
Poets and Revolutionaries 
Jennifer Franklin Elrod 

It was Ana'is Nin who first clued me into the idea that literature has a relation-
ship to science. While reading her book The Novel of the Future, I came 
across a suggestive passage that characteristically stood as an insight without 
arguments to support it, yet seemed like a potentially fertile idea that the 
reader could prove to herself or himself. "It is a curious anomaly," she wrote, 
"that we look at modern paintings, we live in modern houses of modern de-
sign, we travel in jet planes, yet we continue to read novels written in a tempo 
and style which is not of our own time and not related to any of these influ-
ences. The new swift novel could match our modern life in speed, rhythms, 
condensation, abstraction, miniaturization, X rays of our secrets, a subjective 
gauge of external events. It could be born of Freud, Einstein, jazz and sci-
ence" (Nin 29). She did not at that time, which was years before I started 
this project, convince me. What she did was to create an intuition in me 
which made me more sensitive to the possibilities that she hinted at in her 
almost oracular style. It seems strange and unnecessary to bring science into 
the same discourse as literature, but I argue that scientific paradigms are al-
ways implicated in literary constructions. For Dante, medieval cosmology 
was inseparable from his allegories of heaven, hell and purgatory. For 
Dostoevsky, a literary forerunner of relativity breathed in his novels. Time 
was slowed down to vivify fleeting states of consciousness. Characters were 
not like fixed components moved by predictable forces; they were always in 
process and always interrelated to other characters and plot variables, able to 
change suddenly at any moment. For the entire genre ofthe realistic novel, the 
familiar conventions of linear time, fixed character traits, clear cause-effect 
plot unfoldings, and external verisimilitude participated in the same Zeitgeist 
as Newtonian physics with its Euclidian space-time, isolated objects moved 
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by predictable forces, clear linear laws enacting cause-effect chains, and solid nc 
appearances. la1

This influence of Newtonian physics upon the novel was, of course, br
arbitrary. So was Dante's cosmology. So too, probably, is Dostoevsky's rela- w.
tionship to relativity. That is just my point. Historically, people have used 
ideas about the physical world to define human nature and, from there, to se 
derive ideas about the appropriate ways to exercise and develop that nature. 

IS 
Novelists have participated in those social constructions of reality, which were pl
influenced by ontologies drawn from the science of the time, among other 
influences. While there is no reason to see those constructions as necessary 
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rather than contingent, are they ever escapable? If we must use them, we li1 
might as well use the constructions that liberate us from stale and dead forms de 
left over from old paradigms. The problem is similar to the problem of ideol- an 
ogy. The feeling of freedom from ideology is actually likely to be an illusion reJ 
that veils immersion in ideology. This state of mind is only an unwitting 
acceptance of the mind's "default settings" for ideology. The only way to m, 
make choices is to become conscious enough of immersion in ideologies to w 
see their filters rather than looking through their filters, and then to choose ex, 
which ideologies to live with. The greatest possible freedom is in seeing them th 
all as arbitrary constructions and using them playfully, never forgetting their !OJ 
limitations. It is this postmodern approach I wish to bring to the application th 
of scientific ideas to literature. I will not, therefore, try to make the case that co 
there are any one-to-one correspondences between literature and science, al- di1 
though there may be sometimes. I will not use science as an authority figure, att 
either. What I will do is play with metaphors, parallels and associations pre- be 
cisely because they are contingent and not necessary. bu 

This is a kind of play and transposition that Kristeva wrote about in at 
Revolution in Poetic Language. She included transposition from one sign sys- of 
tem to another as one kind of release of jouissance (prelinguistic drive ener- Se( 

gies) into language, along with poetry and rhythm. an 
Transposition plays an essential role here inasmuch as it implies the aban- th1 

donment of a former sign system, the passage to a second via an instinctual pn 
intermediary common to the two systems and the articulation of the new is I 

system with its new representability. (Kristeva 60) an 
This transposition, says Kristeva, is one of many means to change and an 

renew language systems, keeping them from becoming closed and tautologi- sec 
cal. In fact, chaos theoreticians often turned to literature for ideas to trans- the 
pose into their newly emerging science. Wallace Stevens, Blake, and Goethe an 
are frequently cited in books about chaos theory. For example, the chaos fac 
theorist Feigenbaum is said to have been inspired by Goethe's Faust, which the 
helped him shape his intuitions about non-reductive, non-mechanical phe-
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nomena (Gleick 163-165). Ultimately, he transposed his insights into the 
language ofscience, infusing jouissance into its discourse and affecting every 
branch of it, along with many other chaos theorists. A new representability 
was articulated in both new words and new geometries. 

Thus, the process of transposition from one discourse to another can be 
seen as mutual rather than hierarchical. Science is not the authority figure. It 
is conceivable that at some future time, a paradigm derived from the new 
physics could become stultifying. If it is used playfully in the spirit of 
postmodernism as just another mental model which applies in some con-
texts, but not every conceivable context, it is unlikely to harden into a dogma 
like the old Newtonian dogma. It can, instead, be used against its own past 
dogmas and excesses, remnants of which are still misapplied in literature, 
among other places. Those remnants can be deconstructed by affirming their 
replacements. 

To give a sample of this sort of play, I will describe the impact that the 
metaphor of "strange attractors" had upon me during the writing process. 
When I first stumbled across "strange attractors" in my reading, I felt very 
excited about realizing so many connections at once but very despairing about 
the possibility ofwriting them all in. I felt the jouissance and also the noth-
ingness ofexceeding language. To give a brief description ofstrange attractors, 
they are an image of dynamic patterns amidst the superficial appearance of 
complete randomness. The image emerged from the recognition that unpre-
dictable trajectories ofvariables in some systems form patterns, as if they are 
attracted to certain general areas. There seems no reason or cause for them to 
be attracted to these areas, but they are. Hence, there are strange attractors, 
but not neat pairs ofindependent variables and dependent variables. There is 
a type oforder, but it is loose, and it can suddenly shift. There is a probability 
of patterns, but not a predictability of points at any given moment. This 
seemed at once like a very fertile metaphor to apply to all sorts offields in the 
arts and humanities. I thought of the fuzziness and ambiguity of literary 
theory and the frustration involved in trying to make it more precise. Such 
precision does nothing bur narrow the range ofwhat can be considered. If it 
is taken too far, it leaves out everything interesting and rich. The interesting 
and rich aspects of literature are the chaotic aspects of it. Chaos is not linear 
and thus cannot be described by one precise word following another in linear 
sequence, starting with thesis sentences and proceeding to main points and 
then sub-points, all driving towards one conclusion, able to be taken apart 
and put together, the sum of parts equaling the whole. That method is, in 
fact, influenced by a machine model. Why privilege the machine model over 
the strange attractors metaphor? 

At the same time as those ramifications were part of my insight, I also 
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conflated it with thoughts ofmy logic class and its claims about what is and is 
not rational decision-making. The authors of the textbooks in that class 
claimed that a computer can make decisions better than a person. The argu-
ment had gone that first you start with a desirable goal, then you, gather infor-
mation available about how to achieve it (assuming that cause-effect patterns 
can be set into motion which will predictably result in that goal), then you 
determine possible options and the advantages and disadvantages ofeach one, 
then you give each one a numeric value and enter them into a computer. If 
life is viewed as something chaotic, however, then goals and the "rules" for 
achieving them can change as the game is played, just as chaos theorists find 
that nonlinear systems change their rules as they play their games. Human 
decision-making can be seen as trajectories within areas ofstrange attraction. 
There is not one optimum point which the decision-making process must 
come as close to as possible by predicting which causes will best lead to the 
effects that conclude at that one point. Instead, there is an area that is full of 
a plethora of points which are approximately optimum. It is futile and un-
necessary to try to predict how to reach one certain point, because there is no 
possibility of precise prediction in chaos. Through more spontaneous ap-
proaches, many possible approximately optimal goals may be reached within 
areas of strange attraction. 

The refusal of the traditional plot form by the lyrical fiction writers I am 
focusing on leapt into focus. They wanted to write about nonlinear, unpre-
dictable patterns ofcause and effect in the poetic language which best evokes 
the simultaneity of strange attractors. This allowed them to express whole 
chaotic realms oflife and consciousness that could not be fit into more linear 
organizations or more precise language. They wanted to use a language and 
form which could suggest not just a reductive, linear type of phenomenon, 
but the whole strange attractors that they intuited or experienced. Ana"is Nin 
with her emphasis on a subconscious reality which has nothing to do with 
external verisimilitude in House of Incest, Marguerite Duras with her 
protagonist's mysterious yet powerful motivations in The Lover, Djuna Barnes 
with a "plodessness" that contains a thousand plots in Nightwood-these 
suddenly made a new kind of sense to me. 

I did not think of all that in so many words at the time. I felt a sort of 
instinct that here were infinite possibilities, and some of my past associations 
became caught up in a sort of insight which was beautiful and inexpressible. 
I wanted to stop and savor it like a flavor. Then I started writing about it, but 
I grew discouraged with the inability ofmy writing to capture the simultane-
ity of it. Language suddenly seemed Lacanian to me for the first time, while 
I was in this mood. (Whether it is or is not Lacanian, I have not concluded, 
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but the question seemed unproductive and distracting.) I wondered ifl might, 
after all, actually have a secret preference for the wordless savoring of a whole 
experience rather than the work ofwriting pieces of the web one by one, only 
to end up with a dusty doily instead of the shimmering, silky spiderweb I had 
envisioned. I thought of the poetic and chaotic ways ofwriting of the women 
whose works are the focus of this paper, and I envied their genre over the 
genre of composition. I indulge in this digression in the hope of showing 
how science, theory and literature can come into play together in ways that 
become enactments of some of the chief insights of all three and to show 
how the process of writing about these interplays is a participation in them. 
The meanings emerge in the relationships, and connections generate more 
connections. The results could never have been predicted by knowing the 
beginning. This is the jouissance that Kristeva writes about. It is also the 
behavior of nonlinear systems that the chaos theorists write about. It is also 
the dynamic web that quantum physicists were led to see by their experi-
ments. It is, too, the simultaneous rather than linear time-line that Einstein 
theorized about. How can things like this ever be inscribed in language and 
writing, which are linear--one word after another, one sentence after another, 
etc.? Each of the three works I am writing about in this project can give their 
own answers to that question. 

Ana'is Nin can provide, for several reasons, an ideal introduction to the 
connections between lyrical fiction, the new physics and social constructions 
of femininity. Her written statements on aesthetics all created fuzzy but fer-
tile isomorphisms, whether she knew it or not, between fiction-writing 
and the new physics. We just have to listen carefully enough to hear the 
harmonies, and not only the dissonances, in the orchestra of human cultural 
activities which the muses chose to conduct at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Here is a statement about simultaneous time which seems like a 
slightly more poetic version of a statement that could equally well have been 
made by Einstein about a person traveling at the speed of light: "The uncon-
scious cannot express itself directly, because it is a composite of past, present, 
future, a timeless alchemy of many dimensions" (Nin 11). Here is a state-
ment that, again if not for a few poetic words here and there, could easily be 
exchanged with many statements made by scientists--in this case, chaos theo-
reticians about fractal formations (nonlinear geometric shapes expressing the 
math ofnonlinear systems in nature): "By obeying the improvisations born of 
emotions, by abandoning myself to digressions and variations, I found an 
indigenous structure, a form born of organic growth, like crystal formations" 
(Nin 28). The insights of quantum mechanics, too, into the interdependence 
and dynamic nature of all thing-so that the existence of things is theorized as 
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occurring in the changing relationships among particles, waves and fields that 
have no reality as static, isolated components-resonates isomorphically with 
another one ofNin's key aesthetic ideas. "Without the diary, the prose poem, 
and fiction I could not have achieved the relation between them. It is the 
relation which interested me, the connection, the bridges, the interaction, the 
dynamics of relation among human beings as well as among the ways of ex-
pression human beings use" (Nin 161). 

House ofIncestwas Nin's first completed novel. It immerses the reader in 
an evocation ofthe womb, the dream and relativity from the start. "I remem-
ber my first birth in water. All round me a sulphurous transparency and my 
bones move as ifmade of rubber" (1). This immediately establishes an asso-
ciation with the embryo in the womb. The connection between the embryo 
and the dreamer is made in the next paragraph. "The Atlantide could be 
found again only at night, by the route of the dream." This web of relations 
among early childhood consciousness, dreaming/ subconscious states, and 
the poetic language Nin uses is a phenomenon that the French feminist theo-
rist Kristeva has found in diverse works ofliterature, art and music. Kristeva 
would say that it is the "pre-oedipal" layer of the subconscious which is the 
source ofeverything in language that is poetic-rhythm, rhyme, imagery, etc. 
As a child learns language, the acquisition of the finite categories of words 
replaces the unbounded type ofcommunication the infant experienced with 
the mother. This less structured mode never goes away, however; it only goes 
underground. It can always return to language, putting meaning into process 
and making language play infinite games. The next paragraph is more visual, 
evoking imagery that is both surrealistic and relativistic. 

Lost in the colors of the Aclancide, the colors running into one another 
without frontiers. Fishes made of velvet, of organdie with lace fangs, 
made of spangled taffeta, of silks and feathers and whiskers, with lac-
quered flanks and rock crystal eyes, fishes ofwithered leather with goose-
berry eyes, eyes like the white of egg. Flowers palpitating on stalks, like 
sea-hearts. None ofchem feeling their own weight, the sea-horse moving 
like a feather . . . (4) 

The associations of this passage connect a womb-like feeling and ocean-like 
feeling with the feeling of a surrealist child's bedroom with stuffed fish, and 
colors and shapes run together and change, and there is no gravity. It's almost 
like a vague memory of the embryonic and infantile sense of space and time 
thrown up by the subconscious and made simultaneous. 

Comparing the imagery to relativity is not as arbitrary as it may seem at 
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first. In fact, Einstein himself knew, from a conversation with Piaget, about 
the similarities between his new conception of space, time and light relation-
ships and the phenomenal world of an infant. This conversation is men-
tioned in the preface to Piaget's Le Developpement de la notion de temps chez 
l'enfant. Einstein asked Piaget whether the perception of time is "immediate 
or derived and whether it was integral with speed from the first or not?" 
Piaget found that infants do not start out by perceiving static objects fixed in 
space, with shapes and colors that remain the same despite changing view-
points. This only occurs once objects' shapes become memorized from many 
exposures to them which form composites. Until the age of ten or twelve 
months, objects shapes and colors change for infants every time they move 
(Schlain 139). An observer traveling at the speed of light would also see 
colors and shapes as relative to movement rather than fixed. ''An object hur-
tling away from an observer at a relativistic speed shifts into the red end of the 
spectrum; one approaching shifts to the blue .... At high relativistic speeds, 
color is free to change with movement. Green is not necessarily green. Under 
certain circumstances and relativistically speaking, it can also be red or violet" 
(Schlain 135-36). 

Another passage from House ofIncest deals with a very different percep-
tion of time and space coordinates, one which suggests a vague intuition of 
some dislocation with regard to the time-space continuum as well as the vio-
lence of leaving the earlier state of fusion. It occurs after the dreamer has 
wakened, and it alludes to the Genesis creation myth. "The day and night 
unglued, and I fell in between not knowing on which layer I was resting, 
whether it was the cold grey upper leaf of dawn or the dark layer of night" 
(6). If the first passage suggests what an observer travelling at the speed of 
light might see, this one suggests what it might be like to fall offa beam of 
light. The dreamer is disoriented with regard to reality and dreaming, night 
and day, space and time. She has left the womb. She is like a fish out ofwater, 
suggested poetically by her earlier allusions to Atlantis ("I am of the race of 
men and women who see all things through this curtain of sea, and my eyes 
are the color of water," Nin wrote in the second sentence of her novel.) To 
understand what this vague intuition of time and space dislocation might 
possibly mean, both Irigaray and Kristeva can be very helpful. They have 
each written about the ways in which social constructions of femininity are 
bound up with the filters through which we perceive men's and women's re-
lationships to space and time. 

Iragaray began her essay "Place, Interval: A Reading ofAristotle, Physics 
IV' by quoting Aristotle on the problem of the infinite regression of place. 
" 'Further, too, if it is itself an existent, it will be somewhere. Zeno's difficulty 
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demands an explanation: for ifeverything that exists has a place, place too will p 
have a place, and so on ad infinitum.' (Aristotle, Physics IV, 209a, fifth diffi- " 
culty; p. 355)." She then goes on to play with the problem ofwomen's space. la 
Ifwoman is space, then does she have a space? William Blake ~rote, "Time Ia 
and Space are Real Beings, a Male and a Female. Time is a Man, Space is a b 
Woman." This breakdown of time and space along gender lines has long al, 
been inscribed into our Western culture. A popular aphorism of the fifties asl 
was, "Woman is; man does." History, which is about the doings of famous 
men, is an inscription of men's actions across linear time. Women are tradi-
tionally left out ofhistory. "Woman's place is in the home," we have all heard. 
All the women of the past who inhabited all those homes did not enter the 
time of the history books. They seem to exist in some sort of timeless space. 
Women need a room of their own in all those homes, Virginia Woolfwrote in 
A Room ofOne's Own. It would be possible to go on indefinitely giving ex-
amples of the gender breakdowns bound up in our cultural constructions of 
men's and women's relationships to time and space. Time (of the linear kind) 
involves planning, choices and learning by trial and error. It is involved in g 
sequential reasoning and cause-effect thinking. These are attributes of what o 
we tend to think of as rational thinking, traditionally constructed by our 
culture as masculine. How can we assimilate the new space-time paradigms o 
of the new physics without also reworking the old gender associations which si 
are like barnacles dinging to a space shuttle? After all, it makes no sense at all 
to split time and space between men and women if time and space themselves 
form one continuum. o 

Kristeva sees feminism, too, as participating in this time-space split. 
According to Kristeva in her essay "Women's Time," modern feminism started 
out as a struggle for women to gain access to cultural constructions of linear, 
historical time. "In its beginnings, the women's movement, as the struggle of 
suffragists and of existential feminists, aspired to gain a place in linear time as 
the time of project and history" (Kristeva 193). Interestingly, time-space 
dualisms seem to break up the feminist movement into a sort ofdualism of its 
own. "In a second phase, linked, on the one hand, to the younger women 
who came to feminism after May 1968, and, on the other, to women who 
had an aesthetic or psychoanalytic experience, linear temporality has been o 
almost totally refused, and as a consequence there has arisen an exacerbated ~ 
distrust of the entire political dimension." Ana"is Nin made it abundantly s 
dear in her diaries that she was this second type offeminist, even going so far A 
as refusing an opportunity to write an article about Simone de Beauvoir and 
Mary McCarthy because she did not like the way they thought-like men. P 
The purpose of pointing this out is not to criticize her but to illuminate the d 
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ill passage which poetically describes a feeling of dislocation in time and space. 
1- "The day and night unglued, and I fell in between, not knowing on which 
~-' layer I was resting, whether it was the cold grey upper leaf ofdawn or the dark 
, e layer of night." Was this Nin describing her feeling of disorientation about 
a being born into, waking up into, our society's constructions of linear time-

tg along with the impossibility of retreating to any space if she was constructed 
L h ,'-s as t e space. 
1s Further on, the narrator suggests that she feels like she is all mind and no 

matter, struggling with yet another dualism that was part ofthe old Newtonian 
paradigm (as well as other, more ancient ontological categories). Her attrac-
tion to the sensual Sabina seems to be an attempt to heal the split between 
mind and body which designated her the angel and Sabina the whore. "When 
I saw you, Sabina, I chose my body" (Nin 13). It is as ifshe were attempting 
co become whole by loving a part of herself that she can only experience by 
projecting it onto another woman. This causes her to get stuck in a love 
which is narcissistic and static. Loving Sabina replaces the work of self-inte-
gration. It is a form of emotional incest in the sense of loving only that part 

atl of the other which is actually a projection of a repressed part of the self . 
. u All ofthe characters in House ofIncestare in this predicament in one way 

or another. They cannot integrate all the parts of themselves or all their de-hi sires. Each character is stuck personifying one drive or one false ontological 
ilf category, ~hie~ destro_rs or represses the other drives and cate~o~ies. En~rgy 
es is felt as pam. There 1s a martyrdom of tenseness, offever, ofhvmg contmu-

ously like the firmament in full movement and full effulgence" (28) . Every-
thing and everybody that exists in the House ofIncest is static or repetitious 
and isolated from everything and everybody else. "Everything had been made 
to stand still, and everything was rotting away. The sun had been nailed in 
the roof of the sky and the moon beaten deep into its Oriental niche" (34). 
Nothing is ever created because the characters cannot let creation and de-
struction interact, cannot even take the risk of destruction because of fear of 
loss and death. This is symbolized by the plaster eggs that never break. "Fur-
ther a forest of white plaster, white plaster eggs. Large white eggs on silver 
disks, an elegy to birth, each egg a promise, each half-shaped nascence ofman 
or woman or animal not yet precise. Womb and seed and egg, the moist 
beginning being worshiped rather than its flowering. The eggs so white, so 
still, gave birth to hope without breaking, but the cut-down tree lying there 

r l produced a green live branch that laughed at the sculptor" (37). 
All these images of isolation, lack of interaction, are like a surrealistic 

personification of the world-view composed ofdualisms. They give way to a 
~e I dance at the very end of the narrative. It is a dance like Shiva's dance de-
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scribed by Fritjof Capra in The Tao ofPhysics as a symbol of the world view 
that emerged from the insights ofquantum mechanics. In his preface, Capra 
describes an epiphany he experienced which led him to write his book. 

I was sitting by the ocean one late summer afternoon, watching the waves 
rolling in and feeling the rhythm of my breathing, when I suddenly be-
came aware of my whole environment as being engaged in a gigantic 
cosmic dance. Being a physicist, I knew that the sand, rocks, water, and 
air around me were made of vibrating molecules and atoms, and that 
these consisted of particles which interacted with one another by creat-
ing and destroying other particles. I knew also that the earth's atmo-
sphere was continually bombarded by showers of "cosmic rays," particles 
of high energy undergoing multiple collisions as they penetrated the air. 
All this was familiar to me from my research in high-energy physics, but 
until that moment I had only experienced it through graphs, diagrams, 
and mathematical theories. As I sat on that beach my former experiences 
came to life; I "saw" cascades of energy coming down from outer space, 
in which particles were created and destroyed in rhythmic pulses; I "saw" 
the atoms of the elements and those of my body participating in this 
cosmic dance of energy; I felt its rhythm and I "heard" its sound, and at 
that moment I knew that this was the Dance of Shiva, the Lord of Danc-
ers worshiped by the Hindus. (Capra xix) 

In the ontology of the new physics, everything is dynamic and interdepen-
dent. Nothing is static and isolated in the world of nature; only our mental 
models and our language can make them seem static and isolated. Seemingly 
disparate things dance together in harmony. There is no split between time 
and space, mass and energy, being and nothingness, creation and destruction, 
order and chaos. Nin's narrative suggests that we have been harmed by our 
culture imposing upon our minds a microcosmic version of the old, artificial 
and superficial macrocosm--the machine model. At the end of the novel, she 
leaves us with an alternative image, which resembles Shiva's dance. 

She looked at her hands tightly closed and opened them slowly, opened 
them completely like Christ; she opened them in a gesture of abandon 
and giving; she relinquished and forgave, opening her arms and her hands, 
permitting all things to flow away and beyond her. 
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I could not bear the passing of things. All flowing, all movement, all
"' passing choked me with anguish. a 

And she danced; she danced with the music and with the rhythm of 
earth's circles; she turned with the earth turning, like a disk, turning all 
faces to light and to darkness evenly, dancing towards daylight. (51) 

Nightwood comes after House ofIncest in this paper, but it actually influenced 
Ana'is Nin. She remained hurt and resentful all her life by the fact that Djuna 
Barnes did not respond to the fan letter she wrote upon reading Nightwood 
She saw it as a typical example of the way women writers treat each other. 
Actually, Barnes was by this time a reclusive alcoholic, rejecting all overtures 
made by fans and would-be biographers. Still, there is some basis in fact for 
Nin's feeling of being slighted. Once, both Nin and Barnes were invited to 
lecture at a university on the same night. When Barnes found out that she 
was being lumped together with Nin, she canceled her acceptance. The proof 
chat Nin never got over either her admiration of Barnes or her hurt from 
Barnes' rejection is found in her last work, Collages. In this work, she created 
a character based upon Barnes, making that character come out of bitter se-
clusion to join the other artist-characters, including the Nin character. 

In any case, Nin saw Nightwood as doing everything she wanted to do in 
her own writing. It indeed fits all the statements by Nin about aesthetics that 
I quoted. It participates vigorously in the same zeitgeist as the new physics by 
constantly creating striking connections between time-space models and vari-
ous characters' relationships to history. It also participates in this zeitgeist by 
dispensing with the linear time line in its narrative both with structure and 
with language in favor of more relativistic kinds of time. The structure folds 
time. The language is not linear, because the words have many simultaneous r 
associations. Characters' frames of reference are relative to one another. Im-
agery constantly conflates opposites and makes them interact with each other 
in surprising ways. A lot of the imagery is like the paintings of artists who 
anticipated the new physics as described by Leonard Schlain in Art and Phys-
ics. It would be possible to write a book about the imagery in Nightwood that 
would be just as long as Art and Physics, without coming anywhere near to 
working out all the possible meanings of that imagery. (Barnes was an ama-
teur painter who must have been familiar with modern art.) The narrative 
accretions are organic and chaotic, behaving like many nonlinear systems in-
teracting with each other, playing infinite games. The language is like 
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supercomplex fractals which are frozen on the page but, when read, take on r 
an infinite variety of unpredictable patterns in the mind of the reader. The 
pages are shaped by the feedback loops in Barnes' mind at the time of her 
writing, and they create new feedback loops in the minds of readers each time 
they are read, causing meanings to cascade in infinite shapes as long as the 
novel is read and interpreted. Cause-effect patterns in Nightwood's plotless 
plot are chaotic and weblike-like life. Witty aphorisms and poetry are brought 
so closely together that they fuse and produce energy, like the energy de-
scribed by Kristeva when the chora disrupts the thetic, logic becomes infinite, 
and objects proliferate. For example, here is a representative piece ofdialogue 
(or monologue) from the character Dr. O'Connor: 

Have you thought of all the doors that have shut at night and opened 
again? Ofwomen who have looked about with lamps, like you, and who 
have scurried on fast feet? Like a thousand mice they go this way and 
that, now fast, now slow, some halting behind doors, some trying to find 
the stairs, all approaching or leaving their misplaced mouse-meat that 
lies in some cranny, no some couch, down on some floor, behind some 
cupboard; and all the windows, great and small, from which love and fear 
have peered, shining and in tears. Put those windows end to end and it 
would be a casement that would reach around the world; and put those 
thousand eyes into one eye and you would have the night combed with 
the great blind searchlight of the heart. (Barnes 93) 

This passage evokes associations which jump ahead of the intellect and 
proliferate even before the reader has the chance to ask what it means. 
The meaning is generated from the connections in the reader's own mind. It 
is potentially infinite, since each reader will have individualized paths of 
associations and connections which the imagery will speak to. Simultaneity 
has entered the linear sentence. The imagery is very negative-but it is very 
beautiful. The image of mice puts it into perspective and keeps it from be-
coming too high-flown. But the mouse imagery flows easily into the imagery 
of windows end to end around the world, a very grand picture. Barnes has a 
seemingly effortless ability go from opposite to opposite without losing har-
mony of composition. 

Her language is a deconstructionist's dream. Dualisms abound, but they 
become so relative and so mutable as to lose their polarities like ferromagnets 
melting in lava. The dualism of king and peasant becomes this in Barnes' 
hands: ''A king is the peasant's actor, who becomes so scandalous that he has 
to be bowed down to-scandalous in the higher sense naturally. And why 
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must he be bowed down to? Because he has been set apart as the one dog who 
need not regard the rules of the house, they are so high chat they can defame 
God and foul their rafters!" (Barnes 39) Past and future: "To pay homage to 
the past is the only gesture that also includes the future" (39). Man's attrac-
tion to woman: "Thinking of her, visualizing her, was an extreme act of the 
will; to recall her after she had gone, however, was as easy as the recollection 
of che sensation of beauty without its details" ( 41). Innocence and guilt: 
"There was no ignominy in her; she recorded without reproach or accusation, 
being shorn of self-reproach or self-accusation. This drew people to her and 
frightened chem; they could neither insult nor hold anything against her, 
though it embittered them to have to cake back injustice chat in her found no 
foothold. In court she would have been impossible; no one would have been 
hanged, reproached or forgiven because no one would have been 'accused'" 
(53). Humans and nature: "We were created chat the earth might be made 
sensible of her inhuman taste; and love that the body might be so dear that 
even the earth should roar with it" (83). Language and its referents: "Yes, we 
who are full to the gorge with misery should look well around, doubting 
everything seen, done, spoken, precisely because we have a word for it, and 
not its alchemy" (83). These are relative sentences for the age of relativity. 
They are also the kind of sentences that the French feminist Cixous encour-
ages women to write, since they write of differences without repressing one 
side of a dualism in order to present the o~her side as an absolute. Cixous 
believes chat women must create chis kind oflanguage to enable themselves to 
inscribe their (as yet mostly unknown) differences into culture in a new kind 
ofway than difference has historically been constructed in societies (as hierar-
chy, conflict, annihilation). Of course, this sort of Cixousian sentence need 
not be dully politically correct, as Barnes' quotes have amply demonstrated. 

Not only in language, but also in characterizations, Nightwood suggests 
interesting similarities between literature and the new physics. Of the pro-
vocative connections which Barnes' narrative creates between characters and 
time-space, the most frequent and mysterious are about Robin, who is noth-
ing to herself and can thus be anything to anybody else, and who sets into 
motion unwittingly and carelessly the causes that create the chaos of the plot. 
She is almost always associated with distortions in time when she is described. 
She is compared to a statue in a garden which is weather-beaten with the 
decay of immortality, associated with animals as ifshe were a reminder ofour 
evolutionary past, and dubbed "newly ancient" (Barnes 42). This strange 
relationship to time is intrinsic to her appeal to other characters. Felix, for 
example, married her because of its power. "He had thought of making a 
destiny for himself, through laborious and untiring travail. Then with Robin 
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it seemed to stand before him, without effort" (42). It is as if because Robin t 

has no relationship to time, other characters can project any relationship to e 
time onto her. Interestingly, Nora makes the same mistake that Felix does-
thinking to have a relationship to history through Robin. 

The world and its history were to Nora like a ship in a bottle; she herself 
was outside and unidentified, endlessly embroiled in a preoccupation 
without a problem .... Then she met Robin. The Denckman circus, 
which she kept in touch with even when she was not working with it 
(some of its people were visitors to her house), came into New York in the 
fall of 1923. Nora went alone. She came into the circle of the ring, taking 
her place in the front row (53). 

The sudden juxtaposition of the feeling of separation from history, followed 
by taking a place in the front row of the circus-this suggests that Nora's 
feeling of connection to linear time through Robin is a travesty. Robin also 
has strange relationships to space. 

Robin prepared herself for her child with her only power: a stubborn, 
cataleptic calm, conceiving herself pregnant before she was; and strangely 
aware of some lost land in herself, she took to wandering the country-
side; to train travel, to other cities, alone and engrossed (Barnes 45). 

Irigaray's insights about women and space apply to Robin. Because Robin is 
space, she cannot rest in any space but wanders as if homeless. She suddenly 
becomes aware of "some lost land in herself" upon becoming pregnant. 

Robin is also a perfect example of a character who is relative to all the 
other characters, as I have implied. Because she has no strong sense of self, 
others are able to believe that she is the incarnation of their desires. This same 
quality inevitably makes Robin disappoint them later. They find that she was 
never theirs at all, so it cannot even be said that they lost her. She never had 
any self for them to possess in the first place. They are left realizing the 
absence that had always been there, the gap between their desire and the 
fulfillment of that desire, a gap which they filled with illusions that fade like a 
mirage when Robin drifts away. To Nora, Robin is confused with Nora's own 
self. Robin is also Nora's child. To Jenny Petherbridge, whose desires are all 
secondhand, Robin is desirable because she is Nora's. Jenny cannot create a 
relationship of her own, so she must steal one from somebody else. Robin's 
and Nora's relationship being the most enviable she knows, she decides to 
steal Robin from Nora. "She has a longing for other people's property, but 



59 Poets and Revolut i onaries 

the moment she possesses it the property loses some ofits value, for the owner's 
estimate is its worth" (Barnes 98). To Felix, Robin is everything he had 
previously striven for in his life, standing before him personified and com-
plete. Robin's complicated appeal is summed up in one ofthe most spectacu-
lar descriptive passages in the novel. 

The woman who presents herself to the spectator as a "picture" forever 
arranged is, for the contemplative mind, the chief danger. Sometimes one 
meets a woman who is beast turning human. Such a person's every move-
ment will reduce to an image ofa forgotten experience; a mirage ofan eternal 
wedding cast on the racial memory; as insupportable a joy as would be the 
image ofan eland coming down an aisle of trees, chapleted with orange blos-
soms and bridal veil, hoof raised in the economy of fear, stepping in the 
trepidation offlesh that will become myth; as the unicorn is neither man nor 
beast deprived, but human hunger pressing its breast to its prey. 

Such a woman is the infected carrier of the past; before her the structure 
of our head and jaws ache--we feel that we could eat her, she who is eaten 
death returning, for only then do we put our face close to the blood on the 
lips of our forefathers. (Barnes 37) 

The other characters, however, are wrong if they think that they are 
essentially different from Robin. They are no more a solid part ofhistory and 
society than she is. Felix, who is a Jew, has every bit as complicated a rela-
tionship to time as Robin does. Although there is perhaps some anti-Semitism 
in Barnes' characterization of Felix (it's hard to tell with Barnes, who was free 
with her observations of everybody in her writing), there is also a sensitive 
insight into some of the subtler aspects ofhis oppression as a Jew. First is his 
alienation from history, or linear time. Second is his homelessness in all coun-
tries-his lack of space . 

. . . for the step of the wandering Jew is in every son. No matter where 
and when you meet him you feel that he has come from some place- no 
matter from what place he has come-some country that he has devoured 
rather than resided in, some secret land that he has been nourished on 
but cannot inherit, for the Jew seems to be everywhere from nowhere. 
When Felix's name was mentioned, three or more persons would swear 
to having seen him the week before in three different countries simulta-
neously (Barnes 7). 

He projects fantasies onto the blank screen which Robin presents to him, 
imagining that the solution to all his alienation is for Robin to bear him a 
son. With a son, he thinks he will finally be within the linear time line that 
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makes him feel like such an imposter, motivating him as it does to invent J 
aristocratic ancestors for his European friends. Barnes' summation of the 
Jewish relationship to history is this: "The Christian traffic in retribution has } 
made the Jew's history a commodity; it is the medium through which he e 
receives, at the necessary moment, the serum of his own past that he may ~ 
offer it again as his blood" (Barnes 10). Suddenly, alienation becomes both 
personal and political within one sentence, a sentence that packs together a 
tremendous amount of associations simultaneously. 

This was an uncanny line for Barnes to write just before World War II, 
especially since she was a person who hardly paid any attention to current 
events or politics. It is pure Barnes, however, in its combination of poetry 
and aphorism and in its deadly and unapologetic wit. Lines like this pack the 
pages ofNightwood. That's what makes it such a pleasure to read, even though 
it's about the things most arbiters of culture would rather repress, skim over, 
or neatly package. No matter how negative it gets, the pleasures of the text 
exceed the horror of the content. It has the power of a dream to communi-
cate to us ugly truths in a form that our conscious mind can handle. It also 
has the power of the wielder of wit to keep us from turning away from its 
revelations, because we admire the play of language. It may fall into the 
category of that type ofknowledge that Barnes described, in the words of the 
character Dr. O'Connor, as follows: 

The French have made a detour offilthiness--Oh, the good dirt! Whereas 
you are ofa clean race, ofa too eagerly washing people, and this leaves no 
road for you. The brawl of the Beast leaves a path for the Beast. You 
wash your brawl with every thought, with every gesture, with every con-
ceivable emollient and with savon, and expect to find your way again. A 
Frenchman makes a navigable hour with a tuft ofhair, a wrenched bretelle, 
a rumpled bed. The tear of wine is still in his cup to catch back the 
quantity of its bereavement; his cantiques straddle two backs, night and 
day .... Be as the Frenchman, who puts a sou in the poorbox at night 
that he may have a penny to spend in the morning-he can trace himself 
back by his sediment, vegetable and animal, and so find himself in the 
odour ofwine in its two travels, packed down beneath an air that has not 
changed its position during that strategy .... The American, what then? 
He separates the two for fear of indignities, so that the mystery is cut in 
every cord; the design wildcats down the charter mortalis, and you get 
crime. The startled bell in the stomach begins to toll, the hair moves and 
drags upward, and you go far away backward to the crown, your con-
science belly out and shaking. (84,85) 
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Nightwood, then, may be just the sort of dream-knowledge that American 
literature needs. It is dreamlike not only in its return of the repressed to 
American literature, but also in its treatment ofspace-time, which follows an 
emotional organization rather than a chronological one; in its poetic lan-
guage, which allows imagery from the subconscious to proliferate simulta-
neously with the linear sentence; and in its treatment ofcause-effect patterns, 
which are nonlinear and unpredictable. The dream is a strange attractor where 
che new physics, French feminist theory and poetic language overlap. 

The Lover by Marguerite Duras is not as dramatic as Nightwood, but it is 
powerful in a different way. It attains its power as much from what is absent 
as from what is present, subtly suggestive rather than packed with concen-
trated imagery. The novel very gracefully and unobtrusively seeps into the 
consciousness of the reader with a revolutionary new sense of things. The 
whole process feels so natural that it is almost annoying to analyze it; it is 
more enjoyable to go with the flow. At the end, the power is suddenly appar-
ent-the power of the whispy and gentle tide of words. It is difficult to 
isolate anything for analysis in this work. I will start, however, with the gaps 
and absences. They are an essential part of the story. Just as horror is more 
effective when it is vague and unspecified, because infinite fear can be pro-
jected into the unknown, the sense ofdesire and loss conveyed by The Lover is 
greater because the reader can project it into the "empty" spaces. The reader 
becomes a co-creator of the work, which makes it a part of the reader's own 
thought rather than something external. 

This fertile capacity ofnothingness is one of the most exciting discover-
ies of the new physics in the West. In the East, space and nothingness have 
always been seen that way. Eastern painters traditionally make space as im-
portant in their paintings as objects. Large areas of the work are given over to 
misty areas which interact with the boundaries of objects. Objects are not 
distinct from the space; the viewer has to co-create them, thus making the 
space creative in a different way for each viewer and leading to more, not less. 
This Eastern view of space is something that has been confirmed by the new 
physics. Scientists have discovered that particles can be ripped out ofa vacuum. 
Thus, nothingness is more of a plenum than an emptiness. Also, in relativity 
theory, space interacts with mass, contracting and expanding. It could not do 
chis if it were like a blank sheet of paper traversed by lines from point to 
point, as in Euclidian geometry. Third, everything is, in a sense, made out of 
space in the form ofwaves, fields, fluctuations and curves. The spaces in The 
Lover are interactive, seething and charged in a very similar way. 

Another fuzzy but fertile isomorphism between the new physics and The 
Lover is the blurring of boundaries. In particle physics, scientists discovered 
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that the observer is a part of the system being observed and thus affects it. 
The Cartesian split between subject and object that had so long been a part of 
science was replaced by an interactive model. This interaction is also true of 
both Duras and her readers in regard to her novel. Duras is a part of her 
work. It is very autobiographical. This does not mean that it can be reduced 
to nothing but biography, but it can be seen as an interaction between her 
memory and the writing process. Readers, too, are part of the work because 
they literally "read things in." They could not read The Lover without doing 
so. 

Further making herself comfortable in the new paradigms, Duras tells 
the tale of The Lover in a way that jumps from first person to third person, 
from old woman recreating memories of the past to young girl experiencing a 
dilated present. Often, she does both simultaneously. She also uses the present 
tense while writing of the past, another device that subtly undermines chro-
nological, linear time. 

These high heels are the first in my life, they're beautiful, they've eclipsed 
all the shoes that went before, the flat ones, for playing and running 
about, made of white canvas. It's not the shoes, though, that make the 
girl look so strangely, so weirdly dressed. No, it's the fact that she's wear-
ing a man's flat-brimmed hat, a brownish-pink fedora with a broad black 
ribbon [emphasis mine] (Duras 12). 

The nonlinear time line makes it dear that the past and the future are con-
tained in the present. The woman writing is also the young girl who was 
motivated to write when she was separated from her lover, as an act of preser-
vation-a sort of triumph over time. The story the woman tells of her youth 
is also the recontextualizing process of hindsight-and Duras telling this au-
tobiographical story in a different way from how she had told it in previous 
novels. Hence, it is not a distraction to jump around in time or to change 
voices from first person to third person. It follows our natural patterns of 
memory, making the novel even easier to read. 

What we have been conditioned to expect is that the girl will pay for 
what she has done with her lover. Her mother tells her no one will marry her 
in the colonies. Instead of being victimized by her situation, however, the 
narrator draws strength from it, validating and experiencing her own desire 
and pleasure every time she is alone with her lover. In their silence, she and 
her lover experience their most authentic feelings and act them out, 
unsymbolized and unritualized by their society. They truly love each other in 
spite of all the barriers. In the end, the private and silent well of resistance 
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does not pass into culture-until Duras grows up to write novels about it! 
Their society breaks them up when the lover has to marry a Chinese girl 
chosen by his parents. The well of resistance becomes internalized and car-
ried by the narrator into her future, when she uses it to escape her mother's 
life and write novels. Far from being ruined, she is strengthened. Yet we are 
not really surprised, because it flows naturally from the narrative. We can 
expect that ofa girl who can flaunt the public opinion ofall three classes/races 
in her society. In its plot organization of cause and effect, The Lover is thus 
neither purely predictable nor purely surprising. 

It is a combination of freedom and necessity . In this it is like chaos, 
which is neither deterministic in the classical Laplacian sense, nor arbitrary. 
Dynamic interactions between order and disorder, chaotic systems change 
radically through feedback and never return to their initial state. A small 
input can produce big changes which could not have been predicted through 
the knowledge ofa linear chain ofcause and effect. This chaotic sort ofcause-
and-effect parallels plot constructions found in all literature. Eve's eating an 
apple leads to the Fall in Paradise Lost, Guinevere's affair with Launcelot starts 
a sequence ofevents that leads to the rapid destruction ofCamelot in Malory's 
Arthur tales, a frog gene used to fill in the gaps of the dinosaur genes in 
Jurassic Park leads to the dinosaurs ability to breed ... the examples are end-
less. Postmodern literature, which has almost completely abandoned a linear 
progression of orderly cause-effect chains as a plot-ordering model, uses this 
sort of chaotic cause-effect plotting almost exclusively, though. The novels I 
am writing about in this paper, which use very lyrical narrative strategies, 
perhaps foreground chaos even more than most postmodern fiction. 

This is a revolution in poetic language, to borrow the title ofan essay by 
Kristeva. In Kristeva's theory, desires, or "chora," or jouissance, can have 
effects on language that resemble the nonlinear and unpredictable, yet pat-
terned, unfoldings of chaos envisioned by chaos theoreticians. She some-
times writes about metaphors and metonyms almost as ifthey are mind fractals, 
explaining how signifiers are linked by psychological functions to desires in 
unpredictable yet not arbitrary ways. Kristeva believes we must restore the 
play of the chora. 

Though deprived of unity, identity, or deity, the chora is nevertheless 
subject to a regulating process [reglementation], which is different from 
that of symbolic law but nevertheless effectuates discontinuities by tem-
porarily articulating them and then starting over, again and again. 
(Kristeva 93) 
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This resembles one of the key strategies of chaos theoreticians, feeding small 
inputs into systems again and again until they suddenly change the system, 
which is how fractals are made on computers. Emotional fractals would be 
more complicated and unpredictable, of course . 

. . . poetic language and mimesis may appear as an argument complicitous 
with dogma-we are familiar with religion's use of them-but they may 
also set in motion what dogma represses. In so doing, they no longer act 
as instinctual floodgates within the enclosure of the sacred and become 
instead protestors against its posturing. And thus, its complexity un-
folded by its practices, the signifying process joins social revolution 
(Kristeva 61). 

This theory is like the idea in chaos theory that rules ultimately have unpre-
dictable results, especially when they are strict. It is the yin and the yang of 
rules and breaking of them. It is also similar to the idea of simplicity leading 
to complexity. 

Our discourse-all discourse-moves with and against the chora in the 
sense that it simultaneously depends upon it and refuses it. Although the 
chora can be designated and regulated, it can never be definitely posited: 
as a result, one can situate chora and, if necessary, lend it a topography, 
but one can never give it axiomatic form (Kristeva 94). 

Another way of putting Kristeva's theory is that the spirit of poetry is the 
spirit of an infinite game. 

An infinite game is opposed to a finite game by being open instead of 
closed, growing instead offixed, unpredictable instead ofpredetermined, and 
"outside of the box" instead of narrow. A finite game is a game played to win 
according to a set of rules. An infinite game changes the rules as it goes along. 
It is not goal-oriented so much as goals-oriented, not concerned with ends so 
much as a processes. Goals emerge as the game is played, goals which could 
not possibly have been thought ofbefore the process was started. The infinite 
game is a strange attractor that all three discourses I am writing about in this 
paper act out-the discourses of the lyrical novel, French feminist theory and 
the new physics. All three of these discourses take boundaries into play and 
recreate them. Relativity makes the time/space split into the timespace 
continuum. It allows us to think ofpast, present and future as a mobius strip 
(see the M.C. Escher etching Mobius Strip I[) rather than a linear time line. 
Quantum mechanics deconstructs the fundamental category of being and 
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nothingness, shows that even static appearances have a dynamic reality 
behind them, and enables us to see that everything is interrelated, not iso-
lated. Chaos theory shows that order and disorder are not dichotomous and 
that cause-effect relationships can be nonlinear and unpredictable. French 
feminist theorists make political engagement playful and creative, rendering 
ideology compatible with art, contrary to most of the history of ideology and 
politics (which is usually associated with the censorship ofart, state art, etc.). 
They help us see that language can be used both to enable the play of possi-
bilities and to repress it. They also remind us that our culture is our creation. 
The lyrical novelists often put themselves inside their work, make their end-
ings open instead of closed, use techniques of poetry to replace many more 
craditional narrative techniques, make the linear sentence convey simultane-
ity, play with space-time constructions that radically alter plot organization, 
deconstruct binary oppositions, inscribe chaos into finished literary prod-
ucts, rewrite the machine model of composition, conflate dreams with wak-
ing life, and involve the reader in co-creation of the story by making silences 
resonant. These three novels are poetic and revolutionary at the same time by 
encouraging their readers to engage in infinite games, which would deconstruct 
all the finite games if everybody learned to do it. 
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