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ABSTRACT

Lawrence Norfolk’s novel, Lemprière's Dictionary, embodies many of 

elements of postmodernist fiction outlined by Linda Hutcheon and Brian 

McHale.  The novel fits many of the criteria of historiographic metafiction, 

incorporates multiple possible worlds by which postmodernist fiction 

foregrounds ontological concerns, and emphasizes fictionality by drawing 

attention to the process of installing order.  

The novel highlights competing epistemological orientations through 

repeated narrative and structural references to shapes and patterns.  The 

interpretability of texts and the multiple and competing realities prevent the 

establishment of a single, coherent epistemological system.  The characters 

strive to make sense of the patterns that they perceive, trying to establish 

a system that will make the world comprehensible.  Although each character 

attempts to work within a coherent epistemological system, the multiple yet 

coexisting worlds of the novel, each participating in a competing 

epistemological system, frustrate that effort, and interpretability descends 

into epistemological instability.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Introduction

 Lawrence Norfolk’s Lemprière’s Dictionary is a novel of immense 

scope, complexity, and erudition.  The intricate plot spans two hundred 

years, from the foundation of the East India Company in 1600 to the Eve of 

the French Revolution in 1788, and incorporates allusions that range from 

Greco-Roman mythology to modern chaos theory.  The polyvalent themes in 

the novel lend themselves to any number of critical approaches.  As a 

Classicist, my interest has been to examine how classical elements have 

been incorporated into a postmodern context.  

From this perspective, there are two issues of particular interest to 

me.  First, the novel self-consciously highlights competing epistemological 

orientations through repeated narrative and structural references to shapes 

and patterns.  Second, the incorporation of heterotopias, fragmentary 

possible orders that exist in an impossible space,1 prevents the 

establishment of a single, coherent epistemological system.  After 

considering its postmodern context, with particular emphasis on the critical 

approaches of Brian McHale and Linda Hutcheon, I will examine how the novel 

incorporates competing epistemological systems by investigating the 

subversion of two related Enlightenment themes, classification and 

mechanization, represented by the dictionary and the automata.  

1 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: 
Random House, 1970), xvii-xviii.
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Let me first begin with a brief discussion of the author and the text, 

followed by a detailed plot summary.

Author and Text

Lawrence Norfolk was born in London in 1963.  His family moved to Iraq 

in 1965 where his father worked as a civil engineer.  The family was 

evacuated during the Six Day War in 1967 and returned to England.  Norfolk 

earned a BA in English from King’s College, London, in 1986 and studied for a 

Ph.D.  

His first novel, Lemprière’s Dictionary was published in 1991 when the 

author was only twenty-seven years old, and won the Somerset Maugham 

Award in 1992.  Norfolk received high praise for his narrative style, intricate 

plot development, and exhaustively researched historical detail.2   Norfolk 

states, “Even the weather throughout the book is correct, right down to the 

minute, which was especially tough to get right seeing as there were no 

weather forecasts to refer to in those days.”3  The book has also garnered 

some criticism.  Norfolk has been accused of sacrificing depth of character 

for suspense,4 incorporating narrative passages so intricate and detailed 

that the reader loses track of the plot,5  and being derivative of other 

2 See T. J. Binyon, Review of Lemprière’s Dictionary, by Lawrence Norfolk.  Sunday Times (29 
September 1991): Features Section and Robert Taylor, Review of Lemprière’s Dictionary, by 
Lawrence Norfolk.  The Boston Globe (30 September 1992): 40. 
3 Jerome Boyd Maunsell, Review of In the Shape of a Boar, by Lawrence Norfolk.  The Times 
(London)  (20 September 2000): Features Section. 
4 “The great virtue of novels, their portrayal of characters we’d like to know more about, Mr. 
Norfolk sacrifices to the minor value of suspense...  Why would anyone with his gifts for 
language also use the kind of undergraduate plot manipulation that fills out the pages of this long 
novel?  At best, the answer might involve familiar pronouncements about post-modernism and 
artificiality; at worst, it suggests the beginner’s efforts to woo an audience that would really 
rather be engrossed in a thriller pure and simple.”  Alfred Corn.  Review of Lemprière’s 
Dictionary, by Lawrence Norfolk.  The New York Times (20 December 1992): Sec. 7, Pg. 6.
5 “Less satisfying are some of Norfolk’s coloratura prose arias and descriptive excesses; a few 
scenes remain so phantasmagoric that you’re not quite sure what is going on.”  Michael Dirda, 
Review of Lemprière’s Dictionary, by Lawrence Norfolk.  The Washington Post Book World (20 
September 1992): X1. 
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postmodern novels.6

Norfolk has subsequently published two additional novels, The Pope’s 

Rhinoceros, published in 1996, and In the Shape of a Boar, published in 2000.   

In the Shape of a Boar made the short list for the James Tait Black Memorial 

Prize in 2000.  Norfolk was included in the Granta series Best of Young 

British Writers in 1993, co-edited New Writing 8 with Tibor Fischer in 1999, 

and regularly contributes reviews for The Times (London). 

Lemprière’s Dictionary was published at about the same time in Britain 

and the United States.  The US edition, however, had about twenty percent 

of the text edited out, including most of the fantastic and supernatural 

elements.   The editor, John Michel, said, “It didn’t work for me, and I didn’t 

think it was going to work for an American audience.  My worry was the book 

being categorized as fantasy or sci-fi, and getting taken completely out of 

the literary-historical genre.”7  While the British edition leaves some 

questions unanswered, the US edition left gaping holes.  “One cannot help but 

feel,” says Michael Dirda, “that the novel has been deliberately simplified for 

American readers; in short, dumbed down.’8  Norfolk, however, refuses to 

choose the “preferred text,” instead saying, “If I had my way, I’d produce a 

thousand different versions.  At the moment, all I can do is two.  That’s 

moving in the right direction, as far as I’m concerned.”9  

6 “In time, this latest crop will be remembered, if it is remembered, as being typically 
postmodern, stylish, even at its best highly polished, but like a fresh-made then “antiqued” bit 
of furniture, derivative in the main.”  Colin Walters, Review of Lemprière’s Dictionary, by 
Lawrence Norfolk.  The Washington Times  (13 September 1992): B6.   In contrast, however, 
William Dalrymple describes the novel as “an entirely original book.”  Review of Lemprière’s 
Dictionary, by Lawrence Norfolk.  The Spectator (9 November 1991): 57-58. 
7 David Streitfeld, “Book Report: Indefinite ‘Dictionary.’”  The Washington Post Book World 
(20 September 1992): X15.
8 Michael Dirda, Review of Lemprière’s Dictionary, by Lawrence Norfolk.  The Washington Post 
Book World (20 September 1992): X1. 
9 Streitfeld, X15.
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The longer British edition was released in the US in 2003.  I will use the 

1991 British edition for this dissertation, followed by the corresponding page 

numbers for the 2003 US edition in italics.

Plot Synopsis

Since the plot of the novel is so complex, let me begin with a brief 

overview.  The protagonist is John Lemprière, an historical character who in 

fact wrote a dictionary of classical mythology, published in 1788.10   Norfolk 

weaves together the composition of the dictionary with the history of the 

British East India Company, the Siege of the French city of La Rochelle in 

1628, and the causes of the French Revolution.    

John Lemprière resides on Jersey with his parents, Charles and 

Marianne.  Years spent studying classical literature have both damaged 

Lemprière’s eyesight and encouraged an overactive imagination.  Lemprière’s 

poor vision and scholarly pursuits contribute to his growing isolation and 

eccentricity.  In response, his parents decide that the young man should have 

glasses.  At the very moment that the glazier drops the lenses before his 

eyes, Lemprière sees the mythical Athenian king Erichthonius in the stove.  

This vision is more realistic than his earlier fantasies have been.  

Lemprière’s next vision occurs after he reads a section of Propertius 4.2, a 

poem about the Etruscan god Vertumnus, at which moment he witnesses the 

god rising from the ground behind his house. 

Lemprière’s visions are not the only mystery in the novel.  Several 

generations of Lemprières have died under suspicious circumstances, and 

Charles Lemprière has spent years trying to unravel the mystery that has 

plagued his family.

10 John Lemprière, Bibliotheca classica, or, A classical dictionary: containing a full account of 
all the proper names mentioned in antient authors, to which are subjoined tables of coins, 
weights, and measures in use among the Greeks and Romans.  Reading: Printed for T. Caddell, 
1788.
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The day after the Vertumnus vision, Lemprière receives a request 

from Juliette Casterleigh for help in her father’s library, which lacks classical 

texts.  Lemprière, already infatuated with Juliette, immediately agrees.

Lemprière arrives at the Casterleigh estate as requested. He and his 

former schoolmaster, Orbilius Quint11  debate about which authors and 

editions to include, each trying to outdo the other.  In thanks for his help 

with the library, Casterleigh sends Lemprière a copy of Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, flawless, except for a rough cut ‘C’ on the frontispiece.  

The book includes illustrations for each story, but the one that accompanies 

the myth of Diana and Actaeon is particularly detailed.  Actaeon is shown 

being attacked by his dogs as he turns into a stag.

The next day, Marianne Lemprière expels both father and son from the 

house for her annual house cleaning.  Lemprière sets out for his favorite pool 

in the St. Lawrence valley while his father heads for the home of his friend, 

Jake Stokes.  About the same time, Casterleigh sets out on horseback, 

bringing both Juliette and his dogs.

Charles walks southward, but the sound of Casterleigh’s dogs causes 

him to veer northward.  When he realizes he is several miles off course, he 

cuts a straight line through the St. Lawrence valley, where he intends to 

follow the stream toward his destination.  Thus, both father and son arrive 

at the pool at about the same time to witness Juliette bathing naked beneath 

the waterfall.  Casterleigh’s dogs attack and kill Charles while Lemprière is 

immobilized on the bank across the stream.  Lemprière believes that he was 

the conduit by which the myth that he read has turned into reality, resulting 

in the death of his father.  

After his father’s death, Lemprière travels to London for the reading 

of the will.  Upon his arrival and following a comical search for his boarding 

11 Orbilius Pupillus was Horace’s teacher, whom he called ‘plagosus’, fond of flogging (Epistles, 
2.1.70).  Horace’s full name was Quintus Horatius Flaccus, hence the Quint.
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house, Lemprière finds a letter waiting for him from his father’s solicitor, 

Ewan Skewer, requesting his attendance at their office the following day.  A 

second note, scribbled at the bottom of the letter and unsigned, indicates 

that an “interested party” will accompany Lemprière to the office.  

Coinciding with Lemprière’s arrival in London, there is a gathering of 

the mysterious Cabbala, a group of nine men who control the East India 

Company and meet secretly in a network of tunnels located beneath the city.  

The central chamber where the meetings are held has a lamp with nine wicks 

representing the nine members of the Cabbala.  Five of the nine members 

are present, including Le Mara, Viscount Casterleigh, the mysterious leader, 

and his two sentinels, Antithe and Monopole.  Vaucanson, Boffe, Jaques, who 

is Charles’ Lemprière’s friend Jake Stokes, and an unnamed ninth member, 

presumably John Lemprière himself, are absent.  The Cabbala members 

discuss the arrival in London of Lemprière and the plans to bring the 

Lemprières back into the fold.  They discuss the financial arrangements of 

one of their client rulers, the Nawab of the Carnatic, whose assassin, Nazim 

ud-Dowlah, has arrived in London to hunt for the Cabbala.  The meeting also 

reveals the friction between the Leader and Casterleigh, who feels that the 

plans regarding Lemprière are wasteful and unwarranted.

The next day, Septimus Praeceps, the “interested party,” arrives to 

escort Lemprière to the law offices.  When they arrive, they find a woman, 

the Widow Neagle, berating Skewer and beating him with her shoe.  The 

Widow, ashamed at being caught in such an embarrassing position, allows 

Septimus to escort her from the room.  Skewer defuses the situation by 

claiming that the Widow is mentally unstable.  She claims that Skewer is 

involved in a conspiracy to blacken her late husband’s name and that he 

possesses documents that would prove her husband’s innocence. 

Once the will has been read, Skewer gives Lemprière a stack of 

documents, including a cryptic agreement between François Lemprière and 
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Thomas de Vere, the Fourth Earl of Braith, one of the original charter 

holders of the East India Company.  Septimus suggests asking Skewer’s 

clerk, George Peppard, for an opinion on the document, but Skewer simply 

dismisses the request, calling the agreement a “relic.”  Septimus then 

offers to purchase it on behalf of Edmund de Vere, the Twelfth Earl of 

Braith, but Lemprière refuses.  Instead, he is intrigued by Septimus’ request 

for Peppard’s opinion.  After they leave the office, Septimus asks Lemprière 

to meet Edmund de Vere in person, to which Lemprière agrees.  

 Lemprière then follows Peppard after he leaves the office and asks 

him to interpret the agreement for him.  Peppard explains that Thomas de 

Vere agreed to surrender his one-ninth share of the East India Company to 

François Lemprière, and would in turn be paid one-tenth of any future profit 

that François gained from the Company for unspecified “services.”   Peppard 

notes that François must have offered De Vere something, but the 

document does not explicitly state what that may have been.  He also points 

out that the agreement is in effect notwithstanding the death of either 

signatory, which, since the agreement is between two individuals, would be 

impossible, unless they were immortal.

The following Saturday, Lemprière meets Septimus and Edmund de 

Vere at the Craven Arms to discuss the agreement between their ancestors.  

The meeting coincides with a gathering of the raucous Pork Club, a group 

that combines general debauchery with the consumption of large quantities 

of alcohol and pork; Septimus is Master of Ceremonies.  The group plays a 

series of games, during which Lemprière has another vision; an old woman 

transforms into Circe and the revelers into pigs.  Lemprière and Septimus 

win the prize, which is a girl, a look alike to Juliette, strapped to a bed 

upstairs.  Lemprière barely enters the room before passing out, and 

Septimus carries him outside.  In his drunken confusion, Lemprière confesses 

to Septimus the visions that he has seen. 
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In response, Septimus brings Lemprière to meet two of his friends, 

Ernst Kalkbrenner and Elly Clementi, “doctors of the mind,” who will attempt 

to find a solution to Lemprière’s mental instability.  Ernst comes to the 

conclusion that Lemprière’s problem stems from his extensive reading in the 

Classics.  He must, therefore, purge himself by writing.  After an exhaustive, 

and suggestively alphabetical, list of possible genres, Lemprière arrives at 

the idea of writing a dictionary, an inspiration that Septimus, Ernst, and Elly 

cheerfully applaud.

Lemprière immediately begins working diligently on the dictionary.  He 

arrives at the entry for ‘Danae’ the evening of a masked ball at the De Vere 

estate where Lemprière will meet Lady de Vere, Edmund de Vere’s mother. 

Lady de Vere tells Lemprière the story of how the agreement between 

their ancestors came about.  The original voyage of the East India Company 

brought back a cargo of pepper, only to find a glut on the pepper market, 

which bankrupted the nine original investors.  In response, a group of nine 

French Huguenots from the city of La Rochelle offered to buy the shares of 

each investor, who would then be paid one-tenth of his original ninth.  Since 

the company was essentially bankrupt, the investors had no choice.  The 

French investors needed the charter, since they could not get one from their 

own hostile government in France.  The agreement amounted to treason for 

both sides.  Lady de Vere shows Lemprière estate accounts that record the 

many expenditures that indicate the wealth that the agreement brought to 

the family.  She then tells the story of the siege of La Rochelle, the 

destruction of the city, the flight of the French investors, and Thomas de 

Vere’s subsequent encounter with François Lemprière.  According to a letter 

left by Thomas de Vere, he met François after the destruction of La 

Rochelle.  He learned that François and the other investors had escaped, but 

François was enraged at the other eight investors, vowing revenge against 

them for some unnamed atrocity committed at La Rochelle.  De Vere, 
8



however, never learned what this act had been, and never saw François 

again.  Lady de Vere tries to persuade Lemprière that the agreement is still 

in effect and that they each have a claim to the Company, but Lemprière 

remains unconvinced.

Lemprière becomes hopelessly lost when he leaves Lady de Vere’s 

apartments.  He hears Septimus calling for him and follows the sound of his 

voice outside into the snow, only to find himself locked out.  He decides to 

circle around the outside of the house, and soon arrives in a clearing with a 

pit in the center, from which a golden light emanates.  He approaches, almost 

against his will, and looks down to find a terrified woman, chained in the pit 

with a metal ring holding her mouth open.  He hears a roaring sound and looks 

up to see a black shape swing overhead.  The woman’s mouth is filled with 

molten gold until her stomach explodes from the force.  Lemprière runs into 

the darkness and is later discovered, nearly frozen, by Septimus.

The next day, Lemprière, prompted by the information Lady de Vere 

shared with him, pays a visit to his father’s solicitor.  There, Lemprière again 

encounters the Widow Neagle.  The Widow tells him of her husband’s 

discovery of a trade route through the Mediterranean to the Red Sea.  

Captain Neagle told his wife that he saw whales headed to their feeding 

grounds in the Indian Ocean through the Mediterranean, which meant there 

had to be a passage to the Red Sea.  Captain Neagle went to sea claiming 

that he would sail into the Mediterranean looking for the passage.  He left 

documents behind, instructing his wife to engage an attorney to represent 

them in establishing a charter should he discover the route.  She engaged 

George Peppard, her former suitor.  Captain Neagle and his ship were lost at 

sea, so the Widow was unable to pursue the claim.  

The Widow then introduces Lemprière to the three professors who live 

above her.  They are playing a bizarre game called Jump or Die, which 

attempts to reconstruct the siege at La Rochelle.  They tell Lemprière the 
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story of the Sprite of Rochelle, a flaming figure, possibly a child, that fell 

from the citadel, but then took flight and skimmed across the waves headed 

out to sea.

When Lemprière leaves the Widow’s home, he visits Peppard to discuss 

what the Widow told him.  Peppard tells Lemprière that Neagle had not seen 

whales in the Mediterranean, as he told his wife, but had actually seen a ship, 

the Sophie, that had been lost at sea twenty years earlier.  Captain Neagle 

assumed that he had uncovered a case of insurance fraud.  Once Captain 

Neagle was lost at sea, the case was hopeless.  Peppard laments the passing 

of the Captain and mentions the name of his ship, the Falmouth, a name that 

Lemprière has heard before.  Captain Guardian, an acquaintance of Charles 

Lemprière, mentioned the same ship at the De Vere party, saying that the 

Falmouth, now called the Vendragon, was docked on the quay outside of his 

home.  Shortly after Lemprière’s departure, Peppard is murdered by Le 

Mara, one of the Cabbala members.  

Lemprière visits Captain Guardian to inquire about the ship.  Guardian 

points out the Vendragon.  They witness a crate break open and spill its 

contents on the quay, a statue that Guardian says is made of Coade stone.  

Lemprière resolves to visit the Coade manufactory in order to solve the 

ship’s mystery.  

The same night as his visit to the factory, Lemprière reaches the 

entry for ‘Iphigenia’ in his dictionary.  When he arrives at the manufactory, 

he finds it deserted.  When he hears someone approaching, he quickly hides 

beneath a statue mold and is trapped under it.  He sees Juliette pass by 

wearing the same anklets she had worn in the pool on Jersey.  He hears a 

sucking sound and, when he is finally able to lift the mold, he finds a girl, not 

Juliette, with her throat cut, suspended from a hammock made from a goat-

carcass.  She is the same girl who was offered as the ‘prize’ at the Pork 

Club.
10



Unlike his earlier visions, Lemprière refuses the believe that he has 

brought about the girl’s death.  He confronts Septimus on the subject, 

asserting that he is not insane.  Thereafter, instead of working methodically 

from A to Z on his dictionary, he now does not follow a pattern.  

Shortly thereafter, Theobald Peppard, George’s twin brother who 

works for the East India Company, arrives at Lemprière’s rooms claiming 

that he has the proof about the insurance fraud regarding Captain Neagle’s 

ship, the Falmouth.  Lemprière accompanies Theobald to the archives of the 

East India Company where Theobald gives Lemprière a document showing that 

no claim was ever submitted for the ship or its cargo.  While they debate the 

significance of the document, three people enter the archive.  Theobald 

insists that they hide, but Lemprière recognizes one of the intruders as 

Juliette.  He grabs hold of her, but she, in fear, insists that he release her 

but promises to visit him the next day.  

Juliette arrives at Lemprière’s rooms the next day, as promised.  She 

encourages him to give up the chase.  He wants her to run away with him but 

she refuses because Casterleigh knows the identity of her biological father.  

They make love, but she sneaks away while Lemprière sleeps.  When he 

wakes, he pursues Juliette to the opera house.

Upon entering, Lemprière finds himself in the middle of another 

mythological scene; Paris and Menelaus in their fight for Helen.  Lemprière is 

expected to play the role of Paris, but he refuses to participate and throws 

down the sword.  Instead, he pursues Juliette to the roof of the opera house.

There he encounters Viscount Casterleigh, who tries to push Lemprière 

over the edge, but, as Lemprière falls, he feels something push him from 

behind.  Whatever it is, it strikes fear in Casterleigh’s eyes.  Lemprière loses 

consciousness and wakes to find Septimus shaking him and dragging him to 

his feet.  They return to Lemprière’s rooms.  Once there, Lemprière again 

sees the recurring symbol,  the rough-cut ‘C’, this time on the watermark of 
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a pamphlet, and recognizes it as the harbor of La Rochelle.  Just as the 

realization dawns on him, Septimus strikes him over the head.  

Lemprière wakes in the underground tunnels near a corpse that he 

assumes to be that of his ancestor, François.  Jaques approaches and leads 

him to the central chamber.  The leader retells the story of the origin of the 

Company and the siege of La Rochelle.  He adds the details of the destruction 

of the city.  The Cabbala had plotted to overthrow the French throne, which 

is what brought about the siege.  François had escaped in order to seek aid 

from England.  When his mission was unsuccessful, he sent a letter to his 

colleagues telling them to save themselves.  They had an escape route 

beneath the city, but needed a distraction because of the troops encamped 

near the exit of the tunnel.  They led the townspeople, including their own 

families, into the citadel and barred the exit.  They set the citadel ablaze and 

escaped through the underground tunnels.    

The leader then reveals that he is actually Lemprière’s own ancestor, 

François, who, along with the other members of the Cabbala, has been 

mechanically altered and has been alive for nearly two hundred years.  The 

corpse in the tunnel was that of Zamorin, the original leader of the Cabbala, 

whose life François demanded, in addition to control over the Company, in 

exchange for his silence about the events in La Rochelle.  François holds up 

Lemprière’s dictionary and demands that he either join the Cabbala as the 

ninth member, or the dictionary will be used as proof of his guilt in two 

murders.  

François orders Lemprière to light the ninth candle in the lamp, which 

represents the nine members of the Cabbala.  As Lemprière moves to light 

the candle, the factional strife within the Cabbala surfaces.  Le Mara and 

Vaucanson, Casterleigh’s compatriots, attack Jaques and Boffe.  François is 

outraged but is too weak to do anything about it.  When Casterleigh moves 

toward Lemprière, Juliette motions with her eyes that he should extinguish 
12



the candles.  Lemprière finally comprehends Juliette’s signal and blows out 

the candles and the two lovers escape, pursued by Casterleigh and Le Mara.  

Le Mara is waylaid by the assassin Nazim, who has been searching the 

underground tunnel for the Cabbala’s meeting place.

The tunnels begin to flood.  Three ships, the Tisiphone, the Alecto, and 

the Megaera are sucked in, spilling their cargoes of charcoal, sulphur, 

saltpetre, which together make gun powder.  The mysterious figure that 

Casterleigh saw on the roof of the opera house, the Sprite of Rochelle, 

enters the underground chamber and lights the powder, thus killing François.  

Casterleigh, who has pursued Lemprière and Juliette through the tunnels, is 

trapped beneath a grate and drowns.  Before his death, he tells Juliette that 

Charles Lemprière is her real father.  Juliette, stunned, wanders away.  

Lemprière searches for her but cannot find her.  The next day Juliette meets 

Lemprière as he prepares to leave for home. Septimus told her that Jaques 

was her father, not Charles, and the two lovers sail away together.

In the end, Septimus reveals that he is actually the Sprite of Rochelle, 

the personification of François’ seventh child, commanded by his mother to 

seek revenge against his father for the deaths at La Rochelle.  Septimus has 

reappeared to each generation of Lemprières, spurring them in their quest 

against the Company.  With the death of François, he is finally able to ascend 

to heaven, along with the other tormented souls of La Rochelle.
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CHAPTER 2

LEMPRIÈRE’S DICTIONARY IN A 

POSTMODERN CONTEXT

The Postmodern Historical Novel

Lemprière’s Dictionary is an example of what Linda Hutcheon calls 

“historiographic metafiction,” which is a work that disrupts realist historical 

narrative by assimilating its basic principles.  In other words, historiographic 

metafiction incorporates then subverts elements of the traditional historical 

novel; it “uses and abuses the very structures and values it takes to task”12  

in order to bring to the foreground the difference between objective truth 

and subjective interpretation.  This interrogation creates a plurality of 

truths that are culturally constructed.  “Postmodern novels ... openly assert 

that there are only truths in the plural, and never one Truth; and there is 

rarely falseness per se, just others’ truths.”13  This plurality of truths 

problematizes, in the world of the postmodern novel and its critics, our 

ability to know anything definitively.  

Brian McHale, on the other hand, emphasizes the fact that 

postmodernist fiction foregrounds ontological instead of epistemological 

concerns.14  Although epistemological questions can be applied to 

postmodernist texts, ontological concerns are the dominant feature.  It 

“specifies the order in which different aspects are to be attended to...  it is 
12 Linda Hutcheon, The Poetics of Postmodernism (New York:  Routledge, 1988), 106.
13 Ibid., 109.
14 Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (New York & London:  Methuen, 1987), 10.
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more urgent to interrogate it about its ontological implications.”15  

Lemprière's Dictionary embodies many of the elements of 

postmodernist fiction outlined by both Hutcheon and McHale.  I will elaborate 

on three in particular:  first, the novel fulfills many of the criteria of 

historiographic metafiction; second, the novel incorporates multiple possible 

worlds by which, McHale argues, postmodernist fiction foregrounds 

ontological concerns; third, the novel highlights fictionality by drawing 

attention to the process of installing order, then using it “to demystify our 

everyday processes of structuring chaos, of imparting or assigning 

meaning.”16 

From Historical Fiction to Historiographic Metafiction

Let me begin by outlining the components of the traditional historical 

novel described by both Hutcheon and McHale.  Many of the strategies that 

McHale outlines whereby postmodern fiction privileges the ontological 

dominant correlate with those defined by Hutcheon.17  

The protagonist must be a “type, a synthesis of the general and 

particular, of ‘all the humanly and socially essential determinants.’”  The use 

of detail is only important for preserving historical accuracy, and real 

historical characters are given secondary roles.18   McHale adds that 

traditional historical novels should not contradict the official record, 

including what is known about the material culture or the Weltanschauung of 

the period, and that traditional historical fiction should be realistic; “a 

fantastic historical fiction is an anomaly.”19 

The postmodern historical novel, on the other hand, incorporates but 

subverts the structures outlined above.  Brian McHale observed that, while 

15 Ibid., 11.
16 Hutcheon, Poetics, 7.
17 Hutcheon follows Georg Lukács’ definition of the traditional historical novel.
18 Hutcheon, Poetics, 113-117.
19 McHale, 88.
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traditional historical fiction tries to disguise the transition from reality to 

fiction, postmodern fiction does the opposite, making the shift from reality 

to fiction conspicuous and startling.20  Instead of the synthetic type common 

in traditional historical fiction, protagonists in postmodern historical novels 

are often “ex-centrics, the marginalized, the peripheral figures of fictional 

history.”21  Postmodern fiction often includes real world characters, which, 

McHale asserts, “sends shock-waves throughout that world’s ontological 

structure.”22   Also, postmodern historical novels include characters and 

events that contradict the historical record by providing false details, 

including anachronisms, or blending the fantastic with realistic elements.23  

John Lemprière is not a type, but is instead a marginalized character, 

isolated by his myopia, scholarly interests, and naiveté.  Amy Elias asserts 

that Lemprière is “a sympathetic character: he is written as a good and 

innocent man, and his scholarship, his dictionary project, and his personal 

values align him with the neoclassical ethics and aesthetics of the Age of 

Reason.”24  Though Lemprière is, certainly, likable, his character is more 

problematic.  Although not evil, he is not brave or heroic either.  Even the 

dictionary project, that Elias argues aligns Lemprière with Enlightenment 

values, is not undertaken for the pursuit of knowledge, but rather to work 

through Lemprière’s own mental instabilities. 

Instead of placing real historical characters in secondary roles, Norfolk 

gives them significant roles.  He also contradicts the historical record by 

significantly altering their biographies.  The most obvious example is 

Lemprière himself, who is, of course, an historical character, but whose 

biography is completely altered in the novel.  The real Lemprière was not 

20 Ibid., 90.
21 Hutcheon, Poetics, 113-114.
22 McHale, 85.
23 Ibid., 90.
24 Amy J. Elias, Sublime Desire: History and Post-1960’s Fiction. (Baltimore and London:  The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 159.  
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self-educated, but attended Pembroke College, graduating with a B.A. in 

1790.  He had started his dictionary by 1786.  From 1787-1788, he taught 

at Reading.  By 1789 he had taken his orders, since he was preaching at the 

church in Saint Helier on Jersey that year.  He became master of the 

Grammar School at Bolton in 1791, then headmaster of Abingdon School in 

1792 until he resigned in 1809.25  In contrast, the fictional John Lemprière, 

after leaving the tutelage of Quint, is self-educated on Jersey, leaving home 

for London after his father’s death.  He begins his dictionary after the 

meeting of the Pork club, which occurs shortly before Christmas in 1787, 

and completes his dictionary in July of 1788.

In addition to Lemprière, Sir John Fielding is also an historical figure, 

the brother of the writer Henry Fielding, and cofounder of the Bow Street 

Runners.  In the novel, Fielding’s life is extended (the real Fielding died in 

1780), and he is characterized as a Sherlock Holmes style detective.

Some other elements that contradict the record are the French 

Huguenots who own the East India Company, the treachery and murder at La 

Rochelle, and the conspiracy that triggers the French Revolution.  

Finally, Lemprière’s Dictionary contradicts what is known about the 

material culture of the Enlightenment and, at the same time, includes 

elements of the fantastic when the Cabbala members turn out to be 

automata, alive for more than two-hundred years.  Clearly the scientific 

advances necessary for such a feat are not available now, much less the 

eighteenth century.  The character of Septimus as avenging angel also 

incorporates elements of the fantastic.

The postmodern historical novel often falsifies history by 

incorporating, then subverting, elements of traditional historical novels in 

order to demonstrate that fiction and history are both culturally 
25 John Lemprière, Lemprière’s Dictionary of Proper Names Mentioned in Ancient Authors, 
With a Chronological Table, Revised by F. A. Wright, M. A.  (London:  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
Ltd., 1949), vii-x.  
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constructed.  “Postmodern fiction,” Hutcheon maintains, “suggests that to 

re-write or to re-present the past in fiction and in history is, in both cases, 

to open it up to the present, to prevent it from being conclusive and 

teleological.”26 

The Ontological Dominant and Multiple World Systems

McHale defines ontology as ““a theoretical description of a universe.”  

The use of the indefinite article, a universe, could refer, not simply to our 

universe, but also to other universes, both “possible” and “impossible.”27  

Postmodernist fiction often contains heterotopias, or ‘other worlds’, which 

Foucault defines as fragments of possible orders that coexist in an 

impossible space.28  In every case, McHale asserts, there exists a dual 

ontology between the normal, everyday world and the “paranormal or 

supernatural” world with a “contested boundary separating the two 

worlds,”29  the collapse of which is often violent and disruptive.30 

The inclusion of the impossible problematizes the ontological structure 

of postmodernist fiction by including propositions that are both true and 

false, whereas possible worlds have typically included only propositions which 

are either true or false, not both; they obey the “law of the excluded 

middle.”31   Impossible worlds, according to McHale, require the suspension of 

belief and disbelief.  

Norfolk includes several examples of possible worlds, including the 

Cabbala, Septimus, and the mythological figures.  These possible worlds 

contain propositions that are both true and false by combining elements that 

are typically kept separate.  For example, the Cabbala and Septimus are both 

26 Linda Hutcheon, Poetics, 110.
27 Ibid., 27.
28 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: 
Random House, 1970), xvii-xviii.
29 McHale, 73. 
30 Ibid., 80.  
31 Ibid., 33.
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alive and dead, and belong to both past and present.   The Cabbala is both 

man and machine.  Septimus is both human and divine.  The connection 

between these other worlds and the ‘real’ world represents the breakdown of 

boundaries, between past and present, life and death, myth and reality, or 

mortality and immortality, thus complicating the novel’s ontological 

structure.32 

Norfolk also uses what McHale describes as “the strategy of 

interpolation” to create a possible world, or zone; that is, he introduces “an 

alien space within a familiar space.”33  For example, when John Lemprière 

enters the Casterleigh library, he “felt that he had arrived, quite by 

accident, in an alien and compelling landscape and that opening his eyes to 

look around him he had seen all and recognised nothing” (49, 42).  The 

confusion that Lemprière experiences causes him to apply many of the 

typical questions which, as McHale asserts, foreground the ontological 

dominant.  For example, Which world is this?  What is to be done in it?34 

If I reach up and take in my hand Basinius, Rudolphus Agricola or 

Aeneas Sylvius, as I might, who would say I am not in France, Germany 

or Italy where they originated?  I am not of course, but it is as likely 

that I may be. I would have to leave this library to say that I am not, to 

be sure of that.  And if I consult Vesalius’ De Fabrica Corporis Humani, 

then whose body is it that I consult?  And if I take down Struthius’ De 

Arte Sphugmica, and I read of the action of the pulse, then whose pulse 

do I take?  And if I listen to that pulse by the ticking of that clock, do I 

measure my pulse or the timepiece?  He was growing confused.  For if 

it is the clock that measures the pulse, what then measures the clock?  

The wisdom of the library was beginning to seep into his understanding 

as he tried to think of time, the ticking of the clock, as nothing but an 
32 Ibid., 34.
33 Ibid. 47-48.
34 Ibid., 9-10.
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idle clatter. (49, 42)

Lemprière perceives that the library is laid out in a cycle, but he is unable to 

decode the underlying logic by which the library is organized.  “But every so 

often a jarring inconsistency or organisational caprice would bring the young 

man up short in his search for the controlling principle behind their order” 

(48, 41).  Heterotopias according to Foucault, subvert language; they 

destroy ‘syntax’, not only of sentences, but the “syntax which causes words 

and things to hold together.”35   Once Lemprière fails to comprehend the 

library’s order, his grasp on reality is shaken.

The novel includes several additional instances of an alien space within 

a familiar space.  For example, the first ‘vision’ that Lemprière has of 

Erichthonius in the stove occurs in “a room between Minerva’s shrine and 

Vulcan’s forge” (23, 18).  The Cabbala inhabits caverns located beneath 

London, but clearly no such cavern exists.  

Once it was a mountain of flesh, red throbbing meat and muscle.  Now 

it is dead stone with its veins sucked dry as dust and all its arteries 

blown out clean by time; an ignorant monument playing host to nine, 

then eight men who crawl through its passages like parasites and who 

differ in their understandings of its chambers, tunnels and lattices, 

not unnaturally – it can be accounted for in so many ways.  (192, 162)

Lemprière encounters Juliette, Casterleigh, and Le Mara at East India House, 

which is described as an impossible space where the stairs, “seemed to rise 

further than the building could possibly extend, then deserted stairwells to 

descend below its lowest basement” (472, 399).  The De Vere’s house has a 

similar, seemingly impossible layout as the East India House.   

An hour later, an hour made up of minutes which stretched like long, 

pointless corridors, returning Lemprière to places he had left only 

moments before, he had grown heartily sick of the sprawling pile the 

35 Foucault, xvii-xviii
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De Veres called home.  Passages: as fast as he eliminated them, the 

house seemed to grow new ones, with rows of suites leading to 

enfilades, which led to further suites and more possibilities and so on 

until he stood finally in a large empty room which might have been on 

any one of three floors as far as he knew and cursed Septimus for 

dragging him here against his will like this, damn him.  (242, 205)

Thus, by superimposing the possible and impossible, the familiar and 

unfamiliar, the novel fits McHale’s model for postmodern fiction by violating 

the constraints separating the real-world and the fictional-world, thereby 

foregrounding ontological concerns.  Despite postmodernist fiction’s 

emphasis on ontological concerns, however, I intend to investigate the 

novel’s epistemological themes.  

Highlighting Fictionality

 One of the characteristics of postmodern historical fiction, McHale 

asserts, is that it shows how history is a form of fiction.  It does so by 

incorporating anachronism, fantasy, and outright invention.  The production 

of an alternate version of historical events calls into question the validity of 

the official version of history.36  As McHale points out, “The postmodernists 

fictionalize history, but by doing so they imply that history itself may be a 

form of fiction.”37  Postmodernist fiction draws attention to the fact that a 

system that imposes structure onto chaos or disorder is a fiction.  By calling 

attention to the fictionality in John Lemprière’s world, Norfolk calls into 

question the order established by various epistemological systems.  

The novel reveals the process of installing order through the Cabbala’s 

inordinate control of Lemprière, “whom they were to place in a fabricated 

world of twilight truths and compromises, of uncertainties and hallucinations, 

their own world” (356, 301).  Though the Cabbala could certainly achieve 

36 Ibid. 94-96.
37 Ibid., 96.
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their ends in a much more direct manner, the unnecessarily complicated plot 

highlights the novel’s fictionality;  it is completely disengaged from real-world 

experience.  Even the members of the Cabbala are confused by the leader’s 

insistence on the elaborate machinations. 

‘The manner of its execution is wasteful,’ he retorted.  ‘Charades, 

games for children.

‘That is your only worry?’  The larger man stopped, rested his hands on 

the table, working hard to keep his expression neutral.

‘It is worry enough,’ he replied.  ‘We could accomplish what we want 

more simply.  We should act directly.’  (93, 79)

The leader points out that “the Ciceros and Socrates of this world rarely 

dispute the verdict...  It is the manner of its execution that offends them, 

the wording, the precise detail of the ritual.  It is not what we do, it is how we 

proceed that matters” (93, 79).  In other words, the underlying facts are 

not important, but rather the ‘ritual’, the structure that interprets the 

facts.  The ‘real’ is of no concern, only the fiction that is built around it.  

In addition to the complicated scheme, the members of the Cabbala are 

bewildered as to why the leader has chosen John Lemprière in particular.  

The leader’s plans encircled them all, baffling them, throwing them this 

way and that, and he too had been thrown by the request, had nodded 

and accepted the new parameters.  Could this latest Lemprière justify 

this panoply...?  What function did these schemes serve when their 

objective was so simple?  (354, 299)

Following the destruction of La Rochelle, François had extracted a promise 

that an unknown descendant would eventually replace Zamorin, whose life 

was forfeit in exchange for François’s silence.   

The leader’s interest in bringing Lemprière back into the fold has some 

elements that relate to chaos theory.  Julie Hayes notes the novel’s 

connection to chaos theory.  “This is a novel of complexly interconnected 
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systems in which a seemingly insignificant detail can have far-reaching and 

unexpected effects, in which certain patterns recur on the macro and micro 

scales.”38  Systems are defined as chaotic if they are nonlinear, dynamic 

systems.  Orderly linear systems are at or near equilibrium, or entropy, 

whereas chaotic systems are far from equilibrium.  In order to avoid 

equilibrium, nonlinear systems must exchange energy with other systems.39  

The concept of entropy is described in the following passage: 

The roads which converge on the city from all directions except the 

north-west and confirm it as the centre of attention do so from 

necessity, injecting provincial vigour and rough rural bonhomie without 

which it would grow confused and sluggish and eventually come to a 

complete halt with everyone frozen forever in place like Phineus and 

his men turned to stone at the wedding of Danae’s son.  (257, 218)

Suzanne Keen points out that the Cabbala may simply need John Lemprière’s 

young body parts.40   The leader thinks in similar terms when he ponders the 

plan he has  contrived for Lemprière.  “But change too is part of the 

pattern, he thought.  The coming months stretched ahead of him as the last 

idea took on the shape he had prepared for it.  For there will be change, he 

thought as the last wick guttered” (94).  This corresponds with Cabbala 

trying to avoid entropy by bringing in ‘new blood.’  

Another possibility of why John Lemprière is the choice of both the 

leader and Septimus is simply that it is the right time and right place; it is 

entirely accidental that he should have been chosen.  There is no indication 

that he is any more special than any of his ancestors.  Both Septimus and 
38 Julie C. Hayes, “Fictions of Enlightenment: Sontag, Süskind, Norfolk, Kurzweil.”  The 
Bucknell Review 41.2 (1998): 32-33.
39 Katherine N. Hayles, Chaos Bound: Orderly Disorder in Contemporary Literature and Science 
(Ithaca and London:  Cornell University Press, 1990), 38-40, 94-96.  See also Amy Elias, 
“The Pynchon Intertext of Lemprière’s Dictionary,” Pynchon Notes 40-41 (Spring-Fall 
1997), 36 for a discussion of entropy in the novel.
40 Suzanne Keen, Romances of the Archive in Contemporary British Fiction (Toronto:  University 
of Toronto Press, 2001), 145.
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the leader seem to perceive some special significance in Lemprière, but they 

may be trying to construct a deeper meaning where there is none.  When 

Septimus encountered Lemprière as a boy, he thought that he saw demons in 

Lemprière’s eyes, “Something moved behind the boy’s eyes.  The boy might 

be the one...  Tiny figures moved behind the boy’s eyes, like souls but with 

their features all jumbled together” (614, 520).  Later, Septimus observes 

that he never guessed the boy was simply shortsighted.  Septimus’ 

conviction that Lemprière is the chosen one leads him to rescue Lemprière 

before he falls from the roof of the opera house, whereas he never rescued 

any other generations of Lemprières.  Also, the complex, interrelated 

elements that come together in the end to bring down the Cabbala (for 

example, the three ships carrying the components of gun powder) are not 

brought about through the agency of Lemprière, but relate more to the 

complex, nonlinear systems in chaos theory.

Coming volcanic eruptions will seem random and totally out of the blue 

to mortal observers despite literally aeons of warning through regular 

seismic motions of the earth’s plates – but how to relate the explosive 

violence, the rain of molten debris shooting through thousands of feet 

per second to the inches per century tectonic creep which preceded 

and caused it?  (393, 332)

The novel is also suffused with references to patterns and cycles, 

puzzles and labyrinths, from the repetition of symbols, like the rough cut ‘C’ 

that recurs throughout the text, to patterns in nature.  The following 

description of the dictionary encapsulates many of the recurrent themes 

illustrated in the novel:

...for the work was to prove harder than he thought, more involved and 

in ways he had not imagined.  What began, only a fortnight ago, as a 

simple list of persons, places, and events had since grown strangely, 

with odd nodules and tendrils sprouting in all directions and linking up 
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with each other to form loops and lattices, the whole thing wriggling 

under his nib like a mess of worms on a pin.  It looked in all directions, 

spoke scrambled languages and made wild faces at him, an Argus-eyed, 

Babel-tongued, Chimera-headed catalogue of all the true things that 

had turned to dreams and the men who had turned to their dreamers.  

All dead now. ...  Even this early, the dictionary had become its own 

beast, with little twitchings of life carrying out their own commerce, 

quite apparent to him as he worked steadily, tediously through the 

entries.  Reappearances by major and minor characters folded the 

story back on itself, places recurred, accruing and expending 

significance, events paralleled one another.  It was a serpentine thing, 

hardly a list at all.  (203, 172) 

The dictionary mirrors the plot of the novel, with its “odd nodules and 

tendrils sprouting in all directions and linking up with each other,” filled with 

twists and turns, and dead ends.  The novel includes repeated references to 

cycles, patterns, labyrinths, mazes, or puzzles, from Charles Lemprière’s 

correspondence, “there was a pattern...  It was here, buried here 

somewhere,” (43, 37) to the cosmos, “Somewhere among those points of 

light was an order; somewhere, said the theologians, was the shape which 

explained them all” (55, 47); from games of flirtation, “...part of him wished 

she, or others like her, might guide him through other such games, other 

rituals and other puzzles.” (129, 110) to turmoil in the city, “... tiny cracks 

in the city’s glaze forming a slow pattern in the seismic quiet” (369, 313).

There are “reappearances by major and minor characters.”  For 

example, James Bierce, who directs Lemprière to his boarding house on his 

first day in London, later resurfaces as the Coade employee who mixes glass 

fragments into the cement of the tortoise perched on the parapet of the 

opera house, causing it to crash to the ground, killing the assassin Le Mara.  

There are also unnecessary doublets, like the George and Theobald Peppard, 
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or Juliette and Rosalie. 

The “little twitchings of life” hint at the revelation in the end that the 

Cabbala members are actually half-machine cyborgs.  The leader’s 

movements are described in the same terms, “The hands twitched about his 

dictionary” (524, 443) and, “The leader’s fingers were twitching about its 

corners...” (540, 456).

Finally, the A, B, C in the “Argus-eyed, Babel-tongued, Chimera-headed 

catalogue,” mirrors the alphabetical lists found throughout the text, 

including the dictionary, the Asiaticus pamphlets, the ‘Game of Cups’ at the 

Pork Club, and the list of works (minus the ‘D’ for ‘dictionary’) that prompts 

Lemprière to write the dictionary. 

The dictionary mirrors the plot of the novel, just as Lemprière’s 

search for the thread that will unravel his family’s mystery mirrors the 

plight of the reader’s attempts to decipher the mystery in the novel. The 

cataloguing introduced in the dictionary highlights one of the more important 

themes – the classification of knowledge.  Though patterns and cycles recur 

throughout the text, they are incomprehensible to the characters.  The 

emphasis on fictionality reveals the process of installing order.   

The concept of competing systems of classification is encapsulated in 

the description of the Cabbala’s understanding of the ‘Beast,’ the 

underground chamber that they inhabit.  The nine members “differ in their 

understandings of its chambers, tunnels and lattices” (192, 163).  

All eight of them together, pooling all their knowledge in ideal 

communion might just conceive the size of the Beast. Singly, they had 

no chance.  (194, 164-165)

Each member has a different understanding of the Beast, which is, in many 

ways, analogous to various epistemological systems.  They speculate about 

how water drains out of the cavern, which leads them to consider what is 

beneath the Beast.  Their speculations are comparable to the diverse 
26



systems that arise to account for natural phenomena.  Religion, mythology, 

superstition, philosophy, and science have a role in defining these 

unanswerable questions.  Notice how each member has a different approach 

to understanding the beast.

The leader bound it in a complex theological speculation on the nature 

of evil, part of a turmoil of self-loathing in which evil mounted up, 

harder, blacker and more dense until, collapsing in on itself, it 

eventually left nothing but wavering outlines which never quite 

dispersed.  He imagined this taking place quite literally beneath the 

Beast, the accumulation of evil piling up far below until the whole 

rotten mass was swept away, like a sapper’s fire burning out the 

supporting braces to undermine the whole construction and bring its 

secret dreams crashing down into oblivion...  Boffe himself, now about 

to enter the aorta, saw in the Beast’s ponderous suspension, the 

suspension of disbelief.  Illusion was a commonplace to him, a taut 

membrane which almost begged to be pricked, broken and so reveal the 

players in states of undress, the stage-hands and the machinery.  It 

was the tragedy of show replayed as a farce of substance, or 

something like that.  Jacques was in Paris, and really could not be 

expected to speculate at such a distance from the object under 

investigation.  (He though of it as a geological freak.)  Le Mara believed 

the Beast rested on nothing.  One day it would collapse and he would be 

dead, nothing more.  Vaucanson flew from end to beginning, 

constructing imaginary provenances in which steel eels drilled through 

the rock, millions of miniscule snapper-contraptions hollowed out vast 

caverns and armies of pincers tipped with lead to prevent sparks 

scuttled to pick motes of combustible dust from the air and convey 

away in perfect, non-human files to an unknown destination, 

somewhere beneath him, somewhere down there.  
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Down there, yes.  That was where it all ended up. Only Casterleigh 

stared it in the face.  Some negative attractor down there had a collar 

round his neck.  Something pulled him down, a slow pressure at first, 

gradually getting stronger until it became irresistible and he was 

hurtling headfirst down  a subterranean funnel which narrowed until he 

could barely clear its smooth sides and beyond that was a hole – 

beyond that, blackness. That was where the water went.  That was 

where everything went, nowhere, into nothing.  (195-196, 165-166)

The Cabbala differ in their understanding, from theological to materialist.  

The leader comprehends the Beast in theological terms, representing it as 

the accumulation of evil.  Boffe’s understanding of the beast as an illusion is 

similar to the Cartesian concept that reality may be an illusion or a dream.  

Vaucanson’s description of ‘steel eels’ and ‘snapper-contraptions’ sounds 

like a cross between myth and mechanization.  Jaques considers it an 

accident of nature and Le Mara and Casterleigh see the end result as 

nothingness.  All three tie in with materialism, where the world we see is an 

accidental collision of atoms that form and dissipate in random patterns; 

there is nothing but his world.  

Each system attempts to understand and explain a natural 

phenomenon, which is often the function of any system, whether 

mythological, magical, or scientific.  Another example is in the following 

passage, where we find the legendary cause for the unpredictable currents 

off the coast of La Rochelle dismissed by more science-minded observers.    

The sea between these two was troubled with cross currents and 

strange eddies which legend ascribed to the flight of a young child over 

those waters on the last day of the siege.  In their roles as officers of 

the Marine Board, Duluc and Protagoras knew the true reason was a 

complex system of sandbars which moved invisibly below the surface in 

response to the tides.  (423, 358)
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Similarly, Lemprière earlier describes the strait of Euripus, whose current 

was so unpredictable that Aristotle threw himself in seeking enlightenment 

(311, 263).  The real Lemprière includes rationalizing explanations for myths 

in his dictionary.  For example, the “flight of Daedalus from Crete, with 

wings, is explained by observing that he was the inventor of sails, which in his 

age might pass at a distance for wings.”41 

By drawing attention to fictionality, Norfolk highlights the process of 

imposing order, but also calls into question the ability of any system to 

establish order.  

The time had come to answer those questions, to provide the answers.  

Not as palliatives to some mood of enquiry, but as tablets of marble: 

answers that would eradicate the very possibility of such questions 

being asked again.  Never asked again.  (45, 38)

The characters may endeavor to construct a permanent system, but their 

goal is revealed to be impossible.

41 John Lemprière, “Daedalus,” Lemprière’s Dictionary of Proper Names Mentioned in Ancient 
Authors, With a Chronological Table.  Revised by F. A. Wright, M. A.  (London:  Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1949).  
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CHAPTER 3

THE ARCHIVAL MODE

Alexander Pope, in An Essay on Man, characterized the world as “A 

mighty maze! but not without a plan.”  The common interpretation of such 

assertions is that Classical rationalism expounded the view that nature 

behaves according to precise, mathematical principles, which, when subjected 

to observation and reason, could be understood by man.  Foucault, on the 

other hand, rejects such analysis as superficial, instead positing that the 

fundamental element of the Classical episteme is linked to a universal 

science of measurement and order, or mathesis.  “This link has two essential 

characteristics.  The first is that relations between beings are indeed to be 

conceived in the form of order and measurement, but with this fundamental 

imbalance, that it is always possible to reduce problems of measurement to 

problems of order.  So that the relation of all knowledge to the mathesis is 

posited as the possibility of establishing an ordered succession between 

things, even non-measureable ones.”42  Lemprière’s Dictionary incorporates, 

but undermines, elements of the Classical episteme as outlined by Foucault.  

The dictionary project undertaken by Lemprière attempts to establish order, 

but the system is shown to be hollow and stagnant, and, in the end, the 

dictionary is unable to encompass the body of knowledge it attempts to 

classify.  

Foucault defines the Classical episteme, in general terms, as a system 

of a mathesis, a taxinomia, and a genetic analysis.43   Mathesis, as defined 
42 Foucault, 57.
43 Foucault, 75.
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earlier, is the universal science of measurement and order, whose 

instrument of analysis is algebra; taxinomia is the ordering of complex 

natures, those which are measured qualitatively instead of quantitatively, 

whose instrument of analysis is a system of signs; and genetic analysis, 

which is divided between the analytic of nature, which accounts for 

resemblances between things before their reduction to order, and the 

analytic of imagination, which is how the imagination organizes impressions.44  

“The sciences always carry within themselves the project, however remote it 

may be, of an exhaustive ordering of the world; they are always directed, 

too, towards the discovery of simple elements and their progressive 

combination; and at their centre they form a table on which knowledge is 

displayed in a system contemporary with itself.”45  

Foucault characterizes the Renaissance episteme as the interplay 

between an infinite number of similitudes.  The Classical episteme, in 

contrast, makes comparisons between elements in order to establish 

identity and difference.  There are a finite number of differences, which then 

makes a complete enumeration possible, “whether in the form of an 

exhaustive census of all the elements constituting the envisaged whole, or in 

the form of a categorical arrangement that will articulate the field of study 

in its totality, or in the form of an analysis of a certain number of points, in 

sufficient number, taken along the whole length of a series.”46  Complete 

enumeration implies finitude, if the totality is able to be  measured or 

ordered.  The novel, however, makes repeated references to patterns or 

cycles that have no end.  Characters are unable to establish finitude, and 

thus are unable to establish a comprehensive, unchanging system.  

One of the problems with establishing a finite number if differences is 

a problem of perception.  Characters are not able to gain the proper 
44 Foucault, 69.
45 Foucault, 75.
46 Foucault, 55.
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perspective from which to observe the pattern.  There are several sections 

that demonstrate that, with the proper vantage point, individuals would be 

able to perceive the pattern, but the scale of the patterns makes 

observation nearly impossible to achieve.  For example, the weather is 

observed as a pattern “whose complexity outran its observers and left them 

adjusting wind-blown instruments” (498, 421).  The system is simply too 

large to be measured.

Whole orders of information wafted and gusted past in secret sweet 

abandon rippling through the billion blades of grass, grains of sand, 

motes of dust, and if there was an instrument to register the effects 

of this system, from its merest nanospan to greatest gigascale it was 

a land mass nothing short of Europe.  (498, 421)

Joseph, the Holy Roman Emperor, intrigued by the patterns formed by his 

ejaculate on the bed linen, wonders if there is a “point from which” the 

underlying pattern in these seemingly random emissions “would be plainly 

visible” (499, 422).

Little does he know that these emissions mirror the communication system 

of his enemies. 

Cryptic slime.  Mapped via a camera obscura onto the counsels and 

committees, scribal offices and divans of the Sublime Porte at 

Constantinople, the Emperor’s nocturnal emissions take us direct to 

the heart of the Turkish war-machine.  Strange to tell, Joseph’s soiled 

bed linen provides an exact model of the Porte’s internal dialogues, a 

flow-chart of memoranda and communiqués, detached 

recommendations and unassigned brevets, a map of its most secret 

and tortuous deliberations.  (389, 329)

There is no explanation as to how soiled linen ostensibly provides a 

“flowchart” or a “map” for the Turkish communication system.  The 

emperor, of course, does not have the perspective necessary to perceive 
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the correlation. 

There is, however, a perspective from which the pattern becomes 

visible.  For example, the gulls flying overhead look down and perceive a boat 

as “a tiny point in a vast uniformity, a flaw in the pattern” (64, 55).  

Septimus, as the Sprite of Rochelle, flies over the city and remarks that the 

people below do not have the perspective necessary to make sense of the 

pattern; they cannot see the big picture:

He pitied the citizens who scurried as insects, feeling blindly through 

the streets far below.  They would never see what he saw, all severed 

from their city, unassigned agents now and easy conscripts to the 

maverick’s agenda.  (467, 395) 

Nazim is able to perceive, from a distance, a slight resemblance between 

Lemprière and Septimus (373, 315).  But even Septimus is able to perceive 

the larger pattern.

Septimus had intuited deeper purposes behind their entrapment.  The 

scope was wider than he had thought, wider than they themselves had 

imagined.  (620, 524)

Septimus was originally drawn to Lemprière because he believed he saw 

demons behind the boy’s eyes, but he “never guessed the boy might simply 

be short sighted” (615, 520).  He also observes that the Pork Club was the 

first time Lemprière “fell for the first of the Cabbala’s deceptions...” (616, 

521).  Clearly, however, the Actaeon spectacle was the first deception.  

Though the novel offers the possibility of a vantage point from which 

the pattern becomes evident, no character, not even Septimus, who is the 

closest thing to a “perfect observer” (567, 479), is able to attain that 

perspective.  

Characters more often perceive the presence of a pattern, but are 

unable to grasp its significance.  Lemprière, for example, upon entering the 

Casterleigh library notices that the library is laid out according to a plan, but 
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he cannot determine its organizing principle.  

He felt as though he were in the presence of a mind which, having 

consented to lay bare its workings before him, yet remained beyond 

comprehension, inscrutable and disdainful of his efforts.  It struck him 

that the library was organised, by whatever principle, in a cycle.  (48-

49, 42)

Lemprière is also unable to establish finitude:

He could choose any volume, its companions would lead him ineluctably 

back to it.  And round and round and round, he thought gloomily. 

Without A to Z, without Then and Now, he was a hapless Theseus 

hunting a listless Minotaur, both knowing that without beginnings or 

ends there can be no entrances or exits.  Only pointless wanderings 

and rearrivals.  (49, 42)

Similarly, Charles Lemprière searches for a key to unlock the pattern in his 

correspondence.  

Somewhere in the morass of receipts, bills, bonds, affidavits and 

orders of acquisition which lay strewn about the room, there was a 

pattern.  Somewhere within the pages of handwritten accounts, 

diaries, letters and notes ran a thread.  But he could not find it.  A 

single memorandum, a scrawl on a dog-eared end-paper might supply 

the link, the key to the pattern.  It was here, buried here somewhere.  

Perhaps he had already seen it and missed its significance.  (43, 37)

Notice that both descriptions refer to the myth of Theseus, though the 

second reference is rather oblique; Charles Lemprière searches for a 

‘thread’ that will provide the key to unlock the pattern, while John Lemprière 

describes himself as a “hapless Theseus.”  The references to Theseus 

wandering through the labyrinth without the thread to guide him implies that 

there is no finitude, and therefore no ‘totality’ to measure.  

In contrast, the Cabbala perceives that the Beast, their subterranean 
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cavern, is finite.

That the whole mass (of the Beast) touched the surface at several 

points, was a familiar fact which foisted the question upon them 

(though it had no practical value) as if, with the principle of finitude 

established, the process of measurement must inevitably follow.  

(194-195, 165) 

It is significant that the Cabbala is able to establish finitude, and thus to 

begin the process of measuring and establishing order, since they, as 

mechanized automata, literally embody Classical rationalism.  

 The inability to establish finitude will become more problematic once 

Lemprière undertakes the project to write his dictionary.  Foucault asserts 

that the sciences, within the Classical episteme, seek to discover, then 

progressively combine, simple elements, the center of which forms “a table 

on which knowledge is displayed in a system contemporary with itself.”47   The 

dictionary is one such table.  Lemprière describes a long list of names and 

words interconnected by resemblance of one kind or another.  The following 

passage is an example: 

Alcmena’s son ... broke off one of Achelous’ horns, who fought him as 

a serpent, then an ox, then a one-horned ox for the horn was given to 

Copia to fill with grain and Lemprière grew further confused as Jupiter 

took a horn from Amalthea, the goat who suckled him, and gave it to 

the nymphs.  A second Cornucopia, or the same one somehow, 

Lemprière puzzled.  And did it have anything to do with  Agrotera, the 

goat sacrifice at Athens, so lavish it caused famines?  Probably not, he 

thought....  Talk of horns reminded him of Electron, though he had yet 

to reach  E, who was Alcmene’s father, and grandfather of her twins, 

conceive through her husband and another, Jupiter again ... whose 

efforts produced Achelous’ slayer himself, him again but .... Horns, 

47 Foucault, 75.
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yes.  Electryon had been killed by horns... (205, 173)

As Lemprière considers his subject, he recognizes the repetition of certain 

terms, like horns or goats, and characters, like Alcmena, Achelous, or 

Heracles.  According to Foucault, order is established between things that 

cannot be measured by a common unit by discovering the simplest element 

and, by means of comparison, progressing to the most complex elements.  

“Comparison by means of order is a simple act which enables us to pass 

from one term to another, then to a third, etc. by means of an ‘absolutely  

uninterrupted’ movement.”48  Lemprière, however, does not seem able to 

arrive at the simplest element, but is instead caught within an endless cycle, 

similar to the order he encountered in the Casterleigh library, where one 

name leads to others, and finally circles back upon itself.  He observes how 

he had “stepped back and seen accidents and coincidences join lazily to form 

stories that twisted, broke up and formed new, yet more bizarre chains of 

circumstance” (204, 173). 

The plot of the novel follows a similar circuitous path.  The reader, like 

Lemprière, searches for a pattern in seemingly random occurrences. For 

example, James Bierce is the Coade employee who mixes glass into the 

cement from which the lead tortoise is cast.  He is also the same drunkard 

who earlier encountered Lemprière when the latter arrived in London (70-71, 

60).  Bierce later mentions that, “a young hothead had knocked him down in 

Southampton Street and tried to stave his head in with a trunk” (457, 386).  

He also recounts how his wife threw his father’s pamphlet collection into the 

Thames, one of which, the third Asiaticus pamphlet, is discovered by Captain 

Guardian and given to Lemprière (348, 295).  The novel, like the dictionary or 

the library, presents itself as a maze or a cycle, and the reader is cast in 

the role of Lemprière, searching for the thread that will unravel the mystery 

of the novel.

48 Foucault, 53.
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Once the dictionary is complete, Lemprière realizes that the entire 

system is inadequate and that his expectations of what the project would 

accomplished have not been realized.

Then he looked down at the last of his dictionary and thought of a city 

burned to ashes with all its people, and knew that what he had done 

was not enough.  There was more and even if he had run from A 

through to Z he had not found it.  (467, 394)

The passage is reminiscent of the earlier reference to the Casterleigh 

library, where Lemprière observes that “without A to Z ... he was a hapless 

Theseus hunting a listless Minotaur” (49, 42).  Here, he encounters the 

opposite problem;  he classifies knowledge from A to Z, but it is still not 

enough.  Although he has catalogued the information, it has not been 

sufficient to provide comprehensive system.49 

There are several examples that correlate with the dictionary’s 

inability to provide a comprehensive system.  There is always something 

omitted; something more that is needed to fill in the gaps.

The middle terms are missing and only primitive augury fills the gap.  

Can the Emperor’s bed linen truly portend the voyage of the Tesrifati 

this April night?  Charlatans grow prosperous on these discontinuities.  

For lack of a sufficiently lofty vantage-point, haruspices resort to 

reading entrails and bird-flights, all kinds of geomancy and weird 

divination are practiced.  (392-393, 332)

Sir John, for example, though famed for his deductive powers, never solves 

the murders.  

Murder presented itself as a puzzle begging solution.  His forensic 

powers were famed, he knew this ... There was the body, or the report, 
49 There are several instances where Lemprière realizes that he left out a piece of information 
from the dictionary, but the section has already been collected by Septimus.  “Lemprière had 
forgotten the incident and now remembered his entry on Alexander was already with Cadell at 
the printers” (302, 256).  Also, Lemprière left the last page of the dictionary blank, knowing 
he would later remember the name (625-626, 526).
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a witness or two, or not, and out of that he was supposed to draw 

motive, means and murderer, all three.  He did it too, slowly drawing in 

the threads, clipping off irrelevances, red herrings and outright lies 

until some otherwise undistinguished wretch stood before him invested 

with a black aura that, at the last was of his, Sir John’s, own 

fabrication.  Then he would hang the man. A waste really, but there 

was nothing Sir John relished more than a murder.  Even a horrid one.  

Even an insoluble one come to that.  (250, 211-212)

Notice that the solution is entirely Sir John’s “fabrication.”  There is no 

indication that he is actually right.  Sir John later has reservations about 

Lemprière’s guilt, but is unable to discover why the pieces do not fit, since all 

of the clues point toward Lemprière as the obvious suspect.  In the end, 

Septimus offers alibis for Lemprière and accounts for his friend’s odd 

behavior.  Sir John accepts Septimus’ explanation, but is then unable to solve 

the murders.  Sir John also searches for a missing piece of information, 

always asking himself what his deceased brother, Henry, would have done, 

which is a question to which there is no definitive answer.  

The Game of Cups is another example of a system that superficially 

seems simple and straightforward, but upon closer inspection is shown to be 

incomplete.  The game is played with twenty-six cups for twenty-six letters 

of the alphabet, each containing a liquor that begins with the corresponding 

letter.  There are two players to a team.  The first player drinks the cups of 

liquor, and for every three cups, his teammate spits a bean into the empty 

third cup (142, 120).  

There is a problem, however, with the number of beans.  In order for the 

number to work out, nine beans in every third cup, there would need to be 

twenty-seven cups.  The following is an outline of Septimus and Lemprière 

playing the game.  
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1) A,B,C   “He swallows, and by some intestinal miracle, he holds it 

down.  The brandy burns but is less disgusting.  The cider he might 

almost have drunk voluntarily, almost forgets to turn, just in time, 

pfft ... ding! One out of one.”

2) D,E,F  “Somewhat encouraged, he tries to remember to keep the 

rhythm, furmity, pfft ... ding!”)

3) G,H,I  “gin, hock and on he goes, glugging and turning, the other 

contestants are cheering him on, who’d have thought it, slurp, slurp?”

4) J,K,L  “The drinking is definitely getting easier, first is worse, oh 

yes, julep, kümel, lethe, turn and catch”

5) M,N,O 

6) P,Q,R  “porter, quassia, rum, ding!”

7) S,T,U 

8) V,W,X  “He catches sight of the Pug from the corner of his eye 

and tries a hostile grin.  Wassail runs down his chin, no matter, Xeres 

sack, turn and nine out of nine” (Italics added for emphasis)

9) YZ   “yellow-root, force it down, one more.  He pours the last 

down with a flourish, splashing it all the way back to his eater tonsils, 

zythum, pyramid juice.  Slurpp.”  (145, 123)

The phrase “nine out of nine” appears after the twenty-fourth letter, when 

the number of cups accounts for only eight beans.  Lemprière does not seem 

to notice the problem with the numbers:

‘How are you feeling, John?’

‘Very well, nine out of nine, eh?’  (145, 123) 

The numbers eight and nine, of course, are significant for the Cabbala, who 

are eight in number but are intent upon bringing Lemprière back into the 
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fold.50  Also, the alphabet recurs repeatedly, as in the dictionary.  Although 

writing may seem to be an adequate system for establishing order, there is 

always a missing piece, as Lemprière realizes after completing the 

dictionary.  It is as if one needs the missing twenty-seventh letter.  The 

Cabbala, in the quest to bring Lemprière back into the fold, also searches for 

the missing digit.  

The number twenty-seven recurs in the number of tortoises placed on 

the roof of the opera house by its owner, Marmaduke Stalkart, who got the 

idea from a mistaken interpretation of Livy.  

‘Tortoises, I tell you.  Hundreds of gigantic tortoises.  Read your Livy. 

The siege of Sparta.’

‘Marmaduke, are you certain?’

‘Of course I’m certain.’  Lemprière was certain too, sniggering to 

himself at the confusion of the tortoise battle-formation with the 

animal itself.  Marmaduke was now miming the approach of the masses 

tortoise-ranks.  (211, 179)51 

The tortoises, once on the roof, would not be visible, except for one perched 

on the edge.

‘Ah, not true, you see ...’ and Marmaduke explained how the leading 

50 There are several Pythagorean elements in the novel.  For example, the number nine is 
important to Pythagoreans as well as to the Cabbala, since it is an example of a cycle or a 
pattern, reproducing each time it is multiplied.  For example, 9 x 3 is 27; 2 + 7 is 9, etc.  
There is also a reference to the Pythagorean ‘Music of the Spheres’ (156, 132).  At the Pork 
Club there is a man who fills eight glasses with liquor in order to make an octave; Pythagoras, 
of course, discovered the intervals that were pleasing to the ears.    Later, Ernst Kalkbrenner 
plays Lemprière a song and asks, “‘Happy or Sad?’ ‘Sad’, replied Lemprière promptly.  ‘Just 
so, a universal response...’” (182, 154).  Pythgoreans also have the idea of the macrocosm and 
the microcosm; that is, what’s going on in the big picture is mirrored in the little picture.  
There are similar elements in the novel as well.  For example, the following quotation:  
“Belowdecks, within its close-packed barrels, charcoal shifted to form invisible patterns, 
prolific whorls and unfolding carousels of black on black, slow rotations and undulations as the 
strata shuffled top to bottom in a secret echo of the waters’ conflicting forces” (398, 337).  
See Philip, J. A.  Pythagoras and Early Pythagoreanism (Toronto:  University of Toronto Press, 
1968).
51 Livy 34.39.6-8.
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tortoise would be placed on the edge of the roof, rampant, perhaps 

bearing the legion’s standard which was the Minotaur indicating the 

secrecy of its battle-plan.  Behind it the massed tortoise-ranks would 

cluster wonderfully.  They would be invisible for the most part, this 

was true.  But Marmaduke was no lunatic.  Precisely through remaining 

unseen, his tortoises would prove a novelty the mob could never 

exhaust, not this season, nor the next, nor the one after that.  They 

would be a mystery, in the best and most alluring, most crowd-pulling 

sense. 

‘I leave you to your dreams.’  (428, 362)

The tortoises would hold a fascination for the mob because they would be a 

mystery that would never be able to be explained.  People would need to 

simply believe that the others were there, based on the one tortoise that 

they could see.  We later learn, however, that the leg that holds up the one 

visible tortoise is made almost entirely of glass.  Stalkart’s interpretation of 

Livy is faulty, just as the tortoises themselves have a shaky foundation.  Not 

only does Stalkart mistake the testudo formation, where the soldiers gather 

together holding their shields close together at the side of the formation and 

over their heads, and slowly creep forward, for real tortoises, but he also 

asserts that the Romans were thus victorious in battle, “... to hear 

Marmaduke explain how the heroic Roman tortoises had smashed through the 

Spartan lines to win a great victory” (212, 179).  But, according to Livy, the 

Spartan commander set the city ablaze forcing the Romans to withdraw.52    

The Romans later negotiate the surrender of the Spartan tyrant.  Without 

the connection to Livy, the tortoises are meaningless representations, 

signifiers with no signified.  They are “properties of some unrevivable 

production” (577, 488).  Stalkart is the only person who would be able to 

make the connection between the tortoises and Livy.  Stalkart supplies a new 

52 “Ita iam capta prope urbe revocati in castra redierunt” (Livy 34.39.13).
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reading of the events at the siege of Sparta, as the Cabbala will later provide 

for Lemprière about the siege at Rochelle, where the city was set ablaze to 

disguise the Cabbala’s escape.  At this point, however, Lemprière is 

confident in his own interpretation of Livy. That is, he knows what Livy really 

meant.  But Livy based his history on the texts of earlier authors, and is 

providing his own compilation and interpretation of information found in 

those texts, which mirrors what Lemprière does with his dictionary.  

Lemprière’s certainty of his interpretations is revealed in the episode 

when he and his former teacher, Quint, debate which ancient texts should be 

included in the Casterleigh library.  The questions underlying their debate 

highlights the organizational system at work, which differs from that which 

already exists in the library.  Which authors are worthy of inclusion?  What 

edition is superior?  Who establishes the canon?  In the end, Lemprière 

humiliates Quint by insisting that Propertius must be excluded, but finally 

concedes to his inclusion, but only if represented by his fifth book.  When 

Quint agrees, Lemprière points out that there is no fifth book of Propertius.  

Lemprière relies upon the tradition that Propertius’s works are divided into 

four books.  Book 2, however, is considered by many modern scholars to be a 

composite of two shorter books, which would mean that there actually are 

five books.53  

The characters, Lemprière, Sir John, Stalkart, and Quint, strive, 

unsuccessfully, to impose order over a mass of disordered information.  

There are, however, elements missing;  there is simply no adequate system, 

which makes any single solution impossible because of the multiplicity of 

interpretations.  

There are also passages that subvert the Enlightenment themes of 

classification and mechanization, and hence the Classical episteme, by 

revealing the rigidity and inflexibility of the system. 

53 R. O. A. M. Lyne, “Propertius,” in Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd ed.
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As Lemprière writes the dictionary, he finds that both he and the 

characters are being hollowed out.  Lemprière describes his dictionary as, “a 

usurping version, a simulacrum that sapped and displaced him until he was a 

spent host exhausted by its parasite” (464, 392).  Norfolk describes the 

death of Lemprière’s father in similar terms.

.. going on with the story, its characters dissolving like ink in the rain 

and the scoured fibres of the page emerging clean and snowy-white, 

pristine and candid, perfectly blank.  He could not remember.  ‘Go on,’ 

said the voice at his side. The ink was dissolving in reverse, coming 

back as greys and dark blues, irregular patches merging and emerging 

out of the blank tablet, returning for a second scene, a simulacrum of 

the first except now the tangle of surds and glyphs was a tangle of 

arms and legs, motile cells and released agents running over the 

surface, fast and low over the ground suck the nighmare-scene was 

seeping back not as a tame tale in a book but a grey contagion, a 

seepage of black into his brain’s soft sponge suck the story he had 

read was unfolding in his father’s flesh, a famished parasite bursting 

out of its host, the expended body rolling over the water and far away 

on the far side of the island the story settled back into innocuous 

paper and harmless print. The sound when the teeth had met in the 

calf.  Suck.  (180, 152)

The attack on his father is also a “simulacrum,” but here the story changes 

from a harmless tale to “a grey contagion,” where Lemprière’s father 

becomes the host and the story is the famished parasite.54   The passage 

where Lemprière decides to undertake the dictionary project also alludes to 

the description above, where the “events and travails of his life hurtled 

forward, closing on one another like a hundred chariots with their horses and 

54 The Cabbala is also described as parasites and the underground cavern they inhabit is the host  
(192, 163).
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charioteers crashing together in a tangle of limbs and broken shafts.  

Lemprière was at its epicentre...  They were his emissaries, agents of the 

dictionary” (186-187, 158).  Instead of a “tangle of arms and legs,”, there 

is a “tangle of limbs and broken shafts,” and in place of “released agents,” 

there are “agents of the dictionary.”  In both cases, Lemprière places 

himself at the center.  When he decides to write the dictionary, he imagines 

that he is the “epicentre.”  When his father is killed, Lemprière imagines that 

he is the intermediary between the book and his father’s corpse: 

In his mind’s eye, the book was still open on the table in his room.  

Actaeon was still alive, still waiting for the dogs to reach him. Here, 

half-lying in the pool was his father’s torn cadaver.  Between both 

these bodies was his own, which connected them, turning one into the 

other.  (62-63, 54)

Lemprière also imagines himself as a future-ghost, walking through the 

streets of the ancient cities as they are emptied and his dictionary is filled, 

which corresponds to the earlier imagery of the dictionary as a parasite and 

the ancient city as the host.  

... as the pages and blank spaces of the dictionary grew full, so the 

city where his mind wandered in search of the book’s subjects was 

emptied.  (465, 393)

Lemprière is the intermediary between the city and the dictionary which are 

“different versions of the same past: the city and the book” (434, 367).  

He saw them (the mythical characters) fall away to nothing but knew 

they were safe, serried in columns and rows down the page like the 

bodies washed ashore from a wreck with are lined up along the beach....  

Another month and the strange grey city would be empty, all its 

citizens interred with only his entries for headstones.  (434-435, 367) 

As Lemprière codifies the mythological figures, they become hollow, like the 

Cabbala, who already operate according the Enlightenment mechanistic 
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principles.  The following quote illustrates the comparison between the 

dictionary and the automata.

As the weeks of April passed, he began to believe that something was 

lost to these cities, kingdoms, islands and seas.  With their hold on him 

loosened, his own idea of them was changed.  Their contours remained, 

but dry and paper-thin.  If he chose to push his arm through the tight 

skin, he would find the flesh stripped away from within, heart and lungs 

disengaged.  It was not a world which would ever be lost, but its earth, 

rocks, rivers and seas were draining away, its raw substance being lost 

to the idea as sands are exchanged in an hour glass, the future 

trickling steadily into the past.  Less deceived, Lemprière knew that his 

scepticism had its price.  The fields in which his imagination had once 

played were drying and cracking.  (408, 345)

Similarly, when Lemprière recalls how he began the project of writing the 

dictionary, he describes how Kalkbrenner produced the idea “like a skeleton 

for him to clothe with flesh” (540, 457).  Once Lemprière begins to classify 

the myths, they become hollow and mechanical, like the Cabbala.  Here, the 

‘heart and lungs disengaged’ and the ‘flesh stripped away’ is reminiscent of 

the Cabbala.  Lemprière finds that by imposing order and assigning meaning 

causes what was once chaotic and fluid to become rigid and static.  

Foucault observes that the system of grids arrested movement by 

distributing the sequence of representation in a permanent table.55  Norfolk 

subverts that the Classical episteme by revealing, first the inability to 

establish a finite number of differences, then by revealing the rigidity and 

inflexibility inherent in the system. 

55 Foucault, 304-305.
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CHAPTER 4

MECHANISM AND MYTHOLOGY

Norfolk incorporates, then subverts, the Enlightenment concepts of 

classification and mechanization.  The theme of mechanization disrupts the 

novel’s epistemological structure by presenting multiple and competing 

realities, which in turn prevent the establishment of a single epistemological 

system.  The Cabbala, the embodiment of Enlightenment mechanization, 

employs mechanistic principles to control others by manipulating sensory 

input in order to achieve an expected result.  Since there are multiple 

possible interpretations for the stimuli, however, they are only partially 

successful.  Lemprière is able, based on his own epistemological system, to 

provide an independent interpretation of the stimuli, but the incorporation of 

the  multiple worlds prevents him from establishing one system over the 

other. 

Enlightenment philosophers expanded the concept of a rational 

universe to include human nature.  Descartes, for example, developed a 

mechanical philosophy based on the idea that reality was divided into two 

substances res cogitans and res extensa, or more simply mind and matter.  

Descartes claimed that animals are no more than automata made up only of 

matter and lacking consciousness or self-awareness.  Man, however, has 

both matter and consciousness, and therefore free will.  Later philosophers 

would elaborate on Cartesian mechanistic principles.  La Mettrie, for 

example, rejected Descartes’ dualistic approach and instead asserted that 

46



human nature was purely mechanical and that the soul was simply a part of 

normal brain function.  Thus, the human mind is like a machine, and is 

predictable.  

The concept of the man-machine is engaged on multiple levels in the 

novel.  First, there is the literal presence of automata.  The Cabbala, as 

previously mentioned, turn out to be automata at the end of the novel, but 

this possibility is hinted at throughout the text; for example, one member is 

a character named Vaucanson, whose namesake is the famous Jacques 

Vaucanson, creator of a series of automata, including a duck who swam and 

digested food.  Also, the agreement that grants the Lemprière family control 

over the East India Company, signed in 1603, is valid until the death of the 

signatories.  Since the Cabbala continues to control the company, the 

implication is that they would have to be immortal (122, 104).  

In addition to the Cabbala, the dogs who attack and kill Lemprière’s 

father, Captain Neagle and the crew of the Falmouth, who were supposedly 

lost at sea, and an Indian spy, Bahadur, all turn out to have been modified 

into automata to do the Company’s bidding.  Also, Vaucanson creates an 

army of automata in his underground chamber.

There are also several characters whom the reader may suppose are 

automata, simply from the way they are described.  For example, Edmund de 

Vere, a descendant of Thomas de Vere, one of the original holders of the 

Company Charter, is described as physically identical to his ancestor.  

‘Thomas de Vere, the fourth earl as a young man,’ he said.  ‘Odd, is it 

not?’  And Lemprière agreed that it was.  But for the yellowing varnish 

and the garishly discoloured flesh tones, the picture might have been 

of Edmund.  The resemblance was quite disturbing.’  (220, 186)

Edmund also has the preternatural ability to drink large quantities of alcohol, 

which causes him to become increasingly sober rather than drunk.  In the 

passage describing this ability, the names of Edmund and Thomas are 
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superimposed.  

In point of fact, this observation of Lemprière’s, despite being founded 

on the soundest inductive principles, is quite mistaken.  All 

appearances to the contrary, Edmund de Vere is not getting drunker, 

but more sober.  There is something in these ruinous gatherings that 

brings out the progressive in him.  A mutant strain of the dissent 

whose viral ancestor might well have had something to do with the little 

get-together Lemprière’s so curious about is lurking someplace about 

Thomas de Vere’s lymph-system and now, between sporadic phagocyte 

attacks, is busy oozing its idea of happiness through his  membranes 

and venous capillaries.  (137-138 117) (Italics added for emphasis.)56 

Lady Alice de Vere, Edmund de Vere’s mother, is also described in mechanical 

terms.

Close up, she was even thinner than before, hollowed out somehow.  

Her eyes were very dark and fixed unwaveringly upon Lemprière, or at 

some definite point behind him.  (220, 187)

While the earl became more sober when he should have become drunk, Lady 

de Vere first gives the appearance of infirmity but becomes increasingly 

agile.

Lemprière noted her improved stride.  The tottering entry, the 

impression of frailty had all been an act for his benefit.  (221-222, 

188) 

Her movements seem mechanical and abrupt.  “Her hands had a life of their 

own, jerking down with each point on the low table” (232, 196).  The motion 

of an automaton as it writes is described in similar terms.

...  The doll looked down at the paper on the desk and its arm jerked, 

stopped, jerked again then moved slowly down, the fingers opening then 

closing with a snap on the pen.  (215, 182)

56 The 1991 US edition uses the name Thomas in both instances, 79.  
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Finally, there are characters who are controlled as if they were 

automata.  Thus the Cabbala, corresponding to the man-machine concept,  

exploit the predictability of human nature in order to manipulate others. 

Characters are repeatedly referred to as puppets, marionettes, or 

statues.  Lemprière describes how Septimus and the Cabbala, “pulled him 

this way and that like a puppet” (511, 432).57   Or Lemprière and his father, 

“yawn, stretch and disappear almost simultaneously, as though they were 

puppets sharing a single set of strings” (55, 47).  Lemprière’s “spindly legs 

stood out like a marionette’s and from a distance the reflected backlight 

from the track shaved them to pins.  They danced, kicked and sprang as 

Lemprière decided to run the last half-mile home” (31, 27).  Other 

characters are described in similar terms.    

Two women in blue dresses were being drawn slowly out of sight, 

moving clumsily like ragdolls...  (180, 135)   

From the shore, they (the sailors) already look like marionettes, tiny 

figures as the show moves further down the river.  (6, 5)

Even the London mob moves, “with purpose, their eyes fixed on points he 

could not see,” and are compared to, “dogs trained for a single task and 

were searching for it” (469, 396).  The description of their eyes is similar to 

that of Lady de Vere, whose eyes “fixed unwaveringly upon Lemprière, or at 

some definite point behind him,” (220, 187) or Septimus, who “seemed to 

look through Lemprière as he spoke, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere 

beyond him” (464, 393).  The comparison between the mob and dogs is 

reminiscent of the dogs who were mechanically altered to attack Lemprière’s 

father. 

Where there are puppets, there are also those pulling the strings.  The 

members of the Cabbala are presented as ‘puppet masters’ who are able to 

exert extraordinary control over others, particularly Lemprière. 

57 Also, “Those names were strong enough to play me like a puppet” (2, 2).
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Hushed meetings such as these had pulled the strings of puppet-

despots, directed the transient wills above.  (93, 79)

...

Could this latest Lemprière justify this panoply, this overwhelming 

motley in which the eight of them cowered like puppet-masters 

dressed in black against a black background, all these layers of 

camouflage and deceptive armour?  (354, 299) 

...

The puppet-masters were waiting and he must be clear.  (622, 526)

The novel does not clarify when, or how, the Cabbala is able to achieve 

this degree of control over Lemprière.  Lemprière tries to recall precisely 

when the Cabbala were able to gain access to his mind.  

Lemprière tried to think of its beginnings, the day of his decision to 

embark on the project...  He thought back to the island, to an 

ambiguous dusk and himself staring from his window out across the 

fields of Rozel which shifted in the gloom and deformed themselves 

about an old faith, an old body pulling itself out of the roots and wiry 

turf, stalking across the distances to his neglected chambers; 

Vertumnus.  The first figment of his madness; but how could they have 

known?  (540, 457)

It is odd that Lemprière describes the vision of Vertumnus as the “first 

figment of his madness,” but the vision of Erichthonius in the glazier’s stove 

was the first.  He certainly has not forgotten the episode, since he compares 

the leader and the priests in his dictionary to Ichnabod’s owls:

Lemprière watched his (the leader’s) hands as they toyed with the 

pages of his dictionary.  They were old hands, discoloured and the skin 

hung oddly on the fingers.  He thought of the priests he had dragged 

from the deep twists of their different labyrinths, up through the grey 

streets of the shrinking city and into his dictionary where they were 
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mounted like exotic trophies, glass-eyed as Ichnabod’s owls.  Their 

layers were no deeper, no less mysterious than this one.  The hands 

twitched about his dictionary.  (524, 443)

Lemprière continues to think back, and finally recalls his visit with Father 

Calveston, and his encounter with Juliette afterward.  

He looked again at Juliette and thought of her as she had stepped from 

the coach outside Saint Martin’s.  How far back must he go?  When had 

they caught that glimpse inside his head?  He tried to think back to 

that night, to the vision seen from his window and the troubled sleep 

which followed.  He had shouted something into the night.  Had someone 

heard and understood?  He could not believe it.  When he awoke he had 

visited the priest and been dismissed as a fool.  He had climbed a tree, 

fallen, Juliette had found him on her way to, to the church?  Yes, the 

church.

‘Calveston,’ he said and behind the leader the recitation stopped.  His 

neck was beginning to throb once more.  He wanted to sit down.  

‘Father Calveston told you I saw demons, phantoms in the dark.  He 

told you I was mad.’  (540-541, 457)

He surmises that Calveston told Juliette, who then told Casterleigh, who 

ultimately informed the leader.  He was invited to the library, and the book 

arrived a few days later.  Lemprière searches for a simple, linear cause and 

effect.  The chronology, however, does not support his conclusion.  Juliette 

asked Lemprière to come to the library before she went to visit Father 

Calveston (39, 33).  Also, there are two references to the dogs before 

Juliette tells Casterleigh what Calveston told her. First, Lemprière hears the 

baying of hounds from a distance before he encounters Juliette (38, 32).  

Later, Casterleigh hears the pack barking and wonders why they have not 

been fed, just as Juliette bounds into the room to reveal what she has 

learned from Calveston (45, 38).   
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Instead, Casterleigh reveals, "The plan had taken shape when the 

solicitor had come to them" (56, 48).   The plan had been in place for some 

time, particularly since the dogs were modified by Vaucanson who, “had 

sweated long months down here with the dogs howling and spattering him 

with their shit....” (352, 298).  

The Cabbala is also easily able to manipulate Charles Lemprière when 

they are able to arrange for both father and son to arrive simultaneously at 

the pool where Juliette was bathing.  It is, thus, uncertain how long Lemprière 

has been under the Cabbala’s control.  Lemprière assumes that the Cabbala 

has taken advantage of the fact that he has visions, but the elaborate 

iconography before the Erichthonius vision suggests that the Cabbala caused 

him to have the vision in the first place.  Lemprière is unable to recognize 

the degree of control that the Cabbala has over him makes him prevents him 

from rejecting them and ultimately asserting his own agency.

Lemprière’s visions follow two different formats.  First, there are the 

visions that result from stimulating imagery, including the Erichthonius, 

Vertumnus, and Circe visions.  Then there are the visions that are elaborate 

pantomimes orchestrated by the Cabbala, including Actaeon, Danae, 

Iphigenia, and Paris.  The first group is internal, while the second is external, 

but both result in Lemprière’s ultimate rejection of his prescribed role.  

Lemprière arrives at his own interpretation, or his own reading, of the stimuli 

provided in the Circe vision, while he recognizes his fictionality, his role as an 

observer then as an actor, in the Iphigenia and Paris scenes respectively.

The Cabbala manipulates Lemprière by controlling sensory stimuli and 

predicting the effect such stimuli would have on the subject.  They 

essentially control Lemprière’s sensory input in order to control his mind.  He 

not only believes that he sees myths taking place before his eyes, but also 

that he is the cause of the visions – first by what he reads, then by what he 

writes in his dictionary.  
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One of the Enlightenment philosophers that the novel discusses at 

length is the French sensationalist Condillac, who was heavily influenced by La 

Mettrie’s materialism.  Condillac combined elements of bio-automism with 

Locke’s idea of the soul as a tabula rasa, asserting in his Treatise on the 

Sensations that all knowledge can be traced to the senses.58  According to 

Theo Myering, “perceptual content was regarded as imposed not from within 

but from without through continued experience resulting in mechanically 

compounded summations of sensations representing external objects.”59  

Even Descartes allowed that much of human behavior was simply a 

mechanical reaction to sensory stimulation.  

When John Lemprière gets glasses, the visions he has experienced only 

as imaginative fantasies become (seemingly) real.  Previously, his visions 

were in his imagination.  His lack of vision limited his participation in the ‘real’ 

world – instead, the young scholar retreated to the world of books.  

His myopia dissolved the world in a mist of possibilities and its vague 

forms made a playground for his speculations...  Only the faintest 

vestige of unease remained and he allowed his speculations, his 

daydreams and his visions free reign.  The island itself could not 

compete with the routs of demi-gods and heroines, the noisy unions of 

nymphs and animals, with which the young scholar populated the fields 

of his imagination.  His head had only to leave the pages of Tully, 

Terence, Pindar or Propertius to see their most delicate or lurid 

descriptions made flesh in the wavering dusk outside his window. (18, 

16)   

When Lemprière meets Ichnabod Bonamy, the glazier, the man is holding a 

coal shovel and a stuffed owl.  His walls are hung with row upon row of 

stuffed owls.  The iconography immediately suggests the myth of 
58 Theo C. Myering, Historical Roots of Cognitive Science (Dordrecht, Boston, and London: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1989), 110.
59 Myering, 113
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Erichthonius, a mythical king of Athens, whose birth results from the 

unsuccessful attempt by the god Hephaestus, the god of the forge, hence 

the coal shovel, to assail the virtue of Athena, whose sacred animal is the 

owl.   According to myth, Hephaestus ejaculated on Athena’s leg, which the 

goddess then wiped to the ground.  Athena assumes the male role, 

inseminating the earth, from which Erichthonius was born.  Thus, Athena 

becomes the unlikely ‘parent’ of Erichthonius.  

In addition to the owls, there are several references to Athena:  “The 

glint of owlish eyes impinged dully upon him....   The gaping wound, the birth.  

Ichnabod, a name without precedent ... sprang fully armed.” (21, 18)  

Athena, of course, sprang fully armed from the head of her father, Zeus.  

Lemprière remarks upon the imagery, “Pallas’ antechamber to Hephaestus’ 

forge thought the sitter” (21, 18).  The iconography is enough to stimulate 

Lemprière’s imagination.

What happens next is more realistic than Lemprière’s earlier fantasies 

had been, when he sees the figure of Erichthonius in the stove:

The lenses grasped the room and hurled it at the speed of light into the 

captive’s face.  He let loose a cry of fear.  The lenses sucked his eye-

balls through the frames, dashed them into the first elected object.  

The stove.  He was in the flames. They were licking greedily at him. He 

wrestled with the wooden cage.  The fire burned hot in his face, behind 

the flames two eyes caught his, an horrible, misshapen face, a twisted 

body, eyes black with ancient cruelties, the legs curling and unfurling at 

him, like serpents.  I see you John Lemprière, hissed from each mouth.  

Erichthonius.  Curling and unfurling, like snakes.  Like flames, Just 

flames.  Flames in a stove in a room.  A room between Minerva’s shrine 

and Vulcan’s forge.  ‘Welcome to the visible world, John Lemprière.’... 

The stove was but a stove, the room but a room.  And Ichnabod ... 
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Ichnabod was a man with a limp, a genius for glass and too many owls.  

Lemprière could see.” (23, 20)  

Lemprière had always been able to differentiate myth from reality, but once 

the glasses are placed before his eyes, the two worlds collide.  Instead of 

merely imagining it, the myth becomes seemingly real.  Lemprière is in the 

flames, feels the heat, then sees Erichthonius and is, in turn, seen by him.  

Lemprière’s vision and imagination exposes him to manipulation and control 

by the Cabbala.  As if to announce the transition from one world to the next, 

Bonamy states, “Welcome to the visible world, John Lemprière” (23, 20) .  

It is not clear from the text whether or not this scene is the first 

elaborate setup by the Cabbala, but the suggestive iconography corresponds 

with the subsequent episodes.  Septimus later claims that the Cabbala 

planned to make Lemprière believe that he was mad, that he saw demons, 

but, “They sought to convince the boy of something that was already true” 

(615, 521).  

The next realistic encounter with the mythological world occurs when 

Lemprière sees the god Vertumnus outside his bedroom window.  After 

reading Propertius’ Elegies 4.2, which is an account of Vertumnus and the 

nymph Pomona, Lemprière has another realistic vision.  

Opened, a monstrous, formless mouth, like the victim of an hideous 

burial, the face decayed and interlaced with roots which writhed and 

tore trough its surface, falling away in clods.... Its aspects shifted 

second by second, each complete metamorphosis being the herald for 

the next.  But through it all the bronze eyes remained fixed and 

focused on the young man who breathed in quick, shallow gasps, chest 

tight, limbs rigid on the bed.  And the eyes too melted, after a fashion.  

For they cried.  The shining drops gathered in the corners of the eyes 

and fell soundlessly to the earth below.... And through his rambling 

melancholy the tears fell, until the darkness thickened around him.  His 
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eyes fell back into the forgetful, sad centuries of which they spoke, 

narrowing to points, to pin-pricks until they vanished mutely into the 

dark.  The tears of an abandoned god, a last appeal before dark. (34, 

29)

Again, as with the Erichthonius vision, Lemprière sees and is seen by the 

mythical figure, “the bronze eyes remained fixed and focused on the young 

man.”  The two episodes have a number of phrases that correspond to one 

another, and to the larger story yet to unfold.  Before seeing Erichthonius, 

Lemprière’s “knuckles whitened around the tray,” and before Vertumnus 

“his hands whitened around the bed-frame.”  The word ‘suck’ recurs 

throughout the text and is used in both episodes;  In the Erichthonius scene 

the “lenses sucked his eye-balls through the frames” (23, 20), and in the 

Vertumnus vision “the trees seemed to suck the sheets of turf into its 

maw” (34, 29).60   There are also references to the past in both stories 

(“ancient cruelties” and “paternal signs”) that foreshadow the search for 

his family’s past that Lemprière will undertake.  Finally, Lemprière believes 

that he causes the myths to occur.

It is me.’  He spoke the words aloud and would have chuckled at how 

simple and how terrifying a statement he had just made. Somewhere 

60 The word is also used in reference to Charles Lemprière’s and Rosalie’s deaths, the 
description of which provide multiple verbal parallels: 

When its teeth had met in the calf it had made a sucking sound, surprising how loud, 
suck, like a boot pulled out of thick mud.  (80, 68)
Outside, there was a softer sound, a sucking sound, like a boot caught in mud as it comes 
free, suck.  (366, 310).

The word “sucking” often refers to unstoppable natural occurrences, which mirror the plot of 
the novel, implying that the events are inevitable and unavoidable:

The tide gathering pace as it always did, sucking the river down as it had always done, 
this day as every other.  This year as all the rest he thought, drawing it down the long 
line of all those years and he with it, all the way back to the time he had sought and found 
and now held in this mind’s eye, to see then what was there for any to see on the day the 
trail had begun.  (5, 4)
... a wriggling lattice of lines that all converge on London until that city was black with 
tracery, a sucking mouth pulling them in towards Stalkart’s squat turret of culture...” 
(574, 485)
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within me, he thought, is a god who tears his face out of the ground, 

who has not walked the earth for two millennia and who walks outside 

my window.  Then he wondered, what else walks within me? (35, 30)

Lemprière is convinced that the visions originate within him as he passively 

responds to external stimuli.  

Lemprière takes on a more active, but still problematic, role when 

Septimus brings him to the Pork Club, where he witnesses the 

metamorphosis of the members of the club into characters from Homer’s 

Odyssey.  He then mistakes his role in an impromptu pantomime that he and 

Septimus perform.  Septimus is performing the role of the Minotaur, 

expecting Lemprière to take the role of Theseus.  Instead, Lemprière 

interprets Septimus’ character as Medusa, and, therefore, he takes the role 

of Perseus.

The imagery of the Pork Club suggests the Odyssey as its context.  

From the start, Lemprière is struck by “some inarticulate response to the 

iconography but he doesn’t know quite what” (141, 120).  The text includes 

many ‘pork’ and ‘pig’ references. 

‘Wel-come to the Pork Club!!’  ...

‘Oink!’ They turn as one to acknowledge their heralding master of 

ceremonies...

From the folds of his coat Septimus produces the longest, reddest, 

greasiest piece of bacon that Lemprière has ever seen.  It has to be a 

yard in length.  Is this the first of tonight’s ceremonies? ...

The pig obviously holds some numinous significance for the assembly...

‘But,’ Septimus holds up his finger, they know what’s coming, ‘above 

all, we have eaten,’ they’re poised for it, ‘huge quantities of Pork!’ ... 

‘Eat more pork,’ Septimus advises and the earl nods sage agreement.

‘The more pork, the better your chances,’ he confirms. (134-142, 

114-121)
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The role of Circe is embodied by the Crone, who encourages the assembly to 

drink and is “treated with the greatest respect” (135, 115).  Indeed, she is 

the center of the entire proceeding.

Everything starts up again, but a general and complex movement is 

taking place, a vague, concentric urge radiating out from the centre of 

the debauchees, from, in fact, the Crone.  (138, 117)

In addition to the pork references and the presence of the Crone, Septimus 

also makes several allusions and one direct reference to the Odyssey in his 

speech to the club.  

Now, as all good cooks know, the most succulent, fragrant, the most 

sublime flitch of pig-flesh is deemed to fall short of its acme, to hurtle 

down from the zenith of Eumaeus’ pen when deprived of its natural 

companion, its liquid bed-fellow.... My friends, I speak, of course, of 

drink.’ ... ‘Yes my friends, drink.  The solace of abandoned wives, the 

lubrication of our fleet...’  (140, 118)

The mention of Eumaeus refers to Odysseus’ faithful swineherd (yet another 

pig reference), who recognized Odysseus upon his return to Ithaca and helped 

him slay the suitors.  Also, the ‘abandoned wives’ recalls Penelope, Odysseus’ 

long-suffering wife, and the reference to ‘our fleet’ can be interpreted as a 

reference to Odysseus’ companions.  When the assembly plays a series of 

‘games,’ one of which entails convincing the King Archon to marry the Crone, 

Lemprière witnesses the transformation of the Crone into Circe and the 

Pork Club into pigs. 

He continues with a conceit on the curve of her cheek, something 

about the sway of long violin notes as they ripple the air (a little florid? 

ponders the Pork Club) and looks over again. No, this cannot be right.  

Right before his eyes there is, faint but unmistakable, a definite 

modification of the crone going on.  To be exact, there is a change in 

the shape of her cheek, no room for doubt.  What is worse, or better, 
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the shape has a visibly violin-ish quality about it...  Observe her 

fulsome, red lips.’ He is fired to this. ‘The bloom of her dimples, the 

pools of her eyes.’ That should do it and, yes it seems it does.  All 

these things are actually beginning to happen. (146-147, 124-125) 

...

Most, if not all, of the spectating revelers are showing signs of piggish 

metamorphosis, noses thickening and flattening, bellies extending taut, 

rounded contours.  Oinking and snuffles are general and not a few 

seem to be eating the table-cloths.  (148, 125)

As Lemprière makes exaggerated claims about the crone’s beauty, he is 

amazed to see her transform before his eyes.  At his mention of violin 

music, the shape of the crone’s cheek takes on a “visibly violin-ish quality.”  

Lemprière then witnesses the “piggish metamorphosis” of the revelers, 

which confuses him, since he has not mentioned pigs.  He does not realize 

that he is the one being controlled -- that his mind is what Myering describes 

as “a passive recipient of antecedently ordered sensory material.”61 

Lemprière’s position, however, is ambiguous.  Although he passively 

responds to the suggestive imagery, the interpretation of the iconography 

as a representation of the Odyssey is not the only, or even the most 

obvious, interpretation.  The reading of the scene as the Odyssey seems 

reasonable, given the stimuli of the pork, the Crone, the drink, and the 

references to Eumaeus and the “abandoned wives.”  There is, however, 

another interpretation – an interpretation that should be obvious to a 

classical scholar like Lemprière – that of the Athenian Anthesteria Festival 

and the connection with the myth of Orestes.  Lemprière, however, rejects 

this interpretation, and its connotations, for a more favorable one. 

The exact nature of the Anthesteria festival is the subject of a great 

deal of scholarly debate; the ancient sources are often unreliable, offering 

61 Myering 113
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conflicting reports, or introducing misleading or false information.62   For our 

purposes, there is no need to pronounce one way or the other on this debate.  

The fact that the tradition is ambiguous is in keeping with the unreliability of 

interpretation inherent in texts, which is one of the themes of the novel. 

I will outline the most commonly attested structure.  The festival 

lasted for three days and honored the god Dionysus.  The first day of the 

festival was called Pithoigia, after the pithoi, or jugs, of wine that were 

brought to the sanctuary of Dionysus en limnais (in the marshes)63 , which 

was open only once a year for the Anthesteria.  After sunset, the jars were 

opened and libations were poured for the god.

On the second day of the festival, called the Choes, all sanctuaries 

were closed except for the sanctuary of Dionysus en limnais.  There was no 

access to the gods, no business transactions requiring a sworn oath, and no 

sacrifices at altars.  This was a festival of inversion.  Sanctuaries typically 

open were closed, and vice versa.  Slaves and children participated in the 

ritual alongside citizens.  Masked men entered the city along with the wine 

jars and harassed and joked with anyone they encountered.  According to 

Burkert, these masked men represented either keres, spirits, or kares, the 

Carians, the original inhabitants of Attica.64   People chewed buckthorn leaves 

in the morning to ward off ghosts, and painted their doors with pitch so they 

would be sticky and difficult to open.65  The central ritual of the day of the 

Choes was a drinking contest.  Each person had a pitcher, called a chous, and 

was seated at his own table.  At the sound of a trumpet, each person would 

drink the contents of his pitcher in complete silence.  

62 See especially Richard Hamilton, Choes and Anthesteria: Athenian Iconography and Ritual (Ann 
Arbor:  The University of Michigan Press, 1992).
63 Walter Burkert points out that there were no marshes in Athens, so limnais must be a cult 
appellation. Greek Religion (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1985), 237.
64 Walter Burkert, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and Myth 
(Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1983), 228-229.
65 Ibid., p. 219.
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There are several etiological myths that explain this unusual contest.  

The most relevant myth for our purposes is is that of Orestes who, after 

killing his mother, came to Athens to receive purification from the Athenian 

king.66   

Why first my hands were burdened with my mother’s – with

Matters I will not speak of, I was hounded on 

This way and that, an exile, by the Furies; till

At last Apollo sent me to Athens, to appear

On trial indicted by the Nameless Goddesses...

When I first came there,

They all refused me shelter, as a man hated

By gods; but some took pity on me, and let me sit

As a guest in the same room with them, at a separate

Table; and so, making me eat and drink apart,

Barred me from converse.  They would pour into each man’s bowl

An equal share of wine, and so enjoy their feast...

(Since then, they tell me, Athenians commemorate 

My unhappy visit by a yearly festival

Known as the Feast of Pitchers, honoured to this day.)  (Eur. IT, 940-

960)67 

Since Orestes was a murderer and was therefore polluted, the king invited 

him to sit for a meal, but kept him isolated.  Each person drank from his own 

cup and remained silent, so as not to defile himself by interacting with a 

66 There is also the myth of the Aetolians, who were killed by the Athenians after bringing them 
wine.  The Choes festival was atonement for these murders.  Also, there is the myth of Ikarios, 
the first man that Dionysus taught to make wine, who was murdered by villagers because they 
mistook their drunkenness for the effects of poison.  See Burkert, Homo Necans, 223.
67 Eurpides’ account brings up one of the conflicts within the tradition, since Aeschylus, whose 
version was canonical by the time of Euripides, says Orestes was already purified upon arrival 
in Athens and was able to speak with others (Aesch. Eum. 443 ff.) .  Even in Aeschylus, 
however, Orestes’ purification does not settle his status, since he is still hounded by the Furies 
and must face trial in Athens. 
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murderer.  Burkert describes this as, “a communal meal in which community 

is simultaneously abolished.”68   Thus the participants at the Choes are 

similar to those guilty of murder, since they must drink alone and in silence, 

and they are barred from the sanctuaries.69  

The final day of the festival was called Chrytoi, or ‘pots’, after the 

containers used for a meal of grain mixed with honey.  This meal refers to 

the myth of the flood, when the survivors gathered whatever was edible and 

boiled it for a first meal.  The meal was followed by games and contests.70 

The festival also included a sacred marriage, which, according to 

Burkert, was more than likely performed on the day of the Chrytoi.   The 

sacred marriage involved the ‘queen’, the wife of the archon basileus, being 

given symbolically to Dionysus as a wife, mimicking the marriage between 

Dionysus and Ariadne.  Though it is not clear what this sacred marriage may 

have entailed, one thesis is that it was simply the Archon Basileus wearing a 

mask representing the god.71  

The games played at the Pork Club mirror the three components of the 

Anthesteria.  The first game, Pythoigia, or the Game of Cups, is a drinking 

contest.  The Anthesteria had the drinking contest on the second day of 

Choes.  Instead of drinking large quantities of wine in silence at separate 

tables, however, one person drinks twenty-six cups of alcohol while his 

teammate spits a bean into every third cup.  

The second game, Choes, involves the team’s attempt to convince the 

King Archon and the Crone to marry.  The name of the game is, of course, 

the same as the second day of the Anthesteria, but, while the Choes day at 

the ancient festival was the drinking contest, the game in the novel involves 

the divine marriage.  Here we have the King Archon and the Crone, whereas in 

68 Burkert, Homo Necans, 222.
69 Burkert, Greek Religion, 239.
70 Ibid., 240-241.
71 Burkert, Homo Necans, 233 ff.
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the Anthesteria, we had the wife of the Archon Basileus, which means “King 

Archon” in Greek, symbolically marrying Dionysus.  The ‘prize’ in the games, 

a prostitute, Rosalie, naked, tied to a bed, can also be interpreted as another 

allusion to the divine marriage.  

The third game, Chrytoi, is an impromptu pantomime.  This game 

parallels the masked mummers who represented the keres or kares on the 

day of Choes at the Anthesteria.  According to Burkert, the performances 

at the Anthesteria were an informal, improvisational form of mummery.72  

The very start of the Pork Club section begins with a direct reference 

to the Anthesteria, “Untimely Anthesteria, bitter fruit out of season” (131, 

111).  Indeed, this Anthesteria is out of season, since the festival is a spring 

festival, occurring at the end of February, while the Pork Club meeting is a 

few weeks before Christmas.  There is also an earlier allusion to the festival, 

when Lemprière imagines the ker of Anchises, abandoned by Aeneas, 

shouting out a curse.

Yet, even as he tried, he could see the outraged father meditating 

recompense against the absconder, shouting in rage, You may escape 

the sword, you may shrug off your guilt, but my ker will pursue you, I 

will pursue you.  Waiting for the death-blow, the laughing Greek 

scorning the open, toothless mouth of the betrayed.  And as the sword 

bit, his ker would take wing over the glowing sky of the broken city as 

it burned...  Delenda est Carthago, buckthorn and pitch.  His teeth.  

(79, 67)

Notice the combined reference to the ker and to buckthorn and pitch, which, 

as mentioned earlier, protected people from roaming keres on the day of 

Choes.  

The Anthesteria festival’s connection to inversion, the closed temples, 

inclusion of slaves and children, and so forth, is paralleled when Lemprière is 

72 Ibid., 229.
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carried from the Club upside down.  

Lemprière comes to, descending the staircase, muhbubh, gagged with 

his winnings.  He is floating upwards, towards the people whose feet 

are glued to the ceiling.  Below, a crystal tree tinkles its leaves and a 

large, white-bird circles it clumsily.  His head is light, so light it draws 

his body up to within inches of the ceiling.  Everyone is upside down, 

poor devils.  (155-156, 132)

The entire proceedings of the Pork Club is in effect a pantomime, 

performed for Lemprière’s benefit.  Lemprière remarks the staged quality of 

the event;  while listening to Septimus’ rousing speech to the Club, he 

recognizes that Septimus is putting on a show – “all of a sudden in deep 

thought.  An act” (140, 119).  When the group boos and hisses at the 

mention of the King Archon, Lemprière interprets the reference as a ‘setup’, 

but not a setup for him specifically, but rather for the Club.  As he watches 

the drinking game, he notices the “elaborately coded body language” (143, 

121).  The members of the club seem to be following a script.

The allusions to the Anthesteria festival and the iconography place 

Lemprière in the role of Orestes, who was guilty of matricide, which may 

again be part of the Cabbala plot to frame Lemprière.  When Lemprière first 

arrives at the Pork Club, he remarks, “everything seems to be happening 

over there while he is ghettoed over here,” (136, 116) which is similar to the 

isolation of the revelers at the Anthesteria festival, who must avoid contact 

with Orestes or risk pollution.  There is a parallel between Orestes and 

Lemprière, since Lemprière believes that he caused the death of his father.  

"Had I not read the tale, invoked it..." (86, 73)  

The pig iconography also relates to the myth of Orestes, since Orestes 

was purified with pigs’ blood by Apollo.

The blood on my hands has been worn to sleep,

the mark of mother-killing has been washed out.
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The fresh stain was purged before Apollo’s hearth,

Cleansed by the blood of slaughtered swine.  (Aesch. Eum. 280-283)

There are a number of references to the family of Orestes and the House of 

Atreus throughout the novel.   Lady de Vere compares Thomas de Vere to 

Tantalus (223, 189).  The cycle of the Lemprière family mirrors that of the 

House of Atreus.  Indeed, Charles Lemprière compares the family curse to 

the Curse on the house of Atreus.  

If the history of the Lemprières has resembled that of the house of 

Atreus it is because this advice has been too rarely offered, never 

taken.  (85, 72)

The curse revisits each generation of the house of Atreus, as does 

Septimus, who is the embodiment of his mother’s curse. 

The contest between Lemprière and Quint is reminiscent of Pelops and 

Oenomaüs.  Pelops cheats to win the chariot contest, as Lemprière misleads 

Quint and later feels guilty for the old man’s humiliation.  Lemprière’s 

performance wins a kiss from Juliette, who calls him her “warrior” (52, 45).  

Likewise, Pelops wins the hand of Hippodamia after his defeat of Oenomaüs. 

François Lemprière sacrificed his family at La Rochelle, and the allows 

the murder of the subsequent generations, as Tantalus, Atreus, and 

Agamemnon sacrificed Pelops, the sons of Thyestes, and Iphigenia 

respectively.  François expresses outrage at what his colleagues had done, 

by setting the city ablaze, and killing its inhabitants, including their families, 

to cover their escape.  Lemprière, however, sees through his lies, accusing 

him of wanting only the Company, not vengeance for his family.

‘You did not come here for revenge.’  Lemprière spoke carefully.  ‘You 

did not come for your wife, nor your children, nor the Rochelais.  You 

came for the Company.’

‘No!’

‘You sold your first family like stock and murdered your second to 
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protect it.  I am not your flesh and blood.  You are not even human.’  

(545-546, 461)

When François sent word that the city was lost, he made no mention of 

rescuing their families.  “There is no expedition.  No quarter will be given.  

Save yourselves” (531, 449).  As Jaques explains to Lemprière why they 

remained in the city for so long, his only concern relates to their material 

possessions, not their fellow Rochelais, or even their families.

‘Our lives were there.’ Jaques would look at him now.  The shadows 

stirred in some kind of affirmation.  ‘Everything we had built and 

worked for was in Rochelle, its ship, walls, our houses...  We knew we 

would lose all that.  But the main hoard, the wealth  from the Company, 

all of it cached and hidden over twenty-five years, that we thought 

might still be saved, until François’s message.  We had waited too long 

and now we had to run for our lives.’  (531, 449)

François’s sacrifice of his family at La Rochelle is the origin of the curse on 

the Lemprières, when his wife exhorts her five month old child to find his 

father and kill him.  The child is then dropped, burning, from the window, but 

instead of crashing to the ground, he takes flight and heads out to sea.

Find him.  The souls scream louder, framing their own message about 

the first until the two are mixed like the vaporous clouds above.  Tell 

him.  He moves through the carnage, driven by the cacophony to the 

door.  All his guises are gone and only his own face, only that of the 

disfigured infant is left.  The souls wail again and he believes himself 

resolved.  Kill him.

Lemprière’s description of Agamemnon at the sacrifice of Iphigenia invokes 

François’s sacrifice of his family at La Rochelle.  

He imagined Agamemnon as a failed paterfamilias, persuaded out of 

reluctance by the nervy cabal of his confederates, offering a token 

resistance while his wife was hoodwinked into connivance.  Ghettoed 
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back in Mycenae with the slaves, the women and the ghosts of Argive 

kings, Electryon, Perseus, Acrisius all urging gullible acceptance, 

grandson, son and father to Danae, who was victim of a similar 

arrangement, Clytemnestra sent the girl on her way.  How many 

daughters have been lost?  How many recovered through coincidence, 

luck, fate, or intervention from higher up?  Lemprière imagined 

Iphigenia as a doll, a plaything for the furtive band of heroes to while 

away the long, windless days, pulled this way and that by their 

different whims until the sacrifice itself, when they stood there 

mocked by the absurd goat, so obviously the product of a wider logic, 

an idea quite beyond even the wiliest of them.  (360, 304)

Notice here that the wife is hoodwinked, as was François’s wife, and that the 

sacrifice of the child causes Agamemnon’s murder at the hands of his wife.  

Similarly, François sacrifices his family on behalf of his own “nervy cabal,” 

and the curse of his wife causes his downfall.  The “intervention from higher 

up” correlates to the presence of Septimus as an avenging angel.  Also, 

there is a mention of Danae along with Iphigenia, which connects the two 

visions that the Cabbala arranges for Lemprière.  The novel also includes 

several references to Aeschylus and his Oresteia:

No, not yet, better to wait, or a passing eagle might drop a tortoise on 

his head like Aeschylus.  (133, 113)

Electryon’s death seemed the most unlikely of all to Lemprière until he 

remembered.  Aeschylus, killed by a blow to the head from a tortoise 

dropped by a passing 

eagle...  (205, 173)73 

... then imagined the giant tortoises swinging from the wings above a 

production of, what, the Oresteia? ...  and Lemprière thought of 

73 According to tradition, Aeschylus was killed when an eagle dropped a tortoise on his head, 
apparently mistaking his bald head for a rock.   
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Aeschylus and the tortoise predestined for his skull...’  (212, 179)

Both Lemprière and Septimus are compared to Orestes and Pylades

Orestes and Pylades, Theseus and Pirithous; proverbial friendships...  

When Septimus called a day later to collect his and other entries, 

Lemprière paused to reflect on their own friendship.  (384, 325)

Surely Lemprière would come to question this timorous Orestes, to 

doubt him and guess the truth?  (618, 523)

Pylades had offered his life on the altar at Taurica to save that of his 

cousin.   Orestes had given it back...  Would Lemprière have laid his 

head on the altar at Taurica, or run to clasp the burning body to his 

own? (617-619, 522)

The Furies make an appearance at the end of the novel, as in the myth of 

Orestes.  “It has been conjectured that originally they were thought of as 

the ghosts of the murdered seeking vengeance on the murderer or as the 

embodiment of curses called down upon the guilty.”74  Septimus fits both 

descriptions, being the murdered child for François and the embodiment of 

his mother’s curse.  Septimus enters the cavern in search of François, just 

as the three ships, Alecto, Megaera, and Tisiphone, also the names of the 

three Furies, are sucked into the cavern, carrying their lethal combination of 

sulphur, saltpetre, and charcoal.  

Finally, at the end of the Oresteia, there is a change in system, from 

the old, blood-guilt and vengeance system, to the rule of law, when Orestes is 

tried and acquitted in a court of law.  The Furies are then transformed into 

the Eumenides.  There is a corresponding change in system in the novel, or at 

least a message that the system cannot last, but changes over time.  Thus, 

the hollow mechanism of both dictionary and Cabbala collapse upon 

themselves. 

74 Mark P. O. Morford and Robert J. Lenardon, Classical Mythology,  6th Ed. (New York: 
Longman, 1999), 271-272.
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During the Pork Club, Lemprière rejects the association with the House 

of Atreus.  A classical scholar would certainly recognize the references to 

the Anthesteria, but Lemprière ignores them, instead opting for the more 

positive role implied by the Odyssey.

Lemprière takes a more active role in rejecting the ‘guilt’ thrust upon 

him by the connection with Orestes.  Odysseus, like Agamemnon, returns 

from the Trojan War to find his wife surrounded by prospective suitors.  In 

contrast to Clytaemnestra, however, Penelope has been faithful to her 

husband.  The question of what kind of wife and son Penelope and 

Telemachus will be runs through the text of the Odyssey, but, unlike 

Clytaemnestra, Penelope resists her prospective lovers and reunites with 

her husband.  Agamemnon compares Penelope with Clytaemnestra when he 

encounters Odysseus in the underworld.  

Your wise Penelope, is far too prudent.

She was newly wed when we went to war.

We left her with a baby boy still at the breast,

Who must by now be counted as a man,

And prosperous.  His father will see him

When he comes, and he will embrace his father,

As is only right.  But my wife did not let me 

Even fill my eyes with the sight of my son.

She killed me before I could do even that,

But let me tell you something, Odyseus:

Beach your ship secretly when you come home.

Women just can’t be trusted any more.75 

Lemprière rejects the associations with the myth of Orestes, by instead 

placing himself in the more active role of Odysseus who, in the scene with 

Circe, is able to resist her attempts to turn him into a pig, and is able to 

75 Homer, Od. XI.463-474.
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assert control over her instead.  

The third game at the Pork Club involves a similar misinterpretation.  

Lemprière reads Septimus’ gestures during the pantomime as a 

representation of the Gorgon Medusa, rather than the Minotaur, thus he 

takes on the persona of Perseus instead of Theseus.  Septimus is annoyed 

with Lemprière’s interpretation;  

‘We were doing Theseus,’ he hisses.  ‘The finger-waggling was the 

Minotaur, and you were meant to be abandoning Ariadne, not marrying 

Andromeda.  The last bit was your return to Athens in the black-sailed 

ship....’  (150, 128)

The novel includes several direct references to Theseus.  When Lemprière 

carries a book of maps that looks like sail, there is a reference to “a long-

dead Greek whose black-sailed ship brought Aegeus tumbling down the cliff, 

dead from that earlier son’s forgetful mistake” (350, 297).  In the 

Casterleigh library, Lemprière feels like “a hapless Theseus hunting a listless 

Minotaur” (49, 42).  Lemprière compares his friendship with Septimus with 

that of Theseus and Pirithous (384, 325).  The underground tunnels where 

the Cabbala meet are described as a labyrinth.  

Septimus Praeceps Lemprière recalled the creature in the chamber, 

the true pseudo-Lemprière, who abandoned his wife and children to the 

furnace, who forgot the burning detail which blazed a path out of 

Rochelle that night, who lived to see it return and find him at the 

labyrinth’s center, now his grave: François.  (624, 528)

There are also several references to Daedalus, who designed the labyrinth 

where the Minotaur lived, and also created automata (285, 242).  The earlier 

iconography of the Anthesteria festival suggests an Athenian context for 

the pantomime.  Also, Septimus mentions the phrase, “solace of abandoned 

wives,” which could apply to Penelope, but also to Ariadne, especially since 

she was represented in the Anthesteria festival in the divine marriage.  An 
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allusion to Ariadne, who was abandoned by Theseus on Naxos, should prompt 

Lemprière to perform the role of Theseus opposite Septimus’ Minotaur.  Like 

Orestes, Theseus is also guilty of parricide, but again, instead of accepting 

the role that has been offered to him, Lemprière instead opts for a more 

active position.

Lemprière rejects the role of Theseus during the pantomime in favor 

of Perseus.  As with the two possible interpretations of the earlier 

iconography as either the Anthesteria or the Odyssey, here there are images 

that suggest the Perseus legend instead of Theseus.    

 The disjointed pantomime that the Pug and Warburton-Burleigh 

perform as Septimus and Lemprière attempt to convince the Crone and King 

Archon to marry contains several allusions to Perseus and Medusa.  

The Pug rips King Archon’s head off and feeds it to the grunting herd 

behind while Warburton-Burleigh pulls off his wig to release seven 

snow-white doves which beat upwards through the pork-fumed smoky 

air, dissolving through the ceiling in quest of innocence on the floor 

above.  (147-148, 126)

The Pug tearing off the head of the King Archon is similar to Perseus 

beheading Medusa.  Also, the doves that are released from under Warburton-

Burleigh’s wig recall both Pegasus and Chrysaor, born from the neck of 

Medusa after her beheading, and the seven Pleiades, who were turned into 

doves after being pursued unsuccessfully by the hunter Orion.  The Pleiades 

were the daughters of Atlas, whom Perseus turned into a mountain using the 

Gorgon head.  

As with Theseus and Orestes, there are several mentions of Perseus 

throughout the text.  The Danae vision is an obvious example, but there are 

several others as well.

There were too many answers.  He imagined them dropping like beads 

of Gorgon-blood and scything away as snakes into the Libyan sands.  
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Too many origins.  (125, 106) 

...

... kings of Argos as he Perseus would be, Lemprière’s alter-ego in the 

Pork Club mime, his Persiad of errors.  (204, 172)

...

The unequal struggle went on and on until it had seemed there was no 

end to their snaking enemy.  Medusa-like, this John would term it.  

(357, 302) 

...

His Persiad-burlesque was somehow growing weightier in failure (and 

ridicule) than it might have been in success.  Never mind that his 

Andromeda had failed him, that winged sandals and prophylaxic shield 

had been carefully packed away, for now there was only a certain tilt 

of her head, a crease round the eyes, not that even, a light catch in 

her voice, hints of another anima, another place ...  (130, 110)

...

He dried the tears of ox-eyed women and broke the chains which bound 

them to the black rock.  (26, 23)

There is even one point later in the novel where the name Perseus is used in 

place of Theseus; “... the Minotaur would never be born, would never be 

slaughtered in the labyrinth by Perseus, who would never escape to leave his 

accomplice wailing on the beach at Naxos” (433, 367).

The Perseus legend ties in with the novel on multiple levels.  First, the 

Gorgon head is able to turn people to stone, the equivalent to binding them, 

which is what the Cabbala does to Lemprière and others.  There are many 

references to people or automata compared to stone or statues:

... click, click, click, taut mental surfaces rose out of zero-states.  

Lemprière heard stone grind on stone, somewhere back there, in the 

dark they were moving.  (365, 309)
72



...

‘An automaton,’ Mister Byrne answered him. ‘A moving statue. An 

imitation of humanity.’  (215, 182)

...

Behind him, Monopole and Antithe were still as statues.  Vaucanson had 

got to them, tampered with something inside.  (564, 477)

...

... everyone frozen forever in place like Phineus and his men turned to 

stone at the wedding of Danae’s son.  (257, 218)

There are also several reference to the gaze that can turns people to stone.

There it is and the blood freezes in the hunter’s veins, his face drains 

to grey.  He is not flesh; he is stone.  The head she holds up to his eyes 

is his own mother’s.  (128, 109)

...

She stood as if fixed by the gazes from either side of the pool, the 

father and the son.  (60, 52)

...

The hand tightened on something inside the head and the arm began to 

pull back.  There was a tearing sound then a loud snap and the head 

broke off at the neck...  He picked up the head and hand, then slumped 

to the floor in despair.  (217, 184)

The Perseus legend highlights the dangers in seeing and being seen, which is 

an issue that has already been discussed in Lemprière’s earlier encounters.  

Both the Erichthonius and Vertumnus visions point out that Lemprière both 

sees and is seen.  In the Actaeon scene, Lemprière is the “hidden, but 

permitted, onlooker” (54, 46).  These myths highlight the danger of seeing, 

and correspond to passages in the novel:

He would be bait for creatures of which he knew nothing but that they 

waited for him in the dark spaces where he could not see.  But was it 
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time to entice them into the light ... or a time to die?  (54, 47)

...

His wife was right, of course, but blindness of the eye or mind has its 

benefits.  It was possible to see too much.  (20, 17)

Actaeon is punished for seeing what he should not; the same thing happens 

to Charles Lemprière.  

Perseus, on the other hand, is a more positive model, as with Odysseus 

earlier, because he avoids being turned to stone by Medusa.  Perseus is able 

to conquer through blindness.  He approaches the Gorgon obliquely by looking 

at the reflection in his shield.76   Similarly, Lemprière uses blindness, by 

blowing out the candles, to escape from the tunnel.

The Cabbala have laid out a careful plan that should predict Lemprière's 

actions.  The twist here is that, although Lemprière is being ‘fed’ specific 

stimuli, the outcome is not what had been expected.  Lemprière reads the 

clues, but the clues are open to interpretation and, hence, are unstable.  

Lemprière has the freedom to interpret the images presented to him, but 

the reading that he produces is limited to the body of information he already 

knows.  

The next myths I will discuss are those that do not rely primarily on 

sensory stimuli that produce hallucinations, but are elaborate performances 

with real-world consequences.  Here again, we find a similar pattern.  

Lemprière accepts his agency in the earlier myths, but then actively rejects 

the role prescribed for him in both the Iphigenia and the Paris scenes. 

Before his father’s murder, Lemprière receives the copy of Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses from Casterleigh.  He notices that the picture of Diana and 

Actaeon is more detailed than the others, and it captures his interest.  The 

picture shows Actaeon in the process of turning into a stag as he is 
76 For a discussion of the role of vision in the Perseus myth, see Jacques Derrida, Memoirs of 
the Blind: The Self-Portrait and Other Ruins,  Trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas.  
(Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1993), 73-87.
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attacked by his dogs.  Diana appears to “hold the bow out as if to show it to 

some hidden, but permitted, onlooker” (54, 46).  There is also a shadowy 

figure, perhaps on horseback, who surveys the scene.  Lemprière later 

reveals that, “Twice in the night he had jerked his head out of sleep in a 

dreamed panic that the characters had shifted beneath his eye-lids” (60, 

51).

The next day, Lemprière and his father are both ejected from the 

house by Marianne Lemprière.  Charles Lemprière is driven off track, both by 

hedgerows that seemed to steer him south instead of north, and by his fear 

of Casterleigh’s hunting dogs that he hears along the way.  Casterleigh, on 

horseback like the figure in the picture, also makes his way to the appointed 

place.  “Soon, he calculated, the boy would come to the place marked out for 

him and find his own part in the scene” (59, 51).  The paths of father and 

son meet when both encounter, from either side of a stream, Juliette 

Casterleigh bathing in a waterfall.  Both men notice Juliette’s birthmark, but 

only Charles Lemprière recognizes its significance and this recognition has a 

price.  “He knew then that his patient, faceless adversaries had bested him, 

that all his efforts, and his father’s, and his father’s before him had again 

come to nothing” (61, 52).  The younger Lemprière then assumes the role of 

the “unseen but permitted onlooker” in the story when he witnesses 

Casterleigh’s dogs attack and kill his father.   

As he earlier believed that he called Vertumnus into being, Lemprière 

now believes himself responsible for his father’s death – "Had I not read the 

tale, invoked it..." (86, 73).  The Cabbala, with the gift of the book, 

manipulated Lemprière into believing that he caused the attack on his father.  

They are able to control Lemprière, in much the same way that they control 

the dogs.  Indeed, when Lemprière later recalls the incident, he described in 

the same terms as the robotic dogs who attack his father.  
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The elements gathered around him. His father rolling over, one arm 

held up to ward off dangers that had already passed and in his mind the 

same scene was unwinding like fine silver wire.  The woman with her 

distorted face twisting away from the glistening downpour, the hiss of 

metal, the smell of it.  The matters cohered in him.  Buried legends 

cracked through the generations’ interment, flooded back at his 

unknowing behest.  Was it himself holding these things together? (362, 

306)  

‘... as he (Vaucanson) drew their hates and affections along filaments 

of steel and sutured their soft brains with silver-wire stitches so that 

they saw The Pool and the saw The Man ...   (352, 298)

Notice the passage ‘in his mind the same scene was unwinding like fine silver 

wire’ compared to the passage about the dogs – their brains sutured ‘with 

fine silver-wire stitches.’  The verbal parallel demonstrates that the dogs 

and Lemprière are both subject to the control of the Cabbala, even though 

Lemprière has not been mechanically altered.

In the interval between the meeting of the Pork Club and the Christmas 

party at the De Veres, the Cabbala is able, through Septimus, to manipulate 

Lemprière to write his dictionary.  Septimus even monitors his progress, so 

that he will arrive at the entry for Danae on the appointed night. 

‘Two more entries then, no more than that for the present.  I will 

collect and deliver them the evening of Edmund’s ball.  Do you have a 

costume? 201

...

‘Very good,’ Septimus had said when he had tried it on, and the same 

thing as he had leafed through the completed sheets of the dictionary.  

Their collection had been his main business.  ‘Danae?’  He had been 

reading the final page.

‘Not yet ...’ Lemprière was ready to reprise Septimus’ earlier 
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instructions in explanation, but was cut short.

‘Good, good...’ from Septimus.  It had been very business-like.  (207, 

175)

When Lemprière attends the party at the De Vere estate, there is 

already an elaborate plan in place to guide him through the event. 

It would be spectacular in the best possible way, giving an illusion of 

necessity usually only achieved by God.  (193, 163)

...

But Boffe had built in leeways, resistances, counterweights, and 

suggestive encounters which should keep him on track, while allowing 

latitude too, for every sceptic must have his bone of reason.  (194, 

164)

Lemprière is again placed in a position both to see and be seen:

... to play his role as witness and (so the leader assured him) oblique 

participant.  Boffe conceived the space around the pyre as an 

extravagant Chair of State in which the boy-king might sit, at once to 

see and be seen.  (193, 164)

After meeting with Lady de Vere, Lemprière becomes hopelessly lost trying 

to return to the party.  He hears Septimus voice and follows him outside, 

only to find that Septimus seems to have vanished and Lemprière finds 

himself locked out of the house.  He decides to circle the house so that he 

can enter from the front.  Lemprière then finds himself in a clearing at the 

center of which is a pit.  Lemprière approaches the pit, observing that the 

“legs which walked to the edge did not seem his own, nor the eyes which 

looked down” (246, 208).  After seeing the woman’s mouth fill with molten 

gold, and hearing her stomach explode from the heat and pressure, 

Lemprière wonders how she is still able to scream.  He then realizes that 

“the screams were his own and he could not stop them” (247, 209).  
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The scene demonstrates that Lemprière has no control.  He is led to 

the appointed place, much as his father had been.  His body, also, is not 

under his control, when he cannot stop his legs from approaching the pit or 

the screams from escaping his lips.    

Following the De Vere party, Lemprière visits Captain Guardian, who 

points out the mysterious ship, the Vendragon.  While they contemplate the 

ship, they witness the contents of one of the crates being loaded on the ship 

fall and break open.  The crate contained a statue made from Coade stone.  

Lemprière resolves to visit the Coade manufactory in order to solve the 

mystery of the ship.

Lemprière arrives to find the building empty, aside from rows of stone 

statues.  When he hears someone approaching, he quickly looks for a hiding 

place.  Then, “a cool clear voice in his head which was not his voice said, ‘it 

begins again, you know its outline, only your attendance is required now ...’ 

Not his head.  Where else?” (365, 309)  He then hides beneath a large mold.  

As he lowered the mold, he sees several of the statues move, then, through 

a hole at the top of the mold, he sees Juliette enter the building.  He hears a 

soft, sucking sound followed by chains rattling.  He then lifts the mold to find 

the carcass of a goat, split open and hung up like a hammock.  Inside is the 

body of a girl, whom he assumes is Juliette.  

During the Iphigenia scene, Lemprière hears the voice in his head, then 

rejects that idea, saying that it is not in his head.  After this point, 

Lemprière refuses to believe that he is the cause of the murders.  He 

rejects the role that he has been prescribed.

‘What did you mean, “they have killed her”?’  he (Septimus) asked ...

‘“They” not “me”’ he said distinctly, grasping what it meant as the 

words emerged.  ‘I did not kill that girl.  I did not parcel her like meat 

and hang her from a butcher’s chain.  They did that...’  ‘There is 

nothing insane about me.’  He spoke clearly and looked at Septimus who 
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froze for a moment and seemed lost for words...  (385, 326)

Thereafter, he refuses to follow a predictable pattern in approaching either 

the dictionary or the mythical scenes in which he is inserted.  

Where before he worked methodically from A towards Z, now he 

scribbled and scrawled haphazardly in a kind of fury.  His working 

habits submitted to no particular regime, his entries followed no 

pattern.  (386, 326)

Lemprière also rejects his passive role when he refuses to participate 

in the Paris myth at the opera house.  He recognizes the fictionality of his 

role in the scene. 

Amongst all the props and shoddy machinery of this sham, the sword 

was real and his challenger, he saw now, wore horns and behind his 

mask his mouth opened to roar the cuckold’s challenge at him. ‘Paris!’

Lemprière rose to his feet.  For a moment he held his wooden sword up 

before him, then he thought, ‘I am insane to believe this.’  (487-488, 

412)

Lemprière, instead of participating in the scene, drops the sword and 

pursues Juliette to the roof of the opera house.  As with the earlier scene in 

the Pork Club, Lemprière actively rejects his prescribed position.   

‘Was I meant to believe all that?  Was I meant to think I was Paris?  I 

am not mad, do you understand?’ ... ‘It was all a sham, wasn’t it?  

Tonight, at the theatre, and before ...  His mind was racing back, his 

voice suddenly colder and more certain.  ‘Why were you late the night 

we were to go to Coade’s?’ he asked. “At the De Veres’, who arranged 

for a pit to be dug and a crane to be placed in the middle of a bog? 

Come, come Septimus.  A drainage project?’ (493, 417)

Denise McCoskey argues out that this is a turning point for Lemprière, as he 

shifts from a passive to an active role, “one that will allow him to take 

control of his own previously enigmatic and ambiguous identity and, in doing 
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so, release himself from his family’s flawed history and from the cabbala’s 

manipulations.”77  Lemprière’s actions, however, remain ambiguous, even 

after this apparent revelation.  He now rejects the possibility that he is 

responsible for the murders, but he still fails to recognize the depth of 

control to which he is subject.   

When Juliette visits Lemprière after his visit to the East India 

Company, she discusses his father’s murder with him.  Lemprière does not 

recognize that his father’s killing was intentional, only that he was not 

responsible for it.  Juliette seems amazed that he fails to recognize what 

has actually happened. 

‘I knew nothing of it until much later (about Charles Lemprière’s 

murder),’ she said.  ‘Believe me, I beg you.’

‘I thought,’ he began and cleared his throat.  ‘I thought it was my fault, 

you see.  It is why I wrote this.’  He indicated the last sheets of paper.  

‘There were other things; at the De Veres’, at Coade’s ...’  The 

memories silenced him for a moment.  ‘But it was not my fault.’

He gathered himself.

‘No,’ said Juliette.

‘The dogs, they would have known you of course, and not my father.  

Perhaps if he had lain still as I did, then it would not have happened.  

Such things do happen, I understand that and I suppose we have to 

accept them ...’ Now he was the one to address himself as he explained 

the accident to her.  When he looked up again her expression had 

changed.  Juliette’s face was aghast and amazed at the same time.  

‘What is it?’ he asked.  ‘I could not help but see you....’  (484, 409) 

Lemprière mistakenly interprets Juliette’s shock as embarrassment that he 

had seen her naked, when it is actually surprise that Lemprière is still unable 

77 Denise E. McCoskey, “Murder by Letters: Interpretation, Identity and the Instability of Text 
in Norfolk’s Lemprière’s Dictionary.”  Classical and Modern Literature 20.2 (2000): 41.

80



to understand that his father’s death was an elaborate ruse.  

Although Lemprière rejects the position prescribed to him in both the 

Pork Club and the opera house, he ultimately falls into the trap that the 

Cabbala has set for him.  In the end, Lemprière still passively reacts to 

situations rather than taking control.  Lemprière actively imposes his own 

interpretation in the Pork Club and Paris scenes, but he can only act within 

limited parameters.  He is still subject to the system;  he can’t produce a 

text of his own.  By the time he rejects his passive role and refuses to follow 

a pattern, he has already been trapped by the Cabbala. 

You thought yourself deranged, a helpless conduit for your monsters.  

You gave up your books and shut your eyes, but by then we already had 

you John.  (541, 457)

Septimus has led Lemprière through every game.  When Lemprière finally 

connects the watermark on the last Asiaticus pamphlet to the harbor of La 

Rochelle, Septimus knocks him out and delivers him to the Cabbala.  

Lemprière’s moment of realization correlates with his father’s recognition of 

Juliette’s birthmark, which immediately preceded his death.  

When Lemprière is in the underground chamber, François offers 

Lemprière the choice:  either join the cabbala or be framed for murder.  

McCoskey interprets Lemprière’s reactions to François as active, or 

‘writerly’.  “John refuses to light the final candle confirming his acquiescence 

to membership in the cabbala.  Instead he leans over and blows all the 

candles out.  Then, with Juliette, he makes his final escape from the 

cabbala’s underground headquarters...”78  I would argue the opposite.  When 

the leader tells Lemprière to light the last candle, he moves to obey.  

The lamp was a blaze of light this close to him and as he moved to 

ignite the ninth and last candle he heard Casterleigh say ‘Yes,’ as 

though in answer to a question and Jaques said ‘No,’ as if it were a 

78 Ibid., 58
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question.  Le Mara had already moved, half-risen and thrust his arm 

forward.  Lemprière looked down and saw it.  Le Mara’s knife was 

buried to the hilt...

It seemed to take hours for François to protest. 

‘You Dare!’  Vaucanson had risen too and had hold of Boffe...

‘How dare you!’ François’s voice had filed with rage...  (546-547, 462).

After the attacks on Boffe and Jaques, the Viscount addresses Lemprière, 

mocking the leader.79  

‘Light the candle, John.’  The Viscount regarded him casually from his 

seat, his accent a mockery of François’s.  Juliette was behind him, 

staring directly at Lemprière, her eyes wide, her expression urgent.  

She was telling him something with her eyes.  He raised the taper like a 

pathetic sword.

‘You are mine, John,’ said the mockery again...

She was staring at the candles, signalling to Lemprière.  Casterleigh 

grinned and flexed his hands as he approached.  (547, 462-463)

Even after Casterleigh, Le Mara, and Vaucanson have killed Jaques and Boffe 

before his eyes, Lemprière is still impotent.  He holds up a taper to defend 

himself against the bulk of Casterleigh, who nearly killed him on the roof of 

the opera house.  

The critical moment hung in space and wavered like the girl, or himself, 

all of them, as the drama was played out on the roof high above.  

Casterleigh’s hand was naked now, his solution to the old problem 

abundantly clear as Lemprière leaned back into space.  The souls 

screamed in his head.  Lemprière was a toppling citadel overhanging the 

dark drop from the parapet, still for a moment then falling backwards 

into nothing....  He had no choice, and the Lemprières were owed so 
79  McCoskey interprets the speaker as François,  but it’s clearly Viscount Casterleigh who is 
speaking. “After hearing François’ assertion that “[y]ou are mine, John” (378)...”, 
McCoskey, 58.  McCoskey uses the 1992 US edition.
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many such debts; so many times he had stood back and watched as the 

final blow was delivered.  Not now.  (620-621, 525)

Septimus rescues Lemprière before he topples from the roof.  In the 

chamber, Juliette communicates with her eyes to tell Lemprière what to do.  

Not until he is able to decode what Juliette is trying to tell him, does 

Lemprière finally make a move.

Juliette began to move and then suddenly, Lemprière understood.  At 

the same moment, Casterleigh saw her and understood too.  Lemprière 

gulped air, filling his lungs to bursting and the Viscount threw himself 

forward, the huge hands reaching for him too late.  (546-547, 463)

Lemprière’s passive reaction to the Cabbala’s and to Septimus, and finally to 

Juliette’s commands does not indicate a newfound agency.  Septimus 

describes Lemprière’s weakness and gullibility throughout the story.

Lemprière was weak, awkward, lacked common sense and confidence, 

betrayed himself as gullible at Kalkbrenner’s and almost killed himself 

running into the freezing night at the De Veres’.  It was Septimus, his 

trusted friend, who gave him the dictionary, just as the Nine had 

instructed, and it was Septimus who led him out to the west pasture to 

witness the death of the woman in blue.  He nudged his charge this way 

and that through the streets of the city, guiding him through the 

tangle of trails left behind by the Nine: the voyage of the Vendragon, 

the pamphlets of Asiaticus, the Agreement which bound the 

Lemprières to the De Veres, the rumours which rolled like sea-mist 

about Rochelle and thickened to a fog which only the fire could dispel.  

All the while, the plot concocted against the young man coiled and 

tightened, flicking and brushing against him then receding as he moved 

to grasp the implications of details he would notice and still fail to 

comprehend.  Septimus surrounded him with hints and clues but still he 

blundered on.  The dictionary grew and Sir John’s investigation 
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gathered pace.  Its arrows were converging on a single point and 

Lemprière seemed intent on meeting him there.  Septimus watched the 

progress of his proxy and in secret he despaired.  (616, 521)

In the end, Septimus rescues Lemprière before Casterleigh can force him off 

the roof of the opera house.  Juliette later rescues Lemprière in the 

underground cavern by communicating that he should blow out the candles, 

then leads him to safety.  Septimus clears Lemprière of the murders and 

tells Juliette who her real father is.  Lemprière, essentially, solves nothing.  

Lemprière is able to provide a more active interpretation of events 

that are presented to him; he is not, however, able to generate an entirely 

new system.  He is only able to follow the rules of the system that he knows.  

Lemprière makes the following observation when describing when he learned 

the game of chess:  

He had watched for what seemed like hours trying to fathom the 

mystery, but each time he thought he had deduced a principle, it was 

contradicted by some inexplicable variation and the crude tissue of his 

speculation had collapsed.  Castling had been a prime culprit in all this.

Later, when he had learnt the rules, it seemed inconceivable that 

they could be other than they were, and when he began to appreciate 

the severe beauty of those rules he understood his father’s remark 

that the perfect chess-player was a man without a will.  This 

observation galled him; he had regularly beaten his father at chess. 

(129, 110)

The game is described in the same terms as the many puzzles and patterns 

that the characters attempt to comprehend.  When Lemprière learned the 

rules of the game, he could not imagine them any other way.  In other words, 

once you learn the rules of a system, you are subject to that system, “a 

man without a will.”  Lemprière is able to accept or reject his role only within 

the parameters of the system he has learned.  
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Norfolk undermines epistemological certainty by incorporating multiple 

and competing realities which prevent the establishment of a single, 

comprehensive system, subverting the Classical episteme, and highlighting 

interpretability within epistemological systems.  Norfolk’s emphasis on texts 

and intertextuality foregrounds issues of interpretation. 

The novel refers to many documents but very little reliable information 

is derived from them.  “Documents,” observes Hutcheon, “become signs of 

events which the historian transmutes into facts.80  The dictionary, as noted 

earlier, is unable to provide a comprehensive system for ordering knowledge, 

but as a document, its meaning is open to interpretation, as are other texts 

in the novel.  As Peppard says, “The law, remember, is an imprecise 

instrument, hence lawyers.  It finds in favour, or not of course, the truth is 

excluded so far as is possible” (119, 101).  

The Cabbala uses the dictionary as proof of Lemprière's complicity in 

the murders of the two women, since the dates and description in his 

dictionary correspond to both killings.  The Cabbala uses the same method to 

control George Peppard when he threatens to reveal the existence of the 

secret ship.  Both Lemprière and Peppard are manipulated by an incriminating 

80 Hutcheon, Poetics, 122.
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interpretation of a document into following the Company’s orders.  For 

Peppard, he has evidence of what he thinks is insurance fraud against the 

Company.  Captain Neagle has left documents with his wife giving her 

instructions to follow up claims that he had found an alternative passage 

through the Mediterranean to the Far East.  In actuality, his claim was that 

he had seen a ship, supposedly sunk years earlier, sailing through the 

Mediterranean.  The case was a charge of insurance fraud against the 

Company and amounted to extortion against them.  Neagle’s wife convinces 

Peppard, who was her former suitor, to take the case.  Once Neagle is lost at 

sea, Peppard has no corroboration for Neagle’s assertions, despite the fact 

that he possessed the documentation.  When the Company begins to slander 

both Peppard and the Widow Neagle, Peppard turns extortionist and agrees 

to exchange his silence about the fraud in return for money.  However, the 

Company instead entraps him.

I had no real proof and they knew it.  It was simple for them.  A 

meeting was arranged, witnesses were concealed. My every word was 

written down as I spoke and at the end the record was presented to 

me.  It was quite explicit.  If I should ever breathe a word of the matter 

I would be tried and sentenced, or worse.  (318, 269) 

Peppard is turned from an extortionist to a victim of extortion.  Likewise, 

Lemprière is manipulated into writing his dictionary, only to have it 

‘presented’ to him as proof of crimes he did not commit, in order to force 

his acquiescence to the Cabbala’s demands. 

‘You are the murderer, John. Your dictionary is the key, the proof.’  

The collar was thicker, a cord of muscle tightening about his neck.  

‘It is your signed confession.’  (542, 458)

Similarly, Thomas de Vere, one of the original charter holders of the East 

India Company, is bound to the Company by a document, the agreement that 

he made with François Lemprière.  “If De Vere had reneged, this document 
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could have been used as his death warrant, therefore it is binding” (123, 

105).  Like Lemprière and Peppard, De Vere is controlled by means of a 

document which, in this case, proves that he is guilty of treason.

After the reading of his father’s will, Lemprière is given a copy of the 

agreement between François and Thomas de Vere, in which De Vere agreed 

to surrender his control of his share (one-ninth) of the Company charter to 

François Lemprière, who would then retain the ‘services’ of De Vere, paying 

him one-tenth of that share in return.  Lemprière does not know what to 

make of the document so, on the advice of Septimus, he seeks the advice of 

Peppard.  Peppard finds the agreement puzzling, and attempts to explain the 

document to Lemprière.

‘What is it?’ he (Lemprière) asked....

‘That depends upon how you view it, do you see?’

He did not.  (118, 101)

The instability of texts is highlighted in this section when Peppard tries to 

comprehend the meaning of the agreement.  Lemprière is left with confusion 

about the document’s real meaning, noting that the person who ‘built this 

structure’ did not provide enough clues by which to decipher the document.  

The reader may conclude more:  there is no way to decipher texts 

unambiguously.   

He pondered the document in his pocket as if it were a fragment of 

something much larger, something glimpsed for a tantalising moment 

and then lost.  Far from all those places imagined before, the maps 

dismissed as speculation, his suspicions circled slowly.  There was a 

puzzle but, for the moment, there was nothing else.  Whoever built this 

structure to serve whatever purpose had passed on leaving only these 

clues and they were only enough to say that there was more, 

undiscovered reasons, motives yet to be suspected.  (124-125, 106) 

Peppard begins his analysis of the agreement by dismissing the first section 
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as unimportant, saying that the Company charter “has no bearing at all” 

(121, 103).  We find later, however, that the charter was precisely what the 

Cabbala wanted in the first place, since, as Huguenots, they were unable to 

secure one from a hostile government in France.  Peppard ultimately 

concludes that the agreement is perfect, while noting that that the “key 

areas are undefined” (122, 104).  “The vagueness is not in the phrasing, it is 

in the idea of the thing” (121, 103).   Peppard points out the ambiguous 

relationship between signifier and signified.  The agreement is open to 

multiple interpretations as to what, exactly, it means.  Peppard points out to 

Lemprière that the real force behind the document was the implication of 

treason on the part of both signatories.  The cedilla in François Lemprière’s 

name would indict Thomas de Vere for treason, since an Englishman should 

not make agreements with a Frenchman when their countries were “all but at 

war” (523, 442), and vice versa.  Peppard demonstrates that interpretation 

can change with time.  When Lemprière observes that this must be the 

reason why the De Veres offered to purchase the agreement, Peppard says 

that the agreement would be “a minor embarrassment” to the family now 

(124, 105).81   The document itself is shown to be relatively unimportant.  

Lady de Vere casts her copy into the fireplace, and when Lemprière observes 

that the agreement has been what led each generation of Lemprières to 

pursue the Cabbala, the leader replies, “No.  We led you to that, and only 

you” (539, 456). 

There are several other documents that suggest a clear 

interpretation, but their meanings are, in fact, uncertain.  For example, 

Charles Lemprière receives a letter from a Paris brothel indicating that he is 

the father of a child by one of the prostitutes, since he signed his real name 

on the register.  Charles believes that he did, in fact, father the child and 
81 See McCoskey, 44.  “If the meanings of a text may be contested at its moment of production, 
what happens to those meanings over time, when the text becomes removed from its original 
context?” 
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sends money for her upkeep.  Charles, in turn, after his wife finds the 

receipts, writes a letter of apology for his drunken transgression.  

Lemprière, then, reads his father’s letter and discovers that he has a sibling 

(335-336, 283-284).  With all of this documentary evidence, it would seem 

that Charles’ paternity would not be in question.  We later learn, however, 

that Jaques, not Charles, was the father of the child.  

Similarly, Nazim, armed only with the name “Lemprière,” is commanded 

to find and assassinate the members of the Cabbala.  After Le Mara murders 

George Peppard, Nazim finds Lemprière’s locket with the name “Marianne 

Lemprière” inscribed on the case and mistakenly assumes that Peppard was 

the man he has been searching for.   

If individual documents offer multiple interpretations, collections 

become a veritable maze of possibilities.  I have already discussed the 

Casterleigh library and Charles Lemprière’s correspondence, but there are 

several other collections mentioned.  The Widow Neagle offers Lemprière 

access to her vast collection of documents;  she tells him that whatever he 

learns, “it will not be enough, not enough to get what you desire.”  She tells 

him that everything he needs to know “is here somewhere” (299, 253).  

Unfortunately, her massive collection has not given her any insight into her 

own case.  We learn another version of the events surrounding her husband’s 

accusations against the Company from Peppard, a version that the Widow did 

not know of, despite her collection of documents (317, 269).  Norfolk also 

refers repeatedly to various examples of bureaucracy:   

Within the Porte at Constantinople, junior scribes passing on 

misdirected memoranda on the first day of their employment have 

been known to work fifty years, slowly creeping up the strata of 

clerks, junior officers, translators and administrators towards their 

destined post where, clearing the sheaf of unfinished paperwork left by 
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their predecessors, they find that first memorandum waiting for them 

once more.  (410, 347)

This endless cycle of paperwork keeps people too busy to perceive the larger 

picture beyond their limited view of the world.  “Here, at the empire’s heart, 

to miss the point is itself the point” (411, 347).  

The Committee of Correspondence for the East India Company, headed 

by George Peppard’s twin brother, Theobald, is another example of 

convoluted bureaucracy.  Rather than support his brother in his conflict 

against the Company, Theobald instead accepted what he considered the 

prestigious position of Keeper of the Correspondence.  Theobald takes a 

great deal of pride in his exalted position:  ‘But, as I said, the Committee of 

Correspondence is preeminent,’ gloated Theobald.  When Lemprière inquires 

about the importance of the correspondence, Theobald explains the process:

Is the correspondence really that important?’ asked Lemprière half-

innocently and then had to listen as Theobald explained how orders sent 

to India were prepared in the Examiner’s Office, then sent to the Board 

of Control to be annotated in red ink.  He digressed on the petty feuds 

between these rival departments and gave a potted history of the 

battle of the inks before going on to say how the annotated 

correspondence was sent and the eventual response read in the Court 

of Directors before being distributed by the Secretary amongst all 

concerned branches of the Examiners Department, abstracted and 

copies of the abstracts sent to the Directors whereupon the 

Examiners would begin to gather all materials and documents 

necessary for the reply, whereupon the whole process would begin 

again.  (471, 398)  

Theobald’s response is not an answer to Lemprière’s question, which related 

to the importance of correspondence specifically.  Theobald describes the 
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system by which the correspondence is distributed.  The system that 

Theobald describes is certainly ridiculous, but it guarantees his acquiescence 

to the Company’s control.  Whatever specific actions or plans that are 

detailed in the correspondence are subordinate to the system itself.  Indeed, 

we find that the actual correspondence is stored in a dark, damp room and 

left to disintegrate (473, 400).

Similarly, the Paris Marine Board is awash in meaningless paperwork, 

but here we also glimpse the succession of classification systems, similar to 

the Scribal Office above, where the mountain of information is repeatedly 

reclassified to suit the existing power structure.

And so the Cherbourg Petition was despatched, with other official 

correspondence, back to Paris and the offices of the Marine Board 

where, moved by stages from teetering heaps to dishevelled piles, by 

way of neatly-labelled mahogany drawers, overflowing bureau-desks, 

laquered memoranda trays and ormolu Louis Quinze side-tables pressed 

into service by the sheer accumulated bulk of neglected requisition 

orders, rejected tender offers, minutes of meetings for projects 

abandoned years before, outline plans of schemes so far in the future 

that  the technologies to execute them had yet to be invented, 

treasured thumb-nail sketches and speculative costings of notions 

dear to the hearts of successive directors past, present, and even 

future (infantile executions in bright crayon coupled 

with the endemic nepotism of the Marine Board’s policy on directorial 

succession this last) all of this filed, indexed and cross-referenced 

under classification systems devised uniquely by a succession of 

independent minded secretaries who had overlaid them one on the 

other until every item was enshrined in a category of which it itself 

was the only example ...  (422, 357) 

As Julie Hayes states, “Mortal observers are aware, or perhaps simply 
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desirous of messages, signs, and portents, but the system is not readable 

as such; like the Marine Board files, there is more to be learned from 

contemplating the state of the machine itself than from any of its individual 

parts.”82 

Norfolk recounts the failed voyage of the Turkish ship, the Tesrifati, 

and the heroic death of its captain, Halil Hamit, the lone crew member who 

attempted to fend off an attack by pirates.  The novel describes the growth 

and instability of the documentation of the incident.  It begins with the 

torture of the crew, which is not reliable in eliciting truthful responses, and 

results in only one undisputed ‘fact’, namely the heroism of the captain.  

A large body of internal correspondence swelled with various 

memoranda and recommendations, all drawing heavily on affidavits 

extracted from the Tesrifati’s crew during interrogation at the 

Fortress of the Seven Towers, would agree on very little beyond the 

one undoubted fact of the young commander’s heroism.  A number of 

curt directives to the foundry at Heraclea would be the only official 

acknowledgement of the incident, but the Tesrifati Affair, as it later 

came to be known, rumbled on for some years yet.  Ambitious junior 

officials eager to make a name would find an original and ingenious 

explanation of the events of that day did their chances of 

advancement no harm at all.   Men who had proved themselves able in 

one of the administration’s periodic crises would be dubbed “real 

Tesrifati hands”.  The documentation would grow as addenda were 

added, reports revised and the whole account regularly recast to suit 

the shifting patterns of power within the Scribal Office.  Eventually, 

the Tesrifati would be enveloped in the paperwork its brief engagement 

had occasioned and when that happened, officially at least, the crisis 

82 Hayes, 32
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would be at an end.  (414, 350-351)

The incident then takes on a life of its own when future generations 

repeatedly reinterpret the incident to coincide with existing power relations.  

The phrase “real Tesrifati hands” is applied to those who distinguish 

themselves to the current administration, which is quite comical since the 

incompetence of sailors on the Tesrifati led directly to the demise of the 

captain.  This passage foregrounds the difference between what Hutcheon 

describes as “events (which have no meaning in themselves) and facts 

(which are given meaning).”83   The implication is that the event is 

subordinate to the interpretation, which can be manipulated.  Hutcheon 

maintains that the “eighteenth century concern for lies and falsity becomes 

a postmodern concern for the multiplicity and dispersion of truth(s), 

truth(s) relative to the specificity of place and culture.”84 

The account of the siege of La Rochelle is another example of history 

being recast to suit the needs of subsequent generations and 

administrations.  No one really knows what went on inside the city.  Norfolk 

highlights this ambiguity, saying that “the memories which recorded their 

burning would prove selective and politic to the replacing order.  Other lives 

would fill the charred space left by their betrayal, the shadows on the walls, 

other versions of what took place would betray them.  Here’s one now....”  

(580, 490-491) 

Intertextuality is also an important theme in the novel.  Both history 

and fiction, according to Hutcheon, are intertextual, “deploying the texts of 

the past within their own complex textuality.”85 The novel includes multiple 

examples of intertextuality.  The confusion over Livy, for example, or 

Peppard’s observation that the agreement was a patchwork of other legal 

texts.  The references to other texts highlights problems of interpretation, 
83 Hutcheon, Poetics, 122.
84 Hutcheon, Poetics, 108.
85 Hutcheon, Poetics, 105.
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but also of textual transmission.  The novel underscores this issue by 

including two examples of the same document, the letter from François 

Lemprière to his unknown descendant, once in the prologue after the letter 

falls from the pages of the dictionary (3, 2-3), then once again when the 

letter is given to Lemprière in the underground chamber during his 

confrontation with the Cabbala (546, 453-454).  The texts should be 

identical.  There are, however, several differences, from simple punctuation 

discrepancies to more significant variations in wording and content.  For 

example, the first version begins with, “I, François Charles Lemprière 

merchant” (3, 2-3), while the second begins, “I, François Lemprière 

merchant” (536, 453-454).  The line continues with, whenever you may read 

this, compared with, wherever you may read it. There are quite a few 

differences, including:

I can only hope that you will find them.  (3, 3)

I can only hope for your return.  (536, 454)

I abandoned my first family when I left Rochelle, my six children and 

their mother Anne-Marie pregnant with a seventh.  (3, 3)

I left my first family at Rochelle, my six children and their mother 

pregnant with a seventh.  (536, 454) 

The passage, “I will not lose my heirs a second time” (537, 454) is included 

only in the later reading.  The second account also includes a summary of the 

letter’s account of the siege:

Lemprière read further of the siege and François’s mission to England.  

The English had never broken through the mole.  The Cabbala had 

escaped and the Rochelais died in the citadel, François’s wife and six 

children amongst them.  François knew them for murderers and would 

have his due.  The account did not seem to Lemprière the ravings of a 

madman.  (537, 454)

The earlier version mentions François’s journey to England, but does not 
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bring up the failure of the English to destroy the mole, nor does it include 

accusations against the Cabbala for murdering the inhabitants of the city. In 

the first letter, François anticipates the slaughter of his family, and all of 

the inhabitants of the city, but the second account describes their deaths as 

an accomplished fact.    

You will know much of that too, and of my own escape to press our 

cause in England.  I could only watch from these shores as Rochelle 

sickened and starved, as rendition became defeat, and my promise to 

return the conqueror was proved a mockery.  I could only wait for the 

slaughter of my family, my partners and all the citizens of that fated 

city.  At the last I sent my partners word that they should flee for 

their lives and flee they did.  But the manner of their flight I never 

could have guessed and that debt is yet to be settled.  (3, 3)

There is little hope for reliable interpretation when even the something that 

would seem incontrovertible is demonstrably inconsistent.  As McCoskey 

states, one of the novel’s main focus is the “elusive nature of interpretation 

itself.”86  Though Keen asserts that the novel “strongly endorses the 

possibility of finding the truth in records and collections of papers, righting 

historic wrongs, destroying evildoers, and rescuing the endangered girl who is 

about to become the plotters’ next sacrificial victim,”87 texts are more 

often unstable and open to a range of interpretations.   

The novel underscores the problem of knowing and of transmitting 

knowledge.  We are presented with a world that is ambiguous, unpredictable, 

and impermanent where it is difficult to know anything for certain.  

The novel underscores interpretability within epistemological systems.  

The characters strive to make sense of the patterns that they perceive, 

trying to establish a system that will make the world comprehensible.  

86 McCoskey, 40.
87 Keen, 151.
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Lemprière tries to establish order through his dictionary, but finds that it 

cannot provide a comprehensive meaning.  Although each character strives 

to work within a coherent epistemological system, the multiple yet coexisting 

worlds of the novel, each participating in a competing epistemological 

system, frustrate that effort.  Interpretability descends into 

epistemological instability.  Every hero is rendered hapless -- and there is no 

Ariadne’s thread. 
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