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Do not think me unaware,
I who have snatched at you
as the ﬆreet child clutched
at the seed pearls you ilt
that hot day
When your necklace snapped.¹

H.D.’s   F is literature’s encounter with

psychoanalysis, an encounter which left neither unchanged. It is the
encounter of a woman, surrounded and excluded by male modernists,
who found her own voice in her analytic sessions and borrowed the tools
of psychoanalysis—condensation, repetition, displacement—to articulate
her own message. Dianne Chisholm argues that H. D.’s relationship to
Freud’s work is that of a translator, a translator who revises as she repeats
(). H. D.’s Tribute to Freud is not simply a translation but is also an elegy,
and as such only possible in his absence.² A gift to Freud, it also traces the
flowering of her own poetic gift, and is as much a self-tribute as a tribute to

 H. D. “e Gift.” Sea Garden ().
 Tribute to Freud is made up of two sections, “Writing on the Wall” and “Advent.”
“Writing on the Wall” appeared in Life and Letters Today (–) and “Advent”
was compiled in  from the notebooks H. D. kept while in treatment with Freud
in . While I will sometimes refer to the separate sections in my paper, I will
generally refer to the text under the name Tribute to Freud which is the name the
two sections were eventually published under in . For more information on
the publishing history of Tribute see Friedman, Penelope’s Web, especially pages
–. For a thorough discussion of the relationship between H. D. and Freud,
see Chisholm. Friedman also focuses on H. D. and Freud in Psyche Reborn and
continues her exploration of H. D.’s prose works in Penelope’s Web.
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another. Most crucially, it charts a substitution, where H. D. takes Freud’s
place, and in doing so, assumes her own.
Hilda Doolittle was born in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania in  and
moved to Philadelphia when she was nine, where her father was director
of the Flower Astronomical Institute at the University of Pennsylvania.³
She attended Bryn Mawr briefly before moving to Europe in , where
she was to spend the rest of her life. H. D. was engaged to Ezra Pound in her
youth, and was later jilted by him. Pound remained a crucial poetic influence in her life. In  he renamed her “H. D. Imagiste” and was the first
to publicize her poems. Once H. D. was established as a poet, with the help
of Pound’s mediation, she served as artistic vanguard, token woman and
resident muse for a group of mostly male modernist writers. H. D. claims
that her treatment with Freud was intended to explore the traumatic effects
of the First World War, during which she lost a brother and miscarried a
child.⁴ Yet the war itself is barely addressed in the treatment: it becomes
a notable absence. H. D.’s silence about the First World War comes from
her fear of the proximity of another conflict and her associated fear for
Freud’s own safety.
H. D. began her treatment with Freud in , though he was not her
first or last analyst and though her interest in psychoanalysis preceded
her treatment.⁵ Critical attention to H. D. has disproportionately focused
on H. D.’s account of her analysis in Tribute to Freud, which lasted from
March ,  to mid-June of the same year and resumed for five weeks
in . Harold Bloom ungenerously calls Tribute to Freud “a rather
overpraised book” and “a kind of hagiography,” seeing the book itself as
symptom not of H. D.’s artistic block or recovery but of “a new faith in the
Freud era” (). Yet recent critics have focused less on the book as tribute
or hagiography and more on the book as encounter between H. D. and
Freud, or more abstractly, between literature and psychoanalysis, or more
strategically, between Freud and what is read as H. D.’s emergent feminism.
H. D.’s account has become a nodal point for the continuing agon between
Freudianism and feminism and H. D.’s recent feminist critics have, as Claire
Buck points out, “embarked on the project of demonstrating how H. D.
 For more biographical information on H. D. see Barbara Guest.
 H. D.’s brother died in action. She miscarried soon after hearing of the sinking

of the Lusitania and attributed the miscarriage to the shock. In Tribute H. D.
writes “I had lost the first [child] in , from shock and repercussions of war
news broken to me in a rather brutal fashion” ().
 See Friedman for an account of H. D.’s friendship with Havelock Ellis and analysis
with Mary Chadwick and Hans Sachs (–).
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could have the apple without the maggot” (). is project has taken
the form of seeing H. D.’s Tribute not only as supplement to Freud but
as corrective.⁶ Dianne Chisholm’s thesis can be taken as paradigmatic
in this respect. Chisholm writes: “In some dramatic way, H. D. becomes
Freud, curing herself of the blocks and gaps that infect the telling of her
life story, and, at the same time, healing Freud of discursive foreclosures in
scientific skepticism, Schopenhauerian pessimism, and metapsychological
misogyny” (). In Chisholm’s account, the agency belongs entirely to H. D.
H. D. is not cured by Freud, but cures herself. She steps into the position
of healer or physician that she ascribes to Freud and extends the treatment to Freud, and by implication, to psychoanalysis. Just as H. D. reads
Freud as the “exemplary physician” in her dedication at the beginning of
Writing on the Wall, feminist critics have read H. D. as exemplary in her
resistance to Freud’s theories and her insistence on the maternal lineage
of female creativity.⁷ No wonder, then, that feminist critics have focused
on Tribute to Freud as a key, not only to H. D.’s own creative evolution
but to the development of the female writer. H. D.’s Tribute becomes an
allegory of writing or of rewriting, and assumes a significance beyond its
expository moment.
In imagining H. D.’s theories as a replacement and a transcendence of
Freud’s own, critics have replicated H. D.’s own plea to an unspecific “kindly
Being” in Writing on the Wall, a plea to which I will return later in my paper.
H. D. writes: “‘Look,’ I would say to this kindly Being, ‘those two on your
shelf there—just make the slightest alteration on the hour-glasses. Put
H. D. in the place of Sigmund Freud” (). While H. D.’s surface intention
is to exchange herself for Freud so Freud will have longer to live, this odd
request can also be read as a gesture of assertion, one which has been taken
as a mandate for H. D.’s most recent critics. Intent on asserting the radical
and progressive nature of H.D’s intervention in psychoanalysis, they have
occasionally missed some of its more aggressive and less savoury elements.
Perhaps the most disturbing of these has to do with the anti-Hebraism in
the text.⁸ H. D. positions herself against Freud as, alternately, the encounter
 e feminist analyses were partly responses to earlier, pathologizing theories

of H. D.’s book, like that of Holland who wrote, “I feel sadness for a woman who
had to become a royal and mythic sign to make up for all those missing things”
().
 H. D. writes in Tribute, “I want a fusion of transfusion of my mother’s art”
().
 Chisholm has no entry for anti-semitism in her index, and Friedman’s entries
point to references to Nazism and World War II. Friedman is more sensitive
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between Hellenic and Hebraic culture, or as the encounter between the
spirit and the letter, which she dismisses as “so conventionally Mosaic” ().
Chisholm approvingly cites this position: “It is this primal mother that
Freud remarkably forgets (suppresses or represses) in his shortsighted and
dissatisfying account of Genesis, as H. D. subtly notes in Tribute (It was
so mosaic)” (). H. D.’s identification with Freud is continually tempered
by distance or dissonance, more evident in Advent than in Writing on the
Wall but implicit in both. is distance is not simply a result of gender
conflict or even of the troubled issue of H. D.’s bisexuality.⁹ H. D. is more
likely to identify Freud as a Jew than as a man—even her frequent citation
of him as “patriarch” has Hebraic as well as gendered connotations. And
H. D.’s own identification is with the Greek. For this reason, she begins to
describe their differences in a language that is quite familiar: she is the
“spirit” while Freud is the “letter”; she stands for the “gods” while Freud
stands for the “goods.” While critics have tended to side with H. D. on this
ideological split, I would like to point to the unsettling elements of this
politics and poetics of exchange, where H. D. is put in the place of Freud
by rewriting his system to purge it of its “Mosaic” elements, turning him
into the Asclepius of her epigraph rather than the Moses who haunts her
text. By writing this, I do not mean to put Freud back in the place of H. D.,
but rather to point out that the exchange is not an innocent one.¹⁰ H. D.’s
interest and attention to moments of exchange in Tribute to Freud and
in her memoir e Gift indicate as much; a gift is never without its price,
not only for the giver but also for the recipient.
Tribute to Freud is an elegy, written in , near the end of the Second
World War. e book’s main section, “Writing on the Wall,” begins with
to the conflict between H. D. and Freud, but this sensitivity becomes theoretically abstracted as “the daughter’s resistance to the Law of the Father” ().
In fact, Friedman equates “Jew” with “woman”, arguing that this equation allows
H. D. to claim Freud as a fellow exile. By restricting a discussion of Tribute to
gender analysis, critics have occasionally missed the way H. D. also relies on
racial identifications.
 For a thorough discussion of H. D. and bisexuality see Buck, who is particularly
good at explaining how a “resistance to theoretical explanation, interpretation
or taxonomies is, I will argue, in part a strategy of H. D.’s writing”(). Bisexuality
becomes the figure of this resistance. While Buck manages to thus evade the
either/or analysis of other H. D. critics, she still remains within the theoretical
framework of sexuality, something that limits her analysis.
 I am aware that this essay, as a repetition of the critical debate over Tribute
to Freud, is subject to the same process of displacement that here I describe.
However, I mean this essay not to replace previous analyses but to supplement
them, and to point to what I see as a symptomatic omission.
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H. D.’s first encounter with Freud and moves very quickly to her second stay
in Vienna. H. D. shifts between episodes in a non-linear fashion, moving
associatively rather than chronologically. Although the book is not only
tribute but elegy, H. D. withholds the fact of Freud’s death for the first few
pages. Her analysis was prompted by death: the mass, anonymous death of
the First World War, the particular deaths of her brother and her friends,
the death of her unborn child in a miscarriage she attributed to the sinking
of the Lusitania. Her book is similarly prompted by meditation on death.
But H. D.’s book suggests that death is not only an end, but also a beginning. She asserts the possibility of the resolution of death through writing
in a process of loss and reparation. H. D. loses Freud, but in this memoir,
brings him back. e space of absence and loss becomes an opportunity
for creativity and renewal.
From the beginning of Tribute to Freud H. D. suggests that every death
opens up a space of possibility. She starts her narrative by writing not of
Freud’s death but of the death of one of his patients, J. J. van der Leeuw,
who crashed his plane on the way back from South Africa to Vienna. Van
der Leeuw’s sudden death is reminiscent of the death of H. D.’s brother;
it also prefigures Freud’s own death, announced a few pages later. But Dr
van der Leeuw’s death is an opportunity as well as a tragedy. H. D. comes
to Freud to express her sympathy for his having lost the man “who would
apply, carry on the torch—carry on your ideas, but not in a stereotyped
way” (). Freud’s response is, “You have come to take his place” ().
H. D. imagines Dr Leeuw as her opposite. He is confident where she is
insecure, capable where she is neurotic, light where she is dark. Nonetheless, van der Leeuw is also her double. He and she alone have the honour
of being called “students” and not “patients” by Freud. His body warms the
couch the hour before she arrives. She writes that the first and last time
she spoke to van der Leeuw was when he asked if they could switch the
times of their session, “We had exchanged ‘hours’” (). e exchange is
significant, not only because it prefigures the later exchange, where H. D.
replaces Leeuw as Freud’s disciple, but because it signifies that they have
changed fates. Even as H. D. takes van der Leeuw’s place, he has died in her
own. e death of a stranger is at the same time the death of an uncanny
double; a death she has not caused suddenly beckons with promise and
responsibility. Because van der Leeuw has died, Freud is left without a
favorite disciple: H. D. becomes that disciple. H. D. will step into van der
Leeuw’s place, and eventually, having taken the place of the disciple she
will take the place of the master. Her tribute gives back to herself as much
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as it gives away as her identification with Freud works both as affirmation
and elegy.¹¹
H. D.’s Tribute is filled with doubles, substitutions, repetitions. e
repetitive compulsion of her wartime trauma leads her to Freud, and it
would not be overstating the case to say that, instead of curing the repetitions, she redirects them so they become opportunities, like the death of
van der Leeuw. Her relationship to death always implies a relationship of
exchange and is best understood in conjunction with the many moments
of exchange in her memoir. One such exchange comes when H. D. desires
to give a gift of gardenias to the Professor. ere are no gardenias in Vienna
so she has a friend contact a florist in London, who assumes that, while
she said gardenias, she meant orchids. e friend sends the orchids, the
“proper” gift for Freud, instead of the gardenias. But the gardenias are
a sign of a private knowledge between H. D. and Freud. Every florist in
London knows of Freud’s love of orchids, but only H. D. knows of his love
of gardenias.
e gardenias come up in a conversation in one of their analytic sessions. Freud remembers the gardenias of Rome with a particular vividness
which prompts H. D. nearly ten years later to write, “It was not that he
conjured up the past and invoked the future. It was a present that was
in the past or a past that was in the future” (). e gardenias, sign not
only of H. D.’s intimacy with Freud but of Freud’s extraordinary relation to
time, wait until five years later, in , when Freud has moved his office to
London. In commemoration of the arrival of Freud’s fetishes and statues to
his new location, H. D. finally sends the gardenias diverted so many years
before. She includes a message, “To greet the return of the Gods,” and
no signature. e gardenias themselves are enough of a signature. Freud
writes back to H. D., “I suspect you to be responsible for the gift” (). But,
though the gardenias have arrived, the message is again distorted. Freud
says the note contains the “words ‘to greet the return of the Gods’ (other
people read: Goods)” (). e Gods have returned to London, unique and
irreplaceable as their owner; however, the gods are also goods, objects of
exchange.
e slippage between orchids and gardenias, goods and gods, demonstrates that every repetition also involves distortion or variation. H. D.
intends gardenias, but sends orchids; intends to write “gods,” but the word
 Fuss points to identification as a work of mourning in Freud’s work, particularly in his writings after the First World War. For more on the link between
identification and mourning see Fuss, –.

Gifts, Goods and Gods | 

reads as “goods.” Each distorted message requires correction, but, despite
the correction, the distortion accrues to its meaning. As H. D. cannot tell
the story of sending Freud gardenias without telling the story of the accidental orchids, she cannot mention “gods” without mentioning “goods.”
Adelaide Morris argues that H. D. emphasizes the difference between
gods and goods in order to underline the difference between herself and
other people. For H. D. the gods are gods, while for others they are goods
or commodities; for H. D. objects exist primarily in a spiritual dimension.
Certainly H. D. herself repeatedly affirms this distinction, returning to
the difference between gods and goods when she wants to affirm a sacred
vision against a secular one. But if repetition is an act not only of revision
but of recollection, then the gods will always carry the taint of association
with goods.
Against Morris, I would argue that there is a tension between “Gods”
and “goods,” the spiritual and material elements of objects, and that this
tension manifests itself in H. D.’s relationship to what she sees as Freud’s
materialism. When Freud says of his statue of Pallas Athene, “She is perfect,” H. D. muses:
He was speaking in a double sense, it is true, but he was
speaking of value, the actual, intrinsic value of the piece; like
a Jew, he was assessing its worth; the blood of Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob ran in his veins. He knew his material pound, his
pound of flesh, if you will, but this pound of flesh was a pound
of spirit between us, something tangible, to be weighed and
measured, to be weighed in the balance and—pray God—not
to be found wanting! ()
e flesh is at once flesh and spirit; the gods are gods and goods. e
statue of Athene, which stands in for H. D. herself, is the “pound of flesh”
between them. Yet H. D. does not follow the disturbing and immediate
implications of the pound of flesh and of the association of Freud with
Shylock. Instead, she dematerializes the image. Between the two of them,
the flesh can become spirit. H. D. can at once be essentialist (“the blood
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob ran in his veins”) and can deny essences,
mobilizing the identification with one hand, even as with the other hand
she dismisses it.
H. D.’s image of Freud as the canny Jewish businessman comes up
again when she discusses the metaphor he chooses for his discovery of
the unconscious, “I struck oil” (). She marks how this is the metaphor
of a businessman, not a prophet. H. D. experiences Freud’s Judaism as a
source of mystification and occasionally even as a source of denigration.
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When he mentions his grandchildren, she feels “a sudden gap, a severance, a chasm or a schism in consciousness” at his attachment to them,
“so tribal, so conventionally Mosaic” (). e distance H. D. experiences
with Freud in her analysis has to with her emphasis on the spiritual, his
on the material. She is concerned when he speaks of his grandchildren
because he imagines his immortality in such material terms: his children,
his grandchildren, his books. She wants to give him back his life. “It worried me to feel that he had no idea—it seemed impossible—really no idea
that he would ‘wake up’ when he shed the frail locust-husk of his years,
and find himself alive” ().
But H. D. herself vacillates between the insistence on Freud’s spiritual
immortality and a desire for him to remain physically alive. She imagines
beseeching God to give Freud the gift of longer life: “‘Look,’ I would say to
this kindly Being, ‘those two on your shelf there—just make the slightest
alteration of the hour glasses. Put H. D. in the place of Sigmund Freud’”
(). H. D. proposes that the years remaining to her life be given to Freud
so that she in turn can take his death. Gods are goods; lives, ordered on
the shelves like Freud’s statues, can be exchanged. H. D.’s desire to be put
in Freud’s place is on one level altruistic, but on another level a gesture
of assertion. Her desire to give Freud the gift of her death is her desire to
become Freud himself.
e gift is not necessarily benevolent; improperly given or improperly
received it is a source of great danger. Even when properly given the power
of the gift, the gods in the goods, are potentially overwhelming. We might
say, with Morris, that H. D.’s primary economy is the economy of the gift.
But problematic in Morris’s argument is the romanticization of the gift.
Morris claims the gift is “e force that opposes the everyday contention
of the marketplace and the intermittent terrors of war” and concludes that
it is “H. D.’s relay of power and of peace” (). Here and elsewhere in the
essay Morris opposes the gift to death and misses how closely linked the
two terms are in H. D.’s work.¹² H. D. presents the gift as an object limned
with danger. A particularly powerful scene in Tribute to Freud depicts
paper falling from the sky in Vienna near the beginning of Hitler’s reign,
“coquettish, confetti-like showers from the air.” H. D. picks up a handful
of these scraps and reads the mottoes, “‘Hitler gives bread,’ ‘Hitler gives
 Chisholm largely follows Morris’s reading of the gift as wholly reparative,

writing, “the gift, I contend, is a work that mourns and heals this childhood
melancholia” (). Friedman also seems to agree with the sacralizing implications of the gift though she goes further by looking at them as “double-edged
tributes” ().
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work.’” Hitler becomes the great gift-giver, scattering “gold clear as Danae’s
legendary shower” from the sky, impregnating a depressed economy with
lust for future riches. H. D. briefly contemplates a continuing economy of
the gift, sending the scraps of paper to friends in London, converting an
act of propaganda into “a good joke.” She does not send the scraps of paper
along, noticing that “the gold, however, would not be bright nor the paper
crisp for very long, for people passed to and fro across Freiheitsplatz and
along the pavement, trampling over this Danae shower” (). e scraps
of paper are fool’s-gold rather than real gold, turning to mud before her
eyes. e gift is false.
e scraps of paper that H. D. compares to Christmas bon-bons are
reminiscent of the Christmas toys which litter the pages of what Morris
calls H. D.’s “primer” on gift-giving, her poetic memoir appropriately titled
e Gift. ere are two kinds of gifts in e Gift: the first, the tokens or
presents passed from hand to hand or surrounding the Christmas tree, and
the second, that power or aptitude which people call a “gift” and which
H. D.’s mother looks for in her children in vain. e gift is more than a skill
or talent; it becomes a divine power, linked with H. D.’s Moravian, witchy
grandmother.¹³
e Gift is also all about death. e first few pages are full of the deaths
of little girls. e first line of the book tells of “a girl who was burnt to
death at the seminary” (), a girl who has literally died of her girlhood. Her
hoop and crinoline precipitate her death: “they can not tear off her clothes
because of the hoop” (). e anonymous girl is followed by Mamalie’s first
child Fannie, and Edith and Alice, H. D.’s sister and half sister, all buried
and gone. H. D. wonders, “Why was it always a girl who had died?” (). In
this litany of dead little girls, she becomes the one spared. At the same time,
she is haunted. e distance between this world of dead little girls and the
later one of dead men—her brother, father, van der Leeuws, Freud—in
some ways could not be greater, but one fact remains continuous: H. D. is,
and remains, the one survivor.
e first mention of the gift follows this list of little girls. H. D. speculates that she was the third of the trio of Edith and Alice, “these three
fates” (). In imagining the girls as the three fates, she creates them not
as victims of death but as having the power over life and death. She then
 Of course, Freud is also Moravian, a fact H. D. never mentions. is is another
instance of overdetermination in the text, where people or signs stand not for
one thing but for many. e inverted S’s of H. D.’s vision, “shaped like question
marks” (), stand in for this general principle of undecidability that H. D. both
describes and enacts in her writing.
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writes enigmatically, “e gift was there, but the expression of the gift was
somewhere else” (). In imagining the dead girls as the three fates, she has
already gifted them with a power, but that power is buried underground.
e theme of buried power is a constant one, and applies to the living as
well as the dead—we learn in the same episode that her mother’s musical
talent was “buried underground” shortly after her marriage.
ere are the living and the dead in H. D.’s narrative, but then there are
those neither living nor dead but in suspension. She tells the story of her
childhood fascination with snake eggs in the box on her father’s desk as
an example of a state between life and death. Her parents tell her they are
dead, but keep her away from the box in case they might be living. H. D.
records her confusion:
‘I thought you said, Papalie said, they wouldn’t hatch now.’
‘He said, he thought they wouldn’t hatch now.’
‘en they might hatch—they might hatch here in the desk?’
‘No, no, no—put that box down. Don’t shake it.’
‘But I thought you said […] ’ ()
e status of the eggs is a secret, like sex, or death itself. A second deathin-life comes in a performance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “Now little Eva had
died and it was just as if she had died, but then she came back again in a
long nightgown. Little Eva was not really dead at all” (). H. D. links the
secret of sex and death by linking images of suspended life to snakes, eggs,
girls in nightgowns. e image of death-in-life is a clue to the structure of
her narrative. e real subject of the memoir is her own rebirth. Described
as “dead” or “frozen” in the first chapters of the narrative, it takes a second
trauma to painfully bring her back to life again.
H. D. grants Freud power over life and death, claiming in Tribute that
he “raised from dead hearts and stricken minds and maladjusted bodies
a host of living children” (). Freud comes as response and antidote to
the dead children of e Gift. H. D. dedicates her tribute to “the blameless physician,” a reference to Asclepius the Greek half man, half god of
healing, who was said to have the power to raise the dead. Asclepius was
shown sometimes as a benevolent middle-aged man, and sometimes as
a serpent. e serpent is totem of healing but also of resurrection, and
one version of the legend claims it was a serpent who gave Asclepius the
power over life and death.
e cult of Asclepius was both a religion and a set of therapeutic
practices, a description strongly evocative of psychoanalysis. Asclepius
was also associated with dream interpretation. Supplicants would come
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to the temple of Asclepius and sleep on the couch near the altar, or on the
skin of a newly slaughtered animal, and Asclepius would appear to them in
their dreams. In the morning the priest would act as interpreter. Asclepias
the Greek joins with Moses the Hebrew as H. D.’s two symbols for Freud.
Moses, too, becomes associated with resurrection. H. D. has a dream of
baby Moses in the Nile, the princess on the bank and Miriam watching
from the bushes. In the dream Freud is reborn like Moses, and like Moses,
is to be founder of a new religion. H. D. is the saviour and protector, the
woman watching from the bushes and the woman standing on the bank.
H. D.’s preoccupation with Freud’s death became, in her words, “this
constant obsession” (Tribute ). e fear that Freud would die is the one
fear unstated in the treatment. As a repetition of her brother’s death and
her father’s death, it is the crucial unacknowledged transference. Freud
becomes the dead man for H. D., and the dead centre of her trauma. She
was protective of him to a degree that interfered with her treatment. A
memory of her father’s accident, submerged for thirty-five years, must
remain undisclosed because it will bring “my actual terror of the lurking
Nazi menace into the open” () and will raise the spectre of Freud’s
own death. e book, written in elegy years after his death, is the delayed
response to her trauma, rather than the treatment. e book is also her
response to Freud’s fears for his immortality, expressed in concern for
his grandchildren. e words she could not speak then “come somewhat
later, in the autumn of ” () during the composition of Writing on
the Wall.
Writing for H. D. takes on the magical and the therapeutic value of
the talking cure for Freud. In e Gift she writes of the anagram game
her mother and brother would play, “it was a way of making words out of
words, but what it was was a way of spelling words, in fact it was a spell”
(). On the wall H. D. sees a series of images forming: first, the shape of
a face, then a chalice, a tripod, a ladder, the angel who reminds H. D. of
Nike, finally an inverted S which “may have represented a series of question marks, the questions that have been asked through the ages, that the
ages will go on asking” ().
Freud picks H. D.’s vision of writing-on-the-wall in Corfu as “the most
dangerous or the only actually dangerous ‘symptom’” (). H. D. puts these
projected images, seen in a vision on her wall in Corfu in , in a psychic
category between dream and vision. She compares them to memories
retained “with so vivid a detail that they become almost events out of
time” (). In this way, both personal memory and dream become mythic,
transcendent categories. H. D. writes of the visions, “ey are healing. ey
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are real” (). e images take weight, heft, compared to priceless broken
fragments of pottery, marble, clay.
Read in retrospect, the writing on the wall seems a cryptic challenge.
As a result of her vision, H. D. imagines herself with the power of prophecy,
evoked by the many images she sees: the delphic tripod, the chalice, Jacob’s
ladder. Nike becomes part of her personal mythology, symbolizing the
second war and the second victory which will finally bring freedom. But
the question marks pose a different kind of challenge than the prophetic
assertion of the other symbols. e question marks are a challenge in
method. Earlier in the memoir H. D. writes:
Upon the elaborate build-up of past memories, across the
intricate network made by the hair lines that divided one
irregular bit of the picture-puzzle from another, there fell
inevitably a shadow, a writing-on-the-wall, a curve like
a reversed, unfinished S and a dot beneath it, a question
mark, the shadow of a question—is
is this it? e question
mark threatened to shadow the apparently most satisfactory
answers. No answer was final. e very answer held something of death, of finality, of Dead Sea fruit. e Professor’s
explanations were too illuminating, it sometimes seemed; my
bat-like thought wings would beat painfully in that sudden
search-light. (–)
e writing on the wall becomes the element of undecidability, the elusive
piece, not reducible to a series of signs or answers. Answers are death-dealing. e professor’s illumination seems suddenly cruel and a painful and
simplistic closure. For H. D., it is better to leave a level of enigma than to
banish mystery entirely.
H. D. praises Freud for his moments of elusiveness. “He himself,” she
writes, “deplored the tendency to fix ideas too firmly to set symbols” ().
She writes, “it was he who struck ‘oil’ but the application of the oil, what
could or should be made of it, could not be entirely regulated or supervised
by its original ‘promoter’” (). is leaves room for the disciple and the
interpreter. If meanings have not been fixed, if they proliferate and cannot
be regulated, then there is room for her, too, to create them. In Advent H. D.
writes, “I must find new words as the Professor found or coined new words
to explain certain as yet unrecorded states of the mind and consciousness”
(). Her writing will retain the question mark, the cryptic, hieroglyphic,
or spell-like quality she repeatedly evokes. Rather than the burning light of
reason, she chooses the cave at Delphi as precursor for her vision of writing
on the wall. e aesthetic of her writing certainly follows this preference,
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privileging fragments of narrative and dark, cryptic connections over
linear storytelling and transparent symbolism.
H. D. evokes the cave at Delphi, but ignores the Hebrew implications
of writing on the wall. As she favours the Greek identification over the
Hebrew one when thinking of Freud, making more of the connection to
Asclepius than of the connection to Moses, she favours the Delphic prophetess over the Hebrew prophecy. H. D. mentions that there is a biblical
precursor to writing on the wall but does not name it. e writing appears
in the Bible as a warning to the king who has stolen the temple vessels. e
words on the wall are “mene, mene tekel upharsin”: count, count, weight
and measure, a reference to the transience of life and a warning that the
king’s days are over. H. D. compares Freud to Prometheus, who stole fire,
and the analogy to the king who stole sacred vessels is even more apt. Freud
claims that the writing on the wall is H. D.’s single dangerous symptom
although H. D. does not understand why. Freud is right to recognize that
the symptom of writing-on-the-wall is dangerous, but perhaps the danger
is to him, as if H. D., like the fates, has counted and weighed his life. Like
her fear of Freud’s death, this is a meaning that must remain unexpressed
during the analysis.
e trauma of losing Freud is connected to the trauma of H. D.’s father’s
accident, and the trauma of her father’s accident is connected to an even
earlier incident, expressed in the chapter called “e Secret” in e Gift.
e secret is held by H. D.’s grandmother, Mamalie. On the night she sees
a shooting star, H. D. hears her grandmother’s incoherent, fragmented
confession. e confession has to do with the history of the Moravian
community in America and with a mystical vision which imagined a pact
between the Indians and Moravians, a pact which would unite the two
religions. Mamalie claims her husband found a scroll which told the story
of a pact made a hundred years earlier, a pact which was planned but failed
disastrously. e meeting was to take place at Wunden Eiland, and Morris
explains, “e pact was a plan to have a meeting at which they would enact
one of the most ancient rituals of connection: the exchange of women”
(). e conventionality of the church finally forbade the ceremony; the
Indians retaliated, showering burning arrows on the Moravian settlement.
Here the fear of burning returns, foreshadowed in the very first sentence
of the book, evoked again in H. D.’s childhood fear that the shooting star
would fall on their house and burn them to death. e threat of burning
also recurs with the discovery of the manuscript; Mamalie expresses her
fear that she would have been burned for having found the parchment, a
stain on the church’s history. e story of Wunden Eiland, like the stories
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of H. D.’s history, is subject to repression. History has its own unspeakable
fires, stories so hot that they incinerate those who repeat them. e gift
of exchange between these two religions was to lead to a final unification
of the Indian God and the Christian God; the chance for unification is
missed and the gift is lost.¹⁴
Cathy Caruth’s influential book on literature and trauma, Unclaimed
Experience: Narrative, Trauma, History (), also takes “burning” as a
central metaphor for the traumatic experience. She writes:
It is this plea by an other who is asking to be seen and heard,
this call by which the other commands us to awaken (to awaken,
indeed, to a burning), that … in this book’s understanding,
constitutes the new mode of reading and of listening that both
the language of trauma, and the silence of its mute repetition
of suffering, profoundly and imperatively demand. ()
One of Caruth’s most suggestive chapters argues for a link between the role
of the survivor of a trauma and the notion of chosenness, as expressed in
Freud’s book Moses and Monotheism. She writes that the question “what
does it mean to survive?” becomes, in the history of the Jews, the question
“what does it mean to be chosen?” (). Caruth points out that “e history
of chosenness, as the history of survival, thus takes the form of an unending confrontation with the returning violence of the past” (). We might
think of H. D., chosen by Freud as a pupil, chosen of all the dead girls of
her childhood to survive, chosen by her grandmother for the passing on
of the story. Yet the violence is not merely in the return of the past, but in
the confrontation with it. e position of survivor, witness, chosen one, is
a position as much assumed as given. H. D. does succeed in putting herself
in Freud’s place, and putting literature in the place of psychoanalysis, giving
herself the final word on her own treatment by choosing one interpretation over another. Caruth’s book places the emphasis on the implications
of survival and H. D.’s Tribute is most compelling when read not in terms
of its judgement of psychoanalysis but as a testament and narrative of her
own survival.

 Morris argues, “It is tempting to dismiss such ceremonies as a commodification of women, but we are dealing here with the gift, not with the market.
e exchange H. D. describes is not social but sacred” (). is romantic
reading apologizes too much for the exchange, taking both H. D. and Mauss
at their words. Why should the name “gift” bear only utopian implications,
read as always “sacred” even when what it describes is the most familiar kind
of patriarchal exchange?
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To tell the
story of the
other is not
always an
unambiguous
tribute or gift.

Yet if Caruth’s writing on trauma may have something to teach us about
e Gift
Gift, might the gift also have something to teach us about trauma? To
tell the story of the other is not always an unambiguous tribute or gift.
e gaps and repressions of traumatic narrative have to do not only with
the enigmatic nature of experience but also with the repressions, desires,
and displacements of the narrator herself. is may be the most significant
omission of Caruth’s text, which imagines witnessing as an “ethical relation to the real” () and fails to distinguish between different kinds of
witnessing (for instance, of one’s own experience and of someone else’s
experience) and different motive forces behind witnessing, by placing all
moments of witnessing under the rubric of the rhetorical.¹⁵ ere is no
“pure” or unambiguous act of witnessing, any more than there is a “pure”
or unambiguous act of gift-giving.
While gift-giving, telling stories, and witnessing are linked in H. D.’s text
as utopian possibilities, they retain the possibilities of misdirection or of
distortion. is distortion or displacement does not replace the previous
meaning but adds additional meaning. Still, it is interesting and significant
that one of the few places H. D. is insistent on a single meaning of a gift is
in the gardenias she sends to Freud, “Gods, not goods” (my emphasis). In
general, H. D.’s insistence on the multiplicity of interpretation fails when
it comes to what she consistently sees as Freud’s Jewish materialism, and
this is the one place where she attempts not to add meaning but to displace
one belief with another.
H. D. resists the finality of Freud’s vision of death in favour of a model
which imagines death as a moment of exchange. is reparation, however,
is never complete: in her later writings, H. D. shifts from an uncompromising vision of the soul’s immortality to a modified one of human continuance. H. D.’s final chapter in e Gift is set during the air raids on London
and the return of the threat of burning. e chapter bemoans the loss
of the gift: “ere was a promise and there was a gift but the promise it
seems was broken and the gift it seems was lost. at is why, now at this
minute, there is the roar outside” (). e rifts in Europe are linked to
the failure of a wounded island, and H. D. still believes this wholeness must
somehow be restored, even as she believes she can somehow keep Freud
alive. But finally, her goal is modified. at wholeness is irretrievable; a
 Caruth’s book moves from Freud and Lacan to Alain Resnais and Marguerite

Duras, from the Jewish experience of exile to Hiroshima to Lacan’s loss of a
daughter, without paying attention to the shifts in genre or subject matter. As
suggestive as her analysis is in bringing these disparate texts together, she flattens them out to a certain degree in the name of her general theory.
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more reasonable goal is survival: “I must, if possible, get through this, but
I could not go on with it, and I could not achieve the super-human task
of bringing back what had been lost” (). I began by writing that H. D. is
a survivor and Tribute to Freud is a survivor’s manual, marked by the fissures of forgetfulness, the wounds of loss, the question marks of memory.
“Our earth,” H. D. writes at the end of e Gift, “is a wounded island as we
swing around the sun” (). e wounded text becomes the testament
to a wounded island.
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