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presupposed within 'normal' science seems not to hold. A writer like 
Montaigne, by exhibiting the virtues of scepticism and uncertainty, can 
teach us that we can, in a sense, learn to live with aporia. The infinite 
regress, so feared by the positivist, might then translate as 'argument' or 
as 'the conversation of mankind' or even as 'history', each translation 
constituting not so much an eternal closure as a reminder for a particu­
lar purpose. 

Both ambiguity and differance can thus be seen as ways of steering 
between notions of determinacy and indeterminacy. Ambiguities, we 
could then say, in that sense metamorphose into fissures in 
deconstructive readings of Virgil. As always, the traces of former ac­
counts continue to operate within new frameworks of interpretation. 
Caveat lector. The slide from New Criticism to Deconstruction can be 
illustrated from the chapter on the Aeneid in Denis Feeney's recently 
published monograph The Gods in Epic (1991). Feeney never aban­
dons the notion of Virgil's overall writerly control, but he increasingly 
edges the text's discontinuities in the direction of an achieved 
undecidability. Thus Allecto's role in arousing Turnus' mad anger in 
Aeneid 7 complicates the issue of causation, of responsibility, to the 
point where a reader simply cannot determine where it resides: 
"Allecto's action does not illuminate the switch in Turnus, it obscures 
it; she is not there to make it easy for us to understand, but make it 
harder, or impossible" (my italics, p. 171). But this potential undecid­
ability is put there by Virgil, the result of his technique and the nature 
of his interests and insights. The text is always there before us. Feeney 
adopts a similar approach towards the portrayal of Aeneas as both an 
individual human being and a symbolic vehicle for the burdens of his­
tory: "we feel this disjunction...as we follow Aeneas in trying to in­
habit two (mutually incompatible) worlds of significance simultane­
ously" (p. 175). Feeney ends his chapter by invoking Fama's linking of 
truth and falsehood as an image for Virgil's own art: "This is the most 
self-referential moment in the poem, for Virgil flaunts here...his aware­
ness of the power of his fictive art to command credence even in the 
face of the audience's knowledge that the anachronistic affair between 
Aeneas and Dido is the poet's own created fiction" (p. 187). Feeney 
reconciles a traditional poetics of presence with the current post-struc­
turalist turn by eliding Virgil with his text. But, then, hadn't the 
deconstructors already done something not dissimilar? At any rate Hillis 
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Miller ends his essay 'Deconstructing the Deconstructors' with these 
words: 

Another way to put this is to say that great works of litera­
ture are likely to be ahead of their critics. They are there 
already. They have anticipated explicitly any deconstruction 
the critic can achieve. A critic may hope with great effort, and 
with the indispensable help of the writers themselves, to raise 
himself to the level of linguistic sophistication where Chaucer, 
Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, George Eliot, 
Stevens...are already. They are there already, however, nec­
essarily in such a way that their works are open to mystified 
readings. The critic, then, still has his uses, though this use 
may be no more than to identify an act of deconstruction 
which has always already, in each case differently, been per­
formed by the text on itself. 

Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing? So asks Stephen 
Hawking, whimsically, at the end of A Brief History of Time. Hawking 
hasn't really got the eighteenth century out of his system. He is looking 
for a complete theory to bring about "the ultimate triumph of human 
reason" and to "know the mind of God". He makes one of his sweeping 
statements of faith when he declares that "Heisenberg's uncertainty 
principle is a fundamental, inescapable property of the world" (p. 55). 
What world, though, and whose? It will persist, our species, in seeking 
solace in security, which, in the language of the 1611 Bible, means 
dangerous complacency. But why should a text—whether the world or a 
book—be more determinate than the texture of our lives and surround­
ings whose meaning we must freshly, frequently reinterpret, boldly if 
possible, but if not in fear and trembling? We have to encounter a 
lifetime of unknowing on the most pressing matters, and we accept it on 
the whole. It's a precedent. Fixity of assumed knowledge is a means of 
our deception; as knowledge brought the Fall, the pursuit of it thereafter 
is inescapable and distressing and exciting. I use the word 'knowledge' 
at this point rather than meaning, or even interpretation, although this 
last is the dimension through which we see and define what we 'know'. 
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The delimiting weakness of all human minds is lack of knowledge; the 
greatest possess only the merest scatter of data in relation to all that 
might be known. 

But we could also look at it otherwise, how not? Is there also a 
problem about not minding? Why do I not mind so very much that I 
cannot guarantee myself certainty in interpretation? I spend my life 
constructing readings, yet I know that senses slip, slide and decay, the 
intolerable wrestle of words and meaning. Interpretations form and 
evanesce and reform, and I market them as instruction, or offer them as 
in some sense valid. Why do I not care? Don't care was made to care. 

Do I just talk to myself? 
Or do we, dialogue, rest not simply in the recesses of an own-mind but 

trusting our status as objects, even before we are subjects, objects 
amongst innumerable others, in the infinite echo-chamber of the Mind of 
the Eternal I AM? 

God knows. God knows. 
And so to an ambiguous closure, passing like Aeneas through the gate 

of dreams, with these the ending words of T.S. Eliot's great poem of 
transition, Ash Wednesday: 

And the blind eye creates 
The empty forms between the ivory gates 
And smell renews the salt savour of the sandy earth 

This is the time of tension between dying and birth 
The place of solitude where three dreams cross 
Between blue rocks 
But when the voices shaken from the yew-tree drift away 
Let the other yew be shaken and reply. 
Blessed sister, holy mother, spirit of the fountain, spirit of 

the garden, 
Suffer us not to mock ourselves with falsehood 
Teach us to care and not to care 
Teach us to sit still 
Even among these rocks, 
Our peace in His will 
And even among these rocks 
Sister, mother 
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And spirit of the river, spirit of the sea, 
Suffer me not to be separated 

And let my cry come unto Thee. 

University of Bristol CHARLES MARTINDALE 

NOTES 
I owe most to Duncan Kennedy for stopping me stopping, and above all to Michelle 

Martindale who wrote (and was) part of it. Che faro senza Eurydice? 

1. Kermode (1975), in order pp. 163, 170, 164, 169. 
2. Kermode (1975), epigraph. 
3. Bateson (1953) 8-9, 13-14. 
4. Empson (1977) xv; Falck (1989) 95-6. 
5. De Man (1983) 235 (from 'The Dead-End of Formalist Criticism' 229-245). 
6. Cf. Frye (1991) 68-70; Norris (1978) 7. 
7. Cf. Norris (1978) 174: "The concept of Ambiguity, as Empson more than once 

remarks, has no machinery of its own for 'putting in' a judgement of value". But for a 
dissolving of the fact/value distinction see Putnam (1981), ch. 6, 'Fact and Value' 127-
49. 

8. Quoted Frye (1991) 72. 
9. Cf. Norris (1978) 174. 

10. Bahti (1986) 213. 
11. Rudd (1972), first published in 1959; Commager (1962); another classic of the 

type is Bernard Knox, 'The Serpent and the Flame: The Imagery of the Second Book of 
the Aeneia", in Commager (1966) 124-42, first published in 1950. 

12. For a fuller critique Martindale (1993) 40-43. 
13. Quoted Bergonzi (1990) 33. 
14. ELC 728 (from For Lancelot Andrewes, 1928). 
15. Quoted ELC 727 (Rick Rylance, 'The New Criticism' 721-35). 
16. So A.D. Nuttall (1989) 56-67. 
17. Much, of course, may hang on little, e.g. a preposition. For an example see Hillis 

Miller (1991) 355-6: 
In this case, it is clear what must be the metaphorical substitution, as is its motivation 
clear. To speak with the genitive 'of of'the impossibility of reading1 or of allegories of 
that impossibility or of'allegories of metaphor' is to insinuate within the apparently 
abstract formulation just that covert prosopopoeia, that affirmation of a natural, 
organic, generative, genetic causality that I have identified in 'engenders' and in the 
figure of the personified text reading itself. An old, crumbling Webster's (1898), the only 
English dictionary I have here where I am writing this essay, defines 'of as a preposition 
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meaning "from or out of; proceeding from, as the cause, source, means, author, or agent 
bestowing... Hence of is the sign of the genitive case, the case that denotes production; 
as, the Son of man, the son proceeding from man, produced from man." Old Noah 
Webster or whatever sons of Noah wrote this entry chose with admirable insight a 
Biblical example where the capitalised S indicates that the Son of man in question is 
really Christ, the son of God, divine as well as human, the logos itself or himself, 
therefore in a sense the father of all mankind, or at least the model on the basis of 
which God the Father produced all mankind. The example shows that theological 
issues are never very far from explicit in that genitive 'of, along with a metalepsis 
reversing the order of temporal priority. The genitive 'of involves characteristically an 
inextricable mixing of metaphysical or theological categories (logos as ground of being), 
personal and genetic categories (logos as mind, as self, as father or son), and linguistic 
categories (logos as word or Word). 

18. R.G. Austin's note ad loc. (Aeneid 6, Oxford 1977). 
19. Hillis Miller, in Lentricchia and McLaughlin (1990) 77. 
20. Cf. on translation, Derrida (Marges), quoted Hillis Miller (1991) 99: 

The pages which follow can be read as timid prolegomena to a problem of translation. 
But who has taught us better than Heidegger to think what is involved in such a 
problem? Here the question would be the following one: how to transfer, or rather what 
has happened when we transfer, into the single Latin word presence this whole 
differentiated system of Greek and German words, already the whole system of trans­
lation, in which the Heideggerian language develops (ousia,parousia, Gegenwartigkeit, 
Anwesen, Anwesenheit, Vorhandenheit, etc.)? And along with this, taking into account 
the translations laden with history (essence, substance, etc.) that the two Greek words, 
and those associated with them, already have in French. Especially, how does one 
transfer into the single word presence, at once too rich and too poor, the history of the 
Heideggerian text which associates or disjoins these concepts, in a subtle and control­
led fashion, throughout an itinerary covering more than forty years? ( Marges [Paris 
1972] 35-6. 

21. Galinsky (1992) 12 n. 14. 
22. Cairns (1972) 32. 
23. Heath (1987), (a) and (b). 
24. Falck (1989) 48; for the Bububu argument see Jonathan Culler in Eco (1992) 

120-1. 
25. So Lucretius' poem becomes "a major text in the long dispute between science 
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26. Lyne's discussions are on 125-32; 171-5. 
27. Griffin (1985) 169-70; Hine (1987); Jenkyns (1985) 68-9. Despite his hostility to 

modern obsession with polysemeity Jenkyns remains caught up in the discourse of 
ambiguity: e.g., 68 "The word 'durus' is inherently ambivalent"; 69 "the softness and 
wilfulness remain, and yet are caught up and carried along by a rhetorical momentum 
of fierceness and power." 

28. Eco (1992) 64-5; but cf. Rorty's reply in the same volume: "the coherence of the 
text is not something it has before it is described... This coherence.. .is just a function of 
what has been said so far about those marks" (97-8); "So I am distressed to find Eco 
quoting Hillis Miller with approval when Miller says: "the readings of deconstructive 
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criticism are not the wilful imposition by a subjectivity of a theory on the texts, but are 
coerced by the texts themselves". To my ear, this is like saying that my use of a 
screwdriver to drive screws is 'coerced by the screwdriver itself whereas my use of it to 
pry open cardboard packages is 'wilful imposition by subjectivity'" ( 103). 

29. See Williams (1969); Harrison (1967): for Brown 11; Warton 85. This excellent 
article deserves to be better-known and more readily available. 

30. Williams (1969) 125 "what qualities did he [Dryden] not see or not greatly 
appreciate?."; 132 "But they [the Romantics] did not respond to the Roman values of 
the poem, and they were not prepared to generalise them into permanent and univer­
sal values"; 135 "it [the Victorian view] saw much which Dryden missed, but it missed 
much which Dryden saw." 

31. So Hopkins (1986) 157-67. Dryden is criticised for missing Virgil's pathos. That 
he was alert to it, even if he reacted to it differently, is shown, e.g., by his remarks on 
Aeneas' tears (Watson, vol. ii, 185) which leads him to compare Aeneas' compassion to 
Christ's; on the death of Lausus (ii, 197-8); on Aeneid TV "when he was moving you to 
commiserate the death of Dido" (ii, 279). 

32. So Parker (1989) 153-5 ('On the Necessity of Choosing'). 
33. Eco (1992) 149. 
34. Silberman (1991) 93 (James Risser, 'Reading the Text', 93-105). 
35. Feeney, TLS review, 476. 
36. Cf. Falck (1989) 69: "No particular set of concepts or framework of understand­

ing is forced upon us, we might say—which is another way of saying that no particular 
set of objects must inescapably be perceived by us: there is no 'given' reality 'external' 
to the human mind which our minds must 'mirror' or conform to. When once we have 
accepted this necessity of creative understanding, or of insight into an as-yet-
unarticulated reality, as a part of all our most ordinary experiencing, it must begin to 
seem rather implausible to exclude art...from the same kind of participation in real­
ity." Cf. 123 "literature inscribes reality"; 170 "All reality is aesthetic". And see his 
remarks on the importance of stories for our childhood, 119. 

37. Rorty (1991) (the phrase is Wittgenstein's). 
38. Stephen Prickett, 'Literature and the Bible', in ELC 951-63. 
39. Quoted Eco (1990) 16. Eco argues that "for medieval theology both 

contradictoriness and ambiguity are merely semiotic, not ontological" (10). 
40. Derrida himself insists—vainly—that differance is not a concept of any kind. 
41. See, e.g., Hillis Miller (1991) 107. 
42. Cited Frye (1991) 65. 
43. Cf. Frye (1991) 24. 
44. Bahti (1986) 217. Whether this is a fair summary of Hartman's position is 

another question. 
45. Bahti (1986) 217. 
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APPENDIX 1: ON 'IRONY 

' I ron/ is a trope which can usefully be related to 'ambiguity'. Medieval 
and Renaissance theorists recognised the complexity of its operations. 
In the Middle Ages, following classical precedent, it was defined as 'a 
trope expressing what it intends through its opposite'; ironia est tropus 
per contrarium quod conatur ostendens (Knox 9). But the dialectic of 
affirmation and denial entailed by this was recognised as a shifting one. 
In the Renaissance the 'Socratic' form of irony was read both as self-
depreciation and as immodesty. Irony, we might suggest, is a trope 
which resists both identification and quantification, and hence defers, as 
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much as it fixes, meaning, the appropriate trope, one could say, for 
deconstruction. For fuller details of its history see Knox (1989). 

APPENDIX 2: MARVELL'S 'HORATIAN ODE' 

This poem became a locus classicus for discussion of New Critical 'ambi-
guity\ See the exchange between Cleanth Brooks and Douglas Bush in 
Wilding (1969) 93-113, 114-24 (the essays were first published in 1946 
and 1952). For Brooks the poem is 'ambiguous' both in numerous par­
ticular details (for example, "the forward youth" may be either 'ardent' 
or 'presumptuous'), and in its overall attitude to Cromwell. Brooks does 
not see the poem as committed to a particular political position but as 
"diagnostic rather than remedial", eventuating "not in a course of action 
but in contemplation" (108), and as evincing "the kind of honesty and 
insight and whole-mindedness which we associate with tragedy" (109). 
In consequence he refuses to take the compliments to Cromwell 'at their 
face value' (as we say), finding e.g. "some inflection of grim irony" in 
Marvell's praise of Cromwell's Irish campaign (106). Bush, in reply, 
asserts that Brooks misreads the poem through a misunderstanding of 
history and a tender-minded liberalism. Brooks, he avers, cannot con­
cede that "a sensitive, penetrating, and well-balanced mind like Marvell" 
could "really have admired a crude, single-minded, and ruthless man of 
action like Cromwell. This is a prejudice natural enough in a good 
modern liberal, who is bound to see Cromwell...as a sort of Puritan 
Stalin, but it is a prejudice" (115). The Ode is problematic for historicising 
interpretations, however, not least since it is particularly hard to recon­
struct Marvell's political allegiances outside the poem, at the date of its 
composition, or to make sense of the apparent differences between the 
political stance of this poem and some others, in particular 'Tom May's 
Death'. And the Ode has consequently been read as pro-Cromwell, pro-
Royalist, or divided in loyalties, and, within these broad categories, with 
varying nuances and emphases. 

Brooks' in many ways seductive analysis certainly raises many of the 
issues I have been considering. A 'New Historicist' might say of it that (i) 
Brooks dehistorises and decontextualises the poem, thereby emptying it 
of its radical political meaning (one answer to this would be that there 
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are many contexts) (ii) he accommodates it to bourgeois liberal values, 
and (iii) he employs 'ambiguity' as an unexamined master-term. The 
resulting combination of complacent liberalism, complacent moralism 
and distaste for raw politics, which makes it impossible to talk interest­
ingly about power, removes the poem's capacity to shock, through, inter 
alia, its studied coldness. Another objection would be that critics of this 
type assume that all dictionary meanings of a word are relevant to 
interpretation; however communication involves a shutting-off, a 
disambiguating of potential signification, as much as the reverse. And if 
it is true that the poem contains a number of complex puns and word­
plays, some of them translingual, these can be read as a species of hard 
wit rather than as rich 'Shakespearean' ambivalence. For all its oddity 
the poem, Machiavellian, Hobbesian, Lucanian as well as Horatian, 
remains a Cromwellian poem, expressive of radical Protestant apocalyp­
tic imperialism, if without the intensity of tone, feeling, and commit­
ment of Milton's sonnet 'On the late massacre in Piedmont'. Alii alia 
dicunt... for a not dissimilar debate about Horace's 'Cleopatra Ode' see 
Martindale (1993)12-13. 
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