
ENGIMAS AND RIDDLES IN LITERATURE

How do enigmas and riddles work in literature? This benchmark
study investigates the literary trope of the riddle, and its relation to
the broader term “enigma,” including enigma as large masterplot.
Cook argues for a revival of the old figure of speech known as
“enigma” from Aristotle to the seventeenth century by demonstrating
its usefulness. The opening chapter surveys “enigma personified” as
sphinx and griffin, resuscitating a lost Graeco-Latin pun on “griffin”
used by Lewis Carroll. The history and functions of enigma draw on
classical and biblical through to modern writing. Wide-ranging
examples concentrate on literature in English, especially modern
poetry, with three detailed case studies on Dante, Lewis Carroll,
and Wallace Stevens. An important contribution to studies of poetic
thought and metaphor, this anatomy of the riddle will appeal par-
ticularly to readers and scholars of poetry, modern American and
comparative literatures, rhetoric, and folk-riddles.
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For Jay and Peggy
riddle-masters both
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Preface

This book grew out of general curiosity about the words “riddle” and
“enigma.” (The specific impetus is another story, to be found in the
Introduction.) How do “riddle” and “enigma” function, especially in
good writing? Sometimes they are used of a specific, circumscribed
problem whose answer has clear implications. Sometimes they are used
of a generally puzzling situation, with no clear implications for a pos-
sible answer, though this is unusual. Sometimes the word “enigma” (less
often “riddle”) is used of the mystery of great art or of religious mystery,
which in turn evokes wonder. Enigma in St. Paul’s famous text “For
now we see through a glass, darkly” presents a special case. (“Darkly”
translates Greek en ainigmati, “in an enigma.”) Mostly, the words “riddle”
and “enigma” pass by unexamined, as if we all knew quite well what
they mean.
“Riddle” in the popular sense is simply a joke that turns on some

incongruity, a throwaway gag. Riddles and enigmas in imaginative
writing are much more interesting. Even a small conundrum can have a
role to play. A large enigma may seem worlds away, and, in one sense, it
is. Riddles do tend to be either very small in duration and apparent use or
else very large – sometimes so large as to constitute everything, the enigma
of the universe. When and how are little conundrums and large enig-
mas linked? One answer lies in the story of Oedipus and the Sphinx.
There are countless examples of riddles and enigmas in many different
contexts: Old English riddles and riddle poems, imitated to this day.
Riddles that start off an adventure story, as in Greenmantle. Riddles that
govern the structure of a work, as in Pericles. Riddling styles like James
Joyce’s, and so on. Yet literary scholars and critics seem oddly incurious
about how the words “riddle” and “enigma” work.
Literary studies of the riddle are few and far between. There are studies

of the remarkable Old English riddles. There are studies of riddles in
specific authors: Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, Donne, Joyce, Pynchon. It is

xi
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possible to explicate small riddles within writers like Hopkins, and to
connect such riddles with the over-arching enigma of all human life from
Hopkins’s perspective. This leads to studies of individual authors, but it
does not advance our general knowledge of enigma and riddle, even if it is
illuminating for specific instances. General and pertinent remarks about
the workings of riddle, or about the words “riddle” and “enigma,” remain
scarce.

By contrast, folklorists have been studying riddles for well over a
century, while anthropologists, linguists, sociologists, and psychologists
also find them interesting. The lack of literary studies is all the more
surprising because the riddle is an ancient literary form, whether generic-
ally as a riddle-poem or rhetorically as a figure of speech. There are fine
entries on the riddle in learned studies by eminent Renaissance and
seventeenth-century scholars like Joachim Camerarius and Gerardus
Joannes Vossius. The collectors of riddles over the centuries have passed
on accumulated knowledge about them. The Greeks delighted in them,
whether as a focal point for tragedy (Sophocles, Oedipus Rex) or as dinner-
party amusement (Athenaeus, The Learned Banquet). Today, we have
excellent introductory books to riddles in general, such as Mark Bryant’s
Dictionary of Riddles (1990), or, casting a wider net, Tony Augarde’s
Oxford Guide to Word-Games (1984). But very few literary scholars and
critics have taken up questions of riddle and enigma in general, though
these do include writers of the stature of Northrop Frye, Dan Pagis, and
Richard Wilbur. The theorists Gérard Genette and Tzvetan Todorov have
also thought about these questions, though only in passing.

This book will try to remedy such a lack.
How might a literary scholar and critic as distinct from a folklorist or

anthropologist speak about riddle and enigma, both generally and in
specific works? How might we think of them chiefly in relation to an
imaginative context rather than a social context? How might we account
for riddles that go on generating meaning, even after they are solved?
What light could a literary study shed on riddles that are embedded
within a larger work, including familiar mimetic writing? What could it
tell us about Jane Austen’s riddles in Emma – say, the riddle that
Mr. Woodhouse cannot fully remember? Are riddles themselves ever
poetry? Not very often. Yet Frye found the kernel of one type of poetry
in ancient riddles, and folklorists interest themselves in the affinities
of poetry and riddles. Once we read by means of some literary focal
points, it becomes clearer why some riddles remain fascinating, while

xii Preface
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others cause groans. Work on some key writers has suggested several such
focal points, on which see the Introduction.
Throughout, I have treated the words “enigma” and “riddle” as virtual

synonyms. So they are in English, on the whole – not quite identical
twins, but close enough to be called fraternal twins. The Appendix briefly
traces kinds and degrees of meaning in dictionaries over the years.
Elsewhere, use of one word more than the other is governed by context.
Thus the word “enigma” is prevalent in chapter 2 on enigma as figure
of speech, while “riddle” dominates the discussion of genre in chapter 5.
I have not concentrated on any one historical period, though many

examples come from modern and contemporary work, especially poetry.
Most examples are in English. This book is meant to speak to readers
at large, and also to teachers and students of all historical periods. My
own interest is rhetorical, because I think rhetorical knowledge is the sine
qua non for reading literature. But I have occasionally suggested some
questions that historicist or cultural critics might find interesting.
Teachers of rhetoric might find chapter 2 helpful for introducing students
to a little rhetorical history. I have included some classical material,
introduced with a little trepidation and much admiration. Classicists
might at the least enjoy one Graeco-Roman pun I have re-discovered, a
pun that Lewis Carroll made use of in Alice in Wonderland. The book is
indebted to work done by folklorists, and I hope they too find some
matters of interest here.
In one sense, this book opens a new area, offering a rhetorical basis for

thinking about enigma and riddle in different contexts. It offers re-
readings of specific uses of enigma and riddle in a number of writers. It
could provide the basis for a course in riddle and enigma, variously
shaped. Its widest objective is to encourage more thought about our use
of the words “riddle and “enigma.” How we resolve the riddles of our
lives, our history, and our planet depends partly on how we conceive of
“riddle” and “enigma” in the first place. We all look at ourselves and our
world as an enigma, to some degree. The world presents itself as a riddle.
“Here is what I am like,” it says to us. “What am I?” Willy-nilly, we
choose an answer to this riddle. Perhaps we wrestle with it, perhaps we
divide it into manageable portions, perhaps we let others decide for us.
Good writers help.
The book has also been a pleasure to write. It has drawn me into the

largest and the smallest questions. It has lit up some of the best writing
available. I hope others find some enjoyment in it too.

Preface xiii
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Imagination 6 (2004), 132–47; “The Figure of Enigma: Rhetoric, History,
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Enigma from Aristophanes to Tournesol, with Stops in Carroll, Ariosto,
and Dante,” from my Against Coercion: Games Poets Play (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1998), pp. 213–19; “The Function of Riddles
at the Present Time,” ibid., pp. 202–12, and in The Legacy of Northrop
Frye, ed. Alvin Lee and Robert Denham (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1994), pp. 326–34; “Riddles of Procreation,” Connotations 8.3 (1998/
99), 269–82; “Scripture as Enigma: Biblical Allusion in Dante’s Earthly
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for questions and answers and suggestions that led to further thinking, I
am indebted to Debra Fried, John Hollander (to whom special thanks),
Robin and Heather Jackson, C. P. Jones, Herbert Marks, Carolyn
Masel, Linda Munk, Lois Reimer, Emmet Robbins, Aubrey Rosenberg,
Stephen Scully, Sam Solecki, and E. G. Stanley. More particular debts
are acknowledged in the notes. I am grateful to Michael Dixon for
reading the chapter on “Enigma as Figure of Speech,” and to Carol
Percy and Antoinette diPaoli Healey for reading an earlier version of the
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Appendix. W. David Shaw read the entire manuscript and made
very helpful comments, as did the anonymous readers for Cambridge
University Press. I am especially grateful to Sarah Stanton and the able
staff of Cambridge University Press, including my copyeditor, Lucy
Carolan.
Over the years, the dedicatees have offered wit and wisdom, support

and fun, with great generosity, as have my family, Ramsay, Maggie,
Markham, and Vera.

Preface xv

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521855101 - Enigmas and Riddles in Literature
Eleanor Cook
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521855101
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments

A. R. Ammons, “Gravelly Run” from Corsons Inlet (1965), in his Selected
Poems, Expanded Edition. © 1987, 1977, 1975, 1974, 1972, 1971, 1970,
1966, 1965 A. R. Ammons. Used by permission of W. W. Norton &
Company, Inc.

John Ashbery, “Never Seek To Tell Thy Love” from A Wave. © 1981,
1982, 1983, 1984 John Ashbery. Reprinted by permission of Georges
Borchardt, Inc., for the author. Reprinted in United Kingdom and
Commonwealth by permission of Carcanet Press

Jorge Luis Borges, “Edipo y el Enigma” (and “Oedipus and the Enigma,”
trans. John Hollander), from Selected Poems 1923–1967, by Jorge
Luis Borges, © 1968, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1972 Jorge Luis Borges,
Emcee Editores, S. A. and Norman Thomas Di Giovanni. Used by
permisssion of Dell Publishing, a division of Random House, Inc.

Amy Clampitt, “Balms” from The Kingfisher, © 1983 Amy Clampitt.
Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random
House, Inc.; and by permission of Faber and Faber
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du Boréal/Seuil, Montréal, 1992). Quoted by permission, Les
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A note on the references

Works on riddle and enigma in the Select Bibiography are chosen for
their general usefulness, whether large or small. In the text and footnotes,
such works are referred to in short-title form. Works not generally
pertinent for riddle and enigma appear in the footnotes in full and are
indexed under the author’s name. The Select Bibliography also includes
editions of literary works cited. Collections simply listed by title are not
included; most appear in chapter 10.
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AV Authorized (King James) Version of the English
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Liddell and Robert T. Scott, new edn., ed. Henry
Stuart Jones, suppl. 1968 (Oxford: Clarendon,
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NPEPP The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and
Poetics, ed. Alex Preminger and T. V. F. Brogan
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993).

OCD The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 3rd edn., ed.
Simon Hornblower and Antony Spawforth
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

OED The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn. (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1989).

Vulgate Biblia Sacra iuxta Vulgatam Clementiam, 6th edn.
(Madrid: Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1982).
(Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from the
Latin Bible are from this edition.)
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