THE PICARESQUE ASA DECOLONIZING DISCOURSE
INJAMES STEPHEN'STHE DEMI-GODS
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m RESUMO: O fantastico € uma literatura de subversdo, e foram poucos os criticos que
leram as obras de Stephens sob essa perspectiva. O objetivo deste artigo € analisar o
género picaresco comparando os model os espanhol, inglés eirlandés paramostrar como
James Stephens articula elementos da picaresca e do fantastico em Os Semideuses
(1914) como tentativa de deanglicizar a Irlanda. Ele, desse modo, desconstréi aidenti-
dade irlandesa na virada do século eiluminao processo de identificagdo sofrido por um
pais periférico. Stephens apresenta um novo paradigma literario no interior do concei-
to de modernidade, buscando novas formas de asser¢éo no processo simbolico de cons-
trucdo de uma nagdo contra o discurso hegemonico de ascendéncia inglesa.
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Variousliterary analysesof thefantastic are generally limited to itspoeticsrather
than the politics of its forms. Rosemary Jackson in Fantasy: the Literature of
Subversion, affirms that fantasy is not transcendental, “it has to do with inverting
elementsof thisworld, re-combining its congtitutive featuresin new relationsto produce
something strange, unfamiliar and apparently ‘new’, absolutely ‘ other’ and different”
(1981, p.8). In his novels The Demi-Gods and The Crock of Gold, James Stephens
does not aim at inventing a non-human world to sublimize Ireland. He is rather
interrogating the“ nature” of the“real” through the fantastic just at the moment when
anintensvely politicized society looked at itsart for ideol ogical and political inspiration.
The Demi-Godsisthefocusof thispaper because Stephens articul atesthe subversive
function of the picaresque discourse with that of the fantastic to reject the process of
identification of thelrishin relation to Englishness and of the Englishin relation to
non-Englishness. In order to demonstrate his way of deanglicizing Ireland, | will
identify some generic features of the Spani sh picaresquethat Stephenshad appropriated
intheprocessof re-reading and re-writing the Spanish and English picaresquediscourses
to criticise his own society and re-evaluate the old Irish values in the process of the
re-construction of a‘new’ nation.

The origin of the picaresque genre is traced back to the Spanish triad —El
Lazarillo (1554), El Guzméan (1599) and El Buscén (1603). The convergence of a
number of elements gave birth to the genre. Though its characteristicsvary according
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to different critical approaches, it can be affirmed that the theme is the life of a
picaro, aself-made man, in the process of outdoing his predetermined destiny. The
picaro is an urban product. He is poor and an orphan. He is thus condemned by his
‘blood’ in the Spanish aristocratic society. Heisaparasite of society. He narratesthe
adventures and misadventures he hasundergonein order to survivein ahostileworld
that has marginalized him because he is the antithesis of the values praised by the
dominant ideology. Parody and satire permeate his narrative. Travelling, lies and
guile, gambling and stealing are his defensive weapons. He existsasapicaro aslong
asheistryingtorisein society in order to finally “resign” hisrascal nature through
“repentance and conversion”. Thisiswhy it issaid that the picaro moves horizontally
through space and vertically through society. The episodic structure givestheideaof
an open novel, but asthe episodes are interlaced by the maturing of the picaroin the
school of life (escueladelavida), the processis completed when he startswriting his
autobiography: heisnolonger apicaro. Therefore, according to Claudio Guillén, the
picaresque novel is“closed in form” (1971). The narrative is divided into chapters
with an introductory epigraph to each. It is an autobiography revealing a duality
through its point of view and discourse: asthe narrator selects episodesfrom his past
lifethereisatemporally modified self-evaluation. Hiswhole past islinked to apresent
that is confined to the act of writing. The interplay of the two points of view of the
picaro simultaneously asnarrator and as protagonist, producesatensionthat isrelieved
through discourse. Folklore and religious and popular ideas play a double-game of
subversion if we consider Gomez Moriana’s statement that the picaresque discourse
isthe confluence of three discourses of thetime: thelegal confessional form presented
at the Inquisition Court, the soliloquies addressed to God and the confessionswritten
at the request of a Confessor.

In my opinion, the process of the picaro’s ascent is apseudo-extra-class-ascent
because it reveals the very degradation of the picaro’s soul. The picaro starts his
“career” unconsciously and as soon as heis aware that lying and sagacity can help
him to improve his situation, he becomes morally degenerate. When he narrates his
own life, he knows the moral and religious values perfectly well, and thisiswhy he
satirises his own society, which is based on appearances rather than on the true
practice of these values. Asif it were adoubly-bound notein amusical composition,
the pseudo-social ascent isfollowed by adegradation of the soul whichisnot “ played”
but it is still present, increasing the value of the musical note. Moral descent isthe
catalyst of pseudo-social ascent. Thisdoubly-bound aspect of the picaresqueis present
inthestructure, theme, moral-religiousvalues of the novel and discourse. It seemsto
methat thisisthe key-note that definesthe genre.

As the Spanish novels were tranglated in different European countries, they
became models generating anew type of fiction, with specific characteristics of the
native context and tradition of the country that adopted them. In thisway, the picaro
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was substituted by the English rogue and foundling, the Italian vagabondo, the German
Schelm, the French gueux and the Irish tramp or tinker.

Thus, there is a reinterpretation and adaptation of the genre in England. The
picaresqueisintroduced into the English socia context vialtaly and France. Thereis
a symbiosis with the traditional travel literature, and the mercantile aspects of the
Spanish novels were overemphasi sed when they were translated into English. The
main English picaresque novels are Nashe's The Unfortunate Traveller, or The Life
of Jack Wilton (1594), Thomas Head's The English Rogue (1663), Defoe’s The
Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders (1722), Smollet’s Roderick
Random and Thackeray’s The Memoirs of Barry Lyndon, Esq., Written by Himself
(1844)2. The Spanish theme is present as the narrative focuses on the life of their
protagonists. The word life keeps the same central function of the classical novels
that links action to theme. It also appearsin thetitles, blending theme and character.
Therefore, thereisan interaction of the three generic elements particularly when the
words adventure or fortunes and misfortunes are also introduced in the title. The
picaro is an orphan of unknown ascendancy but he will be integrated into society
through repentance (or pseudo-repentance) and Good Fortune. All of the English
novelsfollow the same structural pattern asthe Spanish novels: they aredividedinto
books and chapters, and each of them is preceded by an epigraph (a short third-
person narrative) which sums up the action of the chapter; there is an address to a
patron and/or a preface to the reader in the Spanish mode where the writer explains
his didactic intentions and the type of reader heis addressing. The picaroiswriting
his own autobiography; heisauthor and actor of hisown tale and popular proverbs,
aphorismsand biblical quotationsabound.

Though the English novel retains the classic plan of error and repentance, it
misinterpretsthe nature and cause of thelatter at the expense of excluding the doubly-
bound functional situation of the pi caresque which reveal sthe coexistence of material
successand spiritual degradation. The author’sobjectiveisonly the narration of his
adventures with a didactic purpose. The absence of the ambiguous success of the
picaro, the morality implied in the narrative allowing the rogue to repent and retain
the profits of hisformer dishonest enterprises, or to regain his former social status
that Fortune had once taken away from him, the emphasis on the mercantile aspect,
the episodic structure for the sake of action instead of portraying a psychological
process, and the happy end are all the new characteristics captured in a loosely
constructed tale, whichisthe most outstanding common denominator of the picaresque
genre.

2 In my opinion, Fielding's The Adventures of Joseph Andrews and of His Friend Mr. Abraham
Adams (1742) and Tom Jones (1749), and Dickens's Oliver Twist (1837) are not picaresque novelsas
somecriticsaffirm. They only contain some picaresque features with quixotic tinges.

Itinerarios, Araraquara, 19: 115-122, 2002 117

Laura P. Zuntini de lzarra

Criticsof both Gaelic and Anglo-Irish literatures do not refer to the existence of
apicaresquetraditionin Ireland. However, writers depict rascalsin their novels: the
awkward fool, the witty adventurer and the scoundrel. The surface structure of the
Irish novelsof thistype, such asLever’'s The Confessions of Harry Lorrequer (1839)
and Confessions of Con. Cregan (1849), Lover’s Handy Andy. A Tale of Irish Life
(1842) and W. Hamilton Maxwell’s Luck is Everything or The Adventures of Brian
O'Linn (1857), followsthe classic structural paradigm. They aredivided into chapters
which are introduced with epigraphs fulfilling the same function as in the Spanish
novels. They are autobiographi es containing apreface that statesthat the narrationis
based on real factsand which playsadidactic function. The maturing of thepicarois
narrated but he does not show any sign of repentance of his misdeeds as happensin
the Spanish and English novels. The objective of the Irish picaro is to become a
gentleman, to regain hislost place of the Irish ascendancy. Terry Eagleton says that
sincethetwelfth century the Anglo-Norman forces has sought to subjugate theisland
established formal control although the Irish clan society has* proved too tenaciousto
subdue’ (1995, p. 29). Nevertheless, from the eighteenth century onwards, the penal
laws oppressed Gaelic gentlefolk, dispossessing them of their language, and thus it
became more difficult to undo along history of oppression. Paliticians and writers
started then to lay the foundationsfor anative nationalism.

Thefolk element playsanimportant discursiveroleinthelrish cultural movement.
Popular sayings, proverbs and biblical references are intermixed with the narrator’s
discourse and take on aparodic function. Popul ar wisdom supportsthe protagonist’s
existentialist philosophy and proves to be better than the hypocrisy of high class
society. Honesty isthelrish picaro’s code of honour. Satire, one of the main el ements
of the picaresgue genre, also predominates. In relation to the structure of the novel,
neither the Spanish double-meaning of error and repentance nor the English single
statement of it, is present in the Irish novel. However, the word confessions is
substituted for the keywordslife and adventuresin some novels. Confessions contains
two opposite meanings:. a popular and legal meaning of the acknowledgement of a
fact implying reassurance, and the religious meaning of the acknowledgement of an
offence implying repentance. These two concepts produce a political and aesthetic
tensionwithinthetextinthe story-lineaswell asat the structural level. Whenever the
Irish picaro behaves badly, his attack is against cruel people who deserve it (the
English oppressor). There is no meanness and corruption in his nature. If he hasto
transgress the law, it is because the circumstances force him to do so. The tension
between those two concepts indicates the reason why there is no repentance in his
confessions, only a denunciation per se. By birth, the Irish cannot belong to the
colonizer’s society, so Irish determinism resembles the Spanish blood ascendancy
determinism while the English picaro is actually integrated through repentance and
good Fortune. However, there is a happy end in the Irish novels like in the English
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ones because of the protagonist’sattitude of spiritual sublimation dueto the historical
and political context. The Spanish doubly-bound situation of “social ascension —
degradation of the soul” is absent in the Irish picaresque although there is a doubly-
bound situation of ‘social ascension — cultural and spiritual sublimation’. This
sublimation meansthat the Irish picaro’svalues gain acollective power and turninto
acultural and palitical force because once he has attained individual respect through
money, he is able to be true to those values he always tried to preserve during his
adventures and sometimes had to deny.

The Demi-Godsisaclear example of an attempt to “invent thelrish” (KIBERD,
1995, p. 136), to construct an Irish identity through the creation of anational literature.
James Stephens was member of the Gaelic League, which was concerned with the
cultural nationalist movement for the preservation of Irish language and Gaelic
memories and folklore. He thus searches for the essence of Irishnessin the past, in
mythology and in the old settled rural civilization. The Demi-Gods transgressed the
limits of the picaresque genre using fantasy and transformed the aesthetics of thelrish
Revival into political representationsof historical facts.

Thenovel isabout two tinkers, Patsy Mac Cann and hisdaughter Mary, travelling
inthe company of three angelsthroughout the worst poverty stricken countries of the
west of Ireland. They live a gypsy life wandering freely and camping, grazing their
donkey on other peopl€’s property and robbing their everyday food from the plantations
or houses they pass by. In Chapter 1X, Stephens deconstructs the basic elements of
the picaresque genre: the protagonist, Patsy Mac Cann “ had existed on the edges of a
society which did not recognise him in any way”, “laws were for other people, but
they were not for him.” Moreover:

For the average man there are two dimensions of space wherein he moves
with acertain limited freedom:; it isfor him ahorizontal and a perpendicular
world; he goes up the social scale and down it, and in both these atmospheres
there is a level wherein he can exercise himself to and fro, his journeying
being strictly limited by his business and his family. Between the place where
he works and the place where he lives lies all the freedom he can hope for;
within that range he must seek such adventures as he craves, and the sole
expansion to which he can attain is upwards towards another socid life if he be
ambitious, or downward to the underworlds if he is bored. For Mac Cann there
were no upward and no downward movements, he had plumbed to the very
rocks of life, but his horizontal movements were bounded only by the oceans
around his country, and in this gigantic underworld he moved with almost
absolute freedom, and knowledge which might properly betermed scientific.
(1982, p.46 emphasis is mine)

Stephens builds up histext on textual borrowings (wordsinitalics) taken from
the picaresgue novel swidely read at that time. Thereisaparody of thewordslimited,
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works and freedomthat bel ong to the domineering ideol ogy when compared with the
ideology of themargins (wordsin boldface). Theresultisasublimation of Stephens’'s
picaro. Thus, the writer deviates from the negative existentialism of the Spanish
picaresgue novels where there is no way out for the picaro. There is an exit for his
protagonist. It is not marriage, nor the telling of adventures showing no internal
experience, nor the acquisition of wealth in order to be restored to the society that has
marginalized him, asin the English and Irish picaresgue novels. His picaro takes a
new road which gives placeto aspiritual and political awarenessin the evolution of
man. Stephens usesthe mythical figure of the Spanish picaro and, deconstructing and
opposing it to the English and Irish picaros, he elevates his own archetype to a
symbolic political meaning in an Irish context: heisthe representative of freedom and
transcendental consciousnesswithin bothindividual and collectivelevels.

Thereisasatire of the society and acarnivalized vision of theworld and human
beings, as Mikhail Bakhtin affirms when referring to the picaresque novel. But in
Stephens's novel satire is intertwined with the fantastic mode and plays a stronger
poalitical function. The physical world interactswith the supernatural, which becomes
humanized when the angel s consent to disguiseand travel with Patsy tolearn something
about lifeon earth. The picaro’s philosophical attitude towards life is justified by
Billy the Music’sstory-within-a-story that tellsusthat “ all the people are squeezersin
their own place”, even within the dominant society. He was once a very rich man
who left hisfamily and fortune and turned into atramp. Thus, a sublimation of this
social condition is dissected together with relations of power - high/low, superior/
inferior, master/slave- when Patsy condemned Billy the Music’sexploitation of his

people:

‘If I was one of your men’, shouted Patsy, ‘you wouldn’t have treated me that
way.'
Billy the Music smiled happily at him
‘Wouldn't 1?7 said he, with his head on one side.
“You would not,” said Patsy, ‘for I’d have broken your skull with a spade.’
‘If you had been one of my men,’ the other replied mildly, you'd have been as
tame as allittle kitten; you’ d have crawled round me with your hat in your hand
and your eyesturned up like adying duck’s, and you'd have said, “ Yes, sir,” and
“No, sir,” like the other men that | welted the stuffing out of with my two fists,
and broke the spirits of with labour and hunger. Don’t be talking now, for you're
an ignorant man in these things, although you did manage to steal a clocking hen
off me the day | was busy.’ (1982, p.107)

Moreover, Patsy’s behaviour isover-justified by the angels' own acceptance of
following this kind of life outside virtue and vice at the supernatural level of the
structure of the novel. The narrator surprisingly shows it when he says, “It isto be
remarked that the angelswere strangely like Patsy Mac Cann. Their ideas of right and
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wrong almost coincided” (1982, p.50). Then, he concludesthat “to the angels these
people were humanity, and the others were, they did not know what” (1982, p.49).
The non-identity of those othersis unmasked!

The Demi-Godsintersects the pi caresgue genre at the point of its conception; it
takes the road of the political as a hidden agenda of subversion through intertextual
and interdiscursive practices. Due to the writer’s use of the fantastic mode, the text
subverts, and thereisareversal of the celestial, which becomesterrestrial, while the
terrestrial becomes celestial. An example of thisis Cadltia sstory-within-astory where
he satirizesthe celestial hierarchy. It isthe story of “the threepenny-piece” stolen by
an angel while Brien O’ Brien, avery poor man, waswaiting for hisfinal Judgement
and God sent him to hell.

In Stephens' snarrative, the construction of anational identity was madethrough
subversion. Metonymically, the oppressed people become demi-gods. Their deeds
and strength necessary to survivein aworld full of misery and hunger are asheroic as
those narrated in the Greek myths. Thus, Stephens’'sdemi-gods anal ogically resemble
the heroesand demi-gods of classical mythology.

Thesubversiveforce of the narrativein different modes, especially thefantastic,
transgresses the limits of the classification of genres. Stephens plays the game of
disclosing the element of political subversion present inthelaw of the picaresque and
thefantastic genresand showsits contaminationsin thewriting process of deanglicizing
Ireland. It seems to me that The Demi-Gods reinforces the Derridean idea of the
existence of alaw of impurity within the law itself. The state of aporia cannot be
dismissed when analysing the term picaresgue genre historically. It really helps to
identify the very rules that govern the law and counter-law. Thus, James Stephens
presents a new literary paradigm within the concept of modernity, reaffirming that
there is not a continuity or reincarnation of afixed norm when historical time and
social contexts are different from what gave origin to the genre. The Demi-Gods
becomes part of the symbolic process of the construction of a nation and James
Stephensinnovates the picaresque genre with theintroduction of the fantastic.

IZARRA, L. P. Z. de. The picaresque as a decolonizing discourse in James Stephens's The
Demi-Gods. Itinerérios, Araraquara, n.19, p.155-122, 2002.

m  ABSTRACT: Fantasy is the literature of subversion, and few critics have read
Sephens's books from this perspective. The aim of this paper is to analyse the
picaresgue genre comparatively (Spanish, English and Irish patterns) in order to
show how James Sephens links elements of the picaresque with fantasy in The Demi-
Gods (1914) as an attempt to deanglicize Ireland. He thus deconstructs Irish identity
at the turn of the century and enlightens the process of identification undergone by
a peripheral country. Sephens presents a new literary paradigm within the concept
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of modernity, looking for new ways of assertion in the symbolic process of
constructing a nation against the hegemonic discourse of English Ascendancy.

m  KEY WORDS: Fantasy; James Sephen; picaresque genre; The Demi-Gods.
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