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THE NOTION OF VOCABU LARY IN FOREIGN 

LA NGUAGE TEACHING AT D IFFERENT LEVELS OF 

INSTRUCTION  

Abstract: This paper aims to deal with the issue of vocabulary instruction with reference to 

different target groups. More specifically, some consideration will be given to the why and how of 

teaching vocabulary. To be more precise, the study consists of two parts: an introduction to the area 

of vocabulary in general in the form of an overview of recent literature and a set of preliminary 

conclusions. The paper is intended to lay the groundwork for a presentation of two specific 

parameters that might be employed when deciding on effective methods of vocabulary instruction 

and involves a pilot study into whether the combination of both of them may at all be justified and 

implemented. An attempt will be made to present the most typical features of the three main age 

groups: children, teenagers and adults with a particular reference to vocabulary development. The 

main premise of the paper is that different age groups and levels of advancement are governed by 

various vocabulary choices. 

 

Key words: vocabulary, instruction, teaching, advancement 

1.  The notion of vocabulary 

Since the paper concerns the question of vocabulary in a broad sense of the 

term, it seems appropriate to begin with the definition of what it actually denotes. 

Singleton (1999:10) casts doubt as to whether there is any clear definition of this 

concept by saying: Although the word is clearly central to both the non-specialist 

and the specialist understanding of language, one would look in vain for a 

simple definition of the word concept. Other experts in the field try to provide 

various proposals concerning the definition of the term in question. Thus, for 

example, Hatch and Brown (1995: 1) state that vocabulary is a list, or a set of 

words for a particular language, or a list or a set of words that individual 
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speakers of a language have at their disposal. As Arabski (1997) insightfully 

remarks, words are compared to bricks from which any language structure is 

built and the author stresses the importance of day-to-day contact with a given 

language which ï to a large extent ï is both determined and conditioned by 

words. In turn, Ur (1998: 60) defines vocabulary as the quantum of words taught 

in a foreign language. In other words, vocabulary is perceived here as a written 

or spoken unit of language, as a symbol of an idea for the learners in a foreign 

language. Note that vocabulary items may be more than a single word, for 

example take compounds, such as post office, and mother-in-law, which express 

a single idea. As pointed out by McWhorter (1989: 311), knowing the vocabulary 

means the ability to recognize individual words and to associate their meaning 

with the particular combination of letters that form a word. To be more explicit, 

knowledge of vocabulary is the competence, or skill in recognizing words and 

their meaning. Words are symbols, groups of letters that stand for either a 

physical object, or an idea. Then, recognizing words means ï first of all ï 

knowing their meaning, i.e. an idea, or object they represent and the way in 

which they are formed by a combination of letters. For example, the word chair 

stands for a physical reality in our minds, an object with a flat surface, usually 

supported by four legs, and used for sitting. The word love, on the other hand, 

does not represent a physical object. It symbolizes the feeling of one person 

toward another and hence must be qualified as an abstract noun.  

Thornbury (2004:1) argues that language emerges first as words: both 

historically, and in terms of the way each of us learned our first and any 

subsequent languages. As evidenced by the highlighted proposals, vocabulary 

can be constructed as a series of words in a foreign language used to express and 

convey certain meaning.  

According to Burhanov (1998:261), the term vocabulary, or the lexicon is 

used to denote a part of the lexicon of a language e.g. general vocabulary, 

everyday vocabulary, specialized vocabulary. It is also defined as a set of lexemes, 

including not just single words but also compound words and idioms (Richards, et 

al. 1985:307). The Oxford Companion to the English Language presents 

vocabulary as a system rather than a list, pointing out that its elements interrelate 

and change subtly or massively from generation to generation. The list undergoes 

major alterations and extensions through borrowings from other languages and 

through word-formation based on its own, or borrowed patterns (McArthur, 

1992:1090). Pğ·ciennik and Podlawska (2005:173) add that vocabulary should be 

perceived as a set of words which is used for making utterances. In its narrow 

sense one may say that vocabulary is just the total stock of words at the command 

of a given individual (Pei and Gaynor, 1954:229). 

Following Lewis (2002:89), who claims that lexis is the core or heart of 

language, it is time to focus now on the causes for teaching vocabulary. In a 
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relatively recent study Hrehovcik and Uberman (2003:131) stress the 

importance of vocabulary stock in conveying the intended meaning, yet they 

are far from undermining the importance of grammatical structures. The 

authors clearly imply that possessing grammatical knowledge undoubtedly 

facilitates speakers generating and creating sentences but once they wish to 

express the meaning, it is the store of words that learners of a foreign language 

must resort to. Lewis (2002:89) remarks that being unable to recognize a 

keyword precludes learners from being able to take part in a conversation. 

Consequently, constant broadening of studentsô vocabulary enables them to 

express themselves more appropriately and clearly in a wide range of 

situations. Without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary 

nothing can be conveyed ï this is how the linguist David Wilkins summed up 

the importance of vocabulary (Thornbury, 2002:13). 

Going back in the history of FLT, one observes that vocabulary teaching 

and learning was in the past far from being responsive and educators failed to 

recognize the tremendous communicative advantage in developing an 

extensive range of vocabulary. Much greater priority was given to grammar in 

a very broad manner due to such approaches as Audiolingualism, or the Direct 

Method. As Hrehovcik and Uberman (2003:24) point out, vocabulary was 

strictly limited and learned in a context in the case of the former approach, 

with concrete vocabulary taught through demonstration, objects and pictures 

in the latter. Much later, in the 1970ôs the advent of the communicative 

approach recognized the meaning-making potential of words, and set the stage 

for a great re-think of the role of vocabulary and since then it has no longer 

been viewed as an ñadd-onò. At the same time, one may speak of two other key 

developments challenging the hegemony of grammar: lexical syllabus and 

lexical chunks (see Thornbury, 2002:14). Referring to the first one, it may be 

said that it is valued for being: 

 

¶ Efficient:  A lexical syllabus only offers to the learners things worth 

learning.  

¶ Authentic: A lexical syllabus aims to use the authentic or spontaneously 

produced texts. 

¶ Creative: In a lexical syllabus, some grammar aspects are taught 

lexically. (Sinclair, 1988: 35) 

 

As for the question of lexical chunks which are defined as a group of words that 

are commonly found together they seem to have initiated the tendency to 

recognize the importance of achieving fluency with the key role of vocabulary 

development (Thornbury, 2002:6). 
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2. The notion of target groups in the context of vocabulary instruction 

Effective vocabulary instruction requires a number of adjustments and 

implies making choices in terms of the teaching methods applied. Depending on 

the target group, the teacher is not only obliged to decide on how to present, 

practise and revise the aspects of lexis but there is also a strong necessity to 

distinguish between the basic and concrete words (primary vocabulary) for 

young learners and more sophisticated range of vocabulary introduced at higher 

levels of advancement (secondary vocabulary). Following this statement, it 

would be reasonable to take into account two major parameters: age and the level 

of language advancement. Since the major goal set to this paper is to shed some 

light on target groups, let us now concentrate on the age perspective in 

vocabulary instruction.  

2.1. Teaching children 

Teaching school children is by no means a matter of setting them loose on a 

plethora of authentic language tasks in the classroom. To successfully teach 

children both specific skills and adequate institutions that differ from those 

appropriate for the language instruction of adult teaching are required. Scott 

(1993:32) lists some major characteristics that are common to the early 

developmental stage, and ï following his views ï children have a determined 

opinion of the world, as the basic concepts have already been shaped, 

consequently, they are able to distinguish between fictional and real situations. 

Halliwell (1993:3) points out that young learners (é) do not come to the 

language classroom empty-handed. They bring with them an already well-

established set of instincts, skills and characteristics which will help them to 

learn another language. Philips (1993:24) adds that children make practical use 

of language rather than treating it as an abstract set of rules. This conclusion 

seems reasonable when taking into account vocabulary teaching. In the context 

of young learners, Cameron (2001:84) highlights the following strategies: 

1. Having sources for encountering new words; 

2. Getting a clear image, whether visual or auditory or both, for the forms of the 

new words; 

3. Learning the meaning of the words; 

4. Making a strong memory connection between the forms and meanings of the 

words; 

5. Using the words. 

Motivating young learners to enrich their own vocabulary is undoubtedly a 

challenging task for teachers. Thornbury (2002:21) quotes Rivers who claims 

that: 
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 [é] vocabulary cannot be taught. It can be presented, explained, included in all kinds of 

activities and experienced in all manners of associations (é) but ultimately it is learned 

by the individual. As language teachers, we must arouse interest in words and a certain 

excitement in personal development in this area (é). 

All experts in teaching children invariably emphasize that teachers should 

bear in mind that young learners are actually in the process of building up their 

L1 vocabulary and they require constant assistance in the process of acquiring 

and organizing concepts (Brewster, et al. 2002:81). An observation made by 

Aitchison (1987:87) seems of certain significance in this context. The author 

adopts three different but related vocabulary learning tasks, that is: 

[é] labelling (children discover that sequence of sounds can be used as names for 

things), packaging (children must find out which things can be packaged under one 

label) and net-work building (children must work out how words relate to one another).  

There is another thorny issue concerning the number of words to teach at a 

time. It is generally believed that around 500 words a year might be a realistic 

target. Obviously, the actual number of words acquired is ultimately dependent 

on such factors as the learning conditions, time available and learnability of a 

word (Brewster, et al. 2002:81). Finally, Cameron (1994:31) adopts an approach 

that children learn basic level meanings before superordinates and subordinates, 

providing an example of dog which will be learned before animal, or Dalmatian. 

Other examples may include basic colours like red, or blue, introduced at the 

initial stages of learnersô education and turquoise blue, or aquamarine which are 

bound to appear much later. In other words, the tendency is to acquire the most 

prototypical members of the category first before the hierarchically higher items 

are mastered.  

2.2. Teaching adults 

Although many of the commonly accepted rules and procedures employed in 

the process of teaching children are applicable in teaching adults, the latter age 

group poses an entirely different challenge. It is said that adults have superior 

cognitive abilities that can render them more successful in certain classroom 

endeavours. It goes without saying that their need for sensory input can rely a 

little more on their imagination. Yet, their level of shyness can be either equal to, 

or even greater than that of children, though ï most frequently ï adults usually 

have acquired a self-confidence rarely found in children. Additionally, because 

of adultsô cognitive abilities, they can at least occasionally make use of the 

displacement feature of language; that is deal with language that is not embedded 

in ñhere and nowò context. Recently, Draves (2007) has pointed out that adults 



 

14 

are more able to handle abstract rules and concepts. However, too much abstract 

generalization about usage and not enough real life language use might be a 

serious drawback and cause confusion. As specified in expert literature, adults 

have a longer attention span for the material which may not be intrinsically 

interesting to them. Ur (1991:287) assures us that adults, with their more 

developed abstract thinking ability, are much better able to understand a context-

reduced segment of language. They often bring a modicum of general self-

confidence into the classroom. Yet another major point at which older learners 

generally exhibit noticeable superiority is in the area of self-discipline, the 

problem every primary school teacher finds most acute on a daily basis.  

2.3. Teaching Teenagers 

In this context, it is appropriate to consider the sort of variables that apply to 

the teaching of young adults, teenagers, and high school pupils whose ages range 

between twelve and eighteen. Their age must be qualified as the age of 

transition, confusion, self-consciousness, growing up, and changing bodies and 

minds. Teenagers are halfway between childhood and adulthood and, therefore, a 

very special set of rules applies to teaching them. That is probably why Ur 

(1991:290) claims that classes of adolescents are perhaps the most daunting 

challenge. Following a few experts it can be concluded that: 

1. Attention spans are lengthening but with many diversions present in a 

teenagerôs life, those potential attention spans may easily be shortened. 

2. Intellectual capacity adds abstract operational thought around the age of 

twelve. Therefore, some sophisticated intellectual processing is increasingly 

possible. Complex problems can be solved with logical thinking.  

3. Varieties of sensory input are still important, but again, increasing capacities 

for abstraction lessen the demand to appeal to all the five senses. 

4. Factors surrounding ego, self-image, and self-esteem, are their pinnacle. 

Teenagers are ultrasensitive to how others perceive their changing physical 

and emotional selves along with their mental capabilities.  

On the whole, secondary school students are becoming increasingly 

adultlike in their ability to make those occasional diversions from the ñhere and 

nowò nature of immediate communicative contexts to dwell on a grammar point, 

or vocabulary item. However, as in teaching adults, care must be taken not to 

insult them with stilted language or to bore them with over-analysis. When it 

comes to the issue of the second parameter, i.e. the level of advancement there 

are a few core questions to be answered in terms of vocabulary teaching. The 

most frequently addressed questions in this context are: 

1. How many words students should be taught in one class? 

2. Which new words should be taught? 
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3. What criteria should be applied when deciding which words are most useful? 

4. How to assess the level of difficulty of certain vocabulary items? 

5. Do all students need to learn the same words? 

6. At what levels should idiomatic expressions be introduced? 

7. Why are frequency and coverage important? 

This list above in no way exhausts the number of specific questions that could 

be addressed in this context. Each of them provides an individual challenge in 

itself, and a subject of separate in-depth study in the field of methodology of 

language teaching. Take, for example, the question of the number of words 

students should be taught in one class ï the problem that has been left unanswered 

straightforwardly for decades although a great number of experts in the field 

express their varying opinions on the problem. As to the question of frequency of 

coverage, the question is far less problematic because the general rule that can be 

formulated is the more frequent exposure to language training the better it is for 

the teaching process. It seems relatively easy to distinguish which lexical fields are 

more common at lower levels of language instruction, though it becomes less 

obvious at more advanced stages of language learning and teaching. The same is 

valid for the level of difficulty although even elementary idioms or phrasal verbs 

may turn out to be far too complicated to be processed by the beginners, in 

particular if their equivalents are missing in studentsô mother tongue. As a result, 

one is led into thinking that the two parameters discussed in this paper appear 

fundamental in answering the aforementioned questions. 

Depending on the level of instruction, one may speak of groups of students 

who know virtually no English, or those that may be termed as intermediate, or 

advanced learners. In all situations, the general guideline to begin with easier 

words remains essential. In this context, let us point to the fact that various 

experts approach the criteria of vocabulary selection from different perspectives. 

And so, Taylor (1992:4) emphasizes word frequency as well as the likelihood of 

encountering the word in speech and print. On the contrary, Palmberg (1986:17) 

contradicts this view, explaining that vocabulary selection cannot be based on 

the relative frequency of words because certain low-frequency vocabulary is 

essential for particular groups of learners. Alternately, Hrehovcik and Uberman 

(2003:138-139) point out other factors such as: studentsô needs, expediency, 

studentsô language, topic areas and related structures.  

3. Concordance programs and corpora as vocabulary teaching tools 

According to Collins Cobuild English Dictionary, a concordance may be 

defined as [é]an alphabetical list of words in a book or in a set of books which 

also says where each word can be found and often how it is usedò. In turn, 
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Kettemann (1996) defines the notion as a list of occurrences of a particular word, 

part of a word or combination of words, in its contexts drawn from a text corpus. 

The search word is sometimes also referred to as key word. Kettemann (1996) 

and Lamy and Mortensen (2006) provide an account of the history of 

concordancing, which ï as the authors stress ï dates back to the Middle Ages. 

Modern computerised concordances have two major functions, that is the 

practical function and the scholarly function. On the one hand, educational 

concordancing facilitates access to authentic target language in terms of lexical 

and grammatical structures and ï in this way ï students can act as independent 

analysers of the language. In artificial classroom environment with no access to 

native speakers it is difficult to provide materials or activities that conform with 

the use of the language in a way native speakers do. Concordances offer real 

written utterances as compared with traditional grammar books or dictionaries 

which provide invented examples. When working with concordances, no matter 

if paper or interactive, students are obliged to deal with the task within a double 

set of limitations, that is their level of proficiency and their level of familiarity 

with concordances (Lamy and Martensen, 2006). Furthermore, teachers will 

discover that a productive activity brings up unexpected linguistic facts which 

neither a student nor a teacher could envisage.  

As for a corpus, it is defined as either just one text or collection of texts, as 

well as studentsô essays or any other forms of compositions (Lamy and Martensen, 

2006). It goes without saying that if the teachersô intention is to study the style of 

the 18th century English language we must make sure that the corpus should be 

limited to a representative number of texts from the historical epoch in question. 

Consequently, the content of a corpus depends on the aims of the teaching process.  

Evidently, one of the prime benefits of using concordance programs in 

language teaching, and ï in particular ï vocabulary instruction is the opportunity 

to take advantage of authentic and relevant examples. This means that if the aim 

of the lesson is to teach how to write an opinion essay, one is advised to use 

authentic examples of this type of writing, as well as all kinds of texts which 

contain language items typical of opinion essays. Certainly, Gajek (2002:33) is 

right in stressing that concordancers and corpora are mostly useful for advanced 

students who rarely find it difficult to deal with the language items collected by 

native speakers. Additionally, corpora are indispensible for language teachers 

who are obliged to develop their language skills on a day-to-day basis. Among 

others, this follows from the fact that language is alive and dynamic and subject 

to the penetrating influence of all types of language change and language 

teachers are always advised to keep up with the changes taking place. 

Yet another characteristic feature of online concordances and corpora that 

needs to be stressed in this context is their size. Significantly, they have almost 
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unlimited capacity and can be used both to prepare handouts for students to use 

in class or for teachers as a source of reference. Kettemann (1996) also points out 

that concordances and corpora provide controlled speculation, make hidden 

structures visible, enhance imagination and check it by inductivity, thus making 

higher degrees of objectivity possible. As a result, students actions and class 

work become more exploratory, motivating and highly rewarding. Summing up, 

the use of concordance programs and corpora in language teaching seems to 

offer various benefits both for teachers and for the students. This approach based 

on data analysis allows for individual study of the language items on the one 

hand, and enables the contact with an authentic and up-to-date language on the 

other. 

4.  Conclusion  

Having discussed the target groups it is now desirable to tackle the question 

of whether both parameters, namely age and level of advancement overlap in any 

way. For reasons beyond our control it seems impossible to exclude the mixed 

nature of the two. When we take young learners into account the choice of 

vocabulary items seems somewhat obvious and even straightforward. Normally, 

lexical fields introduced to young learners include the basic vocabulary that can 

be easily recalled and revised. What is more, it is advisable to introduce lexical 

items in sets so that they can be labelled under one heading, for instance 

DOMESTICATED ANIMALS  (see Kleparski and Bartosiewicz, 2002:33). The 

question remains: What about elementary students being adolescents or adults? 

If this is the case, the choice of lexis is not limited and should be based on other 

factors such as studentsô needs, or word formal and semantic complexity. The 

levels of advancement, as well as the criterion of usefulness, certainly all play a 

major role in vocabulary selection. Once we pursue this issue, the concept of 

metaphorical meanings needs to be stressed. All sorts of idiomatic expressions, 

proverbs, or sayings are tightly culture specific. They may be treated as the 

accumulation of a nationôs wit, experience, history, beliefs and values. One can 

say that general life experience is indispensible as information contained in a 

particular lexical item is shared by the speakers of the same language but may 

not necessarily be comprehensible for the users of another language. Learners 

with little general experience may find such lexical fields overwhelming as they 

actually cloud language comprehension. This is especially the case in those 

expressions with no direct reference in the learnersô mother tongue, or words that 

have both literal and metaphorical meanings. Taking into account the fact that it 

is not only literary English, but everyday English which is also rich in the use of 
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metaphors it is undoubtedly necessary to teach them from the very beginning, 

but the question that remains unanswered to this point in time concerns how to 

do it effectively both to teacherôs satisfaction and to learnersô advantage. It may 

be concluded that the notion of lexical fields is easily applicable at various levels 

of Foreign Language Teaching no matter what the age or degree of advancement 

of the learners is. Yet, this hypothesis could be verified only by a full-fledged 

analysis performed on various age groups taking into account the complexity of 

particular lexical fields and their usefulness and attractiveness to foreign 

language learners. 
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LINGUISTIC PORTRAYAL  OF THE WORLD: THE 

MECHANISM OF ANIMAL METAPHOR AND 

PHRASEOLOGY IN THE C ATEGORY DOMESTICATED 

BIRDS AND SEMI-DOMESTICATED BIRDS  

Issues concerning change have been of great interest among scholars since the dawn of linguistic 

thought. The productivity of animal names resulting in the emergence of numerous animal 

metaphors related to the category HUMAN BEINGS  has been widely discussed by the members 

of the Rzesz·w School of Diachronic Semantics (henceforth: RSDS). The following article ï in a 

way ï is a reference to the studies conducted by the linguists of the RSDS, yet, our aim is to draw 

the readerôs attention to a specific type of animal metaphor, that is bird metaphor  or, in other 

words, birdsemy. The working of bird metaphor and the mechanism of phraseology will be briefly 

traced on the basis of the productivity of such bird names as the O.E. coinage swan and the 

Mid.Eng. lexical items dove and pigeon. As far as the dove and the pigeon are concerned, both 

birds belong to the category DOMESTICATED BIRDS , while the swan is the representative of 

the category SEMI-DOMESTICATED BIRDS .1 

 

Key words: animal metaphor/zoosemy; bird metaphor/birdsemy; phraseology. 

Introduction  

The major aim set to the present paper is to present the modus operandi of 

the language with reference to the categories DOMESTICATED BIRDS  and 

SEMI-DOMESTICATED BIRDS , resulting in a variety of bird metaphors and 

numerous phraseological expressions. It seems worth emphasising that the 

 
 

1 For a detailed discussion on the criteria of classification of the birds into the categories 

DOMESTICATED BIRDS  and SEMI-DOMESTICATED BIRDS  see G·recka-SmoliŒska and 

Kleparski (2012). 
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notion of birdsemy may be treated as a sub-discipline of a more general 

phenomenon, namely zoosemy ï widely elaborated on by a number of present-

day linguists, for example, Kieğtyka (2005a, b; 2008; 2009a, b; 2010), Kieğtyka 

and Kleparski (2005a, b; 2007a, b), or G·recka-SmoliŒska (2007, 2008, 2009a, 

b) and G·recka-SmoliŒska and Kleparski (2008, 2012). 

In the outline that follows we shall make use of the terms conceptual 

zone/sphere/dimension/domain employed synonymously. For example, we shall 

be speaking about the conceptual zone/sphere/dimension/domain of 

/BEHAVIOUR /, /AGE/, or /APPEARANCE/. Moreover, we assume that each 

conceptual zone is linked to or ï to put it differently ï presupposes the existence 

of various conceptual elements such as <INFANT>, <YOUNG>, <ADULT>, 

<AGEING>, <OLD> that may be said to be related to or presupposed by the 

conceptual zone /AGE/. For stylistic reasons we shall make mention either of 

conceptual elements, conceptual attributes, or conceptual values, again terms that 

shall be used synonymously. Finally, it is of great importance to highlight the 

fact that in the examination of the phraseological productivity of bird names, 

such terms as idiomatic/phraseological expressions and clich®s will be used 

interchangeably. Note that, the available lexicographic sources such as the AHDI, 

OED and TTEM dictionaries are far from being unanimous as to whether such 

expression as: (as) mad as a wet hen should be qualified as an idiomatic phrase, 

phraseological expression or as a clich®. 

Semantic evolution and phraseological productivity  of the lexical unit 
swan 

According to the EDME, OED, SCEDEL, SEDME and WO dictionaries, the 

English word swan continues the Proto Germanic form ï although it is not 

recorded in Gothic. In O.E. swan was represented by sw≢n similar to the O.Fris. 

form swon and O.S. suan. Mod. Ger. distinguishes between strong masculine 

schwan and dialectal feminine forms schwane/schwone. In Dutch there is the 

form zwaan, while Norwegian has masculine svon and feminine svana. As to its 

semantics, the OED dictionary informs us that the noun swan was apparently 

applied originally to the ómusical swanô represented by Skr. sv§nati ó(it) soundsô, 

L. sonit ó(it) soundsô and O.E. Þeswin ómelodyô, ósongô. 

When it comes to the historically attested primary sense of the lexical unit 

swan, the OED dictionary informs us that the word started to be used in the sense 

óa large web-footed swimming bird of the genus Cygnus of the family Anatidaeô as 

early as the 8th century (8th > 21st centuries). Note that the bird is characterized by a 

long and gracefully curved neck, as well as a majestic motion when swimming 
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with pure white plumage in the adult, black legs and feet and a red bill surmounted 

by a black knob, named specifically the Domestic, Mute or Tame Swan. The 

following OED quotations illustrate the historically original meaning of the word: 

 

c 700 Olor, suan. 

Ź 

c1050 Olor, swon, ilfetu, swan. 

Ź 

1552 Huloet, Swanne, cygnus.. some take this to be the elke, or wilde 

swanne.  

Ź 

1860 And after many a summer dies the swan. 

 

As evidenced by the material collected in various lexicographic sources, 

during its semantic evolution swan underwent the process of zoosemic extension 

and ï as a result ï started to be used in numerous secondary senses, frequently 

with reference to humans, thus extending its original scope of application well 

beyond the category SEMI -DOMESTICATED  BIRDS and entering the zone 

restricted to the macrocategory HUMAN BEINGS . Along extralinguistic lines 

the OED dictionary alludes to the fact that the white plumage of the bird led to 

the use of the lexical item swan ï starting from the 14th century ï in the 

transferred abstract sense óa type of faultlessness or excellenceô2 (14th > 20th 

centuries). Note that the word used in this sense is applied either to people or 

things and the swan ï with its positive symbolic connotations ï is frequently 

used to show contrast with the crow, or the goose. Moreover, the allusion to the 

fabulous belief that the swan sings immediately or shortly before its death may 

have provided the extralinguistic motivation behind the rise of the secondary 

human-specific sense óa singer, bard, poetô3 that appeared at the beginning of the 

17th century. It seems worth mentioning, following the CNPDSUE, OED, RSSD 

and TTEM dictionaries, that the verbal category to swan has also developed ï in 

 
 

2 This sense-thread is illustrated by the following OED contexts: 

a 1300 His clething als Īe suan his suire. 

Ź 

1912 The assistants were to him all óswansô as soon as they were connected with him or his 

church. 
3 This sense is testified by the following OED quotations: 

1612 Yee Isis swannes then, let not Lethe's fowles Prophane his name; but may this prince''s  

gloryé Be sung of you in a Mineruall story. 

Ź 

1922 Shakespeareé does not stay to feed the pen chivvying her game of cygnets towards the 

rushes. The swan of Avon has other thoughts. 
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the last 200 years or so ï certain secondary sense threads. Note, for example, the 

use of to swan in the transferred sense óto swim like a swanô4 (19th > 20th 

centuries), as well as the 20th century rise of the secondary senses óto move about 

freely or in an apparently aimless wayô and óto travel idly or for pleasureô.5 The 

CNPDSUE Dictionary puts forward the hypothesis that the last two senses 

enumerated above may stem from the culturally universal imagery of swans 

gliding on water. In addition to this, it needs to be stressed that the same 

secondary meanings of the verb to swan may have provided grounds for the 

emergence of the transferred senses descending directly from the noun swan, 

namely óan apparently aimless journeyô, or óan excursion made for 

reconnaissance or for pleasureô.6 The OED dictionary notes that in these two 

senses swan is registered in slang usage.7 

The lexical unit swan was the driving force behind the emergence of a 

number of secondary formations based either on the original meaning of the 

word, or one of its historical secondary senses. Let us begin, following the OED 

dictionary, with the compound swan-shot which is the eighteenth-century 

compound formation employed in the sense óa large size of shot, used for 

shooting swansô, while in angling swan-shot stands for óa weightô8 (18th > 20th 

centuries). As far as the origin of the meanings of the compound swan-shot is 

concerned, we may presume that they are semantically associated with the 

primary meaning of swan, that is óa large web-footed swimming bird of the 

genus Cygnus of the family Anatidaeô, and ï especially ï the relation is to be 

looked for in the size dimension of the bird. Further analysis of the swan-based 

 
 

4 This sense can be seen in these OED examples: 

1893 The forest Goddess of the Crescent, swanning it through a lake. 

Ź 

1962 In his painting Andrea can be seen swanning through the water. 
5 The meaning may be illustrated by the following OED context: 

1942 Breaking up his armour into comparatively small groups of..tanks, he began óswanning 

aboutô, feeling north, north-west and east for them [sc. British tanks]. 
6 Consider the following example extracted from OED: 

1946 A recurrence of what was then becoming known in the Eighth Army as the óannual 

swanô between Egypt and El Agheila. 
7 As far as the use of the verb to swan in A.E. slang register is concerned, it is probably, based 

on the northern English dialectal expression Is' wan literally meaning óI shall warrantô or óI'll be 

boundô; later taken as a mincing substitute for the verb to swear. Consequently, in the 19th century 

the expression I swan, frequently used in exclamatory asseveration, was used in the sense óI 

declareô (see the OED dictionary). 
8 The metaphorical uses of swan-shot are testified by the following OED quotations: 

1719 Large Swan-Shot, as big as small Pistol Bullets. 

Ź 

1971 Any float will do that a swan shot can't quite take under. 
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lexical data leads us to the nominal compound swan-song which appeared in the 

early 19th century in the sense óa song like that fabled to be sung by a dying 

swanô and developed its generalised sense óthe last work of a poet or musician, 

composed shortly before his deathô and finally ï with further generalisation ï

óany final performance, action or effortô9 (see the OED and PDEI dictionaries). 

We feel justified to conjecture that the allusion to the fabulous belief that the 

swan sings immediately or shortly before its death, together with the use of swan 

in the historical secondary sense óa singer, bard, poetô were the driving force 

behind the coinage of the compound swan-song. Note that in Polish there is the 

formation ğabňdzi Ŝpiew óswan-songô, and, in French we have the phrase chant 

du cygne óswan-songô, both used in the transferred sense óthe last work of a poet 

or musician, composed shortly before his deathô. Added to that, nineteenth-

century English witnessed the rise of the compound swan-quill which serves as a 

term used in the senses óa swanôs featherô and óa pen made of swanôs featherô.10 

Outside English, the Spanish word cisne óswanô is employed in the sense óa 

powder puffô, which ï one may conjecture ï has grounds in the extralinguistic 

fact that the feathers of a swan are smooth and delicate, and so it is appropriate to 

compare their texture to the structure of the cosmetic device used for the 

application of the face powder. Last but not least, let us turn our attention to the 

compound swan dive which, as the OED dictionary informs us, has been current 

in A.E. in the secondary sense óa swallow diveô11 since the 19th century. The 

CNPDSUE dictionary draws our attention to the fact that swan dive acquired yet 

another transferred sense in the 21st century, which may be defined as óto pretend 

to be injured or fouled while playing a team sportô. 

When it comes to the compounds and phraseological units based on the 

lexical item swan, the lexicographic sources that have been consulted (including 

the OED and TTEM dictionaries) single out the evaluatively neutral compounds 

 
 

9 Consider the following illustrative quotations extracted from OED: 

1831 The Phoenix soars aloft,..or, as now, she sinks, and with spheral swan-song immolates 

herself in flame. 

Ź 

1976 Rockefeller fairly bubbled with optimism during a recent swan song interview. 
10 The following exemplary OED quotations illustrate the relevant senses: 

1839 Crow quills for draughtsmen, as well as swan quills, are prepared in the same way. 

Ź 

1900 She unearthed a pewter ink-pot and an old swan-quill. 
11 The meaning may be illustrated by the following OED contexts: 

1898 The diving.. included forward headers,.. somersaults and the óSwanô dive from twenty, 

thirty, and forty feet. 

Ź 

1972 Mrs. Greené executed her swan dive, flopping onto the water with the poise of a 

stricken bird. 
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black swan and swan-neck. The formation black swan is employed in the 

transferred sense ósomething extremely rare or non-existentô or óa rarityô,12 

whereas the phrase swan-neck is the designation of ócertain bends in pipes 

named after the shape of a swanôs neckô. 

Semantics and phraseology of dove 

According to such etymological sources as the EDME, OED, SCEDEL and 

SEDME dictionaries, the Mod. Eng. lexical item dove continues the O.E. dufe, 

found merely as the first element in the compound d¼fe-doppa employed in 

Anglo-Saxon times in the sense óa diverô. The O.E. dufe has its historical 

equivalents in Du. duif, Ger. Taube, Sw. dufva and Da. due, all used in the 

primary sense óa diverô, but also in the transferred sense óa doveô.13 

As far as the early semantics of dove is concerned, the OED dictionary 

informs us that the term was primarily used with the sense óa bird of the 

Columbidae or pigeon familyô,14 and this historically original sense is attested by 

the following OED quotations: 

 

c 1200 BuĦ admode alse due.. Turtlen and duues. 

Ź 

c 1550 He saw ye sprite of god coming down like a dow and lighting apon 

him. 

Ź 

1842 Voices of the well-contented doves. 

 

During the course of its semantic evolution the lexical item dove ï having 

undergone the process of zoosemic extension ï has developed numerous 

 
 

12 This sense-thread is documented by the following OED quotations: 

1398 The swanne hatte signus in latine and Olor in grewe, for he is al white in feĪeres. for no 

man findeĪ a blacke swanne. 

Ź 

1890 He may not be such a black swan as Aunt Susan makes him out. 
13 Note that the OED and SCEDEL dictionaries inform us that there is an analogous connection 

between L. columba, that is óa doveô and Gr. əɧɚɡÕɓɞɠ óa diverô or əɞɚɡÕɓɑɠ óa sea-birdô. 
14 It is worth mentioning, following the OED dictionary, that both historically and at present 

in dialectal usage the word dove, as well as its alternative forms dow or doo are used with reference 

to all the species of pigeon native to or known in Britain. Note, moreover, that most of the exotic 

species are called pigeons, dove being restricted to those which, in appearance or habits, resemble 

the turtle-dove. In addition to this, the dove has represented ï from the institution of Christianity ï 

a certain type of gentleness and harmlessness, and occupies an important place in Christian 

symbolism. 



 

26 

secondary senses extending well beyond the category DOMESTICATED  

BIRDS. Let us begin with the fourteenth-century application of the word dove in 

the sense óthe Holy Spiritô15 (14th > 19th centuries) followed by the rise of the 

sense óa messenger of peace and deliverance from anxietyô16 ï as was the dove to 

Noah (see the OED dictionary). Apart from these clearly symbolic secondary 

senses, dove was also used as an appellation of tender affection 17 (14th > 19th 

centuries), as well as serving from the 16th century to express the human-specific 

sense óa gentle, innocent, or loving woman or childô18 (16th > 19th centuries); 

thus it may be said to have become linked to the conceptual zone 

/BEHAVIOUR / with the evaluatively positive values <GENTLE>, 

<INNOCENT> and <LOVING> clearly foregrounded. 

Crosslinguistically, note that in Polish the lexical diminutive categories 

goğŃbeczek ólittle doveô and goğŃbek dobroci ólittle dove of kindnessô are still 

used endearingly in the sense óa close and dear personô, while the female-specific 

forms goğŃbeczka óturtledoveô and goğŃbka óturtledoveô serve as terms of 

affection and endearment used with reference to a (beloved) woman (see the SJP 

dictionary). Similarly, in French the expression ma colombe is employed as a 

term of affection in the transferred endearing sense ómy little loveô. One might 

hypothesise here that the rise of secondary senses encoding the personôs 

kindness, innocence and tenderness probably has grounds in the symbolic 

associations which made the dove a token of love and gentleness. 

The DASCE and OED dictionaries trace the development of various 

secondary senses linked to the lexical unit dove in the 20th century. Among other 

such developments, in the world of politics dove started to be used in the sense óa 

person who advocates negotiations as a means of terminating, or preventing a 

 
 

15 This is testified by the following OED quotations: 

13.. On hys crest a douve whyte, Sygnyfycacioun off the Holy Spryte. 

Ź 

1827 Softer than gale at morning prime, Hovered his holy Dove. 
16 This meaning may be illustrated by the following OED contexts: 

1623 The Essex Dove presenting the World with a few of her Olive-branches; or, a Taste of 

the Works of the Rev. John Smith. 

Ź 

1849 He will be a dove of peace to your ark. 
17 Consider the following examples extracted from the OED: 

c1386 Rys vp my wyf, my loue, my lady free.. my dowue sweete. 

Ź 

1855 She is coming, my dove, my dear. 
18 This sense-thread is documented by the following OED quotations: 

1596 Tut, she's a Lambe, a Doue, a foole to him. 

Ź 

1850 O somewhere, meek unconscious dove, Poor child, that waitest for thy love! 
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military conflict, as opposed to one who advocates a hard-line or warlike policy 

in the 1970sô.19 It needs to be mentioned at this point that in many Indo-

European languages, such as German, French, Spanish and Polish we find a 

number of dove-based lexical items whose senses may be defined as óa person 

who advocates negotiations as a means of terminating or preventing a military 

conflict, as opposed to one who advocates a hard-line or warlike policyô. To be 

more precise, in German the word Taube ódoveô, French colombe ódoveô, in 

Spanish the expression paloma de la paz ódove of peaceô and Polish goğŃb(ek) 

pokoju ódove of peaceô are all currently employed in the transferred sense óa 

person who advocates peaceô. One may presume that the emergence of this 

secondary sense is somehow connected with the birdôs symbolic associations 

since the bird is the emblem of the peace movement and the opponents of doves 

are known as hawks (see the DOS and SS dictionaries). 

Yet another current transferred sense historically linked to the lexical item 

dove appears to be somewhat vague. As the CNPDSUE, OED and VS 

dictionaries point out, in A.E. slang register dove is used in the sense óan amount 

of crack cocaineô, whereas in B.E. its sense may be defined as óa tablet of 

MDMA, the recreational drug best known as ecstasy, typically white and bearing 

a small image of a doveô,20 especially when used in longer syntagmas, such as 

love dove, double dove or white dove. It seems that the positive or negative 

connotation of the secondary meanings mentioned above is dependent upon the 

subjective perspective. One may speculate that, on the one hand, drug users will 

associate the gentle character of the dove with the feigned gentleness of the 

ecstasy pill or the ostensible tenderness of the bird ï since Rowland (1978) 

informs us that doves can be really fierce and stubborn, especially during the 

breeding season ï will be perceived as the cover for the real side effects of the 

drugs like cocaine and ecstasy. On the other hand, from the standard point of 

view ï of the researcher/linguist for example ï the secondary meaning of the 

word dove will have merely negative connotations. Last but not least, let us point 

out that in the 19th century the lexical unit dove functioned as the verb used in the 

transferred sense óto treat as a doveô, óto call doveô21 (see the OED dictionary). 

The lexical unit dove has proved relatively unproductive with respect to the 

body of dove-based compounds and idiomatic expressions. Among the few, the 

OED dictionary registers, for example, the late sixteenth-century compound 

 
 

19 This sense emerges from the following OED context: 

1971 A perceptive columnist and long-time dove. 
20 This OED quotation exemplifies the relevant sense: 

1999 She make [sic] love and swallowed a dove in her room. 
21 Consider the following OED context: 

1864 Loved you and doved you. 
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dove-colour used in the sense óa warm grey with a tone of pink or purpleô22 (16th 

> 18th centuries). It is fairly evident that the semantics of dove-colour was 

extralinguistically determined by the colour of the plumage of the bird itself, 

consequently, it may be said to have origins in the historically primary meaning 

of the word; that is óa bird of the Columbidae or pigeon familyô. Moreover, such 

lexicographic works as the OED, RDHS and TTEM dictionaries quote the 

syntagma soiled dove employed ï mainly in Au.E. and A.E. slang ï in the 

transferred morally negative sense óa prostituteô. Although it may sound highly 

speculative, one may venture a claim that the origin of the expression soiled dove 

is ultimately anchored in the symbolism of the bird, for the virgins consecrated 

to the Ishtar cult were called hu ódovesô ï the term functioning as a euphemism 

for women of easy virtue (see Rowland 1978). 

In addition to this, we should bear in mind that soiled dove may be treated as 

a compound expression formed with two semantically contradictory elements, 

namely soiled used in the sense óstained, dirtiedô and dove ï the symbol of 

(spiritual) purity. The TTEM dictionary registers the compound dovetail used in 

A.E. in the semantically linked senses ófit together exactly, ingeniously, 

intimatelyô and ófollow what has just been said with linked, sequential matterô, as 

well as the adjective dovetailed employed in Ir.Eng. in the sense ómarriedô. One 

may conjecture that dovetail and dovetailed are semantically grounded in the 

original sense of the compound dovetail, that is óa joint in carpentryô since its 

shape much resembles the shape of the tail of the bird in question. Finally, the 

same lexicographic source registers the expression doves and hawks which 

serves to express the sense óthe moderate and aggressive parties respectively in 

any group, council or meetingô. It is evident that the sense of the expression 

doves and hawks presupposes a direct link to one of the historical transferred 

senses of the lexical item dove, that is óa person who advocates negotiations as a 

means of terminating, or preventing a military conflict, as opposed to one who 

advocates a hard-line or warlike policyô.23 

Semantic development and phraseological productivity of pigeon 

The EDME, OED, SCEDEL and WO dictionaries inform us that the roots of 

the lexical unit pigeon ultimately go back to late L. pǭpiǾn-em/pǭpio, originally 

 
 

22 The metaphorical use of dove-colour is testified by the following OED quotations: 

1598 Colombino, doue colour. 

Ź 

1727ï51 Columbine, a kind of violet-colour, called also dove-colour. 
23 Note that the sense is echoed in Polish goğňbie (partyjne) ó(political party) dovesô. 
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used in the sense óa young cheeping birdô formed on the onomatopoeic base pǭp- 

which imitated the chirps of young birds. The sense gradually specialised to óa 

young pigeon, a squabô, and both the general and the specific senses passed via 

Vulgar Latin pǭbio into O.F. as pijon or pyjoun. The OED and SEDME 

dictionaries state that the ME. forms pyjon and pejon were adopted from O.F. 

pijon or pyjoun and were employed in the following senses óa young bird, 

especially a young doveô and óa doveô. Mod.F. pigeon ï which gave grounds to 

the English spelling of pigeon ï may be compared with Pr. pijon, Sp. pichon and 

It. piccione. 

The semantic history of the word begins in the latter part of the 15th century 

when pigeon appeared in English in its primary meaning óa bird of the family 

Columbidae, a dove, either wild or domesticatedô. The historically original sense 

of the lexical category pigeon may be illustrated with the following OED 

contexts: 

 

1494 peions for a peny, a fatte goos for .ii.d., a pygge for a peny. 

Ź 

1526 A payre off turtle doues or ij yonge pigions [ɜŮɞůůɞ ɠ ˊŮɟɘůŰŮɟ ɜ, 

pullos columbarum, Wyclif twey culuere briddis]. 

Ź 

1857 No Frenchman.. could keep pigeons, unless he were a noble. 

 

In the second half of the 16th century pigeon started to be used in the human-

specific sense óa young woman, a girlô or óa sweetheartô24 (16th > 20th centuries), 

and ï almost simultaneously ï the word developed a somewhat pejorative 

meaning as it started to be employed as a slang expression in the transferred 

sense óa gullible victim of a swindleô, especially in gaming, or óa simpleton, 

dupe, gullô25 (see the CNPDSUE, DASCE, OED and RDMASUE dictionaries). 

One may conjecture that the slang use of the lexical item pigeon may have been 

 
 

24 This sense-thread is documented by the following OED quotations: 

1586 Antaphrasis, when a word scornefully deliuered, is vnderstood by his contrary, as.. of a 

blacke Moore woman to say: Will yee see a faire pigeon? 

Ź 

1977 She accepted it graciously, thinking she must remember to give Philo a bonus for 

finding a little pigeon with tits big enough to bring old Landon McWhorter back to life. 
25 This sense is attested by the following OED contexts: 

1593 As wily a pigeon, as the cunning Goldsmith, that accused his neighbour, and 

condemned himselfe. 

Ź 

1978 Whatever your game, you can always spot a pigeon. When I warm up for a road race I 

can usually tell at a glance the newcomers to the sport. 
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the driving force behind the emergence of the noun pigeoner employed in the 

19th century in the transferred sense óa swindler, a sharperô, as well as the 

adjective pigeonable which served in the 19th century as a term for óa gullible or 

easily cheated personô (see the OED, RDHS and TTEM dictionaries). On the 

basis of the data that has been gathered one may state that Mod.Eng. period has 

witnessed the development of negatively loaded secondary senses of pigeon that 

may be said to be linked to the conceptual domain /BEHAVIOUR / with the 

conceptual elements <STUPID>, <GULLIBLE>, <EASILY CHEATED> 

brought to prominence. Further, the lexicographic sources that have been 

consulted, such as the CNPDSUE, OED and RDMASUE dictionaries provide 

ample evidence to the fact that in the mid-19th century pigeon ï appearing as a 

shortened variant of the syntagma stool pigeon ï developed another transferred 

sense, that is óan informerô26 (19th > 20th centuries), which ï similarly to the 

previously discussed secondary meanings ï namely óa gullible victim of a 

swindleô and óa simpleton, dupe, gullô, carries a certain amount of negative 

evaluative load. In addition, in the 20th century the secondary sense óto betray 

someone, to inform on someoneô surfaced and ï this time ï the transferred sense 

may be said to have been derived from the verbal form óto pigeonô (see the OED 

and TTEM dictionaries). 

Note that the majority of transferred senses linked to the lexical item pigeon 

developed during the course of the 20th century. Let us begin, following the 

CNPDSUE and RDMASUE dictionaries, with the secondary meaning óa losing 

ticket that someone tries to cash in for winningsô, the sense which is restricted to 

horse racing, whereas in shuffleboard pigeon is a term used in the sense óa disc 

straddling the 7/10 off lineô. The same lexicographic sources, namely the 

CNPDSUE and RDMASUE dictionaries point to the twentieth-century 

application of pigeon to óa new participant in a twelve-step recovery programme 

such as Alcoholics Anonymousô. Added to that, the OED and TTEM dictionaries 

inform us that in the 20th century pigeon started to be employed ï mainly in the 

journalistôs jargon ï in the transferred sense óone who carries a journalist's report 

from one country to another in order to evade censorshipô,27 hence also the verb 

to pigeon won synonymous sense, that is óto smuggle a news report out of a 

 
 

26 The metaphorical use of pigeon is testified by the following OED contexts: 

1849 The Mayor of Philadelphia having discovered that an old pigeon known as Bill 

Forebaugh was accustomed to point out his officers to the different knucks who arrived in the city, 

determined to put a stop to this new lay. 

1976 For years guarding witnesses remained a.. shoestring operation. Rent a hotel room and 

keep the pigeon under wraps. 
27 This is testified by the following OED quotation: 

1973 A ópigeonô is someone who carries a journalist's story from one country to another and 

then sees that it is cabled to the journalist's home office. 
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country by means of a pigeonô.28 Finally, it seems worth mentioning that ï apart 

from the secondary sense ï óto smuggle a news report out of a country by means 

of a pigeonô, in the E.Mod.Eng. the verb to pigeon was used in the now archaic 

transferred senses óto gull, cheat, delude, swindleô29, especially at cards or any 

kind of gaming (17th > 19th centuries), and in the 19th century sense óto send a 

message by a pigeonô30 (see the OED dictionary). 

It is easily observable that in Mod.Eng. period the lexical item pigeon has 

been productive in forming various compounds and fixed expressions which 

entered the English language in the 19th and 20th century. To begin with, the OED 

dictionary registers such pigeon-based compounds as pigeonôs blood and pigeon 

pair which surfaced in the latter part of the 19th century and which may be 

somewhat justifiably said to have been based on the historically primary 

meaning of the lexical unit pigeon, that is óa bird of the family Columbidae, a 

dove, either wild or domesticatedô. As far as the syntagma pigeonôs blood is 

concerned, it is used figuratively with reference to a ruby and conveys the sense 

ódark redô.31 Note that the etymology of the compound pigeonôs blood may have 

been motivated by the meaning of yet another expression, namely pigeon ruby 

which used in the sense ópigeonôs bloodô clearly alludes to the dark red of the 

birdôs blood. As to the phrase pigeon pair, it serves to denote either óboy and girl 

twinsô or óa family consisting of a son and daughter onlyô.32 The OED dictionary 

conjectures that the extralinguistic fact that pigeonôs brood usually consists of a 

male and female may have been the driving force behind the development of the 

two senses. 

The set of compounds whose senses clearly relate to the nature and 

behavioural patterns of pigeons may be enriched with a set of formations whose 

scope of meaning is clearly linked to the conceptual domains /BEHAVIOUR / 

 
 

28 Consider the following quotation extracted from OED: 

1973 Many journalists here [in Cambodia] choose to pigeon all but the most innocuous of 

stories. 
29 The meaning may be illustrated by the following OED contexts: 

1675 Of Lies, and Fables, which did Pigeon The Rabble into false Religion. 

Ź 

1859 You sit down with him in private to cards, and pigeon him. 
30 Consider the following OED quotation: 

1870 Gambetta has ópigeonedô a message to-day.. that ought to be very reassuring. 
31 This sense is attested by the following OED context: 

1894 If this were a real pigeon's blood ruby it might command a price of Ã700 a carat. 
32 Consider the following quotations extracted from OED: 

1878 She and Clym Yeobright would make a very pretty pigeon pair ï hey? 

Ź 

1964 I recognized Moll in the harem-nursery with three lively youngsters, while the two older 

females both appeared to have chipped in with a pigeon-pair each. 



 

32 

and /APPEARANCE/, such as pigeon-hearted, employed in present-day 

English in the sense ócowardlyô, pigeon-chested which developed the sense ówith 

a high and protruding chestô, pigeon-toed, used in the sense ówith the feet or toes 

turning inwardsô and, finally, pigeon-necked which serves to describe óa person 

suffering from goitreô. Further, we should not ignore the compounds pigeon-

express or pigeon-post which surfaced at the dawn of the 19th century and which, 

till today, serve to encode the sense óthe conveyance of letters or dispatches by 

homing pigeonsô33, as well as the expression pigeon the news, employed in the 

sense óto send news by carrier pigeonô(19th > 20th centuries). 

In addition to the expressions that may be conjectured to have developed 

from the primary meaning of pigeon and the observation of the behavioural 

patterns of the bird, we find a number of compounds whose senses seem to have 

been shaped by numerous secondary senses derived from the lexical unit pigeon. 

Note, for example, the compound clay pigeon employed in the sense óa person 

who is cheated or pluckedô, or the phrase to pluck a pigeon which surfaced in the 

16th century and has been employed since then in the sense óto fleece a personô 

(see the OED and TTEM dictionaries). It is fairly obvious that the senses of clay 

pigeon and to pluck a pigeon were based on the secondary senses óa gullible 

victim of a swindleô and óto gull, cheat, delude, swindleô, accordingly historically 

linked to the nominal use of pigeon and verbal to pigeon. Likewise the DASCE, 

OED and RDMASUE dictionaries inform us that in A.E. criminalôs slang the 

expression pigeon drop is used as a synonym for a form of confidence trick 

which begins with the dropping of a wallet in front of the victim, or pigeon.34 

Moreover, the lexicographic sources that have been consulted, such as the 

DASCE, OED and RDHS dictionaries register the compound pigeon-fancier 

which has served as the term for óa professional gamblerô since the 19th century 

and the compound pigeon-eyed, used in present-day English in the sense óalcohol 

intoxicatedô ï an expression which may be said to have been semantically 

grounded in one of the secondary senses of the lexical item pigeon, that is óa new 

participant in a twelve-step recovery programme such as Alcoholics 

Anonymousô, though, with somewhat opposite meaning. 

As the final point of our discussion on the evolution of pigeon-based 

compounds let us refer to the formation pigeon-hole which seems to have 

 
 

33 The sense of pigeon post may be illustrated with the following OED contexts: 

1873 We learnt that through a pigeon-post. 

Ź 

1975 It will cost 7p to have a first-class letter deliveredé To set up a pigeon post is 

remarkably cheap and easy. 
34 The sense of pigeon drop is attested by the following OED context: 

1979 A Houston woman held on attempted theft charges claims to be part of a national 

ópigeon dropô confidence ring. 
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developed the most impressive panorama of senses, starting with the most 

general one, that is óa too-wide gap between two words: printersô which surfaced 

in the 17th century and has survived to the present. As the OED, RDHS and 

TTEM dictionaries inform us, in the latter part of the 18th century pigeon-hole 

developed a more specific sense, that is óa compartment to docket papers inô ï 

most probably after the resemblance to the different rooms in a dovecote ï and in 

the 19th century the compound began to be used with reference to óa small studyô, 

as well as in human-specific sense óa female pudendaô, thus foregrounding the 

conceptual element <FEMALE SEXUAL ORGANS>. 

As far as the mechanism of formation of phraseological units is considered, 

we may quote, following the TTEM dictionary, such proverbial expressions as 

full pigeons find cherries bitter, used in the sense óthere is no pleasure in having 

too muchô, catch two pigeons with one bean, employed in the sense óto achieve 

two ends by only one meansô, the voice of the pigeon in the pot is not like the 

voice of the pigeon in the tree which serves as a warning to take the 

circumstances into account when interpreting what is said and a very much 

semantically paradoxical to milk a pigeon, employed in the sense óto attempt the 

impossibleô. 

Conclusions 

It is obvious that the data presented in the foregoing remains far from being 

exhaustive as far as the body of zoosemic extensions and phraseological 

productivity in the category BIRDS are concerned. Yet, the purpose set to the 

paper was to make the readers aware of the array of bird-related expressions by 

presenting a sample of the linguistic operations and various cultural stimuli 

employed in the linguistic development of the lexical units swan, dove and 

pigeon. One may hope that with all the mechanisms discussed humans may 

approach and ï at times ï enter the mystic atmosphere that birds are part of, 

hence making the relationship between people and birds closer ï at least from the 

point of view of humankind. 
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THE HISTORICAL SYNON YMS OF SKINNY/FATTY IN 

THE FIELD STRUCTURE PHYSICAL APPEARANCE  

This paper aims to trace the historical synonymy of the microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  that may 

be located within the larger limits of the macrocategory PHYSICAL APPEARANCE  in thematic 

dictionaries of present-day English. As we understand it, the microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  is 

linked to the whole panorama of the lexical items that may be panchronically associated with the 

sense óskinny/fatty personô, and ī apart from the corpus of current English synonyms ī the 

historical body of skinny/fatty lexical items includes a great quantum of words and expressions that 

have been used in the discussed senses since Old English times. Synchronically, the conceptual 

microcategory in question is differently organized in the lexicographic structure of thematic 

dictionaries of English. For our purposes we shall outline the relative position of the microcategory 

SKINNY/FATTY  in the lexico-semantic system of English on the basis of Longman Lexicon of 

Contemporary English (1984), Word Menu (1997) and English Through Ages (1998). The scope of 

historical synonymy in the discussed microcategory is the main target of this paper.  

 

Key words: macrocategory, microcategory, thematic dictionaries, synonymy 

The Microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  in Thematic Dictionaries 

The microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  is frequently located within the larger 

limits of the macrocategory PHYSICAL APPEARANCE  in thematic dictionaries 

of present-day English. Obviously, the microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  is linked 

to the body of the lexical items that may be panchronically associated with the 

sense óskinny/fatty personô, which ī apart from the corpus of current English 

synonyms ī includes a good number of words and expressions that have been used 

in the senses óskinny/fatty personô since Old English times. As to the organization 

proposed in the Longman Lexicon of Contemporary English (1984), (henceforth 

LLCO), the microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  accounts for a tiny part of the larger 
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macrocategory termed THE BODY: ITS FUNCTIONS  AND WELFARE . The 

category in question is taxonomised by means of a division of all body-related 

lexical items into grammatical categories, namely nouns, adjectives and verbs. In 

turn, this macrocategory can further be subdivided into smaller ones, namely: 

 

THE BODY GENERALLY  the body itself (figure, physique), kinds of 

dead bodies (corpse, remains), substances 

of the body (tissue, marrow) 

THE BODY: OVERALL  bone structures (skeleton, skull) 

THE HEAD AND THE FACE  the head (crown, brain), the face generally 

(expression, jaw), the face from the side 

(profile, side view), the organs of the face 

(nostril, ear), the eye in detail (iris, blink), 

kinds of noses (snub nose, button nose), 

the mouth in detail (tongue, uvula) 

THE TRUNK, ARMS AND 

LEGS 

the main body (trunk, chest), the breasts 

(bosom, boobs), the back and shoulders 

(back, small of the back), the buttocks 

(arse, bottom), the front of the body (belly, 

groin), the stomach and general area 

(tummy, bowel), the heart and the blood 

(plasma, artery), the lungs and breathing 

(inhale, exhale), the kidneys and bladder 

(kidney, bladder), the liver and spleen 

(liver, spleen), the genitals and related 

organs (balls, pubic), the arm (arm, wrist), 

the hand (hand, finger), the leg (leg, ankle), 

the foot (foot, toe) 

THE SKIN, THE 

COMPLEXION, AND THE 

HAIR  

the skin (pore, wrinkle), hair on the head 

and face (stubble, bristles), styles of hair 

(plait, bob), colour of hair and skin 

(brunette, sallow),  

FLUIDS AND WASTE 

PRODUCTS  

fluids generally (saliva, snot), saliva 

(dribble, water), sweat and tears 

(perspiration, lather), relating to sweat 

(sweat, perspire), urine (piss, water), 

relating to urine (pee, wee-wee), excrement 

(dung, stool), relating to excrement (shit, 

crap) 
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BODILY STATES AND 

ASSOCIATED ACTIVITIES  

not sleeping (waking, awake), sleeping and 

wanting to sleep (drowsy, somnolent), 

sleeping and waking (dream, yawn), the 

state of sleep (stupor, nap), relaxing (rest, 

unwind), dreaming and hallucinating 

(reverie, trance), hypnotizing people 

(hypnotize, mesmerize), tension and 

suspense (overwork, strain), tense (jumpy, 

restless), not tense (restful, soothing), 

relating to tension and doing too much 

(strain, overdo), strong (robust, resilient), 

strength (stamina, endurance), not strong 

(feeble, frail), relating to strength and life 

(energy, vitality), showing energy and life 

(energetic, active), not showing energy 

(weary, lazy), losing energy (tire, fatigue), 

states of being tired (exhaustion, 

weariness), HAVING TOO MUCH FAT  

(plump, tubby), HAVING LITTLE FAT  

(lean, slim), becoming fatter (put on 

weight, fatten up), becoming thinner (lose 

weight, waste away), having a lot of flesh 

(buxom, bosomy), heavily built (stocky, 

hefty), lightly built (leggy, bony) 

BODILY CONDITIONS  showing good bodily condition (healthy, 

fit), showing poor bodily condition 

(unwell, morbid), relating to good bodily 

condition (well-being, welfare), relating to 

poor bodily condition (disorder, upset), 

showing poor bodily condition (suffer 

from, be taken ill), losing consciousness 

(faint, flake out), becoming ill suddenly 

(turn, stroke), noises relating to bodily 

conditions (puff, sneeze), making breathing 

difficult (suffocate, strangle), having food 

come back up from stomach (puke, spew), 

states of being sick (nausea, sickness), 

feelings of pain (twinge, stab), feelings of 

pain (sting, hurt), showing bodily disorders 
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(swell, inflame), showing minor bodily 

disorders (spot, pimple), showing major 

bodily disorders (cancer, tumor), marks on 

the body after certain disorders (scab, 

blemish), harming the body generally 

(maim, maul), harming the body by cutting 

(slash, bite), harming the body by beating 

(blow, bruise), breaking and straining parts 

of the body (pull, fracture), being unable to 

do certain things (mute, lame), relating to 

inability through age (infirm, senile), 

communicating disease (pass on, 

contamination), occurrences of disease 

(outbreak, pestilence) 

DISEASES AND AILMENTS  colds and fevers (influenza, fever), 

disorders of the lungs and breathing 

(consumption, tuberculosis), relating to 

fevers (febrile, flushed), infectious diseases 

(measles, rabies), disorders of the heart 

and blood (blood pressure, thrombosis), 

disorders of bones and teeth (lumbago, 

toothache), disorders of the muscles and 

nerves (spasm, coma), disorders of the 

bowel, bladder, genitals and anus 

(dysentery, piles), disorders of the skin 

(acne, itch), mental and nervous problems 

(phobia, hysteria), digestive disorders 

(dyspepsia, heartburn), disorders of head 

and balance (migraine, vertigo), disorders 

of the liver (hepatitis, jaundice), poisoning 

(venom, intoxicate) 

MEDICINE AND GENERAL 

MEDICAL CARE   

caring for people (neglect, nurse), 

examining and curing people (heal, dose), 

reducing pain (soothe, alleviate), getting 

better after illness (recuperate, pull 

through), things which help people get 

better (remedy, care), processes which help 

people get better (therapy, healing), people 

who care and cure (matron, midwife), 



 

40 

people who need to be treated (victim, 

casualty), kinds of medical work (surgery, 

first aid), medical studies (anatomy, 

pathology), relating to medical work and 

medicine (clinical, dental), medicine and 

drugs (tonic, pick-me-up), pills and 

powders (lozenge, dose), various kinds of 

medicines and medical substances 

(ointment, lotion), relating to special 

treatment (serum, vaccine), bandages, 

crutches and similar medical aids (lint, 

crutch), medical instruments (probe, 

needle), keeping things clean (hygiene, 

sanitation), medical activities (checkup, 

post-mortem), medical places (infirmary, 

ward), relating to childbirth (labour, 

abort), relating to birth control 

(contraception, the Pill) 

 

One of the subcategories that are discerned within the broad macrocategory 

discussed here is the category BODILY STATES  which, in turn, may be said to 

include such elements as:  

NOT SLEEPING (e.g. waking ï not sleeping: In a waking state he is very 

calm, but in his sleep he twists and turns all night; conscious ï awake and aware: 

The patient is fully conscious now, doctor),  

TENSION AND SUSPENSE (e.g. tension ï a feeling of nervous anxiety: 

She suffers a lot from physical tension; overwork ï the result or effects of 

working too hard for too long: He collapsed due to the overwork),  

STRONG (e.g. sturdy ï strong and firm in body: Heôs a sturdy child and 

very healthy; resilient ï of people and living things, strong enough to recover 

from difficulty, disease, etc.: Sheôs a resilient kind of person and will soon get 

over the shock/illness),  

SHOWING ENERGY AND LIFE/NOT SHOWING ENERGY (e.g. lively ï 

full of life, in a gay and cheerful way: She has a very pleasant lively manner; 

lazy ï unwilling to be active or to work: Heôs a lazy fellow, he doesnôt like games 

or hard work).  

 

The microcategory that is of particular interest to us here is one that in LLCE 

comes to be labelled as the category HAVING M UCH FAT  and HAVING 

LITTLE FAT . Because this sector of the English lexicon is of primary concern 
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to us, below we shall enumerate all the relevant lexical items that are listed in 

this thematic dictionary, and hence may be said to form the synchronic quantum 

of lexical items used synonymously in these senses. 

 

HAVING MUCH FAT  

fat ï (of people and their bodies) having too much fat; not thin: There were two 

men there, one fat and the other thin. 

stout ï rather fat and heavy: The stout man had difficulty climbing the steep 

street, he stopped regularly to get his breath back. 

plump ï 1) pleasantly fat: She isnôt fat, she is just plump and I find her very 

attractive. 2) euph. fat: Well, heôs rather a plump man, isnôt he? 

tubby ï rather fat, especially in the stomach: Do you know the man I mean? ï 

Heôs the tubby chap who drinks a lot of beer. 

chubby ï (of people and animals) having a full round, usually pleasing, form; 

slightly fat: She has lovely round chubby cheeks. 

flabby ï having flesh that is too soft: He isnôt just fat, heôs flabby! Maybe he 

should take more exercise. 

corpulent ï derogative fat: What a great corpulent fellow he is, he needs to slim 

down. 

obese ï very fat: That old man is really obese, it canôt be healthy. 

overweight ï too heavy physically, too fat: He was overweight so he went on a 

diet, and got his weight down quite a bit. 

rotund ï often used as a euphemism, round (because fat): Heôs a pleasant, rotund 

little man, he always looks very well-fed. 

 

HAVING LITTLE FAT  

thin ï having little fat on the body: There were two girls there, a thin one and a 

fat one. 

lean ï 1) usually appreciative (of people, usually men and of animals) thin, 

usually in a healthy way: He has a lean handsome face. 2) figuratively, 

producing little or having little value: 1975 was a lean year for profits. 

slim ï 1) (of people) pleasantly thin, not fat: She wonôt eat because she wants to 

stay slim. 2) figuratively, informal, small: He hopes to win the race but his 

chances are slim. 

slender ï 1) (especially of women and children) very thin in a pleasant way: She 

has a beautiful slender body. 2) figuratively, informal, small: He wants to win 

the race but his chances are slender. 

slight ï 1) (of people) thin in build and also usually small: The wind nearly lifted 

her slight body off the ground. 2) figuratively, small: His chances of winning the 

race are slight. 
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underweight ï not heavy enough physically: Sheôs underweight. I donôt think she 

has been eating properly for some months. 

skinny ï usually derogative, very thin: Who is that tall skinny fellow? 

skin and bone ï informal, very thin, so that the shape of the bones shows under 

the skin: The prisoners were just skin and bone, no more than walking skeletons. 

emaciated ï formal, so thin that the shape of the bones shows under the skin: 

During the worst of the famine we saw many emaciated people. 

 

Moreover, apart from the language data given in LLCE in the manner shown 

above, the editors of the dictionary provide relevant information on the specifics 

of use of the lexical items introduced. For example, language users are provided 

with such valuable pieces of information as that certain synonyms of skinny/fatty 

are human-specific, while the use of others is not restricted to the human species, 

but rather they may be employed to qualify both human beings and animals. As 

we shall see further on, the rules of usage of many of the panchronic synonyms 

of skinny/fatty are even more complex and complicated as the application of 

many of them is governed by gender specification. The tables given below 

provide a mere sample of restricted usage of some of the lexical items linked to 

the microcategory HAVING MUCH FAT/HAVING LITTLE FAT .  

 

HAVING MUCH FAT  

 in a pleasant way neutral/negative 

of people and their 

bodies 

plump fat, stout, plump, tubby, 

flabby, overweight, plump, 

corpulent, obese, rotund 

of people or animals chubby  

 

HAVING LITTLE FAT  

 appreciative derogative 

of people and animals, 

usually men 

lean  

of people slim, slight underweight, skinny, skin 

and bone, emaciated 

usually of women and 

children 

slender  

 

 

 

The adjectives listed in LLCE files may be said to have many features in 

common, yet, in terms of their semantics, the adjectives that are itemised there 

may be said to collocate with those human-specific nouns in which such 
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conceptual elements <HUMAN BEING>, <ANIMAL>, <FEMALE> and 

<MALE> may be distinguished. However, the vast majority of the adjectives can 

be said to have epicene status as they can be used with reference to both sexes. 

Another observation that can be formulated is that the majority of adjectives may 

be discussed here are used either abusively or disparagingly. More generally, it 

seems that it is not always easy to describe this aspect of human appearance 

without offending those who are characterised.1 What has been termed the 

microcategory SKINNY/FATTY  that is targeted in this work, may be said to be 

embedded within the limits of the SMALL/LARGE  subcategory to which the 

following lexical items are evidently linked (see the EtH):  

 

SMALL  (adjectives): small, short, thin 

bantam, bareboned, bony, compact, dainty, diminutive, dinky, dwarfish, elfin, 

flat-chested, gangling, gawky, half pint, infinitesimal, itsy-bitsy, itty-bitty, lanky, 

lean, Lilliputian, little, meager, measly, micro, microscopic, midget, miniature, 

minimal, minute, narrow, negligible, nipped, peewee, petite, puny, pygmy, 

reedlike, reedy, runty, sawed-off, scant, scanty, scarce, scraggy, scrawny, 

scrubby, short, shrimpy, shriveled, shrunken, sinewy, skinny, slender, slight, slim, 

slinky, small, spindly, spiny, squat, stringbean, stringy, stubby, stumpy, stunted, 

teensy-weensy, teeny, teeny-weeny, thin, tiny, undersized, underweight, wasp-

waisted, wee, weedy, weeny, willowy, wiry, wispy  

 

LARGE  (adjectives): large, tall, fat  

adipose, amazon, ample, Antaean, barrel-chested, beefy, behemoth, big, big-

bellied, boundless, bovine, brawny, broad, broad of beam, Brobdingnagian, 

brutish, bulky, bull-necked, burly, buxom, capacious, chubby, chunky, clumpish, 

colossal, considerable, corpulent, cumbersome, Cyclopean, distended, dumpy, 

elephantine, elongated, embonpoint, endomorphic, enormous, fat, fleshy, fubsy, 

 
 

1 For the sake of comparison in Glazierôs RHWM the most general category distinguished is 

the macrocategory THE HUMAN BODY  (crunch, first aid, body wrap, martial arts, suntan, 

earplug, fiber, vitamin, saturated fat, lipids, aftershave, bubble bath), to which such subcategories 

as PHYSICAL APPEARANCE  are subordinated. In this dictionary the human specific field of 

PHYSICAL APPEARANCE  is divided into the following minor categories ASPECTS OF 

APPEARANCE (air, aura, brow, conduct, fa­ade, demeanor, fettle, mien, puss, tic, walk, gait), 

PHYSICAL ATTRIBUTES  (saurian, jowly, oblong, throaty, curvaceous, deadpan, bristling, 

setaceous, vacuous, squinty, domed, horrent), SMALL/LARGE  (bantam, dainty, peewee, puny, 

stubby, wispy, beefy, dumpy, elephantine, hefty, husky, rangy), HEALTHY/SICKLY  (radiant, 

agile, dexterous, hale, peppy, bursting, ailing, cadaverous, etiolated, myopic, lurid, rugose) and 

BEAUTIFUL/UGLY  (alluring, luscious, exquisite, irresistible, voluptuous, spellbinding, 

pendulous, angular, blimpish, clammy, oleaginous). 
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full, full-grown, gargantuan, generous, giant, gigantic, goliath, gross, heavy, 

hefty, herculean, huge, hulking, hunky, husky, immeasurable, immense, imposing, 

jumbo, Junoesque, large, leggy, leviathan, limitless, long, long-legged, long-

limbed, lumbering, lumpish, mammoth, massive, mastodonic, meaty, 

mesomorphic, mighty, monumental, musclebound, obese, overblown, 

overdeveloped, overgrown, oversized, overstuffed, overweight, paunchy, plump, 

podgy, ponderous, porcine, portly, potbellied, prodigious, pudgy, pursy, rangy, 

roly-poly, rotund, sizable, squat, squdgy, stacked, stocky, stout, strapping, 

substantial, swollen, tall, thick, thickset, titanic, top-heavy, towering, 

tremendous, tubby, unwiely, voluminous, voluptuous, wide, zaftig 

 

Even a cursory look at the material given in RHWM shows much 

quantitative overlap between the two dictionaries employed here. It turns out that 

only three lexical items are not included in this source, namely emaciated, skin 

and bone and flabby. However, one should also bear in mind that RHWM 

contains more language material, because the editors cover not only the 

microcategory SKINNY/FATTY , but also the body of lexical items that serve to 

refer to a wider panorama of objects, both small / short and large / tall objects. 

Interestingly enough, there are a number of words the use of which is culture-

conditioned. Hence, the word titanic is associated with the enormous ship, 

whereas gargantuan bears resemblance to the character created by Rabelais in 

his Gargantua and Pantagruel. 

Diachronic Growth in the English Category SKINNY/FATTY   

The chief purpose set to this final section is to depict the picture of historical 

accumulation of the lexical items that may be said to be linked to the category 

SKINNY/FATTY . Hence, the lexical items that will be taken into consideration 

here may be said to form the body of synonyms of two lexical items, that is 

skinny and fatty, because they differ much with respect to the stylistic register, 

emotional value and expressive intensity. Obviously, following such authors as 

Cruse (1986) and Kleparski (1997), we do not believe in absolute synonymy, but 

rather the lexical items that have been collected may be labelled as cognitive 

synonyms. 

Following the tradition adopted by many RSDS studies, such as Kleparski 

(1997), and G·recka-SmoliŒska and Kleparski (2012), we shall proceed in the 

following order: first, we attempt to set the body of the lexical items within the 

frame of historical periods traditionally specified for the history of the English 

language, then we shall proceed to outlining the body of O.E. data. This will be 

followed by our account of the recorded M.E. inventory and we shall terminate 
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our review with a discussion of the semantic innovations which took place 

during the Mod.E. period. For the sake of clarity let us delimit the historical 

boundary lines that separate the major historical periods. The time limits for 

partitioning the history of English have been adopted from the work of Horobin 

and Smith (2002:1): 

 

Old English (O.E.) up to c. 1100 

Middle English (ME.) 

Early Middle English (E.Mid.E.) 

Late Middle English (L.Mid.E.) 

c. 1100 ï c. 1500 

c. 1100 ï c. 1340 

c. 1340 ï c. 1500 

Modern English (Mod.E.) 

Present-Day English 

from c. 1500 

 

Let us now proceed with the gradual historical enlargement of the 

panchronic quantum of synonyms accounting for the contents of the two targeted 

subcategories, namely SKINNY  and FATTY . One should bear in mind that in 

some cases it is ï if not entirely unjustified ï than at least risky to determine the 

exact date when the given word emerged in the English lexico-semantic system. 

Yet, it also frequently happens that the consulted sources are inconsistent and 

they provide contradictory information.  

 

 FATTY  SKINNY  

In use by O.E. fat > 900 lean > 1000 

In use by ME. 

In use by 

E.Mid.E. 

In use by 

L.Mid.E. 

  

corpulent > 1400 

sinewy > 1400 

gaunt > 1450 

In use by 

Mod.E. 

buxom > 1590 

chuffy > 1615 

obesity > 1615 

obese > 1655 

pudgy > 1840 

rotund > 1870 

fill out (v) > 1890 

heavyset > 1925 

curvaceous > 1935 

beer belly > 1945, etc. 

gracile > 1625 

skinny > 1630 

slim > 1660 

lanky > 1670 

scrawny > 1835 
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A thorough analysis of historical material given in The Big Book of Being 

Rude (2000) allows us to present a list of nouns and nominal expressions that in 

the history of English have come to be used in the sense SKINNY/FATTY  ï the 

list as complete as could be compiled: 

 

SKINNY/THIN (PERSON)  

anatomy, atomy, back-and-belly, bag of bones, bald-rib, barebones, bare-brisket, 

beanpole (tall and thin), bone, bone-in-a-valley, boneyard, chapel hat pegs 

(small breasts), cornstalk (tall and thin), deathôs upon a mopstick, fence rail, 

fried eggs (small breasts), hairpin, hat rack, hop-pole (tall and thin), ironing 

board (small breasts) , kangaroo, lamp-post (tall and thin), lanky (tall and thin), 

legs (tall and thin), lonely in the weather (tall and thin), long drink of water, long 

slab (tall and thin), long thin streak of piss (tall and thin), matchstick, Miss 

Xylophone, monkey on a stick, mosquito bites (small breasts), natomy/nattermy, 

one of Pharaohôs lean kine, pair of tongs, pinner, raany/ranny, rainbow (tall and 

thin), rasher of wind, rushlight, Sahara (tall and thin), Sally B. (tall and thin), 

scaly bloke (a man), scarce-o-fat, skin-a-guts, skin-and-grief, skinned rabbit, 

skinny Lizzie (a woman), snaky-bony, spider-catcher (a man), straight up six 

oôclock girl (a woman), streak (tall and thin) (a woman), string bean (tall and 

thin), titless wonder (small breasts), topper (tall and thin), twig, two raisins on a 

bread board (small breasts), wangle (a man), whang (tall and thin), yard of pump 

water (tall and thin) 

 

FATTY/LARGE PERSON, LARGE -BELLIED PERSON  

 

EPICENE 

ass-belly, bag of guts, Bahama Mama, barrel (metaphorical shift from barrel to a 

human), barrel-ass, bay window, beer barrel, beer gut, beer muscle, beer pot, 

(Big) Bertha, blimp, blimp boat, blivet/blivit, bloater, blubberass, blubber-belly, 

blubber-butt, blubber-gut/blubber-guts, booze balloon, booze belly, bowl of jelly, 

brawny-buttock, bubblebutt, bucket of lard/bucket of blubber, buddha belly, 

buddley, builderôs bum, buxton bloaters, chabby/chabs, chyb, chubbs, double 

guts, doughbelly, Dutch build, fat-arse/fat-ass, fat cock, fatso, fattoon, fatty, fatty 

bum-bum, feather-bed, flop, floppy, German goiter, greasy guts, gundiguts, 

gutbucket, guts, guts and garbage, gutso, guttie/gutty, heavyweight, horse heavy, 

jelly belly, keetlebelly, lard(-ass)/lard-arse, lard-bucket, lardo, limehouse cut, 

load, melting moments (two fat people having sex), Michelin (tyre), Miss Piggy 

(from the Muppet Show character), plumberôs bum, porker, princod, pudding-

belly, ribs, squab, tent, tripe and trillbub, tub, tub of guts, tub of lard, wide load, 

whale, working-manôs smile 
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FATTY (MAN)  

baron George, bartholomew (boar) pig, beer bottle , bladder of lard, blood and 

guts alderman , buss-belt, copper-belly, cut puss , fat Jack of the bone-house, 

fatymus/fattymus, flanderkin, forty-guts, gutsy, Jack Weight, Mr Double Tripes, 

puff guts, Queen Mary (a fat gay man) 

 

FATTY (WOMAN)  

bargain bucket, black-silk barge, b.o.b., broad-gauge lady, buffalo, buffarilla, 

bundle, cement-mixer, chubette, fatyma/fattyma, feather-bed and pillows, 

flahoola, fuss, fussock/fuzzock/fussocks, fustilarian, German aunt, heavyweight, 

heifer, Judy with the big booty, murch, pig, pigger/pigmouth, poultice, queenie, 

shuttlebutt, sow, whitechapel breed  

Conclusions 

Obviously, various thematic (ideographic) dictionaries adopt different 

typologising frames for locating the body of panchronic synonyms linked to the 

microcategory SKINNY/FATTY in the history of English. Glazierôs (1997), ETA 

(1998) and McArthurôs LLCO (1984) offer different ways of sectioning the 

fragment of the English lexico-semantic system that is of interest to us here. It 

seems that the most highly developed system is represented by editors of the 

McArthurôs LLCE. Yet, the evident drawback is that lexicographic work suffices 

to give the idea of the scope of the microcategory SKINNY/FATTY only in 

present-day English. Neither this lexicographic work nor Glazierôs (1997) is in 

position to show the diachronic growth of the historical quantum of lexical items 

related to the microcategory in question, which is a prerequisite of any in-depth 

analysis of historical synonymy, as earlier undertaken in such works as Kleparski 

(1997), Grygiel (2008) and Kochman-Hağadyj and Kleparski (2011).  

By all means, any attempt at analysing the etymology, the historical growth 

and diachronic semantic changes related to any such narrow microcategory 

necessitates resorting to other specialised historical lexicographic works. This, it 

seems, may be done only and exclusively on the basis of synchronic and 

diachronic lexicographic works, such as the OED, Random House Historical 

Dictionary of American Slang, A Dictionary of American English and The Big 

Book of Being Rude ï the last of which is evidently the most resourceful account 

of the panchronic body of nouns, compounds and idiomatic phrases that have 

been employed as synonyms of skinny/fatty in the history of English. Practice of 

historical semantics shows that the joint application of synchronic and diachronic 

data provides the only safeguard of analytical completeness. 
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ETHNIC ï A WORD STORY 

In the twenty-first century, the era of globalisation, the word ethnic has 

become fashionable. It is no longer restricted to the scholarly discourse, but has 

entered the political and popular discourses (Fenton 2010:25), with phrases like 

ethnic group, ethnic identity, ethnic minority, ethnic cleansing, ethnic food, 

ethnic slurs and ethnic studies, to name but a few examples. As a term, however, 

ethnic does not have a single, unequivocal definition; or ï to put it differently ï 

one can distinguish a few meaning threads in the definitions offered by 

dictionaries of contemporary English.  

Basically, dictionaries treat the term ethnic as related to a group of people 

who have something in common. The major differences revolve around two 

issues, one of which concerns the properties shared by the group. In particular, 

the dilemma is whether to focus on common descent (the CBED), or culture (the 

MED). As a matter of fact, this is a reflection of a long-standing debate in social 

sciences (see Hutchinson and Smith 1996:32ï34, Connor 1978, Fenton 2010:2). 

Thus, some dictionaries withdraw from the debate by including both perspectives 

(the OED, the LDOCE, the ODO, the CAED).
1
  

The other issue tackled by lexicographers is linked to the place of the ethnic 

group within society, which to some extent reflects the different uses of the term 

within the scholarly and popular discourses. Thus, while sociologists assume that 

every member of the society is also a member of some ethnic group, lay people 

often treat the latter as a subgroup of the former, or ï in other words ï as an 

 
 

1 Generally, a swing towards the cultural end can be observed (or at least away from a strictly 

genealogical understanding of the term). This can be seen in the pairs the OED ï the ODO and the 

CBED ï the CAED, where the latter in each pair is a more recent edition. 
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equivalent of ethnic minority.2 In general, dictionaries of contemporary English 

account for both views, the latter being variously described as relating to people 

whose culture is (or seems) óvery different and unusualô (the LDOCE), óforeign, 

exoticô (the OED),3 or simply ónon-Westernô (the ODO, the CBED), or to people 

who are ónot exclusively of white ancestryô (the DOE), as illustrated by the 

following sentence (the OED):  

 

1965 Sun 6 Dec. 7/6 Ethnic...has come to mean foreign, or un-American or 

plain quaint. 

 

1991 Times Educ. Suppl. 8 Feb. 42/5 The Radio Authority has helpfully 

decreed that classical music, light orchestra and non-amplified jazz, 

folk, country and ethnic music aren't pop. Neither is anything 

recorded pre-1960. This is a barmy decision. 

 

As observed by the DOE, while in the 1980s the term ethnic used to function as a 

euphemism in Britiain, it is no longer unanimously accepted nowadays, as 

evidenced by the following quote (the DOE): 

 

1999 Sunday Telegraph, 6 June Senior officers questioned by the enquiry 

used terms, including ócolouredsô and óethnicsô, that were offensive to 

black and Asian people.  

 

Interestingly, the popular interpretation of the term is not very different in 

spirit from its original meaning in English, which predates the scholarly use by 

a few centuries. Specifically, the word ethnic came to English from Greek (via 

French) during the latter half of the fifteenth century. The original Greek Ờɗɜɞɠ 

and Ộɗɜɘə-ɧɠ meant ónation, peopleô and ónationalô respectively, but were also 

used by ancient Greeks to describe óforeign, barbarous nationsô (the GEL).4 

Thus, the element of ósocial exclusionô had been present from the very 

beginning. It was retained when ï under the influence of Christianity ï Ờɗɜɞɠ 
started to be used as a translation of the Hebraic gǾyǭm (óheathens, Gentilesô) in 

early Christian writings, including the New Testament (the GEL). 

 
 

2 Note that ï in a quite similar vein ï language-users often restrict the use of the term accent 

to non-standard varieties of their language. 
3 Recently, this sense seems to be gaining currency in the context of cultural 

commodification (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009), a process in which culture (or ethnicity) 

becomes a product. 
4 As a matter of fact, in its earliest attested use (found in Homerôs Iliad) the term describes 

undifferentiated groups of either animals or warriors (Tonkin et al. 1996). 
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Indeed, it is the biblical context that was the basis of the mediaeval English 

ethnic, which can be seen in the following quotes (the OED):  

 

c 1470 Harding Chron. Printer's Pref. ix, The bible bookes of Iudges and 

Kynges.. farre surmounting all ethnike dooynges;  

 

1611 Speed Hist. Gt. Brit. vi. xlix. Ä171 Professing himselfe to be a 

Christian, and withall protesting that he would not be a soueraigne 

ouer an Ethnike Empire;  

 

1851 Carlyle Sterling i. vii. (1872) 45, I find at this time his religion is as 

good as altogether Ethnic, Greekish 

 

In fact, the meaning ógentile, heathen, paganô had been the sole meaning of 

ethnic until the nineteenth century (the OED). However, since in the nineteenth-

century Europe religion as a marker of otherness began to give way to anatomy 

and culture (at least among scientists), the term ethnic assumed a new meaning. 

In English it was first attested in 1834 in the form ethnography, that is óthe 

scientific description of nations or races of men, with their customs, habits, and 

points of differenceô(the OED). Soon, it was followed by terms like ethnology, 

ethnobotany, ethnopsychology and even ethnomaniac, as evidenced in the 

following quotes from the OED: 

 

1851 D. Wilson Preh. Ann. (1863) I. ix. 229 That ethnic stock which 

embraced all existing European races;  

 

1834 Penny Cycl. II . 97 The term ethnography (nation-description) is 

sometimes used by German writers in the sense which we have 

given to anthropography;  

 

1878 Reclus in Encycl. Brit. VIII. 613 s.v., Ethnography embraces the 

descriptive details, and ethnology the rational exposition, of the 

human aggregates and organizations;  

 

1896 J. W. Harshberger in Bot. Gaz. XXI. 146 The study of ethno-botany 

aids in elucidating the cultural position of the tribes who used the 

plants for food, shelter or clothing;  

 

1886 Lang in 19th Cent. XIX. 58 For this method [philological] we 

propose to substituteéthe method of Vºlkerpsychologieéor 

ethnopsychology;  
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1863 S. Edwards Poles Captivity II. 140 The political ethnomaniacs to be 

consistent ought to propose the annexation of Alsace to some 

German state  

 

The term ethnicity in its current use, namely, óthe fact or state of belonging to a 

social group that has a common national or cultural traditionô (the ODO), was 

popularised relatively late, that is in the 1960s and 1970s, mainly thanks to 

American sociologists (Fenton 2010:ix); hence the quote (the OED): 

 

1964 P. Worsley in I. L. Horowitz New Sociology 384 Existing barriers of 

ethnicity imported into office could thus be removed 

 

To sum up, it seems that the term ethnic has come a full circle and for 

many ordinary language-users, just like for the ancient Greeks, it describes 

people who are (in some way) different (read: strange). Or perhaps it is the 

case that this meaning thread had always been there (even if its presence was 

implicit). At any rate, it seems that the attempts of scientists to provide a term 

with a more neutral colouring than race or nation (both of which have been 

abused by politicians, which can be seen in their derivatives: racist and 

nationalist) have not been entirely successful. The cause of this may lie in the 

subject matter. In other words, ethnic has shared the fate of any term that tries 

to delimit human groups (Tonkin et al. 1996:19). 
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THE FUNCTION OF FEMA LE CHARACTERS   

IN THE LORD OF THE RINGS ARWEN AND GALADRIEL  

Abstract: When commenting upon J.R.R. Tolkienôs The Lord of the Rings many readers tend to 

perceive it as a story for men about men. Female characters are often regarded as shadowy, 

underdeveloped figures lurking in the background and bearing little, if any, influence upon the 

development of the plot. The following paper seeks to explore and discuss two Elven women, Arwen 

and Galadriel, whose very presence in the course of Tolkienôs plot bears significant influence upon the 

actions and choices of numerous other characters. Arwen, daughter of Elrond of Rivendell, even 

though she does seem to remain unobtrusively in the background. is clearly the primary source of 

motivation for all of Aragornôs efforts focused on defeating Sauron and regaining the kingdom of 

Gondor, to which he is the rightful heir. Lady Galadriel of Lothl·rien defies Sauron protecting her 

land from his influence, she is also a wise and generous adviser, providing the Fellowship with much 

needed counsel as well as all the provisions and means of transport necessary to continue their quest. 

In the course of this essay I will attempt to expand on the observations briefly remarked upon above 

and prove how significant and complex Tolkienôs female protagonists can be. 

 
Key words: Tolkien, Galadriel, Arwen, women, influence 

 

 

 

Female characters in Tolkienôs The Lord of the Rings is a topic often and 

passionately discussed, despite the commonly held opinion that there is little to 

talk about in this respect. The widely-held view is that not only are there too few 

female characters in the plot, but they are also dominated and overshadowed by 

the male protagonists, leaving the women too little space to play any important 

part in the course of the story. 

Readers take up the topic quite often, as can be seen from discussions 

pertaining to the subject constituting a prominent thread on various internet 
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forums.1 It has also become an issue on which numerous critics proceed to 

voice their opinions2 Here one can certainly find many interesting and 

insightful interpretations, some of which I will call upon later in the course of 

this paper, yet there also tend to appear, for example, instances of Freudian 

analysis which might seem disturbing and flabbergast the general public with 

sexually charged interpretations of the most innocent or tradition rooted epic 

scenes imaginable.3 

The purpose of the following paper is to look at two key Elven female 

characters in The Lord of the Rings, Arwen and Galadriel, in the order in which 

they appear in the text, and bring to light the prominent roles they play in the 

course of the story. The analysis is intended in line with the following quotation 

from The Tolkien Encyclopaedia, since I wholeheartedly agree with Carol 

Liebiger on this issue. Taking it even a step further this paper is an attempt at 

hinting that the female characters in The Lord of the Rings might be considered 

the plotôs ñprime moversò. 

While Tolkien has fewer female than male characters, and most of the females seem 

to be relegated to the home, these women are extremely powerful figures that play 

prominent roles in his novels. They are either equal, or superior, to the men in their lives 

and not dependent upon them. Additionally, Tolkienôs critical attitude toward masculine 

power and destructiveness is compatible with that of contemporary feminists (Tolkien 

Encyclopaedia: 711). 

Arwen, the first of the two characters the paper will look at, is first seen in 

Rivendell at the feast on the evening preceding the Council of Elrond. Here she 

is focalized by Frodo so it is through his eyes that the reader perceives the 

extraordinary beauty and grace of Elrondôs daughter. The description quoted 

below also hints at wisdom and experience complementing the beautiful exterior. 

Thus presented she appears a sage, wise beyond her years. 

Young she was and yet not so. The braids of her dark hair were touched by no frost, 

her white arms and clear face were flawless and smooth, and the light of stars was in her 

bright eyes, grey as a cloudless night; yet queenly she looked, and thought and 

knowledge were in her glance, as of one who has known many things that the years bring 

(Tolkien 1999 I: 298). 

 
 

1 See: http://www.leakylounge.com/Women-Lord-Rings-t69907.html;  

http://www.sffworld.com/forums/archive/index.php/tï7222.html 

See: Enright, Nancy, ñTolkienôs Females and The Defining of Powerò, Renascence 59.2 

(Winter 2007), pp. 93ï108. 
3 See: Brenda Partridge ñNo sex please ï weôre Hobbits: The Construction of Female 

Sexuality in The Lord of The Ringsò in J.R.R. Tolkien, This Far Land, ed. Robert Giddings, Vision 

Press 1984. Especially worth noting is the interpretation of the scene in which Sam slays Shelob in 

her lair and the manner in which he accomplishes that deed. 

http://www.leakylounge.com/Women-Lord-Rings-t69907.html
http://www.sffworld.com/forums/archive/index.php/t-7222.html
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Her name befits her looks. Arwen can be translated as óRoyal Maidenô and she 

is both regal and innocent in appearance. Her epess± Und·miel means óEvenstarô 

since she is said to be the most beautiful of the last generation of High Elves in 

Middle-Earth and in, a way, marks the decline of her people. She is said to bear 

great resemblance to L¼thien, hence many believed their fates would be similar, 

and when she chose to remain in Middle-Earth and marry Aragorn her decision 

was referred to as ñthe choice of L¼thienò: love to a mortal over eternal life. 

The look she gives Frodo in the Hall of Fire, in Rivendell, serves not only to 

stress her otherworldliness but also establishes a connection between the two 

characters: 

They [Aragorn and Arwen] spoke together, and then suddenly it seemed to Frodo 

that Arwen turned towards him, and the light of her eyes fell on him from afar and 

pierced his heart (Tolkien 1999 I: 312). 

This one brief glance appears to forge a link between Frodo and Arwen that 

will last till the very end of his time in Middle-Earth. It is the wise and noble 

Elven princess who ultimately recognizes what may offer Frodo lasting relief 

from the state he is in, suffering the aftermath of the long exposure to the 

influence of the One Ring, and presents the hobbit with a possibility of sailing 

into the West. If not for her granting Frodo the place on the ship he would have 

lived out his days a mere shadow of himself, unable to appreciate the simple life 

in the Shire he once loved so well. It is impossible to unambiguously determine 

why this special bond develops between Frodo and Arwen and not any other 

character. The reason I deem most probable is that, wishing to give up her Elven 

life for the love of Aragorn, she senses the change in Frodo, that influence of the 

shadow, that moves him away from the down-to-earth, simple Hobbits and 

makes him akin to the elves in sensibility and spirituality. 

Nevertheless, for the major part of the plot, she is not an active participant 

in the story, appearing for the second time only towards the end of the third 

volume, when she arrives at Minas Tirith on Midsummerôs Eve to marry 

Aragorn, now the rightful king of Gondor. As Marjorie Burns points out in 

Perilous Realms readers taking up The Lord of The Rings for the first time 

often fail to recognize the importance and power of the bond between Aragorn 

and Arwen. Subsequently she uses the remark to develop a comparison 

between the function of the figure of Arwen and the importance of the romance 

subplot: 

The entire concept of romance, in fact, works in much the way the figure of Arwen 

does in Elrondôs council hall; both hover indistinctly and unobtrusively in the 

background, never disrupting the basic story line, never distracting from the focus of the 

quest, never quite full forgotten, never quite full in view (Burns 2005: 141). 
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The relationship between Aragorn and Elrondôs daughter is a rendering of a 

motif present, for example, in Sir Launfal and Yvain, the Knight of the Lion. In 

both of the aforementioned medieval romances knights encounter and fall in love 

with strong, powerful and ñotherworldlyò women: Tryamour and Laudine 

respectively. Subsequently Launfal and Yvain are tested by their ladies, the 

former forbidden to publicly admit the existence of Tryamour, the latter obliged 

not to spend more that a year journeying in search of knightly glory before 

returning to Laudine. Obeying the rules and accepting the constraints mentioned 

above is the only way in which the knights can prove worthy of their ladiesô 

affection. Aragorn also faces a long and strenuous trial before he can be reunited 

with Arwen and take her for his wife. It will be allowed only when he fulfils his 

destiny by regaining his rightful kingship of Gondor. Even though some might 

argue that the kingship constraint is imposed more by Elrond than Arwen, yet 

she understands the need of it and feels the power she wields as the principal 

force motivating Aragorn not to forsake his mission. 

Hence it may be said that from the romance perspective Arwen plays a 

double and very important part in the plot. She is both the prize to be won by the 

knight when he accomplishes all his feats and, simultaneously, one of the 

strongest motivating factors behind his unfaltering will to try and succeed in 

what may yet prove to be the most difficult trial of his life. An elf, being much 

older than Aragorn, she is also a wise, patient adviser, prompting him with the 

slightest of gestures and the briefest of words towards his destined future and 

fulfilment of their love. 

Apart from the two instances discussed above there is only one other place, 

towards the end of the first volume of The Lord of the Rings, where the reader is 

provided with a scrap of information concerning Arwen. When the Fellowship is 

in L·rien and Aragorn cryptically suggests that this is the place where his heart 

dwells. Once again the scene is focalised by Frodo and any observant reader 

must notice the passing, yet important, reference to Arwen. 

[é] and as Frodo looked at him he knew that he beheld things as they once had been in 

this same place. For the grim years were removed from the face of Aragorn, and he 

seemed clothed in white, a young lord tall and fair; and he spoke words in the Elvish 

tongue to one whom Frodo could not see. Arwen vanimelda, nam§ri±! he said, and then 

he drew a breath, and returning out of his thought he looked at Frodo and smiled. óHere 

is the heart of Elvendom on earth,ô he said, óand here my heart dwells ever, unless there 

be a light beyond the dark roads that we still must tread, you and I (Tolkien 1999 I: 462). 

This is where the reader realizes how drawn out and arduous Aragornôs road 

to kingship is. At the same time it is yet another piece of evidence to the fact that 

Arwenôs presence, be it only in Aragornôs heart and mind, permeates the plot. 

She is with him wherever he goes, almost like a shadow, thus, because of the 



 

61 

strength of the bond they share, the Elven princess does not have to be physically 

present to influence the actions of the Fellowship. She does it indirectly, through 

Aragorn, and choices dictated by his desire to know peaceful life with his 

beloved. 

Twice in the course of the story Arwen is also present by means of tokens 

given to Aragorn in her name. First situation of this kind takes place in L·rien. 

After presenting him with a sheath for his re-forged sword, And¼ril, Galadriel 

offers one more token to the heir of Gondor: 

óYet maybe this will lighten your heart,ô said Galadriel; ófor it was left in my care to 

be given to you, should you pass through this land.ô Then she lifted from her lap a great 

stone of a clear green, set in a silver brooch that was wrought in the likeness of an eagle 

with outspread wings; and as she held it up the gem flashed like the sun shining through 

the leaves of spring. óThis stone I gave to Celebr²an my daughter, and she to hers; and 

now it comes to you as a token of hope. In this hour take the name that was foretold for 

you, Elessar, the Elfstone of the house of Elendil!ô Then Aragorn took the stone and 

pinned the brooch upon his breast, and those who saw him wondered; for they had not 

marked before how tall and kingly he stood, and it seemed to them that many years of toil 

had fallen from his shoulders (Tolkien 1999 I: 492ï3). 

Green being the colour of hope the symbolic message of the gift is for 

Aragorn to take heart and try to overcome the final, but by far the greatest, 

obstacles on his road to kingship and married bliss. As the reader also knows that 

the stone was passed from generation to generation of Elven women of the line 

of Galadriel as a token of love, it becomes obvious that it is Aragorn whom 

Arwen now thinks the most important person in her life. Worth noticing is also 

the change that comes upon Aragorn as soon as he wears the brooch. Again the 

influence of even the memory of Arwen makes him appear younger, stronger and 

more regal. It seems a reminder of what he will fell like when allowed to be with 

his lady. 

The second time Aragorn receives a gift from Arwen, also presented by 

means of intermediaries, is when she sends him a banner, woven especially for 

the final battle. Loving him, thinking about him, and always remembering that 

their future is hanging by a thread, she employs the traditionally female craft of 

weaving to remind the future king of Gondor about his ancestry and the need to 

fight till the end. The words she sends with the gift urge Aragorn to muster all of 

his strength and willpower for this final effort which may bring about the 

fulfilment of their long tested love. 

óIt is a gift that I bring you from the Lady of Rivendell,ô answered Halbarad. óShe 

wrought it in secret, and long was the making. But she also sends word to you: The days 

now are short. Either our hope cometh, or all hopes end. Therefore I send thee what I 

have made for thee. Fare well, Elfstone!ô (Tolkien 1999 III: 43) 
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I believe that the gifts of the brooch and the banner have been well considered 

by Arwen and the timing of their offering planned so as to encourage Aragornôs 

efforts in moments of greatest doubt and difficulty. Even though she could not 

know Gandalf will be lost in Moria and Aragorn left with the task of leading the 

Fellowship it seems her gift of the brooch with the green stone was exactly what he 

needed at that time not to lose heart. Providing her beloved with a name, a token of 

hope and an emblem of his ancestry, she also encourages his transformation from 

Strider the D¼nadan into king Elessar, Elendilôs heir. In The Master of Middle-

Earth Kocher offers an insightful comment on her function in the story: 

Even at Rivendell we may well miss the bare hints which are all that Tolkien finds 

space for about Aragornôs Love for Arwen since youth. Yet this, along with his 

concurrent planning to recover the throne of Gondor, is basic motivation without a 

knowledge of which Aragorn remains a mystery. [é] Not until the beautiful ñTale of 

Aragorn and Arwenò in Appendix A do we fully grasp her influence upon his life and see 

him whole (Kocher, pp. 129ï30). 

The final meting between Aragorn and Arwen, just before their wedding is 

also the moment when the world regains its balance. The association of 

Und·miel with night and stars, leads the people of Middle-Earth to believe that 

the beginning of her reign beside Aragorn marks the restoration of night as the 

time when one can feel safe again and appreciate the beauty of the world. The 

ñshadowò, one of Sauronôs most powerful weapons is gone, defeated thanks to 

the inspiration offered by the ñEvenstarò. This is how Frodo, always the focalizer 

of Arwen and the one through whom the reader is offered glimpses into her 

relationship with Aragorn, comments upon the coupleôs reunion: ó[é] Now not 

day only shall be beloved, but night too shall be beautiful and blessed and all its 

fear pass away!ô (Tolkien 1999 III: 302). 

Just a moment later Elrond ceremonially surrenders to Aragorn the Sceptre 

of Ann¼minas, a visible sign of his kingly power and authority. This is when the 

lord of Rivendell also shows his approval for the relationship between his 

daughter and the King of Gondor by means of the symbolic gesture of giving to 

Aragorn Arwenôs hand in marriage. It appears as though the union with Arwen is 

equally important to proving Aragornôs kingship as is the sceptre: 

[é] and Elrond surrendered the sceptre, and laid the hand of his daughter in the 

hand of the King, and together they went up into the High City, and all the stars flowered 

in the sky. And Aragorn the King Elessar wedded Arwen Und·miel in the City of the 

Kings upon the day of Midsummer, and the tale of their long waiting and labours was 

come to fulfilment (Tolkien 1999 III: 302). 

The second character I wish to concentrate on is Lady Galadriel. I believe 

her connection to Lothl·rien, the land she created for her people and is now 
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doing everything to protect from the growing threat of Sauron, to be so strong 

that what Aragorn says before leading the Fellowship into the Golden Wood in 

my opinion best introduces both her and the place: 

óPerilous indeed,ô said Aragorn, ófair and perilous; but only evil need fear it, or 

those who bring some evil with them.ô (Tolkien 1999 I: 443) 

Both Galadriel and L·rien inspire awe. The land and its lady are as attractive 

as they are dangerous. Those who donôt know them might even fear that the 

Elven Lady and her wood hold within them some form of terrible magic. Only 

Aragorn, as a result of his previous visits to L·rien and encounters with 

Galadriel, knows the only threat to any traveller through this land is what they 

might bring in their hearts. Aragornôs comment also explains why £omer, who 

heard about L·rien and its strangeness, but never had a chance to visit the 

Golden Wood and meet the Galadhrim, speaks about their lady with fear and 

hints at her being a sorceress and a plotter. 

óThen here is a Lady in the Golden Wood, as old tales tell!ô he said. óFew escape 

her nets, they say. These are strange days! But if you have her favour, then you also are 

net-weavers and sorcerers, maybe.ô (Tolkien 1999 II: 30) 

The first detailed description of Galadriel is interlinked with that of 

Celeborn, with whom she shares countless years of companionship. This is what 

we learn from this initial presentation of their characters: 

Very tall they were, and the Lady no less than the Lord; and they were grave and 

beautiful. They were clad wholly in white; and the hair of the Lady was of deep gold and 

the hair of the Lord Celeborn was of silver long and bright; but no sign of age was upon 

them, unless it were in the depths of their eyes; for these were keen as lances in the 

starlight, and yet profound, the wells of deep memory (Tolkien 1999 I: 465). 

The description quoted above is enough to make the reader aware of 

Galadrielôs beauty and majesty. It clearly indicates not only ages of knowledge 

but also keenness of mind. This allows us to assume that the lady will be 

appreciated not only for her beauty but primarily, if not exclusively, for the 

wisdom and experience she accumulated through the years, and which she does 

not mind sharing with those deemed worthy and in need of advice. 

White clothing and golden hair are stock features of either the most innocent 

characters (which, as the readers familiar with The Silmarillion know, Galadriel 

is not) or ones who are to be seen as regal and venerable. Here I am more 

inclined to agree with the interpretation pointing towards the queen-like 

character of Lady Galadriel. She created Lothl·rien and made it a refuge for her 

people fortifying it against Sauron. In everything she does she is the wise and 
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noble queen wishing to keep her kingdom safe in dangerous times but also 

willing to help and support those who want to take a stand against evil and are in 

need of assistance. 

Some critics offer yet another interpretation, associating Galadrielôs outward 

appearance with the image of Virgin Mary established in the Loreto Litany. As 

Maher writes in his article ñA land without Stainò: 

This echoes the attribution given to Mary in the Litany, Turis Eburnea, ñTower of 

Ivoryò. The name ñGaladrielò itself comes from the combination of the two Hebrew 

words ñgldò and ñrôalò which when combined mean ñsmooth and polished skin.ò 

(Chance (ed.) 2003: 227) 

Finding the above quoted interpretation a little far-fetched I nevertheless 

think it worth noting and bearing in mind as it is an interesting reading of the 

Lady of the Golden Wood through Christian symbolism. 

From other sources one might deduce that there is also a lot of Celtic 

mythological influence behind her character. It is not so easy to say which Celtic 

deity in particular influenced the creation of the character of Galadriel. Marjorie 

Burns sees it as a combination of features of a number of prominent mythical 

characters and mentions Dana, the Great Mother, Rhiannon, a fertility goddess and 

Badb, Macha or Morr²gan, prophetesses of war, present on battlefields (Burns 

2005: 107). Galadriel is Dana in the protective, motherly aspect. She watches over 

her people and keeps her realm safe from the intrusion of the shadow. 

The fertility aspect of her character, though hinted at, is removed in time 

because the reader knows her as Arwenôs grandmother and thus she seems 

distanced from the biological by an intervening generation and not so much a 

creator or procreator as a preserver of what has been (Burns 2005: 111). 

From what Galadriel says when speaking for the first time one can also 

assume she knows more than the other elves, even Celeborn, about what is 

happening in the world outside L·rien and seems somehow able to sense 

occurrences within the borders of her land. This knowledge is part of the reason 

for the reverence which she commands and with which Aragorn spoke about the 

Lady before entering L·rien. 

óNay, there was no change of counsel,ô said the Lady Galadriel, speaking for the first 

time. Her voice was clear and musical, but deeper than womanôs wont. óGandalf the Grey 

set out with the Company, but he did not pass the borders of this land. [é] But I cannot see 

him from afar, unless he comes within the fences of Lothl·rien: a grey mist is about him, 

and the ways of his feet and of his mind are hidden from me.ô (Tolkien 1999 I: 466) 

The above quoted passage clearly proves that Galadriel is capable of 

perceiving what stays hidden from the sight of others. This uncanny ability to 
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gain knowledge and employ it skilfully to be able to offer support to the 

Fellowship and withstand the Dark Lord is precisely what constitutes Galadrielôs 

function in the story. She is a careful adviser and observer who, even though it is 

always done in an indirect manner, manages to open up new possibilities for the 

other characters and somehow knows just what kind of assistance they might 

need before their quests are over. 

Furthermore one can deduce that the Fellowship, especially Aragorn, who 

already knows Lady Galadriel and reveres her wisdom, wish to find in L·rien 

not only a safe haven in which to regain strength before continuing their journey, 

but also a a place where they will be offered help and advice. 

As the conversation concerning Gandalfôs fate unfolds and it becomes 

known that he perished while the Company was crossing Moria Celeborn 

expresses regret for having admitted the company into his land. Actually the only 

member to whose presence he truly objects is Gimli the Dwarf. There is no love 

lost between the Elves and the Dwarves and the Lord of the Galadhrim believes 

the latter are directly responsible for Gandalfôs death. Had it not been for their 

delving deep under the mountains in Moria the Balrog Gandalf attempted to fight 

off would have remained undisturbed. 

Only Galadriel seems to understand the situation and appeals to the nostalgia 

any expatriate is bound to feel when forced out of his place in the world. It is not 

difficult for her to imagine what it feels like to miss oneôs home since she had to 

leave the West and assumes she will never be able to return. 

Do not repent of your welcome to the Dwarf. If our folk had been exiled long and far 

from Lothl·rien, who of the Galadhrim, even Celeborn the Wise, would pass nigh and 

would not wish to look upon their ancient home, though it had become an abode of 

dragons? (Tolkien 1999 I: 467) 

Being an exile and a penitent herself Galadriel is the one whose empathic 

attitude and understanding are able to breach the gap between the Elves and the 

Dwarves. What she says to Gimli, wishing to appease him as well, is proof 

enough of her wisdom and makes her an example to be followed. She does not 

disregard old grievances and pretend they were never there, rather attempts to 

make both parties involved understand that one should try to mend relationships 

despite obstacles. That is how, apart from being the wise adviser, so needed in 

desperate times, Galadriel becomes an intermediary and advocate of peace and 

unity between all peoples of Middle-Earth. With the imminent threat of Sauron, 

who seems and overwhelmingly strong enemy, understanding and finding 

common ground, especially between ancient foes, is even more significant than 

sound advice. Her attitude towards Gimli is a symbolic milestone in restoring 

harmony between the Elves and the Dwarves. 
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óDark is the water of Kheled-z©ram and cold are the springs of Kibil-n©la, and fair 

were the many-pillared halls of Khazad-d¾m in Elder Days before the fall of mighty 

kings beneath the stone.ô She looked upon Gimli, who sat glowering and sad, and she 

smiled. And the Dwarf, hearing the names given in his own ancient tongue, looked up 

and met her eyes; and it seemed to him that he looked suddenly into the heart of an 

enemy and saw there love and understanding. Wonder came into his face, and then he 

smiled in answer (Tolkien 1999 I: 467). 

In a world where all should unite against the common enemy, knowing this 

would involve forgiving and forgetting a lot, Galadriel is the perfect example of 

one who realises that in a long-drawn-out conflict nobody is entirely blameless. 

Her appeal for understanding is yet another proof of wisdom resulting from 

experience. Gimli acknowledges it by responding: 

óYet more fair is the living land of L·rien, and the Lady Galadriel is above all the 

jewels that lie beneath the earth!ô (Tolkien 1999 I: 468) 

Being wise she is also aware that it is not for her to rule the Fellowship into 

following the path she would think best for them. The choice has to be their own. 

However she makes them conscious of the fact that it is their dedication to the 

task at hand and determination that will, most probably, decide the fate of 

Middle-Earth. There seems to be a secret power to her gaze, acknowledged also 

in The Silmarillion, for when she looks at all of them in turn it seems everybody 

feels as if they were being tested. I would argue that this silent trial is what 

makes the members of the Fellowship rethink their duties and allegiances. 

At length the Lady Galadriel released them from her eyes, and she smiled. óDo not 

let your hearts be troubled,ô she said. óTonight you shall sleep in peace.ô Then they 

sighed and felt suddenly weary, as those who have been questioned long and deeply, 

though no words had been spoken openly (Tolkien 1999 I: 469). 

Some of the mystery behind the lady knowing so much about what is going 

on in the world without the need to ever leave L·rien is revealed when she takes 

Sam and Frodo to see her ñmirrorò. Galadriel warns them, that, even though she 

may command the mirror to show certain images she wants to see, when they 

look into it they will be left on their own and it might be very difficult to 

determine the true nature of the vision they are presented with. When Frodo is 

unsure whether to take her up on the offer of looking into the mirror this is what 

she answers, again stressing that any choice made by the members of the 

Fellowship must come as a result of their own free will: 

I do not counsel you one way or the other. I am not a counsellor. You may learn 

something, and whether what you see be fair or evil, that may be profitable and yet it 

may not. Seeing is both good and perilous (Tolkien 1999 I: 477). 
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This is also something Kocher observes in Master of Middle-Earth. When 

discussing the advice she offers the Company he clearly states that it was not 

her task to change the course of the story and mark out paths for the members 

of the Fellowship, no matter how great her knowledge: 

Nothing Galadriel says to them during their stay in L·rien shakes in any way the 

established doctrine of the epic that their future course is indeed laid out for them, 

provided they themselves choose to tread it. Her function in the story is to warn them, 

and herself, to tend to the duty in hand and not rashly to presume that finite minds can 

outguess the supreme architect who plans the whole (Kocher: 44). 

Only after Frodo sees the lidless eye in the mirror does the Lady of the 

Golden Wood admit that it is also what she sees and fears. Yet she is strong 

enough to avoid being seen or felt by Sauron. Galadriel uses her power and 

her mirror to gain information that might be of use to her in protecting her 

people. 

[é] I say to you Frodo, that even as I speak to you, I perceive the Dark Lord and 

know his mind, or all of his mind that concerns the Elves. And he gropes ever to see me 

and my thought. But still the door is closed! (Tolkien 1999 I: 479). 

Seeing her as one able to withstand the pressure of the Enemy, and wise 

enough to know how to defend what is dear to her, Frodo wishes Galadriel 

would take up responsibility for the One Ring. It is well that she, already 

bearing the Elven ring Nenya and having been contemplating the possibilities 

the One Ring might give her, is wise enough to realise how dangerous such an 

offering might be to someone already as powerful as she is. Some critics even 

suggest that Galadrielôs resistance to temptation is a reflection of the fact that 

Nenya is made of adamant and the extremely resistant metal symbolises the 

wearerôs personality4. Since Frodo does not yet seem to realise what the power 

of the Ring may be, and how difficult it is to withstand the temptation, 

Galadriel presents the reader with a vision of what would have happened if she 

chose to keep and use the Ring. Her insightful analysis of the temptation of the 

Ring can be added to the list of proofs confirming the maturity and wisdom of 

her chatacter. 

[é] You will give me the Ring freely! In place of the Dark Lord you will set up a 

Queen. And I shall not be dark, but beautiful and terrible as the Morning and the 

Night! Fair as the Sea and the Sun and the Snow upon the Mountain! Dreadful as the 

Storm and the Lightning! Stronger than the foundations of the earth. All shall love me 

and despair! (Tolkien 1999 I: 480) 

 
 

4 See: Enright, Nancy. Renascence 59.2 (Winter 2007). 
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The awareness of what would happen if she succumbed to the Ring makes 

this trial equally easy to pass or fail. Being this terrible Queen she describes 

would have made Galadriel a female counterpart of Sauron. On the other hand, 

were she so powerful she would theoretically have been able to preserve her 

beloved L·rien forever, though it would have been a twisted and deformed 

version of the beautiful Golden Wood. It is at this point that Galadriel receives 

absolution for the mistakes of the past (Letters, 386) and we learn that she will 

be allowed back West when the time comes. 

óI pass the test,ô she said. óI will diminish, and go into the West, and remain 

Galadriel.ô (Tolkien 1999 I: 480) 

Before the Company departs from L·rien they are once again subject to 

Galadrielôs uncanny power to óseeô into their thoughts and hearts. She also 

remarks that, even though they might not know it yet, it is highly probable that 

the course of their further journey is already set: 

[é] Maybe the paths that you each shall tread are already laid before your feet, 

though you do not see them (Tolkien 1999 I: 484). 

The last time the Company talks to the Lady is just before they leave 

L·rien following the River in boats provided by the Galadhrim. After they 

share a meal with Celeborn and Galadriel the Lady offers them a parting cup. It 

is a traditional gesture of farewell which originated in ancient Rome but was 

also an important part of medieval culture, often present in literature. Before 

the departure into battle, or if prominent guests were leaving, it was customary 

for the lady of the household to offer a parting drink to be shared between her 

lord and the leaving party. This gesture makes Galadriel seem a little less like a 

semi divine creature and more like a noble lady of the Middle Ages. If one 

imagined L·rien as a castle she would certainly have been its queen, bear at 

least part of the responsibilities of the strategist and, if need be, prove a fierce 

warrior willing and able to wield a sword in its protection. 

The importance of Galadrielôs character as one offering help and protection is 

explored once again when, returned to the world of the living after his duel with 

the Balrog, Gandalf is carried to L·rien to be prepared for all the tasks he has to 

perform as Gandalf the White. The function of a caregiver to someone ónew bornô 

hints at Galadrielôs maternal character. This, complemented by her wisdom, purity 

ï signified by her white clothes, nobility, seen in her entire character and 

symbolised by the long golden hair, and the fact that she offers gifts such as the 

lembas, sometimes interpreted as symbolising the Eucharist and Grace, an 

example of a recipient of which is Gimli, makes plausible interpretations 

associating Galadriel with the figure of Virgin Mary. Tolkien however always 
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remembered that Middle-Earth was her exile5 and it might be said she came there a 

sinner, which would probably put her closer to Mary Magdalene: 

I think it is true that I owe much of this character to Christian and Catholic teaching and 

imagination about Mary, but actually Galadriel was a penitent: in her youth a leader in the 

rebellion against the Valar (the angelic guardians). At the end of the First Age she proudly 

refused forgiveness or permission to return. She was pardoned because of her resistance to 

the final and overwhelming temptation to take the Ring for herself (Letters: 407). 

In conclusion it can certainly be said that both Arwen and Galadriel owe 

much to Tolkienôs interest in medieval literature and bear distinct characteristics 

or perform certain actions commonly associated with ladies of the medieval 

period. Their creations are however not just a simple reworking of typical 

medieval motifs and stock literary characters, but rather constitute a blend of the 

medieval with the earlier, Celtic, mythical themes. and all of this is seen through 

the eyes of a devout Catholic. 

Certainly, mainly due to her few appearances throughout the story, Arwen is 

a character much less complex than Galadriel and thus easier to analyse. She is, 

as it was already established in the course of the paper both the prize awaiting 

Aragorn for his efforts to regain the throne of Gondor and the person who wishes 

to keep up his spirits and motivate him to achieve the goals life set before him. 

Galadriel is a much more multidimensional character. She is partly a Celtic 

goddess, terrible in her might, bears certain characteristics of the epitome of 

innocence and purity ï Virgin Mary, and can sometimes be seen as the queen of 

medieval romance. However, in the course of the story she functions in two basic 

ways. On the one hand she is the wisest of advisers, to whom everybody comes 

seeking counsel. Her wisdom and need for debate on matters crucial for Middle-

Earth are obvious when one takes into account she was the one who first called 

the White Council, the assembly of the wisest in Middle-Earth. Finally, having 

made her share of mistakes during her long life and knowing very well what it 

means to want to make amends, she is also a mediator between representatives of 

the Elves and the Dwarves in the persons of Celeborn and Gimli. It is because of 

her comments that the long quarrels can be put aside to be forgotten and a chance 

for understanding and cooperation against the enemy is born. 
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postmodern society, this article attempts to show in what way the technicized world 

described in Vernon Vingeôs science-fiction novel Rainbows End reflects the major 

developments discernible in the postmodern world of today.   
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In Postmodern Adventure, which is an attempt to provide an outline of the 

condition of western societies at the beginning of the twenty-first century, Steven 

Best and Douglas Kellner argue that one of the characteristic features of 

postmodern society is the intensifying relationship between humans and 

technology. This relationship, which is more and more visible in the most 

important fields of human existence, starting with war and ending with 

commercialized everyday life, has progressed to such a level that we have now 

reached what some writers call posthuman condition, where subjects are 

imbricated with, penetrated by, and reconstructed through objects and 

technologies (Best and Kellner 2001: 193). Consequently, the boundary between 

people and the surrounding, technicized space is less and less clear, and, as 
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William J. Mitchell observes, we are increasingly living our lives at the points 

where electronic information flows, mobile bodies, and physical places intersect 

in particularly useful and engaging ways (Mitchell 2003: 3ï4). 

Science-fiction literature has long been associated with the exploration of 

the relationship between humans and technology (Roberts 2006: 110). In the 

postmodern era, when this relationship is one of the defining characteristics of 

the human condition, contemporary science-fiction novels ï especially the so-

called science-fiction novels of the near future, which extrapolate from the 

present conditions to speculate about the not-so-distant future ï may be seen as 

an important voice in the debate over the present state of human societies. 

Noticing this, Best and Kellner write that in todayôs postmodern adventure, the 

boundaries between science fiction and science fact are fast collapsing (Best and 

Kellner 2001: 161). The aim of this article is to argue that the world depicted in 

Vernor Vingeôs science-fiction novel Rainbows End may be seen as an example 

of this collapse of boundaries, as the vision of the technicized near future 

presented in this work agrees with the major  developments discernible in the 

postmodern society of today.  

Rainbows End is set in the 2020s and most of its action takes place in San 

Diego, California. The main character is Robert Gu, once a famous poet but now 

a man slowly recovering from debilitating Alzheimerôs disease. His attempts to 

fit in with society which developed significantly in technological terms during 

his illness are the main focus of the novel and allow Vinge to present his vision 

of technological progress in the near future. His main interest seems to lie in the 

area of communications, which suggests that Vinge, like many thinkers 

concerned with the present-day postmodern society, sees development in this 

field as a defining feature of the society of the near future.  

Vingeôs idea of the network-society is different from the now-famous vision 

of future presented by William Gibson in Neuromancer, the classic of cyberpunk 

genre which popularized the term cyberspace. In his novel Gibson suggests that 

virtual reality ï cyberspace ï will grow as an alternative to physical space, an 

alternative favoured by tech-savvy people like the protagonist of the novel, Case. 

Case refers contemptuously to his body as meat and prefers to spend his time in 

cyberspace, where he feels at home. Gibson describes cyberspace as a digital 

equivalent of physical space: A graphic representation of data abstracted from 

the banks of every computer in the human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines 

of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. 

Like city lights, receding (Gibson 1984: 51). In Gibsonôs cyberspace clusters of 

data take form of three-dimensional structures and people who enter this space 

can travel as points between these digital constructs. In order to enter this space 

one has to jack into a computer using a neural interface joining brain directly 
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with a computer which, in turn, is connected to the cyberspace network. What is 

important, in this vision of cyberspace it is possible for human beings to cease to 

exist as physical bodies and move to the digital world forever. Thus, according to 

Gibson, there is a fundamental duality of the world, with cyberspace playing the 

role of an ideal equivalent of physical reality which is presented in a dystopian 

manner. People who are powerless and limited in the physical world because of 

their social position, in cyberspace ï thanks only to their skills and knowledge ï 

gain power and freedom.  

The vision of the fundamental duality of the world in which two distinctly 

different kinds of space exist side by side is particularly attractive for those who 

ï like Gibson ï see further development of western societies as leading to 

deterioration in the standard of living for average citizens ï whether due to 

pollution and other environmental problems or due to some kind of political or 

economic repression. In this scenario the move to digital space is regarded as a 

kind of deliverance which frees one from the dangers and problems of a 

corrupted world. The hypothetical existence in virtual reality is also seen as a 

means of ensuring immortality by thinkers like the American cognitive scientist 

Marvin Minsky who play down the importance of embodiment for human life 

(Hayles 1999: 244ï245).  

According to N. Katherine Hayles, the belief that real and virtual worlds are 

both equally habitable by human beings reflects indirectly the old philosophical 

mind/body split in which the latter is marginalized. This, in Haylesôs view, is a 

mistake, as the relationship between mind and body is essential for the 

experience of human identity. Following argumentation of Elizabeth Grosz 

Hayles claims that the body produces the psyche and the psyche contributes to 

the construction and perception of the body (Hayles 1999: 195ï196). Such a 

stance is important in the attempts to create artificial intelligence, as it 

necessitates acknowledgment that only embodied forms can fully capture the 

richness of an organismôs interactions with the environment (Hayles 1999: 223). 

This growing awareness of the importance of the body for human existence 

seems to stand behind the gradual abandonment of visions of the future similar to 

that presented by William Gibson in Neuromancer.  

What one has to remember, however, is that it is not a naked body that is 

important in the postmodern era. Contemporary humans depend more and more 

on what Hayes calls distributed cognition and decision making, using a variety 

of networks and devices in the process of understanding and relating to the 

world. It is no longer an either-or situation presented in Gibsonôs Neuromancer, 

where characters have to choose between the old-fashioned existence of the meat 

with all its limitations and the bodiless freedom of cyberspace with its (almost) 

limitless access to data all over the world. As Hayles argues, the situation of 
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postmodern subject is not a question of leaving the body behind but rather of 

extending embodied awareness in highly specific, local, and material ways that 

would be impossible without electronic prosthesis (Hayles 1999: 291). William J. 

Mitchell writing about his postmodern self uses similar language: I construct, 

and I am constructed, in a mutually recursive process that continually engages 

my fluid, permeable boundaries and my endlessly ramifying networks. I am a 

spatially extended cyborg (Mitchell 2003: 39). 

Robert Gu in Rainbows End has to face such reality when he gets back to life 

after emerging from Alzheimerôs disease. In his old self, as a famous poet and 

university professor, he had paid even less attention to technology that he had to 

current events (Vinge 2006: 31). He was interested in human nature, in the essence 

of what it means to be human, and he believed that this essence is not subject to 

changes connected with developments in technology or politics. His main poetic 

work, on which his claim to greatness as a poet lies, was the sequence of poems 

entitled Secrets of the Ages. Its particular cantos explore various stages of human 

life and the last, written by him before his descent into darkness, is entitled 

óSecrets of the Dyingô. Now, recovering from the Alzheimerôs disease, he thinks 

about writing another canto, entitled óSecrets of the One Who Came Backô. Shortly 

after regaining full consciousness he realizes that his poetic genius for writing is 

rather slow to reappear after illness, but he is willing to wait for a while, pleased 

with the process of regaining physical power by his body.  

At first Robert tries to pay no attention to the almost miraculous science and 

technology behind his recovery. He offhandedly accepts explanation of the 

medical assistant who aids the process of his recovery that medicine now is a 

heavenly minefield and in some cases it is capable of doing wonders where just 

short time ago it was powerless. He still seems to believe that science, even as 

close to human beings as medicine, has nothing to do with human nature. 

Instead, he keeps thinking about ideas that he should put into his new canto once 

he has recovered his talent for words.  

However, after some time he finds out ï to his great annoyance ï that he is 

more and more often distracted by a newly-found, strange curiosity about how 

things around him work. He also realizes that in this new world it is far more 

difficult to ignore technology in everyday life than it was in what he calls his 

former life. As he admits to Reed, the medical assistant, he got his first personal 

computer only in 2000, and it was because the rest of the English Department 

was brutalizing him for not reading his email (Vinge 2006: 29). Now a portable 

browser is the first thing he gets from Reed after he regains his sight. By the 

standards of the time it is an old-fashioned device, but it provides the most 

essential services. As there are no newspapers and television, it is the only way 

to keep in touch with the events in the broader world, however little they interest 
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him. Far more importantly, the browser allows him to read books of his choice, 

as in the house of his son there are hardly any books left. However, he finds the 

experience of reading books in this new way highly unsatisfactory: The browser 

paper that Reed had given him could be used to find books online, but reading 

them on the single piece of foolscap was tedious desecration (Vinge 2006: 34).  

He also finds the browser useful in still another way. On the day that he 

finally regains his eyesight he realizes that the voices of the doctors whom he has 

only heard when they were  supervising the final treatment for his eyes belong to 

nobody he can see. As he soon discovers these invisible presences are quite 

common in the world to which he returned. Using global network people can 

send their digital personas wherever they want, but to see these personas one has 

to have special equipment. Most commonly this equipment takes the form of 

contact lenses, but as Robert ï faithful to his old technophobia ï is initially 

unwilling to wear them he still can see digital personas in his view-page.  

The contacts, however, are not only useful for seeing digital personas of 

people. They are the central part of what is called in the novel wearable ï that is, 

a wearable personal computer whose display and camera is crammed into contact 

lenses and other components are distributed all over the body in clothes.1 Putting 

on the wearable one gains access to the global web. This web is not just a 

network whose purpose is to provide access to big servers humming in the rooms 

of universities or other institutions and containing primarily textual information. 

The nodes of this web are distributed over large areas of land which, as a result, 

can become a mixture of physical and virtual reality. An area that is covered with 

such infrastructure is called improved area and it can both send and receive data.  

The infrastructure of an improved area can be used to generate a virtual layer 

covering physical ground which is visible for those who choose to see it.2 One of 

the characters in the novel, a teenager Juan Orozco, usually goes to school along 

the flood control channel winding its path through a canyon covered with 

unattractive shrubs. One morning, accompanied by twin friends, he makes his 

wearable change the view he can see:  

The canyon was not a deadzone. Not at all. County Flood Control kept the whole area 

improved, and the public layer was just as fine as on city streets. As they walked along, 

 
 

1 Similar technology is already being developed by Google. In April 2012 the company 

officially announced that it is working on what it calls Project Glass ï Internet-connected glasses 

which would place a small see-through display screen above a personôs eye that can show maps 

and other data. The wearer could use voice commands to, say, pull up directions or send a message 

to a friend. Most probably, the glasses will finally be replaced with contact lenses, as Google has 

employed Babak Parviz, an associate professor at the University of Washington, who most recently 

built a contact lens with embedded electronics that form a miniature display (Bilton 2012). 
2 The term which is nowadays more and more often used to refer to the result of merging of 

real and virtual worlds is augmented reality. Vinge, however, does not use it in his novel. 
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Juan gave a shrug and a twitch just so. That was enough for his Epiphany wearable. Its 

overlay imagery shifted into Hacekôs Dangerous Knowledge world: The manzanita 

morphed into scaly tentacles. Now the houses that edged the canyon were large and 

heavily timbered, with pennants flying. High ahead was a castle, the home of Grand Duke 

Hwa Feen ï in reality, the local kid who did the most to maintain this belief circle. Juan 

tricked out the twins in the leather armor of Knights Guardian (Vinge 2006: 40ï41). 

As the fragment makes it clear, the computer-generated overlay imagery can 

be used by fans of novels or films who change the surrounding environment (and 

people in it) in such a way that it matches the world of their favourite work. But 

it is also used in everyday situations as a means of making an area more 

attractive and, for commercial reasons, as a way of displaying advertisements.  

It can be also used for technical reasons ï for example, as supporting imagery 

for maintenance workers. When Juan and his twin friends seek an illegal entrance 

to an amusement park called Pyramid Hill, they use County Flood Control utilities 

support imagery, which the twins got from their uncle who works for CFC:  

The dirt beneath their feet became faintly translucent. Fifteen feet down, Juan could 

see graphics representing a ten-inch runoff tunnel. Here and there were pointers to local 

maintenance records. Jerry and Fred had used such omniscience before and not been 

caught. Today they were blending it with a map of the local network nodes. The overlay 

view was faint violet against the sunlit day, showing communication blind spots and 

active high-rate links (Vinge 2006: 42). 

In the already scarce network they find a faulty nod: Without a complete 

localizer mesh, nodes could not know precisely where they and their neighbors 

were. And this is enough for the boys and what they are going to do: High rate 

laser comm could not be established, and low-rate sensor output was smeared 

across the landscape. The outside world knew only mushy vagueness about this 

area (Vinge 2006: 42ï43). 

The nodes of the network not only produce data in the form of overlay 

imagery ï they also receive data from the neighbouring area. Writing about this 

receiving function of networks William J. Mitchell uses the metaphor of skin:  

And, as this system continually gets denser, the relevant metaphor is no longer that 

of the all-seeing eye (as depicted, for example, on the U. S. dollar bill), but that of a 

continuous sensate skin. The earth itself is growing such a skin, the surfaces of buildings 

are beginning to evolve in that direction, and our clothing will eventually go the same 

way (Mitchell 2003: 31). 

In the world depicted in the novel clothes have already gone the same way. 

The nodes of wearable, like the nodes of ground networks, can provide various 

kinds of information about the wearing person, such as basic personal details, but 
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also vital medical data which can be constantly, if only remotely, monitored by 

physicians. In order to obtain information about the wearing person one has to 

ping them, in the same way that stationary computers connected to the Internet 

are pinged to check out whether the link is working. Of course, it is the wearing 

person who decides what kind of information about them can be visible to the 

outside world by setting appropriate digital barriers ï although the barriers can 

be neutralized by anyone skilful enough to do this, in the same way that todayôs 

computer firewalls can be neutralized. 

The wearable, however, is often most useful ï as is the case with ground 

networks ï when its function is that of a receiving, and not sending, device. As 

such, it can receive  information from resources stored in its own memory, 

from other nodes in the closest vicinity (whether these are people or things), 

from nodes beyond the seeing range and, finally, from the global network. 

Writing about an individual connected to the global network Mitchell notices:  

So my sensorium is no longer localized by the inexorable laws of visual occlusion 

and acoustic decay, the range of my exploring fingertips, and the wavelengths and 

scales to which evolution has tuned my original sensory equipment. It reaches to 

wherever there are sensors with network connections. My experience of places and 

events depends decreasingly upon positioning my eyeballs at precisely chosen 

locations (as Renaissance perspective implicity insists) and increasingly upon 

electronic access to a globally dispersed, multimodal sensing and reporting system 

(Mitchell 2003: 31). 

In the novel characters often use their wearable to reach the data from 

sensors dispersed in networks ï local and global. These sensors can be quite 

close, for example in the room in which the person seeking data is located: So 

Juan tuned [his teacher] out and wandered from viewpoint to viewpoint around 

the room. Some were from students whoôd set their viewpoints public. Most 

were just random cams (Vinge 2006: 53). Sensors can be also farther away and 

the data received can come from several sources creating a composite picture.  

When a character is interested in somebody, he or she tries to find in the 

network a sensor, usually a camera, providing the best data about the object of 

interest. Thus,  curious about Robert Gu, Juan can watch him closely, choosing 

an appropriate camera: The table in front of the fake teenager was littered with 

BuildIt fragments, and several rickety-looking towers. Juan zoomed in on a 

couple of them from a viewpoint in the tent above Guôs head. Huh. The gadgets 

had no motors, not even any control logic (Vinge 2006: 80).  When Miri tries 

to follow her grandfather who is driving on a highway, she uses images which 

are cobbled together from the hills, and various car cams (Vinge 2006: 181). 

The abundance of cameras ï points of view, in other words ï and other 

sensors in improved areas and the easy access to them from any point in the 
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network raises the question of privacy in the networked society. As Mitchell 

indicates, in postmodern society I am both a surveying subject at the center of 

my electronic web and the object of multimodal electronic surveillance 

(Mitchell 2003: 26). Therefore privacy has to be understood in a different way 

than it was in earlier eras: combating the unwanted gaze or audience is no 

longer a matter of proximity and enclosure ï of hushed voices, drawn veils, 

and retreating behind closed doors ï but of controlling access to networks, 

databases, and messages (Mitchell 2003: 26).  

The problem is that in postmodern society it is more and more difficult to 

control access to private information, especially in the case of an average 

individual member of society. Internet providers, search-engine developers, 

credit card companies, even big online shops know more and more about 

people using their facilities. This knowledge is usually stored in databases of 

particular companies, but ï as is the case with all mechanical and electronic 

devices ï the safeguards for these databases are subject to occasional failure 

and private information leaks from time to time to the outside world.  

The privacy of the postmodern subject is at risk not only due to the traces 

he or she leaves using the Internet. The growing popularity of mobile phones 

equipped with cameras and miniaturization of digital cameras proper mean that 

snapshots of people of interest or average people involved in interesting 

situations appear more and more often in the net. The late stage of this 

development is envisioned by Vinge in his novel. Whenever characters do 

something in the range of a camera ï whether it is a part of fixed infrastructure, 

or a part of someoneôs wearable ï then their action can be viewed all over the 

world ï provided they are interesting enough to arouse the curiosity of 

audiences saturated with news of all kinds. When Robert goes berserk during 

the shop class and destroys a car to see whether there are any user serviceable 

parts within, his action not only stirs excitement at school but immediately 

becomes news of mass appeal ï however short lived:  

Even with Robert Gu off campus, the rest of the afternoon was fairly exciting. The 

school board invoked cloture. Well, they tried to invoke cloture. But they had to allow 

the students contact with home, and most kids regarded this as an opportunity to grab 

a journo affiliance. Juan had been close enough to provide some of the best pictures of 

the ógreat automobile wreckingô .[...] 

So anyway the campus was famous in San Diego and beyond, competing with the 

billion other bizarrities of the day, all over the planet. Students from other classes 

played hookey and came over. [...] 

By 3: 00 P.M. the excitement had faded. This was past the end of classes for most 

students. The Radnersô betting pool on Guôs punishment had been bought out by some 

guys in LA. Lucky for the twins. The trouble with instant fame was that there was 

always something new coming to distract everyoneôs attention (Vinge 2006: 88). 
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The idea of fame for fifteen minutes was popularized by the archetypal 

postmodern artist, Andy Warhol (Warhol and Hackett 1990: 130). Putting aside 

the question of desirability of such fame (although Robert Gu is a poet, most 

probably he would not agree with the common wisdom of media society that 

for an artist any publicity is good publicity), the point is that once a piece of 

news enters the network it stays there for good: Virtually everything found on 

the Internet, useless or useful, good or bad, big or small, is immediately 

discovered by search engines and gets copied, mirrored, and preserved by them 

and by other bodies and organizations (Salomon 2006: 29). Thus, although 

fame lasts for only fifteen minutes, the information associated with this fame 

persists and it is available for everyone anytime.  

Of course, one does not have to go berserk to enjoy significant presence in 

the network ï there was much information available about Robert Gu before 

the car incident, as he was a famous poet before his illness. In fact, anyone 

relatively important in his or her field of activity is sure to be mentioned  many 

times on the net, as various professional, semi-professional and often amateur 

sites keep record of people in their range of interest. In the early years of the 

twenty-first century it is enough to google the name of the person that one is 

curious about to access information about them stored on the net. In the world 

described by Vinge this is still a valuable method, especially for older people 

who use virtual keyboards ï and Google is still the default search engine ï but 

for those who are wearing and are curious about a person they see in real world 

it is enough for them to look steadily at the person for a moment to initiate 

biographical search carried out by their wearable, with the results displayed on 

the contact lenses.  

These developments should be viewed favourably by anyone seeking 

publicity. However, for those valuing their privacy the digital revolution is 

more problematic, as facts they would prefer to keep secret often find their way 

to the network. This is a problem faced  also by various governmental and 

corporate agents tasked with hushing things up. Verne Harris, writing about the 

situation of archivists and archives
3
 in the postmodern world is aware of the 

difficulties that the dizzying pace of technological advance and the growing 

popularity of the idea of freedom of information cause for those wanting to 

keep secrets, for whatever reason. However, as a seasoned information 

requester he is also aware of new, subtle ways of frustrating the search for 

information which are at the disposal of those in power, ways   

 
 

3 Harris seems to have a rather broad idea of archives: at one point he is wondering what it is 

we mean by óarchiveô. What is in and what is not. For instance, are the shared memories of 

collectivities óinô? Is the unconscious of an individual? (Harris 2009:134) 
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which reach beyond delaying tactics, various means of obstruction and obfuscation, and 

crude refusals. For instance, it is relatively easy to overwhelm a requester with 

irrelevant information, thus diverting the request and obscuring significances. Or 

information can be released without any indication of the existence of a mass of related 

information. Or information can be released with vital contextual information masked or 

severed. The one who controls contexts is the one who controls meanings and 

significances (Harris 2009: 140). 

In ñRainbows Endò the task of frustrating the search for truth is in the hands 

of the so-called Friends of Privacy. When Robert tries to find some information 

about his wife on the net he turns to Google search engine:  

Google still worked. He searched for Lena Llewelyn Gu. Of course, there was plenty 

of information about her. Lena had been a medical doctor and rather well known in a 

limited, humdrum way. And yes, she had died a couple of years ago. The details were a 

cloud of contradiction, some agreeing with what Bob told him, some not. It was this 

damn Friends of Privacy. It was hard to imagine such villains, doing their best to 

undermine what you could find on the net. A óvandal charityô was what they called 

themselves (Vinge 2006: 34). 

As it turns out, Lena is not dead, so the Friends of Privacy not only 

overwhelm a requester with irrelevant information, but they spread outright lies. 

Although lying could be seen as a rather crude method of keeping information 

secret, on a par with refusals, David Salomon advocates it as one of the most 

effective methods of protecting privacy on the Internet (Salomon 2006: 29). The 

tactics work in the case of Robert, who is almost illiterate as far as using the net 

is concerned, but his teacher in Search and Analysis claims that there are 

methods of seeing through the lies of the Friends of Privacy, although this claim 

is never verified in the novel.  

More importantly, however, it is not clear what kind of organization the 

Friends of Privacy are. As the term charity ï which they use referring to 

themselves ï suggests, they might be a kind of non-governmental organization 

with the mission to help ordinary citizens keep their privacy. But in the case of 

Lena, it is Bob ï a high-ranking officer in the US army ï whom she asks to set 

up the lie about her death with them. And when the military need to launch a 

disinformation campaign about what really happened in the San Diego Labs they 

use the Friends of Privacy again: The popular press had built an enormous pile 

of speculation around the events at UCSD, and Friends of Privacy lies 

surrounded and embedded those speculations in conspiracies unending. The 

rumors contaminated everything and everyone associated with that night (Vinge 

2006: 346). Thus, it seems that even if the Friends of Privacy are not a 

governmental organization, they are used by the government to keep the public 
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ignorant of some of their activities. It is due to tactics like those utilized by the 

Friends of Privacy that, even nowadays, the ruling elites in the United States can 

afford to permit what is generally regarded as a generous national freedom of 

information regime (Harris 2009: 140).  

In the novel, people needing privacy can not only meddle with historical 

records on the net, but they can hide behind virtual personas in real-life 

situations in which they would like to be virtually present but anonymous. The 

way in which a virtual persona functions depends on the skills of its creator. The 

best can make their personas fit in perfectly with the real surroundings, those 

who are less skilful are betrayed by details, such as shadows cast contrary to the 

real lighting or shoes disappearing into the floor. 

When the created persona is, for example, a famous character from a movie 

or a book it is obvious that it does not represent a real person who, for some 

reason, wants to keep his or her identity secret. But the persona can have the 

form of an average man or woman and then it can be misleading as it is more 

difficult to decide whether it represents a real person or not ï a situation which 

happens quite often in the universe of Rainbows End. The created persona can 

also be a facade for a group of people, then it is called a joint entity and as such it 

can benefit from particular strengths of all members of a group.  

The personas, however, are also used very often just for remote social 

contact when there is no need for anonymity. Conversations in which virtual 

personas appear can be viewed as upgraded forms of telephone conversations in 

which the interlocutor is not only heard but also seen in three dimensions. The 

people virtually present use local cameras to get the imagery from the place in 

which their persona appears and they see this imagery displayed on their contact 

lenses. In this way a kind of face-to-face conversation is simulated.4  

Such conversations can be followed by all people in the vicinity who wear. 

But communication can also take the form of silent messaging, called in the 

novel sminging, a form of chat with text displayed on contact lenses and thus 

visible only to the addressee of the message. Sminging can be done secretly with 

 
 

4 A crude forerunner of this type of communication already exists. In Wired magazine 

Alexandra Chang describes a device created by the Human Media Lab and called TeleHuman. It is 

a life-size cylindrical pod which allows users to talk to a life-size, 3-D projection of a faraway 

person: And not only do you see the person in 3-D, you can walk a full 360 degrees around the pod, 

and see your conversation partner from every angle ð just as if the person was actually standing 

inside the cylinder. What is also important is that the device is a two-way technology: As you walk 

around the display, talking with your partner, TeleHuman tracks your position and captures your 

image with 10 different Microsoft Kinect sensors, each containing a built-in camera. Six Kinects 

line the top of the pod, tracking your position around the cylinder and capturing front-facing 

images. The other four Kinects are arranged in a square around you, about 8 feet away from the 

pod. These capture your side and rear views (Chang 2012). 
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the use of the so-called ensemble coding ï that is, driving oneôs wearable with 

little gesture cues and eye-pointer menus (Vinge 2006: 53). In this way sminging 

can be said to be a kind of telepathy, and as such can be used during conversation 

to communicate secretly with people who are not present or with some of those 

who are present when there is need for excluding others from the 

communication.  

In general, the ability to wear and to use all the functions of the wearable can 

be said to be the most basic indication of keeping abreast with the times and 

teenagers usually view with condescension ï if not clear contempt ï older people 

who are not wearing. This difference between generations is clearly visible 

during the classes which vocational track teenage students share with Adult 

Education students. Some of the older students are wearing, but ensemble coding 

is beyond their reach so they tap queries and messages on virtual keyboards. 

Others are wearing but even virtual tapping is too difficult for them, so they use 

their clothes only as a kind of receiving device. Still others, like Robert Gu at the 

beginning of his re-education, do not wear. As a result, they are fully unpingable 

(Vinge 2006: 54).  

Robert, however, finally manages to learn to wear, as the treatment for his 

Alzheimerôs disease has additionally given him a flair for technical things. But 

there are people who have had less luck. Sometimes even young people find it 

difficult to fit in, as a remark made by one of the characters indicates: ñ[...] My 

brother is all unemployed and depressed, and heôs only twenty. Itôs hard to keep 

up.ò (Vinge 2006: 98) There is, however, a method of coping with these 

problems. 

When Miri meets with her Chinese friend, Jin, to talk about problems that 

Robert faces at the beginning of his re-education, one of Jinôs friends who, like 

Miri, is only virtually present, tells the story of her great-great-aunt: ñMy great-

great-aunt is like that. Back in the twentieth, she was an account executive. [...] 

By the teens she was all crippled up. Iôve seen pictures. And she got drifty and 

depressed. My grandma said she lost her edge and then she lost her job.ò 

Finally, however, all seems to end well:  

ñOh, everything turned out fine in the end. My mom found a treatment site. They 

specialize in upgraded specialties. Forty-eight hours at their clinic and Gee-grantie had 

the skills of an ad manager.ò Which was about the modern equivalent of ñaccount 

executive.ò 

Silence. [...] 

After a moment, Jin said, ñThat sounds like JITT to me.ò (Vinge 2006: 98) 

JITT, as it later becomes clear, stands for Just-In-Time-Training. The idea of 

JITT is related to Just-In-Time Production, which means producing the right item 

at the right time in the right quantity (Pascal 2007: 65). JIT Production has been 
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long associated with the postmodern era (see, for example, Harvey 1990: 178ï

179), as it characterizes work organization which is more flexible than the one 

used in the so-called Fordist model of production, which was dominant in the 

late modern era. Just-In-Time Training is a younger concept as it has been 

gaining currency since the beginning of the twenty-first century. In Life, Work 

and Learning: Practice in Postmodernity, published in 2001, David Beckett and 

Paul J. Hager write: Just-In-Time Training is emerging as a generic term in many 

large organisations for locally tailored learning structures, often supported by 

intranet as much as the internet, where staff can access in their workplaces the 

resources they identify that they need to solve immediate skill or information 

queries (Beckett and Hager 2002: 34). In the novel, however, JITT has a slightly 

different meaning ï it refers to a very intensive course teaching skills currently in 

demand but it is aided by drugs and, as it is explained later in the conversation, it 

has been made illegal. 

The use of performance-enhancing drugs and the development of 

biotechnology may be seen as one of the characteristics of postmodern society, 

although, as Best and Kellner indicate in The Postmodern Adventure, theories of 

postmodern society emphasizing information technologies often neglect the rise 

of biotechnology and the emergence of new forms of genetic engineering, 

nanotechnology, drugs and pharmaceutical, and the tremendous capital 

realization and developments in these arenas (Best and Kellner 2001: 211). 

Elsewhere, Steven Shaviro writing about performance-enhancing drugs argues 

that they are a kind of technology, just like clothing, or the wheel, or telephones, 

or computers, or indoor plumbing. They are media, in McLuhanôs sense of the 

term: ñextensions of ourselves,ò prosthetic amplifications of our bodily powers 

(Shaviro 2003: 185). In such an interpretation these drugs become an important 

aspect of postmodern society, being a type of virtual extension of ourselves, just 

as media are.  

Shaviro speaks favourably about the growing usage of performance-

enhancing drugs in the postmodern era, dismissing views of those who are 

concerned about their possible detrimental effects: Whenever we worry about 

drugs altering our bodies and minds, we should remember that cars and 

television do this too. The difference is really just one of scale (Shaviro 2003: 

185). Best and Kellner, however, are more cautious when they write about the 

development of biotechnology in general. They see the beneficial effects of 

biotechnology for medical research and health care but they are also aware of the 

potential for abuse of biotechnology for commercial and ï which is more 

relevant in the context of Rainbows End ï military reasons. Writing about what 

they term postmodern war, Best and Kellner point out that this new kind of 

warfare requires disciplinary training to fit into technical apparatuses, the use of 

psychotechnologies and drugs to enhance human abilities, and even providing 
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prostheses and implants that will produce technological amplification of human 

powers and abilities (Best and Kellner 2001: 86). In Vingeôs novel it is Robertôs 

daughter-in-law, colonel Alice Gu, who becomes a victim of the abuse by the 

military of psychotechnologies and drugs enhancing human abilities ï in other 

words, of Just-In-Time-Training. Although officially pronounced illegal, as it 

almost always causes irreparable mental damage in people undergoing treatment, 

JITT is still used by the American army  and Alice, as she is particularly resistant 

to the destructive side effects, is exploited to the limits of endurance ï hers and 

that of her family. When she starts a new round of training, her husband reflects:  

Alice ... well, her latest assignment was the worst yet. She wandered about, stony-

faced and terse. Anyone else in her position would be dead by now, or a raving lunatic. 

Somehow she hung on, often simulating something like her natural self, and successfully 

managing the prep for her latest assignment. Thatôs why the Corps keeps driving her 

harder and harder (Vinge 2006: 157).  

As Bob is a soldier himself there is not much he can do about this situation 

and finally Alice breaks down while on duty. As a result, she is stuck under more 

layers of JITT than [the military doctors] had ever seen (Vinge 2006: 340). At 

the end of the novel it is not clear whether she will ever fully recover after her 

collapse.  

The development of biotechnology ï like development of atomic energy ï 

can be also used for openly evil purposes. The whole plot of the novel revolves 

around an attempt to produce in San Diego labs a virus necessary for a mind-

control technology that could be used on a world scale. Although finally the 

threat is averted, the novel makes it clear that technological development can 

also have sinister consequences. This insight, of course, was true already in the 

modern era, but what is characteristically postmodern in the mind-control 

technology described in the novel is that the  orders ï after the population has 

been infected with the virus ï could be encoded in advertisements. 

Another controversial ï although not of a dangerous kind ï technological 

development presented in the novel that belongs to the postmodern era is the 

digitization of books. William J. Mitchell claims that digitization and 

dematerialization are among the most important characteristics of the new 

emerging network society (Mitchell 2003: 24). There are obvious benefits of 

these developments: compressing storage, facilitating logistics, enhancing the 

mobility of information producers and consumers. In general, dematerialization 

delivers us from servitude to places and things (Mitchell 2003: 84).  

Mitchell, however, disregards one thing ï digitization of information which 

already exists in material form is time and cost consuming. It can be done by 

enthusiastic volunteers who are willing to devote their time and resources to 

produce books in digital form so that they will be accessible to everyone on the 
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net. But these volunteers are few and scarce in the context of immense quantities 

of paper books which could be digitized. Thus, far more important here are big 

companies which find in digitization of information an opportunity for profit ï as 

Best and Kellner constantly remind the reader in The Postmodern Adventure, the 

postmodern era is the era of capitalism. However, like all capitalist ventures 

these companies  always try to find ways of cutting costs. In his novel Vinge 

describes a hypothetical solution for minimizing costs of digitization. 

Seeking lost inspiration Robert decides to visit the library of the University 

of California in San Diego. After entering the building of the library, outside of 

which there is a large group of students protesting for some reason, he 

accidentally finds himself witness to a strange procedure:  

Ahead of him, everything was empty bookcases, skeletons. Robert went to the end of 

the aisle and walked toward the noise. The air was a fog of floating paper dust. In the 

fourth aisle, the space between the bookcases was filled with a pulsing fabric tube. The 

monster worm was brightly lit from within. At the other end, almost twenty feet away, 

was the wormôs maw ï the source of the noise. Indistinct in the swirling gaze, Robert 

could see two white-suited figures, their jackets labelled ñHuertas Data Rescue.ò The 

two wore filter masks and head protectors. They might have been construction workers. 

In fact, this business was the ultimate in deconstruction: first one and then the other 

would pull books off the racks and toss them into the shredderôs maw. The maintenance 

labels made calm phrases of the horror: The raging maw was a ñNaviCloud custom 

debinder.ò The fabric tunnel that stretched out behind it was a ñcamera tunnel.ò Robert 

flinched from the sight ï and Epiphany randomly rewarded his gesture with imagery 

from within the monster: The shredded fragments of books and magazines flew down the 

tunnel like leaves in tornado, twisting and tumbling. The inside of the fabric was stitched 

with thousands of tiny cameras. The shreds were being photographed again and again, 

from every angle and orientation, till finally the torn leaves dropped into a bin just in 

front of Robert. Rescued data (Vinge 2006: 119). 

What Robert has come across is the so-called Librareome Project carried 

out by a rich entrepreneur, Max Huertas. It is opposed by some members of the 

university staff who instigated the studentsô protest outside the building of the 

library and whom Robert meets at the top floor of the library. During his 

conversation with them he learns that the pictures coming from the camera 

tunnel are analyzed and reformatted. Itôs a simple matter of software to 

reorient the images, match the tear marks and reconstruct the original texts in 

proper order. The main reason for the apparent violence of tearing the books 

up is that the tear marks are almost unique, so that it is easier for the software 

to match the pieces. As a result, the error rate can be less than a few words per 

million volumes, far better than even hardcopy republishing with manual 

copyediting (Vinge 2006: 129). Still, the process destroys books and for people 

like Robert and other members of the ñlibrary cabalò who cherish physical 
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books it is appalling. When one of the characters tries to defend the project, 

Robert says:  

ñThis is insanity, Sharif. Apparently, the Librareome Project is someoneôs idea for 

photographing and then digitizing the Library. But ïò suddenly he was remembering 

things from his last years at Stanford ñï didnôt Google already do that?ò 

ñThatôs true,ò said Rivera. ñIn fact, that was our first argument, and perhaps still 

the best one. But Huertas is a great salesman, and he does have arguments in his favour. 

What he has in mind is fast and very, very cheap. Past digitizations have not been as 

global or as unified as this will be. And Huertas has lawyers and software that will allow 

him to render microroyalty payments across all the old copyright regimes ï without any 

new permissions.ò (Vinge 2006: 128) 

Thus, what the project finally boils down to is profit. Microroyalty payments 

can be seen as another of the characteristics of the postmodern network society and 

they have been envisioned by theorists like William J. Mitchell, who, writing about 

dematerialization of money, noticed: Encrypted electronic transfer can cut 

transaction costs to the point where micropayments become imaginable. As a 

result,  [i]nstead of purchasing a complete book, you might make a micropayment 

each time you access a page online (Mitchell 2003: 95). Micropayments are 

already used by some newspapers published online, where you can pay for access 

to the whole online edition on a daily basis or you can just buy access to particular 

articles. What is new in the universe of Rainbows End is that Epiphany ï the 

application which manages personal wearable ï pays automatically whenever 

micropayments are required. 

Although the library cabal decides to go on with their scheme to frustrate 

Huertasô plans for digitization of other libraries, it is too late to save the books of 

the UCSD library. The empty stacks, however, have not been left as silent 

witnesses to the vandalism of the project. In an attempt to appease the protesters 

the university administration, which agreed to the digitization proposed by 

Huertas, overlaid the empty stacks with imagery taken from the fictional 

universe created by a hugely popular writer, Jerzy Hacek.  

Robert stepped through the half-opened door and looked around. This was not the 

fifth floor of the Geisel Library, Planet Earth. There were books, but they were oversized 

things, set on timbered racks that stretched up and up. Robert bent back. The violet light 

followed the stacks upward, limned their twisted struts. It was like one of those fractal 

forests in old graphics. At the limits of his vision, there were still more books, tiny with 

distance (Vinge 2006: 172). 

The books in the stacks are digital versions of the books destroyed by the 

shredder. Those who want to read them in the library are transformed by the 

program generating the overlay into characters from Hacekôs fictional universe 
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and they can wander freely between the stacks and reach for any book ï or 

rather, its digital representation ï they want to read.  

Robert and the rest of the library cabal are aware that this overlay is 

supposed to work as propaganda for Huertas and his project. However, when 

Winnie Blount expresses his disgust with this kind of experience of reading 

books, Rivera protests:  

ñIôm sorry, Dean Blount. Itôs the shredding thatôs evil, not the digitizing. For the 

first time in their  lives, our students have modern access to premillenium knowledge.ò 

He waved at the students down in the alley. ñAnd itôs not just here. You can reach the 

library from the net, just minus the touchy-feely gimmick. Huertas is allowing limited 

access without charge, even during his monopoly period. This is just the first-pass 

digitization, and only HB through HX, but weôve had more hits on our premillennium 

holdings in the last week than we had in the last four years. And much of the new 

business is from faculty!ò (Vinge 2006: 176) 

Easier access ï because it is transcending the limitations of a geographic 

location ï to digitized books is one of the most obvious advantages of virtual 

libraries functioning in the network society of the postmodern era. However, the 

virtual overlay of the UCSD library modelled on the fictional universe of 

Hacekôs novels indicates ï although in a somewhat simplified and, at the same 

time, extreme way ï another feature of information storage in the postmodern 

era, namely: the appearance of metadata which controls information. In 

ñArchival science and postmodernism: new formulations for old conceptsò Terry 

Cook writes about new ways of record-keeping in postmodern era:  

The three component parts of any record ï its structure, content, and context ï that 

traditionally were fixed on a single physical medium ï whether parchment, paper, or film 

ï are now shattered into separate stores of data and perhaps different software 

programmes. A record thus changes from being a physical object to becoming a 

conceptual data ñobject,ò controlled by metadata that virtually combines content, 

context, and structure to provide evidence of some creator activity or function. 

Moreover, as a recordôs context and uses change over time (including archival uses), the 

metadata changes, and the record and its context is continually being renewed. Records 

are no longer fixed, but dynamic. The record is no longer a passive object, a ñrecordò of 

evidence, but an active agent playing an on-going role in lives of individuals, 

organizations, and society (Cook 2001: 22). 

Importantly, the metadata utilized by the UCSD library in the novel has its 

source in a fictional world of a hugely popular sequence of novels.5 This fact 

 
 

5 A different idea concerning potential metadata of digitized books is suggested by Max 

Tatton-Brown, who imagines a more holistic and automatic recording of metadata that showed the 

real life of that book's journey with you. Tatton-Brown would like his digital books to record in 
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indicates still another characteristic of postmodern social space, namely a 

blending of information and entertainment, referred to by Best and Kellner as 

infotainment: we use the notion of the networked infotainment society to accent 

the imbrications of information, entertainment, and interactive media in the new 

digitized and global economy (Best and Kellner 2001: 211). The most basic 

example of infotainment is presentation ï and absorbing ï of news as if it was 

entertainment, as a result of which news broadcasts become part of the all-

encompassing spectacle. Vinge demonstrates the mechanism of news-as-

entertainment describing the aftermath of the incident with the gutted car. What 

happens in the UCSD library shows the reader in what way another field ï that 

of education ï may be colonized by the ever-expanding entertainment industry.  

The overlay of UCSD library is created with the help of Jerzy Hacekôs fans 

who, like fans of other popular works of entertainment, are gathered in the so-

called belief-circle community. Members of these communities create all over the 

world visual overlays matching the worlds created by their favourite writers or 

movie-makers. As a result, people who have chosen to see one of the overlays 

can feel as if they actually were in their favourite fictional world.  

In fact, fictional realities like that based on Terry Pratchettôs novels resemble 

fantasy worlds that one could find in Disneyland, which is often described by 

postmodern theorists as an archetypal example of hyperreality ï a fake reality 

generated by models which have never been based on actual reality. According to 

Umberto Eco, Disneyland makes it clear that within its magic enclosure it is 

fantasy that is absolutely reproduced (Eco 1990: 43). As it panders to daydreams 

of visitors, striving for perfection of the artificial environment, Disneyland tells us 

that technology can give us more reality than nature can [é] but here we not only 

enjoy a perfect imitation, we also enjoy the conviction that imitation has reached 

its apex and afterwards reality will always be inferior to it (Eco  1990: 44ï46). 

There are, however, differences between Disneyland and fictional realities of 

Rainbows End, although they all may be seen as resulting from disparities in 

technological development. The most obvious difference is that of technology 

involved in their creation ï fictional realities in the novel are mostly virtual 

overlays, whereas Disneyland is solidly material. Another difference is that of 

the area involved. Disneyland is a place of fixed boundaries, whereas fictional 

 
 

some way important things that could be associated  with these books: That copy of Catcher in the 

Rye becomes your copy that was given to you by your father to read on holiday in San Francisco 

when you were 15. As you flick through  Frankenstein on a memorable holiday to Transylvania, 

wiping rain off of your sodden Kindle, the geography of your trip and the conditions are all saved 

with that file (Tatton-Brown 2012). However, he is not specific about the exact way in which these 

things should be recorded, most probably assuming that such details will be clarified, sooner rather 

than later, by inevitable technological development.  
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realities in the novel may be created anywhere, provided that the area is 

improved.6 The most important difference, however, seems to be that of the 

degree of participation of the public. As Eco notices, Disneyland is also a place 

of total passivity. Its visitors must agree to behave like its robots. Access to each 

attraction is regulated by a maze of metal railings which discourages any 

individual initiative (Eco 1990: 48). Disneyland has been created by a big 

corporation to be enjoyed in a passive way by paying visitors. Fictional realities 

in the novel are often created by fans who want to enjoy realities of their 

favourite fantasy worlds. Vinge, however, makes it clear that the best of these 

realities also have commercial foundations. When Robert is amazed at the 

amount of work that must have been put into the creation of the reality based on 

Terry Pratchettôs novels, Sharif explains: ñItôs not the work of one man. Thereôs 

probably a million fans whoôve contributed to this. Like a lot of the best realities, 

it was also a commercial effort, the most successful external cinema of 2019. In 

the years since, it has just gotten better and better, an act of love on the part of 

the fans.ò (Vinge 2006: 182) 

Fictional realities can be also created ï like Disneyland ï on a strictly 

commercial basis, as is the case with Pyramid Hill Amusement Park, which is 

run by Baja Casinos, but for kids not old enough to legally gamble (Vinge 2006: 

131). Children are charged a small fee for entering ï virtually or in person ï the 

premises of the park where they can choose one of the available overlays and 

play with other fans of the fictional universe of their choice. For those physically 

present the park offers not only visual overlays but also various touchy-feely 

experiences whose price grows proportionately to the degree of reality they offer. 

When Miri chooses the park as a shortcut to her grandmotherôs house she makes 

sure that she does not touch anything:  

Today, she got halfway to the east exit without choosing a particular game. She was 

careful not to touch, much less ride, the mechs. She especially avoided the furry cuddly 

critters. Except at the exits, ñYou touch, you payò was the rule at Pyramid Hill. Maybe she 

should buy into a game just to shed some of the marketing pressure (Vinge 2006: 132). 

The rule is not observed at the exits, as they provide the last chance for the 

park to make money:  

The closer you got to the gate, the harder the sell, across all park-supported 

realities. Furries danced playfully around them, begging to be picked up. The critters 

were real mechanicals; if you reached out to touch them, youôd find plush, deep fur 

 
 

6 It must be noticed here that for Jean Baudrillard hyperreality was already very extensive in 

its range in the last decades of the twentieth century: For Baudrillard, the entire fa­ade and 

ecosphere of neo-capitalist societies are hyperreal, in that more and more areas of social life are 

reproductions of models organized into a system of models and codes (Kellner 1989:83).  
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under your hands, and real heft to their bodies. Near the gate, management wanted to 

sell these little robots, and a free feel goodbye had swayed thousands of otherwise 

resistant children (Vinge 2006: 133).  

With passages like these the novel indicates that in the postmodern society 

technology is closely connected with capitalism. Best and Kellner  call this 

phenomenon technocapitalism, claiming that in postmodern era capital is 

restructuring itself through the implementation of new sciences and technologies 

into every sphere of life and requires a high level of technological skills and 

education (Best and Kellner 2001: 214). However, although references to 

commercialisation and moneymaking are scattered throughout the novel, it is 

technology that is the receiver of the greatest amount of attention in Rainbows 

End, which indicates what, according to Vernor Vinge, will be the most 

important feature of the society of near future.  

Vingeôs scheme of making his protagonist recover from a long period of 

Alzheimerôs disease is supposed to underline the scale of the transformation of 

life which is now gathering momentum in developed societies all over the world. 

Robert Gu, who at the turn of the twenty-first century still managed to ignore 

technology, after return to life finds himself in a society in which it is impossible 

to close the eyes to technology. As a poet he gained fame writing poetry which 

reflected the essence of human experience. The convalescent Robert finds it 

impossible to create poetry as the illness deprived him of his talent for 

versification but this disability allows the reader to speculate whether Robert 

would ever manage to create poetry distilling the essence of human life in the 

world to which he returned, even with his genius for words untouched. Doubts in 

this matter are justified as this new world is that of technoculture:  

A technoculture arises when culture is defined more by science and technology than 

by religion, social norms, ethics, or the humanities; when face-to-face, concrete relations 

rooted in the family and neighbourhood become electronically and digitally mediated; 

and when technology, shaped by distinct social and economic relations, becomes a 

driving source of change that overturns all stable traditions so rapidly that it impedes 

any attempt to control it, understand its nature, and discern its consequences (Best and 

Kellner 2001: 215).  

In other words, it is impossible to write about the essence of human 

experience. Vinge, in general, seems to have no bad feelings about this state of 

affairs and his characters ï apart from the few who, like Robert at first, are stuck 

in the past ï enjoy thoroughly the world in which they live. There is one point in 

the novel at which Vinge allows one of the older characters, Robertôs wife Lena, 

to voice a wistful remark. Talking about Robert and the genius of his Secrets of 

the Ages she tells her granddaughter: ñPoor Miri. You donôt understand. You live 
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in a time that thinks it can ignore the human condition. [...] You are surrounded 

by medical promises and halfway cures. It distracts you from the bedrock of 

reality.ò The last word in the scene, however, belongs to her granddaughter, who 

does not seem to understand what Lena is talking about: She looked up into her 

grandmotherôs face and smiled innocently. ñDid you know, Lena ... that [Robert] 

is learning to wear?ò (Vinge 2006: 143) 
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The artist saw in it a universal story of everymanôs ultimate religious experience, the 

illumination which he called the Last Judgment. Like Job, every man must pass through 
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vision. In my paper I intend to demonstrate how the last plates of the Job series 

communicate ideas crucial for the understanding of the whole of Blakeôs thought. 
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William Blakeôs designs to The Book of Job are commonly regarded as a 

profound reinterpretation of the received understanding of the biblical book 

(Moskal 1990: 15). Throughout Blakeôs work a careful reader will find numerous 

allusions to the story of Job. They can be easily discovered in The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell, Visions of the Daughters of Albion, The Four Zoas, Milton and 

Jerusalem. Pictorially, Blakeôs engagement with the subject of the just manôs 
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suffering becomes visible first in the midï1780, when he executes a set of 

drawings showing Job with his wife and three friends. The culmination of his 

interest is a series of twenty-two illustrations, produced in the final decade of his 

life (1820ï1825). The reason for such a visible fascination on Blakeôs part with the 

Old Testament account of Jobôs encounter with God is that the artist saw in it a 

universal story of everymanôs ultimate religious experience, the illumination which 

he called the Last Judgment. Like Job, every man must pass through painful trials 

in order to reach the condition of the ultimate spiritual enlightenment and vision.  

The Bible was for Blake the holy book of revelation. However, he held that its 

real message was to be gained by reading it imaginatively, sometimes by reading 

between the lines. As early as in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell he writes: 

This angel, who is now become a devil, is my particular friend; we often read the 

Bible together in its infernal or diabolical sense, which the world shall have if they 

behave well (MHH 22ï24 K 158). 

However, it seems important not to confuse ideas although Blakeôs use of 

them sometimes seems puzzling. óDiabolical senseô signified the meaning which 

is incomprehensible to the orthodox Bible readers, who are the advocates of the 

conventional ideas and the orthodox religion. He ironically calls those people the 

Angels, as opposed to the Devils who are endowed with the deep spiritual insight 

into the nature of things, not afraid to question the established truths. By 

ódiabolicalô Blake does not mean satanic, but unconventional and imaginatively 

brave. He continues to see the Bible as a case study for the hidden meaning and 

in The Everlasting Gospel he further writes: 

..Both we read the Bible day & night, 

But thou readôst black where I read white 

(The Everlasting Gospel K747).1 

All this is extremely relevant for Blakeôs illustrations of The Book of Job. 

Although the text remains intact, by his symbolic, special way of illustrating 

Blake manages to convey his own, completely unorthodox interpretation of the 

biblical book. In my paper I intend to demonstrate how the last plates of the Job 

series communicate ideas crucial for the understanding of the whole of Blakeôs 

thought. Moreover, medieval manuscript copyists and Blake after them 
design óiconicô pages on which visual image and visually perceived script 
work together to create a total effect carrying semiotic and aesthetic 
significance (Goslee 2011: 3). 

 
 

1 All quotations from Blake refer to Blake: Complete Writings with Variant Readings (1972) 

ed. by Sir Geoffrey Keynes. Oxford: Oxford University Pres. I provide the plate and verse 

number(s), followed by page reference to Keynes edition (K). 
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How does Blake perceive the figure of Job and his painful story? The first 

part of the series of illustrations represents the downfall of Job, his suffering and 

his spiritual crisis, the destruction wrought by Satan over his family, his being 

smitten with the sore boils, the accusations brought against him by his friends, 

culminating in Jobôs nightmarish dream. The second part of Blakeôs designs 

shows Jobôs confrontation with his system of beliefs, re-visioning of both his 

ideology and his religious practices, and his gradual regeneration. When we look 

carefully at the first design of the Job set, however, we discover that Blake also 

provides the key for understanding not only of what happens to Job, but also why 

it happens to himï in this way, the first illustration of the series is as crucial as 

the culminating ones. This is why it is important to devote some space to close 

consideration of this design, before moving on to the final plates which 

concentrate on the images of regeneration.  

In his first engraving2 Blake represents Job and his family who are sitting 

under the tree, with open books on their knees. Their postures and gestures 

suggest prayer. They are surrounded by their sons and daughters, and in the 

inscription in the lower margin of the design we read: In the land of Uz there 

lived a man whose name was Job. This man was perfect and upright (1: 1). 

Below the illustration there is an additional text: The Letter Killeth, The Spirit 

giveth Life. Jeanne Moskal thus comments about this scene: 

For centuries, theologians had taken The Book of Job as a struggle to justify the 

undeserved suffering of the righteous. Blake, however, shifts his attention to the content 

of Job's órighteousness,ô depicting in Job a progression from mere observance of the 

obligations of the law to a religion of imaginative fullness (1990: 15).  

At the first sight the scene seems serene and peaceful. It is peaceful indeed, 

but its serenity turns out to be rather ominous after closer examination. The first 

thing to notice is the time of the day. Clearly, it is evening, as the sun is setting 

and the moon is rising. Therefore, as obviously the whole story is concerned with 

spiritual matters, it may be concluded that it is the onset of the spiritual night. 

Furthermore, all the people represented seem to be in a state of repose; there is 

no activity going on. They all seem drowsy, as if going to fall asleep. Even the 

cattle in the foreground of the picture are sleeping. For Blake such a state of 

sleepy repose is characteristic for the lapse of consciousness. In his prophetic 

books Blake always uses the metaphor of sleep to denote the condition of 

fallenness. Thus, Blakeôs Albion, the Universal Man, comprising the whole of 

humanity within himself, is asleep ï in other words, he is fallen and needs to be 

awakened. He has sunk into the state of deadly sleep. Blake writes: 

 
 

2 For Blakeôs illustrations to The Book of Job I have been  using  The Blake Archive, ed. 

Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, and Joseph Viscomi. <http://www.blakearchive.org/>. 
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I see the  Four-fold man: the Humanity in deadly sleep (...) 

(J 15:6 K635). 

Furthermore, he describes Albion as: 

The fallen man stretchôd like a corse upon the oozy Rock 

Washôd with tides, pale, overgrown with weeds 

That moved with terrible dreams; 

(FZ 8:3ï6 K341). 

Albionôs sleep is obviously a spiritual state, signifying unawareness of his 

situation. The man is not conscious of the fact that the world he lives in is only 

an imperfect reflection of the real, spiritual world of Eternity.3 As he is asleep, he 

does not realise it and neither does he strive to overcome this condition. As long 

as he remains spiritually passive, he cannot fight to re-ascend to a higher world, 

since the primary condition of such a fight is the consciousness of oneôs own 

fallen condition. 

It can be inferred that Jobôs state of repose and passiveness bears similar 

connotations. Job, like Albion, has sunk into oblivion and does not exercise the 

powers of his imagination. This observation is supported by the fact that Blake 

depicts various musical instruments in the picture ï harps, trumpets, horns ï 

literally discarded, uselessly hanging on the tree under which Jobôs relatives 

reside. This is one of the clues that Blake gives us in order to indicate that the 

initial situation is not as optimistic as one could suppose. Music, after all, is one 

of the Powers in man of conversing with Paradise (A Vision of the Last 

Judgement K711). Moreover, Blake frequently represents music as a source of 

inspiration, and a way to reach the higher, spiritual realm. Music is the most 

direct communication with Eternity, as it does not utilise the intervention of 

words and images (Foster Damon 1995: 289). Jobôs spiritual defect is indicated 

by silent musical instruments.  

Next details to be noticed in the picture are the open books held on Job and his 

wifeôs knees. As Jobôs wifeôs gesture signifies prayer, it seems justifiable to 

conclude that the volumes on their knees are the books of the Mosaic law, The 

Letter that Killeth from below the illustration. Blake detested the book of law, as 

he saw in it the embodiment of the false religion, the religion based on forbidding 

and threatening. Instead, he seems to have shared with St. Paul the conviction that 

 
 

3 At this point it is easy to discern certain similarities between Blakeôs thought and the 

Gnostic system.  Both Blake and the Gnostics use the metaphor of sleep to denote the state of 

unawareness of manôs fallen condition. The Gnostic man, Adam, the òheadò of the race and at the 

same time symbol of mankind, lies in a deep slumber. The common metaphors to describe his state 

are such notions as ónumbness, ósleepô or óoblivionô (Jonas 1992: 68). Also, awakening is the 

metaphor for regeneration. 



 

96 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law (Galatians 3:13). In his poetry and 

designs, the symbol of the book is usually related to his personification of Urizen, 

the human misguided reason, and at the same time the false God-Creator who 

claims the position of the supreme deity. Urizen is obviously linked to God the 

Father from the Old Testament and similarly depicted by Blake in his art. He is 

God the Legislator, God the Punisher, who has forgotten that One Law for the Lion 

& Ox is Oppression (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 22ï24 K158). When Blake 

writes that The Letter Killeth, the spirit giveth life (II Corinthians 3: 6), and 

accompanies it with another inscription, It is spiritually discerned below, he directs 

our attention to what Jobôs problem is. Thus did Job continually ï he obediently 

observed religious rites, but did not exercise the gifts of his imagination. He 

preferred the books of law to scrolls (which in Blakeôs symbolic language denote 

imaginative life), he did not play music. What is more, he seemed to worship God 

the Legislator, whose religion is based on rules and regulations, and not on mercy 

and love. The apparent problem is that so far this is not spiritually discerned by Job 

and his family. 

A crucial issue is suggested by the notion that Job is a man perfect and 

upright, self-righteous. For Blake, the idea of self-righteousness was deeply 

pernicious and dangerous, opposed to his concept of being human. Self-

righteousness is the main notion of the religion preached by Urizen, a ticket to 

hell. In Visions of the Last Judgment Blake writes: 

In Hell all is Self Righteousness; there is no such thing there as Forgiveness of Sin; 

he who does forgive sin is Crucified as an Abettor of Criminals, & he who performs 

Works of Mercy in any shape whatever is punished &, if possible destroyed, not throô 

Envy of Hatred or Malice, but throô Self Righteousness that thinks it does God service, 

whose God is Satan (K616). 

Blake considers such an attitude as the greatest of sins. To be self-righteous 

means to abandon true God and to worship Satan. The whole concept denotes 

being right in the self, and the Self is the principle which Blake regards to be 

satanic, and which exists in every man and needs to be destroyed4. The act of 

destroying the Self is a chief condition of regeneration. Furthermore, self-

righteousness means self-centredness, egotistical pride, being submitted to oneôs 

own ego. This concept is opposed to the idea of forgiveness of sin, which in turn 

is the essence of the true religion and real humanity. Thus, in Blakeôs reading, 

Job has committed the greatest of possible sins and has to undergo spiritual 

renewal. Most importantly, he has to recognise his error, as so far he claims to be 

perfect and blameless. In order to do this he needs to be spiritually enlightened, 

but this process is exceptionally painful and difficult. 

 
 

4 Blake usually calls this principle óSelfhoodô and considers it satanic. 
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Therefore, Blake contrasts the religion of Urizen, or the Old Testament God, 

with the religion of Jesus. Hence, he creates a set of binary oppositions: rules and 

regulations versus imaginative freedom, reason versus imagination, punishment 

versus mercy, oppression versus love, sadness and depression versus joy and 

happiness, Urizen versus Jesus. The religion of Urizen always denotes 

worshipping God the Avenger, God looking at man from a distance and always 

judging him. Blake Blake saw the notion of God residing in distant heaven and 

therefore unattainable for man as another projection of a false religion. Blakeôs 

Jesus, the only real God cries: I am not a God afar off (Jerusalem 4:18 K622) 

and, furthermore, Blake specifies his idea that true divinity can be found only in 

true humanity, by writing in his Marriage of Heaven and Hell: Thus men forgot 

that all deities reside in the human breast (Plate 11 K153). This is the truth 

which is not spiritually discerned by Job and his family. They adhere to the letter 

that kills and not to the spirit that brings life. 

However, the situation of Job and his family is not completely hopeless. 

After all, The Book of Job is a story of a profound change, a radical spiritual 

transformation, an awakening. This hope is signalled by the presence of the 

Gothic cathedral in the background of the picture. Blake considers the Gothic 

form to be the living, imaginative one. Since the landscape is also characteristic 

for a manôs spiritual state (Raine 1982: 17), and changes together with it, Blake 

intends to say that although at present Job is spiritually asleep, there is a hope of 

his regeneration. 

Naturally, as the whole story recorded in The Book of Job symbolically 

retells spiritual experience, so the main figures in Blakeôs designs and their 

significance are also to be interpreted symbolically. The drama passes inwards. 

Job has to confront various principles inside himself which make him believe in 

the abstract, punishing God of the Old Testament; Satan can be read as an 

accusing, destructive faculty inside Job, his Selfhood which needs to be 

overcome; his friends, the accusers, have been perceived by the critics as the 

embodiments of the four faculties existing in every man (Blakeôs Four Zoas). 

They are, correspondingly, reason, senses, emotions and finally imagination, 

personified by the fourth friend ï Elihu (Raine 1982: 85). In the same way, Jobôs 

restoration to prosperity and happiness is a symbolic rendering of his story of 

ascent to a higher spiritual life. We might see in the account of Jobôs life the 

actual embodiment of the process described by Meyer H. Abrams, who in his 

seminal book Natural Supernaturalism claims that Romantic Literature mainly 

revolves around a secularised version of the creation, fall and redemption of 

human consciousness. The fall is generally equated with the conflict and self-

division, and redemption is integrative and unifying (1971: 188). It also 

reinstates unity on a higher level ï a higher innocence (1971: 189). Jobôs story, 

then, can be seen as a process of growing consciousness ï the initial state is of 
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drowsy contentment, followed by a dramatic conflict and disintegration, and 

culminating in regeneration which denotes a much more mature state than the 

one Job was in at the beginning. 

After the painful process of the recognition of spiritual truths, brought about 

both by tragic happenings in Jobôs life and by his confrontation with his own 

Selfhood/Satan, Job has re-established his relation with God, and with his family. 

The first visible proof that the course of Jobôs life has been altered can be 

registered in plate 16, where we witness a real breakthrough ï the fall of Satan, 

who from the triumphant accuser turns into a dark and opaque figure, accompanied 

by equally opaque figures on his sides, falling into the flames. The same flames 

that destroyed Job and his family in plate 2 are destroying the principle which was 

directly responsible for all disasters, terror and despair that Job and his family had 

experienced.  In the left margin there is an inscription: The Prince of this World 

shall be cast out. óCasting outô is a phrase which Blake uses to denote inner 

purification, getting rid of error and sin after they have been spotted. In his long 

prophetic poem Milton Blake describes this process in greater detail: 

To cleanse the Face of my Spirit by Self-Examination 

To bathe in the Waters if Life, to wash off the Not-Human 

I come in Self-annihilation & the grandeur of Inspiration 

To cast off Rational Demonstration by Faith in the Saviour 

To cast off the rotten rags of Memory by Inspiration 

To cast off Bacon, Locke & Newton from Albionôs coverings 

To take off his filthy garment & clothe him with Imagination 

( M 40:37,41:1ï6 K533). 

The image of cleansing is used to signify washing off everything that is unreal 

and delusive, that prevents man from returning to his unfallen condition. Water 

acts as a purifying symbol. To bathe in the Waters of Life and to wash off the Not-

Human  is to remove the false covering which oppresses and restricts man, which 

is an unreal projection of his own self, so that what is left is the true human, living 

and holy form, since, as Blake writes, Everything that lives is holy (FZ 2: 366 

K289). Casting off Bacon, Newton and Locke amounts to the renouncing of the 

rationalistic principles within ourselves which acted against Imagination. This 

quotation offers the final pronouncement of what regeneration means for Blake. 

The use of anaphora serves the purpose of emphasis. The passage is very dynamic, 

since verbs play major role here, which also stresses the importance of the actions 

mentioned above. Furthermore, in the words of a critic: 

Bad syntax of this quotation is irrelevant, since the rhetoric proceeds by another 

logic than that of grammar. It is the logic of the repeated to cast off... cast off... cast off... 

take off..., the repeated  Inspiration at the end of the lines, the alliteration of rational, 

rotten, rags. Except in the repeated phrases Blake has scarcely any sound ï effects here, 
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for he is aiming rather for magnitude than for intensity. A central break divides theses 

lines into approximately equal halves, each the equivalent of three very free metrical 

feet, which creates the rough symmetry (Ostriker 1993: 187). 

In plate 16 Satan, Jobôs Selfhood or ego, is falling into the flames. On his 

sides we discern two figures ï one male and one female. As Kathleen Raine 

suggests, these can be the same figures that make their entry together with Satan 

in plate 2 and believes them to be óspectresô, the Selfhood, of Job and his wife 

(Raine 1982: 233). Fire can be interpreted here as a purifying faculty ï the one 

which consumes all that is negative and spares all that is right. In the upper part 

of the plate Blake positions God on his throne, accompanied by babies. They 

might indicate Godôs love and meekness, and at the same time they are symbols 

of innocence. However, innocence at this point is different from the innocence 

which Job experienced before his fall. It is the state of mind of a man who came 

through all the bitterness of experience in order to arrive at the state of vision. At 

this point it is crucial to recognize how Jobôs vision of God has changed ï from 

the cruel avenger to the spirit of love. 

The title of plate 17 are the words taken from The Book of Job 42: 5: I have 

heard thee with the hearing of the Ear but now my Eye Seeth thee. At this point 

God has revealed his true face to Job. Now Job not only hears the words, but is 

gratified with the vision, which was not possible as long as he was not able to 

reject his Selfhood, Satan, the casting out of whom we have witnessed in the 

previous plate. Now, the true God stands in the front of Job, who is no longer 

scared to meet his gaze. Both Job and his wife have their faces lifted up, eyes 

focused on the figure of God. Jobôs face is full of serenity and understanding. He 

has comprehended and believed the fact that the real God is the God of love and 

forgiveness and not of fear and vengeance. Jobôs wife is sitting by the side of her 

husband, also full of trust and awe, with her hands folded in a gesture of prayer. 

Their faith is justified, as God seems to be blessing them with a beautiful gesture 

of his hands. The beams of light emanate from his figure and shed light on the 

whole scene. However, the three friends are not able to withstand the vision and 

the light. They still believe in God who punishes and turn away from the vision, 

hiding their faces in fear. In Auguries of Innocence Blake wrote: 

God appears & God is Light 

To those poor Souls who dwell in Night 

But does a Human Form Display 

To those who dwell in Realms of day 
(K434). 

The three friends do dwell in the spiritual night, while to Job, regenerated, 

God appears in his only true, living, human form. The way in which Job now 
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sees God is completely different from the way we have observed in previous 

plates. The change in perception is simultaneous with the change of his mental 

state. Here, God reveals himself to Job in his real human form, as God only Acts 

& Is, in existing beings and Man (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 15:17 

K155). Similar motif can be traced in Jerusalem, when, just before the final step 

of regeneration, Jesus appears to Albion, who finally is able to recognise his God 

(Jerusalem 96:3ï6 K743). In both cases this moment indicates the fact that God 

had stopped being unattainable for Albion as well as Job. Now he has a truly 

human face. 

In plate 18 we see Job praying for his friends. This is the ultimate act of 

practicing Christianity ï the forgiveness of sins. Job himself forgives and prays 

for those who had accused him, with complete renunciation of his own self. As 

Foster Damon remarks, the flame of his sacrifice pierces the clouds which 

separate the worlds and reaches to the heart of God. We see the cube symbolising 

the earth and the flame representing the spirit, these two images are here 

combined into one (1995: 222). 

The noblest gift that Job could offer to his friends is the gift of prayer. In 

Jerusalem Blake wrote: 

I have tried to make friends by corporeal gifts but I have only 

Made enemies. I never made friends but by spiritual gifts, 

By severe contentions of friendship & the burning fire of thought 

(J 91:16:18 K738). 

Jobôs prayer is the highest form of love, the total expression of acceptance 

and forgiveness. Had Job not annihilated his selfhood, such a spiritual gift would 

not have been possible. As a result of his prayer, we learn that God has accepted 

Job and finally released him from his captivity under Satan.  

In the upper margin of the illustration, on both sides, six angelic figures can 

be seen, ascending, as the movement upwards suggests positive change. Some of 

them are playing musical instruments, a harp and a trumpet, which is also 

indicative of the changing situation. As it has been remarked earlier, music is a 

form of practicing the art of Imagination and contact with eternity; this 

suggestion is also reinforced by the presence of a palette and graver at the 

bottom of the plate ï arts are a form of prayer. 

In the margin of the illustration we can also see the wheat, which can bear 

the connotations of the Bread, one aspect of the Eucharist, and the book with the 

words taken from the Gospel of Matthew: Love your enemies and pray for those 

who persecute you that you may be sons of your Father in heaven (5.44ï45). 

Those elements symbolise love, mercy, and sacrificing of oneôs own self for 

anotherôs sake. Moreover, it is worth noticing that the figure of God is no longer 

present in plate 18 or in the following plates. It is so because Job has realised that 
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God is one with man, and that He dwells within Job himself, as the Divine 

Humanity. This was a vital part of Jobôs spiritual enlightenment. It is also evident 

that Jobôs figure is almost identical with the figure of God in the previous plate 

(Raine 1982: 247).  

Plate 19 constitutes the outcome of the previous one and of the great 

spiritual change that Job has undergone. The full text from which the title of this 

plate is taken reads: 

Then came there unto him all his brethren, and all his sisters, and all they that had 

been of his acquaintance before, and did eat bread with him in his house: and they 

bemoaned him, and comforted him over all the evil that the Lord had brought upon him: 

every man also gave him a piece of money, and every one an earring of gold (42: 11). 

The chief issue suggested by this plate is reciprocity. In The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell Blake underlines the importance of being able to receive, not 

only to give, writing that The thankful receiver bears a plentiful harvest (MHH 9 

K152). This design symbolically shows the return of Job to social life: he 

receives his friends, gratefully accepting what they want to offer. They came to 

share more than just material things: they give love and understanding, sympathy 

and comfort. They have come with spiritual gifts, not only with material. It is 

also possible to infer that in this way Job is restored back to his earlier position 

within the community: in the biblical text we read that at first he had been 

respected and loved by other people who later turned away from him. Now, 

again he is accepted and liked, he acts as a host inviting his friends for a 

celebration. However, it is possible only because he has renounced his old self; 

the respect and sympathy of the people is the direct outcome of the process of 

change and the spiritual enlightenment he has come through. To emphasise this 

change Blake accompanies his vision of Job with the images of wheat and the 

fruiting fig tree. Both are indicators of prosperity, and, additionally, wheat can be 

associated with the bread of life. Furthermore, in the margins of the plate we see 

angels with the palms which are the emblems of victory.  

In the upper margin of the design two inscriptions can be detected which add 

another dimension to the meaning of the scene. They read The Lord maketh Poor 

& maketh Rich and He bringeth Low & Lifteth up. These contrary notions are put 

together to indicate the acceptance of everything that comes from God, and, 

moreover, they point to the union of contraries, which is a powerful issue in 

Blakeôs philosophy. The union of two principles that usually are at war with each 

other symbolises ascending from the world of Generation to a higher realm, 

which Blake called Beulah, and which is a land where contrarieties are equally 

true (Milton 30:1 K518). The name Beulah means ómarriedô and comes from the 

Bible. It is given to Palestine when it was restored to Godôs favour (Isaiah 62:4).  
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Consequently, as in the land where two contraries are of equal value, in the 

following plates a formidable place is given to indicate the restoration of the 

feminine principle to its proper sphere, which is already indicated in plate 19 by 

a depiction of the figures of women both in the picture itself and in the margin of 

the plate. Concerning the whole of Blakeôs thought and his writings it is 

important to remember that the feminine principle causes some problems for the 

poet.  First, an essential element of the Fall from Eternity is the separation of the 

Feminine from the Masculine & both from Man (Jerusalem 90:1 K736). 

Together with the emergence of the first female separate from man the 

androgynous immortal had ceased to exist as a whole, which brought about the 

division into separate sexes and the entrance into the world of Generation and 

death. What is more, Blake distinguishes male and female, on the one hand, from 

man or humanity on the other ï all sexual being is inevitably fragmented (Frosh 

1974: 164). Therefore, the motif of casting away of the female principle or 

Emanation of Man recurs in most of Blakeôs prophetic writings. It is to be found 

both in Milton, where the protagonist must heal his relation with his sixfold 

Emanation before he can undergo the final purification called by Blake the Last 

Judgment, as well as in The Four Zoas where Urizenôs rejection of his female 

counterpart, Ahania, is indicative of his fallen condition. Thus, one of the crucial 

steps of regeneration is the abolishing of the difference between the sexes. In 

Eternity, where man is truly human, sexes do not exist separately, but man and 

woman are one. Blake writes: Humanity is far above sexual organization 

(Jerusalem79:73ï4 K721), which indicates that to be truly human is to overcome 

this division. 

On the other hand, as the feminist critics have pointed out, the feminine 

principle in Blakeôs poetry is to be restored to its proper sphere which means its 

total incorporation into the male psyche, a devouring of the female as a separate 

being. Since ultimately manôs regeneration relies on whether or not he will be 

able to reabsorb the female principle, when a woman in Blakeôs writings wants 

to preserve her autonomous status, she is declared to possess the óFemale Willô, 

which Blake denominates as selfish, possessive and destructive. Alicia Ostriker 

in ñDesire Gratified or Ungratified: William Blake and Sexualityò accounts for 

Blakeôs treatment of femininity, distinguishing between four Blakes: 

First, the Blake who celebrates sexuality and attacks repression, whom we may 

associate with Freud and even more with Reich. Second, a corollary Blake, whom we 

may associate with Jung, whose idea of emanation....parallels Jungôs conception of the 

anima, and who depicts sexual life as a complex web of gender complementaries and 

interdependencies. Third, a Blake apparently inconsistent with Blake number one, who 

sees sexuality as a tender trap rather than a force of liberation. Fourth, a corollary to 

that, the Blake to whom it was necessary, as it was to his patriarchal precursor Milton, 

to see the female principle as subordinate to the male (1993: 103).  
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Blakeôs illustrations to The Book of Job, however, seem to be a rehabilitation 

of the female principle. Granting the place of equal importance to the women 

figures in the Job series is indicated both in plate 19, already discussed, and in 

the next design, where we see Job figuratively embracing femininity, represented 

in the illustration as his three daughters. In plate 20 Job outstretches his hands 

over his three daughters in the gesture of love, acceptance and protection. The 

title of this plate sufficiently explains the meaning of the reconciliation with the 

feminine principle. It states: There were not found Women fair as the Daughters 

of Job in all the Land & their Father gave then Inheritance among their brethren 

(42: 15). As Kathleen Raine notes, this inscription forms an apt counterpart to the 

situation presented at the beginning of the biblical book ï there the daughters 

were guests in their brothersô houses; now they have inheritance among their 

brothers ï they have been restored to equality with Jobôs sons. Moreover,  

Job has come to value the qualities that belong specifically to woman: in part (and 

here we are thinking not of the biblical legend but of Blakeôs prophecy to Albion) 

through the rejection of a morality that considers that ówomanôs love is sinô; but also, 

more profoundly, through dethroning Urizen the rational faculty as the supreme God 

(1982: 255). 

Urizen, human misguided rationality, then, is responsible for most of the 

errors committed by Job: self-righteousness, abandoning imaginative life, not 

practicing art, artificial observing empty religious rites, denigrating love and 

femininity. Once Urizen is dethroned and relegated to his position as one of the 

human faculties (reason), and not the highest deity, everything else seems to fall 

into place. 

In the background of the picture there are scenes portraying different phases 

that Job had come through in his regenerative process; the depiction of those 

scenes as if they were the pictures on the wall can be indicative of the fact that 

they all are now just memories ï they belong to the past. To underline the 

difference in Jobôs perception Blake applies the words of  psalm 139: 

If I ascend up into Heaven thou art there 

If I make my bed in Hell Behold. Thou art there (8). 

which describe the omnipresence of God. At the same time, if we remember that 

Blake equals true God with the Divine Imagination, these words can also be read 

as the praise of Imagination which is always present within the regenerated man. 

Furthermore, other elements that link the present situation with divinity and 

eternity are the musical instruments, angelic figures and fruiting grapevines in 

the margins of the plate. Angelic figures at the top embrace and converse in the 

spirit of love and mutual understanding. The musical instruments suggest a 

higher stage of consciousness, a radical change within Job, who is now ready to 
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practice the arts of imagination. The grapevine surrounding the picture is 

reminiscent of the holy wine of the Eucharist. For Blake the vine was first of all 

one of his symbols of the Divine Body of Jesus, as All things are comprehended 

in their Eternal forms in the divine body of the Saviour, The True Vine of Eternity, 

The Human Imagination (A Vision of the Last Judgment 69ï70 K605).  

The final plate of the series constitutes the complete transformation achieved 

by Job by the means of a painful process of the spiritual enlightenment and 

regeneration he had accomplished. At the first glimpse this picture seems similar to 

the first plate of the series, yet everything is different. People and animals that 

seemed inactive and drowsy in the first plate are standing now, fully conscious and 

awakened. Musical instruments that were hanging on the tree, neglected and 

forgotten, are used by Jobôs family. Job is the only person playing the harp. As 

Kathleen Raine points out, it is an allusion to the óharps of Godô in Revelation, but 

also to the ancient British and Celtic tradition of the Bard, whose instrument was 

the harp. Job, similarly to Milton in another Blakeôs prophetic book, has become 

the Bard, or the Awakener, whose instrument signifies prophetic inspiration (Raine 

1982: 262). Another easily discernible difference is the time of the day. Now, in 

contrast to the first plate, the sun is rising and the moon is setting; the spiritual 

night has ended to give rise to the day of Imagination. The Books of Law have 

vanished; in the consciousness of the regenerated man there is no place for 

restrictions and limitations of Urizenic religion. Similarly, the church in the 

background is missing- the religion of the true God needs no outer forms of 

worship. It is not beside the point to note here that in the introduction to the fourth 

chapter of Jerusalem Blake defined his view on Christianity in such terms: 

I know of no other Christianity and of no other Gospel than the liberty both of the 

body & mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Imagination (...) (Jerusalem 77 K716). 

Definitely, music is one of the arts mentioned above, so is poetry, and Job is 

now the Inspired Man, the Bard. The principle of Imagination within him has 

been freed. 

The title of the last plate reads: So the Lord blessed the latter end of Job 

more that his beginning. His sons and his daughters are restored to him and his 

wealth is doubled. His whole family is reunited in harmony. The marginal texts 

indicate the words of their song, taken from Revelation after the victory over the 

Beast: 

Great & Marvelous are thy Works Lord God Almighty. 

Just and true are thy ways O thou King of Saints (15:3). 

Job has come full circle, arriving at spiritual maturity. This is indicated as 

well by the figures of the lamb and the ram in the lower margin of the plate. 
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The lamb, apart from being one of chief symbols of Christ, is also indicative of 

the state of innocence. The ram, on the other hand, symbolises maturity, and is 

also the guardian of the flock, the protector of innocence (Foster Damon 

1995:340). Job passed from the state of innocence, in which he had lived 

happily although unconsciously till the beginning of his trial, through the 

painful state of experience and has reached the state of higher innocence, 

which Blake calls óorganized innocenceô and which is a state of vision. Blakeôs 

myth, therefore, being circular, can be interpreted as a cycle of innocence ï 

experience ï higher innocence. The state of innocence implies the view of the 

world as seen with a childôs eyes ï simple and joyful. Experience suggests a 

contrary state to innocence, the condition of pain and suffering, doubt and 

unanswered questions of the world of Generation. The final synthesis of these 

two states is the state of higher innocence, the ultimate goal of manôs journey. 

Blake conceived of the state of higher innocence as of the state of wisdom and 

maturity, and he wrote :  

Unorganizôd Innocence: An impossibility. 

Innocence dwells with Wisdom, never with Ignorance (K380). 

Higher innocence is óorganizedô innocence ï to achieve this state is to see 

the world as the child sees it, but through the prism of suffering and 

disillusionment of experience that the man has come through. Suffering is an 

essential aspect of experience. Innocence and experience are contraries necessary 

for each other, in the same way as body and soul, reason and energy are contrary 

principles, and only through the interaction of contraries progression can be 

made. This fruitful, creative interaction results in the creation of a state of the 

organized innocence, which is a condition of wise innocence, the innocence 

informed by vision. In this state the perception of the regenerated man is 

expanded, he is able to understand the laws of the world and he can take 

responsibility for himself and for his actions. The senses that lead him are the 

unified organs of Intellect and Imagination.  

In the biblical story of Job, therefore, Blake saw first of all the embodiment 

of his own mythical story of the Universal Man, who passes through painful 

trials in order to reach the condition of the ultimate spiritual enlightenment and 

vision. The drama, however, has passed inwards, as obviously Blake in all his 

writings is concerned with the spiritual, not natural, matters. For the artist Job is 

the type of Everyman and his experience can be related to any of us. In contrast 

to orthodox interpretations of the story of Job, here the emphasis is placed not on 

the attempts to explain the reason and the sense of Jobôs suffering, but on the 

need of spiritual transformation which should lead us, as it has led Job, to the 

encounter with the only true, human, merciful and loving God. 
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Abstract: The idea of a closed door perfectly corresponds with a sort of mystery 

pervading the horror genre. Even though the characters expect that they may discover 

some terrible reality, they open the door out of curiosity. The mystery is tempting, but it 

is also dangerous. The paper offers a discussion of three works which illustrate the idea 

of the óforbidden doorô. The analysis of E.A. Poeôs ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò is 

centred around the unnamed narrator whose introduction into the world represented by 

the House symbolizes his journey towards self-knowledge. By entering a óbad placeô, as 

Stephen King terms it, Jack Torrance in The Shining has to face his worst enemy ï 

himself. Mike Enslin in ñ1408ò finds out that he has to revise his own assessment of the 

reality. The lessons learnt by the characters analyzed in the paper inspire their fear and 

confusion and all of them try to deny the truth they are faced with. 
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In his non-fiction book Danse Macabre (1981), Stephen King refers to the 

appeal of the horror genre and explains that it offers a chance to examine whatôs 

going on behind doors which we usually keep double-locked (King, 1987: 231). 

Indeed, people tend to óshut awayô everything they assume to be unfamiliar and 

thus dangerous. Mankind has always been afraid of the taboo; at the same time, 

however, human curiosity results in the desire to discover the mystery lurking 

behind the óforbidden doorô: this interdiction [...] carries with it not only an 

implied punishment but also the promise to reveal secret wonders and knowledge 

(Conrad, 2008: 371). The door as a metaphor is commonly associated with 
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entering another domain or a transition from one stage to another. It may also 

represent an idea that is supposed to remain undisclosed. One of the classic tales 

of ñBluebeardò (the most famous version written by Charles Perrault), employs 

the concept of the door standing for an appalling secret: the eponymous 

character, married several times, tells each of his wives not to cross the threshold 

of a forbidden room. However, he gives them the key, thus provoking their 

intense desire to break the limitation imposed on them. Like each of the wives, 

the last one cannot resist the temptation to find out what secret is hidden behind 

the door, and learns the terrible truth when she finds the corpses of Bluebeardôs 

wives, whose curiosity and disobedience led to their doom. In various 

interpretations of the tale and its motifs, some have commented on the lure of the 

forbidden, not only as a plot motivator [...] but as an entry into the unknown as a 

(dangerous) site of wonder and a source of knowledge (Conrad, 2008: 371). In 

horrors, the kind of knowledge resulting from trespassing in a prohibited domain 

can be shocking and horrible; and thus the forbidden room might be viewed as a 

kind of óPandoraôs Boxô, as a source of misfortune and evil power. 

In symbolism, the door is associated with a broadly defined idea of transition, 

sometimes meaning a passage from light to darkness,1 which is especially relevant 

to horror conventions and corresponds with the genreôs reliance on the atmosphere 

of gloom. The concept of light and darkness should not be limited to its literal 

dimension, as it may signify the light of good [...], or the light of safety, for 

instance, while the reality behind the door can represent [...] the darkness of evil, 

the darkness of uncertainty, or the darkness of death.2 Another association with the 

door that can be linked to horrors concerns the passage from the familiar into the 

unfamiliar (KopaliŒski, 1990: 135). In numerous horror stories and films, the plot 

with its dreadful atmosphere is based on the feeling of uncertainty, confusion and 

fear triggered by the introduction of the unfamiliar.  

In linguistics, there exist a number of idiomatic expressions that may also 

suggest certain symbolic associations with the idea of the door. For instance, 

open the door to means to create an opportunity for (Siefring, 2004: 83). This 

meaning, employed in the domain of literature, could be linked to a sense of 

curiosity provoked by the open or half-open door; a feeling that cannot be 

satisfied in any way other than crossing the threshold: it attracts because it 

signifies welcome, invites discovery.3 With reference to horror realities, the truth 

discovered behind the door is usually appalling and denotes entrance to a world 

from which there is no escape. It is beyond doubt that horrors derive some of 

their motives from folk beliefs and superstitions ï for instance, according to the 

 
 

1 http://www.wisdomportal.com/Portals/PortalSymbolism.html 
2 http://voices.yahoo.com/symbolism-doors-horror-moviesï6529080.html?cat=2 
3 http://www.wisdomportal.com/Portals/PortalSymbolism.html 
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folklore of Silesia or Lower Saxony, if doors open themselves without any 

apparent cause, it is a sign that a ghost has just entered.4 Opening the door may 

also represent the concept of maturity, gaining deeper knowledge or developing 

awareness of some truths: When you cross the threshold, you abandon old, 

emotional ideas, concepts and plans which are no longer appropriate; the 

familiar horizon is enlarged.5 In horror fiction, this symbolic meaning associated 

with the door may be understood in terms of the realization of oneôs own range 

of emotions and vulnerability. In other words, a person who opens the door in 

horrors might thus be exposed to a reality that reveals their fears or longings.  

Likewise, the expression close the door to means to exclude the opportunity 

for; refuse to consider (Siefring, 2004: 83). The door closing itself behind a 

person, which is also a popular horror convention, may thus signify imprisonment, 

isolation [é], rejection, exclusion.6 Closing the door in horrors often illustrates 

the point of no return; a situation which is the ultimate confirmation of some 

terrible reality.  

Already in Roman mythology, doors (also understood as hallways or gates) 

were linked to the notion of metamorphosis: the god Janus represented change 

or transition, just as doors [é] represent change or transition from one place to 

another (Gale, 2008: 600). Even the name of the first month of the Roman year, 

derived from the godôs name, carries this connotation, as January is the gateway 

to the year (Daly, 2009: 80). It is also worth mentioning that Janus, like the door 

itself in its symbolic meaning, represents the link between things that one leaves 

behind and things that are to come ï the god is depicted as being two-faced or 

two-headed: One of his faces looks forward, into the future; the other looks 

backward, into the past (Daly, 2009: 80). In horrors, characters crossing a 

threshold must often face both their disturbing past and dreadful future. What is 

more, the threshold one passes may be compared to the River Styx from ancient 

stories. That few inches can symbolize the thin veil between this world and the 

next.7 In short, crossing the threshold might signify the exact moment of death.  

Certainly, the appearance of gates, thresholds and doors is a commonality to 

all story genres. Usually the hero passes through them to symbolically mark the 

beginning of his journey.8 In horror fiction in particular, the journey is full of 

risks and apprehension, and its end is very often fatal. The characters are 

typically unable to overcome the obstacles they encounter, whether it is due to 

their weakness or doom.  

 
 

4 http://www.mythology.totalroute.net/2007/06/22/mythology-encyclopediaï68/ 
5 http://www.wisdomportal.com/Portals/PortalSymbolism.html 
6 http://www.wisdomportal.com/Portals/PortalSymbolism.html 
7 http://voices.yahoo.com/symbolism-doors-horror-moviesï6529080.html?cat=2 
8 http://www.symbolism.org/writing/books/sp/3/page3.html 
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Facing the Self in ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò 

In ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò, Poe introduces the house in a twofold 

sense: physical, as an isolated mansion inhabited by Roderick Usher and his 

sister Madeline, and in a psychological dimension, as a representation of the 

collapsing mind. The narrator, disturbed by the letter he received from his friend 

Roderick, is the character who enters a domain that is not his own. He reveals to 

the reader more facts about the Usher family than about himself, thus keeping 

himself at a distance from readers. Although one knows nothing or very little 

about the narratorôs past experiences, he should not be perceived as a mere 

observer of the events at the house of Usher. It is important to notice that the 

narratorôs entry into the Usher mansion is analogous to entering his own interior 

self (Fisher, 2008: 77). In other words, the narrator opens the door to a reality 

that he was probably not aware of or that was hidden in the subconscious. In this 

sense, crossing the threshold of the house exposes the narrator to new 

experiences leading to his self-exploration. 

The very first indication of the nature of the reality discovered by the 

narrator is when he arrives at the mansion and is struck by its dismal quality:  

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when 

the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, on 

horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found myself, as 

the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher (Poe, 

1993:137). 

By investing the house with human emotions (melancholy), the narrator 

might actually imply the state of his own mind. His description of the stark 

landscape that he observes on his way to the house of Usher is characterized by 

adjectives that evoke a sense of dreariness and anguish. One might wonder: is it 

the landscape and the mansion that inspire the narratorôs unease or is the narrator 

transferring his own feelings to the surroundings? Various elements in the story 

may indicate the latter possibility: the house is described as having vacant eye-

like windows (Poe, 1993: 138), which create a correspondence between the house 

and the mind. The mansion itself is the best and most accurate reflection of the 

truth enclosed within its walls. Following this line of thought, according to 

which there is a resemblance between the building and the psyche, the numerous 

vaults within the main walls of the building (Poe, 1993: 148) may symbolize the 

complexity of the human mind, the depths of the psyche and the difficulty of 

understanding its intricate workings. What is more, the narratorôs mentioning of 

the underground vaults may also be read as a reference to a downward 

movement, a decline; worsening, in this respect, which may be a reference to 

mental condition. Similarly, the crack in the wall of the mansion might reflect the 
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deterioration of the mind. Various critical sources associate the crack with the 

last tenants of the house, Roderick and Madeline: both the Ushers and the 

mansion are undergoing a simultaneous process of splitting. The house is rent by 

a zigzag fissure that threatens its stability. In his letter to the narrator, Roderick 

admits to ñmental disorderò that threatens his stability (Timmerman, 2009: 

164). The bond between the siblings and the house they inhabit is also noticed by 

Sova: The apparent split between the twin personalities of the last of the Ushers, 

Madeline and Roderick, is symbolized by the crack in the house noted by the 

narrator, and it suggests the anticipated final destruction of the family and the 

house (Sova, 2007: 69). However, it is not only Roderick and Madeline that are 

connected with the mansion. By walking through its doors, the narrator becomes 

involved in this reality as well ï therefore, the fissure might also indicate the 

state of his mind which is gradually deteriorating. It is beyond doubt that he is 

perplexed ï initially due to the surroundings of the house and then because of the 

atmosphere pervading the mansion. His journey to the house foreshadows the 

world that is to be found behind its door: both the landscape and the interior 

inspire a feeling of insufferable gloom (Poe, 1993: 137). The narrator refers to 

the house as the mansion of gloom and indicates its bleak walls (Poe, 1993: 138), 

evoking a chilly feeling associated with illness or death. Already in the house, his 

sense of anxiety deepens as he is affected by an air of stern, deep, and 

irredeemable gloom [that] hung over and pervaded all (Poe, 1993: 140). It is 

also vital to notice that the narratorôs primary reason for visiting the mansion was 

to bring comfort to his friend, whose health was apparently declining. However, 

in the course of events it proves that he fails to fulfil  this task. Instead of 

diverting Roderickôs attention from his depressing thoughts, he reads to his 

friend a medieval romance whose fantastic and dark elements inspire even more 

distress. The fact that the narrator is unable to alleviate Usherôs melancholy 

might in fact reflect his own mental state ï his uneasiness is so overwhelming 

that he cannot take his mind off the negative emotions.  

Hence, the story about the Usher family also becomes the story of the 

narrator whose appearance at the house of Usher forces him to face his own 

emotions. The road that leads him to the house of Usher, described as the dreary 

tract (Poe, 1993: 137), becomes a splendid metaphor for the narrator-

protagonistôs own mind/self (Fisher, 2008: 78). The journey to the house of Usher 

arouses his melancholy; similarly, the symbolic journey during which the 

narrator learns something about himself proves to be intimidating, as he cannot 

control the fear that gradually overwhelms him. As he enters the house and 

closes its door behind him, he becomes exposed to a self-contained world which 

is conducive to the confrontation with oneôs own psyche. The sense of 

disintegration and distress intensifies as he moves farther into the House of 

Usher (literally as he proceeds to Roderickôs personal chamber, and figuratively 
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as he delves into the depths of his  own mind/self) (Fisher, 2008: 78). Entering 

the house might thus symbolize a quest for a deeper understanding of himself ï 

his success is doubtful, though. The narratorôs sense of uncertainty about his own 

emotions is evoked by the very first glance at the mansion and he wonders: what 

was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher? It was a 

mystery all insoluble; nor could I grapple with the shadowy fancies that crowded 

upon me as I pondered (Poe, 1993: 137). In the course of events, the narrator will 

learn that there is either no answer to this question and his mind remains óa 

mysteryô, or that the answer is too horrible to accept. Affected by the atmosphere 

surrounding the house, he seeks an explanation for the way he feels about the 

place. He makes attempts to rationalize his first impressions, but each 

interpretation is just an unsatisfactory conclusion (Poe, 1993: 137), and he is 

unable to ease his anxiety. The narrator emphasizes his endeavors to comprehend 

his emotions: I struggled to reason off the nervousness which had dominion over 

me (Poe, 1993: 150), but it becomes more and more difficult. Gradually, he falls 

deeper into the dreadful space of his emotions; the more he reflects on them, the 

less his chances of disengagement are. His apprehension evolves into a sort of 

obsession as he cannot control the need to think about fear: There can be no 

doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase of my superstition ï for why 

should I not so term it? ï served mainly to accelerate the increase itself (Poe, 

1993: 139). Even though he refers to his feelings as mere superstition, thus trying 

to reduce their influence on him, it soon becomes clear that they are too strong to 

resist. Apparently, one of the ways of dealing with his emotions consists of an 

attempt to convince himself that the incomprehensible sense of melancholy that 

captures him is just an illusion. The narrator makes references to the unreal 

quality of the experiences at the house of Usher: things happen as if in a dream 

(Poe, 1993: 144). He starts to realize that maybe his apprehension results from 

his mind just playing tricks on him. Unfortunately, although he tries to stay 

composed, the strange atmosphere he senses becomes more terrible as he cannot 

understand (or accept) its causes: I shuddered the more thrillingly, because I 

shuddered not knowing why (Poe, 1993: 144). The narrator becomes powerless in 

the face of the chaos that takes control of his mind. He suggests that he feels like 

a sick person by assuming that the house and its inhabitants had infected him 

(Poe, 1993: 150).  

The conflict between what seems to be real and what seems to be an illusion 

remains unresolved, however. After Madelineôs apparent death (as it is not clear 

whether she really died or is in a death-like condition), when the narrator reads a 

tale to Roderick, it seems to him that he can hear the sounds described in the 

story. Still, he emphasizes that the sounds must be nothing more than the 

figments of his imagination: I at once concluded that my excited fancy had 

deceived me (Poe, 1993: 152). Whether it is imagination or not, the sounds do 
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not stop and they are described by the narrator as the exact counterpart of what 

my fancy had already conjured up (Poe, 1993: 153). It appears to him that the 

images created in his mind are translated into reality; and this perception arouses 

his intense fear. He is oppressed (Poe, 1993: 153) due to the strangeness he 

experiences. The inability to distinguish between truth and illusion causes more 

chaos in the narratorôs mind; he actually believes at this point that he sees 

Madeline who has apparently risen from the dead. He is stricken with horror and 

flees from the mansion. It seems that he succeeds in escaping the terrible reality 

(or the terrible illusion) found in the house of Usher as he says: I found myself 

crossing the old causeway (Poe, 1993: 155), which may be understood as a 

shelter from horror, or as a link to a safe reality. However, one may wonder 

whether the narrator is really free from the terror he underwent in the mansion. 

As he flees, he notices the blood-red moon (Poe, 1993: 155), but was the moon 

actually blood red, or was this sight another figment of the narratorôs own 

crumbling psychosomatic stability? (Fisher, 2008: 82) In other words, is the 

narrator really ósafeô after leaving the house? The answer may not be comforting, 

in fact. As he leaves the house and sees it sinking into the tarn, he says: my brain 

reeled (Poe, 1993: 155), which implies the disorder pervading his mind. It is vital 

to remember that the narrator tells the story in the past tense, but he also makes 

references to the present. While talking about his current emotions, he still 

employs expressions like I know not how it was (Poe, 1993: 137), which may 

mean that he is still unable to comprehend his own state of mind. Fisher observes 

that the narrator in ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò  

bears kinship with many another literary character who decides to ñsojournò, to repeat 

Poeôs own term, within what are to him alien, or seemingly alien, conditions, nonetheless 

assuming that he will return to his better-known (status quo) way of life. Ironically, such 

protagonists learn either that entry into and experiencing such conditions may prove too 

foreign for their well-being, or that they really visit their own emotional depths, which 

prove to be frightening (Fisher, 2008:82). 

By opening the door to the House of Usher, the narrator begins a quest to 

come to terms with his own emotions. His own mind disturbs him; and it might 

be assumed that even after physically leaving the mansion, he is not free from 

the confusion he felt. In his account of the events, the narrator tends to deny his 

feelings; he does not want to recognize his real óselfô. He tries to contradict 

himself ï at one point, he reports on the terrible events that he witnesses; one 

moment later he tells the reader that he doubts his own sense. Whether he 

realizes who he really is or not, the narratorôs glimpse into his own soul, which 

he shares with the Ushers and their house, overwhelms him (Fisher, 2008: 82), 

and it is unlikely that he will ever be able to lock the door he once opened. 
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Confronting the Evil: óA Bad Placeô in Kingôs The Shining and ñ1408ò 

Both Jack Torrance in The Shining (1977) and Mike Enslin in ñ1408ò (2002) 

are different from Poeôs narrator in that they arrive at the óforbiddenô place not 

because they were invited there, but because they demanded to be there. Jack 

Torrance starts a job as a winter caretaker at the Overlook Hotel and moves there 

with his wife Wendy and their five-year-old son Danny who has a special ability 

which is called óshiningô ï he has visions which reveal some truths about the past 

and the future, and he can read other peopleôs minds. Ullman, the manager of the 

hotel, doubts whether Jack would be suitable for the position, which is caused by 

his past alcoholism and bad temper, but Torrance does his best to convince 

Ullman that he has cut himself off the problems that plagued him and is now 

fully able to take the responsibility as a caretaker. Even though the manager 

makes him aware of the hotelôs disturbing past (a former caretaker murdered his 

wife and children and then committed suicide), Jack has no doubts about his stay 

at the hotel. As it will turn out in the course of events, Jackôs problems were not 

left in the past and they will come back to hit him once more.  

As Jack and his family cross the threshold of the Overlook Hotel, they soon 

find out that any big hotels have got scandals [...]. Just like every big hotel has 

got a ghost. Why? Hell, people come and go (King, 2008: 17). The existence of 

the supernatural is thus a result of the hotelôs past: it ówitnessedô the fates of 

many people who bestowed, in a way, their emotions on this place. In Danse 

Macabre, Stephen King explains his interest in the archetype of óthe Bad Placeô, 

as he calls it, and mentions its association with the accumulation of emotions that 

were experienced there. He also refers to a óhaunted placeô as a kind of a 

paranormal movie show ï the broadcasting back of old voices and images which 

might be part of old events. And the fact that many haunted houses [...] get the 

reputation of being Bad Places might be due to the fact that the strongest 

emotions are the primitive ones ï rage and hate and fear (King, 1987: 159). In 

fact, these are the exact emotions that take control of Jack Torrance at the 

Overlook Hotel and that strike his family. Jack is well aware of his susceptibility 

to anger; and his irritation increases when other people remind him about his 

violent tendencies. His wife Wendy cannot forget about the incident when Jackôs 

fit of fury led him to break his sonôs arm, and even though Torrance deeply 

regrets his action he will never be free from the discomforting past. Obviously, 

arriving at the Overlook Hotel with his family might be an attempt for Jack to 

leave the distressing past behind and step into a better future, but unfortunately, 

opening the door to this óBad Placeô means that he has to face his past again and 

bear its terrible consequences. As King indicates, entering the óhaunted placeô 

might be a kind of symbol of unexpiated sin and admits that this idea turned out 

to be pivotal in the novel (King, 1987: 160). Jack gets involved in the hotelôs 
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cycle of sin and becomes its integral part: the ghosts in the Overlook Hotel 

embody the hotel's overflow of sins ï suicides, New Year's Eve debaucheries, 

mafia killings ï and they turn Jack Torrance into their willing tool by playing on 

his private failings, his alcoholism, and his rage9. In this world, Jack is 

vulnerable and instead of rescuing his family from falling apart, he descends into 

self-destruction. 

Jack Torrance is not the only one who suffers the consequences of crossing 

the threshold of a haunted place, though. There is no mercy in the self-contained 

world represented by the Overlook Hotel and its sinister nature affects Jackôs 

wife and persecutes his son Danny. Soon after their arrival at the hotel, the boy 

experiences a vision in which he sees an unfamiliar room and signs, all of which 

clearly indicate the idea of the forbidden door: This property condemned, Danger 

of death, Keep off, Keep out, No trespassing, Violators will be shot on sight 

(King, 2008: 23). In a way, Dannyôs special abilities warn him against the danger 

that may befall him if he treads further into the forbidden domain. However, it is 

not up to him to decide whether he stays or leaves the place ï even though he is 

just a little boy, he tries to be reasonable and hopes that he and his parents might 

be happy here ï after all, they are supposed to spend winter at a secluded hotel 

off season, where nobody will come to visit, but also nobody will disturb their 

family bliss. Danny remembers his fatherôs alcoholic rage and does not want to 

interrupt Jackôs good period ï for this reason he does not even try to convince his 

parents to seek their fortune somewhere else. Sadly, the hotelôs apparent 

peacefulness is just an illusion and the reality proves to be matched by Dannyôs 

gruesome visions ï he grows aware of the hotelôs dark past as he sees blood and 

the ghost of a dead old woman getting out of a bathtub. The boy is powerless to 

change what is revealed to him, even though he realizes that the decision to stay 

at the hotel can be a point of no return ï therefore, his ability is a curse rather 

than a godsend for him. His visions harass him and, as he appears at the hotel, he 

is exposed to horrors that strip him of his childhood innocence. The only person 

who truly believes in Dannyôs abilities is his mother ï she also seems to sense 

the hotelôs sinister nature. Wendy tries to make her husband aware of the misery 

their son is being subjected to due to his visions: Whatever he has, this hotel is 

making it worse (King, 2008: 182). Jack, however, is already unable to discard 

his affinity with the Overlook Hotel and now functions as its guardian, thus 

neglecting his role as a father. 

Even though Dannyôs special abilities forced him to face the world of 

violence and sin, he is still a child ï and as a child, he is curious. This quality, 

however, causes him to experience more suffering. The boy is warned by 

Hallorann, the chef of the Overlook Hotel, not to enter Room 217, where a bad 

 
 

9 http://www.firstthings.com/article/2007/05/stephen-kings-american-apocalypseï43 
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thing happened (King, 2008: 59). Even though Danny promises to comply with 

the request (and he is probably determined to keep the promise), he ultimately 

yields to the temptation to see what is hidden behind the forbidden door. As he 

passes by the forbidden Room 217, Danny has contradictory feelings: he looked 

at the bland number-plate with uneasy fascination (King, 2008: 66). Curiosity 

and enthusiasm about the possibility of discovering a secret are mixed with a 

sense of anxiety ï after all, every mystery involves some risk. Just like each of 

Bluebirdôs wives, Danny seems to accept the risk, or is simply unable to resist 

the temptation: he had been drawn to Room 217 by a morbid kind of curiosity 

(King, 2008: 116). The boy realizes that he breaks a promise given to a kind man 

and that he may be exposed to his fatherôs anger if he finds out that his son took 

the passkey. Despite strong fear, Danny crosses the threshold and is confronted 

with the truth he would rather not know ï the hotelôs past and its murderous 

ghosts exist not just in the boyôs mind, but are tangible forces intending to 

destroy their victims. Danny is attacked by the ghost of an old lady who tries to 

strangle him, but does not kill him. When Wendy sees the marks around her 

sonôs neck, she blames Jack, assuming that the man gave vent to his anger again. 

Malicious forces that dwell at the hotel are thus playing havoc with the family ï 

they live on disintegration, misery and hate. Even though Danny takes the blame 

off his father and tells the truth about what happened to him in Room 217, the 

familyôs disintegration is a true threat. Jack goes to see for himself what is 

hidden behind the door of the forbidden room ï and when he leaves it, 

tremendous chaos has already taken control of his mind. Apparently, the room is 

ordinary and there is nothing that could disturb him. This observation, however, 

does not calm Jack down, since apprehension gives way to annoyance ï Jack is 

angry because he assumes that Danny was lying. Soon, however, he can sense an 

unfamiliar presence in the room. What he finds in the room is disharmony and 

doubt ï he is confused and does not know what to believe, and this enhances 

Jackôs frustration. By stepping into the room, Jack experiences a passage from 

light to darkness, from the internal harmony that he has found after a long 

struggle with himself to mental disorder. The destructive power residing in the 

hotel leads him to believe that it is actually his family that disturbs his peace. He 

now seems to seek composure in the unity with the place, and not with his wife 

and son, who now start to be treated by Jack as his oppressors. The man grows 

aware of the influence that the place has on him, but no matter how hard he tries 

not to add Room 217 to his problems (King, 2008: 172), the effect of the evil on 

Jack is too strong to resist. He realizes that it was not just Danny the Overlook 

was working on. It was working on him, too. It wasnôt Danny who was the weak 

link, it was him. He was the vulnerable one, the one who could be bent and 

twisted until something snapped (King, 2008: 190). By entering the dangerous 
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domain, Jack succumbs to his vulnerability, his most primitive emotions and 

inner demons. 

The evil nature of the place is also implied by the narratorôs use of 

personification as he refers to the hotel ï there are a number of expressions that 

suggest that the hotel óacts on purposeô, that it is a living organism that derives 

pleasure from seeing others fall. At the beginning of the story, as Hallorann 

realizes that Danny and his mother are inside the hotel, a feeling of dread 

overwhelms him: It was as if the Overlook had swallowed them (King, 2008: 

61). Halloranôs observation may bring to mind an image of a monster devouring 

its victims ï and without a doubt, the reader may interpret this image as 

foreshadowing of gruesome events. As everybody else leaves the hotel and Jack 

remains there alone with his family, he has an impression that the hotel and the 

grounds had suddenly doubled in size and become sinister, dwarfing them with 

sullen, inanimate power (King, 2008: 69). Again, the foreboding atmosphere felt 

by Jack as they enter the Overlook foreshadows the doom that is to come. The 

hotelôs windows seemed like eyes. They reflected away the sun and held their 

own darkness within (King, 2008: 190). The óeye-likeô windows, like those of the 

Usher mansion, appear to observe its inhabitants like a predator watches its prey. 

They guard the inside of the hotel from any light, any ray of sunshine and any 

gleam of hope. When Danny is stung by wasps, his father associates the incident 

with the destructive power of the place and is no longer certain whether the place 

is good for him and his family: he found that he didnôt like the Overlook so well 

anymore, as if it wasnôt wasps that had stung his son [é], but the hotel itself 

(King, 2008:93). By assigning such qualities to the hotel, he realizes that he has 

done something that he should not have: he has exposed himself and his family 

to considerable danger. All hope starts to vanish as winter sets in and the family 

begins to realize that they are trapped in the hotel. Their dramatic situation is 

conveyed in the scene when Jack, Wendy and Danny, terror-stricken since all of 

them can sense the disturbing influence of the place, stand in front of the hotel:  

ñWill it ever be spring?ò Wendy murmured. 

Jack squeezed her tighter. ñBefore you know itò [...]  

So they went in together, leaving the wind to build the low-pitched scream that 

would go on all night ï a sound they would get to know well. Flakes of snow swirled and 

danced across the porch. The Overlook faced it as it had for nearly three quarters of a 

century, its darkened windows now bearded with snow, indifferent to the fact that it was 

now cut off from the world. Or possibly it was pleased with the prospect. Inside its shell 

the three of them went about their early evening route, like microbes trapped in the 

intestine of a monster (King, 2008: 145). 

Like in ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò, the surroundings of the building 

mirror the gloom of the interior. What is more, the darkness and coldness 
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conveyed in the description correspond with the condition of Jackôs mind and the 

worsening relations between him and his family. The transformation that Jack 

experienced is noticed by Wendy who says to her husband: The place seemed 

good for you. [...] Then... I donôt know just when... the place began to seem bad 

for you (King, 2008: 167). As Jack senses that something evil inside the hotel is 

gradually taking possession of him, he initially struggles with this inexplicable 

force. Within his mind, he wages a battle to retain sanity, but his efforts are 

futile. He remembers that once, during the drinking phase, Wendy had accused 

him of desiring his own destruction but not possessing the necessary moral fiber 

to support a full-blown deathwish. So he manufactured ways in which other 

people could do it, lopping a piece at a time off himself and his family (King, 

2008: 125). Jack has a feeling that his decision to stay at the hotel might be part 

of his self-destructive tendencies, but the confrontation with the strange power of 

attraction of this place makes him incapable of changing his fate. In one of his 

telepathic visions, Danny sees flashes of the hotel and a thought crosses his 

mind: This inhuman place makes human monsters (King, 2008: 98). Indeed, Jack 

Torrance becomes a monster ï instead of protecting his family, he aims at its 

annihilation. However, one might wonder whether this is caused exclusively by 

his presence at the hotel and contact with its unspecified dark power. In fact, the 

óbad placeô releases something that has already been inherent in Jackôs 

personality ï his anger and the inability to control his savage emotions. In a way, 

Torranceôs descent into mental disintegration and his evil self become evident 

due to the nature of his own personality ï all of his qualities that are disclosed at 

the hotel already resided in his psyche. As is noticed by Kruszelnicki, some of 

Kingôs characters may be compared to a ótime bombô (Kruszelnicki, 2010: 166) ï 

they appear to be harmless, but when the time comes, they bring destruction. 

óThe bad placeô thus functions for Jack Torrance as a kind of trigger that 

activates emotions and inclinations he struggled with. As he enters the Overlook, 

he tries to keep his balance on the border of sanity and chaos ï he is the prisoner 

of his deranged mind as much as he is mentally and emotionally incapable of 

leaving the hotel. It is not only Jack who is imprisoned, though ï Danny and 

Wendy are also captured by the evil, but they are more its victims than its tools. 

Danny is exposed to the flawed world of adults and its moral corruption. Luckily, 

he and his mother are not doomed to destruction, probably due to their inner 

strength which makes them resistant to the effect of the evil.   

It is also worth mentioning another of Kingôs works centred on the archetype 

of óa bad placeô, namely, ñ1408ò. The title of the short story refers to one of the 

rooms at the Hotel Dolphin, where the storyôs main character, Mike Enslin, 

intends to spend one night. Enslinôs plan is connected with his job as a writer of 

books describing haunted places. He is not a superstitious man and is extremely 

sceptical about legends and mysteries surrounding the places that he visits. Like 
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Jack Torrance in The Shining, Enslin makes a deliberate decision to enter óthe 

forbidden roomô and appears to be fully conscious of the possible risk that such 

transgression could involve ï or rather, he does not believe that any risk exists 

whatsoever. He treats Room 1408 as another place to add to his list of haunted 

locations, and the fact that Olin, the manager of the hotel, attempts to dissuade 

Enslin from his intention makes the place even more intriguing for him. After all, 

his óghost-storiesô are meant to attract the attention of readers seeking thrills ï for 

this reason, the sense of mystery and unexplained phenomena connected with 

Room 1408 makes it a perfect spot.  

Olinôs persistent attempts to make Enslin aware of the danger he is going to 

face are surprising to the writer himself, as the manager literally begs Enslin not 

to enter the room. Olinôs composure while referring to the incidents that took 

place behind the door of Room 1408 do not correspond with the sensational 

atmosphere that Mike felt about the place ï just like Enslin, Olin does not seem 

to believe in ghosts. He openly admits that there are no ghosts in Room 1408. 

Thereôs something in there [...], but itôs not a spirit presence (King, 2002: 374). 

This brief, but unhesitating, remark inspires some uneasiness in Enslinôs mind, 

but he also seems to be determined to reach his goal and does not let himself 

yield to Olinôs influence. The manager keeps Mike in his office for a long while, 

trying to convince the writer to change his mind, and without showing the 

slightest sign of irrationality. He remains calm, and even though he talks about 

an apparently haunted room, he seems to demonstrate common sense. The only 

symptom of his agitation is when he ultimately leaves Mike at the thirteenth 

floor, where Room 1408 is located, and Enslin notices that the managerôs hand is 

trembling. This genuine anxiety strikes Mike and, for a short moment, he 

considers withdrawal. Finally, however, he started down the hallway toward 

1408, swinging his overnight case by his side (King, 2002: 384).  

Already standing in front of the door to Room 1408, Mike notices that there 

is something bizarre about it: the door was crooked, [...] tipped slightly to the left 

(King, 2002: 385). This observation brings to Mikeôs mind an association with 

horror film convention, according to which some scenes are shot at a diagonal 

angle, thus conveying a sense of irregularity ï for instance, a characterôs 

deteriorating mental state. As Mike takes another look at the door, it appears to 

be straight, but a moment later it appears to be tipped to the other side. The 

apparent curiosity may foreshadow some sort of terrible distortion of reality, or 

of the voice of reason, that awaits Enslin inside the room. The crooked door 

might convey Mikeôs disorientation, while the changing angle could be 

understood as his attempts to retain common sense. The strange phenomenon 

that Mike seems to notice about the door shortly before deciding to open it might 

also be a kind of last warning against entering the forbidden domain. 

Nevertheless, Mike ignores it and assumes at this point that what he saw was 
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nothing more than an illusion. As Enslin crosses the threshold and observes the 

room, he notices that the paintings on the wall are also crooked. Even though he 

convinces himself that there is nothing unusual about it, he feels more 

comfortable setting the pictures straight. However, part of him expected that they 

would be crooked again, or fall crooked as he looked at them (King, 2002: 389) 

ï Mikeôs premonition suggests that no matter how many times or how hard he 

tried, he is powerless to control whatever resides in the room. In other words, it 

seems that it is not possible to deny the truth or change the fate. 

Enslinôs growing confusion is conveyed in the tone of his voice and the 

manner of speaking ï as he is a writer he records his observations on a tape. 

Already behind the door of óthe forbidden roomô, his recordings communicate a 

sense of apprehension and bewilderment: All the scant narration on the tape has 

the same fragmentary quality [...]. In addition, his voice grows steadily more 

distracted; it is not the voice of a man at work, but of a perplexed individual who 

has begun talking to himself without realizing it (King, 2002: 387). Mikeôs voice 

thus reflects his growing disorientation; it appears that the moment he enters the 

room, he abandons (or is somehow forced to abandon) some part of his own 

personality. He leaves his beliefs and disbeliefs in the hallway and has to face 

new possibilities. His senses continue to play tricks on him ï Enslin experiences 

disturbing visions that he cannot explain. He is unable to control the physical 

symptoms of his mental torments: his eyes are wide open, trying to comprehend 

what is around him; his rapid heartbeat signifies the abnormal condition of his 

mind. The sense of dread becomes more and more unbearable as Mike develops 

a conviction that 1408 was wrong (King, 2002: 393). Overwhelmed by feelings 

and sensations that he cannot comprehend, Enslin rushes towards the door ï but 

once it was closed behind him, it cannot be opened again. He chose to trespass in 

a forbidden domain of his free will and now, like Bluebeardôs wives again, he 

seems to bear the consequences of his transgression. Mike has become involved 

in a new reality characterised by truths that he had not even taken into 

consideration. 

Like in ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò and The Shining, the horror of the 

óbad placeô in ñ1408ò is also conveyed more vividly by means of animation. As 

Mike tries to escape the dreadful place, he could feel no fresh air against his face. 

It was as though the room were swallowing it (King, 2002: 394). Again, the place 

is compared to a kind of a beast whose innate murderous instincts bring 

destruction to its victims. Enslin believes that he hears strange voices, and is 

awestricken at the realization that it was not a machine-generated voice, but it 

wasnôt a human voice, either. It was the voice of the room. (King, 2002: 396). He 

starts to perceive the room as a living creature and acknowledges its seemingly 

sinister nature: It was the room. It was the goddamned room (King, 2002: 395). By 

laying the blame for his distress on the place, Enslin seems to reject the common 
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sense that he used to value so much and assumes a different attitude to reality, as it 

turns out that it may have more dimensions that he previously thought. 

Ultimately, Mike realizes that the room will never let him out. Frustrated and 

at the brink of madness, he takes a match and sets himself on fire, and only then 

is he able to leave the room. His desperate action seems to release him from 

captivity, as if the only way to be free from oppression involved the necessity to 

face an inherent danger of losing oneôs life. Another hotel guest, the man who 

saves Enslinôs life, notices that it is only Mikeôs shirt that is on fire. Interestingly, 

in his conversation with Olin before Mikeôs entry to Room 1408, Enslin referred 

to his garment as the lucky Hawaiian shirt [...], the one with the ghost repellent 

(King, 2002: 367). At this moment, Mike is clearly mocking any kind of 

superstition that he believed was hidden behind the mystery of Room 1408, and 

is laughing in the face of danger. At the end of his horrible journey through 

Room 1408, however, the shirt which used to be a symbol of his apparent strong 

personality and common sense gets destroyed. The burnt shirt may thus reflect 

the loss of some part of Mikeôs former self and the annihilation of his confidence 

about the fact that the only truths that really exist are the ones that he himself is 

capable of comprehending. At the end of the story, the manager of the hotel 

observes that Mike believed too much in nothing. Very unwise behaviour. Very 

unsafe behaviour. I would guess he has changed somewhat in that regard (King, 

2002: 401). Without a doubt, Enslin is now a changed man: his symbolic journey 

has increased his awareness of the complexity of his own identity. Before that, he 

was certain that he knew himself; it appeared to him that he was aware of his 

weaknesses and strengths. Since he believed that his common sense made him 

strong, he was not afraid of entering óthe forbidden roomô. As Olin points out, 

however, in an abandoned house or an old castle keep, your unbelief may serve 

you as protection. In room 1408, it will only render you more vulnerable (King, 

2002: 374). 

Conclusions 

There are different motivations driving the characters analyzed in this paper 

to open the óforbidden doorô. The narrator in ñThe Fall of the House of Usherò 

seems to be induced to do this due to external circumstances, as his friend is 

supposedly in need. Jack Torrance in The Shining is attracted to the Overlook 

Hotel because he seeks stability and hopes that the apparently peaceful place will 

unite his family. He seems to believe that strengthening the bonds between him 

and his wife and son could enable him to manage his frustration. Jack strives for 

composure and, undoubtedly, the manôs intention to suppress his aggressive 

tendencies is genuine. Torranceôs son Danny is made vulnerable to the place 
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because, as a child, he is powerless to escape. Mike Enslinôs attitude toward 

Room 1408 is nothing but professional ï visiting places that are shrouded in 

mystery is part of his job and he assumes that disbelief in legends and ghost-

stories gives him the emotional strength necessary for his profession. For each of 

the characters, though, the act of transgression implies dreadful consequences. 

Poeôs narrator enters the chaotic world of his own mind ï he finds out that his 

senses seem to fail him. Entering the óforbidden domainô represented by the 

House of Usher may be thus understood as the narratorôs attempt to discover the 

truth about himself. As he proceeds further into this reality, however, it proves 

that the narrator is incapable of accepting it ï ultimately, he tries to escape the 

truth. Jack Torrance initially sees the Overlook Hotel as a peaceful harbour 

which could help him become a better husband and father. Unfortunately, the 

óbad placeô releases his worst emotions, which he has been hiding behind a mask 

of apparent composure. For Enslin, opening the óforbidden doorô means that he 

has to leave behind his old beliefs and attitudes and accept some truths that he 

would never acknowledge previously. In a sense, he learns that there is more to 

life than that he used to take for granted. Entering Room 1408 makes Mike 

aware that what he once perceived as his strength might in fact be ignorance, and 

that he is not as self-confident as he used to think himself to be. There is no 

doubt that the truth discovered by each of the characters behind the óforbidden 

doorô teaches them important facts about themselves ï these facts, though, prove 

to be either too overwhelming or too disastrous to accept. 
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SLOVAK IMMIGRANTS IN  THE UNITED KINGDOM  

Abstract: The eight years since the accession of Slovakia to the European Union have 

witnessed changes in the British immigration policies due to the high rates of 

immigration from the Accession 8 countries that joined the EU in 2004. The majority of 

those who decided to leave belonged among short-term migrants. There is however a 

constantly growing community of Slovaks who decided to settle down in the UK 

permanently. The following paper presents an extract of a survey that is part of extensive 

research analysing the situation of Slovak immigrants living in the UK.  
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Subsequent to Slovakiaôs entrance into the European Union in 2004 a new era 

started that might be best characterized by greater mobility of work power. The 

consequence of this change was a newer wave of modern ówandering of the 

nationsô to Britain. The island country was among the few members of the EU that 

applied no restrictive measures against the ónew Europeansô and so it became the 

primary destination of those searching for a better life for themselves and for their 

families. By 2012 it has become evident that the then Labour government, with 

Tony Blair as the Prime Minister, considerably underestimated the volume and 

character of that new wave of migration. Official government reports1 set the 

probable number of Accession 8 immigrants between 5,000 and 13,000 per year in 

2003. The later statistical figures however revealed a boom in the numbers and by 

2011 approximately a million of people arrived in Britain from Eastern Europe. 

 
 

1 http://discovery-dev.ucl.ac.uk/14332/1/14332.pdf 
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Though the UK have experienced high rates of immigration since the end of 

World War II primarily as a consequence of its colonial past, and the number of 

EU 8 immigrants remained at a relatively low level in comparison to the seven-

digit figures of the total immigration rates in the UK, the arrival of the Poles, 

Slovaks, Hungarians and other nationals from the óeast sideô initiated debates and 

revitalized tension in the British society. Professor Thomas F. Pettigrewôs 

statement2 that these new Europeans are often viewed as not ñbelonging,ò and 

gaining citizenship can be difficult (1998) for them is still as valid nowadays as it 

was in 1998. This is not only due to the newer, more restrictive immigration 

control systems initiated and adopted by the Brown and Cameron governments, 

nor due to the public hysteria promulgated primarily by the British tabloid press, 

but rather is a result of a complex socio-cultural phenomenon that is manifested 

the most evidently in the diaspora-formation processes, isolationist attitudes and 

cultural conflict that characterize immigrant communities in Britain. 

The goal of this paper is to provide an overview of an analysis that 

endeavours to discover the characteristics of the integration processes from the 

perspectives of ethnicity, religion and class based on research conducted 

among Slovak immigrants living permanently in British urban areas. The 

cross-section of the three aspects forms an exciting field for research since by 

2012 the British society witnessed the stabilization of immigration from the 

eastern part of the old continent and due to the economic pressure springing 

from the deep and acute global financial and economic crisis migration patterns 

have altered. The primary focus in our case is therefore not placed on short-

term migrants who may be characterized by higher mobility rates, loose social 

networks and are primarily economically motivated, but on the gradually 

forming Slovak communities which are stabilized, established and in the 

majority of the cases there is almost no, or very little intention to return to the 

homeland. It is, therefore, inevitable to draw a distinction between short-term 

migration and long term immigration clarifying the concept for the needs of 

this work. According to the British immigration regulations an EU citizen is 

allowed to enter Britain and spend 6 months in the country without the 

obligation to register in the official registration schemes.3 Consequently, the 

minimum length of residence must be over 6 months to be relevant for the 

research needs dealing with long-term immigration. There is a higher 

probability, and later evidence supports this assumption, that ólong termô or 

ópermanentô immigrants show different behavioural patterns in connection to 

 
 

2 Pettigrew, F.T. (1998) Reactions towards the new Minorities of Western Europe, Annual 

Review of Sociology, Vol. 24, (1998), pp. 77ï103. 
3 ñVisiting the UKò UK Border Agency. Home Office, 1 September 2012. Web. 24 Sep 2012. 

<www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/visas-immigration/visiting/>.  
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planning their future in the target country, maintaining and cultivating domestic 

culture, aptitudes towards mother tongue and ideas about óreturningô. Three 

aspects, primarily of sociological character, have been selected as primary 

areas to be tested. 

Ethnicity is a natural choice when analysing immigration for a number of 

reasons: 

Primarily, ethnicity is a marked and perceivable trait that makes the 

individual ódistinguishableô in a given community. Different ethnicity means a 

lot more than a different language or physical appearance; it is also a peculiar 

way of thinking and presenting ideas  as well as a complex system of habits, 

prejudices and self-protecting behaviour that is in permanent interaction with the 

new socio-cultural environment where the individual tries to redefine his/her 

own position. Moreover, the already existing research results dealing with the 

aspects of ethnicity provide reliable orientation points for further investigation in 

connection to a concrete ethnic community, the Slovaks in the UK. Finally, one 

of the research predictions is that the number of Slovaks living in the UK today 

has reached the critical level when diaspora formation tendencies have become 

perceivable and analysable. 

Further points analysed in the survey are class and religion in interaction 

with ethnicity to discover to what extent these concepts are overlapping in case 

of Slovaks living in the UK and how do they manifest in their communities. 

The method applied in the research is based on triangulation, where 

quantitative and qualitative data are collected and contrasted. According to 

Robson Triangulation, in surveying, is a method of finding out where something 

is by getting a ófixô on it from two or more places.4 Robson further cites Denzin 

(1988) who suggested that [triangulation] might be done in social research by 

using multiple and different sources, methods, investigators or theories.5 The 

actual research conducted therefore draws upon these suggestions realising the 

actual work in two phases: 

¶ An Internet-based multiple choice questionnaire was designed to collect 

data for quantitative analysis, 

¶ and Internet-based interviews are planned to realise to allow the author 

to incorporate qualitative aspects. 

Since qualitative analysis has not been finished yet the present paper 

concentrates on data analysis that is primarily of quantitative character. The web-

based questionnaire was designed and published on the Internet in December 

 
 

4 Robson, C. (1993) Real World Research, A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-

Researchers, Blackwell, Massachusetts, p. 290. 
5 Robson, C. (1993) Real World Research, A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-

Researchers, Blackwell, Massachusetts, p. 290. 



 

127 

2012.6 So far 92 respondents participated; everybody on voluntary basis. The 

questionnaire analyses among others the following data: 

a) What was the primary drive for moving to the UK? Is the push-pull model7 of 

immigration valid in case of the Slovak immigrants? 

b) What is the social status of Slovak immigrants in the UK? 

c) How is national identity preserved and what are the priorities in choice 

making? 

d) How is the future generation observed? Is there a perceivable effort to 

preserve national identity or are assimilation procedures more dominant? 

Data analysis is based on correlations. The questionnaire is designed to map 

the above described fields through different questions providing space for 

comments and suggestions in case the predefined options prove to be 

insufficient. The final data are obtained and presented as correlations among 

different answers investigating the same area from seemingly different points of 

view. 

The primary motif for leaving oneôs home country is often described as the 

result of economic disparity between the homeland and the destination country. 

Therefore, one of the main objectives of the research was to discover how valid 

this hypothesis is. As the results show, though this approach is undeniably 

present among the Slovak immigrants participating in the survey, economic 

motifs are not the ultimate and exclusive ones. As 63% of the respondents stated 

they had been employed in their home country before they left, the economic 

push effect is at least questionable. It is true that 32% of the respondents were 

unemployed before they immigrated to the UK, but more than 50% underlined 

that they had either ówell-paid jobsô or ópleasant, though not very well paid jobsô 

in Slovakia. Furthermore, 71% of the respondents stated that the main reason to 

move to the UK was the wish to improve language proficiency and not the goal 

to find a job or a better job than they had in Slovakia. Only 15% out of the total 

92 respondents stated that their primary goal was to find ósome kind of jobô. 

What was planned to discover is the characteristics of the jobs Slovak 

immigrants do, or are willing to do, in the UK. The main objective was to 

discover whether their job positions match their level of qualification gained in 

the homeland or in the UK. The results show that more than one third of the 

respondents were university graduates and their job positions in the UK fully 

matched their qualification. A further 12% of the respondents declared 

themselves as qualified workers with full secondary education working in a job 

 
 

6 Rozenfeld, J., ed. "Google Docs." Questionnaire, Pavol Jozef Ġaf§rik University in Koġice. 

Google, 1 September 2012. Web. 24 Sep 2012. <https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ 

viewform?formkey=dHRaR2FuMzZDTENtcjVxOXJ0YjQ1Wnc6MQ 
7 Wrong, D.H. (1961) Population and Society, New York, Random House, p. 89. 
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position that matched their qualification levels. 14% of graduated professionals 

and 14% of respondents with full -scale secondary education admitted that their 

present job positions do not match their highest level of qualification. This 

however does not necessarily mean that their social position is worse as decent 

financial income may be assured even in case the individual is not employed in 

the profession he or she obtained a degree from. What reveals a many aspects of 

the social position of Slovak immigrants in the UK is the fact that only 2% of the 

respondents were unemployed at the time they filled in the questionnaire. 

A further factor was also incorporated in the questionnaire that might be 

called for the reason of this analysis ósatisfactionô. It was tested in relation to the 

amount of finances the individual is able to earn in the UK. The answers 

revealed that the overwhelming majority of the respondents is able to ensure at 

least the same standards as he or she enjoyed in Slovakia or earn more and can 

afford even more comfort than was available for them in their home country. It is 

possible therefore to generalise that the vast majority of Slovaks participating in 

the research can afford to live in middle-class conditions and this fact allows 

them to successfully integrate into the British society as equal and esteemed 

members. Job fluctuation, or in other words, frequent change of job positions can 

be considered as a marker for a successful integration process. The data obtained 

about this phenomenon revealed the fact that a relatively low level of mobility 

characterizes the Slovaks in the UK. Only 20% of the respondents confessed that 

has worked in more than five job positions since their arrival in the islands. This 

shows a low level of job fluctuation if the fact is taken into consideration that the 

average time the respondents have spent in the UK is 8,8 years. If we draw a 

comparison between this fact and the relatively high satisfaction with their salary 

and social position in the UK, it is possible to state that the Slovak immigrants 

that participated in the survey represent a very successful group that has 

integrated into the British society and achieved a relatively high level of social 

status and success. Good job positions that partially or fully match the 

respondentsô qualifications in combination with satisfying financial income 

definitely underline the fact that the respondents belong among the successful 

members of the society. 

Social networks and friendships have also been mapped and analysed. 

Though a detailed analysis of the given problem area is not possible by 

conducting a small-scale survey, the respondentsô answers revealed that at least 

the majority of them have a relatively extensive social network including British 

as well as Slovak friends. 48% of the respondents stated that they had many 

British and Slovak friends, what is more a further 30% answered that they had 

many British, but not many Slovak friends. Nobody chose the option stating that 

they have exclusively Slovak friends. As facts proove these people have reached 

a relatively high level of integration in the British society. As they equally have 
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native friends and Slovak friends or in the majority of the cases they have even 

more native friends than Slovak ones proves that Slovak communities do not 

lead an isolationist lifestyle that characterises disaporas. Social integration is 

high and friendships among these immigrants and their native colleagues are 

flourishing. 

Though one third of the respondents were single, 30 respondents had 

children and lived either in marriage or in civil partnership. 26 respondents out 

of 28 stated that the classmates of their children know that their children are 

Slovaks. From this fact we can assume that different nationality does not mean a 

tangible obstacle for these respondents and that these children have no reason to 

hide their identity, thus they are accepted members of the school community 

despite their different cultural and ethnic identity. 

A further objective of the analysis was to discover what the overall 

relationship of the respondents to their mother tongue and home culture is. 

Questions were designed to discover the frequency of usage of mother tongue in 

their private sphere and possibly at work. Moreover, the parents will to impart 

their skill to speak Slovak to their children was also put to test. 21% of the 

respondents stated that they use English everywhere, that is privately and in 

business. There was a relatively high percentage 40% stating that Slovak is still 

used by them at home in the family. What is more 15% of the respondents 

claimed that their exclusive language in the private sphere was Slovak not 

English. As far as affiliation towards home events is concerned it was tested in 

the area of media usage, i.e. the access to Slovak television and radio programs 

as well as the will to watch and listen to the Slovak programs. The results 

revealed that though the majority of the respondents have access to Slovak 

television and radio stations, only 26% uses these channels of information 

regularly. A further 12% of respondents underlined their wish to use the Slovak 

media, but due to lack of access it was impossible for them. 50% of the 

respondents stated that despite of having access to Slovak television channels 

and radio stations they do not use them. The conclusions that can be drawn from 

these facts are the following: either Slovak media do not provide these 

respondents with practical information and thus they do not wish to follow the 

political, cultural and social events by using them or there are further sources of 

information available for these people, e.g. the internet, that can fully replace this 

role. Naturally, further alternative explanations are also possible, but the 

reluctance towards Slovak media may definitely mean looser ties with the 

homeland and its culture. 

27 respondents answered the question that was designed to discover whether 

there was an intention to impart Slovak language to the future generation. The 

results are the following 13% of the respondents intentionally teach Slovak 

language to their children and the children are able to use the language. Another 
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13% do not teach Slovak, but the children have acquired the language in the 

home environment. Only 2 respondents answered that the children do not speak 

Slovak, but the parents tried to teach them. One respondentôs children do not use 

Slovak at all and the parents do not even teach the language. 31 respondents gave 

answers to the questions concerning the language proficiency of their children. 

15 respondents, 16% of the total, declared that there is no difference in their 

childrenôs language proficiency when comparing English and Slovak languages. 

In 10% of the answers the children spoke better English than Slovak and in 5% 

of the answers the children spoke better Slovak than English. From these data it 

is possible to conclude that in the majority of the cases the immigrant parents do 

wish their children to learn their mother tongue, however there was only a few of 

them who intentionally taught Slovak to the children. This fact shows that the 

influence of the home land culture is quite weak in the Slovak immigrant 

families and there is a high possibility that the future generations will fully 

assimilate. 

Based on the facts revealed by the questionnaire the following conclusions 

may be drawn: 

Firstly, though a series of studies underline the importance and validity of 

the push-pull immigration motifs the questionnaire did not support these 

hypotheses. Though economic disparity is present between the UK and Slovakia 

and the majority of the respondents underlined the fact that the life conditions 

and economic situation is better in the UK the primary motif that was 

emphasized as the greatest pull factor was the wish to rise the level of language 

proficiency and not finding well- or better-paid jobs. Therefore the respondents 

that participated in the survey cannot be defined as economic migrants 

unequivocally. Economic factors seem to influence them later when they have 

successfully integrated and discovered the advantages of living in the UK. 

Another important factor, the social status of the responding Slovak 

immigrants, was also analysed and the results show that these people were able 

to integrate and successfully occupy middle-class and lower middle class status 

if class markers such as income, housing, job position and cultural involvement 

is considered. 

Furthermore the extensive social networks of friends among British and 

Slovak nationals show that traditional isolationistic diasporic aptitudes are not 

characteristic for these immigrants. They are open and active in building social 

networks and do not create introvert Slovak communities but try to integrate 

even in their private life. The price of this relatively quick integration is ópaidô by 

the future generations as there is a relatively high level of cultural erosion as far 

as the culture of the home land is concerned. The low level of interest in home 

affairs and the relatively reluctant attitude towards teaching the children the 

Slovak language all can testify it. It is possible to state that national identity is 
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preserved in the families and that mother tongue is still in use in the majority of 

the case the dominance of the British cultural influence is however very 

perceivable and this will definitely speed up the assimilation processes.  

In general, it is possible to state that Slovak immigrants, at least the group 

that was willing to participate in the survey, represent a successful group of 

foreigners in the United Kingdom. Social status, education and the will to 

establish social networks outside the circle of their own people show a high level 

of ability to adapt to the new and demanding situation. Due to these facts their 

integration process is fast. Language proficiency of the respondents was at a 

relatively high level that is the result of the relatively long time they have already 

spent in the UK. The drawback of this smooth integration is however perceivable 

in fast assimilation that is more tangible in the case of the future generations who 

either arrived in the UK at a very early age or were born there. In these cases, 

though the children and the immigrant families do not feel embarrassed or 

discriminated due to their different ethnic origin, there is very weak intention and 

will to preserve the culture of the homeland as well as to follow the social, 

political and cultural events of the homeland. 
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GOTHIC STYLIZATION  IN ANGELA CARTERôS THE 

MAGIC TOYSHOP AND HE ROES AND VILLAINS  

Abstract: The article claims that Angela Carterôs early novels The Magic Toyshop (1967) 

and Heroes and Villains (1969) can be read as stylizations of female (Radcliffian) Gothic 

narratives. Featuring the classical plot of orphans separated from safe domestic 

structures, Carterôs novels present the heroinesô process of maturing in the Gothic 

labyrinth of the adult world. The author explores Carterôs employment of Gothic devices 

focusing on how she challenges the traditional contrast between the Gothic house of the 

villain and the patriarchal home of the father and how she deconstructs the hero/villain 

antithesis. The article argues that using important elements of the female Gothic style 

Carter preserves one of its original intentions ï production of unease ï and at the same 

time enriches the traditional discourse with her feminist voice to present gender conflict 

in a more contemporary light. 
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In the following pages I approach Angela Carterôs early works The Magic 

Toyshop (1967) and Heroes and Villains (1969) as examples of Gothic sylization 

and explore her specific use of the Gothic style for her own artistic intentions. In 

both novels Carter employs devices of the female (Radcliffian) Gothic which 

typically focuses on orphans separated from protective domestic structures 

(Botting, 1996: 64). Her narratives present orphaned virgins that are separated 

from the safe, protective structures of patriarchal home, enter the world 

populated by óheroesô and óvillainsô, suffer entrapment in the villainôs óGothic 

housesô and finally escape to move towards the óhappy endô of their stories. My 

aim is to claim that using important elements of the female Gothic style Carter 
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preserves one of its original intentions ï production of unease ï and at the same 

time enriches the traditional discourse with her feminist voice to present gender 

conflict in a more contemporary light. 

The Gothic 

Although the voice of the Gothic discourse has appeared throughout 

centuries in various tones, it has preserved the same clearly discernible semantic 

intention. Whether in the tone of terror, horror or other forms of unease, the 

voice of Gothic has been involved in constructing and contesting distinctions 

between civilisation and barbarism, reason and desire, self and the other 

(Botting, 1996: 20). As several critics have pointed out,1 right from its origin in 

the 18th century the Gothic mode appeared in its two main types, ófemaleô and 

ómaleô. The female type is best represented by Ann Radcliffeôs famous novels, A 

Sicilian Romance (1789) or The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and the male one 

by M. G. Lewisôs Monk (1796). The difference between the female and male 

Gothic has been theorized in many ways, but the main differences have been 

pointed out in respect to space, plot and the use of specific devices and motifs. 

Some of these are summarized by David Punter and Glennis Byron (2004), who 

maintain that male Gothic traditionally focuses on the male protagonistôs attempt 

to penetrate some encompassing interior, while the female version presents the 

heroineôs attempts to escape from a confining interior (278). The plot of the male 

Gothic focuses on questions of identity, and on the male protagonistôs 

transgression of social taboos (278) usually leading to the heroôs tragic end. The 

female Gothicôs plot is primarily concerned with the female protagonistôs 

imprisonment by the villain, her escape and the conventional happy end of her 

re-entering the safe structures of patriarchal domesticity through marriage.  

Gina Wisker specifies that the female type focuses on male sexual violence 

and features virginal women pursued through dark dungeons and along dark 

corridors by powerful, predatory men (1997: 118). The male type, represented in 

its later phase by such narratives as James Hoggôs The Private Memoirs and 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824) and Robert Louis Stevensonôs The 

Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1883), deals with  a polarization of 

the conformist self, and the dark Other that lurks in the unconscious (118). Other 

critics suggest that the horror of the female [perceived as the other] drives and 

shapes the narrative in the male tradition (Williams, 1995: 114), while its female 

counterpart is seen as a mode of addressing fears about sexuality and childbirth 

(Botting, 1996: 12). The excessive emotionality, sensibility and the nightmarish 

 
 

1 Botting (1996), Williams (1995), Punter and Byron (2004). 
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dreams that the female Gothic protagonist suffers from have opened a possibility 

to perceive the heroine as a classic hysteric (Sedgwick, 1980: vi), her hysteria 

being related to the experience of the denial of female agency in patriarchal 

culture (Ballaster, 1996: 60). 

Angela Carterôs appropriation of the female Gothic style in the two analyzed 

novels includes not only employment of some of its stock devices such as the 

villain-heroine-hero triangle or the Gothic entrapment but also her focus on an 

adolescent girlôs experience throughout her initiation into the world of adult 

sexuality. The realization of the function that female sexuality performs in 

patriarchal power structures is crucial for the heroineôs process of maturing, set off 

by her loss of safe domesticity and entering into the Gothic labyrinths of the adult 

world. Carter combines these traditional devices and concerns of the female Gothic 

with new elements, creating a special pattern of accents and endowing the original 

style with her own art-intentions. For example, Carter replaces the traditional 

pseudo-historical time and space of the Radcliffian tradition with a contemporary 

setting in The Magic Toyshop and a futuristic one in Heroes and Villains without 

losing a close connection with the tradition of the 18th century fantasy writing that 

informed the original Gothic.2 Although The Magic Toyshop seems to be rooted in 

the óhere-and-nowô of modern London, its ónowô is disturbed by the atmosphere of 

the past of a Gothic fairy-tale. Similarly, in the post-apocalyptic future of Heroes 

and Villains the past intrudes in the form of Barbarians, making a reference to the 

origin of the 18th century fascination with the Gothic. On the other hand, Carter 

works with the Gothic focus on antitheses, past/present, rational/irrational, 

civilized/barbaric, good/evil, heroes/villains, but she uses them in a way that 

suggests a deconstructive approach to the traditional binaries. 

In the following part I discuss three of the Gothic stock devices that Carter 

uses in her narratives: the Gothic house, the hero and the villain, focusing on 

how she challenges the traditional contrast between the Gothic house of the 

villain and the patriarchal home of the father and how she deconstructs the 

hero/villain antithesis. 

The Gothic House 

The Gothic house in its various forms, gloomy medieval castle, decaying 

abbey, old mansion, or in its more recent version of uncanny family house in a 

modern city traditionally plays the role of a symbolic setting for the struggle 

between the rational and irrational, the natural and supernatural, good and evil. In 

 
 

2 As Botting (1996) explains, the early Gothic texts drew, among other things, on medieval 

romance, supernatural, Faustian and fairy tales (14).  
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the female Gothic it also functions as the site of terror experienced by the heroine 

exposed to the violence of its villainous owner. Its antithetical relation to the safe 

paternal home that the Gothic heroine leaves behind has been of special interest to 

feminist readers. Besides noticing the contrast between the safe domestic and 

dangerous Gothic spaces the heroine moves in, they tend to point out the 

patriarchal power structures that the paternal home shares with the Gothic house.3 

Angela Carterôs approach is the same: she draws on the traditional contrast 

between the heroineôs home and the Gothic house only to emphasize some crucial 

similarities. Through the perspective of her female protagonists Melanie and 

Marianne, she explores the patriarchal character of both places and at the same 

time focuses on the role they play in her adolescent heroinesô encounters with the 

adult world. In The Magic Toyshop the contrast between the two dwellings has a 

strong class dimension revealed through Melanieôs painful awareness of the 

difference between the middle-class luxuries provided by her suburban home and 

the discomfort of Uncle Philipôs London house ruled by working-class economies 

(no hot water in the bathroom, cold rooms and plain food). In Heroes and Villains 

Carter moves away from the class conflict to the conflict of cultures by contrasting 

a stronghold populated by the community of educated and refined Professors and 

the decaying house of Barbarians placed in the Gothic landscape of the post-

apocalyptic world. Her adolescent heroinesô attitudes to their paternal homes and 

the houses of villains reveal important differences between the two novels. 

Melanie, who the summer she was fifteen discovered she was made of flesh 

and blood (Carter, 1981a: 1), has no clear awareness of any limitations of her 

patriarchal home and her transgressive behaviour does not go beyond a childish 

dressing up in her motherôs wedding dress and roaming in the garden at 

midnight. Taking her homeôs conformity and safety for granted, she feels only 

slightly restricted in her daydreaming of moving from childhood to adolescence. 

Immersed in her awakening sexuality, she desires to jump into the adult world at 

least symbolically through playing a bride and, in a fairy-tale-like manner, this 

single act really projects her into the world that lies beyond the safe limits of her 

childhood home. With her parents killed in an air-crash, she has to move into the 

bleak house of mysterious Uncle Philip.  

Unlike Melanie, Marianne, who lives in the community based on the 

Platonic ideas of an ideal state ruled by Professors recognizes the ambivalent 

aspects of the safe place quite clearly. Designed as a stronghold that protects 

against the Barbarians, her home is also a sort of óprisonô from which Marianne 

escapes only for short, secret walks that satisfy her desire to learn about the 

 
 

3 Gina Wisker (1997), for example, states that the imprisonments of the Gothic house are 

certainly a symptom of considerable cultural unease with the family home and the women who 

inhabit it (118). 
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outside world. It is this desire that influences her decision to escape with one of 

the Barbarians that have raided the stronghold and exchange the boring safety for 

exciting danger of the outside world. She explains to her father before his death: 

óI donôt want to marry,ô she said. óI donôt see the point. I could maybe marry a 

stranger, someone from outside, but nobody here. Everybody here is so terribly 

boring, Fatherô (Carter, 1981b: 11). Rejecting the idea of conventional marriage, 

she is a more adventurous heroine than Marianne who is allowed to óescapeô only 

in her day-dreams about her bright future of a middle-class bride. 

What the heroines share is a clear recognition of the contrast between their 

paternal home and the Gothic house. In The Magic Toyshop the contrast appears 

in the form of the present/past antithesis realized through the difference between 

the modern suburban house of Melanieôs parents and Uncle Philipôs house that 

resembles a medieval castle. Despite its urban setting and a typical working class 

appearance, Uncle Philipôs house has the character of the secluded, derelict, 

closed environment of its medieval model. Its dark, cold interior, long corridors 

with many doors concealing numerous rooms and a ósubterranean dungeonô ï the 

basement with the terrifying puppet theatre ï intensify the heroineôs feelings of 

loneliness and confusion:  

She felt lonely and chilled, walking along the long brown passages, past secret 

doors, shut tight. Bluebeardôs castle. Melanie felt a shudder of dread as she went by 

every door, in case it opened and something, some clockwork horror rolling hugely on 

small wheels, some terrifying joke or hideous novelty, emerged to put her courage to the 

test [é] óIf only,ô she thought, óI wasnôt so young and inexperienced and dependent.ô 

(Carter, 1981a: 82) 

The tyrannical behaviour of her uncle, the suffering of the dumb aunt, and 

the ódarkô family secret ï the auntôs incestual relationship with one of her 

brothers ï contribute to the overwhelming atmosphere of terror, and Melanieôs 

wonderings in the gloomy interiors of the Gothic house mirror her confused 

movements in the obscure world of the adult relations. 

In Heroes and Villains the Gothic house takes the form of a decrepit dwelling 

of one of the nomadic tribes that keep raiding the Professorsô strongholds. Set in a 

typical Gothic landscape, desolate, alienating and full of menace (Botting, 1996: 

2), it provides the Barbarians with a temporary protection against the surrounding 

jungle populated by wild beasts and monsters ï the degenerated óOut Peopleô. 

Unlike Uncle Philipôs house that resembles the medieval edifices of traditional 

Gothic villains, this building represents the whole culture of the past whose 

remains have been taken over by the Barbarians: 

This house was gigantic memory of rotten stone, a compilation of innumerable 

forgotten styles now given some green unity by the devouring web of creeper, fur of moss 

and fungoid growth of rot. Wholly abandoned to decay, baroque stonework of the late 
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Jacobean period, Gothic turrets murmurous with birds and pathetic elegance of 

Palladian pillared fa­ades weathered indiscriminately together towards irreducible 

rubble (Carter, 1981b: 31ï32). 

To Melanie brought up in the ówhite towerô of the Professorsô boring world 

of Reason and Order, the crumbling house of the Barbarians suggests the Chaos 

that appears to satisfy her desire for excitement and freedom. At the same time, 

the uncivilized life of its inhabitants (they live in dirt, superstition and ignorance) 

gives her (an educated daughter of a respected Professor) a false sense of 

superiority and control which prevents her from assessing the real danger of her 

situation. This danger does not result from the wild, uncivilized nature of the 

Barbarians but from the patriarchal structures that the Barbariansô society shares 

with the Professorsô one. Ruled by a former Professor, now shaman Donally, this 

society produces the same institutions of power and subordination, which are, 

however, realized in a less civilized form, as Marianne learns when she has to 

tolerate rape and forced marriage.  

Thus, it is possible to conclude that in Heroes and Villains the paternal 

home/Gothic house antithesis acquires a greater modification. In The Magic 

Toyshop the contrast between her home and the house of the villain remains 

fixed in the eyes of the heroine. The idealized space of home is juxtaposed with 

the evil space of the house. The Gothic house as the site of terror has an 

important function in the production of unease about patriarchal tyranny still 

existing in modern times, but as a óBluebeard castleô it supports its equalling 

with an individual behaviour of a madman. On the other hand, in Heroes and 

Villains Carter challenges the traditional Gothic antithesis through the focus on 

the ambivalent nature of the two spaces her heroine moves in. The ideal safe 

domesticity image is stripped down to its restrictive patriarchal aspects and the 

dangerous-but-free world of the Barbarians is shown as not so cultureless after 

all. In this novel patriarchy transcends the limits of individual behaviour being 

revealed as the constantly present power structure of human society.  

The Hero 

Explaining the importance of the female Gothic, Anne Williams (1995) 

states that as a narrative organized around the female perspective it introduced a 

genuine innovation, which is the view of the male as óthe otherô (141). In Angela 

Carterôs Gothic stylizations such a view of the hero plays a central role in the 

presentation of the heroineôs process of maturing which focuses on her initiation 

into the world of adult sexuality. An important aspect of this initiation is the 

heroineôs experience of the clash between her sexual fantasies and reality.   



 

138 

In The Magic Toyshop Finn, the óheroô of the novel represents maleness that 

collides with Melanie's idea of the romantic lover. Deprived of any romantic 

features (he is dirty, clumsy and looks like a satyr), Finnôs maleness suggests 

animal sexuality that produces the ambivalent response of disgust and attraction: 

It was as if he had put on the quality of maleness like a flamboyant cloak. He was a 

tawny lion poised for the kill- and was she the prey? She remembered the lover made up 

out of books and poems she had dreamed of all summer; he crumpled like the paper he 

was made of before this insolent, off-hand, terrifying maleness, filling the room with its 

reek. She hated it. But she could not take her eyes off him (Carter, 1981a: 45). 

Melanieôs perception of Finn as an attractive/repulsive sexual object has an 

important function in her learning about the óunattractiveô aspects of female 

sexuality. At first, Finnôs overwhelming dirtiness clashes with Melanieôs own 

need of cleanness appearing as a sign of their class difference. However, with the 

rising feelings of discomfort caused by the inability to wash her body properly in 

Uncle Philipôs primitive bathroom Finn starts to represent the materialization of 

the filthiness that she has to accept as a part of herself. She finds herself trapped 

in the symbolic relations of dirt and cleanness that pervade patriarchal culture in 

the form of the Madonna/whore binary, the traditional distinction between ópureô 

and ódirtyô women. Melanieôs hysterical reactions in Uncle Philipôs house are to a 

great extent results of the pressure of the situation in which the patriarchal figure 

forces her to personify virginal purity ï the Leda in his adaptation of the Greek 

myth ï and at the same time to become a ówhoreô, when Uncle Philip asks Finn 

to rape her as a part of the play rehearsal.  

Although Finn rejects to carry out Uncle Philipôs order and finally performs 

a crucial role in Melanieôs escape from the villainôs tyrannical hands, he does not 

save her from the óunhappy endô of her story. When Melanie accepts Finn, who is 

so filthy and repulsive that he is almost unimaginable as a sexual object, she 

seems to recognize the function of female sexuality in patriarchal marriage: 

Melanie had a prophetic vision as Finn sat beside her in his outrageous jacket, 

unclean in the clean sheets, yawning so that she saw the ribbed red cathedral of his 

mouth and all the yellow teeth like discoloured choirboys. She knew they would get 

married one day and live together all their lives and there would always be pervasive 

squalor and dirt and mess and shabbiness, always, forever and forever. And babies 

crying and washing to be done and toast burning all the rest of her life. And never any 

glamour or romance or charm. Nothing fancy. Only mess and babies with red hair. She 

revolted (Carter, 1981a: 177). 

All the realistic elements that dominate in Carterôs description of Finnôs 

appearance and in the bleak image of Melanieôs marital future throw ironical 

light on both Melanieôs ideas about the romantic lover and the image of the hero 
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in female Gothic narratives. Although Finn functions in the novel as the óheroic 

destroyerô of the villainôs patriarchal power (symbolically represented by the 

puppet of the swan that órapesô Melanie on the stage), his positive role is 

significantly weakened by the possibility of his becoming the new patriarch in 

Melanieôs life.4 

This ironical approach to the concept of the hero intensifies in Heroes and 

Villains, in which Carterôs exploration of female sexuality and its function in the 

patriarchal world acquires a more radical form. In The Magic Toyshop she 

produces a clash between Melanieôs romantic fantasies and her real lover by 

exaggerating some aspects of reality that are consciously left out from romantic 

imagination. Even though the clash is strong, it is the heroine that is shattered. 

The idea of the romantic hero continues to exist in her mind as the ideal against 

which reality is measured. On the other hand, Heroes and Villains aims at the 

destruction of the very idea of the hero, treating it as a cultural construct that 

limits the heroine in her search for emancipation. 

In Carterôs presentation of Jewel ï the Barbarian with whom Marianne 

escapes from her fatherôs house ï female romantic fantasies merge with the 

Rousseauistic noble savage myth. To Marianne, Jewel is a combination of a 

beautiful stranger (Carter, 1981b: 83) of her adolescent fantasies, the furious 

invention of [her] virgin nights (137), and the sign of an idea of a hero (72). 

However, unlike Finn, who despite his anti-hero appearance, acts in a hero-like 

way, this romantic hero fails to perform his traditional role. Finn refuses to be the 

villainôs tool of abuse, protects the heroine and finally saves her from the 

collapsing house of terror. On the other hand, Jewel rapes Marianne, marries her 

to fulfil the power ambitions of the villain Donally and reduces her to the means 

of preserving his own patriarchal power, which requests a son. In the course of 

the novel the noble savage is revealed as only savage and the hero turns out to be 

a villain.  

At the end it is his death that enables the heroine to escape from the 

entrapment in the patriarchal structures of the Barbarian tribe. Only when Jewel, 

this idea of a hero, dies, Marianne who bears his child feels strong enough to 

replace patriarchal power with matriarchal one: óI'll be the tiger lady and rule 

them with a rod of ironô (150). Although this óhappy endingô of Marianneôs story 

is inherently ambivalent (one power structure is just replaced by another), still it 

offers a better alternative for the heroine than Melanieôs bleak prospect of 

marriage with Finn who in his Gothic-hero-like way also reduces her to the 

social function of mother. 

 
 

4 In the course of the novel Finn several times reveals his desire to replace Uncle Philip in his 

position of the patriarchal father figure, for example by taking his seat at the table during his 

absences (Carter, 1981a: 183).  
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To conclude, The Magic Toyshop endows the Radcliffian Gothic hero 

device with some unsettling realistic elements to focus on the unpleasant 

realities of the female situation in patriarchal culture. Rejecting the traditional 

óhappy endô conclusion of the female Gothic, Carter highlights the aspects of 

the patriarchal marriage that the older narratives leave unexplored. On the 

other hand, Heroes and Villains draws more consciously on the homme fatale 

(Williams, 1995: 141) of the later female Gothic narratives5 to reveal the 

character as a dangerous fantasy. Despite Jewelôs similarity to the wild, 

mysterious and attractive heroes of romantic novels, his rough appearance does 

not function as a mask of the real sensitive loving nature that traditional 

heroines tend to discover in fatal men.6 Till the end of the story he remains 

what he appears to be: a Barbarian whose treatment reduces Melanie to a 

function in the patriarchal structures of his tribe. His symbolic death at the end 

of the novel suggests that the process of womenôs empowerment must include 

rejection of the romantic fantasies that obstruct the female subjectôs search for 

independence, autonomy and agency. 

The Villain  

As Ros Ballaster (1996) points out, in the Radcliffian Gothic the direct 

sexual oppression of the heroine is hardly the main motif of the villain. If it 

happens, it is more a consequence of his other intentions than his main aim 

(60). This also appears to be the case of Carterôs villain characters that never 

make an attempt to abuse the heroines directly. Uncle Philip performs only a 

fake rape through the puppet swan, and the only form of sexual oppression 

exercised by Donally, the tribe's shaman, is the one mediated through Jewel. 

Their role of the villains appears to be related not so much to their evil 

intentions but to the control they have over the power structures that shape the 

lives of the heroines. 

The power of Uncle Philip is the one of the father figure who rules his 

household through terror. Due to the exaggerated signs of his patriarchal 

behaviour he appears to exist at the border between a symbol and a caricature of 

patriarchy. As its symbol, he personifies the dignified magnificence of the 

paternal authority: 

 
 

5 Mr. Rochester and Heathcliff are the most famous examples.  
6 As Anne Williams (1997) explains, Learning to read (or rather, not to misread) 

appearances, is one of her [the female Gothic heroineôs] most important lessons. She can be happy 

only when she realizes that she did not see this ambiguous, paradoxical figure accurately at first. 

In her eyes, he is eventually transformed, his true [loving] nature órealizedô  (144).  
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His hair was elderly but not white. Rather, it was yellowish, like tarnished silver, 

but silken and glossy, brushed across his forehead from a parting on the left. A lot of 

hair, cared for with considerable vanity. His shaggy, walrus moustache was deeper 

coloured, streaky, with irony grey still in it and it was brown and sodden where it dipped 

into his own, special, pint-size mug which had the word 'Father' executed on it in 

rosebuds... He sat in his shirt-sleeved, patriarchal majesty and his spreading, black 

waistcoat....was strung with an impressive gold-watch chain, of the style favoured by 

Victorian pit-owners...His authority was stifling (Carter, 1981a: 73). 

As its caricature, he presents the patriarchal authority in a ridiculous form of 

a mad puppet masterôs power. Uncle Philip is a mad puppeteer who óanimatesô 

his life-size dolls believing that through pulling the strings of his perfect 

creations he becomes a god. His attempts to turn his relatives into animated dolls 

appear to be fed by the same desire to have a ódivineô control over the space of 

his family world. The silence of the others in his presence (symbolically 

exaggerated by the dumbness of his wife), the absolute obedience he requires, 

and his full economic control over the household are just some of the signs of the 

human puppet theatre created by his patriarchal power. 

Donallyôs power, on the contrary, resides not in the madness of an individual 

but in the Reason of civilized society. As an educated Professor he uses his 

knowledge to exercise his power over primitive Barbarians consciously and with 

a clear intention. Just like Uncle Philip, he turns people into his puppets but his 

are the more complex strings of the invisible power structures produced by 

cultural, religious and social constructs that he forces upon the tribe. If Uncle 

Philip realizes his ódivineô role through playing Zeus, who takes the shape of a 

swan to rape Leda, Donally draws on the Judeo-Christian tradition, treating 

Jewel as a Moses who will spread Donallyôs word. The fact that he forces the 

educated daughter of a Professor to marry his disciple is the double act of 

empowering Jewel in his position of the tribeôs leader by giving him a wife the 

others fear and disempowering Marianne whose education threatens Donallyôs 

superior position of the tribeôs shaman.  

What both novels share is the authorôs focus on the villainïhero relation to 

reveal that in the context of their conflict the heroine functions as a means of the 

realization of patriarchal power. In The Magic Toyshop Finn as Philipôs 

apprentice clearly aspires at being a puppet master himself and his hatred 

towards the old patriarch appears only when, being too clumsy, he is rejected as 

Philipôs successor. The following conflict over Melanie is only a part of this 

battle for power between the old and the new patriarch where she becomes the 

only means through which Finn can mediate his anger with and resistance to the 

old man. When Finn destroys and buries the swan in the symbolic act of killing 

Uncle Philip, he sincerely believes that he did it for Melanie and this shows that 
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the mechanism of male power relations obscures the real motives of male 

behaviour. 

Heroes and Villains makes this special bond between the villain and the hero 

even more visible since Jewel is openly treated as the trained successor to 

Donally with Marianne being used as the means of endorsing his future position. 

Stripping down the romantic veil that hides the real position of women in the 

world of male relations, Carter this time openly shows that the conflict between 

the villain and the hero is not connected with the heroine at all. Jewelôs conflict 

with Donally is realized as his attempt to expel him from the tribe when he tries 

to seize his power by the symbolic rejection of the shamanôs ideology: 

Donally petulantly threw up his hands and sighed. óTake me awayô, he said. óThrow 

me out. Throw out art, throw out culture, throw out wit and humourô [é] óI shall burn 

the snake, alive or dead, and your mask and feather cloakô, said Jewel. óIt will be as if 

you never existed.ô óDon't be too sure of that,ô said the Doctor. óIôve made my mark. And 

shall you really settle and plant gardens? Youôll be an idiot slave of nature, youôll farm 

poisons, youôll never be free.ô (Carter, 1981b: 131) 

However, being Donallyôs ócreationô, a product of his mythopoetic efforts to 

endow the primitives with the structures of patriarchal culture, he cannot exist 

without the ideology that gives meaning to his existence. On the symbolic level 

the expulsion of Donally means the destruction of the only form of culture Jewel 

as a patriarchal hero (Moses, noble savage, beautiful stranger of female 

fantasies) can exist in. That is why when Donally does leave the tribe, Jewel has 

no other choice but to follow him into the destruction, giving Marianne a chance 

to replace the patriarchal myth by a matriarchal one.  

To conclude, the focus on the villain characters has shown that Carter 

employs the traditional Gothic device ï  the villain-heroine-hero triangle ï to 

create new accents that throw a special light over the stylized language of the 

female Gothic narrative and at the same time insert the voice of her own feminist 

intensions. In The Magic Toyshop and Heroes and Villains she rewrites the 

heroineôs position in the villain-hero relations to emphasize the point that, 

although inherently present in the original Radcliffian narratives,
7
 may have 

remained overlooked: the point that the sexual oppression of women is not a 

consequence of the evil nature of villains, but rather a product of male 

competition within the structures of patriarchal power. 

 
 

7 As Ros Ballaster (1996) states, The spectre [é] that haunts Mysteries of Udolpho is the 

possibility that the Gothic sense of female horror may be a recognition that in the pursuit of 

politico-material power women are no more than exchange token between men; the hidden 

supernatural and sexual causes which the texts puts into play may be nothing more than 

displacements or smokescreens which provide the Gothic heroine with an illusory sense of the 

possibility of a political agency or significance from which she is, in reality, excluded (60ï61).  
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JOKING APART : 

 THE EVOLUTIONARY AND  EDUCATIONAL 

IMPORTANCE OF CHILDRENôS JOKES IN ENGLISH  

Abstract: The paper seeks to analyse the role of humour in the evolution of language 

and the corresponding potential for using jokes in the English classroom. Humour is 

defined in terms of its usefulness and categorised according to its types. The major 

division between Incongruity and Superiority as the theories explaining humour 

provides the first criteria for selecting the types of joke that can be used. Humour is set 

in its context, with a background of prejudice against humour and witty insubordinates. 

Humour is shown to have an ancient and vital role in the evolution of humans and our 

language. The locations of humour processing in the brain are given as further 

evidence leading to a suggestion that a sense of humour could be regarded as a type of 

intelligence. The usefulness of jokes is further broken down into four categories: 

homonyms, homophones/prosody, grammatical ambiguity and idioms. Problems with 

writing jokes based on homophones or prosodic features are discussed and a solution 

proposed. Teachers are encouraged to use jokes in the classroom and researchers are 

encouraged to provide collections of examples chosen for their general acceptability as 

well as for helping to teach particular language points. A commonly accepted 

definition of language is questioned for being too centred on an outdated theory of 

human evolution and contrasted with the situations in which children, women and men 

actually use language. Two dominant teaching theories of the late twentieth century are 

compared with the ideas of language evolution that underpin them. Finally, a theory is 

put forward suggesting that childrenôs jokes have played a key role in the development 

of language. 
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Introduction  

My name is Ian Upchurch and I am a pest. This paper is an attempt to 

invade the field of pure humour research and come away with some kernels of 

truth to be savoured. Raskin (2008) compiled an entire book as a first-line 

defence against the first-timer pest, which is what he called a number of 

eminent socio-linguists and psychologists who have engaged in humour 

research (committing the sin of telling jokes in their books) (Raskin 2008: 1). It 

seems that for Raskin humour research is something that deserves to be taken 

seriously.1 Raskinôs position is rather like that of many women who try to make 

progress in business or politics and find that they have to be more masculine 

than the men in order to win respect. The humour researcher, it seems, has to 

switch off their sense of humour and be careful not to enjoy or pass on any 

desire to enjoy their field. Because jokes are their subject, they are afraid their 

subject will be a joke. 

What is humour? 

Trying to define humor is one of the definitions of humor.  

(S. Steinberg in Ermida 2008: 1).  

It seems that everybody can recognise humour, yet nobody is able to define 

it. Researchers in the field have put forward many definitions but have failed to 

agree on one. Raskin (2008) and Ritchie (2004) laid out exhaustive2 lists of the 

mostly contradictory theories of humour. They may be approaching the problem 

in the wrong way, because they are treating it as a problem. Any successful 

businessperson knows that a problem should be approached rather as an 

opportunity. When we see humour as an opportunity to achieve valuable goals, 

we will at the same time be closer to understanding what it is.  

To one asking what is beauty, a wit replied: óThat is the question of a blind 

man.ô Similarly, none requires a definition of wit and humor unless he himself be 

lacking in all appreciation of them, and, if he be so lacking, no amount of 

explanation will avail to give him understanding (Clode 1921: 10). This sounds 

awfully similar to the clich®d phrase if you donôt know that, Iôm not going to 

explain it to you, which is used so often to claim that something is simply 

obvious and should need no further analysis. 

 
 

1 Which is what Oscar Wilde said about German humour: that it deserved to be taken 

seriously. 
2 A wit might say óexhaustingô. 
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Many have preferred to ignore the subject rather than contribute to the 

confusion. Artificial intelligence and cognitive science ... have barely touched on 

humour. Two major encyclopaedias in these disciplines, Shapiro (1992) and 

Wilson and Kidd (1999), have no sections or index entries for óhumo(u)rô Ritchie 

(2004: 1). 

Humour research itself is dominated by the Incongruity theories, which claim 

that humor arises from the perception of an incongruity between a set of 

expectations and what is actually perceived. This idea ... goes back to Aristotle, but 

has been rediscovered several times (Attardo 2008: 103). So humour is the 

contrast between expectation and perceived reality. It may also be the contrast 

between two competing interpretations of a sentence. The incongruity aspect of 

puns is fairly obvious (a string having two incompatible senses) (Attardo 2008: 

106). Puns, or plays on words, use language to create this inconsistency. In a sense 

the óbuttô or victim of the joke is the language itself as joke-tellers are underlining 

the ambiguity that it displays. Deliberate ambiguity will be shown to underlie 

much, if not all, of verbal humor (Raskin 1985, quote in Ritchie 2004: 51). 

Humour is often created by the differentiation between action in context and 

behaviour which defines context. The latter is what Whorf (1956) called 

metacommunication, which is formed by the information that makes context 

intelligible. According to Bateson (1979: 129), humour can only exist with 

distortions of these two levels of meaning, which he calls logical types. The 

paradoxes of abstraction which make humour possible are essential for the 

evolution of communication. Without them life would be an endless interchange 

of stylised messages, a game with rigid rules, unrelieved by change or humour 

(Bateson 1972: 193). Bateson, therefore, defines humour as a method of 

exploring the implicit themes in thought or in a relationship é A discovery, for 

example, occurs when it suddenly becomes plain that a message was not only 

metaphoric but more literal, or vice versa 3 (Bateson 1972: 203). 

From Aristotleôs incongruity, through similar ideas of Kant and Shopenhauer 

to Batesonôs differentiation, we have a view of the potentially positive side of 

humour, which can be used to celebrate the ambiguities of our language and turn 

all speakers into amateur linguists, more aware of their language and so more 

aware of how they themselves think. It can lead to enlightenment. 

However, there is a dark side. The alternative view of humour sees it as 

aggressive labelling of those who are óothersô and inferior. This is the Superiority 

Theory, best summed up by Spinoza: A man hates what he laughs at. Humour is 

often used to be cruel and to assert superiority; all the way from the Pleistocene 

 
 

3 Which shows the usefulness of humour for discovery techniques where learners are 

presented with samples and examples of language and requested to work out how it works, i.e. 

discover the grammatical rules behind them (Hrehovcik and Uberman 2003: 123).    
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to the playground, to the people of other countries. Here the incongruity is 

between othersô natures and the way they should be (according to us); or simply 

between them and us. Carrell (2008: 308) recalls Fryôs (1963) observation that 

some claim that humour embodies an attack by one individual on another. 

Bergson found a way to combine elements of the Superiority Theory and the 

Incongruity theory, suggesting that laughter is a social gesture of mockery 

toward those who are not thinking and acting in a flexible, context-sensitive way 

(in Morreall 2008a: 229). The essence of laughter is ridicule and its purpose is to 

humiliate, as in the Superiority Theory, but, as in the Incongruity Theory, the 

object of laughter is a discrepancy between the way something is and the way it 

is supposed to be. 

Just as there is no clear dividing line between the play fighting of young 

animals and genuine aggressive fighting, so it is with jokes. We can enjoy jokes 

that are perfectly innocent as they play with a language that we share, but when 

other people become their subject and the jokes pass judgement on the way they 

live, it is clearly another matter. 

Can humour be useful? 

Humour theorists assert that very few controlled studies have shown that 

humor improves learning, although it seems that some kinds of humor improve 

the perception of the teacher. A comprehensive study of the use of humor in the 

language classroom has yet to be produced (Attardo 2008: 127). Clearly with 

something as subjective as humour and as difficult to measure accurately (within 

the scope of an ethical study) as learning, actual evidence for the role of humour 

in the classroom is difficult to find. 

Despite this, many books which apply theoretical knowledge to give concrete 

advice to teachers claim great benefits from humour. Humour is incredibly 

powerful in the classroomé if you can take a fun approach to the job and make 

the work and the lessons seem like light relief, this will definitely help you in 

managing behaviour (Cowley 2006: 46). Morreall (2008b:464ï465) relates three 

books that explain the importance of humour and play in education, and suggest 

ways of bringing them into the classroom. They show how humour can foster 

analytic, critical, and divergent thinking; catch and hold studentsô attention; 

increase retention of learned material; relieve stress; build rapport between teacher 

and students; build team spirit among classmates; smooth potentially rough 

interactions; promote risk taking; and get shy and slow students involved in 

activities. He goes on to conclude that Humor is especially useful in skills-oriented 

classes where students need a playful way to handle false starts and mistakes 

(Morreall 2008b:472). When teachers present new vocabulary, the things which 
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are best remembered are: funny, strange, extraordinary, taught at the beginning and 

at the end of the lesson (Hrehovcik and Uberman 2003: 140). As for the last point, 

the most natural time to use jokes may be at the beginning and end of the lesson, 

for an enlivening start and a memorable ending; it is an added bonus that these are 

the times when vocabulary will be best remembered. Despite all this advice: 

Education has been slow to join the humor movement. Traditional teachers usually 

suppressed humor in the classroom. ñWhatôs so funny, Mr/Miss Smith?ò was one of their 

strongest putdowns. It was during our first week at school that most of us learned to 

suppress our natural urges to play and to be funny. Today there are many primary and 

secondary teachers trying to overturn this traditional prejudice against humor and 

playfulness (Morreall 2008b:472). 

Yet this traditional prejudice continues unabated. Many successful 

professional comedians have ironic memories of being accused of being a 

comedian by teachers or even police officers. Which other profession could be 

used to insultingly label somebody, as if it is simply impossible to command 

respect if you do that job?4 The truth is that many teachers are understandably 

afraid of being upstaged by the óclass clownô and this is why they have been 

reluctant to reverse the negative stereotype and promote humour.  

This is unfortunate as, despite Attardoôs claim, there is growing evidence of 

the value of humour in many situations, including education. There are benefits 

thanks to the now well-known production of endorphins during laughter. This 

has been demonstrated by asking subjects to see how long they could tolerate the 

pain of a frozen wine-cooler on their arm while watching either a boring 

documentary or a comedy programme. The more they laughed the more they 

could tolerate the pain (Dunbar 2004: 128). Perhaps even the pain of learning 

grammar could also be alleviated with laughter. Some businesses are leading the 

way in using humour to promote learning and improved behaviour: 

Many corporations are now using humor in similar ways. Chase Manhattan Bank, 

for example, started a program for handling often repeated mistakes by tellers. Instead 

of scolding them, the bank had a graphic artist make funny posters illustrating the 

trouble caused by the mistakes. The posters were placed on the walls of the banks. 

Tellers saw them, laughed, and in 95% of the cases, quickly corrected their mistakes 

(Morreall 2008b: 466). 

Morreall (2008b: 473ï474) describes a case study of Southwest Airlines 

whose corporate culture promotes humour and fun, with very profitable results for 

the company. A few years ago the Federal Aviation Administration asked 

 
 

4 The only other is óclownô. óComedianô and óclownô can be used alone to label somebody as 

idiotic. Not even lawyer or politician can be used alone to carry any negative connotation. 
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Southwest to stop singing the flight safety announcements to the tune of the theme 

song from the Beverly Hillbillies TV show. Compare that with the pained pleading 

of flight attendants, heard so often today on other airlines, for passengers to please 

listen to the flight safety announcement óeven if you are a frequent flierô. It is clear 

that people respond to humour. Why is that and where did it come from? 

The evolution of humour 

óHumour is a specifying characteristic of humanityô, comparable in this respect to 

óthe power of speech, the mathematical gift, the gripping thumbô  

(Nash 1985, quoted in Ritchie 2004: 1). 

What is humour for? How did it evolve? These questions may be closely tied 

to the evolution of language. For most of the twentieth century, scientists worked 

on the (poorly evidenced) assumption that the key event in human pre-history 

was the heroic men striding out onto the plains in search of meat after an 

intensive planning session to determine the hunting strategy. Language was seen 

as a utilitarian tool for communication of essential information.  

If those scientists had accompanied actual subsistence hunters on a hunt, 

they would have quickly learnt that the last thing such people need is to talk a lot 

ï the prey animals usually have much better hearing. The scientists could then 

have accompanied the hunters back to the village where they would have found 

the women chatting about everything under the sun.     

Evolutionary psychologist, Robin Dunbar (1996) has argued that human 

language did not evolve for the purpose of information exchange of the there are 

some bison down by the lake type. Instead, language developed from socialisation 

in the form of mutual grooming; an activity that bonds two individuals together.  

The appealing idea of people inventing speech to coordinate and plan hunting 

has also been well undermined by Elaine Morgan (1972). She demonstrated that 

the male agenda was not the only one at work in our speciesô evolution. Essential 

work in bonding groups together was done largely by the females in conversations 

that mostly replaced grooming in that role. That this is still not widely appreciated 

today is amply demonstrated by the bafflement a man may feel at a woman 

spending far longer than he would need on the phone for the business in hand:  

the actual informational content of these chats is often minimal. But information is not 

the point of the exercise. It serves the need é of friendly and reassuring interaction é 

To say óBut you could have told her all that in two minutes and anyway youôll be seeing 

her on Fridayô is as stupid as evaluating the benefits of anthropoid grooming by 

counting the number of ticks extracted (Morgan 1972: 251ï252).   
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As human group size increased, laughter became a powerful tool in 

grooming at a distance. Laughter is a social activity. This can be easily 

demonstrated by reading a funny book while travelling on a crowded train. The 

desire to laugh is suppressed by the social embarrassment of being the only one 

doing it. A group of people who laugh together feel more closely bonded.  

Ruch (2008: 78ï79) concludes that while evidence from studies in apes 

and humans points towards the evolutionary basis of laughter and humor the 

question remains as to why human beings developed their ability to humor. He 

lists several ideas about their adaptive value that have been proposed: a friend 

or foe system; an aggressive activity to threaten a common enemy; the mind 

reading hypothesis; a mode of communication distinct from the serious mode; 

social stimulation; a status manipulation; a disabling mechanism; the false 

alarm theory; the óselfish-geneô account of smiling and laughter; vocal 

grooming; a ófitness indicatorô signalling ógood genesô; and as sexually 

selected. Each of these fits with one or another of either the Superiority Theory 

or the Incongruity theory and the fact that there are so many plausible 

explanations for the existence of humour demonstrates how important it is to 

our evolution.  

Looking into the brain for the parts connected with humour also turns up 

some surprises. Despite the fact that the speech centre of the brain is located in 

the left hemisphere in most people, it is an area of the right side that processes 

all forms of humour: not only cartoon and visual but verbal too. For Dunbar 

this separation suggests that humour and laughter may have evolved earlier 

than speech and so jokes have a very ancient heritage, much older in all 

likelihood than anything else we do with language (Dunbar 2004: 131). The 

Neuro-Linguistic Programming approach to learning and therapy relies on a 

classification of the brain whereby the left brain is described as analytical, 

rational and linguistic and the right brain is holistic, intuitive and contains 

simple meanings and childish grammar (OôConnor and Seymour 1990: 118ï

119). Has our societyôs prejudice in favour of left-brain, rational thinking led 

us to overlook something else important about humour? 

Types of Intelligence 

Man had always assumed that he was more intelligent than dolphins because he had 

achieved so much ð the wheel, New York, wars and so on ð whilst all the dolphins had 

ever done was muck about in the water having a good time. But conversely, the dolphins 

had always believed that they were far more intelligent than man ð for precisely the 

same reasons (Adams 1979: 132). 
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Gardner (1983) redefined intelligence not as a single ability but as a range of 

different types of ability. He eventually identified the criteria for an ability 

qualifying as a type of intelligence. These were: 

1. Potential for brain isolation by brain damage, 

2. Place in evolutionary history, 

3. Presence of core operations, 

4. Susceptibility to encoding (symbolic expression), 

5. A distinct developmental progression, 

6. The existence of savants, prodigies and other exceptional people, 

7. Support from experimental psychology and psychometric findings. 

Gardner identified eight abilities as meeting these criteria: Spatial, 

Linguistic, Logical-mathematical, Bodily-kinaesthetic, Musical, Interpersonal, 

Intrapersonal and Naturalistic.5 Could we not include a sense of humour as 

another kind of intelligence? It seems to fit all the criteria described above. Its 

position in a specific location in the right brain has been identified, as has its 

crucial place in evolutionary history. It can clearly be encoded symbolically; it 

has a path of development that can be described in childhood and there are 

ócomic geniusesô from Chaplin to Pratchett. Is a sense of humour already 

included in one of the identified criteria? It seems to lie across several criteria: 

not only Linguistic (for verbal jokes), but also Spatial (for cartoons), Bodily-

kinaesthetic (for physical humour) and Interpersonal (a sense of empathy for 

othersô feelings being crucial for making them laugh). If it could be demonstrated 

that people gifted with a well-developed sense of humour possess those parts of 

the established intelligence types, but not necessarily the other parts, we would 

have a case for making Sense of Humour another type of intelligence. 

Types of joke 

According to Capps and Capps (2009: 13ï44), humour is based on nine 

fallacies of relevance. The first seven they describe seem to underpin referential 

type of jokes
6
 which are based on the content rather than the form. They are: 

Threat disguised as reason; Appeal to inappropriate authority; Appeal to the public; 

Targeting the person; Accusing somebody of hypocrisy; Appeal to pity; Appeal to 

ignorance. The final two are of interest to us, being based on the form of the 

language used to express them. The eighth fallacy is Use of Equivocal language. 

This includes words with more than one meaning, homophones and phonetically 

similar forms which have two possible interpretations. The ninth fallacy is Use of 

 
 

5 Gardner also accepts existential and moral intelligence as a possibility. 
6 As opposed to verbal humour (see below). 
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amphiboly. This involves equivocation at the sentence level, where each individual 

word might have unambiguous meaning, but the whole sentence has two possible 

interpretations. This includes grammatical ambiguity and also idioms (where there 

are competing idiomatic and literal interpretations). We have then four categories 

of useful jokes for illustrating language points:  

1. Homonyms (two words with the same spelling but different meanings),  

2. Homophones (two words with the same pronunciation but different spelling 

and meanings) / Prosodic similarity (the results of words influencing each 

otherôs pronunciation in a sentence),  

3. Grammatical ambiguity,  

4. Deconstruction of idioms.  

All of these together make up what is known as verbal humour [which] is 

wholly dependent on the language used, and is regarded as not translatable into 

another language, whereas in referential humour, the amusing substance is in what 

the joke says ï the events described, the characters, the situations ï rather than the 

details of the language used (Ritchie 2004: 14). They are useful for reception and 

also for production, as puns are a commonplace form of spontaneous humour. 

Puns ï albeit not very funny ones ï are made quite freely. This may, of course, be 

another consequence of the structural simplicity of puns ï anyone can build one 

(Ritchie 2004: 109). 

Crystal (1986: 185) lists eight jokes of the types popular with British 

children, as follows: 

1. Waiter whatôs this?  

Itôs bean soup.  

I donôt care what itôs been. What is it now? 

2. Whatôs five Q and five Q?  

Ten Q.  

Youôre welcome. 

3. What did the mummy broom say to the baby broom?  

Go to sweep. 

4. What would you do if someone stole a bottle of perfume?  

Iôd put a detective on the scent. 

5. Why was the thief caught stealing a trayful of watches?  

He took too much time. 

6. Why canôt two elephants go swimming at the same time?  

Theyôve only got one pair of trunks. 
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7. What is at the end of everything? The letter G. 

8. What kind of animal can jump higher than a house?  

Any animal. Houses canôt jump. 

Crystal (1986: 186) classifies these jokes according to the way they play 

with language. The first three are based on sound play; 4 and 5 on the difference 

between an idiom and its literal meaning; 6 on an ambiguous word; 7 focuses on 

the construction and 8 is based on two competing interpretations of the grammar. 

For the purposes of teaching language points, it seems that some of these are 

more useful than others. They are further explored below. 

Homonyms 

óThatôs a great deal to make one word meanô Alice said in a thoughtful tone. 

óWhen I make a word do a lot of work like thatô said Humpty Dumpty óI always pay 

it extraô. 

Alice Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll 

Of course, words with more than one meaning are a rich source of the 

incongruity that is the basis of a verbal joke, such as Crystalôs joke number 6, 

above. They do not have the complex issues that, as we shall see below, exist in 

the case of the homophones, having only one spelling for both alternative 

meanings, e.g: 

How can you keep cool at a football match? 

Stand next to a fan. 

Why is it hard for leopards to hide? 

Because they are always spotted. 

Why canôt a manôs head be twelve inches wide? 

Because if it was it would be a foot. 

Homophones / Prosody 

Crystalôs joke number 1 is a good example of a homophone and the joke 

illustrates the spelling and meaning of the two words pronounced /bi:n/. The 

construction of the joke allows for both spellings to be used in its appropriate 

place. More commonly jokes involving two competing meanings of a 

homophone use it only once, which creates two disadvantages: the reader or 



 

154 

hearer has less information to help them to interpret the joke correctly by seeing 

the two meanings and the writer has to make a choice as to how to best represent 

two differently spelt words in one. The options for the latter include: 

1. Choosing the spelling of the word as it is most commonly understood in the 

first instance (the most popular solution), leaving the reader to work out the 

alternative, e.g. 

Why was 6 afraid of 7? 

Because 7 8 9. 

2. Using IPA phonetic symbols to represent the sound of both versions of the 

homophone (feasible for English language teaching), e.g. 

What is black and white and /rŮd/ all over?  

A newspaper. 

3. Using both versions separated by a slash: the most commonly understood 

version first and the alternative second (which may make it too obvious that 

the joke relies on this homophone), e.g. 

Why didnôt the worms enter the ark in an apple? 

Because they had to go in pairs/pears. 

4. Choosing the spelling of the word as it is least commonly understood in the 

first instance, making it easier for the reader to work out the alternative, e.g. 

What did one sheep say to the other? 

I love ewe. 

Ritchie (2004: 32) is surprised that Crystal (1995) wrote the last joke using 

ewe rather than you and that he says it works only in the written mode. However, 

at least as far as teaching English to foreign students is concerned, this seems 

quite true and this method, of writing the least common form, may be the most 

useful. 

Crystalôs joke examples 2 and 3 are based on prosodic features that create 

the alternative meaning (óthank youô and ósleepô). The problem with these 

examples is that they seem less useful for teaching foreign students as they not 

only rely on existing knowledge instead of providing it, but they also bring the 

danger of reinforcing poor pronunciation, seeming to make it legitimate. 

Example 2 is a clear case as /tenkju:/ is a common mispronunciation of /ɗankju:/ 

among foreign learners. Unhelpfully for our purposes, this type of joke is well 

represented in any collection of childrenôs jokes. There are, however, jokes that 

exploit prosodic features by creating two alternative interpretations based on 

virtually identical, as opposed to merely similar, pronunciation. For example: 
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Whatôs a ghostôs favourite dessert? 

I scream. 

Give me a sentence with the word óraptureô. 

Have you rapture Christmas presents yet? 

My mother-in-law went to the Caribbean for two months. 

Jamaica? 

No, she wanted to go. 

Grammatical Ambiguity  

Crystalôs jokes 7 and 8 illustrate the creation of incongruity due to two 

possible interpretations of the sentence resulting from grammar constructions 

that leave room for both of them, as the following examples show: 

Pupil: Would you punish me for something I didnôt do? 

Teacher: Of course not. 

Pupil: Well, I didnôt do my homework. 

Joanna: My baby brother has been walking for three months now. 

Kate: Really? He must be very tired. 

How can you drop a raw egg onto a concrete floor without cracking it? 

Easy. Concrete floors are very hard to crack. 

Boy: Last night I had to get up and open the door in my pyjamas. 

Girl: Thatôs a strange place to have a door. 

My dog chases everyone on a bicycle. What can I do? 

Take his bicycle away. 

Idioms 

Jokes such as Crystalôs examples 4 and 5 would allow illustration of the 

meaning of an idiom or other set phrase. These jokes are based on the incongruity 

between the meaning of the idiom or phrase taken as a whole and the meaning as 

understood from the sum of each part, as the following examples show: 

Two horses were standing in a field. 

First horse: Iôm so hungry I could eat a horse. 

Second horse: Moo. 
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My father gave me a really cheap dictionary for my birthday. 

I couldnôt find the words to thank him. 

Why did the children eat their homework? 

Because the teacher said it was a piece of cake. 

Excluded categories 

The majority of jokes commonly told and read by English-speaking children 

may be deemed unsuitable for the purpose of teaching English to foreign learners 

for the following reasons (in order of the popularity of jokes of each given type): 

1. They are not based on any wordplay, but rather on stereotypical ideas such as 

óstupid monstersô.  

2. The wordplay is approximate, rather than exact, which could lead to confusion 

at best and reinforcing of mistakes at worst.  

3. The alternative meanings of words or idioms might be too obscure to be useful 

at any level of foreign learnersô education.   

4. Some jokes concern death and related subjects, which may not be appropriate 

(given the relatively high probability that at least one pupil in a large class may 

have recently experienced a bereavement).  

5. Some jokes (still) are based on ridiculing at least minor defects, such as being 

cross-eyed.   

So, while it is clear that jokes have great potential for use in lessons to 

enhance both studentsô enjoyment as well as their understanding, a teacher dipping 

into a joke book has first to negotiate a minefield of inappropriate jokes and from 

what is left find something relevant to a particular lesson and level: a needle in a 

haystack.7 

Other jokes should be deemed to be of less value for teaching foreigners for 

the reasons we have seen with Crystalôs examples 2 and 3, which employ 

malapropisms.  

A malapropism involves the use of a word which sounds similar (but not identical) 

to an appropriate word for the context, but which is quite different in meaning. (Ritchie 

2004: 116), e.g. 

Iôm only a prawn in the game. 

We might make an exception only when the malapropism is a useful 

cautionary tale, as there is a misunderstanding created by a common student 

mistake, as in the following example: 

 
 

7 In fact, given the potential dangers of the inappropriate jokes, a better metaphor may be 

trying to find a piece of straw in a large stack of needles. 
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A prisoner escapes from prison by digging a tunnel.  

He comes out in a kindergarten playground. óIôm free!ô he shouts. 

óSo what?ô asks a girl, óIôm four.ô 

Untranslatability  

We can end our survey with a more complex example which creates 

incongruity that makes it, like most verbal jokes, perhaps impossible to translate. 

Terry Pratchett, a writer deserving of the label comic genius, provides us with a 

fine example of such a joke. Below is an excerpt from the Polish translation of 

Pratchettôs novel The Fifth Elephant: 

... paliğa siň Gildia Bğazn·w [an organisation that represented clowns] ... Pğomienie 

strzeliğy z pokoju na pierwszym piňtrze. 

ï JeŨeli pozwolimy, Ũeby siň spaliğa, bňdzie to powaŨny wstrzŃs dla rozrywki w tym 

mieŜcie ï oŜwiadczyğ z przekonaniem Marchewa. 

Vimes zerknŃğ na niego z ukosa. To byğ prawdziwy Marchewowy komentarz. Brzmiağ 

niewinnie jak demony, ale moŨna byğo go zrozumieĺ cağkiem inaczejé8 

The Polish reader can be forgiven for wondering what Vimes meant by ale 

moŨna byğo go zrozumieĺ cağkiem inaczej as the phrase powaŨny wstrzŃs dla 

rozrywki is unambiguous. Below we can see Pratchettôs original: 

é the Foolôs Guild [an organisation that represented clowns] was on fireé the fire 

had taken hold in a first-floor room. 

'If we let it burn it'd be a blow for entertainment in this city,' said Carrot earnestly. 

Vimes looked sideways at him. That was a true Carrot comment. It sounded as 

innocent as hell, but you could take it a different way (Pratchett 1999: 20). 

Now we see that Carrot, who likes clowns, regards the destruction of their 

headquarters as entertainment in the city receiving a blow. Vimes, who hates 

clowns, regards the destruction of their headquarters as entertainment in the city 

dealing a blow to something that it was opposed to. 

What can jokes tell us about language? 

Language is defined in the Routledge Dictionary of Language and 

Linguistics as a vehicle for the expression or exchanging of thoughts, concepts, 

knowledge, and information as well as the fixing and transmission of experience 

and knowledge (in Uberman 2006: 114). The definition goes further, but it is 

 
 

8 Translation by Piotr Cholewa, published in 2006 by Pr·szyŒski i S-ka.  
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clear throughout that the writers are thinking about the intellectual uses of 

language involved in work, science, problem solving etc. and there is nothing 

about using language for emotional needs: reassuring, consoling, loving etc. 

Dunbarôs students have studied peopleôs conversations and found that solemn, 

utilitarian information exchange makes up a miniscule proportion of them. Real 

conversation, especially between young people of mixed sex, is largely made up 

of quips and one-liners, whose purpose is to make the others like the speaker 

more (Dunbar 2004: 129). So as far as language learning is concerned, humour 

can be both the means (to learn it) and the end (to use it for). 

Many authors attempt at listing all possible types of listening situations, yet 

the list never seems complete, since the variety seems immense (Hrehovcik and 

Uberman 2003: 148). The authors present a list of fifteen such situations 

suggested by Penny Ur. Here are the key words from that list: news, discussing 

work, arrangements, announcements, instructions, lesson, interview, film, 

speech, songs, ceremony, professional advice, oral test, chatting at a party. This 

is certainly not exhaustive; in fact, does it not neglect one type of situation that is 

actually more common than any of these? Probably the largest proportion of 

what we hear is none of the above, but is made up of small talk with family and 

friends (Urôs list only has discussing work and problems with family and 

colleagues, and chatting at a party). Much more of what we hear is chatting at 

home or in free time with people close to us about nothing in particular. It is 

what Malinowski (1923) described as phatic speech, whose only function is to 

perform a social task, such as to share feelings or establish a mood of sociability, 

and not to convey information. Aitchison (2003) also called it ógrooming 

talkingô. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phatic_expression - cite_note-3#cite_note-3This 

includes making each other laugh and other ways of making us closer. Much of 

what people in close relationships say to each other does not fit in any of the 

categories described by Ur and the others, because these researchers are focussed 

almost exclusively on the informational, utilitarian value of speech. Looking at 

Urôs list we see that speech, first and foremost, is for passing on information and 

secondly for receiving entertainment. There is nothing in the list to say that 

speech could be for making us closer to each other (chatting at a party may be 

useful for starting a new relationship but not for deepening it). It should be 

obvious that this way of seeing language suits predominantly male priorities ï 

information (which is power), entertainment (which is fun) and making new 

contacts (which gives us the possibility of new conquests). But the more 

commonly female desire to maintain relationships and do the work to keep 

conversations going is, in fact, being ignored. 

Poor theory leads to poor practice. The Audio-lingual method of teaching, 

dominant from WWII to the 1970s, shows clear signs of its origins in the Army 

Specialised Training Programme, which was employed to teach American 
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soldiers foreign languages during the war. The priority was mastering the 

grammar and sound systems (Uberman 2006: 122). Vocabulary was neglected, 

free production was unheard of, with intensive oral drilling designed to produce 

mechanical habit formation (Uberman 2006: 123). It was essential to prevent 

students making mistakes by having them memorise dialogues; the fear was that 

teaching too extensive vocabulary would result in producing incorrect sentences. 

The classic situation of a man and a woman lost on a car journey is a perfect 

illustration of the philosophical basis of the Audio-lingual method: men are 

generally reluctant to ask for directions as they are unwilling to lose face and 

admit they do not know something or have made a mistake, while women will 

have no problem making contact with another person. Those American soldiers 

would definitely have stuck to the map and their teachers knew that. 

Finally, in 1972, Wilkins produced the stultifying rebuttal of the Audio-

lingual method: ówithout grammar very little can be conveyed, without 

vocabulary nothing can be conveyedô (in Uberman 2006: 124). The 

Communicative approach, which came to prominence at this time, corrected 

much of this male bias in previous teaching ideas, as can be clearly seen by 

contrasting the two: 

 

Aspect Audio-lingual method Communicative Approach 

Motivation and Aim To master structures To communicate 

Pronunciation / Grammar To be correct To be understood 

Teaching style Overt teaching patterns Students learn through a 

struggle to communicate 

Teacher Strictly controls. 

Specifies language 

Helps and motivates. Cannot 

know what will come up 

Interaction With machines With other people 

Errors To be prevented Learn from mistakes 

 

In short, the Audio-lingual method would be the appropriate one if language 

had actually been invented by males hunting and using language to pursue their 

agenda. The Communicative approach is much more suitable for a world where 

females invented language to bond groups together. Clearly we have made 

progress. Do we need to go any further? Elaine Morgan wrote two books about 

human evolution that were direct responses to Charles Darwinôs The Descent of 

Man (1871). They were called The Descent of Woman (1972) and The Descent of 

the Child (1994). Each showed human evolution from a new perspective, 

allowing us to see the influence of these two groups, who were clearly neglected 

by scientists theorising about our evolution.  

If language had been created by the males, who were rational, focused on 

achieving success and now complain about women spending time on the phone, 
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would we not expect languages to be organised in more rational ways? Would 

men have tolerated homonyms, homophones, irregular rules, ambiguous 

grammar and inexplicable idioms; or would they have driven them out by 

frowning on their use as it got in the way of efficient communication? The fact 

that women tend to use language in a more diverse way, which men often find 

incomprehensible, makes it clear that females must have played a large part in 

the evolution of language. However, that does not explain why irregularity exists 

in languages in the first place. Who is it that fully appreciates the irregularity of 

language by playing with it and exploiting it simply for fun? It is children. When 

children, around the age of eight, start telling jokes, puns, riddles etc., they look 

beneath the surface of a language to play with it (Crystal 1986: 185). The list of 

childrenôs jokes that Crystal gave above was introduced to remind those who 

would prefer to forget. But we cannot forget. Once an inconsistency in the 

language has been celebrated in a joke, it will stay forever. Perhaps the ancient 

heritage of jokes includes a crucial role in shaping the development of language 

as children, mostly, made up jokes that underlined the sheer illogicity of the 

language and, in so doing, promoted and strengthened that illogicity.  

Conclusion 

Risking the ire of the pure researchers, we have seen that there are some 

attractive pickings on their patch and it is worth raiding their territory and 

bringing back useful ideas that can be applied in the real world. In defining 

humour we have chosen to focus more on what it can do rather than what it 

actually is. In applying humour for education, it is worth keeping in mind the 

two major theories: Incongruity and Superiority, as the former presents many 

opportunities for using jokes to underline ambiguities in language, while the 

latter only presents danger of reinforcing stereotypes and creating conflict. With 

this in mind, we can identify the humour that is both acceptable and useful in the 

classroom, just as some businesses have already done. We can then overcome the 

prejudice which has made comedian a dirty word. 

Humour has its place in the brain and in human evolution. It may have been 

key to the development of language, which would make the case for using it in 

language teaching stronger. We may even wonder if a sense of humour actually 

qualifies as a type of intelligence to be nurtured alongside the logico-

mathematical intelligence that our society has long prized and the others that 

have more recently been recognised. 

The incongruity that creates humour exists on four levels in the most useful 

jokes: homonyms, homophone/prosody, grammatical ambiguity and idioms. The 

challenge of writing the homophone/prosody type of joke can best be met for 
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foreign learners by writing the least obvious form, thus helping the student to see 

the easier alternative. 

Listening to a joke, a person becomes a linguist, analysing language they 

have used before and often seeing it clearly for the first time. There is no reason 

why foreign learners cannot follow natives in enjoying jokes for the sheer 

pleasure and physiological boost associated with that, and also using them to 

learn and analyse new language items. When students do that, they may be 

following in a very long line of people who have, through their desire for 

bonding and their playfulness, shaped the language; celebrating and preserving 

the incongruity that gives us a much more civilised way of getting our endorphin 

fix than the alternative way, of attacking our neighbours. 
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