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Editorial Note 

 
The editors of The Narrator would like to welcome readers and writers to the launch of the 

first volume of this independent literary journal, designed and created by the editors, born 

from a desire for a canvas which is inclusive of the individual, for those who value free 

speech to facilitate change, furnish thought, and enrich academic studies.  Every combination 

of words being as unique as a fingerprint, The Narrator is not to the detriment of other literary 

circles, but the enrichment thereof.  In addition, The Narrator creates the means to publish 

literary criticism and creative writing within the same space, as the two are interconnected 

and in dialogue; in many cases the pieces cannot be easily categorised because they fuse both 

genres in style, as well as being personally, in addition to critically, informed.  

The Narrator is living: bringing breath to new thoughts, new meanings to used words, 

new angles to existing ideas, situations and concepts.  Much time, effort and faith has been 

applied to Volume 1.1, about which we are very enthusiastic.  Volume 1.1 comprises a 

variety of pieces and a diverse range of voices.  Across both categories, there is an 

examination of philosophies evoked by the state of humanity: the effects of time, the nature 

of morality, the importance of fiction to endow life with meaning.  Simultaneously, the 

writers have undertaken insightful and revealing analyses as well as subversions of 

conventions which govern life and society: prejudice and the metamorphoses of its shapes, 

normative perspectives on the nature of humanity, aspects of institutions such as religion, in 

both their own creations and their descriptions of others’.  Musical and colourful, Volume 1.1 

is a rich compilation, not only fusing different genres of writing, but resonating globally, 

through the connotations of a range of different voices and cultural settings, and is historic, 

present and eternal. 

The editors would like to thank those who have shown their support and contributed, 

and hope that The Narrator will remain successful in future publications; its symbolic ideal 

will not fade into obscurity.  The editors would welcome thoughts and discussion on Volume 

1.1 as well as further expansion of awareness regarding the journal’s existence.  To contribute 

towards the next publication, via writing, advertising or another position, please contact the 

editors at thenarratoryork@gmail.com.   

 

mailto:thenarratoryork@gmail.com
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Fallen 

Cherelle Johannes 

 

on the lawn blown by the breeze 

lie severed limbs in twos and threes. 

the steadfast cut and sawn and blown 

life and leaves and green and glow 

the ones who grow, go. 

freed from earthly bondage, cut fresh- 

of course, 

we need our pine, oak and ash. 

death brings purpose, books say so 

(why must they rise so slow?) 

as one door opens, another shuts 

is that mahogany or walnut? 

 

fall the fallen, one by one 

underneath this setting sun 

branches twisted, decades gone 

felled in seconds, done is done. 
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The History Lesson: a Decasyllabic 

Sam Kaufman 

 

Zimbabwe, 1981. 

 

When you say you have come from Tsholotsho, 

Mr Pocock will be taken aback.  

Eyes in pink skull will bulge, hands pocked with years’  

Worth of liver spots will shakily, but 

Steadily, oh so steadily, move to 

Smooth scant hair. “I’ll make a man of you yet. 

Rule number one, now bloody write this down:  

Don’t you ever dare cross me. Hear me, boy?” 

Clipped vowels will resonate well, just enough 

To linger, and Mdududzi will write. 

 

Obligations, rules, duties are unclear.  

You see, eyes cast down towards the teak desk, 

New and slightly sticky, Mr Pocock  

Doubts your masculinity. “Poes!” he shouts. 

“Jou meisie, kyk na my,” Afrikaans slips 

Puzzlingly from appropriating tongue. 

Occasionally ruler smartly snaps 

On knuckles; yet adherence results in 

Much the same; oh, how he doesn’t like it 

When you look him in the face. It becomes 

Hard to swallow that this is because you 

Don’t look like him or, for that matter, the 

Boy next to you, or next to him. You see, 
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You will have to accept, resolve, accede 

That a safari-suited man finds it 

In no way perverse that he has the right 

To teach, no, insist, that your own people  

Happily signed away the country for 

A handful of guns, boats and the promise  

Of peace. He will tremble with the pride of 

True Pioneer Stock, brow all sweaty with  

Rhodesian conceit when he tells you, 

“Old Cecil John brought culture, civilised  

This godforsaken land.” You will try to 

Block it out, draw a blind, but the words will 

Mostly find their way. He’ll make sure of that.  

 

And when Mr Pocock stands in front of 

The committee, bushy of eyebrow and 

Just as pink of skull, they are all ever 

So sorry. Reginald Quail, sycophant, 

Coward, Chair of the Board of Governors, 

Says, “Now, see, no one dislikes this more than  

Me, Dave, but,” and this in a hoarse whisper, 

“We must toe the line now They’re in power.”  

Moustaches shudder, fingers start to curl, 

Reticent slurs behind every lip. 

An assemblage of chums, what do they care 

If a boy with a name they can’t pronounce 

Crouches by his desk while trying not to 

Let his blood fall onto the new tiled floor. 
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Kitchen Stories 
Stefan Kielbasiewicz 

 
I excused myself from the dinner table and went into the kitchen. Our chef Jean-Michel was 

there cleaning up after tonight’s dinner, steam pouring out of the sink. He glanced at me and 

smiled, Ça va bien, Jimmy? I grabbed a stool nearby and sat down in the corner. Just tired, I 

said. Moi aussi - it makes two of us. Did you enjoy the meal? he asked. I liked it, it was pretty 

good - better than yesterday. And your parents? he asked. How should I know? they’re on a 

different planet, as usual. There was a pause. Does it have a name? the dish, I mean. He 

laughed, I’m a French chef, putain, everything I make must have a name. I waited in vain for 

an answer, his mind had drifted off. So…what was it? Ah, he raised his eyebrows in mischief 

and said to me in a whisper: it is called le Souris D’Agneau. Smile of the lamb? I asked. 

Exactement. That’s a strange name, where does it come from? That is the question, he 

pointed a sponge at me, but the answer comes in the form of a story, if you want to hear it. I 

think we’ve got time, I said, what kind of story? The story of the Souris D’Agneau is an 

ancient légende known to only the best chefs in the world, including moi, Jean-Michel 

Moullier. Bullshit, I taunted him. Eh you! he grinned, you shut up until I finish, eh? Petit 

connard…I begin now: once upon a time on a cold little mountain there was a village with 

very few people in it. A jeune homme who lived there was herding his family’s sheeps on the 

hill when he realise that one of the lambs is separate by itself for no reason. So he go over to 

return this lamb with the others, but when the lamb turn around he realise something horrible. 

He stopped talking suddenly. Are you going to tell me what it was? I asked impatiently. Yes, 

but I have a question for you first, Jimmy, he said. What do you think innocence is? 



10 
 

Innocence? I thought for a moment. It’s…well, it’s like when you can’t do anything wrong. 

Mais non, Jimmy, there must be something else, think! what else? I tried to hide my 

frustration; it seemed this was suddenly turning from a simple story into a moral lesson. I 

don’t know, I said, when you don’t know the difference between right and wrong? Eh oui! 

This I can believe! I knew there was some intélligence in that head of yours. Alors I continue: 

the lamb turn around, and the lamb is looking into his eyes, and smiling! Smiling, like this! 

He leered at me with a silly, disturbing smile. So what does it mean when innocence smile in 

your face? No idea, I said truthfully. Me neither, he paused and frowned. Anyway alors, this 

boy runs back to his village and tell the people what he see, and when they go back to check 

the lamb is still there with this smile. They decide it is possession by the devil, but they are 

afraid to kill it in case it will bring a curse. In the end they panic and leave. The whole village 

pack everything they have and go far away and build a new village that grow plus vite than 

ever before. And every year they send two jeunes hommes to go on a quest to find this 

smiling lamb and capture, or kill it, but of course they never have. Alors they call this dish the 

Souris D’Agneau in honour of the search for the smiling lamb, the devil, the innocence that 

smile back at you, aware of itself. Aujourd’hui we eat these smiles in the country where 

smiles are stuck between teeth. Is that it? that’s all? I said with genuine disappointment. Eh, 

you don’t come into this kitchen if you don’t like what I say! he growled. I’m just the cook, 

eh? Food is food, c’est tout. No no, Jean-Michel, I liked it, I just…it could use a bit more 

detail, more juicy, like the lamb today. No, maybe juicy isn’t the right word. It’s just…a bit 

undercooked, don’t you think? He winked at me, mais bien sûr, of course I only just make the 

whole thing up now when you come in! You think my grand-père tell me this story for bed-

time when I was little, ou quoi? You bastard, I laughed, next time you won’t fool me into 

thinking that you’re ever serious. I heard my mother’s voice calling me from the dining room 

with the tone of needing some kind of service. Coming! I yelled bitterly. I said goodbye to 
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Jean-Michel and went through the door that divided the place where myths were created and 

the place where they were consumed. As I was walking out I heard Jean-Michel half-singing 

something that he had probably just invented, “La morte du symbol, la moooooorte du 

symbooool! Ah oui, la symbol que j’ai vu, il faut qu’on le tue! Un jour, un jour, les 

enfants…” 
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Company in the Bath 

Leonora O’Hanlon 

 

'Would. You. Like. A. Biiis-cuit, Granny?' 

Yes I would like a biscuit. I would like a smooth chocolate topped biscuit layered on a sweet crunchy 

digestive. I would like one very much. But the person the boy is addressing, this deaf, dumb and 

clearly incompetent Granny isn't present. 

This aged woman, this tired, decomposing Granny they talk to doesn't want anything. And certainly 

not a stale, raisin biscuit. 

So I sit. I sit and stare. And I sit and stare and watch and wait in my assigned seat as they sit and talk 

and eat and whisper. 

I wait. I wait to be alone. I wait for company in my lounge, I wait for the gaping hole in the chair 

beside me to be filled with a smile. I long for a hand to reach mine and pat my cold, pale skin. I wait. I 

wait for him. 

Muffled, swirling dreams encircle my thoughts and I float for a while, enjoying the weightless peace 

of sleep. 

Until I wake, alone, cold and confused. Too alone, not what I wanted at all. In my panic I reach down 

beside me towards the oversized dial pad connected to the phone that was positioned beside my chair 

to be used anytime...but not after eight o'clock, oh and not on Sunday because little Jimmy has 

football training and please try to avoid mealtimes, that's family time mum. 

I pause. I remember to breathe a short shallow breath and lower my hand gently, quietly, embarrassed 

by my impulse. 

My eyes move languidly in their watery pockets about the room, until my ears direct them playfully 

towards the mantel piece. 

An old, deep clucking sounds rhythmically, taking my heart in its wooden hands. The clock. Such a 

beautiful thing, he sits content, just singing to me in the voice of my husband. My Alan. Its golden 

face could never let me go. 

He smiles at me, oh how that smile fills me with warmth. And he winks, he winks the time into my 

vision. 

21:00. I smile back as faint tendrils of life seep through my skin. 
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'Time for a bath don't you think Alan?’ 

Warm, silky water spills excitedly into my cold, bone bath. Silvia's voice threatens my moment of 

happiness. 

'You can't be having baths on your own mum, it's dangerous, what if it was too hot? What if you 

couldn't get out again mum? You need company in the bath now.’ 

A mischievous chuckle escapes my lips. She doesn't know, doesn't realise I always have company for 

my bath. Each night he comes and takes my chilled hand in his warm, gruff palms. He helps me into 

the warm, soaking magic of the steaming water. 

And something marvellous happens as my skin breaks the still surface. I look down and watch in 

happiness. The healing warmth smooths my wrinkled, patched skin. So I let it blanket my body in its 

warm embrace and suddenly I am 18 again, and the years mean nothing. I breathe in the steam deeply, 

letting it soothe my aching insides. I sigh and close my eyes. 

When I open them he's here, my Alan, 19 and in his prime. I don't have to wait anymore. He climbs in 

gently, quietly careful not to disturb the magic. And he smiles at me as he takes my rejuvenated body 

in his arms and whispers, 'Hello Dorothy.’ 

And it lasts a life time. 

'Alan,' I say, 'this is it. I don't want you to leave me again. I am ready now, let’s go, let’s go together’ 

He gazes happily stroking my curls and tucking each one behind my ears until finally... 

'Ok, if you're sure my darling.’ 

And then he takes my hand once more as we slip deeper into the warm ripples of my bath, sinking 

beneath its magic. We let it take us. We breathe it in and smile at each other, that beautiful smile, as 

the water fills us with its warm embrace. 

And then we're gone. We have left this world of stale biscuits and unhappy sighs. 

'Alan,' I whisper, 'you took my heart when you left but you came back for me. I knew you would.' 
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Italo Calvino: reflections on Changing 

Perspectives 

Marta Donati 

 

“A gentleman, dear father, is a gentleman whether he lives on a tree or not” answered 

Cosimo, and immediately added “If he behaves righteously”.  

This sharp and eloquent sentence comes from a little book named Il Barone 

Rampante, which has been translated in English under the name of The Baron in the Trees. 

Its author, the Italian writer Italo Calvino, has condensed into it – in less than 300 pages - the 

whole story of the life of Baron Cosimo Piovasco di Rondò. One has to confess that the name 

of the character does sound a bit pretentious, and his being a Baron living in the 18th century 

creates a bias in the mind of readers – mainly related to swords, horses, balls and combined 

marriages. But Cosimo is not a conventional young man. His peculiar feature is that he lives 

on trees, a kingdom of its own, with its own rules, its own structure, its own population. 

Cosimo is someone who, born with his feet well glued to the ground, has chosen to abandon 

his world to pursue a life among the leaves. The Baron in the Trees seems to have all the 

features of a fairy tale. Although this is partially true, because Calvino held fairy tales in high 

regard, a great novel cannot but have a multiplicity of features that allow a multiplicity of 

different readings. On a further level, The Baron in the Trees is, fundamentally, a story of a 

problematic relationship with reality.  

Cosimo’s choice to live on trees is substantially physical in the book, but acquires 

metaphorical features. The metaphor then turns into a whole system of reflections that can be 

well applied to other works by the same author. More surprisingly, Calvino’s work still has 

great appeal nowadays, because we still suffer from a widespread disease, that of narrow-

mindedness. This being a very ancient disease, it must not have been difficult for Calvino to 

draw its features in the character of Cosimo’s father, Baron Arminio Piovasco di Rondò – 

who wears a very old wig and is described as being someone who generally likes very old 

things. Waiting under Cosimo’s favourite tree, on horseback, Baron Arminio invites his son 

to “go back on the ground” and undertake his duties. Because, he says, how can one keep on 

studying whilst in a tree? Baron Arminio asks what of the duties of the Christian religion? 
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Does he want to become a savage? Cosimo strikes him with a very well-thought answer. 

Why, he says, does one have to be on the ground to be reached by good precepts?  

The story, narrated by Cosimo’s little brother, is built around his refusal to touch the 

ground with his feet once again. This rebellious baron creates his new life on the trees, 

without caring for the judgement of his family and acquaintances, who believe he has gone 

totally mad. The subtle suggestion of the book is always there: what if the disease is actually 

their own? Cosimo configures as someone who has tried two worlds, and has finally chosen 

his. He finds love among the leaves, he overcomes difficulties, he gets angry, reads, studies, 

grows up among the leaves. Moreover, if this bildungsroman happens to be set in the 

kingdom of trees, does its right to be taken seriously necessarily fade? Cosimo’s personality 

develops exactly as that of his brother does, who admires him from below, reminding the 

readers how Cosimo’s decision shines for its singularity. “The Baron in The Trees” is a fairy 

tale, but one about changing perspectives. As Lucia Re points out in her essay, “Calvino and 

the Value of Literature”, Calvino had always regarded writing literature as the only activity 

that could define mankind’s importance in the world, the only device humans have to express 

themselves fully and truly. More than politics, more than morals, literature. Calvino himself 

had been changing perspectives. While he was writing The Baron in the Trees, in 1957, he 

left the Italian Communist Party. In 1965, he declared he had decided to stop “blowing the 

trumpet”, that is, to stop speaking publicly about politics and morality.  

After years of political activism, he retired. He became focused on literature, as the 

only method to keep humanity alive and aware of itself, as his personal version of political 

activism. For this decision, he is often opposed to the great Italian writer and director Pier 

Paolo Pasolini for this impression conveyed by his political decisions, often seen as running 

away from an active political responsibility. In other words, Calvino, according to Pasolini 

himself, “gave up” a form of literature that constitutes a weapon to fight against the detriment 

of Italy, against the injustice in society, confining himself into a world of fantasy, metaphor 

and imagination. Calvino had climbed up a tree, refusing to touch the ground with his feet 

again. Like his character, Cosimo, he escaped from a world he could not make sense of, to 

create many other worlds through literature: in this action itself lies his activism. He changed 

his way of looking at Italy and started entering a global, abstract, fluid perspective. He didn’t 

act from an inside anymore, but from an outside. He was a refugee in the kingdom of trees, 

holding to literature as the only real weapon of humanity. In this respect, Cosimo’s action of 
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abandoning the ground is an intellectual manifesto, dealing with the problems of illusion and 

commitment.  

To further develop the idea of an abstract perspective, a global insight of humanity’s 

nature, it is important to take into consideration Calvino’s last work, Mr Palomar, written in 

1983 – two years before his death – and published in England in 1985. The whole book is 

pervaded by stillness and contemplation. Mr Palomar, the main character, is pictured in a 

variety of situations and places, intellectually involved into the developing of the world but 

merely observing, smelling, listening. In the last chapter, Mr Palomar learns to be dead. “So 

he might as well get used to it: for Palomar, being dead means resigning himself to the 

disappointment in finding himself the same in a definitive state, which he can no longer hope 

to change”.  (110).  

Mr Palomar explores abstract conditions of the human being by exploring the 

phenomena of the world: the changes into a wave’s behaviour, the stars shining above his 

terrace, a gecko’s belly. In this work lies the stated essence of changing perspectives: “So 

from now on Mr Palomar will look at things from outside and not from inside. But this is not 

enough: he will look at them with a gaze that comes from outside, not inside, himself”. (102).  

Calvino himself has stated in an interview that Mr Palomar deals with how humans can read 

things that are not written, non-linguistic phenomena of the everyday life. Calvino places 

himself extremely outside of the human experience: he doesn’t even touch leaves and trees 

anymore. He creates a double gaze: Mr Palomar’s and his own, as the self-conscious narrator, 

as the “gaze that comes from outside” Mr Palomar. “Mr Calvino is on the high wires, on lines 

of thought strung out above the big international circus” writes Seamus Heaney in his review 

of Mr Palomar on the New York Times.  

With Mr Palomar, Calvino has gone further into the exploration of a global perspective on 

the world and its mechanisms, and invites the readers themselves to sit and look at the waves, 

thinking of the general movement of the Earth and of themselves as the “eyes (or 

eyeglasses)” that the world uses to look at itself. Perhaps, with such a perspective, humans 

might feel a bit connected to each other, in the end.  
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“A Fairytale of New York”: The Beauty and 

the Byronic Hero in Contemporary Fiction 

Emily Gardner 

 

Traditional fairy tales are unrealistic, and chauvinistic. They set men up as ideals, 

Prince Charmings, whose role in life is to return a silver slipper to the oh-so-obliging female 

foot. As children, girls dress up as Cinderellas, Sleeping Beauties, Mulans, characters which 

teach them to dream about what in the past was a female reality: the idea that a woman’s life 

and success revolves around the ability to be subservient to, and honour, the “stronger sex.”  

However, just as I grew out of my princess dresses and into the slightly duller clothes 

of the real world, so contemporary society has fallen out of love with the conventional fairy 

tale romance, in favour of something darker and more complicated. Looking at this view in 

the light of the theory that “fairy tales are implicated in the political and social belief systems 

of the societies that have mediated them, and that they express those belief systems in overt 

and covert forms,” then this rebuttal should show that we’ve moved past an age of social and 

sexual stereotypes, and into a new, liberal one, an age of reality instead of fantasy (Teverson 

101). 

I believe that many contemporary novels explore this idea by intentionally 

transmogrifying the role and characteristics of the novel’s “Prince Charming,” hiding a 

“beast” under the “beauty”: dark secrets and desires which mar the idea of the ideal man. 

This dismissal is very much linked to the concept of the Byronic hero, characters such as 

Bronte’s “unreclaimed,”and “wolfish” Heathcliff, that present the risk of taking the “good 

girl” and dragging her to the dark side (Wooton 25, Brontë 102, 103). In fact, it seems to me 

as if the cult of the “rough diamond” is one which is gaining more and more momentum in 

the modern day (Brontë 103). Fifty Shades of Grey, Gossip Girl, Twilight, all of these 

contemporary novels have presented their own variation on the theme of the temptations of 

darkness and danger. It seems as though the “perfect man” always turns out to be a vampire, 

werewolf, or sexual predator, a fact which is especially significant when we apply the theory 

that “the Byronic hero is typically characterised by a split between his external appearance 

and his interiority” (Poole 7). But what do these more contemporary Heathcliffs, the Chuck 

Basses and the Christian Greys of this world, really say to us about the society in which we 
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live? Does their liminality present a new ideal, a dismissal of the fairytale, or do they endorse 

a different version of the same fantasy?  

In this article, I want to focus mainly on the character of Chuck Bass within the 

Gossip Girl books and subsequent TV series, because both Chuck and his relationships with 

the other characters, clearly juxtapose the traditional and the modern worlds of the fictional 

female fantasy. In fact, the story can be read as its own sort of Manhattan fairy tale, because, 

just like Wuthering Heights, it is “a world unto itself,” a world of the elite, and the beautiful 

(Nestor xix). Its female protagonists, especially the ambitious Blair Waldorf, can be read as 

modern-day versions of the Disney princess: glamorous and feminine, but also seductive and 

intuitive. Blair is no submissive “Angel in the House,” but rather uses her femininity for her 

own gain, and dreams of marrying a prince in order to become more empowered as a woman 

(Patmore 4).  

Chuck Bass however, the drug-taking, dirty-minded heartbreaker of the Upper East 

Side, is destined to threaten her dreams. Her struggle between her desire for, and repulsion 

towards Chuck, reflects the conflict in modern day society between a childhood belief in the 

conventional fairy tale, in which the girl lives happily ever after under the thumb of a man, 

and the desire to be a successful and modern woman. In this way, the author of the series, 

Zeigesar, uses the Byronic hero in a similar way to female writers of the nineteenth century, 

to “probe and renegotiate gendered identities” (Wooton 25). 

This conflict functions within Gossip Girl as a sort of critique of the conventional 

fairy tale, and the way in which women are portrayed within it. Even once Blair has 

seemingly achieved her dream of settling down with her very own royal, when she is 

proposed to by the Prince of Monaco, Louis, a story which even involves a lost Vivier 

slipper, she cannot relinquish her hold on Chuck because he represents both a desire present 

within the female psyche which the conventional fairy tale has ignored, resulting in one-

dimensional and stereotypical female characters. 

However, this critique goes further to address male stereotypes too, as once Blair 

marries Louis, despite her conflicted heart, he turns out to be just as much of a Prince 

Charming as Chuck, revealing the fantasy behind the fairy tale, “our marriage is all for show” 

(“G.G”). As Gossip Girl, (the omniscient narrator of the show) points out, “sometimes you 

know who the bad guy is from the start.... but most times you find out they've been in front of 

you all along” (“The Big Sleep No More”). The subversion of villain and hero stereotypes is 
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furthered by the fact that as Louis descends into a world of sabotage and fakery, Chuck 

becomes selfless, and gives Blair up thinking that it will make her happy, something which 

causes even her to admit that “this fairy tale is complicated” (“The Jewel of Denial”). 

However, whilst this seems to suggest a sort of critique of the ideological fairy tale, I 

would suggest that Gossip Girl, like other contemporary novels, superficially seems to 

empower the woman, but in fact fails to do so.  Indeed, it instead takes a different route, 

propagating alternative, but equally damaging stereotypes. When I asked my sister, who is 

the most die hard fan of the series that I know, why Chuck was her favourite character, she 

replied that it was his "insecurity," his "innate goodness," which lead her to love him. She 

even continued to tell me that she would prefer to have a relationship like Chuck and Blair’s, 

which is based on sex, scandal, and violence, rather than find a "Prince Charming," because it 

was something more “tangible, more real, and more relevant” to everyday life.  

My sister is unlikely to be alone in her opinion. Gossip Girl was, and still is, a 

phenomenon of intense teenage popularity. It collected eighteen Teen Choice Awards in the 

five years that it aired, including two in 2009 for “Choice TV villain” and “Choice TV 

Actress Drama,” which were awarded to Leighton Meester and Ed Westwick, the actors who 

play Blair and Chuck (“Gossip Girl”). The positive side of all this publicity is that it proves 

that we’re no longer deluded about the existence of the perfect prince. But the potentially 

unconscious conclusion that my sister had obviously made, that Chuck and Blair’s 

relationship was therefore presented as the viable, even normal, alternative, scares me. 

Perhaps I may be old-fashioned, but subliminally passing on the message to a seventeen year 

old that a “normal” relationship consists of dressing up as a Russian Tsar for your boyfriend’s 

birthday, “phantom of the Opera sex games,” and pretending to cheat on each other for thrills 

is, in my opinion, unhealthy (“The Big Sleep No More”). 

These displays of sexuality by the couple are particularly unsettling, because they 

question the ability of Gossip Girl to overcome and challenge sexual stereotypes. Despite her 

ambition to be an empowered woman, Blair is frequently used by Chuck as a sexual object, 

something which he admits to after resolving to become a better man, “I’m sorry for treating 

you like property” (“The Jewel of Denial”). In fact, at the crux of their first break-up, Blair 

offers herself as a sexual sacrifice to Chuck’s Uncle Jack in order to save his business, 

without knowing that Chuck himself has already agreed with Jack that it’s a fair price to pay. 

Just like Anastatsia Steele in Fifty Shades of Grey, who makes the choice to be Christian’s 
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sexual underdog, in order to maintain her relationship with him, even when it involves doing 

things she is uncomfortable with, Blair acts seemingly out of choice, but realistically out of 

subservience. Looked at in this way, it’s no shocker that recent “studies on peer sexual 

violence and exploitation…highlight the wider context of gendered power relationships and a 

deeply rooted notion amongst many young people (both male and female) that girls’ and 

young women’s bodies are somehow the property of boys and young men. They also 

highlight significant confusion around issues of consent and a lack of clarity amongst 

adolescents as to what constitutes healthy relationships and healthy sexuality (Beckett and 

Shchubotz 432). If it’s true that these novels revoke past female roles and stereotypes, then 

it’s also equally probable that they have had an influence in creating these new ones. 

In my opinion however, not even the old female stereotypes are done away with here, 

and neither are the conventions of the traditional fairy tale. Despite the danger and passion of 

Chuck and Blair’s relationship, the last episode, which is set five years after the previous 

events of the plot, is surprisingly mundane and domestic: they marry, have a child, and live 

happily ever after. Blair is represented as the ideal housewife and mother, to the extent that 

the only achievement of hers that is mentioned is how well she has single-handedly decorated 

the house, “Blair did all of it” (`’New York I love you, XOXO”). Ironically, this is a mode 

that many other authors have taken, and is mirrored almost exactly between Bella Swan and 

Edward Cullen, Christian Gray and Anastasia Steele, to name but a few. The woman, whose 

feminised role is presented by the fact that she manages to "reform" her man, turning him 

from sadistic sex addict to devoted daddy, involves a personal sacrifice. Bella must become a 

vampire, and subject herself to immortality, and Anastasia, despite having "won" 

metaphorically, is still a subject and an object of desire. In short, novels which seem to 

promote female empowerment in fact present the opposite image, the idea that the woman 

must convert the man, even if it involves sacrificing herself. 

My conclusion to the problem would be this: we cannot all live a fairytale like the 

ones we read about in books, it's unrealistic, and unachievable. More than that, it’s 

inadvisable. Even the modern day fairy tale, which offers us a new Prince Charming in the 

form of the modern day Byronic hero, offers a new and varied form of stereotypes and social 

expectations, which threatens to make us forget what is truly important and different about 

relationships in the modern day. It’s time that we truly embraced the idea that “we make our 

own fairy tales” (“Belles du Jour”). There is no such thing as a Prince Charming, but if you 

look hard enough, you can find your own modern day hero. 
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Tartuffe (14:30, 8/3/14 200-Seat Theatre, 

The Department of Theatre, Film and 

Television) 

Daniel Underwood 

 

With two week nine essays done and dusted, there was 

no better way to spend a Saturday than at the Department of 

Theatre, Film and Television (TFTV) for two exceedingly 

good 3rd year final pieces. The two plays in question were both 

17th Century and French in origin: Tartuffe by Molière 

(translated by Ranjit Bolt), and The Illusion by Corneille 

(adapted by Tony Kuschner).  

The proceedings began with a matinee performance of 

Tartuffe and as it was my second visit to the TFTV since 

Vernon God Little in February, I had high hopes for another 

enchanting performance.  

Synopsis1: Tartuffe tells the story of the havoc wreaked upon a family when the 

eponymous character worms his way into the affections of Orgon and is invited into their 

household.  Hilarity ensues when Tartuffe's religious fervour turns out to be a facade for 

some decidedly unholy motivations.  The students are working with a lively and accessible 

translation of the text by Ranjit Bolt. 

After a few preliminary moments it was easy to become engrossed in the spirit of 

Molière’s play: a light veil of comedy suspended above the serious themes of religiosity and 

hypocrisy. Indeed, director Beth Sherburn should have no worries, for the rhythm, once 

established, soon became natural and the rhyme provides one of my resounding memories of 

the play; the light and playful articulation of the couplets carried the play nicely on its course 

and the dialogue was transferred rhythmically between the cast. After this rhythm was 

introduced mid-way through the first act, the audience became accustomed to the dynamics 

                                                           
1 Synopsis derived from the TFTV website http://www.york.ac.uk/tftv/news-events/events/2014/tartuffe/  

http://www.york.ac.uk/tftv/news-events/events/2014/tartuffe/
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of the play and one perceived a visible relaxation of the cast in general. With little exception, 

the actors seemed very comfortable in their respective roles on the stage, which allowed the 

audience to envelop itself further in the wonderfully written characters and comedy of 

Molière’s play. 

Despite a wonderful composite cast, I feel that a few players should be brought to the 

fore. Let me begin with the actor playing the namesake of the eponymous play. Considering 

that two acts expire before the introduction of Tartuffe’s character, it is hard to play down the 

importance of making the right impression upon the audience. However, bursting through the 

central doors, Steven Rowan Jeram executed this beautifully. I had last seen Jeram playing 

Chadwick Meade in TFTV’s production of Punk Rock by Simon Stephens, a play which I had 

the privilege of seeing at the Manchester Royal Exchange in its powerful world premiere 

performance. Seeing TFTV’s production rekindled the impression which I experienced after 

the world premiere, with an infallible cast which came very close to the original stage 

performance. Therefore, I had high expectations of Jeram’s performance which he did not fail 

to deliver – his Tartuffe supplied a balanced dose of cheek and sincerity. The cast seemed to 

react to Jeram’s presence on the stage, their dynamic positively charged by his arrival on the 

scene. 

Another actor, with whom I was not 

acquainted on the stage, but who nonetheless 

impressed me greatly, was Pete Watts – 

responsible for the part of Orgon. Though the 

play was humorous throughout, I consider 

that Watts’ performance provided the soul of 

comedy; his booming voice (quite the basso profundo) had me constantly splitting at the 

sides. Reading over the play in hindsight, the Orgon’s repetition of ‘Poor man’ (referring to 

Tartuffe) still elicits chuckles. Indeed, Watts’ bass tone provided a comical but dramatic 

contrast with Jeram’s tenor – to highlight just an element of their excellent chemistry. This 

scene leading up to the assigned interval at the end of act three was perhaps the most 

memorable of the play, equalled only by the image of Watts hiding under the table in the 

second half.  

The final scenes of the first half had not even elapsed before the audience was 

clapping (me included) for such was the hilarity of the situation: Tartuffe (Jeram) is caught 
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flirting outrageously with Orgon’s wife by Orgon’s son, but, in an act of Machiavellian 

scheming, Tartuffe turns the blame on its head and convinces Orgon to banish his son from 

the house. The final image of the first half: Jeram, in a pool of mock-holy light, beaming, 

with his hands clasped in ironic prayer, positioned centrally before the canvas of Christ on the 

doors behind: a shrewd and marvellous way to close the first half. 

A final member of the cast to whom I was drawn was Eliza Shea, playing the maid 

Dorine. The sheer volume of speech and the speed with which it was delivered was perfect; 

capturing the wit and jocosity of the rhyming couplets excellently – just watching her 

performance made me pause for breath. Hers was another performance which extracted an 

impromptu applause from the audience with the line ‘fuck me sideways!’ (a line which I 

reassure you is in the text!). Moreover, Shea’s discourse with Watts and Jeram provided 

moments of comedic bliss, especially with the former which provided the interplay of maid 

and master. 

I would feel it a great injustice if the set, 

costume, sound and lighting did not receive their due 

praise. Their combination in the drama was well 

judged and added to the emotions of the stage 

considerably. If my memory serves me correctly at one 

point, as Tartuffe entered, the set visibly dimmed and a 

red, lascivious glow was draped over the stage – a nice touch. The interlacing of scenes with 

chamber music and the interludes of sacred music did not escape my attention; I was 

curiously aroused by the echoing polyphony of Byrd’s Mass for Four Voices as I re-entered 

the theatre for the second-half. Such renaissance choral music added to the sense of mock-

piety surrounding Tartuffe who was, as the audience re-entered, sitting with feet up on the 

table centre stage, drinking a glass of red wine – no need to explain the imagery there!  

The set was wonderful, not overcrowded but well-furnished. However, the pièce de 

résistance had to be the exceptional canvases of Jesus Christ. Created in two halves to fit onto 

the double doors at the rear of the stage, these wonderful paintings were a creation of York 

Digital Image (also the manufacturers of the helpful programmes). As far as I am aware the 

prints were both of Botticelli, I say ‘both’ because after the first half the print of Christ was 

subtly changed. Whereas in the first half the Christ erected on the doors was open and 



27 
 

offering a blessing, the canvas of Christ that welcomed the 

audience in the second half was the Christ of the Passion: 

shedding a tear, displaying his Holy Wounds and crowed with 

thorns (the name of Botticelli’s painting). I feel that not enough 

emphasis can be put on this symbolic piece of the set. Positioned 

centre stage and constantly bowed to or caressed by Watts’ 

Orgon, Christ’s piercing, holy gaze was continually fixed on the 

events occurring on stage and the Saviour’s omnipresence served 

as a constant distinction between sincere religion and the mockery 

and hypocrisy of Tartuffe. If words would allow I 

would say more about the costume and the lighting, 

but alas, I must conclude my review of this phenomenal drama.  

Only a couple of things remain that must be said. Firstly, though sat in the right 

section of the tiered seating, my view of the drama was not in any way obscured. The stage 

space was used economically and the movement of the cast was such that any seat was the 

best seat in the house. Secondly, and finally, I must confirm what the assistant director 

(Lizzie Maxwell) states in the programme: in this well-thought-out  performance ‘set, 

costume, sound, lighting and actors’ all came together in a convergence of theatrical 

brilliance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Christ Crowned with Thorns, Botticelli 
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Fifty Shades of Feminism and Wo/men 

Emily Willis 

 

Women have been seen as an extension of the word “mankind” which seems to deny 

or devalue the existence of women.  Will the goals of feminism ever be realised in such a 

historically patriarchal world?  And as feminism is a tentacular concept, how do we even 

define its goals?  Fifty Shades of Feminism is a collection of essays written by influential 

women about their individual views on the priorities of feminism and the shortcomings of a 

variety of societies regarding it in the modern day.  Bidisha argues there are as many shades 

of feminism as there are women, yet they are “fifty shades of the same colour” (42); indeed 

most of the authors refer to a sense that feminism should not be hatred of one sex and love of 

another, but advocating equality among the sexes in social, financial, political, and 

psychological capacities, with no singular goal as there has been in the past.  However, I 

argue the most prominent concern in the essays is the pervasion of sexism in the social 

sphere.   

Czyzselska emphasises how few women enter politics, saying men are “four times 

more likely to be elected to government” in the UK (57).  Indeed, how many senior members 

of our current government are women? Anthony asserts it is only when there is equal 

representation in government for women who comprise half of the population and when it is 

women making the laws on issues which affect women, that there will be equality (71).  

Goodings views this as a socio-political concern, describing her feeling of unease in a 

publishing profession as a woman in a position of power, asserting that from birth, girls are 

brought up to believe the archaic gender stereotypes of modest women and assertive, 

dominating men (78).   

Indeed, the overarching theme in these women’s essays is that although the situation 

for women in society is undoubtedly more equal with men than in the past, it is the social and 

financial arena where the least progress has been made and where women continue to 

encounter daily prejudice and discrimination.  The authors refer to the emphasis on women 

fulfilling stereotypes of moral and physical virtue, saying “women are the only exploited 

group to have been idealised into powerlessness” (21).  Appignanesi’s essay encompasses a 
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drawing depicting bras and heels as a descendant of the corset (27), implying women are still 

objects of male sexuality, whilst their own sexuality is repressed, making it impossible to be 

on an equal footing with men (265).  Quick maintains the only women with enough power to 

make their voices heard choose to set a distorted, objectified and unattainable example to 

young women of what it means to be a woman, with artificial breasts disproportionate to their 

bodies, reminiscent of skinny little boys rather than mature women (193).  The double 

standards which arose from this still denounce a woman who reserves the right to sleep with 

who she likes as a “slut” and glorifies a man who does the same.  Can women ever be equal 

in society whilst contraception is not 100% effective?  Whilst the right to choose their own 

future has to be gambled every time they risk the enjoyment of sex?  The institution of 

marriage is also still sexist; the clauses about ownership of women passing from the father to 

the husband and the vow to obey are still associated with a ceremony supposedly celebrating 

love.   Indeed, feminism is often cast as a taboo seen as departing from the “feminine”, 

branding feminists as butch or lesbian, thereby ensuring patriarchy is preserved.   However, 

most women do not want to be vilified to gain equality.  They want to stand as equal citizens 

in their own right.   

Bidisha argues patriarchy is particularly evident where male injustice towards women 

goes unpunished, referring to women told in court that rape is a grey area (40).  Certainly, in 

the past few weeks Zdeno Mirga, who committed 8 rapes and forced children into 

prostitution, leaving them to deal with the life-long repercussions, was tried, receiving a 

sentence of 16.5 years - just over 2 years per rape.  Bidisha goes on to describe how Fifty 

Shades of Grey has been viewed as emancipating women sexually, giving them leave to voice 

individual sexual fantasies, however the question of the narrative being feminist is not grey at 

all but a reaffirmation of oppressive patriarchal structures advocating the submission of 

women to male violence and systemic silencing (39).  Indeed, Handal describes shocking 

scenes as a result of the severe opposition to women writing in parts of Afghanistan.  Upon 

discovering his daughter had been writing poetry, a man beat her to death.  Her mother “knelt 

by her daughter’s body, held her tight, went to the window where her daughter had once read 

her verses, and fell” (90).  However, Dasgupta refutes the idea of a single story of women 

with regard to Islam and the idea of “white rescuer” (59).  Mohanty supports this 

interpretation, undertaking a detailed examination of the differing priorities of western 

feminism and those of other countries, going as far as to dismiss western feminism as a 

“conflation of feminism with imperialism” (199). 
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Indeed, is not the British experience of sexism with regard to women’s education a 

derivative of similar structures to those some seek to denounce?   Hilsum says that the front-

page stories of major newspapers are still dominated by male journalists and it is “the men in 

the newsroom rather than the countries where we report who cause us the most grief” (104).  

Alderman describes how, in her experience as a games inventor and writer, she comes up 

against a male-dominated market of video games where the aim of the game is to kill the 

prostitute, whilst the industry, in an act of figurative violence, labels her as a “women’s 

writer” because she happens to be a woman (14).  Similarly, Mosse reveals the appalling 

statistics that in a survey of recent years, although “60 % of novels published each year were 

by women and some 70% novels bought were bought by women, fewer than 10% of the 

novels short listed for major literary awards were by women” (158).  Similarly to the 

brutalization of the female body, women have a long way to go before their literary work is 

valued alongside the huge historical collection of male canons.   Certainly, prestigious 

positions in the professional world are often gendered words like “chairman”, “businessman”, 

whilst comparatively menial jobs can have female connotations: “dinner lady”.  The idea this 

would fade into obscurity in the modern academic environment has lost some its lustre since 

reading academic articles (published recently) which refer to “the reader” as “he”.    

Certainly, as much as we try to get away from the concept of gender as diminishing, 

of creating segregation in society on both sides, it pervades every aspect of life, not just the 

extreme domains of sex and violence, and is often supported by women.  At school I 

encountered women who perpetuate myths about gendered behaviour, using terms such as 

“unladylike”.  Women, who, when taking school photographs, assigned the children in the 

class gendered roles; the girls played with miniature kitchens and prams whilst the boys 

played with action men and building bricks, thus instilling the belief in children from an early 

age that a woman’s place is in the home and a man’s in the world of work.  I played with 

Barbies and play houses when I was little, but I also had a digger truck and climbed trees and 

came home from school sports matches with bloodied knees and grass-stained trousers.   

When I turn on the television, women are given the patronising prerogative of reading 

the sports news and commentating, but the actual coverage of women’s sport on terrestrial 

television in comparison to men’s football on Match of the Day etc., is virtually zero.  When I 

decided to travel, I was told that the places women should travel to are constrained in the 

interests of safety.  Is this not reminiscent of the arguments used time and again in history, 

from medieval codes of chivalry to 19th century obsessions with female health?  If I want to 
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have children, I can’t count the number of women who will say that I will have to stay at 

home to look after the children while my partner works because they will be the highest 

earner.  Men will continue to be the highest earners (Rowlatt asserts there is a global 

“economic gender gap of 60%” (203)) as long as this is accepted as just a fact of life by 

women.  Despite all of this, I can’t count the number of times when having these debates 

there has been a roll of the eye and a curl of the lip accompanying the declaration “you’re a 

feminist”.   

It is clear that laws will not be put into effect to change social prejudices; the sexist 

attitudes of some men and some women towards themselves will have to undergo radical 

change.  Men have to want to be feminists as much as women.  It is true that now women can 

vote, get a job, do not have to have permission from a man to travel or have a credit card, can 

take birth control, can live unmarried with a man, can have an abortion, can bring children up 

alone and not be frowned upon, can divorce a man.  Yet how can it be said that society 

should be satisfied because sexism was worse in other times, because it is worse in other 

places?  We have read about laughing in the face of the Medusa and about madwomen in 

attics and about rooms of ours to own.  Feminism has created a space for itself, but political 

and financial inequalities as well as casual sexism in the media and society persist.  As we 

approach the hundredth year of women’s suffrage, would those who chained themselves to 

railings and threw themselves under horses; would those who enabled victory in two world 

wars by sustaining the home front; would those who rallied in the streets to earn the right to 

abortion; would they all say their goals had been reached?  Bakewell reveals “we are still 

legislating for the same thing”: The Equal Franchise Act of 1928, The Equal Pay Act of 1970, 

The Gender Equality Duty of 2010 (31).  In an age when people have begun to ask if there is 

any longer a need of feminism, I would ask in turn is the attic room enough?   
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