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INTRODUCTION

Figure 1 Giorgio Sommer (1834-1914). Photograph (c. 1875) of the cave called
“The Ear of Dionysius” in Syracuse, Sicily (Kenyon College collection).
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In his widely read travels through Sicily and Malta, first published
in 1773, Patrick Brydone describes in detail, even down to measure-
ments in feet, a curious ancient construction at Syracuse:

The ear of Dionysius is no less a monument of the ingenuity and mag-
nificence, than of the cruelty of that tyrant. Itis a huge cavern cut out
of the hard rock, exactly in the form of the human ear. The perpen-
dicular height of it is about 80 feet, and the length of this enormous
ear is not less than 250. The cavern was said to be so contrived, that
every sound made in it, was collected and united into one point, as
into a focus; this was called the Tympanum; and exactly opposite to
it the tyrant had made a small hole, which communicated with a little
apartment where he used to conceal himself. He applied his own ear
to this hole, and is said to have heard distinctly every word that was
spoken in the cavern below. This apartment was no sooner finished,
and a proot of it made, than he put to death all the workmen that had
been employed in it. He then confined all that he suspected were his
enemies; and by overhearing their conversation, judged of their guil,
and condemned and acquitted accordingly. (1: 270-71)

Since Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, much has been writ-
ten on the techniques of surveillance that were devised in the late
eighteenth century; but most of these studies have concentrated on
the enhancement of visibility and on metaphors of transparency.
Brydone’s fascination with the ear of Dionysius redirects attention
specifically to the possibilities of eavesdropping for producing the
knowledge that both serves despotic power and facilitates modern
psychological influence.

Long before Jeremy Bentham imagined the Panopticon that would
position the eye of an observer at the focal point of an ideal structure
of confinement, the tyrant Dionysius constructed on the model of
the human body, magnified to gigantic size, a prison in which voices
would be contained, amplified, and brought to a focus at a point to
be occupied by none but the king. The tyrant gains knowledge of his
subjects’ dispositions by creating a machine for situating inside his
own sovereign head, as it were, the voices of those under suspicion.
In the sentimental culture of the late eighteenth century, the privi-
leging of the voice as the bearer of truth, in its connection with both
consciousness and conscience, may well make the ear of Dionysius
an equally important instrument of knowledge and power as the fre-
quently discussed Panopticon.

That same culture, moreover, regarded the ruins of classical antiq-
uity and medieval Europe not only as evidence for struggles between
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despotism and liberty but also as occasions for aesthetic experience.
When Richard Payne Knight visited Syracuse in 1777, he encoun-
tered the sublime in the ear of Dionysius: “These tremendous Palaces
of Vengeance, on[cle the Receptacles of crimes and misery...the
gloomy Caves, where so many Wretches have linger’d away their
Lives in horror and despair, now form the most pleasing and romantic
retreats” (qtd. in Clarke and Penny 26). The dwarfing of humanity in
a tremendous and gloomy cave, itself conceived of as the superhuman
sense organ of an inhuman tyrant, creates a present aesthetic experi-
ence in the form of the congealed politics of the past. The pleasure
in this romantic retreat is complicated by an awareness of suffering
under tyranny, even if there is confidence in the progress of liberty.

The ear of Dionysius appears in two novels by one of the Romantic
writers I discuss in this book. In The Fortunes of Nigel (1822), Walter
Scott introduces this construction of a classical tyrant through com-
parison to a female collector of scandal and keeper of love secrets. In a
motto that he attributes to a poem (or play?) entitled The Conspiracy,
but which he himself probably wrote,” Scott implicitly compares to
the tyrant of Syracuse Dame Ursula Suddlechop, who seeks to man-
age the love-life of the heroine, Margaret Ramsay:

I’ve call’d her like the ear of Dionysius;

I mean that ear-form’d vault built o’er his dungeon,
To catch the groans and discontented murmurs

Of his poor bondsmen. (FN 92)!

Toward the end of the novel, Scott marks one more chapter by another
epigraph about aural surveillance—this time by the Shakespearean
tyrant, Richard III: “I’ll play the eaves-dropper” (367). In this
chapter, James I informs his councilors about how, “in imitation
of ... Dionysius,” he has had his workmen “make a /ugg up at the
state-prison of the Tower...where we may sit and privily hear the
discourse of such prisoners as are put up there for state offences, and
so creep into the very secrets of our enemies” (368-69). In this lugg
(Scottish dialect for “ear”), James debases himself by eavesdropping
on the conversations of the imprisoned Nigel Olifaunt and his visi-
tors, including Margaret Ramsay, who is disguised as a male page,
a dress that she formerly “wore...at a Christmas mumming” (332).
In The Fortunmes of Nigel, then, Scott conjoins aural surveillance
on the classical model of the ear of Dionysius with a heroine who
unsexes herself through cross-dressing deriving from popular cul-
tural sources. A decade later, in Count Robert of Paris (1831)—a
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novel in which the hero’s wife, Brenhilda, is one of Scott’s numer-
ous Amazonian women—the commander of the imperial guard at
Constantinople, who is planning an insurrection against the Holy
Roman Emperor, whispers to his fellow-conspirator: “Stone walls can
hear.... Dionysius the tyrant, I have read, had an Ear which conveyed
to him the secrets spoken within his state-prison at Syracuse” (Scott,
Count Robert 180).

In this book, I study sentimental phonocentrism, the ideal of
wordless communication that one book reviewer termed the “moral
telegraph” (Rev. of Melmoth 307, emphasis in the original), and the
exploitation for punishment or individuation of the intimate con-
nection between sounds and the conscience or the heart. Romantic
authors use similar strategies to come to terms with the mysterious
capacity of sympathy and with the crowd: seeking metaphors in sci-
entific discoveries and magical or deceptive practices on the margins
of science, or seeking new technological modes of communication
or representation. If the telegraph is a symbol for sympathetic com-
munication from heart to heart, the same image will later illustrate
for Charles Dickens how the resentments of a violent revolutionary
woman are spread “with marvellous quickness, at a distance” when
agile men act “as a telegraph between her and the crowd” (233).

My book takes its origin from an examination of the male use
of female disguise in traditional popular protest. Such disguise was
adopted for purposes of anonymity and in order to appeal to the car-
nivalesque motif of the “world-upside-down.” Men in female dress in
popular protest may even have intended to imply that they had been
“unmanned” by unjust authorities and were thus in a liminal condi-
tion between the sexes until they reclaimed their rights. After dis-
cussing the explicit representation of a cross-dressed man in popular
protest in Walter Scott’s account of the Porteous Riots in The Heart
of Mid-Lothian, | turn to the metaphor of cross-dressing in the use of
the female narrative voice by male authors. I examine crowd scenes
in novels by other authors as well: Matthew Lewis, Charles Maturin,
William Godwin, and Mary Shelley. Owing to an inheritance from
the genre of romance, these novelists have frequent recourse to the
motif of transvestite disguise, as men dress in women’s clothing and
women in men’s in order to evade prohibitions against their romantic
attachments. Throughout, I show that these novels are ambivalent
or self-contradictory in their support for, or criticism of, traditional
gender roles, crowd violence, popular culture, and the reformation
or remaking of individuals that depends in part on the inner voice.
Ultimately, my attention to narrative voice leads me to consider the
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question of voice itself, in several different contexts: the phonocen-
trism of sentimental literature in which Romantic fiction participates,
the theoretical opposition of speech and writing, the inner voice of
conscience, voices from the dead in Gothic fiction, the bourgeois
appropriation of the “oral literature” of the folk, modifications of the
voice in ventriloquism and the echo, the polyphonic play of voices in
the dialogic genre of the novel, the sublime sound of the crowd, and
the transformation of the democratic formula vox populi vox dei into
a satire on female garrulousness and women’s public speech in rox
[feminae vox diaboli.

In the novels I examine in this book, serious political reflections can
be located in what have often been dismissed as cheap narrative effects.
In the novels of the period, moreover, surveillance is just as likely to
be conducted with the ear as with the eye. For example, at the center
of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) the monster spends his days in
a low hovel adjacent to the De Laceys’ cottage. Whereas his eye can
barely penetrate into the domestic space through an “almost imper-
ceptible chink” (Shelley, Frankenstein 85), the same crevice enables
him to hear sufficiently well to acquire literacy and even to experience
a simulacrum of sympathy and love for the family to which he, as
monstrous spy, can never belong. Denied participation, the monster
confuses the hierarchical knowledge of surveillance for the mutual
knowledge of sympathy. The former mode of knowing resembles the
activities of readers or audience members who view the world as fiction
or theater. In The Antiquary (1816), Walter Scott describes at length
a secret niche in the ruins of St. Ruth’s Priory that “commanded a
full view of the chancel in every direction, and was probably con-
structed...to be a convenient watch-tower from which the superior
priest, himself unseen, could watch the behaviour of his monks” (168).
While initially designed as a kind of Panopticon, “the prior’s secret
seat of observation” serves in 1794 as the site where an army officer
and a licensed beggar overhear, in the dark, evidence of the fraud that
a Rosicrucian, Herman Dousterswivel, has been perpetrating against
the Tory baronet Sir Arthur Wardour (Scott, Antiguary 176). In the
French Revolutionary context, the frauds ofa German adept go beyond
financial chicanery to suggest the politically subversive machinations
of the Bavarian illuminati, a secret society thought by conspiracy theo-
rists to have inspired the Jacobins. Political subversion is discovered
aurally at a site of Gothic monastic surveillance.

While the ear of Dionysius was enough of a curiosity to appeal
to the eighteenth-century travel-writer and to provide fruitful anal-
ogies for aural surveillance in novels, in certain respects it remains
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a distinctly ancient construction. Even though he includes auditory
surveillance in his model penitentiary house,> Bentham explicitly
warns his critics against specious comparisons between Dionysius’
ear and the Panopticon: “Detection is the object of the first: preven-
tion, that of the latter. In the former case the ruling person is a spy;
in the latter he is a monitor. The object of the first was to pry into
the secret recesses of the heart; the latter, confining its attention to
overt acts, leaves thoughts and fancies to their proper ordinary, the
court above” (66). While Bentham has persuaded few modern readers
that panopticism eschews spying, and while the Panopticon likewise
takes the form of an “artificial body” (84), there are indeed differences
between the tyrant’s gigantic ear and the utilitarian’s architectural
model. However, the difference resides precisely in Bentham’s unwill-
ingness to leave “the secret recesses of the heart” to the jurisdiction of
God—or God’s representative, the ordinary or prison chaplain. The
ancient tyrant sought knowledge about his subjects so that he could
secure his own rule through condemnations and acquittals, whereas
the modern regime seeks knowledge in order to reform and even to
construct appropriate subjects. In addition to bringing together voices
and accumulating information at a central point, the modern admin-
istrator or reformer seeks to install the inner voice of conscience in
the individual. The modern regime requires not only a mechanism for
collecting all sounds and uniting them at a focus, but also the calcula-
tions that will maximize the distribution of a central voice.

In the matter of attempting to create a conscience in the members
of the Anglo-American crowd, the most important eighteenth-century
phenomenon is the rise of Methodism. Elias Canetti notes that, at sig-
nificant moments in his journals, John Wesley “worked out the num-
bers of those who were able to hear him.” For Canetti, this impulse
to maximize the audience is both a historically specific matter, related
to urbanization and opposition to “the limiting ceremoniousness of
the official temple,” and evidence for the universal desire of crowds to
achieve growth, the desire “to reach all men” (21, 22). The paradox
of Methodism, however, is that even though the preaching may take
place in the open air, outside confining institutional walls, and even
though the ministers may address the lower orders who constitute
the early modern crowd, this “popular” preaching aims at reaching
discrete individuals and, by an appeal to the conscience, intends ulti-
mately to expropriate and suppress traditional popular culture.

Given the tension within Methodism between a broad popular,
even democratic, appeal and authoritarian “moral espionage”
(E. P. Thompson, Making 351, 46), it is not surprising that a striking
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example of audience calculations should appear in Benjamin Franklin’s
Auntobiography. On the occasion of a George Whitefield sermon in
Philadelphia, Franklin—happily immune to the address to his soul—
exhibits a scientific fascination with the range of the human voice:

Being among the hindmost in Market Street, I had the curiosity to
learn how far he could be heard, by retiring backwards down the street
towards the river; and I found his voice distinct till I came near Front
Street, when some noise in that street obscured it. Imagining then
a semi-circle, of which my distance should be the radius, and that it
were filled with auditors, to each of whom I allowed two square feet, I
computed that he might well be heard by more than thirty thousand.
This reconciled me to the newspaper accounts of his having preached
to twenty-five thousand people in the fields, and to the ancient histo-
ries of generals haranguing whole armies, of which I had sometimes
doubted. (103)

More obsessed with measurement than even Patrick Brydone, Franklin
seeks to test, by direct sensory experience, in typical Enlightenment
fashion, both popular newspaper reports and classical historical
accounts of audience size. The parallel he draws between modern
Methodist audiences and ancient armies suggests that what is at stake,
besides mere numbers, is the power of the collective body once its
members have been exhorted, inspired, and disciplined by a charis-
matic leader. Franklin also has in mind the Federalist debate on the
proper limits of the state, which for Aristotle ought to be determined
by the range of the human voice. Ian Watt cites this Aristotelian pre-
cept in the course of arguing that, unlike the classical genres with
their oral roots, the modern genre of the novel and “modern urban
culture” both depend on print (196). If novel and nation are the
products of print capitalism, they are nonetheless haunted by, or seek
to incorporate the power of, the oral culture of the crowd.

George Whitefield stands within the Autobiography as an oral and
religious epitome of Franklin’s written and secular project. Franklin
elaborates a project of self-discipline in his Auntobiography, while in
Poor Richard’s Almanac he appropriates and transforms popular cul-
ture, changing the almanac from a form embodying popular attitudes
toward time as holiday and the future as the space of astrological
prognostication to an instrument of social control inculcating the
view that time is money and the future should be the space of rational
accumulation. Through a system of moral accounting, the use of a
timetable, the self-surveillance of autobiography itself, the presenta-
tion of his own life as model for imitation, and “good management”
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in general, Franklin seeks to correct the errata in himself and “greatly
amend” other human beings (71). Through entrepreneurial and pro-
pagandistic use of the press, encouragement of circulating libraries,
and advocacy of a network of societies directed centrally and secretly
from an elite club behind the scenes, he aims to create a new American
nation through the making of improved individuals.

Benjamin Franklin provides Max Weber with his central example of
the spirit of capitalism—an ascetic ethic in which human beings and
human happiness are subordinated to business and the accumulation of
wealth. The human being is reduced to the status of a steward of his (or,
rarely, her) possessions or to that of “an acquisitive machine” driven by
an inner compulsion (Weber 170). According to Weber, the Calvinist
ethic attempted to eliminate spontaneous emotions, traditional sports
and festivities, and the periodic oscillation between sin and forgiveness,
in the process of systematically transforming the human being into the
unified, internally consistent entity termed in a “formal psychologi-
cal sense...a personality” (119). Franklin’s experimental calculations
for distributing as widely as possible the human voice, or its repro-
duction in the form of writing, serve the larger goal of installing the
inner voice that will transform the crowd—with its traditional festiv-
ity, alehouse culture, and indifference to calculable productivity and
accumulation—into the disciplined, autonomous individuals who pos-
sess a unified personality, with the shape of an autobiography.

E. P. Thompson interprets Methodism, in the tradition of Weber’s
Calvinism, as a later manifestation of the religious reconstruction
of character. Whereas Calvinism helped to create the independent,
ascetic entrepreneur of early capitalism, Methodism helped to cre-
ate the disciplined, sober, and submissive workers of early industri-
alism. For Thompson, even though it encouraged the rise of some
dedicated leaders in working-class organizations, Methodism repre-
sents a decline in radical potential from the Protestant sects whose
antiauthoritarian ideals fostered egalitarian tendencies at the time of
the English Civil War. Thompson suggests, however, that the appeal
of Puritanism was, in general, more bourgeois than the plebeian or
working-class address of Methodism. If not John Wesley and George
Whitefield themselves, certainly their early nineteenth-century heirs
“fostered within the Methodist Church those elements most suited to
make up the psychic component of the work-discipline of which the
manufacturers stood most in need” (Making 355). Thompson main-
tains that the industrial entrepreneur was entirely conscious of the
benefits of remaking human beings so that their work habits would
mesh with the methodical regularity of the factory machines. The



