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FOREWORD

By PEGGY SCHALLER

When the editors of Florida Atlantic Comparative Studies gathered in the fall of 2005 to discuss topics for our next issue, a list of heavy theoretical and literary topics were tossed out for consideration and debate. All the while, however, concrete national and global situations of dramatic proportions loomed large in our thoughts, and gingerly crept into tone of our suggestions. International terrorism, the Asian tsunami, the September 11 attacks, and Hurricane Katrina had touched our recent collective memories, yet we shied away from them as too materialistic, and rejected subjects tied to the specificity of any of these events. Eventually, though, what became clear was the need to create a venue for reflection on these regional, national, and global arenas as they experienced and then shared such diverse and such devastating tragedies, emanating from both man-made and natural points of origin. We hoped our topic would appeal to an interdisciplinary field of scholars, varied in perspective and willing to communicate their views on catastrophe as it affects individuals, groups, and entire populations. And so in early October we began circulating our Call for Papers for the issue entitled “Catastrophe and Representation.” When our final meetings were postponed by the passage of Hurricane Wilma through our South Florida backyards later that month, we knew that we had chosen accurately. 
We were not disappointed with the outcome of our decision. Submissions came to us from our own campus, but also from Asia, Europe, Australia, and all corners of North America. The results compiled in this issue represent a cross-section of those works, starting with the cover of this issue, an original graphic design by artist Jacqui May of Florida Atlantic University. Inspired by our theme, Jacqui reflects on it through the image we selected: “the shape of the mass comes down . . . almost like a hand or claw reaching out and that, for me, is symbolic of the hand of catastrophe reaching out over the world – unfortunately.”  As an artist, however, she is also anxious to reach beyond the immediate impact of the image on the observer, beyond the obvious symbolism, and create art that pushes its audience to reflect on the individual impact it generates, the personal buttons it pushes. “What I like about this type of image is the notion of taking something huge and manipulating a tiny little piece of it to be un-recognizable for what it actually is. Then, each reader of the image can perceive for herself whatever the eye and mind tells her it is.” Taking the macro down to the micro, May’s image sets the stage for our authors.

The first three articles embrace that macrocosmic approach to the idea of catastrophe and its literary representation. Our only foreign language contributor, Amina Tahri offers her perspective on the humanistic dimensions of catastrophe, examining both its effects on people and its shape as the result of human actions. Bree Hoskin maintains that broader perspective on catastrophe by examining two major historical events, the Titanic disaster and the events of America’s September 11, 2001. Analyzing notions of misplaced complacency, miscalculated security, and mismanaged personal relationships, Hoskin compares similarities between the events and the people they impacted to draw her conclusions. Bruce Janz’s article completes this group by focusing catastrophe, community, and communication. His look at “place-making” and the role of the press in creating or dissipating community in times of catastrophe is an insightful exploration of the written word as tool in post-disaster scenarios. 

The next three articles mesh that global perspective with a more personalized vantage point to explore individual manifestations of catastrophe. Paul Williams’s article “Nuclear Families and Nuclear Catastrophe in Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima Mon Amour” takes a new look at this classic film, analyzing its exposure of both public and private catastrophes in shaping family and gender.  Amanda Wilkins’ “Personal History, Collective History: Mapping Shock and the Work of Analogy” searches for answers in literary history to find resources for grief and healing. Motivated by the fall of the World Trade Center, Wilkins’ delves into several historical texts to evaluate their creators’ processes for responding to life’s many and varied catastrophes. Our final article interprets global catastrophe as it shapes a specific individual in Kim Theriault’s “It’s What Isn’t There That Is: Catastrophe, Denial, and Non-Representation in Arshile Gorky’s Art.” Theriault analyzes this artist’s work as a reflection of his personal struggle with tragedy and trauma in the world of post-holocaust chaos, tracing the connections that inform his existence and his artistic expression of it.
In spite of the often difficult topics addressed in this issue, we hope that our readers will find these articles and images insightful and thought provoking, capable of stimulate new ways of looking at our world through its discerning representation by these fine artists and authors. Bonne lecture!

Saisir le désordre : Expressions littéraires de la catastrophe ;

modalités et enjeux de sa verbalisation.

AMINA TAHRI ESCALERA

Des principes qui prévalent à sa mise en mots, à sa constitution en élément poétique, la représentation littéraire de la catastrophe engage une réflexion sur ses mécanismes et enjeux :

· S’agit-il de rétablir un ordre bouleversé en suppléant à une confusion bien réelle l’ordre maîtrisé du récit ? 

· Du plaisir paradoxal né de la représentation du tragique, à son enjeu didactique, peut-on parler de catastrophe utile, voire nécessaire ? 

· L’écrit peut-il rendre l’horreur supportable en la sublimant ou encore par le rire ? 

· Où se situe, aux yeux des écrivains,  la responsabilité de la catastrophe ? 

 C’est donc dans une double perspective que se dirige cette étude: En tant que motif exploité au profit de l’histoire,  la mise en scène du désordre est asservie à la production littéraire. En tant que défi posé au langage, elle en oblige les artisans à repenser et renouveler sans cesse leur instrument.
Introduction

Lorsqu’il s’agit d’en définir la nature, la notion de catastrophe introduit celle d’événement. La catastrophe est un événement remarquable et très fortement caractérisé par le négatif. Sa représentation en est donc sa reproduction imagée : c’est la concrétisation, sous quelque forme que ce soit, d’une abstraction. 

Dans la mesure où il saisit physiquement l’impalpable, le discours, sous sa forme écrite, a pour vocation de fixer un non-dit. En lui donnant forme, il le donne ainsi à voir, comme le fait la peinture –les représentations de batailles napoléoniennes de Delacroix par exemple- ou les autres formes d’art. Il s’agit d’une mise en mots de l’événement dans le premier cas, d’une mise en image dans le second.

C’est du discours littéraire, plus précisément, qu’il sera question dans cette étude, des moyens qu’il met en œuvre pour réaliser la reproduction d’une catastrophe, des ressources qu’il dévoile mais aussi des limites qu’il admet. De même, on se limitera ici à la dimension humaine de la catastrophe, c'est-à-dire aux désordres dont les conséquences affectent l’homme de façon directe, qu’il soit ou non à leur origine. Les catastrophes dites « naturelles » seront dès lors exclues de cette réflexion, à moins qu’elles ne soient la représentation symbolique d’un autre mal.

La représentation du désastre à travers le texte littéraire peut se définir par les différents enjeux –dramatique, esthétique et philosophique- qu’introduit la transformation de l’événement en discours.

Comme partie dramatique, la catastrophe fait avancer le récit et tente d’en ordonner les éléments. Comme motif littéraire, elle met le langage à l’épreuve, en tant qu’événement remarquable enfin, le discours qui la rapporte envisage souvent les questions d’ordres morales qui y sont engagées.

ENJEUX DRAMATIQUES
Un moteur narratif 

Formé à partir du mot grec « katastrophê », qui signifie « renversement », (le terme est dérivé du verbe « strepho » soit « tourner ») puis passé au français par l’intermédiaire du latin, le mot catastrophe est donc d’abord synonyme de bouleversement. Aristote, dans Poétique, l’associe au dénouement de l’intrigue, au terme de la série de péripéties que la pièce s’est employée à exposer. 

La catastrophe est la partie de la pièce qui clôt l’histoire, quand la reconnaissance s’opère et lève le voile sur toutes les questions qui persistaient. 

Bien souvent à l’origine de la catastrophe dans la tragédie classique, la Destinée. Celle-ci peut être annoncée dès les premiers instants, comme dans l’Œdipe-Roi de Sophocle. Le dérèglement est, dès l’ouverture, au cœur de l’histoire. 

Les catastrophes, cette fois au sens communément entendu, constituent la pièce entière, et affectent l’univers, la Cité, la cellule familiale et le héros. Ainsi, la peste menace de précipiter le monde dans un désordre absolu et jette Œdipe sur le chemin de sa destinée. Le meurtre du père, est,  comble de l’ironie tragique, à l’origine de l’enquête qui guide Œdipe sur les routes et dans le lit de sa mère, réalisation de la seconde part de la prophétie.

Cette pièce fournit un exemple signifiant de la catastrophe comme dynamique dramatique. Malgré ses efforts désespérés et ses intentions pures, Œdipe sera la victime de l’accomplissement du destin prédit par  l’Oracle. La reconnaissance ici ne fait que révéler le désordre déjà existant, en mettant fin à l’ignorance bienheureuse du héros. 

Si elle y trouve un terrain d’épanouissement rêvé, la catastrophe ne se limite pas à la tragédie. Elle constitue également le moteur narratif du roman. Cependant, il semble que la catastrophe, quand elle se déroule dans un autre genre littéraire, tend à renouer avec ses sources. Ainsi, La Peste de Camus, publiée pour la première fois en 1947, est construite comme une tragédie en cinq actes, en l’occurrence « parties ».

La catastrophe est, là encore, thème central du roman. Dans la ville d’Oran (Algérie, alors française), un jour d'avril 194. , le docteur Rieux découvre le cadavre d'un rat sur son palier. Très vite, les habitants  succombent l’un après l’autre à un mal violent et mystérieux. Les soupçons du médecin sont vite confirmés: il s'agit de la peste. Après bien des réticences et des tracasseries administratives, les autorités prennent conscience de l'épidémie et se décident à "fermer" la ville, qui s'installe peu à peu dans l'isolement. L'enfermement et la peur vont rapidement modifier les comportements collectifs et individuels ; la catastrophe originale donne ainsi naissance à une série de désordres. 

La catastrophe peut tout aussi bien constituer une fin qu’un commencement de l’histoire. Elle peut signifier une clôture de l’action, soit le moment où le déséquilibre initial est rattrapé par la destruction générale ou, plus rarement, par un nouvel équilibre. Ainsi, le départ d’Œdipe suit de peu la scène de reconnaissance et, lui parti, c’est le désordre et la confusion qui quittent la Cité, et l’espoir de la naissance d’un ordre nouveau.

Ordre et désordre

La mise en discours du désastre est une tentative de mise en ordre de ce qui, par définition, est désordre. Désordre dû à un fonctionnement déréglé du monde –les catastrophes naturelles ou les épidémies- ou aux pulsions humaines. En le soumettant à l’ordre du récit,  le discours littéraire tente de saisir une logique sous-jacente à l’illogique, il essaie de prouver que l’imprévisible était, en quelque manière, annoncé. La mise en discours est un travail de reconstitution des débris de l’événement –réel ou fictionnel.

L'histoire que conte La Peste, qui se veut réaliste, aussi bien dans son décor, ses péripéties, la description clinique de la maladie et la variété des personnages, raconte comment la calamité se déclare non dans une cité imaginaire, mais à Oran, comment la ville sera coupée du monde et livrée à son malheur, et comment quelques hommes sauront, par leur révolte, opposer au mal la seule attitude possible. Mais la peste dont il s’agit est toute symbolique, elle réfère à un désastre qui ne doit rien à la nature, mais bien à l’homme. Camus écrit dans ses Carnets, en 1942 : «Je veux exprimer au moyen de la peste l'étouffement dont nous avons souffert et l'atmosphère de menace et d'exil dans laquelle nous avons vécu. Je veux du même coup étendre cette interprétation à la notion d'existence en général» (72)

La peste, c'est-à-dire la terreur de la souffrance et de la mort, l'enfermement, l'exil, même s'il s'agit de "l'exil chez soi", la séparation, tel est le lot des hommes. 

 L’acte d’écriture s’efforce de  mettre en lumière, à travers sa représentation symbolique, l’épreuve de l’exil. L’assimilation à la maladie, la peste représentant le Mal,  ainsi que la construction du roman (similaire à celle de la tragédie classique) disent la gravité d’un vécu douloureux.

Mais sa verbalisation peut-elle, pour autant, expliquer et dénouer l’hybris ? Peut-on trouver la formule du désordre ?

Le discours peut d’ores et déjà dire le désordre, il s’en fait le récipient et en assure  la conservation. Les textes rapportant l’holocauste – qu’ils soient sous formes de journal, essai ou roman – sont là pour dire l’horreur, dans une finalité testimoniale plus qu’explicative.

Le discours littéraire permet d’« ouvrir » la catastrophe, en ce que ses péripéties et les motifs qu’elle met en place sont l’un après l’autre défilés, disséqués. Les mots permettent de poser l’équation, de reformuler à l’infini et sous toutes les variations la même interrogation : comment cela a-t-il pu arriver ?

Il existe une spécificité de la représentation par le discours, en ce que le texte écrit fournit une fonction d’archivage –c’est particulièrement le cas des travaux d’historiens, des mémoires ou des témoignages écrits-  et met en place un principe d’abondance. A l’inverse du tableau dont les dimensions doivent obéir à des mesures définies, l’espace de l’écrit est illimité et extensible à l’infini. 

ENJEUX ESTHETIQUES

Quand l’ampleur de la catastrophe défie sa représentation

La littérature moderne, réinventant la notion de plaisir paradoxal que l’âge classique  relie à la représentation du réel, est tentée d’inverser les valeurs du beau : transfigurer la laideur par la magie des mots, et ouvrir à une expérience du sublime par la représentation de ce qui est ou peut être considéré comme immonde. C’est l’ambition ouverte des Fleurs du Mal dont le titre établit d’ores et déjà la dialectique entre horreur et beauté, pure et impure.

Cependant, l’horreur est difficilement « poétisable » et elle a imposé, dans la seconde partie du vingtième siècle, une remise en question du discours poétique. Celui-ci  est alors perçu, par certains poètes, inutile et déplacé alors que le monde découvre les camps de concentration. 

Mais le propre de la catastrophe, du révoltant est aussi d’être impossible à passer sous silence, tant l’indignation et la douleur sont grandes. Il faut exprimer l’événement effroyable pour continuer à vivre.

« On peut nommer cela horreur, ordure » (Jacottet, Leçons 7). Et il faut quand même « nommer l’ordure », même si l’idée même de poésie parait dans ces moments-là, d’une vanité proche de l’indécence. 

Les Leçons de Philippe Jacottet nous apprennent en effet que quand « Le liens de mots commence à se défaire », « parler alors semble mensonge ou pire : lâche/ Insulte à la douleur. » (33)  

C’est moins une contestation du langage poétique qu’une ambition de le renouveler. On rejette, comme Eugène Guillevic dans Inclus, l’usage de la métaphore, en posant les principes d’une écriture économe et débarrassée de toutes fioritures. Poème et poète  acceptent le sacrifice rituel au nom de la lisibilité :

Ce qui fut sacrifié/ Ne saigne pas, moignon/ A la sortie.

Et maintenant, / Il est lisible, détaché/ De cet homme qui célébra/ Sur lui-même/ le sacrifice. (102)

Ou encore on fait subir au langage le même bouleversement qui affecte le monde, ainsi que le formule Tristan Tzara dans son manifeste Dada du 23 Juillet 1918: 

« Que chaque homme crie : il y a un grand travail destructif, négatif à accomplir. Balayer, nettoyer. La propreté de l’individu s’affirme après l’état de folie, de folie agressive, complète, d’un monde laissé entre les mains des bandits qui déchirent et détruisent les siècles … » (30)

La poésie moderne questionne ainsi, à l’intérieur d’elle-même, l’efficacité de son seul outil – le mot – et sa propre pertinence. L’horreur introduit une nouvelle équation, par la remise en cause du mot inapte à exprimer le mal, « comme si la parole rejetait la mort, / ou plutôt, que la mort fit pourrir/ même les mots » (Jacottet 33). La béance du texte installe un nouveau défi : repousser les limites du langage, ajuster les mots à l’indicible. 

La représentation détournée : l’absurde et le burlesque

Le genre de la farce, et les disproportions qu’il introduit dans la représentation, est un moyen d’expression détournée de la catastrophe. Alfred Jarry a situé son Père Ubu, lors de la première représentation d’Ubu Roi, « en Pologne, c'est-à-dire nulle part » (Jarry, « Discours » 399), un nulle part qui renvoie au partout, car partout l’on peut assister à la même surenchère de bêtise et de brutalité, mises en œuvre pour assouvir le désir de pouvoir. 

Le rire soulage, pouvoir s’en moquer est bien la preuve que l’on peut survivre à l’idée de l’horreur. Il faut rendre la catastrophe risible pour pouvoir en affronter le souvenir. Mais le comique n’est pas sans autres finalités que le rire, il permet de faire passer une dénonciation, notamment lorsque l’événement est dénoncé dans l’immédiat.  Cet éloignement dans l’écriture à double signification a ainsi permis au fabuliste Jean de La Fontaine de formuler, à travers l’univers à priori innocent de la fable animale, la critique de la Cour dont il faisait, pour comble d’ironie, partie.

On peut même rire d’une « boucherie héroïque ». Cette formule conclut le premier paragraphe du troisième chapitre de Candide, et si l’idée à laquelle elle réfère n’est pas bien gaie, l’oxymore qui soutient la formule ainsi que la polyphonie ironique  [ri] convoquent un effet de surprise qui invite à entendre le vrai sens que donne Voltaire à l’héroïsme guerrier. Le choc des deux termes neutralise la notion même que l’on donne trop volontiers à l’héroïsme en laissant voir à travers le mot « boucherie » « les cervelles (…) répandues sur la terre à coté de bras et de jambes coupés », « les filles éventrées après avoir assouvi les besoins naturels de quelques héros » (27-8). Le récit de la bataille est donné sur un ton faussement détaché, le héros ne distingue même pas entre les deux camps, il en comptabilise les victimes! Mais la description est ironique, et derrière les apparences glorieuses se laisse entrevoir la réalité brutale de la guerre. L’axiome de Pangloss « tout est pour le mieux dans le meilleur des mondes », cette incessante dénégation de tout ce qui viendrait à brouiller l’image lisse d’un monde parfait, est violemment contredite. Voltaire invite à voir ce que l’aveuglement de Candide l’empêche de réaliser, et la distanciation de la naïveté, finalement, ne fait que rendre les choses plus violentes.  La représentation burlesque du mal ne parvient, en aucun cas, à désamorcer le caractère horrible de l’objet représenté. 

Et ce n’est pas là, à en lire l’affirmation de Ionesco dans Notes et Contre notes, sa finalité. Il y écrit : « Le comique étant l'intuition de l'absurde, il me semble plus désespérant que le tragique. Le comique n'offre pas d'issue » (112). Le comique est désespérant car il tente de saisir l’innommable, et la dérision grandit à mesure de l’horreur.  

Le caractère du Père Ubu, dans Ubu Roi, est très proche de celui du Dictateur, le personnage crée par Charlie Chaplin. Ils offrent tous deux la même représentation burlesque du tyran dont les actions révèlent la folle absurdité. A la propagande haineuse, le discours artistique répond par la satire. La satire du pouvoir abusif est le premier acte de la résistance que l’on y oppose.

ENJEUX PHILOSOPHIQUE ET MORAL
Une fonction didactique

L’écriture qui dénonce a pour vocation de réveiller les esprits. La représentation de la catastrophe devient, en ce sens, un acte engagé car le lecteur doit en tirer une leçon et peut être invité à apporter un changement significatif au cours de son existence.

La « catharsis », concept forgé par Aristote, explicite le mécanisme du plaisir paradoxal ressenti au spectacle d’une tragédie. C’est la purgation des passions, par les sentiments de pitié et de crainte. La purgation s’opère par l’identification au héros tragique, et donne une leçon à méditer tout en dispensant le spectateur d’éprouver cette expérience dans la vie. Le sort d’Œdipe nous apprend que l’homme doit craindre d’éveiller sur lui la fureur du Ciel, et la littérature offre de nombreux exemple du châtiment ultime que risque celui qui le provoque: la torture éternelle, l’enfer, ou la mort. 

Faust et Don Juan sont, dans une certaine mesure, les descendants de Prométhée, en ce qu’ils s’opposent comme lui à la Divinité. Le premier convoite la Connaissance ultime, le second offense Dieu quand il pénètre les portes d’un couvent pour séduire Dona Elvire. Faust est mis à l’épreuve par Dieu qui lui désigne un compagnon, Méphistophélès, avec lequel il ira découvrir le Grand et le Petit mondes. Contrairement à ce que ses premières affirmations laissaient prévoir,  Faust succombe rapidement aux tentations des jouissances matérielles.  L’enfer qui lui est réservé est celui du remord, quand Marguerite, la jeune fille qu’il a séduite, met au monde un enfant et le tue ensuite. Elle sera sauvée par son repentir, et le drame s’achèvera sur la grâce de Faust, qu’obtient pour lui la jeune fille.  Le péché était ici nécessaire car sans lui, il n’y aurait pas de  repentir puis de  rédemption. 

Le plus célèbre des enfers a été déployé par Dante, dans La Divine Comédie. Il s’y fait accompagner par le poète Virgile, et s’inspire de la terminologie chrétienne des sept péchés capitaux pour faire le portrait de ce lieu. Il situe chaque péché dans un cercle, et les pires pécheurs sont regroupés au centre de la terre, le lieu le plus éloigné de Dieu. La Divine Comédie est d’abord le récit de la conversion de Dante lui-même, et il entend montrer aux hommes, à travers une rhétorique délibérative, ce qui attend ceux qui s’éloignent de la voie de Dieu. 

La Peste de Camus se termine sur les portes de la ville qui  s'ouvrent enfin. Les habitants savourent leur liberté mais ils n'oublient pas cette épreuve « qui les a confrontés à l'absurdité de leur existence et à la précarité de la condition humaine » (117). Le père Paneloux fait du fléau l'instrument du châtiment divin et appelle ses fidèles à méditer sur cette punition adressée à des hommes privés de tout esprit de charité.  Ils peuvent s'y abandonner, s'avouer vaincus, y voir la main d'un dieu châtiant on ne sait quel péché, ou bien retrouver leur dignité et leur liberté par la révolte, et la solidarité.
Voltaire a dédié son existence à son combat contre «l’infâme », notamment dans le Dictionnaire Philosophique. Pour lui, c’est bien la religion qui est au cœur de toutes les catastrophes, ou plus exactement les superstitions entretenues par les chefs religieux. Le Dictionnaire Philosophique a pour principe essentiel  d’ouvrir les yeux du peuple, en retraçant toutes les horreurs que l’homme réalise au nom de la religion. Anticlérical, Voltaire dénonce avec force les dogmes des religions pour sortir les hommes de la léthargie ou ils se complaisent. La succession d’horreur dont Candide, le héros de la pièce éponyme, est le témoin, finit par entamer son légendaire optimisme. L’écriture humoristique n’empêche pas un choc brutal et le retour à la réalité du mal. Chaque horreur à laquelle Candide est confronté est l’occasion, pour Voltaire, d’une dénonciation. Ainsi, la rencontre avec le nègre de Surinam au sortir de l’Eldorado (dans le Chapitre 19 de Candide) est une dénonciation de l’esclavage, les récits où les scènes de massacres dénoncent la sauvagerie de la guerre. Quand Grotius et Pufendorf, dans le troisième chapitre de Candide,  justifient le massacre de l’ennemi, l’usage de l’ironie (en tant que figure du renversement), invite à interpréter leur discours à l’opposé de ce qui est textuellement formulé. Il faut parfois recourir à une représentation inversée pour aboutir à une juste imitation.
Dans une même lutte contre le fanatisme, Ionesco, dans Rhinocéros, a recours à l’absurde pour dénoncer le nazisme. La pièce montre les habitants d’une ville se transforment en rhinocéros, sombrant dans la facilité de la multitude, dans la sauvagerie fanatique et animale. Si l’animalisation des hommes est peu crédible, il est cependant clair que Ionesco décrit la propagande nazie qui gagne les esprits et transforme les hommes en bêtes.

Catastrophe et responsabilité 

 « Le tragique commence lorsque les deux plans humain et divin sont assez distincts pour s’opposer, mais encore trop proches pour paraître séparés. Les actes humains viennent s’articuler avec les puissances divines, où ils prennent leur sens véritable, ignoré de l’agent, en s’intégrant dans un ordre qui dépasse l’homme et lui échappe » (Vernant et Vidal-Naquet 39)
Entre la volonté divine, aussi inique soit-elle dans la tragédie antique, et la volonté humaine, la responsabilité de la catastrophe peut paraître aléatoirement attribuée. En fonction du degré de croyance et de religiosité de l’auteur, en fonction de l’époque et des événements, cette responsabilité balance de l’un à l’autre.

Dans Œdipe-Roi, Le parricide et l'inceste vont se définir en fonction de leurs conséquences. La monstruosité d'Œdipe est contagieuse et héréditaire ; elle s'étend  à  tout ce qu’il touche,  tout ce qu'il engendre. Le processus de la génération perpétue le mélange abominable de sangs. L'enfantement incestueux se ramène a un dédoublement sinistre, à un mélange impur de choses innommables, faisant « paraître sous le ciel un être qui est le père de ses frères… une femme qui est l’épouse de celui dont elle est mère » (Stasimon III, Vers 1186 – 1222). Ainsi, même si Œdipe n’est pas, «techniquement » responsable des crimes qu’il a commis, (les événements étaient inscrits dans le Ciel, et toutes les actions conscientes du héros visent à essayer d’empêcher la réalisation de la Fatalité) il en est néanmoins coupable, et doit porter le poids de cette responsabilité par l’exil et le châtiment qu’il s’applique lui-même.

Il existe un écho certain entre les catastrophes provoquées par des héros mythiques ou par les personnages qu’a généré une littérature plus proche de nous. Le sort de Prométhée, tel qu’il est exposé par Hésiode, dans la  Théogonie, et Eschyle, dans  Prométhée enchaîné  a fait de lui le symbole de la révolte de l’humanité qui aspire à l’émancipation. 

Zeus désirait supprimer la race humaine pour la punir de sa méchanceté et créer une race nouvelle et meilleure. Il tentera de faire mourir les hommes de faim puis les privera du  feu. Prométhée se révolte : il vole le feu et le rend aux hommes. Mais on ne plaisante pas avec les Dieux de l’Olympe : Zeus, par vengeance, fabrique la première femme, Pandore, et désormais l’homme devra s’unir à elle pour se reproduire. La race humaine est désormais privée de l‘immortalité divine.  

Prométhée est devenu, à l’époque des Lumières, le personnage emblématique du progrès et de l’humanisme. Il représente l’espérance en une amélioration de la condition humaine grâce à la connaissance, et le combat contre les forces qui écrasent l’homme. Cependant, il est aussi celui qui prive cette même humanité de sa part divine. Voulant épargner une catastrophe à ses semblables, il en provoque une autre. Il est le héros, au sens épique du terme, et dans une acception plus moderne, puisqu’il se révolte contre le tyran au nom de tous les hommes. Mais le combat pour la justice et la liberté se paie au prix fort, et le châtiment de Prométhée, enchaîné sur le mont du Caucase et condamné à avoir le foie dévoré perpétuellement par les aigles, est la pour le rappeler. Tout combat, même pour les plus nobles causes, peut s’achever par la constitution du justicier en victime sacrificielle. 

Prométhée est la figure du résistant au pouvoir totalitaire. Entre le tyran divin et le dictateur bien humain, peu de différences. Leurs actions à tous deux visent à aliéner l’homme ou la société, à le déposséder de ses biens, de sa liberté, ou de sa vie. Ainsi, le monstre politique comme Néron dans le  Britannicus (1669) de Racine représente le triomphe de la ruse et de la barbarie. Tandis que  la tragédie antique limite la responsabilité de l’homme soumis à la fatalité, la tragédie politique justifie parfois la barbarie d’un tyran pour des raisons politiques (l’ordre politique et social dans la Cité). Racine, par exemple,  s’applique à montrer l’évolution de Néron et comment celui-ci est amené à prendre de cruelles mesures, jusqu’au meurtre. 

La responsabilité humaine prend toute sa mesure dans la littérature moderne. Plus de Dieux lointains ou de Destinée à mettre en cause, mais un éclatement réfléchi des valeurs humaines.  Déjà, dans la littérature antique, l’homme s’émancipe de la tutelle divine et devient responsable de ses propres actions. Pandore, la femme créée par Zeus, fut mariée à Epimethée, frère de Prométhée. Elle ne su résister à la curiosité d'ouvrir le récipient offert par Zeus, et libéra ainsi les fléaux et tous les malheurs qui pouvaient ravager l'humanité, tels que la Vieillesse, la Fatigue, la Maladie, la Folie, le Vice et la Passion. Tous les maux sortirent alors de la jarre sous la forme d'un nuage et attaquèrent la race des mortels.  Pandore referma le couvercle trop tardivement, et seule l'Espérance resta enfermée dans la cassette. 

C’est, en littérature, l’homme qui  lui-même provoque les maux qui l’accablent ; la mauvaise gestion de ses passions le précipite dans des désastres dont il est, bien souvent, le vrai responsable.

Conclusion

La catastrophe trouve son statut dans le discours qui la nomme comme telle, mais elle n’y trouve pas de  définition pleinement satisfaisante. Pas plus qu’une autre forme d’art, elle ne peut saisir pleinement l’étendue du mal, et le discours doit s’assouplir et se réinventer pour exprimer ce qu’il est parvenu à en capturer.  

A une image infantilisante de l’homme, éternelle victime impuissante et soumise aux caprices de forces supérieures, des écrivains comme Voltaire ont substitué  un homme actif, tenu pour responsable de ses actions et libéré du poids de la peur irraisonné. L’homme a, en fin de compte, certainement plus à craindre de lui-même que de la fureur des Cieux.  

La littérature offre une  variation sur le thème de l’enfer qui est conclut par la simple formulation de Sartre  dans les dernières lignes de Huis Clos: « l’enfer, c’est les autres » (92). L’enfer est sur terre, en chacun de nous, et l’admettre a contribué à remettre en question  la toute-puissance divine. 

L’affranchissement de l’homme et la  reconnaissance de son libre arbitre mettent en lumière sa pleine responsabilité dans la plupart des misères qui affectent l’humanité. 

Bibliographie 

Alighieri,  Dante.  La Divine Comédie. Ed. Philippe Le Blay. Trans. A. Brizeux. Paris: Larousse, 2001. 

Aristote.  Poétique. Ed. and Trans. M. Magnien. Paris: LGF, 1990.

Baudelaire, Charles. Les Fleurs du Mal. Paris: Gallimard, 1995.

Camus, Albert. Carnets. T. II: Janvier 1942 - Mars 1951. Paris: Gallimard 1997. 

 ---. La Peste. Paris: Nathan, 1991.       
 Le Dictateur [The Great Dictator]. Dir. Charles Chaplin. Perf. Chaplin. 1940. DVD. Fravidis, 2001.
Eschyle. «Prométhée enchaîné.» Théâtre Complet. Trans. Robert Pignarre. Paris: Flammarion, 1993. 

Goethe, Wolfgang. Faust. Eds. Évelyne Frantz et Jean-Pierre Frantz. Trans. Gérard de Nerval. Paris: Larousse, 2004.

 Guillevic, Eugène. Inclus. Paris: Gallimard, 1973.
 Hésiode, La Théogonie, Paris: LGF, 1999. 

Ionesco, Eugène, Rhinocéros. Paris: Gallimard, 1991.
---. Notes et contre notes. Paris: Gallimard, 1991.

Jacottet, Philippe. À la Lumière d’hiver. Paris: Gallimard, 1994.  

Jarry, Alfred. «Discours d’Alfred Jarry prononcé à la première représentation d’Ubu Roi.» «Questions de théâtre.» Œuvres complètes, T. 1. Paris: Gallimard, 1972.

---. Ubu Roi. Paris: Gallimard, 1993.

Molière, Jean Baptiste Poquelin. Dom Juan ou le Festin de Pierre. Paris: Librio, 2003.

Racine, Jean. Britannicus.  Ed. Jacques Forestier. Paris: Gallimard, 1995.

Sartre, Jean-Paul. Huis clos. Paris: Gallimard, 1991.
Sophocle, Œdipe-Roi. Paris: Librio, 2004.
Tzara, Tristan. Lampisteries, Sept manifestes dada.1963. Paris: Pauvert, 2001. 

Vernant, J-P. et Vidal-Naquet P. Mythe et Tragédie en Grèce antique. Paris: La Découverte, 1986.
Voltaire. Candide ou l’optimisme. Paris: Gallimard, 2003.

---. Le Dictionnaire philosophique. Paris: Gallimard, 1994.
The Morning After A Night to Remember:

The Lesson of the Titanic 

BREE HOSKIN

This article sets out to explore how and why the Titanic has been represented as a cultural watershed – an event that caused society to wake up to the dangers of its modern environment. It plays into the notion of catastrophe and representation by exploring how the endurance of the unsinkable myth in dramatic representations has affected the Titanic’s status as not only a warning, but also a lesson, for the twentieth and early twenty-first century. A comparison between representations produced during the 1950s and in the wake of 11 September 2001 reveals similarities between the lessons garnered, thus giving the Titanic’s meanings an historically transcendental significance. Both use the Titanic to stress the dangers of complacency and hubris, the need for vigilance in security measures and, most importantly, the importance of nurturing personal relationships.


Titanic survivor John ‘Jack’ B. Thayer’s 1940 account of the disaster, The Sinking of the Titanic, treated the sinking as the end of a peaceful and dreamlike epoch of modern complacency and the beginning of an uneasy and alert global consciousness:

There was peace, and the world had an even tenor of its ways. True enough, from time to time there were events – catastrophes – like the Johnstown flood, the San Francisco earthquake, or floods of China – which stirred the sleeping world, but not enough to wake it from its slumber. It seems to me that the disaster that was about to occur was the event, which not only made the world rub its eyes and awake, but woke it with a start, keeping it moving at a rapidly accelerating pace ever since, with less peace, satisfaction and happiness…to my mind, the world of today awoke April 15, 1912.

That Thayer took the Titanic to signify the end of a world found resonance even at the end of the twentieth century, when in 1998 Peggy Noonan used the Titanic as a metaphor for articulating an anxiety and unease that she sensed was bubbling under the deceptively calm and innocuous veneer of wealth, abundance and technology over New York – a city she called the “psychological centre” of American modernity:

Something’s up. And deep down, where the body meets the soul, we are fearful. We fear, down so deep it hasn’t risen to the point of articulation, that with all our comforts and amusements…we wonder if what we really have is…a first class stateroom on the Titanic. Everything’s wonderful, but a world is ending and we sense it. (There Is No Time)

Noonan’s use of the Titanic as a metaphorical warning against placing social confidence in the safekeeping of American progressive modernity, which, by the late twentieth century, had shifted from the power of the machine to the power of commerce, again found articulation three years later in Noonan’s attempt to understand the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on New York’s World Trade Centre – an architectural structure that symbolized this power of American commerce:

If it has to be compared, yesterday to most of us in New York, it was Titanic. It was the end of the assumptions that ease and plenty will continue forever, that we rich folk will be kept safe by our wealth and luck; it was the end of a culture of indifference to our nation’s safety. Those Twin Towers, those hard and steely symbols of the towering city, were the ship that God himself couldn’t sink. (September 11 73)

While Noonan’s 2001 version of the unsinkable ship was New York’s World Trade Centre, the 1950s version could be seen to be the atomic bomb. The atom bomb was certainly something in which American faith had been placed. While American President Harry S. Truman had declared it “the greatest thing in history” (LaFeber 26), it was during the 1950s that, according to Steven Biel, “the atomic establishment was telling the public about the sunny side of the atom” (167). However, the perpetuation of what Richard Howells calls the ‘unsinkable myth’ of the Titanic in such texts as American author Walter Lord’s 1955 bestseller A Night to Remember, Roy Baker’s 1958 British film adaptation of Lord’s book and a 1959 episode of John Newland’s American television series One Step Beyond implicitly indicate reservations about placing absolute confidence in technological advancement, using the Titanic both as a warning against modern complacency and as a lesson for the atomic age. The purpose of this article is to explore how the endurance of the unsinkable myth in the collective public consciousness and dramatic representations has affected the Titanic’s status as not only an iconic warning, but also a lesson, for the twentieth and early twenty-first century; how the Titanic is continually given a culturally relevant meaning at times when the otherwise technologically and economically abundant modern world is compromised by crisis. Indeed, the fact that the Titanic’s collision with the iceberg was a random accident often plays little part in how the sinking is interpreted in social commentaries and dramatic representations. As such, visual and literary texts that represent the Titanic as the unsinkable ship that sank frequently use this irony as a metaphor the dangers of technological progress, corporate greed and modern ignorance. Moreover, the fact that the Titanic has frequently been represented as a cultural watershed has given its meanings a historically transcendental significance. A comparison between representations produced during the 1950s and in the wake of 11 September reveals similarities between the lessons garnered. Both use the Titanic to stress the ever-present threat of catastrophe and the dangers of complacency and hubris, the need for vigilance in security measures, and most importantly, the importance of nurturing personal relationships.


Noonan’s 2001 article notes that the majority of stories that were exchanged between individuals on the day of the terrorist attacks told of how everyone seemed to be doing something ‘innocent’ when the attacks began. They were preparing breakfast, getting their children ready for school, or buying a coffee before work. Such stories about unassuming morning rituals can be seen as supporting the modernist lesson that Noonan garners from the attacks, of an America that she hopes will wake up from its everyday indifference towards its own modern conditions to its grim realities. The sharing of these stories is what Noonan quotes Tom Wolfe as calling “information compulsion: everyone talking about where they’d been, what they’d seen” (September 11 72). Information compulsion in Noonan’s text acts as a collective and unifying process by which narratives, emotions and therefore meanings – following Stuart Hall’s definition of the system of representation – are exchanged between members of a culture (25). Lord’s 1955 account of the last few hours of the Titanic, A Night to Remember – which took advantage of the willingness of survivors to recount their personal experiences – similarly describes how many passengers were doing something innocent in the moments before the ship hit the iceberg. Chief night baker Walter Belford was making rolls for the following day; Jack Thayer had just called good night to his parents; Mr. and Mrs. Henry B. Harris sat in their cabin playing double canfield; Lawrence Beesley lay in his second class cabin reading. Many other passengers were sleeping, some woken by the collision. Marguerite Frolicher woke up with a “start,” Lady Duff Gordon with a “jolt” (15). After the collision, “Mrs. Ryerson pondered what to do. Mr. Ryerson was having his first good sleep since the start of the trip, and she hated to wake him…she decided to let him sleep” (21). All had faith in the ship on which they sailed. After all, as Lord’s narrative stressed, “the ship was unsinkable, everybody said so” (22). Lord even titled an entire chapter, “God Himself Could Not Sink This Ship” (138). However, after the collision, these people who were engaging in their mundane night-time rituals would soon find that their confidence in the safety of the unsinkable ship was shattered. As in Noonan’s article, Lord found in the process of information compulsion a wider historical significance, that “the Titanic more than any single event marks the end of the old days, and the beginning of a new, uneasy era’ in which ‘nobody believed in the unsinkable ship” (96). This view is condensed in the narrative to something as simple as the “dancing motion of the mattress” that “pleasantly lulled” Beesley suddenly coming to a stop (22). 
Here, the symbolism of the night seems especially significant, as Lord uses the night as a picturesque backdrop for the narrative, opening with a description of the lookout’s view of the starlit April sky:

High in the crow’s nest of the new White Star Liner Titanic, lookout Frederick Fleet peered into the dazzling night. It was calm, clear and bitterly cold. There was no moon, but the cloudless sky blazed with stars. The Atlantic was like polished glass; people later said that they had never seen it so smooth. (13)

The opening of Lord’s text appears to provide the visual context for this dream like sense of peace and security, of a ship full of people under the illusion that they were safe on the “unsinkable ship.” In turn, Lord’s book can be seen as echoing a literary tradition that used the trope of night time symbolically. For example, William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream plays on the imagery of the night in order to highlight the idea of illusion and imagination.
 Hippolyta sees in the “story of the night” that, for the Athenian lovers, “all their minds transfigured so together,/More witnesseth than fancy’s images,/And grows to something of great constancy;/But howsoever, strange and admirable” (5.1.24-29). However, just as A Midsummer Night’s Dream hints at the dark and deathly undertones of the dream like illusion when Hermia, upon waking in the woods, imagines a “crawling serpent” in her breast (2.2.152) and when Demetrius talks of killing Lysander (2.1.190), Lord’s A Night to Remember also achieves a dark and deathly undertone to the peaceful night time imagery through the dramatic irony that the unsinkable ship will sink. 

Interestingly, after the sinking, when the dream like night has lapsed into a nightmarish scenario, Jack Thayer likens the cries for help from the struggling swimmers to “the high-pitched hum of locusts on a midsummer night in the woods” (104). Furthermore, the resonance of the night exists alongside equally vivid and symbolically significant imagery of the sea and the iceberg. In the shift from a dream to a nightmare scenario, the sea, at first as smooth as glass, “surged in” and “sloshed along the corridors” until eventually the “glassy sea” was “littered with crates, deck chairs, planking, pilasters and cork-like rubbish” (51). The iceberg, at first small – “about the size of two tables put together” – drew nearer until it “towered wet and glistening far above the forecastle deck” (101). Nature thus forms an all-powerful setting in which the unsinkable ship is rendered powerless. Survivor Elizabeth Shutes, watching the shooting stars from her lifeboat, thought to herself “how insignificant the Titanic’s rockets must have looked, competing against nature” (107). 

In turn, such imagery finds parallels in a Romantic literary tradition, particularly in the work of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Mary Shelley. Coleridge merges the night, the sea, ice and death in his 1798 poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, in which the Mariner tells a guest at a wedding how his sinful act of killing an innocent albatross, which violated the sacred bonds of nature, brings vengeance upon the crew of his ship. This pattern of sin and punishment is thematically similar to the interpretation of the Titanic disaster as a divine and natural retribution for the hubristic act of building an unsinkable ship. As Lord’s text emphasizes, “scores of ministers preached that the Titanic was a heaven-sent lesson to awaken people from their complacency, to punish them for top-heavy faith in material progress” (101). The Mariner’s voyage begins “merrily” until a storm drives the ship to a land of ice that is “mast-high” and “as green as emerald”: “The ice was here, the ice was there,/The ice was all around:/It cracked and growled, and roared and howled,/Like noises in a swound!” (Coleridge 736). The albatross appears when night time comes: “In mist or cloud, on mast or shroud,/It perches for vespers nine;/Whiles all the night, through fog-smoke white,/Glimmered the white Moon-shine” (736). After the Mariner shoots the albatross, the dead bird is hung around his neck and the ship is adrift on a sea of “slimy things.” Dying of thirst, the men are visited by a spectre, the “Night-mare Life-in Death.” Left on a ship of dead men, the Mariner is released when, looking at the slimy “water-snakes,” he blesses them for their weird beauty. The albatross falls from his neck, but for his crime he is condemned to wander the earth “like night,” preaching worship for all living creatures. 

However, Mary Shelley’s character Robert Walton in Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus, written between 1816 and 1817, is confident as he sets out on the ice-floes on his chartered ship: “I am going to unexplored regions, to ‘the land of mist and snow’; but I shall kill no albatross, therefore do not be alarmed for my safety” (11). Indeed, Shelley’s casting of Romantic and Gothic views of ice and darkness into deathly nightmare images also contains symbolic and thematic links to Lord’s text. As Walton listens to the tale of Victor Frankenstein, the fugitive he has taken aboard, similarities become apparent between Frankenstein’s reckless act of creating life and Walton’s ambitions of discovery. As Francis Spufford notes, “both men are devotees of what has been called ‘Promethean science’ - the period’s heady sense that the powers of nature might be appropriated for humanity, as the titan Prometheus stole the fire of the gods” (59). It is important to note how Howells has drawn similarities between the myth of Prometheus and the popular understanding of the Titanic in terms of hubris and nemesis. The pack-ice in Frankenstein provides the setting for the battle between Frankenstein and his monster. Frankenstein’s punishment is death – his own as well as those of his relatives and best friend. His monster, like the Titanic, self-destructs in a dark and icy oceanic environment. As for Walton, a mutiny among his crew as they are “surrounded by mountains of ice, still in imminent danger,” drives him to abandon his reckless ambitions and turn his ship around (149).

Moreover, the shift from night to day is another important trope in A Night to Remember in that it acts as an analogy for a dawning modern awareness:

The sun was just edging over the horizon, and the ice sparkled in its first long rays. The bergs looked dazzling white, pink, mauve, deep blue, depending on how the rays hit them and how the shadows fell. The sea was now bright blue…Near the horizon a thin, pale crescent moon appeared. ‘A new moon!’ fireman Fred Barrett shouted. (131)

The “new moon” seems to symbolize Lord’s proclamation that “a new age was dawning,” when modern society would become more cautious and self-reflexive, when “never again would men fling a ship into an ice field heedless of warning, putting their whole trust in a few-thousand tons of steel and rivets” (96, 93). Indeed, in the philosophical context of John Locke’s 1709 ‘An Essay Concerning Human Understanding,’ daylight is used figuratively for clarity, consciousness and enlightenment: “God has set some things in broad Day-light; as he has given us some certain knowledge” (333). In the more psychologically aware morning of 15 April, Lord describes how “the sun caught the bright red-and-white stripes of the pole from the Titanic’s barber shop, as it bobbed in the empty sea” (148). Thus, just as the morning provided a context for Noonan’s claim that the World Trade Centre attacks signalled a societal wake up call, the daylight in Lord’s text symbolizes awareness, modern clarity and the lifting of illusions. Significantly, Lord’s narrative ends with the analogy between literal sleeping and waking and sudden modern awareness. The final character to be depicted is Thayer, who falls asleep as the rescue ship Carpathia heads for the “wildly excited” New York City. As Thayer sleeps on the morning of 15 April, the world – as Thayer had described in his 1940 text, The Sinking of the Titanic – “woke up.”


In 1956, British film producer for the Rank Organization William MacQuitty took an option for the film rights to Lord’s book. Directed by Roy Baker, A Night to Remember premiered at the Odeon, Leicester Square, on 3 July 1958. Baker’s film seems to suggest that a blissful ignorance of, and complacency towards, impending danger and a false confidence in the safety of the unsinkable ship were largely responsible for causing the disaster, and the film uses the backdrop of the peaceful Atlantic night in order to illustrate this point. That is, Baker’s film pays particular attention to ignored ice warnings and the oblivious wireless operator Evans sleeping on a nearby ship called the Californian. As Jeffrey Richards observes, “this was a film in which close-ups were sparingly used…as if to emphasize the collective rather than the individual nature of the experience” (60-61). Poignantly, then, the film employs the close-up three times to reveal an ice warning that has been ignored by wireless operator Jack Phillips (Kenneth Griffith) and the earphones of the wireless operator of the Californian through which the S.O.S. messages from the Titanic come through unheard. The camera directly zooms in on the earphones after the power has been shut off and they are silenced. Ignorance of the impending danger is also emphasized through a close-up of J. Bruce Ismay (Frank Lawton) sleeping soundly in his first class suite, Mrs. Lucas (Honor Blackman) putting her children to bed and Second Officer Charles Herbert Lightoller (Kenneth More) retiring for the night. There is also a close-up of a rocking horse, a symbol of innocence that is about to be lost. The explicit societal belief in the “unsinkable ship” is also emphasized. The 1958 British theatrical trailer for A Night to Remember described the film as the depiction of an event in which “2,208 happy, confident people sped across a flat, calm sea on a ship everyone knew was unsinkable. Absolutely unsinkable. The ship was called the Titanic.” The film itself contains no less than three references to the supposed unsinkability of the Titanic. The first comes just after the opening credits. Lightoller and his wife Sylvia (Jane Downs) sit in a train carriage joking about an advertisement for Vinolia Otto Toilet Soap for the use of first class passengers on the Titanic. Another passenger is offended, objecting, “let those who wish to belittle their country’s achievements do so in private. Every Britisher is proud of the unsinkable Titanic.” When Sylvia reveals that her husband is in fact going to join the Titanic as her Second Officer, the passenger apologises and declares the ship “the symbol of man’s final victory over nature and the elements.” When the ship’s architect Thomas Andrews (Michael Goodliffe) demonstrates to Captain Smith (Laurence Naismith) the certainty that the ship will sink in an hour and a half, a shocked Smith declares, “she can’t sink. She’s unsinkable!” The third unsinkable reference occurs as the passengers are being ordered to put on their lifejackets. One woman protests, “everyone knows this ship can’t sink!” 

It is Lightoller who recognizes the symbolic brevity of the disaster as the end of an era of modern confidence and complacency when he converses with Colonel Archibald Gracie (James Dyrenforth) as they wait to be rescued on the morning of 15 April:

Lightoller: I’ve been at sea since I was a boy…I’ve even been shipwrecked before. I know what the sea can do. But this is different.

Gracie: Because we hit an iceberg?

Lightoller: No. Because we were so sure. Because even though it’s happened, it’s still unbelievable. I don’t think I’ll ever feel sure again. About anything.

In the light of day, the rocking horse – a symbol of innocence – is seen floating as debris in the Atlantic Ocean. However, just as Spufford interprets Shelley’s Frankenstein as “not so much rebutting the claims of Promethean science as pursuing its consequences,” both Lord’s text and Baker’s film are not so much critical of the complacency of 1912 as they are concerned with its consequences (Spufford 60). In fact, the end-of-an-era perspective of both texts can be seen as exacerbating nostalgia for this sense of lost, albeit fragile, peace and security. In Lord’s 1986 ‘sequel,’ The Night Lives On: New Thoughts, Theories and Revelations About the Titanic, regret was expressed for this loss of social confidence and peace, that “the Titanic has come to stand for a world of tranquillity and civility that we have somehow lost…Today life is hectic…in contrast, 1912 looks awfully good – a happier world.” Lord goes on to describe this sense of historical discontinuity in terms of technological disaster itself, suggesting that “compared to the implication of a nuclear confrontation, the figures of souls lost in a shipwreck – any shipwreck – seem almost quaint” (19, 13). As a review of A Night to Remember in Time declared soon after the book was released, “this air age, when death comes too swiftly for heroism or with no survivors to record it, can still turn with wonder to an age before yesterday when a thousand deaths at sea seemed the very worst the world must suffer” (qtd. in Biel 158). Thus, the Titanic possessed a contemporary cultural resonance for the atomic age. Indeed, Dilys Powell’s review of Baker’s film in the Sunday Times on 6 July 1958 indicates that the film’s end-of-an-era perspective was deeply wedded to contemporary insecurities and uncertainties about the modern world:

Perhaps it is good for one to be forced to recall the Titanic…of all the horrors conferred on us by the age of speed and comfort the most appalling to me is still the sinking of R.M.S. Titanic…No doubt this is irrational. I ought to be shrinking much more from the thought of Belsen or Hiroshima…No use: the story of the Titanic still has an effect which none of the tortures or massacres of the past twenty years can equal…The odious distinction belongs to the end of an age. Other aspects, too, of the story, are part of an end: the dissolution of a kind of confidence, a kind of optimism, the end of absolute faith in absolute safety. Perhaps my father and mother…were vaguely conscious that the ground beneath their feet was no longer as solid as they had fancied. Perhaps this first intimation of insecurity it was which made, and still makes, the sinking of the Titanic so terrible to me and my contemporaries. At any rate after two world wars one is inclined, looking back at the night of April 14, 1912, to take it as a savage warning bell (qtd. in Richards 86-87).

Powell’s review reveals an acute modern awareness and apprehension existing in the technologically progressive 1950s, just as it existed at the end of the twentieth century when in 1998 Noonan used the Titanic as a metaphor for social belief in the triumph of modernization and the paradoxical anxiety about modernization’s own downfall. 

The Titanic, then, was represented both later in 2001 and in 1958 as the lesson, and not just the “savage warning bell,” of modernity. Noonan’s 2001 lesson from the terrorist attacks was the need for a channelling of this modern wake up call into an increased vigilance in security measures, that “we must admit that we have ignored the obvious, face the terrible things that can happen, decide to protect ourselves with everything from an enhanced intelligence system to a broad and sturdy civil-defence system” (September 11 73). Noonan had already recognized this lesson in 1998 when she declared the necessity to “press for more from our foreign intelligence and our defence systems, and press local, state, and federal leaders to become more serious about civil defence and emergency management” (There Is No Time). Noonan also garnered a personal lesson from a rising modern awareness – to ‘take the time’ to cultivate personal relationships:

The other thing we must do is the most important. I once talked to a man who had a friend who’d done something that took his breath away…She searched the orphanages of South America and took the child who was in the most trouble…and in time the little girl grew and became strong, became in fact the kind of person who could and did help others…So be good. Do good…Pray. Unceasingly. Take the time.

Similarly, the fact that society in the 1950s seemed to already be acutely aware of the destructive possibilities of its own modern conditions suggests that what was at stake in A Night to Remember was not so much the need for modern awareness itself, but rather what to do with this modern awareness. Certainly, the film’s end credits, presented against a sun-lit ocean, are preoccupied with the lesson gained from the sinking:  

But this is not the end of the story – for their sacrifice was not in vain. Today there are enough lifeboats for all, increasing radio vigil and, in the North Atlantic, the International Ice Patrol guards the sea-lanes making them safe for the peoples of the world.

However, the message of A Night to Remember can be read not only as being the need for security measures against technological disasters. Indeed, MacQuitty, in an interview given for Ray Johnson’s 1993 documentary The Making of A Night to Remember, saw in the sinking a more personal lesson to be gained:

There were eighty-five survivors alive when I made the film, and I corresponded or saw fifty of them, and all these people had this extraordinary calm attitude to life. They were, I wouldn’t say resigned, but they were happy to accept life as it was and not ask for miracles. I was very affected by this because this of course is what I got from the original sinking. I got an attitude to life that you have to make the most of what you get…its very important. The last thing you want is to be put down saying that ‘you did so want to be nice to Suzie’ and it’s too late. And ‘too late’ are the saddest words in any language.

Thus, A Night to Remember can be seen as taking a lesson from the past in order to create a personal and collective future – that, with the modern awareness that the Titanic helped realize, time is precious. Indeed, as the 1956 Time review of Lord’s book suggests, time was at a premium during the atomic age when “death comes too swiftly.”

As such, the film is particularly sensitive to time, lost time and personal relationships. That is, in the two hours and forty minutes it took for the ship to sink, the film portrays how various passengers and crew members behaved as they ‘woke up’ to the fact that they were suddenly living on borrowed time. The film depicts the Sunday night of 14 April before the collision with glimpses into the night-time rituals of some of the passengers and crew. Baker Charles Joughin (George Rose) finishes work in the kitchen; waiters clear tables in the first class dining room; Lightoller goes to bed; Ismay sleeps peacefully, Mrs. Lucas tucks her children in. Dr. William O’Loughlin (Joseph Tomelty) articulates the personal lesson of the disaster when he tellingly advises Andrews to put “people first, things second.” On the bridge, First Officer Murdoch (Richard Leech) glances at the clock – it is 11:30. The silence that accompanies these images is suddenly broken when the lookout spots the iceberg. A waiter glances up to see glasses rattling. Water bursts into the boiler room. Lightoller turns on his bed lamp and gets out of bed. Harold Bride (David McCallum) tells Phillips that he “can’t sleep with this racket going on,” and offers to help in the wireless room. Andrews inspects the damage and informs the captain of the ship’s fate: “She’s going to sink, captain.” When Smith asks how long the Titanic will last, Andrews calculates, “as far as I can see, she made fourteen feet of water in the first ten minutes after the collision…she should live another hour and a half.” Andrews checks the time on his pocket watch as Smith exits. This scene establishes Andrews as a man who is uniquely attuned to the nuances of time. He later tells Mr. Robert Lucas (John Merivale) that “the ship has about an hour to live. A little more if some of the upper bulkheads hold, but not much more.” After the collision, an awareness of time and a sense of urgency become increasingly apparent. Lightoller urges the crew to hurry with the boats, telling them that they have had “time enough.” When Bride informs Smith that the Carpathia is fifty-eight miles away, making all possible speed and should be reaching them in four hours, Smith slowly repeats “four hours” with a look of grim resignation. He orders for the distress rockets to be fired every five minutes from the port side. As the crew prepares for the sinking, all over the ship the stewards rouse the passengers. Lightoller tells a crew member that “the water’s up to E deck. There’s not much time left.” A crew member tells a colleague to “get up top, quick!” Husbands say goodbye to their wives. Mr. Lucas says goodbye to his sleeping son. The captain receives an update from Phillips about the Carpathia’s whereabouts: “She’s making seventeen knots and should be with us about 3:30.” Smith replies, “that’ll be too late.” He asks Phillips to tell the Carpathia to hurry. Time on the Carpathia also becomes a prominent concern. With the clock in the background reading 1:50, wireless operator Harold Cottam (Alec McCowen) informs Captain Arthur Rostron (Anthony Bushell) that the Titanic’s engine room is flooded and her captain wants to know how long they will be. Rostron glances at the clock and says to Cottam, “tell them another two hours.” Back on the Titanic, Andrews awaits his fate alone in the first class smoking room, standing in front of a painting called The Approach to the New World. The clock below the painting reads 2:20. He again checks the time on his pocket watch as an ashtray smashes to the floor. On the Californian, the officers notice that the big steamer they had seen from a distance firing rockets has now gone. They tell Captain Stanley Lord (Russell Napier) and inform him that the time is now 2:45. The time reads 3:50 as the Carpathia nears the vicinity of the wreck site.  


Lord’s A Night to Remember is also remarkable for its concern with omen, premonition and forewarning. Edith Evans recalls how a fortune-teller had once told her to “beware of the water,” William T. Stead was “nagged by a dream about somebody throwing cats out of a top-storey window,” and Charles Hays had “prophesied just a few hours earlier that the time would soon come for the greatest and most appalling of all disasters at sea” (84). Indeed, the foreword to Lord’s text outlined the narrative of a book written in 1898 by Morgan Robertson entitled Futility, in which an unsinkable ship called the Titan hits an iceberg and sinks on a cold April night. This ominous precursor to the narrative seems to suggest the idea that the disaster was in some way inevitable. As John Wilson Foster suggests, this notion that the Titanic was a victim of foreseeable fate can be seen as placing the disaster within some sort of cosmic order, that is, a focus on prediction and foresight serves to combat against the randomness of the sinking, in turn imbibing the unsinkable myth of hubris and nemesis with an even stronger significance:

Observers and commentators…retrospectively saw the collision and sinking as having been scripted before they happened: hence the instant and perpetual use (to this day) of the epithet ‘ill-fated’ to describe Titanic…But quite soon the…assumption abroad was that the Titanic tragedy had been waiting to happen, not just in physical but also in metaphysical terms. Everyone knows now, and knew then, of the claims of unsinkability supposedly made on behalf of Titanic; very early, those claims were regarded as amounting to…hubris, the Greek notion of overweening pride which is an element in the downfall of the Greek tragic hero and in his tragic fate. It suggests the prior existence of some force of cosmic judgment which the hero offends and arouses; his end, if not his beginning, is already written once hubris is committed. And so, it was widely believed, it was with Titanic, the fate of which was foregone and deserved. (38)

Foster pays attention to 1912 reports of premonitions, including one reported in the 25 April 1912 edition of the Daily Sketch which described how a lady under the alias Mrs. A. had a vision of a “four-funnelled steam ship in collision with a mountain of ice” on 3 April. “The name of the vessel appeared as Tintac,” the article reported. When Mrs. A. was asked why she had not made her vision publicly known, she had replied that “the general public mind was not ready to accept these visions as genuine previous to them becoming facts.” What Mrs. A.’s statement alludes to is the notion that 1912 was a period in which blind arrogance in modern technological achievement caused the public to be impervious to warning signs. However, Mrs. A. did articulate the hope that “both railway accidents, shipwrecks, etc., can be reduced to a minimum when people are willing to accept the warnings given” (qtd. in Bryceson 129-130). 

In turn, it is the interest in premonition in the context of the atomic age –

 with its fear of lurking disaster and relative caution against placing complete confidence in advanced technology – that gave an added dimension to the use of the Titanic in the 1950s as both a warning and a lesson for the modern world. Unlike the acute and very real modern apprehension that existed under a veneer of relative economic abundance and technological advancement during the 1950s, modern foresight in the seemingly confident and oblivious year of 1912 is represented as existing only as unheeded premonition and nightmare. The focus on ignored warnings, both real and supernatural, in the build up to the disaster in both Lord and Baker’s texts seems to imply the hope that 1950s society, unlike 1912 society, will heed and, in the words of Mrs. A., be “willing to accept,” the warning signs, regardless of the form in which they present themselves. Indeed, an interest in premonition and other supernatural phenomena characterized television programming during the late 1950s and 1960s. The 1959 American television series One Step Beyond, directed by John Newland, promoted a belief in the supernatural and preceded the popular 1960s television series The Twilight Zone, which dealt with similar themes. The second episode of One Step Beyond was entitled ‘Night of April 14th,’ and told of supposedly true stories of premonitions people had before the sinking of the Titanic. Originally aired on 20 January 1959 the episode begins with Newland reciting a passage from Robertson’s Futility and goes on to tell the story of Grace Montgomery (Barbara Lord), who dreams of an icy drowning at sea only to discover that her fiancé, Eric Farley (Patrick Macnee), has booked passage on the Titanic for their honeymoon. Grace’s mother (Isobel Elsom) is excited for the couple and recites a newspaper article describing how the Titanic “is writing a new and glamorous chapter in man’s conquest of the sea. By virtue of her five watertight compartments, she’s been hailed in marine engineering circles as the unsinkable ship.” This scene highlights the hubris that causes Grace’s family to ignore her warnings, with Grace’s mother dismissing her nightmares by reasoning, “besides, that ship couldn’t be the Titanic. The Titanic can’t sink. Everyone knows that!” Nonetheless, Grace is adamant that the ship in her nightmares is the Titanic: “I saw a lifeboat tossing in the water. There were letters on the side of it. Clearly I saw the word Titanic on the side of it. I did, I did!” Eventually, Farley subdues his fiancé and she agrees to sail on the Titanic. However, Grace is not the only person to have premonitions of disaster. On the boat deck, a man in a tuxedo tells his companion that he had imagined “a terrible grinding sound, as though the ship had suddenly struck some immovable object.” His companion jovially reasons that it was probably his imagination, or, “more likely indigestion.” The man in the tuxedo replies, “oh, I’m alright physically, it’s just, for the first time in my life, I’m afraid…You know, if I weren’t a hard-headed realist I think I’d call on my minister.” According to the show’s narrator, “there were others far away who felt dark premonitions of disaster as the mighty ship raced through the Atlantic night.” One of these others was a Methodist minister in Winnipeg, Canada, who tells his colleague Miss Parsons (Marjorie Eaton) that he would like the congregation to sing a particular hymn, one that he “simply knows we must sing tonight.” Miss Parsons picks up the hymnbook and recites the hymn: “Here Father while we pray for thee/For those in peril on the sea.” The same hymn is being sung on the Titanic, and it is at this point that Newland narrates that “at precisely the same time in New York City, still a thousand miles away, a magazine illustrator named Harry Teller (John Craven) felt a weird compulsion.” He tells his wife, “I don’t know how it happened. I was, I don’t know, helpless. Something seemed to be guiding my hand. I can’t explain it.” He then sits still and wide-eyed in front of his drawing. “Your hands are like ice,” his wife remarks. “The water in the drawing was cold. Icy cold,” he replies. Both stare at what he has drawn – a large, four-funnelled liner sinking into the ocean. Back on the Titanic, Grace again has trouble sleeping, and when the ship hits the iceberg, Farley urges her to “remember what the captain said tonight – the ship that nothing in the world could sink.” When it becomes apparent that the Titanic is going to sink, Farley apologises to Grace for not heeding her warnings: “If you ever have another bad dream, I’ll listen to you. Every word.” Like Lord’s and Baker’s texts, One Step Beyond can be seen as using the Titanic as a modern lesson for the 1950s – to pay attention to warning signs and to exercise caution when believing in unsinkable ships.     


At the very moment that the hijacked planes collided with the towers on 11 September 2001, James Cameron, director of the 1997 film Titanic, and a film crew were hundreds of miles away at the bottom of the North Atlantic, exploring and filming the wreck of the Titanic. Cameron was working on a film project which would later be adapted into a book titled Ghosts of the Abyss: A Journey Into the Heart of the Titanic. However, when Cameron emerged from the ocean, it was an emergence, in his own words, “into a changed world” (11). Cameron subsequently doubted the importance of his work:

Here we were, poking through the wreckage of the defining disaster of the early twentieth century, while the defining disaster of a new century had just taken place. At first, our passionate study of the Titanic wreck seemed suddenly pointless and trivial. (11)

Cameron was allowing the events of 11 September to affect his reading of the meanings of the Titanic disaster. This perspective proved detrimental to his attempt to come to terms with the attacks: “Our sense of isolation was intensified because we were stuck out in the middle of the North Atlantic…away from the unthinkable tragedy that had occurred at home – and away from our family and friends” (11). It was thus difficult to grasp an understanding of the event, because the attacks presented themselves as overwhelmingly arbitrary. However, Cameron eventually came to terms with the attacks due to a change of perspective, by instead allowing the Titanic disaster to affect his reading of the meanings of 11 September, and thus he was able to grasp the significance of a disaster which would otherwise be overwhelming:

It became a way for us to talk about tragedy and loss, and about the shock and numbness caused by events that seemed out of all human proportion. The Titanic was a ‘safe’ tragedy from another century, and we used it to focus our emotions. It helped us come to terms with what was happening in our world now – and perhaps that is ultimately the reason for our collective fascination with the Titanic. The disaster has always been the quintessential story of loss, of coming to terms with death, of heroism and cowardice, and the full spectrum of human response before, during, and after a crisis. As such, it will always be with us as one of the great lessons of history. (11)

Titanic is thus able to act as a blueprint for shaping understandings of the modern world and modern identity through representation when that modern world and identity is compromised by crisis. Geoffrey Hill’s 1958 poem Ode on the Loss of the Titanic articulates this idea that the Titanic symbolized a modern warning and lesson not just for 1912, but for succeeding generations that were to experience the paradoxical mix of anxiety and optimism within a milieu characterized by increasing wealth and technology:
Thriving against facades the ignorant sea

Souses our public baths, statues, waste ground:

Archaic earth-shaker, fresh enemy

(‘The tables of exchange being overturned’);

Drowns Babel in upheaval and display;

Unswerving, as were the admired multitudes

Silenced from time to time under its sway.

By all means let us appease the terse gods (50).

The “facades” against which Hill’s “ignorant sea” thrives are both literal and symbolic – both the Titanic itself and the societal belief in progressive modernity. Indeed, as Hill himself once wrote, “was not the Titanic disaster partly the result of rhetoric? A sinkable ship was called ‘Unsinkable’; and the realists and practical men, who are always the blindest dreamers of this world, were swamped by a slogan” (qtd. in Foster, The Titanic Reader 308). Jeremy Hawthorn sees in this idea, as well as in the poem’s use of “our” and “us,” an historically transcendental thematic resonance, that Ode on the Loss of the Titanic “shows a major poet defamiliarizing an event…and opening up its significance for the present, for perhaps all presents” (137). For, with the Tower of Babel, the Titanic, the atomic bomb and the World Trade Centre, there will always be, in both mind and matter, variations on the unsinkable ship.
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Places that Disasters Leave Behind
BRUCE JANZ

The four hurricanes that hit Florida in August and September 2004 were popularly seen as unprecedented, and as such the media struggled to narrate them. This article traces the construction of the hurricanes in the Orlando Sentinel over the two months and argues that the public narrative of first hurricane, Charley, minimized and stigmatized opportunities for place-making, despite the oft-repeated truism that “communities pull together during disasters.” After this hurricane, heroes were depicted as official or corporate while individuals and communities were encouraged to remain passive. The overwhelming community response was put in economic terms and emphasized  the protection of property from looting, scam artists, and price gougers. This differs from how other papers constructed the hurricane, notably the Ft. Myers News-Press. 

The construction of the Florida hurricanes is a window on our “place-making imagination”. Places do not simply spring into existence from nothing, but are imagined by those who have reason to care. If the socially legitimated frame of reference for an event precludes such imagination, one ends up with emaciated places. These places function on the most reductionist, individualist, and materialist terms because no other options can be imagined. The responsibility of the newspaper at times like this is to not only report the facts and interpret them for the readers, but also to enrich place-making imagination.

In 2004 Orlando Florida was hit with an almost unprecedented series of storms and hurricanes. Within two months, Hurricanes Charley, Frances, and Jeanne struck, and Hurricane Ivan made a near miss. Billions of dollars of damage resulted from these disasters, and several dozen lives were lost. 


It is tempting, in the case of extreme events, to either regard them as having no need of interpretation (that is, as simply given, material events shared by everyone), or as a kind of rare window on the workings of a community.
 In this paper I want to examine the public construction of the meaning of the hurricane in Orlando, particularly as represented in reports at the time in the major newspaper, the Orlando Sentinel. I am especially interested in place-making, that is, the ways in which places gain or fail to gain meaning in times of stress. I will suggest that opportunities for place-making were lost in Orlando because of the frame the events around Hurricane Charley were given. Hurricane Frances, though, was treated differently in the Orlando press, and the discourse around the hurricanes of 2004 provides a contrast to the kind of rhetorical response that circulated during the disastrous hurricane season of 2005. 


In the case of some disasters, community is reinforced, and the skills of place-making are exercised. The reaction to Hurricane Charley in Orlando, on the other hand, tended not to reinforce community, and tended not to contribute to place-making. While it is extremely difficult to measure sense of place or sense of community quantitatively, it is possible to make sense out of the interpretive tools people have at their disposal in a disaster. What comes out of all this, I think, is something I want to call “place-making imagination”. This is analogous to the concept of “moral imagination” in ethics (M. Johnson). Our moral options extend as far as our imagination will allow. A person might boil the moral universe down to polarized options – fight or flight, kill or be killed, choose A or B – when in fact a more cultivated and aware imagination may have afforded other options, perhaps better ones than either polarized one. But where does moral imagination come from? Under what conditions does it have the maximum possible reach? And, do people bear moral responsibility for their lack of imagination? We might think about education, openness to otherness and difference, tolerance, and other virtues as contributing to moral imagination.


Place-making imagination is similar. Under what conditions can place be made? Only under those conditions in which it can be imagined. If the socially legitimated frame of reference for an event precludes such imagination, places end up emaciated. And if, as Foucault would argue, official discourse imagines heterotopic space, which establishes normative and heteronormative categories, the possibility of place-making imagination become slim. These places function on the most reductionist, individualist, and materialist terms because no other options can be imagined. 


Robert Sack presents place-making as follows:

In not accepting reality as it is, we transform it through place-making. The transformations may be large-scale and continuous, or small-scale and infrequent. In place-making, we may create something new, or return to something that once was. Even if we want to keep things as they are, we still transform as we remove things that do not belong and prevent things from entering (Sack: 4-5). 

Sack perhaps oversimplifies the issue – he does not consider the possibility of large-scale, infrequent transformations such as disasters, and he tends to deal with philosophical analysis rather than rhetorical framing. However, his point is legitimate – there is a relationship between our imagination of place and the necessity or opportunity for change. Sack argues that “we can gain moral insight by confronting our geographical nature” (5). In a sense, then, he addresses the connection between place-making and morality. What we see in the example of the hurricanes in Florida in 2004, as well as Hurricane Katrina in 2005, is that we do not simply transform places into what we think they should be as a moral project. Rather, our moral and place-making projects become available to us as we relate place to discourse, that is, as we narrate the nature of place and the events that have gone into constructing or altering place. Sustained newspaper coverage of an event can contribute to the framing of a place, not merely through its inclusions but its exclusions. 


Hurricane Charley hit the Florida peninsula late in the day on Friday, August 13, 2004. While its arrival had been predicted several days in advance, its fury surprised most people. It was upgraded from a category 2 to a category 4 hurricane just hours before it hit shore. It left 23 dead, thousands displaced, and billions of dollars of property destroyed. Everyone in the area was affected, either directly or through people close to them. 


Understanding the nature of this disaster requires analyzing its representations. Hurricane Charley, I argue, was understood as a disaster for property rather than for community, despite the fact that people were killed and lives were disrupted. As a tragedy of property, the official institutional and media response in Orlando was to very quickly place it in an economic frame (as opposed to Ft. Myers, for instance, where the damage was more severe, and the displacement of people more serious). Events were framed in official terms, rather than community terms. Individual help to others was discouraged both actively and by lack of coverage. One story, in fact, even pathologized the impulse to excessive help as survivor’s guilt (“People suffering survivor's guilt often push themselves to the limit trying to help.” (“Shock triggers emotional roller coaster”)) despite the fact that there was little evidence of the excessive compulsion to help. There was, then, a double incentive to be passive - the tendency to highlight official specialization of responders, and an unofficial lack of place-making skills by relatively recent residents.


In Orlando there were few reported incidences of strangers coming together. While strangers would strike up conversations  in restaurant lines (which could be prodigious, since so few were open - waits of 2.5 - 3 hours were not uncommon),  there was little documented evidence in the media that people looked out for anyone but themselves. I asked a friend, a long-time resident of Florida, whether people in his neighborhood had helped their neighbors, and he snorted, as if the idea was ridiculous. He opined that the disaster had not been severe enough to necessitate such interaction. 


The point is not that “Orlandonians did not help each other” - that would require a different kind of study than this, and in any case is probably not true. Rather, comments like this are what made me wonder initially how the print media constructed the disaster. They drew my attention to the relationship between personal knowledge and officially presented accounts of the disaster. It was clear that families helped others in their family, and friends helped friends. In some places, strangers helped strangers. And yet, even in those places, people I talked with mentioned feeling isolated. It would no doubt be possible to perceive a difference of community sentiment in different regions of the city. The observation I make about the relative lack of community support is really a way of understanding the social construction of the disaster.


There was at least one person who made the Orlando Sentinel as “The Hero of Berwick Street” (P. Johnson). This person purchased two chain saws, and was going around the neighborhood clearing trees that had fallen, and in some cases had damaged property. What is interesting about this account is not the laudable effort of an individual, but that it was deemed noteworthy, and that the reporter describes him as the lone gunslinger coming into town to clear out the riffraff (in fact, the story started with: “He might have resembled Clint Eastwood in a spaghetti western, packing six-shooters ready to save the town, except that he wore a Dave Matthews Band T-shirt, shorts and hiking boots”). In other words, this person’s efforts were understood as the actions of a lone hero, not as those of an individual responding to a community. His comment: "There are people sitting inside their houses and doing nothing," he said. "If you're able to help, I think that you should." 


Despite his plea, most of the official media in Orlando encouraged people to do exactly the opposite. In spite of the occasional narrative of individual heroism, there was a kind of enforced and officially mandated passivity. If a resident tuned in to the radio or read the paper, the message was to do nothing. Do not touch anything, do not use the water, do not drive around unnecessarily. Do not eat the food in your fridge, do not do anything to make matters worse. Do not ask when your power will come back on, and do not question when those across the street get their power within hours after the hurricane, while you wait for days. The response to the disaster in Orlando might have been well-planned, but one result of that planning was that people were generally discouraged from coming together as a community, and were in the process encouraged to isolate themselves and wait for professional help. 


The Orlando Sentinel asked and answered the question of public involvement most directly in the headline: “Best Way To Help? Stay Out of the Way.” (“Best Way”). Most of the story discouraged public involvement by describing its rigorous requirements and making clear that “[t]he call for help is not an invitation to send garage-sale junk to the needy,” as if there had been any call for help at all, and as if the first thing potentially generous people needed to know was how to not be generous. The story did go on to add that if a person was willing to help, the best way would be to give money, turning a potential community-building opportunity into something much more anonymous and isolating (“Here’s How to Find Help”). The contrast to a story in the Ft. Myers News-Press (Ft. Myers was hit by the same hurricane) titled simply “List of Relief Efforts”
 is quite remarkable – instead of discouraging donations and framing legitimate response as solely official, the News-Press story listed places that would accept a range of goods, and managed to portray government, local business, and community as equally mobilized and engaged (“List of Relief Efforts”). No single group was portrayed as the only or official solution to the problem, and the potential of community was not only recognized, but fostered. 


Most of the stories in the Orlando Sentinel emphasized official help, whether local, national, or corporate.
 The stories of communities helping each other were almost non-existent. General Motors, for instance, was going to send gasoline-electric hybrid trucks, in a story that looked more like an advertisement than an actual news release (Smith). FEMA moved its office to Orlando, emphasizing the speed of federal response.
 The heroes were mostly official and corporate ones (Damron). What was missing in the Sentinel was a forum for the community to come together. While the Sentinel did run a “chat” blog, it was difficult to find, poorly organized, not specific to the occasion, and hence little used. Compared to the Ft. Myers News-Press, there was almost nothing. The News-Press set up forums for a variety of topics, ranging from practical matters to discussions on questions like “Did you hide in a strange place?”, “What strange stuff washed up on your lawn?”, “What belongings did you choose to save?” and “Tell us about acts of kindness you saw.”
 In other words, the newspaper facilitated an active community, and contributed to place-making, rather than framing the events in official terms, contributing to further isolation among the people. 


It is worth considering the tone of stories in the Orlando Sentinel in the days that followed, because this too contributed to the general lack of place-making. A story on Tuesday, August 17 began as follows: 

Utility-company crews had restored electricity by Monday to half of the 1.5 million Central Florida residents who lost power in Hurricane Charley, but this success spawned new anxiety and envy among those still left in the dark.

"We've been hit heavy, and it seems like nobody's been out here," said Jane Sowers, a 41-year-old accountant and customer of Progress Energy Florida in south Seminole County (Tracy & Salamone).


Note the implication in these lines. The solution to the problems come from official sources (the utility companies), but those solutions were isolating and ended up being divisive. Abandonment meant abandonment by official actors, not by other people. This particular story has some context: there is a history of suspicion toward Progress Energy in the Orlando area (Winter Park, an Orlando suburb, had a referendum in the fall of 2003 in which they decided to drop Progress Energy as the local energy provider
). But the beginning of the story establishes in the reader’s mind that the solutions are economic ones, dealing with property relations, and that these solutions may not be equitable. Readers are set against other readers, and against the official problem-solvers, even as those official problem-solvers are put forward as the only response to the present crisis. The narrative of conflict is between active and passive agents - the official problem-solvers are ambiguous saviors - they rush to aid, but are perceived to violate principles of distributive justice. The response of the passive agents can only be verbal (the complaint) or emotional (the outburst), since their passivity has been already established. This narrative may sell newspapers (conflict always sells, as does emotion) but it does nothing to foster community or place identity.


In another example of official passivity, a new colleague of mine in town for job orientation found herself in a local hotel. When the storm hit, the power went out. The hotel staff deemed it an “act of God”, and as such, they refused to help the residents in any way. They did not even replace depleted emergency light batteries (surely an illegal act). There was no community, even a fleeting or virtual one, which the managers could see or which they felt they might have any membership in. Interestingly, the lack of power forced people into the lobby, where they exchanged news and rumors. It became the LNN: the Lobby News Network. People did, in fact, help each other with flashlights, food, and other necessities, but the opportunity for the staff of the hotel to be part of that community was not even recognized, much less acted upon. 


While examples exist of this kind of official passivity, there are also examples of groups delivering material aid. Churches fed people, as well as workers who had been displaced. Disney offered to contribute to the hotel costs of employees who had been displaced. Banks and other businesses helped their employees. And, there are many stories of neighbors helping each other. Official passivity does not mean that no one helped anyone, but that the disaster was constructed in such a way as to discourage or ignore those who assisted others in favor of officially mandated responses.
 When spontaneous communities did form in various neighborhoods, they formed in spite of the official construction of the events, rather than because of it. 


In fact, we could take this a step further. Foucault argues that there are “other spaces”, heterotopias, which define liminality (e.g., the spaces inhabited during rites of passage) or deviance (Foucault). He imagines a heterotopia as an arrangement of existing space which serves to demarcate social order, and reinforce normativity. He argues that the heterotopias from past times, which he calls “heterotopias of crisis” because they are where people in crisis temporarily retreat to, are giving way to “heterotopias of deviance”, so called because they are more permanent spaces where a person’s very identity qualifies them for otherness. He does not, however, consider the possibility that the space itself moves, that is, that the physicality of space undergoes such a radical change that new discursive forms are required. But discourse does not appear from nowhere, and the changes in physical form amount to a simultaneous imposition of dystopia and heterotopia upon a previously familiar space. The dystopic space is the space of fear and uncertainty, while the heterotopic space is the space of imposed otherness, unfamiliarity, and lack of recognition. Foucault imagined the heterotopia as distinct from the utopia (and by implication, the dystopia), but disaster brings these together. The inscription of this new, liminal, temporary space has the potential to fulfill the fantasies of official narrators (as in Orlando), and reveal carefully hidden fissures and aporias (as in New Orleans in 2005). The fantasies may not be universally shared, of course, and the fissures may have always been apparent to those willing to look, but the disaster necessitates a new official narrative, that can return things to order, or more likely, opportunistically create a new order. 


By August 19, a few stories started appearing in the Sentinel which seemed to suggest there was community spirit and place-making imagination. Even these, though, need to be understood as something other than stories that encourage place-making. For example, a story titled “Generating Good Will” (Santich) seemed to be about a community coming together, but in fact was a story about the foresight of the (upscale) inhabitants in having purchased a generator for the community the previous year. The writer emphasizes the bourgeois comforts that these residents could continue to enjoy: 

Super and Murray brought margaritas. Churchill Thompson whipped up shrimp in a garlic-curry sauce. Kelley Gangle baked her secret-family-recipe crumb cake. The next night it was Mediterranean pasta with calamata olives, chickpeas and chicken, a mixed green salad with feta and goat cheese, and hot-chocolate croissants for dessert. This -- while half of Orlando hunted for an open McDonald's.


There was also a column on August 19 that praised Orlando’s cohesiveness as a community. What was remarkable about the article was that not a single example was given of this community cohesiveness. The article echoed the received wisdom about disasters, which is that people come together and community is enhanced. As I have argued, even if this happened, the media’s construction of events supported a different conclusion. August 19 brought the first column about citizens’ donations, which had been organized by a radio station and local businesses (Curtis). Promotion of these charity efforts was a step toward place-making, but after five days of discouraging or ignoring such activities, it seemed a small contribution to place, amidst the continuing stories of official salvation for passive citizens.  When the Sentinel organized their hurricane stories on a daily basis (a useful thing to do), they subtitled August 22's coverage as “Neighbor helps neighbor as the recovery process continues.”
 This was more than a week after the hurricane, when one might expect that the “hard” news had all been reported, but even at that point, surprisingly few of the stories on the page bore the theme of community response (though some did deal with individual heroism or generosity, this is not the same as place-making). 


There is another aspect of the tragedy which seems to contribute to overall passivity, and that has to do with the social construction of the event as essentially an economic tragedy. When the tragedy is human, it is much easier to come together as humans. When the tragedy is framed as one of property, though, especially in the US where property is seen as an individual attribute, it is more likely that people will look out for themselves rather than each other. The assumption of economic exchange could be felt in Orlando even before the storm came from the many radio and television stories on how to prepare for hurricanes.


One of the first and most persistent messages in the media was that price gouging would not be tolerated (Dawson). People were encouraged to report those who they believed were raising prices opportunistically. Again the tragedy was put in economic terms rather than human ones.
 Specifically, this makes the disaster into an issue of individual exchange rather than communal meaning. Price gouging is an affront to the individual, not to the group, and certainly not to any group that might form spontaneously in response to the tragedy. As well, since the tragedy was economic, a central fear was the disruption of the legitimate economic structures by “scam artists”. It is noteworthy that the potential problem was given a higher profile in the Sentinel, which framed the disaster as economic, than in the News-Press, which framed the disaster differently, as one of community rather than property (Dawson). There were also many stories about the possibility of looting, even though these stories tended to be about fears of looting rather than actual reports of it (e.g., Mercado). Focusing on the fear of looters tends to create anxiety over one’s property, and plays the economic values against community values. The message of the price gouging, scam artist and looting articles is that one’s neighbors (or strangers in general) are not to be trusted, an attitude which hardly opens one up to the possibility of place-making in a time of crisis.


The economic nature of the tragedy is underscored by the speed with which officials “re-opened” Florida for tourist business (Jackson). While the governor made a pro forma statement about the need to “be sensitive” to those who had suffered tragedy, the message was that the real tragedy was economic, and the way out of it was to attract tourists. The need to be sensitive was interpreted economically by those on the tourist board: “Tourism executives agreed that it is important not to trumpet the state too loudly, in part because hurricane season is still under way and more threats could arise quickly and prompt the need for even more emergency ad spending later on.” In other words, the real problem was not that peoples’ trials might be trivialized by a rush back to economic business as usual, but that the effort could backfire if another disaster occurred. The economic again trumped the human. 


It is worth noting in passing that the story in which Governor Jeb Bush spoke of being sensitive, he also made one of the only calls for community involvement that appeared in the Sentinel. The story ends with the sentence, ascribed to the governor, that “it is time for Floridians to ‘roll up the sleeves’ and help in any way possible.” No details were given as to what kind of help might be possible, and in fact, a clearer message about this would not appear in any other reports in the newspaper or on the radio. 


The political implications of the situation were not lost on some observers. 2004 was an election year, and Florida is a swing state, governed by the brother of the president. The question was raised in at least one story: 

The Republican governor denied his decision to visit heavily Hispanic Poinciana was based on political calculations, though winning support in the area could be doubly important in the November presidential election. His brother President Bush and Democratic candidate Sen. John Kerry are wooing the crucial Hispanic vote, and Poinciana is part of the Interstate 4 corridor where both nominees are waging a fierce battle (Mariano).


The relatively low profile given to political issues related to Hurricane Charley is noteworthy. The previous major hurricane which hit Florida, Hurricane Andrew in 1992, also came in an election year, when the previous President Bush was finishing off a first term and running for a second. Michael Salwen performed a quantitative rhetorical analysis of stories at the local and national level to identify the kinds of sources used and the resulting stories that were told during Hurricane Andrew (Salwen). He was particularly interested in the relationship between local and federal bodies, and found a great deal of tension. Individuals, local, and state officials quoted in stories tended to praise other individuals or local or state officials rather than federal agencies (Salwen: 835). It is no surprise that Hurricane Andrew became a political issue in 1992, when there was a Republican president and a Democratic governor (Lawton M. Chiles, Jr.), and did not become a political issue in 2004 when the president and governor were not only from the same party but from the same family as well. Instead of vilification of official sources of aid, the Sentinel depicted those sources as the solution to the problems that the hurricane created. 


As perhaps befits Orlando, while the opportunity to create place was not taken, a kind of simulated place creation did occur. As one might expect, when simulated places are concerned, Disney was involved. They had employees stay on site the evening of the hurricane, and they began cleanup immediately after the storm subsided. They managed to open three of the four parks the next day, only two hours late (at 9:30 a.m.). Many hotels in the area had been adversely affected. There is an economic logic to this - when everything else is closed, the place that is open can make a lot of money. There was also no doubt a human logic in play as well - visitors had come from far away, paying a lot of money for their one week in the sun, and would be annoyed if some of that was taken away (or perhaps, pleasantly surprised if Disneyworld managed to open so quickly after a devastating event). But it is not the logic that I am interested in, but rather the image of devastation all around while the colorful fantasy of Disney remained intact. Disney truly must be the Magic Kingdom, it seems, to survive the disaster that laid low everything else in the area. And those who were drawn there (by all accounts, the park was packed) could withdraw from reality into fantasy, safely oblivious to the immediate tragedy and loss. 


Understanding a disaster in individualist terms can be translated as psychological. Indeed, several newspaper stories framed the effects of the hurricane in individualist terms (Shrieves; Shelton 19 August 2004; Shelton 20 August 2004). These psychological accounts described the events in cause and effect terms – the hurricane caused a variety of stress-related conditions, and counselors were ready and willing to explain how to deal with these conditions. These reports also tended to frame the human effects of the storm in individual rather than in collective terms.  But these psychological accounts of peoples’ actions, motivations, and stressors obscure the ways in which place is made socially available. The issue here is to account for how those who have the power to make sense of the events do so, and how these meanings solidify power relationships between state and corporate structures and people in communities. The question is, is place made available in this dramatic set of events, and if so, how? And, given that a disaster is a form of Foucauldian heterotopia, how do official narrators take control of the public narrative about place, and create or fail to create places that are in the interests of those who live in the place. In this case, as I have argued, the narration was quite insufficient to the public imagination of renewed place. There were stories about peoples’ reactions to the events (“Siren’s Song”), but only one of these stories had to do with community or place-making, and it was about patching up long-standing grudges while removing a fallen tree (Patterson). 


The point of all this is that an opportunity for place-making presented itself, and was largely lost as the tragedy was constructed primarily as an economic event to be handled by experts. One colleague mused that the difference between this event and the events of 9/11 was that 9/11 was far worse, in a way that forced people to rely on each other. That event had to be constructed as human, even though the economic loss was vast. This hurricane, bad as it was, was not bad enough in terms of the loss of life (certainly not as bad as the following year in New Orleans) to cause people to turn to each other. In fact, while there was loss of property, another colleague thought that she noticed a kind of excitement in some people, as if the chaos was a welcome break in an otherwise boring existence. 


The significance of disasters for place is in the way in which events make places available, for better or worse. Dramatic events hold forth the promise of both showing places for what they are, but also of making new places available. This is why we memorialize dramatic events in material ways. We create places where there were none before, or where they have now become available. If the effect of Hurricane Charley will be memorialized, it seems clear to me that Ft. Myers will do that long before Orlando does. In Orlando it is more likely that, once peoples’ lives have returned to normal and the city has been cleaned up, Hurricane Charley will be forgotten until it can be used as the yardstick for efficient official response at the next disaster. 


Three weeks after Hurricane Charley, on September 4, 2004, Hurricane Frances appeared on the east coast of Florida. Frances was a much larger hurricane, with cloud cover the size of Texas and winds higher than Charley. It also moved much more slowly, which meant that the destructive force had longer to act over land. In response, Florida state officials enacted the largest evacuation in the state’s history in the days prior to Frances’ landfall.
 


The construction of this second hurricane was framed by the first. People were weary from the first - insurance claims from Charley were still being addressed, and a great deal of debris had yet to be cleared from curbs. Orlando in particular stood to take heavy damage a second time. In fact, Frances did not cause as much physical damage as Charley (the slow movement meant that the coast was hit much harder than Orlando, 60 miles inland), but with a weakened infrastructure, any more damage was too much. It is interesting to note the differences in the public construction of the second hurricane, and to theorize about why these differences may have occurred. Again, these reflections are not based on a sociological analysis of the responses of the public, but on an analysis of media sources in their construction of the second event. 


There was a subtle change in the stories leading up to this second hurricane. The construction of the first hurricane was in anonymous official terms; in the second case, there was still a framing of the response as official, but officialdom started to have a face. In “City Workers Leave Their Desks to Pitch In” (Schleub), the response to the threat was shown to be more personal and community-oriented. The mayor urged individuals to help: 

Mayor Buddy Dyer urged residents with pickups to help clear their streets of branches before Hurricane Frances can turn them into projectiles. Many heeded the call. By early afternoon, Schaefer said, nearly a hundred residents had dumped loads at just one of three collection sites the city has established (Schleub).


This plea, and its response, stands in contrast to the official framing of Hurricane Charley and the message that passivity was the best response. 


As the disaster progressed, the difference in coverage in the Sentinel became more apparent. For one thing, the blog which was previously hidden and ineffective became a central feature of the website.
 It contained stories by Sentinel staff about people and how they coped with the hurricane. There were fewer stories which framed the disaster in terms of property alone. People were not encouraged to remain passive, and fewer stories framed the response in solely official terms. While not many specific ideas were given as to how a person could participate, the picture of Hurricane Charley was one of a storm that had assailed the community as a whole, not simply individuals or their economic interests. 


There were also some stories reported about communities coming together. In “Bowling Alley Rides Out Storm” Slewinski profiled a local business that had a history of providing refuge for local people. In “Bar Owner Bounces Back to Feed Fellow Islanders” Roy told the story of Patty McGee, who stayed near her bar and restaurant and was able to open when there was no other food available. While these stories were still relatively rare, they did exist.


There were still plenty of stories about property damage due to Frances, but it was notable that there was less emphasis on disruptions to the economic order, in the form of price gouging, scam artists and looters. It is particularly notable since more looters were reported after Frances than were reported after Charley. These activities were treated as actual crimes after Frances, rather than as abstract threats. 


Why did the tone of the coverage in the Sentinel change from one hurricane to the next? There are some obvious answers to that. First, Charley was the first real hurricane Orlando had endured for decades. To some extent, the editorial staff had to learn how to report a hurricane to their own community. Frances came in Charley’s wake, and it is quite possible that the news staff had time to reflect on the overall impression of the stories by the time they had to report on Frances. And, as one journalist for the Sentinel mentioned to me, both the staff and the public after Charley were suffering from “hurricane fatigue”. Reporting on Frances under those conditions may have allowed some interpretive shift to occur. 


But it is also possible that with the second hurricane there came a realization that place did matter, and that the community was not well-served by the earlier framing. Disasters do not just reveal place. Depending on how they are understood, they give occasion for the making of place. But things are not quite so simple, because those narratives about place are not created out of nothing. We narrate place based on the kinds of individual or collective losses that are felt in a disaster. If peoples’ roots are shallow in a community (as is the case in Orlando, where there has been explosive growth through an influx of people from elsewhere), then loss is understood in terms of individual property. There are few places that have shared meaning, and therefore few that have shared loss. I may feel sorry if someone else loses their house, but that house was not meaningful to me in a direct way. If, however, there are public spaces, shared meaningful spaces that are lost, then we can narrate the loss together, and perhaps find a way to come together in that situation. Orlando is not devoid of significant places, but it takes work to find them; they are more easily simulated than created, and it is easier to report on individual, economic losses and official, corporate responses. After these easy stories were told, the more humane stories started to emerge. 


Frances was not the final hurricane to hit Florida in 2004. Ivan
 and Jeanne
 both went through, making 2004 the most active hurricane season to date for Florida. But the depiction of hurricanes became a national public concern in 2005 with the arrival of three hurricanes that achieved category 5 status at some point in their lives: Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and Mississippi, Hurricane Rita further west on the Gulf Coast, and Hurricane Wilma in the south of Florida. Especially with Hurricane Katrina, the rhetoric of hurricanes became more obviously political, as the inflections of race and class became foregrounded and as the press took up a more traditional and (in recent years) forgotten role as crusader for the downtrodden. The fact that the hurricanes were understood in official and bureaucratic terms in 2004 meant that the absence of such a response in 2005 became all the starker. It was not just that FEMA had failed to respond to Katrina; it was that FEMA had been cast just the previous year as the efficient responder to hurricanes, as the seamless conduit of federal aid to the state and local level. Thus, the response to Katrina could not simply be seen as incompetence, inexperience or even cronyism, but had to be seen as having political overtones. Florida in 2004, a wealthy swing state with a Republican governor in an election year, mattered more than Louisiana in 2005, a poor, largely black Democratic state in a non-election year. 


What was more interesting, in comparing the disasters of 2004 in Florida and 2005 in the Gulf Coast, was the difference in the sense of place that accompanied the rhetoric. The places hit hardest were very different places in both the public and the local imagination. Orlando is highly transient, with most of the population being from somewhere else; New Orleans is a place where generations of a family live within the same few blocks. Orlando is associated with clean, family friendly tourism; New Orleans is associated (at least for some) with decadent tourism. But more importantly, Orlando is a place continually in search of itself, a place that has largely traded history for theme parks. New Orleans, on the other hand, is continually faced with its own well documented and celebrated past. 


Place-making imagination was limited in each case, although in different ways. Disasters tend to oversimplify place imagination, as the need to act takes precedence over the need to analyze. In Orlando, though, the simplification of place imagination served to underscore the importance of federal aid, while in New Orleans the simplification of place imagination served to justify the absence of that aid. In New Orleans, the local and state governments were portrayed by federal sources as being incompetent, as not having asked for help. Local people were portrayed as self-interested and violent (even though later media reports of this violence were largely debunked). In Orlando the aid flowed in, while in New Orleans aid was slow in coming, and even when it was promised it was not delivered quickly. All of these depictions reveal a different kind of heterotopia from Orlando, one which could not easily be re-inscribed by an appeal to official and corporate sources. The disaster in New Orleans was far larger. But the narration in the media took an interesting turn, as New Orleans in general and the Superdome in particular started being compared to a refugee situation. This thinly veiled reference to race (“refugee” rarely is applied to first world whites) established a narrative that was largely absent from Orlando’s situation a year earlier. The heterotopia became inscribed on and by the skin of the people, as the implication circulated that disaster might be the true and natural state for the people who could not leave New Orleans to avoid the storm. Place-making imagination in 2004 in Florida constructed official and corporate places, which served to render social actors passive; in 2005 in New Orleans, it constructed racialized places, which served to render citizens foreign. 


In each case, though, the imagination of place became limited, as the crisis forced people to rely on what they thought they knew about the places affected. And this is the central problem in crisis situations of any sort – place-making imagination must be limited, in the interests of action. This is the lingering danger of disasters, that they can tend to solidify existing and problematic senses of place, making what is fluid and provisional into something permanent. In most cases, disasters pass, and places become complex again. But in a country that exists in the wake of terrorist attacks, the representation of a hurricane such as Charley can become metonymical, a small image of the larger limitations of place-making imagination. Places of terror come to pass through narratives of terror, that is, narratives that take the results of threat as a given, and construct places in response to that threat. So, when disaster strikes, the available narratives that can feed place-making imagination have already been limited. 


Place-making imagination operates within existing narratives, but is not limited to them. Heterotopias that come to pass in the wake of disasters draw on previous ways of framing disasters. So, while there are surely differences between the hurricanes of 2004 and 2005, and between these natural disasters and the attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, these heterotopias share their narratives, transforming and adapting them for new situations. There is, then, the illusion of community cooperation even as passivity is reinforced. In 2004, just as in the aftermath of 9/11, the responses were overwhelmingly framed as official and corporate. In New Orleans, on the other hand, the heterotopia is about the racialized other, mirroring the construction of us/them places, places of civilization vs. places of racially inflected squalor and dirt. 


And these heterotopias become a kind of domicide (Porteous & Smith), not in a literal sense of the destruction of home, but in a narrative sense, as the disaster first takes the home away, and then the narrative reconfigures the space left, so that home is no longer possible in the same way. Place-making imagination, in this situation of domicide, must find ways to make discourse rich again, rich enough that the easy, misleading constructions of place cannot easily take root. This place-making imagination begins with alternate media accounts of events of this sort, and must necessarily include artistic, academic, and public attempts to counter the slippery move between heterotopias of crisis and heterotopias of deviation. 

NOTES


.[E]xtreme events...are marked by “an excessiveness which allows us better to perceive the facts than in those places where, although no less essential, they still remain small-scale and involuted” (Klinenberg: 23).

2.For a full list of stories from the Ft. Myers News-Press on the hurricane, go to http://www.news-press.com/news/weather/hurricane/index.html
3. For all the Hurricane Charley coverage from the Orlando Sentinel, see http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-charley-gallery,0,5070731.storygallery
4. And, in contrast to the tension between state and federal bodies during Hurricane Andrew in 1992, local officials were quick to downplay divisions in favor of creating a single official response: "I think the response we received from state and federal officials has been very timely, very accurate and reliable," [County Manager Mike Herr] said (Mahlburg). 

5. http://www.news-press.com/news/weather/hurricane/index.html
6. One writer did make the connection, jokingly, between the Winter Park vote and the perceived slowness in bringing back their power (Thomas).

7. One story did suggest that there was help between strangers, though, amidst reports of jealousy between those who had utilities and those who did not (Kunerth et. al.). 

8. http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/local/state/orl-charley-gallery-day11,0,5835426.storygallery
9. I am fully aware that this contrast is a problematic one for many including those followers of Adam Smith and other who see economic activity as the quintessential human activity (to be human is to trade). I stand by the contrast, however, since I argue that framing the disaster in terms of property stands against other interpretive frames, and tends to undermine place-making in anything but the most limited sense. The point is not that property should be ignored, but that it should not be the framing principle. 


0. For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Frances coverage, see http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-frances-gallery,1,2699972.storygallery?

1. It is worth noting that the newspapers’ websites were an important source of information. “At OrlandoSentinel.com, traffic doubled Thursday and continued above normal throughout the weekend, said Anthony Moor, editor of the Sentinel's Web site” (Mendelsohn).

12. For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Ivan coverage, see http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-ivan-gallery,1,2382534.storygallery
 13. For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Jeanne coverage, see http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-jeanne-gallery,1,4176215.storygallery 
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Nuclear Families and Nuclear Catastrophe in Alain Resnais’s 

Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959)

PAUL WILLIAMS

Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959) follows an extramarital affair between a Japanese architect and a French actress in the city of Hiroshima. Their liaison reawakens the personal and public catastrophes lying in their pasts – the death of the architect’s family in the atomic-bombing of 1945 and the actress’s social ostracism for loving a German soldier – and the desire, guilt and trauma accompanying those events. 


This article explores the film in relation to the masculine sexual drives that many feminist anti-nuclear activists in the 1980s associated with atomic weapons. Rather than see Hiroshima’s destruction as an aspect of the inborn male tendency towards violence, I suggest that the characters’ experience of catastrophe pivots around specific historical instances of racism and nationalism. As well as making problematic biological explanations of behaviour, the film asks questions of the nuclear family and the gender roles bound up with this social unit. Hiroshima Mon Amour ruptures the nuclear family, making the two protagonists’ illicit relationship the engine of their mutual healing of past trauma.


This process is further complicated by the treachery of representation underscoring Hiroshima Mon Amour’s formal dexterity. If the atomic-bombing of Japanese civilians defies the ability of cultural texts to adequately recreate such an incommensurable event, the film responds by offering audiences a complex, ambiguous cinematic experience that thematically and stylistically enacts the difficulties and evasions of representation. These ambiguities of representation offer questions of desire, gender, and nuclear catastrophe that potentially stimulate audiences’ engagement with the text; the film seems to question worthy-but-limited consumption practices that visualise the catastrophe of atomic bombing as an event to be passively mourned, arguing instead that the memory of Hiroshima should be a trigger for anti-nuclear activism. 

A friend arranged for me to meet Marguerite Duras. I told her how a film on the atomic bomb itself just couldn’t be made. I said: ‘What would be pleasing would be doing a love story…in which the atomic agony would not be absent.’ [Duras] began by saying it was indeed impossible. I also talked to her a little about the notion of characters who would not be heroes, who would not participate in the action, but would be witnesses of it, and what we are in most cases when confronted with catastrophes or great problems: spectators.

 (Alain Resnais qtd. in Armes 66-67)

This paper uses the film Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959), written by Marguerite Duras and directed by Alain Resnais, to explore the overlapping representation of the nuclear family and of nuclear war catastrophe. With its prescribed gender roles, emphasising male dominance and female domesticity and docility, depictions of the nuclear family are a key arena for feminist politics. I am interested in scrutinising the system of nuclear defence in light of this normative family model, in order to evaluate how far their interconnection reproduces “the imposing of paternalistic forms of authority,” which feminist critics such as Lee Schweninger have seen structuring both spheres. The term “nuclear family” was first used in 1947 in reference to the normative family model in the West since the advent of nuclear weapons (Schweninger 180). In popular imagination, it stands for the absolute familial mean of the heterosexual couple, working father and homemaking mother with ideally two (for many years, 2.4) children, a boy and girl to give this social unit its symmetry. Just as the profits of the father’s labour sustain the family’s members, his authority is the decisive sanction in the nuclear family’s activities. 

This paper asks whether the era that gives this societal unit its name might also be seen to produce its most substantial danger. The possibility of a catastrophic nuclear war between the superpowers jeopardises the assumptions of familial integrity in ways that even the first two total wars of the twentieth century could not. In a nuclear war, already tenuous distinctions between battlefield and home front are nonsensical, as is the difference between combatant and non-combatant, or the gendered division of labour in warfare (Brown 287).1 As E. P. Thompson observes, the Third World War “will at least spare us this differential generational or gender suffering.” (193) In light of this, representations that deal with nuclear catastrophes might imagine alternative familial models to the nuclear family and its paternal authority.2 Hiroshima Mon Amour sets the desirability and functions of the nuclear family into flux: this film interrogates sexism, racism and nationalism through the traumatic catastrophes, personal and public, of the Second World War. 

Much feminist anti-nuclear activism has equated nuclear weapons with the destructive influence of male dominance in the societies of the Western nuclear powers, but I contend that texts overtly defying male supremacism have great difficulty extracting themselves from the pervasiveness of the normative family model and its gender roles. Even a potential Third World War may not disrupt the traditional functions of this model: American Civil Defense schemes suggested heavily differentiated gender roles in the aftermath of a nuclear attack, including “STREET CLEARING”, and “REBUILDING” for men, and “CHILD CARE” and “EMERGENCY FEEDING” for women (Boyer 311). It seems to me that stridently anti-masculine nuclear representations actually reinstate gender differences and antagonisms, a clash of monolithic formations that replicates the ideological impasse between the Cold War superpowers. As the title of Hélène Cixous’s essay “Sorties” (1975) suggests, what is needed is not an absolute contest between the monoliths of patriarchy and its antagonist, feminism, but smaller, localised, contingent raids against the subordination of women. It is through ambiguity and refraction that representations of nuclear catastrophe are able to critique the masculine supremacism ordering the normative family model and the system of nuclear defence. 

Hiroshima Mon Amour seems to acknowledge that the nuclear family has become so central to Western social organisation that its decisive rejection is problematic. The film’s sophisticated exploration of the interrelationship between gender, desire, the nuclear family, and nuclear weapons thus deserves careful attention. The film’s two protagonists flaunt familial propriety by conducting an affair that heals their respective psychological injuries from WWII, demonstrating the value of escaping the restrictions of the normative family model. Hiroshima Mon Amour refuses to directly represent the catastrophes that lie in the characters’ pasts and their countries’ histories; its overt meaning remains recalcitrant as the protagonists’ sexual desire for each other collides with their commitment to their families, and the need to prevent nuclear weapons from being used again. I argue that through this reluctance to impose meaning, audiences are invited to participate in the film’s arguments far more closely than they would if Hiroshima Mon Amour simply rejected the nuclear family or nuclear weapons as constructions of masculine authoritarianism. Although the film’s meaning seems not to be imposed on the viewer, but rather remains aloof, I hope to engage with some of the interpretative possibilities it holds out.
I

Roy Armes sees Hiroshima Mon Amour as dramatising certain key motifs that run throughout Resnais’s work: the themes of “troubled love” and “the placing of the lovers against an alien setting” (30). The film juxtaposes the regeneration of a French actress scarred by her experiences during WWII against the rebuilding of Hiroshima, site of the first offensive use of atomic weapons. These are connected by the woman’s affair with a male Japanese architect involved in the city’s reconstruction. Spencer Weart suggests that the virtual death endured by the actress since WWII is transcended through the love affair she initiates in Hiroshima (413; see also Resnais 51 and Schuth 21-22). Indeed, both characters are “happily married,” but engage in a romantic liaison at the Hotel New Hiroshima, a location whose name emphasises how their relationship comments on the rebirth of the postwar world. The actress, filming an international movie against nuclear testing in Hiroshima, wants the lessons of 1945 to guide the future: “I have fought with all my might against forgetfulness […] against the horror…of no longer knowing…the reason for remembering.” However, she herself has a problematic relation to the past and how we carry it with us. The actress is traumatised by, and unwilling to recount, her doomed relationship with a German soldier during the Occupation of France. After his murder, the actress had her hair shaved off by her compatriots. Screaming the soldier’s name from her bedroom, the actress was imprisoned in her parents’ basement as punishment. Her affair with the architect allows her to come to terms with this personal history and the film seems to imply that her individual reconstruction can only take place in a socially taboo, non-familial relationship.
The characters’ lack of names has been seen as reductively essentialist, reinforcing the sense that their characters are representative of the universal nature of their sex (Schuth 24), as the Japanese protagonist’s words to the newly encountered Frenchwoman seem to imply: “You’re like a thousand women in one.” However, at the film’s end they take on the names of places significant to their personal histories, “Nevers” (the French town where she was ostracised for having the German partner) and “Hiroshima.” This might suggest that, by the film’s close, they have come to occupy historicised positions, incorporating the experiences that constitute their identities. Nevers had repressed the painful memories of her treatment at the hands of her family and community. John Ward argues that the two main characters start the film traumatised by the past because they have tried to intellectualise their painful experiences, instead of placing them in the context of their ongoing lives (19). For the Frenchwoman, to accept being named as Nevers is to allow her personal history of imprisonment and mistreatment into her perception of herself – a concept of selfhood constructed historically, not biologically. Anticipating 1960s French feminist theorists like Luce Irigaray, Cixous, and Julia Kristeva, the film draws from a French writer whose ideas have been seminal for later feminist thought, Simone de Beauvoir. In her 1949 book Le Deuxième Sexe [The Second Sex], De Beauvoir shifts away from assuming there is an eternal feminine essence, towards a notion of female subjectivity that comes-into-being in cultural and historical contexts. I see in Hiroshima Mon Amour a similar comment upon how the West constructs women’s identities, revealing that the alibi of nature, used to account for male dominance and female subordination, masks the historical process in which ideologies and interests organise those gender identities. 

Nevers’s enigmatic “I lie … and I tell the truth” suggests that her morality exceeds polar simplifications such as “virtuous” versus “duplicitous” or “angel” versus “monster,” those binary types that have predominantly ordered the representation of women in the West (Gilbert and Gubar 76). Her description of herself as “hungry […] for adultery, for lies…for death…since forever” is a self-consciously hyperbolic statement on the convention of identifying women as eternally treacherous and sexually promiscuous. Nevers has endured this mode of representation when she was accused of being a “slut” in France, which leads her to expect a hostile societal response to her affair with Hiroshima:

NEVERS: I like men. I’m morally suspect, you know.

HIROSHIMA: What do you mean by morally suspect?

NEVERS: Suspecting other people’s morals.

Inverting the most common usage of “morally suspect,” Nevers invites audiences to think that the label “slut” might have been a reaction to how her union with the German soldier challenged her community’s narrow nationalism and sexual propriety. Reflecting the experiences of many French citizens, Nevers’s victimisation enacts the community’s desire to reassert national pride after years of occupation. Liberation brought about the long-heralded purge – épuration – of collaborators, purifying the nation of those figures who betrayed France. Women accused of colluding with the German occupiers sexually were often subjected to a public shearing of their hair. It is estimated that the Liberation saw 20,000 head shearings take place, with perhaps only 50 men enduring this punitive ritual. Indeed, as Rod Kedward states, “the shearing was an archaic, ritual punishment of women by men, most often connected with the repression of female adultery” (307-308).. The traditional humiliations imposed on women whose desire challenged the social codes of sexual behaviour became the form through which national revenge could take place. French women accused of sexual relations with German soldiers, condemned for the intertwined crimes of treason and improper lust, were violently turned into public examples of the end of the Occupation and the resurgence of national self-respect. 

Jane Caputi offers a useful term for understanding the intersection of masculinity and nuclear weapons, arguing that the nuclear “arms race is rooted in the values of a male supremacist culture, particularly its promotion of a domineering phallic sexuality” (66; see also Booker 103). Schweninger reiterates that nuclear weapons are stockpiled by male-orientated societies because they predominantly function according to “the phallocentric concept that power, success, peace and safety depend on the literal domination of all life as we know it;” sexualised violence is one of the ways this masculine principle of acquisition and control is expressed (178). Feminist critics of male supremacist culture have argued that the innate aggression and acquisitiveness of the male is rapaciously expansive and that nuclear weapons are the current extremity of that inborn violence. This position is voiced in Helen Caldicott’s Missile Envy and identified by Barbara Freeman in “Epitaphs and Epigraphs: ‘The End(s) of Man’” as typifying the concept of sexual difference advocated by the Women’s Peace Movement. For Caldicott, women “are generally born with strong feelings for … the preservation of life,” whereas men “enjoy killing” and are “more psychologically aggressive than women.” Because of this dichotomy, Caldicott sees nuclear weapons as “a symptom of several male emotions: inadequate sexuality and a need to continually prove their virility plus a primitive fascination with killing” (294-295, 297).

Hiroshima Mon Amour continues this motif, having Nevers ask the city of Hiroshima: “How could I have known that this town was made for love?” Was the atomic bomb that destroyed the city in 1945 charged with sexual desire – in this instance, a grotesque form of “love”? Indeed, after the credits, the first image is a naked arrangement of bodies, with their skin apparently petrified, and their identities and positions unclear. These bodies have seemingly been cooked under an immense heat and they possess an unsettling beauty, as the baked grains catch the light when their bodies move. They cling to each other gently, moving slowly, while a piano plays melancholically. This frame dissolves, to reveal a further set of naked bodies holding each other, this time without any obvious effects of the atomic blast. A woman’s hands are defined against the man’s back and the music becomes louder, signalling the life and lust between the couple. During the film’s production, public controversy arose over this connection between the two sets of bodies and the perception that atomic devastation was being turned into an erotic and aesthetic spectacle through the images of bodies covered with “the atomic ashes of Hiroshima” moving with “tenderness and pleasure” (Wilson 46; see also Ropars-Wuilleumier 179). The film’s opponents argued such a connection was sacrilegious and Duras responded that “what is really a sacrilege, if there is a sacrilege, is HIROSHIMA itself” (qtd. and trans. Wilson 47).
Resnais felt that desire and atomic annihilation were filtered throughout the city of Hiroshima: “Everywhere you feel the presence of death. As a reaction you feel a violent appetite for life…That is a banal psychological reality, and may perhaps explain a certain need for sexual freedom” (qtd. in Armes 85). The interface between atomic destruction and erotic drives in the film appears not to be gendered (Freeman 314). The equation of atomic-bombing with sexual pleasure applies to both characters at different times. Nevers’s decision to sleep with her lover on her last night in Hiroshima seems to suggest that her sexual desire has been aroused by the city’s reminders of atomic destruction. Freeman comments, “erotic pleasure becomes identical to absolute [nuclear] erasure,” possibly because of Nevers’s desire to dissolve her identity and efface the damaged self (316). Yet, when Hiroshima later stands beside her at the peace march and asks “Will you go with me just once more?,” the film cuts to a simulated demonstration of a mushroom cloud and Nevers refuses to answer. Here, the atomic bomb is associated with masculine sexual pleasure and Nevers rejects both. Part of Hiroshima Mon Amour’s complexity is produced by this refusal to align the dangers of nuclear stockpiling with the qualities of any one sex, suggesting that political activity must not reduce the nuclear menace to an aggressive sexual desire innately belonging to men (see also Chernus 21).
The film plays with audiences’ expectations of male authority and female subordination. At one point Nevers seems to invite Hiroshima to be assertive and determining: “Take the glass, make me drink some.” However, their relations of dominance and submission remain enigmatic at the film’s end. Hiroshima asks her to stay, but Nevers refuses:
NEVERS: Go away.

HIROSHIMA: I can’t leave you.

Nevers fears Hiroshima will emotionally compel her to stay with the typical physical rhetoric of male protection. She thinks: “he will take me by the shoulders. He will enfold me in his arms and I shall be lost.” Hiroshima’s actions instead confound her predictions; Nevers is presumptuous in assuming he desires to control her. Rather, he is dependent on her. His love seems genuine, as he tells an old lady passing by, and he responds to Nevers’s decision to leave in a manner so childish it belies his posture of indifference: “I’d rather you had died at Nevers.” 

The restorative nature of their bond is most palpable in the way that Hiroshima makes it possible for Nevers to confront her catastrophic past. Hiroshima allows Nevers to relive her previous relationship by playing the German soldier himself. In the first-person present tense, Hiroshima asks her to vocalise her experiences of discrimination after her lover’s death: “When you’re in the cellar, am I dead?” She replies he is, and that she watches from the cellar grate as “society passes overhead.” The actress is ignored and “disgraced;” she was “supposed to have died, a long way away from Nevers.” As she emphasizes, her “dead love is an enemy of France” and because of this the inhabitants of Nevers “think it is their duty” to ostracize and punish her in the name of their national pride. Nevers is called “slut” for her sexual relationship with a German soldier; her marginalisation is inflected by a sensibility of national revenge that murders the soldier and imprisons his lover.

Malcolm Crowley suggests that the film’s signification of Liberation as a moment of nationalist violence was a direct intervention into French politics at the close of the 1950s (14-15). In 1958, France’s Fourth Republic, formed at the end of WWII, collapsed as a result of the internal discord surrounding the country’s failure to decolonise in Algeria. General Charles de Gaulle, the leader of the Free French during the Occupation and personification of the Liberation, was recalled to power. Having entertained twenty-two different governments between 1945 and 1958, the French constitution of 1946 was attacked as seriously flawed by de Gaulle because it granted final power to “a fractured Chamber of Deputies,” in which governments could be easily unseated by rapidly-formed coalitions (Kedward 381). De Gaulle thus led the reform of the constitution, enshrining a powerful executive leader whose authority was independent of parliament and government. The new presidential state, legitimised by “the legendary status of de Gaulle’s war years,” was endorsed by almost 80% of the electorate (Kedward 382, 389). Crowley argues that Duras was horrified by the narrative of Liberation that de Gaulle harnessed to authorise this right-wing consolidation of power, a story of French unity, self-determination, and triumphant victory against German oppressors. Against this, she wrote a film script interpreting the moment of Liberation as a shameful series of misogynistic and xenophobic events (14-15). Hiroshima Mon Amour reveals that under the official history of Liberation, which was largely silent on the contribution of immigrants to the Resistance and overlooked the head-shavings of “collaborators” for over forty years, lies a counter-history that confounds the narrative that propelled de Gaulle’s political reform and where nationalism is not heroic but violent and appalling (Kedward 308-309, 314-315).

Hiroshima Mon Amour links the violence of nationalism seen during the Liberation to the use of atomic bombs against Japan. The visual resonance of Nevers’s shaved head down in the cellar with bareheaded Hiroshima radiation victims reiterates that the call for national duty permits acts of barbarism, whether French or American. The opening of the film situates the atomic-bombing of Hiroshima as an act of racial discrimination, by showing images of Japanese marchers protesting against nuclear tests and explaining in voiceover that their anger is directed at “the fundamental inequality imposed by some races on others.” Simultaneously, the nationalistic narrative of the Liberation is challenged by Nevers’s trauma and the social stigma and violence she and her family must endure, symbolically conveyed when her father shuts his pharmacy “because of the disgrace.” The pressure of national allegiances prevents Nevers from coming to terms with her German lover’s death. Only in Hiroshima, by coming to love again a “national enemy,” a Japanese man, Nevers seems to finally start the therapeutic path she deferred at the end of WWII. 

The love affair presents the same ambiguity in Resnais’s portrayal of gender and power relations I emphasized previously. The architect allows Nevers to relive and thus overcome her trauma, by effacing his own presence and adopting the soldier’s persona. On the one hand, his willingness to partake in this drama suggests that Hiroshima does not share the incessant will to absolute possession of women characterising phallic sexuality; he allows Nevers to imagine being with another man. On the other hand, his impersonation can be perceived as the appropriation of the identity of Nevers’s only meaningful love, so that the architect’s apparently selfless role-playing actually positions him as a patriarchal protector redeeming a frail woman in need of the security he provides. Yet, the relationship is recuperative for both characters and his status as protector is undermined to the extent in which he is himself dependent on Nevers for his own recuperation. Dressed as a nurse for the film she is making, Nevers kisses Hiroshima lovingly and later kisses his hands with the words “my love for you makes me [foolish].” She loves that part of him which rebuilds, and her uniform suggests that her presence is curative for him as well. By allowing the architect to actively participate in her self-refashioning, Nevers helps him to come to terms with the loss of his family in the atomic-bombing of 1945. Unable to prevent his family’s destruction, perhaps she makes it possible for him to overcome his sense of impotence, by contributing to rebuild the city and Nevers’ wounded persona. He seems enraptured by the extent to which she trusts him and this intimacy performs a reconciliatory function. While the architect initially criticises how France responded to the destruction of Hiroshima, reminding Nevers that they “rejoiced with the whole world,” through their love affairs, he comes to realize that his “national enemy” has also suffered the searing murder of loved ones. He understands that given such traumatic pasts (national and personal) the process of reconstruction needs to be a collaborative one. His role in rebuilding the city of Hiroshima takes place in a context of international efforts to fight against the possibility of such a catastrophe ever being repeated (Hersey 142).

II

One question that recurs in critical discussions of the film is whether Hiroshima and Nevers’s extra-marital affair is destructive and finite or hopeful and productive. Philip Duhan Segal and Freeman assert their love is dysfunctional and “leads toward […] final separation” (Freeman 318; Segal 138); they maintain that the relationship between Hiroshima and Nevers is fleeting and offers no hope that the catastrophes they are records of may be heeded and prevented in the future. Emma Wilson concludes luridly that theirs “will be an irradiated, painful love, and draw sick pleasure from its flowering in Hiroshima” (57). For Freeman, the film’s bleak message is that the dead can only return to life symbolically, accompanied and prefigured by “trauma” (318). Certainly, in Hiroshima Mon Amour, the audience can only access Nevers’s German partner and the victims of the atomic bomb through her memory and the representations in the city’s museum; their retrieval from the past is a painful process. However, I would suggest that Nevers’s pain is cathartic, because by re-experiencing and acknowledging what she went through with Hiroshima as a proxy for the German soldier, she revisits the pain of the initial trauma and reaches a point where she can break through it. 

This act of self-recreation occurs as a consequence of her affair with Hiroshima. Nevers asks him, “refashion me in your image,” and repeats throughout the film: “You are killing me. You are good for me.” Their brief love, the tenderness he has shown her and her conscious decision to entertain an affair with a former national enemy – without the fear of shame or punishment that accompanied her relationship with the German soldier – have soothed the ghosts of her wartime experience and sutured her wounds from WWII. As Nevers declares: “Not for fourteen years had I experienced an impossible love.” She recounts and discards the identities she has passed through: the “little slut from Nevers” her community addressed her as, and “Little Miss Nobody, died of love,” the persona that emerged as a consequence of her social death. At the end of the film, and of her experience in and with Hiroshima, she has gained the confidence to return to Nevers, having discarded those previous identities. By naming each other, Nevers and Hiroshima face their histories. Unlike Freeman, who sees the film offering “no assurance that we can prevent the reoccurrence of a nuclear catastrophe,” (318) I think this process of rooting the atrocities of their pasts in their identities is a way of “fighting with all their might against forgetfulness,” to paraphrase Nevers, “in order to prevent [the atomic-bombing of Hiroshima’s] recurrence” (Wilson 6). 

Wilson understands the intense physical love between the protagonists as a kind of sensory oblivion that burns away the memory of the past and the pain it entails. Such a reading seems to echo Tennessee Williams’s play A Streetcar Named Desire, first performed in 1947 and filmed in 1951, in which Stella Kowalski declares “there are things that happen between a man and a woman in the dark – that sort of make everything else seem - unimportant” (39-40). However, to read Hiroshima Mon Amour in this way ignores the naming ritual that explicitly marks the characters’ commemoration of their personal histories (Wilson 64-65). The names of Hiroshima and Nevers signify the extent to which they have come to terms with the atrocities of history and are prepared to confront them. I do not believe one is invited to think Nevers will stay after the plot concludes, but neither do I share Freeman’s explanation that the lovers part because of the intense and centrifugal masochism involved with their reliving of the past (317-318). Their final public encounter in the Casablanca bar recalls a text in which – as in Hiroshima Mon Amour – two lovers must bid each other farewell at the film’s end. In the 1942 film Casablanca, Ilsa and Rick cannot stay together because of their commitment to the fight against Nazism. Nevers and Hiroshima also face an international threat to humanity and both must fully participate in the struggle to overcome the negation of human life represented by nuclear war (Caruth 46-48).3 For her, this means challenging the insular, nationalist community that imprisoned her, by refusing to be exiled from Nevers, and completing the film of peace. For him, it means contributing to the rebuilding of Hiroshima, and acknowledging the nuclear catastrophe without allowing it to foreclose new growth. When Nevers inquires about the nature of his work, he replies “architecture” – and adds “je fais de la politique [I am a political activist].” Duras and Resnais have commented that there is nothing ambiguous about Hiroshima’s statement (Armes 75): Hiroshima’s twin occupations, architecture and politics, do not stop him from falling in love with Nevers – on the contrary, they are shared interests – but if he is to remain committed to them, he must stay in the city and decline the possibility of a relationship with the actress. Like Rick and Ilsa, it is their shared opposition to a global menace that necessitates separate lives; the condition of their love, seemingly reconciled during their naming, appears ambiguous. Armes records that even Resnais’s understanding of the longevity of their relationship was shifting and unfixed (85-86).

Ambiguity undercuts many of the meanings offered by Hiroshima Mon Amour, just as the title combines “contradictory meanings – it can signify collective violence and passionate love” (Freeman 314; Schuth 17). The undermining of Nevers’s “I saw everything” with Hiroshima’s “you saw nothing” represents, according to Freeman, the film’s sceptical self-reflection upon “the authority of its own medium, questioning the extent to which narrative forms […] convey the meaning of what they depict” (317). This exchange between the voices of the film’s two protagonists has fostered several critical responses. It takes place as the opening shots of caressing, naked bodies are replaced by a montage of shots depicting Hiroshima’s hospital and museum, perhaps signalling that meaningful human contact is shifting into a less corporeal and reliable mode of communication: the image, and particularly the moving image. Armes has suggested that the questioning of what Nevers has seen during her visit to the city is a way of saying that to “visit museums, to understand intellectually is not to grasp the essence of the catastrophe that Hiroshima represents” (71). As Marie-Claire Ropars-Wuilleumier has expressed lucidly, “a shared suspicion prevails over the issue of representation” (178), especially when catastrophe comes in the unimaginable shape of the atomic-bombing of Hiroshima. According to Ropars-Wuilleumier, Hiroshima Mon Amour must undercut the possibility of cinematically imagining the city’s atomic destruction because “the event exceeds the possibility of fixing it within filmic representation” (179). To “see everything” concerning Hiroshima is to limit and pass over what one must learn from the enormity of that city’s annihilation.4 There is a portentous example of this in the way that the city of Hiroshima remembers its history: Hiroshima Mon Amour shows us the “Hiroshima Gift Shop” and the film being shown in the museum, which depicts the atomic destruction so realistically that the tourists watching it cannot hold back their tears. Crucially, over the image of the gift shop, the architect states “you are not endowed with memory.” His voice denies the authenticity of remembrance offered by Hiroshima’s tourist industry. Reproducing the conditions of the atomic-bombing on screen, as in the museum film, may make tourists cry – but that tearful response might interrupt a more productive form of memory that would drive anti-nuclear activism. Memories of the nuclear catastrophe that are brought home and put on display as markers of the purchasers’ sensitivity, or memories that induce sorrow in museum visitors seem limited and compartmentalised. These gestures suggest that the demands the memory of Hiroshima makes on human beings is satisfied by localised, temporary acts of empathy or consumption, but such acts are disavowed by the voiceover: “what can a tourist do other than weep?” Perhaps a more appropriate response would be involvement with the anti-nuclear activism the protagonists separate over, so that they may continue to pursue that political engagement.  

In light of this emphasised uncertainty about the trustworthiness of representation, to seek the film’s support in the deconstruction of the nuclear family and its normative gender roles is a partial and hesitant manoeuvre. Is the character Hiroshima representative of patriarchal male authority? He can be reassuringly tender – Nevers seems to take great security from his arms around her – but threateningly possessive, at one point slapping her. Sharing with Hiroshima a verbal recreation of her subterranean incarceration is the pivot around which Nevers overcomes the catastrophe in her past, an experience she has withheld from her husband. As already mentioned, this may signify her close emotional proximity to her Japanese lover, but, as Ward points out, it also bespeaks Hiroshima’s desire to be privileged as Nevers’s confidant, displacing her spouse (22). Ward has argued that Nevers’s marriage lacks fulfilling love, replicating the normative family model as constrictive of personal growth and satisfaction (36-37). It is illicit love that facilitates Nevers’s rebirth, so that in the film adultery becomes the space in which hope and rebirth can take place.

Yet again, despite the importance of Hiroshima and Nevers’s relationship to their self-recreation, they both claim to be “happily married” and audiences are invited to believe they return to their families when the action of the film finishes. Ultimately, it is unclear how far Nevers has been reconstructed by their love. Taken at face value, the vagueness of her comment “how good it is to be with somebody, sometimes” diminishes the power of love that appears to have effected such a regeneration of her self. As she pronounces the above words, Nevers grabs Hiroshima with enthusiasm. Does this underline the subtext that any physical coupling provides succour because it entails close human contact, or in fact does holding the architect at this point illustrate that it is specifically this somebody at this time that is so good for her?  

III

If Hiroshima Mon Amour leaves audiences with a series of questions, it frames how they might be answered. The film resists accounting for either the power relations of the normative family model or the use of nuclear weapons with biological impulses. The fluctuating roles of Hiroshima and Nevers, oscillating between domination and submission, make it difficult to read their personalities as embedded in essential characteristics. The erotic desire driving nuclear catastrophes seems to switch from female to male sexual pleasure, making an interpretation of the system of nuclear defence as product of an aggressive male nature problematic. The first city to be destroyed by an atomic bomb was “made for love” and “made” for Nevers’ body (emphasis added); the shifting and imprecise relationship between Nevers, Hiroshima the man, and Hiroshima the city, has been constructed. The film insists on the historical emergence of a relationship between gender, desire and nuclear catastrophe, inviting audiences to decide for themselves how these relations have existed and how they must be staged in the future, in order to construct a world where such nuclear catastrophes cannot recur. 

The necessity of this runs throughout Hiroshima Mon Amour, which warns “it will happen again,” recounting statistics of the thousands of dead, the temperature of the blast, and other facts connected to the shameful tragedy. The intertwining of Nevers’s victimisation in France and the atomic-bombing of Hiroshima suggests that the subordination of women and the use of nuclear weapons take place at the intersections of different historical relations too complex to be reduced to an act of inborn male aggression. They are justified with claims of racial and national duty permitting such acts of barbarism and violence. The film’s paralleling of “differently scaled histories” (Wilson 54), the private catastrophe of the main female character and the catastrophic atomic-bombing of Hiroshima, dramatises the destructiveness of racism and nationalism. Against these forces giving form to the exertion of masculine authority over prohibited manifestations of female sexuality, Hiroshima Mon Amour represents the productiveness of international, “inter-racial” affairs, out of which non-antagonistic gender relations may emerge, albeit temporarily. The Casablanca bar suggests Hiroshima and Nevers’s relationship is only short-lived because the battle against the global oppression of nuclear weapons draws them apart, and they must fight to ensure that never again will “asphalt […] burn” in atomic fire. In this light, we need to interpret Nevers’s seemingly pessimist remark “the sun will not rise on anyone […] again. At last.” Could this be a way of expressing figuratively the hope that atomic weapons will never be used in the future? Nevers observes elsewhere in the film that the atomic blast was the “temperature of the sun;”5 this association of nuclear destruction and solar heat suggests that Nevers’s comment on the sun never rising again is in fact an affirmative, optimistic statement. This is supported by her emphasis on “At last,” which seems to indicate that through the ongoing efforts of activists like herself and the architect, Hiroshima and Nagasaki might be the only and the last cities to be destroyed by nuclear weapons, instead of being the first. She utters this statement as she walks past a seemingly new office block, testament that reconstruction is possible after nuclear catastrophe. One is drawn back to the plants in the opening credits, which might suggest that, “despite this tragedy, life can emerge with new vitality” (Schuth 18).

Notes

1. Arguably, the bombing of civilian populations in WWII had already erased the “combatant – non-combatant distinction” (Boyer 214).

2. This is but one definition of the family and many more permutations are possible (Sedgwick 6). To avoid confusion, in this chapter I will refer to the nuclear family or markedly similar combinations of heterosexual parents and children as the “nuclear family” or “normative family model;” I reserve the term “family” to refer more generally to those social units in which reproduction and child-rearing takes place.

3. Caruth comments on the allusion to Casablanca to suggest that the address to United States audiences in the 1942 film is reversed in Hiroshima Mon Amour (46-48). Caruth understands Casablanca as a film stressing America’s liberationist role during WWII, with Humphrey Bogart’s character Rick enabling dissidents to escape Occupied Europe to freedom in the United States. Conversely, Hiroshima Mon Amour flashes up the event that signalled the end of the WWII, which positioned the USA not as liberator but obliterator: the atomic-bombing of Japanese cities.

4. Some critics have argued that the presence of the “international” film for peace that Nevers is making inside the diegetic world of Hiroshima Mon Amour should not be compared with Hiroshima Mon Amour itself (Caruth 29; Armes 75). Yet, Resnais and Duras’s film, a French-Japanese co-production made with multinational technical staff and actors, invites that comparison (Armes 67). While Caruth expresses concern that Nevers’s international film would turn “the very actuality of catastrophe into the anonymous narrative of peace” (29), I would suggest that perhaps both films are conscious of the impossibility of recreating the horrific immensity of atomic devastation. Reading the international peace film in light of Hiroshima Mon Amour’s anxiety over the limits of representation, it no longer appears to betray the “truth” of the atomic-bombing of Japanese civilians, but acknowledges that cinematic apparatuses are inadequate to the task of restaging “the very actuality of catastrophe.” Indeed, as if recognising this, Hiroshima Mon Amour reveals very little of the international peace film to its audiences.

5. This association can also be seen, for example, in Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light; Cheshire, The Light of Many Suns; Szasz, The Day the Sun Rose Twice. These accounts were published later than Hiroshima Mon Amour, but solar motifs were already circulating around the atomic bomb when the film was produced (Hendershot 106).
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Personal History, Collective History: Mapping Shock and the Work of Analogy

AMANDA IRWIN WILKINS

“Personal History, Collective History” suggests that we have two common ways of organizing our response to disaster. One is to map the moment of shock and interruption in our own lives as we ask and answer “Where were you when..?”, a question that permeates conversation in the wake of historic events. The question turns us outward to collective memory even as it turns us inward to reflect on our own experience. The other strategy is to reach for historical analogy, hoping to see the traumatic event more clearly through the lens of another, older catastrophe. By comparing our own historical moment to historical narratives that already have the sense of an ending, we try to manage the suspense of the present and the uncertainty of the future. If too exclusive a focus on personal experience runs the risk of solipsism and historical analogies can degenerate into political propaganda, narrative and metaphor remain vital tools for knitting time and routine back together in the aftermath of catastrophe. 

“Gigantic as it was, it had something to do with her. Down, down, into the midst of ordinary things the finger fell making the moment solemn.”

Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf

Reviewing books released for the first anniversary of September 11, 2001, Walter Kirn complains that “Quite a few of the pieces open in the same way, with down-to-the-wallpaper-pattern re-creations of the authors’ surroundings and circumstances at the instant they heard or saw the news” (7). Kirn objects to this on aesthetic grounds (it’s unoriginal) and on ethical grounds (it’s solipsistic). The insight that shock intrudes on everyday life is not a new one, so why, he asks, rehearse it yet again: “That one can be flossing one’s teeth or feeding the cat when tragedy strikes and history spins sideways is a perennial human astonishment, but a couple of examples make the point, and surely these writers know that there are thousands. Why pile another speck of dirt on Everest just because it happens to be one’s own speck?” (8). “So much solipsism,” he concludes, “grows tiring” (8). 

I see his point. Yet I feel some sympathy for the “solipsistic” exercise of narrating how the events of September 11 broke in on the particulars of one’s day. It’s the kind of narrative we all have, one that answers the Where were you when? question. My own version of the experience starts this way: I was at home writing when the telephone rang. It goes on to include the particularly blue sky, the leaves of the sweet gum tree outside my window, finding all circuits busy in Washington and New York when I tried to check on my family. A sentence like “I was at home writing when the telephone rang” sounds like the opening of a bad thriller, though it’s also in this case flat reporting. The blue sky quickly became a clichéd symbol of the incongruity between backdrop and event. But before it became a symbol, it was just the day’s weather—weather that intensified the shock. Pieces of my account come out sounding like genre fiction or stock fragments of news coverage, but I (like those other writers) am attached to my version of that common experience—when “history spins sideways” (Kirn 8). Answering the Where were you when? question, I argue, is a way of organizing our response to disaster. It turns us toward collective experience and toward history even as it turns us inward to reflect on our own experience. 

As Avishai Margalit observes in The Ethics of Memory, “We are usually unaware of the channels by which we share memories with others …. But there are dramatic cases when we actually are aware of such channels” (52). He takes the World Trade Center attack as his example, speculating on why it would provoke “‘flashbulb’ memories” in which people incorporate “trivial items of information … such as who told them about it, what precisely they were doing when they were told, and so on” (52). Unsatisfied with the theory that sheer repetition in recounting the event locks these incidental specifics into our minds, Margalit argues that we use the trivial particulars to build a bridge between our personal experience and collective experience: “The significance of the event for us depends on our being personally connected with what happened, and hence we share not only the memory of what happened but also our participation in it” (53). Fragments of our own experience become embedded in the event we did not experience directly; if those fragments partially obscure our image of the event, they also anchor us to it. So, for instance, in my mind’s eye, the image of the twin towers collapsing is partly overlaid with sweet gum leaves. Features of one’s immediate, incidental landscape that become entangled with events at a distance—like the tree outside my window—are both blind spots and signs of connection. They remind us that our perspective is particular and limited, but they also insist that the unanchored images streaming by on the news and occupying the front page have something to do with us. 

Historian John Lewis Gaddis categorizes September 11 as one of those rare times  when “historical and personal trajectories … intersect” so shockingly and so significantly that we remember it with particular precision and invoke it by exact date (Surprise 1). That intersection can lead to a kind of double-vision, the scene of personal life and the scene of violent shock forced into an uneasy juxtaposition. For me, the greatest source of uneasiness came not so much from the juxtaposition of images—like the overlay of tree leaves on tragedy—but from the juxtaposition of experiences. I was at home writing while other people were caught up directly in the event. Beyond the surprise that Kirn describes—we can be in the midst of a routine when something historic happens—was another problem: the juxtaposition of experiences only emphasized rather than helped bridge the vast difference between them. Safe from danger but not from the news, home seemed simultaneously distant from and near to the event. What Cathy Caruth calls “the incomprehensibility at the heart of catastrophic experience” holds true in its way for those in the fragile zone of relative safety (58). Faced with the difficulty of grasping catastrophe directly, we have two common responses. One is this effort to map the moment of shock, of interruption in our own lives. The other, I think, is to reach for historical analogy, hoping to take some hold of the traumatic event through another, older catastrophe. 


September 11 taught me—unexpectedly—to see World War One more clearly. When the news broke that morning, I was working on a project about Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway and other novels of the 1920s and 30s. In the weeks that followed, I consumed the daily papers (which Woolf called “history in the raw”) (Three Guineas 7). They got mixed up on the table and in my mind with the books I had been working on, and the glare of the front page exposed heightened traces of war’s aftermath in the fiction of Marcel Proust, Graham Greene, and Virginia Woolf. It’s not that the traces hadn’t been there all along, permeating those narrative landscapes, but they hadn’t seemed as visible or as shocking before. Contextualizing a novel historically was suddenly not just some academic exercise. My nerve-endings as a reader felt as raw and sharp as the headlines. I saw the old through the lens of the new. And that older history in turn brought September 11 into sharper focus. The details I had never noticed before about another time and another place taught me something about our own. Clarissa Dalloway had been right in feeling that “it was very, very dangerous to live even one day” (Mrs. Dalloway 8). 

I started reading for old answers to the Where were you when…? question in the essays and letters of authors writing in the shadow of World War One. Watching them try to map out the crisis, waiting for the flash of recognition that came when some I ran across an account with some parallel to my own, I discovered (with an absurd relief) that Henry James, writing about the outbreak of war in August 1914, seemed to share my obsession with the weather. His letters take frequent note of the jarring contrast between the perfect blueness and the terrible news. To Edith Wharton he writes, “The season here is monotonously magnificent—and we look inconceivably off across the blue channel, the lovely rim, toward the nearness of the horrors that are in perpetration just beyond”; he tells Brander Matthews that “We hang here over the channel—we of this place, in the most wondrous ironic beauty of weather, season and sea” (Letters, Volume IV, 715, 718). In his collection of essays about the war, James dwells on this sense of ironic dissonance: 

Never were desperate doings so blandly lighted up as by the two unforgettable months that I was to spend so much of in looking over from the old rampart of a little high-perched Sussex town at the bright blue streak of the Channel, within a mile or two of us at its nearest point … and staring at the bright mystery beyond the rim of the farthest opaline reach. Just on the other side of that finest of horizon-lines history was raging a pitch new under the sun. (Within the Rim 16-17)

But it wasn’t just the weather that I recognized in James’s essay; it was the unsettled feeling of a vantage point that was both close to and removed from unfolding events. War was so nearby, but also unimaginably distant. 


In her 1919 review of James’s essays, Woolf admitted that she picked up the volume with some skepticism. That skepticism itself seemed reassuringly familiar to me: like Walter Kirn in 2002, Woolf felt a year after the Armistice that she had read too much unsuccessful writing on the recent tragic events of her time. The myriad well-intentioned accounts that appeared during the war years struck Woolf as “a kind of siege or battering ram laid to the emotions, which have obstinately refused to yield their fruits” (“Within the Rim” 23). Yet despite the “suspicion” with which she approaches it, Within the Rim proves itself “of all books describing the sights of war and appealing for our pity … the one that best shows the dimensions of the whole” (“Within the Rim” 22, 23). Reflecting on the kind of protest Kirn later advances in the context of September 11, Woolf writes, “A moralist perhaps might object that … a writer [should not] exhibit so keen a curiosity as to the tremors and vibrations of his own spirit in the face of the universal calamity” (“Within the Rim” 23). And yet James’s “largely personal account,” she suggests, is paradoxically the one “to present the best statement yet made of the largest point of view. He makes us understand what civilisation meant to him and should mean to us” (“Within the Rim” 23, 24). Personal accounts may  run the risk of degenerating into solipsism, but they can also look outward, relying on particular experiences and a certain vantage point to bring a broad crisis into focus. 
James’s vantage point on events wasn’t defined only by the bright weather of Sussex, but also by remembered events. His perspective on the outbreak of war in 1914 was shaped by another war he lived through five decades earlier: the American Civil War. He maps the geographic and imaginative distance between Sussex and the front line fighting, but also instinctively maps the trauma of the present crisis by analogy to the past: 

The first sense of it all to me after the first shock and horror was that of a sudden leap back into life of the violence with which the American Civil War broke upon us, at the North, fifty-four years ago. … The illusion was complete, in its immedate rush; the tension of the hours after the flag of the Union had been fired upon in South Carolina living again, with a tragic strangeness of recurrence, in the interval during which the fate of Belgium hung in the scales… (Within the Rim 11) 

His sense of having slipped backward in time leads him to see current events as a kind of horrifying and ghostly repetition. For a time, the haunting similarities between past and present accumulate (“The analogy quickened and deepened with every elapsing hour”) and the resemblance seems ominously to predict an inevitable track for the unfolding future (Within the Rim 12). But repetition—even tragic repetition—paradoxically offers a kind of reassurance: “I found myself literally knowing ‘by experience’ what immensities, what monstrosities, what revelations of what immeasurabilities, our affair would carry in its bosom—a knowledge that flattered me by its hint of immunity from illusion” (Within the Rim 12). To feel he already knows the worst, to feel that he can be a realist about the situation, gives James some toehold in an overwhelming situation. Drawing “vague comfort … from recognition,” James suggests the ghost of war is at least something of a familiar, known quantity for him (Within the Rim 12). But the “luxury” of recognition doesn’t last long: “the rich analogy, the fine and sharp identity between the faded and the vivid case broke down … [and] the moment … came soon enough at which experience felt the ground give way and that one swung off into space, into history, into darkness, with every lamp extinguished and every abyss gaping” (Within the Rim 12-13). The flash of historical analogy—casting its bright light on similarities—offers a way for James to take hold of an uncertain situation. But he suggests that the “perfect” analogy gets part of its illuminating power from distortion, and that the foreknowledge it seems to offer provides no lasting escape from uncertainty. 

The instinctive reach for historical analogy at a moment of crisis is, like the Where were you when question, an essential way of trying to organize our experience. We may seek back in our own past—as Henry James did in 1914—or seek other voices that can speak with wisdom out of a past moment that resembles our own. Perhaps the most striking example of this latter approach after September 11  was the wide circulation of W. H. Auden’s poem “September 1, 1939.” It seemed to offer reassurance that someone had already been through what we were experiencing—the same fear in the same month and the same city: 

I sit in one of the dives

On Fifty-second Street

Uncertain and afraid

As the clever hopes expire

Of a low dishonest decade:

Waves of anger and fear

Circulate over the bright

And darkened lands of the earth,

Obsessing our private lives; 

The unmentionable odour of death

Offends the September night. (Auden 57) 

The gesture of historical analogy can be comforting because it makes us feel less alone. Using the lens of one historical moment or event to look at another can serve as a powerful method of analysis and source of insight. But (as Henry James’s essay suggested) there are also serious risks inherent in historical analogies. Having established a retrospective connection between September 2001 and September 1939, there’s the temptation to reverse the logic of the connection and see the past as a prophecy of the future. Take, for instance, the “blind skyscrapers” that appear in Auden’s poem—they are unsurprising fixtures in a poem about New York, yet they take on an ominously new resonance with the fall of the twin towers. Older images and phrases can seem not just to represent a parallel experience or moment, but to take on a kind of predictive force. Even if we resist reading anything prescient into the fragments of Auden’s poem that most remind us of our own situation, the hazards of seeing through the lens of the past remain. 

A sense of these hazards weighed heavily on French poet and essayist Paul Valéry in the interwar years. In his 1931 foreword to Regards sur le monde actuel, he views certain personal and political uses of history as abdications of the responsibility we all should bear: to assess the present with an open mind and to act with a sense of freedom and vision in the best interests of the future: 

When men or assemblies, faced with pressing or embarrassing circumstances, find themselves constrained to act, they do not in their deliberations consider the actual state of affairs as something that has never occurred before, but rather they consult their imaginary memories. Obeying a kind of law of least action, unwilling to create—that is, to answer the originality of the situation by invention—their hesitant thought tends toward automatism; it looks for precedents, yields to the spirit of history, which bids it first of all to remember, even when the case is an entirely new one. History feeds on history. (History and Politics 8; emphasis original) 

Valéry argues that at moments of tension or crisis, we are too ready to conflate the current situation with a situation from the past. We seek even a horrifying precedent, Valéry implies, in preference to no precedent at all, because our fear of the new exceeds our fear of an appalling repetition. The flimsiest sense of familiarity may be reassuring, if it appears to relieve us of the burden of real diagnosis or creative action. “The future, by definition, has no image,” he writes: “History provides us with the means to imagine it” (History and Politics 7). This would seem on its face to be a statement about the value of learning and applying history. But the kind of imagining that Valéry sees as prevalent is more passive than creative. It’s a multiple-choice sort of activity, in which we pick from the prefabricated array of options provided by history: “a table of situations and catastrophes, a gallery of ancestors, a formulary of acts, expressions, attitudes, and decisions” (History and Politics 7). Lest we mistakenly assume that a passive form of imagination must be benign, Valéry insists it has consequences: “It is probable that Louis XVI would not have perished on the scaffold without the precedent of Charles I; that Bonaparte, if he had not meditated on the transformation of the Roman Republic into an empire founded on military power, would not have made himself emperor” (History and Politics 8). Valéry turns on its head the idea that not knowing our history dooms us to repeat it; we must also, he warns, be wary of the tendency to allow precedent to dictate our options. 

If Valéry’s anxious skepticism about the “spirit of history” and his speculative examples about Louis XVI and Napolean seem not to allow enough space for the possibility of a more flexible, constructive relationship between our understanding of the past and our vision of the future, his point is salutary nonetheless. Gestures of historical analogy can illuminate
, but they can also constrain—particularly when they are oversimplified or unexamined. If we stop after having identified only resemblances between two events or situations, we don’t complete the true task of analogy, a task that requires us to consider similarities and differences together in our minds at the same time. This more complex and nuanced dynamic of analogy demands imaginative insight and analysis in place of the passive imagination which Valéry saw as so dangerous. 

We need only go as far as our own daily newspapers to observe that, as Valéry suggested, the uses of history in politics are particularly marked in pressured circumstances. Through the 2004 presidential campaign, the 9/11 Commission’s investigation, the shifting course of the war in Iraq, and the ongoing threat of terrorism, historical analogies have been used—and often abused—on all sides. In the wake of September 11, Bush and his speechwriters have often sought to establish a parallel between our enemies now and our enemies during World War Two and in this way to borrow some of Americans’ good will toward that “good war” for the “war on terrorism.” Building on the analogy already in circulation between the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 and the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the famous “axis of evil” line from Bush’s 2002 State of the Union speech invited us to associate North Korea, Iraq, and Iran with the Axis Powers of Germany, Italy, and Japan.
 In other speeches, Bush has compared the threat we face now to the threat Hitler posed in the 1930s, thus casting anyone who urges caution or an alternative foreign policy in the role of Neville Chamberlain at Munich in September 1938. Bush portrays himself, meanwhile, as the leader who won’t fall into the trap of naïve appeasement, whose words won’t take on the notorious irony that Chamberlain’s “peace in our time” did. Condoleeza Rice sought to reinforce the World War Two analogy when she opened her testimony before the 9/11 Commission with references to Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan.
 The ghosts of the past have been enlisted to make the case for future action, with little or no specificity about how exactly they are (and are not) similar to the threats we face now. 
When the news out of Iraq is particularly bad, the terms of the debate tend to shift away from the Bush administration’s preferred historical analogy to the most common counter-analogy: Vietnam. Responding to a speech by Senator Kennedy in the run-up to the 2004 election, conservative columnist William Safire asked, “Does Ted Kennedy speak for his Massachusetts junior senator, John Kerry, when he calls our effort to turn terror-supporting despotism into nascent liberty in Iraq ‘Bush’s Vietnam’?” (A19). Soon after, Paul Krugman, who regularly chides the Bush administration, threw down the analogy like a trump card at the end of his column criticizing the war planners: “if we keep following their advice, Iraq really will turn into another Vietnam” (“Snares and Delusions” A25). Krugman later took a more considered approach to the analogy, opening his column with a categorical recognition that the two situations are not identical: “Iraq isn’t Vietnam” (“The Vietnam Analogy” A19). Having made that acknowledgment, he went on to analyze what he sees as the “real parallels” we need to be aware of, concluding with a parallel between Nixon’s and Bush’s suppressive responses to war critics. Under Nixon, Vietnam War protesters “were accused of undermining the soldiers and encouraging the enemy” (A19). Bush, asked at a prime-time press conference about the comparisons circulating between Iraq and Vietnam, responded: “Yeah, I think the analogy is false. I also happen to think that analogy is—sends the wrong message to our troops and sends the wrong message to the enemy” (“The President’s News Conference” A12). When the uncertainty we face is most extreme, choosing an historical analogy may mean choosing sides politically, and the rhetoric of comparison becomes entangled with the rhetoric of patriotism.  

In the current climate, Vietnam functions powerfully as a kind of short-hand for military and foreign policy failures, as well as for division on the home front. The Vietnam War is over, but the word “quagmire” which almost always accompanies it suggests the particularly explosive tension in the analogy. To invoke Vietnam is to invoke both a closed narrative from the past and an open narrative about suspense, about what it feels like for there to be no end in sight. There seems to be enough of a consensus about the Vietnam War for the analogy to be clearly negative, yet not much of a consensus on precisely what lesson it should have taught us about how to proceed now. One letter to the editor of The New York Times, for instance, suggested that from Vietnam we should have learned to stick out difficult situations and maintain our resolve: “We lost our will to support the troops in the field [after the Tet Offensive], and America lost the war in Vietnam” (Moreschi A28). Another letter-writer insists just the opposite. The important thing is to withdraw as soon as possible: “Even if nation-building were possible, it costs too many lives. … I thought we learned our lesson in Vietnam. I guess I was wrong” (Bal A14). It’s easy to understand why the Bush Administration sees political danger in the Vietnam debate and why they urge alternative historical analogies. Critic Frank Rich points to one of the Administration’s attempts to frame the debate by linking the constitutional process in Iraq to America’s own beginnings as a democracy: “Before anyone dare say Vietnam, the president, Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld drag in the historian David McCullough and liken 2005 in Iraq to 1776 in America—and, by implication, the original George W. to ours” (10). The historical narratives—whether 1776 or World War Two—invoked to counter the Vietnam analogy are relatively uncontested in the current culture as stories with happy endings. They are useful to the Bush Administration because ambivalence about those historical moments isn’t fashionable right now (though a little ambivalence might do them better justice). In The Philosophy of Rhetoric (1936), I. A. Richards suggests that “we all live, and speak, only through our eye for resemblances” (89). The challenge, I would argue, is not to lose sight of the fact that each comparison has both an element of truth and, inevitably, an element of falseness. Just as we must be attentive to the complexity embedded in each analogy—to see how it captures sameness and difference simultaneously—we learn the most about how to approach new problems not from any one analogy, but from a dialogue among many.

*
*
*

Elusive of representation (no matter how many flags we fly), raw trauma seems terrifyingly formless and resistant to words. We struggle to integrate it into our personal histories and into our collective sense of history. Each piecing together a response to the Where were you when…? question, we map the moment of interruption, the moment when shock intruded on routine. As a society, comparing our own historical moment to historical narratives that already have the sense of an ending (to borrow Frank Kermode’s phrase) helps us manage the suspense of the present and the uncertainty of the future. Both gestures have their risks. Reflecting too exclusively on our own experience, we may forget to imagine the experiences of other people. And like Robert Frost’s garden hoe (“And what do we see? / The first tool I step on / Turned into a weapon”), historical analogy is an everyday instrument with a double-edged capacity: to dangerously oversimplify or to illuminate complexity (460). But if trauma, a Caruth suggests, “is a break in the mind’s experience of time,” then narrating the quotidian and the work of historical analogy may help us knit time and routine back together (61). Alert for the risks of solipsism and spin, we can find in our narratives and our analogies ways to go on from Ground Zero, keeping stories of the past in mind together with the open story of the future. 
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IT’S WHAT ISN’T THERE THAT IS: Catastrophe, Denial, and Non-Representation in Arshile Gorky’s Art

KIM THERIAULT
Arshile Gorky (c. 1900-48) painted in the United States from 1920-48. He is known mainly for his unfortunate biography, which always accompanies explanations of his work. He was born Armenian in Turkey prior to the Armenian Genocide of 1915 and before his father escaped to America to avoid conscription in the Turkish army. Gorky and the remainder of his family fled on a “death march” and the often-repeated account is that his mother died of starvation in his arms before he and his younger sister finally set off for America themselves. Around 1925, the young immigrant changed his name1 and moved to New York City to become an artist. He then began to make up stories about his artistic training
 while developing into one of the most progressive painters in America during the 1930s. The Surrealists, who had come to the United States during World War II, embraced his late-career work of the 1940s. Gorky’s life ended in a triad of tragedy. In January 1946 he lost most of his newest work in a studio fire, he had a colostomy operation for rectal cancer that March, and finally, in 1948, after a car accident in June temporarily paralyzed his painting arm, Gorky hanged himself in July. 


This paper analyzes Gorky’s constant negotiation of catastrophe in post-traumatic terms and shows how his art is a barometer that measures his relationship to the world as a displaced genocide survivor trying to build a new life through non-representational art. Gorky emotionally negotiates his relationship to genocide through denying it a literal or representative existence in his work in three distinct ways. First, embracing modernism and specifically, abstraction, allows Gorky to navigate the physical and social realities of displacement through a visual poetics of form and color. Second, denial of the literal and life-altering stress of genocide is emotionally closeted only to reappear in his work as nostalgic, “sweet” or muted turns on people and places of his pre-genocide Armenian memory. Finally, Gorky’s is a project of denial that focuses on ways to create, therefore he crafts a formal harmony from the destabilization of the past which in turn mitigates the trauma of undepicted wounds.  Overall, examination of how an artist like Gorky manifests his experience of exile and genocidal history has implications for better understanding of contemporary artists emerging globally from catastrophic displacement and trauma.   


Gorky’s relationship to catastrophe is perhaps most evident in his works on the theme of “the artist and his mother” in which he evokes questions about the form and sense of memory. There are numerous preparatory drawings and two versions of paintings that Gorky continued to work on for years. The composition is based on a photograph by an unknown studio photographer in the “old country” who posed the young Gorky and his mother with an offering of flowers to the artist’s absent father. In the arrangement, Gorky places himself standing next to, but also just slightly behind his seated mother, inferring a very subtle disconnection or distance that might refer to her deceased state. In the Whitney Museum version, their arms don’t touch, and the brown, blue and ocher tones seem a reflections of emotional separation, while in the The Artist and His Mother at the National Gallery, their arms touch, almost overlapping, and the warmer-toned reds, tans, and washed pinks suggest connection. The mother’s face is light in tone and flattened in both versions, but whereas it is iconic and simplified in the former version, it is drained of color and shape, like a deathmask, in the latter. The works may be a memorial to the artist’s mother and are likely, as suggested by Melvin Lader, devotional types of paintings (Lader 97). The artist painted and repainted this theme, not only in various versions, but on the canvas itself, which he obsessively scraped down, rinsed in his bathtub, and worked over and over. Perhaps the ritual can be viewed as part of an incantation to resurrect her, at least visually, through the process of artmaking.

Gorky manipulated space, color, and line in his paintings until natural shapes retained only a hint of their original form, thereby allowing him to incorporate memory and perhaps resurrect the forms and emotions of a displaced past. Many of Gorky’s abstractions were based on people and places that he remembered, but were no longer extant or to which he no longer had access. For example, the garden to which many of Gorky’s works refers no longer existed. It had long since been lost to the Genocide, if, in fact, it had ever existed in the sweet form of Gorky’s remembrance. Therefore the abstract painting that resulted was a combination of the real as it was imagined through the process of memory, since the “garden” was not present within his field of experience at that time. The actuality—that is, everything that does or could exist or happen in real life—is the simulacrum of both: a representation that has a vague or shadowy resemblance to both the real and imagined. The simulacrum itself is like a memory—hazy and fleeting. 

Gorky’s process seems closely related to the unconscious    but is not necessarily Surrealism.  The fluidity of Gorky’s work and the French movement did coincide, allowing for infinite possible worlds to be attained through mediated and unmediated channels. Still, as André Breton notes, Gorky was “not concerned, however, with extracting…sensations capable of acting as springboards towards the deepening, in terms of consciousness as much as enjoyment, of certain spiritual states” (Breton 200). The organic origin of the forms such as those found in Garden in Sochi essentially remains constant, suggesting similarities from version to version, but in no way creates a repetitive pattern, a distinct formula of recombination, or an identifiable landscape. 


Most first generation Armenian immigrants believed that their sojourn in America was a temporary displacement in order to avoid what they believed were transient problems in their homeland.  They fully expected to return. In Gorky’s late career there is an increase in the references to his pre-genocide past that can be directly related to the permanence of his situation in America and is perhaps a psychological response to his estrangement from the “old country.” Gorky remained attached to his culture even though it appears he understood he had no chance of returning. Ruth Mussikian, Gorky’s former lover and model, explains that, “His painting memories were all of Armenia, nothing of America. Gorky thought everything in America was vulgar. That was his favorite word. He was really living in Armenia here in Greenwich Village”(Mussikian 200).
 This remark is important to understanding how strongly and qualitatively that Gorky maintained a mental tie to his homeland.

The significance of Gorky’s psychological state is evident as we examine his uneasy relationship with his past. Gorky evaded the subject and very few, including his second wife, were initially aware of his history. A study of Armenian Genocide survivors in The Journal of Traumatic Stress suggests that individuals did not speak about their experience because of a feeling of impotence as a result of not being able to express rage or resist the transgressions against them when they occurred. Or they were afraid they would cry, be judged as weak, or be devalued or stigmatized because they had been victimized (Kalayjian et al 95). Consistent with trauma survivors, Gorky did not discuss the Armenian Genocide, nor did he literally depict it in his work. At the same time that he avoided the painful parts of his past, Gorky painted lyrical works that paid homage to his homeland in works such as The Plow and the Song. His avoidance of trauma and focus on a nostalgic version of the past, free from pain, revealed just how traumatized Gorky was: he functioned by blocking unpleasant memories out of his psyche in a manner consistent with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and memory repression. The irony here is that throughout his career, Gorky developed an artistic process that relied upon memory as a super-structure into which he spliced observations from his present experiences. 


In Gorky’s late career, spanning roughly1941-48 and often referred to as the “breakthrough years,” there is an increased and more visible splicing of past and present. Part of this is due to time that he spent outside of New York City in Virginia and Connecticut, as many have noted, but it can also be directly related to the permanence of his situation in America. It was during this era that Gorky married and began having a family. Indeed, it is well documented that the need to form families—as well as the need to succeed at a chosen profession — is extremely important to survivors of trauma because it serves as physical evidence — not only to others, but to the survivors themselves — an appearance of having overcome the past (Boyagian and Gregorian). 


Despite Mussikian’s belief, as well as others who insist that Gorky desired to return to Armenia someday,
 it was only when Gorky’s life in America became permanent — after he married, started having children, became more closely associated with the Surrealists and  became a citizen in the late thirties
 that he began to draw most strongly from his pre-Genocide Armenian memories. Just as Gorky trotted out his ethnic dances at New York parties, he mined his memory for old country experiences in a way that often combined the past and present in abstract terms. As Edward Said explains, 

exiles …regard experiences as if they are about to disappear. What is it that anchors them in reality? What would you save of them? What would you give up? Only someone who has achieved independence and detachment, someone whose homeland is ‘sweet’ but whose circumstances make it impossible to recapture that sweetness, can answer those questions. (Such a person would also find it impossible to derive satisfaction from substitutes furnished by illusion or dogma). (186)  
Gorky’s oeuvre shows strains of this “sweetness.” His many works from the series Garden in Sochi provide examples of this reference to a sweet past. Specifically, the paintings reflect the tender moment in the family garden and orchard when Gorky’s father gave his son a gift of traditional middle-eastern slippers as a remembrance shortly before leaving the family to seek refuge in America. The center motif of The Garden in Sochi was inspired by that scene. The garden itself was actually in Gorky’s home village of Khorkom, but he reassigned it, like he had himself, a Russian identity. In these works, the shoes, flowers, and birdlike forms, which might have existed in the original garden, are transformed. Based on those memories and preliminary sketches, Gorky remade the images like his earlier revisioning of the family. As in a dream, however, memory becomes distorted. At this time, Gorky still seems to be adapting the influences of other artists as this work is often compared to a composition by the Spanish Surrealist artist Juan Miró entitled Still Life With Old Shoe.


If we enlist constructivist psychology, however, we see that Gorky can perhaps be, “viewed as struggling to affirm or reconstruct a personal world of meaning that has been challenged by loss” (Niemeyer, Prigerson and Davies 239). Margaret Bedrosian, author of The Magical Pine Ring, a study of Armenian-American immigrant literature, comments upon the effect of transplantation on the Armenian memory:


The most significant features of this life lie beyond objective 



documentation; only fleeting snatches of memory and the springs of dream 


and nightmare can point toward what no longer exists. Elusive as the taste 


of pure water or the scent of ripe apricots on a summer breeze, the 


memories of the Armenian immigrant nevertheless shaped his interior life 


concerns with the power of myth that replaces actuality after uprooting 


(Bederosian 32).


Such a sensory transplantation through dream and myth can literally be seen in Gorky’s work Scent of Apricots on the Fields from 1944, which is a cherubic-pink atmospheric abstraction that refers to the essence of apricots. Ripe apricots from Turkey or Armenia are almost orgasmic in their honey-like sweetness and that, along with their scent, is what Gorky remembers in this work. It is, literally, the sweetness of which Said speaks.  


Gorky’s relationship to his homeland, as seen in the works he produced during the last decade of his life, is most significant because it completely bypasses the Genocide. Abstraction became Gorky’s way to deal with the uprooting: the way to handle feelings of displacement was to deny them an image, place or sensory “home.” Like Said’s exile, “whose circumstances make it impossible to recapture that sweetness,” Gorky’s memory of sweetness was interrupted by genocide. Like most first-generation Armenian immigrants, Gorky did not speak of his genocide experiences. Concurrently, it is no coincidence that throughout his life Gorky’s abstraction increased. By aesthetically avoiding definitive representation, the presence of genocide becomes  undefined absence. Gorky used abstraction to produce a “new reality” that retains the sweetness of the past by rejecting traumatic portions of it and replacing, or splicing in, present reality. Gorky created pungent compositions of fossilized organicism using chains of images. In this manner, a picture is conceived as a system of relationships between objects and space in which parts are removed from their identity and made to function in a new manner, and then are reorganized into a “new synthesis” that is abstraction (Scwabacher 92).


Gorky discussed this theory in his statement for a mural commission that he painted for the Newark Airport from 1934-36, suggesting that such manipulation produced a disorder, and through this, a new reality could be produced. He said, “This accidental disorder became the modern miracle. Through the denial of reality, by removal of the object from its habitual surrounding, a new reality was pronounced” (Gorky 13). Although the initial inspiration for many of Gorky’s late works seems to have been the American landscape, it was often mixed with his childhood memories of Khorkom. The hybrid space of a new reality can be traced in a multitude of his images. Ethel Schwabacher, Gorky’s first biographer, referred to this process as producing “imaginary gardens with real toads” (111). As Gorky’s work became increasingly abstract it linked the world in front of him and his memories of his old world. The series The Plow and the Song was based on the songs farmers used to sing in the old country while tilling the fields and is commonly believed to be based on the unique form of the Armenian plow. 


Such a combination of the observed and the remembered in Gorky’s works can be called a “re-membering”: the recombining or putting together elements of images observed at one point and time with those recalled through memory. Gorky re-membered in parts based on what he had observed. The idealized past was based on a sweetness that had existed in some form. When John Ash, traveling in Turkey near Gorky’s home village, showed his guide some reproductions of Gorky’s mature paintings, Ash says that the guide, “…responded immediately, Yes, these were the colors of Van in spring and autumn” (Ash 79). Gorky’s works became a recognizable site of re-embedding — or recasting fragments of real and imaginary time— and a productive way to deal with displacement. Because of the imaginary time within which this re-embedding was acted out on the canvas, it had to be abstract. 

Through compositions that are “re-membered” through abstraction, Gorky’s work metaphorically becomes a mechanism for the reconciliation of past and present. These paintings seem meant to embed both place and displacement.  In The Liver is the Cock’s Comb there are shapes of what should be identifiable and might be described as something like a dog or bird. But they are not recognizable, just as there is no recognizable concept of space in the painting. There is no place for the mind to rest upon a clearly distinguishable image. In addition, there are menacing forms floating about the painting in different pictorial planes. These are hard-edged, almost sharp looking objects, often outlined in black. The muted color field of the painting collides with the variety of bright yellow, red, and orange. It seems that we are caught, like Gorky’s memory, between pleasant memory and violence. 

Gorky apparently chooses to combine his old and new worlds through his art, but without ever entirely giving himself over to either. Gorky eventually chose to return to his homeland through memory and dream. The likenesses and analogies that Gorky creates are a Freudian conflation that leads to abstraction. By destroying memory in any form, even the abstract, one destroys legacy. Vahe Oshagan believed that such endeavors were typical since “the Armenian shies away from the present, he is in love with the future, he likes to fix his gaze at a bright horizon and delight in the imagery scene he has created and forget his daily pain. He lives in the past and in the mirage of the future” (206). Gorky’s mourning for the old world moves his creation of a new one in his work creating what might be termed “exilic compositions.”


Survivors of the Armenian Genocide had deep scars, often both visible and psychological, made manifest in feelings of guilt, anxiety, and reactive depression. In his memoir Black Dog Of Fate, Peter Balakian describes how his grandmother, a Genocide survivor who never discussed her ordeal, had a breakdown during the bombing of Pearl Harbor because the thought of her safety being threatened by the instability of war was too reminiscent of her experience in the Genocide (Balakian, Black Dog, 286). Few Armenians spoke of the old country, and assimilation, such as being an industrious factory worker in Watertown, was a way to forget the past and build a future. Gorky chose his art in the same way. The Genocide and day-to-day struggles of an exile inform the particular way Gorky led his life and produced his art.


As with Gorky’s abstraction, the invisible theme of genocide can be interpreted too literally. While discussing both the National Gallery and Whitney Museum of American Art versions of Gorky’s compositions  of The Artist and His Mother, Balakian links the non-depiction of the matriarch’s hands to the Genocide, He says that the “cut-off hands let us know that mother and child will never touch again…” and relates the dismemberment to Turkish torture that Gorky may have witnessed, rather than formal and compositional concerns.  He continues, “Both portraits transfigure this photograph and, it seems clear to me, disclose a single psychological process: the experience of a survivor confronting the nightmare of his past“(Balakian, Arshile Gorky, 66). 


However, if we step back and more broadly examine Gorky’s treatment of subjects in the two versions of The Artist and His Mother, we can find less literal evocations of trauma.  In the Whitney Museum version, the subdued putty tone of the boy’s left arm, which is physically separated from the figure of his mother near her right arm, is repeated on the mother’s left arm. The bright white of her apron, a solid placed toward the chest that dissolves into rough strokes on her lap, ends up on the very lower left half of the young boy’s leg, almost as a reflection. Because the figure of the boy turns away from the mother, the link through color is emphasized, yet overlapping and “unfinished” edges of forms and lack of shading and specific details dematerialize the forms. The subtle and somewhat bland color of the Whitney work stands in stark contrast to the red undertones and pinks of the National Gallery version. The loose brushstrokes dematerialize the form giving the illusion that the figures are “floating” in space. The boy’s arm dissolves into the mother’s chair and the color of the mother’s amorphous apron washes over part of the boy’s left foot and arm, linking the figures even though they are physically separated. The iconic frontality of the mother’s painted face reflects the original photograph, though the artist accentuated the almond shaped eyes on the pale, mask-like face. The ambiguity and the dissipating quality of her body and Gorky’s apparent refusal to situate her in real space underscores that she no longer exists and that she is perhaps a ghostly presence.   Seeming there, she is cut off from a sense of being there.  It is a more psychologically and emotionally acute “erasure.”  


As Balakian himself points out, other paintings, such as a 1937 self-portrait and Portrait of Master Bill (a depiction of a housepainter) have hand erasures. In Portrait of Master Bill, an image of a true working man whom Gorky admired and who had no connection to genocide, the house painter was given the same treatment as the artist’s mother. If anything can be assumed of the hands, the diversity of subjects suggests that they, like so much of Gorky’s work, are a formal exercise and component related to modernism. Balakian stretches his theory, saying that, “the painterly effacements of these hands are, it seems to me, pointedly emblems of genocidal death, and the son with his one hand missing lets us know how close he, too, has come to such death” (67). Yes, the Armenian Genocide is an instigator for Gorky’s work, but likely not to this literal extent. Gorky’s work does not acknowledge genocide, but rather denies it. Gorky paints a portrait of his mother and self that represents a time both before and, in some ways after the Genocide—but still effectively denying the event. Balakian himself writes about Turkish denial of the Armenian Genocide, but denial is a reaction not only of the perpetrators of the Genocide, but also of the victims, like Gorky, who cannot reckon with the powerful injustice and lack of recognition for their suffering.
 It is wishful thinking on Balakian’s part—wanting to represent genocide—wanting someone to speak for the Armenian, and yet it is not the wounds of genocide that is Gorky’s project, but rather the reestablishment of a framework to mend the gash. Gorky tries to create a formal harmony out of the destabilization of the past, not further undercut it. 

The era of these works, the late 1930s, though, did reflect Gorky’s trauma.  Although Gorky’s widow had not met Gorky yet, she identifies the period of these portraits as a difficult time for the artist, saying that, “toward the end of the 30s he felt a terrible isolation which no amount of subsequent friendliness on the part of the Surrealists or anyone else could eradicate. He often said that, if a human being managed to emerge from such a period, it could not be as a whole man and that there was no recovery from the blows and wounds of such a struggle to survive” (Hererra 64). Balakian’s belief that the “similarities of the pictures dramatize Gorky’s obsessive need to wrestle with the genocidal tragedy of his life” (Balakian, Arshile Gorky, 67) is reading far too much into aesthetics that Gorky adopted as a modernist concern that further distanced him from the Genocide. What Balakian is reading is an emotional wave attached to the work, a hybrid of the physical and emotional. Meyer Schapiro described the same type of qualities in Gorky’s 1945 Diary of a Seducer, in which he says that it contained, “feelings of love and fragility and despair—for which there had been little place in his art before.” The “before” to which Schapiro refers is the work from Gorky’s career prior to the mature abstract work of the 1940s, which we have discussed. This era also coincides with Gorky’s marriage and family life, a passage of life which could bring back memories of his own childhood and family past. 

Anny Bakalian writes that “For some, assimilation into American society was a way of forgetting a painful past” (Bakalian 349). The incredible trauma associated with the Genocide, and avoidance of it, has been studied. Survivor trauma was evident in breakdowns, peculiar behaviors, woman who wore black, and individuals who cried when they were asked about the old country (349). Although the responses vary, there was definitely active practice to avert recollection of the past.
 Indeed, in many cases it was because of what they wished to forget, but also, as may have been the case with my grandfather, it was complicated by “survivor syndrome.” And yet, seismic events that recall past trauma can instigate postraumatic growth (Neimeyer, et al 208).


When considering the relationship of the Genocide to Gorky’s work, particularly the aversion to, rather than representation of, it in his work, it is useful to note that the term “genocide” itself was not coined until 1943,
 prior to Gorky’s “breakthrough years.” The importance of this is twofold. First it means that technically, although Turkey clearly carried out an organized mass killing of a particular ethnic and religious group, there wasn’t a label for their actions—it had no coherent identity—and accusations of killing were addressed as isolated and individual incidents, rather than a campaign, despite the outcry of some individuals, such as the United States ambassador to Turkey at the time, Henry Morganthal, who witnessed it. The second issue is one for the exiles and survivors of the Genocide. Horrible atrocities were committed against them, yet few in the world community acknowledged it.  The perpetrators were not held accountable, and the lack of a label or name for it meant that the victims had no way to explain what they had witnessed except on individual and very personalized terms. This meant that there was little broad-based acknowledgement of their trauma, other than an image of “the starving Armenians” which was not necessarily understood as linked to genocide, and victims of the Genocide were unable to mourn publicly. One of the reasons it is important to examine the way that this experience manifested itself in an artist like Gorky, is because genocide is not specific to the Armenians, or the Jews, because genocide continues to happen (for instance, in Rwanda or the former Yugoslavia).


This psychology of denial is perhaps similar to one Matthew Baigell believes was inherent with Jewish artists and critics like Harold Rosenberg. Like Gorky and the Genocide, Rosenberg’s identity was affected by the Holocaust and avoided by the critic:

By finding the basis of art making in existential activity, Rosenberg neatly sidestepped any question of confronting the Holocaust in art, of the artist bringing an agenda to his or her art or, in the instance of Jewish American artists, of wanting to identify themselves as Jews through their art. Indeed, it would seem that the artist should be bereft of everything on which to build an identity but his or her essential personality. Like Greenberg, Rosenberg, too appeared to want to leave behind the parochial world of Jewish culture, history, and heritage (Baigell 24).


Genocide scholars have long argued parallels between the Armenian and Jewish experiences. Baigell suggests that Rosenberg’s actions are consistent with the Jewish artists he writes about and they, like Rosenberg, wanted to leave behind their Jewishness. It is highly probable that identification as Jewish, given anti-Semitism, may have been restrictive. In the end, many Jewish artists and critics of the mid-twentieth century were a major segment of American painting, but few, if any, identified themselves as Jewish. Identity is both an external and internal force. Baigell implies that Rosenberg should have acknowledged his Jewish identity yet through my discussion of Gorky, using some of Rosenberg’s writings, I assert that that identity itself may have been alienating. Self-identity, an important theme in Rosenberg’s work, is an existential struggle in itself.


Interestingly, Rosenberg’s own aversion to the Holocaust informs his analysis of Gorky’s art. He acknowledges the connection between Gorky’s biography and his art, yet he does not connect the specifics of the painter’s displacement, the Armenian Genocide, to the artist’s self-determination born from displacement rather than self-creation. It is common knowledge in Armenian communities that Genocide survivors do not like to recount events or speak of it in any way. Such a reaction is similar to those of the Jewish community vis-á-vis the Holocaust. Again, Baigell relates that: 

...even the most articulate became inarticulate. Through the 1940s and well into the 1950s, Jewish intellectuals and literary figures had trouble facing the Holocaust directly. The reasons vary, but all center on a few basic notions: fear of anti-Semitism; embarrassment about being Jewish; the desire not to identify as Jewish in a parochial sense, which is not the same thing; the desire to identify as American; and the inability to comprehend the murder of six million people (18-19).


The inability to comprehend the Holocaust invaded the psyche of Jews in America and such an incomprehension of the Genocide plagued Gorky as well. This is underscored by his refusal to address or discuss the Genocide throughout his life. Anny Bakalian relates in her book Armenian-Americans: From Being to Feeling Armenian, that Gorky’s generation, fresh from and still haunted by a trauma they wished to forget, was concerned with getting a foothold in a new environment and did not consider themselves Americans.
  The struggle with the past imprinted itself on the present. 

Gorky’s trauma is perhaps difficult for us to understand in the 21st century, but we have seen what can happen when suffering is internalized. A poignant example is related to the Vietnam War and what finally became known as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. Many veterans were not able to acknowledge their pain and speak about their experiences until they were actually allowed to do so publicly at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial. In the same manner, Gorky’s art was, in fact, a kind of coping mechanism. Because of denial, Gorky’s grief was displaced into his work. Indeed, even Gorky’s working-method, that of repetition and remaking, perhaps allowed him to recast his attachment to the past. This redressing of trauma is perhaps affixed to a manner of suffering, which Gorky denied through his art. Viktor Frankl believes that suffering is a task and in Gorky’s case, he chose to address it through art. Frankl says:

When a man finds that it is his destiny to suffer, he will have to accept his suffering as his task; his single and unique task. He will have to acknowledge the fact that even in suffering he is unique and alone in the universe. No one can relieve him of his suffering or suffer in his place. His unique opportunity lies in the way in which bears his burden (Frankl 99).


Certainly, individuals like Gorky who had experienced what he did—whether they were Armenians who escaped the Genocide, Jews who escaped pograms in Russia, or Greeks who also had been targeted by the Turks – are placed in a precarious position when trying to build a new life and denial may serve a productive role in temporarily allaying insecurity. After Gorky and Vartoosh arrived in the United States, they stayed with their father for a short while in Providence and then with their sisters in Watertown, Massachusetts. Watertown already had a large Armenian community since refugees from the Genocide found economic stability there in the factories. Immigrants also tended to settle together in sections of communities as a defense against the prejudice to which so many were subjected.
 

In America, Armenians had to fight to retain naturalization status. The question first emerged in 1909, and in 1924 the government filed suit against the Armenians, claiming that they were not “free white persons” of Caucasian origin, but were “mongoloid Turks.” How painful it must have been for these victims to be further victimized by being denied access to freedom of oppression by being accused of being the oppressor himself. Eventually it was determined by the courts that Armenians should be allowed to stay in the country. However, this debate in a free society was evidence of the many layers of xenophobia that an immigrant such as Gorky, who had escaped a death sentence in Turkey ordered by racism, must have been wary of in his new home (Mirak 282). 


The naturalization debate also exposes the discriminatory nature of the society at the time. Although directed at “mongoloid Turks,” a certain ethnic group was targeted by the United States. Prejudice, or the desire to avoid it, may have played a role in some of the decisions that Gorky made concerning his identity, and thereby his recognition as an artist. For instance, Gorky may have changed his name to a familiar Russian pseudonym in part to avoid bigotry toward obscure Middle Eastern nationalities as evidenced in the 1924 naturalization controversy. In an attempt to simplify life, and even get employment, many immigrants selected names already known to Americans. Stories of immigration officials changing foreign names that were too much a nuisance to spell are widespread, and the immigrants themselves often found that trying to translate their names into a form understandable to the Americans was difficult. 


Gorky’s displacement influenced his identity development and construction of the self. Denial adds another layer to the already complicated process of Gorky’s interaction with the world. This psychological element is added to the complicated matrix of emotions already present in the work and the art itself becomes the resolution of it. This resolution, as I have explained before, occurs through Gorky’s hybridizations of the observed and remembered and his refusal to represent his crisis. George Dennison has already eloquently explained the relationship of the self to his pain through art. He says:

As for the boundary of the Self, his concern for its phenomena is as familiar in the psychiatry as in the literature. In certain forms of derangement the patient literally does not know where he ends. And in certain emotional crises of normal men, crises which in a deranged culture become chronic and regularized in the mores, there is a similar breakdown in the “contract functions” of the Self, so that sociologists speak of “mass man” and there is a widespread concern with the loss of identity. It is not the role of art to talk about these things, but something far more difficult: to rise up out of these things with a present image of the truly human. Gorky’s art does exactly this, as does the art of the painters who acknowledge his example (Dennison 17).


The solution for Gorky was never to talk about the Genocide in his work or give details in his artwork about his life. Even if he wanted to, because of the psychological effects of the Genocide, I am not sure he could have in a literal manner.  In a letter to Ethel Schwabacher, Gorky’s wife noted his refusal to discuss personal details with others, saying that, “Once or twice in a letter to you and Wolf [Schwabacher’s husband] I would make an allusion or write in a vein that was too personal, admitting too much of the difficulty of even just human discouragement or not even that. The letter had to be rewritten, Gorky would not allow it....”
 It was, she continued, according to Gorky and what she believed was the way of the Armenians, impolite to introduce personal difficulties into relationships with friends. 


Gorky’s difficulties are still important to his life and art issues like the Genocide were defining moments for him. Because his art and life were so connected, Gorky was always affected by it and his work was not a depiction of that tragedy, but an attempt to overcome it. In bypassing the Genocide, he finds inspiration in a kind of nostalgia of the past, but is this kind of a denial of death? When asked about his past during a dinner with Fernand Leger, Gorky talked of his childhood and an experience looking at angels painted on the walls of a church, and says: 

After that I remember faces. They are all green. And in my country in the mountains of the Caucuses is a famine. I see gigantic stones and snow on the mountain peaks. And there is a murmur of a brook below, a voice sings. And this is the song…(Burluik 2)


This is an interesting quote because it records the way Gorky told stories that ring of his Armenian oral tradition, but with a significant difference. Instead of being linear narratives, his stories were, like his artist statements, stream of consciousness expressions that were connected by links of a particular subject. In this case, Gorky’s sensory experiences of sight and sound. He remembers the experience of the moment and describes nonspecifically its essence. He could be speaking of any stones, any mountainous peaks, and any brook. Yet he personalizes it with his voice reiterating a song. The Genocide is there, but non-specifically. Faces are green but he does not say it is because of famine. The statement of famine in the mountains brings him not to explain the famine, or any relationship it may have had to a bad growing season or the Genocide (remember that famine and the starvation of the Armenians was part of the Genocide), but he links famine in stream of consciousness back to nature, just like memories of “the old country” are expressed in his work most often through nature. Gorky, despite his aversion to speaking of the genocide and his public identification as Russian, often told stories about his home country, sang its songs, and danced its dances with his friends. Anny Bakalian notes that this is part of the practice of many Armenians like Gorky who over identified with tradition and fixated on the past in an attempt to stabilize themselves in their new and unfamiliar world (Bakalian 310)


Gorky’s work was based on his own displacement and mutations of what he remembered, envisioned, or witnessed; but as part of life, not the Genocide—not about death. If Gorky could have brought himself to make work that was solely about the Genocide, it would have been devoid of nostalgia and beauty. But it was, as I have said before, a function of his displacement and a way to deal with it and the repercussions of genocide without ever addressing the horror and ugliness of the Genocide directly itself. While viewing the retrospective of Gorky’s work at the Whitney Museum in 1981, Theodore F. Wolff, of the Christian Science Monitor, remembered a notation earlier that “the opposite of beauty is not ugliness, but despair.” He said:

The notion that beauty as art reflects not only order and sensibility but also positive judgment on life, that it represents a rejection of despair, that it is living proof of the transcendent nature of spirit over death, seemed particularly relevant to Gorky’s struggle to find his unique voice and, having found I, to use it to create paintings that sing about the beauty of life despite increasing pain, fear, and loss.

          What Gorky remembered in his paintings, and re-membered as he combined his old and new worlds, was the “sweetness” of that life. Not everyone had such a nostalgic drive. When Gorky was with Sirun Mussikian, he found it difficult to comprehend why she despised her Armenian past. He made it his mission to find her father in a mental institution in order to reunite them, despite the fact that her father had shot her when she was twelve and that he himself saw little of his own father (Tashjian 281). As Gorky shows, memory is more mutable than one’s own identity and sense of self. In the end, Gorky’s artwork is a simulacrum of his trauma and life, dissected and rearticulated in abstract visual terms.


Because Gorky’s psyche was tied up with memory and denial, he forged a kind of “selective forgetting.” Gorky not only challenged memory as a knowable object, but through his work shows that memory is selective. We remember some things and leave others out. It was a deliberate attempt to construct a new life and to withstand the trauma of the old one. As his fellow Armenian, the author William Saroyan, stated, “you remember only what your memory refuses to forget, and our memory will always refuse to forget that which delights or enriches it. Our memory—except in cases of amnesia—always forgets what deserves to be forgotten” (Saroyan 33). In Gorky’s case, such a forgetting is problematic because individual memory is tied to a cultural memory. The individual memories that are pushed aside are Gorky’s, but they are part of a cultural, or collective, memory that marks genocide. Gorky’s selective forgetting is perhaps a denial of his own identity as a displaced person and particularly a denial of the cause of that displacement. Yet because he used abstraction to express the past and refused to represent the Genocide or the present worlds upon which he based his compositions, Gorky addressed catastrophe in poetic terms through negating trauma in his art. The splicing of selective memory and observed present created abstract compositions that were a “new reality” that was devoid of the unpleasant past and a manifestation of Post-Traumatic Stress, which informs our understanding of abstraction and Gorky’s unique place in the history of art.


Gorky’s poetic drive was in some ways an extension of personal unconscious that produced one continuous “reality” for the artist, reality that was visualized or perceived, instead, as a surreality because much of it was non-existent. In essence, Gorky, in a concert with part of a Surrealist tradition referred to as “the marvelous,” created a dream world with his paintings. Gorky’s paintings were, as we have seen, places where identities are created and the past and present exist harmoniously with each other. Gorky often completed several versions of the same work, in essence working out a composition. In that way, he could also be working through or processing in a psychoanalytic sense, past experiences, or in terms of exile, repressed desires.


In some ways, this practice followed the Freudian explanation of dreaming, which included four mechanisms: representability, condensation, displacement, and symbolization. In this process, an event or observation is encoded into memory and the mind accesses it through a cue-based retrieval, i.e. something triggers its emersion. The result is then condensed, or reduced to an essential form, and relocated from its original context and inserted into the dream world where it symbolizes a feeling, fear, or key to a desire; a “dream-façade.” In the case of Gorky’s art, “dreams” were related to Gorky’s practice of free association and a visual stream of consciousness that began with the “re-presentation” of the observed. Gorky mutated the works of other artists and used elements of them as a basis for his own work, replaced the identities of women, like his non-Armenian wife with Armenian attributes, and, just as tellingingly,  re-placed environments in his work through association. 

 Dreams are clearly distortions, and although the Freudian view that dreams are fulfillments of suppressed wishes is generally considered outmoded, Gorky’s paintings may pose expressions of wish fulfillment.  Even though Gorky rejected the psychoanalytic aspects of Surrealism, as the Abstract Expressionists did after him, and he thought little of the practice itself,
 he seemed to like the idea of “wish fulfillment” because it related back to an Armenian folk practice. In his Museum of Modern Art statement about his painting, Garden in Sochi, Gorky says that the “tree of wish fulfillment” was central to the community as a “holy” tree where people tore off strips of their clothing as they passed to tie onto the tree while making a wish, much in the same way as Armenians in Armenia still do today. We might think of it as similar to the tradition of making a wish as we throw coins into fountains in the West. In the case of Gorky’s art, “dreams” relate to Gorky’s practice of free association and a visual stream of consciousness that begins with the “re-presentation” of the observed.


For Gorky, dreams, remembering, and representing are at the core of his artistic production. In the summer of 1947, for instance, Gorky produced some 300 drawings and 20 paintings. He worked and reworked his compositions as if the process of refashioning the canvas meant that he might refashion or even resurrect, the memories themselves, even if the memories were not always accurate. Interpretations should not be limited only to the artist’s vision.  This may be a reason why Gorky composes a “stream-of-consciousness” statement for the Museum of Modern Art about his work. He tells a story about things that contributed to the inspiration of the composition, but never labels its elements. Just as Gorky re-members his compositions, the scholar and viewer can do the same to find a multitude of meanings. This follows Breton’s idea of the “eye’s spring” because “the ultimate function of the eye is neither to compile inventories like that of a bailiff nor to enjoy illusions of false recognition like that of a maniac. It is made to cast an outline, provide a guiding thread between things of the most dissimilar appearance.”
 Gorky’s painting is about analogy and it is an analogy for his displacement. Since the works are about likeness rather than representation, the analogy continues to the vision of the viewer.


Memory, influenced by trauma, is slippery just like Gorky’s visual presentations—the recognizable and unrecognizable slides in and out of his mind and the formation of the canvas produces an abstract slippage. For instance, with the work How My Mother’s Apron Unfolds Upon My Life, there is the memory of the mother’s self-embroidered apron, Gorky’s relation to it, her, and her death, and the experience of painting it in America years later. Amidst the lyrical black line that wraps loosely around and between diluted and dripping rainbow colors that bleed and drip, it has a metaphoric and fantastic quality to it as well as a link to a traumatic past that he survived but that he remembers sweetly.


Gorky once said that “My mother told me many stories while I pressed my face into her long apron with my eyes closed...Her stories and the embroidery on her apron got confused in my mind. All my life her stories and her embroidery keep unraveling pictures in my memory”(Levy 34).   In response Dickran Tashjian points out that, 

His life and her art are intimately connected, as Gorky brings the consequences of the Story into the present. He emphasizes that her stories and embroidery together unravel pictures in his memory. Pictures in Gorky’s mind’s eye unravel while her stories and embroidery remain intact. “Unravel” here is extremely ambiguous. It suggests first that her art forms threaten his. Unraveling becomes a specific form of confusion. But “unravel” can also mean disentangle, so that her art might clarify his. Finally, there is the imminent disintegration of her art, for its preservation depends upon his memory. (Tashjian, Bucknell 144)


Ultimately, so much is involved in the artist’s work: internal, external, dream and fantasy, that it becomes larger than the artist himself. It has to because abstraction makes the work non-specific to the viewer and removes  it from being only about, and in relation to, the artist. 

Gorky and his art are not only the products of a specific experience, but of experience itself, the interactive creation of a new product that transfigures the visible and implied. Abstraction is used as a means to resolve the conflict of historical reality. Gorky portrays images through abstraction because this is the only artistic mode that can include all of his worlds and resolve the contradiction between the present and the remembered so there was ultimately no time-space distanciation between the present life and the past. It is also a mode that it is readable by the viewer, not in specific terms that repeat Gorky’s experience but in terms resonant of the viewer’s own experience.


And yet it was Gorky’s personal life and enduring trauma that marked his end. Originally hinted in the letter that Gorky’s wife wrote to the Schwabacher’s to explain that she left Gorky, because: 

…At the moment he [Gorky] is in no shape to make any decisions regarding the children nor do I know what we will be able to do with the future, even as to where we should live... But as I say, Gorky is going through such a total turmoil that all plans are futile-I came down here without even a toothbrush on the advice of Dr. Weiss who warned me that this kind of situation can create the most serious psychic trauma in the life of a child and must be halted immediately. I think in a few days or a week I will take them up to Castine [Maine} until I can come to some understanding with Gorky…for this thing is far beyond me now, and all his friends with all their warmth and affection can only help him if he can help himself…


Believe me, my heart has been totally engaged even to the exclusion my instinctive nature and if I could have I would have spared him this but my love was not strong enough I guess (Schwabacher 144).


The re-placing of family that Gorky had achieved and the subsequent suspension of trauma was lost entirely when his wife left. Although she left with good reason, indeed, recent biographies reveal his depression, frustration, and abuse, it likely threw Gorky into a despair that repeated the past catastrophe he had been trying so hard to avoid through his abstraction. 

Shortly before he killed himself, Gorky went to Isamu Noguchi with his children’s rag dolls. With tears streaming down his face, he said,  “This is all I have. This is all I have left” (Noguchi 185). The loss of the present family makes the absence of the past family real—repeating a withdrawal of love and the feeling that all is lost. The trauma of new loss brings back the trauma of past loss. This idea of losing faith in the present and the future is significant. It affects the will to live. Viktor Frankl discusses this in terms of concentration camp survivors. “The prisoner who had lost faith in the future—his future—was doomed. With his loss of belief in the future, he also lost his spiritual hold…He simply gave up” (Frankl 95). Gorky’s desire for life was in its remaking—and once unmade, he lost his will to go on and finally welcomed the death he had been painting away throughout his career.


 Arshile Gorky was born Vosdanik Adoian. When his grandfather Manuk died, he was renamed Manuk Adoian in his honor. Generally, when his Armenian name is cited, Arshile Gorky is referred to as Vosdanik Manuk Adoian.

2 Saying, for instance, that he had studied with Wassily Kandinsky, when in fact, he had no training.

3 I would like to add here that my grandmother, Servart Ayanian Sielian, who is from the same region of Turkish Armenia as Gorky and who arrived in America at around the same time, settling in Massachussetts as Gorky initially did, also used the word “vulgar” quite frequently—often to describe American behavior.

4 This is a belief commonly held by Armenians and derived primarily from the text of Mooradian’s collection of letters that may be mistranslated or non-existent.

5 Partially for the purpose of staying on the rolls of the Works Progress Administration, a form of work relief for artists.

6 This is both political and emotional.

7 My own grandmother never spoke about it and her response to my mother’s tears while she read the Forty Days of Musa Dagh, a novel about a massacre attempt, was simply a resigned, “we have cried enough.” In response to my mother’s inquiries into the fate of her father’s sister, my grandfather replied only that, “she was taken away.” Which might have meant as a sexual slave to Turkish soldiers, to be killed, or that she died somehow before he and his parents reached Egypt to find passage to America.

8 A term coined by Raphael Lemkin.

9 See Bakalian, Armenina-Americans.

10 This phenomenon is discussed in detail in John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985). 

11 See Schwabacher.

12 See Karlen Mooradian, Arshile Gorky Adoian (Chicago: Gilgamesh Press, 1978).
13 See André Breton, “Arshile Gorky,” Surrealism and Painting (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).
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� Set in Ancient Athens, A Midsummer Night’s Dream begins when Theseus, Duke of Athens, who is about to be married to Hippolyta, is accosted by the young lovers, Lysander and Hermia, and her father Egeus, who has ordered her to marry Demetrius. The lovers flee into the woods, chased by Demetrius, who is himself pursued by the adoring Helena. In the woods, the fairy king Oberon has quarreled with his queen, Titania, and orders his mischievous sprite, Puck, to gather a potion that will make Titania fall in love with the next creature she sees. Puck mistakenly applies the potion to the sleeping Lysander, who, upon waking, falls in love with Helena. After a night of chaos, Puck corrects his mistake with further use of the potion and the Athenian lovers are correctly paired off: Hermia with Lysander, Helena with Demetrius. They awake and are that day married alongside Theseus and Hippolyta. The conclusion of the play sees the newly-weds retire to bed.


� John Lewis Gaddis, for example, argues that “We act in the present with a view to shaping the future only on the basis of what we know from the past. … An incomplete map is better than no map at all” (Surprise 5).


� “states like these [Iran, Iraq, and North Korea] and their terrorist allies constitute an axis of evil” (quoted in New York Times, 30 January 2002).  


� Rice said: “Despite Nazi Germany’s repeated violations of the Versailles treaty and provocations throughout the mid-1930’s the Western democracies did not take action until 1939. The U.S. government did not act against the growing threat from Imperial Japan until it became all to evident at Pearl Harbor” (“Excerpts from Rice’s Testimony Before Commission Investigating Sept. 11,” A12.)





�.[E]xtreme events...are marked by “an excessiveness which allows us better to perceive the facts than in those places where, although no less essential, they still remain small-scale and involuted” (Klinenberg: 23).


�.For a full list of stories from the Ft. Myers News-Press on the hurricane, go to http://www.news-press.com/news/weather/hurricane/index.html


�.For all the Hurricane Charley coverage from the Orlando Sentinel, see � HYPERLINK http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-charley-gallery,0,5070731.storygallery��http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-charley-gallery,0,5070731.storygallery�


�.And, in contrast to the tension between state and federal bodies during Hurricane Andrew in 1992, local officials were quick to downplay divisions in favor of creating a single official response: "I think the response we received from state and federal officials has been very timely, very accurate and reliable," [County Manager Mike Herr] said (Mahlburg). 


�.� HYPERLINK http://www.news-press.com/news/weather/hurricane/index.html��http://www.news-press.com/news/weather/hurricane/index.html�


�.One writer did make the connection, jokingly, between the Winter Park vote and the perceived slowness in bringing back their power (Thomas).


�.One story did suggest that there was help between strangers, though, amidst reports of jealousy between those who had utilities and those who did not (Kunerth et. al.). 


�.� HYPERLINK http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/local/state/orl-charley-gallery-day11,0,5835426.storygallery��http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/local/state/orl-charley-gallery-day11,0,5835426.storygallery�


�.I am fully aware that this contrast is a problematic one for many including those followers of Adam Smith and other who see economic activity as the quintessential human activity (to be human is to trade). I stand by the contrast, however, since I argue that framing the disaster in terms of property stands against other interpretive frames, and tends to undermine place-making in anything but the most limited sense. The point is not that property should be ignored, but that it should not be the framing principle. 





�.For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Frances coverage, see � HYPERLINK http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-frances-gallery,1,2699972.storygallery?��http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-frances-gallery,1,2699972.storygallery?�


�.It is worth noting that the newspapers’ websites were an important source of information. “At OrlandoSentinel.com, traffic doubled Thursday and continued above normal throughout the weekend, said Anthony Moor, editor of the Sentinel's Web site” (Mendelsohn).





� For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Ivan coverage, see �   HYPERLINK "http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-ivan-gallery,1,2382534.storygallery" ��http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-ivan-gallery,1,2382534.storygallery�





� For full Orlando Sentinel Hurricane Jeanne coverage, see �   HYPERLINK "http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-jeanne-gallery,1,4176215.storygallery" ��http://www.orlandosentinel.com/news/weather/orl-jeanne-gallery,1,4176215.storygallery�


� Saying, for instance, that he had studied with Wassily Kandinsky, when in fact, he had no training.


� I would like to add here that my grandmother, Servart Ayanian Sielian, who is from the same region of Turkish Armenia as Gorky and who arrived in America at around the same time, settling in Massachussetts as Gorky initially did, also used the word “vulgar” quite frequently—often to describe American behavior.


� This is a belief commonly held by Armenians and derived primarily from the text of Mooradian’s collection of letters that may be mistranslated or non-existent.


� Partially for the purpose of staying on the rolls of the Works Progress Administration, a form of work relief for artists.


� This is both political and emotional.


� My own grandmother never spoke about it and her response to my mother’s tears while she read the Forty Days of Musa Dagh, a novel about a massacre attempt, was simply a resigned, “we have cried enough.” In response to my mother’s inquiries into the fate of her father’s sister, my grandfather replied only that, “she was taken away.” Which might have meant as a sexual slave to Turkish soldiers, to be killed, or that she died somehow before he and his parents reached Egypt to find passage to America.


� A term coined by Raphael Lemkin.


� See Bakalian, Armenina-Americans.


� This phenomenon is discussed in detail in John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants in Urban America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985). 


� See Schwabacher.


� See Karlen Mooradian, Arshile Gorky Adoian (Chicago: Gilgamesh Press, 1978).


� See André Breton, “Arshile Gorky,” Surrealism and Painting (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).
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