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The Aesthetics of Nostalgia in Hijazi Travel Poetry during the

Ottoman Era

(A Stylistic Study of Poems Expressing Longing for the Two
Holy Mosques)

Abstract:
This study seeks to examine and deconstruct the “aesthetics of nostalgia in

Hijazi travel poetry” during the Ottoman era through a critical stylistic
approach that analyzes poems expressing longing and nostalgia for the Two
Holy Mosques (Mecca and Medina). The article is based on a linguistic and
structural hypothesis that examines the mechanisms by which the emotion of
spiritual longing is transformed from its transient emotional context into a
space of intense stylistic experience, in which the melancholy of exile is
intertwined with the sanctity of the destination; supported by the diverse
geographical backgrounds of the poets of this era and their travels between the
Levant, Yemen, and the Hejaz (such as al-San’ani, al-Nabulsi, Ibn al-Naqib,
al-Kiwani, and al-Bakri). The study employs a descriptive-analytical
approach to dissect the three levels of the text (lexical, syntactic, and

descriptive). The research concluded that the poetry of the Hijaz journey
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during this era was not rigidly structured reportage; but rather constituted a
pure rhetorical identity that harnessed rhetorical craftsmanship to become a
conscious expressive tool brimming with eloquence, reflecting the dimensions

of the aesthetic thought established in Arabic criticism.

Keywords: aesthetics of nostalgia, Hijazi travel poetry, longing for the Two

Holy Mosques, Ottoman era, stylistic study.
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The Impossibility of Atonement in Shakespeare’s

Lancastrian Tetralogy

Abstract

This study examines the second Shakespearean tetralogy — Richard
I1, the two parts of Henry IV, Henry V, and their extension into the
Henry VI plays — through the lens of inherited guilt and the theology
of penitential selfhood, arguing that the originary crime of
Bolingbroke’s usurpation generates across the entire dramatic
sequence an ineradicable moral residue that neither military triumph
nor theatrical self-fashioning can dissolve. The study traces how this
inherited guilt operates not as an external political liability but as an
internalised burden that shapes the psychology and the dramatic
presentation of every major figure in the sequence: Hal’s prayer before
Agincourt, Falstaff’s reported dying in green fields, Bedford’s hollow
final satisfaction, and Henry VI’s pious condemnation of his father’s
wars. Drawing on the theological tradition of penitential literature, the
moral philosophy developed in the work of John Stachniewski and
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Debora Shuger, and the dramaturgical analysis of self-recharactering,
the study proposes the concept of ‘the solace within’ as the tetralogy’s
deepest moral category — a form of interior transformation, grounded
in penitence rather than external achievement, that constitutes the only
adequate response to the burden of inherited guilt. The analysis
demonstrates that this solace is systematically withheld from the play’s
most powerful figures — Hal, Bedford, Lancaster — while being
granted, with devastating ironic force, to those the official narrative
marginalises: the dying Falstaff, the captive Henry VI. The study
concludes by arguing that the tetralogy’s moral architecture constitutes
a profound and sustained critique of the Lancastrian claim that political
power and moral legitimacy can be aligned through theatrical
achievement, exposing this claim as the most seductive and the most

destructive of the plays’ many fictions.

Keywords: inherited guilt, penitence, self-recharactering, interior
selfhood, usurpation, solace within, moral theology, atonement,

Lancastrian tetralogy
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Introduction: The Rule of Inherited Guilt

There is a moment in Henry V — brief, half-buried in the long
darkness of the night before Agincourt, delivered by a king who has
gone to considerable lengths to avoid exactly this kind of nakedness
— that illuminates more clearly than almost any other passage in the
Shakespearean canon the specific character of the guilt that haunts the
Lancastrian dynasty. It occurs in Hal’s prayer, when, after all his public
performances of piety and right intention, he turns to address what he
believes to be a divine spectator and finds that he has nothing to offer

that can meet the gravity of the claim against him:
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Not to-day, O Lord!

O not to-day, think not upon the fault

My father made in compassing the crown!

I Richard’s body have interred new ,

And on it have bestow’d more contrite tears

Than from it issued forced drops of blood.

Five hundred poor | have in yearly pay,

Who twice a day their wither’d hands hold up
Toward heaven, to pardon blood; and | have built

Two chantries, where the sad and solemn priests

Still sing for Richard’s soul. (Henry V 1V.i.298-309)

What makes this prayer remarkable is not its piety but its
futility — a futility that Hal himself acknowledges in the lines that
immediately follow: ‘More will I do; / Though all that I can do is
nothing worth, / Since that my penitence comes after all, / Imploring
pardon’ (IV.i.309-11). The good deeds he enumerates — the
interment, the tears, the poor men in yearly pay, the chantries — are
real enough, and genuinely costly. But they are external signs of
contrition, not contrition itself; they are performances of penitence
directed at a divine spectator rather than the interior experience of

genuine remorse. And they cannot address the structural impossibility
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at the heart of Hal’s situation: he cannot atone for his father’s crime
without renouncing the crown that the crime made possible, and the
crown — as his conduct throughout three plays has made abundantly
clear — is everything. The atonement is structurally impossible. The
guilt is ineradicable. It will pass, as the tetralogy’s closing movements

make painfully clear, to the next generation, and the next.

This article studies the entire second tetralogy through the lens
of inherited guilt and the theology of penitential selfhood. It argues that
Bolingbroke’s usurpation generates across the dramatic sequence not
merely a political liability — the questionable title, the rebellions, the
anxious management of legitimacy — but an internalised moral burden
that is transmitted from father to son like a genetic defect, shaping the
psychology of every major figure in the sequence and determining, in
ways that none of them can fully control or escape, the quality of their
inner lives and the manner of their dying. The plays are, among other
things, a sustained meditation on what it means to inherit a crime you
did not commit, and on the question of whether the moral residue of

such a crime can ever be adequately discharged.

The figures of greatest political power — Hal, Bolingbroke,
Lancaster, Bedford — are precisely the figures most thoroughly denied

the interior peace that the plays define as the highest human good. The
40



Agilaay pstall g sy Al asa daaly ddsa

iyl o dana 8 2026 ols 14 222 48 alaal)

figures who achieve what the plays call ‘the solace within® — the
genuine interior transformation that constitutes the only adequate
response to the burden of guilt — are the conspirators at Southampton,
who accept their deaths with penitential grace; Falstaff, who dies
babbling of green fields in a tavern room; and Henry VI, the captive
and ultimately murdered king whose piety is the plays’ most complete,
if most politically ineffective, expression of the interior life fully
inhabited. The moral architecture of the tetralogy is, in this respect,
deliberately and provocatively inverted: the powerful fail at the thing

that matters most, and the marginalised succeed at it.

The argument proceeds through several interlocking stages.
The first section establishes the theological and philosophical context,
drawing on the tradition of penitential literature, the moral theology of
early modern England, and the dramaturgical concept of self-
recharactering. The second section traces the archaeology of
Bolingbroke’s guilt — the originary crime and its structural
consequences for every figure who inherits the political order it
establishes. The third section examines the conspirators’ scene in
Henry V as the play’s first and most explicit model of successful self-
recharactering through penitence. The fourth section analyses Hal’s

Agincourt prayer as the central case of failed atonement: a
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performance of contrition that cannot achieve its object because it is
structurally constituted as performance. The fifth section develops the
concept of ‘the solace within’ as the tetralogy’s deepest moral
category, tracing its operation across several characters and dramatic
contexts. The sixth section examines Bedford’s dying as the parallel
case of failed interior transformation within the wider frame of the
Lancastrian sequence. The seventh section traces the resolution of the
moral argument in the figure of Henry VI. The conclusion reflects on
the implications of this reading for our understanding of Shakespeare’s

moral vision in the history plays.

Theoretical Framework: Penitential Theology, Moral

Philosophy, and Self-Recharactering

The moral framework within which the second tetralogy
operates is not primarily political but theological, and specifically
penitential. The concept of penitence in early modern England carried
a precise and well-understood meaning: it was not simply regret for
past misdeeds but a structured process of interior transformation
involving contrition (genuine sorrow for sin, not merely for its
consequences), confession (the explicit acknowledgement of
wrongdoing before God and, in some traditions, before a human
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community), and satisfaction (the making of amends through
charitable and devotional acts). The theological tradition, both
Catholic and Protestant in different ways, insisted that genuine
penitence was an interior event — a movement of the soul, not a
performance of the body — and that external acts of piety could
accompany but not substitute for this interior transformation. Richard
Hooker, whose Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (1594-97) was the most
sophisticated Anglican theological statement of the period, argued
with particular force that the outward signs of contrition were
meaningless without the inward reality they were supposed to express
(Hooker 111.i.2-6). The Protestant tradition, especially in its Calvinist
wing, went further: it questioned whether any human act — interior or
exterior — could contribute to the resolution of the fundamental
condition of human sinfulness, reserving the power of genuine

transformation for divine grace alone (Calvin, Institutes 11.i.4-8).

This theological context is essential to a full understanding of
what Hal is doing, and failing to do, in his Agincourt prayer. When he
enumerates his acts of pious satisfaction — the interment, the tears, the
chantries — and then acknowledges that they are ‘nothing worth,” he
is, among other things, demonstrating his awareness of the

Augustinian and Protestant critique of works-righteousness: the claim
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that external acts of piety cannot bridge the gap between human
sinfulness and divine justice. His penitence ‘comes after all’ in a
precise theological sense: it follows the wrong, it acknowledges the
wrong, but it cannot undo the wrong or satisfy the moral claim that the
wrong has generated. The inherited guilt is not simply a political
problem that good governance might resolve; it is a theological
condition for which the only adequate response is not more good works
but a genuine interior transformation — and that transformation, as the

prayer’s conclusion implies, is precisely what Hal has not achieved.

The concept of ‘self-recharactering’— the process by which a
character, typically in the extremity of dying or crisis, achieves a
genuine movement from ‘office’ (public identity, institutional role,
external achievement) to ‘person’ (interior self, genuine moral being,
private consciousness) — is a dramaturgical formulation of this
theological process. This study traces this concept across the second
tetralogy and into Henry VIII, identifying the moments at which
characters either achieve or fail to achieve this movement. Its central
finding — that the characters who most thoroughly inhabit the external
world of office and theatrical performance are precisely those who find
the movement to ‘person’ most difficult or impossible, while the

characters who have been marginalised by the official world are those
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who achieve it most readily — is the finding upon which the present

article builds its extended argument.

Debora Shuger’s account of the ‘sacred self’ in English
Renaissance literature provides an important supplement to the
penitential theological context. Shuger argues that the Renaissance self
is not the autonomous, self-creating subject of Burckhardtian tradition
but a fundamentally relational self, constituted through its relationship
to God, to community, and to the inner life of conscience (Shuger 1-
35). The literature of the period, she argues, consistently privileges the
inward and relational dimensions of selfhood over the external and
self-constructing, and consistently regards the reduction of the self to
its public performances — its role, its status, its institutional identity
— as a form of spiritual poverty. Applied to the Lancastrian tetralogy,
Shuger’s framework makes sense of what might otherwise seem like a
merely incidental feature of the plays’ moral landscape: the consistent
association of genuine interiority with vulnerability, marginality, and
political powerlessness, and the consistent association of political
power with the suppression or neglect of the inner life. The king who
can fill the ceremonial stage with his magnificent performances is
precisely the king who cannot find, in his ‘bosom,’ the ‘infinite heart’s

ease’ that the peasant enjoys.
45



The Impossibility of Atonement in Shakespeare’s Lancastrian
Tetralogy

John Stachniewski’s "The Persecutory Imagination" (1991), a
study of Calvinist despair in early modern English literature, offers a
further and darker perspective on the condition of the characters most
fully aware of their inherited guilt. Stachniewski traces the way in
which the Calvinist doctrine of predestination and the impossibility of
assurance could generate, in the spiritually sensitive minds of the
period, a condition of paralysing despair — the conviction that one’s
guilt was ineradicable, one’s election uncertain, one’s prayers
inefficacious. While the plays do not operate within a strictly Calvinist
theological framework, the psychological condition that Stachniewski
describes — the experience of guilt as a burden that external
achievement cannot lift and interior effort cannot dissolve — maps
with striking precision onto the condition of Hal at his most unguarded,
in those nocturnal hours before Agincourt when the theatrical
apparatus of kingship has, temporarily, been laid aside (Stachniewski
26-73). The king who cannot sleep, whose ceremonies give him
nothing but ‘poison’d flattery,” who knows that his most earnest acts
of piety are ‘nothing worth’ — this king is not far from the condition

that Stachniewski’s subjects inhabit.
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Hal’s Agincourt Prayer: The Performance of Contrition and Its
Limits

The night before Agincourt is the play’s most extended and
most revealing exposure of Hal’s interior life — or rather, of the
complex relationship between his theatrical exterior and the troubled
interior that the theatrical strategy has been designed to manage and
conceal. The sequence begins with the borrowed cloak and the
expression of a desire for solitude — ‘I and my bosom must debate
awhile’ (IV.i.31-2) — and proceeds through the interrupted
conversations with Pistol, Fluellen, and the common soldiers to the two
soliloquies that together constitute the most direct access to Hal’s inner

world that the plays provide.

The first soliloquy — the meditation on ceremony — has been
extensively analysed in its relationship to the themes of performance
and identity, as the previous work in this series has demonstrated. For
the purposes of the present argument, the most important passage is
the one in which Hal confronts the contrast between the king who
cannot sleep and the peasant who sleeps well:

What infinite heart’s ease

Must kings neglect that private men enjoy!
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And what have kings that privates have not too,
Save ceremony, save general ceremony?
(Henry V 1V.1.235-8)

The rhetorical question is not ironic in the sense of implying
that the speaker knows the answer is different from the obvious one.
Hal genuinely does not know what kings have that privates do not,
beyond ceremony. And this not-knowing — this inability to locate,
beneath the ceremonies of kingship, any substantive content that would
justify the sacrifice of ‘infinite heart’s ease’ — is the most direct
expression in the plays of the burden that the inherited guilt has
created. The guilt has made the crown a ‘possession’ rather than a
birthright, a thing that must be perpetually defended rather than simply
inhabited; and the perpetual defence has consumed exactly the interior
space in which a genuine selfhood might otherwise have developed.
Hal has ‘infinite heart’s ease’ to give up and nothing to put in its place

except the empty architecture of ceremony.

The second soliloquy — the prayer — is the emotional climax
of the night sequence and the play’s most concentrated treatment of the
impossibility of atonement. What makes it extraordinary is not the
piety of its intentions but the honesty of its conclusion. Hal does not

pretend that his acts of satisfaction have resolved the moral claim
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against him; he explicitly acknowledges that they have not and cannot.
But the honesty of this acknowledgement does not itself constitute the
penitence that would be adequate to the situation. The prayer remains
a performance: directed at an imagined divine spectator, structured as
a list of external evidences, framed as an argument rather than as a
confession. Even at his most apparently interior, Hal cannot quite

escape the theatrical mode.

The Solace Within: An Alternative Moral Economy

The concept of ‘the solace within’ as the tetralogy’s deepest
moral category requires some careful elaboration if its full significance
is to be appreciated. It is not simply a synonym for inner peace or
psychological contentment, though it includes these; it is a specific
moral and theological condition, achievable only through a particular
kind of interior process, and the plays consistently distinguish it from
the various external conditions — military victory, political stability,
social honour, royal ceremony — that characters in the history plays

pursue in its place.

The first and most explicit model of this solace appears not in

the main narrative of Henry V but in the offstage death of Falstaff — a
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placement that is itself significant. The Hostess’s report of Falstaff’s
dying makes clear that the solace he achieves is not a product of
external circumstances — he dies in a tavern room, rejected by the
king, his fortunes ruined, his social standing dissolved. It is, rather, a
product of an interior event: the penitential turning that the plays have
been preparing across three plays of half-revelation and deferred
possibility. The ‘babbled of green fields,’ the cries of ‘God, God, God,’
the recantation of sack — these are the signs not of achievement but of
surrender, not of a will imposing itself on the world but of a self
releasing its hold on the performance it has sustained and discovering,
in that releasing, the interior ground that the performance had
concealed. Falstaff’s evocation of those green fields is telling: it is a
moment of inward solace, a moment of self-recharactering through
repentance. It is a moment, in other words, in which the exterior yields

to the interior and the person emerges from behind the office.

The green fields that Falstaff babbles of are evocative of the
twenty-third Psalm — and the Psalm is worth dwelling on in this
context. The twenty-third Psalm is about the total trust in divine
provision: ‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me
to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He

restoreth my soul.” It is a poem not of achievement but of restoration;
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not of what the self has done but of what has been done to the self. Its
central image is of the soul as a sheep led by a shepherd — as passive,
receptive, dependent — and this passivity is precisely the opposite of
the active, willing, performing self that Hal has constructed and
maintained across three plays. Falstaff, in his dying, achieves the
passivity that Hal’s prayer cannot reach: the ‘still waters’ of restored
soul, the green fields of divine peace, the surrender of the performed

self to the shepherd’s care.

The contrast with Hal’s Agincourt prayer could hardly be more
complete. Where Hal addresses God as a spectator and presents his
acts as evidence in an argument for divine favour, Falstaff in his dying
abandons the adversarial mode altogether and simply yields — to the
green fields, to the divine name, to the turning of the tide. Where Hal
enumerates his acts of satisfaction, Falstaff recants his most
characteristic pleasure (sack) — not as an additional act of piety but as
a natural consequence of the interior reorientation that is already
occurring. The one is still performing, still arguing, still trying to
manage the divine audience; the other has stopped performing entirely

and in stopping has, paradoxically, become most fully himself.

51



The Impossibility of Atonement in Shakespeare’s Lancastrian
Tetralogy

A second, less noticed example of the solace within appears in
the figure of Henry VI, whose captivity and death in 3 Henry VI
provide the tetralogy’s most extended and most politically costly
portrait of a life organised around the interior rather than the exterior.
Henry V1 is, in almost every measurable political and military sense, a
catastrophic failure as a king: he loses France, presides over the
dissolution of order into civil war, fails to prevent the murder of his
allies, and is eventually himself murdered in the Tower. But the plays
present him as the figure who has most completely achieved the
interior peace that all the other characters in the sequence pursue and
fail to find. His acceptance of his captivity, his capacity for genuine
prayer that is not a performance before an audience but a direct address
to a God he genuinely trusts, his ability to find ‘solace’ in his captivity
rather than in his crown — these are, in the plays’ moral economy,
achievements of a kind that Agincourt cannot match. He has the thing
that Hal’s prayer acknowledges it cannot purchase: the ‘infinite heart’s

ease’ that ceremony can neither give nor take away.

The plays are not naive about the political costs of Henry VI’s
interiority: they present, with clear-eyed honesty, the destruction that
his political inadequacy brings upon England. But they are equally

clear — and this is what distinguishes them from straightforward
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political drama — that the kind of goodness Henry VI embodies cannot
be judged by political criteria alone, that the moral scale on which his
life registers is different from the scale on which Agincourt registers,
and that a drama that could only register on the political scale would
be impoverished in ways that Shakespeare’s history plays, with their

sustained attention is called ‘the solace within,’ refuse to be.

Bedford and the Failure of the Interior: A Parallel Case

John of Lancaster — subsequently the Duke of Bedford, who
appears across 2 Henry IV, Henry V, and 1 Henry VI — provides the
tetralogy’s most sustained parallel narrative to Hal’s story, and the
parallel is designed with considerable dramatic intelligence to
illuminate, through contrast and irony, the specific character of Hal’s
moral condition. Like Hal, Bedford is a figure of political calculation
and theatrical self-management; like Hal, he attempts to construct his
historical identity through public performance; and like Hal, he fails to
achieve, in his dying, the interior transformation that would give his

performance a substance it otherwise lacks.

Bedford’s career begins with a moral blemish that the plays

ensure we do not forget: his stratagem at Gaultree Forest in 2 Henry
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IV, in which he tricks the Archbishop of York and his fellow rebels
into disbanding their forces with promises of redress he never intends
to honour. Shakespeare deliberately revises his historical sources to
assign this stratagem to Lancaster rather than Westmoreland, ensuring
that the act of unchivalric political calculation is attached to a figure
whose subsequent career will be shaped and shadowed by it. The
stratagem works, in the immediate political sense; but it establishes
Bedford as a man who has chosen the logic of ‘policy’ over the logic
of honour — and the word ‘policy,” as the plays consistently use it,
carries connotations of Machiavellian calculation, of the sacrifice of
moral principle to political expediency, of the reduction of the self to

its strategic performances.

In Henry V, Bedford/Lancaster ‘hardly features as a valiant
soldier at all'— a dramatically loaded silence that retrospectively
qualifies Falstaff’s ironic praise of his supposed valour at Shrewsbury.
His absence from the heroic narrative of Agincourt is the dramatic
consequence of his conduct at Gaultree: a man who has made himself
through policy cannot claim the honours of the man who makes
himself through courage. His return to prominence in 1 Henry VI is

therefore not a rehabilitation but a last attempt at self-recharactering
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through theatrical performance — an attempt whose failure is

guaranteed in advance by the conditions under which it is made.

Bedford’s entrance before the walls of Rouen in 1 Henry VI,
carried ‘in a chair’ and insisting on remaining in the field despite his
obvious physical incapacity, is the scene’s most complex piece of
theatrical management. His refusal to be carried away — ‘Here will 1
sit, before the walls of Rouen, / And will be partner of your weal or
woe’ (1 Henry VI 111.ii.90-2) — is simultaneously a gesture of genuine
courage and a theatrical performance designed to write himself into the
historical record of the campaign. His self-identification with ‘stout
Pendragon’ who ‘in his litter sick / Came to the field and vanquished
his foes’ (I11.i1.93-5) is explicit about the theatrical logic: he is
‘reading’ history for a model that will allow him to re-present himself
as a figure of legendary endurance, aligning his dying with an

established narrative of heroic persistence.

The irony that undermines this last performance is layered and
precise. Talbot’s epitaph on Bedford after his death — ‘A braver
soldier never couched lance, / A gentler heart did never sway in court’
(ILii.134-5) — is ‘more of Talbot’s courtesy’ than an accurate

memorial: it is itself a theatrical performance, a piece of courtly
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generosity that substitutes for the more accurate account that follows
from Gloucester’s lamentation, where Bedford is remembered not for
bravery but for ‘policy.” The word that defines his career returns, at the
end of it, to define his legacy: he is the man of policy, not the man of
courage; the man of external management, not the man of interior

truth.

Most damning of all is Bedford’s dying speech itself: ‘Now,
quiet soul, depart when heaven please, / For I have seen our enemies’
overthrow’ (IIL.ii.110-11). This study identifies the precise failure of
this moment with characteristic insight: ‘This moment of solace is not
a process of looking within himself. Instead, it emphasises his
externality.” Bedford’s dying satisfaction is constituted entirely by
what he has seen — by an external event, the overthrow of his enemies
— rather than by any interior transformation. The ‘quiet soul’ he
addresses is not a self that has been genuinely quieted through the
process of penitential self-recharactering; it is a self that has been
quieted by circumstantial satisfaction, by the alignment of the external
world with his wishes. It is, in the moral economy of the plays, a
hollow peace: the peace of a man who has got what he wanted rather

than the peace of a man who has found what he needed.
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The contrast with Falstaff’s dying — the babbled green fields,
the cries of God, the recantation of sack — is as sharp as the plays can
make it. Bedford dies looking outward, satisfied by external results,
his peace dependent on the contingent alignment of historical events.
Falstaff dies looking inward, or rather, being looked into, his peace
constituted by the interior event of penitential turning rather than by
any external circumstance. Bedford has the right social position for a
dignified death; Falstaff has the right moral condition for a genuine
one. And the plays are careful to ensure that we see both, and

understand the difference.

Writing the Self and the Impossibility of Self-Inscription in
History

One of the tetralogy’s most consistently developed thematic
threads is the relationship between personal identity and historical
narrative — between the self as it is privately experienced and the self
as it is publicly recorded, between ‘person’ and ‘office’ in the plays’
own vocabulary. This thread is carried principally through a sustained
series of writing metaphors that run across all four plays: Hal’s desire
to ‘raze out / Rotten opinion, who hath writ [him] down / After [his]

seeming’ (2 Henry 1V V.ii.125-9); his awareness that history is written
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‘after’ his ‘seeming,” that is, by audiences who judge him by his
external performances; his determination to ‘engrave his name on the
pages of history’ through the French campaign; and his either/or
formulation — either history shall ‘with full mouth / Speak freely of
our acts, or else our grave / Like Turkish mute, shall have a tongueless
mouth’ (Lii.230-3). The image of history as a writing surface on which
identities are inscribed or erased, remembered or forgotten, is one of
the tetralogy’s governing metaphors, and it carries with it a specific
moral implication: the self that seeks to write itself into history through
external achievement is the self that has made itself dependent on the

judgements of others for its very existence.

What the writing metaphors reveal, when read in the context of
the plays’ sustained concern with inherited guilt and penitential
transformation, is the extent to which Hal’s conception of identity is
constitutively external. To write oneself into history is to constitute
oneself through the records that others keep of one’s actions: it is to
make the self dependent on external inscription, on the ‘flowing cups’
that keep names freshly remembered and on the Crispin’s Day
narratives that transmit fame from generation to generation. But the
inherited guilt that Hal carries cannot be resolved by historical

inscription; no amount of successful writing into the historical record
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can erase the fault that was inscribed there before Hal was born. The
writing metaphors thus reveal, obliquely, the structural impossibility
of Hal’s project: he is trying to use the tools of external performance
and historical inscription to resolve a problem that is by nature interior
and that can only be addressed through the kind of interior
transformation that is, precisely, unavailable to the man who has staked

everything on the external.

Bedford’s attempt to read himself into history through the
model of stout Pendragon is the parallel and equally revealing case.
His ‘I read’ — ‘for once I read / That stout Pendragon in his litter sick
/ Came to the field and vanquished his foes’ (1 Henry VI 111.ii.93-5) —
is an attempt to inscribe his own dying into the tradition of heroic
historical narrative by aligning it with an established precedent.
Bedford’s reference to the notion of ‘reading’ emphasises his process
towards aligning his name to the domain of fame and history. Like Hal,
Bedford turns to the external record for validation; like Hal, he finds
that the record cannot give him what he actually needs. He fails to
‘emulate stout Pendragon,” and the failure is not merely military but
moral: the heroic precedent he invokes is inaccessible to a man whose

career has been constituted by ‘policy’ rather than courage, and who is
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attempting, at the last moment, to write over that history with a

different kind of ink.

The conspirators at Southampton, by contrast, seek to write
nothing. Their penitential speeches are addressed not to posterity but
to God and to the king; they are not attempts to manage their historical
reputations but confessions of interior moral reality. They want their
‘fault,” not their deeds, to be the subject of the transaction; they ask for
forgiveness, not for commemoration. In refusing the logic of historical
inscription, they achieve something that Hal and Bedford cannot: they
address their moral situation directly, without the mediation of
theatrical performance, without the armour of the writing metaphor.
And in doing so, they model the interior transformation that the plays
consistently identify as the only adequate response to the burden of

guilt.

The writing metaphors ultimately constitute, in the tetralogy’s
moral architecture, a critique of the entire project of heroic
historiography: the project of constituting the self through external
inscription, through the management of what posterity will say and
write and remember. The self so constituted is always at the mercy of
events it cannot control — of the Henry VI plays that the epilogue

reminds us are already written, of the French territories that will be lost
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within a generation. The self that has been written into history can be
written out of it; the self that has achieved the interior transformation
of penitential self-recharactering cannot be erased by historical
circumstance, because it does not depend on historical circumstance
for its existence. This is, in the end, the plays’ most radical moral
claim: that genuine selfhood is interior and therefore immune to the
vicissitudes of history, while the theatrical self that seeks to write itself

into history is always already hostage to it.

Henry VI and the Resolution of the Moral Argument

The tetralogy’s moral argument about inherited guilt,
penitential transformation, and the solace within reaches its most
extended and most politically complex expression in the figure of
Henry VI, whose life and death across the three Henry VI plays
constitute the most fully developed portrait of a self organised around
the interior rather than the exterior in all of Shakespeare’s history
plays. Henry V1 is, as every historian of the period and every theatre
audience knows, a political catastrophe: his reign witnesses the loss of
the French territories that Hal’s campaigns won, the dissolution of the
domestic political order into the Wars of the Roses, and ultimately the

destruction of the Lancastrian dynasty that Bolingbroke’s usurpation
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established. He is, by any political standard, the worst consequence of
a crime that was supposed to establish a stronger, more efficient royal

authority than the one it replaced.

The plays — and this is one of the most morally complex and
most challenging things about the tetralogy as a whole — present
Henry VI not simply as a failure but as the figure in whom the moral
argument of the sequence finds its most complete, if its most politically
costly, expression. His condemnation of his father’s war against
France — ‘for I always thought / It was both impious and unnatural /
That such immanity and bloody strife / Should reign among professors
of one faith’ (1 Henry VI V.i.11-14) — is the moment in which the
inherited guilt is most explicitly named and condemned by the
generation that inherits it. Henry VI cannot do what Hal could not do:
he cannot atone for his grandfather’s crime. But he can, and does, name
it for what it is; and in naming it he achieves a moral clarity about the
Lancastrian inheritance that none of his predecessors have been able

or willing to articulate.

Henry VI’s acceptance of peace constitutes an ‘indirect
condemnation of Hal’s praxis,” and this observation is important but
incomplete. It is not merely an indirect condemnation of the war; it is

the direct expression of a moral perspective that has been present
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throughout the tetralogy but has been consistently marginalised by the
demands of the heroic narrative. The perspective is theological and
penitential: the wars among Christian princes are ‘impious,’ a violation
of the fraternal order that Christian faith demands. Henry V1 is the first
Lancastrian figure powerful enough to give this perspective political
expression, however briefly and however disastrously. And the
disaster that follows — the loss of France, the civil wars, the murder
of Henry himself — does not, in the plays’ moral economy, invalidate
the perspective. It demonstrates, rather, the impossibility of translating
the interior moral truth into political efficacy in a world that has been
structured, by Bolingbroke’s crime, around the logic of external

performance and political management.

Henry VI’s captivity and death in 3 Henry VI are the most
sustained portrait of the solace within under conditions of extreme
external deprivation. Unlike Hal, who seeks the solace within on the
eve of a battle that may vindicate or destroy him, Henry VI inhabits it
as a permanent condition — not achieved in extremis but constitutive
of his daily experience. His famous soliloquy on the pastoral life in 3
Henry VI — where he envies the shepherd’s existence and meditates
on the simplicity and peace of the life lived outside the demands of

political office — is the fullest expression of this permanent interior
63



The Impossibility of Atonement in Shakespeare’s Lancastrian
Tetralogy

orientation. It is also, given the pastoral imagery of Psalm 23 that
Falstaff invokes in his dying babbling of green fields, a structural echo
that connects the two most morally significant figures in the sequence:
the fat knight dying in a tavern and the pious king dying in the Tower
share, the echo implies, the same interior landscape, the same
orientation toward the divine peace that lies beyond the world of

political performance.

That both figures — Falstaff and Henry VI — are presented as
failures by the standards of the political world they inhabit is part of
the tetralogy’s sustained moral challenge to its audience. The plays do
not offer the solace within as a politically viable alternative to the
theatre of kingship; they do not suggest that Henry VI’s piety would
have served England better than Hal’s military genius, or that
Falstaff’s honesty about honour would have preserved England’s
territorial integrity better than Agincourt. They offer it as a different
kind of achievement, registered on a different scale, available only to
those who have released their hold on the external world and its
judgements. The question of whether this release is, finally, the
greatest wisdom or the deepest foolishness is one that the plays pose

without answering. But they pose it with a seriousness and a sustained
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moral intelligence that the exclusively political readings of the

sequence have never adequately confronted.

Conclusion:

The argument of this article can now be stated in its fullest
form. Shakespeare’s second tetralogy is organised around an inherited
guilt — the moral residue of Bolingbroke’s usurpation — that is
constitutively resistant to the forms of resolution that the political
world makes available. No military victory, however spectacular, can
discharge it; no theatrical performance of piety and right governance,
however skilled, can substitute for the interior transformation that the
penitential tradition identifies as genuine contrition; no act of external
piety, however costly, can satisfy the moral claim that the wrong has
generated. The guilt passes from Bolingbroke to Hal like a structural
condition, not a personal failing, and Hal’s most honest and most
revealing moment — the prayer before Agincourt — is the moment in
which he acknowledges, with a clarity unusual for him, that he knows

this and cannot change it: ‘all that I can do is nothing worth.’
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The plays’ sustained treatment of this impossibility is not,
however, simply pessimistic. Against the figure of the king who cannot
atone, the tetralogy sets several figures who achieve, in various ways
and with various degrees of completeness, the interior transformation
that the official narrative cannot accommodate. The conspirators at
Southampton model it in compressed form: their penitential speeches,
delivered in the face of certain death, demonstrate the movement from
‘office’ to ‘person’ that is the plays’ model of genuine self-
recharactering. Falstaff models it in the most affecting form: his
babbling of green fields, his cries of God, his recantation of sack are
the signs of a soul that has, at the last, released its hold on the external
performances it has sustained and found, in that releasing, the interior
ground that the performances had concealed. Henry VI models it in the
most sustained and most politically costly form: a man whose entire
life is organised around the interior rather than the exterior, who pays
the full political price for his orientation but who achieves, in his
captivity and his dying, a kind of peace that Agincourt cannot

purchase.

What unites these figures — the repentant conspirators, the
dying fat knight, the captive pious king — is their marginality to the
official narrative. None of them is the protagonist of the heroic story;
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all of them are pushed to the edges of the action, their most significant
moments reported or abbreviated or consigned to the offstage. This
marginality is not incidental but structural: the solace within, as the
plays present it, is incompatible with the demands of the theatre of
kingship. The man who inhabits the interior fully cannot
simultaneously manage the theatrical exterior that the political world
requires; the man who has given everything to the theatrical exterior
has, in so doing, forfeited the access to his own interiority that genuine
penitential transformation requires. The two economies are, in the

world of the second tetralogy, mutually exclusive.

The tetralogy’s moral architecture is therefore not a simple
inversion of the political order — not an argument that the humble and
the marginalised are morally superior to the powerful and the
successful. It is a more complex and more challenging claim: that the
values by which the political world constitutes itself — honour, fame,
military glory, theatrical legitimacy — are genuine values, achieved at
genuine cost, deserving of genuine admiration; and that they are,
simultaneously, insufficient — that they cannot, even at their most
spectacular, address the deepest moral condition of the human beings
who pursue and achieve them. The kingdom won at Agincourt is a real

achievement; the prayer that acknowledges it as ‘nothing worth’ is a
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real honesty. Both are true, and the plays’ great achievement is to hold
both in suspension, to refuse the easy resolution of either simple
celebration or simple condemnation, and to insist, through the
sustained pressure of their ironic design, that the question of what
genuinely satisfies the human soul is not answered by the question of

what successfully manages the human kingdom.

Hal bequeaths to his unborn son the crusade that Bolingbroke
vowed and never undertook, the pilgrimage that would atone for the
originary crime and resolve the inherited guilt. It is the most poignant
gesture in the sequence: the acknowledgement that the atonement he
has not achieved must be deferred to a future that the epilogue has
already told us will not provide it. The inherited guilt will not be
resolved within the frame of the second tetralogy. It will be
transmitted, like the crown, from generation to generation, shaping the
psychology of those who receive it and determining the quality of their
inner lives in ways that their most brilliant external achievements
cannot remedy. The theatre of kingship will continue; the solace within
will continue to be sought and, in the places that the official narrative
does not record, occasionally, quietly, and at great personal cost,

found.
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Abstract

This study explores the "Dialectics of the Self and the Other in Huzaifa Al-
Arji's Collection: Akhadid (Grooves),” employing a descriptive-analytical
approach to monitor the tension between the poet's persona and his
surrounding environment. The research problem lies in demonstrating how the
poetic identity (The Self) is formed in the face of external forces (The Other)
across its political, emotional, and existential levels.

The research is structured into three sections: the first addresses the
fragmentation and alienation of the Self; the second analyzes the patterns of
the Other as a coercive force; while the third investigates the aesthetic
mechanisms such as intertextuality and irony. The study concludes that Al-
Arji’s "Self" is a "collective persona" reflecting the setbacks of an entire
generation, and that the "Groove" (Akhadid) has evolved from a physical term
into a universal symbol of a wounded identity that resists erasure through
poetic text.

Keywords: Dialectics of Self and Other, Huzaifa Al-Arji, Akhadid Collection,

Alienation, Aesthetic Structure.
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Abstract

This research aims to investigate the aesthetic and critical concept of
"Directness and Artistic Clarity" in contemporary Arabic poetry, taking
the poetry collection (The Curse of the Kaf) by the poet Huzaifa Al-Arji
as an applied model. The study stems from a critical problematic
manifested in the dominance of the ideology of ambiguity, complex
intertextuality, and masks in contemporary critical discourse, which has
led to a gap between poetry and its recipients. The research seeks to
rehabilitate the artistic value of conscious directness as a stylistic and
rhetorical choice capable of carrying profound human and existential
contents without falling into abstract systems or triviality. By applying
the descriptive-analytical approach with a critical vision, the research
concludes that directness for Al-Arji represents "fidelity to meaning™ and
a conscious communicative tool characterized by emotional flow and
artistic clarity charged with expressive energy.

* Keywords: Artistic Directness, Aesthetic Clarity, Contemporary

Criticism, Huzaifa Al-Arji, Curse of the Kaf.
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Storytelling After Rupture: Julius Lester and the Reconstruction
of Black Identity

This article examines how Julius Lester uses storytelling to
confront the historical ruptures that shape Black identity. Through
works such as From Slave Shijp fo Freedom Road, The Old
African, To Be a Slave, and his rewriting of Ofhello, Lester returns
to the question of how identity can be rebuilt after violence,
displacement, and erasure. His works on slavery show how the
Middle Passage, the forced Atlantic crossing endured by enslaved
Africans, broke families and communities while also generating
forms of memory and resistance that allowed people to endure.
His version of Othello continues this work by giving the character
a past, a name, and a sense of self that earlier interpretations
denied him. By placing history and literature in relation, this study
argues that Lester's writing restores depth to figures whose
identities were reduced by colonial narratives. The article shows
Black identity as something that is flexible not fixed, marked by

trauma, carried through memory, and still able to grow. Overall,
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the study highlights how Lester's storytelling repairs what history
tried to erase and opens space for new ways of imagining what

identity can be.

Keywords: Julius Lester, Black Identity, Rupture and
Reclamation, Middle Passage, Storytelling and Memory, To Be a

Slave, Othello Adaptation

Introduction

This article examines how Julius Lester reconstructs Black
identity through storytelling and argues that his works collectively
trace a movement from rupture to reclamation, survival, and finally
to reconstruction. As a beginning, it will be more appropriate to
give some background about Lester's life and the foundations that

shaped his literary vision.
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of Black Identity

Julius Lester (1939-2018) was a Black American writer whose
work, spanning children's literature, historical nonfiction, essays,
and poetry, centers on African American history, identity, and
justice. He wrote more than forty books and established himself
as a storyteller and activist who challenged assumptions,
embraced complexity, and insisted on confronting the realities of
the Black experience. Lester grew up in America and understood
from an early age that identity was never simple. He learned as
a child that his maternal great grandfather was a Jewish immigrant
from Germany who married a formerly enslaved woman, a family
history that later resurfaced when he converted to Judaism.
According to 7he New York Times obituary on Julius Lester, his
conversion generated controversy in both the Black community
he came from and the Jewish community he entered, yet it also
reflected something central to his life: identity as layered,

inherited, and chosen (Harris). Lester's commitment to writing
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for children and young adults also grew out of his early
experiences. He knew what it meant to encounter the world's
harshness at a young age, and he believed that Black children
deserved access to stories that did not hide the suffering,
endurance, and humanity of their ancestors. However, that does
not mean that his books are simplified versions of history; they
are politically, historically, and literarily charged. In fact, he was a
straightforward writer who wrote with a directness that refused to
soften the truth. As Michael A. Gonzales notes in "Julius Lester
and the Burden of Telling the Truth" he 'made people choose
whether they wanted honesty or comfort. They often said honesty

and chose comfort' (Gonzales).

This article examines three of his children's literature books,
From Slave Ship to Freedom Road, The Old African, and To Be
a Slave, and argues that together they trace a narrative journey

that begins with the violent severing of identity, imagines the
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possibility of return and reclamation, and finally turns to the
survival, memory, and lived reality of enslavement. It then turns
to Lester's adaptation of Shakespeare's Ofhello, where he applies
this same trajectory to the figure of Othello himself. Through
Lester's prose retelling, Othello becomes the culmination of the
cycle: a character whose identity has been fractured and misread,
and whom Lester reimagines through the historical and cultural

lens that shaped his work for young readers.

To begin tracing this trajectory, the study first turns to From
Slave Ship to Freedom Road, the work that establishes the initial

rupture.

From Slave Ship to Freedom Road
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Lester's commitment to children's literature naturally leads into
the first work examined in this study, From Slave Ship to Freedom
Road. The book brings together thirty—six paintings by Rod
Brown, depicting the various stages in the life of enslaved
Africans, from the moment of capture to the uncertain possibility
of freedom. The collaboration between Brown and Lester creates
a visual and textual archive of Black suffering and survival at a
time when human trafficking was a widespread and normalized
trade. Brown's paintings imagine the physical and emotional
reality of enslavement, while Lester's accompanying texts
transform those images into narrative fragments that refuse to
soften the truth. The book reads as a dialogue between two forms
of witnessing: Brown's visual rendering of the journey, and
Lester's insistence on translating that vision into words that

confront the reader directly.
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Before the book even turns to its images, Lester addresses
the reader with a plea that sets the tone for the entire work. He
writes, 'l found myself addressing you, the reader, begging,
pleading, imploring you not to be passive, but to invest soul and
imagine yourself into the images." For a children's book, this is
an unexpected request. Instead of protecting young readers from
being exposed to harmful material, Lester asks them to inhabit
the trauma, imagine themselves in the place of the enslaved and
the enslavers, and feel what it means to be dragged from one's
home, forced onto a ship, stripped of one's name, and pushed
into an unknown world. His goal is not to traumatize but to
awaken: to ensure that young readers understand the emotional

and historical weight of the past.

Among the stages depicted in the book, the Middle Passage
stands as the most devastating of all. Historically, the Middle

Passage refers to 'the route of sea going journeys of Africans
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taken from their Native land, to the shores of the Caribbean and
America, where they were invariably destined to an existence of
institutional slavery" (Kendler). Many Africans were captured by
rival groups or kingdoms, sold to European traders, and dragged
onto ships where the real pain began. The enslaved were tucked
together in tight spaces, often chained ankle to ankle, symbolizing
their dehumanization. Families were torn apart, children were
separated from parents, and individuals were stripped of their
names. The enslavers did not care who these people were; they
treated them as property and objects to be renamed and
reordered according to the needs of the White owners. Some
captives were not given names at all; therefore, the journey
erased individuality and replaced it with a collective identity: the

enslaved.

The Middle Passage was marked by starvation, disease, a

high death rate, and 'a few captains even used dogs to control
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the captive" (Kelley 6); a detail that demonstrates the brutality of
the voyage. At some point, the ship became a home, but not a
typical home. It was a place where slaves spent months
suspended between life and death, and between one world and
another. This condition aligns with the concept of liminality,
developed by Arnold van Gennep and later expanded by Victor
Turner. Liminality describes a state of being 'betwixt and
between," neither belonging to the world left behind nor fully
integrated into the world awaiting them. Turner states, 'Liminal
entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between
the positions assigned by a rich variety of symbols in the many

societies that ritualize social and cultural transitions" (359).

Despite the overwhelming violence of the Middle Passage,
some journeys witnessed acts of resistance. Enslaved Africans

rebelled, fought back, and escaped in some cases. These acts
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gesture toward the next work in this study, where the possibility

of return and reclamation becomes central.

In short, From Slave Ship fo Freedom Road is a powerful and
unflinching portrayal of slavery, driven by the emotional force of
Rod Brown's paintings (Kirkus Reviews). It also establishes the
foundational rupture that shapes the rest of Lester's work: the
erasure of identity, the trauma of displacement, and the enduring

struggle to survive and remember.

Having established the initial rupture, the study next turns to
The Old African, where Lester imagines the possibility of

reclamation.

The Old African

Speaking of acts of resilience and rebellion, 7he Old African
stands as the most poetic, symbolic, and spiritually charged of

Lester's works. If From Slave Ship fo Freedom Road exposes the
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rupture, The Old African imagines the possibility of reclamation:
a return to identity, land, and dignity. This section examines the
ways in which Lester turns a historical legend into a narrative of
collective determination, where enslaved Africans refuse to
remain bound to the world that has stripped them of everything.
Although the story is imagined, its existence reveals the depth of
historical pain: freedom was so distant and denied that imagining

it became an act of survival in itself.

The Old African is rooted in a pivotal legend in African
American history: the Igbo Landing. This real site in coastal
Georgia witnessed a group of Igbo captives who walked into the
ocean rather than submit to enslavement upon arriving in
America. Lester transforms this legend into a narrative of spiritual
return, where the enslaved do not simply die but reclaim their
homeland through an act of collective will. The main character,

known only as the Old African, is a figure who embodies memory,
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history, and ancestral knowledge. He possesses supernatural

abilities as he can see souls, read minds, and ease pain.

Additionally, The Old African opens with a devastating scene
about a young African boy named Paul, who is brutally whipped
by Master Riley. The violence is brutal, and the scene
immediately reveals the mercilessness of plantation life. Paul's
name is not his own; it is a White, Christian name imposed on
him by Riley, who forces his religion and identity onto the boy
while erasing his original self. Paul becomes the embodiment of
what the Old African repeatedly tells the others: that they were all
born into slavery, where their names, languages, and histories

have been taken from them.

In contrast, the Old African himself stands as the collective
African memory. He has survived the Middle Passage, and after
arriving on the Georgia plantation, another prison in its own, he

refuses to surrender who he is. He remains silent for ten years,
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not because he is mute, but because he does not learn English.
His silence is a form of resilience, a refusal to let the language of
the enslaver replace his own. As the story unfolds, we learn that
the enslaved people on the plantation speak different African
languages, revealing that they come from different African regions
and cultures. However, what unites them is their shared longing

for Africa and, even more powerfully, their longing for freedom.

Despite their linguistic and cultural differences, the enslaved
form a community. They care for one another, stand together after
Paul's whipping, and trust the Old African to guide them toward
liberation. This unity is significant because earlier in the history of
enslavement, African rivals sometimes aided Europeans in
capturing people from other tribes, but here, Lester presents the
opposite: Africans coming together despite their differences,
recognizing that their survival depends on collectivity rather than

individuality.
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As a matter of fact, the Old African's decision to act is
motivated by two elements: Paul's suffering and the knowledge
that Master Riley wants him dead. Because he can read minds,
the Old African knows that Riley sees him as a threat.
Symbolically, this reflects the fear that enslavers had toward any
sign of difference, strength, memory, or anything that could disrupt

the system built on the bones of tortured Africans.

When the journey to freedom begins, it takes the group three
days to reach the ocean. They walk fully clothed into the water,
guided by the OIld African and by their shared belief that their
homeland is waiting for them. As they descend into the ocean,
they pass the bones of Africans who died during the Middle
Passage; a powerful symbol that freedom is built on the
endurance and sacrifice of those who came before. The freedom
they seek is not the typical or usual freedom we imagine. Since

the story is imagined, it is logical to assume that they all die
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because no one can walk across the ocean. Despite this, the
message is clear: they refuse to remain enslaved. They rise,
resist, and choose death over submission. Their act becomes a
form of spiritual liberation, a reclamation of identity, home, and

belonging.

In this sense, the ending of 7he Old African reverses the
Middle Passage. Whereas the Middle Passage tore Africans from
their land and erased their identity, this journey takes them back
to their land and restores their identity. Whereas the Middle
Passage was defined by captivity, this journey is defined by

choice. It is the ultimate form of resilience.

As Kirkus Reviews describes it, the book is "heart wrenching
and breathtakingly beautiful' (‘Module 2'). Although the story is
imagined, its imagined nature reveals the truth of the historical
experience: that the pain of enslavement was so profound that

freedom had to be dreamed before it could be lived. Yet dreaming
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of breaking free from slavery becomes a form of resistance. In
The Old African, Lester restores what the Middle Passage took

away: home, identity, and the possibility of return.

This movement from rupture to reclamation naturally leads to
To Be a Slave, where Lester grounds these themes in

documented historical testimony.

To Be a Slave

To Be a Slave stands as Julius Lester's most celebrated work,
and it is the book that most directly supports and confirms the
ideas explored in the previous sections. While From Slave Ship
to Freedom Road reconstructs the horrors of enslavement and
The Old Africanimagines a spiritual reclamation of identity, 7o Be
a Slave grounds these themes in documented reality. It is more
of a documentary text than a novel, built from the WPA Slave
Narratives, which are firsthand testimonies collected in the 1930s

by the Works Progress Administration from formerly enslaved
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people who had lived through and directly recalled the realities of
enslavement. Lester, deeply aware of the importance of memory
and its preservation for future generations, gathers these voices
and arranges them into a narrative that immortalizes the lived
experience of slavery. It is a clear message that if America
forgets, the enslaved always remember, and books carry those

memories forever.

Since 7o Be a Slaveis composed of real stories, it reinforces
the emotional and historical truths depicted in the previous works.
The plantation life imagined in The Old African, including the
violence, the fear, the longing, the resilience, appears here as
testimony. The voices in 7o Be a Slave echo the same world: the
same whips, contradictions, acts of resistance, and desire for
freedom. In this sense, the book becomes the historical backbone

of the entire study, confirming that the themes Lester explores
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through imagination are rooted in the lived experiences of real

people.

The stories Lester includes span the entire arc of
enslavement, beginning with the moment of capture. One formerly
enslaved man recalled being a small boy in West Africa when
raiders attacked his village at night. He remembered: "Dey come
in de night... kill de old ones and tie de young ones" (Federal
Writers' Project). He was marched to the coast, chained to
strangers, and forced onto a ship. His testimony reveals the terror
and disorientation of capture: the sudden rupture from home,
family, and identity. This memory mirrors the opening of From
Slave Ship to Freedom Road, where the Middle Passage is

depicted as the violent beginning of enslavement.

Another previously enslaved man described the overseer's
whip as something that shaped his entire childhood: "l seed men

beat till de blood run down in deir shoes' (Federal Writers'
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Project). The sound of the whip was something he could never
forget. This testimony reflects the same brutality shown in 7he
Old African when Paul is whipped by Master Riley. The violence
Lester imagines in fiction is confirmed here as a historical fact,

remembered by those who lived through it.

Other testimonies reveal the emotional contradictions of
plantation life. One formerly enslaved woman recalled being
forced to care for the enslaver's white children, feeding them,
dressing them, and comforting them while being denied affection
herself. She learned early that she could love the children, but
the household would never love her back. This story exposes the
psychological complexity of enslavement: the emotional labor

demanded was not met with recognition.

Yet even within this world of violence and contradiction, the
enslaved found ways to resist. A woman, interviewed in the WPA

project, described secretly teaching others to read using scraps
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of newspapers. She knew she could be whipped or killed for it,
but literacy was freedom, and knowledge was rebellion. Her
testimony reflects the forms of resilience discussed in earlier
sections: the refusal to surrender one's mind, the determination
to preserve dignity, and the belief that identity could survive even

under the harshest conditions.

Finally, 7o Be a Slave includes memories of freedom itself.
One female participant remembered the moment Union soldiers
arrived: "Dey say we free. We jump and shout. But we don't know
where to go" (Federal Writers' Project). Freedom came with joy
but with uncertainty as well. This shows that freedom was not an
ending but a beginning, a transition into a world that offered

possibility but no guarantees.

Not only do these stories document the daily life of the
enslaved, but they also echo the themes explored throughout this

article. The resilience shown in 7he Old African, including physical
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endurance, emotional survival, intellectual resistance, and
collective determination, appears here as lived reality. The longing
for Africa, the brutality of the whip, the contradictions of plantation
life, and the struggle for freedom all find their historical
counterparts in the voices preserved by Lester. Through 7o Be a
Slave, what is imagined becomes verified, what is symbolic
becomes historical, and the narrative of survival becomes a

documented truth.

Ultimately, 7o Be a Slave stands as a monument to memory.
It ensures that time does not erase the voices of the enslaved but
instead acknowledges and honors their pain and resilience. By
gathering these testimonies, Lester restores what history
attempted to erase: the humanity, agency, and enduring strength
of those who lived through slavery. In doing so, he completes the

arc of this study and shows that while the Middle Passage
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ruptures identity and 7he Old African imagines its reclamation, 7o

Be a Slave preserves the memory of survival itself.

To complete this trajectory, the study now turns to Lester's
adaptation of Othello, where the themes of rupture, reclamation,

and memory converge in a single literary figure.

Othello

When it comes to Julius Lester's adaptation of Othello, it
represents the culmination of his literary intelligence and his
lifelong commitment to making stories of Black identity accessible
to younger generations. Throughout his career, Lester
consistently transformed historical and literary material into forms
that could speak to modern readers, especially the young. His
decision to retell Shakespeare's Othello as a novel reflects this
commitment. He admired Shakespeare deeply, but he also
understood that many contemporary readers found the language

distant and the world of the plays unfamiliar. Another point to
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consider is that 'Lester [knew] that many people today do not
enjoy Shakespeare as much as he [did]. Many find the language
difficult. Some think the stories are not modern enough" (Lester
9). His motivation was therefore clear: he wanted this story to
reach new readers, and he believed that 'readers would

understand the story better if it was written as a novel' (9).

Not only does Lester simply modernize the language in
adapting the play, but he also reframes the entire narrative
through a postcolonial lens that foregrounds identity, memory, and
cultural rupture. His stylistic choices reflect this dual purpose. In
this novel, Lester uses modern vocabulary so that readers can
understand the events better, but he also includes words from the
play to keep the Shakespearean spirit alive. For example, on
page 133, he includes the Shakespearean line: "Offen / shape
faults where none exist' which he explains to mean that people

sometimes perceive flaws in others that are not truly there. These
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italicized phrases from the original play appear throughout the
novel without interrupting the flow of the story (10). This technique
mirrors Lester's broader literary project: honoring the past while

making it legible to the present.

However, Lester's most significant transformation lies in how
he reshapes Othello's identity. Shakespeare's Othello is a man
uprooted from his origins, isolated in Venice, and defined largely
through the gaze of others. Lester refuses this isolation, restores
Othello's African past, gives him a community, and situates him

within a cultural memory that Shakespeare's text keeps hidden.

Lester also gives Othello African companions, Emily and lago,
who share his origins and understand the world he comes from.
Crucially, he gives them African names that they use only when
they are alone together, creating a private space of cultural
continuity. As the novel explains: "When the three of them were

alone, they made a point of addressing each other by the names
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given to them by their parents: lago was once again Modibo—
Helper. Emily became Ashaki—Beautiful. And, to them he was
Enaharo—Like the Sun" (31). This moment is one of the most
powerful in the novel as it reveals a dual identity: the public names
imposed by the new world, and the private names that preserve
memory, lineage, and belonging. In this intimate space, Lester

restores what enslavement and displacement attempted to erase.

The symbolic roles of Modibo and Ashaki deepen this
reclamation. Modibo, who becomes lago in the English world
where the novel is set, represents the Africans who betrayed their
own people to slavers; those whose actions contributed to the
rupture of the Middle Passage. Ashaki, who becomes Emily,
represents the opposite: the members of one's own community
who protect and help preserve identity under threat. These figures
echo themes from Lester's earlier works. In From Slave Ship to

Freedom Road, betrayal and solidarity shape the experience of
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capture and survival. In 7The O/d African, community becomes the
source of spiritual reclamation. In To Be a Slave, testimonies
reveal how enslaved people relied on one another to endure. By
embedding these themes into Othello, Lester shows that the
patterns of rupture and resilience he explored in his historical

works also operate within literary reinterpretation.

Lester further deepens Othello's identity by giving him a
history of enslavement. In this version, Othello was enslaved in
Africa and brought to Europe through the violence of the slave
trade. This detail aligns him with the figures in 7o Be a Slave and
From Slave Ship fo Freedom Road, meaning he is a survivor of
rupture, too. His journey from Africa to England is a forced
displacement that shapes his understanding of himself and the
world around him. This background explains why he insists on

belonging in the English society, so assimilation becomes his
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strategy for survival even if it cancels the identity he tries to

preserve.

This tension between memory and assimilation is the central
tragedy of Lester's Othello. Unlike the protagonists of Lester's
earlier works reclaiming identity through memory, community, or
spiritual return, Othello attempts to secure identity through
acceptance by a White-dominant society. He converts to
Christianity, adopts a new name, and tries to embody the values
of the world that enslaved him. He even marries a White lady,
and his marriage to her becomes a gateway into the English
society; a way to prove that he can belong, be accepted, and be
seen as more than the African past he carries. Yet, the society
he seeks to join cannot accept him. His downfall reveals the
impossibility of assimilation in a world structured by racial
hierarchy. It is important to note that when Othello kills himself

and dies, it is not because he lacks identity, but because the
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identity he tries to claim is denied to him. In the end, when he
kills Desdemona, his wife, in a scene that resembles a ritual, he
attempts to reclaim the "African spirit' he believes he has lost, but

it comes too late, and it brings his tragedy to its end.

In this sense, Lester's Otfhello adds a dimension that the
previous works do not: it shows the cost of attempting to belong
to a society built on exclusion. While 7he Old African imagines a
spiritual return to Africa and 7o Be a S/ave preserves the voices
of those who endured, Othello confronts the painful reality of living
between worlds. Othello is a liminal figure between Africa and
Europe, between memory and forgetting, and between selfhood
and the identities imposed upon him. His tragedy is not merely

personal; it is structural.

Taken together, Lester's adaptation of Othello brings the
entire trajectory of his work into focus, showing how rupture,

reclamation, memory, and reconstruction form a continuous arc,
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and he traces this journey accordingly. By rewriting
Shakespeare's work, he reclaims a figure who has long been
shaped by racist readings and restores to him the cultural depth,
history, and humanity that earlier interpretations denied. In doing
so, Lester reshapes a four—century old play and shows that Black

identity, shaped by history and memory, is still alive and evolving.

Conclusion

Ultimately, across Lester's works, Black identity emerges as
something flexible and continually rebuilt through memory,
resistance, and storytelling. His narratives show that even when
history fractures identity through violence and displacement, it can

be reclaimed in the names people carry, the stories they tell, and
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the memories they preserve. In this way, Lester's storytelling
affirms that identity endures through the act of remembering and

retelling.
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