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In t r o d u c t io n

In the  early Socratic dialog Ion, Plato fam ously com pares the 

“divine power” th a t insp ires an d  possesses poets to a  m agnet. “This 

stone, you see,” Plato w rites, “no t only a ttra c ts  iron rings on their 

own, b u t also confers on them  a  power by w hich they  can  in tu rn  

reproduce exactly the  effect w hich the  stone has, so a s  to a ttrac t 

o ther rings” (533d-e). “Sim ilarly,” he argues, “the  M use m akes some 

m en inspired, from whom  a  chain  of o ther m en is s tru n g  ou t who 

catch  the ir own insp iration  from th e irs” (533e). As is well known, 

Plato challenges in the  dialog the  legitim acy of literary  knowledge. 

Poets an d  rhapsodes do no t possess knowledge, he in sists , they are 

not self-possessed, b u t perform  or com pose in a  “sta te  of insp iration  

(or e n th u s ia sm  [enthusiasm os]) and  possession .” Insp ira tion  and  

p o w er a re  k e p t  s tr ic tly  a p a r t  from  techne, from  any  sk ill o r 

technique. P lato’s allegory of m agnetism , however, does no t so
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m uch  explain the tran sm ission  system  he describes a s  nam e a 

m ystery. The m agnetism  com m unicates a  force; it allegorizes its 

transm ission , a  transitiv ity  an d  com m unicability. The m agnetism  in 

Plato’s Ion “serves as a  p relude ,” a s  Jean -L uc  Nancy p u ts  it, to o ther 

la ter m agnetism s, to an im al m agnetism  or m esm erism  an d  to 

hypnosis, an d  seem s to prefigure the ir literary  an d  philosophical as 

well a s psychoanalytic appropriations. “The poets,” as Nancy w rites, 

“are the  first hypno tists [magnetises],” b u t only insofar as they have, 

we m ight add , already been hypnotized (“Sharing  Voices” 234).

This d isserta tion  exam ines the  am bivalence of sym pathy and  

identification in n ine teen th -cen tu ry  lite ra tu re  and  in psychoanalysis 

and  its relation to the  problem  of hypnosis. The figure of hypnosis 

and  earlier of m esm erism , I argue, rep resen ts  a  k ind  of lim it of 

sym pathy or identification, a  blind or nonspecu lar identification th a t 

precedes or does no t take place on the basis of a  subject-object 

d istinction. Hypnosis or m esm erism  represen ts, in one sense, an  

ideal or fan tasy  of d irect com m unication, a  com m unication no 

longer m ediated by the  co n stra in ts  of self or of consciousness. B ut 

it is also a  figure of excessive com m unicability, bringing the  sub ject 

into con tact w ith a  passive, m echanical au tom atism , an d  infecting

2
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identity  w ith som ething irreducibly other. Hypnosis is a  figure of 

both im m ediate com m union an d  of dissociation.

I do no t a ttem p t in th is  d isserta tion , however, to define 

hypnosis or claim  to know w hat it is. Hypnosis an d  m esm erism , 

like the  m agnetism  in P lato’s Ion, nam e a  m ystery. There is no t 

now, nor h a s  there  ever been, a  broad co n sen su s ab o u t the  n a tu re  

of hypnosis or m esm erism .1 Franz Anton M esm er’s theory  of 

“anim al m agnetism ,” w hich explained w hat cam e to be know n as 

m esm erism  in physical term s as the  influence of a  un iversal an d  all- 

pervasive m agnetic fluid, w as challenged alm ost im m ediately after 

h is arrival in Paris, m ost notably  by the  Royal Com m ission, headed  

by B enjam in Franklin , w hich concluded th a t it w as an  effect of 

im agination an d  im itation .2 C ontem porary opinion on hypnosis is 

divided betw een the  view th a t it is an  altered  sta te  of consciousness, 

a  “special s ta te ,” and  the a rgum en t th a t it is sim ply an  elaborate 

form of role playing.3 H ypnosis and  m esm erism  rep resen t a  wide 

range of phenom ena and  of theories a ttem pting  to accoun t for them . 

M esm erism  w as no t so m uch  “a  body of doctrine,” a s  Alison W inter 

observes, as “a  diverse... se t of practices whose m eaning w as very 

m uch  u p  for g rabs” (M esm erism  10). M esm erism  an d  hypnosis

3
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often served in  the  n ineteen th  cen tu ry  a s  to uchstones for wildly 

divergent views of the  psyche. I do no t m ake a  sh a rp  d istinction , as 

is som etim es done, betw een m esm erism  an d  the  later, supposedly  

m ore scientific hypnotism  -  a  term  coined in 1843 by the  Scottish  

physician Ja m es  Braid. For ne ither m esm erism  nor hypnosis 

designates a  unified concept or theory, an d  there  is considerable 

overlap betw een them , particu larly  in relation to the  questions of 

sym pathy and  identification, w hich will be my principle concern.

M esm erism  and  hypnosis are  from the  very first inextricably 

bound  u p  w ith sym pathy and  identification. M esm erism  and  

hypnosis belong, in a  sense, however eccentrically, to the  Post- 

E nligh tenm ent d iscourse  on sym pathy. M agnetism  an d  sym pathy 

were in fact often u sed  a s  synonym s -  as  w hen, for instance, 

H aw thorne w rites in The H ouses o f the Seven Gables of the  universal 

“sym pathy or m agnetism ” th a t v ib rates am ong all “c lasses of 

organized life” or of “the  great sym pathetic  chain  of h u m an  n a tu re .” 

Sym pathy is im plicated in m esm erism  an d  later in hypnosis no t 

only in the  rap p o rt betw een the  m esm erist and  the  m esm erized 

subject, w hich w as com m only seen a s  k ind  of sym pathy (a “perfect 

sym pathy” as one m id-cen tury  “expert” p u t it), b u t also of the

4
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p u rp o r te d  im m e d ia cy  o f th e  s u b je c t’s re la tio n  to  w h a t  is  o u ts id e  (as 

well a s  inside) its self. M esm erism  and  hypnosis were often 

understood  to bring the  sub ject into d irect con tact or im m ediate 

com m union w ith a  g reater un ity  of w hich it w as a  part. M esm erism , 

in particu lar, w as frequently depicted as aw akening an  “inner 

sense ,” a  sym pathetic  clairvoyance th a t enabled the sub ject to 

overcome differences an d  d istance  an d  to achieve the  un ity  (between 

self an d  o ther, m ind an d  n a tu re , sub ject and  object, conscious and  

unconscious, etc.) it could no t in a  norm al s ta te .4

M esm erism  and  hypnosis, however, rep resen t no t only the 

fan tasy  of an  im m ediate com m union, of a  perfect sym pathy, b u t 

also its th rea t. The un ity  it prom ises takes place only on the basis 

of a  dissociation. In hypnosis and  hypnotic suggestion, F reud wrote 

in the  “Preface” to h is tran sla tio n  of Hippolyte B ernheim ’s 

Suggestion  (1888), an  idea “h a s  been in troduced  into the  b ra in  of a  

hypnotized person  by an  external influence and  h a s  been accepted 

by him  a s  though  it h ad  a risen  spon taneously” (SE  1: 77). It 

involves an  identification so profound th a t the  o ther is no t 

recognized a s  other. This view of hypnosis as a  blind, nonspecu lar 

identification was, u n d e r the  influence of B ernheim , w idespread in

5
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the  1880s and  1890s. B ut it w as, a s  I argue a t g reater length  in 

C hap ter 2, a lready a  com m onplace early in the cen tu ry  in relation to 

m esm erism  an d  anim al m agnetism . Hegel, for in stance, wrote in 

h is Philosophy o f Mind [Geistes] in 1830 th a t  in hypnosis, or w hat 

he calls in the  language of the  day “anim al m agnetism ” and  

“m agnetic som nam bulism ,” the  sub ject is “im m ersed” in a  “form of 

im m ediacy, w ithout any  d istinctions betw een subjective and  

objective” (105). The m agnetized subject, he argues, does no t 

perceive “its rela tionsh ip  to the  world” as a  relation an d  is unab le  to 

tell w hat he “receives, beholds, and  brings to knowledge from his 

own inw ard se lf’ and  w hat com es “from the suggestions of the 

person  w ith whom  he s ta n d s  in relation” (104-5).

The problem  of hypnosis ra ises critical questions ab o u t the 

sub ject an d  the  sub ject in its relation to language an d  to o thers, 

questions th a t  are, b u t are  no t merely, literary. My approach  in th is  

d isserta tion  is interdisciplinary , in p a rt because  the  question  raised  

by the problem  of hypnosis are. They c u t across d isciplinary 

boundaries in the  n ineteen th  an d  early-tw entieth  cen turies, 

im pacting lite ra tu re  an d  philosophy, as well a s the  em erging 

sciences of the  m ind and  of society. While my prim ary  focus is on

6
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l i te ra tu re , I b eg in  w ith  F re u d , for h is  p s y c h o a n a ly tic  c o n c e p t of 

identification rem ains arguably  the dom inan t m odel in 

contem porary  th ink ing  abou t identification. F reud ’s theory  of 

identification is also, a s  I try  to show, tied from the  beginning to the 

problem  of hypnosis, w hich it can  ne ither fully accoun t for nor 

entirely exclude. W hat F reud repeatedly  called the  “riddle [Ratsel\ of 

hypnosis” res is ts  psychoanalytic appropriation. Psychoanalysis in 

th is  d isserta tion  does no t provide a  theory or an  explanation  of 

hypnosis, w hich is th en  applied to litera ture. R ather, F reu d ’s 

engagem ent w ith the  problem  of hypnosis helps to m ake readable 

w hat is a t stake  in the  other, “literary” tex ts I d iscuss -  an d  opens 

u p  I hope a  way of approach ing  the  question  of th e ir relation 

otherwise.

C hap ter 1 exam ines the  cu rious place of hypnosis in 

psychoanalysis and  considers the  ways in which, despite  h is 

ostensible repud ia tion  of it -  a  repud ia tion  th a t is in m any  ways 

constitu tive of psychoanalysis itself -  the  problem  of hypnosis 

con tinued  to im pact F reud ’s thought. While it often figures, 

especially in h is w ritings on therapy  an d  technique, a s  the  specu lar 

o ther of psychoanalysis, hypnosis never ceased to be for F reud the

7
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paradigm atic  in stance, along w ith d ream s, of the  unconscious. 

Hypnosis no t only played a  formative role in the  so-called “discovery 

of the  unconsc ious” in the  n ineteen th  century , b u t also, a s  I try  to 

dem onstra te , in the  em ergence of the concept of psychical traum a. 

Focussing on F reu d ’s early, pre-psychoanalytic w ritings, and  

specifically on the  “F rau  Emm y von N.” case h istory  in the  Studies  

on H ysteria  (1895), I explore the  im plications of the  problem  of 

hypnosis in the  cathartic  m ethod -  in both  its  theory of traum atic  

hysteria  an d  in its therapeu tic  procedure, its talking cure. The 

“riddle” of hypnosis an d  of hypnotic suggestion is bound  u p  for 

F reud w ith w hat he called “the magic of w ords,” w ith an  event of 

language. The ch ap ter concludes w ith a  reading of Group 

Psychology and  the A na lysis o f  the Ego (1921) and  of F reud ’s la ter 

w ritings on telepathy  and  thought-transference . Group Psychology, 

w hich con ta ins F reud ’s m ost extensive d iscussion  of identification 

and  of the  riddle of hypnosis, revolves a round , I argue, the  question  

of an  originary identification or sociality th a t is prior to the 

positioning of self an d  other, sub ject an d  object. My reading  tracks 

the way in w hich the  riddle of hypnosis overcom es an d  su p p lan ts  

the  question  of identification in Group Psychology and  its

8
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disp lacem ent in F reud ’s la ter w ritings onto the question  of telepathy  

an d  thought-transference .

From  the psychoanalytic concept of identification, I tu rn  in 

C hap ter 2 to an  earlier Rom antic d iscourse  on sym pathy. The 

repeated  staging of scenes of m esm erism  in H aw thorne’s fiction is, 

as  I try  to show, bound  u p  w ith sym pathy, a  key eth ical and  

aesthetic  notion in h is writing, engaging bo th  the trad ition  of 

eigh teen th -cen tu ry  m oral philosophy in w hich he w as educated  and  

R om anticism  and  T ranscendentalism . M esm erism  is in The H ouse  

o f the Seven Gables, I argue, an d  la ter in The Blithedale Romance, 

an  allegory of rom ance, of both  its reading and  its  writing. The 

staging in the  novel of a  tale an d  its telling a s  m esm eric reflects an  

am bivalence tow ards rom ance fiction, tow ards the  force of its 

language an d  the  loss of sense an d  power th a t seem s to a tten d  it.

My read ing  links the figure of m esm erism  in the  novel no t only to 

sym pathy, an d  specifically to a  k ind of blind identification, b u t also 

to allegory an d  to the  tensions in h is fiction betw een m ain tain ing  

and  dissolving boundaries an d  differences.

My final ch ap ter looks a t George Eliot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy, 

w hich is one of the  m ost significant form ulations of sym pathy in

9
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n ine teen th -cen tu ry  lite ra tu re  an d  a  m ajor touchstone  in d iscussions 

of it. “E liot’s M iddlemarch  rep resen ts ,” according to Marc Redfield, 

“the  culm ination  of a  d iscourse on sym pathy w hich originates w ith 

S haftesbury  an d  eigh teen th -cen tu ry  psychological aesth e tics” 

(Phantom Formations xi). While Eliot does no t them atize m esm erism  

or hypnosis the  way, for instance, H aw thorne and  Poe do, he r fiction 

is, a s  I try  to dem onstra te , preoccupied w ith the problem  of 

hypnosis. E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy an d  the com plex notion of 

organic form th a t  underlies it p resupposes the kind  of specu lar or 

percep tual d istance  th a t  hypnosis would seem  to collapse. The 

chap ter exam ines the  way in w hich the  problem  of hypnosis 

d isru p ts  he r aesthetic  of sym pathy in “The Lifted Veil” an d  in Daniel 

Deronda -  a  novel th a t, I argue, revolves a round  the  am bivalence of 

sym pathy, dram atizing  th a t am bivalence in the figures of 

Gwendolen H arleth  and  Daniel D eronda. W hat come to the  fore in 

my read ing  of George Eliot -  though  it ru n s  th rough  the  earlier 

ch ap ters  a s  well -  is the way in w hich the  supposed  n a tu ra ln e ss  of 

sym pathy  an d  its unm ediated  com m unication is inseparab le  from a 

certain  m ediation, from som ething u n n a tu ra l and  technical, 

m ateria l an d  social.

10
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In each  of the  w riters I d iscuss, the  problem  of hypnosis is 

bound  u p  w ith w hat in the ir own literary  (or analytic) perform ance 

escapes cognitive m astery  an d  unders tand ing , w ith w hat rem ains 

unpred ic tab le  and  incalculable in it. It is, however, no t sim ply a 

m atte r of the  w riter (or analyst) being in the  position of the 

hypnotist, b u t also of the  w riter a s hypnotized. The problem  of 

hypnosis, I suggest, inheres in the  openness to alterity, in the 

passivity an d  receptivity th a t  is, however am bivalently, an  

inextricable p a rt of the ir writing.

N o tes

1. On the  h isto ry  of hypnosis and  m esm erism , see Alan G auld, A  
History o f  Hypnosis; Adam C rabtree, From M esm er to Freud: 
Magnetic Sleep and the Roots o f  Psychological Healing; D erek Forest, 
Hypnotism: A  History; Jo n a th a n  Miller, “Going U nconscious”; and  
Henri E llenberger’s The Discovery o f  the Unconscious.” See also 
Alison W inter’s social or cu ltu ra l h istory  M esmerism: Powers o f  Mind 
in Victorian Britain.

2. On the  Royal Com m ission an d  the controversies su rround ing  
M esm er in Paris, see Robert D arn ton, M esm erism  and the E nd o f the  
Enlightenm ent in France.
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3. For an  overview on the contem porary  debates ab o u t hypnosis, 
see G auld 586-608.

4. On the  links betw een the  “inner sense” of m esm erism  an d  the 
inner m oral sense of e igh teen th -cen tu ry  m oral philosophy a s  well a s 
Rom antic form ulations of inner sense, see T atar, Spellbound  (45- 
81).
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C h a p t e r  1

H y p n o t ic  A n a l y s is

H ypnosis, w h a t do you mean, hypnosis, everything w e do is 

hypnosis too.

— Sigm und F reud to Sergei Pankeiev (the Wolf M an)1

Hypnosis occupies a  cu rious place in psychoanalysis.2 On the 

one h an d , F reud repud ia ted  hypnosis an d  decisively set 

psychoanalysis a p a rt from the hypnosis ou t of w hich it emerged. 

“Psycho-analysis proper [eigentliche Psychoanalyse],” F reud wrote in 

h is Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1916-17), “began w hen 

I d ispensed  w ith the  help of hypnosis” (SE  16: 292). “As everyone 

know s,” according to Ja cq u e s  Lacan, “it w as by d istingu ish ing  itself 

from hypnosis th a t analysis becam e estab lished” (Four F undam ental 

Concepts 273).

13
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On th e  o ther hand , hypnosis never ceases to be for F reud the 

principal evidence, along w ith dream s, of the  unconscious. “Even 

before the  tim e of p sycho-analysis,” he observes in “The 

U nconscious” (1915), “hypnotic experim ents, and  especially p o st

hypnotic suggestion, had  tangibly dem onstra ted  the  existence and  

m ode of operations of the  m ental unconscious” (SE  14: 168-69).

One of the  “fundam enta l lessons” of hypnosis and  especially of “the 

behavior of sub jects after hypnosis” is, F reud w rites in 1923, “the 

existence of m ental processes th a t one could only describe as 

‘u n co n sc io u s’” (SE 19: 192). “The well-known experim ent... of ‘p o st

hypnotic suggestion’ teaches u s ,” he a rgues in “A Note on the 

U nconscious in Psycho-Analysis” (1912), “to in sist upon  the 

im portance of the  d istinction  betw een conscious an d  unconscious 

and  seem s to increase its  value” (SE  12: 261). F reud m akes sim ilar 

s ta tem en ts  th roughou t h is w ritings -  from h is early pre- 

psychoanalytic w ritings to the late, unfin ished  “Some E lem entary 

Lessons in Psycho-A nalysis” (1940), w here he a sse rts  th a t  “it is 

possible in the  case  of persons in a  sta te  of hypnosis to prove 

experim entally th a t there  are  su ch  th ings a s  unconscious psychical 

ac ts” (SE 23: 285).

14
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It is , i t  w o u ld  seem , d ifficu lt for F re u d  to  im a g in e  a  th e o ry  o f

the unconscious w ithout a  theory of hypnosis. They can  be ne ither

confused nor dissociated. “It is no t easy to over-estim ate,” Freud

w rites in “A S hort A ccount of Psycho-A nalysis” (1924), “the

im portance of the  p a rt played by hypnotism  in the  h isto ry  of the

origin of psycho-analysis” (SE  19: 192). Psychoanalysis “h as

inherited  from hypnotism ,” he acknowledges, a  “theoretical” a s  well

as a  therapeu tic  “legacy” [Erbe] (SE  19: 192). The “well-known

phenom enon of post-hypnotic suggestion” is not only “an  adm irable

exam ple [uorzugliches Vorbild],” a s  S trachey tran s la te s  it, “of the

influences th a t can  be exerted on the  conscious s ta te  by w hat is

unconscious,” b u t as the  G erm an Vorbild (literally: prefiguration)

suggests also its m odel (SE  11: 19; tran sla tio n  modified).3

Hypnosis, an d  especially hypnotic suggestion, is for F reud a

paradigm atic  in stance  of the  unconscious -  if not quite a  royal road.

It is in fact precisely its w illingness to take hypnosis (as well as

dream s) into accoun t th a t, he will in sist, d istingu ishes

psychoanalysis from philosophy. “To m ost people who have been

educated  in philosophy,” he w rites in The Ego and the Id  (1923),

the  idea of som ething psychical w hich is no t also conscious is 
so inconceivable th a t its seem s to them  ab su rd  an d  refutable
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sim ply by logic. I believe th is  is only because they have no t 
stud ied  the  relevant phenom ena of hypnosis an d  dream s, 
w hich -  quite a p a rt from pathological m an ifesta tions -  
necessita tes th is  view. Their psychology of consciousness is 
incapable of solving the  problem s of d ream s an d  hypnosis. 
(SE  19: 17)

The “problem  of hypnosis,” according to Freud, like th a t of d ream s, 

necessita tes a  theory  of the  unconscious. The “enigm a” or “riddle”

(Ratsel) of hypnosis, a s  he repeatedly  calls it, is the  very enigm a of 

the unconscious -  the  singular object of psychoanalysis. While he 

tried to se t psychoanalysis a p a rt from hypnosis and  to b an ish  it 

from the analytic scene, F reud nonetheless con tinued  to place the 

problem  or enigm a of hypnosis a t the  very cen ter of psychoanalysis. 

He a ttem pted , in o ther words, bo th  to exclude hypnosis an d  to 

appropria te  it theoretically, to resolve the  enigm a 

psychoanalytically. Neither, however, will prove to be entirely 

successful.

While it la ter tak es on great theoretical im portance, F reud 

appears  to have initially abandoned  hypnosis sim ply a s  a  technical 

procedure. He began using  hypnosis therapeu tically  in the  late 

1880s w ith B ernheim ’s technique of hypnotic suggestion, w hich 

sough t to remove sym ptom s by d irect suggestion. F reud also 

employed, “from the very first” he claim s in h is Autobiographical
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S tudy  (1925), a  m ethod he a ttrib u ted  to B reuer of investigating 

pa tien ts  u n d e r hypnosis ab o u t the  traum atic  origins of their 

hysterical sym ptom s -  w hat he calls in Studies on H ysteria  (1895) 

“hypnotic analysis.” B reuer’s ca thartic  m ethod, F reud rem inds u s  

in h is C lark U niversity lectures, or the  Five Lectures on Psycho- 

A na lysis  (1910), “p resupposed  pu tting  the  pa tien t into a  s ta te  of 

deep hypnosis” -  som ething he w as no t always able to do (SE 11:

22). F reud tells the  story in h is Autobiographical S tudy  of a  pa tien t 

who awoke from hypnosis an d  threw  her a rm s a ro u n d  him , m aking 

him  suddenly  grasp  “the n a tu re  of the  m ysterious [libidinal] elem ent 

th a t w as a t w ork behind  hypnosis,” an d  forcing him , “in order to 

exclude, or a t  all events to isolate it,... to abandon  hypnosis” (SE  20: 

27). He appears , however, to have given u p  hypnosis gradually  

ra th e r  th a n  to have m ade a  sudden  b reak  w ith it. There is 

considerable overlap betw een F reud ’s u se  of hypnotic analysis and  

o ther m ethods su ch  a s  “concen tra tion ,” the  so-called “p ressu re  

techn ique” (Druckprozedur), and  “free association” -  a s  there  is 

earlier betw een the  d irect suggestion an d  the  ca thartic  m ethod .4 

His m ovem ent away from an d  dissatisfaction  w ith hypnosis is 

certainly  ap p a ren t by the  tim e of the  Studies on Hysteria. W hat
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m ade him  “determ ined to give u p  hypnosis” was, he declared some 

years la ter in h is C lark University lectures, “I could no t bring more 

th a n  a  fraction of my pa tien ts  into a  hypnotic s ta te” (SE  11: 22). 

F reud probably gave u p  hypnosis for good (“except,” a s  he p u t it,

“for a  few special experim ents”) a round  1896, though  it is difficult to 

date  precisely.5 There is no letter to Fliess announcing  th a t he h as  

d ispensed  w ith the  help of hypnosis.

F reu d ’s “b reak” w ith hypnosis, however, acqu ires considerably 

g reater significance belatedly. Hypnosis becom es, especially in h is 

w ritings on therapy  an d  technique, the  specu lar o ther of 

psychoanalysis. By 1904, F reud is insisting  th a t there  is “the 

g rea test possible an tith es is” betw een suggestion an d  analysis (SE  7: 

260). His “b reak” w ith hypnosis com es to be associated  by Freud, 

from quite early on, w ith h is rejection of B reuer’s notion of the 

“hypnoid s ta te ,” w hich they h ad  both  argued in th e ir “Prelim inary 

C om m unication” to the  Studies on H ysteria  w as “the basis an d  sine  

qua non [Grundlage und  Bedingung\ of hysteria” (SE  2: 12), in favor 

of a  m odel based  on “defense” and  eventually “repression .” “It was, 

he w rites in h is Autobiographical S tudy, “a  case of ‘hypnoid h y ste ria ’ 

versus ‘neu roses of defense’” (SE  20: 27) -  an d  in a  sense of a
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hypnotic v e rsu s a  repressed  unconscious. A lthough “res is tan ce” 

first ap p ea rs  in h is w ritings as the  resistance  to hypnosis and  

suggestion, F reud  argues in h is C lark University lec tu res th a t “its is 

only w hen you exclude hypnosis th a t  you can  observe res istances 

and  rep ressions” (SE  11: 26).6 “H ypnosis conceals the  res is tan ce ,” 

he w rites, the  phenom enon from w hich he derives h is theory  of 

repression  (SE  11: 26). “The theory of repression  is,” F reud a sse rts  

in “On the  H istory of the  Psycho-Analytic M ovement” (1914), “the  

corner-stone on w hich the  whole s tru c tu re  of psycho-analysis re s ts” 

(SE 14: 16). “It is the  m ost im portan t p a rt of it,” he in sists; “an d  yet 

it is no th ing  b u t a  theoretical form ulation” of the “phenom enon” of 

resistance  th a t can  be “observed... if one u n d e rtak es  an  analysis... 

w ithout resorting  to hypnosis” (SE  14: 16). “The u se  of hypnosis 

w as bound  to hide th is  resistance ,” F reud argues; “the  h isto ry  of 

psycho-analysis proper therefore only begins w ith the  new 

technique w hich d ispenses w ith hypnosis” (SE 14: 16).7 While in h is 

lec tu res a t C lark U niversity in 1909 Freud had  credited  B reuer w ith 

bringing “psycho-analysis into being” an d  had  described the g radual 

evolution of psychoanalysis from the hypnotic-cathartic  m ethod, 

less th a t five years later, in the  m ore polem ical “On the History of
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the Psycho-Analytic M ovement,” he declares th a t “psycho-analysis is 

my creation” and  the  “b reak” w ith hypnosis becom es constitu tive of 

the  identity  of psychoanalysis itself -  of w hat is properly its an d  h is 

own.

The problem  of hypnosis is, a s  F reud says of the  “problem  of 

anxiety,” “a  nodal poin t in w hich the  m ost diverse an d  m ost 

im portan t questions converge” (SE 16: 373): questions of the  

boundaries of psychoanalysis an d  of its  subject; questions of the  

sub ject in its relation to o thers and  to language an d  of the  relation 

of in te rna l to external; questions, th a t is, of the delim itation of the 

psyche, or pe rh ap s m ore precisely, of the  delim itation of the  

unconscious. And yet, a s  Freud acknow ledges in Group Psychology  

and the A na lysis  o f  the Ego (1921), hypnosis eludes h is a ttem p ts  to 

give a  “rational explanation” of it (SE  18: 115). “H ypnosis h a s  

som ething positively u n can n y  ab o u t it,” he w rites (SE 18: 125).. 

“There is still a  great deal in it w hich we m u st recognize as 

unexplained  and  m ysterious” (SE  18: 115). H ypnosis escapes 

psychoanalytic appropriation; Freud can  ne ither fully incorporate  it 

into psychoanalytic theory, nor entirely exclude it. The “boundary  

line th a t  sep ara tes  Freud from his preh isto ry” is also, a s  Mikkel
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B orch-Jacobsen  rem arks in The Freudian Subject, “an  in te rna l lim it 

or boundary  of psychoanalysis” (51).8

F reu d ’s “b reak” w ith hypnosis is bound  u p  no t only w ith h is 

rejection of B reuer’s “hypnoid s ta te ,” b u t also w ith h is a ttem p t to 

su p p lan t contem porary  notions of suggestion, of sym pathy and  

im agination, of psychical contagion and  hysterical im itation, and  to 

replace them  w ith a  properly psychoanalytic concept of 

identification. In the  “Preface” to h is tran sla tion  of B ernheim ’s 

Suggestion  (1888), F reud defines a  hypnotic suggestion a s  “a  

conscious idea, w hich h as  been in troduced  into the  b rain  of the  

hypnotized person  by an  external influence and  h a s  been accepted 

by him  a s  though  it h ad  a risen  spon taneously” (SE  1: 77) Hypnosis, 

in o ther words, involves an  identification so profound th a t the  o ther 

is no t recognized a s  o ther -  a  blind, non-specu lar identification th a t 

precedes or does no t take place on the  basis  of a  subject-object 

d istinction. It en tails, a s  B orch-Jacobsen  p u ts  it, “a  radical 

forgetting of the  o ther -  a  forgetting inaccessible to any  recollection” 

(“H ypnosis in Psychoanalysis” 50). It is a s  such  a  blind 

identification, w ith its disconcerting lack of differentiation an d  of 

percep tual or specu lar d istance, th a t hypnosis h a u n ts
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psychoanalysis. In The Freudian Subject and  in a  series of related 

essays collected in The Emotional Tie, B orch-Jacobsen  h as  

effectively dem onstra ted  the  im portance in F reud’s th o u g h t of the 

problem  of identification or w hat he calls (following Philippe Lacoue- 

L abarthe an d  Jean -L uc Nancy) m im esis  -  for m im esis does not 

p resum e the percep tual or specu lar d istance  th a t is a t  issu e .9 

Freud tried, B orch-Jacobsen  argues, to contain  m im esis both 

theoretically  an d  practically; he a ttem p ts  to control it by a ttribu ting  

it to a  subject, to the  (unconscious) desire of a  sub ject th a t is 

an te rio r to it -  an  a ttem p t th a t is closely bound  u p  w ith h is “b reak” 

w ith hypnosis. B ut, F reud never succeeds in contain ing  m im esis or 

in controlling it e ither theoretically or practically. His tex ts, a s  

B orch-Jacobsen  concedes, “a t once include and  evade” h is 

“mimetology” (The Freudian Subject 53).10 Freud increasingly placed 

identificatory m echan ism s a t the  origin of the  self an d  of sociality, of 

both  individual and  collective identity. F reud ’s w ritings on 

identification and  hypnosis, an d  on w hat he called “the  obscure 

problem s bordering on hypnotism ,” su ch  a s  telepathy  and  “thought- 

transference” (Gedanken-Ubertragung) often seem  to be a t odds w ith 

h is previously constitu ted  psychoanalytic system , to p resum e a
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sta te  or m ode of m ental functioning th a t know s no d istinction  

betw een self an d  other, sub ject an d  object, however “allergic” his 

psychoanalytic theory m ight be to i t .11 F reud seem s a t tim es to 

acknowledge a  k ind  of originary m im esis o u t of w hich the  sub ject is 

born. “I am  the b rea st,” as  Freud w rites in the  fam ous, 

posthum ously  pub lished  fragm ent. “Only later: ‘I have it” -  th a t is,

‘I am  no t it’...” (SE  23: 299).

My principal concern in th is  ch ap ter is no t so m uch  the  

m ain tenance  of the  notion of the  sub ject in F reud ’s writing, or the 

degree to w hich the  F reud ian  sub ject or the  sub ject of the 

unconscious rem ains unified and  unifying -  rem ains, th a t  is, a  

trad itional philosophical or C artesian  sub ject of consciousness only 

cu t off from the m om ent of self-presence -  though  it is the  case, as 

B orch-Jacobsen  am ong o thers h a s  show n, of a  certa in  s tra in  of 

F reud ’s though t. R ather, I w an t to consider w hat in identification in 

Freud “res is ts ,” as Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy p u t it, “a  logic of the 

identity-of-subject” (“The U nconscious Is D estructu red” 192). The 

ongoing significance of F reu d ’s though t, I w an t to suggest, lies as 

m uch  in the  possibilities opened u p  by su ch  res istances a s  in h is 

relative success or failure a t  in tegrating  them  into psychoanalytic
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theory. F reu d ’s th ink ing  is, as  Sam uel W eber h as  argued, “open to 

the im position of alterity, above an d  beyond the  unavoidable need to 

assim ila te  su ch  o therness to the  conceptual co n stra in ts  of a 

cognitive d iscourse” (“Laughing in the  M eanwhile” 696). F reud ’s 

w ritings rem ain, despite h is lapses, one of the  m ost rigorous and  

su s ta in ed  a ttem p ts  to th in k  ou r subjection  to o therness, to take  it 

into accoun t, an d  the  problem  of hypnosis is, a s  he him self 

indicated, one of the  dom ains in w hich th is  th ink ing  tak es place.

This ch ap ter will exam ine F reud ’s engagem ent w ith the 

enigm a of hypnosis, bo th  early and  late. Before tu rn in g  to consider 

the  ways in w hich the  problem  of hypnosis re tu rn s  in  to dislocate 

psychoanalysis in Group Psychology and  the A na lysis o f  the Ego and  

its con tinuation  in “the obscure problem s bordering on hypnotism ,” 

telepathy  an d  “though t-transference ,” I w an t look a t the  hypnotic 

pre-h istory  of a  psychoanalysis. For the  p re-h istory  of 

psychoanalysis, a s  F reud h a s  tau g h t u s  of the  p re-h isto ry  of the 

subject, is a  p a s t th a t  is no t entirely past.
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C ry p t D o c to r

“I  am  a w om an from  the last century  

— Fanny  M oser (Emmy von N.)

It would be difficult to overestim ate the  im portance of 

hypnosis in the  em ergence of the  concept of psychic tra u m a  in the 

la te-n ine teen th  century . The origin of the  m odern concept of 

tra u m a  is generally traced  to a ttem p ts  in the  1860s to accoun t for 

the  belated effects of railway acciden ts on those who h ad  escaped 

w ithout any  a p p aren t physical in ju ries an d  specifically to 

publication  in 1866 of Jo h n  E richsen ’s On R ailw ays and  Other 

Injuries o f  the Nervous System , 12 A B ritish  surgeon, E richsen  

argued th a t “railway sp ine,” a s  he called it, w as the  re su lt of a  

“sp inal concussion ,” caused  by a  violent a  blow or shock to the 

spine. E richsen  a ttrib u ted  “railway sp ine” to the  physical shock and  

dam age caused  by the  acc iden t.13 As “w hen a  m agnet is s tru c k  a 

heavy blow w ith a  ham m er,” he wrote, “the  nervous force is to a  

certain  ex ten t sh ak en  o u t of the  m an, and  th a t he h a s  in som e way 

lost nervous power” (Quoted in Schivelbusch 140). While he did 

not ignore psychological factors, E richsen  w as unab le , a s  Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch no tes “to d istingu ish  betw een the acc iden t’s
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m echanical pow er  to shock an d  the psychic reception of th a t shock”

(142).

E richsen ’s theory received a  significant challenge in 1883 by

an o th er B ritish  surgeon, H erbert W. Page. Page, who w as employed

by a  railway, argued th a t  the  effects of railway acciden ts could be

explained by “purely  psychical cau ses ,” by severe fright prim arily

b u t also “in ‘wholly unconscious w ays’ by a  desire for com pensation”

(Caplan 18; Young 17). “Railway sp ine” becam e “railway b ra in ” or

as Page preferred “nervous shock .” Drawing on Ja m e s  Paget’s

concept of “neurom im esis” or “nervous m im icry” (an involuntary

im itation of organic disease), Page com pared the effect of railway

acciden ts to a  k ind  of voluntary  hypnotic state. “As of the  hypnotic

s ta te ,” he wrote,

so of o ther neurom im eses also, the  pa tien ts  m ay voluntarily 
subm it them selves to their exhibition, and  the  m anifestation  
thereof becom e in them selves no t less real. The existence of a  
certa in  am o u n t of control is show n m oreover by the 
d isappearance  of the  m im icries, w hen all cause  for their 
rep resen ta tion  is rem oved.... The typical neurom im esis cam e 
to an  end shortly  after the  se ttlem ent of claim  h ad  secured  for 
the  p a tien ts  com plete repose of m ind, and  h ad  freed them  
from the necessity  of any  longer allowing them selves to be 
victim s of the  m im etic phenom ena. (Quoted in C aplan  18).

While Page did no t accuse  those suffering from nervous shock of

faking -  they are in a  sense “victim s of the  m im etic phenom ena” -
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his volitional m odel is a t odds w ith the  concepts of neurom im esis 

an d  hypnosis on w hich it is based. Page “sim ply could no t fathom ,” 

according to Eric Caplan, “the  possibility of unconscious, 

involuntary  subm ission  to psychical forces” (19) -  though  ju s t  such  

a  subm ission  w as im plicit in Paget’s neurom im esis an d  in m ost 

contem porary  theories of hypnosis.

C harco t’s in tervention into the  debate w as crucial. Siding 

w ith Page and  h is Am erican supporte rs , su ch  as Ja m e s  Jack so n  

P u tm an  and  George W alton -  and  opposing the view of G erm an 

neurologists like H erm ann O ppenheim  th a t  there  w as a  separa te  

group of “traum atic  n eu ro ses” (the term  is O ppenheim ’s) -  C harcot 

argued th a t the  sym ptom s of railway acciden ts “are  in fact, w hether 

occurring in m an  or wom an, sim ply m anifesta tions of hyste ria”

(221).14 In a  series of experim ents a t the  Salpetriere in 1884 and  

1885, C harcot reproduced traum atic  paralyses u n d e r hypnosis -  a s  

he h ad  a lready reproduced hysterical sym ptom s -  and  

dem onstra ted  th a t su ch  paralyses were hysterical ra th e r  th an  

organic .15 C harco t’s “artificial p roducts  show ed,” according to 

Freud, “down to the ir sm allest details, the  sam e fea tu res as 

spon taneous a tta c k s” (SE 20: 13). C harcot saw  hysteria  a s  a

27

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

specific neurological disorder, a  dysfunction resu lting  from a 

“hered itary  predisposition to nervous degeneration ,” an d  an  agent 

provocateur (Micale, Approaching H ysteria  27). T raum as su ch  as 

railway acciden ts were, for C harcot, m erely agent provocateurs, ju s t  

the  “inciden tal c au ses ,” a s  Freud p u ts  it, of hysteria  in those  w ith a  

hered itary  predisposition to it. S trong em otions like extrem e fright 

could produce, C harcot argued  in h is Clinical Lectures on D iseases  

o f the Nervous System , a  k ind of “hypnotic s ta te” in w hich “the 

m ental spontaneity, the  will, or the  judgm ent, is m ore or less 

supp ressed  or obscured , an d  suggestions become easy” (335). 

C harcot “eq u ates” the  “special s ta te  of m ind during  the  tra u m a ,” as 

Freud explains, “w ith the  artificially induced s ta te  of hypnosis” (SE 

3: 29). T raum atic  sym ptom s were the resu lt of au to-suggestions -  

often after a  period of unconscious psychical “elaboration” in which 

they acquired  greater s tre n g th .16 Hypnosis w as for C harcot, in 

o ther words, no t only an  artificial hysteria  an d  a  technique th a t  

allowed him  to reproduce it experim entally, b u t also the  m odel on 

which h is theory of hysterie truam atique  or traum atic  hysteria  w as 

based.
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W hen they wrote their “Prelim inary C om m unication,” w hich 

preceded a s  well a s  in troduced  the  Studies on H ysteria, he and  

B reuer were, F reud  la ter acknowledged, “completely u n d e r the  spell 

(Banne) of C harco t’s researches” (SE 11:21). “B reuer’s hypothesis of 

hypnoid s ta te s  w as itself,” he rem arks in h is C lark University 

lectures, “no th ing  b u t a  reflection of the  fact C harcot had  

reproduced trau m atic  paralysis artificially u n d e r hypnosis” (SE 11: 

21). In the  conclusion to the ir “Prelim inary C om m unication,” Freud 

and  B reuer explicitly place the ir a ttem p t to uncover “the  psychical 

m echan ism  of hysterical phenom ena ... along the p a th  first traced  so 

successfully  by C harcot w ith h is explanation  and  artificial im itation 

of hyste ro -traum atic  para lyses” (SE 2: 17). Their w ork is, F reud 

wrote a t the  tim e, a  “con tinuation” of C harco t’s. The theory of 

hysteria  B reuer an d  F reud p resen t in the  “Prelim inary 

C om m unication” is, a s  they p u t it, “an  extension of the  theory of 

traum atic  hysteria” (SE 2 :5 ). It is, in o ther words, an  extension 

(and a  generalization) of Charcot’s  theory of traum atic  hysteria. 

“There is a  com plete analogy betw een traum atic  paralysis and  

com m on non -traum atic  hysteria ,” F reud argued in “On the 

Psychical M echanism  of Hysterical Phenom enon” (1893), a  lecture
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con tem poraneous w ith the publication  of the  “Prelim inary 

C om m unication.” “The p a tte rn  of traum atic  hysteria , as  it w as laid 

down by C harcot for hysterical paralyses, applies quite  generally to 

all hysterical phenom ena” {SE 3: 30-1).17 Their notion of “hypnoid 

s ta te s” is sim ilarly an  extension an d  generalization of C harco t’s 

ideas. “We should  like to balance,” they write, “the  fam iliar thesis  

th a t hypnosis is an  artificial hysteria  [that is, C harco t’s theory] by 

an o th er -  the  basis and  sine qua non  of hysteria  is the  existence of 

hypnoid s ta te s” {SE 2: 12). R ather th a n  hypnosis being an  

artificially p roduced hysteria , in a  reversal of priority, hysteria  

becom es an  effect of a  m ore generalized hypnotic or hypnoid sta te . 

This is why, for instance, William Ja m es  in reviewing the ir work 

sees it a s  confirm ing F. W. H. M yers’ observation th a t  “hysteria  is a 

d isease of the  hypnotic s tra tu m ” (Kiell 3 1).18 A hypnoid s ta te  is, for 

B reuer an d  Freud, an  altered  s ta te  of consciousness characterized  

by am nesia  an d  by a  radical absence of resistance  an d  of conscious 

reflection. In a  hypnoid s ta te  the  sub ject lacks the  specu lar 

d istance  necessary  to cognitively grasp, to rem em ber, or defend 

aga in st w hat h ap p en s to it. Hypnoid s ta te s  are, a s  Akira M izuta
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Lippit all too aptly  p u ts  it, “prelim inal” (108). W hat is traum atic  is, 

in a  sense, precisely th is  lack of d istance.

The theory  and  m ethod of hypno-catharsis , like so m any 

o thers a t the  tim e, is an  am algam  of C harco t’s ideas an d  Hippolyte 

B ernheim ’s -  despite the  seem ing incom patibility of the  two 

schoo ls.19 In the  late 1880s and  early 90s, F reud tran s la ted  two of 

B ernheim ’s books into G erm an as well a s  two of C harco t’s. While 

he an d  B reuer differentiate them selves from C harcot in som e ways -  

they a ttrib u te , for instance, a s  did B ernheim , considerably less 

im portance to hered itary  predisposition20 -  their reliance on him  

theoretically generates certain  problem s. For C harcot d iscouraged 

the  therapeu tic  -  a s  opposed to the  experim ental -  u se  of hypnosis. 

H ypnosis was, for Charcot, quite literally the  d isease of w hich it 

p u rp o rts  to be cure. To be hypnotizable was, for him , a  sym ptom  of 

hysteria; to be hypnotized w as by definition to be a  hysteric. W hat I 

w an t to suggest is th a t hypnosis or the  hypnotic s ta te  figures in the 

Studies on H ysteria  a s  a  k ind of pharm akon  in D errida’s sense of the 

term .21 It is bo th  the  cause  of the  d isease an d  its  cure, both  the  

“basis an d  sine qua non  of hysteria” an d  the  m eans of com bating it, 

bo th  the  generator of am nesia  an d  a  technique for overcom ing it.
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In the ir “Prelim inary C om m unication” and  in  the  re s t the 

Studies on Hysteria, B reuer an d  F reud p resen t hysteria  as a  disease 

of the  m em ory, a s a  m aladie de  la memoire a s  the  F rench  called it.22 

“Hysteric suffer,” in their fam ous ph rase , “m ainly from 

rem in iscences.” While they give considerable em phasis to 

rem em bering, the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod h as  a  rad ical forgetting 

inscribed w ithin it. In the  “Prelim inary C om m unication” F reud and  

B reuer elide the  d istinction, w hich will la ter be so im portan t in 

psychoanalysis, betw een rem em bering an d  repeating, recollecting 

and  acting  out. “Recollection [Erinnem] w ithout affect,” they write, 

“invariably p roduces no resu lt. The psychical process w hich 

originally took place m u st be repeated  [wiederholt] a s  vividly as 

possible; it m u s t be b rough t back  to its s ta tu s  nascendi and  th en  

given verbal u tte ran c e ” (SE  2 :6 ). F reud w rites in sim ilar te rm s in 

h is Autobiographical S tudy  of the  role of “hypnotic reproduction  in 

sta tu  n a sc e n d f  in the  cathartic  m ethod (SE  20: 21). B ut, a s  Borch- 

Jaco b sen  observes in “H ypnosis in Psychoanalysis”: “repetition in 

sta tu  nascendi, in the  s ta te  of being born, is clearly not 

rem em bering; it is ne ither telling a  story no r rep resen ting  a  p a s t 

event as p a s t  (46). It “is reproducing it tangibly a s  though  it were
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a c tu a lly  h a p p e n in g ,” a s  F re u d  la te r  w rite s  o f th e  tra n s fe re n c e , 

“instead  of rem em bering” (SE  20: 226). “In the  hypnotic s ta te ,” as 

Lacan notes, “verbalization is d issociated  from the prise  de  

conscience,” th a t is from insigh t into the event (“F unction  and  Field 

of Speech” 46). In their accoun t of hypnotic reproduction  in the 

“Prelim inary C om m unication,” however, F reud an d  B reuer do no t 

seem  to differentiate betw een repeating  and  rem em bering, or, in the 

Platonic term s crucial to B orch-Jacobsen’s argum ent, betw een 

“mimesis, in w hich the  speaker en ac ts  a  role” and  “diegesis, in 

w hich the speaker recoun ts events” -  though  their u se  of the  word 

“ca th a rs is” suggests a  theatrical d im ension (“H ypnosis in 

Psychoanalysis” 45).23 F reud and  B reuer repeatedly  s tre ss  the 

“vividness” even the  “hallucinatory  vividness” of the ir p a tien t’s 

repetitions an d  reproductions. “One of ou r p a tien ts ,” they  w rites, 

“reproduced u n d e r hypnosis w ith hallucinatory  vividness,” ano ther 

“re-lived w ith hallucinatory  clarity” (SE  2: 9). Their p a tien ts  are 

im m ersed in the  scenes of the ir trau m as , reliving them  ra th e r  th a n  

m ain tain ing  a  reflective d istance  from them  or recognizing them  as 

past. They m u st be reproduced or relived “as vividly a s  possib le,” 

vividly enough a t least to generate the  “accom panying affect.” Their
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p a tien ts ’ rep roductions u n d e r hypnosis bear a  d isconcerting  

sim ilarity to the  hysterical a ttack s  they are m ean t to cure, a ttack s 

w hich F reud and  B reuer argue can  be show n to be the  

"hallucinatory  reproduction  of a  m em ory” or the “re-living” of a  

scene (SE 2: 14). They even recom m end provoking su ch  a ttack s 

(“...o r if, b e tter still, one can  succeed  in provoking the  a ttack  u n d e r 

hypnosis” (SE  2: 14)) -  though  it is no t clear if it is m ean t to be for 

investigative or therapeu tic  purposes.

W hat m atte rs  in the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod is, a t least 

initially, I w an t to argue, no t so m uch  the  recollection of the 

psychical tra u m a  a s  its  reproduction  in sta tu  nascendi. “We get him  

to experience it a  second tim e,” as F reud explained in h is lecture, 

“b u t u n d e r hypnosis” (SE  3: 39). It is th is  re-experiencing or reliving 

of the  psychical tra u m a  th a t m akes its conscious recollection 

possible -  or, m ore precisely, it is w hat m akes it possible for the 

physician to intervene in  and  to a lter the  p a tien t’s relation to it. It is 

th is  th a t  the  cathartic  m ethod sh a res  w ith the  o ther contem porary  

“therapeu tic  p rocedures” cited by F reud an d  B reuer in the 

“Prelim inary C om m unication” a s  being sim ilar to it. “By tak ing  the 

p a tien t back  by m eans of a  m ental artifice to the very m om ent a t
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w h ic h  th e  sy m p to m  f irs t  a p p e a re d ,” th e y  q u o te  A lfred B in e t, “w e

m ay m ake him  m ore susceptib le  to a  therapeu tic  suggestion” (SE 2:

7). The hypnotist, they quote Jo sep h  Delboeuf a s  writing, “p u ts  the

subject back  into the  s ta te  in w hich h is trouble first appeared  and

u se s  w ords to com bat th a t trouble, a s  it now m akes a  fresh

em ergence [renaissant]” (SE  2: 7). They also m ention th a t Pierre

Ja n e t, h ad  u sed  a  “m ethod analogous to o u rs” (SE 2: 7). J a n e t ’s

analogous m ethod, however, did no t involve recollecting or

abreacting  traum atic  m em ories b u t a ltering or elim inating them .24

W hat the  cathartic  m ethod shared  w ith J a n e t ’s procedure was,

F reud la ter w rites in h is Autobiographical S tudy, “the  tracing  back  of

hysterical sym ptom s to events in the  p a tien t’s life, an d  the ir rem oval

by m eans of hypnotic reproduction  in sta tu  nascend i’— though  he is

conspicuously  vague ab o u t how th a t “rem oval” took place (SE 20:

21). He an d  B reuer are  considerably m ore d irect in the  “Prelim inary

C om m unication”:

It will now be understood  how it is th a t the psycho therapeutic  
procedure w hich we have described in these  pages h a s  a  
curative effect. It brings to an end  the operative force o f the  
idea w hich w a s not abreacted in the fir s t instance, by  allowing 
its strangulated affect to fin d  its w a y  out through speech; and it 
subjects it to associative correction by introducing it into normal 
consciousness (under light hypnosis) or by removing it through
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the p h ysic ia n ’s  suggestion, a s is done in som nam bulism  
accompanied by am nesia. (SE  2: 17; their italics)

Their procedure  cures, in o ther words, e ither by in troducing  an  idea

or m em ory into “norm al consciousness (under light hypnosis),”

w hich sub jects it to “associative correction” and  to the  “norm al

w earing away p rocess” th a t deprives it of its “force” and  allows it to

be forgotten, or by rem oving it th rough  hypnotic suggestion. (Freud

u se s  the  la tte r m ethod, a s  I d iscu ss below, in the “F rau  Em m y von

N.” case.) Hypnosis figures in the  cathartic  m ethod a s  a  v irtual

technology for altering ou r relation to the  past, a  technique for

rem em bering and  for forgetting,.

In the  tension  betw een rem em bering and  repeating, betw een

the “im pulse to rem em ber” an d  the  “com pulsion to repeat,” F reu d ’s

w ritings “them atize ,” according to C ynthia C hase, “the  tension

betw een the  cognitive an d  perform ative aspec ts  of language”

(“T ransla ting  the  T ransference” 113). H ypnosis an d  hypnotic

suggestion are  associated  by F reud from the very beginning w ith the

perform ative dim ension of language, or w hat he called the  “m agic of

w ords” (Z auberdes Wortes). “W ords a re ,” Freud wrote in “Psychical

(or Mental) T reatm ent” (1890),

the  essen tia l took of m ental trea tm en t [Seelenbehandlung ]. A 
laym an will no doub t find it h a rd  to u n d e rs tan d  how
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pathological d isorders of the  body an d  m ind can  be elim inated 
by “m ere” words. He will feel th a t he is being asked  to believe 
in magic. And he will no t be so very wrong, for the  words 
w hich we u se  in ou r eveiyday speech are no th ing  o ther th an  
w atered-dow n magic. (SE  3: 283)25

T hrough hypnosis science is, F reud claim s, “restoring  to w ords a

p a rt a t least of the ir form er m agical power” (SE 3: 283). F reu d ’s

rem arks do not, however, refer to the  p a tien t’s w ords or to those of

the hypnotized sub ject (though in the  ca thartic  m ethod they are

certainly performative) b u t to the  words of the  hypno tist.26 “W ords

are the  m ost im portan t m edia by w hich one m an  seeks to bring h is

influence to bear on an o th er,” F reud writes; “w ords are  a  good

m ethod of producing  m ental changes in the  person  to w hom  they

are addressed . So th a t there  is no longer any th ing  puzzling in the

assertion  th a t the  m agic of w ords can  remove sym ptom s of illness”

(SE 3: 292). “The hypno tist says, ‘You c a n ’t move your a rm ,”’ to use

F reud’s favorite exam ple, and  the  hypnotized sub ject is unab le  to do

so (SE  3: 295). “If the  hypno tist says, Y our a rm ’s moving of its own

accord, you c a n ’t  stop  it,’ the  arm  m oves” (SE 3: 295). The

hypno tis t’s words, a s  F reud describes them , are no t so m uch

im peratives as s ta tem en ts  (You c a n ’t move your a rm .” “You see a

sn ak e .” “You’re feeling tired .”) w hich the  sub ject enacts . “The idea

w hich the  hypno tist h a s  given to the  sub ject by h is w ords,” as Freud
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e x p la in s  it, “h a s  p ro d u c e d  in  h im  p re c ise ly  th e  m e n ta l-p h y s ic a l 

behavior corresponding to the  ideas conten t.... W ords have once 

m ore regained the ir m agic” {SE 3: 295-96.). In hypnosis, it w as 

generally believed a t the  tim e, ideas were im m ediately tran sla ted  

into action -  even if the  origin of those ideas rem ains unconscious. 

Hypnosis rep resen ts  a  hyper-perform ativity; the  hypno tis ts words 

have an  excessive force an d  persuasiveness. It is even possible, 

Freud claim s in “Psychical (or Mental) T reatm ent,” to “‘ta lk” people 

“into hypnosis,” to ta lk  him  into an  extrem e credulity  and  

suggestibility, into being affected, persuaded , altered  by words. The 

hypnotized sub ject can  be m ade “to see w hat is no t there” and  

“forbidden to see w hat is th ere .” H ypnosis characteristically  

functions a s  bo th  a  k ind of tru th  serum  an d  as a  hallucinogen. Like 

the unconscious itself, the  hypnotized sub ject seem s to know  no 

doub t or negation, to be indifferent to reality, to the  d istinction  

betw een p a s t an d  p resen t and , in the  blind identification of the 

rapport, to the  difference betw een itself an d  another.

Freud tem pers is often hyperbolic claim s ab o u t hypnosis in 

“Psychical (or Mental) T reatm ent,” however, by noting  th a t the  deep 

hypnosis in w hich the  sub ject is “credulous... to an  a lm ost
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u n lim ite d  e x te n t ,” is a f te r  a ll q u ite  ra re , t h a t  p a t ie n ts  o ften  “re s is t” 

or becom e addicted  to it or its effects are only tem porary. It is, he 

w rites, “a  strange and  unpred ic tab le  m ethod” (einem eigentumlichen  

und  nicht vorherzusehenden ); it is “incalculable” and  frequently  

m isfires. D espite the  therapeu tic  potential of hypnosis, its excessive 

perform ativity, its unpred ictab ility  and  incalculability  m akes it 

som ething of wild card  in therapy  as well a s  in theory. It rep resen ts  

the  “m agic of w ords,” both  the ir power an d  their u n can n in ess , both  

their prom ise an d  the ir danger. The “enigm a of hypnosis” an d  the 

“riddle of suggestive influence” are figures in  F reud ’s w ritings of 

w hat C ynthia  C hase calls “the enigm atic fact fundam enta l to 

psychoanalysis of the  s ta tu s , as event, of w ords” (“T ransla ting  the 

T ransference” 109). Such  events are  an  integral p a rt no t only of the 

“talking cu re” in the  Studies on H ysteria  b u t also of the  “traum atic  

precip itating  cau ses” to w hich it responds. F rau  Cacilie M., for 

in stance, repeatedly  takes “verbal expressions” (like a  “stab  in the 

h e a rt” or a  “slap in the  face”) “literally,” tak es them , a s  F reud p u ts  

it, “a s  a  real event” {SE 2: 181).27 Hypnosis, F reud la ter w rites in 

Group Psychology and the A na lysis o f  the Ego, “ con ta ins an  elem ent 

of para lysis,” w hich he likens to the  “hypnosis of fright w hich occurs
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in  a n im a ls ” (SE  18: 115). I t h a s ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s , a  t r a u m a t ic  

elem ent, a s  paralysis is always for F reud the  paradigm atic effect of 

tra u m a .28 A certa in  trau m a, I w ant to suggest, inheres in the  

hypno-cathartic  m ethod.

“F rau  Em m y von N.” w as F reud ’s first case h istory  an d  the 

first case  in w hich he u sed  the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod or, a s  he 

calls it in in troducing  the  case, “B reuer’s technique of investigation 

u n d e r hypnosis” (SE 2: 48).29 “This w as,” Freud w rites, “my first 

a ttem p t a t handling  th a t therapeu tic  m ethod” (SE  2: 48). Em m y von 

N., w hose real nam e w as Fanny  Moser, w as referred to Freud, 

probably by B reuer, in May of 1889 or, perhaps, 1888.30 She w as a t 

the tim e ab o u t 40 years old w ith two teenage daugh ters. She had  

been m arried  in her early tw enties to a  m an  over forty years her 

senior w ith several grown children. Shortly after the  b irth  of their 

second daugh ter, he r h u sb an d , while reading  a  new spaper a t 

b reakfast, dropped dead suddenly  of a  h e a rt a ttack  in front of her. 

The d ea th  of he r h u sb a n d  m ade Fanny M oser one of the  richest 

wom en in Europe. B ut, its also m ade her the  object of considerable 

scandal, as  h e r h u sb a n d ’s grown children  sp read  the  rum or, w hich
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w as widely circu lated  in the  new spapers, th a t she h ad  poisoned her 

h u sb an d . While two exhum ations of the  body discovered no 

evidence of poison, the  rum ors persisted , as Ola A ndersson found, 

into the  second ha lf of the  tw entieth  cen tu ry  and  even her younger 

daugh te r seem ed to have had  some doub ts (Andersson l l ) . 31

W hen she w as referred to Freud, Fanny  M oser or Em m y von 

N. w as suffering from a  variety of hysterical sym ptom s including a  

convulsive facial tic, an im al phobias an d  hallucinations, and  

in te rm itten t s ta te s  of w hat he calls “delerium ” -  w hich seem s to be 

an  a ltered  s ta te  of consciousness analogous to a  hypnotic sta te , a  

condition seconde. Her speech is frequently  in te rrup ted  by a 

“stam m er,” a  “cu rious ‘clacking’ sound , w hich according to F reud 

“defies im itation ,” an d  a  “protective form ula” (“Keep still! -  D on’t  say 

anything! -  D on’t touch  me!”), w hich she repeats w ithou t apparen tly  

being aw are of it. “She w as,” Freud tells u s , “a  hysteric  and  could 

be p u t into a  s ta te  of som nam bulism  w ith the  g rea test ease” (SE  2: 

48). “She w as highly suggestible” (SE 2: 99). The case  is, in fact, 

notable for the  lack of resistance, though  she was, F reud a ssu re s  u s  

the  “D iscussion ,” “far from exhibiting a  pathological absence of 

resistance” (SE 2: 99). Q uestioning h e r u n d e r hypnosis, F reu d ’s

41

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

“hypnotic analysis,” a s  he calls it, traces Emm y von N.’s sym ptom s 

back  to several dozen “traum atic  precipitating c au ses ,” ranging from 

the trivial (a toad  jum p ing  ou t from behind  a  rock) to the  serious 

(the su d d en  death  of he r husband), and  tries to get rid of them  by 

suggestion. The hypno-cathartic  m ethod Freud em ploys in “Emm y 

von N.” is the  m ethod he and  B reuer described in  the  conclusion to 

the “Prelim inary C om m unication” as “rem oving” pathogenic ideas 

and  m em ories “th rough  the  physic ian ’s suggestion, a s  is done in 

som nam bulism  accom panied by am nesia .” “I c an n o t say how 

m uch  of the  therapeu tic  success ,” F reud concedes in the 

“D iscussion” a t the  end of the  case, “w as due  to my suggesting the 

sym ptom  aw ay in sta tu  nascendi an d  how m uch  by resolving the  

affect by abreaction , since I com bined bo th  therapeu tic  fea tu res” (SE 

2: 101). The la tte r is, however, very little in evidence in “Em m y von 

N.,” an d  it suggests th a t  in h is u se  of the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod, 

of “B reuer’s technique of investigation u n d e r hypnosis,” F reud 

moved from sim ply trying to discover an d  to “suggest away” h is 

p a tien ts ’ trau m atic  m em ories and  pathogenic ideas tow ards an  

em phasis on their recollection an d  in troduction  “into norm al 

consciousness.” “The divorce betw een analysis an d  hypnosis,” as
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B orch-Jacobsen  argues, “occurred  essentially  over the  issue  of 

rem em bering” (“Hypnosis in Psychoanalysis” 47). At the  tim e of his 

hypnotic analysis of F anny Moser, however, F reud w as still u n d er 

the  spell of w hat M ichael Roth calls, the  F rench “school of 

forgetting,” w as still, a s  he wittily p u ts  it, “trying ou t h is F rench 

lessons” (“Falling into History” 171).

F reud  trea ted  Fanny M oser for ab o u t seven w eeks beginning 

in May 1889 (or 1888) an d  again the  following May for a ro u n d  eight 

weeks. F reud  reproduces in the  case h istory  h is evening no tes for 

the  first th ree  weeks of the  initial trea tm en t and  sum m arizes the 

rem ainder of the  two trea tm en ts  an d  h is su b seq u en t visit to he r 

esta te  in Au. W ith the  exception of h is “D iscussion” a t the  end, 

however, w hich w as evidently w ritten  several years after he had  

finished trea ting  her, there  is from a  la ter psychoanalytic 

perspective very little analysis or in terp reta tion  in the  case history. 

He issue  of sexuality  is barely even raised. “I did no t carry  the 

analysis of the  sym ptom s far enough,” F reud concedes a t  the  

beginning of the  case, “nor did I p u rsu e  it system atically  enough” 

(SE  2: 48). There is, in fact, a  k ind  of dialog in the  case history  

betw een the  evening no tes F reud reproduces from the first w eeks of

43

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

her trea tm en t an d  the  footnotes he added later. “I un fo rtunately  

neglected to inquire ,” he rem arks in one footnote, “into the  

significance of F rau  Em m y’s anim al visions” (SE  2: 62). “A special 

k ind of sym bolism  m ust, no doubt, have lain behind  the  toad ,” he 

observes in an o th e r (the toad “m ade her lose her power of speech” 

and  w as one of he r m ost p e rs is ten t phobias), “b u t I un fo rtunately  

neglected to inquire into it” {SE 2: 55). F reud seem s to have ju s t  

questioned Em m y von N. ab o u t the  origins of her sym ptom s and  to 

have taken  her a t he r word. “I w as too often con ten t,” he adm its in 

still an o th e r footnote, “to receive the  m ost superficial exp lanations” 

(SE  2: 64). “At th a t tim e I d id n ’t u n d e rs tan d  anyth ing ,” F reud wrote 

alm ost a  ha lf cen tu ry  la ter to her elder daugh ter, who w as also 

nam ed Fanny  Moser, “an d  ju s t  believed in h e r inform ation” (Cited in 

Togel 152).32

W hen F reud a sk s  Emm y von N. u n d e r hypnosis “w hat event

in h e r life h ad  produced the  m ost lasting  effect on h e r an d  cam e up

m ost often in her m em ory,” she responds th a t  is w as “her h u sb a n d ’s

d ea th ” (SE  2: 60). “I got he r to describe the  event to m e in full

detail,” he w rites,

an d  th is  she did w ith every sign of deepest em otion b u t 
w ithout any  clacking or stam m ering: -  How, she began, they
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h ad  been a t  a  place on the Riviera of w hich they were both  
very fond, and  while they were crossing a  bridge h ad  had  
sudden ly  sa n k  to the  ground an d  lain there  lifeless for a  few 
m inu tes b u t h ad  th en  gotten u p  again  and  seem ed quite  well; 
how, a  sh o rt tim e afterw ards, a s  she w as lying in bed after he r 
second confinem ent, he r h u sb an d , who had  been sitting  a t 
b reak fast a t  a  sm all table beside her bed, reading  a  
new spaper, h ad  got u p  all a t  once, looked a t  h e r so strangely, 
taken  a  few paces forward and  th en  fallen down dead; she had  
got o u t of bed, and  the  doctors who were called in h ad  m ade 
efforts to revive him  w hich she h ad  heard  from the  nex t room; 
b u t it h ad  been in vain. (SE 2: 60)

While Em m y von N. describes the  even w ith the  “deepest em otion,”

it does no t appear to be a  case of abreaction , nor is it a  question  of

F reud’s in troducing  the  m em ory into norm al consciousness -  since

it never seem s to have been inaccessible to it. F reu d ’s therapeu tic

approach  is in stead  to try  to get rid of he r traum atic  memory. “I

m ade it im possible for he r to see any of these  m elancholy th ings

again ,” F reud w rites, “no t only by wiping ou t [verldsche] he r whole

recollection of them  in the ir p lastic  form [die p lastische  Erinnerung\

b u t by rem oving [lose] h e r whole recollection of them  [die ganze

R em in iszenz aus ihrem G edachtnisse], a s  though  they h ad  never

been p resen t in he r m ind” {SE 2: 61). F reu d ’s therapeu tic

procedure in “Emm y von N.” is based  on “expunging [Ausldschen]

her m em ories” (SE 2: 58-59). “I wiped ou t [verwische] all these

m em ories,” he w rites elsew here in the  case history. “I extinguished
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[auslosche] he r p lastic  m em ory [die p lastische  Erinnerung] of these  

scenes” ” (SE  2: 58). “She told m e,” F reud w rites early in the  case, 

“th a t while she w as describing these  scenes she saw  them  before 

her in  p lastic  form an d  in the ir n a tu ra l colors.” “My therapy  

consis ts ,” he explains, “in wiping away [w egzuw iscken ] these  

p ictu res, so th a t she is no longer able to see them  before he r” (SE  2: 

53).

F reu d ’s procedure in “Em m y von N.” of “wiping away” or 

“suggesting away” h e r sym ptom s in sta tu  nascendi would seem  to be 

characteristic  of h is approach  w hen he first took u p  “B reuer’s 

technique of investigation u n d e r hypnosis” and  to reflect h is initial 

u n d e rs tan d in g  of it.33 F reud appears to have seen the  hypno- 

cathartic  m ethod a t first a s  a  m eans of discovering an d  getting rid of 

the  trau m atic  precipitating cau ses of hysteria , a  m ethod th a t he saw 

as bo th  m ore effective th a n  ju s t  suggestion for it acted  on the  origin 

of hyste ria  and  a s  m ore satisfying to h is intellectual curiosity .34 

According to Peter Swales, w hen Freud visited B ernheim  in Nancy in 

the  sum m er of 1889, he wrote h is sister-in-law , M inna B ernays, 

th a t if she w as curious ab o u t h is trea tm en t of the p a tien t who had  

accom panied him  (Anna von Lieben, the  F rau  Cacilie M. of the
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S tudies on Hysteria), she should  read  the  novel Dr. H e id en h o ffs  

Process (Swales 35). W ritten in 1880 by the Am erican novelist 

Edw ard Bellamy, Dr. H e id en h o ffs  Process is the story  of a  w om an 

h a u n te d  by the  m em ory of h e r guilty sexual past. The process of 

the title is a  m ethod no t of rem em bering b u t of forgetting th a t past. 

In the  novel, Dr. Heidenhoff h a s  invented a  procedure for the 

“extirpation of though t” th rough  the  u se  of a  galvanic battery . Once 

the  physical basis  of m ind h a s  been estab lished , he explains 

“though t ex tirpation” is “m erely a  nice problem  in surgery” (104).35 

F reud w as sim ilarly engaged in “Em m y von N.” an d  in h is early 

experim ents w ith the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod with the  extirpation of 

m em ories. W hen he visits he r esta te  in Au some eighteen m on ths 

after he r initial trea tm en t, Fanny  M oser com plains to F reud “abou t 

gaps in h e r m em ory ‘especially ab o u t the  m ost im portan t even ts’”

(SE 2: 84). “She com plained th a t  there  were a  num ber of the  m ost 

im portan t m om ents of h e r life of w hich she h as  only the vaguest 

m em ory” (SE  2: 61). Though he is “careful no t to tell h e r the  cause  

of th is  p a rticu la r occasion of am nesia ,” F reud acknow ledges in a  

footnote th a t  in the  case  of h e r h u sb a n d s  death  he m ay have gone 

too far (SE  2: 61). F reud ’s therapy  generates the very gaps in
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m em ory, in the  ordered narrative  of h is p a tien t’s history, th a t  is, for 

him , one of the  principle charac teristics of hysteria . His hypnotic 

in tervention bears  an  u n can n y  resem blance to the  tra u m a s  it m ean t 

to resolve.

In w hat is surely  one of the  m ost bizarre m om ents in any  of 

h is case  h istories, Emm y von N. announced  to F reud  on h is first 

visit to her: “I am  a  w om an from the las t cen tu ry  (Ich bin eine Frau 

aus dem  vorigen Jahrhundert; no t a s  S trachey tran s la te s  it “a  

w om an dating  from the las t century)” (SE  2: 52; tran sla tion  

modified).36 Several w eeks later, according to Freud, Em m y von N 

told him  th a t she had  been th ink ing  a t the  time of an  an tique  

cupboard  and  it w as the  cupboard  to w hich she w as referring -  an  

explanation  F reud seem s to accept. Yet, how is it possible to 

m istake oneself for an  inan im ate  object? How can  one confuse 

oneself w ith an  o ther? To say “I am  a  w om an of the  la s t cen tu ry” is 

to speak  as an  other. It is no t to differentiate betw een oneself and  

an  other. “I am  a  w om an from the la s t cen tury” designates, as 

Lacoue-Labarthe an d  Nancy write of the  fam ous p o sthum ous 

fragm ent “I am  the b reas t,” the  “relation w ithout relation of an  ‘I’ 

th a t is no t an  ‘I”’ (“La Panique Politique” 17). F reud ’s response to her
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m im esis is sym ptom atic of h is failure in the  case, or elsew here in 

the  S tudies on Hysteria, to ad d ress  the  question  of m im esis or of 

identification. There is no explicit theory  of hysterical identification 

p u t forth in the  Studies on H ysteria  by e ither F reud or B reuer -  

though  they  often p resum e su ch  a  m echanism . W hether it w as 

understood  a s  im itation or psychical contagion, neurom im esis or 

nervous mim icry, a  k ind of radical identification w as one of the 

m arked charac teristics of late-n ine teen th  cen tu ry  hysteria  an d  of its 

theorization. Such  identifications are  certainly in evidence in the 

case h isto ry  of Em m y von N. She even seem s a t one poin t to catch  

F reud ’s railway anxiety. A blind identification, a  rad ical forgetting of 

the  o ther, is also, a s  we have seen, an  in tegral p a rt of F reu d ’s 

conception of the  hypnotic suggestion he u se s  both to investigate 

the  origins of he r hysterical sym ptom s an d  so aggressively to remove 

them . Her protective form ulas (“Keep still! -  Don’t say anything! -  

D on’t touch  me!”) can  be seen a s  a ttem p ts  to m ain tain  the  

boundaries betw een her self and  o thers, to defend ag a in st or w ard 

off the  th re a t of annih ilation . Touching phobias, like the  one 

expressed in her form ula “D on’t touch  m e,” derive, F reud will argue 

in Totem and Taboo (1913), from a  fear of contagion, im itation, and
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com m unicability  (SE  8: 27-35). Though largely unacknow ledged,

the  problem  of identification is, I w an t to argue, inscribed a t  the

very h e a rt of the  Em m y von N. case.

W hen Freud questioned  her too aggressively ab o u t h e r an im al

hallucinations, tiy ing  to link them  to her gastric pa ins, Em m y von

N. objected an d  told him  to stop “ask ing  her w here th is  an d  th a t

cam e from” an d  to let h e r tell him  w hat she had  to say. “I fell in

with th is ,” F reud tells u s , “an d  she w ent on w ithout preface: W hen

they carried  him  out, I could no t believe he w as dead” -  a  rem ainder

of h e r m em ory of he r h u sb a n d ’s death  no t deleted the  day before (SE

2: 63).37 W hat is strik ing in “Em m y von N.” is how m any of the

m em ories she rela tes to F reud concern the  shock of a  sudden

encoun ter w ith an o th e r’s death . The first “terrifying m em ories” she

sh a res  w ith F reud in the  case  are, in fact, all encoun ters w ith death:

F irst w hen I w as five years old an d  my b ro thers and  siste rs 
often threw  dead an im als a t me. T hat w as w hen I h ad  my 
first fainting lit an d  spasm s.... Then I w as frightened w hen 
again w hen I w as seven and  I unexpectedly saw  my siste r in 
h e r coffin;... an d  again, w hen I w as nine an d  I saw  my a u n t 
in h e r coffin an d  her jaw  suddenly  dropped. (SE  2: 52)

W hen she w as fifteen, we la ter learn , “she found h e r m other, who

had  h ad  a  stroke, lying on the  floor (her m other lived for ano ther

four years)” an d  “again, a t n ineteen ... she cam e hom e one day and
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found her m other dead, w ith a  d isto rted  face” -  a  double s tru c tu re  

th a t seem s to an ticipate  her experience of h e r h u sb a n d ’s d ea th  {SE 

2: 55). At one poin t F reud reports, b u t does no t really analyze 

(except to say it is “obviously a  recollection of her h u sb a n d ”) a  

dream  in w hich she “had  to lay o u t a  nu m b er of dead  people and  

p u t them  in coffins, b u t would no t p u t the  lid on” {SE 2: 74). W hat I 

w an t to suggest is th a t the  case of Em m y von N. revolves a round  in 

a  sense  no t only her trau m atic  encoun ters w ith death , b u t also and  

m ore specifically a round  her am bivalent relation to the  d ea th s  of 

o thers.

In a  le tter to the  younger Fanny  M oser in 1935, F reud wrote 

th a t h is  “bad  diagnostic error” in h e r m o ther’s case w as no t to have 

understood  h e r am bivalence tow ards he r daugh te rs (Togel 152). 

Freud wrote in sim ilar term s to the  dau g h te r in 1918, declaring th a t 

“she loved h e r children ju s t  a s  tenderly a s  she also h a ted  them  

bitterly (what we term  am bivalence)” (Quoted in A ndersson 15). The 

psychoanalytic notion of am bivalence w as first e laborated  by Freud 

in Totem and  Taboo.38 “The classical exam ple [der k lassische Fall], 

the prototype [Vorbild], of the  am bivalence of h u m an  em otions” is in 

Totem and Taboo am bivalence ab o u t the  d ea th  of a  loved one, as
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w hen, he w rites a s  though  of Emm y von N., “a  wife h a s  lost her 

h u sb a n d  or a  daugh te r he r m other” an d  is afterw ards “overwhelmed 

by torm enting  d o u b ts” an d  self-reproaches (SE  13: 60). Her 

obsessive self-reproaches, w hat Freud calls her “tendency to self- 

deprecation” an d  “m orally oversensitive personality ,” are  one of 

Emm y von N.’s m ost p ronounced ch arac te r traits . In Totem and  

Taboo F reud  links am bivalence to the  “pathological form of 

m ourning” he will la ter term  m elancholia. This am bivalence is no t 

sim ply a  question  of both  love and  h a te  for, or of unconscious 

hostility tow ards, the  one who h as  died. The am bivalence also 

consists, in Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy’s words, “in the  coincidence 

of sam eness an d  difference in the  sam e rapport” (“The U nconscious 

Is D estruc tu red” 206). In the  section of “T houghts for the  Times on 

W ar an d  D eath” (1915) on “O ur Relation [Verhaltnis] to D eath” (not 

a s  S trachey  tran s la te s  it “O ur A ttitude Towards D eath”), d iscussing  

ou r am bivalent relation to the  d ea th  of “som eone we love,” of 

som eone, a s  he p u ts  it, who “belonged” to u s , Freud writes: “These 

loved ones are  on the  one h an d  an  inner possession, com ponents of 

ou r own ego; b u t on the  o ther h a n d  they are  partly  strangers, even 

enem ies” (SE 14: 298). O ur hostility is due, a t  least partly, F reud
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im plies, to w h a t is foreign to u s  in the  dead other, w hat we can  no 

longer recognize ourselves in. The death  of ano ther, a s  Lacoue- 

L abarthe an d  Nancy write, “sim ultaneously  insta lls  him  in identity  

and  envelops him  in an  abso lu te  alterity” (“The U nconscious Is 

D estruc tu red” 204).39 The death  of som eone who “belonged” to u s, 

bo th  com pels a  certa in  identification an d  eludes it. For death  

m ark s the  abso lu te  lim it of identification. “O ur own d ea th ,” Freud 

w rites in “O ur Relation to D eath ,” “is unim aginable [unvorstellbar, or 

unrepresen tab le], and  w henever we a ttem p t to do so we can  perceive 

th a t we are  still p resen t a s  specta to rs” [SE 14: 289).

Em m y von N. had , F reud tells u s  in h is “D iscussion” of the 

case, a  g rea t “fear of being buried  alive,” a  fear he links to “h e r belief 

th a t h e r h u sb a n d  w as no t dead  w hen they  carried  him  o u t” (SE  2: 

88). She bo th  identifies and  is unab le  to identify w ith h e r dead 

h u sb an d . Inscribed th roughou t he r case  history  is an  am bivalent, 

im possible relation to an o th e r’s d ea th  -  to the  d ea th  of her 

h u sb an d , to the  earlier d ea th  of her m other, and  beyond th a t  to the 

d ea th s  of several of h e r siblings w hen she w as a  child. She appears 

to be suffering no t only from the shock of he r repeated  encoun ters 

w ith death , b u t also from a  kind of m ourn ing  sickness. Like so
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m any of F reud ’s hysterics, Em m y von N. is unab le  or unw illing to

bury  the  past. While she tries in h e r protective form ulas to w ard off

its shock an d  to m ain tain  a  certa in  d istance, she records in her

sym ptom s the  trau m atic  failure of defense.

Late in  the  case history, “W hen she w as feeling in good

h ealth ,” F reud  w rites,

she told me of a  visit she had  m ade to the Rom an C atacom bs, 
b u t she could no t recall two technical term s; no r could I help 
her w ith them . Im m ediately afterw ards I asked  h e r u n d e r 
hypnosis w hich w ords she h ad  in m ind. B u t she  did not 
know  them  in hypnosis either. So I said  to her: “D on’t bo ther 
ab o u t them  any  m ore now, b u t w hen you are in the  garden to 
m orrow betw een five and  six in the  afternoon -  nearer six 
th a n  five -  they will suddenly  occur to you.” Next evening, 
while we were talking abou t som ething w hich h ad  no 
connection w ith the  catacom bs, she suddenly  b u rs t  out: 
“‘C rypt,’ doctor, and  ‘C olum barium ’.” (SE 2: 98)

M aria Torok, along w ith Nicholas Rand, argues in “The Secret of

Psychoanalysis,” th a t th a t Em m y von N’s w ords “Crypt” and

“C olum barium ” describe F reud “as the  place w here the  buria l of her

p a s t h ad  secretly occurred” (71). F reud becom es, they write, “Emmy

von N.’s crypt or secret reliquary” (71). B u t the scene can  as easily

be read  the  o ther way around , w ith h e r w ords “Crypt” and

“C olum barium ” designating a  secret or secrets F reud never

possesses, a s  pointing to w hat rem ains unanalyzed an d  perh ap s

unanalyzab le  in the  case. Given the  overdeterm ination of the  word
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in Torok an d  Nicholas A braham ’s work, it is tem pting  to read  Em m y 

von N.’s “crypt” a s  pointing to the  m elancholically incorporated  

o thers buried  w ithin  he r.40 F reud certainly  did no t believe th a t  he 

possessed  h e r secret. “I never reached  the  causes of h e r illness,” he 

adm itted  late in the  Studies on H ysteria (SE  2: 284). “I did not 

u n d e rs tan d  anyth ing  ab o u t your m o ther’s case ,” he wrote he r 

dau g h te r years later, “a lthough  on two occasions she h ad  been my 

p a tien t for a  n u m b er of w eeks” (quoted in A nderson 15).

“H ypnosis,” F reud argued in h is lec tu res a t C lark University, 

“conceals the  resistance  an d  renders a  certa in  a rea  of the  m ind 

accessible; b u t, a s  aga in st th is, it bu ilds u p  the  resistance  a t the 

frontiers of th is  a rea  into a  wall th a t m akes everything beyond it 

inaccessib le” (SE 11: 26). “It pu sh ed  the  resistance  back, m aking  a  

certain  a rea  free for analytic w ork,” he w rites in h is Introductory 

Lectures, “an d  dam ned it u p  a t the  frontiers of th a t a rea  in su ch  a  

way a s  to be im penetrable” (SE  16: 292). The anecdote of the  crypt 

can  be read  a s  an  allegory of th is  cu rious relation of hypnosis to 

resistance. For F reud ’s hypnotic suggestions to appear to render a  

p a rt of he r m ind accessible, to enable her to rem em ber w hat seem ed 

forgotten an d  inaccessible. B u t “Crypt” an d  “C olum barium ” also
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m ark  a  resistance  th a t analysis canno t overcome, an  im penetrable 

resistance  th a t  rem ains inaccessible to any  recollection or analysis. 

They m ark  an  irreducible resistance, w hat D errida calls the 

“hyperbolic resistance  of non -resis tance” (Resistances o f  

P sychoanalysis  24) -  a  resistance  th a t, I w an t to suggest, inheres 

no t only in the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod b u t also in the  event of 

psychoanalysis.

D re a m s  a n d  H y p n o s is

W ith the  publication  of The Interpretation o f D ream s in 1900, 

F reud seem ed to set aside a t least tem porarily  the  interlocking 

problem s of hypnosis, trau m a, and  hyste ria  th a t  h ad  preoccupied 

him  for m ore th a n  a  decade. The problem  of hypnosis does no t in 

any case  appear to be a  problem  for F reu d ’s theory of dream s. One 

of the  few m entions of hypnosis in Die Traum deutung  is w hen Freud 

a sse rts  th a t the  “occurrence of sexual sym bolism  in d ream s” h as  

been “experim entally confirm ed” by post-hypnotic suggestion (SE 5: 

284). “Subjects u n d e r deep hypnosis were given suggestions” by the 

doctor who perform ed the  experim ents, F reud explains, “an d  these  

led to the  p roductions of d ream s a  large p a rt of w hose con ten t w as
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determ ined by the  suggestion” (SE 5: 284). “For in s tan ce ,” he

w rites, “w hen a  suggestion w as m ade to a  female sub ject th a t she

should  dream  of having hom osexual in tercourse  w ith a  friend, the

friend appeared  in the  dream  carrying a  shabby  h andbag  w ith a

label s tu ck  on it bearing the  w ords ‘Ladies only’” (SE  5: 284). While

the w ish is no t strictly  speaking the  d ream er’s own, her all too witty

dream  seem s nevertheless to confirm  F reud ’s theory of d ream s. The

“essence of d ream s,” a s  F reud often rem inds u s, lies no t in their

la ten t con ten t or the  first-person w ish th a t lies beh ind  them , b u t in

the dream -w ork, the  “p a rticu la r form of thinking, m ade possible by

the conditions of dream ing” (SE 5: 506).41

B ut if hypnosis does no t seem  to be a  dream  problem ,

identification undoubted ly  is. The problem  of identification is

inextricably bound  u p  w ith the essen tia l n a tu re  of d ream s.

“D ream s are completely egotistical,” F reud w rites in The

Interpretation o f Dreams.

W henever my own ego does no t appear in the  con ten t of the  
dream , b u t only som e ex traneous person, I m ay safely assum e 
th a t  my own ego lies concealed, by identification beh ind  th is  
o ther person .... On o ther occasions, w hen my own ego does 
appear in the  dream , the  situa tion  in  w hich it occurs m ay 
teach  m e th a t som e o ther person  lies concealed, by 
identification, behind  my ego.... There are  also dream s in 
w hich my ego appears  along w ith o ther people who, w hen the
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identification is resolved, are  revealed once again  a s  my ego.... 
T hus my ego m ay be rep resen ted  in a  dream  several tim es 
over, now directly and  now th rough  identification w ith 
ex traneous persons. (SE  4: 322-23)

Identification is an  integral p a rt of the  dream  work an d  a  p a rt of the 

cu rious egoism of dream s, an  egoism in w hich the ego is d ispersed  

into m ultiple, fragm ented egos, a t once everywhere and  everything. 

“The fact th a t the  d ream er’s own ego ap p ea rs  several tim es, or in 

several form s, in a  d ream ,” F reud rea ssu res  u s, “is a t bottom  no 

more rem arkable  th a n  th a t the  ego should  be contained  in a  

conscious th o u g h t several tim es or in different p laces or connections 

-  e.g. in the  sen tence V h en  /  th in k  w hat a  healthy  child I  w as’” (SE 

4: 323).42 In trying to m ake th is  pecu liar egoism fam iliar, F reud 

perform s a  k ind  of secondary revision. He reduces the  ego’s 

d ispersal an d  fragm entation in the  dream  to a  tem poral difference 

betw een a  p resen t and  p a s t self in w hich the  ego achieves the kind 

of specu la r (alm ost allegorical) d istance  th a t w as a b sen t from the 

dream . As Sam uel W eber rem inds u s , unlike daydream s or 

fan tasies in w hich the  d ream er occupies the  position of a  “detached  

observer,” “se t a p a r t from the  spectacle,” the  dream  is a  “form in 

w hich the  I aban d o n s itself to... d ispersion” (Legend o f  Freud 6-7).
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In d ream s d istance  and  proximity, sam eness and  difference, self 

and  o ther are  no t m utually  exclusive.

W hat The Interpretation o f  Dreams stages in a  sense  is the 

question  of how to accoun t for the  pre- or non-specu lar, for the  p re

reflexive, w ithin the  co n stra in ts  of a  theoretical an d  cognitive 

discourse. There is a  certa in  tension  in The Interpretation o f  Dreams 

betw een the  m eaning of dream s, the  assertion  th a t  they  have an  

in terp retab le  m eaning, an d  the  way in w hich they produce m eaning, 

the process of d isp lacem ent, d istortion, disfiguration (Entstellung). 

There is a  tension, a s  B orch-Jacobsen  p u ts  it, “betw een... the 

descrip tion of w ish-fulfillm ent an d  its theorization” (Freudian  

Subject 24.) F reu d ’s reso lu tion  is, according to B orch-Jacobsen , to 

a ttem p t to m ain tain  d istortion  an d  identification in a  “position of 

exteriority” in  relation to the  w ish (Freudian Subject 25). The w ish 

com es first and  is followed by the  d isto rtions and  identifications 

th rough  w hich it is fulfilled.

This is evident in F reu d ’s analysis of the  D ream  of the  Witty 

B u tch er’s Wife, a  dream  com m only referred to a s  the  D ream  of the 

A bandoned S upper Party .43 The dream  occupies an  over

determ ined place in The Interpretation o f  Dreams a s  well a s  in
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p sy c h o a n a ly s is . T h e  b u tc h e r ’s  w ife is  a n  h y s te r ic , a n d  F r e u d ’s

discussion  of the  dream  is som ething of a  placeholder for the

m issing ch ap ter on “D ream s and  H ypnosis,” w hich he h ad  originally

in tended  to write for the  dream  book, and  links the  in te rp reta tion  of

dream s to the  analysis of hysterical sym ptom s (Freudian Subject

10). It is also the  site of the  belated em ergence of F reu d ’s theory  of

hysterical identification, w hich w as as we have seen  conspicuously

ab sen t from the Studies on Hysteria. It m arks h is  first a ttem p t to

articu la te  a  specifically psychoanalytic concept of identification.

The dream  w as told to F reud by a  “clever pa tien t” to challenge h is

theory th a t  d ream s are  the  fulfillment of w ishes by giving him  an

exam ple of a  dream  in w hich one of h e r w ishes w as no t fulfilled.

Here is F reud ’s accoun t the  dream :

I w anted  to give a  supper-party , b u t I had  no th ing  in  the 
house  b u t a  little sm oked salm on. I though t I would go ou t 
an d  buy  som ething, b u t rem em bered then  th a t  it w as S unday  
afternoon an d  all the  shops would be shu t. Next I tried to 
ring u p  some caterers, b u t the  telephone w as o u t of order. So 
I h ad  to abandon  my w ish to give a  supper-party . (SE4: 147)

The dream  seem s, first of all, to fulfill the  w itty b u tch e r’s wife’s

desire to prove F reud wrong. B u t F reud poin ts ou t th a t she also

has, in he r w aking life, the  desire for an  unfulfilled w ish. D espite or

ra th e r because  of h e r craving for caviar, a  craving her h u sb a n d
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would certainly  have been willing to indulge, she in sis ts  th a t he no t 

perm it he r to have any. The rem aining  c a s t of ch arac te rs , w hich 

tu rn s  ou t no t surprisingly  to be a  threesom e, includes her h u sb an d , 

a  wholesale bu tcher, who is trying to lose weight an d  therefore vows 

not to accep t any  m ore invitations to dine out, an d  her friend, who 

begrudges herself salm on every b it a s  m uch  as the  b u tch e r’s wife 

does caviar, and  whom  the  h u sb a n d  adm ires, even though  he 

usua lly  prefers a  “p lum per figure.” F reu d ’s first in te rp re ta tion  of the 

dream  is th a t it fulfills h is p a tien t’s w ish to deny h e r friend the 

opportun ity  to gain weight an d  becom e even m ore a ttractive  to her 

h u sb an d . B u t the  dream  also adm its of w hat Freud calls a  “m ore 

com plicated” and  “su b tle r in te rp re ta tion”: th a t she identifies w ith 

her friend in the  dream , th a t it is he r friend ra th e r  th a n  herself who 

is the  person  indicated in the  dream , the  “I” of the  dream . The 

renunciation  of a  favorite food serves a s  a  point of coincidence 

betw een them . She identifies w ith h e r friend, Freud w rites,

“because  she w anted  to take her friend’s place in he r h u sb a n d ’s 

high opinion” (SE  4: 147).

The witty b u tch e r’s wife’s inadequate  explanation  of he r wish 

for an  unsa tisfied  desire “rem inds one,” F reud  observes, “of one of
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B ernheim ’s hypnotized patien ts. W hen one of these  carries o u t a

post-hypnotic  suggestion an d  is asked  why he is acting  in th is  way,

in stead  of saying th a t he h a s  no idea, he feels compelled to invent

some obviously unsa tisfac to ry  reason” (SE 4: 148). H ypnosis -  and

specifically B ernheim ’s dem onstra tions of post-hypnotic  suggestion

-  occupies it fam iliar place here  a s  evidence of the  unconscious. Yet

F reud ’s analogy is cu rious one, draw ing a s  it does on the  radical

identification im plicit in hypnotic suggestion. For it is precisely the

priority of the  w ish or desire over su ch  identifications th a t is a t

stake in  h is analysis of the  dream .

It is for th is  reason  th a t F reud in te rru p ts  h is analysis of the

witty b u tc h e r’s wife’s d ream  to offer a  “som ew hat lengthy

explanation” of hysterical identification. Freud in troduces in the

digression a  specifically psychoanalytic concept of identification

in tended  to explain and  to su p p lan t contem porary  no tions of

sym pathy, hysterical im itation, an d  psychical infection. “W hat is

the m eaning of hysterical identification?” Freud asks:

Identification is a  highly im portan t factor in the  m echan ism  of 
hysterical sym ptom s. It enab les pa tien ts  to express in their 
sym ptom s no t only the ir own experiences b u t those  of a  large 
nu m b er of o ther people; it enab les them , a s  it were, to suffer 
on behalf of a  whole crowd of people and  to ac t all the  p a rts  in 
a  play single-handed. I shall be told th a t th is  is no m ore th an
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the  fam iliar hysterical im itation, the  capacity  of hysterics to 
im itate any  sym ptom  in o ther people th a t m ay have s tru ck  
th e ir fancy -  sym pathy [Mitleiden], a s  it were, intensified to 
the  po in t of reproduction. (SE  4: 149)

“W hat we have here ,” as Lacan observes, “is the im itation dear to

Tarde” (“Direction of T reatm ent” 261). F reud ’s a rgum en t seem s to

be specifically directed aga in st B ernheim ’s suggestion an d  the

theories of im itation, su ch  as T arde’s, derived from it. F reud does

not argue th a t  the  “fam iliar” theories of hysterical im itation are

wrong, however, b u t th a t they only “show the p a th  [ Weg] along with

the psychical process in hysterical im itation proceeds” an d  do no t

explain it (SE 4: 148). Only psychoanalysis a sk s  w hat the  m eaning

of hysterical im itation is. “The p a th  is som ething different from the

m ental ac t th a t proceeds along it,” he writes.

The la tte r is a  little m ore com plicated th a n  the  com m on 
p icture  of hysterical im itation; it consists in the  unconscious 
draw ing of an  inference, a s  an  exam ple will m ake clear. 
Supposing a  physician is trea ting  a  w om an patien t, who is 
sub ject to a  p a rticu la r k ind  of spasm , in a  hosp ita l w ard 
am ong a  num ber of o ther pa tien ts. He will show no su rp rise  
if he finds one m orning th a t th is  pa rticu la r k ind  of hysterical 
a ttack  h as  found im itators. He will merely say: “The o ther 
p a tien ts  have seen it an d  copied it; it’s a  case  of psychical 
infection [Infektion].” T hat is true; b u t the  psychical infection 
h a s  occurred  along some su ch  lines a s  these. Let u s  im agine 
th a t th is  p a tien t h ad  her a ttack  on a  particu la r day; th en  the 
o thers will quickly discover th a t it w as caused  by a  le tter from 
hom e, the  revival of som e u n h ap p y  love affair, or som e such  
thing. Their sym pathy [Mitgefuhl] is a roused  and  they  draw  
the following inference: “If a  cause  like th is  can  produce an
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a ttac k  like th is , I m ay have the sam e kind of a ttack , since I 
have the  sam e grounds for having it.” If th is  inference were 
conscious it m ight give rise to a  fe a r  of having the  sam e kind 
of a ttack . B u t in fact the  inference is m ade in a  different 
psychical region, and  consequently  resu lts  in the  ac tual 
realization of the  d readed sym ptom . T hus identification is not 
sim ple im itation b u t assim ilation [Aneignung; or assim ilation] 
on the  basis of a  sim ilar aetiological pretension; it expresses 
resem blance and  is derived from a  com m on elem ent w hich 
rem ains in the  unconscious. (SE 4: 149-50)

Like d ream s hysterical identifications have a  m eaning. They

express a  resem blance an d  a  w ish. Identification is not, a s  in the

“com m on p ictu re” or “fam iliar” theories som ething passive, b u t

active. It is based  on a  “m ental ac t” however unconscious.

Identification derives, according to Freud, from the  recognition of a

“com m on elem ent” and  “it expresses resem blance.” It is a  k ind  of

m etaphorical su b s titu tio n  and  a s  su ch  im plies certa in  specu lar

conditions.44 The seem ing im m ediacy of sym pathy or of “psychical

infection” is invariably m ediated by a  th ird  term . It is triangular.

The b u tch e r’s wife’s identification w ith h e r friend is m ediated by a

desire for he r h u sb a n d  th a t is an te rio r to an d  independen t of it.

“My p a tien t p u t herself in her friend’s place in the  d ream ,” Freud

concludes, “because her friend w as tak ing  my p a tien t’s place w ith

her h u sb a n d  an d  because  she (my patient) w anted to take her

friends place in her h u sb a n d ’s high opinion” (SE4: 150-51).
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In h is exam ple from the hysteria  w ard, an  assim ilation  or 

appropria tion  (Aneignung) of the  o ther lies behind  an d  explains w hat 

appeared  to be a  case of “psychical infection” or contagion.

Infection or contagion is, as  D iana F u ss notes, one of the  two 

principle m etaphors of identification in F reud w ritings -  the  o ther 

being ingestion or (oral) incorporation (Identification Papers 41). 

Infection and  contagion imply an  invasion of or in tru s io n  into the 

psyche. In h is shift from the study  of hypnosis an d  the  hypnotic 

s ta te  to the  in te rp reta tion  of d ream s, however, F reud  b rackets  off 

su ch  identifications, b rackets off a  certain  passivity  in relation to an  

o ther or o thers. D ream s “come from w ith in ,” he w rites in “D ream s 

and  Telepathy” (1922), they “are  p roducts of our m ental life” an d  do 

not en tail the  in troduction  of “som ething external, in relation to 

w hich the m ind rem ains passive and  receptive” (SE 18: 208). If 

there  w as su ch  th ing  a s  a  purely  telepath ic  dream  (his official 

position a t the  tim e is th a t he h a s  “no opinion on the  m a tte r  and  

know s no th ing  ab o u t it”), a  dream  “in w hich there  is no difference 

betw een the  event and  the d ream ,” it would not, he argues, be a  

d ream  (SE  18: 220, 207). “The essen tia l n a tu re  of d ream s,” F reud 

rem inds u s  again, “consists  in the  pecu liar process of ‘d ream -w ork”’
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(SE 18: 207). “A dream  w ithout condensation , d istortion, 

d ram atization , above all, w ithout w ish-fulfillm ent,” F reud w rites, 

“surely does no t deserve the nam e” (SE  18: 208). Thought- 

transferences or hypnotic suggestions are  no t a  problem  for F reu d ’s 

theory of d ream s so long a s  they are sub ject to the  dream -w ork. 

There is no dream  w ithout d istortion, d isplacem ent, disfiguration. It 

is the  d isto rtion  or, to p u t it som ew hat differently, the  resistance  

w hich co n stitu tes  the  d ream er a s  a  subject.

T h o u g h t-T ra n s fe re n c e  a n d  th e  A n a ly s is  o f  th e  Ego

Difficult to imagine a theory o f  w ha t they  still call 

the unconscious w ithout a theory o f  telepathy. 

They can be neither confused nor dissociated.

— Ja cq u e s  D errida, “Telepathy”

Group Psychology and the A na lysis  o f  the Ego con ta ins F reu d ’s 

m ost extensive d iscussion  of identification. The tex t also m arks the 

explicit re tu rn  of the  problem  of hypnosis to the forefront of h is 

psychoanalytic theory. In Group Psychology (Massenpsychologie; or 

m ass psychology), F reud again  takes u p  the  question  or a s  he calls
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it the  “riddle” (Ratset) of hypnosis and  of “suggestion” th a t  had  

occupied him  in the  1890s and  1890s. Group Psychology  belongs to 

the  period of the  unraveling  of the  so-called first topography in the 

years following the  first World W ar an d  before the solidification of 

the second topology in The Ego and the Id, for w hich it helps to lay 

the groundw ork. Like the problem  of tra u m a  in B eyond the Pleasure 

Principle (1920), the  w ork th a t im m ediately precedes it, the  problem  

of hypnosis and  of hypnotic suggestion re tu rn s  in Group Psychology 

to d is ru p t F reu d ’s previously constitu ted  psychoanalytic system . 

W hat becom es ap p a ren t in Group Psychology a s  it h ad  no t always 

been previously, is the  ex ten t to w hich F reu d ’s theory  of 

identification is bound  u p  w ith an d  h au n ted  by the  problem  of 

hypnosis.

“The strik ing  th ing  a b o u t... identification,” F reud observes in 

C hap ter 7 of Group Psychology, “is its am ple scale” (SE  18: 108). It 

m oulds an d  rem olds the  ego. “Identification is know n to psycho

analysis,” F reud declares a t the  beginning of the chap ter, “as the 

earliest expression of a n  em otional tie [G efuhlsbindung ; or affective 

bond] w ith an o th e r person” (SE  18: 105). “Identification is the 

earliest an d  original form of em otional tie [G efuhlsbindung]” (SE  18:
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107). Yet, w hether th is  identification or G efuhlsbindung  precedes

the differentiation of sub ject an d  object, self and  o ther, w hether it is

sim ply a  m atter, a s  in F reud ’s predictable exam ple, of the  little boy

tak ing  h is fa ther a s  a  model, as  who he would like to be, or w hether

it g estu res tow ards a  m ore obscure  m aterna l in stance, the  “I am  the

b reast” of the  fam ous posth u m o u s fragm ent, is no t clear.

Identification, a  relation of being ra th e r  th a n  having is, for Freud,

both  prior to object-choice and  a  rep lacem ent of or a  su b s titu te  for

it. In h is ch ap ter on “Identification” in Group Psychology, F reud

designates th ree  types or m odes of identification:

F irst, identification is the  original form of em otional tie w ith 
a n  object; secondly, in a  regressive way it becom es a  
su b s titu te  for a  libidinal object-tie, a s  it were by m eans of 
introjection of the  object into the  ego; and  thirdly, it m ay arise 
w ith any  new perception of a  com m on quality sh a red  w ith 
som e o ther person  who is no t an  object of the  sexual instinct. 
(SB  18:107-8)

In the  th ird , triangu la r m ode of identification, there is no “object- 

relation to the  person  who is being copied” (SE  18: 107). It is 

essentially  the  hysterical identification F reud d iscussed  in The 

Interpretation o f  Dreams.

In Group Psychology F reud  restages the  scene of hysterical 

identification in Die Traumdeutung. Though he sh ifts the  scene 

from the  hysteria  w ard to a  girl’s boarding school, the  contagious
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effects of the letter are largely the sam e, as  is h is reading of them .

“Supposing ,” F reud w rites,

th a t  one of the  girls in a  boarding school h a s  h ad  a  le tter from 
som eone w ith whom  she is secretly in love w hich a ro u ses he r 
jealousy , and  th a t she reac ts  to it w ith a  fit of hysterics; then  
som e of h e r friends who know ab o u t it will ca tch  the  fit, as  we 
say, by m ental infection. The m echanism  is th a t  of 
identification based  on the  possibility or desire of pu tting  
oneself in the  sam e situation . The o ther girls would like to 
have a  secret love affair too, and  u n d e r the influence of a  
sense  of guilt they also accept the  suffering involved in it. It 
w ould be wrong to suppose th a t they take on the  sym ptom  
ou t of sym pathy  [Mitgefuhl]. On the  contrary , the  sym pathy  
[Mitgefuhl] only a rises o u t of the  identification, an d  th is  is 
proved by the  fact th a t infection or im itation of th is  k ind  takes 
place in c ircum stances w here even less pre-existing sym pathy 
[Sympathie] is to be a ssum ed  th a n  usua lly  exits betw een 
friends in a  girls’ school. One ego h a s  perceived a  significant 
analogy w ith ano ther upon  one poin t -  in o u r exam ple upon  
openness to a  sim ilar emotion; an  identification is thereupon  
constructed  on th is  p o in t.... The identification by m eans of 
the  sym ptom  h as  th u s  becom e the m ark  of a  po in t of 
coincidence betw een the  two egos w hich h a s  to be kept 
repressed . (SE 18: 107)

S entim ent or feeling (Gefuhtj p recedes sym pathy or fellow feeling

(Mitgefuhl); it does no t come from an  o ther or others. The

identification of the  boarding school girls, the  a p p aren t infection

and  im itation, is m ediated by the ir relation to a  com m on elem ent,

by th e ir relation to a  th ird  term . It is on the  basis of th is  hysterical,

trian g u la r identification th a t  F reud will a ttem p t to co n stru c t h is

theory of group form ation -  though  its relation to the  o ther m odes of
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identification, especially to the earliest an d  original form, rem ains 

am biguous.

“In the  individual’s m ental life som eone else [andere\ or other] 

is invariably involved,” F reud w rites in the  Introduction , “a s  a 

model, a s  a  object, as  a  helper, a s  a  opponent; an d  so from the very 

first individual psychology... is a t the  sam e tim e social psychology 

as well” [SE 18: 69). Group Psychology and the A na lysis  o f  the Ego 

revolves a round , in a  sense, the  question  of an  originary sociality. 

“Does prim ary  sociality begin in the  stage of tran sition  tow ard the 

object, of the  face-to-face encoun ter w ith o thers?” a s  Borch- 

Jaco b sen  p u ts  it. “Or does it precede the  positioning  of o thers, 

which m eans the  positioning of the  ego as well?” (Freudian Subject 

133). It is little w onder th en  th a t the  problem  of hypnosis, of w hat 

precedes or does no t take place on the basis  of su ch  positioning, 

com es to h a u n t F reud ’s text. “The entire book m u st also be read ,” as 

Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy observe, “a s  a  resum ption  of the 

question  of the  power of suggestion, of hypnosis -  an d  of analysis” 

(La Panique Politique 11). W hat is strik ing abou t the  problem  of 

hypnosis in Group Psychology is, however, a s  Freud rem arks of 

identification, “its am ple scale.”
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T he c ro w d  p sy ch o lo g y  o f G u s ta v e  Le B on , w h ic h  is  b a s e d  o n

hypnosis and  suggestion, is F reud poin t of d epartu re  in Group

Psychology. “Le Bon explains the  condition of an  individual in a

group a s  being actually  hypnotic,” as F reud observes, “an d  does no t

m erely m ake a  com parison betw een the  two s ta te s” (SE  18: 76). Yet,

F reud follows Le B on’s accoun t of the  condition of the  individual in

the crowd fairly far, agreeing w ith him  th a t it is a  m anifesta tion  of

the  unconscious (crowds know no doubt, no contradiction , etc.) and

th a t it is a  regression to an  earlier stage of ontogenetic and

phylogenetic developm ent. Le B on’s “unconscious” (he u se s  the

term) is the  unconscious of hypnosis an d  no t the unconscious of

repression . It is reflexive an d  au tom atic , passive an d  suggestible,

collective and  social ra th e r  th a n  individual. “Le B on’s

unconscious... is,” a s  B orch-Jacobsen  w rites,

indissolubly  nonsub jecta l and  “social,” to the  ex ten t th a t it 
never designates any th ing  b u t im m ediate com m union w ith 
o thers (their rep resen ta tion , desires, affects) prior to any  
consciousness of self, and  th u s  also prior to any 
consciousness of o thers. T aken to the  extrem e, it is though t 
transm ission , telepathy. (Freudian Subject 140)

There is, however, a  certa in  tension  in Le B on’s theory of the  crowd 

betw een “the una lterab le  psychological elem ents of a  race ,” w hich 

are fixed and  im m utable, an d  the  seem ingly infinite m utab ility  and
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alterability  of the  individual in the  crowd (The Crowd. 90). “The 

suggestions of the  race,” as he calls them , are  for Le Bon pa ram o u n t 

(The Crowd 45). In a  footnote, F reud d istingu ishes h is own notion 

to the  unconscious from Le B on’s, “w hich con ta ins the  m ost deeply 

buried  fea tu res of the  racial m ind, w hich a s  a  m atte r of fact lies 

outside the scope of psycho-analysis” (SE  18: 75). “We do no t fail to 

recognize,” F reud adds, “th a t the  ego’s nuc leus [Kern], w hich 

com prises the  ‘archaic  heritage’ of the  h u m an  m ind, is unconscious, 

b u t in  addition to th is  we d istingu ish  the  ‘unconscious rep ressed ,”’ 

w hich Le Bon does no t (SE  18: 75). W hat com es to trouble F reud in 

h is d iscussion  of Le Bon is the  possibility th a t o u r “archaic  heritage” 

m ay consist of a  certain  suggestibility or affectability, of an  orginary 

a ltera tion  or sociality.

F reu d ’s principle in terlocu tor in Group Psychology is in m any 

ways Bernheim . W hat lies behind  the  explanations of the  supposed  

“au tho rities on sociology and  group psychology,” w hat lies behind  Le 

B on’s psychology of crowds, T arde’s “im itation,” an d  McDougall’s 

“sym pathetic” or “primitive induction  of em otion,” is, F reud argues, 

“even though  it is given various nam es... the  magic word 

‘suggestion’” -  th a t is, B ernheim ’s suggestion (SE 18: 88). F reu d ’s
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objection to the  “ty ranny  of suggestion,” a s  he calls it, is no t only to 

the au th o rita rian  n a tu re  of hypnotic suggestion or of suggestive 

therap ies, b u t also to its  theoretical dom inance an d  explanatory  

power. “My resistance  took the  direction,” he tells u s , “of pro testing  

aga in st the  view th a t suggestion, w hich explained everything, w as 

itself exem pt from explanation” (SE 18: 89). F reud does no t deny 

the  significance of suggestion or of suggestive phenom ena, like 

contagion an d  im itation, b u t argues th a t  the  concept of suggestion 

is never explained -  w hich is, in fact, h is longstanding  com plaint 

again st B ernheim , dating  back  a t least to h is “Review of A ugust 

Forel’s H ypnotism ” (1889).45 Suggestion “is only a  ‘m agic w ord’

(Zauberwort),” as B orch-Jacobsen  sum m arizes F reud ’s argum ent, 

“employed to explain, tautologically, ‘the  m agic of w ords”’ (“H ypnosis 

in Psychoanalysis” 41.) F reud prim ary objection is to the  notion, 

w hich he a ttr ib u te s  to Bernheim , “th a t suggestion (or m ore correctly 

suggestibility) is... an  irreducible, primitive phenom enon, a  

fundam en ta l fact in the  m ental life of m an ” (SE 18: 89). F reud 

a ttem p ts  in Group Psychology  to explain suggestion and  

suggestibility, a s  well a s  the  “riddle of group form ations,” in 

psychoanalytic term s, to explain them  in term s of libido and  of the
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unifying or b inding (Bindung) force he generalizes, a s  he had  earlier 

in B eyond the Pleasure Principle, a s  Eros, “w hich holds together 

everything in the  world” {SE 18: 92).

W hat b inds the m em bers of a  group or m ass together into a 

unity , according to Freud, is no t the  d irect ties betw een them , b u t 

the libidinal tie [Libidobindung) they share  w ith the  leader.46 A 

group or m ass is, for Freud, no t ju s t  a  collection of individuals b u t 

form s a  unity , an  organized whole. It is, a t certain  po in ts in the 

text, specifically an  organic unity , “a  con tinuation ,” a s  he p u ts  it, “of 

the  m ulticellu lar ch arac te r of all the  higher organism s” (SE  18: 87). 

The un ity  group form ations, the  un ity  of the  social body is, for 

Freud, em bodied in the  figure of the  leader. A group form ation, as  

he p resen ts  it in Group Psychology, ap p ea rs  to be a  k ind  of collective 

ego m odeled on and  tak ing  a s  its ideal the  figure of the  leader, the 

figure, he la ter proposes, of the  “absolutely  narc issis tic” [absolut 

Narzissmus] prim al fa th e r/h y p n o tis t/ch ie f. (SE  18: 124).47 It is a  

narc issistic  sociality, a  narc issistic  politics -  and , a s  m any 

com m entators have noted, a  m anifestly to ta lita rian  model.

This m odel of group form ation is, however, from the very first, 

difficult for F reud to su s ta in . Group Psychology repeatedly  overflows
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h is  th e o ry  -  n o ta b ly , a s  L a c o u e -L a b a r th e  a n d  N an cy  h a v e  sh o w n , in  

his d iscussion  of panic (“La Panique Politique?’).48 “Anyone who like 

McDougall describes a  panic a s  one of the  p la inest functions of the 

‘group m ind ,’” F reud w rites, “arrives a t the  paradoxical position th a t 

th is  group m ind does away w ith itself in one of its m ost strik ing 

m anifesta tions” (SE 18: 97). F reud is arguing  against M cDougall’s 

u se  of panic a s  an  exam ple of em otional contagion, of w hat he calls 

the “d irect induction  of em otion by way of a  primitive sym pathetic  

response” (SE  18: 84). “Panic,” according to Freud, “m eans the 

d isin tegration  of the  group” (SE  18: 97). It is a  k ind of radical 

unb ind ing  caused  by the loss of the  leader and  therefore “of the 

em otional ties w hich hold the  group together” (SE 18: 97). In their 

panic, however, the  m em bers of the  d isbanding  group do no t behave 

as au tonom ous individuals, b u t are  seem ingly infected or invaded 

by the  affects of the  o thers, the ir em otions breaching, to u se  the  

language of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, the  boundaries of the  self 

or psyche. “The acm e of the  ‘sym pathetic’ rela tionsh ip  w ith o th ers ,” 

as B orch-Jacobsen  w rites, “is sim ultaneously  the  u ltim ate  

nonrela tionsh ip  w ith o th ers” (“The Prim al B and” 9). Their “panicky
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d isband ing  bond ,” a s  he calls it, is a  relation w ithout relation. It is

both  social an d  asocial.

It is a t th is  poin t th a t F reud in te rru p ts  h is a rg u m en t and

devotes C hap ter 7 to the  elaboration of h is  theory of identification.

The theory  he p u ts  forth, however, a s  F reud him self acknowledges,

is unab le  to fully accoun t e ither for identification or for w hat he

calls “the  riddle of group form ations.” “We are very well aw are,”

Freud w rites in a  footnote a t  the  end of the  chap ter, “th a t we have

not exhausted  the  n a tu re  of identification... and  th a t  we have

consequently  left p a rt of the  riddle of group form ations u n to u ch ed ”

(SE 18: 110). “Moreover,” he adds,

there  is still m uch  to be explained in the  m anifesta tions of 
existing identifications.... The study  of su ch  identifications, 
like those, for in stance, w hich lie a t the  root of c lan feeling, 
led Robertson Sm ith... to the  su rp rising  discovery th a t they 
re s t upon  the  acknow ledgem ent of the  possession  of a  
com m on su b stan ce  [by the  m em bers of the clan], and  m ay 
even therefore be created by a  m eal eaten  in com m on. This 
feature  m akes it possible to connect th is  k ind  of identification 
w ith the early h istory  of the  h u m an  family w hich I 
constructed  in Totem and Taboo. (SE  18: 110)

Freud a lludes here  no t to the  m u rder of the  prim al fa ther by the

band  of b ro thers, b u t ra th e r to the  “devouring of h im ” afterw ards, to

the literal ac t of incorporation th rough  w hich “they  accom plished

their identification w ith h im ” -  and , I w an t to suggest, to the  failure
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of the ir devouring, appropria ting  identification, to w hat rem ains 

unassim ilab le  in it (SE  13: 142). None of the  b ro thers, according to 

F reud, succeeded in tak ing  the  fa th e r’s place. Lacoue-Labarthe and  

Nancy argue in “La Panique Politique” th a t the  “com m on su b stan ce” 

F reud refers to here  is in certain  way m aterna l (28). The totem  

m eal repea ts  w hat he calls in Totem and Taboo the  “m o ther’s 

su b s tan ce ,” w hich, a s  Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy observe, Freud 

no tes b u t does no t see (“The U nconscious Is D estruc tu red” 202).

(“It is no t m erely based  on the  fact th a t a  m an  is p a rt of h is m o th e r’s 

su b stan ce , having been born  of h e r an d  nourished  by h e r milk, 

b u t . .. it can  be acquired  an d  streng thened  by food w hich a  m an  ea ts  

la ter” (SE  13: 135).) “The identification w ith the fa ther,” as Lacoue- 

L abarthe and  Nancy write, “occurs only on the  basis  on th is  o ther 

identification, wholly o ther because no t supported  by any  figure”

(“La Panique Politiquef 28).

The theory of identification in Group Psychology requires, in a  

sense the  supp lem en t of a  theory  of hypnosis. Hypnosis provides 

F reud w ith the m odel for the  libidinal bond betw een the  individual 

m em bers of a  group an d  its leader. Hypnosis becom es in F reu d ’s 

a rgum en t the  u ltim ate  specu lar identification: the  hypnotized
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sub ject p u ts  the  hypnotist, the  o ther or the  object, in the  place of its 

ego ideal.49 It is a  s ta te  th a t resem bles being in love, b u t w ith the 

“directly sexual tren d s  excluded.” “It would be m ore to the  po in t to 

explain being in love by hypnosis,” F reud observes, “th a n  the  o ther 

way a ro u n d ” (SE  18: 114). “H ypnosis is no t a  good object for 

com parison w ith a  group form ation,” he declares, “because  it is 

tru e r  to say  th a t it is identical w ith it” (SE  18: 115). The only 

difference is th a t hypnosis is lim ited to two people; it form s a  couple 

ra th e r th a n  a  group. A group form ation is for F reud a  so rt of group 

of couples, of individuals each of whom  is hypnotically tied to the 

sam e person  or object. “A prim ary  group of th is k ind ,” he w rites, “is 

a  nu m b er of individuals who have p u t one an d  the  sam e object in 

the  place of the ir ego ideal and  have consequently  identified 

them selves w ith one an o th e r in the ir ego” (SE  18: 116).

B u t th is  specu lar m odel of hypnosis does not, F reud  adm its, 

solve the  “riddle of hypnosis,” m uch  less “the  riddle of group 

form ations.” He h as  only m anaged, as he p u ts  it, “to shift the 

question  onto the  riddle of hypnosis, ab o u t w hich so m any  poin ts 

have yet to be cleared u p ” (SE 18: 117). “H ypnosis would solve
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the  riddle of the  libidinal constitu tion  of groups for u s  stra igh t

away,” F reud  w rites,

if it were no t th a t it itself exhibits som e fea tu res w hich are no t 
m et by the  rational explanation  we have h itherto  given of it as 
a  s ta te  of being in love w ith the directly sexual tren d s 
excluded. There is still a  great deal in it w hich we m u st 
recognize a s  unexplained  an d  m ysterious. It con ta ins an  
additional elem ent of paralysis derived from the  relation 
betw een som eone w ith superior power and  som eone who is 
w ithout power and  helpless -  w hich m ay afford a  tran sition  to 
the  hypnosis of fright w hich occurs in anim als. The m an n er 
in w hich it is p roduced and  its  rela tionship  to sleep are  no t 
clear; an d  the  puzzling way some people are  sub ject to it, 
while o thers res is t it completely, po in ts to som e factor still 
unknow n w hich is realized in it. (SE  18: 115)

H ypnosis con ta ins in th is  passage an  elem ent of trau m a. Paralysis 

is, a s  I noted  earlier, the  paradigm atic  effect of tra u m a  for Freud. 

The “hypnosis of fright” he invokes would seem  to bring u s  back  to 

the notion of a  k ind  of hypnoid sta te , to the  equation  of tra u m a  and  

the  hypnotic sta te . Hypnosis is also, he indicates, som ething o ther 

th a n  the  specu lar relation he described. H ypnosis h a s  som ething in 

it th a t  rem ains “unexplained  an d  m ysterious,” a  trau m atic  elem ent, 

an  unknow n factor th a t con tinues to escape his theory, to escape 

psychoanalytic appropria tion , even a s  it takes on a  m ore an d  more 

am ple scale in it.

“H ypnosis a s  som ething positively u n can n y  [direkt 

Unheimliches] abou t it,” F reud w rites, and  its  “u n c an n in ess
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[Unheimlichen] s u g g e s ts ” to  h im  “so m e th in g  o ld  a n d  fa m ilia r  th a t  

h a s  undergone repression” (SE  18: 125). The riddle of hypnosis, of 

w hat “lies h idden  behind  enigm atic w ords ‘hypnosis’ and  

‘suggestion’” leads F reud back  in Group Psychology  to the  p re 

h istory  of the  subject, to the  pre-h isto ry  of the  “h u m an  family,” 

w hich often serves a s  a  p laceholder for it, an d  to h is m yth of the 

prim al horde. “Hypnosis is solidly founded,” he declares, “upon  a  

predisposition w hich h a s  survived in the  unconscious from the early 

h istory  of the  h u m an  family” (SE  18: 128). “The hypno tis t aw akens 

in the  sub ject a  portion of his archaic  heritage w hich h ad  also m ade 

him  com pliant tow ards h is p a ren ts  and  w hich h ad  experienced an  

individual re-an im ation  in h is relation w ith h is fa ther” (SE  18: 127). 

Freud ends by positing the  kind of “primitive phenom enon” he 

criticized in the  social psychologists, an  “archaic heritage,” whose 

relation to the  rep ressed  unconscious is am biguous. B u t if the 

hypno tist c an n o t be looked a t “in the  face,” a s  F reud says, it is 

pe rh ap s no t th a t the  rappo rt is a  renew al of the  relation of a  

m em ber of the  prim al horde to the  prim al father, b u t th a t it is too 

close, a  blind identification, th a t w hat it repeats  precedes the face- 

to-face encoun ter w ith o thers, precedes the differentiation of self
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a n d  o th e r , s u b je c t  a n d  ob jec t. I t is  a n  “o th e r  id e n tif ic a tio n ,” a s  

Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy p u t it, u n su p p o rted  by any figure.

W hat is th is  “archaic  heritage” b u t a  certa in  constitu tive 

be la tedness in relation to ou r own b irth , the  originary identification 

or sociality ou t of w hich the sub ject is born. W hat hypnosis repeats 

in a  sense is an  originary a ltera tion  of the  subject.

While F reud  does no t succeed in Group Psychology and  the  

A na lysis o f  the Ego in solving the  problem  or the riddle hypnosis, he 

appears  to b reak  off h is inquiry  into it. In The Ego and the Id, 

w ritten  the  next year, F reud draw s on h is theorization of 

identification in C hap ter 7 of Group Psychology, b u t the  question  of 

hypnosis is never explicitly add ressed  -  though t the  problem  of 

hypnosis is pe rh ap s im plicit in F reud ’s d iscussion  of “an  individuals 

earliest an d  m ost im portan t identification, h is identification w ith h is 

father in h is own personal p re-h istory ,” w hich he claim s “is a  d irect 

and  im m ediate identification and  tak es place earlier th a n  any 

object-cathexis” (SE 19: 31). W hat I w an t to argue, however, is th a t 

the  problem  of hypnosis is displaced in the  wake of Group 

Psychology onto w hat F reud called “the obscure problem s bordering
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on hypnotism ,” telepathy  an d  though t-transference  (G edanken- 

Ubertragung]. It is no coincidence th a t the  first of F reu d ’s w ritings 

on telepathy, “D ream s and  Telepathy” and  “Psychoanalysis and  

Telepathy” (1941 [1921]), were w ritten  in the  im m ediate a fte rm ath  of 

Group Psychology.50

Like hypnosis, telepathy  occupies a  cu rious place in 

psychoanalysis.51 One the  one hand , F reud insisted  th a t “the  them e 

of te lepathy  is in essence alien to psychoanalysis” (quoted in Jo n e s  

3: 396). “If anyone adduces my fall into sin” (that is h is belief in 

telepathy), he w rites to a  nervous E rn st Jo n es, “ju s t  answ er him  

calmly th a t conversion to telepathy  is my private affair like my 

Jew ishness , my passion  for sm oking and  m any o ther th ings” -  

though  h is exam ples are  p e rh ap s a  little too in teresting  no t to h ear 

a  note of irony in h is rem ark  (Jones 3: 395-96). On the  o ther hand , 

F reud never ceased  to pose, even in the  titles of h is w ritings on 

telepathy, the  question  of telepathy’s relation to psychoanalysis, and  

to the  theory  of d ream s th a t  is so fundam en ta l to it. The in stances 

of telepathy  or though t-transference  F reud cites repeatedly  place it 

in  the  analytic setting. Telepathy is, a s  D errida calls it, a  “foreign 

body” in psychoanalysis (“Telepathy” 35). F reud w as h a u n te d  by
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the problem  of telepathy. It w as, he confessed to Max Eitingon, one 

of the  "two them es” (the o ther being the  Shakespeare-B acon 

controversy) th a t “always perplexed him  to d istrac tion  [bringen mich 

immer aus der Fassung ]” (Jones 3: 391). In he r Freud Journal Lou 

A ndreas-Salom e recalls having w ith Freud a  “long conversation (in 

confidence) on these  rare  in stan ces of th o u g h t transference  w hich 

certainly  to rm en t h im ,” a  case in w hich a  m other “ab reacted  th a t 

w hich h ad  re ta ined  its in tensity  in the  daugh ter, quite a s  though  it 

were her own, far beyond h e r own experience” (169-70; quoted  in 

Torok, “Story of Fear” 179). “This is a  po in t he hopes need never 

again be touched  in h is lifetime,” she adds. “I hope the  con trary .” 

Telepathy s ta n d s  in F reud ’s though t as though  isolated; it is 

no t so m uch  repressed  or denied a s  sim ply cu t off from its 

associative connections. W hat is su rp rising  abou t F reu d ’s w ritings 

on telepathy  is th a t in them  he seem s to allow precisely w hat he 

takes su ch  pa in s elsewhere to disallow. “If only one accustom s 

oneself to the  idea of telepathy ,” he w rites in “D ream s and  

O ccultism ,” on of the  N ew  Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis 

(1933),

one can  accom plish a  lot w ith it -  for the  tim e being, it is true , 
only in the  im agination. It is a  fam iliar fact th a t we do not
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know  how the com m on purpose  [Gesamtwille] com es ab o u t in 
the  g rea t insect com m unities [Insektenstaaten]: possibly it is 
done by m eans of a  d irect psychical transference  of th is  kind. 
One is led to the  suspicion  th a t th is  is the original, archaic  
m ethod of com m unication betw een individuals an d  th a t in the  
course of phylogenetic evolution it h a s  been replaced by the  
b e tte r m ethod of giving inform ation w ith the help  of signals 
w hich are  picked by the  sense organs. B u t the  older m ethod 
m ight have persisted  in the  background  an d  still be able to 
p u t itself into effect u n d e r certa in  conditions -  for instance, in 
passionately  excited m obs [M assen ]. (SE 22: 55)52

Freud proposes in th is  passage precisely the  kind of “d irect

psychical transference” th a t he h ad  argued again st in Group

Psychology an d  earlier in The Interpretation o f  Dreams. The

im m ediate com m union w ith the tho u g h ts  or affects of o thers in a

group or m ass is unm ed iated  by any  leader or th ird  term ,

u n su p p o rted  by any figure. It is an  archaic  heritage an te rio r to and

independen t of any  relation to a  leader, th a t  precedes or does not

take place on the  basis  of percep tual or specu lar d istance. It is

irreducible even to the  h um an . Unlike F reu d ’s earlier exam ple,

sym pathy, the  shared  feelings, though ts, an d  desires precede and

determ ine those of the  individual.

At stake  for F reud in the  question  of telepathy, w hich he

tends to reduce to though t-transference  -  the  two can  he argues

“w ithout too m uch  violence be regarded a s  the  sam e th ing” -  is the

question  of unconscious com m unication or of com m unication
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b e tw ee n  u n c o n s c io u s n e s s e s .  “P sy c h o -a n a ly s is , b y  in s e r t in g  th e

unconscious betw een w hat is physical an d  w hat w as previously

called ‘psychical,’” F reud w rites in “D ream s and  O ccultism ,” “h as

paved the  way for the  assum ption  of su ch  processes a s  telepathy”

(SE 22: 55). “The telepathic p rocess,” he explains,

is supposed  to consist in a  m ental ac t in one person  
instigating  the  sam e m ental ac t in ano ther person. W hat lies 
betw een these  two m ental ac ts  m ay easily be a  physical 
process into w hich the  m ental one is transform ed a t  one end 
an d  w hich is transform ed back  once more into the  sam e 
m ental one a t  the  o ther end. The analogy w ith o ther 
transfo rm ations, su ch  a s  occur in speaking or hearing  on the 
telephone, would th en  be unm istakab le . (SE  22: 55)

Telepathy is, F reud w rites earlier in the  “lecture ,” “a  kind  of

psychical coun terpo in t to w ireless telegraphy” (SE 22: 36). Such

figures of technology, an d  specifically of teletechnology and

telecom m unication, pervade F reud ’s w ritings on telepathy, a s they

do (as I d iscuss a t g reater length  in C hap ter 3) the  broader

d iscourse  on telepathy. B u t w hat I w an t to draw  a tten tion  to here is

th a t F reud u se s  rem arkably  sim ilar language, including the  figure of

the  telephone, in describing the  role of the  analyst.53 The analyst,

F reud rem arks in one of h is papers on technique,

m u s t tu rn  h is own unconscious like a  receptive organ tow ards 
the  tran sm itting  unconscious of the  patien t. He m u st a d ju s t 
h im self to the  p a tien t a s  a  telephone receiver is ad ju s ted  to 
the  tran sm itting  m icrophone. J u s t  a s  the receiver converts
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back  in  to sound-w aves the  electric oscillations in the  
telephone w hich were se t u p  by sound  waves, so the  doctor’s 
unconscious is able, from the derivatives of the  unconscious 
w hich are com m unicated  to him , to reco n stru c t th a t 
unconscious. (SE 12: 115-6)

A nalysis becom es in th is  passage no t so m uch  an  ac t of

in te rp reta tion  a s  a  k ind of telepathy  or thought-transference . The

analy st becom es a  telepath ic  or telephonic m edium . Like the  purely

telepathic dream , analysis involves “the perception of som ething

external, in relation to w hich the  m ind rem ains passive and

receptive” (SE  18: 208). The analyst m u st “no t to lerate any

resistances in h im self’ (SE 12: 115-6).

There is a  recurring  narra tive  in F reu d ’s w ritings on telepathy,

a  series of cases in w hich a  p a tien t visits a  fortune teller of some

sort, w hose prediction does no t come tru e  b u t none the less gives the

pa tien t great satisfaction. While F reud ’s d ism isses the  reality  of

fortune telling, h is readings invariably tu rn  u p  an  in stance  of

though t-transference . F reud reads the  fortunes a s  though  they

were d ream s of the  pa tien ts , a s  the  fulfillm ent of one of their

supp ressed  or repressed  w ishes. The fortune tellers have, he

suggests, while d istrac ted  by som e m eaningless activity, unw ittingly

served a s  m edium s, becom ing like a  “photographic p la te ,” able to

receive the  w ishes of o thers. “Diverting her own psychical forces”
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w ith various contrivances, a s  is often done in jokes or in hypnosis, 

Freud w rites of one of the  fortune tellers, she becom es "receptive 

and  accessible to the  effects upon  her of h e r c lien t’s th o u g h ts ,” 

becom es “a  tru e  ‘m edium ”’ (SE  18: 184). The ostensible  significance 

of these  cases, for Freud, is th a t it w as only th rough  analysis th a t 

the  though t-transference  w as discovered, “th a t it w as only analysis 

th a t c reated  the  occult fact” (SE 22: 42). B u t it is no t difficult to see 

th a t they  are also allegories of analysis, w ith the ana ly st c as t in the 

role of the  m edium . They are, I w an t to suggest, allegories of a  

certa in  m ateriality  in psychoanalysis, of the  openness to alterity, the 

unpred ictab ility  and  incalculability, th a t m akes in som ething of a  

wild card  even in relation to its own theory .54

The though t-transferences in F reu d ’s exam ples are  largely 

one-way tran sm iss io n s from analysand  to analyst. There are few 

cases of w hat we m ight call coun ter-though t-transferences, w hich 

would raise  p e rh ap s a  little too directly questions of suggestion and  

of hypnosis.55 There are, however, two exceptions, bo th  of w hich 

appear a t the  end of “D ream s an d  O ccultism ,” the  las t of h is “fake 

lec tu res” on telepathy. The first is the  case of Dr. Forsyth  an d  the 

Forsyte Saga, a  case  in w hich several nam es w hich were on F reu d ’s
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m in d  e m erg ed  in  th e  a s s o c ia tio n s  o f h is  p a t ie n t  H e rr  P. (w ho M aria  

Torok suggests w as Sergei Pankeiev, the  Wolf M an).56 It w as to 

have been the  th ird  case in “Psycho-Analysis and  Telepathy,” b u t 

F reud left the  m an u scrip t in V ienna by “m istake,” w hich is “proof,” 

he claim s, th a t he d iscusses the  “sub ject of occultism  u n d e r the 

g rea test of res istance” (SE  18: 190). B ut, the  im pact of the  co u n te r

though t-transference  in th is  in stance  appears  to be fairly m inim al. 

H err P. seem s to trea t w hat is transferred  like a  so rt of day’s 

residue, incorporating  it into h is already w ell-established 

transference, ju s t  a s  though  he h ad  learned  of it in som e o ther way.

The o ther is the  final case  in F reud ’s “lecture .” The case 

com es to F reud from D orothy B urlingham , whom  he calls “a  

tru stw orthy  w itness.” If he r “observations... can  be confirm ed,” he 

declares, it “would be bound  to p u t an  end to the rem aining  doub ts 

on the  reality  of though t-transference ,” w hich he now su sp ec ts  “is 

quite a  com m on phenom enon” (SE  22: 56, 55). “She m ade u se  of a 

situa tion ,” F reud w rites,

no longer a  rare  one, in w hich a  m other and  child are 
sim ultaneously  in analysis.... One day the m other spoke 
du ring  h e r analytic session of a  gold coin th a t  h ad  played a 
pa rticu la r p a rt in one of the  scenes of he r childhood. 
Im m ediately afterw ards, after she h ad  re tu rn ed  hom e, her 
little boy, ab o u t ten  years old, cam e to her room  an d  b rough t
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her a  gold coin w hich he asked  her to keep for him . She 
asked  him  in asto n ish m en t w here he had  got it from. He had  
been given it on h is birthday; b u t h is b irthday  h ad  been 
several m on ths earlier an d  there  w as no reason  why the  child 
should  have rem em bered the  gold coin precisely then . The 
m other reported  the  occurrence to the  child’s analy st and  
asked  h e r to find ou t from the child the  reason  for h is action. 
B u t the  ch ild ’s analy st threw  no light on the m atter; the 
action  h ad  forced its  way th a t day into the ch ild’s life like a  
foreign body [Fremdkorper]. A few m on ths la te r the  m other 
w as sitting  down a t he r w riting-desk to write down, a s  she 
had  been told to do, an  accoun t of the  experience, w hen in 
cam e the  boy and  asked  for the  gold coin back, a s  he w anted 
to take  it w ith him  to show in h is analytic session. Once 
again  the  child’s analyst could discover no explanation  of h is 
w ish. (SE  22: 55)

F reud ’s accoun t of th is  case  ra ises a  n u m b er of questions. How are

we to read  the  rappo rt betw een the  m other and  the  child, or its

cu rious m ediation by psychoanalysis? W hat is the  significance of

the gold coin th a t c ircu lates betw een m other, child, an d  analyst, or

of the  m o ther’s writing, “a s  she h ad  been told to do?” W hat are

im plications of the  w ish forcing itself into the child like a  “foreign

body” (Fremdkorper), like a  trau m a?  Why does it res is t analysis?

Why can  psychoanalysis offer no explanation  of it?

B u t F reud b reaks the  connection. “And th is brings u s  back ,”

he an nounces, “to psycho-analysis, w hich w as w hat we s ta rted  ou t

from .” Brings u s  back  from w hat? At w hat point were we no longer

in psychoanalysis?
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Notes

1. The quo tation  is tak en  from Karin O bholzer’s interview  with 
Sergei Pankeiev in The Wolf-Man: Conversations w ith  F reud’s  Patient 
Sixty Years Later (38). The passage reads in full:

By the  way, F reud  told me he u sed  to u se  hypnosis.... In the  
beginning and  th en  he stopped. I th in k  th a t being hypnotized 
is dangerous because  it is also a  k ind of transference. I t’s no t 
the  sam e, because u n d e r hypnosis, one isn ’t aw are th a t  one 
p u ts  one’s t ru s t  in som eone. B u t w hen there  is transference, 
you know w hen your tru s t  is excessive. One can  adop t a  
m ore critical a ttitu d e .... B u t basically the  two th ings are 
sim ilar, of course. W hen I do w hat the  transference show s 
me, it is really like being hypnotized by som eone. T h a t’s the 
influence. I can  rem em ber F reud saying, “Hypnosis, w hat do 
you m ean  hypnosis, everything we do is hypnosis too.” Then 
whey did he d iscontinue hypnosis. I c an ’t rem em ber. You 
m u st have read  som ething ab o u t it. Why did he confine his 
m ethod to conversations w ith h is pa tien ts , an d  stop using  
hypnosis? (38)

2. D espite its prom inence in F reud ’s writings, hypnosis h as, a t 
least un til fairly recently, received com paratively little a tten tion  in 
psychoanalytic litera tu re. The publication  of Henri E llenberger’s 
m onum ental The Discovery o f  the Unconscious, w hich show ed the  
degree to w hich psychoanalysis an d  m odern “dynam ic psychiatry” 
grew ou t of m esm erism  and  hypnosis, is an  im portan t exception and  
a  key tu rn in g  point. In recen t years hypnosis h as  been, especially 
in  France, the  sub ject of renew ed theoretical in te rest -  perhaps, 
because  of the  ex ten t to w hich it w as an a th em a  to Lacan an d  the 
Lacanians. Hypnosis is a  scandal in F rench psychoanalysis the  way 
it is not, for in stance, in the  United S ta tes, w here m any th e rap is ts  
practice it. See Leon C hertok an d  Isabelle Stengers, A  Critique o f  
Psychoanalytic Reason; Frangois R oustang, P sychoanalysis Never 
Lets Go; R uth  Leys, “The Real Miss B eaucham p” an d  Trauma: A  
G enealogy; a n d  e sp e c ia lly  M ikkel B o rc h -J a c o b se n , “H y p n o sis  in  
Psychoanalysis,” The Freudian Subject, an d  The Emotional Tie. See 
also Adam  C rabtree, From M esm er to Freud.

90

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

3. In h is re tran sla tion  of F reud ’s lec tu res a t C lark University, Saul 
Rosenzweig (with som e justification) tran s la te s  Vorbild as 
“prototype” (405), ra th e r th a n  a s  “exam ple” a s  S trachey does. The 
fact th a t  F reud concludes the sentence “moreover, it [the 
phenom enon of post-hypnotic suggestion] provides a  p a tte rn  
{Muster) u p o n  w hich we can  accoun t for the  phenom ena  of hyste ria” 
ind icates th a t w hat is a t th a t w hat is a t issue  is hypnosis’s role a s  a  
model, a  prototype, a  p a tte rn  {SE 11: 19).

4. In 1892-93, for instance, several years after he began u sin g  the 
cathartic  m ethod, F reud pub lished  “A Case of Successful T reatm ent 
by H ypnosis,” an  accoun t of a  trea tm en t by hypnotic suggestion.
The paper, a s  S trachey notes, is “alm ost exactly con tem poraneous 
w ith B reuer an d  F reu d ’s “Prelim inary C om m unication.”

5. The 1896 date  com es from a  lecture, “On Psychotherapy,” F reud 
delivered in 1904 in w hich he declared th a t  “I have no t u sed  
hypnosis for therapeu tic  pu rposes for some eight years (except for a  
few special experim ents)” (SE 7: 260). F reud ’s paren thetica l rem ark  
suggests, however, th a t it w as no t an  abso lu te  break. Ironically, 
Freud began h is lecture by noting th a t he h ad  no t spoken before the 
group, the  Wiener m edizininshes Doktorenkillegium, for “som e eight 
years,” w hen, a s  S trachey inform s u s  in a  footnote, it h ad  in fact 
been n ine years, w hich ra ises even m ore questions ab o u t the  
accuracy  of the  date.

6. In “Psychical (or Mental) T reatm ent,” for instance, w hich w as 
w ritten  in 1890, F reud d iscusses p a tien t’s “resistance” (Widerstand) 
to hypnotic suggestion. “If... we are  dealing w ith a  pa tien t, an d  urge 
him  by suggestion, to give u p  h is illness," F reud w rites, “we perceive 
th a t th is  m eans a  great sacrifice to him  an d  no t a  sm all one. Here 
the power of suggestion is contending aga in st the force w hich 
created  the  sym ptom s an d  m ain ta in s them ” (SE 7: 301). F reud la ter 
w rites in very sim ilar term s, in the  psychotherapy section of the 
S tudies on Hysteria, for instance, of the  resistance  th a t  is 
supposedly  only evident w ithout hypnosis. “Psychoanalysis began ,” 
a s  D e rr id a  notes in R e s is ta n c e s  o f  P sych o a n a ly s is , “by analyzing a  
resistance  to hypnotic suggestion” (16).
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7. On the  im plications of psychoanalysis being determ ined in 
relation to w hat res is ts  it, see Ja cq u e s  D errida R esistances o f  
Psychoanalysis. “If... the  concept of resistance to ana lysis ,” he 
w rites, “can n o t unify itself, for nonaccidental or noncon tingen t 
reasons, th en  the  concept of analysis an d  of psychoanalytic 
analysis, the  very concept of psychoana lysis  will have know n the 
sam e fate. Being determ ined, if one can  say th a t, only in adversity 
and  in relation to w hat res is ts  it, psychoanalysis will never ga ther 
itself into the  un ity  of a  concept or task . If there  is no t one 
resistance, there  is no t ‘la psychanalyse’ -  w hether one u n d e rs tan d s  
it here a s  a  system  of theoretical norm s or a  ch arte r of in stitu tiona l 
p rac tices” (20).

8. Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy argue in  “La Panique P o litiq u e th a t  
identification is “an  in te rnal lim it of psychoanalysis” (15), an  
a rgum en t to w hich B orch -Jacobsen ’s, as well a s  m ine, is indebted.

9. On m im esis see Lacoue-Labarthe, “Typography” an d  “The Echo 
of the  Subject.” B orch-Jacobsen  stud ied  w ith Lacoue-Labarthe and  
Nancy in S trasbourg , and  h is reading  in The Freudian Subject and  in 
The Emotional Tie of problem  identification or m im esis in F reud  w as 
strongly influenced by the ir work. See the ir “La Panique Politique,” 
“The U nconscious is D estructu red  Like an  Affect,” an d  “From  W here 
Is Psychoanalysis Possible?”

10. On mimetology see Lacoue-Labarthe, “Typography.”

11. “All the  m ajor revisions th a t lead to the  ‘second topography 
a re ,’” according to B orch-Jacobsen , “sum m oned u p  by the  ever m ore 
pressing  necessity  to in tegrate  the  m im etic m echanism s, for be tter 
or worse, into a  problem atic [of the  subject] th a t is allergic to them ” 
(The Freudian Subject, 52).

12. On the  origins of the  m odern concept of trau m a  see Allan 
Young, The H arm ony o f  Elusions: Inventing Post-Traumatic S tress  
Disorder, Eric Caplan, Mind Games: American Culture and  the Birth  
o f  Psychotherapy  (11-36); and  Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The R ailw ay  
Jou rn ey  (134-149). See also R uth  Leys, TYauma: A  Genealogy, 
w hich explores the  significance of hypnosis and  m im esis in the 
h istory  of the  concept of traum a.
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13. On an d  the  tension  or confusion in E richsen ’s work “betw een 
pathological and  psychopathological exp lanations” see 
Schivelbusch, The R ailw ay Journey  (142). On E richsen , see also 
C aplan 13-17; an d  Young 14-17.

14. At issue  in the  contem porary  debate over “m ale hysteria” w as 
not, a s  it is often assum ed , the  question  of w hether m en could be 
hysterics (it w as widely a ssum ed  th a t they could be), b u t the 
question  of w hether m ale cases of “railway sp ine” or “railway b ra in ” 
were cases  of h ysteria  or a  separa te  “traum atic  n eu ro sis .” On the  
h istorical context of F reud’s fam ous lecture on m ale hysteria , w here 
is essentially  took C harco t’s side of the debate aga in st the  m ajority 
of G erm an an d  A ustrian  physicians, see Henri E llenberger, “F reud ’s 
Lecture on M asculine H ysteria (October 15, 1886).”

15. W hen F reud left Paris in February  1886, after studying  for six 
m on ths a t the  Salpetriere, C harcot ostensib ly  gave him  an  
assignm en t to write a  paper on the  difference betw een hysterical 
and  organic paralysis. For reaso n s th a t rem ain  unknow n, the 
paper, “Some Points for a  Com parative S tudy of Organic and  
Hysterical Motor Paralysis,” did no t appear un til 1893. In the  essay  
Freud argued  th a t hysterical paralysis w as based  on the 
“conception” or “idea” of the  arm , for in stance, ra th e r  th a n  its 
anatom y, on w here one im agines the  arm  to begin ra th e r  th a n  
w here it does anatom ically. “H ysteria behaves,” he declares, “as 
though  anatom y did no t exist or a s  though  it h ad  no knowledge of 
it” (SE  1: 169). On the  im plications of F reu d ’s early essay  for later 
psychoanalytic u n d ers tan d in g s  of the  body and  sexual difference, 
see Shepherdson.

16. M ark Micale suggests in “Jean -M artin  C harcot and  les nevroses 
traumatique” th a t C harcot w as the first to m ake the  analogy 
betw een “the m ental s ta te  of hypnosis and  trau m atic  hysteria”
(125), an  analogy he drew  frequently. C harcot himself, however, 
cited Page’s less system atic com parison in suppo rt of h is own 
a rgum en t in h is Clinical Lectures (Charcot 335).

17. F reud gave the  lecture in J a n u a ry  1893 betw een the  
appearance  of the  two in sta llm en ts of the  “Prelim inary
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C om m unication,” an d  it w as pub lished  la te r in the  m onth. The 
G erm an original, according to Strachey, is headed “By Dr. Jo se f 
B reuer and  Dr. Sigm. F reud of V ienna,” b u t w as w ritten, delivered, 
and  revised for publication  by Freud. While the a rgum en t a s  well as 
the  sub ject m atte r of the  two tex ts is largely the sam e -  an d  they 
even share  the  sam e title (“Prelim inary C om m unication” is the 
sub title  of the  ch ap ter th a t appears in the  Studies on Hysteria) -  
F reud devotes the  first section of h is lecture to C harcot, w hich 
m akes h is influence on it m ore apparen t. Interestingly, in  an  
a b s trac t of the  “Prelim inary C om m unication” he wrote in 1897, 
Freud begins: “The m echan ism  to w hich C harcot traced  back  to 
hy tero -traum atic  paralyses, an d  the  a ssum ption  of w hich enabled 
him  to provoke them  deliberately in hypnotized pa tien ts , can  also be 
m ake responsible for num erous sym ptom s of w hat is described as 
non -traum atic  hysteria” (SE 3: 244).

18. J a m e s  w as reviewing F reu d ’s lecture “On the Psychical 
M echanism  of H ysterical Phenom ena,” w hich appeared  u n d e r both  
the ir nam es (see above), ra th e r  th a n  the  “Prelim inary 
C om m unication . ”

19. The differences betw een C harcot and  B ernheim , betw een the 
Salpetriere an d  Nancy schools, tu rn ed  on the  question  of hypnosis. 
C harcot believed th a t hypnosis w as a  specific physiological 
condition, w ith th ree  d istinc t stages, analogous to those  of hysteria . 
In the  preface to h is tran sla tio n  of B ernheim ’s Suggestion, F reud  
sides w ith C harcot, b u t he seem s to have gradually  gone over to 
B ernheim ’s position. In h is  laudato ry  “Review of A ugust Forel’s 
H ypnotism ” (1889) (Forel w as a  suppo rte r of B ernheim ’s), F reud 
advises physic ians “to adop t the  suggestion theory from the first”
{SE 1: 98). B ernheim  an d  the  Nancy school exposed the  fatal flaw of 
C harcot -  the  role of suggestion in h is experim ents a t the 
Salpetriere, in h is supposed  dem onstra tions of h is theories of 
hysteria  -  an d  were largely responsible for the  steep decline in h is 
repu ta tion  an d  influence in the  1890s.

20. As S ander Gilm an no tes in “The Image of the  H ysteric,” the 
notion of a  hered itary  predisposition to hysteria  often h ad  anti- 
Semitic overtones, w hich m ay help explain Freud and  B reuer’s
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m ovem ent away from it and , he suggests, from the anti-Sem itic 
C harcot tow ards Bernheim  (415-19).

21. B orch-Jacobsen  m akes a  sim ilar po in t in “Mimetic Efficacy,” 
w here he calls it a  “ca th a rs is  of m im esis by m im esis” (109).

22. On the m aladies de  la memoire see Michael Roth, 
“’’Rem em bering Forgetting: M aladies de  la Memoire in N ineteenth- 
C entury  F rance” an d  “Hysterical Rem em bering.” See also Hacking, 
Rewriting the Soul.

23. The thea trica l d im ension of the  cathartic  m ethod did no t 
apparen tly  end w ith the  abandonm en t of hypnosis. In one of h is 
le tters to Fliess, F reud w rites of having “traced  back” a  hysteria  “to a  
seduction , w hich occurred  for the  first tim e a t  11 m on th s an d  [I 
could] h ear again  the  w ords th a t  were exchanged betw een two 
ad u lts  a t the  time! It is a s  though  it com es from a  phonograph” (The 
Complete Letters o f  Sigm und Freud to Wilhelm F liess 226). On the 
significance of the  question  of suggestion in the  issu es  su rround ing  
F reud ’s aban d o n m en t of the  seduction  theory -  a  significance th a t is 
completely ignored by Jeffrey M asson in The A ssau lt on Truth -  see 
B orch-Jacobsen , “N eurotica.”

24. In J a n e t  criticized F reud an d  B reuer’s ca thartic  m ethod, “on the  
g rounds,” a s  R uth  Leys w rites, “th a t w hat m attered  in the  trea tm en t 
of neu rosis  w as no t ‘confession’ of the  traum atic  m em ory b u t its 
elim ination” (650). On J a n e t ’s a ltering of traum atic  m em ories, 
w hich is often overlooked by h is contem porary  supporte rs , see Leys 
“T raum atic  Cures: Shell Shock, J a n e t, an d  the  Q uestion of 
Memory,” w hich is reprin ted  in he r Trauma: A  Genealogy; an d  Roth, 
“Rem em bering Forgetting.” On J a n e t ’s theory of traum atic  m em ory, 
though  it largely elides the  question  of h is a ltera tions of them , see 
Bessel A. van der Kolk and  O nno ven der H art, “The Intrusive P ast.”

25. While it is da ted  1905 in the  Standard Edition an d  in the 
G esam m elte Werke, “Psychical (or Mental) T reatm ent” [“P sychische  
B ehandlung (Seelenbehandlung)”] w as actually  w ritten  and  
pub lished  in 1890. As S trachey no tes in Volume 1 of the  Standard  
Edition, Saul Rosenzweig discovered th a t  1905 date  refers to the  
th ird  edition of Die Gesundheit, a  collective work on m edicine, where
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F reud ’s article w as reprin ted  unchanged  from the 1890 edition (SE  
1: 63). The fact th a t the  date  of “Psychical (or Mental) T reatm ent,” 
w ith its hyperbolic p raise  of an d  claim s for hypnosis an d  suggestion, 
indicates the  degree to w hich the  significance of hypnosis h a s  been 
overlooked.

26. F reud m akes sim ilar rem arks ab o u t the  “m agic” of w ords in the 
first of h is Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, referring th is  
tim e to the  w ords of the  analysand  well a s  the  analyst.

27 F rau  Cacilie M., who Freud called h is teacher, w as one of h is 
m ost im portan t early cases. Peter Swales suggests in “Freud, His 
Teacher, an d  the  B irth  of Psychoanalysis” th a t the  reason  F reud did 
no t pub lish  a  case  h istory  of F rau  Cacilie (whose real nam e w as 
A nna von Leiben) in the  Studies on H ysteria  w as th a t  she  would 
have been too-easily recognized. The cliches in F rau  Cacilie’s all too 
witty conversions function a s  au to-suggestions. In the  Studies on 
H ysteria, however, F reud displays som e (belated) anxiety ab o u t the  
role of w ords in the  form ation of he r sym ptom s, insisting  on the 
priority of feeling over its m ediation by words. Verbal expressions 
seem  to u s , he writes,

to be a  figurative p ictu re  of them , w hereas in all probability 
the  descrip tion  w as once m ean t literally; an d  hyste ria  is right 
in restoring  the  original m eaning of the  words in depicting is 
u n u su a lly  strong innervations. Indeed, it is p e rh ap s wrong to 
say th a t  hysteria  c reates these  sensa tions by sym bolization.
It m ay be th a t  it does no t take linguistic u sage  a s  its  model 
after all, b u t th a t  bo th  hysteria  an d  linguistic u sage  alike 
draw  their m ateria l from a  com m on source. (SE  2: 181)

Or perhaps, a s  F reud w rites of hypnosis in “Psychical (or Mental) 
T reatm ent,” hysteria  h a s  “resto red  to w ords... their original m agic.”

28. On the  figure of paralysis in Freud, see Neil H ertz’s “Forw ard” to 
Writings on Art and  Literature. Hertz draw  a tten tion  to F reu d ’s u se  
of figures paralysis an d  “tem porary  imm obility” to describe the  way 
we are “powerfully affected” by w orks of a r t” a s  well a s  w hat he calls 
“m om ents of shared  ‘u n co n sc io u sn ess ,’ w hen im portan t 
tran sm iss io n s are  tak ing  place” (xvii).
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29. “F rau  Em m y von N.” h a s  tended  to be overshadow ed in the 
critical lite ra tu re  by the  Anno O. case  th a t precedes it in the  Studies  
on H ysteria  and  by the  la ter Dora case. An im portan t exception is 
M aria Torok’s “A R em em brance of Things Deleted: Between 
Sigm und F reud an d  Em m y von N.,” an  essay  th a t is repub lished  in 
som ew hat different form (co-authored by Nicholas Rand) a s  “The 
Secret of Psychoanalysis: H istory Reads Theory," an d  a s  a  chap ter 
in the ir Questions fo r  Freud. See also Ellenberger, “The Story of 
‘Emm y von N.’”; Ola A ndersson, “A Supplem ent to F reu d ’s Case 
History of ‘F rau  Emm y von N.’”: M ichael Roth. “Falling into History”; 
and  C hristfried Togel, “My Bad Diagnostic E rror.”

30. As S trachey  no tes in an  appendix  to the  Studies on Hysteria, 
the d a tes  in the  Emm y von N. case are  inconsis ten t and  
contradictory. Some of the  da tes la ter in the  case indicate  th a t  it 
m ay have begun in May of 1888 ra th e r  th a n  1889 a s  F reud claim s 
a t  the  beginning. The earlier date  would m ake m ore sense in m any 
ways, especially in term s of the  developm ent of F reu d ’s theory and  
technique. Ola A ndersson and  Henri Ellenberger, however, bo th  
concluded th a t the  case did begin in May 1889. In a  recen t essay, 
Christfried Togel argues, based  on the  date  of a  revolution in Haiti 
(San Domingo in the  case history), w hich Emm y read  ab o u t in the  
new spaper du ring  the  trea tm en t, th a t the  earlier (1888) date  is 
correct. The question  of w hen the trea tm en t took place rem ains an  
open one.

31. While Fanny M oser’s younger daugh ter, M entona, did no t in her 
un p u b lish ed  autobiography offer an  opinion abou t he r m o ther’s 
guilt, she did, according to Henri E llenberger, include “som e ra th e r  
bizarre factual inform ation”: th a t ra t  poison w as found in the  room 
w here h e r fa ther died, for in stance, an d  th a t some of the  m ost 
im portan t p a rts  of the  fa th e r’s file w as m issing (“The Story of ‘Emm y 
von N.’” 285-86).

32. In an o th e r letter to the  younger Fanny  Moser, who seem s to 
have m ain tained  a  correspondence w ith him , in 1918, F reud  wrote: 
“will you please bear in m ind th a t a t the  tim e I also did no t 
u n d e rs tan d  any th ing  ab o u t your m o ther’s case, a lthough  on two 
occasions she had  been my p a tien t for a  num ber of w eeks.” “It w as
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precisely in connection w ith th is  case an d  its  outcom e,” he added, 
“th a t I recognized th a t trea tm en t w ith hypnosis is a  m eaningless 
and  w orth less procedure and  received the  incentive to create 
psychoanalytic therapy  m ore in accordance w ith reaso n ” (Quoted in 
A ndersson 15). Since “Em m y von N.” w as the first case  in w hich he 
u sed  the  hypno-cathartic  m ethod, F reud ’s rem ark  ap p ea rs  to be a  
retrospective construction . His claim  in “Emm y von N.” th a t in the 
case he “began for the  first tim e to have grave d oub ts” abou t 
B ernheim ’s view of hypnosis (“tout e s t d a n s la suggestion”) should  
probably be regarded w ith sim ilar skepticism . F reu d ’s rem arks 
nonetheless indicate the  degree to w hich the  case rem ained a  m ajor 
touchstone  of h is th ink ing  of hypnosis.

33. In “A R em em brance of Things Deleted” M aria Torok a rgues th a t 
F reud ’s procedure in “Em m y von N.” is no t the  cathartic  m ethod 
(237-38). W hen she cites F reud an d  B reuer’s definition of the  
cathartic  m ethod in the  conclusion to the ir “Prelim inary 
C om m unication,” however, she does so selectively. She quotes only 
the first p a rt of the  definition, ending w ith “it sub jects it to 
associative correction by in troducing  it into norm al consciousness” 
(237). B ut, she leaves o u t “(under light hypnosis) o r by rem oving it 
th rough  the  physicians suggestion, a s  is done in som nam bulism  
accom panied by am nesia” (SE  2: 17), w hich does describe F reu d ’s 
m ethod in the  case. She and  Nicholas R and quote it the  sam e way 
in th e ir Q uestions fo r  Freud (112). The un iq u en ess of F reud ’s 
approach  to Emm y von N. is an  im portan t p a rt of Torok argum ent, 
w hich seeks to link h is response to her case to a  family tra u m a  from 
h is childhood, and  specifically to a  perceived connection betw een 
the  c irculation  of the  scandal in the  new spaper after he r h u sb a n d ’s 
d eath  an d  the  reporting in the  new spapers after the  a rre s t of 
F reud ’s uncle Josef.

34. See, for instance, F reud ’s rem arks in  h is Autobiographical 
Study, w here he w rites “Not only did th is  m ethod seem  m ore 
effective th a n  bald  suggestive com m ands or prohibitions, b u t it also 
satisfied the  curiosity  of the  physician, who, after all, h ad  a  right to 
learn  som ething  of the  origin of the  phenom enon w hich he w as 
striving to remove by the m onotonous procedure of suggestion” (SE  
20: 19).
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35. Swales p ra ises Dr. H eidenhoff’s  Process for an ticipating  the 
ca thartic  m ethod. “Heidenhoff gets h e r to tell him  her story -  th a t 
is, she h a s  to plunge into he r p a s t and  tell him  w h at is troubling  her 
so deeply. W hereupon all of he r tru am atic  m em ories are  abolished 
during  the n a rra tio n  th rough  the action of an  electric m achine” (36). 
B u t a s  R u th  Leys po in ts out, the  w om an in the novel, M adeleine, is 
no t asked  to n a rra te  the  p a s t or to tell Heidenhoff a b o u t it, b u t 
m erely to concen tra te  on it so the  m achine can  delete it (Trauma  
108).

Typical of Bellamy, who u sed  a  sim ilar plot device in Looking 
Backw ard, the  though t extirpation process tu rn s  ou t to be m erely a  
dream  of the  hero (too m uch  m orphine before bed), who h ad  hoped 
to get rid of M adeleine’s m em ory of he r seduction  an d  aban d o n m en t 
by an o th e r m an  so she would be willing to m arry  him. M uch of the 
novel is concerned w ith the  im plications of such  a  process of 
tho u g h t extirpation would have on ou r u n d ers tan d in g  of individual 
identity  an d  ethics. The novel ends w ith M adeleine’s suicide, death  
figuring as the  only ethical m eans of forgetting.

36. S trachey addition of the  word “dating” to Emm y von N’s rem ark  
“I am  a  w om an from the  las t cen tu ry” h as  the  effect of m aking 
F reud ’s (or ra th e r  Em m y von N .s’) explanation  of it seem  som ew hat 
m ore believable, since “dating  from” is an  expression th a t  would be 
m ore likely to be u sed  in referring to a  piece of fu rn itu re  or an  
inan im ate  object th a n  to a  person  or to oneself.

37. F reu d ’s falling in w ith Emm y von N. is frequently celebrated  in 
the psychoanalytic lite ra tu re  a s  a  m om ent w hen he lea rn s to begin 
listening to h is p a tien ts  and  stops trying to control the  conversation. 
See, for instance, Brom berg, “Hysteria, D issociation, an d  Cure: 
Emm y von N. Revisited”; and  Roth, “Falling into H istory.” Freud 
gives considerable a tten tion  in the  case  history  to h is rela tionsh ip  
w ith Emm y, ra th e r  th a n  ju s t  reporting on h is discovery of her 
sym ptom s an d  the ir cure. His behavior tow ards her, however, often 
shocking. At one poin t he u se s  hypnotic suggestion to play a  
p ractical joke on her, w hich B reuer apparen tly  p u t a  stop to, an d  a t 
ano ther he u se s  post-hypnotic suggestion to rea sse rt h is au tho rity  
an d  to dem onstra te  h is power over her.
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38. F reu d ’s first u se  of the  term  am bivalence, w hich he borrowed 
from Bleuler, w as in “The D ynam ics of T ransference” (1912) in 
relation to positive and  negative transference. Totem and Taboo is 
h is first extensive d iscussion  of the  concept.

39. I have quoted  th is  passage from a  footnote to the  “The 
U nconscious Is D estructu red  Like an  Affect,” w here I first 
encoun tered  it. It is from their earlier essay  “La Panique Politique,” 
w here is tran s la ted  slightly differently (26).

40. On A braham  an d  Torok’s notion of the  crypt, see the ir The W olf 
M an’s  Magic Word and , on its relation to m elancholic incorporation, 
“M ourning or M elancholia: Introjection versus  Incorporation.”

41. On the  im plications of F reud ’s a rgum en t th a t the  dream -w ork is 
the essence of dream s, see Sam uel W eber, Return to Freud: Jacques  
Lacan’s  Dislocation o f  Psychoanalysis, 1-6.

42. While F reud  seem s to be “trying to em phasize the norm al, 
everyday n a tu re  of the  d ream ’s ‘egoism ,”’ a s  Sam uel W eber notes, 
“h is im plication of w hat he is describing w orks the o ther way: to 
render the  everyday sense of the  ego’s un ity  problem atic” (The 
Legend o f  Freud  240).

43. The D ream  of the  A bandoned S upper Party h a s  a ttrac ted  a 
considerable am o u n t of critical com m entary. In addition  to Borch- 
Ja co b sen ’s d iscussion  of it in The Freudian Subject (10-16, 50-51), 
see Lacan, “The D irections of the  T reatm ent and  the  Principles of Its 
Power”; C atherine Clem ent, The Lives and Legend o f  Jacques Lacan; 
and  C ynthia  C hase, “The Witty B u tcher’s Wife: F reud, Lacan, and  
the  Conversion of R esistance to Theory" an d  “Desire and  
Identification in Lacan and  K risteva.” D iana F u ss offers an  
in teresting  overview of the  criticism  in he r d iscussion  of the  dream  
in Identification Papers (27-32).

44. In “The Witty B u tch er’s Wife: Freud, Lacan, an d  the  Conversion 
of R esistance to Theory," C ynthia C hase considers “the  significance 
of na rc issism ” in  the  dream  or, a s  she p u ts  it, “ of the  specu lar 
conditions of any  playing o u t of desire, any  estab lish ing  of relations, 
any  symbolizing activity” (989). In her d iscussion  of the  dream  in
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“The Witty B u tch er’s Wife” an d  in the  la ter “Desire an d  Identification 
in Lacan an d  Kristeva,” C hase draw s on Kristeva’s notion of 
“prim ary n arc issism ,” w hich a s  she rightly no tes designates a  triadic 
specu lar s tru c tu re . While I canno t hope to do ju stice  here  C hase’s 
complex an d  n u anced  argum ent, I ju s t  w an t to note th a t  the  
question  of how to accoun t for the  pre- or non -specu lar is also a t 
issue  in F reud ’s analysis of the  dream .

45. Freud, in fact, cites the  sam e “co n u n d ru m ” in d iscussing  
B ernheim ’s suggestion in Group Psychology th a t he h ad  over 30 
years earlier in h is “Review of A ugust Forel’s H ypnosis” (SE  1: 101): 
“C hristopher bore Christ; C hrist bore the  whole world; w here did 
C hristopher p u t h is foot?” (SE 18: 89).

46. F reud criticizes Le Bon for no t giving enough significance to the  
role of the  leader. F reu d ’s criticism  seem s a t first to be surprising , 
since Le Bon gives considerable im portance to the  leader, w riting in 
The Crowd, th a t  the  will of the  leader “is the  nuc leus a ro u n d  w hich 
the  opinions of the  crowd are grouped an d  a tta in  to iden tity .... A 
crowd is a  servile flock th a t  is incapable of doing w ithou t a  m aste r 
(72). Yet the  relation of the  m em bers of the  crowd are no t for Le 
Bon m ediated by the ir relation to the  leader in the  sam e way a s  they 
are for Freud. And far from being the  abso lu te  n a rc iss is t described 
by F reud, the  leader, Le Bon suggests, is m ost often one of the  
crowd who h a s  been “hypnotized by the  idea” (72).

47. Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy argue in “La Panique Politique” 
th a t  the  socio-political un ity  in Group Psychology is the  un ity  of the 
sub ject (12-13). See also, B orch-Jacobsen  “The Prim al B and ,” “The 
F reud ian  Subject,” and  The Freudian Subject, 154-163.

48. See also B orch -Jacobsen ’s “The Prim al B and,” w hich takes up  
and  e laborates th e ir argum ent.

49. Lacan follows F reud in th is  in te rp reta tion  of hypnosis an d  even 
reproduces in The Four F undam ental Concepts o f  Psycho-Analysis he 
graphic rep resen ta tion  of it. Lacan w rites in The Four F undam ental 
Concepts: “To d efin e  h y p n o s is  a s  the  c o n fu s io n , a t o n e  point, of the 
ideal signifier in w hich the  sub ject is m apped w ith the  a, is the  m ost 
a ssu red  s tru c tu ra l definition th a t h a s  been advanced” (273). “As
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everyone know s,” Lacan adds, “it w as by d istingu ish ing  itself from 
hypnosis th a t analysis becam e established . For the  fundam enta l 
m ainspring  of the  analytic operation is the  m ain tenance  of the 
d istance  betw een the I -  identification -  and  the a” (273). Lacan 
even calls analysis “an  upside-dow n hypnosis.” B u t the  hypnosis is 
for Lacan the  opposite of hypnosis, is B orch-Jacobsen  a rgues in 
“The Alibi of the  Subject,” “an  alibi-hypnosis: a  specu lar, 
specularizable, rep resen tab le  hypnosis, a  hypnosis kep t a t  a  
d istance  precisely so th a t  on can  become conscious of i t . ... Not th a t 
com pletely o ther hypnosis w hich seizes u s  ‘before’ any  
consciousness” (175).

50. “Psycho-Analysis and  T elepathy’ w as not, however, published  
in F reu d ’s lifetime. The h istory  of F reu d ’s w ritings on te lepathy  is a  
comedy of “fake lec tu res” (as D errida call them ), m issing  chap ters , 
and  forgotten case histories. “Psycho-Analysis an d  Telepathy” w as 
read  by F reud to the  Secret Com m ittee, though  he forgot the  
m an u scrip t of the  th ird  case history. “D ream s an d  Telepathy” w as 
apparen tly  w ritten  a s  a  lecture an d  while it w as published , it w as 
never delivered a s  a  lecture. “The O ccult Significance of D ream s” 
(1925) w as w ritten  a s  a  “supp lem entary  chap ter” to the 
Interpretation o f Dreams, b u t unlike the  o ther supp lem entary  
chap ters , it w as not, w ith the  exception of one G erm an edition, ever 
included in the  dream  book. And finally, “D ream s an d  O ccultism ” 
w as one of F reu d ’s undelivered N ew  Introductory Lectures on Psycho- 
A na lysis  (1933)

51. F reu d ’s w ritings on telepathy  have been  the  sub ject of renew ed 
critical in te res t in recen t years in the  wake of Ja cq u e s  D errida’s 
“Telepathy.” In addition to “Telepathy,” see M aria Torok, “Afterword: 
W hat Is O ccult in O ccultism ? Between Sigm und F reud an d  Sergei 
Penkeiev Wolf M an”; Marc Redfield, “The Fictions of Telepathy”; 
Nicholas Royle, Literature and Telepathy  and  “The R em ains of 
Psychoanalysis (1): Telepathy” in A fter Derrida; Frangois R oustang, 
“Suggestion over the  Long Term ” in P sychoanalysis Never Lets Go; 
Jo h n  Forrester, “Psychoanalysis: Gossip, Telepathy, a n d /o r  
Science?” in The Seductions o f  Pyschoanalysis; an d  Pam ela 
Thurschw ell, “Freud, Ferenczi an d  psychoanalysis’s Telepathic 
T ransferences” in Literature, Technology and  Magical Thinking. See
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also, the  ch ap te r on “O ccultism ” in E rn st Jo n es, The Life and Work 
o f Sigm und Freud.

52. Citing th is  passage in a  footnote in The Freudian Subject, 
B orch-Jacobsen  rem arks th a t F reud “quite oddly concedes to the 
telepathy  th es is  all he th a t he denied to thesis  of suggestion” (266). 
“The m ass bond,” B orch-Jacobsen  w rites, “m ay have to be though t 
of as  a  telepath ic  um bilical cord” (266) b u t he does no t take u p  the 
question  of F reu d ’s odd concession again or d iscuss  h is w ritings on 
telepathy  any further.

53. On the  figure of the  telephone, see Avital Ronell, The Telephone 
Book: Technology -  Schizophrenia -  Electric Speech.

54. My reference to a  “wild card” is an  a llusion to a  well-known 
passage in Paul de M an’s essay  “The R esistance to Theory,” where 
he a rgues th a t literary  theory “con ta ins a  necessarily  pragm atic 
m om ent th a t . .. m akes it som ething of a  wild card  in the  serious 
game of the  theoretical disciplines” (“R esistance to Theory” 8). In a  
recen t essay  Laurence Rickels proposes reading “psychoanalysis,” 
w hich also con ta ins a  necessarily  pragm atic m om ent, in  place of 
“literary  theory” in the  passage. “Psychoanalytic d iscourse  is 
pragm atic or (as I would prefer to say) m ateria list,” Rickels w rites, 
“to th is  ex ten t th a t it accum ulates its reform ulation in the  space of 
tension  betw een its  own self-reference and  the em ergency con tacts 
it m u s t nevertheless m ake w ith th a t lies ou tside” (“R esistance in 
Theory” 155).

55. Frangois R oustang  d iscu sses  th is  aspec t of F reu d ’s w ritings on 
telepathy  in “Suggestion over the  Long Term ” in h is P sychoanalysis  
N ever Lets Go.

56. See M aria Torok, “Afterword: W hat Is O ccult in O ccultism ? 
Between Sigm und Freud an d  Sergei Penkeiev Wolf M an” in The Wolf 
M an’s  Magic Word.
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C h a p t e r  2  

A l l e g o r ie s  o f  M e s m e r i s m :

H a w t h o r n e ’s  T h e  H o u s e  o f  t h e  S e v e n  Ga b l e s

For Poesy alone can tell her dreams,
With the fin e  spell o f  words alone can save  
Imagination from  the sable charm  
A nd  dum b enchantment.

— Keats, The Fall o f  Hyperion

Midway th rough  The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables, after 

Holgrave reads Phoebe Pyncheon the  story of Alice Pyncheon’s 

m esm eric possession  by M atthew M aule, “plunging into h is tale w ith 

energy and  absorp tion” and  anim atedly  acting  ou t m any of the  

p a rts , he com es to discover th a t h is tale or its  telling h a s  left Phoebe 

in a  trance-like sta te . W ith “b u t one wave of his h an d  an d  a
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corresponding  effort of h is will,” Holgrave believes, he “could 

com plete h is m astery” of Phoebe an d  “estab lish  an  influence” over 

her “a s  dangerous an d  perh ap s as d isastro u s, a s th a t w hich the  

carpen ter of h is legend h ad  acquired  an d  exercised over the  ill-fated 

Alice” (212). B u t Holgrave does no t do so. He res is ts  the 

“tem ptation” to m esm erize Phoebe an d  w akes her instead . “He 

forbade him self,” the  n a rra to r  tells u s , “to twine th a t  one link m ore, 

w hich m ight have rendered  h is spell over Phoebe indisso luble” (212). 

Holgrave’s rejection of m esm erism  in th is  scene is com m only 

considered to m ark  a  key tu rn in g  poin t in the  narra tive , paving “the 

way for the  resolu tion  of various tensions in the  novel” (Tatar 215) 

and  m oving “the  book tow ard them atic  resolu tion” (Millington 140). 

Yet w hat precisely is it th a t is renounced  here as m esm erism ? W hat 

k ind of encoun ter, w ith w hat or w ith whom , does it nam e? For 

m esm erism  appears in th is  scene no t only a s  the  sub jec t of 

Holgrave’s tale, b u t a s  a  th re a t (and a  tem ptation) in its 

perform ance. Is it figure for a  relation to o thers or to language, to 

w hat F reud called “the magic of w ords”?
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We m ight begin w ith sym pathy, a  key aesthetic  an d  ethical 

notion in H aw thorne’s w ritings.1 M esm erism  is, for H aw thorne, as 

for so m any of h is contem poraries, bound  u p  w ith sym pathy .2 

H aw thorne even u se s  sym pathy and  m agnetism , a s  well a s 

sym pathy an d  im agination, a s  synonym s in the novel. “The 

sym pathy or m agnetism  am ong h u m an  beings,” the  n a rra to r  tells 

u s , “is far m ore sub tle  and  un iversal th a n  we th ink; it exists ... 

am ong different c lasses of organized life, an d  v ibrates from one to 

ano ther” (174). This organic conception of sym pathy an d  the  un ity  

it posits a re  invoked repeatedly  in The H ouse o f the Seven Gables, as 

“the  g rea t sym pathetic  chain  of h u m an  n a tu re ,” for instance, or as  

an  “intuitive sym pathy” or a  “n a tu ra l m agnetism .”3 M esm erism  or 

an im al m agnetism , a s  it is also called in the  novel, belongs, in a  

sense, to th is  rhetoric of sym pathy, w ith its  tropes of electricity and  

m agnetism , of un iversal an im ating  energies and  (nervo-)vital forces.4 

Holgrave’s m esm eric ability is, for in stance, referred to by the 

n a rra to r a s  a  “certain  m agnetic elem ent in the  a r t is t’s n a tu re .” B ut 

m esm erism  also d isru p ts  th is  sym pathy. It brings sym pathy into 

con tact w ith a  passive and  m echanical au tom atism  th a t underm ines
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the  organic un ity  it prom ises, including, m ost notably  p e rh ap s for 

H aw thorne, the  un ity  and  autonom y of the  self.

M esm erism  figures repeatedly in H aw thorne’s w ritings a s  a  

th re a t to the  individuality of the  subject. In The H ouse o f  the Seven  

Gables the  n a rra to r  a ttr ib u te s  Holgrave’s resisting  the  tem ptation  to 

m esm erize Phoebe to w hat he calls a  “rare  an d  high quality  of 

reverence for an o th e r’s individuality” (212). “Supposing th is  power 

a rises from the transfusion  of one sp irit into an o th er,” H aw thorne 

wrote in a  well-known letter to h is fu tu re  wife Sophia, “it seem s to 

me th a t the  sacredness of an  individual is violated by it” (Letters 

588). Were m esm erism  “to be believed,” Coverdale rem arks in The 

Blithedale Romance, “the  individual soul w as virtually ann ih ila ted” 

(183). In a  sense, the  th rea t to the  individual th a t m esm erism  

seem s to rep resen ts  is a lready contained  in the fusional logic of 

organic sym pathy .5 T ransfusion  and  self-annihilation are, after all, 

key term s in the  d iscourse of sym pathy.6 The v irtual ann ih ila tion  of 

the self in m esm erism , however, is no t for H aw thorne, a s  it so often 

is in the  aesthe tics of sym pathy, recuperable, b u t rep resen ts  a  m ore 

thoroughgoing self-loss. Its v irtual d isso lu tion  of the  self is no t a
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transcendence  of the  self and  its  lim its b u t a  potentially trau m atic  

violation of its boundaries. M esm erism  transfu sion  of one sp irit into 

ano ther, of one m ind into ano ther, appears  to dissolve the  

boundaries separa ting  self an d  other, b u t it does no t lead to a  

g reater unity . For w hat H aw thorne calls in h is le tter to Sophia 

m esm erism ’s “in tru s io n ” into the  psyche in te rru p ts  an d  d is ru p ts  the 

sub jec t’s relation to and  com m union w ith itself. W hat is a t  issue  for 

H aw thorne in  m esm erism , in o ther words, is not only the 

d isso lu tion  of the  individual self, b u t its  dissociation, a  th re a t to the  

indivisibility of the  self, its  un ity  an d  self-identity, a s  well a s  its 

individuation.

In the  letter to Sophia tiy ing unsuccessfu lly  to persuade  her 

no t to allow herself to be m esm erized, H aw thorne wrote th a t he 

objects to m esm erism  ou t of “a  deep reverence of the  soul, an d  of 

the m ysteries w hich it know s w ithin itself, b u t never tran sm its  to 

the earth ly  eye or ea r” (589-90). H aw thorne’s a rgum en t in the  letter 

hinges on m esm erism ’s difference from a  k ind  of im m ediacy, a  

direct, unm ed iated  com m unication or “com m union” a s  he p u ts  it, 

th a t is accessible to the  im agination and  to an  inner sense b u t no t
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to the  (external) senses, th a t is never tran sm itted  to “earth ly  eye or 

ear” or in a  sensuous, m aterial form. M esm erism , he argues, is 

bo th  m istaken  for th is  “com m union” an d  irrevocably “con tam ina tes” 

it. For all its  ap p aren t imm ediacy, it is no t a  com m union of the  self 

w ith itself, w ith o thers or ano ther, w ith na tu re , or w ith the divine, 

b u t its  undoing. M esm erism ’s “influence,” H aw thorne in sists , is no t 

“sp iritua l” b u t “physical an d  m ateria l.” The clairvoyance an d  the  

seem ingly sp iritua l “insight” of the  m esm eric sub ject into the  

m ysteries buried  w ithin the  self or into “the m ysteries of life beyond 

dea th ” are, he w rites, like opium  dream s “to be accoun ted  for as the  

resu lt of a  physical and  m aterial, no t of a  sp iritual, influence” (589). 

“W hat delusion  can  be m ore lam entable an d  m ischievous,” he asks, 

“th a n  to m istake the  physical and  m ateria l for the  sp iritua l?  W hat 

so m iserable as to lose the  sou l’s true, though  h idden  knowledge 

and  consciousness of heaven, in the  m ist of an  earth -b o rn  vision?” 

(589). R ather th a n  dem onstra ting  the  un ity  of m atte r an d  sp irit or 

of m ind an d  m atte r a s  its p roponents so often claim ed, m esm erism  

rep resen ts , according to H aw thorne, a  m aterialist, “earth -b o rn ” 

vision of the  sp iritual, extending “the laws of our ac tu a l world,” as
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Coverdale p u ts  it in The Blithedale Romance, “across the  boundaries 

of the  sp iritua l world” (6).

M esm erism  is no t for H aw thorne, however, m erely a  delusion. 

It is also a  k ind  of m aterial event or occurrence, w hich perm anently , 

indissolubly  a lters  its  subject. Its m ateria l influence con tam inates 

the  inm ost self, a  h idden, secret self in “com m union” w ith the 

un iversal an d  the  divine. The “sacredness of the individual” th a t 

m esm erism  “violates” is precisely th is  self-transcendence w ithin the 

self, w hat E m erson called in “Circles” “a  residuum  unknow n, 

unanalyzab le ,” th a t, however paradoxically, in su res  the  individuality 

and  the  indivisibility of the  self, its un ity  an d  infinity. W hat m u st be 

renounced  in m esm erism , H aw thorne suggests, is its  desire for 

“com plete... m astery ,” an  acknow ledgem ent of the  lim its of w hat can  

or shou ld  be possessed  or m astered  by cognition. The refusal of 

su ch  lim its links m esm erism  to the  figures of “cold philosophical 

curiosity” elsew here in h is fiction, su ch  a s  Aylmer in “The B irth 

m ark” or E th an  B rand. B u t H aw thorne’s renunciation  also appears  

to try  to exclude w hat is unm aste rab le  in the  figure of m esm erism ,
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to m ain ta in  again st its d isruptive m ateriality  and  force the  inviolate 

self an d  the  “tru e  com m union” of its “sane” im agination.

There is a  sim ilar tension  in The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables 

betw een exposing com plete m astery  a s  a  dangerous delusion and  

preserving the  sovereign self. M esm erism  th rea ten s  in the  novel to 

con tam inate  no t only the  purity  of the  sym pathetic im agination b u t 

w hat H aw thorne elsew here calls the  individual’s “circle of self- 

com m union.” For m esm erism ’s tran sfu sion  of one sp irit into 

an o th er is also a  confusion of self and  other, a  m istak ing  no t only of 

the  m ateria l for the sp iritual, b u t of the  o ther for the  self. In the 

“curious psychological condition” th a t  overtakes Phoebe w hen 

Holgrave reads he r h is legend, she begins, we are told, to live only in 

h is “th o u g h ts  an d  em otions.” In Holgrave’s legend, M atthew  M aule 

is said to have the  power both  to “draw  people into h is own m ind” 

and  of “getting into people’s d ream s, and  regulating  m atte rs  there ,” 

u n seen  “like the  stage-m anager of a  th ea tre” (189). The m esm erist 

becom es, a s  he p u ts  it, the  “u n seen  despot” of ano ther. The 

m esm erist is “u n se en ,” I would suggest, precisely because  he is too 

close, the  sym pathy or identification betw een them  is blind. The
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m esm erized sub ject is bo th  carried  ou t of itself into an o th e r an d  is 

affected from w ithin by an  o therness, an  unrecognized an d  perhaps 

unrecognizable alterity  w ithin its self. In the  m esm eric rappo rt the 

o ther is no t recognized a s  o ther, for the  m esm erized sub ject is 

w ithout the  percep tual or specu lar d istance  necessary  to do so. The 

rappo rt is a  relation w ithout relation. It involves, w hat Borch- 

Jaco b sen  calls in “H ypnosis in Psychoanalysis,” “a  radical 

forgetting of the  o ther” (50).

The com m on, la te-n ine teen th -cen tu ry  conception of hypnosis 

as a  blind, nonspecu lar identification th a t we saw in the  previous 

chap ter on F reud  w as already a  com m onplace in H aw thorne’s tim e 

in  relation to m esm erism . Jo sep h  H addock wrote, for instance, in 

1849 th a t m esm erized sub jects “are  so intim ately, interiorly 

blended” w ith the  m esm erist, th a t they “feel h is cerebral 

consciousness as the ir own” (58). “The idea existing externally in 

the cerebrum  of the  m esm erizer is,” he argues, “perceived by the 

sub ject a s  if existing in h is or he r cerebrum ” (58) The m esm erized 

subject, a s  Gillian Brown observes of H addock’s form ulation, “does 

no t even experience h is or h e r own subjection” (89). William

112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Gregory argued  in 1851 th a t in m esm eric “sym pathy,” w hich he also 

referred to variously a s  a  “com m unity of sensa tion ,” of “sen ses,” of 

“ta s te ,” of “touch” an d  of “em otion,” the “sen sa tio n s” of the 

m agnetizer are  “so vividly felt” by the  m esm erized sub ject “th a t he 

canno t d istingu ish  them  from the sam e sensa tions produced by 

direct ex ternal im pressions on h is own fram e. Indeed, there  

appears  to be no difference w hatever betw een the two” (102).

Such  a ssu m p tio n s ab o u t m esm erism , or w hat he term ed in 

the  language of h is day “anim al m agnetism ” and  “m agnetic 

som nam bulism ,” were already in place in Hegel’s Philosophy o f  Mind 

(Geistes) in 1830. “The individual in su ch  m orbid s ta te s” of 

sensitivity, Hegel w rites, “sta n d s  in d irect con tact w ith the concrete 

con ten ts of h is own self,” to w hich belong “both  the  essen tia l and  

the p a rticu la r ties w hich connect him  w ith o ther m en and  w ith the 

world a t large” (101, 102). “This world w hich is ou tside  h im ,” he 

observes, “h as  its th read s  in him  to su ch  a  degree th a t it is these  

th read s  th a t  m ake him  w hat he really is: he too would becom e 

extinct if these  externalities were to d isappear” (102). Hegel offers 

a s  an  illu stra tion  of th is  “identity  w ith the  su rro u n d in g s” the
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pathological form of m ourning  th a t F reud will call m elancholia: “the 

effect p roduced by the  death  of beloved relatives, friends, etc. on 

those left behind , so th a t the  one dies or p ines away w ith the loss of 

the o ther” (102-3).7 The self-possessed individual is, Hegel writes, 

“aw ake” to the  “in terconnection  betw een him self an d  the  fea tu res of 

th a t reality  conceived as an  external and  a  separa te  world, and  is 

aw are th a t th is  world is in itself also a  complex of in terconnections 

of a  practically  intelligible k ind” (101). B u t the  som nam bulist “lives 

in the  h e a rt of the  in terconnection” (102), an d  does no t perceive the  

“rational in terconnection .” “Im m ersed” in a  form of “im m ediacy,” 

the  m agnetized sub ject does no t recognize “its rela tionsh ip  to the 

world” as a  relation.

“The visible liberation of m ind in ... m agnetic phenom ena  from 

the lim itations of tim e an d  space an d  from all finite associations” 

h as, Hegel concedes, helped to o u s t “u n tru e , finite in te rp re ta tions of 

m ind” (7, 6). It bo th  calls for speculative philosophy an d  is 

som ehow “ak in” to it. At the  sam e tim e, however, citing Plato 

(though no t the  Ion), Hegel specifically excludes the  “revelations of 

som nam bulistic  vision” from properly philosophical knowledge.8
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M esm erism  is, he in sists , an  inferior, “pathological s ta te ,” d iseased  

and  m orbid .9 Its “essen tia l fea tu re ,” Hegel w rites, is “th a t it is a  

s ta te  of passivity, like th a t of the  child in the  wom b” (104). 

Im m ersed in an  “inarticu la te  m ass of m ere sensitivity,” a  “form of 

imm ediacy, w ithout any  d istinctions betw een subjective and  

objective,” the  som nam bulist is “a t the  m ercy” of “foreign 

suggestions” an d  of “every private contingency of feeling an d  fancy” 

(103). “The p a tien t h a s  a  so rt of individuality,” he w rites, “b u t it is 

em pty, no t on the  spot, no t ac tu a l” (104). In the rapport, Hegel 

rem arks, “it is im possible to say precisely w hich sensa tions and  

w hich visions he ... receives, beholds, and  brings to knowledge from 

his own inw ard self and  w hich from the person  w ith w hom  he 

s ta n d s  in relation” (104-5).

While a  consideration  of the  role of an im al m agnetism  in the 

Philosophy o f  Mind or in Hegel’s philosophy is well beyond the  scope 

of th is  chap ter, w hat I w an t to em phasize for ou r pu rposes is th a t 

he does no t a ttrib u te  “m agnetic phenom ena” to any  p a rticu la r 

ability or power on the  p a rt of the  m esm erist, m uch  less to a  

m ysterious fluid, b u t to the  receptivity an d  passivity of the  subject,

115

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

a  rad ical passivity  th a t h a s  a  specifically social d im ension .10 For 

H aw thorne, as  for Hegel, both  the fascination  an d  the  danger of 

m esm erism  lie in the  passivity  of the  m esm erized subject, its 

seem ing indifference to differences betw een self an d  other, sub ject 

an d  object, p a s t an d  p resen t, or sp irit an d  m atter. This indifference 

is not, however, an  achieved reconciliation of opposites or an  

organic unity; its  a p p aren t im m ediacy is m ore am bivalent, an  effect 

of no t being as Hegel p u ts  it, “m ediated by the u n d e rs tan d in g ” or by 

consciousness or reason. The critical focus on the figure of the 

m esm erist in The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables and  on the  ethical 

decisions faced by Holgrave and  M atthew  Maule h a s  tended  to 

obscure  the  im portance of su ch  s ta te s  of passivity  in the  novel.11 

W hat is dangerous an d  potentially d isa s tro u s  ab o u t m esm erism  for 

H aw thorne is no t sim ply the  power an d  control th a t  one person  h as  

over ano ther, or even the  possession  of one person  by ano ther, b u t 

th a t it is no t recognized a s  such . The sub jec t’s m esm eric 

possession  by an o th e r is never p resen t a s  an  experience or 

possessed  as knowledge. Neither Alice Pyncheon in Holgrave’s 

legend nor Phoebe Pyncheon in the  scene th a t fram es it have any
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“recollection” of being m esm erized, an d  bo th  em phatically  deny th a t 

it took place. Phoebe was, we are told, “a s  unconscious of the  crisis 

th rough  w hich she had  passed , as  an  in fan t” (212). E scaping self

reflection, m esm erism  rem ains a  residuum  unknow n and  perhaps 

unknow able, possessing  b u t no t possessed  by the subject. W hat 

m esm erism  nam es is the  force of su ch  gaps in cognition.

Such gaps in cognition are linked in The H ouse o f  the Seven  

Gables to w hat Georges Poulet calls the  “irruptive force of the  p a s t” 

in  H aw thorne’s fiction (109). For Holgrave to have m esm erized 

Phoebe would, of course, have been for him  to repeat, a lm ost 

exactly, the  actions of h is ancesto r -  a t least a s  they  are  portrayed 

in the  legend. In the  novel h istory  ap p ea rs  to be repetitive; events 

seem  to recu r an d  charac te rs  to be new versions of earlier figures, 

p rescribed  types perform ing the sam e roles generation after 

generation. This seem ingly unconscious repetition com pulsion is 

bound  u p  in the  novel, a s  in The Marble Faun, w ith allegory and  

typology. “The whole seem ed,” we are  told, “a  series of calam ity, 

reproducing itself in successive generations... and  varying in little 

save the  outline” (240). Holgrave is associated  th roughou t the  novel
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with a  m odern ist desire for a  rad ical b reak  w ith the  p ast, for 

“everything to begin anew ” ra th e r  th a n  repeating, to be an  individual 

ra th e r th a n  a  prescribed  type. He wrote the  tale of Alice Pyncheon’s 

m esm eric possession , Holgrave tells Phoebe, a s  a  way of com ing to 

term s w ith the  seem ingly “contagious” past, w hich h a s  “tak en  hold” 

of h is m ind “w ith the  s tran g est tenacity  of c lu tch”(186). It is, he 

says, a  “m ethod of throw ing it off’ (186). Yet, far from achieving a  

k ind of retrospective m astery  th a t  would enable him  to p u t the  p a s t 

securely beh ind  him , for the  past, in the  term s of the  novel, to be 

properly buried, Holgrave’s legend generates the  very contagion he 

sough t to escape. It rean im ates the  p a s t ra th e r th a n  burying it, 

repeating  ra th e r  th a n  m erely represen ting  it. U nderm ining h is 

claim  to be only a  “specta to r” or a  “m ere observer,” Holgrave’s 

reading  of the  legend, exposes, seem ingly against h is will, h is 

im plication in the  family h isto ries he n a rra tes . W hat is staged in 

th is  scene of reading  is no t so m uch  a  relation of in te rp re ta tion  or of 

unders tan d in g , b u t w hat we m ight call a  relation of tran sfe ren ce .12 

Holgrave’s a ttem p t to n a rra te  the  en tangled  h istory  of the  

Pyncheons an d  the  M aules can  be seen  a s  a  k ind of revision of the
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n a rra to r’s accoun t of it in the  opening chap ter of the  novel, focusing 

on the  M aules’ sins, ra th e r  th a n  the  Pyncheons’. Yet, while the  

n a rra to r  em phasizes the  unreliability  and  u n certa in ty  of h is 

narra tive , calling a tten tion  to the dub ious sources, the  suppositions 

and  specu la tions on w hich h is in te rp re ta tions are  based , the 

question  of the  accuracy  of Holgrave’s tale is never raised  in the 

novel. For it is the  perform ance of the  narra tive , its force th a t a t 

issue  in th is  scene ra th e r  th a n  its h istorical tru th .

M esm erism  is portrayed in Holgrave’s legend a s  a  k ind  of 

speech ac t or perform ative. M atthew  M aule says “Alice, laugh!” and , 

Holgrave tells u s , “Alice m u st b reak  into wild laughter. ‘Alice, be 

sad!’ -  and , a t  the  in s tan t, down would come her tea rs.... ‘Alice, 

dance!’ — an d  dance she w ould” (209). Holgrave a ttr ib u te s  the 

power an d  affective force of M aule’s w ords to the  will of the  

m esm erist. Language is rep resen ted  in the  tale a s  m erely a  

m edium , theoretically  d ispensable , th rough  w hich the  m esm erist 

exercises h is will. Holgrave even specu la tes th a t its  effects could 

take place th rough  an  ac t of will alone, w ithout any  so rt of 

m ediation, “w ithout a  spoken w ord.”13 In the  scene th a t fram es h is
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reading  of the  tale, however, Holgrave does no t ap p ea r to will or 

in tend  the  m esm eric effects th a t it h a s  on Phoebe. “Plunging into 

h is tale w ith energy and  abso rp tion ,” he does no t even notice 

Phoebe’s “cu rious psychological condition” un til after he finishes 

reading  the  story. “Very possibly,” the  n a rra to r rem ark s shortly  

before Holgrave begins h is legend, “he forgot Phoebe while he talked  

to h e r” (182). A “country-girl, u n u se d  to works of th a t n a tu re ,” 

Phoebe “often becam e,” we are  told earlier in the novel, “deeply 

absorbed” in w orks of fiction. The trance  sta te  into w hich she falls 

w hen Holgrave reads her h is legend appears , in o ther words, to be a 

kind of literary-effect, an  effect of the  fictional narra tive  an d  its 

language, an  effect, th a t is, of the  very m ediation d ism issed  as 

u n n ecessa ry  in the  legend. The effects of the  narra tive an d  force it 

generates can n o t be a ttrib u ted  solely to in tention  or will. There is in 

th is  scene a  certain  au tom atism  in the  functioning of language, 

som ething a rb itrary  and  seem ingly m echanical th a t  is no t governed 

by the  will or in ten tion  of a  subject. It is, of course, possible to 

a ttrib u te  the  m esm eric effects of the  narrative  to an  unconscious 

desire on Holgrave’s or Phoebe’s p a rt -  an d  given the  erotic
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overtones of H aw thorne’s m esm eric scenes, there  is certainly  a  

tem ptation  to do so -  an d  to inscribe them  back into a  system  of 

desires, in ten tions, an d  motives. While H aw thorne is concerned in 

the  figure of m esm erism  as  elsewhere in h is w ritings w ith the 

in ten tional u se  of language as power, he is, I w an t to suggest, by no 

m eans lim ited to su ch  in stances. M esm erism  is also a  figure for a  

certain  resistance  in language to h u m an  will or in tention . For 

H aw thorne we do no t sim ply possess language b u t are  also 

possessed  and  d ispossessed  by it. As w ith so m any Rom antic 

tropes, the  figure of m esm erism  slides betw een questions of 

subjectivity and  questions of represen ta tion . M esm erism  is in th is  

scene no t only or even prim arily an  intersubjective relation, b u t a  

relation to language. It is an  event of language, of the  m agic of 

words.

If m esm erism  is in The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables the  m odern 

equivalent of w itchcraft, so too it would seem  is the  a r t  of fiction. 

While Holgrave’s renunciation  of m esm erism  is exem plary in m any 

respects, he seem s to p resum e th a t  the  effects of language are 

u ltim ately  determ ined  by the  speaker or w riter, th a t its
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incalculability  an d  unpredictability  is u n d e r the  a u th o r’s control.

He a ssu m es, even in sacrificing it, the  sam e kind of m astery  over 

language an d  its effects portrayed in h is legend, an d  w hich the 

scene th a t fram es it p u ts  in question. Phoebe’s is no t the  only 

individuality th a t  is th rea tened  in th is  scene. A lthough tropes of 

absorp tion  characterize Holgrave’s relation to the  tex t a s  well a s 

Phoebe’s, the ir identification is refused. He in sis ts  on an  abso lu te  

d istinction  betw een h is active u se  of language an d  h e r passive 

reception. The passive relation to o thers, to the past, an d  to 

language m esm erism  figures is disavowed, repud ia ted  a s  fem inine, 

a s  som ething belonging to the  o th e r.14 Holgrave’s renuncia tion  of 

m esm erism  does not, in o ther words, constitu te  an  adequate  

response to the  questions raised  in th is  scene ab o u t the  effects of 

language or the  irresponsibility  of fiction. But, if the  effects of 

language th a t m esm erism  allegorizes are  no t governed by in tention , 

how can  H aw thorne’s fiction avoid generating, like Holgrave’s, the 

very gaps in cognition it tries to rep resen t?  How can  h is rom ance 

fiction u ltim ately  be d istingu ished  or d istingu ish  itself from 

m esm erism ?
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A llegories  o f  R om an ce

D espite the  various repud ia tions and  disavowals, m esm erism  

im poses itself in The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables -  an d  la ter in The 

Blithedale Romance  -  a s  an  allegory of rom ance, of bo th  its reading  

and  its  writing. The staging in the  novel of the  tale, its telling and  

reception, reflects a  certain  am bivalence tow ards fiction, tow ards 

the force of its language an d  the  loss of sense and  power th a t seem s 

to a tten d  it. Like m esm erism , H aw thorne’s rom ance fiction is often 

taken  to be, in Michael Davitt Bell’s words, “fundam entally  an  

integrative m ode” (7), seeking to reconcile self and  o ther, p a s t and  

p resen t, sp irit and  m atter, ac tual and  im aginary. In rom ance’s 

“atm osphere  of strange en ch an tm en t,” H aw thorne w rites in the  

Preface to The Blithedale Romance, “one canno t well tell the 

difference” (2). Rom ance is, he observes in  a  well-known passage 

from “The C ustom -H ouse” sketch, “a  n eu tra l territory, som ew here 

betw een the  real world and  fairy-land, w here the Actual an d  the  

Im a g in a ry  m ig h t m e e t, a n d  e a c h  im b u e  its e lf  w ith  th e  n a tu r e  o f th e
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o ther” (46). H aw thorne’s n eu tra l territory  is, however, carefully 

dem arcated  both  tem porally and  spatia lly .15

H aw thorne’s prefaces in sis t on the very differences h is 

rom ance fiction seem s to try  to overcome, em phasizing d istance  and  

separa tion  a s  well a s  un ity  and  reconciliation, seeking, in Evan 

C arton ’s words, to “bo th  tran sg ress  and  su s ta in ” boundaries. In h is 

prefaces, H aw thorne repeatedly  s tre sses  the  im portance of a  

sym pathetic  rappo rt betw een the  a u th o r and  the reader, typically 

staging h is tex ts a s  an  encoun ter betw een sym pathetic  friends, a s 

an  in te r subjective relation. In writing, H aw thorne tells u s  in the  

Preface to The Marble Faun, he “implicitly m akes h is appeal” to “one 

congenial friend,” a  reader, pe rh ap s im aginary, w hose “apprehensive 

sym pathy” he h a s  always presum ed. (1,2). H aw thorne’s figure of 

“apprehensive sym pathy” suggests both  a  perception prior to 

com prehension  and  a  certain  w ariness an d  anxiety .16 In “The 

C ustom -H ouse” sketch  th a t precedes The Scarlet Letter, H aw thorne 

declares th a t “thou g h ts  are  frozen an d  u tte ran ce  benum bed , u n less  

the  speaker s tan d  in som e tru e  relation to h is aud ience” (22). Yet a t 

the  sam e tim e, he specifically rejects a s  narc issistic  the  desire for
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the “perfect sym pathy” of w riter and  reader, “as if the  p rin ted  book, 

throw n a t large on the  wide world, were certain  to find ou t the 

divided segm ent of the  w riter’s own n a tu re , and  com plete h is circle 

of existence by bringing him  into communion w ith it” (22, my 

em phasis).17 Specular and  narc issistic , the  desire for su ch  perfect 

sym pathy  ignores the  m ediation, the  o therness th a t co n stitu tes  its 

circle of self com m union.

H aw thorne’s a ttem p t to bo th  overcome and  to m ain tain  

boundaries is evident in h is  Preface to The H ouse o f  the Seven  

Gables. In the  Preface he claim s th a t  the  h is narra tive  is a  rom ance 

in its  “a ttem p t to connect a  by-gone tim e w ith the very P resen t th a t 

is flitting away from u s ,” b u t also w arns aga in st exposing h is 

“Rom ance to an  inflexible and  exceedingly dangerous species of 

criticism , by bringing h is fancy-pictures into positive con tact w ith 

the realities of the  m om ent” (2,3). The difference h inges on an  

am biguous d istinction  betw een connection and  positive contact, as  

the  earlier one does betw een apprehensive and  perfect sym pathy. 

While h is rom ance fiction m ay m ediate differences, it does no t 

dissolve them ; they are never, he in sists , com pletely reconciled.

125

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

Hawthorne repeatedly rem inds u s  in h is writings of the frame, that

his rom ances, h is ta les an d  sketches, an d  even h is prefaces are

figurative an d  allegorical. H aw thorne’s rom ance fiction belongs no t

to the  realm  of rom antic  symbol, to the  un ity  of the  sym pathetic

im agination, b u t to, in H em y Ja m e s ’ words, “the province of

allegory.” While “the  sym bol,” Paul de M an fam ously w rites in “The

Rhetoric of Tem porality,”

p o stu la tes  the  possibility of an  identity  or identification, 
allegory designates prim arily a  d istance  in relation to its own 
origin, and , renouncing  the  nostalg ia  and  the  desire to 
coincide, it estab lishes its  language in the  void of th is  
tem poral difference. In so doing, it p revents the  self from an  
illusory identification w ith the  non-self, w hich is now fully, 
though  painfully, recognized as a  non-self. (207)

H aw thorne’s insistence on difference, on d istance an d  separation , 

appears , however, no t only a s  the  painful, “negative self-knowledge” 

de M an describes, b u t also a s  a  defensive strategy, setting  itself 

a p a rt from a  m ore th rea ten ing  indifference.18 It is by no m eans 

clear w hether for H aw thorne the  greater danger lies in the  failure to 

recognize d istinctions or in the  app rehension  of irreducible 

difference.
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W hat H aw thorne called h is “inveterate love of allegory” h as  

been a  problem  for critics a t  least since Poe in h is second review of 

H aw thorne’s ta les denounced  the  “s tra in  of allegory” in them  for, 

am ong o ther th ings, interfering w ith “the  bond of sym pathy” 

betw een reader and  w riter th a t should  “irrad iate” a  work of fiction.19 

“If allegory ever estab lishes a  fact,” he w rites, “it is by d in t of 

overturn ing  a  fiction” (25). As M ichael Davitt Bell notes, 

H aw thorne’s denunciation  of m esm erism  in h is le tter to Sophia a s  a 

“delusion” th a t m istakes “the physical an d  m ateria l for the  sp iritua l” 

recalls Coleridge’s condem nations of allegory -  a s  does Coverdale’s 

rem ark  in The Blithedale Romance  th a t  it is “a  delusive show  of 

spirituality , yet really im bued th roughou t w ith a  cold an d  dead 

m ateria lism ” (Bell 132). In The S ta tesm an 's Manual, Coleridge 

m akes a  well-known and  extrem ely influential d istinction  betw een 

symbol an d  allegory. The symbol, according to Coleridge, “is always 

tau tegorical.” It is “characterized ... by the  translucence  of the  

e ternal th rough  an d  in the  tem poral” (661). While sym bols are 

“co n su b stan tia l w ith the  tru th s  of w hich they are the  conducto rs,” 

allegories are, he w rites, “b u t em pty echoes w hich the  fancy
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arb itrarily  assoc ia tes w ith apparitions of m atte r” (661, 662). The 

“counterfeit p roduct of the  m echanical u n d e rs tan d in g ,” allegory is, 

Coleridge argues, a  m ere “p ictu re-language,” associated  w ith the 

“dead letter” an d  w ith the  u n su b s tan tia lity  an d  “hollow ness of 

ab strac tio n .” H aw thorne seem s to share  m any of Coleridge’s 

a ssu m p tio n s ab o u t allegory, typically using , like Coleridge, rom antic 

tropes of allegory as frozen, as cold an d  dead .20 “Even in w hat 

p u rp o rts  to be p icture  of ac tu a l life,” he w rites in the  1851 Preface 

to Ttuice-told Tales, “we have allegory, no t always so w arm ly dressed  

in its hab ilim ents of flesh an d  blood, a s  to be taken  into the  read er’s 

m ind w ithou t a  shiver” (1152). But, H aw thorne, un like  Coleridge, 

does no t appeal to a  m ystical an d  quasi-theological notion of the 

symbol. Such  a  notion appears in H aw thorne w ritings an  

un reachab le  ideal and  a  dangerous delusion. The delusion  of 

m esm erism  is, in a  sense, precisely the  m istaking  of allegory for the  

pure  com m union of the  symbol, a  failure to recognize its  allegorical 

s truc tu re .

M esm erism  is fu rth er linked to allegory in H aw thorne’s 

portrayal of the  m esm eric clairvoyant in The Blithedale Romance as
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the  “Veiled Lady” -  a  veiled w om an being a s  H aw thorne w as no 

doub t aw are a  trad itional rep resen ta tion  of allegory.21 The veil is a  

recurring  figure in H aw thorne’s writing, appearing  repeatedly  in h is 

prefaces a s  a  figure for h is relation to h is readers. “So far as I am  a 

m an  of really individual a ttr ib u te s ,” he w rites in the  1851 Preface to 

M osses from  an Old M anse, “I veil my face” (1147). H aw thorne’s 

keeping “the inm ost Me behind  its veil” m arks in “The Custom - 

H ouse” sketch  h is renunciation  of the  desire for perfect sym pathy 

w ith h is readers, visibly in te rrup ting  the im aginary circle of self- 

com m union, draw ing a tten tion  to its mediality. The veil is, however, 

no t only a  figure of d istance  and  separa tion  in H aw thorne’s writings, 

b u t also of enchan tm en t. It is m edium  of m ystification as well a s  of 

de-m ystification. In The Blithedale Romance  the  veil is, we are  told, 

“supposed  to in su la te  he r [the Veiled Lady] from the m ateria l world, 

from tim e an d  space, an d  to endow her w ith m any of the  privileges 

of a  disem bodied sp irit” (6). In “The M inister’s B lack Veil,” a s  in The 

Blithedale Romance, the  veil h a s  a  certa in  power an d  is seen (though 

no t necessarily  by the  narrator) a s  m ediating betw een the  sp iritua l 

and  the  m aterial, betw een the  living an d  the  dead. The veil
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generates an  allegorical desire th a t no unveiling can  satisfy, for it is 

staged a s  an  effect of the  m ateria l ra th e r  th a n  of som ething behind  

it, of a  living sp irit encrypted in the  dead  letter.

H aw thorne’s allegories often appear in his fictions as 

allegories; they are staged as allegories in the  narrative. In figures 

like the  veil, we are  faced no t w ith a  “device of m ultiple choice,” as 

F. O. M atth iessen’s ph rased  it, b u t w ith, in C hristopher Diffee’s 

w ords, a  “w ithering allegorical fechne” th a t  operates m echanically, 

indifferent to its possible signification. “The m achinery  alone is 

visible,” H em y Ja m es  w rites, “an d  the  end to w hich it operates 

becom es a  m atte r of indifference” (50). “We are s tru c k ,” he 

observes, “w ith som ething stiff an d  m echanical, slightly 

incongruous, a s  if the  kernel h ad  no t assim ila ted  its  envelope” (51). 

A ttending to the  power of the  veil and  of the  letter, H aw thorne both 

draw s an d  u n d e rc u ts  “its  sh im m ering suggestion of sacra l 

au tho rity .”22 H aw thorne’s allegory of m esm erism  m akes readable 

w hat in language, in reading, canno t be reduced to a  relation of 

in te rp re ta tion  or of unders tand ing , its  senseless m ateriality  and  

force.
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B ut, is H aw thorne’s staging of the  allegory of m esm erism  in 

The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables, therefore, an  a ttem p t no t sim ply to 

exclude the  m esm eric effects of language, b u t to reflexively con tain  

them ? Are h is  apparen tly  self-referential allegories a  way of 

reflexively accounting  for the  effects of h is fiction? Are they, as 

M ichael Davitt Bell h a s  influentially argued, anti-allegorical in 

in ten tion? Emily Miller B udick contends, for instance, th a t 

H aw thorne’s fiction teaches u s  d istance, th a t in m aking u s  aw are of 

allegory as allegory (which she associates w ith conform ity and  

“m indless c o n sen su s”), it tu rn s  a  dangerously  passive relation to 

language and  to o thers into an  active one (“A m erican L itera tu re’s 

D eclaration of In /d ep en d en ce” 219).23 Or, in a  som ew hat more 

precise form ulation, William Jew ett w rites th a t H aw thorne “m eans 

to bring dead  m etaphors to life in order to help the  reader m editate 

on the  h ab itu a l failure to register the ir d ead n ess” (60). They only 

need, we m ight say in the  language of the  novel, to be properly 

buried. B u t to w hat ex ten t is th a t deadness know able? Is 

m esm erism , an  allegory for w hat escapes self-reflexive ac ts  of
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unders tand ing , sim ply recupera ted  in the  novel a s  an  object of 

reflection, a s  an  object of knowledge?

While it is tem pting  to read  h is allegory of m esm erism  in th is 

way, som ething rem ains th a t  is a t odds w ith su ch  a  recuperation . 

The tension  in H aw thorne’s fiction betw een, in E dgar D iyden’s 

words, “en ch an tm en t and  d isen ch an tm en t” (12), or betw een illusion 

and  disillusion, m ystification an d  dem ystification, difference and  

indifference is no t ju s t  a  narra tive  th a t leads from one to the  other. 

H aw thorne, in fact, rarely  offers h is readers or h is ch arac te rs  a  

position of m astery  in w hich they are able to see th ings a s  they 

actually  are  an d  to recognize the ir earlier s ta te  a s  one of 

m ystification. H aw thorne’s allegories are  som etim es m im etic and  

represen ta tional, and  are som etim es an  a ttem p t to reflexively 

accoun t for the  production  an d  the  reception of h is  rom ance fiction. 

B u t allegory, for H aw thorne, also I w an t to suggest, opens language 

to an  o th ern ess  -  an  o therness for w hich it canno t fully acco u n t.24 

W hat h is allegory of m esm erism  m akes readable, I w ould argue, is 

an  am bivalence tow ards th is  openness and  the tension  betw een it 

and  the  desire for recupera tion  and  m astery.
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W hat is a t issue  in H aw thorne’s allegory of m esm erism  is no t 

only the  figure of the  a rtis t  a s  m esm erist, b u t also a s  m esm erized 

subject. In h e r study  of m esm erism  in literature, M aria T atar 

argues th a t  for H aw thorne “the m esm erist s tan d s  a s  a  m odel for the 

coldly in te llectual a rtis t, while the  m edium  rep resen ts  the  divinely 

inspired  a rtis t. In the  trad ition  estab lished  by the G erm an 

Rom antics, H aw thorne held th a t the  tru e  a rtis t su rren d ers  h im self 

to the  divine sym pathy of n a tu re  and  becom es the vessel of a  h igher 

sp iritua l force” (226). “The au th en tic  a rtis t,” she w rites, 

“subo rd ina tes h is own will to an  invisible c u rren t of sym pathy 

vibrating th rough  the  universe. As the  vessel of th is  h igher force, he 

becom es a  sp iritua l m edium  invested w ith the  power to 

com m unicate  life to h is c reations” (229). While T atar rightly 

em phasizes the  significance of passivity  in H aw thorne’s conception 

of a rtistic  creation an d  its links to m esm erism , her d istinction  

betw een the  “coldly in te llectual” an d  the  “divinely insp ired” a rtis t -  a  

recasting , in a  sense, of the  sym bol/allegory d istinction  -  overlooks 

h is repeated  insistence on m esm erism ’s technical, m echanical 

elem ent an d  its  m istaking  of the  m ateria l for the  sp iritual.
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H aw thorne never claim s any so rt of divine inspiration . He rem ains 

in the  province of allegory, a  second story m an, a  teller of twice told 

tales.

One of the  first versions of H aw thorne’s fam ous n eu tra l 

territory  -  a  s ta te  th a t he considered essen tia l to rom ance -  appears  

in the  early sketch  “The H aunted  Mind” a s  an  “in term ediate  space” 

betw een dream ing an d  aw akening, a  s ta te  “on the borders and  sleep 

and  w akefu lness” in w hich “the  m ind h a s  a  passive sensibility, b u t 

no active strength ; w hen the  im agination is a  m irror, im parting  

vividness to all ideas, w ithout the  power of selecting or controlling 

them ” (106). W hat em erges from the h au n ted  m ind in th is  passive 

sensibility  an d  receptivity is no t som ething th a t is m erely individual 

and  subjective b u t a  tra in  of allegorical associations. The “buried  

ones,” a s  he p u ts  its, w ithin the  self tu rn  ou t to be allegorical 

figures.25 In The Blithedale Romance, Coverdale’s illness 

“tran sfo rm s” him , he tells u s , “into som ething like a  m esm erical 

clairvoyant,” h is reduced  physical condition and  w eakened “self

defensive energy” providing him  w ith a  “species of in tu ition  -  e ither 

a  sp iritua l lie, or [a] sub tle  recognition” an d  giving o thers a  “vastly
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greater influence” over him  (43). B u t pe rh ap s the  paradigm atic  

scene of w riting in H aw thorne’s w ork occurs in  “The C ustom  H ouse” 

sketch , w hen he faces the  ch arac te rs  of h is narrative  th a t “would 

no t be rendered  w arm  an d  m alleable, by any  h ea t I could kindle,” 

allegorical figures th a t “reta ined  all the  rigidity of dead  corpses” (45). 

W hat an im ates su ch  figures is, according to H aw thorne, no t the  will 

of the  au th o r, b u t a  passive “susceptib ility ,” a  k ind of negative 

capability. In h is descrip tion of the  n eu tra l territory, the  rom ance 

w riter is no t divinely inspired  or the  “vessel of a  h igher sp iritual 

force,” he is u n d e r the  influence of m oonlight ra th e r th a n  direct 

sunlight, of im ages reflected in the  m irror ra th e r th a n  seen  face to 

face.

The w riting of rom ance takes place in a  k ind of altered  state , 

analogous to m esm erism . It is, w hat Ja cq u e s  D errida calls in “The 

Rhetoric of D rugs,” an  experience of “quasi-possession ,” of the 

“asym m etrical experience of the  o ther ... th a t  com m ands a  certain  

writing, p e rh ap s all w riting even the  m ost m asterfu l” (238). Such  

“figures of d ictation ,” D errida w rites, are  “a  m atte r of a  m ethodical 

provocation, of a  technique for calling u p  the  phantom : the  spirit,
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the ghost (Geist), insp iration , d ictation” (238). Altered s ta te s  and  

figures of dictation, like m esm erism , occupy in H aw thorne’s w riting 

the  place of the  tran scenden ta l, of divine insp iration  and  

possession , b u t they are no t sacred. It is a  technique for calling u p  

ghosts. (“G hosts m ight en te r here ,” a s  he w rites in “The C ustom  

H ouse.”) “W here allegory prevails,” a s  Avital Ronell rem arks, “there  

is an  acu te  crisis in the  m anagem ent of an teriority” (Stupidity  106).

It opens u p  the  possibility of its a lteration . The H ouse o f  the Seven  

Gables revolves a round  and  dram atizes, I w ant to suggest, ju s t  such  

a  crisis in the  m anagem ent of anteriority.

The Preface to The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables is one of the 

canonical sites for a ttem p ts  to define Am erican Rom ance a s  a  genre. 

H aw thorne fam ously d istingu ishes in the  Preface betw een rom ance 

and  the novel. “The la ter form of com position,” he w rites, “is 

p resum ed  to aim  a t a  very m inute  fidelity, no t m erely to the 

possible, b u t the  probable, an d  ord inary  course of m a n ’s experience” 

(1). W hat d istingu ishes rom ance, in o ther words, is no t only a  

question  of rep resen ta tion , of the  novel’s m im eticism , b u t also, in
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Henry J a m e s ’s words, of “the  k ind  of experience w ith w hich it deals” 

(280). R om ance’s difference is for H aw thorne, a t least in p art, a  

different u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  s tru c tu re  of experience, including the 

experience of reading  and  of writing, its  concern for w hat lies 

outside of “ordinary” experience. “The rom antic ,” Ja m e s  a rgues in 

the  Preface to The American, “stan d s... for the  th ings tha t...w e  never 

can  directly know; the  th ings th a t reach  u s  only th rough  the 

beautifu l c ircu it and  subterfuge of ou r th o u g h t and  ou r desire” (279, 

J a m e s ’s em phasis). “The poin t of view in w hich th is  Tale com es 

u n d e r the  Rom antic definition,” H aw thorne w rites in the  Preface to 

The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables, “lies in the  a ttem p t to connect a  by

gone tim e w ith the  very P resen t th a t is flitting away from u s ” (2).

The question  to w hich H aw thorne’s rom ance responds is how 

accoun t for w hat did no t take  place a s  experience, th a t  reg isters its 

im pact.

J u s t  su ch  a  m issed experience lies a t the h e a rt of The H ouse  

o f  the Seven  Gables. Here is the  n a rra to r’s descrip tion of w hat we 

m ight call the  novel’s prim al scene, the  discovery of Colonel 

Pyncheon dead in h is new house:
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At the  first glimpse, they beheld no th ing  extraordinary; a  
handsom ely  fu rn ished  room  of m oderate size, som ew hat 
darkened  by cu rta in s; books a rranged  on shelves; a  large m ap 
on the  wall, and  likewise a  po rtra it of Colonel Pyncheon, 
b en ea th  w hich sa t the  original Colonel himself, in an  oaken 
elbow -chair, w ith a  pen in h is hand . Letters, parchm en ts, 
an d  b lank  sheets  of paper were on the  table before him . He 
appeared  to gaze a t the cu rious crowd, in front of w hich stood 
the  L ieu tenan t Governor; and  there  w as a frown on h is d a rk  
and  m assive coun tenance, a s  if stern ly  resen tfu l of the  
boldness th a t  h ad  im pelled them  into h is private retirem ent.

A little boy -  the  Colonel’s grandchild , an d  the only 
h u m an  being th a t ever dared  to be fam iliar w ith him  -  now 
m ade h is way am ong the  guests and  ran  tow ards the  seated  
figure; th en  pausing  half-way, he began to sh riek  w ith terror. 
The com pany -  trem u lous as the  leaves of a  tree, w hen all are  
shak ing  together -  drew  nearer, and  perceived th a t  there  w as 
an  u n n a tu ra l d isto rtion  in the  fixedness of Colonel Pyncheon’s 
stare; th a t there  w as blood on h is ruff, and  th a t  h is beard  w as 
sa tu ra ted  w ith it. It w as too late to give assistance . The iron- 
hearted  P u ritan  -  the  relen tless persecu to r -  the  grasping  and  
strong-willed m an  -  w as dead! (15)

M uch could be said  abou t th is  passage -  th a t the  dead  Colonel is in 

the  position of a  w riter is certainly  over-determ ined. B u t w hat I 

w an t to poin t to is a  certa in  latency in the  scene. Colonel Pyncheon 

is initially tak en  to be alive an d  only belatedly discovered to be dead. 

(The tem poral dynam ics of th is  scene are, a s  I will d iscuss, played 

ou t in m uch  greater detail la ter in the novel in the disem bodied 

n a r r a to r  e n c o u n te r  w ith th e  c o rp se  of Ju d g e  Pyncheon, w hom  he 

ad d resses  th roughou t the  ch ap ter as though t he were alive.) The
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coroner’s verdict in th is  case is, appropriately  enough, one of 

“Sudden  D eath!” -  a  verdict apparen tly  rendered  w ith an  

exclam ation point. While Colonel Pyncheon is by no m eans a  

beloved figure, the  shock of sudden  death , the  en coun ter w ith h is 

death  is, a t  least for h is g randson , a  k ind  of traum a. “The 

experience of trau m a, the  fact of latency,” as C athy C aru th  notes, 

consists “no t in the  forgetting of a  reality th a t can hence never be 

fully know n, b u t in an  in h eren t latency w ithin the  experience itse lf’ 

(17). The scene d ram atizes w hat C aru th  calls “the  in h eren t gap of 

knowing” in the  experience of an o th e r’s death . In the  death  of 

ano ther, in ou r relation to death , som ething rem ains th a t is 

unknow able an d  unassim ilab le , th a t  res is ts  in ternalization. D eath 

m arks an  abso lu te  lim it of identification, even if in a  certa in  way it 

also calls for it. “O ne’s own d ea th  is,” a s  Freud observes, 

“unim aginable [unvorstellbar, or un represen tab le]” (SE  14: 289). 

Colonel Pyncheon’s d ea th  leaves behind  an  unappropriab le  legacy, a  

gap of knowledge th a t  h a u n ts  the  Pyncheons, possessing  b u t no t 

possessed  by them . Its em blem  is the  Waldo Patent, a  deed 

granting  them  m uch  of Waldo County, M aine, concealed beh ind  the
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Colonel’s portra it, w hich evades the  Pyncheon’s appropria ting  grasp,

their cognitive as well a s  the ir m ateria l possession .26

Gervayse Pyncheon, the  grandson  in the  passage quoted

above, is said  to have suffered “a  shock to h is sensibility, in early

childhood, from the sudden  death  of h is g randfather. In the  very

ac t of ru n n in g  to climb Colonel Pyncheon’s knee, the  boy had

discovered the  old P u ritan  to be a  corpse!” It is also Gervayse who

later tries to u se  m esm erism  to tu rn  h is  dau g h te r Alice into a  k ind

of “telescopic m edium ” into the  sp iritua l world in order to recover

the Waldo Patent. The Pyncheons’ a ttem p t to recover the  Waldo

P aten t is, in fact, repeatedly  described in term s of a  crossing

betw een the  living and  the  dead. D eath  com es in the  novel to m ark

not only the  lim its of identification an d  of unders tand ing , b u t to

virtually  define ou r relation to the  past. “Shall we never, never get

rid of th is  Past!” Holgrave declares.

It lies upon  the  P resen t like a  g ian t’s dead body! In fact, the 
case  is ju s t  a s  if a  young g ian t were compelled to w aste all h is 
streng th  in carrying abou t the  corpse of the  old g iant, h is 
g randfather, who died a  long while ago, and  only needs to be 
decently buried. J u s t  th ink , a  m om ent and  it will s ta rtle  you 
w hat slaves we are  to by-gone tim es -  to D eath, if we give the 
m atte r the  right word! (182-83)
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That the dead body that lies on the present is represented as the

corpse of a  g randfather, ra th e r  th a n  say a  fa ther or a  m ore d is tan t

ancesto r, links Holgrave’s call for a  rad ical b reak  w ith the p a s t to

the scene of Colonel Pyncheon’s death . Freeing ourselves from the

bu rd en  of the  p a s t becom es a  work of m orning. “We read  in Dead

M en’s books!” Holgrave continues:

We laugh  a t Dead M en’s jokes, and  cry a t D ead M en’s pathos! 
We are sick of D ead M en’s d iseases, physical an d  m oral....
We w orship the  living Deity, according to Dead M en’s forms 
an d  creeds! W hatever we seek to do, of our own free m otion, 
a  Dead M an’s icy h a n d  o b stru c ts  us! T urn  o u r eyes to w hat 
poin t we may, a  Dead M an’s white, im m itigable face 
encoun ters  them , an d  freezes ou r very heart! And we m u st be 
dead  ourselves, before we can  begin to have ou r proper 
influence on ou r own world. (183)

A certain  reversal takes place in th is  passage; the dead grow 

an im ated  and  the  living take the  place of the  dead, the  icy h an d  of 

the dead  freezing the  living in the ir place. The “white, im m itigable” 

face of the  dead  m an, w hich also tu rn s  u p  in Daniel Deronda  

th rea ten ing  to freeze “ou r very h e a rt,” is indissoluble. It can  ne ither 

be assim ila ted  nor forgotten. O ur relation to death , an d  th u s  to the 

past, for H aw thorne, calls for a  response th a t is in certa in  ways 

literary. W hat com plicates the  situation  in The H ouse o f  the Seven
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Gables is th a t  Colonel Pyncheon’s d ea th  an d  its u n can n y  repetitions 

in la ter generations m ay or m ay no t be an  event generated  by words, 

by M aule’s prophetic cu rse  “God will give him  blood to drink!” The 

exact relation betw een M aule’s words an d  the  Colonel’s d ea th  is 

never explained in the  novel.

Holgrave, who h a s  according to the  n a rra to r  “a  literary  tu rn ,” 

is not only a  m esm erist in the  novel, b u t also “an  a rtis t  in the  

daguerreotype line.” “I m ake p ic tu res ou t of su n sh in e” (91),

Holgrave tells Phoebe. “I m isuse  heaven’s b lessed su n sh in e ,” he 

says to Hepzibah, “by tracing  ou t h u m an  fea tu res th rough  its 

agency” (46). Tropes of sun ligh t, a  so lar language of cognition, 

perm eate the  novel, especially in descrip tions of the  daguerreotype -  

and  in relation to Phoebe. Holgrave’s tran sla tion  of light, however, 

is a  “m isuse ,” a  d istortion. The daguerreotype is no t purely  m im etic 

for H aw thorne, any  m ore th a n  m irrors are. He does not, a s  one 

m ight expect, associate  the  daguerreotype w ith the  m inu te  fidelity of 

the  novel an d  its ideology of realism , b u t w ith rom ance. The 

daguerreotype is, like m esm erism , an  allegory of rom ance in the 

novel. In a  recen t article in American Literary History, Alan
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T rachtenberg  argues th a t  the  d istinction  betw een rom ance and  the  

novel “corresponds to a  d istinction  already well form ulated in 

theories of photography a t the  time, betw een m erely m echanical and  

self-consciously artistic  u se s  of the  new m edium ” (461). Yet the 

“insigh t” of Holgrave’s daguerreotypes com es no t from h is in tention ,

I would argue, or from h is self-conscious u se  of the  m edium , b u t 

from the m edium , from the m echanical process itself. The 

significance of the  daguerreotype in the  novel is in  m any ways th a t 

it is m echanical. W hat the  daguerreotype sh a res  w ith allegory and  

m esm erism  is a  certa in  au tom atism , a  technical, m echanical 

elem ent.

“For light to survive,” a s  E duardo  C adava observes, “it m u st 

come again, an d  th is  coming again has, a s  one of its  nam es, the  

nam e of photography” (5). “There is,” Holgrave tells Phoebe, 

“wonderful insigh t in heaven’s broad  and  sim ple sunsh ine . While 

we give it credit only for depicting the  m erest surface, it actually  

brings o u t the  secret ch arac te r w ith a  tru th  th a t no p a in te r would 

ever ven tu re  upon , even could he detect it” (91). As evidence of th is, 

Holgrave show s Phoebe a  p icture of Jaffrey Pyncheon th a t  he took
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“over an d  over again” w ith the sam e resu lt. The Judge , according to 

Holgrave, is know n for h is “benevolence,” h is “openness of h e a rt,” 

and  “su n n y  good hum or,” b u t the  su n  “tells quite an o th e r story and  

will no t be coaxed ou t of it, after a  half-a-dozen a ttem p ts” (92).

While Holgrave a ttr ib u te s  the  insigh t to the  s u n ’s agency, it is a t 

least partly  an  effect of the  technique itself, of the fixity of 

daguerreotype im ages. Jaffrey’s “look,” the  n a rra to r specu la tes 

earlier in the  novel, “m ight grow positively h a rsh , in the  process of 

being fixed upon  the  canvas” (57). A sim ilar logic is a t w ork in the 

n a rra to r’s descrip tion  of the  po rtra it of Colonel Pyncheon, w hich 

Holgrave’s daguerreotype uncann ily  resem bles an d  w hich reveals 

“the  unlovely tru th  of a  h u m an  soul,” no t despite b u t because  of the  

d istorting  effects of tim e on the  painting. Phoebe m istakes 

Holgrave’s daguerreotype of Jaffrey Pyncheon for a  p ictu re  of the  old 

Colonel. The photograph  enables her to see the  dead  Colonel 

Pyncheon in the  living Jaffrey Pyncheon, an d  the living Jaffrey in 

the  dead  Colonel.

“W hether or no t the  sub ject is already dead ,” Roland B arthes 

w rites in Camera Lucida, “every photograph  is th is  ca tas tro p h e .”
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“The power of photography,” Pierre Mac O rlan wrote in the  Preface 

to a  1930 edition of Atget’s pho tographs of Paris, “consists  in 

creating  su d d en  d e a th ’ (cited in C adava 7, my em phasis).27 

Holgrave’s daguerreotype reproduces, in a  sense, the  su d d en  death  

of the  novel’s prim al scene and  its  u n can n y  repetitions. Fixing the 

“P resen t th a t  is flitting away from u s ,” offering u s  p icture  of the 

“Now, th a t if you look closely a t it is no th ing ,” the daguerreotype 

allegorizes tim e in the  novel. “W hat photography is tak ing  p ic tu res 

of,” a s  Anselm  H averkam p w rites in an  essay  on B a rth es’ Camara 

Lucida, “is Time itse lf’ (264). W hat it reveals is, in C adava’s words, 

“the p o sth u m o u s ch arac te r of ou r lived experience” (8). “The 

pho tograph ,” as B arthes w rites, “m echanically  repeats  w hat could 

never be repeated  existentially ,” m echanically  repeating  w hat w as 

never p resen t as an  experience. It m akes visible w hat Benjam in 

called “the optical unconscious,” w hat sight can  no t see. W hat 

Phoebe sees in the  daguerreotype of Jaffrey is visible no t despite b u t 

because  of the  u n n a tu ra l fixedness of the  m echanical technique.

Yet, w hat is the  “secret ch arac te r” th a t is supposedly  revealed 

in the  daguerreotype of Jaffrey? Jaffrey Pyncheon is, according to
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the n a rra to r, the  “m odel” of “a  very high order of respectability” (56).

The Ju d g e  him self, he a ssu re s  u s , did no t en te rta in  any doub ts

ab o u t h is repu ta tion , “tak ing  h is idea of h im self from w hat p u rpo rts

to be h is image, a s  reflected in the m irror of public opinion” (232).

Even “h is conscience... u sua lly  considered the  su re s t w itness to a

m an ’s integrity... bore an  acco rdan t testim ony w ith the w orld’s

laudato ry  voice” (228-29). B u t the  n a rra to r  acknowledges, “h idden

from m ank ind  -  forgotten by him self, or buried  so deeply u n d e r a

scu lp tu red  an d  o rnam ented  pile of o sten ta tious deeds, th a t h is  daily

life could take  no note of it -  there  m ay have lurked  som e evil and

unsigh tly  th ing .... w ithout h is necessarily ... being aw are of it” (229).

“Men of strong  m inds, great force of charac ter, an d  a  h a rd  tex tu re  of

the  sensib ilities,” he con tinues,

are  very capable of falling into m istakes of th is  kind. They are 
ord inary  m en to whom  form s are of p a ram o u n t im portance. 
Their field of action lies am ong the  ex ternal phenom ena of life. 
They possess vast ability in grasping, and  arranging , and  
appropria ting  to them selves, the  big, heavy, solid unrealities, 
su ch  a s  gold, landed estate , offices of tru s t  and  em olum ent, 
an d  public honors. With these  m aterials, an d  w ith deeds of 
goodly aspect, done in the  public eye, an  individual of th is 
c lass builds up , a s  it were, a  tall an d  stately  edifice, which, in 
the  view of o ther people, an d  ultim ately  in h is own view, is no 
o ther th a n  the  m a n ’s character, or the  m an  himself. Behold, 
therefore a  palace!... W ith w hat fairer and  nobler em blem
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could any m an  desire to shadow  forth his charac te r?  Ah; b u t 
in som e low an d  obscure nook -  som e narrow  closet on the 
g round flour, sh u t, locked, and  bolted, and  the key flung 
aw ay... m ay lie a  corpse, half-decayed, and  still decaying, and  
diffusing its d ea th -scen t all th rough  the palace! The 
in h ab itan t will no t be conscious of it; for it h a s  long been h is 
daily breath! (229-30)

The “in h ab itan t” of the  palace, the  ego is no t m aste r of its own 

house; the  house  is hau n ted . The corpse encrypted in  the  self, the  

in te rnal foreign body, is a  figure for w hat in te rru p ts  Jaffrey’s circle 

of self-com m union, for w hat eludes h is appropria ting  grasp. W hat 

th is  passage  stage (som ewhat heavy-handedly) is Jaffrey’s 

m isrecognition (m econnaissance  in the  L acanian sense) of h im self in 

“w hat p u rp o rts  to be h is image, reflected in the  m irror of public 

opinion.” M irrors are  no t for H aw thorne, any  m ore th a n  they  are  for 

Lacan, perfectly m im etic. The corpse is w hat escapes self-reflection, 

the  res id u u m  of h is m istaking  him self for the  image, the  unified 

form he sees reflected. Jaffrey  is, we are  told, a  m an  for whom  

“form s are of p a ram o u n t im portance.” He believes th a t  he perceives 

the word w ith “no obstruc ting  m edium  betw een,” seeing it “th rough  

the m ost tra n sp a re n t of p late-g lass.” “The Judge  prided him self,” 

the  n a rra to r  tells u s , “on eschew ing all airy m atter, an d  never
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m istak ing  a  shadow  for a  su b s tan ce ,” tak ing  “hold of everything as 

though  it were real” (118, 312). From  the Ju d g e ’s realistic po in t of 

view, w hat canno t be grasped or appropria ted  is m erely fiction, airy 

m atter. His “com m on sense” an d  pragm atic  realism  tu rn  out, 

however, to be a  m ore thoroughgoing idealism , burying him  u n d e r 

the weight of “big, heavy, solid un rea lities .”

One of the  figures in the  novel for w hat res is ts  the 

appropria ting  g rasp  of the  Pyncheons, for w hat escapes the  Ju d g e ’s 

im position of form, is a  “certain  noise” in h is th roat, w hich was, we 

are told, “ra th e r  h ab itu a l w ith him , no t altogether voluntary , yet 

indicative of no th ing” (124). This involuntary  and  m eaningless 

noise, w hich the  n a rra to r  concedes he “never did hear, and  therefore 

canno t describe,” allegorizes a  certain  m ateriality  and  contingency 

in language. It associated , a t least in the  popu lar m ind w ith 

M aule’s cu rse  “again st Colonel Pyncheon and  his posterity  -  th a t 

God would give them  blood to d rink  -  an d  likewise... th a t th is 

m iracu lous blood m ight now and  th en  be heard  gurgling in the ir 

th ro a ts” (124). Hepzibah, too, seem s to suffer from a  version of th is  

family curse. Her voice h as  “con tracted  a  k ind of croak ,” “one of the
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sym ptom s of a  se ttled  m elancholy,” w hich ru n s  “th rough  all the 

variations of the  voice... like a  b lack silken th read , on w hich the 

crystal beads are  speech are strung , an d  w hence they take  the ir 

h u e” (134, 135). B ut, the  m ost extrem e exam ple of th is  

d isarticu la ting  family tra it is Clifford’s voice, w hich a t tim es is b u t a  

“vague m u rm u r,” an  “ind istinc t shadow  of h u m an  u tte ran c e ” (97).

“It w as strangely  ind is tinc t,” the  n a rra to r observes, “less like 

articu la te  w ords th a n  an  u n sh a p ed  sound , su ch  a s  w ould be the 

u tte ran ce  of feeling and  sym pathy, ra th e r  th a n  of the  intellect. So 

vague w as it, th a t its im pression  or echo, in Phoebe’s m ind, w as 

th a t of unreality . She concluded th a t she m u st have m istaken  some 

o ther sound  for th a t of the  h u m an  voice” (95). As though  u nab le  to 

overcome a  m ateria l resistance  to form an d  m eaning, the 

“ind istinc t” and  “u n sh ap ed  sound” of Clifford’s voice seem s to sk irt 

the boundaries of the  hum an . His speech is taken  to be an  

“u tte ran ce  of feeling an d  sym pathy, ra th e r  th a n  of the  intellect” or of 

h u m an  reason . Pre-figurative an d  form less, it is w ithou t the 

differentiation necessary  to cognition. It is no t a  sym ptom  of a
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settled  m elancholia, b u t of a  m ore thoroughgoing loss of “sense and  

power.”

Displacements

Clifford is a  figure of rad ical passivity  in novel. His “sensitive

b u t ru ined  m ind” is, the  n a rra to r  tells u s , “w ithout force or volition”

(224). In h is s ta te  of “su spended” or “im perfect an im ation ,” Clifford

lacks “the  power to deal w ith unaccustom ed  th ings an d  to keep u p

w ith the  sw iftness of the  passing  m om ent” (161). He is unab le  “to

grapple w ith the  p resen t scene, an d  bring it hom e to h is m ind w ith a

m ore satisfactory  d is tin c tn ess” (105). “C ontinually ,” we are told,

he faded aw ay ou t of h is place; or, in o ther words, h is m ind 
an d  consciousness took the ir departu re , leaving h is w asted, 
gray, and  m elancholy figure, a  su b s tan tia l em ptiness, a  
m ateria l ghost -  to occupy h is sea t a t table. Again, after a  
b lank  m om ent, there  would be a  flickering taper-gleam  in h is 
eyeballs. It betokened th a t h is sp iritua l p a rt h ad  re tu rned , 
an d  w as doing its  best to kindle the  h e a r t’s household-fire, 
an d  light u p  in tellectual lam ps in the  dark  an d  ru in o u s 
m ansion , w here it w as doom ed to be a  forlorn inhab itan t. 
(105).

The ego is no t only no t m aste r of its  own house, the  house  is 

v irtually  unoccupied . The an tith esis  of Jaffrey, Clifford is in danger
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of fading entirely ou t of h is place. While Jaffrey is oblivious to the 

m ateriality  th a t  con stitu tes  h is self-reflection, Clifford ap p ea rs  to be 

“a  su b s tan tia l em ptiness,” to be, in H aw thorne’s rem arkable  figure, 

“a  m ateria l ghost.” Clifford’s passivity  seem s to call for the  very 

n a rc issism  criticized in the  po rtra it of Jaffrey, h is grasping  and  

appropria ting  power, the  ability to bring events “hom e to h is m ind 

w ith a  m ore satisfactory  d is tin c tn ess .” “W ith a  m ysterious and  

terrible Past, w hich h ad  ann ih ila ted  h is memory, an d  a  b lank  

F u tu re  before h im ,” we are told, “he h ad  only the th is  visionary and  

im palpable Now, w hich, if you look closely a t it, is no th ing” (149).

Clifford is an  am bivalent figure in The H ouse o f  the Seven  

Gables. Like Holgrave, he is an  a rtis t an d  a  k ind of a u th o r 

surrogate  in the  novel. The n a rra to r, for instance, refers to Clifford 

a s  the  “instinctive lover of the  B eautiful” an d  the “abortive lover of 

the  B eautifu l” and  com pares him  to a  poet. An aesthe te , whose 

“fancy is stronger th a n  e ither h is will or h is judgm ent, Clifford is an  

a rtis t because, no t despite, of h is extrem e passivity, h is negative 

capability. At tim es, the  n a rra to r observes, “for the  effect w as 

seldom  m ore th a n  m om entary  -  the  half-torpid m an  would be full of
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harm onious life, ju s t  a s a  long-silent h a rp  is full of sound , w hen the 

m usic ian ’s fingers sweep across it” (142). This m om entary  harm ony 

“seem ed,” the  n a rra to r rem arks, “ra th e r  a  perception, or a  

sym pathy, th a n  a  sen tim en t belonging to h im self a s  an  individual” 

(142, my em phasis). The an im ating  force, like the m u sic ian ’s 

fingers across an  in stru m en t, seem s to come from elsew here, an  

effect of h is passive susceptibility. Clifford’s sensitivity an d  love of 

the B eautiful are  repeatedly characterized  in the novel a s  “fem inine 

tra its” -  though  the  relation betw een h is passive sym pathy  and  

susceptib ility  an d  Phoebe’s n a tu ra l, intuitive sym pathy  rem ains 

am biguous. Clifford is the site of considerable anxiety in the  novel. 

C ontinually  in danger of losing h is individuality, of fading entirely 

ou t of h is place, Clifford con jures u p  an  image of the  w riter or 

a r tis t’s becom ing, a s  H aw thorne w rites in “Night S ketches,” 

“altogether a  cham eleon spirit, w ith no h u e  of its own,” m elting, as  

he p u ts  it in an o th e r sketch  of the  sam e year, “into the 

ind istingu ishab le  m ass of h u m an  kind” (553, 569).

At one poin t in the  novel, a  political procession p asse s  in front 

of the  H ouse of the  Seven Gables. Up close, w here “the ted ious

152

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

com m on-place of each  m an ’s visage” can  be d istinguished , nothing, 

the n a rra to r  a ssu re s  u s , is “m ore deficient in p icaresque fea tu res” 

th a n  su ch  processions. Viewed from the righ t “vantage-poin t,” 

however, it can  becom e som ething “m ajestic .” “For th e n ,” he tells

by its  rem oteness, it m elts all the  petty  personalities, of w hich 
it is m ade up , into one broad m ass of existence -  one great life 
-  one collected body of m ankind , w ith a  vast, hom ogeneous 
sp irit an im ating  it. B ut... if a n  im pressible person, stand ing  
alone over the  b rink  of one of these  processions, should  
behold it, no t in its  atom s, b u t in its  aggregate -  a s  a  m ighty 
river of life, m assive in its  tide, and  b lack w ith m ystery, and , 
o u t of its dep ths, calling to the  k indred  dep th  w ithin  him  -  
th en  the  contiguity would add to the  effect. It m ight so 
fascinate  him , th a t he would hard ly  be restra ined  from 
plunging into the  surg ing  stream  of h u m an  sym pathies.

So it proved w ith Clifford. (165)

“Possessed” by an  “irrepressible in stin c t,” Clifford tries to throw  

him self off the  balcony into the  crowd, b u t is stopped by Phoebe and  

Hepzibah. W hether he is “impelled by the  species of terror, th a t 

som etim es urges its victim over the  very precipice w hich he sh rinks 

from, or by a  n a tu ra l m agnetism , tending  tow ards the  great centre 

of h u m an ity ,” the  n a rra to r is unab le  to decide (166). (When she is 

in  th e  tr a n c e  s ta te  a f te r  H olgrave re a d s  h is  leg en d , P h o eb e  is  

sim ilarly described a s  being on the edge of a  precipice.) Like Freud,
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Le Bon, an d  the  social psychologists d iscussed  in C hap ter 1, 

H aw thorne assoc ia tes crowd consciousness, the psychology of the 

m ass or crowd -  the  specter of which, in the  form of the  “terrible 

delusion” of the  Salem  w itch tria ls  and  the  “singular 

indiscrim ination” of its  m obs, h a u n ts  the  novel -  w ith hypnosis or 

m esm erism . Fluid tropes, so prevalent in the  rhetoric of 

m esm erism , pervade the  passage, the  individual an d  all the  “petty  

personalities” dissolved into the  whole. The m an  in the  crowd, 

im m ersed in “the surging stream  of h u m an  sym path ies” is, like the 

m esm erized subject, seem ingly indifferent to differences betw een 

self an d  o ther, sub ject an d  object. While H aw thorne describes the  

crowd in largely organicist term s (the “river” or “ocean of h u m an  

life,” “the  surg ing  stream  of h u m an  sym path ies,” a  “n a tu ra l 

m agnetism ,” etc.), h is accoun t of the procession em phasizes th a t its 

ap p aren t unity , the  perception of it a s  “one broad m ass of existence 

-  one g rea t life -  one collected body of m ankind , w ith a  vast, 

hom ogeneous sp irit an im ating  it” is the  d istorting  effect of the  

vantage-poin t from w hich it is viewed. It is no t the  discovery of an  

organic un ity , b u t the  loss of clear d istinctions.
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Im m ediately preceding the  political procession in the 

spectacle in front of the  H ouse of the  Seven Gables is a  different, 

though  sim ilarly am bivalent, image of the  social: the  Italian  organ 

grinder’s “fo rtunate  little society” of au tom atons. The au tom atons, 

w hich “m ight tru ly  be said to enjoy a  harm onious existence, and  to 

m ake life literally a  dance” (163), offer the  highly aesthetisized  image 

of society as an  organized m ovem ent of figures. W hat th is  

“harm onious existence” sh a res  w ith Clifford’s m om ents of 

harm onious life an d  w ith the  ap p a ren t un ity  of the  crowd is a  

certain  loss of conscious control. The narrative, however, appears  

am bivalent ab o u t the  possible effects of Clifford’s p lunging into the 

crowd, w hether h is losing him self in the  “surging stream  of h u m an  

sym pathy ,” would be therapeu tic  or fatal. “Possibly,” the  n a rra to r  

concedes, “Clifford m ay have been right. He needed a  shock; or 

pe rh ap s required  to take a  deep, deep plunge into the  ocean of 

h u m an  life, and  to sink  down an d  be covered by its profoundness, 

and  th en  to emerge, sobered, invigorated, resto red  to the  world and  

to himself. Perhaps, again, he required  noth ing  less th a t  the  great 

final rem edy -  death!” (166).
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A sim ilar am bivalence underlies the  “flight of two owls,” 

Hepzibah and  Clifford’s flight from the House of the  Seven Gables 

after they  discover Jaffrey dead  in the  study. Boarding a  tra in , they 

are, the  n a rra to r  tells u s , in m uch  the sam e language a s  in Clifford’s 

encoun ter w ith the crowd, “draw n into the  great c u rre n t of h u m an  

life, an d  were sw ept away w ith it a s  by the suction  of fate itse lf’ 

(256). “Adrift,” Hepzibah has, we are told “lost the  faculty of self

guidance” (253). “She w as like a  person  in a  dream , w hen the  will 

always sleeps” (251). Hepzibah is in k ind of m esm eric sta te , a  s ta te  

of “ind is tinc tness  and  un rea lity ,” th ro u g h o u t the  journey. In such  

s ta tes, the  n a rra to r tells u s , individuals will “follow implicitly 

w hatever guidance m ay befall them , even if it be a  ch ild ’s” (250). In 

a  so rt of w aking dream , unab le  to d istingu ish  the  ac tu a l from the 

im aginary, ha llucination  from reality, she a sk s  repeatedly  “Am I 

aw ake? -  Am I aw ake?” “If fixed idea be m ad n ess ,” the  n a rra to r 

rem arks, H epzibah “w as perh ap s no t rem ote from it .... This one old 

house w as everywhere! It tran sp o rted  its  great, lum bering  bulk, w ith 

m ore th a n  railroad speed, and  set itself phlegm atically down on 

w hatever spo t she glanced at. The quality of H epzibah’s m ind w as
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too unm alleable  to take new im pressions so readily a s  Clifford’s”

(258). While Clifford is fairly an im ated  in th is  scene, a t  least

initially, h is “na tu ra lly  poignant sym path ies” aroused , he too seem s

to lack the “faculty of self guidance” once they board the  train .

They are  bo th  “draw n onw ard ,” a s  the  n a rra to r  p u ts  it, by a  “m ighty

influence th a t  h ad  taken  the ir two selves into its g rasp” (257). The

influence to w hich they are  subjected  is no t the will of an  individual

or the  “surging  stream  of h u m an  sym path ies,” b u t the  railroad.

While the  scene of Clifford an d  H epzibah’s tra in  ride con ta ins

an  ostensib ly  realistic portrayal of “the  in terio r life of the  railroad ,” it

is every bit a s  allegorical in its way a s  the  tra in  ride in “The Celestial

R ailroad,” or the  tra in  of allegorical figures in “The H aun ted  M ind.”

If the house  is a  figure for the  self in the  novel and  for fixed and

settled  h ab its  of though t, the  tra in  is a  figure for the ir displacem ent.

“Looking from the window” of the  tra in , Clifford an d  Hepzibah

could see the  world racing p a s t them . At one m om ent, they 
were ra ttling  th rough  a  solitude; — a  few b rea th s  m ore, an d  it 
h ad  vanished, as  if swallowed by an  earthquake . The sp ires 
of m eeting-houses seem ed se t adrift from their foundations; 
th is  b road-based  hills glided away. Everything w as unfixed 
from its  age-long rest, an d  moving a t whirlw ind speed in a  
direction opposite to the ir own. (256)
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The m ovem ent of the tra in  unfixes settled  h ab its  of th o u g h t from 

their “age-long re s t,” setting  them  “adrift from their foundation .”

The speed of the  railroad dislocates trad itional conceptions of time 

and  space, m echanically  a ltering ou r relation to them .28 It is th is 

d islocation of fam iliar conceptions th a t  leads Clifford to say th a t the 

railroads “spiritualize travel” and  to call the  electric telegraph “an  

a lm ost sp iritua l m edium .” The railroad m akes it possible, Clifford 

in sists , to dwell everywhere and  now here, to be, in a  sense, everyone 

and  no one. If the  daguerreotype and  the  photograph appear to 

freeze tim e, fixing an  image of “the  very P resen t th a t is flitting away 

from u s ,” the  ra ilroad ’s “rapid  c u rre n t of affairs” an d  co n stan t 

change seem s to speed it up . It is the  v irtual em bodim ent of the 

“shifting world” Holgrave described to Phoebe, a  “com m on and  

inevitable m ovem ent onw ard,” a  co n stan t influx of new im pressions.

In her d iscussion  of The H ouse o f  the Seven  Gables in Fiction 

and Historical Consciousness, Emily B udick com pares Clifford and  

H epzibah’s tra in  ride to a  passage in E m erson’s Nature, an d  their 

jux taposition  is, I th ink , instructive .29 “C ertain m echanical 

changes,” E m erson w rites,
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a  sm all a ltera tion  in ou r local position, apprizes u s  of a  
dualism . We are strangely  affected by seeing the  shore from a 
moving ship, from a  balloon, or th rough  the tin ts  of an  
u n u su a l sky. The least change in ou r point of view gives the 
whole world a  pictorial air. A m an  who seldom  rides, needs 
only to get into a  coach and  traverse  h is own town, to tu rn  the 
s tree t into a  p u ppe t show. The m en, the  wom en -  talking 
runn ing , bartering , fighting ... are  unrealized  a t  once, or a t 
least, wholly detached  from all relation to the  observer, and  
seen  a s  apparen t, no t su b s tan tia l beings. W hat new  thou g h ts  
are  suggested by seeing the face of country  quite  fam iliar, in 
the  rap id  m ovem ent of the  railroad  car!...

In these  cases, by m echanical m eans, is suggested the 
difference betw een the observer an d  the spectacle -  betw een 
m an  an d  na tu re . Hence a rises a  p leasure  m ixed w ith awe; I 
m ay say, a  low degree of the  sublim e is felt, from the fact, 
probably, th a t m an  is hereby apprized th a t w hilst the  world is 
a  spectacle, som ething in him  is stable. (28)

As in  Hepzibah and  Clifford’s railway journey , everything is, by 

m echanical m eans, “unfixed.” These m echanical changes are, 

according to Em erson, ou r “first in tu ition  in the Ideal philosophy” 

(28). “The poet,” he adds, “com m unicates the  sam e p leasu re” in a  

“higher m an n e r.” The image of the  balloon in the  passage  an d  of 

the  severing of all relation reappear in Henry J a m e s ’ fam ous 

definition of rom ance in the  preface to The American.30 For 

Em erson, the  dislocations of the self by m echanical m eans, by the 

p o e t, o r  by th e  w o rd s  of a n o th e r  a re  ab ove  all a  s o u rc e  of s tre n g th . 

Like the  experience of the  sublim e to w hich he com pares it, the  loss
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of “all rela tion ,” w hich m ight appear to th rea ten  the  self u ltim ately  

confirm s its stability  an d  the  infinite, divine sp irit w ithin  it. 

H aw thorne is, however, far m ore am bivalent. While he sh a res  m any 

of E m erson’s a ssu m p tio n s ab o u t the  lim itations of the  

u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  the  preoccupation  w ith the  econom ical side of 

th ings, the  altered  s ta te s  th a t expose them  are not, for H aw thorne, 

necessarily  recuperable. They appear a s  in stan ces of h u m an  

finitude ra th e r  th a n  a ssu ra n ce s  of the  infinity of the  divine sp irit in 

“m an .” The dislocations of the  railway jou rney  in The H ouse o f  the  

Seven Gables does no t confirm  the stability  of the  self, b u t 

underm ines its foundations, the  un ity  of place, for in stance , on 

w hich the  un ity  of the  self depends. It does not, a s  E m erson would 

have it, apprize u s  of the  dualism  of m an  an d  N ature, me and  no t 

me, or sp irit an d  m atter, bu t, like m esm erism , confuses them .

In h is often ram bling conversation on the tra in  w ith the  

com m on-sensical old gentlem an, Clifford repeatedly refers to the 

effects of technology a s  m anifesta tions of spirit, m istaking, as 

H aw thorne w rites in the  letter to Sophia, “the  physical and  m ateria l 

for the  sp iritua l.” The ra ilroads have “spiritualized travel,” he tells
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the  m an , an d  the  electric telegraph is, he says, “an  alm ost sp iritua l

m edium .” H um an h istory  is, according to Clifford, a  process of

spiritualization. “All h u m an  progress is in a  circle;” he declares,

or, to u se  a  m ore accu ra te  and  beautifu l figure, in an  
ascending  spiral curve. While we fancy ourselves going 
stra ig h t forward, and  a ttain ing , a t  every step, an  entirely  new 
position of affairs, we do actually  re tu rn  to som ething long ago 
tried and  abandoned , b u t w hich we now find etherealized, 
refined, an d  perfected to its ideal. The p a s t is b u t a  coarse 
an d  sen su a l prophesy  of the  p resen t and  the  fu ture. (259-60).

This teleological and  typological vision of history, w hich need less to

say is no t H aw thorne’s, posits a  final un ity  of sp irit an d  m atte r

tow ards w hich everything is moving. “M esm erism , now!” Clifford

asks. “Will th a t effect nothing, th in k  you, tow ards purg ing  away the

grossness ou t of h u m an  life?” (263) “These rapping  sp irits th a t little

Phoebe told u s  of the  o ther day,” He adds. “W hat are  these  b u t the

m essengers of the  sp iritua l world, knocking on the  door of

su b s tan ce?” (263-64).31 “Then there  is electricity;” he con tinues,

the  dem on, the  angel, the  m ighty physical power, the  all- 
pervading intelligence! ... Is it a  fact -  or have I d ream t it -  
th a t, by m eans of electricity, the  world of m atte r h a s  becom e a  
g rea t nerve, v ibrating th o u sa n d s  of m iles in a  b rea th less poin t 
of tim e? R ather, the round  globe is a  vast head , a  brain , 
in s t in c t  w ith  in te lligence! O r, s h a ll  w e sa y  i t  is  i ts e lf  a  
though t, no th ing  b u t thought, an d  no longer the  su b stan ce  
we deem ed it? (264).
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(To w hich the  gentlem an hilariously responds: “If you m ean  the 

telegraph .”) Despite the  heavy-handed irony, Clifford’s speech is 

no t very far from the  claim s m ade by contem porary  apologists for 

m esm erism  or its derivatives like E lectrical Psychology -  or even 

from som e of Poe’s m etaphysical specu la tions in “M esmeric 

Revelation” or Eureka. Clifford’s hyperbolic praise  of m esm erism  

and  electricity’s “all-pervading intelligence” is a  k ind  of literalization 

of the  rom antic  or T ranscenden ta list desire to reconcile m atte r and  

spirit. We are even offered the  farcical image of the  dead 

telegraphing d is tan t friends from “the world of happy  sp irits .” 

Clifford’s optim istic p ronouncem en ts ab o u t spiritualization, 

however, s ta n d  in s ta rk  co n tra s t to the  outcom e of h is railway 

journey , w hich gets nowhere. As though  unab le  to keep u p  w ith the 

sw iftness of the  passing  m om ent, Clifford an d  Hepzibah get off the  

tra in  suddenly  a t a  solitary way sta tion , occupied by little m ore th a n  

a  seem ingly u n in h ab ited  farm  house. W ith the  “energy an d  vivacity” 

of the  railroad  gone, Clifford sinks back  into a  sta te  of suspended  

anim ation , leaving Hepzibah to lead him  back  hom e to Seven 

Gables.
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After Hepzibah an d  Clifford’s railway journey , the  flight of two 

owls, the  narrative  re tu rn s  “like an  owl, bewildered in the  daylight” 

to the  H ouse of the  Seven Gables, to the  disem bodied n a rra to r’s 

encoun ter w ith the  corpse of Jaffrey Pyncheon. Jaffrey’s sudden  

d eath  is a  repetition of Colonel Pyncheon’s in the novel’s prim al 

scene, an d  the  n a rra to r  seem s to rehearse  m any of the  responses to 

it. T hroughout the  chap ter, even w hen a  fly w alks across the  dead 

m an ’s “wide-open eyes,” the  n a rra to r  refers to and  ad d resses Jaffrey 

as though  he were alive. D eath  seem s to m ark  the  lim it the 

n a rra to r’s unders tand ing , to be un rep resen tab le  except in term s of 

the living. M uch of the  ch ap ter is, in fact, taken  u p  w ith the  

c o n tra s t betw een the dead  m an ’s indifference to tim e an d  the 

n a rra to r’s subjection to it. The “rigid an d  singularly  w hite” face of 

Ju d g e  Pyncheon, w hich “refuses to m elt” into the d arkness , recalls 

the “D ead M an’s white, im m itigable face” in Holgrave’s speech ab o u t 

the  b u rd en  of the  past. The scene also appears  a s  a  restag ing  of the 

scene of w riting in “The C ustom -H ouse” sketch.

Earlier in the  novel, the  M aules are  said to have been able “by 

w hat ap p ea rs  to have been a  so rt of m esm eric p rocess,” to m ake the
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“inner region” of the  looking glass “all alive w ith the  departed  

Pyncheons; no t as they h ad  show n them selves to the  world, nor in 

their be tter an d  happ ier hou rs, b u t a s  doing over again  som e deed 

of sin, or in the  crisis of life’s b itte rest sorrow” (21). O perating as a  

k ind of sp iritua l m edium , the m esm erized Alice Pyncheon produces 

a  sim ilar scene in Holgrave’s legend. At m idnight, u n d e r the 

spiritualizing influence of the  m oonlight, the  na rra to r, like 

H aw thorne in “The C ustom -H ouse” sketch , also seem s to be able to 

conjure ghosts in the  “h a u n te d  verge” of the  looking-glass. “G hosts 

m ight en te r here .” The n a rra to r’s success is, however, no t the 

resu lt of an  ac t of will, bu t, like Clifford an d  Hepzibah in the 

previous scene, of the  loss of “the faculty of self-guidance.” 

“Indulging ou r fancy in th is  freak,” the  n a rra to r  tells u s , “ we have 

partly  lost the  power of re s tra in t and  guidance” (281). Yet, precisely 

how we are  to take th is  scene rem ains uncerta in ; it is, like the  

n eu tra l territory, carefully dem arcated . “This fan tastic  scene,” the 

n a rra to r cau tions u s , “m u st by no m eans be considered a s  forming 

an  ac tu a l portion of ou r story. We were betrayed into th is  brief 

extravagance by the  quiver of the  m oonbeam s; they  dance hand-in -
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h an d  w ith shadow s, an d  are reflected in the  looking-glass, which, 

you are aw are, is always a  k ind of window or door-way into the 

sp iritua l world” (282).

H aw thorne is said  to have suffered from w riter’s block for 

a lm ost two m on ths during  the  com position of The H ouse o f  the 

Seven Gables, getting s tu ck  im m ediately after Holgrave tak es a  

daguerreotype of the  dead  Ju d g e  Pyncheon.32 H aw thorne no torious 

happy  ending  to novel h a s  m anaged to p lease a lm ost no one. 

Holgrave sim ply an n o u n ces th a t he will hereafter conform  him self to 

laws an d  keep “w ithin ancien t lim its.” “M echanical reproduction” as 

C athy D avidson p u ts  it, “gives way to h u m an  reproduction” (691). 

Like Holgrave’s renunciation  of m esm erism  earlier in the  novel, the  

ending does no t so m uch  resolve the  ten sions in the  novel as  it 

evades them . R ather th a n  m arking  the  lim its of h u m an  

u nders tan d in g , d ea th  is seen a s  its ground; it is a  thoroughly  

dialectical death .

“D eath  is so genuine a  fact,” the  n a rra to r tells u s , “th a t  it 

excludes falsehood, or betrays its  em ptiness; it is a  touch -stone  th a t
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proves the  gold, and  d ishonors the  baser m etal” (310). Holgrave’s 

daguerreotype of the  dead Ju d g e  serves, because of its p resum ed  

m inute  fidelity, as evidence no t only in the  case of Jaffrey’s sudden  

death , b u t also th a t of the earlier death  of h is uncle, w hich it is 

a ssum ed  to repeat. As perh ap s a  final irony, the na rra to r, while 

revealing w hat really happened  in the  earlier case, concedes “th a t 

the h isto ry  an d  elucidation of the  facts, long so m ysterious, had  

been ob tained  by the D aguerreotypist from one of those  m esm erical 

seers, who, now -a-days, so strangely  perplex the aspec t of h u m an  

affairs, an d  p u t eveiybody’s n a tu ra l vision to the b lu sh , by the 

m arvels w hich they  see w ith the ir eyes s h u t” (311).
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Notes

1. There is a  fairly sizable lite ra tu re  on H aw thorne an d  sym pathy. 
See in p a rticu la r Roy M ales’ im portan t early essay  “H aw thorne and  
the C oncept of Sym pathy”; Gordon H utner, Secrets and Sympathy; 
and  Jo h n  M ichael, “History and  Rom ance, Sym pathy and  
U ncertainty: The Moral of the  S tones in H aw thorne’s Marble Faun.” 
M uch of criticism  focuses on the influence of Scottish  Com m on 
Sense philosophy, w hich H aw thorne stud ied  a t  Bowdoin. My 
reading  also s tre sses  the  influence of R om anticism  and  
T ranscendentalism . On H aw thorne an d  Scottish  Com m ons Sense 
philosophy see Terence M artin, The Instructed Vision. See also Jo h n  
Stafford, “Sym pathy Com es to Am erica.”

2. Jo h n  Bovee Dods, for instance, in a  series of invited lec tu res to 
m em bers of the  U nited S ta tes Senate in 1850, declared that: 
“M esm erism  is the  doctrine of sym p a th y .... In m esm erism  there  is a  
sym pathy  so perfect betw een the  m agnetizer and  subject, th a t w hat 
he sees, the  sub ject sees -  w hat he hears, the  sub ject h ea rs  -  w hat 
he feels, the  sub ject feels -  w hat he tas te s , the  sub ject ta s te s  -  and  
w hat he sm ells, the  sub ject also sm ells; and  lastly, w hat the  
m agnetizer wills, is likewise will of h is sub ject” (30,em phasis in 
original).

3. In h is influential essay, Roy Male argues th a t H aw thorne’s 
concept of sym pathy  is organicist. Interestingly, he a ttr ib u te s  the 
significance of sym pathy during  th is  period to “the strik ing 
discoveries in electricity an d  m agnetism , an d  the revived conception 
of the universe as organic” (139). I argue, however, th a t  m esm erism  
is a t odds w ith th is  organicism . In Spellbound  T atar d iscusses  
H aw thorne’s rep resen ta tion  of m esm erism  in term s of sym pathy. In 
addition to T atar, notable stud ies of H aw thorne an d  m esm erism  
include Taylor Stoehr, “H aw thorne and  M esm erism ” and
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H aw thorne’s  M ad Scientists, esp. C hap ter 2; C. E. Schorer, 
“H aw thorne an d  H ypnosis;” an d  Sam uel Coale, “The Rom ance of 
M esm erism: H aw thorne’s M edium  of Rom ance” an d  M esmerism  and  
Hawthorne. See also Jo n a th a n  E lm er’s in teresting  d iscussion  of Poe 
an d  m esm ericm  in “Term inate or L iquidate?” and  in Reading at the  
Social Limit.

4. Nervo-vital is term  used  by Dods and  others.

5. As Evan C arton  notes, even though  H aw thorne often invokes 
sym pathy  a s  “the  alternative to m esm erism  as a  m odel of hu m an  
in terrelation , yet, astonishingly , it m eans exactly w hat ‘m esm erism ’ 
does” (247-48). C arton cites definitions of dictionaries c u rre n t in 
1852:

1. The fact or capacity  of en tering  into or sharing  the  feeling 
of a n o th e r or o thers. Also, a  feeling or fram e of m ind evoked 
by an d  responsive to som e external influence.
2. A (real or supposed) affinity betw een certain  th ings by 
virtue of w hich they affect or influence one an o th e r (esp. in 
som e occult way), or a ttra c t or tend  tow ards each  other.
3. The correlation existing betw een bodies capable of 
com m unicating  the ir v ibrational energy to one ano ther 
th rough  som e m edium . (248)

6. S haftesbury  an d  Keats, for instance, bo th  write of the  
“ann ih ila tion” of self in ac ts  of sym pathetic  identification. In  h is 
Philosophical Enquiry into the  Origin of O ur Ideas of the  Sublim e 
and  Beautiful, E dm und  B urke wrote th a t “Sym pathy m u s t be 
considered a s  a  so rt of su bstitu tion , by w hich we are  p u t into the 
place of an o th e r m an, and  affected in m any  respects a s  he is 
affected.... It is by th is  principle chiefly th a t poetry, painting, and  
o ther affecting a rts , tran sfu se  the ir passions from one b rea st to 
an o th e r” (44).

7. Like Freud, Hegel includes no t only “the effect p roduced by the 
d ea th  of beloved relatives, friend, etc .” b u t  also of certa in  k inds of 
abstrac tions: “T hus Cato, after the  downfall of the Rom an republic,
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could life no longer: h is inner reality w as ne ither w ider no r higher 
th a n  it” (102-3). See F reud ’s “M ourning an d  M elancholia” (1915).

8. On the  im plications of th is  exclusion, see Jean-L uc Nancy 
“Identity  an d  Trem bling.” “It is bo th  necessary  an d  im possible,” he 
w rites, “for the  consciousness of knowledge to be hypnotized, for the 
philosophical sub ject to know itself a s  having itself in  an o th er,” even 
it “h a s  never w anted  any th ing  else... th a n  th is  knowledge of self 
outside se lf’ (25).

9. In h is General Principles o f  the Philosophy o f Nature, one of the 
first A m erican Hegelians, J . B. Stallo gave p a rticu la r a tten tion , gave 
p a rticu la r em phasis to m esm erism ’s no t being an  advance b u t a  
regression to an  inferior and  passive sym pathetic sta te . While 
Stallo’s book in troduced  Hegel’s philosophy to m any of the  
T ranscenden ta lis ts , I d on ’t know if H aw thorne knew  of it directly.

10. The best d iscussion  of Hegel an d  m esm erism  is Nancy’s 
“Identity  an d  Trem bling.” See also the  suggestive rem arks by 
Jo n a th a n  E lm er in “Term inate or L iquidate?” (119-120).

11. The sub ject of passivity  h a s  received surprisingly  little critical 
a tten tion . An im portan t exception is C hristopher Diffee’s 
“Postponing Politics in H aw thorne’s Scarlet Letter.”

12. As I d iscu ss in C hap ter 1, however, the  relation betw een 
hypnosis an d  the  psychoanalytic transference is problem atic.

13. The possibility of hypnosis or m esm erism  a t a  d istance, a  kind 
of telepathy  w as a  preoccupation  of its advocates, including Dr. 
Jo sep h  Fiske, the  den ta l a ss is ta n t who m esm erized Sophia, before 
her m arriage to H aw thorne. See S toehr 39-41.

14. H aw thorne seem s to have seen the  susceptib ility  to m esm erism  
a s  a  “fem inine tra it,” though  one th a t is shared  by m ale a rtis ts . 
Susceptibility  to m esm erism  is also often racialized in th is  period.
In her K eys to Uncle Tom’s  Cabin, for in stance , Stowe wrote th a t 
“negroes are singularly  susceptib le  to all th a t  c lass of influences
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w hich produce catalepsy, m esm eric sleep, an d  partia l clairvoyant 
phenom ena” (cited in M ichaels 108).

15. The word territory  suggests, a s  Pam  Schirm eister notes, “a  
sh a rp  separa tion  or boundary  betw een one place an d  ano ther, 
m uch  a s  the  whole sketch  in sis ts  on the  difference betw een 
H aw thorne’s ancesto rs an d  himself, betw een p a s t an d  p resen t, 
im aginary an d  ac tu a l.”

16. On the  im plications of the  term  “apprehension ,” see Sam uel 
W eber, “It.”

17. H aw thorne’s rejection of the  perfect sym pathy  of reader and  
w riter needs to be seen in the  context of theories of reading  as 
sym pathy. As Jo h n  Michael notes, in h is repeated  association  of 
sym pathy an d  in terp reta tion , “H aw thorne invokes the  well-known 
principle of sc rip tu ra l exegesis a s  sym pathetic  and  like-m inded 
reading” (159).

18. As C harles Feidelson argues “allegory w as safe because  it 
preserved the  conventional d istinction  betw een th o u g h t an d  th ings” 
(cited in Bell 142.)

19. Poe w rites in h is review of H aw thorne, th a t w hen a  reader 
encoun ters  a  tru ly  original w ork of lite ra tu re

his p leasu re  is doubled. He is filled w ith an  in trinsic  and  
extrinsic delight. He feels and  in tensely  enjoys the  seem ing 
novelty of the  though t, enjoys it a s  really novel, a s  absolutely  
original w ith the w riter -  and  himself. They two, he fancies, 
have, alone of all m en, though t th u s . They two, together, 
created  th is  thing. H enceforth there  is a  bond of sym pathy  
betw een them , a  sym pathy w hich irrad ia tes every su b seq u en t 
page of the  book. (23-4)

C haracteristically , and  ra th e r  sym ptom atically, Poe also accused  
H aw thorne of having plagiarized h is story “William W ilson” in 
“Howe’s M asquerade.” While the  passages he cites a s  evidence are 
no t very convincing, H aw thorne’s story h ad  been pub lished  before
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Poe wrote "William W ilson.” On Poe an d  plagiarism , see R achm an, 
“Es la s s t sich n ich t shcrieben .”

20. On rom antic  tropes of frost an d  freezing see Cadava, Emerson  
and the Climates o f  History, esp. C hap ter 2; and  Reed Romantic 
Weather.

21. On a  veiled w om an as a  rep resen ta tion  of allegory, see B arbara  
Jo h n so n , “W omen and  Allegory.” See also Carolyn D inshaw , 
Chaucer’s  Sexual Poetics.

22. The p h rase  is David W ellbery’s, from h is  foreword to Discourse 
Networks 1800 /1900 .

23. B udick argues th a t H aw thorne’s writing, like S tanley Cavell’s, 
a ssu re s  the  “uncom prom ised  autonom y of w riter an d  reader,” the ir 
“inviolability and  sep ara ten ess” (211, 216). In her reading, “not 
knowing” becom es sim ply a  m om ent th a t  m u st be gone beyond to 
“reacquire  som ething w hich h as  been lost,” a  de tou r on the  way to 
knowledge. It is precisely th is  recupera tion  of the unknow able, th a t 
I see a s  problem atic for Howthorne.

24. “Organizing itself a round  o therness, difference, an d  absence ,” 
M ichael M acDonald w rites “allegory opens language to the  O ther 
even a s  it speaks of itse lf’ (“Rigorous M ortis” 107). I w an t to th an k  
Avital Ronell for draw ing my a tten tion  to M acD onald’s essay. My 
d iscussion  of allegory in H aw thorne is also indebted  to Tom C ohen’s 
Ideology and Inscription, especially the  ch ap ter coincidentally 
entitled  “Altered S ta te s .”

25. It is w orth  noting th a t  “The H aun ted  Mind” is w ritten  in the 
second person , adding to its sense of im personality. On the 
rom antic context of the  tale, see Holsberry. See also Colacurcio.

26. On tropes of property  and  appropria tion  in the  novel, see 
M ichaels.

171

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

27. The association  betw een photography an d  d ea th  w as a 
com m onplace in the  n ineteen th  century . After receiving a  
daguerreotype from Em erson, Carlyle wrote him  th a t h is image “lies 
im prisoned in baleful shades, a s if in mockery. D oesn’t  know  me 
friend? I am  dead, th o u  seeist, and  d is tan t, and  forever h idden  
from thee” (Cited in W est, 101). The daguerreotype w as frequently  
u sed  du ring  the  period to mem orialize the  dead. On the 
daguerreotype in The H ouse o f  the Seven Gables, see Davidson and  
Trachtenberg .

28. On the ra ilroad ’s “Industrialization  of Time an d  Space in the 
N ineteenth C entury ,” see Wolfgang Schivelbushe’s The Railway  
Journey. “T he ann ih ila tion  of tim e an d  space’ w as the  topos,” he 
argues, “w hich the  early n ineteen th  cen tu ry  u sed  to describe the 
new situa tion  into w hich the  railroad placed n a tu ra l space after 
depriving it of its h itherto  abso lu te  powers. Motion w as no longer 
dependen t of the  conditions of n a tu ra l space, b u t on a  m echanical 
power th a t  created  its  own new spatiality” (10).

29. B udick’s reading  of the  passage differs from my own. She 
em phasizes the  im portance for both  E m erson and  H aw thorne of “the 
self-conscious recognition th a t  one is occupying a  poin t of view” 
(127).

30. In Preface to The American, Ja m es  w rites,
The only general a ttrib u te  of projected rom ance th a t  I can  see, 
the  only one th a t fits all its  cases, is the  fact of the  k ind  of 
experience w ith w hich it deals -  experience liberated so to 
speak; experience disengaged, disem broiled, d isencum bered , 
exem pt from the conditions th a t we usua lly  know  to a tta c h  to 
it and , if we w ish so to p u t the  m atter, drag  upon  it, and  
operating  in a  m edium  w hich relieves it, in a  p a rticu la r 
in terest, of a  the  inconvenience of a  related, a  m easurab le  
sta te , a  s ta te  sub ject to all ou r vulgar com m unities. The 
g rea test in tensity  m ay so be arrived a t  evidently -  w hen the  
sacrifice of com m unity, of the  “rela ted” side of th ings, h a s  not 
been too rash , it m u st to th is  end no t flagrantly betray
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itself.... The balloon of experience is in fact of course tied to 
the  earth , an d  u n d e r th a t  necessity  we swing, th a n k s  to a  
rope of rem arkable  length, in the  m ore or less com m odious 
care of the  im agination; b u t it is by the  rope we know w here 
we are, an d  from the m om ent the  cable is cu t we are a t large 
and  un re la ted .... The a rt  of the  rom ancer is, “for the  fun  of 
it,” insidiously  to cu t the  cable, to c u t it w ithout ou r detecting 
him. (280-81)

31. H aw thorne is referring to the  Fox siste rs  and  the  em erging 
S p iritua list m ovem ent w hich absorbed  m uch  of the  m esm eric 
m ovem ent in the  1850s. After befriending the  Brownings in England 
la ter in the  decade, Sophia grew in terested  in spiritualism . 
H aw thorne observes in 1858 in h is French and Italian Notebooks 
th a t  the  effects the  m edium s produced “seem ed to be akin  to those 
th a t  have been produced by m esm erism , re tu rn ing  the inqu ire r’s 
tho u g h ts  an d  veiled recollections to himself, a s  answ ers to h is 
queries” (398).

32. On H aw thorne’s w riters block, see Davidson 690-91. As 
Davidson notes, H aw thorne h ad  prom ised h is pub lisher Ja m e s  T. 
Fields a  happy  ending.
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C h a p t e r  3  

U n c e r t a in  A g e n c y :

T h e  A m b iv a l e n c e  o f  S y m p a th y  in  Da n ie l  De r o n d a

“The driest argum ent has its hallucinations.”

— Daniel Deronda

The im portance of sym pathy  in the  w ritings of George Eliot is 

well know n .1 “The g rea test benefit we owe to the a rtis t w hether 

pa in ter, poet, or novelist,” Eliot wrote in “The N atural H istory of 

G erm an Life,” “is the  extension of ou r sym path ies” (110). A p ictu re  

of h u m an  life su ch  a s  a  great a rtis t can  give,” she argued, “su rp rises  

even the  trivial an d  the  selfish into th a t a tten tion  to w hat is ap a rt 

from them selves, w hich m ay be called the  raw  m aterial of m oral
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s e n t im e n t” (110). E lio t’s so -c a lle d  “d o c tr in e  o f sy m p a th y ” is  th e  

cornerstone of he r hum an ism , and  of the  aesthe tics a s  well a s  the 

ethics th a t  underlie  he r fictional project.2 If a r t  does no t enlarge 

m en’s sym path ies,” Eliot fam ously wrote he r friend C harles Bray, “it 

does no th ing  m orally” (Letters 3 :1 1 1 ). It is, she insisted , the  only 

effect I a rden tly  long to produce by my w ritings.” B ut, E liot’s 

w ritings no t only seek to generate sym pathy in or to enlarge the 

sym path ies of he r readers, they also dram atize the extension of 

sym pathy  they  aim  to produce. Eliot repeatedly  stages in h e r fiction 

m om ents of aw akening in w hich ch arac te rs  are  jo lted  into an  

aw areness of o therness, forced to pay a tten tion  to w hat is “ap a rt 

from them selves.” E liot’s fiction typically revolves a round  a 

ch a rac te r’s m oral education  or Bildung. Tracing a  m ovem ent th a t 

leads from egoism to sym pathy, he r narra tives often seem  to be 

propelled by a  certa in  lack of sym pathy, by the  difference betw een a  

c h a rac te r’s narrow  and  the  n a rra to r’s m ore expansive sym pathy .3

Such  a  trajectory  is evident in a  well-known passage from 

Middlemarch, w hich follows the  d isappo in tm ents of the  early days of 

D orothea’s m arriage to C asaubon  an d  of the ir honeym oon in Rome. 

“We are  all of u s ,” the  n a rra to r declares,
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born  in m oral stupidity , tak ing  the world a s  an  u d d er to feed 
o u r suprem e selves: D orothea had  early begun to emerge from 
th a t  stupidity , b u t yet it h ad  been easier to h e r to im agine 
how she would devote herself to Mr. C asaubon , an d  become 
wise an d  strong  in h is s treng th  an d  wisdom, th a n  to conceive 
w ith th a t d istinc tness w hich is no longer reflection b u t feeling 
-  an  idea w rought back  to the  d irec tness of sense, like the 
solidity of objects -  th a t he h ad  an  equivalent centre  of self, 
w hence the  lights an d  shadow s m u st fall w ith a  certain  
difference. (211)

D orothea’s sym pathetic  Bildung, h e r progression from m oral 

stup id ity  an d  egoism  to sym pathy, h inges on her recognition of 

C asau b o n ’s difference. The m oral stup id ity  in w hich she, like “all of 

u s ” is born, “tak ing  the  world a s  an  u d d er to feed ou r suprem e 

selves,” is a  k ind  of prim ary narc issism .4 It is no t an  originary sta te  

of un ity  w ith the  m other or w ith the  world b u t an  a lready specu lar 

relation in w hich they are taken  to m irror the  self an d  to reflect its 

desires. D orothea’s m arriage to C asaubon  m arks bo th  a  departu re  

from and  a  con tinuation  of th is  narcissism . W hat she saw  

“reflected” in him , the  n a rra to r tells u s  early in the  novel, “she 

herself b rough t” (24). W hen she is jo lted  by her experience in Rome 

into an  aw areness of the  o therness of C asaubon ’s desire, D orothea 

com es to realize th a t h e r narcissistically  invested image of him  is a  

projection, an  “illusion” th a t reflects he r own desire. The 

recognition of difference is for George Eliot the  condition for the  tru e
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act of sym pathy, is w hat m akes an  ethical relation to o thers 

possible.

The extension of sym pathy in Eliot’s fiction is, however, a  two- 

p a rt process, a  double m ovem ent of differentiation and  

reconciliation. It begins w ith the  shock of o therness, w hich jo lts  he r 

charac te rs  or h e r readers, su rp rising  “even the  trivial an d  the  

selfish” into paying a tten tion  to w hat is a p a rt from them selves and  

from the  im ages an d  idealizations in w hich they are narcissistically  

invested. This perception of sep ara ten ess  and  difference serves as 

the  raw  m ateria l of sym pathy. It enab les u s  no t only to im agine and  

to feel for o thers b u t to conceive of ou r relation to the  world, to 

o thers, an d  to ourselves w ithout the  d isto rtions of egoism -  a  

relation no longer m ediated by the  idealizations an d  narcissistically  

invested im ages th a t, in the  language of Middlemarch, “blot o u t the  

glory of the  world.”5 Sym pathy for Eliot offers the  prom ise of pure  

and  unm ed ia ted  com m unication no t only betw een the  self and  

other(s) b u t w ithin the  self a s  well. W hen she recognizes th a t 

C asaubon  h a s  “an  equivalent centre of self, w hence the  lights and  

shadow s m u st fall w ith a  certain  difference,” D orothea overcomes, 

a s  Neil Hertz observes, “no t m erely her own egotism  b u t also w hat
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ano ther Eliot called a  'd issociation of sensibility ,’ a  troublesom e 

interior difference” (End o f  the Line 85). In sym pathizing w ith 

C asaubon , she conceives of h is different though  “equivalent centre 

of se lf’ w ith, we are told, a  “d istinc tness w hich is no longer 

reflection b u t feeling -  an  idea w rought back  to the  d irec tness of 

sense, like the  solidity of objects.” It is no longer reflected a s  in 

narc issism  b u t directly felt. Sym pathy “wrought[s] back ,” it reun ites 

idea an d  sense, reflection an d  feeling. It is an  aesthetic  in the 

precise sense  of reconciling the  supersensib le  realm  of ideas an d  of 

cognition w ith sense perception.6 A sym pathetic  education  is for 

Eliot alw ays a t  the  sam e tim e an  aesthetic  education  a s  well.

In E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy, the  shock of o therness, while 

often painfu l an d  even traum atic , is recuperable. It does no t 

u ltim ately  th rea ten  b u t affirm s the  individuality, the  un ity  and  

indivisibility, of the  self. To conceive of the  o ther a s  having “an  

equivalent centre  of self, w hence the  lights an d  shadow s m u st fall 

w ith a  certa in  difference” is to im aginative overcome the boundaries 

separa ting  self an d  o ther w ithout dissolving them . It is p redicated  

on the  sep ara ten ess  an d  difference of self an d  other. E liot’s 

aesthetic  of sym pathy  p resum es a  un ique  and  distinctive subject,
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a n  in d iv id u a l like  th e  o th e r  in  h is  o r  h e r  ve ry  d ifference . W h a t 

governs h e r aesthetic  of sym pathy  is no t a  notion of fusion -  m uch  

less of self-annihilation -  b u t of relation. The sym pathetic  

im agination enab les the  sub ject to place itself in relation, to see 

itself an d  to see o thers as p a rts  of a  g reater whole. To do so, 

however, im plies a  certain  d istance  in relation to the  self a s  well as  

in relation to o thers. “We are  able in im agination,” a s  William 

Godwin wrote, u n d e r the  influence of Adam  Sm ith, “to go ou t of 

ourselves, and  becom e im partial specta to rs of the system  of w hich 

we are a  p a rt” (cited in Noble 59).7 To enlarge one’s sym pathy  is to 

both  recognize an d  to tran scen d  the  lim itations of one’s own partia l 

perspective an d  narrow  self-in terests. It is to see from a  broader 

perspective, one th a t incorporates o ther po in ts of view. The sub ject 

of sym pathy  is in a  sense the  liberal sub ject pa r excellence. A broad 

sym pathy  for Eliot requ ires a  certain  d isin te restedness, im partiality, 

and  even -  though  she frequently  mobilizes sym pathy  ag a in st it -  

de tachm en t.8

Sym pathy in E liot’s fiction asp ires to the  condition of the 

n a rra to r  of Middlemarch, able to bo th  feel for “poor D orothea” or 

“poor C asaubon” an d  a t  the  sam e tim e to see the  web of rela tions in
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w h ic h  th e y  a re  e m e sh e d . T he  b ro a d  sy m p a th y  h e r  fic tio n  a im s  to

produce is bo th  a  “wide-fellow feeling” an d  w hat she calls in The Mill

on the Floss “a  large vision of re la tions,” of the  “un ity” th a t connects

“the sm allest th ings w ith the  grea test” (363). E liot’s aesthetic  of

sym pathy  is closely bound  u p  w ith her complex notion of organic

form. In her unfin ished  essay  “Notes on Form  in Art,” w ritten

shortly  before she began Middlemarch, Eliot describes her

conception of form in term s th a t suggest bo th  its im portance to her

aesthetic  of sym pathy  and  the ir proxim ity.9 “Form  as  an  elem ent of

h u m an  experience,” she w rites in the  essay,

m u s t begin w ith the  perception of separa teness, derived 
principally from touch  [of w hich the  o ther senses are  
m odifications]; 8b. . .  th ings m u st be recognized a s  separa te  
wholes before they can  be recognized a s  wholes com posed of 
p a rts , or before these  wholes again  can  be regarded as 
relatively p a rts  of a  larger whole.

Form , then , a s d istingu ished  from m erely m assive 
im pression, m u st first depend on the  d iscrim ination  of wholes 
an d  th en  on the  d iscrim ination  of p a rts . Fundam entally , form 
is un likeness, a s  is seen in the  philosophic u se  of the  word 
“Form ” in distinction  from M atter; 8b in consistency  w ith th is 
fundam en ta l m eaning, every difference is Form .... B u t w ith 
th is  fundam enta l d iscrim ination is born in necessary  
an tith esis  the  sense of w holeness or unbroken  connexion in 
space 8b time: a  flash of light is a  whole com pared w ith the 
d a rk n ess  w hich precedes 8b follows i t . .. And as knowledge 
con tinues to grow by its a lte rna ting  processes of d istinction  8b 

com bination, seeing sm aller 8b sm aller un likenesses 8b 

grouping or associating  these  u n d e r a  com m on likeness, it
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arrives a  the  conception of wholes com posed of p a rts  m ore & 
m ore m ultiplied 8b highly differenced, yet m ore & more 
absolu tely  bound  together by various conditions of com m on 
likeness or m u tu a l dependence. And the  fullest exam ple of 
su ch  a  whole is the  h ighest exam ple of Form: in o ther words, 
the  relation of m ultiplex in te rdependen t p a rts  to a  whole 
w hich is itself in the  m ost varied 8b therefore the  fullest 
relation to o ther wholes. T hus, the  h u m an  organism  
com prises th ings a s  diverse a s  the  finger-nails & tooth-ache, 
a s  the  nervous s tim u lus of m uscle m anifested in a  shou t, 8b 

the  d iscernm en t of a  red spot on a  field of snow; b u t all its 
different e lem ents or p a rts  of experience are bound  together in 
a  m ore necessary  w holeness or m ore inseparab le  group of 
com m on conditions th a n  can  be found in any  o ther existence 
know n to u s. The h ighest Form, then , is the  h ighest 
organism , th a t is to say, the  m ost varied group of rela tions 
bound  together in a  w holeness w hich again h a s  the  m ost 
varied rela tions w ith all o ther phenom ena. (232)

I have quoted  th is  passage a t some length in order to draw  a tten tion

to the  way in which, a s  she often does w ith sym pathy, Eliot portrays

form a s  bo th  a  relation or group of rela tions and  as the  developm ent

of a  m ind capable of conceiving of it. The passage can  be read  no t

only a s  a  descrip tion of the  notion of organic form th a t underlies

Eliot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy, b u t also (without too m uch  violence)

a s  an  accoun t of the  extension of sym pathy a s  she envisions it, a s  a

progression from an  initial aw areness of sep ara ten ess  and  difference

to a  broad  vision of rela tions w orthy of M iddlemarch’s narra to r.

Sym pathy for Eliot, a s  she w rites here of form, begins w ith the

"perception of sep ara ten ess” an d  grows by “a lterna ting  processes of
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distinction  & com bination.” Sym pathy is no t for h e r som ething th a t 

one sim ply has, a  broad  vision of rela tions or a  feeling for o thers, 

b u t is an  alw ays on-going process. This is why Eliot invariably 

w rites of sym pathy  in term s of its growth, as a  narra tive  of its 

broadening  an d  extension.

Eliot’s form ulation “form is un likeness... and ... every 

difference is form ” does not, a s  Hillis Miller argues, express a  vision 

of form a s  “inorganic, acentered , and  d iscon tinuous,” b u t 

specifically as organic (“Narrative and  History” 468-9).10 The 

paradigm atic  in stance  of form in the  essay  is, after all, the  h u m an  

organism . The developm ent of form m irrors the developm ent of the  

organism  -  an d  of the  m ind, w hich for Eliot a s  for George Henry 

Lewes is the  activity of the  organism  a s  a  whole. Form  in the  essay  

begins a s  a  k ind  of bodily ego, a  perception of sep ara ten ess  an d  of 

w holeness an d  un ity  th a t derives (like F reu d ’s notion of the  bodily 

ego) from the sense of to u ch .11 The h u m an  organism  is in the  essay  

no t only the  originary in stance  of form b u t also the  “highest 

exam ple.” “The h ighest Form ,” Eliot w rites, “is the  h ighest 

organism , th a t is to say, the  m ost varied group of rela tions bound  

together in a  w holeness w hich again h a s  the  m ost varied rela tions
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w ith  all other phenom ena” (my em phasis). “There would ap p ea r to 

be no boundary ,” a s  David Ferris observes, “to a  logic so 

inexhaustib ly  capable of reproducing  itself an d  precisely because  it 

tu rn s  upon  the  relation of difference: the  only limit is difference itself 

and  th a t  is a lready a  relation, a lready the  in tegration  of yet an o th er 

p a rt to an  ever increasing  whole” (227). Yet, the very efficiency of 

her dialectical m achine generates certain  problem s. For a  virtually 

end less proliferation of g reater and  greater differences or sm aller 

and  sm aller un likenesses would eventually  cease to be 

com prehensible, would exceed ou r ability to grasp  it a s  an  

intelligible whole. E liot’s fiction is p u n c tu a ted  by su ch  m om ents of 

cognitive breakdow n, linked to w hat Neil Hertz calls “the  rhy thm  of 

the sublim e” in her writings. The concept of organic form in “Notes 

on Form  in Art,” however, elides the  tensions evident elsew here in 

her writings. D istinction seem s to be na tu ra lly  followed by 

com bination, the  apprehension  of differences by w hat she elsewhere 

calls “the  sym pathy th a t com prehends them .”

Eliot’s conception of organic form in the essay  ap p ea rs  to be 

governed by, to borrow a  p h rase  from Freud, “the  expectation of an  

intelligible whole.”12 T hat “every difference is Form ” m eans am ong
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o ther th ings th a t difference can  always be grasped a s  form, th a t it is 

no t only a  k ind  of background again st w hich form is se t apart, a s  

light ag a in st d a rk n ess  or self against world, b u t also always 

potential form. The relation of difference an d  form is explicitly 

m odeled in the  essay  on the  trad itional philosophical relation of 

m atte r an d  form .13 Difference is the  raw  m aterial of form, ju s t  as in 

her aesthe tic  of sym pathy it is the  raw  m aterial of m oral sen tim en t 

and  of sym pathy. In “Notes on Form  in Art” Eliot c ircum scribes 

difference, d istingu ish ing  it, for instance, from w hat she calls 

“m assive im pression .” Difference in the  essay, a s  in h e r aesthe tic  of 

sym pathy, p resupposes a  certain  specu lar or percep tual d istance. It 

excludes w hat precedes or does no t take  place on the basis of a  

subject-object d istinction. Difference is, in a  sense, always 

difference from the  s tandpo in t of the  ego and  begins, like form, w ith 

the sub jec ts perception of its own separa teness, w holeness, and  

unity . W ith its refusal to adm it any th ing  irreducibly o ther an d  its 

expectation of a  unified, intelligible whole, Eliot’s conception of form 

com es to resem ble the  narc issism  to w hich h e r sym pathy  is 

ostensibly  opposed .14 W hat the  sub ject finds or generates in the  

world a p a rt from itself (Eliot characteristically  leaves the  question
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open) is invariably a  form th a t is m odeled on and  reflects its own 

p u rported  unity . It posits, in o ther w ords, the  very m irroring 

relation betw een the  self an d  w hat is a p a rt from it th a t  the  shock of 

o therness in he r narra tives of sym pathy d isrup ts . My argum ent, 

however, is no t th a t E liot’s concept of organic form, or the  aesthetic  

of sym pathy  w ith w hich it is closely bound  up , is sim ply 

na rc iss is tic .15 R ather, I w an t to poin t to a  certain  tension  in Eliot’s 

w ritings betw een the  desire for unity , w holeness, an d  intelligibility 

and  the  insistence on an  o therness th a t d isru p ts  su ch  idealizations, 

a  tension  in her notion of sym pathy betw een an  openness to alterity  

and  its  aesthetic  recuperation , betw een w hat in sym pathy  th rea ten s  

and  w hat su s ta in s  the  narc issistic  s tru c tu re  of the  self.

B u t if the  (perhaps significantly) unfin ished  “Notes on Form  in 

Art” elides the  tensions it nonetheless m akes readable, E liot’s fiction 

does not. In her fiction Eliot in terrogates the  lim its of he r aesthetic  

of sym pathy, repeatedly  testing  it again st the  indifference it 

necessarily  excludes. In Middlemarch, for instance, shortly  before 

she recognizes the  difference and  equivalence of C asau b o n ’s cen ter 

of self, D orothea encoun ters w hat the  n a rra to r  calls “the  weight of
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u n in te llig ib le  R om e,” a g a in s t  w h o se  “d e e p  im p re s s io n s ,” w e a re  to ld ,

she h a s  no defense:

All th is  vast w reck of am bitious ideals, se n su o u s and  sp iritual 
mixed confusedly w ith all the  signs of b rea th ing  forgetfulness 
an d  degradation, a t first ja rre d  her a s  w ith an  electric shock, 
an d  th en  urged  them selves on her w ith th a t ache belonging to 
a  glut of confused ideas w hich check the flow of emotion. 
Form s bo th  pale and  glowing took possession  of he r young 
sense, an d  fixed them selves in he r m em ory even w hen she 
w as no t th ink ing  of them , p reparing  strange associations 
w hich rem ained  th rough  her after-years. O ur m oods are ap t 
to bring  w ith them  im ages w hich succeed each  o ther like the 
m agic-lan tern  p ic tu res of a  doze; an d  in certain  s ta te s  of dull 
forlornness D orothea all h e r life con tinued  to see the  vastness  
of S t P eter’s, the  huge bronze canopy, the  excited in ten tion  in 
the  a ttitu d es  an d  garm ents of the  p rophets an d  evangelists in 
the  m osaic above, and  the  red drapery  w hich w as being hung  
for C hristm as spreading  itself everywhere like a  d isease of the 
retina. (193-94)

D orothea’s encoun ter w ith Rome is, a s  Neil Hertz observes, “an  

experience of the  sublim e” in the  sense of the  term  in K ant or 

W ordsworth (E nd o f  the Line 90). Kant, as  Hertz notes, u se s  a  

spec ta to r’s “bew ilderm ent” or “perplexity” on first seeing St. Peter’s 

a s  an  exam ple of the  m athem atical sublim e, of the  “feeling of the  

inadequacy of [the] im agination for p resen ting  the  ideas of a  whole” 

(cited in E nd o f  the Line 91). D orothea’s encoun ter w ith Rome 

rep resen ts  the  inadequacy, the  failure of the  sym pathetic 

im agination. The “electric shock” th a t ja r s  D orothea in Rome, the
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sh o c k  o f o th e rn e s s ,  is  n o t  follow ed by  a  sy m p a th y  th a t  c o m p re h e n d s  

it or is able to render it a s  an  intelligible whole. She has, we are 

told, no “defense” against its  “deep im pressions.” The “glu t of 

confused ideas... check[s] the  flow of em otion,” generating  the  very 

dissociation, the  in terior difference, th a t sym pathy  purported ly  

overcomes.

Rome is for D orothea w hat Eliot called in the  earlier essay  a  

“m assive im pression .” W hat m akes Rome unintelligible to Dorothea, 

however, is no t sim ply its  size, b u t also the  loss of the  differences 

th a t  m ake intelligibility possible -  m ost significantly p e rh ap s the  

loss of he r perception of separa teness, of the  boundary  betw een 

herself an d  w hat is a p a rt from her. Im m ersed in the  scene,

D orothea lacks the  specu lar or percep tual d istance  necessary  to 

m aste r h e r experience in Rome or to defend aga in st it. She does not 

so m uch  possess the  experience a s  she is possessed  by it. Its 

“im ages” an d  “form s” take  “possession  of h e r ... sen se” an d  fix 

them selves in her memory, re tu rn ing  intrusively an d  involuntarily  

th roughou t h e r la ter life, sp reading  them selves “everywhere like a  

d isease of the  re tin a .” D orothea’s experience of the  sublim e
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becom es, in  its repeated  possession  of her, a  k ind of trau m a. She is 

infected by an  o therness, an  u nm aste rab le  alterity  w ithin he r self.

D orothea’s recognition of C asaubon , w hich occurs shortly 

after he r encoun ter w ith Rome is, as  Neil Hertz p u ts  it, “quite 

literally, a  dom estication of the  anxiety associated” w ith the earlier 

scene (E nd o f  the Line 92). It reduces the  heterogeneity of Rome, its 

m assive im pression, to an o th e r equivalent cen ter of self. D orothea’s 

sym pathetic  education  is a  m atte r no t only of overcoming 

narc issism  b u t also of defending aga in st the  alterity  it b lotted out. 

Yet, the  fact th a t D orothea con tinues to be h au n ted  by her 

experience in Rome, th a t she is possessed  by its im ages all h e r life, 

suggests th a t som ething in it rem ains unassim ila ted  and  perh ap s 

unassim ilab le . It suggests in o ther w ords th a t there  is som ething in 

the  shock  of o therness th a t canno t be assim ilated  to or appropria ted  

by the narra tive  of sym pathy’s growth and  extension. While su ch  a  

shock is necessary  to the  sym pathetic  education , it is no t reducible 

to it. There rem ains a  d isjunction  betw een her exposure to alterity  

and  its aesthetic  recuperation .
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After D orothea’s encoun ter w ith the  “weight of unintelligible 

Rome,” the  n a rra to r  rem arks in a  well-known and  often-quoted 

passage:

If we h ad  a  keen vision an d  feeling of all o rd inary  h u m an  life, 
it would be like hearing  the  g rass grow and  the  squ irre l’s 
h e a rt beat, an d  we should  die of th a t roar w hich lies on the 
o ther side of silence. As it is, the  quickest of u s  w alk around  
well w added w ith stupidity . (194)

This passage does no t refer (at least no t directly) to D orothea’s

experience in Rome, b u t to ou rs  as readers of the novel. It concerns

the lim its of ou r sym pathetic  im aginations ra th e r th a n  hers. As in

D orothea’s encoun ter w ith Rome, the  danger of m assive im pression

is no t sim ply a  question  of quantity , of the  am o u n t felt, seen, or

heard , b u t of the  loss of differences, of the  perception of

separa teness, an d  of a  certa in  specu lar and  percep tual d istance.

The “roar th a t lies on the  o ther side of silence” nam es in

phenom enal or sensory  term s som ething th a t  is no t m erely

phenom enal or sensory, w hat we m ight call a  k ind of ex tra-sensory

perception -  a  them e th a t a s  we shall see recu rs in E liot’s w ritings

and  is closely bound  u p  w ith sym pathy. The roar th rea te n s  not

only the  boundaries of the self, b u t its v irtual annih ilation . The

stup id ity  th a t elsew here in M iddlemarch  an d  in E liot’s o ther w ritings
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is  a  figu re  for n a rc is s is m  b e co m e s  in  th is  p a s s a g e  a  n e c e s s a ry  

defense, for even the  qu ickest am ong u s , against a  m ore th rea ten ing  

alterity.

This ch ap ter will exam ine the am bivalence of sym pathy in the 

w ritings of George Eliot. By am bivalence, however, I do no t m ean 

sim ply th a t sym pathy is both  desired and  feared in he r w ritings, 

th a t it is bo th  w hat enab les u s  to overcome our na rc issism  and  the 

danger th a t narc issism  defends against -  though  th a t  is p a rt of my 

argum ent. Ambivalence also consists, to borrow a  p h rase  from 

Lacoue-Labarthe an d  Nancy, “in the  coincidence of sam eness and  

difference in the  sam e rap p o rt.”16 “Ambivalence m ark s ,” in Sam uel 

W eber’s words, “the  ineffaceable in tru s io n  of the  foreign, the  alien, 

and  the o ther into the  constitu tion  of the  self and  the  sam e” 

(“W artim e,” 94). Sym pathy is also for Eliot am bivalent in th is  sense. 

Eliot does no t them atize m esm erism  or hypnosis in he r fiction in the 

sam e way th a t H aw thorne and  Poe do; there  are no literal scenes of 

m esm erism  in her fiction (though a s  we will see, she com es close in 

“The Lifted Veil”).17 She is, however, preoccupied w ith w hat I have 

called the  problem  of hypnosis, the  problem  of a  k ind  of blind 

identification or m im esis in w hich the o ther is no t recognized as
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other, of a  sociality th a t proceeds or does no t take place on the  basis 

of a  subject-object opposition, and  of its influence. While th is 

ch ap ter will focus prim arily on Daniel Deronda , before tu rn in g  to 

Eliot’s la s t novel, I w an t to look briefly a t he r gothic novella “The 

Lifted Veil,” a  text th a t, early in h e r career a s  a  novelist, te s ts  the 

lim its of sym pathy’s intelligibility.

Sympathetic Clairvoyance, or 

Sympathy Becomes Telepathy in “The Lifted Veil”

In one of he r first pub lished  tex ts “Poetry an d  Prose, From  the 

Notebook of an  E ccentric,” w ritten  long before she becom e George 

Eliot, Eliot describes a  w riter as  a  k ind  of m esm eric su b jec t.18 

“Poetry an d  Prose” consists of a  series of prose sketches (there is 

despite the  title no poetry), w hich are preceded by a  portrait, 

supposedly  w ritten  by a  m ale friend, of the ir now d iseased  au tho r. 

The po rtra it of the  eccentric a u th o r is an  early a ttem p t to describe 

w hat w as to become the n a rra to r  of he r la ter fiction. He is a  figure 

of exem plary sym pathy an d  of a  certa in  detachm ent. “He seem ed to 

have,” she w rites, “a  p rete rnatu ra lly  sharpened  vision,” and  to be 

“no t above, b u t sim ply ou t of, the  sphere  of h is fellow m en” (15).
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W hat se ts  him  a p a rt is, according to h is friend, “a  m orbid 

sensitiveness in h is feeling of the  beautiful, w hich I can  com pare to 

noth ing  b u t those alleged s ta te s  of m esm eric lucidity, in  w hich the 

pa tien t ob ta ins an  unenviable cognizance of irregularities, happily 

im perceptible to u s  in the  ord inary  s ta te  of our consciousness”

(15).19

In “The Lifted Veil,” w ritten  some dozen years after “Poetry 

and  Prose,” the  eccentric, first-person  n a rra to r, Latim er, h a s  sim ilar 

m esm eric lucidity an d  p rete rnatu ra lly  sharpened  vision. His 

clairvoyance is, he tells u s , like a  “m icroscopic vision, th a t  showed 

all the  supp ressed  egoism, all the  struggling chaos of puerilities, 

m eanness, vague an d  capricious m em ories, and  indolent m ake-shift 

though ts , from w hich h u m an  w ords an d  deeds em erge like leaflets 

covering a  ferm enting heap” (19-20). Latim er is from the beginning 

of the  novella in the  position of a  writer. He assu m es a t  first th a t 

the  visions th a t  “b reak  in” on him  are  a  k ind  of poetic insp iration , 

the  aw akening of a  “poet’s n a tu re ” in him . “Surely it w as in th is  

way,” he w rites, “th a t Homer saw  the  p lain  of Troy, th a t D ante saw  

the abodes of the  departed , th a t Milton saw  the earthw ard  flight of 

the tem pter” (13). B u t h is clairvoyance, Latim er s tresses, is no t the
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resu lt of an  “effort of will,” b u t is “involuntary .” It is no t “prosaic 

effort” b u t “rap t passivity .” “It w as,” he w rites, “like a 

p rete rnatu ra lly  heightened sense of hearing, m aking audible to one 

a  roar of sound  w here o thers find perfect stillness” (26). Latim er 

hears, or ra th e r  canno t sh u t out, w hat Eliot calls in Middlemarch, 

the “roar th a t lies on the  o ther side of silence.” Like “Poetry and  

Prose” “The Lifted Veil” describes an  experience th a t is eccentric (in 

the  sense  of decentering) an d  depropriative. It d ram atizes the  

passivity, the  possession  an d  d ispossession , th a t is for Eliot an  

inextricable p a rt of writing, b u t w hich rem ains concealed beh ind  the 

seem ing m astery  of he r n a rra to rs . In her “b est w riting,” she told J . 

W. C ross, “there  w as a  ‘no t h e rse lf  w hich took possession  of her, 

and  th a t she felt h e r own personality  to be m erely the  in s tru m en t 

th rough  w hich th is  spirit, a s  it were, w as acting” (Quoted in C lark 

5).

B u t Latim er h a s  “the  poet’s sensitivity w ithout h is voice” (8).

“I w ent dum bly,” he w rites, “th rough  th a t stage of the  poe t’s 

suffering, in w hich he feels the  delicious pang  of u tte ran ce , and  

m akes an  image of h is sorrow s” (36). Everything in “The Lifted Veil” 

tu rn s  on the  gap, the  d isjunction  betw een h is exposure to alterity
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and  its aesthe tic  recuperation , betw een the  app rehension  of 

differences and  the  sym pathy  th a t  com prehends them . Latim er’s 

insigh t into o ther m inds does no t lead to a  g reater sym pathy. He is 

unab le  to render h is ex tra-sensory  perceptions a s  an  intelligible 

whole or to m ake them  h is own. He is, a s  he p u ts  it, “too feeble for 

the sublim e resistance  of poetic p roduction” (20). Poetic production, 

the im position of form, is for Eliot a  resistance, an  ac t or 

m echanism  of defense, a  tu rn in g  or troping of a  th rea ten ing  

imm ediacy. Too w eak for “the sublim e resistance  of poetic 

p roduction ,” Latim er h a s  no defense aga in st the ro ar he “h e a rs” or 

its m assive im pression. The w ords an d  ideas, the  th o u g h ts  and  

feelings, of o thers “force them selves,” as he p u ts  it, “on my 

consciousness.” They “break  in” upon  him , and  he can  ne ither 

appropria te  them  nor sh u t them  out. They rep resen t both  an  

in tru sion  into the  self and  a  dissociation. The “double 

consciousness a t work in m e,” Latim er w rites, flowed “on like two 

parallel s tream s w hich never mingle th e ir w aters and  blend into a  

com m on h u e” (32).20 Latim er is affected from w ithin by an  

exteriority he can  ne ither fully appropria te  nor entirely exclude.
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P ushed  to its lim its in “The Lifted Veil” E liot’s sym pathy 

becom es w hat he r friend F. W. H. Myers w ould nam e a  few years 

after h e r death  “telepathy” -  b u t w as a t the  tim e she wrote the  story 

still in sym pathy .21 The notion of telepathy  em erged ou t of the 

d iscourse on sym pathy -  an d  ou t of the  purported  “sym pathetic  

clairvoyance” of m esm erized sub jects an d  the  sp iritualism  th a t  sp u n  

off from an d  su p p lan ts  it. In h e r depiction of Latim er’s telepathy, 

Eliot, a s  Beryl Gray notes, drew  on William Gregory’s accoun ts of 

m esm eric su b jec ts’ “sym pathetic  clairvoyance,” w hich he like m any 

of h is con tem poraries strove to keep a p a rt from (and th u s  

u ncon tam ina ted  by) the  sym pathetic  rappo rt w ith the  m esm erist.22 

Like m esm erism  and  hypnosis, w ith w hich it is a s  we saw  in 

C hap ter 1 closely bound  up , telepathy  is a  figure of a  certa in  lim it of 

sym pathy, of an  excessive sym pathy. Telepathy is a  figure of 

unm ed iated  com m unication, of an  “excessive com m unicability ,” as 

Marc Redfield p u ts  it, no longer m ediated by the senses or by 

consciousness. B ut, it is also a  figure of m ediation. Telepathy, as 

its nam e suggests, is a  k ind  of tele-technology, a  form of 

telecom m unication .23 “The com m unication of ‘felt’ m eaning  {pathos) 

over d istance  (tele),” telepathy, Redfield argues, “offers the  fan tasy  of
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unm ed iated  com m unication, an d  a t  the  sam e time records in its  

very nam e an  irreducible difference w ithin self presence. It 

prom ises an  escape from the technology of the  signifier, b u t in doing 

so it im ports techne  into the  h e a rt of pathos. For w hose pa thos is it 

once tele-pathy  h a s  begun?” (“Fictions of Telepathy” 5).24 Telepathy 

in troduces into or exposes in the  seem ing im m ediacy of feeling an  

u n n a tu ra l technical elem ent, a  m ediality a t once m echanical and  

social. E liot’s organic conception of sym pathy is inhab ited  in “The 

Lifted Veil” by a  pre-subjective sociality and  au tom atism , by 

som ething inorganic, inan im ate, dead.

“The Lifted Veil” is “no t a  je u  d ’esprit,” Eliot wrote Jo h n  

Blackwood, “b u t a  jeu  de melancholie.” Eliot began “The Lifted Veil” 

after the  d ea th  of h e r beloved siste r Chrissey, breaking off work on 

The Mill on the Floss, w hich she found she could no t con tinue, and  

no t re tu rn in g  to the  novel un til she had  finished it. The relation 

betw een the  two tex ts is a  complex one; it is a s though  she could no 

longer su s ta in  the  idealizations an d  reconciliations of h e r novel.25 

“The Lifted Veil” underm ines a t every tu rn  the  organicism  th a t 

underlies the  novel an d  h e r aesthetic  of sym pathy. No “large vision 

of re la tions,” of the  “un ity” th a t “connects the  sm allest th ings w ith
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the g rea test” an im ates “The Lifted Veil” (Mill on the Floss 363). 

Latim er is not, a s  Eliot p u ts  it in Daniel Deronda, “an  organic p a rt of 

social life.” He rem ains, despite the  th rea ten ing  im m ediacy of 

o thers, c u t off from them . Latim er even m ocks a s  egotistical the 

notion th a t  it is ou r lack of knowledge of or insigh t into o thers th a t 

lim its ou r sym pathy for them .26 The organic unconscious of The Mill 

on the Floss is displaced by a  passive, m echanical au to m atism .27 

“The Lifted Veil’s” work of m elancholia (to u se  F reu d ’s paradoxical 

form ulation) co n tras ts  w ith the  novel’s w ork of m ourning , refusing 

the in ternaliza tions of m ourning, its narc issistic  reappropria tions. 

Nothing, in fact, could be fu rth er from the image of u n ity  in death  

w ith w hich The Mill on the Floss ends th a n  the  s ta rk  vision of death  

in “The Lifted Veil.”

Eliot’s novella h as, a s  m any critics have noted, an  “obvious” 

sim ilarity to Poe’s “The Facts in the  Case of M. V aldem ar” (Royle 85) 

-  though  it h a s  generally been d ism issed  as m erely a  “superficial 

affinity,” Poe lacking, according to Beryl Gray, E liot’s m oral 

se riousness (87-8), or lim ited to the  tran sfu sion  experim ent a t the 

end. “The Lifted Veil” is w ritten, a s Poe would say, in articulo mortis, 

in the  g rasp  of death . In Eliot’s tale a s  in “The Case of M. V aldem ar”
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death m arks both a limit of language and inhabits it. Valdem ar’s “I

am  dead ,” a s  D errida h a s  rem arked, is “the  condition for a  tru e  act

of language.”28 “The Lifted Veil” begins and  ends w ith the  scene of

Latim er’s death . “The tim e of my end approaches,” he begins h is

story. “I foresee w hen I shall die, an d  everything th a t will h appen  in

my final m om ents,” he writes:

J u s t  a  m onth  from th is  day, on the  20th of Septem ber 1 8 5 0 ,1 
shall be siting in th is  chair, in th is  study , a t ten -o ’clock a t 
n ight, weary of in cessan t insigh t an d  foresight, w ithout 
delusions and  w ithout hope. J u s t  a s  I am  w atching a  tongue 
of b lue flame rising in the  fire, and  m y lam p is bu rn ing  low, 
the  horrible contraction  will begin in my chest. (1)

Latim er gradually  shifts during  h is accoun t of h is prevision of death  

into the  p resen t tense, a s  though  he w as describing the  experience 

of d ea th  itself:

The sense of suffocation increases: my lam p goes ou t w ith a  
horrible stench: I m ake a  great effort, and  sn a tch  a t the  bell 
again. I long for life, and  there  is no help. I th irs ted  for the 
unknow n: the  th irs t is gone. O God, let me stay  w ith the 
know n, and  be w eary of it: I am  content. Agony of pain  and  
suffocation -  and  all the  while the  earth , the  fields, the  pebbly 
brook a t the  bottom  of the  rookery, the  fresh scen t after the 
rain , the  light of the  m orning th rough  my cham ber-w indow , 
the  w arm th  of the  h ea rth  after frosty a ir -  will d a rk n ess  close 
over them  for ever?

D arkness -  d a rk n ess  -  no pain  -  no th ing  b u t darkness: 
b u t I am  passing  on and  on th rough  the  darkness: my 
th o u g h t stays in the  d arkness , b u t always w ith a  sense of 
moving onw ard .... (2)
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The ellipses a t the  end m ark  a  certain  limit, occupying the  place of 

V aldem ar’s “I am  dead .” (The novella ends on Septem ber 20, 1850 

w ith an o th e r series of ellipses.) O ur own death , a s  F reud rem inds 

u s, is “un im aginable [unvorstellbar. unrepresen tab le]; an d  w henever 

we a ttem p t to do so we can  perceive th a t we are in fact still p resen t 

a s  spec ta to rs” (SE  14: 289 tran sla tio n  modified). D eath  canno t be 

represen ted  an d  is available only a s  rep resen ta tion .29 B ut, if death  

m arks the  abso lu te  lim it of identification in “The Lifted Veil,” it is 

also, a s  in Freud, the  origin of social feeling. “In the  first m om ents 

we come away from the presence of d ea th ,” Latim er w rites, in w hat 

is p e rh ap s the  only in stance  in the  story of h is having a  wide vision 

of relations, “every o ther relation to the  living is m erged, to our 

feeling, in the  great relation of a  com m on n a tu re  an d  a  com m on 

destiny” (48).

The blood tran sfu sion  experim ent a t the  end of “The Lifted 

Veil,” in w hich Mrs. A rcher is b rough t back  from the  dead  long 

enough to reveal Latim er’s wife, B erth a ’s, in ten tion  to kill him , is in 

a  sense a  rew riting of the  m esm eric experim ent in Poe’s “V aldem ar,” 

recasting  the  m ateria list vision of the  sp iritua l in h is m esm eric 

revelations a s  the  physical basis of m ind. The scene h as, however,
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too often been d ism issed  a s  ex traneous to the  story. Blackwood 

urged Eliot to c u t the  scene, and  m ore recently  Terry Eagleton h as  

com plained th a t  “the blood tran sfu sion  incident is ,” a s  he p u ts  it, “a  

piece of taw dry m elodram a, a  grotesque an d  infelicitous flaw, a  

fiction” (58).30 Yet, in m any ways tran sfu sion  scene dram atizes in 

condensed  form w hat is a t issue  in Latim er’s telepathy. The blood 

tran sfu sion  is an  image of the  violation of the  boundaries of the  self, 

of a  fusion of self an d  other, an  in tru s io n  of the  o ther into the  self.31 

It is in a  k ind  of literalization of the  trope of m esm eric influence.

Like telepathy, the  transfusion  experim ent also exposes a  techne  in 

the h e a rt of pathos. W hat the  experim ent reveals is no t the  re tu rn  

of the  im m ortal soul to the  body, a s  Latim er seem s to expect, no t a  

ghost in the  m achine, b u t an  effect of the  m achine itself. “The 

w retched w om an’s h earts trin g s h ad  been se t to h a tred  and  

vengeance,” Latim er writes; “the  sp irit of life had  sw ept the  chords 

for an  in s tan t, an d  w as gone again” (65). Eliot u se s  a  trad ition  

image of poetic insp iration  -  one she also u se s  in “Poetry and  

Prose.” Mrs. A rcher’s response h as, however, a lready been se t or 

pre-set. “G reat God!” Latim er exclaim s. “Is th is  w hat it is to live 

again ... to wake u p  w ith ou r unstilled  th irs t upon  u s , w ith our
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u n u t te r e d  c u r s e s  r is in g  to  o u r  lip s , w ith  o u r  m u s c le s  re a d y  to  a c t

ou t the ir half-com m itted sin s?” (65). W hat shocks Latim er is no t so

m uch  the  revelation th a t B ertha  in tended  to kill him , b u t the

au tom atism  an d  m echanicity  th a t inhab its  it, b lu rring  the

d istinction  betw een the  au tom atic , reflexive unconscious and

consciousness.

In h is readings George Eliot, Marc Redfield h a s  draw n

a tten tion  to a  rem arkable  appearance  of w hat he calls h e r “telepathy

m achine” in the  la s t of h e r pub lished  w ritings, The Im pressions o f

Theophrastus Such. The passage occurs in the  ch ap te r “Shadow s of

the Com ing Race” (the title alludes to a  story  by Bulwer-Lytton),

w hich im agines a  fu tu re  in w hich m ach ines have supp lan ted

h u m an  beings:

Who -  if o u r consciousness is... a  m ere stum bling  block on 
the  way to unconscious perfection -  who shall say th a t  those 
fittest existences will no t be found along the  track  of w hat we 
call inorganic com binations, w hich will carry  on the  m ost 
elaborate p rocesses as m utely an d  painlessly  a s  we are  now 
told th a t the  m inerals are  m etam orphosing  them selves 
continually  in the  d a rk  laboratory  of the  e a r th ’s c ru s t?  T hus 
the  p lane t m ay be filled w ith beings who will be blind and  deaf 
a s  the  inm ost rock, yet will execute changes a s  delicate and  
com plicated as those of h u m an  language an d  all the  in tricate  
web of w hat we call its effects, w ithout sensitive im pression, 
w ithout sensitive im pulse: there  m ay be, let u s  say, m ute
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orations, m ute  rhapsodies, m ute  d iscussions, an d  no 
consciousness there  even to enjoy the silence” (133)

The m ach ines in th is  passage are a  figure of both  direct,

unm ed iated  com m unication -  w ithout the  m ediation of the  senses

or of consciousness -  and  of pure  m ediation, if su ch  a  th ing  is

possible. Their “m ute orations, m ute  rhapsod ies,” an d  “m ute

d iscussions” are  an o th e r version of the  “roar th a t lies on the  o ther

side of silence,” push ing  sym pathy beyond the  lim it of intelligibility.

The m ach ines are repeatedly  characterized  in the ch ap ter as

“unconscious” or, in the  quasi-D arw inian  logic it develops, a s  an

“unconscious race.” The chap ter unfolds a s  a  debate on the relation

betw een h u m an  consciousness and  unconscious m echanical

p rocesses.32 The n a rra to r’s in terlocu tor argues th a t  h u m an

consciousness “will an d  m u st ac t a s  a  nervous cen tre  to...

m echanical p rocesses” (131), w hich are “sim ply extensions of the

h u m an  organism ” an d  “obey the  m an d a tes  of our consciousness”

(130). The na rra to r, T heoph rastu s Such, inverts th is  logic, insisting

th a t  consciousness only “imagine[s] itself moving its  m over” (133),

and  th a t it is a  “p a rasite” th a t only o u r prejudice gives a  “suprem e

governing ran k .” H um an consciousness is no t m aste r of its own

house  b u t is inhab ited , driven by an  unconscious au tom atism  and
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m e c h a n ic ity  t h a t  i t  c a n n o t  fully a p p ro p r ia te . T h ese  u n c o n s c io u s  

m echanical “p rocesses” are, in Eliot’s final analogy, like a  language. 

They “execute changes,” she w rites, “a s  delicate an d  com plicated as 

those of h u m an  language and  all the  in tricate  web of w hat we call 

its effects.” The struggle of m an  and  m achine becom es, w hat Hertz 

calls in an  essay  on Daniel Deronda, “a  struggle of language and  

consciousness” (“Some W ords” 283). The m ach ines’ “language” is 

radically inhum an . Its “inorganic com binations” are  sense less and  

indifferent, w ithout m eaning or in tention. It is, a s  Redfield p u ts  it, 

“an  im possible trope-m achine c u t off from the phenom enal world 

b u t possessed  of “effects” nonetheless (“Fictions of Telepathy” 17). 

The language of the  m achines rep resen ts w hat in language canno t 

be assim ilated  to the hu m an , or to consciousness or in tention . 

W hat the  telepathy  m ach ines figure in “Shadow s of the  Coming 

Race” is the  m echanicity  w ithout w hich no m eaning or 

consciousness or sym pathy  would be possible, b u t w hich a t  the  

sam e tim e th rea ten s  the ir undoing.
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T he A m b iva len ce o f  D an ie l D eron da

“The Lifted Veil” is in m any ways un ique  in George E liot’s 

fiction. The gothic su p ern a tu ra lism  and  relen tless negativity of the  

novella se ts  it a p a rt from the  re s t of he r fiction -  a s  does in a  

different way the  heavy-handed irony of “Shadow s of the  Coming 

Race.” The anxieties it stages are seem ing confined to isolated 

m om ents in h e r o ther w ritings, c u t off from associative connection 

w ith h e r fictional project, a  project th a t in m any ways cu lm inates in 

Middlemarch. For Daniel Deronda no longer belongs securely to a  

fictional project based  on the  extension of sym pathy. Daniel 

Deronda  is E liot’s m ost su s ta in ed  in terrogation of the  lim its of her 

aesthetic  of sym pathy, an  a ttem p t to accoun t for w hat it necessarily  

excludes, w hat I have called the  problem  of hypnosis, w hat she 

them atizes in Latim er’s telepathy  or in the  m achines of “Shadow s of 

the Coming Race.” Daniel Deronda, I w an t to suggest, revolves 

a round  the  am bivalence of sym pathy. It dram atizes th a t 

am bivalence in the  figures of Daniel D eronda and  Gwendolen 

H arleth. The novel is, of course, no torious for the ap p a ren t 

d isjunction  of its two plots, and  there  is a  critical tendency to focus 

on one or the  other. The am bivalence of sym pathy is, however,

204

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

often readable precisely in the  relation betw een the  two plots. W hat 

is harm oniously  reconciled for D eronda becom es traum atic  for 

Gwendolen. W hat is foreclosed from one plot em erging in the  other.

D aniel D eronda seem s to be the  em bodim ent of the  sym pathy 

to w hich Eliot’s fiction asp ires. In the  figure of Daniel D eronda,

Neil Hertz suggests, “George Eliot experim ents w ith relocating” the 

consciousness of M iddlemarch’s n a rra to r  and  its voice “w ithin the 

fram ework of the  novel” (“Some W ords” 288). “Enlarged by h is  early 

h ab it of th ink ing  him self im aginatively into the  experience of 

o thers ,” D eronda’s broad  sym pathy  appears  to be exem plary (570). 

He h a s  a  “keenly perceptive sym pathetic  em otiveness,” a  

“receptiveness” th a t is, Eliot w rites, “a  rare  and  m assive power” 

(553). D eronda is m otivated th roughou t the  novel by the  desire “to 

u n d e rs tan d  o ther poin ts of view” (224). “W hat I have m ost trying to 

do for fifteen years,” he tells h is m other late in the  novel, “is to have 

some u n d ers tan d in g  of those who differ from m yself’ (692). With 

h is broad sym pathy and  “speculative tendency,” D eronda has, like 

the n a rra to r  of Middlemarch, a  certain  im partiality  an d  detachm ent, 

h is sym pathetic  reflectiveness giving him  a  kind of “social
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neu tra lity .” He becom es, a s  Godwin p u t it, “an  im partia l specta to r

of the  system  of w hich [he is] a  p a rt.”

B ut Daniel D eronda is if any th ing  perhaps a  little too

sym pathetic , h is  sym pathy a  b it too extensive. W hat propels the

narrative  is no t h is learning to enlarge h is sym pathy, b u t how

properly to lim it it. In a  rem arkable  parag raph  th a t in te rru p ts  the

accoun t of h is visit to the  synagogue in F rankfurt, the  n a rra to r

expounds a t  considerable length on the  problem  of D eronda’s “too

reflective an d  diffuse sym apthy”:

His early-w akened sensibility  and  reflectiveness had  
developed into a  m any-sided sym pathy, w hich th rea ten ed  to 
h inder any p e rs is ten t course of action: as soon a s  he took u p  
any  an tagonism , though  only in though t, he seem ed to 
h im self like the  Sabine w arriors in the  m em orable story -  w ith 
no th ing  to m eet h is spear b u t flesh of h is flesh an d  objects 
th a t he loved. His im agination h ad  so w rought itself to the 
h ab it of seeing th ings as they probably appeared  to o thers, 
th a t  a  strong  partisan sh ip , u n less  it were aga in st an  
im m ediate oppression, had  become insincerity  for him . His 
p lenteous, flexible sym pathy had  ended by falling into one 
c u rre n t w ith th a t reflective analysis which ten d s to neutralize 
sym pathy. (412)

The problem  is initially fram ed as a  conflict betw een sym pathy and  

judgem en t.33 D eronda is too m uch  in the  hab it of identifying w ith 

o thers, of seeing th ings from their poin t of view, to condem n them . 

He is u sed , we are told, to viewing the  vices of o thers w ith “w ith pity
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and understanding,” to thinking of them  as “part of m ixed hum an

n a tu re s  having an  individual h istory” (412). His “p lenteous, flexible

sym pathy” an d  “reflective analysis” appears  to neutralize sym pathy

by neutralizing  an tipathy . “Strong p a rtisan sh ip ” seem s to depend

on the  determ ination  of the  enem y, on the  exclusion of certain

o thers from sym pathy, on a  refusal of identification.

The problem , however, gradually  shifts during  the  course of

the  parag raph  to a  tension  w ithin sym pathy itself:

A too reflective an d  diffuse sym pathy w as in danger of 
paralysing  in him  th a t indignation against wrong an d  th a t 
se lectness of fellowship w hich are the  conditions of m oral 
force; an d  in the  las t few years of confirm ed m anhood he had  
becom e so keenly aw are of th is  th a t w hat he m ost longed for 
w as e ither som e external event, or som e inw ard light, th a t 
w ould urge him  into a  definite line of action, an d  com press h is 
w andering  energy. He w as ceasing to care for knowledge -  he 
h ad  no am bition for practice -  u n less  they could bo th  be 
gathered  u p  into one cu rre n t w ith h is em otions; an d  he 
dreaded, a s if it were a  dwelling place of lost souls, th a t dead 
anatom y of cu ltu re  w hich tu rn s  the  universe into a  m ere 
ceaseless answ er to queries, and  know s no everything, b u t 
everything else ab o u t everything -  a s  if one shou ld  be ignoran t 
of no th ing  concerning the  scen t of violets except the  scen t 
itself for w hich one had  no nostril. B u t how an d  w hence w as 
the  needed event to com e? the  influence th a t  would justify  
partiality , and  m aking him  w hat he longed to be yet w as 
unab le  to m ake him self -  an  organic p a rt of social life, in stead  
of roam ing like a  disem bodied spirit, stirred  w ith a  vague 
social passion , b u t w ithout fixed local hab ita tion  to render 
fellowship real. (413)
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The g rea test danger for D eronda seem s to come from a  kind  of 

d isin terested  objectivity an d  the  m elancholically evacuated  world it 

confronts. It is a  form of knowledge th a t in seeking to free itself 

from a  pa rticu la r perspective or place h a s  no “fixed local hab ita tion ,” 

th a t becom es “disem bodied,” c u t off from sense perception and  

emotion. E liot’s descrip tion of a  knowledge th a t know s everything 

“concerning the  scen t of violets except the  scen t itself for w hich one 

had  no nostril” seem s to an ticipate  the  telepathy  m ach ines of 

“Shadow s of the  Coming Race,” w hich are  “w ithout sensitive 

im pression, w ithout sensitive im pulse.” The passage is h a u n te d  by 

the th re a t of a  sim ilar loss of sense and  agency. Yet, such  

d istancing  m echan ism s are, a s we have seen, a  integral p a rt of 

Eliot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy and  the wide vision of rela tions to 

w hich it asp ires. Eliot’s solution to the  problem  of sym pathy’s over

perform ance is in th is  passage a  characteristically  organicist one:

For D eronda to become “an  organic p a rt of social life,” w hich will, of 

course, be the  sub ject of the  so-called Jew ish  plot of the  novel. The 

organic provides the  m odel of a  n a tu ra l, an d  therefore justified , 

“partiality .” W hat is strik ing ab o u t th is  passage, however, is its 

insistence th a t  for D eronda to become a  m an  of action and  decision,
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for h im  to  “ju s t ify  p a r tia li ty ” re q u ire s  a n  “e x te rn a l e v e n t” over w h ic h

he h a s  no control. He canno t m ake him self “an  organic p a rt of

social life,” it depends on an  unpred ic tab le  event or on the  influence

of som e th ing  or som e other.

“He w anted  some way,” the  pa rag raph  continues,

of keeping em otion an d  its progeny of sen tim en ts -  which 
m ake the  savours of life -  su b s tan tia l and  strong  in the  face of 
a  reflectiveness th a t  th rea ten ed  to nullify all differences. To 
pound  the  objects of sen tim en t into sm all d u st, yet keep the 
sen tim en t alive an d  active, w as som ething like the  fam ous 
recipe for m aking cannon  -  to first take a  round  hole an d  th en  
enclose it w ith iron; w hatever you do keeping fast hold of your 
round  hole. Yet, how d istingu ish  w hat ou r will m ay wisely 
save in its com pleteness, from the heaping  of cat-m um m ies, 
an d  the  expensive cu lt of en sh rined  pu trefactions? (414)

At issue  in th is  passage a s  in the  pa rag raph  as a  whole is a  tension

w ithin E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy. D eronda desire to reconcile

em otion an d  sen tim en t w ith cognition an d  reflection is in m any

ways also the  aim  of her aesthetic . It appears  in th is  passage,

however, to be virtually im possible e ither to reconcile em otions and

sen tim en ts of living beings w ith the  m echan ism s of reflection and

analysis th a t, to quote W ordsworth, “m urder to d issec t,” or to

entirely differentiate them . It is no longer a  sim ply a  question  of

excluding certain  o thers from sym pathy, a s  it appeared  a t the

beginning of the  parag raph , b u t of d istingu ish ing  w hat is living from

209

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

w h a t is d e a d . T he  p a ra g ra p h  m o v es n o t  o n ly  to w a rd  “th e  m ost 

abstrac tly  conceived th rea t,” a s  Hertz p u ts  it, “th a t of the 

nullification of all differences” (“Some W ords” 288), b u t also tow ard 

a  series of cu rious im ages seem ingly a t  odds w ith the  tone of the 

res t of the  paragraph . We can  no more take hold of sen tim ent, Eliot 

seem s to say (though the  analogy seem s oddly flippant), th a n  we 

can  the  hole of a  canon; the  hole or whole is an  effect of the 

m ateriality  th a t con stitu tes  an d  fram es it. The image of the  heap  of 

“cat-m um m ies” an d  “ensh rined  pu trefactions” is even m ore 

surprising . How can  we d istingu ish , she asks, rhetorically  perhaps, 

“w hat we m ay wisely save in its com pleteness” as a  unified whole 

from “the  heaping  of cat-m um m ies, and  the  expensive cu lt of 

en sh rined  pu trefactions,” from som ething dead an d  in h u m an  th a t 

always a lready inhab its  it.

If a  “p len teous, flexible sym pathy” characterizes Daniel 

D eronda, Gwendolen H arleth  is associated , especially early in the 

novel, w ith narcissism . The Gwendolen H arleth plot of Daniel 

Deronda  is, in a  sense, the  narra tive  of an  abortive sym pathetic  

education , an  alw ays u n certa in  progression from narc issism  to
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sym pathy. Gwendolen is depicted in one of the opening ch ap te rs  of 

the novel sitting  contentedly  “gazing a t h e r image” in the  m irror, 

eventually leaning forward an d  kissing  “the cold glass w hich had  

looked so w arm ” (47). Gwendolen h as, we are told, “a  naive delight 

in he r own fo rtunate  se lf’ (47). She is “a  girl who h ad  every day 

seen a  p leasan t reflection of th a t  self in h e r friends’ flattery as well 

a s  in the  looking-glass” (47). W ith “her inborn  energy of egoistic 

desire” (71), Gwendolen seem s confident she can  “move the  world 

w ithout precise notion of standing-place or lever” (293). She 

appears in o ther words, a t least early in  the  novel, to be in a  s ta te  of 

w hat Eliot calls m oral stupidity.

Gw endolen’s narc issism  is, however, troubled  from the very 

beginning by a  certain  am bivalence. Her feeling of confidence 

a lte rn a tes  w ith dread , he r self-satisfaction w ith terror. Gw endolen’s 

narra tive  is p u n c tu a ted  by m om ents of self loss, by a  series of 

shocks th a t  th rea ten  her narc issism  and  the  narc issistic  s tru c tu re  

of he r self, b u t w hose relation to the  extension of sym pathy  rem ains 

am biguous. The first of these  shocks occurs during  her 

perform ance as Herm ione in a  tab leau  from “The W inter’s Tale.” At 

the m om ent w hen the  s ta tu e  of Herm ione is m ean t to come to life, a
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panel in the  wall opens revealing a  p icture of a  dead  face w ith a 

figure fleeing from it. R ather th a n  tu rn  from death  into life, 

Gwendolen freezes a s  though  dead. “She looked,” we are told, “like 

a s  s ta tu e  into w hich a  soul of Fear had  entered: he r pallid lips were 

parted; he r eyes... were dilated an d  fixed.” The shock of o therness 

the  scene dram atizes in te rru p ts  Gw endolen’s m irroring relation to 

the  world. B u t he r sta tue-like  fixity is also a  k ind of m im etic 

identification w ith the  dead face.34 It is, as  the  n a rra to r  calls it, an  

“im agined m ortification.” Klesmer twice refers to G w endolen’s 

perform ance as a  “b it of plastih f an d  im plies th a t it w as “good 

acting ,” b u t it w as, a s  he no doub t realizes, involuntary. Gwendolen 

does no t so m uch  give it form a s  it is im posed on her. Her m im etic 

identification, h e r sta tue-like  fixity is no t the  resistance  of aesthetic  

p roduction  b u t rep resen ts  a  failure of defense, a  failure constitu tive 

of traum a.

The n a rra to r  a ttr ib u te s  G w endolen’s shock an d  “susceptib ility  

to te rro r” to the  traum atic  w idening of he r horizon, specifically 

linking it to the  “fits of sp iritua l d read” to w hich she is liable. 

“Solitude in any wide scene,” the  n a rra to r observes,
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im p re s se d  h e r  w ith  a n  u n d e f in e d  fee ling  o f im m e a su ra b le  
existence aloof from her, in the  m idst of w hich she w as 
helplessly incapable of asserting  herself. The little astronom y 
ta u g h t he r a t school u sed  som etim es to se t he r im agination a t 
w ork in  a  way th a t  m ake h e r trem ble: b u t alw ays w hen some 
one jo ined  her she recovered her indifference to the  vastn ess  
in w hich she seem ed an  exile; she found again  he r u su a l 
world in w hich her will w as of som e avail. (94-95)

The shock of “these  occasional experiences” displaces Gwendolen

from h e r im agined cen tra l position in he r world -  a  k ind  of personal

C opernican revolution. B u t G w endolen’s app rehension  of w hat is

a p a rt from her narrow , self-centered world, does no t lead to the

recognition of a  g reater whole -  or, the  n a rra to r com plains, to any

sort of religious speculation. It does no t lead her to conceive of

herself a s  p a rt of a  g reater whole, b u t to the  loss of any  stable

vantage poin t or perspective. Beyond her narc issistic  illusions,

there  is for Gwendolen only an  “im m easurab le  existence” in w hich

she seem s an  exile, a  bound less an d  decentered cosm os in w hich

she h a s  no place. It is only the  appearance  of some other, of some

“one” in whose ap p aren t un ity  an d  w holeness she sees herself

reflected th a t resto res G w endolen’s sense of self and  her

narc issistic , m irroring relation to the world.35 Her narc issism  is in

o ther w ords no t only a  defense again st a  th rea ten ing  alterity, it

depends on an  other, on her identification w ith som e other.
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At the start of one of the opening chapters in the novel, the

n a rra to r reflects on the  significance of the  early childhood hom e, of

being “well rooted in some spo t of a  native land ,” for the  “fu ture

w idening of knowledge.” “At five years old,” the n a rra to r  declares,

m orta ls are  no t p repared  to be citizens of the  world, to be 
stim ula ted  by a b s trac t n ouns, to soar above preference into 
im partiality; and  th a t prejudice in favour of m ilk w ith w hich 
we blindly begin, is a  type of the  way body an d  soul m u st get 
nou rished  a t least for a  time. The best in troduction  to 
astronom y is to th in k  of the  nightly heavens a s  a  little lot of 
s ta rs  belonging to one’s own hom estead. (50)

While th is  passage ostensibly refers to Gw endolen’s roo tlessness, 

a ttem pting  to accoun t for he r fear of the  s ta rs  a t n igh t or of any 

wide scene, it also seem s to allude to D eronda, to h is 

cosm opolitanism  and  ever-widening knowledge, to h is soaring above 

preference into im partiality. The passage brings D eronda’s problem  

into relation w ith Gw endolen’s, brings h is hom elessness an d  h is 

paralysis into relation w ith hers. If G w endolen’s te rro r com es from 

having no place beyond the  narrow  confines of h e r narc issistic  

illusions, D eronda’s hom elessness is the  resu lt of h is being a t hom e 

everywhere an d  now here in particu lar.
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It is, however, no t the  childhood hom e b u t the  prejudice in 

favor of m o ther’s m ilk “w ith w hich we blindly begin” th a t  is originary 

in the  passage. It is the  very “type” of a  n a tu ra l, justified  partiality. 

D eronda’s a ttem p t to justify  partiality , to become an  organic p a rt of 

social life, invariably takes the  form of a  search  for h is m other. Late 

in  the  novel, h is an ticipated  m eeting h is m other is equated  w ith 

discovering “the  poin t of view th a t life will m ake for him ” (685). 

Unlike Gwendolen, who takes h e r reflection in the m irror a s  an  

image of he r w holeness an d  unity , Daniel associates “h is own face 

in the  g lass... w ith tho u g h ts  of som e one whom  he m u st be like”

(226), th a t is, w ith h is m other. His specu lar image is for him  a  sign 

of a  constitu tive incom pleteness. It poin ts to som ething other, 

som ething pre- or non-specu lar. D eronda’s desire for h is m other, 

h is desire for identification, carries him  o u t of h im self -  even as the 

figure of the  m other prom ises to lim it h is identifications, to lim it h is 

sym pathy.

The n a rra to r’s rem arks on D eronda’s association  of h is 

reflection in the  m irror w ith thou g h ts  of h is m other are specifically 

linked to the  scene of h is reverie on the  T ham es an d  h is rescue  of 

M irah, w hich they help to in troduce. Rowing on the  T ham es a t
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tw ilig h t, it  w a s , w e a re  to ld , h is  “h a b i t  to  in d u lg e  h im s e lf  in ...

solem n passivity ,” “satisfied to go w ith the  tide an d  be taken  back by

it.” “He looked o u t,” the  n a rra to r continues,

for a  perfectly solitary spo t w here he could lodge h is boat 
again st the  bank , and , throw ing him self on h is back  w ith h is 
head  propped on the  cush ions, could w atch o u t the  light of 
su n se t an d  the  opening of th a t beadroll w hich som e oriental 
poet describes a s  God’s call to the  little s ta rs , who each 
answ er, “Here am  I.” He chose a  spo t in the  bend of the  river 
ju s t  opposite Kew G ardens, w here he had  a  g rea t b read th  of 
w ater before him  reflecting the  glory of the  sky, while he 
him self w as in shadow .... He w as forgetting everything else in 
a  half-speculative, half- involuntary  identification of h im self 
w ith the  objects he w as looking a t, th ink ing  how far it m ight 
be possible hab itually  to shift h is centre  till h is own 
personality  w as no less outside him  th a t  the  landscape, -  
w hen the  sense of som ething moving on the  b an k  opposite 
him ... m ade him  tu rn  h is glance th itherw ard . (229-30)

Like R o u sseau ’s reveries adrift on Lake Bienne, to w hich Eliot 

appears to allude, th is  is a  scene of p len titude .36 It is the  inverse of 

G w endolen’s of d read  alone u n d e r the  n igh t sky or in any  wide 

scene. While she rem ains an  exile in su ch  scenes, unab le  to see her 

self reflected in them , each s ta r  seem s in th is  passage to answ er 

“Here am  I.” D eronda’s reverie is no t however sim ply specu lar and  

narcissistic . His identification is “half-speculative, half

involuntary .” In h is reverie a  speculative (and narcissistic)
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identification coincides w ith a  passive, involuntary  one, projection 

coincides w ith reception, h is self w ith w hat is “ou tside” it.

D eronda’s reverie is, however, in te rrup ted  by the  sight of 

M irah p reparing  to drown herself. It is a  decisive m om ent in the 

narra tive , m oving him  from reflection into action an d  inaugu ra ting  

the  Jew ish  plot of the  novel. (Mordecai is sim ilarly an d  a s  decisively 

in te rrup ted  in a  m om ent of p len titude  by a  letter from h is m other.

It “recalled m e,” he tells D eronda, “to the  body w herefrom  I had  been 

released  to mingle w ith the  ocean of h u m an  existence, free from the 

p ressu re  of individual bondage” (601).) “P erhaps,” Daniel th in k s of 

M irah, “my m other w as like th is  one” (231). M irah is a  figure of 

identification a s  well a s  of desire for D eronda -  he r nam e even 

seem s to suggest a  m irror. If he r situation  lays hold of his 

im agination “w ith peculiar force,” it is because  it is in m any ways 

h is situation , the  search  for he r m other doubling an d  tak ing  the 

place of the  search  for his. Her a ttem pted  suicide is, like h is reverie, 

linked to the  desire to find her m other. “D eath ,” M irah says, “w as 

the way to he r” (262). Their rappo rt during  the scene is often 

uncanny . Rowing down the river singing, before he begins to let 

h im self drift, D eronda sees “a  figure w hich m ight have been an
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im personation of the m isery he w as u n con sciou sly  giving voice to”

(227). “A pparently ,” we are told, “h is voice had  en tered  her inner 

world w ithout h e r having taken  any note of whence it cam e” (227). 

“The power of d istinguish ing  ou tw ard  an d  inw ard,” the  n a rra to r 

rem arks after she is rescued , “w as continually  slipping away from 

her” (234). M irah loss of the  perception of sep ara ten ess  is the 

reverse m irror image of D eronda’s during  h is reverie, reflecting the  

th re a t of (and p e rh ap s the  desire for) self-annihilation th a t rem ains 

unacknow ledged in it.

Coercive Types

“D eronda’s w as no t,” the  n a rra to r  a ssu re s  u s , “one of those

quiveringly-poised n a tu re s  th a t  lend them selves to second-sigh t.”

Though Daniel Deronda lacks the  gothic su p e rn a tu ra lism  of “The

Lifted Veil,” the  coincidences in the  novel an d  the often u n can n y

rappo rt betw een ch arac te rs  repeatedly  raise  the issue  of second-

sight and  telepathy, of foresight an d  though t-transference .37

“‘Second-sight’ is ,” Eliot w rites,

a  flag over d ispu ted  ground. B u t it is a  m atte r of knowledge 
th a t there  are  persons whose yearnings, conceptions -  nay, 
traveled conclusions -  continually  take the form of im ages
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w h ic h  h a v e  fo re sh ad o w in g  pow er: th e  d e ed  th e y  w o u ld  do 
s ta r ts  u p  before them  in com plete shape, m aking a  coercive 
type: the  event they h unger for or d read  rises into a  vision 
w ith a  seed-like growth, feeding itself fast on un n u m b ered  
im pressions. (527)

M ordecai’s prevision of D eronda, to w hich th is  passage alludes, is

initially explained in psychological term s, a s  h is “w ishes” tu rn ing

into “overm astering im pressions.” D eronda w onders a t one poin t if

Mordecai is a  “m onom aniac” an d  w hether he is suffering from

“hallucinations of th ough t.” His “fervour of... prevision” certainly

appears  to be independen t of any  reality testing. The “ever-

recu rren t vision h ad ,” we are  told, “the  force of an  ou tw ard  call to

disregard  counter-evidence” (537). M ordecai refuses to acknowledge

the difference betw een the  “preconceived type” an d  D eronda,

betw een h is projection an d  the  o ther -  the  very difference th a t plays

su ch  a  crucial role in Eliot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy. Mordecai

“prevision” is im aginary in an  a lm ost Lacanian sense  of the  term .

He is captivated by an  image of w holeness an d  com pleteness, by the

image of h is ideal self. M ordecai’s “visionary form” is, the  text

em phasizes, a  p roduct of h is “im agination,” th a t gradually  takes

shape “in the inevitable p rogress of h is im agination tow ard fuller

detail” (531), draw ing on h is m em ories of Jew ish  faces seen  during
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his travels an d  h is repeated  visits to the  National Gallery in London 

in search  of “grave an d  noble types of the  h u m an  form” (529). The 

“form” or “type” he identifies Daniel w ith is an  in stance  of w hat Eliot 

called in “The Lifted Veil” “the  sublim e resistance  of poetic 

p roduction .” It is, she w rites in Daniel Deronda, “the  passionate  

c u rre n t of an  ideal life stra in ing  to em body itself, m ade in tense  by 

resistance  to im m inent d isso lu tion” (531).

M ordecai’s “visionary form” is no t only a  “coercive type” for 

him , b u t for D eronda a s  well. It also seem s to have “foreshadow ing 

power” for him , and  he gradually  com es to identify h im self w ith 

M ordecai’s “preconceived type.” D eronda’s identity  is, in a  sense, 

fashioned by Mordecai, is form ed or typed by him. Daniel is for 

M ordecai the  em bodim ent no t only of h is “preconceived type” or of 

h is “prefigured friend,” b u t also of h is ideal self, of “an  expanded, 

prolonged self.” Their rela tionsh ip  is one of identification. M ordecai 

envisions h is relation to D eronda a s  a  com plete fusion, in w hich 

their sou ls will eventually jo in  and  become a s  one. He sees it a s  a 

“transference of self,” in w hich he will m erge w ith an d  live on in 

him. (Their friendship  -  and  D eronda’s “discipleship” -  is m arked 

from the very beginning by the an ticipation  of M ordecai’s death.)
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Mordecai im agines an  alm ost hypnotic identification w ith D eronda, 

in w hich he is no longer perceived by him  a s  other, and  in w hich h is 

w ords are  ind istingu ishab le  from D eronda’s own. M ordecai depicts 

h is desire for un ity  a s  a  selfless love th a t looses itself in the  other, in 

a  g rea ter self. B u t it would also constitu te  a  k ind of hostile takeover 

of Daniel, a  nearly  hypnotic control over him . “You m u st be not 

only a  h an d  to m e,” Mordecai dem ands, “b u t a soul -  believing my 

belief -  being moved by my reasons -  hoping my hope -  seeing the 

vision I po in t to -  beholding a  glory w here I behold it!” (557). “You 

will be my life,” he insists. “You will take the  inheritance” (557). It 

is little w onder th a t D eronda, a t  least initially, sh rin k s  from 

M ordecai’s “ex travagant dem and of discipleship .”

M ordecai’s im agined fusion w ith D eronda is explicitly likened 

in the  novel to a  “m aterna l transference of self.” His “yearn ing  for 

tran sm iss io n ,” the  n a rra to r tells u s , gave h is “glance som ething of 

the dying m o ther’s look w hen her one loved son visits he r bedside, 

and  the  flickering power of g ladness leaps o u t a s  she says, ‘My boy!’ 

-  for the  sense of sp iritua l perpe tuation  in an o th e r resem bles th a t 

m aterna l transference  of se lf’ (553). The m aterna l is associated  

th ro u g h o u t the  novel w ith cu ltu ra l tran sm ission  -  a  tran sm ission
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often idealized as natural and unm ediated .38 “I think m y life

began ,” M irah recalls a t one point,

w ith w aking u p  and  loving my m o th er’s face: it w as so n ear to 
me, an d  her a rm s were round  me, an d  she sang  to me. One 
hym n she sang  so often, so often: an d  th en  she tau g h t me to 
sing it: it w as the  first I ever sang. They were always Hebrew 
hym ns she sang; an d  because I never knew the  m eaning of 
the  w ords they seem ed full of no th ing  b u t o u r love and  
happ iness. (250)

The m aterna l voice appears  here a s  an  unm ediated  com m unication 

or tran sm ission  of feeling, of the  m o ther’s love and  happ iness, 

w hich she com es to share. It is a  scene of instruction , of M irah 

learn ing  to and  by im itating an d  echoing her m o ther’s song. The 

passage also seem s to suggest a  certain  be la tedness in relation to 

h e r own b irth . For w hen M irah first w akes u p  an d  sees he r 

m o ther’s face, she h a s  already been affected by h e r voice and  her 

song, is a lready in he r grasp  or em brace. The m aterna l voice is, in a  

sense, a  figure of an  originary sociality, of an  affection by an  o ther 

th a t is prior to a  sense of self, prior to the  differentiation of self and  

other. Echo precedes N arcissus.39 The m aternal voice an d  the 

affection it generates are  for M irah an te rio r to any  specu lar 

reflection. H earing an d  feeling come before vision an d  reflection. 

“Feelings are  like ou r hearing ,” M irah rem arks, “they come as
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sounds do before we know their reason” (259). They are pre-reflexive 

and  p re-specu lar. As we have seen  in he r o ther w ritings, Eliot often 

associates su ch  (potentially threatening) im m ediacy w ith hearing  

ra th e r  th a n  seeing, w hich im plies a  certain  distance. But, if the 

m o ther’s voice rep resen ts  a  pure  and  unm ediated  com m unication, it 

is also pu re  form or pure  m ediation, w ithout, a t least for M irah, any 

sem antic  content.

A sim ilar dynam ic, w hich is no t unlike the one we saw  in 

E liot’s figures of telepathy, is evident in D eronda’s visit to the  

synagogue in F rankfurt, w hen he gives “him self u p  to th a t strongest 

effect of chan ted  liturgies w hich is independen t of detailed verbal 

m eaning” (416). “He w ondered a t the  streng th  of h is own feelings,” 

the n a rra to r  observes, “it seem ed beyond the  occasion -  w hat one 

m ight im agine to be a  divine influx, before there  w as any  vision to 

in te rp re t” (417). This is an o th e r scene of seem ingly d irect cu ltu ra l 

transm ission , of an  “influx,” th a t  is prior an d  independen t of 

reflection an d  cognition, th a t  is no t m ediated by consciousness.

The a p p a ren t im m ediacy of hearing  and  feeling are  again  privileged 

over vision and  reflection. In d iscussing  both  h is experience a t  the 

synagogue in F rank fu rt an d  her m em ory of he r m o ther’s song,
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Daniel tells M irah he agrees w ith h e r th a t “the  influence of voices” 

(424) does no t depend on the m eaning of the  words. The voices 

“im pressed” him  as  m uch , an d  “p e rh ap s m ore,” he observes, 

because he did no t know the w ords’ m eaning. As in M irah’s 

m em ory of he r m o ther’s voice the affective force of language appears  

to be cu t off from its constative or cognitive function.

This dynam ic takes on, however, a  som ew hat different tonality  

in the  accoun t of M ordecai’s in struction  of Jaco b  C ohen -  who is, 

before D eronda, the  object of h is influence. M ordecai’s pedagogical 

technique consists  of reciting “a  Hebrew poem  of h is own” and  

m aking Jaco b  “say the  w ords after him ” -  a  “fascinating  gam e,” as 

the  n a rra to r  p u ts  it, “of im itating unintelligible w ords” (533). “The 

boy will get them  engraved w ithin h im ,” M ordecai th inks; “it is a  way 

of p rin ting .” “My w ords m ay rule him  some day,” he hopes. “Their 

m eaning m ay flash ou t a t him . It is so w ith a  nation  -  after m any 

days” (533). Like the  earlier scenes, th is  is a  scene of in struction  in 

and  by the  m other tongue, a  scene of cu ltu ra l tran sm ission  and  

transference. The descrip tion of M ordecai’s teaching, of h is “strange 

prin ting” a s  it is called, draw s a tten tion  to the  m ateriality  and  the 

force of h is w ords -  the  violent inscrip tion  idealized earlier a s  the
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“m aterna l transference of self.” Im itation or m im esis is for Mordecai 

a  v irtual technology of m aterial inscrip tion, and  the  accoun t 

s tre sses  Ja c o b ’s bodily “im itativeness” an d  h is ability, like Lapidoth 

or D aniel’s m other, to ac t h is own em otions. Ja c o b ’s repetition of 

“unintelligible w ords” will, Mordecai believes, s tam p  or im prin t them  

in h is  memory. “The boy will get them  engraved w ithin h im .” It is a  

way no t only of p rin ting  b u t of im prin ting  “coercive type.” For 

Mordecai hope is th a t rean im ated  the  w ords engraved w ithin Jaco b  

will “ru le  h im ,” will possess him  from w ithin. M ordecai’s “it is so 

with a  na tion” links h is in struction  of Jacob , h is “strange p rin ting” 

to h is aesthe tic  nationalism , and  specifically to the  revival or 

revivification of m em ory th a t is for him , as for George Eliot, essen tia l 

to the  feeling of com m unity. The m em ory depicted in th is  scene, 

however, is no t the  in ternalization  of feeling or of m eaning, it is no t 

in Hegelian term s Erinnerung  b u t Gedachtnis, technical and  

m echanical m em ory, the  rote m em orization of m eaningless w ords.40 

“C om m unity w as felt,” Mordecai a sse rts  la ter in the  novel, “before it 

w as called good” (594). His declaration  is, a s  Forest Pyle argues, 

“an o th er in stance  of the  ‘p resen t cause  of p a s t effects’” th a t C ynthia 

C hase h a s  tau g h t u s  to read  in the  novel (169).41 In h is in struction
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of Jacob, however, the feeling of com m unity is not originaiy but the

belated effect of a  prior inscription; it is a  m atte r of language and

technics, of form ation an d  education.

M ordecai’s w ords m ake a  considerably  greater im pression  on

Daniel D eronda th a n  they do on Jaco b  Cohen, for whom  they

rem ain  com pletely m eaningless, w ithout the  “flash” of conviction

th a t for Eliot characterizes aesthetic  teaching .42 From  their initial

m eeting in a  second-hand  book store to h is  in struction  in Hebrew

and  their study  of D aniel’s relation to Mordecai is largely m ediated

by writing. Their relation is, in a  sense, a  relation of reader and

w riter or reader and  text. “Call no th ing  m ine I have w ritten,

D aniel,” M ordecai d irects him  late in the  novel,

for though  our M asters delivered rightly th a t everything 
shou ld  be quoted in the  nam e of him  th a t said  it -  an d  their 
ru le  is good -  yet it does no t exclude the  willing m arriage 
w hich m elts soul into soul.... For I have judged  w hat I have 
w ritten, an d  I desire the  body I gave my th o u g h t to p a ss  away 
a s  th is  fleshly body will pass; b u t let the  tho u g h t be born 
again  from our fuller soul w hich shall be called yours. (820)

M ordecai’s protocols of reading  (and of m ourning) are  not 

surprisingly  based  on fusional identification. While quotation  

m arks the  o th er’s w ords a s  other, M ordecai does no t w an t h is words 

to be recognized a s  other, to be d istingu ished  by D eronda from h is
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own or w hat “shall be called” h is own. His directive is a  

characteristic  m ixture of selflessness an d  coercion, for it seem s to 

preclude the  possibility of any  resistance. Privileging the  living sp irit 

over the  dead  letter, Mordecai d ism isses the  m ateriality  of w riting as 

secondary an d  expendable. The image of h is w riting a s  the  “ill

shaped  work of the  youthfu l carver” recalls the  figure of engraving 

in h is in struc tion  of Jacob . M ordecai’s directive to Daniel depends 

on d issim ulating  of the  m ateriality  an d  the coercive force of his 

words, the  im pression  they m ade. The m odel of reading  Mordecai 

p resen ts  is also a  form of m ourning; the  d isso lu tion  of the  “body ’ he 

gave h is th o u g h t to is explicitly likened to the  d isso lu tion  of h is 

physical body. It is based  on the  fan tasy  of an  abso lu te  m ourning, 

on an  interiorization and  assim ilation  th a t leaves no trace  of the 

o ther a s  o ther w ithin the  self. D eath  is for Mordecai the  condition of 

abso lu te  identification, of a  spiritualized and  idealized identification 

free from the b u rden  of m atter. B u t if d ea th  estab lishes an  identity, 

it also in troduces an  irreducible alterity. M arking the  lim it of 

identification, d ea th  m akes the o ther irreducibly other.

B ut, D eronda does no t prom ise to call noth ing  M ordecai h a s  

w ritten  h is, pointing ou t th a t su ch  “b len t tran sm iss io n s ,” a s  he calls
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them , are  no t a  m atte r of conscious choice. “W hat we c a n ’t h inder,” 

he tells him , “m u st no t m ake ou r ru le for w hat we ought to choose” 

(821). D eronda in fact often res is ts  M ordecai’s more “extravagant 

dem andfs] of d iscipleship .” He “sh ra n k ,” we are told, “from having 

h is course determ ined by m ere contagion, w ithout consen t of 

reason” (567). Yet, a  certain  contagion nonetheless infects h is 

relation to M ordecai, an  involuntary  identification or m im esis th a t is 

no t governed by the  consen t of reason  or by consciousness. “We 

shall no t be separa ted  by life or by d ea th ,” D eronda tells him , 

seem ing to channel Mordecai a s  he inform s him  of h is Jew ish  b irth , 

“speaking  from M ordecai’s m ind a s  m uch  a s  from h is own” (816).

In a  recen t article, A m anda A nderson, noting D eronda’s 

resistance  to “M ordecai’s vision of a  com plete m ind-m eld,” draw s 

a tten tion  to the  im portance in the  novel of the  differences betw een 

their views, especially the ir views of Jew ish  nationalism . For 

M ordecai, A nderson argues, “the m odel for the  relation to the  o ther 

and  the  m odel for the  relation to one’s cu ltu ra l heritage are the 

sam e: abso lu te  un ity ,” while for D eronda the  model is, in both 

cases, “reflective an d  dialogical” (“George Eliot” 4 1).43 While 

D eronda vows to “identify m yself a s  far a s  possible w ith my
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hered itary  people” an d  says he “will call m yself a  Jew ,” he will not, 

he in sis ts  “profess to believe exactly a s  my fathers have believed” 

(792). D eronda adheres in stead  to h is g rand fa ther’s idea of 

“sep ara ten ess  w ith com m unication ,” of “a  balance of sep ara ten ess  

w ith com m unication .”44 D eronda’s notion of sep ara ten ess  and  

com m unication, like Eliot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy, to w hich it 

clearly belongs, is based  not on fusion identification, b u t on a 

notion of identity  th a t m ain ta in s the  sep ara ten ess  and  difference of 

self an d  other(s), and  of com m unities, peoples, and  nations. It is in 

a  sense an  extension of he r aesthetic  of sym pathy  from the relation 

of self an d  other(s) to the  relation to and  betw een com m unities, 

peoples, or nations.

D espite the ir differences, D aniel’s nationalism , like M ordecai’s 

and  Eliot’s is based  on an  organicist aesthetic . While D eronda 

speaks in te rm s of choice an d  consen t, w hat brings ab o u t h is “full 

consen t,” a s  he p u ts  it, to being a  Jew  -  the  consen t th a t  is no t only 

of reason  b u t of feeling -  is he tells M ordecai “the gradual accord 

betw een your m ind and  m ine” (819), and  he often seem s to be 

speaking  a t least as m uch  from M ordecai’s m ind in the  very m om ent 

he affirm s h is Jew ish  identity. The prefigured form of the  im agined
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com m unity  of M ordecai’s aesthetic  nationalism  decisively in-form s 

D eronda’s identification w ith h is hered itary  people an d  h is 

perception of h im self a s  an  organic p a rt of a  com m unity. It allows 

D eronda no t so m uch  to expand h is sym pathy a s  to lim it its 

perform ance an d  to justify  partiality . The feeling of sep ara ten ess  

prevents w hat Eliot calls in “The M odern Hep! Hep! Hep!,” the  final 

chap ter of Theophrastus Such, the  “p rem atu re  fusion” of na tions, or 

peoples, or races. The “sp irit of sep ara ten ess ,” w hich is according to 

Eliot “the  offspring of m em ory,” “h as  no t yet done its  w ork in the  

education  of m ank ind” (151) Com m unity, it would seem , like E liot’s 

aesthetic  of sym pathy, m u st begin w ith the  feeling or perception of 

separa teness. The un ity  of com m unity, of a  na tion  or people, is 

m odeled on the  un ity  of the  self or subject. A nation  or people, 

however, canno t be perceived or felt directly; it is a  m atte r of 

m nem otechnics, of m em ory and  inscrip tion. D eronda’s 

identification w ith h is hered itary  people is h a u n te d  by the  contagion 

and  suggestion, the  blind identification or m im esis, an d  the  violent 

inscrip tion  h is relation to Mordecai both  records an d  forecloses. 

S uch  tran sm ission  system s far from estab lish ing  a  un ity  are  w hat
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prevents the  subject, w hether individual or collective, from 

com pleting itself a s  an  identity, from being identical to itself.

D eronda’s identification w ith h is hered itary  people is, like the 

identification w ith Mordecai th a t sh ap es it, bo th  volun tary  and  

involuntary  -  an d  it canno t in fact justify  partiality  if it is entirely 

voluntary. “W hat my b irth  w as,” he in sis ts  to Mordecai, “does not 

lie in my will” (560). D aniel’s discovery of h is Jew ish  b irth  is, as  

C ynthia C hase h as  fam ously argued, “the  p resen t cause  of p a s t 

effects,” it appears  to be both  the  cause  an d  the effect of h is growing 

Jew ish  identification. D eronda’s Jew ish  identity  is in significant 

respects biological and  racial. Eliot shared  w ith m any  if no t m ost of 

he r contem poraries certain  Lam arckian assum ptions. “It is you,” he 

tells Mordecai, “who have given shape to w hat, I believe, w as an  

inherited  yearning  -  an  effect of brooding, passiona te  th o u g h ts  in 

m any an cesto rs” (819). Yet Eliot herself w arns in Theophrastus 

Such  of the  dangers of believing “th a t culture is som ething innate, 

th a t it is the  sam e th ing  as nature” (80). Both Eliot an d  her 

h u sb a n d  George Henry Lewes stressed  the  overwhelm ing influence 

of language an d  society an d  the  lim its it invariably placed on 

Lam arckian exp lanations.45 W hat m atte rs  in Daniel Deronda  is the
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giving of shape, ra th e r th a n  the  inherited  yearning. The Jew ish  plot 

of the  novel is in m any ways the  story of th a t  gift. “The spell-bound 

h ab its  of inherited  fram es” are no t so m uch  a  question  of na tu re , 

b u t of second n a tu re , of the  form ation of h ab its  th a t  h a s  been 

associated , a t  least since Plato, w ith m im esis.46 W hat con ta ins 

m im esis in D eronda’s narrative  is th a t, a s  in his reverie on the 

Tham es, h is speculative and  narc issistic  identifications ap pear to 

coincide w ith h is involuntary  identifications, the identity  im posed on 

him  to coincide w ith the  one he desires, in terpellation w ith choice.

As is so often the  case in Daniel Deronda, the  reconciliations 

of one plot become unraveled  in the  other. While in D eronda’s 

narra tive  in terpellation  appears to coincide w ith desire, in 

G w endolen’s they  appear irreconcilable. While D eronda’s narra tive  

seem s to con ta in  m im esis, Gw endolen’s does not. If Gwendolen 

H arleth is, in Jacqueline  Rose’s m em orable p h rase  “the  original 

literary  hysteric” (116), he r hysteria  tu rn s , I w an t to suggest, on 

questions of m im esis.47 “W hat is th rea ten ing  in m im esis is ,” as  

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe rem inds u s , “fem inization, instab ility  -  

hysteria” (“Typology” 129).
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If we can  poin t to a  single m om ent in the tex t th a t m arks

G w endolen’s inscrip tion, it is w hen she receives the  letter from

Lydia G lasher on her wedding night. The letter, w hich accom panies

a  packet of d iam onds G randcourt h ad  originally given to Lydia

G lasher, “th ru s t  its w ords upon  her”:

It seem ed a t first a s  if G w endolen’s eyes were spell-bound in 
reading  the  horrible words of the  letter over an d  over again as 
a  doom  of penance; b u t suddenly  a  new spasm  of te rro r m ade 
her lean  forward an d  stre tch  ou t the  paper tow ards the fire, 
lest accusation  an d  proof a t once should  m eet all eyes.... In 
h e r m ovem ent the  caske t fell on the  floor an d  the  diam onds 
rolled out. She took no notice, b u t fell back  in her chair again 
helpless. She could no t see the  reflections of herself then: 
they were like so m any wom en petrified white; b u t coming 
n ear herself you m ight have seen the trem or in her lips and  
han d s. She sa t so for a  long while, knowing little m ore th a n  
th a t she w as feeling ill, and  th a t those w ritten  w ords kept 
repeating  them selves in h e r so. (406-7)

Gwendolen rem ains paralyzed an d  m otionless un til G ran d co u rt’s

appearance  brings “a  new nervous shock” an d  she scream s “again

and  again  w ith hysterical violence” (407). The letter, like the sudden

appearance  of the  dead face in the  earlier scene, seem s to sh a tte r

Gw endolen’s narcissistic , m irroring relation to the  world. The scene

explicitly moves from her seeing “herself repeated  in the  glass

panels” (405) to her no longer seeing “the  reflections of herself.” She

looses herself in the  “so m any wom en petrified w hite.” Yet,
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Gw endolen’s petrifaction also suggests a  k ind  of m im etic 

identification w ith those women. She looks, as  in the  earlier scene, 

"like a s  s ta tu e  into w hich a  soul of Fear had  en tered” (91). To 

petrify is to tu rn  som ething organic into stone, to deaden. The 

passage em phasizes the  violent inscrip tion  of the letter. The words 

“th ru s t... upon  h e r” seem  to possess he r from within. “Those 

w ritten  w ords kep t repeating  them selves in her.” “The w ords,” the  

n a rra to r la te r observes, “had  nestled  th e ir venom ous life w ithin h e r” 

(478). In h e r close reading  of th is  scene, Evelyne E nder draw s 

a tten tion  to a  cu rious reflexive construction , a  “foreign body” a s  she 

calls it, in the  passage: “B ut com ing n e a r herse lf you m ight have 

seen ...” (259). The “h e rs e lf  both  evokes and  collapses the 

n a rra to r’s (as well a s  our) specu lar d istance  from the scene.

Eliot’s scene of hysteria  is, of course, not w ithout sexual 

connotations -  however displaced. Gw endolen’s m ovem ent from the 

corridor to the  ante-room  to the  boudoir can, a s E nder observes, be 

seen a s  a  “symbolic geography of sex” like the one F reud read  in 

D ora’s second dream , com plete w ith jew el-case. The n a rra to r’s 

com m ent earlier in the  novel th a t Gwendolen “objected, w ith a  sort 

of physical repulsion , to being directly m ake love to” (101), would
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seem  to suggest a  connection betw een the  scene of hyste ria  and  th a t 

repulsion. The n a rra to r  even seem s to allude to it early in the 

scene, noting  w ith som e su rp rise  Gw endolen’s “passive accep tance” 

w hen G randcourt k isses her on the  lips for the first time. Lydia 

G lasher’s letter, however, s tre sses  the  p assion lessness of their 

m arriage:

These d iam onds, w hich were one given w ith a rd en t love to 
Lydia G lasher, she p asses  on to you. You have broken your 
word to her, th a t  you m ight possess w hat w as he rs .... The 
m an  you have m arried  h a s  a  w ithered heart. His best young 
love w as m ine; you could no t take th a t  from me w hen you 
took the  rest. It is dead; b u t I am  the grave in w hich your 
chance of h app iness is buried  a s  well a s  m ine. (406)

G w endolen’s both  identifies w ith and  refuses her identification w ith 

Lydia G lasher, w ith the  w om an w hose place, the le tter rem inds her, 

she h a s  tak en .48 The letter recalls he r inscrip tion  in a  system  of 

exchange. It m arks a  deb t th a t canno t be repaid. W hen she first 

m et he r a t the  W hispering Stones, it w as for Gwendolen “a s  if some 

ghastly  vision h ad  come to her in a  d ream  an d  said, ‘I am  a  w om an’s 

life’” (190). Her “favourite form ula” prior to her m arriage w as th a t 

she w as “no t going to do a s  o ther wom en did ,” th a t  if she m arried , 

“she w as no t going to renounce her freedom ,” “th a t  she w as going 

to do ju s t  a s  she liked” (168). Reading the  letter effectively p u ts  an
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end to G w endolen’s fantasy; she becom es like “so m any  wom en 

petrified w hite.” Noting Lydia G lasher’s “M edusa-apparition ,” as it 

is called, la ter in  the  novel an d  Gw endolen’s petrification, E nder 

argues th a t “Eliot’s text of hysteria  overlaps in an  u n can n y  fashion” 

w ith F reu d ’s in te rp reta tion  of M edusa, an  in te rp reta tion  th a t tu rn s  

on the  th re a t of castra tion  (265). The m irror Lydia G lasher holds u p  

to Gwendolen sim ilarly canno t be looked a t in the face.

“W ith the  reading  of th a t le tter,” the  n a rra to r tells u s , “had  

begun her h u sb a n d ’s em pire of fear” (479). “Her h u sb a n d  had  

gained a  m astery” over Gwendolen, w hich she seem s unab le  to 

resist. Her prior “belief in h e r own power of dom inating -  w as 

u tte rly  gone” (477). Her reading  the  letter, however, m ark s no t only 

the  beginning of G randcou rt’s em pire of fear, b u t also the  beginning 

of D eronda’s “transform ing influence” on h e r and  of he r sym pathetic  

education. “Lives are  enlarged in different w ays,” Daniel tells her, 

sounding  a s  he so often does in the ir conversations very m uch  like 

the n a rra to r  of M iddlemarch ,49 “Some would never get th e ir eyes 

open if it were no t for a  violent shock from the consequences of their 

own actions” (494). Lydia G lasher or he r deb t to h e r becom es the  

“stu ff o ’ the  conscience” to Gwendolen. B ut, the extension of he r
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sym pathy  an d  the  aw akening of conscience in her depend on 

D eronda’s “transform ing  influence,” on w hat the n a rra to r  calls “the  

infused action of an o th e r soul” (840). “It is one of the  secrets in th a t 

change in m ental poise w hich h a s  been fitly nam ed conversion,” the 

n a rra to r explains, “th a t to m any am ong u s  ne ither heaven nor earth  

h a s  any  revelation till some personality  touches the irs  w ith a 

peculiar influence, subdu ing  them  into receptiveness” (484). 

Gw endolen’s “conversion,” like D eronda’s in the novel’s o ther plot, 

depends upon  ano ther. Gw endolen’s subduction  “into 

receptiveness,” however, coincides w ith he r subm ission  to 

G randcourt. As h is dom ination an d  m astery  of h e r increases, so 

does D eronda’s “transform ing influence.” They ap p ea r to be on 

parallel tracks. For L acanian psychoanalytic critics su ch  a s  Slavoj 

Zizek, hysteria  is, a s  E lisabeth  Bronfen w rites, “a  paradigm atic  

exam ple of a  radically am biguous rela tionsh ip  betw een the  sub ject 

and  the  so-called M aster in response to w hom  the su b jec t’s identity  

is constitu ted” (xii). The hysteric bo th  radically res is ts  in terpellation 

and  “requires the  O ther a s  an  add ressee” (vii).50 For Gwendolen the  

place of the  so-called M aster or O ther seem s to bo th  a lterna te  and  

be split betw een G randcourt an d  Deronda.
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G w endolen’s am bivalent relation is evident from the fam ous

opening of the  novel:

W as she beautifu l or no t beautifu l?  and  w hat w as the  secret 
of form or expression w hich gave the  dynam ic quality  to her 
glance? W as the  good or evil dom inan t in those beam s? 
Probably evil; else why w as the  effect th a t of u n re s t  ra th e r  
th a n  of u n d is tu rb ed  charm ? Why w as the w ish to look again 
felt a s  coercion an d  no t a s  a  longing in w hich the  whole being 
consen ts?  (35)

Gwendolen is from the very beginning p resen ted  a s  the  object of a  

specifically m ascu line  gaze, in th is  case D eronda’s. The “dynam ic 

quality” of he r glance and  the  coercive effects it generates already 

seem  to suggest hysteria . (The word dynam ic w as a t the  tim e, as 

Blackwood com plained, still a  dictionary word.) Yet, despite 

G w endolen’s “enraged resistance” to “D eronda’s gaze” and  to w hat 

she tak es to be h is judgem en t of her, he r perform ance is in m any 

ways add ressed  to him . This is one reason  the  w ish to look again  is 

felt as  “coercion.” Eliot specifically u se s  the  term  “coercion” la te r in 

the novel to refer to the  dem ands placed on D eronda by 

Gw endolen’s increasing  need of him  as  an  addressee, h e r casting  

him  in  the  role of he r conscience. Her “u neasy  yearn ing  to be 

judged  by D eronda w ith unm ixed adm iration ... h ad  its  seed ,” we are 

told, “in h e r first resen tm en t a t h is critical glance” (376-7). In
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addition to her specularization, the  opening of the  novel also poin ts 

to the  am bivalence, “the  play of various... con trary  tendencies” (72) 

th a t characterizes Gwendolen th roughou t. She is frequently 

depicted a s  being to rn  betw een “perpetually  a lterna ting  im ages and  

argum en ts for an d  again st,” betw een “counterbalancing  th o u g h ts” 

and  “coun terbalancing  desires.” The “force of im pulse” seem s to 

a lterna te  in  Gwendolen w ith “repulsion ,” desire w ith d isgust, 

tem ptation  w ith dread. It is in a  sense to resolve h e r often 

paralyzing am bivalence, an  am bivalence th a t in m any  ways 

cu lm inates in h e r killing and  no t killing G randcourt a t the  sam e 

tim e, th a t  Gwendolen repeatedly  ad d resses herself to Deronda.

D eronda “transform ing influence” on Gwendolen, h is 

becom ing “in som e m ysterious w ay... a  p a rt of he r conscience” (468) 

is based  on a  specu lar identification. She com es to identify w ith 

and  to internalize D eronda’s view of he r -  or w hat she takes to be 

his view. “She h ad  learned ,” Eliot w rites late in the  novel, “to see all 

he r ac ts  th rough  the  im pression they would m ake on D eronda” 

(737). Their rela tionsh ip  is often linked to the  figure of the  m irror. 

D uring one of the ir conversations, for instance, Gwendolen tu rn s  

from her image in the  g lass and  looks a t D eronda, who “look[s] full
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a t  he r in re tu rn ” (501), a s  if, a s  David M arshall p u ts  it, “he h as  

taken  the  place of he r m irror” (212). D eronda’s “transform ing 

influence” is however, Eliot s tresses , “the  transform ing influence of 

the tho u g h ts  we im agine to be going on in an o th er” (477). It is, in 

o ther w ords, a t least partly  a  m atte r of projection, of w hat she 

im agines to be D eronda’s judgem en t of her. People are, the  n a rra to r 

rem arks, “ap t to see th e ir own anxiety or elation ab o u t them selves 

reflected in o ther m inds” (607). E liot’s rendering  of the  

transferen tia l dynam ics of the ir relationship , particu larly  during  

w hat we could call G w endolen’s analysis w ith D eronda after the 

tra u m a  of he r h u sb a n d ’s drowning, often seem s uncann ily  to 

an ticipate  Freud. D eronda is cas t no t only in  the role of he r 

conscience, b u t also a s  w hat Lacan called the  “sujet suppose savoir,” 

the  sub ject supposed  to know. “It w as p a rt of h is power over her,” 

we are  told, “th a t she believed him  free from all m isunderstand ing ... 

or ra th e r, th a t he should  m isu n d ers tan d  her never en tered  into he r 

m ind” (504). He seem s to Gwendolen “a  terrible-brow ed angel from 

whom  she could no t th in k  of concealing any deed” (737). She 

im agines a  fu tu re  for herself “w here she would be assim ila ting  

herself to som e type th a t he would hold before h e r” (867). Yet, as
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the novel reitera tes, Daniel does no t know, Gwendolen rem ains very 

m uch  of a  question  to him , and  he is alw ays u n certa in  w hat advice 

to give her.

B u t if G w endolen’s receptiveness to D eronda h a s  its  seed in 

h e r “resen tm en t a t  h is critical glance,” it is also bound  u p  w ith her 

resistance  to G randcou rt’s, for w hich she seem s to have no o ther 

outlet. Gwendolen is increasingly subjected  during  the  course  of 

the  novel to the  critical (and invariably m asculine) gaze of another: 

initially by Klesmer, whose aesthetic  judgem en t of he r is depicted as 

traum atically  w idening her horizon, and  th en  a lternately  by 

G randcourt and  D eronda. Occupying despite  the ir differences 

s tru c tu ra lly  sim ilar positions in relation to Gwendolen, D eronda and  

G randcourt are  in a  sense m irror opposites of each other. Their 

relation is an  in stance  of w hat Neil Hertz calls the s tru c tu re  of 

“double su rrogation” in E liot’s fiction, in w hich “the  a u th o r’s 

investm ent in he r ch arac te rs  is split into ‘good’ an d  ‘b a d ’ versions, 

and  the  valued im aginative activity of the  ‘good’ is pu rch ased  by the 

exiling of the  ‘b a d ’” (End o f  the Line 224). W hat com es to trouble 

Daniel Deronda  is the  proxim ity of D eronda’s influence on 

Gwendolen, h is “power over he r,” to G randcou rt’s. Like D eronda’s
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“transform ing influence” on her, G randcou rt’s a p p a ren t “m astery” 

of Gwendolen is bound  u p  w ith a  specu lar m ode of identification.

Gwendolen an d  G randcou rt’s relation is one of m im etic rivalry 

and  the  struggle for m astery . “He m ean t to be m aste r of a  w om an 

who w ould have liked to m aste r him , an d  who perh ap s would have 

been capable of m astering  an o th e r m an ” (365). G ran d co u rt’s desire 

is the  desire for sovereign m astery . His “strongest w ish” is to be 

“com pletely the  m aste r” of Gwendolen, a  w ish m ade even stronger 

by h is desire to “trium ph  over” h e r “repugnance” (346). W hat 

m atte rs  to him  is no t how Gwendolen feels, b u t th a t w hatever 

resistance  or repulsion  she feels, she h as  to do w hat he w an ts or 

wills he r to do. “Everyone,” in G randcou rt’s view, “m u st do w hat 

w as expected of them  w hatever m ight be the ir private p ro test -  the 

p ro test (kept strictly  private) adding  to the  p iquancy of despotism ” 

(737). The “quiet m assive p ressu re  of h is ru le” largely psychological 

-  albeit backed by considerable social an d  econom ic power. While 

G randcourt clearly enjoys h is psychical cruelty  an d  “love[s] to feel 

his power” over o thers, he ha tes, the  n a rra to r  claim s, “to be forced 

into any th ing  like violence even w ith words: h is will m u st im pose 

itself w ithout trouble” (396). For h is m astery  to be com plete,
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Gwendolen m u st im pose h is will on herself, in ternalizing in a  

certain  way h is d isciplinary gaze. She m u st learn  to see herself and  

her actions from his perspective, to be who he w an ts he r to be, and  

to assim ilate  herself to the  type or role he p u ts  before her. “You will 

fill your place properly,” he tells her, “to me and  to the  world” (503). 

“She had  to be on the  scene as M rs G randcourt,” the  n a rra to r 

reports, “and  to feel herself w atched in th a t p a rt by the  exacting 

eyes” of h e r h u sb a n d , w ithout any  “failure in her rep resen ta tion” 

(608). Their rela tionsh ip  is repeatedly portrayed in su ch  theatrical 

term s. W hen they  go boating in Genoa, for instance, “the  scene” is 

said to be “a s  good a s  theatrical rep resen ta tion  for all beholders” -  

w ith Gwendolen looking “like a  s ta tu e ” (745). Even G ran d co u rt’s 

ap p aren t indifference, “sta te  of not-caring ,” we are told, “ju s t  a s 

m uch  a s  desire, required  its related  object -  nam ely, a  world of 

adm iring or envying specta to rs” (646).

The “so rt of discipline” Gwendolen undergoes is, the  n a rra to r  

a ssu re s  u s , “a s  little a s  possible like conversion” (656) -  lacking 

p resum ably  the  full consen t of D eronda’s or of Gw endolen’s 

receptiveness to him . It “bends half the  self w ith a  terrible stra in , 

and  exaspera tes the  unw illingness of the  o ther h a lf’ (656).
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G randcourt is considerably “fenced in ,” a s  the  novel p u ts  it, by h is 

narc issistic  and  specu lar m ode of knowing. “W ant of sym pathy ,” 

Eliot w rites, “condem ns u s  to a  corresponding stup id ity” (658). A 

seem ing perfect narc issis t, G randcourt com es “to believe, and  no t 

merely m ain tain , the  non-existence of the  external world” (734). “He 

h ad ,” the  n a rra to r  notes, “no im agination of any th ing  in he r b u t 

w hat affected the  gratification of h is own will; b u t on th is  poin t he 

had  the  sensibility  w hich seem s like divination” (616). To 

Gwendolen, he often appears  “form idable w ith om niscience.” 

G randcourt is able to divine an d  exploit he r narc issism  an d  her 

anxieties and  fears an d  to engage her “egoism on the  sam e side as 

h is own” (658). But, he only sees w hat reflects h is narc issistic  

investm ent in her. He canno t see he r am bivalence or h e r “mixed 

passio n s” an d  “mixed n a tu re .” He cannot, in a  sense, see beyond 

the  p leasu re  principle or the  conscience tak ing  shape  in her. The 

lim its of G randcou rt’s vision are linked to lim its of theatrical 

rep resen ta tion  th a t Eliot repeatedly  undersco res in the  novel. 

“Acting,” M irah says for instance, referring to her “opposite feelings” 

on seeing h e r father, “is slow and  poor to w hat we go th rough  

w ithin” (714). “M acbeth’s rhetoric ab o u t the  im possibility of being

244

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

m a n y  o p p o s ite  th in g s  in  th e  s a m e  m o m e n t,” th e  n a r r a to r  re fle c ts  

early in the  novel, “referred to the  clum sy necessity  of action and  

no t to the  su b tle r possibility of feeling. We canno t kill an d  no t kill 

a t the  sam e m om ent; b u t a  m om ent is room  wide enough for the  

loyal and  m ean  desire, for the  o u tlash  of a  m urderous tho u g h t and  

the sh a rp  backw ard stroke of repen tance” (72).

While Gwendolen in sists , echoing the  n a rra to r, th a t 

G randcourt doesn ’t “in the  least im agine w hat is in my m ind” (744), 

she a ssu m es th a t  Daniel can. But, w hat d istingu ishes D eronda 

from G randcourt, a t  least for Eliot, is no t th a t th rough  h is 

sym pathetic  im agination he is able to divine w hat is in G w endolen’s 

m ind (“He could no t,” as the  n a rra to r rem inds u s , “quite divine w hat 

w as going on w ithin her” (874).), b u t th a t he is aw are of a  certain  

difference. While G randcourt believes he know s “the  force of h is 

own w ords,” D eronda is often u n su re  w hat effect h is w ords will 

have on Gwendolen. The difference betw een them , “like a  difference 

in native language,” m ade him , we are  told, “u n certa in  w hat force 

h is w ords would carry” (873). Their force no longer ap p ea rs  to be 

governed by conscious in ten tion  -  m aking it bo th  m ore necessary  

and  m ore difficult to differentiate D eronda from G randcourt. In h is
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conversations w ith Gwendolen, in w hich he often seem s, a s  Neil 

Hertz notes, to mimic “the diction and  im agery of the  M iddlemarch  

n a rra to r” (“Some W ords” 289), Daniel is repeatedly s tru ck  by the  

“feebleness” of h is w ords as well the ir potential danger: “W ords 

seem ed to have no m ore rescue in them  th a n  if he h ad  been 

beholding a  vessel in peril of w reck -  the  poor sh ip  w ith its  m any- 

lived angu ish  beaten  by the  inescapable storm ” (672). “It w as,” the 

n a rra to r rem arks elsew here, “a s  if he saw  her drow ning while his 

h a n d s  were bound” (509). Seeing ano ther drow ning is, of course, an  

overdeterm ined image in the  novel, recalling D eronda’s rescue  of 

M irah an d  an ticipating  G randcou rt’s drowning. The image of 

w atching an o th e r drow n and  specifically of beholding a  shipw reck 

from the  safety of land  also alludes, a s  David M arshall argues, to a  

fam ous passage  in L ucretius and  to the  paradigm atic  figure it h ad  

becom e by the  e ighteenth  cen tu ry  for the  experience of w atching the 

spectacle of suffering on the  stage an d  for a  specifically theatrical 

model of sym pathy (208-9).51 Daniel D eronda’s response  to the  

spectacle of G w endolen’s suffering is a  complex m ixture of pity and  

fear. Their relation rem ains one of specta to r and  spectacle, a  

thea trica l m odel of sym pathy th a t keeps Gwendolen an d  her
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hysteria  a t a  d istance. It m ain ta in s h is sep ara ten ess  from the 

scene, su s ta in s  the  un ity  and  autonom y of h is self, the  sovereign 

m astery  p u t in question  elsewhere in the  novel.

It is one of the  ironies of Daniel Deronda  th a t  M ordecai’s 

idealized image of the  transference of self, the  dying m other visited 

by her son, is enacted  late in the  novel in D eronda’s m eetings w ith 

h is m other, the  Princess Leonora H alm -E berstein, who w as also 

Alcharisi, “the  g rea test lyric ac tress  of E urope.” For the  figure of 

D aniel’s m other reveals w hat is foreclosed by M ordecai, exposing in 

the purported ly  n a tu ra l tran sm ission  an  u n n a tu ra l technicity  and  

coercive force. The Princess is a  representative  of m im esis in the 

novel -  of the  preinscrip tion  an d  constitu tive be la tedness of the 

subject, of an  originaiy sociality prior to any  sense of self. The 

Princess is the  bearer of the  revelation no t only of D eronda’s identity  

b u t also of the  im possibility of identity, individual or collective, to 

com plete itself. In the  background  of Daniel Deronda, despite E liot’s 

explicit an ti-an ti-Sem itism , is the  philosophical an d  cu ltu ra l 

stereotype, found for in stance  in N ietzsche’s notorious aphorism  

“On the Problem  of the  Actor” in The Gay Science, th a t, a s  Lacoue-
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L abarthe an d  Nancy p u t it, “the  Jew  is -  like the  actor, or the 

w om an -  is the  u ltim ate  m im etic being” (“From  W here Is 

Psychoanalysis Possible,” 5 1).52 By the  tim e the  overdeterm ined 

figure of A lcharisi ap p ea rs  on the  scene late in the  novel to 

rep resen t m im esis, w hat Hertz calls “the m echan ism  of 

scapegoating” is a lready in place (E nd o f the Line, 229).

The Princess H alm -E berstein is a s  m any  com m enta to rs have 

noted a  k ind  of self portrait, “a  brief b u t in tense  experim ent,” as 

Hertz p u ts  it, “in w riting herself into he r tex t” (224). She is a  figure 

for w hat Eliot called in “The Lifted Veil” the  “resistance  of poetic 

p roduction .” D eronda’s m other m arks the lim it of h is sym pathetic  

im agination. W hen he tells he r during  the ir first m eeting th a t 

“though  my own experience h as  been quite different, I en te r into the 

pain fu lness of your struggle. I can  im agine the h a rd sh ip  of an  

enforced renunc ia tion” (694), she c u ts  him  off. “No,” she says. “You 

are no t a  w om an. You m ay try  -  b u t you can  never im agine w hat it 

is to have a  m a n ’s force of genius in you an d  yet to suffer the  slavery 

of being a  girl” (694). W hat eludes D eronda’s sym pathetic 

identification, escapes h is reflection, is specifically linked to w hat
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th e  n a r r a to r  c a lls  in  a  w e ll-k n o w n  p a s s a g e  th e  P r in c e s s ’s  “s in c e re  

a c tin g ”:

This w om an’s n a tu re  w as one in w hich all feeling — an d  all 
the  m ore w hen it w as tragic as well a s  real -  im m ediately 
becam e a  m atte r of conscious represen tation : experience 
im m ediately passed  into d ram a, an d  she acted  her own 
em otions. In a  m inor degree th is  is no th ing  uncom m on, b u t 
in the  Princess the  acting  h ad  a  rare  perfection of 
physiognom y, voice, and  gesture. It would no t be tru e  to say 
th a t she felt less because of th is  double consciousness: she 
felt -  th a t is, h e r m ind w ent th rough  -  all the  m ore, b u t w ith a  
difference: each  nuc leus of pa in  or p leasure  h ad  a  deep 
a tm osphere  of the  excitem ent or sp iritua l intoxication w hich 
a t  once exalts and  deadens. (691-2)

“B ut D eronda,” the  n a rra to r  adds, “m ade no reflection of th is  k ind” -  

focusing on “the p u rp o rt of w hat h is m other w as saying,” affected by 

b u t no t noting  h e r perform ance. W hat e ludes and  th rea ten s  

D eronda’s sym pathetic  im agination is a  certain  difference, an  

o therness she  in troduces into the  seem ing im m ediacy of feeling.

Like the telepathy  m ach ines elsew here in E liot’s fiction, Leonora’s 

“sincere acting” im ports techne  into the  h e a rt of pathos. She 

exposes in the  supposed  n a tu ra ln e ss  and  im m ediacy of feeling th a t 

underw rites E liot’s aesthe tics of sym pathy  -  and  in the  n a tu ra ln e ss  

of m aterna l feeling on w hich so m uch  is staked  in the  novel -  an  

u n n a tu ra l technical elem ent, som ething m echanical an d  social. Her 

technique of “acting her own em otions” bo th  produces those
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em otions an d  d istances them , an im ates an d  deadens. “G enius a t 

first is ,” Klesm er tells Gwendolen early in the  novel, “little m ore th an  

a  great capacity  for receiving discipline.... Your m uscles -  your 

whole fram e -  m u st go like a  w atch, true , true, true , to a  h a ir”

(300).53 It is a  m atte r of h ab it form ation, of a  seem ingly m echanical 

au tom atism . W ith h e r “rare  perfection of physiognom y, voice, and  

gestu re ,” the  P rincess goes like a  w atch.

M any of the  questions raised  by D aniel’s m o th e r’s “sincere 

acting” also a ttach  them selves to an o th e r ch arac te r in troduced  late 

in the  novel an d  quickly d ispatched , an o th e r represen tative  of 

m im esis: the  gam bler Lapidoth. Lapidoth, like the  Princess (and 

like Jaco b  Cohen earlier in the  novel), ac ts  h is “own” em otions -  if 

they can  even be called h is own. While h is “hysterical crying” was, 

the n a rra to r  observes, “an  inevitable reaction in h im ... it w as also a  

conscious resource in a  difficulty; ju s t  a s  in early life, w hen he w as 

a  bright-faced curly young m an, he had  been u sed  to avail h im self 

of th is  subtly-poised physical susceptib ility  to tu rn  the  edge of 

resen tm en t or d isapprobation” (847-8). He had  a s  a  young m an  

cried w henever h is wife expected him  to cry, “reflecting every phase  

of h e r feeling w ith m im etic susceptib ility” (810). L apidoth’s

250

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



www.manaraa.com

m im esis, like the  P rincess’s “sincere acting ,” is poised betw een 

“inevitable reaction” and  “conscious resource ,” betw een au tom atic  

response an d  in ten tional act, susceptib ility  and  resistance. His 

“m im etic susceptib ility” an d  “subtly-poised physical susceptib ility” 

are  linked to h is “passion  for w atching chances -  the  h ab itu a l 

suspensive poise of the  m ind in ac tual or im aginary play” (843). 

Gam bling bo th  produces passion  (Gwendolen goes to the  roulette- 

table in opening scene “in search” of “passion”) and  deadens it, 

“nullifies the  susceptib ility  to o ther excitation” (843). “The 

im perious gam bling desire w ithin h im ,” Eliot w rites, “carried  on its 

activity th rough  every o ther occupation, and  m ade a  con tinuous 

web of im agination th a t  held all else in its m eshes” (858). The “web” 

is one of Eliot’s privileged organic tropes, especially in 

Middlemarch.54 The web of im agination in w hich Lapidoth is 

enm eshed  however, is no t the  th a t of E liot’s organicist aesthetic , b u t 

the effect of the  au tom atic, random  an d  m echanical m ovem ents and  

tu rn in g s of the  roulette  wheel. It is a  figure for a  narrow ing of 

consciousness, for its infection by a  passive, m echanical 

au tom atism .
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W hat Eliot allegorizes in Lapidoth is no t only, a s  Hertz p u ts  it, 

“a  struggle of language and  consciousness” (“Some W ords” 283), b u t 

also a  parasiting  of consciousness no t unlike the  one she im agines 

in “Shadow s of the  Coming Race.” E liot’s depiction of L apidoth’s 

m echanical behavior often seem  to an ticipate  the la ter work. His 

“unem otional m em ory” w as, she w rites for instance, “like the  ocular 

perception of a  touch  to one who h a s  lost the  sense of touch , or like 

the  m orsels on an  u n ta s tin g  palate , having shape and  grain, b u t no 

flavor” (810-1). His is a  purely  m echanical memory, w ithout 

sensitive im pression  or an im ation , “a b s trac t and  u n h u m a n .” Like 

his fit of hysterical crying in response to M ordecai’s (or E zra’s) 

words, however, it is also a  k ind of resistance. W hen h is son issu es 

h is “terrible judgem en t” of him , Lapidoth spends “h is u su a l 

w akefulness a t n igh t,” going over old h o u rs  a t roulette, “reproducing 

the  m ethod of h is play, an d  the  chances th a t had  fru stra ted  it”

(849). “E zra did p a ss  across the  gam ing tab le ,” we are  told, “an d  h is 

w ords were audible; b u t he passed  like an  in su b stan tia l ghost, and  

h is w ords h ad  the  h e a rt eaten  ou t of them  by n u m b ers and  

m ovem ents th a t seem ed to m ake the very tissue  of L apidoth’s 

consciousness” (849). The au tom atic  m ovem ents an d  purely  formal
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n u m b ers  of the  roulette  wheel, w hich m ake u p  the  “tis su e” or web of 

L apidoth’s consciousness (Eliot u se s  the  te rm s a s  synonym s in 

Middlemarch), ea t the  h e a rt ou t of E zra’s (or M ordecai’s) words, 

neu tralizing  the ir sense an d  the ir affective force.55 They are, like the 

telepathy  m ach ines in “Shadow s of the  Coming Race,” a  figure for a  

certain  m echanicity , a  m aterial, in h u m an  aspec t of language and  

though t w ithou t w hich no consciousness would be possible, b u t 

w hich also res is ts  it, escapes its m astery.

D eronda’s m other is considerably  less successfu l a t 

neu tralizing  the  ghosts th a t  h a u n t h e r th a n  Lapidoth ap p ea rs  to be. 

She is a  figure of resistance  in the  novel, an d  specifically of the 

“resistance  of poetic p roduction .” “It w as my n a tu re  to res is t,” she 

tells D eronda. “I have a  righ t to res is t” (699). Leonora’s rejection of 

the role im posed on her, the  “p a tte rn  cu t ou t” for h e r by h e r fa ther 

(“th is  is the  Jew ish  wom an; th is  is w hat you m u st be”), in favor of 

the  “m yriad lives” she leads an  ac tress  can  be read  a s  converting or 

tu rn in g  a  passive m im esis into an  active one. The novel, however, 

relen tless in sis ts  on h e r u ltim ate  failure, or a t  least the  lim itation, of 

such  a  conversion. Leonora h ad  sough t to escape h e r fa th e r’s “iron” 

grip an d  to free h e r self from all “bonds” an d  “ties” she could not
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break , b u t is in the  end unab le  to do so. At their first m eeting

D eronda is “afraid of the  strange coercion she seem ed to be u n d e r”

(695). “Shadow s are  rising round  m e,” h is m other tells him  (691).

She is h a u n te d  by “ghosts” and  by the  “face” of h e r dead  father. The

p a s t for Leonora is no t entirely past. She is caught, a s  she p u ts  it,

“in spo ts of m em ory” from w hich she “c a n ’t get away” (699). “Events

come upon  u s  like evil en ch an tm en ts ,” Leonora says,

and  though ts , feelings, apparitions in the d a rk n ess  are events 
-  are  they not? I do n ’t consent. We only consen t to w hat we 
love. I obey som ething ty rann ic.... I am  forced to be w ithered, 
to feel pain , to be dying slowly. Do I love th a t?  Well, I have 
been forced to obey m y dead father. (693)

The “strange coercion” Leonora is under, w hich she likens to the

force of illness and  pain , seem s to challenges the notion of consen t

D eronda so often evokes in the  novel an d  the  p resum ption  of

v o lun taris t m astery  on w hich it is based. “I do no t choose,” she

insists . “I do n ’t consen t.” B u t Leonora canno t no t choose. Driven

from w ithin  by a  seem inly unconscious com pulsion, possessed  by

the face an d  voice of h e r dead father, she becom es regard less of her

in ten tion  the  m ere “in s tru m e n t” he willed h e r to be, the  “m akeshift

link” betw een generations of fa thers and  sons. “I have after all,” she

realizes,
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been the  in s tru m en t my father w anted. -  “I desire a  g randson  
who shall have a  tru e  Jew ish  heart. Every Jew  shou ld  rea r 
h is family as if he hoped th a t a  Deliverer m ight spring  from 
it.”

In u tte rin g  these  la s t sen tences the Princess narrow ed 
her eyes, waved her head  u p  an d  down, an d  spoke slowly w ith 
a  new kind  of chest-voice, a s  if she were quoting unwillingly. 
(726)

The coercion force to w hich she is subjected  is specifically figured as

“quoting unwillingly,” a s  an  involuntary  m im esis. W hat constra in s

Leonora, w hat she canno t escape is no t a  essen tia l identity  or a

biological destiny, b u t an  originary m im esis, a  constitu tive

belatedness. She canno t overcome a  p a s t th a t is no t yet past, the

unfin ished  p a s t of w hat Lyotard calls “an  infancy th a t  will have been

affected w ithout having know n it” (“The Grip” 158), the  rem ains of

childhood, “the  poor, solitary, forsaken  rem ains,” in h e r w ords “of

self, th a t  can  res is t no th ing” (699).

The coercive force to w hich the  P rincess is subjected  is

idealized by D eronda, given form and  shape as h isto ry  an d  cu ltu re ,

unified by the  figure of the  (grand)father an d  of h is will. “The effects

p repared  by generations are  likely to triu m p h ,” D eronda tells her,

trying we are  a ssu re d  no t to be cruel,

over a  contrivance w hich would bend  them  all to the 
satisfaction  of self. Your will w as strong, b u t my 
g rand fa ther’s t ru s t  w hich you accepted  and  did no t fulfil -
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w hat you call h is yoke -  is the  expression of som ething 
stronger, w ith deeper, farther-sp read ing  roots, kn it into the 
foundations of sacredness for all m en. You renounced  me -  
you still b an ish  m e -  a s  a  son .... B u t th a t stronger Som ething 
h a s  determ ined th a t I shall be all the  m ore the  grandson  
whom  you also willed to annih ilate. (727)

In a  gesture  sim ilar to h is g rand fa ther’s, Leonora becom es in 

D eronda’s accoun t m erely an  in s tru m en t of a  “stronger Som ething”

-  capitalized a s  though  sacred  b u t never defined.56 The 

preinscrip tion  of the  sub ject she com es to rep resen t, the 

constitu tive be la tedness she canno t overcome, is bo th  idealized and  

foreclosed -  lest the  “foundation” into w hich it is “kn it” begin to 

unravel. D aniel’s m other bo th  reveals h is identity  an d  exposes its 

im possibility, its  dependence on som ething other. She is both  the 

g u a ran to r of h is identity  an d  w hat m u s t be denied or excluded to 

en su re  its  un ity  an d  self-identity. While D eronda speaks bitterly  of 

her renouncing  and  ban ish ing  him , it is in  m any ways h is m other 

who is renounced  and  ban ished  from the  novel. The “abjection” of 

the  Princess, a s  Hertz pointedly calls it, the  casting  o u t of “th a t 

w hich could have been chaos” (E nd o f  the Line 232), is an  a ttem p t to 

estab lish  and  su s ta in  the  boundaries of the  self, bo th  individual and  

collective -  boundaries betw een in te rnal and  external, betw een w hat 

is living an d  w hat is dead .57 It is h is m o ther’s abjection, a s  m uch  as
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her revelation of h is Jew ish  b irth , th a t enab les D eronda to assu m e 

his place a s  “an  organic p a rt of social life,” to justify  partiality , and  

to lim it h is  sym pathy  -  the  th rea ten ing  indifference an d  alterity  th a t 

seem ed indissociable from it earlier in the  novel c a s t in a  form th a t 

can  be excluded.

Uncertain Agency

In h is essay  “Lurid F igures” Neil Hertz w rites of w hat he calls 

“the p a th o s  of un certa in  agency”: “A sub ject is conjured u p  -  

pe rh ap s a  killer, p e rh ap s only the  discover of the corpse -  who can  

serve a s  the  locus of vacillation: did I do it? Or h ad  it a lready been 

done?” (86). It is a  “p a rticu la r version of undecidability  -  betw een 

the activity or passivity, the  guilt or innocence of a  sub ject” (86). 

While he is referring specifically to the  lurid  figures in the  w ritings of 

Paul de M an -  and  in pa rticu la r to de M an’s rem ark  in h is essay  on 

B enjam in’s “The T ask  of the T ransla to r” to “kill the  original by 

discovering th a t  the  original w as already dead” -  Hertz also seem s to 

have in m ind a  series of scenes in George Eliot’s fiction, w hich he 

h a s  draw n a tten tion  to elsew here in h is w ritings.58 In “Mr Gilfil’s 

Love-Story” in Scenes o f  Clerical Life, Tina, in a  m u rderous rage and
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clu tching  a  dagger, goes to kill h e r lover only to find him  on the 

ground already dead of a  h e a rt a ttack . In Middlemarch, in a 

som ew hat m ore complex in stance, M adam e Laure, acting  in a  play 

in w hich she kills he r lover, really kills he r h u sb an d , who is playing 

the  part. “My foot really slipped,” she explains to Lydgate. “I did 

no t plan: it cam e to m e in the  play -  I  m eant to do i f  (153).59 

In ten tions appears ind istinguishable  from m im etic susceptibility .

The final scene of u n certa in  agency is, of course, the  scene of 

G randcou rt’s drowning, of G w endolen’s killing an d  no t killing him  a t 

the  sam e time. Such  scenes are, w hat Hertz calls in “Some W ords 

in George Eliot,” “nodes of equivocation, poin ts w here... questions of 

agency, the  basis  for judgem en ts of innocence an d  guilt -  questions 

of w hat (or who) is active, w hat (or who) passive -  a re  m ade to claim  

the read e r’s a tten tio n ” (290). “The pa thos of u n certa in  agency,” 

C ynthia C hase argues an  essay  th a t brings the w ork of Ju lia  

Kristeva into conjunction  w ith Hertz an d  de Man, “inheres in 

K risteva’s concept of abjection” (“Prim ary N arcissism ,” 127). In the 

in fan ts relation to w hat C hase calls the  “indeterm inately  

significative m ark s” of m aterna l care, is it “the  in fan t who confers on 

them  the s ta tu s  of signs, or the  m other?” (127).60 C hase’s a rgum en t
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can, I th ink , help u s  to begin to read  Eliot’s jux taposition  in Daniel 

Deronda of the  abjection of the  Princess and  the scene of 

G randcou rt’s drowning, w hich occur a lm ost sim ultaneously  in the 

novel, D eronda moving from one to the  other.

W hat is strik ing ab o u t of the  event of G randcou rt’s drow ning 

and  its  a fterm ath  is the  degree to w hich the  question  of Gw endolen’s 

guilt or innocence, of w hether she did it or it h ad  already been done, 

is never resolved. “I only know ,” Gwendolen tells D eronda, “th a t I 

saw  m y w ish outside m e” (761). Yet, even a t the end of w hat we 

m ight call he r analysis w ith D eronda, the  long conversations in 

w hich she tries to work th rough  su ch  questions, the  relation 

betw een h e r w ish and  the  event rem ains unresolved. W as it a  

random  acciden t or a  deliberate act?  Did “h e r m u rderous th o u g h ts” 

have an  “outw ard  effect?” Did they “a lte r the  course of events?” Is 

it only h e r guilt it, a s  D eronda hopes, th a t gives “the c h arac te r of 

decisive action to w hat had  been an  inappreciably  in s tan tan eo u s  

glance of desire?” (762). Or w as th a t “inappreciably  in s tan tan eo u s  

glance” decisive, a  m om entary  inaction th a t  in effect killed 

G randcourt?  Eliot’s refusal to resolve these  questions is, I w an t to 

suggest, a  refusal of the  abjection th a t  m arked  the  earlier scene, a
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refusal to locate the  violence e ither inside or outside the subject. It 

po in ts to an  e th ics an d  an  aesthe tics th a t is no longer based , a s  is 

E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy, on the  differentiation of in te rnal and  

external, of the  self and  w hat is a p a rt from it -  the  violence of w hich 

the  earlier scene records. It is an  a ttem p t to respond  to w hat 

precedes or does no t take place on the basis  of su ch  polarities, 

ra th e r  th a n  idealizing or excluding them .

The scene of G randcou rt’s drow ning takes place off-stage; we, 

like D eronda, encoun ter it afterw ards th rough  its trau m atic  effects 

on Gwendolen. “Things repeat them selves in me so,” she tells 

D eronda. “They come back -  they will all come back” (840). She is 

repeatedly  possessed  by the  image of he r h u sb a n d ’s “dead  face,” 

w hich she can  ne ither get away from nor alter. The image of a  dead 

face is, of course, an  over-determ ined one in  the novel, linking 

G ran d co u rt’s drow ning to the  earlier scene in w hich the  panel 

suddenly  opened during  her perform ance a s  Herm ione and  to her 

involuntary  m im etic identification, he r freezing a s  though  dead. 

Gwendolen is sim ilarly described after h e r rescue  a s  looking “pale as 

one of the  sheeted  dead” (750). Her struggle to res is t h e r desire to 

kill G randcourt is figured shortly  before h is  drowning, in an  even
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more d irect a llusion to the  earlier scene, a s  “a  white dead  face from 

w hich she w as for ever trying to flee” (738). “The th o u g h t of h is 

dying,” we are  told, “would no t subsist: it tu rn ed  a s  w ith a  dream - 

change into the  terro r th a t she should  die w ith h is th ro ttling  fingers 

on h e r neck  avenging th a t th o u g h t” (669). Her m u rderous in ten t, 

the  violence directed outw ard, is indissociable from a  k ind  of 

superegoic violence directed again st herself , a  violence th a t in m any 

ways G randcou rn t em bodies.61 Gwendolen is often difficult to 

locate in the  drow ning scene. “”The rope!’ he called o u t,” she tells 

D eronda, “in a  voice -  no t h is own” (761). Who is it who calls out?

In her a ttem p t to recoun t the  scene to Daniel, Gwendolen seem s a t 

tim es to occupy G randcou rt’s place a s  well a s  her own. “W hat can  I  

do b u t cry for help?” she says to him , “stre tch ing  her a rm s to their 

full length  upw ard .” “Die -  die -  you are  forsaken -  go down, go 

down into darkness. Forsaken  -  no pity -  I  shall be forsaken” (758). 

Gwendolen ap p ea rs  to be drowning, to be in precisely G randcou rt’s 

position, h e r m urderous in ten t (“Die -  die”) ind istingu ishab le  from 

her pun ish ing  guilt. W hat I does the  curiously  italicized “I”s nam e? 

“Even D eronda h ad  no place in h e r consciousness a t th a t  m om ent,” 

the  n a rra to r  observes. “He w as com pletely u n m an n e d ” (758).
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Gwendolen can  no longer see herself from h is perspective. He is 

“com pletely u n m an n e d ” in the  sense th a t he is no longer the 

specu lar o ther on w hich h e r self depends -  though  it also seem s to 

imply the  th re a t of a  certain  contagion. The tra u m a  is not, for 

Gwendolen, sim ply an  external event. Absorbed in the  scene, she is 

unab le  to achieve a  specu lar d istance  from it; her blind or non- 

specu lar identification is unavailable to theatrical self

represen ta tion . W hen she leaps into the  w ater from the boat, 

Gwendolen no longer occupies the  position of a  de tached  spectator.

In the  long conversations betw een Daniel an d  Gwendolen after 

G randcou rt’s death , trying to work ou t an d  work th rough  the  event, 

Eliot stages an  encoun ter betw een an  identification or tra u m a  th a t 

did no t take place on the  basis of a  subject-object d istinction  w ith 

an  aesthe tic  of sym pathy predicated  on su ch  a  d istinction. The 

focus, however, gradually  shifts from the  question  of the  relation of 

G w endolen’s desire or in ten t to the  event, w hich rem ains rigorously 

undecidable, to the  transferen tia l dynam ics of he r rela tionsh ip  w ith 

Deronda. Her tra u m a  is, in a  sense, replaced by a  transference  th a t 

can  be assim ila ted  to E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy an d  to her 

narra tive of its growth and  extension. In h e r relation to D eronda,
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unlike the traum a of Grandcourt’s drowning, Gwendolen is in the

end able to recognized her projection a s  a  projection, to delineate

in te rnal an d  external, h e r self from w hat is ap a rt from it. “Her

suprem e need of h im ” had , the  n a rra to r  observes, “blindfed] her to

the sep ara ten ess  of h is life” (867). “It had  never even occurred to

her to a sk  him  why he happened  to be in G enoa” (869). U nsure

“w hat force h is w ords would carry ,” D eronda tries, du ring  the ir las t

m eeting, to convey a t least “the  im personal p a rt of the ir

sep ara ten ess  from each o ther” (875). W hen he tells Gwendolen th a t

he is Jew ish  an d  p lans to go to the  E as t to work to estab lish  a

“na tional cen tre” for h is people, she is jo lted  into an  aw areness of

h is difference. The shock of o therness leads to a  su d d en  and

seem ingly traum atic  w idening of he r horizon:

There w as a  long silence betw een them . The world seem ed to 
be getting larger a round  poor Gwendolen, an d  she  m ore 
solitary an d  helpless in the  m idst. The though t th a t he m ight 
come back  after going to the  E ast, san k  before the  bewildering 
vision of these  w ide-stretching pu rposes in w hich she  felt 
herself reduced  to a  m ere speck. There com es a  terrible 
m om ent to m any souls w hen the  great m ovem ents of the 
world, the  larger destin ies of m ankind , w hich have lain  aloof 
in new spapers and  o ther neglected reading, en te r like an  
ea rthquake  into their own lives -  w hen the slow urgency of 
growing generations tu rn s  into the tread  of an  invading arm y 
or the  dire c lash  of civil w ar, an d  gray fa thers know  noth ing  
know  noth ing  to seek for b u t the  corpses of the ir blooming
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sons, an d  girls forget all vanity to m ake lin t an d  bandages 
w hich m ay serve for the  sha tte red  lim bs of th e ir be tro thed  
h u sb a n d s . Then it is th a t the  Invisible Power th a t h a s  been 
the  object of lip-w orship an d  lip-resignation becam e visible, 
according to the im agery of the  Hebrew poet, m aking the 
flam es h is chario t and  riding on the  wings of the  wind, till the 
m o u n ta in s  sm oke an d  the  p la ins sh u d d er u n d e r the  rolling, 
fiery visitation. Often the  good cause  seem s to lie p ro stra te  
u n d e r the  th u n d e r of unrelen ting  force, the  m arty rs live 
reviled, they die, an d  no angel is seen  holding forth the  crown 
an d  the  palm  branch . Then it is th a t the  subm ission  of the 
soul to the  H ighest is tested , an d  even in the  eyes of frivolity 
life looks ou t from the scene of h u m an  struggle w ith the  awful 
face of duty , and  a  religion show s itself w hich is som ething 
o ther th a n  private consolation.

T hat w as the  so rt of crisis w hich w as a t th is  m om ent 
beginning in Gw endolen’s sm all life: she w as for the  first tim e 
feeling the  p ressu re  of a  vast m ysterious m ovem ent, for the 
first tim e being dislodged from her suprem acy  in h e r own 
world, and  getting a  sense th a t he r horizon w as b u t a  dipping 
onw ard of an  existence w ith w hich her own w as revolving. 
(875-6)

The “unre len ting  force” to w hich Gwendolen is sub jected  is, a s  Neil 

H ertz h a s  pointed out, only indirectly th a t of the “great m ovem ents 

of the  w orld,” directly it is D eronda’s words. (“George E liot’s Pulse” 

41) This is not, however, the  first tim e Gwendolen is “dislodged 

from h e r suprem acy  in  her own world,” it h ap p en s a s  we have seen 

w ith som e regularity  du ring  the  course of the  novel. R ather, it is the 

first tim e she gets “a  sense th a t he r horizon w as b u t a  dipping 

onw ard of an  existence w ith w hich her own w as revolving.” It is the  

first tim e she is able to see herself a s  p a rt of a  g reater whole, even if
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“reduced  to a  m ere speck .” W hat D eronda offers h e r is no t “some 

type” to w hich she can  assim ilate  herself, bu t, like E liot’s novels, a  

wide vision of relations. E liot’s aesthetic  of sym pathy consists  not 

only in the  shock of o therness, the  recognition of w hat is a p a rt from 

self, b u t its reconciliation a s  organic or aesthetic  form. B ut, 

Gwendolen is no t given a  vision of an  organic com m unity  or a  web of 

relations. She does no t have, like D eronda, a  place seem ingly 

“prepared  by generations” a s  “an  organic p a rt of social live.” Her 

bewildered vision of “vast m ysterious m ovem ents” an d  the ir violence 

and  “unre len ting  force” -  an o th e r version, in a  sense, of “roar th a t 

lies on the  o ther side of silence” -  is ju s t  barely a  resistance  to them . 

“I am  going to live,” she repeats , “bu rstin g  o u t hysterically .” “I shall 

live. I m ean  to live” (879).

B ut the  novel does no t end w ith D eronda and  G w endolen’s 

b reak  up . The final scene, following D eronda and  M irah’s m arriage, 

is of M ordecai’s d ea th  on th e ir jou rney  to the  E ast -  a  d ea th  th a t  is, 

a t least for M ordecai, an o th e r so rt of m arriage, “the willing m arriage 

th a t m elts soul into sou l.” His d ea th  will be, he tells Daniel, “both  a  

parting  an d  a  reun ion  -  w hich takes m e from your bodily eyes and  

gives m e full p resence in your soul” (882). It gives “full p resence,”
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tran scend ing  of the  m ateriality  of the  body, and  of language and  

writing. M ordecai notion of fusional identification, h is fan tasy  of 

abso lu te  m ourning , is a s  we saw  earlier also a  m odel of reading, 

based  on in ternalization  an d  assim ilation of the o th e r’s w ords ra th e r 

th a n  quotation , w hich m ark s them  as  other. In h is final w ords, the 

“confession of the  divine Unity, w hich for long generations h a s  been 

on the  lips of the  dying Israelite” (883), Mordecai seem s to overcome 

his individuality and  the  singularity  of h is  death , to becom e “the 

dying Isrealite ,” a s  G arre tt S tew art p u ts  it “of tim e im m em orial” 

(309). M ordecai’s death  tak es place in a  shift betw een tenses, in the  

gap betw een “it w as som e h o u rs  before” an d  “he h ad  [already] 

ceased  to b rea th ” (883).62 His death  is both  un rep resen ted , and  its 

rep resen ta tion  is an  effect of g ram m ar an d  syntax. A sim ilar irony 

is a t  w ork in the  concluding lines of the  novel: a  quotation  from 

M ilton’s Sam son A gonistes  th a t begins “Nothing is here  for te a rs .” 

E liot’s n a rra to r  d isappears for the  las t tim e into the w ords of 

ano ther. While the  quotation  from Milton can  be read  in term s of 

M ordecai’s idealized m ourning, “no th ing  is here” also poin ts, I w an t 

to suggest, to som ething other.
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Notes

1. The lite ra tu re  on George Eliot an d  sym pathy is extensive. See in 
p a rticu la r Thom as Noble, George Eliot’s  Scenes of Clerical Life, 55- 
91; E lizabeth E rm ath , “George Eliot’s Conception of Sym pathy”; 
Forest Pyle, The Ideology o f  Imagination, 147-71; and  especially 
Marc Redfield, Phantom Formations, 134-70. See also David 
M arshall, The Figure o f  Theater, 193-240; Daniel Cottom , Social 
Figures, 183-200; Ann Cvetkovich, Mixed Figures, 128-64; Audrey 
Jaffe, Scenes o f  Sym pathy, 121-57.

2. The p h rase  “doctrine of sym pathy is from Noble.

3. On a  lack of sym pathy  a s  the  condition of na rra tab ility  in George 
Eliot, see Pyle, 157-60. See also D. A. Miller, Narrative and Its 
Discontents, 164-5.

4. The term  “prim ary  narc issism ” is som etim es u sed  to refer to an  
undifferentiated  s ta te  prior to the  d istinction  betw een the  sub ject 
and  the  ex ternal world. My u se  of the  term  im plies, however, ju s t  
such  a  split betw een the  sub ject and  the  external world, a s  does 
E liot’s notion of an  originary “m oral stup id ity .” On the  objections to 
using  the  term  to refer to an  objectless s ta te  and  the  various u se s  of 
the  term  in psychoanalysis, see the  en try  on “Prim ary N arcissism , 
Secondary N arcissism ” in Laplanche an d  Pontalis, The Language o f  
Psycho-Analysis.

5. Neil Hertz draw s a tten tion  to the  significance of th is  quotation  
from M iddlemarch  in “Recognizing C asaubon” in h is E nd o f  the Line: 
E ssa y s  on P sychoanalysis and the Sublime. “Egotism  in her 
w ritings,” H ertz argues, “is a lm ost alw ays rendered  a s  narc issism , 
the  self doubled an d  figured a s  bo th  the  eye and  the  blot” (75). My 
d iscussion  of na rc issism  in George Eliot is indebted  th ro u g h o u t to 
H ertz’s reading  of it.
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6. On sym pathy  a s  an  aesthetic  in Eliot, see Redfield Phantom  
Formations and  Pyle.

7. David M arshall also cites th is  passage from Godwin’s Enquiry  
Concerning Political Justice, w hich he calls a  p a rap h rase  of Adam 
Sm ith. Eliot and  Lewes, a s M arshall notes, owned a  copy of 
Godwin’s Enquiry.

8. On the  am bivalence of the  notion of de tachm en t in George Eliot 
and  m ore generally in V ictorian B ritain , see A m anda A nderson, The 
Powers o f  Distance, esp. 3-23. While Eliot often associates 
de tachm en t w ith the  d isto rtions of abstrac tion , generalization, and  
idealization, h e r critique, A nderson observes, “am biguously coexists 
w ith a  certa in  prom otion of cultivated de tachm en t” (14).
9. E lizabeth E rm ath  also cites “Notes on Form  in Art” in her 
d iscussion  of the  “close affinity” betw een Eliot’s idea of sym pathy 
and  h e r idea of art.

10. While I certainly  agree w ith Miller th a t there  is som ething 
“inorganic, acentered , an d  d iscon tinuous” in Eliot’s conception of 
form, w hat she p resen ts  in “Notes on Form  in Art” is ostensib ly  a 
theory of organic form, of an  organic form th a t  develops ou t of and  
reconciles “un likeness an d  difference.” T hat form arises from 
un likeness an d  difference or th a t  its  developm ent h a s  no abso lu te  
end is not, for Eliot, a t  odds w ith her conception of organic form. 
Miller’s im portan t essay  nonetheless poin ts to significant tension  in 
her notion  of form an d  in Middlemarch.

11. “The ego is first and  forem ost a  bodily ego;” F reud w rites in The 
Ego and the Id, “it is no t m erely a  surface entity, b u t is itself the 
projection on a  surface” (SE  19, 26). “The ego,” he ad d s in an  
“au thorized” footnote th a t first appeared  in the  English transla tion , 
“is u ltim ately  derived from bodily sensa tions, chiefly from those 
springing from the  surface of the  body. It m ay th u s  be regarded as 
a  m ental projection of the  surface of the  body.” For Freud, we 
m ight say, the  ego is form in E liot’s sense of the term , ju s t  a s  for 
Eliot form is first and  forem ost a  k ind of bodily ego.
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12. The p h rase  “expectation of an  intelligible whole” is from F reu d ’s 
d iscussion  of secondary  revision in The Interpretation o f  Dreams (SE  
5: 499). On the  relation of secondary revision and  the  “expectation 
of an  intelligible whole to narc issism , see Sam uel W eber’s 
ind ispensab le  The Legend o f  Freud, 40-49.

13. In Aristotle fam ous definition, for instance, “m atte r is 
potentiality, while form is actuality” (“On the Soul,” Book 2, Ch. 1, 
412a  9).

14. My d iscussion  of narc issism  is indebted  here to W eber’s reading 
in The Legend o f  Freud  of the  na rc issism  of system atic though t in 
F reud, esp. 44-46.

15. Such an  a rgum en t would in certain  respects recap itu la te  E liot’s 
own. The narc issism  of certain  k inds of system atic though t, of 
C asau b o n ’s for instance, or Lydgate’s, is one of the  principle them es 
of Middlemarch. For Eliot a  broader, less narc issistic  perspective is 
always theoretically  possible.

16. The quote is from Lacoue-Labarthe and  N ancy’s d iscussion  of 
the am bivalence of identification in “The U nconscious is 
D estructu red  like an  Affect,” w hich they argue “does no t arise  from 
rivalry for the  appropriation of an  object -  b u t rivalry, if it exists, 
consists ra th e r  in the  coincidence of identity  and  difference in the 
sam e rapport, in the  com petition of the  o ther and  the  sam e” (206).

17. Eliot w as, however, quite knowledgeable abou t m esm erism  and  
in 1844 h ad  even been a t least “partially  m esm erized” a t  a  d inner 
party . On Eliot’s fam iliarity w ith m esm erism  and  its  relation to “The 
Lifted Veil,” see Beryl Gray, “Afterword,” 77-88.

18. “Poetry and  Prose, From  the Notebook of an  E ccentric” w as 
pub lished  in h e r friend C harles B ray’s Coventry Herald and  
Observer a t various in tervals betw een D ecem ber 1846 and  February  
1847. It w as w ith the  exception of a  sh o rt poem  the  first so-called 
“original w riting” she published . It w as preceded by several reviews 
in the  Herald and Observer a s  well a s  h e r tran sla tion  of S tra u ss ’s
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The Life o f  Jesus. As Pinney notes, Eliot re tu rn ed  to the  sam e form 
in h e r la s t publication, The Im pressions o f  Theophrastus Such.

19. Eliot u se s  tropes of electricity and  m agnetism  a s  well a s  of 
m esm erism  in describ ing the eccentric au tho r. His charac ter, she 
w rites, “contained  elem ents w hich would too probably ac t a s  n o n 
conductors, in terposed  betw een h is highly-charged m ind an d  the 
negatively electrified souls a ro u n d  him ” (15). Her friend C harles 
Bray, in w hose Herald and Observer “Poetiy and  Prose” appeared , 
w as a  strong  advocate of phrenology and  m esm erism  and  
in troduced  her to both  sub jects. In 1844 he a rranged  for a 
phrenological c a s t to be m ade of he r head  an d  w as p resen t la ter in 
the year w hen she w as “partially  m esm erized” a t  a  d inner party . On 
B ray’s views of phrenology an d  m esm erism , see D iana 
Postlethw aite, M aking It Whole, 122-139.

20. It is w orth noting  th a t the  term  “stream  of consciousness,” 
w hich Eliot seem s to be alluding to, w as no t coined by William 
Jam es , a s  is often assum ed , b u t by George Henry Lewes in The 
Physiology o f  Common Life (1859), w hich he w as w riting a ro u n d  the 
sam e tim e a s  Eliot w as w riting “The Lifted Veil.” On Lewes’s u se  of 
the  term  and  its  significance in V ictorian psychology, see Rick 
Rylance, Victorian Psychology and British Culture, 10-13.

21. Myers coined the  term  in 1882 a t a  m eeting of the  Society for 
Psychical R esearch to refer to “all cases of im pression  received a t a  
d istance  w ithout the  norm al operation of the  recognized sense 
organs” (quoted in Royle 2). A friend an d  adm irer of George E liot’s, 
Myers wrote p e rh ap s the  best know n ob ituary  of her. He w as also 
the first person  to in troduce F reud ’s w ork in England. Eliot w as 
also close w ith the  o ther founders of the  Society for Psychical 
Research, Henry Sidgewick an d  E dm und  G urney, who Leslie 
S tephens am ong o thers believed th a t she  m odeled Daniel D eronda 
on. On te lepathy  and  the  Society for Psychical R esearch, see 
Pam ela Thurschw ell, Literature, Technology, and Magical Thinking. 
See also J a n e t  O ppenheim , The Other World and  Roger L uckhurst, 
The Invention o f  Telepathy.
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22. In h is Letters to a Candid Inquirer on Anim al M agnetism  William 
Gregory u sed  “sym pathetic” and  “m ediate clairvoyance” and  
“though t-read ing” a s  v irtual synonym s, and  he d istingu ished  them  
from w hat he called “im m ediate” an d  “direct clairvoyance” a s  well as 
“clairvoyant prevision” (115-116, 132). The idea of telepathy  
com bines m ediate an d  im m ediate clairvoyance, a s  well a s  thought- 
reading  an d  prevision -  though  there  is a lready in Gregory’s tim e 
considerable slippage betw een them . On Eliot’s knowledge of 
Gregory, see Gray, “Afterward,” 79-86, an d  Postlethw aite, M aking It 
Whole, 138-9.

23. The notion of telepathy  is no t only m odeled on form s of 
telecom m unication like the  telegraph an d  telephone, b u t never 
ceases to be justified  and  explain by analogy to them . On the 
rappo rt betw een technology an d  occult phenom ena, see Avital 
Ronell, The Telephone Book; Fredrick Kittler, “G ram ophone, Film, 
Typewriter”; Laurence Rickels, The Vampire Lectures; an d  Pam ela 
T hurschw ell, Literature, Technology, and Magical Thinking.

24. D errida m akes a  sim ilar poin t in “Telepathy”: Fort: Da, 
telepathy again st telepathy, d istance  again st m enacing imm ediacy, 
b u t also the opposite, feeling [le sentim ent] (always close to oneself, 
it is thought), aga in st the  sufferent of d istancing  [la souffrance de  
Veloignement] th a t would also be called telepathy” (36).

25. In a  brief an d  insightful d iscussion  of the  relation betw een the 
two texts, Sally Shuttlew orth  writes: “The negativity of “The Lifted 
Veil” is a  reflex of the  idealization of The Mill on the Floss, revealing 
the d a rk  underside  of th a t  novel w hich the  final vision of the 
“daisied fields” su p p re sses” (79).

26. “The Lifted Veil” reads, a s  C harles Sw ann rem arks, “like a  very 
b lack joke” on Eliot’s desire to enlarge the  sym pathy of he r readers. 
Latim er is in a  position, Sw ann w rites, “analogous to th a t  of the 
reader of a  George Eliot novel. He can  look th rough  the pages, a s  it 
were, to see w hat will happen . He h a s  ‘d irect experience of the  inner 
s ta te  of o th e rs .’ Yet... he does no t feel for o thers a s  a  reader shou ld” 
(47).
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27. On the  organic unconscious in The Mill on the Floss, see 
Shuttlew orth  51-77.

28. D errida m ade the  rem ark  in the  d iscussion  following Roland 
B arth es’s paper a t  the  fam ous s tru c tu ra lis t  conference a t Jo h n s  
H opkins University in 1966 (Structuralist Controversy, 156). 
V aldem ar’s “I am  dead” also appears  a s  an  epigraph to Speech and  
Phenomena.

29. On th is  paradox  in “The Lifted Veil,” see Redfield, Phantom  
Formations, 162.

30. Eagleton m ade th is  rem ark  in the  context of a  d iscussion  of the  
difficulties of reconciling the  transfusion  scene w ith the  conventions 
of rea lis t fiction. I would argue however th a t  “The Lifted Veil” is not 
rea list fiction, no t only because  of its Gothicism , b u t also because  of 
its refusal of the  reconciliations th a t characterize “realism .”
31. On the im plications of the  blood transfusion , see Kate Flint. 
“Blood, Bodies, and  The Lifted Veil.”

32. E liot’s b iographer Gordon H aight suggests th a t the  idea for 
“Shadow s of the  Coming Race” grew ou t of conversations while 
Lewes w as w riting the section on “Animal A utom atism ” in The 
Physical B a sis  o f  Mind, volume 3 of Problems o f Life and Mind (522). 
D espite the  title Lewes argues in The Physical B asis o f  Mind and  
th rough  o u t Problems o f  Life and Mind aga in st au to m atis t theories of 
the m ind. In a  sense Lewes s itu a tes  the  au tom atic  functions of m ind 
w ithin h is organicist theory. On Lewes’s opposition to au to m atis t 
theories an d  h is place in the  contem porary  debates, see Rylance, 
Victorian Pychology.

33. The classic form ulation of the  tension  betw een sym pathy  and  
judgem en t in  V ictorian lite ra tu re  is Robert Langbaum , The Poetry o f  
Experience, w hich reads the  tension  in the  d ram atic  m onologue. In 
the  dram atic  m onologue, L angbaum  argues, our sym pathetic  
identification w ith the speaker, w ith o ther points of view, is “split
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off’ from m oral judgem en t an d  condem nation  “in order to renew  and  
refresh m oral judgem en t” (4).

34. My read ing  of Gw endolen’s paralysis is indebted  to R u th  Leys’ 
rem arkable  d iscussion  of the  paralysis of traum atized  soldiers in 
“D eath M asks.” “In its petrifaction an d  imm obility,” Leys w rites,
“the  so ld iers’ rigid m asklike expression also rep resen ts  the  face to 
the  dead  m an  w ith whom  he is sym pathetically  -  m im etically -  
identified. The m ask  is th u s  also the  image of the  trau m atic  failure 
of defense, of the  m im etic identification th a t defines the  traum a: in 
sh o rt the  social” (62-3).

35. In The E ssence  o f Christianity, tran s la ted  by George Eliot, 
Feuerbach  writes: “A m an  existing absolutely  alone would lose 
him self w ithou t any  sense of h is  individuality in the  ocean of 
N ature; he would ne ither com prehend him self a s  m an  nor N ature as 
N ature” (82). Gwendolen seem s to experience a  sim ilar self-loss.
On the  influence of Feuerbach  on Eliot’s portrayal of Gwendolen and  
her relation  to D eronda, see Ender, Sexing the Mind, 241-46.

36. E liot’s a llusion  to R ousseau  is m ore explicit in “The Lifted Veil,” 
w here Latim er rem arks th a t  as a  s tu d e n t in Geneva “I u sed  to do as 
Je a n -Ja c q u e s  did -  lie down in my boat a n t let it glide w here it 
would” (9). R ousseau  described h is reveries on Lake B ienne in Book 
12 of h is Confessions and  a t  g reater length  in the Fifth Prom enade 
of Reveries o f  the Solitary Walker. On the  im portance of R ousseau  
for Eliot, see W itemeyer, “George Eliot an d  Je an -Ja c q u e s  
R ousseau .”

37. On te lepathy  an d  foresight in Daniel Deronda an d  in “The 
Lifted Veil,” see Nicholas Royle, Telepathy and Literature, 84-110.
38. As Friedrich Kittler show s in Discourse Network 1800 /1900 , the 
m other becom es closely associated  w ith literacy an d  language 
acquisition  a ro u n d  1800. While K ittler’s focuses specifically on 
G erm any, a  sim ilar se t of rom antic  a ssu m p tio n s seem s to underlie  
Eliot’s novel.
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39. On “w hat h ap p en s w hen we go back  from N arcissus to Echo,” 
see Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Echo of the  Subject.”

40. On Hegel’s d istinction  betw een Gedachtnis an d  Erinnerung, see 
Paul de M an “Sign an d  Symbol in Hegel’s A e s th e tic s” In Memoirs 
fo r  Paul de  Man, D errida d iscusses de M an’s reading of Hegel’s 
d istinction  in relation to m ourn ing  -  a  relation th a t  is no t w ithout a 
certain  relevance to Daniel Deronda.

41. On the  significance in  the  novel of “the  p resen t cause  of p a s t 
effects,” a  p h rase  from a  letter D eronda receives after he m eets h is 
m other, see C hase, “The Decom position of E lephan ts” in 
Decomposing Figures.

42. “The h ighest of all teaching ,” according to Eliot, “aesthetic  
teach ing” will, she wrote Frederic H arrison, “‘flash ’ conviction on to 
the  world by m eans of an  aroused  sym pathy” (Selected E ssa y s , 
Poems, and  Other Writings 248, 249).

43. A nderson argues th a t “Daniel Deronda  generates two d istinc t 
un d ers tan d in g s  of the  project of Jew ish  nationalism .” “D eronda’s 
nationalism ,” she w rites, “persisten tly  moves tow ard the  un iversalis t 
civic m odel of na tionalism  often associated  w ith Jo h n  S tu a r t Mill... 
while M ordecai’s follows the  collectivist-rom antic m odel issu ing  ou t 
of G erm an idealism , an d  bu ilt on the  m ore troubling m odel of a  
unified national will and  a  projected national destiny” (“George Eliot 
and  the  Jew ish  Q uestion” 41).

A nderson’s a rgum en t in “George Eliot and  the  Jew ish  
Q uestion” is a  welcome correction to th e  critical tendency  to conflate 
D eronda and  M ordecai’s views -  a s  though  Eliot’s aesthetic  of 
sym pathy  (or the  nationalism  derived from it) w as based  on fusional 
identification. In her focus on the ir differences an d  on D eronda’s 
resistance  to M ordecai an d  h is views, however, A nderson stops 
sh o rt of a  full consideration  of the ir relation. She largely overlooks 
the coercive d im ension of the ir rela tionsh ip  an d  the  identification 
th a t m akes it difficult to com pletely dissociate Daniel an d  Mordecai 
or the ir views. D aniel’s nationalism  is often expressed in M ordecai’s 
term s -  an d  in rom antic  an d  organicist term s. (A nderson’s own key
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term , “the cultivation of partiality ,” is itself an  organic trope.) Yet, 
A nderson never add resses the  question  of the  relation of Mordecai 
“subsum ing  organicism ” an d  the  organisism  th a t underlies 
D eronda’s na tionalism  or the  aesthetic  of sym pathy  on w hich it is 
based. To w hat ex tent can  even the  m ost self-conscious and  
reflective nationalism  dissociate itself from its rom antic origin?
For a  d iscussion  th a t p u ts  rare  critical p ressu re  on the  relation 
betw een the  “two Rom antic inventions -  im agination an d  n a tio n ,” 
see Marc Redfield, “Im agi-nation: The Im agined Com m unity and  the 
A esthetics of M ourning.”

44. In steering  a  m iddle course for D eronda, Eliot is, A nderson 
argues “challenging the  dom inan t cu ltu ra l rhetoric, w hich 
associated  the  extrem es  w ith Ju d a ism ” -  bo th  law -bound 
trad itionalism  and  deracinated , m odern cosm opolitanism  (“George 
Eliot an d  the  Jew ish  Q uestion ,” 44). A nderson essay  dem onstra tes 
the complexity of E liot’s response to the  Jew ish  Q uestion. See also 
M ichael R agussis, Figures o f  Conversion, an d  C hristina  Crosby, The 
E nds o f History.

45. Lewes wrote, for in stance, in Problems o f  Life and Mind, th a t it 
would be “ra sh  to fix lim its to the  specific determ inations [heredity] 
m ay include; b u t the  evidence in th is  direction is obscured  by the 
indubitab le  tran sm ission  th rough  language and  o ther social 
in s titu tio n s” (cited in Rylance 277). On Lewes’s differences w ith the 
Lam arckian theory of evolution and  w ith Spencer’s in particu lar, see 
Rylance, esp. 277-9, 299-311).

46. In The Republic, for instance, Socrates asks: “Did you never 
observe how im itations, beginning in early youth  an d  con tinu ing  far 
into life, a t length  grow into h ab its  and  become a  second na tu re , 
affecting body, voice, and  m ind?” (Book III, 395).

47. On Gwendolen an d  hysteria , see in  addition  to Rose’s “George 
Eliot an d  the  Spectacle of the  W om an,” Evelyne E nder, Sexing the  
Mind, 229-272; an d  A thena Vrettos, Somatic Fictions, 57-80.
V rettos also d iscu sses  the  revealing contem porary  term  
“neurom im esis” -  though  no t explicitly in relation to Gwendolen. It
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is w orth  noting th a t Sir Ja m es  Paget who coined the  term , w hich 
refers to the  im itation of d isease an d  belongs to the  d iscourse  on 
im itation, suggestion, and  hysteria , w as a  friend of Eliot and  Lewes 
and  often the ir doctor as well. Paget p resen ted  a  copy of h is Clinical 
Lectures, in w hich h is “Nervous Mimicry” appeared , to Eliot and  
Lewes, an d  Eliot’s notebooks for Daniel Deronda  show she read  and  
tran scribed  several passages from it. See George Eliot’s  Daniel 
D eronda Notebooks, 351-52.

48. On the  im plications of Gw endolen’s being, as she p u ts  it 
“exchanged for the  w om an of exchange,” see C atherine Gallagher, 
“George Eliot and  Daniel Deronda.”

49. Neil Hertz no tes in “Some W ords in George Eliot” th a t in h is 
exchanges w ith Gwendolen “Daniel m im ics the diction and  im agery 
of the  M iddlemarch  n a rra to r” (289).

50. Zizek d iscusses w hat he calls hy ste ria ’s “radically am biguous 
p ro tes t aga in st the  M aster’s in terpellation” in  The Indivisible 
Remainder, 161-7. See also B ronfen’s d iscussion  of it in The 
Knotted Subject, 238-9.

51. On the  m etaphor of beholding a  shipw reck a s  a  “parad igm ,” see 
H ans B lum enberg, Shipw reck w ith  Spectator.

52. Lacoue-Labarthe and  Nancy u se  the  ph rase  in “From  W here Is 
Psychoanalysis Possible” in d iscussing  F reud ’s response  to th is  
aspec t of Nazi an ti-Sem itism  in M oses and Monotheism. See also 
the ir “The Nazi Myth” an d  L acoue-L abarthe’s Heidegger, Art and  
Politics.

53. In h is d iscussion  of George E liot’s telepathy  m achines, Marc 
Redfield calls a tten tion  to a  passage in “The N atural H istory of 
G erm an Life” in  w hich Eliot im ages “a  un iversal language” 
constructed  on “a  rational basis... a  language w hich h a s  no 
uncerta in ty , no w him s of idiom, no cum brous forms, no fitful 
sh im m er of m any-hued  significance, no hoary  a rchaism s... — a  
p a ten t de-oderized and  non  reso n an t language, w hich effects the
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purpose of com m unication a s  perfectly an d  rapidly a s  algebraic 
signs,” a  language w ithout “the  anom alies an d  inconveniences of 
h istorical language” (E ssa y s , 287-8). “The next s tep ,” Eliot w rites, 
“will be the  invention of a  talk ing w atch, w hich will achieve the 
u tm o st facility an d  d ispa tch  in the  com m unication of ideas by a  
g radua ted  ad ju s tm en t of dots. A m elancholy language  of the  
fu tu re!’” (288). See Redfield, Phantom Formations, 166.

54. In con trasting  herself w ith the  “great h isto rian” Fielding, for 
instance, Eliot w rites in a  well-known passage:
We belated h isto rian s m u st no t linger after h is exam ple.... I a t least 
have so m uch  to do in  unravelling  certa in  h u m an  lots, an d  seeing 
how they were woven an d  interwoven, th a t all the light I can  
com m and m u st be concen tra ted  on th is  p a rticu la r web, an d  no t 
d ispersed  over th a t tem pting  range of relevancies called the  
universe. (141)

In D arw in’s  Plots, Gillian Beer d iscu sses E liot’s u se  of the 
term  in relation to o ther contem porary  d iscourses. On the  figure of 
the web in Middlemarch, see also Ferris, Theory and  the Evasion o f  
History, an d  J .  Hillis Miller, “Optic an d  Semiotic in M iddlemarch.”

55. On the  n eu tra l in Daniel Deronda, see Hertz, “Some W ords in 
George Eliot.” “Lapidoth canno t em body the  n eu tra l,” Hertz w rites, 
b u t h is consciousness can  be reduced an d  d ispersed  into the  p lu ral 
sam eness of the  au tom atic  m ovem ents of roulette ... an d  into the 
sam eness of nu m b ers  th a t are  no t really num bers ... b u t num era ls  
m arking otherw ise identical segm ents of the  roulette  wheel, a  final 
figure for the  a rb itrary  m arks w ithout w hich no investm ent of any  
sort -  no t ju s t  no be ts  -  would be conceivable. (295)

56. A m anda A nderson notes, D eronda’s rem arks to th is  m other 
directly con trad ic ts h is assertion  to Mordecai th a t “w hat we c a n ’t 
h idden  m u st no t m ake ou r ru le  for w hat we ought to choose” 
(“George Eliot,” 55).

57. On K risteva’s notion of abjection, see h e r Powers o f  Horror and  
“F reud and  Love.”
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58. In a n  a s  yet unp u b lish ed  paper “Fatal C om passion,” w hich he 
gave a t the  English In stitu te  in 2000, Hertz explicitly linked the 
scenes of equivocation betw een guilt and  innocence in  E liot’s fiction 
and  h is d iscussion  of “the pa thos of u n certa in  agency” in de Man. 
Hertz d iscu sses the  relation betw een the scenes I consider below in 
“George E liot’s Pulse,” 35-40.

59. The M adam e Laure episode in M iddlemarch  h a s  received in 
recen t years a  great deal of critical a tten tion . See especially Rose, 
“George Eliot an d  the  Spectacle of the  W oman;” Ferris, Theory and  
the Evasion o f  History, an d  Redfield, Phantom Formations. In “The 
S trange Case of M onom ania: P atriarchy  in L iterature, M urder in 
Middlemarch, Drowning in Daniel Deronda,” Sim on D uring links the 
M adam e Laure episode an d  G randcou rt’s drow ning to the  early- 
n ineteen th  cen tu ry  category of “m onom ania” -  a  term  Eliot u se s  in a  
som ew hat different way in Daniel Deronda. D uring’s in teresting  
reading  of the  scenes tends however to simplify som ew hat the  
a lternatives the  tex ts p resen t.

60. “The m other is rejected as ab ject,” C hase w rites in “Prim ary 
N arcissism  an d  the  Giving of Figure,” in so far a s  the  gestu res of 
m aterna l care are  encoun tered  a s  in significative m arks, m aterial 
inscrip tion .... It is to take the  m ateriality  of indeterm inably  
significative m arks as m atter: a s  determ inably  an d  definitely m ere 
device, m ere m ateria l -  lifeless, w ithout m eaning. It is to re tu rn , in 
short, to the  m etaphysical categories of m atte r an d  spirit. This h as  
m eant, always, accepting the  m other a s  already dead. It h a s  m ean t 
“recognizing” the  m erely n a tu ra l n a tu re  of m aterna l care, an d  its 
supersession  by the  child ’s identification w ith an  Im aginary Father, 
or a  p a tria rch a l Im agination. (134) Such  an  abjection is, I w an t to 
suggest, a t  issue  in Leonora’s reduction  to m ere “in s tru m e n t.”

61. I d o n ’t m ean  to imply th a t  Gwendolen originates the  violence. 
The scene can  I th in k  also be read  a s  an  in stance  of w hat A nna 
F reud nam ed  “identification w ith the  aggressor.”
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62. G arre tt S tew art draw s a tten tion  to th is  feature in h is close 
reading  of the  scene (310). My own reading  of the  scene is indebted  
to h is d iscussion  of it.
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