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Bragi Boddason, the First Skald,
and the Problem of Celtic Origins

William Sayers
Sidney, British Columbia

RESUME: D’aprés Hans Kuhn, plusieurs éléments de la biographie du
premier poéte scaldique, Bragi Boddason, suggérent une origine parmi
les Scandinaves installés dans les régions gaéliques des Iles
Britanniques. Un nombre important de ceux—ci ont figuré dans la
colonisation de I’Islande. Que cette biographie et son détail onomastique
soient historiques ou légendaires, elle porte sur la vision que les Norrois
ont élaborée de 1’art poétique et sur la possibilité d’une influence
celtique sur la poésie scaldique. Jusqu’a présent une telle influence s’est
monirée difficile a tracer dans la métrique et dans les images. Malgré la
réticence islandaise médiévale a I’égard de I’immigration celtique, cette
influence aurait pu opérer sur le mythe étiologique du chaudron de la
poésie, et sur les conceptions de la formation du poéte et de la langue
comme matiére brute susceptible a raffinage sous 1’égide divine.
L’article fait le bilan du témoinage celtique sous cette perspective plutot
qualitative que quantitative.

In Das Drdttkveett Hans Kuhn wrote of the search for foreign models for
the metrical structure of skaldic verse:

[Der] Blick [der Forschung] fiel da vor allem auf Irland. An seinen Hofen scheint
in der Zeit, die in Frage kommt—der ersten Hilfte des 9. Jahrhunderts—, eine
Dichtung gepflegt worden zu sein, die zum Dréttkvett alles das beigesteuert
haben kann, was die germanische Dichtung dieses Zeitraums schwerlich
hergeben konnte. Es sind, auBer den gesteigerten Anspriichen der Hofkunst
allgemein samt dem Fiirstenpreislied, dreihebige Verse mit fester Silbenzahl und
Innenreimen, dazu dann auch die Kenningen und die strenge Strophengliederung.
Fiir die beiden letzten war zwar kein Vorbild notig, aber beides kann doch
dadurch gefordert sein. Mehr als zur Nachbildung angeregt hat das fremde
Vorbild wohl auch im iibrigen kaum. Vielleicht kommt auch noch die Achtung
der Dichterpersonlichkeit hinzu (1983:274).
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But Kuhn went on to regret that his lack of a deeper knowledge of
01d Irish did not authorize him to form an independent judgment in the
matter.

In her overview of the present state of skaldic studies in Old Norse—
Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide, Roberta Frank returned to the
vexed question of possible Irish models. Listing more than a dozen
significant investigations of the question published in the last century and
a quarter, she concluded: “The direct influence of Irish syllabic verse on
the development of skaldic meter... is probably unprovable” (1985:178).1
But, to return to Kuhn’s concluding statement, given the exposure to Irish
poetic culture that the Norsemen based in the port towns of Ireland and in
the Western and Northern Isles (Hebrides, Orkney) would have had, it is
surely legitimate to continue to question the degree to which they might
have been marked by concepts of the status and function of the court poet
in the Gaelic kingdoms. In contrast to the study of the influence of
metrical models, such an inquiry would be more qualitative than
quantitative in nature.

No explicit statements of formative influence, whether on poetics or
on the poet’s role, have come down to us, although historicizing
statements on poetry are not lacking in the early Norse world. The best
known of these is Snorri’s account of the acquisition of the art of poetry
as recounted in Skdldskaparmdl (the myth of Kvasir). A rather different
kind of etiological account, but one not entirely without some of the
trappings of myth, are the references to the first known skald, Bragi
Boddason. It was to a consideration of this figure that Kuhn’s statements
above served as introduction, and it is Bragi’s ‘file’ that this note will
initially address.

Kuhn ventures the following biographical sketch, on the basis of the
scant testimony of Skdldatal (in the edition of Snorri’s Edda, 111.271),
Landndmabdk (Jakob Benediktsson 1968, Sturlubdk, Ch. 43), Snorri
(Skdldskaparmdl, Finnur J6nsson 1931), and Egils saga Skallagrimssonar
(Sigurdur Nordal 1932, Ch. 59).2 Bragi was an assumed (or awarded)
name for a poet living in the mid—ninth century. Bragi was also the name
of the god of poetry, the name deriving from ON bragr “poetic art”. The
son of a Gaelic-speaking father (Boddi seen as non—-Norse because of the
geminate —d-) and Norwegian mother, he initially bore a Celtic name and
was raised in the British Isles. There he learned the new skaldic art (rather
than creating it outright) and with it made his fortune at the Danish and
Swedish courts. Later he settled in his mother’s homeland. His wife was
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the daughter of Erpr Iitandi and her Norse name was Lopt—Hena “Air—
Hen”, “sicher aus einem génzlich fremden Namen entstellt.” In Erpr
Kuhn recognizes an adjective, iarpr/erpr, used in older poetry
preferentially of dark-haired or dark—complexioned Celts or Huns.3 He
also notes the Erpr Meldunsson of Laxdela saga (and Landndmabdk, one
might add). But the full name, “Crooked” or “Stooping Brown”, he
interprets as a derisory nickname, assuring the Celtic identity of its
bearer.4

This interpretation, which I would not choose to refute in detail,
takes the available evidence as historically reliable. My approach will
rather be from the perspective of mythology and etiology, without
wishing to deny the likely historical existence of the poet, with or without
Celtic antecedents. Here, fragmentary evidence, selectively and
atomistically adduced, is the hallmark of the comparative method in its
weakest realizations. This must be borne in mind in establishing causality
and drawing conclusions. In myth and legend the life of the hero, military
or cultural, is marked by various exceptionalities, well known to us
through the studies of Lord Raglan, Campbell, Eliade, de Vries and, more
recently and with a focus on the Celtic world, O Cathasaigh (1977) and
O Buachalla (1989). In this world, the hero’s parentage may be both
divine and human, and nurturing may be one-sided. From this perspective
it is legitimate to question whether Boddason may not be a matronymic,
as in the case of the legendary king Conchobar mac Nessa (Meyer 1884).
No single Irish name suggests itself in either case, but a variety of
circumstantial evidence will permit an informed suggestion.

Osinn’s pledge of an eye to Mimir for knowledge and wisdom is a
central Norse example of the surrender of a body part for accrued power
in the sphere of influence where it normally was active (Irish reflexes in
Carey 1983). This reciprocity between the human and the supernatural or
divine is also found in heroic biographies, in the burned thumb of
Germanic Sigurd or Irish Finn, the latter’s mangy scalp (Nagy 1981), the
bounteous feast of the thigh—pierced Fisher King (Picard 1989). The same
positive and negative poles can also be set on a generational axis. Another
skald with Celtic affinities, Kormékr, had a mother whose name was
Dalla, which can be derived from Irish dall “blind”. Dalldn Forgaill was
the name of a legendary Irish poet. Poetic vision is then gained in
restitution for deficient physical vision. Olr. rosc “eye” was also the name
of an archaic vatic verse form,
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Patrick Ford (1990) has traced a number of poetic biographies in
Irish and Welsh literature where the maturing poet or his art, or the poet’s
ancestors and he are seen to move from a crude, raw state, symbolized by
physical ugliness or illness, and sensory deficiencies (blindness,
dumbness), to a taxonomically superior state characterized by beauty,
resplendence, heightened creativity.> Just as Morand, the eloquent judge,
could have a prior stage of dumbness and bear the epithet maen “mute”,
Bragi’s parental name could have drawn on Irish bodar “deaf” (DIL) and,
in this, closely parallel Kormdkr’s case. But the required phonological
development, from the intervocalic Irish —d—, which to a Norse ear would
suggest —3—, to the —dd-—, is difficult to accept. On the other hand, names,
are generally less respectful than most words of sound laws.

To return to the exceptionalities of the hero, another is birth or
fosterage in base conditions, e.g., the infant threatened by a powerful
ruler, abandoned but found and raised by rustics. An interesting Irish
double version of the motif is found in the tale of Mes Buachalla
“herdsmen’s fosterling”, mother of the future king Conaire M6r, who will
be fostered among wolves (Togail Bruidne Da Derga [The Destruction of
Da Derga’s Hostel], Knott 1936, Gantz 1981). Modern Irish has a
disparaging term bod “churl” (derivatives with similar meaning: bodach,
bodachdn, bodaire, bodaireach) not attested in our medieval texts, which
understandably have an aristocratic bias (Focldir).6 “Churl” figures are
not uncommon in early Irish literature, e.g., the bachlach that arrives at
the hostel where Conaire attends his final fatal feast. Wielding an iron
staff, often controlling animals, they appear to have a tie with elemental
forces, and to be agents in the vengeance taken by the powers of nature
when the ruler has proved deficient or otherwise in need of replacement.
Such a base, crude, elemental figure as the parent of the subsequently
aristocratic, refined, highly evolved poet would also fit the earlier
established paradigm of the maturation of the artist. We may cite the poet
Aimergin, whose father was Ecet Salach “the Dirty, Impure”, a smith.”
Like so many other heroes, e.g., Ci Chulainn first called Sétanta, Bragi
would have borne a different name before his transformation into a
mature poet. While Norse bragr is the chief resonance here, we would do
well to recall Irish brdga “neck, throat”, figuratively “vanguard”, and
entertain the image of the poet, evolved from deafness and dumbness, as
the mouthpiece of the divine and the forerunner of all subsequent skalds.8

Continuing on the onomastic track, we might attempt to translate
Erpr litandi back into Irish, since there is evidence for interplay in both
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directions between Irish and Norse in calques on personal names. For
example, the Ulfr hreda “troublesome wolf”, who is said to be allied with
King Brian in the account of the Battle of Clontarf in Njdls saga, can
quite plausibly be identified with Brian’s great-nephew, Cd Duilig
“troublesome hound” or “wolf” (Sayers 1991:172ff.).° We should also not
be too ready to subscribe to Kuhn’s assumption that Erpr’s name was
simply derisory. Even attested historical personages bore telling
nicknames as in the case of the Norse king of Dublin Ol4fr kvaran (c.
938-80), where the epithet is interpreted by modern commentators as less
likely in reference to an Irish shoe type than derived from ciiar(dn) “bent,
stooped”.10 Erpr, too, is listed among the first skalds, so that for later
generations his mastery of the Norse language was not incompatible with
full or partial Celtic ethnicity. Erpr’s swarthiness recalls Irish donn “dun,
swarthy, dark”, the name of the Irish Dis Pater, whose “House”, Tech
Duinn, now Dursey Island off the Cork coast, was the Isle of the Dead
(Meyer 1919). Irish cromm “crooked” also figures in the name of what
may have been a local divinity or its effigy, Cromm Crdach, which has
affinities with Donn in what appears to be another reflex under the name
Cromm Dubh “Crooked\Bowed—Black” (Mac Néill 1982:Ch. 3). As the
putative name of Bragi’s father—in-law, some combination of the
foregoing (donn, dubh, cidar, cromm or cam “bent”)—like the poets’
archetypical parents also displaying some physical impairment—would
represent the alliance with divine power that accompanied the artistic
maturation of the poet, here symbolized by the marriage union. Parallels
can be found in the many epithets of Odinn that highlight his chthonic
dimension, while not contradicting his association with poetry.

The partner in this union, Lopt-Hcena, must now be addressed. Old
Irish cerc “hen” is an attested, if not common, personal name. The noun
also entered into compounds as the names of various non—domesticated
birds. We find such rudimentary kennings as cerc fraich “heather hen” for
the red grouse (cf. Scottish capercaille “horse of the woods” for the larger
Tetrao urogallus), cerc uisci “water hen” for the moor hen and in Modern
Irish cerc coille “forest hen” for the partridge (cf. Scots “wood hen”; DIL,
Focldir). *Cerc aeir “air hen” is not documented but may have been used
of another game bird, not a ground or aquatic bird but one hunted in
flight, possibly the pigeon or dove.ll With regard to the hen motif, in
another account of a poet in the making, Gwion Bach, after ingesting the
magically prepared drops that the witch Ceridwen had intended for her
son, is pursued by her in the form of a hen and, transformed into a grain
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of wheat, is eaten, only to be reborn, after this passage through the darker
medium of the witch and her art, into the poet Taliesin (Ystoria Taliesin,
The Mabinogi, Ford 1992 and 1977).

But OlIr. aer “air” had a near-homonym der “satire”, the semantic
nucleus of which meant “cutting”. The early Irish poet continued what we
assume to be the dual Indo—European function of the poet as the bestower
of both praise and censure, the latter often in the form of satire.12 One of
the fanciful etymologies early Irish literati proposed for fili “poet”
(actually deriving from Proto—Celtic *yelets “seer”; cf. the Kormdkr
story) was as a compound of fi and I{ “poisonous” and “resplendent”.
Ford, after stating “the semantics of the proper names in this account
about nascent poetry are striking”, called attention to the poetess Dulsaine
who was the wife of Aimergin. Dulsaine meant “mockery, satire’”” and this
Ford identifies as the “darker side of the poetic art”. Cerd “smith” or
“craftsman” was also used of the Irish poet, and a compound with the
meaning “satire-smith”, *cerd dere, would not lie, phonologically, too far
from cerc aeir. Another of the early skalds mentioned with Bragi in
Skdldatal bore the name Fleinn “pike; fluke; dart, shaft”, a suitable name
for one who could wield words as weapons, as well as rewards. These
possible parallels are, admittedly, no more than suggestive, and one
should not succumb to the temptation to err in the opposite direction from
Kuhn'’s historical reading of the Bragi file. This may then be a far—fetched
reading of Lopt-Hena, but at a minimum a quite plausible Irish name,
without overtones of satire, can be proposed. In the alternative reading,
we could see the same progression as noted in the evolution from
deafness to eloquence, or from baseness to eminence, in a generational
movement from an darker, earth-bound supernatural figure to a lighter,
aerial descendant.

It should also be recalled that the Norse accounts of the origins of
poetry contain many of the same elements reviewed above. Frank
(1978:71) calls attention to such names as Lddurr “shaggy”, Dvalinn
“torpor, stupor”, Hdr, perhaps originally the “blind” or “one—eyed one”.
Even the spittle that went into the making of Kvasir could be equated with
the bodily effluvia so prominent in the descriptions of the Irish proto—
poets. The comparative evidence also lends credibility to the derivation of
the word skald from the root that generated English scold. And to Olr.
der, both “satire” and “cutting” we may compare the Norse expression n{d
biter “defamation bites”.13
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Kuhn’s biographical sketch (pseudo-biographical may be more
appropriate) did not note that Bragi the Old figures in at least one
narrative context, aside from being listed and cited among early poets.
This is in the account of the sons of King Hjorr of Hordaland
(Landndmabdk S 112). After plundering in Permia, Hjorr (called
kvensamr in Njdls saga, Ch. 100) took eaptive the king’s daughter,
Ljifvina. While the king is absent on a Viking expedition, she gives birth
to twin sons, Geirmundr and Hdmundr, both very swarthy (svartir). At the
same time her bondmaid has a child by a slave, Lodhottr. This child,
Leifr, is very fair. Ljifvina exchanges her sons for the base-born son, but
when Hjorr comes home, he finds Leifr a puny-looking thing and takes a
strong dislike to him.

When the king again leaves to go raiding, the queen invites Bragi to
look over the three—year old boys, while she is hidden under a dais. Bragi
extemporizes a skaldic stanza, expressing his trust in Himundr and
Geirmundr, whom he recognizes as the king’s own sons, and the poor
prospects for the slave’s son, Leifr. He then strikes the dais with his wand.
On the king’s return, the queen confesses. The king says he had never
seen such heljarskinn (“hell-skins”, Hermann Pélsson and Edwards
1972:57).14 The theme here is one met at numerous other points in
medieval Icelandic literature: free, aristocratic origins transcend ethnicity.
The episode may provide a legitimization of Norse intermarriage on the
level of ruling families with S4mi and Finnic peoples in northern
Scandinavia. It has recently been suggested that Icelandic conceptions of
magic (seidr) may owe something to northern shamanism and have been
introduced by immigrants from Hélogaland. We find this same concern
for the distinguished pedigree of settlers, now in a Celtic context, in Eiriks
saga rauda. Audr frees Vifill, captured in the British Isles, and gives him
land, even though she said his worth was recognized without it. Later his
son Porbjorn will deny the hand of a daughter, Gudridr, to the wealthy
son of a freed but less well born slave, thereby sparing her for the
eventual union with Pérfinnr Karlsefni, 15

Bragi, himself perhaps the product of a mixed union and with a
similarly swarthy father—in-law, may have been thought qualified to
voice an opinion in these circumstances. Of equal interest is that the fact
that we see the poet cast in a judgmental, vatic role that transcends praise
and blame of the ruler. A similar judicial function has been ascribed to the
early Irish poets (Kelly 1988:43). The wand borne by the poet, by the
stroke of which he seals his judgment, as it were, while also signifying
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that he knows of the queen’s concealment (the poet as visionary), is
reminiscent of that carried by Icelandic magicians, but is perhaps more
closely allied with the staff of another mouthpiece for performative
utterances, the god Heenir, who in Gimlé will prophesy of doings in the
new world of gods and men (Vgluspd).16 But if there were, at any
historical period, more of a Celtic ‘aura’ associated with Bragi, we might
expect some further narrative evidence, unless we are to assume its
gradual suppression as a consequence of evolving Icelandic attitudes
towards Celtic antecedents of quite different kinds, e.g., sexual unions
with imported Celtic slaves and the consequent problems of offspring.

Bragi the Old is also cited by Arinbjorn, the friend of Egill
Skallagrimsson, who claims him as an ancestor (Egils saga, Ch. 59). This
is in the context of Egill’s unwilled visit to Eirikr and Gunnhildr at York.
Bragi provides an archetypical antecedent for Egill’s ransoming of his
head by means of a praise poem and illustrates the underside of the
reciprocity between patron and poet: the poet as hostage in a situation
where, physically, the sword is more powerful than the (pre—pen) voice, a
political struggle where the poet was, nevertheless, a significant player.
The incident also points up the (mostly) competing claims of poetry and
magic as symbolized by Egill and Gunnhildr, who tries to dissuade Eirikr
from sparing the poet overnight and then attempts to disrupt his poetic
composition in the form of a twittering swallow. In Skdldatal, in a rare
narrative expansion, Bragi’s father—in-law, Erpr, is ascribed a similar
incident, his crime having been the killing of a man in a pagan sanctuary,
his redeeming poem being on the subject of the king’s dog. With some of
the incongruity of myth and the economic juxtaposition of drdp and
drdpa (two faces of Odinn), this further underlines the status of the poetic
act, where form is of absolute value, content of only relative value, and
authorial stance is not judged outside the context of the work itself. The
anecdote also offers circumstantial evidence on the sacral role of the early
king, since he appears to have had the discretion to pardon religious
offences such as a killing in consecrated space.

Finally, we may briefly note Irish parallels to the Norse concept of
the cauldrons and mead of poetry. Dumézil has explored more distant
parallels in his consideration of Indic evidence, and here one is authorized
to look for common Indo-European sources, whatever difficulties
continue to attend such an inquiry.!7 In the following I would only call
attention to the susceptibility to other conceptions of poetic art that
Norsemen in the Celtic lands might have experienced when they learned
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of the treatment of a theme also represented in their own tradition. The
difficulty here is that the only full narrative account from the Norse world
is that of Snorri, writing centuries after these putative Norse—Celtic
contacts. Frank (1981) has shown to what degree Snorri may have
modified the disparate source material of skaldic verse in his
reconstruction of the myth.

A text whose title has been translated as “The Three Cauldrons of
Poetry and Learning” (although perhaps better known as “The Caldron of
Poesy”) opens, in Liam Breatnach’s translation (1981:63), as follows:

Mine is the proper Cauldron of Goiriath,

warmly God has given it to me out of the mysteries of the elements;
a noble privilege which ennobles the breast

is the fine speech which pours forth from it.

I being white-kneed, blue-shanked, grey-bearded Amairgen,

let the work of my goiriath in similes and comparisons be related
—since God does not equally provide for all,

inclined, upside-down (or) upright—

no knowledge, partial knowledge (or) full knowledge,

in order to compose poetry for Eber and Donn with many great chantings,
of masculine, feminine and neuter,

of the signs for double letters, long vowels and short vowels,

(this is) the way by which is related the nature of my cauldron.

This text is dated to the second half of the ninth century and its
concepts, which doubtless predate its composition as they certainly held
sway long after it, were then in circulation in the same era in which we
must place Bragi. The tract builds on a complex metaphor of three
cauldrons of knowledge, each susceptible to three positions which
determine their relative degree of fullness. As this metaphor is without a
Norse parallel, although Snorri’s account does mention multiple
cauldrons, Breatnach’s excellent discussion will not be summarized here.
But the underlying temporal conception is that the acquisition of poetic
craft is in the nature of an initiation and an apprenticeship, as illustrated in
the accounts discussed by Ford. As the above extract illustrates, the poet’s
status is privileged and his knowledge is arcane. The speaker is the
‘original’ poet, Aimergen (namesake of that discussed above), who
accompanied the Milesians Eber and Donn (sharing a name if not a
superposed identity with the divinity) on their invasion of Ireland in the
legendary past. The objective look at language is reminiscent of the
Icelandic First Grammatical Treatise, while the reference to similes
invites comparison with Norse use of kennings. Another section of the
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work quotes the poet Néde mac Adnai, who acclaims another of the three
cauldrons, among whose attributes figure:

the exalting of the ignoble

the mastering of language

quick understanding

the darkening of speech

the craftsman of synchronism...

a noble brew in which is brewed the basis of all knowledge (69).

We do not find here a direct parallel to the myth of wise Kvasir,
formed from the spittle of the gods, then killed by dwarves who mixed his
blood with honey to form the mead of poetry. It must also be admitted
that the cauldron image figures frequently in Irish tradition as vessels of
healing, regeneration, and bounty, supplying the Everlasting Feast and
holding the Champion’s Portion, the ‘hambone of contention’ in the
banquet hall.

In his discussion of the metrics of the verse in which a portion of the
tract is cast, Breatnach cited another early text of relevance to the question
of shared Celtic and Norse conceptions of the origins of the poetic art:

I am not a boy, I am not a man, I am not a youth;
mysterious (hidden) gods have granted me knowledge.
I am a dwarf, a master of poetic wisdom,

~ a poet from Segais, Senbecc is my name,
the grandson of Ebrec from the sid [Otherworld mound].

Senbecc means “small and old” (cf. Bragi inn gamli), while Segais
was the well into which the hazel nuts of poetic knowledge and
inspiration fell, a complex image not that dissimilar from Mimir’s well.
Here we have the conception of the poet both as superior being but also as
outsider, a status which equips him to provide impartial praise or blame,
while also shielding his art from the common man.

Recent studies have identified a significant degree of interaction
between Anglo-Saxon and Norse poetic culture at courts in England
(lexical borrowings, shared motifs, alliteration and other metrically
conditioned devices), and this finds narrativized expression in Egill
Skallagrimsson’s appearances before Athelstan and Eirikr.1® Kuhn seems
disposed to believe that such hybrid cultural environments were likely
settings for new artistic departures. Irish culture and Irish language were
at a greater remove from Norse than was Anglo—Saxon, but history amply
illustrates how quickly culture—confident colonizers can be impregnated
with aspects of indigenous tradition. In Ireland’s case, this culture was
certainly no less confident than that of the invaders, shored up by
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precocious literacy in the vernacular and participation, albeit on its own
terms, in the European Christian community.!® The Norse capacity for
adaptation, illustrated in the settlements in England, Normandy, Russia,
Iceland, Greenland, service at the Byzantine court, and so on, may have
been complemented by a receptivity to new cultural ideas.

While several of the associations advanced above may be spurious,
the light Celtic coloration in the ‘origin story’ of the first Norse skald,
plus the two cultures’ shared view of the poet’s role, does encourage us to
accept that Norse and Celtic-Norse immigrants to Iceland from the Celtic
lands, thought to number between 15 and 25 per cent of the total (without
counting unredeemed Celtic hostages and slaves), must have brought to
this new society an awareness of the potential of vernacular literacy and
evolved conceptions, perhaps ultimately Norse in origin but with
immediate Celtic reinforcement and enhancement, of 1) the creation of
poetry, 2) the due formation of its rightful practitioners, and 3) language
as an almost concrete medium that nonetheless requires near—divine
inspiration and skill in its manipulation.

In the most direct treatment, the Celtic fact in the post—Settlement
years of Iceland was assimilated (the freed nobles Erpr and Vifill in
Landndmabdk) or eliminated (rebellious slaves executed), guided by the
programmatic statement in an early version of Landndmabdk, Pérdarbok
thought to be drawing on Melabdk:

Pat er margra manna madl, at pat sé dskyldr frédleikr at rita landndm. En vér
pykjumsk heldr svara kunna ttlendum monnum, pa er peir bregda oss pvi, at vér

sém komnir af prlum eda illmennum, ef vér vitum vist varar kynferdir sannar
(336n1).

[People often say that writing about the Settlement is irrelevant learning, but we
think we can better meet the criticism of foreigners when they accuse us of being
descended from slaves and scoundrels, if we know for certain the truth about our
ancestry (Pélsson and Edwards 1972: 6).]

More subtle management of the historical and legendary record
could be put under the heading of marginalization: Hebrideans associated
with proscribed magic (Kotkell) or Celtic ethnicity associated with
matrilinearity (Olafr p4i) in Laxdela saga, poets with Celtic affinities
practising socially unsanctioned erotic poetry (Kormékr), assumption of
the Irish geilt “wild man of the woods” motif in the expression verda at
gjalti “to go mad with terror”, with its suggestion of deficient manliness
and even gender ambiguity.20 From this perspective it is unsurprising that
in the syncretic figure of the poet Bragi Boddason we have the Norse god
of poetry, Bragi, at one pole of attraction and at another only some
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onomastic hints of Celtic affinities. In narrative we find Bragi’s
recognition of what was finest in a foreign culture (the ‘Permian
admixture’ to the court of Hordarland), but no open acknowledgement of
outside influence on the theory or practise of skaldic poetry. The native
Norse myth of Kvasir appears to provide a sufficient etiology. But
understanding the reasons for the absence of testimony, the lack of a
critical mass that would emit a Celtic resonance, cannot count toward
proof of a cultural transfer. Rather than argue further from silence in the
matter of Bragi’s British origins as proposed by Kuhn, Frank’s “probably
unprovable’” may, here too, have to be the last word.

NOTES

1. For a recent, brief and largely dismissive review of possible Irish influence on
Norse literature, see Jakobsen (1988).

2. Other brief mention and early secondary studies noted by Nordal (1932:182n2).

3. For a discussion of the name Erpr in the Hunnish context, e.g., Atlakvida,
Hamdismdl, see Belsheim (1925-33:364f.), and more recently, on its possible negative
connotations, Scardigli (1988:203f.). The name also figures in Bragi’s Ragnarsdrdpa.

4. Necessarily brief accounts of Bragi are also found in Frank (1983:359f.),Hermann
Palsson and Simek (1987:44f.). Frank has allowed of the possibility of extra—Norse ties
(“Bragi, a court poet thought to have British relatives”) as recently as 1991 (48).
Attention has quite properly focussed on Bragi's Ragnarsdrdpa; see Lie (1968:6471f.)
for early secondary literature; more recent studies in Frank (1985), complemented by
listings in her review article (Frank 1987b:380n1). On the question of Bragi’s floruit, c.
830 or c. 960, as established by the identity of his patrons, Swedish or Norwegian, see
Turville-Petre (1976:xxi). Without explicit reference Kuhn (1983:274f.) rejects
Turville-Petre’s contention that the period between the first Viking raids in the late
eighth century and the second quarter of the following century would have been too brief
for skaldic poetry as a rigorously defined formal genre to develop in the nurturing
environment of a mixed Irish-Norse culture. Turville-Petre’s observation on the length
of time for such a hybrid culture to emerge does, however, command attention. English
renderings of Bragi’s verse, as quoted by Snorri, in Faulkes (1987). Another poet, whose
name suggests Celtic ties, is the Ormr Barreyjarskdld (<Barra in the Hebrides)
mentioned as the object of a fornaldarsaga in Porgils saga ok Haflida (Kristjansson
1988:343) and excerpted in Snorri’s Skdldskaparmdl.

5. To Ford’s discussion may be added the Old Testament precedent of Moses’ lack
of eloquence, in response to which God states that he alone grants the needed faculties to
the dumb, deaf and blind (Exodus 4:10ff.).



Bragi Boddason 13

6. Early Irish knew a bot (var. bod) “penis, tail” and an apparent homonym as an
arcane poetic word for “fire”’; the modern Irish bod most likely derives from the former.

7. The use of metallurgical imagery in the refinement of the hero, military or
cultural, is examined in Sayers 1985.

8. Other Irish terms that might be entertained in this onomastic inquiry are braich
“malt liquor” (< mraich), with reference to the “mead of poetry” of myth and poetic
metaphor, and brag, a variant of bruth. “heat, fury; molten mass; boiling”, which would
be comparable to ON 6dr “furious, in a state of emotional arousal”, thought to underlie
the name Odinn, and also compatible with the earlier discussed notions of divinely
instigated artistic inspiration and refinement.

9. On the Darradarljéd, which caps the account of the Battle of Clontarf, see, most
recently, Poole 1991:116-56.

10. Note, too, the early immigrant to the Faroes, Grimr kamban < Olr. cam
“crooked” (7).

11. Modern Irish also has a meanndn aeir “kid of the air” for the male snipe. The
Irish Fenian tradition also gives evidence of a term for the female thrush or blackbird
céirseach, a familiar name like Jenny Wren or Robin Redbreast (Bruford 1987:42n44).
Although the development would have been anything but straightforward, one could
envisage a recasting along the lines of the names of the Irish provinces, in which the
Irish phrase was reversed and a Norse possessive ending added to the first element, e.g.,
tir Ulad “land of the Ulstermen” > *Ulad—s—tir > Ulster. Céirseach would then have had
an intermediary stage *aeirscerc before being calqued into Norse. Orvar—Odds saga
makes the hero the son of Grimr and Loftheena.

12. See Williams 1972, and, for the legal dimension, Kelly 1988:43f., 137f. Early
Irish and Norse conceptions of the efficacy of satire, down to the visible effects on the
face of the object, its legal proscription, and related concepts of honour/“face”,
defamation, and references to body wastes, display many striking similarities. At this
point it is imperative to recall the possibility of common Indo-European origins for yet
other aspects of these two western European poetic cultures whose comparability might
otherwise suggest a Celtic—to—Norse influence (cf. Bloomfield and Dunn 1989).

13. Cf. Einar Ol Sveinsson 1965. By now standard works in this respect are
Almqvist 1965 and Sgrensen 1983.

14. Somewhat fuller account with no new detail in Geirmundar pdttr heljarskinns
(J6nsson 1948:1-10) and Hdlfs saga ok Hdlfsrekka (Seelow 1981). Accounts of the hell-
skins after their arrival in Iceland are not always positive, although the political
sympathies of individual sagas must be recognized; Vatnsdela saga (Einar Ol.
Sveinsson 1939:Ch. 16). See, too, Ciklamini 1981.

15. Eiriks saga rauda (Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1935); the Audr/Vifill episode is also
found in Landndmabdk (S 100) and Laxdela saga (Einar OL. Sveinsson 1934:Ch. 6).
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16. See Sayers 1992b; in Irish regal tradition the poet received the king’s wand as a
gift after the inauguration; Williams and Ford 1992:438.

17. Dumézil 1924; for the Germanic reflex, see Doht 1974.

18. Recent studies are Poole 1987, Frank 1987a, 1990, Niles 1987, and, by way of
overview, Niles and Amodio 1987. The close ties between Norse York and Norse Dublin
prompt one to wonder in which ways the accommodation of Norse culture, in its very
broadest sense, to local tradition may have been similar in both process and result in the
two trading towns. Or did the Norse strive to be more English than the English (Frank
1987a:338) and more Irish than the Irish? A rather different cultural synthesis evolved in
the north of the British Isles: Norse cultural dominance in the Northern Isles (Orkney), a
more hybrid culture, apparently, in the Western Isles (Hebrides) (Power 1990, Cowan
1982).

19. See, for example, McCone 1990.

20. These subjects are pursued in Sayers 1992a and forthcoming.
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Journey into Silence: an aspect of the late
films of Ingmar Bergman

Peter Harcourt
Carleton University, Ottawa

RESUME: Les films d’Ingmar Bergman, au long de son cheminement de
réalisateur, ont évolué de films pleins de chaleur humaine en films de
plus en plus sévéres. Bien que ce voyage n’ait pas été entiérement
linéaire, les chaleureux échanges verbaux de Fraises Sauvages (1957)
ont progressivement été éclipsés par le désespoir verbal que 1’on
retrouve dans les films plus récents tels que Persona (1966) et Une
Passion (1969). Est—ce parce que Bergman est venu a se méfier de la
valeur du langage dans le processus d’échange humain? Ou serait—ce
plutot parce qu’il est venu a se méfier de ses propres pouvoirs
d’écrivain? Quelqu’en soit 'interprétation, une telle attitude changeante
envers le langage représente un des aspects du modernisme des derniers
films de Bergman, ce que l’auteur appelle le voyage vers le silence
d’Ingmar Bergman.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was an intense excitement about
cinema. Originating in Europe through the new productions that
appeared after the ravishes of the war, this excitement found a ready
home within the United States and Canada. Film societies were
flourishing, and ‘art house’ cinemas began to spring up in most major
cities—cinemas that were dedicated to showing the best ‘artistic’ films.
from France, Italy, Sweden and Japan and, bit by bit, from all the other
film—producing countries of the world.

Within this burgeoning situation, no filmmakers were more
celebrated than Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman. Indeed, the
Bergman phenomenon was exceptional. By the time Smiles of a Summer
Night (Sommarnattens leende, 1955) gained acclaim at the Cannes film
festival in 1956 and then, two years later, The Seventh Seal (Det sjunde
inseglet, 1957) and Wild Strawberries (Smultronstdllet, 1957) were
heralded in New York, Bergman had already accumulated a back-log of
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at least six highly accomplished films, and there were half a dozen more
for the more specialized venues of the official cinémathéques. For one or
two years in the early 1960s, there seemed to be two or three new
Bergman films each year. Bergmania had begun.

At the same time, the vitality of the film society movement was
also beginning to generate film courses in colleges and universities; and
once again, at this time, there was no single film director that more
encouraged the university community to recognize cinema as worthy of
academic study than Ingmar Bergman. His films were literate and
literary. Their Nordic characteristics allowed them to be related to the
dramas of Strindberg and Ibsen. The films of Ingmar Bergman obviously
provided a suitable subject for serious academic debate.

I offer this mini-history of the development of film studies for one
simple reason: if Bergman was highly ‘fashionable’ some thirty years
ago, he is highly ‘unfashionable’ today. As Paisley Livingston (1982:16)
has put it: “Although his ‘classics’ serve as standard fare in cinema
society programs and in courses on film, they receive less and less
critical attention.” Possibly because his films so leant themselves to the
humanist academic discourses of the 1960s, they seem ill-suited to the
post-structuralist academic discourses of the present day. In spite of
some substantial studies of his work in the 1980s,! Bergman has not
really been recuperated in terms compatible with contemporary theory.

What follows is less an attempt at full recuperation than a
presentation of some of the critical strategies that such a recuperation
might entail. But I must begin with a caution: while I shall be dealing
largely with one early, ‘humanist’ film followed by a later, more
‘modernist’ one, I do not mean to imply a simple chronological
development. If over the years Bergman's work has moved from apparent
theological preoccupations through more humanist concerns on to a
nihilist refusal of the possibilities of meaningful human interaction (as I
shall be arguing), this movement has not progressed in a simple, linear
fashion. Just as throughout his career Bergman has alternated filmic with
theatrical production, so too he has alternated comedies with tragedies. If
the film comedies become rarer in the later years, nevertheless he can
still follow his difficult yet compassionate examination of married life,
Scenes from a Marriage (Scener ur ett dktenskap, 1973) with the
immensely popular The Magic Flute (Trollfloten, 1975); and he can
recover from what is arguably the most nihilistic film he has ever made,
From the Life of the Marionettes (Aus dem Leben der Marionetten,
1980), a film made in Germany, to achieve for his faithful followers the
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most lavish film production that Bergman has ever designed for the film
theatres, his ultimately ‘humanist’ farewell to feature filmmaking—
Fanny and Alexander (Fanny och Alexander, 1982).2 Nevertheless, while
Bergman was able to show us in his later years that he could still achieve
the old magic, the fact that, like Shakespeare's Propsero in The Tempest,
he chose to renounce it may be at least in part the result of a loss of faith
in its value.

In the pages that follow, then, I mean less to define a simple, step—
by-step movement from the humanism of Wild Strawberries
(Smultronstdllet, 1957) to the modernism of A Passion (En Passion,
1969) than to suggest an awkward trajectory that involves increasingly
both a sense of a mistrust of the magical properties of his own art that is
an element of modemism plus an increasing disbelief in the possibility of
meaningful human exchange which is a characteristic of nihilism. This
difficult itinerary represents what I have chosen to call Ingmar Bergman's
journey into silence.

*

The people in my films are exactly like myself — creatures of instinct, of rather
poor intellectual capacity, who at best only think when they're talking. Mostly
they're body, with a little hollow for the soul. My films draw on my own
experience; however inadequately based logically and intellectually.

(Ingmar Bergman 1969) 3

There is a scene in Wild Strawberries that might be said to
encapsulate the humanistic optimism of the early films of Ingmar
Bergman. As many readers will know, Wild Strawberries tells the story
of Professor Isak Borg, a 76-year old medical practitioner, who, on a
given day, journeys from Stockholm to Lund to receive an honourable
recognition of fifty years of active service in his profession.

Readers familiar with the films of Federico Fellini might recognize
that, as in the early films of Ingmar Bergman, Fellini's characters are
often engaged in some sort of quest. Yet there are differences. Fellini's
journeys are always circular. In La Strada (1954), while the tiny circus
troupe travels about the length and breadth of Italy, the opening and
closing images are both of the Adriatic Sea; and in 8 122 (1963), the film
culminates with all the characters in the film, as if standing in for all the
people in Fellini's life, holding hands and dancing round and round a
circus ring.

In the early films of Ingmar Bergman, his characters are also
travellers. With few exceptions, however, their journeys are more linear.
They move from specific place to specific place within what is generally
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also a specific period of time. Furthermore, through their repeated
occurrence in film after film, these journeys assume an allegorical
dimension. In the films of Ingmar Bergman, if his journeys are all
journeys through the specifics of a physical world, they are also journeys
into a spiritual world as well.

From Three Strange Loves (Torst, 1949) through Sawdust and
Tinsel (Gycklarnas Afton, 1953) and A Lesson in Love (En lektion i
kiirlek, 1954) to The Seventh Seal (Det sjunde inseglet, 1956) and Wild
Strawberries (1957), the restless journeying across a geographical
landscape has also involved an inner journey into the self. Wild
Strawberries, however, is the most securely achieved success of all these
early films. Let me try to convey at least something of its quality.

At the opening of the film, it is only after a particularly disturbing
nightmare that Professor Borg decides to drive to Lund in a large black
car that looks like a hearse. Leaving at the break of day with Marianne,
his daughter—in-law, Borg soon picks up some hitch-hikers—Sara and
her two boy-friends. Like young Erhart, at the end of Ibsen's John
Gabriel Borkman (1896), with Mrs. Wilton on one side of him and
young Frida on the other, Sara and her two boyfriends, Anders and
Viktor, a Christian and an atheist, are off to sunny Italy. Again as many
readers will know, through a series of encounters and dreams, Borg
comes to grips with aspects of his past life—as if for the first time.

About a third of the way into the film, Borg and his three guests
stop for lunch at the Golden Otter, an old inn with an open terrace that
overlooks Lake Vittern.# It is this luncheon scene that I wish to examine.

As he does throughout the film, Borg begins by narrating this scene
in the first person: “Our lunch was a success,” he says. “I became very
lively, I must admit, and I told the youngsters about my years as a
country doctor. I told them humorous anecdotes which had a great deal
of human interest. These were a great success ... and I had wine with the
food ... and cognac with my coffee.”

Overcome by all this warmth and beauty, Anders (the theology
student) suddenly leaps up and begins to recite a well-known Swedish
hymn.6

When Nature shows such beauty
How radiant must be its source.

This outburst initiates a quarrel between the two boys who had

agreed that they wouldn't discuss either theology or science on this trip.
Whenever each lad speaks, Sara agrees with him, as if it is really about
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her that they are arguing. “Aren't they fantastically sweet? I always agree
with the one who's spoken last. Isn't this all extremely interesting?”

When they appeal to Professor Borg, he at first demurs; but then
joins in with a continuation of the same hymn.

Where is the friend I seek everywhere?
Dawn is the time of loneliness and care.
When twilight comes ...

Marianne: I am still yearning.

Anders: Though my heart is burning, burning ...

When Borg's memory fails him, Marianne helps him out. And then
Anders comes in and continues with the poem. At the end, even Viktor
has to concede that “as a love poem, it isn't too bad.”

Thus, this traditional Swedish hymn,” as it is passed around the
table from one person to the next as a few moments earlier the food and
wine had been, becomes, in both a real and symbolic sense, a kind of
holy communion. It also represents (to use contemporary terms) a
moment of cultural communication and exchange. The collective
knowledge of this hymn allows the characters to share their emotions
with one another, to feel something in common with one another,
whether from a divine or a merely secular point—of—view.

Wild Strawberries represents the acme of Bergman's work as a
humanist, and this scene provides a key moment within it. This film also
represents the supreme achievement of Bergman's work as a ‘realist’,
devising on the screen images of lived life that seem directly related to
the incidents of lived life that we might have encountered in our daily
experience. The film is thoughtful, hopeful, loving and holy. It should
not have been dropped from discourse, as I have said. But it has.8

%

After Wild Strawberries, passing by way of So Close to Life (Nara
Livet, 1957) and The Virgin Spring (Jungfrukdllen, 1959), Bergman
entered the most difficult period of his life as a filmmaker—his journey
into silence.

Through a Glass Darkly (Sdsom i en Spegel, 1961), Winter Light
(Nartvardsgdsterna, 1962), and The Silence (Tystnaden, 1963) represent
an increasingly severe series of kammerspiel films involving fewer and
fewer people in more and more desperate situations. These films in turn
are followed by Persona (1966). If Persona represents Bergman's most
thoroughly uncompromising ‘modernist’ text, A Passion (1969)
combines some of the modernist attitudes of Persona with at least the
vestiges of the old humanism of Wild Strawberries. This is its great
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value; and it is because of its aesthetic achievement that A Passion is the
second film that I wish to consider.

In these Baltic films, as I have called them (Harcourt 1974:171),
since most are set on the island of Faro, gone is the sense of a journey
from specific place to specific place. Even in The Silence—which does
involve a journey to and a journey from the fictitious nightmare city of
Timoka (Timoka = executioner, Bjorkman et al 1973:183)—there is
more a sense of a closed circle, of a space that entraps, than of any sense
of a journey.

But again, as with Wild Strawberries, when discussing A Passion, 1
really want to deal with only one scene. This particular scene is difficult
to evoke, partly because the published screenplay alludes to it only
briefly (Bergman 1977:137)—and Bergman's published scripts are
always pre— and not post—production scripts, strange little stories that are
interesting in their own right but often quite different from the finished
film; and partly because the scene entails less a human exchange than an
inhuman display of egotistic verbal virtuosity amongst people who still
know how to speak but who can no longer listen to one another. At this
moment in this film, there is no holy communion and little cultural
sharing. There are four people speaking out across the space of the
dining room, partly about each other but largely simply to fill the space.
By the time he made A Passion, for Ingmar Bergman words had largely
lost their meaning, their particular human significance.

The scene I am referring to is, of course, the dinner scene that
occurs early on in the film. Andreas Winkelman has been asked to dinner
by Elis and Eva Vergérus, and Anna Fromm is there. Yes, there are
dialogic spurts as in their scattered and fragmented way, they are talking
about the meaning of art and life as in earlier films by Ingmar Bergman.
Elis, an architect, has received a huge commission to build something in
Rome, an activity that, in his cynical way, he considers meaningless.
Anna thinks there must be meaning, as there had to have been
meaning in her recent marriage; while Eva (echoing the role of Sara that
Bibi Andersson had played ten years previously in Wild Strawberries)
believes that there probably is meaning in any case in everything. At
least, that is what she likes to believe, in the same way that she likes to
believe in God.

The great difference between this dinner scene in A Passion and
the luncheon scene in Wild Strawberries is that all the voices are in
competition with one another. They all speak against and across one
another, a fact that Bergman emphasizes by the equally fragmented way
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he cuts back and forth between the four of them, establishing a visual
counterpoint to the verbal competition among his characters.9 As Philip
Mosley (1981:141) has put it: “A Passion crystallizes Bergman’s study
of isolated individuals, confirming their failure to live with each other
and their inevitable exposure to private and public suffering.”

Nevertheless, however much pain may be involved, A Passion
represents virtuosic filmmaking—not the slow, quietly observant style
that characterized Bergman's early work but a virtuosity that serves less
the simple humanely life—affirming project of the production of meaning
through verisimilitude than the destruction of any single meaning
through the competitive clash of a variety of verisimilitudes.

Instead of a varied group of pilgrims that in Wild Strawberries
could enjoy the shared hymn each in their own way, in A Passion, we
have a frightened group of exiles each of whom is trying to create
meaning through an individual articulation of experience, each of which
relates to nothing that the others really share; and furthermore, each of
which might also be a lie. There are still phonemes in the air; but
semantically, humanistically, in terms of life-affirming values, there is
silence.

*

From now on, I don't think I'm going to deal with people of
this sort. I regard them as belonging definitely to the past.
(Ingmar Bergman 1970) 10

If the early films of Ingmar Bergman were (somewhat
sophomorically) troubled by the death of God, the later films are (quite
disturbingly) troubled by the death of meaning within the language of
human exchange. This death of meaning refers both to the loss of a
shared cultural experience that can contain and focus the meaning of
words; but it also refers to the fact that individual human beings, unable
to bear the implications of their own acts or to endure their own pain,
may lie—both to themselves and to others. In terms of Bergman's films,
we have experienced this before, both in Through a Glass Darkly and in
Persona. Words become weapons—useful in staving off the outsider
and, when necessary, for inflicting pain. These late films might seem to
depict an increasingly nihilistic world.

Within Scandinavian culture, however, this epistemological
uncertainty concerning the reliability of language is nothing new. The
idea of the ‘life lie’ is central to the complete works of Henrik Ibsen.
Certainly, in A Passion, in her combination of high ideals and intense
self—-deception, Anna would seem to be a very Ibsenian character.
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Nevertheless, what I want to claim for Bergman is that the stylistic
strategies that he has adopted in his later films give to them a more
contemporary feeling.

In his challenge to humanism, in his concern to disrupt the classical
assurances of the ‘well-made’ film, in his invitation to his actors to find
their own lines and even, at other moments in the film, to step outside
their performances and comment on the characters they are playing: in all
these strategies Bergman has both espoused the modernist project in art
and, through the fragmentation, through the grainy colour of the film,
through the total disintegration of the image at the end,!! he has
somewhat gone beyond it.

Philip Mosley (1981:74) has underlined the tensions that exist in
Bergman's work between the intellect and the emotions; and many years
ago, John Russell Taylor (1964:168-169) commented on the uneasy
balance that exists within Bergman between the writer and the director.
Indeed, Frank Gado has recently suggested that it wasn't until the early
1950s when Bergman finally abandoned his desire to be a great writer
that he truly found his own directorial style, both in theatre and in film.12

Whatever way we wish to analyse it, part of the interest in Bergman
as an artist has to do with the tensions that are inscribed within his films.
In his earlier, more ‘humanist’ films like Summer Interlude (Sommarlek,
1951), A Lesson in Love (1954) and Wild Strawberries (1957), a large
part of the charm of these films is that the tensions are held in a classical
balance—the tensions between the intellect and the emotions, between
the writer and the director—or in Bergman's own terms, between body
and soul. In his later works, however, it is almost as if, as Bergman
developed and matured, it was the intellectual part of himself, the writer
in himself, that he came to mistrust and which he wished to abandon. But
as I said at the outset, this process did not take place in a simple linear
fashion. Bergman inflicted austerity upon himself and upon his
audiences, and then relaxed a little and turned to other things, as he has
always been able to return to the theatre where Bergman the director can
reign supreme while Bergman the writer can, with impunity, remain
silent.

The films of Ingmar Bergman need to be returned to their rightful
place within academic discourse. His work needs to be re-situated within
contemporary post—structuralist theoretical concerns in the way that
Frank Burke has situated the films of Federico Fellini.13 In this paper,
however, my ambition has been more modest. By examining only two
moments in only two films by Ingmar Bergman, I have tried simply to
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suggest that his films are more complex in their organization and more
contemporary in their formal construction than has recently been
acknowledged.

By way of conclusion, I should like to repeat my suggestion that it
is time that especially the late films of Ingmar Bergman be re—claimed
for what they are: significantly ‘modernist’ achievements that contest the
ontological and epistemological certainties of a more classical age.

NOTES

1. For sheer intelligence and originality, see Paisley Livingston. Ingmar Bergman
and the Rituals of Art (1982). But for breadth of extra-filmic scholarship, see also Frank
Gado. The Passion of Ingmar Bergman (1986).

2. And yet, curiously enough Fanny & Alexander was also shot with a longer
version intended for television—an irony rarely dwelt upon!

3. In Stig Bjorkman et al. (1973), p. 190

4. All the factual references concerning this scene are derived from Gado (1986),
pp- 215-216 and pp. 225-226.

5. The dialogue for this scene can be found in Ingmar Bergman. Four Screenplays
(1960), pp. 202-204.

6. Gado (1986: 216) calls it the Wallin hymn and tells us that it is derived from the
Swedish Hymnal from the section marked "The Last Judgment" under the heading "The
Christian Hope Before Death."

7. The extent of its cultural reach might be confirmed by the fact that the same
hymn, this time appearing as an inter-title, occurs in Gdsta Berling's Saga (1924), a
silent film directed by Mauritz Stiller from the novel by Selma Lagerlof.

8. As additional confirmation of this assertion, it may be of interest to note that
Paisley Livingston, whose approach to Bergman's work is more concerned with
anthropological rituals than with critical evaluations, never even mentions this film!

9. The scene was, in fact, largely improvised towards the end of the shoot. "The
evening before, we met and went through what each of them should talk about. I
explained the scene plan and the situation. They were to sit round a table, such and such
food was to be served, such and such a red wine. Each actor had a clear idea of where
he or she stood in the film. Then the camera was turned, first on one, then on the
second, then on the third, then on the fourth, and the conversation was allowed to take
whatever course it liked." Bjorkman et al, p. 258.

10. Speaking about the characters in A Passion. In Bjorkman et al, p. 261.

11. For an examination of the details of this last shot, see Harcourt (1974), p. 182.

12. See “Playwright Bergman” in Gado (1986), pp. 93-136.

13. Various, but see especially Burke (1989), pp. 36-48.
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Nora as Antigone:
the feminist tragedienne and social legality

Errol Durbach
The University of British Columbia, Vancouver

RESUME: Ibsen appelait Maison de Poupée “la tragédie de nos temps
modernes,” et plusieurs savants ont remarqué une certaine affinité entre
Nora et I’Antigone de Sophocle. Les deux femmes défient I’autorité du
madle et opposent leur sens séditieux du juste aux lois de I’état, entrainant
ainsi des ‘conséquences tragiques. Mais la piéce d’Ibsen qui défend la
nature remédiable de 1’expérience de Nora, ou qui regarde I’héroine
comme une Antigone manquée échappant aux extrémes de la tragédie a
aussi été percue comme un document central dans une variété de
contextes féministes: “bourgeois”, “radical”, “existentiel”,
“socialiste”. Qu’advient—il de la dimension tragique de Maison de
Poupée lorsqu’on la soumet aux méthodologies féministes? La critique
féministe peut—elle inclure “Ueffroi et la terreur”, “le désespoir”, “la
résistance”, “la défaite” que Ibsen a notés chez I’héroine? Cet article
examine les liens entre Nora et Antigone et explore le paradoxe de Nora
en tant qu’héroine féministe et tragique.

I take my cue for this paper from three recent feminist approaches to A
Doll’s House all published in the 1980s, and perhaps the first and most
radical reading of the play by a woman, Eleanor Marx’s, which dates back
to the 1880s. The theme that all four critics pursue, despite their
manifestly divergent ‘feminisms’, is the clash between woman’s
sensibility and the social system—what Eleanor Marx called the “woman
question” (Marx and Aveling 1886) as a secular and political dilemma
demanding resolution. The other common feature, at least among the
feminist critics of the 1980s, is a comparative linking of Ibsen’s Nora with
Sophocles’ Antigone that tacitly endorses Ibsen’s designation of the play
as ‘the tragedy of modern times’.! But, as George Steiner (1961:291)
insists, “tragedy speaks not of secular dilemmas that may be resolved by
rational innovation, but of the unaltering bias towards inhumanity and

29
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destruction in the drift of the world.” Is A Doll’s House, then, a problem
play masquerading as a tragedy? Or a tragedy pressed by feminism into
the service of a drame a thése? Or is it possible to elevate the “problem of
women”2 to a high mythic level and reconcile the feminist and tragic
readings of this play about a Norwegian housewife’s seditious morality?
These are some of the critical issues I would like to explore.

I

Sandra Saari’s argument in “Female Become Human: Nora
Transformed” (1988) posits an essentially non—tragic bias in feminist
criticism of A Doll’s House. She begins (Saari 1988:41) by quoting one of
Ibsen’s notes for his modem ‘tragedy’:

There are two kinds of moral law, two kinds of conscience, one in the man and a
completely other one in the woman. They do not understand one another; but the

woman is judged in practical life according to the man's law, as if she were not a
woman but a man.

“This idea might have led to a modern-day Antigone,”’she
continues, “one in whom the sense of duty was grounded in a specifically
feminine conscience.” But, she argues, Ibsen disqualifies Nora from tragic
status because she lacks the “requisite purposive vision to be a heroic
figure;”and, by way of corroboration, Sandra Saari (1988:41) quotes
another of Ibsen's revealing notes:

The wife in the play finally doesn't know which way to turn in regard to what is right
or wrong; innate feelings on the one hand and belief in authority on the other bring
about complete confusion.

Her thesis is that Ibsen abandoned his idea about a feminine soul
destroyed by a masculine world, rejected the vision of two disparate forms
of conscience separated by gender, and finally produced “a play based on
the premise that ... males and females demonstrate no essential difference
in their spiritual make up.”(Saari 1988:42) Women are essentially no
different from men. It is a perfectly feasible argument; and, like all of
Sandra Saari's papers on Ibsen’s women, it engages a woman’s sensibility
in its approach without overtly espousing a feminist critique. Nonetheless
it falls very conveniently into one of Michelene Wandor’s (1986)
categories—bourgeois feminism, which argues for sex—equality and
regards the successful woman as one who achieves political, economic,
and social parity with men.

It is for this reason that a more radical feminist, like Joan
Templeton, pours torrential scorn on the flattening—out propensities of
those who seek common sexual denominators and (like Sandra Saari)
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deny the special and peculiarly feminine selfhood of Nora. In “The Doll
House Backlash: Criticism, Feminism, and Ibsen”, Joan Templeton
(1989:36) uses another of Ibsen’s notes to assert her position:

A woman cannot be herself in the society of today, which is exclusively a masculine

society, with laws written by men, and with accusers and judges who judge feminine
conduct from the masculine standpoint.

“A Doll House,” she insists, “is not about Everybody’s struggle to
find him— or herself but, according to its author, about Everywoman’s
struggle against Everyman.” (Templeton 1989:36) The old battle-lines of
the 1970s are faintly visible in this argument—those drawn up by Kate
Millett in Sexual Politics where she defines man as the enemy,
interpreting Ibsen’s play as a blow against the patriarchy with Nora as
“the true insurrectionary of the sexual revolution ... battling the sexual
politic openly and rationally ... [with her] band of revolutionaries.”
(Millett 1970: 115, 152, 156) Joan Templeton’s radicalism may be less
aggressive, but, in her reading of A Doll’s House, the centre of the play is
still located in its conflict between the masculine and feminine forces.
Again, the argument carries great conviction—especially in her invocation
of the dialectical opposition between Man’s law and Woman’s love in
Sophocles’ Antigone: “A good case could be made,” she claims, “for Nora
as a bourgeois Antigone in her stalwart defiance of the world.”
(Templeton 1989:33) And she quotes Nora’s great justification of her
criminal but life-affirming delinquency—*“Jeg gjgrde det jo av
kjeerlighet” [I did it out of love]—which reads like a direct quotation from
the Antigone. In the 1980s, radical feminism’s central argument lies
primarily in Antigone’s rebellion against the Creon—dominated world.

This is why the existential feminist regards the radical sisterhood
with some considerable misgiving. Elaine Hoffman Baruch, in “Ibsen's
Doll House: A Myth for our Time” (1980), dissociates herself from the
feminism that defines man as the villain and Nora as the victim of male
arrogance and domination. Such a reading, she argues, reduces the play to
melodrama. But she also denies the basic premises of bourgeois feminism;
for to see Nora seeking a parity of autonomy with men is to see her
eternally duped by appearances. As she points out, there are no men worth
emulating in the play, no man more ‘free’ than the unemancipated
woman, no authenticity behind the masks of masculinity. “Man’s
freedom,” she argues, “is tied up with that of women” (Baruch 1980:377);
and a woman so disillusioned with man’s subservience to the social norm,
as Nora is with Torvald’s, is hardly likely to want to be like him.
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Nora’s solution, Elaine Hoffman Baruch argues, embraces “the
existential variety of feminism, which seeks personal fulfilment ... [and]
posits the good of the individual over that of the social order.” (1980:382)
This is what allies her most firmly with Antigone: “Like Antigone, Nora
is willing to give up all the appeals of love and marriage and state in the
name of a higher ‘law’. But, like Antigone, she cannot be considered
totally in the right. The tragic import of Ibsen’s play lies in what Hegel in
his analysis of Antigone conceived of as a clash between two rights. In
Ibsen, the claims of marriage and motherhood on the one hand and those
of the self, on the other, provide an irreconcilable conflict which feminist
readers today are prone to resolve in favor of Nora’s decision.”
(1980:383)

But Elaine Hoffman Baruch is distinctly uncomfortable in endorsing
Nora’s claim of a higher, more sacred duty than that of wife and mother—
‘my duty towards myself’; and at this point she sees Nora’s affinity with
Antigone finally crumbling. For whereas Antigone’s civil disobedience
derives validity from the great absolutes of Divine law and the injunctions
of kinship, Nora’s rejection of state and family is sanctioned only by a
private and esoteric drive towards selfhood. “Nora,” writes Elaine
Hoffman Baruch, “has replaced Sophocles’ law of the gods with the law
of the self.”(1980:384) Alter the angle of vision just slightly, and what the
radical feminist celebrates as triumphant individualism may turn out to be
the ugly narcissism of the ‘Me’ generation.3

II

It would seem that Ibsen’s text, like Sophocles’, is sufficiently
ambivalent to sustain a number of variant readings all consistent with
moments abstracted from the text. The bourgeois Nora, the radical Nora,
and the existential Nora are all manifestly rhere—sporadically if not
simultaneously. What all three feminist critiques share, however, is a
tendency to read Nora as an Antigone manquée a more—or—less admirable
survivor of a Scribean drame a thése, whose solution to the woman’s
problem lies well within her grasp. There is, after all, nothing
irremediably tragic in Nora’s predicament for the bourgeois feminist. She
merely needs to become more like a man to resolve her problem. Does she
not, after all, hanker after Torvald’s condition? Was it not a source of
tremendous satisfaction for her to earn some money independently? “It
was almost like being a man,” she admits. (A Doll’s House, 1961:216)
Men, moreover, are privileged to blaspheme in the family parlour, and
Nora longs to exercise her prerogative: “I would simply love to say:
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‘Damn’.”(A Doll’s House, 1961:220) What bourgeois feminism fails to
account for, however, is that men’s words have a significantly different
semantic meaning in the woman’s mouth. Dgd og pine [death and pain]
may be a casual oath for Torvald. For Nora it is the lived—through
experience of the doll’s house, the torment of the spirit that she reveals to
purblind male eyes through the anguish of the tarantella. The ‘miracle’ in
A Doll’s House has very little to do with Nora’s changing into a man, if
that were either possible or desirable. “The most wonderful thing of all,”
as Nora envisions it in the closing lines of the dialogue, would be a
transformation of masculine-feminine dynamics so profound as to change
the very basis of social and sexual existence. In Hegelian terms, her
‘miracle’ looks towards an Aufhebung, a blending of transformed male
and female priciples into a new amalgam—that which Ibsen designated as
the Third Empire attained (if ever) through tragic aspiration towards this
elusive cultural ideal.4

Radical feminism, similarly, prefers not to contemplate the tragic.
Kate Millett’s insurrectionist Nora, battling the patriarchy with her
revolutionary band like some latter—day Dulle Gret, ignores the fact that
there is no supportive sisterhood in the play, nor any militant invocation to
slam the door on marriage. And Joan Templeton conspicuously ignores
the presence of Kristine Linde, Nora’s tvertimod, who enters the doll’s
house to escape the appalling loneliness and insecurity of the displaced
woman. Nora’s impulse towards freedom is simultaneously a kind of
dying, just as every other emancipatory gesture in Ibsen’s plays—Mrs.
Alving’s, Hedda Gabler’s, Rebekka West’s—is inseparable from the
tragic implications of its achievement.5 What “dies’ is not only the doll, so
secure in her macaroon—filled Paradise, but every role that gives the
woman definition and defines her world of emotional needs. The freedom
she embraces is synonymous with the landscape into which she steps: the
ice-bound, frozen waste of a Northern winter, which she must now call
home. Like Antigone in her Pyrrhic victory, she pays a dreadful price for
her principles.

For the existential feminist, all is ambivalent. In their terms, Nora
abandons one romantic notion, based on illusion and fantasy, for another
based upon the primacy of selfhood. So the troubling questions remain:
How realistic is her choice in the long run? Is it not another illusion to
imagine that she will ‘make it’ in a world which is impervious to change?
Can she create a new order in history by abandoning her responbibilities
to the family? Would it not be more seemly for the new Eve to take her
children with her? One way of resolving ambivalence would clearly be to
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moderate the demands of selfhood in the very act of asserting it—as Nora
does in Ibsen’s untragic alternative ending to the German version of A
Doll’s House. Sinking to her knees at the door of the nursery where her
children sweetly sleep, this Nora commits herself to domestic love and
responsibility at the cost of the ‘self’: “Oh,” she cries, “this is a sin against
myself, but I cannot leave them.”?

Ibsen called this a ‘barbaric outrage’, as it would have been if the
absence of copyright law had forced Sophocles to anticipate a similar
travesty by marrying Antigone off to Haemon and allowing them to live
happily ever after. This may have been the mystic heroine whom
Sophocles inherited. But what he created can best be summarized in
Ibsen’s preliminary jottings for his modern heroine: a woman who
challenges “male society”, “laws drafted by men”, the “husband, with his
conventional views of honour [who] stands on the side of the law and
looks at the affair with male eyes,” “faith in authority”, and the
entire”male point of view”.(A Doll’s House, 1961: 436-37) The
significant difference between these two heroines is not that one follows
the laws of the gods and the other the laws of the self, but that Antigone’s
subversion proceeds with the utter certainty of a saint who never doubts,
never has to endure the hideous collapse of the world of comfortable
illusions, and never has to suffer the recasting of the contents of mind and
spirit. Trapped in the contradiction between woman’s “natural instincts”
and “faith in authority”, Nora confronts what Ibsen describes not merely
as confusion, but “dread and terror”, “despair, resistance, and defeat” (A
Doll’s House, 1961:437). One might even go so far as to describe
Antigone as a Nora manquée.

III

Hegel asks us to regard the dialectics of Antigone as a conflict of
ethical substance—the sanctity of family law in collision with the legality
of the State—in which each side in the debate is essentially right but
incomplete. But as an embodiment of individual human rights, or ‘natural
justice’, or the law of the gods, Hegel’s Antigone remains a curiously
abstract and disembodied principle. What we need to see is that at the
centre of her experience is the horror of a brother’s unburied corpse, left
to rot in the sun as meat for stray dogs and scavengers. What possesses
Antigone is outrage at the indecency heaped upon the human body, the
desecration of someone known and loved by the promulgation of a legal
ordinance. Her motives in opposing Creon’s decree are overwhelmingly
personal and instinctive, driven by love, and guided by a sense of the
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dignity which is man’s right even in death. It is her whole emotional and
pre-rational being that rises in revolt against Creon’s written law.

And Hegel asks us to sympathize with Creon and concede to the
principles for which he stands: law and order, the stability of the State,
and the authority of government. But his moral right to issue the law
against the burial of Polynices slowly drains away as we hear his rhetoric
slide from a specious defence of democratic systems to the hysteria of a
tyrant who manipulates the system by a ruthless exertion of unjustifiable
authority. Hegel clings tenaciously to the unassailable legality of the State
and the written codes of government without probing the point where the
enactment of law compromises itself in private motives and dirty politics.
Creon stands for legality, twisted and bent to his own purposes. Antigone
cares nothing for codified systems that violate her sense of decency and
the primal sanctity of human connections; and the great choral odes on
‘Man’ and ‘Love’ define the life-affirming values for which she is
prepared to die.

It is virtually impossible to read the play as a conflict of ethical
substance when Creon, in his appalling spiritual shallowness, dismisses
the impulses of Antigone’s humanity as a woman’s folly, a girl’s
disobedience, and female lawlessness. For Antigone, an innate sense of
justice precedes the documents that codify it into State legislation. It is not
imposed upon men by systems, but is organic and rooted in moral insight,
in her pre-legal intimation of basic human decency. As such it grows and
develops; and unless the male—governed State can evolve in some
correlated manner with the woman’s subversion—through-love, the law
will continue to punish people who, in Antigone’s final lines, “[honour] /
Those things to which honour truly belongs.” (Antigone, 1964:151) The
threat to Creon is peculiarly feminine. The law is broken by a “girl's proud
spirit” (Antigone, 1964:139), by crazed female obstinacy, and by a love
which he scorns as merely the “lust and wiles of a woman.” (Antigone,
1964:143) “We’ll have no woman’s law here,” he asserts; and he orders
his guards to remove her to “the proper place for women” (Antigone,
1964:140, 142)—out of the public forum, one assumes, and into the doll’s
house.

The dialectics of the Antigone are everywhere apparent in A Doll's
House—from Torvald’s condescending dismissal of Nora’s feather—
brained sense of how the law operates, to the great final confrontation
where his constellation of male ‘duties’ confronts her mode of moral
conscience. But if I were confined to a single instance of man’s law
challenged by woman’s subversive logic, I would turn to the scene in
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which two victims of social legality—Krogstad and Nora—respond to the
State’s view of their criminal activity. Both have forged documents: he
with deliberate intention to defraud, she with casual insouciance:

KROGSTAD: Mrs. Helmer, it’s quite clear you still haven’t the faintest idea what it
is you’ve committed. But let me tell you, my own offence was no more and no
worse than that, and it ruined my entire reputation.

NORA: You? Are you trying to tell me that you once risked everything to save your
wife’s life?

KROGSTAD: The law takes no account of motives.

NORA: Then they must be very bad laws.

KROGSTAD: Bad or not, if I produce this document in court, you'll be condemned
according to them.

NORA: I don’t believe it. Isn’t a daughter entitled to try and save her father from
worry and anxiety on his deathbed? Isn’t a wife entitled to save her husband’s
life? I might not know very much about the law, but I feel sure of one thing: it
must say somewhere that things like this are allowed. You mean to say you
don’t know that—you, when it’s your job? You must be a rotten lawyer, Mr.
Krogstad. '

KROGSTAD: That may be. But when it comes to business transactions—like the
sort between us two—perhaps you’ll admit I know something about then?

(A Doll's House, 1961:229)

There is a nice opposition here between the private motive of the
woman, and the law which is sublimely indifferent to it; between her
sense of moral justice which precedes utterance, and his written
documents and codes that condemn whatever they cannot accommodate;
between bevaggrunde and forretninger, [motives] and [legal trans—
actions], humane value and business value. The natural justice of the
loving heart is an axiom in Nora’s vision of the law, one of those self-
evident truths subjected to scornful dismissal by rotten and decent lawyers
alike. “Just like a woman!” says Torvald of his wife’s naiveté about a
widow’s testamentary obligations. (A Doll's House, 1961:203) And his
response to what she believes the law must allow spills over into a litany
of abuse even more contemptuous than Creon’s: “Hypocrite ... liar ...
criminal! ... I’m done for, a miserable failure, and it’s all the fault of a
feather—brained woman!” (A Doll's House, 1961:277-78) In the Antigone,
we are left in no doubt that the heroine acts in accordance with God’s law.
But in Ibsen’s demythologized and secular universe there are no Gods to
sanction Nora’s value-system, no absolutes to grace the woman’s
‘criminal naiveté’ and affirm decency and love as pre-legal imperatives
for human conduct. Nora continues to be judged by man’s law, even by
her existential feminist sisterhood.
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In modern dramatizations of the myth, from Jean Anouilh to Athol
Fugard, Antigone is presented to us a resistance heroine and a political
subversive who undermines the authority of the State. In A Doll's House
Nora challenges an entire system of thought, the Creon mentality itself
that supports the cruel discrepancy between private motive and social
legality. Krogstad may be a victim of the law, but instead of opposing its
injustice he exploits it to his own advantage and supports the operation of
a system that has already engulfed him. Armed with his documents and
the codes of mercantile law, he rides roughshod over Nora’s principle of
motive and, like the Creons of the world, compels legality into the service
of blackmail. He survives by working within the system and deploying it
against society, whereas Nora’s morality subverts that system by
postulating a radical alternative that cannot coexist with the law of the
State except in some Third Empire of the political life. Her mode of
thought, like Antigone’s, may indeed seem feather-brained and criminal
and “just like a woman” to the modern Creon—but it also constitutes a
danger to conventional ways of regarding legality, a form of lateral
thinking that calls into question the sufficiency of male-dominated
systems that take no account of the woman’s perspective. ‘Natural
instinct’, to use Ibsen's terminology in the Notes, vies for equality with
‘authority’; and the woman's argument that “I did it for love, didn't 17”
challenges the man’s blinkered reliance upon codes of masculine honour
and law. (A Doll's House, 1961:437)

Ibsen’s image of the “exclusively male society with laws drafted by
men, and with counsel and judges who judge feminine conduct from the
male point of view” (A Doll's House, 1961:436) is particularly evident in
the scene where Nora pleads Krogstad’s case before the unremitting
judgment of her husband. Can she persuade this nineteenth—century Creon
to acknowledge the necessity of Antigone’s principle? Can Krogstad be
condemned, she argues, if he acted out of need? But ngd [destitution,
desperation] belongs to the woman’s realm of motive, and Torvald
dismisses Nora’s argument for mercy in favour of the unrelenting
stringency of the law. Pleading what is in effect her own cause, she asks
him to acknowledge that dire circumstances often deprive us of choice.
And as if echoing one of Creon’s speciously liberal concessions, Torvald
admits that men cannot be condemned for a single delinquency—but that
the system, nevertheless, demands retribution and punishment. “I am not
heartless,” he says. But there can be no exceptions. And we hear his
thetoric slowly disintegrate into the clichés of moral puritanism that
finally reveal a deep-rooted personal animosity against a man who makes
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him sick to the pit of his stomach. His actions against Krogstad are
viciously unfair; but the law allows it; and as long as private motive can
be accommodated within social legality, the system will continue to
flourish without fear of feather-brained opposition. Nora’s great
subversive challenge to the man’s world is the genuinely revolutionary
impulse, with all its tragic implications, at the heart of the play.

Iv

The conflict in the play leaves Nora initially “depressed and
confused by her faith in authority,” writes Ibsen; and the outcome may be
“despair, resistance, defeat.”” (A Doll's House, 1961:437) But what Sandra
Saari calls the heroine’s “purposive vision” is never in question. It is
morally clear-sighted in the miracle it foresees through a radical change
in attitudes and thought; and it is painfully realistic in acknowledging that
such change depends on a cultural revolution more profound than legal
reform, and that society may not yet be ready for Antigone. In 1886,
Eleanor Marx was captivated by the visionary element in A Doll’s House,
by its profound subversion of convention, and by what she believed to be
Ibsen’s optimistic (perhaps Marxist?) philosophy of social change. By
way of postscript, I want to discuss very briefly the views of that most
tragic of socialist feminists, and try to recreate the terms in which she read
Ibsen’s play as a miraculous triumph of a Marxist Antigone over Creon’s
capitalist oppression.

Eleanor Marx did not publish her thoughts on the play, but she read
Nora’s speeches at Socialist gatherings, quoted from A Doll's House in her
articles, and played host to the first legitimate reading in England of
Ibsen’s play on January 15- 1886. Bernard Shaw was invited to read
Krogstad; and Eleanor and her common-law husband, Edward Aveling,
played Nora and Torvald with the utter conviction that, in their house in
Great Russell Street, Ibsen’s ‘miracle of miracles’ had already occured. In
that same month they had jointly published an article in The Westminster
Review entitled “The Woman Question: From a Socialist Point of View”,
a revolutionary document in the history of socialist feminism in which
they argue that, without the larger social revolution, women never will be
free.

For Eleanor Marx, the ‘miracle’ was Marxist change with its
promise of economic and intellectual emancipation for women and the
labour—classes alike. She had just reviewed August Bebel’s book on
Woman in the Past, Present, and Future for Commonweal, the official
journal of the Socialist League (Marx 1885); and it is fascinating to watch
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a sensibility shaped by the major socialist publications of the time
incorporating Ibsen into an alliance. Bebel’s book must have read like a
gloss on the problems of the Helmers. She learned from him that “the
emancipation of man and that of woman are equal necessities, and that we
cannot have the one without the other. Men and women must both, in a
word, become ‘human beings’.” (Marx 1885:63) Ibsen would surely have
concurred. But then Eleanor Marx makes the leap that firmly allies her
feminism with her socialism: because the status of women in society is
directly analogous to that of the proletariat, the social situation must
transcend middle—class sectarian interests to resolve itself in greater
revolutionary action. For the struggle is primarily class—based, not
gender-based—an argument that remains the basic premise of modern—
day socialist feminists like Caryl Churchill.

Eleanor Marx’s article on ‘The Woman Question’ makes Nora’s
domestic predicament a metaphor for the exploitation and oppression of
the working—classes, where “women are the creatures of an organized
tyranny of men, as the workers are the creatures of an organized tyranny
of idlers”. (Marx and Aveling 1886:211) Bourgeois marriage is at best a
business transaction, at worst a form of serfdom sanctioned by law. But
come the revolution—and A Doll's House seemed to be its herald—men
and women would be joined in free contract, mind to mind, as a whole
and harmonious entity. Then “there will no longer be one law for the
woman and one for the man;” then “husband and wife will be able to do
that which but few can do now—Ilook clean through one another’s eyes
into one another’s heart.” (Marx and Aveling 1886:222) This is the
miracle that Nora envisions, and that Eleanor Marx claimed to be a living
reality in the Eden of her Great Russell Street doll’s house.

But the miracle did not last. Aveling proved infinitely more
irresponsible and careless in his husbanding than Torvald, infinitely more
cruel in his exploitation of men’s prerogatives than Creon. He was an
emotionally apathetic liar, sexually promiscuous, a bigamist, and an
embezzler of party funds. His conduct made a mockery of her Ibsenism to
the point where she claimed “even Ibsen has failed us” (see Florence
1975:58). If, like a good socialist feminist, she had gone to A Doll's House
to corroborate the Marxist hope that cultural change and self—
transformation were the happy consequences of subverting the social
system, then Ibsen might indeed have betrayed her. In A Doll's House
spiritual revolution is prior to social change, and there is only a tenuous
hope for miracle in a world where evil may be endemic to human
nature—as it was to the wretched Edward Aveling’s. Eleanor Marx’s
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career as a socialist feminist began as Nora and ended as Rebekka West,
that other emancipated tragedienne. In March 1898, unable to tolerate the
doll’s house world of emotional cruelty and infidelity any longer, she
went to her room and robed herself in a white garment. Then she
swallowed a quantity of Prussic acid that she had ordered as ‘rat—poison’
from the druggist, and probably signed for in the very presence of Edward
Aveling. (see Tsuzuki 1967:318)

If I am correct in suggesting that feminism seeks a variety of
solutions to gender—based inequities, and that Tragedy contemplates the
irremediable in human experience, then to call Nora a ‘feminist
tragedienne’ is to play with oxymoron and paradox. For the time being,
however, I want to stay with this designation—at any rate until State Law
is made synonymous with God’s Law, until the Creons and Edward
Avelings of the world transform themselves by miracle into decent and
caring men, and until there is some other solution than death for the
slighted love of the Antigones and Noras and Eleanors among us.

NOTES

1. “A Doll's House, Commentary,” The Oxford Ibsen, Vol.V, edited and translated
by James Walter McFarlane (Oxford, 1961), p. 436. All quotations are from this
edition. Ibsen’s preliminary notes for A Doll's House are a clear indication of the ideas
that precede the play, although they are clearly modulated in their transformation into
drama. .

2. Cf. Ibsen’s statement to the Norwegian Society for Women's Rights: “Of course
it is incidentally desirable to solve the problem of women; but that has not been my sole
object ...” Michael Meyer, Ibsen: A Biography (New York: Doubleday, 1971), p. 807.

3. This extreme negation of the supremacy of the individual is the central thesis of
Carol Strongin Tufts in “Recasting A Doll House: Narcissism as Character motivation
in Ibsen’s Play,” Comparative Drama, 20.2. (1986), pp. 140-59.

4. I have dealt at some length with this idea in A Doll’s House: Ibsen’s Myth of
Transformation (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991).

5. I have argued this point in “Ibsen’s Liberated Heroines and the Fear of
Freedom,” Contemporary Approaches to Ibsen, Vol. V, ed. Daniel Haakonsen (Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget, 1985), pp. 11-23.

6. Cf. Elaine Hoffman Baruch, p. 379, where she discusses the views of Elizabeth
Hardwick and John Weightman, and outlines the 19th century woman’s rights to
custody and child-support.

7. See “The Alternative ‘German’ Ending,” Oxford Ibsen, V, pp. .287-88.
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A la rencontre de Dionysos:
Edith S6dergran entre Nietzsche et Bataille

Christian Roy
Université McGill, Montréal

SUMMARY: The Finn Edith Sodergran (1892-1923) who is known as a
key figure in the introduction of Modernism in Scandinavian poetry also
deserves a place in the history of ideas in Europe for articulating with
singular precision throughout her work an experience of primordial
excess, symbolized by Dionysos, which has played an increasingly
important role in Western consciousness since it was defined and
proposed as an ideal by Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). Sodergran
openly saw herself as his heir, yet she also anticipated further
developments of the Dionysian ‘ideal’ after her death in the writings of
Georges Bataille (1897-1962), whose poetics also help illuminate her
own approach to poetry, inspired by related aspirations. Similarities and
differences between Sodergran’s perspectives on the Dionysian side of
life and those of Nietzsche and Bataille are explored here so as to
discern her distinctive contribution to this theme, with particular
reference to the existentialist tradition.

En invoquant Dionysos du méme souffle qu’il proclamait la mort de Dieu,
Friedrich Nietzsche posait au XIX® siecle les termes dans lesquels
viendrait a se poser pour plusieurs I’aventure spirituelle du XXe; d’abord
dans D’art et la littérature d’avant—garde, avant de trouver une formulation
décisive dans I’oeuvre de Georges Bataille, a I’origine de toute une
philosophie du désir éclairant pour une part la culture occidentale de cette
fin de millénaire. Privilégiant 2 maints égards tout ce qui se rapporte 2
I’ Autre comme tel, la marginalité, 1’exces, la démesure, la féte, le désir
sous toutes ses formes et le coté sauvage de 1’étre humain, elle trouve une
sorte de paradigme dans la figure de Dionysos, cette divinité grecque
représentant précisément tout ce qui déborde le cadre de la raison
hellénique dans lequel s’est édifié€ 1’Occident. C’est ainsi que Dionysos a
pu &tre pris pour type d’une experience extatique de la réalité sensuelle
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qui, bien que par définition confuse et protéiforme, n’en présente pas
moins assez de traits reconnaissables pour &tre repérable quand elle fait
surface dans 1’histoire de la littérature. C’est un tel inventaire qu’a tenté
récemment R.D. Stock dans The Flutes of Dionysus, en mettant toutefois
surtout I’accent sur la tradition anglo—saxonne.

Pour le domaine scandinave, dans le contexte de 1’évolution de la
notion du dionysiaque depuis deux si&cles, il existe une précieuse étude
sur Ewald og Bellman som dionysikere par Elisabeth Kjerbye de
I’Université McGill, qui a bien voulu m’en faire voir le manuscrit inédit
aux fins du présent article. Celui—ci porte quant 2 lui sur la poétesse
finlandaise d’expression suédoise Edith Sodergran (1892-1923), figure—
clé dans cette perspective. En effet, son oeuvre se situe a 1’origine de
I’avant-garde poétique en Scandinavie, mais se présente d’abord comme
I’expression d’une approche personnelle de Dionysos, le témoignage
d’une expérience de ce dieu 2 laquelle Stdergran attribuait une portée
prophétique comme annonce d’un age nouveau. Si un Yeats a pu 2
I’occasion—ainsi dans “The Second Coming’—exprimer semblable
pressentiment apocalyptique de la venue d’une Béte au regard morne et
sans pitié comme le soleil, se trainant vers Bethléem pour y naitre (Stock
1987:348-9), c’est la conscience vertigineuse de ce tournant qui sous—
tend presque tout ’oeuvre d’Edith Sodergran. Se situant consciemment
dans le droit fil de Nietzsche, elle préfigure aussi a2 maints égards les
apports de Bataille 2 1’élucidation du sens qu’a pour les modernes
I’expérience signifiée par Dionysos, ainsi que la poétique qu’il en a tirée.
Par—dela son rdle dans la littérature scandinave, la place de Sodergran
dans I’histoire des idées en Europe ne devrait donc pas étre négligée, dans
la mesure ou elle représente 2 sa maniére un stade intermédiaire de
I’émergence de Dionysos, et peut—€tre une autre réponse possible 2 son
énigme.

“Sur la tombe de Nietzsche”, Edith Sodergran (Boyer 1973:110) se
désigne comme son premier enfant. Ayant pour plus grand souhait de le
suivre sur la voie du dionysiaque (Olsson 1955:64), elle sera toujours
fidele a la définition que celui—ci en donne:

Mit dem Wort ‘dionysisch’ ist ausgedriickt: ein Drang zur Einheit, ein
Hinausgreifen iiber Person, Alltag, Gesellschaft, Realitit, iiber den Abgrund des
Vergehens; das leidenschaftlich-schmerzliche Uberschwellen in dunklere, vollere,
schwebendere Zustinde; ein verziicktes Jasagen zum Gesamt-Charakter des Lebens,
als dem in allem Wechsel Gleichen, Gleich-Méchtigen, Gleich—Seligen; die grosse

pantheistische Mitfreudigkeit und Mitleidigkeit, welche auch die furchtbarsten und
fragwiirdigsten Eigenschaften des Lebens gutheiBt und heiligt; der ewige Wille zur
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Zeugung, zur Fruchtbarkeit, zur Wiederkehr; das Einheitsgefiihl der Notwendigkeit
des Schaffens und Vernichtens. (Nietzsche III, 556)

Sous un rapport plus clinique, E. Kjerbye (1989:22-3) a pu parler
du transport dionysiaque comme d’“en bestemt indre tilstand, der
kendetegnes ved en radikal @ndring af bevidstheds— fglelses— krops— eller
organtilstanden”, “vafh@ngigt af drsagerne dertil”’; or ces causes sont du
méme ordre chez Sodergran que chez Nietzsche, soit une maladie
chronique suscitant des états exceptionnels d’acuité perceptuelle, fouettant
le désir de vivre. C’est ainsi que ’art pour Nietzsche s’associe 2 la
maladie, qu’il devient paradoxalement grice a elle la plus haute
expression de la vie. “Trotz, oder vielleicht wegen der eigenen
Degenereszenz besteht die Sehnsucht nach Stirke und Gesundheit als
letzte Wiinschbarkeit” (Piitz 1963:10; cf 19, 22, 41). La méme exigence
traverse la poésie de la tuberculeuse condamnée qu’était Edith Sodergran.
La ruine progressive du siége de son individualité lui fit remonter 2 la
source de cette force vive qui se dépensait si nonchalamment en elle,
exacerbant ses sensations comme elle ravageait son organisme. Elle
semblait lui ouvrir I’accs 2 un moi plus profond, I’ ‘Urwesen’ auquel elle
pourrait s’unir dans I’“unermeBliche Urlust am Dasein” dont 1’éternité
invulnérable se laissait deviner pour Nietzsche dans 1’extase dionysiaque
au milieu du tourment et du conflit. Aussi peut—on comprendre Sodergran
si I’on consent a apercevoir 2 travers elle ce que Nietzsche voyait en
Archiloque, I’archétype du podte lyrique qu’il opposait 3 Homere dans
Die Geburt der Tragddie (1:40) comme le médium d’un dieu, la voix de
Dionysos résonnant dans I’artiste hors de I’abime de 1’étre comme son
véritable sujet—en fait le seul sujet qui soit vraiment.

Hagar Olsson ne s’y était pas trompée en prenant la défense d’Edith
Sodergran, devenue la cible d’accusations de folie mégalomane 2 cause de
ses interventions intempestives dans la presse suédoise de Helsinki 2
propos de son second recueil Septemberlyran (1918); elle §’y autorisait de
Nietzsche pour se désigner individu d’une espéce nouvelle (Olsson
1955:39). Celle qui deviendrait sa seule amie avait alors pu la voir comme
I’instrument et le médium de puissances qui la dépassaient, du dieu au
coeur de chaque &tre humain (Olsson 1955:44), S6dergran lui ayant confié
sa certitude qu’une main plus forte s’était saisie de sa plume durant les
jours de septembre 1918 ou elle s’était sentie renaitre (Olsson 1955:32).
Le recueil qui en est sorti débute cependant avec un podme de 1916,
proclamation du “Triomphe d’exister” comme “en del av alltets stora
kraft”, mais des 1’abord effort de conjurer la peur de s’y résorber (Triumf
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att finnas till, Sodergran 1950:161). Celle—ci ce¢de déja le pas a la
fascination dans les Dikter de la méme époque, quand il s’agit de choisir
entre “smirtan med djupet i 6gonen” (Sodergran 1950:93) et un bonheur
lache, loin duquel “vixa roda rosor kring bottenlosa brunnar” (“Den
speglande brunnen”, Sodergran 1950:105). Peu a peu, Sodergran se laisse
entrainer aux abords crépusculaires de cet abime de I’étre, transposé dans
la dimension temporelle des origines de ’homme: “Violetta skymningar
bir jag i mig ur min urtid” (Sodergran 1950:54). Des amazones jouent
avec des centaures dans ce lieu intérieur secret de réminiscences
primordiales, ou comme dans l’extase dionysiaque les distinctions
s’estompent entre 1’humain, I’animal et le divin, le masculin et le féminin
(Lévesque 1988:143). “Jag dr ingen kvinna. Jag &r ett neutrum”, proclame
juste aprés la ‘Vierge moderne’ en levant sa coupe a 1’honneur de toutes
les femmes (Sodergran 1950: 57); mais n’est—ce pas que, comme le
rappelle Jean—Pierre Vernant (1965:80), “le dionysisme est d’abord et par
prédilection affaire de femmes?”

“Jag dr ett steg mot slumpen och fordirvet, / jag dr ett sprang i
friheten och sjilvet ...” (Sodergran 1950:57), dit encore cette ‘Vierge
moderne’, usant de termes trés proches de ceux qu’emploierait une
vingtaine d’années plus tard Georges Bataille en développant 1’idée
nietzschéenne du dionysiaque dans la direction d’une “expérience
intérieure” de soi sans objet, se perdant dans la folie, le sexe et la mort,
dans des états extrémes ou l’individualité cohérente est sciemment,
joyeusement ruinée. Le principal modele historique de 1’expérience
dionysiaque poursuivie par Bataille, mises a part les sanglantes orgies du
culte hellénique, était la pratique azteque du sacrifice humain de masse,
ol le coeur des victimes était arraché de leur poitrine pour étre offert au
soleil. Il est étonnant de constater que 1’on retrouve la méme imagerie
sacrificielle a travers la poésie d’Edith Sodergran, évoquant dans maint
passage de fagon assez frappante—compte tenu de ce qu’elle n’en avait
pas conscience, pour autant qu’on sache—Iles splendeurs sanglantes de la
civilisation mexicaine qui stimulérent tant 1’imagination de Georges
Bataille 2 partir des années 20. Il semble bien que le tour spontanément
dionysiaque de celle de Sodergran 1’ait parfois entrainée dans le méme
territoire qu’allait explorer Bataille aprés sa mort. On peut ainsi déceler
dans I’imagerie qu’elle emploie ce qu’il serait certes tentant d’appeler un
‘motif azteque’, empruntant ’expression de Francis Marmande a propos
de I’oeuvre de Bataille.
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Déja dans les deux poemes qu viennent d’étre examinés, on peut
rapprocher la déclaration de la ‘Vierge moderne’: “jag dr en skrattande
strimma av en scharlakanssol” (Sodergran 1950:57); et celle de la fille du
soleil dans “Violetta skymningar ...”: “vi dro de minst vintade ock de
djupast roda, / tiger—flidckar, [...]”(Sodergran 1950:55), évoquant tant les
tigres et pantheéres marchant avec Dionysos chez Nietzsche (1:24), que
ceux auxquels se joint un puma sur les pas d’Orphée dans le po¢me que
Sodergran lui consacre (1950:218), ou méme les toisons de félins dont se
revétaient les prétres aztéques. Sang et soleil sont ici associés dans un
climat dionysiaque de danger et de sauvage étrangeté, dans I’appréhension
fugitive de ce qui se dérobe 2 toute attente. Leur rouge est si profond
parce que c’est celui du sang de la ‘Vierge moderne’ qui dit: “Jag ar
blodets viskning i mannens ora” (Sodergran 1950:57), le battement de
coeur entendu par I’amant dont la téte repose sur son sein. Cette image
rappelle ainsi le passage de Die Geburt der Tragodie ou Nietzsche cite
Ieffet du troisieme acte de Tristan und Isolde comme parfait exemple
d’une expérience dionysiaque dont le choc devrait causer 1’éclatement
extatique de I’€tre humain,

der wie hier das Ohr gleichsam an die Herzkammer des Weltwillens gelegt hat, der
das rasende Begehren zum Dasein als donnernden Strom oder als zartesten
zerstaubten Bach von hier aus alle Adern der Welt sich ergiessen fiihlt. (Nietzsche
L1:116).

Edith Sodergran conclut son poeme: “jag ér eld och vatten i drligt
sammanhang pa fria vilkor ...” (Sodergran 1950:57)—du sang chaud,
conjoint au soleil dans le coeur. Cette union paradoxale des contraires
dans le sang, lieu tant de son indomptable passion pour la vie que de la
figvre qui la rongeait, est littéralement au coeur de la poésie d’Edith
Sodergran, telle un défi au destin qui dans “Den speglande brunnen” lui
dit: “vit skall du leva eller r6d skall du d6! / Men mitt hjirta beslott: rod
skall jag leva” (Sodergran 1950:104). Jaillissant au point de friction de
douloureuses contradicitions, la flamme rouge de la vie se consume mais
c’est justement cette dépense de soi qui est la vie, le feu sans fin dont elle
procede. “Vi Eros lekkamrater,” dira Sodergran dans Framtidens skugga
(1920), “vi vilja endast ett: / bli eld utav din eld och brinna upp”
(Sodergran 1950:328).—En d’autres mots, ne faire plus qu’un avec le
soleil qui lui semble briler dans sa poitrine malade du désir de s’épancher
sans mesure sur le monde: “Unga brost ... varfor dr det sa ljust uti dig?”
(“En gammal hirskare”, Sodergran 1950:314)—"“Solen fyller upp mitt
brost med ljuvlig honung upp till randen”, 12 est le “Triumf att finnas till”



48  Scandinavian-Canadian Studies / Etudes scandinaves au Canada

(Sodergran 1950:162), et “Fen vill att envar skall vara sill som hon ...”
(“Feens slott”, Sodergran 1950:189). C’est d’un tel mouvement que
découle Zarathoustra pour Bataille, selon la définition nietzschéenne du
mystique: “celui qui a assez et trop de son propre bonheur, et qui cherche
un langage pour son propre bonheur parce qu’il voudraiten donner”.
Tel est le “nouveau sentiment de la puissance: 1’état mystique” (Bataille
VI:190) auquel fait écho Edith Sodergran: “Finnes det ingen som ldser
hinférelsens kraft i mina 6gen?” C’est en ce ravissement extatique que
réside la souveraineté pour elle comme pour Bataille: “Jag foljer ingen
lag. Jag dr lag i mig sjdlv”’ (Makt, Sodergran 1950:312). Mais comme la
souveraineté de la dépense sans mesure doit selon ce dernier faire expier
la velléité humaine de n’y point disparaitre, 'individu qui s’en prévaut
s’offre de lui-méme en sacrifice, ainsi que le fait Edith Sodergran de son
coeur “saint” 2 un “dieu inconnu”’; “Guden hogst uppe i molnen—" “den
skonaste guden” qui donne son titre 2 ce potme, “in for vilken allt &dr
stoft” (Sodergran 1950:202). “Hur talar jar till eder ur mitt djupaste
hjédrta?” se demande Sodergran:

Jag vill tala att jag 6ppnar mitt hela brost for eder

och att min vilja fattar eder med harda tinger

sdsom en smérta, fruktan, sjukdom, kérlek ...

-
.Eag ville att I reven sonder edra hjartan
och att demonerna fattade site i edra lemmar
vilda, oménskliga, sprangande sonder allt liv.
Demoner,
med hela mitt allvar vill jag se eder i 6gonen,
hela mitt vésen tager jag med i min blick.[...]
I tjocka strommar rinner oavtagligt mitt blod.
Kommen I en gang till mig, I djupens vampirer?
(“Besvérjelsen”, Sodergran 1950: 245-6)

“Sa stiger smirtans stora hymn ur lyckligt brost”, conclut Sodergran
(1950:279) dans le dernier vers du méme recueil de 1919, Rosenaltaret.
“Ingen ldttfirdig trader i ringen” (Sodergran 1950:253), dans “La ronde” a
laquelle les dieux la convient, y dit—elle ailleurs: “Nir stunden kommer, /
da ger du hjirtat ur ditt brost—" pour le tendre au soleil sans doute, tandis
que le sacrificateur revét la peau de la victime, prend possession de ses
membres, ne faisant plus qu’un avec des dieux que des yeux chrétiens ne
sauraient voir autrement que comme des “démons, / sauvages,
inhumains”, eux qui “font éclater toute vie”. En étonnante conformité
d’imagerie avec le ‘motif azteque’ tel qu’il apparait chez Bataille d&s son
article “L’Amérique disparue” de 1929, ou il modele dans ses grands
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traits la thématique qui I’occupera désormais, c’est une conception de la
poésie comme acte sacrificiel qui se fait jour ici, coincidant avec celle
qu’en aurait Bataille. Pour lui, non seulement le héros tragique, Oreste
est—il la figure de la poésie, lui étant ce que la victime est au sacrifice
(Cels 1989:107), mais la vie étant une plaie, le poete en est le “sujet
hémophile” (Cels 1989:103) dont il entre dans le vif en s’immolant lui—
méme. Ainsi “la poésie ou se perdrait le plus de sang serait la plus forte”
(Bataille V:554). De fait, “Besvirjelsen” semble déboucher dans des flots
de sang.

Si Georges Bataille fut fasciné par une civilisation mexicaine qui se
consuma avec insouciance dans les ruisseaux de sang de sacrifices de
masse, 2 1’aise autant avec la mort et ’horreur qu’avec la vie et sa
splendeur, Edith Sodergran quant 2 elle s’exalta en imagination des bains
de sang de la Révolution russe et de la guerre civile finlandaise dont les
vagues meurtriéres passérant et repassérent sur sa patrie carélienne. Sa
poitrine se souleve a leur rythme, avoue—t—elle en septembre 1918 dans
“Le génie de I’ Apocalypse” (Sodergran 1950:194);—“Brand, rok, lukten
av brant kott:” telle était la guerre pour elle, un sacrifice dont elle était un
témoin privilégié et I'interprete €élue, puisqu’elle lui semblait refléter a
I’échelle cosmique le tumulte de son &me et de son corps. Certes,
“Virlden badar i blod ...” (Sodergran 1950:179); mais c’est “for att Gud
matte leva. / Att hans hirlighet fortbestar, skall all annan forgés. / Vad
veta vi manniskor hur den evige smiktar / och vad gudarna dricka for att
ndra sin kraft.” Comme les dieux azteques, celui—ci a besoin de sang pour
renouveler la Création. Il est bien “Le génie de 1’ Apocalypse”, maitre
silencieux des millions d’hommes des armées, qui joue nonchalamment
avec eux dans la mort comme plus tard I’Eros de Framtidens skugga
(1920) le ferait de jeunes corps amoureux. Les vampires de
“Besvirjelsen” (Rosenaltaret, 1919) levent déja la téte; “Djupen gapa.
Outsigliga ting ske bakom odets forlat” (Sodergran 1950:194). Le voile
du destin protege le mystere de la vie (“Livets mystdr”’, Sodergran 1950:
195), comme un rideau cache la vraie nature du monde: “Ingen har innu
sett virlden. / I holjden den bak forhdngen.” (“Var bo gudarna ...”,
Sodergran 1950:240) Leur secret est la seule richesse qui donne la
souveraineté [konungamakt], “[...] en skonhet / den minnisko6gon ej
sett” (“Samlen icke guld och ddelstenar”, S6dergran 1950:204).

L’unique objet du désir sans limite qui semble animer Sodergran est
ce qui se trouve “derriere le voile de Maya”, selon la formule de
Nietzsche, reprise de Schopenhauer, qui est un leitmotiv de Die Geburt
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der Tragddie, et qui trouve souvent un écho dans sa poésie. Suppliante,
dans Septemberlyran elle prie Dieu ainsi: “giv oss inlét till den tysta
kammare, dér du tinker 6ver tingen” (“Bon”, Sodergran 1950:176). Elle
n’aspire qu’a passer au—dela des apparences au coeur de leur libre jeu, ou
seul compte le génie de ’espece et de la Nature et non plus I’individu
(Nietzsche 1:28)—méme celui nommé Edith Sodergran, s’il faut ’en
croire. “Pa Himalayas trappor” [“Sur les marches de I’Himalaya”] elle
implore Vichnou: “Allsméktige, / tag mitt liv / for ett 6gonblick av dina
drommar .../ Jag vill se vad du vill—och forgas ...” (Rosenaltaret, 1919,
Sodergran 1950:247). “Minniskor,” proclame—t—elle dans le “Fragment”
de Septemberlyran, “vi skola glomma oss sjilva / och bli forenta med
Kosmos igen. / Vi skola hora skaparens stimma / tona metalliskt ur
tingens brost” (Sodergran 1950:217)—comme la voix de Dionysos
derriere les masques des acteurs 2 la naissance de la tragédie. En accord
avec le texte de Nietzsche, elle connait seulement “einen Kiinstler—Sinn
und —Hintersinn hinter allem Geschehen”. Suivant une expression qui y
revient souvent, pour elle le monde ne peut &tre justifié que comme
phénomene esthétique. Son Dieu comme celui de Nietzsche dans son
“Versuch einer Selbstkritik”, préface a la réédition de Die Geburt der
Tragodie, doit étre vu comme

einen ganzlich unbedenklichen und unmoralischen Kiinstler-Gott, der im Bauen wie

im Zerstoren, im Guten wie im Schlimmen, seiner gleichen Lust und

Selbstherrlichkeit innewerden will, der sich, Welten schaffend, von der No t der

Filleund Uberfiille,vom Leiden derinihm gedringten Gegensitze 15st.
(Nietzsche 1:14)

Sodergran suit 2 la lettre les préceptes amoraux de son maitre dans
sa quéte de 1’art ‘cosmique’ de 1’avenir: “Det hogsta for oss synliga ligger
pd andra sidan om ont och gott, fult och skont, dir blir det hogsta
minniskoanden skapat litet, tringt och alltfér minskligt, [...]” (Brokiga
Iakttagelser, Sodergran 1950:299). Ceci se rapproche de ce que Nietzsche
appelle 2 la fin de sa vie consciente, se référant sans doute a Die Geburt
der Tragodie, sa “premiere solution: plaisir tragique de voir sombrer ce
qu’il y a de plus haut et de meilleur (parce qu’on le considere comme trop
limité par rapport au Tout); mais ce n’est 1a qu’une fagon mystique de
pressentir un ‘bien’ supérieur.” C’est donc sans doute vers sa ‘derniere
solution’ que penche Bataille en le citant: “le bien supréme et le mal
supréme sont identiques.” (Bataille VI:190) Sodergran en reste quant a
elle a la solution mystique, comme le confirmera son évolution ultérieure.
Mais pour elle comme pour Nietzsche, seule raison d’étre, la beauté est
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“varje overflod, varje glod, varje overfyllnad och varje stort armod”
(“Skonhet” dans Dikter, 1916, Sodergran 1950:112).

Cette vision tragique du beau lui fit trés tot envisager 1’avenir sous
des traits dionysiaques, comme ceux d’une jeune femme belle et hardie
qui s’avangait déja a grands pas 2 travers une terre baignée de sang dans
un poe¢me qu’elle écrivit en 1907 en allemand (la meilleure langue de
cette éleve de la Petrischule, lycée de jeunes filles de sa ville natale de
Saint-Pétersbourg qu’avait fréquenté avant elle Lou Salomé, le grand
amour de Nietzsche). “Evidently,” commente George Schoolfield
(1984:31), “the apostle-to—be of Nietzsche was ready to accept, and
approve, the sacrifices, and even the injustices, which revolution would
entail.” Il attire aussi I’attention sur un po¢me de la méme époque ou elle
interpelle Enjolras, I’agitateur étudiant des Misérables de Victor Hugo,
comme le beau prétre de la Révolution, au visage pur et féminin et 2
I"allure virile (Schoolfield, 1984:30). Les traits androgynes de son chef
archétypique autant que sa fonction religieuse révelent 1’essence
clairement dionysiaque de la Révolution pour Edith Sodergran, qui lui
permet de chanter I’ Avenir comme la Révélation de Dionysos. C’en est un
en effet o “Himmelen sjilv vill stiga ned pa jorden. / Alsken ingenting
annat én odndligheten! 4r hans forsta bud” (“Fragment”’, Sodergran 1950:
213). Sa parole suscite une nouvelle création au deld de toute
compréhension, qui se meut “som en bdvan / 6ver halvvakna sinnen. Det
dr som en svindel infor avgrunders blick. / Innan jublande korer brista ut i
en lovsang / dr det tyst som i skogen forrin solen gar upp” (Sodergran
1950:180).

Dans cette mise en scéne cosmique d’une célébration dionysiaque,
les Bacchantes, ayant couru toute la nuit 2 travers la forét, sont saisies
d’une terreur sacrée en entrevoyant dans leur ivresse leur dieu fugace, et
sont sur le point de chanter un péan 2 sa gloire, réalisant que “Virlden
badar i blod for att Gud métte leva” (Sodergran 1950:179). Parmi cette
troupe, les ménades—dévotes qui dans leur identification frénétique avec
Dionysos déchiraient 2 mains nues la chair de victimes animales et
humaines, auraient sans doute le mieux compris “la Stipulation”
[“Villkoret] posée par Edith Sodergran en septembre 1918: “Den som
icke med blodiga naglar / bryter sin briicka i vardagens mur / —ma forgas
ddrutanfor— / han ej dr vird att skdda solen” (S6dergran 1950:193).
Comme “solens forfiarande boll” est arraché, le globe du soleil énucléolé
comme souvent I’oeil chez Bataille qui 1’y identifie (II:14), “Vara gamla
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ogon se intet mer. / Vi kunna ej knota.[...] Undergdende vilsigna vi dig,
obegripliga stjamenatt” (“Fragment”, Sodergran 1950: 216).

Ces paroles rappelent le mépris qu’exprimerait Bataille, dans I’essai
ou il développe son phantasme d’un troisieme oeil pinéal au sommet du
crine, pour les foules bureaucratisées n’osant jamais lever la téte pour
regarder le soleil qui ne peut &tre vu en face (Bataille 11:42, cf Nietzsche
I1:55), puisque son éclat est aveuglant et donc symboliquement fatal. Voir
ce qui ne peut étre vu—I1’Impossible, c’est en tre aveuglé, car c’est ce qui
se dérobe 2 tout regard objectivant, et la négation méme du sujet qu’il
excéde. C’est bien pourquoi on pourrait &tre avide de ce regard qui
entraine au—dela de I’individualité vers une impossible réalisation de soi.
Quand on fixe le soleil, “I’acte de regarder en face équivaut 2
I’identification” (Bataille II:15), réalisant mystiquement 1’“envie
irrésistible de devenir soi-méme soleil (soleil aveuglé ou soleil aveuglant,
peu importe)” (Bataille I1:14). C’est ce qui explique “Besvirjelsen” [“La
conjuration”] par laquelle Sodergran désirait si ardemment regarder ses
démons dans les yeux, prenant tout son &tre dans ce regard, et s’identifiant
avec ses victimes sacrificielles, telle un prétre au sommet d’une pyramide
azteque: “debout sur la montagne sous le soleil”, elle peut dire dans le
“Triomphe d’exister” (Boyer 1973:89): “Jag gér pa sol, jag star pa sol, /
jag vet av ingenting annat dn sol.” (“Triumf att finnas till ...”, Sodergran
1950:161). C’est sa seule réponse a ’'unique question de sa philosophie:
“Hur kan det vara sa sillt i ett brost?” Elle sait qu’elle sera “avsvimmad i
solen”, ni morte ni victorieuse, “en sol som icke uthédrdar sin egen
uppgang” (Sodergran 1950:359). Et pour cause: “Jag vet sa visst, som att
solen gér upp, / att jag aldrig skall skada det dndlosa dgonblick, da hon
star i zenit” (Framtidens skugga, Sodergran 1950:321). Non seulement le
soleil défie—t—il toute vision, il la détruit par sa nature méme, comme chez
Bataille I’homme entier est consumé par 1’ouverture de 1’oeil pinéal
(Bataille 11:11-47).

Ce paradoxe des approches de 1'Impossible, auquel tend le désir
sans limites aux dépens de la vie qui prétend durer, €tait devenu
terriblement familier 2 Edith Sodergran au moment ou elle écrivit ce
podme qui donna son titre 2 son dernier recueil publié, L’ombre de
I’avenir (Framtidens skugga, 1920). Sa santé déclinante lui rendait de
plus en plus sensible la condition qui fait qu’étre en vie, c’est €tre en train
de mourir. Mais pour Bataille, “I’'homme poétique ne vit intensément que
de savoir qu’il meurt 2 chaque instant” (Cels 1989:125). Or justement,
I’expansion spontanée de la vie vers le futur devenait ainsi du méme coup
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pour Sodergran I’avancée palpable de la mort; et en était pourtant
stimulée. Aussi les deux réalités se mélaient—elles dans son inspiration, si
bien que, sentant “I’ombre de la mort” [Jag anar dodens skugga], elle
pouvait dire du méme souffle: “Framtiden kastar pad mig sin saliga skugga;
/ den ir ingenting annat 4n flédande sol: / genomborrad av ljus skall jag
do,” (Sodergran 1950:321-2) comme Icare. Menée par le Dieu qui lui a
donné I’“Insouciance” (“Sorgloshet”, Sodergran 1950:198) “ur dimman
till solens stralande disk”, dans “L’ombre de 1’avenir” elle en vient 2
réaliser qu’elle ne peut survivre au baiser du soleil:

§olen har kysst mig. S& kysser ingenting pa jorden.

Ar det att leva evigt som vittne av detta dgonblick,

ack nej, att stiga upp for de lodrita strilarna

narmare henne.

En géng

skall jag spinna mig i solen som en fluga i bérnsten,

for eftervarlden blir det ingen klenod,

men jag har varit i sillhetens glodande ugn.
[...] (Solen, Sodergran 1950:329)

Dans sa version du mythe d’Icare, Sodergran, comme la mouche de
son po¢me, n’est pas abattue par le soleil, mais plutdt incorporée dans la
fluide substance de sa flamme, transformée pour ainsi dire
alchimiquement dans le four ardent de la félicité, et préservée 1a dans une
éternité d’ambre. Ceci met en lumiere ce qui distingue son imaginaire de
celui de Bataille. En effet, dans la perspective purement ‘cthonique’ ou se
plagait ce demier, le ciel ne pouvait devenir fascinant qu’une fois retourné
comme un gant, devenu puits béant au fond duquel le soleil pourrissait
comme un cadavre, figure obscéne de la mort (Bataille 1:27). Aussi pour
lui le vrai sens du sort d’Icare ne réside que dans sa chute fatale, si bien
que, n’hésitant pas a englober méme Nietzsche dans sa critique pour avoir
sacrifié 2 un honteux romantisme, il pouvait dénoncer 1’aspiration aux
hauteurs s’exprimant dans l'imagerie de ce mythe comme un désir
déguisé et hypocrite de la mort. “Mais les individus ne veulent arracher le
feu du ciel que pour s’anéantir, agissant comme des mites en présence de
flammes d’acétyléne”, dit Bataille (I1:100) dans une version
significativement plus grossiére de la métaphore entomologique employée
par Sodergran. Au contraire de lui, celle—ci correspond au “type méme du
pogte vertical, du poete des sommets, du polte ascensionnel” que Gaston
Bachelard (1943:147) a pu reconnaitre en Nietzsche, dont Sodergran
partage le psychisme.
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Si elle suit donc son maitre dans son élan mystique vers des hauteurs
éthérées, plutdt que de s’abandonner sans réserve avec Bataille au sombre
grouillement pulsionnel révélé par Dionysos, Sodergran n’en ressent pas
moins avec une certaine clarté les exigences que Bataille posera a la
poésie. Il est vrai que ce sont en grande partie les mémes que celles du
Nietzsche de La généalogie de la morale, avec qui Bataille voyait dans les
podtes “I’espece des onanistes moraux qui se satisfont d’eux-mémes”,
“avortons menteurs qui veulent représenter les ‘belles ames’ et lancer sur
le marché, drapée dans de la poésie et autres fioritures, leur sensualité
estropiée, décorée du nom de ‘pureté du coeur’!” (trad. Henri Albert, cité
dans Cels 1989:57). De méme pour Sodergran, “skonhet dr icke den tunna
sisen i vilken diktare servera sig sjilva, / skonhet dr att fora krig och soka
lycka, / skonhet ér att tjina hogre makter” (Sodergran 1950:113). —Sans
doute sont—ce les “voix de la félicit€” qu’elle percoit dans son “Extase”
mais qu'un monde réprouvé ne peut entendre parce qu’il dort “dans le
sein de sa mere” (Boyer 1973:190). Proclamant dans Apokalypsens genius
que “Sangens anda ir kriget”, Sodergran (1950:195) répond d’avance a la
critique de Bataille selon Cels (1989:122):

Quand on s’appelle Icare, on se laisse aveugler par ce soleil ou, certes, les
contradictions ont I’apparent bonheur de fondre pour autoriser I’espoir de la terre
promise. Mais le probleme est 1a: le désir de retrouver la merveilleuse harmonie
perdue (qui fait songer a celui de retrouver la paix maternelle d’avant la naissance)

laisse rigoureusement intact le monde en guerre qui 1’a suscité. De cette fagon, rien
ne change. La poésie est une fausse sortie.

D’ou cette proposition de Bataille: “Comment échapper/ 2 la poésie/
en remontant 2 la source/ qui est I’Impossible” (Bataille I11:514). Elle
devient ainsi pour lui “la simple évocation par les mots de possibilités
inaccessibles” (cité dans Cels 1989:70), en quoi elle s’oppose a la
philosophie (Cels, 1989:123). Sodergran le sait bien, qui se détourne du
bonheur qu’elle devine “i filosofens hus”, préférant a ce joli coquillage
“Mina sagoslott” “pa skora pelare obeskrivliga”; elle les aime trop, leur
commande de mourir, de s’abattre “i gyllne grus”, pour les reconstruire
frissonnante, et les tuer 2 nouveau “—alltfor skona” (Sodergran
1950:237-8).

Ar detta dikter? Nej, det 4r trasor, smulor,

vardagens papperslappar.

Tantalus, fyll din bagare.

Omojlighet, omojlighet,

doende kastar jag en géng kransen fran mina locker i din eviga tomhet.
(Sodergran 1950:326)
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La poésie de Sodergran est celle de I’inaccessible, se révélant
comme telle dé&s le premier vers de son premier recueil, dans I’image de
“Jag sdg en trid” des pommes de pin hors de portée sur un arbre plus
grand que tous; c’est celle de ses approches fatales, ou la poésie ne peut
que se nier d’une maniére ou d’une autre selon Bataille (II1:532-3): soit
en se dépassant dans un impossible accomplissement, soit en refluant vers
la zone de ce qui peut €tre dit. SOdergran en est bien consciente, qui
cherche les mots “som aldrig suttit pA minniskotunga” (“Lidandets kalk”,
Sodergran 1950:235) tout en sachant qu’ils ne doivent ni ne peuvent
I’étre. D’ol sa “Beslut” [“Résolution”], une fois pesée la domesticité
[tamheten] dans ses serres d’aigles: “Du skall aldrig dikta mer. / Varje
dikt skall vara sonderrivandet utav en dikt, / icke dikt, men klomarken”
(Sodergran 1950:364). Elle renchérit dans “Blixtens tringtan”: “Jag 4r
orn. / Det dr min bekidnnelse. / Icke diktare, / aldrig nigot annat”
(Sodergran 1950:365). Car elle méprise tout ce qui n’est pas I’Eternel
Retour qui faisait la force de Nietzsche (Brokiga lakttagelser, S0dergran
1950:300) et qu’elle voit dans le vol de I’aigle, quand soudain: “En blixt
skjuter ner pa himlen i andlos begirlighet” (S6dergran 1950:365)—un peu
comme 1’aigle “précipité du haut des cieux” par I’ “envie absurde” de
“contempler le soleil face a face” que, se réclamant des Anciens, lui a
attribué Bataille en révant de ‘L’oeil pinéal’ (1:14-15).

C’est déja 1a un exemple de 1’expiation dont doit se payer selon
Bataille 1a souveraineté de qui suit le mouvement de la poésie du connu 2
I’inconnu, ne pouvant déboucher que sur la folie. Si le poéte s’y
abandonne, il perd I’esprit ou la vie, se met au ban de la société, coupable
devant elle, et s’il s’y dérobe, prétendant vivre de ce qui lui est fatal en
disant I’indicible, c’est la poésie qu’il trahit au profit de la société, et lui—
méme qu’il tue. Sodergran a une conscience aigué de ce dilemme
insoluble o Bataille voit enfermée la poésie: “Ar jag en brottsling, 4r min
synd omitlig ... / Ar jag en gycklare, #r jag det med heliga ting ... / Ar
jag en lognare, mé jag storta frdn himlen / krossad p& Edra torg”
(Sodergran 1950:205). Mouche dans un soleil d’ambre, elle ne veut pas
que celui—ce devienne un joyau pour la postérité (“Solen”, cité plus haut),
et enjoint aux humains: “samlen icke guld och #ddelstenar: / fyllen edra
hjirtan med ldngtan, / som brinner likt glodande kol.” (Sodergran
1950:204). Tel est pour Bataille le résidu de la poésie qui fait sa valeur en
méme temps qu’elle-méme lui fait obstacle dans la mesure ou elle le
récupere (Perniola 1982:40) pour le fixer aussitot dans les images qu’elle
raméne de I'inconnu: “Méme les images profondément ruinées sont
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domaine de possession” (Bataille V:387). En font foi les “décombres
d’or” que tire Sodergran des “Chateaux fabuleux” (Boyer 1973:134)
qu’elle s’obstine a rebitir. Ils ont encore cette valeur d’échange 2 laquelle
Bataille voudra soustraire la poésie.

Mais plus grave encore 2 ses yeux eiit été la prétention d’Edith
Sodergran a “consacrer I’humanité tout entiere 2 1’avenir” (Boyer
1973:169), qui lui fait dire: “Mina flammande rader skall varje barn lisa. /
Jag skall omvinda alla till en heligare gud” (Sodergran 1950:310). Edith
Sodergran tombe ici sous le coup des critiques séveres adressées par
Bataille aux surréalistes et a travers eux au projet des avant-gardes
artistiques de se substituer a la société qu’elles condamnent dans un futur
age d’or poétique, ce qui est pour lui le dernier stade de la mégalomanie
du pogte: “imaginer qu’un jour tous sauront sa royauté et, s’étant reconnus
en lui, le confondront avec eux-mémes (un peu de naiveté abandonne
sans retour a ce charme facile: gofter la possession de I’avenir.)” (Bataille
V:179). Or on sait 2 quel point Sodergran eut cette naiveté, elle qui placa
une si grande part de son oeuvre dans “l’ombre de I’avenir” dont elle se
croyait la maitresse, alors que pour Bataille “rien n’est souverain qu’a une
condition: ne pas avoir I’efficacité du pouvoir, qui est action, primat de
I’avenir sur le moment présent, primat de la terre promise” (Cité dans
Perniola 1982:31). Il n’en demeure pas moins qu’on ne saurait peut—étre
trouver de témoignage plus exact de la problématique de I’impossible qui
est celle de la poésie pour Bataille que ce poe¢me de Sodergran, saisissant
le moment précis du reflux prenant le dessus a la limite ou elle tend, le
“Tourbillon de la folie™:

Akta din bat for 6verménskliga stromdrag,
vanvettets virvelstup—

akta din bat for fallets jublande véagor,

de sla sonder.

Akta dig—hér giller icke mera du—

liv och dod dro ett for kraftens frenetiska frojd,
hér finnes intet ‘langsamt’, ‘forsiktigt’, ‘forsok’.
Starkare hénder fatta i flykten din éra.

Dér star du sjélv, en hjélte med omfétt blod.
Hénryckt i lugnet, ett frojdebal pa speglande is,
som vore dodens bud icke skrivet for dig:

saliga vagor fora din kol framat.
(Sodergran 1950:185)

Dans la barque qui est ici soustraite in extremis au maglstrom du
délire dionysiaque ou elle allait s’engouffrer sans retour, il n’est pas
difficile de reconnaitre le principio individuationis, esquif voguant sur
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'océan tourmenté de I’existence, dont Nietzsche (I:23) reprend I’image 2
Schopenhauer dans Die Geburt der Tragodie pour introduire le lecteur au
principe de I’ordre apollinien faisant contrepoids 2 la force sauvage de
Dionysos. Quant aux “mains plus fortes” qui “saisissent au vol la rame”,
on les retrouvera dans le Refour a la maison de Sodergran 2 la fin de sa
vie, quand “en vildig beskyddare ricker mig nidigt sin hand.”
(Hemkomst, Sodergran 1950:386). Et les “vagues heureuses” qui la
poussent hors de danger ne sont—¢lles pas déja celles du désir qui viennent
mourir sur la rive de I’éternité dans les ultimes vers ol elle pressent son
“Ankomst till Hades” [“Arrivée en Hades”]? Mais Héraclite ne prétend—il
pas que Hades et Dionysos ne font qu'un? (Fragment 15, cité dans Eliade
1978:363)

Chez Bataille, une telle identité est pressentie dans ce qu’il appelle
la “chance”, quand “une sorte de rupture—dans I’angoisse—nous laisse 2
la limite des larmes: alors nous nous perdons, nous oublions nous—mémes
et communiquons avec un au—dela insaisissable” (V:23). Telle est aussi
I’“Extase” dionysiaque pour Sodergran: “Lust, som blir smiirta, / sillhet
man blott skddar med térar i 6gonon och dor bort.” Si Bataille pourra
intituler un de ses livres Les larmes d’Eros, “ve, sillhet” (Sodergran
1950:353) ainsi entremélés reviennent constamment dans Framtidens
skugga (1920) et les lettres contemporaines ou Sodergran décrit 1’Eros
cosmique qu’elle en était venue 2 identifier avec le Wille zur
Macht nietzschéen (Olsson 1955:92), et donc avec Dionysos.

Car le potte finnois Aale Tynni avait raison de dire que 1’Eros
d’Edith Sodergran surgit du sein de son Dionysos (cité dans Schoolfield
1984:107). 11 prend alors la forme d’une “infernalisk electricitet” qui lui
arrache dans une lettre 2 son amie ce cri de ménade: “Sara mig du,
Hagar!” (Olsson 1955:91). Ailleurs, “det 4r som om flammor sloge ur
mig, jag ldngtar efter storm lidande och havandeskap” (Olssson 1955:64).
Cet “intense and self-engendered eroticism” aux propriétés électriques
(Schoolfield 1984:109) est au coeur des “Mysteres de la chair”’ célébrés
dans un recueil qui devait d’abord porter ce titre. Dans L’ombre de
I’avenir (comme celui—i fut intitulé finalement), il se répand en étincelles
de “lueur bleue” [blaa sken] (“Aning”, S6dergran 1950:349) et d’ “&clair
bleu” [blaa blixt] (“Blixten”, Sodergran 1950:344), en une étrange
anticipation de 1I’énergie érotique universelle de couleur bleue—
I’ ‘orgone’—qui obsedera un jour Wilhelm Reich.

Mais cette force se laisse aussi comparer au ‘pouvoir électrigue des
pointes’ qui consume la téte dans la ‘métamorphose érotique’ dont surgit



58  Scandinavian-Canadian Studies / Etudes scandinaves au Canada

I’oeil pinéal de Bataille, transformant le corps en un superconducteur pour
I’énergie du soleil (Bataille II:25). De méme dans I’extase de
I’“Animalisk Hymn” de Sodergran, “Ny lyser solen in i vara hjdrtans
innersta vré / fyllande allt med tankloshet / stark som skogen, vintern och
havet” (Sodergran 1950:362). Ceci n’est d’ailleurs pas sans rappeler les
états tant apolliniens que dionysiaques décrits par Nietzsche (III: 636-7),
“in denen die Kunst selbst wie eine Naturgewalt im Menschen auftritt,
iiber ihn verfiigend, ob er will oder nicht.”

Cependant, si le mythe de Bataille (II:25) “s’identifie non seulement
avec la vie mais avec la perte de la vie—avec la déchéance et la mort”,
I’Eros de Sodergran lui fait miroiter la promesse de les surmonter dans
une réintégration—certes impersonnelle—dans le cycle éternel de la
Nature toute—puissante, selon 1’interprétation de la sagesse de Goethe que
lui avait fournie 1’anthroposophie de Rudolf Steiner, devenu rival de
Nietzsche en son esprit. Ce “secret d’Eros” le révele aussi ambigu, amoral
et violent que Dionysos: “du #r icke man ock kvinna, / du &r den kraft, /
som sitter nedhukad i templet” (Sodergran 1950:342); “vad drommer hans
vilda hag?’—dans son regard brilant [... ser han med brinnande
blick].(Sodergran 1950:343) s’agite la puissance qui, “vildare @n ett skrdn,
/ hidftigare @n en slungad sten” (“Eros hemlighet”, Sédergran 1950:342),
crée le monde 2 nouveau [“Eros skapar virlden ny”’]. Ce triomphe d’Eros
a pour instrument le corps rompu de Sodergran, qui exténuée git “lik en
trasa / for att en gang, fattad av elektriska hénder, / fastare n all jordens
malm, / sinda blixten.” (“Blixten”, Sodergran 1950:344). Par le mystere
de son corps, la puissance sans limite d’Eros va frapper le monde et le
sauver, prétend—elle encore dans “Instinkt”: “det dr makten, for vilken ej
avgrund finns, som stir framfor eder.” (Sodergran 1950:346). Son coeur
se tient “Gver avgrunder och triumferar” “som livet sjalvt” (“Fyra sma
dikter”, Sodergran 1950:360), conformément a I’intuition capitale de
Nietzsche (I1:47), “daB das Leben im Grunde der Dinge, trotz allem
Wechsel der Erscheinungen unzerstorbar michtig und lustvoll sei.”

Aussi tard qu’octobre 1921, “well on her way from Nietzscheanism
to Steinerism, and Christianity” (Schoolfield 1984:98), Edith Stdergran
pouvait encore rapporter 2 Hagar Olsson (1955:172) “svara dionysiska
anfall med behov att fysiskt kasta mig i luften och dansa, dansa. Vore jag
frisk, skulle jag springa i skogarna och dans tiotals kilometer”, suivant 2 la
lettre la pratique de 'oreibasia caractérisant les fétes dionysiaques de
la Grece antique (Eliade 1978:477). Edith Sodergran €était donc dans un
état voisin de celui des Bacchantes tel que décrit par Nietzsche (I1:25),
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comme elles “auf dem Wege, tanzend in die Liifte emporzufliegen.” Ainsi
a—t—elle pu écrire: “Sillheten rorde vid detta dnne som ndmner sig dodligt,
/ genom mina lippar strOmar hettan av en gud, / alla mina atomer 4ro
atskilda och std i brand ...” (Sodergran 1950:354). Cette “Extase”
s’avérait vite fatale a I’épave physique que Sodergran était devenue, et
I’immortalité qu’elle croyait y trouver lui apparaissait de plus en plus
problématique, ce qui I’amena 2 en reconnaitre les antinomies dans
“Materialism™: “For att icke do mste jag vara viljan till makt. For att
undgé atomernas kamp under upplosning. / Jag @r en kemisk massa”
(Sodergran 1950:352), devait—elle admettre, ne voyant plus I’ame que
comme une illusion merveilleuse, un jeu futile auquel elle se prétait sans y
croire un instant. Car I’explosion de vie dont elle avait fait un dieu,
espérant participer de son éternité, n’était en méme temps pas autre chose
que sa propre mort.

Ce voyant, Edith Sodergran n’en pouvait pas pour autant se résoudre
a accepter la réalité nue de la mort en tant que désintégration matérielle
comme fondement de sa religion, ainsi que le ferait Bataille. Au lieu de
cela, une fois qu’elle commenga a considérer son corps non plus comme
le réceptacle d’une puissance infinie qui lui faisait partager son
invulnérabilité, mais comme poussi¢re retombant inexorablement en
poussitre, elle essaya d’accepter humblement son petit role dans le cycle
de la Nature, et d’adopter la sérénité que montre celle—ci dans la vie et la
mort, également compris dans son cours. “Till intet vill mit stoft sjunka,
da jag anar dig bakom dessa skuggor”, déclare—t—elle au Puissant en
toutes choses (“I trddet och i mig”) dans un po¢me fragmentaire envoyé a
Hagar Olsson 2 la fin de 1919 (1955:103), quand elle tentait de gagner
cette chrétienne 2 son nouveau mysticisme de la Nature. “Men jag vill
icke det,som icke dr,utandet som &r” (Olsson 1955:101),
avait-elle alors affirmé, encore fideéle au mépris de Nietzsche pour les
Hinterweltler (I1:571-574).

Pourtant, aprés deux ans sur le chemin de la Nature vers Dieu,
qu’elle considérait “direct, éternel et objectif”” (“Naturens vig till Gud ir
den direkta, eviga och objektiva, utan yttre tillfdllighet.”—Tankar om
Naturen, septembre 1922), menant le coeur humain vers son vrai foyer
“bortom subjektiviteten” (Sodergran 1950:373), elle en vint a voir
I’Evangile sous un autre jour, néanmoins trés personnel: car elle se voyait
elle-méme maintenant comme une fille prodigue retournant a Dieu dans
le sein de la nature, telle qu’elle I’avait instinctivement, innocemment
connue quand elle était petite. Dans cet état d’enfance retrouvée, plus
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sacré que la sainteté (d’apreés “O himmelska klarhet” dans Landet som
icke dr, Sodergran 1950:383), elle pouvait avouer désirer “le pays qui
n’est pas”: “Jag lingtar till landet som icke dr, / ty allting som ir, 4r jag
trote att begira.” (Sodergran 1950:392). Se détournant de 1’éclat aveuglant
du soleil et de toute frénétique affirmation de soi-méme, elle en arrivait 2
se voir dans un réve obscur comme un petit ver dont I’€tre est coupé en
deux moitiés par la faux de la lune: “den ena var intet, / den andra var
allting och Gud sjdlv.” (Sodergran 1950:391). Déja le Dieu de Dikter
(1916) avait été défini comme “en tom gunga mellan intet och alltet”
(Sodergran 1950:53) et dans “La Tempéte” de Rosenaltaret (1919), le
monde sous la coupe d’un sauvage dieu dansant se défait en deux parts:
“Det ena skall / storta som ett brinnande hus, som ett murket trdd, / det
andra star kvar forskonat av okinda hinder.” (Sodergran 1950:230).

Le Dieu de Sodergran a changé de nom et d’aspect au cours de sa
vie: d’un Dionysos dément, cruel, impersonnel au Pere sage et
compatissant du “Hemkomst” [“Retour 2 la maison”] , dont les mains
I’avaient déja effleurée plus d’une fois comme pour empécher 1’autre
d’assurer son emprise. De méme Sodergran réduisit—elle peu a peu
I’échelle de sa condition existentielle des proportions cosmiques d’une
prophétie apocalyptique 2 celles trés humbles d’un ver. Pourtant le désir
s’exprimant en sa poésie est resté au fond le méme au cours de sa vie
bréve mais intense: défier les limites de son corps fréle et les liens d’une
individualité condamnée, pour s’attacher a une réalité ineffable les
excédant, englobant I’€tre et le non—&tre, et débordant sa vie dans la Vie
méme telle qu’elle ne pourrait étre rencontrée que dans la mort. Cette
expérience exacerbée de la vie dans la ruine méme du systeéme qui
I’entretient n’a jamais perdu chez elle toutes ses connotations
dionysiaques, bien qu’elle ait fini par se dépouiller de son caractere de
subjectivité volontariste et agressive, pour se sublimer en un retour
mystique 2 I’innocence enfantine. Mais celle—ci n’était—elle pas aussi 2
I’issue des “trois métamorphoses” prévues par Zarathoustra; du chameau
au lion 2 I’enfant? (Nietzsche I1:293-5). Certes, c’est a2 une source bien
différente que semble puiser 1’esprit d’enfance dont elle se réclame quand
elle écrit:

Guds rike kan man taga endast som ett barn, men en filosof grundar blott ett

manniskorike. Det blir ett falskt paradis, en konstprodukt, ndgot som ser ut som
levande och dock 4r dodt. (Olsson 1955:171)

En effet, pour elle: “Man frigar icke om Gud finnes eller icke
finnes, man ligger helt enkelt sitt lilla forstand asido.” (Brokiga
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lakttagelser, Sodergran 1950:305). Par de tels propos, Sodergran fait un
écho aussi fidele qu’inconscient 2 un grand précurseur de I’existentalisme,
le Kierkegaard russe que fut Léon Chestov (1966-1938), auprés de qui,
dans les années suivant la mort d’Edith Sodergran en 1923, Georges
Bataille fit I’apprentissage de l1a philosophie, en méme temps que du refus
de ses vérités éternelles et de la nécessité divinisée ol elles enferment
I’homme (Surya, 1987:67-74). Pour échapper au sommeil de la raison
hellénique, Bataille aura recours au ‘dieu étranger’ Dionysos qui seul la
contestait dans la Cité antique, quand Chestov opposait Athenes et
Jérusalem, s’en remettant au ‘“Tout est possible’ biblique au creux de
I’Impossible ou se déchire Bataille. Du fond de I’abime ol celui—ci se
jette pour se perdre en 1’Autre figuré par Dionysos, c’est vers le Tout
Autre que crie Chestov. Il n’en pouvait pas moins conclure en ces mots un
livre dont la traduction co-signée par Bataille fut la premiére publication
parisienne de ce dernier: “Nietzsche a ouvert le chemin. Il faut chercher ce
quiestau—dessus delacompassion,au—-dessus du bien. Il faut
chercher Dieu.” (Chestov 1950:254). C’est manifestement cette voie qu’a
suivie Sodergran, elle qui vécut avec autant d’intensité les exigences de
I’appel de Dieu et de la fidélité a Nietzsche, dans des affres dont
témoignent ses lettres, mais qui ne croyait pas pour autant qu’elles dussent
nécessairement s’exclure, pouvant écrire a Olsson (1955:108) en janvier
1920: “Vibora komma med Gud ochNietzsche.”

Sodergran avait longtemps tenté de résoudre ce paradoxe en se
faisant la prophétesse d’un Dionysos aux prétentions bibliques, le ‘Génie
de I’Apocalypse’ se révélant dans les bouleversements contemporains. A
son insu toujours, un autre penseur russe était en train de développer cette
intuition au méme moment: Vassily Rozanov dans L’Apocalypse de notre
temps, I’ouvrage ou il livra avant de mourir en janvier 1919 ses vues
originales sur la revanche sur un Christ hostile 2 la vie d’un Dieu de
I’ Ancien Testament identifié 2 1’Eros cosmique, 2 la Chair féconde et a
ses désirs. Si Nietzsche semble parfois entrouvrir la porte 2 pareille
récupération dionysiaque du Dieu biblique (Stock 1989:66), c’est le
mouvement inverse exprimé par Chestov qui finira par I’emporter dans le
douloureux débat intérieur d’Edith So6dergran, la table rase nietzschéenne
y laissant toute la place a Dieu. Celui de la Bible ne se rapproche—til pas
de Dionysos dans les aspects terribles qu’il revét parfois, comme le
rappelle R.D. Stock (1989:66)? Edith Sodergran a été familidre de cette
face sombre de Dieu dans des circonstances et un siécle qui s’y prétaient
bien. A la frontitre de I’Europe dont elle vivait de la pensée et de la
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Russie dont elle avait imbibé 1’esprit, Sodergran fait le pont dans I’histoire
des idées entre Nietzsche et Bataille, écartelée en son temps entre les
positions de Rozanov et de Chestov, prise entre deux feux—entre
Dionysos et Dieu—dans le no man’s land de I’dme ou erre
I’humanité occidentale, ce périlleux terrain qu’a reconnu sa poésie.
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