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Introduction
The Editorial Team at Kaleidoscope would like to welcome Alice Bennett and Naomi Banks 
as guest editors for Kaleidoscope 4.1. This special issue publishes the papers presented at 
Durham University’s Afterlives conference alongside a review essay by Gerald Aiken of the 
journal Collapse, and reviews by Catherine Johnman and Emily Ridge. 

In a year of special attention to conferences national and international, Kaleidoscope 
looks forward to the upcoming issue 4.2, which will present a number of papers from the fifth 
annual Rhizomes conference – held by The School of Languages and Comparative Cultural 
Studies in The University of Queensland, Australia – entitled Diaspora: Language and Place. 
http://www.uq.edu.au/rhizomes/index1.htm
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Editorial
In editing these proceedings of Durham University’s Institute of Advanced Study Afterlives 
conference, our concerns have taken the form of the question, “From what do these papers 
proceed; what have they followed and what do they come after?” The retrospective and re-
flective nature of these conference proceedings forms part of the day’s ongoing examination 
of afterlives in all their forms. The papers here proceed with a recollection of their extended 
life and their earlier incarnations as presented papers and as active research. In reflecting 
on the day’s papers, this collection foregrounds consideration of the afterlife of research as 
presentation and as publication.

The afterlife of the conference has been a matter of record-keeping, of recollection and 
reflection, and of revision and revisiting. Naomi Banks offers an afterword on the conference 
in a mode of reportage, which collects some thoughts on the aims and achievements of the 
conference, as well as reflecting on the state of the interdisciplinary field of death and after-
life studies.

Masum Patwary’s article considers the position of mortuary workers in Dhaka, analysing 
the motivations and coping techniques of this group. The paper identifies a pattern of re-
sponses stemming from living with death and with the dead, not least of which are a strong 
sense of fatalism and of the continuing relationships between the dead and the living. In her 
article, Emily Ridge traces the afterlife of French writer Georges Perec in the art of Sophie 
Calle, finding a complex play of precedence between life and writing in the work of both. 
The haunting presence and absence of Perec in Calle’s work points towards the interconnec-
tion of art and afterlife, and of intertextuality and immortality. Alice Bennett considers two 
examples of contemporary narrative fictions that use second-person narration: Eric Eve’s All 
Hope Abandon (2005) and David Eagleman’s collection of short stories, Sum (2009). Her 
article foregrounds the special power that fiction has to investigate the competing discourses 
of science and religion circulating around life and afterlife in contemporary thought. Eleanor 
Chatburn and Naomi Banks both offer papers that were previously presented at The Politics 
of Irish Writing Conference held at Charles University, Prague, in September 2009. Versions 
of their articles were first published in the book The Politics of Irish Writing, eds. Katerina 
Jencova, Michaela Markova, Radvan Markus and Hana Pavelkova (Prague: Centre for Irish 
Studies, Charles University, 2010). Eleanor focuses on translation, adaptation and afterlives 
in the poetry of Derek Mahon, while Naomi gives an introduction to the development of the 
poetic genre of Northern Irish Political Elegy.

In the spirit of investigating the afterlife of an academic event, Professor Douglas Davies 
has also agreed to the publication of his plenary paper from the Afterlives conference. Begin-
ning with reflections on his investigations of attitudes to cremation, the paper offers both 
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an introduction to Davies’s work, and a chance to revisit some of the significant conceptual 
themes and policy consequences of his research.
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in organising the Afterlives conference, and assembling the day’s eclectic and interesting set 
of papers.
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Afterlives
An Interview with Stephen Regan

NAOMI BANKS

My personal paradise is one in which Guinness is permanently on tap, with cool, 
West-Coast American jazz drifting in the air.

It is the end of a tiring Epiphany term, and Professor Stephen Regan, Head of English Stud-
ies at Durham University, is looking forward to the quietness of the long Easter vacation. No 
more teaching, no more photocopying of lecture handouts, no more dissertations to collect 
in. . . (. . .no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed 
away. . .). Sitting in his duck-egg-blue and cream painted office, where rows of books sit 
neatly on the shelves, he seems grateful for the brief pause in his day, and the chance to 
imagine his ideal afterlife.

As a reply to John Lennon’s ‘imagine there’s no heaven,” I would be singing 
that old “Amen Corner” song to the woman in my dreams: “If paradise is half 
as nice as the heaven that you take me to, who needs paradise? . . . I’d rather 
have you.”

The interview takes a more business-like tone as we move on to discuss “Afterlives,” the 
conference organised by Stephen in September 2009 in conjunction with the Institute of Ad-
vanced Studies (IAS) at Durham. I ask him where the idea for the conference came from.

The title “Afterlives” came from the Derek Mahon poem of the same name, in which the 
poet announces that “I am going home by sea / For the first time in years.”1 This poem is 
enigmatic, and characteristic of Mahon’s interest in afterlives. Closely linked to it is another 
Mahon poem, “Going Home,” which is for Mahon’s fellow Irish poet, John Hewitt. “Going 
Home” begins with a farewell: “I am saying goodbye to the trees,” and ends with the striking 
image of a lone figure standing “on the edge of everything:” 

An almost tragic figure
Of anguish and despair,
It merges into the funeral
Cloud-continent of night
As if it belongs there.2

1 Derek Mahon, “Afterlives,” Collected Poems (Oldcastle: Gallery, 2008): 59.
2 Derek Mahon, “Going Home” Collected Poems (Oldcastle: Gallery, 2008), 96.
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The topic of afterlives is of such importance to Mahon, and other poets like him, that it 
seemed a good choice of subject to offer to a broader range of disciplines: “I thought it would 
prompt responses from a range of subjects,” adds Stephen.

Having taken inspiration from such a literary source, I ask, were you surprised by the 
kinds of papers that were submitted for the conference?

Yes, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been: we quickly realised that with 
“Afterlives” we’re dealing with fundamental concepts which are of interest to 
most disciplines. I was pleased at the range of papers – from Divinity to Italian 
horror theatre, and from Musicology to mortuary practices. The expectation was 
that we would get a strong response from Arts and Humanities as well as Social 
Sciences – a mixture of physical and metaphysical takes on the theme.

The range of papers given at the conference was broad, both in terms of the academic dis-
ciplines represented, but also in the approaches taken to the subject. At least three of the 
presenters, coming from the disparate backgrounds of Counselling Studies, Religious Stud-
ies and Musicology, gave papers which focused on their personal beliefs and experiences. 
It seems that the topic of “Afterlives” is one which demands a fuller approach than merely 
an academic one.

I ask Stephen about his views on what seems to be a growing field of study, pointing out 
that in the last decade a number of British universities have begun to focus on Death Stud-
ies, including Durham.

There is a growing sense of “interdisciplinarity” in academia – a focus on how 
we share knowledge. I do think that Death Studies has gained prominence in 
recent years, partly to do with greater candour in public debates about death, 
especially about sensitive and controversial issues such as euthanasia and 
burial spaces. Much of this has been driven, of course, by social policy and 
changing legislation, but I do think there is a new openness in discussions 
about death and the afterlife. I would like to believe, as well, that there is a 
strong need for reflection and contemplation as an antidote to the years of 
materialistic self-satisfaction encouraged by Thatcherism. Whatever heaven 
there might be, I hope it is one without Thatcher. I feel sure that she must be 
in the other place.

Thoughts of heaven and “the other place” bring the conversation back to where we started: 
what might we imagine when we think of our own afterlife? Where do we get these images 
from? For Stephen, the answers might be found in poetry.

Having turned fifty, I can’t help but reflect from time to time on the nature of the 
afterlife. It’s surprising isn’t it, how very few striking images of heaven we find in 
elegiac poetry (or in any literature, for that matter). The conventional treatment 
in “Lycidas” seems to be repeated over and over...a place of sweet singing, joy 
and love: “solemn troops, and sweet societies, / That sing, and singing in their 
glory move, / And wipe the tears forever from his eyes.” The striking exception, 
of course, is Yeats’s brilliant imagining of the afterlife in “The Cold Heaven:” 
“Suddenly I saw the cold and rook-delighting heaven / That seemed as though 
ice burned and was but the more ice.”3 Fabulous stuff. That’s Seamus Heaney’s 
favourite Yeats poem, by the way.

BiBliography
Mahon, Derek. Collected Poems. Oldcastle: Gallery, 2008.

3 Yeats, W.B. “The Cold Heaven,” The Poems, ed. Daniel Albright, (London: J.M. 
Dent, 1990, updated 1994), 176.
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Domes and the Dead
An Example of Extreme Fatalism among Mortuary Workers in Bangladesh

MASUM A. PATWARY

Domes in Dhaka are a group exposed to extremely unpleasant, stressful and 
psychologically damaging working conditions and cultural marginalisation. In 
observing them and speaking with them, two questions are obvious: why do they 
do it and how do they cope? The answer to the first question seems to be that they 
accept their position, more through extreme fatalism than any sense of reward or 
worth. The answer to the second seems to lie partly in their relationship with the 
dead bodies, to which they attribute powers and motives, and partly in resorting 
to alcohol, linked to an apparent immunity from the normal restrictions placed on 
alcohol consumption in Bangladesh.

In modern society, many people live a lifetime and never see a dead body. Perhaps because 
we prefer to deny death,1 we no longer expect to deal with the deceased, and thus the mortu-
ary is a separate place, detached from common experience. There is likely to be a cultural 
dimension to the experience of those who habitually deal with dead bodies, but many studies 
have focused on the developed world, mainly within a secular context.2

In the West at least, those who do choose mortuary or funeral work as a career may find 
it rewarding.3 Nevertheless, those working with death can be seen as “less than human,”4 

1 Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death (New York: New York Free Press, 1973).
2 James E. McCarroll et al., “Handling Bodies After Violent Death: Strategies for 
Coping,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 63 (1993): 209–14; Spencer E. 
Cahill, “Emotional Capital and Professional Socialization: The Case of Mortuary 
Science Students (and Me),” Social Psychology Quarterly 62 (1999): 101–16; 
Pam Garden, “Rising From the Dead: Delimiting Stigma in the Australian Funeral 
Industry,” Health Sociology Review 10 (2001): 79–87; Linda M. Goldenhar et 
al., “Psychosocial Work Stress in Female Funeral Service Practitioners,” Equal 
Opportunities International 20 (2001): 17–38; Mindy E. Bergman and Katherine 
M. Chalkley, “‘Ex’ Marks a Spot: The Stickiness of Dirty Work and Other Removed 
Stigmas,” Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 12 (2007): 251–265.
3 Cahill, “Emotional Capital and Professional Socialization: The Case of Mortuary 
Science Students (and Me).”
4 Garden, “Rising From the Dead: Delimiting Stigma in the Australian Funeral 
Industry.”
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or on the edge of society.5 They may suffer from work-related emotional and psychological 
disturbance,6 and may adopt emotional beliefs relating to the relationship between them-
selves and the deceased in order to cope.7

Few studies have been done with mortuary workers in developing countries. The purpose 
of this phenomenological interpretive study was to gather and consider the views of mortu-
ary workers in Dhaka, Bangladesh, where the stresses of working with death are likely to be 
compounded with the pressures of poverty. Mortuary workers in the sub-continent tend to 
be drawn from poor or disadvantaged communities. These groups may be known as dalits 
(literally: downtrodden, crushed) or by other names such as Asprsya, Achut, Chandala, Hari-
jan, Scheduled Caste, or Untouchable.8 It is recognised that individuals in these groups are 
subject to significant pressures, whatever their profession, which may result in psychologi-
cal problems. For example, individuals from scheduled castes are more likely to be regular 
alcohol users.9 

Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Teesside University. Permission to 
conduct the research was obtained from the management of the mortuaries involved. Par-
ticipation was voluntary with informed consent. The research methodology was designed to 
avoid deception and physical or emotional harm to the participants. Confidentiality, data se-
curity, and safety for respondents were assured. As respondents were generally illiterate, this 
was done verbally in the local language. Respondents’ original names have been changed.

Selection of  study group and data collection

An interpretive hermeneutic phenomenological research approach10 was adopted in order to 
provide an understanding of mortuary workers’ beliefs and perceptions. The term “herme-
neutics”, of Greek origin,11 which is philosophical in nature, can be used as the theory and 

5 Bergman and Chalkley, “‘Ex’ Marks a Spot: The Stickiness of Dirty Work and 
Other Removed Stigmas.”
6 Petra Brysiewicz, “The Lived Experience of Working in a Mortuary,” Accident and 
Emergency Nursing 15 (2007): 88–93.
7 McCarroll et al., “Handling Bodies After Violent Death: Strategies for Coping.”
8 Cosimo Zene, “Myth, Identity and Belonging: The Rishi of Bengal/Bangladesh,” 
Religion 37 (2007): 257–281.
9 K..J. Neufeld et al., “Regular Use of Alcohol and Tobacco in India and its 
Association with Age, Gender, and Poverty,” Drug and Alcohol Dependence 77 
(2005): 283–91.
10 Max Van Manen, “Phenomenology of Practice,” Phenomenology and Practice 
1 (2007): 11–30 and Researching Lived Experience. Human Science for an 
Action Sensitive Pedagogy (Ontario: Althouse Press, 1990); Brysiewicz, “The 
Lived Experience of Working in a Mortuary;” Maura Dowling, “From Husserl to 
van Manen. A Review of Different Phenomenological Approaches,” International 
Journal of Nursing Studies 44 (2007): 131–42.
11 ‘Hermeneuo’ translated as ‘interpret’, from Richard Palmer, Hermeneutics: 
Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger and Gadamer 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969).
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practice of interpretation and understanding.12 Within this framework, ethnographic data was 
collected using dialogue and third person listener techniques.13 Prior to data collection, the 
researcher made a number of extended visits to the mortuaries to become a familiar face to 
staff and to establish a good rapport with the respondents. This allowed the researcher to be 
an unobtrusive listener.14 Where possible, interviews were formally prearranged, but informal 
opportunities were also taken, at times and place where the participant’s interest could be 
obtained and retained. Data analysis was conducted by using six activities for conducting 
hermeneutic phenomenological research as described by Allen and Jensen (1990) and Bry-
siewicz (2007).15

There are two official mortuaries in Dhaka. After initial observation, three distinct groups 
of workers were identified;

Forensic physicians and support staff;1. 

Police employees responsible for the external physical examination of bodies;2. 

Mortuary assistants involved in opening the body for examination by physicians 3. 
and suturing the body prior to handing it over to the relatives. 

This third group, defined by the local term “dome”, was observed to exhibit a significant 
group identity, sharing a distinctive manner, bearing and expression. A significant distinction 
was the language they used, which was not formal Bengali, but rather Bhojpuri, a combina-
tion of local dialect, Telegu, Bengali and Hindi. The group can be considered to consist of: 
(a) official domes, recruited and paid by the hospital; and (b) unofficial domes, generally 
relatives of the official domes, receiving payment from relatives of the deceased in return 
for help in dealing with the body. Hospital records revealed that the population of official 
domes was seven. Initial reconnaissance revealed that the population of unofficial domes 
was 14, giving a total population of 21. Inclusion criteria included any individual over 18 
years of age who has been working in the mortuary at least for the last 6 months. From this, 
17 participants were interviewed (7 official and 10 unofficial), 16 from 17 were male. The 
remaining unofficial domes (all male) were unavailable during the survey period; there was 
no obvious reason to consider that their non-inclusion led to significant bias. 

Research was conducted in Bengali. Primary records were kept in Bengali and subse-
quently translated into English. Translations were intended to impart the style of Bhojpuri 
speech and to capture how the original would sound in English, so expressions that would 
be considered errors in Bengali have been translated directly without correction (indicated 
by sic). The translation was undertaken by one author (MP) and independently confirmed by 
two others (MS and KME). Further confirmation of fidelity of translation for quotes chosen 

12 J.O. Urmson and Jonathan Rée, The Concise Encyclopaedia of Western 
Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2005).
13 Masum A. Patwary, Risk Assessment and Management Associated with Medical 
Waste Disposal in Bangladesh, (PhD diss., Teesside University, 2010), 84–5.
14 Kathleen DeWalt, Billie R. DeWalt and C.B. Wayland, “Participation Observation”, 
in Handbook of Methods in Cultural Anthropology, ed. H.R. Bernard, (Walnut Creek, 
CA: AltaMira Press, 1998), 259–299; A.K. Shenton, “Strategies for Ensuring 
Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research Projects,” Education for Information 22 
(2004): 63–75.
15 Marion N. Allen and Louise Jensen, “Hermeneutical Inquiry, Meaning and 
Scope;” Brysiewicz, “The Lived Experience of Working in a Mortuary,” Western 
Journal of Nursing Research 12 (1990): 240–53.
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for publication was undertaken by an independent verifier (see acknowledgments). Analyses 
were done in both languages.

Results: Coping

In order to cope with their livelihood activity, people adapt pragmatically to the present situ-
ation and emotionally by adopting several beliefs. 

Shunil’s story reveals the stress felt by domes during their early experiences working with 
the dead: 

A few days after I started here, I was engaged to move a dead body from one 
place to another, when we moved the corpse it sounded like the dead body was 
snoring and trying to say something. Everyone in the mortuary was very scared. 

Shawpan said he thought of bodies every moment, even in sleep. He spoke of, “dreams about 
cutting bodies . . . dead bodies walking in front of me.” However, with time, some grow used 
to it:

The first day I walked into that morgue I had no idea how I would react. The 
smell made me a little dizzy, but the feeling passed . . . Now I am used to and 
feel comfort to work with deceased rather than live people [sic].” 

Some experienced domes even claimed to prefer to work with the dead:

Dead bodies are more cool and polite. They never annoyed on us, never said us 
anything. If we do any mistake they never came to us with bossing mood [sic].

Shankar was one of the few who mentioned that he found comfort in the responses of rela-
tives: “People like us [because we] have done such work.”

Many domes were observed to resort to alcohol abuse. Ujjol indicated that, without alco-
hol, he and his colleagues couldn’t do this job (which he described as “inhuman”) properly. 
He also commented, however, that even though alcohol is strictly restricted by the govern-
ment, he felt safe from those restrictions,

My friend and I are needed and wanted to drink this. It gave us peace of mind 
and body. [Because] I am a dome nobody will disturb or punish me to have this 
drink [sic].

Western studies have found an inverse relationship between problematic alcohol use and 
both level of education16 and socio-economic status.17 No Western study has reported a par-
ticular association between excessive alcohol use and mortuary work. In the sub-continent, 
an association between alcohol abuse and lower caste has been reported, associated with 
fewer prohibitions against alcohol use compared with individuals from higher castes.18 It is 

16 Rosa M. Crum et al., “Level of Education and Alcohol Abuse and Dependence 
in Adulthood: a Further Inquiry,” American Journal of Public Health 83 (1993): 
830–7.
17 Mariël Droomers et al., “Educational Differences in Excessive Alcohol 
Consumption: the Role of Psychosocial and Material Stressors,” Preventative 
Medicine 29 (1999): 1–10; Shaila Khan et al., “A Structural Equation Model of 
the Effect of Poverty and Unemployment on Alcohol Abuse,” Addictive Behaviors 
27 (2002): 405–23.
18 Indra Munshi Saldanha, “On Drinking and “Drunkenness”: History of Liquor 
in Colonial India,” Economic and Political Weekly 23 (1995): 23–31; Himanshu 
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not surprising, therefore, that domes resort to alcohol, even in the face of official restric-
tions. The alternative hypotheses, that those who already use alcohol take up work as domes 
because of the relative lack of restriction, or because they are already desensitised, is not 
supported by these data.

Fatalism

There is a link between fatalism and poverty.19 Of Feagin’s three rationalisations of the 
causes of poverty,20 the poor themselves are perhaps most likely to attribute poverty to 
fate.21 Within a caste system, lower castes may rationalise their position through religious 
fatalism.22 In this study, most of the domes (fifteen from seventeen) identified themselves 
as Hindus from the lower, dalit, caste. There appeared to be many extreme examples of this 
among the domes. They often joined the profession from a family background and the major-
ity of respondents were drawn from only six families. They seem to join the profession, and 
continue with it, due to a sense of fatalism. Alok’s story is typical: “[T]his is my fate that I 
have to be involved in the family traditional occupation. Therefore I choose this profession as 
my father and grandfather [sic].” Hariya was also introduced to the job by his father, 

There are many like myself…it is taboo to even think to way out from this 
cycle,… we have no way to leave out of the cycle of exploitation, if we try to [find 
a] way out from this cycle our fate will betray with us definitely [sic]. 

Bishu shared their fatalism, even though he had entered the profession from outside. He 
described how he had attended many interviews without luck, until the interview for mortu-
ary assistant. He explained his success in this interview, whispering, “This is my fate, that I 
have to work in the mortuary.” 

The fear that domes felt about leaving the profession was possibly best illustrated by 
Tushar, who told a harrowing story about a former workmate:

One of our colleagues who died in a road accident and his wife who hanged 
herself and his only son was murdered. Once upon a time he worked with us. 
One day he said he will leave this job and will do other job to change his living 
status as this job was most lower class work. But his fate returns his full family 
by different ways back to the same mortuaries where he worked. They were so 
good people and their deaths so avoidable. These are the cases that hit me the 
hardest and we all were realised that we have no way to move out this life cycle. 

K. Chaturvedi and Jagadish Mahanta, “Sociocultural Diversity and Substance Use 
Pattern in Arunachal Pradesh, India,” Drug and Alcohol Dependence 74 (2004): 
97–104.
19 Debraj Ray, “Aspirations, Poverty and Economic Change,” in Understanding 
Poverty, ed. A. Banerjee, R Benabou and D. Mookherjee (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006).
20 Joe R. Feagin, Subordinating the Poor: Welfare and American Beliefs (Englewood 
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1975).
21 Christopher T. Whelan, “Marginalization, Deprivation, and Fatalism in the 
Republic of Ireland: Class and Underclass Perspectives,” European Sociological 
Review 12 (1996): 33–51; Göktug Morçöl, “Lay Explanations for Poverty in Turkey 
and Their Determinants,” Journal of Social Psychology 137 (2005): 283–91.
22 Amrit R. Tuladhar, “Naming Anti-Developmental Attitudes,” Contributions to 
Nepalese Studies 21 (1994): 191–212.
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If we try to way out of this occupation we have to come back again this mortuary 
by being dead body [sic]. 

All of the respondents attributed emotions, powers (doibo shokti) and motives to the de-
ceased. Shajib believed that they determined his luck 

I can understand my next future is good or not. When deceased looks at me with 
smile then I know that my problem will be solved within soon. I found this prove 
many times in my life [sic]. 

A conversation between Shajib and Alomoy was followed by the third-person listener ap-
proach:

Shajib: Would you like to go to start for your village tonight?

Alomoy: No, because I didn’t get the clearance from the last previous body 
(deceased). She was looked at me with so angriness. Now I am thinking it will 
not good to start this time.

Shajib: I see . . . better wait. When the next one come you just go and try to get 
your permission.

Shajib believed that respect is required for the spirits of the dead (oshoriri shokti),

Sometimes it seems that [dead bodies] are always walking around me and 
observe my daily job . . . whether I do my work with respect to the deceased 
or not. I found myself many times that if I do my work with respect, the dead 
body comes in my dreams and show some sign for my good luck, but if do any 
wrong the dead body comes with some bad sign. Then I know that some bad is 
waiting for me [sic].

Shamol reflected on the history of those that have died and linked this to his own life: “[W]
hen I am standing next to a stiff deceased, and I peer down into the lifeless face, I can’t help 
but wonder . . . am I ready for my own ending by death [sic]?” But, on hearing this, Dipen 
countered, “It’s part of life, there’s no need to worry about it — when your time comes, it 
comes.”

Conclusion

It seems that here caste, culture and poverty have combined to create an extreme exam-
ple of fatalism, which goes beyond rationalising disadvantage to the disadvantaged; it ac-
tively deters escape. Like others in their profession around the world,23 the group suffer the 
compounded stresses of social ostracism and a uniquely unpleasant job. This can lead to 
dehumanisation.24 Superimposed on this are the privations and exclusions associated with 
their position as dalits, so they find few rewards among the living and seek rewards in their 
relationships with the dead or through alcohol abuse. 

Acknowledgements

23 Goldenhar et al., “Psychosocial Work Stress in Female Funeral Service 
Practitioners.”
24 Brysiewicz, “The Lived Experience of Working in a Mortuary.”
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“SO”
Tracing Georges Perec in the Work of Sophie Calle

EMILY RIDGE

Georges Perec, French writer and central figure in the OuLiPo group, published La 
Vie mode d’emploi in 1978. Two years later, the French artist Sophie Calle held 
her first solo exhibition in New York. As a young, emerging artist, Calle cannot but 
have been influenced by the experimental fervour of the OuLiPo group, whose ideas 
came to the fore in France in the 1970s. She appropriated many of their ideas 
in her art. Her references to Perec in particular, who died shortly after her first 
exhibition, are both implicit and overt. In one instance, Perec’s W ou le souvenir 
d’enfance (1975) is included as an object in one of her photographs. On a more 
general level, by applying Oulipian rules and constraints to her own life, she lives 
out scenarios that are described by Perec in his fiction. In a sense, she sets herself 
up as the living embodiment of a character in an Oulipian text, a text subject to a 
set of arbitrary rules that can only distract from the inherent meaninglessness of 
the game. 

Oulipian game-playing was extensive and multifarious but it is the game of detection 
which particularly interests me. The figure of the missing person loomed large in 
the work of Perec and Calle alike and the act of detection in the face of such a 
looming absence was compelling. It is my contention that Perec has an afterlife in 
Calle’s work as a sort of absent collaborator, the missing person to Calle’s detective, 
a spectral version of one of the real subjects she shadows on the street in her work. 
This is an intertextual trail deliberately laid down by Calle, one which obscures as 
much as it uncovers, and it is a trail I plan to take up in this paper.

In the poster for her retrospective exhibition, “M’as-tu vue?” in 2003, Sophie Calle chose 
to isolate and to foreground the first two letters of her name in the format of the uppermost 
line of an optical eye-test: “SO.”1 The word “so” is more than a little suggestive in the 
English language. Depending on context, “so” can convey defiance, emphasis, correspond-
ence, anticipation, continuity and “so” on. In isolation, “so” embodies suggestivity itself: a 
free-floating link, an intimation of something to follow. But what and to where? There is no 
absolute French-language translation to encompass the abundantly suggestive possibilities 

1 This also formed the cover of the accompanying book, as illustrated in Fig. 1.
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of this particular word. The attempt to translate, to trace or even to shadow the word from 
one language to another leads to a recognition of absence or, to be more precise, the absence 
of a conclusive end. Such an act of inconclusive tracing, of detection without object, is char-
acteristic of the work of Calle.2 This is also what aligns her most strikingly with Georges Perec 
and his Oulipian contemporaries. Perec too was compelled to play with his name in transla-
tion. He found his surname to be synonymous with the idea of a gap or hole in the unrelated 
languages of Polish and Hebrew. Such a coincidence led him to deliberately inscribe this 
concept into his identity as a writer from an early stage. As his name dictated, so would he 
become a “man of gaps.” By a similar logic, Calle accepted the nominal designation of “wise 
woman of the street”; her first name “Sophie” deriving from the Greek for wisdom and Calle, 
the Spanish word for street. Like Perec, she embraced her name as an integral element in 

the evolution of an individual artistic identity, taking to the street as a wandering detective 
figure in her art. Correspondingly, much of Perec’s work concerns absence. It is my conten-

 1. Jean-Baptiste Mondino (photographer), Sophie Calle – M’as-tu Vue? (Paris: Editions Xavier Barral, 
2003), front cover.
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tion, in this paper, that Calle gives Perec an afterlife as an absent figure in her art, a sort of a 
spectral version of one of the real subjects she shadows on the street. So “wise woman of the 
street” sets out to trace “man of gaps.” So I plan to take up the trail here. of this particular 
word. The attempt to translate, to trace or even to shadow the word from one language to 
another leads to a recognition of absence or, to be more precise, the absence of a conclusive 
end. Such an act of inconclusive tracing, of detection without object, is characteristic of the 
work of Calle.2 This is also what aligns her most strikingly with Georges Perec and his Oulip-
ian contemporaries. Perec too was compelled to play with his name in translation. He found 
his surname to be synonymous with the idea of a gap or hole in the unrelated languages of 
Polish and Hebrew. Such a coincidence led him to deliberately inscribe this concept into his 
identity as a writer from an early stage. As his name dictated, so would he become a “man 
of gaps.” By a similar logic, Calle accepted the nominal designation of “wise woman of the 
street”; her first name “Sophie” deriving from the Greek for wisdom and Calle, the Spanish 
word for street. Like Perec, she embraced her name as an integral element in the evolution of 
an individual artistic identity, taking to the street as a wandering detective figure in her art. 
Correspondingly, much of Perec’s work concerns absence. It is my contention, in this paper, 
that Calle gives Perec an afterlife as an absent figure in her art, a sort of a spectral version 
of one of the real subjects she shadows on the street. So “wise woman of the street” sets out 
to trace “man of gaps.” So I plan to take up the trail here.

Perec’s La Vie mode d’emploi was published in 1978. Two years later, Calle held her 
first solo exhibition in New York and, shortly after that, Perec himself died. The fervent ex-
perimentation of the OuLiPo group, in which Perec was a central figure, in the 1960s and 
1970s in France, set an important precedent for the development of Calle’s own distinc-
tive style.3 The Oulipian nature of her work comes to the fore particularly in her references, 
both implicit and overt, to Perec. To cite one instance of overt reference, Perec’s W ou le 
Souvenir D’enfance (1975) is photographed as an object in the piece “Days Under the Sign 
of B, C and W” (1998). More understated though no less palpable is the pervasiveness of 
Perec’s influence on the levels of theme and technique. By applying Oulipian constraints to 
her own life, Calle sets herself up as a character in an Oulipian text, one subject to a set of 
arbitrary rules, the precision of which can only distract from the inherent meaninglessness 
of the game. 

To begin a survey of Calle in relation to Perec and the Oulipian enterprise, let me return to 
the example of “Days Under the Sign of B, C and W”. This work, along with “Gotham Hand-
book” (1994) and “The Chromatic Diet” (1997), forms part of a long collaboration with the 
American writer, Paul Auster. In Leviathan (1992), Auster created a character, Maria, which 

2 It is worth noting that Calle has worked in both French and English throughout 
her career.
3 Neatly compressing the longer title “Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle” 
(Workshop for Potential Literature), OuLiPo came into being in 1960 through the 
initiative of Raymond Queneau and François Le Lionnais, among other notable 
writers and mathematicians. The composition of the founding group is a just 
reflection of the original investigative thrust of an organisation whose interests 
lay in the interrelations, both historical and possible, between mathematics and 
poetry. “Constraint” became a byword for their work especially following Perec’s 
membership in 1967. However, subversion of constraint became as important a 
strategy in the exploration of literary and artistic potentiality as the imposition of a 
restrictive structural framework.
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he loosely based on Calle, “...an unorthodox person who lived life according to an elaborate 
set of bizarre, private rituals.”4 In response, Calle decided to live out the fictional elements 
of this creation. Thus, in “The Chromatic Diet”, Calle restricts herself “to foods of a single 
colour on any given day,” as outlined in the novel.5 On the seventh day, she diverges from 
the set menu and refrains from eating. Here it would seem that Auster set the rules for Calle 
to observe and to bend. However, the Oulipian character of this exercise in constraint and 
subversion figures a third persona in the collaboration. I have already mentioned the explicit 
reference to Perec in “Days Under the Sign of B, C and W.” A perusal of chapter seventy-one 
of La Vie mode d’emploil finds us on familiar territory with an account of Mme. Moreau’s 
renowned “monochrome meals,” meals “selected according to a basic colour which the table 
linen and waiters’ attire would also match.”6 

Is “The Chromatic Diet” an unconscious replication or a deliberate inscription of a Pere-
cian set-piece? I would incline to the latter interpretation. If we compare the title of La Vie 
mode d’emploi (Life A User’s Manual in the English translation) with that of the first part of 
the Auster-Calle collaboration, “Gotham Handbook”, the echo seems even more deliberate, 
though the latter somewhat narrows the emphasis of the former.7 To crystallise this web of 
allusions even further, it is worth noting that on the first publication of Perec’s seminal work, 
a well-known French critic, François Nourissier, declared it a “leviathan among goldfish” in 
his review of the novel, a striking image which cannot have escaped the attention of Franco-
phile Auster, whose own critical interest in Perec’s work is long established.8 Indeed, the title 
Leviathan alludes to an unfinished work by the main character, Sachs, suggesting that Auster 
himself has produced what Sachs could only envision. Likewise, one of the central ironies of 
La Vie mode d’emploi is Perec’s achievement of the unformed vision of his narrator, Valène. 
The parallel is more than a little compelling. This web of intertextual allusion would posit 
Perec as the absent third collaborator in the Auster-Calle project, a subversive element in a 
seemingly two-way game of exchange. 

In positing Perec as an absent figure in the collaboration between Calle and Auster, the 
elliptical nature of the figuration is important. My critical strategy up to now has amounted 
to the location of a space and the creation of a structure, contextual and referential, into 
which Perec neatly slots. Yet the “man of gaps” is essentially absent in the exchange. Given 
Perec’s fascination with the concept of absence in his work, this is an appropriate form of 
inverse recognition. The means by which we engage with space is the subject of his Espèces 
d’espaces (1974). “How to consider the void?” he asks, “How to consider the void without 
automatically placing something around that void, which creates a hole, in which one hastens 
to put something...?”9 Calle tackles these questions directly in her projects, “Fantômes” and 
“Disparitions” in 1991. In a variety of museums in France and the United States, she re-
corded descriptions of missing paintings, on loan or stolen, from the recollections of museum 

4 Paul Auster, Leviathan (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), 60.
5 Ibid. 60.
6 This translation is taken from Georges Perec, Life A User’s Manual, trans. David 
Bellos (London: Vintage, 1987), 452, 341–2. All subsequent translations from 
Perec’s novels are my own.
7 The title ‘Gotham Handbook’ is followed by the subtitle ‘New York: mode d’emploi’ 
in the accompanying exhibition publication. The resemblance to the French title of 
Perec’s work, La vie mode d’emploi, is self-evident.
8 François Nourissier, qtd in David Bellos, Georges Perec – A Life in Words (London: 
Harvill, 1993) 647. This originally appeared in Le Magazine Littéraire on October 
14, 1978. 
9 Georges Perec, Espèces d’espaces, translation mine (Paris: Galilée, 1974), 48.
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staff. In “Fantômes”, textual memories are displayed in the empty spaces left by the missing 
art works. As such, the written word becomes a mode of preservation. Her framing of these 
textual scraps and fragments visually recreates the very basic compulsion that incites one to 
put pen to paper at all, as defined by Perec:

To write: to try to meticulously retain something, to preserve something: to pull 
some precise snatches of conversation from the void which hollows out, to leave 
in places a groove, a trace, a mark or some signs.10

And yet the denial of vacuum is also an admission of its inevitability, a paradox appositely 
captured by Gilbert Adair in his translation of the title of Perec’s La Disparition (1969): A 
Void. This is a novel about a missing person written entirely without the letter “E.” The void 
cannot be avoided in this novel. The text turns around the absent “E” just as the characters 
skirt around the edge of an abyss into which they themselves are in danger of falling. As 
noted by Paul Schwartz, “the flaw, the hole, the disappearance in Perec’s text is in itself 
a powerful linguistic sign which generates the novel’s language and imposes itself upon 
structure and plot.”11

Correspondingly, Calle visually demonstrates the bearing, even the command, of an ab-
sent figure on the structural dynamics of a work of art. In “Disparitions”, one of the stolen 
paintings she requests museum staff to describe is a Rembrandt portrait of a couple. X-rays 
of the painting revealed a child to be situated between the two figures, later painted out and 
replaced by a chair. Whether aware or unaware of the erased child, the recorded descriptions 
from the memories of staff members are imbued with a sense of loss, often at a subliminal 
level: “The composition seemed a little strange,” is the anonymous comment of one museum 
worker.12 The man and woman depicted in this painting, spatially disoriented by the “lack” 
between them, reflect the disorientation of the museum staff when faced with the void left 
by the stolen painting itself. Likewise, readers of Perec’s La Disparition are aligned with the 
characters within the novel. “The composition seemed a little strange”: whether confronting 
a text without Es or a world without answers, this is a shared sentiment.

Yet if Perec has an afterlife in Calle’s work as a sort of estranging compositional absence, 
it follows that an attempt must be made to seek out the missing person. Perec’s own preoc-
cupation with the detective fiction genre is throughout impressed upon his work. In Espèces 
d’Espaces, he directs the amateur detective to the terrace of a Parisian café, thus invoking 
the beginning of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” (1839), in which voyeur, flâneur 
and detective figures are brought together.13 From there, he teaches that amateur detective 
how to survey. Yet surveillance within the public sphere is a game traditionally reserved for 
men. Similarly, street wandering was an activity deemed unacceptable for women in the 
nineteenth century and well into the twentieth. As observed by Griselda Pollock, “the flâneur 
is an exclusively male type.”14 

It is thus with a certain delectable irony that Calle indirectly employs a detective to fol-
low her around on a day of her own choosing in “The Shadow” in the early 1980s while, at 

10 Georges Perec, Georges Perec, Espèces d’Espaces, translation mine (Paris: Galilée, 1974), 
123.
11 Paul Schwartz, Georges Perec – Traces of his Passage (Birmingham: Summa, 
1988), 33.
12 Sophie Calle, Sophie Calle, Disparitions, translation mine (Paris: Actes Sud, 2000), 23.
13 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Man of the Crowd”, in Selected Tales. ed. David Van Leer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 84 – 91.
14 Griselda Pollock, Vision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism and Histories of 
Art (London: Routledge, 1988), 67.
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the same time, taking stock of “him” herself. She writes: “At 3:20 p.m. I stop at the Tuiler-
ies’ outdoor café and order a beer. I take pleasure in watching “him” have his drink at the 
counter.”15 Calle inserts herself into a tradition that defines her as spectacle only to subvert 
that tradition by becoming an active spectator. The detective accounts for the same moment 
as: “the subject takes a drink at the outdoor café in the Tuileries gardens and writes.”16 Calle 
is effectively writing herself into his role as well as the role of Perec’s amateur detective on 
the café terrace. But what does Calle survey? Who, of the crowd, does the woman intend to 
shadow?

Perec quotes Henri Michaux at the beginning of Espèces d’Espaces: “J’écris pour me par-
courir” (I write to traverse/discover myself).17 In the same way, the game of detection becomes 
an effective means of investigating artistic identity for Calle. To shadow the other is to shadow 
the self at a remove. Jean Baudrillard sees this as a process of self-seduction: “…you follow 
your own track without knowing it yourself…”18 Baudrillard is referring to Calle’s work “Suite 
Venitienne” (1980) here, in which she takes it upon herself to shadow a man in Venice over 
a period of several weeks without any purpose other than “the pleasure of following.”19 As the 
project progresses, she seemingly ejects the other from her plot: “Henri B’s feelings do not 
belong in my story.”20 Whose story is she narrating then? A particular word proliferates the text 
of “Suite Venitienne” and that word is “Calle”. This singular Venetian term for “street” is not 
used elsewhere in Italy. Calle leaves us in no doubt that this “story” is, in part, autobiographi-
cal and that Venice stages the process of self-narration.

 But Venice also provides Perec with a starting point for self-investigation and self-seduc-
tion: 

At the age of thirteen, I invented, narrated and sketched a story. Later, I forgot 
about it. 

Seven years ago, one evening, in Venice, I suddenly remembered that this story 
was called ‘W’ and that it was, in a way, if not the history, then at least a history 
of my childhood.21

This may only be “a” history but it is projected as a fragment of “the” history, drawing Perec 
into the autobiographical puzzle that W ou le souvenir d’enfance attempts to resolve. In W 
ou le souvenir d’enfance, Perec plays both shadowed and shadow, the other in search of the 
self and the self in search of his other. The book is dedicated to “E”, the absent figure of La 
Disparition. Thus, the game of detection is inscribed in the autobiographical pursuit of the 
novel from the beginning and the inevitable inconclusiveness of the trail is forewarned. 

Venice, as point of departure for such an inconclusive game, holds an allure. David Bellos 
questions the accuracy of Perec’s situation of his sudden childhood reminiscence in Venice, 
attributing the epiphany, in the way it is described, to ‘Perec’s public myth of himself’ and 

15 Sophie Calle, Sophie Calle, M’as -tu Vue?, trans. Simon Pleasance and Charles Penwarden 
(New York: Prestel Verlag, 2003), 105.
16 Ibid.Ibid. 108.
17 Henri Michaux, qtd in Georges Perec, Henri Michaux, qtd in Georges Perec, Espèces d’Espaces, translation mine (Paris: 
Galilée, 1974), 17.
18 Jean Baudrillard, “Please Follow Me”, in Sophie Calle, Jean Baudrillard, “Please Follow Me”, in Sophie Calle, Suite Venitienne, trans. 
Dany Barash and Danny Hatfield (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988), 76. 
19 Sophie Calle, Suite Venitienne, trans. Dany Barash and Danny Hatfield (Seattle: 
Bay Press, 1988), 2.
20 Ibid. 24.Ibid. 24.
21 Georges PerecGeorges Perec, W ou le souvenir d’enfance, translation mine (Paris: Denoël, 
1975), 14. 
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suggesting its significance as “grounded on Perec’s later decision to build a book around this 
fragmentary reminiscence”.22 As such, the city must have appealed to him on an imaginative 
level, superseding the desire for accuracy in the attached associative memory. Baudrillard’s 
discussion of the appropriateness of the city as terrain for Calle’s game also holds a clue as 
to its importance for Perec: “The city is built like a trap, a maze, a labyrinth that inevitably, 
however fortuitously, brings people back to the same points, over the same bridges, onto 
the same plazas, along the same quays. By the nature of things, everyone is followed in 
Venice.”23 Movement through the city is backwards and repetitive, representing a kind of 
retrospective and, at the same time, circular itinerary. 

This is a recurring pattern in Perec’s writing, from Bartlebooth’s circular project in La Vie 
mode d’emploi to the echoing reciprocity between the different strands of W ou le souvenir 
d’enfance. Calle sees such a retrospective and circular itinerary through Venice as a form of 
narrative: “I see myself at the labyrinth gate, ready to get lost in the city and in this story.”24 
As I suggested earlier, this story is partly a narrative of self. Yet, the other cannot be ejected 
from the plot entirely. To do so would be to overlook the inherent playfulness of Calle’s work 
and play, after all, is rarely a solitary activity. On her departure to Venice, she makes a point 
of noting the presence of her father at the Gare de Lyon. Why? Quite apart from Venice, a 
second location assumed a particular importance for Perec in the investigation of his child-
hood: “Of my mother, my only memory of her is that of the day she accompanied me to the 
Gare de Lyon where, on a Red-Cross convoy, I left for Villard-de-Lans.”25 Who else is Calle 
shadowing on this trip? Here my trail runs cold. 

The attempt to shadow Calle in the act of shadowing Perec yields little certainty. Yet, 
this inconclusiveness is appropriate. An afterlife is, after all, in itself a shadow, an opaque 
attachment to the real thing. But let’s return briefly to the poster for “M’as-tu vue?” Calle is 
photographed with her left hand screening the left side of her face. “Did you see me?” We 
only see what Calle reveals and that revelation is never full. More importantly, she is shown 
to be looking. The same sense of partial revelation informs the work of Perec. Immediately 
following the account of his sudden Venetian recollection, he adds: “Once more, I was like a 
child playing hide and seek, not knowing what he fears or desires the most: to stay hidden, 
to be discovered.”26 In this essay, I have involved Calle and Perec in a hide and seek game 
of relations. The “man of gaps” must necessarily remain partially obscured. “Wise woman of 
the street”, herself half concealed, must not cease to look. As Calle remarks of the man she 
trails in Venice: “My investigation was proceeding without him. Finding him may throw eve-
rything into confusion, may precipitate the end.”27 Disclosure is irrelevant. What matters is 
the trail, the game. “SO”. Is this not also a truncated distress signal? - a fittingly incomplete 
call for an inconclusive search.

BiBliography
Auster, Paul. Leviathan. London: Faber and Faber, 1993.
Bellos, David. Georges Perec – A Life in Words. London: Harvill, 1993.

22 David Bellos, Georges Perec – A Life in Words, (London: Harvill, 1993), 370, 
371.
23 Jean Baudrillard, Jean Baudrillard, “Please Follow Me”, in Sophie Calle, Suite Venitienne, trans. 
Dany Barash and Danny Hatfield (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988), 83.
24 Sophie Calle, Suite Venitienne, trans. Dany Barash and Danny Hatfield (Seattle: 
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You’re Dead
Dying, Living and Narrating in the Second Person

ALICE BENNETT

This paper considers two examples of contemporary narrative fictions which use 
second person narration: Eric Eve’s electronic text adventure or interactive fiction, 
All Hope Abandon (2005) and David Eagleman’s collection of short stories, Sum 
(2009). Both texts are formally innovative when placed in the context of artistic 
depictions of life after death, and their use of second-person narration is particularly 
distinctive in this context. The texts play with fictionality through strategies 
that include explorations of the limitations and possibilities of their own form, 
and this works to foreground the special power that fiction has to investigate the 
competing discourses of science and religion circulating around life and afterlife in 
contemporary thought.

One of the forty afterlives described in David Eagleman’s short story collection, Sum (2009), 
finds the dead becoming background characters in the dreams of the living: in this life after 
death, life is but a dream, but “it is not your dream.”1 The worst part of this, notes the narra-
tor, is the loss of control over our lives, as life after death means entering a storyline plotted 
by another mind. This paper explores the place of second-person, or “you” narration in con-
temporary fictions of the afterlife, a form of narration which allows the reader to dream this 
same dream of an afterlife in someone else’s dream. The dream here is fiction, and the agent 
of death and entry into the afterlife is second-person narration. Second-person narration 
destabilises the division between the self-determined, the living and the real-world reader, 
and the controlled, the dead and the fictional character. It blurs the boundaries between the 
text and the world, and foregrounds the distinction between life and its afterlife in art. Art, 
and particularly fiction, is central to an understanding of contemporary afterlives, and the 
thinking that picks a path between faith and fact. 

Afterlife art is a tradition that, in literature, is rooted in the form and ambition of the 
epic, and in the descent and return to and from the underworld.2 This tradition is almost 
completely inverted in David Eagleman’s very brief and fragmentary story forms in Sum. Eric 

1 David Eagleman, Sum: Forty Tales from the Afterlives (Edinburgh: Canongate, 
2009), 21.
2 See Rachel Falconer, Hell in Contemporary Literature: Western Descent Narratives 
since 1945 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005).
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Eve’s text adventure, All Hope Abandon (2005), exploits the quest narrative of the epic tradi-
tion by hanging its gameplay on exactly this narrative thread.3 Alongside this self-conscious 
awareness of a tradition, and their own place after that tradition, both texts also engage 
with contemporary debates about the place of religious belief in secular culture which is 
informed in both cases by the status of these texts as fictions. It is worth noting for some 
context at this point that Eve has an academic career in theology while Eagleman’s day job 
is as a research neuroscientist. This might suggest that they would fall into the rather tired 
antagonistic positions of the stereotypical scientist and the theologian on matters of faith, 
but both texts considered here destabilise this opposition through their use of self-conscious 
and experimental fiction to illuminate this debate. Second-person narration lies at the heart 
of this process.

We have to descend for a moment into the underworld of contemporary narrative theory 
in order for me to clarify the significance of second-person narration in these texts. Monica 
Fludernik has defined second-person narrative as “narrative whose (main) protagonist is re-
ferred to by means of an address pronoun (usually you),” and goes on to observe:

[S]econd-person texts frequently also have an explicit communicative level on 
which a narrator (speaker) tells the story of the “you” to (sometimes) the “you” 
protagonist’s present-day absent or dead, wiser, self.4

There is potentially an aspect of self-address here, in which one you is present and the other 
absent, one dead and one alive, but Fludernik’s apparently quite straightforward definition 
is haunted by a dead double who only appears late; after the time of the story but in the 
present-day for the narration.

This definition, however, leaves out an important element of second-person narration that 
is illustrated by the opening of All Hope Abandon. The action starts with the protagonist, 
at this point identified as “you” within the conventions of the text adventure, listening to a 
blindingly dull and ineptly delivered conference paper in a slightly shabby university lecture 
hall. However, the earliest, opening screen addresses this “you” quite differently by asking, 
“Have you played interactive fiction before?” This is clearly directed only at you the player, 
not you the character. Answering Yes leads straight into the game, while answering No gives 
some guidance on the interface and conventions of interactive fiction. This “you” is, there-
fore, unambiguously me. Moving into the game itself, it only takes a few more interactions 
to discover that there is another me operating within the text: here I am male, in my thirties 
and an academic working in the field of theology. When I enter a command to EXAMINE 
SELF this brings to the surface further deictic complications: the self I’m examining isn’t 
me the reader; it’s me in the text. One of the most innovative features in All Hope Abandon 
interface is the possibility of accessing the main character’s specialist knowledge with the 
command THINK ABOUT. While the THINK ABOUT command allows access to specialised 
information for the player, it is also significant that one of the game’s unique features and 
formal innovations involves the introduction of this view into the character’s thoughts and 
opinions.5 This transparency of mind in the character is something that has been identified 

3 Eric Eve, All Hope Abandon, http://www.wurb.com/if/game/2763 (2005). Eve 
is something of a trailblazer in recognising the afterlife’s potential for gaming. In 
February 2010 EA Games released Dante’s Inferno, a demon-slaughtering romp 
through all nine levels of hell, culminating in an almost inevitable showdown with 
the final boss himself.
4 Monica Fludernik, “Introduction,” Style 28.3. (Fall, 1994): 288.
5 Eve argues very convincingly for this as a didactic feature in his article on 
the game, “All Hope Abandon: Biblical Text and Interactive Fiction” in Digital 
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by Dorrit Cohn as one of the primary hallmarks of what narrative fiction does: introduce us 
into the consciousness of other (albeit fictional) people.6

In interactive fiction, the protagonist is generally designated the “player-character”, indi-
cating the yoking together of these two entities (not necessarily unproblematically). Where 
we began with the potential for the protagonist to completely align with us, for the you ad-
dressed and the you described to be one and the same, it soon becomes apparent that these 
yous are not functioning on the same diegetic or ontological level. When I engage with this 
text, I soon realise that I am not a thirty-something, heterosexual man with a wide knowledge 
of Biblical Studies. Further interactions find the player-character in limbo after apparently 
suffering a heart attack in the lecture theatre and the rest of the adventure takes place in 
what seems to be an afterlife. While I can separate myself from the particulars of the char-
acter’s identity, common mortality begins to provide the only absolutely certain intersection 
of player (or reader) and character in these texts. This universal “you” is only genuinely 
universal when stating that yes, you will die.

We therefore need a definition of second-person narration that accounts for the experi-
ence of reading the introduction to All Hope Abandon: the situation of reading a text in which 
we seem to be addressed as readers, but are then drawn into a fluctuating state of involve-
ment in the text, and observation of the character from outside. Second-person narration is 
therefore defined by its point of reception, and this occasionally queasy and occasionally 
comic alignment between the reader and the character that refuses any complete separa-
tion between the two, or even (as Fludernik’s definition allows) between the narrator and the 
character.

This fluidity in identity between narrator, reader and characters also holds far-reaching 
consequences for narratology, and its tendency to prefer solid and unimpeachable categories 
for classification and analysis. Other commentators on second-person narration have argued 
that it has a particular importance for assailing those boundaries and potentially producing 
theories of narrative that are more inclusive and allow for a wider range of potential narratives 
that are not yet in existence. For instance, Brian Richardson argues that, conventional nar-
ratology has had a tendency to characterise the “flagrant fictionality” of much experimental 
narrative as aberrant:

[T]raditional narrative theory, implicitly based on the stable nonfictional types 
of biography (third person) and autobiography (first person), have a difficult 
time comprehending forms that, like second person and impossible narration, 
do not or cannot occur in nonfictional discourse.7

According to Richardson’s logic, second-person narration which imagines an afterlife is a 
double strain on narrative theory’s categories, and doubly foregrounds its own fictionality. 

Similarly, David Herman argues for narrative theory that uses fuzzy logic to establish cat-
egories that are non-exclusive to allow for narratives that are indeterminate and shifting. In 
his words, second-person fictions, and the double “you” they involve, result in “a fitful and 
self-conscious anchoring of the text in its contexts, as well as a story world whose contours 
and boundaries can be probablistically but not determinately mapped, the inventory of its 

Humanities Quarterly 1.2 (Summer 2007). I would add that the text’s double you 
has didactic, even apologetic functions in and of itself.
6 Dorrit Cohn, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Consciousness in 
Fiction (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983).
7 Brian Richardson, Unnatural Voices: Extreme Narration in Modern and 
Contemporary Fiction (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2006), 76.
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constituent entities remaining fuzzy rather than fixed.”8 The fact, therefore, that the “you” 
of All Hope Abandon is an indeterminate mix of both me and the character Dr William Fisher 
places the deictic reference of that “you” sometimes more in my world as a reader, and 
sometimes in the world of the story.

In summary, second-person narration carries the markers of fiction in three ways. Firstly, 
we have already seen above that one of the consequences of the intersection of the reader 
and character can be a heightened and unusual sense of transparency of other minds. Sec-
ondly, the fuzziness inherent in the second person – the way it refuses to settle on a point 
of reference for its deictic markers, the impossibility of giving a total for its constituent enti-
ties – is a distinctive signifier for narratives that are fictional and, more than this, resolutely 
non-mimetic. In this way they refuse to be “after life” in the way that realist fiction makes 
claims to be. 

The third way in which second-person narratives associate themselves with fiction is 
through their connection with one particularly disputed form of real-world narrative, but a 
form which does not purport to describe already completed, verifiable events like an autobi-
ography or biography does. In the quotation above, Brian Richardson noted that second-per-
son narratives are confined to fiction and “do not or cannot occur in nonfictional discourse.” 
However, there is in existence the second-person narration common to recipes and self-help 
books, something which James Phelan calls in all its forms the “how-to” narrative.9 In their 
“real-life” examples, like knitting patterns or travel guides, these are descriptive texts that 
are entirely hypothetical: they rely on you deciding to visit Venice or to cast on a pair of socks 
before they become properly instructive or, most relevant for my argument here, true. They 
remain at least something of a fiction until “you” carry out the activity. This kind of “how-to” 
narrative has fictional counterparts in short stories by John Updike in “How to Love America 
and Leave it at the Same Time” (1979) or Pam Houston’s “How to Talk to a Hunter” (1990). 
Lorrie Moore’s “How” is another illustrative example which Phelan discusses, and opens like 
this:

Begin by meeting him in a class, a bar, at a rummage sale. Maybe he teaches 
sixth grade. Manages a hardware store. Foreman at a carton factory. He will be 
a good dancer. He will have perfectly cut hair. He will laugh at your jokes.

A week, a month, a year. Feel discovered, comforted, needed, loved, and start 
sometimes, somehow, to feel bored. When sad or confused, walk uptown to the 
movies. Buy popcorn. These things come and go. A week, a month, a year.10

The possibilities are open at the beginning of this story, and these maybes mark the con-
tingency of this hypothetical future. Moore’s “How” plays with the potential involved in 
fantasising about a relationship, in contrast with the narrowness and restrictions that the 
story discovers in loving a real person. Alongside these “how-to” narratives we can place the 
multiple potential outcomes of interactive fiction, or the second-person page-turning form 
of Choose-Your-Own-Adventure stories. As well as involving readers in quite specific ways, 
second-person narratives are therefore also united by an interest in the hypothetical, in the 
possibility that there is more than one competing outcome to events, and that these can be 
investigated through narrative. They are oriented towards imagining a conditional future, 

8 David Herman. Story Logic: Problems and Possibilities of Narrative (Lincoln and 
London: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 322.
9 James Phelan, “Self-Help for narratee and narrative audience: how ‘I’ – and 
‘you?’ – read ‘How’,” Style 28.3 (Fall, 1994), 350.
10 Lorrie Moore, “How,” in Self-Help (New York: NAL, 1985), 55.
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rather than recounting a recollected past. In this aspect of future-orientation and condition-
ality, we can see how they might be allied with ideas about the afterlife and making choices 
in the present with life after death in mind.

At its loosest, the second-person form signifies the involvement of the reader or audience 
in the work. In this way “you” becomes something like the hand reaching up from the grave 
or an invitation to join a dance of death: it’s both a threat and a seduction. In contrast with 
dead narrators who take charge of their own afterlives with an emphasis on the impossible 
words “I am dead”, the second-person narrator who says, “You are dead,” has the potential 
to take over any agency and this becomes a death sentence. Conversely, second-person nar-
ration can also foreground issues of choice and free will by emphasising the potential which 
the future holds, rather than claiming to reflect the world as it is, but actually depicting a 
world of completed past actions and events from which we are separated. Conventionally, 
one of the functions of any representation of the afterlife has been as a memento mori: a re-
minder of your own death and its inevitability, and this has the potential to both open up and 
close down options for us. The result, then, is a technique which takes hold of us and forces 
us into consciousness of our own death, with a view to shaping behaviour in the present by 
appeal to a future afterlife.

A memento mori doesn’t need to be a fiction: death is a certainty. Yet, I have been argu-
ing that the central feature of these texts is their fictionality. To discuss this, I want to come 
to David Eagleman’s Sum, which is subtitled “Forty Tales From the Afterlives.” From the 
outset, then, we are establishing a range of possibilities that stand together as a unit and 
take in the possibility of a God or gods, alien overlords, or an oscillationist universe in which 
a kind of afterlife comes about through time reversal.

The stories in Eagleman’s collection are brief vignettes, rather than containing sustained 
descriptive or emplotted elements. In some ways that is quite consonant with the problems 
that come from writing about the afterlife, writing a narrative of eternity using forms that are 
arguably primarily adapted to write about time and our experience of it. Some of Eagleman’s 
scenarios do develop beyond initial situations to introduce unfolding causally related events, 
and can be read as forty thought experiments, forty how-to narratives for life after death. 
Eagleman has sparked a minor religious movement after describing himself as a “Possibil-
ian” in an interview in the New York Times, in which he was asked about his own religious 
beliefs, saying:

[W]ith Possibilianism I’m hoping to define a new position—one that emphasizes 
the exploration of new, unconsidered possibilities. Possibilianism is comfortable 
holding multiple ideas in mind; it is not interested in committing to any particular 
story. (This is why Sum consists of 40 mutually exclusive stories.)11

He contrasts his position with both atheism and agnosticism, and is currently writing some-
thing like a manifesto for Possibilianism, which should complement Sum.

All of the stories in Sum are narrated in the second person, with much play with the 
implications of second-person narration. For instance, in the story “Prism”, the problem of 
how old people should be in the afterlife is solved by dividing each individual into multiple 
selves, each at different ages. In the story, the “yous” find they have nothing in common, and 
conclude that the “compound identity” of the earthly self had never really existed at all.12 
Another story, “Quantum,” investigates the hypothetical aspect of second-person narration 

11 Blake Wilson, “Stray Questions for David Eagleman,” The New York Times. 
(June 10, 2009), http://papercuts.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/07/10/stray-questions-
for-david-eagleman/.
12 Eagleman, Sum, 73.
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which, in line with Eagleman’s Possibilianism, can be the foundation for a whole worldview. 
In this story’s afterlife “everything exists in all states at once, even states that are mutually 
exclusive.”13 This is naturally very confusing and, as in Lorrie Moore’s “How,” it is in the 
context of romantic relationships that these problems are crystallised. In the afterlife of 
“Quantum” an angel finally offers “you” the chance to be alone with “your” partner, and the 
story concludes as follows: 

And then you are here. You are simultaneously engaged in her conversation and 
thinking about something else; she both gives herself to you and does not give 
herself to you; you find her objectionable and you deeply love her; she worships 
you and wonders what she might have missed with someone else.

“Thank you,” you tell the angel. “This I’m used to.”14

All Hope Abandon also moves towards a love plot, and is shaped by the choice to begin a 
romantic relationship. Catherine Gallagher has identified this high-stakes choice of a life 
partner as one of the reasons for what she terms “the rise of fictionality” in the eighteenth 
century.15 She argues that the “flexible mental states” that arise when reading something 
that we know to be a fiction provides a kind of mental training ground for the demands of 
modernity, among them the practices of modern romantic love. What she terms “affective 
speculation” led to readers (and particularly female readers) imagining other partners and 
weighing up the possible outcomes of these scenarios.16

Gallagher’s argument about fiction’s power to introduce training for an “attitude of disbe-
lief” is taken up by Terry Eagleton in another context: his recent Reason Faith and Revolution 
(2009).17 Subtitled “Reflections on the God Debate” Eagleton’s book answers the polemics 
of Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchins. Come the end of the book, he finds a place for 
fiction as a tool for working a space between entrenched positions, arguing that “the story 
becomes a kind of speculative venture in which one does not invest too quickly, keeping 
one’s options open and remaining alert to other possibilities.”18 From Catherine Gallagher, 
Eagleton takes the idea that, while fiction might have been an agent in producing scepticism 
about religious faith in earlier times, it has the potential today to offer a wider model for 
“an imaginative exercise in this business of sitting loose to belief” in all kinds of contexts.19 
Eagleton’s way out of the polarisation of the God Debate is instructive, and confirms what we 
have seen of both the form and content of All Hope Abandon and Sum. They foreground their 
status as fictions primarily through associations that come about through the use of the sec-
ond person and offer practice in playing, in experimenting and hypothesising, and therefore 
in sitting loose to belief. These afterlife narratives are therefore offered as something that 
is doing something different from either a realist novel or a religious text: something that is 
about fiction and its properties as something other than fact and other than faith.

13 Ibid., 82.
14 Ibid., 83.
15 Catherine Gallagher, “The Rise of Fictionality,” in The Novel, ed. Franco Moretti 
(Princeton University Press, 2006).
16 Ibid., 346.
17 Terry Eagleton, Reason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2009),
18 Ibid, 147. 
19 Ibid., 146.
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“Echo-prolonging poet!”
Translation, Adaptation and Afterlives in the Poetry of Derek Mahon

Eleanor Chatburn
A highly self-conscious poetic inheritor, Derek Mahon challenges conceptions of 
tradition and the literary afterlife in contemporary Irish poetry. With his “emigrant 
sensibility” and “peregrine imagination,” 1 Mahon’s translations of Ancient and 
Modern European poetry offer fascinating new literary elsewheres within and 
alongside his Ireland-centred work. This article will reflect on the role translation 
has to play within the Mahon corpus, its relationship with his original work and how, 
in Mahon’s dextrous hands, it becomes reshaped into what he calls the “recreative 
adaptation.”2 Close examination of Mahon’s version of Arthur Rimbaud’s “Le Bateau 
Ivre” will reveal some of the intricacies of the poet’s creative processes to point up 
the possibilities for cultural and literary de-marginalisation that this bi-cultural (re)
creation brings to Northern Irish poetic discourse.

A version of this paper was first published in The Politics of Irish Writing, eds. 
Katerina Jencova, Michaela Markova, Radvan Markus and Hana Pavelkova (Prague: 
Centre for Irish Studies, Charles University, 2010).

Writing in “Aran” of the life of the poet in extremis, Derek Mahon admits he is a “Hand-
clasping, echo-prolonging poet!”3 When in exile, lost, or far from home, comfort and assur-
ance can be found in clasping the hands of poetic forebears who have suffered for their art 
and triumphed. The desire to immerse himself in the fertile depths of tradition, becoming 
a member of the pantheon of artistic demi-gods, drives much of Mahon’s work. And yet 
the desperate irony of the frank admission of “Aran” belies the complexity of the nature 
of artistic influence within Mahon’s work. A highly self-conscious poetic inheritor, Mahon 
challenges conceptions of tradition and the literary afterlife for the contemporary Irish poet. 
In figuring himself as the receptor and product of canonical foreign poetic texts that lie 
outside of Irish literary culture, Mahon becomes a cultural and literary émigré. This essay 

1 Terence Brown, “Introduction,” Journalism: Selected Prose 1970–1995, ed. 
Terence Brown (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 1996), 18.
2 Derek Mahon, Foreword, Adaptations (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 2006), 11.
3 Mahon, “Aran,” Collected Poems (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 1999), 66. Hereafter 
CP.
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will examine the function, form, and politics of Mahon’s poetic translations as cross-cultural 
and cross-temporal acts of creation — or more specifically, re-creation — to offer a reading 
that harmonizes Mahon’s internationalist aesthetic with his experience as a Northern Irish 
contemporary poet. 

From his first publication, Twelve Poems (1965), to his most recent collection, Life on 
Earth (2008), Mahon demonstrates his internationalist yearnings. His collections of poetry 
are populated with foreign voices from across centuries and continents. Voices across time 
and continents — from Ovid, to Rilke, to Auden — are all encased within the permeable 
walls of his collections. Through this technique, as Hugh Haughton notes in his article, “The 
Importance of Elsewhere: Translation and Derek Mahon,” Derek Mahon “inflect[s] his verse 
with a cross-cultural air.”4 His Collected Poems (1999) abounds with works demonstrating 
varying levels of artistic influence from allusion, to adaptation, to translation. The prolifera-
tion of translated material in the Mahon canon is well represented in a recent republication 
of the poet’s own selection of works under the title, Adaptations (2001). But aside from 
assimilating allusion, quotation and translation into his own creative collections of poetry, 
Mahon has also published separate editions of the poetry of Philippe Jaccottet, Gérard de 
Nerval, and Saint-Jean Perse. His experimentation with translation and artistic media ranges 
from dramatic translations of The Bacchae (after Euripides) (1991), to Racine’s Phaedre 
(1996), to Cyrano de Bergerac: A New Version of Rostand’s ‘Heroic Comedy’ (2002), to 
translations of the novel, such as Raphaële Billetdoux’s Night Without Day (1987). These 
ambitious translations of venerated — but rather unfashionable — poets, dramatists and 
writers work together to challenge expectations of what a contemporary poet can achieve. 
They do more than just flaunt Mahon’s virtuoso skills as a wordsmith: they resurrect and 
enliven old texts in new contexts. 

The jaded voice of the aging poet-author of The Yellow Book (1997), confesses that the 
verse-letter is a “forest of intertextuality.”5 This self-conscious reflection speaks to Mahon’s 
awareness that his work has become almost impregnably dense in allusion. The prevalence 
of literary allusion and translation in Mahon’s collections of poetry is testimony to what 
Haughton observes as his “need to take his bearings from elsewhere, as part of a larger 
cultural history.” As such, “translation can be seen as one aspect of Mahon’s interest in 
cultural adaptation and transfer, a central preoccupation throughout his writing life.”6 The 
desire to achieve this all-important “elsewhere” is reflected in Mahon’s obsessive search for 
alternative spaces to frame his personal experience. “One part of my mind must know its 
place,” Mahon tells himself in “Spring in Belfast,” but this is complicated given that, as he 
records in “A Garage in Co. Cork,” “We might be anywhere” (CP 13, 130). Anxiety about 
place and all its incumbent security and self-knowledge invades many of his poems. When 
Mahon loses faith in the ability to root himself into a place, at home or abroad, he takes his 
bearings instead from literary landmarks. In the often locationless geography of Mahon’s 
poetic landscapes, the signposts are his precursors’ texts. By navigating with the aid of es-
tablished voices Mahon finds he is able to progress with his own art even when doubts assail 
him. The interpolation of the works of these venerated poets into his own original work serves 
to lend the resulting highly intertextual creation all the authority and gravitas accorded to 
his precursors.

4 Hugh Haughton, “The Importance of Elsewhere: Mahon and Translation,” in 
The Poetry of Derek Mahon, ed. Elmer Kennedy-Andrews (Buckingham: Smythe, 
2002), 145.
5 Mahon, The Yellow Book (Oldcastle: Gallery Press, 1997), 29. 
6 Haughton, 145.
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Mahon is very much on the front line of contemporary translation issues and his work 
registers the difficult choices that must be made by any modern writer choosing to engage 
fully with poetic predecessors through the medium of translation. As an established aca-
demic practice, translation has been ruled by strict attention to semantic fidelity. Though, 
according to Bassnett-McGuire, recent critical developments have redefined translation’s 
“terminology of faithfulness and equivalence” and ushered in an allowance for a greater 
degree of flexibility and artistic licence in handling the source poem.7 Mahon freely admits 
his attitude towards the poetic translation does not prioritize textual fidelity and technical 
accuracy. In Adaptations, Mahon explains that his focus is not straight translation but “the 
imaginative, recreative (and recreational) adaptation.”8 As a consequence, literary afterlives 
take on many exciting new formulations in his work; he helps to reinvent and re-energise. 
His “adaptations” range from near-literal translations to what are effectively new poems 
loosely based on the original text. New art arises from the old. In a phoenix-like rebirth of 
the unfashionable and forgotten, seminal works cherry-picked from European literary his-
tory find themselves with unlikely new companions, as in The Yellow Book where sections 
from Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens find themselves in the presence of citations from the 
Upanishads, to Juvenal, Oscar Wilde, Virginia Woolf and Elizabeth Bowen. Such moments 
of creative liberty demonstrate that this “imaginative, recreative and recreational” adaptor 
does not fear to lift writers out their temporal and geo-cultural contexts and work them into 
a refreshing new artistic environment.

What fascinates most often, then, are the moments where Mahon chooses to depart from 
an original source text and take it in new directions, for these creative decisions can be very 
telling. One of the best instances of this practice of “recreative adaptation” can be seen 
in Mahon’s handling of Arthur Rimbaud’s lyrical masterpiece, “Le Bateau Ivre.” Rimbaud, 
along with Baudelaire and Valéry, belongs to a Francophile Aesthetic tradition which Mahon 
repeatedly cites in his work. Decadence is a tradition very alien to Northern Irish literary 
discourse, yet in spite of this — or more likely because of it — Mahon weaves it into his 
hybrid internationalist poetry. Playing with apparently antithetical cultures allows him to 
discover shared values, desires and experiences with other voices; it is his fighting response 
to his artistic solitude. A portrait of the thrills and the dangers of leaving home, Rimbaud’s 
darkly visionary poem narrates the desire to sail away from France and indulge in a rapturous 
immersion with the terrifying forces encountered in open sea. His goal is to experience the 
exoticism of “l’inconnu” [the Unknown], a dark power that similarly enthrals Mahon in his 
adaptation of the poem.9 The voyage undertaken by the poet-speaker becomes a metaphor 
prophetic of the poet’s own journey into “voyance” (“the realms of vision,” Rimbaud, 125). 
The speaker balanced euphoric vision against the dangers of the destructive powers of the 
sea, as is found in the following stanza from Mahon’s version of the poem:

Storms smiled on my salt sea-morning sleep.
I danced, light as a cork, nine nights or more
Upon the intractable, skull-trundling deep,
Contemptuous of the blinking lights ashore10 

7 Susan Bassnett-McGuire, Translation Studies (London: Methuen, 1980), 6. 
8 Mahon, “Foreword,” Adaptations, 11
9 Martin Sorrell, “Notes,” Arthur Rimbaud, Collected Poems, Oxford World’s 
Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 319. Hereafter Rimbaud.
10 Mahon, Adaptations, 65.
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Another Irishman indebted to French literary traditions, Samuel Beckett also finds himself 
drawn to the Rimbaud visionary poem. His “Drunken Boat” offers an alternative translation 
of the same stanza:

I started awake to the tempestuous hallowing
Nine nights I danced like a cork on the billows, I danced
On the breakers, sacrificial, for ever and ever,
And the crass eye of the lanterns was expunged.11

It is each poet’s handling of Rimbaud’s third line, “les flots / Qu’on appelle rouleurs éter-
nels de victimes” (“the waves / Which some call victim breakers”, Rimbaud, 125) that 
betrays their differing approaches towards the practice of translation. Beckett picks upon 
“victimes” (victims, Rimbaud, 125) and turns it into “sacrificial,” thus giving: “I danced 
/ On the breakers, sacrificial, for ever and ever.” Where Beckett chooses to portray the 
poet-speaker as relishing his death-inducing visionary dance, Mahon’s translation remains 
more faithful to the original text, where the wilful poet-voyager convinces himself that he 
is safe from the dangers of the sea. The waves may be “victim breakers” but his speaker 
refuses to acknowledge that he will be one of these victims. It is this refusal to give into the 
force of the sea that powers Mahon’s adaptation. His choice of vocabulary in his adapta-
tion — “Upon the intractable, skull-trundling deep” — is telling12. He chooses the adjective 
“intractable” over the more exact translation of “eternels” (“eternal” Rimbaud, 125), an 
alteration that betrays the fascination that he writes of in his poem “Rage for Order” as the 
allure of the “unstructurable sea” (CP, 47). The vast spaces of the open sea pose a great 
challenge to a poet such as Mahon who is obsessed with artistic control, as betrayed by 
his habitual revising and re-editing of his own poems. The whole stanza is spun around a 
fundamental but creative tension: the “intractable” nature of the sea versus the controlling 
nature of the poet who seeks to contain its force within a few mere stanzas. Mahon’s aware-
ness of this difficulty translates into the tone of his vocabulary. The cruel relentlessness of 
Mahon’s language differs greatly from Rimbaud’s more idealistic diction. This is a sea that 
is not only “intractable,” indifferent to human attempts to shape, order, or control it, but is 
also “skull-trundling,” rolling the bones of its victims mercilessly around its deeps. Mahon 
over-dramatizes the danger posed to the foolhardy poet so that the tension between artistic 
control and artistic release is heightened. 

Mahon’s dextrous manipulations demonstrate his ability to balance creative yearnings 
with respect for the source text. Despite the subtle effects carried through by his semantic al-
terations, Mahon retains the formal shape of the Rimbaud original. Where Mahon maintains 
Rimbaud’s strong alternating abab rhyming pattern throughout his translation, Beckett lets 
the formal structure of the poem slide. Mahon criticizes Beckett for making “no attempt [...] 
to reproduce the simple rhyme scheme of the original” in his 1977 New Statesman review 
of Beckett’s Collected Poems in English and French.13 Beckett’s move away from Rimbaud’s 
poem is in keeping with the sacrificial surrender that he describes in the previously quoted 
stanza. For whatever reason, Beckett has chosen to take a more relaxed approach to his 

11 Samuel Beckett, “Drunken Boat,” in Collected Poems in English and French 
(London: Calder, 1977), 93.
12 An obsessive revisionist of his own work, the Rimbaud translation appears 
with subtle differences in each republication: from the original in The Hunt by 
Night (1982), to the revised version in CP, and the second revised version in 
Adaptations.
13 Mahon, “The Existential Lyric,” in Journalism, 55. 
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translation, and he must accept the consequential loosening of creative control that this 
effects. In contrast, but firmly in character, Mahon clings onto his artistic control, borrow-
ing his technique from Rimbaud’s alexandrine quatrains, where strict formal control binds 
the force of the sea within a pattern of alternating masculine and feminine rhymes. Mahon 
mirrors this rhyming structure, but carries it one step further than Rimbaud to force “skull-
trundling deep” into a rhyme with “sleep.” And, through this simple device, he forces the 
“intractable” sea into a quiet slumber. 

Mahon’s deft treatment of just this stanza alone indicates his ability to balance the 
roles of both translator and creative poet. It demonstrates the precision of judgement and 
a subtlety of touch required to be able to work personal creativity into the new poem while 
still paying homage to the original text. One can glimpse how these impulses are balanced 
against each other in another section of Mahon’s “from The Drunken Boat.” The second 
stanza of his poem reads:

Not that I cared: relieved of the dull weight
of cautious crew and inventoried cargo – 
– phlegmatic flax, quotidian grain – I let
the current carry me where I chose to go.

Here the poet-speaker abandons “the dull weight” of his cargo and his crew in a symbolic 
gesture that reveals the necessity to be able to embark on his visionary journey unencum-
bered by restrictions. In the Rimbaud poem, the flax and grain are deliberately labelled as 
“blés flamands ou de cotton anglais” (“Flemish wheat and English cotton” Rimbaud, 125). 
Northern Europe and the trading routes of the French cargo ships are his explicit geographi-
cal frame of reference. Yet Mahon chooses to replace the “Flemish” and “English” signposts, 
in favour of “Phlegmatic flax; quotidian grain.” Abandoning Rimbaud’s specific European 
context allows Mahon to universalize the visionary experience enacted within the poem. 
Without these geographical pointers, Mahon’s “from The Drunken Boat” is both geographi-
cally and temporally locationless. It allows Mahon to narrate the cross-cultural condition 
of discontent with one’s homeland-waters and the desire for the exotic that drives one into 
dangerous new terrain. It enables him to offer us a universal tale of the desire for vision, of its 
temporary fulfilment out at sea, and of its inevitable failure when the vision, and the poem, 
must inevitably come to an end. 

And yet, despite the removal of Rimbaud’s cultural frames of reference, Mahon’s substi-
tution carries its own cultural connotations. The shadow of Ireland is imprinted subtly onto 
the text in the alteration of the ship’s cargo of “wheat” and “cotton” to the Irish exports 
of “flax” and “grain.” So Mahon’s poem has both multiple locations and no location; it is 
everywhere, it is nowhere. It moves from Rimbaud’s French homeland to the “nowhere / 
everywhere” sphere of existence that cultural emigrant Mahon often seems to yearn for. A 
place liberated from the restrictions of temporality and nationality, recreating the voyage of 
Rimbaud’s “bateau ivre” allows Mahon to indulge his “emigrant sensibility.”14 But he cannot 
erase his own identity completely, and Ireland soon seeps back into his “universal” poem 
through the passing reference to “grain” and “flax.” It is the lightest of touches in just a 
passing remark, but it speaks to the bi-cultural air of Mahon’s translations. For even when 
Mahon is submerged in another language and another culture, his feet remain in Ireland. His 
bi-locality works like a pair of bi-focal glasses: even while exploring foreign landscapes and 
alternative literary traditions, he keeps one eye firmly on home. 

14 Brown, “Introduction,” in Journalism, 18.



39

Chatburn – Translation, Adaptation and Afterlives in the Poetry of Derek Mahon

In the politics of writing in contemporary Northern Ireland, Derek Mahon’s decision to 
work with the literature that lies outside Irish tradition could be read as a political gesture. 
Such a reading cannot be supported by any close analysis of the function that translation 
performs in Mahon’s work. His artistic choices do not form any renunciation of Irish identity 
but, as has been shown, demonstrate his ability to balance both Irish and non-Irish worlds. 
He assimilates refreshing new discourses into a trans-cultural body of work. A culturally mul-
ti-centred artwork — written in Ireland, in English, deriving from the French language and 
French culture — Mahon’s adaptation straddles the Irish Sea and the Channel. It is a text 
entangled in both domestic and exterior cultures that brings Ireland into Rimbaud’s France, 
and France into Mahon’s Ireland. The bi-focal, bi-cultural vision of this “echo-prolonging 
poet” allows him to indulge the temporal and cultural artistic freedom that he craves. In 
exploring different forms of intertextual engagement with poetic precursors, Mahon builds 
a nexus of fresh literary relationships that re-vivifies traditional formulations of the literary 
afterlife. 
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“Adequate to our Predicament?”
In Search of a Northern Irish Political Elegy

Naomi Banks
This article puts forward the case for a specific sub-genre of elegy which has been 
developed in Northern Irish poetry over the last half a decade, which makes use of 
the traditions and conventions of the established “poetry of mourning” and adapts 
it to fit the particular political situation of Northern Ireland, especially when writing 
about the losses suffered due to the Troubles. Through a close reading of selected 
poems from three first-generation Troubles poets, Seamus Heaney, Michael Longley 
and Derek Mahon, the article seeks to demonstrate ways in which the Northern Irish 
political elegy has become a powerful tool for processing extreme emotions of loss 
and grief.

A version of this paper was first published in The Politics of Irish Writing, eds. 
Katerina Jencova, Michaela Markova, Radvan Markus and Hana Pavelkova (Prague: 
Centre for Irish Studies, Charles University, 2010).

The genre of elegy can be traced through English literature as a clearly defined tradition of 
poetic mourning. Exemplary elegies include Milton’s “Lycidas”, Shelley’s “Adonais”, Ten-
nyson’s “In Memoriam”, Yeats’s “In Memory of Major Robert Gregory” and Auden’s “In 
Memory of W.B. Yeats.” Even within the brief list given above, it is possible to follow the 
development of the genre, as each poet takes up the conventions of the tradition and re-
animates them to fit a particular situation. Elegy, therefore, has had an intensely reciprocal 
relationship with its practitioners: offering them tools with which to process their mourning, 
and, in turn, being constantly reinvigorated as each poet engages in their own way with the 
genre. This characteristic of elegy, the way in which it offers a clear set of conventions but 
at the same time remains open to development, is perhaps why it seems to have been taken 
up by Northern Irish poets as they have sought to respond to the political situation known as 
the ‘Troubles’. This poetic engagement, it might be argued, has led to the development of a 
specific sub-genre of elegy: Northern Irish political elegy. 

 The idea of a “political elegy” might seem paradoxical: the intensely private proc-
esses of grief and mourning seem to be in direct contrast with the public world of politics. 
However, there are two responses to this contention. First, elegy has always been simulta-
neously public and private. Milton’s “Lycidas” mourns for the poet’s friend, Edward King, 
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but also contains an invective against the corrupt clergy of Milton’s day.1 “Lycidas” is also a 
search for consolation for the poet, both in terms of assuaging his grief, and also, perhaps 
more importantly, in convincing himself of his own poetic merit, helping to establish him 
as a serious and accomplished writer.2 In this sense then, it is both a personal and a public 
endeavour. The second point to make is that during the Troubles, sectarian violence came 
to affect ordinary citizens: public politics began to intrude upon interior, domestic spaces, 
meaning that elegy, as a public and private poetry, seems to be an especially fitting genre in 
which Troubles poems might be written. 

 The image of the domestic being invaded by political violence is a theme preva-
lent in many of Michael Longley’s Troubles poems, as has been noted by Peter MacDonald 
and Fran Brearton.3 Longley, together with Seamus Heaney and Derek Mahon, is one of a 
first generation of poets who felt compelled to respond to the political situation in Northern 
Ireland. This paper will consider three poems from this first generation of Troubles poets, in 
order to concentrate on what one group of writers has done to develop a genre that might be 
“adequate to their predicament.”4

 The political elegy was discussed by Kevin Murphy in a lecture given in New York in 
2008, where he considered Yeats’s “Easter 1916” and Heaney’s “Casualty” as examples of 
poems written in response to specific political events. Murphy identifies both “Easter 1916” 
and “Casualty” as elegies, adding that,

[A]s is the case with traditional elegies both in English and in earlier literatures, 
each of these poems becomes the occasion for the poet to reconsider the nature 
and purpose of his vocation. As such, these poems are simultaneously public 
and private, political and poetic, national and personal.5

I would like to extend Murphy’s reading of political elegy to include not only poems that 
respond to particular events, but also the poetry of a place and time in which the political 
climate was directly linked to the sense of bereavement and loss in the entire community.
 One of Heaney’s early political elegies was written in 1966 when, to quote Heaney, 
“most poets in Ireland were straining to celebrate the anniversary of the 1916 Rising.”6 

“Requiem for the Croppies” was originally called “Requiem for the Irish Rebels (Wexford, 

1 John Milton, The Complete Shorter Poems, ed. John Carey, (London: Longman, 
2007), 237–56. 
2 Peter Sacks argues that in writing an elegy for fellow-poet Edward King, Milton’s 
“ambition was not merely to write a consummate pastoral poem but to secure 
immortality”, The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1985), 90–91.
3 Peter MacDonald: “When the Troubles enter Longley’s poetry, the dominant 
perspectives are domestic ones,” in Mistaken Identities: Poetry and Northern 
Ireland (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), 133; and Fran Brearton, “‘Home’ is a violated 
space,” Reading Michael Longley (Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2006), 99.
4 See Seamus Heaney’s description of the task faced by Northern poets: “From that 
moment the problems of poetry moved from being simply a matter of achieving the 
satisfactory verbal icon to being a search for images and symbols adequate to our 
predicament”, “Feeling into Words,” Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971–2001 
(London: Faber, 2001), 23.
5 Kevin Murphy, “Tradition and Transformation: Yeats, Heaney and the Irish Political 
Elegy” (talk given to the New York Yeats Society at Glucksman Ireland House, New 
York University, 12 April, 2008).
6 Seamus Heaney, “Feeling into Words,” Finders Keepers: Selected Prose 1971–
2001 (London: Faber, 2001), 23.
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1798)” and it commemorates what Heaney calls the “seeds” of the later uprising.7 The 
“Croppies” were members of the Society of United Irishmen, revolutionary republicans who 
rebelled against British rule in 1798 in the hope of establishing an Irish republic, an upris-
ing that was echoed in 1916. While the poem might be seen as a pre-Troubles poem, it is an 
important example of Heaney using the genre of elegy with which to write a political poem. 

The poem is an elegy, but an unusual one. It is a sonnet, which places certain formal 
constraints upon the poet. Heaney readily engages with these constraints: he writes in a 
regular, iambic pentameter; he sticks to a regular rhyme scheme, using, almost exclusively, 
full rhymes (camp/tramp, hike/pike); and he organises his poem into an octave and a ses-
tet, with a turn or “volta” at line 10. The sonnet is not a Shakespearean one, however; the 
neat rhyming couplet at the end of a typical English sonnet seems somehow inappropriate 
in elegy, as the tidy formal conclusion seems incongruous with the chaotic experience of 
grief. Therefore, Heaney chooses a sonnet form far closer to the Petrarchan model, which is 
a model also used by Milton, an archetypical elegist and sonneteer. While the sonnet form 
in general might seem too rigid to be used to talk about the disruptive experience of death, 
in a political elegy the adherence to traditional form can bring a sense of re-ordering in the 
aftermath of civil violence.

Heaney’s sonnet engages with elegiac tradition, especially as the deaths of the croppies 
are remembered. In the line “The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave,” the idea 
that nature itself responds to death echoes early elegies like Milton’s “Lycidas.” The images 
of mass slaughter in battle also echo a more recent elegist of conflict: Wilfred Owen. “The 
hillside blushed,” as an image of physical bloodshed, is reminiscent of the image in Owen’s 
“Spring Offensive” of the buttercups on the battlefield catching the soldiers’ blood.8 The fact 
of death is repeated in lines 11 and 12; “Terraced thousands died” being reiterated in “The 
hillside blushed.” Indeed, repetition is also a feature commonly found in elegy. Peter Sacks 
gives a number of explanations to account for the use of repetition as an elegiac convention, 
and the most important in this context is the fact that repetition “creates a sense of continu-
ity, of an unbroken pattern such as one may oppose to the extreme discontinuity of death.”9 
This feature of elegy also enables it to deal with the disruption of political violence.

Perhaps the most elegiac aspect of “Requiem for the Croppies” is the image of resurrec-
tion (or at least, new life that supersedes death) in the final lines. While the dead are buried 
“without shroud or coffin,” the “barley” in their pockets lives on to commemorate their lives 
after they have died. This is consolatory, not just because it recalls natural cycles of death 
and re-birth, but also because the image of the barley might be a metaphor for elegy itself. 
Heaney might be hinting that while the croppies were buried “without shroud or coffin,” the 

7 Michael Parker, Northern Irish Literature, 1956–1975, vol. 1. (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 66; Seamus Heaney, “Requiem for the Croppies,” 
Opened Ground: Poems 1966–1996. (London: Faber, 1998), 22.
8 See in particular lines 30–31: “earth set sudden cups / In thousands for their 
blood”, Wilfred Owen, The Complete Poems and Fragments, vol. 1, ed. Jon 
Stallworthy, (London: Chatto & Windus / Hogarth P, 1983), 192–93.
9 Peter Sacks, The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1985), 23–24.
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poem he is writing might act as a figurative shroud or commemorative wreath, reinstating the 
dignity of the dead, and providing them with a lasting memorial.10

“Requiem for the Croppies” was written before the escalation of violence at the end of the 
1960s. After this date, Heaney faced the task of mourning victims far closer to him than the 
Irish Rebels of 1798. “The Strand at Lough Beg” which appeared in his 1979 collection, 
Field Work, mourns the death of his second cousin, Colum McCartney, a civilian killed in 
the sectarian conflict.11 This later poem is one of Heaney’s most faithful engagements with 
the genre of elegy, containing many of its conventional features, with its pastoral setting, 
self-incriminating questions and admissions of guilt, images of ritual cleansing and wreath-
weaving, and the tentatively consolatory final image. It is also a political poem, expressing 
the poet’s anger at the violence which intrudes upon his peaceful, rural community. 

Heaney is not the only poet to mourn the fragmentation of society caused by the Trou-
bles. A number of Michael Longley’s poems deal directly with this issue, and one example is 
“Wreaths”, published at the end of the 1970s.12 Each section of the poem identifies the sub-
jects by their role in society, which in some ways makes society itself the victim of violence.13 

The civil servant’s death is described as a loss of experience: “The books he had read, the 
music he could play.” This echoes the praise found in traditional elegies like “Lycidas”, 
recognising the artistic potential left unfulfilled by the premature death. Death enters in the 
second line of the poem, and the reader is given brutal detail: 

He was preparing an Ulster Fry for breakfast 
When someone walked into the kitchen and shot him:
A bullet entered his mouth and pierced his skull,
The books he had read, the music he could play (1–4).

With this death, violence invades and “violates” the domestic. Indeed, to quote Fran Brear-
ton, the “shock” of the death “violates the lyric poem too, which is rhythmically disruptive 
and musically discordant, as well as uncompromising in the plainness of its description.”14

The second section, “The Greengrocer”, makes the most obvious references to the sectar-
ian divisions of Belfast, mentioning “the Shankill” and “the Falls” roads. However, it also 
seems to point out the absurdity of such violent divisions between neighbouring communi-
ties, who have so much in common, with the celebration of Christmas given as an example. 

“The Linen Workers” is the most complex part of the poem, mourning both the “ten linen 
workers” and the poet’s father. This section is the most public and also the most private part 
of the poet’s mourning. There is a sense in which the “speaker’s feeling for his father teaches 
him how to feel for the anonymous linen workers,” as Elmer Kennedy-Andrews has noted.15 

10 The idea that elegy itself might be created, or “woven”, to form a poetic wreath 
is discussed at length in Sacks. ibid. 19.
11 Heaney, “The Strand at Lough Beg,” Opened Ground, Poems 1966–1996. 
(London: Faber, 1998), 152–53.
12 Michael Longley, Collected Poems, (London: Cape, 2006), 118–19.
13 Neil Corcoran suggests that: “The implication of the titles is presumably that 
in Northern Ireland nobody is truly invisible behind a function, since your job can 
place you in front of a bullet”, English Poetry since 1940 (Harlow: Longman, 
1993), 186.
14 Fran Brearton, Reading Michael Longley (Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2006), 145.
15 Elmer Kennedy-Andrews, “Conflict, Violence and ‘The Fundamental 
Interrelatedness of all Things’,” in The Poetry of Michael Longley, ed. Alan J. 
Peacock and Kathleen Devine, (Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe Ltd, 2000), 86.
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Simultaneously, public grief seems to cause the poet to return to his personal grief, as he 
“once again” prepares his father’s body for burial. In the final stanza, the elegist seems to 
find comfort in performing rituals of burial, and in reconstructing the dignity and individual 
identity of the mourned subject. Before he gets to this point, Longley mourns the politically 
motivated deaths of the nameless “linen workers”, who are represented by a list of debris: 

When they massacred the ten linen workers
There fell on the road beside them spectacles,
Wallets, small change, and a set of dentures:
Blood, food particles, the bread, the wine (9–12).

The dead are signified by the objects they carried, making them, again, a symbol of the wider 
community. Indeed, Kennedy-Andrews is reminded by these “commonplace” objects of “the 
concentration camps: ultimately, Longley’s poem is an elegy to all victims of violence.”16 

The fourth stanza, therefore, seeks consolation in the re-burial scene. The restoration of the 
father’s “spectacles”, “money” and “false teeth” to their proper places on his body suggests 
preparation for an after-life existence. These actions, linked to the images of the previous 
stanza, also suggest the poet’s desire to respond to public events, which he does by translat-
ing them onto his personal situation. There is a sense in which the poet’s need to mourn for 
his society is met, to some extent, as he mourns his private loss.17 

The poet is clear that this is a re-burial: “Before I can bury my father once again” (my 
emphasis), foregrounding the fact that the act is a figurative one, and drawing attention to 
the poem itself, which has become the vehicle for mourning. Indeed, “Wreaths” shows the 
poet’s awareness of the consolation that might be found in elegy, as a created work that can 
offer memorial and reconstruction after the dispersal caused by death.18 Each section has a 
different formal structure, and this gives a sense of the plural nature of the losses mourned 
and the fragmentation caused by them. The form of the poem also reflects the way in which 
Longley brings together public and private, political and poetic, in his development of the 
genre of Northern Irish political elegy.

Derek Mahon, in contrast to Longley, is perhaps the most difficult of the three poets to 
read as an elegist. His poetry often resists simple generic definition, and seems to be delib-
erately ironic. According to Neil Corcoran, Mahon writes with an “effort of detachment.”19 
Indeed, speaking about the “Troubles”, Mahon has said: “It’s possible for me to write about 

16 Ibid. 87.
17 Brearton sees a connection between cycles of private and public mourning, 
seeing that “each burial of his father is also a bringing of the memory of him back 
to life, one which rather than healing the wound, reopens it each time, keeping it 
green”, which parallels the situation as “the violence in Northern Ireland perpetuates 
itself”, Reading Michael Longley (Tarset: Bloodaxe, 2006), 147. Corcoran writes: 
“The linen workers are felt for because the father is felt for; and the poem knows 
that a public elegy can only be written from such private sources when the public 
horror is sent to invade the private grief”, English Poetry since 1940 (Harlow: 
Longman, 1993), 187.
18 Brearton suggests that there is in Longley “a belief in imaginative compensation 
– poetry displacing conventional religious consolations”, “Poetry of the 1960s: the 
‘Northern Ireland Renaissance’,” in The Cambridge Companion to Contemporary 
Irish Poetry, ed. Matthew Campbell, (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003), 106.
19 Neil Corcoran, “Resident Alien: America in the Poetry of Derek Mahon,” in 
Poets of Modern Ireland, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1999), 137.
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the dead of Treblinka and Pompeii: included in that are the dead of Dungiven and Magher-
afelt. But I’ve never been able to write directly about it.”20

The poem to which Mahon refers in the above quotation is “A Disused Shed in Co. Wex-
ford”, which might not immediately be seen as a traditional elegy.21 It does not fit the con-
ventions as closely as Longley’s “Wreaths”, which deals with individual deaths, and mourns 
them in a number of traditional ways. It is not even obviously a Troubles poem. “Requiem 
for the Croppies” shows that Troubles poems might make only oblique references to the 
contemporary political situation; Mahon is even more oblique than Heaney. Indeed, Mahon’s 
subjects are “a thousand mushrooms,” forgotten in an abandoned shed. These mushrooms 
are elegiac figures which stand for human suffering, those lost peoples of “Treblinka and 
Pompeii” and, by implication, the victims of Northern Ireland’s Troubles.

Mahon’s poem is dedicated to J.G. Farrell, whose novel Troubles focuses on the Hotel 
Majestic, a symbol of the Anglo-Irish Big House.22 The hotel in Farrell’s novel is burned to 
the ground amidst the upheaval of the IRA attacks and the reprisals of the early twentieth 
century. Mahon’s poem is set in “the grounds of (just such) a burnt-out hotel”, long after 
these “civil war days.” The opening line of the poem seems, tentatively, to offer hope, 
while simultaneously giving a sense of aftermath and suffered violence: “Even now there 
are places where a thought might grow.” This hope, despite suffering, is embodied by the 
anthropomorphised mushrooms, which “crowd to a keyhole.” While there are other living 
things present in the poem, like the rhododendrons and rooks, the mushrooms are the only 
ones given human qualities. Yet they remain mushroom-like in their humanness: they wait 
in “a foetor / of vegetable sweat,” their “pale flesh flak[es],” they are “magi, moonmen,” 
“Web-throated, stalked like triffids.” Consequently, while in some ways the mushrooms are 
symbols of universal suffering, Mahon complicates our response by making them, simultane-
ously, alien and detached from our experience.

While the poem is a complex response to the suffering caused by political violence, it can, 
nevertheless, be seen as a development in the genre of Northern Irish political elegy. While 
it makes no direct reference the dead of “Dungiven and Magherafelt”, the nod to Farrell 
and the mention of “civil war” foreground Ireland’s political history, while the “Indian com-
pounds” in the first stanza allude to British imperialism. Crucially, the “people of Treblinka 
and Pompeii” are symbolic of all victims of events and regimes against which they have no 
power to stand. All of these can be read as oblique references to Mahon’s contemporary situ-
ation, just as Heaney used the Irish Rebels of 1798 to write a poem about the 1916 Upris-
ing. Having identified some of the political aspects of the poem, it is also possible to trace 
the various elegiac characteristics that Mahon has chosen to include.

The elegy is defined as a “song of lamentation for the dead, usually mourning the loss of 
a personal friend or public figure, though sometimes offering a melancholic reflection on a 
lost way of life,” and it is traditionally “characterized by a temporal movement from lament 
to consolation.”23 Mahon’s poem mourns for a loss greater than the death of one individual. 
Like Longley’s elegies, which seem to mourn the fragmentation of society, “A Disused Shed 

20 Derek Mahon, In the Chair, ed. John Brown, (Cliffs of Moher: Salmon, 2002), 
115–6.
21 Derek Mahon, “A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford,” Collected Poems, (Oldcastle: 
Gallery, 1999), 89–90.
22 J.G. Farrell, Troubles (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975).
23 Stephen Regan, “Seamus Heaney and the Modern Irish Elegy,” in Seamus 
Heaney: Poet, Critic, Translator, ed. Ashby Bland Crowder and Jason David Hall, 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 306.
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in Co. Wexford” is an elegy for the Northern Irish community, which has “come so far in 
darkness and in pain.” It laments the lost “lives” that the mushrooms “had to live,” and 
it also offers a form of poetic consolation similar to the one found in elegies from Milton’s 
“Lycidas” to Heaney’s “Requiem for the Croppies” and Longley’s “Wreaths”; the consolation 
that a poem has been created in memory of what has been lost.

 In the final stanza, the poet is begged by the mushrooms “to speak on their behalf 
/ Or at least not to close the door again.” This seems to be what compels poets to write po-
litical elegies about the Troubles. There is a responsibility to speak about, or at least not to 
cover up, the situation. In writing an elegy, the poet creates a memorial to those who “have 
come so far in darkness and in pain”: the elegy preserves and immortalises those “naïve 
labours.” This, of course, is a simplified reading, and Mahon does not allow us such a neat 
conclusion. The pronouns in the final stanza are plural; the mushrooms beg not “me”, but 
“us.” This is characteristic of Mahon, who seems to insist that the reader shares this burden 
of responsibility with him: it is not just “you with your light meter and relaxed itinerary,” but 
also “us,” as witnesses of the poem, who are begged to “do something.” Mahon does not 
claim that his poetry alone can provide a fitting memorial for victims of political violence; 
he seems, rather, to suggest that consolation might only be found in a communal effort to 
express and process the bereavements of the Troubles.

 This need for a communal effort of response to the political situation in Northern 
Ireland is one that has been engaged with to a large extent by the community of Northern 
poets, as they each work to develop a genre of poetry that seems to have emerged from the 
experiences of the Troubles: Northern Irish Political Elegy.
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Lifestyles and Death-Styles
Reflections on Contemporary Afterlife Beliefs

DOUGLAS J. DAVIES

My interest in this paper is to align what we might call death-style with our lifestyle, 
an alignment of “styles” and their shaping of identity that we seldom make. The 
background to this interest lies in the interplay of traditional western Christian ideas 
of death, afterlife and the funerary rites framing those entities on the one hand, and 
more recent and, perhaps, secular, beliefs and practices on the other. As part of 
this discussion I am assuming that one of the roles of traditional religion has been 
to manage human emotion, especially in relation to death. More particularly, we 
might say that religions have tended to manage hope, as one band on the spectrum 
of human emotions. As part of this management I have typified religious activity as 
constituting “words against death,” whether literally as in liturgy or in a much wider 
sense of cultural sustenance through architecture, music and literature.1

Hope and identity fulfilment

In broad terms I see traditional Christianity as fostering what might be called an eschato-
logical fulfilment of identity in the beatific vision of God emerging after the resurrection. 
Based on the model of Christ’s death, “burial,” and resurrection it allows the grave to be a 
prime location where the dead rest in peace until such time of divine awakening. The sym-
bolism of the grave worked well to bridge the experience of Christ and of the believer, and 
did so for practically two millennia. With the emergence of cremation over the turn of the 
nineteenth-twentieth centuries a complex series of developments made these symbols prob-
lematic. Though early cremations led to remains that were buried as though they were bodies, 
a variety of rites led to the placing of remains in columbaria, in pre-existing family graves, 
in crematorium gardens of remembrance, and, from approximately the mid 1970s, by when 

1 Douglas J. Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief (London: Cassell, 1997).



49

Davies – Lifestyles and Death-Styles

some 70% were being cremated, to a British innovation of removing ashes to be retained at 
home until another partner died and was cremated or for locating in a place of private-family 
significance. This tendency I associated with a “retrospective fulfilment of identity,”2 with 
the sense that the deceased was placed somewhere of significance to them or to them and 
their partners. 

Woodland Burial

The closing decade of the twentieth century then led to a further innovation, that of woodland 
burial, or green-burial as it is sometimes called. This return to burial was not a return to cem-
eteries, but to a rising number of sites, whether set-aside land of farmers, developments of 
civic cemeteries beyond the traditional grave area, or to purposefully developed woodland ar-
eas. Part of the rationale for this seemed to be consonant with ecological concerns then mak-
ing their appearance in culture at large. This further innovation I associated with an “ecologi-
cal hope.”3 The Church of England even set up such a site at Barton Glebe near Cambridge, 
a site we are now studying in an AHRC collaborate doctoral award at Durham University’s 
Centre for Death and Life Studies within its Department of Theology and Religion. 

Just what this last development means in terms of individual motivation remains to be 
seen, but the hypothesis driving the original research plan was that ecological lifestyle values 
might be seen as extending into death-style attitudes. What is evident in all these options is 
“choice,” something much voiced by politicians to voters in what many would describe as an 
individual-consumerist age. Another way of speaking of choice, in this death-context, is to 
speak of “control.” The capacity to “control” one’s funeral is now stronger than ever before, 
with people preparing their funeral service and paying for it advance through a variety of com-
mercially available programmes. Indeed, this element of choice is even becoming more ex-
tensive than simply a choice of funeral as public debate over assisted suicide or even assisted 
death burgeons. The expressive motif of “playing God” in these ethical debates seems but a 
practical outworking of a growing secular confidence in the self. It certainly is an intriguing 
area with deep theological and philosophical questions over what it means to be human; the 
issue of ritualizing these decisions and their outworking is one that has yet to be studied. 
What is important is that such abstractions are rooted in pragmatic issues such as the new 
availability of woodland burial sites, some two hundred or more to date, nearly as many as 
there are crematoria in the UK. What is the case is that the facticity of the corpse prompts 
innovative thinking in change social and ideological contexts.

Grief

In parallel with these changes, the last twenty years or so have also witnessed shifts in theo-
ries of grief, with the “traditional” psychoanalytically driven work of Freud being strongly 
contested and partially replaced. His emphasis was on the investment of psychological energy 
in some “other” person and the need to withdraw that energy once that partner died. For him 
grief was a loss brought about by detachment, and the coping “grief-work” sought to realign 
psychic energy in some other living focus of attention. Various theories of stages of grief or 

2 Douglas J. Davies, Death, Ritual and Belief (London: Cassell, 1997).
3 Douglas J. Davies, A Brief History of Death (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005).
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phases of this work came to predominate largely from the 1960s, especially those linked with 
the name of Elisabeth Kübler-Ross and her On Death and Dying.4 More recently still issues 
of narrative that drive a person’s relationships and their potential for ongoing “relationships” 
with the dead through memory and the sharing of stories of their association have criticised 
the “attachment and loss” model in preference for “continuing bonds.”5 This approach rein-
forces the integration of lifestyle and death-style in terms of the ongoing identity of the living 
and its dynamic containment of the memory of the dead.

Cremation

It may be that this continuing bonds motif both reinforces and contradicts one perspective 
on aspects of death rites established by the anthropologist Robert Hertz who observed that 
cremation often involved two sets of rites, one dealing with the “wet” phase of decay , albeit 
rapid in the case of fire, and another dealing with “dry” products of cremation. In part this 
resembled “double burial” in societies where bodies were buried or contained until they had 
decayed and then bones collected into ossuaries or placed in established community sites. 
Such double burial occurred in ancient Israel in the times of Christ when bones were col-
lected in cave-tombs and placed in the many ossuary boxes now identified by archaeologists. 
Modern cremation has enabled relatives to maintain bonds with their dead by manipulating 
their remains, but have the option to relate to them in ways of their own choosing. Hertz, 
following the Durkheimian tradition of his day, worked on a theory that reified society and 
argued that because “society” incarnated itself in its members it did not wish those members 
simply to be extinguished, but to have their status changed from living to ancestors or the 
like.6 I used Hertz and his “double” rite analysis to discuss the contemporary development 
of the treatment of cremated remains and the rise of “private” rites, something to which the 
Christian churches in the twentieth century paid scant attention. In other societies some 
quite different practices emerged as in Hungary’s great cemetery at Budapest where special 
water fountains were combined with centrifugal ash dispersal to create what many would see 
as a pleasing fountain capturing the remains and returning them to a lawned area feeding the 
remains into subterranean holding areas. Most other European countries kept strict laws on 
not taking away remains but having them buried, many examples of which we have collected 
in the Encyclopedia of Cremation, a volume undergirded by the Archives of the Cremation 
Society of Great Britain now lodged in Durham University Library.7

4 Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, On Death and Dying (London: Tavistock & Routledge, 
1969).
5 Dennis Klass, Phyllis Silverman, and Steven L. Nickman, eds, Continuing Bonds: 
New Understanding of Grief (Washington DC: Taylor and Francis, 1996).
6 Robert Hertz, Death and the Right Hand, trans. by Rodney and Claudia Needham 
([1907] London: Cohen and West, 1960).
7 Douglas J. Davies and Lewis Mates, Encyclopedia of Cremation (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2005). 
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Grave re-use

While the private placement of remains, or cremains as they are called in USA English, was 
increasing amongst the public some local authorities were becoming concerned about the 
availability of traditional cemetery graves for the burial of the dead, especially in major ur-
ban areas. I was asked to conduct a research project on this which resulted in some 1,600 
people being interviewed in their own homes on various aspects of funerary rites, including 
the possibility of using graves that had once been used by other families.8 This produced a 
wealth of data and indicated that approximately 55% of the public might well be prepared 
to reuse a grave after an appropriate time lapse of the previous use, with a 100 year period 
standing out as a critical point. Men very slightly more than women supported reuse but the 
middle classes (male and female 69%) clearly supported it over what we might take to be 
a more traditional working class base (50%). Gender differences became dramatically clear 
over belief in an afterlife with women accepting such an existence practically twice as often 
as did men. This material was, subsequently, presented to a Government select Committee 
on Burial Law Reform.
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Mackay, Robin, ed. Collapse Vol. VI: Geo/philosophy. Falmouth: Urbanomic, 2010. 
ISBN 978–0-9553087–7-2. 540pp, £9.99. 

Published in Falmouth, the journal Collapse has evidenced avant-garde, underground phi-
losophy for the last four years. The sixth edition of Collapse focuses on Geo/philosophy. It is 
a melee of speculators, thinkers and artists, presented alongside such diverse and unlikely 
characters as Microsoft employees, 18th century polymaths and architectural polyglots. A 
diversity of opinion is retained, too, and this is in keeping the explicit aims of seeking to 
create a portrait of the present state of planetary thought. As if this was not a task too com-
prehensive, it seeks to précis such a wide topic by means of a panoply of thinkers who often 
leaning on different presuppositions and schools of thought (planetary or otherwise). The fear 
with an all-encompassing task such as this is that it will discombobulate, unweaving itself 
through the sheer incoherence of its constituent parts, collapsing under the weight of its own 
ambition. This fear is largely allayed, and the editors must be praised for finding and pursuing 
a lucid line of thought throughout. 

There have, of course, been previous attempts akin to the efforts of this volume to unify 
these fenced-off fields of understanding. Largely, these go unacknowledged here, although 
this is partly due to Collapse’s novel take on the issue. Many disparate disciplines also claim 
as their own notions of “the world,” “the ecosystem,” or planetary thought. These require so 
vast a structure of support and conceptual apparatus that to even raise these questions may 
prove extremely troublesome. Nevertheless it is worth noting where similar ground has been 
covered in the past.

Most pertinently, Doreen Massey makes the case for Geographers to become Geosophers, 
to be unhesitant in engaging with notional philosophy, feeding into what has traditionally 
been a concrete, empirical subject. From the other end, Deleuze and Guararri’s attempt 
to build a bridge between the theoretical and the actual finds its most coherent expression 
in their chapter on geophilosophy in What is Philosophy?. This tension between high level, 
abstract universals and grounded, empirical and embodied particulars is not new, and there 
have been many compelling efforts to grasp this tension, or to circumnavigate it. Collapse VI 
should be added to the list of those attempts, and, as such, is to be eagerly welcomed.

If there is a universal theme to this volume it is a call back to the micro-level – not in a 
reductionist manner, seeking ever-smaller building blocks, but a whispering that is humble, 
grounded and embracing, rather than seeking to flee or supersede, the limitations of our 
earthly condition. The better parts of this volume are reminiscent of the poetry of Norman 
MacCaig and his focus on “miniaturist” landscapes. His view of nature does not focus on the 
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majestic or the sublime, but on those small-scale encounters one has, where there is joy in 
the very meeting. The “nature” we meet here has no deeper meaning, it just exists. There is 
no Casper Friedrich scale vaulting of the world here. Nature is met on its own terms, without 
a need to extrapolate a moral applicable to the whole. In other words, the particular is valued 
for its particularity, not for what it can reveal about the universal, either through scaling-up, 
or revealing deeper truths.

Nicola Masciandro, in Becoming Spice, launches into these themes through the exposition 
of several terms that do not sufficiently map onto these polar tensions: universal-particular; 
abstract-concrete; philosophy-geography. Her metaphors for understanding are commentary 
and spice. Spice represents the yearning for exploration, the search for that which exists in 
the world other to us and infuses our sensory/aromatic experience. Commentary represents 
exploration also, but it is an intellectual exploration, a geophilosophical search for under-
standing. 

The two are, of course, a false binary. Masciandro has them dance around each other like 
courting birds in spring before in a final flurry, as predictable as it is natural, they are united 
in the notion of “commentary-as-spice”. This is “not merely an authorative supplement…
not a condiment, but something that actually holds the essence of revelation as a living 
process.”(39) The spice that we are talking about here then is more akin to salt than icing 
sugar. Salt is that which infuses, holds and brings together the dish, makes it palatable. 
Sugar, particularly icing sugar, is that which sweetens but does relatively little to change the 
substance or flavour. It is also intriguing that in a volume so focused on materiality that the 
commodity chosen to express the immanence of being is spice. Is there not a disconnection 
here between the desire to find a more rooted, grounded metaphor for our exploration of space 
and the use of a substance like spice? Spice can be ambient and exotic, but is also redolent 
of exploitation and control.

Masciandaro’s refrain is to emphasise the particular, contextual nature of being. However 
an alternative reading of spice might see it as representative of that which is transferable, 
tradable and transportable – transient. More biliously, spice still retains, for Western ears and 
eyes, its symbolism of trade, commerce, Orientalism and the reification of the exotic (indeed, 
even the notion of the exotic itself) and also of exploitation, imperialism and empire. This 
does not diminish Masciandro’s point as such. Talk of spice is used throughout this volume 
and seems to be something of a beacon for the Collapse collective. However, it is worth noting 
that her choice of metaphor carries with it unintended echoes and baggage.

Collapse does not attempt to offer simple answers where there are none, nor even to 
retain a semblance of internal coherence in this simplistic sense. Elsewhere in Collapse, in 
Negarestani’s and especially Hatherley’s work, there is a greater awareness of Guy Debord, 
the situationalists and psychogeography. A key component of both this and the concerns of 
Deleuze and Guatarri which infuse the whole journal, is the heightened awareness of the 
folding, striated characteristics of space. In part this returns again to MacCaig’s point, that 
we can find unseen possibilities and unrealised potentials in our own daily minutiae, on our 
very doorstep. It would seem that this is something psychogeographers Iain Sinclair, Will Self 
and Robert MacFarlane are more adept at spotting though. Is it not possible to recognize here 
Blake’s oft-cited lines as the pithy précis of this article: “See the world in a grain of sand/ 
and heaven in a wild flower/ hold infinity in the palm of your hand/ and eternity in an hour?” 
To go beyond this is merely commentary.

Part of what helps to create the semblance of a coherent narrative running throughout 
this volume is a central body of work of the philosopher F.W.J. Schelling and the commentary 
and thought of Iain Hamilton Grant (a leading presence in Collapse) who habitually turns to 
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Schelling. With Schelling’s inclusion comes the sense that much in this volume grows from 
solid philosophical roots, even if these roots are not what the layperson may have come to 
expect from philosophy. 

Schelling’s work, and Grant’s presentation of this, resonates in two major senses with cur-
rent ecological concepts of humanity’s place in relation to the world: Gaia and ecopsychology. 
By far the more popular of these two is the Gaia hypothesis. It would be anachronistic to claim 
that Gaia influences the whole of this volume, Schelling having written his piece in 1798. 
Yet, such is the pervasiveness Lovelock’s baptism of Greek myth into ecology has achieved, 
that the issues in Collapse VI are almost certainly coloured by this notion, for good or ill. The 
revival of notions of Gaia has certainly influenced the (re)discovery of Schelling. Or rather, 
Gaia has become so voguish that it has led to a resurgence of interest in texts such as these. 
When, such as is the case in this volume, there is talk of “planetary thinking,” universal or-
ganism, or a “World-Soul,” in the reception of these ideas, Gaia looms.

Less popularly, but no less significant, is the echo of ecopsychology in Schelling’s concept 
of “naturephilosophy.” Although Roszak’s coinage is not mentioned in this issue of Collapse, 
it more than overlaps with this volume. Heavily anti-Kantian, Schelling desires to move away 
from deterministic, causal thinking. He modestly talks of the way in which our knowledge of 
first causes is incomplete. This is not to say that they don’t exist, just that we can never fully 
know them, a theme taken up in contemporary thought through concepts such as Agamben’s 
“vanishing points.” These are the points that, by incorporating various perspectives, hold the 
scene we witness together. They are there, just off the page and never fully graspable, at once 
vital in holding the scene together, yet also wholly unseen. Schelling likewise is not denying 
first causes, nor decrying the futility of perusing them. His is, rather, a hermeneutic of humil-
ity. When one comes to read various landscapes, the most important part of any scene will 
always remain hidden to us.

The greatest truth in the world, states Schelling, “is not susceptible to an empirical, but 
only a transcendent deduction.”(93) This is perhaps the greatest asset of Collapse VI. In 
order to realise the truth of any encounter, we must first choose sides and get involved. It is 
through enacting that we truly understand. This radical materialism is making a comeback, 
and the placement of Schelling here is on the mark in realising that certain things can only be 
cognized through a lived rather than instrumental understanding. Similar to deciding whether 
or not Michael Caine gets the gold at the end of The Italian Job, Schelling is talking about a 
truth that calls for audience participation.

The talk of first causes or prime movers then, is not to rehearse the old and distracting 
debates over the philosophy of religion or mechanics. As in ecopsychology, these vanishing 
points in nature remain forever hidden from us, yet are of vital importance. This is infused 
through Schelling’s work, and the work published here is peppered with talk of a “vital force” 
or “vital matter” in the manner of Dylan Thomas’s Force that Through the Green Fuse Drives 
the Flower. 

In juxtaposing Schelling with some of the more offbeat articles in Collapse VI there is 
always a danger of an apparent anachronism. However, anyone who is familiar with these con-
cepts cannot deny its echoes in a return to the concept of a World-Soul. It does appear that 
Schelling’s work finds resonance in much current environmental thought, from The Monkey 
Wrench Gang to the Omega Point. Not only is there a shamanic quality to Schelling’s account, 
but there is also an ethereal liminality to the piece that brings to mind Roger Deakin, Arne 
Naess, Teilhard de Chardin, Thomas Berry and even Thomas Merton to name but a few. Part 
of the value of Schelling’s inclusion in this volume is in beginning to trace the genesis of 
thoughts and thinkers such as these.
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There is also a more voguish and interesting correlation between Schelling’s thoughts and 
those taking shape in the contemporary world. In the current climate-gate period of skepti-
cal reception of scientific knowledge, these ideas take on a new aspect, and a new urgency. 
Schelling invites us to exercise due caution towards claims of knowledge of “first movers” 
or detached, authoritative explanations of natural process and flows. All well and good, but 
what happens then when what is genuine is lost in the scrimmage over profit, presentation 
and pandering that is today’s media? It is harsh to expect Schelling to have foreseen this, but 
there is still an interesting question over authority to be raised. 

Recall Arthur C. Clark’s famous dictum that “any sufficiently advanced technology is in-
distinguishable from magic.”1 This is readily applicable to the rationalisation and narrow 
focus of current knowledge production in our Universities’ faculties and departments (indeed 
it is this vision of other disciplines as “indistinguishable from magic” that interdisciplinary 
projects such as Kaleidoscope helpfully seek to move beyond.) Much-needed further research 
into climate science, not-unrelated to Collapse VI, can be at the mercy of vagaries of interpre-
tation and presentation, due in part to such specialism. The only way forward is to take what 
such scientists say on trust. Yet, it is trust that is the object of skepticism for the scientific 
method. 

Again, these questions are not so much a point of criticism of Schelling per se, but rather 
the context of his placement in this issue. His thought is given high prominence, and while 
the significance of a call for a hermeneutic of humility cannot be overstated, the position of 
the meta-skeptic is not unproblematic, and reduces us to a rather naïve position. One is re-
minded of the truism that in politics, one never reaches a decision, but one must always draw 
a conclusion. Likewise, what is of value in Schelling is the call to get involved, to embrace 
our subjectivity.

The jewel amongst the crown in this collection, is Timothy Morton’s The Mesh, The Strange 
Stranger and the Beautiful Soul. It is a bold attempt to move beyond the notion of telos, while 
reconfiguring the idea of community and attempting to build a bridge between the death of 
ontotheology and negative theology, all seen through an ecological lens.

Morton begins by leading the reader rapidly through the fields of deconstruction and lin-
guistics. Without this consideration, Morton’s next step – an attempt to deconstruct our 
concepts of Nature, or even our experience of the natural – seems incomplete. These themes 
are explored in greater depth elsewhere. Kearns’ and Keller’s Ecospirit is perhaps the most 
comprehensive review of ecodeconstruction. Morton, limited in space, manages to do in thirty 
pages much of what Ecospirit achieves in over six hundred. Ecospirit is just part of the depth 
of literature elsewhere on ecodeconstruction, or exploring the interface between environmen-
tal thought and post-structuralism. Of more interest in moving beyond the questions of telos 
is the evocation of Lefebvre.

There is a wholly unacknowledged debt to Lefebvre in Collapse as a whole, so it would 
be unfair to pick Morton out as specifically lacking in this regard. However, for this reviewer 
at least, this is the section where discussion of his work would best be situated. The title of 
this piece, and much of the discussion within, concerns what Morton terms ‘The Mesh’, the 
way in which life forms constitute themselves. This fits so well with Lefebvre’s concept of 
‘meshwork’. Tim Ingold’s Lines carry’s much of the same intentionality, not least the desire 
to challenge notions of an inevitable, chronological structure to our conceptions of the world. 
Central to this is the shift from linear thinking, or even from a multi-linear approach, a web, 

1 This is Clarke’s Third Law of Prediction. Arthur C. Clark,‘Hazards of Prophecy,’ Profiles of the 
Future (Blaine, WA: Phoenix, 1962).
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to that of a mesh. Not quite a coherent whole, it includes both the holes in the mesh as well 
as “the threading between.” (199) 

Whatever the lineage of the term, it fits snugly and is profoundly useful in understanding 
how Morton sees life’s entangled, relational existence. Being relational can often appear to be 
defined as if one is nothing but the sum of one’s relations. With a meshwork it is the entangle-
ment, the lost, trapped, the suffused nature of presence that is woven in “both hardness and 
delicacy” (199) that defines being.

The notion of mesh and of the deconstruction inherent in all life, builds to a crescendo 
in Morton’s attempt to demonstrate not only the futility of teleological thinking, but also its 
actual dangers. When a deconstructionist is asked the question, “where are you going?’ (s)he 
ought to reply “Away from here.” It is this sense that  Morton is attempting to recover – a 
sense of one’s place in the mesh, a greater understanding of one’s locatedness. It is only as 
we journey then, that our status as “decentred beings” can be fully appreciated and lived. 
As with the cases of Blake and spice mentioned above, one suspects that a Meister Eckhart 
quote would do the same job nicely.

In the dissection of telos, the spectre of Derrida looms large and in the discussions around 
what it means to be a community, and to be in communion with others, he takes centre stage. 
What is concealed becomes revealed. “Community” has been debated by social scientists ad 
nausum. Ever since the nineteenth century sociologists, panicking at the slightest tear of the 
social fabric, forced through the mills of the industrial revolution, discovered Ibn Khaldun. 
Thus reams of academic publications and policy documents were set in motion. Deconstruc-
tion of course, seeks to pull the rug from underneath all of this. That Derrida had grave 
misgivings about community is hardly a revelation. “I don’t much like the word community, 
I’m not even sure I like the thing.”2 Morton likewise derides “community” as only ever a con-
ceptual construct a la Benedict Anderson. 

Derrida, and those who follow or draw on his thought, would be cautious about the phras-
ing of questions of “community.” For Morton, however, this opposition to an over-commitment 
to terminology signifies far more than a mere repackaging or relabelling of community in the 
wake of this resistance. New Labour and Etizoni had “communitarianism” while Victor Turner 
has “communitas/” Both unwittingly emphasise the phatic nature of the word community. 
The attempt is to retain the feel-good, positive connotation of the word/concept, all the while 
trying to link the positivity with a definitive meaning community has nothad in years – such 
is its wide use. This merely goes to demonstrate the utter impotence of the term, since it is 
thus effectively devoid of any particular meaning. 

The way Morton attempts to chart a course away from “community” is perhaps novel. No-
tions of the arrivant and the strange stranger are not used, as has become orthodox in refram-
ing arguments around community in light of deconstruction, to suggest something akin to 
Derrida’s hospitality. Here Morton does not mention hôte. Community is still argued against, 
but this time the counterfoil is the collective. “Collectivity is ‘to come’, in the sense that it 
addresses the arrivant.”(208)

In terms of the environmental debate, this is fascinating. Collectives have been key in the 
rise of the ecological issues in public consciousness. In art, Edward Abbey’s The Monkey 
Wrench Gang is perhaps the best example. In everyday life it has been collectives that have 
forced these issues onto the public agenda. In the UK, testimony to this fact is provided by 
the successful roads protest movement in the 1990s and groups like Climate Rush or Plane 
Stupid. The environmental movement has many flaws, and its obsession with a Romanticised, 

2 Points...Interviews, 1974–1994. (1995) Ed. Elizabeth Weber. Trans. Peggy Kamuf ( Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1995) 355.
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out-in-the-woods, back-to-nature, inherent-good-in-everyone, wilfully naïvety is one of them. 
Tied up with this is its obsession with a reified community, which Morton at one point labels 
“intrinsically conservative” and “fascist.”(208) It prevents progressive movements fulfilling 
themselves and is overly focused on exclusion and scapegoating. Compared to this low base, 
the collective cannot but sound like a Belinda Carlisle record.

There is something of merit here though. Rebecca Solnit devotes Hope in the Dark to the 
history of the collective. The sort of collective she is describing is the radical opposite of 
Morton’s community. It is a movement that also has a sense of belonging, a place of listening 
without waiting, comprising those who recognise that although things are hopeless, but are 
nonetheless determined to make them otherwise.

The debasing of community is a valuable project, and the vaulting of collectives valiant. 
For this reviewer though, the growing field of “more-than-human” literatures would really 
have driven home the critique of conservative, consumptive communities. This has it that 
our-very-selves are constituted relationally through those with whom we commune. There is 
in this, not so much a welcoming of the other, the more-than-human Other, but an apprecia-
tion of the maxim: you are, therefore I am. More-than-human approaches, such as Morton’s, 
attempt to move us away from an anthropocentric view of the world, sidelining the ego, and 
are again characterised by a hermeneutic of humility. What the more-than-human adds is the 
enlarged concept of self after Arne Naess’s ecological self, or even Guatarri’s rolling out of 
subjectivity. As Mary Midgley phrases the problem in Evolution as Religion: “we are recep-
tive, imaginative beings, adapted to celebrate and rejoice in the existence, quite independent 
of ourselves, of the other beings on this planet.”3 Perhaps this is too phenomenological for 
Morton’s argument, and hence too nebulous and distrustful for him. But there is great merit 
in realising that we are constituted by the moments when we are in communion with that 
which is greater, deeper, other. 

Both these themes, the attempt to overcome teleology and the reframing of community, 
come together when Morton begins to discuss ontotheology and negative theology. The arti-
cle, and Collapse as a whole, is critical of Heidegger, and emphasizes the need to undermine 
and move beyond the manner in which ontotheology is simply equated with metaphysics. This 
is highly relevant for the discussion of how the earth begins to think about itself, or how we 
encompass planetary thought.

There is a growing case to be made that in a post-secular age, the role of God, or master-
signifier, is up for grabs. However it is not so much that the “onto-“ has been challenged, 
but that theology has been replaced by ecology, and ontotheology by ontoecology. For Žižek, 
ecology has become the new religion, the opiate of the masses. It has unquestioned authority. 
Even the way e-mails are finalised with the text “think about the environment before print-
ing,” can point towards this. Mike Hulme, in Why we Disagree About Climate Change, makes 
the persuasive case that people’s beliefs on climate change are just that – a position of faith, 
not related to education, awareness or experience. It basically boils down to whether or not 
one adheres to the central creeds of the movement. Žižek elsewhere sees the environment 
as standing for the Lacanian big Other, that which we can never fully appreciate or realise. 
For these thinkers, ontotheology has been debased, but not fully. It has merely replaced the 
master-signifier, God, with pantheism, Gaia or ecology. 

To counter this Morton, Avery, Grelet and, to a certain extent, F I E L D C L U B insist on 
two principles: there is no outside, and there is no whole. On the one hand there is no pos-
sibility of reaching the ontotheological position, (one is tempted to write ontoenvironmental, 
given the substitution of God for Nature), never mind the view from nowhere, since there is 

3 Mary Midgley, Evolution as a Religion (London: Routledge, 2002).
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not even a view from outside. Related to this is that there is no whole. There is no such a col-
lective that can encompass the whole world. This is where links to Naess’s enlarged ecologi-
cal self “an ego that can encompass the whole world,”4 or Deleuze’s and Guatarri’s outpour-
ing of subjectivity or even Lovelock’s Gaia break down. In a sense, Collapse wants to do away 
with the onto-environmentalism of Naess and Gaia above, but without replacing it with weak 
theology (ecology?) – the still small force that through the green fuse drives.

This leaves the role of environmental responsibilities interestingly poised. First, we are 
always and forever horribly complicit in environmental degradation, but also that what we are 
degrading is not so much another nature as a projection or separate entity. Rather, it is the 
other in ourselves, and ourselves within the other that comes to the fore in this consideration, 
and so we must reach the conclusion that it is finally ourselves that we are polluting. 

Collapse VI is dense, but not impenetrable for the curious layperson. It is also highly 
relevant, both for those from a philosophical background looking to anchor their thoughts in 
something more material, and for those from the social sciences who seek deeper intellectual 
nourishment for their planetary thought.

   Gerald Aiken
Department of Geography , Durham University

gerald.aiken@durham.ac.uk
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Emergent diseases and potential biological threats are discussed in this series of critical 
essays which are imbedded in social scientific, anthropological principles. The book’s main 
focus is on how responses and interventions, which ostensibly protect health against potential 
threats, are defined not only by public health professionals but by diverse organizations such 
as those concerned with emergency planning, global humanitarianism and, most notably, 
national security.  

Throughout the text, there is an emphasis on the continuing debate on what actually con-
stitutes biosecurity or a biosecurity threat, and how these definitions and various responses 
can be shaped depending on context. Although Lakoff and Collier never resolve this debate, 
they do significantly add to it, providing what they describe as “starting points for inquiry.” 
(280) The chapters discussing the redesign of syndromic surveillance and the small pox vac-
cination programme focus on questions of surveillance, legislation, healthcare and politics 
specific to the USA, making generalizations from these discussions difficult. While the history 
and politics of these programmes makes for fascinating reading, the text would benefit from 
further distinction and description of the processes which are unique to the USA.  

With a much more global focus, the essay describing the directly observed therapy (DOTS) 
programme in post-soviet Georgia demonstrates how “one-size-fits-all” (174) is not necessar-
ily the best approach for managing the spread of infectious diseases in resource-poor coun-
tries. It argues, as many public health professional do, that the implementation of interven-
tions must take account of wider societal and cultural issues as well as the local healthcare 
infrastructure.  

The discussions around pandemic preparedness and avian flu are of particular interest as 
the text predates the World Health Organization’s (WHO) announcement on the 11th June 
2009 that the “world is now at the start of the 2009 influenza pandemic”. The description of 
Egypt’s response to avian flu is mirrored in its subsequent response to swine flu. In 2006, the 
Egyptian government announced the culling of all backyard and rooftop poultry and banned 
live bird markets in a “significant departure from accepted good biosecurity practice” (181). 
Bingham and Hinchliffe argue that there was no evidence for this biosecurity intervention 
which resulted in more birds roaming the streets, food shortages amongst the poor and, ul-
timately, in a restructuring of poultry farming. They suggest that particular politico-cultural 
norms are behind this culling, embedded in the Government’s need to be seen to be proac-
tive, and the perceived problems associated with the multitude of small poultry farms within 
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Egypt and particularly Cairo. In April 2009, Egypt again responded, against WHO and sci-
entists’ advice, by beginning to cull of the some hundreds of thousands of pigs ostensibly in 
response to H1N1 (swine flu). 

These external and internal tensions and views of risk which exist between national gov-
ernments, international organizations such as the WHO and experts are further explored in 
relation to Bovine Spongiform Encephalitis (Mad Cow Disease). A particularly outstanding 
and interesting contribution is the essay on Médecins Sans Frontiers (MSF/Doctors without 
Borders). This considers biosecurity from a humanitarian perspective, focusing on securing 
the health of populations in crisis. The pros and cons of this approach are discussed in depth, 
using the example of The Kit (a collection of supplies designed for an emergency context) 
which reveals several deficiencies in terms of its transferability to the chronic disease setting. 
Academics from all disciplines will read with interest the discussions around the regulation of 
biomedical scientific research and potential restrictions on publication of methodological and 
experimental approaches, all in the name of biosecurity. This is an important debate, as the 
contemporary approach of the biomedical community calls or transparency in publications, 
allowing experts critically to appraise the repeatability and reproducibility of research (par-
ticularly in the wake of Wakefield’s MMR controversy). The author suggests that fears around 
biosecurity could well lead to publication restrictions. She also argues that the sociotechnical 
aspect of biotechnology and biodefence programmes needs to be considered as an important 
part of biosecurity interventions rather than the current focus on particular experiments. 

Overall Lakoff and Collier’s prevailing message appears to be that the agenda of prepared-
ness for biosecurity threats (within the context of risk management strategies) has become as, 
if not more, important than the agenda of prevention. In addition, any proposed intervention 
must acknowledge current ecological practices and wider cultural issues. Throughout they 
manage to engage the reader using a sound base of evidence and language in which biosci-
entific terms are well-described. 

This publication will appeal to all social scientists, biomedical scientists and public health 
practitioners who have an interest in exploring the issues surrounding biosecurity. 

Dr Catherine Johnman 
Section of Public Health and Health Policy, University of Glasgow

c.johnman@clinmed.gla.ac.uk
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“But we are not Conrad or Dostoevsky, and this is not Heart of Darkness or Crime and Punish-
ment,” (93) asserts Daniel Miller, clarifying his position early on in his recent study of the 
relationship between people and their possessions in modern-day, cosmopolitan London, The 
Comfort of Things. It is a work, however, which reads very much like fiction, and this is both 
its strength and its weakness. Indeed, the ‘Prologue’ begins as follows: “This book is the story 
of thirty people, almost all from a single street in South London.” (1) 

This is certainly a book poised between story and study, a cross between Georges Perec’s 
Life: A User’s Manual and Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, transposed to a British 
urban setting. Whereas Perec opens up a Parisian apartment building for imaginative scrutiny 
in his 1978 novel, Miller isolates a seemingly unremarkable London street for the purposes of 
anthropological research, and the book consists of thirty portraits of residents in their homes, 
living on this street. Whereas Bachelard is concerned with the “topography of our intimate 
being,”1 Miller is interested in the minute topographical details, the personal ‘things’ which 
vary from house to house. He sets out to chart the very intimate relations between these things 
and the people to whom they belong or, to invert the balance of power, between people and 
the things to which they belong. An underlying premise of this book is that people “exist for us 
in and through their material presence” (286), and it is this material existence that Miller in-
vestigates. In this, the amateur literary detective figure is invoked as much as the specialised 
anthropological researcher, though Miller is quick to deny this analogy: “I don’t pretend to be 
Sherlock Holmes or Poirot, let alone CSI sleuthing for clues to solve a puzzle.” (2)

Yet in their very phrasing such denials, both of novelist and of sleuth figures, serve, on the 
contrary, to nod affirmatively to imaginative writing as a comparable paradigm, something 
reinforced in Miller’s noticeable move away from the usual styles and techniques of academic 
discourse. His is a deliberately informal style, implying that an overtly academic or intellectu-
alised approach would unequal to the human element of his material or the “warmth”, to use 
his own term, of the humanity he seeks to convey. (296) Indeed, it might be argued that the 
work suffers from the often sentimental and personal slant of the text, given that this is first 
and foremost an academic study. As the text progresses, it becomes clearer, however, that 
this is an intentional part of Miller’s argument and he makes a staunch and personal case for 
a reappraisal of sentimentality early in the book: “One of my (no doubt many) prejudices is 

1 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (New York: Orion, 1964), xxxii. 



65

Book Reviews

that I detest the English attitude to sentimentality.” (79) It becomes increasingly clear that 
Miller is at pains not just to free his work from any kind of elitist taint, but to open it out to 
a wider audience. The title alone suggests as much. “Comfort” is not usually in the working 
vocabulary of the average hard-nosed academic and the very conceptualisation of “things” 
is contradictory in essence. “Is there something perverse, if not archly insistent, about com-
plicating things with theory?” Bill Brown was ready to acknowledge, though likewise ready 
to overlook, in initiating a resurgence of critical interest in “things” in the journal Critical 
Inquiry in 2001.2 Far from “complicating”, Miller purports to elucidate, to make accessible. 
I was reminded of a line in Virginia Woolf’s well-known essay on fictional character, “Mr Ben-
nett and Mrs Brown”, originally a lecture to the ‘Cambridge Heretics’ in 1924: “My first as-
sertion is one that I think you will grant – that every one in this room is a judge of character.”3 
The Comfort of Things appeals to the judge in “every one” and it is perhaps for this reason 
that the invocation of amateur literary detective/novelist is so effective. 

Miller certainly offers numerous astute observations and insights with a novelist’s eye for 
the suggestiveness of the minutest detail. The chapter titles often themselves pinpoint that 
synecdochal detail, the defining “thing” in the portrait as a whole, for example “Starry Green 
Plastic Ducks”, “McDonald’s Truly Happy Meals”, “Rosebud” and “The Aboriginal Laptop”, 
to cite but a few. “The Aboriginal Laptop”, proves one of the more interesting chapters, to 
my mind. Miller presents a dislocated character, given the pseudonym of Malcolm, whose 
“home” has become his laptop, a digital space which he organises and re-organises with as 
much attention as the average house-owner shows to his/her furnishings: 

Malcolm thereby keeps his home in order. But there is another quality which 
makes this term ‘home’ an appropriate one. It is the simple realisation that, 
given his mobility, there is only one address that seems to have much by way of 
permanence, and that is not a place of bricks and mortar, but his email address. 
(68)

Miller has struck on something fascinating here which might well have been elaborated. 
The virtual home is becoming increasingly prevalent in modern life. Miller argues in his epi-
logue, a section in which he returns to his “more familiar academic style,” that, confronted 
with the scale of and irreducible diversity within a sprawling city such as London, “these 
days, a household, and sometimes one individual, has to create for themselves something of 
the principle and practice of cosmology and economy, which we used to think of in terms of 
a society.”(295) I wondered, while reading this, how far this alternative to traditional society 
is created and maintained online through social networking sites and blogs. As these sites 
become the meeting-points for individuals in the twenty-first century, has the very concept 
of hospitality become irremediably digitalised in an age in which to invite someone to your 
“home” is, more often than not, to invite them to your online profile, to your personal web 
page? And will the existence and increasing dominance of an alternative “home” in cyber-
space serve to enhance or devalue the “comfort” of and identification with material “things”? 
Miller’s dictum, quoted earlier, that people “exist for us in and through their material pres-
ence”, feels somewhat dated when applied to the younger generation of Londoners, and this 
phenomenon naturally extends far beyond the boundaries of London, whose online presence 
is beginning to supersede the material. 

2 Bill Brown, “Thing Theory”, Critical Inquiry 28 1 (2001), 1. 
3 Virginia Woolf, ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown,’ A Woman’s Essays, ed. Rachel Bowlby 

(Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1992), 70.
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Such questions admittedly fall outside of the explicit remit of The Comfort of Things, 
firmly focused, as it is, on the tangible domestic sphere. However, it is true that, in the role 
of “storyteller”, Miller must restrain his analytic impulse and this means that the implica-
tions of many extremely sharp observations remain unexplored in any great depth. And this, 
I believe, forms the problematical core of the book. It is also what makes it appealing. The 
Comfort of Things is not Heart of Darkness or Crime and Punishment, nor can it be classed 
as a thorough and authentic academic study. Its indeterminate quality, however, both opens 
it out and restricts its scope at one and the same time. As a piece of writing which points 
both to academic and imaginative traditions, it might well be described as “comfort” food for 
thought and, as such, it is, on the whole, both an enjoyable and edifying read.

Emily Ridge
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