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When is a literary masterpiece not a masterpiececording to Eric

Hjalmar Linder and George Schoolfield, paradingagpamphlet from the
1880s” is sufficient to ensure that even a novelallg labelled a “great
work” of literature is, in fact, only ihtermittently a masterpiece”
(Schoolfield 1999: 493, added emphasis). Thus Halgbderberg' ®octor
Glas (1905) was judged and found wanting. Fortunatébrary critics, like
literary prizes, are not categorical determinantsadistic merit. Both,
however, can provide a fair indication of the kivfdstyles, issues or themes
which are deemed noteworthy at any given timeréstingly, then, in 2002
neo-Victorian novels comprised a fifth of the Bookenglist, and among
this coterie, which included Sarah WaterBiagersmith Philip Hensher’'s
The Mulberry Empireand Will Self's Dorian: An Imitation was The
Strange Case of Dr Simmonds and Dr Glase-working of the Swedish
classicDoctor Glasby acclaimed poet Dannie Abse. Just two years late
Bengt Ohlsson won the August Prize (Sweden’s mosstigious literary
award) for his novelGregorius (2004), another re-telling of Sdderberg’s
tale, this time from the perspective of Glas’s nsisieghe Pastor Gregorius.
The critical validation accorded Abse and Ohlss®mpérhaps not wholly
surprising. Both writers are leading literary figarin their respective
countries, while the presence of Will SelPrian on the Booker long-list
alongside Abse, points to the contemporary app#dit@stute re-workings
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of canonical texts. However, a little more surprgsis the instance of the
novels being published to such acclaim within tveang of one another. If
one considers that 2002 also saw the reissue d&rgksh edition oDoctor
Glas following an absence of over thirty years, it insgio look as though
the novel might have something significant to sag modern readershtd.
want to begin by posing two questions, which wél éxpanded through the
course of the article. Firstly, how do the neo-¥idn adaptations of Abse
and Ohlsson enablBoctor Glasto ‘speak’ to a contemporary audiente?
And, following on from this, what, if anything, dedhis say about the
continued relevance of Soderberg’s novel in thentyAirst century?

The plot of Doctor Glas charts the doctor’s intervention in the
marital discord between two of his patients: thedaastor Gregorius and
his beautiful young wife, Helga. In short, Helgands her husband
physically repulsive, but Gregorius’s religiousibtd mean that divorce is
out of the question. In desperation she approabhéslas for help, and he
is happy to oblige. Gregorius is old and fat anty,ugnd to Glas’s mind the
union between this “feminine flower” and the grapes Pastor is not only
aesthetically repugnant, it also reinforces hisielbein the chaos and
perversity of human existence (Soderberg 2002: Bhgrefore, Glas tells
Gregorius that he is treating his wife for a gyrdegical complaint and
prescribes separate rooms for the couple: Helgaalxe must practice total
abstinence if she is to recover. But Gregoriustcdaeep away. He rapes his
wife. Glas revises his prescription. Now he conem&Gregorius that he has
a potentially fatal heart complaint and packs hifrt@the country for a rest
cure. So far so good, but Gregorius has to retuemteally; and when he
does Glas decides that the only way to addresprtitdem of the Pastor is
to dispatch him — permanently.

Essentially, then, Séderberdg®ctor Glasis a story of a murder, or,
more to the point, of ‘ethical’ murder. Presentedtze fictional diary of its
eponymous narrator, it is the story of a man wbo) between his duty as a
doctor and his desire to protect a vulnerable wofram the vile attentions
of her “odious” husband, commits the ultimate criali act (Soderberg
2002: 4). It is an ambiguous and complex novel.eta@ with outrage by
contemporary readers who believed Séderberg hadupea a tract which
advocated both euthanasia and murdirhas since, in Susan Sontag’s
words, acquired the status of a “masterwork of hemt European
literature”, an elegant and lyrical exposition dktchallenges of ethical

Neo-Victorian Studies 2:2 (Winter 2009/2010)



214 Theresa Jamieson

choice (Sontag cited in Soderberg 2002: front dovieildeed, the writer
William Sansom has declared that “in most of itstimg and much of the
frankness of its thought it might have been writtemorrow” (cited in

Anon. 2002: xii). And yet the novel is marketedaasclassic nineteenth
century drama”, a novel which, for Susan Sontagfams to the tradition
of “Balzac’s Eugénie Grandetand Henry James’$Vashington Squate

(cited in Anon. 2002: xii).

This confusion surrounding the categorisatio®ottor Glascan be
attributed, at least in part, to the familiarity it$ plot, a tale apparently
suggestive of a kind of melodrama, “featuring aatyrical older man, his
hapless [...] young wife, and her caddish suitorte@iin Anon. 2002: xii).
According to George Schoolfield, though at one tinee issue of
Gregorius’s murder was hotly debated in the prébs tendency to
privilege the marriage plot at the expense of tlwelis wider ethical
concerns has a lengthy history. Reviewidgctor Glas shortly after its
publication, the critic Fredrik Bo6k dismissed asfailure” the novel's
contemplation of the murder of Gregorius, althobgh“concludes that the
book provides a causerie about a serious mattewHhigh [he] means the
predicament of Helga Gregorius” (Schoolfield 20@®%2, 293). Half a
century later Olle Holmberg lauded the novel's sstut “confessed that
[...] one could read [it] without worrying too muchb@ut the moral
problem” (Schoolfield 2003: 293). Finally, Schoelfi writes, it was Linder
who, in the 1960s, delivered the most damning eg&rduggesting not only
that the novel was “out of date”, but that by wrtof being “a sort of
pamphlet from the 1880s directed against the cdnokmnarriage at the
time”, it was likely to inspire, in modern readefta,sense of alienation [...]
more than any other of Séderberg’s novels” (Schieldl2003: 293,

Linder may have a poinDoctor Glasis certainly not an emotional
novel; and though, ostensibly, the plot revolvesuad the Gregorius
marriage, neither the Pastor nor Helga can be déeantlly developed
character. Rather, it seems reasonable to conchatethe story of their
marital difficulties exists primarily to provide motivation for murder and
the ethical debate which precedes it. Neverthelgss, disconcerting to
encounter readings obDoctor Glas which see in Sdderberg’'s text a
compelling eugenicist argument. Eva Akinvall Framies noted that it was
not until the 1970s and 1980s that the ethical itagibns ofDoctor Glas
really came to the fore. This, she writes, coindidath the period when the
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novel caught the attention of the internationaldecaic community (Franke
2004: 15). In one of the few studies @bctor Glascurrently available in
English, Reed Merrill suggests that the “importanté¢the] work lies” not
only “in its emphasis on ethics” but “in Séderbargonvincing defence of
necessary murder, a traditionally indefensible ydagical, or legal act”
(Merrill, 1979: 47). Merrill’s literal reading of I@s’s ethical ruminations,
however, fails to take account of the extent toowh&dderberg’s use of
narrative irony shapes the text, for, as Tom Geduesemphasised, “[i]t
soon become[s] apparent [...] that he is very muchravof the dangers
inherent in the attitudes he himself describes’dd&s 1999: 112)Doctor
Glas may parade as a polemic, but Soderberg’s “concerwith truth,
[although] his tactic for approaching truths israveal untruths, a rather
early ‘deconstructive’ approach”, which consistgrdhallenges the novel’s
readers to examine the roles played by rhetoric lypeérbole in even the
most emotive and convincing of arguments (Branf92 295). It is with
the revelation of these untruths that | would arthes works of Abse and
Ohlsson are primarily concerned. Therefore, forrmaainder of the article
the focus will be on exploring the ethical imperat of these novels by
demonstrating how, rather than offering a critiqpieSoderberg, the texts
facilitate a recuperation of elements of the omgjinarrative, which have
been obscured by earlier readings, and to consideglation to this, how
their questioning of the narrative authority of [@las raises issues
concerning the primacy of scientific discoursethim twenty-first century.

1. Contemporary Re-Visions

As works which ‘re-write’ an earlier, canonical teoannie Abse’s
The Strange Case of Dr Simmonds and Dr Glasl Bengt Ohlsson’s
Gregoriusbelong to what has, in recent years, become mclistub-genre
of contemporary postmodern fiction: the re-visignaovel. In his essay
“Writing-Back”: contemporary re-visionary fiction’Peter Widdowson
suggested that the most significant characteradtibis type of fiction is its
“clear cultural-political thrust”, a concern which often expressed via a re-
vision of the original novel, or pre-text, in liglaf contemporary critical
discourses (Widdowson 2006: 505). In the case afeAdnd Ohlsson this
becomes a movement to examine from a twenty-festuay perspective
the ethical underpinnings &foctor Glas which have often been overlooked
by readings that prioritise the novel’'s engagemetit sexual politics.
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Although re-visionary fiction as a genre or obsérte trend is a
fairly recent literary development, critics have ebe discussing its
possibilities for literary studies for some timerom Adrienne Rich’s essay
‘When We Dead Awaken’ (1971) onwards, literary iglen has been seen
as both a process of reclamation and as an impheilenge to the authority
of canonical literature. For Rich this “act of long back, of seeing with
fresh eyes, of entering a text from a new critoiagction”, was tantamount
to “an act of survival’, a radical critique of Ifeture and its prejudicial
assumptions (Rich 1972: 35). Rich was concerneld rgHvision’s potential
for feminism, but in later years the practice oviging or ‘writing back’ to
the canon has proved an important development irxistaand postcolonial,
as well as feminist literary studies. As Grace Modras claimed, this
process

has been vital for the recovery and reclamation of
marginalized voices and the revisionist processnofharks
the first stage for writers attempting to move aweaym
subordination to the English canon by revisitinglmtorting
‘classic’ texts. (Moore 2008: 136)

I would like now to consider two points in Mooressatement as
they apply to re-visionary fiction, and to the nisvef Abse and Ohlsson in
particular. Firstly, that re-visionary fiction igiparily involved in returning
to “the English canon”, and secondly, that its @ncis with “distorting
[those] ‘classic’ texts”. The idea that re-visiopdiction as a genre is
devoted to writing back to the classic English texpervasive and certainly
not unfounded. Neo-Victorianism after all has growut of the same kind
of historiographic and metafictional impulses asvisggonary fictions, and
the fact that it has become popularly associatdt thie Victorian rather
than being termed post-, retro-, or neo-ninete@etitury suggests that it
has its roots in a British contektindeed, many of the most well-known re-
visionary fictions are also neo-VictorianMide Sargasso S€a966),Mary
Reilly (1990), Jack Maggs(1997),to name but a few. However, while
Moore suggests that the Englishness of the textssirened owes much to
the contemporary “postcolonial backlash againsbiaticuing valorisation
of the English literary canon” (Moore 2008: 134@r fWiddowson and
Steven Connor it is essentially the familiaritytbé English canon which is
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important, suggesting respectively, that writereade to re-vision “those
classics that retain a high profile of admiratior gopularity in our literary
heritage” (Widdowson 2006: 501), because “there ldidae hardly any
point in taking as one’s object a text that wexa thus well known”
(Connor 1994: 81 original emphasis). These stat&snaake the re-visions
of Doctor Glasall the more interestinyThe novels of Abse and Ohlsson
involve re-interpretations of a classic text whmioss both linguistic and
cultural divides. Moreover, while in Sweden the fppeo of Ohlsson’s
Gregoriusis presumably to a certain extent dependent ordétstification
as a revision of Soderberg’s text, in Britain (whélr has also been very
well-received) this identification is problematiség the fact that many
readers will not be at all familiar with the earligork.” The case is similar
as it pertains to Abse’Bhe Strange Case of Dr Simmoraagl Dr Glas for
althoughthe requisite familiarity is supplieda its engagement with R.L.
Stevenson'sThe Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyd886), the novel
is thematically and structurally dependent uponeBaerg’'s text. The effect
of this, | would suggest, is that, in a reversathad general approach to re-
visionary fictions, British readers are just aselik if not more so, to
approachDoctor Glasas a result of their engagement with the novels of
Abse and Ohlsson than viesrsa. Such an instance, | suggest, could
potentially refine the novels’ categorisation asvigonary fictions, and
identify them more closely with those texts whiclus&1 Onega and
Christian Gutleben have termed refractions, thatwvsrks involved in a
“textual dialogue” with the parent text in which €ither of the two is
considered as the source but where each shedsoligtite other” (Onega
and Gutleben 2004: 9).

2. Bengt Ohlsson: Resurrecting Gregorius

The greater part of the narrative Bfoctor Glas addresses the
question of whether the doctor can be justifiedhia decision to kill his
patient, the Pastor Gregorius, if such an act pndve to be beneficial to
another, namely his “pretty young wife”, Helga (8daerg 2002: 4). The
case is presented in Glas’s diary as the purelpgbdphical argument of a
disinterested and objective observer, althouglwsan Brantly has noted,
“his ‘objectivity’ is compromised by his attractidn Helga Gregorius and
his revulsion for her husband” (Brantly 1992: 29B)deed, from the very
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first page of his diary Glas’s instinctive antipattowards the “odious
physiognomy” of Gregorius is evident:

[W]hy, of all people, must | keep bumping into tRev.
Gregorius? | never see that man without remembegimg
anecdote | once heard told of Schopenhauer. Onergythe
austere philosopher was sitting, alone as usua,darner of
his café, when the door opens and in comes a peskon
disagreeable mien. His features distorted with udisgand
horror Schopenhauer gives him one look, leaps ugl, a
begins thumping him over the head with his stick. tAis,
merely on account of his appearance! (Séderbergd: )0

Such an act of savagery, however, is not to be teoamced by a
respectable doctor. Nevertheless, just moments@#s begins to ruminate
on an ‘old conundrum’:

If, by pressing a button in the wall, or by a maot of will,
you could murder a Chinese mandarin and inheritibies —
would you do it? This problem I've never botherey inead
to find an answer to [...] But if, by pressing a loattin the
wall, 1 could Kill that clergyman, | do believe hauld do it.
(Soderberg 2002: 5)

The passages raise two important points which ©hissnovel addresses.
Firstly, Glas’s readiness to kill Gregorius is degent upon his being able
to maintain an appropriate physical and psycholdgdistance from the
crime. Secondly, though Glas argues that his detitd kill Gregorius is
motivated entirely by a wish to protect Helga, tiisry establishes that the
desireto murder Gregorius was one the doctor had hadabfor some time
before she solicited his help. It is therefore dealble whether his decision
to commit murder is taken in service to Helga orethler she merely
provides an acceptable narrative through which Glas articulate the
violent intentions he indicates at the outset efddcount.

In his review ofGregorius Paul Binding suggests that many readers
of Doctor Glas labour under a misapprehension when they accept th
popular “view that Séderberg’s Glas committed higne essentially for
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love of the appealing Mrs Gregorius” (Binding 2007Rather, he argues,
“Glas expressly compares himself to Dostoyevskyaskolnikov Crime
and Punishment (1866)], and his deed [therefore] anticipates
Existentialism’s rejection of conventional moralityBinding 2007).
Soderberg, he continues, “gave us Glas to arouseribigal faculties rather
than our sympathies” (Binding 2007). Ohlsson waubddoubt concur with
this reading. In the afterword t@&regorius the author notes that
Soderberg’s text is, “in his own words, both ‘augbt-provoking tract and
a fully formed novel' and the question that Dr Gieks an answer to is
whether there can ever be any justification folirkgl another human being”
(Ohlsson 2007: 421). However, as Linder has claithed‘question” is, in
fact, “purely academic” (Linder 1965: 45For ultimately Glas, fearing that
life has passed him by, is looking for a feat tofgren, something to prove
that he is alive, that he is not merely “the shaddvwo wished to become a
man” (Soderberg 2002: 50). However, as in Hans g@ihn Andersen’s
story ‘The Shadow’ (1847), to which he refers hié tshadow is to become a
man, then the man must, in turn, become a shadowall{s he must “be
done away with.... Quietly, of course” (Andersen 19&34 original
ellipses).

Gregoriusis a fairly faithful re-vision ofDoctor Glas narrated by
the persecuted Pastor of Soéderberg’s novel. Andg fget Ohlsson, the
decision to resurrect Gregorius is “more than jpktying games with
narrative perspective” (Ohlsson 2007: 421). Likengnee-visionary novels,
it invites us to reconsider the record of eventferefl by its pre-text; the
resurrection or repositioning of a previously sided or marginal character
works to demonstrate “how unstable such apparenitifful accounts [...]
may be” (Widdowson 2006: 505). In this sense, Qinissnovel belongs to
a tradition of neo-Victorian fictions, beginning thvi Jean Rhys’swWide
Sargasso Se§l1966), which induce the canonical texts of theetgeenth
century to speak in new ways to a contemporaryesueg, by reconstructing
the voices of the disenfranchised and periphegalés of the original work.
Therefore, one could not, after reading Rhys’s honeturn toJane Eyre
(1847) ignorant of its underlying prejudice, or tbgtent to which the
heroine’s — or, indeed, the text's — triumph is efggent upon the violent
sacrifice of Bertha Mason. Similarly, the repositimy of the Magwitch
character of Dickens'&reat Expectation§1860-61) at the centre of Peter
Carey’'sJack Maggq1997) serves to indict Dickens for the callous way
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which the injustices of transportation are obscubgdits status as plot
device in the original novel. A slightly differeexample, however, would
be Valerie Martin’s introduction of a working-clagsmale voice into the
hallowed environs of the gentlemen’s club atmosplwrStevenson’3he
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hydeher re-vision of the noveMary
Reilly. Essentially, what all these novels have in comngnas Moore
notes, a desire to “bring to prominence figures wieoe marginalized in the
original text as a result of social and economiejydtice” (Moore 2008:
140). It is for this reason, perhaps, that Widdawstscerns a clear
“feminist or postcolonial animus” in the re-visiogaradition (Widdowson
2006: 497). And it is at this point that Ohlssonsvel diverges from the
concerns of its forebears.

Though rendered marginal within the pages of DrsGldiary, the
Rev. Gregorius is not innately disadvantaged, eitls®cially or
economically. On the contrary, his professionahdiiag establishes him as
Glas’'s equal. One might venture, then, that Ohlssar-vision of
Soderberg’s novel has as much in common with thgetas of Will Self’s
Dorian: An Imitation (2002) as it does with reparative feminist or
postcolonial fictions. Self, after all, is not punsg a project that would see
him bring Sibyl Vane centre stage, but he is endageendering explicit
the disguised references and witty innuendo of ¥&ldext so that his
characters’ ‘sins’ are exposed for all to sees Inithis spirit of exposure or
elucidation thatGregorius proceeds, reclaiming the voice of the Pastor in
order to explore the justifications for his mardisation, while encouraging
the reader not only to see Gregorius, but in smgl®o see through the
rhetorical arguments of Glas.

According to Ohlsson, the objective behind the mesuion of
Gregorius is to address the way in which the chiaras “carved out” by
Soderberg “with a definite aim in mind” (Ohlsson0Z0 421). In the pages
of Glas’s diary, Gregorius hardly features as aattar at all, but only as a
figure of the shadows, teetering at the periphérthe text. From the first
we are given to believe that the Pastor is a |aates man, disliked by
everyone; worse still, he has raped his wife. Sdw@nappears little more
than a “creature”, a “nasty fungus”, which must teenoved before it
poisons the life of his wife (Sdderberg 2002: 2Y., W is through this
strategic abjection that Glas “gradually strips Bestor of every trace of
humanity, one piece at a time” until, finally, “evenodern readers begin to
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feel their humanitarian instincts crack” (Ohlsso®02: 422, 421).
Significantly, Ohlsson views this narrative techregas Glas’greparation
to commit murder, a rhetorical process intendegréwvent him from “going
under” as he wrestles with the ethical implicatiamishis violent desires
(Ohlsson 2007: 421). And certainly, as Glas coneesee the impending
murder of Gregorius in an increasingly utilitarigght, he imagines himself
not as a murderer but as a healer, a righteousadeusvho will destroy the
“rotten flesh which is spoiling the healthy” (Séderg 2002: 88). This
process of aesthetic and psychological distangngot unlike that which
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak identifies as being clied towards Bertha
Mason inJane Eyre in which it functions “to render indeterminateeth
boundary between human and animal and thereby a&emeher entitlement
under the spirit if not the letter of the Law” (8ak 1985: 249). Similarly,
in Doctor Glasthe doctor’'s gradual dehumanising of Gregoriuskado
recast the impending murder as a heroic as oppgosadunethical act.

In Gregorius then, Ohlsson aims to present the reader witlogem
complete character rather than Glas’s piecemeatti@mmp His novel is thus
conceived as “a movement in the opposite directianparrative through
which the persecuted Pastor becomes whole agamgithnot, Ohlsson
stresses, more “sympathetic”, just more human @nI007: 422). One of
the principal techniques by which Ohlsson enabte®see Gregorius more
clearly is to allow us to follow him into his bahmeent at the spa retreat to
which he is sent by Glas, and which is very mudtftStage” in the original
text. Here, released from the confinesDafctor Glas Gregorius becomes
“more sharply defined. Easier to like, and for thadtter easier to dislike,
but no longer someone who inspires nothing but ggggloomy thoughts
in others” (Ohlsson 2007: 332). In this way the elogteadily brings
Gregorius into focus for the reader, the effecnpehat, as one becomes
better acquainted with the man, the inevitabilityd gustifiability of his
demise becomes much less clear-cut.

Ohlsson’s technique has much in common with that sy Valerie
Martin in Mary Reilly, in which the decision to endow the formerly sded
maid with ultimate narrative authority ensures tN&trtin, as Marta Bryk
has noted, is able “to broaden the scope of heelhoas Mary relates her
tale from within Jekyll's home, a place from whitte focalising characters
of Stevenson’s novel are excluded (Bryk 2004: 208l@vertheless, Martin’s
aim in creating a below stairs world of service ¢complement and
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counteract the above stairs world of affluence patliarchal authority has
been read as “implicitly condemning the [sociallsioh offered by
Stevenson” (Bryk, 2004: 208). On the other handis€in’s challenge to
the authority of Dr Glas, rather than being conedias a condemnation of
the ideological impulses of Sdderberg’s text, gufed as an exploration of
the ethical implications of distance, or, as Cadmzburg terms it, the
“chronological and geographical limits of pity”, wh challenges the way
in which the novel is often read (Ginzburg 1994:).480hlsson’s
engagement with the concept of pity or empathyediant upon distance
appears to be double edged. Firstly, and primabiybringing us into a
closer acquaintance with Gregorius, Ohlsson dematest the ways in
which Dr Glas’s narrative, by dehumanising the &aghat is, by making
him decidedly not one of us, works primarily not asationalisation for
murder but as a justification for his own illogiqaikejudices. After all, as he
has Gregorius say, “[i]f [there’s] someone you feestile to you'll furnish
them with a series of unattractive qualities, st th the end your antipathy
will appear entirely comprehensible, even logic@Dhlsson, 2007: 276).
Thus Glas’s presentation of Gregorius’'s murder as adtruistic act
performed in service to Helga Gregorius can be,seeib0derberg perhaps
intended, as an “exculpatory and ennobling legehdi® own” devising
(Schoolfield 2003: 299). Secondly, as the conundruwith which Glas
introduces Gregorius’s impending demise, suggedhts, extent of one’s
psychological and/or physical distance from crirae bave a considerable
impact on one’s conception and experience of trenteitself. As Diderot
wrote in 1771, “perhaps distance in space or tireaken[s] all feelings and
all sorts of guilty conscience, even of crime” édtin Ginzburg 1994: 50). It
seems possible, then, that although Ohlsson créditslern readers” with
well-developed “humanitarian instincts”, that oatellectual and emotional
engagement with the murder of Gregorius is somevinated by our
temporal distance from Soderberg’s text. Therefdng,revising Doctor
Glas for the twenty-first century, Ohlsson’s text wortes counteract the
means by which, as Matthew Sweet writes, we hantied nineteenth-
century killing with a seasonal charm, a cutenésg tve would not be
willing to extend to the activities of more recemairders” (Sweet 2002: 74),
and t?Oinvite us to consider anew the ethical upideings of the original
novel.
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3. The Multiple Re-Visions of Dannie Abse

In The Strange Case of Dr Simmonds and Dr Gannie Abse
strays still further from the confines ddoctor Glas transposing the
Swedish tale to 1950, specifically post-war Londahbse’s decision to both
update and relocate his narrative allows him toregkl directly issues to
which Ohlsson can merely allude: the displacemdntomntless Jewish
refugees, for example, signifies a terrifying depehent of the prejudice
that saw Gregorius excised from the narrativBoétor Glas'' The novel is
structured as another fictional diary, that of thelar Dr Simmonds, and
essentially recreates the triangle at the centr®adtor Glas with the
diarist, Dr Simmonds, adopting the role of Glasd d@nding himself
attracted to the beautiful Yvonne Bloomberg, whilrboring murderous
and distinctly anti-Semitic feelings toward her baisd Antor™?

As the title suggest3,he Strange Case of Dr Simmonds and Dr Glas
is a reworking of Sdderberg’s novel that is als@ilg influenced by
Stevenson’d’he Strange Case of Dekyll and Mr. HydeMoreover, when
Doctor Glasenters the narrative in tangible form as a copyhef novel
given to Simmonds by Yvonne Bloomberg, Abse involtes other great
example offin de siécledecadence, Oscar WildeThe Picture of Dorian
Gray (1891) Linder may have believed that the subject mattddactor
Glas could alienate modern readers, but in George 3fblods view
anyone familiar with the decadent fiction of five de sieclds likely to find
much of value in Sdderberg’'s novel: “it is a traastrove of debts and
contributions to that literature: the neurasthgmimtagonist with his stunted
emotional life, the protagonist as murderer or semrderer” (Schoolfield
2003: 293). The thematic similarities between tlowefs of Sdderberg,
Stevenson and Wilde are numerous — the nature &ibility of evil,
hypocrisy and the double life, the Faustian padiut it is through their
engagement with issues of individual responsibiityd determinism that
Abse most convincingly aligns these classicBrofle sieclditerature.

In her study of twentieth-century Swedish literatuBrantly
identifies Soderberg as a leading proponergaidelskiftetthat is, Swedish
literature of thdin de siécleand states that “[o]ne of the dominant features
of literature of thesekelskiftetis the belief in biological determinism”
(Brantly 1992: 291). Thus iDoctor Glasthe murder of Gregorius is first
conceived, as Tom Geddes has argued, “as an extens$i Dr Glas’s
argument on the problem of free will and deterrmiiswhich becomes “a
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desperate attempt to commit one act” (Geddes 1P®9¥). Nevertheless, by
the end of his narrative, Glas has arrived at tbaclusion that his
murderous act has, in fact, been determined froenstart, a result of
inexorable influences beyond his control:

| felt my ‘action’ to be a link in a chain, a waug a greater
movement; a chain and a movement which had had thei
beginning long before my first thought, long befothe day
when my father first looked with desire upon my heost |

felt the law ofnecessity felt it bodily, as a shiver passing
through marrow and bone. | felt no guilt. Therencs guilt.
(Soderberg 2002: 127)

This declaration made in the final pages of Glaiary is an explicit
refutation of responsibility for the murder of Gogmis through an appeal to
the forces of nature. It also presents us with rrcept of criminality that
was not uncommon in literature of the period. AstviaWiener asserts, the
growth of theories of determinism during the nieetid century ensured
that instances of criminality and deviance, rattieem being attributed to
“inadequately controlled energies” became increggiassociated with “a
relative lack of autonomy” (Wiener 1994: 226). By t1880s and 1890s the
popularisation of these theories had exerted ifisience on the literary
image of the criminal, who, having been “reshapgthle diminishing sense
of power of the individual will”, was now “no longe wicked individual
but rather a product of his environment and heyédiener 1994: 226).
This is an image discernable in batbkyll & Hydeand Dorian Gray. In
Henry Jekyll's ‘Statement of the Case’, which calgds Stevenson’s tale,
the errant doctor repeatedly refers to himself gmoined”; he also figures
himself as a “slave” to the “primitive”, the “beski, and the “lower
elements” of his nature which reside in the bodyigéle (Stevenson 2006:
54, 53, 57), all of which indicate that Jekyll'stdaistic alibi” is an
evolutionary throwback, evidence of the savage phat governs the
present (Mighall 2003: 151). Similarly, when theted®rating portrait of
Dorian Gray begins to resemble “the twisted bodi/the grandfather of
whom Dorian has “hateful memories”, heredity asrascapable legacy is
invoked once more (Wilde 2000: 118, 114). Indeesl,Robert Mighall
writes, ‘Dorian is a product of his heredity. Hisnginal tendencies derive
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from his grandfather [....] By stressing the role hadredity in Dorian’s
actions, making him a ‘scientific’ rather than amalcstudy, Wilde was [...]
diminishing Dorian’s moral responsibility for histaons” (Mighall 2000:
XX).

Abse’s novel, however, presents the deterministiraents of Glas
(and, therefore, indirectly, those of Jekyll anda@ras merely another
exculpatory narrative intended to account for ahenwise irrational
prejudice and fatal act, while his decision to st novel in a post-war,
post-Holocaust climate ensures that modern reddess an all too familiar
example from recent history of the potentially s&t@phic effects of the
kind of theoretical arguments upon which Glas ruates in Sdderberg’s
novel. In the character of Dr Simmonds, Abse prisses with a man whose
buried prejudices find a covert fulfillment and dioation in the fantasy of a
deterministic heredity:

The Nazis must have felt that way [the exhilaratioh
belonging to a crowd], losing momentarily their iwidual
identity [...] as they held high their swastika barsnand
torch-marched through the night towards their flapd
fulminating, hypnotic Fihrer. Had | been born inr@any,
would | like so many, have welcomed the irrespaiigitof
conformity and ease — freed from the pressureshofce?
(Abse 2003: 30-31)

ThoughThe Strange Case of Dr Simmonds and Dr Gdasot a complete
re-visioning of eitherJekyll and Hydeor Dorian Gray, both novels
contribute significantly to the thematic framewatkAbse’s text, as well as
suggesting affinities between Séderberg’s novelienBritish counterparts.
It is perhaps not surprising then that it shouldris@me slight similarity to
Emma Tennant's earlier re-vision of Stevenson's,tdwo Women of
London: The Strange Case of Ms Jekyll and Mrs Hi@89). Tennant’'s
novel is essentially a feminist re-working &kyll and Hydewhich, like
Abse’s novel, uses a temporal transposition - ia tiase to the 1980s - to
address the sexual and social bias of Stevensanriative through an
exploration of the effects of Thatcherism in themieth century. However,
its similarities with Abse’s novel are most obviauasits engagement with
medical ethics and individual moral responsibilitydf particular

Neo-Victorian Studies 2:2 (Winter 2009/2010)



226 Theresa Jamieson

significance is Jean Hastie’s work on the Gnosiisgls, which leads her
to conclude that “[tlhe message of the story of tAdand Eve in the Garden
of Eden is that we are responsible for the chowedreely make, good or
evil, just as Adam was” (Tennant 1989: 73). Forv8teConnor, Hastie’s

statement asserts a “doctrine of ethical self-deteation and self

authorship [which] stands against the demonizingulses of Stevenson’s
story” (Connor 1994: 86). The implication, of coeirss that, regardless of
temptation, we each bear responsibility for ouriok® and actions, even if
the temptation in question is the influence of\aelg woman, or, perhaps, a
poisonous book.

Abse’s use of SoOderberg’'s text is ingenious; thevehoboth
incorporates and re-works the original in such & deanner that it is
difficult to determine which is the more dominararrative: doedDoctor
Glas inspire the events related in Simmonds’s jouroaldoes it merely
contextualize them? As soon as he begins to reatkrBérg’s novel,
Simmonds is alerted to the peculiar similaritiesween his own life and
that of the fictional doctor: “What game is this?hWhas Yvonne
Bloomberg given me this particular book? Is it jbsicause I'm a doctor
who keeps a journal or has she a more arcane Mbdtiydse 2003: 50).
Significantly, Simmonds’s suspicion of an “arcanetive” on the part of
Yvonne is immediately suggestive of the kind of @ams surrounding the
potential influences of literature, which inspiretie outcry against
Soderberg’s novel following its initial publicatioNevertheless, as the story
progresses, so too does his identification with@bas, and the Sdderberg
tale becomes inextricably entwined with his owrratve:

I remember how the Reverend Gregorius took the idgan
He was accompanied by Dr Glas who recommendedeit. H
swallowed it down with a drink of water, believinigwas
good for his heart. Then Dr Glas heard Anton Bloergls
glass fall and shatter on the floor; he saw Bloamlsearm
drop limply down and his Jewish face sink down taigahis
chest with his fish-eyes widely open.

| must not. | dare not. (Abse 2003: 125)

The infiltration of Doctor Glasinto Simmonds’s text is so significant that
the journal begins to resemble a narrative of (gsen: “I sense that some
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external power is trying to plant ideas in my mir{&bse 2003: 180). It is
unsurprising, then, that in the aftermath of theéerapt on Anton
Bloomberg’'s life, Simmonds insists, “I gave the etjon to Anton
Bloomberg while | was not myself, while | was slegalking” (Abse 2003:
180). Simmonds’s claim amounts to a plea of temyaresanity, very much
like Jekyll's claim of being “no more myself whemaid aside restraint and
plunged in shame” in the guise of Mr Hyde (Steven2006: 52). However,
just as Jekyll’s creation of Hyde provides an duibe pre-existing desires,
so Abse suggests that the rationale for crime viadloather than precedes
the event: “criminals [...] kill because they need kil and afterwards
swipe the corpse’s jewels or money. Otherwise thdahink themselves
mad” (Abse 2003: 54). This notion of retrospectiusstification is
structurally embedded within Abse’s novel, and thaetual clues which
problematise the authority of Glas’s accoan¢ replaced in his text by a
framing narrative that ostensibly promotes butalfin utterly denies the
veracity of the history it contains.

Set in the year 2000 — fifty years after the evetdpicted in Dr
Simmonds’s journal — the framing narrative is retafrom the perspective
of Peter Dawson, a literary agent, who is approadiyeYvonne Bloomberg
with a request that he manage the publication & jiburnal of Dr
Simmonds, which she has in her possession. Haatngduced the central
narrative in this way, the novel then closes witkesies of letters, which
represent the negotiations pertaining to the pabba of the manuscript
that has been given the titier Simmonds and Dr Glasn the course of this
correspondence, it transpires that the first Ehglianslation oDoctor Glas
was not published until 1963 and therefore could possibly have
influenced the events of 1950, as they are relatetthe journal, but has
apparently been use to contextualise the storylatiea date or to provide a
retrospective motivation for the attack on Antoro@hbergDr Simmonds,
it seems, stands as evidence of Wilde’s claimttiexie is no such thing as a
poisonous book: “Art has no influence upon actigwilde 2000: 208).
Rather, like the hypothetical reader@brian Gray, Simmonds has looked
into a book, seen a reflection of himself but, kmlthat reader, instead of
recoiling in horror, has seen within it a justificen for his own
unacknowledged prejudicés.

Finally, however, while the chronological inconsisty within the
text of Dr Simmonds’s journal highlights the wayathevents can be
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justified in the context of an alternative narratiDawson’s failure to notice
the contradiction at the heart of the story is g@fia@ significance, for it is
surely representative of the way in whi@octor Glas has often been
misread or, as Brantly suggests, read “somewhatelydi(Brantly 1992:
293). Fortunately, however, his correspondence et®ourages a return to
Soderberg’s original work, suggesting that:

It is intriguing to compare the books — and readeight be
interested to do that [...] | fully agree with WillimSansom
when he...enthused about the [...] novel [...] ‘In mokit®
writing and much of its frankness of thought, itgihti have
been written tomorrow...’

Well, tomorrow is today! (Abse 2003: 191).

4. Trust Me I'm a Doctor

In Inventing the Victorianslatthew Sweet closes his fifth chapter ‘I
Knew My Doctor Was a Serial Killer Because...” widgference to a church
service he attended shortly after the trial of @réld Shipman:

The Rev Michael Newman opened his address withga ga
“What's the difference between a doctor and GodRéré
was a small pause as we tried to guess the puneh but
nobody managed it. “God,” said the Rev Newman, so
he’'s not a doctor.” There was an audible “Ah!” as h
parishioners absorbed the truth of this observat{&weet
2002: 85¥°

Sweet was in Rugely, the former home of the notmidr Palmer,
Victorian England’s most prolific poisoner, to irstgate the remarkable
similarities between the crimes of the two doctéts conclusion, namely
that, despite the intervening one hundred and ¥iétgrs, each murderer had
been able to rely upon his patients’ unswervingttifan his professional
authority” in order to carry out his intentions (&st, 2002: 73), raises
interesting questions concerning not only the ulehged authority of the
doctor and our role in upholding it, but also, nedtly, the credence given
to the narrative of Dr Glas.
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At the end ofDoctor GlasGregorius dies. Having encountered Glas
by chance in town, he accepts a pill, which thetalooffers with the
assurance that it will be good for his heart. THeig in fact, a compound
of potassium cyanide, which the doctor made some garlier. Gregorius
dies almost instantly. The scene is played outragaDhlsson’sGregorius
but of course here it is seen from a somewhatréifiieperspective. Ohlsson
has said that at one time he entertained the pligsdf saving the Pastor’s
life, but Dr Glas still offered him the pill, whil&regorius, one could argue,
made the choice to accept it long ago (Ohlsson 28P27). However, it is
Ohlsson’s focus upon this choice at the close sfrvel which, while it
does nothing to absolve Glas of his guilt, ceriaidlestabilises the
inevitability of Gregorius’'s demise. At the time bils death Gregorius has
only recently returned from the spa town to whiehhad beerexiled by
Glas, and here the Pastor had reached two conetudtarst of all, there is
nothing wrong with his heart, for certainly the 'sp@nowned doctor could
find nothing at all amiss. Secondly, and most paidly, he declares, “I
want to live. | don't think I've ever wanted to &vmore than | do now”
(Ohlsson 2007: 359). Nevertheless, when Glas offens the pill, the
Pastor’s reaction is automatic:

| thank him and take one and it's not until | putin my
mouth that I'm struck by the irony of the situatiorhat |
take a heart pill from him when | had really wantedtell
him that Dr Lidin had found nothing wrong with myadrt.
(Ohlsson 2007: 417)

Finally, Ohlsson suggests, Gregorius’s ingrainedspay renders him
complicit in his own untimely end.

To a certain extent the death of the Rev. Gregatuke hands of Dr
Glas can be seen as an allegory of the triumphcieinse over religion,
which came to mark the twentieth century. Indeete tgrowing
professionalisation of medical practice in the teeath century, by
granting physicians the exclusive right to treastedses of both body and
mind (Shuttleworth 1996: 42), witnessed a transitiat was, for Foucault,
akin to the “establishment of a therapeutic clerglybucault 2003: 36).
Even as early as 1848, so Sally Shuttleworth héednan article on ‘Moral
Physiology; or, the Priest and the Physician’ codetl that “medical
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science ha[d] rendered the role of the priestalirbdundant” (Shuttleworth
1996: 42). She continues:

Increasingly social problems and individual devemnere
medicalized, traced back to a physiological baske T
physician, in consequence, was raised to a newesro@ the
arbiter or normalcy, and licensed interpreter of thidden
secrets of social and individual life (Shuttlewoi®06: 42).

Is it his role, then, as “licensed interpreter”ttie@mables Glas to argue so
convincingly for Gregorius’s innate deviance ane tiecessary treatment?

In Doctor Glas Gregorius remains in the margins of the text; the
very ambiguity of his physical presence encourapesreader to see him
less as a human being and more as a case, a probleed of a solution.
Little wonder then that irGregorius we find the Pastor “overcome with
longing for Dr Glas’s predecessor, old Dr Morén [.Tb him the practice
of his profession was a passionate research projectlt was there, in the
human body, that Morén found God” (Ohlsson 200B)1However, as lain
Bamforth writes, by the mid-nineteenth century ‘tinelividual patient” was
already “on the way to becoming a case study, wihiéeold Hippocratic
notion of the medical triangle (disease, doctotigpd) gave way to a duel
between doctor and disease” (Bamforth 2003: xighde Glas’s conception
of the Gregorius marriage as one between the froftesh” and the
“healthy” (Soderberg 2002: 88). This sentiment ¢haed by Abse’s Dr
Simmonds, who declares, “I was taught about disgas® about patients”
(Abse 2003: 74).

There is little doubt that these novels see sciemcmedicine, as the
pre-eminent metanarrative of the twenty-first ceptutrumpet[ing] out
recommendations [...] like imperial edicts” over theads of the populace
(Ohlsson 2007: 107), and both are deeply scepiidathe totalising
tendencies of a narrative schema that views tlanent of human beings
as an abstract idea or philosophical conundrum.nl@abse, a doctor
himself, is perfectly placed to trace the developimef medicine in the
twentieth century, from the “migratory power” oktlpre-war years, through
the antibiotic revolution of the 1940s and 1950bg& 2003: 56). However,
it is the image of the doctor as magician that ifedtes in hisStrange
Case
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The ancient Egyptian healers believed, “He whots$réhe
sick must be expert and learned in the proper tat@ams
and know how to make amulets.” They didn’t teach threg
when | was a student at the Westminster Hospitatlitéé
School, though some of the prescriptions | wroteveloen |
qualified in 1934 were hardly more scientificallgged. No
wonder someone once accused doctors of droppings dri
which they new little into stomachs of which theyekv less.
(Abse 2003: 21%°

The discovery of penicillin, of course, alteredstlsituation, allowing the
doctor the opportunity, as Simmonds claims, to §ess a wand” (Abse
2003: 56). Nevertheless, Dr Simmonds will discavet his power to harm
far outweighs his potential to heal. In the chaadf Dr Simmonds Abse
conflates science with narrative, and, ultimatdlysion (even his fantasy
of freeing Yvonne from her marriage involves Hougdin a man whose role
is signified not by a wand, but by a drug.

In the novels of Ohlsson and Abse the image ofpiliecarries a
weight of symbolism, functioning as a metaphor tbe dominance of
scientific discourse in the modern world. For Alss®r Simmonds it
represents two sides of the coin, both the madpesgower of the doctor,
following the antibiotic revolution, and the impateemptiness of science in
the face of real human tragedy, for, faced withrthgiad of psychological
and stress disorders presented by his Jewish tmtiefl [Simmonds] can
do is prescribe a placebo — an iron tonic, a vitaon a sedative. Just to
reassure them doesn’t seem enough” (Abse 2003(2M3son, on the other
hand, adapts his use of the image directly fromeSigtg’s text, in which
Dr Glas’s final act is foreshadowed by his recomdation to Gregorius
that the ritual of Holy Communion could be made enbiygienic if the
communion wine were administered in capsules. MatgAtwood has
suggested (not erroneously) that this is an exaroplene of the more
“burlesque” elements of the novel (Atwood 2002i)viHowever, from the
postmodern perspective of Abse and Ohlsson, it agpéo be more
representative of the discourses we so unthinkirsghallow and of the
almost seamless exchange of Science for Christiasithe Grand Narrative
of the Western world.
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In Doctor GlasGregorius is a figure of the margins. Yet the doct
also remains concealed within the text, his motiweted by an apparently
dispassionate objectivity, just as his person iscaked by the profession
that acquires for him both Helga's confidence ahd teader’s faith.
Through their re-visions, however, Abse and Ohlssong us into closer
acquaintance with these two characters, enabling s®e the man in the
doctor and the man in the monster. The result, m@, s that while the
murder of Gregorius the man is no longer so egsdiffiable, neither is the
impartiality of the doctor so easily verifiable. rFoinder Soderberg’s text
was marked by a “hatred of theology” (Linder 1985)" Conversely, by
exposing a corresponding display of dubiousnessh wégard to the
narrative and ethical authority of the doctor a¢ tentre of Sdderberg’s
novel, the work of Abse and Ohlsson functions @iga its concerns with
those of our own postmodern era. In doing so thHy the purpose of re-
visionary fiction which, as Widdowson propoundstas

not only produce a different, autonomous new wok b
rewriting the original [...] but also [to] denaturad that
original by exposing the discourses in it which meelonger
see because we have perhaps learned to readesticted
ways. That is, they recast the pre-text as iséallew’ text to
be read newly — enabling us to ‘see’ a differerd tmthe one
we thought we knew. (Widdowson 2006: 503)

However, | would suggest that, rather than denhasumg Doctor Glas its
re-visions work to restore or to reveal elementstled text's original
narrative, which have often been overlooked in ireggl of the novel that
prioritise its obvious engagement with sexual prditover its more subtle
and searching engagement with ethics. Finally efoee, the novels reveal
their refractive impulses by “invitling] a rediscovery of the earlitext
rather that a condemnation of [its] political preeii (Onega and Gutleben
2004: 13).
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Notes

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

An alternative translation by Rochelle Wrightsmaublished in the USA in
1998, although it appears Austin’s is considerelgetthe definitive edition.
AlthoughDoctor Glasis properly an early twentieth-century text, théetis
set in the closing years of the nineteenth century.

According to Eva Akinvall Franke, such was tkaation to the novel that it
was suggested by one cultural watchdog that thek hwas potentially
“dangerous” in the hands of young readers (Fraiikz229).

Again Schoolfield is referring to Linder'sNy illustrerad svensk
litteraturhistoria Fem decennier av nittonhundrat{1965).

Nevertheless, increasingly the term neo-Victoigbeing used to identify a
whole range of texts by non-British authors, or ellhfeature non-British
locations etc. What these novels appear to hawtinmon, however, is a
critical engagement with so-called ‘Victorian vadue

Of course there is no reason to assume that-insioning a European text
they are anomalous; other recent re-visions of BEglish canonical texts
would include Irina Reyn’s re-working of Tolstoy’sina Karening(1873-77)
in What Happened to Anna (R008) or Cristina Rivera Garza¥o One Will
See Me Cry(2003), which owes a considerable debt to theiddexclassic
Santa(1903) by Federico Gamboa.

This is to some extent an assumption but giklatDoctor Glashad been out
of print in its English edition since the late 1810seems to be a fair one.
Linder writes: “Problemet ar 16st fran borjamékarens inre 6vervaganden ar
rent akademisk debatt.” (“The problem is solvedrfrthe beginning — the
doctor’s internal deliberations are purely acadedebate.”) (Linder 1965:
45)

This is an issue raised Doctor Glaswhen Glas writes: “as for the lives of
faraway, unseen people, no one has ever cared farfigthem” (Séderberg
2002: 8).

Sweet here refers to the legacy of Dr Palrherjrtfamous nineteenth-century
poisoner, who is now something of an “icon” (Sw2@d2: 84).

Reviewing the novel ifthe SpectatorAlan Wall claimed that Abse’s novel
“probably ranks as one of the subtlest studiesgjfudice ever written” (Wall
2002: 2). In his afterword t&regorius Ohlsson compares the abjection of
Gregorius to similar processes used by the Naziés@on 2007: 421).
Simmonds, however, refuses to accept thatelelinfys toward Anton may be
influenced by anti-Semitism, though he does conthlsas$ his friend “Rhys
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reckons | have a vestigial sprinkling of Nazismmy soul [...]JHe even
suggests I'm a bit anti-Semitic” (Abse 2002: 31).

13. Dorian accuses Lord Henry Wotton of poisoniimg kvith a book generally
thought to be Joris-Karl Huysmans’Rebourg1884).

14. Lord Henry tells Dorian that: “The books thia¢ tworld calls immoral are the
books that show the world its own shame” (Wilde R(QZ08).

15. Shipman was found guilty of murdering fifteeatipnts with overdoses of
morphine in 2000.

16. The image also appears in Abse’s play ‘Pytteg®mith)’ (1990), as well as
some of the poems in his collectidthite Coat, Purple CodtL989).

17. Linder suggests that the novel's “hatet mologia” (“hatred of theology”) is
one of the elements which “férsvagar dess verkawedkens its effect”)
(Linder 1965: 45).
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