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The discourse of psychoanalysis reinforced the association of dreams with symptoms of unresolved tensions in the unconscious which, in turn, found their indirect explication in recurrent literary themes. The present paper explores the use of dreams as literary representations of symptoms in the works of Thomas De Quincey, Jonathan Coe and Toby Litt. In Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), De Quincey’s early enquiry into the subject stemmed from his interest in the mind-altering properties of opium and inspired him to investigate the boundary between dream and reality. Coe’s The House of Sleep (1997) tackles the problem of scientific experimentation on subjects with sleep-related disorders. A different take on the subject of sleep is provided by Litt in The Hospital (2008), a monumental vision of rebellion and destruction dreamed by a patient in a coma. The core of my argument consists in the claim that the architectural phantasms and urban dreamscapes contrived in the texts represent an elaborate allegory of psychic unrest. Such visions proved to be a lasting motif in fiction that incorporates a Gothic fascination with the supernatural, the unknown and the metaphysical. I decided to describe these hallucinatory experiences as pathological, since these, apart from being deliberately overstylised and exaggerated for comic purposes, also exemplify different medical perspectives on the phenomenon of sleep. Pleasurable and predictable as they may be, normal sleep patterns do not usually add up to gripping narratives, so my interest in the pathology of sleep is in part an effort to reconceptualise dreaming as an active process and a period of uninhibited 130
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brain activity rather than simple rest. In the works of De Quincey, Coe and Litt, dreams tend to have a topographical structure that takes on the forms of a nightmarish pagoda, an uninhabitable castle turned into a university facility, or a multi-storey labyrinthine hospital, respectively. The architectural landscapes that organise and, in part, stimulate the dreams of the protagonists seem to point to a link between the consciousness and the world, much in the spirit of Gaston Bachelard in The Poetics of Space. In the tension between what is not known and unknown, heimlich and unheimlich, Bachelard’s topoanalysis, a spatial auxiliary to psychoanalysis, serves the purpose of complicating the relationship of human identity to space by creating a topography of the self. In his phenomenology of imagination, a house stands for a prerequisite space where all memories are ordered in a manner reminiscent of the interior of a building. Therefore, a part of the journey to selfunderstanding requires a “systematic psychological study of the sites of our intimate lives. In the theatre of the past that is constituted by memory, the stage setting maintains the characters in their dominant roles” (8). Similarly, Gothic fiction, with castles, turrets, dungeons, locked rooms and secret passages, evokes a pervasive interest in spatial relations which, in most cases, reflects the sense of liminality and psychological instability expressed in the adventures of its characters. According to Chris Baldrick, Gothic prose shares “a fearful sense of inheritance in time with a claustrophobic sense of enclosure in space, these two dimensions reinforcing one another to produce an impression of sickening descent into disintegration” (xix). Baldrick explicitly links oppressive surroundings to spatial pathologies (such as claustrophobia, agoraphobia or acrophobia), thus extending the anxiety and distress experienced by the protagonists to the alienating setting that heralds their inevitable fall. However De Quincey, Coe and Litt may differ, the authors appear to share the view that certain aspects of identity are invariably connected with architectural forms.



131



CURRENTS, vol.1, no.1 / 2015



Architecture of Dreams By the year 1821 when Confessions was published, the literary attributes of the Gothic novel had already been established with the works of Ann Radcliffe and Matthew Gregory Lewis setting forth the requirements and shaping the audiences’ expectations. According to Patrick Bridgwater, De Quincey’s writing abounds in Gothic themes that complicate the dynamics of the genre, as these are overtly dominated by the theme of haunted consciousness looking for meaning in a world without one (60–79). His literary imagination was captivated by the trance-like state of dreaming, when the body is stationary while the mind delves into its deepest recesses1. In a way, such internalised Gothic imagery has proved to be a recurrent source of inspiration for contemporary writers, among many others, Coe and Litt, who tend to critically rework Gothic themes by adding comic elements and exploiting the readers’ passion for the fake and macabre. As Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik note in their study on the comic turn in Gothic fiction, the hybridity inherent in the Gothic novel induces “a mixed response to the loss of transcendence that characterises the modern condition” (3). In their view, the comic elements in Gothic-inspired texts have been deprived of their cathartic qualities and principally function as a means of mental distancing and expressing nostalgia for the past. De Quincey, for instance, exaggerates the exploits of his youth and simultaneously bids his readers to forgive him his audacity, yet rarely, if ever, is he reluctant to stop seeing himself and those around him as Grecian heroes. He combines the farcical and the melodramatic by abandoning any attempts at realism and embracing a sceptical position towards authority and morality, intentionally “refaking the fakery” of his own life story (Hogle in Horner 10). In this respect, the outwardly relaxed attitude of De Quincey towards the veracity of his writing is characteristic of wider tendencies in the prose of his contemporaries. In the same mock-heroic vein, characters constructed by the discussed authors often question the sanity of those around them, together with their own, and expose the folly behind understanding the universe as a stable 132
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cognisable system. This ultimate late Romantic disappointment with the world has been extended to the mutilated, wounded architectural landscapes of ruin and desolation that haunt the fiction of De Quincey, Coe and Litt. Even though the idea of psychic closeness between the self and its architectural surroundings is most readily discernible in religious architecture, being a material emanation of spiritual longings, it may also be seen as an important motivation behind most investments in construction. In a very basic sense, buildings offer their inhabitants protection against external threats, but when freed from the economy of efficiency and comfort, their surroundings may reveal a dark underside of the uncanny (Vidler). Some aspects of this understanding of architectural forms are implied in a folly, that is “a costly ornamental building with no practical purpose, especially a tower or mockGothic ruin built in a large garden or park” (Oxford Dictionary Online). Any practical purpose of these buildings was secondary, more often than not; they were decorative structures or buildings that imitated medieval ruins or oriental temples2. These elaborate garden buildings were initially commissioned for pleasure only and this feature marks their identity as follies. A folly, as a point of reference, seems to be a material predecessor of the architectural sites that drive the narrative in the novels of Coe and Litt. Coe brings to life a neo-Gothic villa that has a strange influence on its inhabitants who not only suffer from sleep-related disorders, but also undergo major psychic changes when living in the building. Litt’s maze-like Hospital is removed as far as possible from the ideas of picturesque and uncultivated beauty towards the modernist ideals of sterility and control only to be later transformed into a site of destruction, horror and monstrosity. In their exaggerated form, the fictional buildings are amusing metafictional follies that evoke all the qualities that allowed for a break from the classical tradition towards the savagery of the Gothic form. According to Bridwater, the writings of De Quincey are often described as based on the confrontation with the self, wherein the Gothic imagery is internalised and reveals a world full of anxiety, guilt and loss, a prison of the 133
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conscience. De Quincey’s internal universe comprises of endless speculations of what might have been, had something else not happened. His protagonist is not able to reconcile himself to the inevitability of death, nor can he forgive himself for surviving the death of those he held dear. He himself becomes his other, the pariah, perpetually restaging “the drama of the mind engaged in the quest for metaphysical and moral absolutes in a world that offers shadowy semblances of an occult order but withholds final revelation and illumination” (Thompson 6). In other words, by exploiting the genre of the Gothic novel in his autobiographical writing the writer adopts the persona of the English opiumeater who is locked in a repetitive “discovery of the meaninglessness and lack of security at the heart of a world [he] hitherto believed to be meaningful and secure” (Bridgwater 62). His literary masquerade underscores his obsessive preoccupation with frustrated ambitions, self-indulgence, the damage to others and wasted youth. By using chiefly Gothic tropes of imprisonment and thwarted liberation, De Quincey questions the verisimilitude of his text and creates a complex architectural folly initially in the shape of abysmal Gothic halls: creeping along the sides of the walls you perceived a staircase; and upon it, groping its way upwards, was Piranesi himself: follow the stairs a little further and you perceive it come to a sudden and abrupt termination without any balustrade, and allowing no step onwards to him had reached the extremity except into the depths below […]. With the same power of endless growth and self-reproduction did my architecture proceed in dreams. In the early stage of my malady the splendours of my dreams were indeed chiefly architectural; and I beheld such pomp of cities and palaces as was never yet beheld by the waking eye unless in the clouds. (73)



His confrontations with the self render him a prisoner, forever looking for an innermost secret, an “entrapment within a guilty habit, a spider caught in its own web, and the flawed text that is spun out of it” (Bridgwater 64). De Quincey’s image of haunted consciousness supplants “loss of control and lack of security with narrative certainty” of recurrent tropes and motives, such as premature burial, where guilt and lamentation over the ruin of one’s life eclipse the narrator’s present and future (73). His weaknesses and follies are self134
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explanatory when shaped into a coherent Gothic narrative that is later both evoked and ridiculed as a conventional understanding of deep structures of the psyche by Coe and Litt. Medicine and Sleep De Quincey portrayed opium as material and immaterial at a time when the dominant medical paradigm slowly gravitated towards mechanistic models of explanation. The writer in the final part of his Confessions questioned the established dogmas of theoretical medicine and supported an experimental and empirical approach to the facts of life3. This innovative strain in De Quincey’s attitude to the issue of addiction and the verifiability of medical knowledge is symptomatic of similar shifts in the method and practice of medical examination in Europe that led to the development of the clinical method, as defined by Michel Foucault. In the ensuing decades, the human body was reduced to a repository of data, open to manipulation and experimentation. At the same time spectacular successes of medical sciences have turned the practice of medicine away from the bedside to the laboratory and operating theatre4. In this technocratic medical universe patients are rarely regarded as individuals; they appear to be primarily conceptualised as specimens of a given disease entity that either respond to the treatment or fail to do so. In his implicit critique of the dominant medical model, Coe adopted a similarly speculative standpoint to De Quincey, since he also seems to be preoccupied with reproducing social conditions surrounding the medical enterprise of his time. He populates The House of Sleep with dry characters and supplies them with a rather convoluted plot whose comic ups and downs serve to challenge the triumphalist narrative of medical achievement by using Gothic tropes. The novel is set in Ashdown, a Gothic mansion on the brink of a cliff, enclosed by nameless countryside. More than once the building is described as “unfit for human occupation”; its rooms are dim, cold and gloomy, corridors draughty and without end. It is, then, perhaps, no surprise that after its original 135
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owners died Ashdown became a student residence hall for the nearby university. Quite insidiously, all student inhabitants of Ashdown seem to suffer from a sleep-related disorder that is, at least in part, conditioned by the atmosphere of the place. Sarah, the main character in the novel, is repeatedly unable to tell the difference between her dreams and reality, which leads to awkwardly humorous situations. In the course of the plot, the narrator explains how, while dreaming, she usually conflates two events of her life together and creates a narrative that she acts upon, despite the protests of those around her. For example, when her friend Robert tells her about the death of his cat, she associates it with a graffiti on the wall of new Women’s Studies Department “death to the sisters” and concludes that his twin sister must have died. This misunderstanding almost convinces her that Robert is either a madman or a murderer who wants to bury his sister in the garden without a service. Sarah suffers from sleep apnea, which means that she experiences excessive, narcoleptic sleepiness and often loses control over her body in stressful or emotional moments. When she starts her career as a teacher, she has a tendency to take naps in the classroom, which obviously has a detrimental effect on class discipline. Robert, on the other hand, dreams the same dream every single night. Terry, another character in the book, a film-critic to be, is initially narcoleptic and has wonderful paradisiacal dreams that he prefers to the gloomy reality of everyday life. As his dreams become less vivid, he turns into an extreme insomniac, capable of surviving a ten-day cinethon without any sleep at all. His incredible skills attract the attention of Doctor Gregory Dudden, who intends to fathom the secret of sleep and liberate humans from its abject slavery. In his eyes, sleep is a disease that plagues all humans who, by sleeping for six to eight hours every day, renounce genius in favour of mediocrity. He sees dreams as mental results of material interactions that can be rationalised and researched. Willing to unlock the mystery of dreaming, Coe’s doctor reconfigures sleep as a state of complete vulnerability, as, to use the words of 136
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Denis Diderot, sleep is a condition where “the master is thrown on the mercy of his vassals or, one might also say, is abandoned to the energy of his own uninhibited activity” (158). Dudden’s life is dominated by the pursuit of maximising productivity by sleeping only three hours a day. In the midst of a passionate speech, he exclaims that sleep is the most widespread and life-curtailing disease of all! Forget cancer, forget multiple sclerosis, forget AIDS. If you spend eight hours a day in bed, then sleep is shortening your life by a third! That's the equivalent of dying at the age of fifty—and it's happening to all of us. This is more than just a disease: this is a plague! (180)



In Coe’s satiric tone, his mad doctor vocalises the fantasies of pharmaceutical corporations; with adequate help, all could be medicated and finally, as the author comically suggests, the ambiguities of identity and the afflictions of the humanity could be resolved to the satisfaction of a truly scientific mind. From this perspective, in a combination of banter and science, the phenomenon of sleep is seen as the last bastion of the supernatural that stultifies the progress of humanity towards greatness. In The House of Sleep, Gothic borrowings mock excessive scientism, despite the fact that the defining features of the main characters are medically-defined sleep disorders. Coe consistently pokes fun at the scientific discourse surrounding sleep and explains even the most outrageous occurrences, expertly exposing the tensions between subjective and objective knowledge. In contrast to De Quincey, he clarifies all the bouts of imagination and uses them as plot advancing devices; the supernatural is stripped away from the characters and their exploits, leaving only sentimentality and eeriness of Gothic prose encapsulated in the deus-ex-machina ending. With all the clues and events in hand, the readers are allowed to understand and interpret the dreams of the protagonists; however, the characters themselves are unable to do so. In this way, Coe seems to suggest that the characters’ life decisions are conditioned by the dreams they had and therefore unavoidably irrational which, in turn, supplies the readers with an unsettling combination of heuristic pleasure and ontological uncertainty about
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the nature of dreams, covertly forcing them to accept the supernatural as a part of an otherwise rationally explainable universe. Hospital Nightmares A different approach to the subject of sleep is adopted by Litt in The Hospital, a novel describing dreamscapes of resurrection and destruction most probably imagined by a comatose patient. The amount of suffering that permeates the hospital provokes a discharge of psychic energy that produces nightmarish worlds of tragic recovery and apocalypse played out with horrifying exactitude in the tortured mind of the unnamed dreamer. The book is “an absurd pagetuner,” combining elements of grotesque, soap opera and surrealist horror movie (Teeman). Steve Finbow is of the opinion that The Hospital is a contemporary rendition of William Langland's “The Vision of Piers Plowman” and that it references, among many others, the fiction of James Herbert, Robin Cook and J. G. Ballard, Judeo-Christian as well as Norse mythology, along with Monty Python’s Flying Circus and such films as Rosemary’s Baby or Coma (The Stop Smiling Magazine). Similarly to De Quincey, who saw Piranesian flights of stairs when under the influence of opium, Litt writes an intoxicating book, preoccupied with the bizarre, the wild and the supernatural. At the beginning, the readers follow Gemma Swallow, an A&E nurse, yet the true protagonist of the book is a boy who has an apple tree growing inside of him and who desperately struggles to escape from the hospital. The story of a boy looking for his mother in the labyrinth of an unknown building is at least emotionally coherent, if not always logical. The apple seed growing inside his body is one of the first in the long line of supernatural events in the book, with the most interesting of them being doctors-necromancers who magically heal all patients, apart from the boy and the man in a coma, and even restore life to the specimens in the hospital’s pathology department. Patients cannot die nor leave the building and, locked in this tragicomic immortality, they flood the building with all the momentum of unleashed supernatural life. 138
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Informed by Gothic sensibility and a taste for the macabre, Litt writes a perverse guide to the geography of horror encapsulated in his highly functionalised vision of hospital life. The elaborate dreamscape boasts as many as a hundred episodic characters that help the boy or hinder his progress to the entrance of the hospital, evoking a journey similar to that of Bunyan’s pilgrim. Litt’s hellish hospital is a place suffused with eroticism, violence, insanity, melancholy and psychosis. His use of the Gothic allows him to deal in the unspoken, the difficult and the painful by exploiting the epistemological confusion of a dream-like reality where such institutions are no longer necessary, as all patients have miraculously recovered, thereby fulfilling the redemptive potential of medical sciences, but paradoxically at the same time also depriving the patients of their humanity. This evolution of the dreamscapes from scripts derived from romantic fiction to scenes of brutal murder and debauchery may also be seen as a humorous speculation on the visions appearing in the brain of the nameless comatose patient. Apart from an elaborate meditation on the functioning of the brain in a coma, the novel may also be interpreted as depicting the journey of the mysterious man towards death and the boy with an apple tree towards birth, with both events accompanied by a discharge of cosmic energy causing havoc and hysteria in the literary universe of the dream-vision. Litt’s writing, in general, aims to induce epistemological uncertainty rather than any sort of coherent discourse on dreams and their significance. His architectural folly is towering, bursting with ideas and themes that eclipse the author’s initial insight that to dream is to contemplate being human. Pathology of Dreams All three of the discussed works explore the phenomenon of sleep as a cognitive competence by using architectural tropes. The word “architectural” is used in a broad sense of a dynamic system with boundaries, internal flows and connections that form a fictional whole. The literary dreamscapes invite lived 139



CURRENTS, vol.1, no.1 / 2015



reciprocity between the house and its inhabitants by looking at how a particular architectural physicality of a place contributes to the narrator’s or character’s style of being. De Quincey, Coe and Litt consistently use Gothic tropes to investigate the Freudian dynamics of the uncanny, “the fundamental propensity of the familiar to turn on its owners, suddenly to become defamiliarized, derealized, as if in a dream” (Vidler 7). In their writing, as in Gothic fiction, architectural phantasms symbolise fractured identities and meanders of self-investigation. The implications of the adjective Gothic were differently understood in the context of architecture and literature: “the positive, idealised meanings of Gothic were channelled into chivalry and architecture, while the glamorously negative ones were poured into the Gothic novel” (Spooner 17). Although initially its primary associations evoked unknown ancient and medieval history, the Victorian Gothic developed from “a rich man’s whim” into a uniquely British architectural style (Bloom 33) and served to embody the ideal of conservative, gentlemanly living for over a century. Famously represented in the Houses of Parliament, the Gothic style was deemed to be “the binding mark of Englishness, the defining essence of an Englishman’s constitution, whether that of his body, his house, his nation or its charter” (14). The “dreadful pleasure” (14) of the sublime, which proved inspiring for Coe and Litt, helped to uncover the epistemological loneliness of the mind-body dualism and rendered Gothic architecture secular in tone and meaning, therefore especially fitting for political and social agendas of High Victorianism. This particularity of taste that supported moralised aesthetics and the progress of scientific thought, but rejected “savageness, changefulness, naturalism, grotesqueness, rigidity and redundance” (Ruskin 1853) associated with the medieval Gothic form. In 1930s, Eileen Gray famously depreciated Le Corbusier’s conception of the house as a machine by stating that a house is not a machine for living in. It is man’s shell, his continuation, his spreading out, his spiritual emanation. Not only its sculptural harmony, but its whole organization, every aspect of the whole work 140
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Her insight supports that of Bachelard, who believed the house to be a medium that reflects the life of an individual in an internalised, dreamlike form of memories associated with spatial conditions. This notion of the interior externalised has long been known to exist in Gothic fiction, representing fears and anxieties characteristic of urbanisation and technological progress. The proverbial alienating setting, a haunted castle or a ruined abbey, is a symptomatic literary representation of the link between identity and architecture, mirroring the imperfections of self-knowledge. For Bachelard, the main benefit of the house is that it “shelters day-dreaming, protects the dreamer [and] allows one to dream in peace” (6). Accordingly, it could be argued that the chief advantage of Gothic fiction is that, by focusing on the supernatural, the grotesque and the pathological, it exposes the limits of human cognition by astonishing and disturbing the dreamer. Endnotes 1. Certain aspects of De Quincey’s understanding of consciousness, including “the economy of the dreaming faculty” developed in Suspira de Profundis, are described by Frederick Burwick in his study from 2001. 2. The Folly Fellowship, a British Charity, looks after 18th century garden follies as varied as Roman temples, Egyptian pyramids, ruined abbeys, mills and cottages. More information available at http://www.follies.org.uk DOA 20.11.2013. 3. More on the subject of medical experimentation in De Quincey’s writing can be found in Barry Milligan’s article from 2008. 4. An analysis of major epistemological shifts within the medical paradigm was carried out by Nicolas Jewson in “The Disappearance of the Sick Man from Medical Cosmology, 1770–1870.” In a recent commentary, Malcolm Nicolson states that the implicit moral conclusion of Jewson’s article is based on the presumption that object-oriented paradigms in medical sciences dominated the 19th and 20th centuries, leading to the devaluation of the person-oriented paradigm and humanistic values in contemporary medical practice. References Bachelard, G. [1958] 1994. The Poetics of Space. trans. by M. Jolas, foreword by J. R. Stilgoe. Boston: Beacon Press.
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