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Editorial Note 

Volume 1.4 brings us to the end of The Narrator’s first quarterly cycle and we 

find ourselves now publishing on a newly designed website. We would not have made 

it this far without the continued support of our friends and contributors.  

This volume finds a balance between creative and critical efforts which, once 

again, have impressed us with their eloquence and dexterous handling of academic 

subjects. From linguistics to the psychology of applause, remembrance to deeply 

personal ruminations, volume 1.4 comprises of some of the finest submissions we 

have had yet. We are sure it will prove to be more than a stimulating read.  

The Antigone Collective, an independent human rights theatre group, will be 

performing George Orwell’s Animal Farm in week 7 in York. Be sure to get tickets for 

what is shaping up to be an excellent production.  

The University of York’s Literature Society is hosting a series of student-led 

open lectures beginning on the 27th of January. The submission deadline has passed, 

but the published titles for the lectures are rather tantalising. It will be a good 

opportunity to engage with our university peers’ ideas. 

As ever, keep a look out for events on our Facebook page and volume 2.1 

which will be released in April.  

 

 

 

Sam Kaufman & Emily Willis 
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Apocalypse 

Cherelle Johannes 

 

 

Too late for mercy 

A new dawn blazes 

Dry skin cracking and curling 

 hunger wracks the body 

air swims and strangles 

Ethereal droplets taunting our lips 

blind, we choke 

tongues of flame 

A candle shivers beneath a new sun 

Light traces on walls, 

 shadows restrained 

energy burns  

skin and dry earth 

Charred lie the bones of tomorrow’s children 

and you, who did nothing  
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Embrace 

Lauren Maggs 
 

They surface at twilight, 

in the chill of the break 

ing night. Foggy figures 

who slither their slow way 

into my deep slumber. 

 

Multitudes of gasping 

faces, grasping embraces, 

grey and ghastly traces 

of the loss I can't shake 

off. Drowning remembrance. 

 

I wait, shiver and shake, 

clenching my fists until  

I awake. When they sink 

with the coming of the sun, 

bereft of breath, I'm left. 
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The Last Guest 

Emily Gardner 

 

The white walls mouldered from the old hotel into the sea like a neglected 

wedding cake, revealing the brown and rotting wood below. The water lapped at its 

foundations hungrily, anticipating a day when the waves would reach the doors, and 

penetrate its interior. Around it, houses hung in neglect in the midst of empty streets. 

The hotel on the promenade was slowly being sunk by the sea which over the years 

had seeped its way over the barrier supposed to keep it out, and soon the second 

barrier would be broken and the dilapidated houses behind it would also begin to be 

submerged. Hung in a mildewed window, a sign: The Palisade Hotel, open as usual. 

Sitting behind the sign, a mouldering man looked out across the waves which 

dominated his world. Perhaps he was a waiter, a stiff and starched shirt hung upon 

his body in impeccable whiteness, and a shiny golden badge clung to one side of a 

tattered dinner jacket. But there was something about his demeanour, a poise to his 

hunched back which suggested that the hotel was his dominion. It was in his hands 

as he straightened the crimson tablecloths, the tread of his well-shined shoes across 

the marble floor. 

No guests visited the Palisade Hotel any more, and yet they were there still 

when the old man woke up in the morning and began to set the tables for breakfast. 

When he cleared them for lunch. When he set them again for dinner. Around him, 

the island emptied as people moved across to the over-congested exoduses of central 

USA and China, the only places that they had bothered to protect. When the water 

first began to rise, there was glory in preservation. Holographic politicians extolled 

the beauty and importance of nature. There was a summit where they discussed ways 

in which to save their slowly drowning world.  They began to build barricades to 

protect the islands, the birds, the trees. 

But fear is greater than strength, and greed has more power than beauty. 

Slowly, people began to realise that what had been done was not enough. The whole 

heaving mass of humanity had lurched backwards to a Darwinian crossroads, and it 

must either adapt or die. Gradually, whole areas of land were evacuated for the safe 
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havens protected by the rich governments and their machines. The animals, the 

trees, all of the primordial past was left to drown. And the Palisade Hotel, once a 

symbol of a colonial world in which hegemony was decided by humanity, and not by 

nature, slowly fell to dust. 

Lost in this reverie, the old man initially registered the noise as an exhausted 

tapping on his overwrought brain. But suddenly, portentously, there it came again. 

A knock at the door. 

One last knock. 

The mouldering man stood up in shock. The harsh rapping sound spoke of an 

authority that had been lost in his life for more than fifty years. Its audaciousness 

shocked him to the bone. After all of these decades of perfect performance, serving a 

dream which was entirely his own, he couldn’t bear to open the door to one last, real 

guest. He closed his eyes as the knocking became a rattle and the rattle became a 

BAM 

The door lurched on its hinges and crashed into the wall. The old man opened 

his eyes again in shock. A looming figure passed from the sudden light into the 

womb-like dimness of the hotel. 

It was only a man, then, just like him - that was enough for a first glance. He 

had to shut his eyes again to fight against the sudden nausea that comes with the 

uncertainty of what is known and yet unknown. Another glance. A thick, black, 

luxurious head of hair, as if the lost rainforests had congregated on top of his head. A 

pair of small, condescending eyes. A long, curved nose which wilted towards him, 

thrusting itself into his mind and its secrets. It took only one more blink to see the 

badge. It shone into his eyes and blinded him, a north star which trailed into a 

constellation of golden buttons. In one large hand, a naval officer’s cap. 

“May I come in?” he barked irrelevantly, slamming the door behind him. The 

old man had no chance to object. He trotted frantically after the naval officer as he 

strode into the dining room and threw himself into one of the upholstered chairs, 

spreading his legs across the marble with a squeak. Before the old man could 

interject, a cigarette was in his mouth, ash sprinkled across the arm, stubs burnt into 

the fabric. 
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Five minutes passed, during which the naval officer ogled the man of the 

Palisade Hotel with unnervingly apperceptive eyes. Trapped in his gaze, the old man 

felt like an anthropological artefact, a vestige of human taxidermy that refused to be 

dead. He was filled with a longing to shout things, to declare his aliveness just as he 

asserted that the man who slouched in front of him, who reminded him so much of 

fifty years ago, was nothing more than an automaton of a heartless dream. But 

something stopped him, some awareness of what he was and had been, and he sat 

motionless instead. It was a silent and sullen civil war. 

Suddenly, the officer stood up, as if fed up with the world and its need to 

understand things. 

“So! Do you know why I’m here?” His heels clacked together in salute. “They sent me 

here to check that it’s all empty. New orders. We’re going to build a nuclear plant 

here.” 

The old man didn’t reply. He sat and watched the grossly vivid man eating 

away at the oxygen in the room. Around him, the palace he had built was crumbling 

down. He moved to one side and began to polish the serving knives. 

 

“Can’t believe you’re still living here old chap. No need now. Got the ship here to take 

you away.” 

With those words it all came back, the miasma in which he had lived. At 

twenty, he had walked in that dazed manner of someone who had always expected 

more. Night after night, he waited on the people of the new hotel on the promenade, 

pouring their coffees, begging for their money, when he knew in his heart that he was 

meant for something more. All around him, he could feel the world tensing, he smelt 

it in the salt air as he sat by the harbour each night after his shift, waiting for a sign. 

Something more, something more. 

Then one day, something more arrived on the swollen sea, a gleaming tribe of 

boats and men with golden buttons. The New Navy: the people who were going to 

save the drowning world. The people who were going to save him. He lent his 

machine heart to their cause, in the hope that they would take him away. He got 

caught up in new and powerful things. 
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"You understand?" 

"Yessir!" 

Those barking orders of the past. He never stopped to question whether their 

actions were right. He relished the chance to execute his new authority, the orders 

which confined people's fate to a page of writing. An unravelling of his mind. The 

repressed memories of what they - of what he - had done. Sending off ships of people 

from the island to an exodus which, for them, would never come. His face in the 

knife, its aquiline sharpness. The face of a man who had sent people away to die, so 

that others might live. A metamorphosis of Christian morality, that's what they had 

told him. A solution for overpopulation. A brand new world. 

 

With every new day he swallowed their words to try and make them true to a 

desperate heart that must have been human, after all. He was nothing more than a 

uniform, hiding an emptiness. The people that he had so needlessly slaughtered 

whispered in his dreams. 

And so he left it all behind, the new world and its self-colonisation. He went 

back to the empty hotel and laboured every day to feed their memory. A servant still, 

despite it all. How strange, how soon things turn, to rule one day and not the next. 

And all for what, a nuclear power plant?! The injustice of the thing was too much to 

believe, and yet there it was. Sitting right in front of him. What wouldn't he give to 

turn back time? 

He moved with the speed of lightning. Grabbed the rainforest of luxurious 

hair and stuck the carving knife down the naval officer's gaping throat, one last 

demand trapped on his breath. An amazon of blood flooded the floor as he stabbed 

again and again at the hypocrisy of humanity. Golden eyes fell, sparkled and crashed 

upon the floor. He wrenched off the badge and crushed it underfoot. He spat curses 

into his large, dead face. He muttered something which was either an apology, or a 

cry of triumph. 

Slowly, the old man regained his composure. Another job, done. He stood 

back, and re-surveyed his kingdom. Then he shuffled off to the kitchen, to make his 

last guest a welcome coffee. 
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An Old Man 

Daniel Underwood 

 

He moves in shuffles, 

Conveying him 

More by the sound 

Of rustling 

Than the strain of limbs. 

 

Searching round 

The corners of memory  

For that thing which 

He has 

Forgotten; 

Like the autumnal winds 

Which aimlessly 

Peruse the avenues  

Of the inner-city. 

 

Grime-ridden streets 

All blocked up with 

Blank, vacant cars 

Which go round 

And round 
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In senseless congestion. 

 

Bustling about the books 

He takes down 

Though, which bears  

More dust, 

None can tell. 

 

Sat Milton-heavy, 

Gazing hazily into 

The depths of 

A spluttering, rasping fire. 

 

Fire which now smoulders 

Pitifully; 

Each flare of 

Its embers 

The desperate intake of breath 
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Remembering 

Anna Murphy 

 

As the ninety-sixth year since the armistice of the Great War approaches, as the 

ninety-sixth eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month is marked by 

the hundreds and by the thousands and by the families and by the people, I thought 

I would write something as a way of remembering the sacrifices made by all those 

who have served for their country across the centuries. I typed this poem lying in 

bed, sleep-deprived, but determined to continue. So please, take the time to read this 

poem and remember. It is a simple poem recognising the complexities of human 

emotions at this poignant time of year. So, lest we forget, we will remember. 

 

Our heads bow down to the great images of your souls, 

 Did you ever wonder you would be known to so many? 

 Your sacrifices known about, you place in history earned, 

 Your family mourns, your friends surround you. 

 Signing your name on the roll call to that 

 adventure, someone else signs your 

 name, on those pieces of white stone. 

 The fields roll and undulate and breathe 

 names and pains, and shrills and notes. 

 The sun goes down, a son goes down. 

 A dawn arises, but no son gets up. 

 A poppy for your soul, small, red, 

 one, in amongst many I almost 

 lose you. But fear not, dear souls, 
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 saviours, each one a hero. Even, 

 when your friends are the ones to shoot, 

 five of them, did you see their faces? 

 Your courage and sacrifices are remembered, even 

 if your body is not. Your soul is remembered, 

 We will remember the sacrifices made. 

 Remember. 
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Through the Night 

Maddy Crammond 

 

Through the night I leave my mind a  

million times 

and I am sleep-still, orange gold by midnight lamplight. 

I am sharing the bed with you 

and our bodies are not strangers.  

Our sleep, our cutlery-drawer sleep, 

your back pressed to my back 

spine laced to luminous spine  

hearts blue with veins 

C shaped like swans,  

we spend the night.  

 

Through the night I spin, fitfully, like a marble on a string, 

and I dream inside my skin. 

These are as delicate as a piece of stone 

and weightless as a grain of sand 

a desert full 

These are semi-seen like a daytime moon 

or a half-thought 

thought 

a brainful 
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When morning comes it is white and it colours you 

queerly, greenly, 

and I am sickened, sick-still, stewing in the room above the road. 

Our sleep, our knife-edged sleep, 

knuckle pressed to temple 

bone crammed to nauseous bone 

eyes red with veins 

C shaped like rabbit claws, 

we spend 

the night 
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Window 

Maddy Crammond 

 

At 3am the raising of voices from the street  

beckons me out of my chemical dreams and  

I wake. On the corner across the road, 

two boys are fighting. 

 

It is a strange fight because 

no punches are thrown.  

There is shouting –  

get out of my life – 

fuck off –  

fuck off! 

But the wave of their rage never breaks  

or translates into 

fists into jaws into 

hands into claws into 

heads against floors. 

 

They’re chest to chest almost 

butting heads 

like two red-hot magnets 

turned the wrong way. 
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Their agonised voices are rising and falling  

like arrows shot into the untroubled sky. 

 

I cannot tell what they are fighting about but 

from the damp of the night and  

the face of the clock and 

the set of their teeth  

I think  

they are deeply in love 
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Between the Pages: Assembling the 

Anthology 

Emily Willis 

 

The noun “anthology” derives from the Greek words “anthos” meaning flower 

and “logia” “to collect”, and has come to signify what is now defined in the Oxford 

Dictionary as “a published collection of poems or other writing”.  In this essay I will 

argue that an anthology means something more varied, and slightly less definable as 

time goes on, stemming from which are a network of tangential ideas such as the 

concept of the canon, which I will explore, though not exhaustively.  I will take up 

Volume Five of The Looking Glass Anthology, editor-in-chief Elisabeth Shuker, 

along the way, looking in more detail at several individual poems, the analysis of 

which will be based on my personal view, which will focus on specific aspects.  When 

the new editor expressed interest in learning how the anthology has been received, I 

decided that a body of students’ work would be interesting to relate to concepts of the 

anthology and shapes interconnected ideas about the canon.   

I would begin by drawing the reader’s attention to the difficulty of 

constructing an anthology.  There are numerous aspects to be decided upon before 

beginning to select and order texts.  If an anthology has a primary purpose it would 

be the grouping of texts and when texts are grouped there is usually a common 

element; in this respect the Oxford Dictionary’s definition of “a collection of texts” 

stands.  Although the whole may bear no relation to the parts, within different 

sections of the anthology, there may be a common theme.  Marson asks “is there 

some topic to which an Oxford book has not been dedicated?” (25)  Although 

subjects, (no matter how exponential) are not infinite, the answer is undoubtedly yes, 

and depends very much upon the combination and comparison of ideas.  The 

Looking Glass Anthology, for example, is divided into five parts, the beginning of 

which are preceded by images taken from one of the following pieces.  It seems that 

the pieces in each section would share a common theme, for example among those in 

the first part it struck me that many treated the idea of art forms and how they shape 

the connections and disconnections between living things.  Part Two spoke to me of 

the realisations of truths and also of delusions revealed; Part Three of motion 
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through places both literal and figurative; Part Four, of the place of humanity amidst 

time, and Part Five of contemplation and imaginings.  I was particularly struck by the 

ideas about language and communication in Favourite Poem by Vidal.  The direct 

correlation between people and speech was apparent in the address “you wrote your 

feelings on your skin” (1), yet there is a sense that spoken language is somehow 

inadequate for this kind of exchange and has been usurped by another language “that 

you would never forget/ its texture/ its depth” (3-5).  The words are met by a hand in 

the dark and, as I imagined it, physically moulded into a lullaby.  Thus language in 

the poem has agency and autonomy: Vidal gives it an inscribing power even though 

disembodied.  Due to this separation between people and their language in the poem, 

there seems a disjuncture between people; even as she professes to understand, she 

says simultaneously “I’ll never understand”; at once language is inadequate but any 

mode of signification beyond the linguistic seems not quite tangible either.  The 

poem ends with the assertion that even as we read the words on the page, a poem is 

not and is so much more than a poem.  This may not have been what the editor or 

indeed what Vidal had in mind.  Indeed, it would be quite easy for me to 

subconsciously twist the meaning of a text based on any word or structural aspect to 

contrive a meaning and a relationship to another text for the sake of convenient 

categorisation.  Thus the concept of collection based on theme can be interpreted in 

different ways. 

To move on to another aspect of anthology construction, how does one decide 

which texts are of a quality worthy of inclusion?  This question of the canon has 

elicited critical controversy for centuries.  The Oxford Dictionary’s use of the word 

“text” thus doesn’t take into account how the texts reach their canonical status.  

Personally, I am in no doubt that the pieces included in The Looking Glass 

Anthology for example are worthy of publication.  However, let us pause for a 

moment to consider the critical arguments in the abstract over what constitutes a 

worthy text.  Marson argues that, among others, a canonical work would display 

“intellectual achievements, notable displays of imagination” (24) and the “discovery 

of a new market niche” (24).  In The Looking Glass Anthology, a poem called 

Bodleian by Garbett treats this subject very well, highlighting the ways in which a 

text is deemed to achieve brilliance.  According to Garbett this includes the retelling 

of old ideas in a new way: “layers of feeling that just fall open” (28) and “words fresh 

from the ruins of opinion” (30).  “Books that show their worth through wear” (19) – 
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the literal smell of the old books still on sale reflects their worth.  Indeed, Garbett 

asks “who determines worth, the thumbs/ of greasy readers staining/ what is art.  

What is art?” (22-24).  As the poem closes Garbett talks of loving both the crumpled 

pages of old classics and the new paper back.  The enjambment, which reflected the 

flow of time and carried the rhythm of the poem is thus truncated here by the last full 

stop.   

Mujica argues that an anthology reprinting canonical writing in different 

settings strips the work of its political context and historicity (204), constructing it as 

timeless, in other words arguing anthologies instituted the canon rather than vice 

versa (205).  If this is true then his distinguishing between a “miscellany”, as a 

collection of diverse writings, and an “anthology” as a collection of canonical texts, 

holds no weight because if canonical writings were not always canonical, then the 

two are the same.  I will not meditate on whether or not works can be timeless, but 

anthologies themselves I argue are embedded in time.  Mujica quotes Bloom, 

affirming that canonical texts are based upon aesthetic rather than ideological 

principles (209).  But notions of aesthetic quality may subconsciously be embedded 

in ideological ideas of a given time or place.  Marson takes a number of anthologies 

as studies, arguing that the critical reception is subject to the “scholarly respectability 

of publishers” (24).  This in turn undergoes further selective layering as the 

anthologies are readapted for university courses (Mujica 207).  But does more 

knowledge necessarily equal more right to an opinion?  For example, a selection of 

works by a single writer may be chosen for an anthology with the aim of showcasing 

the best of that writer’s work.  But again we run into the problem of who has the 

authority to determine “best”.  Marson says the selection is often based upon works 

where “instead of being told… we encounter their very words” (26), but the texts are 

not in fact speaking for themselves, as in canonical anthologies, only specific works 

have been selected, which have been categorised and presented with “explanatory” 

footnotes.  

It would seem that with all these considerations there is an enormous 

pressure upon any editor of an anthology to select texts which will be both diverse 

and traditionally canonical and thus risks losing any specificity of theme in trying to 

cover everything.  Yet if they do not, they may be criticised for not achieving the 

impossible.  Thus the basis of an anthology in this light moves toward the critical 
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selection rather than the texts themselves.  This seems unavoidable since there are so 

many overlapping spheres of canonical value that it cannot but be subjective.  

Marson summarises this perfectly by describing the spheres as “Potential… 

Accessible… Selective… Critical… and Personal” canons, which interact, saying the 

canon was always “an ever-evolving corpus that stood the test of time” (210).  Indeed 

the editor of The Looking Glass Anthology seems to overcome this problem of 

selection by choosing texts which are at once both technically brilliant and diverse in 

their subject matter. 

Having looked at the relationships between texts in an anthology and the 

process of selection, I would pause here to ask whether pieces in an anthology always 

have to have a common element: whether they have to be “grouped” as the dictionary 

would have it.  For example, some publications group their texts alphabetically, or 

not at all.  The theory of Post-Modernism Mujica argues is opposed to the very 

principle of “anthology” (208), advocating the “decentralisation of literary authority” 

and rejecting concepts of the universal; Mujica says the theory argues a writer’s entry 

into the canon reflects their “conformity”.  He says on the contrary, now “literary 

studies are giving way to cultural studies”, requiring no “text book” (209).  In this 

light, because a body of student work would not perhaps be at an institutional level 

canonised, in a Postmodernist view, such an anthology would escape this kind of 

criticism.   

It is hard for works in such a rich volume not to share common elements, one 

of which subtle aspects is colour.  I would draw attention to the beauty of the 

synaesthesia in Afterthoughts by Luty, near the close of the anthology, beautifully 

mirrored by that in the first poem If I could Hear Yellow.  Ruddick quotes Siebold 

distinguishing between clinical and literary synaesthesia despite the fact that the two 

may overlap, saying “not with every sound does the poet really see a distinct colour, 

but the impression evocated by the sound… reminds the poet of a similar impression 

called forth by color.  He does not see but he thinks color” (61).  The most common 

form of synaesthesia he says is the substitution of sound for colour or vice versa.  As 

such this “inter-sensory image” (61), is an unusual and evocative way of drawing 

parallels to create an idea or shape understandings of an idea.  Luty speaks of “the 

bright unfocused conversation” (9): giving this conversation a colour connotes a 

certain light-hearted mood and invokes a strong mental image of the scene.  “gold 
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silk stretches between us” (11) implies a feeling becomes a disembodied object and 

“smiles become light” (11-12) gives us a sense of the physical expressions of feelings 

which makes these emotional concepts more tangible.  “The fading world echoes 

these/ Surreal rhythms, softened life” (14-15) links darkness with echoes, 

highlighting this “surreal” sense.  

I would consider the other ways in which an anthology can be constituted 

which the Oxford Dictionary’s definition neglects.  There is the problem of deciding 

which forms are to be included, and which sections of longer texts.  I realise I myself 

in my selection of the texts for my argument have used only poems, despite the rich 

array of short stories available.  Although this is due to the poems being those which 

best illustrated my points, this shows there will always be a degree of unavoidable 

neglect.  However, we can choose to see the anthology as a form, as a full text itself.  

Furthermore, anthologies have been heavily influential in instituting other literary 

forms.  Mujica argues that the antologia de la literatura espanola “contradicted the 

long-held notion that the novel was not a significant form during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries” in Spain (206).  He argues in turn that critical theories on the 

novel and form have themselves become canonical through anthologies (210); indeed 

we have, among many, The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism to thank for 

similar developments.   

Mujica also brings up the issue of the language of publication determining the 

language of textual selection.  Indeed, Rushdie wrote an introduction to The Vintage 

Book of Indian Writing 1947-1997 endeavouring to defend the almost exclusively 

English selection of texts, claiming that the quality of the writing produced in English 

by Indian writers exceeded that written in other languages (x-xi), a subjective view of 

the canon which we have already discussed.  This leads me on to another way in 

which texts are grouped for selection: that of social, cultural, political and national 

groupings.  Marson argues that “every imaginable division of society can boast its 

own books of identity-soothing words” (24), in other words the anthology can be 

constructed with a view to celebrating the identity of a group it wants to represent.  

Indeed, in an anthology of Indian writing, or women’s writing, or twentieth century 

writing, would the texts included therein necessarily have anything in common other 

than the nationality, gender or age of the writers concerned?  Can a writer’s work 

represent a whole historical period, and can a work represent the writer? 
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The final way in which editors decide what goes into an anthology Mujica says 

is effected by the publisher’s decision on what will sell.  Depending on the target 

market, the anthology may have to be either very broad, to appeal to a wide 

readership, or very specific, to be more likely used for scholarly studies.  Mujica says 

this has been effected in the past in many countries by the proportion of the 

population who are literate and the printing resources available (204).  However, if 

you were to take a student publication that is dedicated to promoting a diverse, 

quality collection of students’ writing as its priority, this consideration would impact 

less on the construction of the anthology. 

In conclusion, Marson argues “there is never a single correct classification 

system” for texts nor anthologies (36), and the relationship between the two remains 

complex, quoting Murray who states the canon has “a well-defined centre but no 

discernible circumference” (36).  Indeed, this problem is fundamental to the 

difficulty of constructing and defining an anthology as a form, of which Marson says 

there have been “few serious studies” (27).  However, complexity is an asset rather 

than a negative prospect if the challenge is met with effort, enthusiasm and 

competence.  The Looking Glass Anthology, Volume Five, goes a considerable way 

towards transcending boundaries between problems of categorisation such as 

themes, understandings of the canon, form, and the identity of writers, choosing to 

focus instead upon the identity of the texts themselves, which seems to release the 

anthology from imprisoning domains.  I will not endeavour to redefine “anthology”, 

but what I will say is the form is not merely “a published collection of poems or other 

writing” and yet it evades any other sort of definition.   
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Dig into the History of your Language: A 

Linguistic Analysis 

Nicola Choon 

 

Language is ever-changing. The linguist, Noam Chomsky, asserts that 

language is a process of “free creation” (182).  I agree — because we own it. We wreak 

havoc on language: we break the rules; mishear words; conjure faulty analyses; 

stretch single words across multiple meanings. As extraordinarily varied individuals, 

each of us plays the part of the detective navigating this shape-shifting set of words 

and rules. This means that somewhere along the line, it became admirable to “try” 

our best, but not to “try” someone’s patience. Looking elsewhere in the English 

language, a lethargic person can “sleep”, “doze”, “nap”, “kip”, “get some shut-eye”, 

“catch forty winks”, “nod off”, “rest” or “snooze”. The histories of words like these can 

only be unravelled through the lens of the written word. It is a fascinating biscuit 

crumb trail of inscriptions borne by anything from medieval newsletters to runic 

medallions. Following these trails can be quite entertaining and sometimes makes for 

quality conversational fodder. 

Consider the American term, “burger”, of 1937. It is a re-analysis of the 400-

year-old word for a citizen of Hamburg, a “Hamburger”. The city of Hamburg was 

once a popular transatlantic trading port with a large Russian presence. The 

Russians brought their recipe for squashed balls of seasoned minced meat to 

Germany, leading to the creation of the German “Hamburger steak”, which then 

travelled to New York through trade. This is evidenced by its appearance in the first 

printed menu in America. Over time, its name was shortened to “hamburger”: 

something that appeared to be called a “burger” containing the familiar processed 

meat, “ham”. Thus, the idea of the “burger” as a lump of minced meat between two 

bread buns was conceived. Similarly, the word, “curmudgeon” was formed from the 

French word, “cœur méchant” (literally “evil heart”). Presumably, the speakers who 

adopted this French term into the lexicon were in need of an insult which offered a 

certain je ne sais quoi. Hence, the familiar Middle English words, “cur” for “dog” and 

“murgeon” for “manure” were combined to create the “curmudgeon”, a “rude, surly 

fellow”. “Burger” and “curmudgeon” were both formed as a result of their “sounds-
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like” correspondences with English words. Having said that, there are also many 

other reasons for word formation which can range from simple mishearing to 

massive overhauls in perception.  

There are many of these sorts of etymologies in the English language. They are 

relatively easy to find and offer endless hours of fun for the “logophile”, who enjoys 

knowing that the word, “nice”, has at some point in time had one or several of these 

definitions: “foolish”, “wanton”, “dissolute”, “lascivious”, “extravagant”, “elegant”, 

“precise”, “fussy”, “refined”, “respectable”, “virtuous”, “cowardly”, “lazy”, “tender”, 

“pampered”, “strange”, “shy”— and that’s only the first third of the OED entry for the 

word. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is a useful source for these and there is 

an online version which can be accessed via the University of York’s library website. 

The OED provides information such as the word’s first attested use, its ancestors, 

changes in its pronunciation or spelling, its function (verb, noun, adjective, etc.) and 

examples of its use from various sources. Knowing the first attested use of a word 

doesn’t give us the exact moment of a word’s coinage, rather it provides the context 

within which the word was used and helps us to see how the word has evolved or 

disappeared over the years.  The oldest written English sentence is dated between 

450 and 480 AD and is written in a runic alphabet used by early Old English (eOE) 

speakers. The sentence reads, “gægogæ mægæ medu”, or “this she-wolf is a reward to 

my kinsman”, and is etched upon a gold medallion depicting the twin founders of 

Rome who are suckled by a wolf in their infancy (Bengt). Although the words are no 

longer familiar to speakers of modern-day English, they are illustrative of the fact 

that the word “reward” has taken precedence over the eOE word, “meed”, with the 

same meaning. Explaining why this is so for this and other words is the reason why 

the study of language change is such a mammoth task.  

Studying the history of a single word leads into so many other areas of 

knowledge, aside from the fact that it provides dinner table ammunition. Imagine 

being able to casually mention the fact that the chess term, “checkmate” comes from 

the Persian phrase, “shah mat”, which means “the king is dead” thanks to the Arabs 

who brought chess to Spain through conquest; or the fact that the Old English word 

for “sea” and for “body” were “whale-road” and “bone-cage”, respectively; or the fact 

that the word “assassin” allegedly evolved out of the murderous tendencies of 

hashish-chewing members of the Nizari sect of Islam known as the “hashshashin”.  
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There is so much to learn about human history through a study of its ever-

changing languages — the English language is just one of many. The future holds 

infinitely more promise as new words are being created freely out of those that exist. 

I’d say: catch up on the sagas of human communication before it’s too late and the 

next season comes out on box-set. 
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A Personal Selection of Short Films from 

York Aesthetica Film Festival 

Marta Donati 

 

That Tuesday, when I purchased my four day pass for York’s wonderful 

Aesthetica Short Film Festival, I was aware that a 827 paged Don Delillo’s 

Underworld was shouting at me from my shelf, demanding to be read for the next 

Monday. Nonetheless, I said to myself: “I must do this”. I am not a film expert, nor a 

critic, but I am undoubtedly a film lover and I suppose I can say I am interested in 

the medium. As a cinemagoer, I had not had many opportunities to spend a weekend 

immersed in the wondrous world of short films. I had attended a couple of short film 

screenings – but that’s about it.  

Well, I had missed out. Not only was ASFF so worth it that Underworld 

stopped making me feel extremely guilty for the brave purchase of a pass, but it was 

also illuminating and insightful. It helped me discover a whole new panorama of 

cinematic possibilities, re-evaluate the short film as a work of art and, at the same 

time, it forced me to explore the city of York, to find my way throughout the 

multitude of beautiful streets and alleys, which I am grateful for. This article intends 

to give a summarized but precise account of my experience at ASFF. I will divide it 

into days, starting from Thursday and finishing with Sunday, when, somewhat sadly, 

I went back to my ordinary student life.   

Thursday 

Thursday was fortunately quite a free day for me. I had a whole morning to kill 

before a seminar, therefore I made the effort to wake up early enough to read a 

couple of chapters of a very neglected Underworld, collect my student pass, get a 

cappuccino and get going to my first screening of the day. I had chosen to attend an 

experimental screening at City Screen Basement – quite a peculiar choice for a start, 

but I was curious. When I arrived at the Basement, I noticed – disappointedly – that 

it clearly wasn’t the most popular screening of the morning. I shared the room with a 
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middle aged man, who looked quite relieved when I walked in. The projectionist said, 

“Well, I suppose we should start then”.  

The revelations of the morning were the Spanish film Blink by Diego Latorre 

and the beautiful Swedish dance/thriller I Play Dead, by Kaveh Akaber and Lova 

Eriksson. The former is an interesting, visionary account of a teenager’s dream life, 

haunted by visions of a beloved but ambiguous figure, a woman called Greta. Filmed 

taking into consideration the mechanisms of codification of dreams, Blink alternates 

the protagonist’s encounters with Greta with visions of a fully armed soldier lost in 

the desolation of the boy’s mind. On many occasions, the action is stopped by the 

sudden appearance of words and sentences, often making a philosophical point or 

suggesting a way to interpret the sequence that comes next. Pervaded by blood and 

gothic imagery, the film could be correctly defined as “fascinating and weird”, 

comparable to Donnie Darko in its treatment of Lucio’s detachment from reality.  

I Play Dead is profoundly different. Extremely inexplicit, it is set in an 

unidentified place: it could be a dream, a vision, a real or imagined space. A woman 

walks, seemingly lost, in an old factory: here, she meets two children and follows 

them into a sinister room. They hold a doll and play with it, own it in a disturbing, 

obsessive way. In the room, a woman wearing a mask moves accordingly to the doll’s 

induced movements. The dance is desperate and shouts for help, but all the 

protagonist can do is stare at the scene, paralyzed by its eeriness and dramatic 

power. It is an interesting, lyrical, suggestive experiment based on movement, setting 

and hidden meanings.  

In the evening, I headed towards 1331, a restaurant situated in Grape Lane, in 

order to attend a screening of dramatic films. 1331 owns a cosy private cinema, where 

I found a picture of a smiling cat hanging on the wall and a good number of beanbags 

on the floor. I loved it; 1331 is a very trendy place, definitely worth a visit. Among 

various noteworthy films, the very short The Dinner Party (UK) stands out. Directed 

by Emilia Reid and Dominique Haïdar, it tells the story of the everlasting, 

excruciating wait of a host, whose guests fail to join him for his elegant dinner party. 

The film is haunted by the presence of the clock, which ticks without mercy, 

reminding the protagonist that he is, ultimately, lonely. The directors skilfully 

alternate shots of the miserable weather conditions of the outside with images of 

unused cutlery, shiny plates, an empty room. Their attention to the material aspects 
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of the room alongside the slightly obsessive order of the profilmic space reminds me 

of Wes Anderson’s habit of emphasizing the characteristics of the setting, which 

interacts with the perception we have of the characters that inhabit it. Indeed, the 

best part of the film is the ending: zooming out with an elaborate movement of the 

camera, the directors reveal the truth. The host is just the inhabitant of a Christmas 

souvenir, a glass ball complete with fake snow and a little house. Despite the 

immediate comic element, the film left me with a melancholic feeling of pity and 

slight anger at the objectifying action of the camera.  

Friday 

Friday was definitely a busier day for me and for the festival itself. The music 

video screening I planned to attend in the morning at Kings Manor was so full I could 

not get into the room, therefore my friend and I fell back on a comedy screening at 

the Basement. Fortunately, we found more people there than the day before.  

Nearly all of the films were incredibly well made, but my absolute favourite 

was the Cypriot 5 Ways 2 Die, by Daina Papadaki. Filled with dark humour, the film 

illustrates the various elaborate, creative attempts of a seemingly depressed man to 

commit suicide, with a surprise finale. In my opinion, the film is a little masterpiece, 

something that seems to have been developed from the black comedy cartoon series 

The Book of Bunny Suicides, drawn by Andy Riley. Maki, the protagonist, does not 

hate life enough not to leave it with great style. I assure you this hilarious film is 

worth fifteen minutes of your day: “don’t die without seeing this one!”, comments 

Terrence Faulkner (The Focused Filmographer). The British graduation film Butcher 

& Sons is also noteworthy. Directed by Simon Wade and produced by the University 

of Westminster, it is the story of a young man’s attempts to break free from his 

family’s violent (and hilarious) traditions. In fact, all the members of his family are 

passionate butchers. He is vegetarian. Playing on contrasts and exaggerations, the 

film is altogether a parody of family dramas, horror and splatter movies and 

adventure films. Martin appears as an innocent vegetarian while his family cruelly 

plans the murder of a young pig. The characters are well developed and the 

expectations of the spectators are often surprised by a variety of plot twists.  

Later, I attended a documentary screening in Treasurer’s House, a wonderful 

(and apparently haunted) manor which was home of the York Minster treasurers in 
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Medieval times and then served as a house for a variety of private owners. My pick of 

the afternoon is Lindsay Blatt’s Herd in Iceland, an Icelandic/American production 

about the annual round-up of the Icelandic horse. The beautiful landscapes fit the 

screen wonderfully, while the fascinating stories of the inhabitants of those beautiful, 

uncontaminated regions act as fairy tales, reaching the eyes and, more importantly, 

the hearts of the viewers. The relationship between humans and horses is presented 

as a symbiotic one, especially through the stories of a teenager whose life, since she 

was a baby, was entirely defined by horses, their friendship and their company. This 

subtle, intensely poetic work has won the ASFF award for Best Documentary 2014 

and we are probably going to see it screened in the context of bigger festivals soon 

enough.  

Saturday 

My Saturday at ASFF started at 10 am and lasted until 6 pm, which enabled 

me to see an incredible number of amazing short films. I do not have enough words, 

space and time to describe them all, but here are my favourites. The first I would like 

to talk about is probably one of my favourite films of the four days, overall. I sleepily 

discovered it at 10.30 am in Kings Manor, while I was still waking up and my 

concentration wasn’t necessarily at its best. Nevertheless, this did not stop me from 

appreciating it strongly. The film is titled Congratulations! You are still in the 

running for becoming!, it is an American/Israeli production directed by Ann Oren 

and it is nothing like I know. Or better, there are a few things about it of which I am 

unfortunately familiar. In fact, a few days before I was looking for something 

interesting on TV and I bumped into an episode of Kim Kardashian’s reality show. I 

cannot express how embarrassing I found it, even after I watched three minutes of it. 

Nonetheless, those three minutes indeed helped me to understand the film I am 

examining. Congratulations! is structured on different shots of natural elements – 

the grass, a sculpture made with stone and leaves, leaves again, trees, the river. It 

might seem a documentary about uncontaminated forests, but all these natural 

elements have something wrong: they speak. To be precise, they don’t truly speak: 

here the spectator is requested to make a mental connection between the voice over 

and the tree, leaf, stone in frame. Conversations in nature are shown to be incredibly 

futile: trees with female voices argue about their hair, their beauty and their 

appearance. Stones with male voices try to be profound but do not succeed, ending 
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up being ridiculous and made fun of by some leaves or by the river. A child speaks of 

her future as a model while the camera lingers on the grass. The film is merciless and 

poignant at the same time. Reality shows appear as even more ridiculous if the words 

(which sound like parts of proper scripts despite all definitions) are extrapolated 

from the context of human relationships and assigned to neutral elements, incapable 

of speaking and moving. Incapable of acting. On the other hand, the second 

assumption might be a metaphorical one, based on the idea that reality shows – or 

the concept on which they are based, are so widespread, popular and invasive that 

even nature cannot escape their power.  

In the Animation screening I attended the same day, an interesting film was 

the Swiss Collectors by Marcel Hobi. The figures are very simple, like drawings of a 

child. They move clumsily on the screen, seemingly innocuous. The protagonist, a 

man dressed in a yellow jacket, loves collecting things. In fact, collecting is an 

obsession for him. He starts by collecting butterflies and hats. Without leaving his 

house, his arm magically extends outside his window and he starts stealing people’s 

hats: he steals from young girls, boys, women. He has no pity for the butterflies. He 

grabs them with his monstrous hand and sticks them to the wall, looking very 

pleased with himself. The scenes have a quality of black comedy and provoke a sense 

of uneasiness in the spectator, who cannot but sympathise with butterflies and 

inanimate hats. Collecting seems to be a very dangerous and addictive activity: the 

spectators find out that the whole town is made of collectors, who would do anything 

to have the best selection of whatever objects they are fond of at present. Everyone 

has extendable arms, everyone steals. Little by little, the situation gets worse and 

people start collecting fellow people. Our very cruel protagonist sticks to the wall 

women and men of all ages, till another person, who – guess what – collects houses, 

ends up collecting his. The film is the portrayal of an extreme violation of privacy and 

at the same time, a subtle comment on the greediness of our age, on the materialism 

of capitalist ideas of accumulation, on the worship of all kinds of stuff. There is a lot 

in this film, so have a look if you get a chance.  

Sunday 

Last but not least, here is my Sunday pick. It figured in the comedy section, 

but to define it a comedy would be a little reductive. The film is The Boy with a 

Camera for a Face and it is a British production directed by Spencer Brown. It is 
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interesting to end the article with this film because it is a production about film itself. 

Indeed, it tells the life story of a man born with a camera for a face, and who 

therefore has a head which performs all the functions of a camera. Among all his 

struggles to be accepted, there are also tales of love and success. He is a human, like 

everyone else, only with a different feature. Specifically, the film seems to be a simple 

life story, but it is much more. It is based on the meta-cinematic situation when a 

camera films the story of another camera, implanted on the body of a man. “Cinema 

is life? Cinema is human? Cinema is not simply the work of technology and a 

camera? There is more in film than what we normally see?” are the questions which 

arise while watching this bittersweet epic about difference and acceptance. Filled 

with the films that the boy himself records using his “face”, the film is profoundly 

self-referential and ironic and it features a voiceover which tells the story of the 

protagonist in rhyme. The comedy element is undoubtedly black. In fact, the last 

minutes of the film convey a sense of tragedy from which the comic element suddenly 

disappears. The film ultimately portrays the events that lead to the man’s death after 

his “face” was used to record a reality show about his life, where everyone could be 

able to see reality from his perspective. (Alas, reality shows again). The London Film 

Review comments: “it works because the conceit is taken to its logical conclusion, the 

small dramas at the opening leading to a much larger, world-encompassing drama 

that has ultimately only one tragic solution.  Again, it is to the credit of both Berkoff’s 

narration and the filmmaker’s careful attention to detail and the way the story builds 

that we end up caring for the central “character” (who naturally never speaks) and 

his fate even though we know it is ludicrous”. In other words, it is a highly 

recommended work which has received much attention and praise.  

My personal gallery of short films has now come to an end, but there is no end 

without mentioning how interesting and well-organised the festival was as a whole. A 

perfect way to rediscover ourselves as tourists in the city we live in, it suits different 

cinematic sensibilities without being alienating, boring or pretentious. It enables film 

lovers to enhance their knowledge of the short film scene which has no reason for 

being neglected, and it happens just outside our door. These are enough reasons to 

keep our eyes peeled for the next Aesthetica Film Festival. 
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Reflections on Ved Vejen (Katinka) by 

Herman Bang 

Sophie Worning 

 

“And when a train goes by / it’s such a sad sound” – The Smiths, “Nowhere Fast” 

 

Coming from Denmark to the United Kingdom has had a profound effect on 

me feeling Danish – suddenly it seems more important for me to understand what it 

means to be Danish and connect with these feelings. This sudden awareness of the 

influence of my home country on my identity has also made me more interested in its 

literature. In my previous essay for The Narrator, I wrote about a Danish classic, The 

Fall of the King by Johannes V. Jensen, and yet again I find myself drawn to a 

Danish work, the canonical novella Ved Vejen (1886, English title Katinka), by 

Herman Bang, published in his collection of short stories Stille eksistenser (trans. 

Quiet Lives), most likely his most famous work. The title directly translates as “By 

the Road” in English, emphasising the themes of isolation and loneliness which 

inhabit the novella.  

The story revolves around the housewife Katinka, living in a quiet town in 

Jutland with her husband Bai, the train station manager. Bai is a boisterous and 

unrefined man, uneasily juxtaposed to Katinka’s introverted and dreaming nature. 

The highlight of Katinka’s day is to see the trains passing by the station – that is, 

until a new manager arrives at the station, the quiet Huus, who seems to share 

Katinka’s passive tendencies. Unexpectedly, the two fall in love, yet Katinka’s 

marriage becomes an unconquerable hurdle, due both to the bonds of marriage, but 

also due to their meek personalities, which will not let them escape the humdrum of 

their forlorn lives. When Huus leaves the town, Katinka sinks into an all-consuming 

illness, which makes her even more immobilised than previously due to her bed-

ridden state. Eventually, she succumbs, and in her dying moments, she utters the 

words “Hvor Livet kunde være smukt” (117), translating into “how beautiful life could 

have been”. This lament for the missed opportunities in life is mirrored by the 

passing trains Katinka watches at the station, showing her desire to travel, a desire 
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for flight, yet one she never fulfils. Her final words are echoed in the final lines of The 

Sun Also Rises, where the protagonist Jake and his love-interest Lady Brett speak of 

the impossibility of their relationship, Brett saying “Oh Jake … we could have had 

such a damned good time together” (218), to which Jake answers, “Yes … isn’t it 

pretty to think so” (218).    

Katinka’s meek nature dooms her to the role of one of Herman Bang’s “quiet lives”, a 

subject he often returned to, especially in connection with women. Bang’s literature 

often had a current of feminism in it, as we see in Ved Vejen as well, when Katinka’s 

friend Agnes speaks of the lives of women in the late-19th century:  

Saa mange Chancer har vi “Kvinder” egenlig ikke; de første fem og tyve Aar af 

vor Tilværelse danser vi rundt og venter paa at blive gift – og de sidste fem og 

tyve sidder vi hen og venter paa at blive begravet. (95) 

Translating as: 

Us “women” don’t really have a lot of opportunities; the first twenty-five years 

of our existence we dance around and wait to get married – and the last 

twenty-five we sit around and wait for our funeral.  

This attention to the lives of women was an area blooming in literature in the 

realist movement: the so-called “Modern Breakthrough” in Scandinavian literature, 

an interest shared with the likes of Henrik Ibsen. By focusing on the societal issue of 

women being expected to be “angels in the house”, a Victorian term for the ideal 

maternal and meek woman, women were given no opportunities to develop and 

explore their desires, as we see in the tragic tale of Katinka. 

The tale of Herman Bang was in itself also tragic, and his influence on 

impressionist and realist literature is mostly only remembered in Denmark, despite 

having a great presence in the literature scene in France at the time (Claude Monet 

was a fan and a friend to Bang, and even called him “the first impressionist author in 

the world” [Polet 471]). This influence was most likely purposefully forgotten, due to 

Bang living openly as a homosexual in the late 19th century, and on top of that being 

a failed actor, making him a reject of the higher circles of artists in France. 

Eventually settling temporarily in Vienna, and abandoned by his boyfriend, the 

German actor Max Einsfeld, he sat down to write Ved Vejen, perhaps recreating this 

atmosphere of isolation in the novella. His limitations in life due to his sexuality are 
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mirrored in the limitations met by his female protagonists, perhaps giving him the 

right insight into what it truly means to be lonely. And though his life may not have 

been a “quiet life” like Katinka’s, as seen in the ceaseless scandals and controversies 

surrounding him during his lifetime, he still connected with the women whose fates 

of servitude were sealed due to their sex, as much as he was doomed to controversy 

due to his sexuality.  
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We Who Clap (Clappity-Clap) 

Stefan Kielbasiewicz 

 

At the end of undergraduate English lectures, there is almost always the 

moment of applause. This probably wouldn't be a noteworthy issue if it wasn’t for the 

fact that English Literature students are possibly the only students at the University 

of York who applaud their resident lecturers. When I have asked students studying 

other subjects such as Law, Maths, History and others, whether they clap after 

lectures, most of the time I get incredulous looks followed by light mockery. One of 

these students even told me that their lecturers instructed them not to applaud. I 

decided to delve deeper into the subject, asking myself what it could be specifically 

about English lectures that makes students clap. 

The first thing I wanted to do was find out if this occurred in other universities 

in the UK as well. I came across a forum thread about clapping in English lectures at 

the University of Exeter on the popular student forum thestudentroom.co.uk. Most 

of the users posting in the thread (who studied other subjects as well) seemed to 

generally agree on three main points that determined when applauding during or 

after a lecture was appropriate: a) applaud for a visiting lecturer, b) applaud for a 

lecturer at the end of the year who had been consistently engaging, and c) applaud 

when the lecturer announces a big event in their life, such as a marriage, pregnancy 

or birth. But never, it seems, would one clap at the end of a routine lecture in which 

nothing particularly special happened, and in which a lecturer’s job is to simply 

“teach” in the most basic sense.  

There is a point up to which English lectures are the same as any other 

subject. For starters, the lectures take place in a lecture hall, or rather the theatre — a 

word not commonly used anymore for lecture spaces even though theatre much more 

accurately describes the curved and elevated seating. It was also in the theatre that 

clapping, at least in the West, was institutionally formalised. Moreover, the lecturer 

is fundamentally a performer. He/she performs the knowledge or ideas he/she 

wishes to impart orally and visually, using a structure that ideally develops a 

coherent narrative about the topic within a set amount of time. The students are also 

a classic audience in that they are required to sit still and refrain from talking or 
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making noises. Given all this, perhaps English students should be seeing themselves 

as the conventional ones, and instead asking why students in other subjects do not 

clap. Nevertheless, not clapping appears to be the norm. It is worth then to try and 

look for specific conditions in English lectures that might generate applause. There 

are three factors that I think may account for this: subjectivity, expectation, and 

lecturer familiarity. 

If the purpose of lectures is to “teach”, should an audience applaud? In 

English and in other Humanities, one is not really “taught” anything like one can be 

taught an objective Mathematical fact. Perhaps we can be “taught” the historical 

background of a text, but even then we know that history is not objective. If we are 

taught anything in English it is not the truth of a particular interpretation or analysis, 

but that the analyses and interpretations of texts are always subjective and 

dependent upon different philosophical, cultural and literary schools of thought that 

are also tied to politics and ideology. There is never one solution to a question about 

“how” or “why” in a literary text, but rather there are many different interpretations 

all competing for recognition. In English therefore, we are constantly reminded that 

we are not given answers, but authoritative suggestions.  

In other words, English lecturers have their own views and interpretations, 

and we applaud them for the minimum amount of respect which that deserves. The 

volume and degree of that applause may then depend on the persuasiveness of those 

views and the effort put into their presentation and delivery. This still does not 

explain why English students clap, however. The reality is that English lectures do 

not always consist of innovative interpretations, and sometimes the lectures simply 

consist of background information, context, and starting points for research that 

students are already familiar with — if they have done the reading. Yet we still clap 

for those kinds of lectures. 

A more determinative factor in applause might then be the behaviour of the 

lecturer and the implicit or explicit expectation of clapping. Some time ago there was 

a lecture about the “nation” and the “national allegory” in relation to literary texts, in 

which the lecturer presented a very interesting interpretation of the UK’s opening 

ceremony for the London Olympics, as well as providing other useful information 

about key critics. According to the previous factor of the respect for a lecturer’s 

subjectivity, this lecture should have warranted applause. To my surprise though, 
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when the lecture is over nobody claps. Listening back to the recording, I notice that 

this is because a full hour has already passed and people are beginning to pack up, 

while the lecturer hurriedly re-iterates some points and steps away from the podium 

unceremoniously.  

On the other hand, from my recordings in first year I notice that a lot of 

lecturers finish their lectures with “Thank you”. This is even more likely to happen 

when a lecture is based on a written script that is either nearly read word for word or 

improvised upon. Of course, to not clap after a lecturer has said “Thank you”, would 

appear rude, because the lecturer is implicitly asking for some sort of applause or 

recognition. Some lecturers, however, don’t say “Thank you”, and yet students clap 

anyway. Perhaps in the final moments of a lecture it becomes clearly visible whether 

a lecturer is expecting applause or not, so that the audience are prepared to respond 

at the appropriate moment. This happens either through special emphasis in verbal 

speech or the physical attitude of the lecturer. For example, some lecturers hover 

around the podium long enough to expect applause, whereas others avoid eye contact 

and immediately step off the podium. However, this still would not explain why 

English students clap in nearly every lecture.  

The last factor I want to explore is lecturer familiarity. In a given module, 

almost every lecture is on a different topic and is usually taught by a different 

lecturer, and hence our lecturers always feel unfamiliar because we are constantly 

being introduced to them and not knowing when or where we will see them again. In 

this sense, they may feel somewhat like visiting lecturers. However, in another sense 

this is good because it proves the diversity of the department and its resistance to 

compartmentalisation. In many other subjects on the other hand, lecturers may 

remain the same for every lecture throughout the module and therefore may 

establish a degree of familiarity with students that does not necessitate any clapping. 

Furthermore, English students have comparatively few lectures — a maximum of 

three per week. This lends to our lectures a higher sense of value and importance due 

to their scarcity, while other subjects may have twice or even three times the amount. 

Perhaps clapping in these few lectures therefore suggests a collective validation that 

what we are getting is worth it, despite how little of it we get. In other words, would 

we be clapping if our university tuition was free? Do we clap because we feel that our 

lectures are a privilege, even if it’s a privilege we are paying a lot of money for? 
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The question that remains then is whether English students should clap for 

every English lecture. I would say that one shouldn’t do anything “just because”. But 

personally, whereas it might have felt natural to clap in big first-year lectures, in the 

period module lectures of second year (where there are far less students) it feels like 

a pointless habit, especially when a lecturer is very informal or if the lecture conveys 

very routine information. Nevertheless, if you genuinely enjoyed a lecture and believe 

that clapping is the way to show your appreciation, then by all means clap. But if you 

clap just because everyone else claps or because you simply feel like you should, then 

I think the act of clapping loses a lot of its meaning even if it’s just a nice thing to do. 

Whether English students clap and others do not is a result of respecting a lecturer’s 

subjective view, the behaviour of the lecturer, the familiarity of our lecturers, or a 

mixture of all three is still not entirely clear to me. A concrete answer was never the 

point of this essay anyway. What I feel is important is to have tried to explain 

something which seems to be taken for granted, and to pose questions that might 

lead to a better understanding of it and the English and Related Literature 

Department in general.  

Thank you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


