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Preface

amed “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by

Reference Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary

and general information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes
published from 1973 through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the
first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and
explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and
variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of
the information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

® The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
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works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

®m  Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

® Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in other Literature Criticism
series.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, films, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that alphabeti-
cally lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon
request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon
receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1
(April 2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95.
Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (April
2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W.
Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 276-82.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8983
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Mieke Bal
1946-

(Full name Mieke Maria Gertrudis Bal) Dutch essay-
ist, critic, and editor.

The following entry presents an overview of Bal’s
career through 2007.

INTRODUCTION

Dutch academician Bal has written and edited a
number of books in the fields of literary theory, semi-
otics, feminist theory, Biblical studies, cultural studies,
and visual art analysis. Some of her best-known works
deal with the portrayal of female characters in the
Bible, and her critical volumes have seen print in many
European countries, including France, Germany, and
her native country of the Netherlands. Since her tenure
as a professor of comparative literature and women’s
studies at the University of Rochester in New York,
Bal has published many of her books in English, most
notably, Femmes imaginaires: L’Ancien Testament au
risque d’une narratologie critique (1986; Lethal Love:
Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories),
Murder and Difference: Gender, Genre, and Scholar-
ship on Sisera’s Death (1988), Reading “Rembrandt”:
Beyond the Word-Image Opposition (1991), and Quot-
ing Caravaggio: Contemporary Art, Preposterous His-
tory (1999), among others. Bal has also contributed
numerous articles to both books and periodicals, and
has been active in women’s studies conferences

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Bal was born on March 14, 1946, in Heemstede, the
Netherlands. She attended the University of Amster-
dam and later studied French and literature at the
University of Utrecht. As a professor, Bal has worked
at several universities in the Netherlands, including
the University of Utrecht, where she co-founded the
women’s studies program. At the University of Am-
sterdam, she taught theory of literature, and helped
found and served as a director for the Amsterdam
School for Cultural Analysis, Theory, and Interpreta-
tion (ASCA). Bal has also held positions at several
universities in the United States and Canada, including
the University of Rochester in Rochester, New York,

where she held the title of Susan B. Anthony Profes-
sor of Women’s Studies; Cornell University, where
she served as the Andrew D. White Professor-at-Large;
Harvard University Divinity School; the University of
Montreal; the University of Toronto; and Dartmouth
College, where she earned the title of William H. Mor-
ton Distinguished Senior Fellow in the Humanities.

MAJOR WORKS

A study of narrative theory and one of Bal’s first
publications, Narratologie (1977; Narratology:
Introduction to the Theory of Narrative) examines
three different aspects of the narrative: the text, story,
and fabula. In Lethal Love, Bal offers critical readings
of love stories from the Old Testament—including the
relationships between David and Bathsheba, Samson
and Delilah, Ruth and Boaz, Judah and Tamar, and
Adam and Eve—and deconstructs the patriarchal
interpretations, she argues, that have influenced the
legacy of these tales. Death and Dissymmetry: The
Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges and
Murder and Difference, both published in 1988, also
focus on issues relating to women in the Bible, this
time concentrating specifically on the Book of Judges.
Bal ventured into the genre of art history with Read-
ing “Rembrandt”, which presents a critical vocabulary
for analyzing the paintings of Rembrandt and com-
ments on the relationship between visual art and
literature, suggesting that these two disciplines are
more interconnected than most scholars realize. In
Quoting Caravaggio, Bal observes ways in which
twentieth-century artists refer to, or “quote,” the work
of the Italian Baroque painter Caravaggio in their own
artwork, arguing that this practice affects not only the
modern art, but also the original pieces. In Louise
Bourgeois’ Spider: The Architecture of Art-Writing
(2001), Bal utilizes Louise Bourgeois’s sculpture Spi-
der to describe her personal theories of interpreting
art. The essays in The Artemisia Files: Artemisia Gen-
tileschi for Feminists and Other Thinking People
(2005) reconsider the Italian Baroque artist Artemisia
Gentileschi’s place in art history, focusing on her
artwork itself, although many feminist writings on Ar-
temisia concentrate on her dramatic life story and
status as a famous female painter. Released in 2006, A
Mieke Bal Reader, a compilation of some of Bal’s
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most influential writings, highlights her contributions
to the studies of literary theory, theology, interdiscipli-
nary methodology, and visual art analysis.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Bal has received consistent praise for her texts focus-
ing on women in the Hebrew Bible (Lethal Love,
Death and Dissymmetry, and Murder and Difference),
with critics remarking that the works make significant
contributions to feminist theory. Laura J. Bird,
however, has found fault with the English-language
edition of Lethal Love (compared to the original
French text, Femmes imaginaires), noting that the
translation contains less theory than the original
volume and caters toward a purely academic, rather
than a general, audience. Bal’s ability to write about a
wide range of topics and her skill at making connec-
tions between disciplines has earned her the respect of
many scholars and critics. Reviewers have commended
her art history collections for their originality and
relevance to not only art, but also to various other
fields of study. Griselda Pollock has stated that Read-
ing “Rembrandt”’s “intellectual brilliance, method-
ological clarity, and illuminating insight make it the
book we must all read, discuss, and respond to regard-
less of our specialist area of cultural study.” In refer-
ence to Quoting Caravaggio, Marsha Meskimmon has
noted that the text “is the work of an accomplished
and assured scholar, moving deftly between sources
and attending closely to works of art, without being
convinced (or coerced) into believing that there is a
simple or singular meaning or ‘answer’ to be deci-
phered by correct ‘reading.”” Many commentators
have praised The Artemisia Files for its fresh approach
of interpreting the artist’s work rather than focusing
solely on her biography. Louis Byrne, for example,
has written, “Thankfully the authors, all ‘Thinking
People’ as well as feminist art historians, make sure
that Artemisia’s artistic accomplishments are fore-
grounded, while her much-cited personal life . . . is
never allowed to become the unmediated, causative
influence upon her work that many claim it to be.”
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CRITICISM

Peter Stoicheff (review date winter 1986/1987)

SOURCE: Stoicheff, Peter. Review of Narratology:
Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, by Mieke Bal.
University of Toronto Quarterly 56, no. 2 (winter 1986/
1987): 375-76.

[In the following review, Stoicheff suggests that Bal’s
work in Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Nar-
rative offers an entry point to literary criticism for read-
ers unfamiliar with advanced theoretical systems.]

Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative
is Christine van Boheemen’s translation of the second,
revised edition of Mieke Bal’s De theorie van ver-
tellen en verhalen (Muiderberg: Coutinho 1980). Bal’s
study has a practical goal—to ‘improve the quality’ of
the reader’s interpretations of texts, and of the reader’s
‘capacity to teach.’ ‘Quality’ is a somewhat suspicious
word here. The study conveniently assimilates various
concepts of narrative theory, regularly avoids impos-
ing terminology, and reduces theoretical problems to
their simplest elements. In so doing, Narratology cre-
ates a system of agreeable concepts for the interpreter
uninitiated in structuralism. It is the quality of the
reader’s structuralist interpretation of texts that is
likely to be improved here.

Bal’s theory concentrates on three important layers of
‘a narrative.” The first is ‘fabula,’ ‘a series of logically
and chronologically related events that are caused or
experienced by . . . agents that perform actions’ (p 5).
Again, ‘logically’ is a tricky word. Much of the
delightfulness of many forms of fabula, particularly
though not exclusively post-modern ones, is in the ap-
parent illogicality of the relation. As Bal admits at the
close of the discussion of fabula, the ‘assumption is

that fixed relations between classes of phenomena form
the basis of the narrative system of fabula.” Although
Bal allows that such an assumption is reductive, it is
not really: as with many theories of literature, it is not
the adequacy of the proposal but the breadth of texts
to which it is applicable that is disappointing. Bal’s
‘ideal’ text is the kind devoid of structural and verbal
instabilities.

The second layer is that of ‘story,” the presentational
‘ordering’ of the ‘imagined’ fabula (p 49), the ap-
paratus that retrieves a fabula from embarrassing
banality, or lends it modesty and decorum. One
component of this ordering is langnage, the other is
‘the way the material, the fabula, has been handled’ (p
49). Bal does not discuss the first component, a
deliberate omission designed to erase complexity. It is
this omission that retains structuralist boundaries for
the book, though, and somewhat limits its scope as an
arbiter of interpretive ‘quality.’ Language is a way of
‘handling’—it is the medium which allows the grasp-
ing and moulding of the fabula, to continue the
metaphor. Despite this, Bal’s discussion of ‘story’
concentrates on the concept of ‘focalization,” produc-
tively assimilating and simplifying Genette’s working
definitions for aspects of perspective in Figures 111
(Paris: Seuil 1972) and Hamon’s analysis of character
perception in ‘Pour un status semiologique du
personnage’ (R. Barthes et al, Poetique du recit [Paris:
Seuil 1977]). The use of the term ‘focalization’ is
productive: it clarifies the distinction between those
who see and those who speak that other terms blur,
and contains a self-apparent intimacy with the concepts
of vision, perception (‘focal-’) and acting upon them,
speaking (‘-ize’) that terms such as narrative perspec-
tive (does one ‘perspectivize’?) lack.

The third layer is ‘text,” a ‘finite structured whole
composed of language signs’ (p 5). Bal’s book is
limited to a consideration of narrative texts, of course,
and the discussion of ‘text’ is really a discussion of
the distinction between various narrative situations or
‘relationships of the narrative “I” to the subject of
narration’ (p 126). That is, it notes various arrange-
ments, or ‘levels,” of focalization (‘impersonal,’
‘personal,’ and so on) and shows how they are revealed
through differences in language (personal pronouns,
emotive words, and so on). These arrangements lead
to the extremely short discussion that does have the
potential to improve the reader’s ‘quality of
interpretation’ that Bal claims for the study at the
outset. Different relationships between focalization
levels in a narrative text create gradations of embed-
ded texts, subtexts, and ‘mirror-texts’ (Bal’s term for
the functional relationship of levels in metafiction). An
ability to recognize these relationships, and a vocabu-
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lary with which to articulate them, allow the reader of
narrative texts a vision of the potential limitlessness of
significance and interpretation.

Kelly Oliver (review date fall 1990)

SOURCE: Oliver, Kelly. Review of Death and Dissym-
metry: The Politics of Coherence in the Book of Judges,
by Mieke Bal. Hypatia 5, no. 3 (fall 1990): 169-71.

[In the following review, Oliver contends that Bal’s
analysis of the biblical Book of Judges in Death and
Dissymmetry does not go far enough toward excising
patriarchal systems.]

Death and Dissymmetry: The Politics of Coherence
in the Book of Judges is the third book in a trilogy by
Mieke Bal, professor of comparative literature and
Susan B. Anthony Professor of Women’s Studies at
the University of Rochester. Although the first two
books, Lethal Love: Feminist Literary Readings of
Biblical Love Stories and Murder and Difference:
Gender, Genre, and Scholarship on Sisera’s Death,
are part of her larger project to reinscribe women’s
subjectivity into biblical texts, Mieke Bal maintains
that this latest book is the first of the trilogy which is
“primarily a women’s study endeavor.” She suggests
that unlike the other two volumes “the primary audi-
ence consists of all who have a serious interest in the
history of gender-relations” and “the lives of women.”

Mieke Bal’s analyses of the Book of Judges in Death
and Dissymmetry are creative, carefully argued and
researched, and brilliant. Her project is to retrieve
women subjects from marginalization and repression
in Judges. She employs various strategies to this end.
Two of the most striking are naming the unnamed
women who show up in brutalized, dismembered frag-
ments, and deconstructing the book’s narrative
condensations. Narrative condensations are those
places in the text where the multiplicity of a concept
or phenomenon is collapsed into one word or concept
in order to hide a reality even while displaying it, e.g.,
violence against women and its causes.

Mieke Bal suggests that Judges is more than a book
about the establishment of monotheism in the Promised
Land. She claims that it is the history of a struggle
between two marriage practices, a power struggle
between father and son for control of the bride. In her
analysis of the narrative condensation in the book, of
Judges, Micke Bal exposes a patriarchal power play:
turning the real plurality into the ideal one; or as she
says, turning “flexible outer reality” into a reflection
of the “fixed inner image.”

Mieke Bal argues that in Judges, the father and son
are conflated, the dispute between them is covered up.
She argues that in the text’s narration and subsequent
translations and interpretations, paternal authority has
been protected by concealing this evolution of
patriarchal power. The change from one form of
patriarchy to the next is covered up with one term
“patriarchy” which makes it seem “eternal, without a
history, thus unchangeable.” Mieke Bal’s lesson, that
patriarchy is not eternal, is an important lesson to
learn in order to plan feminist strategies which can
eliminate particular patriarchal practices within
particular historical contexts.

One of Mieke Bal’s strategies is to name the nameless
virgin, “Beth,” and to recreate the meaning of virgin-
ity from her perspective. From this perspective she has
knowledge of her body which is independent of man.
She experiences the cycles of her body. She experi-
ences the certainty, the authority, of her own body. As
Mieke Bal says, she experiences life phases of her
socio-bodily experience. She celebrates the knowledge
of her body not within the patriarchal culture, not with
a man, but in the wilderness with her sisters.

“Beth” has a completely different sense of time than
man. Man is caught in a linear time, history as a series
of singular events, lines of individual people and
relationships. Her time is the time of her body, the
time of her life.

What, then, is her memory? Mieke Bal suggests that
the virgin is a virgin precisely because she has no
memory. Man is allowed a memory, woman is not.
Part of Mieke Bal’s project is to reinsert woman as
subject into the memory of man, into the traditional
history. This reinsertion, it is hoped, will serve also as
reclamation.

At this point I am worried that reinserting woman into
an oppressive structure, although a start, is not enough.
To place “Beth” back into a patriarchal structure as a
subject who views herself differently than the patriar-
chy views her, does nothing to make that patriarchal
context any less alien to her. She is still a “wandering
rock.”

To give “Beth” a memory, a history, is not enough if
she is still possessed by man. I do not just mean that
“Beth” is still a victim of the arbitrariness of patriarchal
power. Rather, I mean that “Beth” is the victim of
patriarchal notions of memory, history, and subject. I
am worried that Mieke Bal too quickly imports
categories from literary and cultural theory, “subject,”
“subjectivity,” “memory,” “past/future,” without
analyzing the ideologies out of which they come.
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“Beth’s” memory is not the chronological memory of
biblical history. How can it be liberating to confine her
within this chronology, a chronology in which she is
eventually dismembered? “Beth’s” time is not the time
which proceeds chronologically from the past to
future. Her time is moving with life cycles. Her body
re-members. In her time the past recurs in the future.
Her lament/celebration for the past is a lament/
celebration for the future. Past/future are only
separated by man’s linear time which makes history
one line which runs from origin to telos. This is not
“Beth’s” time.

“Beth’s” time, however, is a threat to the unified no-
tion of man’s time. It is a threat to patriarchal author-
ity. This authority unifies time in order to unify its
power. The center of this power is memory. Perhaps
this is why all of the murderesses in Judges go for the
head. They go for man’s head, his memory, with
stones, stakes, and scissors.

I am also worried that Mieke Bal listens to the voices
of these women in Judges with the ears of patriarchal
literary theory. She asks who speaks? Where is the
subject? Isn’t she looking for the center of woman’s
authority as subject? Isn’t she demanding that woman
be fixed and unified, at least a name which provides
the semiotic locus of action and meaning? Isn’t she
demanding of these women “subjects” the same kind
of patriarchal authority which denies its own history?
The “subject” too, after all, has a history.

In other words, in order to be a subject who can be
reinserted into the history, one must be a certain kind
of subject. One must be a unified subject who stands
as the center of one’s own authority. Within this
structure a unified authority with a fixed locus stands
in for a plural authority with shifting loci. There is,
then, a condensation of “the subject” within Mieke
Bal’s own narrative.

In order to reclaim women from our use by men, we
need to do more than reinsert ourselves into the op-
pressive power structure of man’s knowledge, man’s
history, man’s memory, man’s authority. We need to
do more than legitimate women as men.

Making women into subjects in history may be one
step toward liberating us from the oppressive structure
of that history. However, perhaps these first steps can
provide the momentum for leaping out of the oppres-
sive structure itself. Perhaps this is what Mieke Bal
suggests when she claims that demonstrating that
patriarchy has a changing history, a moving center of
authority, is the first liberating step toward dissolving
patriarchies’ absolute authority.

Laura J. Bird (review date spring 1992)

SOURCE: Bird, Laura J. Review of Lethal Love:
Feminist Literary Readings of Biblical Love Stories, by
Mieke Bal. Style 26, no. 1 (spring 1992): 146-49.

[In the following review, Bird contrasts the English-
language translation of Lethal Love with its original
French version, suggesting that the translated work,
though provocative, does not offer as full an analytical
vision as the original.]

In the first sentence of her introduction to Lethal Love,
Mieke Bal locates her work at the three-way intersec-
tion of literary theory, feminism, and narrative theory.
In the second paragraph, she introduces her subject
matter: five familiar biblical “love” stories, David and
Bathsheba, Samson and Delilah, Ruth and Boaz, Judah
and Tamar, and Adam and Eve. The priority of theory
over content is therefore established from the outset.
This volume is a revision of an earlier French version,
Femmes imaginaires (1986), which ran twice as long
and was much heavier with narratological theory. In
the conclusion of that work, Bal ranges over the
hermeneutical theorists of positivism—Pierce, Dilthey,
Habermas, Adorno, Lacan, and others—bringing
philosophical and critical sophistication “in the new
Frankfurt style” to her reflections on feminism and
ideology. Bal is currently Susan B. Anthony Professor
of Women’s Studies and Professor of Comparative
Literature at the University of Rochester and is
eminently qualified to range freely across disciplinary
and methodological boundaries.

The design of the English revision, however, was to
cut down on theory and focus instead on the biblical
stories themselves. Yet this book suffers from the com-
mon fate of revisions: its transformation was incom-
plete. Despite its best efforts, it remains controlled by
the theoretical apparatus, so that many of its insights
are buried within methodological subtleties.

Indeed, Bal’s methodological program is so complex
that it warrants a literal table of contents (9; Table 1),
outlining five variables within each of five chapters.
This table is quite helpful to the reader, who might
otherwise mistake the volume’s complex organization
scheme for mere eclecticism. Each chapter views its
biblical text through the lens of a different type of
reception, such as literary theory, popular culture
(children’s Bibles), or even feminism. Bal asserts that
underneath these disparate interpretations lies a shared
patriarchal ideology that has systematically excluded
or ignored details in the stories inconsistent with its
values and assumptions. Bal’s purpose is to highlight
these omissions, thus restoring to the biblical stories
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their full textual ambiguity. By calling attention to the
multiple ambiguities of the texts, Bal aims to decon-
struct their traditional patriarchal interpretations, but at
the same time she asserts that modern narrative theory
would deny the possibility of any privileged meaning,
for the biblical texts themselves subvert attempts to
impose univocal, unambiguous readings upon them.

The deconstruction of traditional, ideological interpre-
tation clears a space for alternative voices and pos-
sibilities, especially feminist ones. As Bal states in her
conclusion, “the point of literary analysis is that there
is no truth. . . . And when the truth is absent, women
can creep in” (132). Thus for Bal feminism aligned
with narrative theory is not a new ideology, but a
method that calls for the subversion of all ideologies.

But interpretation abhors a vacuum, and Bal at times
violates her own ideologically free stance toward the
texts and interprets the stories in a more ideologically
feminist framework. What, for example, is the
ideological status of the word “real” in the statement
that the “connection between physical strength and
sexual pleasure, and the violence involved in both

. . is Samson’s real secret” (45; emphasis added)?
Does not this usage imply an epistemologically
privileged reading?

In an attempt to deny stable meaning, let alone “truth”
to the texts, Bal submits them to a veritable torture
chamber of theoretical apparatus. We get far too many
passages like the following, ostensibly about Tamar
and Judah:

If it is possible to define temporal figure as analepsis-
on-paralepsis, there is no reason not to include the
paralepsis within the analysis of order and to assume
the possibility of the specification paralepsis-on-
analepsis. It consists of the presentation of some
information as an aside from the diegetical chronology,
in order to fill in a previous gap. The sidestep is com-
ing closer now. The status of the figure is even far
more convincing than that of its counterpart. Because
the figures of -lepsis are positively defined, it is clearer
in its manifestation, and its analeptical character, which
is its motivation in the theoretically necessary, diegeti-
cal past, is often explicitly indicated.

94)

While the French version has the space to develop this
terminology based on the work of Gerard Genette, the
shorter English version does not. Because each of the
five chapters employs a different hermeneutical
framework and because the discussions of theory have
been abridged in this revision, the reader never
develops a sustained familiarity with any one theoreti-
cal approach. Each chapter is independent, and

although we are told that the sequence of chapters is
“both important and random” (8), there is no apparent
cumulative or developing argument from one chapter
to the next.

The most important “love story” Bal chooses is the
familiar Eden myth of Genesis, and here she claims
that even recent feminist scholarship participates in
the same patriarchal biases that it attacks. Both Phyllis
Trible and “Paul” in 1 Timothy base their interpreta-
tions on what Bal calls a “retrospective fallacy”: that
is, “the projection of an accomplished and singular
named character onto previous textual elements that
lead to the construction of that character.” This fallacy
contributes to the creation of myths, which Bal defines
as “narrativizations of ideologies” (108). The proper
name “Eve” retrospectively signifies an assortment of
figures who fallaciously appear as a developing
character. But “Eve” is a mythological product of the
story’, not a stable character within it. “At the end of
the story, the myth of Eve begins” (129). This decon-
struction of the Eden myth makes an interesting addi-
tion to recent feminist scholarship and will no doubt
take a place alongside the more familiar recent
analyses of Elaine Pagels, Nehama Aschkenasy, and
others.

The other three stories—Samson and Delilah, David
and Bathsheba, and Ruth and Boaz—are interpreted in
a more traditionally feminist vein as variations on the
theme of patriarchal insecurity and fears of impotence
and female sexuality, which Bal calls “the most
underestimated mythical meaning of the Bible” (5).
Bal’s interpretation of the Ruth and Boaz story is
especially interesting, since instead of focusing on
Ruth’s loyalty she takes her cue from the poetry of
Victor Hugo and sees the story through Boaz’s
perspective. This is an important chapter in that art is
used as an interpretive medium. The original French
edition benefitted from illustrative plates, unfortunately
omitted from the English edition.

The English title Lethal Love is explained in the after-
word:

In all the love stories discussed, love is presented as
lethal. . . . Love is not lethal, but there is a problem
for some people who think it is: such a statement I
have read in the stories, if statements there were at all.
What went wrong in the history of the reception of
these stories is precisely the repression of the problem.

(131)

Bal’s style exemplifies the continental poststructuralist
penchant for writing “under erasure,” as Derrida called
it, negating what one has previously apparently af-
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firmed. But it is a style suited to Bal’s purpose: to
release “the repression of the problem” by reopening
the problem. But the problem, once reopened, does
not admit of solutions, which by their very nature
would close the problem again, substituting a new
interpretive ideology for an old one.

As narrative theory from a feminist perspective ap-
plied to biblical texts, Lethal Love makes a valuable
and provocative contribution. In stressing patriarchal
interpretation rather than patriarchal texts, it adds a
whole new level of theoretical sophistication to
feminist biblical criticism and accomplishes its aim of
opening up the texts themselves to new and exciting
hermeneutical possibilities. But its overreliance on
critical apparatus and its difficult readability will limit
its audience to professionals and graduate students of
biblical criticism, feminism, and narrative theory, the
same audience which had access to the fuller French
version. We can regret that the English revision did
not proceed far enough to widen its readership to the
great segment of the general literate audience con-
cerned with issues of gender and religion.
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Griselda Pollock (review date September 1993)

SOURCE: Pollock, Griselda. Review of Reading “Rem-
brandt”: Beyond the Word-Image Opposition, by Mieke
Bal. Art Bulletin 75, no. 3 (September 1993): 529-35.

[In the following review, Pollock offers unqualified
praise for Bal, applauding Reading “Rembrandt” for its
sophistication, erudition, and readability.]

There are very few books that demand unqualified
recommendation. Having studied this text [Reading
“Rembrandt’’: Beyond the Word-Image Opposition],
I can simply summarize my response as: you have to
read this! Mieke Bal has produced one of the most
important books of recent years and one that must
surely become required reading for all art histori-
ans—be they undergraduates, graduates, or established

scholars seeking a text for study groups in art history
as well as in comparative arts, cultural studies, and
literary and semiotic theory. This is not to say that
Bal’s is an authoritative text; it does not supplant all
others. And I am not suggesting that there is nothing
to argue with or dispute in it. The grounds of potential
disagreement are themselves, however, part of the
value of the publication. While never claiming to be
an “art history book”—a monographic study of the
canonical master Rembrandt, an iconographic analysis
of 17th-century Dutch biblical or history painting, or a
cultural contextualization of either—this study ad-
dresses the central concerns of art historians at the
moment: what do we do when we look at a visual im-
age and, assuming it to have meaning, begin to
interpret its signs?

Challenged by the intellectual revolutions, some might
say upheavals, in the study of the humanities that have
characterized the last few decades, art historians are
currently aware of the need to be critically self-aware
about their methods and purposes. They are at the
same time skeptical of the wholesale importation of
methodologies and systems that may or may not assist
in dealing with the specificities of the visual arts. Tak-
ing the possibilities seriously, instead of being
defensively xenophobic, does not imply any mere fol-
lowing of fashion, requiring us all to become “new” in
some unspecified way. Bal’s book is a serious attempt
to struggle with the issues raised by both traditional
art-historical methods and developments in narratol-
ogy and semiotics, fields to which the author has made
major theoretical contributions in her previous publica-
tions. As a “visitor” to the field of art history, she
provides an interesting picture of that discipline’s
strategies and practices—dealing with each seriously
and often offering important new insights about their
operation. Indeed, the major impression of Bal that
one derives from reading this book is of her fairness
based on an open desire to argue all cases, to assess
all claims, and to avoid any simple replacements or
inversions. She wants to show how productive the ten-
sions between methods and interpretation strategies
can be if we allow them to remain in tension—as she
argues the actual process of meaning production in the
image itself often may be. Thus Bal writes on
“iconography” in one of the most interesting chapters
of the book:

I shall discuss iconography as a useful yet limited code,
a code which like all others can be used to ward off
threatening interpretations, to fit the works into a reas-
suring tradition, but which can also be taken beyond its
most obvious use to yield a powerful critical reading.
Iconography is both a vulnerable and a productive
central dogma in art history as a traditional discipline.
It is in the name of iconography that some art historians



