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Acting and Action in 
Shakespearean Tragedy
Michael Goldman 
"I have only the highest praise for this 
book. It carries Goldman's pioneering 
investigations into Shakespearean criti
cism a step further by focusing clearly on 
the six major tragedies, studying what 
the language of each tragic hero does to 
the actor who plays that hero and how 
the interaction between the two, be
tween actor and character, defines the 
nature of the tragic experience.
In each case the scrutiny takes us 
to the heart of the play."
—Jonas A. Barish, University of 
California at Berkeley $20.00

Italian Literary Icons
Gian-Paolo Biasin 
"Carefully planned and executed with 
rigor and exemplary clarity, this book is 
a valuable addition to recent criticism on 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
Italian poetry and narrative. As well, it 
contributes imaginatively to the current 
debate on the practical application to 
literary texts of the principles of semio
tics. No earlier treatment, to my know
ledge, affords such an original discussion 
of the writers and works Biasin 
examines."
—Albert N. Mancini, Ohio State 
University $27.50

The Metamorphoses Of 
Shakespearean Comedy
William C. Carroll 
In a major new study William C. Carroll 
examines the pivotal role that metamor
phoses play in Shakespeare's comedies. 
Under the master trope of transforma
tion, several major themes are examined 
in detail and with fresh insight: identity, 
change, desire, marriage, and comic 
form. These mythological references are 
shown to have their roots in Ovid. $28.00

Pierrots on the 
Stage of Desire
Nineteenth-Century French 
Literary Artists and the Comic 
Pantomime
Robert Storey
"The most complete history of the 
genre. Storey's book embodies the best 
qualities of the scholar-critic."
—Robert T. Denomme, University of 
Virginia $37.50

Ben Jonson and the 
Roman Frame of Mind
Katharine Eisaman Maus 
"This study not only reasserts the im
portance of Jonson's debt to the ancients 
but examines the whole question with a 
precision, range, and fineness of detail I 
have not encountered in any other study 
of the subject. What emerges is an un
usually coherent view of Jonson as 
thinker and artist."
—Alexander Leggatt, University 
of Toronto $26.50

■ I/ /

The Skeptic Disposition in 
Contemporary Criticism
Eugene Goodheart 
"This book is a serious examination of 
developments in recent theoretical criti
cism-— the most serious and most 
telling I have met. Even as it recognizes 
that criticism’s virtues, it is especially 
fresh in remarking its fundamental 
weaknesses."
—Theodore Weiss, Princeton University 
$22.50
Princeton Essays in Literature

Available Through Your Local Bookstore

41 William Street Princeton University Press Princeton, nj 08540

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947


March 1985

Publications of the
Modern Language Association of America

Volume 100 Number 2

PUBLISHED SIX TIMES A YEAR BY THE ASSOCIATION

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947


The Modern Language Association of America
ORGANIZED 1883 INCORPORATED 1900

OFFICERS FOR THE YEAR 1985
President: Theodore J. Ziolkowski, Princeton University 
First Vice-President: J. Hillis Miller, Yale University 
Executive Director: English Showalter
Deputy Executive Director and Treasurer: Hans Rutimann

EXECUTIVE COUNCIL

For the term ending 31 December 1985

Jonathan Culler
Cornell University
Juan Lopez-Morillas
University of Texas, Austin 
Catharine R. Stimpson 
Rutgers University

For the term ending 31 December 1987

Houston A. Baker, Jr,
University of Pennsylvania
Elaine Marks
University of Wisconsin, Madison 
James Olney
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge

For the term ending 31 December 1986 

Paul Hernadi
University of California, Santa Barbara
Eva M. Kushner
McGill University
Ulrich W. Weisstein
Indiana University, Bloomington

For the term ending 31 December 1988
Mary Louise Pratt
Stanford University
Frank J. Warnke
University of Georgia
Ruth Bernard Yeazell
University of California, Los Angeles

TRUSTEES OF INVESTED FUNDS

Gordon N, Ray C. Waller Barrett
Guggenheim Foundation, Managing Trustee Charlottesville, Virginia

Robert Lumlansky 
New York, New York

PMLA (ISSN 0030-8129) is issued six times a year, in January, March, May, September, October, and November, 
by the Modern Language Association of America, 62 Fifth Avenue, New York, New York 10011. Membership 
is open to those persons who are professionally interested in the modern languages and literatures. Annual dues, 
which include subscription to PMLA, are based on members’ salaries and are graduated as follows: student 
members, $10; unemployed regular members, $10; regular members (first year), $20; regular members (salary 
under $12,000), $25; regular members (salary $12,OOO-$15,OOO), $30; regular members (salary $15,000-$20,000), 
$35; regular members (salary $20,000-$25,000), $40; regular members (salary $25,OOO-$3O,OOO), $45; regular 
members (salary $3O,OOO-$35,OOO), $50; regular members (salary over $35,000), $55; joint members (with only 
one subscription to PMLA}, add $10 to dues category of higher-paid member; foreign members, same as regular 
members. Membership applications are available on request.

The subscription price of PMLA for libraries and other institutions is $70. A subscription including a bound 
volume at the end of the year is $170, domestic and foreign. Agents deduct 10% as their fee. Single copies of 
the January, March, May, and October issues may be obtained for $7.50 each; the November (Program) issue 
for $20; the September (Directory) issue for $35.

Issues for the current year are available from the MLA Member and Customer Services Office. Claims for 
undelivered issues will be honored if they are received within one year of the publication date; thereafter the 
single issue price will be charged.

For information about the availability of back issues, inquire of Kraus Reprint Co., Millwood, NY 10546; 
(914) 762-2200. Early and current volumes may be obtained on microfilm from University Microfilms, Ann Ar
bor, MI 48106. Purchase of current volumes on film is restricted to subscribers of the journal.

OFFICE OF PUBLICATION AND EDITORIAL OFFICES 
62 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10011 Tel: 212 741-5588

All communications including notices of changes of address should be sent to the Member and Customer Ser
vices Office of the Association at 62 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10011. If a change of address also involves 
a change of institutional affiliation, that office should be informed of this fact at the same time. 
Second-class postage paid at New York, NY, and at additional mailing office.
Copyright © 1985 by The Modern Language Association of America.
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 12-32040.
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Member and Customer Services Office, Modern Language Associa
tion of America, 62 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10011.

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1632/S0030812900175947


Contents • March
Editor’s Column ......... 139

Notes on Contributors .   140

Forthcoming in PMLA ........ 141

Improvising Rules in the Book of Ruth. Jan Wojcik . . 145

Abstract. The biblical book of Ruth is a succinct, intricate love story powered by five in
tense dialogues. It is a story about language and literature as well as about love. The charac
ters find all three as generously available as the grains of barley on which Boaz and Ruth 
pledge their troth. Boaz, Ruth, and Naomi draw on a rich common store of literary allu
sions and laws derived from Hebrew literary tradition to create a happy ending for the sterile 
stories of their individual pasts. The liberties they take with known biblical and Hebraic 
law have long puzzled scholars trying to place the story in its precise historical or cultural 
context. But I argue that the book was never intended to represent a time and place, that 
it celebrates the creative improvisations religious rules are meant to inspire in any time or 
place. (JW)

The Figure of the Reader in Petrarch’s Secretum.
Victoria Kahn ................................................. 154

Abstract. Critics of Renaissance literature have recently claimed that the active role of the 
reader in the production of meaning is only recognized in the sixteenth century. While 
numerous counterexamples can be found in classical and medieval literature, this essay fo
cuses on the active role of the fictional reader in Petrarch’s Secretum in order to demon
strate the limited applicability of such a claim to the early Renaissance. While critics have 
interpreted the exchange between Augustinus and Franciscus as the dramatic representa
tion of Petrarch’s divided will, they have failed to note that this dividedness is conveyed 
as well by the intertextuality of the work. In his willful misreading of Augustine’s Con
fessions, in his allusions to his own earlier letter on the ascent of Mont Ventoux, as well 
as in his use and abuse of citations and moral exempla, Petrarch dramatizes his concep
tion of the will itself as a faculty of interpretation. (VK)

Sexual and Social Mobility in The Duchess of Malfi.
Frank Whigham . ................................................. 167

Abstract. For some time Webster’s Duchess of Malfi has been interpreted by reference to 
brother-sister incest, but that explanation has not been well integrated with other concerns 
in the play, nor has its sheer presence been questioned. Anthropological kinship theory, 
however, which conceives incest as a social act, reveals relations among the brother-sister 
plot, the play’s major thematic element of social mobility, and the Jacobean setting from 
which the theme arose. Seen in this anthropological light, social-structural relations come 
into view among Ferdinand’s incestuous inclination, his sister’s cross-class marriage, 
and Antonio’s and Bosola’s upward social mobility. These relations in turn show how the 
play is grounded in its particular historical setting, at a time of substantial changes in no
tions of social role, changes that helped make visible the social determination of personal 
identity. (FW)
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of “dialogic midwifery.” In Kleist’s Marquise von O, the tale of an unexplained concep
tion and pregnancy, the art of ironic dialogism, though never directly giving expression 
to the peculiar state of affairs, helps give birth to interpretation and to the genre of the 
realistic novella. The circuitous narrative technique of telling and untelling, which supple
ments consciousness as a midwife assists a woman in childbirth, links Kleist’s text to a her
meneutic tradition stretching from Plato through Kant (and well beyond). (JHS)
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and signification as local effects. Stevens’s radical perspectivism and his rejection of con
cepts of identity and substance work to subvert traditional dualisms of subject and ob
ject, language and world, and assertion and denial. But this work of displacement is never 
merely negative and destructive. Stevens’s later poetry celebrates what Nietzsche calls “the 
eternal joy of becoming,” and in so doing it exceeds the limits of Western humanist 
thought. (SS)
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