresi della forma: € il caso, ancora, del-
la Morte a Venezia.
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Massimo Stella rec. Giovanni Bottiroli

Proprio con La morte a Venezia Giovanni Bottiroli da I'avvio al
suo nuovo libro, incentrato su una domanda di fondo: come ‘pensa’ la
scrittura letteraria? qual ¢ il suo stile logico? E la domanda - lo an-
ticipo - e posta dall’interno della tradizione ontologica e metafsica,
la dove quella tradizione da sempre contiene e rimuove il proprio le-
game con la possibilita del non-essere (donde il titolo: La prova non-
ontologica), fno all’intervento decisivo e scardinante di Heidegger
che, dopo il caso Nietzsche, vi riarticola il nuovo cominciamento del
«pensare poetante» (dichtendes Denken) e della «poesia pensante»
(denkende Dichtung): la prova non-ontologica & la possibilita stes-
sa della letteratura. La celebre prolusione del 29 (Che cos’e metaf-
sica?) e infatti ricondotta da Giovanni Bottiroli al proprio familiare
clima d’origine, all’antesignana Morte a Venezia (1912), a partire da
un confronto linguistico e stilistico oltre che concettuale: lo sprofon-
damento e I'immersione dell’essere nel nulla, la quiete dell’angoscia
che li accompagna, la compresenza di forma e informe, la conoscen-
za come dissoluzione nell’abisso. Ma cio che risulta particolarmente
forte dell’analisi di Bottiroli, non ¢ solo I'aver indicato questa inten-
sa vicinanza concettuale e linguistica, quanto piuttosto il mostrare
che lo scenario della Morte a Venezia diventa luogo di un decisivo
esperimento sulla forma: cido che muore, che si ‘nientifca’ a Venezia,
con Gustav von Aschenbach, & la Forma identitaria, separata, pura,
mediana e cosciente della scrittura per efetto di un contagio che, se
nella realta efettuale e quello del colera, nell’universo (trascenden-
tale) del possibile & quello dell’identifcazione, del diventare I'altro,
I'oggetto del desiderio (Tadzio), dell’attraversare il ‘non’ che all’altro
congiunge, trasformando I'essere da ‘proprieta’ in ‘modo’.

Lidentifcazione € un, se non il, cardine concettuale di questo li-
bro. Non si tratta certo dell’identifcazione hegeliana (che ¢ logico-
retorico-dialettica e tende alla sintesi), bensi di quella freudiana, che
€ esperienziale ed esprime una disposizione del soggetto al ‘come’
formatasi nelle relazioni oggettuali. In altri termini, I'identifcazio-
ne freudiana e la scoperta che il soggetto é diviso e relazionale. Tut-
tavia, secondo Giovanni Bottiroli, sara soltanto Lacan a trasforma-
re questa nuova visione del soggetto in una teoria dichiaratamente
modale: i tre registri (la metafora e linguistica) di Lacan - Reale, Im-
maginario, Simbolico - sono ‘modi’ ovvero ‘stili’ dell’essere-del-sog-
getto (vedremo piu oltre in che senso cio sia fondamentale per arti-
colare un’intelligenza teorica della letteratura). Ed &€ esattamente in
questo punto, dove Heidegger, Freud e Lacan convergono e divergo-
no sulla questione dell’essere-del-soggetto che la teoria della lette-
ratura incontra la letteratura come teoresi: il rapporto tra lettera-
tura e teoria &, cioé, biunivoco. Ovvero, se la teoria puo verifcarsi
nella letteratura, la letteratura puo smentire la teoria e riteorizzar-
la. Su tale base Giovanni Bottiroli propone, infatti, la riformulazio-
ne e il superamento del Simbolico lacaniano, non solo per conten-
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dere con il modello di Lacan, ma per restituire la possibilita che la
letteratura lo ripensi. Il denso capitolo intitolato «Essere e non esse-
re: I'identita di Amleto», € dedicato a una rilettura del seminario la-
caniano consacrato all’Amleto (Seminario VI). Quel testo shakespe-
ariano e infatti fondativo per tutta la letteratura della piu matura
Modernita. La ragione & duplice: innanzitutto perché Amleto rice-
ve, pars pro toto nel nome di Edipo, I'intera eredita del personaggio
tragico antico - I’eroe/I’eroina tragico/a €, in generale e costitutiva-
mente, un soggetto ‘oltrepassante’. Nell’esempio specifco di Edipo,
I'eroe tragico esprime il legame e la congiunzione tra due estremi e
due ‘oltrepassamenti’: I’essere il migliore dei sovrani e degli uomi-
ni; I'essere il peggiore degli uomini in quanto parricida e incestuoso.
La seconda ragione e cio che fa di Amleto un paradigma per il perso-
naggio del romanzo moderno: I’Amleto riformula la «modalita scon-
fnante» - hybris dicevano i Greci - dell’anér tragikés nell’idea d’un
continuo desiderio d’essere che supera gli oggetti stessi del deside-
rio e le sue mete. Per questo motivo possiamo riconoscere nella for-
ma-Amleto (intendendo personaggio e drammaturgia) il luogo di na-
scita del Bildungsroman - d’altra parte, non muove forse da Amleto,
Goethe, nel pensare il suo Wilhelm Meister? Ora, la forma del desi-
derio d’essere di Amleto e il ‘Non’ (e il suo oggetto ontologico il ‘Nul-
la’) - sottolinea Giovanni Bottiroli. In che senso? Il desiderio d’esse-
re non esprime una coincidenza. Amleto entra infatti nel desiderio
d’essere attraverso il Lutto: rievocando un’espressione freudiana di
grande eficacia, Bottiroli aferma che Amleto é I'«lo su cui é caduta
I'ombra dell’oggetto», un oggetto per sempre perduto (il Padre ucci-
so, la Madre unitasi al suo uccisore). L’lo luttuoso, quello su cui 'om-
bra nientifcante dell’loggetto e caduta, non e (piu), non puo (piu) esse-
re I’lo del desiderio di avere: quando entra in scena, Amleto si € (gia)
lasciato alle spalle ‘I'avere’. Ma a che cosa rimanda allora la celebre
domanda: «essere 0 non essere»? La ‘0’ disgiuntiva esprime, secon-
do Lacan, la paralisi di Amleto di fronte all’opposizione tra I'ordine
Simbolico della Legge (il Padre che prescrive la vendetta nel proprio
Nome) e il desiderio della madre (genitivo oggettivo: il ‘desiderare
la madre’, e soggettivo: ‘I'onnivoro desiderio materno’). A confronto
con questo doppio ‘No’, Amleto sprofonda cosi nell’inazione. Ma se,
invece - si chiede Bottiroli - la via di Amleto fosse proprio quella del-
la non-identifcazione con la Legge e con il Nome del Padre? La via,
cioe, del non coincidere con la Norma prescritta dal Simbolico (cosi
come € gia stata consumata la rinuncia al ‘bene’ materno). Se il ‘de-
siderio amletico’ fosse quello del non-essere (il Padre e/o il Fallo del-
la Madre)? e, dunque, di essere altro? Non & poi forse questo altro,
I’Artista, der Kunstler, I'«artista-funambolo del linguaggio»? (Ecco
I'origine del Kiinstlerroman). Non ¢, infne, il gioco del teatro e della
lingua - dove, per antonomasia, si rende possibile I'uscita da sé - cio
che irresistibilmente accende Amleto, mentre la vendetta del padre
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e I'amore di Ofelia lo lasciano indiferente? Il desiderio di non essere
diventa cosi la creazione di una forma della lingua: la lingua dram-
maturgica di Amleto, ciog il suo stile, € insieme il personaggio stes-
so ‘Amleto’ e una modalita possibile del pensiero.

Ma lo stile € un (altro) nome del testo: e ci troviamo cosi gia im-
mersi nel campo del ‘letterario’. Se Lacan non perviene a questa con-
clusione - osserva Bottiroli - € perché, da un lato, la visione lacania-
na del Simbolico, ovvero del Linguaggio, & rigidamente coincidente
con il cosiddetto ‘asse paradigmatico’ (cioé con la Norma e il Codi-
ce), e perché, dall’altro, il concetto lacaniano di signifcante € es-
senzialmente sostitutivo, sicché il Soggetto entra nell’'universo del
linguaggio a prezzo di una sostituzione non contrattabile. E nel con-
siderare la funzione del segno come puramente sostitutiva, Lacan,
insieme a Jakobson, risulterebbe per altro regressivo rispetto alla te-
oria dell’arbitrarieta sistemica di Saussure, per cui l'arbitrarieta del
segno non & mai assoluta, ma relativa e correlativa. Bottiroli ritiene
piuttosto che il Simbolico sia una pluralita di registri in cui il sogget-
to entra per trasformazione: e cioé, il Simbolico é senz’altro lo spazio
teorico del ‘generale’ (per dirlo con Proust), ma il generale & fessi-
bile, non paradigmatico. La singolarita trova pertanto la sua piu ric-
ca espressione nel pluralismo del generale linguistico, nella «piog-
gia degli stili». Possiamo dirlo ancora in altro modo: il simbolico non
e indiviso, ma diviso esso stesso in modalita della lingua come lo ¢ il
soggetto dal ‘non’ del proprio desiderio. Il lettore ravvisera in que-
sto punto specifco la convergenza tra una teoria modale (non-onto-
logica) del soggetto desiderante e il campo delle forme possibili che
noi chiamiamo ‘letteratura’. Se Proust, echeggiando e amplifcando
Mallarmé, poteva scrivere: «La vraie vie, la vie enfn découverte et
éclaircie, la seule vie par conséquent pleinement vécue, c’est la litté-
rature» (Le Temps retrouvé), & perché la letteratura & una scoperta
delle possibilita dell’essere articolate nell’esperienza del desiderio e
delle sue divisioni (‘la vera vita’). La letteratura, come l'opera d’ar-
te in generale, é allora una teoria della ‘vita’ in quanto ne mette in
forma le interpretazioni. Alla rilettura del celebre saggio di Heideg-
ger Lorigine dell’'opera d’arte (1935-36) Bottiroli dedica alcune pe-
netranti pagine, polemicamente anti-derridiane, contenute nell’Ap-
pendice | al libro. Lo si sara certamente inteso: questa nuova opera
di Giovanni Bottiroli si distingue per complessita e pregnanza delle
quali non & possibile dar conto qui esaustivamente. Mi limito a se-
gnalare che il teatro nietzschiano degli Eteronimi - tra Gaia scien-
za, Cosi parlo Zarathustra, Crepuscolo degli idoli, Ecce homo, Umano
troppo umano - € una costante presenza nell’'orizzonte speculativo
di Bottiroli e che esso vi funziona, altresi, come snodo congiuntivo
con la tradizione antica.

E perd necessario almeno indicare al lettore come il libro voglia
essere anche un campo strategico, uno spazio polemologico, in cui la
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teoria modale e la prova non-ontologica contendono con dispositivi e
sistemi teorici che hanno rimosso, dislocato o opacizzato la questio-
ne del non-essere del desiderio: Bergson, Sartre, Deleuze sono og-
getto di una discussione tanto serrata quanto avvincente. E partico-
larmente interessante richiamare un punto della critica che Bottiroli
muove a Deleuze, soprattutto perché I'appropriazione del pensiero
deleuziano da parte della teoria letteraria e diventata oggi, in mol-
ti casi, esclusivamente citazionistica. L'idea deleuziana di ‘soggetto
de-soggettivato’, del soggetto cioé inteso come ‘produzione indivisa’
(la ‘macchina desiderante’ e il suo ‘si’ indefnito) e ‘molecola in dive-
nire’ - ‘divenire-animale’, ‘divenire-donna’, ‘divenire impercettibile’
ecc., (ormai quasi formule ‘alla moda’) - non puod accedere adeguata-
mente al letterario, non puo incontrarlo soprattutto sul piano, deci-
sivo, della ricchezza linguistica e dello stile: la visione deleuziana di
Holderlin e di Von Kleist, ad esempio, non & che pura ideologia impo-
sta alla scrittura poetica. La controanalisi polemica di Giovanni Bot-
tiroli ha quindi un fne specifco: la teoria della letteratura non € ac-
cumulo plurimo di modelli, e quando lo diviene manca I'incontro col
testo. Al proposito, il libro si chiude con alcune eficacissime rifessio-
ni rivolte a ribadire la fecondita dell’*antica alleanza’ tra linguistica
e psicoanalisi: una fecondita che risiede, specifcamente, nell’intrin-
seca disposizione di quell’alleanza a essere rinnovata, per un verso,
dalla continua opera di scavo logico-ontologico, e per I'altro dall’in-
cessante intervento della letteratura nel campo della teoria. L'auto-
re lo dimostra rileggendo in chiave letteraria e teoretica le Memorie
di un malato di nervi di Daniel Paul Schreber, quasi fosse un raccon-
to al contempo di Kafka, di Hofmann e di Poe, all’incrocio con il ce-
lebre saggio di Freud del 1910, Il caso clinico del presidente Schre-
ber e con il Seminario Il di Lacan. Come tutti ricorderemo, si tratta
del diario di una psicosi redatto nella lingua della malattia o, meglio,
nel ricordo linguistico della malattia. E la storia di un’antropoteoma-
chia, di un confitto delirante tra I'uomo e Dio, confitto che prende,
indimenticabilmente, la forma della possessione sessuale e della me-
tamorfosi femminili. In questa vicenda, trascritta dal suo protago-
nista, Bottiroli riscopre uno stile di pensiero dove si rivela qualcosa
di fondamentale sul letterario: venendo a ‘saltare’, per cosi dire, il
grande stabilizzatore arbitrario del linguaggio (il Nome del Padre),
la lingua di Schreber mostra un’apertura ai procedimenti logici con-
giuntivi e correlativi che risultano cruciali nello stile creativo dell’o-
pera d’arte. Come aveva intuito Nietzsche, rimeditando Platone e la
tragedia, € nell’opera d’arte che abita il demone del confitto teori-
co - cosa che il libro di Giovanni Bottiroli ci restituisce pienamente.
Non e forse vero, infatti, che, nel nome di Dedalo-Joyce, I'artista si
ripresenta a inquietare demonicamente il sonno del simbolico laca-
niano nel tardo Seminario XXI11?

295

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale | e-ISSN  2499-1562
54,2020, 291-296






e-ISSN  2499-1562

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale
Vol. 54 — Settembre 2020

Miljenko Jergovic
Herkul

Enrico Davanzo
Universita Ca’' Foscari Venezia, Italia

Recensionedi Jergovi¢, M. (2019). Herkul. Zapresi¢: Fraktura, 176 pp. Beograd: Booka,
149 pp.

L'esilio € uno dei temi ricorrenti nell’opera dello scrittore bosniaco-
croato Miljenko Jergovi¢, nato nel 1966 a Sarajevo e residente a Za-
gabria dal 1993, anno in cui ha scelto di abbandonare la citta natale
sotto assedio senza farvi piu ritorno. Nella sua vastissima produzio-
ne letteraria, costituita da numerosi romanzi, racconti, componimen-
ti poetici, saggi e articoli di giornale, il perenne senso di estraneita
proprio dell’esule, perseguitato dalla memoria del passato e impos-
sibilitato a raggiungere una piena stabilitd emotiva in terra d’ado-
zione, viene declinato secondo particolari modalita stilistiche avvi-
cinabili alla sensibilita postmoderna. Gli antieroi al centro delle sue
opere, traumatizzati dal confitto interetnico degli anni Novanta e
incapaci di riconoscersi pienamente nei monismi identitari promos-
si dagli opposti nazionalismi, sono condannati a fuggire all’estero,
0 a sentirsi stranieri in quella che dovrebbe essere la loro ‘Patria’.
La sensazione di sradicamento si rifette nelle trame labirintiche e
frammentarie, oltre che nell’eterogenea lingua letteraria elaborata
dall’autore combinando regionalismi e socioletti diferenti, in oppo-
sizione alle tendenze puriste afermatesi nelle diverse uficialita dei
Paesi ex-jugoslavi.

Le citazioni riportate nel testo si riferiscono all’edizione serba del romanzo, uscita per
i tipi di Booka. Tutte le traduzioni riportate nel testo sono a cura dell’Autore.
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Tali peculiarita stilistiche e tematiche, gia pienamente defnite nel-
la raccolta di racconti Le Marlboro di Sarajevo (1994), esordio in pro-
sa dello scrittore, ricorrono anche nel romanzo breve Herkul, pub-
blicato contemporaneamente in Croazia e Serbia. Con quest’ultima
opera Jergovic si distacca dall’impostazione dichiaratamente auto-
biografca che ha caratterizzato la sua produzione piu recente, costi-
tuita prevalentemente da opere a meta tra romanzo e memoir come
Rod (Stirpe, 2013) e Selidba (Trasloco, 2017), nelle quali la ricostru-
zione della storia della famiglia materna assurge a metafora dei ri-
volgimenti storico-sociali che hanno interessato la regione ex-jugo-
slava nel corso del Novecento.

Herkul si confgura invece come un lavoro di fction, sebbene i ripe-
tuti e accurati riferimenti agli attuali scenari sociopolitici dell’ex-Jugo-
slavia rendano diFicile tale classifcazione. Il giornalista croato lvica
IvaniSevic, nella recensione pubblicata sul quotidiano Slobodna Dalma-
cija, I’'ha defnito una distopija, o piu esattamente «realisti¢na projekci-
ja nase bliske buduénosti»,* una proiezione realistica del nostro pros-
simo futuro. Forse la denominazione piu accurata & quella della satira.

Nell'opera, pervasa da un’ironia amara e pungente, l'autore trat-
teggia un ritratto grottesco e sarcastico dell’attuale societa croata,
dominata dal nazionalismo populista e dall’'uso propagandistico dello
sport e dei social media. L'ipotetico futuro in cui Jergovi¢ ambienta la
storia, I'anno 2020-i-neka (2020 e qualcosa), possiede infatti svaria-
ti punti in comune con il nostro presente. La Croazia, ormai membro
defnitivo dell’Unione Europea, si trova a dover fronteggiare una si-
tuazione di crisi: un’inarrestabile epidemia di tifo ha messo in fuga i
turisti dalla costa dalmata invasa dal cemento, mentre I'imminente
fnale dei Mondiali di calcio da disputare con la Serbia minaccia di
risvegliare tensioni mai del tutto sopite. Su questo sfondo s’intrec-
ciano quattro storie diferenti, afidate ad altrettante voci narranti.

La prima e quella di un certo Herkul, che sembra piangere la mor-
te del padre in un curioso fusso di coscienza caratterizzato dall’u-
so del dialetto dalmata:

U ratu milosti nema. Milost je u crkvi, a kad je rat, onda se ne ide
u crkvu, nego na tenk, pa brm, brm... [...] Nema ¢a¢e mog, umra
je moj ¢aca dragi, zalostan je Herkul, nema nikog da ga Cuje... (8)

In guerra non c’e pieta. La pieta sta in chiesa, e quando c’e la guer-
ra non si va in chiesa, ma sul carro armato, e brm, brm... [...] Non
c’e il papa mio, € morto il mio papa adorato, Herkul & triste, non
c’é nessuno che lo ascolta...

1 IvaniSevi¢, |. «<Moguénost koja je ve¢ pocela», Slobodna Dalmacija, 23-11-2019,
https://slobodnadalmacija.hr/kolumne/mogucnost-koja-je-vec-pocela-634620.
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Segue il racconto del fotografo e graphic designer Zoran, serbo ori-
ginario di Sarajevo trasferitosi a Vienna con la moglie Borka subito
dopo la fne della guerra. Incapaci di accettare la realta postbellica,
segnata dalla traumatica eredita psicologica del confitto e dalla dif-
Tdenza reciproca tra etnie diverse, i due hanno deciso di interrom-
pere qualsiasi legame con la terra natia. Addirittura impediscono ai
fgli d’imparare la lingua materna, lasciando che diventino «dvoje
malih, vrlo odgovornih i prilicno hladnih Austrijanaca» (30; due pic-
coli austriaci, molto responsabili e piuttosto freddi).

Il distacco con cui marito e moglie cercano di difendersi dalle lo-
ro origini si manifesta in particolare nel rifuto inconscio di accet-
tare le denominazioni geopolitiche sorte dalla violenta dissoluzione
del vecchio Stato:

TesSko je sad reci Sto je zapravo bio nas problem s Jugoslavijom. |
zaSto smo taj prostor Sto se prostirao od Zagreba preko Sarajeva do
Beograda i dalje zvali Jugoslavijom, kad te zemlje odavno nije bilo i
ne samo da je odavno nije bilo, nego smo u Sarajevu proveli sve tri i
pol godine opsade i krvavo saZivjeli s njezinim nestankom [...] (32).

E dificile ora dire quale fosse di preciso il nostro problema con la
Jugoslavia. E perché continuassimo a chiamare ‘Jugoslavia’ la re-
gione che va da Zagabria a Belgrado passando per Sarajevo quan-
do quel Paese non solo non esisteva piu da tempo, ma anche dopo
che avevamo passato tutti e tre gli anni e mezzo di assedio a Sa-
rajevo convivendo con la sua sanguinosa scomparsa [...].

Zoran si ritrova pero costretto a confrontarsi con il passato quando
viene inviato per motivi di lavoro a Sarajevo. Raccogliendo svariate
fotografe per una mostra sul movimento punk in Bosnia, I'uomo vive
una sorta di efimera riconciliazione con la terra natale. L'apparente
cordialita con cui viene inizialmente accolto dagli ex-concittadini lo
spinge a convincere la moglie a visitare assieme per un’ultima volta la
capitale bosniaca. Tuttavia il disagio nei confronti della citta che non ri-
esce piu a sentire come ‘sua’ torna a manifestarsi nel corso del viaggio:

Jesi li se ti to vratio? Pitanje nije naglas postavljeno, ali vidjelo se
u o€ima ljudi, ispunjeno prijekorom, strahom i nekim potmulim
gnjevom. [...] Odjednom nisam viSe znao kako da se ponasam i kako
da govorim, pa mi se ucinilo da ¢u najbolje proci ako progovorim
njemacki, ako im pokaZzem [...] da sam ovdje kao Nijemac, kao
Austrijanac, i [...] nisam iz Sarajeva, nikad iz Sarajeva nisam bio
(61-2)

E quindi sei tornato? Non era una domanda fatta a voce alta, ma
la si vedeva negli occhi della gente, piena di rimprovero, paura e
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una certa rabbia ottusa. [...] All'improvviso non sapevo pitu come
comportarmi, come parlare, mi sembrava che sarebbe stato me-
glio se mi fossi messo a parlare tedesco, per dimostrargli che so-
no qui [...] come tedesco, come austriaco, e [...] che non sono di Sa-
rajevo, non lo sono mai stato.

La narrazione di Zoran s’interrompe con la desolante constatazione
di sentirsi straniero tanto a Vienna quanto nella sua citta d’origine,
ormai radicalmente trasformata dalla difidenza ostentata nei con-
fronti dei sarajevesi emigrati da parte di coloro che invece sono rima-
sti. La voce insicura e spaventata del fotografo lascia quindi spazio a
quella convinta e rabbiosa del generale Antun Gavran detto Cumur,
‘Carbone’, eroe della guerra d’indipendenza croata che racconta la
propria vita a un’anonima intervistatrice in attesa dello scontro cal-
cistico con la Serbia. Il militare si presenta come I'esatto opposto di
Zoran: nel corso di un lungo monologo non fa che ribadire la propria
appartenenza alla nazione croata e alla fede romano-cattolica, esi-
bendo quella certezza di cui il precedente narratore si sentiva privo.
Grazie alla guerra Cumur é riuscito non solo ad arricchirsi, ma so-
prattutto a dare un senso alla propria esistenza, un’esistenza mise-
ra e insignifcante nei tempi precedenti il confitto:

i onda ¢u raditi ono $to ve¢ dvanaest godina svakoga jutra radim.
[...] A §ta ¢e biti na kraju? Bit ¢e onaj autobus, razbijena stakla, krv
i izgaZena zastava. Cija zastava? Moja, hrvatska zastava! Ko god
ju je nosio, i Cija god bila, moja je to zastava. [...] Tu ti ja odlu¢im
da ne odem na posao, hego da odem pravo na Zeljezni¢ku stanicu,
pa u Zagreb, da se prijavim u dobrovoljce (84).

e poi faro quello che faccio ogni mattino gia da dodici anni. [...]
E alla fne cosa ci sara? Quell’autobus, i fnestrini spaccati, san-
gue e una bandiera calpestata. Di chi & quella bandiera? E mia,
e la bandiera croata! Chiunque la porti, e di chiunque sia, quel-
la bandiera & mia. [...] Ed ecco che decido di non andare al lavoro,
ma vado dritto alla stazione ferroviaria, e poi a Zagabria, a regi-
strarmi tra i volontari.

La nuova Croazia indipendente, in nome della quale Cumur si & ar-
ruolato e ha compiuto la propria ascesa sociale al punto da diventare
amico del leader nazionalista Tudman, non pare tuttavia soddisfar-
lo. Infatti nessun medico nel Paese sembra in grado di guarire il f-
glio Herkul, un trentatreenne afetto da ritardo mentale che «ne zna
gdje je kojoj rije€i mjesto» (97) non sa dov’e il posto giusto per quale
parola, e passa le giornate a girovagare lungo l'autostrada accanto
alla loro dimora nel fttizio villaggio di Briznik, sulla riviera dalma-
ta. Al racconto di Cumur segue infne un capitolo di taglio pseudo-
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documentaristico, che conclude la narrazione di Zoran e si ricollega
al farfugliare iniziale di Herkul.

Qui un oscuro narratore assembla svariati articoli di giornale nel
tentativo di ricostruire i fatti che hanno portato alla morte del ge-
nerale, culminati poi in una serie di raccapriccianti pogrom antiser-
bi a Zagabria.

Nella sera della fatidica partita di calcio I'automobile di Zoran e
Borka diretta a Sarajevo investe Herkul. Nonostante il ragazzo so-
pravviva, Cumur organizza una folla per linciare i malcapitati viag-
giatori, che pure si erano fermati a soccorrere suo fglio. Nella mi-
schia che ne segue lo stesso generale rimane ucciso. L'ondata di
violenza partita da Briznik si estende all’intero Paese, preda di un’in-
contenibile euforia dopo il goal decisivo contro gli avversari; mentre
gli ultra croati si accaniscono brutalmente sui cittadini di etnia ser-
ba, il governo minimizza e celebra su Twitter I'importante traguardo
calcistico raggiunto. | corrispondenti stranieri di stanza a Zagabriasi
limitano a scribacchiare qualche pezzo sensazionalistico a proposito
dell’eterna incivilta dei Balcani, e dopo alcune giornate di caos tutto
sembra ritornare a un’apparenza di normalita. Soltanto una giorna-
lista tedesca decide di recarsi a Briznik per cercare la verita. Nella
derelitta localita dalmata, dove continua a imperversare il tifo che
le autorita attribuiscono a fantomatici terroristi islamici, la cronista
viene accolta da un muro di ostilita e silenzio. L'unico deciso a par-
lare sembra essere Herkul, ma il racconto si conclude proprio quan-
do il ragazzo sta per aprire bocca.

E signifcativo che l'autore abbia posto il lamento incoerente di
Herkul all’inizio del libro, conferendo all’opera una struttura di ap-
parente ciclicita. Ogni violenza pare destinata a ripetersi, nessun
popolo sembra voler perdonare ai propri nemici i torti commessi in
passato. Chinon riesce ad accettare tale logica, come Zoran e Borka,
e destinato a una vita di perenne sradicamento, senza neppure riu-
scire a raggiungere un’efettiva salvezza. Nel pianto sconclusionato
di Herkul, dove le parole non sono mai ‘al posto giusto’, si rifettono
i traumi di una societa allo sbando, nella quale il potere e conferito
unicamente dalle certezze rappresentate dai miti etnici e religiosi.
L'unica alternativa sembra essere costituita dall’esilio, uno spazio pe-
rennemente incerto dove non si e sicuri neppure della propria lingua:

I dok ti ovo sad pripovijedam, ja ustvari viSe nisam ni svjestan
kojim jezikom govorim, srpskohrvatskim, nekim od jezika koji su
se iz srpskohrvatskog poslije nakotili, ili njemackim (48).

E mentre ti racconto questo, neppure mi rendo conto di quale lin-
gua sto parlando; forse serbo-croato, o una delle lingue che in se-
guito si sono sviluppate dal serbo-croato, oppure tedesco.
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Per laricchezza dello stile e la complessita della struttura narrativa,
Herkul si confgura come un’opera multiforme e composita nella qua-
le Jergovic fornisce un’ulteriore prova delle proprie capacita lettera-
rie. Attraverso il frammentario afresco sociale che emerge dalla so-
vrapposizione delle diverse voci narranti, 'autore decostruisce i miti
identitari alla base di ogni nazionalismo, sia all’interno sia all’esterno
del contesto post-jugoslavo; I'ironia dello scrittore infatti non rispar-
mia I’'Occidente, incapace di liberarsi dei pregiudizi e spesso com-
plice di quella barbarie attribuita unicamente ai ‘primitivi’ Balcani.

Come tutte le opere di Jergovié¢, Herkul risulta impossibile da ri-
condurre a una precisa classifcazione letteraria e, proprio in virtu
della sua natura ibrida e molteplice, costituisce una grafiante criti-
ca alle contemporanee ideologie scioviniste. Non a caso la giornali-
sta Ruzica ASCi¢ I’ha descritto come una «risposta razionale e civi-
le all’enorme quantita di odio che si & difusa nella sfera pubblica».’

Nel condividere tale defnizione, auspichiamo una prossima tra-
duzione del romanzo in italiano, sull’onda dell’interesse che nel no-
stro Paese sembra essersi riacceso per I'opera dello scrittore in se-
guito alla pubblicazione di lavori fnora inediti, come il romanzo Ruta
Tannenbaum,® o la riedizione di opere gia tradotte, come Le Marlbo-
ro di Sarajevo.”

2 AS&Ci¢, R. «Ako neki medu nama i nisu Hrvati, trebaju biti Hrvatil», Express, 15-11-
2019. https://express.24sata.hr/kultura/ako-neki-medu-nama-i-nisu-hrvati-
trebaju-biti-hrvati-23533.

3 Jergovié¢, M. (2019). Ruta Tannenbaum. Trad. di L. Avirovi¢. Roma: Nutrimenti.

4 Jergovi¢, M. (2019). Le Marlboro di Sarajevo. Trad. di L. Avirovi¢. Udine: Bottega
Errante Editore.
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Con questo recente lavoro Franco Perrelli presenta la prima mono-
grafa italiana sull’opera di Kaj Munk (1898-1944), drammaturgo e
autore danese tra i maggiori del Novecento, afermatosi negli anni
Venti e attivo in tutto il periodo tra le due guerre mondiali, fno alla
tragica morte per mano dei nazisti nella Danimarca occupata. In se-
dici ricchi capitoli si segue la parabola vitale, creativa e intellettuale
di Munk, con un primo capitolo di carattere introduttivo, che spiega
la necessita di tornare a una rinnovata rifessione critica su questo
autore, e uno conclusivo che, nel raccontare la «passione e morte»
di Munk tra il dicembre 1943 e il gennaio 1944, tira le fla per espri-
mere una valutazione complessiva sulla sua opera.

Il destino di Munk a livello internazionale, anche in Italia, & di
essere ricordato come il drammaturgo autore di Ordet (La parola
o, come propone Perrelli, 1l Verbo),! da cui un trentennio piu tardi,
nel 1955, il regista danese Carl Theodor Dreyer trasse la sceneggia-
tura di uno dei capolavori del cinema europeo, premiato con il Leo-
ne d’Oro alla Mostra del Cinema di Venezia. Pur sofermandosi con
puntualita sulle qualita del maggior dramma di Munk, Perrelli lo in-
serisce in una lettura a tutto tondo di un’opera densa e molteplice,

1 Ordete anche I'unico dramma dell’autore danese pubblicato in Italia: Munk, K. (1995).
La parola: leggenda d’oggi in quattro atti. Torino: Libreria Evangelica e di cultura.
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ricca soprattutto di contraddizioni e ambivalenze - richiamate nel
titolo dello studio.

Munk fu principalmente drammaturgo, ma la sua ricca produzio-
ne include saggi, articoli, sermoni, poesie, lettere, racconti di viag-
gio e autobiografci. Accompagno inoltre la sua opera di scrittore a
quello di pastore della chiesa luterana, ambiti per lui contigui e in
costante interazione, per cui poté afermare di sentirsi artista in
quanto pastore, e pastore in quanto artista (71). Infne Munk fu at-
tivo nel dibattito culturale e politico del suo tempo. Da sempre anti-
democratico, si oppose con crescente disagio alla modernita, al ma-
terialismo, alla massifcazione e a cio che considerava - in linea con
molti altri intellettuali conservatori europei - I'inutile e dannoso ci-
caleccio parlamentare. Conseguentemente esalto le fgure dei nuovi
dittatori Mussolini e Hitler, espressioni di un’eroica volonta di poten-
za capace di unire le rispettive nazioni per proiettarle oltre il caos e
la frammentazione del presente. Come sottolinea Perrelli, Munk fe-
ce fatica a comprendere quanto la guerra, i razzismi e I'antisemiti-
smo fossero insiti nell’ideologia nazifascista e non periferici errori
dei grandi capi. Tra il 1938 e il 1940, nel periodo che va dalla Notte
dei Cristalli all’invasione tedesca della Danimarca e della Norvegia,
la posizione di Munk divenne paradossale, perché di fatto egli si tra-
sformo in una delle voci danesi piu forti e coraggiose contro il nazi-
smo, dovendo per questo pagare con la vita. Il carico di angoscia che
peso su Munk nei suoi ultimi anni € anche il segno di una compren-
sione almeno moralmente piu chiara della natura del nazifascismo.

Perrelli orienta bene i lettori nella triangolazione delle dimensio-
ni autoriali: la creativa, la religiosa e la politico-ideologica. Le radici
di Munk sono nel teatro come rappresentazione sacra, ma la sostan-
za del suo teatro € moderna ed esprime le inquietudini del Novecen-
to anche quando la materia € biblica o storica. Il radicamento nella
Bibbia e nei Vangeli implica a livello drammaturgico la commistione
degli stili, di alto e basso, di antico e contemporaneo; il suo realistico
sermo humilis & in sintonia con le istanze dell’espressionismo, e tale
sintesi stilistica & in funzione di un’interrogazione etico-religiosa, po-
litica e metafsica al tempo stesso. Perrelli evidenzia la contiguita tra
pulpito e palcoscenico come uno dei segni di Munk. L’arte plastica e
vivida delle sue prediche interagisce con la scena in cui i confitti di-
ventano carne, dialogo e azione: luogo delle passioni, dell'interroga-
zione irrisolta e della visione. Una matrice luterana del cristianesimo
di Munk ¢ la fede mai sicura di sé, anzi sempre incerta e tormentata.
Il tema autobiografco é trattato in Keerlighed (Amore) del 1926, un
dramma imperniato sull’'opera di un prete intellettuale in un paesi-
no di pietisti, i suoi confitti, i dubbi radicali sulla propria fede, il si-
lenzio di Dio; come evidenzia Perrelli, sono fli che conducono a Ing-
mar Bergman, ad esempio al fIm Nattvardsgéasterna (Luci d’inverno,
lett. | comunicandi) del 1962 (59-60).
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Predicatore estroso, imprevedibile ed eterodosso, Munk nutre una
generale difidenza nei confronti di dogmi e «teologia». Gesu, la sua
vita, la sua opera e il suo mistero devono restare al centro della vi-
ta del cristiano, il quale perd deve credere, anche contro ragione,
alla possibilita del miracolo e della resurrezione. Perrelli sottolinea
anche come le matrici del cristianesimo di Munk fossero moltepli-
ci, per quanto tutte radicate nella storia culturale e letteraria dane-
se. Sul modello di Sgren Kierkegaard, Munk puo difendere la fede
come salto, scelta scomoda e contro ragione in polemica con il cri-
stianesimo accomodante prevalente in una cultura moderna sempre
piu laica; e come Kierkegaard, Munk si oppone al pluralismo demo-
cratico e alla moderna stampa (che pure sa usare con genio). La f-
gura-modello che sempre piu si staglia nella visione di Munk & pero
quella di N.F.S. Grundtvig, Flologo, poeta e pastore contemporaneo
di Kierkegaard, padre della moderna Danimarca per il forte accen-
to sui valori identitari unifcanti di Patria e Cristianesimo, ma ori-
gine anche di un germe democratico tra i piu autentici della cultura
danese: quella che pone I'accento sulla formazione permanente del-
le classi meno abbienti, afinché, attraverso la letteratura nazionale,
la poesia e il Verbo condiviso, le persone diventassero soggetti libe-
ri e attivi della Storia. Una terza matrice di Munk - di per sé lonta-
na tanto da Kierkegaard quanto da Grundtvig - € il movimento pie-
tista e revivalista detto Indre Mission (che puo intendersi sia come
Missione interna che come Missione interiore), per la sua idea di fe-
de legata alla passione, al cuore, all’incontro personale con Cristo e
alla intima conversione. Gia da questo quadro, limitato alla sfera re-
ligiosa, il lettore comprende la misura delle contraddizioni di Munk,
il cui spirito riusciva, nel bene e nel male, a racchiudere molti oppo-
sti. Un tratto unifcante di queste tendenze € pero, appunto, I'atteg-
giamento di strenua ricerca, tendenzialmente ostile alle forme di fe-
de piu comode e convenzionali.

Munk scrive drammi di vita contemporanea, traendo ispirazione
dagli ambienti rurali che conosceva bene, sia per provenienza familia-
re sia per la scelta di operare in una remota pieve dello Jylland; scri-
ve anche drammi storici o biblici; e infne scrive drammi politici e di
idee ambientati in un contesto contemporaneo. Essi vengono presen-
tati individualmente e in dettaglio da Perrelli, il quale sottolinea op-
portunamente come i confni tra queste sottocategorie siano perme-
abili, e I'opera sia coerentemente sostenuta da un’unica ispirazione.
En Idealist (Un idealista) del 1928 € una riscrittura drammatica della
fguradire Erode e della sua crudele volonta di potenza, che calpesta
perfno il suo amore per Mariamne. Ma il male di Erode prefgura a
suo modo la venuta di Cristo. Paradossalmente, nel dialogo fnale con
la donna col bambino - Maria con Gesu - Erode incorona il nuovo re,
incapace di compiere il deicidio, restando nell’'ultimo monologo solo
con Dio. Nella teodicea di Munk «chi ha creato il mondo di Lucifero,
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ha creato anche lo spirito, che sovrasta quello del male» (95). Ordet,
scritto nel 1925 e pubblicato nel 1932, é il dramma piu noto e rappre-
senta lo scandalo incomprensibile del cristianesimo - la resurrezione
della carne - in un contesto rurale da «leggenda contemporanea». La
risurrezione & quella di una giovane madre contadina morta di par-
to con suo fglio: un ricordo traumatico per Kaj Munk pastore nella
sua pieve a Vedersg. La provocazione visionaria del testo ci interroga
sulla possibilita di tenere assieme I'orizzonte moderno e il parados-
so cristiano, la fede nel miracolo della risurrezione. E presente un’e-
vidente relazione intertestuale con il dramma del norvegese Bjgrn-
stjerne Bjgrnson Over Avne (Al di 1a delle forze umane) del 1883. Dove
Bjgrnson nega positivisticamente il miracolo, ma pone il «problemax
con un fondo di nostalgia cristiana, Munk si svincola da naturalismo
e positivismo per creare un dramma diverso: che crede nel miracolo
e realizza, in pieno Novecento, un’osmosi tra arte drammatica e fede
cristiana. Ma la problematicita resta. In una predica del 1941, che si
riferisce esplicitamente a Ordet, Munk racconta, in un bel brano ci-
tato in traduzione, della sua impotenza di pastore davanti alla sofe-
renza dei malati terminali: con estremo realismo e con coscienza, ma
anche con la forza che egli trae dalla fede in Cristo Salvatore (141).

Come mostra il dramma su Mussolini Sejren (La vittoria) del 1936,
ogni discorso di Munk a favore della dittatura si basa sull’inettitudi-
ne della democrazia e avviene sullo sfondo di una cupa consapevo-
lezza di un mondo diretto verso l'autodistruzione. Il messaggio del
dramma sottolinea altresi i limiti della visione politica di Munk e i
suoi piu tipici abbagli. Sejren intende infatti celebrare, ma in modo
problematico, la guerra d’Etiopia. Se la guerra &€ un male, la volonta
di potenza del dittatore e votata al progresso della sua nazione, biso-
gnosa di materie prime. Nella visione politica di Munk, gli ebrei me-
ritano di essere «rimessi a posto»; Hitler ha giustamente tolto loro il
potere economico illimitato che avevano. Gia dalla meta degli anni
Trenta Munk si esprime tuttavia contro le persecuzioni razziali, inu-
tili e ingiuste. Il dramma Han sidder ved Smeltediglen (Lui siede al
crogiuolo) del 1938 prende in esame proprio la contemporanea per-
secuzione degli ebrei in una cupa ma realistica visione della Terra in
famme, dove I'unica possibilita di Salvezza risiede in Cristo. Politi-
camente Munk cerca I'impossibile, mantenendo ferma la sua adora-
zione per Hitler e gli strabilianti risultati del Reich, ma condannando
anche la persecuzione del popolo ebraico, il popolo da cui proviene
Cristo. Il protagonista osa infne sfdare il Fihrer nel nome della so-
lidarieta con gli ebrei. L'ingenuita e I'abbaglio politico dell’autore si
rivelano, ancora, nella lettera aperta scritta a Mussolini sul quoti-
diano Jyllands-posten all’'indomani delle leggi razziali del 1938, pra-
ticamente ignota, fnora, alla cultura italiana.

L'invasione nazista della Danimarca e della Norvegia, il 9 aprile
1940, costituisce come detto un punto di svolta. Con crescente ango-
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scia e sdegno patriottico, Munk inizia a condannare I'invasore pub-
blicamente, in prediche, discorsi e articoli. Dalla sua posizione an-
tidemocratica e conservatrice, egli giudica vile anche la politica di
pragmatica sottomissione nei confronti dei tedeschi da parte del go-
verno di coalizione nazionale guidato dai socialdemocratici. La sua
posizione pubblica resta viva ma assai controversa: Munk diventa
un punto di riferimento della resistenza morale nazionale e i suoi te-
sti girano clandestinamente in migliaia di copie; al tempo stesso egli
puo risultare inviso tanto ai nazifascisti quanto ai democratici. Il sa-
crifcio fnale che riscatta Munk passa attraverso il dramma stori-
co Niels Ebbesen (1942), le prediche e i discorsi, testi nei quali egli
esprime la necessita di opporsi, anche con la forza, agli invasori. Fu-
rono queste le cause che infne spinsero i nazisti a decretare I'assas-
sinio dell’autore. E del resto, come spiega Perrelli, egli non fece nulla
per fuggire all’estero o entrare in clandestinita. Si espose anzi con-
sapevolmente e lucidamente al pericolo. Niels Ebbesen - su un con-
Fitto che oppose i danesi a invasori tedeschi nel medioevo - si presta
in modo chiaro a una lettura rivolta al presente. Il testo, che circo-
la clandestinamente, diventa una testimonianza di resistenza in Da-
nimarca e in tutto il Nord. 1l giovane regista teatrale Ingmar Berg-
man (anch’egli potentemente sedotto dal nazismo negli anni Trenta,
come racconta nell’autobiografa Laterna magica) lo mette in scena a
Stoccolma nel settembre 1943. Perrelli reputa giustamente le predi-
che e i discorsi di Munk parte importante e attuale della sua opera:
sono brillanti ed eccentrici, ricchi di riferimenti letterari ma anche
intimi, e paradigmaticamente contraddittori. | ricorrenti bersagli re-
stano la modernita, il materialismo, la massifcazione e la democra-
zia; Munk continua a sognare un nuovo ordine nel segno di Cristo,
un’epoca piu semplice e pulita oltre il caos e la disintegrazione. Ma
in tutto questo egli pud anche afermare: «Dovete essere fedeli ai di-
vini ideali democratici, mai tradire le vostre coscienze, non ricorrete
alla violenza contro le altre religioni, a meno che non siano religio-
ni della violenza, garantite a ogni uomo la possibilita di un’autenti-
ca giustizia e scansate come la peste la persecuzione degli inermi»
(265), o sconsolatamente concludere: «sotto il governo popolare si
palesa la propria insipienza, sotto la dittatura la si nasconde» (269).

Kaj Munk e i suoi doppi si rivela, per concludere, un lavoro matu-
ro ed esaustivamente documentato sulla base delle fonti scandinave
e internazionali, oltre che molto appassionante alla lettura. Perrelli
e in primo luogo uno storico del teatro, ma la sua capacita di conte-
stualizzazione, analisi e lettura critica dei fenomeni presi in esame
supera tali limiti. Egli si muove con mano sicura tanto nella storia te-
atrale quanto in quella letteraria e culturale in senso piu vasto, nella
storia delle idee e della religione, e nella dimensione storico-politica.
A titolo esemplifcativo si pud menzionare un frangente culminante,
tanto per Munk quanto per il suo paese e il mondo intero: I'autun-
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no del 1943, quando la resistenza danese si fece piu attiva con atti
di sabotaggio e scioperi, e piu dure diventarono di conseguenza le
rappresaglie naziste. In quegli stessi mesi avvenne anche il famoso
salvataggio, verso la Svezia, di circa ottomila ebrei danesi, che fug-
girono cosi dalla «soluzione fnale». Qui il discorso di Perrelli inte-
ragisce con tutte le pit importanti fonti sulla controversa questione
(quando i nazisti tollerarono eccezionalmente una soluzione diversa
rispetto alla deportazione e allo sterminio, ma quando, anche, i da-
nesi mostrarono al mondo che una resistenza attiva e di massa era
possibile), a partire dalle celebri osservazioni di Hannah Arendt ne
La banalita del male.

Perrelli & anche un appassionato traduttore e la sua opera di me-
diazione critica € impensabile senza questo ausilio. Kaj Munk e i suoi
doppi lo mostra nel modo piu evidente, perché numerosi brani dell’au-
tore - dai drammi, dalle lettere, dai saggi e dalle prediche - sono ge-
nerosamente citati in traduzione, fornendo ai lettori italiani, per la
prima volta, un contatto approfondito con la sua opera.

Perrelli riesce a seguire da vicino, analiticamente, le molteplici di-
mensioni dell’opera, e nel contempo a guidare con il senso della sinte-
si verso una comprensione piu profonda dell’universo dell’autore. Nel
fare questo lo studioso osserva che, dopo il grande successo in Dani-
marca e Scandinavia negli anni Trenta e Quaranta, I'opera di Munk
e caduta in una certa misura nell’oblio, oppure su di essa ha pesato
il giudizio ideologico, come ancora avveniva nel maggiore manuale
di storia della letteratura danese del 1984. Il piu recente manuale,
del 2006, sottolinea invece il bisogno di tornare con rinnovato inte-
resse critico all’opera ricca e contradditoria di Munk. In questa di-
rezione si muove dunque Perrelli, che senza ovviamente condivide-
re in nessun modo I'ideale dittatoriale e nazifascista di Munk, cerca
invece di aderire, con il futo del critico e dello storico, ai moventi
e alle contraddizioni del poeta-pastore, ma anche e soprattutto alla
sua migliore vena creativa. Sui limiti degli studi critici, Perrelli os-
serva in chiave conclusiva: «Quello assai piu discusso - talora con in-
giuste conseguenze sulla valutazione estetica dell’'opera - € il Munk
politico, sostanzialmente un conservatore del suo tempo, che cerca
un indirizzo nella torbida confusione che s’impone ovunque dopo la
Prima Guerra Mondiale» (311). Nei suoi abbagli, ma anche nell’an-
gosciata preveggenza dei destini cupi dell’Europa e del mondo tra le
due grandi guerre, Munk si mostra una fgura assai emblematica del
Novecento, e grazie a Perrelli i lettori italiani, e non solo gli scandi-
navisti, possono capirlo molto meglio.
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Giuliano D’Amico é professore associato di letterature nordiche ed
e attivo in Norvegia gia da diversi anni nonostante la giovane eta.
Il suo primo compito come ricercatore € lo studio dell’'opera di Hen-
rik Ibsen, poiché lavora al Centro di Studi Ibseniani dell’Universita
di Oslo. E infatti D’Amico si & afermato come ibsenista e storico del
teatro con la sua tesi di dottorato e prima monografa del 2010, in
inglese, Domesticating Ibsen for Italy: Enrico and Icilio Polese’s Ibs-
en Campaign. Lo statuto del Senter for Ibsen-studier permette tut-
tavia ai suoi ricercatori di lavorare anche ad altri progetti. La nuo-
va monografa di D’Amico ¢ il bel risultato che scaturisce da questa
possibilita.

Tilbake til fremtiden. Hakan Sandell og den nordiske retrogardi-
smen, magistralmente scritta in norvegese, tratta di poesia contem-
poranea scandinava. Al centro dell’indagine sono il movimento po-
etico e artistico svedese-norvegese detto ‘Retrogardismo’ dai suoi
stessi esponenti, sviluppatosi tra il 1995 e il 2011, e soprattutto la
voce poetica di maggior spicco che dal movimento & emersa, quella
del poeta svedese Hakan Sandell (1962), originario di Malmoé ma re-
sidente a Oslo da molti anni. Tilbake til fremtiden puo essere defnita
a pieno titolo la prima monografa su Sandell; al tempo stesso I'appro-
fondimento monografco risulterebbe impensabile se non fosse conte-
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stualizzato all’interno di un’esperienza poetica e artistica che é stata
anche condivisa e collettiva, quella appunto del Retrogardismo. Per
questo, all’'opera di Sandell e accostata quella di altri esponenti del
movimento, ad esempio lo svedese Clemens Altgard, che con Sandell
ha pubblicato il manifesto Om retrogardism nel 1995, oppure i poeti
norvegesi Bertrand Besigye e Cornelius Jakhelln, i quali, pur non fa-
cendo parte della cerchia ristretta, hanno mostrato una certa afini-
ta e dialogato con le idee e le pratiche retrogardiste.

D’Amico argomenta in modo chiaro e stringente. Compresi tra un
Prologo e un Epilogo, troviamo sette capitoli; nel primo di questi, fon-
damentale, si discutono il fenomeno del Retrogardismo e le sue rela-
zioni con la tradizione del Modernismo e dell’avanguardia nella poesia
nordica. | successivi sei capitoli ofrono, dopo un sintetico ma pun-
tuale inquadramento teorico, letture ravvicinate delle poesie di San-
dell (e in misura minore degli altri autori) secondo alcune tracce spe-
cifche, rispettivamente Tradizione, Tecnica, Figurazione, Ideologia,
Luogo ed Esoterismo: tutte dimensioni importanti, che permettono
al lettore di avvicinarsi alla voce di Sandell e alla sua poetica. In una
conclusiva Appendice, D’Amico si soferma brevemente sulla poetica
di Pier Paolo Pasolini, una fonte d’ispirazione per Sandell che piu vol-
te compare nel corso della trattazione. L'opera di Pasolini mostra ana-
logie con il Retrogardismo nordico nella misura in cui rinnova le for-
me della letteratura e del cinema attraverso un ricorso antagonistico
a procedimenti e culture della tradizione, alta o popolare, in chiave
d’interpretazione del presente; Pasolini deve per altro spesso consta-
tare, con amarezza, il mutamento antropologico delle «sue» classi po-
polari, omologate ai miti moderni del materialismo e del benessere. |
brani citati delle poesie di Pasolini sono tradotti da Camilla Chams.

Un punto nodale del lavoro ¢ il rapporto del Retrogardismo con
il movimento delle avanguardie, presupposto per I'afermazione del
Modernismo nella poesia e nelle letterature nordiche dagli inizi No-
vecento. Come fa notare D’Amico, si tratta di un rapporto ambiva-
lente. Da un lato, Sandell e Altgard si pongono provocatoriamente
contro, a partire dal nome che scelgono (mutuato da un movimen-
to sloveno), e fuori della matrice avanguardista e modernista. D’al-
tro lato, I'alternativa che essi propongono non é da intendersi come
pura restaurazione del passato - né nei procedimenti poetici né nel-
la visione del mondo - ma si confgura come ulteriore innovazione,
dunque una proiezione in avanti, un recupero del passato rivolto al
futuro. E vero che i procedimenti del Modernismo hanno rappresen-
tato lo «scarto dalla norma» — attraverso il verso libero e una piu li-
bera associazione d’immagini, oltre I'ordine discorsivo e sintattico
degli enunciati - e hanno scardinato la tradizionale poesia metrica
e rimata per dare espressione alle inquietudini e al senso di frantu-
mazione dell’'umanita novecentesca; secondo i retrogardisti nordici,
tuttavia, il Modernismo, soprattutto nelle sue varianti tarde e post-
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moderne, é diventato esso stesso un sistema chiuso, una tradizione
indiscutibile senza piu molta capacita di rinnovarsi. Sostanzialmen-
te ha dunque luogo qui una nuova interazione dinamica tra tradizio-
ne e innovazione - anche attraverso 'uso di manifesti e dibattiti che
creano una piattaforma e uno spazio d’azione per la nuova pratica
poetica, un fenomeno che dalle origini caratterizza le diverse poe-
tiche moderniste, alla conquista di uno spazio nel campo letterario.
Pur senza dare una risposta univoca al quesito, D’Amico pone la do-
manda: il Retrogardismo & dunque un movimento totalmente alter-
nativo al Modernismo, oppure, nonostante I’'antagonismo, una sua
nuova espressione? Il riferimento all’elaborazione teorica dei fran-
cesi Antoine Compagnon (1990 e 2005) e William Marx (2004), ver-
so la conclusione del primo capitolo (47-53) ma anche a conclusione
dello studio (302-3), sembra fare propendere D’Amico verso I'idea
che i Retrogardisti siano pur sempre in un rapporto di dialogo con
il Modernismo, non possano cioé prescindere dai suoi risultati, ma
cerchino nel contempo risorse poetiche alternative per interpretare
la condizione presente. Gli antimoderni sono i moderni per eccellen-
za, coloro che con maggiore sensibilita colgono le aporie del vivere
in un’epoca dove tutto cio che é solido si dissolve nell’aria (per cita-
re la nota formula di Karl Marx), e dove ancorarsi al retaggio cultu-
rale passato puo rivelarsi una forma di resistenza, un modo per por-
si in relazione attiva con il presente.

Obiettivo dichiarato di D’Amico € di aderire con curiosita e aper-
tura alla poetica retrogardista. Egli riesce a farlo indagando in pro-
fondita sulle sue premesse e i suoi esiti; cosi pud, ad esempio, illu-
strare le forti relazioni intermediali con il coevo movimento di artisti
e pittori Fgurativi di Oslo, oppure discutere in modo equilibrato del-
le presunte implicazioni politiche reazionarie del Retrogardismo, ac-
cusa mossa spesso da poeti e critici che si riconoscono nel Moderni-
smo, e che D’Amico dimostra essere priva di fondamento nel caso di
Sandell. Il rischio dell’'argomentazione stringente di D’Amico puo es-
sere che a volte egli, per cosi dire, aderisca troppo al punto di vista
retrogardista, fnendo per afermare qualcosa che, se aiuta a chiari-
re le posizioni dei retrogardisti rispetto al Modernismo, produce un
giudizio sommario su cio che i poeti modernisti, compresi i tardo-
modernisti e i post-modernisti, hanno in realta prodotto dagli inizi
del Novecento a oggi, nel Nord Europa e altrove. D’Amico osserva ad
esempio che I'egemonia del Modernismo ha danneggiato e tenden-
zialmente cancellato forme letterarie della tradizione come il verso
metrico e «legato» (17); un’idea in linea con il pensiero di Sandell, il
quale ritiene che il verso libero non solo abbia eliminato metro e ri-
ma ma, alla lunga, anche il senso del ritmo - elemento irrinunciabi-
le al ¥ne di suscitare incanto, evocazione.

Il lettore rifette sul fatto che, tanto nel x<metodo mitico» teorizza-
to da T.S. Eliot, quanto nella pratica di grandi poeti modernisti nor-
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dici (Vilhelm Ekelund, Par Lagerkvist, Karin Boye, Gunvor Hofmo,
Olav H. Hauge, Inger Christensen, Tomas Transtrémer, solo per men-
zionarne alcuni) il recupero in chiave moderna delle forme e dei con-
tenuti poetici della tradizione, siano essi giudaico-cristiani, classici,
orientali, norreni, medievali o della prima eta moderna, € un proce-
dimento ricorrente e, si potrebbe quasi dire, dovuto e ovvio. Come
ha osservato Georg Steiner in After Babel (1975) i modernisti sono
coloro sui quali, nel disgregante contesto della modernita, & para-
dossalmente ricaduto il compito di salvare e custodire la tradizione,
piu che di cancellarla:

We know now that the modernist movement which dominated art,
music, letters during the frst half of the century was, at critical
points, a strategy of conservation, of custodianship. [...] The appar-
ent iconoclasts have turned out to be more or less anguished cus-
todians racing through the museum of civilization, seeking order
and sanctuary for its treasures, before closing time.*

Sulla mancanza di ritmo che Sandell imputa alla tradizione moder-
nista, si potrebbe rievocare il valore liberatorio che la rinuncia al-
la metrica ebbe per Edith Sédergran, careliana di lingua svedese, la
prima grande poetessa modernista nordica, la quale afermava nel-
la breve nota introduttiva alla sua seconda raccolta Septemberlyran
(La lira di settembre) del 1918:

Che la mia scrittura sia poesia nessuno lo pud negare, che sia ver-
so non voglio afermarlo. Ho provato a costringere entro un rit-
mo alcune poesie riluttanti, arrivando in tal modo a comprendere
che posseggo il potere della parola e dell'immagine solo in piena
liberta, ossia a spese del ritmo.?

E comunque si puo osservare che nella tradizione di verso libero nel
Nord non si rinuncia per forza al ritmo, sia quando il poeta, attivan-
do lamemoria, riutilizza in forma integrale o disgregata i metri della
tradizione, sia quando intende prescinderne. D’Amico distingue an-
che la rielaborazione, per cosi dire seria, dei retrogardisti del patri-
monio poetico del passato (forme espressive, immagini e contenuti)
dalla ripresa «ironica» e mirata al pastiche, che sarebbe tipica del-
la poesia postmoderna (39, 92). Ma non & una generalizzazione? In
modo penetrante D’Amico legge, ad esempio, la ripresa del mito di

1 Steiner, G. [1975] (1998). After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 488-90.

2 Soédergran, E. [1990] (1992). Samlade skrifter (Opere complete) Vol. 1, Dikter och
aforismer (Poesie e aforismi) Stockholm: Wahlstrém & Widstrand, 65; trad. dell’Autore.
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Orfeo ed Euridice nella poesia retrogardista (73-9); mi domando, al-
lora, se una paragonabile ripresa da parte del poeta danese contem-
poraneo Morten Sgndergaard - in un poema epico ambientato per le
strade dell’odierna Napoli, incluso nella raccolta Et skridt i den rig-
tige retning (Un passo nella giusta direzione) del 2005 - abbia qual-
cosa di ironico o sia un pastiche, sebbene si ponga in continuita con
la tradizione poetica modernista e postmodernista. L’'intento di Sgn-
dergaard pare in verita altrettanto serio.

Tuttavia queste obiezioni, o piuttosto domande aperte, restano
marginali, perché lo studio di D’Amico non vuole e non pud assumer-
si il compito di rileggere la poesia modernista nordica, ma intende
farci aderire alla posizione retrogardista per comprenderla critica-
mente. Da sempre, inoltre, i manifesti non valgono tanto per il loro
oggettivo contenuto critico, ma come trampolino di lancio per un’in-
novazione letteraria. Chi puo credere oggettivamente che i drammi
di Ibsen siano piatto naturalismo, come voleva il giovane iconoclasta
Knut Hamsun? Eppure, senza le sue conferenze polemiche Hamsun
non si sarebbe creato lo spazio di cui aveva bisogno per fare sentire
la sua voce, e inaugurare cosi un’opera (modernista) di valore asso-
luto. Del resto D’Amico sottolinea puntualmente tale esigenza di spa-
zio di manovra dei retrogardisti attraverso i manifesti e le polemiche
(ad esempio la polemica contro la tendenza del cosiddetto «materiali-
smo linguistico» nella poesia postmodernista svedese, variante del-
la Language Poetry, con il suo accento sulla materialita della lingua
piu che sul suo signifcato), e sottolinea altresi un centrale aspetto
del proflo autoriale di Sandell, emerso gia dagli esordi negli anni Ot-
tanta con il gruppo detto «La banda di Malmo»: la consapevole scelta
di una periferica e dislocata posizione da outsider. | giovani poeti di
Malmaé si riferivano piu alla poesia danese e di Copenaghen (la rivol-
ta romantica e postmoderna di Michael Strunge in primis) che non
al Modernismo di Stoccolma, ormai vero centro istituzionale e vici-
no agli ambienti accademici; come poeta maturo, Sandell & singolare
per il fatto che la sua citta intima é diventata Oslo - anche quale luo-
go della poesia, come é indagato in bel capitolo del libro - mentre la
lingua € rimasta lo svedese. In tale contingente dinamica tra le peri-
ferie e un centro diventato ormai dogma indiscutibile (il «Moderni-
smo» di matrice stoccolmese) va anche inquadrato I'antagonismo di
Sandell, non tanto dunque verso il Modernismo nella sua storia se-
colare e nella sua molteplicita di espressioni nel Nord.

Detto tutto questo, i meriti del lavoro di D’Amico sono notevoli, per
I'inquadramento teorico scandinavo e internazionale sulla ormai va-
sta critica all’egemonia modernista, di cui il Retrogardismo € un’e-
spressione; per il chiarimento dei contesti biografci, culturali e arti-
stici e - aspetto piu importante - per la lettura incisiva e le sensibili
analisi delle poesie di Sandell, che ci avvicinano a un autore ancora
poco conosciuto, un poeta vero e di talento, che rivendica la dimen-
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sione artigianale del suo mestiere e ci parla con una voce autentica
e con un’umanita che suscita simpatia. Per sintetizzare I'indole del
poeta, D’Amico parla di «quest’ottimismo umanistico che & dunque
un ottimismo della sconftta: la fducia che sia ancora possibile tro-
vare un nocciolo di umanita, a dispetto delle tragedie e della fram-
mentazione della modernita» (61). La poesia antica - cristiana, clas-
sica, norrena, medievale, rinascimentale e barocca - ofre quindi a
Sandell un possibile valore salvifco, un momento epifanico; questo
retaggio si manifesta puntualmente, pero, nella condizione presente,
nella vita contemporanea e nelle sue esistenze anonime, spesso osser-
vate dalla prospettiva della strada o dei luoghi / non-luoghi che riem-
piono la nostra piu prosaica quotidianita. Trovo in tal senso qualco-
sa di autenticamente baudelairiano nella disposizione di Sandell, un
«saggio teosofo di strada» secondo la defnizione del suo traduttore
americano Bill Coyle (95). La defnizione che il poeta da del ritmo e
della sua funzione indica qualcosa «legato al battito e al respiro, che
possa mettere da parte I'io quotidiano del poeta e dare accesso alle
sopite fonti di energia che sono in attesa». In questo esercizio sacro
della poesia, che per altro ricorda da vicino il sonetto programma-
tico «Andakt» (Devozione), del grande poeta di Malmo Vilhelm Eke-
lund di inizio Novecento, classicista e modernista al tempo stesso,
Sandell non prescinde mai tuttavia, come detto, dalla sobria perce-
zione quotidiana entro cui si manifesta la visione «passata» quale
momento interpretativo, rivelatore ed epifanico.

Lo sguardo di Sandell verso I’Altro & empatico; possono essere al-
tri outsider, gli immigrati di Oslo, i bambini, la natura o una prosti-
tuta notturna a concedere I'intuizione di una condivisa condizione
di anelito e nostalgia che unisce il creato. La citta di Oslo, profon-
damente amata e interiorizzata, puo anche essere oggetto di disin-
cantata critica per le crescenti diferenze sociali e la segregazione
che la caratterizzano: «Sa total &r konsumismens seger att tararna
/ hos Pasolini helt torkat ut i vara 6gon» (Cosi totale ¢ il trionfo del
consumismo che le lacrime / di Pasolini si sono asciugate del tutto
nei nostri occhi) (240). Anche I'interesse di Sandell verso I'occulti-
smo, lo gnosticismo, I'alchimia, lo sciamanesimo si caratterizza, piu
che come pura ripresa del passato, come attualizzazione di percor-
si conoscitivi «perdenti» con I'afermarsi del Positivismo e del Pro-
gresso, esclusi da cio che Michel Foucault chiama «I'ordine del di-
scorso». Il richiamo alle tradizioni esoteriche esprime la tensione
del poeta verso una piu elevata dimensione spirituale, ma senza eli-
minarne la pacata, laica e spesso disincantata percezione della quo-
tidianitd contemporanea.

Dal punto di vista formale, il verso di Sandell rielabora spesso in
modo personale una forma ibrida tra endecasillabo e verso knittel,
un verso della tradizione germanica medievale e della prima eta mo-
derna, dunque pre-classicista, che gia in origine era duttile, basato
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su quattro accenti e un numero variabile di sillabe, adatto a un an-
damento narrativo. Forse proprio qui risiede una fondata obiezio-
ne di Sandell alla tradizione modernista, che oltre al verso libero ha
cercato una lingua priva della discorsivita «logorata dall’'uso» e del-
la narrativita, prediligendo il legame associativo, oltre la logica e il
concetto. Sandell, per contro, ha bisogno di un andamento narrativo
e rifessivo, per quanto anche evocativo e «<magico» (D’Amico parla
di efetto di litania). Anche qui, non mancano altri esempi di long po-
em e di poesia narrativa nella tradizione del Modernismo scandinavo.

In conclusione, di fronte a questo importante studio di Giulia-
no D’Amico, cosi ricco di spunti, posso solo rammaricarmi del fatto
che, come curatore di una recente Storia delle letterature scandina-
ve (2019), nonché autore del paragrafo sulla contemporanea poesia
svedese, io mi sia occupato difusamente di postmoderni e poesia ma-
terialista, non intercettando I'opera di Hakan Sandell, che da posi-
zioni periferiche mostra altre possibilita. Se potessi mettere ancora
mano alle bozze, colmerei ora quella lacuna.
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All'interno della collana «<ESTensioni» della casa editrice Bottega Er-
rante Edizioni di Udine, Ivo Andri¢ occupa una posizione privilegia-
ta non solo perché una sua opera ha inaugurato la collana (la raccol-
ta di scritti di viaggio In volo sopra il mare e altre storie di viaggio,
2017), ma soprattutto perché la sua notorieta legittima e in un cer-
to senso promuove altri nomi delle letterature bosniaca, croata, ma-
cedone, serba e slovena ospitati nella stessa serie. La casa editrice
udinese in qualche modo eredita quell’'operazione culturale che fno
a qualche anno fa svolgeva la Zandonai di Rovereto con le collane «I
fuochi» e «I piccoli fuochi», sicché non sorprende che un libro come
Cirkus Columbia di Ivica biki¢, edito per la prima volta dalla Zando-
nai (2008), sia stato ripubblicato da Bottega Errante (2019). L'obiet-
tivo e presentare lo spazio letterario slavo-meridionale proponendo
nomi emergenti, ripubblicando titoli di valore ormai fuori mercato e
presentando inediti degli autori classici dell’allora letteratura jugo-
slava, quali MeSa Selimovi¢ e Ivo Andric.

Andri¢ vanta una fortuna piuttosto costante nella cultura italiana
e molte sue opere sono state tradotte varie volte in italiano: i roman-
zi celebri Il ponte sulla Drina, La cronaca di Travnik e La corte del
diavolo conoscono due o tre traduzioni; e in tempi piu recenti e stata
pubblicata una seconda traduzione anche di La signorina. LAndri¢
‘maggiore’, epico (defnizione tanto frequente quanto riduttiva), ov-
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vero l'autore di romanzi-cronache e di racconti di ambientazione bo-
sniaca sotto il dominio ottomano e austro-ungarico, € noto al pubblico
italiano fn dagli anni Sessanta, mentre solo negli ultimi due decen-
ni la conoscenza di questo scrittore in ltalia e stata arricchita anche
per la parte apparentemente meno antologica della sua opera. Il Me-
ridiano, ideato da Predrag Matvejevic¢ e curato da Dunja Badnjevi¢
(2001), ha in qualche modo consacrato Andri¢ come autore classico
proponendo oltre ai romanzi e racconti piu conosciuti anche degli ine-
diti (il saggio poetico Conversazioni con Goya e una scelta di prosa
rifessiva tratta dal volume Sentieri lungo il cammino, pubblicato po-
stumo). La raccolta Racconti francescani, curata da Luca Vaglio (Ro-
ma: Castelvecchi, 2014), riunisce in un unico volume dieci racconti
in cui il ruolo dei francescani bosniaci € centrale, e in cui viene sot-
tolineato, tra le altre cose, anche il legame di Andri¢ con I'ltalia gra-
zie alla traduzione del saggio su San Francesco d’Assisi.

Dall’altro lato, le raccolte di racconti con la stessa ambientazione
come La storia maledetta. Racconti triestini* o quelle incentrate sul-
lo stesso tema, come La donna sulla pietra e Litigando con il mondo,?
hanno aggiunto tasselli importanti alla conoscenza di Andri¢ propo-
nendo al lettore italiano «i racconti dall’'ombra», come li defnisce
Bozidar StaniSi¢. Allo stesso curatore si devono anche la citata sillo-
ge di scritti di viaggio (In volo sopra il mare) nonché un’importante
raccolta di saggi politici.®

Nell'ambito della scoperta dell’Andri¢ ‘minore’ si colloca perfet-
tamente anche I'edizione del breve romanzo La vita di Isidor Katanic¢
che nell'originale serbo si presenta col titolo Zeko (Coniglietto) dal
soprannome del personaggio principale. Pubblicato per la prima vol-
ta nel 1948 all’interno della raccolta di racconti intitolata semplice-
mente, e secondo I'uso di Andri¢ allora gia consueto, Nove pripovetke
(Nuovi racconti), Zeko fa parte della cosiddetta produzione post-bel-
lica. La critica e I'autore stesso considerarono quindi quest’opera un
racconto, al pari di altri racconti lunghi che nella sua opera traccia-
no il confne poco defnito tra il romanzo breve e il racconto lungo
(esempi celebri sono | tempi di Anika, pubblicato in italiano come li-
bro separato, e Mara la concubina, pubblicato all’interno del Meridia-
no). Cid nonostante, la lunghezza e la struttura del racconto diviso in
otto capitoli giustifcano la scelta editoriale di presentarlo piuttosto
come un breve romanzo.

1 Andri¢, I. (2007). La storia maledetta. Racconti triestini. A cura di Marija Mitrovic;
trad. di Alice Parmeggiani. Milano: Mondadori.

2 Andri¢, I. (2010). La donna sulla pietra. A cura di Bozidar Stanisi¢; trad. di Alice
Parmeggiani. Rovereto: Zandonai. Andri¢, I. (2012). Litigando con il mondo. A cura di
Bozidar StaniSi¢; trad. di Alice Parmeggiani. Rovereto: Zandonai.

3 Andrié¢, I. (2011). Sul fascismo. A cura di BozZidar Stanisi¢; trad. di Dunja Badnjevi¢
e Manuela Orazi. Portogruaro: Nuova dimensione.
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Ambientato nella Belgrado tra le due guerre e durante I'occupa-
zione tedesca, La vita di Isidor Katani¢ e un ritratto della citta eletti-
va dell’autore e dei suoi «giorni penosi e incerti» quando, dopo il ri-
torno da Berlino (dove rappresentava in qualita di ambasciatore il
Regno di Jugoslavia), Andri¢ scelse la solitudine, il silenzio e la scrit-
tura come forma di protesta. Al suo biografo ha confessato: «Scri-
vendo pagina dopo pagina mi sembrava che gia la stessa notte una
bomba avrebbe colpito la casa in cui vivevo e scrivevo e che avrebbe
fatto saltare in aria i miei manoscritti. Ogni volta che mi sedevo alla
scrivania - rischiavo la pelle».* Benché nemmeno per questo roman-
zo si possa parlare di autobiografsmo, nella precisione con cui sono
descritti i bombardamenti della capitale jugoslava é diFicile non ri-
conoscere il frutto della drammatica esperienza diretta di un auto-
re restio a parlare di sé.

Il romanzo belgradese su Isidor Katani¢ descrive la vita di «un pic-
colo uomo», calligrafo di professione, che ha abbandonato tutti i so-
gni artistici giovanili e dopo le guerre balcaniche e la grande guerra
si é trovato imprigionato nella vita coniugale con Margita, la Cobra:
«Ha pagato quel suo irresistibile e morboso desiderio di conquista-
re la pallida e atletica “fglioccia” dell’industriale con una schiavitu
di cui neppure oggi vede la fne» (8). La schiavitu, o meglio, la pri-
gionia, come appunto signifca primariamente l'originale robija ‘lun-
ga pena’, impiegato anche per indicare una condizione di cattivita e
servaggio (I'etimologia € proprio quella: rob ‘schiavo’) rievoca quin-
di, per traslato, un’esistenza oppressa e spiritualmente limitata. Il
carcere metaforico di Isidor Katani¢ avvicina tematicamente que-
sto romanzo ad altri testi di Andri¢ confermando l'organicita tema-
tica e stilistica della sua opera. Andric rielaboro attraverso la lette-
ratura I’esperienza del carcere e del confno attraversata tra il 1914
e il 1917, restituendola in forma lirica nei frammenti Ex ponto (1918)
e nelle prose poetiche Nemiri (Inquietudini) (1920) e trasponendola
sotto il velo della narrativa onnisciente in molti racconti, nonché nel
celebre romanzo La corte del diavolo (1954), senza cadere nella ten-
denza degli scrittori contemporanei a centrare sull’io la propria arte.

Sebbene contenga alcune caratteristiche del realismo socialista
(lelogio del progresso socialista e della lotta partigiana, ad esempio)
per cui e stato ingiustamente trascurato da una parte della critica,
La vita di Isidor Katani¢ non si puo e non si deve ridurre a quest’u-
nico aspetto, come giustamente osserva Bozidar Stanisi¢ nella post-
fazione. Inoltre, se € vero che in questo romanzo non troveremo (al-
meno non a tutto tondo) il classico autore polifonico della narrativa
andriciana e che lo stile non € sempre all’altezza dei postulati artisti-
ci che Andri¢ stesso dichiarava nelle Conversazioni con Goya, le pagi-

4 Jandri¢, L. (1977). Sa lvom Andricem. Beograd: Srpska knjizevna zadruga, 127-8.
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ne dedicate alla «strana vita sulla Sava» riscattano tutte le debolez-
ze (reali o presunte) di questo romanzo. Nei destini del popolo della
Sava, individuali o collettivi, si riconoscono tratti principali della ri-
trattistica andriciana, costruita sui caratteristici parallelismi analo-
gici o contrastivi, quelli ad esempio delle celebri pagine della Corte
del diavolo dedicate a Gem sultano e al fratello Baiazet:

Una strana popolazione, che vive dell’'acqua. Ci sono lavoratori e
uomini come si deve, di famiglia, e uomini solitari, modesti e ta-
citurni, ma ci sono anche contrabbandieri e giocatori professio-
nisti, cantanti, donnaioli e scrocconi; ci sono quelli che non toc-
cano alcol e quelli che non sono mai sobri; ci sono attaccabrighe
e assassini, e ce ne sono di miti come agnelli. Ma tutti loro han-
no qualcosa in comune e di simile che gli viene attribuito dalla vi-
ta sulla Sava e della Sava. Attraverso una strana e invisibile sele-
zione, la citta li ha gettati li, sulla riva del fume. Quasi ognuno di
loro ha un conto in sospeso con la vita, nel quale la vita & sempre
loro debitrice. Comunque siano e qualunque cosa abbiano fatto (e
adire il vero, sono di ogni risma e fanno di tutto), essi sono in ge-
nere piu allegri e piu interessanti e forse migliori e piu innocenti
della gente simile dall’altra parte di Belgrado. Forse perché vivo-
no sull’acqua, forza naturale instabile che molte cose allevia e tut-
to porta via, e sotto il sole che alle cose da un altro aspetto. (30)

Questo stile che «kiti i veze» ‘addobba e ricama’, come osserva la
scrittrice serba Isidora Sekuli¢, si basa infatti su un ricamo di paral-
lelismi sintattici e semantici, colorati da una sottile ironia. Nel pa-
ragrafo citato si riconosce un altro aspetto ricorrente dello stile di
Andri¢ - gli incisi o pseudo incisi dati fra parentesi che nel Ponte sul-
la Drina arrivano a contare quasi un centinaio.”

La popolazione della Sava, «uomini come gli altri, ma meno oppres-
si e piu liberi», & presentata anche singolarmente attraverso ritratti
concisi, minuziosamente costruiti e solo eccezionalmente attraverso
la voce dei personaggi stessi, come nel caso del padron Stanko, ge-
store di uno stabilimento balneare sulla Sava:

Conoscete tutti Pero StevcCi¢, il milionario? Be’, lui e io siamo stati
espulsi assieme dalla prima media, e assieme abbiamo comincia-
to a lavorare. Ed ecco, lui € oggi uno dei primi impresari di Bel-
grado. Ha tre case. Una in via Grobljanska, di cinque piani. Chie-
dono come mai. Semplice. Per prima cosa, lui froda all’ingrosso,
e io spilluzzico al minuto. E seconda cosa, a che vale nasconderlo,

5 Siveda a tal proposito lo studio di Tihomir Brajovi¢, Poetika parenteze in Zaborav i
ponavljanja, Beograd: Nolit, 30-56.
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a me piace bere e divertirmi. E cosi, lui un mattone, e io un boc-
cale; lui un mattone e io un boccale; e mi piace anche lo spritz, e
tutto il resto. Cosi oggi, cosi domani, ed ecco come stanno le co-
se! Dio aiuta sia lui sia me, me nelle spese, lui nel risparmio. Che
volete? Perd a me mi chiamano Padrone, e a lui, scusate, Cacadu-
ro. Ecco come va il mondo! (33)

In questo breve monologo, costruito sempre su una serie di paral-
lelismi, volti in questo caso a creare I'efetto comico, c’e tutta I'am-
mirazione di Andric¢ per gli uomini liberi che sanno stare al mondo.

Non a caso il protagonista del romanzo trova la vera vita proprio
in questa «strana» comunita di gente della Sava, liberandosi dal ca-
rattere timoroso e dall’animo oppresso, testimoniato simbolicamen-
te nel titolo originale che riprende il suo soprannome - Zeko ‘coni-
glietto’. Tradurre il titolo con I'equivalente italiano sarebbe stato
fuorviante sia dal punto di vista del tema sia del genere (potrebbe
alludere alla letteratura per I'infanzia), pertanto la scelta editoria-
le & alquanto comprensibile. Lo é altrettanto la scelta di non tradur-
re il nomignolo e di mantenere il soprannome originale, limitandosi
a tradurlo in una nota, poiché I'italiano sopporta meno i soprannomi
tratti da questo campo semantico rispetto al serbo (croato/bosnia-
co/montenegrino). Tuttavia, se il titolo si discosta apertamente dal
testo originale, la traduzione ricrea con la massima cura il testo di
Andri¢ restituendone I’eleganza di stile e la ricchezza di signifcato.
Quanto la traduttrice sia attenta alle sfumature di signifcato é di-
mostrato dalla resa dell’aggettivo polisemico pristojan ‘a modo, de-
cente’: pristojno ime «un nome decoroso» (8), pristojan miraz «dote
cospicua» (13) e pristojan nacin «modo dignitoso» (23). La genera-
le precisione non & intaccata nemmeno da qualche lapsus quale ad
esempio Svapska ustva, dove Svapski € confuso con Spanski e reso co-
me «farabutto spagnolo» (43) invece che ‘crucco’.

Alla Bottega Errante e a Bozidar StaniSi¢ va quindi il merito di
aver proposto questo inedito al pubblico italiano, e ad Alice Par-
meggiani di aver nuovamente reso un testo di Andri¢ in tutta la sua
complessita semantica e stilistica. Benché I'unico premio Nobel nel-
le letterature slavo-meridionali non sia sempre compreso in patria,
e anzi sia spesso strumentalizzato dal punto di vista politico, come
aferma con amarezza StanisSi¢ nella postfazione, credo tuttavia che
in tutti i paesi post-jugoslavi nei confronti di quest’autore prevalga
un’accoglienza celebrativa. Come sempre, una grande opera lettera-
ria, un monumento di civilta e umanita, com’é quella di Andri¢, si di-
fende meglio da sola.
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