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Abstract: This article focuses on Katherine Anne Porter’s semi-

autobiographical modernist novella Pale Horse, Pale Rider, a rare example of 

literature with a direct reference to the Spanish flu pandemic during the World 

War I. The article first provides a brief overview of critical approaches to the 

novella, situating it in the literary plague canon, then focuses on the war and the 

pandemic as the external factors that are not shown only to change the face of 

the society, but also to deeply affect people’s minds. As the main protagonist 

Miranda falls ill with the influenza and enters a strenuous combat with the 

disease, the reader gains access to her subconscious through a series of dreams 

and deliriums that Miranda experiences during her illness. These will be 

analysed using Bion’s theory of dreams to show that they present Miranda’s 

affective response to the external reality as well as her capacity to digest the 

previously indigested emotions. 
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Introduction 
One of the rare authors of great renown but not so large oeuvre, 
Katherine Anne Porter has been attracting the attention of critics for a 
long time. Born in 1894, Porter wrote slowly and meticulously, with each 
of her works undergoing long incubation, so when some of the first 
scholars published their articles about her fiction (e.g. Hartley, 1940; 
Warren, 1942), she had had merely two collections of stories behind her. 
Nevertheless, her stories were already regarded as modern classics and, 
together with a few more subsequent works, were soon to become the 
subject of much literary criticism, analysis and interpretation. Notably, 
interest in Porter’s work soared in the 1960s with the publication of her 
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only novel The Ship of Fools (1962), hailed in the New Republic as her 
“crowning work” (Kauffman 23), which was made into a successful film 
in the same year when her new collected stories were published (1965), 
earning her a number of prestigious awards: the Pulitzer Prize (1966), 
the National Book Award (1966) and the Gold Medal Award for Fiction 
from the American Academy of Arts and Letters (1967). This series of 
events testifying to Porter’s increased recognition and popularity, in the 
following decades led to the publication of a large number of articles, 
reviews and books on the author and her works. While some of these 
works of criticism are very general in their scope and nature (e.g. 
Hendrick, 1965; Unrue, 1985, 1988), some on the other hand exhibit a 
great variety owing to the fact that her fiction generally lends itself well 
to diverse approaches and perspectives.  

When it comes to Porter’s novella Pale Horse, Pale Rider, just like 
her other works, it has been read from a variety of perspectives. Thus, 
for example, it attracted much attention as (what is deemed to be) her 
most autobiographical piece (Davis 57), recounting in Porter’s own 
words “a true story” (Mercer 29), its main protagonist being the author’s 
alter ego. Filled with a number of dreams and unconscious states 
described in it, it has frequently been discussed from the 
psychoanalytical perspective, while with its strong and conspicuous 
female perspective contrasting the mainstream wartime rhetoric, it has 
provided fertile ground for feminist readings (e.g. Frankwitz, 2004). 
Abounding in mythological and religious symbols, it has led to their 
extensive interpretation (Brooker, 2009). As “a masterpiece of narrative 
art” (Brooker 232), with superb use of stream of consciousness, dreams 
and deliriums, its narrative techniques have often been discussed.  
However, what distinguishes Pale Horse from Porter’s other works, 
opening new avenues for research and interpretation, is the fact that 
this work also belongs to what one recent theorist identifies as “a 
literary plague canon” (Cooke 8), since it is set during the 1918 influenza 
pandemic, dealing with the main character’s almost fatal encounter 
with the disease. Thanks to this, the 21st century, a time when 
interdisciplinarity allows the permeation of various discourses, has seen 
fresh perspectives on the probably most significant American literary 
work dealing with a plague (Davis 56). Certainly worth mentioning in this 
context is the article “The Forgotten Apocalypse: Katherine Anne 
Porter’s ‘Pale Horse, Pale Rider,’ Traumatic Memory, and the Influenza 
Pandemic of 1918” by David Davis from 2011, relying among other 
things on the concepts of historical, cultural, fictional and individual 
memory and on trauma theory. Stating that Pale Horse “illustrates the 
varieties of traumatic experience — personal trauma, cultural trauma, 
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historical trauma, and aesthetic trauma” (Davis 56), Davis highlights the 
aesthetic, cultural and historical value of the work in memorializing the 
pandemic: “Because aestheticized trauma invites the reader to engage 
in the experience more imaginatively and more profoundly than 
historical memory, Porter’s story is the most effective and most 
appropriate form of memory available to remember the pandemic” (70). 
Thus, through the textual and wider contextual analysis, Davis discusses 
the processes of forgetting and remembering and their implications on 
the individual and collective levels. 

Another new and intriguing approach to Pale Horse is the one made 
possible through the permeation of literary and medical discourses. 
Illness narratives, as a “genre wherein an illness and its effect on the 
patient’s life are told as an autobiographical or biographical account” (Le 
et al., 2017) but, according to Stella Bolaki, “with reflections upon the 
wider implications of a particular disease” (4), both personal and 
societal, are often used in the medical humanities with a practical goal 
of further diversifying the education of healthcare professionals, 
ultimately leading to a better care of patients (Wright 43). Thus, for 
example, a recent article explores the parallels between the 1918 
Spanish flu and the ongoing Covid-19 pandemics using the narrative of 
Pale Horse on one side and the narratives of Covid-19 survivors on the 
other (Sethi et al., 2020). In an attempt to bring closer illness narratives 
and disability studies to the benefit of both, Samantha Allen Wright 
discusses Pale Horse as an illness narrative which, in her words “tells the 
story of the protagonist’s bout with influenza in graphic detail, provides 
a historical account of the epidemic, and most importantly uses illness 
as the plot, rather than as a marker of difference” (43). Wright at the 
same time highlights its role as an icon of high modernism, which, just 
like other modernist pieces, “privileges interiority” (53). She even 
advances the concept that the two aspects of the novella—its 
documentation of a historical pandemic and its modernist interiority—
conflict to result in its relegation to the side-lines in the medical 
humanities, right “because of its modernist trappings” (53). These 
stylistic “trappings” receive more extensive treatment in another recent 
study, this one from the literary perspective: Elizabeth Outka’s Viral 
Modernism: The Influenza Pandemic and Interwar Literature (2020). 
Another relatively recent work of criticism dealing with Pale Horse, 
Brooker’s article “Nightmare and Apocalypse in Katherine Anne Porter’s 
Pale Horse, Pale Rider” (2009), moves us away from medical discourse 
but remains in the realm of modernist traits. Putting the novella side by 
side with works like Ulysses, Mrs. Dalloway and The Waste Land, 
Brooker asserts that modernist classics like these “chart the relation 
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between the flittering consciousness of the individual and the nightmare 
of contemporary history”, putting both “into a larger context that at 
once de-personalizes and de-temporalizes, thus giving the personal and 
the temporal a shape and significance they otherwise would not have” 
(213). Referring to the “rich complexity” of these works, Brooker argues 
that “Porter’s achievement in Pale Horse, Pale Rider can best be 
appreciated in terms of the modernist determination to be 
simultaneously true to history and (through mythic engagement) to art, 
and within those realms, to exhibit the continuous interplay of past and 
present, and within the present, of individual consciousness and 
external events” (213). 

It is this final element—the “continuous interplay… of individual 
consciousness and external events”—that this article is focused on. Long 
time ago, in his critical study on Porter, Harry J. Mooney (1957) argued 
that Porter’s short fiction explored the plight of the individual in the 
modern world. On the external level, the plight in Pale Horse comes 
from two sources: the Great War and the 1918 pandemic, each being 
large-scale with disastrous consequences. Typically, the approaches to 
Pale Horse that include external factors tend to put the pandemic in the 
shadow of war, as wars for some reason have always attracted far 
greater attention than pandemics (see Davis 60-61; Fisher 1-3), except 
for the specific afore-mentioned medically-oriented approaches that do 
the opposite. This article, by contrast, will discuss both war and 
pandemic as the external factors in the novella changing the face of the 
city and society at large; moreover, it will focus on how these factors 
affect people’s minds through the description of the main protagonist’s 
affective response to the external factors in her dreams. 

 
WWI and the Spanish Flu in Pale Horse, Pale Rider 
The time in which Pale Rider is set seems like a nightmare, to 

borrow Brooker’s simile, even from the perspective of the modern 
reader, acquainted with a similar pandemic to that taking place in the 
novella, for when the 1918 pandemic emerged, a large part of the world 
was at war. While in Pale Horse the war seems to be omnipresent in 
society and people’s minds, the viral influenza, which according to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2022) achieved its peak in 
the USA during the second wave in the fall 1918, the very time covered 
in the novella, is rather relegated to the domain of the individual – the 
protagonist Miranda, who falls ill with the virus and whose delirious 
feverish states during the illness represent the core of the novella, and 
her sweetheart Adam, who, as we learn towards the end of the novella, 
succumbs to the disease. Prior to Miranda’s illness, however, there are 
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only a few vague references to the viral pandemic in the novella. 
Miranda’s colleagues, for instance, briefly discuss the new disease at the 
office. Towney tells them that she’s read in the newspaper that the 
disease was “caused by germs brought by a German ship to Boston, a 
camouflaged ship, naturally […]” (Porter 284) and that “the germs were 
sprayed over the city […] and somebody reported seeing a strange, thick, 
greasy-looking cloud float up out of Boston Harbor and spread slowly all 
over that end of the world” (284). The others, including Miranda, simply 
laugh off this myth about the origin of the disease, perhaps because the 
disease has not yet spread so extensively in their city, Denver; only a few 
days later, however, Denver will witness a lockdown that most of the 
contemporary world experienced for the first time at the beginning of 
2020. When taking a walk with Adam, Miranda does remark, however, 
that she has never seen so many funerals, and Adam tells her that he 
has heard that soldiers fighting in Europe “are dying like flies” because 
of “[t]his funny new disease” (281). Miranda compares the new disease 
to a plague, “something out of the Middle Ages” (281), yet she and Adam 
refuse to be too concerned about this quickly spreading mysterious 
disease, particularly because Adam has only a few more days of leave 
before he goes off to war. That the second wave of the pandemic 
originated in a military camp just outside Boston in September 1918 and 
then spread to other parts of the USA in October 1918 is documented 
also in historical records (see Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
2022; Stern 2010). Denver, however, was not among the American cities 
that were the most devastated by the influenza.1 According to the US 
National Archives and Records Administration, there exists ample 
documentation on the 1918 influenza pandemic, however, it has been 
almost completely “overlooked in the teaching of American History” 
(2022). In literature as well there are few references to the 1918 
pandemic, which are sometimes vague or even intriguing. Pale Horse is 
one of the rare as well as the most detailed literary account(s) of the 
disease, being a first-hand testimony, for Porter herself fell ill with the 
disease and, like the protagonist Miranda, came close to death during 
delirious fever episodes. American writers that wrote about the First 
World War, such as Hemingway and Dos Passos, avoided mentioning the 
pandemic, perhaps because it was ignoble to die of a disease if you were 
a soldier. However, Pale Horse also avoids clearly showing the impact of 
the pandemic on society, except for a few – rather vague – references 
to it, such as the afore-mentioned increased number of funerals, the 

                                                 
1 See Stettler’s description of the devastation wrought by the influenza flu in 
Philadelphia (Stettler, 2017) 
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measures to prevent the spread of the virus, like the closing down of 
theatres and restaurants, and the lack of hospital beds. Other than that, 
the impact of the virus is shown mostly on the level of an individual, as 
we follow Miranda’s combat with the disease and learn of its 
consequences for her, once she finally recovers, and of course of Adam’s 
succumbing to the disease. 

The war, on the other hand, is shown in the novella to be much 
more present in the collective aspect as well as in the mind of 
individuals. The novella covers the last few months of the First World 
War, after the USA joined in,2 and it clearly shows how the war impacted 
the then society. As Meredith Hindley explains, the then USA President, 
Woodrow Willson, justified the USA’s joining the war by saying that “The 
world must be made safe for democracy” (2017), so more than four 
million Americans3 went oversees to fight (2017). There was a strong 
war propaganda present, which, as Robert A. Wells explains, served to 
“mobilize and sustain support for the war” (2014). According to Mitchell 
Yockelson, the USA were not well prepared for the war; the regular army 
being scarce, they were “forced to build an army based on volunteer 
enlistments and the draft” (1998). The social pressure put on men to join 
the war is seen also in the novella. When Miranda, together with other 
women, visits soldiers lying in a hospital, she is thinking: “It must be 
frightfully hard on them, the dears, to be floored like this when they’re 
all crazy to get overseas and into the trenches as quickly as possible” 
(Porter 276). Adam is one such soldier, proud of his uniform and eager 
to go to war. Miranda meets him during his short leave, when he is 
waiting for his outfit to be ready, and he is to be sent overseas a few 
days later. Referring to the war, Adam says that “It’s going to be the kind 
of thing that happens once in a lifetime” (282), and “I’ve heard so much 
about it I feel as if I had been there and back” (282). To Miranda he looks 
“so clear and fresh”, “’[A]lready the returned hero’” (282). That to 
become a soldier was a matter of honour is also reflected in Miranda’s 
work colleague Chuck’s bitterness about not being able to join the army 
owing to his bad lungs. He frets “a good deal about missing the show” 
(286) and also strongly opposes women’s involvement in the war: 
“What’s the idea of petting soldiers and binding up their wounds and 
soothing their fevered brows? That’s not war. Let them perish where 
they fall” (287). The government, however, had a well-prepared plan for 
women on the home front, which was also part of the war propaganda. 

                                                 
2 On April 6, 2017. 
3  The population of USA in 1917 was a little over 103 million. 
(http://demographia.com) 
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In the novella, we see Miranda “join a group of young women fresh from 
the country club dances, the morning bridge, the charity bazaar, the Red 
Cross workrooms, who were wallowing in good works” (275), on their 
way to visit soldiers in cantonment hospitals to bring them baskets of 
goodies they bought with the money they had raised by giving tea 
dances. Miranda finds such errands useless and is repulsed by the roles 
the war propaganda ascribes to women: 

Bread will win the war, sugar will win, peach pits will win the war. 
Nonsense. Not nonsense, I tell you, there’s some kind of valuable 
high explosive to be got out of peach pits. So all the happy 
housewives hurry during the canning season to lay their baskets of 
peach pits on the altar of their country. It keeps them busy and 
makes them feel useful, and all these women running wild with the 
men away are dangerous, if they aren’t given something to keep 
their little minds out of mischief. (290) 
 
This passage clearly shows that Miranda unmasks the war 

propaganda, as Mary Titus argues, seeing it as “a way to control 
potentially disruptive female energy”, which cannot be “channelled into 
heterosexual relations” because of the absence of men (162). Titus (162) 
further explains that although many historians have claimed that during 
the wartime, women gained more professional opportunities because 
of the absence of a large part of the male population, it was particularly 
important in this time to control them and limit their independence. One 
of the ways of controlling women was by assigning them a limited set of 
roles. Miranda had once taken up a male journalist’s job, but failing at 
it, she was degraded to writing theatre critiques, a “routine female job” 
(Porter 275) that she jokingly describes to Adam as: “I write pieces 
advising other young women to knit and roll bandages and do without 
sugar and help win the war” (281).  

Another important part of the war propaganda presented in the 
novella is the government’s campaign for selling Liberty bonds to 
people. In her office, Miranda is approached by two men who come to 
bully her because she has not bought a Liberty Bond yet: “With our 
American boys fighting and dying in Belleau Wood […] anybody can raise 
fifty dollars to help beat the Boche” (273). They add that this would be 
“just a pledge of good faith on her part. A pledge of good faith that she 
was a loyal American doing her duty” (273). Miranda earns only eighteen 
dollars a week, she can thus hardly afford to buy a bond, for which she 
would have to put aside five dollars per week. However, the two men, 
who are doing “the war work at home” (272), make it clear to her that 
by not buying the bond she might lose her job. According to the Museum 
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of American Finance, Liberty Bonds were securities issued by the 
government “to help finance the war effort and build patriotism” (2022), 
and it has been documented by historians that people who refused to 
buy them were indeed threatened to lose their job.4  

Although the pandemic is central to the novella, its impact on 
society, as we have seen, is not shown as clearly as that of the war. One 
of the reasons for this might be that the novella covers the early months 
of the second, more deadly wave of the disease, when people were not 
aware yet of its dimensions. In Miranda’s dreams, however, both 
external events, the war and the pandemic, are almost equally reflected.  

 
Dreams as a Way of Understanding an Individual’s Emotional 

Reality  
Given that the major part of the main protagonist Miranda’s inner 

response to the external events is expressed through dreams and 
deliriums caused by the deadly flu, it is of importance to introduce 
briefly the dreams-related theoretical background that will be of use in 
understanding and interpreting her individual response. Two highly 
influential figures dealing with dreams were Freud and Jung, both of 
whom saw the value of dreams in communicating with the unconscious 
mind. For quite some time, elaborations of dream theory among 
subsequent theorists in psychoanalysis relied predominantly on Freud, 
who “rescued the study of dreams from mythmakers, seers, 
neurologists, and purveyors of the daemonic” by introducing a scientific 
approach to exploring the “previously unknown and unknowable depths 
of the unconscious” (Schneider 522) and who approached dreams as a 
road to wish-fulfilment or as signs of repressed wishes revealed and 
fulfilled in the very process of dreaming, the analysis of which can point 
to the roots of behavioural and emotional patterns. A paradigm shift 
was eventually made by Wilfred Bion, who provided psychoanalysis with 
“a new schema with which to understand how meaningful connections 
to the external and internal worlds become established in the mind” 
(Mellor 2). Notably, Bion departed from Freud by introducing the 
concept of dreaming in which dreaming represents the key aspect of all 
emotional functioning or the core of psychological functioning, with the 
emphasis placed on the very process of dreaming, thus exhibiting 
multiple connections with the contemporary developments in 
neuroscience. Even though Bion developed and later re-examined a 
number of ideas concerning dreaming, the most relevant for this article 

                                                 
4 For a more detailed depiction of what happened to those who publicly refused 
to purchase the Bonds, see Hazemali and Matjašič Friš (913). 
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is the specific link his theory makes between dreaming and the 
dreamer’s current emotional reality, offering a model for how emotional 
experience is unconsciously processed by the mind through dreaming, 
occurring concurrently with conscious thinking. According to him, 
dreams represent the interpretation of the facts of the “experience of 
external or internal psychic reality” (Bion 45), but also a “symptom of 
mental indigestion” (68), pointing at the emotional experience that has 
not been entirely processed yet. In other words, when a person fails to 
confront negative emotions while awake, the brain tries to process them 
in the unconscious dreaming state, causing these emotions to surface in 
dreams. The visual representations found in a person’s dream might not 
be real, but the emotions accompanying them indubitably are, which 
leads to their “digestion” necessary for mental health. In Mellor’s words, 
“(f)or Bion, it’s as a result of this process that we form a receptive 
internal world in which conscious and unconscious elements are both 
separate and in communication. At the very crux of this organisation lies 
the ability to ‘dream,’ the implications of which centrally include the 
digestion of emotional experience and a propensity for regenerative 
growth” (9). Put differently, for Bion, dreaming “involves the pursuit of 
truth by means of thinking and feeling; the mind is developed through 
dreaming as we strive to discover what is true to our experience” 
(Schneider 522). Since emotional experience lived at the conscious level 
is made available to dreams at the unconscious level, a person is in the 
position to tackle an emotional problem by juggling different ideas or 
solutions. As stated by Schneider, one of Bion’s ideas left to be 
developed by others is that “all dreams are visual hallucinations in sleep 
and therefore reflect the unthought, unthinkable residue of unconscious 
thinking” (534); that they are “works in progress that – if we are open to 
them – give us a chance to come to grips with truths that we feel least 
capable of facing” (521). It is these ideas that the following analysis will 
be based upon. 

 
Miranda’s Dreams as an Affective Response to External 

Circumstances and a Symptom of Mental Indigestion 
As we have seen, the external circumstances covered by K. A. 

Porter’s novella Pale Horse Pale Rider, which manifest themselves in war 
and pandemic, were exceedingly difficult and disheartening. However, 
even though we follow Miranda’s thoughts and reactions in her 
conscious state, it is not until the series of her dreams and delirious 
states that the true scope and intensity of her emotional response to 
external events are revealed. This is where Bion’s theory of dreams 
comes in, with the assertion that the indigested negative emotions in a 
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person result in dreams in which these same emotions surface, enabling 
their processing necessary to ensure emotional healing and overall 
mental health. For this reason, it is right through Miranda’s dreams and 
deliriums that we can pinpoint her predominant and strongest feelings 
against the background of war and pandemic, the feelings that she has 
difficulty in digesting. In this chapter, we will focus precisely on these 
feelings, or rather on Miranda’s affective response to the trying and 
excruciatingly painful external circumstances.  

The novella opens with Miranda’s f”rst ’ream. At this point, 
Miranda is already ill with the influenza without knowing it, as Brooker 
(216) suggests, having experienced only mild symptoms. In the dream, 
she finds herself in her childhood home. She remembers seeing a “lank 
greenish stranger” (Porter 269) the evening before whom she 
recognizes as Death, for she remembers that several of her relatives 
went with him. The Pale Rider is now waiting for her on his Pale Horse. 
Miranda urges her horse to run to escape the stranger, but then 
suddenly stops the horse and shouts to the stranger, “I’m not going with 
you this time—ride on!” (Porter 270). The stranger goes away, and 
Miranda awakes. As Brooker explains (223), Porter used two engravings 
by Albrecht Dürer as the source of symbolism in Miranda’s dream, which 
both feature Death on a pale horse: The King, Death, and the Devil and 
The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. In her dream, Miranda interprets 
this collective Christian symbolism in a personal way, as she sees herself 
“desperately racing from Death” (Davis 55). The dream is thus a 
premonition of Miranda’s illness, as well as of her close encounter with 
and near escape from death, for she refuses to go with the pale stranger. 
As Miranda remembers in her dream her loved ones who died, she 
suddenly thinks of her own vulnerability: “What else besides them did I 
have in the world? Nothing. Nothing is mine, I have only nothing but it 
is enough, it is beautiful and it is all mine. Do I even walk about in my 
own skin or is it something I have borrowed to spare my modesty?” 
(Porter 270). In line with Bion’s theory that dreams are the 
interpretation of the facts of one’s experience of the “external or 
internal psychic reality” (Bion 45), we can argue that Miranda’s 
confusion about her identity and the vulnerability that she experiences 
in this dream reflect her jeopardized identity and vulnerability in real life 
as a young woman amidst the nightmare of war and the pandemic. 
There is no doubt that Miranda has been strongly affected by the war, 
particularly the war propaganda which tries to control women on the 
home front. Miranda feels that she has been reduced to a set of roles 
she is supposed to play by the society’s war-oriented demands, which 
she articulates in the question about whether she even wears her own 
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skin. Like other women, she has been made to take the place of the 
absent male soldiers who are off to war by taking up a male reporter’s 
job, only to fail at it by trying to reshape it with an agenda of female 
solidarity. The pressures of war propaganda urge her to simulate 
perfect, asexual femininity by doing good deeds, such as bringing 
goodies to hospitalized soldiers, as well as to become an epitome of 
patriotism by buying Liberty Bonds to support the war effort. Bound to 
such varying simulacra, Miranda seeks her skin in the contact with the 
young soldier Adam, but even they ‘play’ roles, and their relationship is 
jeopardized by the war and the pandemic. Miranda’s first dream thus 
clearly shows her affective response to the pressures of war propaganda 
that she experiences and that she is unable to deal with fully in her 
conscious state. Her feelings of vulnerability and helplessness deepen 
even further when her symptoms worsen and the illness takes control 
of her, as we will see in the analysis of two other dreams.  

The clues to how Miranda may be feeling prior to these two dreams 
are suggested first in her conscious state, before their intensity surfaces 
in the dreams. Miranda finds it difficult to accept the war and all it 
entails on the home front and, while conscious, tries to use various 
techniques to come to terms with it but, as the two dreams will show, 
at first quite unsuccessfully. Initially, when faced with the two fat, 
“pursy-faced” and “gross-mouthed” (272) men and their attempt to 
coerce her into buying Liberty Bonds, she feels “nervousness, the sharp 
beginnings of fear”, (272-273), but at the same time she feels a deep 
urge to resist, seeing this as a kind of humiliating blackmail. She 
calculates to see if she can afford this investment and tells them she 
cannot, even though she is aware of the risk of losing her job. Eventually, 
suppressing her true feelings best encapsulated in her thought “to hell 
with this filthy war” (273) and pretending to agree with them that this is 
the best investment one can make, she promises to do it next week if 
she can. 

Miranda’s mixed feelings and resistance are also shown during her 
visit to the hospital with a bouquet of flowers and a basket of sweets 
and cigarettes for wounded soldiers. Her feeling of embarrassment at 
“the idiocy of her errand” (276) is best expressed in her comparison of 
herself to the bitter and hostile soldier who flatly refused her basket: “It 
is like turning a corner absorbed in your painful thoughts and meeting 
your state of mind embodied, face to face, she said. ‘My own feelings 
about this whole thing, made flesh. Never again will I come here, this is 
no sort of thing to be doing. This is disgusting,’” (277). In a brief exchange 
with another girl with a basket, she openly says that she hates this 
errand, both of them immediately becoming cautious and concluding 
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that it may be all right, after all, which once again shows the conflict 
between her urge to resist and her fear which prevents her from acting 
differently. 

Quite a telling situation takes place during Miranda and Adam’s 
joint attendance at the theatre for her to be able to write a review for 
the newspaper. Just before the third act, the curtain discloses a huge 
American flag hung over the backcloth and another fat man in front of 
it, a Liberty Bond salesman, who launches a tirade, speaking of the “vile 
Huns”, “martyred Belgium”, “innocent babes hoisted on Boche 
bayonets”, “war for humanity”, “a safe world forever and ever” (293) 
and the necessity to “get together and buy Liberty Bonds and do without 
sugar and wool socks” (293), which Miranda, with a headache, tries hard 
but in vain not to listen to. However, when, typically, after the tirade a 
song of the audience rings out, she and Adam rise and join in “at the 
tops of their voices, grinning shamefacedly at each other once or twice” 
(294). Thus, there is an obvious split in Miranda’s mind, which she has 
not come to terms with yet, as the two following dreams demonstrate. 

In her second dream Miranda sees a ghastly sight before her, where 
death, hell and evil are suggested by the jungle (Schwartz 209): “a 
writhing terribly alive and secret place of death, creeping with tangles 
of spotted serpents… screaming long-armed monkeys tumbling among 
broad fleshy leaves that glowed with sulphur-colored light and exuded 
the ichor of death, and rotting trunks of unfamiliar trees sprawled in 
crawling slime” (299). Lying in her bed before this horrifying 
“Rousseauistic archetypal jungle” (Nance 146), she feels the air 
trembling “with the shattering scream and the hoarse bellow of voices 
all crying together” (299). In the deafening clamour of voices, in which 
the words danger and war repetitively distinguish themselves, with her 
soul split apart, she sees herself running onto the deck and waving gaily 
back to herself in bed, while a tall sailing ship sails into the jungle. 
Obviously, Miranda’s mind is deeply penetrated by war, its horrors 
translated into a terrifying jungle full of creepy squeaky creatures, which 
reveals the depth of her fear. The deep split in her soul is reflected in 
this sight of her, unsurprised, watching her other self drifting promptly 
and joyfully into the horrors. This picture seems highly symbolic as 
Miranda, who sees the war as a blood-chilling jungle, is tied to bed, 
helpless, unable to react while watching the other self, the one changed 
by war, on the way to conforming and thus becoming someone else, one 
of the screeching creatures in the jungle of war. Thus, the true, authentic 
Miranda is petrified of the possibility of being poisoned by war and war 
campaign and thus losing herself. 
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While in the previous dream Miranda dreads the potential loss of 

identity, in the fourth dream, which takes place while she is in hospital 
fighting for her life, her great fear of becoming someone else reaches its 
pinnacle, with her delving into the dark depths of her personality. This 
dream features Dr. Hildesheim, who is kind to her and takes great care 
of her, eventually saving her life against all odds. However, the doctor’s 
surname – Hildesheim, obviously reveals his German origin, opening 
space for prejudices. Thus, ironically, despite his more than friendly and 
professional attitude as a doctor treating her, in her dream he turns into 
the epitome of evil, an image from the anti-German war posters and 
speeches flooding American cities, which she abhorred: “Across the field 
came Dr. Hildesheim, his face a skull beneath his German helmet, 
carrying a naked infant writhing on the point of his bayonet, and a huge 
stone pot marked Poison in Gothic letters. He stopped before the well 
that Miranda remembered in a pasture on her father’s farm, a well once 
dry but now bubbling with living water, and into its pure depths he 
threw the child and the poison” (309). Terrified, Miranda screams and 
howls like a wolf, “Hildesheim is a Boche, a spy, a Hun, kill him, kill him 
before he kills you…” (309). Evidently trying to exorcise the evil he, as a 
Hun torturer, represents, she awakes howling, only to hear a torrent of 
accusing and offensive words addressed to Dr. Hildesheim tumbling 
from her own mouth. Appalled to witness her own attack on the kind 
doctor simply because he is German, before she drifts into sleep again, 
Miranda weakly tries to assure him, sitting by her side and comforting 
her, that she never believed what she said. If in the second dream 
Miranda struggles with the fear of being on the way to becoming 
someone else, in this dream she is horrified to see that she has already 
become someone else by succumbing to the images of the war 
propaganda, whose language she has obviously unconsciously but 
deeply absorbed. In other words, she has become one of the screeching 
creatures. In these two dreams, it becomes obvious what her fears are 
and that she still has not come to terms with her position nor has she 
digested these feelings.  

In between the two previously described dreams, Miranda has 
another dream in which her feelings and concerns for Adam come to the 
front. Again, these feelings are suggested in her conscious state, too. 
Notably, Adam’s life is threatened both by his imminent departure 
oversees to the front with his Engineers Corps, or sapping party, whose 
average survival time on the front was extremely short, and by the 
danger of being close to Miranda when she is laid up in bed with the 
deadly flu. While awake, Miranda sees Adam as someone whom she 
likes and could love, but “it was no good even imagining, because he was 



134 Folia linguistica et litteraria 

 
not for her nor for any woman, being beyond experience already, 
committed without any knowledge or act of his own to death” (283-
284). She is obviously aware that his chances of survival are very slim, 
practically non-existent, and she tries to be rational, but every now and 
then the thought of his death, uninvited, pops into her head showing 
that she is by no means at peace with it. Thus, for example, coming down 
to meet him in a restaurant after work one night, “[f]or just one split 
second she got a glimpse of Adam when he would have been older, the 
face of the man he would not live to be” (295). Some of her references 
to his death are more generic. For example, after the theatre 
performance which, typically, was interrupted by a promoter of war and 
Liberty Bonds sales, Miranda expresses her annoyance at the fate of 
young men in the war: “Just another nasty old man who would like to 
see the young ones killed, … the tom-cats try to eat the little tom-kittens, 
you know” (294), adding immediately a direct reference to Adam which 
explains her reaction: “I hate these potbellied baldheads, too fat, too 
old, too cowardly, to go to war themselves, they know they’re safe; it’s 
you they are sending instead –” (294). Furthermore, at perhaps the most 
touching and most intimate moment in the novella, but this time when 
Miranda has seriously fallen ill and possibly facing death herself, in the 
brief span of consciousness between her more and more frequent 
delirious states, she and Adam try to make the most of the remaining 
time alive and together. Eager to learn as much as possible about the 
other, they ask each other questions about themselves. Eventually, 
anticipating the state of mourning, they sing together the old Negro 
spiritual about love and death in which the pale rider has taken away 
the singer’s members of the family and the lover. However, Miranda 
reminds Adam that the singer is still alive, as “(d)eath always leaves one 
singer to mourn” (304), and they sing the song aware that only one of 
them will survive. Finally, in the other episodes of consciousness during 
her illness, Miranda repetitively makes reference to the fresh air and the 
necessity for Adam to keep a safe distance from her while looking after 
her in order for him not to contract the influenza himself: “Give me a 
cigarette, will you, and light one for yourself and open all the windows 
and sit near one of them. You’re running a risk,” she told him, “don’t you 
know that? Why do you do it?” (300) Or on another occasion, “Light me 
a cigarette, please, and move over and sit near the window. We keep 
forgetting about fresh air. You must have it.” (303) Thus, it is evident 
that Miranda, while conscious, is concerned about Adam’s life and 
actively thinks about protecting him.  

However, the true emotional intensity related to the treat to 
Adam’s life, as well as Miranda’s fear that she might infect Adam, is seen 
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in her subconscious state, in her third dream, the dream of arrows. After 
a brief moment of weariness and dispiritedness with the sudden 
thought of giving up, Miranda floats into darkness  

holding his hand, in sleep that was not sleep but clear evening light 
in a small green wood, an angry dangerous wood full of inhuman 
concealed voices singing sharply like the whine of arrows and she 
saw Adam transfixed by a flight of these singing arrows that struck 
him in the heart and passed shrilly cutting their path through the 
leaves. Adam fell straight back before her eyes, and rose again 
unwounded and alive; another flight of arrows loosed from the 
invisible bow struck him again and he fell, and yet he was there 
before her untouched in a perpetual death and resurrection (304-
305). 

 
Once again, in this emblematic play of death and resurrection, 

Miranda’s fears come to the fore. She is petrified to see Adam 
repeatedly hit by arrows, each time wondrously getting up, only to be 
struck and to fall again. Feeling an overwhelming urge to protect him, 
but symbolically also wishing to experience sexual climax with him 
associated with death, 5  she throws herself before him to take the 
arrows into her own body, but all in vain. The arrows pass through her 
heart leaving her unwounded, while Adam falls, and this time remains 
dead. At this moment, meaningfully, “every branch and leaf and blade 
of grass had its own terrible accusing voice” (305), revealing the very 
nature and depth of Miranda’s feelings. The dreadful guilt, fuelled by the 
foreboding that Adam will die right because of her, is omnipresent and 
overpowering, as the potential role of a death-dealer is something she 
fears most. However, there is more to her feelings, not just fear and 
guilt. At one point her words will show childish jealousy, too. While 
throwing herself before Adam to protect him, Miranda cries like a child 
who has been treated unfairly: “It’s my turn now, why must you always 
be the one to die?” (305), thus exhibiting her acute sense of gender 
inequality and the accompanying emotions that she obviously has not 
managed to digest yet. More precisely, she shows high indignation over 
the confining role of women on the home front and her feeling that men, 
having at least the possibility of dying, are in a more favourable position. 
This, again, is shown far less dramatically in Miranda’s conscious state, 

                                                 
5  John Edward Hardy writes that such an association is embodied in the 
ambiguity of the word die in Elizabethan poetry. According to him, Miranda’s 
dream reveals her fear that one or both of them will die before they can 
consummate their love. (Hardy, 1973: 77-86)    
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when Adam speaks about the detrimental effects of smoking, as they 
both smoke heavily, only to end with the question whether it matters so 
much when one is going to war, to which Miranda simply replies, “No... 
and it matters even less if you’re staying at home knitting socks.” (280), 
voicing the same idea of men being privileged. One more time the 
intensity of her emotions is revealed in her dream, which shows that she 
has not digested these negative feelings but at the same time her brain 
struggles to process/overcome them in order to heal and ensure mental 
health. 

Miranda’s fifth and final dream, the one about her own death, 
exhibits another affective response before she eventually survives 
influenza and leaves the hospital, facing the world with her greatest 
fears finally digested and her mental health at least partially restored. 
Just as is the case with her other feelings, her feelings of weakness and 
hopelessness are suggested while she is awake, too. An outburst of 
emotions, with an urge to escape, occurs after the visit of a little drab 
man from the show business, who comes to threaten the dramatic critic 
who has “panned” him in that morning’s issue of the newspaper and 
who turns out to be Miranda. When the incident ends thanks to 
Miranda’s colleague Chuck, Miranda is disheartened and caves in: 
“There’s too much of everything in this world just now. I’d like to sit 
down here on the curb, Chuck, and die, and never again see – I wish I 
could lose my memory and forget my own name... I wish –” (289). Later 
on, after the touching moment with Adam when they sing together the 
old spiritual anticipating the state of mourning, Miranda is weary again 
and has demoralizing thoughts: “I must give up, I can’t hold out any 
longer. There was only that pain, only that room, and only Adam. There 
were no longer any multiple planes of living, no tough filaments of 
memory and hope pulling taut backwards and forwards holding her 
upright between them” (304). It is obvious that, pressed by social 
distortions and constraints caused primarily by war and pandemic, 
Miranda sees her own death as more and more appealing, as an escape 
from the drab and oppressive reality. Therefore, the picture of death in 
her mind emerges as a blissful sight. 

This will be clearly seen in her last dream in hospital when her 
medical condition rapidly deteriorates, leading her to the verge of 
death. In this dream, Miranda returns to her childhood with the image 
of herself poised on a narrow ledge over a bottomless pit of eternity. 
After straining back against a comforting rock, she finally convinces 
herself there is nothing to fear and lets herself go down the pit, sinking 
silently “through deeps under deeps of darkness until she lay like a stone 
at the farthest bottom of life, knowing herself to be blind, deaf, 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    137 

 
speechless, no longer aware of the members of her own body” (310), 
with all thoughts, doubts, family ties and desires dissolving and falling 
away from her. It is obvious that Miranda identifies death as oblivion, 
and oblivion, stripping one of all knowledge and memory, brings relief, 
which is why she embraces death as the final solution to all her problems 
in the surrounding world beset by war, pandemic, and madness. The 
relief is embodied in the heavenly serenity that ensues in her dream. 
Diminished into a “burning particle of being” (310), Miranda, 
enraptured, “looked upon a deep clear landscape of sea and sand, of 
soft meadow and sky, freshly washed and glistening with transparencies 
of blue. Why, of course, of course, said Miranda, without surprise but 
with serene rapture as if some promise made to her had been kept long 
after she had ceased to hope for it…” (311). In this blissful scenery lit by 
“a fine radiance” (311), there are no ghastly images with an angry wood, 
gruesome jungle and a clamour of screeching voices. Free from the 
conflicting memory, from the oppressions of her mind and her 
surroundings, from pain, Miranda is enchanted and ecstatic, enjoying 
this mystical experience, seeing in it all the living people she has met and 
known, standing mesmerized in all their beauty, reduced to the very 
essence of their identity unburdened by any conflicting relations and 
hostile thoughts. This appears as her vision of paradise that she relishes; 
however, she does not seem to be entirely at peace with it since in the 
second part of the same dream a different emotion will prevail. Miranda 
is unexpectedly disturbed by a vague sense of unease as she feels a kind 
of emptiness, as if something/someone was missing. At that moment, 
she feels agonizing pain and emotional distress, mirroring her pain and 
distress in real life. However, ironically, it turns out that the pain and 
distress in her dream herald her return to life, both physically and 
mentally. Right at the moment of great pain, an injection of strychnine 
is given to her by Dr. Hildesheim as the last attempt at saving Miranda’s 
life and she, miraculously, is brought back to life. Thus, despite the great 
relief she feels with oblivion that comes with death, Miranda’s life force 
triumphs over death, with the process of mental healing well underway 
but by no means complete. 

Once awake, one of the first signs of her will to live is the earnest 
request she makes to the nurse after regaining her consciousness: 
“Please open the window, please, I smell death in here” (313). So for the 
first time Miranda is eager to see death away from herself. However, 
that the process of healing is not complete is seen in her feelings before 
leaving the hospital. She feels alienated and depressed in the drab world 
where “a promise of day… is never kept” (313). She looks around like 
“an alien who does not like the country in which he finds himself, does 
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not understand the language nor wish to learn it” (313). The contrast 
between her bright vision in the mystical dream and the grim world 
around her is unbearable to her, which manifests in her bouts of 
sadness: “At night, after the long effort of lying in her chair, in her 
extremity of grief for what she had so briefly won, she folded her painful 
body together and wept silently, shamelessly, in pity for herself and her 
lost rapture” (314). Miranda also feels deceived to have returned to life 
and not to have found Adam back: “Adam, she said, now you need not 
die again, but still I wish you were here; I wish you had come back, what 
do you think I came back for, Adam, to be deceived like this?” (317) 

Thus, having survived, Miranda has a hard time accepting the 
reality so different from her own vision of paradise, finding her own 
place in the reality, and at the same time accepting that she will have to 
do without Adam. However, just before leaving the hospital, Miranda 
shows that, despite her physical exhaustion, she has made a step 
forward digesting some of the new and old developments and the 
accompanying pain. For one thing, somewhat theatrically though, she 
carefully selects the beauty products and accessories for her departure 
to make herself ready to face the world: lipstick, perfume, apricot 
powder, “gray suede gauntlets”, “gray sheer stockings”, a silvery 
wooden stick “with a silver knob” (316) and so on. Her theatrical 
imaginary exchange with Lazarus, who, quite symbolically, was brought 
back to life by Jesus, is richly connotative, with her coming forth with a 
“top hat and stick” (316). However, perhaps the most indicative of the 
healing process is her attitude to Adam and his death. Notably, Miranda, 
naturally, being in love with Adam, mourns his death and expresses a 
burning desire to see him at least one more time. However, there are no 
signs of guilt, formerly suggested in Miranda’s repetitive appeals to 
Adam to open the window and reaching its peak in the dream of arrows, 
especially in the accusing sounds echoing across the jungle, even though 
she now knows for sure that he died of flu that he had contracted from 
her. This indicates that Miranda has had the capacity to process the 
feeling in her dream, thus helping herself to start healing. Also, right 
after letting herself, trembling, in the process of grieving, to try “by the 
mere act of her will to bring him to sight before her” (317), hearing her 
own voice speaking out loud she becomes conscious of this act of 
irrationality: “The room was silent, empty, the shade was gone from it, 
struck away by the sudden violence of her rising and speaking aloud. She 
came to herself as if out of sleep. Oh, no, that is not the way, I must 
never do that, she warned herself” (317).  

With her taxicab waiting, Miranda finally leaves the hospital “with 
her walking stick,…crippled by her first journey and preparing for her 
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next” (Youngblood 351), the next journey towards death, that is. She has 
obviously undergone a deeply traumatic experience, but she has shown 
the capacity to recover, both physically and mentally, even though at 
the end we do not see her fully recovered yet. According to Davis (70), 
her state of mind is accurately reflected in the final passage, depicting 
the city in the moment of her departure: “No more war, no more plague, 
only the dazed silence that follows the ceasing of the heavy guns; 
noiseless houses with the shades drawn, empty streets, the dead cold 
light of tomorrow” (317). Just like Miranda, the city has been shaken by 
the war and the pandemic and all that they bring along; however, just 
like Miranda, it is not ruined but has the capacity to recover, even 
though the recovery will take time. Life has paused for a moment in both 
of them, with silence and emptiness being predominant and yet, both 
Miranda and the city have survived. While silence for the city at this 
moment signals tranquillity after the chaos, for Miranda it may signal 
her calmness, now that she has digested the negative feelings and 
agony. The light of tomorrow is cold, but it is still light and, after all, 
“there would be time for everything” (317) now.   

 
Conclusion 
The novella Pale Horse Pale Rider is set at the peak of the nightmare 

of contemporary history as it captures the moment when two 
devastating global scourges coincided: WWI and the Spanish flu 
pandemic. With its action taking place in Denver, Colorado, an ocean 
away from combat, the novella does not treat the destruction of bomb 
shells; however, the cultural and societal fall and degradation caused by 
the war and the pandemic are huge, having a massive impact on 
people’s lives and their mental state. Being a modernist work, the 
novella takes an internal perspective, mostly through the main 
protagonist Miranda’s dreams, deeply embedded in the external 
depiction of the city and society radically affected by war and pandemic. 
Employing Bion’s theory of dreams in analyzing Miranda’s dreams and 
deliriums has enabled us an insight into Miranda’s subconscious 
emotional states as her response to what was happening in her life and 
her surroundings. The war and particularly war propaganda have proven 
to be the most important external circumstances affecting Miranda, 
revealing her vulnerability as a woman on the home front and her 
indigested emotions as a response to those circumstances. Another 
important external circumstance with a major effect on Miranda is the 
pandemic, which is shown to affect her even more personally, almost 
intimately, as she falls ill with the disease and almost dies of it. Her 
affective response to this circumstance surfaces in her first dream, 
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which serves as a kind of premonition, and in the dream which reveals 
her deep concern for Adam and the worry that she might have infected 
him. However, despite the fierce intensity of emotional response 
revealed right in the dreams, the very process of dreaming has actually 
exhibited Miranda’s capacity to finally digest these negative emotions 
and move on with her life. The analysis of dreams using Bion’s theory 
has thus provided us with an illuminating insight into continuous 
interplay of individual (sub)consciousness and excruciatingly painful 
external events, but at the same enabled us to better understand the 
mechanisms leading one to regenerative growth even after the most 
traumatic events.  
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AGONIJA GRADA, AGONIJA UMA: NEPREKIDNA MEĐUIGRA INDIVIDUALNE 
(POD)SVIJESTI I SPOLJNIH DOGAĐAJA U NOVELI BLIJEDI KONJ, BLIJEDI JAHAČ 

K. E. PORTER 
 
Ovaj rad bavi se poluautobiografskom modernističkom novelom Ketrin En 
Porter Blijedi konj, blijedi jahač, jednim od rijetkih književnih djela sa direktnim 
osvrtom na pandemiju španskog gripa tokom Prvog svjetskog rata. Rad najprije 
pruža kratak pregled kritičkih pristupa noveli, smještajući je u književni kanon 
pošasti, da bi se potom usredsredio na rat i pandemiju kao spoljašnje faktore 
koji, kako se pokazuje, ne samo da mijenjaju lice društva već i duboko utiču na 
čovjekov unutarnji svijet. Kako glavna protagonistkinja Miranda započinje tešku 
borbu sa gripom koji je ophrvao, čitalac dobija pristup njenoj podsvijesti kroz 
niz snova i deliričnih stanja koje Miranda doživljava tokom bolesti. Njeni snovi 
u radu će se analizirati uz primjenu Bionove teorije snova kako bi se pokazalo 
da oni predstavljaju Mirandin afektivni odgovor na spoljašnju realnost ali i njen 
kapacitet da se izbori sa prethodno još neprocesuiranim emocijama. 
 
Ključne riječi: Ketrin En Porter, Blijedi konj, blijedi jahač, teorija snova, španski 
grip, pandemija, Prvi svjetski rat 


