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ABSTRACT

FORM AND ESSENCE IN “A BEAUTIFUL YOUNG NYMPH
GOING TO BED”, “THE MAN THAT WAS USED UP”, THE
NOSE, METAMORPHOSIS, AND THE NONEXISTENT
KNIGHT

Yildiz, Hiilya
M.A., in English Literature

Supervisor: Assoc. Prof. Dr. Sevda Caligkan

April 1998, 59 pages

The aim of this study is to examine the relationship
between human form and human essence in Western
literature as illustrated in works which deal with physical
disintegration or grotesque distortion of human body. This
thesis covers different literary periods and traditions:
neoclassical, romantic, realist, modernist, and post-
modernist. The first chapter clarifies the aim of the study
and provides background information on literary terms such
as the grotesque and the fantastic. The second chapter
includes two examples from the pre-modernist period:
Jonathan Swift’s poem “A Beautiful Young Nymph ‘Going to
Bed”, and Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Man That
Was Used Up”. The third chapter starts with Gogol’s tale,
The Nose, which carries both pre-modernist and modernist

characteristics. This chapter continues with  the

ii



examination of Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis and Italo
Calvino’s The Nonexistent Knight, with regard to the
relationship between human form and human essence in
modern and postmodern periods, respectively. In the
concluding chapter, it is pointed out that a new
relationship between human form and essence emerges in
each literary period and there is a change in the

perceptions of identity in each different literary period.

Key Words: Grotesque, Fantastic, Human Form, Human

Essence.
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«A BEAUTIFUL YOUNG NYMPH GOING TO BED”, “THE
MAN THAT WAS USED UP”, THE NOSE, THE
METAMORPHOSIS VE THE NONEXISTENT KNIGHT’DA
0Z VE BICIM

Yildiz, Hilya
Yiksek Lisans, ingiliz Edebiyat:
Tez Yoneticisi: Dog¢. Dr. Sevda Caliskan
Nisan 1998, 59 sayfa

Bu ¢alismanin amaci, Bati1 edebiyatina ait bazi eserlerdeki
insanin o6zli ve bi¢gimi arasindaki iliskinin sergilenigini
incelemektir. Incelenen eserler &zellikle bedenin fiziksel
olarak dagilmasi1 ve grotesk g¢arpiklig: ile ilgili olanlardir.
Bu tez, neoklasik, romantik, realist, modern ve postmodern
gibi degisik edebi dénem ve geleneklerden O&rnekler
icermektedir. Ilk béliim, tezin amacim1 belirtmekte ve
grotesk, fantastik gibi sonraki béliimler i¢in gerekli bazi
edebi kavramlar iizerinde durmaktadir. Ikinci bélim,
modernizm O6ncesi d6neme ait iki &8rnegi igermektedir:
Jonathan Swift’in “A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to
Bed” adli siiri ve Edgar Allan Poe’nun “The Man That Was
Used Up” adli 8ykiisii. Uglincti bdlim Gogol’tin The Nose
adl1 hikayesiyle baslamaktadir. Bu bdlim Franz Kafka’nin
Metamorphosis ve Italo Calvino’nun The Nonexistent

Knight adli eserleri izerinedir. Bu eserler aracilifiyla



modern ve postmodern ddénemde insanin 6zl ile bigimi
arasindaki iliski gozden gegirilmektedir. Sonug¢ bdliimiinde,
her yeni edebiyat ddoneminde, insanin 6zli ile big¢imi
arasindaki iliskiye dair farkli bir gériis ortaya ¢iktig1 One
sirilmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Grotesk, Fantastik, insanin Ozi,

Insanin Bigimi
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the Study

What makes a human “human”? Is there a stable identity?
To what extent does our body define and limit us? If it is
the body that determines the “I”, then what happens if we
lose an organ of our body? These fundamental questions
may sound like philosophical issues, but if we regard the
literary artist essentially as a person who is interested in
the human condition in various contexts then we would also
see the fact that questions like the ones above have always

been among the perennial topics of literature.

The body/soul, form/essence dichotomy in the western
tradition dates back to the writings of Plato and Aristotle.
Since the western mind is trained to see things in binary

oppositions and has the tendency to give priority to one



over the other, that essential question in relation to human
nature has always occupied the minds of many artists. It
appears that such thinking is exclusively western. In most
eastern religions and philosophies, as in Taoism, there is a
belief in the dualism of everything and opposites are
accepted as natural. Because they regard opposites as
things that complement each other, there is wholeness and
integrity in these eastern beliefs. For instance, fundamental
to Taoism is the concept of yin/yang, in which all
opposites are presented as part of a continuum or a circle
and therefore not really opposite. The yin/yang circle is
essentially a synthesis of all opposites and thus embodies a
balance of all elements, which the western perception of

reality fails to see.

Since in the western tradition perceptions of identity are
firmly based on physical integrity, then what happens if
this integrity is distorted? In other words, if it is our body
that physically defines us in space and ensures others’
perception of us as individual beings in the universe, then
do we still remain as human beings when our body is
dismembered, distorted, mutilated or transformed into
another thing? In short, to what extent does our body

define us?



1.2 Terms and Definitions

With their capacity to challenge our basic assumptions
about human nature, fantasy and the grotesque seem to be
perfect tools in the hands of artists and writers to raisc
such fundamental questions. Before taking a look at each
literary text that will be explained, a brief review of the
literary terms that are used in the following chapters will
be provided in this chapter. The treatment of physical
distortion of the body inevitably takes place in the realm of
the grotesque and fantasy, both of which are controversial
issues in genre theory. Therefore, taking a close look at
differing ideas and the development of these terms might be

very useful for the discussion in the following chapters.

1.2.1 The Term and Concept “Grotesque”: A Historical

Summary

As Wolfgang Kayser points out in his prominent study of
the field, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, the term
“grotesque” was first used in the fifteenth century to
define the wall decorations of the early Christian period of
Roman culture. The most typical characteristics of these

decorations were the mixture of different elements like the



interplay of plant, animal, human and architectural forms;
the playful destruction of symmetry; and the distortions of
size. When all these features come together, they create a

fantastic and unnatural atmosphere (1981:19-22).

Although the first usage of the word “grotesque” was
mainly to define this particular type of painting, it came to
be used in other fields of art in the following centuries.
Philip Thompson states that the meaning of the word was
extended to literature and non-artistic things in England in
the eighteenth century (1972:13). During this period, in
England the word was used in a rather pejorative sense.
Arthur Clayborough, in his book The Grotesque in English

Literature notes this development:

The word grotesque thus comes to be applied in a more
general fashion in English during the Age of Reason-and of
Neo Classicism- when the characteristics of the grotesque
style of art-extravagance, fantasy, individual taste, and the
rejection of ‘the natural conditions of organization’- are the
object of ridicule and disapproval. The more general sense
... which it has developed by the early eighteenth century is
therefore that of ‘ridiculous, distorted, unnatural’(adj.); ‘an
absurdity, a distortion of nature’ (noun).

(1967:6)



It can be useful to go over the different approaches to the
issue since nearly no critic seems to consider the topic
without any prejudice- negative or positive, which makes

the term grotesque a controversial concept.

As Caliskan points out, critics’ views on the grotesque can
be categorized under two groups: in the first group, there
are¢ people who think that the grotesque in art has no
correspondence in real life, therefore it is only the
outcome of the artist’s fantasy world; and in the second
group there are people who claim that the grotesque has an
objective reference in the outside world and it is the

realistic reflection of the world that we live in (1984:13).

Tl;e best example of the approach that condemns the
grotesque for not having an objective reality in the outside
world is Vitruvius, the Roman art critic writing during the
reign of Augustus. He criticized the grotesque architecture

and decorative painting of his contemporaries as follows:

For our contemporary artists decorate the walls with
monstrous forms rather than reproducing clear images of the
familiar world. Instead of columns they paint fluted stems

with oddly shaped leaves and volutes, and instead of



pediments arabesques; the same with candelabra and painted
edifices, on the pediments of which grow dainty flowers
unrolling out of robes and topped, without rhyme or reason,
by little figures. The little stems, finally, support half
figures crowned by human or animal heads. Such things,
however, never existed, do not now exist, and shall never
come into being.

For how can the stem of a flower support a roof, or a
candelabrum bear pedimental sculpture? How can a tender
shoot carry a human figure, and how can bastard forms
composed of flowers and human bodies grow out of roots and
tendrils?

(Cited in Kayser; 1981:20)

The reaction of Vitruvius towards the grotesque is typical
of a classical critic. Vitruvius is against the grotesque in
art because it violates the rules of mimetic art which sees
itself as the realistic reproduction of the familiar world.
He disapproves of the grotesque because it distorts the
laws of nature and proportion. As Thomson asserts such an
attitude has always been prevalent during the periods in
which classical notions of art and literature dominate
(1972:12). As it was previously mentioned, such an
approach was also common during the Neoclassical period

in which classical notions of art were adopted.



In the nineteenth century, the negative connotations of the
grotesque were still valid. Clayborough cites the Romantic
period novelist, Sir Walter Scott, on the criticism he makes
with reference to‘ the stories of Hoffmann (1827).
Clayborough regards Scott as the writer who made the first
dctailed analysis of the grotesque in English. In his essay
on the stories of Hoffmann, Scott describes the type of
narrative exemplified by the stories of Hoffmann as

follows:

the attachment of the Germans to the mysterious has
invented another species of composition, which, perhaps,
could hardly have made its way in any other country or
language. This may be called the FANTASTIC mode of
writing,-in which the most wild and unbounded license is
given to an irregular fancy, and all species of combination,
however ludicrous, or however shocking, are attempted and
executed without scruple. In the other modes of treating the
supernatural, even that mystic region is subjected to some
laws, however slight; and fancy, in wandering through it, is
regulated by some probabilities in the wildest flight. Not so
in the fantastic style of composition, which has no restraint
save that which it may ultimately find in the exhausted
imagination of the author. This style bears the same
proportion to the regular romance, whether ludicrous or
serious, which Farce, or rather Pantomime, maintains to

Tragedy and Comedy. Sudden transformations are introduced



of the most extraordinary kind, and wrought by the most
inadequate means; no attempt is made to soften their
absurdity, or to reconcile their inconsistencies; the reader
must be contented to look upon the gambols of the author as
he would behold the flying leaps and incongruous
transmutations of Harlequin, without seeking to discover
either meaning or end further than the surprise of the

moment.

(cited in Clayborough; 1967:33)

Clayborough indicates that Sir Walter Scott is not against
all fantastic writers. He does not approve of the fantastic
for its own sake, but if it has a moral purpose as in
Gulliver’s Travels or Frankenstein,or if it is used in the
same way as it was used in the old legends and folktales, it
is acceptable. Besides his partial approval of the fantastic
in literature, Scott associates the grotesque with the
horrible as well: “The grotesque, also, has a mnatural
alliance with the horrible; for that which is out of nature
can be with difficulty reconciled to the beautiful” (cited in
Clayborough; 1967:36). We will see such a conception of
beauty and the grotesque in Swift’s poem, examined in

Chapter II.

Another English author who was interested in the

grotesque in art is John Ruskin, a nineteenth century art



critic. In the chapter entitled “Grotesque Renaissance” in
The Stones of Venice (1851-53), Ruskin distinguishes
between “noble” or *“true” grotesque and “ignoble” or
“false” grotesque. He associates the former with the
realization of man’s tragic and imperfect nature and the
latter with the “exertion of the frivolous”. He insists on
the combination of the ludicrous and the terrible in the
grotesque, and he associates the latter element with horror,
anger or awe at the human condition (1907:149). As
Clayborough indicates, Ruskin considers the grotesque as a
purely artistic phenomenon. For instance, the grotesque in
architecture is “not produced by the working of nature and
time, but exclusively by the fancy of man” (cited in
1967:37). It is also important to note that the centre of
Ruskin’s concept of the grotesque is the playful or sportive
quality. For him, the difference between the true and false
grotesque is that the true grotesque is “the expression of
the repose or play of a serious mind”, while the false
grotesque is “the result of the full exertion of a frivolous

one” (1907:158).

In the second group there are critics who think that the
grotesque is the reflection of the outside world. They think
that there is such a thing as the grotesque in art and

literature because the human condition itself is grotesque.



Thomson cites Victor Hugo as one of the Romantics who
associates the grotesque not with the fantastic but with the
realistic. According to Thomson, Hugo underlines the idea
that the grotesque is not merely an artistic mode but exists
in nature and in the world around us (1972:16-7). For
Hugo, art, if it is to be “true” and “complete”, must reflect
the whole of life- with its ugly, evil, and trivial things as
well as the beautiful, sublime, and good. As Clayborough
points out, for Hugo the grotesque is a “a kind of Sancho
Panza to the sublime” (1967:48). In other words, the artist
should give a comprehensive and full representation of life,
including the ugly sides, if s/he really wants to be faithful

to nature.

Another person who sees the grotesque in the realm of
realistic rather than fantastic art is G.K.Chesterton. As
Clayborough puts it, in his book Robert Browning (1903)
Chesterton asserts that “the grotesque may be employed as
a means of presenting the world in a new light without
falsifying it” (1967:60). In other words, the function of the
grotesque is to make us see the world in a new perspective.
As will be seen, this concept will gain importance when we

come to the twentieth century.
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In the twentieth century, the most comprehensive attempt
to define the nature of the grotesque is Wolfgang Kayser’s
book, The Grotesque in Art and Literature. In the final
chapter entitled “An Attempt to Define the Nature of the

Grotesque”, he puts forth his own definitions as follows:

THE GROTESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED WORLD.
THE GROTESQUE IS A PLAY WITH THE ABSURD.

[The grotesque is] AN ATTEMPT TO INVOKE AND SUBDUE
THE DEMONIC ASPECTS OF THE WORLD.

(1981:184-8)

Kayser adds that genuinely grotesque art changes the
everyday world suddenly into one that is strange and
unpleasant. What was trusted and familiar suddenly turns
out to be alien and uncanny, as we will see in the case of
Kafka’s Metamorphosis. Kayser also points out that the
grotesque is a game with the absurd. He suggests that the
absurd is also applicable to tragedy, but the difference
between the tragic absurd and the grotesque absurd is that
the former is not completely incomprehensible. We are able
to understand the fate and the suffering of the protagonist.

However, the absurdity of the grotesque does not concern

1



itself with single acts or moral disorders; it may not even
make an attempt to be sensible, as in The Nose and
Metamorphosis. Grotesque art sees life on earth “as an
empty, meaningless puppet play or a caricatural marionette

theatre” (1981:184-9).

Another critic who wrote about the grotesque is Mikhail
Bakhtin, whose approach to the concept seems to be totally
unique. In Chapter 5 of his book Rabelais and His World,
titled “The grotesque image of the body and its sources”,
he develops his concept of “grotesque realism”. In this
chapter, Bakhtin starts with a critique of a late nineteenth-
century scholar’s account of the grotesque. Bakhtin
criticizes him for considering the grotesque only in a
negative or satirical sense, and insists on the positive,

regenerative forces of the grotesque. For Bakhtin,

The essential principle of grotesque realism is degradation,
that is, the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal,
abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere
of earth and body in their indissoluble unity.

(1984:19-20)

Therefore, contrary to Kayser’s notion of the grotesque
which considers it as an alienation from the outside world,
Bakhtin emphasizes and celebrates the grotesque body as

the condition of being one with the environment.

12



As can be understood from the outline given above, the
reactions towards the grotesque in art can be grouped
under two categories: the first sees the grotesque in art
only as an outcome; of the subjective world of the artist;
therefore something that distorts reality,. and the second as
a faithful representation of the world we live in, which is
itself absurd, distorted and estranged. As it will be clear in
the following chapters, it is the second conception of the

grotesque that prevails in twentieth century literature.
1.2.2. Fantasy/Fantastic

Most of the critics point out that there are close and clear
connections between the grotesque and the fantastic. The
connections are so close that sometimes even the
definitions overlap. As Cornwell points out, by the
nineteenth century “the borders between literary genres

have become fluid” (1990:142).

Cornwell mentions the Russian critic Belinsky as a severe
critic of the fantastic. With reference to Dostoevsky’s
work The Double (1846), Belinsky states that “In our day
the fantastic can have a place only in madhouses, not in

literature, and be in the domain of doctors, not of poets”

13



(cited in 1990:5). Like the grotesque in art, the fantastic

had derogatory connotations as well.

E.T.A. Hoffmann has always been one of the most
frequently cited authors in connection with the fantastic.
Hoffmann’s work has interested many people with different
views on the fantastic in art. One of them is Sir Walter
Scott, who in an essay of 1827, advocated the use of the
supernatural in fiction, so long as it remained “rare, brief,
indistinct”, but he objected to what he described as “the
FANTASTIC mode of writing” or “style of composition”,
which he ascribed to “the Germans” and saw as inimical to

the “English severity of taste”(cited in Cornwell; 1990:5).

Freud’s analysis of Hoffmann’s The Sandman is another
attempt to explore the theory of the fantastic. In his
seminal essay of 1919 titled “The ‘Uncanny’” (Das
Unheimliche), he analyzes the supernatural elements in
literature. According to Freud, “The wuncanny ... Iis
undoubtedly related to what is frightening-to what arouses
dread and horror ... it tends to coincide with what excites
fear in general” (1986:219). He sees the uncanny as the
effect of unconscious desires and fears projected onto the

environment and other people.

14



Todorov’s book, titled The Fantastic: A Structural
Approach to a Literary Genre is an influential work in the
field as an attempt at defining the fantastic as a genre. The
uncertainty about the imaginary and the real is central to
Todorov’s discussion of the fantastic. However, this
uncertainty is a response of the reader, a hesitation felt by
someone who knows only the laws of nature and yet is
faced with an apparently supernatural event. The hesitation
is based on the question of whether the unreal is actually
there, which leads to the realm of the uncanny, or whether
it is beyond the actual world, which leads to the realm of
the marvelous. The focus of Todorov’s definition of the
fantastic is upon whether or not there is a rational
exp.lanation for the events being recounted, and the basis

for this explanation is the reader-character identification:

The fantastic implies, then, not only the existence of an
uncanny event, which provokes a hesitation in the reader
and the hero; but also a kind of reading, which we may for
the moment define negatively: it must be neither ‘poetic’
nor ‘allegorical’.

(1972:32)

Therefore, according to Todorov the fantastic requires a
certain type of reading so that it can achieve its end
satisfactorily. If not, it enters into the realm of other

related genres.

15



Two other important critics who elaborate on Todorov’s
ideas on the fantastic are Christine Brooke-Rose and
Rosemary Jackson. As Cornwell summarizes, in her book
titled 4 Rhetoric of the Unreal (1983) Brooke-Rose
“taking Todorov’s principle of ‘hesitation’ as a point of
departure, emphasizes the concept of ambiguity: ‘the
complexity and the subtlety of the pure fantastic lies in its
absolute ambiguity’”(cited in Cornwell; 1990:14). On
Todorov’s distinction of “pure fantastic” from “uncanny”

and “marvelous”, Brooke-Rose writes:

If the only feature that distinguishes the pure fantastic from
the uncanny and the marvelous is ambiguity, which in turn is
shared with some non-fantastic fiction, we must either
emphasize (as Todorov does) that this ambiguity concerns
only the supernatural (thus in effect falling back on the
supernatural as basic element), or treat such other non-
‘fantastic’ texts as a displacement from the fantastic.

(cited in Cornwell; 1990:14)

As Cornwell puts it, Brooke-Rose’s main criticism of
Todorov’s theory is its failure to account for works such
as Gogol’s The Nose and Kafka’s Metamorphosis, in which
hesitation is not found in the required manner, and

categories seem indistinct (1990:14-5).

As mentioned earlier, another critic who basically affirms
Todorov’s theory of the fantastic, but wants to “extend

Todorov’s investigation from being one limited to the

16



poetics of the fantastic into one aware of the politics of its
forms” (1981:15) is Rosemarry Jackson. In her study titled
Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion, she writes of
“fantasy as a literary mode”, “mode” in Fredric Jameson’s
sense-implying “structural features underlying various
works in different periods of time”. “Fantasy”, shc adds,
“ijs a literary mode from which a number of related genres
emerge”: the “langue, from which its various forms, or
paroles, derive”(1981:7). From Carroll’s preface to Sylvie
and Bruno Concluded(1893), she draws his distinction
between three mental states (‘ordimary’, ‘eerie’ and
‘trance-like’), which she relates to three literary modes '
(mimetic, fantastic and marvelous respectively); therefore,
for her: “the fantastic exists in the hinterland between
‘real’ and ‘imaginary’, shifting the relations between them
through its indeterminacy” (p. 35). She also distinguishes a
particular type of narrative representation for each mode:
the marvelous is seen as essentially authoritative narrative,
and the mimetic as having “a knowing third person”
mouthpiece, while the main narrative characteristic of the
fantastic is its instability (pp. 33-4). Drawing on Bakhtin

she writes:

The fantastic exists as the inside, or underside of realism,
opposing the novel’s closed, monological forms with open,
dialogical structures, as if the novel had given rise to its

17



own opposite, its unrecognizable reflection .... The fantastic
gives utterance to precisely those elements which are known
only through their absence within a dominant ‘realistic’

order
(p. 25)

Reading from her Marxist perspective, Jackson disparages
fantasies which move towards the realm of the marvelous

because “they serve to stabilize social order” (pp. 173-4).

In conclusion, whether it is considered as “the literature of
escapism” or “the literature of subversion”, the fantastic
has the quality of being a kind of mouthpiece of what is
suppressed or disregarded in mimetic literature. With its
capacity for representing realities other than normal,
natural, and rational, the fantastic is able to probe into
deeper realities of human cxistence. Compared to the merc
representation of consensus reality or conventional
wisdom, the fantastic is “the greater wisdom of the heart”,
(Hawthorne; cited in Friesner; 1990:35) and, as will be
seen in the third chapter, in the twentieth century, the
fantastic has become “the rule” not “the exception” since,
as Todorov says, today “The ‘normal’ man is precisely the

fantastic being”, (1973:173).

18



1.3. Aim of the Study

The aim of this study is to examine the relationship
between human form and human essence in Western
literature as illustrated in works which deal with physical

disintegration or grotesque distortion of the body.

Physical disintegration such as losing some of the organs
of the body and physical distortion such as the
transformation of the body inevitably lead into the realm of
the fantastic and the grotesque. In dealing with these
motifs, examples will be drawn from different periods to
trace the development of and the changes in the concept of

identity based on physical appearance.
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CHAPTER 11

2.1. “A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed”: Beauty

and Body in Question

Jonathan Swift’s poem “A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to
Bed”(1731) is a poem written in the neoclassical period
and it uses a very striking grotesque image of the body
taking off its flesh as well as its clothes. In an age in
which reason, harmony, proportion and balance were
admired, it is interesting to see the employment of the
grotesque as a literary instrument, since the defining
features of the grotesque are the opposite of these
neoclassical values. As Wolfgang Kayser points out, some

of the essential ingredients of the grotesque are:

*fusion of human and nonhuman elements
*playful destruction of symmetry
*distortion of size

*subversion of the natural order of things

20



*negation of the laws of statistics, symmetry and
proportion
*display of a world totally different from the familiar

one
*deformed bodies

(Summarized from 1981:21)

It is clear that such a depiction of reality is quite the
opposite of the neoclassical concept of reality and human
nature. This is why grotesque features in art were
disapproved during this period. As A.J.Cuddon states in 4
Dictionary of Literary Terms, during the period of

(13

Neoclassicism, the word “grotesque” was commonly
employed to denote the ridiculous, bizarre, extravagant,
freakish and unnatural; in short, aberrations from the
desirable norms of harmony, balance and proportion”
(1982:296). While the grotesque in art was disfavored,
satire was in its golden age in European literature during
the late seventeenth and much of the eighteenth centuries.
And it was one of the leading satirists of the age, Jonathan

Swift, who made use of grotesque elements in his satires

especially in relation to the human body.

As Philip Thomson asserts,

Some of the most notable uses of the grotesque occur in the
work of Swift, and here it is clear that the grotesque is
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being calculatingly employed in the service of something
which has a definite purpose- satire, in the main.
(1972:4)

As is known, Gullivers Travels is Swift’s best known work
in which he uses the grotesque body for satirical purposes.
It seems that it is again mainly this function of the
grotesque that Swift makes use of in his “scatological” or
“excremental” verse, of which “A Beautiful Young Nymph
Going to Bed” is a typical example. In this poem, with the
help of the grotesque depiction of the female body Swift
not only satirizes artificial beauty but also parodies the

“poetic” portrayal of a “nymph”.

As mentioned above, in the eighteenth century primary
emphasis was on classical notions of art, the typical
features of which were proportion, consistency with the
external reality, harmony and balance. Congruent with
these ideas, mimetic art was favoured. Any good piece of
art was to follow “nature”, that is, the unchanging and
universal elements in human experience, and the concept of
“beauty” was very much within the boundaries of the
“sublime”. What is understood from the concept of
“beauty” can be illustrated with the ideas of one of the
Platonic philosophers of the age, Anthony Ashley Cooper,

the third- Earl of Shaftesbury (1671-1713). In The
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Moralists, a Philosophical Rhapsodoy (1709) Shaftesbury

wrote:

there is nothing so divine as BEAUTY: which belonging not
to Body, nor having any Principle or Existence except in
MIND and REASON, is alone discover’d and acquir’d by this
diviner Part, when it inspects It-self ...’Tis thus the
improving MIND, slightly surveying other Objects, and
passing over Bodys, and the common forms, (where only a
Shadow of Beauty rests) ambitiously presses onward to Its
Source, and views the Original of form and Order in that

which is intelligent.
(cited in Sambrook; 1990:55)

In another piece, “Miscellaneous Reflections” of 1714,

Shaftesbury summarizes the same idea as follows:

What is BEAUTIFUL is Harmonious and Proportionable; -
what is Harmonious and Proportionable, is TRUE; and what
is at once both Beautiful and True, is, of consequence,
Agreeable and GOOD.

(cited in Sambrook; 1990:55)

It is evident that in an age in which there is such a clear
notion of “beauty” and “truth”, the grotesque, which is the
reversal of these criteria, becomes a satirical device, as is
seen in Swift’s poem. Although the title of the poem states
that it is about a “beautiful young nymph”, it is a satirical
title, since she can hardly be regarded as “beautiful” with
all her artificial body parts described in a disgusting and
grotesque way. Our “beautiful” Corinna has neither teeth
like “pearls” nor eyes like “the sun”. Moreover, her “dugs”
are “flabby”; her “hips” can only be lifted with the help of

“bolsters”. Furthermore, she has “chancres, issues, running
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sores”; “Daubs of white and red”, “furrows on her front”.
It is evident that Corinna is deprived of not only her
physical beauty and integrity but also personal or spiritual
harmony and unity: she has to take “bolus” before she goes
to bed so that she can sleep if she is lucky enough to
forget the “love tormented lies”. In other words, what
makes Corinna grotesque is closely related with the
concept of “beauty” currently held at the time, since she

lacks all the bodily canons of classical aesthetics.

The eighteenth century was an age in which Descartes’
assertion that man has a dual nature, consisting of body
and mind, matter and spirit was prevalent. And it was also
an age in which there was the widespread belief that the
essential quality for the human existence is thinking and
consciousness rather than the body. If we explain it with
Descartes’ famous words, it is an age of cogito ergo sum-1
think, therefore I am. Within this frame of reference, we
can say that the mind is the essential component of human
existence; in other words the “I” is not the body, but the
unchanging, persistent immaterial substance, the mind, the
soul; it is a “thinking I” distinct from the mechanisms of
the body. In this context, Corinna, the beautif;ul young
nymph, as being defined exclusively and essentially as a

body, possesses only an ephemeral identity which can be
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dismantled into parts and then gathered up again. Abusing
the wholeness of Corinna’s identity, Swift depicts her only
in terms of her external reality; in other words, Corinna is
denied a soul in or.der that she can be successfully used as
the victim of the satire. Thus, reducing Corinna only to
corporeal existence, Swift denies her individual existence
in an age in which individuality is- above everything else-
equalled to mind and thinking, which Corinna seems to be

deprived of.

In this poem Swift not only reduces Corinna to mere
physical identity but also wants to show that her physical
identity is illusory. According to Jean-Paul Forster, for
Swift the “body stripped naked, dissected or put to death”
means “moral dissection” and his “excremental vision”
should be regarded “as an extreme degree /of/ satirical

e
unmasking” (1992:155-7). For Swift, stripping thé\QQy

naked not only of its clothes but also of its flesh is another ‘

way of stripping human nature. In other words, with the
act of stripping, the “true” nature of the person is

revealed. As Forster explains:

With the strip-tease of the poems, the stripping naked
transgresses the frontiers separating anatomy from the less
aseptic science of physiology, or else it turns into a
dismantling of the body that is meant to reveal that there is
descreptitude lying in wait for it. The dissection...is
presented as the stripping away of just one more layer of the
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ornament or protective covering with which man has
attempted to forge a falsely secure sense of identity for
himself, or has tried to conceal his true nature from himself
and others.

(1992:164-5)

With each artificial organ Corinna takes off, the reader in a
way, once again, is reminded that the external outlook or
physical appearance is deceptive. With the removal of
Corinna’s parts, Swift is trying to show us the underlying
incompleteness and artifice of her bealllty, and the
“filthiness” of her real nature or “self”. As a result, in
Swift’s poem, Corinna is not only reduced to mere physical
existence but also shown as “unreal” as far as her physical
identity is concerned. Mainly due to the grotesque
depiction of Corinna’s body, at the end of the poem, we -as
readers- are disturbed with the shocking difference
between the image of desirre and what that desire is

eventually found to be based on.

2.2. “The Man That Was Used Up”: Self and Identity in

Question

Edgar Allan Poe, who is regarded as a pioneer in a number
of different genres- the detective story, the short tale of
horror and mystery, the science fiction narrative-, called

the first collection of twenty-five of his stories Tales of
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the Grotesque and Arabesque(1840), one of which is “The
Man That Was Used Up”. According to Kayser, the
significance of Poe’s title is that the term “grotesque” was
no longer used in a pejorative sense (1981:78). With its
mechanismus hero, Poe’s tale is one of the best examples
of the satirical grotesque. As Kayser asserts “Among the
most persistent motifs of the grotesque we find human
bodies reduced to puppets, marionettes, and automata”
(1981:183). In this sense, with his artificial leg, arms,
shoulders, bosom, wig, teeth, eye and mechanical voice
nothing can be more grotesque than the General of “The

Man That Was Used Up”.

In this short story, nineteenth century anxieties about
teqhnological revolution also enter into the scene.
According to Kayser, the “fusion of organic and mechanical
elements” has been a “characteristic motif” in grotesque
art and literature since their beginnings, a motif which
took on a special significance in nineteenth century works
dealing with the technological revolution (1981:183).
General Smith is portrayed as the “Man of the Age”,
devoted to progress and the machine. He particularly likes
to talk on “the rapid march of mechanical invention” in

“the age par excellence”:
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“we are a wonderful people, and live in a wonderful age.
Parachutes and railroads_man-traps and spring guns! Our
steam-boats are upon every sea, and the Nassau balloon
packet is about to run regular trips (fare either way only
twenty pounds sterling) between London and Timbuctoo.And
who shall calculate the immense influence upon social life-
upon arts-upon commerce -upon literature-which will be the
immediate result of the great principles of electro-
magnetics!... There is really no end te the march of

invention....”
(p. 407)

There is really no end to the march of invention. Even, a
very “remarkable” man out of a “bundle of something” can
be constructed with it. It is clear that Poe seems to be
more interested in the subversive effects of technology on
human nature and soul than on the naive excitement that
these technological devices create in people like General
Smith. Poe’s criticism of the age and the society he lived
in can be due to his e;st‘rangement from his contemporary
life and society, which constitutes the “root of his
sardonic and grim humour”, according to Kumar
(1989:49). Kumar finds it ironic that although he lived in
the Romantic age, distinguished by “optimism, enterprise,
bright visions of progress, the transcendentalism of
Emerson and Thoreau, Whitman’s glorification of self and
Longfellow’s moralizing”, Poe viewed life in pessimistic
terms. In this respect, Kumar considers him in the same

category of writers as Hawthorne and Melville, who
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disregarded “the promise of progress and perfectibility of

mankind” (1989:49).

Other than being a ridicule of the age of technology, like
Swift’s poem, Poe’s short story can also be regarded as a
work that deals with the illusory nature of physical
appearance. Unlike Swift’s poem, Poe’s short story is a
political satire on one of the popular figures of the time,
namely Winfield Scott. However, what interests us in this
thesis is not contemporary politics, but the relationship
between social and physical identity as it is exemplified in
this short story. The Brevet Brigadier- General John
A.B.C. Smith, whose physical appearance has been
exemplary in every feature and who is greatly admired in
the society, turns out to be only a mechanismus. Through
the character of General Smith, Poe, too, like Swift, asks
the same question whether a person with so many artificial
limbs and organs can still be called a human being. In other
words, Poe in “The Man That Was Used Up” questions what

constitutes the self.

As Williams points out,

The ‘selves’ that inhabit Poe’s tales are fundamentally
equivocal. His tales place in question the primary
assumption of a unified self that lay behind Common-Sense
philosophy, which...permeated American intellectual
discussion in the early nineteenth century.

(1988:17)
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The two major representatives of Common Sense
philosophy that Williams is referring to are James Beattie
and Thomas Reid. According to them, the self has its own

unity and continuity. As Reid explains:

All mankind place their personality in something that
cannot be divided, or consist of parts. A part of a person is
a manifest absurdity.... A person is something indivisible,
and is what Leibnitz calls a monrad.

My personal identity, therefore, implies the continued
existence of that indivisible thing which I call myself ... I
am something that thinks, and acts, and suffers ...; that self
or I ... is permanent.

The identity of a person is a perfect identity; wherever it is
real, it admits of no degrees; and it is impossible that a
person should be in part the same, and in part different,
because a person is a monad and is not divisible into parts.

(Cited in Williams; 1988:18)

The image of identity that we have in “The Man That Was
Used Up” is quite different- fragmented rather than
“indivisible”. In “The Man That Was Used Up”, the
question of “How many limbs and organs can be removed,
before personal identity is altered or lost?” is raised “in
the context of the disjunction between a public identity
created by a combination of ‘personal appearance’ and

gossip, and a personal identity made ambiguous by

corporeal reduction” (Williams; 1988:21).
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This story begins with an “appearance of mystery” (p. 405)
and relates the narrator’s attempt to understand this
mystery. The narrator is very much impressed by “that truly
fine-looking fellow; Brevet Brigadier General John A.B.C.
Smith”, whose “presence” conveys a “remarkable
something” (p. 405). The narrator is perplexed with the
rectangular precision, attending his every movement and is
curious about the mysterious occasions of his heroic
military deeds in a war with Bugaboo and Kickapoo
Indians. The narrator’s search begins at a public meeting,
continues at church, theatre, card party, reception and a
social call, but all of them are interrupted at a crucial
point when the informant’s sentence “why, you know, he’s

%

the man-“ is never completed. Every one appears to have a
high esteem for the General and to be well informed about
him, but from nobody the mnarrator can learn the
information he wants. He decides to “go to the fountain-
head”, visit the General and “demand, in explicit terms, a
solution of this abominable piece of mystery”. In the
General’s house, a servant leads him to the General’s
ch.amber where he sees “a large and exceedingly odd-
looking bundle of something” on the floor. He kicks it
aside. To his astonishment, the bundle speaks to him in a

“squeaky” voice: ‘“God bless me, my dear fellow!”...

“what-what-what-why, what is the matter? I really believe
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you don’t know me at all”’ (p. 411). With the aid of the
servant, this bundle fits on his cork leg, artificial arm,
bosom, wig, teeth, false eye and palate, and takes his

recognizable form, as the General-“the man that was used

2

up”.

On one level, as is clear from this summary, this story
raises questions about the nature of social and physical
identity. Is the “odd-looking bundle of something” the
General? Or is the General only a product of the mob’s
gossips? According to Williams, dismemberment in Poe’s
tales is mostly related to language, suggesting that “unity
of character can be known only as effects of language
rather than as preexistent conditions for it” (1988:19). In
this tale, the narrator’s impressions of him underpin the

equivocality of the General’s identity:

There was something ... remarkable-yes, remarkable,
about the entire individuality of the personage in question.
He was ... of a presence singularly commanding. There was
an air distingue pervading the whole man.

(p. 405)

What Poe seems to suggest in this tale is that what we see
can be quite different than what really is. And what is more
intricate than this is that sometimes what something seems
like can be more real and valid than what it really is as in
the case of General Smith. It seems evident that the public

figure of the General, with all its artificiality, is more
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popular and more readily accepted than the General as an
“odd-looking bundle of something”. In other words, with
Poe’s tale we see an example of the kind of literature the
main concern of which is the gap between sign and
meaning, which is the dominant concern of modernism, as

we will see in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER III

3.1 The Nose as the Self

Before we take a look at works after the modernist period,
we will examine a short story by Nikolai Gogol, The Nose,
which belongs to the realist tradition as well as being a
transitional work that marks the onset of a new period. The
Nose is considered one of the St. Petersburg stories which
are “realistic in style and critical in attitude” (Kayser,
1981: 126). However, the realism of this short story is
quite different from Cuddon’s definition of realism as “the
portrayal of life with fidelity” (1982: 553). Brooke-Rose
regards Gogol and Kafka “as the first to employ ‘the
treatment of what used to be called the unreal as real’”
(cited in Cornwell; 1995:15). In Gogol’s story, although
the narrative is realistic, the central event is very absurd
and fantastic: the detachment of a man’s nose all of a
sudden and claiming its own autonomy, then its
reattachment to the face that it belonged to previously.

And the most absurd thing about this fantastic story is that
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nobody in it regards the events as fantastic. Even Kovalev,
the hero whose nose is detached, considers the event as if
it is only an unlucky inconvenience he just wishes to get
over with as soon as possible. He wants to know how it
could have happened, but when he meets his
nose(who/which appears to be in a higher status than
Kovalev) in church he speaks with it/him(?) in the normal
terms of his world and he is answered with exactly the

same terms:

“It seems ... strange to me, sir ... You ought to know your

proper place, and all at once I find you in church, of all

places! You will admit ...” "

“Excuse me, | cannot understand what you are talking about.
. Explain.”

“.. Of course-'I ... I am a major, by the way. For me to go
about without a nose, you must admit, is improper. ....”

“] don’t understand a word,” said the nose. “Explain it more
satisfactorily.”

“8ir, .... Why, you are my own nose!”

“You are mistaken, sir. I am an independent individual.
Moreover, there can be no sort of close relations between

”

us”.
(pp. 222-3)

As is clear from this dialogue, rather than questioning the
possibility of such an incidence, Kovalev treats his own
nose, which has become autonomous, as if it were only a
nasty child who does not listen to his father. The narrator

is puzzled with all these strange events, but it is only after
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the story has been told, that he appears to realize just how

absurd it really is:

Only now, on thinking it all over, we perceive that there is
a great deal that is improbable in it. Apart from the fact
that it certainly is strange for a nose supernaturally to
leave its place and to appear in various places in the guise
of a civil councilor - how was it that Kovaliov did not grasp
that he could not advertise about his nose in a newspaper
office? T do not mean to say that T should think it too
expensive to advertise: that is nonsense, and I am by no
means a mercenary person: but it is improper, awkward, not
nice! And again: how did the nose get into the loaf, and how
about Ivan Yakovlevich himself? ... no, that I cannot
understand, I am absolutely unable to understand it! But
what is stranger, what is more incomprehensible than
anything is that authors can choose such subjects. I confess
that is quite beyond my grasp, it really is .. No,no! I
cannot understand it at all.

(p. 239)

Thus, as Peace states,

the absurdity of the story is thrown back at the reader
assomething which defeats even the author himself, and he,
disclaiming his story in this fashion, is in effect perpetrating

a joke against the reader.
(1981:132)

The only explanation - if it can be regarded as an
explanation- that is given to all these absurdities is that
“Despite what anyone may say, such things do happen- not
often, but they do happen” (p. 239). So, the incongruitics
in the story are justified with reference to the absurdities
of the real world: such things do happen in real life; why
shouldn’t they take place in a story! In any case, Russia is
a place where such things happen, as the narrator. says. In
other words, it is the outside world that is fantastic, not

the story itself. In that sense, the story itself can even be
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recgarded as the realistic depiction of the outside world

which is full of fantastic happenings.

The absurdities in this story led most of the critics to
regard its “unreadability” as a way of defying any rational
explanation (Jackson; 1981:28; Shukman‘: 1989:64). As far
as the fantastic as a genre is concerned, this short story,
together with Kafka’s Metamorphosis, is seen as a turning
point since there is neither a rational or natural nor an
irrational or supernatural explanation of the fantastic
event. Treating the unreal as if it is something real is
characteristic of most of the modernist and postmodernist
literature. With the tales like The Nose, the reader is
forced to contemplate on the reality concept. And with its
paradoxes, illogicalities, and games, The Nose can be
regarded as a forerunner of the modernist and
postmodernist literature that resists any single, definite,

and closed interpretation.

Apart from being a logic-defying piece of writing, Gogol’s
The Nose seems to be onme of the best stories in world
literature that deals with the relationship of the part to the
whole and the superiority one part of the body claims over
the whole. For Kovalev, losing his nose is more than just

losing a particular organ. At one point in the story,
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Kovalev says losing his nose is not like losing a toe which

no one can see; it is something vitally important:

Only think, really, how can I manage without such a
conspicuous part of my person? It’s not like a toe, the loss
of which I could hide in my boot and no one could say

whether it was there or not.
(p.227)

At another point in the story he says:

If I had lost an arm or a leg it would have been better; but
without a nose a man is goodness knows what: neither fish
nor fowl nor human being, good for nothing.but to be flung

out of the window!
(p. 230)

Therefore, we can say that the nose in this story, at least
in Kovalev’s estimation, stands for the self, for identity,
since without it a person is “goodness knows what” and

totally worthless.

Kovalev’s associating his self with his nose can be
understood better if how much importan.ce Kovalev
attaches to his physical appearance is noted. Throughout
the story Kovalev is portrayed as a man who is concerned
with appearance rather than essence. While drawing the
character sketch of Kovalev, Gogol attracts our attention

to this point. Kovalev is described as a person whose

whiskers were such as one may see nowadays on provincial
and district surveyors, on architects and army doctors, also
on those employed on special commissions, and in general
an all such men as have full ruddy cheeks and are very good
hands at a game of boston: these whiskers start from the
middle of the cheek and go straight up to the nose.

(p.220)
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His ph)‘/sical attributes intentionally signify his social
status and ironically underpin the place of his nose in his
face. Apart from paying extreme attention to his physical
appearance, Kovalev is also a person who prefers to
appear to be something other than what he really is. He is
actually a collegiate assessor, but he prefers to use the
military equivalent of his title -“Major”- “to give himself
greater weight and dignity” (p.220). In addition, he came
to St. Petersburg to find a job “befitting his rank”; he also
hopes to find a bride with a large dowry. Therefore, now,
as Gogol writes, the reader can understand “what was the
major’s position when he saw, instead of a nice-looking,
well-proportioned nose, an extremely absurd flat space”(p.
221). The nose is valuable because its presence lends a
certain status to its owner, or rather its absence deprives
him of a certain status, in Kovalev’s belief. Kovalev is a
person who is very conscious of his status in society and
for his desired status he should present an ideal physical
appcarance, which implies of course having a nose in its
proper place. He seems to believe the idea that the part
can represent the whole. For him, his title (“the part™) is
much more important than himsélf: the actual human being
as a “whole”: “He could forgive anything said about

himself, but could never forgive insult to his rank or his
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calling” (p.229). It is with such an understanding that a
nose (“part”) can be of higher rank than its owner
(“whole”). Therefore, it is clear that for Kovalev, the loss
of the nose means the loss of his status, his future career
and his chance of marital success. Since his form is his

essence, dismemberment has such a crucial effect on him.

3.2. Metamorphosis: The Unreal Turning to Real

In the twentieth century, modern fantasies seem to differ
from traditional fantastic stories with respect to the
placement of the fantastic event in the mnarrative. In
traditional fantastic tales, the uncanny or the supernatural
appears subsequent to a series of events whereas in modern
fantasies such as Kafka’s works, it is introduced at the
very beginning (Todorov, 1977:171). Thus, Metamorphosis
opens with a sentence that proclaims the protagonist’s
transformation from a human being to an insect. With such
startling beginnings, the idea of the intrusion of
unreasonable evil into our everyday world is introduced.
By taking the idea of bodily distortion to its extreme - that
is the idea of transforming the human body into that of an
insect-, Kafka disturbingly focuses our attention on the
absurdity of human existence. With his “bureaucratic

fantastic” tales, as Milan Kundera names them, Kafka
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conveys man’s perennial fear of the unknown and the
inexplicable in an absurd context. Metamorphosis expresses
the extreme alienation of the individual in an estranged and
hostile world, and the discrepancy between the world and
the self is so great that the integrity of the self, of which
the physically intact body is the dominant sign, is
completely destroyed and the self is dispossessed even of

its familiar body.

Kafka is indisputably one of the key literary figures of the
early twentieth century and modernism. Mostly he is
referred to as having a prophet-like vision which enabled
him to foreshadow the great agonies and sufferings that his
age would go through. Malcolm Bradbury sees him as an

image that is directly linked

with a postwar world that W.H.Auden called, in a notable
poem, “The Age of Anxiety”-the world after World War Two,
the Holocaust and the atomic bomb, after totalitarianism
and the power of the masses. The Kafka who lived in his
own age of anxiety speaks clearly to our own sense of
victimization and superfluity, of labyrinthine oppressions
and inward exiles. Kafka has lasted, and become more than
Kafka.
(1988:258)

Therefore, his writings are some of the best expressions of
the modern imagination and the human condition
characterized by fragility, terror, and pessimism. The world

of his works is stairway to the world of suffering and
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crippled individuals. His settings are unhomely, cold
environments like a “naked den”, as he says in
Metamorphosis, rather than domestic cosy places where the

individual can feel secure and reassured.

As Jackson points out, in Kafka’s tales,

Strangeness is taken as a given, before the narrative begins:
it is the inevitable condition of being, apprehended as an
external disorder which the text tries to reproduce and

comprehend.
(1981:159-60)

Kafka’s Metamorphosis starts with the startling
transformation of a human being into an insect: “As Gregor
Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found
himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect” (p.9).
Gregor’s initial reaction to his transformation is quite
calm. Instead of terror or anxiety, with passivity he tries
to understand what happened to him: He sees only “his
numerous legs, which were pitifully thin compared to the
rest of his bulk, wavering helplessly before his eyes”(p.9).
So, he sees a self which has no physical connections with
his previous self. At that moment, the reality of the
situation reminds him of his job and family, but he is also
busy experiencing his new bodily condition. There are two
Gregor Samsas in that situation: the first Grego‘r Samsa,
the traveling salesman who should get up as quickly as

possible and go to work, and the second Gregor Samsa who
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is no longer Gregor Samsa and is feeling the new bodily
sensations, aches and pains. Through his initial inability to
control the chaotic movements of his insect legs and his
later “senseless crawling around” in his room, we witness
Gregor’s sense of body/self estrangement and the
mind/body split. While his body is in strange pains, his
mind is preoccupied with how he can explain his failure to
take the morning train; how his parents and sister would
react to his not waking up and to his new condition. While
busy with the thoughts of what would happen as a result of
his not going to work, he hears the “gentle voice” of his

mother:

Gregor had a shock as he heard his own voice answering
hers, unmistakably his own voice, it was true, but with a
persistent horrible twittering squeak behind it like an
undertone, that left the words in their clear shape only for
the first moment and then rose up reverberating round them
to destroy their sense, so that one could not be sure one
heard them rightly.

(p.10)

For the moment there seems to be nothing strange about his
voice, but after a few hours, when the chief clerk comes
home to check what has happened to Gregor and to find out
the reason for his being late to work, the change in his
voice becomes clear. The chief clerk notices this during his
speech with Gregor: “’That was no human voice,’ said the

chief clerk”(p.19). And we read:
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The words he uttered were no longer understandable,
apparently, although they seemed clear enough to him, even
clearer than before, perhaps because his ear had grown
accustomed to the sound of them.

(p.19)

He no longer has a human voice. He can not be heard; the
essential link between himself and the outside world, and
with other people has been broken; human communication

is not possible any more.

Gregor, loses all his human qualities and means of contact
with other human beings and we enter into a world of
unreasonable evil; we think for a moment that it is unreal,
but with all its realistic narration the text insists on the

actuality of the transformation.

With frustration and intensity, we witness Gregor’s insect
existence and his family’s growing sense of hatred and
irritation. He is gigantic and repulsive. He frightens and
disgusts even his own family members. They are not able to
tolerate him or feel sympathy for him. Declaring herself an
expert on her brother’s condition, Grete decides that his
physical surrounding should correspond to his physical
needs. The room should be made comfortable for an insect.
Nothing in the room should remind him of his humanity. He
must forget his former self. Gregor is a bug and the family

must adapt its life to this reality. Thus, with the decision



of the daughter, they rearrange his room and empty it of
furniture and turn it to “a naked den in which he would
certainly be able to crawl unhampered in all directions but
at the price of shedding simultaneously all recollection of

his human background?”(p.38).

One evening, Grete plays her violin. While the lodgers in
the room are profoundly disturbed and irritated with
Gregor, as if it is a sign of human consciousness in this

“huge brown mass”, Gregor enjoys the music:

Gregor’s sister was playing so beautifully.... Gregor crawled
a little farther forward and lowered his head to the ground
so that it might be possible for his eyes to meet hers. Was
he an animal, when music had such an effect upon him? He
felt as if the way were opening before him to the unknown
nourishment he craved.

(p.53)

When Gregor dares to enter the living room, with the
des.perate desire of coming a little bit closer to his
sister(which, therefore, is a desire for human contact), he
is noticed by one of the lodgers, the reaction of whom
makes Gregor aware that his family is ashamed of him. He
hears his dear sister saying “I won’t utter my brother’s
name in the presence of this creature”(p.56). His family’s
disgust for him reaches such an extent that they are not
able to see him as Gregor anymore; for them he is only a

gigantic insect that has to be got rid of. They try to make
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themselves believe that their son/brother Gregor can not be

associated with that disgusting insect:

‘He must go,” cried Gregor’s sister, ‘that’s the only
solution, Father. You must just try to get rid of the idea
that this is Gregor. The fact that we’ve believed it for so
long is the root of all our trouble. But how can it be
Gregor? If this were Gregor, he would have realized long
ago that human beings can’t live with such a creature, and
he’d have gone away of his own accord.

(pp. 56-7)

By refusing to recognize him as her brother, Grete
invalidates him completely. The process of alienation is
complete. Nothing can relate Gregor to his family anymore.
So, once again we are reminded that physical change is as
significant as spiritual change. The changes made in the
physical image of the person make it possible for others to
see him in a dehumanized form as an object of hatred and
disgust. Gregor’s existence becomes a repulsion for the
family. When Gregor completely understands that he is only
an object of shame and disgust for his family, he agrees
with his sister’s conviction that he must “disappear”: “The
decision that he must disappear was one that he held to
even more strongly than his sister - if that were
possible”(p.58). With the first lights on the window, “his
head sank to the floor of its own accord and from his
nostrils came the last faint flicker of his breath”(p.58).

The embarrassing creature is gone. His “flat and dry”



carcass(p.60) is a physical manifestation of his empty,

depleted self. Kohut comments that

The deepest horror man can experience is that of feeling
that he is exposed to circumstances in which he is no longer
regarded as human by others, i.e., in a milieu that does not
even respond with faulty or distorted empathy to his

presence.
(cited in Bouson; 1990:200)

In Metamorphosis Kafka conveys the horror and the
defamiliarization effect of such a situation, which is not

uniquely Gregor’s, but ours as well.

3.3 The Nonexistent Knight: Existence in Question

More striking than the loss of human body is the loss of
human consciousness which we go through in the hyper-
reality of the postmodern age. In Kafka, although the
human body is transformed into that of an imnsect, it still
has human consciousncss, but when we comc to the
postmodern era, the self loses this last humane quality as
well, as we observe in the postmodern fiction of Italo

Calvino.

With the postmodern age, it becomes nearly impossible to
distinguish between reality and fantasy within the usual

conventions of mimetic art. Therefore, fantasy seems to be
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a more appropriate tool for the depiction of the paradox of
the illusory reality of our time. In a world in which
simulations of nearly everything is possible, the concepts
of reality/unreality become questionable, as well as our
own existence. Italo Calvino’s postmodern novel The
Nonexistent Knight raises one of the central thematic
concerns of the fantastic. In a culture in which “reality”
equals “existence”, the unreal is that which is nonexistent.
Therefore, with the fantastic fiction of Calvino, concepts
such as “truth”, “reality”, and “existence” remain evasive.
Calvino sets his fable-like fantasy, The Nonexistent Knight,
at the time of Charlemagne and presents as its central
character a suit of armor which can act as a living knight
but is empty inside. Agilulf, the nonexistent knight,
symbolizes one of the defects of contemporary society; he
is the modern artificial man, an automation, a part of
objective reality who has lost all spiritual connections with
life, feels no bond with nature or history, and functions
rationally as an abstraction. As an opposing figure to
Agilulf, Calvino creates his squire Gurdulu, the
embodiment of totally sensual existence, who is deprived of

human consciousness.

Consciousness can be regarded as the most indispensable

component of the human beings. It can even be said that it
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is consciousness that makes one aware of the fact that s/he

is a human being. As Hoffman puts forward,

(1) Consciousness is part of a person’s existence; the
individual has. the world present in his consciousness, he
possesses and defines his world and his consciousness. (2)
Everyone has consciousness; communication with others is
possible, because when a human being is conscious of the
world, that consciousness is something individual and
general at the same time. (3) If consciousness means being a
subject, it cannot occur without the object which is
recognized by the subject and object from unity of
consciousness and are its two aspects.

(1982:342)
Therefore, when one loses his/her consciousness or does
not have any consciousness at all , as in the case of
Gurdulu, then it means that that person has also lost a
meaningful connection with the world. Gurdulu has no
consciousness of being, no one name, and no sense of self.
His face is a “mingling of Frankish and Moorish
characteristics”(1962:29) and he undergoes continuous

transformations:

every name flows over him without sticking. Whatever
he’s called it’s the same to him.Call him and he thinks
you’re calling a goat. Say ‘cheese’ or ‘torrent’ and he

answers ‘Here I am’
(1962:28)

In his mind, apparently, he actually creates a union with
the thing he is captivated by. As Carter suggests,
“Gurdulu is the earthly complement to the cerebral
Agilulf, the plenitudinous complement to the single-
minded man”(1987:52). With everything he does, Gurdulu

is absorbed in his environment. As the old peasant,
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answering Charlemagne’s question, says: “He’s just a
person who exists and doesn’t realise he exists”(p.28).
So, on the one hand we have someone who is defined only
through his bodily existence, Gurdulu; and on the other
another person who claims to exist only through “will
power”, Agilulf; and thosc two make a good pair as

Charlemagne states:

We have a subject who exists but doesn’t realise he does and
there’s my paladin who thinks he exists but actually
doesn’t. They’d make a great pair, let me tell you!

(p.28).

It seems <clear that Western mind’s body/soul;
form/essence dichotomy is realized via two individual

characters, complementing each other.

In contrast to Gurdulu, Agilulf is nothing but his name
and title as they have been materialized into his white
armor. Because of this, he can afford no uncertainities and
needs “to feel himself facing things as if they were a
massive wall against which he could pit the tension of his
will, for only in this way did he manage to keep a sure
consciousness of himself”(1962:20). Ruled by his absolute
rationality, Agilulf deducts his right of being from his state
as a knight, governed by senseless conventions. When it
seems clear that there is no base for this state, Agilulf sees

that he has lost his right to exist. He discards his armor to
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go to some “far, far better place” and is “dissolved like a

drop in the sea”(p.132).

With the character of Agilulf, Calvino challenges our ideas
about existence. Agilulf, the knight in shining armor, does

not have any corporeal existence:

“I’m talking to you, paladin!” insisted Charlemagne. “Why
don’t you show your face to your king?”
A voice came clearly through the gorge piece. “Sire, because
I do not exist!”
“This is too much!” exclaimed the emperor. “We’ve even got
a knight who doesn’t exist! Let’s just have a look now.”
Agilulf seemed to hesitate a moment, then raised his visor
with a slow but firm hand. The helmet was empty. No one
was inside the white armor with its iridescent crest.
“Well, well! Who’d have thought it!” exclaimed
Charlemagne. “And how do you do your job, then, if you
don’t exist?”
“By will power,” said Agilulf, “and faith in our holy
cause!”
“Oh yes, yes, well said, that is how one does one’s duty.
Well, for someone who doesn’t exist, you seem in fine
form!”

(1962:6-7)

So, Agilulf maintains himself mentally, not physically. Its
his essence that defines and ensures his existence as an
individual in this world. He tries to overcome the
indeterminacy of the world around him through mental
exercises, especially mathematical problems, to maintain “a
sure consciousness of himself”. His form of self-creation is
his maintenance of himself according to abstract
perfection. But this abstract perfection also longs for the

lightness of bodily existence; when everyone in the army is
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gifted with the soothing power of sleep; it is only Agilulf

who has no relief:

What is was like to shut one’s eyes, lose consciousness,
plunge into emptiness for a few hours and then wake up and
find oneself the same as before, linked with the threads of
one’s life again, Agilulf could not know, and his envy for
the faculty of sleep possessed by people who existed, was
vague, like something he could not even conceive of....
Agilulf passed by, attentive, nervous and proud; people’s
bodies gave him a disagreeable feeling resembling envy,
bult also a stab of pride, of contemptuous superiority. Here
were his famous colleagues, the glorious paladins, but what
were they? Here was their armor, proof of rank and name, of
feats of power and worth, all reduced to a shell, to empty
iron, and there lay the men themselves, snoring away, faces
thrust into pillows with a thread f spittle dribbling from
open lips. But he could not be taken into pieces or
dismemberd; he was, and remained, every moment of the day
and night, Agilulf Bertrandin of the Guildivern and of the
Others of Corbentraz and Sura, armed Knight of Selimpia

Citeriore and Fez,...
(1962.10-1)

Agilulf’s being a knight and therefore part of their system
relies on his having resqued a virgin. When her virginity is
challenged, his entire effort of self-creation wavers
because he would lose his knighthood and all the
recognition that he has gained through this. Facing the
threat of losing his only tie with the human world which
ensures his existence, Agilulf’s identity as well as
existence are shattered. According to Laing, the self is the
sum of the experiences that one thinks others have
experienced in relation to oneself; therefore, it is a
product of fantasy and can easily be shattered by a loss of

social contact. The self then becomes fantastic, because the

52



“system of social fantasy” is no longer intact (cited in

Hoffmann; 1982:279).

With the breakdown of modernity’s metanarratives, in
today’s “postmodern condition” we are undergoing a
dispersion and multiplication of meanings, realities and
identities. Thus, we are not able to talk about any unity or
integrity at all. We have only either split/disintegrated or
multiple selves. Accordingly, as Hoffmann indicates, the
fantastic in postmodern fiction rejects the concept of
personality altogether and abandons the definition of
character as an organic and self-contained
whole(1982:331). Therefore, in postmodern fiction, we no
longer have unified and intact characters but only those

like Agilulf and Gurdulu.

As Hoffmann states, in today’s postmodern world :

The individual is no longer able to avoid through an
emotional intuitive identification with something
meaningful outside or inside himself the confrontation of
relativitiy and unreality, but feels locked in by a wall, and
his contact with the outer world produces only the encounter
with “nameless things” and “thingless names”. As the
relatedness between subject and object is the precondition
for a sense of the <‘real’, the loss of this relatedness
produces the sense of the fantastic.

(1982:328)
It is exactly these “nameless things” and “thinglcss names”

that we see in The Nonexistent Knight.
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CHAPTER 1V

CONCLUSION

Throughout the research for this thesis, it has been
observed that with each new literary period, a new
perception of human identity emerges. With each literary
piece that is examined in this thesis, a new relationship

between human form and essence emerges.

As we saw in Chapter II, during the eighteenth century,
there was a substantial concept of identity (Descartes,
Leibniz) and self or “I” was considered as an all-embracing
thinking subject that actively structures the world. In
addition, any good piece of art was supposed to portray
life outside as it is- in a proportionate and harmonious
manner. Therefore, within such a frame of reference, a
character like Corinna can only be an object of satire in
that she is reduced to only bodily existence, lacking all the

features of beauty according to the aesthetic understanding

54



of its time. In short, in the eighteenth century, there was a
unified, harmonious concept of character of which the main
defining component was thinking and being rational;
therefore, any othe;‘ depiction of character or reality was

inevitably grotesque.

When we come to the nineteenth century, which is known
as the age of technology and innovations, this concept of
the unified self, and the notion that an individual is a
monad starts to be questioned. With the character of
General Smith, Poe made us think about the unity of the
character. With all his artificial organs, could General
Smith be regarded as a monad? And who was the real
General Smith? The one with all those artificial organs or
“the odd-looking bundle of something”, after the removal

of his organs?

In Gogol’s story, The Nose, the real and the unreal start to
mingle with each other. Different from the two other works
examined in the earlier chapter, in Gogol’s story the
rez;ders are made to accept an unreal and fantastic event as
a real and actual one. And while, before Gogol, distortion
of the human body was emphasized, with The Nose the idea
of dismemberment comes into scene. Another new feature

that we see in The Nose is related with the change in the
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perception of form and essence. In The Nose, we have a
character who associates and defines himself with his nose,
which is an important sign of human being’s disintegration

and the metonymic relation of the part with the whole.

In the twentieth century, as Fredric J. Hoffman argues “the
principal literary concerns ... have been the definition of
the isolated self, its precise location in both space and
time, its relationship to objects and process” (cited in
Hoffmann 1982:311). And in Metamorphosis, Kafka
conveys this isolation and alienation. In the twentieth
century, when the fantastic is the rule rather than an
exception, as Todorov asserts, Kafka “obviously marks the
extreme in modernism as far as the experimental use of the
fantastic is concerned” (Hoffmann; 1982:312). With Kafka,
the absurdity of human existence comes into focus and the
individual is deprived of even his/her body, having been

left only with a maimed consciousness.

The individual in the modernist period is isolated,
alienated from even himself and his environment and has a
split self and existence. In the postmodern period, there is
a complete deconstruction of character as a whole. As
there is no longer an absolute point of reference, the

concept of identity becomes shifting and reaches a point
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where it loses its reality and turns into fiction. This is a
period in which signs either do not refer to anything at all
or they refer to either more than one thing or to something
with which they do not have any meanignful relationship.
As meaning is evasive and situational, so are the concepts
of self and identity, in this age. Therefore, we only have
either “nameless things” or “thingless names”. In other
words, we have either nonexistent knights like Agilulf or

consciousless beings like Gurdulu.

Literature reflecting this indeterminate and wunstable
conception of self and reality increasingly makes use of the
fantastic, which seems to be the most appropriate mode for
depicting a probable “real” rather than a definite one. The
fantastic, therefore, enables the presentation of a version
of reality or self or existence other than “normal”, open to

multiplicity of meanings and selves.
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