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Deep Response to the Reactions to Arcadia (… and don't worry, it's not really ten pages.)


In Shepard-Barr's response to Arcadia, he not only draws attention to Chaos Theory's prominence in the play but analogizes it (sensibly, I think) to the larger plot; just as a butterfly can cause tornadoes in Texas and noise can interfere with calculating grouse populations, Bernard and co.'s (mis-)understanding of the past is being constantly reshaped by the tiniest pieces of evidence they discover in the present.

Keeping this in mind, I find it noteworthy just how often misunderstanding plays a role in the script, even when it's not overtly influencing the plot. The play turns out to be filled with exchanges like this:

VALENTINE: My mother has read her book, you see. Have you?

BERNARD: No. Yes. Her book. Indeed.

VALENTINE: She's terrifically pleased with herself.

BERNARD: Well, I dare say if I wrote a bestseller--

VALENTINE: No, for reading it. My mother basically reads gardening books.



(18)

and this:

CHLOE: I'm just trying to fix you up, Hannah.

HANNAH: Believe me, it gets less important.

CHLOE: I mean for the dancing. He can come as Beau Brummel.



(33)

and this (a double one):

BERNARD: Oh, I'm coming back for the dance, you know. Chloe asked me.

HANNAH: She meant well, but I don't dance.

BERNARD: No, no--I'm going with her.

HANNAH: Oh, I see. I don't, actually.

BERNARD: I'm her date. Sub rosa. Don't tell Mother.

HANNAH: She doesn't want her mother to know?

BERNARD: No--/I/ don't want her mother to know.





(64)

not to mention this:


SEPTIMUS: Madam, I regret the gazebo, I sincerely regret the gazebo—and the boat-house up to a point—but the Chinese bridge, fantasy!—and the shrubbery I reject with contempt! […]


THOMASINA: Septimus, they are not speaking of carnal embrace, are you, Mama?


LADY CROOM: Certainly not.





(10)

. . . most of which amount to so much witty banter, but which nonetheless reinforce the theme of miscommunication: how little ambiguousities (paired with the determination to interpret) can lead to varying understandings of events. Far from being superfical evocations of chaos theory, I think the exchanges are valid consequences of it; the only thing that keeps them from being blown out of proportion like the Byron-killed-Chater goof is the fact that they are contained in single time periods and can be  straightened out upon utterance.

A similar but more confusing phenomenon is the altogether ambiguous exchange, which pops up in the play just as frequently. I feel such exchanges are not only consistent with the chaos theme–the only thing that seems to be keeping them from turning into diverging interpretations is the fact that no one is interpreting them—but are also possibly more significant, plot- and/or theme-wise, than their humerous cousins above. Some immediately ambiguous moments, off the top of my head: Valentine calls Hannah his fiancee, but means it as a joke (or does he?); Chloe mentions that her "genius brother" is in love with Hannah, without bothering to specify which one1 (33); the characters of Gus and Augustus are not only doubled by the same actor, but are made overtly ambiguous in the stage directions when Gus appears at the end of the play, and "it takes a moment to realize that he is not Lord Augustus" (96). Gus/Augustus is the center of a whole cloud of ambiguities, actually, if we tack on the audience's questions of why he's silent and why he's being doubled in the first place.


The question is, why didn't Stoppard make these elements clearer? I can't give a concrete answer but I can try to formulate patterns, and to do so I'll focus on the play's treatment of love. (Er, "focus.") I don't think it's a coincidence that two of the above examples happen to involve someone possibly being in love with Hannah, who is the arguable 'logician' of the present; upon examination, a similar dynamic inhabits the relationship of Thomasina and Septimus in the past. Consider this exchange: 
THOMASINA: Do not act the innocent! Tomorrow I will be seventeen!


(She kisses SEPTIMUS full on the mouth.)

SEPTIMUS: Dear Christ!

THOMASINA: Now you must show me, you are paid in advance.

SEPTIMUS: (Understanding) Oh!



(91)

At first it looks like another case of misunderstanding: Septimus thinks Thomasina is making romantic advances, when in fact she's just taking him up on his promise to teach her the waltz. But of course, Thomasina is in love with Septimus; the line between logic and emotion has blurred. (Kennedy draws a parallel with the cultural shift from the Englightenment to Romanticism in his essay.) If we're going to keep track, it's been blurred since the third page of the play:
THOMASINA: It is disgusting and incomprehensible. Now when I am grown to practise it myself I shall never do so without thinking of you.


(3)

We are never sure whether she's talking about Fermat's Theorem or sex. (Or both.)


And this same blurring is evident in the scenes between Hannah and Val. I won't assume that these two are in love with one another, but their discussions of mathematics are certainly more intimate than the ones Hannah shares with flirtatious Bernard; I'd venture to guess that they're more intimate than the ones Bernard shares with Chloe. Why? The characters do not hug or kiss, and Valentine is probably not Hannah's real fiancee, but their exchange of ideas in of itself generates a certain closeness, much like that between Septimus and Thomasina. Ambiguity—perfectly expressed in Stoppard's vague dialogue—arises when one is put upon to interpret this atmosphere definitely, decide whether it is intellectual or intimate. 

And maybe definitive interpretation is not, in this case, desireable. Think about the situation for a second and the perils of chaos theory come slamming back; the reason that Stoppard constructs these ambiguous expressions could well be that interpretation would be destructive. Labeling the dialogues between Hannah and Valentine as 'romance' or 'debate' undeniably destorts them; any interpretation we draw is drastically off the mark. In this light, the ambiguity which accompanies interpersonal relationships in the play serves as a sort of defense against categorical assessment and gross misapprehension, the dangers chaos theory guarantees.

I actually feel like I'm giving an unfair weight to Hannah and Valetine's relationship in these paragraphs, because I'd actually say that Gus is more in love with her than Val is, and just because it's harder to map their relationship in terms of math is no reason to ignore it. Trying to find a justification for this significance, then. It's arguably true that Gus embodies ambiguousity more than anyone, considering he's not only two characters but (when acting as Gus) is mute as well—he couldn't definitively interpret something even if he wanted to. Being unable to draw back and frame the action verbally, he is then uniquely in-the-moment. Maybe that immediacy is the reason for his own honest conduct (compared to, say, Bernard); he cannot verbally assess things, he cannot misinterpret them (as far as we as the audience are aware), and thus he is truly present in the action. He understands it better than maybe anyone else. And he is rewarded for this, by being able to interact closely with Hannah at the end of the play.

Going back to the initial slew of missaprehension quotes, there is one more I'd like to draw attention to, this time from scene one:
LADY CROOM: But Sidley Park is already a picture, and a most amiable picture too. The slopes are green and gentle. The trees are companionably grouped at intervals that show them to advantage. The rill is a serpentine ribbon unwound from the lake peacably contained by meadows on which the right amount of sheep are tastefully arranged—in short, it is nature as God intended, and I can say with the painter, 'Et in Arcadia ego!' 'Here I am in Arcadia,' Thomasina.


(12)
If a tasteful arrangement of the right amount of sheep is nature as God intended, I'll eat my purple knit hat. More significantly, Lady Croom is severely misinterpreting the meaning of 'Et in Arcadia ego' (though Septimus gets it right on the next page); the quote is not a celebration of life in the pastoral, but a grim wake-up call attributed to Death: that "I, too, am in Arcadia." (In the painting, the inscription appears on a tomb.)2

Considering the play itself is called Arcadia, it's tempting to attribute some significance to this moment beyond the general pattern of misconception = chaos theory. Here's one attempt: the two interpretations of the quote aren't half-bad mirrors of the Enlightenment and Romantic philosophies, respectively. Lady Croom's Et in Arcadia ego is rational and idealized (and come to think of it, so is she); Septimus's is consumed by the forces of nature (and so is he). Like history, her era must give way to his, and true to form, as the garden and everything else morphs from Enlightenment to Romanticism, death does enter Arcadia; Thomasina dies.

Let me rebound from this point to talk about Romanticism itself a little bit, and then I will be done. Wikipedia3 defines the movement like so:
"In part a revolt against aristocratic, social, and political norms of the Enlightenment period and a reaction against the rationalization of nature, […] it stressed strong emotion as a source of aesthetic experience . . ."
"Romanticism emphasized intuition, imagination, and feeling, to a point that has led to some Romantic thinkers being accused of irrationalism."
(emphasis mine.)


By comparing these attributes to those prized by the Enlightenment thinkers, we can formulate a series of satisfying-sounding couplets describing the cultural shift: from synthetic to organic, order to disorder, logic to emotion, control to the uncontrollable. I'm actually struck by how this shift, couched such, bears resemblance to the cultural transition that characterizes the early 1900s. That is, I'm pretty sure there has to have been a cultural transition that characterizes the early 1900s—possibly it's called "Modernism"—because this time period encapsulates any number of revolutionary, destabilizing innovations, from Freudian psychology to cubism to quantum mechanics. Foremost among these as far as we're concerned is, of course, the mathematical revolution, in which Hillbert's attempts to save rational mathematics were torn to shreds by Goedel et al. The world underwent another reaction against rationalization: math (and physics, and everything else) suddenly became a lot harder to understand. It's the Romantic revolution all over again, and if the parallel holds, then Alan Turing, who came to prominence during this period, in fact shares a unique position with Arcadia's Thomasina: both characters are born on the cusp of alarming intellectual chaos. They do their greatest work in the eye of the storm.

(And as for things which are slightly less strange than fiction, the name "Thomasina" can be formed by rearranging Turing's middle name and adding an 'i' . . . .)
Endnotes

(1)  I do think she means Gus, considering her line on the next page ("Told you") just after Gus has given Thomasina the apple. However, the line itself can't be determined by the audience without this retroactive context; it evidences stylistic ambiguity, which is noteworthy for its own sake.
(2)  Wikipedia charts a series of conspiracy theories that have been constructed around this painting and quote, up to and including it being an anagram for "I touch the tomb of God – Jesus" (in Latin).
(3)  More specifically, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism.
Partial list of lines in Arcadia which feature miscommunication or ambiguousity

(In case one wants to decide whether this "trend" is really a trend.)

SEPTIMUS: Carnal embrace is sexual congress, which is the insertion of the male genital organ into the female genital organ for purposes of procreation and pleasure. Fermat's last theorem, by contrast, asserts that when x, y and z are whole numbers each raised to power of n, the sum of the first two can never equal the third when n is greater than 2.
THOMASINA: Eurghhh!

SEPTIMUS: Nevertheless, that is the theorem.

THOMASINA: It is disgusting and incomprehensible. Now when I am grown to practice it myself I shall never to do without thinking of you.


(3)

SEPTIMUS: Madam, I regret the gazebo, I sincerely regret the gazebo—and the boat-house up to a point—but the Chinese bridge, fantasy!—and the shrubbery I reject with contempt! Mr Chater!—would you take the word of a jumped-up jobbing gardener who sees carnal embrace in every nook and cranny of the landskip!

THOMASINA: Septimus, they are not speaking of carnal embrace, are you, Mama?

LADY CROOM: Certainly not.





(10)
LADY CROOM: But Sidley Park is already a picture, and a most amiable picture too. The slopes are green and gentle. The trees are companionably grouped at intervals that show them to advantage. The rill is a serpentine ribbon unwound from the lake peacably contained by meadows on which the right amount of sheep are tastefully arranged—in short, it is nature as God intended, and I can say with the painter, 'Et in Arcadia ego!' 'Here I am in Arcadia,' Thomasina.

(12)

compare with:

SEPTIMUS: A calendar of slaughter. 'Even in Arcadia, there am I!'

THOMASINA: Oh, phooey to death!

(13)

CHLOE: I was going to say make yourself comfortable but that's hardly possible, everything's been cleared out, it's en reute to the nearest lavatory.

BERNARD: Everything is?

CHLOE: No, this room is.


(17)

BERNARD: Yes, but this is the way to the nearest toilet.

VALENTINE: I need the commode.

BERNARD: Oh. Can't you use the toilet?

VALENTINE: It's got all the gamebooks in it.

BERNARD: Ah. The toilet has or the commode has?


(18)

VALENTINE: My mother has read her book, you see. Have you?

BERNARD: No. Yes. Her book. Indeed.

VALENTINE: She's terrifically pleased with herself.

BERNARD: Well, I dare say if I wrote a bestseller--

VALENTINE: No, for reading it. My mother basically reads gardening books.


(18)

BERNARD: Well, by comparing sentence structure and so forth, this chap showed that there was a ninety per cent chance that the story had indeed been written by the same person as Women in Love. To my inexpressible joy, one of your maths mob was able to show that on the same statistical basis there was a ninety per cent chance that Lawrence also wrote the Just William books and much of the previous day's Brighton and Hove Argus.

(19)
HANNAH: Mr. Peacock?

(BERNARD looks round vaguely then checks over his shoulder for the missing Peacock, then recovers himself and turns on the Nightengale bonhomie.)


(19)

HANNAH: He called me his fiancee.

BERNARD: Why?

HANNAH: It's a joke.

BERNARD: You turned him down?

HANNAH: Don't be silly, do I look like the next Countess of--

BERNARD: No, no--a freebie. The joke that consoles.My tortoise Lightning, my fiancee Hannah.

HANNAH: Oh. Yes.


(23)

BERNARD: I'm beginning to admire you.

HANNAH: Before was bullshit?

BERNARD: Completely. Your photograph does you justice, I'm not sure the book does.


(24)

HANNAH: [...] There's an account of my hermit in a letter by your illustrious namesake.

BERNARD: Florence?

HANNAH: What?

BERNARD: No. You go on.

HANNAH: Thomas Love Peacock.

BERNARD: Ah yes.


(26)

(Scene: Chloe sees Bernard kiss Hannah, misconstrues.)


(32)

CHLOE: I'm just trying to fix you up, Hannah.

HANNAH: Believe me, it gets less important.

CHLOE: I mean for the dancing. He can come as Beau Brummel.


(33)

CHLOE: Well, don't say I didn't give you first chance. My genius brother will be much relieved. He's in love with you, I suppose you know.


(33)

VALENTINE: [...] And what I've done in a couple of months, with only a /pencil/ the calculations would take me the rest of my life to do again--thousands of pages--tens of thousands! And so boring!

HANNAH: Do you mean--?

(She stops because GUS is plucking VALENTINE's sleeve.)


Do you mean--?

VALENTINE: All right, Gus, I'm coming.

HANNAH: Do you mean that was the only problem? Enough time? And paper? And the boredom?

VALENTINE: We're going to get out the dressing-up box.

HANNAH: (Driven to raising her voice) /Val!/ Is that what you're saying?

VALENTINE: (Surprised by her. Mildly.) No, I'm saying you'd have to have a reason for doing it.

[...]

VALENTINE: Well, the other thing is, you'd have to be insane.


(51-52)

(Scene: Hannah has misinterpreted the dustjacket.)


(60-ish)

BERNARD: Well, it's all trivial, isn't it? Why don't you come?

HANNAH: Where?

BERNARD: With me.

HANNAH: To London? What for?

BERNARD: What for.

HANNAH: Oh, your lecture.

BERNARD: No, no, bugger that. Sex.

HANNAH: Oh . . . No. Thanks . . . (then, protesting) Bernard!


(63)

BERNARD: Oh, I'm coming back for the dance, you know. Chloe asked me.

HANNAH: She meant well, but I don't dance.

BERNARD: No, no--I'm going with her.

HANNAH: Oh, I see. I don't, actually.

BERNARD: I'm her date. Sub rosa. Don't tell Mother.

HANNAH: She doesn't want her mother to know?

BERNARD: No--/I/ don't want her mother to know.


(64)

LADY CROOM: The ceaseless dull overbearing monotony of it! It will drive me distracted. I may have to return to town to escape it.

SEPTIMUS: Your ladyship could remain in the country and let Count Zelinsky return to town where you would not hear him.

LADY CROOM: I mean Mr Noakes's engine!


(82)

THOMASINA: Do not act the innocent! Tomorrow I will be seventeen!


(She kisses SEPTIMUS full on the mouth.)

SEPTIMUS: Dear Christ!

THOMASINA: Now you must show me, you are paid in advance.

SEPTIMUS: (Understanding) Oh!


(91)

VALENTINE: It's heat.

HANNAH: Are you tight, Val?

VALENTINE: It's a diagram of heat exchange.


(93)

GUS appears in the doorway. It takes a moment to realize that he is not Lord Augustus; perhaps not until HANNAH sees him.


(96)
