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Bo Carpelan’s richly textured novel, Urwind, and 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s subtle theories of discourse are brought 
together in this stimulating and sophisticated collection 
of essays.  The contributors approach Carpelan’s work 
using all the ideas Bakhtin has placed at their disposal 
– dialogism, chronotope, carnival, polyphony, the 
unfinishedness of novels – but in an inquiring and open, 
rather than merely deferential, spirit.  The result is one of 
the most interesting and subtle discussions of Bakhtin’s 
relationship to modernist prose we have seen, a book that 
sheds light on Bakhtin’s work as well Carpelan’s.  

Ken Hirschkop, Professor of English, University of 
Waterloo, author of Mikhail Bakhtin: An Aesthetic for 
Democracy and The Cambridge Introduction to Bakhtin

Finnish writer Bo Carpelan (1926-2011) gained unparalleled 
recognition amongst Finland-Swedish readers at home and 
others worldwide for his work as a poet and novelist. Yet despite 
a good deal of his literary output having been translated into 
English, surprisingly little critical commentary exists for the 
English reader. This study seeks to fill that gap, discovering 
as it does the dialogic possibilities inherent in Carpelan’s work. 

Eight scholars separately embarked on a common challenge: 
to use the critical methodology of Mikhail Bakhtin to read 
Carpelan’s novel Urwind, which won the Finlandia Prize 
in 1993. The resulting discussions take on topics from art 
and music to time, to the borders between genres, as well as 
humanistic geography and the thematic of mid-life, many times 
stretching past Urwind to touch on other of Carpelan’s texts.
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Brian Kennedy

INTRODUCTION: “A HIDDEN, MAGIC MEANING”—
VOICING BO CARPELAN’S URWIND

What’s the harm in coming to the work of a gifted writer more or 
less by accident? If confessions were being taken, several of the au-
thors in this volume did just that with Bo Carpelan (1926–2011). 
The idea for the book was conceived, as so many projects in aca-
demia are, as a conference panel, the goal being for four scholars to 
study the novel Urwind (1993) independent of each other but with 
the theories of Mikhail Bakhtin as their lens. The panel presenta-
tion, then, was hoped to celebrate both the synchronicity and the 
juxtapositions of ideas which would result. The conference in ques-
tion would take place in Finland, which is why Carpelan’s text was 
chosen. In particular, it was the Twelfth International Bakhtin Con-
ference, held in the summer of 2005. The result was both what was 
hoped for, and more. Core Bakhtinian ideas coalesced on the pan-
el: the dialogic aspects of the novel were primary. Its presentation 
of a chronotope—identified as modernist, but not slavishly so—
was remarked upon. The poetic aspects of the text, its flights of lan-
guage, the thematic core of family breakdown—all of these were 
cross-referenced from paper to paper. But as conference papers can 
be, these were alive with possibilities not fully explored. 

It was hoped that the four papers would form the dynamic core 
of a larger study, and that is what has happened in this book—albe-
it with only three of the essays having ultimately been put into full-
length form. Alongside these come several more pieces which ex-
pand the scope of interpretation as they range across Urwind and 
other of Carpelan’s fictional works to discover his many possibili-
ties, but with the core methodology owing itself, mostly explicitly 
but in a couple of cases more implicitly, to Bakhtin. As such, this 
collection gives voice to a set of theories, and they to a set of in-
terpretations, which are dynamic in relationship to each other, and 
certainly one of the concerns of the editor is to make a meaningful 
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contribution in an area which has been underserved to this point—
to the body of scholarship on Carpelan in English.

As any such study would, this book seeks to create a dialogue, in 
the fullest sense of the word. It is dialogic in that it invites the read-
er to participate in its meaning-making. As such, it is unfinished, or 
to use the term Bakhtin would have preferred, “unfinalized”. It will 
be a success in the moment that readers find themselves thinking 
past the Carpelan texts treated to other ones, and thinking past all 
of Carpelan’s work to that of others in his Finland-Swedish tradi-
tion and to other contemporary writers. Language will be, of neces-
sity, a limiting factor in this endeavor, since only selections of Car-
pelan’s work, and very little criticism on his oeuvre, are translated 
into English, or exist in English in the first place, a point to which 
I will return presently. 

For the novel itself, dialogism is a primary Bakhtinian concept, 
indeed axiomatic in defining the genre. Yet, as Peter Hitchcock pre-
sents in the afterword to this volume, dialogism is not just a charac-
teristic of the genre, or even its defining principle, but rather a prac-
tice which finds itself alive within any text which can be claimed as 
“novelistic” and also a result of any two people’s encounters with 
such a text. As such, this book is a discourse with all the push-pull 
characteristics that dialogism presents. It uses Urwind as a model 
text, in that sense, to demonstrate that any novel could be read as an 
event—its eventness performed by readers alone but also represent-
ed, in the present context, by the critical volume which it inspires 
—noting here that most of the essays in this book treat Carpelan’s 
Urwind as their primary text.

Those who were part of the original conference panel (Vainik-
kala, Kennedy, and Souris) thought that their interpretations of Ur-
wind might converge. That would have proved narrowing, and in 
fact, the readings diverged, pointing in multiple directions, two of 
which I would like to note at present: to Carpelan’s dialogic possi-
bilities, and to a catalogue of the fullness of Bakhtin’s ideas availa-
ble for critics. The essays added to the collection have further done 
this, with yet more Bakhtinian possibilities. Perhaps the reader, par-
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ticularly one familiar with Bakhtin’s critical canon, could come up 
with further interpretations still. That, in turn, would point to the 
complexity and beauty of Carpelan’s novel, and indeed past that to 
the richness of his work as a whole. But it would also indicate the 
continued richness of Bakhtinian interpretations, and the continued 
relevance of dialogism as a practice. 

Bakhtin himself describes this process in Problems of Dostoev-
sky’s Poetics (written in 1929): 

Dialogic relationships are reducible neither to logical relationships nor 
to relationships oriented semantically toward their referential object, 
relationships in and of themselves devoid of any dialogic elements. 
They must clothe themselves in discourse, become utterances, become 
the positions of various subjects expressed in discourse, in order that 
dialogic relationships might arise among them. (183, emphasis origi-
nal)

He gives an example of how two utterances can lack a dialogic re-
lationship but goes on to say that dialogism arises when two state-
ments are “separated into two different utterances by two different 
subjects” (183). Two people speaking, or two texts placed into con-
text with one another—these represent the possibility for dialogic 
interaction. Bakhtin reinforces the need for this to be a human (he 
calls it “embodied”) act: “logical and semantically referential rela-
tionships, in order to become dialogic, must be embodied, that is 
[...] they must become discourse, that is, an utterance, and receive 
an author, that is, a creator of the given utterance whose position it 
expresses” (1929, 184, emphasis original).

By now, Bakhtin’s concepts have become familiar in the way 
Freud’s range of ideas are, and he is, in many ways, a figure like 
Freud—always lurking around the margins and footnotes of aca-
demic essays, if not so often pushed into new territory any more. In 
part, this is due to the careerist nature of the literary academy now-
adays, where being newest to the party with ideas is the mode of 
production often privileged. Literary study has become like factory 
work: the product is the key, and yearly model updates are essential 
to keep consumers buying. In the mode of capitalist production of 



10Nykykulttuuri 126

goods, “newer,” “better,” and “more” have become synonyms for 
one another in the marketplace of ideas. In literary criticism, this 
means that each successive generation learns to honor the “fathers” 
while moving beyond them to new ground. But that misses the con-
tinued richness and relevance of the hallmark figures in interpreta-
tion, and thus this book asks the reader to once again revel in Bakh-
tin and Bakhtinian thought as a methodology.

This volume presumes Bakhtin’s relevance, because while its 
interpretations of Carpelan are new, and while they do, in places, 
push Bakhtin into new territory (see my discussion of the chrono-
topic threshold in Chapter Four, for instance), these essays also 
privilege Bakhtin’s ability to provide a foundation for interpreta-
tion. But that does not make the essays less exciting, because in 
treating Carpelan, they reveal the “hidden, magic meaning” that I 
have used in the title of this introduction. In a sentence, that is the 
multiple, rich, ever-expanding dialogism of Urwind and the other 
works treated herein. Maybe this too is only myth-making. May-
be there is no hidden, magic meaning to Carpelan, but there are 
multiple possibilities of meaning, and in revealing these, we re-
mark upon the multiple frames and modes of dialogue which we 
as readers and scholars enter into. To further this point, an extend-
ed discussion of Bakhtin and his renewed possibilities as an inter-
pretive lens is developed in Peter Hitchcock’s afterword, “Carpelan 
Voicing,” to which I again refer the reader for further discussion of 
Bakhtin and the notion of dialogue. 

Of course, as is well known (and as is perhaps ironic in the pres-
ent context), Bo Carpelan was a poet—perhaps primarily so, espe-
cially in the formative early stages of his career. Thus this study, 
from the start, exists somewhat in the tension between genres that 
allowed Bakhtin to dismiss verse, given his preference for fic-
tion as dialogic, something he thought that poetry could never be. 
Amongst Carpelan’s oeuvre are about twenty volumes of poetry, as 
well as drama, young adult fiction, and criticism. All of this aside 
from novels, two of which won the Finlandia Prize, Urwind in 1993 
and Berg in 2005. 
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At the time this book was conceived, Bo Carpelan was still alive. 
At one point, there were plans to ask him for a poem to be used as 
an epigraph. Sadly, he died in 2011, before we could approach him 
with the request. Had the poem been written, it would have cre-
ated a further frame in which to view him, his novel Urwind, and 
his larger body of work. Without it, the dialogue on Urwind takes 
on different dimensions, because while the contemporary academy 
does not of necessity ask recourse to the writer in interpreting his or 
her work, there is always the possibility of the voice of that person 
entering the dialog/ic surrounding a text, as indeed the poem would 
have done as a frontispiece of this book. For Carpelan as it applies 
to this project, that possibility is now silenced. However, this is the 
more reason to publish this book, because it keeps alive the dis-
course on Carpelan, and offers it, as few other studies have done, 
into the English-speaking academy. 

As a contribution to the criticism of Carpelan, this volume 
marks the only full-length study in English. For any Finnish (or 
Finland-Swedish) fan of literature or Finnish literary critic, the 
dearth of coverage on Carpelan in English would likely be more 
than surprising. For a writer whose published work includes around 
forty volumes of poetry, fiction, children’s works, and other things 
(for instance, a Libretto—Det sjungande trädet, 1988), the atten-
tion he has received in the English-speaking world, whether schol-
arly in focus or popular, is slight, though approximately a dozen or 
so of his works of poetry and fiction, and the aforementioned opera, 
are translated into English. 

Yet little exists in terms of scholarly treatment of Carpelan in 
English even by way of article-length publications. Most of what is 
available are book reviews. Furthermore, a search of the most ex-
tensive research databases turns up, as was just said, not only no 
English-language book exclusively devoted to studying his work, 
but only a handful of volumes where he is treated at all, mostly 
thematic studies or overviews of Scandinavian, or more narrowly, 
Finnish or Finland-Swedish, literature. What of the latter is availa-
ble is often written by Finland-Swedish critics, as evidenced by the 
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multiple (often untranslated) quotations in the language used along-
side their English prose argument. 

 Is the lack of critical attention in English surprising for a writ-
er who has made the impact and won the awards that Carpelan has? 
Even a quick review of his winnings shows that he took nearly 
twenty major awards, including, as said above, the Finlandia Prize, 
twice (1993, 2005). Other honors included Le Prix Européen de 
Littérature in 2007, the Svenska Akademiens nordiska pris (Swed-
ish Academy’s Nordic Prize) in 1997, Svenska kulturfondens stora 
kulturpris (Swedish Cultural Foundation, Grand Prize) in 1991, the 
Nordic Council’s Prize for Literature (for the poetry collection I de 
mörka rummen, i de ljusa—In the Dark Room, In the Bright Light) 
in 1977, the Finnish State Award for young people’s writing in 1969 
and 1989, and the Finnish State Prize for Literature in 1951, 1967, 
1972, 1987, and 1989. Truly, Carpelan was amongst the most pro-
lific and well-recognized writers of the 20th century, though not in 
the English-speaking academy. But perhaps it is less profitable to 
try to account for the dearth of treatment a writer receives than to 
congratulate those who seek to remedy the lack of attention, includ-
ing those scholars represented here. 

Of further note: a search of a popular US-based bookselling 
website indicates that many of Carpelan’s titles are available, but 
only from resellers, which means that few Carpelan novels or col-
lections of poems are being held by English-language publishers as 
part of their current in-print list. But if nobody had any interest in 
Carpelan, why would his work be as extensively listed as it is in the 
used book market? The simple answer is, it would not.

So who is reading Carpelan in the English-speaking world? 
There’s no reason for a Swedish-speaking Finn to make the effort 
to read him in translation. Thus it must be native English speakers. 
Yet the books, speaking primarily of the fiction, are not particularly 
easy to read, which points to a clue as to their intrigue. Many may 
be read by those who have come to Carpelan compelled by an in-
terest in modernism, which his work is often figured to fall into. To 
cite just one source in this regard, Thomas DuBois says in his re-
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view of the English appearance of Urwind, “Urwind, like others of 
Carpelan’s novels and poems, shows the influence of modernist lit-
erature from Sweden as well as a familiarity with the themes and 
style of Finnish-language modernists, including Paavo Haavikko” 
(1994, 382). He adds, “Carpelan continues a tradition and voice 
created by figures such as Edith Södergran and Rabbe Enckell and 
representing one of the most valuable contributions of Finnish liter-
ature (in Finnish or Swedish) to European literary life” (382). Thus 
Carpelan is figured as important for his place in advancing a par-
ticular literary tradition. I will return to this in a moment.

But if those literary-historical contexts are not a starting point, 
then what is? Perhaps it is Carpelan’s technique. To take the prima-
ry novel considered here, one could answer this question by point-
ing out that Urwind is resplendent with complexities. Take, for ex-
ample, descriptions such as this one of the wind: 

[N]o wind that tastes so bitter exists anywhere else, it is blown through 
and through, and both destitute and lively, it continually rages on the 
beating-balconies like a desperate ruffian in combat with an invisible 
enemy […]. The gale, it has been washed, mended, beaten, bleached, 
so that everything, both outside and in, smells of departure, unease and 
sea. (UW 44)

It might be that a novel which melds character, scene, and memory 
together so seamlessly and with such grace (here the temptation to 
invoke the word “poetic” is close to irresistible, but too easy, since 
Carpelan’s considerable fame is due largely in the first instance to 
his work as a poet, as was mentioned) is always going to be worth 
reading, yet even in saying so, I wind right back to privileging the 
novel’s technique, and any reader who finds herself or himself en-
gaged with such compelling technique can’t help but ask what im-
pulse it responds to, where its forebears (if indeed there are any) can 
be found. Urwind, by this reckoning, always already points back to 
Carpelan’s Modernist predecessors and his taking up of their man-
tle, continuing a tradition with a number of complex and somewhat 
fragmented histories that bring us down to the present, or long after 
European modernism had been concluded.
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Given that many readers of the present volume (those in the 
English-speaking academy) may not be aware of the richness of 
Finland-Swedish modernism, and owing to the fact that much of 
what critical material there is on Carpelan in English takes mod-
ernism as a departure point, it is perhaps worth a quick review as a 
way to situate Carpelan. 

H. K. Riikonen (2007) explains that there have been six, per-
haps more, movements and periods which have been called Mod-
ernist in Finland, going back to the 1890s. Jyrki Nummi (2012) 
names it as seven “separate islands” of modernism in what is called 
a “splinter theory” of modernisms, “a series of separate schools 
or movements that differ from each other in relation to place, lan-
guage, and poetic programme” (364). Unlike in, for example, Brit-
ish letters, which most would agree had moved on to other things at 
least by the Second World War, in Finland, modernism extends into 
the 1950s in both poetry and prose (Riikonen 2007, 847), though 
Riikonen admits that his method of seeing things differs from what 
appears in most Finnish literary histories. However, Riikonen also 
makes a claim worthwhile in the context of Carpelan: “Finnish 
modernism in stricto sensu is situated in the 1950s and as such was 
a very late phenomenon” (2007, 847).1 And Nummi says that there 
is “a clear asymmetry of Finnish modernisms in relation to the es-
tablished periodization of modernism in the central literary tradi-
tions” (2012, 366).

Edith Södergran, according to Johan Wrede (1976), was looked 
at as early as the 1930s as being the first exemplar of modernism 
in Finland-Swedish literature, with her volume Dikter (1916) being 
“the first complete collection of poetry to show that the literary rev-
olution had reached Finland” (73). Wrede points out, however, that 
the publication of this one volume did not necessarily indicate a 
large-scale revolution in literature in the country (1976, 73–74) and 
that, further, Södergran “did not see herself as a destroyer of tra-
ditions”—a way of saying, in the inverse, that she did not see her-
self as the harbinger of a new movement (1976, 74). He later adds 
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by way of summary, “Finland-Swedish Modernism came relatively 
late from the international point of view” (1976, 82).

Kjell Espmark (1976), in discussing Södergran, invokes the 
school of Finland-Swedish expressionism from the 1920s while 
also labeling her work part of the school of  “Finland-Swedish Mod-
ernism” (5), but he does so not to limit Södergran or her school but 
rather to suggest that the mental landscapes her poetry creates were 
not part of a limited tradition but rather a rich one which extends 
into the present (6). “In many of Edith Södergran’s, [Elmer] Dikto-
nius’s, and [Rabbe] Enckell’s poems the whole text forms one co-
herent visual metaphor for a mental state [...]. [M]odernist image-
ry is a sensuous sign language for feelings and conceptions” (1976, 
6). The latter point Espmark picked up from an article written by 
Enckell, but it might as well have been written about Carpelan, and 
not Carpelan the poet so much as Carpelan the author of Urwind. 

As the reader of that novel, drawn in by the metaphor of the 
wind, loses herself in the text, it is not only Daniel’s anxiety about 
the uncertainty of his life (a thematic point) which is the defining 
feature of the narrative but also the way that the narration becomes 
a seamless web which compels the reader to give attention, some-
where between present and past, anxiety and joy, and it is done very 
much through the visual. Just one example from the text will suf-
fice: “Was it now, as I tried to capture the silences in my memory, 
that for the first time I was seized by the thought of writing, form-
ing, noting down, seeking the right words that could give me at 
least a fraction of the image of myself I was looking for?” Daniel 
Urwind continues, “My thoughts strayed, as when I listen to music, 
they did not gather into a centre, they were hurled out into a space 
of their own where chance texts acquired a hidden, magic mean-
ing” (UW 91). This perfectly blends (hybridizes?) Joyce’s interi-
or monologue with Woolf’s steam-of-consciousness and hurls them 
towards the collective unconscious. In the process, the reader is 
drawn in as co-creator.

To borrow once more from Espmark, who is himself explaining 
the gloss on Södergran’s poetry given by Gunnar Tideström, “ma-
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terial things are freed from all concretion while mental elements are 
experienced with the senses” (1976, 7). If this is at all descriptive of 
Urwind, then the line from Carpelan back to the modernism of the 
1920s in Finland is clearly drawn.2

Modernism as a literary practice continued a long while as 
measured against the life of European literary modernism, part-
ly due to a bit of a late start owing to the lack of models. “Un-
til the beginning of the Second World War, there were in fact not 
many Finnish translations of modern or avant-garde literature that 
might have given new impetuses to Finnish writers,” according to 
Riikonen (2007, 851). The translation of Joyce and Eliot, in fact, 
took place very late, after WW2, though Eliot had been translated 
into Swedish much earlier (851). What surprises, though, are state-
ments which begin like this: “The modernists of the 1950s were ac-
cused [...]”; “The modernist prose writing of the 1950s […]” (2007, 
853) because, indeed, nobody who studies British literature would 
make this formulation. The English Modernists were not necessar-
ily dead by then (though some were—notably Virginia Woolf and 
Irish James Joyce), but certainly not working in the same vein as 
they had in the modernist heyday. In fact, the British Modernists 
by this time were far enough past current that they could even be 
re-contextualized into the new vein of psychological literature of 
the 1950s-60s. Witness on this note American Edward Albee’s play 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1962), even the title of which says 
that modernism has become a shorthand for something other than 
itself in the postwar period.

Putting a fairly exact timeline on the matter, Ritva Poom (1995) 
offers that, “the process of development of modernism in the poet-
ry of Finland […] spanned forty years and the two major languages 
of the country, Finnish and Swedish, each with its distinct, autono-
mous literary tradition” (69). The flowering of Finnish modernism 
came in 1956, with the publication of Eeva-Liisa Manner’s Tämä 
Matka (“This Journey”), which is “considered to be the first mature 
work of Finnish language modernism” (1995, 69). Note that by this 
time, all of the following—Yeats, Proust, Lawrence, Woolf—were 
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dead, though significant British Modernists remained—Eliot, Da-
vid Jones, Dorothy Richardson, as well as expatriot Ezra Pound. 
This does not mean that the latter were publishing in the same vein 
as they had when younger, of course, because largely speaking, 
they were not.

Nor should the foregoing be taken to indicate that the 1950s 
were the heyday of modernism in Finland, only that the energy 
which began in the 1920s with the publication of Södergran’s work 
as well as that of Diktonius, R. R. Eklund, and others, along with 
the formation of a journal, Ultra, was sustained into that later dec-
ade. 

Part of the reason that Finnish writers have always remained 
separate from the European literary tradition is language. But addi-
tionally, there was criticism from the cultural establishment. Take, 
for instance, Wrede’s argument that modernism was read to be 
mocking stable poetic principles which themselves were seen as a 
guarantor of the “ ‘moral beauty’ ” in poetry (1976, 84). “The Mod-
ernists’ liberties in aesthetics and form appeared from the viewpoint 
of the guardians of tradition as irresponsible or even treasonable,” 
Wrede summarizes (1976, 84). Ellen Rees (2001) echoes this idea 
when she says, “Unconventional elements such as nonlinear nar-
rative structures, unreliable narrators, or a merging of genres were 
often considered as evidence of a lack of mastery on the part of 
the author by Scandinavia’s more conservative critics,” and writers 
who “deviated too far from realist conventions […] were in some 
cases simply shut out of the literary canon by critics and literary 
historians” (237). Her context in particular is “literary modernism 
in Scandinavia from the years between the two world wars” (237). 
Meanwhile, as Wrede explains it, “Finland-Swedish Modernism 
endured whilst Finland-Finnish Modernism quickly disintegrated 
and was assimilated by nationalistic radicalism” (1976, 99) because 
as a precondition, the “dramatic political developments in Finland 
made the public particularly sensitive and intolerant towards devi-
ations from what they considered to be common spiritual goals,” a 
threat that they believed modernism represented (1976, 98). 
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Finland-Swedish modernism, the tradition that Carpelan would 
later inherit, was by contrast characterized by the broader Scandi-
navian attitude which saw modernism as more a surface manifesta-
tion of literary practice (“fashion” is the word Wrede uses) (1976, 
99) than a threat in the form of “deviations from […] common 
spiritual goals,” as cited above (Wrede 1976, 98). To invoke time 
again, as a way of suggesting Carpelan’s later connection, consider 
Wrede’s summary: “Finland-Swedish Modernism did not suffer—
as did Modernism in Finnish Finland and in Sweden—a decline 
at the end of the 1930s. Instead Modernism developed, as a lyri-
cal stylistic trend, a hegemony which lasted right up to the 1960s” 
(1976, 99). And, it might be added to satisfy the present context, be-
yond, for some, such as Carpelan.

Carpelan worked all through the period of the (late) flourishing 
of modernist tendencies, starting in 1946, but like many writers, he 
resisted being categorized at all. In an interview done in the late 
1990s, he said, “[O]ne must have at least the shadow of one’s own 
voice from the very outset, otherwise what one writes turns out to 
be merely plagiarism” (Fagerholm 1998, 272). He adds, “That was 
also true of me, but in my own view I didn’t continue—as has of-
ten been asserted—in the wake of Finland-Swedish modernism,” 
yet he then relents: “It is of course quite possible that later on I re-
turned to it” (1978, 272). He speaks here in response to a question 
about his technique, but the question is directed more pointedly at 
his work as a poet than as a novelist.

Whatever Carpelan’s opinion, and whatever admissions he 
makes, critics such as Ritva Poom talk about Carpelan as a Fin-
land-Swedish Modernist. Poom elaborates to say that his work and 
that of his contemporaries “continued the Finland-Swedish prewar 
modernist tradition” (1995, 77), which points both to what the art-
ists were doing and to the length of the tradition. But for our pur-
poses, it should also point to the complex psychological portrayals 
in his fiction, with Urwind the key example. Call this Modernist, 
which it certainly appears to be, or don’t—plenty remains to be dis-
cussed and dialogued about.
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Carpelan is not timeless, but neither is it just that critical inquiry 
in English into Urwind in particular often finds itself stuck on the 
modernist question. In fact, his being a Modernist out of time does 
not make Carpelan’s work the less profound or beautiful. It just 
makes it somewhat hard to place, and thus, perhaps, easy to pass 
over.

Modernist technique is obviously not the totality of what the 
novel Urwind means or the breadth of its openness to critical in-
quiry. Hence the volume you now hold in your hands. To accom-
plish its aim, this book must make Carpelan a more familiar yet at 
the same time more intriguing figure for the English-speaking acad-
emy, capitalizing on the complexities and uncertainties in his work 
to point away from technique as an end in itself and towards a read-
ing which sees the continuity between Carpelan’s language, narra-
tive style, and thematics.

Stephen Souris’s contribution, “ ‘A Confusing and Wonderful 
Mosaic’: Dialogic Aspects of Bo Carpelan’s Urwind,” suggests that 
a Bakhtinian reading of Bo Carpelan’s Urwind does not find the 
novel disjointed, self-indulgent, tiring, and impossible to read, as 
is the case with some reviewers; such an approach does not find 
the protagonist suffering from near-paralyzing alienation and list-
lessness, wallowing in hindsight, lacking connection to others, and 
unable to use his own words to express himself. Instead, by ap-
proaching Urwind with the Bakhtinian concepts of heteroglossia, 
dialogism, chronotope, and carnival, we can appreciate the “strange 
depth” the critic Karjalainen finds in this novel of an “alien man” 
(Carpelan, UW 175) struggling to come to terms with his mid-life 
identity crisis. What results from a Bakhtinian approach is an ap-
preciation of the sincerity and depth of the protagonist’s effort to 
lift himself by his own bootstraps to arrive at an affirmation of joy 
in the face of the existential fact of death. As such, the “furious joy” 
(99) with which Ludvig creates art in the hospital surrounded by 
old age and death becomes representative of what Urwind aspires 
towards, even if living on a “low flame” (185) is more characteristic 
of Urwind. Ultimately, what we eventually realize when approach-
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ing the novel from a Bakhtinian perspective is that the novel we are 
reading represents the end of his struggle. Urwind is a Künstlerro-
man in the Proustian tradition because in the very telling of the sto-
ry of the protagonist’s struggle there is an implied achievement of 
his quest. We should assume that Daniel Urwind has finally man-
aged to get his name in the library’s card catalogue. 

Late scholar Roger Holmström puts the Bakhtinian interpreta-
tions of Carpelan’s Urwind into perspective, beginning by using 
“Epic and the Novel” (1941) to read what he sees as the “inconclu-
sive present” (picking up Bakhtin’s language) in the novel. He also 
highlights that the structure of the novel corresponds to Bakhtin’s 
description of texts and their construction, showing that the densi-
ty of the novel might be understood if its multiplicity of voices and 
dimensions are taken into account in a Bakhtinian-style analysis. 
He also briefly accounts for the use of Bakhtin in the Swedish lit-
erary academy over the past few decades, and then offers five read-
ings from his Swedish language book of interpretation of Urwind, 
published under the title Vindfartsvägar (Ways of the Wind, 1998), 
to illustrate the point that Carpelan’s text exhibits Bakhtinian mul-
ti-voicedness.

Erkki Vainikkala, in “Urwind—A Novel in Poetic Prose as a 
Bakhtinian Limit Case,” considers Bo Carpelan’s novel as a “lim-
it case” for a Bakhtinian analysis because of the tensions between 
the novel’s Modernist poetics and Mikhail Bakhtin’s theoretical 
outlook and critical concepts. This issue raises the further question 
of “which Bakhtin” with respect to the considerable changes that 
Bakhtin’s theories and critical tools have undergone during his ca-
reer. Thus Urwind in this essay is not considered in terms of a sin-
gle thematic or formal issue of the novel with certain Bakhtinian 
tools applicable to such a task. Instead, key issues in Urwind arising 
from its characteristics as a fictional diary with larger “autobigraph-
ical” extensions and as a Modernist work in poetic prose are exam-
ined through a spectrum of Bakhtin’s critical approaches over time.

My own contribution, “Another, More Dissatisfied and Truth-
ful Person: Daniel Urwind on the Threshold of Mid-Life in Bo Car-
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pelan’s Urwind,” sets Urwind into its modernist context while at-
tempting to rescue it from the bind that critics seem to have gotten 
into when they limit interpretation to technique. Seeing the novel’s 
technical elements as primary has led critics to a dead end as they 
try to understand and account for the book’s complexities (some 
would say oddities) in narration. Readers either simply categorize 
the novel as modernist and then move on, or they attempt to unrav-
el its complicated narrative strands, reducing them to simpler, and 
hence less satisfying, versions of themselves. I argue that Urwind 
should be read not as a textual experiment but a precise rendering of 
the profound disturbance which its namesake character undergoes 
as he faces a year alone. 

Paralleling the novel with Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), which 
is remarkably technically similar, and the film American Beauty 
(1999), which does not experiment with technique but contributes 
to understanding the thematic of mid-life, I argue that each text has 
at its core the notion of crossing a margin, which I interpret using 
Bakhtin’s notion of chronotope, and in particular the chronotop-
ic threshold which defines experience. While the problems which 
prompt the main characters’ breaks from reality are outwardly not 
the same, they share the experience of being forced to confront a 
crisis which moves them outside their culture’s conventional mode 
of living and thinking. The trauma of doing so means that each 
man’s experience of the world in space and time takes on fantas-
tic qualities, but what matters to someone trying to understand their 
narratives might not be the form in which their experiences are pre-
sented so much as the experiences of the characters themselves, 
contextualized and historicized similarly as male mid-life crisis.

Pauli Tapani Karjalainen picks up a point which Carpelan him-
self might have found quite fitting for his work. Talking about his 
novel Axel, Carpelan says, “[I]f one writes a work of prose one 
must in most cases have some kind of map and compass to hand be-
fore one gets going” (Fagerholm 1998, 275). For Karjalainen, the 
question of place cuts across the disciplines and the arts. Humanis-
tic geography defines place as a centre of meaning constructed by 



22Nykykulttuuri 126

experience, internally connected with time and self. Place, time, 
and self make up a “triple helix” that spirals out from the individu-
al’s personal meeting with the world. In depicting the helix in liter-
ature and art, spatial and temporal markers of human life are fused 
into a concrete whole. 

Karjalainen argues that Bakhtin must be invoked as soon as time 
and space are mentioned together. The helix named above could be 
taken as what Bakhtin (1981) calls a chronotope: “Time […] thick-
ens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space be-
comes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and 
history. This intersection of axes and fusion of indicators character-
izes the artistic chronotope” (84). In the chronotope, Bakhtin says, 
real life is linked to the real earth (1981, 206), and human life is al-
ways about the linkage between place and time: topos and chronos 
are inseparable. It is the writer’s duty to reveal this connection ar-
tistically.

Bo Carpelan’s novel Urwind may be read to indicate how the 
triplet, or chronotope, works out. Karjalainen reads the novel from 
three perspectives: mimetic, hermeneutic, and textual to argue that 
the “maps” thus produced reflect different spatial realms ranging 
from the realistic depiction of a territory via the interpretation of ex-
periences to the inter-textual nets of meaning. The notion of place 
has thus both the most concrete and the most metaphoric content.

Nanny Jolma´s essay focuses on the narrative and thematic 
structures through which the representation of time is formed in 
Bo Carpelan´s novels Urwind and Berg. The questions of experi-
entiality are in the centre of the analysis. The essay compares Dor-
rit Cohn´s classical and Monika Fludernik´s postclassical and cog-
nitive narratology, while also referring to some critical approaches 
to these two theories. Jolma demonstrates that narrating and expe-
riencing are not always two separate aspects of narration, and that 
in Carpelan´s novels they merge with each other in many differ-
ent ways. Through the narrative approach to theme, Jolma´s essay 
shows how the theme of time is constructed by different motifs in 
the text. Each motif adds its own nuance to the idea of time which 
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is gradually developed through the narration and is also one of the 
structures that instead of linearity forms coherence in these novels. 

One important theoretical frame in the article is also Bo Car-
pelan´s poetics of openness from his non-fictional texts. Openness 
is defined, among other features, by time as something that collects 
and gathers, in the contrast to the idea of a linear time that constant-
ly moves forward. The essay makes clear how the changes in the 
narrative modes and the motifs of the theme of time interact and 
merge with each other and that experience is the core around which 
the idea of time is constructed.

Catherine Maloney bases her argument in “Self and Other: ‘Cre   -
ative Understanding’ in Bo Carpelan’s Urwind ” on the notion of 
creative understanding, a transformative mode of understanding 
which requires the knower to remain both rooted in her epistem-
ic position and to gain outsideness, or an outside view, of herself. 
This seemingly paradoxical approach to understanding, as Mikhail 
Bakhtin develops it, allows for both a deeper understanding of self 
and the possibility of understanding across difference. It occurs 
through a dialogic engagement with an “other” in which the inter-
locutors do not attempt to adopt each other’s viewpoint, but rath-
er acknowledge their own locations and are willing to have their 
meanings transformed. The dialogic encounter exposes the particu-
larity of each position and opens up new avenues of thought. An 
outside view is achieved through the collision of meaning.

In Urwind, the recent breakdown of Daniel Urwind’s marriage 
is the destabilizing event which primes him to engage in trans-
formative dialogue. The interpretive lens through which he habit-
ually makes sense of the world has been shattered, Maloney ar-
gues, showing that Urwind the character has been thrown outside 
of himself and has an opportunity to understand himself in a new 
light. The weekly letters he writes—ostensibly a diary for his es-
tranged wife—amount to a dialogue with various others: long-dead 
relatives, absent friends, his younger self, literary characters, and 
works of art. This essay argues that the literary and memory-based 
engagements in Daniel’s journal constitute an intercultural dialogue 
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through which Daniel comes to understand himself and his world in 
a new and deeper way. It is a time of creative understanding which 
leaves Daniel perched on a threshold, ready to venture through.

And finally, Peter Hitchcock puts the effort of applying criticism 
to a lesser-studied writer into perspective with his afterword: “Car-
pelan Voicing.” Hitchcock rounds out the volume by taking up the 
question of reputation, using Bakhtin as an analogue for Carpelan. 
He makes his point well as he says, “Bakhtin’s mistimed and some-
times misplaced position in twentieth century letters reminds us 
that reputation is thoroughly overdetermined, by intellectual move-
ments, by theoretical particularity, by power and knowledge, and 
crucially, by translation.” The point, clearly, could be spoken of 
Carpelan as well, and as Hitchcock brings this book to a close, he 
asks readers to form a dialogic critique in attempting to puzzle out 
the question of Carpelan’s position in the field of letters and most 
especially vis-à-vis modernism, which Hitchcock spells with a de-
cidedly lower-case “m.” How might the map of modernism be re-
drawn, Hitchcock wonders, to account for contributions from oth-
er than the typical metropolitan centers (Paris, London, New York) 
from which (and from where) it has to this point been constructed? 
He broadens this inquiry to ask about dialogic approaches them-
selves and what they might contribute to a still very much open dis-
cussion of Carpelan, M/modernism, and the larger questions con-
cerning both authorship and genre which lurk behind them. 

This brings us back, then, to the original question: why read 
Carpelan? The answer, though hardly uncomplicated, might be 
posed by playing with the grammar a little bit, and asking, “What 
does it mean to have read Carpelan?” Hopefully this collection ex-
ists both as a response and an encouragement to pick up Urwind or 
another of his texts for the first time, or once again.

This volume is not intended to duplicate the efforts of Finnish 
and Finnish-speaking, or Finland-Swedish scholars who have spent 
so much time before us working on Carpelan in the original lan-
guage(s). In fact, in most cases, we have not consulted that litera-
ture, because we are divided from it by language. Thus if a bilin-
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gual reader finds some correspondence between these expositions 
and those of the critics who have worked in this field before us, we 
hope that this will be remarked upon as a coincidence and as evi-
dence that the primary texts we study have a way of reaching read-
ers no matter whether in the original language or in translation.
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NOTES

1 Note that his argument references the commonly accepted distinc-
tion between Finnish literary traditions and Finland-Swedish literature, 
though he says that it is now common for the two to be discussed to-
gether.
2 Note that Espmark is not trying to fix Södergran, but rather he is anx-
ious to prove that in her poetry immediately following the early work, 
Södergran departed from this style of Symbolist-Expressionist influ-
enced work (7+). She lived only until 1923 and so did not participate 
in the longer history of the modernist form of expression.
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Stephen Souris

“A CONFUSING AND WONDERFUL MOSAIC”:  
DIALOGIC ASPECTS OF BO CARPELAN’S URWIND

Thus do days, weeks and years pass into my double- 
entry ledger. (UW 75)

* * *

I must go forward, dragging with me all the rooms I 
have visited, like an old bargeman. (111)

* * *

[Bernt] mixes up past and present, the way time it-
self does, everything affects everything else and 
forms a confusing and wonderful mosaic that re-
sembles the logic of dreams, indeed, surpasses it. 
(32)

* * *

The challenges facing the reader of Bo Carpelan’s Urwind (1993) 
are many and are suggested by the criticisms that appear in the 
few pieces that have been published in English on the novel. Even 
the Secretary General of The Finnish Book Foundation, which 
bestowed the Finlandia Prize upon Urwind, writes that “[t]he 
prize-winning novel wasn’t necessarily a book that would appeal to 
a wide audience, rather it was quite intellectual” (Sonninen 2004). 
Roger Holmström observes that “[t]here are several [readers] who, 
after having read the first four or five chapters, put the book aside, 
convinced that it is a story one can’t get into” (qtd. in Schoolfield 
2000, 120). Michel Ekman complains that the novel is “disjointed 
and self-indulgent,” that “[t]here are many clichés in [Urwind’s] 
fantasy life,” that the novel becomes “mechanical and tiring,” and 
that “the missing structure is very noticeable” (qtd. in Schoolfield 
120). The most scathing criticism is found in Edward McBride’s 
(1996) review in the Times Literary Supplement. McBride sees the 
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book as a “vivid portrayal of near-paralysing alienation,” and as 
such, he declares that “the hero’s dislocation and listlessness infect 
the book so strongly that it is almost impossible to read.” He refers 
to the protagonist’s “wallowing in hindsight.” He asserts that “Ur-
wind’s life-story reads more as a mood piece than a narrative; the 
events described are emotional rather than biographical landmarks 
[...].” McBride declares that “Urwind’s psychological stock-taking 
represents a self-conscious effort to explain how he has gradual-
ly lost all sense of connection with everyone save [his wife].” Fi-
nally, McBride suggests that “Urwind does not even try to express 
himself through his own words or images; he borrows from all the 
authors and artists he has encountered during his lifelong career 
as a book-lover” (1996, 23). Clearly, this prize-winning novel re-
quires a certain kind of reader to appreciate it. What kind of reader 
would that be? I suggest that a reader approaching the novel from 
a Bakhtinian standpoint is uniquely situated to understand its rich-
ness.

However, given Bakhtin’s stubbornly judgmental dismissal of 
poetry as a monologic genre in favor of the novel as a superior, di-
alogic genre, the insistently poetic texture of Carpelan’s prose may 
make questionable from the outset the value of a Bakhtinian ap-
proach to Urwind.1 We might wonder after reading a few pages of 
Urwind if the novel is going to be a monologically self-indulgent 
narrative whose primary purpose is to revel in the poetic sensibili-
ty of a single, insular consciousness the agenda of which is to culti-
vate an insistently private vision.

As it turns out, though, it is precisely the first-person narrator’s 
self-preoccupation and his particular predicament that gives rise to 
dialogic dynamics of various sorts—within the obvious limits of the 
restriction to a single consciousness.2 If we take the key concepts of 
heteroglossia, dialogism, chronotope, and carnival (the terms and 
concepts are to be defined over the course of this essay) as our in-
vestigatory rubrics to assess Urwind from a Bakhtinian perspective, 
what seems at first glance like another tediously solipsistic modern-
ist first person narrative reveals itself to be criss-crossed with dia-
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logic strands with the chronotopic and carnivalesque aspects con-
tributing to the narrator’s dialogic agenda. A Bakhtinian approach 
to Urwind, then, offers more than an academic exercise in Bakhtin-
ian methodology: it is uniquely well-suited to make sense of this 
unusually complicated and dense narrative. A Bakhtinian approach 
to the novel helps establish the profoundly affirmative and dialog-
ic nature of what might seem like a tediously self-indulgent, mon-
ologic wallowing in existential despair. By approaching the novel 
from the key Bakhtinian concepts, we can better appreciate the nar-
rator’s sustained agenda of lifting himself by his own bootstraps3 
to overcome his mid-life malaise. His imaginative dialogic engage-
ment with various people who have been a part of his life, as well as 
with various works of art that have been important to him, demon-
strates that there can indeed be a vigorous and productive kind of 
dialogism even when everything is subsumed under a single con-
sciousness. As such, this essay attempts to demonstrate by drawing 
from Bakhtin that the harshest critics, such as McBride, are miss-
ing the subtleties and complexities of Urwind. Moreover, by using 
Bakhtin to articulate the dialogic richness of a novel that emanates 
from the mind of a single protagonist, we can perhaps appreciate 
the ways in which such a novel lends itself to a Bakhtinian analy-
sis even though what Bakhtin celebrates most are heteroglot and 
dialogic environments that are not subsumed under a single con-
sciousness.

Heteroglossia and Dialogism

The first issue in any novel that one might investigate from a 
Bakhtinian perspective is the novel’s heteroglossia, that is, the de-
gree to which the novel consists of a radical diversity of very dif-
ferent points of view representing a wide spectrum of society. The 
kind of novel Bakhtin celebrates possesses such radical diversity. 
His entire model of novelistic discourse is based upon the presence 
of conspicuous heteroglossia as a starting point, followed by an ex-
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ploration of the implications of that diversity. Urwind’s many ref-
erences to other works of art and his almost obsessive presenta-
tion of others’ views of him may seem tedious to some readers, but 
from a Bakhtinian standpoint, this relentless cultivation of diverse 
viewpoints is understandable and even necessary on philosophical 
grounds.4

Sheer heteroglossia, however—even insistent heteroglossia—
is not in and of itself sufficient for a novel to be truly dialogic. A 
Bakhtinian analysis would examine the “event potential” (Bakh-
tin 1984, 81) between perspectives and not simply the presence of 
multiple points of view. Reading the novel this way is enormous-
ly helpful in making sense of the narrative. Urwind’s need to come 
to terms with himself now that he has reached middle-age requires 
that he survey his life, looking backwards even as he moves inex-
orably forward in time (“Thus do days, weeks and years pass into 
my double-entry ledger” [UW 75]), engaging with the various voic-
es of people whom he has known and with the various works of art 
he has encountered. For Bakhtin, dialogism is a special sort of en-
gagement between two voices. It requires an intense commitment 
to understanding the other voice or position, incorporating it into 
one’s own consciousness and interacting with it, perhaps even argu-
ing with it, perhaps even being haunted by it, but ultimately being 
in some way changed by it. Dialogism is a very special kind of dia-
logue; it is not a casual back-and-forth between speakers. Nor is di-
alogism to be understood as dialectics: dialectics involves abstract 
positions, whereas dialogics involves embodied, highly particular-
ized positions. The consciousness of a Bakhtinian protagonist is 
highly permeable: voices from others readily enter and engage with 
that consciousness. Indeed, Bakhtinian protagonists seek out other 
positions as a way of being; they define themselves through an in-
tense engagement with other viewpoints and are changed by that 
engagement. Urwind is the quintessentially Bakhtinian protagonist, 
as I will demonstrate by examining selected examples of intertex-
tuality and engagement with other people who have been part of his 
life; I will, in addition, show how Bakhtin’s concepts of carnival 
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and chronotope help us understand the dialogic nature of the nar-
rator’s quest.

Intertextuality

To assess the event potential across viewpoints in Urwind, we 
might first examine the way in which the protagonist makes use of 
intertextuality to come to terms with his mid-life crisis. With con-
stant references to classic authors, composers, and artists, the line-
ar, “horizontal,” syntagmatic progression of Urwind’s narrative has 
many digressive, “vertical,” paradigmatic offshoots that allow for a 
rich interaction between Urwind’s own situation and similar or op-
posite situations represented by the authors, composers, and artists 
invoked. My examples will be limited to a few that contribute to the 
mid-life crisis theme.

Of the many literary references throughout Urwind that provide 
intertextual dialogic dynamics, the ones to the poets William Car-
los Williams, Theodore Roethke, and John Keats are representative. 
Urwind quotes the famous declaration by Williams—“no ideas but 
in things” (35). Williams’ emphasis on the phenomenological rich-
ness of things in the present moment, as seen in his famous poem, 
“The Red Wheelbarrow,” adds dialogic depth to Urwind’s own nar-
rative, the upshot of which is to appreciate life more.5 The quot-
ed lines in Chapter 38 (“Granny Is Dead”) from another modern 
American poet, Theodore Roethke, also suggest the kind of fulfill-
ment and joy the protagonist might find in life by turning his atten-
tion to the present moment (143–144). The narrator’s father is here 
trying to come to terms with the death of his mother. He is with the 
narrator and reads from Roethke’s (1958) Words for the Wind. Al-
though this is not mentioned in the text, the poem the father is shar-
ing with his son is titled “The Shape of the Fire” (included in Words 
for the Wind). It is full of depressing images up to the section Fre-
drik quotes. Here are some examples: “Wake me, witch, we’ll do 
the dance of rotten sticks”; “In the hour of ripeness, the tree is bar-
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ren”; “Have you come to unhinge my shadow?”; and “The wind 
sharpened itself on a rock.” Then, in the fifth section of the poem, 
from which Fredrik quotes, the tone abruptly changes. The imag-
es are now resolutely affirmative, directing one’s attention to high-
ly particularized examples of the beauty of the present moment in 
nature to those who are properly attuned to it. The following lines 
typify the entire section: “To stare into the afterlight, the glitter left 
on the lake’s surface, / When the sun has fallen behind a wooded is-
land; / To follow the drops sliding from a lifted oar, / Held up, while 
the rower breathes, and the small boat drifts quietly shoreward [...]” 
(UW 96). Just as Roethke in “The Shape of the Fire” works his 
way from depression to affirmation, and Fredrik counters the sad-
ness of his mother’s passing with the final section of the poem, so, 
too, must our narrator work his way out of his own depression, self-
doubt, and existential anguish. Urwind draws upon the remembered 
moment with his father to remind himself of the lesson his father 
tried to share with him back then because it is even more relevant 
to him now that he is experiencing a mid-life crisis. Urwind’s use 
of Keats’ “O Thou Whose Face Hath Felt the Winter’s Wind” in 
Chapter 43 (“The Skating Rink”) is an interesting attempt to cheer 
himself up, just as Keats penned the lines, according to Urwind, to 
lift his own spirits. Urwind quotes the second half of Keats’s poem:

O fret not after knowledge. I have none,
And yet my song comes native with the warmth.
O fret not after knowledge! I have none.
And yet the evening listens. He who saddens
At thought of idleness cannot be idle,
And he’s awake who thinks himself asleep. (159)

These lines speak to the protagonist’s predicament because they 
embody the same tension between dejection and hard-won affirma-
tion that he himself is experiencing at mid-life.

As a way of making the entire set of references to world au-
thors resound dialogically, Carpelan has Urwind ask himself in 
Chapter 48 (“The Book That Writes You”): “Will I also one day 
take from my shrunken inner self my laboriously dreamed-togeth-
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er life’s work and set it beside these tales of brilliant achievements 
and bitter defeats?” (174). Although Urwind does not bring the nu-
merous works of literature mentioned throughout the novel into di-
alogic contact with each other, the noteworthy achievements of au-
thors around the world taken as one conglomerate gestalt serve as a 
dialogizing background to the protagonist’s own efforts.

Even more significant than the literary allusions to Williams, 
Roethke, and Keats are the allusions to the biblical Book of Dan-
iel, including the references to Daniel in the lions’ den and the an-
gel Gabriel.

Urwind’s use of the name Gabriel sets up a dialogic dynam-
ic through similarity. As summarized by the Oxford Companion to 
the Bible,

Gabriel is one of the most prominent angels in postexilic Jewish liter-
ature and in Christian texts [...]. [H]e is one of the four angels close to 
God’s throne[...]. [H]e explains mysteries about future political events 
[as we see in the Book of Daniel] [...] and he delivers special revela-
tions from God to individuals [...]. Gabriel [...] [also] functions as an 
intermediary or an interpreter of dreams. (238)

The Gabriel of Urwind plays an important role by encouraging the 
protagonist to pursue joy in life and to endure the contradictions in-
herent in the human condition. “Listen to my prophecies,” he de-
clares. “[M]ore you will never get. One is forced to live in contra-
dictions, if they were erased life would collapse.” Quoting an Inuit 
writer, he recites the following passage: “ ‘The great sea moves me, 
the great sea takes me away, it bows me like the grass on a stone 
in the river. The height of the heavens moves me, the strong wind 
blows through me, takes me with it so that I tremble with joy’ ” 
(135). If only Urwind could embrace contradiction and be joyful! 
What better way for Carpelan to communicate that central message 
to his protagonist than to have it delivered by a character whose 
name invokes a biblical messenger of ultimate authority. The only 
irony—and it is a powerful one—is that our protagonist is not no-
ticeably religious. The fact that Urwind manifests no religious be-
liefs at all is highlighted by the following assertion by his grand-
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mother in Chapter 25 (“Midsummer”): “God created the birds and 
set the mountains in their places. He also decided to create man, but 
then abandoned us, and we must seek him, as the children seek the 
one who has hidden” (96). Carpelan’s Urwind does not seek God; 
he is an “alien man” (175) in search of himself. He internalizes Ga-
briel’s message, though, recognizing Gabriel’s authority, as we see 
in the dream he has near the end of the novel. In his dream, he is 
present at a gathering where Gabriel declares:

Of airy nothing are we made, to airy nothing do we return. See, above 
us opens the sky, cold and clear, strewn with stars, but we are here, 
earthbound for a moment in eternity, evil and good in bitter blend-
ing, and it is our task to tell them apart, evil and good, false and gen-
uine, play and seriousness, dream and reality. Courage exists, I know 
it, mercy exists, and sharp perception. Feel with the eye, see [with] the 
heart! (182–83)

If the use of the name Gabriel establishes a dialogic dynamic of 
similarity, the use of the name Daniel functions by way of dissimi-
larity. The biblical Daniel is a man of great wisdom and fame. He 
is especially known for his extraordinary insight into dreams and 
is thus kept by various Babylonian kings, such as Nebuchadnezzar 
and Belthazar, so that they can know the divine significance of cer-
tain dreams. For example, Daniel correctly interprets the handwri-
ting on the wall. When the biblical Daniel is thrown into the lions’ 
den for praying to his god in violation of the king’s order, his god 
does save him from certain mutilation. The rich biblical material is 
invoked in all its particularity and significance throughout Urwind 
with the simplest of references. Here are some examples: Granny 
in Chapter 7 (“Granny in Bed”) asks, “Ah, Daniel, Daniel, come 
over here so I can touch you. Have you struggled your way up from 
the lions’ den [...]?” (26). Granny Stilen, in her praise of God, men-
tions at one point, “He who rescued little Daniel from the lions’ 
den” (49). And Dani, himself, while in the apartment house’s bomb 
shelter, thinks of his biblical namesake (53).6 What makes these al-
lusions to the Book of Daniel so productive from a dialogic stand-
point is that they work by way of ironic inversion. Our Daniel is 
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not like his biblical namesake; in fact, he is essentially the opposite. 
Instead of being famous, he is unknown; instead of being univer-
sally regarded as a wise man, he is pathetically unsure of himself; 
in stead of having a gift for dream interpretation, he merely pre-
sents his own dreams and, by implication, invites the reader to figu-
re them out for him. The repeated allusions to the biblical Daniel 
function to enhance the impression of Urwind’s passivity and inef-
fectuality through the constant reminder of his biblical namesake.

In addition to literary allusions, Urwind gets good dialogic mile-
age out of references to musical compositions. A few salient ex-
amples of this kind of intertextuality will suffice. Daniel mentions 
Frank Sinatra in the scene where Dani has to prove his worthiness 
to the father of the girl he’s pursuing, Fanny. Dani is extremely un-
comfortable under the scrutiny of Fanny’s father. “Every subject of 
conversation became a series of student essays,” Urwind recollects 
(79). Suddenly, Sinatra’s album Songs for Swinging Lovers starts 
playing. This is a deliciously ironic moment because Dani and Fan-
ny are not exactly swinging lovers—yet. And although Dani man-
ages to get beyond his “interview” with Fanny’s father into her bed-
room where the two consummate their relationship, the father is 
standing outside the door about to knock (82). As with Urwind’s 
references to the biblical Daniel, the dialogicity here works by way 
of ironic inversion.

Another example of dialogic intertextuality involving musi-
cal allusions is Urwind’s use of Mozart’s “Haffner” Symphony. In 
Chapter 9 (“The Haffner”), he remembers when his mother took 
him to a performance of the famous Mozart symphony because she 
knew that he loved it. He fantasized during the performance that 
the conductor fell ill all of a sudden and he, Dani, was asked to take 
over because of his intimate familiarity with the piece. Here is Ur-
wind’s recreation of that fantasy, writing as the middle-aged adult:

It begins. It has begun. The orchestra sees me, for a moment I hear 
the music before the allegro moderato, before the preparations for tri-
umph. I alone am responsible, alone have the power to move the stars 
about the sky and make stones dance. The silence is so taut that it im-
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mediately answers. I am no one. Three blows against the rock, a clear, 
proud stream of water flows out. Joy! The inexplicable reveals itself, 
formed to a single body, a hovering building, an innermost room. I at-
tain it, I have no age, I am primordially ancient, I am time condensed 
and wiped away, the wordless, I am the power and the metamorphoses. 
I cannot read the text of the score, it is the song of a bird, I know it. I 
know the allegro, I walk its steps in a sun-bright park with heavenly 
clouds, in its expectancy, I live in the andante’s melancholy and move 
in its dance. I raise romantic hands, I walk on classical feet, the pur-
est sorrow falls like snow and covers my face, it is inexplicable. (35)

One must know the “Haffner” to fully appreciate the exhilara-
tion Dani experiences. The symphony is in the best classical tradi-
tion of majestic and sublime nobility. The intertextual reference to 
the “Haffner” invokes an entire mood and outlook on life, as does 
Dani’s fantasy of conducting it and having thereby a peak experi-
ence. It is crucially important for the older Urwind to remember this 
triumphant fantasy by his younger self as he struggles to come to 
terms with his mid-life crisis. Recreating the childhood fantasy of 
conducting Mozart’s “Haffner Symphony” is an important “boot-
strap” moment for Urwind in that he uses his memory of Dani’s 
fantasy to lift himself out of his mid-life blues. Especially signifi-
cant in this passage is the affirmation of joy. As we will see shortly, 
in passages where he uses other characters to provide the encour-
agement he needs to move beyond his mid-life impasse, the word 
joy also appears. It is significant that Urwind as a youngster knew 
how to find “joy.” His project in the present is to bring joy back into 
his life.

In the area of visual arts, Urwind makes especially good use of 
paintings by Klee, Cézanne, and Van Eyck. The protagonist’s dia-
logic engagement with them helps him think through and articulate 
his various middle-age preoccupations.

The Klee painting in question is “The Messenger of Autumn” 
(sometimes translated as “The Herald of Autumn”). Chapter 42 is 
devoted to this painting and opens with a lengthy meditation upon 
its meanings for Urwind. The painting speaks to him at mid-life be-
cause it represents the calm maturity he himself is striving after: 
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There is a state of mind there, as at parting, but without sorrow. There 
is no longer any striving for greenness; what we have lost in words like 
‘fate’ and ‘completion,’ ‘stillness’ and ‘consolation’ are found recreat-
ed here [...]. [T]he great trees [in parks and cities] burn so silently, as 
though they had nothing else to tell us but that beauty is a gift, full of 
secrets, as existence is for a child. (154) 

The fact that Urwind has a reproduction of this painting “pinned to 
the wall in front of the writing desk” (154) suggests its importan-
ce to him as a reminder of the middle-aged maturity he should stri-
ve to embrace.

In contrast to his use of Klee to represent what he yearns for, Ur-
wind uses Cézanne to represent what he does not seek. He describes 
how his mother had a fondness for Cézanne’s Mont Sainte-Victoire 
series. In his recollections of her, she imitates the paintings, or uses 
them for inspiration, it seems, because she finds a certain comfort in 
the sense of eternal stability that emanates from Cézanne’s geomet-
rical vision of nature. As she paints in one of Urwind’s recollec-
tions, his father reads from Cézanne’s letters: “ ‘Nature is to us hu-
man beings more depth than surface [...]’ ” (UW 67). The father then 
reads from a critic, who observes that the paintings of Cézanne’s 
late period suggest “ ‘a distance from life, from human beings—as 
if all his landscapes were depicted in a complete absence of wind’ ” 
(68). It is not clear just which one of Cézanne’s many paintings of 
Mount Sainte-Victoire the mother is working from, but a familiarity 
with the series is sufficient for the dialogic dynamic to result from 
the incorporation of the reference to Cézanne. The simple reference 
adds depth to Urwind’s characterization of the mother, who seemed 
to take refuge from her responsibilities in the comforting abstrac-
tions of Cézanne’s paintings. This intertextual use of Cézanne con-
tributes to the narrator’s agenda by providing a contrast to his pur-
suit of a self-accepting and life-embracing philosophy in the sense 
that he must learn to sign his name in the wind—as he does at the 
end of the novel—instead of seeking a realm beyond the wind. The 
use of Cézanne is another example of how the protagonist uses ref-
erences to other works of art to establish ironic inversion.
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The reference to Van Eyck’s famous painting in Chapter 10 
(“The Arnolfini Couple”) is another important intertextual mo-
ment in Urwind based on works of pictorial art. The protagonist’s 
meditation upon the painting reveals that he is not without some 
self-awareness regarding the reasons Maria might have for wanting 
to leave him. Urwind offers an extensive analysis of the painting, 
“The Arnolfini Portrait” (one of several ways the title is translated 
into English), writing ostensibly to his Maria. He observes,

I have held your hand the way he is holding hers, he is not touching it, 
protecting it only, close against the back of his hand with its warmth, 
they are not looking at each other. He keeps his other hand raised, as 
though he were reproaching her for something, or pointing out rules of 
life to her. But she has her own life, she keeps it hidden, in the folds of 
her magnificent green gown. (37)

It seems Urwind is acknowledging indirectly to Maria that he may 
have been guilty of a similar failure to demonstrate warmth, and 
guilty of a similar show of condescending superiority. At the end 
of his meditation on the painting, he writes, “Don’t you think he 
looks a bit nasty, Giovanni, and she, submissive?” (38). One must 
have the painting in mind and the conventional interpretations of it, 
which do not suggest criticism of the male figure, to fully appreci-
ate the dialogic implications of this scene. The painting allows the 
protagonist to communicate something to his wife without coming 
right out and saying it. There is a reason why she has decided to 
spend a year in the States doing research, and there is a reason why 
she falls in love with another man. Urwind slowly comes to realize 
over the course of the narrative that she is drifting away from him 
and that he may be partly responsible. His engagement with the Van 
Eyck painting is a good example of how Carpelan has the narrator’s 
dialogic engagement with other works of art result in a deeper un-
derstanding of himself.

Urwind’s dialogic engagement with Van Eyck’s “The Arnolf-
ini Couple,” Cézanne’s Mont Saint Victoire series, and Klee’s “The 
Messenger of Autumn” allows him to become clearer about what 
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he is striving for. They serve as visual representations of his preoc-
cupations.

Dialogic Engagement with Other Characters

In addition to the obvious sort of dialogism unleashed by overt ref-
erences to other literary, musical, and pictorial works of art, we can 
find dialogic potential in Urwind’s orientation to his wife and var-
ious other characters. Bakhtin writes in Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics that the Dostoevskian protagonist’s discourse “must find it-
self, reveal itself among other words, within an intense field of in-
terorientations” (1984, 239). These “other words” are the words of 
other characters, actual or imagined. Carpelan’s protagonist like-
wise strives to understand himself within an “intense field of inter-
orientations” as he looks back upon his life and conjures up the var-
ious people who made an impression on him.

In many cases, the effectiveness of the conjuring up is en-
hanced by a richly particularized setting. For Bakhtin, a point of 
view needs to be particularized and not abstract; dialogic dynam-
ics requires rich particularization. For Urwind’s life review to be 
effective, he needs to ground the remembered voices of his past in 
the details of the individuals’ circumstances. In Bakhtinian terms, 
when a character is located within a matrix of time and space coor-
dinates, that character can be said to occupy a unique chronotope. 
In Urwind, the many passages of poetic prose are in the service of 
establishing chronotopic particularity which then enhances the dia-
logic potential of the position being represented because the repre-
sented positions are no longer abstract. When the positions of dif-
ferent points of view defined by different chronotopes engage with 
each other, we have a dialogism of chronotopes.7 Some of the pas-
sages where Urwind remembers people from his past demonstrate 
the enhanced dialogism that obtains from locating points of view 
in unique time-space coordinates. Bakhtin ends “Forms of Time 
and of the Chronotope in the Novel” by declaring, “[E]very en-
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try into the sphere of meanings is accomplished only through the 
gates of the chronotope” (1981, 258). For Bakhtin, any particular 
chronotope involves a unique relationship between time and space. 
A chronotope can involve a specific time and place or a non-specif-
ic time and place, or one of the terms can be specific and the oth-
er can be non-specific. In Urwind, the character-based chronotopes 
tend to be richer in details about place than they are about time. In 
this vein, Pauli Tapani Karjalainen’s (1988) observation that in Ur-
wind, “[p]lace is a story we tell” is provocatively apt.8

It would seem that the protagonist’s orientation to Maria would 
be a rich source of dialogicity. After all, he writes on the first page, 
“I am writing a diary for you, you will receive it as a part of me 
when you come back” (1). One might expect his entire narrative 
to be structured around a deep engagement with her, anticipating 
her reactions, answering them in advance—speaking throughout, 
as Bakhtin puts it, with a “sideward glance” (e.g., Bakhtin 1984, 
203). Indeed, there is one passage early in the novel that is curious-
ly similar to the passage Bakhtin focuses on in Dostoevsky’s Poor 
Folk where Makar describes to Varenka his modest quarters near 
the kitchen, anticipating her reactions (Bakhtin 1984, 204ff.). Ur-
wind writes, “I know that you think I spend too much time here, in 
the room facing the rear courtyard. I have a kitchenette, I have had 
a simple shower room put in, I have my CD player, I have left the 
TV in our living room, even if you can scarcely watch it” (5). But 
the fact of the matter is that he does not have the cringing sideward 
glance that Bakhtin ascribes to Makar in Poor Folk. In fact, while 
ostensibly intending to show Maria his entire journal upon her re-
turn and while addressing her directly in numerous places through-
out the novel, ironically Urwind’s narrative is not structured around 
a dialogic engagement with the woman who needed to get away 
from her husband for a year. The references to Maria seem perfunc-
tory and do not lead to any real engagement with her. Her presence 
as a potential reader does not seem to exert much influence on Ur-
wind’s writing at all, even though he claims he misses her dearly. 
Instead, he uses the agreement that he’ll share the journal with her 
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when she returns to embark upon an extended meditation on his 
own life for his own purposes. On the second page, he notes that 
he is “writing to you [Maria], at long range. Or is it to myself that 
I write, this unfamiliar I that dodges off round each window corner 
[...]?” (2). It turns out that that is indeed his primary purpose for 
writing; however, to a remarkable degree this writing to himself, 
which may seem tedious and solipsistic at first glance, involves di-
alogic interorientations to the words of others.

More important by far than his orientation towards Maria is his 
orientation in the journal towards his Aunt Viktoria. She functions 
as an alter ego or Doppelgänger. In contrast to the usual role of the 
Double in fiction written in the third person, where the author plac-
es a secondary character in the plot to represent a side of the protag-
onist that the protagonist lacks or that has been repressed, here the 
protagonist himself intentionally cultivates memories of this sec-
ondary character out of a deliberate agenda to supplement his own 
shortcomings. He desperately needs to work himself out of his mid-
life crisis. He suffers from depression, low self-esteem, passivity, 
and crippling self-doubt. He is the typical modern anti-hero whose 
stature is lower than, not higher than, the average person’s.9 Vikto-
ria is the exact opposite of Urwind. She is self-sufficient, bold, cou-
rageous—and joyful. He deliberately incorporates her into his nar-
rative to remind himself of the qualities she represents. He gives 
her a conspicuously important place in his narrative. She is less a 
Bakhtinian “penetrative word,” intersecting with an internal dia-
logue within himself and setting off an intensified version of that 
pre-existing internal debate, than she is a deliberately chosen ex-
ternal voice representing what he knows he needs as a supplement 
to his own dominant voice. The compelling dialogicity that arises 
from her place in the narrative is due to his deliberate wooing of her 
strengths by giving her a prominent place in his journal and having 
her speak to his shortcomings—directly and indirectly.

There are several important moments when Urwind engages di-
alogically with Viktoria as he tries to work his way out of his un-
productive state. One such moment occurs in Chapter 4 (“In Vik-



44Nykykulttuuri 126

toria’s Room”), where he imagines her giving him advice both as a 
youngster and as a middle-aged man. She declares, “To live one’s 
life, what else is there to do here?” (15). There are three chrono-
topes in this chapter: that of Urwind in the present, Dani in the 
past, and Viktoria as she existed in the past. The specificity of detail 
about Viktoria and her environment provided by the protagonist in 
his journal enhances the power of her words because the richness 
of setting gives the necessary ground for her point of view to reso-
nate with authenticity. Interestingly, Urwind remarks that his mem-
ory of the color of her eyes functions like a catalyst to bring back 
the past: “It is all happening here and now, the past is waiting for 
me, it has the blue color of her eyes” (16). Viktoria and her philos-
ophy of life are not remembered in abstract terms but through con-
crete details, the specificity of which makes her philosophy of life 
more meaningful. Another example of Urwind’s dialogic engage-
ment with Viktoria occurs in Chapter 37 (“Viktoria’s Blue Cathe-
dral”). She has built out of wood and glue a model cathedral which 
seems to somehow sum up her entire life and also to represent an 
existentialist assertion of personal value upon the void of exist-
ence. “When one grows old, one must become one’s own heav-
en and church,” she declares (137). Urwind writes: “From Vikto-
ria’s cathedral emanates a faint but clear music. It speaks of a great 
calm, beyond childhood, beyond death. It smells of wood and glue, 
but also of something unknown, more obscure, more bitter. It con-
tains so much completed longing. And what does your cathedral 
look like, Daniel?” (138). The richly detailed nature of Urwind’s 
vision of Viktoria in this chapter gives resonance to her prodding. 
Chapter 49 (“Viktoria Speaks”) is another example of how his di-
alogic engagement with Viktoria contributes to his quest. He ima-
gines her in old age here—she’s eighty and close to death—speak-
ing to him at age forty-nine. She’s lonely and resigned to die. Her 
wisdom for him is tempered by her advanced age. She talks about 
grace. And she confronts him with the ultimate question: “What 
does your Book of Daniel look like?” (178). He imagines she calls 
him an “old hack” (177); he thinks of himself as a “blockhead” 
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(179). Given that all the passages involving Viktoria are imagined 
by Urwind—she is, after all, dead in the present moment of the nar-
rative—the dialogic potential of her life philosophy and challeng-
es to him is significant. Her significance is enhanced by positioning 
her shortly after the beginning of the narrative (Chapter 4, “In Vik-
toria’s Room”) and shortly before the end (Chapter 49, “Viktoria 
Speaks”). Viktoria was important to young Dani, but she is equally 
important—perhaps even more important—to the middle-aged pro-
tagonist. He uses his journal to remember her but also to resurrect 
her in such a way that she can help him overcome his crippling pas-
sivity and self-doubt.

Urwind also enlists the support of his mother in an attempt to lift 
himself up by his bootstraps through the journal exercise. In Chap-
ter 39 (“The Farthest Place”) he imagines a conversation with her 
from the other side of the grave in which she offers advice to him as 
a thirty-nine-year-old man. He has her say to him: “I tried to praise 
life, that ought to be our task, don’t you think, Daniel?” (146). The 
final page of this chapter is poignant in its depiction of the mother 
and her sympathy for her struggling son (“[Y]ou are still seeking, 
groping your way through open rooms, have no permanent place, 
only a labyrinth, echo chamber [...]” [147]). While she is not the 
same independent spirit that Viktoria was, Urwind was very close 
to his mother and mourned her loss. She has a place in the line-up 
he has established to help him work his way out of his unproduc-
tive solipsism in spite of her preference for seeking refuge from the 
wind of life by taking Cézanne as her artistic inspiration.

Very different from the dialogic dynamic resulting from the in-
clusion of his mother’s and his aunt’s voices is the inclusion of 
criticism from the librarian, Emerentia Busch, and his neighbor, 
Herman Stilen. Urwind incorporates the voices of his mother and 
his aunt to provide moral support; in contrast, he demonstrates in 
the passages on Herman Stilen and Emerentia Busch that he can 
leave behind his own position and acknowledge the unsympathet-
ic criticism of others. By including voices of criticism, Urwind ex-
pands and enriches the heteroglossia of his narrative and the dia-
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logic event potential. A protagonist with a dialogized consciousness 
hears voices—a great many of them, representing a wide range of 
possible perspectives—and he finds an identity for himself through 
that process.

Urwind demonstrates that he can understand why the librari-
an, Emerentia Busch, was unfriendly towards children who came 
to the library. Surely Dani was not this understanding. To him, she 
must have been a “witch.” But the older Daniel can understand why 
Emerentia resented the kids creating a mess in her library. The long 
passage on her in Chapter 11 (“The Library”) is impressive for the 
way it establishes the oppressive strictness and rigidity of the head 
librarian while at the same time suggesting the validity of her criti-
cism as well as an appreciation of her values. Urwind describes one 
day when his mother got into a massive argument with Emerentia 
Busch when she, his mother, came to the defense of Dani and chil-
dren in general. The librarian rose to the challenge, distinguishing 
between the way adults and children behave in her library:

[T]hey [the adults] do not leave ham sandwiches between the leaves 
of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, they do not live like savages 
or cannibals, drones or dreamers inside the covers that have been pur-
chased with precious municipal resources! [...]. And what does Mrs. 
Urwind think we do here day in and day out? Every day we clear up 
books that the children have spread out on the floor [...]. There are texts 
that they swallowed, that are lost forever! And what do you think we 
find among the cards in the catalogue? [...]. You should see the picture 
books! Children eat everything, poke their fingers into everything, take 
a great interest in everything, run up and down behind the book stacks, 
this [is] how they do it, this is how they spread out their arms, they 
bring everything toppling down, hurl themselves to the floor, clamber 
about like monkeys [...]. (41)

Nevertheless, Urwind writes near the end of his long recollection 
these favorable words: “Emerentia is burning with indignation and 
delight. She is a big red cloud, she shakes our dust off us, blows 
our noses, opens our eyes, what is life in the street compared to life 
here [...]” (41).10
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In the passage I am thinking of involving Herman Stilen, Ur-
wind shows that he is aware of Mr. Stilen’s contempt. He feels in 
Herman’s presence “a mild contempt [...]. I am the bookworm’s 
boy and books are something one can do without except when it’s 
a matter of struggling grimly forward” (23). There is considerable 
free indirect discourse in this lengthy passage through which Ur-
wind conveys both Herman’s disdain of Dani’s bookishness and 
his worthlessness in practical matters as well as Urwind’s own sa-
tiric treatment of Herman’s sense of superiority. The tone of satir-
ic undercutting comes across in phrases like these: “No, no one can 
lead Herman Stilen up the garden path. He laughs, shortly. Some-
thing dark and pompous permeates everything here, the wedding 
bouquet that stands like a mummy on the top shelf of the cupboard 
[...]. It has all been accumulated with dry passion” (24). The bi-di-
rectional criticism (Herman of Dani, Urwind of Herman) is inter-
twined in this passage and is nearly simultaneous; the lack of quo-
tation marks enhances the complex intertwining of viewpoints by 
not separating them out formally. This passage is therefore a good 
example of what Bakhtin calls “double-voiced discourse,” and it is 
similar to what in narratological terms is called free indirect dis-
course: two viewpoints are meshed together in a passage that ap-
pears at first glance to be monologic (singular and unified in view-
point).11 What I want to stress is Urwind’s willingness to allow for 
Stilen’s criticism, even though he has his own criticism of Stilen. It 
is unclear how aware young Dani was of Stilen’s disdain; what is 
clear is that the protagonist, in remembering Stilen, gives full ex-
pression to his neighbor’s criticism of him at this critical time in his 
life when everything is in shambles.

My point in directing attention to these moments in the narrative 
where Urwind imagines people criticizing him is to suggest that 
his ability to see and acknowledge the criticism of Herman Stilen 
and Emerentia Busch from their perspective at least to a certain de-
gree (albeit with some satiric undercutting as well) suggests some-
thing other than a monologically firm consciousness—and mon-
ologic firmness is the antithesis of Bakhtinian openness to other 
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voices. His ability to see from their eyes at least to some degree 
is an indication of a dialogized consciousness or a consciousness 
that is prepared to reach beyond itself.12 Approaching the protag-
onist from a Bakhtinian perspective makes it easier to appreciate 
the richness and complexity of this notoriously difficult novel. The 
scenes involving Emerentia Busch and Herman Stilen are not gra-
tuitous memories; they are strategic exercises as part of Urwind’s 
life review.

Carnival

Bakhtin’s concept of carnival is noticeably different from his theory 
of dialogism in that the carnivalesque dynamic consists of a dialec-
tical opposition between points of view instead of the deeper, more 
intense “interorientation” between viewpoints characterized by di-
alogic dynamics.13 Bakhtin’s concept of carnival stresses the ag-
gressive challenging and overturning of established rules and val-
ues. Carnival time allows for the overturning or transvaluation of 
established order.14 There are several passages in the novel in which 
Urwind describes fantasies or dreams of a bizarre and entirely im-
probable nature, characterized by fantastic, surrealistic happen-
ings.15 From a Bakhtinian perspective, these moments, which may 
make a reader uncomfortable who prefers traditional realism, are 
carnivalesque moments that contribute to the protagonist’s over-
all dialogic agenda through the abrupt challenge to the status quo 
of his life and personality. Urwind is rather conservative and pas-
sive; he is cautious and hesitant. The carnival moments, which usu-
ally come unexpectedly and are departures from his everyday ex-
perience, are assaults upon that rigidity. The challenge is dialectical 
during the carnival moment, but the protagonist is affected by each 
of those challenges; although there is no dialogic engagement dur-
ing the carnival moment, a seed is planted that eventually bears di-
alogic fruit. Urwind is an interesting example of how carnivalesque 
assaults upon a rigid consciousness can, along with other, deeper 
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dialogic dynamics, contribute to an opening up of that conscious-
ness. The fantastic and sometimes phantasmagoric scenarios im-
agined by Urwind in these carnival moments open up new possibil-
ities for him as he strives at the age of fifty-three to come to terms 
with and move beyond his limitations.16

The novel’s epigraph is relevant to the carnivalesque strain in Ur-
wind. The lines from Gunnar Björling’s Sungreen (Solgrönt, 1933) 
speak to the carnivalesque impulse to turn things upside-down and 
inside-out to challenge the status quo while still maintaining a hold 
on life. The persona of the poem declares, “I want [...] houses to 
stand on their roofs and the ground to hover in the air / all the lines, 
the forms be hurled up in the air / like a topsy-turviness [...] and all 
be as it is, / from the [inside] out.17 That we stand in balance / on 
opened street’s abyss’s walls / and hold house and eyes together.” 
These lines from Sungreen speak to the protagonist’s desperate at-
tempt to move beyond his limitations while still maintaining some 
sense of control.

Some of the carnival moments are affirmative, enlightening, or 
ennobling in their extravagant departures from verisimilitude. One 
example is Chapter 30 (“The Lift Journey”). Here Daniel fanta-
sizes that the elevator he’s taking with others to Viktoria’s apart-
ment keeps going up through the roof and high into the sky. The 
experience provides new perspective on himself and life. “I must 
go forward, dragging with me all the rooms I have visited, like 
an old bargeman [...]” (111), he realizes. He also reports that “we 
were seized by a wild joy [...]” (114). Upon their return, he expe-
riences compassion (the word is repeated five times in one sen-
tence) for numerous people in his life—including himself (115). 
The fantastic experience enlarges his perspective, and yet he can 
still maintain his grip on life. Invoking the novel’s epigraph, he re-
ports, “[E]verything gives us new, wild perspectives and the sense 
of balancing at the hour of danger on the walls of the abyss of an 
opened street [...]” (114).

Another example of an affirmative carnivalesque moment 
comes at the beginning of Chapter 34 (“The Way to the Library”):
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While the inhabitants are asleep, the heavy demolition lorries arrive, 
the excavators and the battering rams, gliding airily through the dawn, 
and begin their work. Façades, roofs and interior walls are removed 
with dreamlike swiftness. When we wake up, we can see a long way. 
Everywhere people sit up in bed and find themselves hovering in space 
without limits. We see our house stretching like airy planes towards the 
pigeon-blue sky. The entire neighborhood forms a world of observa-
tions [...]. And then the everyday is there, and outer walls, inner walls 
and roofs stand in their places, apparently immovable. They tremble 
without our noticing it, in the wind [...]. (126)

As with the elevator excursion, there is a breaking free of conven-
tional constraints and an enlargement of perspective. The fact that 
Urwind launches into this fantasy without warning, as he does with 
other fantasies constituting the carnivalesque strain in this novel, 
reinforces the importance of the carnivalesque strain because he 
moves so freely back and forth from the mundane to the fantastic.

Whereas some carnival moments are affirmative and uplifting 
for Urwind, others allow for the expression of anxieties and fears—
also through departures from verisimilitude. In Chapter 19 (“The 
Local Pub-Restaurant”), for example, he sees Viktoria and his fa-
ther together without understanding why, and Sten’s mother blames 
him for her son’s death. Imagining Viktoria and his father together 
comes from a deeper awareness that they had an affair, but he is ap-
parently not yet ready to fully acknowledge it. And the accusation 
of Sten’s mother seems to come from a fear that perhaps he was re-
sponsible. This chapter allows subconscious knowledge to come to 
the fore without Urwind’s having to consciously acknowledge and 
embrace the significance.

Another example of the darker carnivalesque moment is Chap-
ter 27 (“At the Funfair”). This is apparently a dream in which he 
sees Maria at an amusement park. He had received a letter from her 
that disturbed him. “[S]ome tone there makes me wonder, feel a 
vague doubt, an unease,” he writes (101). Then, at the amusement 
park, he sees her but she doesn’t acknowledge him and her face 
is terrifying: “I did not know where I was going, where I was [...] 
there was a woman who looked like you, I followed her, when she 
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turned round her face had disappeared, all that was left were black 
shadows, a grotesquely smiling mouth” (102). His subconscious 
knows she is about to leave him and it tries to communicate that 
knowledge to him, but he is not yet ready to accept the fact. Lat-
er in the chapter, he stumbles upon a hall of mirrors: “The hall lay 
outside the amusement park proper, as though it had been built only 
for me,” he reports. Then he describes in poetic detail the various 
distortions of himself he experienced inside—“where one’s body 
assumed grotesque forms [...]” (103). This carnival moment repre-
sents a need on his part to turn himself inside-out and topsy-turvy—
not so much literally, as with the hall of mirrors, but figuratively, to 
force himself to come to terms with his mid-life malaise.

Another darker carnival moment occurs in Chapter 47 (“In the 
Old Classroom”). In this surrealistic scene, the protagonist ima-
gines his elementary school teacher quizzing him on Protagoras’ 
second fallacy. Apparently, Urwind has wandered into his old el-
ementary school classroom while everyone is outside playing. As 
he looks around the empty classroom, he experiences many memo-
ries. Then he imagines his teacher quizzing him. He does not know 
the answer to the question. He stands at the blackboard, “transfixed 
by cold light” (172). He then imagines that his punishment is de-
tention: “Daniel can go to his place. Daniel has grasped nothing of 
today’s lesson, and nothing of previous lessons either. Daniel must 
stay behind in life and sort it out” (173). The richly detailed chrono-
tope of the classroom helps make the imagined rebuke all the more 
painful for its relevance to the protagonist’s present circumstances. 
This chapter is thus another example of dialogized chronotopes in 
Urwind: the chronotope of the middle-aged man struggling with his 
mid-life crisis of identity engages dialogically with the chronotope 
of the elementary school classroom and its authoritarian teacher 
who publicly humiliates students for their shortcomings. In this sur-
realistic scene, the school teacher is apparently chastising the mid-
dle-aged Urwind in front of the class of children. This chapter is a 
remarkable exercise on Urwind’s part in self-criticism, undertaken 
as part of his life review. He diversifies the range of self-rebuke by 
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imagining his elementary school teacher taking him to task for fail-
ing to accomplish more.

Yet another disturbing carnival moment occurs in Chapter Thir-
ty-Four (“The Way to the Library”). Here he dreams that he’s told 
by a librarian that there are no books by him in the collection:

He leafs through his card index, the back of his head is quite shiny, like 
[...] that of a deathshead. When he turns round I see that his features 
have been carved with a knife, the dark eye-sockets, the high cheek-
bones, the bared teeth, the jawbones’ clutching-tongs. He says, in his 
soft, clear voice: You are not here. Here are only those who are able to 
express themselves, who have a language, who are at once dead and 
alive. I can only find you in the telephone directory. That is your book. 
Look in it. Dial the number. Perhaps someone will answer. (128)

This dream, with its improbable and grotesque elements, represents 
his fears that he will never publish anything noteworthy. It is a cru-
cial moment in the narrative, representing an underlying angst. As 
such, it is another remarkable example of his ability to imagine crit-
icism of others, even perverse criticism. Although the dream is dis-
turbing, it nevertheless shakes him up and spurns him onward.

My final example of a carnival moment that throws Urwind into 
a strange situation to challenge his status quo occurs in Chapter 50 
(“The December Festival”). As mentioned earlier, in this chapter 
Gabriel offers wise words to the protagonist, much as the biblical 
Gabriel functions to pass on words of wisdom to the biblical Dan-
iel.18 In Chapter 50, Gabriel offers Urwind some of the best inspira-
tional advice he has received over the course of the narrative: “Of 
airy nothing are we made, to airy nothing do we return [...]. Courage 
exists [...] mercy exists, and sharp perception. Feel with the eye, see 
[with] the heart!” (183). Instead of being inspired by Gabriel’s wise 
words, however, Urwind is immobilized. He cannot rise to the oc-
casion and accept Gabriel’s invitation to accept the baton. Here, as 
in Chapter 19 (“The Local Pub-Restaurant”) and Chapter 27 (“The 
Funfair”), there is a conventional “carnival” atmosphere (things 
are topsy-turvy, there is a “festival procession” [180] and “carni-
val costumes” [181]), and yet the deeper significance is not festi-
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val, procession, pageantry, or partying, but dialectical challenge to 
the status quo of the protagonist’s way of life and habit of mind. 
Urwind needs this dream or fantasy to challenge himself, to shake 
himself out of his passivity, to accept the baton offered him by Ga-
briel. Taken together, the various examples I’ve given of the carni-
val strain in this novel—whether affirmative and uplifting, or crit-
ical and challenging—contribute to the protagonist’s quest to lift 
himself up by his own bootstraps. They help him move beyond his 
mid-life malaise. While some readers may want to simply catego-
rize these moments as interesting exercises in “magic realism” and 
leave it at that, I suggest that these carnivalesque moments be seen 
as crucial contributors to the protagonist’s dialogic agenda through 
their dialectical challenge to the status quo of his life.

Dialogic Juxtaposition of Chapters

In addition to the dialogic dynamics obtaining from intertextuali-
ty, engagement with other characters through memory, and carni-
valized moments, there can be an additional kind of dialogic glue 
that provides coherence and significance to Urwind by enhancing 
the struggle and the meaning of the protagonist’s quest. There can 
be a dialogic cohesiveness resulting from contiguous juxtapositions 
of chapters on the narrative’s syntagmatic axis through the active 
agency of an alert reader who can discern and activate the dialog-
ic event potential inherent in the silent, unexplained, transitionless 
pairings of chapters. Many examples could be found of meaning-
ful pairings, and the examples would undoubtedly vary from read-
er to reader, which introduces another chronotope to the chrono-
tope-crowded novel—the unique time-space positionality of the 
reader. I will offer just a few examples of meaningful pairings to 
illustrate the point. Given the resistance to this novel among many 
readers who cannot make overall sense of its assemblage of narra-
tive excursions, considering for a moment the syntagmatic and tem-
poral axis of reading is important.
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In Chapter 9 (“The Haffner”), we find Urwind engaged in a fan-
tasy of self-transcendent joy as he imagines himself pressed into 
service to conduct Mozart’s sublime symphony. In Chapter 10 
(“The Arnolfini Couple”), we find him reflecting upon possible 
personal shortcomings that might be interfering with his marriage. 
The contrast between the peak experience imagined in Chapter 9 
and the mundane matter of marital conflict hinted at in Chapter 10 
points up the struggle in life between the desired ideal and the mun-
dane reality. “Sooner or later you sit on the edge of your bed and see 
that your sock has a hole,” he states at the outset of Chapter 10. That 
banal statement begins the transition from the glory of the “Haff-
ner” to the troubling conflict between Urwind and Maria. The op-
posite moods brought into juxtaposition by the pairing of these two 
chapters is typical of the back-and-forth between affirmative and 
depressed moods throughout the novel.

Another effective and thematically significant juxtaposition oc-
curs with the pairing of Chapters 29 and 30. In Chapter 29 (“On the 
Way Yonder”), Urwind describes the death of his mother, a loss that 
was obviously hard on him. In Chapter 30 (“The Lift Journey”), he 
describes an expansive experience as the elevator soars up into the 
sky where the occupants are “seized by a wild joy” (114) and he ex-
periences compassion for others as well as himself. Wild joy and 
compassion are effective antidotes to the loss of a beloved parent. 
The juxtaposition of opposite moods without conventional transi-
tion or commentary enhances the novel’s realism and universality 
because it is true to life. As Gabriel states, “One is forced to live in 
contradictions, if they were erased life would collapse” (135).

Another contiguous pairing with dialogic event potential is the 
juxtaposition of Chapters 36 (“Gabriel’s Heavenly Geography”) 
and 37 (“Viktoria’s Blue Cathedral”). In Chapter 36 Urwind pre-
sents Gabriel handing down a philosophy of joy. Quoting Uvav-
nuk, an Inuit shaman, Gabriel offers these lines (as previously men-
tioned): “ ‘The great sea moves me, the great sea takes me away, 
it bows me like the grass on a stone in the river. The height of the 
heavens moves me, the strong wind blows through me, takes me 
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with it so that I tremble with joy’ ” (135). In Chapter 37 we learn 
about Viktoria’s Blue Cathedral, a model of sorts that she built in 
her apartment representing her healthy philosophy of self-accept-
ance and self-reliance. Viktoria’s Blue Cathedral is an example of 
what Gabriel would like to encourage Urwind to engage in. Chap-
ter 36 offers Urwind the inspiration of shamanistic joy; Chapter 
37 presents him with a more down-to-earth existential self-affir-
mation.

With each pairing, we can assume that the protagonist is aware 
of the connections between the chapters. However, the absence of 
transitions and overtly stated relationships requires a more active 
kind of reading, which then draws readers into Urwind’s quest and 
makes them more active, allowing them to grow along with the pro-
tagonist through the discovery of the unarticulated logic. Readers 
who approach Urwind with a Bakhtinian sensitivity to the dialog-
ic event potential between chapters can better appreciate the coher-
ence of this seemingly chaotic, fragmented narrative.

Conclusion

A Bakhtinian reading of Bo Carpelan’s Urwind does not find the 
novel disjointed, self-indulgent, tiring, and impossible to read; such 
an approach does not find the protagonist suffering from near-para-
lyzing alienation and listlessness, wallowing in hindsight, lacking 
connection to others, and unable to use his own words to express 
himself. Instead, by approaching the novel with the Bakhtinian 
concepts of heteroglossia, dialogism, chronotope, and carnival, we 
can appreciate the “strange depth” Karjalainen finds in this novel 
of an “alien man” (1998, 175) struggling to come to terms with his 
mid-life identity crisis. What results from a Bakhtinian approach is 
an appreciation of the sincerity and depth of the protagonist’s effort 
to lift himself by his own bootstraps to arrive at an affirmation of 
joy in the face of the existential fact of death. As such, the “furious 
joy” (99) with which Ludvig creates art in the hospital surrounded 
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by old age and death becomes representative of what Urwind as-
pires towards, even if living on a “low flame” (185) is more char-
acteristic of him. Ultimately, what we eventually realize when ap-
proaching the novel from a Bakhtinian perspective is that the novel 
we are reading represents the end of his struggle. Urwind is a Kün-
stlerroman in the Proustian tradition because in the very telling of 
the story of the protagonist’s struggle there is an implied achieve-
ment of his quest. We should assume that Daniel Urwind has finally 
managed to get his name in the library’s card catalogue.
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NOTES

1 Here is the highly poetic beginning of Chapter 2: 
The cold strikes, forcing the house’s inhabitants into bundles of clot-
hes and snowy silence. Sounds reverberate like gashes in the bright 
air. The silence expands towards evening and the darkness arches with 
black starry heavens. Life’s pattern seems hammered into my cons-
ciousness with steel nails. Houses interpenetrate, and the dreams that 
are dreamt behind closed doors are secret or obliterated by ice-floes. 
They drift into black floatways along the quays, where in the mor-
nings the smoke rises towards a sky fragile as glass. Sparkling snow-
ploughs churn up their black tracks in my sleep at night. Everything 
that happens happens slowly at this furtive time. People walk in their 
own blackness, it is only the children who roll like motley-coloured 
spools of thread in and out of the snow of the parks. (6)

2 Bakhtin’s preference for heteroglossic and dialogic environments that 
are not subsumed under a single consciousness is seen in the following 
statements: “[Dostoevsky’s novels] are constructed not as the whole 
of a single consciousness, absorbing other consciousnesses as objects 
into itself, but as a whole formed by the interaction of several con-
sciousnesses, none of which entirely becomes an object for the oth-
er.” And: “It is quite possible to imagine and postulate a unified truth 
that requires a plurality of consciousnesses, one that cannot in princi-
ple be fitted into the bounds of a single consciousness [...]” (Bakhtin 
1984, 18, 81).
3 The Oxford English Dictionary’s definition for “bootstrap” will help 
explain my use of the metaphor: “To make use of existing resources or 
capabilities to raise (oneself) to a new situation or state; to modify or 
improve by making use of what is already present.”
4 It should be acknowledged that there are some limitations to the het-
eroglossia in Urwind. Assessing a novel from a Bakhtinian perspective 
yields useful insights not only when the novel is found to conform pre-
cisely to Bakhtin’s ideal novelistic universe but also when a novel is 
found to fall short of the Bakhtinian ideal. The diversity of the protag-
onist’s childhood environment is limited by the restriction to the actu-
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al residents of his particular apartment complex. Few if any perspec-
tives from “above” or “below” the socio-economic level of his apart-
ment complex are provided. As for the countless authors mentioned in 
chapter after chapter, we might note that they are mostly white, male, 
Western writers. The same could be said of the composers and artists 
he mentions throughout. Notwithstanding those qualifications, howev-
er, it is clear that this novel is richer than most in the range of diverse 
perspectives forced upon and sought by the protagonist.
5 “so much depends / upon / a red wheel / barrow / glazed with rain / 
water / beside the white / chickens.”
6 I use “Dani” throughout this essay to refer to the young Daniel Ur-
wind.
7 On the dialogic relations between chronotopes, see Bakhtin (1981), 
“Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel” (252).
8 In an interview given to the CBC, Carpelan has this to say about the 
importance of place in Urwind: 

Urwind makes a journey through [the protagonist’s] life and through 
all the rooms he has been living in. I’m very interested in rooms—
people don’t tend to remember the rooms they’ve experienced life in 
but I think they are important. Rooms are more interesting than time. 
Time is not interesting for me at all [...]. Time is a very peculiar thing; I 
can’t really understand it. It has very little to do with the clock.

9 Carpelan has this to say about Daniel in the interview he gave to 
the CBC: “I’m interested in persons who are not especially interesting 
when you look at the surface. Small people who are rather big. People 
who, when you look closer at them—they have capacities and have 
dignity, too.”
10 Carpelan undoubtedly had reasons to show some sympathy towards 
Emerentia Busch: he worked for some years as assistant director of the 
Helsinki City Library.
11 See Chapter 5 of Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984) 
for analyses of various forms of double-voiced discourse.
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12 An analytical framework from Bakhtin’s early years for analyzing 
and articulating the continuum of self-other relations is applicable 
to Urwind’s openness to viewpoints and even criticism from others: 
“I-for-myself ” (how I see myself independent of others’ viewpoints 
of me), “I-for-another” (how another person sees me, profiting from 
his/her “surplus of vision”), and “The-other-for-me” (how I see anoth-
er person, profiting from my “surplus of vision”). Carpelan’s protago-
nist moves back and forth along this self-other continuum. (See Bakh-
tin [1990], “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” for his discussion 
of these terms.)
13 This distinction between the dynamics of dialogism and the dynam-
ics of carnival is made forcefully and lucidly by Morson and Emerson 
in Mikhail Bakhtin: Creation of a Prosaics (1990).
14 Although the carnival dynamic can occur during some sort of fes-
tival or party-like event, Bakhtinian carnival is not about “partying.” 
Partying may give free reign to the kind of dynamic found in Bakhtin-
ian carnival but partying is not a prerequisite for Bakhtinian carnival.
15 A write-up on the novel on the culture page of the UNESCO website 
makes this observation, which is relevant to the bizarre carnivalesque 
moments in Urwind: “[Carpelan’s] prose often issues from the uncon-
trollable subconscious, dreamlike and nightmarish realms whose sur-
realistic details are visually potent.”
16 For Bakhtin’s discussions of carnival, see Chapter 4 of Problems of 
Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984) as well as Rabelais and His World (1968). 
The following passage in the former is representative and pertinent to 
my analysis of Urwind:

[Carnivalization is] an extraordinarily flexible form of artistic visu-
alization, a peculiar sort of heuristic principle making possible the 
discovery of new and as yet unseen things. By relativizing all that was 
externally stable, set and ready-made, carnivalization with its pathos of 
change and renewal permitted Dostoevsky to penetrate into the deepest 
layers of man and human relationships [...]. Everything in [Crime and 
Punishment]—the fates of people, their experiences and ideas—is pus-
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hed to its boundaries, everything is prepared, as it were, to pass over 
into its opposite (but not, of course, in the abstractly dialectical sen-
se), everything is taken to the extreme, to its outermost limit. (166–67)

17 I’ve changed “from the inside’s out” to “from the inside out.” My 
edition of Urwind has the former in the novel’s epigraph from Björling; 
I’ve changed it for the sake of clarity. For helpful comments on the rel-
ative strangeness of Björling’s poetry, see Hertzberg.
18 One difference would be that the wisdom of Carpelan’s Gabri-
el is this-worldly whereas the wisdom of the biblical Gabriel is oth-
er-worldly.

Acknowledgements: I am indebted to Russ Greer and Brian Kennedy for 
their insightful suggestions for revision, as well as the recommendations 
of the press’s readers.
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Roger Holmström

BO CARPELAN AND MULTIVOICEDNESS: URWIND 
IN LIGHT OF BAKHTIN’S THOUGHTS ON  

METHODOLOGY FOR THE STUDY OF THE NOVEL

Bo Carpelan’s Urwind (1993) has been translated—its title kept 
the same—into English by David McDuff (1998). A report in the 
Finnish literature researchers’ journal Avain (3–4/2005) claims that 
four speakers at the Twelfth International Bakhtin conference in 
Jyväskylä in the summer of 2005 had all prepared comments on the 
novel independently of each other, and at times it even seemed as 
if they were not even talking about the same book. During a subse-
quent panel discussion on the interpretation of Urwind, the panel’s 
chairperson Brian Kennedy noted that Bakhtin, paradoxically, can 
be said to be both everywhere and yet nowhere, given that several 
of his central concepts have gained universal currency.

It is easy to agree with Dr. Kennedy. Looked at from the oth-
er side, it is also fair to say that certain novels are particularly well 
suited to exemplify Bakhtin’s theories. One such novel is Car-
pelan’s Urwind. In what follows, I would like to support this argu-
ment by identifying some central characteristics, which, according 
to Bakhtin, stand out in the novel, and to highlight their relevance 
to Urwind. With respect to space constraints, I am limiting myself 
to Bakhtin’s article “Epic and Novel: Toward a Methodology for 
the Study of the Novel” (1941), part of The Dialogic Imagination 
(translated into English and edited by Michael Holquist; the article 
was originally published in 1981 and refers to a lecture given by 
Bakhtin in Moscow in 1941.) These summarized reflections on Ur-
wind in light of Bakhtin will additionally be followed by five chap-
ters from my monograph on Carpelan’s novel, published under the 
title Vindfartsvägar (Ways of the Wind, 1998).

My interest in Urwind was first awakened the very same fall 
the book came out and was honored with the prestigious Finlan-
dia prize. I was primarily intrigued by the book’s composition and 



64Nykykulttuuri 126

structure and decided to follow the author’s advice to the letter and 
read the book’s 53 chapters a week at a time during the course of a 
whole year. Reading it in this way expanded my appreciation of it 
in several directions, and my technique is reflected in my choice of 
subheading for my book: Strövtåg i Bo Carpelans Urwind (Wan-
derings through Bo Carpelan’s Urwind). Repeated readings—chap-
ter by chapter—became a kind of journey through the whole of 
Carpelan’s authorship, sampling the fruits which he sows both as-
tutely and generously throughout his pages. The index in my book 
(listing almost 200 names), combined with Carpelan’s abundant lit-
erary output, paints a picture of the educational tradition that the 
novel can be said to represent. Urwind is a veritable cornucopia! 
Each rereading reveals new aspects, and the parallels with various 
representatives of the worlds of poetry, art, and music are so nu-
merous that the index in my book about Urwind could be extend-
ed much further.

Which aspects of Urwind can Bakhtin’s description of the nov-
el as a genre best be applied to? A natural point of departure for an-
swering this question is provided by Bakhtin’s earlier-referenced 
1941 statement on how “the generic skeleton of the novel is still far 
from being hardened” and that we as readers are unable to foresee 
the novel’s “elastic possibilities.” In the published form of this ad-
dress, Bakhtin also states that the novel is “the sole genre that con-
tinues to develop” (1981, 3, 196). This point of view corresponds 
both with the dynamic and the unconcluded aspects of Carpelan’s 
novel. Not for nothing is one of the chapters of Urwind entitled 
“The Book That Writes You.” Or as Bakhtin puts it: “The novel 
comes into contact with the spontaneity of the inconclusive present; 
this is what keeps the genre from congealing” (1981a, 27). This “in-
conclusive present” is especially notable in Daniel Urwind’s con-
stant musing over the past.

Another characteristic feature of the novel, according to Bakh-
tin, is the ever-present inclusion of parody and travesty (6 ff.). On 
this point, Urwind is riddled with examples, ranging from the Bible 
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to classics such as Shakespeare and Goethe, and so on to Carpelan’s 
own works within various genres.

With overarching insight, Bakhtin identifies three characteris-
tics specific to the novel, these being as follows:

1. Its stylistic three-dimensionality, which is linked with the multi-lan-
guaged consciousness realized in the novel.

2. The radical change it effects in the temporal coordinates of the lit-
erary image.

3. The new zone opened by the novel for structuring literary images, 
namely, the zone of maximal contact with the present (with contempo-
rary reality) in all its openendedness. (11)

All three of these appear in Carpelan’s novel. And though I, for my 
part, conducted my wanderings through Urwind without a specific 
novel theorist to hand, the following passages from my book Vind-
fartsvägar illustrate that the manifestation of various characters’ 
consciousnesses in combination with various indicators of how 
time and space play a central role.

The universal currency of several of Bakhtin’s concepts can also 
be scrutinized in light of how Bakhtin’s theories have been gaining 
a foothold in Swedish-language literary research during the past 
few decades. Some pioneering research into Swedish academic lit-
erature teaching between 1890 and 1995, carried out at the Univer-
sity of Uppsala and led by Bengt Landgren, has allowed us to ex-
amine which of the main theories are cited in doctoral theses within 
the domain of literature studies. Michael Gustavsson maps out the 
expansion of literary theory between 1976 and 1995 and is able to 
show among other things that, in his thesis entitled Humor, grotesk 
och pikaresk. Studier i Lars Ahlins realism (1975), Hans-Göran Ek-
man introduces Bakhtin’s ideas about folk humor and “carnival” as 
early as 1975 (Landgren 2005, 549). It is then not until the end of 
the 1980s that Bakhtin makes a real breakthrough into Swedish lit-
erary research. In his study, Gustavsson notes that Bakhtin is often 
cited as the most significant reference for intertextuality (Landgren 
2005, 535). One researcher who has paid special attention to the di-
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alogical is Elisabeth Hästbacka with a thesis on Hjalmar Bergman’s 
novels between 1913 and 1918. The book has the Bahktinesque ti-
tle Det mångstämmiga rummet (The Multivoiced Room, 1990) and 
also includes two chapters of theory, partly about Bakhtin’s theory 
of the novel, partly about the dialogical novel.

The title of Hästbacka’s thesis corresponds in every significant 
way to my interpretation of Bo Carpelan’s Urwind. The novel is 
a multivoiced room, and the challenge is to try to find out which 
words are ‘inhabited’. The following five passages from my chap-
ter-by-chapter analysis in Vindfartsvägar will hopefully provide an 
understanding of how Carpelan’s multivoicedness is orchestrated.

Weather and Wind

In the opening moments of his novel Urwind, Bo Carpelan traves-
ties a familiar reference to small-talk, the subject of weather and 
wind. This could easily have ended up sounding banal, but a word-
smith is able to expand upon the everyday in the most surprising 
of ways, in this case forming row upon row of pearls of travesty, 
presenting to the reader both familiar situations and moments of 
striking unpredictability. In the same breath as the author describes 
how weather and wind define the two interlocutors, the beer cel-
lar is blended in with the element that predominates outside Dan-
zig: the sea.

The image in which “the sea swells with beer foam” (UW 3) il-
lustrates Carpelan’s method of combining elements. This expres-
sion, suggestive of sound, manages to flesh out the scene and trans-
verse into something greater. As the narrator hears the sound, he be-
gins to play with the multiple interpretations available in Swedish 
of the name Urwind. Like the trade wind in Harry Martinson’s sym-
bol-rich world of poetry, Carpelan harnesses a host of associations 
ranging from the archetypal image of a wind from the dawn of time 
that hurls people forward through their lives, to a wind that makes 
sails billow and fields of crops bow low.
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Thus far, the reader of the novel might feel that the author has 
indeed managed to bedeck the world around him with elaborate de-
scriptions, but might ask themselves how original he is being. In 
this regard, I believe his prose to represent an art form of high ca-
liber, by virtue of the string of pearls technique he develops. Im-
age is joined to image. He does not stop at depicting the wind as an 
existential weather phenomenon, but goes on to interpret the word 
vind further. In his depiction the vind blows open the door to the 
vind (attic) of childhood memory, whereupon the readers suddenly 
find themselves entering a new room, one filled with a wealth of ar-
tifacts steeped in associations.

Carpelan is uncommonly conscious of rooms and space in his 
work. The room defines the environment, lending it a distinct pal-
pability. One of his collections of poems, I de mörka rummen, i de 
ljusa (In Dark Rooms, In Light Rooms, 1976) contains a poem that 
begins with the following lines:

Jag förnimmer dig  I become aware of you
som att stiga över en tröskel  as if I had stepped
från ett mörkt rum till ett ljust  from a dark room to a light one

The title of the collection is expressly alluded to, and the theme 
reaches out to touch many other works by Carpelan. In these lines, 
Carpelan outlines the spatial perspective at the same time as he de-
fines the relationship between the first and second person.

The introductory passage to the novel leaves the reader in a state 
of curious uncertainty concerning this relationship between I and 
you. The initial dynamic seems clear enough: a narrator—antique 
bookshop keeper Daniel Urwind, 53 years of age—says goodbye to 
his beloved upon her departure to the United States. The couple is 
to live apart for a year, and Daniel begins to keep a diary so that his 
wife, upon her return, will gain an insight into his life. But in this 
respect Daniel is not entirely sure of himself. As he reflects: 

Or is it to myself that I write, this unfamiliar I that dodges off round 
each windy corner, letting the wet snow lash me in the face? Fire, wa-
ter and wind, and that heavy smell from the sea. But I protect myself, 
I surround myself with books, their silence does not demand anything, 
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they exist, they are alive, they are for anyone to open, unlike us human 
beings. (UW 2)

Both in his being far away from his beloved and in his penchant for 
prioritizing the world of art before the real world, Daniel Urwind 
has a kindred spirit in the character of Sven Ingelet in Mikael 
Lybeck’s novel Breven till Cecilia (The Letters to Cecilia, 1920). 
The two leading antagonists are seekers and skeptics who must wri-
te in order to reinforce their own existence. In Daniel’s words: “I 
sit and write, to whom? The man who burned, the child who disap-
peared, they are all vague signs, and I try to capture the intangible 
in words as though I were looking for something, someone, to re-
member” (UW 5). The reference to the man and the child allude to 
Daniel’s imaginary world in the opening chapter. He himself—to 
say nothing of us, his readers—does not always know if the images 
are reality or fantasy. In his capacity to fantasize, the hero of Car-
pelan’s novel is so much more complex than Lybeck’s protagonist.

Time and space become one. The line between dreams and 
waking hours is indiscernible. Daniel Urwind ploughs through the 
mires of his world, reaching out with all of his senses. Let us, week 
by week, follow in his steps!

Backwards and Forwards

Stepping over the threshold to Aunt Viktoria’s is like stepping into 
a time machine. The various planes of time meld effortlessly to-
gether and all events combine to form a single, condensed micro-
cosm of life, a distillation of the human condition. The Viktoria of 
Carpelan’s novel is reminiscent of the Mima of Harry Martinson’s 
space odyssey Aniara (1956). Both have second sight, but with the 
crucial distinction that Viktoria is not a technical creation but a liv-
ing person. She is a person who has been hardened and processed 
by life’s ebb and flow. Her experiences lend her the ability to distin-
guish between the real and the unreal. Like some Oriental manda-
rin, she generously imparts her life wisdom, as summarized by the 
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wonderful maxim “all brilliance comes from within” (UW 13). At 
what cost such victory has been bought is more hinted at than fully 
described, but such as she appears to us in the novel she does fair 
justice to her name.

The bond between Viktoria and Daniel is expressed through the 
fact that she too takes great pleasure in playing with language. Dur-
ing their intimate conversation, she mentions that she has long been 
waiting for Daniel and goes straight on to recite: “From the wind 
[Ur vinden] he’ll come, like a snowflake, and here you are now, 
name and all” (UW 14). Viktoria’s statement can be taken as no 
more than playful banter, an interpretation that suits the context. 
On the other hand, though, the first words—”From the wind he’ll 
come”—carry a heavily biblical tone, alerting the reader to the idea 
that Viktoria is aware of the great divide that is opening within Dan-
iel.

In spite of their blood relation and the similarity of their life phi-
losophy, there is a striking difference between Viktoria and Daniel. 
She keeps a sharp eye on the future, while he buries himself in the 
past. Both regard humanity as a riddle, and their shared effort to try 
and understand their surroundings unites them in a no-strings-at-
tached intimacy.

Within the confines of the novel nothing is impossible. The 
long-since-dead Viktoria becomes one in Daniel’s (dream?) con-
sciousness with Daniel as a child. Unexpected, the lad in the black 
leather jacket—the persecutor from Chapter 2—rings at the door. 
Daniel, who has climbed up on a chair, stares at him through the 
spy-hole, sees his gaping mouth, but doesn’t let him in. Aunt Vik-
toria is told who it is and says: “He thinks he’s my son. Perhaps he 
is?” (UW 16). The question is by no means out of place. Aunt Vik-
toria’s entire bearing depicts her as a modern, universal mother fig-
ure, one who is constantly trying to understand herself and others.

Outside, the world grinds ever onwards in all its brutal reali-
ty, but at Aunt Viktoria’s, just as in Daniel’s consciousness, the fo-
cus is on the here and now. The future and the past are treated as 
one. By juxtaposing Aunt Viktoria with the young Daniel, Carpelan 
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demonstrates how everything is dependent on everything else. Hu-
man beings are inescapably conscious of their past, present, and fu-
ture. Piece is added to piece in life’s ever-growing mosaic of trou-
blesome riddles. Both a look back at the past and a glance ahead at 
the future afford one a better chance of understanding the present.

Memory and the Future

At the point where January and February meet, Daniel Urwind 
continues his philosophical dialogue with Aunt Viktoria. Through 
a hazy and foggy winter landscape they wander, in lofty defiance 
of all objective conceptions of time and space. Their introspection 
transforms the yard and the building where they live into a gigan-
tic labyrinth where every staircase and every door are symbolic rep-
resentations of life’s important crossroads.

Carpelan’s Dagen vänder (The Day is Turning, 1983) contains 
a poem entitled “Minnet” (Memory), which concludes with the fol-
lowing lines:

These words could stand as a conclusion of the fifth chapter of Car-
pelan’s novel. I refer in particular to the passage where the narrator 
hears his aunt say this:

Daniel! Listen! Pay attention! One day all the confusion will be over, 
all the torment and the unexplained, you will learn to live in the great 
absent-mindedness that opens all doors and windows, so that the light 
can flow in and lead you away. Where? Do not ask where. Live your 
life, that is the answer. Don’t forget to remember, it leads you forward. 
(UW 20)

Memory and the future. These are the two main ingredients of Aunt 
Viktoria’s elixir of life. But does this work just as well for Dan-
iel? I believe not. Is he not more readily predisposed towards shy-

Minnet är det i nuet 
som gör framtiden synlig

The memory is that part of the present 
which exposes the future

[transl. by Anne Born]
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ing away and sinking into the past? Neither does he appear to have 
such an easy time of simply shrugging off all his questions and get-
ting on with living his life.

Viktoria’s and Daniel’s polarized approaches to life clarify the 
bases for our existence. Additionally worthy of note is that we can 
never be too attentive in a world of constant change and upheaval.

A Rhapsody of Rooms

Just as with every face, every authorship, too, has its own charac-
teristic profile and unique identifying features. Sometimes an entire 
authorship can be summarized by a single particular symbol, such 
as ‘the house’ and ‘the bird’ in the poetry of Tarjei Vesaas. Some-
times a striking characteristic can be a recurring detail, such as in 
Rabbe Enckell’s ‘matchstick poems’. In Bo Carpelan’s author pro-
file, the room is a notable call mark.

Any reader of Carpelan will quickly note that the rooms in 
which the characters of his poetry live and breathe have a func-
tion that goes beyond that of the outer frame. The title of the poetry 
collection I de mörka rummen, i de ljusa (In Dark Rooms, In Light 
Rooms, 1976) thematizes rooms in the same heavily symbolic way 
as throughout Bo Carpelan’s literary universe. The room is a state in 
symbiosis with the persona of the poem, a persona who is intensely 
observant, especially in the visual sense. In changing state—mov-
ing from room to room—the door becomes a crucial channeler. It 
does by no means open exclusively into a room in the strictly phys-
ical sense of the word. The concept of space may equally stretch 
to views over cities or districts, landscapes, dreams, or tableaux 
of the imagination. A change of room is normally signified by the 
opening of a door, or by one of the characters of Carpelan’s fiction-
al world becoming curious as to what lies behind a closed door. In 
the aforementioned collection of poems, one of the poems begins 
with the words: “Dörren slås upp” (“The door is opened”). One 
of Carpelan’s works of prose is entitled Din gestalt bakom dörren 
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(“Your Figure Behind the Door,” 1975). At every turn, readers are 
confronted with doors, and their attention is drawn further and fur-
ther from one room to the next. I am of the opinion that the room is 
a core concept of Carpelan’s creations to the extent that each indi-
vidual work can be read as a separate element of what I am wont to 
call a “rhapsody of rooms”. Each room is a part of what has come 
before and is incorporated in that which follows as part of some-
thing greater and unending.

These thematics are available for closer inspection in the twen-
ty-third chapter of the novel, entitled “In Rooms Dreamt and Real.” 
Its first sentence reads: “The intractable door refuses to open” (UW 
87). And when the same door four lines later deigns to open, there 
is a switch from light to dark. The analogy with the aforementioned 
collection of poems is clear, but at the same time the dream/reali-
ty coin is introduced, thus broadening the reader’s spectrum of as-
sociations. Depth is, as always in Urwind, added by the ever-shift-
ing perspective of time. Then and now. Standing on the threshold to 
summer, Daniel Urwind recalls his childhood Sundays, with ring-
ing church bells, just like in Hjalmar Söderberg’s Martin Bircks 
ungdom (Martin Birck’s Youth, 1901). Pondering over the passage 
of time and generations, Urwind sees fit to call to question Söder-
berg’s claim that one’s golden years are in middle age, “ ‘when the 
children have just grown up and the old are not yet really old’ ” (89). 
Urwind’s dynamic and fantasizing way of traveling in his world of 
thoughts along the axis of time is not in concord with Söderberg’s 
static manner of regarding ageing in terms of rises and falls.

For Urwind, both time and space are extremely relative con-
cepts that change with the weather and the mood of the behold-
er. Change and complexity are further highlighted by the shift be-
tween the dreamt and the real, both of which are of striking im-
portance in Carpelan’s novels. In his fictive characters’ percep-
tion of the room, it is not merely the eye that is at work. Smells, 
too, play an important part in conjuring up associations. The chap-
ter “In Rooms Dreamt and Real” provides extensive evidence of 
how smell, more specifically the smell of wood followed by the 
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smell of freshly chopped birch wood, guides Daniel Urwind’s steps 
through his world of daydreams from one room to another. The var-
ious planes of consciousness are simultaneously outlined by having 
a room able to suddenly open downwards, or sway before his gaze 
“like the reflection of light in the water jug” (UW 88). The room os-
cillates. It reshapes itself in tune with the slightest shift in the char-
acter’s psyche.

This correlation between room and character explains the he-
gemony of the room in Bo Carpelan’s poetry. The room is more 
than it appears to be. It represents a widening, a lengthening, and a 
deepening of the poem’s narrator’s world of gathered experiences. 
It is in this respect that the expression “rhapsody of rooms” encap-
sulates my way of reading and appreciating Carpelan’s work.

The Manifested City

The structure of novels can be very complicated. Many, having read 
the first four or five chapters of Urwind, put the book aside, ada-
mant that the book is impossible to get into. But those who perse-
vere see the novel’s main threads come to light.

Chapter 34 is called “The Way to the Library,” and exists in 
symbiosis with chapter 11, “The Library.” Taken together they form 
a tribute to the library as a bastion of learning, a cornucopia for 
bookworms of all ages.

The way to the library leads through the newly manifested city. 
The chapter opens with a dream vision in which all walls and barri-
ers are torn down, “the day of total openness has come,” and people 
awaken to “find themselves hovering in space without limits” (UW 
126). Among Carpelan’s readers the scene will call to mind the pas-
sage “Staden drömd” (“The Dreamed-Up City”) in Jag minns att 
jag drömde (I Remember That I Dreamed, 1979), with its paradox-
ical cry of “the whole city dreamed up and thus alive!”

Carpelan’s works provide extensive evidence of what the way to 
the library can mean. Paradiset (Dolphins in the City, 1973) speaks 
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of Johan’s and Marvin’s visit to a library, wherein it is noted that 
“all the soil and sustenance of dreams and curiosity was there” (60). 
In Julius Blom ett huvud för sig (Julius Blom, A Mind of His Own, 
1982), Julius sits in the library reading about the Inca civilization, 
which made the birches where he lived look like they were made of 
gold (118). And in Anders i stan (Anders in the City, 1962), Karlot-
ta and Anders trudge off to the library, where it is noted that “here 
you could sit looking at pictures for years and just forget everything 
around you!” (118). Each of these examples stands as a variation on 
the theme of the library representing the manifested city.

With this in mind, it is no surprise that Bo Carpelan certifies just 
how much the library has meant and still means for him both per-
sonally and professionally. He reinforces this in an interview with 
Eva Johansson in Biblioteksbladet, in which he also points out the 
significance of rooms and space in all his writing. In this regard, 
Urwind can be seen as a trek from room to room. And from the 
same perspective, the way to the library is synonymous with the 
way to the manifested city.

By contrast to the depiction of the library in chapter 11, the tone 
here is much darker and more sinister. The portrayal becomes a 
dream vision, which becomes a nightmare. Daniel Urwind is on the 
run, and finds sanctuary in a large library. From among the stands of 
bookshelves he can hear “ever more heated voices from the books 
unwritten” (UW 127), and the scene is not lacking in absurd de-
tail such as can be found in the “Reference Literature” chapter of 
Trösklar (Doorsteps, 1982). But behind the situation comedy lies a 
palpable seriousness.

The enormous library has but one exit, and there, in a scene 
highly reminiscent of Kafka, Daniel Urwind meets “a sombre man 
behind a table,” who dryly remarks: “Did you think that you could 
go out of the library unaltered? Did you think it was a question of 
text, printer’s ink on paper? Do you think that you can read without 
coming into contact with bleeding life?” (UW 128).

These demanding questions receive no direct answer. Against 
this backdrop, the library is no mere place of refuge offering a mo-
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ment’s repose. The library is the manifested city; the place where 
all humanity comes together. Life and death. The way there is a 
learning experience in itself.

Translated from Swedish by Stuart Shelley
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Erkki Vainikkala

URWIND : A NOVEL IN POETIC PROSE  
AS A BAKHTINIAN LIMIT CASE

A writerly novel

Bo Carpelan’s novel Urwind is a text which its narrator-protago-
nist Daniel Urwind is writing as a diary over the course of one year. 
Consequently, there is no worked-out plot in it. The chronotope of 
a diary, however, does not rule out the possibility of arranging the 
entries so that a communicative and relatively consistent narrative 
emerges by extrapolation. Building on this tension, the diary form 
is put to a special use in Urwind, as it combines its episodic make-
up with the overarching narrative purpose of producing a written 
portrait of the diarist. In this fictional world, the whole diary is to 
be presented in due time to Daniel’s intended reader, his wife, who 
has left on a scholarship for the U.S., and will return in a year’s 
time. Her absence is also marked by a marital crisis. The writing is 
out to evoke Daniel’s “innermost self ” in episodic memories of his 
past and in descriptions of his experiences and thoughts during the 
time of waiting and writing. The self-portrait arising from it func-
tions as enhanced self-knowledge at the same time as it is intended 
as an appeal to his wife.

The “entries” of Daniel’s writing constitute the chapters of the 
book. They are set down regularly on a weekly basis over the one-
year period of his wife’s absence, as can also be inferred from the 
number of chapters, fifty-three, which is one more than the num-
ber of weeks in a year. The chapters follow each other in loose se-
quence without a developing narrative structure; they consist of, 
and add up to, episodes, scenes, and conjectures about the future. 
On occasion, they have a chronological fit, for example as the return 
of Daniel’s wife approaches, but structurally they are independent 
small narratives and descriptions held together by recurrent motifs, 
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thematic patterns, partly overlapping environments, and obviously 
the narrator-protagonist himself. Almost all chapters deal with ex-
periences in different rooms and parts of the big apartment house 
where Daniel has grown up and where also his second-hand book-
shop, the place where he writes his entries, is located. As a corre-
sponding large temporal dimension, the passing of a year creates a 
cyclic symbolic pattern with suggestions of the passing of Daniel’s 
whole life. The latter is reinforced by the fact that fifty-three is also 
Daniel’s age at the time of writing, when he takes stock of his life. 
These architectural structures, however, are not obtrusively delin-
eated, but rather intimated and symbolically suggested as possible 
orientations for reading the text. Both the spatiality and the sugges-
tive openness are features of Carpelan’s modernist poetics.1 The 
passing of time itself is rendered in terms of perceptions and emo-
tional stances, on which the significance of the descriptions and the 
small-scale narrative sequences also depends.

Daniel’s—and why not Carpelan’s—writing in Urwind is mem-
ory work, which leads to different places and spaces in an often 
dream-like evocation. This is indeed not the kind of memory that 
one might expect to find in diary entries. Daniel brings memories 
emerging from the whole span of his past life into the present mo-
ments of his writing—or, as we could also put it, brings himself into 
the present moments of his past in writing. Not only are the entries 
exceptional for the span of memories they incorporate, they are also 
characterized by a markedly poetic language—Urwind can be char-
acterized as a poet’s work in prose (cf. Hellgren 2009, 136). A re-
alistic motivation for this on the story level is provided by the fact 
that Daniel is a person with high literary ambitions, aspiring to give 
his memories and daily experiences another life in language, in-
cluding references to pictorial art, artists, and the problems of crea-
tivity. As the owner of a second-hand bookstore, he authors this ac-
count of his life literally among books.

The inner and the outer in this self-writing appear as alternat-
ing faces or correspondences of the same phenomenal reality. Dan-
iel’s wife takes on varying positions in this layout. She figures as a 
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character in his writing and as part of his personal life experience, 
thus situated on the boundary, partly inside, partly as his “consti-
tuting other.” She is a figure of intimacy and uncertainty, returning 
and then departing again in a gesture of an even more uncertain fu-
ture, left open but tinged with symbolically closing overtones. Her 
presence and absence are the motivating factor for the act of writ-
ing, and as a concrete figure she hovers over the beginning and the 
end of the story. On a more abstract level, her figure becomes an 
instance of the workings of Daniel’s mind and writing—as part of 
the correspondences and as the absent center of his hopes and fears. 
In Bakhtinian terms, there can be no strictly polyphonic or dialogic 
representation of this relationship because, apart from a few emo-
tionally charged but descriptively distanced scenes, she appears 
only as a point of reference in Daniel’s mind. She does not prop-
erly have a “voice,” although she takes independent action. Even 
more generally, Daniel’s consciousness tends to absorb the dialogi-
cal edge of encounters in the Bakhtinian senses of person-centered 
polyphony or dialogically rendered language diversity. 

This is not to say that there is no social diversity conjured up 
in the memory spaces or other descriptions, but it is all filtered 
through Daniel’s central consciousness. As suggested above, how-
ever, this centrality has the paradoxical quality that its boundaries 
often merge in dreamlike condensation with the surroundings and 
the voices sounding, remembered, and overheard. The ensuing at-
tenuation of the contours of his individuality only increases the ex-
istential urgency of the writing. Such features, combined with the 
poetic elements of the prose, play down the story-like elements and 
underpin the “writerly” movement of Daniel’s mind.

A View from Bakhtin

As described above, Urwind is characterized by a loosely con-
ceived diary form extending towards larger patterns of fictional au-
tobiography and its questions of the meaning of life. Perceptions, 
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incidents, and encounters are recounted as elements of the narra-
tor-protagonist’s present life, as memories and anticipations. Writ-
ing presents an interface for a continuous exchange between the 
responses of Daniel’s “inner self,” including his hallucinations, 
and the environment with its different spaces. On this surface, 
everything seems mutable, the description often being a matter of 
quickly changing images, scenes, and time levels (for an account of 
this feature, see Hollsten 2004, 52–54). There are also strong inter-
textual elements in the ekphrastic descriptions and generally in the 
presence of visual art, music, and literature in Urwind (see Holl-
sten 2007, 48-58). Thus, although everything is rendered from the 
perspective and in the language of the protagonist, the term “mon-
ologic” would seem out of place in the narrow evaluative sense of 
the term, and it is not surprising to find the term “dialogic” used in 
some critical accounts of the novel. There are many voices and im-
ages at work in Daniel’s mind, coming from different places and 
times as his writing has it.

The two Bakhtinesque terms above suggest the line of inquiry 
of this essay; Carpelan’s novel will be discussed in Bakhtinian 
terms. This raises some initial questions. Urwind is by all accounts 
a modernist novel. In his theoretical and critical work, Bakhtin did 
not deal with the issues of literary modernism explicitly or in any 
depth. Indirectly, however, there are interesting connections, some 
of which take the form of prefigurations, while some others suggest 
themselves as implicit criticisms by targeting phenomena charac-
teristic of modernist aesthetics. Bakhtin’s theory of polyphony as 
a feature of “Dostoevsky’s poetics” is a case in point. As an ear-
ly example of the crisis of the unified subject and solid authorship, 
Dostoevsky has been regarded as prefiguring the mode of writ-
ing of the high modernists, and polyphony as Bakhtin’s theoreti-
cal grasp of this phenomenon has been considered in similar terms 
(cf. Erdinast-Vulcan 2013, 91–92, 94). Urwind as a later modernist 
work shares this property of  ”a plurality of voices.” The open-end-
ed course, or spatiality, of its narrative fits into the same pattern, 
and so does the use of a few mythical figures as quilting points. 
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But on a closer look, Bakhtin’s account of polyphony has attributes 
which some modernist works may share and some others not, but 
which primarily is about a mode of artistic creativity that lets com-
peting worldviews and ideological standpoints face each other on 
an equal footing. This emphasis on plurality as a struggle of world-
views is for Bakhtin the historical achievement of the novel, and it 
is not necessarily shared by modernist mind-writing.2 In many re-
spects, Bakhtin’s best-known texts on the genre of the novel are an-
ti-modernist, especially when it comes to the occurrence of poetic 
elements in the novel.

Although there are considerable changes in Bakhtin’s theoreti-
cal outlook over time, his approaches to the novel, leaning on his 
theories of polyphony and dialogism, tend to have a normative and 
occasionally even polemical edge due to the emphasis on this spe-
cific generic achievement that he wants to describe and even praise. 
Bakhtin, of course, provides historical accounts of the novel, but 
especially when focusing on the issues of “dialogue,” he approach-
es and judges novels from the perspective of a particular model of 
the genre. Consequently, it is not always possible to apply Bakh-
tin’s critical concepts with just the customary twist on the empiri-
cal object. One may have to decide whether to go along with all the 
leverage of those concepts or stay back somewhat by acknowledg-
ing the resistances and counter-leverage of the text to be analyzed. 
This is the case, perhaps not surprisingly, with Urwind: a view from 
Bakhtin also turns out to be a view on Bakhtin.

There is also a question of which Bakhtin, unless one theoret-
ical standpoint serves one’s purposes. There is a difference even 
between polyphony as contending horizons of meaning, and dial-
ogism as heteroglossia or social language diversity. The former is 
concerned with a theory of creation, especially as it applies to the 
structure of novels; it was developed in his treatise Problems of 
Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984), written in 1929 and published in a re-
written form in 1963. The concept of dialogue as heteroglossia was 
elaborated in the treatises of his “middle” period in the 1930s, col-
lected in English translation in The Dialogic Imagination (1981). 
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Compared to polyphony, it had wider cultural and social implica-
tions, and it was also essential to the development of Bakhtin’s the-
ory of the novel in that period. Bakhtin’s book on carnival, Rabe-
lais and His World, is not important for my purposes here. Bakh-
tin’s early, “architectonic” period, however, opens interesting per-
spectives on Urwind. It has a more subjective orientation with an 
emphasis on the makings of an integrated and ethically answerable 
self and the function of aesthetics and art in that context. Finally, I 
have made some use of one of the last essays of Bakhtin, where he 
to some extent reverts to his early ideas.

I have not opted for any single theoretical standpoint or key con-
cept of Bakhtin’s for my approach to Urwind. Rather, I have chosen 
to see how Urwind responds to a spectrum of Bakhtin’s theories and 
concepts at the different stages delineated above. These concepts 
are related but with different theoretical groundings and reverbera-
tions. Thus, Urwind will be examined from various Bakhtinian an-
gles, and at the same time the reach of these critical concepts will 
be highlighted.

Not all Bakhtin’s concepts are equally “problematic” in their 
leverage. In the section “Variation of Time-spaces and the Quest 
for Meaning,” Urwind is considered in terms of varying time-space 
extensions and the way meanings are articulated in such chang-
ing perspectives. It builds on Bakhtin’s theory of chronotopes, al-
though no specific references to Bakhtin are made. The concept 
comes from his “middle” period, but it is not polemically conceived 
and contains a wide range of chronotopic patterns that readily ap-
ply to different kinds of novels. Specific instantiations of chronot-
opy, such as encounters on “stairs,” also come up in other connec-
tions in this essay. In the subsequent section, “The Self and the Oth-
er, or Polyphony Finalized and Unfinalized,” Bakhtin’s early archi-
tectonic ideas will be drawn on along with the concept of polypho-
ny in the Dostoevsky book; their relations and applicability to Ur-
wind is gauged with the notions of finalization and unfinalization. 
The following section, “Inner Dialogue and the Fantastic Limits 
of the Self,” also draws largely on Bakhtin’s architectonic ideas of 
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the self and its limits, with a focus on dreamlike and fantastic ele-
ments in Urwind’s writing and their haunting effects on images of 
the self and description of environments. In the section “Metonym-
ic Figuration Between the Prosaic and the Poetic Word,” the poet-
ic figuration of Urwind is considered in contradistinction to Bakh-
tin’s theory of heteroglossia and his partly normative conception 
of the novel based on such premises. Urwind’s metonymic troping 
as perception-oriented figurality is analysed as characteristic of its 
(in the Bakhtinian view) “unnovelistic” procedure. In the section 
“Voices of Lexical Shadings,” my reading continues partly against 
the Bakhtinian grain by the reminder that the crossing of voices in 
a word always also brings in different semantic fields and thus the 
potentiality of troping (which Bakhtin of course would admit but 
in his best-known texts wants to constrain). I also draw attention to 
certain ambivalences in Bakhtin’s own formulations with a quote 
from a late essay of his on voices arising from “lexical shadings” 
as a kind of “voice-troping,” which is then considered as a feature 
in Urwind. The last section, “A Retroactive Complement,” gives a 
short recount of the procedure.

Variation of time-spaces and the quest for meaning

Diary as form involves a special chronotopic pattern. The diary 
novel as a genre shares with this form, but it is blurred on the edg-
es, as the entries in such novels are not always as convincing as real 
diary writing, and even the line between first-person and third-per-
son intrusive narration does not always hold (Martens 1985, 6–8). 
In Urwind, this feature is enhanced; despite their personal nature, 
the chapters representing the entries have little to do with ordinary 
diary writing. As memory speaks, the entries are extended in asso-
ciative transitions and connections in a way that cuts them loose 
from the daily grounding that usually constrains diary writing in its 
informative, musing, and even rambling forms. Even so, there are 
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also descriptions of daily occurrences that could have been taken 
from any diary.

This affinity to, and deflection from, the diary form contributes 
to the constellation of generic and local chronotopes of the novel. 
Put in narratological terms, the distance between enunciation and 
what is enounced as events and action tends to be short in ordinary 
diaries; it is only within such spatial-temporal bounds that short-
term memories, aspirations, and anticipations can be grounded. 
This is at odds with the digressive and far-reaching memory work 
in Urwind, where the distance between enunciation and enounced 
continually contracts and stretches out, articulating in this way spe-
cific chronotopes of places and situations. Daniel Urwind is out 
to produce an account of the essence of his whole life, and the di-
gressions serve this purpose, while the weekly diary form in turn 
gives his writing an unobtrusive presence of continuity rooted in 
the place where he writes. The physical place of Daniel’s writing is 
fixed, and there are “architectural” fixations in the mode of the writ-
ing itself (see Hellgren 2009, 134–190). The existential moment of 
his writing, however, is situated in medias res, in a crisis of his life, 
and not in any quasi-autobiographical vantage point of a life lived 
or an education process traversed. 

Daniel’s age is secondary to the existential urgency of the mo-
ment of crisis, but at the same time, it significantly coincides with 
the quasi-mythical moment of mid-life—“When half way through 
the journey of our life / I found that I was in a gloomy wood, / be-
cause the path which led aright was lost.” At fifty-three, having al-
ready started on the downward slope of his life, Daniel takes stock. 
In this context, the cycle of the year suggests symbolically a move-
ment from birth to death, overlapping with the leaving and expect-
ed return of Daniel’s wife, possibly a rebirth but with premonitions 
of a final separation and images of death. The cycle as such con-
notes both death and a new beginning, but the latter is suggested 
only in a resigned and halting manner at the end of the novel.

All these different dimensions of time and their spatial attach-
ments link up to produce the chronotopic constellation of Urwind. 



85 Vainikkala

The main axes in this constellation are, on the level of narration, 
the above-mentioned contracting and extending distance between 
the enunciation and the enounced, and on the overarching herme-
neutic level the presence of the cyclical form of a year symbolically 
expanded to a life cycle. There is a suggestive tension between this 
symbolic dimension and the episodic and scenic form of the narra-
tive with tentative openings and loose ends. The cycle remains only 
one temporal structure among others, and thus its chronotopic sta-
tus becomes a special kind of potentiality with touchdowns in cer-
tain places, the force of which comes from the fusion of the con-
crete and the symbolic. In such connections, even the verbal poetic 
elements of the novel play an important part, to be discussed in the 
last section of this essay.

Even a formal analysis of such patterns necessarily involves the-
matic questions of interpretation. Key passages of this kind, with 
extensive thematic effects, appear at the beginning and the end of 
the novel. The first five sentences of the first chapter, “The Name 
Urwind,” are about Daniel’s ordinary perceptions as he is riding a 
bus on the way back home after seeing his wife off at the airport. 
In this movement through the urban landscape, time and place are 
tightly knit as elements of perception. Then he is visited by an ap-
parition after noticing a lonely man standing in a deserted park-
ing lot: “Suddenly the man flared, a torch, stretched up his arms, 
burned inside my eyes like choked scream […]” (UW 1). This im-
age may give rise to various associations related to the violence of 
the outside world, and also, suggested by later elaborations, to the 
legendary phoenix burning to ashes and being reborn from the re-
mains. This resonates with Daniel’s fears and aspirations, although 
in a temporally confused manner; it is often suggested, both explic-
itly and through the melancholy mood of the writing, that the end is 
already in the beginning, that the essence of fire is in the ashes, and 
that being reborn is as dubious as it is desired. This is reinforced by 
other images brought up on reflection after the apparition. Daniel 
thinks of “a violent wind” blowing outside his bus and the airplane 
carrying his wife, and he continues the rumination: “Each weekday 
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contains its hidden vertigo, it breaks out like a sudden fire, a text 
that must be interpreted. Perhaps it will illuminate my own face, so 
I will manage to interpret it before it returns to its darkness?” He 
then addresses his absent wife by telling her that he is writing a di-
ary as an account and interpretation of his “days” and the vertigos 
of his mind (UW 1).

There are other image clusters to similar effects in the open-
ing chapter. A semiotic play of meanings, or more properly in this 
context, their mind-dependence, is brought to the foreground when 
Daniel “plays with” the meanings of his last name, Urwind: “It is 
the primordial wind from the universe, the one that blows out of 
nothing into nothing, hurling stars into that storm-centre that is 
called the soul” (UW 3). Beyond the cyclical symbolism of the 
year, this is a timelessly mythical level of meaning contributing 
to the chronotopic constellation in its metaphysical way. The met-
aphor of the primordial wind has different temperatures. It is pre-
sented as the principle of poetic creation: “[…] it is the invisible 
symbol of metamorphosis, it exists in bowed trees and the snowy 
twilight out there” (UW 3). Metamorphosis as a poetic principle 
also suggests eternal change on an inhuman scale, the wind blow-
ing “cold from an outer space.” There is, however, even a more ge-
nial twist to this: it also blows as “a warm, steady wind” existing 
in dreams, “in our happily straying thoughts, in the grass, […] in 
the eye of the child” (UW 3). It is “the blue colour of space,” and 
not the empty sky; we could speak here of a necessary illusion. But 
then again—and the first chapter can be read as a miniature of the 
whole novel—it ends on a melancholy note, as Daniel has anoth-
er apparition, a déjà-vu experience, waking up in the middle of the 
night. He sees a young boy sitting in his grandfather’s chair. As the 
boy slides away, Daniel has a fearful and sorrowful feeling of his 
whole life having passed through him without leaving a trace. He 
looks on these apparitions as “vague signs” that he tries to interpret 
in his writing. He thinks of himself as a void to be filled; and af-
ter probing his name Urwind in its associative expansion, he now 
wonders if he has any name at all. He imagines himself peeping in 
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through the window from the courtyard where the boy had disap-
peared. He sees the furniture, the table, and the lamp, and “at the ta-
ble no one.” The life cycle is here reduced to a loop where the start-
ing point, on return, is empty (UW 5).

The cyclic dimension of time is heightened by the fact that such 
images are emphatically repeated at the end of the novel. By that 
time, the expectation of a rebirth of the relationship with his wife 
has expired in a new departure. This concrete turn of a cycle in his 
life has been metaphorically prefigured in the imaginary and asso-
ciative images in the first chapter; or, as could also be said, the first 
chapter already presents the existential import of the fate of this 
relationship. A concrete link between the beginning and the end 
is presented by the “genial” wind blowing through the childhood 
summers and evoking the attic “with its forgotten treasures” where, 
along with objects, “all the clockwork of human life” appears in a 
dreamlike, tumultuous disarray of time and transformation. In this 
collection of things, Daniel writes about children playing in the at-
tic and turning into birds “hurtling out, their arms spread like clock-
hands,” and a bit further on he imagines himself flying on his “fan-
tastic wings,” perhaps reborn for the reunion (UW 4).

In the last chapter of the novel, “In a Cold Gateway,” hav-
ing seen his wife again off to the airport, Daniel ponders over the 
course of the year and his efforts to gather and remake himself: “I 
have gone through myself, the unknown in myself, and come out 
into a cold gateway.” No more treasures. He describes climbing to 
the attic, visited in the beginning in a dream: “There lay a few pa-
thetic remnants of my wings, the bamboo ribs, the whole spectacle. 
When I lifted my gaze I saw a young lad there, on a ledge, ready to 
go plunging down and dare the impossible. For a moment our gaz-
es met.” The scenes from the first chapter resonate in this last de-
scription, including a repeated apparition of the boy, and again their 
meeting gazes suggest the cycle of life, in principle always repeat-
ed but here with a note of resignation at the sight of the “spectacle” 
of the remnants of the Icarus wings he had constructed as a child. 
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Even so, the novel ends in mid-air: “Perhaps, when we lie broken, 
a wind will carry us?” (UW 3–5, 189).

These dense passages, and the way they draw a loop between 
the beginning and the end of the novel, bring out a chronotopic 
arrangement where the generic diary chronotope is transformed 
through the quite different workings of memory and poetic analo-
gies. Part of the latter are the quasi-mythical cycle of the year and 
of life, as well as the poetically refracted image of the timeless pri-
mordial wind suggested “literally” even by his name. These ele-
ments make up a constellation with varying and often ephemeral 
combinations of time and place. Even the generic chronotope of di-
ary, much transformed, becomes only one refracted element in the 
whole. All this ties in with a particular mode of writing, of literary 
modernism with a poetic bent.

The self and the other, or polyphony finalized and  
unfinalized

Urwind raises questions about the conjunction of the inner and the 
outer, or the way that Daniel’s mental reality and the human and 
physical environment reflect each other in the writing. The rela-
tionship is porous both in terms of perception and the performative 
force of the poetic images, but also regarding “voice” and the dia-
logic elements, which do not have the status of strong contending 
subjectivities and languages as theorized in Bakhtin’s best-known 
writings on the subject. Daniel’s voice in the novel emerges from 
the poetic and often dreamlike quality of the writing, and the same 
applies to the voices of others which appear as indices of other life-
worlds entering Daniel’s consciousness in his memories and obser-
vations. 

However, the notions of “voice” and dialogue even in Bakhtin 
take somewhat different forms in different parts of his work. Even 
the apparently stark distinction between finalized and unfinalized 
procedures becomes “unfinalized” in this larger framework. (For 



89 Vainikkala

a comprehensive account of Bakhtin’s intellectual trajectory, see 
Morson and Emerson 1990, 64–68 ff.)

Bakhtin’s earliest published articles, written before 1924, are fo-
cused on ethical, cognitive, and aesthetic issues with Kantian and 
neo-Kantian leanings, with a polemical edge on the “material aes-
thetics” of the Russian Formalists. In this early phase, known as his 
“architectonic” approach, Bakhtin stressed “finalization” and “out-
sideness” as the precondition for achieving an image or conception 
of oneself; without another’s look, a view from the outside, one’s 
selfhood cannot not take shape. In the creative act, the author of a 
literary work finalizes the “hero,” the protagonist, and by exten-
sion all characters, by setting up such necessary horizons. There is 
a strong ethical aspect to this as one’s singular relationship of an-
swerability to the “other,” to what is outside oneself (Morson and 
Emerson 1990, 78–80, 83; see also Roberts 1989, 120–21). Several 
early works of Bakhtin’s along such lines, characterized as his “ar-
chitectonic” approach, are included in the book Art and Answera-
bility (1990).

While one’s relation to the “other” is crucial already in Bakh-
tin’s architectonic phase in regard to the integration of the self and 
ethical responsibility, the notion of the double-voiced prose word 
and the overarching idea of polyphony or multi-voicedness were 
properly developed during—in this scheme—his second period, in 
the early version of his study of Dostoevsky (1929), of which a re-
written and expanded version was published as late as 1963. These 
ideas still harken back to Bakhtin’s early philosophical positions 
due to their continued emphasis on consciousness and worldviews, 
of ideological positions taking the measure of each other. In a fur-
ther development, this undergoes a change in the essays of Bakh-
tin’s “middle” period, collected in English in the volume The Di-
alogic Imagination (1981), where the idea of polyphony is trans-
formed into “dialogue” with a strong emphasis on “dialogized het-
eroglossia” or diversity of languages in social encounters.3 Thus al-
though the notion of  “prose word” as the privileged vehicle of con-
tending voices already appears in the book on Dostoevsky, a “pro-
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saic” conception of language as social discourse comes into its own 
in these essays (Morson and Emerson 10, 15–38, 67).

Bakhtin himself describes the difference between the views of 
the Dostoevsky book and the later modification of the conception 
of voice and dialogue like this:

In Dostoevsky’s multi-voiced novels, for example, there is significant-
ly less language differentiation, that is, fewer language styles, territo-
rial and social dialects, professional jargons and so forth, than in the 
work of many writer-monologists [...]. It might even seem that the 
heroes of Dostoevsky’s novels all speak one and the same language, 
namely the language of their author. (Bakhtin 1984, 182)

Thus, while this is a note on the specificity of Dostoevsky’s novels, 
it also specifies a moment in Bakhtin’s thought and his theory of the 
novel. The point is that although there is no focus yet on the forms 
of language or discourse as diversified, the contending worldviews 
are nevertheless considered in terms of their diversification. No 
different “territorial and social dialects” make an appearance, but 
even so, the development of different ideological positions is not 
constrained by any unified outlook of the author, and consequent-
ly the treatment of the “other” in the author–hero relationship rests 
now on the principle of unfinalized creation. This marks a departure 
from the philosophical ideas of the early, “pre-Dostoevsky” Bakh-
tin, where finalization as the production of  “outsideness” was con-
sidered to be the precondition of the development of integral self-
hood and the possibility of fixing the contours of the others (see e.g. 
Bakhtin 1990, 28–29). As a general directive, the new principle of 
unfinalization extends to the phase where dialogism takes the form 
of language diversity.

Still, despite the harsh critique of finalization this change en-
tails, the distinction between finalized and unfinalized remains as-
pectual and ambivalent; openness in one respect needs horizons to 
relate to in another. In the Dostoevsky book this shows in the res-
ervation of necessary information to be provided (1984, 73), and 
more specially as the provision of  “extralocality” and a “surplus of 
vision” on the part of the author, characterized by such meaningful 
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structures of feeling as love, forgiveness, or simply “willingness to 
listen” (1984, 299; Morson and Emerson, 91–92). Although even 
these orientations cannot but be considered as general aspects of 
worldviews, they are not considered to rule out polyphony, provid-
ed that they don’t curtail other orientations on the “hero” or char-
acter level.

The point of this account for tackling a novel such as Urwind 
is that even in Bakhtin’s key concepts there are historical varia-
tion and certain ambivalences which hold out different viewpoints 
and possibilities, some of them more amenable and some clarifying 
through their recalcitrance. The theory of chronotope has a broad 
applicability, also to this novel, whereas Bakhtin’s philosophical 
and critical accounts of the self-other relation and the contentious 
relations between worldviews or discourses offer not only a differ-
ent conceptual framework but also a very different task of applica-
tion. More than a matter of tools of description, they are a matter of 
prying into the properties of the novel with more or less uncertain-
ty and difficulty. This falls out differently depending on the prove-
nance of Bakhtin’s critical terms in theories of architectonics, po-
lyphony, or heteroglossia.

Despite their differences, Bakhtin’s architectonic position and 
his conception of polyphony in the Dostoevsky book more readi-
ly provide conceptual tools for the analysis of Urwind than the es-
says from the 1930s as far as their orientation to heteroglossia is 
concerned—or to put it differently, the former are more coexten-
sive with the literary procedures of the novel, while an approach 
through the latter provides a sharper edge of difference. Neverthe-
less, even the conception of polyphony in the Dostoevsky book 
with its emphasis on competing worldviews jars with the charac-
teristics of Urwind. The differing values and social experiences 
voiced in the locales of the apartment house and elsewhere do not 
share the strong sense of polyphony as mutually challenging ide-
ological forces. Daniel himself as the narrator-protagonist of the 
novel is not an ideological contender; his relations to other charac-
ters are rendered in terms of personal, existential significance and 
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not in terms of assertive ideological positions contending on a par. 
As prior examples and descriptions in this essay already show, the 
others’ voices appear much more as echoes in his consciousness.

In Urwind, the writing is throughout couched in the vision and 
the language of Daniel the narrator-protagonist, and moreover there 
is a strong correspondence of style, values, and the overall emo-
tional stance and sensibility of this narrative instance to the image 
we have of Carpelan as a writer. These quasi-autobiographical con-
necting effects need not be hastily considered as a feature of closure 
precluding the appearance of otherness. In its own terms, this close-
ness to each other of the different narrative instances, the result-
ing coherent voice, and the pervasive meditative and poetic style 
enable a free movement of recollection and projection, including 
the contingent appearance of characters in situations evoked by the 
movement of Daniel’s associative mind.

This difference that remains from efforts to apply the “Dostoev-
skyan” notion of polyphony to a novel such as Urwind brings out, 
in addition to immediately suggesting something about the charac-
teristics of the novel, the above-mentioned theoretical ambivalence 
of Bakhtin’s distinction between the notions of “unfinalized” and 
“finalized.” When the others’ voices appear in Daniel’s mind as ele-
ments of his subjective experience, they do retain their strangeness 
and the haunting outsideness of their origin, and there is no evalu-
ative or intrusive containment imposed on them; in this sense they 
are not co-opted or finalized. But as they appear on the inner–outer 
conjunction, their outsideness is qualified by a certain evanescence; 
they share this quality with all the other signs which Daniel en-
deavors to interpret to make sense of his life. In this way, the oth-
er characters are like visitations to grapple with, insistent and even 
fateful, and much less subjects to be reckoned or contended with 
on an equal footing. In this respect, Urwind’s falling short of, or fit-
ting only partially into, Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony suggests a 
more aspectual application of the finalized/unfinalized distinction, 
and a less strict and more complementary approach to the concep-
tion of polyphony itself.
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Interestingly in view of Urwind’s practice of fictional self-writ-
ing and its metonymic chain of author-narrator-protagonist, Bakh-
tin also draws attention to the “internally dialogized” dimension in 
encounters with others, when a character’s external exchanges are 
intertwined with “his internal dialogue with himself and in his in-
ternally polemical interrelations with others” (Bakhtin 1984, 279). 
In such internal contention, a character’s inner discourse may alter-
nate between, for example, religious belief and disbelief as varying 
responses to pressing circumstances (on such wavering, see also La 
Capra 1987, 37). For Bakhtin, even such internal dialogue is a re-
sponse to dialogic situations with others.

Inner dialogue and the fantastic limits of the self

Inner dialogue or responding to voices in one’s own mind, again 
in consideration of what finalization and openness in their differ-
ential pull might mean in this connection, raises the question of the 
dreamlike elements in the novel. As I observed in the first section 
of this essay, writing in Urwind often proceeds “in dreamlike con-
densation,” and there are interesting passages in Bakhtin’s works 
where he brings up the issue of dreams and fantasy as something 
of a testing ground for his views of dialogism and the novel. In 
the treatise “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1990), dating 
from his architectonic period, Bakhtin discusses this in numerous 
passages. The emphasis at this stage, as suggested, is on finalization 
as the result of both recognition and distance (“outsideness”) vis-á-
vis others; without this, no integral and ethical self can come about. 
But there are complications to this even there. In one’s dreams and 
fantasies, Bakhtin writes, one may perceive the other participants 
and objects with the same clarity as in ordinary waking percep-
tion—“in its plastic and pictorial aspects, the world of fantasy is 
quite similar to that of actual perception” (Bakhtin 1990, 28). The 
point is that while the others are expressed “outwardly,” the self in 
both waking and dreaming can be experienced and expressed only 
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“from within.” This is a direct experience, but it necessarily lacks 
the contours that others have; such contours are not needed for the 
“center” of inner experience, which remains outwardly indistinct. 
It is only when starting to recount such fantasies to other persons 
that I transpose myself onto the same plane with other participants, 
which means that I start drawing the contours of myself. Crucially, 
this is the case even in first-person narration, narratologically pin-
pointed by the distinction between I-me and the “narrating” and 
“narrated” selves. In this, for Bakhtin, lies the difference between 
“the world of artistic creation and the world of dreaming as well as 
that of actual life” (Bakhtin 1990, 28–29, 59–60, ff.). Thus, in ar-
tistic creation the inner experience of oneself is transformed into an 
outward, perceivable image of oneself. 

In a narratological sense this division can be dealt with in purely 
structural terms. In the early treatise where Bakhtin deals with this 
issue, however, the structural duality is considered as a larger ethi-
cal and aesthetic question, and more particularly in terms of a cer-
tain difficulty; in this creative act, where externalization does not 
happen easily because one cannot externalize one’s own outward 
image (project “myself” into it) in the same way as one can per-
ceive external characters in real life or in writing and reading fic-
tion. As he puts it, the effort to visualize oneself as another requires 
a forced breach with one’s “inner self-sensation,” which produc-
es a “peculiar emptiness, ghostliness, and an eerie, frightening sol-
itariness of this outward image of ourselves” (Bakhtin 1990, 30). 
There is an interesting twist in Bakhtin’s argument, because he first 
describes the “difficulty” as one of formal perception, as simply 
the difficulty of seeing oneself, and then as a forced objectifying 
act turning out an alienated likeness without enlivening “self-sen-
sation.” 

Through this twist, the description acquires quite different at-
tributes which usher it towards a Freudian register—a direction that 
Bakhtin himself disowned. This externalized other self invites the 
Freudian conception of  “uncanny” (unheimlich), as the doubling of 
the self remains haunted by the “inner sensation” and fantasy of the 
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self. In other words, this doubling as a miscarried act of “finaliza-
tion” remains a split, fantastic, and thus ghostly or “haunted” self.

Given the early Bakhtin’s theoretical outlook and Carpelan’s lit-
erary orientation, it may not be surprising that Bakhtin’s account of 
the haunted and solitary self cogently applies to Carpelan’s novel. 
In Urwind, there is a pervasive sense of this kind of solitariness and 
uncanny fusion of the familiar and unfamiliar. An impressive im-
age of the haunting nature of such splitting is the scene, already de-
scribed from a different angle in this essay, where Daniel wakes up 
in the night (from his “dreams”) and has an apparition of himself 
as a young boy sitting in his grandfather’s chair, then sliding away 
from the room, and subsequently imagining himself as looking in 
from the window beyond which the boy had disappeared—inside, 
through the boy’s eyes, there is no one inside (UW 5). This connects 
with Daniel’s feeling of himself as a void to be filled. Bakhtin’s ar-
chitectonic account of phenomena of this kind addresses conceptu-
ally the same issue. From this point of view, Urwind’s writing con-
cretizes and gives new meanings to the idea of the solitariness of 
the circular fantasy of the self, or as I have modified it here, of its 
haunted nature. This solitariness (be it in view of author-protago-
nist or the protagonist’s externalizing of himself even as a double) 
can be accounted for as an effect of a failing connection to “oth-
ers,” which corresponds to the circle of turning oneself inside out.

The ghostliness of the image thus turned out can always be con-
sidered as a product of imagination, whether the “inner experience” 
to be externalized lies in one’s everyday consciousness or day-
dreaming fantasy. The term “fantasy” in this usage, however, sug-
gests something extra, extravagant, which is needed to compensate 
for and charge a lack. The differences from Bakhtin’s views here 
are twofold. First, even if we accept the idea of the solitary circle 
as such, the ghostliness of the outward image is not due only to the 
emptiness or lack as such, but also an effect of the workings of the 
“inner self” which is by no means simply left behind - from this 
comes the haunted nature of the externalized image. Second, the 
“others” (or theoretically, the “other”) may also be eclipsed in a 
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way similar to one’s inner self, which then does not redeem the self 
from its fantasy but rather adds to its complication. It follows from 
both considerations that the inner-outer and self-other problemat-
ic loses some of its Bakhtinian contours, with a modifying effect 
on Bakhtin’s views of such relations from his early thinking right 
through to his ideas of polyphony and dialogism. This of course is 
not to be taken as a critique of the premises of Bakhtin’s thought, 
which remain what they are, but rather as a deviation called for by 
Urwind’s literary practice.

A shortcut to this practice are, as suggested, the dreamlike qual-
ities in Urwind’s poetic prose, engendered by its associative proce-
dure that often moves between different time-levels with spatializ-
ing effects. The image of the boy as his doubled self, for one, be-
comes meaningful only as a product of Daniel’s “dream” of him-
self; it is not just an outward visualized image brought up by mem-
ory, solitary due to the formal lack of “others,” but a haunted and 
haunting dream-like image of Daniel’s existential predicament. Re-
garding the “others,” in Bakhtin’s architectonic as well as poly-
phonic view “the other’s possible emotional-volitional reaction to 
my outward manifestation” is needed to vivify the otherwise emp-
ty objectification of the self and make it answerable. The experi-
ence of the other, however, is often quite different in Urwind: al-
though acting characters, the others often have dreamlike and fan-
tastic qualities in Daniel’s child’s-eye perception of them, and as 
such, they appear as memories on the interface of his writing. Be-
ing subjected to the other’s response in this way is not only a matter 
of being redeemed into unalienated social existence, although rec-
ognition is a crucial element in individual and social life. Such rec-
ognition can be affected and haunted—vaguely perceived—by the 
other’s eclipsed and enigmatic “inner self,” in addition to the usu-
al complications resulting from different perceptions and points of 
view. The following example comes from the chapter “In Vikto-
ria’s Room”:

In the hallway there is a smell of warmth, and Viktoria squints at me 
and asks how old I am now, I have grown since last time, I am a big ras-
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cal, soon we will be able to stand before the altar together, she laughs 
hoarsely, and the birthmarks in her face darken. […] And she looks 
at me with her large, pale eyes. They were dark as Andalusian nights 
once, says Viktoria, they saw so much of what is foreign, then one goes 
dark, but perhaps you won’t understand that, even though you say you 
are fifty. (UW 13)

How do Aunt Viktoria’s presence and words in this passage viv-
ify and give countours to Daniel’s solitary and ghostly image, or 
more precisely, how does it come through in the writing which is 
all about Daniel’s own perception and memory? There is something 
enigmatic about Viktoria herself, and there is something about the 
whole interaction that remains eclipsed. The obvious refraction 
concerns the age difference; much of what Viktoria says must re-
main odd for the young boy, and the end of the passage, “even 
though you say you are fifty,” mixes the memory with the act of 
memorizing. But there is more to it. Viktoria’s joke about their soon 
getting married, which must be alluring and embarrassing to Dan-
iel, is a suggestion full of duplicity and indirection. The young Dan-
iel takes it in as an indication and anticipation of his growing up. In 
the text, this is shown in the first-person descriptions which come 
from Viktoria’s mock-imitation but immediately become Daniel’s 
self-experience in a loop initiated or mediated by the other: “I have 
grown since last time, I am a big rascal” (UW 13). On the face of 
it, these can be considered in Bakhtinian terms as “emotional-vo-
litional” external attributions, but in Daniel’s mind they sound as 
if giving voice to his innermost “inexpressible” self. Indirection in 
such memories strongly suggests what is known as dreamwork, a 
rhetoric of dreams, with its haunting effects on this scene of Dan-
iel’s acknowledgement by his aunt. On the story level, this comes 
through as the dual workings of the experiencing and remembering 
Daniel’s mind, Aunt Viktoria’s opaque way of addressing him be-
ing part of it; on the level of writing itself (“Carpelan”), this is part 
of its haunted mode, discernible throughout the novel.

The dreamlike and fantasy-driven elements of Urwind’s writ-
ing mold the affirmations of the self through glidings and transfor-
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mations as if on a fluctuating interface. The resulting un/familiarity 
of things often spawns haunted images and haunting effects on the 
self as well as on whole scenes. However, this is not limited to the 
author-protagonist-character relations but can also affect descrip-
tions of the physical environment, which always involves the use 
of poetic and rhetorical means of expression. The following excerpt 
from the chapter “In Rooms Dreamt and Real” gives a sense of the 
fluctuation and the strangeness of the familiar:

The intractable door refuses to open. The light on the other side is too 
strong. On the whitewashed wall hang a steel lantern, a rusty barom-
eter, an old icon. The odour of metal is as acrid as the brown water on 
the stone floor. From the stairs comes a cold wind of wood and damp. 
A cane chair lies knocked over on the floor. When the door opens the 
winds blow out the light in the room, it is immediately dark. […] 

Further away in the wood-fragrant room one can see a finely latticed 
window that divides a forest landscape into clearly separate parts: 
trees, roads, field, all enclosed by a house-wall. The wall grows and 
sets before me the familiar rubbish-bins, the grey sky and time, the 
war, the rats, the night. Here the silence has been scraped together in a 
hurry, it rests by the legs of the table, hangs from the ceiling, smooths 
out the tablecloth but cannot manage to do anything about the bread-
crumbs. Do I hear singing, like a floating in the air, a many-voiced 
voice? As a child I heard muffled churchbells, they rang in Sunday and 
its boredom, my dreams […]. (UW 87)

There is no divided self here, and no character entering an ac-
tion-oriented relation to the world of people and the environment. 
The person entering the room is reduced to an instance of lucid per-
ception—a moving eye, a nose that smells, an ear and tactile sense 
that feels the wind blowing in. In this kind of description, the met-
aphoric interface between inner and outer tends to fade out. It does, 
however, retain its function here when perceptions are rendered 
as memory (“the familiar rubbish-bins”; “As a child I heard”), or 
when imagination engenders quasi-causal connections (the door re-
fuses to open “because” the light on the other side is too strong) and 
expands the perception of things into memories and lists of very 
different objects and scenes (“rubbish-bins, the grey sky and time, 
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the war, the rats, the night”)—and also in the metaphoric descrip-
tion of the silence as hurriedly scraped together and fixed on tangi-
ble objects. An imaginary “many-voiced voice” connects the room 
with Daniel’s childhood.

Most of the description, despite the variation of the means, 
could equally well be accounted for as contents of Daniel’s (or any-
one’s) mind or as things in the world that just “need” a mind in or-
der to become accessible to other minds. Still, with a focus on Dan-
iel’s figure, especially in a larger context, the significance of the 
room for him as a memory space is evident, and the description it-
self brings out his peculiar sensibility intertwined with the power of 
language. In the scheme of the whole novel, however, Daniel as an 
experiencing person is by no means thinned out. His life and pre-
dicament have clear contours and situate him in the framework of 
answerability within the author-protagonist-character framework, 
his wife as a character and addressee. With reference to Bakhtin’s 
early, architectonic thought and his theory of polyphony in the Dos-
toevsky book, we could say that Urwind deals with the same prob-
lematic with a strong modernist bent. Given the mode of writing 
of the novel, the notion of polyphony becomes applicable with a 
“sideways glance,” as infected from the novel’s poetic language 
which in the story world Daniel writes, but which in its rhetorical 
force also takes him over as its vehicle. The remaining two sections 
will focus precisely on the poetic and rhetorical means and force of 
Urwind’s language, and the way it relates to Bakhtin’s discussion of 
such elements in a novel.

Metonymic figuration between the prosaic and the  
poetic word

As a shortening of larger units and contexts, “word” in Bakhtin’s 
usage has metonymic implications and dialogic significance. The 
“double-voiced” or multi-voiced word is in this sense a meeting 
place for different speakers and discourses, be it in terms of ordi-
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nary conversation or ideological struggle. Along with these voices 
and discourses come meanings in their linguistic-semiotic and ref-
erential dimensions and rhetorical and poetic articulations. A con-
sideration of their relative status in the whole pattern takes us to 
the point where Bakhtin’s dialogical approach becomes a matter 
of critical discrimination. With his “translinguistic” approach, he 
supersedes Saussurian linguistic approaches (Todorov 1984, 24–
25, 54–56), and his emphasis on responsiveness and dialogue takes 
precedence over referentiality and representation. More particular-
ly, and most significantly in this case, “lyrical self-expression” and 
poetic diction (troping) are problematized as alien elements in the 
context of his prosaic and dialogical theory of the novel; to the ex-
tent that such features assume a formative impact beyond some lo-
cal functions, they are seen to compromise the historical achieve-
ment of the novel.

This critique of “poetic novels” is a consequence of Bakhtin’s 
theory of dialogism and the dialogic theory of the novel. It is fully 
developed in the writings of his “middle period,” accessible in Eng-
lish in The Dialogic Imagination, of which I shall be drawing here 
mostly on the treatise “Discourse in the Novel” (DiN). As the focus 
of my discussion in the remaining two sections is on the poetic and 
rhetorical means of Urwind’s prose, my references to Bakhtin will 
be predominantly to these core ideas of his middle period where his 
critique of “poetic prose” is most intense. 

This non-coincidence brings such features in the novel to their 
characteristic edge. And even here, Bakhtin himself occasionally 
touches on the limits of his critique.

Reservations about such “unnovelistic” features already exist in 
Bakhtin’s discussion of polyphony in his book on Dostoevsky’s po-
etics, although there almost exclusively in relation to “lyrical ex-
pressivity” and not to troping. In DiN, this critical stance has be-
come much more emphatic, and explicitly leveled at troping. In this 
critical—and censuring—definition, the “word image” as image-
as-trope is “completely exhausted by the play between the word 
[...] and the object [...],” and all the richness of meaning and its 
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“contradictory multiplicity” resides in the aspects of the object it-
self, in language in its “virginal” or as yet “unuttered” nature. Thus 
“word” in its limited understanding as an image or trope “forgets 
that its object has its own history of contradictory acts of verbal rec-
ognition, as well as that heteroglossia that is always present in such 
acts of recognition”. The “novelistic image” or prose word, by con-
trast, is born “in a dialogue as a living rejoinder within it; the word 
is shaped in dialogic interaction with an alien word that is already in 
the object” (DiN, 277–279). Apart from failing in this respect, nov-
els may also fail by staging themselves in the manner of classical 
drama; such novels, written in “pure single-voiced language,” re-
main “closet dramas” considered “unnovelistic” (327, 327n25) by 
Bakhtin. These are different kinds of failure, but with equally un-
novelistic consequences. What matters for my purposes here are the 
strictures on poetic elements in novelistic prose.4 

In his sweeping critique of troping, Bakhtin does not much dis-
tinguish between the different effects of different kinds of figure 
(although he discusses the prosaic specificity of irony at length), 
not even between metaphor and metonymy. This distinction, how-
ever, is important when discussing Urwind’s poetic prose, a salient 
characteristic of which is its propensity for metonymy and, as part 
of it, synecdoche. As figures, they readily tap into contiguous, per-
ceivable everyday realities and thus also into the dialogic potential-
ity of the lifeworld. This special characteristic of Urwind’s figura-
tive language partly refracts Bakhtin’s sharp and general critique of 
the status of poetic figuration in novels.

The penchant for metonymy has been observed to be a gen-
eral characteristic in Carpelan’s writing, especially in his poetry, 
but also in his prose (Hollsten 2004, 44–62). Metonymic and met-
aphoric troping may intertwine, which is the case in Urwind as 
well. Pivoted on similarity, metaphors are dependent on metonym-
ic elements, but the degree of explicitness may vary greatly, and in 
longer texts metonymic relations may give rise to comprehensive 
metaphoric meanings in the end (e.g. Lodge 1977, 73–111). Along 
such lines, it is possible to discern extended textual metonymies. 
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As an example of such two-way movement, Hollsten notes (60–
61) how in Urwind long mimetic listings of different objects are of-
ten suddenly framed in a way that endows them with an extended 
metaphoric meaning. Somewhat differently, objects and places—
including the whole apartment house where much of the action and 
the writing itself take place—may stand in a metonymic relation to 
those who have used them or lived there.

In the following excerpt, taken from the chapter “Snow Letter,” 
it is through such metonymic figures and their metaphoric conden-
sation that the experiences and voices of others present themselves 
to Daniel’s consciousness: 

How heavy it feels to struggle up this cold and vertiginous stairwell 
while the snowstorm quietly rages out there. It is as if I had been mak-
ing my way up here for decades and had slowly grown, become heav-
ier, acquired eyes ever more hesitant, ever more difficult to find the 
way with. But Viktoria is surely waiting for me, why, we shall get mar-
ried this autumn, she says. I sniff the air. At the Bengtssons’ they are 
frying herring, where did they get it? Out under the door it streams, 
bones, spines, dead heads, dead eyes. At the Pietinens’ they are lis-
tening to the news, there is the sound of Sibelius, a woman is scream-
ing: ‘If you touch me, I’ll leave!’ Hot lava penetrates across the thresh-
olds, here everyone at all may give up the ghost without anyone hear-
ing, snow whirls in through the windows and covers all those who are 
asleep, they lie in rows as along wintry roads near the front. Each win-
dow is a darkness, each stair a year of my life—how many years do I 
have left? (UW 11)

This passage is full of indices of the war years. It is both mimetical-
ly forceful and stridently subjective. The different voices and sug-
gested discourses (Sibelius-cum-patriotism) along with the affec-
tive and emotional qualities (fear, envy, aggression, melancholy) 
merge to produce connotations of threat, death, and shortage. The 
passage is metonymically mimetic, arising from concrete sensa-
tions, with a metaphoric pull through the image of “lava.” Car-
pelan’s tendency in his poetry to eschew metaphors and symbols 
without concrete attachments is no less the case with the figurali-
ty of his novelistic prose. But as suggested, this verbal characteris-
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tic can be combined with larger imaginative, even turbulently fig-
ural and fantastic elements, such as the semi-mythical cycle of the 
year and suggestions of mythological figures and apparitions. For 
Daniel, such apparitions function as “vague signs” whose mean-
ings he is out to interpret. But although they are detached from or-
dinary perception, as phantasmatic messages they are embedded in 
his lifeworld.

The metonymic procedure comes through with exceptional clar-
ity in the sentence “Out under the door it streams, bones, spines, 
dead heads, dead eyes.” All this belongs to fried herrings. This is as 
the sensation has it, they can even be sniffed. At the same time, sur-
realistically or as in a dream, these parts of the fish are described as 
materially and separately streaming through the door crack. They 
become concretely visible in fantasy—be it in the child’s fantasy or 
the adult Daniel’s fantasy in writing. Formally these body parts are 
just “parts for the whole,” but the way they are presented connotes 
cutting into pieces, and as such they lead to, and partake in, the im-
ages of wartime violence and violence in the families. The parts of 
the fish suggest what kind of food is being prepared in the rooms, 
and at the same time their severed quality suggests bodies cut into 
pieces on the front. The same image is symbolically split in two 
directions. These different orientations are joined in the same act 
of evocation, but both their metonymic connections and symbolic 
meanings remain largely separate, as their weight lies in the con-
crete situations. The common element of violence in Daniel’s rec-
ollected experience provides a rhetorically vague but emotionally 
strong link, starting in his experience in the apartment house and 
widening out to the front.

The different scenes and elements of violence are suggested 
by the juxtaposition of lava and snow. If “lava” connotes death by 
heat (aggression of any kind), in the same passage “snow” con-
notes death by the cold; both images overdetermine the image of 
cutting. Death by the cold as an inner and outer experience is sug-
gested by the “cold and vertiginous stairwell” inside the house and 
the snowstorm outside, these images of vertigo arising in Daniel’s 



104Nykykulttuuri 126

mind as he makes his way up the stairs. This leads to the descrip-
tion of “snow whirls” covering all sleeping people and, in anoth-
er move, soldiers lying in rows “along wintry roads near the front.” 
The image of lava, too, relates to Daniel’s perceptions in the stair-
well: “Hot lava penetrates across the thresholds,” as do the parts of 
fish, both functioning as images of hatred and rage in the rooms be-
hind the thresholds, and more extensively of destruction in the im-
age of death by heat and then petrification. In a series of displace-
ments, personal rage leads to an index of war, concretely the Fin-
no-Russian Winter War. “Lava” and “snow” as vehicles give this 
passage a metaphoric twist, but even so the text retains a strong 
metonymic basis, because the different realities thus suggested are 
brought together only by common connotations, without losing any 
of their lifewordly and physical differences.

The passage also has chronotopic significance. Daniel’s climb-
ing the stairs is presented as lasting for decades, the climb becom-
ing heavier and heavier. When the boy struggles up the stairs, every 
step is at once movement in place and time, from the young boy of 
the war years to the middle-aged man writing about it. The common 
chronotope of stairs as a place of moving up and down and meeting 
others (Bakhtin 1981, 248) is turned into a poetic image by trans-
forming it into a suggestive space with an opening towards one’s 
whole life. The stairway functions as the scene of concrete time-
space contiguities and metonymic displacements, with the special 
edge of being the scene of the workings of memory and recollec-
tion.

What transpires from the above reading of Carpelan’s met-
onymically leaning figurality is that, although poetic prose is by 
no means the privileged means for furthering polyphony or dialo-
gism in Bakhtin’s definition, neither are the effects of this kind of 
troping limited to narrowly linguistic substitutions or self-expres-
sion. Bakhtin does not pay much attention to what can be achieved 
through such means in the genre of the novel; such considerations 
are soon cropped by his polemical genre criticism. As shown above, 
however, troping in its metonymically oriented variations may very 
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well have large textual and social reverberations and as such serve 
to interrelate different domains of individual, social, and historical 
experience. This is the case even in a novel such as Urwind, where 
everything is filtered through the narrator-protagonist’s sensibility.

”Voices of lexical shadings”

Bakhtin’s emphasis on “voice” as a carrier or performer of world 
views and language diversity is at the core of his theory of po-
lyphony and dialogism. “Word” as a vehicle of voices is in this 
sense not understood in terms of a single voice, but dialogically 
as the site where several different—responsive, anticipating, and 
contending—voices may appear. Along with these translinguistic 
and performative functions foregrounded by Bakhtin, words retain 
their representative and—in this case more importantly—rhetorical 
functions. These latter features, too, embedded in overlapping se-
mantic fields and tensions between the axes of selection and com-
bination have a force of their own, with the consequence that a sim-
ultaneity of voices in “words” may also involve figurative transfor-
mations of meaning.

The preceding section ended in a note on how Bakhtin’s sharp 
critique of the effects of troping in novels disregards the novel-
istic achievement of even the kind of metonymically bent poetic 
prose practiced in Urwind. Positively put, Urwind’s figurative prac-
tice could be seen to effect a tentative convergence between Bakh-
tin’s privileged prose word and its generically undermining “other,” 
the poetic word. Below, I shall approach the issue from Bakhtin’s 
direction by suggesting that even in some parts of his own theory 
of the multi-voiced word there are implications towards a similar 
partial convergence. These implications, at variance with Bakhtin’s 
polemical strictures, point to the possibility of constructions where 
the “word” as the site of crossing voices may work on different se-
mantic potentials to the point where something of voice-troping be-
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gins to emerge. The following quotation from the fragmentary late 
essay “The Problem of the Text” (2004) brings home the point:

Each large and creative verbal whole is a very complex and multifacet-
ed system of relations. With a creative attitude toward language, there 
are no voiceless words that belong to no one. Each word contains voic-
es that are sometimes infinitely distant, unnamed, almost impersonal 
(voices of lexical shadings, of styles, and so forth), almost undetecta-
ble, and voices sounding nearby and simultaneously. (123–124)

In DiN, when discussing the difference between poetic and prosaic 
use of tropes, Bakhtin is ready to “save” the poetic figure or trope 
when it is taken over for dialogic purposes and given a prosaic ac-
cent, for example through an ironic twist:

To understand the difference between ambiguity in poetry and doub-
le-voicedness in prose, it is sufficient to take any symbol and give it an 
ironic accent (in a correspondingly appropriate context, of course), that 
is, to introduce into it one’s own voice, to refract within it one’s own 
fresh intention.” (328–329)

The above excerpt gives this earlier allowance a different extensi-
on, as “distant” and lexically suggestive features are now discus-
sed on a par with contextually identified dialogic relations. Voices 
are described as emerging from “lexical shadings” and stylistic va-
lues, and not exclusively from socially identifiable forms and sub-
jects of discourse; thus, the notion of voice becomes interwoven 
with the characteristics of words as bundles of associative seman-
tic fields and rhetorical transformations. Even the workings of me-
tonymy, apparent in any realistically oriented dialogic text, beco-
me different in the kind of more distant voicing that Bakhtin dis-
cusses in the excerpt above. In such cases, the metonymic potential 
of the “word” becomes loosened from its contextually identifiab-
le groundings, and this kind of voice-troping5 may also have more 
pronounced condensing and thus metaphorizing effects. Theoreti-
cally speaking, we are now probing into the boundaries between 
linguistic signification and Bakhtinian translinguistics.

In this convergence between word-as-voice and word-as-trope, 
the distinction between the prosaic and the poetic word becomes 
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ambivalent. In Urwind, words as carriers of voices (“If you touch 
me, I’ll leave!”) are often interwoven with words as tropes (“Hot 
lava penetrates”). The cry from behind the door, a concrete voic-
ing of quarrel, hatred, and despair, is also part of a whole life, while 
“hot lava” is a directly metaphoric rendering of a similar destruc-
tive and ultimately petrifying quality of life. They relate differently 
to the idea of “voice,” the former connecting with concrete speak-
ers in the lifeworld of the protagonist-narrator, the latter being part 
of “writing” that draws on the rhetorical and poetic resources of 
language and, at the same time, on the inner experience of the nar-
rator-protagonist, engendering a more fluid kind of subjectivity.

Even for Bakhtin, the dialogic and “lyrical” (self-expressive) 
orientations are not unconditionally inimical to each other, but they 
lean on “voice” in divergent ways, and an overdose of the latter—
which would be the case in Urwind—undermines the historical di-
alogic achievement of the novel as Bakhtin has it. The difference is 
critically significant, and thus it has been instructive to gauge these 
leanings also against the grain, both in fiction and in theory.

Concluding remarks

As I have been reading Urwind, a novel with salient poetic ele-
ments, against the foil of Bakhtin’s overlapping but changing views 
of the self and the other, inner and outer, polyphony and dialogue, 
and the status of troping and the “lyrical,” the applicability of these 
concepts and notions has been variable. In this two-way reading 
connecting to different moments of Bakhtin’s thought, even the 
limits and ambivalences have, I hope, been significant in both di-
rections.

The emphasis in this essay has been on Bo Carpelan’s nov-
el, and consequently the discussion of Bakhtin’s changing views 
over time has been limited to the essentials, although I have tried to 
give it enough space to make the cross-lighting meaningful. There 
is a certain increase of friction when I move from the discussion 
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of chronotopes to self-other relations and polyphony, and further 
to the poetic elements and the status of troping in the novel. The 
view from chronotopy and from Bakhtin’s early architectonic ideas 
proved to be more directly amenable to account for Urwind’s spec-
ificity than the view from Bakhtin’s “middle term” theory of the 
novel exemplified here by the treatise “Discourse in the Novel.” 
Bakhtin’s critique of “unnovelistic” novels provided a foil against 
which Urwind’s poetic prose most clearly stood out.

In looking at this most thorny part of the relationship, it has ob-
viously not been my purpose to polemically roll back what Bakh-
tin has stated about the difference between the novel and the poet-
ic genres, or the difference between the prose word and the poet-
ic word. Nevertheless, the quotation from Bakhtin’s posthumous 
essay in the last section is symptomatic in the sense that it draws, 
once again, attention to the modifications of Bakhtin’s views of the 
novel and the varieties of novelistic prose. Considered as a com-
plement with retroactive effects, the passage from the late essay to-
gether with other similar passages has a relativizing impact on the 
sharp distinctions made elsewhere in Bakhtin’s work.

As part of the same gesture, I have regarded Carpelan’s novel as 
in its own way triggering off similar, complementary effects vis-á-
vis Bakhtin. Urwind itself with its own “voices of lexical shadings” 
can be viewed as a fictional complement affecting Bakhtin’s stric-
tures on self-expression, troping, and lyricism. Theoretically speak-
ing, it questions the cleanliness of Bakhtin’s distinction between 
“pure language” (language as a formal system of differences) and 
language as a translingual and dialogic phenomenon. There is no 
pure language, although formal abstractions exist, and so do spe-
cific formal operations known as rhetoric. The latter, however, only 
exist to produce particular meanings, the status of which in differ-
ent contexts and dialogical relations may vary greatly. Most clear-
ly, perhaps, this transpired from the way Urwind’s metonymically 
bent figuration functioned as mediation between the narrator-pro-
tagonist’s subjective experience and the social world, thus bringing 
about a dialogic relationship of its own kind.
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NOTES

1 For a discussion of Carpelan’s relation to modernism in a literary and 
historical context, see e.g. Hollsten 2004, 33–36, 89–91, 288–289, and 
Hellgren 2009, 70–73.
2 Dentith (1995, 43) somewhat relativizes Bakhtin’s unreserved char-
acterization of Dostoevsky’s works as decisively polyphonic, i.e., lack-
ing any hierarchical structures of meaning. On a scale between hier-
archy (consistent narrative omniscience) and polyphony, he situates 
Dostoevsky close to the latter, but considers Joyce and even Dickens 
to be the closest. However, Dentith reduces polyphony to the idea of 
“freedom of the word” or an open process of signification, thus playing 
down Bakhtin’s view of the centrality of struggles over meaning on the 
level of worldviews and discourses. 
3 Graham Pechey describes the position of the Dostoevsky book as 
the point of transition between “the sociologizing imperative of his 
friends’ polemical texts and the historicizing imperative of his own 
work on carnival and the novel,” which makes it “the locus classicus” 
of an “existentializing imperative” affecting all of Bakhtin’s thinking. 
Regarding another pair of competing paradigms, the subject-oriented 
stance of the Dostoevsky book—its “textualizing of the subject”—is 
considered as setting itself apart from both Saussurean objectivism and 
the “premature” cancellation of both subjectivity and sociality in Rus-
sian Formalism (Pechey 2007, 20–21).
4 For a Bakhtinian discussion of poetry, see Wesling (2003); for a dis-
cussion of poetry and polyphony, see the chapter “Polyphony and the 
Poetic Text” in Steinby and Klapuri (2013).
5 It is not possible to deal here in any detail with Paul de Man’s (1989, 
105–114) idea of the radical otherness or exotopy as a way of attending 
deconstructively to Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism, or to the effects of the 
distinction between the epistemic (intentional) and the linguistic con-
ception of trope. Clearly, however, my own analysis comes close to de 
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Man’s critique of the opposition that Bakhtin sets up between “trope as 
object-directed and dialogism as social-oriented discourse”. Such a di-
vision for de Man is “tropological in the worst possible sense, namely 
as reification.” On the face of it, of course, Bakhtin’s approach is the 
opposite of reification, but his efforts to oppose it by defining troping 
or the “poetic word” in terms of “pure language” land him facing the 
problem he had been striving to overcome. On these issues, see also 
Roberts (1989) 115–134.
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Brian Kennedy

“ANOTHER, MORE DISSATISFIED AND  
TRUTHFUL PERSON”: DANIEL URWIND  
ON THE THRESHOLD OF MID-LIFE IN  

BO CARPELAN’S URWIND

As Bo Carpelan’s Urwind (1993) opens, protagonist Daniel Urwind 
stands on the brink of a new life, one bereft of the comforts of do-
mestic partnership, at least for a year. We find him riding on a bus, 
coming home from having dropped his wife at the airport for her 
trip to a US research university. Looking out the coach’s window, 
he sees a man suddenly seem to burst into flames, burning before 
him. So intense is the experience that Daniel must shut his eyes. 
When he opens them, the man is gone. Nobody else on the bus has 
seen anything (UW 1). Thus begins a novel which has baffled even 
some professional critics with its series of time shifts and its protag-
onist’s fantastic interior narrative. Their answer for Urwind’s com-
plexities, in many cases, has been to do one of two things: to ac-
count for the book’s difficulties by characterizing it as modernist, 
or to focus interpretive efforts on rendering the novel’s complicat-
ed chronology simple. However, interpretive readings often then go 
no further, and thus either approach may leave much of the rich tex-
ture of the novel, including the vivid detail of its narrative events, 
unremarked upon. The novel may quite readily be read as modern-
ist, but to leave the matter there misses the thematic locus centered 
on the experience of standing on the margin between two possible 
lives, waiting to see which one will be one’s own.

Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the chronotope allows for a two-
part investigation into Urwind. On the one hand, it makes possi-
ble an understanding of the space-time of the novel, which codes 
the book as modernist, a point usefully made in the context of Car-
pelan’s oeuvre. A further, yet little remarked upon, dimension of the 
chronotopic—the notion of threshold—allows for a reading which 
opens Carpelan’s novel thematically. In what follows, I would like 
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to develop the possibilities for chronotope as it applies to this nov-
el. In discussing Urwind as modernist, I will make comparisons to 
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925) and Charlotte Perkins Gil-
man’s “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892). Doing so will validate Car-
pelan’s modernism but also expose the class-bound (and therefore 
time-bound) limits of the threshold experience, and thus necessitate 
comparison with a contemporary text which is thematically tied to 
Urwind.1 For this point, I will use the film American Beauty (1999) 
because its protagonist is, like Carpelan’s Daniel Urwind, a mid-
dle-aged male living in contemporary space-time.

Like Septimus Warren Smith, Perkins Gilman’s narrator (possi-
bly named Jane), and Lester Burnham, Daniel Urwind stands near 
a threshold which will define his experience from this point in his 
life forward. This is the year of absence which he will presently 
endure, and, as it turns out, the life he will have thereafter. For 
Septimus, his threshold has passed, the Great War taking him from 
everything which he knew, including his job and his sense that Eng-
lish culture could provide order to life, leaving him disoriented and 
alone despite the presence of his wife, an Italian woman who has 
returned with him to England as he attempts to resume his pre-war 
life. For Jane, the threshold comes as the reader observes her strug-
gling with what is probably post-partum depression. For Burnham, 
the threshold is that invisible line which men (at least, in contem-
porary Western cultures) seem to approach somewhere around their 
fortieth birthday. He appears to have crossed it in some near past, 
but spends the several weeks covering the film’s action trying to 
live in reverse by fighting off the physical and psychological ef-
fects of aging. Each, then, shares the experience of being forced to 
confront a crisis which moves them outside their culture’s conven-
tional mode of living and thinking. The trauma of doing so means 
that each one’s experience of the world in space and time takes on 
fantastic qualities.

Before delving into the chronotopic threshold experience, I 
would like to account for the chronotope of Carpelan’s form, which 
has, as was indicated above, been a source of both interest and trou-
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ble to readers. In terms of technique, Urwind bears remarkable sim-
ilarity to great works of European modernist literature as well as fit-
ting into the late strain of modernism which flourished in Finland. 2 
So, for example, Carpelan’s text might be read alongside Mrs. Dal-
loway, each focusing on the internal, the characters’ points of view, 
while seeming to ignore conventional notions of time and time 
markers in narration.

Witness, for instance, what happens when Septimus Warren 
Smith is out for a curative rest in the park on the June day in 1923 
when the story takes place. Despite this being several years after 
the Great War, he is afflicted by it still. Suddenly, the branches of a 
nearby tree part, and out walks his trench buddy, Evans (70). Evans, 
it must be noted, has been dead since being killed in action in Ita-
ly just before Armistice. As Septimus begins to rise from his chair, 
his wife, Rezia, tries to calm him. No one else sees Evans, though 
in fact, Peter Walsh is walking towards the couple, and Mrs. Re-
zia Smith is embarrassed for both herself and Septimus. What has 
happened to Septimus here is not terribly different from what be-
fell Daniel Urwind on his way home from the airport as detailed 
above. Such incidents, multiplied throughout each novel, point to 
the stream-of-consciousness narrative which signals modernism. 
Still, critics have come to Urwind with a measure of hesitation of-
tentimes prompted by the unconventional time scheme of the novel 
as well as the unrealistic flights which take the protagonist-narrator 
on a mental journey which spans decades and transcends the nor-
mal spatial limits of the human body. The result is that critical ap-
proaches often take two diametrically opposed tacks: either to read 
the book as modernist by embracing its lack of cohesion, or to re-
duce it, and the reading of it, to an exercise in creating a chronology 
which “makes sense” in the conventional way. A third strategy is to 
cite the novel’s debt to Carpelan’s considerable talents as a poet to 
provide a viable way into the admittedly dense narrative.

So, for instance, Thomas DuBois (1994) describes the technique 
of the book with a degree of enthusiasm: “Carpelan’s powerful use 
of imagery and language, [are] characteristics which tie him inte-
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grally to the Fenno-Swedish modernist school (of which he is un-
doubtedly one of the best-known and most widely acclaimed ex-
emplars in the postwar period)” (382). 3 He then goes on to explain, 
in his brief review, the connections of Carpelan’s work with other 
important texts in both Finnish and Finland-Swedish literature, not 
limiting his references to Urwind, but making the claim for other of 
Carpelan’s novels as well as the poems (1994, 382).

DuBois notwithstanding, it is not uncommon to see Urwind 
questioned, if not derided, as not particularly accessible in its lan-
guage. For instance, in reviewing Roger Holmström’s book on the 
novel, George C. Schoolfield (2000) says that readers are not uni-
versally enamored of the Carpelan text, citing several examples. 
However, as is well known, the novel won the Finlandia Prize, 
something which another critic says vaulted the book to promi-
nence, but the description offered seems to be not without reserva-
tion: “[Not] necessarily a book that would appeal to a wide audi-
ence, rather it was quite intellectual. Nevertheless [because of the 
prize] sales took off” to total 33,000. “Without the prize, its sales 
would probably have remained at around 3,000 copies” (Sonninen 
2004). It is a point Schoolfield picks up when he cites Holmström 
to say that the reader may “abandon […] his efforts, despite the ex-
traordinary amount of praise (and the Finlandia Prize) it [Urwind] 
received upon its appearance. ‘There are several who, after having 
read the first four or five chapters, put the book aside, convinced 
that it is a story one can’t get into’ ” (qtd. in Schoolfield 2000, 120). 
In the face of this, the strategy which Holmström’s book takes is to 
form an apology for the novel showing how its chronology works 
(Schoolfield 2000, 120–121).

This interpretive strategy might be glossed as being the same 
as the approach which readers of Western European modernist 
texts used in the first phase of the movement. Stacy Burton (2000) 
claims that early criticism “promoted readings that demonstrated 
that modernist texts were more carefully calibrated than they ap-
peared to be and emphasized their centripetal rather than centrifu-
gal tendencies […]. [R]eaders were at least assured that [the mod-
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ernist novel] really was art: principles of order and narrative pur-
pose, they were told, shaped its apparent chaos” (534). The prob-
lem, and here she could be talking about Carpelan as much as 
James Joyce (whom she is discussing), is that “such formalist ap-
proaches […] do not explain the unruly multiplicity of modernist 
narratives as anything more than a problem to be solved. Critics 
assume that monologic intent underlies polyphony and read am-
biguous conflicts with an eye toward making them unambiguous” 
(Burton 2000, 535). In fact, according to Burton, it was oftentimes 
the artists themselves who created these interpretations in the early 
days of modernism, over-writing their own texts in reaction to con-
fused critical response. 4

Put another way, this could result in the following question: 
what would it take to rescue Urwind from this modernist/technical-
ist bind? Doing so might necessitate reading the chronotope of the 
novel in context with selected modernist texts while simultaneous-
ly wrestling with Urwind’s contemporary cultural contexts. Such an 
interpretation would avoid the traps of either exoticizing or domes-
ticating the novel, and instead explore the historically and cultural-
ly situated reasons for what appears to be an endless loop of mem-
ory lost and regained. This method has been prefigured by a critic 
seeking to render into meaning Peer Hultberg’s 1992 novel Byen og 
Verden (The City and the World), and I cite it briefly here as a tran-
sition to my argument on Carpelan’s novel. 

Henk van der Liet (1999) admits that The City is “characterized 
by a fragmentary, plotless construction which lacks narrative pro-
gression […]” (211). He says that it is a collection of one hundred 
disparate units which might best be described as “a series of rel-
atively independent and unrelated textual fragments […]” (212), 
but he then goes on to claim that there is a way of making sense 
of the text, if one reads the scattered fragments as being united by 
the chronotope of the city: “In Bakhtinian terms, Viborg functions 
as a chronotope,” he claims (1999, 213). In making his argument, 
van der Liet has bypassed the attempt to untangle the chronology of 
Hultberg’s novel, instead reading the book as portraying “the ten-
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sion between two chronotopic levels—the gap between public and 
private existence—collective and the individual time and space” 
(1999, 215). A similar approach might be used to understand Ur-
wind.

For Bakhtin, at least as he studies ancient literature in his es-
say “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope of the Novel” (original-
ly published 1937-38, now appearing in The Dialogic Imagination: 
Four Essays, 1981), the chronotope is a matter of relationship in 
space-time, wherein one term cannot exist, nor change, without the 
other also changing. Take for instance his statement that “[t]ime, as 
it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; like-
wise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of 
time, plot and history” (84).5

Bakhtin indicates that the significance of the multiple chrono-
topes he describes is that “(t)hey are organizing centers for the fun-
damental narrative events of the novel. The chronotope is the place 
where the knots of narrative are tied and untied” which leads to “the 
meaning that shapes narrative” (1981, 1937–1938, 250). He says 
that “the chronotope, functioning as the primary means for mate-
rializing time in space, emerges as a center for concretizing rep-
resentation, as a force giving body to the entire novel” (250). Sta-
cy Burton (1996) suggests the flexibility of the concept when she 
claims that Bakhtin’s “chronotope and discourse theories propose 
not another typology of texts, but rather creative ways to under-
stand heterogeneous experiences of temporality and their re-cre-
ation in narrative” (44). Speaking in the context of the discussion 
of Urwind, it might matter less whether the text is modernist per 
se than that it can be read as dramatizing the particular temporality 
which grows out of Daniel Urwind’s experience.

Burton uses the notion of “heterochrony,” or the mixing of 
chronotopes within a single text, to read The Sound and The Fury 
(1929) against the much later Moon Tiger (1987), a method obvi-
ously suggestive of my comparison of Urwind with Mrs. Dalloway, 
“The Yellow Wallpaper,” and American Beauty. Such readings, at 
least to some degree, ignore the historically determined nature of 
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their respective protagonists in order to focus on the similarity of 
their experiences. In the case of these latter four texts, the result 
is a recognition that despite their differences, the characters share 
threshold moments which trigger similar psychological reactions.

The idea of threshold is of course also predicated on Bakhtin, 
who describes what he calls “the chronotope of threshold” as “the 
chronotope of crisis and break in a life” (1981, 1937–1938, 248, 
italics original). The break that he speaks about, he elaborates as 
“the decision that changes a life (or the indecisiveness that fails to 
change a life, the fear to step over the threshold)” (248). In terms 
of the time element of this chronotope, Bakhtin says that “time is 
essentially instantaneous; it as if it has no duration and falls out of 
the normal course of biographical time,” and this seems to describe 
Urwind well (248).

In the case of Daniel Urwind, the break is actually induced by 
the twin crises of his wife’s absence and the indications of his body 
that his life is entering its late stages. The experience and expres-
sion of this character might thus be seen to represent a particu-
lar type of threshold experience, which I will describe presently as 
male mid-life crisis.

Thus my argument might demand one further qualification: we 
must understand that, while the idea of chronotope may be use-
ful in comparing motifs between texts, chronotopes are not uni-
versal, or without historical context. It is a point which Michael 
Holquist (1990) made a number of years ago, and one which has 
more recently been repeated by Bart Keunen (2000) in his attempt 
to rethink chronotopes as what he calls “memory schemata.” First 
Holquist: “[L]iterary chronotopes are highly sensitive to historical 
change: different societies and periods result in different chrono-
topes both inside and outside literary texts” (1990, 112). Taking 
an example, he says that “even the most elementary form of the 
chronotope, abstract adventure, is subject to intertextual and his-
torical conditions that make any appropriation of its repeatable fea-
tures an utterance, that is, a text with a particular meaning in a spe-
cific situation” (1990, 118).
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Keunen could be seen as agreeing when he argues that chrono-
topes work not just to organize texts, but as triggers within readers, 
who have pre-existing space-time constructs, “memory schemata,” 
culturally formed, within their minds. “[A] chronotopic structure 
determines the way in which a text will be constructed (by the writ-
er) or reconstructed (by the reader)” he claims (2000, para. 12). 
Chronotopes become schematic structures which “enable the read-
er to concretize and even to reproduce the genological (sic) lan-
guage he associates with a specific motif ” (2000, para. 15). The 
idea seems to be that one’s historical context largely informs the 
structure which one’s mind builds when confronted with a given 
chronotope. In seeking to prove that “texts activate memory sche-
mata by referring to everyday situations,” Keunen cites research-
er Elena Semino, who theorizes that action schemata—the prompts 
which get a reader to understand a text, to try to put in plainly—
work by “enabl[ing] understanders to form expectations about what 
is likely to happen next, either in the real world, or the world of the 
text” (qtd. in Keunen 2000, para. 16). These memory schemata are 
formed in the first place by one’s prior (historically contextualized) 
experience.

To apply the notion of chronotope as an interpretive tool, then, 
might demand that one trace a book’s chronotopic form in not one, 
but two, directions: to similarities with other texts which share its 
generic qualities (while not giving too much credence to the mat-
ter of genre per se), and to similarities with other texts which share 
its historical contexts. Chronotope itself, then, would take on two 
lives—as form, though not to restrict the text’s possibilities for 
meaning to that alone, and as message, historically and contextual-
ly understood.

In what follows, I will pursue this two-pronged approach by 
exploring how Urwind deploys the schemata of the threshold in a 
way resonant of its generic cousins Mrs. Dalloway and “The Yel-
low Wallpaper,” with the result being a similar expression of space-
time, and by showing that Carpelan’s protagonist might also be 
read as portraying a specific experiential chronotope as seen also 
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in a contemporary parallel, American Beauty. This is the masculine 
mid-life crisis most familiar in the present-day middle-class West 
and which, most often, afflicts males facing the break point in life 
brought on by aging.6

Daniel Urwind, protagonist and narrator of the eponymous nov-
el, writes what he claims to be a diary, to be delivered to his absent 
wife upon her return from her year’s journey to the US, where she 
is working on a research project. Almost at the book’s inception, 
he declares his intention, saying, “I am writing a diary for you, you 
will receive it as a part of me when you come back” (UW 1). He 
further describes his method by indicating, “You will be gone for 
a year, and I will write reports to you, one for each week” (UW 2). 
This is not, perhaps, an uncommon strategy, except for two things: 
first, there are not fifty-two chapters, one for each week of his wife’s 
absence, but fifty-three. And the form of memory in them is not fo-
cused solely on the here-and-now, but moves back and forth, the 
narrative style doing contradictory things with time. The narration 
follows the slow progression of the protagonists’ life, each chapter 
corresponding to one year of his chronological age. But it portrays 
what happened during that year through an often-bizarre and unre-
alistic narrative which stretches the chronology well past the lim-
its of convention.

This is forecast early in the first chapter when, after promising 
his wife a record of the year, he declares his age: “I am fifty-three 
years heavy” (UW 2). But this does not indicate the adventure to 
come, wherein Daniel turns realism on its head with visions from 
that of a floating school to an elevator which breaks through the 
ceiling and hovers above the city, flights of fancy which suggest 
the stream-of-consciousness characteristic of modernism. Of that 
we get a clue when, after declaring his age, he says, “My memo-
ry hurls me forward, grows ever more mysterious and contains so 
many dead people,” something he hints is tied to his physical be-
ing as he describes himself as “the stranger who sits here with his 
hands threaded in mine. Blue veins, red knuckles, two sprawling 
fingers, a text stained by patches of snow” (UW 2). In a much lat-
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er chapter, when speaking of himself as a younger man, he says, “I 
will soon be twenty, somewhere I remain there, I drag everything 
with me and forget, but it is my life’s luggage, it settles in my face, 
weighs down my hands, forms my movements, my voice hesitates” 
(UW 77), indicating the connection between the physical results of 
his having aged and his ability to erase the conventional usage of 
time as he writes this year-long diary.

A similar paradox occurs with space. Whereas Daniel rarely 
moves in space, confining most of his activities, at least as they are 
presented to the reader, to either his bookshop or his apartment, his 
fantasy life suggests movement in space which defies all laws of 
physical restriction which normally apply to humans (see, for in-
stance, the chapter where Daniel is in the pub, UW 71–74). Thus 
while never in a literal sense anything other than a 53-year-old 
bookseller, Urwind is living a mental chronotope which allows him 
to break from the space-time which constrains him and to review all 
of his life over the course of a year. At one stage, he indicates that 
he comes home and sits on the bed “as though neither past nor pres-
ent existed, and all the years that have passed since then [teenage-
hood] are like a white cloud that sails across the sky and is gone” 
(UW 60).

This sense of chronotopic erasure allows him, through the nov-
el, to move between times and spaces through a distortion of his 
body into a form of the grotesque (to reach out for another famil-
iar Bakhtinian concept)—not a physical one, but a mental one. The 
character’s grotesque mental image of his body, an image distort-
ed from what might be considered to be a normative sense of one’s 
body in the world, departs from the physical frame, which can no 
longer contain it, and inhabits a new space-time. Urwind indicates 
as much when he says at the start of the twentieth chapter, “Spring 
Days,” that “[i]t is not only forty years that separate what I was 
from what I am, but the distance now, in the moment” (UW 75).

His need to reconfigure the world by breaking out of what we 
might think of as normal space-time might be further understood 
through comparison with three other literary characters, each of 
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whom has a vision of the world something approximating Daniel’s. 
As was mentioned above, Septimus Warren Smith, the returned 
WW1 veteran who wanders about London on the same June day as 
Mrs. Dalloway in Virginia Woolf’s novel of the same name, has a 
series of visions remarkably like those of Urwind. He sees a dead 
friend, he remembers past scenes, and he hears trees talking to him. 
All of these are integrated into the novel as part of the ongoing 
stream-of-consciousness which constructs Woolf’s modernist par-
adigm. So, for example, his inner narrative sounds like this at one 
point: “The earth thrilled beneath him. Red flowers grew through 
his flesh; their stiff leaves rustled by his head” (68). “I leant over 
the edge of the boat and fell down, he thought. I went under the sea. 
I have been dead, and yet am now alive […]” (69). At the time, he 
is merely sitting in Regent’s Park. Suffering Shell Shock has made 
this shift in his thinking happen, but his doctors can’t understand 
him, rooted as they are in their nineteenth-century practices. Sep-
timus recognizes this while being interviewed by Dr. Bradshaw, 
who suggests a course of rest and porridge with heavy cream. Sep-
timus’s response is to mock the idea that he would be sent to the 
country. “One of Holmes’s homes?” he sneers, and the doctor re-
sponds, “one of my homes, Mr. Warren Smith” (97, emphasis orig-
inal).

Woolf’s narrative as it describes Septimus, at times, toggles 
between conventionality and stream-of-consciousness. There is a 
long paragraph on Septimus, for instance, which begins, “To look 
at, he might have been a clerk, but of the better sort; for he wore 
brown boots; his hands were educated; so, too, his profile—his an-
gular, big-nosed, intelligent, sensitive profile […]” (84). The para-
graph ends describing him as “one of those half-educated, self-edu-
cated men whose education is all learnt from books borrowed from 
public libraries, read in the evening after the day’s work, on the ad-
vice of well-known authors consulted by letter” (84). Here, he be-
comes Thomas Hardy’s Jude Fawley. But when Septimus’s own 
point of view is represented in the narration, we again are back in 
the stream-of-consciousness style: “In the tea-shop among the ta-
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bles and the clattering waiters the appalling fear came over him—
he could not feel” (88), we learn. At another point, again with Brad-
shaw, he filters Rezia’s conversation with the doctor and we get 
this: “So they returned to the most exalted of mankind; the criminal 
who faced his judges; the fugitive; the drowned sailor; the poet of 
the immortal ode; the Lord who had gone from life to death,” and 
so on (97).

Jane, the narrator in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story, 
“The Yellow Wallpaper,” is similarly portrayed, a woman with a 
mind that cannot be reined in to the conventional realities of her 
space and time. Like Urwind, this story features diary form, which 
the narrator claims she writes in secret when her caretaker is not at-
tending her (766). As the story/diary goes on, she gradually loses 
herself in her fantasy that there is a woman behind the wallpaper 
of her bedroom, seeking to be released from confinement. Like Ur-
wind on his quest for his past, Jane places great pride in the person-
al quest to find the truth about this woman who lives inside the pa-
per, and she pulls and pulls, hoping to help the woman gain her re-
lease (775). In the end, it appears that she has gone quite mad.

What unites these two characters with Urwind is that each has 
come to a brink something like the one which has forced Daniel to 
indulge in his year of fanciful remembrances. For Septimus it has 
been the War, for Jane, the birth of her child. For Daniel, the loss of 
his wife and the confronting of his own aging body create the ful-
crum between the past and the future which is manifest in his fan-
ciful chronotopic adventures. For each character, then, a threshold 
experience is followed by a disconnection from the world signaled 
through a distortion of the mind’s image of the body and its place in 
the world, and the story is told in the shifting and difficult narrative 
style characteristic of modernism. Of course, the trouble with using 
these examples as parallels is that in the former two cases, the pro-
tagonist endures a final and total break from reality, as evidenced by 
Septimus casting himself out a window to be impaled on the railing 
below and by Jane coming to see herself as the woman in the wall-
paper. Urwind, by contrast, simply ends up alone in his room and 
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his life. Unlike the other two, he has not succumbed to his condi-
tion. This leads one to inquire as to the difference of his experience 
to theirs. The answer is not in the form of the respective stories, as 
is evident by the earlier-cited tendency by critics to become lost in 
the complexities of Urwind’s narration. So why is it that despite his 
sense of his grotesque (mental) body in his perceptions of himself 
in the world, Daniel Urwind stops short of madness?

One way to think of this is to return to the point, above, concern-
ing historical context. While all three of these characters may be 
facing a type of threshold, the former two are removed from Daniel 
Urwind in important ways. Jane, obviously, being female in an age 
(late 19th century) when women were often subjected to their hus-
bands’ demands of them, is unable to make choices for herself. Ear-
ly on, for instance, she reports that her doctor-husband has made a 
mockery of her wish to think for herself, saying, “I sometimes fan-
cy that in my condition, if I had less opposition and more socie-
ty and stimulus—but John says the very worst thing I can do is to 
think about my condition, and I confess it always makes me feel 
bad” (766). For his part, Septimus has come from humble roots, and 
had just worked his way into the clerical class, albeit with the prom-
ise of greater things, before the War interrupted. He enlisted and 
“went to France to save an England which consisted almost entire-
ly of Shakespeare’s plays” and the vision of his Shakespeare teach-
er in a green dress (86). The trenches took all of that away, leaving 
him broken. Daniel, by contrast with these two, is middle-classed, a 
bookshop owner, and a man in a world where men have much of the 
power. 7 Thus while each stands at a threshold—to return to Bakh-
tin, each has undergone a “crisis and break in life” (1981, 1937–
1938, 248, emphasis original)—and thus Daniel’s trauma of losing 
his wife may resemble the pains of the other two in some aspects, 
it veers from theirs because, in the final analysis, it does not un-
moor him the way post-partum depression or Shell Shock do their 
victims, and this may partly be due to the insulation from problems 
that his class, gender, and historical conditions afford him.
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Yet if his break does not lead him from sanity to madness, it is 
still traumatizing for him, and this might best be understood by rec-
ognizing that his social situation has labeled what has happened to 
him as the primary problem a man of his age and class can under-
go. This moment in his life marks a shifting in his understanding of 
himself caused by his realization that he is in the middle of his life, 
“a threshold away from the beginning and toward the end,” as one 
psychologist describes the period in a line highly resonant of Bakh-
tin (Lachman 2004, 310). This period, often marked by the very 
issues Daniel is facing—”parenting growing children and dealing 
with the aging and death of one’s parents” (321) as well as rethink-
ing the value of one’s work (323)—leads to upheaval, if not “cri-
sis” for many people. As a result, “the decade of the fifties is an im-
portant turning point in personality, with increased introspection 
and reflection” (320), something which could explain Urwind’s im-
pulse to take this year to look inside, and externalize his thoughts 
in the form of his diary. “In midlife, the central theme is generativ-
ity versus stagnation,” and people are often led as a result to focus 
on “transmitting values” through, for instance, “contributing to the 
world through art or literature” (316), all of which might be read as 
a gloss on Daniel Urwind’s life in his fifty-third year.

The reader finds out as the novel moves forward that Maria and 
Daniel had twins, and that the children, now in their early twen-
ties, have left home to pursue their careers. Daniel, who has been 
surrounded by family and its responsibilities for over two decades, 
thus suddenly finds himself alone, his thoughts his only compan-
ion. This, added to what seems to be his preoccupation with his fail-
ing body, thrusts him into a mode of reflection which causes him 
to wonder, for instance, “[W]hat am I doing here, in what room of 
memory do I find myself now, what time is being slowly torn open, 
like a ripped web?” early in the narrative (UW 19), and it is this 
which renders the unique form of the novel and, as I will continue 
to argue in what follows, one of its key meanings.

Daniel Urwind’s being betrayed by his body is something which 
he mentions repeatedly in the text, often referring to the image he 
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sees when he looks in mirrors as for instance when he returns from 
a funhouse. There, he has observed a variety of versions of himself 
in distorting glasses, “where one’s body assumed grotesque forms,” 
an experience which he describes as “filling me with loneliness and 
darkness” (UW 103). His bathroom mirror offers no remedy. In-
stead, when “the light struck me in the face, I raised my eyes, I was 
there, had grown older […] alien and confused” (UW 104). Per-
haps this would not be a bother for some, but Daniel experiences it 
as such. Once again sitting on his bed, he despairs: “I sit, a stone, 
unthrown, on my bed and see the emptiness and uncertainty be-
hind maturity’s surface” (UW 106) after having relived the summer 
when he was twenty-eight. Later, he again says that “the bathroom 
mirror […] reproduces a heavy, stupidly staring face […]. Work 
and time leave their marks […]” (UW 127). One final mirror-gaz-
ing experience, at his class reunion when he is forty-eight, has him 
commenting on his “fiery red, heavy face […] this stooping, stocky, 
round, alien man with his watery eyes and his lank hair that is start-
ing to get grey streaks in it” (UW 175). He wonders in this moment, 
“What have I become?” and he concludes, “You see: I am alive. 
Only just, but alive” (UW 175).

Urwind clearly has on his mind the passing of time and the ef-
fects on him. Aside from the physical reminders of aging already 
mentioned, there are other indications of what he is thinking. He 
figures the gap from his younger self by saying that life will be 
“never again as then, in one’s teens, when one’s contact with things 
was things themselves” (UW 59), and he betrays his realization 
that his children will soon “lead us into a new childhood, quieter, 
more colourless, more bitter”—that of old age, one presumes (UW 
70). This is a time which he dreads. Even in creating the memories 
which form his diary, he says that “[w]hat I hate in the passage of 
time is all the sentimentalities it gives rise to, they become more 
and more difficult to avoid the older one gets” (UW 121). This, as 
I argued above, reflects his concern with his age, his panic perhaps 
at having awakened to the mid-life crisis.
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So what is he to do if he is to return to the world and continue to 
live in it? He does not, like Septimus or Jane, abandon sense, or life. 
At some point, then, his distorted mental image must be forced to 
again reconcile with the physical, because by neither dying nor go-
ing completely mad, he must go back to life as it has always been, 
working in the bookshop until death or retirement. One recalls in 
this regard his attempt to change careers, his having asked Maria, 
“if you might have a job at the institute for me as a caretaker. You’re 
too old, Daniel, you replied, couldn’t you start to write or paint in-
stead?” (UW 158). At the time, he was just forty-three. But having 
had this year of revelry now at fifty-three, how is it that he might 
reintegrate the distorted mental image of himself with the physical 
reality of his body, assuming that the body is not itself suffering too 
much from the physical distortion of aging? A contemporary paral-
lel text might help provide insight.

In American Beauty, protagonist Lester Burnham (Kevin Spac-
ey) is bored and, in his early forties (he is forty-two), ready for a 
change from the suburban routine he has lived for the prior decade 
and a half. Like both Septimus and Urwind, he experiences visions, 
but his come in the form of fantasies about his teenaged daughter’s 
friend, Angela Hayes (Mena Suvari), who, to take one notable in-
stance in the film, seems to open her sweater during a cheerlead-
ing performance, allowing dozens of rose petals to flow out. No 
one but Lester sees this. Lester admits in voice-over as the film be-
gins that “both my wife and daughter think of me as this giant los-
er, and they’re right. I have lost something. I’m not exactly sure 
what it is, but I didn’t always feel this [pause] sedated. But you 
know what? It’s never too late to get it back.” He then goes on to 
detail that something through the action, eventually revealing the 
loss of his sexuality, his lack of mastery over his job, even his un-
happiness with the car he drives. Perhaps more important to him 
than these is the physical change which he realizes one night stand-
ing in his garage. Having gone to his daughter’s cheerleading ex-
hibition and fallen instantly in love/lust with her teenaged friend, 
Lester goes home, strips off his clothes, and looks at himself in the 
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reflection of the garage window. His belly rounds itself even as he 
gazes at it, and he looks down on it with disbelief, as if it had ap-
peared there all of a sudden. In fact, in a way, it had, since he had 
never seen it before. His image of his body has not kept pace with 
the physical changes that age has worked on him. Now, he is able 
to see his body for what it has become, and similar to Urwind, his 
mind is unable or unwilling to accept this new image as his reali-
ty, this physically grotesque person he has changed into. To reme-
dy the problem, Lester adopts a precisely inverse strategy to Dan-
iel, who attempts to reconcile his familiar mental image of the body 
with a new, and disappointing, physical frame.8 Lester by contrast 
decides to bend the physical body back into the shape (space) he 
had always thought it to occupy. In so doing, one might say, he at-
tempts to turn back time. He has just declared in voice-over narra-
tion, “I feel like I’ve been in a coma for about twenty years, and I’m 
just now waking up.”

His remedies for the condition involve starting to smoke mari-
juana, exercise, and listen to the music he used to enjoy as a teen-
ager. His experience might be described as nostalgia in the way 
figured by Svetlana Boym and described by Nanny Jolma (2018): 
“nostalgia is, besides a longing for a lost home or a general sense 
of belonging, also a yearning for a different time” (2018, 7). Jolma 
further cites Niklas Salmose as saying that “the moment of narra-
tion in nostalgic narratives is often a time of decay and the physical 
absence of childhood dreams” (8). If one could move the adjective 
“physical” to before the word “decay,” the formulation would ex-
actly suit Lester Burnham. He longs to be his former self, the one 
who spent the entire summer after high school flipping burgers to 
buy an 8-track tape player. “It was great,” he tells Ricky Fitz, his 
daughter’s eventual boyfriend. “All I did was party and get laid.”

Burnham’s thoughts concerning his physical, bodily self are 
mostly not revealed, but the action shows his inner wishes: when 
his daughter is with him in the kitchen, Lester drinks a (healthy, 
post-exercise) smoothie, flexing his biceps as he lifts the blender jar 
to drink. Later, Angela Hayes, his daughter’s friend, notices his bi-
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ceps in a t-shirt and says, “Wow, look at you. Have you been work-
ing out?” Lester responds, “Some,” and Angela’s response in turn 
is, “You can really tell. Look at those arms.” His reaction is a smile 
that tells the viewer what is in his mind: “It’s working. I’m becom-
ing my younger self once more.”

His wish to turn back time becomes, at one point, quite child-
ish. He loses his job and replaces it with one at a fast-food restau-
rant. While being interviewed by the teenaged manager, he points 
out, “I have fast food experience,” to which the young man laughs, 
“Yeah, like twenty years ago.” Burnham’s response is, “Surely you 
must have some sort of training program. It seems unfair to pre-
sume I won’t be able to learn” this job which he says he wants be-
cause, “I’m looking for the least possible amount of responsibility.” 
This is also the way he has begun to live his life.

One afternoon, he is home, playing with a remote-control toy 
monster truck. His wife, Caroline, arrives, asking, “Whose car is 
that out front?” to which Lester replies, “Mine. 1970 Pontiac Fire-
bird. The car I’ve always wanted and now I have it. I rule.” Perhaps 
this suggests a regression to teenage-hood which is troubling and 
thematically one-dimensional, or perhaps it suggests that stripping 
one’s self of the trappings of middle age also takes away what one 
has learned getting there. In any case, Lester Burnham’s experience 
of nostalgia is not the one Jolma describes, “a complex experience 
that includes a wide range of feelings, such as happiness, sadness, 
and bitterness, or even melancholy” (2018, 3). That might be better 
saved for Daniel Urwind, to whom I now return.

Urwind, too, is at a threshold. He can’t retain the image of his 
physical body as he has always experienced it, and this has pro-
duced a crisis like Burnham’s. Nor does he seem to have the sort 
of resources Lester has to do anything about it. 9 But if Daniel can-
not take the Burnham cure, he does, at certain points, indicate a re-
newed sense of self which might allow him to go on, his body re-
taining its newly aged shape, but his mind shifting shape to fit it. 
And it is because of this that his story takes on its peculiar form, 
as a diary which freezes and extends the space-time of his past in a 



131 Kennedy

variety of ways and allows him time to heal, or at least, to come to 
grips with, the new self which his aging has created of him. Recall 
Bakhtin’s explanation of the time element of the chronotope of the 
threshold: “[T]ime is essentially instantaneous; it is as if it has no 
duration and falls out of the course of biographical time” (Bakhtin, 
1981, 1937–1938, 248).

Urwind gives away the purpose of writing his diary when talk-
ing about having stayed at his grandmother’s place, asking, “Was 
it now, as I tried to capture the silences in my memory, that for the 
first time I was seized by the thought of writing, forming, noting 
down, seeking the right words that could give me at least a fraction 
of the image of myself I was looking for?” (UW 91). When sort-
ing books for his shop, he reflects that “[i]n every book a life is hid-
den. The book that writes you and is one day put away, never to be 
read again” (UW 175). This is taken up also when he discusses the 
end of July and a journey that is going to take an elevator straight 
through the roof of his apartment: “I who thought I would be able to 
go back without disturbing time, find that I must go forward, drag-
ging with me all the rooms I have visited […]” (UW 111). Perhaps 
unable to deal with his aging any other way, he visits these rooms, 
and we with him, in a chronotopic revelry which has a spatial di-
mension which transcends normal physical boundaries and a tem-
poral dimension which ranges across the years of his life. And the 
effect is to heal the problem which he began with, to allow a strat-
egy by which he might cross the threshold before him. It is a kind 
of inverse of Lester Burnham’s strategy, which might be read as 
crossing the threshold in reverse, or attempting to, by recapturing 
the body which middle age had seen him lose.

A few years before the beginning of the narrative, Urwind had 
turned fifty, something he describes saying, “I walked into a new 
decade with no ideas” (UW 180). He was now living an age which 
his Aunt Viktoria described as being “when one no longer returns, 
can no longer return to anything, is merely driven onwards, tries to 
find an anchorage […]” (UW 177). Now fifty-three and alone, Dan-
iel has come to an understanding that might help him through this 
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middle-aged time. He expresses it by asking, “What is the mean-
ing of [life]?” and answering his own question with “[t]hat it must 
be lived, lived through. I feel as though in a single year I had gone 
from being a child via the life of an adult back to the utterly simple, 
grateful eye and what it sees” (UW 186). It’s like he said in an earli-
er context, speaking of a moment when he was visiting Fanny Dahl-
gren’s family: “It suddenly seemed to me as though in each of us 
another, more dissatisfied and truthful person were about to break 
through” (UW 79). Perhaps having crossed the threshold to age, he 
has the possibility for renewal.

He had better hope the strategy works, for at the end of the fif-
ty-second week, his wife, who has returned to Finland for Christ-
mas, announces that she has found another man (UW 187). Con-
fronted with yet another threshold, Daniel indicates that life “can-
not be explained, only built. I have nothing more to say” (UW 189). 
The diary ends, and the reader wonders what kind of experience 
this new one will be for Urwind. Bakhtin gives a number of choic-
es, naming “falls, resurrections, renewals, epiphanies.” He sums up 
by saying that the threshold forces “decisions that determine the 
whole life of a man” (1981, 1937–1938, 248). Or, we might say 
in Daniel Urwind’s case, if not the whole life, whatever life he has 
left after fifty-three. Maybe if he is lucky, he will inherit Burnham’s 
idea. The latter declares, “It’s a great thing when you discover you 
still have the ability to surprise yourself. Makes you wonder what 
else you can do that you’ve forgotten about.”

However, Lester Burnham himself doesn’t have a chance to 
work out his new-found life. His neighbor shoots him in his kitch-
en, angry over his own repressed homosexuality and under the im-
pression that Lester has had a sexual relationship with his son. 10 
As the film heads toward its denouement, an overhead shot of the 
neighborhood the Burnhams live in, which is used as a recurring 
motif, appears on the screen. Lester’s voice-over narration goes like 
this: “Remember those posters that said today is the first day of the 
rest of your life? Well, that’s true of every day except one. The day 
you die.” Lester is then seen coming out of his house and jogging 
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quickly down the street. That same day, one presumes, is when he 
discovers his wife’s affair, when he is kissed by Frank Fitz, when 
he has the chance to sleep with Angela Hayes but does not, and then 
when he is shot. In portraying these moments, the chronotope of the 
film speeds up as all of this action rushes past to get to Lester’s final 
proclamations about the meaning of life, which he now understands 
precisely because he has crossed from life to death. His summation: 
“I guess I could be pretty pissed off about what happened to me, but 
it’s hard to stay mad when there’s so much beauty in the world.” He 
later adds, “I can’t feel anything but gratitude for every single mo-
ment of my stupid, little, life.” He has crossed a different threshold, 
perhaps, in his violent death, and he seems to think that this gives 
him a privileged position from which to comment. He says as the 
film ends, “You have no idea what I’m talking about, I’m sure. But 
don’t worry—you will someday.”

Should his point of view be privileged in these matters? While 
he looks beguilingly like someone who seized and triumphed over 
the threshold moment in his life, in the end, his death renders him 
silent, no more capable of extracting meaning from experience than 
Jane, Septimus Warren Smith, or even Daniel Urwind.

Is he/are they truthful? Perhaps. Dissatisfied? Certainly every 
one of them would have the right to be.
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NOTES

1 As a side note, van der Liet (1999) makes the point that “the chrono-
tope offers a valuable analytic perspective with respect to modernist 
literature, particularly given that the representation of time and space 
in modern art [...] is one of the central areas of aesthetic critical inter-
est” (210).
2 Finno-Swedish modernism, it must be noted, is a phenomenon which 
both existed contemporaneously with European modernism and also 
had a heyday after WW2. See for example Lehtonen and Hawkins 
(2001), a piece which explains this late modernism and also mentions 
Carpelan as one exemplar. 
3 This despite the time, not to say chronotopic, lag between the end of 
literary modernism in, for instance, Britain, and the publication of the 
book in Finland-Swedish in 1993. Obviously, this late flourishing of 
modernism came in the aftermath of the decline of European modern-
ism, which Stanley Sultan (1987) has argued cannot be read as other 
than a product of the late 19th century (95–101) and which, if it can be 
defined at all, surely has to be viewed as having ended by 1960, if not 
earlier (115), but the point here is not the existence of the movement, 
nor its lingering presence in Scandinavia. Nor would it appear to be 
satisfying to confine interpretation of the book to its successful place-
ment in literary history. See this chapter’s first note, above.
4 See for example her discussion on pages 536–538, which details how 
Eliot, Joyce, and Mann all “instigated readings that closed off the mul-
tiplicity and ‘weirdness’ of their texts” (2000, 536).
5 His version of literary history from ancient to nineteenth-century 
traces out this interrelationship, yet as has been noted in many plac-
es, he did not extend his investigations of literature into his own cen-
tury. (One such discussion, which summarizes what others have said 
as well, is Stacy Burton’s, found in “Paradoxical Relations: Bakhtin 
and Modernism” 2000, 519–524. I have already made reference to an-
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other section of this chapter.) Thus it is difficult to say what he might 
have made of the chronotope of modernist literature. And in any event, 
Bakhtin seems to have been less interested in interrogating the gen-
erally accepted categories of literature than in quantifying what the 
chronotopes were within them. But see also the discussion of chrono-
tope in Workman (2016), esp. 138.
6 For another Modernist example, see Rendall (2010) on Joyce’s “The 
Dead” and mid-life.
7 Perhaps a discussion which could reference as a larger frame is Peter 
Hitchcock’s (2017) treatment of John Berger’s depiction of work in his 
fiction. See Chapter 4 of Labor in Culture, Or, Worker in the World(s).
8 Lachman indicates that physical change is a large part of dealing with 
mid-life, suggesting following OG Brim’s lead that “a central task is 
to identify the alternative pathways to health and well-being” (2004, 
306).
9 I am making the argument here that these two texts have remarkable 
similarities, as indeed they do. But here we might be glimpsing the cul-
tural difference between Finland and the US—the American is free to 
troop out to the garage, get out the dusty weight set, and start to rein-
vent his body, where the Finn retreats to the apartment to think about 
the past. Or perhaps the difference in the two men’s approaches could 
be read as a mode of critique of the American preoccupation with the 
physical, a large part of which is fed by commercial capitalism’s de-
sire to sell its adherents the goods which will aid the middle-aged in the 
process of physical restoration.
10 Since the voice-over at the first of the film, the viewer has been 
aware that Burnham will end up dead.
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Pauli Tapani Karjalainen

PLACE IN URWIND : A HUMANISTIC  
GEOGRAPHICAL VIEW

There are inside the gateway
disconnected images—a memory
like a relic,
a dark negative, finally developed
that day I take my leave—
Memory is what in the present
makes the future visible.

(Carpelan, ‘Homecoming,’ 60)

The question of place cuts across the disciplines and the arts. Hu-
manistic geography defines place as a center of meaning construct-
ed by experience. In existential terms, place becomes realized as a 
bunch of environmental relations created in the process of human 
dwelling. In this sense place is internally connected with time and 
self. Place, time, and self make up a ‘triple helix’ that spirals out 
from the individual’s personal meeting with the world. In depicting 
the helix, in literature and art, spatial and temporal markers of hu-
man life are fused into a concrete whole.

Even though I will here use a humanistic geographical toolbox, 
a reference to Bakhtin is at stake as soon as time and space are 
mentioned together. The helix named above could be taken as what 
Bakhtin (1981) calls a “chronotope”: “Time […] thickens, takes on 
flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged 
and responsive to the movements of time, plot, and history. This in-
tersection of axes and fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic 
chronotope” (1981, 84). In the chronotope, Bakhtin says, real life 
is linked to the real earth (206), and human life is always about the 
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linkage between place and time: topos and chronos are inseparable. 
It is the writer’s duty to reveal this connection artistically.

Examples of how the triplet, or chronotope, works out can be 
drawn from creative literature. Bo Carpelan’s novel Urwind offers 
a roomy world in which to wander. I will read the novel from three 
perspectives which I broadly call mimetic, hermeneutic, and textu-
al. The ‘maps’ thus produced reflect different spatial realms rang-
ing from the realistic depiction of a territory via the interpretation 
of experiences to the inter-textual nets of meaning. The notion of 
place, in the way used in this chapter, has thus both the most con-
crete and the most metaphoric content.

Place in humanistic geography

In his article “Place: An Experiential Perspective,” Yi-Fu Tuan 
(1975) writes as follows:

Place is known not only through the eyes and mind but also through the 
more passive and direct modes of experience, which resist objectifica-
tion. To know a place fully means both to understand it in an abstract 
way and to know it as one person knows another. At a high theoreti-
cal level, places are points in a spatial system. At the opposite extreme, 
they are strong visceral feelings. (1975, 152)

In my discussion, most notably, place is an experiential phenom-
enon, something that at the very start is a vital part of one’s life. 
Place is incorporated into the ontological anatomy of all human ex-
perience. As Walter (1980–1981) says, “We call locations of expe-
rience ‘places.’ Experience means perceiving, doing, thinking, and 
feeling. Every event happens some where, but we don’t often lo-
cate an experience by its latitude and longitude” (1980–1981, 162). 
Here, as also in Tuan, there is a stretch from the quantified neutral 
locations to intimately lived-in places. The quality of place, Walter 
also states, depends on “a human context shaped by memories and 
expectations, by stories of real and imagined events, that is, by his-
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torical experience located there” (141). His invoking history, thus, 
calls time into the equation to complement space.

In this way, places are not (only) objective segments of the ter-
restrial reality but sites of concrete human involvement, which is 
acted out in chronotopic fashion. The notion of place thus provides 
an organising principle for what we may term a person’s immer-
sion in the world around him/herself, which happens in time. In 
phenomenological terms, places are those parts of spatial reality 
that have been claimed by human intentions. As Cresswell (2004) 
points out, the humanistic geographical project is to “define the es-
sence of human existence as one that is necessarily and important-
ly ‘in-place’ ”(51).

A further step in the existential ontology of place can be taken 
by discussing what I call “intimate sensing.” I have borrowed the 
term from Porteous (1986), who sees it as a necessary counterpart 
to remote sensing. The latter means “the examination of, the ob-
taining of information about, an object or phenomenon at a distance 
from it, without physical contact with it” (Porteous 1986, 250). In-
timate sensing, “the appraisal of land and life at ground level” in-
volves “not only visual sense but also sound, smell, taste and touch, 
body and soul as well as mind” (250). Remote sensing is clean, 
cold, and detached, whereas intimate sensing is rich, warm, and in-
volved.

In my usage, intimate sensing widens towards existential ques-
tions forming the basic grounds for humans to find their way. The 
body and the senses are a necessary part in one’s personal encoun-
tering with the world. In the encounter, the human memory, a key 
existential factor, plays a vital role. Memory relates to the human 
sense of time. We have our present perceptions, memories of the 
past, and anticipations of the future. This triplet—perceptions, 
memories, anticipation—has very much to do with our personal 
identity. Lowenthal (1975, 9) writes, “Life is more than separate 
events; it incorporates the quality of duration, of passage through 
time. Buffeted by change, we retain traces of our past to be sure of 
our enduring identity”. To put it strongly, intimate sensing is our ba-
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sic way of being in the world, and it very much resembles the inter-
action of space-time which Bakhtin labels a key tool in the critical 
apparatus. In Krohn’s (1993, 213) words:

As much as my body, I am my memories. Place is another attribute of 
my very self. As much as my body, I am its environment. How could 
it be possible for anything to exist without its time and place? Envi-
ronment gives us our body, the earth our feet, the light our eyes. Time 
allows us to remember. I am the one who is here; I am the one who is 
now. (transl. PTK)

Lived time and lived place make up the texture of chronotope, and 
no strand of it can be released without the totality losing its co-
hesive power and tending towards disintegration. Finally, because 
nobody else but I—my particular self—can have precisely these 
memories, each one of us has his/her own intimate textures, our 
own rich chronotope, and, by extension and to again invoke Bakh-
tin’s methodology, literary characters both share this characteristic 
and may yield to critical interpretation which takes the chronotope 
as an axiom of their construction.

In places real, dreamt, and written

To illustrate the points made above, I will now discuss a specif-
ic way of articulating the complexities of place. I will introduce a 
few features from Bo Carpelan’s novel Urwind (1993), in which 
the techniques of narrative writing are brought together in a prolific 
and imaginative way. Urwind is a poetic text of strange depth and 
self-revelatory intensity. On the surface, the story is a very simple 
one. It tells of a 53-year-old antiquarian bookseller, Daniel Urwind, 
whose wife leaves him for a year in order to do research work in 
Boston, USA. There is a complex criss-crossing of experience, past 
and present, which makes the diary form of narrative, as McDuff 
(1993) says, a matter more of inner than outer experience (272). 
The novel has 53 chapters, one chapter for each week of the year 
plus one more, the first of the next year. “I am writing a diary for 
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you, you will receive it as a part of me when you come back […]. 
Or is it to myself that I write, this unfamiliar I that dodges off round 
each windy corner, letting the wet snow lash me in the face?” the 
protagonist/narrator asks (UW 1, 2). In the modernist sense of liter-
ature, Urwind can be read as a description of the process of identity 
shifts, the medium of which is writing. “I sit and write, to whom? 
[…] I try to capture the intangible in words as though I were look-
ing for something, someone, to remember” (UW 5).

“Urwind” itself is a versatile word. It means, most notably, both 
the primordial wind and primordial attic. “Urwind” is irrational and 
unpredictable, as the narrator points out:

I play with the interpretations of Urwind. It is the original primordial 
wind from the universe, the one that blows out of nothing into nothing, 
hurling stars into that storm-centre that is called the soul […]. It has no 
pattern, it has the blue colour of space. If you capture it, it alters form, 
becomes […] the primordial attic, with its forgotten treasures, its yel-
lowed bundles of newspapers, its tattered prams, its dark cupboards of 
rumbling voices! (UW 3)

In the novel, place becomes a text of what it means to be a writing 
self in the rooms of fading identities, in a world continually shift-
ing from one image to another. Urwind is very much about mem-
ory and place, and in this sense it is about intimate sensing, in the 
existential sense of the term. The concrete scene of the novel is an 
old apartment house, its inside (stairways, flats and rooms, cellar 
and attic) and outside (courtyard and streets). The old house, which 
from the few hints given in the novel can be perceived to be in Hel-
sinki, is the stages of life, an arena of the total range of human cir-
cumspection. In the house, Daniel writes, “every stairway […] is 
a stepladder from hell to heaven, or at least to the primordial attic 
full of remnants, boxes, trunks, worn-out bicycles, skis and sticks 
and the faint but clear smell of overripe apples” (UW 60). Living 
in the old house is like a retrospect (memories coming alive in and 
of time) put together with extremely spiritual constituents, showing 
domains of deep sensuality, perception, and thinking, all connected 
with the place of dwelling.
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Like every novel, Urwind is open to various interpretations. I 
will read it from three specific angles, each revealing a different as-
pect of Daniel Urwind’s desire to find his way. I call these readings 
mimetic, hermeneutic, and textual. Their means and ends can be 
characterised by listing the relevant key words:

MIMETIC
Transcribing reality
Objective/physical
Map of territory

HERMENEUTIC
Interpreting experience
Subjective/sensuous
Map of mind

TEXTUAL
Producing/deferring meaning
Intertextual
Dance of meaning

The mimetic reading seeks for the correspondence between the ac-
tual and described (written) territories. The question is to what de-
gree the author possibly reproduces the essential features of the 
landscape and by so doing makes the work a source of documentary 
value. We can assume that because of the fictional (artistic) nature 
of the world he/she is describing, the author may have modified re-
ality, the real situations and sites. However, after noticing the mech-
anism of the modification, we can see the connection between the 
fictional and the real, and thereby are ready to make the map. Some-
times the author him/herself may even create a minutely mapped 
region for the purposes of the story (Muehrcke & Muehrcke 1974). 
Whatever the case, in this sense the artwork has instrumental value 
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for geographers. In regional geography, in particular, regional nov-
els have been used for the purposes of obtaining geographical in-
formation.

In the hermeneutic reading the interest is not so much in the 
“real” landscape as in the ways in which the place is experienced, 
interpreted, and valued in one’s life. This, then, is a tool more akin 
to Bakhtin’s idea of chronotope, since it depends upon both space 
and time in its deployment. The presupposition here is that an au-
thor has a special ability to capture experience; that literature is a 
transcription of experience grounded in the life-world. What takes 
place here is a transition from the objective landscape to a subjec-
tive one, or rather, to a dialogue between the outer and inner real-
ities. Ultimately, of course, the hermeneutic reading also includes 
a mimetic view of literature. What is at stake now is not the objec-
tively referential territory but the subjective images (or the experi-
ential field as a whole) that the life in one’s place arouses.

In both the mimetic and the hermeneutic readings, a kind of a 
priori geographical scheme is, at least implicitly, projected upon 
the literary work. In other words, when the work is analysed ge-
ographically, its possible worlds are reflected in a meta-linguistic 
context, the essential content of which, in this particular case, is 
composed of place intimations which the geographer has theorised 
beforehand. This has to do with the instrumental view of literature. 
As Brosseau (1994) writes, “most geographers’ accounts consider 
poetic language and forms in strictly transitive terms that rest on an 
instrumental conception of literature whose relevance, therefore, is 
to be found outside itself” (347). Geographers just throw their con-
ceptual nets into the waters of literature and take whatever catch 
they are prepared to accept. This sort of instrumentalism, in the fi-
nal analysis, always serves one’s own cause.

In the textual mode of reading the text and the reader live in 
a symbiosis. When I read the text, I am reading at the same time 
about my own self, in that my self is constituted in the very pro-
cess of reading. So ultimately what is important is not the work as 
a more or less stable source of reference, but the text as a semiotic 
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field of associative complexes of signification in which the mean-
ing is continuously taking on new shapes. The interplay between 
the reader and the text is essential: meaning is not contained in the 
text itself but is created by this confrontation, this space-time of the 
reading situation. Berman (1988) says that “meaning is not discov-
ered in the text, but is effectuated by reading it” (176). The reader 
is wandering about the text, and also in the context, because there 
is no text without a context of other texts. Inter-textual connections, 
or the motion of creative associations between the texts, are here 
an essential feature of the artwork. In Urwind, as Hollsten (2004) 
shows, there are an innumerable amount of inter-textual connec-
tions ranging, for example, from the Bible via Bach and Mozart to 
Musil and Klee (78–83).

Three kinds of mappings

It is now possible to apply the three modes of reading discussed 
above to Bo Carpelan’s Urwind. Where the map of the territory 
refers to the natural and cultural features of the environment, the 
map of the mind encloses the various ties that connect a person 
with the elements of his/her living surroundings. So far everything 
is all right: the first two maps are relatively easy to produce. The 
third one, the mapping of the dance of textual meaning, is much 
more challenging. This is because the limits of representation will 
be faced. How, in fact, can we write—or think, paint, or film, for 
that matter—in a way that allows the endless dance of meaning free 
space for movement without obstacles, without limiting bounda-
ries and predisposed conceptualizations? First of all, writing must 
be anti-canonical: the protection of any conceptual structure should 
be discarded. In the end, however, even though we try to go beyond 
the categories to describe that which is indescribable, we are forced 
to categorise and to refer to something not capable of being de-
scribed. In some way or another we need to make the invisible vis-
ible, and hence describe it after all.
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In the field of modern art, Paul Klee, much present in Urwind, 
comes readily to mind. Klee understood the function of art as being 
to make the world visible (to show the world), not to imitate it (to 
represent the world) (Klee 1987, 57). Urwind is a splendid example 
of the possibilities for artistic expression to take hold of the myri-
ad aspects of life freely running outside the categorical limitations 
of the scientific world. The latter, as Daniel explains to his beloved 
Aunt Viktoria, are no more than “the dying texts, the gravel of accu-
mulated facts, the compulsion in one’s brain, the way in which the 
lyric and epic categories commit spiritual murder of living, bleed-
ing words, the turning of imagination into hay, the turning of theo-
ries into cement” (UW 92). Daniel’s own effort is to catch in words 
a picture of his life, to make it understandable in a text. In this there 
is no need for fixing categories but for words that are capable of 
echoing his innermost feelings.

Map of the territory

To make a traditional map on the basis of Urwind would be a some-
what futile task, as the novel contains very little realistic material 
for the purposes of chorographic description. The location of the 
apartment house Daniel lives in, for example, can be deduced only 
with the help of a few references, always interwoven with the land-
scapes of the mind in an almost surrealistic manner. The following 
excerpt with proper names is an example of the “realistic” depic-
tion of the environment:

Suburbs grow up, you can see them stretching north with television 
towers and rollercoasters if you stretch out of the skylight and hear 
the roof-plates rattling in the gale: the summer storm here! It arrives, 
it passes over Kronberg Bay, sweeps across rocks and shores, tears the 
roofs from the stalls on the square, a huge whirlpool of Baltic herring 
glitters in roaming sunlight, is swept up towards the dome of St Sofia’s, 
people creep around like ants in their carapaces, Satan himself stands 
on Sofiegatan raising a bottle of spirits to his mouth, June is full of 
cries of gulls, the smell of mash, white clouds and cranes that reach the 
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sky. I run downstairs and outside. The gateway on the light opens with 
a boom. The city rattles past like a railway yard, and the heart skips 
like playing ducks and drakes along June’s waves and suddenly sinks, 
seven steps towards the unknown. (UW 89; transl. changed by PTK)

The scarcity of natural or cultural determinants of the physical en-
vironment does not really mean that the city is not concretely pres-
ent. Its presence is not so much in the objective (detached) physi-
cality of the environment but rather in the coming together of the 
landscape and mindscape, creating a chronotope in which the city 
manifests itself in the signification of the lived environment. The 
process of signification, the meeting ground of the exterior objec-
tivity and the interior subjectivity, is what I refer to as a map of the 
mind.

Map of the mind

Seen from a hermeneutic point of view, the question in Urwind con-
cerns the ways in which the writer of the weekly reports tries to col-
lect and recollect his thoughts and thereby create a shape of identi-
ty, tries to understand his world as constituting an entity that holds 
fast and has more or less distinguishable boundaries. It is a ques-
tion of how the writer—the writing self within his words—makes 
sense of his existence as a finite self, a person who acknowledges 
his own image (and eventually himself as an image), although in no 
way definitely, as enclosed in an inflexible framework.

Urwind can be read through various oppositions and their unity. 
Interesting points for a geographer are the spatial oppositions, in-
side/outside, up/down and here/there, and the temporal oppositions 
closely connected with them, present/past and beginning/end. Rel-
evant temporal organisers include the four seasons and the distinc-
tions between the present and recollected images. The spatial and 
temporal dimensions, or chronotopic determinants, in Urwind are 
anything but linear; on the contrary, they are stratified and compli-
cated.
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The spatial scales of experience are forcefully depicted in refer-
ences to the cellar (underground world) and attic (heaven). Here, of 
course, many metaphors and archetypes are at work. The cellar is 
a remembrance of the war years, when the underground part of the 
house served as a bomb shelter. These memories put an oppressive 
stamp on this part of the house. Years after the war, Daniel visits 
the cellar to fetch a pot of jam for his mother. The abyss underneath 
the house becomes a horrible space, in part because of the tempo-
ral relations of the space in the present to what has happened in the 
past (retrospect):

I open the door to the cellar, it is made of iron, I tug and pull, inside a 
vapour of darkness hits me, the lighting goes on above aisles and com-
partments, and I remember dimly how the house held its breath, how 
black people gathered, how they sat or lay, and the bodies go into one 
another as with the man with the black beard, with the white woman, I 
am enveloped, cannot move, am only astonishment and fear, eagerness 
and horror, the cellar supported by fragile wooden beams, long bench-
es of silent people. Here the world is compressed to mere listening: 
there are the gun-blasts, the faint quiverings, the whistling that makes 
us bend, the dust that whirls down from the ceiling with its retaining 
boards. Life goes on in the underworld, in its dark caves and passages, 
away in the darkness a loving couple entwined in each other’s arms, 
the soldier on leave, the pilot who has a fit, starts screaming, springs to 
his feet and outside, people who try to hold him back, all of it distant 
and silent, and filled with the smell of rotting potatoes. (UW 51–52)

Contrary to the cellar, the oppressing labyrinth of the underground 
world, the attic inspires emotions of hope and freedom. The way 
from the cellar to the attic is a passage “from hell to heaven, or at 
any rate to the primordial attic” (UW 60). A great silence prevails in 
the attic, the act of listening to which is one of the important themes 
in the novel. Flying to freedom is Daniel’s big dream: “Why, real-
ly, should I be eternally bound to the earth?” (UW 84). From the 
heights of the attic he can throw out his wings:

Pine and basswood, cane and strongest silk fabric is my body, I am 
Leonardo’s ornithopter. I hesitate. The city out there, the wind whis-
tling beneath the roof, it is all a mighty power made of silence. […] 
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Everything glides swiftly through me, spring air, fear, joy, I throw my-
self out, I fall through my life, I sink in the darkness, I bump against a 
crossbeam, I fall into an immense heap of dry hay, I am light as a child 
and happy as a summer memory. (UW 84)

 For Daniel, the everyday objects are tangibly present: “You wake 
up, you see that the green lamp is burning quietly, that the simple 
things have formed up around you: the coffee cup, the pad, the pen, 
the table, the sofa-bed” (UW 4). Objects are not indifferent or insig-
nificant. The sad thing is, Daniel thinks, that we tend to forget them; 
the objects close to us need our care: “Each object needs special at-
tention, they turn away when they know that we do not see them, 
when we walk past them or thoughtlessly use them, as though they 
were a matter of course” (UW 106). It is in forgetting that things 
have both spatial and temporal dimension that tragedy resides.

The environment in Urwind, to a high degree, is a sensuous one. 
The house, the rooms, and the city obtain not only visual but also 
auditory, olfactory, and tactile meaning. In the stairwell: “I sniff the 
air. At the Bengtssons’ they are frying herring, where did they get 
it? Out under the door it streams, bones, spines, dead heads, dead 
eyes. At the Pietinens’ they are listening to the news, there is the 
sound of Sibelius, a woman is screaming: ‘If you touch me, I’ll 
leave’ ” (UW 11). Many a time it is the sensuous embodiment that 
gives an impetus to the images of the place. The dark footsteps in 
the white snow of the yard or the smells in the staircase open up the 
bolts of memory and call forth the stream of recollections. Percep-
tions of objects—experienced as space, in one sense—are closely 
linked with memories of various events—space-time. With Aunt 
Viktoria once again:

We sat again in the familiar silence that was our common estate. We 
listened and heard the city. There were the metro, the harbour, the 
trams, the wind from the sea, the odour of fish, the smell of mash, the 
snow’s immense water-scent, the howling of the ambulance, the tango 
from the radio, the creaking of the dying trees, the voices from city dis-
tricts like ice floes colliding in the circulation of my blood, voices from 
long ago, in summer rooms […]. (UW 179)
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The dance of meaning

Text is a field of the (endless?) chain of meanings opened up through 
every sign. In the textual field, no one element of meaning is sim-
ply present or absent, but each is already produced by the traces of 
all the others. The same holds true with regard to the reading self: 
even the subject is an outcome of the interplay of difference and 
trace. The perspective is that of deconstruction: an authentic, fully 
self-reflective and fully self-conscious subject is impossible (Nor-
ris 1998, 10). Identity is wavering: when the self is here, it is none-
theless already elsewhere; when the self has these characters, it al-
ready has other characters. Identity does not hold; identity is an 
interplay of sameness and difference, themselves complex mani-
festations of both space and time, or better, space-time or time-
space, in which no meaning is fixed, in which no meaning always 
remains the same, but in which everything is continuously chang-
ing, now this, but instantly becoming another. As Daniel comes to 
know, “I contain many ‘I’s’ at once, can see them, they go past me 
like strangers” (UW 53).

If we now think of the process of writing (bringing out the self 
by means of writing), there cannot be any point of saturation in this 
process. It will always be unfinished, never at a definite end. This is 
because the context is unbounded: there is always something to be 
added, always something else to be said. In the trace of the mean-
ing and after the association, there are always other meanings and 
associations hiding. The regression is infinite, and the progression 
is infinite, too.

If the meaning in any one text is not fixed, arrested, and finite, 
the same is the case with the context: the context is not bounded. 
For us as searchers for meaning there are no possibilities here oth-
er than our own discourses, our own wandering paths, despite the 
fact that we are faced with aporia (Steiner 1989, 123), a loss of the 
signposts, the vagueness and dimness of the map, the non-passable 
way to go, the dead end in which the text (life?) gets into trouble, 
becomes conflicting, the meaning unanticipated, without a formu-
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la. This is to go astray, to see the boundaries and fixed points van-
ish, the identity fade away. Daniel knows the feeling:

I wipe my tears with the arm of my pullover, Viktoria sits on a stool 
watching me, I am a grown man after all, an experienced secondhand 
bookshop owner, a heavy and stubborn bookworm, what am I doing 
here, in what room of memory do I find myself now, what time is be-
ing slowly torn open, like a ripped web? It is all turning into rags and 
tatters. I want back to the origin, the starting point. (UW 19)

Now there is no meta-language to rise above, but only the writ-
ing. There is only the text, and only a wanderer in the text. What 
does the wanderer look for? He, Daniel Urwind, only tries to pre-
serve the directions, to be on a readable map! But the process of 
language will never sit still, and the wanderer will never find the 
ultimate place, the ultimately true map: there is always something 
waiting around the corners, and that is because it is not just the spa-
tial dimension which determines life, but the interaction of space 
with time, both ever-unfolding and also past, in the form of mem-
ory of retrospective. Reflections in the storm-centre called life, in 
the 53rd week:

The snow stopped falling when I came back from the airport, it bright-
ened up. The wind is stronger, streets open in various directions. I have 
gone through myself, the unknown in myself, and come out into a cold 
gateway. […] This incomprehensible life, it cannot be explained, only 
built. I have nothing more to say. […] Each day is a little lighter than 
the last. In the air, in the wind I sign my name. (UW 189)

The wor ( l ) d is written [...] the life is not the word […] there is no 
last word. What about the self? Is the self a trace of all that hap-
pens? How to know it, how to capture it? The images show all 
around, like shadows sometimes hiding the whole scene, while at 
other times flashing it wonderfully:

Am I the mirror of what happens? […] Perhaps I am not a dream at all, 
perhaps I am the living reality and have attained my final place, while 
you are still seeking, groping your way through open rooms, have no 
permanent place, only a labyrinth, echo chamber, the great wind that 
blows away names and actions, so that only a symphony, a book, a 
watercolour, a thing of beauty recalls the love that was. […] The full 
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moon slowly rises above the roofs of the houses, gets caught for a mo-
ment on the tower pennant of the corner house, tears itself dreami-
ly free and pours its light over the communal yard. […] That is Klee 
and you see his full moon, you see four trees, our wonderful hovering 
house, divided, but not splintered, into a dark, warm geometry, into an 
architecture reflected in the eye of a child. If you look there, our win-
dow, our curtain, the garden with its fruits, the mountain and paths of 
memory, all beneath the magnetic silence of the full moon. Klee sits 
bowed over his memory, the moon is the centre, but there are three 
smaller, red moons, like echoes, dispersed above the angular houses, 
the building blocks, the cross gleaming narrow and white in the dark-
ness, Higher, higher the moon rises, and the sky is free from clouds. 
(UW 143, 147, 129)

Concluding remarks

Olsson (1981) writes most tellingly about longing: “To yearn for 
home is to experience a double bind. It is to be torn between irrec-
oncilable identities, sometimes enjoying the freedom of swinging 
with the wind, sometimes missing the subjugation of being fettered 
to the ground” (126). Daniel Urwind wanted back to the origin, 
the starting point, the ultimate place. He wanted, in other words, to 
erase the characteristically chronotopic mode in which life is lived, 
but privileging space and erasing time. He wanted to fly, but he 
found himself to be bound to the earth. He wanted to know himself, 
and he wanted to make others know him. He lived in writing only to 
come to sign his name in the wind. Daniel came to understand that 
in one’s life there are no final explanations. He must just go on liv-
ing, have his place and time as they are given to him.

In this essay, I have let the setting change: the object of descrip-
tion (mimetic place) is turned into a description of the experience 
of life in place (hermeneutic place). Finally, the journey has taken 
us to the halls of mirrors and the chambers of echoes in which the 
images tell about other images (textual place). In Urwind, Bo Car-
pelan writes about the human condition. In Bakhtinian terms, the 
real life chronotopes are shown as imaginative artistic chronotopes.
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Nanny Jolma

BETWEEN NOW AND THEN:  
THE EXPERIENCE OF TIME IN BO CARPELAN’S 

NOVELS URWIND AND BERG

Memory, time, and space are key themes that are closely connect-
ed and intertwined in Bo Carpelan’s work.1 Here, I focus on the ex-
perience of time in two novels: Urwind (1993) and Berg (2005). 
Through this perspective, my analysis also refers to the two other 
corners of this thematic triangle—memory and space—and makes 
comparisons to other texts by Carpelan.

Carpelan’s late novels—Urwind, Benjamins bok (1997), Berg, 
Barndom (2008), and Blad ur höstens arkiv (2011)—share many 
features in terms of style, imagery, and narrative form.2 All of them 
except Barndom feature an elderly male first-person narrator who 
is reflecting on and writing about his past and everyday life.3 As 
is typical for modernist novels, time is not linear or chronological 
in Carpelan’s late works. The narrative moves between time lay-
ers, following the narrator’s flow of thought, fragments of mem-
ory, dreams, and fantasies. A temporal frame that holds the frag-
ments together in Carpelan’s work in general is the cycle of a day or 
year (Hollsten 2004, 228). Carpelan often utilizes a perspective that 
depicts how a child experiences and understands the world (Holl-
sten 2004, 179). Sometimes the childhood memories are a nostal-
gic shelter, but even more often, they are colored by a melanchol-
ic tone.4

In Urwind and Berg, the narrative is built around one specif-
ic house. This emphasizes space and spatiality, including in terms 
of the experience of time, which reflects the poetics Carpelan (e.g., 
1960; 1991) formulates in his essays. As time follows a spatial 
structure and the cyclic time of nature rather than a temporal linear-
ity, subjective experience and achronological movement are high-
lighted. In both of the aforementioned novels, the movement be-
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tween time layers is a repetitive motif that is emphasized alongside 
the problematics of narrating and experiencing.5

In the following sections, I will explore time and temporality in 
the target novels with the following research question: how is the 
experience of time represented through narrative form and repeat-
ing imagery? Thus, the purpose is not to explain the time structure 
of the novels as narrative wholes, but to analyze how the subjec-
tive experience of time is represented with a focus on the relation-
ship between the present and the past. I will apply both classical 
and postclassical narratology as tools for my analysis. To demon-
strate how narrating and experiencing interact and intertwine in my 
target texts, I will go to the roots of these two approaches and com-
pare the perspectives that Dorrit Cohn’s (1978) and Monika Flud-
ernik’s (2003) theories offer on Carpelan’s novels. To conclude the 
analysis, I will explore motifs that construct the theme of time and 
reflect on Carpelan’s (1960; 1991) poetics.

A Voice from the Past: Changes in the Narrative Mode

As noted elsewhere in the present volume, the first-person narra-
tor of Urwind is writing a diary to give to his wife when she re-
turns from her one-year stay in Boston. At the beginning of the nov-
el, Daniel Urwind comes home after escorting his wife to the air-
port. He describes his feelings of loneliness and estrangement, and 
he tries to find comfort in the silent walls of books in his antiquari-
an shop. By listening to the silence around him, his memory comes 
to the fore:

I listen. Papa is talking there in the room that faces the street, he has 
been dead for many years, of course, but I can hear him, the custom-
er leaves, the doorbell tinkles, it is silent. I used to sit here looking 
out through the fanlight at a pale narrow strip of rear courtyard, it was 
there in my eye even when I was a child. The room was much bigger 
then, the table higher, but the light was the same. What bound us to-
gether then? The name? (UW 2)6
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In this excerpt, the present and the past intertwine with each other 
in an interesting way. The passage represents both the old narrator 
and his earlier self, but the distance and relationship between them 
seems to vary. The narration of the old Daniel indicates an uncer-
tainty of his connection to the past and the people there.

According to Cohn (1978), the relationship between the narrat-
ing and experiencing self can to some extent be compared to the 
connection between the narrator and his protagonist in a third-per-
son novel (143). The narrating self is aware of his past and is on a 
higher cognitive level than the experiencing self. The experiencing 
self, in turn, is the earlier self who lives through the events that the 
teller narrates. The way the experiencing self is viewed by the lat-
er self can vary in several ways, as the narrating self can utilize dif-
ferent attitudes and “is free to slide up and down the time axis that 
connects the two selves” (Cohn 1978, 145). It is, however, impor-
tant to note that the functionality of the relationship of a third-per-
son narrator and his protagonist is not fully adaptable to first-per-
son narration. The two selves are obviously connected to each oth-
er by the first-person pronoun and an existential relationship (Cohn 
1978, 144).

The excerpt from Urwind starts in the present tense. The use of 
the verb “listen” connotes expectations of experientiality. This first 
short sentence could be connected to the time of the narration be-
cause before this scene, the narrator described his age by stating 
that he is “fifty years heavy” (UW 2). The second sentence contin-
ues in the present tense: “Papa is talking there in the room that faces 
the street.” It can be seen as the discourse of the experiencing self. 
The narrating self has slid close to his childhood self when immers-
ing himself in memories and identifying with the experiencing self 
for a short moment (Cohn 1978, 145). This creates the illusion of a 
direct access to the mind of the younger Daniel. It can also be inter-
preted as an example of consonant self-narration, where the narra-
tor does not show his greater knowledge but rather identifies with 
his earlier self (Cohn 1978, 143). From this point of view, the first 
sentence, “I listen,” could also be interpreted as a consonant im-
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mersion into the past and thus also express the discourse of Dan-
iel as a child.

In the next part, the moment of listening and experiencing is in-
terrupted by a comment from the narrator: “He has been dead for 
many years, of course.” Here, the narrating self acts very differ-
ently from the way he did in the previous part. He draws attention 
to himself and to his position of greater knowledge. This serves as 
an example of a dissonant self-narration that emphasizes the tem-
poral cognitive gap to the earlier self (Cohn 1978, 143; 151). The 
fact that the changes between the consonant and dissonant modes 
are so quick can be interpreted as a questioning of the possibility 
and meaning of differentiating the two selves. In addition, the nar-
rating self notes that he is able to hear the voice despite the father 
being long dead.

An observation about the present surroundings, “the customer 
leaves, the doorbell tinkles,” ties the narrative to the present again, 
and the comment “it is silent” marks the ending of the meaningful 
moment where the past and the present overlap. The narrating self 
then continues telling about his past in a more traditional retrospec-
tive form, using the past tense: “I used to sit here.” Here we can 
clearly apply the idea of the narrating self who vividly tells about 
his past. There are notions of the surroundings that create an ex-
periential atmosphere, but the presence of the narrator can be seen 
constantly from the past tense, and the adverbs highlight the now-
then dichotomy.

This short excerpt from Urwind demonstrates multiple changes 
in the narrative form. It cannot be categorized as dissonant self-nar-
ration or consonant self-narration, as it consists of quick changes 
between these modes. This can be interpreted as communicating 
the narrator’s confusion and challenges as he tries to execute the 
autobiographical process of writing. The tools Cohn’s theory offers 
do not fully explain the relationship of the past and present selves 
of Daniel Urwind, but it is still illuminating that the narrative does 
not fall into clean categories.
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My interpretation is that the aim or the nature of the narrative 
analyzed here is, in fact, not just to retrospectively mediate the ex-
perience of the earlier self. The experience that is at stake here is 
also that of old Daniel’s confusion, which he summarizes in the re-
flective question at the end of the excerpt. The past is only one lay-
er of the experiential substance in this novel, and it intertwines with 
the narrator’s experiences of trying to define himself through his 
past and his present loneliness. Later in the novel, the narrator even 
states of himself that “I contain many ‘I’s at once,” and that he sees 
them going past him “like strangers” (UW 53).

The following excerpt also illuminates the different layers of 
experience. It follows a section of childhood memories vividly rep-
resented in the present tense. Daniel, as a child, becomes lost in an 
apartment building before finally finding his way back to his aunt, 
Viktoria:

I wipe my tears with the arm of my pullover, Viktoria sits on a stool 
watching me, I am a grown man after all, an experienced second-hand 
bookshop owner, a heavy and stubborn bookworm, what am I doing 
here, in what room of memory do I find myself now, what time is be-
ing slowly torn open, like a ripped web? (UW 19)

The beginning of this excerpt is an example of the discourse of the 
experiencing self as mediated by a consonant narrator. The peculi-
arity of this part of the narrative is the gradual change to the expe-
rience of the “grown man,” the later self. At first glance, the reader 
assumes that Aunt Viktoria is watching Daniel as a child, but as one 
reads further, it becomes unclear which Daniel is experiencing Vik-
toria’s observing look. Does the childhood memory overlap with 
some later memory, as it often does in Urwind? Alternatively, is the 
memory of that look so strong that the old Daniel relives it later as 
he writes down his thoughts? After this, however, the narrator starts 
to define his present self with a list of adjectives and nouns. In the 
end, he expresses his confusion regarding his memory process and 
the time layers that merge with each other in his experience.

Based on my analysis, I suggest that Cohn’s theory—despite its 
acknowledged benefits—leads to an understanding of this first-per-
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son narrative that is too dual to explain the mediation of experience 
in a highly self-reflexive novel like Urwind. To enable another per-
spective of the experience of time in my target texts, I will put Flud-
ernik’s theory of experientiality to the test.

An Immersion in Memory: Overlapping Cognitive Frames

In the novel Berg, the first-person narrator Mattias is trying to con-
front his past by writing and visiting a house, named Berg, where he 
used to spend his childhood summers.7 The groundless guilt from 
a shooting episode in his childhood still follows Mattias as an ag-
ing man, and traumatic memories start to unravel as he observes the 
rooms, stairs, corridors, and closets in the house. Berg breathes and 
ages along with the characters: “We have all changed. The whole 
Berg has changed. We decay slowly, and the house with us” (B, 
124).8

As in Urwind, the first-person narrator of Berg describes the 
voices that echo to him from his past. The novel starts in the tradi-
tional form of a retrospective narrative in the past tense: “In the war 
summer of 1944, when I was eight years old, we hiked—Mama, 
Papa, Jonas, and I—the winding road under friendly clouds” (B, 9). 
A little later, the narrator describes the voice of his mother calling 
him as a child. At this point, there is a change in the tenses and the 
narrative technique:

As if I still heard her voice, heard Papa’s hawking and Jonas’s wild cry, 
and saw all the smallest things that moved: the trail of the ants, the liz-
ard that quickly disappears in the grass, the shadows of the clouds that 
move themselves, relaxed, over the field and over me. Where is the 
time that separates us? (B, 11)9

In this excerpt, the memory of the voices from the past is vivid. In 
the first excerpt from Urwind, hearing the voice of the father was an 
actual memory from the past, but here the sense of hearing leads to 
a more comprehensive experience of Mattias’ childhood moments. 
In the above excerpt, the change from the past to the present tense 
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can be interpreted as marking the slide from retrospective dissonant 
self-narration to consonant re-experiencing. As it also ends with a 
question, indicating confusion over the flow of time, one can note 
that there are many similarities to Urwind. The experience medi-
ated in the narrative cannot restrictively be located in the past. In-
stead, the experience cuts through different temporal levels.

According to Monika Fludernik (2003), experientiality is the 
subject and core of narrative (244). The text does not become a nar-
rative before the reader interprets it as one—that is, narrativizes it. 
Fludernik distinguishes five cognitive frames for narrativizing hu-
man experience: Action, Telling, Experiencing, Viewing, and Re-
flecting.10 In the following analysis, I focus on the frames of Tell-
ing, Experiencing, and Reflecting. The frame of Telling covers the 
traditional storytelling situation that mediates the consciousness of 
the teller. Experiencing refers to a frame whereby the experiential 
core of the narrative is mediated directly from the consciousness of 
the protagonist; the focus is on the immersion in the protagonist’s 
experience. The frame of Reflecting, in turn, points to the narrator’s 
mental evaluation, to reflecting and commenting on the narrated ex-
perience (Fludernik 2003, 246–247).

At the beginning of the excerpt from Berg, the retrospective sto-
rytelling situation activates the frame of Telling, as the narrator viv-
idly tells about his past. It is attached to the time of narration with 
the adverb “still,” which in this context refers to the present mo-
ment. The beginning draws attention to the time of narrating, but at 
the same time binds it together with the past, where the voice orig-
inally could be heard. The conditional form also emphasizes the 
frame of Telling as the primary way of representing consciousness, 
as it indicates that the narrator acknowledges the temporal distance. 
However, the narrator Mattias expresses his relationship with his 
past in a highly experiential manner. The past starts to come alive 
in his mind, and it is colored with details. The conditional form can 
also be interpreted as representing the incompleteness of the re-ex-
perience of the past. Although Telling can be seen as the primary 
cognitive frame here, the frame of Experiencing also starts to be-
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come active behind it. After the list of voices, another sense comes 
along, “and saw all the smallest things that moved.” Not only can 
the first-person narrator hear voices from the past, he can also see 
all the details. This sets up expectations for a strong moment of re-
membering. When the movement of the lizard is described with 
the present tense, the frame of Experiencing bursts through and be-
comes the dominant way of narrativizing consciousness.

In both Urwind and Berg, the cognitive frames overlap and form 
dynamic and meaningful moments in the text. The narrative tech-
nique also thematizes the possibility of the different times merging 
with each other. The question “Where is the time that separates us?” 
from Berg is clearly a comment from the narrator, and it can be in-
terpreted as mediating the experience of time through the frame of 
Reflecting. This is a very similar ending as in the excerpt from Ur-
wind: “What bound us together then? The name?” Both are efforts 
by the narrators to find the connections to their past by reflecting on 
the temporal distance—both endings also indicate the experience 
of the later self. In Urwind, the old Daniel finds it difficult to find a 
connection to the past. In Berg, the old Mattias feels a connection 
to the past very strongly and rather questions the temporal gap be-
tween his current and his childhood experience. The frame of Ex-
periencing can also be seen to be active in these reflective parts. It 
can be interpreted that the combinations of Telling and Experienc-
ing are used to mediate the childhood experience of the past. The 
fusion of Reflecting and Experiencing, in turn, rather represents the 
self-reflexive mind and the experience of the narrating Daniel and 
Mattias.

As with Cohn’s concepts of dissonant and consonant narration, 
it also becomes clear with the cognitive frames that there is a lot 
of overlapping of different models of consciousness representation 
when it comes to first-person narratives such as Urwind and Berg.11 
In the context of recent narratology, this is no surprise, as these the-
ories can be seen as different perspectives of the same phenomenon. 
Mari Hatavara (2013) argues that the difference between classical 
and cognitive narratology lies in the emphasis of either the textual 
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structure or the reader’s process of interpreting the text (165). Both 
approaches have also received criticism. According to Alan Palmer 
(2004), it is not possible to see the complexity and diversity of fic-
tional minds through Cohn’s theory, because it focuses too greatly 
on the verbal aspects of fictional minds (53). Maria Mäkelä (2013) 
agrees with Palmer on this matter and notes that making sense of 
fictional characters and their minds is more complicated than just 
engaging in “meticulous linguistic analysis”(130). However, she 
also highlights Cohn’s achievement in underlining the peculiar and 
unique nature of fictional minds. Naturalizing narration into differ-
ent cognitive frames and seeing it as just a series of examples of the 
ways real minds work comes with its own disadvantages, as it flat-
tens the dynamic of sliding between different narrative techniques 
and modes. Hatavara (2013) emphasizes the importance linguistic 
categories have as concrete tools for text analysis, even when they 
cannot be applied to all situations (166)12.

My analysis shows that the changes between different narra-
tive modes can be interpreted as representing the contradictory re-
lationship to the past and the narrators’ challenges in recognizing 
the present identity in the midst of the process of remembering. 
The intertwining of experiencing and narrating also thematizes the 
subjectivity of time and the reconstructive nature of memory. Both 
the classical theory and the cognitive theory illuminate these strate-
gies of narrative form, but at the same time they are limited in their 
capacity to fully explain how these texts function and form their 
meaning.

The excerpts from Urwind and Berg represent the subjective ex-
perience of the connection to one’s past. The reflective comments 
and questions analyzed also take the discussion of time to a philo-
sophical level to express Carpelan’s ideas of space and time (and 
hence Bakhtin’s chronotope). It is typical of Carpelan’s work to in-
clude explicit definitions of concepts that are central to his poetics. 
To conclude the analysis of the experience of time, I will examine 
metaphors and motifs of the theme of time in relation to Carpelan’s 
poetics of openness.
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Time Is A Snowflake: The Motifs of Temporality

In Urwind, the nature of time is summarized well in the third chap-
ter, “Snow Letter,” with the following metaphor: “Each year is a 
snowflake, it blows around between now and the past” (UW 10). 
A year as a segment of time is depicted with a snowflake, some-
thing fine, unique, and temporary, that is easily blown around by 
the wind. This indicates that the movement of time is not straight-
forward or controlled by a predefined chronology. It can easily fly 
in one direction and then, with the next gust, in another. This meta-
phor describes a similar experience as was analyzed in the previous 
discussion. Time moves easily between the present and the past de-
pending on the narrator’s associations.

The floating and blowing movement contributes to the wind im-
agery introduced in the first chapter of the novel, “The Name Ur-
wind.” The “urwind, the primordial wind […] throws the time this 
way and that” (UW 4). Wind is a central element in the image-
ry of Carpelan’s work (Hollsten 2004, 135). According to Hollsten 
(2004), the different characteristics of the wind in the first chapter 
of Urwind aptly demonstrate the essential features of Carpelan’s 
poetics: the dynamics between openness and collectiveness (137). 
The wind blows things apart but also gathers them together. Time is 
both moved by the primordial wind and also collected by the spa-
tial variation of urwind, the primordial attic that “gathers in its dark 
corners childhood summers” and “all the clockwork of human life” 
(UW 3).13 Time, in the form of a grandfather snoozing in a ham-
mock, is also imprisoned in the attic. Accordingly, time is not such 
an independent and forceful element as it is typically characterized 
in modern Western thinking. It is easily moved around and manip-
ulated.

Openness is the central term of Carpelan’s poetics. It is a pecu-
liar synthesis of romantic ideas around nature and free creation with 
the balance and clarity of classicist thinking (Hollsten 2004, 219; 
287–294). In his essay “Om diktens öppenhet” (1960), Carpelan 
combines his poetics of openness with John Keats’s (1795–1821) 
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idea of negative capability—to rest in uncertainty without yearn-
ing for reasons or answers, a talent necessary for creative work. 
Carpelan implies that openness is not the antonym of collectivity. 
On the contrary, openness becomes the power that gathers differ-
ent fragments together. The negative capability is to be able to re-
flect on the opposites of reality and existence open-mindedly. In 
this way, it is natural to question the strict lines drawn between dif-
ferent categories, like the divisions between the past, present, and 
future. Negative capability collects all of these experiences of time 
into the immediate blink of an eye (Carpelan 1960).

The idea of a brief moment expanding to include numerous dif-
ferent layers of time is also well known in the aesthetics of modern-
ism (Hollsten 2004, 219). It has similarities with Bakhtin’s (1981) 
chronotope, which “expresses the inseparability of space and time” 
(84). Time thickens, becomes spatial, and loses its linear form as 
space is also affected by temporal indicators (84–85). As with Car-
pelan’s blink of an eye, it also refers to a special moment where 
the layers of time merge with each other and are bound to space. 
In Berg, Mattias experiences a moment of this kind. He looks at 
picture frames where the dead and the living stand side by side: “I 
view them like a book, open and filled with voices: a murmur from 
years that are gone and the years that are coming, everything is still 
in this quiet, warm blink of an eye” (B 42). Mattias experiences this 
moment with different senses; he senses the years as voices and a 
nostalgic warmth. On the one hand, time is like flowing water; on 
the other hand, everything stands still. The moment is deeply expe-
riential and filled with contradictions as it gathers together mobili-
ty and immobility. This summarizes the ambivalent and holistic es-
sence of time that is typical of Carpelan’s work.

The connection of time and space is also evident in the follow-
ing excerpt from Berg: “Time, motionless time turned into space 
and the people there: they have grown old and bleached, like wood 
is bleached and whetted by the wind and the waves” (B, 119). Here, 
time can take different forms, and it refers both to the space and the 
people belonging to that space. Both are gradually worn down by 
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the power of nature. This metaphor makes time into something that 
we can see. As with the previous example of the blink of an eye, it 
also comments on the movement of time: time can also stand still.

Returning to Urwind, Daniel also describes his experience of 
time with a space metaphor in “Snow Letter”: “[…] each stair [is] a 
year of my life” (UW 11). Thus, the staircase of the apartment build-
ing where Daniel lives resembles the chronology of his life. How-
ever, he can go up and down the stairs, as it is noted several times 
in the novel. Later, in the fourteenth chapter, “The Bomb Shelter,” 
the narrator describes time as a vehicle of some sort: “Creaking, the 
wheels of time move backwards, stop, move forwards again” (UW 
52). Here time is pictured as something heavy, quite unlike a snow-
flake. The difficult and creaking movement of the wheel can also 
be interpreted as representing the unpleasantness of the war memo-
ries—moving back and forth is not equally easy for all memories.14 
This is also emphasized by spatial features, as the chapter mainly 
takes place in the dark cellar of the building. However, the wheels 
of time are moving in different directions.

Both the staircase and the wheel are human-made and can be 
seen as symbols of modernity and progress. However, it is inter-
esting to note how these motifs are used in Urwind. The metaphors 
build the impression of a temporal dimension where a back and 
forth movement is possible. On the other hand, the round shape of 
a wheel also indicates cyclical movement that repeats itself. In turn, 
the stairs become a very subjective and surreal space in the novel. 
They both indicate the existence of a chronology that is compro-
mised by the changing direction of movement.

The representation of time as a constantly changing, shape-shift-
ing structure can also be interpreted as a comment against the tra-
dition of strictly coherent narrative. According to Matti Hyvärinen 
et al. (2010), coherence and continuity have been thought of as vir-
tues of narrative, especially since the 1980s and 1990s (1–2). Expe-
rience, on the contrary, has been defined as unorganized and shape-
less. However, this normative idea impoverishes narrative, as the 
diverse meanings of non-coherent material are ignored. Fludernik’s 
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(2003) vision of experientiality as the core of narrative is an exam-
ple of the approaches that are breaking the coherence-oriented tra-
dition in the defining of narrative. As I have shown in the previous 
sections, experientiality is woven tightly into the narrative. The aim 
in Urwind and Berg is quite clearly to narrativize experience, and 
therefore it is not possible to separate the narrating and experienc-
ing from each other. From this point of view, Carpelan’s modernist 
novels strongly speak against the coherence-oriented definition of 
narrative, just as they do against linear time.

Carpelan’s critique of the idea of linear time is explicit in his 
essay “I poesins rum” (1991). He argues that we are surrounded 
by the idea of linear time already as children, for instance, in the 
form of several phrases and idioms that talk about time moving for-
ward quickly. The time Carpelan finds important is the time of po-
etry, which creates space around us. This time can be delayed or 
stopped; it rises deep from the experience of the individual. At the 
end of his essay, Carpelan suggests the following:

Maybe time and space are not antonyms after all, but rather permea-
te each other? Maybe the room of poetry is the innermost room where 
my time can be measured, weighed, and found in reconciliation with 
myself? (Carpelan 1991)

The target texts of the present discussion can be interpreted as exp-
loring this thought: space as a source of imagery allows one to 
move between layers of time as from one room to another. Moreo-
ver, different experiences through time can condense together in a 
specific space.

An important factor in the case of Urwind is that in this diver-
se collage, the fragments still create significance and meaning in 
the whole (Hollsten 2004, 238). The same applies to Berg. As the 
metaphors and definitions according temporality are repeated in 
Urwind and Berg, it is important to note that they can be interpret-
ed as motifs of the theme of time. The theme, understood as a struc-
ture constructed by the repeating smaller thematic elements, helps 
the reader to understand the text and interpret the coherence of the 
fragments (see, e.g., Pyrhönen 2004, 33–34; Pettersson 2002, 238).



170Nykykulttuuri 126

My analysis also points out that the motifs of temporality form 
a wider thematic structure that connect different works by Car-
pelan.15 The process of defining time can be considered to continue 
throughout Carpelan’s novels. In Benjamins bok, for example, an 
old pocket watch functions as a modernist motif of time and tempo-
rality. Appearing at the beginning and the end of the novel in the en-
counters of different generations, it builds the idea of a cyclic time. 
In Blad ur hörtens arkiv, memory and time are pictured as being 
cyclic, organic, and constantly changing through the use of the au-
tumn archive metaphor (see Jolma 2018c). To conclude, I argue that 
it is especially the representation of the experience of time that cre-
ates the coherence both within Urwind and Berg and between these 
works and Carpelan’s other texts.

Conclusions

In Urwind and Berg, the narrator-characters experience themselves 
in, across, and between different times. This experience of time is 
embodied both in the narrative form and in the repeated imagery. 
With the tricks of the narrative form, the temporal distance to the 
past is both established and questioned. The repeated metaphors 
that function as motifs also express the subjective essence of time: 
the different forms and movements of time challenge the idea of 
linearity. Both the narrative and thematic features also create mo-
ments where different times overlap and condense.

In Carpelan’s late novels, the form and content are strongly con-
nected. Consequently, the narrative modes and thematic elements 
should not be detached in the analysis. First, my analysis shows 
that the thematic features are part of the narrative structure which 
build coherence in the collage-like narrative whole. Second, I sug-
gest that the narrative strategies also build and emphasize the theme 
of subjective time without one single form.

Carpelan’s poetics are certainly not about categories and op-
posites. Rather, they strongly emphasize openness, collectiveness, 
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and the ambivalence and dynamics that follow from their combi-
nation. Urwind and Berg also reflect and represent these ideas. It 
is not possible—or necessary—to always see a clear line between 
now and then, nor between experiencing and narrating.
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NOTES

1 See Hollsten 2004, Hellgren 2014, and Jolma 2018c.
2 The style of Carpelan’s late prose starts to form already in Axel (1986), 
as the novel partly uses diary narration. Urwind, however can be seen 
as a culmination of Carpelan’s prose up until the 1990s; it marks the 
beginning of what I refer to here as Carpelan’s late novels.
3 Barndom is an exception, as it is written in the third person. It follows 
David’s development from a child to becoming a writer.
4 On the problematics of nostalgia in Carpelan’s Berg, see Jolma 2018b.
5 Benjamins bok also shares these narrative features but rather than fo-
cusing on spatiality, it concentrates on trauma and the grotesque (see 
Jolma 2018a). Blad ur höstens arkiv represents memory with spati-
al metaphors but the problematics of narrating and experiencing are 
not central, as the novel focuses on the perspective of an ageing man.
6 Hollsten (2004) mentions this scene from Urwind as an example on 
how the memories of people and spaces tend to be strongly tied toget-
her in Carpelan’s work (246).
7 Berg is the Swedish for mountain or rock.
8 All the excerpts from Carpelan’s novels and essays, except Urwind, 
are translated from the original Swedish version by N. J.
9 In Jolma 2018a, this excerpt is analyzed by applying Cohn’s concepts 
and different theories of nostalgia and nostalgic reaction.
10 These frames are originally defined in Fludernik’s Towards a ‘Natu-
ral’ Narratology (1996). The article that I use as reference here is “a 
response to the questions raised by the original formulation […] and it 
attempts an extended presentation of the cognitive framework” (2003, 
244). I will follow Fludernik’s formulation and use capital letters to 
emphasize the idea of cognitive frames as abstractions that are repre-
sented on the level of concrete speech or text.
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11 Mäkelä (2013) also notes that these theories give similar results re-
garding a self-reflexive and retrospective excerpt of first-person narra-
tion; she ends up interpreting her target text as both a “peculiar combi-
nation of dissonant and consonant first-person narration” and a “serious 
overlapping and ambivalence” between cognitive frames (134–135).
12 For more on the benefits and achievements of Cohn’s classical theo-
ry, see e.g., McHale 2012.
13 The description of the primordial attic in Urwind can be seen as a 
model for later attic descriptions that appear in Carpelan’s late prose 
(see Jolma 2018c).
14 Hollsten (2004) also mentions this chapter as an example of the time 
structure of the novel; the cellar is described in three overlapping time 
layers (53–54).
15 Hollsten (2004) refers to this phenomenon as autotextuality, the in-
tertextuality between the works of the same author (16).
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Catherine Maloney

SELF AND OTHER: “CREATIVE UNDERSTANDING” 
IN BO CARPELAN’S URWIND

One approach to Bo Carpelan’s Urwind is to consider it as a phil-
osophical text which locates Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of crea-
tive understanding in a moment in the life of the novel’s epony-
mous character Daniel Urwind. Reading Urwind in this way is not 
to reduce it to a pre-digested set of ideas, but is rather to take seri-
ously the Russian philosopher and literary critic’s insistence on the 
connection between form and content. Bakhtin writes that “Artis-
tic form, correctly understood, does not shape already prepared and 
found content, but rather permits content to be found and seen for 
the first time” (1984, 43). In this sense, Urwind opens a window on 
a particular instance of creative understanding at work and as such 
makes its elements visible in new and unique ways. Urwind takes 
its reader through Daniel’s transformative journey of understand-
ing. In the wake of the breakdown of his marriage, the interpretive 
lens through which Daniel has habitually made sense of the world 
has been shattered; this is both devastating for Daniel and an op-
portunity for growth and new understanding. The weekly letters, or 
journal, which Daniel writes to his estranged wife during their year 
apart amount to a conversation with various others: relatives and 
friends—some now dead or at least long gone from his life—his 
younger self, literary characters, and works of art. All of these con-
stitute the interlocutors with whom he searches for new meaning 
and understanding. My argument claims that the literary and mem-
ory-based engagements in Daniel’s journal constitute an intercul-
tural dialogue through which he comes to understand himself and 
his world in a new and deeper way. It is a time of creative under-
standing which leaves Daniel perched on a threshold, ready to ven-
ture through to a new life.
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Intercultural Dialogue and Creative Understanding

In order to make the case that Daniel’s journal constitutes an in-
tercultural dialogue through which he engages in a transforma-
tive process of creative understanding, it will be useful to explore 
what each of these terms—intercultural dialogue and creative un-
derstanding—means and how they relate to each other. Culture it-
self, as the intercultural theorist Milton Bennet (2013) asserts, is 
not a thing but rather “the process whereby groups of people coor-
dinate meaning and action, yielding both institutional artifacts and 
patterns of behavior.” Conceiving of culture in this active and par-
ticipatory way broadens the concept and moves it away from the 
narrower definition of culture which refers solely to constructs of 
ethnic or national groups. Under this broad definition, any group 
that creates meaning through a particular frame of values, beliefs, 
norms, or practices has a culture. While a nation might be said to 
have a particular culture, so could a hobby or interest group if that 
group can be shown to have a coherent set of values from which the 
members create meaning.1 Furthermore, it follows that individuals 
participate in more than one culture and therefore are located at an 
intersection of a variety of modes of meaning making. For exam-
ple, Daniel Urwind is a member of many groups; he is Finnish, he 
is a WWII baby, he is a bookseller and a lover of Western literature. 
By contrast, his Aunt Viktoria, who is similarly Finnish and from 
the same family as Daniel’s mother, is also a professional dancer, 
European traveler, and pre-WWII baby. The location from which 
Daniel and Viktoria respectively make meaning is the intersection 
of all of the cultural groups to which each belongs. While they have 
many points of cultural overlap, they also have significant points of 
divergence; that is, the cultural location from which each of them 
makes meaning is similar but not identical, and is in some ways 
radically different.

Building from this definition of culture, intercultural under-
standing is a mode of knowing across difference that is framed 
though a cultural lens. It is not equivalent to specific knowledge of 
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various cultures, but is rather an interrelated set of abilities, togeth-
er with a sensitivity and disposition that allow individuals to engage 
across cultural difference where that engagement is a dynamic and 
relational process of meaning making rather than a treasure hunt to 
find the static jewels of cultural knowledge. Furthermore, it is use-
ful to distinguish the term “intercultural” from the term “cross-cul-
tural,” as this distinction highlights the relational aspect of an inter-
cultural encounter. As Bennett (2012) uses them, cross-cultural is 
“a particular kind of contact among people, one in which the people 
are from two or more different cultures” (91); whereas intercultural 
“refers to a particular kind of interaction or communication among 
people, one in which differences in culture play a role in the crea-
tion of meaning” (91). Where a cross-cultural moment may (or may 
not) recognize or acknowledge difference, what makes it cross-cul-
tural is the simple fact of the contact between two or more cultures. 
This could be as casual and everyday as an observation of another 
person on a bus or as intentional as a multicultural food fair, but it 
does not imply a corresponding shift in understanding. An intercul-
tural moment on the other hand is an engagement of the cultures in-
volved, yielding new meanings and ideally greater understanding. 
Speaking in terms of paradigms in international education, Bennett 
(2012) suggests that the move from a cross-cultural to an intercul-
tural model marks the move into a constructivist paradigm. Where-
as the earliest positivist model of international education worked on 
the basis of a neutral observer gathering facts, and the later relativ-
ist model recognized the role of framing and location, the construc-
tivist model fully embraces the implications of the relational, par-
ticipatory, and creative nature of meaning making. An intercultural 
dialogue then is a dialogue in which new meanings are created due 
to the particular contributions of the interlocutors and, important-
ly, the interactions of those meanings. An intercultural dialogue is 
likely to be transformative, leaving the participants with some de-
gree of shift in perspective.

Creative understanding as Bakhtin elucidates it is given only 
a relatively brief explanation at the end of one of Bakhtin’s short 
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and later essays, “Response to a Question from the Novy Mir Ed-
itorial Staff  ” (1986b). In this essay, Bakhtin is asked to “evaluate 
the current state of literary scholarship” (1), and he shifts quickly 
into a discussion of the relationship between culture and literature. 
Bakhtin laments that “questions of the interconnection and inter-
dependence of various areas of culture” (1986a, 2) are omitted in 
much of the Russian literary scholarship of his day. The best schol-
ars, he suggests, consider literature within the complicated context 
of the culture(s) from which it arose and, importantly, also the cur-
rent culture in which it is read. He espouses a relational or intersub-
jective approach to literary exegesis. This is the “creative” part of 
what becomes creative understanding; that is, the creation of mean-
ing results from the interaction of speakers or texts. At the end of 
the Novy Mir essay, Bakhtin gives his most succinct account of the 
concept:

We must emphasize that we are speaking here about new semantic 
depths that lie embedded in the cultures of past epochs and not about 
the expansion of our factual, material knowledge of them [...]. Creative 
understanding does not renounce itself, its own place in time, its own 
culture; and it forgets nothing. In order to understand, it is immense-
ly important for the person who understands to be located outside the 
object of his or her creative understanding—in time, in space, in cul-
ture. For one cannot really see one’s own exterior and comprehend it 
as a whole, and no mirrors or photographs can help; our real exterior 
can be seen and understood only by other people, because they are lo-
cated outside us in space and because they are other. (6–7, emphasis 
original)

There are several important points to pull out of this passage: a 
distinction between understanding and knowledge, the implication 
that knowledge is situated, and the need for dialogic engagement 
with others in order to understand.

To take the first point, Bakhtin distinguishes between under-
standing a culture and knowledge of a culture. The semantic dimen-
sion encompasses understanding the “forms of thinking” (1986a, 5) 
and speaking which make up the way a cultural community makes 
meaning; whereas “factual” or “material” knowledge of an era is 
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more closely tied to the outward expressions of a culture, such 
as its artifacts or behaviors. These two realms are related, but not 
identical. Making a related point regarding knowing subjects ver-
sus knowing facts or propositions, the feminist epistemologist Lor-
raine Code writes, 

Knowledge of other people develops, operates, and is open to interpre-
tation at various levels; it admits of degree in ways that knowing that 
a book is red does not. Such knowledge is not primarily propositional 
[…] ‘Knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ are implicated, but they do not 
begin to tell the whole story. (1993, 34)

Similarly, Bakhtin is suggesting that creative understanding is more 
akin to the “process of kennenlernen, or getting to know” (Mari-
nucci 2010, 307) a person and less about learning facts about that 
same person. This same distinction is evident in Daniel’s relation-
ship to his journal. His engagements draw on memory and already 
known works of literature or art; he is not gaining knowledge about 
these works or these people, but rather is coming to understand 
himself and his interlocutors differently. His perspective shifts, and 
new meanings are revealed to him in old stories. 

Second, the person who creatively understands is located or sit-
uated in a particular context, set of values, or way of seeing; i.e., 
occupies an epistemic, or cultural, location. Very much in line with 
current feminist epistemology, Bakhtin implies that while a person 
can enlarge his or her perspective and learn to temporarily shift in-
terpretive frames, it is not possible to completely escape the lens 
through which one makes meaning. Therefore, trying to escape that 
location and “walk in someone else’s shoes” or achieve a neutral, 
unsituated, “view from nowhere” is a deception. In an earlier part 
of the text Bakhtin makes this clear:

There exists a very strong, but one-sided and thus untrustworthy, idea 
that in order better to understand a foreign culture, one must enter into 
it, forgetting one’s own, and view the world through the eyes of this 
foreign culture. This idea, as I said, is one-sided. Of course, a certain 
entry as a living being into a foreign culture, the possibility of seeing 
the world through its eyes, is a necessary part of the process of under-
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standing it; but if this were the only aspect of this understanding, it 
would merely be duplication and would not entail anything new or en-
riching. (1986a, 6–7)

Bakhtin is challenging the possibility of unsituated knowledge. He 
asserts that a person who believes that it is possible to achieve a 
view from nowhere has deceived themselves and in fact only rep-
licates their own perspective under the guise of understanding an 
“other.” Duplication, as he uses it here, refers to duplicating one’s 
own point of view in the process of attempting to interpret another 
culture. In order to discover or admit unexpected or new meanings, 
a person must first recognize what they bring to the process of un-
derstanding. Bakhtin is gesturing at the necessity of reflexive thin-
king for understanding both oneself and others; that is, in order to 
understand others one must also understand oneself.

The third point is Bakhtin’s acknowledgment of the necessity of 
engaging dialogically with others in order to allow for the possibil-
ity of reflexive thought. Given that it is not possible to vacate one’s 
own vantage point, reflexivity only becomes possible in dialogue 
with others. Others can challenge or provoke our perspectival com-
placency in productive ways, allowing us to catch a glimpse of our 
own location. What Bakhtin refers to above as seeing one’s exte-
rior with the help of others is what he refers to as “outsideness” in 
the passage below: 

In the realm of culture, outsideness is a most powerful factor in un-
derstanding. It is only in the eyes of another culture that foreign cul-
ture reveals itself fully and profoundly […]. A meaning only reveals 
its depths once it has encountered and come into contact with another, 
foreign meaning: they engage in a kind of dialogue, which surmounts 
the closedness and onesidedness of these particular meanings, these 
cultures. We raise new questions for a foreign culture, ones that it did 
not raise itself; we seek answers to our own questions in it; and the for-
eign culture responds to us by revealing to us its new aspects and new 
semantic depths. Without one’s own questions one cannot creatively 
understand anything other or foreign […]. Such a dialogic encounter 
of two cultures does not result in merging or mixing. Each retains its 
own unity and open totality, but they are mutually enriched. (1986a, 7)
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At first it might seem that claiming knowledge is situated is at odds 
with suggesting that “outsideness” is necessary for understanding; 
however, outsideness turns out to be a necessary concomitant of sit-
uated knowledge. Because it is not possible to achieve what Donna 
Haraway calls the “god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere” 
(1991, 189), it is necessary to have some mechanism of broaden-
ing one’s own understanding of both oneself and others. A conver-
sational, or dialogic, mode of engaging with otherness in which an 
open questioning plays a central role is the only way to avoid dupli-
cation. Decentering one’s own epistemic position reflexively is pos-
sible only in community, where the other shows the knower things 
about herself that she would not have realized had she proceed-
ed with a monological mode of knowing. And that very self-un-
derstanding, gained through dialogue with others, in turn leads to 
greater understanding of the other in a kind of virtuous circle. 

Creative understanding and intercultural dialogue are closely 
related; in fact it is possible to say that creative understanding is a 
mode of relating to one’s own questions and the questions of others, 
which results in a successful intercultural dialogue. Where Bakhtin 
refers most explicitly to differences in cultures across time, Ben-
nett’s approach gives access to a broad definition of culture that is 
complementary to Bakhtin’s and situates creative understanding in 
a larger discourse of difference. The language of intercultural dia-
logue gives a familiar framework in which to understand creative 
understanding, while the latter gives weight to the co-creative di-
mension of understanding and foregrounds other important aspects 
of understanding across difference, such as reflexivity and situat-
edness.

Reading Urwind

Turning now to Urwind, it is reasonable to ask how a novel writ-
ten by a single author, and featuring the journal entries of a sin-
gle protagonist, can constitute an intercultural dialogue? At the be-
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ginning of the novel Daniel Urwind’s wife Maria has suggested 
that a year apart may help them to “see each other more clearly” 
(UW 1) and he in turn has determined to “write a diary” (UW 1) 
for her, to “write reports […] one for each week” (UW 2). Dan-
iel is a bookseller, and so literary references figure heavily in his 
writing. The weekly letters he writes—ostensibly a diary for his 
estranged wife—amount to a dialogue with various others: long-
dead relatives, absent friends, his younger self, literary characters, 
and works of art. Although these dialogues are focalized through 
Daniel’s memory and imagination, they still constitute an “encoun-
ter with something that asserts itself as a truth,” as Gadamer says 
in Truth and Method (2004, 489). In revisiting experiences from 
his past, Daniel is applying a new interpretive lens to those events 
based on his current epistemic vantage point which is so heavily fil-
tered by his faltering marriage. Those events in turn push back on 
him, and he finds new meaning in the familiar. As Bakhtin writes: 
“Semantic phenomena can exist in concealed form, potentially, and 
be revealed only in semantic cultural contexts of subsequent epochs 
that are favorable for such disclosure” (1986a, 5). The location that 
Daniel occupies after his separation gives him a new semantic rela-
tionship to past events. He is not learning new facts, but his under-
standing is shifting; that is, his understanding of both himself and 
those around him. As a philosophical text, Urwind illustrates three 
essential aspects of creative understanding: the radical rupture that 
must occur for reflexivity or outsideness to be possible, the neces-
sity of maintaining a situated or located approach to understanding, 
and the necessity of seeking out and engaging with different ways 
of knowing while recognizing the cultural aspect in that difference. 
All three aspects are present in Urwind, and the resulting shift in his 
understanding is what allows Daniel to continue to move and grow 
through a difficult time.

The recent breakdown of Daniel Urwind’s marriage is the desta-
bilizing event which leaves him “pulled up short by the text” (Gad-
amer 2004, 268) of his life and primes him to engage in a reflexive 
and transformative dialogue. The interpretive lens through which 
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he habitually makes sense of the world has been shattered. As dif-
ficult a period in his life as this is, it is also a moment of oppor-
tunity. As Deborah Kerdeman (2003) astutely notes, while we as 
knowers can cultivate a “proclivity for self-questioning” (294), it is 
not possible to achieve that element of outsideness on our own or 
through conscious choice. There are many methods that educators 
espouse for making oneself visible to oneself, but in the end Ker-
deman writes: 

These views assume that challenging our prejudgements is a choice 
we govern or an activity we can monitor and direct. Sometimes, how-
ever, our beliefs are thrown into doubt without, and even despite, pri-
or deliberation on our part. This particular experience of negation is 
what Gadamer means by being pulled up short. When we are pulled up 
short, events we neither want nor foresee and to which we may believe 
we are immune interrupt our lives and challenge our self-understand-
ing in ways that are painful but transforming. (2003, 294)

Daniel’s situation certainly maps on to the type of experience Ker-
deman describes. Despite himself, Daniel enters into a time of in-
sight. At the beginning of the novel, the “fifty-three years heavy” 
(UW 2) Daniel returns home after leaving Maria at the airport. His 
expectations subverted, his everyday ways of being and thinking 
unsettled, Daniel is open, raw, and importantly, forcibly receptive 
to new meanings. The first chapters are laden with references to 
and symbols of sight and light. The opening image of the book is 
of “a lonely man in a deserted parking lot” (UW 1). Daniel sees 
this image from the bus that takes him home from the airport and 
further away from his wife. Almost immediately the reader comes 
to realize that this vision is particular to Daniel. The man flashes a 
torchlight which Daniel says, “burned inside my eyes like a choked 
scream” (UW 1); despite the strength of the light, his fellow pas-
sengers are impervious to it. This painful illumination foreshad-
ows the time of insight that he is entering into. Daniel writes that 
“Each weekday contains its hidden vertigo, it breaks out like a sud-
den fire, a text that must be interpreted. Perhaps it will illumine my 
own face, so I will manage to interpret it before it returns to dark-
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ness?” (UW 1). He references the disorientation of his current state 
together with its enhanced, but time limited, illumination and po-
tential for understanding.

While it is certainly possible to make the argument that smaller 
moments of self-awareness and understanding of others are possi-
ble without the life-altering type of event that Daniel is experienc-
ing, some element of having one’s expectations subverted is cer-
tainly necessary. Gadamer himself notes that “It is impossible to 
make ourselves aware of a prejudice while it is constantly operat-
ing unnoticed, but only when it is, so to speak, provoked” (2004, 
299). Because all understanding is situated, or to use Gadamer’s 
terminology “historically affected,” prejudices form the very ho-
rizon in which each person operates. Self-understanding therefore 
is necessary in order to understand others, and it can be aimed at2 
only through the foregrounding of prejudices. Additionally, provo-
cation by others is the key to foregrounding the self and its preju-
dices. This back and forth between self and other is the activity of 
what has been called the hermeneutic circle. As a historically af-
fected, or situated, consciousness, the task of the interpreter—who 
is always, by virtue of being human, projecting fore-meanings (or 
prejudices) onto what is being understood (which is both the know-
er and the known)—is to work out her or his own fore-projections 
(2004, 267), so that the meaning that is presenting itself can be re-
vealed. This is reminiscent of Bakhtin’s description of the necessi-
ty of having one’s own questions in order to understand creative-
ly (1986a, 7). The task of working out one’s fore-projections is not 
achieved as “a single, ‘conscientious’ decision, but is ‘the first, last, 
and constant task’ ” of interpretation (2004, 267). The circle is then 
a circle of re-projection and re-interpretation which continues in-
definitely; the knower is able to understand more fully, but never 
definitively and completely. Daniel’s situation has presented him 
with an opportunity; his reaction to Maria’s decision has forced a 
state of openness upon him. The subversion of his everyday ex-
pectations and habituated ways of being and knowing allows for 
a reflexive time of insight into himself and the world around him, 
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however painful that may be. He temporarily occupies the priv-
ileged “stranger’s vantage point” (Greene 1973, 93) in which he 
“notices details and patterns in [his] environment [he] never saw 
before [….] [He] has to think about local rituals and customs to 
make sense of them once more” (93). Daniel has achieved a meas-
ure of outsideness through the dialogic clash of meaning which has 
occurred between him and Maria.

While Daniel’s experience has left him destabilized and open 
to new understandings, he remains situated. Recall that Bakhtin 
rejects the possibility of “view[ing] the world through the eyes” 
(1986a, 6) of another, but also maintains the concomitant necessi-
ty of outsideness. The interpretive necessity of an outside view is 
also in play in Urwind’s opening chapter. The turmoil of Daniel’s 
situation has made him feel a stranger to himself, and he makes the 
relationship between himself and the lonely man from the parking 
lot explicit: “What cannot be said must be said, by the stranger who 
sits here with his hands threaded in mine. Blue veins, red knuckles, 
two sprawling fingers, a text stained by patches of snow. As though 
I were standing alone in a parking lot, being observed by someone” 
(UW 2). Even though he has in a sense been thrown outside of him-
self, the problematic and partial nature of reflexivity is not lost on 
Daniel. At the end of the first chapter, he wakes to see a child sitting 
waiting for him. Again, there is light imagery suggesting sight: the 
child himself radiates a “peculiar light” (UW 5) and then runs out 
into the “semi-twilight” (UW 5). Daniel follows the child outside, 
but finds only the boy’s footprints. Once outside Daniel muses: “If 
I knelt down there in the courtyard and peeped in through my win-
dow, what would I see? The unmade sofa-bed, the light falling from 
the shower room, the chair, the dark bookshelves. I would see the 
table and the lamp, at the table no one” (UW 5). Despite his epis-
temically privileged position, Daniel, like all other knowers, can-
not escape his location. When he looks in to his apartment, he sees 
it unoccupied; a space without himself in it. In order to achieve the 
outside view Bakhtin is speaking of, he needs a dialogical part-
ner(s) to maintain the measure of externality he has gained.
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The third and final aspect of creative understanding that is pres-
ent in Urwind is dialogue with difference. The weekly diary en-
tries that Daniel writes amount to a dialogue with various others: 
long-dead relatives, absent friends, his younger self, literary char-
acters, works of visual art, and novels. He moves back and forth in 
time and between interlocutors to which he has varying relation-
ships. Despite the fact that all of the human interlocutors he engag-
es are Finnish, and more than just that, they are also family mem-
bers, neighbors, and friends, each of his interlocutors has his or her 
own particular cultural location(s) and corresponding imaginaries. 
His Aunt Viktoria is permeated through and through by her years 
in the elite European ballet dancing communities she was a part of. 
His mother focalized her life through painting, while his father was 
a bookseller taken up with stories. At the neighboring and work-
ing class Stiléns’, Daniel was perceived as “the bookworm’s boy,” 
whereas at the Dahlgrens’ (where the father was an Engineering re-
searcher) Daniel was viewed as frivolous and suspicious. Daniel 
(re)engages these characters in dialogue (albeit through the haze 
and unreliability of memory) and through this process is able to af-
fect some measure of outsideness towards himself. Coming to these 
encounters as his adult and destabilized self, Daniel discovers new 
layers of meaning and thereby allows himself the opportunity to see 
himself more clearly.

Daniel’s journey over the course of the novel is certainly one 
that engages in creative understanding and intercultural dialogue. 
The dialogic aspect of Urwind is further supported by Bakhtin’s 
work on genres as conduits of particular types of understanding. In 
his essay on speech genres, Bakhtin defines genres as the “relative-
ly stable types” of utterances common to “each sphere in which lan-
guage is used” (1986b, 60). The three aspects of content, style, and 
structure “are inseparably linked to the whole of the utterance” and 
to the sphere of use (1986b, 60). That is, content, style, and struc-
ture all bear on the meaning of an utterance. The semantic connec-
tion between form and content implies that some genres are better 
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than others for expressing certain types of meaning. Bakhtin writes 
that 

not all genres are equally conducive to reflecting the individuality of 
the speaker in the language of the utterance [...]. The most conducive 
genres are those of artistic literature[...]. The least favorable conditions 
for reflecting individuality in language obtain in speech genres that re-
quire a standard form[...] (1986b, 63). 

Attending to the connection between form and content can open 
new ways of thinking about and seeing the world. The idea that 
genres constitute ways of seeing runs parallel to Bennett’s defini-
tion of culture as coordination of meaning among groups of people; 
the particular values, norms, and beliefs of cultural groups circum-
scribe meaning in much the same way as the conventions of a gen-
re allow certain ideas to be highlighted and others obscured. Given 
this approach, it is important to note the genre in which Daniel is 
working. He is writing a diary, ostensibly for Maria. The diary form 
is of course a genre in its own right, but has been said to be “the 
most pliable and elastic of literary genres” (Merry 1979, 3). This 
pliability allows Daniel the openness to engage in a variety of types 
of dialogues. He moves back and forth in time and between interlo-
cutors to which he has different relationships. Each of these chan-
ges in time and person constitute a shift in genre of sorts. Daniel’s 
memories of discussions with his father are shaped differently than 
those with his aunt or his adolescent girlfriend; sometimes his ent-
ries are fantastical or dreamlike and other times a straight account 
of an event. Changes in temporal location, as well as his current 
temporal vantage point, all shape the meaning of each entry. In ad-
dition to his various interlocutors, the pliability of the genre he uses 
increases the intercultural impact of his dialogical experiences.

At the end of the novel, Daniel has gained a new sense of self. 
He writes in his second-to-last diary entry: “Is it when we are driv-
en out of ourselves that we truly begin to see?” (UW 188). The de-
stabilizing event with which the novel began has led Daniel through 
a year of intercultural dialogue which has transformed him and his 
understanding of himself. He returns home after bringing Maria to 
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the airport once again, this time with a very different vantage point: 
“[S]treets open in various directions. I have gone through myself, 
the unknown in myself, and come out into a cold gateway [...]. This 
incomprehensible life, it cannot be explained, only built [...]. Each 
day is a little lighter than the last. In the air, in the wind I sign my 
name” (UW 189). The breakdown of Daniel’s marriage “pulled him 
up short” and opened up the opportunity for him to engage in a 
journey of transformative dialogue. Gadamer writes that “in the last 
analysis, all understanding is self-understanding” (1986, 55) and 
further that “understanding involves a moment of ‘loss of self’ ” 
(1986, 51). Over the course of the novel Daniel journeyed through 
loss, via dialogue with others, to a renewed sense of self and pur-
pose.
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NOTES

1 For example, it is possible to make the claim that canoe trippers value 
the ability to move around easily and so the resulting artifacts of that 
culture might be lightweight, functional objects. Similarly, elite ath-
letes value performing at their best and so a corresponding behavior 
would be waking early to train on a regular basis.
2 I say “aimed at” rather than “achieved” because this is an infinite pro-
cess which is never complete.
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Peter Hitchcock

AFTERWORD: CARPELAN VOICING

Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist (1984) begin the preface to 
their intellectual biography of Mikhail Bakhtin by noting, “[T]he 
history of reputations is a chronicle of lesser or greater discrepan-
cies. There is always a gap between what someone does and what 
the world perceives them to have done” (vii). Obviously, this is 
particularly apposite with Bakhtin, who lived most of his career in 
obscurity but then, once “perceived,” often became aligned with a 
figure he never was or only pretended to be. Here is not the place 
to revisit Bakhtin’s sometimes calculated multiplicity as if, over 
forty years after his death, we can now settle the difference be-
tween Bakhtin and “Bakhtin.” Yet the general point about repu-
tations is well taken, and points to the “discrepant” necessity for 
this book on Bo Carpelan. Bakhtin’s mistimed and sometimes mis-
placed position in twentieth century letters reminds us that reputa-
tion is thoroughly overdetermined, by intellectual movements, by 
theoretical particularity, by power and knowledge, and crucially, by 
translation. As Brian Kennedy points out in his splendid introduc-
tion, Carpelan’s relative obscurity in world literature or modernism 
is as much a function of translation relations as it is his somewhat 
anachronistic proclivities. Perhaps, because Carpelan is best known 
as a poet, this study of his novel, Urwind, will only further his dis-
placement, but I would like to think it would have us pay greater 
attention to the pervasive and formative persistence of discrepan-
cies in literary/critical endeavor. The current volume does not exist 
as a remedy or necessary corrective (longtime aficionados of Car-
pelan will not breathe a sigh of relief with the appearance of this 
book) but shows that an openness, curiosity, and reflexive vigilance 
will seek out a Carpelan if only to underline how much more could 
be done to chronicle reputation across the ambivalence of percep-
tion. It is no coincidence that dialogical critique might help in this 
endeavor. How?
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Rather than discuss the individual essays collected here in de-
tail, I wish to comment further on some of the Bakhtinian finesse 
the contributors bring to an understanding of Carpelan and his dif-
ficult but rewarding novel, Urwind. As indicated, the problem of 
translation is not a background, as several of the critics arrayed 
make clear; but let us think of this specifically as a question for the 
dialogical modern. When Fredric Jameson (2013) writes of a “sin-
gular modernity” he does not mean that it is monolithic and prone 
to reveal an unencumbered checklist of defining features. Moder-
nity is a site of contradiction, of demonstrable unevenness, of dia-
lectical historicity. While such a matrix of relations does not limn 
unproblematically with modernism—art having its own relative-
ly autonomous and material interventions and inconsistencies—the 
lessons of the former are not entirely lost on the aesthetic predilec-
tions of the latter. The production of Finland-Swedish and Finnish 
modernism from the perspective of influence and displacement is 
therefore less surprising than the fact that literary history still pro-
ceeds as if the relatively unaccounted instance does not disrupt tidy 
manifestations of what are deemed the central texts. If we maintain 
that dialogism includes the idea of utterance (words spoken or writ-
ten) shaped by the context in which it takes place, then modernism 
at the margins can quite easily become marginal modernism when 
context is limited to strictly national or language group preroga-
tives. It is only relatively recently that the map of modernism has 
been expanded so that other coordinates appear, rather than an axis 
that links the conventional urban hotbeds like London, Paris, Ber-
lin, and New York. If the singularity of modernity appears mono-
logic, it is only because the hegemony of certain powers has forged 
a discursive rationale across its registers, including those that af-
firm corresponding and imbricated projects of capitalism, colonial-
ism, and imperialism. This is not to say that peripheral modernisms, 
by extension, are necessarily counter-hegemonic (they may simply 
confirm the questionable aesthetic hierarchies manifest in cultural 
elites elsewhere), but their very inclusion always already implies 
something of an internal polemic by asking on what grounds has 
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previous exclusion been secured? Dialogism, then, is operative at 
several levels of critical practice.

First of all, of course, it provides an interpretive critique that 
is dynamic. While it may pay significant attention to philological 
genealogies, it slides across either historicism or aestheticism as 
if to leave each to its own reward (even at the time, I would ar-
gue, when Bakhtin is wrestling within the discourses of Marburg 
School-type Neo-Kantianism). It is true that you can distill single 
aspects of Bakhtin’s methodology, say, the theorization of genre, 
without subjecting it to other elements of his corpus, like the elab-
oration of novelization. Yet the spirit of the dialogic, if not always 
its practice, is a perspicuous openness to transgressing the formal 
and the formalist. Some have read such openness to be opposed to 
perhaps more practiced systematicity, in dialectics for instance; and 
yet there is a tension between them that productively emerges at 
different places in Bakhtin’s writing, in the historicity of the carni-
valesque for example, or in the relationship of class and sign. Dia-
logism is not an epistemology of everything, but it does pay close 
attention to the constantly changing relations of art and life.

Second, if dialogism is an open event in theory, this does not 
mean it provides the seat for some form of critical free-for-all. It is 
true that Bakhtin’s insistence on unfinishedness (nezavershen) has 
slid into more conventional discourses of multiplicity as its own re-
ward, a kind of unreflexive liberalism deemed consonant with dem-
ocratic ideals (Holquist, 1990, 165). Ken Hirschkop’s (2000) work 
in this area has problematized the place of Bakhtin in democratic 
thought while usefully questioning the assumptions affixed to de-
mocracy in such endeavor. The dialogic does not mean that a dia-
logue is taking place, but it suggests that an utterance is mediated 
by more than self-consciousness, or the self-presence of an autho-
rial “I.” Dialogue, then, is, as Michael Holquist (1990) points out, 
at the center of Bakhtin’s thinking, but the stress is on the determi-
nants of language itself rather than on one or more speaking sub-
jects. In elaborating the dialogic at the heart of epistemology, the 
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question becomes one of otherness rather than simply multiplicity: 
it is the other that challenges the unitary nature of the “I.”

Following on from this, dialogism does not refuse authorship 
but complicates its constituents. In effect, Bakhtin argues that if the 
nature of utterance is a clue to existence itself, then authoring is not 
just the ability of a writer, for instance, to narrate, but is a prima-
ry form of participation in making the world. Dialogism concerns 
world-making as a shared event; thus authoring is always partici-
patory, even if an individual author believes him- or herself to be 
the sole source of their utterance. More than this, of course, Bakh-
tin suggests that the “I” authors him/herself from the outside in a 
movement that both displaces the “I” as itself and stresses co-au-
thoring as fundamental. The aesthetic provenance of this idea is rel-
atively clear. If the dialogic engages modes of world making, the 
artistic claims on this are yet specific. For Bakhtin, the brilliant art-
ist is one who, like Dostoevsky, writes narrative polyphonically so 
that all of the others, those other than the author, are themselves ful-
ly fledged “I”s and not objects in making the story. When Bakhtin 
says it is about the other that all of the stories have been told, he is 
emphasizing a human necessity to see ourselves in others as them-
selves, and not simply as mirrors or caricatures of our sense of self.

A fourth point about dialogism (but hardly final given the ex-
tent of the concept as a whole) concerns its relationship to genre, 
and particularly the novel. For Bakhtin, the novel is an opening to 
the world of discreet discourses without seeming to speak for them. 
The novel shows a capacity to not only ingest discursive worlds but 
also to novelize other genres in representing them. Such noveliza-
tion (or “novelness”) continues as a process of life, or conscious-
ness of life, even if it may not seem primary in an individual novel. 
Clearly, Bakhtin is not the only thinker to make special claims for 
the novel regarding existence as such, but an emphasis on the di-
alogic novel combines a literary history with a philosophical one. 
Genres are historical, and so even the capacious novel cannot cheat 
expiration; yet the principle of novelization as a kind of generic ca-
pacity accentuates why the novel persists even when so much of 
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culture is mediated through a plethora of other modes. No novel, or 
sub-genre of it, defines existence, but in its dialogic openness it can 
engage it to an extraordinary degree. Given the aesthetic and philo-
sophical weight Bakhtin accords dialogism and the novel, there are 
very few works that might meet their peculiar challenge. (There are 
other reasons Bakhtin did not write about more novelists and nov-
els but this is certainly one of them.) Certainly, Bo Carpelan’s Ur-
wind is not being presented as some kind of Bakhtinian quintes-
sence in matters dialogic or novelistic. Nevertheless, Urwind gets 
us to think about what is appropriate now in aspects of a Bakhtini-
an hermeneutic.

The central conceit of the novel, a series of weekly letters writ-
ten by Daniel Urwind over the course of a year to his estranged 
wife while they are apart, is at once a challenge to Bakhtinian cri-
tique, not because of the quasi-epistolary form (and recall, Bakhtin 
himself was notorious for not writing letters, which makes him our 
contemporary but anachronistic in his own intellectual circles) but 
because the intensely personal style threatens to be hermetic rath-
er than open, observational rather than inter-relational, even in the 
lively exchanges with Aunt Viktoria. Yet, as both Stephen Souris 
and Erkki Vainikkala point out in these pages, Carpelan often elab-
orates Urwind’s reflections through free indirect or double-voiced 
discourse, a crucial aspect of that “concrete lived totality” Bakhtin 
finds in Dostoevsky, “an intense field of interorientations” (1984, 
239) bringing life to discourse. Vainikkala’s essay also stresses a 
kind of creative asymmetry between Carpelan and the dialogic that 
is a useful reminder that, even with the flexibility of the dialogic 
novel, its primary critical perspicacity comes through its constitu-
tive edges, the places where the genre questions its own efficacy, as 
Daniel questions the nature of his own existence.

Diaries are fictions of the self, so on the face of it, the novel 
should have little difficulty pursuing its generic components (their 
literary histories are thoroughly entwined). Carpelan, of course, of-
fers a diary that is not one, and this is in accord with a modernist 
penchant for fictions of fiction or meta-fictions of the self. Vainik-
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kala reads this as an interplay of chronotopes whereby the time/
space of the conventional diary is overwritten and recalibrated ac-
cording to the structures of Urwind’s thought. Similarly, the “clock-
work of human life,” as Daniel calls it, is displaced by subjective 
interactions and interpretations of it so that, whatever the essence 
that Daniel initially assures his wife he will reveal, the novel itself 
complicates through multiple voicing, where each voice, as both 
Souris and Holmström attest, is internally determined by relations 
to another. Within modernist modes of authorship, it is hardly sur-
prising to read this splitting or fragmentation of the centered sub-
ject, but Carpelan seems less inclined to reduce such variegation 
to his god-like touch (to recall Joyce), preferring instead to won-
der about the moving contradictions and self-delusions (including 
hallucinations) of the human mind. I think of this less in terms of 
difference and more around the problem of distinction. If the dia-
ry is a form of distinctive life, what is it about its modes of voic-
ing that enables this distinction? Each of the contributors to this 
volume provides insight on this question, whether reading selves 
and others (Maloney), elaborating discrepant temporality (Jolma), 
or approaching the genre as a system of spatial referentiality (Kar-
jalainen). This does not give us a holistic Daniel, still less an es-
sential Carpelan, but such contributions accentuate the dilemmas 
of modernist consciousness, the ways in which utterance continu-
ally tries and often fails to overcome the modes of alienation un-
leashed by modernity itself (symbolized by the man in flames that 
begins the book).

How many thoughts make up a mental journey? Part of what di-
alogism permits is to consider both the narrative that becomes Dan-
iel’s diary entries (a year in the life about a life of many years) and 
the utterance context that makes such narrative possible. In Pierre 
Macherey’s work (2006), this is something of the non-said of the 
text, what it is constrained not to say, and is an opening into its ide-
ological comportment. Bakhtin, at least in the work ascribed to Vo-
losinov, understands well the social logic written into any sign—the 
word as window into other conditions of self that cannot be adju-
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dicated by the self alone. Although Urwind is hardly an unalloyed 
class fiction, its journey into thought, as Brian Kennedy’s chap-
ter underlines, is class-inflected if not class intended, and also fea-
tures major struggles that are obstinately cerebral rather than prac-
tical. Yet this reveals a common attraction of the novel as genre: 
that writing/voicing cheats our social checklists. Daniel continu-
ally sidesteps the category divisions of life even though the extent 
of his reflections tends to confirm so many (especially, as Kenne-
dy points out, about ageing). I read this as also part of the dialog-
ic struggle of the text, both in its stylistic relationship to modern-
ism, but also, more profoundly, in its belief that living a life entails 
a responsibility to voice it. Just as Bakhtin’s thoughts on chrono-
tope are an invitation to invent more scales of time/space, so Car-
pelan’s Urwind asks us to stretch the ways in which a life is meas-
ured, which is simultaneously a comment on the limits of the nov-
el and now, in this collection, a critique of the grounds of compari-
son in such endeavor.
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