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History repeats...

§ Hegel remarks somewhere that all great world-historic facts and 
personages appear, so to speak, twice. He forgot to add: the first 
time as tragedy, the second time as farce. 

§ Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; 
they do not make it under self-selected circumstances, but under 
circumstances existing already, given and transmitted from the 
past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare 
on the brains of the living. And just as they seem to be occupied 
with revolutionizing themselves and things, creating something 
that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary 
crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their 
service, borrowing from them names, battle slogans, and costumes 
in order to present this new scene in world history in time-honored 
disguise and borrowed language. Thus Luther put on the mask of 
the Apostle Paul, the Revolution of 1789-1814 draped itself 
alternately in the guise of the Roman Republic and the Roman 
Empire, and the Revolution of 1848 knew nothing better to do than 
to parody, now 1789, now the revolutionary tradition of 1793-95. In 
like manner, the beginner who has learned a new language always 
translates it back into his mother tongue, but he assimilates the 
spirit of the new language and expresses himself freely in it only 
when he moves in it without recalling the old and when he forgets 
his native tongue.

§ - Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte 
(1952)
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The Post (2017)

1971/2017
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“Period piece”
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The Uncanny:
uncomfortable repetition of 

something we prefer to forget

§ A disconcerting blend of the familiar and the unfamiliar

§ Freud – repetition/compulsion/repression

§ ”You bear a striking resemblance to my late mother.”

§ The uncanny is structured like Marx’s history: it repeats and 
devolves.
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Imperfect 
simulacrums/

uncanny…
“historical-ish”
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Van Morrison and the Chieftains, 
Shenandoah (1998) 
- based  on a 19th century American song
- Cloud Atlas, p. 38



Imperfect 
simulacrums/

uncanny…
“historical-ish”
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Let’s try a thesis 
statement (in 2 

parts):

§ Cloud Atlas from very early on in the novel tracks 
the repetive devolution of history, in Marx’s terms, 
from tragedy to farce. 

§ HOWEVER, and this is the tricky part, history is 
also paradoxically preserved by the very 
mechanisms that function to erase it.
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Cloud Atlas 
schema
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Two accounts of 
history in Cloud 

Atlas

§ On the one hand, history seems flat. It seems to repeat

rather than progress.

§ On the other hand, the novel seems uncomfortable with 

this flattening.
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