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culmination of a period of withdrawal and difficulty. Dora bfQke off 
the treatment before it reached any conclusion, so Freud calls the 
case 'Fragment of an Analysis ofa Case of Hysteria' . The bulk of the 
material is Freud's analysis and interpretation of two dreams which 
she related to him in the course of the treatment, and we'll concen­
trate on one of these. 

The family situation at the time the analysis took place is that 
Dora's wealthy parents were unhappy in their marriage, but they 
had formed a close friendship with another couple, Mr and Mrs K. 
A sexual relationship developed between Dora's father and Mrs. K, 
which went on for several years. Mr K. knew of this, and all three 
adults seemed to· have an· unspoken agreement that in exchange, 
as it were, Dora should be made available to Mr K. Mr K made 
approaches to her on two occasions, the first in his office, when she 
was fourteen; in a state of obvious excitement he suddenly took hold 
of her and began to kiss her. She reacted with a violent feeling of dis­
gust and ran out. Freud considered this reaction neurotic: in his view 
'this was surely just the situation to call up a distinct feeling of sexual 
excitement in a girl of fourteen', since Mr K, as he explains in a foot­
note, was 'still quite young and of prepossessing appearance' (p. 60). 

The second occasion happened when Dora was sixteen. She and 
Mr K were walking together beside a lake, and he 'had the audacity 
to make a suggestion to her'. She slapped his face and hurried away. 
Freud is puzzled by the 'brutal form' of her refusal, and again sees 
her reaction as neurotic. When Dora told her father about what had 
happened he asked Mr K for an explanation, but Mr K denied that 
the incident had ever taken place. Her father believed him rather 
than Dora. Given these circumstances, Freud's view of the situation 
seems remarkably perverse. The first of the two dreams on which 
much of the analysis centres was a recurrent one, which first hap­
pened when they were staying in a house by the lake where Mr K 
made his indecent proposal: 

A house was on fire. My father was standing beside my bed and woke 
me up. I dressed quickly. Mother wanted to stop and save her jewel­
case, but father said <I refuse to let myself and my two children be 
burnt for the sake of your jewel-case'. We hurried downstairs, and as 
soon as I was outside I woke up. 

(The Pelican Freud Library, vol. 8, p. 99) 
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Freud comments,jirstly, that the immediate trigger of the dream is 
that when they arrived at this small wooden house her father said he 
was afraid of what would happen if there was a fire there. Secondly. 
in the afternoon Dora had woken up from an afternoon nap on 
the sofa to find Mr Kstanding over her. In the dream the father and 
Mr K are transposed. Thirdly, some years before she had heard her 
mother and father having a serious argument about jewels. Fourthly, 
Freud points out that the German word 'jewel-case' is a slang term 
for the female genitals. According to Freud, therefore, the dream 
expresses Dora's repressed wish to give Mr K what he wants (that 
is, her jewel-case): the fire represents her own repressed passion. 
The figure of Mr K is transposed with that of the father to express 
the wish that her former Oedipal love for her father will protect her 
from the temptation to yield to Mr K's advances. Freud sees in 
Dora's resentment of the relationship between her father and Mrs K 
a residual trace of this Oedipus complex, a feeling that Mrs K is her 
successful rival for her father's love. Against the combined male 
forces of her father, Mr K, and Freud it would seem that Dora has 
tittle chance, and the whole case study certainly shows Freud and 
psychoanalysis at their weakest.· (Psychoanalysis in relation to femi­
nism is further discussed in Chapter 6 on feminism.) 

What freudian psychoanalytic critics do 

L They give central importance, in literary interpretation, to the 
distinction between the conscious and the unconsciolls mind. 
They associate the literary work's 'overt' content with the for­
mer,ana the 'covert' content with the latter, privileging the lat­
ter as being what the work is 'really' about, and aiming to 
disentangle the two. 

2. Hence, they pay close attention to unconscious motives and 
feelings, whether these be (a) those of the author, or (b) those of 
the characters depicted in the work. 

3. They demonstrate the presence in the literary work of classic 
psychoanalytic symptoms, conditions, or phases, such as the 
oral, anal, and phallic stages of emotional and sexual develop­
ment in infants. 
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4. They make large-scale applications of psychoanalytic concepts 
to literary history in general; for example, Harold Bloom's book 
The Anxiety of Influence (1973) sees the struggle for identity by 
each generation of poets, under the 'threat' of the greatness of 
its predecessors, as an enactment of the Oedipus complex. 

5. They identify a 'psychic' context for the literary work, at the 
expense of social or historical context, privileging the individual 
'psycho-drama' above the 'social drama' of class conflict. The 
conflict between generations or siblings, or between competing 
desires within the same individual looms much larger than con­
flict between social classes, for instance. 

Freudian psychoanalytic criticism: examples 

What kind of literary problem can Freudian psychoanalytic theories 
help with? Let's start with Shakespeare's Hamlet, an example which 
is so well-known that it has become a cliche. The relevant items in 
the above list of what Freudian critics do are: l. stressing the dis­
tinction between conscious and unconscious, 2. uncovering the 
unconscious motives of characters, and 3. seeing in the literary work 
an embodiment of classic psychoanalytic conditions. In the play 
Hamlet's father is murdered by his own brother, Hamlet's uncle, 
who then marries Hamlet's mother. The ghost of Hamlet's father 
appears to Hamlet and tells him to avenge the murder by 
killing his uncle. There is no obvious difficulty about doing this, 
but Hamlet spends most of the play delaying and making excuses. 
Why? He is not particularly squeamish, as he kills other people in 
the course of the play. Also, what the ghost reveals merely confirms 
suspicions Hamlet had independently formed himself, and he gath­
ers other external evidence that the ghost is telling him the truth. So 
why the delay? Critics have long debated the question without com­
ing to any generally accepted conclusions. Psychoanalytic criticism 
offers a neat and simple solution: Hamlet cannot avenge this crime 
because he is guilty of wanting to commit the same crime himself. 
He has an Oedipus complex, that is, a repressed sexual desire for his 
own mother, and a consequent wish to do away with his father. Thus, 
the uncle has merely done what' Hamlet himself secretly wished to 



102 Beginning theory 

do: hence the difficulty for him of being the avenger. This view of the 
play was first sketched out by Freud in The Interpretation of Dreams 
(1900). As Freud summarises the matter, Hamlet is unable to 

take vengeance on the man who did away with his father and took 
that father's place with his mother, the man who shows him the 
repressed wishes of his own childhood realized. Thus the loathing 
which should drive him on to revenge is replaced in him by self­
reproaches, by scruples of conscience, which remind him that he 
himself is literally no better than the sinner he is to punish. 

(Penguin Freud Library, vol. 4, p. 367) 

As evidence for tliis view of the play, the psychoanalytic critic 
points to the bedroom scene in which Hamlet shows an intense and 
unusual awareness of his mother's sexuality. Freud links the situa­
tion of HamIet in the play to that of Shakespeare himself (,It can, of 
course, only be the poet's own mind which confronts us in Hamlet'). 
He cites the view that it was written immediately after the death of 
Shakespeare's own father in 1601 ('while his childhood feelings 
about his father had been freshly revived') and he adds, 'It is known, 
too, that Shakespeare's own son who died at an early age bore the 
name of "Hamnet", which is identical with "Hamlet'" (p. 368). All 
the same, it is Hamlet the character in whom the Oedipal conflict is 
detected, not Shakespeare the author. Here, then, is a famous prob­
lem in litentture, to which psychoanalysis can offer the basis of a 
solution. The sketch for an interpretation of the play put forward by 
Freud was later developed by his British colleague Ernest Jones 
in Hamlet u;ml Oedipus (1949). There is a famous sustained literary 
pastiche of this psychoanalytical-autobiographical view of Hamlet 
inJamesJoyce's Ulysses (1922). 

Another example of a puzzling play with which the psychoana­
lytic critic can offer help is Harold Pinter's The Homecoming. This 
example illustrates the third item in the list of what psychoanalytic 
critics do, the classic Freudian condition embodied in the play being 
that of the mother fixation. The Homecoming centres on an East End 
of London all-male household consisting of an autocratic father and 
two grown-up sons. The mother has been dead for some years but her 
memory is worshipped by the widower and her sons. There is a third 
son who has emigrated to America where he is a college professor. 
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He comes back on a visit to his family, bringing his wife (this being 
the literal homecoming of the title). During the visit the sons 
and the father have the idea of setting their brother's wife up as a 
prostitute in a Soho fiat, and living off the proceeds~ Their brother 

. agrees to this, and the wife accepts it calmly when it is put to her, 
having first extracted the best possible fin~cial terms, and made it 
dear that she will be in many ways the h9ss of this new household. 
Her husband goes back to America without her, and to their three 
children (all boys). These events seem so bizarre that the play is 
often performed as a kind of surreal farce. 

But, again, the psychoanalytic critic is able to offer an explana­
tion which makes some sense of them. In her article 'Pinter's 
Freudian Homecoming' (Essays in Criticism, July 1991, pp. 189-207) 
M. W. Rowe suggests that the underlying explanation is to be found 
in Freud's essay, 'The most prevalent form of degradation in erotic 
life'. The all-male family shown in the play suffers from a classic 
condition known as a mother fixation, in which there is an exagger­
ated reverence for the mother. Such people are attracted only to 
women' who resemble the mother, but because of this the' shadow 
of the incest taboo makes the expression of sexual feelings towards 
them difficult or impossible. Hence, their only way out is to seek 
sexual relationships with women who do not resemble the mother, 
and w~om they therefore despise. So in order to generate sexual' 
excitement such men have to degrade their love objects, since if 
they are not so degraded they will resemble the mother, and hence, 
in the man's mind, not be available as a sexual partner. Thus, women 
are polarised into idealised maternal figures on the one hand and 
prostitute figures on the other. The exaggerated reverence for the 
mother is usually much diluted by adolescence, but if the mother 
has died before the child reached adolescence, as in the household 
shown in the play, then a damaging, idealised image of her can live 
on, and eclipse that of all possible sexual partners. Hence, when 
the brothers propose the prostitute plan the husband accepts this 
because that is how he himself has thought about or fantasised about 
his wife in order to make a sexual relationship with her possible. 
AgaiIlJ.then, the action which we see presented in the play turns out 
to be 'rot enacting of the suppressed desires of one of the central 
characters. 
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lacan 

Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) was a French psychoanalyst whose work 
has had an extraordinary influence upon many aspects of recent lit­
erary theory. Lacan began his career by taking a medical degree and 
then training in psychiatry in the 1920s. In the 19305 he worked on 
paranoia, publishing his thesis on his patient Aimee. His famous 
theory of the 'mirror stage' (explained later) was first presented at 
It conference in 1936. Subsequently his ideas were influenced by 
figures who successively dominated Parisian inteUectuallife. such as 
the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (1908'-), and the linguists 
Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) and Roman Jakobson(1896-
1982). Only in the 19505 did Lacan begin to challenge the orthodox­
ies of his subject field. In 1955 ata conference in Vienna he called 
for a new 'back.cto-basics' Freudianism. But he meant, not a new 
attempt to understand the 'conscious personality' (the 'ego') and 
interpret its behaviour in the light of an understanding of the work­
ings of the unconscious (which many would take to be the whole 
point of Freudianism), but rather a new emphasis on the the uncon­
scious itself, as 'the nucleus ·of our being'. In 1959 these unorthodox 
views resulted in his expulsion from the International Psychoanalytic 
Association (a kind of World Congress of Freudian analysts) and 
in 1964 in Paris he set up his own breakaway Ecole Freudienne 
and published a section of his training sessions under the title Ecrits. 
By this time he himself was one of the most prominent Parisian 
intellectuals. 

Lacan'sreputation, then, rests on the published 'seminars', the 
Ecrits. A French seminar is not a group discussion but a kind of 
extended lecture for graduate-level students. The intense atmo­
sphere of these occasions is suggested in an eyewitness acconnt of 
Lacan's seminars in the 1950s: 

He speaks in a wavering, syncopated or thundering voice, spiced with 
sighs and hesitations. He notes down in advance what he is going to 
say, then, before the public, he improvises like an actor from the 
Royal Shakespeare Company ... he fascinates his audience with his 
impressive language ... Lacan does not analyse, he associates. Lacan 
does not lecture, he produces resonances. At each session of this 
collective treatment, the pupils have the impression that the master 
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speaks about them and for them in a coded message secretly destined 
for each one. 

(Quoted by John Lechte in Julia Kristeva, Routledge, 
1990, pp. 3&-7) 

Note here the emphasis on showmanship, on improvisation, on 
by-passing the formally structured presen~tion of ideas usual in 
lectures, and on the transmission of information in a coded form 
as part of an initiation process. Lacan says, in the piece discussed 
below, that the only teaching worthy of the name is teaching you can 
only come to terms with in its own terms. I emphasise all this to 
prepare you for the initial strangeness of Lacan's writing, all of 
which was based on the semi-improvised meditations which occu­
pied the two to three hours of these weekly occasions. 

The vast output of Lacan has not all been of equal interest to lit­
erary critics. The major interest has been in the following: 

1. The essay 'The insistence of the letter in the unconsCious" 
reprinted in David Lodge, cd. Modern Criticism and Theory 
(Longman, 1988), pp. 79-106. 

2. The seminar on Edgar Allan Poe's story 'The Purloined Letter', 
reprinted in The Purl(jined Poe: Lacan, Derrida, and Psychoana­
lytic Reading, ed. John P. Muller and William J. Richardson 
(Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), pp. 28-54, with exten­
sive editorial commentary and annotations. 

3. The seminar on Hamlet, 'Desire and the Interpretation of 
desire in Hamlet', reprinted in Literature and Psychoanalysis: 
the Question of Reading: Otherwise, Shoshana Felman, ed. (Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1982), pp. 11-52. 

Lacan's own explication of his ideas is often intimidatingly obscure. 
I would suggest that in reading him you should devote some study 
time to reading the same piece several times, rather than reading 
through a great deal of his work once only. In grappling with Lacan 
I have found the following particularly helpful: 

1. David Lodge's pre-summary of the argument of Lacan's 'The 
insistence of the letter in the unconscious', pp. 79-80 in Modern 
Criticism and Theory. 
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2. John Lechte's account of Lacan's thinking, chapter two 'The 
effect of the unconscious' in his bookJulia Kristeva, pp. 13-64. 
I have also drawn upon this for the biographical details given 
above. 

3. A summary by Toril Moi, pp. 99-101 in Sexual/Textual Politics 
(Methuen, 1985). 

4. The critique of Lacan,chapter five 'The mirror stage - a criti­
cal reflection" pp. 131-63 in Raymond Tallis's Not Saussure: A 
Critique 0/ Post-Saussurean Literary Theory (Macmillan, 1988). 

The most important Lacanian text for literary students is 'The 
insistence of the lett<:r', first delivered in 1957 to a 'lay' audience of 
philosophy students, rather than to trainee psychiatrists, but using 
material from the professional seminars. In what foHows I attempt a 
summary of the argument, trying to show why these ideas have been 
used so intensively by literary critics. 

Lacan begins the piece by paying allegiance to the intellectual 
dominance of language studies: he asks (rhetorically) 'how could 
a psychoanalyst of today not realise that his realm of truth is in fact 
the word?' Language, then, is central, and this is so because ininves­
tigating the unconscious the analyst is always both using and exam­
ining language -- in effect, Freudian psychiatry is entirely a verbal 
science. And the unconscious is not a chaotic mass of disparate 
material, as might formerly have been thought, but an orderly network, 
as complex as the structure of a language: 'what the psychoanalytic 
experience discovers in the unconscious is the whole structure of 
language': 

So the unconscious, in Lacan's famous slogan, is structured like 
a language. But how is a language structured? Modern language 
studies, he goes on, begin with Saussure, who shows that meaning 
in language i~ a matter of contrasts between words and other words, 
not between words and things. Meaning, that is to say, is a network of 
differences. There is a perpetual barrier between signifier (the word) 
and signified (the referent). He demonstrates this built-in separation 
with a diagram showing two identical lavatory doors, one headed 
'Ladies' the other 'Gentlemen'. This purports to show that the same 
signifier may have different signifieds, so that (Lodge, p. 86) 'only 
the correlations between signifier and signifier supply the standard 
for aU research into meaning'. Hence, 'we are forced to accept the 
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notion of an incessant sliding of the signified under the signifer' 
(Lodge, p. 87). That is, words and meanings have a life of their own 
and constantly override and obscure the supposed simplicities and 
clarity of external reality. If signifiers relate only to one another, 
then language is detached from external reality, and becomes an 
independent realm, a crucial notion in post-structuralist thinking 
(see Chapter 3, pp. 61-2). 

But what evidence is there that the unconscious is 'linguistic' in 
structure as Lacan alleges? He argues that the two 'dream work' 
mechanisms identified by Freud, condensation and displacement (this 
chapter, pp. 94-5) correspond to the basic poles of language identi­
fied by the linguist Roman Jakobson, that is, to metaphor and meton­
ymy, respectively. The correspondence is that: 

1. In metonymy one thing represents another by means of the part 
standing for the whole. So twenty sail would mean twenty ships. 
In Freudian dream interpretation an element in a dream might 
stand for something else by displacement: so, a person might be 
represented by one of their attributes; for instance, a lover who 
is Italian might be represented in a dream by, let's say, an Alfa 
Romeo car. Lacan says this is the same as metonymy, the part 
standing for the whole. 

2. In condensation several things might be compressed into one 
symbol, just as a metaphor like 'the ship ploughed the waves' 
condenses into a single item two different images, the ship cut­
ting through the sea and the plough cutting through the soil. 

The use by the unconscious of these linguistic means of self­
expression is part of Lacan's evidence for the claim that the uncon­
scious is structured like a language. He goes on to emphasise the 
linguistic aspect of Freud's work: whenever the unconscious is being 
discussed the amount of linguistic analysis increases, since puns, 
allusions, and other kinds of word play are often the mechanisms 
which make manifest the content of the unconscious - think back to 
the 'aliquis' example, for instance. 

The transition section of the essay moves attention again from 
the conscious self, which has always been regarded as the primary 
self, to the unconscious as 'the kernel of our being'. In Western phi­
losophy the conscious mind has long been regarded as the essence of 
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selfhood. This view is encapsulated in the proclamation by the 
philosopher Descartes, 'I think, therefore I am'. Lacan lays down 
a dramatic challenge to this philosophical consensus (remember 
that he is addressing an audience of philosophy students) when he 
reverses this into 'I am where I think not' (Lodge, p. 97), that is, in 
the unconscious, where my true selfhood lies. Lacan insists, then, 
that the Freudian discovery of the unconscious be followed through 
to its logical conclusion, which is 'the self's radical ex-centricity to 
itself' (Lodge, p. 101). And he asks 'who is this other to whom lam 
more attached than to myself, since at the heart of my assent to my 
own identity it is still he who wags me?' (Lodge, p. 102). Hence, the 
self is 'deconstructed', shown to be merely a linguistic effect, not an 
essential entity. The unconscious, then, is the 'kernel of our being', 
but the unconscious is like a language, and language exists as a struc­
ture before the individual enters into it. Hence, the liberal humanist 
notion of unique, individual selfhood is deconstructed. The argu­
ment, then,is extremely ambitious and wide-ranging in its effects. 
In a few pages. Lacan seeks to alter nothing less than our deepest 
notions of what we are. 

But why, in particular, is it of such interest to literary critics? 
I think the answer to this question is a consequence of the relentless 
logic of the views put forward in the essay. Thus, Lacan says that the 
unconscious is the 'kernel of our being', but since the unconscious is 
linguistic, and language is a system already complete and in existence 
before we enter into it, then it fonows that the notion of a unique, 
separate self is deconstructed. If this is so, the idea of 'character', 
whit:h rests in turn on the notion of a unique separate sel~ becomes 
untenable. So a major consequence of accepting the Lacanian posi­
tion would be to reject the conventional view of characterisation 
in literature. Since Lacan deconstructs the idea of the subject as a 
stable amalgam of consciousness, we can hardly accept novelistic 
characters as people but must hold them in abeyance, as it were, and 
see them as assemblages of signifiers clustering round a proper 
name. Hence, a wholly different reading strategy is demanded . 

. Further, the view of language offered by Lacan sees it as funda­
mentally detached from any referent in the world. Accepting this 
view leads to a rejection of literary realism, since in realist novels the 
underlying aSsumptlbn is that the text figures forth the real world 
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for us. Hence, adopting the Lacanian outlook would involve valuing 
instead the modernist or postmodernist experimental, fragmented, 
allusive text, where, for instance, a novel plays with the devices of 
the novel, alludes to other novels, and so on, just as, for Saussure, 
the signifiers which make up a language refer only to one another, 
and interact with one another, but do not figure forth a world. Hence, 
a wholly different set of literary preferences is also demanded. 

Lacan's foregrounding of the unconscious leads him to speculate 
about the mechanism whereby we emerge into consciousness. Before 
the sense of self emerges the young child eXists in a realm which 
Lacan calls the Imaginary, in which there is no distinction between 
self and Other and there is a kind of idealised identification with 
the mother. Then, between six months and eighteen months comes 
what he calls the 'mirror-stage', when the child sees its own reflec­
tion in the mirror and begins to conceive of itself as a unified being, 
separate from the rest of the world, At this stage the child enters 
into the language system, essentially a system which is concerned 
with lack and separation - crucial Lacanian concepts - since lan­
guage names what is not present and substitutes a linguistic sign for 
it. This stage also marks the beginning of socialisation, with its pro­
hibitions and restraints, associated with the figure of the father. The 
new order which the child now enters is called by Lacan the Symbolic. 
This distinction between the Imaginary and the Symbolic has been 
used extensively in literary studies, for instance, by French feminist 
critics (see Chapter 6, p. 124). In terms of the literary polarisation 
between the realist and the anti-realist text, the Symbolic realm 
would have to be seen as the one found in realist literature, a world 
of patriarchal order and logic. By contrast, the anti-realist text rep­
resents the realm of the Imaginary, a world in which language ges­
tures beyond itself, beyond logic and grammar, rather in the way 
that poetic language often does. Indeed, the contrast between the 
Imaginary and the Symbolic might be seen as analogous to that 
between poetry and prose. In practice the two realms, and the two 
kinds of language, must always co-exist, and the critical stance which 
follows from an acceptance of the Lacanian outlook will involve a 
preference for the kind of literary text in which there are constant 
irruptions of the Imaginary into the Symbolic, as in the kind of 
'metafiction' or 'magic realism' in which the novel undercuts and 
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queries its own realism. A fine example of this kind of work would 
be that of the British novelist B. S. Johnson, whose constant textual 
inventiveness takes the form,. for· instance, of moments when the 
characters cross-question the author, taking issue with his version 
of their motives~ or his handling of the plots in which they figure. 
Hence, apparendy abstract LacaJilian notions, such as the construct­
edness and instability of the subject (the self), or the subject as a 
linguistic construct, or language as a ldf-oontained universe of dis­
ooutse can "be seen in action in the texture of the work of fiction. 

What lacanian criti~ do 

1. Like Freudian erities they pay . close attention to unconscious 
motives and feelings, but instead ofex:cavating for those of the 
author or characters, they search out those of the text itsel~ 
uncovering contradictory undercurrents of meaning, which lie 
like a subconscious beneath the 'conscious' of the text. This is 
another way of defining the process of 'deconstruction'. 

2. They demonstrate the presence in the literary work of Lacanian 
psychoanalytic~ptomsor phases, such as the mirror-stage or 
the sovereignty of the unconscious. . 

3. They treat the literary text in terms of a series of broader 
Lacanian orientations, towards such concepts as lack or desire, 
for instaJl(;e. 

4. They see the literary text as an enactment or demonstration of 
Laeanian views about language and the ·unconscious, particu­
larly the eademic elusiveness of the signified. and the centrality 
of the unconscious. In practice, this results in favouring the 
anti-realist text which chal.lenges the conventions of literary 
representation. 

Lacanian criticism: an example 

To illustrate some of the concerns of a Lacanian approach to litera­
ture we can now look briefly at Lacan's well-known interpretation of 
Edgar Allan Poe's pioneering detective story 'The Purloined Letter'. 
(The tale is included in the Penguin Edgar Allan Poe: Selected Writ­
ing1. ed. David Galloway, and also reprinted in The Purloined Poe.) 
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Lacan analysed this story in a series of 'seminars', as part of the 
induction process for trainee analysts. In the 19805 several post­
structuralist essays were written in response· to the publication of 
these seminars, and much of the material has usefully been collected 
and republished in The Purloined Poe. Also, Newton's The6ry into 
Practice contains an essay on the topic by the Lacanian psychoana­
lytic critic Shoshana Felman. Since it is by Lacan himself, this 
example demonstrates the fourth of the Lacanian critical activities 
listed above, Lacan finding in it evidence of his own views on lan­
guage, and on the process of psychoanalysis. 

Poe's story has about it an archetypal air which lends itself well 
to psychoanalytic interpretation. There is no in-depth characterisa­
tion, the characters being suggestive of chess pieces which are moved 
about by the author in a ritualistic combat of bluff, counter-bluff, 
and subterfuge. They are named the Queen, the King, the Minister, 
the Chief of Police and Dupin, the detective. What happens can be 
divided into four phases: 

1. The Minister is in discussion with the Queen in her apartments 
when the King enters unexpectedly. He notiCes that she is anx- . 
ious the King should not see a letter which is on the desk, but 
she can't conceal it as this would draw his attention to it. When 
the attention of both is distracted the Minister removes it, 
substituting a letter from his own pocket which has a similar 
appearance. 

2. When she discovers the theft the Queen realises who isrespon­
sible, and when the Minister is away she gets the Chief of Police 
and his men to search his apartments. In spite of employing the 
most thorough and scientific methods they find nothing. 

3. In desperation she asks for Dupin's help. He visits the Minister 
and reasons that carrying the letter on his person would be too 
great a risk, but its usefulness lies in his being able to produce it 
at any time, so it can't be hidden outside the house. But ifit had 
been hidden inside the house the search would have discovered 
it, so it must be in the house but not hidden. Sure enough, he 
sees the letter above the mantelpiece, Jirelessly pushed in 
amongst other items of correspondence. 

4. He visits again, and having arranged a distraction in the street, 
substitutes a fake letter for it. The letter is returned to the 
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~een, and the Minister, unaware that he no longer possesses 
it, brings about his own downfall. A note inside the fake reveals 
that this is Dupin's revenge for being duped by the Minister in 
a love affair in earlier life. 

Lacan's account of the tale is lengthy, but of markedly different 
character from the conventional Freudian criticism of Poe, which 
is best represented by the work of Freud's 1930s disciple Marie 
Bonaparte (also extracted in The Purloined PQe). In Bonaparte the 
tale is read, as are all Poe's works, as a symptom of the author's 
neurotic inner life. Thus, she reads beyond the te:xt to the author, 
identifying in him a tllother fixation and necrophilia on the basis of 
the content of the tales. Lacan, by contrast, does not talk about the 
psychology of the individual author, but sees the text as a metaphor 

. which throws light upon aspects of the unconscious, on the nature 
of psychoanalysis, and on aspects of language. We can summarise 
these as follows: 

1. The stolen letter is an emblem of the unconscious itself. In the story 
we find out nothing about the content of the letter: we merely 
see it affecting the actions of every person in the tale. Likewise, 
the content of the unconscious is, by definition, unknowable, 
but everything we do is affected by it: we can guess at the nature 
of this content by observing its effects, just as we can deduce 
the general nature of the letter's contents from the anxiety it 
generates. Freud's investigations resulted in confident a&ser­
tions about the precise nature of the content of the unconscious, 
but Lacan is much more sceptical about the possibility of such 
certainties. Like the letter, the pieces which might make. sense 
of our inner mental universe have been purloined, andrWeha'lg.n 

. to learn to operate without them. We have, that is, to use th~ 
code without having the key. 

2. Dupin's investigation of the crime of the stolen letter enacts the 
process of psychoanalysis. The analyst in psychoanalysis uses 
repetition and substitution: in getting the patient to verbalise 
painful repressed memories, the original event is repeated in ver­
bal form, but the verbal account is then substituted in the con­
scious mind for the repressed memory in the unconscious. Once 
it is conscious and verbalised, the memory is disempowered and 
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mental well-being is restored. Likewise, Dupin's investigative 
process in the story centres on repetition and substitution: 
his theft of the letter from the Minister is a repetition of the 
Minister's theft of it from the (hteen, and the theft in both 
cases is achieved by substitution, a false letter being used as a 
replacement for the real one. 

3. The letter with the unknown content is a~ emhodiment of aspects of 
the nature of language. In language there is an endless play of 
signifiers, but nosimple connection with any signified content 
beyond language. The signified is always lost or purloined. In the 
same way, we see the significance of the letter throughout the 
story, but we never find out precisely what is signified within it. 
Itisan example of signification itself, not a sign of some specific 
thing. Likewise, all words are purloined letters: we can never 
open them and view their content unambiguously; we have 
the signifiers, which are the verbal envelopes of concepts, so to 
speak, but these envelopes cannot be unsealed, so that the sig­
nifieds will always· remain hidden, just like the cOntent of the 
purloined letter in Poe's tale. 

Comparing the Freudian and Lacanian examples discussed in this 
chapter will make it immediately apparent that there is an immense 
gulf between these two approaches, even though "- paradoxically -
they both stem from the same original body of Freudian theory. 
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STOP and THINK 

General: The example at the end of this section is concerned 
with the second, fourth and fifth of the activities listed above. 
It suggests that there is a sharp difference, in terms of the sex­
ual feelings involved, between First and Second World War 
poetry. How far do you feel this to be justified? Do you agree 
that the former is often homo-erotic while the latter seldom is? 
Compare two relevant anthologies in the light of this question, 
such as Jon Si1kin's The Penguin Book of First World War Poetry 
and The Terrible Rain (see below). 

More specific: First World War poets often use the motif 
of bathing witha'n erotic charge. lilly quotes from 'Soldiers 
Bathing' by R. D. Greenway ('You strong and hairy sergeant / 
Stretched naked to the skies .. .'). A more famous poem with 
the same title. by F. T. Prince, is often said to be the best-known 
poem of the Second World War. How would you discuss it in 
terms of the debate on war poetry summarised here? This poem 
is included in The Terrible Rain. 

Corpses in First World War poems are often homo-eroticised. 
A famous corpse poem of the Second World War is Keith 
Douglas's 'Vergissmeiinnicht' (The Terrible Rain: The War Poets, 
1939-1945,ed. Brian Gardner, Methuen, 1977). Illustrate and 
discu~ssomeofthe differences between this and 1914-18 mate­
rialin the terms used in the lilly section. 

lesbian/gay criticism: an example 

As an example of this kind of criticism we can take the chapter 
'The love poetry of the First World War' in Mark Lilly's Gay Men's 
Literature in the Twentieth Century. The essay is a straight-forward 
survey of a range of First World War poetry from this viewpoint, 
drawing on poems anthologised in Martin Taylor's Lads: Love Poetry 
of the Trenches, and on the views put forward in its introduction. 
The essay begins by commenting on the intense feelings between 
men evident in war conditions, and the general reluctance to admit 
the presence of homo-erotic undertones, or more, in such relation­
ships. The difficulty of admitting their existence is compounded by 
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the fact that an army in wartime is the particular expression of the 
most conventionally masculine aspects of a country ('a collective 
symbol of the controlled virility and power of the society itself', 
Taylor, p. 65). Hence 'the resistance amongst heterosexuals to the 
idea that men upon whom otherwise they would wish to bestow their 
deepest admiration might have enjoyed other men carnally' (p. 65, 
italics in the original). At the same time,· references to armies by 
their own side tend to emphasise the often extreme youthfulness 
of those involved - the jingoistic headline of the British Sun news­
paper during the first Gulf War is quoted - 'Our boys go in'. 

As well as the intensity of contact brought about by wartime cir­
cumstances, war poetry at the time functioned as a kind of licensed 
area in which it was possible to express male-to-male feelings in an 
unusually direct and open way (this had changed by the Second 
World War). Hence, expressing love for a comrade-in-arms (albeit 
usually dead) was frequent in First World War poetry, though it is 
difficult to know exactly what is meant by 'love' in these poems (or 
exactly what kind oflove is meant). Most likely the poems frequently 
operate on a number of different levels, with the heterosexual reader 
able to read this 'love' simply as grief for the loss of a friend. This 
enables the poems to be printed and very widely circulated at the 
time without scandal. Very likely the poems operate in this multi­
layered way for the writers too, since by no means all the poets 
were self-acknowledged gays. Hence, 'conventions. of expression 
sometimes make brotherly affection, physical tenderness and sexual 
desire all sound the same' (p. 66). If we imagine something like 
Rich's 'lesbian continuum' to have a male equivalent, especi:llly in 
the horrific conditions of war, then we would emphasise that these 
would not each be distinct and separate states. Lilly makes this 
point, but in different terms, when he suggests that three commonly­
used terms have slightly different references, so that generalised 
feelings of affection and physical tenderness might be described 
as 'homo--erotic', whereas feelings of specific sexual desire would 
be called 'homo-sexual' or 'gay'. Naturally, this will open up the field 
beyond those who were 'certainly (Sassoon) or almost certainly 
(Owen) gay' (p. 66). 

Lilly points out that a frequent motif in these poems is to see 
'same-sex love as superior to men's love for women'. One such poem 
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is actually called 'Passing the Love of Women' and is written by army 
chaplain Studdert Kennedy in the persona of an ordinary soldier: 

Yes, I've sat in the summer twilight, 
Wiv a nice girl 'and in 'and, 
But I've thought even then of the shell 'ales, 
Where the boys of the old Bat. st;tnd. 
I've turned to 'erlips fOT 'r kisses, 
And I've found them kisses cold, 
Stonecoid and pale like a twice-told tale, 
What has gom all stale and old. 

And the poem mncludes (referring to women), 'But I knows a stron­
ger love than their's, I And that is the love of men: It is interesting 
that these poems often seem unusually explicit at several levels, for 
instance, about physical feelings between men and women, and 
about the impossibility of any solace being had from religion - we 
might expect the poem to end (especially, perhaps, as it is written by 
a parson} with the line 'And that is the love of God', but such refer­
encesseem rare. This tendency towards the 'multi-transgression' of 
several boundaries simultaneously lends some weight to the conten­
tion in lesbian/gay studies that breaking the sexual norm is always 
potentially emblematic of norm-breaking in general. 

However, the poems cannot be seen as simply celebratory of 
socially-stigmatised forms of love, since the sexual object for whom 
admiration is expressed in the poems is usually dead (if a named or 
specific individual). Where a generalised admiration for the male 
body is expressed, the body in question is usually that of a corpse 
(often an enemy mrpse, it seems to me), so much so that Lilly 
detects an element of necrophilia in this poetry. Sometimes the open 
expression of sexual desire is combined with necrophiliac elements, 
as in Herbert Read's 'My Company (iii)': 

A man of mine 
Lies on the wire; 
And he will rot 
And first his lips 
The worms will eat. 
It is not thus I would hey him kissed 
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But with the warm passionate lips. 
Of his comrade here. 

147 

(Gay Men's Literature in the Twentieth Century, pp. 78-9) 

Hence, in order to express these homosexual feelings, the poet 
first ensures that there is a barrier to their fulfilment - there is no 
possibility of actual physical expression of these feelings because 
the would-be recipient is dead. The exception is that there are 
many poems in which the man written about is wounded - many of 
these poems are gory, and Lilly makes a connection with the homo­
erotic poems about wounds and hospitals in the American Civil 
War by the nineteenth-century American poet Walt Whitman. The 
wound is erotically charged in First World War poetry because it 
allows tender physical contact between males, the war thus becom­
ing a 'safe' area in which feelings usually suppressed can be openly 
expressed, while at the same time the intensity of the circumstances 
means that the feelings evoked and expressed are different from 
those felt in more ordinary circumstances. Lilly uses the parallel 
example of the football field, where men kiss and embrace each 
other passionately in public, behaviour for which they could still be 
arrested (in Britain) if it were happening in the street. 

Hence, the poems need to be placed in their context to be prop­
erly understood. After all, the army itself exploited these feelings at 
the start of the war with the setting up of 'Pals' regiments, in which 
large numbers of men from the same district enlisted and served in 
units together. The intention was to draw upon networks of trust and 
loyalty founded on school friendships, upon feelings of class solid­
arity, and on local identities and allegiances. (The experiment was 
hurriedly abandoned when whole neighbourhoods were plunged into 
mass mourning when an attack or bombardment took place.) Hence, 
it could be said (as Lilly suggests) that this kind of poetry had official 
sanction, since it was good for morale. Certainly combatants' poetry 
had ready access to publication, in newspapers, poetry journals, and 
school magazines. The continuum of feelings, then, expressed in this 
poetry, and the varying degrees of self-knowledge and self-deceiving 
with which it seems to be expressed, tends ultimately to 'deconstruct' 
the notion of gayness as (from the heterosexual point of view) a dis­
tinct 'Other' with its own stable and separate identity. 
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sketching out what went before, and proleptic devices hinting 
at what the outcome will be, and thereby engaging the reader and 
generating. the basic narrative momentum. These matters are dis­
cussed in Genette's first chapter, 'Order', under the sub-heading 
'Narrative time'. 

S.How is the story 'packaged'? 
Stories are not always presented 'straight'. Often writers make use 

.. of 'frame narrativC$' (also called 'primary narratives'), which con­
tain within them 'embedded narratiVC$~ (also called 'secondary nar-

~. 

rativeS'). For instanCe, the main story in Henry James', The Turn of 
the Smw is embedded within a frame Rarrative of a group of people 
telli~ gboststom round the fire in a country bouse at Christmas. 
One of the stories told by one of the guests in th~ circumstances is 
the one which formS the substance of James's tale. Notice that here 
'primary narrative' really just means the narrative which comes first, 
rather than the main narrative, which in fact it usually isn't. The 
'secondary narrative' is the one which comes second and is embed­
dedinto the primary narrative. The secondary narrative is usually 
the main story. Thus, in James's tale, we first of aU hear about the 
group assembled for the country-house Christmas,. then we hear 
(in a far longer narrative) the story which was told in those circum­
stances. Likewise, the main story in Conrad's Heart of Darkness is 
embedded within the frame narrative of a group {)f former deep­
sea sailors telling ~yams' as they wait for the tide to turn. Genette 
calls the embedded narratives 'meta-narratives' (he sa~ 'the meta­
nart'lllive isanarrat:We within the narrative' ~ footnote 41, p. 228) -,- so, 
for instance, the individual tales of Chaucer's The Canterbury Tales, 
which are embedded within the frame narrative of the pilgrimage to 
Canterbury, are meta-narratives, that is, tales within a tale. 

It is possible, ~ to go a little further and sub-classify frame. 
narratives as 'single-ended', 'double-ended', or 'intrusive'.A 'single­
ended' frame narrative is one in which the frame situation is not 
returned to when the embedded tale is complete. This is the case 
with The Turn of the Screw: when the story of the governess and the 
children has been told, we do not return to the frame situation (the 
Christmas ghost st{)ry setting) to hear the reaction of the listeners. 
Clearly, the frame is single-ended i~ this case because if we went 
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back to the fireside group, many of the crucial ambiguities which 
are the essence of the tale would have to be explained or debated. 
So the frame is single-ended for very good strategic reasons. By 
contrast, the frame narrative in Heart of Darkness is double-ended, 
meaning that the frame situation is re~introduced at the end of the 
embedded tale. Thus, when the tale is over we return briefly to 
the group ofiisteners to whom Marlow, the dramatised narrator, has 
been teUing the tale of his experiences in the Congo. Of course; 
Conrad doesn't attempt to 'solve' or elucidate the enormous moral 
dilemmas which have been the substance of the tale - he merely 
re-introduces some of the imagery (of half-light and surrounding 
darkness) which has.been prominent throughout, so that the double 
frame is used to give a kind of reinforcement to the thematics of 
the tale. 

Frames, finally, can also be what we might call 'intrusive', meaning 
that the embedded tale is occasionally interrupted to revert to 
the frame situation. This too happens in Heart of Darkness, when 
Marlow interrupts his own telling for a moment and makes the 
famous remark 'Of course ... you fellows see more than I could see 
then. You see me, whom you know ... ' This reminds us of the Hmita­
tionsof viewpoint to which all story-telling is subject, and shows 
Conrad's distaste for the traditional narrating stance of zero focali­
sation ('omniscient narration'). He has deliberately chosen a narra­
tor whose outlook has distinct limitations, and the 'intrusive' passage 
goes on to stress the darkness and isolation of the listeners ('it had 
become so pitch dark that we listeners could hardly see one another'). 
The unnamed recorder, who will later write down Marlow's story, 
voices the moral unease which the tale provokes, and seems to speak 
for us as readers, reminding us of the kind of alertness and guarded­
ness which readers need ('I listened, I listened on the watch for the 
sentence, for the word, that would give me the clue to the faint 
uneasiness inspired by this narrative that seemed to shape itself 
without human lips in the heavy night-air of the river' (Penguin 
edition, cd. Robert Hampson, p. 50)). Again, therr; it is clear that the 
author uses an 'intrusive' frame for strategic reasons, seeming to 
insert at this point a kind of 'alienation device' which deliberately 
breaks the spell of the narrative, reminding us of its moral complex­
ities, so that we do not simply become uncritically engrossed in 
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reading it as an adventure story which happens to have a colonial 
setting. 

6. How are speech and thought represented? 
Genette discusses this matter in his 'Mood' chapter under the sub­
heading 'Narrative of Words'. Various options in this area are open 
to the writer. The easiest option is to present speech which is 'direct 
and tagged', like this: 

'What's your name?' Mario asked her. 'It's Thelma', she replied. 

This is direct speech, because the actual spoken words are given 
(inside the inverted commas), and the 'tagging' is the name for the 
attached phrases which indicate who the speaker is (as in 'Mario 
ask.ed her' and 'she replied'). The speech can also be presented 
'directand untagged', like this: 

'What's your name?' 
'Thelma.' 

Clearly, this option might become confusing if more than two char­
acters are engaged in conversation, or if the exchange is not simply 
a sequence of questions and answers, so the preferred option might 
be 'direct and selectively tagged', like this: 

'What's your name?' asked Mario. 
'Thelma.' 

Here the tagging is 'selective' because the first utterance is tagged 
(with 'asked Mario'), but not the second (there is no 'she replied', 
or equivalent). The differences may at first seem slight, but each 
inserted tag is a reminder of the presence of a narrator, and there­
fore tends to blunt the edge of the mimesis, edging the 'showing' 
back towards 'telling'. Another option is that of (tagged indirect 
speech', like this: 

He asked her what her name was, and she told him it wasThelma . . ,;"''"'' :,,,,, .. ,. 
Here the speech is in 'reported' form, so that we are not given the 
actual spoken words (for instance, he actually said 'What is your name?' 
He didn't say 'What was her name?'). 'Also, the tagging is 'integral', 
so to speak (in other \Vord,~, 'He asked her' and 'she told him' are not 
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separated from the utterances but run into them). This way of 
reporting speech seems to introduce an element of formal distanc­
ing between the reader and the depicted events. The distancing 
effect is perhaps slightly reduced by the final option, which is the 
use of 'free indirect speech', like this: 

""''hat was her name? It was Thelma. 

Again, the speech is reported or indirect, which is indicated by the 
switching of verbs from the present tense to the past tense (so that 
'is' becomes 'was" etc.). The effect of this style is quite subtle, and 
one of its advantages to the writer is that it seems to suit an inter­
nally focalised narrative, since it seems natural to 'glide' from it into 
recording the thoughts and feelings of the speaker, like this: 

What was her name? It was Thelma. Thelma, was it? Not the kind of 
name to launch a thousand ships. More of a suburban, lace-curtain 
sort of name, really. 

Here the musings on the name are dearly those of the male who 
has asked the question, rather than the overview of an omniscient 
narrator, but the narrative can also move easily from free indirect 
speech in the other direction, giving external indications of actions 
and reactions. Hence, it can be a usefully flexible tool for the writer. 

Genette's terms for representations of speech in a narrative are 
actually slightly more generalised than those just described, envis­
aging three layers, which get progressively further away from the 
actual words spoken, as follows: 

l. 'I have to go', I said to her. (Mimetic speech) 
2. I told her I had to go. (Transposed speech) 
3. I informed her that it was necessary for me to leave. (Narratised 

speech) 

As Genette says (p. 172), transposed speech isn't quite the same 
as free indirect speech: to be precise, it's indirect, but it isn't free 
(since it has the declarative verb '1 told', which is a form of tagging). 
The essential difference between transposed and narratised speech 
is that the former allows us to deduce the actual form of words used 
('I have to go'), whereas the latter conveys the substance of what was 
said, but not the actual verbal formula (which could have been 'I've 
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got to go', <1 am obliged to go" '1 have no option but to go') etc.}. 
Effectively, this converts living speech into narrated event,· and 
interposes the maximum distance between the reader and the direct 
impact and tone of the spoken words. 

'Joined-up' narratology 

The material discussed in this chapter giveSYou a kind of basic nar­
ratological tool kit. Firstly, we have the crucial distinction between 
story and plot, which alerts us to questions of how the narrative 
is designed, and, indeed, what designs it might have upon us. 
Secondly, Aristotle's categories tune 1.IS in to some of the deep~lying, 
psychic fundamentals of narrative: thirdly, Propp's system provides 
data ror considering some of the surface specifics of plots, and 
fourthly, Genette's material directs our attention towards how the 
story is told, how it sets about achieving its designs. We might add, 
finally. that the five 'codes' of Roland Barthes which we considered 
earlier in the book (pp. 49-58) can be used as a supplement to all 
these, for if Aristotle is mainly focused on theme, Propp on plot, and 
Genette on narration, then Barthes can be said to fOC1.lS on the 
reader, for it is the reader's ~de-coding' which makes sense of aU of 
the factors that narratives bring into play. Taken together, in a kind 
of strategic blending, aU these can provide a 'joined-up' form of 
narratotogy, in Which the aspects of narrative which maybe glossed 
over in one system an rereivetheir due attention from. one of the 
others. 

STOP and THINK 

One of the most striking aspects of narratology is the way it 
tends to provide several different terms for the same phenom~ 
enon. each one the creation of a different 'school' (see, for 
instance, 'zero focalisation' and its equivalent term 'omniscient 
narration'). We might say that this is of little significance, since 
the English language has always had a 'layered' vocabulary, 
with several different available words for the same concept. 
Thus, the Old English word 'blessing' has an Anglo~Norman 
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synonym 'benison', and the latinate equivalent 'benediction'. 
The three words each have their own 'flavour' - 'blessing' is plain, 
'benison' a bit showy and archaic, and 'benediction' distinctly 
'churchy'. likewise, the terms currently most in vogue in narra­
tology have a distinctly academic tone. being drawn from lay­
ers of the vocabulary which derive from Greek and latin (like 
'mimesis' and'diegesis', for example), rather than from the 
more re-assuring Old English strata. It is very noticeable that 
the writers themselves, who began to discuss the theory of 
writing from the nineteenth century onwards, tended to prefer 
very plain terms - George Eliot and Henry James, for instance, 
spoke of 'showing' and 'saying', rather than 'mimesis' and dieg­
esis', and E. M. Forster, in his book The Art of the Novel, liked to 
use homely terms which seem to declare their meanings very 
openly (such as his 'flat' and 'rounded' characters), without any 
attempt to impress us with their technicality or learnedness. Is 
it possible to offer a convincing defence of the narratologists' 
liking for learned-sounding terms? 

This is, of course, a personal matter, and you should try to 
frame your own response to this question. Here is mine: 1 think 
the learnedness reflects the narratologists' greater distance 
from the actual telling of stories, and that it is ultimately due to 
the fact that they are not usually creative writers themselves. 
This is in line with the fact that the language used by practitio­
ners about an art or craft tends to be very down-to-earth, for 
practitioners display their everyday familiarity with the craft by 
not using technical language. Thus, a musician may be described 
by outsiders as a violinist in an orchestra, but may tell you in 
conversation that they play the fiddle in a band. In other words, 
the learned tone of narrato\ogical terminology is to be expected, 
since it reflects a certain distance from the craft itself. But it 
hardly ever seems just an empty attempt to impress, and there 
is an attractive concision and precision about these terms, espe­
ciaUy in contrast to the much looser way terminology is used 
within post-structuralism .. 
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What narratologists do 

1. They look at individual narratives seeking out the recurrent 
structures which are found ·within aU narratives. 

2. They switch much of their critical attention away from the 
mere 'content' of the tale, often focusing instead On the teller 
and the telling. . 

3. They take categories derived mainly from the analysis of short 
narratives and expand and refine them so that they are able to 
account for the complexities of novel-length narratives. 

4. They counteract the tendency of conventional criticism to fore­
ground character and motive by foregrounding instead action 
and structure. 

S. They derive much of their reading pleasure and interest 
from the affinities between all narratives, rather than from the 
uniqueness and originality of a small number of highly-regarded 
examples. 

Narratology:an example 

We will use Edgar Allan Poe's tale <The Oval Portrait' again (Appen­
dix 1) and try to give an impression of how the 'joinc:d-up' n1UTat­
ology just mentioned might look in practice. The four basic areas 
outlined will be considered (the plot/story distinction, Aristotle, 
Propp, and Genette), but in an integrated way, rather than in 
sequence, and with no attempt to use all the categories we have dis­
cussed - effective use of literary theory is nearly always selective 
rather than comprehensive. We will omit Barthes's codes, since 
these were looked at in Chapter 2. 

The distinction between plot and story is immediately apparent 
in the way the events in the tale are related to us in two 'blocks' 
which are presented in reverse chronological order: in the plot, we 
first hear of the civil war, the narrator's wound, his taking refuge in 
the castle, and his discovery of the portrait. Subsequently we are 
given the story of the life of the woman in the portrait, which must 
actually have happened many years before. Had the events been told 
in chronological order, the effect would have been very different, and 
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the transition would be more difficult to manage than here (where 
the officer's picking up the book provides a natural-seeming link). 

These two 'blocks' of the story are, of course, the 'primary' or 
'frame' narrative (the part concerning the wounded officer) and 
the 'secondary' or 'embedded' narrative (the part concerning the 
circumstances of the portrait). We now have these more technical 
terms to describe what was mentioned more straightforwardly in 
Chapter 1 as the 'story-within-the-story'. It is notable that frame 
and meta-narrative are unusually balanced - usually the frame is 
tiny in comparison with the embedded narrative. Emotionally, too, 
there is a kind of implied equivalence between them, so that the 
narrator's wound and. the denotation of his processes of perception 
seem to have an almost equal weighting to the tragic story of the 
squandering of a young life. Perhaps there is the implication in the 
first part that the setting is a whole country which has been ravaged 
in the mistaken pursuit of some ideal- a kind of large-scale equiva­
lent of what we see in the embedded narrative. 

This raises the issue of what the frame is actually for, and answers 
by sayingtbat it is a way of giving resonance and wider applicability 
to the themes of the embedded narrative. But the frame is a delaying 
device, the role of which is to evoke a certain mood or atmosphere 
(like the overture played before an opera). If the story had been 
a folk tale or a fairy tale, generic conventions would have dispensed 
with the frame, and the story would begin 'There was once a young 
and talented artist ... ' Again, the effect would be very different. The 
frame, we can also add here, is open-ended - we don't go back to the 
officer and valet at the end, so that the story ends with the climactic 
moment of the artist realising that his wife is dead. Clearly, a double­
ended frame would risk dissipating the dramatic impact of this, and 
in any case, the narrator would have to make some kind of moralis­
ing comment, perhaps along the lines that sometimes the human 
price ·of great art can be too high, the effect of which would surely 
be bathetic. 

The Proppian material is surprisingly fruitful in the case of this 
example, a way into it being to suggest that the pathos of the embed­
ded story lies in the way it conflates two archetypal fairy tale motifs, 
the first being the tale in which a princess is captured by an ogre or 
villain, imprisoned in a tower, and perhaps incapacitated, paralysed, 
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or put to sleep by some magical agent. Subsequently she is discov­
ered and rescued by a hero who then marries her. The other motif 
this tale seems to play with is the Bluebeard myth of the suitor who 
is actually a serial monogamist and a serial killer, with the bodies of 
previous brides stored in his dungeon. So in Poe's tale too, the 
bridegroom is already married ('having already a bride in his Art') 
and is about to kill his bride. So with the kind of conflating of roles 
mentioned by Robert Scholes, hero and villain are the same figure, 
and the magical agency of art - the hero's artistic talent - which 
should enhance life, instead becomes its destroyer. Notice here that 
we are freely adapting Propp's function 14 ('The hero acquires the 
use of a magical agent') to the rather different focus of Poe's tale. 

Turning to Genette's categories, we can say, firstly, that both pri­
mary and embedded narratives are mainly mimetic, but it is clear 
that there are degrees of mimesis. The opening, as far as the words 
'a remote turret of the building', retains a degree of generality: for 
instance, when the valet 'ventured to make forcible entrance' to the 
chateau, the phrase has an element of the generalising touch usually 
found in telling rather than showing; the phrase is slightly 'narra­
tised' (that useful term of Genette's), that is, packaged into 'narra­
tor-speak', so that we don't actually 'see' what is happening - did 
the valet smash the lock with an axe, or shoulder the door repeatedly 
till it gave way, or run at it using a broken sundial as an improvised 
battering ram? Or did he just break a ground-floor window with the 
butt of his rifle and climb in? Clearly, all these phrases would give 
'full mimesis', as we might call it, so that we would 'see' what is hap­
pening, whereas 'making forcible entrance' is a phrase which gives 
only a 'partial mimesis', leaving the actual method still a secret of 
the narrator's. 

The description of the room (from 'Its decorations') moves 
closer towards full mimesis: the decorations are 'rich, yet tattered 
and antique', but what exactly, when we stop to think about it, are 
'decorations'? What precisely are the 'manifold and multiform 
armorial trophies'? Are they shields, swords, helmets, suits of armour, 
or what? How many are there of each, and where exactly are they 
positioned? Well, this kind of 'mid-mimesis' (let's call it) doesn't 
precisely say, for its job is not to pan slowly round the room like a 
camcorder, but just to give us a series of vivid impressions of the 
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nature and atmosphere of the room. Full mimesis is reached with 
the paragraph beginning 'But the action produced', where the pace 
of the telling is slowed further, and matched to the sequence of the 
officer's impressions. So we get very precise stage directions which 
place us exactly in the officer's position, so that we see with him, so 
to speak, and have the illusion that the events are happening before 
our eyes. The story then remains in full mimesis until the officer 
picks up the book and the embedded narrative begins, and that too 
goes through the same stages, from partial, to mid, to full mimesis. 

The focalisation of the two narratives is also of interest: the frame 
narrative is first-person homodiegetic, told to us by an overt or 
'dramatised' narratol' who has a distinct personality and life history, 
which we can deduce from the details of the story, even though 
we do not know his name - he is educated (he knows the eighteenth­
century Gothic novels of Anne Radcliffe, is aware of painterly tech­
niques like 'vignetting', and seems to have a strong interest in the 
processes and stages of the act of perception) and he is obviously 
well-to-do (he has a valet, for instance). The narrator of the embed­
ded narrative is more problematical: the 'small volume' found on 
the pillow which 'purported to criticise and describe' the 'unusually 
great number' of paintings in the room suggests that he is what 
would now be called an art critic or connoisseur, but we know noth­
ing else about him. He is, we presume, a heterodiegetic narrator, not 
part of the tale he tells, but the source of his information after the 
period when 'there were admitted none into the turret' is difficult 
to guess - either he is an omniscient narrator who assumes the 
privilege of entering and constructing the mind of his subject, or 
else he has some deeper intimacy with the painter. Perhaps he is the 
painter; certainly, we can assume that the 'unusually great number 
of spirited modern paintings' on the walls are all painted by the same 
artist, since they are all evidently in the same style, and perhaps each 
of them was produced in similar circumstances, each costing the life 
of the sitter, in a compulsively repeated 'primal scene' in which art 
and life struggle together for supremacy. Interestingly, then, these 
at first technical speculations about the nature of the narrator seem 
to lead quickly to the deepest levels of content. 

This brings us to that underlying Aristotelian level: the hamartia 
(the sin or fault which motors the whole story) is of course the 
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