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Deadly Fun: Jouissance and Carnival in Alice in 
Wonderland and Peter Pan 

By Susana Rodriguez 

0 
n the surface, Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland and 

J.M. Barrie's Peter Pan tell stories about children who 

leave behind their real worlds for adventure in fantastic 

realms that cater to their desires, be they Alice's wish to enter 

impossibly beautiful gardens or Wendy's to be surrounded by fairies 

and mermaids. But what starts as a fun way to satisfY their boredom 

and actualize fantasies turns sinister as Alice and Wendy are subject 

to their respective fantasy worlds' whims, spaces that bring them 

both closer to the possibility of figurative mental and literal physical 

death-deadly fun. This concept depends on several factors found in 

both Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan, including an absence oflogic 

grounded in total self-abandonment, self-indulgence, and blind faith 

vested in the other, the fantastic spaces ofWonderland and Neverland. 

These subsumations into absolute illogical envelopment-where 

the self is given freely to the fantastic other's control in exchange 

for desire's fulfillment-are possible because the fantastic "leads a 

life full of dangers" according to Todorov (41). Because these are 

fantasy texts, they provide safe spaces where these characters can 

push themselves to their mental and physical limits to transition 

from childhood into adulthood, enabling growth and maturation by 

satisfYing their desire for jouissance through carnival. 

This paper will build an understanding of deadly fun by 

exploring its appearances in both Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan. 

In following Alice down the rabbit hole, we can see how her full 
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commitment to fleeting entertainment, by wholly abandoning both 

her world and her self, catalyzes a series of episodes that threaten 

her mental unraveling as her ability to logically navigate the world 

around her is compro~J!ised by Wonderland's own nonsense logic. 

In crossing to Neverland with Wendy, we can see how her desire 

for real fantasy makes her vulnerable to Peter's charms, which 

brings her dose to physical death by trusting his fickleness in the 

volatile Neverland. Finally, an application of Lacanian jouissance 

channeled through Bakhtinian carnival provides the rationale for 

understanding why these phenomena appear in these texts. 

To begin, Alice's forays into deadly fun begin from the moment 

she follows the White Rabbit out of boredom, her curiosity 

piqued by the Rabbit's reading his watch and soon falling down 

the rabbit hole (Carrolll-2). The catch in the deadly fun lock is 

in the extreme that she abandons herself and logic to satisfy her 

curiosity, the narrator .underscoring this polarization in noting she 

"never once [considered] how in the world she was to get out again" 

(Carroll2). It is an unfounded commitment to the possibility 

something better might lay beyond her immediate present state 

that supersedes rationality-innocent hedonism at best. Once she 

crosses from the realistic overworld into the fantastic underworld, 

she subsumes herself to the realm's will, blindly trusting options 

the new space presents her with after hesitating a moment at its 

first manifestation, the "Drink me" bottle she is presented with in 

Wonderland's anterior hallway, despite having wished for a way into 

the garden beyond the smallest door (Carroll 5-8). 

Alice then indulges wholly in all the subsequent food and drink 

presentations faithfully, trusting that they will help her along the 

way either by making her grow larger or Sll};J,Uer to reach places 

she would otherwise be barred from due to her relative size at the 

moment (Carroll9-10, 34-34, 51-55, 82). This trust is goaded by 

the first bottle's flavor buffet, a combination of sweet desserts, fruit, 

and hearty meat and bread, that is further secured by cake appearing 

at her beckoning in the anterior hallway and at the Rabbit's house 

as well as the caterpillar's sanctioned mushroom, supporting her 

faith with the guarantee that if it tastes good, it will not harm her, 

allowing her to indulge in these enabling treats freely. But Alice's 

~ndulgences really only bring her closer to harm as she grows and 

shrinks according to Wonderlar:td's will and not her own. The first 

indulgence in the anterior hallway makes her grow too small to 

reach the key that unlocks the garden door while the second grows 

her too large to fit through it, her abandonment to taste stifling her 

thought process in the moment and not allowing consideration for 

the next course of action (Carroll8-12). After crying in frustration, 

she cools herself with the White Rabbit's discarded fan and shrinks 

down again to a size so small she nearly drowns in her own tears 

(Carroll 12-17). Here we see the first of two full actualizations of 

deadly fun within Carroll's narrative in how Alice's commitment ·to 

satisfying her curiosity, in devouring the treats without forethought 

or self control, leads to self-destruction--deadly fun~in having 

abandoned herself to Wonderland's rule. 

Where she finally acquires some agency is when she learns to 

reign in her appetite once she is schooled in Wonderland logic 

by the caterpillar, the epitome of self-indulgence as noted by the 

narrator in describing him as "taking not the smallest notice of 

her or of anything else" {Carroll43). This description echoes back 

to Alice's entry into the underworld, paralleling her initial self

subsumption with the caterpillar's state of being, except where 

she stntggles to find footing in the world that controls her; he 

is suspended in the illogical through rhetorical rationa\e. She 
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repeatedly tries to reassert control over herself through rationality 

by calling up facts, names, dates, and places she has learned in 

school \essons; she only succeeds in finding herself bound tighter to 

the illogical as her memory fails her (Carroll3-4, 7-8, 14-15, 18, 

46, 92). It is only through the caterpillar's rhetorical conditioning 

that she can begin to negotiate the world around her, learning to 

accept that there is no cemented one self but the self in perpetual 

flux manifested in the caterpillar itself (Carroll45). This idea had 

frustrated her throughout the text beforehand, cropping up in 

her cries of "curious" and "queer," but, now, with learning and 

accepting Wonderland's fluidity, she acclimates to the world's rules 

accordingly- "getting used to queer things happening" (Carroll2, 

8, 11, 22, 34, 45-46, 51, 68, 82). 

What happens from this pivotal lesson with the caterpillar and 

through the end of the text is a crescendo toward the second full 

actualization of deadly fun - Alice putting herself in growingly 

riskier situations. She visits with the Duchess, a character that easily 

transitions between casually conversing with Alice to admonishing 

' her child to commanding Alice's head be chopped off (Carroll60-

63). Alice is also exposed to the Duchess's cook's equally erratic 

behavior, which goes from tending the fire to indiscriminately 

tossing pots and pans as quickly as the Duchess's moods change 

(60-62). Here Alice exerCises her nascent Wonderland agency, 

walking away with the baby to take it out of harm's way after 

standing her ground in verbal volley with the Duchess (62-64). 

She also now exercises forethought, as she demonstrates before 

the mad tea party at the March Hare's home, taking a moment 

to nibble on a mushroom bit to grow to the appropriate size 

rather than having the whole portion and losing control as she 

had in earlier episodes (Carroll 8, 10, 32-33, 70). Forewarned 

by the Cheshire Cat that she is walking into a situation where 

those around are unstable, Alice still enters these spaces where the 

potential for control to be lost and turn fatal grows exponentially 

because she is armed with the confidence to work with 

Wonderland's illogicism (Carroll 66-69). We see her here again 

maintaining control by verbally sparring with the Mad Hatter, 

March Hare, arid Dormouse to walk away from the scene no more 

unperturbed by it than to promise herself she will "never go there 

again" (Carroll 71-82). Where before she had found frustration in 

trying to submit situations already beyond her control to her will

crying to get into the garden, commanding the conversation at the 

caucus race, indulging in a drink at the Rabbit's house-she now 

enters them in the caterpillar's manner, questioning and working 

through what others present her with rather than trying to direct 

interactions, now proactively passive rather than passively proactive 

(Carrolll2, 22-30, 32-33). 

The most dangerous situation Alice walks into is when 

Wonderland finally grants her access to the garden that had first 

entranced her when she arrived: the Queen of Heart's croquet 

grounds (Carroll6, 82). She had previewed the Queen's short 

temper when the Mad Hatter recounted his experience at the spring 

concert where the monarch demanded his head for "murdering 

time" with his song (Carroll 76-77). But the combination of her 

original desire to be in the garden and her accepting Wonderland's 

flux override the warning and she enters regardless (Carroll 82). 

From the moment she walks into the garden, she is met with 

further red flags from the gardeners: th~ cards Five, Seven, and Two 

who are painting the misplanted white roses red lest the Queen 

behead them all (Carroll83-85). Indeed, the Queen's entry is 

swathed in violence and fear as dub-carrying soldiers precede her, 
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the White Rabbit nervously smiling at everything said, and the 

gardeners showing deference by lying flat on the ground (Carro!l 

85). 

Alice's head is soon asked for within her first three exchanges 

after meeting the Queen, and· yet she snaps 'back, "Nonsense!" 

(Carroll85-86). In doing so, she is not only acknowledging the 

Queen's absurdly short temper but also her own power in having 

accepted Wonderland logic and using it as her weapon against 

being subject to the illogical's whims. She also channels the 

Duchess's admonishment in their earlier meeting, that everyone 

should mind their own business, against the Queen by responding 

that "it's no business of [hers]" to know who the lying cards are, 

resonating the caterpillar's lesson to keep her temper, and venturing 

into this verbal parry with matching confidence as the Queen

cutting when she's curt, shouting when she yells (Carroll46, 62, 

86-88). The King and the White Rabbit are wary in the Queen's 

presence and come to Alice's aid, asking for the monarch to take 

her age into consideration as well as warning her to keep quiet 
f 

to not tempt the Queen's ire (Carroll 87, 89). Alice ignores their 

advice and instead remains, participating in the croquet game and 

not even finding frustration with her squirming flamingo-mallet 

(89-90). Though once she does find herself uncomfortable, when 

the Queen's temper is so provoked by the game that she calls 

for heads rolling in all directions, Alice looks for a quiet way to 

leave, checking her conversation with the Cheshire Cat when the 

Queen gets too near aqd not wanting to disturb the scene much 

in the same manner that she has avoided since schooling with the 

caterpillar (Carroll91-92). 

There is an element of predestination that colors this encounter, 

with the Cheshire Cat having asked Alice earlier if she would 

be playing croquet with the Queen: Alice had not been .invited 

though she would like to go, yet .the cat responds that she wiU see 

him there (Carroll68). This exchange highlights another aspect of 

deadly fun in that Alice must see her adventures through to the end 

as part. of the deal: that she can never return to the rational world 

within the irrational' is cemented in her original commitment to 

deadly fun-what starts without logic, continues without it until 

it finishes-but she must finish what she started no matter the 

consequences. The end comes when Alice is called as a witness in 

the Queen's stolen tarts trial, a moment when her illogical logicism 

and Wonderland's logical illogicism reach an impasse and must 

unravel due to the underworld's native flux (Carrolll30-139). 

She has mastered maneuvering within this perpetually shifting 

landscape to the point that neither can move forward as Alice 

nullifies each question asked of her, stoppering the King when he 

asks her what she knows about the tarts with a "nothing whatever," 

calling him out on making up new rules during the trial, and 

subverting the Queen's authority by questioning her logic and 

refusing to stay quiet (Carroll132-139). 

In understanding Wonderland, Alice is no longer controlled 

by it nor cares for it as she no longer desires it~there in no more 

mystery, and, consequently, no more meaning in it for her having 

had her curiosity piqued initially by the possibility that the White 

Rabbit would lead her to more interesting pastures-and thus her 

agency, born within the realm itself, delivers her from deadly fun: 

she wakes up in her old, realistic world (Carrolll39). She can no 

longer exist in Wonderland, she herself needing to change just as 

the underworld changes and, in having reacl;led a point neither can 

move forward from, must return to her world to grow up. 

Deadly fun and its reckless self-abandonment in the pursuit 
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of entertainment also colors Peter Pan. Beginning in the children's 

nursery, Peter-here the physical embodiment of illogicism as 

Wonderland was the geographic for Alice--crops up when Mrs. 

Darling is "tidying up her children's minds" (Barrie 6). Where 

Alice had been vulnerable to absolute self-abandonment because 

she was bored, here the Darling. children are susceptible to Peter's 

romanticism and the even-more-dangerous-than-Wonderland 

Neverland because of their restlessness. The danger factor is upped 

through the .place names' etymology: where Wonderland was a 

space to literally wonder and challenge with questioning for Alice, 

Neverland is a place that never can be by contrast for the Darlings 

as the threats are physical rather than mental as they were for 

Alice. This is seen· first in how much detail the narrator puts into 

Neverland's geography, with describing the island's reefs, natives, 

river, flora, and fauna (Barrie 7,..8). 

As a protective figure, Peter is misleading in how Mrs. 

Darling remembers him as a guide for dead children passing 

into an otherworld when he is really a seducer, playing pipes at 

the foot of Wendy's bed while she sleeps to prick at her desire to 

visit Neverland (Barrie 9-10). Peter and Neverland, much like 

Wonderland, are tied to childhood pre-sense, spaces that children 

can run free to their limits before growing up and· assuming 

solidified selves as exhibited in Mrs. Darling's own recollection 

of Peter but had now "that she was married and full of sense" 

nearly forgotten (Barrie 9). Karen·Coats offers that Peter himself 

"represents the loss of memory and a· kind of arbitrary cruelty, both 

of which are linked to death" (95). His ability to traverse Mrs. 

Darling's and the Darling children's dreamworlds and realworlds 

reinforces his dangerousness in how he can not be tied to one 

realm or the other, defining him as malleable, unpredictable, and 

unstable (Barrie 12). Even more disconcerting is his reaction to 

Mrs. Darling's spying him in the nursery's real space, "gnashing 

[his] little pearls at her" (Barrie 12). A defensive move when one 

considers he himself is very young, the .reaction can be seen as the 

equivalent to being caught doing something wrong, which, when 

going back to his enticing flute playing, is what he is doing in 

crossing into the real space while the adult guardian, Mrs. Darling, 

is present (Barrie 12). Added to this ferocity is the resonating call 

for nightlights to keep Peter at bay, firmly associating him with all 

the "discoveries not so sweet," "naughtiness," and "evil passions" 

that the dark houses that Mrs. Darling nightly "[airs for] prettier 

thoughts" which contrasts and undermines his superficial loveliness 

(Barrie 6, 8, 23, 24, 26, 51). But nightlights cannot stop Peter, who 

is revealed as predatory in nature when the littlest star signals him 

once the Darlings have left for their party, crying out, "Now Peter!" 

so he can steal. into the nursery, suggesting he has been lying in wait 

for this opportune moment (Barrie 25). 

The Darling children are already in the midst of a 

transformative state, growing from children into adolescents seen 

in how Michael and Wendy play at being Mr. and Mrs. Darling, 

adding more fuel to Peter's seductive fire (Barrie 16). Of the three 

children, Wendy is the most vulnerable, having dreamt of Peter so 

often Mrs. Darling finds her mind "scrawled all over with him," 

becoming appropriately his primary target (Barrie 8). He first wakes 

her with his crying over not finding his shadow, and then charms 

her with a bow showing off how polite he is, which she teturns 

in courtesy and approval (Barrie 27-28). With this reciprocation, 

Peter begins beguiling her, noting that "one girl is more use than 

twenty boys"; that they are "much too clever to fall out of their 

prams"; telling her about fairies and mermaids, subjects that 
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provoke questioning floods from her; and finally securing her flight 

to Neverland by offering to teach her to .fly so she can care for him 

and the lost boys and tell them bedtime stories (Barrie 27-38). All 

the while, Peter's plotting is revealed to the reader in descriptions 

of his being "cunning," "sly," overruling the narrator's claim that 

she tempted him first (Barrie 35-37). Having been enraptured not 

only by Peter's words but by his manner and appearance as well

expressing her desire by offering and giving him a kiss, admiring his 

knowledge, and seeing him as a "romantic figure" -she, like Alice 

and Wonderland, submits herself to Peter's will and abandons her 

world for the promise of entertainment in Neverland, her brothers 

joining her in desire (Barrie 31-43). 

Wendy and her brothers' forays into deadly fun begin during 

their flight to Neverland when the narrator reveals that Peter "just 

said anything that came into his head" (Barrie 45). Careless, Peter 

entertains himself at the Darlings' expense, which makes him 

exponentially more dangerous than Alice's Wonderland because his 

physical incarnation gives him 1Jlore control over Wendy and her 

brothers than Wonderland's mental landscapes could harness Alice.' 

Peter just as easily amuses them, snatching food for them from 

birds, as he is amused by them, letting Michael fall midflight from 

sleep because he finds it funny and only just stopping him before 

Darling falls into the ocean, the fun of catching him at the last 

second being more important than saving him (Barrie 46). Soon, 

Wendy expresses fear at the thought of being abandoned by Peter 

midflight and not being able to go home, asking her brothers to be 

nice to him to ensure his continued good mood (Barrie 47). Peter's 

short-term memory also frightens her as he, easily distracted, flies 

off to talk to stars or swim with mermaids, leaving the Darlings 
on their own a wh"l 1 1 r . . 

I e, on y to return not on y rorgettmg his own 

f., 
J, 

adventures but nearly forgetting about them and who they are 

(Barrie 48). 

Once they arrive in Neverland, Wendy and her brothers 

are faced with the reality of their dreams, bridged straight into 

hyper volatile territory by Peter's commanding, erratic character. 

Nightlights nowhere in sight, the children can see Neverland as the 

very real place it is thanks to Peter's crossing them between real and 

dreamworlds to bring them to it: terrain surfaces, shadows move, 
' beasts cry, and there is no "certainty that you would win'' (Barrie 

51). The narrator describes the island as "fearsome," with "nothing 

horrid visible yet" ensuring that there are and will be horrors to 

be seen on land, with the children feeling "as if they were pushing 

their way through hostile forces" and even Peter physically beating 

the air to let them pass through (Barrie 51). The island's resistance, 

hinted at being ruled by forces Peter does not name, suggests a 

warning to the children, on top of the visible and audible ones it 

has already given them, that Neverland is not a safe place for them 

(Barrie 51-52). 

But Peter, being the transitive force that he is, manages their 

passage and welcomes them with a chillingly disjointed question 

- "Do you want an adventure now or would you like to have 

your tea first?"~that underscores both Peter's and Neverland's 

polarized nature in their capacity for danger and comfort equally, 

easily, and unpredictably (Barrie 52). He suggests killing a: pirate 

for John's pleasure, an idea made more savage by Peter's knowing 

the unsuspecting victim is sleeping (Barrie 52). When John asks 

how many pirates Peter has killed, he answers simply, "Tons," a 

chilling reply when considering that there may be more truth to it 

than fiction because of Peter's short-term memory: "tons" has the 

potential to be one, hundreds, and thousands given the frequency 
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and freedom with which Peter's whims control him (Barrie 52). 

He reveals to the Darlings that he is the one who hooked Captain 

Hook just before the pirates make themselves known, having seen 

them flying in and actualizing Neverland's warning by shooting 

their cannon at them, a shot that foreshadows the realized dream 

island's coming body count--'--its differentiating factor from 

Wonderland where lives were threatened but none were taken 

(Barrie 54-56). 

Where Wonderland's deadly fun had contained itself to 

Alice and her mind, Neverland's threatens and takes lives 

indiscriminately. Spurred to life. by Peter's reentry energizing the 

island's inhabitants, tpe threat cycle begins as the pirates skulk 

about looking for the children; the Piccaninny tribe, decorated in 

the scalps of past lost boys and pirates, look for the pirates; and the 

man-eating beasts look for the Piccaninnies, the macabre procession 

tuned to the metronomic tick-tick-tick-tick of the omnipresent 

crocodile's inner dock, Captain Hook's personal nightmare (Barrie 

58-70). The narrator points out that "all wanted blood except 

the boys, who li~~d it as a rule," a group that itself is defined by 

death as their nu.mbers grow and shrink according to their dying 

off, growing up, or Peter~s thinning the herd (Barrie 59). The first 

body taken in the narrative is the pirate Skylights', who is killed 

by Captain Hook for stumbling along the way as they stalk the 

children and "kicked aside" without a second thought (Barrie 63). 

Next, Wendy's life is nearly taken when Tinker Bell, jealous of 

Peter's attention toward the girl, orchestrates her assassination by 

the lost boy Tootles, who shoots her in the heart with an arrow 

halted by the button-kiss Peter gave her during their first meeting 

(Barrie 72-76). La:ter in the text, when the pirates have finally 

discovered Peter and the lost boys' hideout, they spring a surprise 

attack on the Piccaninnies who guard the underground home, 

with numbers falling equally on both sides of the massacre (Barrie 

137-140). Death can be found. not just overtly on the island, 

but covertly as well, as seen when Captain Hook sneaks into the 

hollowed tree house and poisons Peter's medicine left out by Wendy 

(Barrie 150). 

Coats offers a base to explain these phenomena in offering 

the Lacanian concept of jouissance, a need that goes "beyond the 

pleasure principle; it is what is most exciting to the subject, and 

what is most exciting often goes beyond pleasure into pain and 

danger. [It] is that point where life and death fuse" (94-95). This 

exacerbation of the pleasure principle is what drives Alice and 

Wendy into realms of deadly fun: in respectively wanting the 

gardens and ~antasies so badly that they leave everything behind 

them-reality, their selves, control, rationalization-they cross a 

line of acceptable desire and dive into destructive desire where want 

overrides all else, up to and including the possibility that they can 

live through attaining their desires. Their simple choices, in being 

nothing more than chasing entertainment without ulterior motive, 

makes their desires innocently hedonistic because of the resulting 

extremes they have to reach to realize their wants. Neither Alice nor 

Wendy see their ventures into their fantastic spaces as anything than 

a game to while away the time, Alice herself thinking in the middle 

of the dangerous mad tea party, "Come, we shall have some fun 

now," and Peter's welcoming offer of adventure or tea upon enteriqg 

Neverland underscore the levity of the situations in the characters' 

eyes: it is nothing more than fun and games (Carroll 72; Barrie 52). 

What heightens just how innocent Alice and Wendy's desires 

are is their age. Both are just at adolescence's threshold, learning 
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d 
. top of their school lessons in preparation for 

to sew an tron on 

d 1 h d h h ld management (Carroll25; Barrie 29~31, 
a u t oo ouse o 

35_36). Their youth is also noted by Alice's struggle with growing 

b h h . 11 height-wise, and mentally, maturity-wiseup-- ot p ystca y, 

d ,v, d , b ning sexuality (Carroll 33-35; Barrie 31, 36). an wen ys urgeo 

Th o c ld h spurt also brings with it identity crises, best ts tworo growt 
· u1 d b AI" when she asks herself, "Was I the same when I arne ate y tee 

h. . ~ 1 almost think I can remember feeling a little got up t ts mormng. 

d·JI B "fl' not the same, the next question is, Who in the tnerent. ut 1 m 
world am I?" (Carroll14). Wendy also suffers from an identity crisis 

h k h Persona of mother to the lost boys and soon her as s e ta es on t e 

b h b . confUsing her for their mother (Barrie 117-own rot ers egm 

129). Both Alice and Wendy are transitioning from one biological 

phase to another, trying on these new identities and exploring 

th · 1 Alt"ce testing the spaces between childhood and etr new ro es-

adulthood while Wendy plays between girlhood and womanhood-

within the fantastic and equally as pliable spaces of Wonderland 

and Neverland. Coats articulates these blurred lines best in nodng 

that "at the level of the social, we think of adolescence in terms •· 

of the way it ... breaches and challenges boundaries. It is an in

between time, a time where what we know and believe about 

children is challenged, and where what we hope and value about 

maturity is also challenged" (142). 

The most important point to note in this jouissance pursuit is 

how this self-destruction is tied to childhood. Both stories end with 

the characters returning to their realities to continue and propagate 

the deadly fun cycle for future generations (Carroll141, Barrie 

199-200). Alice and Wendy pass on their stories to their children 

once they are adults, long past their misty in-betWeen adolescences 

and solidified in age where they can regenerate themselves and their 

stories through their children. Their children are also "bright," 

''eager," "inquiring," and "love to hear" stories ofWonderland and 

Neverland. The children will dream about and visit these places, 

embarking on their own adventures in deadly fun where their 

own minds and bodies will be stretched to their limits so that 

they can return, reshaped into stronger forms that can transmute 

into adulthood and continue the story cycle just as their parents 

had. ·Deadly fun functions, then, in not leading to actual mental 

or physical death but a metaphorical one, readying the child for 

growth by bringing them as close to danger as possible to incite 

change through the pursuit of jouissance. 

This preparation for adult life suggests that childhood and 

adolescence are carnivalistic periods, spaces to explore and redefine 

the self and its limits. According to Bakhtin: 

[C]arnival is not contemplated and, strictly speaking, not even 

performed; its participants live in it, they live by its laws as long as 

those laws are in effect, that is, they live a camivalistic life. Because 

carnivalistic life is drawn out of its usual rut, it is to some extent 

"life turned inside out," "the reverse side of the world" ("monde a 

l'envers"). ·(124) 

This definition explains why Alice and Wendy must leave their 

real worlds and travel to Wonderland and Neverland for deadly 

fun, carnivalistic realms that reverse their realities and enable 

their transformations. The rules and structure that their realities 

impose, where lessons must be learned and play performed under 

supervised regulation by the likes of older sisters and canine 

nannies, prevent them from roaming freely for themselves. These 

restrictionless worlds provide the environments needed to fully 
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immerse themselves in carnival to define who they are and what 

they are capable of. Again, carnival's necessity is underscored by the 

regenerative cycle the stories close with, affirming that every child 

must go through this to become an adult. Both texts imply that 

without this free immersion the transformation is impossible. 

In the end, the pursuit of jouissance through carnival is best 

articulated by Joe Strummer's 1977 ode to rebellion, "White Riot:" 

''Are you taking over I Or are you taking orders? I Are you going 

backwards I Or are you going forwards?" Alice and Wendy's selves' 

boundaries must be pushed in order for them to know who they are 

so that they can create their own rules and take control of their lives 

to move forward into the next phase autonomously, ensuring the 

cycle for future generations. 

Works Cited 

Barrie, J.M. Peter Pan. London: Penguin Group, 2008. Print. 

Bakhtin, Mikhail. "Genre and plot in Dostoevsky's Works." 

Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader. Ed. David Sandner. 
Westport: Praeger, 2004. Print. 

Carroll, Lewis. Alice in Wonderland. London: Penguin Group, 
2008. Print. 

Coats, Karen. Looking Glasses and Neverlands. Iowa City: U of 
Iowa P, 2004. Print. 

Freud, Sigmund. Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis. James 

Strachey, ed. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1977. 
Print. 

Lewis, C.S. 1he Lion, 1he Witch, & 1he Wardrobe. New York: 

HarperCollins Publishers, 2001. Print. 

Strummer, Joe. "White Riot." 1he Clash. CBS, 1977. 

Todorov, Tzvetan. 1he Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary 
Genre. New York: Cornell UP, 1975. Print. 

Femininity, Maternity, and Breasts: Representations 
of the Female Body in The Book of john Mandeville 

By Elizabeth Zold 

I 
n the story of Saint Agatha, whose biography and veneration 

first appear in the fifth century, one of her breasts is cut off after 

she refuses to disavow her loyalty to God to the Roman emperor 

Quintianus. She refuses worldly medical treatment and instead 

prays to Christ for healing. After her prayer, her breast is restored 

(Donovan 41). In the story of Saint Eugenia, whose biography also 

appears in the la,te fifth century, she bares her breasts to her father 

to prove that she is his daughter, as she had been disguised as a male 

abbot. In doing so, she affirms her innocence because a woman 

who thought Eugenia was really a man had falsely accused her of 

rape (Donovan 73). Both of these women saints' stories were retold 

throughout the medieval period, each saint being venerated for her 

piety and chasteness as a woman. 

It is not a surprise that there is such a focus on the breasts 

as the site of identification of the female body in these stories; as 

Naomi Miller asserts, "the breast often functioned as a site for 

the sexual definiiion of women" (4). In these stories about female 

saints, the completeness of the female body, both in literal (breasts) 

and metaphorical (virginity) terms, was of the utmost importance 

to her identity as a good, Christian woman. But these kinds of 

representations of the female body are not just relegated to stories 

of female saints. As I will be exploring, much emphasis is placed on 

images of the female body, specifically the breasts, in medieval texts 

like 1he Book of john Mandeville and help to reinforce the Christian 
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ideals placed upon medieval women. 1 

The importance of this part of the Christian female body 

is made even more apparent when contrasted to how the non

Christian female body is presented in medieval literature. 

Specifically, I will be looking at the popular medieval text, lhe Book 

of Sir john Mandeville (1356). I will demonstrate how Mandeville's 

text, an early travelogue that takes the reader from the holy land to 

China, reinforces the ideals of femininity and what it means to be a 

Christian woman through his descriptions of the female body. That 

is, when comparing the descriptions of female Christians to female 

non-Christians in Mandeville's text, one can see the non-Christian 

body as incomplete, and thus, not fully female. I will compare 

Mandeville's description of the Virgin Mary to that of the Amazon 

women. The dichotomous descriptions of their bodies, specifically 

that of their breasts, reinforce the notion of the non-Christian 

body as monstrous: the Amazon women are constructed as strong 

women, but not fully female because of their lack of a complete 

female body. I argue that this depiction helps reinforce the idea that 

a woman who is not subservient and obedient to a man is not fully 

a woman, thus maintaining the Christian patriarchal system. 

Women, especially during the medieval period, are often 

associated with matters of the body while men are associated 

with matters of the mind. As Margrit Shildrick and Janet Price 

theorize in their essay "Openings on the Body," "women are seen 

as more wholly embodied" while men are viewed as endowed 

with an emphasis on rati<;>l).ality and thinking (3). The reason for 

1 
While later editions of the texts are named The Travels of Sir John 

Mandeville, I am using the title that the text was most often known as in the 

Middle Ages, much like the editors of the edition I am using, which was 

made using the 1366 English manuscript. 

this binary, Shildrick and Price argue, is that the female body 

is able to menstruate, foster another life within their own, give 

birth, and lactate: all of these acts suggest that the female body "is 

out of control, beyond, and set against, the force of reason" (3). 

The male body is set counter to it: as self-contained, in control, 

and therefore, more rational. This biological binary allows for a 

hierarchy to be constructed wherein women are seen as naturally 

inferior. 

Religion and scripture help to reinforce this hierarchy: St. 

Paul argues that the male is to the female as the head/spirit is to 

the body/flesh. For Paul, a woman's body should be gracious by 

being subordinate to its "head" (a man), which is discussed in 

Ephesians 5.22-24. Early church leaders,believed that because men 

were defined biologically as rational, this gave them authority over 

women; Isidore of Seville, a Spanish Archbishop, argued "'Women 

are under the power of men because they are frequently spiritually 

fickle. Therefore, they should be governed by the power of men'" 

(qtd. in Bullough and Brundage 85). Moreover, as Leslie Donovan 

argues, the female body in the medieval ages was a physical 

reminder of original' sin, as they "were perceived as the bearers of 

carnal temptation" (121), which again situates the female body as 

out of control. As a result, 'this hierarchy requires that the female be 

obedient to the male in order to be whole and complete; that is, the 

man has and is what a female is missing, her "head," her reason and 

logic. In order to control her (out of control) body, she must be 

subordinate to him. It is important to note that this man can either 

be a human male or God and/or Jesus. In being subservient to tqis· 

male and listening to his reason, the female becomes a complete 

woman. I argue that this idea of completeness is reinforced in 

literature, specifically, lhe Book of john Mandeville, through the 
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representation of a whole and complete female body. 

The Book of john Mandeville was read for centuries as a guide 

to the Holy Land and the author's frequent allusions to God, 

Christ, and Christianity t,hroughout the text serve to remind the 

reader of the narrator's religious positioning. However, Mandeville 

is not satisfied with just visiting the Holy Land; as an man with an 

insatiable appetite for travel, he ventures into new, often pagan, 

lands where he describes the "diverse peple and bestes and contrees" 

(58) to the reader. While there has been much debate about 

whether John Mandeville actually left England or even if he even 

existed, per se, there is no question that whoever created the text set 

up a dichotomy between the bodily representations of the Christian 

and non-Christian women in the text. Mandeville gives his readers 

the image of the most holy of Christian women, the Virgin Mary, 

as the literal embodiment of womanhood. In contrast, the non

Christian women, such as the Amazons, are shown as only partially 

female in the descriptions of their bodily composition. 

In Mandeville's text, he describes various stops and important 

places on the way to Jerusalem. One of them is the church of Saint 

Nicholas, which has special meaning because it is said to have been 

the site where the Virgin Mary rested "when she was delyveryed of 

childe" (36). The proof of her presence remains because while she 

was sitting on the stones, her breasts were so full of milk that she 

hurt, so she "mylkyd hit out upon the reed stones of marble" (36). 

Her breast milk stained the stones and left traces of color, which 

Mandeville states can still ·be seen. The milk that sustained the Son 

of God had marked the stones outside of the church, as evidenced 

by the white stains it left.behind. Mary's breast milk, which was 

often depicted as the symbol of"infinitely divisible grace" (Miller 

4), was so overflowing in her body that she could not physically 

contain it. The epitome of maternal grace, Mary and her abundant 

flowing breast milk remind the reader of her completeness as a 

woman and mother. In the same way the women saints' breasts 

are used to solidify their identity as women, Mary's breasts, which 

define her as a member of the female sex, concretely identify her as 

a complete, if not overly abundant, woman. 

In contrast, Mandeville's depiction of the Amazon women is 

that of incomplete women, both in body and mind. In the land 

where women rule, each female has one of her breasts removed, in 

Mandeville's description they "brenne," or burn, the br~ast off. If 

the girl is of the upper class, "they brenne the left pappe [breast] 

awey'' so that she is better able to hold a shield and for the lower

class girls "they brenne the right pappe" so they can better shoot a 

bow (61). Because this loss of a breast enables them to better use 

shjelds and weapons, this race of women is known for being good 

warriors. Since breasts are the symbol of the physical definition of 

women in the Christian world, in removing a breast, these women 

become seen as physicaHy incomplete women. Moreover, the 

removal of the breast is for the purposes of fighting; the Amazons 

are using male weaponry to do a traditionally male act and 

physically change their bodies to reject a part of their femininity. 

While Saint Agatha's breast is taken away against her will and 

restored by God, the Amazon women willingly remove a breast and 

it is never restored. 

This stark contrast to story ofMary and her body sets up the 

dichotomy of the Christian and non-Christian female body and 

the associations that come with it. The issues of sexuality and 

carnal desire, ideas that all' medieval females were told to repress 

as,good Christian women, become one of the divisions between 

Mandeville's Christian and non-Christian female bo,dies. Mary's 
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body is able to encompass both motherhood and virginity; she 

is representative of the epitome of Christian femininity because 

she is both mother and virgin, the two choices given to Christian 

women. Thus, her body remains free of the association with carnal 

temptation that other women's bodies are burdened with, while 

still adhering to the important maternal role. fu a result, the Son of 

God is born into the world, not just through a miracle but through 

a pure female body void of any negative associations that were 

placed upon the rest of her gender. 

The Amazon body, however, is connected to the carnality 

and sexual nature ascribed to the lesser sex: "And then the men 

cometh and beth ther 7 other 8 dayes, other also long as the 

wymmen liketh, and then they go agen" (60). As Mandeville states, 

the Amazons have sex with men when they wish; they make the 

decisions about their bodies and they choose to act on their lustful 

nature. From the text, one can assume that this "meeting" with 

the men is not for the pragmatic purposes of having children, for 

the next sentence begins, ''And if they have knave children ... 

"(emphasis mine, 60). The idea of the Amazons becoming pregnant 

is almost represented as an unintended consequence of having sex. 

That is, becoming mothers seems to be a secondary matter to the 

act of having sex, not the primary reason for doing so. 

Indeed, this leads to very important ideas about maternity 

in the medieval ages. Medieval society constructed the Christian 

woman's place as one of reproduction (Salisbury 84); in terms of 

religion, monastic treatises were full of maternal imagery, indicating 

"that they idealized the mothering role" (Bullough and Bullough 

66). The image of the breast becomes centralized to this emphasis 

on maternity because breasts provide nourishment, literally 

life-sustaining milk, to the child: For example, in Mandeville's 

depiction of Mary, her breasts are so full with breast milk that it 

hurts her. This overwhelming amount of breast milk symbolizes 

Mary's body's ability to act maternally. This image also invokes 

the idea of Mary as the mother of the church, able to nurse and 

nurture all Christian people. As Carolyn Latteier explains in her 

book Breasts: A -Womens Perspective on an American Obsession, most 

images and stories of Mary reinforced the ideas that "Mary's milk 

existed not just for Christ, but for all Christians" (147). Her ability 

to nurture all Christians emphasizes her role as a mother and her 

wholeness as a woman. 

Breastfeeding and breast milk are strong images tied to the 

process of the maternal female body; in the medieval ages, breast 

milk was believed to be "menstrual blood heated in the breasts" 

(Salisbury 89). Interestingly, as Carol Rawdiffe explains, menstrual 

blood· was considered-to be toxic during actual menstruation each 

month (80) but was purified through heating while in the breasts. 

It is important to understand, then, that the medieval culture 

believed that children were being fed not just milk from their 

mother's breasts but blood-turned-milk. This purification of blood 

through heat to become an essential part of early motherhood, 

breastfeeding, plays an important role in how the female b9dy was 

conceived. In some ways, breastfeeding and the production of milk 

contributed to the idea that the female body was out of control. 

Kathryn Schwartz, in her article on the missing Amazon breast and 

its place in early-modern European culture, discusses midwives' 

books that describe the breast as out of control "'[S]trange things 

have, come forth of the Breasts, and sometimes the menstrual Blood 

unchanged runs forth this way at certain Seasons. Hippocrates 

writes that when Blood comes out of the Nipples, those Women 

are Mad" (qtd. in Schwartz 156). This reiterates a societal 
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apprehension about the female body and the ability to control its 

actions; moreover, it allows for the site of maternal bonding to 

become one of horror. 

In contrast to Mary's abundant amount of breast milk and 

ability to fulfill her role as mother, the Amazon women clearly 

refuse the maternal role. Mandeville writes that if the Amazon 

women "have knave children, they sendeth hem to her fadres when 

they con eete, go, and speke. And if they have mayde cheldryn, they 

kepe hem wel" ( 60). 2 In this description of Amazons as mothers, 

their maternal instincts are, at the least, questionable. The expulsion 

their male children is what Katharine Schwartz calls a "monstrous 

result" of Amazon procreation that is inherent in narratives about 

them (297). While they take care of the female children, the reader 

is not given any image or description of the Amazon women as 

maternal. In fact, the picture that Mandeville paints of their society 

is matriarchal but not motherly. This juxtaposition is imperative 

to separating the Amazon women from an element of Christian 

female identity. 

Moreover, I argue that the description of the Amazon women 

burning off one of their breasts is a distortion of the elements of 

breastfeeding, specifically the images of breasts, blood, and heat. 

That is, in burning off a breast, the wound becomes cauterized, 

stopping the flow of blood to the wound. In this way, we can 

read this as a symbolic act of reversing what the medieval culture 

believed to be the body's biological' process for breastfeeding. 

Instead of blood being heated to produce milk, the Amazons use 

heat to permanently stop the flow of blood by removing the breast 

and ca t · · h d 1 u enzmg t e woun . Caro ine Latteier argues that "The 

2 
It is interesting to note that in some of the Mandeville manuscripts, the 

Amazons are said to either send the males away or kill them. 

removal of the breast symbolized ... lack of nurturing femininity 

i~ these warrior women" (150): In fragmenting their bodies, the 

Amazons removed a part of what the Christian world considered 

to be a source of female power, the ability to breastfeed, in order 

to gain power in what Christians deemed a strictly ll).ale realm, 

combat. This physical separation from such an important maternal 

act underlines for the Christian reader just how far removed from 

Christian female virtues this monstrous race of women is. 

The matriarchal society of the Amazons is starkly contrasted 

to the patriarchal (Christian) society th:tt Mary is entrenched in. 

Certainly, as a woman, Mary is an oasis of some female power is 

a vast wasteland of male dominance. Mary is defined by th,e male 

figures in her life; she is revered in t~e church because she is the 

mother of the Son of God. Mon;over, Mary embodies the duality of 

the conflicting standards that medieval Christian women were held 

to by the church: virginity and motherhoo& As Leslie Donovan 

describes in her book on women saints, the church advocated for 

women to remain virgins so as to remain pure while "economic 

and political realities required them to marry, bear children, and 

manage households" so that Christianity would.continue (122). 

Mary, as both a virgin and a ll).Other, represents a woman whose 

body is allowed to occupy both spaces. She is the perfect example 

for the patriarchal churcl;i leaders to set before the female believers: 

a worpan who is obedient and willingly accepts her role as both 

virgin and mother. As a result, her body is complete, not just her 

breasts but her virginity as well. 

The Amazons, however, undermine traditional gender roles 

and hierarchies in the act of removing one of their breasts. In fact, 

their mqtives for wanting to be the best warriors are not because 

they have to be but because they want to be; Amazon women 
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consciously rejected the patriarchy. As Mandeville is careful to 

tell his readers, there was once a king of Amazonia but once he 

and his men were killed in battle, the queen and the rest of the 

women rounded up the rest of the men in the land and forced 

them to leave. It is after this expulsion of men that the Amazon 

women begin to reject the form of the female body and burn off 

a breast. Thus, it not surprising that because these women are not 

obedient to any man and dare to establish a matriarchal society, 

they are not whole or complete women. Meaning, the Amazons do 

not subscribe to the medieval Christian gender roles because they 

transform their female bodies in order to become stronger and not 

rely on males. While these ,powerful women might seem ,to in an 

attractive position to Christian women, they are reminded that it 

is only through the mutilation and rejection of the female body 

that they achieve this status. The bodies of the Amazon women 

illustrate that a strong, independent women is neither Christian nor 

a complete woman. 

The Amazon women's ;bodies become a site of loss and 

incompleteness of identity; they occupy the .space of not-quite

woman and not-quite-man, a space that is not allowable in the 

Christian world. Interestingly, medieval Christian society had an 

outlet for women to step outside of their female roles, perhaps a 

proactive way to deal with strong women. While the Christian 

patriarchal system oppressed women and relegated them to the 

realm of the body, .there was a way for women to rise above their 

station by denying their sexuality and "becoming"· men. Like 

Saint Eugenia mentioned earlier, a celibate religious women who 

removed herself from her roles as wife and mother "removed herself 

from her gender as well" (McLeod 38). Saint Jerome argued that 

when a woman gives up her sexuality (i.e., her female bodily role 

as mother), and "'when she wishes to serve Christ more than the 

world, then she will cease to be a woman and will be called man'" 

(qtd. in Bullough and Bullough 50). The emphasis Jerome places 

on women denying their sexuality is important because it gives 

control over the female body to the men. That is, the men are 

giving the women a kind of permission to improve their status 

by allowing them to have access to the label "man" only if they 

refuse their sexuality. Moreover, in the stories of female saints who 

dressed as men to devote their lives to God, their male clothing and 

identity as male is temporary; it can be removed and they would 

still be identified as a female because of their body. 

In contrast, the Amazons' reconfiguring of their female identity 

through burning off a breast something that they, as women, 

chose to.do without influence of men and, more importantly, is 

permanent. That is, I argue that Christian men were fine with 

virgin, Christ-devoted women being called men because their 

bodily identity would always be present; in the stories of the 

female saints, wearing man's clothing was temporary. Mon;over, 

the Christian women are still working within a patriarchal systern; 

when the men say that the women can be called men, it implies a 

h h h 1 h h d strive to hierarchy in w ic t e women are ower t an t e men an 

fi ed the 
become like ·them. The Amazon women, however, rst remov 

system of patriarchy and then permanently modifY .their bodies. 

The effects of these two disparate reactions to a patriarchal 

system are clear for Mandeville's Christian readers through his , 

descriptions of and use of Mary's and the Amazons' stories. Marys 

compliance with the male authority in her life is the foundation 

of Christianity: she gives birth to Jesus, the Son of God, and is 

venerated as the Mother of the Church. Her non-questioning 

nature allows for her to be the mother of God and virgin. In 
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addition, because she submits to the patriarchal system without 

question, she is held in high esteem as a woman. 3 The Amazon 

women, however, in their direct defiance of a patriarchal system, 

are shown to be unfeminine at best and inhumane at worst. As 

Mandeville relays to his readers, while this group of women rules 

themselves, this power is dangerous in their hands. One can see 

Mandeville's telling of their story as a cautionary tale for Christian 

women: the Amazons have power over men and as a result, mutilate 

themselves and abandon their sons. Thus, readers understand 

that while Mary is unquestioning towards the authority of men 

and rears the Son of God, the Amazons overthrow the patriarchal 

system and then reject their male offspring. 

1he Book of john Mandeville maintains and reinforces Christian 

female identity roles through his descriptions of Christian and 

non-Christian female bodies. The• Amazon women, as an image 

of a powerful, successful matriarchal society, could be dangerous 

to the patriarchal Christian world. However, they are set against 

the Virgin Mary and identified as less than whole women through 

the description of their ritual of burning off a breast. Moreover, 

the Amazon women are lustful and lack maternal instincts, both 

highly praised virtues for Christian women. As such, the Amazons 

reinscribe on the Christian females their duties as women of the 

Christian faith and reif}r the patriarchal concern over strong, 

independent women. 

3 
Of course, I realize that the story in the Bible does not show Mary as 

having much of a choice; being told by an angel (a male) to bear the Son of 

God does not exactly leave a lot of room to question. Nonetheless, she does 
not questio11 or try to refuse the order. 

' ~~ 

Works Cited 

Bullough, Vern L. and Bonnie Bullough. Cross Dressing, Sex, and 

Gender. Philadelphia: U ofPenn P, 1993. Print. 

Donovan, Leslie. Women Saints' Lives in Old English Prose. 
Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1999. Print. 

Latteier, Carolyn. Breasts: 1he ~mens Perspective on an American 
Obsession. Binghamton, NY: Harrington Park, 1998. Print. 

Mandeville, John. 1he Book of john Mandeville. Eds. Tamarah 

Kohanski and C. David Benson. Kalamazoo: Medieval 

Institute Pub, 2007. Print. 
McLeod, Glenda. Virtue and Venom: Catalogs of~men from 

Antiquity to the Renaissance. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan Press, 

1991. Print. 
Miller, Naomi J. "Mothering Others: Caregiving as Spectrum and 

Spectacle in the Early Modern Period." Maternal Measures. 

Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000. 1-25. Print. 
Rawcliffe, Carole. Leprosy in Medieval England. Rochester, NY: 

Boydell, 2006. 'Print. 
Salisbury, Joyce E. "Gendered Sexuality." Handbook of Medieval 

Sexuality. Eds. Vern L. Bullough and James A. Brundage. New 

York: Garland, 2000. 81-102. Print. 
Schwarz, Kathryn. "Missing the Breast: Desire, Disease, and the 

Singualr Effect of the Amazons." 7he Body in Parts: Fantasies of 
Corporeality in Early Modern Europe. Eds. David Hillman and 

Carla Mazzio. New York: Routledge, 1997. 147-70. Print. 

Shildrick, Margrit and Janet Price. "Openings on the Body: A 
Critical Introduction." Feminist 1heory and the Body. Eds. 

Margrit Shildrick and Janet Price. New York: Routledge, 

1999. 1-14. Print. 

33 



I 
I II 

I 

I i 

'" 
,, I 

111 

,!II 

34 

Tennyson's "Gareth and Lynette": 
Ideal Models for Victorian Society 

By Gretchen Frank 

fred, Lord Tennyson revised his contribution to Arthurian 

egend, the long poem Idylls of the King, for years. After 

eading Malory and being taken by the srory ofKingArthur, 

Tennyson began to publish Arthurian poems in 1842; but the whole 

of Idylls of the King was not published until 1885 (Everett viii-x). 

Comprised of twelve individual idylls, the poem has long been read 

and interpreted. "Gareth and Lynette," the idyll this paper will focus 

on, was the second to last idyll written, added to the longer poem in 

1872 (Everett x). As William E. Buckler observes, however, "Gareth 

and Lynette" provides a full articulation and elaboration of Arthur's 

Round Table culture, making it a foundation piece for the poem as 

a whole (157-158). Widely differing readings of this idyll abound. 

Arthur Fox reads the poem as religious in nature and focuses on an 

interpretation that articulates models of religious discipleship and 

nationalism; Conde Benoist Pallen reads the text as an allegory that 

stages a war between soul and sense in man; and Henry Elsdale finds 

the poem's focus in the war of time against the soul of man. While 

each of these critics has offered convincing arguments for their own 

readings, my focus here is on Tennyson as a Victorian writer, using 

the backdrop of Arthurian England to stage social commentary for 

his own time. As theories from Umberto Eco and Laurie Finke and 

Martin Shichtman attest, the myth of King Arthur is ripe for cultural 

work that various authors wish to do specifically because Arthur as a 

mythical figure can be mapped on to almost any subsequent period 

1 "de a reflection of a different society, allowing the author of to prov 

Arthurian tales to do specific cultural work. Far from what !ohn 

D Rosenberg describes as "cardboard characters in a medteval 

h. d " this paper situates the characters Gareth and Lynette 
c ara e, h" 1 ·n 

"deal models for Victorian society (106). In t ts paper, wt 
asl lk at the ways in which-Tennyson uses the idyll "Gareth and 
00 h . 1 · · tta Lynette" as a specifically Victorian space to mv~sngate t e v 

importance of self-improvement, specifically focusmg on the ways 

in which Gareth serves as a model for self-improvement and helps 

to transform Lynette into a person revitalized by the process of self-

improvement during the course of the poem. . . 

As Debra N. Mancoff asserts, "Victorian society believed m 

h . and perfection of human behavior" (52). Perhaps t e progresston . . 

the best example of this is Samuel Smiles' 1859 pubhcatlon Self 

Help. This text served to establish one of the most close~y held 

Victorian beliefs. In the text, Smiles advocates for the kinds of 

valuable traits he sees at work in good men who can strengthen the 

Victorian community and help others learn to be better people and 

b f . ty Among these traits are the abilities to be better mem ers o soCle · 

active, honest, noble, patient, cheerful, humble, indepe~dent, wise 

' 1 d h"b"t od manners through experience, exercise self-contra, an ex 1 1 go . 

For Smiles, the good Victorian character stems from individual 

d . htness while the bad Victorian character industry, energy, an upng ' 

stems from individual idleness, selfishness, and vice. He assert~ 

that the very best of people learn these notions through a series of 

. ly by following laws that the state their own expenences, not mere 

legislates. While Smiles acknowledges that good examples can help 

. d" "d al to model their behavior, the best of characters si~ply an 1n 1v1 u 
. d l h t that is through perseverance and do the right thmg an earn w a . . . . 

. . l"fi Ri h d 0 Altick, a Victonan h1stonan, actively expenencmg 1 e. c ar . 
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similarly classifies this spirit of the Victorian age and positions 

this kind of moral fervor for bettering the self as a vital element in 

Victorian society. 

In examining Tennyson's "Gareth and Lynette" in this kind of 

Victorian context, and within the larger framework of the whole 

of Idylls of the King, Gareth becomes the champion of Smiles' 

values. Determined to leave his mother Bellicent and become 

a knight of Arthur's Round Table like his brothers Gawain and 

Mordred, Gareth, the princely son of Lot, agrees to go to Camelot 

disguised and work in the kitchens for a year and a day, according 

to conditions his mother has set for him to gain her permission to 

go. After this time has passed, he can reveal himself to Arthur and 

become knighted. Thus, Gareth goes to Camelot and becomes a 

kitchen knave under the direction of Sir Kay. After being released 

early from his mother's conditions, Gareth goes to Arthur to ask 

to be knighted, also requesting that Arthur conceal Gareth's true 

identity from the court until he can prove himself worthy of his new 

knightly title with a quest. Tennyson has Gareth beg Arthur, "Let be 

my name until I make my nafi1e! I My deeds will speak; it is but for 

a day" (562-563). Arthur gives in, sharing Gareth's true identity with 

Lancelot alone. The next day, Lynette, a beautiful damsel, comes 

to court to beg a knight's assistance to pass a series of tests to free 

her sister Lyonors from the captivity of a brotherhood of knights. 

Gareth claims the quest and sets off with Lynette to prove himself 

Donald S. Hair reads Gareth as a character on two quests 

during the course ofTennyson's idyll. The first quest in the poem is 

to leave his family and make his way to Camelot and Arthur's court 

to become a knight. The second is to prove himself and his worth by 

following the lady Lynette to save Lyonors. In both cases, Gareth is 

questing as a true knight who embodies the virtues and expectations 

_ _, _____ ------~- ----------..., 

of Arthur's Round Table. During the course of both these quests, 

Gareth is involved' in the kind ofhonest hard work that Smiles 

advocates for in the process of self-improvement. Gareth wants to 

be judged by his deeds, not his princely lineage. He is content to 

conceal his identity and suffers Lynette's chagrin at being saddled 

with only a kitchen knave to help her when she had requested 

Lancelot, a true knight. And she continuously taunts Gareth as they 

travel, saying to him before his first true knightly battle: 

Wherefore stare ye so? 

Thou shakest in thy fear. There yet is time; 

Flee down the valley before he get to horse. 

Who will cry shame? Thou art not knight but knave. (Tennyson 

916-920) 

"6ut Gareth is steadfast in his quest and in his duty to Lynette. 

He replies to her taunts, "Say thou thy say, and I will do my deed" 

and continues to fight to free Lyonors (Tennyson 879). Gareth's 

commitment to his knightly duty is the focus ofF.E.L. Priestley's 

reading of this idylL Priestley aligns Gareth's virtues with those of 

Arthur, writing, ''Arthur is characterized by sharp clarity of vision; 

Gareth shows similar sureness and fixity of purpose" (252). Priestley 

sees Gareth as a character who "finds freedom in service, and 

resolutely overcomes" the challenges he faces on his quest, making 

Gareth one of the few "exemplars of the ideals of Arthur" (252). 

This focus on duty and acting true to his word is the 

cornerstone of Gareth's positioning as a figure of self-improvement. 

Embodying Smiles' ideals, Gareth is truly an example. According 

to Smiles, "Integrity in word and deed is the backbone of character; 

and loyal adherence to veracity its most prominent characteristic," 

37 

,I 

I' 
1, 
:I 

I 

I, 

n 



38 

and this is exactly how Gareth functions in Tennyson's tale (317). 

Hair's emphasis on questing in the text is important to this reading 

because it highlights the action of the tale. This action is part of 

what allows Gareth to function as a model for self-improvement. 

As Gareth's industrious actions multiply on his quest, he is acting 

out both the virtues of Arthur's Round Table and those of Smiles' 

self-improvement. John Rosenberg reads Gareth's quest as a 

testing of himself that perfectly situates Gareth within the early 

integrity of the Round Table. But what seems most important 

here is the careful construction of this virtue of integrity in Gareth 

by Tennyson himself. Despite Lynette's steady stream of bitter 

complaints, Gareth holds firm in his duty. Gareth's most common 

refrain to Lynette's bemoaning his status as a mere kitchen-knave 

is "Lead and I follow" as he continually ignores her rebukes and 

commences with his duty (Tennyson 728). His constancy and 

devotion, along with his perseverance and integrity, position him as 

an ideal character. 

Positioning Gareth as an ideal allows him to become a teacher 

to Lynette. John R. Reed sees the text of "Gareth and Lynette" as a 

didactic space, setting up Gareth as a good example for Lynette to 

follow and also as an exemplary character within the whole of the 

Idylls of the King. Tennyson's text makes clear that Lynette needs this 

example. When she goes to Artlwr's court to request Lancelot's help 

from the King and receives only Gareth in return, she throws a bit 

of a tantrum. Tennyson writes: 

But on the damsel's forehead shame, pride, wrath 

Slew the may-white. She lifted either arm, 

'Fie on thee, King! I ask'd for they chief knig~t, 

And thou has given me but a kitchen-knave.' (644-641) 

r' 

t 

This passage sets up Lynette as so full of pride, shame, and 

wrath that her beauty is overcome by her other unattractive 

qualities. Her response to Gareth is really rather childish. Instead of 

asking him about his qualifications to go on this quest that Arthur 

has assigned to him, she focuses on insulting his position as kitchen 

knave and telling him that he smells of kitchen grease. Tennyson 

writes: 

She thereat, as one 

That smells a foul-flesh'd agaric in the hold, 

And deems it carrion of some woodland thing, 

Or shrew or weasel, nipt her slender nose 

With petulant thumb and finger, shrilling, 'Hence! 

Avoid, thou smellest all of kitchen-grease' (728-733) 

Her direct addresses to Gareth allow her the opportunity to 

continually refer to him as "kitchen-knave," and her focus on 

class distinctions between the two shows that she does not yet 

understand the ways in which Gareth embodies the virtues of the 

Round Table. 

As time passes, however, Lynette begins to realize Gareth's 

worth. Smiles' articulation of good examples to facilitate self

improvement is important to understanding Lynette's change 

of heart. Smiles writes, "All persons are more or less apt to learn 

through the eye rather than the ear; and, whatever is seen in fad, 

makes a far deeper impression than anything that is merely read 

or heard. This is especially the case in early youth, when the eye is 

the chief inlet of knowledge" (297). For the childish Lynette, then, 

fi 11 · G th' est and watching him embody the virtues of o owmg are s qu 

the Round Table and continually strive to fulfill his duty serves 

39 

,I 

I 

~ II 
'I 

~ I 
I 

h 

I' 

'I 



II 

, II 
,, I 

'II 
,I 

'

11 40 
i:l 

to help her change and improve. While on his quest, Gareth's first 

heroic encounter is to save a man from injustice. After he is saved, 

the man instantly recognizes Gareth as a knight of the Round 

Table. Lynette's response to this scene is to laugh at this recognition. 

Tennyson writes, "a light laugh I Broke from Lynette: 'Ay, truly of 

a truth, I And in a sort, being Arthur's kitchen -knave!"' ( 815-817). 

She cannot yet see Gareth's worth through his actions. Continuing 

the quest, Gareth's battle with Sir Morning Star, the first of the 

brotherhood of knights holding Lyonors captive, is one that Gareth 

wins, but only after Lynette tells the knight he will be fighting 

only a kitchen-knave. Lynette.cheers Gareth on in the battle, as 

she knows she should, but she cheers on a kitchen-knave, "crying, 

'Well-stricken, kitchen-knave!"' (946). In the second battle with the 

Noon-day Sun, Lynette again warns the knight that he will fight 

a kitchen-knave, but she changes her tune after Gareth wins this 

battle as well. By the time the two of them reach the third knight, 

the Evening Star, Lynette has begun to take real notice of Gareth's 

actions. She warns the Evening Star: 

'No star of thine, but shot from Arthur's heaven 

With all disaster unto thine and thee! 

For both thy younger bretJ!ren.have gone down 

Before this youth; and'so wilt thou, Sir Star.' (1074-1077) 

Lynette's identification of Gareth as a "youth'' here, rather than 

just a kitchen kn · · b · ·11 h - ave, egms to 1 ustrate er changing estimation 

of Gareth's worth. As she cheers Gareth on during this battle, she 

struggles with her understanding of Gareth's true identity. Tennyson 

writes: 

'Well done, knave-knight, well stricken, 0 good \<night-knave--

0 knave, as noble as any of all the knights-

Shame me not, shame me not. I have prophesied-

His arms are old, he trusts the harden'd skin

Strike-strike--the wind will never change again.' ( 1107-1112) 

This change in heart is mirrored when Lynette .will not consent 

to lead the quest any longer after this battle. Though Gareth has 

always asked Lynette to lead on after each battle, Lynette now finds 

she canngt separate herself from Gareth in that way; she realizes 

she has no right to lead the quest because she cannot see herself 

as his superior any longer. Tennyson describes Lynette's feelings 

at this realization as she says to Gareth, "I lead no longer; ride 

thou at my side; I Thou art the kingliest of all kitchen-knaves" 

(1128-1129). Lynette even apologizes to Gareth for her behavior, 

finally bestowing the honored title of Knight upon Gareth as she 

recognizes·his true worth. Tennyson writes: 

'Sir-and, goodJaith, I fain had added-Knigi,It, 

But that I heard thee call thyself a knave,

Shamed am I that I so rebuked, reviled, 

Missaid thee. Noble I am, and thought the King 

Scorn'd me and mine; and now thy pardon, friend, 

·For thou hast ever answer'd courteously, 

And wholly bold thou art, and meek withal 

As any of Arthur's best, but, being knave, 

Hast maz'd my wit. I marvel what thou art.' (1133-1141) 

But readers should not really be surprised by Lynette's change 

of heart. As Reed reminds readers, "Gareth, above all of Arthur's 
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knights, has self-reverence, self-knowledge, and self-control, and so 

he succeeds" (126). Reed also asserts that Gareth's good example 

has taught Lynette how to control her vanity and changed her 

from a proud beauty into a likable character. Similarly, Hair gives 

credit to Gareth, suggesting that "he brings about a change of 

heart in" Lynette (145). Hair suggests that "Lynette's conversion 

makes more vivid and believable the strength of Gareth's character 

as it manifests itself in unfailing courtesy and obedience," and that 

this strength of character in Gareth is located in "his steadfastness 

[which] leads Lynette to free herself from the ·bonds of pride ... 

fit to become the bride of the hero to whose character she owes 

her moral awakening" (151-152). With Gareth as a perfect model 

to emulate, it is not surprising that Lynette's character becomes a 

good one in the end, especially because of Smiles' assertion that the 

best way to improve yourself is to do diligent work and surround 

yourself with good models to encourage virtuous behavior. And, 

as Hair suggests, Tennyson shapes this improvement as befitting 

an important reward for Lynette. Because she has changed from 

the vain and haughty girl she was to a virtuous woman who can 

appreciate the ideals of the Round Table and emulate them herself, 

she can now fall in love with Gareth and, ultimately, be rewarded 

for her virtues through a good marriage. 

Lynette's change over the course of the poem can certainly be 

read as one galvanized by Smiles' ideals of self-improvement, but 

it is interesting to position Lynette in this way because she is a 

female character. Gareth is easily a direct embodiment of Smiles' 

very male-oriented take on self-improvement, but Lynette's gender 

complicates this Victorian change of heart. Because Lynette is a 

woman, something different is required of her by the standards 

of Victorian society than is required of men. As Altick points out, 
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femininity is the key to being a good Victorian woman (54). These 

feminine qualities and the way they position women in society are 

the focus of Leonore Davidoff and <:;:atherine Hall's text Family 

Fortunes. It is important to remember, as Davidoff and Hall point 

out, that '"Masculinity' and 'femininity' are constructs specific to 

historical time and place. They are categories continually being 

forged, contested, reworked and reaffirmed in social institutions 

and practices as well as a range of ideologies" (29). Davidoff and 

Hall explain that for the Victorians, a "tradition of domesticity 

included the ideal of woman as helpmeet" in which "The young, 

dependent, almost child-like wife was portrayed as the ideal" 

(323). This meant that in the ideal nineteenth-century marriage, 

"the more mature husband would care for, guide and advise his 

young wife" (Davidoff and Hall327). But this Victor~an ideal 

of femininity also linked to specific expectations for caring and 

nurturing behavior on the part of women. As Davidoff and Hall 

assert, "it was expected that all women ... had a maternal instinct" 

(335). The end result of this kind of notion of femininity resulted 

in the idea that "Women's virtuosity lay in her containment, like 

the plant in the pot, limited and domesticated, sexually controlled, 

not spilling out into spheres in which she did not belong nor being 

overpowered.hy 'weeds' of social disorder. That containment carried 

with it possession; the woman must be placed within a family, as 

wife or daughter or sister, protected by her male guardian" (191). 

Tennyson's Lynette easily embodies all of these tenets of 

Victorian femininity after she is fashioned after Gareth's example 

through the process of self-improvement. Her change of heart 

allows her to measure Gareth by his deeds and his kindness, forcing 

her to look past his superficial class distinctiot). as a kitchen knave. 

She helps him along his quest, positioning herself as the kind of 
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helpmeet an ideal wife should' be. Clearly, she is molded by Gareth's 

example and rejects her prideful and vain ways as the journey 

continues, and the way iti which Tennyson illustrates Lynette's love 

for Gareth actually positions her as a caring and mother-like figure, 

setting her up to be the Victorian ideal of femininity because of her 

capacity for maternal instinct. Tennyson describes Lynette's new 

tender feelings towards Gareth, writing: 

'Sound sleep:be thine! sound cause to sleep hast thou. 

Wake lusty! Seem I not as tender to him 

As any mother? Ay, but such a one 

As all day long hath rated at her child, 

And vext his day, but blesses him asleep--

In the hush'd night, as if the world were one 

Of utter peace, and love, and gentleness! ... 

Full merry am I to find my goodly knave 

Is knight and noble.' (1249-1260) 

This passage sets up Lynette as a figure of ideal Victorian 

femininity, positioning her to· be a good woman, wife, and, 

eventually, mother. She is expressing all of the correct feelings, 

setting the stage for Tennyson to reward her self-improvement and 

embodiment of the feminine ideal with a marriage to her virtuous 
counterpart Gareth. 

So large mirth lived, and Gareth won the quest. 

And he that told the tale in older· times 

Says that Sir Gareth wedde~ Lyonors, 

But he that told it later says Lynette. (1391-1394) 

Describing this ending, Stephen Knight identifies "the most 

original element in 'Gareth and Lynette'" as the moment vvhen 

"Tennyson firmly rejects Malory's notion of a marriage between 

Gareth and the lady of the castle. Instead Gareth marries Lynette, 

the strong~minded damsel who comes to respect and help him 

... she is the hero's suitable mate" (180). -I find this ending of 

the poem especially interesting in light of the Victorian framework 

Tennyson is using to construct these characters and this narrative. 

Tennyson seems to see Lyonors as less than the reward ofLynette 

for Gareth. Because Lynette is newly.born through the process of 

self-improvement after fashioning herself in Gareth's image and she 

has already proven herself as a helper to him and the ideal Victorian 

woman, she, too, has passed the tests of the quest, and each ideal 

can find their reward in marriage to the other while acting in 

Tennyson's poem as a whole as virtuous figures for Victorian readers 

to emulate in their own process of self-improvement. 
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Robin Hood's Disguise: 
Lincoln Green and Otherwise 

By Danielle Duvick 

S 
orne of us have grown up with Robin Hood--especially the 

Disney version about the two foxes in love and their friends 

who help them trick the stupid prince lion and save the 

small, poor turtles and bunnies of the town. However, Robin Hood 

the character is more than just a children's story that has been co

opted and used by Disney and other movie producers to create their 

swashbuckling hero that yanks at our heartstrings and makes us all 

wish we could live the robber lifestyle. The medieval ballads of Robin 

Hood show a man who loved to get into scrapes andmb and plunder 

the church people and the sheriff of Nottingham. He was generous 

and seemed to live a merry life with his men in the forest, but he 

could also be savage and~ nonchalant in his killing. And yet, in spite 

of what we change over the years, we still have Robin Hood dress up 

in a variety of disguises as he outwits any of his enemies. The ballads 

show Robin Hood passing as a butcher, a potter, a bounty hunter 

and even a woman. Yet he always returns to his "gowne of greene" 

("Guy," stanza 44). What do these continual costume changes mean 

for Robin Hood? They do represent a certain fluidity of character and 

by looking at the ballads both as a basis for a play and as actual stories 

in themselves, we can examine how the character of Robin Hood 

is created-through his descriptions, skills and very distinguishable 

clothing to discover more about the man. 

Above all else, Robin Hood is an outlaw. He is living quite 

literally at the fringes of society, an outcast who cannot join if]. 
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except through random disguised trips into the town or at the 

pardon of the king. According to Maurice Keen, a Fellow at 

Oxford: 

Outlawry meant originally nothing more nor less than the putting of 

an individual outside the protection of the law of the land, by a legal 

decision of the King or his courts. By that sentence the outlaw was 

denied henceforth his ancient inherited privileges at law, which were 

part of every man's birthright, and of whose authority the medieval 

king was but the guardian and temporary repository. (9) 

This means that no law protected outlaws like Robin Hood

they could be captured and tried or bounty hunters, like Guy of 

Gisbourne, could hunt them for reward money. They had no one 

to appeal to, other than those that had sentenced them to outlawry 

in the first place and so each one had "no defence except by force 

against those who committed trespass against his goods or his 

person" '(Keen 1 0). He must remain undetected, keeping away 

from the authorities and living however he could. Of course, all the 

stories of Robin Hood show that he does not necessarily stick to 

this modus operandi. Instead of poaching deer and living out his 

days in the forest, he chooses to continually confront the man that 

pursues him-the sheriff of Nottingham. He also tries to better 

himself in ways that are beyond his necessities in the woods. He 

steals money, food, horses, anything really. And while it is true that 

he has to pay his ~en and gives money away to those that he takes 

pity on, the fact still remains that Robin Hood's life in the forest 

seems a bit, well, comfortable. He doesn't just dodge the law and 

keep quiet, bud;1e flaunts his skills and his person. 

It seems odd that for such a notorious, wanted robber, there 

is no suggestion of a physical description for Robin Hood in the 

ballads-either to tell the listener/reader what he looks like or as 

a description for townspeople to look for in order to capture him. 

The only descriptions that we get of Robin Hood are that he is 

a "wight yeoman" ("Guy," stanza 2), that he is "hoyt corteys and 

ffre" ("Potter," stanza 3) and an "archer good" ("Bishop," stanza 

2}. All of these are fairly vague, though they do reference his social 

status, his personality and his skills. But why are there no physical 

descriptions of Robin Hood? Is it just to keep him anonymous? Is 

it so tl}at his actual person remains open-ended? Naturally, these 

ballads are just that-ballads, mostly short tales, meant to be sung, 

though that later evolved as they were recorded on paper. As songs 

and as plays at fairs, the lack of a specific description was perhaps 

helpful because it meant that anyone could fill in for the role. 

Without that physicality of the character, Robin Hood could be 

anyone-tall and dark, short and fair, redheaded and freckled, even 

a doppelganger of the sheriff himself The ballads do not talk of any 

scars that he had earned in his many fights or any other marking on 

his body by which he could be identified. Without them, he could 

be the guy next to you, just another voice in the crowd. There is no 

way for people to begin to look for him in their midst. He is just 

vaguely "out there" in the forest and that is the first place that the 

sheriff and his bounty hunters begin to look for him, though half 

the time he is right under their very noses. In Drama and Resistance: 

Bodies, Goods, and Theatricality in Late Medieval Eng/and, Claire 

Sponsler writes a great deal about dress and how it was regulated 

in those times. There were fears that clothing could disguise ,people 

and enable them to move more freely between class distinctions and 

monetary status simply by what they wore and so laws were put 

into place (and this will come back into play with this character). 
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However, there was in existence an "ideal image of the naked body 

that transparently reveals innate, human identity[ ... ] nakedness 

manifests the real: self, since it is the state into which humans are 

born" (7). If then the naked body, or adeast some visible skin, is 

the best way to understand the "real self" that is Robin Hood, then 

the reader is out of luck and will have to find some other way to 

begin to unearth 'his identity. 

Robin Hood should also be identifiable through ·his skills 

and prowess, since he is an "archer good." Apparently, he is one 

of the, if not the, best archer in the area. There are several archery 

contests and Robin Hood certainly proves himself in each of them. 

In a match with Guy of Gisborne, "Robin Hoode shott better 

then hee;/For he doue the good pricke-wande," which means 

he shot right through the peg at the center of the target ("Guy," 

stanza 31). Dressed as the potter, Robin Hood once again shows 

his accomplished archery skills and is simply compared to the 

legendary robber, not taken for the man himself Only in ''A Gest 

of Robyn Hode" do we see the sheriff setting a trap for the outlaw 

and claiming the best archer at the contest must be the notorious 

outlaw Robin Hood, then trying to arrest him. He is right-Robin 

Hood indeed came to try his hand at the contest. In this story, 

Robin barely escapes and Little John is injured, but Robin refuses 

to leave without him. It seems like the sheriff finally learns how to 

trick the master trickster, trapping him by playing to his pride in 

his archery prowess and luring him with the bait of the winnings. 

Unfortunately for him, Robin and his men escape into the guarded 

castle of a friendly knight and later kill the sheriff and make peace 

with the king of England. It is apparently the sheriff's last chance 

to outwit Robin Hood and he loses (though he's been killed before 

and come back alright). Anyway, besides this instance, .it is telling 
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that Robin Hood the man is only associated with the idea of Robin 

Hood the outlaw because of skill with a bow an~ arrow. Even yet, 

though there is a conscious linking, the man, who is Robin Hood 

in disguise, is not always immediately taken to actually be Robin 

Hood. 

These instances of recognizability/unrecognizability are very 

similar to how Arthurian knights were typically portrayed. Men 

were recognized by specific items: "facial hair, armor, or any other 

distinguishing features of masculinity" (Burns 112). This armor 

was especially important, since knights were almost continually in 

it, hiding their bodies and faces from all outsiders. Many times, 

two men would stand face-to-face without their helmets on and 

not even recognize each other, though they may have fought 

together countless times. Their actual bodily physical appearance 

meant nothing once it was unmasked. Similar problems arose 

when knights would wear new armor or carry a new coat of arms. 

In this same vein, Robin Hood is not recognized by his skin, but 

rather by other outlying factors. This is probably important in 

setting up Robin Hood not only as an everyman, in terms of bodily 

appearance, but also setting him apart from a woman's role in 

stories. According to E. Jane Burns, there was "a courtly code that 

sees men as relatively bodiless while consigning women to the realm 

of skin'' (122). With no accounting of physical skin or even scars, 

Robin Hood is purely man, carrying out manly accomplishments, 

while transitioning from one outfit to another. But, looking back 

at the Arthurian knights, even when disguised beneath a different 

suit of armor that was unrecognizable to peers and foes, the men 

were recognizable by their way of fighting, by their skills. Lancelot 

fought like Lancelot, no matter what he was wearing. Robin Hood 

is only occasionally recognized by his archery, but not every time, 
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which would signifY that he is perhaps not quite as consistent as 

the knights or maybe that his identity is much more fluid and even 

subject to changing. 

The one thing that identifies Robin Hood as Robin Hood every 

single time is his "gowne of greene," as it is called in "Robin Hood 

and Guy of Gisborne" (stanza 44), or the "mantle of greene," that 

"Robin Hood and the Bishop" references (stanza 10). Every story 

identifies him this way and every enemy he has is on the lookout 

for the Lincoln green clothes and' his green-dad men. When 

Robin Hood meets, talks and shoots with Guy of Gisborne in the 

forest, he is wearing this green clothing, which he puts on Guy 

after he kills him, in exchange for Guy's "capull-hyde" (stanza 44). 

In "Robin Hood and the Bishop," Robin Hood is worried that a 

band of men will overtake him in the woods and' turn him over ·to 

the sheriff, so he exchanges 'his "mantle of green" and his "arrows 

so keen" for an old woman's "coat of gray" and her "spindle and 

twine" (stanza 10). In looking a little closer at this latter incident, 

the old woman in the green is immediately taken for Robin Hood 

and swept up onto the back of the Bishop's horse. It is only by her 

offering to prove her womanhood, telling the Bishop to "Lift up my 

leg and see" that the man realizes he has the wrong person. And, 

indeed, the disguise seems complete, because in the "coat of gray," 

Robin's men almost shoot him because he looks like a witch, until 

he verbally tells them that he is Robin Hood. His own men do not 

recognize him with different clothes on! They do not look for any 

of the physical markers of his body, only the clothes on his back as 

they jump to conclusions. 

In ''A Gest of Robyn Hode," Robin doesn't exchange his green 

for any other garb, but he freely bestows this mark of his robbery 

and outlawry on others. First, Robin gives cloth to a knight to 

whom he lends money. He is gracious, giving him four hundred 

pounds on only his word, sharing a meal and even offering Little 

John to serve as his squire. In regards to the clothes, Little John 

tells Robin that the man's own are thin and that Robin has "'scarlet 

and grene, mayster,/And man[y] a riche aray;/Ther is no marchaunt 

in mery Englond/So ryche, I dare well say' to which Robin replies 

that they give the knight "'thre yerdes of euery colour,/ And loke 

well' mete that it be"' (71-72). Rather than letting the man go 

hungry, have his family turned off his previous property and dress 

like a pauper, Robin Hood clothes him in his own symbol, as if to 

identifY the man with himself and to show who has helped him 

wheQ others wouldn't. 

Later, in this same ballad, Robin Hood inflicts a "grene mantel" 

(194) upon the sheriff, who has been captured and brought to the 

forest camp. The sheriff must wear the.same clothes as the men 

and sleep on the ground, in order to experience what Robin's men 

go through every night. He wants to .force him to live there a year, 

but the sheriff receives leave to go back to his home, promising to 

be a friend to Robin. In this case, instead of a mark of pride, .the 

green that the sheriff must wear is a sign of an alliance that he never 

would want to make and would be ashamed to admit. It is also 

a great equalizer-Robin Hood and all his men dress identically 

and wearing the green brings the s~eriff down from his position 

of power to their homogeneous level. The ballad does not say that 

Robin made him wear the green home-it seems the sheriff's sharne 

stayed behind him with the adventure in the forest. And, indeed, 

once free, the sheriff of Nottingham is back to plotting how to 

capture the robber. 

'Jh~ last appearance of the green clothes in this story comes 

when Robin makes peace with the king. The king has come in 
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disguise, presumably to capture and imprison Robin Hood for 

killing the Sheriff of Nottingham and for his many acts of theft 

and poaching, but instead learns that Robin Hood loves and 

respects the king. After seeing Robin and his men and coming to 

return that respect, the king asks, '"Haste thou ony grene cloth,' 

sayd our kynge,/'That thou wylte sell nowe to me?' /'Ye, for God,' 

sayd Robyn,/'Thyrty yerdes and thre"' (stanza 418). Robin Hood 

gives the king the cloth, with which to clothe his men and they all 

ride out of the forest together, dressed' alike. No one is able to tell 

outlaw from kingsman. 

The green of the cloth which Robin and his men are clothed 

in is obviously important. Part of the symbolism comes from the 

connection to the forest in which the men are living. Robin holds 

court under "the grene-wode tree" ("Gest," stanza 335) in the 

middle of the forest. On one hand, the forest provides real means 

for a real need: "The forest was their home; its beasts were their 

food; its peasantry their allies" (Keen 2). It was their source of food 

and shelter, not only from the weather, but also from their enemies. 

In other words, "forested areas were places where the official 

social order was comparatively weak and unable to assert itsel£ 

Forest dwellers were among the most independent of England's 

inhabitants, and the forest was indeed a place where a thief or 

outlaw might live for years in defiance of all authority'' (Singman 

146). This wouHexplain how Robin Hood and his men lived "and 

flourished and also why there was always a return to the forest after 

any foray or adventure. The woods were protection and home, 

t~e port in the storm and the dark green covering for any blood 

that Robin and his rrien may have spilled. The green of the men's 

clothing helped them blend ipto their surroundings as hunters 

and thieves and also declared their alliance with the woods, their 

guardian and helper. 

Green could also be a symbol of these men's position in 

society. Besides being a band of outlaws and robbers, they are 

described over and over again as yeomen. The word "yeornan" was 

typically used to denote a person who was sub-genteel. They could 

be anything from officers and servants in royaJ and aristocratic 

households (like those that minded the king's forests) to minor 

landholders or others th,at were from good families and working 

their way to a sort of gentility. As Keen explains, many of the 

landholders "were prospering, even becoming socially ambitious 

(as references to the yeoman 'who araieth him as a squyer' attest)" 

and the others "performed tasks by no means servile, reminiscent 

of those performed for a knight by his squires in earlier times" 

(xxVii). Even Chaucer incorporates a yeoman into his Canterbury 

Tales, one that serves the knight, and the description could as well 

be of Robin Hood: ''And he was clad in cote and hood of grene;/A 

sheef ofpecock-arwes brighte and.kene/Under his belt he bar ful 

thriftily;/Wel coude he dresse his takel yenwnly:/His arwes drouped 

noght with fetheres lowe,/ And in his hand he bar a mighty howe" 

(Holt 121). With the green clothing and the bow and arrows, 

Chaucer sets up an easy parallel to the famous outlaw and allows us 

to draw a: line between yeomen and their outfits. 

The green that represents the forest and the yeomanry class 

reaches out to incorporate others, as we have seen through "A Gest 

of Robyn Hode." It invites in the friendly knight and the noble 

king and entraps the sheriff, who will later die at Robin Hood's 

hand. It also covers and even shelters the old woman and the dead 

body of Guy of Gisbourne in the other tales. It forms a bond 

between them, creating brothers and comrades. Guy is already 

dead when he is put in green and is not disturbed afterwards. The 
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sheriff is not bodily harmed and is freed to leave the forest. lqis 

green clothing acts as a kind of livery that displays the men (and 

woman) wearing it as a uhified1force, serving under.one (whether 

that is Robin Hood or a greater being). For indeed, ~e and his 

men all dress identically, with no identifYing marker to distinguish 

even Robin Hood from the rest. Robin Hood and his m~n almost 

become one at the times that they are all dressed alike. And as we 

saw, Robin Hood is only consistently recognized in his mantle 

of green, the clothing ofhis status. Yet why does he continually 

discard his own clothes for others, to masquerade as a bounty 

hunter, a woman, a potter, a butcher? Why does he put off that 

protection of his home, that mark of his status, that solidarity with 

his brothers-in-arms? 

There are several reasons why Robin Hood must shed the green 

outfit. Of course, one is that he is too easily recognized in it. His 

men recognize him in green; so do his enemies. In the story of 

his encounter with the Bishop, where he changes clothing with 

the old woman, the Bishop rides straight to the house where he 

has seen Robin run and pulls the woman up -onto his horse, no 

questions asked. And th~n "for joy he had got Robin Hood,/He 

went laughing all the way" ("J?ishop," stanza 15). It is only when a 

hundred armed men pop out· of the forest and the Bishop wonders 

aloud who they might be thanhe woman feistily points out that 

it is probably Robin Hood ("Bishop," stanza 16). The Bishop is 

disappointed with hi~. catch and 'is later punished~ and Robin Hood 

is once again safe in his own forest in 'his owq clothing. 

Another reason that he must take on the clothing of others is 

so that he caii.infiltrate the society of the town. He impersonates 

a potter and a butcher so that he can go into town, sell their wares 

and have a· little encounter with the sheriff on the side. As Sponsler 

says, "The naked, natural, originary body might be unmarked for 

status, but once the body is clothed, the possibility of deception 

based on the erasure of class markers arises" (11). This means that 

Robin Hood can take on the status of the original owner with 

the clothes and no longer be looked over and classed as just a 

yeoman, nor can he be recognized as his "real self" because of any 

state of undress. Further, in a more specific discussion of disguise, 

Sponsler adds, "Besides functioning as disguise, cross-dressing also 

has symbolic force as a device that allows the outlaw to tap into 

the cultural power associated with the figure he cross-dresses as" 

(27). So not only is Robin Hood visually recognized as a member 

of another status/ class, but he is almost physically, mentally and 

outwardly imbued with the power and rights of that other person. 

Thus, when he sells his wares, he is taken for a professional (though 

he is vastly underselling his competition). Dressing as a potter, he 

is believed to be a potter, he acts as a potter and he is later invited 

into the sheriffs house as a potter who has generously given the 

wife some of his pots. Later, when competing in the archery contest 

and besting all the men, "The screffes men thowt gret schame/ 

The potter the mastry wan" (53). They don't think of him as a 

"stranger" or a "man" but a "potter," someone who they do not 

believe should be as good at archery as he is. Robin Hood has the 

power to dress and act as a potter, with perhaps a little extra (the 

archery skills) on top. 

Robin Hood also obviously loves dressing up in others' 

clothing and going into the town to torment the sheriff. As both 

the butcher and the potter, he dresses up and then lures the sheriff 

back into the forest where he and his men can ambush him. In 

other cases, necessity drives him to cross-dress. The old woman is 

the first person he encounters in his flight from the Bishop and 
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luckily he has helped her in the past and she is willing to trade 

clothes with him. In the ballad with Guy of Gisborne, Robin 

defeats his enemy in a sword fight and then cuts off and disfigures 

the head and dons the "capull-hyde." He blows the enemy's horn 

so that the sheriff will think it is Guy, signaling that he has killed 

Robin Hood. In this guise, he may be acting out of a necessity to 

rescue Little John, though the reader is uncertain whether he knew 

of Little John's captivity (and how) or whether Robin Hood decided 

to play the part of Guy and then, luckily, was able to help Little 

John out of a tight place. Regardless, even though at times it seems 

that Robin Hood uses disguising as a last-chance attempt, he is still 

consistently performing this action and, most of the time, provoking 

an interaction betw'een the world of the outlaws and the authorities. 

But he always goes back-to the forest and to his own clothes. 

It seems that without them, he is not really Robin Hood. His 

men don't even recognize him in the woman's clothing; he must 

verbally remind them of who he is. One thing that has not been 

addressed much is the nature and purpose ofthese ballads. These 

songs were sung and plays were acted at festivals all over England· 

in the medieval ages. Robin Hood and his men were characters. 

This is not to say that they were not ever real people-that is 

debatable-but the bulk of what we today understand comes from 

the description of the characters. And, just as these ballads were 

part of elaborate plays and farces, Robin Hood himself is an act, a 

construct. Within the story itself, there is a kind of acting going on, 

an acting out "Robin Hood" and a further disguise of the actor's 

"real self," the body beneath all the clothes. He is a bodiless outlaw 

who is swathed in his mantle of green. The part was written for 

whoever stepped up to play it-first playing Robin Hood, all in 

green with his merry men and then taking the next step to disguise 

himself as a bounty hunter, potter, butcher or woman. Think 

of it this way: He wasn't recognized for his face. He was rarely 

recognized by his skills as an archer. He wasn't even recognized as a 

master of disguise. He was only recognizable in his Lincoln green. It 

is as though the words, conditions and outside matters (essentially 

all that "clothes" Robin Hood) are what make up the man-he is 

a hero-figure that may have been created even before there were 

stories about him. 

In conclusion, it is interesting to track Robin Hood iq 

these early modern ballads as a hero and outlaw that we both 

recognize and yet do not. Indeed, in his own world, Robin Hood 

is constantly facilitating between being recognized in his coat of 

green and being disguised in various other garb. He is practically 

faceless, yet we are able to distinguish certain skills, characteristics 

and emotions, such as his generosity and acceptance and his 

obvious enjoyment of revenge and humiliation of his enemies. And 

through it all, we can trace the green of his own personal disguise, 

hiding him in the woods, delineating his social status, linking him 

irrevocably with his men and utterly extinguishing his "real self" 

in a constructed costume. He could be a fox, a prince or a regular 

yeoman and it wouldn't matter at all behind his guise of green. 

Works Cited 

Burns, E. Jane. "Refashioning Courtly Love: lancelot as Ladies' 

Man or Lady/Man?" Constructing Medieval Sexuality. Ed. 

Karma Lochrie, Peggy McCracken and James A. Schultz. 

Minneapolis, MN: U of Minnesota P, 1997. 111-34. 

Print. 

I, 

I 
I i 

59 



60 

''A Gest of Robyn Hode." lhe Robin Hood Project. The l!Jniversity 
ofRochester, n.d. Web. 15 Nov. 2009. 

Holt, ].C. Robin Hood. London: Thames and Hudson, 1989. Print. 
Keen, Maurice. lhe Outlaws of Medieval Legend London: 

Routledge, 2000. Print. 

"Robin Hood and Guy of Gisborne." lhe Robin Hood Project. The 

" . University of Rochester, n.d. Web. 15 Nov. 2009. 

Robm Hood and the Bishop." lhe Robin Hood Project. The 

" . University of Rochester, n.d. Web. 15 Nov. 2009. 
Robm Hood and the Butcher." lhe Robin Hood Project. The 

" . University of Rochester, n.d. Web. 15 Nov. 2009. 
Robm Hood and the Potter." lhe Robin Hood Project. The 

University of Rochester, n.d. Web. 15 Nov. 2009. 

Singman, Jeffery L. Robin Hood· lhe Shaping of the Legend. 
Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1998. Print. 

Sponsler, Claire. Drama and Resistance: Bodies, Goods, and 

lheatricality in Late Medieval England. Minneapolis, MN: 
UofMinnesota P, 1997. Print. 

.-------------------~[' 

Why is the Dog Smiling?: 
Compassion and Connections in Kundera's 

1he Unbearable Lightness of Being 

By Heidi Bowman 

T
he final section of Milan kundera's novel lhe Unbearable 

Lightness of Being is called "Karenin's Smile." The very title 

suggests a connection between the animal and the human 

world: Karenin is a dog, and yet he is smiling, like a human. A close 

reading of Tereza's interactions with Karenin and other animals 

suggests even more connections between the animal and the human 

world. These connections show us that the divisiom the modern 

world places, between parts of ourselves and between ourselves and 

other animals, endanger all of us today, just as they did in 1968 

in Czechoslovakia. Tereza and her caring relationships with animals 

offer a hopeful alternative to the rolling in of the Russian tanks. If 
l 

we can stop labeling animals and other people as "others" and start 

seeing the world as interconnected, then Karenin would truly have 

something about which to smile. 

"Compassion" is a frequent word when discussing humans' 

relationships with other animals. In this novel, however, the 

meaning of compassion is discussed as Tomas agonizes over Tereza's 

distress about his affairs. The narrator contrasts the meaning 

of "compassion" in Latin-based languages, where it means to 

"sympathize" or "pity" someone, with the Czechoslovakian word, 

"sou-cit," which means to "feel" with someone (Kundera 20). "The 

secret strength of its etymology," the narrator says, "floods the 

word with another light and gives it a broader meaning: to have 
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compassion (co-feeling) means not only to be able to live with the 

other's misfortune but also to feel with him any emotion-joy, 

anxiety, happiness, pain" (20). Both Tereza and Tomas have this 

"maximal capacity of affective imagination" with their dog, Karenin, 

as they ache over his cancer and romp with him over his roll (20). 

Although the narrator discusses the Czechoslovakian word for 

"compassion," the English definition of the word also throws light 

OI), the way in which Tereza displays compassion. Yes, she is able 

to feel mqre than mere pity; she is also able to feel joy. But when 

she does feel pity, she moves forward with her compassion, as she 

has a "sympathetic consciousness of others' distress together with a 

desire to alleviate it" ("Compassion," emphasis added). When she 

is despondent over Tomas and his incessant affairs, she remembers 

Karenin: "In periods of despair she would remind herself she had 

to hold on because of him, because he was weaker than she, weaker 

perhaps than Dubcek and their abandoned homeland" (74). She 

considers Karenin and the distress he would feel if anything should 

ever happen to her. She derives strength from her compassion. 

Tomas is also able to imagine himself into Tereza's hurting 

heart many times, but he resents his ability, as it makes acting on 

his own desires more difficult. He views his compassion for her 

as a "sickness" and wonders how long he will be "tortured" by it 

(31,33). He wants to be lighthearted and go on his merry way but 

compassion -hampers him: 

The tons of steel of the Russian tanks were nothing compared to 

it. For there is nothing heavier than compassion. Not even one's 

own pain weighs so heavy as the pain one feels with someone, for 

someone, a pain intensified by the imagination and prolonged by a 

hundred echoes. (31) 

This passage, although beautifully written, is not true. Tomas' 

"compassion" for Tereza, for one thing, is not very compelling, 

as it is tainted with the persistent scent of other women's groins. 

He does not truly want to take up the other part of the Latin

based languages' definitions and strive to alleviate Tereza's pain. 

Compassion is heavy, but when we try to break down divisions, as 

Tereza does, it lightens everyone's load and can prevent the tanks 

from ·Coming in and crushing us in the first place. 

Perhaps Tereza is more able to feel compassion because she 

consistently associates herself with other "weak" ones: animals, 

her invaded country. Marti Kheel writes of how "dualistic thought 

sees the world in terms of static polarities--'us and them,' 'subject 

and object,' 'superior and inferior,' 'mind and body,' 'animate and 

inanimate,' 'reason and emotion,' 'culture and nature"' (Kheel18). 

She goes on to point out that the "first halfof the duality is always 

valued more than the other" and "the more valued half is always 

seen as 'male' and the less valued half as 'female"' (18). Tereza, as 

a female, has been taught to identify with the weak. She longs to 

be like Karenin, who, interestingly, cannot fit snugly into either 

half, as "he" is biologically a "she," menstrual cycles and all. This 

ambiguous nature of the dog suggests again that while divisions 

exist in .this story, and in this world, they are not what should be 

desired. Tereza does· not desire these divisions, either, especially the 

one of mind, or "soul," and body. 

Tereza tries to unify her body and soul, peering closely at her 

body in order to see "her soul shining thr9ugh the features of her 

face" (Kundera 41). Her mother, a coarse, bitter woman, has harped 

at her throughout her life: "Your body is just like all the other 

bodies; you have no right to shame, you have vo reason to· hide 

something that exists in millions of identical copies" (57). Tereza 

63 



64 

has been told she is just like all women, that she is nothing special, 

and she 'longs to find her own uniqueness, her own spkrkling, 

irreplaceable "one-millionth part" that Tomas sought, sexually, 

in all women (200). Her mother's ideas even haunt her while she 

sleeps . .Images of naked women traipse through her dreams. Tereza, 

although forced to move with the women, is not like them, as they 

are "overjoyed by their sameness" while they chant songs, going 

around and around,the pool, and'waiting for the inevitable,pistol 

shot (57). She i~ devastated that Tomas is not satisfied with her 

body, or her soul, as she longs desperately to "banish the duality 

of body and souf' (54). Her relationship with Tomas has been a 

crushing disappointment: 

She had come to him to escape lier mother's world, a world where 

all bodies were equal. She had come to him to make her body 

unique, irreplaceable. Bur he, too, had drawn an equal sign between 

her and the rest of them: he kissed' them all alike, stroked them all 

alike, made no, absolutely no distinction between Tereza's body and 

the other bodies. He had sent her back into the worjd she tried to 

escape, sent her to march naked with the other naked women. (58) 

She is reduced, as a modern bureaucratic worker is reduced, 

in Max Weber's words, to "a small cog in a ceaselessly moving 

mechanism which prescribes ... an essentially fixed rate of march" 

(Weber 214). She is an exchangeable, disposable body. 

Tereza is a small, terrified, cog in ·her dream of the mindless 

machine of mass nudity. She finds a small, terrified crow, and the 

ever-compassionate Tereza sees a connection'between herself and: 

this pitiful creature, "keeping vigil~' over it, even, as if it were "a 

dying sister" 060). It has been buried, alive, in the dirt, just as her 

soul "had retreated deep into the body again, to the farthest gut, 

waiting desperately for someone to call it out" (157). She answer~ 

the bird's cries and digs it out of the ground, and she watches over 

its suffering, all the while wondering ifTomas will answer the 

moans of her soul, "buried in the depths of her bowels," or the soul 

of &orne other woman (160). 

Tereza, unlike most people in this modern age, does not need 

to label and classify the bird as "other," or wonder if its squawkings 

are just the chirps of another soulless, mindless machine. She uses 

her "affective imagination" and has compassion for another being, 

who is not just a body, but rather an embodied, individual soul. 

The crow cries and she helps it. She cries, and Tomas wishes she 

would change and be able to see his love {soul) for her and his sex 

(body) with other women are totally different, divided things. The 

Czechs cry, and the Russians silence them. Tereza listens to the 

crow's cries, and she responds. 

According to Rene Descartes, however, it would not be possible 

to even hear an animal cry for help, much less respond to its pleas. 

Animals are mere machines, and machines can't ask for help: 

When an animal laments, it is not a lament; it is merely the rasp of 

a poorly-functioning mechanism. When a wagon wheel grates, tqe 

wagon is not in pain; it simply needs oiling. Thus, we have no 

reason ro grieve for a dog being carved up alive in the laboratory 

(288). 

Tereza, according to Descartes, has no reason to stop and 

help the crow. She is a human, and therefore she is "master and 

proprietor" over the animals in her life (288). Tereza, fortunately, 

does not agree with Descartes. She fondly views the heifers in 
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her herd as "fat fifty-year-olds, pretending they were fourteen" 

(287). She teaches Karenin commands not so that he can follpw 

her orders, but "to provide him with the elementary language that 

enabled them to communicate and live together" (298). When 

one ofTereza's cows stopped and looked at her, the narrator says, 

"Tereza knew her. She called her Marketa'' (290). Her ability 

to connect and identifY with one of the cows in the herd is an 

inversion of her dream of unknown naked women, marching. In 

contrast, Tereza would have named each of the cows, but there 

were "too many of them" in the "five square feet set aside for them" 

(290). The narrator speaks up, remembering when "all the cows 

in the village had names" (290). He continues, ''And if having 

a name is a sign of a soul, I can say that they had souls, despite 

Descartes" (290). Philip Smith writes ofWeber's conception of 

soulless bureaucracy in the modern world, and Tereza, and the cows 

in their five square feet, seem indeed to be "trapped in ... an iron 

cage of meaningless bureaucracy and rationalism'' (Smith 15). The 

animals, too, are exchangeable, disposable bodies. 

Tereza, just as she does not want to believe this,about her own 

body, does not believe this about other animals' bodies. Friedrich 

Nietzsche might not have believed it, either, as the narrator 

explains. He writes of Nietzsche's first moment oflunacy: "that 

is, his final break with mankind" (Kundera 290). k, Nietzsche 

embraced a horse and sobbed, he "was trying to apologize to the 

horse for Descartes" (290). k Tereza holds the ailing Karenin's 

heaq in her lap, the narrator links her to Nietzsche, as they are 

"both stepping down from the road along which mankind, 'the 

master and proprietor of nature,' marches onward" (290). Tereza 

has marched enough in her dreams. She, like Nietzsche, is no 

longer holding herself up as superior to the horses, dogs, cows, 

and crows in her life. She agrees with the narrator and his strong 

proclamation: 

Mankind's true moral test, its fundamental test (which lies deeply 

buried from view), consists of its attitude towards those who are 

at its mercy: animals. And in his respect mankind has suffered a 

fundamental debacle, a debacle so fundamental that all others stem 

from it. (289) 

Descartes' beliefs, and their stubborn lack of compassion, 

waved in the Russian tank "debacle" that was moving into 

Czechoslovakia. Around the time Tereza found the half-buried 

crow in the dirt, the body of the Russian government was trying 

to bury the soul of Czechoslovakians who dared desire a "dizzying 

liberalization of Communism" (33). Tereza can remember "reading 

a two-line filler in the papers ten or so years ago about how all the 

dogs in a certain Russian city had been summarily shot" (288). 

The article "brought home to. her for the first time the sheer horror 

of her country's oversized neighbor" (288). They have "just" shot 

the dogs, but Tereza is able to use her "affective imagination'' and 

envision what is coming. This passage from the novel seems to echo 

Martin Niemoller's poem about the connections amo11g persecuted 

people during the second world war: 

First they came for the Communists, and I didn't speak up, 

because I wasn't a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and 

I didn't speak up, because I wasn't a Jew. Then they came for the 

Catholics, and I didn't speak up, because I was a Protestant. Then 

they came for me, and by that time there was no one left to speak 

up for me. ("Who Was Martin Niemoller?") 
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The next paragraphs indeed describe the Russians' progression 

from animals to people. First came "the extermination of all 

pigeons" and then "the major drive" against dogs (Kundera 289). 

People "were still traumatized by the catastrophe of the occupation" 

but the press fed them rabid worries about dogs and the dangers 

they posed (289). Finally, the government was free to go after "its 

true goal: people" (289). First, they came for the pigeons, and no 

one spoke up, because they weren't pigeons. Then, they came for 

the dogs, and no one spoke up, because they weren't dogs. And 

then they came for the people. The government tiptoed about 

the issue, wanting people to think that the animals were what 

threatened them when in actuality the government was the threat, 

to animals and people alike. Tereza has been frustrated that.her 

own body and soul have been labeled exchangeable and disposable. 

The bodies of animals, which may or may not hold souls, were also 

deemed exchangeable and disposable. The bodies-and creative 

souls-of the people came next. 

Friedrich Nietzsche wrote about the machine of the 

government and its desire to spit out the people who did not march 

in time or sing in tune. "Behold the superfluous! They are always 

sick; they vomit their gall and call it a newspaper. They devour 

each other and cannot even digest themselves" (Nietzsche 50). The 

government-:Ied newspaper writers are writing what they are told 

to write, and Nietzsche would predict they will turn on each other 

as the government increases in power and paranoia. In the Prague 

Spring in 1968, artists and intellectuals were trying to have more 

freedom to say their own thoughts; they "called for the radical 

democratization of the Communist regime" (Kundera 212). They 

wanted to do more.than just hum along with the government 

machine. They seemed to agree with Nietzsche: "Only where the 

state ends, there begins the human being who is not superfluous: 

there begins the song of necessity, the unique and inimitable tune" 

(Nietzsche 51). 

'Ute need to be unique, and not just be part of the herd, is, 

again, also articulated in Tereza's tormented thoughts over her own 

body. Although Tomas would argue Tereza and her soul are very 

special to him, as she is the only "despot" who rules his "poetic 

memory," Tereza does not, understandably, understand (Kundera 

.2,08). Over and over again, Tereza equates the sameness of all bodies 

with death. She tries to set her body loose, to go be a body and do 

what other bodies do with other bodies. Around the same time she 

experiments with sex with another man, she has a hallucination 

or a dream that Tomas is sending her to her death. "'But it wasn't 

my choice,' she said" in the dream (150). It is not her choice either 

to "remain with her [mother] in the world of immodesty, where 

youth and beauty mean nothing, where the world is nothing but 

a vast concentration camp of bodies, one like the next, with souls 

invisible" (47). It is not her true choice to copulate with more 

than one man. She thinks of her how she could have never loved 

her mother, as she was "forced" to love her, "to agree with that 

occupation, to call the aggression love" (298). She is thinking of the 

occupation of a: parent on a child's heart, but she is also speaking 

of the Russian occupation of her country. These relationships 

vary greatly from her relationship with her dog, as "love for dogs 

is voluntary" (298). Her mother and Tomas roll over her idea of 

herself as unique, just as the Russian tanks come in and roll over 

creative freedom. 

When the Russians were rolling in, however, Tereza, with her 

camera, was.momentarily empowered, and the pictures she takes 

expose even more of the connections between bodies, animals, and 
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death. Kamila Kinyon explains, "Tereza escapes from being reduced 

to a seen object when she herself takes on the role of seer while 

photographing the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia (Kinyon 24 7). 

She is suddenly on the unfamiliar side of the dyad, as she is the 

subject, and the Russians are the object. When she tries to sell these 

pictures later to a magazine in Geneva, she is shocked to hear "that 

because a certain time had elapsed since the events, they hadn't 

the slightest chance ('not that they aren't very beautiful!") of being 

published" (Kundera 68). Tereza tries to explain that the pictures 

are still very pertinent to the people in Prague, as "the workers' 

councils were forming in the factories, the students were going out 

on strike demanding the departure of the Russians, and the whole 

country was saying aloud what it thought" (68). Yet, like the crow 

croaking in the earth, the Czechs' voices are not to be heard by the 

majority of the world. 

The majority of the world is more interested in pictures of 

nudist beaches, a interesting detail in the text that reverberates with 

underlying meaning. The editor acknowledges the nude pictures 

"are very different" from Tereza's pictures, but Tereza disagrees, 

saying no, "they're the same" (69). The narrator of the novel admits 

the difficulty in understanding why she "compared a nude beach 

to the Russian invasion" (69). It makes sense, however, when 

considered along with her thoughts on bodies, souls, sameness, 

and death. The people on the beach are just bodies that look like 

animals. The woman has "giant tits hanging low like a goat's or 

cow's," bending alongside the man with his "penis and scrotum 

looking very much like an udder in miniature" (69). They are 

"reduced" to animals that have no souls and no voices (that is, 

no voices that matter to the majority of the world). The students 

protesting in Czechoslovakia, waving banners and trying to wear 

their souls on their sleeves, are just little haywire parts of the 

machine. The Russian tanks can easily silence them, just as they 

silenced the pigeons and the dogs. It is time for the "leveling of 

the governed in the face of the governing and bureaucratically 

articulated group" (Weber 210). They are the same: just bodies that 

are just animals, and death, the ultimate leveler, is on its way. 

When death comes for Karenin, Tereza refers to him as "naked" 

for the first time: "It was unbearable to think of the earth they 

would soon be throwing over him, raining down on his naked 

body'' (Kundera 303). His body will be toppled into the grave, just 

as the naked women in her dream toppled, dead, into the pool. 

Tereza "was afraid of burying him alive" (302); again, just as her 

own soul, the crow, .and the creative soul of the Czechs have been 

buried. While he is alive, she delights in Karenin's unclothed body. 

She is even "lighthearted and gay" over Karenin and his little 

tied-together outfits of cotton and panties that he wears during 

his menstrual cycles (297). The difference in her reaction to her 

own body an4 that of Karenin is explained easily enough, says the 

narrator: "dogs were never expelled from Paradise. Karenin knew 

nothing about the duality of body and soul and had no concept of 

disgust. That is why Tereza felt so free and easy with him'' (297). 

Tereza is right to think that her love with Karenin is "better, 

not bigger" than her love with Tomas (297). Karenin has been a 

comfort and a friend to her. Tomas got the dog so Karel)in could 

care for her in a way that he, a man so convipced that there is a 

difference between our bodies and our souls, could not. "Well 

done, Karenin! That's just what I wanted you for. Since I can't 

cope with her myself, you must help me" (24). Even when she first 

meets Tomas, she is mortified "listening to her belly speak out" 

(39). Tomas embraces her, but their entire relationship is marred by 

.I 
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questions and doubts about the body and sex and the soul and love. 

With Karenin, however, she can escape all the divisions, between 

parts of herself and between herself and others. She is able to finally 

escape "the fundamental human experience" of these dualities (40). 

With Karenin, she is able to model the "relationship" that Carol 

Adams says "exists between reclaiming the'body and its full range of 

feeling, and reclaiming animals' bodies, including women's" (Adams 

193). 

Karenin, when he is dying, looks at Tereza with "awful, 

unbearable trust" in his eyes (300). We are reminded of the "Devil's 

gift of compassion" which Tereza has gladly accepted over God's gift 

of"dominion over all animals" (21, 288). Karenin knows "Tereza 

accepted him for what he was; she did nonry to make him over 

in her image she agreed from the outset with his dog's life, did not 

wish to deprive-him of it, did not envy him his secret intrigues" 

(298). When she dreams that Tomas turns into a rabbit, she is once 

again dissolving "the animal-human boundary'' (Kinyon 249), 

and she once again does not exploit her strength. Being a rabbit, 

the narrator explains at the end of the novel, means that "one is 

no stronger than the other anymore" (Kundera 313). Tereza is not 

a rabbit in the dream, but Tomas is. She is clearly stronger, but 

she is not going to abuse that strength. She "took the rabbit home 

with the feeling that she was nearly at her goal, the place where she 

wanted to be and would never forsake" (306). She took the rabbit 

home, and where is home? "Her home was Karenin," (294) a place 

of kindness and friendship. Tereza with the little white rabbit is 

so different from "the terrifYing soldier in the black uniform of 

the arm ore& forces" (33) that we see earlier on in the novel. This 

man "stood at the crossroads directing traffic as if every road in the 

country belonged to him and him alone" (33). 

But the world does not belong only to us. The narrator 

warns that if we decide animals are just machines, we sever our 

connection to Paradise and we will have no comfort on our "flight 

through the emptiness of time" (297), a flight we make even 

emptier by creating divisions within and around us. A close reading 

of this novel can help us come to what Elizabeth Gray calls a "new 

understanding of life," an understanding that "must be systemic 

and interconnected. It cannot be linear and hierarchical, for the 

reality of life on earth is a whole, a circle, an interconnected system 

in which everything has its part to play and can be respected and 

accorded dignity'' (Kheel 17). This conception of life is one that has 

the ability to make even dogs smile. 
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