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ABSTRACT 

T h i s t h e s i s t r a c e s the e f f o r t s of P a t r i c k White 

and Malcolm Lowry between the years 1933 and 1957 to 

" p u r i f y the d i a l e c t of the t r i b e . " As young w r i t e r s 

i n the England of the T h i r t i e s both f e l t the language of 

the E n g l i s h middle c l a s s , the pre-dominant d i a l e c t of 

E n g l i s h f i c t i o n , to be exhausted. Some time i n the 

F o r t i e s , both chose to l i v e and w r i t e i n i s o l a t e d p l a c e s 

where they b e l i e v e d t h e r e to be E n g l i s h d i a l e c t s which 

possessed a v i g o u r and a c o n t a c t w i t h r e a l i t y absent 

i n the England they had abandoned. The t e x t u r e and 

s t r u c t u r e of t h e i r subsequent w r i t i n g demonstrate the 

e f f e c t s of t h i s c h o i c e of l o c a l e s . 

My i n t r o d u c t o r y chapter surveys the concern of 

both n o v e l i s t s , up to the end of the F i f t i e s , w i t h 

language, c l a s s , and p l a c e , and addresses the b i o g r a p h i 

c a l f a c t s r e l e v a n t to these concerns. T h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

e s t a b l i s h e s the formal, l i n g u i s t i c , and i d e o l o g i c a l 

parameters of my approach to these n o v e l i s t s . The body 

of the t h e s i s i s d i v i d e d i n t o two s e c t i o n s : the f i r s t 

d e a l s w i t h the p e r i o d up to 1941, the second w i t h the 

post-war p e r i o d . 



Part A, chapter I addresses the c u l t u r a l back

ground and the i d e o l o g i c a l confusion of young middle-

class writers i n England during the T h i r t i e s . The 

following three chapters set the early novels of both 

writers i n t h i s context. Part B begins by establishing 

the post-war l i t e r a r y milieu i n England from which the 

f i c t i o n of White and Lowry of f e r s a sharp break. The 

following f i v e chapters consider the continuing influence 

of T h i r t i e s dilemmas on t h e i r approach to form and the 

use of language, the attempts of both writers to f i n d 

formal means adequate to t h e i r readings of the contempo

rary world, and t h e i r progressive break with l i t e r a r y 

realism. 

The conclusion evaluates the l i t e r a r y r esults 

of these struggles with language: i n p a r t i c u l a r , the 

degree to which a creative use of d i a l e c t has extended 

the range of the English novel during a period charact

erized i n England by caution and retrenchment. 
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Introduction 

To watch the corn grow, and the blossoms 
set; to draw hard breath over ploughshare 
or spade; to read, to think, to love, to 
hope, to pray, — these are the things 
that make men happy ... The world's 
prosperity or adversity depends upon our 
knowing and teaching these few things: 
but upon iron, or glass, or e l e c t r i c i t y , 
or steam, i n no wise. 

John Ruskin, Modern Painters 

England i s the country and the country 
i s England. 

Stanley Baldwin, On England 
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Dylan Thomas once d e s c r i b e d h i m s e l f to an American 

audience as a "remittance bard."-'- The e p i t h e t , though w i t 

t i l y p l a c e d , i s not q u i t e j u s t . The p o i n t about remittance 

men i s t h a t the income which allows them to i n d u l g e t h e i r 

v i c e s i n d i s t a n t p l a c e s must come not from abroad but from 

home. Thomas was simply f o l l o w i n g t h a t l i n e of E n g l i s h poets 

and n o v e l i s t s who have toured America i n search of much 

needed cash. However outrageous h i s behaviour, no r e s p e c t 

able r e l a t i v e was s u f f i c i e n t l y s c a n d a l i z e d to pack him o f f 

to the c o l o n i e s . However a p p e a l i n g to him was the n o t i o n 

of r e m i t t a n c e s , no-one was prepared to pay to keep him out 

of England. The l i f e o f Malcolm Lowry, on the other hand, 

i s a l a t e c l a s s i c i n the remittance man t r a d i t i o n . Malcolm 

Lowry was a t r u e r e m i t t a n c e bard. 

The youngest son i n a wealthy, Methodist, L i v e r 

p o o l f a m i l y , Malcolm Lowry decided e a r l y i n l i f e to r e b e l 

a g a i n s t the " v i r t u e s " of h i s background. He would have no 

t r u c k w i t h r e s p e c t a b i l i t y , church going, money making, 

s o b r i e t y , and f i l i a l p i e t y . So he f l e d abroad to e x o t i c 

p l a c e s and ended up i n one of those E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g back

waters which remained f o r Lowry's t r i b e , the E n g l i s h 

I m p e r i a l middle c l a s s , r i g h t up to the Second World War 

"the c o l o n i e s . " Throughout Lowry's t r a v e l l i n g s from 19 3 3 
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on the unpurged image of h i s f a t h e r tormented h i s s o u l 

while the steady remittances h i s f a t h e r sent him helped 

to s l a k e h i s p r o d i g i o u s t h i r s t . 

To the Lowrys of L i v e r p o o l Malcolm was a 

w a s t r e l , a d r a i n on the f a m i l y resources and p a t i e n c e 

regarded 'with, mixed annoyance and p u z z l e d a f f e c t i o n . 

That w r i t i n g might be regarded as a" s e r i o u s o c c u p a t i o n 

seems never to have o c c u r r e d to A r t h u r 0. Lowry, Malcolm's 

f a t h e r . In 1942 A r t h u r Lowry wrote h i s son a l e t t e r which 

r e v e a l s an unabashed p h i l i s t i n i s m i n remarks such as these: 

I a s p i r e to no l i t e r a r y e f f o r t i n t h i s 
l e t t e r but j u s t to simple p l a i n f a c t s . 

I admire your l i t e r a r y g i f t s but l i t e r a 
t u r e d e p r i v e d of simple human f a c t s i s 
not the food a f a t h e r ' s and mother's 
he a r t can feed upon.2 

To the end of h i s l i f e , Lowry pl a y e d the r o l e of unrepen-

t e n t p r o d i g a l to A.O. Lowry 1s v e r s i o n of the s t e r n but 

p o t e n t i a l l y f o r g i v i n g f a t h e r . Lowry s e n i o r saw the r e l a 

t i o n s h i p i n e x p l i c i t l y B i b l i c a l terms, u r g i n g h i s son i n 

the l e t t e r a l r e a d y quoted to "Read the s t o r y of the P r o d i 

g a l Son." Malcolm Lowry pla y e d the c o n g e n i a l r o l e of 

p r o d i g a l long a f t e r h i s f a t h e r ' s death. 
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As with a l l prodigals and remittance men Lowry 

never completely freed himself from the background he took 

such pains to f l e e . He remained a prisoner of the family, 

the class, and the place i n which he was born. We misunder

stand the man and his writing i f we f a i l to grasp the f a t a l 

flaw i n his r e b e l l i o n : Lowry remained dependent on a l l that 

he rejected. Even as a married man i n his t h i r t i e s , Lowry 

was prepared to write begging l e t t e r s to his father which 

o f f e r the c o n t r i t i o n and self-abasement demanded by the 

holder of the purse str i n g s . At the same time he despised 

everything his father stood for. Lowry had none of 

Earnest Pontifex's scruples when i t came to accepting 

money from sources whose values he repudiated. Like 

Samuel Beckett, his near contemporary, Lowry was both kept 

and strangled far into adult l i f e on a long parental leash. 

Even Lowry's poverty — Lowry always had a romantic and 

bourgeois-baiting enthusiasm for the trappings of poverty 

— rested upon an unearned income. As Earle Birney, the 

Canadian poet and Lowry 1s f r i e n d at Dollarton, notes i n 

the margin of h i s copy of Lowry's Selected Letters against 

Harvey B r e i t ' s impassioned introductory piece on Lowry's 

f i n a n c i a l d i s t r e s s : 
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his poverty was never 'complete'; he had an 
allowance from his father, small, but 
s i g n i f i c a n t i n the t h i r t i e s , and after 
1947 an increasing income from books. He 
l i v e d free of rent and taxes at Dollarton. 
His poverty was the re s u l t of his 
alcoholism.3 

Patrick White's l i f e story, considered i n the 

remittance-man t r a d i t i o n , has an unfamiliar twist: unwilling 

to f i t into the c o l o n i a l grazier world of his parents, he 

was supported i n London throughout the late T h i r t i e s by 

remittances from A u s t r a l i a . Born i n London i n 1912, three 

years aft e r Lowry was born, White spent his childhood i n 

Au s t r a l i a and was sent back to England at age thirteen to 

be educated, or "ironed out" as he himself has put i t , at a 
4 

m i l i t a r i s t i c public school, Cheltenham. After coming down 

from Cambridge i n 19 35 White was no more able to return to 

his class, the Australian version of the English country 

gentry, and act out the expected role as grazier than Lowry, 

when he came down i n 19 32, was able to return to the bosom 

of the p r o v i n c i a l Imperial middle class to c u l t i v a t e an 

int e r e s t i n the fate of o i l and cotton stocks. White, 

l i k e Katherine Mansfield before him, began to write as a 

reverse remittance man. Far from being sent to "the 

colonies" for alco h o l i c or other scandalous reasons, he 

was maintained comfortably i n London by a puzzled but 
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tolerant father unsure what to make of the cuckoo hatched 

i n an otherwise tidy nest: an a r t i s t . White's homosexuality 

does not seem to have been a problem for his family as was 

Lowry's drinking, i f only because i t was more e a s i l y ignored. 

The f a t a l brand of separateness that made White an outsider 

in his family, h i s class, and his country was neither 

drunkenness nor homosexuality but the mere fact of being 

an a r t i s t . 

At any rate, i t i s hardly surprising that White 

should have chosen l i k e so many other Australian writers and 

a r t i s t s between the wars to s e t t l e i n London where he wrote 

pale poems, derivative novels, and unstaged plays. There 

i s a photograph of Patrick White i n a Time-Life study of 

Aus t r a l i a and New Zealand published i n 1964 i n which we see 

a s t y l i s h l y dressed urbane figure against a background of 

modernist paintings and bric-a-brac. This same book also 

contains a series of photographs of the White family sheep 

station, " B e l l t r e e s . " ^ As White's autobiography, Flaws i n  

the Glass, reveals, "Belltrees" i s one of the several farms 

of "the White brothers," Patrick's father and uncles, whom 

we see i n a l l t h e i r Edwardian confidence — wealthy, decent, 

masculine, decidedly of the governing class — i n a photo-
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graph i n Flaws i n the Glass. What i s s t r i k i n g i s the 

s i m i l a r i t y of the Whites of "Belltrees" i n 1964 to the 

s o l i d Edwardian group i n Flaws i n the Glass. In both 

groups we sense an unassailable s t a b i l i t y , a fixed convict

ion of belonging to a superior class, and a supreme c o n f i 

dence that one's family and i t s p r i v i l e g e s w i l l endure i n 

spite of time and change. Depicted at dinner on resplendent 

mahogany, the modern grazier Whites might have leapt from 

the pages of one of t h e i r cousin's novels set i n the 1910s. 

It i s s i g n i f i c a n t that the Time-Life book does not allude 

to the connection between the n o v e l i s t and the graziers. 

To outward appearances White has escaped t h e i r world; he 

i s no longer i d e n t i f i a b l e with his o r i g i n s . Yet i n his 

f i c t i o n of the F i f t i e s and S i x t i e s White returns again and 

again to the vanished world of Edwardian c o l o n i a l graziers. 

In h i s novels the world of "the White brothers" continues to 

figure as a point of s t a b i l i t y , although contemporary h i s 

tory i s everywhere recorded as a series of savage 

declensions. 

Like Lowry, then, White never completely freed 

himself from his o r i g i n s . And as with Lowry, the period i n 

which he f i r s t asserted his independence of his background 
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was one i n which he r e l i e d upon remittances from home to 

finance his self-expression. White made his break with 

family, c l a s s , and nation during the la t e T h i r t i e s when he 

set himself up as a writer on the f a i n t l y r a f f i s h border

land between g e n t i l i t y and bohemia on four hundred pounds 

per annum remitted. Ebury Street, where White l i v e d on 

coming down from Cambridge, was s t i l l s t y l i s h i n the 

T h i r t i e s , though declined from i t s former splendours. 

Situated where Belgravia s l i p s into Pimlico, i t had been 

elegant enough i n the pre-war period for George Moore to 

have rooms there. Osbert S i t w e l l r e c a l l s v i s i t i n g Moore 
P 

there around that time. Ebury Street i s chosen by V i r g i n i a 

Woolf i n The Years (1937) as a suitable place i n 1914 i n 

which to i n s t a l l an upper-middle-class bachelor of taste.^ 

Certainly, Ebury Street was not i n the late T h i r t i e s quite 

as r a f f i s h and bohemian as White paints i t i n Flaws- i n the  

G l a s s . 1 0 White's d i s t o r t i o n of his Ebury Street milieu i s 

not merely the r e s u l t of hi s romanticism. White declasses 

Ebury Street i n retrospect because there for the f i r s t 

time i n his l i f e , he had been able to put a distance 

between himself and his " t r i b e . " Ebury Street allowed 

him to make his f i r s t t e l l i n g gesture of independence, 

even i f h i s flamboyant denial of orig i n s was made possible 
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by a generous allowance from home. Having made t h i s gesture 

White was able to return to A u s t r a l i a i n 1947 without fear 

of being swallowed by family and cla s s . He had transcended 

the rebel's need to announce his r e b e l l i o n by means of an 

aggressive s t y l e . Henceforth he would express his flambo

yance i n his writing rather than i n his way of l i f e . He 

bought a small farm outside Sydney at Castle H i l l , a semi-

ru r a l suburb i n those days, where he set himself to c u l t i v a t e 

humility. The White of t h i s period stares at us mournfully 

from beside the flank of his " i l l i c i t cow." 1 1 At Castle 

H i l l , White was able to observe his former t r i b e from a 

safe distance. 

Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry at c r u c i a l points 

in t h e i r careers both l e f t the London milieu i n which, 

however marginally, they were on th e i r way to becoming 

established as minor novelists who might yet produce major 

work. They moved as far as possible from the c i t y which 

u n t i l the Second World War was the i n t e l l e c t u a l centre of 

the English-speaking world. They did not content themselves 

with a cottage i n the Sussex countryside and the option of 

commuting to London. They did not choose to s e t t l e i n any 

of the favourite watering holes of expatriate English 

l i t e r a t i around the Mediterranean l i t t o r a l . The Mediterra-
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nean was very popular in the Twenties and T h i r t i e s among 

writers who, l i k e Norman Douglas and the Australian Martin 

Boyd, found the English-speaking world "chaste and castrated" 
12 

(the phrase i s Ezra Pound's). As C y r i l Connolly's nar

rator observes i n The Rock Pool (19 35) one could tour the 

South of France i n the T h i r t i e s by following the colonies 

of writers i n the various towns. J White, evidently, found 

such a l i f e s t y l e a t t r a c t i v e a f t e r the war, more a t t r a c t i v e 

anyway than that offered by an exhausted England. He 

narrowly rejected the l i f e of a Hellenic beach-comber i n 

favour of A u s t r a l i a i n 1946-7. 1 4 

Nor can White and Lowry s a t i s f a c t o r i l y be grouped 

with a l l those English writers from public schools and 

Oxbridge who t r a v e l l e d abroad i n the T h i r t i e s i n search of 

exotic locales with which to compare a moribund English 

c i v i l i z a t i o n (so i t was widely perceived). Such expeditions, 

as Paul F u s s e l l shows i n his Abroad, were a l l the rage i n 

the doom-ridden T h i r t i e s . 1 5 Aldous Huxley, Graham Greene, 

W.H. Auden, Christopher Isherwood, Robert Byron, Evelyn 

Waugh, and Peter Fleming — a l l made such journeys and 

wrote them up for a receptive public. The travels of White 

and Lowry i n t h i s period had d i f f e r e n t motivations and 

d i f f e r e n t outcomes from those of these others. White and 
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Lowry wrote no t r a v e l books proper, although t h e i r f i r s t 

novels have something i n common with the genre. Ultramarine 

(1933), l i k e many T h i r t i e s t r a v e l books, describes an 

uncomfortable and hazardous journey to out-of-the-way 

places undertaken by a young middle-class Englishman. 

Like so many of t h e i r generation, White and Lowry f e l t 

European c i v i l i z a t i o n to be i n imminent danger of collapse. 

But they were less sure than Auden or Waugh or Robert Byron 

of t h e i r own place within that guttering c i v i l i z a t i o n . They 

were more profoundly drawn to worlds outside the normal 

understanding of educated Englishmen than were these others. 

Between school and Cambridge both abandoned for a time the 

comforts of upper-middle-class l i f e and took up menial 

occupations: White as a "jackeroo" on outback sheep stations, 

Lowry as a deckhand on a fre i g h t e r . These descents into 

the labouring classes signal that White and Lowry were 

seriously seeking some alternative to " c i v i l i z a t i o n " as 

th e i r education had taught them to understand that term. 

Neither Auden nor Isherwood made such descents, and even 

Orwell did so primarily for research purposes. White and 

Lowry were drawn to the primitive and the proletarian not 

merely as something to observe but also as a possible way 

of l i f e . At any rate, i n the T h i r t i e s they were not 
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interested merely i n describing foreign or exotic expe

riences to a middle-class English audience. 

White and Lowry were by no means unusual i n t h e i r 

desire to f l e e England as i t was i n the late T h i r t i e s . The 

t i t l e of Osbert Si t w e l l ' s book written at the end of the 

T h i r t i e s , Escape with Me (1939), bespeaks the mood of a 

generation of English i n t e l l e c t u a l s eager to discover some 

part of the globe not "made and governed i n the image of 

Manchester or Detroit. "-^ Whether from horror of the ghosts 

of grandfathers, of reigning dullness, or of impending 

bombs, England by 19 39 was widely held to be a place to 

get out of. White and Lowry are unusual i n the u n l i k e l y 

places for which they traded a depressed and depressing 

England. Both chose places where they could expect to 

f i n d l i t t l e i n the way of l i t e r a r y communities or s i g n i f i 

cant new reading publics. White, of course, had the 

a t t r a c t i o n of a remembered landscape to p u l l him back to 

A u s t r a l i a . But no less than Lowry he found the inhabitants 

of the desired landscape i n t o l e r a b l y d u l l . And more than 

Lowry, who always preferred nature to culture, the rough-

and-ready to the polished, White missed i n A u s t r a l i a the 
17 

" c i v i l i z e d surroundings" he had known i n London. 
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It was a landscape without figures to which he chose to 

return. I t i s worth considering just how un l i k e l y were 

B r i t i s h Columbia and A u s t r a l i a as places of residence for 

Lowry and White i n the F o r t i e s . They were backwaters 

inhabited,according to both writers, largely by p h i l i s t i n e s . 

They were bourgeois i n the sense i n which bohemians and 

dandies understand the term. They were p r o v i n c i a l and 

John B u l l i s h . And they were those parts of the English-

speaking world least tolerant of each writer's p a r t i c u l a r 

"vice." Lowry, the drunk, chose to s e t t l e i n B r i t i s h 

Columbia where, despite the fortunes made by Vancouver 

businessmen i n the Twenties running rum to pr o h i b i t i o n 

America, liquor laws that Lowry 1s Wesleyan father might 

have dreamed up, and the hideousness of what passed i n the 

province for drinking establishments meant that drinking 

was decidedly "beset" for a "self-respecting drunkard" 
18 

l i k e Malcolm Lowry. White, the homosexual, chose to 

set up house with his Greek lover i n A u s t r a l i a at a time 

when Greeks were considered black and "poofteroos," i f 
19 

they were suspected, were altogether beyond the pale. 
Much of what White has written about l i f e i n 

A u s t r a l i a and Lowry about l i f e i n Canada i s so scathing 
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that one i s forced to wonder how or why either managed to 

endure his long stay. There i s a quality of hysteria i n 

both cases. White's survey of contemporary A u s t r a l i a i n 

"The Prodigal Son," an essay written i n the F i f t i e s that 

i s part apologia, part manifesto, r e c a l l s T.S. E l i o t ' s 

"immense panorama" of the modern world i n "Ulysses, Order, 

and Myth." 2 0 Everywhere there i s ugliness, f u t i l i t y , the 

sprawling emptiness of a f a l l e n democratic world. Eschew

ing E l i o t ' s empyrean tone, White p i l e s image upon image of 

the ugly, the banal, the fatuous. For White, l i k e E l i o t , 

the dung-heap of modernity i s b u i l t up out of the leavings 

of democracy, and A u s t r a l i a with i t s l e v e l l i n g and ranco

rous democratic s p i r i t i s the most f a l l e n of possible 

worlds. The c u l t of the average that s a t i s f i e s the p a l t r y 

desires of the common man produces i n e v i t a b l y for White a 

c u l t u r a l wasteland. Such an authorial attitude i s to be 

found, sometimes concealed, sometimes overt, i n a l l White's 

Australian f i c t i o n . At times, White seeks to d i s t r a c t 

our attention from t h i s ideology by his public statements 

i n favour of the Australian Labour Party and by his deter

mination to depict ordinary Australian l i f e . But his 

formal method, hi s s t y l e , his narrative stances have 

always been at odds with such democratic statements. 
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White's method has been not to depict but to aestheticize 

ordinary experience. In "The Prodigal Son" White makes 

clear that his intention from his a r r i v a l i n A u s t r a l i a was 

to render from a symbolist perspective and with high roman

t i c colourings the t r a d i t i o n a l material of r e a l i s t i c 

f i c t i o n . His problem was that he found A u s t r a l i a as i t  

was quite unsuitable for the kind of art he had i n mind 

to produce. In White's aestheticism which finds expression 

above a l l i n his s t y l e we f i n d most c l e a r l y evidence of 

his distaste for the common experience of A u s t r a l i a . I t 

i s as though the s t y l e i s designed to hold at arm's length 

the vulgar matter of the narrative. 

Lowry's loathing of Canadian urban l i f e i s 

Jeremian i n the violence of i t s expression and i n the range 

of i t s condemnation. His incessant r a i l i n g s against 

Vancouver exceed the licence we allow a drunkard thwarted 

i n h i s addiction by the puritanism and provincialism of 

B r i t i s h Columbia i n the F o r t i e s . Reading his l a t e r work, 

one feels that his love of the Canadian landscape was 

achieved at the expense of an i n j u s t i c e to Canada as a 

whole. Lowry's love of Dollarton was i n inverse propor

ti o n to his hatred of Vancouver. It i s as though he could 

only express the one i n terms of i t s negation of the other. 
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Lowry needed Vancouver at close hand to stand as a ready 

example of a l l that was wrong with the modern world so that 

Dollarton by contrast might be invested with the numinous 

aura of a wholeness that had elsewhere succumbed to the 

fragmentation of modern history. 

Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry share a d u a l i s t i c 

habit of mind which in f e c t s not only t h e i r handling of 

character but also t h e i r a b i l i t y to see whole t h e i r 

adoptive countries. White's A u s t r a l i a i s either a land

scape which encourages mystical p o s s i b i l i t i e s or the end

less banality of suburbia. Lowry's Canada i s either the 

unspoiled wilderness of Dollarton or the i n f i n i t e squalor 

of downtown Vancouver. Both writers, i t i s true, expe

rimented with various means of including these d u a l i t i e s 

within larger wholes, but neither ever managed to shuck 

off his i n i t i a l d u a l i s t i c response to the country i n which 

he had chosen to l i v e and write. Given t h e i r common 

contempt for the s o c i e t i e s they found i n t h e i r respective 

backwaters and given the novelist's need of a r i c h s o c i a l 

l i f e on which to draw, why did White and Lowry remain so 

long i n such u n l i k e l y places? 
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Th e simple answer to t h i s question i s that both 

writers were averse to society i n nearly a l l i t s contempo

rary forms and preferred uncluttered nature. Such an 

explanation at le a s t serves to account for the extraordinary 

degree of i s o l a t i o n they accepted. Lowry almost e n t i r e l y 

cut himself o f f from the outside world, protecting his 

hard-won domestic b l i s s i n a squatter's shack on the beach 

at Dollarton. White s e t t l e d down on a small farm outside 

Sydney, c u l t i v a t i n g a stormy but intermittently b l i s s f u l 

domesticity while r a i s i n g dogs, goats, flowers, and vege

tables. A major source of t h e i r s a t i s f a c t i o n with t h e i r 

respective backwaters i s suggested by the bucolic a c t i v i 

t i e s to which they turned: milking on i l l i c i t cow, building 

a makeshift pier, growing cabbages, observing the seasons. 

In a world of technology, u t i l i t y , motion, and masses we 

detect the ri n g of a Ruskinite l i t a n y . White and Lowry 

are f i g h t i n g t h e i r way back against the d i r t y stream of 

contemporary history and have, i t would seem, stumbled on 

s t i l l unspoiled worlds of organic v i r t u e . 

Yet there were s t i l l plenty of r u r a l backwaters 

in the England of the T h i r t i e s loaded with charm, history, 

and thatched cottages. Moreover, the modern world had 
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unequivocally reached both B r i t i s h Columbia and Sydney by 

the outbreak of World War I I . White's semi-rural retreat 

was engulfed during the F i f t i e s and S i x t i e s by the red 

brick march of suburbia. Lowry's shack at Dollarton faced 

an o i l r e f i n e r y which belched through the war years, o i l i n g 

the machinery of a c i v i l i z a t i o n bent on s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n . 

There was, however, a signal advantage that Dollarton and 

Castle H i l l enjoyed over an English cathedral town or a 

pleasant backwater l i k e Zennor, a town which Auden favoured 

as a holiday spot and ..in . which White wrote Housman.-like 
21 

poems in the mid T h i r t i e s . The advantage was simply 

that modernization had gone further i n England, i t s pre

sence was f e l t more ubiquitously. This meant that i t was 

d i f f i c u l t i n England by the T h i r t i e s to f i n d any place where 

the t r a d i t i o n a l ways not only lingered on as quaint r e l i c s 

of the past but also possessed more than a remnant of 

t h e i r former l i f e . The connection between the past and 

present had been too sharply broken. It was possible to 

mourn the old ways but not to o f f e r them as constituting 

a s t i l l v i able way of l i f e . 

In England during the Twenties and T h i r t i e s the 

process of the eradication of t r a d i t i o n a l ways of l i f e 
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was more or less consolidated. The old organic world was 

expunged from the countryside by the new towns, ribbon 

developments, modern factories i n the south, mock-Tudor 

suburbia, and a r t e r i a l highways. This i s the process op

posed most vehemently by Lawrence i n the Twenties and 

Leavis i n the T h i r t i e s . But i t was opposed also by a large 

number of T h i r t i e s writers who did not at a l l share 

Lawrence's conservative p o l i t i c s . It was opposed, for 

instance, by C. Day Lewis, George Orwell, and John Betjeman, 

to compile a promiscuous l i s t . It i s clear that English 

writers of the T h i r t i e s f e l t that a point of no return had 

been reached. Modernity was triumphant and only a few 

pockets of t r a d i t i o n , a few l a s t outposts of the old or

ganic order, remained to be mopped up. In A u s t r a l i a and 

in B r i t i s h Columbia the process had not gone so f a r . 

White and Lowry d e l i b e r a t e l y positioned themselves on 

f r o n t i e r s between two worlds: the t r a d i t i o n a l r u r a l world 

in which man supposedly f e l t himself to be part of natural 

process and the modern world i n which man i s alienated 

from natural process. F i f t y years previously, as Raymond 

Williams observes i n Culture and Society (1958), D.H. 

Lawrence had found himself on just such a f r o n t i e r at 

Haggs Farm where he loved Jessie Chambers, the "Miriam" 



- 2 0 -

of Sons and Lovers. At Haggs Farm, Lawrence was able to 

observe and evaluate the new r e a l i t y from the standpoint 

of a vanishing r e a l i t y . The advantage of Dollarton and 

Castle H i l l for Lowry and White was that these places 

offered what Haggs Farm had offered Lawrence: a perspective 

from within an i n t a c t organic order that was threatened 

but not yet on the point of being squeezed out of r e a l i t y . 

In England by the T h i r t i e s Williams' " f r o n t i e r , " a word 

which suggests a demarcation between separate and roughly 

equivalent forces, had collapsed. According to Leavis 

by the early T h i r t i e s the organic community of the old 

England "had so nearly disappeared from memory that to 

make anyone, however educated, r e a l i z e what i t was i s 
2 3 

commonly a d i f f i c u l t undertaking." 

Yet Leavis claimed not only that i t s traces were 

detectable i n England but also that such communities 

continued to e x i s t outside England. Scrutiny writers 

were wont to use two books in p a r t i c u l a r as evidence that 

such a thing as "the organic community" had ever existed 

and that i t s passing ought to be considered a loss. One 

of these was Stuart Chase's Mexico, a work which Lowry 

knew and admired. Chase's book was a t t r a c t i v e to 
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Leavisites because i t suggested that i n the organic qua l i t y 

of Mexican peasant l i f e was to be found an answer to the 

ugliness, the frenzy, and the dislocations of modern l i f e . 

In other words, Mexican peasants with t h e i r poverty, t h e i r 

i l l i t e r a c y , t h e i r superstitions, the handicrafts, t h e i r 

subsistence agriculture provided an a t t r a c t i v e a l t e r n a t i v e 

to the u t i l i t a r i a n - i n d u s t r i a l kind of l i f e that Manchester 

and Detroit were successfully exporting a l l over the world. 

"Mexico," Chase asserted, was "one of the l a s t stands of 

the handicraft age,"^ and t h i s was enough to recommend i t 

to disgruntled observers of the modern world, Lowry among 

them. 

That Lowry shared Leavis' and Chase's notions 

about the organic virtues of Mexican peasant l i f e i s shown 

not only by the echoes of Chase's book i n Under the  

Volcano (1947) but also i n an a r t i c l e which Lowry had 

typed during his second v i s i t to Mexico i n 1945-6 and 

which he used as working notes for a novel uncompleted 

at the time of his death, "La Mordida." The a r t i c l e 

i s e n t i t l e d "Vanishing Enchantment" and i t attributes 

the loss of the old Mexican sense of the beauty and 

enchantment of the world to prosperity, to ugly modern 



-22-

architecture, and to tourism. Its author l i b e r a l l y 

quotes from the English journal, Country L i f e , as evidence 

in support of his claim that t r a d i t i o n a l r u r a l l i f e 

offered the Mexican peasant a sense of at-homeness i n 

the world and kept a l i v e his sense of wonder. In t h i s 

somewhat grotesque transposition of English nostalgia 

for the world before i n d u s t r i a l i s m to Mexican conditions 

we f i n d the kind of longing that drew Lowry to Mexico i n 

the mid T h i r t i e s . 

The second book Leavis and his followers used 

as evidence that the organic community was not a myth 

but an authentic part of the English past was George 

Sturt's The Wheelwright Shop (1923). Leavis quotes a 

passage from t h i s work i n his Culture and Environment 

(19 33) which reveals the shape of the nostalgia that 

a f f l i c t e d Leavis, Lowry, and White. The passage i s 

worth quoting: 

The men, unlettered, often t a c i t u r n , 
sure of themselves, muscular, not 
e a s i l y t i r e d , were in a sort of way an 
epitome of the indomitable adaption of 
our breed to land and to climate. As 
a wild animal species to i t s habitat, 
so these workmen had f i t t e d themselves 
to the l o c a l conditions of l i f e and death. 
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Individually they had no special claim to 
notice; but as members of old-world 
communities they exemplified well how the 
South English t r i b e s , traversing t h e i r 
f e r t i l e v a l l e y s , t h e i r shaggy h i l l s , had 
matched themselves against problems 
without number, and had handed on, from 
father to son, the accumulated store of 
experience. If one could know enough, 
one might see, i n ancient v i l l a g e c r a f t s 
l i k e that of the sawyers, the r e f l e c t i o n s 
as i t were of the p e c u l i a r i t i e s of the 
countryside -- the d i f f i c u l t i e s and 
dangers, the d a i l y conditions — to which 
these c r a f t s were the answer. 

... they themselves, you found, were 
s p e c i a l i s t s of no mean order when i t came 
to the problem of getting a heavy tree — 
half a ton or so of lumber — on a saw 
p i t and s p l i t t i n g i t l o n g i t u d i n a l l y into 
s p e c i f i e d thicknesses, no more and no 
l e s s . What though the i n d i v i d u a l looked 
stupid? That lore of the English t r i b e s 
as i t were embodied i n them was not stupid 
any more than an animal's shape i s stupid. 
I t was an organic thing, very d i f f e r e n t 
from the organized effects of commerce.^ 

This i s pre c i s e l y the world of Stan Parker at 

"Du r i l g a i " i n Patrick White's The Tree of Man (1955). 

Stan Parker, White's pioneer small farmer, i s "muscular", 

"tac i t u r n " , and on the face of i t "stupid". In 

"Du r i l g a i " we see a community composed of peasants of 

English stock (except for the Irish) i n the process of 

f i t t i n g i t s e l f to a habitat. When Sturt claims that 
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"the p e c u l i a r i t i e s of the countryside" are r e f l e c t e d i n the 

l i v e s of the people we may think of White's praise of a 

novel by the New Zealander Maurice Shadbolt i n which White 

speaks of Shadbolt's a b i l i t y to convey the ways i n which 

"the tremors and often disastrous eruptions" of the land 

are r e f l e c t e d i n the l i v e s of " i t s only s u p e r f i c i a l l y bland 
2 8 

inhabitants." These words are far more appropriate to 

The Tree of Man than to Shadbolt's pedestrian novel. When 

Stan Parker teaches young Joe Peabody to fence we see the 

handing on from one generation to the next of "the accu

mulated store of experience." Stan's i n a b i l i t y to hand 

on what he knows to his son, Ray, i s one of the chief 

signs i n the novel of the breakdown of the organic com

munity under the impact of a rootless modernity. Cut 

off from h i s o r i g i n s , Ray becomes an u t t e r l y fragmented 

being v i s i t e d i n spite of himself by moments of nostalgia 

for the golden-grained, animal world of childhood. 

The same mood of mixed wistfulness and affirma

tion — w i s t f u l for a world that belongs i n the past, 

affirmative because against a l l the odds i t i s a l i v e i n 

the present — informs Lowry's "The Forest Path to the 

Spring" (1961). Here the community depicted i s less 
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t r i b a l than i n Sturt's or even White's evocations of the 

organic past. Lowry's "Eridanus" i s composed of the 

outcasts of the modern world: a rag-bag of n a t i o n a l i t i e s . 

Yet i n a curious way these flotsam are joined by a bond 

that i s as nearly t r i b a l as i s possible i n the modern 

world. The fishermen and squatters at "Eridanus" have 

been uprooted, but they are not rootless. They are throw-

backs to an older way of l i f e , and as such they are d i s 

placed everywhere i n a world that has no use for any of 

the t r a d i t i o n a l modes of connection. Only in "Eridanus", 

where they l i v e under the d a i l y threat of e v i c t i o n and 

against the grain of contemporary history, can they keep 

a l i v e the old r e l i g i o u s attitudes towards c r a f t s . Here 

a house i s b u i l t out of the communal store of knowledge. 

Here men l i v e "as i n t e g r a l parts i n the r u r a l community." 

Here the members of the community have " f i t t e d themselves 

to the l o c a l conditions of l i f e and death." 

In these works composed around the same time and 

a r i s i n g out of White's and Lowry's discoveries of what 

they took to be organic communities we f i n d a similar 

and quite unexpected sense of affirmation. To turn from 

The L i v i n g and the Dead (1941) or Under the Volcano to 
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The Tree of Man or "The Forest Path to the Spring" i s to 

turn from novels caught up by the movement of disintegra

t i o n they trace to novels i n which the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

human wholeness i s not merely suggested but i s a c t i v e l y 

affirmed. In the e a r l i e r novels we f i n d intimations of 

possible wholeness, of ways of l i f e more rounded and 

s a t i s f y i n g than those that are the norm in a European 

c i v i l i z a t i o n s l i p p i n g into the Second World War. Inva

r i a b l y , these alternatives are located outside the 

worlds which the novels describe and invariably they are 

unable to r e s i s t the furious bias of contemporary history 

towards disaster which both novels record. In the 

l a t t e r works there i s an elegiac tone, a recognition of 

the precariousness of what has been recovered and that 

i t e x ists not so much by vir t u e of place as by authorial 

act of w i l l or desire. Yet t h i s elegiac tone does not 

negate the affirmation. The desired alternatives to a 

c i v i l i z a t i o n on the verge of collapse are not i n the 

l a t t e r works merely u n l i k e l y and unconvincing gestures. 

They are the fixed points, the " r e a l i t i e s , " from which 

the novelists now write. 
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The depth of affirmation i n The Tree of Man and 

in "The Forest Path to the Spring" i s sign a l l e d above a l l 

by a new qua l i t y i n the writing i t s e l f . There i s a new 

vigour and a new s i m p l i c i t y i n the use of language that 

i s not merely the r e s u l t of B i b l i c a l or e p i c a l imitation. 

The discovery of t h i s new texture of language knits toge

ther the various themes I have been tracing. In these 

works both novelists manage to bring together d i a l e c t , 

place, and t r i b e . This i s not merely a question of t h e i r 

having found d i a l e c t s more vigorous and c o l l o q u i a l than 

those of the classes, or t r i b e s , from which they had 

come. I t i s the r e s u l t for both writers of haying found 

places i n which language had not yet l o s t i t s o r i g i n a l 

and most sacred function of naming things. Language 

had not yet been corrupted by abstraction and by habit. 

In each work certain words achieve an incanta-

tory e f f e c t as i t s author s t r i v e s by naming to invest 

with o r i g i n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e things whose aura has been 

l o s t as part of the legacy of expulsion from the organic 

community. By "aura" I mean the numinous qual i t y that 

objects possess for those who accept the romantic-
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organicist notion that the perceiver i s part of the world 

he perceives, that perception i s a creative act rather 

than the mere passive reception of images. This notion, 

of course, goes back to Blake and Coleridge and Wordsworth. 

An echo of Blake's "The Sun's Light when he unfolds i t / 

Depends on the Organ that beholds i t " may be heard i n 

Lowry's "Oh, what l i g h t and love can do to four gas tanks 
2 9 

at sunrise over the water." White's use of l i g h t i n 

Voss (1957) draws d i r e c t l y on the same romantic notion 

that there i s a creative collaboration between the mind, 

the eye, t r i c k s of l i g h t , and the object world. In The  

Tree of Man and i n "The Forest Path to the Spring" White 

and Lowry s t r i v e to create a language adequate to t h e i r 

discoveries of places i n which, apparently, the mind i s 

able romantically to f e e l i t s e l f at home with the world 

of things. They attempt to close the gap between words 

and the things to which words re f e r . They aim to create 

a Coleridgean language of symbols that might suggest the 

connections between a l l things and restore poetry to a 

universe whence i t has been banished by commerce and 

science. 
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In The Tree of Man the e s s e n t i a l words name the 

few concrete things with which Stan seeks to impress him

s e l f upon the wilderness but which are, ultimately, the 

agents of his inc l u s i o n within the world he changes: tree, 

f i r e , axe, dog. These words possess only t h e i r barest, 

denotative function as i s appropriate i n a world of abso

lute s i m p l i c i t i e s . Yet, pr e c i s e l y because there i s such 

an equivalence between the words and the few, fundamental 

objects they denote, the words achieve the epic, incanta-

tory, and universal q u a l i t i e s of B i b l i c a l narrative: Stan 

i s the man; Amy i s the woman. White, i t would seem, has 

discovered i n the very pristineness, the utter absence 

of sop h i s t i c a t i o n of the outback, the connection he has 

long sought between words and things, events and meaning. 

In "The Forest Path to the Spring" the key words are 

those of elements or natural things or of the secondary 

effects of natural phenomena: spring, wood, f i r e , l i g h t . 

Gradually, as we read the story these things cease merely 

to name things i n the world. Instead, they map the 

i n f i n i t e l y subtle r e g i s t r a t i o n s of a p a r t i c u l a r world 

on consciousness, on the reader's as much as the narra

tor's. The narrator of "The Forest Path to the Spring" 

describes the language of "Duril g a i " as much as that of ' 
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"Eridanus" i n these words: 

If we had progressed ... i t was as i f to 
a region where such words as spring, 
water, houses, trees, vines, l a u r e l s , 
mountains, wolves, bay, roses, beach, 
islands, forest, tides and deer and 
snow and f i r e , had r e a l i z e d t h e i r true 
being, or had t h e i r source (HL, 280). 

To gauge the e f f e c t of t h i s mood of affirmation 

on the writing of Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry we need 

only compare The Tree of Man and "The Forest Path to the 

Spring," which were written around the mid F i f t i e s with 

t h e i r f i c t i o n of the T h i r t i e s and of the early war years. 

Nothing i s so s t r i k i n g i n The Living and the Dead as the 

sense of the inadequacy of available language to the 

novelist's task. There i s an obsessive recording i n the 

novel of the e f f e c t s of advertising, jazz, and the cinema 

on the a b i l i t y of people to think, f e e l , or act c l e a r l y . 

The novel recognizes r e l u c t a n t l y that i t must employ 

the currency of a language that has been debased by 

contemporary usage: i t i s infected by what i t records. 

In Lowry's f i r s t novel, Ultramarine, there i s a pervasive 

qua l i t y of s t r a i n i n g a f t e r e f f e c t i n the dwelling on the 

exotic names of ships, of places, of characters, and with 

the racy idiom of the s a i l o r s . At one point, a f t e r 
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treating us to a passage of obscene s a i l o r s ' talk, the 

narrator discloses to us what sea voyages o f f e r him that 

he cannot f i n d back home i n Liverpool with bourgeois 

family and "pure" g i r l f r i e n d : "a selection of the r e a l 

languages of men." 3 0 Dana H i l l i o t , then, l i k e the young 

i n o v e l i s t , Malcolm Lowry, i s voyaging out from the dead, 

mechanical England of his class and time i n search of 

the Wordsworthian point where language, invigorated by 

the organic l i f e of the peasantry, touches r e a l i t y . 

I t i s l o g i c a l that, the English peasantry having long 

since been turned into factory fodder, Lowry/Hilliot 

should seek t h e i r substitute i n the mens' quarters of a 

tramp steamer: "Fourteen men i n a forecastle. How 

swi f t l y , how inc r e d i b l y s w i f t l y they had become a 

community," c r i e s Dana somewhat prematurely but remark

ably revealingly (U. 23). The "community" of s a i l o r s on 

the S.S. Oedipus Tyrannus i s , however, reluctant to 

receive to i t s manly bosom the romantic and slumming 

Dana, largely because his d i a l e c t does not correspond 

to t h e i r s . For both White and Lowry i n the T h i r t i e s 

access to "communities" or to "the r e a l language of men" 

was not at a l l easy to gain. What i s clear i s t h e i r 

sense i n the T h i r t i e s of the inadequacy of the di a l e c t s 
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of t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r tribes to the business of writing 

novels. Reading White's renditions of the conversation 

of sheep-obsessed graziers or the l e t t e r s of Arthur Lowry 

to his son, which combine platitudes with sanctimonious

ness, one can see why. 

The problem for both writers was to f i n d an 

alternative to the corrupted d i a l e c t s of t h e i r t r i b e s . 

Lowry's t r i b e was the commercial middle class which was 

bad enough. That i t was p r o v i n c i a l and non-conformist 

was unendurable. The language of Lowry's father i s one 

that has been thoroughly contaminated by u t i l i t a r i a n i s m . 

His l e t t e r s everywhere emphasize facts and express d i s 

trust of fancy i n the form of Lowry's l i t e r a r y e f f o r t s . 

Arthur Lowry has a habit of making l i s t s and using 

i t a l i c s to drive his a l l too obvious points home. He 

has a clear preference for whatever i s useful and measur

able over whatever i s complex, vague, to do with the 

inner workings of the "soul," a word which causes him 

evident d i s t r e s s . His language i s f u l l of pious 

rhetoric and a general slackness of d i c t i o n and phrasing. 

What vigour the non-conformist t r a d i t i o n with i t s 

rooting i n the Bible and i n Bunyan might have introduced 
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into the language of a Liverpool cotton merchant was 

undermined by Arthur Lowry 1s predominantly V i c t o r i a n 

and commercial cast of mind. Lowry had none of D.H. 

Lawrence's advantages i n t h i s matter of the c o l l o q u i a l 

language of the home. 

Patrick White had the misfortune that his 

tr i b e was divided against i t s e l f . He came from a 

section of the c o l o n i a l landed gentry which wished to 

eradicate the t a i n t of " c o l o n i a l . " Hence he was educa

ted i n the manner appropriate to a prospective member 

of the English r u l i n g c l a s s . Thus he was l e f t with the 

problem that i n A u s t r a l i a he was suspected as an 

Englishman with a posh accent and i n England he was a l 

ways " c o l o n i a l . " Given such an in t e r n a l c o n f l i c t i t i s 

hardly surprising that h i s s t y l e should take various and 

sometimes contradictory d i r e c t i o n s . Nor i s i t surprising 

that i n the T h i r t i e s he should adopt the current 

enthusiasm for the working class and for using proleta

r i a n speech to add in t e r e s t to his writing. But neither 

the Australian working-class figures i n Happy Valley 

(1939) nor the English working-class figures i n 

The L i v i n g and the Dead are convincing. White i s simply 
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unable to make t h e i r speech l i v e . 

In the f i c t i o n that grew out of Dollarton and 

Castle H i l l there i s a wholly new sense of the language. 

Into Stan Parker's world advertising, jazz, and the cinema 

barely intrude. In Lowry's f i c t i o n of the Forties and 

F i f t i e s there i s an obsession with the e f f e c t s of adver t i 

sing on s e n s i b i l i t y . By foregrounding the advertising 

messages, by squaring them o f f i n the text, Lowry empha

sizes t h e i r predatory presence i n modern l i f e : t h i s i s 

the dominant form i n which language as i t i s now used 

eats into consciousness. But t h i s squaring o f f of the 

language i n i t s debased contemporary state also draws 

attention to an alt e r n a t i v e sense of the language's 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s which we f i n d r e a l i z e d i n the texts 

themselves. In "The Forest Path to the Spring" Lowry 

c a r e f u l l y divests words of the detrit u s they have 

accumulated i n a u t i l i t a r i a n society. Spring, l i g h t , 

wood, f i r e -- these words have no use; they serve to 

please, and, i n some Lawrentian sense, they suggest the 

connection which Lowry held to e x i s t between man's being 

and the cosmos. 
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In the opening scenes of The Tree of Man White 

sets Stan Parker i n a world that i s meant to r e c a l l that 

of Homer's heroes. Stan's actions are s u f f i c i e n t i n 

themselves; he does not need to interpret them. His 

world i s one of at-homeness between things and s e l f . 

This f e e l i n g of being at home i n the world allows a 

sense of intimate connection between words and things, 

actions and meanings. Stan's world i s commensurate to 

hi s desires. So long as he i s at the centre of his 

world Stan i s unaware that language can become a problema

t i c , that a gap can appear between the world of actions 

and meaning. So long as Stan's actions are wholly unself-

conscious t h e i r manifest meaning i s th e i r whole content. 

They are, thus, not "about" anything, and Stan's world 

i s whole; In Georg Lukacs' terms White has put Stan i n 

the epic world of an integrated c i v i l i z a t i o n as d i s t i n c t 

from the modern broken world whose c h a r a c t e r i s t i c form 
3 1 

i s the nostalgic epic: the novel. Hence, the e p i c a l 

q u a l i t y of the writing i n the opening section of the novel. 

Here the language i s appropriate to a pre-lapsarian 

world before Stan's discovery of i n t e r i o r i t y . The words 

tree, f i r e , man, dog do not indicate any fracture between 
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s e l f and other. That w i l l come l a t e r . 

Lowry 1s Dollarton and White's farm at Castle H i l l 

s i g n i f y a desire on the part of both writers to bypass 

the mechanistic bias of modern s o c i a l organization and to 

return to a simpler mode of connection that supposedly 

prevailed when man saw himself not as master of but as 

part of natural process. As "Eridanus" and " D u r i l g a i , " 

t h e i r l i t e r a r y transformations, they belong i n a t r a d i 

t i o n of romantic organicism. In t h e i r l i t e r a r y versions 

of the earthly paradise we may glimpse a large part of 

the reason that White and Lowry l e f t England and s e t t l e d 

not i n cosmopolitan Paris or New York but i n p r o v i n c i a l , 

P h i l i s t i n e backwaters. In place of "society" — a large 

body of anonymous individuals connected only by function 

-- they wished to put "community" — a small body of 

individuals organically related to a f a m i l i a r whole. 

By discovering some such " t r i b e " they hoped to e s t a b l i s h 

in t h e i r writing a sense of wholeness and connection 

they f e l t to be fundamentally at odds with the modern 

world. 

The question, then, i s what e f f e c t did Canada 
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have on the imagination of Lowry, A u s t r a l i a on the imagi

nation of White? This sounds very l i k e the a r i d question: 

was Malcolm Lowry a Canadian? And something i n us 

d e f i n i t e l y protests at t h i s business of n a t i o n a l i t y . 

What matters, a f t e r a l l , i s not where Lowry wrote Under  

the Volcano but what use he made of the language i n 

doing so. Here, however, we face a greater a r i d i t y than 

that involved i n expropriating Lowry for Canadian l i t e r a 

ture: that of divorcing the question of language from 

that of place. When White and Lowry l e f t England for good 

they were seeking some means of connecting d i a l e c t , 

t r i b e , and place, f e e l i n g these three essentials of the 

novelist's c r a f t to have some a d r i f t i n contemporary 

England. At Dollarton and at Castle H i l l these three, 

at l e a s t for a time, came together i n t h e i r f i c t i o n . 

This does not make them Canadian or Australian n o v e l i s t s . 

It means simply that what they were seeking in the f i r s t 

place was a sense of belonging at a much more l o c a l l e v e l 

than that of n a t i o n a l i t y . They were seeking a part of 

the English past as they understood i t which, vanishing 

as i t was i n England, they believed might s t i l l be in t a c t 

i n some corner of the globe where modernity had not gone 
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so far as i t had i n the England of the T h i r t i e s . They 

were both u n t i l they found t h e i r "Eridanuses" expatriate 

Englishmen rooting through the world i n search of what 

England had l o s t . 
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P A R T A 

Reluctant Modernists: Before the War 

Complete absence of nostalgia i n a 
modern writer i s suspect, suggesting 
complacent fellowship with the main 
commercial groups. 

D.W. Harding, 
"A Note On Nostalgia," 
i n Scrutiny. 
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I 

The T h i r t i e s 

Why should we be at the s t a r t 
of our two l i v e s when every
thing around us i s losing i t s 
virtue? How can we grow up 
when there's nothing l e f t to 
i n h e r i t , when what we must 
feed on i s so stale and 
corrupt? 

Elizabeth Bowen, 
The Death of the Heart. 
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One large i n t e l l e c t u a l and emotional 
atmosphere enfolds writers as d i f f e r e n t 
as Yeats, E l i o t , Hemingway, and Lawrence, 
and from t h i s distance what the four 
are doing seems to look more and more 
l i k e the same thing. They are mounting 
a r h e t o r i c a l c r i t i q u e of industrialism; 
they are prosecuting a perhaps more 
r i c h l y dramatized and l y r i c i z e d continua
tion of the complaints of Ruskin, Arnold, 
and M o r r i s . 1 

Paul Fussell's placing of the four great post-war 

modernists beside the eminent Victorians with whose 

thought and l i t e r a r y methods t h e i r work suggests such 

a r a d i c a l break i s less shocking than i t ought to be. 

We are no longer surprised by the conjunction i n the 

avant-garde writing of the Twenties of experimental 

method and conservative ideology. It does not seem 

remarkable that modernism i n English writing should have 

coexisted with a profound antipathy to modernity. So 

we do not balk at the placing of Yeats, E l i o t , Hemingway, 

and Lawrence beside Ruskin, Arnold, and Morris. What 

separates them i s , of course, considerable: t h e i r a t t i 

tudes towards the use of form and language i n l i t e r a r y 

works. What connects them, however, i s also considerable. 

They a l l share a nostalgia for a time before commerce 

and in d u s t r i a l i s m had changed the face of England. They 
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a r e a l l p a r t o f a l i n e o f r e s i s t a n c e t o a w o r l d i n w h i c h 

th e o l d " n a t u r a l " bonds between man and man, man and 

t h i n g s , had been r e p l a c e d by t h e " a r t i f i c i a l " bonds o f 

money and machinery. The G r e a t War w h i c h seems t o s t a n d 

as a sudden chasm between t h e V i c t o r i a n p e r i o d and t h e 

modern one d i d n o t , a f t e r a l l , c r e a t e t h e modern w o r l d 

o u t o f n o t h i n g . I t m e r e l y a c c e l e r a t e d t h e p r o c e s s o f the 

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n a l forms and p r a c t i c e s t h a t 

the i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n had i n i t i a t e d . R u s k i n and 

Lawrence, A r n o l d and E l i o t , M o r r i s and Y e a t s -- t h e y a r e 

c o n n e c t e d above a l l by a p a s s i o n a t e d i s l i k e o f t h e mass 

w o r l d engendered by commerce and t e c h n o l o g y i n t h e 

n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y and b r u t a l l y d e l i v e r e d by t h e G r e a t 

War. 

In t h i s l i n e o f r e s i s t a n c e t o i n d u s t r i a l i s m 

and i t s e f f e c t s b o t h on n a t u r e and s o c i e t y we may p l a c e , 

somewhat b e l a t e d l y , P a t r i c k White and Malcolm Lowry. 

T h i s becomes most a p p a r e n t a f t e r t h e Second War when 

we f i n d them a t C a s t l e H i l l and D o l l a r t o n r e s p e c t i v e l y 

m i l k i n g a cow, b u i l d i n g a p i e r , o b s e r v i n g t h e s e a s o n s , 

and w r i t i n g works w h i c h b o t h c e l e b r a t e a s i m p l e l i f e 

w i t h i n n a t u r e and mourn t h e p a s s i n g o f such a l i f e from 
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the world. Here we see t h e i r place i n that d i r e c t l i n e of 

prophetic voices which stretches i n English writing from 

Blake to D.H. Lawrence and which opposes i n d u s t r i a l society 

from the standpoint of organicist nostalgia. That i s to 

say, the protest against the mechanical nature of modern 

l i f e which we f i n d i n Wordsworth, Ruskin, Hardy and Law

rence rests on a nostalgia for a s e t t l e d , r u r a l way of 

l i f e which remained i n t a c t i n England u n t i l the eighteenth 

century and i n which, supposedly, man was organically 

connected to nature and to a community. Lowry i s the 

clearest i n h e r i t o r of t h i s t r a d i t i o n i n English l e t t e r s 

a f t e r Lawrence. 

We may, then, with reasonable confidence place 

the writings of Lowry and White i n the immediate post-war 

period. The Tree of Man (1957) and "The Forest Path to 

the Spring" (1961) complete a l i n e of f i c t i o n a l mournings 

for the t r a d i t i o n a l "organic" English countryside which 

runs through North and South (1855), The M i l l on the Floss 

(1860), Tess of the D'Urbervilles (1891), and Women in  

Love (1920). I say "English" countryside although The  

Tree of Man i s set i n A u s t r a l i a and "The Forest Path to 

the Spring" i n Canada because White and Lowry simply 
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transpose parts of the English past to these far-flung 

corners of the globe. Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry, 

then, have extended the l i n e of prophetic org a n i c i s t nos

t a l g i a from the between-the-wars period i n which the l a s t 

traces of the old organic England were expunged from the 

countryside into the post-war period when, according to 

F.R. Leavis, even the memory of the old order had been 

l o s t . 

This i s by no means the sum of t h e i r achieve

ments. In f a c t , the l i n e , of a n t i - i n d u s t r i a l sentiment 

in English writing has been so broad and so di f f u s e 

that l i t t l e i s accomplished by placing within i t writers 

whom we had thought at odds. Our understanding of T.S. 

E l i o t i s scarcely advanced by the observation that, l i k e 

William Morris and Malcolm Lowry, he "mount'[ed] a 

r h e t o r i c a l c r i t i q u e of industrialism." One must ask 

what forms these c r i t i q u e s took. Can we say, for 

instance, that Hemingway and E l i o t employed a rhetoric 

in the same manner as Ruskin or Morris? Moreover, we 

must allow for a greater degree of i d e o l o g i c a l complexity 

and ambivalence i n major writers than i s suggested by 

the observation that they share i n a s p i r i t of resistance 
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to industrialism. A writer's ideology i s never without 

contradictions and surprises; i t i s never simply the neat 

c i r c l e T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t c r i t i c s l i k e d to draw around a 

writer's thought, the r a d i i of t h e i r compasses set by a 

narrowly Marxist determinism. " ' L i f e , ' wrote Montagu 

Slater i n The Lef t Review, "equals the class struggle," 
2 

as though that were the end of the matter. 

The resistance to in d u s t r i a l i s m that we f i n d 

i n the writings of Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry i s 

complicated by t h e i r experience as young novelists i n 

the England of the T h i r t i e s . In t h i s period, they were 

faced with the problem of choosing among the squabbling 

ideologies, s t y l e s , tones, cliques, and movements that 

made up the l i t e r a r y scene. At Cambridge i n the late 

Twenties and early T h i r t i e s - Lowry went up i n 1929, 

White i n 19 32 — dandies, hearties, and s o c i a l i s t s com

peted for the attention of undergraduates with t h e i r 

s t r u t t i n g s , t h e i r roarings, and t h e i r rantings. The 

ghost of the Nineties.lingered i n Housman's rooms, 

below which a young Patrick White waited hoping for a 

v i s i t a t i o n . The Georgians were l a i d to rest i n Granta 

i n 1929, but were to require further exorcizing (White 
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was s t i l l very much a Georgian when he published his f i r s t 

t h i n, private volume of poems, The Ploughman and Other  

Poems, i n 1935. 3 

"Modernism" was i d o l i z e d , c r i t i c i z e d , condemned 

outright, envied, and emulated throughout the decade. 

Here was a ghost that would not go away. In the late 

Twenties and early T h i r t i e s , E l i o t ' s influence dominated 

the advanced undergraduates at Cambridge. We may see 

his influence behind the poetry i n the r i v a l undergraduate 

l i t e r a r y magazines. The Venture and Experiment, which 

flourished i n the years i n which Lowry was at Cambridge. 

Lowry published i n both the more experimental and modernist 

Experiment and the more conservative Venture, although he 

c l e a r l y favoured the former (neither magazine, i t should 

be noted, was as advanced or as conservative as my 

d i s t i n c t i o n and Experiment's rhetoric might suggest). 

In the course of the T h i r t i e s , i t became increasingly 

fashionable on the l i t e r a r y far l e f t to vituperate 

against E l i o t ' s i d e o l o g i c a l l y conservative form of 

modernism. In 1938, E l i o t was accorded a mock obituary 

i n New Verse where the Auden poets published and where 

i n the same year White placed an E l i o t - i n s p i r e d poem.4 
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As l a t e as 1949 John Davenport, Jack Lindsay, and Randall 

Swingler, a l l prominent T h i r t i e s l i t e r a r y l e f t i s t s , were 

attempting to lay to rest E l i o t ' s i r r i t a t i n g ghost i n an 

e d i t o r i a l note i n an issue of Arena which includes a short 

story by Lowry written i n the T h i r t i e s : 

T radition and culture: the words ring 
l i k e a cracked b e l l ; and indeed the 
dreary r i t u a l reminds one of a middle-
class funeral, even down to the sherry. 
The loved one died of sleeping sickness 
-- encephalitis lethargia, caused by 
the T.S.E. - T.S.E. fly.5 

Such a strong desire to have a l i v i n g author buried 

suggests a nervousness on the part of the would-be grave-

diggers. The stubborn prestige of E l i o t , i n spite of 

his p o l i t i c a l heresies, i s confirmed by such adolescent 

r e b e l l i o n s . 

C r i t i c i s m thrived i n the Cambridge of the 

T h i r t i e s , and the most i n f l u e n t i a l c r i t i c s placed E l i o t 

firmly at the centre of any understanding of modern 

poetics. I.A. Richards, F.R. Leavis, and William 

Empson a l l have a bearing on the work of White and Lowry, 

although neither n o v e l i s t set out systematically to 

shape his novels according to t h e i r c r i t i c a l desiderata. 
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Richards' notion that the problem of the absence of r e l i 

gious b e l i e f i s a formal problem i n modern poetry, has 

an obvious bearing on our understanding of the function 

of mysticism i n the l a t e r work of both writers. Mysticism 

in Under the Volcano and i n Voss (1957) serves as a means 

of c o n t r o l l i n g the immense disorder that i s modern l i f e . 

"The mystery and the poetry" of which White speaks i n 

"The Prodigal Son" (1955) i s a means of holding together 

in a work of art a disintegrating experience: the ugliness, 
7 

f u t i l i t y , and banality of contemporary l i f e . White has 

simply transposed the wasteland v i s i o n of post-World-

War-I England to that of A u s t r a l i a i n the F i f t i e s . 

There i s a clear connection here to "the mythic method" 

of The Waste Land (1922) which Richards helped to explain 
p 

to the young writers of the T h i r t i e s . William Empson's 

witty notion that the p r o l e t a r i a t served T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t 

writers i n place of the peasantry of pastoral, that "the 

middle-class i n t e l l e c t u a l who joins the communist party 

i s j o i n i n g the shepherds," has an obvious bearing on 

White's method of turning Australian small farmers into 

l i t e r a r y peasants and Lowry's r u s t i f i c a t i o n of the 
g 

fishermen at Dollarton. 
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At Cambridge throughout the T h i r t i e s the 

t r a d i t i o n a l "sporadic warfare" i n the u n i v e r s i t i e s 

"between athlete and aesthete" continued to simmer."'"0 

Coming from p h i l i s t i n e backgrounds which they detested 

equally, White and Lowry could f e e l l i t t l e fellow f e e l 

ing with the athletes, or "hearties." Lowry, however, 

who had a deep-rooted horror of effeminacy, found the 

muscular, drunken, brawly, and sporting aspects of 

heartiness a t t r a c t i v e . E f f e c t i v e l y , he renovated h e a r t i 

ness by s t r i p p i n g i t of i t s p h i l i s t i n i s m and substituting 

the seaman for the country squire as i t s model of dress 

and mannerism. White had none of Lowry's repugnance 

against effeminacy; hence his a t t r a c t i o n to aestheticism 

was unequivocal. He adopted, at least by his Ebury Street 

days i n the l a t e T h i r t i e s , the manner of the dandy. In 

his early writing, we see, though not unequivocally, the 

a t t r a c t i o n to the mandarin style of the Twenties 

aesthetes that went with dandyism. 

By 1933 there was already a p o l i t i c a l l y charged 

climate at Cambridge. The p o l i t i c a l quietism of the 

Twenties was giving place to a vogue for left-wing p o l i 

t i c s and the same undergraduates who had cheerfully 
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strike-broken i n 1926 were now schoolmasters with new 

degrees and newly Marxist p o l i t i c s . An i n t e r e s t i n 

p o l i t i c s that went beyond Conservative club b a l l s was no 

longer considered boring. In the course of the T h i r t i e s 

the claim of p o l i t i c s on the attention of young English 

writers became more and more pressing. Poets l i k e C e c i l 

Day Lewis and Stephen Spender f e l t obliged to "retreat 

from l i b e r a l i s m " and j o i n the Communist Party.1''" Young 

undergraduates l i k e the poet John Cornford and the 

Marxist c r i t i c Christopher Cauldwell went to Spain on 

the L o y a l i s t side and were k i l l e d . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

t h e i r deaths took place "abroad"; at home, despite the 

fierceness of the rhetoric, the stakes were not so high. 

In C e c i l Day Lewis' Starting Point (1937) and i n White's 

The L i v i n g and The Dead (1941) characters leave for Spain 

and probable death as the novels close. On the c o n t i 

nent "the hard, ferocious theologies of n a t i o n a l i s t i c 
1 o 

and revolutionary i d o l a t r y " took root; . i n England at 

the u n i v e r s i t i e s young middle-class i n t e l l e c t u a l s 

affected varying degrees of commitment to ideology, 

usually on the l e f t . 
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There i s inescapably an a i r of unreality about 

the l e f t i s t p o l i t i c s of English upper-middle-class writers 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l s i n the T h i r t i e s . I t i s not simply a 

question of t h e i r safety, t h e i r lack of immediate involve

ment i n the business of k i l l i n g and dying by which on the 

continent p o l i t i c a l matters were s e t t l e d . In the F i r s t 

War Graves, Sassoon, and Wilfred Owen had painstakingly 

learned a language of r e a l i t y appropriate to the trenches 

and so separated themselves from the romantic enthusiasms 

and empty rhetoric with which Rupert Brooke had entered 

the war. In Spain, John Cornford repeated Brooke's 

pattern (admittedly he had l i t t l e time i n which to learn 

Gravesian truths and he did write one fine Auden-
13 

influenced poem on the war). More t e l l i n g l y , George 

Orwell f a i l e d to f i n d a language adequate to the sense 

of r e a l i t y he undoubtedly gained i n Spain. No-one 

struggled more determinedly than Orwell to write honest

l y and empirically about p o l i t i c a l events, and Homage to  

Catalonia i s widely held to go ri g h t to the heart of the 

Spanish confusion by i t s attention to p a r t i c u l a r s and 

the d i r e c t force of i t s c o l l o q u i a l language. Yet at 

the c r u c i a l moment, describing the ba t t l e scene, Orwell 
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f a l l s back on the language of public-schoolboy slang. "L"* 

There i s scarcely more sense of r e a l i t y here than i n 

the language of an Eton schoolboy describing an O.T.C. 

bat t l e i n the school magazine. Grahame Greene describes 

the problem thus: 

We were a generation brought up on 
adventure stories who had missed the 

. enormous disillusionment of the F i r s t 
War; so we went looking for adventure. 

Green i s speaking about the impulse behind the T h i r t i e s 

fad of t r a v e l books, but he touches on a deeper dilemma. 

How were these young bourgeois from public schools and 

Oxbridge to touch not "adventure," the s t u f f of boys' 

fantasies, but " r e a l i t y , " the world of men? As Christo

pher Isherwood has pointed out, many among his generation 

f e l t themselves to be not quite men, to have missed or 

f a i l e d the decisive "Test" of manhood posed by the F i r s t 

War. In t h e i r p o l i t i c s , i n t h e i r enthusiasm for the 

p r o l e t a r i a t , i n the romantic obsession with Spain, the 

writers of "the Auden generation" revealed t h e i r view of 

themselves as inadequate, i n e f f e c t u a l , removed from the 

hard, clear d e t a i l of the r e a l . 
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Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry share the common 

sense of unreality, of being i s o l a t e d by clas s , education, 

and speech from the hard world of h i s t o r i c a l facts, that 

we find among the young middle-class writers of the.Thir

t i e s . Both novelists adopt i n t h e i r f i c t i o n a formal 

orientation that i n a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y T h i r t i e s fashion 

attempts to address t h i s problem: they follow the journey 

of a young bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l away from his s e l f -

enclosed world of s e n s i b i l i t y towards the " r e a l " world 

o f things and actions. This i s the form adopted by W.H. 

Auden i n The Orators (1932), by Lowry i n Ultramarine (1933), 

by Edward Upward i n Journey to the Border (193 8), and 

by White i n The Li v i n g and The Dead (1941). There i s , 

of course, no s p e c i f i c formal method which connects these 

four writers. They are linked by th e i r common problem 

as bourgeois of finding a way out of the s e l f as under

stood by the l i b e r a l t r a d i t i o n into the h i s t o r i c a l world 

for which the T h i r t i e s l i t e r a r y - l e f t f e l t a conscience-

stricken a t t r a c t i o n . Ultramarine, written before the 

d i s i l l u s i o n i n g events of the l a t e T h i r t i e s , i s prescient 

i n i t s scepticism about the a b i l i t y of bourgeois i n t e l l e c 

tuals to step outside the l i m i t s drawn around t h e i r 

consciousness by class and to touch the " r e a l " world 
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of the working c l a s s . 

We must avoid easy generalizations about Th i r 

t i e s writing and i t s r e l a t i o n to history. The viewpoint 

which asserts that "the c r u c i a l point of difference bet

ween the writers of the T h i r t i e s and t h e i r immediate 

predecessors has more to do with history (content) than 
17 

with l i t e r a t u r e (technique)" i s s i m p l i s t i c . This view 

i s predicated upon the assumption that i n good writing 

content may be divorced from technique. The view i s too 

f a c i l e and has too often been attacked to be once again 

consigned to the dust-bin of l i t e r a r y history. To the 

extent that we may generalize about the T h i r t i e s — and 

most such generalizations work by ignoring a l l influences 

in the decade other than Auden's — we may say that 

much of the serious new writing i n the period was directed 

at finding formal strategies ("techniques") by which to 

explore not only the impact of history ("content") on 

consciousness but also the impact of consciousness on 

history i t s e l f . This, of course, suggests a s h i f t 

from the more unabashed concern of the writers of the 

Twenties to devise a battery of techniques for pursuing 

consciousness into the obscure regions where i t i s fur-
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thest removed from history. But i t does not suggest that 

l i t e r a t u r e was jettisoned i n the i n t e r e s t of preserving 

the b a l l a s t of content. New Verse, which published the 

best of the new writers, maintained a consistently high 

standard and, although Auden and Spender set the tone of 

i t s contributors, i t s editor, Geoffrey Grigson, recognized 

the l i t e r a r y merits of r i g h t i s t s l i k e Pound and Lewis. 

New Writing, whose e d i t o r i a l p o l i c y was avowedly l e f t i s t 

and which went out of the way to publish the works of 

foreign communists and l o c a l workers, generally gave 

prominence to writers l i k e Christopher Isherwood evidently 

on the grounds of t h e i r attention to form and s t y l e rather 

than the purity of t h e i r p o l i t i c s . The L e f t Review, to 

which C e c i l Day Lewis went over out of communist enthu

siasm, was c e r t a i n l y g u i l t y of allowing p o l i t i c a l p a r t i 

sanship to i n t e r f e r e with l i t e r a r y discrimination. But 

The Left Review did not determine the l i t e r a r y p o l i t i c a l 

tone of the decade; i t merely added an important stress. 

Countering that stress throughout the decade was E l i o t ' s 

C r i t e r i o n , and somewhere uneasily in the middle was 

Leavis 1 Scrutiny. 
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In other words, the T h i r t i e s was probably no 

more homogeneous than any other decade. There was, i t 

i s ..true, a d i s t i n c t i v e tone to the decade central to which 

was a new i n t e r e s t among bourgeois writers i n left-wing 

p o l i t i c s . But also important in the setting of t h i s tone 

was the movement we know as "modernism." The young 

writers of the T h i r t i e s were purposefully modern. There 

was no attempt to revive the V i c t o r i a n novel or Georgian 

poetry (even J u l i a n B e l l ' s preference for the eighteenth 

century has a modern ring i n what i t negates, romanticism, 

i f not i n what i t aff i r m s ) . These writers chose to 

pursue the point at which consciousness entangles i t s e l f 

i n h i s t o r y . This was a pursuit at the l e v e l of form, not 

of content, and one i n which White and Lowry part i c i p a t e d . 

The important s h i f t that occurred i n T h i r t i e s 

writing was that away from the aestheticism of the Twenties 

towards a revived realism, towards the use of the verna

cular, and towards h i s t o r i c a l kinds of discourse. This 

was a movement away from the emphasis on s e n s i b i l i t y we 

f i n d i n the novels of V i r g i n i a Woolf. But i t was not 

seen by Auden or Spender or Isherwood as a retreat from 

modernism. They f e l t , not unjustly, that they were 
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building on modernism, putting i t s techniques to t h e i r 

own purposes. Woolf herself followed her own i n s t i n c t s 

i n the T h i r t i e s , extending the modernist-symbolist l i n e , 

and her work i s as much a part of the T h i r t i e s as i s 

that of Auden or Day Lewis or Waugh or Greene. Woolf 

actually sponsored many of the young l e f t i s t poets i n 

the production of t h e i r f i r s t c o l l e c t i v e magazine/mani

festo, New Signatures (1932). The New Signature poets 

had none of the Bloomsbury reverence for "states of 

consciousness," but Mrs. Woolf, whose views on poetry 

were as conservative as her views on f i c t i o n were ad

vanced, does them an i n j u s t i c e when she chides Auden for 

his allegiance to "raw f a c t . " ! ^ Auden and his followers 

were no more i n d i f f e r e n t to s u b j e c t i v i t y than was Woolf: 

" a l l genuine poetry," wrote Auden, " i s i n a sense the 

formation of private spheres out of a public chaos."19 

Mrs. Woolf could hardly have disagreed. The Auden writers 

were merely more g u i l t y about t h e i r subjectivism than 

Woolf, more reluctant to give i t unchecked expression. 

In the early T h i r t i e s , Woolf's f i c t i o n was moving 

further into the s e l f , pursuing i n a high, l y r i c a l prose, 

the elusive " r e a l i t y " within. Meanwhile, Christopher 
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Isherwood was d e v e l o p i n g a n a r r a t i v e method t h a t appears 

t o g i v e v e r y l i t t l e away about t h e i n n e r s t u f f o f s u b j e c t 

i v i t y . Isherwood's n a r r a t o r s have a n a i v e t y t h a t h o l l o w s 

them o u t , makes them w h o l l y r e c e p t i v e t o e x t e r n a l e v e n t s . 

And Isherwood's s t y l e has a t r a n s p a r e n c y t h a t causes h i s 

language t o e f f a c e i t s e l f b e f o r e what i t r e c o r d s . I s h e r -

wood uses a language t h a t i s w i t h o u t l i t e r a r i n e s s , 

a r t i f i c i a l i t y , o r l y r i c i s m . Y e t W i l l i a m Bradshaw, t h e 

n a r r a t o r o f Mr. N o r r i s Changes T r a i n s (1935), i s no more 

an i n h a b i t a n t o f t h e w o r l d o f "raw f a c t " t han a r e the 

c h a r a c t e r s i n Woolf's The Waves (1931). Bradshaw i s a 

n e u r o t i c and i s o l a t e d young E n g l i s h b o u r g e o i s , t r a p p e d 

by h i s s e l f - i m p o s e d r o l e as o b s e r v e r , whose dangerous 

o b j e c t i v i t y c o n c e a l s an u n d e r l y i n g c o m p l i c i t y w i t h t h e 

demented and s u r r e a l w o r l d o f l a t e Weimar Germany. The 

v e r y s i m p l i c i t y o f Isherwood's s t y l e draws a t t e n t i o n t o 

t h e d u p l i c i t y and s t r a n g e n e s s o f t h e w o r l d he r e c o r d s . 

H i s s t y l e — f o r even t h e a t t e m p t t o a r r i v e a t s t y l e l e s s -

ness i s a k i n d o f s t y l e -- i s t h e a n t i t h e s i s o f a Grosz 

c a r t o o n w h i c h we so r e a d i l y a s s o c i a t e w i t h t h e p e r i o d 

Isherwood r e c o r d s . Grosz e x a g g e r a t e s , c a r i c a t u r e s --

r a t h e r l i k e t h e c a r t o o n s o f w e a l t h y d i n n e r p a r t i e s we 
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f i n d i n The Left Review -- because the events he deals 

with have t h e i r own exaggerated, surreal quality and be

cause he works i n a German t r a d i t i o n of expressionist 

d i s t o r t i o n . Isherwood underplays, and the same events 

force themselves through his cool prose l i k e sudden, 

s t a r t l i n g explosions: insidious, because unexpected, 

assaults on the reader. 

Isherwood's understated s t y l e i s very English. 

In a sense, he i s preserving his public-schoolboy calm 

i n the face of the beastly sort of conduct one might 

expect of foreigners. Isherwood's distaste for the 

excessiveness of German popu l a r - l i t e r a r y s t y l e i s also 

English: "the murder reporters — the jazz writers had 
20 

i n f l a t e d the German language beyond r e c a l l . " He 

himself eschews the j o u r n a l i s t i c habit of allowing con

tent to dictate tone. His prose s t y l e i s exactly c a l 

culated: i t i s neither j o u r n a l i s t i c nor "mandarin" --

that i s , concerned with i t s own performance, over elabo

rate. His narrator's manner i s cool and subdued so that 

we f e e l the force of the a t r o c i t i e s that are part of 

German l i f e as they well up suddenly into his detached 

consciousness, s t r i k i n g at h i s , and our, unreachability. 
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By perfecting his stripped s t y l e , his unobtru

sive narrative manner, Isherwood avoids the mandarin 

detachment of Woolf and the sloppiness of j o u r n a l i s t i c 

prose, both of which he sees as inadequate to the peculiar

l y f a n t a s t i c tenor of events. Isherwood's prose i n t h i s 

novel i s a superb medium for the rendering of the h o r r i 

f i c p o l i t i c a l events of the T h i r t i e s . 

Isherwood's own prose avoids the dangers i t 

courts. Mr. Norris i s a work of f i c t i o n , not merely an 

h i s t o r i c a l l y accurate, impartial account. It has the 

compression and i n t e n s i t y , the attention to form, that we 

demand i n the novel. In the middle and late T h i r t i e s , 

documentary went a long way to replacing l i t e r a r y realism 

i n English prose writing. H i s t o r i c a l kinds of discourse 

served increasingly among English prose writers to record 
21 

the enormity of p o l i t i c a l events. Neither White nor 

Lowry succumbed to t h i s kind of writing. Their commit

ment was to imaginative p r o s e - f i c t i o n , not to journalism 

or history. They wanted, of course, to reg i s t e r in t h e i r 

f i c t i o n the impact of history on the consciousness of 

the i n d i v i d u a l and to trace the movement of consciousness, 

however t e n t a t i v e l y , out towards the a c t u a l i t y of 
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p o l i t i c a l events behind the jerky, abstract stream of 

newsreel images. Isherwood's kind of prose was not to 

t h e i r purposes. They needed a s t y l e more openly d i f f i 

c u l t , more layered i n Lowry's case, more mandarin i n 

White's. And they needed to master a variety of tech

niques which they could apply i n t h e i r f i c t i o n more 

self-consciously than Isherwood applies techniques to 

hi s . 

Both novelists required formal strategies, what 

Lowry c a l l s "design-governing postures," s p e c i f i c to 

t h e i r understandings of the relations between the inner 

world of consciousness and the outer world of things and 
22 

actions. They sought some formal means of rec o n c i l i n g 

an antagonism i n the modern English novel between these 

two worlds. In the middle T h i r t i e s when they began to 

publish t h e i r early writing the pendulum which describes 

the alternations i n prestige of these two worlds seemed 

to have lodged v i o l e n t l y at one extreme: that which 

asserted the h i s t o r i c a l understanding of man's being. 

Novelists increasingly were turning to reportage and 

tr a v e l - w r i t i n g . Poets were anxious to eject the timid, 

Prufrockian s e n s i b i l i t i e s of bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l s 
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out of t h e i r self-enclosed universes into the r e a l . i J 

Elyot Standish i n White's The L i v i n g and The Dead i s a 

somewhat belated representative figure of t h i s type: he 

i s Prufrock seen through the eyes of an h i s t o r i c a l l y -

minded, p o l i t i c a l l y conscience-stricken, T h i r t i e s writer. 

Dana H i l l i o t , , the hero of Lowry's Ultramarine, i s another 

of those T h i r t i e s bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l s self-consciously 

seeking a way out of his neurotic preoccupations into the 

rough, rea l world of men and action. 

Looking back on t h i s period i n a 1940 essay, 

"Inside the Whale," George Orwell blames the influence of 

p o l i t i c s on T h i r t i e s novelists for the poverty of t h e i r 
24 

productions. In t h i s essay, Orwell discloses his own 

unexpected a t t r a c t i o n to the p o l i t i c a l i ndifferentism of 

the Twenties and to the n o v e l i s t he considers to represent 

t h i s tendency i n the T h i r t i e s , Henry M i l l e r . Orwell means 

that the aestheticism of the Twenties produced works more 

l i k e l y to survive than the p o l i t i c a l l y conscious T h i r t i e s . 

He himself had attempted unsuccessfully to work symbolist 

and modernist techniques into his early f i c t i o n and had 

only lapsed into realism and h i s t o r i c a l reportage when 
25 

these experiments had proved unworkable. Orwell, then, 
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set out to be both h i s t o r i c a l and modernist. Unable to 

assimilate modernism to his e s s e n t i a l l y r e a l i s t i c talent, 

he turned rel u c t a n t l y to h i s t o r i c a l prose (Homage to  

Catalonia), Edwardian realism (Coming Up for A i r , 1939), 

and, a f t e r the war, to the moral fable. In "Inside the 

Whale" Orwell reads his own f a i l u r e s back into the novel-

writing of the decade. 

Orwell i s correct i n saying that the p o l i t i c a l l y 

conscious T h i r t i e s did not produce novels of the q u a l i t y 

of the p o l i t i c a l l y q u i e t i s t Twenties. But he i s wrong 

— prompted by his own quirky p o l i t i c a l conscience and 

his own l i m i t a t i o n s as a n o v e l i s t — i n a t t r i b u t i n g t h i s 

f a l l i n g o f f i n q u a l i t y unreservedly to p o l i t i c s . The 

Communist Party i n the T h i r t i e s never exercized the 

absolute hegemony i n l i t e r a r y p o l i t i c s which he ascribes 
2 6 

to i t . Nor were T h i r t i e s novelists simply seduced 

en masse away from t h e i r duty to- formal perfection by 

the harpies of ideology. The novel i n England i n the 

T h i r t i e s moved towards realism, h i s t o r i c i s m , and even 

at times towards p o l i t i c a l l y motivated didacticism. But 

t h i s generalization must allow for so many notable 

exceptions, by novelists as diverse as V i r g i n i a Woolf 
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and Evelyn Waugh, that i t i s unworkable. Davenport, 

Swingler, and Lindsay, somewhat belatedly but no less 

fervently, spoke for a tendency i n T h i r t i e s English 

writing when they wrote that they "disbelieve[d] i n the 
27 

divorce of art from society. In doing so, they spoke 

for The Left Review and for communists l i k e Montagu Slater. 

But they did not speak for the majority of T h i r t i e s bour

geois l e f t i s t s i f t h e i r statement may be taken as a c a l l 

to writers to neglect formal questions i n the interests 

of s o c i a l ones. Auden preached a di d a c t i c , s o c i a l l y 

a c t i v i s t poetics, but his own poetry i n the T h i r t i e s was 

equivocal, obscure, t e c h n i c a l l y d i f f i c u l t : what the 

s o c i a l i s t r e a l i s t s would have c a l l e d " f o r m a l i s t i c . " 

Stephen Spender joined the Communist Party at one point, 

b r i e f l y and equivocally, but he was always aware that 

p o l i t i c a l correctness and good writing were not the same 

thing-. 

The problem for serious novelists i n the 

T h i r t i e s was not that they were overly concerned with 

p o l i t i c s but that they were overshadowed by the great 

modernists who had preceded them. Greene, Isherwood, 

Upward, Maugham, Henry Green, Rex Warner — none of these 
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novelists produced a Ulysses or a Women in Love. None 

produced a novel as l i k e l y to l a s t as The Waves (1931), 

The Years (19 37), Finnegan's Wake (19 39), or even Wyndham 

Lewis' Revenge for Love (1937). They represent a minor 

l i n e , but not a n e g l i g i b l e one. Their novels suffer 

l i t t l e by comparison with those of Aldous Huxley or the 

Sitwel l s , for instance. I t was these minor novelists who 

established the tone of the decade i n f i c t i o n . This tone 

saw man as a s o c i a l and h i s t o r i c a l being but there was no 

movement in the T h i r t i e s to return to the j o u r n a l i s t i c 

kind of novel-writing represented by Wells and Bennett. 

Their major achievement was less i n what they produced 

than i n what they made possible. I t was the h i s t o r i c a l 

consciousness, even the p o l i t i c a l consciousness, of the 

T h i r t i e s which made possible Under the Volcano. It 

remained for Lowry to reconcile the competing claims of 

history and modernism, a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n which no English 

n o v e l i s t i n the T h i r t i e s was able to achieve. 

The T h i r t i e s was the c r u c i a l formative period 

i n the development of both White and Lowry as n o v e l i s t s . 

In t h i s period, they assimilated, without ever quite 

committing themselves to, the p r e v a i l i n g l i t e r a r y and 
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p o l i t i c a l tone. They took from the T h i r t i e s not only the 

preoccupation with h i s t o r i c a l events but also the mood 

of longing for an organic past which had not died with 

Lawrence i n English c u l t u r a l thinking. It i s t h i s ground

ing of t h e i r thought i n a s p e c i f i c a l l y English ideology 

that prevents t h e i r f i c t i o n from being rea d i l y assumed by 

the modernist current which i s resolutely i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s t 

and which never strenuously took root i n the English novel. 

In the T h i r t i e s , the voice of organicism was 

more muted than i n the Twenties because of the resolutely 

"progressive" tenor of the l a t t e r decade. With fascism 

on the continent so loudly on the side of the i n s t i n c t u a l 

and the organic, l e f t i s t i n t e l l e c t u a l s were understandably 

reluctant to follow Lawrence into b a t t l e against a mecha

n i c a l England. It did not help Lawrence's cause that, as 

Stephen Spender notes i n The Destructive Element (1935), 

his theories had been "seized on by the Nazis, who h a i l 

Lawrence as the English writer, whose theories are most 

sympathetic to them." In the T h i r t i e s , the a l l u r e of 

the i r r a t i o n a l had faded. It was more fashionable to 

adopt a Marxist rationalism than a Lawrentian instinctualism. 

Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis, whose r i g h t i s t p o l i t i c s had 
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not seemed outrageous i n the Twenties, by t h e i r propagan

dizing for H i t l e r and Mussolini and for the cause of 

c u l t u r a l organicism made themselves the p o l i t i c a l pariahs 

of the T h i r t i e s , although Geoffrey Grigson's respect for 

Lewis as a writer meant that he had an occasional forum i n 

New Verse along with Auden and A l l o t t and Spender. Lewis, 

who l a t e r decently changed his mind about Hitlerism, i n 

his notorious H i t l e r (1931) defended the perverse ideology 

of national socialism i n terms of i t s commitment to a 

r a c i a l organicism: 

We f e e l the love and understanding of 
blood-brothers, of one culture, children 
of the same t r a d i t i o n s , whose deepest 
s o c i a l i n t e r e s t s , when a l l i s said and 
done, are one: that i s the only sane and 
r e a l i s t i c journey i n the midst of a 
dis i n t e g r a t i n g world. That, as I 
interpret i t , i s the national s o c i a l i s t 
doctrine of B l u t s g e f u h l . 2 ^ 

The l e f t i s t c r i t i q u e of t h i s version of Nazi ideology i s 

one that can e a s i l y be turned against D.H. Lawrence and 

T.S. E l i o t : "The 'culture' of the t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s i s 

e n t i r e l y synthetic, the r e s u l t of nostalgia for an imagi

nary p a s t . " 3 0 The l e f t i s t i n t e l l e c t u a l s of the T h i r t i e s 

f e l t l i k e Lewis, Pound, Lawrence, and E l i o t , that they 

inhabited "a disintegrating world." Spender was l a t e r 
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to write that he used the word " p o l i t i c a l " i n t h i s period 

to signal "a f a t a l i t y which [he] f e l t to be overtaking 
31 

our c i v i l i z a t i o n . " However, i n order not to despair 

over the wreckage of contemporary c i v i l i z a t i o n he chose 

to look not to the reactionary myth of an organic c u l t u r a l 

wholeness i d e a l l y located i n the past but to a s o c i a l i s t 

future. There i s not the sense i n T h i r t i e s writing that 

we f i n d i n the Twenties of history as chaos and decline 

which can only be escaped by retreating into the perfect 

orders of art or the past. The writers of the T h i r t i e s , 

those at l e a s t of the Auden group, were i n c l i n e d to accept 

the Marxist f a i t h that history can be ordered by human 

action and they went te n t a t i v e l y about the business of 

e f f e c t i n g such orderings through t h e i r a rt. 

White and Lowry, although i t seems odd to 

think of them i n such a context, f a l l belatedly into 

"the Auden generation." They too were born between 1904 

and 1915, were educated at public schools and Oxbridge. 

They too were moved to contemplate the s o c i a l i s t future 

which, given the collapse of the l i b e r a l democracies i n 

the face of f a s c i s t aggression, was widely held to be 
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desirable, i f not i n e v i t a b l e . It was partly the f e e l i n g 

that socialism offered the only viable alternative to 

fascism and partly a t y p i c a l l y T h i r t i e s confusion of the 

p r o l e t a r i a t with the peasantry which led White and Lowry 

to turn to the working class as a possible way out of a 

dying bourgeois culture. Like other middle-class writers 

in the T h i r t i e s White and Lowry approached the working 

class and ..its:, putative future with misgivings and 

evasions. 

Auden 1s "A Summer Night" (1934) i s a characteris

t i c a l l y evasive treatment of the coming s o c i a l i s t England: 

the poem i s more intent on the bourgeois freedoms that 

might be l o s t than on whatever might be gained. Even a 

doctrinaire Marxist l i k e Edward Upward, who shows in his 

p o l i t i c a l parable Journey to the Border that he i s con

vinced of the rightness and i n e v i t a b i l i t y of Marxism for 

contemporary bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l s , gives few indications 

of what a Marxist revolution would actually achieve i n 

s o c i a l terms. C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , Upward i s primarily 

interested i n Marxism as a panacea for a troubled, intensely 

i s o l a t e d consciousness which cannot distinguish between 

fantasy and r e a l i t y . Marxism for Upward's hero provides 
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a bridge to the r e a l world not a means of changing that 

world. 

However short-lived or equivocal was the l e f t i s m 

of Auden's generation, i t was t h i s group that established 

the l i t e r a r y - p o l i t i c a l tone of the T h i r t i e s . Auden and 

p o l i t i c a l poetry has become as fixed an idea of the 

T h i r t i e s as the black-and-white photographs of the Jarrow 

marchers or the jerky newsreels of goose-stepping f a s c i s t s . 

And we think of the kind of poetry Auden i n i t i a t e d as 

being not only p o l i t i c a l but also sympathetic to techno

logy i n a way that distinguishes i t sharply from the 

poetry of the Twenties. The Lawrentian view that indus

t r i a l i z a t i o n , by despoiling the countryside, had broken 

the organic bonds of the old order and savagely degraded 

English l i f e was not compatible with the new tone. Auden 

and h i s followers looked on i n d u s t r i a l landscapes with 

a c q u i s i t i v e rather than antagonistic eyes: here was a 

source of images for a new poetic. E l i o t had employed 

the imagery of modern urban l i f e i n the symbolist manner: 

to evoke states of soul. Lawrence had imaged the eruptions 

of industry across the face of England. In the T h i r t i e s , 
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there i s a s h i f t i n the a t t i t u d e s towards technology 

i m p l i e d by the use of i t s imagery. Much of the imagery 

of decay we f i n d i n T h i r t i e s poetry i s at t a c h e d not, as 

i n Lawrence, to the c o u n t r y s i d e a s s a u l t e d by i n d u s t r i a l i s m 

but to f a c t o r i e s and farms made i d l e by d e p r e s s i o n . The 

new a t t i t u d e i s very n e a t l y caught by Anthony Powell i n 

At Lady M o l l y ' s (1958): 

"You have a n i c e landscape here"... 
"Do you t h i n k i t n i c e ? ... You know 

these days I s c a r c e l y n o t i c e such t h i n g s . 
Once I might have done — should have 
done, c e r t a i n l y , i n my romantic p e r i o d . 
I suppose by " n i c e " you mean undeveloped. 
Give me something a b i t more p r a c t i c a l . 
You can keep your p i c t u r e s q u e f e a t u r e s 
as f a r as I am concerned. I f E n g l i s h 
a g r i c u l t u r e was or g a n i z e d on a r a t i o n a l 
-- I do not even say a j u s t -- b a s i s , I 
dare say there might be something to be 
s a i d f o r the view from t h i s window. As 
i t i s , I would much r a t h e r be l o o k i n g a t 
a w e l l - d e s i g n e d power s t a t i o n . Perhaps, 
as being more r u r a l , I should say a row 
of s i l o s . 3 2 

To gauge t h i s new mood we may compare Lawrence's 

"The Triumph o f the Machine" (1929) i n which "mechanical 

man," having raped the n a t u r a l world, reaps apocalypse 

w i t h the poems of Auden and Spender from the e a r l y T h i r t i e s . 

In Auden's "Consider" (19 32) we f i n d " s i l t e d harbours, 
33 

d e r e l i c t works," and " s t r a n g l e d orchards." Despxte the 
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poem's teasing metaphysical and psychological a l l u s i o n s , 

Auden i s c l e a r l y attacking an economic order that has 

allowed such massive decay, and he attacks i t not because 

i t i s i n d u s t r i a l but because i t i s c a p i t a l i s t . S i m i l a r l y , 

i n C. Day Lewis' The Magnetic Mountain (1932) the "cursed 

towns and devastated areas" are symptoms of a generalized 

i l l n e s s i n f e c t i n g English culture which, despite obscuri-
34 

t i e s , i s largely economic i n i t s aetiology. In part, the 

Auden poets 1 enthusiasm for technology rested on t h e i r 

lack of exposure to the North where the i n d u s t r i a l revolu

t i o n had permeated nearly every corner of l i f e and where 

Lawrence's sense of the ugliness of industry had been 

sharpened. The new factories that appeared i n the South 

in the between-the-wards period were generally clean and 

e f f i c i e n t i n the modern manner, devoted to l i g h t industry 

rather than heavy as i n the North. The enthusiasm of the 

Auden poets for technology was directed at the new tech

nologies that had grown out of the war -- wirelesses, 

e l e c t r i c i t y , aeroplanes — not at the c o a l - f i r e d m i l l s 

of nineteenth-century Manchester. In Stephen Spender's 

poems we even f i n d a d i s t i n c t l y F u t u r i s t quality of exul

t a t i o n at the prospect of advanced technology. "The 
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Express" (1932), "The Landscape Near an Aerodrome (1933), 

and "Pylons" (1933) attach the poet's l y r i c a l enthusiasm 
35 

not to images of nature but to images of technology. 

The ambivalence about technology on the part of 

T h i r t i e s writers i s best expressed i n a passage from 

George Orwell's The Road to Wigan Pier (1937): 

The i n d u s t r i a l towns of the North are 
ugly because they happen to have been 
b u i l t at a time when modern methods of 
steel-construction and smoke abatement 
were unknown, and when everyone was too 
busy making money to think about anything 
else ... But since the war, industry has 
tended to d r i f t southward and i n doing 
so has grown almost comely. The t y p i c a l 
post-war factory i s not a gaunt barrack 
or an awful chaos of blackness and 
belching chimneys; i t i s a g l i t t e r i n g 
white structure of concrete and s t e e l 
surrounded by green lawns and beds of 
t u l i p s ... 

A belching chimney or a stinking slum 
i s repulsive c h i e f l y because i t implies 
warped l i v e s and a i l i n g chimneys. Look 
at i t from a purely aesthetic standpoint 
and i t may have a certain macabre appeal. 
I f i n d that anything outrageously strange 
generally ends by fascinating me when I 
abominate i t . 3 ^ 

There i s no ind i c a t i o n i n t h i s passage that Orwell i s an 

unli k e l y convert to Futurism or the Bauhaus, despite those 

" g l i t t e r i n g white" f a c t o r i e s . Orwell's point i s the one 
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made by Blake and Lawrence i n th e i r d i f f e r e n t ways: that 

the o r i g i n of ugliness i s not i n the world of things, 

natural or a r t i f i c i a l , but i n the mind of man. For 

Lawrence, the ugliness of the nineteenth century was the 

ugliness of commerce and u t i l i t a r i a n i s m which had s p i l l e d 

out over the world. This i s the same recognition that 

w i l l allow Lowry i n his late stories to f i t an o i l refinery 

into a p a r a d i s i a l scene. Paradise, l i k e h e l l , i s i n the 

mind of man. In the course of the nineteenth century a 

h e l l i s h view of r e a l i t y squeezed the p a r a d i s i a l one out 

of England and transformed the face of the country i n i t s 

own brutal image. 

This triumph of s p i r i t u a l ugliness i n the mind of 

the English middle class — for commerce and u t i l i t y were 

the values of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie and the 

England they had created -- made the actual England, even 

where i t had not been despoiled by industrialism, seem 

tainted. By the end of the F i r s t World War the presence 

of i n d u s t r i a l i s m seemed to Lawrence inescapable i n England. 

Orwell confirms t h i s view i n Wigan Pier where he accounts 

i n d i r e c t l y for the qu a l i t y of hysteria i n the c r i t i q u e of 

indu s t r i a l i s m mounted by those English writers who stand 



i n t h e o r g a n i c i s t l i n e : 

But q u i t e soon th e t r a i n drew away i n t o 
open c o u n t r y , and t h a t seemed s t r a n g e , 
a l m o s t u n n a t u r a l , as though the open 
c o u n t r y had been a k i n d o f p a r k , f o r i n 
t h e i n d u s t r i a l a r e a s , one always f e e l s 
t h a t t h e smoke and f i l t h must go on 
f o r e v e r and t h a t no p a r t o f t h e e a r t h ' s 
s u r f a c e can escape them. I n a crowded, 
d i r t y l i t t l e c o u n t r y l i k e o urs one t a k e s 
d e f i l e m e n t a l m o s t f o r g r a n t e d . S l a g -
heaps and chimneys seem a more n o r m a l , 
p r o b a b l e l a n d s c a p e than g r a s s and t r e e s , 
and even i n t h e depths o f t h e c o u n t r y 
when you d r i v e your f o r k i n t o t h e ground 
you h a l f e x p e c t t o l e v e r up a broken 
b o t t l e o r a r u s t y c a n . 3 ^ 

O r w e l l ' s s u r p r i s e t h a t p a t c h e s o f an E n g l a n d p r i o r t o the 

i n d u s t r i a l scene s t i l l e x i s t r e f l e c t s the thoroughness 

w i t h w h i c h t h e n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y c a s t o f mind had p e r 

meated E n g l i s h c o n s c i o u s n e s s . The n a t u r a l scene seems t o 

him " s t r a n g e , a l m o s t u n n a t u r a l " because orieuof the e f f e c t s 

i n d u s t r i a l i s m had been t o c o n s i g n t h a t w o r l d t o t h e r e a l m 

o f myth. As i n d u s t r i a l i s m grew more p e r v a s i v e i n E n g l i s h 

l i f e , so t h e o l d o r d e r became m y t h i c a l , became the uneasy 

i d e o l o g i c a l p r o d u c t o f a c l a s s d i v i d e d a g a i n s t i t s e l f : one 

p a r t s e e k i n g i n an i d e a l i z e d t r a d i t i o n a l E n g l a n d a compen

s a t i n g image f o r t h e w o r l d the o t h e r p a r t had b r o u g h t i n t o 

3 8 
b e i n g . O r w e l l i s s u r p r i s e d t o d i s c o v e r i n t a c t a p a r t o f 
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what the myth asserted had e n t i r e l y vanished. For Law

rence and Lowry, contact with t h i s older world was essen

t i a l to t h e i r writing because each had committed himself 

to an open form whose seemingly f r a g i l e structures required 

access to an ex i s t i n g organic order. 

Ultramarine seems the least organicist of 

Lowry's novels with i t s rather tedious enthusiasm for the 

ship's engines. We t i r e of Lowry 1s obsession with the 

engines aft e r he has suggested t h e i r musical p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

and exhausted t h e i r symbolic ones. We are surprised, 

then, to discover at l a s t that the engines serve to make 

an or g a n i c i s t point. Lowry treats them as the features 

of a Wordsworthian landscape rather than the brute objec

t i v e manifestations of a mechanical world: 

the jiggering levers began to keep time 
to a queer tune H i l l i o t had unconsciously 
f i t t e d to t h e i r chanting, and he saw that 
at l a s t the interdependence of rod grasp
ing rod, of shooting straight l i n e 
seizing curved arms, of l i n k s limping 
backward and wriggling forward on t h e i r 
queer pivots, had become related to his 
own meanings and his own struggles, (u, 158). 

In t h i s passage the mind of Dana H i l l i o t at l a s t f i t s 

i t s e l f to the external world and solves the problem of 
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the bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l i n the T h i r t i e s unable to make 

contact with " r e a l i t y " as well as the problem of the novel's 

unity. Dana effects a Wordsworthian marriage of the mind 

of man to the goodly universe of things. Lowry, however, 
39 

has updated Wordsworth's "goodly universe" so that i t i s 

able to include mechanical objects. On t h i s marriage, 

the novel's unity hangs. Here Dana H i l l i o t , the T h i r t i e s 

neurotic would-be hero, cures his i l l s : he touches r e a l i t y 

i n i t s contemporary forms; he has his f i r s t manly orgasm 

("shooting straight l i n e seizing curved arms"); and he 

discovers that order i n the external world depends on 

his a b i l i t y to project outwards an inner order. 

The marriage i s an unsatisfactory one for Dana 

as for the reader. There are a number of deliberate 

allusions to perversion and masturbation: "limping," 

"wriggling," "queer." If order i n external r e a l i t y i s 

to depend on Dana's subjective orderings, then in e v i t a b l y 

i t i s going to be flawed. Inevitably also, Lowry i s 

unhappy with t h i s kind of solution. The chief motive of 

the voyage i s to discover an organic unity that no longer 

exists i n England. But the ship on which he voyages remains 

a part of England and the p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l world. To 
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attempt to f i t t h i s world into the perspective of i t s 

chief r e s i s t i n g ideology i s a brave but somewhat desperate 

solution to a Lowrian, and Lawrentian, impasse. For the 

moment, i t i s the best that Dana, and Lowry, can do, and i t 

i s an improvement on a l l those l i s t s of new technologies 

we f i n d i n T h i r t i e s writing. 

Despite a l l the pylons, wirelesses, aeroplanes, 

and locomotives that announce the new age throughout the 

poetry of the T h i r t i e s , the voice of organicism was by no 

means s t i l l e d i n the decade. We may hear i t i n s i s t e n t l y 

behind the l e f t i s t rhetoric of C. Day Lewis. In his 

"Letter to a Young Revolutionary" (19 33) Day Lewis advises 

the prospective Communist: "You must break up the super

f i c i a l v i s i o n of the motorist and restore the slow, i n -
40 

s t i n c t i v e , absorbent vxsxon of the countryman." Day 

Lewis, one of the most dedicated and durable of T h i r t i e s 

communist writers, ended the decade in the English country

side writing nature poetry and t r a n s l a t i n g V i r g i l ' s 

Georgics. We may hear the voice of the organic community 

clamorously i n John Betjeman's poem, "Slough" (1937), i n 

which the poet wishes that the modern world might destroy 

i t s e l f with the very technology by which i t has l a i d 
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waste the old but not quite extinct world of "the plough," 

of "cabbages," and of "the earth": 

Come, fr i e n d l y bombs, and f a l l on Slough 
It i s n ' t f i t for humans now, 
There i s n ' t grass to graze a cow 

Swarm over, Death! 
Come, bombs, and blow to smithereens 
Those air-conditioned, bright canteens, 
Tinned f r u i t , tinned meat, tinned milk,tinned 

beans 
Tinned minds, tinned breath. 1 

We may also hear the voice of the organic commu

nity raised very s t r i d e n t l y indeed i n the early writings 

— propaganda i s the more exact word — of F.R. Leavis. 

In a 1930 pamphlet, Mass C i v i l i z a t i o n and Minority Culture, 

Leavis attacks the organs of mass opinion-making and mass 

entertainment -- radio, cinema, and the newspapers -- with 

a rancorousness that anticipates Patrick White's treatment 
42 

of the same in The L i v i n g and The Dead (1941). In 

Culture and Environment (1933) Leavis instructs English 

teachers i n schools to i n s t i l in t h e i r students reverence 

for "Tradition" and for "the organic community" while 

sharpening t h e i r c r i t i c a l s k i l l s by having them analyse 

the language of modern advertising i n the s p i r i t i n which 

the church fathers analysed the Gnostic t e x t s . ^ 3 
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We may even hear the v o i c e of o r g a n i c i s m , ad

m i t t e d l y at a somewhat queered p i t c h , i n the "mortmere" 

fa n t a s y world which C h r i s t o p h e r Isherwood and Edward Upward 

invented as schoolboys and whose symbolism W.H. Auden 

took over. "Mortmere" i s the t r a d i t i o n a l E n g l i s h v i l l a g e 

w i t h i t s stock c h a r a c t e r s — v i c a r , s q u i r e , a s s o r t e d 

e c c e n t r i c s -- transposed i n t o the nightmare world of 
4 4 

between-the-wars England. That i s to say, the n i g h t 

mare q u a l i t y i n "Mortmere" has i t s o r i g i n s not i n the 

authors' view of the E n g l i s h past but i n t h e i r view of 

contemporary r e a l i t y . Both were too young to have 

experienced a t f i r s t hand the pre-war world of o r d e r , 

s t a b i l i t y , c o n t i n u i t y -- thus was i t p o r t r a y e d to I s h e r 

wood — but i t s myth t r o u b l e d them. The world of t h e i r 

youth they f e l t to have been d e f i n e d nowhere more c l e a r l y 

than i n The Waste Land: the world of t h e i r young manhood, 

the T h i r t i e s , was one i n which a second war was w i d e l y 

expected. Thus a g r e a t g u l f seemed to separate the 

world "between the wars" which they had i n h e r i t e d from 

t h a t m y t h i c a l England which had a p p a r e n t l y e x i s t e d p r i o r 
45 

to the F i r s t War. The b i z a r r e n e s s of the "Mortmere" 

v e r s i o n of the E n g l i s h past d e r i v e s from the c h i l i a s m 
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of i t s authors which they have simply projected backwards 

into history. Thus, i n the very d i s t o r t i o n s of "Mort-

mere" we may discover a fascination with the quaint "orga

ni c " England of myth and a horror at the actual England 

caught between two catastrophic wars and profoundly 

unconfident about i t s formerly secure place i n the 

world. 

F i n a l l y , we may a t t r i b u t e at least i n part to 

organicist nostalgia the continued prestige of D.H. 

Lawrence during the T h i r t i e s . Lawrence's orga n i c i s t 

mission was e x p l i c i t l y taken up by Gerald D u r r e l l i n 

his Black Book (1935). Lawrence also turns up i n heroic 

guise i n Auden's The Orators (1932) where he figures as 

a possible healer of the neurotic soul of the young 

Englishman. This i s an early work of Auden 1s whose 
4 6 

p o l i t i c a l implications the poet l a t e r repudiated. 
Yet Lawrence also turns up h e r o i c a l l y i n Day Lewis' 

4 7 

"Letter to a Young Revolutionary." Lawrence's ghost 

stalked and troubled the T h i r t i e s . I t i s found i n 

White's f i r s t novel, Happy Valley (1939). This ghost 

would not be exorcized because, i n spite of the l i v i n g 

man's p o l i t i c a l heresies, his uncompromising view of the 
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sickness of English culture a f t e r the 1914 - 18 war — 

Lawrence actually proposed the winter of 1915 - 16 as 

the point at which "the s p i r i t of the old London collapsed" 

-- concurred with the view p r e v a i l i n g i n the T h i r t i e s , 

a view shared by the p o l i t i c a l r i g h t , l e f t , and the 
48 

several shades of opinion between. 

Even as unromantic a writer as George Orwell 

draws i n sp i t e of himself on t h i s l i n e of org a n i c i s t 

nostalgia. In the course of the T h i r t i e s , Orwell's a t t i 

tude to the encroachment of factories and suburbs on the 

remaining r u r a l scenes became more and more hardened in 

opposition. In Coming Up for A i r , Orwell discloses his 

hankering aft e r the Edwardian v i l l a g e l i f e which had been 

swallowed up between the wars by housing estates and 

the new towns, Slough among them. Thus were the traces 

of the old world, mourned by Hardy and Lawrence, eradicated 

from England. In Wigan Pier, Orwell discloses his ambi

valent feelings about progressive p o l i t i c s and org a n i c i s t 

nostalgia i n a passage that pinpoints an ambivalence that 

runs r i g h t through T h i r t i e s writing: 
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I do not i n a sense "want" to return to 
a simpler, harder, probably a g r i c u l t u r a l 
way of l i f e . In the same sense I don't 
"want" to cut down my drinking, to pay 
my debts, ... etc., etc. But i n another 
and more permanent sense I do want these 
t h i n g s . 4 9 

In other words, Orwell found himself longing for what his 

always cantakerous p o l i t i c a l conscience t o l d him was 

reactionary and, i n the context of the T h i r t i e s , dangerous. 

Despite a l l t h i s ambivalence, one mood was 

general and unequivocal i n the T h i r t i e s : the mood of 

profound pessimism about the future of western c i v i l i z a 

t i o n . The young middle-class writers of the T h i r t i e s 

f e l t that t h e i r c i v i l i z a t i o n had exhausted i t s e l f . They 

agreed with older writers l i k e Wyndham Lewis, Lawrence, 

and V i r g i n i a Woolf that the old, secure order had not 

survived the Great War. And p o l i t i c a l events on the 

Continent convinced them that what was l e f t of bourgeois 

c i v i l i z a t i o n was doomed. Under the circumstances i t i s 

hardly surprising that socialism seemed a more a t t r a c t i v e 

proposition than fascism i f indeed one's p r i v i l e g e d , 

cultured way of l i f e was destined for the capacious 

dust-bin of history. 
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The attractions of Marxism for "the Auden 

generation" lay less i n a general w i l l among i n t e l l e c t u a l s 

to transform society by c o l l e c t i v e action with the pro

l e t a r i a t than i n a common desire to discover order i n a 

world that seemed to be f l y i n g apart. Marxism answered 

the same e s s e n t i a l l y r e l i g i o u s need that led Evelyn Waugh 

and Graham Greene to Catholicism, T.S. E l i o t to Anglicanism, 

and W.H. Auden through Marxism to an E x i s t e n t i a l i s t variety 

of protestant C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

The Communist Party of Great B r i t a i n , then, 

suggested an u n l i k e l y but seductive church to a generation 

which found the Twenties "philosophy of meaninglessness" 

inadequate to a decade of economic depression and the 
50 

r i s e of fascism. Among the several churches that vied 

for the allegiance of i n t e l l e c t u a l s i n the T h i r t i e s --

money-reform, nationalism, Catholicism (Anglo and Roman), 

pacifism, and Freudianism — Communism was by far the most 

successful i n r e c r u i t i n g acolytes among young writers from 

White's and Lowry's background. This i s so much the case 

that l i t e r a r y h i s t o r i e s of the T h i r t i e s too often approach 

the decade by tracing the f l i r t a t i o n s and copulations of 
51 

writers with Marxism. George Orwell even claims that 
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"for about three years .. the central stream of English 

l i t e r a t u r e was more or less d i r e c t l y under Communist 
52 

control." The claim i s exaggerated but i t suggests the 

seriousness with which Marxist doctrine and the role of 

the Communist Party were taken during the T h i r t i e s . Neither 

White nor Lowry crossed the portal of t h i s most dogmatic 

of secular r e l i g i o n s , but both lingered on the steps 

s u f f i c i e n t l y to learn the r i t u a l gestures and genuflec

tions. The h i s t o r i c a l progress of the Spanish c i v i l war 

serves i n Under the Volcano (1947) as a central structuring, 

device and as a continuous moral resonance. White attempt

ed i n the T h i r t i e s to create i n his f i c t i o n credible working-

class characters who o f f e r a r e a l alternative to a bankrupt 

bourgeois c i v i l i z a t i o n . In the post-war f i c t i o n of both 

writers, we f i n d working-class characters, but now they 

are seen through i d e o l o g i c a l perspectives native to 

White and Lowry rather than through the fasionably l e f t i s t 

ones with which they toyed i n the T h i r t i e s . In t h e i r 

l a t e r f i c t i o n , we find sympathetic s a i l o r s and washer

women, but, mercifully, we f i n d no sentimentalized or 

i d e a l i z e d proletarians. 
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The i n t e r e s t i n the working class that we f i n d 

in the early f i c t i o n of Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry 

i s not merely the sign of a T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t piety adopted 

by both writers i n spite of t h e i r d i s l i k e of ind u s t r i a l i s m 

and the classes, both exploiters and exploited, which 

serve i t . Both were concerned in the T h i r t i e s to extend 

the range of the English novel outside the narrow class 

l i m i t s to which i t generally confined i t s e l f . There were 

novels of bourgeois l i f e i n the T h i r t i e s , novels of 

a r i s t o c r a t i c l i f e , novels of the l i f e of the "m i l l i o n a i r e 

bohemia," novels of working-class l i f e (lots of these, 

usually written by bourgeois w r i t e r s ) , and there were 

novels written about the struggles of young bourgeois 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s to escape private neurosis and public 

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n by embracing the communist cause. But 

there are no English novels written i n the T h i r t i e s 

which show, as the V i c t o r i a n novel had done, society as 

a dynamic whole. Mill-owners' sons might choose to 

write about the l i v e s of the workers i n the family 

factory — Henry Green does t h i s very well indeed i n 

Li v i n g (1929) -- but they could not show the actual 

constantly s h i f t i n g r e lations of class, the way i n which 
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an i n d i v i d u a l may move through the classes changing i n 

wardly and outwardly as he does. Even Marxists l i k e 

Edward Upward could not show, as could Lawrence who 

straddled two classes, how the desired leap across the 

classes might be achieved. Upward could not conceive 

what the world actually looks l i k e to a working-class 

man or woman; c e r t a i n l y , he could not conceive that the 

road between the classes might be physical rather than 

mental. Intimacy of touch unites Durrant and Louisa 

i n Lawrence's "The Clergyman's Daughter" (1914). The only 

English novel that includes a whole s o c i a l range con

ceived as a complete and changing t o t a l i t y i s Ralph 

Bates' The Olive F i e l d (1936) which, t e l l i n g l y , i s set 

i n Spain. 

Ideologically, both Patrick White and Malcolm 

Lowry are the heirs of D.H. Lawrence, although White's 

mandarin s t y l e and LOwry's habit of Joycean word-play 

at times obscure t h i s debt. Both, of course, were 

influenced not only by Joyce's techniques but also by his 

attention to the novel as an achieved and independent form. 

Lowry and White both have t h e i r moments of l i n g u i s t i c 



-88-

self-consciousness of which Leavis would not have approved. 

Yet neither manages to achieve the Joycean desideratum 

of authorial self-effacement. At c r u c i a l moments, each 

parades his passions, his moral viewpoints, with Lawren-

tia n fervour through his f i c t i o n . Neither unreservedly 

wants to cut h i s f i c t i o n a l worlds a d r i f t from the actual 

business of l i f e or the authorial voice that demands to 

interpret l i f e for us, to make us aware of i t s strange

ness, i t s beauty, i t s flux. Even when the authors do not 

speak to us d i r e c t l y — and White has an unnerving habit 

of doing t h i s -- we can f e e l the nervous energy of 

authorial ideology disrupting the surface of the text. 

In both writers, the most e x p l i c i t textual interruptions 

are occasioned by the author's hatred of modern l i f e 

and his nostalgia for a vanished order. 
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I I 

Happy Valley 

1939 was not a year i n which to 
st a r t a l i t e r a r y career. 

E.'M. Forster. 

Experiment and adventure are 
indicated,.the boom of the twen
t i e s has been paid for by the 
slump of the t h i r t i e s ; l e t us 
try then to break the vicious 
c i r c l e by returning to a con
t r o l l e d expenditure, a balanced 
l i t e r a r y budget, a reasoned 
extravagance. 

C y r i l Connolly, 
Enemies of Promise 
(1938) . 
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In his f i r s t novel, Happy Valley (1939), White's 

debt to the V i c t o r i a n novel i s strongly in evidence. The 

n o v e l i s t selects representative figures from a l l strata 

of a given society. He stands outside that society and 

views i t as a whole. The characters a l l f i t neatly and 

inevitably into a class society whose structure i s seen 

as permanent and unquestionable. The novelist i s concern

ed that his readers should make moral discriminations 

about the l i v e s of his characters. The narrator does 

not hesitate to judge e x p l i c i t l y the p a r t i c u l a r actions 

of the characters. Moreover, l i k e the narrator of the 

V i c t o r i a n novel, he presents himself to us as an observer 

upon whose judgements we can safely r e l y . This habit of 

the narrator of making judgements and of drawing atten

tion to role as an unfolder of events whose outcome he 

knows i n advance i s annoying i n a novel with evident 

pretensions to being modern (surely Barry Argyle i s 

overcomplimentary i n likening the e f f e c t of authorial 

presence -- the author's viewpoint, with much j u s t i c e , 

here conflated with the narrator's -- to Brecht's "aliena

t i o n e f f e c t " : the e f f e c t of White's int r u s i v e narrator on 

the reader i s s o p o r i f i c rather than a l i e n a t i n g ) . 1 Less 
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frequently and less expertly White uses dramatic contrasts 

to i n v i t e us to make moral discriminations among the 

various responses to l i f e of the characters. 

White's grasp of the s o c i a l range he attempts 

to encompass i s seriously flawed. His working-class 

characters i n p a r t i c u l a r are very unsure i n t h e i r execu

t i o n . Chuffy Chambers, the melancholic simpleton, i s a 

caricature with the i l l u s i o n of psychological depth 

thrown i n . The townspeople are mere stereotypes: red-

faced, mindless publicans and a malicious and nosey 

chorus of housewives. The bourgeois Belpers are 

Dickensian humours without the master's touch of gra

tuitous l i f e . Even they have more l i f e than the novel's 

central characters, the timid seekers aft e r more than 

p r o v i n c i a l bourgeois l i f e has to o f f e r , Oliver Halliday 

and Alys Browne. 

With r u r a l figures proper White's touch i s 

surer. The Furlows are confident sketches of a kind 

that White has since developed with considerable comic 

e f f e c t : the i n e f f e c t u a l squatter and his s o c i a l l y ambi

tious wife. Sidney, t h e i r d i s s a t i s f i e d daughter, and 
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Hagan, her braggart lover, are more than well-drawn. 

They have r e a l energy, a l i f e of t h e i r own. These types 

also w i l l reappear i n White's f i c t i o n . The w i l f u l , sex

u a l l y a t t r a c t i v e and aggressive woman given, l i k e Emma 

Bovary, to the confusion of l i f e with romantic fantasy 

w i l l reemerge as Maman Courtney, Elizabeth Hunter, and, 

comically, as Amy Parker. The l a t e r versions of the 

type, however, w i l l possess r i c h and complex inner l i v e s 

in a way that Sidney, for a l l her Mallarmean reveries, 

does not. This l i n e of romantic heroines, which ends as 

self-parody i n Eddie/Eadith Twyborn, joins i n a complica

ted dalliance with a l i n e of Australian proletarian 

heroes: the red rogue males from Hagan to Don Prowse. 

Hagan's l i f e i s a l l on the surface, yet he i s a no less 

successful characterization for that. I t i s f i t t i n g 

that t h i s type of pure maleness, of Ned Kelly swagger, 

should have no inner l i f e as i t i s f i t t i n g that his 

female counterpart should become, i n Elizabeth Hunter, 

a l l inwardness and s e n s i b i l i t y . In the love a f f a i r 

between Sidney Furlow and Clem Hagan we fin d the f i r s t , 

f a l t e r i n g steps i n a f l i r t a t i o n White's f i c t i o n w i l l 

trace between the Aussie "bloke" and the European "lady" 
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which w i l l end i n The Twyborn A f f a i r (1979) not with a 

marriage but with a rape. 

There i s a T h i r t i e s context to White's depiction 

of these lovers. This i s noticeable at the l e v e l of s t y l e . 

Sidney Furlow belongs i n a symbolist novel. She i s lock

ed inside her s e n s i b i l i t y and sees the external world 

as brut a l and crude. Yet she i s troubled by a T h i r t i e s 

conviction that she ought to somehow to make contact 

with the r e a l , which she associates with the figure of 

the foreman, Hagan. Like Dana H i l l i o t i n Lowry's 

Ultramarine she i s drawn to the working class, not out 

of Marxist enthusiasm but out of a conviction that work

ing-class l i f e has a more trenchant grasp of r e a l i t y 

than bourgeois l i f e . She i s g u i l t y about, or d i s s a t i s 

f i e d with, her self-absorption, her addiction to inward

ness, and sets out to embrace the world of fact . Hagan 

stands for r e a l i t y and the vernacular i n the sense i n 

which the s a i l o r s on the Oedipus Tyrannus do. His 

language i s earthy, d i r e c t , c o l l o q u i a l . His world i s 

active, sensuous, heterosexual. He lacks the T h i r t i e s 

bourgeois hero's s e l f - d i v i s i o n , his sense of sexual 

g u i l t , his neurosis. Hagan suggests to White a means 
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of drawing on the strengths of realism, p a r t i c u l a r l y i t s 

use of c o l l o q u i a l speech, without s l i p p i n g into journalism 

or being obliged to abandon the treatment of s u b j e c t i v i t y . 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , at t h i s early stage of his 

writing White i s most at home with station l i f e . His 

f e e l for the Australian squattocracy has given r i s e to 

his most successful pictures of Australian l i f e . The 

splendid mansions of the r i c h squatters White has loving

ly recreated. At the heart of these mansions l i e the 

g l i t t e r i n g chandeliers that s i g n i f y transcendence of 

vulgarity and greed i n White's symbolic language which 

habitually assigns s e n s i b i l i t y to the r i c h and leisured 

-- provided they are uncontaminated by commerce — and 

" r e a l i t y " to the poor and labouring. The outback home

steads which the squatters v i s i t rather than inhabit have 

an innocent "organic" charm. Even the coarse and greedy 

squatters with t h e i r sheep-obsessed sons are thoroughly 

convincing. White knows the i r world from the inside and 

he has the renegade's malice towards his own class. With 

suburbia, the t y p i c a l mode of modern Australian l i f e , 

White has always been i l l - a t - e a s e , often i n s e n s i t i v e , 
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sometimes h y s t e r i c a l , unable to decide whether the form 

appropriate to i t s depiction i s the pastoral of the s a t i r e . 

Happy Valley i s not unsatisfactory, however, 

merely because of White's obvious p r e d i l e c t i o n for station 

l i f e . The novel i s unable to achieve what, as i t s 

r e a l i s t i c form attests, i t sets out to do: to provide a 

convincing picture of A u s t r a l i a as a whole. The problem 

l i e s i n White's attitude to A u s t r a l i a . He i s unable to 

give a sense of l i f e to Happy Valley because he cannot 

respond p o s i t i v e l y to the Australianness of the place. 

It i s d i f f i c u l t to see why White chose to set his f i r s t 

novel i n a place for which he c l e a r l y has so l i t t l e 

sympathy. The truth, one suspects, i s less that he i s 

drawing on his childhood memories of a beloved landscape 

than that he i s making use of the period he spent as a 

"jackeroo" on sheep stations between public school and 

Cambridge. In t h i s period, White began te n t a t i v e l y to 

write f i c t i o n . In t h i s period, he discovered how abhorrent 

to him was the l i f e of a grazier. Like the young Lowry who 

signed on as a deckhand on a freigh t e r to the East before 

going up to Cambridge, White returned to A u s t r a l i a a f t e r 

Cheltenham seeking a broader experience out of which to 
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write than that which his education had afforded him. He 

was seeking a sense of r e a l i t y that he had not found 

inside the class from which he had come and to which he 

was expected to return. Happy Valley lacks the sense of 

d e t a i l that remembered landscapes possess. Like the sea 

in Lowry's f i r s t novel, Ultramarine, i t i s simply a place 

outside England to which a young writer has turned 

hoping to escape the l i m i t s of his background. It i s 

an exotic and unpleasant locale, rather l i k e Graham 

Greene's Mexico, i n which White sets his conventional 

characters and action hoping that they w i l l look more 

inte r e s t i n g by association. 

In Happy Valley there i s no deeply f e l t influence 

of the landscape on the inhabitants; the town i s merely 

a scab on the face of the earth. White draws attention 

through his loquacious and portentous narrator to the 

absence of any organic connection between man and place. 

The landscape i s generally uninspiring; the architecture 

i s ugly and ephemeral; the populace i s bland and, i n 

small ways, malicious. White's lack of sympathy with 

the Australian society he depicts i s nowhere more i n 

evidence than i n his chorus: the conspiracy of jealous 



-97-

housewives who spy on Hagan. These women represent i n 

th e i r joylessness and envy the moral norm of the town. 

Instead of the l i v i n g characters of the r e a l i s t i c novel, 

f u l l y p a r t i c u l a r i z e d yet representative of those forces 

in society that make for change, White gives us stereo

types and caricatures, exaggerated cartoons of the q u a l i 

t i e s he finds most widespread and repugnant i n A u s t r a l i a . 

In the course of the novel, White's centre of 

in t e r e s t s h i f t s perceptibly from the v a l l e y and the l i v e s 

of i t s inhabitants to a metaphysical vagary: L i f e i t s e l f 

conceived i n the round. Olive r and Alys seem at f i r s t 

to be prepared to pit c h themselves against the hideous 

constraints of Happy Valley l i f e . They are defeated, 

however, not by the place but by what Oliver — and 

apparently White himself — see as some bias towards 

disorder i n the scheme of things. Happy Valley becomes 

less a town than a symbol for the wretchedness of l i f e . 

At times, i t i s d i f f i c u l t to avoid the conclusion that 

White chose the place for i t s very nastiness i n order 

to o b j e c t i f y h i s bleak v i s i o n of the human l o t . 

Part of the problem l i e s i n a c o n f l i c t between 
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White's moral concern and his evident distaste for l i f e . 

The moral concern i s manifest in the novel's sketchy and 

heavily biased presentation of a number of opposed res

ponses to l i f e : the s e l f - s a c r i f i c i a l resignation of Hilda 

Halliday, the equanimity of the Chinese characters, 

Sidney's strong urge towards sensual l i f e , Oliver's and 

Aly's l i f e denial, the detachment of the boy, Rodney 

Halliday. Among these unappealing alternatives we are 

supposed somehow to choose how l i f e should be approached. 

Although the narrator i s eager to nudge us at various 

times towards one or another of these moral p o s s i b i l i t i e s , 

White himself i s too confused to come down firmly i n 

favour of any one. The novel's evident moral sense i s 

not informed by a moral decisiveness. 

White's distaste for l i f e i s manifest i n the 

novel's clear sympathy with Olive r Halliday who must 

bear the main part of the burden of the novel's equivo

cal quest for fullness of l i f e . We are hopeful when the 

h o r r i f y i n g detachment he displays during the s t i l l - b i r t h 

which opens the novel gives way to a tentative commit

ment to joy which alone promises escape from the miserable 

constraints of the place. But Oliver and Alys surrender 
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to a narrow moralism and f a i l to take t h e i r chance to 

escape from Happy Valley. This retreat from flux, change, 

the p o s s i b i l i t y of growth i s endorsed not only by the 

narrator whose judgements are generally indistinguishable 

from Oliver's but also by the shape of the novel. The 

corpse of Ernest Moriarty blocks a l l roads, except that 

of suicide, that might lead out of Happy Valley. 

There i s , of course, the escape of Sidney and 

Hagan to Queensland, but there i s every reason to expect 

that t h e i r journey towards a less constricted form of 

l i f e w i l l be no better fated than that of S t a r l i g h t and 

his gang from a much e a r l i e r Australian "happy valley" 

in Rolf Boldrewood's Robbery Under Arms (1888). White 

has already dwelt at length on Hagan's e g o t i s t i c a l 

manner of love-making. It i s more than l i k e l y that 

Sidney w i l l f i n d her dreamy g i r l i s h fantasies raped by 

his b rutal heterosexuality. Certainly, i t remains 

doubtful whether Sidney, the romantic heroine, and her 

vain-glorious lout w i l l produce anything beyond sex-war 

and sex-disgust, hard labour and babies. There i s no 

escape from Happy Valley for the brave or for the timid. 

O l i v e r and Alys at the end of the novel drive towards 
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neither i n t e n s i t y of l i v i n g nor sexual f u l f i l m e n t . Pro

tected, l i k e t h e i r crockery, against breakage, change, 

movement they carry t h e i r Happy Valleys with them. 

Given the novel's pervading sense of entrapment 

i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t that, despite the plethora of lovers 

in Happy Valley, White i s unable to o f f e r us any enact

ment of successful sexual love. The short-lived a f f a i r 

between Ol i v e r and Alys i s i n t e l l e c t u a l i z e d and h a l f 

hearted, i t s transports coyly described and unconvincing. 

There i s a r e c o i l from sexuality on White's part that i s 

apparent even i n t h i s , h i s f i r s t novel. Despite the 

presence of Lawrence brooding over the novel's uncer

t a i n t i e s , White i s unable wholeheartedly to see sexuality 

as a p o t e n t i a l l y redemptive human encounter. I t i s th i s 

i n a b i l i t y to see love-making as an opening of the i n d i v i 

dual towards a f u l l acceptance of l i f e -- however much 

White might want to see sexuality as such, he cannot 

show i t as such — that prevents White's lovers from 

escaping t h e i r Happy Valleys and finding the i n t e n s i t y 

of l i v i n g they desire. 

There i s a second reason for White's i n a b i l i t y 
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to confine himself to a r e a l i s t i c treatment of A u s t r a l i a . 

He i s c l e a r l y unhappy with the range of s o c i a l types 

i t o f f e rs and with i t s lack of s o c i a l l i f e i n the sense 

of the meeting of c i v i l i z e d minds. The novel's only 

"polished mind [s],"" Oliver Halliday and Alys Browne, are 
2 

spurious i n t h e i r i n t e l l e c t u a l i t y . Even so, they, l i k e 

the boy Rodney, become outcasts i n a community where 

indifference i s the norm and outright b r u t a l i t y not uncom

mon. Instead of the mannered treatment of c o l o n i a l s o c i a l 

l i f e at which White eventually w i l l prove adept, Happy  

Valley o f f e r s us comic scenes of low l i f e , the bar scenes 

and the race meeting, with which White i s not f u l l y at 

home. I t i s unfortunate that White has attempted i n the 

r e a l i s t manner to encompass a whole society. He has 

none of the R e a l i s t s 1 grasp of the dynamic nature of 

s o c i a l l i f e . "At Happy Valley," the narrator o b l i g i n g l y 
3 

informs us, "man was by i n c l i n a t i o n s t a t i c . " The 

problem does not l i e i n Australian society which at no 

stage of that country's history since 1788 could be 

described as " s t a t i c . " The problem l i e s i n White's 

response to a society which f a i l s to provide him with the 

" c i v i l i z e d surroundings" which, as "The Prodigal Son" 
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makes clear, he considers at t h i s stage of his career 

e s s e n t i a l to the business of writing. White sees Happy-

Valley as s t a t i c because he cannot in t e r e s t himself i n 

Australian s o c i a l l i f e and has chosen ungenerously to 

focus the whole society through an unrepresentative 

microcosm. In other words, Happy Valley i s not an 

Australian novel at a l l ; i t i s an English novel set, 

l i k e so many novels by young Englishmen i n the T h i r t i e s , 

in a foreign land. As White notes i n Flaws i n the Glass, 

he finished Happy Valley i n St. Jean-de-Luz "because 
4 

everybody wrote some of whatever i t was abroad." 

White has t r i e d to encompass the whole range of 

Australian society within "an unrepresentative microcosm." 

The problem does not l i e i n the peripheral bearing of the 

outback on Australian society as a whole. The problem 

l i e s i n White's attitude to the variety of s o c i a l types 

that make up his microcosm. The source of the problem 

becomes clearer i f we compare Happy Valley with an e a r l i e r 

version of outback l i f e , Such Is L i f e , written i n 1903 by 

Joseph Furphy. Furphy, with none of White's educational 

advantages, manages to produce what White cannot: an 

encompassing yet complex picture of A u s t r a l i a as a whole 
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by focussing on a small and i s o l a t e d part. 

Despite i t s sparce population, the outback has 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y figured prominently i n the Australian 

imagination. In The Australian Legend Russel Ward, 

borrowing from the f r o n t i e r theory of American history 

and l i t e r a t u r e , suggests that the outback and i t s small 

towns, not what Furphy c a l l s "the spurious and blue-
5 

moulded- c i v i l i z a t i o n of the l i t t o r a l , " saw the development 

of d i s t i n c t i v e l y Australian attitudes and the genesis of 

a national l i t e r a t u r e . It i s true that Furphy discovered 

i n the mid-nineteenth-century Riverina a dynamic exchange 

between forces that were already i n the process of trans

forming A u s t r a l i a . Such Is L i f e locates the shaping of 

the Australian character -- democratic, cooperative, 

male — not merely i n the class war between those who 

own and those who work the land but also i n the responsive

ness to the p e c u l i a r i t i e s of the Australian landscape 

of those closest to i t apart from the Aborigines: the 

bullock drivers, boundary riders and small farmers scrap

ing a l i v i n g i n the outback. 

In Such Is L i f e Furphy makes use of, rather than 
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succumbs to, the "democratic realism" of his narrator, 

Tom C o l l i n s . He sets C o l l i n s 1 "offensively Australian" 

preferences for l o c a l landscape and types against his 
7 

Shandean enquiries as to the ultimate purposes of l i f e . 

In Happy Valley the narrator's forays into metaphysics 

ar i s e from an authorial discontent with the flatness of 

outback l i f e . Furphy's i r o n i c method achieves a far 

more complex and, at the same time, a less abstract p i c 

ture of that engaging, perennial problem, l i f e as such, 

than does White's fumbling method. Furphy also achieves 

a far more convincing and extensive version of A u s t r a l i a 

than does White. Such Is L i f e , for a l l the metaphysical 

bumptiousness of i t s narrator, tends towards the concrete: 

the myths of A u s t r a l i a -- the superiority of i t s demo

cracy, the i n e v i t a b i l i t y of i t s material and s o c i a l 

progress, the unique and sacred q u a l i t y of i t s male 

friendships — are exposed to the l i g h t of s l y l y i n t r o 

duced f a c t s . Happy Valley, despite i t s r e a l i s t i c 

impulses, tends towards the abstract: the novel's 

i n t e r e s t keeps sheering away from the d e t a i l s of s o c i a l 

l i f e towards untestable and metaphysical graspings after 

the meaning of l i f e . White simply finds A u s t r a l i a too 

banal to hold h i s attention. 
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A comparison of White's Belper and Furphy's 

C o l l i n s i s i n s t r u c t i v e . Belper's Micawberish optimism i s 

the whole of the man. He i s a caricature and his sanguine 

view of the future prospects of the continent are unequi

vocally r i d i c u l o u s . We do not need to have the point 

driven home by his eventual ruin i n the collapse of the 

Salvage Bay Pearl Company. C o l l i n s i s immensely attrac

t i v e , so much so that most early commentators assumed that 

he spoke for the no v e l i s t . Yet Furphy has remained 

acutely c r i t i c a l l y i n t e l l i g e n t . He has so shaped his 

novel that i t s i n t r i c a t e and deceptive structure rather 

than obvious parody d e l i v e r the pricks of Tom C o l l i n s ' 

a i r y nothings. Furphy has f u l l y o b j e c t i f i e d a very com

plex, contradictory, and, curiously, a very Australian 

part of himself: the pose of a supremely naive optimism 

in the face of l i f e that hides a profound ontological 

puzzlement. H.P. Heseltine has r i g h t l y drawn attention 

to the abiding concern among Australian writers with the 

"terror at the basis of being." White merely imposes 

his metaphysics on the structure of the novel, seeing no 

connection between ultimate questions and the limited 

world of Australian outback l i f e . Furphy 1s i n t e r e s t i n 

V 
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metaphysics springs from his concern with human suffering 

and his recognition that his unassuming, outback charac

ters possess a dignity i n t h e i r own sufferings that i s 

d i s t i n c t i v e l y Australian. Furphy has f u l l y embodied his 

rage at human suffering and ignorance i n the i n t r i c a t e 

structure of the novel. 

In Happy Valley White has not yet mastered the 

the novelist's t r i c k of giving his characters f u l l y rounded 

l i f e by projecting onto them p o t e n t i a l i t i e s of the s e l f . 

Sidney Furlow i s a p a r t i a l exception to t h i s f a i l i n g . 

Her mixture of sensuality and s e n s i b i l i t y i s c l e a r l y 

a t t r a c t i v e to White. I t i s a t r a i t often d i s c e r n i b l e i n 

White's writing. At t h i s stage, White has not yet 

managed to separate himself from, and thus give indepen

dent l i f e to, her type, perhaps because he i s unwilling 

to acknowledge how much of himself has gone into her 

p o r t r a i t . Oliver Halliday's tendency to withdraw from 

l i f e into cerebration i s a qual i t y we s h a l l f i n d 

throughout White's writing. It i s manifest i n a certain 

dryness, c e r e b r a l i t y , and self-consciousness i n his prose, 

a certain physical distaste e s p e c i a l l y noticeable i n his 

treatment of sexuality. In Happy Valley t h i s nervous 
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reserve triumphs over the novel's equivocal search for a 

richer mode of l i f e than that available i n the place i t 

s e l f . In l a t e r novels, White w i l l learn to use t h i s q u a l i t y 

c r e a t i v e l y as a strategy of s t y l e rather than fear i t as 

the expression of an underlying disorientation towards 

l i f e which threatens to swallow his work. In Waldo Brown 

in The S o l i d Mandala (1966) the quality i s explored with 
Q 

the fascinated control of a pe r f e c t l y dramatic c r e a t i v i t y . 

Instead of l i f e Happy Valley presents us with 

ideas, and often objectionable ideas at that. Most 

disturbing i s the novel's endorsement of Oliver Halliday's 

"mature" moral position. The reader i s badgered into 

agreeing with Oliver's discovery that l i f e i s somehow 

stacked against our chances of happiness by an ar b i t r a r y 

fate or, more troublingly, by a Manichaean w i l l to chaos 

in the face of which we must "accept." We are led to 

this disputable viewpoint less by the novel's dramatic 

tes t i n g of a vari e t y of responses to l i f e than by the 

heavy-handed manipulation of a melodramatic pl o t . Des

pite the novel's pretensions to o f f e r i n g us a psycholo

g i c a l study at least of Oliver Halliday, unity i s 

achieved e n t i r e l y by external action. The characters 
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are linked not by the impingement of t h e i r l i v e s on the 

s u b j e c t i v i t y of others but by a creaky plot f u l l of 

reversals, surprises, and recognitions whose climax i s 

a murder which might well have been c u l l e d straight from 

the Sunday newspapers. By using a narrator who parades 

his ideas, and by r e l y i n g on a melodramatic plot, White 

undermines his evident i n t e r e s t i n i n f e r i o r i t y which, 

properly pursued, might have led him to write a genuinely 

"modern" novel instead of a pot-boiler with pretensions. 

White, i n t h i s f i r s t novel, displays none of 

that deft handling of point of view that we expect i n 

the modern novel. He i s aware that the formal centre of 

in t e r e s t i n the modern novel i s not external action but 

consciousness: hence the importance of Oliver Halliday 

in the novel. But Happy Valley i s not, i n the Jamesian 

sense, a psychological novel. Oliver Halliday i s neither 

s u f f i c i e n t l y i n t e r e s t i n g nor s u f f i c i e n t l y well-drawn to 

provide an adequate centre of consciousness i n the novel: 

a complex, minutely registered, responsiveness to events 

which i s embedded in the drama and through which the 

action might be focussed. Instead of r e l y i n g on a 

single such consciousness White adopts the chatty, 
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r e l i a b l e , judgemental narrator that bedevilled the V i c t o 

rian novel. White's narrator i s almost as prone as are 

Trollope's to l e t t i n g us know how the narrative i s getting 

along. We have become used to t h i s kind of thing since 

Wayne Booth taught us to, bear with novelists who " t e l l " 

as well as those who "show" and since John Fowles resur

rected the V i c t o r i a n narrator i n The French Lieutenant's  

Woman (1969). 1 0 White, however, lacks both the Victorian's 

confidence i n a set of moral norms shared with his audience 

and the more recent novelist's acknowledgement of and 

delight i n the sheer a r t i f i c e of novel-writing. 

The use of the narrator i n Happy Valley i s 

thoroughly awkward. We object, i n reading the novel, 

not only to the way i n which the narrator forces his 

judgements on us but also to.the kinds of judgements to 

which he i s given. We object to his habit of reducing 

a character to a stereotype: "Mr. Furlow hadn't a mind" 

(HV, 83). We object to his anti-feminist asides d i s 

guised as Oliver Halliday's thoughts: "There i s something 

d i s t i n c t l y nauseating about love i n i t s obese blonde 

aspect" (HV, 126). We object to his less-than-inspiring 

philosophical speculations: to being t o l d that there i s 
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"a mystery of unity that surrounds the earth" (HV, 166). 

We object because nothing i n the novel j u s t i f i e s the 

statement. We object, f i n a l l y , to his persistent pre

sence, to such buttings i n on the narrative as "I repeat 

..." or "But as I have said before ..." (HV, 10, 219). 

Despite the novel's t r a d i t i o n a l structure, i t 

i s clear that White has read his Joyce and Woolf and 

has attempted to assimilate the modernist techniques of 

th e i r novels. Like many T h i r t i e s writers, White has taken 

techniques drawn from the modernists of the Twenties and 

has simply thrown them e r r a t i c a l l y into his otherwise con

servative novel. In p a r t i c u l a r , White has made use of 

stream-of-consciousness, a technique which, unfortunately, 

he uses without confidence. We see t h i s lack of c o n f i 

dence i n White's habit i n Happy Valley of introducing his 

s a l l i e s into stream-of-consciousness i n the second person. 

This mannerism, apparently a concession to the reader, 

quickly becomes annoying. Most disturbingly, the novel 

mixes together characters without any inner l i f e at a l l , 

crudely drawn caricatures l i k e the Belpers, and ponderous

l y conceived dissociated s e n s i b i l i t i e s — Oliver owes 

much to E l i o t ' s Prufrock — who seem oddly out-of-place 
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i n an otherwise t r a d i t i o n a l novel. It i s as though we 

were to fi n d Gradgrind and Bounderby stalking around i n 

The Waves. 

White has not, however, simply taken his p l o t 

and some of his characters from the Victorians and his 

techniques and the rest of his characters from the moderns. 

The problem l i e s deeper: he cannot choose between the 

t r a d i t i o n a l r e a l i s t i c view of man as a s o c i a l animal whose 

consciousness i s shaped by a palpable s o c i a l and physical 

world and the modernist view that man's ontological con

d i t i o n i s i s o l a t i o n and that " r e a l i t y " i s not a given but 

a problematic. Hence, the form of the novel i s divided 

against i t s e l f . White has followed the nineteenth-century 

re a l i s t s i n attempting to depict a society as a whole even 

i n a p r o v i n c i a l microcosm, yet the characters i n Happy  

Valley are not i n any way shaped by s o c i a l exchange ("In 

Happy Valley, the people existed in spite of each other" 

[HV, 28]). Each treads a c i r c l e around a central privacy 

— towards the madness of Ernest Moriarty, the s e l f -

enclosed perfection of the Chinese g i r l , Margaret Quong, 

or merely around the emptiness of Vic Moriarty. 
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White simply cannot commit himself to the more 

whole-hearted subjectivism of Joyce or Woolf. Stream-of-

consciousness i n Ulysses i s not used simply as a means of 

entering more deeply the l i v e s of p a r t i c u l a r characters. 

It i s a recognition i n form of a r e l a t i v i s t and su b j e c t i -

v i s t mode of construing r e a l i t y . Its thoroughgoingness 

as the decisive formal p r i n c i p l e i n Ulysses signals a 

r a d i c a l s h i f t from the naively m a t e r i a l i s t assumptions 

that underlay naturalism. Despite the novel's wealth of 

characters, i t s f e l t sense of a complex and comprehensive 

s o c i a l world, and i t s density of n a t u r a l i s t i c d e t a i l , we 

fi n d that the external world serves to present through a 

set of symbols the inner world of consciousness. The 

astonishing v a r i e t y of set-down things i n the novel 

serves less to stress that the world "out there" i s 

objectiv e l y r e a l than to show how that world i s refracted 

through each i n d i v i d u a l consciousness. In Happy Valley, 

White attempts to give his central characters the kind 

of inner l i f e that Stephen Dedalus or Mrs. Ramsey have 

by using the stream-of-consciousness technique. But the 

world that Oliver Halliday and Alys Browne inhabit i s 

the substantial, unproblematic world of the V i c t o r i a n 
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novel. At least, i t s problems l i e not i n deciding whether 

or not i t i s " r e a l " but in coping with i t s banality. 

There are simi l a r d i f f i c u l t i e s with White's use 

of Lawrentian symbolism. There are unmistakable echoes 

of Lawrence i n White's description of Hagan k i l l i n g a 

snake, r i c h with p h a l l i c suggestivenss, and i n Sidney's 

passionate horse-riding that reveals her unacknowledged 

feelings for the overseer. The problem i s not merely 

that the symbols are derivative. They have no l i f e i n 

.themselves. Lawrence's snake i n his eponymous poem and 

and the horse that Gerald Crich rides against the loco

motive i n Women i n Love, whatever else they may mean, 

are quick with t h e i r own marvellously p a r t i c u l a r i z e d 

l i f e . White's symbols are never more than obvious and 

self-conscious symbols. The state of Vic Moriarty's 

al t e r n a t e l y erect and w i l t i n g cyclamen i s tiresomely 

predictable. As with the i n t e r i o r monologue White has 

imposed on his formally t r a d i t i o n a l novel a technique 

he has borrowed from a writer for whom form was the means 

by which whole new ways of reg i s t e r i n g experience could 

f i n d expression i n the novel. The symbols i n Happy  

Valley do not amount to a central structuring p r i n c i p l e . 
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Rather than follow Lawrence i n building his novel organical

ly through his use of symbolism White has r e l i e d on a 

melodramatic V i c t o r i a n plot. The t r a d i t i o n a l i s t and 

modernist influences that meet in the novel are at odds 

with one another. 

Happy Valley, i n short, i s a f a i l u r e . The novel 

has none of the expansiveness of realism, none of the 

reluctance we f i n d in Tolstoy to close l i f e within the 

c i r c l e of aesthetic form. Yet the novel lacks Jamesian 

concentration; the d e t a i l s are not a l l worked into the 

o v e r a l l design. The novel c l a t t e r s with i t s borrowings 

from T.S. E l i o t : Prufrockian voices and clumsy versions 

of the objective c o r r e l a t i v e . Its i n t e r e s t l i e s i n what 

i t shows of White's ambitions, his determination to draw 

on the f u l l range of the genre and the language, and 

in what i t shows of the uncertainties that are giving 

r i s e to formal problems, those ugly jarrings of unas-

similated influences. 

In i t s central confusion of purpose, Happy  

Valley i s very much a T h i r t i e s novel. It i s a novel 

written by a young man c l e a r l y overshadowed by the 
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great modernists of the Twenties who perfected such 

r a d i c a l techniques for exploring the inner world of 

consciousness and for expressing the jumbled contents 

of the unconscious. Hence, the novel's habit of quoting 

these methods, a habit that also distinguishes Lowry's 

f i r s t novel Ultramarine and Graham Greene's E l i o t -

i nspired early novels. At the same time, Happy Valley 

displays a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y T h i r t i e s suspicion of un

checked subjectivism. Oliver Halliday, l i k e the hero of 

Edward Upward's Journey to the Border, i s eager to escape 

the c i r c l e of himself and f i n d some f r u i t f u l connection 

with r e a l i t y . S i m i l a r l y , White i s eager to tame the 

more extreme tendencies of modernism by setting them in 

an e s s e n t i a l l y r e a l i s t i c novel. White wants to believe 

that health and wholeness are found by engaging with 

r e a l i t y , i f not i n the usual T h i r t i e s manner by p o l i t i c a l 

commitment, then by a Lawrentian commitment to passionate 

sexual love. But he cannot convince himself, or us. 
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III 

The L i v i n g and The Dead 

When one sees to what unhappiness, 
to what p e r i l of extinction centu
r i e s of cerebration have brought 
us, one sometimes has a c u r i o s i t y 
to discover i f one can from what 
we have come, to r e c a l l at which 
point we went astray. 

Graham Greene, 
Journey Without Maps. 

Language, the medium through which 
he [the T h i r t i e s poet] operates, 
i s nowadays i n the midst of a se
vere c r i s i s -- a c r i s i s probably 
more disturbing than has occurred 
since the Elizabethan Age. 

Peter Quennell, 
A Letter to Mrs. V i r g i n i a Woolf 
(1932) . 
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White's second novel, The Living and The Dead, 

although i t was not published u n t i l 1941, i s more pro

perly a T h i r t i e s novel than Happy Valley. The apocalyptic 

mood that pervades the novel i s one that was widespread 

among English i n t e l l e c t u a l s a f t e r 1937 as events in Spain 

and Eastern Europe made i t clear that another world war 

was in e v i t a b l e . The f e e l i n g that another war was coming, 

the f e e l i n g of being "between the wars," had been common 

among English writers throughout the T h i r t i e s . It i s 

found as early as 1928 i n Evelyn Waugh's Decline and F a l l . 

In the course of the T h i r t i e s , the response to t h i s sense 

of doom changed with the deepening terror of p o l i t i c a l 

events. In the early T h i r t i e s , pacifism was popular. 

This gave way to the Popular Front mood of active r e s i s 

tance to fascism. After 1937 there was great enthusiasm 

for armed struggle against the f a s c i s t s in Spain. With 

the H i t l e r - S t a l i n pact and news of communist d u p l i c i t y 

i n Spain, the mood changed to one of resignation and 

disillusionment. Few English writers responded to the 

outbreak of war with Germany as e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y as had 

the generation of 1914. None wrote of f e e l i n g , as had 

Rupert Brooke on e n l i s t i n g i n 1914, l i k e swimmers "into 
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cleanness leaping." The Living and The Dead belongs 

pre c i s e l y to that period a f t e r Munich and before the B l i t z . 

Like novels as d i f f e r e n t from i t s e l f as George Orwell's 

Coming Up for A i r (1939) and V i r g i n i a Woolf 1s Between the  

Acts (1941), i t deals with the s l i d e of an exhausted 

English c i v i l i z a t i o n into the Second World War and i s 

written from a viewpoint which accepts both the i n e v i t a 

b i l i t y of that s l i d e and i t s f a t a l impact upon the 

continuity of English l i f e . 

In the larger context of T h i r t i e s c u l t u r a l h i s 

tory, the centre of moral concern i n The Living and The  

Dead — a sense of disgust at the moral bankruptcy of 

the English bourgeoisie and the " c i v i l i z a t i o n " for which 

i t had once stood coupled with a f r a n t i c search for 

alt e r n a t i v e moral and s o c i a l orders — may be said to be 

at the heart of the T h i r t i e s dilemma. The mood of 

disillusionment with the favourite alternative moral 

orders of the T h i r t i e s that we f i n d i n The Living and  

The Dead places the novel at the close of the decade. 

Like Auden 1s "September 1, 19 3 9" and George Orwell's 

"Inside the- Whale" (1940) , The L i v i n g and The Dead 

judges the enthusiasms, the idealisms, and the dreams 
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of the decade from the outside. But White i s more nostal

gic than either Orwell or Auden for whom the l e f t i s t 

posturings of T h i r t i e s i n t e l l e c t u a l s have been thoroughly 

exposed by events. For both, i n spite of t h e i r d i f f e r e n 

ces, the decade was "a low, dishonest" one, on the l i t e r a -
2 

ry l e f t as well as on the l i t e r a r y r i g h t . White i s s t i l l 

c loser to T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t enthusiasms than either of 

these. His mood i s not unlike that of Evelyn Waugh i n 

Brideshead Revisited (1945) who looks back with undis

guised nostalgia to the world of Oxford dandies he had 

known i n the Twenties. Waugh i s aware that the world i n 

which such a l i f e was possible has vanished for good, 

but i t seems to him i n f i n i t e l y more desirable than the 

mass world which has replaced i t . White i s aware that 

the naivety which made possible the enthusiasm of 

T h i r t i e s i n t e l l e c t u a l s and writers for the working class 

i s no longer tenable. But he doesn't want to l e t go of 

that naivety. 

In i t s evoca'tion of the London of the late 

T h i r t i e s , The Liv i n g and The Dead fixes i t s e l f unequivo

c a l l y i n t h i s period. The London of the T h i r t i e s where 

g e n t i l i t y mixed with bohemia and i n t e l l e c t u a l s sought to 
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p u r i f y themselves of t h e i r bourgeoisness by contact with 

the working class or by commitment to revolutionary action 

pervades the novel. White has c l e a r l y drawn on his Ebury 

Street days i n creating the novel's world of sel f - i n v o l v e d 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s and tarnished, but by no means shabby, 

g e n t i l i t y . So convincingly does The Living and The Dead 

capture the atmosphere of London i n the T h i r t i e s that i t 

i s d i f f i c u l t to think of the novel as having been written 

by an Australian, even an expatriate. The Englishness 

and the smartness of The L i v i n g and The Dead seem to have 
3 

contributed to White's repudiation of the novel. The 

novel suggests a d i r e c t i o n as a writer he chose soon 

after and very firmly not to take. 

In Flaws i n the Glass, White disparagingly 

describes himself i n the late T h i r t i e s as "chas[ing] 

aft e r a fashionable s t y l e " and as "paying l i p s e r v i c e 

to the fashionable r a d i c a l v i e w s . W e may gain hints 

of t h i s would-be fashionable White from several sources. 

There i s a poem by White, "The House Behind the B a r r i 

cades," which was published i n the summer 1938 issue of 

New Verse. This i s a poem e n t i r e l y representative of i t s 

period. The poem describes the threat of v i o l e n t p o l i -
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t i c a l action to a w i l f u l l y self-enclosed consicousness 

content to feast on memories of a more sensuous past 

("Desert now the h a l l where we ate peaches i n t h e i r 

season"). 5 In the poem's apocalyptic conclusion, the 

time-bomb of present p o l i t i c a l e v i l t i c k s away the dying 

moments of a world i n which the in d i v i d u a l could look 

languorously inward, ignoring "the actual plane." White's 

sty l e i s intended to be as fashionable as his p o l i t i c s . 

I t i s true that the influence of E l i o t i s stronger than 

that of Auden, a f a t a l mistake by 1938 (the next issue 

of New Verse included an obituary for E l i o t by Charles 

Madge on the grounds that E l i o t ' s " r e l a t i o n to the world 

of l e t t e r s and the public [is] such that the obituary [is] 

in fact the proper form i n which to discuss him"). 6 

Nevertheless, the poem i s unmistakably "modern" i n the 

sense that i t shows i n i t s form the influence of modernist 

experiment: a Prufrockian voice and the objective cor

r e l a t i v e . White has come a long way from the pale 

Housman imitations of The Ploughman and Other Poems. 

He has shucked o f f his belated Georgianism, his prefe

rence for images of nature over those of modern urban 

l i f e , and the w i s t f u l a i r of adolescent melancholy that 
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hangs over the early poems. He has put behind him his 

Housman-like habit of considering death sub specie  

a e t e r n i t a t i s and has made i t immediate, r e a l i s t i c , even 

smelly: the province of contemporary p o l i t i c s rather than 

the abstraction, mortality, observed with a resigned, 

c l a s s i c a l detachment. The Ploughman suggests a d i r e c t i o n 

that would have proved f a t a l to White, one bound up with 

his a t t r a c t i o n as a young man to Housman: the d i r e c t i o n 

that leads to nostalgic pastoral and to the metaphysical 

pessimism of adolescence. Auden refers to t h i s d i r e c t i o n 

when he remarks that "to my generation no other English 

poet [than Housman] seemed so p e r f e c t l y to express the 

s e n s i b i l i t y of the male adolescent." The Patrick White 

we glimpse behind "The House Behind the Barricades" i s 

not quite up to date, but he thinks he i s , or very nearly. 

The most revealing aspect of t h i s poem i s what i t t e l l s 

us about where White i s heading, about what he thinks i t 

i s to be up to date. By "a fashionable s t y l e " he under

stands "Prufrock": the long, hesitant sentences of an 

exhausted s e n s i b i l i t y . But the poet has a T h i r t i e s pre

judice against w i l l e d self-enclosure within s e n s i b i l i t y . 

He i s eager to toss his Prufrock into the sordidness of 

the actual. 
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There i s a p o r t r a i t of Patrick White done in 

t h i s period by Roy de Maistre, the Australian painter, 

which t e l l s us how far White has to go before his feet 

s e t t l e firmly on "the actual plane." In t h i s painting, 

we see a quite d i f f e r e n t Patrick White from the r u s t i c 

figure we see i n the photos of the F i f t i e s . De Maistre 1s 

White displays none of the "humility and s i m p l i c i t y " to 

which the post-war White lays claim. This White i s 

elegantly groomed and suited, at home in s t y l i s h sur

roundings. The t e l l i n g d e t a i l i s the s i l v e r - t i p p e d cane 

over which the prominent r i g h t hand drapes i t s e l f languor

ously. De Maistre shows us a young Patrick White who has 
9 

the unmistakable a i r of the dandy. Again, White's 

notion of what i s fashionable i s behind the times. The 

New Verse poets of 1938, although they did not actually 

a f f e c t c l o t h caps, preferred to i d e n t i f y themselves sar-

t o r i a l l y with the working class rather than with the 

Twenties dandy. 1 0 T y p c i a l l y , they present themselves to 

us i n open-necked sweaters and tweed jackets, or perhaps 

trench coats and scarves en route to China. Auden smokes 

a cigarette with proletarian fierceness rather than 

Mallarmean languor. MacNeice holds a pint at the F i t z r o y . 
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Th e Patrick White i n De Maistre's p o r t r a i t , for a l l the 

largeness and awkwardness of hands and ears, has the 

dandy's elegance and the dandy's disdain. He i s putting 

a l i t t l e metaphorical smoke between himself and the 

world. 

White evidently wants to have his cake and eat 

i t . He wants to be seen to have adopted the fashionable 

r a d i c a l p o l i t i c s . He wants to p r e c i p i t a t e his f r e t f u l 

speaker i n "The House Behind the Barricades" out into 

the square where "the people" march and shout and die, 

presumably cut down by f a s c i s t s . At the same time, he 

wants to employ the s t y l e and the narrative perspectives 

that had been fashionable two decades previously. He 

wants to speak from the point of view and i n the language 

of Prufrock. This i s the White of de Maistre's p o r t r a i t : 

determined to possess a s t y l e , but not absolutely con

fident about the s t y l e he has chosen. The features 

clash with the manner: the hand on the foppish cane 

wants to look d e l i c a t e , but cannot disguise i t s large

ness and bluntness. The question i s : what e f f e c t w i l l 

t h i s s t y l i s t i c indecision have on the writing? 
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By "a fashionable s t y l e " White means, as far as 

hi s writing i s concerned, the techniques of modernism. 

These are much more i n evidence and much more successfully 

worked into the novel's design than i n Happy Valley. 

There i s no mistaking the powerful influence on both the 

texture and the structure of the novel of E l i o t , Joyce, 

Woolf, and Lawrence. These presences are so strongly 

f e l t i n reading the novel that one feels at times that 

White has simply written a belated, derivative, and 

second-rate Twenties novel. It i s as though someone 

has stitched together fragments of several novels by 

Huxley, Lawrence, and Joyce and thrown i n phrases snatched 

promiscuously from E l i o t and Pound for colour. But t h i s 

habit i n the novel of quotation, which arises from 

White's having borrowed rather than assimilated the 

techniques of writers he respects, i s not s u f f i c i e n t l y 

pervasive to sink the novel. The l i n e "A blueness that 

has drenched the robe of God" from a poem i n The Plough

man i s deplorable i n i t s echoing of the early Yeats 

because i t i s not surrounded by the work of a writer 

who has come into his own s t r e n g t h . 1 1 It stands out 

l i k e the single f e l i c i t o u s phrase i n a d u l l undergra

duate's essay and smacks of plagiarism. In The Li v i n g 
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and The Dead, White has not yet managed to swallow his 

l i t e r a r y father figures, but he has begun to struggle 

with them. 

The presiding l i t e r a r y genius of The Living and  

The Dead i s T.S. E l i o t . Elyot Standish — the Christian 

name gives away the show — l i k e the speaker's of 

E l i o t ' s early poems, i s a "dry brain" conscious of be

longing to a r o t t i n g and fragmented c i v i l i z a t i o n who 

waits with T i r e s i a n indifference for improbable signs.of 
12 

new growth. Happily, White has learned to use with a 

new assurance his ransackings of E l i o t ' s poetry. In 

p a r t i c u l a r , he uses jazz motifs as a kind of counterpoint 

in the Cafe Vendome section and attempts, not wholly 

unsuccessfully, to work jazz rhythms into his prose i n 

his depiction of Wally C o l l i n s , the saxophonist. 

Like the early Auden and the Graham Greene of 

England Made Me (1935), the young Patrick White i s con

vinced that E l i o t ' s poetry, p a r t i c u l a r l y The Waste. Land, 

holds the key to c u l t i v a t i n g a d i s t i n c t i v e l y "modern" 

s t y l e . In Auden and Greene, t h i s debt to E l i o t i s most 

obvious i n the obsessive use of urban imagery and i n the 
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E l i o t - i n s p i r e d phrases that run through t h e i r early 

work. The seediness of Greene's urban landscapes owes 

d i r e c t l y to E l i o t . In Greene's early f i c t i o n , we f i n d 

very strongly the sense that The Wasteland had defined 

once and for a l l the condition of contemporary man and 

had established a language i n which the modern world 

might adequately be depicted. In the late Twenties and 

early T h i r t i e s young writers, seeking a point of view 

as well as a s t y l e , were s t i l l very much under the s p e l l 

of the .Twenties' "philosophy of meaninglessness" of 

which The Wasteland stood as the d e f i n i t i v e expression. 

Quite early i n the new decade, however, most abandoned 

t h i s "philosophy" i n favour of one or another of the 

various solutions to the problems of meaning and commit

ment that competed for the allegiance of T h i r t i e s 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s . For writers on the l e f t , appalled by 

E l i o t ' s p o l i t i c s , Auden replaced E l i o t as the d i s t i n c t i v e 

l y "modern" voice, the man whose sty l e dominated the 

13 

period. White's bowing down before the toppled god 

of T.S. E l i o t seems, thus, a rather belated gesture. 

White's "fashionable s t y l e " would seem to be passe. 
Yet there i s a curious rightness i n White's 
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choice of a master influence and tone given the time i n 

which The L i v i n g and The Dead was written. By viewing 

the l a t e T h i r t i e s from the perspective of 1941 White i s 

able to stand outside the b l i n d enthusiasms for the 

various solutions to the problem of meaning and p o l i t i c a l 

action that were fashionable i n the T h i r t i e s . The Living  

and The Dead captures the precise moment at which the 

dreams of the T h i r t i e s broke up as a whole c i v i l i z a t i o n 

seemed on a point of being swept for ever down the gutter 

of history. What had seemed serious and mature now seemed 

merely shoddy and s i l l y . The communist lamb was ly i n g 

down with the nazi t i g e r . Auden and Isherwood had bolted 

for New York. White himself dalled i n bars not far from 

the one i n which Auden wrote "September 1, 19 39." He 

even considered staying there. The moment of commitment 

to the serious business of defeating fascism had not yet 

arrived. The voice of weariness and disgust that we hear 

so i n s i s t e n t l y i n The Living and The Dead, the voice 

that reminds us of the E l i o t of "The Hollow Men" (1925) 

and the Pound of Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (1920), i s appro

pr i a t e to t h i s bankrupt and guttering c i v i l i z a t i o n . The 

d i s i l l u s i o n and disgust that dominate the novel connect 



-129-

the early phase of the Second World War to the aftermath 

of the F i r s t . The old gods, whether pre-1914 l i b e r a l i s m 

or pre-1939 socialism, l i e smashed. A huge and probably 

f i n a l assault on the dignity of the i n d i v i d u a l has once 

again been loosed on the world. Thus, the tone of Twen

t i e s ' despair and the influence of Twenties writings i n 

The L i v i n g and The Dead are not merely the r e s u l t of 

White's chasing aft e r outmoded fashions. The novel 

f i l t e r s i t s Twenties borrowings through a late T h i r t i e s 

awareness. White i s making use of, not merely succumbing 

to, his influences. 

After the fumbling experiments with a modernist 

style i n Happy Valley, The L i v i n g and The Dead seems 

assured i n i t s drawings on E l i o t , Joyce, and V i r g i n i a 

Woolf. White has evidently put himself to school to good 

e f f e c t . He has learned from Joyce to present entire 

sections of the narrative i n terms of the s e n s i b i l i t y , 

though not necessarily d i r e c t l y through the eyes, of a 

p a r t i c u l a r character. In these sections, external 

events and things contribute to a t o t a l picture of the 

character's inner world. In other words, i n the 

symbolist manner, environment suggests states of soul. 
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More important, the style of these sections serves the 

same end. Even the narrative voice loses i m p a r t i a l i t y 

and becomes involved i n the r e g i s t r a t i o n of s e n s i b i l i t y . 

White has learned, c h i e f l y perhaps from V i r g i n i a Woolf, 

to subjectivize time not merely by having his narrator 

announce, as i n Happy Valley, that time i s not always 

measurable by the clock but by focussing the action through 

the consciousness of each of the characters and by paying 

ca r e f u l attention to the e f f e c t s he i s achieving at the 

l e v e l of the phrase. Connie Tiarks' f a l l from the mul

berry tree i s p a r t i c u l a r l y well handled. By couching 

her f a l l i n one long s p i r a l l i n g sentence composed of a 

series of phrases, spaced to measure Elyot's breaths and 

packed with s i b i l a n t s and p a r t i c i p l e s to r e g i s t e r his 

h o r r i f i e d response, White allows Connie to crash less 

through the actual a i r than through the fascinated 

attention of the observer: 

That was before she began, i t happened 
at f i r s t slowly, her fingers s l i p p i n g 
as surely as a f r u i t o f f i t s twig, her 
dress the downward f l a r e that brushed 
his face, he saw, the rushing was the 
white dress, the head that tumbled with 
the sickness of a f r u i t , her voice 
stretched out i n a i r . x 4 
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At times, i t i s true, the novel's debts to E l i o t , 

Woolf, and Joyce are obvious to the point of embarrassment. 

White's use of symbolism i n The L i v i n g and The Dead owes 

much to T.S. E l i o t . It i s as s t r i k i n g as was the debt 

to Lawrence's symbolism i n Happy Valley. In the l a t t e r 

novel, we f i n d i n a less polished form, the same choice 

of image, the same phrasing, even the same r e c o i l from 

p h y s i c a l i t y that we f i n d i n the early poetry of E l i o t : 

"Once as a c h i l d he [Elyot] had stuck a c a t e r p i l l a r with 

a pin, watched the writhing and a green l i q u i d " (LD, 140). 

White, of course, i s t r y i n g to make his image resonate 

with projected emotional content. He i s trying clumsily 

to a r r i v e at a version of the objective c o r r e l a t i v e . 

S i m i l a r l y , the staked dog that Eden Standish and Joe 

Barnett f i n d on the beach reminds us of the corpse of 

a dog i n Ulysses which Stephen Dedalus observes while 

walking on a beach (White w i l l return to the image of a 

canine corpse washed up on a beach i n The V i v i s e c t o r 
15 

[1971]). To compare Joyce's dogsbody with that of 

White i s f o r c i b l y to be impressed by White's penchant 

for overcharging his symbols. Joe Barnett's l i t t l e 

t e r r i e r must not only stand for the whole, wounded world, 

she must also be offered to us without a touch of humour, 
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without, for instance, Joyce's g e n i t a l - s n i f f i n g l i v e dog 

who reminds us that l i f e f r i s k s on i n the midst of death. 

For a l l the obsessive concern i n The Living and The Dead 

with "the substance of things," the novelist seems 

curiously unconcerned with things i n themselves. We 

never gain the sense, as we do i n Lawrence, of the 

discrete, p a r t i c u l a r existence of things that are uniquely 

themselves, whether a lobster on tiptoe or a woman 

combing her hair i n the sun. 

Allowing for these f a i l u r e s in assimilating 

influences, The L i v i n g and The Dead remains a major step 

forward. White has successfully employed the central 

modernist strategy for organizing narrative: the shape 

of the novel i s governed less by the desire to trace a 

sequence of events than by the desire to r e g i s t e r the 

impact of events on consciousness. White has put behind 

him his former t o t a l reliance on external action as a 

means of unifying his f i c t i o n . In Happy Valley White 

aimed at the neat r i s e and f a l l of a plot that imitated 

a s i g n i f i c a n t human action. In The Living and The Dead, 

the entire action i s contained within the retrospection 

of the central character, Elyot Standish, who thinks 
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back over various events, jumbling t h e i r chronological 

order according to t h e i r subjective importance as he walks 

home from the station at which he has just seen his 

s i s t e r , Eden, o f f to the Spanish War. This does not 

mean that the whole novel i s focussed through the conscious

ness of Elyot Standish. His enclosed s e n s i b i l i t y does, 

however, frame the whole so that we view a disi n t e g r a t i n g 

c i v i l i z a t i o n through a consciousness which c u l t i v a t e s a 

pose of detachment from i t s corruptions and i t s enervation: 

but which of f e r s no way out. This technique has something 

in common with E l i o t ' s use of Prufrock as a dissociated 

s e n s i b i l i t y who might stand as a representative figure 

for a whole c i v i l i z a t i o n . Prufrock's enervations are those 

of his times. But White has employed the technique i n 

a p e c u l i a r l y T h i r t i e s manner. Elyot Standish i s l i k e the 

speaker of "The House Behind the Barricades" who hears 

the c a l l of actual suffering, who senses a substantial 

world outside the boundaries of his c u l t i v a t e d and inward-

looking s e n s i b i l i t y . The novel, l i k e the poem, enacts 

the T h i r t i e s e f f o r t of young middle-class i n t e l l e c t u a l s 

to break out of the confines of t h e i r class and education 

and to touch the "actual plane." White's use of t h i s 

framing technique has something in common with Malcolm 
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Lowry's use of Jacques Laruelle, the f i l m director 

whose major works were accomplished i n the Twenties 

when a r t i s t s worked on a grander scale than i n the late 

T h i r t i e s and whose by now played-out consciousness domi

nates the opening retrospective chapter of Under the  

Volcano. Like Lowry, White i n The Living and The Dead 

i s t r y i n g to arrive at some t o t a l response to the between-

the-wars period, to contain i t s contradictions within a 

single work. This means f i l t e r i n g the perspective of 

the late T h i r t i e s through the methods of the most expan

s i v e and daring period of modernism: that immediately 

after the F i r s t World War. 

By using Elyot Standish as a framing perspec

t i v e without allowing his consciousness to control our 

view of the novel, White achieves a form that demands a 

complex response to the novel's moral concerns. E f f e c t 

i v e l y , he gains the advantages of using an unreliable 

f i r s t person narrator: an oblique approach to the novel's 

moral concerns that forces the reader to work. Yet he 

does not have to adopt the wheedling ways -- alternately 

charming, b u l l y i n g , and s e l f - e f f a c i n g — by which such 

narrators t r y to gain the reader's confidence. The 
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narrative of The Living and The Dead i s organized around 

chunks of consciousness -- Elyot's, Eden's, Joe Barnett's 

— that i n t e r s e c t without actually touching one another. 

That i s to say, the same events are f i l t e r e d through each 

of these consciousnesses so that we see the characters 

both from the inside and from the outside. This i s not 

to suggest that White's method i s as r a d i c a l as, say, 

William Faulkner's i n As I Lay Dying (19 30) where external 

narrative i s e n t i r e l y dispensed with. The Living and  

The Dead retains an omniscient narrator who a l l too f r e 

quently wanders into the narrative assuming the divine 

r i g h t which such narrators habitually confer on them

selves of nudging the reader towards the appropriate 

moral judgements. The novel also retains a clear sense 

of the objective world of events outside the characters' 

private preoccupations and inside which the characters, 

as inescapably s o c i a l beings, are forced to act and 

have t h e i r being. White does not, as V i r g i n i a Woolf 

does, allow s u b j e c t i v i t y to blur the edges of things. 

Despite White's new emphasis on consciousness and the 

notion advanced i n the novel of "the ultimate separate-

ness of soul," The L i v i n g and The Dead contains no 

Beckettian private universes hermetically sealed 

against the world (LD, 149). 
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Although The Liv i n g and The Dead i s focussed 

through an intensely private and self-absorbed conscious

ness, the novel i s not at a l l s o l i p s i s t i c i n form. In 

fact, the novel's form serves as a c r i t i q u e of solipsism 

by allowing us to view through the self-involved and 

"dead" eyes of Elyot Standish the attractiveness of more 

open forms of l i v i n g to which he cannot commit himself. 

White i s tr y i n g to arr i v e at a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y Thir

t i e s compromise between the private and public worlds. 

Hence his modernist tendencies, which reinforce the p r i 

vate bias, must reach a modus vivendi with the c l e a r l y 

s o c i a l bias of the novel. The e f f e c t i s much the same 

as i n those T h i r t i e s poems and novels which s t r i v e to 

reach a compromise between allegory and history or i n a l l 

those T h i r t i e s t r a v e l books which bring together reportage 

and fable or even i n Stephen Spender's September Journal 

(1939) which l i n k s the break-up of the author's marriage 

to the outbreak of war. For the writers of the T h i r t i e s , 

the c o n f l i c t i n g and apparently i r r e c o n c i l a b l e demands of 

the private and the public worlds had somehow to be 

juggled into a harmony. This i s true even for the 

young Dylan Thomas whose poems may be found i n New 
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Verse alongside those of Auden and Grigson and A l l o t t and 

Spender. White's compromise by any standards i s by no 

means undistinguished. 

A second formal advance on White's part i s his 

a b i l i t y i n The Liv i n g and The Dead to use symbolism for 

st r u c t u r a l ends. S p e c i f i c a l l y , he has learned to use 

symbols to draw contrasts among the various responses to 

l i f e of his characters. The B r i s t o l box made of glass 

that Connie Tiarks gives Elyot and which he associates 

with Muriel Raphael i s opposed by the shaped objects i n 

wood which Joe Barnett makes i n his working world. The 

b r i t t l e , cerebral lovers and the l i f e - a v o i d i n g Connie 

are thus set against the makers, the committed, the 

l i f e - a f f i r m e r s . The glass box allows White to achieve 

aesthetic coherence while exploring a disintegrating 

experience, an achievement which i s only p a r t i a l l y marred 

by White's determination to overdraw his symbol. 

By locating The Liv i n g and The Dead i n the 

London of the l a t e T h i r t i e s rather than outback A u s t r a l i a 

White chooses to confront d i r e c t l y the dis i n t e g r a t i n g 

tendencies of modern l i f e which he had skirted i n his 
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previous novel. It i s White's recognition at the l e v e l 

of form of the fragmenting tendencies of contemporary 

r e a l i t y that distinguishes The L i v i n g and The Dead from 

other l a t e T h i r t i e s and early Forties English novels. 

This i s not to suggest that i t i s a more accomplished 

novel than, say, Brighton Rock (1939). The L i v i n g and  

The Dead i s , however, a serious, i f not e n t i r e l y success

f u l , attempt to engage with a stream i n the English novel 

whose f u l l flowering i n England was b r i e f and which was 

generally regarded by English novelists with suspicion. 

That stream, of course, i s modernism. 

The novel i n England during the T h i r t i e s — 

Greene, Waugh, Elizabeth Bowen, Anthony Powell are 

representative --was i n general formally unadventurous. 

Elegance of style and t i g h t formal organization were i n 

favour; d i f f i c u l t y and d i s l o c a t i o n were out of favour. 

Novels were supposed to be "modern" in the sense of 

being post-Jamesian, without V i c t o r i a n looseness or gar

rulous V i c t o r i a n narrators. An unobstrusive use of sym

bolism was acceptable and novels were supposed to be 

psychologically sophisticated. But few novelists — 

obvious exceptions being Lowry and White -- set themselves 
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to master the s p e c i f i c techniques of the great modernists: 

stream-of-consciousness, multi-layered meaning, "poetic" 

prose, expressionism, syncopated dialogue. Generally 

speaking, we may say that i n the T h i r t i e s the r a d i c a l 

tendencies of modernism, p a r t i c u l a r l y i t s r a d i c a l s u b j e c t i 

vism, were tamed and were adapted to the modest, and often 

openly d i d a c t i c , purposes of T h i r t i e s novel writing. The 

novelists of the T h i r t i e s went a long way towards patch

ing up the divorce between serious f i c t i o n and the reading 

public that modernism had rudely encouraged i n i t s more 

outrageous and public-hating phase. Modernist techniques 

sometimes appear unexpectedly and d i s j o i n t e d l y in T h i r t i e s 

novels. George Orwell's attempt at a Joycean use of 

expressionism i n the Trafalgar Square scene i n A Clergy

man's Daughter (19 35) i s an extreme example of the 

undeniable but usually unfortunate a t t r a c t i o n of modernism 

as a body of techniques for a writer whose native talent 

lay i n the f i e l d of reportage and realism, one more 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the Thirties."'' 6 The piece, apparently 

modelled on the "Nighttown" scene i n Ulysses, bears the 

same kind of r e l a t i o n to the novel as a whole that cancer 

bears to a l i v i n g organism. 
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Such a close i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with the major phase 

of l i t e r a r y modernism as that to be found i n The Living 

and The Dead i s not c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the novel i n the 

T h i r t i e s . Most T h i r t i e s writers glanced back r e s p e c t f u l l y 

over t h e i r shoulders from time to time at Joyce and E l i o t 

and Lawrence. But those, l i k e V i r g i n i a Woolf, who saw 

themselves as uncompromising modernists keeping a l i v e the 

t r a d i t i o n of avant-garde experiment were i n an eccentric 

minority. Evelyn Waugh describes his generation of 

novelists as overshadowed by the great modernists who 
17 

preceded them. Waugh sees his contemporaries as con

s o l i d a t i n g the achievements of the Twenties, but not 

continuing the l i n e of experiment. It i s true, as Waugh 

suggests, that novelists i n the T h i r t i e s were generally 

content to work i n a minor key. The serious talents 

were anxious not to be out of date -- to be, that i s , 
V i c t o r i a n — but neither were they w i l l i n g to "Make i t 

1 p 
New." Graham Greene's Stamboul Train (1932) i l l u s t r a t e s 

the point. Greene pokes fun at Q.C. Savory, the Edwardian 

n o v e l i s t i n T h i r t i e s proletarian disguise about the 

business of writing a T h i r t i e s travelogue, who blusters 

about "morbid introspection" i n modern novels and r a i l s 
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against Joyce and Lawrence. ± y Greene evidently sides 

with the formally, sexually, and psychologically e x c i t i n g 

moderns. But, apart from some montaged dialogue and 

passages of i n t e r i o r monologue timidly introduced i n the 

second person, Greene's novel i s formally undaring. 

Greene's treatment of sexuality i s far less e x p l i c i t and 

far less fundamental than Lawrence's. As to psychological 

i n t e r e s t , he scarcely matches Conrad or James. He i s 

not prepared, as were Joyce and Woolf, to use r a d i c a l 

formal experiments to probe the depths of s u b j e c t i v i t y . 

Greene's gestures to modernism are routine. In The Living  

and The Dead White looks back to the modernism of the 

immediate post-war period with a, by late T h i r t i e s 

standards, si n g u l a r l y fixed and resolute stare. 

I t would not, however, be accurate to depict 

White v a l i a n t l y and single-handedly swimming against 

the tide of T h i r t i e s conversatism. That White feels 

about the modern world as E l i o t did when he created 

"Apeneck Sweeney" i s made clear by his h o r r i f i e d por

t r a i t of the saxophonist, Wally C o l l i n s . But such a 

r e c o i l from the modern world has been commonplace i n 

English writing at lea s t since "Dover Beach" (1851), 
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to stop at a convenient point. The mood may be summed up 

by George Orwell's image of a ghastly sausage into which 

George Bowling bites i n Coming Up for A i r . Inside t h i s 
20 

sausage lurks the whole ersatz mess of modernity. 

What distinguishes the s p e c i f i c a l l y "modernist" endeavour 

from the work of Orwell or Waugh or Anthony Powell i s the 

e f f o r t to a r r i v e at an aesthetic that faces the f u l l 

extent of the damage that has been done. This means 

acknowledging that where neither s o c i a l structure, nor 

values, nor b e l i e f s , nor language i t s e l f possess s t a b i l i t y 

the forms of art must become problematical. In Mallarme's 

words: "dans une societe sans s t a b i l i t e , sans unite, i l 

ne peut se creer d 1 art stable, d'art def i n i t i f . I ' 2 ' 1 " This 

i s why, as Frank Kermode has observed, "the great expe

rimental novels of early modernism -- Kafka, Proust, 

Joyce, Musil, for instance -- are a l l characterized by 

a kind of formal desperation." What Waugh and Powell 

and Rebecca West acknowledged only at the l e v e l of 

content, Joyce, Woolf, Wyndham Lewis acknowledged at 

the l e v e l of form. 
White seems, in The Living and The Dead, to 
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have set himself firmly i n the camp of the moderns. We 

f e e l on f i r s t reading the novel, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the 

i n s i s t e n t echoes of V i r g i n i a Woolf, White's desire to 

"oppose the waste and deformity of the world" — the 

phrase i s Rhoda's i n Woolf's The Waves (1931) but i t could 

be Elyot Standish's — by f i t t i n g the form of his novel 

to the flux of consciousness and to moments of " i l l u m i 

nation" rather than by seeking some shape i n the chaos 
2 3 

of external events. Yet the precise bearing of 

modernism on The Li v i n g and The Dead remains uncertain. 

At times, the very obviousness of the debt i s a draw

back. There i s a constant sense that White has snatched 

a l i n e or an image and thrown i t into his novel. White's 

habit of using the disconnected faces on a c i t y street 

as a symbol of alienation i s too c l e a r l y drawn from 

E l i o t and Pound. Even the phrasing and the iambic 

metre have been l i f t e d i n a l i n e White borrows from 

Pound: the poet's "the apparition of these faces i n the 

crowd" becomes, rather disappointingly, "the unrelated 
24 

faces of a crowd" (LD, 332). More fundamentally, 

White cannot a r r i v e at a wholly modernist notion of form 

because his grasp of the id e o l o g i c a l components of 
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modernism i s confused by his allegiance, however equivocal, 

to the l e f t i s t p o l i t i c s of the T h i r t i e s . 

White's attitudes to the past, to history, to 

consciousness, and to p o l i t i c a l action are d i f f e r e n t i n 

certain fundamental respects from those of E l i o t , Woolf, 

and Joyce whose techniques he has assiduously emulated. 

For Stephen Dedalus, history i s a nightmare from which he 
25 

i s t r y i n g to awaken. For the speaker of White's poem, 

"The House Behind the Barricades," and for Elyot Standish, 

self-consciousness i s the nightmare from which they are 

t r y i n g to awaken into the r e a l world of h i s t o r i c a l 

a c t i v i t y . Thus White returns, i n a t y p i c a l l y T h i r t i e s 

fashion, to the Marxist o r i g i n of the trope: for Marx 

the memory of the dead generations weighed i n the brain 

of the l i v i n g l i k e a nightmare. White, l i k e Marx, 

wants to shake his memory-haunted, self-obsessed, removed 

characters out of t h e i r neurotic self-regard so that 

they might engage with the actual world of things and 

people and of history. S i m i l a r l y , Edward Upward i n 

Journey to the Border g u i l t i l y snatches his neurotic 

hero away from the reveries i n which he doubts the 

r e a l i t y of the external world and cures him with the 
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sight of an honest-to-God steamroller / ' Steamrollers 

are evidently too substantial to allow even the most 

f l i g h t y of s u b j e c t i v i t i e s to convince themselves that 

the external world i s f i l l e d e xclusively by the contents 

of t h e i r own consciousness. The steamroller f o r t i f i e s 

the young man and prepares him to meet history head-on 

by jo i n i n g the Communist Party. The same process leads 

Eden Standish through contact with the actual things 

made by Joe Barnett to volunteer for service in Spain. 

White's response to the modern world i s of the 

T h i r t i e s i n that i t i s not consciously predicated of a 

nostalgia for an i d e a l of wholeness located in the past 

as were E l i o t ' s , Lawrence's, and Pound's. The novel 

suggests that the condition of c i v i l i z a t i o n i t describes 

i s h i s t o r i c a l l y caused and may be altered by the commit

ment of indiv i d u a l s to -- to the terms are d e l i b e r a t e l y 

vague — l i f e , love, action, socialism. The L i v i n g and  

The Dead i s not in any s t r i c t , or even vague, sense a 

Marxist novel. It makes no common cause with the 

revolutionary p r o l e t a r i a t ; nor does i t understand h i s 

tory i n terms of d i a l e c t i c a l materialism. The novel 

does, however, see the working class as a source of 
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hope by contrast with the d e b i l i t a t e d and nerveless 

bourgeoisie i t depicts. In the Lawrentian terms that 

the novel endorses, the only source of l i f e remaining in 

England a f t e r the F i r s t World War i s to be found i n those 

sections of the working class that retain some contact 

with the old v i t a l and organic way of l i f e of the English 

peasantry. The middle class i s shown to be sick, diseased, 

neurotic, and bound for a speedy extinction — an essen

t i a l l y Lawrentian view of English c i v i l i z a t i o n that had 

considerable appeal between the wars. 

White departs most r a d i c a l l y from E l i o t , Joyce, 

and Woolf i n his evident moral concern, i n the presence 

in the novel of a p e c u l i a r l y T h i r t i e s form of l e f t i s t 

didacticism. The formal expression of t h i s didacticism 

i s found i n White's unfortunate determination to have 

the novel's moral centre f a l l on an i d e a l i z e d proletarian 

figure who makes his stand i n favour of l i f e by volun

teering to f i g h t for the Spanish L o y a l i s t s . 

As symbolism was at odds with Orwell 1s 

e s s e n t i a l l y r e a l i s t i c talent, the proletarian piety 

which White adopts i n The L i v i n g and The Dead i s 
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decidedly at odds with his markedly i r o n i c t a l e n t . White 

apparently feels obliged by the pressure of the times 

to i d e n t i f y " l i f e " with the working man (again there i s 

a Lawrentian suggestiveness i n the terms that complicates 

the T h i r t i e s b i a s ) . One wishes, merely on the grounds 

that White's workers are so embarrassing, that White had 

cult i v a t e d Waugh's contempt for those bourgeois writers 
2 8 

who "suck up to" the working classes. J u l i a Fallon, 

admittedly, i s not unconvincing family servant, perhaps 

because she i s drawn from White's early experience; such 

simple working people with an innate respect for "the 

substance of things" recur i n his works i n roles that 

would have brought them into contact with a wealthy c h i l d . 

Reading Flaws i n the Glass one i s impressed by White's 

obvious regard for the servants he knew as a boy as much 

as by h i s i c y indifference to his immediate family. ̂  

When White steps outside the l i m i t s of working-

class l i f e f a m i l i a r to him, he finds himself i n trouble. 

The Barnetts are too obviously drawn from l i t e r a t u r e 

rather than l i f e , a practice which, when done unsentimental-

l y , can o f f e r comic p o s s i b i l i t i e s as Waugh has well 

demonstrated. But Joe Barnett i s intended as the 
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embodiment of working-class v i r t u e , which i s bad enough. 

That we are supposed to take him seriously as a lover 

for Eden Standish i s simply r i d i c u l o u s . In appearance 

and manner, he might well be Ham Peggotty. Unfortunately, 

White c l e a r l y intends that we should take him seriously 

as a Lawrentian working-class hero — with the e s s e n t i a l 

addition of a T h i r t i e s p o l i t i c a l conscience -- rather 

than as a Dickensian sentimentalized buffoon. Joe has 

something of Dickens' gawky boy's respect for his 

"betters," a deference which the bold front of his 

socialism cannot altogether conceal. For a l l White's 

determination to depict a credible working-class family 

in the Barnetts, the dialogue he gives them never extends 

beyond the comic or the pathetic; often, unfortunately, 

the modes are mixed. Joe's l a s t words to Eden,"1 You 

might say as i t ' s a l l r i g h t . I t ' l l always be a l l 

ri g h t by me,'" ought to sound poignant i n t h e i r manly 

understatement (LD, 329). In fact, they have a comic 

tone not unlike that of Barkis' famous proposal i n 
Of) 

David Copperfield: "'Just say Barkis i s w i l l i n g . 

Joe Barnett i s not only unconvincingly drawn, too slen

der a characterization to carry the moral weight White 
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assigns him, he i s also sentimentalized. The cutting edge 

of Joe's socialism i s blunted because White's attitude 

to the p r o l e t a r i a t and the future to which i t lays claim 

i s decidedly equivocal. Wally C o l l i n s , a f t e r a l l , i s the 

novel's embodiment of the contemporary state of working-

class culture: Cockney music h a l l debased by Tin Pan 

A l l e y . As a sample of revolutionary activism Joe could 

only be of comfort to the threatened exploiting c l a s s . 

Not only i s he the sort of quality-conscious producer 

of a r t i f a c t s favoured by William Morris, as d i s t i n c t 

from the alienated i n d u s t r i a l worker, he also does his 

r e v o l u t i o n i z i n g safely outside B r i t a i n . 

The L i v i n g and The Dead, in short, i s sympathe

t i c with but not wholeheartedly commited to the working 

class as a means of escape from the deadness of contem

porary c i v i l i z a t i o n . This uncertainty on White's part 

ought to be reassuring. Good l i b e r a l s , we prefer doubt 

to propaganda i n p o l i t i c a l l y interested a r t . Yet the 

equivocations i n the novel do not seem to proceed from any 

r e a l complexity of p o l i t i c a l i n s i g h t . There i s none of 

that doubleness of v i s i o n we f i n d i n Marvell's p o l i t i 

c a l odes. We are not, at any rate, led to expect 
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complexity of p o l i t i c a l i n s i ght so much as a f u l l y re

solved v i s i o n . The authoritativeness of the t i t l e i s 

calculated to cow us; i t promises an apocalyptic d i v i s i o n 

of a whole c i v i l i z a t i o n into a secular version of the 

damned and the saved. Clearly, the novel is_ seeking some 

fulln e s s of l i f e to which i t might commit i t s energies, 

a fullness i n which working-class values, however vaguely 

understood, must have some part. But what part? And 

what pr e c i s e l y i s meant by the term " l i f e " with which 

White b u l l i e s us? There i s a presumption about t h i s 

essential but undefined term which reminds us of another 

T h i r t i e s Jeremiah: F.R. Leavis. Leavis, at least, knows 
31 

what he means by the term. But White, because he i s 

unsure p r e c i s e l y what he means by such terms, allows 

the novel's centre of in t e r e s t to s l i p away into vague

ness, obfuscation, and sentimentality. 

White's problem with his working-class charac

ters i s a very T h i r t i e s one: his p o l i t i c a l sentiments 

clash with his ineradicable bourgeoisness. The mood of 

the novel i s reminiscent of Auden 1s equivocations through

out the T h i r t i e s about the Marxist conviction that the 

future l i e s with the working cl a s s . In a burst of 
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enthusiasm for the Spanish l e f t and righteous hatred of 

fascism Auden penned the l i n e he l a t e r deleted from 
3 2 

Spain which condones "the necessary murder." The 

subsequent deletion i s s i g n i f i c a n t as i s the poet's 

ro l e as t o u r i s t i n the war i t s e l f . Auden f e l t , given 

the times not unreasonably, that bourgeois c i v i l i z a t i o n 

and l i b e r a l culture were doomed and that Marxism was 

inevitable and probably salutary. But he could not 

suppress doubts about the d e s i r a b i l i t y of i t s applica

t i o n . He could not altogether slough o f f the l i b e r a l 

culture that made the i n d i v i d u a l rather than the c o l l e c t 

ive the ultimate repository of value. Hence, the ten

dency of his thought to veer o f f i n mid-poem towards 

the theories of Freud or Groddeck or merely into school

boy i n a n i t i e s . White i s not a Marxist, not even an 

equivocal one, and he i s writing at a time when the f a i t h 

of English writers in communism had been undermined by 

the events of the late T h i r t i e s and early F o r t i e s and 

bourgeois individualism was coming back into vogue. Yet 

he evidently f e e l s , as l a t e as 1941, that i t i s incumbent 

on i n t e l l e c t u a l s to i d e n t i f y with the oppressed and that 

the working class suggests a source of value unavailable 
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i n a c o l l a p s i n g b o u r g e o i s c i v i l i z a t i o n . L i k e Auden, 

White i s u n i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e s p e c i f i c s o f how t o change 

the c i v i l i z a t i o n r e v e a l e d t o be r o t t e n . L i k e Auden 

a l s o , White's e q u i v o c a t i o n s e x p r e s s themselves i n h i s 

w r i t i n g i n a tendency t o sheer away from t h e c e n t r a l 

problems posed by a p o c a l y p t i c t h o u g h t , i f n o t towards 

Freud o r Marx, then towards.a L a w r e n t i a n f a i t h i n t h i n g 

and i n s e x u a l l o v e . 

The c h o i c e t h e n o v e l o f f e r s us i s a m o r a l one 

i n t h e L a w r e n t i a n sense t h a t we a r e r e q u i r e d t o choose 

between v a r i o u s r e s p o n s e s t o l i f e . More p a r t i c u l a r l y , 

we a r e f o r c i b l y c o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h e u g l i n e s s , anomie, 

and, f r a g m e n t a t i o n t h a t i s modern l i f e and r e q u i r e d t o 

t a k e s i d e s : we must choose between t h e l i v i n g - d e a d , a l l 

t h o s e who have r e t r e a t e d i n t h e f a c e o f l i f e ' s p o s s i b i l 

t i e s , and t h o s e who seek "an i n t e n s e r form o f l i v i n g " 

(LP, 379). T h i s c h o i c e i s d r a m a t i c a l l y e n a c t e d t h r o u g h 

t h r e e c o u p l e s (one n o t e s White's new s k i l l i n d r a w i n g 

such c o n t r a s t s t h r o u g h a b r u p t c u t t i n g and c o u n t e r - p o i n t 

a s k i l l drawn from A l d o u s H u x l e y — w i t n e s s White's use 

o f montaged t e l e p h o n e c o n v e r s a t i o n s -- and, p e r h a p s , 

from t h e c i n e m a ) . E l y o t S t a n d i s h and M u r i e l Raphael 
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are the living-dead: they are life-denyers, dealers i n 

abstractions, symbols, gestures, words, rather than i n 

emotions or things. They choose i s o l a t i o n . Lest we 

miss the point that t h e i r sickness i s of European pro

portions, White suggests a l i n k between Elyot's detached, 

mechanical love-making and the r i s e of fascism: he i s 

"the d i c t a t o r of her sensuality" (LD, 386). Wally 

C o l l i n s and Catherine Standish are the second pair of 

lovers. Together they are simply the f l e s h , the dying 

animal with i t s grotesque l u s t s . In his depiction of 

these grotesqueries, White seems to have drawn on German 

Expressionism -- l i k e most of Auden 1s generation he 

spent some time i n Germany in the early T h i r t i e s -- and 

perhaps on the painterly methods of a youthful f r i e n d , 

Francis Bacon. The scene at the party which Wally C o l l i n s 

and Katherine Standish attend has a d i s t i n c t l y Expres

s i o n i s t manner: exaggerated, v i o l e n t l y coloured close-

ups, Grosz-like cartoons, f a c i a l d i s t o r t i o n s that reveal 

the inner i l l . 

Joe Barnett and Eden Standish are the novel's 

t h i r d pair of lovers. They are White's unlikel y l i f e -

affirmers. With his face i n c l i n e d to turn brick-red by 



-154-

f i r e l i g h t and his mistrust of empty words, Joe has some

thing i n common with those p h a l l i c groundsmen or miners 

of Lawrence who rescue salvagable women from the dead 

middle and upper classes and warm them into a new l i f e 

of the senses. But Joe lacks some es s e n t i a l q u a l i t y --

we can only c a l l i t " l i f e " — possessed in abundance by 

Lawrence's sensitive proletarians. Being less symbolic 

than Mellors i n Lady Chatterly's Lover (1928), Joe ought 

to be more convincing. But t h i s i s not the case. Joe 

i s a f f l i c t e d by a sense that the world i s dying; unlike 

Lawrence's heroes, however, he can see no way out of the 

deadness. At least, the novel withholds i t s wholehearted 

support from the way out Joe does see. Joe l i v e s , 

supposedly, i n a world i n which emotions are genuine 

and things possess substance. The i l l n e s s , then, must 

come from outside himself. Yet he dies, turning his 

back on the ful l n e s s of l i f e he finds with Eden Standish. 

He chooses death, not i n the expectation that his s a c r i 

f i c e might bring a f u l l e r l i f e to the Spanish people but 

because he must act out the abstractions he reads i n 

the newspapers. 
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White's f a i l u r e with Joe Barnett arises from 

his uneasiness about sexuality as well as cl a s s . There 

i s a t e l l i n g l i n e i n the novel, "as l e t h a l as the e r o t i c 

act," which reveals the d i r e c t i o n and extent of the 

f a i l u r e : the novel cannot separate sexuality from death 

(LP, 301). The night which Joe and Eden spend together 

ought to be the novel's moral centre, the v i s i o n of an 

intenser form of l i v i n g that White offers us. But that 

night cannot,exclude Joe's v i s i o n of the dog with i t s 

guts torn out, the bleeding body of the world for which 

Joe dies. Joe does not die to save t h i s world -- i n 

Marx's terms to "change i t " -- but merely to add his 

death to a l l the deaths of those who, however hopelessly, 

f e e l obliged to r e s i s t the living-death by t h e i r s a c r i 

f i c e s . 

We are offered a choice, then, not between r e a l 

l i f e and half l i f e but between half l i f e and r e a l death. 

How d i f f e r e n t l y Lawrence saw the problem: that i s , to 

affirm or deny l i f e i n the absence of r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f . 

For Lawrence, the absence of God forces modern man to 

f i n d r e l i g i o u s meaning i n l i f e i t s e l f , and p a r t i c u l a r l y 

in human sexual love. And we are convinced by the love 
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of A l f r e d Durrant and Louisa in "The Daughters of the 

Vicar" (1914) or that of Connie and Mellors i n Lady  

Chatterly, convinced because we can f e e l the r e a l i t y , 

the rightness of the sex. The touching, the tenderness 

of hands that allows the leap across class — the incre

dible l e a p — convinces i n Lawrence as i t does not i n 

White. 

There i s a morbidity in White's response to 

sexuality that allows him b r i l l i a n t l y to present the 

parody of love performed by Elyot and Muriel but prevents 

him from giving l i f e to what i s , aft e r a l l , the central 

enactment of that i n t e n s i t y of " l i f e " that we are 

offered. For Joe and Eden, love leads only to death. 

Joe leaves England and i t s living-death not with his 

lover i n search of more l i f e -- a Lawrentian solution --

but for the lonely b a t t l e f i e l d s of a war whose meaning 

he has f a i l e d to grasp. He dies for a set of symbols: 

"the apparent fact of Spain" recorded in the newspapers 

(LP, 288, my emphasis). Eden's love for Joe f a i l s to 

overcome her f e e l i n g that the world lacks substance. 

She sees the world as "a cold star" (LP, 334). She 

sees t h e i r love-making merely as an attempt to infuse 
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into "the dying body of the world" th e i r l i v i n g acts and 

convictions (LD, 334). After t h e i r night together which 

f a i l s to warm her into l i f e she flees from a tinkers' 

camp "as i f someone had l i v e d there too f u l l y " (LD, 353),. 

Her decision to follow Joe to Spain i s a suicide. I t i s 

prompted by the message that spring brings her of the 

necessity for the in d i v i d u a l organism to submit to the 

obscure purposes of the larger design, that i s , by 

dying. The novel i s more than half in love with the 

death i t promises to oppose. 

One feels i n The Li v i n g and The Dead the 

noveli s t ' s earnest desire somehow to oppose the deadness 

of contemporary c i v i l i z a t i o n and to fasten on some means 

escaping into f u l l humanness, into joy. At the same 

time, one feels White's r e c o i l not only from sexuality, 

but also from l i f e i t s e l f . The word "world" i n the novel 

comes to mean not so much the world of s o c i a l relations 

-- the usual sphere of the n o v e l i s t -- but the material 

world i t s e l f understood i n a theological, more s p e c i f i c 

a l l y i n a Manichaean, sense. The novel cannot o f f e r 

the s u b s t a n t i a l i t y i t craves. We are presented in the 

midst of the general decay of a culture with a single 
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point of value: the love between a working-class man and 

a disenchanted bourgeois woman. Far from redeeming the 

deadness,however, t h i s love serves only to underline i t s 

pervasiveness. Death insinuates i t s presence a l l too 

e a s i l y into even the most intimate moments of love. 

The r e c o i l from m a t e r i a l i t y and sexuality i s too strongly 

f e l t i n the novel to allow "the f l e s h " to provide access 

to f u l l n e s s of l i f e . The novel cannot s e t t l e on a way 

out of the living-death i t delineates with mingled 

fascination and horror. The problem l i e s i n the novel's 

confusion about whether what i t opposes i s the condition 

of the world at a given h i s t o r i c a l moment or the world 

i t s e l f : the world of things that pass. 

This indecision on White's part leads not only 

to a confusion of purpose but also to a suspiciousness 

i n the novel as to the value of i t s own endeavour. 

The novel consigns among the dead a l l those who o f f e r 

the symbol of a thing or an emotion rather than the 

r e a l i t y : the dealers in words, symbols, gestures, ab

stracti o n s . At the same time, the novel converts the 

world i t deals with from something r e a l -- a complex 

and ever-changing whole composed of material facts, 
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s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s , and private thoughts -- into something 

abstract: a dying piece of matter a d r i f t in space onto 

which man i s thrown. Unable to discover any substance 

in the world, the novel can only o f f e r us the gestures 

and symbols i t condemns. Hence, the self-enclosedness 

of The L i v i n g and The Dead, the sense that the n o v e l i s t 

has found himself trapped within a c i r c l e of what he 

most wishes to transcend: words. This sense of entrap

ment i s strongly present despite White's evident and 

fashionably T h i r t i e s desire to condemn solipsism i n 

favour of contact with "the actual plane." The Living  

and The Dead of f e r s us symbols about symbolism such as 

the B r i s t o l box (LD, 266). The characters -- Catherine 

and Eden Standish i n p a r t i c u l a r -- are uncomfortably 

conscious of t h e i r l i v e s as "narrative," or "symbol," 

or "hieroglyph." Their l i v e s are composed of gestures 

void of meaning; they o f f e r others the symbols of emo

tion rather than r e a l emotions; t h e i r words have no 

connection to things. The novel, unable to f i n d a way 

out of the impasse i t describes, i s forced into an 

extreme self-consciousness. We are offered not a 

c r i t i q u e of a charade posing as l i f e , but a charade 
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posing as a novel. The Li v i n g and The Dead comes danger

ously close to being what i t most deplores: an enclosed 

world of s e l f - r e f l e x i v e words. 

The problem l i e s not i n l i n g u i s t i c s e l f -

consciousness per se, but i n White's uncomfortableness 

at t h i s stage with such an approach to novel-writing. 

He has not yet arrived at the insight that w i l l allow 

the more p l a y f u l attitude to language that we f i n d i n 

the l a t e r novels from Voss on: that i s , that there are 

creative p o s s i b i l i t i e s in acknowledging that the novel 

i s as much "about" language as i t i s "about" l i f e . 

There i s nothing inherently s t e r i l e i n such playfulness. 

It rests on the recognition that language i s , a f t e r a l l , 

absolutely i n t e g r a l with l i f e . I t i s White's i n a b i l i t y 

i n The L i v i n g and The Dead to fi n d any substance i n 

l i v e d a c t u a l i t y that leads him to the agonized separa

ti o n of l i f e and langauge. The novel's f a i l u r e l i e s 

not i n any "solipsism" of i t s form -- that i s , i n 

w i l l e d self-enclosure — but i n White's i n a b i l i t y to 

f i n d an appropriate form for his v i s i o n of the 

dangerously s o l i p s i s t i c tendencies of the culture he 

describes. He f a i l s here because, i n spite of the 
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formal assurance of The Li v i n g and the Dead, i n spite of 

his preference for moral judgements and his wavering 

T h i r t i e s f a i t h i n history, his own v i s i o n of l i f e i s 

f a t a l l y tainted by repugnance. 

In The Li v i n g and The Dead, White struggles 

against the i s o l a t i o n , anomie, self-absorption which he 

sees at the heart of the i l l n e s s of contemporary c i v i 

l i z a t i o n . He looks for ways out. He turns to the 

working class as a possible source of moral regeneration, 

but lacks understanding of working-class l i f e . He turns 

to a Lawrentian v i s i o n of s a l v i f i c sexuality where he 

i s even less at home. F i n a l l y , and i n spite of a l l the 

novel's confident a i r of modernism, he f a l l s back on 

the t r a d i t i o n a l r e a l i s t i c form of the bourgeois novel: 

lurking behind Elyot Standish's retrospection i s a 

Fami1ienroman i n which the Standishes are representative 

figures of the English middle class i n i t s period of 

decline. In the background of the l i v e s of the Standishes 

we are aware of the slow curve of h i s t o r i c a l catastrophe: 

from Edwardian complacency through the F i r s t War, the 

uneasy prosperity, the Crash, and the f r a n t i c s l i t h e r 

ing into the Second War. White departs from his 
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modernist models by his deliberate h i s t o r i c i z i n g of human 

experience, by his shaping of the novel so that we f e e l 

d i r e c t l y the impact of history and class on i n d i v i d u a l 

consciousness. While he has made use of the modernist 

techniques designed to express an intense subjectivism, 

White has not abandoned the other view of man's place i n 

the world, revived during the T h i r t i e s , which stresses 

man's inescapably s o c i a l and h i s t o r i c a l condition. As an 

h i s t o r i c a l novel The L i v i n g and The Dead traces the 

process by which England moved from being a s o c i a l order 

in which indivi d u a l s f e l t themselves to be part of a 

dynamic r e a l i t y capable of sustaining meaning and value 

to being a world of i s o l a t e s looking inward on t h e i r own 

fragmentation. Edwardian Mr. Goose i s able to believe 

that "Man i s fundamentally good, i t ' s circumstances that 

rots him" (LD, 41). By the l a t e T h i r t i e s , such optimism 

i s unthinkable. England has become an "elaborate charade 

that meant something once, a long time ago. When the 

figures, the gestures were related to enthusiasms" 

(LD, 228). Thus, despite White's choosing a form for 

his novel which draws attention to the i s o l a t i o n of 

consciousness, the claims of history are allowed to find 
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t h e i r own formal expression. The fragmentation of the 

Standishes as ind i v i d u a l s , as a family, and as a cl a s s , 

i s rooted i n h i s t o r i c a l process. The t r a d i t i o n a l 

n o v e l i s t i c form which traces a family through two or 

three generations i s used by White as though i t implies 

no contradiction of the more modernist formal properties 

of the novel which centre on Elyot's consciousness. 

The two formal tendencies e x i s t side by side. 

White's attitude to history i s complicated by 

his bleak v i s i o n of human nature. There i s an i n e v i t a b i 

l i t y about the lapse of Edwardian confidence into the 

apocalypticism of the T h i r t i e s that arises less from 

White's recognition of the impact on human consciousness 

of s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l conditions than from a Manichaean 

suspicion that man has some innate bias towards e v i l and 

chaos (certainly, the revelations of the concentration 

camps -- a central concern i n White's post-war f i c t i o n 

-- seem to confirm rather than undermine White's view 

of where man has been heading since 1914). Again, we 

fi n d two unresolved attitudes towards man's being i n 

the world, one not f u l l y acknowledged, e x i s t i n g side-

by-side i n the novel just as t r a d i t i o n a l realism exists 
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alongside formal experiment. White's i r r e s o l u t i o n s 

express themselves as ruptures i n the f a b r i c of the text, 

not always unhappy ones, so that we are aware of uncon

scious intentions working against the conscious shaping 

process of the novel. Like Elyot Standish, White has 

d i f f i c u l t y "forcing shape into the shapelessness of 

his material" (LD, 265). 

What i s most germane i n t h i s novel to White's 

future development as a n o v e l i s t i s his consciousness that 

the central problem he faces formally i s that of r e c o n c i l 

ing his moral seriousness with his intensely self-conscious 

preoccupation with language. The Living and The Dead 

r i g h t l y locates the source of i t s own formal problems 

in the impasse reached by the c i v i l i z a t i o n i t describes. 

The English language, as White sees i t i n t h i s novel, 

has been infected by the i n a b i l i t y of English culture to 

connect meaning and event, symbol and referent, word and 

thing, gesture and emotion. This corruption of the word 

i s f e l t ubiquitously: the newspapers translate the 

deaths i n Spain or China into empty abstractions; 

the inn at which Joe and Eden spend the night f a i l s to 
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provide the "Hovis" i t advertises, reminding Eden of the 

gap between sign and s i g n i f i e d . The novel, seeking 

substance rather than the empty sign, i s thwarted wherever 

i t turns within English l i f e : everywhere gestures, 

shadows, abstractions in place of r e a l i t y , everywhere 

words i n place of things or emotions. The novel con

fesses 'its own defeat. In a culture where a r i d i t y has 

become so pervasive, there can be no place for the writer 

who seeks to point the way to an attainable i n t e n s i t y 

of l i v i n g . 
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IV 

Ultramarine 

No-one goes to Liverpool for pleasure. 
Graham Greene, 
Journey Without Maps. 

"One i s sometimes reminded that he i s 
the son of a Liverpool merchant, born 
i n or about the docks." 

Horace Vachell, 
The H i l l (1905). 

"despite your rhetoric, you may yet 
be saved." 

Malcolm Lowry, 
"Satan i n a Ba r r e l " . 
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Early i n l i f e , Malcolm Lowry had Stephen Dedalus' 

desire to f l y the nets of family, nation, and r e l i g i o n . 

For Lowry the three nets were one. The joined presences 

of his father and his father's God stalked him everywhere 

in England. Here was a threat not merely to his imagination 

but also to his l i f e . The origins of Malcolm Lowry's s e l f -

destructive urges, according to Douglas Day i n his bio

graphy of Lowry, lay i n the "threatening super-ego" which 

A.O. Lowry f o i s t e d on his son. 1 Certainly, Arthur Lowry, 

as father, businessman, Chri s t i a n , p i l l a r of the community 

(roles which he acted out with the fervour of an Old 

Testament prophet), managed to implant i n his son a 

pentateuchal set of moral prohibitions which throughout 

his l i f e lay between his desires and t h e i r f u l f i l m e n t . 

At eighteen, hoping to trade his oppressive family for a 

Conradian community of seamen, Lowry shipped aboard a 

fre i g h t e r for the Far East. Thereafter, the d e t a i l s of his 

l i f e are well known: the drunken undergraduate of l i t e r a r y 

but not academic genius became the drunken bohemian genius-

in-the-making of London and Paris who became the drunken 

e x i l e i n New York and Mexico working on the great novel 

that seemed increasingly improbable. Throughout the late 
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T h i r t i e s , Lowry moved further and further from England, 

pursued a l l the while by the tormenting image of his 

disappointed father and the saving, and ineb r i a t i n g , 

remittances. Then came the seemingly miraculous trans

formation of the drunk into the great n o v e l i s t . In 1940 

Lowry se t t l e d i n Dollarton, B r i t i s h Columbia, with a new 

wife. Only then did Under the Volcano emerge from the 

chaos of the early versions. In love with his l i f e and 

the world, Lowry discovered at Dollarton a joy i n l i v i n g 

that enabled him to transcend his compulsions long enough 

to produce one assured masterpiece. Then the old demons 

returned and dragged him down. 

The above sketch i s intended to suggest the 

Malcolm Lowry of legend: the doomed, tormented genius 

who swaggered and swigged his romantic way to an early 

and appropriately alcoholic death. It has an uncanny 

resemblance to the standard version of the l i f e of Dylan 

Thomas. In Lowry's case, unfortunately, the legend has 

got i n the way of the work, as l i t e r a r y legends have a 

habit of doing. Lowry's l i t e r a r y reputation rests 

almost exclusively on one novel alone which i s read as 

much for i t s biographical i n t e r e s t as for i t s l i t e r a r y 
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merit. Too often Lowry 1s c r i t i c s have encouraged t h i s lop

sided approach by concentrating on Volcano while ignoring 

the rest of his f i c t i o n or dismissing.it as apprentice work 

or as n e g l i g i b l e s t u f f whose f a i l u r e owes to the writer's 
2 

alcoholism. The habit among readers of approaching 

Lowry 1s "masterpiece" i n terms of the clic h e s of his 

legend i s pernicious and ought to be opposed. In th i s 

respect, Lowry's c r i t i c s have a clear duty to encourage a 

habit of thought which sees the work as l i t e r a t u r e rather 

than biography, which sees the man as a writer rather than 

a "genius." The view of Lowry as "a great author who 

happens to have written only one great book" does nothing 
3 

to advance such a habit of thought. 
An impediment to Lowry's reputation as a major 

l i t e r a r y figure has been Douglas Day's biography, Malcolm  

Lowry (1973). Day's biography i s i n many ways commendable: 

i t s weight of d e t a i l i s impressive; i t s c r i t i c a l insights 

are frequently trenchant. Day's Lowry i s not simply the 

Lowry of legend. Yet the biography must be blamed for i t s 

contribution to the legend. Day cannot avoid the temptation 

to sidestep the complexity of the l i f e by high-lighting 

those d e t a i l s which i l l u s t r a t e the neat curve of melodrama: 

http://dismissing.it
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th e early promise, the r i s i n g action complete with rever

sals, the climax, and the sad denouement. The chief 

problem with Day's biography i s the kind of l i n k i t sug

gests between the l i f e and the work. Day adopts a 

Freudian language and method which describes the motive 

forces behind both the l i f e and the work i n a few simple 

formulas: conversion, anxiety, f i x a t i o n , neurosis. The 

same i n f a n t i l e anxiety about maternal separation that made 

Lowry an alco h o l i c made him an a r t i s t — Day doesn't state 

t h i s quite so baldly, but he implies i t . ^ Douglas Day 

gives us a Malcolm Lowry who touches his era only at the 

le v e l of generality. Day makes the connection between 

Lowry's anxieties and addictions and those of other major 

twentieth-century writers such as Dylan Thomas and 
5 

Hemingway. Yet he never allows that Lowry 1s anxieties 

have the p a r t i c u l a r shape of his generation: that of the 

T h i r t i e s . They a r i s e from Lowry's unconscious for whose 

contents only his p a r t i c u l a r family i s responsible. Day's 

Lowry i s not a man shaped by a p a r t i c u l a r time but by a 

type of the a r t i s t : one of those whose l i v e s are parables 

that t e l l the tragedy of s p i r i t u a l n o b i l i t y i n a m a t e r i a l i s 

t i c world. Lowry becomes a kind of Christ masquerading as 
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a delinquent, and Volcano becomes a timeless work of genius. 

The truth i s that Malcolm Lowry was the product 

of a p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l period and i n his work res

ponded to a p a r t i c u l a r c r i s i s i n English culture. He 

shares i n that remarkable homogeneity of background which 

distinguishes the writers of "the Auden generation." 

Like Christopher Isherwood, W.H. Auden, Graham Greene, 

C y r i l Connolly, and Evelyn Waugh, Lowry was born between 

1900 and 1910, was educated a a public school and began 

to write i n the late Twenties and early T h i r t i e s . ^ His 

writing bears the impress of the same h i s t o r i c a l events 

as a l l these: the Depression, the p o l i t i c i z a t i o n of 

English i n t e l l e c t u a l s , Spain, the igominy of the period 

leading up to the Second War. In matters of form and 

style his early writing shows the influence of the group 

of dominating figures of the Twenties against whom a l l 

the serious young writers of the T h i r t i e s had to measure 

themselves. Lowry's works are not timeless; they are 

rooted i n a s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l experience. We misunder

stand the man and his writing i f we see his l i f e merely 

as a struggle against h i s own family, his private demons. 
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By escaping England, Lowry was escaping more than 

the punishing super-ego represented to him by Arthur Lowry. 

As early as 19 33 when he published Ultramarine Lowry had 

come to i d e n t i f y the repressive system of values and denials 

of which that "super-ego" was composed with a whole cl a s s : 

the English commercial middle class from which he had come. 

Moreover, he had come to attribute what he saw as the 

increasing moral bankruptcy of between-the-wars England to 

the supremacy of t h i s c l a s s . By his various e f f o r t s to 

put as much distance as possible, preferably marine, 

between himself and his father, Lowry was responding not 

merely to the self-punishing image of the father which 

he had constructed as a c h i l d but also to the c i v i l i z a t i o n 

which he saw not unreasonably as exhausted. We may agree 

with Douglas Day that Lowry 1s l i f e l o n g response to an 

i n f a n t i l e paternal image was evidence of a chronic and 

deep-rooted unhealthiness i n Lowry 1s psyche. But i n 

Lowry's disgust with the England of his day, a disgust he 

shared with many of the writers of the T h i r t i e s , we f i n d 

a sign of a fundamental healthiness. Lowry 1s i n s t i n c t 

for health and wholeness was not able to be s a t i s f i e d by 

the kind of l i f e that passed for "normal" among his class, 
7 

in t h i s England. 
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We must remember that Malcolm Lowry came from a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y despised section of the English r u l i n g class: 

the p r o v i n c i a l , non-conformist, commercial middle c l a s s . 

Although from a wealthy background, educated at a public 

school and at Cambridge, Lowry could not disguise the 

stigma of his provincialism any more than could White, the 

Australian. White's family, at least, were not " i n trade. 

Nor, exactly, was Arthur Lowry. Yet as a Liverpool cotton 

broker he f e l l unavoidably into the doomed section of the 

great divide i n the English class system between the 

professional and the commercial middle classes. And he 

had educated hi s sons not to become gentlemen, but to 

enter the family business. Lowry was sent not to one of 

the great public schools where commerce and everything 

to do with the i n d u s t r i a l revolution were despised but 

to the mildly non-conformist Leys. Arthur Lowry's e f f o r t s 

to prepare his youngest son for a "useful" l i f e were 

wasted. By refusing to enter the family firm, Lowry 

was simply following the "higher" aspirations of the Engli 

middle class since the middle of the nineteenth century: 

that i s , to deny the c e n t r a l i t y of commerce and industry 

to England's po s i t i o n i n the world by embracing the 
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8 
ideology of the feudal aristocracy. I t i s commonly the 

function of defunct ideologies to conceal the sordid 

origins of wealth and power: thus the conquered continue 

to rule i n the minds of t h e i r conquerors. 

Gentry values had even insinuated themselves 

into the stubbornly bourgeois mind of Arthur Lowry. 

Undoubtedly, he wanted his sons to be gentlemen as well 

as businessman, hence Cambridge. Caldy, the wealthy 

suburb i n which he chose to rais e his family had a 
9 

c a r e f u l l y manicured Tudor appearance. John Betjeman 

contemptuously refers to t h i s imitative a r c h i t e c t u r a l 

s t y l e as "Sham Tudor.""'"0 Betjeman writes as a Tory eager 

to defend t r a d i t i o n a l English architecture against "Ghastly 

Good Taste" by which he means the urge among the middle 

classes to emulate the styles appropriate to aristocracy. 

Arthur Lowry, however, had no intention of giving up 

business i n favour of country l i f e . He was unashamed of 

his commercial success. He remained f a i t h f u l to his 

lower-middle-class-Methodism. This i s the background 

against which Malcolm Lowry rebelled. The Cambridge that 

Lowry entered i n 1929 despised the origins of his family's 
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wealth (this i s as true of the Leavi s i t e clique as i t i s 

of the t r a d i t i o n a l gentlemanly dons). Lowry was hardly a 

model undergraduate, yet he emerged from Cambridge with 

friends from backgrounds more acceptable than his own, 

with an accent he kept through the worst days of his de

r e l i c t i o n , and having put behind him once and for a l l the 

stain of his p r o v i n c i a l origins i f we accept Donald 

Home's d e f i n i t i o n of English provincialism: 

Provincialism i s to l i v e i n or near an  
i n d u s t r i a l town to which the i n d u s t r i a l  
revolution gave i t s s i g n i f i c a n t modern  
form. I T 

Lowry emerged from Cambridge a gentleman. He never 

thereafter bothered himself with the values that had 

made his father and nineteenth-century England r i c h : 

work (as his father understood that term), t h r i f t , and 

c a p i t a l accumulation. 

Malcolm Lowry, then, did not simply rebel 

against his family: he staged a strategic retreat from 

the attitudes of the class of which i s family were 

representative. Lowry rejected commercialism, i n d u s t r i a l 

ism, u t i l i t a r i a n i s m , and non-conformist piety. In other 

words, he rejected the nineteenth century and joined that 
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l i n e of protest that we f i n d i n English c u l t u r a l history 

which opposes the mechanical nature of modern l i f e from 

the standpoint of o r g a n i c i s t conservatism. In following 

t h i s l i n e , Lowry was defending the c u l t u r a l i n t e r e s t 

which was most i n i m i c a l to his own background. Lawrence 

faced a s i m i l a r problem, but, as he himself demonstrated, 

the working-class family can more readi l y be assimilated 

by the o r g a n i c i s t t r a d i t i o n than can the commercial, middle-

class family. From William Cobbett to Raymond Williams, 

the virtues of English c u l t u r a l c r i t i c s have managed to 

fi n d in,or f o i s t on, the working class, have been those of 
12 

the peasantry. The popularity of the Communist Party 

among English bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l s i n the T h i r t i e s may 

partly be explained i n t h i s l i g h t . As William Empson 

observes i n Some Versions of Pastoral (1935), proletarian 
13 . . 

art i s merely a modern variety of pastoral. For T h i r t i e s 

communists l i k e C e c i l Day Lewis -- who ended up poet 

laureate with a taste for Hardy and Meredith — the 

working class suggested eighteenth-century virtue as 
14 

much as p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l , revolutionary fervour. At 

any rate, i t could be agreed upon i n the T h i r t i e s by a 

conservative Aglican clergyman l i k e Dean Inge and a 
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s o c i a l i s t h i s t o r i a n l i k e R.H. Tawney, also an Anglican, 

that the present deplorable condition of England was 
15 

unthinkable without the nineteenth century. By r e j e c t 

ing his own family, then, Lowry joined with a large body 

of T h i r t i e s establishment c r i t i c s -- one encompassing 

Oxbridge communists, Bloomsbury i n t e l l e c t u a l s , Anglican 

s o c i a l i s t s , and Tories --who blamed the commercial middle 

class for the present condition of England. For Lowry, 

as for other T h i r t i e s writers, the sprawling ugliness 

and misery of England i n the T h i r t i e s was the r e s u l t not 

so much of a p e r i o d i c a l c r i s i s i n world capitalism as of 

the whole i n d u s t r i a l world spawned by the nineteenth 

century and by the Northern, me r c a n t i l i s t bourgeoisie. 

Douglas Day sees not only the l i f e but also the 

writings of Malcolm Lowry i n terms of the cramped language 

of h i s (Day's) Freudianism. Day's Lowry occupies through

out his l i f e an enclosed space i n which the s i g n i f i c a n t 

figures remain those of infancy. For Day, Lowry staggers 

from tragedy into farce because he never managed to free 

himself from his i n f a n t i l e f i x a t i o n s . In Lowry's writing, 

according to Day, the figures of parents and s i b l i n g s , 

seen through the d i s t o r t i n g eyes of arrested childhood, 
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shadow-box one another behind the screen of a neurotic 

egotism that increasingly blocks out the external world. 

Day's Lowry, i n spite of his charming moments, i s a 

pathetic, overgrown c h i l d who managed somehow to produce 

one work of "genius" before h i s various demons swallowed 

his talent. The bulk of the post-Volcano f i c t i o n , i n Day's 

view, shows the maunderings of a mind no longer able to 

snatch experience and fashion i t into a r t . 1 6 Such a 

reading, by stressing Lowry's relations with his family 

at the expense of those with his class and times, f a i l s to 

grasp the meaning of Lowry's struggle with the language. 

Day romantically — although his s p e c i f i c termi

nology i s Jungian on t h i s point -- perches the a r t i s t 
17 

between the conscious and the unconscious. Lowry 1s 

task as a writer, then, was to impose l i n g u i s t i c order on 

the chaotic contents of his unconscious. But language, 

for Lowry, was much more complex than t h i s : i t was no 

less than the t o t a l i t y of spoken and l i t e r a r y p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

among which he must choose i n order to write. I t was not 

the means by which order might be imposed on some content 

other than i t s e l f ; i t was the content as much as the 

medium of writing. And the speech of his class as embodied 
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in his family was not adequate to his needs as a writer. 

It was not the sort of s t u f f into which he could work 

clean, lines as the engraver works in metal. He needed a 

language s p e c i f i c to his idea of himself as a n o v e l i s t . 

As Brian O ' K i l l puts i t : 

We can surely see that the development 
of a unique i d i o l e c t was a c r u c i a l part 
of Lowry's self-conscious process of 
self-determination, that his exploration 
of d i f f e r e n t modes of language, from the 
vulgar to the bombastic, was an attempt 
to widen his range of l i n g u i s t i c conscious
ness, and a r e b e l l i o n against the basic 
language of his mercantile evangelical 
middle-class English family. ± 0" 

Lowry's family was p r o v i n c i a l , commercial, 

non-conformist. This meant that his background acquainted 

him with a use of language which was contaminated by 

u t i l i t a r i a n i s m , a pious rh e t o r i c , and a general slackness 

of phrasing and d i c t i o n . What vigour the conformist t r a d i 

t i o n with i t s rooting i n the Bible and i n Bunyan might 

have introduced into the language of a Liverpool cotton 

merchant was sapped by Arthur Lowry 1s predominantly 

Vi c t o r i a n and commercial cast of mind. In his l e t t e r s 

to h i s son Arthur Lowry frequently invokes the Bible, 

but there i s no trace i n his writing of the force and 
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concreteness of the King James version. Reading the 

l e t t e r s , which are held i n the Special Collections D i v i 

sion of the University of B r i t i s h Columbia, one has 

the curious sense that Mr. Gradgrind has been set to school 
19 

by Earnest Pontifex's father. From the former Arthur 

Lowry has taken a worship of "facts" and a d i s t r u s t of 

"fancy" i n the form of his son's l i t e r a r y e f f o r t s . The 

businesslike tone of his writing bears the mark of his 

u t i l i t a r i a n character. Mr. Gradgrind would have 

approved of Arthur Lowry 1s penchant for making l i s t s 

and using underlining to drive home his e s s e n t i a l 

points, and he would have recognized behind the pious 

expressions a thoroughly m a t e r i a l i s t i c and pragmatic mind. 

Arthur Lowry's businessman's manner, l i k e his frequent 

expressions of piety and righteous paternal indignation, 

i s evidently a means of avoiding showing any actual 

emotion for his son. 

With Theobald Pontifex, Arthur Lowry shares the 

insidious habit of using a narrowly conceived form of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y to b u l l y his son into complying with his 

m o r a l i s t i c a l l y posed but e s s e n t i a l l y s e l f - s e r v i n g demands. 

Arthur Lowry's piety, l i k e Theobald Pontifex's, i s 

emotionally impoverished and u t t e r l y c h i l l i n g i n i t s 
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refusal to accommodate a view of l i f e less limited than i t s 

own. Arthur Lowry's Methodism may be said to have preserved 

the s t i f l e d atmosphere of the V i c t o r i a n clergyman's house

hold despite his Edwardian veneer of sportiness and h e a r t i 

ness. Certainly, his l e t t e r s to his son r e c a l l the appal

l i n g l e t t e r s which Theobald Pontifex wrote to his prodigal 

son, l e t t e r s which never doubt the automatic moral authority 

of middle-class fathers. The reverend Pontifex, i n Butler's 

words, "wanted Earnest to return, but he was to return as 

any respectable well-regulated prodigal ought to return 

-- abject, broken-hearted, asking forgiveness from the 

tenderest and most long-suffering father i n the whole 

world." Arthur Lowry writes thus to his thirty-three 

year old son: 

Read the Bible story of the Prodigal Son 
up to where he says "When I came to my
s e l f . " He didn't try to j u s t i f y himself 
i n his father's eyes, but said "I w i l l 
arise and say to my father, "I have 
sinned" and his father met him half way 
and forgave him.^l 

Theobald Pontifex urges his son. to show "steadiness and 
2 2 

earnestness of purpose." He wants to see signs of 

moral improvement i n return for the f i n a n c i a l assistance 
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which he i s prepared to o f f e r , i t s e l f a means of keeping 

his son under his power. A few quotes from the l e t t e r s of 

Arthur Lowry i l l u s t r a t e the s i m i l a r i t y of his thinking to 

that of Theobald Pontifex i n t h i s respect: 

I am very glad to see marked improvement 
i n many ways. The main issue i n my mind 
i s that you shew [sic] some c o n t r i t i o n 
for your past treatment of your father 
and mother. 2 3 

I hope you w i l l be able to go on keeping 
your head, shutting your door, and 
working hard, because that i s the only 
way i n which success, either i n l i t e r a t u r e , 
business, or anything else, i s ever 
achieved. 2 /* 

What I need from you i s a frank statement 
as to your having seen the grave error of 
your ways. 2^ 

Nor i s Arthur Lowry reluctant to subject his son to the 

grossest kind of emotional blackmail. He continually 
2 6 

reminds his son that his mother i s "one of God's angels," 

a being of i n f i n i t e and unworldly purity whom Malcolm has 

w i l f u l l y hurt. The method i s the simple blackmailer's 

one employed by Earnest Pontifex's father. It has the 

advantage to the blackmailer that the pious rhetoric i n 

which i t i s couched disguises i t s insidious intent. Arthur 

Lowry and Theobald Pontifex would have been dismayed at 



-183-

the suggestion that they were using emotional blackmail 

against t h e i r sons: t h e i r expressions of husbandly reve

rence were, i n t h e i r own understanding, sincere. Perhaps 

the saddest example of Lowry 1s family's absolute incompre

hension of Malcolm i s to be found i n a b r i e f defense of 

the family's position by Russell Lowry, Malcolm's elder 

brother: "he [Malcolm] could, i f he wanted, stic k to a 

b a s i c a l l y true story, and t e l l i t well," t h i s despite the 

"embroidery" and "l y i n g " to which, according to Russell, 
27 

Lowry was addicted. 

D.H. Lawrence had an immense advantage over 

Lowry i n t h i s respect of the c o l l o q u i a l language of the 

home. Lawrence came from that section of the non-conformist 

working class for whom the language of the Bible was s t i l l 

a v i t a l force i n d a i l y l i f e . And t h i s t r a d i t i o n of using 

the language of the Bible i n everyday speech was enriched 

by the regional working-class d i a l e c t . This i s , of course, 

a L e a v i s i t e argument but one which, whatever reservations 

one might have about Leavis, has a truth that cannot be 
2 8 

denied. Lawrence took his father's speech into his 

writing where i t remained to the end of Lawrence's l i f e 

a source of energy, r e a l i t y , and humour, an alternative 
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to the dead d i a l e c t of the English middle c l a s s . What 

character i n Lowry 1s f i c t i o n speaks with the voice of 

Arthur Lowry? 

There i s no trace of regional d i a l e c t i n the 

language of Arthur Lowry's l e t t e r s to his son. To have 

adopted such speech would have made possible a r e a l 

contact between father and son because such speech natural

l y c a r r i e s emotion. It i s not a speech that encourages 

concealment behind piety, platitude, and rhe t o r i c . 

Arthur Lowry chose to adopt the language of the Edwardian 

middle-class father: s t i l t e d , abstract, dead. And l i k e so 

many Edwardian middle-class fathers, he was obliged to 

endure the repudiation by his most g i f t e d son of the 

values and assumptions that had governed his l i f e . Malcolm 

Lowry was a representative son of the between-the-wars 

period i n his r e b e l l i o n against "the Old Man" (Lowry 1s 

habitual use of t h i s phrase r e c a l l s the contemptuous term 

of post-war writers for the Edwardian father figures whose 

rhetoric had sent so many sons to t h e i r deaths i n the 
2 9 

trenches). Given the language in which i n the Fortxes 

Arthur Lowry couched his l e t t e r s to his son, i t i s scarcely 

surprising that as a young man i n the early T h i r t i e s Lowry 
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was anxious to invent for himself an alternative ancestry 

of sea-captains and h e l l - r a i s e r s , one which might conceivably 

have engendered a no v e l i s t i n the Dana, M e l v i l l e , O'Neill 

alcoholic l i n e . 

S p e c i f i c a l l y , Lowry needed an alternative lan

guage to that of his own t r i b e : the p r o v i n c i a l , non

conformist bourgeoisie. Rejecting the d i a l e c t of his own 

t r i b e , where i n the England of the between-the-wars period 

could Lowry f i n d a use of the language vigorous and 

concrete enough for his purposes? 

Lowry's education acquainted him with the 

"standard" English of the upper-middle class -- that i s , 

"educated" English -- and t h i s d i a l e c t remained throughout 

his l i f e the mode into which his own speech naturally f e l l . 

This d i a l e c t , which i s entrenched i n the public schools, 

i s distinguished c h i e f l y by i t s claim to be not a d i a l e c t 

with regional and class c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s but the correct 

manner of speaking English. As Raymond Williams has 

observed, i n the name of standard English "thousands of 

people have been capable of the vulgar insolence of 

t e l l i n g other Englishmen that they do not know how to 
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speak t h e i r own language." J W It i s a speech which eschews 

proletarian vigour and regional p e c u l i a r i t i e s . I t i s a 

speech which claims a monopoly on the coining of new 

words. It i s a speech which detests "Americanisms." It 

i s the kind of speech of people who know i n s t i n c t i v e l y 

what i s "U" and what i s "non-U." I t i s the speech of 

Bloomsbury, of The New Statesman and Nation, and, for a l l 

i t s piousness about the p r o l e t a r i a t , i t i s the speech of 

the Oxbridge l e f t i n the T h i r t i e s . I t was not the speech 

for the young Malcolm Lowry who showed very early a non-U 

taste for jazz, proletarian speech, and for the English of 

foreigners. In his writing, we may see his struggling not 

so much to root out a l l traces of standard English as to 

surround i t by a l l the speech forms of which i t most 

disapproves. We may see t h i s struggle i n Lowry 1s deter

mination to tone down or delete the a d j e c t i v a l preference 

he learned at h i s public school. "Horrendous," " i n c r e d i 

ble," "marvellous" -- such expressions are given to 

characters from whom Lowry wishes to gain some distance 

such as the Consul i n Under the Volcano. Phrases l i k e 

" ' I t ' s a bore,'" or "'he was a damned amusing fellow i n 

spite of everything,'" which appear i n the early drafts of 



-187-

Under the Volcano are deleted i n the text.""''1" Lowry' s 

7American wife, Margerie, was a help to him i n t h i s respect. 

Her marginal comments to the early versions of the novel 

warn Lowry about what she c a l l s the "stodginess" of t h i s 
3 2 

kind of speech. 

The d i f f i c u l t y for Lowry i n overcoming i n his 

writing the habit of using such adjectives unconsciously 

ought not to be underestimated. Such l i n g u i s t i c mannerisms 

are the almost ineradicable legacy of c l a s s . George 

Orwell, despite his detestation both of the upper bourgeois

ie and of l i n g u i s t i c imprecision, never managed to eradicate 

from his writing the public-schoolboy slang, the "beastlys" 

and "ghastlys," which he acquired at Eton. Yet i n the 

T h i r t i e s , Orwell condemned "the poverty of the modern 
3 3 

upper-class d i a l e c t . " "The speech of 'educated 1 people," 

he wrote, " i s now so l i f e l e s s and characterless that a 

novelist can have nothing to do with i t . " 3 4 

Lowry's school was bourgeois rather than upper-

class, yet "educated" speech also posed a problem for him. 

Its range simply wasn't s u f f i c i e n t l y encompassing for the 

kind of f i c t i o n he had i n mind to produce. Lowry wanted 
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to deal convincingly with non-bourgeois characters and to 

draw on non-bourgeois speech patterns; t h i s i s clear even 
35 

of his schoolboy s t o r i e s . Orwell's i n a b i l i t y to master 

such speech patterns had a narrowing e f f e c t on his f i c t i o n . 

In the end, he turned from the novel to the prose fable. 

Lowry's use of nautical terms, of Norwegian-pidgin 

English, and of regional d i a l e c t s signal his desire to 

avoid such narrowing by including within his f i c t i o n 

d i a l e c t s other than those of the English middle class. 

He wants a s p e c i f i c i t y , a concreteness, and a connection 

to things lacking i n English middle-class speech. 

Lowry, of course, never managed to purge his 

writing of a l l the s t y l i s t i c and s y n t a c t i c a l habits of 

his education and his class. Even i n the late f i c t i o n a 

phrase l i k e "extraordinary and absurd" w i l l creep into 

his prose where his narrator lapses into an unconscious 

mannerism of "educated" speech (HL , 262). It i s 

remarkable to what extent Lowry managed to escape the 

l i n g u i s t i c l i m i t a t i o n s imposed upon him by his family, 

his class and his education. Of a l l the T h i r t i e s writers 

who d u t i f u l l y immersed themselves i n the working class 

by volunteering for Spain or frequenting proletarian pubs 
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Lowry went furthest i n his assimilation of working-class 

speech patterns into his writing. Not that he t r i e d to 

write as a factory worker might. Instead he used snatches 

of working class speech to b u i l d up syncopated dialogue 

or as motifs that run through a p a r t i c u l a r work. It i s 

the precision of Lowry's ear for t h i s kind of speech 

that distinguishes him from other T h i r t i e s writers. Only 

Henry Green i n Living (1929) managed to catch the rythms 

and cadences of working-class and regional speech with 

exactness and to work them into his s t y l e . The section 

where the Welsh factory worker bursts into song i s very 
3 6 

fi n e l y done. Lowry went further than Green: he set about 

mastering various di a l e c t s -- s a i l o r s ' t a l k , C e l t i c and 

foreign version of English -- and he worked them, one on 

top of the other, into his writing. Lowry's prose i s 
37 

"laminated" rather than merely spiced with d i a l e c t . 
Louis MacNeice observed i n the T h i r t i e s : "If 

3 8 
one knows only bourgeois one must write about them." 
The f a t a l l i m i t a t i o n of Auden's followers was that they 

39 
knew only each other. Hence they were not able to 

write convincingly about working-class l i f e . Certainly, 

they never managed to get down working-class speech 
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patterns nor to enrich t h e i r prose with such speech. 

They existed within the c i r c l e described by the l i n g u i s t i c 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of th e i r own class, even of t h e i r own 

clique within that class. For Lowry, that c i r c l e was 

too narrowly drawn. 

There i s an early story by Lowry written while 

he was s t i l l at school. "A Rainy Night," which suggests 

Lowry's d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with the speech of the English 

middle class and the limited consciousness offered to a 

would-be writer by a representative figure of that class. 

The prose of the piece i s noticeable for i t s overuse of 

adjectives and abverbs whose flatness r e f l e c t s t h e i r use 

as signs of class rather than as precise descriptive tools. 

" S t i l l , here i n a comparatively unromantic England I once 

committed a t e r r i b l e , though I suppose, quite excusable 

blunder," i s a representatively blundering sentence 

whose diffuseness of impact owes to i t s s u p e r f l u i t y of 

modifiers ("RN," 138). The story would not be worthy of 

comment were i t not that Lowry i s guying t h i s manner of 

speech. When the narrator of the story exclaims "'It's 

a perfect beast of a night; you simply can't go dashing 

around catching boats, 1" we are intended to see the 
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s i l l i n e s s o f t h e man i n t h e s i l l i n e s s o f h i s speech (RN, 

143). T h i s may seem no v e r y r e m a r k a b l e n a r r a t i v e s t r a t e g y , 

y e t i t shows t h a t even as a s c h o o l b o y Lowry has an e a r 

f o r t h e r i d i c u l o u s n e s s o f t h e mannerisms o f h i s own c l a s s 

and i s a b l e t o use them f o r p a r o d i c e f f e c t . The s t o r y 

shows a v e r y d e l i b e r a t e use o f t h e d i a l e c t a l c h a r a c t e r i s 

t i c s o f E n g l i s h m i d d l e - c l a s s speech. The n a r r a t o r o f 

Lowry's s t o r y i s w h o l l y i n s e n s i t i v e , b u t manages t o con

c e a l h i s i n s e n s i t i v i t y . f r o m h i m s e l f by h i s c o n v e n t i o n a l 

e x p r e s s i o n s o f C h r i s t i a n c o n c e r n : "'Now l o o k h e r e , ' I s a i d , 

s uddenly magnanimous i n t h e s p i r i t o f t h e season" (RN, 143). 

The man i s h i d i n g b e h i n d h i s h e a r t y , Edwardian manner. 

H i s speech i s i n t e n d e d t o a s s u r e h i m s e l f t h a t he i s , 

a f t e r a l l , a d e c e n t , c r i c k e t t i n g s o r t o f chap whose h e a r t 

i s i n t h e r i g h t p l a c e . He i s n o t u n l i k e A r t h u r Lowry 

w i t h o u t t h e . . r h e t o r i c o f M e t h o d i s t p i e t y . He has A r t h u r 

L o w r y 1 s mo r a l h o r r o r o f d r i n k and h i s b e l i e f i n t h e s a n c t i t y 

o f t h e f a m i l y . But h i s e s s e n t i a l l i m i t a t i o n i s h i s m i d d l e 

c l a s s n e s s : he i s so u n a b le t o see b e h i n d t h e d i r t o f the 

s t a r v i n g seaman, O l i v s e n , t o h i s r e a l needs t h a t he l e t s 

t h e man d i e w i t h o u t o f f e r i n g t h e f o o d he h i m s e l f does n o t 

want. In "A R a i n y N i g h t " Lowry has a l r e a d y grasped t h e 
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insight that Orwell arrives at watching coal miners at 

work i n The Road to Wigan Pier (1937): "you r e a l i z e what 
40 

d i f f e r e n t universes people inhabit." This i s an ambi

guous statement. V i r g i n i a Woolf might just as e a s i l y 

have made i t . Orwell i s stating that the li n e s drawn 

around those separate universes are not those of i n d i v i 

dual consciousness but of cla s s . Lowry has grasped t h i s 

and he has found, as Orwell never did, a form and a 

style i n which th i s perception might be embodied i n a 

work of f i c t i o n . The form i s that of an unreliable 

narrator, so far clumsily employed. The sty l e i s one 

which uses contrasting speech patterns — the Norwegian 

s a i l o r ' s set against the middle-class Englishman's --

to convey the separateness of those universes and the way 

in which language allows the members of a class to inhabit 

a set of values and assumptions without r e f l e c t i o n . The 

l i n g u i s t i c mannerisms of a class make the attitudes of 

that class seem "natural" to i t s members. Lowry as a 

schoolboy had already grasped that middle-class speech i s 

not the natural medium of serious prose but simply one 

d i a l e c t among the many that make up the English-speaking 

world. 
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The two stories written by Lowry as a schoolboy 

which Muriel Bradbrook appends to her study of Lowry 

indicate the d i r e c t i o n Lowry's f i c t i o n w i l l take. But 

as one would expect they show intention rather than 

achievement. The dialogue i s s t i l t e d , the manner s e l f -

conscious, the speech of the s a i l o r i n "A Rainy Night" 

unconvincing, the imagery at times grotesque (a golf course 

i s likened to a bald man's head with a few hairs l e f t on 
41 

top). One image, however, stands out by virt u e of i t s 

c l a r i t y and p a r t i c u l a r i t y : "A curtain at the back of my 

mind reefed up suddenly"("SB,"145). It i s the unusual 

sense of the word "reefed" that gives the image i t s 

rightness: one "reefs" up a t o p - s a i l on a s a i l i n g ship,. 

The word signals the beginning of Lowry"s l i f e l o n g obses

sion with nautical terminology, preferably archaic. In 

these two schoolboy ta l e s , we f i n d already both a reaching 

back behind and a reaching out beyond the present resources 

of middle-class English. The Norwegian s a i l o r with his 

" ' Py Jo!. Aye forgat'" i s an attempt to render i n English 

an experience that l i e s outside the normal range of English 

l i f e ("RN, ". 1'40) . The na u t i c a l term with i t s hint of s a i l i n g 

c l i ppers and vanished romance i s an attempt to tap energies 
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within the language that have gone out of present use. 

To release t h i s stress dormant i n the language Lowry has 

had to turn to an enclave within English l i f e , the world 

of ships and s a i l o r s , that has not been assimilated by the 

pr e v a i l i n g deadness of bourgeois England. "Reefed" re

c a l l s a time in English l i f e when words were more closely 

connected to things and men had a more precise, more 

t a c t i l e , sense of r e a l i t y . 

In Lowry's f i r s t novel, Ultramarine, the author's 

need to display his knowledge of nautical terms i s almost 

oppressive. There i s an element in t h i s of showing o f f : 

Lowry has mastered an esoteric terminology and he wants 

to impress us, much as the young Auden does with his psy

c h i a t r i c and medical knowledge. Lowry, however, has none 

of Auden's abstractness or pedantry. Even Auden's 

schooling i n the Icelandic sagas could not give his 

poetry the sense we f i n d i n Ultramarine of a known world 

of p a r t i c u l a r things lovingly invoked by names which have 

a beauty i n themselves as sounds as well a rightness i n 

t h e i r connection to actual things. Lowry has a craftsman's 

sense of the tools of his trade. In a single paragraph 

describing the docking of the ship, Oedipus Tyrannus, we 
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f i n d : "winches," "runners," " a f t , " "monkey-knot," "bight," 

"derrick," "guys," and "docking bridge" (U-. , pp. 30 - 1). 

The e f f e c t of t h i s kind of passage i s not unlike that of 

reading Hopkins' poetry with i t s use of Old English metres 

and d i c t i o n . We are insinuated into a world where language 

and r e a l i t y have not flown apart, where the naming of 

things summons up th e i r concrete images. The sea g u l l 

in Ultramarine "mew[ ]" as did the gul l s i n The Seafarer 

(U, 2 9 ) . 4 2 

Lowry's use of nautical terms invests Ultramarine 

with a strong sense of p a r t i c u l a r i t y . The derricks and 

winches are not merely things or names, but things sharply 

perceived at a p a r t i c u l a r moment of time. By constantly 

naming a l l those things which have to do with the mariner's 

c r a f t , Lowry reminds us that there i s a world other than 

the abstract and r h e t o r i c a l world of middle-class English

men, a world i n which the mind must deal not with ideas 

that have gone stale and are traded i n l i f e l e s s language 

but with things that are p a r t i c u l a r and are named by the 

simple, strong words of a p a r t i c u l a r c r a f t . 

The crane that dived i t s long arm into the 
darkness of the hold and brought up the 
cargo! (U, 62). 
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This i s an "image": something "Hard, Bright, Clean, 
4 3 

P a r t i c u l a r . " 

Scattered throughout Ultramarine are metaphors 

which have a sharp, image-like qu a l i t y . They f l a s h out 

suddenly l i k e the images i n Pound's Cantos. "The sun 

bled away behind chalk-white f i e l d s , " "a shower of sparks, 

l i k e red blossoms" — these are not "images" i n the 

s t r i c t sense of Pound or E l i o t : we do not apprehend 

them sensuously and i n t e l l e c t u a l l y i n the same moment 

(U, 29, 2 4 ) . 4 4 Yet they have much i n common with the 

movement i n English writing immediately before the F i r s t 

World War known as Imagism. The Imagists strove to re

v i t a l i z e the word. They wished for a closer association 

in poetry between the word and the object. They detested 

the flabbiness, the abstractness, the rhetoric of nineteenth-

century poetry. They favoured the hard-edged, the precise, 

the clear, and the concrete. Above a l l , they wished to 

make the reader look d i r e c t l y at the thing, whether sub

j e c t i v e or objective. Although Imagism as a movement did 

not survive the war, i t s influence i n the Twenties and 

T h i r t i e s was profound. The e f f e c t of the experience of 

the trenches on writers was to i n t e n s i f y t h e i r contempt 
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for the empty phrases, the r h e t o r i c , which had sent so 

many young men to t h e i r deaths. The emphasis i n Hemingway's 

writing on things, on economy of language, away from 

rhetoric towards the object, i s the outcome both of 

Imagism and the war. In the works of T h i r t i e s writers as 

d i f f e r e n t from Hemingway as George Orwell and F.R. Leavis 

we f i n d a s i m i l a r attention to things, a detestation of 

abstractness. Journalism for the Orwell of Homage to  

Catalonia i s an abuse of language because i t makes truth 

general. Truth i s always p a r t i c u l a r for Orwell, and must 

be approached empirically. In the middle of the anarchist 

r i s i n g i n Barcelona he f e l t , as Sassoon and Graves had 

f e l t i n the trenches of 1914 - 18, a hatred of p o l i t i c i a n s 

and j o u r n a l i s t s who f i t the stubborn facts of empirical 

experience to some squalid generalization:. Generalities, 

rhetoric, abstractions, the "self-evident" truths of a 

Party l i n e , whether Whig-Liberal or Communist -- a l l these 

were exploded by those minute p a r t i c u l a r s which make up 

the actual experience of individuals during war: an 

actual corpse, an actual rat, actual cold. Spain streng

thened Orwell's allegiance to that English empiricism we 

f i n d i n Blake and Lawrence: the determination to damn a l l 
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general truths and pay close attention to p a r t i c u l a r things. 

In Lowry 1s posture of reverent attention to 

things, i n his desire to bring together words and things, 

in h i s avoidance of rhetoric, i n his resolute attention 

to language at the l e v e l of the word, the phrase, the 

sentence, we f i n d a l i n e of dogged English empiricism 

sharpened by Imagist experiment and by a post-war distaste 

for Edwardian pompousness. In Lowry's case, the pernicious 

e f f e c t of rhetoric on language and thought i s i l l u s t r a t e d 

by his father. In the figure of Arthur Lowry, Malcolm 

found conveniently writ large the e v i l that the V i c t o r i a n -

Edwardian bourgeoisie had done to the English language. 

In Ultramarine we f i n d Lowry voyaging out from the dead 

language of his class towards alternative t r i b e s , a l t e r 

native d i a l e c t s . 

The d i a l e c t which dominates Ultramarine i s , of 

course, that of the seamen: 

"'You look as i f you'd swallowed Pat 
Murphy's goat and the horns were st i c k i n g 
out of your arse'" (U, 67); 

"'... so drunk that he t r i e d to wrap the 
deck round him for a blanket'" (U, 62) . 



-199-

To young Malcolm Lowry, whose Methodist father's speech was 

noticeably lacking i n metaphor, not to mention obscenity, 

the attractions of t h i s kind of muscular, c o l l o q u i a l speech 

were understandable. The idioms of the s a i l o r s on the 

Oedipus Tyrannus are not only more picturesque and vigo

rous than those of home and school; they are also more 

pl a y f u l and i r o n i c . The s a i l o r s c l e a r l y delight i n making 

unlikely comparisons. Yet the s a i l o r s ' expressions are 

the c l i c h e s of t h e i r own d i a l e c t . Sailors do not habitual

l y and casually throw o f f s t r i k i n g and o r i g i n a l metaphors 

in the course of conversation, any more than do bourgeois. 

Stock metaphors, naturally c i r c u l a t e within a class d i a l e c t , 

t h e i r o r i g i n quickly becoming obscure. They are in t h e i r 

own way signs of class allegiance. Lowry i s p e r f e c t l y 

aware of t h i s , although Dana H i l l i o t t i s not. Lowry 

cunningly f i l t e r s the s a i l o r s ' speech through his bourgeois, 

would-be proletarian, hero. The snatches of conversation 

above are overheard by Dana who i s eavesdropping i n the 

hope of discovering what his ship-mates think of him. 

He i s also engaged i n expropriating t h e i r racy speech 

for his forthcoming novel. Lowry thus brings to his novel 

the energy of working class d i a l e c t and at the same time 



-200-

shows the i m p o s s i b i l i t y for a bourgeois of penetrating the 

closed universe of working men. 

Between the snatches of racy seamen's talk, 

Lowry inserts parenthetically the thoughts that pass 

through the mind of Dana: 

'... a selection of the r e a l language 
of men ...' 1... the language of these 
men ..." '... I propose to myself 
to imitate and as far as possible adopt 
the very language of these men ...' 
(U, 62) . 

Dana's problem i s that, while he wishes to e f f e c t a second 

romantic revolution i n l i t e r a r y discourse by shucking o f f 

abstractness and reaching the point where language o r i g i 

nates i n the " r e a l " a c t i v i t i e s of ordinary men, his mind 

i s cluttered with l i t e r a r y quotation. His desire to adopt 

the " r e a l language of men" i s i t s e l f a l i t e r a r y commonplace. 

He cannot simply step outside the c i r c l e drawn round his 

l i n g u i s t i c habits by a bourgeois education. The s a i l o r s 

are aware of t h i s i n a b i l i t y and resent Dana's attempts 

to imitate t h e i r speech. "'You use language a l l r i g h t , ' " 

observes one of the s a i l o r s i r o n i c a l l y after Dana, an

xious to be accepted, refers to his g i r l f r i e n d as a 

"Jane," blasphemes, and affects an ungrammatical idiom 
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(U, 59). At one point one of the s a i l o r s contemptuously 

r e c a l l s a captain's son who on his f i r s t voyage couldn't 

learn "the difference between an eye s p l i c e and a handy 

b i l l y " but had learnt to swear (U, 60). To the s a i l o r s 

swear words and nautical terms are the pass words to 

th e i r c l a s s . They are as suspicious of the young bourgeois 

who t r i e s to break into the closed world of t h e i r class 

by invoking those pass words as Arthur Lowry would have 

been of a s a i l o r who t r i e d to gain entry to his household 

by ejaculating: "'Good Lord!'" the expletive favoured by 

the narrator of "A Rainy Night." 

Lowry's intention i n drawing on the speech of 

the s a i l o r s i s to make the verbal texture of the novel 

more dense. He i s not, of course, tr y i n g to write a 

"proletarian novel." The word i t s e l f , " p r o l e t a r i a t , " i s 

an abstraction that jars u g l i l y when Lowry drops i t into 

Dana's thoughts i n the middle of a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y 

concrete set piece of s a i l o r s ' banter (U, 65). Lowry's 

workers are neither virtuous,nor revolutionary nor even 

conscious of themselves as belonging to an oppressed 

cl a s s . Lowry does not depict them as o f f e r i n g a more 

hopeful future than that of contemporary England but as 
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sugg e s t i n g a l e s s a l i e n a t e d p a s t . He i s c l o s e r i n h i s 

a t t i t u d e s t o working men to W i l l i a m M o r r i s , or f o r ' t h a t 

matter, the Cobbett of R u r a l Rides (1830), than he i s to 

Marx. T h i s conservatism does not make Ult r a m a r i n e any 

l e s s a work o f the T h i r t i e s than does t h a t of O r w e l l i n 

Homage to C a t a l o n i a ( L i o n e l T r i l l i n g has noted the s i m i -
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l a r i t y o f f e e l i n g between t h a t work and Rural R i d e s ) . 

Lowry, u n l i k e many T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t w r i t e r s , i s honest 

i n h i s d e p i c t i o n of working men; he does not ennoble 

them i n the i n t e r e s t s of i d e o l o g y . I f he i s out to ex

p l o i t them, h i s motive i s l i n g u i s t i c r a t h e r than p o l i t i c a l 

he simply wants to r a i d t h e i r vocabulary. 

By suggesting t h a t Lowry 1s i n t e r e s t i n the 

working c l a s s i s l i n g u i s t i c r a t h e r than i d e o l o g i c a l , I 

mean to imply t h a t there i s more than a t r a c e of aesthe-

t i c i s m i n h i s a t t i t u d e . He doesn't want to change the 

world by h i s a r t so much as he wants to p e r f e c t h i s a r t 

by drawing on w o r k i n g - c l a s s speech. The s a i l o r s ' 

d i s c o u r s e w i l l h e l p him " p u r i f y the d i a l e c t of the t r i b e , " 

which has become too f l a b b y f o r a s e r i o u s n o v e l i s t to make 

use o f . The workers, then, are i n U l t r a m a r i n e f o r aesthe

t i c r a t h e r than moral reasons (which i s not to suggest 
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that the novel has no moral dimension; t h i s i s a question 

of emphasis not of absolutes). At t h i s point, the r e l a 

t i o n of Ultramarine to other T h i r t i e s writing becomes 

complex. Lowry's problem, l i k e that of so many young 

writers i n the T h i r t i e s , i s : how i s he to resolve a 

c o n f l i c t between his aesthetic i n s t i n c t s and the i n s i s 

tent business of p o l i t i c s , how reconcile ideas and form? 

In his prose s t y l e , Lowry adopts the dominant 

mode of T h i r t i e s f i c t i o n a l prose: that i s , the vernacular. 

This, coupled with his intere s t i n the working-class l i f e , 

would seem to put him i n the a n t i - a e s t h e t i c i s t group. 

Lowry's sentences are generally short and nearly always 

s y n t a c t i c a l l y simple. He lengthens his sentences by the 

simple and unLatinate method of s p l i c i n g rather than 

subordinating clauses. His most frequently used con

junction i s "and." Lowry 1s prose i s earthy, d i r e c t , 

c o l l o q u i a l , and English rather than Latinate both i n 

d i c t i o n and structure. The ess e n t i a l s i m p l i c i t y of Lowry 1s 

sentences i s sometimes obscured by his curious and e r r a t i c 

punctuation. He w i l l thread a number of sentences toge

ther into one large umbrella sentence by using colons 

and semi-colons where periods would be the more obvious 
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and less unwieldy punctuation: 

The l i g h t burning in the forecastle was 
the lamp of sanctuary; i t seemed to H i l l i o t 
now that the Oedipus Tyrannus had a mani
fo l d security: she was his harbour; he 
would l i e i n the arms of the ship, the 
derricks would f o l d about him l i k e wings, 
sleep would bring with i t a tender dream 
of home, of suns and f i e l d s and barns: 
tonight, perhaps, he would talk to Janet 
again. (U, 43). 

This sentence i s nothing l i k e a Jamesian long sentence. 

It doesn't chop backwards and forwards i n time, equivocate 

with conditionals and subjunctives, c i r c l e round some 

elusive perception by a series of subordinate clauses. 

Lowry 1s "sentence" i s a series of discrete lunges at 

s eparate ideas masquerading as a single complex and 

equivocating ins i g h t . Lowry i s trying to see d i f f i c u l t 

and modern by sy n c t a c t i c a l s l e i g h t of hand, much as 

inexpert free v e r s i f i e r s disguise t h e i r pentameters by 

enjambement. 

By imputing to Lowry a "vernacular" prose s t y l e , 
4 8 

I do not mean to imply that he writes "for the masses." 

The l a t t e r phrase i s used pejoratively by C y r i l Connolly 

in his Enemies of Promise (1938) i n which he surveys 

English writing i n the between-the-wars period and notes 
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that i n the T h i r t i e s the c o l l o q u i a l s t y l e of l e f t i s t s and 

moralists l i k e Isherwood and Orwell had replaced the 

"mandarin" s t y l e of the Twenties. The " r e a l i s t s , the 

puritans, the c o l l o q u i a l writers and t a l k i e n o v e l i s t s " 

of the T h i r t i e s , says Connolly, had cu l t i v a t e d a cursive 

s t y l e , l u c i d i t y , s i m p l i c i t y , and moral force. He praises 

them for t h e i r good manners, c l a r i t y , insight, and d i s 

c i p l i n e . By "Mandarins" Connolly means those who favour 

"art and patience, the s t r i v i n g for perfection, the horror 

of c l i c h e s , the creative delight i n the material, in the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of the long sentence and the composed phrase." 

This i s the style Connolly prefers and to which, despite 

i t s admitted drawbacks, he advocates a return i n order that 

l i t e r a r y works of l a s t i n g merit might once more be pro

duced i n England. In The Liv i n g and The Dead White adopts 

the "mandarin" s t y l e , along with many of i t s s p e c i f i c 

vices. His sentences are long, Latinate, packed with 

conditional and dependent clauses, i n c l i n e d to disappear 

into m y s t i f i c a t i o n and f a c i l e profundity. White's prose 

sty l e has more i n common with that of Woolf and Huxley 

than with that of Orwell or Isherwood. White has 

V i r g i n i a W o o l f s habit of word-spinning, of forgetting 
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the r e f e r e n t i a l business at hand i n the process of generat-
50 

ing language. Like Woolf, White wants to produce his 

language out of other language on the magician's assump

tio n that language can be separated from l i v e d experience 

and that words can be plucked, l i k e rabbits, out of 

nothing. There i s nothing dreamy, onanistic, over-

refined about Lowry's prose s t y l e . In Ultramarine, 

Lowry i s already working towards a compromise between 

these two tendencies i n English prose s t y l e . 

Lowry's prose i s "vernacular" i n the sense that 

i t employs the English i n current use by native speakers. 

It i s a prose accessible to o r d i n a r i l y i n t e l l i g e n t readers. 

At the same time, h i s prose i s d e l i b e r a t e l y d i f f i c u l t and 

dense. I t i s meant to require work on the part of the 

reader and i t i s cunningly loaded with layers of meaning. 

It i s , even, as Brian O ' K i l l points out, highly l i t e r a r y 

i n the sections that present Dana's s o l i l o q u i e s . But 

O ' K i l l i s surely wrong in suggesting that the language 

of these s o l i l o q u i e s c l o s e l y f i t s Connolly's description 

of the "mandarin" s t y l e : " It i s characterized by long 

sentences with many dependent clauses, by the use of 

subjunctive and conditional, by exclamations and i n t e r -
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jections, quotations, a l l u s i o n s , metaphors, long images, 
51 

La t i n terminology, subtlety and conceits." Examples 

of a l l such l i n g u i s t i c usages could r e a d i l y be found, 

but they would merely serve to s h i f t the emphasis from 

the centre of l i n g u i s t i c concern i n the novel's economy. 

Lowry i s less interested i n the long sentence or even i n 

the "composed phrase" than he i s i n the charged word. 

Lowry's sentences are long by accretion rather than design, 

even in the self-consciously l i t e r a r y Dana-soliloquy 

sections. Lowry's phrases frequently achieve the hard, 

gem-like qua l i t y of the Image. But Lowry 1s chief con

cern i s everywhere with the word as a dynamic unity of 

emotion and thought. It i s words as units rather than 

s y n t a c t i c a l sets that provide access to the r e a l for Lowry. 

Lowry i s obsessed i n Ultramarine with the names of ships, 

of places, of nautical tools -- of things. He i s , i n 

fact, less interested i n the language of the s a i l o r s — 

the i n t e r n a l orderings of t h e i r l i n g u i s t i c system which 

make possible communication — than i n the s p e c i f i c 

n a u t i c a l terms they employ. Their language remains large

l y closed to Dana; he i s unable to penetrate th e i r world 

by using i t . But he does come to know the things of th e i r 
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world, and t h i s i s a knowledge of central concern to Lowry. 

By naming these things Lowry hopes to avoid 

abstraction, and t h i s Lowryan hatred of abstraction seems 

a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y modernist concern. It l i n k s him to 

Lawrence and to Hemingway. But the nostalgic shape of 

Lowry's i n t e r e s t i n p a r t i c u l a r s separates him from Joyce 

and from E l i o t , the chief modernist influences on his 

s t y l e . Lowry hopes to avoid abstraction by returning to 

a time when man's l i f e was s t i l l connected to the things 

he used i n his d a i l y l i f e . The s a i l o r s ' world i s atavis

t i c : i t i s not urban, alienated, mechanistic. It has none 

of the anonymity, the miscellaneousness, the disorder of 

modern urban l i f e . And t h e i r speech i s not the demotic 

language of u t i l i t y and commerce which i s spoken i n 

large c i t i e s . Joyce and E l i o t were a e s t h e t i c i s t i n the 

sense that they made works of formal beauty out of that 

debased langauge. Lowry i s f i g h t i n g a rear-guard action 

against the modern world and i t s debased d i a l e c t s . Hence 

the reader i s constantly seized i n reading the novel not 

by the formal fineness of a phrase or a sentence but by a 

word, a derrick or a winch, which f l i e s at him with i t s 

obdurate thinginess. 
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Lowry's achievement in Ultramarine should not 

be underestimated. In a period when English prose suffered 

from an overly zealous and hectoring i n t e r e s t by novelists 

in p o l i t i c s and a concommitant lack of attention to s t y l e , 

Lowry has forged a prose st y l e that has range, density, 
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and vigour, yet which eschews "Proustian onanism." 

Lowry's prose i s f l e x i b l e and euphonious, capable of 

employing a range of s t y l i s t i c manners (though he has 

none of Joyce's s t y l i s t i c range), yet without exhibitionism. 

Lowry never allows his prose to become j o u r n a l i s t i c . This, 

of course,is the chief vice of vernacular writing: that 

i t so e a s i l y descends to the l e v e l of journalism, of 

advertising, and of the popular n o v e l i s t . It becomes 

"vulgar" i n the sense of being commonplace or ordinary. 

J o u r n a l i s t i c writing cannot l a s t , and Lowry has no inten

tion of squandering his talent by s a t i s f y i n g the demands 

of newspaper readers for g l i b thought i n easy prose. If 

he avoids by his vernacular style a Pateresque or a Jame-

sian detachment from the herd, he also avoids by his d i f f i 

c u l t y the bowing and scraping before common taste of a 

Bennett or a Wells. He also avoids the r e p o r t o r i a l bias 

of much T h i r t i e s writing. Lowry never veers towards the 
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fashionable h i s t o r i c a l kinds of discourse: the prose of 

the autobiography, the eye-witness account, and the 

t r a v e l o g u e . 3 

In Ultramarine, Lowry i s already h a l t i n g l y 

learning to take what he needs from the various fads, move

ments, cliques, and styles of the contemporary l i t e r a r y 

scene. He has learnt from aestheticism what Orwell 

recognized as i t s great merit yet could not apply to his 

own f i c t i o n : the determination to take art seriously. 

Ultramarine takes i t s e l f very seriously as a formed 

work of a r t . There i s no looseness, no bagginess, i n the 

novel. Its structure i s "musical" i n the sense that the 

novel i s organized around a few r e f r a i n s ("tin t i n tin") 

and "organic" i n that each of the parts has a v i t a l r e l a 

tion to the whole. Lowry uses symbolism and motifs to 

hold the novel together without r e l y i n g on a story with 

a neat beginning, middle, and end. 

Yet Ultramarine avoids the s p e c i f i c vices of 

aestheticism. The novel has none of the self-conscious 

refinement that we f i n d i n V i r g i n i a Woolf's novels. 

Lowry has nothing but contempt for the Bloomsbury kind 
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of s e n s i b i l i t y and the mandarin tendency of i t s s t y l e . 

Lowry c e r t a i n l y has none of the horror, as Wyndham Lewis 

noted i n Woolf's writing, of the i n t e r n a l combustion 
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engine. One can scarcely imagine V i r g i n i a Woolf 

structuring one of her novels around the thrumming of 

a ship's engine. And Lowry has none of the smartness 

of the Sitwells or the tiresome i n t e l l i g e n c e of Huxley. 

There i s no suggestion i n Lowry's writing, as there i s 

i n White's, of the dandy. 

Dandyism goes naturally but not ine v i t a b l y with 

aestheticism. Lowry's problem was to take what he needed 

for his writing from the l a t t e r while avoiding the t a i n t 

of the former. That i s to say, although Lowry's writing 

c l e a r l y shows the influence of aestheticism, Lowry was 

determined not to adopt p u b l i c l y the roles of the aesthete 

or the dandy. At the basis of Lowry's c u l t i v a t i o n of a 

rough-neck, proletarian persona lay his horror of the 

sexual preferences associated with aestheticism. C y r i l 

Connolly i d e n t i f i e s the o r i g i n of t h i s association i n 

Enemies of Promise: 
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The t r i a l of Oscar Wilde was responsible 
for a f l i g h t from aestheticism which had 
lasted twenty years. He had himself done 
much to d i s c r e d i t i t by the vulgar and 
insincere element which he had introduced; 
his conviction was the climax. From that 
moment.the p h i l i s t i n e triumphed and 
although there were s t i l l poets and c r i t i c s 
who loved beauty, who were i n fact romantic, 
t h e i r romanticism was forced to be hearty. 
Hence the c u l t of beer and Sussex, of 
walking and s i m p l i c i t y which ended with 
Masefield, Brooke, Squire and Gould. ~>~> 

Lowry's horror of homosexuality led him to adopt a hearty 

version of romanticism, for inescapably he was a romantic. 

He was also a lover of "walking and s i m p l i c i t y . " There i s 

a t e l l i n g resemblance between the Taskersons i n Under the  

Volcano, Lowry's i d e a l i z e d family of hearty, beer-drinking, 

hiking, wenching poet's sons, and the Georgians Connolly 

r i d i c u l e s . Lowry may be said to have revived "the c u l t 

of beer and Sussex," and to have made i t heartier than 

ever by substituting the r i t u a l of gin for that of beer 

and turning the beer into a chaser. 

Lowry could not, however, i d e n t i f y his interests 

with those of the "hearties": the rugby-playing, rowing, 

and hunting types found i n Oxbridge between the wars, 

the kind who i n the late Twenties might keep a bulldog 
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named "musso" i n affectionate but non-serious diminution 

of Mussolini. This variety of heartiness had too much in 

common with Arthur Lowry's combination of ath l e t i c i s m 

and p h i l i s t i n i s m . In a l e t t e r to David Markson Lowry 

described himself, somewhat exaggeratedly, as "coming 

from a huntin 1 and shootin 1 family near Liverpool, who 

weren't interested i n l i t e r a r y matters."^ 6 Lowry's pro

blem as a young man was to prize apart the a t h l e t i c and 

the p h i l i s t i n e aspects of heartiness. Despite his care

f u l l y c u l t i v a t e d muscles and his love of golf, swimming, 

and w e i g h t - l i f t i n g , Lowry rejected both the muscular 

C h r i s t i a n i t y of his father and the equally muscular 

sportiness of the Cambridge "bloods." He set about becom

ing a muscular aesthete. 

Unfortunately for Lowry, the r u l i n g forms of 

reaction against heartiness at Cambridge were unacceptable 

for one reason or another. Dandyism was tainted by 

effeminacy. In the Twenties, dandies l i k e Brian Howard 

and Harold Acton had stood for art against p h i l i s t i n i s m . 

At Oxford, Howard had intoned The Waste Land to the 

"herd" of undergraduates passing below his rooms i n 

token of the dandy-aesthete's commitment to beauty. 
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Their decadent l i f e - s t y l e i s n o s t a l g i c a l l y recreated by 

Waugh i n Brideshead Revisited (1945). A less sympathetic 

anatomy of t h e i r l i f e - s t y l e and i t s influence on between-

the-wars England may be found i n Martin Green's Children 
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of the Sun (1976). Green's viewpoint i t s e l f draws on 

a l i n e of English c u l t u r a l c r i t i c i s m that has i t s roots 

i n the Cambridge of the T h i r t i e s : the l i n e of opposition 

to upper-class mandarins whose chief spokesman has been 

F.R. Leavis. Leavis had the advantage, given Lowry's 

prejudices, that he was. anti-Bloomsbury and anti-decadent. 

But Leavis was too narrow, too p u r i t a n i c a l , too lower-

middle-class, to provide a s t y l i s t i c model, personal or 

l i t e r a r y , for Lowry. Leavis lacked the effeminacy of the 

dandies and the p h i l i s t i n i s m of the hearties. Unfortunately, 

he also lacked a sense of humour. 

Leavisism, which might have been expected to 

at t r a c t a c o l o n i a l l i k e White or a boy from a p r o v i n c i a l , 

non-conformist background l i k e Lowry, carried o f f neither. 

To both, Leavis' d i s l i k e of sty l e for i t s own sake was 

unpalatable. Both possessed a native playfulness that was 

foreign to Leavis' uncompromising moralism. 
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The Oxbridge communist sympathizers of the 

T h i r t i e s were no more atractive to Lowry than were the 

Twenties dandies. Ideology was not Lowry's preferred 

intoxicant. At Oxford and Cambridge i n the T h i r t i e s 

cliques of what Orwell c a l l e d "the Nancy Poets" set the 
5 8 

livterary-poTi.tical tone. This tone had no appeal for 

the obdurately heterosexual Lowry: the working class i t 

i d e a l i z e d was an abstraction; i t was dominated by upper-

class homosexuals who could r e a d i l y accommodate dandies 

l i k e Brian Howard now dressed up as a l e f t i s t ; i t s notion 

of the proper function of art was more avowedly di d a c t i c 

than was Lowry 1s. It i s s i g n i f i c a n t that Lowry published 

hi s undergraduate work, with one exception, i n Experiment, 

which stood for no p a r t i c u l a r s t y l e , clique, or p o l i t i c a l 

view, but for good writing that was modernist and 

experimental. 

In the warfare that sporadically broke out at 

Cambridge and Oxford i n the Twenties and T h i r t i e s between 

aesthete and athlete, Lowry, as an a r t i s t , sided with the 

former, however much he borrowed the muscles of the l a t t e r . 

Lowry wanted to produce a work of f i c t i o n that would l a s t 

because of i t s attention to form and s t y l e , i t s pursuit 
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of perfection, i t s rendering of i t s content rather than 

the content i t s e l f . "Beauty" was a word he would have 

found embarrassing because of i t s suggestions of Blooms

bury elegance, of the Nineties, and of Wilde. Yet, i f 

we consider "beauty" to be the i n e v i t a b i l i t y of the formal 

r e l a t i o n of parts to whole i n a work of art, th i s i s 

precisely what Lowry i s after in Ultramarine. 

Formally, the novel's major debt i s to Joyce, 

the Joyce of The P o r t r a i t of the A r t i s t (1914). There 

are two preliminary points raised by t h i s debt. F i r s t l y , 

Lowry i s wiser than White i n choosing as his modernist 

model not a poet but a no v e l i s t . In The Living and The  

Dead White's "modernism" much of the time involves l i t t l e 

more than his habit of quoting T.S. E l i o t without acknow

ledgement. Lowry has understood that the modernist 

determination to bring to prose f i c t i o n the energy and 

concentration of poetry does not mean that the no v e l i s t 

should simply i n s e r t passages of derivative and bad 

"poetry" into his narrative. It means organizing the 

whole structure of the novel organically and "musically" 

— i n a loose not a s t r i c t sense — rather than according 

to the neat pattern of plot (the equivalent i n prose of 
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the iamb which Pound likened to the beat of the metronome).' 

The second point raised by Lowry's debt to 

Joyce i s his refusal to acknowledge the extent of his 

debt. Lowry chose to exaggerate his debt to Conrad Aiken 

i n order to conceal his more es s e n t i a l one to Joyce. Lowry 

even took to claiming that he had not read Ulysses entire 
6 0 

u n t i l a f t e r the publication of Volcano. Lowry chose 

Conrad Aiken as his l i t e r a r y father figure because he 

f e l t that eventually he could swallow him. This i s pre

c i s e l y what he did. We know by his own admission that 

Lowry pl a g i a r i z e d certain words and phrases from Aiken. 

"Thrumming" i n Ultramarine and "dithering" i n Lunar Caustic 

(1963) are taken from Aiken. But they are surrounded i n 

the p l a g i a r i z i n g texts by writing that has subsumed t h e i r 

o r i g i n a l force. Lowry i s simply stronger than Aiken, 
and he knows i t . In his own words, he has " k i l l e d " his 

61 
mentor. Lowry evidently f e l t Joyce's enormous power 

as an influence. So he approached Joyce c i r c u i t o u s l y 

v i a lesser writers. In the end the ploy worked. Joyce 

i s present but not threatening i n Volcano; he i s dangerous 

in Ultramarine. 
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In Ultramarine, Lowry has taken more from Joyce 

than the technique of montaging dialogue. E s s e n t i a l l y , 

Lowry t r i e s to achieve the same kind of authorial distance 

between himself and his autobiographical hero, Dana 

H i l l i o t , that Joyce achieves with Stephen Dedalus i n 

The P o r t r a i t . And his method i s the symbolist one Joyce 

perfected i n that novel. Lowry reveals through changes i n 

s t y l e and symbolism rather than through e x p l i c i t authorial 

comment, the various stages of his hero's movement towards 

self-awareness. The early scene i n which Dana looks into 

the engine room i s a suitable i l l u s t r a t i o n of Lowry's 

Joycean method. The sight of the row of pistons turning 

suggests to Dana's unconscious troubling sexual thoughts 

which are recognized at the l e v e l of language ("the pene

t r a t i n g shaft") (U, 24). Thoughts of sex invoke r e l i g i o u s 

anxieties and the imagery becomes h e l l i s h . H e l l begets 

'its opposite, God, and Dana contemplates the curious 

i n t e r r e l a t i o n of above and below. The ship's b e l l rings 

the r e f r a i n , t i n , t i n , t i n , which, l i k e Proust's madeleine, 

j o l t s Dana's involuntary memory and c a r r i e s him "behind 

the screen of time" back to schoolboys (U, 25). There 

i s the f a m i l i a r Clongowes "smell of peat smoke from the 
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fens" and a Greek tag to show that Dana i s showing o f f . 

That he i s , l i k e Stephen Dedalus, rather precious. Now 

Dana resurfaces from "the yellow sea of his consciousness" 

and the nagging thoughts of sexual fear and doubts about 

masculinity reappear (U, 25). Just as Dana senses "what 

was wrong with him" Lowry breaks the narrative with three 

periods and the p o s s i b i l i t y of the moment remains 

unrealized (U, 26). 

The scene, then, i s self-contained: i t has i t s 

own i n t e r n a l "musical" organization, complete with 

"submarine notes" and a change of "key" (U, 25). The 

language takes on the colouring of Dana's flow of thought. 

The progression of the piece works largely by sound asso

c i a t i o n (the b e l l s of the ship r e c a l l the school bel l ) 

and the use of motif and symbolism. The use of stream-

of-consciousness i s not yet assured, but i t i s e f f e c t i v e . 

Above a l l , Lowry manages to convey Dana's priggishness 

without clumsy n o v e l i s t i c methods. We never f e e l his 

presence at our elbow nudging us towards t h i s or that 

opinion as we do i n White's early novels. We recognize 

the s i c k l y a i r of romanticism around Dana as we do around 

Stephen Dedalus and so are not surprised when Dana has 
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his occasional, muted epiphanies. 

Lowry, then, has "Joyced [himself] i n his own 

petard" (HL, 41). The borrowings from Joyce are far more 

thoroughgoing and far more unconcealed than those of 

White to E l i o t in The Li v i n g and The Dead. Joyce permeates 

the novel. Yet somehow, Lowry gets away with i t . Having 

so completely assimilated his Joyce, the novel i s his own. 

He can even afford to be p l a y f u l i n his borrowings in a way 

unthinkable for White. There i s a genuinely funny version 

of "Jabberwocky": "The rooty drip of manly blood, the sur

ging sea outweights" (U, 116) and jocular echoes of E l i o t 

and Hopkins (U, 133, 117). Lowry i s more of a Joycean 

than i s White or any T h i r t i e s English n o v e l i s t . Yet 

Ultramarine i s not merely a belated early modernist novel. 

In i t s central concerns, i n the authorial anxieties i t 

reveals, i t i s very much a novel of the early T h i r t i e s . 

The young English i n t e l l e c t u a l s of the T h i r t i e s 

shared i n a mood of r a d i c a l disenchantment with the culture 

that had produced them. The generation we know as "the 

Auden generation" f e l t i t s e l f to be overshadowed by the 

war i t had just missed and from which England had never 
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quite recovered. A more accurate description of t h i s group 

of young writers than "the Auden generation" which puts too 

much weight on a p a r t i c u l a r set i s Anthony Powell's d i s 

missive but t e l l i n g phrase: "the post-post-war generation." 

This rubric allows us to include writers who shared a com

mon experience but who saw i t s meaning as d i f f e r e n t l y from 

Auden as did Orwell, Greene, and Powell himself. 

This generation, born around 1910 when V i r g i n i a 

W o o l f s famous change i n human nature supposedly occurred, 
6 3 

could just remember the pre-war period. They were 

aware, less by memory than by report, of a f a l l i n g away 

in the q u a l i t y of English l i f e between t h e i r infancy and 

the present time. Their own world was more cramped, more 

grey, more uncertain, than the pre-war world. The cause 

of t h i s decline was generally attributed to the war, and 

the habitual stance of young i n t e l l e c t u a l s in the T h i r t i e s 

towards the F i r s t War was one of g u i l t y fascination. They 

were g u i l t y because they themselves had missed out on 

the experience which had absolutely separated the old 

world from the puzzling modern one while t h e i r older 

brothers, whom they had been taught to revere, had 

passed through that experience and in large numbers 
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had been consumed by i t . None c e r t a i n l y had returned 

unchanged by the furnace i n which he had been forced to 

walk. 

The generation of the T h i r t i e s , then, were aware 

of the generation which had come immediately before them

selves, the i d e a l i z e d older brothers who had not returned, 

as an absence. Christopher Isherwood describes the 

common sensation among his c i r c l e of having f a i l e d 
64 

"The Test." They weren't quite men. This theme i s 

taken up i n Ultramarine i n the rel a t i o n s h i p between Dana 

and Andy, the ship's cook. From the s t a r t Dana hero 

worships Andy; he i s the kind of worshipper who cannot 

conceal from himself an element of resentment of and 

contempt for the hero. His attitude has a l l the marks of 

s i b l i n g r i v a l r y . Knotted into Dana's complex of feelings 

towards Andy i s an intense jealousy of the older man's 

sexual prowess. Andy's masculinity i s irreproachable; 

he doesn't have to boast about his conquests. Dana i s 

a v i r g i n , a syphilophobe, and quite possibly impotent 

(entering the brothel Dana refuses to "try [his] weight," 

a phrase which looks forward to B i l l Plantagenet's 

admission i n Lunar Caustic that he cannot " l i f t " his 
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"weight"). Dana's secret cause of contempt towards 

Andy i s the l a t t e r ' s lack of a chin. Dana seems to f e e l 

that chinlessness implies, i f not sexual impairment, at 

least an unattractiveness that precludes sexual conquest 

(a flimsy argument, given that a l l the s a i l o r s ' sexual 

relations are with p r o s t i t u t e s ) . The emotional climax of 

the novel occurs when Dana throws at Andy his chinlessness. 

Here Dana makes the discovery that Andy had l o s t his chin 

in the war. Andy, then, i s the i d e a l i z e d older brother 

of a l l Lowry's generation, the cause of t h e i r feelings 

of inadequacy and g u i l t , who, having passed "The Test," 

holds the key to manhood. In Dana's desire to be accepted 

by Andy as a man in his own r i g h t , we see the desire of 

a whole generation to confront the myth that had caused 

them to f e e l demeaned. 

Feeling themselves to be inadequate, neurotic, 

over-shadowed by t h e i r mythical older brothers, doomed, 

the young writers of the Auden generation looked on 

contemporary history as a nightmare. But how could they 

awaken from a nightmare that was not fantasm but r e a l i t y ? 

They could not escape into the s e l f which they f e l t to be 

f a t a l l y infected by the outer i l l . They were determined 
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not to retreat into art for i t s own sake. They decided, 

then, that they must make history i t s e l f less of a night

mare; i n the language of the fashionable Marxism, they must 

change the world. And they would do so through t h e i r a r t . 

Auden, before he decided that poetry "makes nothing 

happen," preached a parable a r t : not a crude didacticism 

but an art whose aim was to make humans b e t t e r . ^ Pre

c i s e l y how the fashionable f i c t i o n a l modes of T h i r t i e s 

f i c t i o n — Kafkaesque fantasy, s o c i a l realism, the eye

witness account, the symbolic landscape -- were going to 

achieve t h i s betterment was open to question. The d i r e c 

tion that f i c t i o n would take, away from subjectivism 

towards history -- that, at least was clear. 

Ultramarine i s a T h i r t i e s novel i n the sense that 

i t i s e x p l i c i t l y concerned with the e f f o r t s of a young 

bourgeois i n t e l l e c t u a l of the period to break out of the 

l i m i t s of s e l f and touch the " r e a l " world. In Dana 

H i l l i o t we f i n d embodied the naive idea common among 

young middle-class i n t e l l e c t u a l s i n the T h i r t i e s that 

the workers, being closer to " r e a l i t y " than the bourgeois, 

held the key to psychic health. The former public school

boy, racked by sexual g u i l t , convinced that his education 



- 2 2 5 -

had permanently marked and damaged him ("ruined" i s Auden 1s 

word), saw revolutionary p o l i t i c s as a means of making 

contact with the world outside his fantasies and fears. 

For Edward Upward, the simple expedient of joining the 

Communist Party could turn neurotic bourgeois into 

healthy revolutionaries. Here was the key to Auden"s 

cypher of psychic wounding. Happily, Lowry never suffered 

from the delusion that the mere experience of working-

class conditions could peel away the layers of class 

attitudes and free the neurotic from his i l l n e s s . Dana's 

neuroses are not magically cured by deck-swabbing. If 

the crew came to t o l e r a t e him in the end, they do so not 

because he has ceased to be a bourgeois but because he 

has proved his pluck. 

Like Isherwood's Mr. Norris Changes Trains and 

Upward's Journey to the Border, Ultramarine i s a nearly 

autobiographical account of a young i n t e l l e c t u a l ' s ven-

turings outside the prescribed l i m i t s of class and back

ground. Dana, l i k e Isherwood's William Bradshaw, i s seeking 

to escape from the Edwardian fathers who ruled the English 

middle c l a s s . Both are troubled by a "stupid inner check" 

to happiness which they owe to those daunting paternal 
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figures (U, 32). Lowry's novel lacks the fam i l i a r Audenes-

que trappings of borders, conspirators, f a s c i s t s , and a i r 

men ( a l l these w i l l appear i n Volcano), but the es s e n t i a l 

features of i t s landscape are those of the T h i r t i e s : 

journeys, neurosis, the workers, the test, and manliness. 

There i s another l i n k of Ultramarine to the 

T h i r t i e s context which needs to be mentioned. Lowry's 

novel may be considered as a kind of T h i r t i e s t r a v e l book, 

although i t s use of language has nothing in common with 

that prose form, Ultramarine brings together three models 

of t r a v e l writing that exhaust -- perhaps explode i s 

the better word -- the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of the genre. On 

the f i r s t and most obvious l e v e l , the novel i s the record 

of a t r i p abroad. I t describes foreign customs and has 

plenty of " l o c a l colour" (a qu a l i t y which, much to Lowry's 

annoyance, a publisher's reader praised i n Under the  

Volcano). ̂  Tsjang-Tsjang — a kind of Shanghai with 

Liverpudlian d e t a i l s — i s not as exotic as Tibet or 

Guyana or L i b e r i a where, respectively, went Robert Byron, 

Evelyn Waugh, and Graham Greene. Nevertheless, in the 

c l a s s i c manner of the tr a v e l book, Lowry has his not-

very-intrepid narrator, Dana H i l l i o t , move gradually 
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into the i n t e r i o r , facing dangers and discomfitures along 

the way, remarking on the c u r i o s i t i e s he encounters, and 

making discoveries about himself and his own culture by 

reference to these oddities. 

Dana H i l l i o t d i f f e r s c h i e f l y from other T h i r t i e s 

t r a v e l writers i n his lack of gentlemanly reserve when i t 

comes to describing his own discomfitures and fears. Greene 

and Waugh c e r t a i n l y mention the ferocious bugs that assault 

them, but t h e i r prose remains cool, t h e i r attitude s t o i c a l . 

Dana's obsession with s y p h i l i s i s c e r t a i n l y not t y p i c a l of 

English t r a v e l writers. At any rate, the other don't t e l l 

us of t h e i r fears i n t h i s respect. It i s also true that 

Dana lacks any s p e c i a l i s t ' s knowledge of the area in which 

he has chosen to t r a v e l . We f i n d none of those b r i l l i a n t 

amateur discussions of foreign architecture we f i n d i n 

Robert Byron. Yet the bars and brothels of Tsjang-Tsjang 

are a passable substitute, and Lowry describes them with 

an enthusiasm and an eye for exotic d e t a i l that d i s t i n g u i s h 

es the true t r a v e l afficionado. The cots f u l l of puppies 

that the nervous brothel customers must pass are d i s t i n c t 

i v e l y Lowrian: s i n i s t e r , i n f i n i t e l y squalid, almost 

surreal, yet thoroughly convincing. Lowry i s already 
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showing that talent for describing bars that w i l l allow 

him i n Under the Volcano, to make a seedy Mexican bar 

stand as a quintessential representation of a whole c u l 

ture, something enduring and, in i t s si n g u l a r l y seedy 

fashion, magnificent. These bars are offered to us with 

the same pride of discovery with which Robert Byron 

gives us such esoterica the great chorten on the chief 
69 

temple at the Gyantse monastery i n Tibet. 

One of the advantages Dana H i l l i o t expects to 

gain by t r a v e l i s the experience of an excitement wholly 

lacking in the d u l l round of his young bourgeois l i f e 

thus far. He wants to escape the neat rows of houses 

i n which his aunts and uncles l i v e and the prospect of 

the neat row of graves i n which t h e i r unexceptionable 

corpses l i e . He anticipates such excitement as a matter 

of course i n out-of-way places. One of the insights he 

gains by t r a v e l i s that t r a v e l i s largely a matter of 

enduring long stretches of boredom. Dana's discovery 

points to a d i f f i c u l t y for t r a v e l writers: that i s , how 

to make a tedious experience i n t e r e s t i n g . Lowry 1s 

solution to t h i s problem i s a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y 
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T h i r t i e s one: he turns the journey of Dana H i l l i o t 

abroad into a journey inward. Thus Lowry draws on the 

second mode of T h i r t i e s t r a v e l - w r i t i n g . 

Graham Greene, faced with writing a t r a v e l book 

about his journey through L i b e r i a , confronted a boredom 

more absolute than any Lowry endured scrubbing decks en 

route to the Far East. His problem was: how to write an 

in t e r e s t i n g account of an unbearably tedious journey. He 

solved the problem, as Paul F u s s e l l shows in Abroad, by 

the simple expedient of "conceiv[ing] the journey as a 

metaphor for something e l s e . " 7 0 Greene turns the African 

coast into an immense paysage moralise. In other words, 

he makes the topography of L i b e r i a stand for a map of 

the human mind, much as Auden had done with the map of 

England i n the T h i r t i e s . But Greene's map of the mind had 

more i n common with Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1902) 

than with Auden's mixture of jejune p o l i t i c s , fashionable 

psychology, and mere schoolboy smartness. Greene's 

"country of the mind" has both the s i m p l i c i t y and the 
71 

resonance of Conrad's o r i g i n a l metaphor. Journey  

Without Maps asks what sort of innocence l i e s behind the 

seedy l i t t o r a l of the present state of European c i v i l i z a -
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t i o n , of the present state of the author, representative 

of a seedy generation. The device which makes possible 

t h i s multi-layered exploration i s a simple one: memory. 

The journey into the hidden A f r i c a releases memories 

which take us deeper and deeper into the mind of the 

author. 

Greene, of course, was not the only T h i r t i e s 

writer to adopt t h i s method of making a journey by a 

sophisticated t r a v e l l e r into a primitive country bear 

back i r o n i c a l l y upon the c i v i l i z a t i o n of the journeyer. 

Waugh does t h i s b r i l l i a n t l y i n A Handful of Dust (1934) 

where Tony Last travels absurdly into the heart of the 

pr i m i t i v e and discovers there a mad, fundamentalist 

Christian who forces him endlessly to read Dickens. 

Lowry takes up the method i n Volcano where the deeper 

the consul moves into the heart of the Mexican horror, 

the more clear become the outlines of a European darkness. 

In Ultramarine Lowry, l i k e Greene, has mastered the 

Conradian method of making a journey outwwards simulta

neously a journey inwards. The device which makes thi s 

possible for Marlowe, for the narrator of Journey Without  

Maps, and for Dana H i l l i o t ' i s memory. The further Dana 
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moves from the ship behind the l i t t o r a l of the docks into 

the heart of the brothels, the more t a n t a l i z i n g become the 

memories of youth and innocence and the more improbable 

his dreams of future domestic happiness with Janet. As 

with both Conrad and Greene, the journey into the hidden 

continent releases memories which takes us deeper and deeper 

into the mind of the narrator and the heart of his c i v i l i 

zation. 

The t h i r d mode of T h i r t i e s t r a v e l writing which 

Lowry draws on i n Ultramarine has already been discussed: 

that i s , t r a v e l downwards through the class structure. 

That depictions of the working class could be termed 

" t r a v e l " writing in the England of the T h i r t i e s i s i n d i c a 

t i v e of the gulf that separated the classes in t h i s 

period. The cleavage that separated the classes seemed 

to T h i r t i e s bourgeois writers to be a very t e r r i b l e one, 

yet one many longed to cross. This crossing was seen as 

very pai n f u l but p o t e n t i a l l y saving. One set about i t 

much as Chri s t i a n sets about discovering salvation i n 

Pilgrim's Progress. One gave up one's clothes and p r i v i 

leges and faced starvation and death. This i s c e r t a i n l y 

how Orwell saw the crossing as we may judge by Down and 
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Out i n Paris and London (1933). Few went as far as Orwell 

to unmake themselves as bourgeois, but a l l the writers of 

"the Auden generation" saw the working class as a separate 

world, a world towards which one journeyed p a i n f u l l y . 

Orwell's conclusion to Down and Out reveals that he, 

writing in the year i n which Ultramarine was published, 

l i k e Lowry, recognized the possible application of t r a v e l 

writing to the problem of describing working-class l i f e 

in a work of f i c t i o n : 

It i s a f a i r l y t r i v i a l story, and I can 
only hope that i t has been in t e r e s t i n g 
in the same way as a t r a v e l diary i s 
i n t e r e s t i n g . ^ 2 

Unlike Orwell, Lowry makes no apologies for writing a 

novel whose "story" might be said to be s l i g h t . His 

concern i s with language and form charged with the kind 

of i n t e n s i t y that i s possible i n the novel. 
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PART B 

Pastorals and Apocalypses: After the War 

Reality was on the other side 
of the Channel,surely, 

Siegried Sassoon, 
Sherston's Progress 
(1936) . 
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I 

The Post-War Context 

It was not surprising that the new 
novelists of the 1950s should be 
resolutely unexperimental; i t was 
unlikel y that they would be 
published i f they were not. 

Robert Hewison, 
In Anger. 

I don't want to write an experimental 
novel to be read by people i n f i f t y 
years, who w i l l say, ah, well, yes, 
she foresaw what was coming. I'm 
ju s t not interested. I'd rather be 
at the end of a dying t r a d i t i o n , which 
I admire, than at the beginning-o.f._a 
t r a d i t i o n which I deplore. 

Margaret Drabble 
quoted i n Bernard Berganzi, 
The Situation of the Novel. 
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Voss was published i n 1957. Among English novels 

i t i s contemporary with Kingsley Amis' I Like It Here 

(1958), John Braine's Room at the Top (1957), William 

Golding's Pincher Martin (1956), L.P. Hartley's The 

Hi r e l i n g (1957), I r i s Murdoch's The B e l l (1958), Anthony 

Powell's At Lady Molly's (1957), Angus Wilson's The Middle 

Age of Mrs. E l i o t (1958), and C P . Snow's The Conscience 

of the Rich (1958). The l i s t i s not exhaustive, but i t i s 

representative of serious English f i c t i o n i n the F i f t i e s . 

There has been considerable c r i t i c a l dispute i n the l a s t 

twenty years about the merits of t h i s body of f i c t i o n . 

Several American c r i t i c s have condemned post-war English 

novelists for t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l i s m and for t h e i r reluctance 

to employ modernist techniques."'' English novelists and 

c r i t i c s have defended the tr a d i t i o n a l i s m of the contemporary 

English novel on the grounds that t r a d i t i o n a l i s m i s fine 

i n i t s e l f and that the int e r e s t of English novelists i n 

character and pl o t , V i c t o r i a n as i t may seem, r e f l e c t s 
2 

s o c i a l r e a l i t i e s i n England. Malcolm Bradbury has claimed 
that there are i n fact modernist orientations i n the post-

3 
war English novel i f only one looks hard enough. By and 

large English writers have accepted the American charge 
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of dullness i n the English novel and i n English society, 

but have expressed s a t i s f a c t i o n with a society that lacks 

the dangers and bizarreness of American society. American 

r e a l i t y , being "incredible," j u s t i f i e s the frenzy d i s t o r 

tions, and outrageousness of American writing; English 

society, being homogeneous, orderly, and t r a d i t i o n a l , i s 

more properly r e f l e c t e d i n a restrained f i c t i o n a l manner.5 

The English mood i s summed up by the disgruntled hero of 

Amis' I Like It Here who d i s l i k e s "abroad" and l i k e s London 

although he wishes i t were s t i l l the London of the eighteenth 

century. Hence his approval of Henry F i e l d i n g who i s : 

the only non-contemporary no v e l i s t who 
could be read with unaffected and whole
hearted i n t e r e s t , the only one who never 
had to be apologized for or excused on 
the grounds of changing tastes. And how 
enviable to l i v e i n the world of his novels, 
where duty was p l a i n , e v i l arose out of 
malevolence and a starving wayfarer could 
be i n v i t e d indoors without hesita t i o n and 
without fear. Did that make i t a simpli
f i e d world? Perhaps, but that hardly 
mattered beside the existence of a moral 
seriousness that could be made apparent 
without the aid of evangelical puffing 
and blowing.^ 

Amis' preference for the eighteenth over the 

twentieth century i s a preference for the l i t e r a r y virtues 

of " c l a r i t y , common sense, emotional decency and general 
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morality." Opposed to these values, according to Amis 

and his i c o n o c l a s t i c hero, are the modernist ones of 

psychological depth, s t y l i s t i c d i f f i c u l t y , r e l i g i o u s ob

sc u r i t y , and an excessive concentration on form at the 

expense of matter. For Amis, the eighteenth century was 

an extroverted and i n t e l l i g i b l e world i n which the writer 

was able to address an i n t e l l i g e n t audience i n r e a d i l y 

understood terms. In choosing to admire the eighteenth 

century Amis c l e a r l y feels himself to by kicking against 

the pricks of contemporary l i t e r a r y fashion, much as J u l i a n 

B e l l did by his c u l t of the Augustans during the romantic 

and revolutionary T h i r t i e s . 

Amis' antipathies, which encompass an astonishing 

variety of c u l t u r a l p i e t i e s from tramps to folk dancing, 

are meant to be i c o n o c l a s t i c . Amis speaks for a new mood 

in English l i t e r a r y culture that emerged i n the post-war 

period which was trenchantly opposed to the e l i t e s which 

had dominated l i t e r a r y England up to 19 39. Amis was lower-

middle-class and grammar-school educated. If White and 

Lowry i n the T h i r t i e s had been somewhat on the outskirts 

of the generation whose members d r i f t e d e f f o r t l e s s l y from 

public school to Oxbridge to the centres of l i t e r a r y 
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London, Amis and the new young men whose viewpoint he 

represented were bla t a n t l y and self-consciously unfashion

able. We may understand Amis' antipathies better i f we 

see them i n terms of the favourite causes of the T h i r t i e s 

against which Amis and so many of the new writers i n 

post-war England were i n open r e b e l l i o n . Communism was 

opposed by these writers not merely because of d i s i l l u s i o n 

ment with the Soviet Union but because i t s champions i n 

England had been the upper-middle-class Bloomsbury set who 

were now r a i l i n g against the welfare state as they had 

r a i l e d against fascism i n the T h i r t i e s . Stephen Spender, 

who had abandoned l i b e r a l i s m for communism when such 

gestures were fashionable, was concerned i n the late Forties 

about what he c a l l e d "the diminution of England to our 

Welfare State." Spender's mercurial changes of p o l i t i c a l 

allegiance did not at a l l exclude him from access to the 

columns of paying journals, those which i n l i t e r a r y London 

remained i n the Forties and F i f t i e s as firmly i n the edito

r i a l hands of public-school educated mandarins as they had 

been i n the T h i r t i e s . Prominent among these journals was 

Horizon, edited by C y r i l Connolly whose 1938 c a l l for a 

return to a e s t h e t i c i s t and mandarin l i t e r a r y values was now 
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being heeded among the survivors of the T h i r t i e s generation. 

As Spender observed i n 1945: 

A certa i n discouragement haunts sensitive 
people today because they envisage the 
p o s s i b i l i t y of a society organized i n such 
a way that i t i s completely independent 
of the values which are maintained by art. 
There seems to be the p o s s i b i l i t y of a 
s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t , materially successful 
kind of world, an organization of machi
nery producing other machinery which 
could dispense altogether with what we 
c a l l culture. 

One may re a d i l y detect behind Spender's repugnance against 

a m a t e r i a l i s t i c , mechanical, and s o c i a l i s t society the 

reappearance of those "conservative, pastoral and genteel 

values with which the mandarin f e l t at home" and which, i n 

the T h i r t i e s had been grafted onto a p a t r i c i a n enthusiasm 

for the shepherds dressed up as latter-day p r o l e t a r i a n s . 1 0 

I t i s easy to see why the l i t e r a r y - c u l t u r a l -

p o l i t i c a l milieu of the T h i r t i e s was repugnant to many of 

the younger writers who emerged out of unprivileged back

grounds a f t e r the Second War and who, turning for models 

to Leavis, Lawrence, and Orwell who had been unfashionable 

in the T h i r t i e s , began i n the early F i f t i e s to assert a 

new stress i n the English l i t e r a r y scene. To the new 
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writers — Cooper, Amis, John Wain, John Braine — the 

Auden generation had been discredited by the events that 

had shaped t h e i r own perspectives. Having preached the 

need for a war against fascism i n the T h i r t i e s , Auden and 

Isherwood had made themselves conspicuous after 19 39 by 

bolt i n g for America. Auden returned to England i n 1945 

in the uniform of an American o f f i c e r and proceeded to 

expound the advantages of America and of r e l i g i o n . 1 1 

The Labour Government which i n i t i a l l y had the support of 

the newer writers aroused small enthusiasm among T h i r t i e s 

communists and fe l l o w - t r a v e l l e r s who were l i t t l e interested 

in the p r a c t i c a l business of democratic s o c i a l i s t compro

mise. The mood of post-war B r i t a i n was sober and i n thi s 

milieu the flamboyant figures from the between-the-wars 

period were out of place. London's dandies, as C y r i l 
12 

Connolly complained, were " i n e x i l e . " The new men 

preferred the anti-dandies Orwell and Lawrence to those of 

the dandies, l i k e Waugh and Betjeman, who chose to remain. 

If England seemed to the anti-dandies a "nostal

gic and regressive culture" by 1945, t h e i r own preferences 

for the Leavisite. and Orwellian virtues of decency, p a t r i o t 

ism, provincialism, and common-sensical empiricism may 
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hardly be described as avant-garde."1""3 In fact, the anger 

of the new young writers was directed as much at whatever 

was foreign, modern, and d i f f i c u l t as at what they f e l t was 

decadent i n English culture. The antagonism to the old 

mandarin e l i t e s employed the Lea v i s i t e rhetoric of oppo

s i t i o n to whatever was tainted by cosmopolitanism or by 

too close an i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with America. Amis' antagonism 

in the T h i r t i e s c u l t of abroad i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c : 

The new Graham Greene, l i k e most of the 
old Graham Greene's, was about abroad. 
Extraordinary how the region kept coming 
up. There must be something i n i t : not 
a l l the people who thought so were 
ho r r i b l e . A couple of months there would 
be l i k e learning to drive or making a 
determined s t a r t on Finnegan's Wake --
an experience bound in i t s e l f to be arduous 
and i r r i t a t i n g , but one which could con
ceivably render available a r i c h variety 
of further experiments.^ 

One notes apart from the complacency of the thought 

in t h i s passage the slackness of the prose. One can 

scarcely imagine Lowry using a phrase l i k e "not a l l the 

people who thought so were h o r r i b l e " without self-conscious

ness, or i r o n i c intent. But Amis intends us to i d e n t i f y 

with the amusing smugness of his hero and his prose style 

i s intended to make us enjoy his vicious s a l l i e s against 
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smart attitudes as Anthony Powell's s i m i l a r l y approving use 

of upper-class d i a l e c t i s intended to cajole us into en-
15 

dorsing.his narrator's monstrous contempt for the poor. 

One notes also the easy attitude taken towards the reader. 

Amis assumes that his reader w i l l share his hero's pre

judices. The humour of the piece depends upon the assump

tio n of a body of norms regarded as obvious by author and 

reader a l i k e . The pleasure of the exercise l i e s i n poking 

fun at departures from these norms. Amis assumes that his 

reader w i l l share his hero's suspicion of foreign places 

and modernist novels that make demands on the reader. By 

thus assuming a shared body of norms and prejudices with 

his audience Amis implies the superiority of the l i t e r a r y 

culture that existed p r i o r to the nineteenth century and 

romanticism. But Amis' moral world has l i t t l e substantial 

in common with the eighteenth-century world of F i e l d i n g 

and Smollett which he admires. Amis does not make the 

kinds of moral demands on his reader that F i e l d i n g or 

Smollett make. The l a t t e r may have inhabited an ordered 

world view which allowed them to assume a fixed body of 

moral norms, but they applied those norms to what they saw 

as general human problems not merely to the championing 
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of petty prejudices. Amis evidently seeks to sidestep the 

problem for the modern writer of the break-up of the read

ing public into serious and popular sections by addressing 

serious issues, as he sees them, i n accessible prose. Hence 

the appeal of the eighteenth century when c l a r i t y , common 

sense, and morality were not at odds. But Amis does not 

have an eighteenth-century audience to appeal to. He must 

content himself with addressing those who, l i k e himself, 

are eager to look back from the present unsettling world 

to a more robust and straightforward one. Amis' nostalgia 

i s for a necessarily s i m p l i f i e d eighteenth century, the sort 

of world Tony Richardson evokes i n the immensely popular 

f i l m of Tom Jones (1963). Given the reactionary nature of 

t h i s appeal, i t i s not surprising that Amis' tone and moral 

content together with the xenophobia that becomes more 

marked i n his l a t e r f i c t i o n should have more in common with 

the late V i c t o r i a n and Edwardian L i t t l e England movement 

than with F i e l d i n g and Smollett. 

Amis' preference for the eighteenth century, 

which suggests a means of castigating the present from the 

standpoint of a more reasonable age, i s actually merely a 

symptom of a general mood of nostalgia that pervaded the 
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post-war English scene. Sometimes the preference was for 

the Edwardian period, sometimes for Victorianism or the 

eighteenth century — whatever the age nostalgia deferred 

to, the same d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with the modern world and i t s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c l i t e r a r y modes may be discovered beneath 

the rhetoric. The mood i s one of regression, the desire 

of a whole culture to deny the disasters of the present 

by f i x i n g the attention on some less troubling past. It 

i s a mood r e f l e c t e d i n the stories of Elizabeth Bowen, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y those i n The Demon Lover (1945) which trace 

the decline the English middle class i n the interwar period 

and which mourn i t s vanished g e n t i l i t y and assurance. It 

i s a mood of longing for childhood r e f l e c t e d not only in 

the s t o r i e s of Elizabeth Bowen but i n the manifesto of 

the angriest of the Angry Young Men, Look Back i n Anger, 

where Jimmy Porter prefers Edwardian colonels and nursery 

games to the angst of l i v i n g in "the American Age." 

In October Ferry to Gabriola (1970) Malcolm 

Lowry quotes Hermann Hesse to the e f f e c t that "the dream 

of a l o s t paradise [is] the worst and most deadly of a l l 

dreams.""'"6 Lowry himself was by no means free of nostalgia 

for the Edwardian period or for childhood. In one of his 
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late short s t o r i e s he exactly captures the mythical l i f e 

that was supposed to have existed up to 1914: 

that expansive f e e l i n g of great riches 
and peace, that purring roaring f e e l i n g , 
yet somehow quiet as a Rolls Royce 
engine, of l i f e being at a sort of per
manent flood, as i f there had never been 
a f i r s t world war, l e t alone a second one, 
which was l i k e an evocation of 1913, of 
those t r u l y pre-war days from which he 
retained only t h i s curious yet powerful 
sensation, when with his parents he must 
have v i s i t e d London or Dublin, or at least 
Weston-super-Mare, at the age of f i v e . x ^ 

However strong Lowry 1s desire was for the l o s t 

world of 1913, he never pretended that the great disruptions 

that had seized on the world aft e r 1914 could be ignored. 

In h is attempts formally and l i n g u i s t i c a l l y to grapple with 

these disruptions Lowry places himself among the modernists. 

And t h i s places him at odds with the English novelists i n 

the post-war period. 

Graham Greene i n Stamboul Train introduces a 

comic Edwardian no v e l i s t l i n g e r i n g into the modern world 

r a i l i n g against Joyce, Lawrence, and "morbid introspection." 

In the T h i r t i e s any young novelist serious about his grasp 

of h i s c r a f t was obliged to show himself acquainted with 

the experiments of modernism. In John Wain's Hurry On Down 



-246-

(1953) a comic modernist n o v e l i s t i s introduced to comple

ment Greene's rid i c u l o u s Q.C. Savory. Wain's Edwin F r o u l i s h 

i s a caricature of the modernist n o v e l i s t as Savory i s a 

caricature of the Edwardian one, and the comic qua l i t y i n 

both rests upon t h e i r having misjudged the tenor of t h e i r 

ages. Edwin Froulish, with his addiction to flashbacks, 

stream-of-consciousness, world play, punning, absurdly 

a l l e g o r i c a l p l o t s , symbolism, symphonic structure, and his 

d i s l i k e of realism and characterization, i s c l e a r l y as out 

of place i n the English l i t e r a r y scene of the F i f t i e s as 

Q.C. Savory was i n that of the T h i r t i e s . Wain's prescrip

t i o n for Froulish i s unabashed i n i t s endorsement of 

trad i t i o n a l i s m : "a course of Thackery, that's my prescrip-
19 

t i o n . " That i s to say, cure the disease even by k i l l i n g 
the patient. 

The radicalness of the s h i f t away from modernism 

and experiment i n the F i f t i e s i s indicated by the l i t e r a r y 

fortunes of C P . Snow. Despite F.R. Leavis 1 v i o l e n t 

Jeremiads against Snow as a l i t e r a r y - c u l t u r a l phenomenon, 
Snow was regarded as a serious n o v e l i s t i n the post-war 

20 
period. Leavis regarded Snow as the v i s i b l e embodiment 

of the "technologico-Bethamite" nightmare that was gripping 
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England: a contemporary Bentham dressed up as an Edwardian 

popular n o v e l i s t for the purpose of debasing c u l t u r a l 

standards. Certainly, by his taste for popularizing 

science and by the slackness of his l i t e r a r y standards, 

Snow shows himself the d i r e c t heir of Wells and Bennett. 

His thought i s banal, his d i c t i o n pompous, his attention 

to the language generally slack, his tonal variety non

existent. I t seems astonishing that i n the F i f t i e s , half 

a century a f t e r the b a t t l e between the novel as journalism 

and the novel as art had been fought and d e c i s i v e l y won, 

Snow should be allowed to occupy "an important place i n 

[English] culture" merely because he i s so impeccably a 
21 

novelist of ordinariness. 

Reading Snow's massive sequence, Strangers and  

Brothers, one i s impressed by the inappropriateness of 

documentary to r e a l i t y since 1914, the year i n which the 

hero of the whole sequence, Lewis E l i o t i s born. Snow's 

method of r e a l i s t i c record i n j o u r n a l i s t i c prose i s adequate 

neither to the h i s t o r i c a l experience i t hopes to record 

nor to the private experiences of individuals which Snow 

does not regard as his province and accordingly lar g e l y 

ignores. Snow sees himself as what White would c a l l a 
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"factual" rather than an imaginative w r i t e r . " His a l l e 

giance i s to h i s t o r i c a l experience as i t impinges on our 

public not our private l i v e s and he aims at the t r u t h f u l 

ness of the most prosaic kind of realism. There i s nothing 

s e l f - a d v e r t i s i n g about his inventions and i f he must l i e , 

as a l l novelists must to some degree, he l i e s , as Zola 
2 3 

puts i t , " i n the d i r e c t i o n of truth." Snow i s suspicious 

of the concentration on i n t e r i o r l i f e that i s represented 

by the writing of Proust and Joyce. He speaks for the 

ordinary, the outward, the s o c i a l . What i s objectionable 

i n a l l t h i s i s Snow's suggestion that by doing so he i s a 

more honest " r e a l i s t " than, say, Proust or Woolf. Behind 

t h i s claim l i e s Snow's p o s i t i v i s t i c assumption that "the 

world" i s the one knowable through the senses and no other. 

Snow never acknowledges that there may be more than one 

"world" far less as many worlds as there are s u b j e c t i v i t i e s 

to invent them. Nor has he grasped that because the invented 

worlds of the n o v e l i s t are never pr e c i s e l y the ordinary one 

of our common habitation, the n o v e l i s t must r e l y on his 

a b i l i t y to imagine as well as his a b i l i t y to describe and 

record. F i n a l l y , Snow i s a limited n o v e l i s t because his 

notion of r e a l i t y i s impoverished by his r e f u s a l to see 
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that history i n our century has changed the r e a l . Reality 

i s not what i t was, or seemed to be, i n 1913. That " r e a l 

i t y " was exploded by two world wars and by means of mass 

destruction that l i f t e d whole peoples out of history. 

I t i s to t h i s attenuation of r e a l i t y in the 

contemporary novel that Lowry refers when he observes 

that "nothing indeed can be more unlike the actual expe

rience of l i f e than the average novelist's r e a l i s t i c 
2 4 

p o r t r a i t of a character." The Wells-Gallsworthy notion 

of character as something fixed, predictable, determined 

mechanically by class and background -- t h i s i s what Lowry 

means by "the average novelist's r e a l i s t i c p o r t r a i t of a 

character." In the F i f t i e s , C P . Snow was producing 

characters according to t h i s model as though " r e a l i t y " 

had remained s t a t i c since the Edwardian period, as though 

Joyce, Lawrence, Woolf had not charted r e a l i t i e s other 

than the ordinary, external one, as though surrealism, 

expressionism, fascism, the bombing of c i v i l i a n popula

tions — a l l the monstrous, bizarre, and unreal events of 

t h i s century had not exploded the orderly s o c i a l world of 

1910 which had, so i t seemed in retrospect, manufactured 

"character" and " r e a l i t y " as smoothly and u n r e f l e c t i v e l y 
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as i t had manufactured Rolls Royce engines. Snow's nostal

gia for the Edwardian age i s more dangerous than Lowry 1s 

because i t ignores more. Hearing stories of the l o s t 

Edwardian world, Lewis E l i o t , Snow's autobiographical hero, 

i s swept away by "the imaginary land which exists just 

before one's childhood. Often as I heard them I f e l t 

something l i k e homesick — homesick for a time before I 
25 

was born." This i s a nostalgia not merely for a p r i o r 

age but for a mythical world confused with the paradise of 

childhood. I t represents "the worst and most deadly of 

a l l dreams" because the dreamer seeks not merely to r e c a l l 

some richer r e a l i t y than that of the present but to deny 

r e a l i t y i t s e l f as a process of endless change. 

C P . Snow's novels do not o f f e r a f a i r represen

tation of English f i c t i o n in the F i f t i e s . Snow's realism 

rests on a narrower construal of the r e a l than that which 

motivates Lawrence D u r r e l l , Angus Wilson, or I r i s Murdoch. 

But Snow i s not obviously out of place in the decade as 

were Wells and Bennett, as far as serious younger novelists 

were concerned, i n the T h i r t i e s . Snow's f i c t i o n i s part 

of the climate of formal conservatism that marked the 

F i f t i e s . In the context of a l i t e r a r y culture that reacted 
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against the experimentalism of the between-the-wars years 

by stressing the ordinary, the common-place, and the mode

rate, Snow figures not as a sport, the ghost of a l i t e r a r y 

straw::man knocked over i n long-settled disputes, but as a 

serious, i f flawed, p r a c t i t i o n e r of the art of the novel. 

Underlying the F i f t i e s preoccupation with mode

ration, a revived realism, and t r a d i t i o n a l English mores 

was a profound antipathy on the part of the new generation 
2 6 

to the generation of the T h i r t i e s . For working- and 

lower-middle-class writers, newly emerged from grammar 

schools and the war, the p o l i t i c s , the st y l e s , the manners 

of the T h i r t i e s seemed irresponsible and discredited. 

Chiefly, of course, there was a d i s l i k e of Bloomsbury 

among writers whose backgrounds were not upper-middle-

class and who did not share the Bloomsbury p i e t i e s of 

refinement, s e n s i b i l i t y , politeness, and aestheticism. 

Charles Lumley i n John Wain's Hurry On Down speaks for 

the new viewpoint i n a passage charged with the character

i s t i c F i f t i e s contempt for "the expensive young men of 

the t h i r t i e s " with t h e i r precious enthusiasm for the 

p r o l e t a r i a t : 
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[Charles] thought ... of a l l the expensive 
young men of the t h i r t i e s who had made, or 
wished to make, or talked of making, a 
gesture somewhat sim i l a r to his own, turn
ing t h e i r backs on the setting that had 
pampered them; and how they had a l l f a i l e d 
from the s t a r t because t h e i r r e j e c t i o n was 
moved by the desire to enter, and to be 
at one with, a vaguely conceived People, 
whose minds and l i v e s they could not even 
begin to imagine,and who would i n any case, 
had they ever arrived, have made th e i r 
l i v e s h e l l . At least Charles thought with 
a sense of self-congratualtion, he had 
been ri g h t about them, to despise them 
for t h e i r i d i o t i c attempt to look through 
two telescopes at the same time: one 
fashioned of German psychology and pointed 
at themselves, the other of Russian eco
nomics and directed at the English working 
c l a s s . 2 7 

Wain's judgement on the enthusiasms of the Thir

t i e s generation i s compelling: the l e f t i s t p o l i t i c s and 

amateur psychologizing of the Auden group were jejune. 

The upper-class i n t e l l e c t u a l could only play at being a 

revolutionary. But there i s also an element of posturing 

i n Wain's dismissal of the commitments of a whole generation. 

Wain substitutes the posture of an aggressively common-

sensible ordinariness for the more flamboyant posturings 

of the T h i r t i e s . T e l l i n g l y , Wain despises the fads of the 

T h i r t i e s because they are foreign. His conviction that to 

be English i s to be unassuming, s c e p t i c a l , and untheoretical 
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i s offended by the Germanness of T h i r t i e s psychologizing, 

the Russianness of T h i r t i e s economics. The narrowness 

and knowingness with which Wain dismisses the fads of the 

Auden generation i s less forgivable than what he condemns. 

Juli a n Symons, comparing the enthusiasms of the two de

cades i n his study of the T h i r t i e s , remarks: 

behind the movement at t h i s time [that 
of T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t p o l i t i c s ] were the 
most generous impulses of humanity, im
pulses more valuable by far than the 
barren knowingness of the F i f t i e s . I t 
i s better to be waiting for Lefty than 
to be waiting for Godot.2 8 

Symons concluding remark i s misdirected. Beckett's 

play i s a far superior thing to C l i f f o r d Odets' Waiting  

for Lefty (1935), to which he compares i t . The judgement 

that i t i s "better" to be waiting for the proletarian re

volution than to be waiting for some ultimate purpose i s 

not a l i t e r a r y one. Yet Symons' characterization of the 

F i f t i e s as a knowing and ungenerous period i s a trenchant 

one. Certainly, Wain's judgement on the generation that 

preceded his i s ungenerous. But i f we are to judge English 

l i t e r a r y culture i n the F i f t i e s we must look not to the 

avant-garde and cosmopolitan Beckett (who remarked of one 

of John Osborne's plays that i t was "unspeakable") but to 
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th e representatively English writers of the decade.^ y 

Unfortunately, the new young writers of the F i f 

t i e s tended to associate modernism with an exhausted 

mandarin c u l t u r a l milieu l e f t over from the discredited 

T h i r t i e s . William Cooper i n his Scenes from P r o v i n c i a l  

L i f e (1950), establishes the new a n t i - T h i r t i e s and a n t i -

modernist tone by d e l i b e r a t e l y stressing lower-middle-class 

and p r o v i n c i a l values and by recording i n j o u r n a l i s t i c 

prose ordinary l i f e . The novel consciously opposes by 

i t s content, form, and style the Bloomsbury values ex

pressed i n the novels of Forster and Woolf. Cooper's 

novel i s set i n a small town rather than a fashionable 

London suburb or a country house. The novel refuses to 

employ the strategies of inwardness of the various s t y l i s 

t i c mannerisms of modernism, Cooper does not pay the kind 

of attention to h i s use of the language that we expect of 

novelists a f t e r Joyce and Hemingway. Above a l l , Cooper 

evokes the f a m i l i a r . In doing so, he helped to define 

the notion of realism that was to dominate English f i c t i o n 

throughout the decade. It i s a mode of realism defined 

most succinctly by the English art c r i t i c and n o v e l i s t 

John Berger: 
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Realism deepens rather than extends, deals 
with ordinary and f a m i l i a r not strange or 
exotic vision.30 

It i s d i f f i c u l t to see how Malcolm Lowry or Patrick White 

could have f e l t at home in such a milieu. 

Berger's stress on the v i s u a l as a means of 

receiving and construing the r e a l i s i n s t r u c t i v e not 

merely because i t r e f l e c t s the art c r i t i c ' s natural bias 

but also because i t reminds us how v i v i d i s the v i s u a l 

sense i n the post-war novels of White and Lowry by compa

rison to those of t h e i r English contemporaries. Cooper, 

Snow, S i l l i t o e , Angus Wilson -- a l l these put the f a m i l i a r 

at the foreground of t h e i r attention. Their realism i s 

not of that demanding variety that sets out to make the 

f a m i l i a r strange so that we look at things with the intense 

v i s u a l concentration that D.H. Lawrence demands. Their 

world i s less f a m i l i a r , than t i r e d . We see only what has 

already been seen and interpreted, made ordinary by i t s 

reception through previous unreflective eyes. Even when 

these novelists deal with "abroad" they look at the world 

through steadfastly uncomprehending English eyes. Meg 

E l i o t , the heroine of Wilson's The Middle Age of Mrs. 
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E l i o t , leaves England by plane reading the M i l l on the Floss 

much as Graham Greene i n 1938 had carried Trollope and 

Cobbett throughout his Mexican journey i n order to ward 

off the shock of the unfamiliar. We may compare passages 

from the two works. The f i r s t passage i s from Wilson's 

novel: 

surely Maggie 1s tragedy would work i t s 
old s p e l l upon her. She turned the pages 
rapidly, reading the f a m i l i a r scenes more 
quickly to force them into l i f e . I t was 
no good; farmhouses, lawyers' parlours, 
f i e l d s , woods and f a t a l r i v e r — Worces
ter s h i r e seemed l o s t forever. 3- 1 

Greene i n The Lawless Roads (1938), reading Cobbett's 

Rural Rides as he journeys into a Mexico he finds increasing

l y loathsome, r e f l e c t s on the English v i l l a g e : 

There was nothing i n t h i s country as 
beautiful as an English v i l l a g e — but 
then beauty i s only an emotion i n the 
observer, and perhaps to someone these 
forests and crags, these withdrawn and 
gentle Indians, abandoned churches ... 
might be given an e f f e c t of beauty. 3 2 

The passage taken from The Lawless Roads i s 

inconceivable i n Lowry's Mexican f i c t i o n . The fascination 

of Mexico for Lowry l i e s i n i t s u n f a m i l i a r i t y , i t s unlike-

ness to England. I t i s a new world that asks to be 
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interpreted i n terms of categories of i t s own. Lowry, of 

course, i s aware of the d i f f i c u l t i e s i n attempting to 

interpret without resort to p r i o r categories, but he never 

simply f a l l s back on the f a m i l i a r habits of reading a world 

i n terms of his Englishness. The c u l t u r a l baggage that 

he r e a l i z e d he could not unload, the legacy of class, 

education, and n a t i o n a l i t y , he introduces i r o n i c a l l y into 

his f i c t i o n s . The a t t r a c t i o n of distant places for White 

and Lowry i n the post-war period lay precisely i n the 

opportunity they offered the novelist to explore the 

problems of interpreting worlds. Both are aware of, but 

not imprisoned within, the previous interpretations of 

the worlds they have abandoned and the worlds they have 

chosen to read. 

For the narrator of The Lawless Roads and for 

Meg E l i o t i n Angus Wilson's novel, the unfamiliar i s so 

disconcerting that they must retreat before i t into the 

comforting world of English f i c t i o n before 1914. Both 

recognize that the desired England i s unavailable i n 

contemporary r e a l i t y . I t i s not to be found i n England 

any more, far less i n Mexico. Yet the world rediscovered 

in Cobbett, i n Trollope, even i n Elizabeth Bowen, remains 
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f a m i l i a r and t h e r e f o r e c o n s o l i n g while the a c t u a l , the 

present, i s h o p e l e s s l y u n r e a l , unreadable, and d i s t r e s s i n g . 

I t i s not i n t e r e s t i n g enough to e l i c i t the k i n d of anguished 

rea d i n g of an u n f a m i l i a r world t h a t Lowry attempts i n 

Volcano and White i n Voss. The world a f f i r m e d by Wilson, 

Amis, Cooper, H a r t l e y , and Powell i n the F i f t i e s i s a 

" f a m i l i a r and r e c o g n i z a b l e world": i t i s not the world 

r i p p e d a p a r t by genocide, a e r i a l bombardment, or the t h r e a t 

of n u c l e a r war, but the world r e c e i v e d through the E n g l i s h 

l i t e r a r y p a s t , a world which i s more " r e a l " than the 

a c t u a l contemporary one. T h i s i s not to say t h a t these 

w r i t e r s deny the other world or even t h a t they exclude i t 

from t h e i r f i c t i o n . But t h e i r whole e f f o r t as w r i t e r s i n 

terms o f t h e i r employment of form and s t y l e c o n s t i t u t e s an 

attempt not to c o n f r o n t but to a v o i d those aspects of 

r e a l i t y which t h r e a t e n the f a m i l i a r England they wish to 

pr e s e r v e . 

The attempt to exclude the extreme, the d i s 

r u p t i v e , the r a d i c a l l y p r i v a t e from the purview of the 

n o v e l , the avoidance of t e c h n i c a l d i f f i c u l t y , the a t t e n t i o n 

t o common-place l i v e s , the emphasis on r e a l i s m , moderation, 

c l a r i t y , reasonableness — a l l t h i s has been seen as merely 
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a swing of the pendulum of modern B r i t i s h f i c t i o n , a 

necessary corrective to the strategies of modernism which 
33 

had become not avant-garde but predictable. Yet the 

English l i t e r a r y scene i n the F i f t i e s remains an impoverish

ed and nerveless milieu, however reasonable may seem i t s 

objections to the c u l t u r a l scene i t superceded. Blooms-

bury mandarins may have ignored the l i v e s of working- and 

lower-middle-class Englishmen, but they were aware of, and 

often p o l i t i c a l l y and morally involved i n a world they 

r i g h t l y f e l t to be disintegrating. The English novelists 

of the F i f t i e s too often avoid d i r e c t l y confronting what

ever threatens to explode from within t h e i r deliberate 

curtailments of the r e a l . They do not confront, for i n 

stance, the great violences that had become an inescapable 

component of r e a l i t y at mid century. Certainly, we do not 

fe e l i n t h e i r novels, as we f e e l i n Volcano, that furious, 

uncompromising search for appropriate "design-governing 

postures," however broken, surreal, distorted, by which to 

represent a world given over to i t s own destruction. 

Lowry 1s formal daring — which i s the same thing as Frank 

Kermode's formal "desperation" -- shows how spurious i s the 

claim that by the F i f t i e s modernism had become a " s t y l i s t i c 
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backlog." J' ± A no v e l i s t , i f he i s to be r e a l l y new, must 

be as r a d i c a l as r e a l i t y , and t h i s i s what Lowry i s a f t e r : 

not the mere copying of "maldigested and b a l e f u l " influences, 
35 

but the application of modernist postures to the now. 

It i s inaccurate to say, as Brian O ' K i l l does, 

that by retreating to Dollarton Lowry is o l a t e d himself 
3 6 

from the main l i t e r a r y and h i s t o r i c a l trends of his time. 

Lowry's work afte r 1940 engages with an h i s t o r i c a l expe

rience that threatens to negate the idea of history i t s e l f . 

This cannot be said of any English novelist i n the F i f t i e s 

unless, l i k e Malcolm Bradbury, we consider Beckett an 

English writer. By his determination to make the formal 

properties of his f i c t i o n adequate to the unparalleled 

stresses of the now, Lowry establishes his connections to 

the v i t a l trends i n writing i n English since the war. The 

e s s e n t i a l l i n k s are to E l i o t and David Jones i n England and 

to Thomas Pynchon i n America, writers who have kept a l i v e 

the v i t a l attention of the modernist maker of l i t e r a r y 

works to language. White's place among these writers i s 

less assured than i s Lowry's. White's l i n g u i s t i c means i s 

more limited. Yet, while English f i c t i o n was attempting 

to connect i t s e l f to the less demanding world that obtained 
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before 1914, White was steadily moving his f i c t i o n away 

from realism and the allegiance of the novelist to nine

teenth-century notions of character, representation, and 

materiality. Voss i s not merely an h i s t o r i c a l novel set 

in the mid-nineteenth-century; i t i s a f i c t i o n which 

allows White to set side-by-side in the same frame d i f f e 

rent l i t e r a r y kinds: factual reportage, nineteenth-century 

realism, pastoral, apocalyptic. Both White and Lowry, 

by t h e i r exploratory attention to form and language, 

respond to the violences and disruptions of t h e i r time 

as t h e i r contemporaries among English novelists do not. 

Yet neither simply f a l l s back on the old mandarin habits 

of English novel-writing: t h e i r modernism does not go with 

a concentration on upper-class s e n s i b i l i t y . 

Writing of the problems of expressing the vio

lences of the Second War, William Sansom recorded i n his 

diary: 

The experience i s too vio l e n t for art 
to transcribe, there w i l l never be an 
adequate reportage to convey to posterity 
a l i v i n g idea of the truth of such expe
rience ... [T]he results of violence and 
i t s r e f l e c t i o n s may be written down --
but never the core of the vi o l e n t act 
i t s e l f . In the f i r s t place, language 
f a i l s . 3 8 
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Yet i f language f a i l s i n the face of violences l i k e the 

bombing of Guernica or Dresden or Hiroshima, then the act 

of terror i s successful i n i t s assault not merely upon bo

dies but also upon the c u l t u r a l values which language 

guards and contains. The problem for a l l writers since 

1914 has been "to evoke a response that would have some 

degree of adequacy to the unparalleled s i t u a t i o n i n which 
39 

writers [are] involved." The tragedy of our century 

has been the enormity of events and the paucity of t h e i r 

reverberations. They must reverberate i n language or we 

might as well as Dr. V i g i l puts i t i n Under the Volcano 

"throw away [the] mind" (UV, 6). White and Lowry demand 

to be evaluated i n terms of t h e i r attempts to respond 

adequately, formally and l i n g u i s t i c a l l y , to the assaults 

upon consciousness by modern methods of warfare, by tech

nology i t s e l f which, a f t e r 1914 began to d i r e c t i t s 

energies against man. 

White and Lowry d i f f e r s i g n a l l y from the English 

novelists of the F i f t i e s i n the use they make of t h e i r 

own conservatism as formal strategies i n t h e i r f i c t i o n . 

In the T h i r t i e s both novelists drew on the t r a d i t i o n of 

organicist nostalgia which they inherited from D.H. Lawrence. 
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In the Forties and F i f t i e s they introduce into t h e i r novels 

the selfconsciously l i t e r a r y world of pastoral i n order 

to measure the distance t r a v e l l e d by the actual modern 

world into t e r r o r and chaos. As Paul F u s s e l l points out 

in The Great War and Modern Memory (1975) t h i s i s precisely 

what Edmund Blunden does for the F i r s t World War i n his 

Undertones of War (1928). Stan Parker's "Duri l g a i " and 

the i d y l l i c Mexican scene through which Hugh Firmin and 

Yvonne ride i n Under the Volcano are, l i k e Blunden's pre

war England, "pastoral oases" which serve as an " i r o n i c 

gauge" of how far we have t r a v e l l e d into a mechanical and 
40 

inhuman modernity. But unlike Blunden, and unlike the 

English novelists of the F i f t i e s with the p a r t i a l excep

tions of Murdoch, D u r r e l l , and Golding, White and Lowry 

employ alongside the conservative forms t h e i r nostalgia 

requires more r a d i c a l form which recognize the brokenness 

of the present. We may f i n d i n the novels of Amis and 

John Wain a grudging approval of the l o s t organic world 

of r u r a l i s t myth and a trenchant d i s l i k e of what J.B. 

P r i e s t l e y c a l l s "admass": 
This i s my name for the whole system of 

an increasing productivity, plus i n f l a 
t i o n , plus a r i s i n g standard of material 
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l i v i n g , plus high-pressure advertising 
and salesmanship, plus mass communication, 
plus c u l t u r a l democracy and the creation 
of the mass mind, the mass man.41 

What we w i l l not fi n d i s the setting of one world against 

the other as l i t e r a r y kinds: as modes of writing and as 

ways of construing the r e a l . We do, of course, f i n d the 

past as expressed i n favoured l i t e r a r y texts set against 

the present. Murdoch and Wilson i n p a r t i c u l a r use the 

world of the Vi c t o r i a n novel as a gauge of the dislocations 

and u n f a m i l i a r i t y of the present. But we do not fi n d i n 

these writers those sudden unnerving s h i f t s of s t y l e , 

those v i o l e n t shelvings of unmatched forms one against the 

other, that we f i n d in the novels of Lowry and White. Even 

i n Golding 1s Lord of the F l i e s (19 54) which neatly inserts 

a modernist apocalyptic allegory into the frame of Ballan-

tyne's The Coral Island (1858) to explode from within the 

genteel assumptions of Imperialist and p a s t o r a l i s t myth, 

we do not f i n d those disconcertingly sudden s h i f t s of 

st y l e , manner, and form that we fi n d i n Voss or Under the 

Volcano. 

period 

In a sense, White 

remain more properly 

and Lowry i n the 

between-the-wars 

post-war 

novelists 
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than contemporary no v e l i s t s . Since the F i f t i e s , the term 

"contemporary" has come to be used to describe those 

writers who are not "modern" i n the sense outlined by 

Stephen Spender i n The Struggle of the Modern (1963) 4 2. 

Spender views the T h i r t i e s , the decade with which his 

own writing has by now become associated, as a period of 

formal consolidation af t e r the great modernist experiments 
4 3 

of the Twenties. The "contemporary" writers, as he 

sees i t , those l i k e C P . Snow who look back to Wells, 

Bennett, and Galsworthy, are, unlike the writers of the 

T h i r t i e s , a c t i v e l y opposed to modernism. Spender's d i s 

t i n c t i o n between the two tendencies i s a t e l l i n g one and 

his analysis of English l i t e r a r y history i s e s s e n t i a l l y 

correct. Suggestively, Spender claims Under the Volcano 

for the decade of the T h i r t i e s : the novel he says, belongs 

to that decade whose l i t e r a t u r e i s more " r e s t r i c t e d " than 
that of the Twenties yet not reactionary as i s that of the 

44 
F i f t i e s . Lowry, who had l i t t l e time for Spender's 

l i t e r a r y - p o l i t i c a l set ("once a scout ... always a commu

n i s t , " he writes i n Volcano of 1930s Cambridge) might not 

have quibbled with Spender's placing of his novel (UV, 172). 

Certainly, he f e l t that English l i t e r a t u r e i n the post-war 

period was moribund. Moreover, Lowry's h i s t o r i c a l sense 

i n Volcano i s very much of the late T h i r t i e s and his 
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symbols and myths have a s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l context as 

was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of that decade: they are not intended 

primarily as universals as i n Joyce or E l i o t . 

Yet i t i s a procustean e f f o r t that too r i g i d l y 

confines Lowry 1s f i c t i o n to any decade, to any s p e c i f i c 

l i t e r a r y or h i s t o r i c a l context. One can only do so by 

lopping o f f too much that i s central to his work. If 

his use of myths and symbols has an h i s t o r i c a l s p e c i f i c i t y , 

i t i s also intended to universalize. If he shares the 

T h i r t i e s f a i t h i n the p r o l e t a r i a t , he lacks the jejune, 

public-schoolboy communism of that decade. If he em

braces p o l i t i c a l causes with a T h i r t i e s enthusiasm, he 

also shows a debt to Twenties aestheticism. If he 

continually seeks some means of escape from the exhausted 

world view of the English bourgeoisie, he also asserts 

i n his f i c t i o n the grandeur and expansiveness, even 

i n i t s decline, of the s p i r i t of bourgeois l i b e r a l i s m . 

If he may be said, l i k e Lawrence, to have taken 

over the pastoral t r a d i t i o n from the mandarins 

who i n England had long l a i d claim to i t , he i s also 
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capable of becoming l y r i c a l over technology and of using 

pastoral for parodic purposes (Blunden would never do t h i s 

although he recognizes the f a t a l shearing away of post-1914 

England from the old order which had sustained the pasto-

r a l i s t myth). Lowry belongs above a l l i n that modernist 

t r a d i t i o n which i n each decade has striven to fi n d some 

adequate formal and l i n g u i s t i c response to the now. His 

struggle has been to fi n d signs v a l i d for the h i s t o r i c a l 

moment and for his consciousness of the presence of the 

past i n that moment. 

In t h i s sense, the debate between "contemporary" 

and "modern" writing i s an a r i d one. "Contemporary" i n t h i s 

sense means formal reaction and implies the inadequacy of 

the works i n question to the history they attempt to 

record. C P . Snow's novels do not rescue h i s t o r i c a l 

seriousness from the modernist experimenters: they merely 

substitute h i s t o r i c i s m for f i c t i o n a l i t y . The great moderns 

— Joyce, E l i o t , Pound, Lewis, Lawrence — s a c r i f i c e d 

neither history nor form. They discovered ways i n which 

h i s t o r i c a l experience could be embodied i n i t s appropriate 

form. And t h i s i s what White and Lowry struggle to do: 

not merely by repeating the forms of Joyce or E l i o t , but 
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by updating them, by making them adequate to the now. 

Behind the concern of Patrick White and Malcolm 

Lowry with form l i e s the impress on t h e i r whole beings of 

the enormous h i s t o r i c a l events of the mid century. But 

those h i s t o r i c a l events are never simply "reported": they 

are precisely registered i n formal terms. 

If White and Lowry belong to the Thirties,they 

do so by t h e i r struggle throughout t h e i r careers as novel

i s t s to map both the world of dreams and the actual world. 

For them, the two words have f a t a l l y merged i n contemporary 

h i s t o r i c a l experience and i t i s t h e i r business as writers 

to trace the jumbled dealings of the two. At the fore

front of t h e i r attention as novelists they place the 

ambiguous re l a t i o n s between imagination and r e a l i t y . The 

forms of t h e i r f i c t i o n embroil themselves deliberately 

in the usurpation of the r e a l by the f a n t a s t i c to which 

Norman Mailer refers i n Of a F i r e on the Moon (1970): 

The Twentieth Century was a century which 
looked to explain the psychology of the 
dream and instead entered the topography 
of the dream. The r e a l had become more 
fant a s t i c than the imagined.45 
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I I 

The Aunt's Story 

L'exactitude n'est pas l a v e r i t e 
Paul Matisse. 
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In the opening section of The Aunt's Story (1948) 

the narrator, r e f l e c t i n g on the names of the homesteads i n 

r u r a l A u s t r a l i a indulges a f a m i l i a r Whitean habit of 

generalization: 

Someone had c a l l e d i t t h i s [Meroe] , and 
no one i n the d i s t r i c t remembered why. It 
had been accepted along with the other 
exotic names, Gloucester, Saumerez, Bos-
cobel, Havilah, Richmond, and Martindale, 
that have eaten into the gnarled and 
aboriginal landscape and become part of 
i t . I t was the same with Meroe. No one 
ever debated why t h e i r f l a t d a i l y prose 
burst into sudden dark verse with Meroe. 
Meroe, they said,in t h e i r f l a t and dusty 
accents. Although the word smouldered, 
they were speaking of something as unequi
vocal as the h i l l s . Only the h i l l s around 
Meroe had conspired with the name, to 
darken, or to- s p l i t deeper open t h e i r black 
rock, or to frown with a f i e r c e r , Ethiopian 
i n t e n s i t y . The h i l l s were Meroe, and 
Meroe was the black volcanic h i l l s . 1 

Among the exotic names that bestow an uneasy grace upon 

the crude c o l o n i a l mansions we f i n d three s t o l i d English 

ones, and among these one of the author's own C h r i s t i a n 

names: Patrick V i c t o r Martindale White. White thus acknow

ledges his own ambiguous placing i n the A u s t r a l i a he 

describes. In Flaws i n the Glass he l i s t s the stations 

owned by his father and uncles: "Edinglassie," Muswellbrook, 
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"Saumarez, Armidale, "Belltrees," Scone. White's family, 

"the White brothers," i n the photograph i n Flaws i n the 

Glass assert by t h e i r confident postures and t h e i r 

English s u i t s , t h e i r s a t i s f a c t i o n with themselves as a 
2 

property-owning clan. Yet the names of th e i r properties 

somehow possess the places they denote as the Edwardian 

family group does not. 

By dropping one of his names into the narrative, 

White suggests something of the complexity of his feelings 

about his Australianness at t h i s stage without adopting 

the h y s t e r i c a l tone or making the ingenuous claims we fi n d 

i n "The Prodigal Son." There i s a curious self-conscious

ness i n t h i s entry of the author, however s l y l y , into his 

f i c t i o n . It suggests a persistent habit of White's of 

using names to disturb the r e a l i s t i c surface of his novels. 

In The Li v i n g and The Dead we find a too-good character 

named Harry Allgood. In The Aunt's Story we f i n d a pastry 

cook c a l l e d Jack Frost. In The Tree of Man a passing 

digger relates to Amy Parker a small narrative that has 

no r e l a t i o n to the larger narrative which deals with Jack 

Horner who " s i t s around and s p i t s " (TM, 209). In Voss, 

we f i n d a harlequin figure composed of shadows and patches 
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of l i g h t named Jack Slipper. Barry Argyle suggests that 

White's habit of butting i n on his narrative has a Brech-
3 

t i a n "alienating" e f f e c t on the reader. In Happy Valley 

such drawings of attention to the novel as a r t i f i c e were 

the r e s u l t less of authorial design than of narrative 

incompetence. In the post-war f i c t i o n , however, White's 

style and narrative method deliberately take on a n t i -

i l l u s i o n i s t i c postures. 

This new narrative strategy i n White's post-war 

f i c t i o n must be seen i n terms of his concern to f i n d some 

adequate means of reading the Australian continent. Such 

a reading demands an authorial recognition of the distance 

between the topography of the place i t s e l f and the various 

categories i n whose terms the place has been interpreted. 

The names are signs on maps which have been drawn up i n 

terms of notions about s p a t i a l r e l a t i o n s , perspective, 

property r i g h t s , and nature whose appropriateness to the 

world they refer to has not been tested. The novel i t s e l f , 

by i t s r e f u s a l to represent unselfconsciously, announces 

that i t i s f i n a l l y another map: one that reads the others. 

In the quoted passage, we note that the land-
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scape has accepted the names. The aboriginal ancientness 

of the Australian continent need not stand i n awe of what 

colonials c a l l "the Old World." The land, moreover, i s 

receptive to the "dark verse" of the names; i t s inhabitants 

-- at least, i t s European inhabitants -- are not. Their 

l i v e s are the s t u f f of prose: they l i v e on the surface of 

things. They are content with the semantic rather than 

the symbolic function of words. I t i s the land that smoul

ders, that possesses depth; on the l i p s of the Australians 

even the r i c h suggestiveness of "Meroe" i s l o s t . Theodora 

Goodman, however, i s not mired i n the prosy s t u f f of t h e i r 

world. Her mornings t h r i l l with the songs not of l o c a l 

birds nor of English imports but of "bulbuls," thrushes 

made poetic by a Persian name. Theodora Goodman, who 

responds to the poetic p o s s i b i l i t i e s of words with the 

inwardness of her being, i s the medium by which White 

returns to his remembered A u s t r a l i a : not the exotic Austra

l i a of Happy Valley but the pastoral A u s t r a l i a of White's 

boyhood. He returns to an A u s t r a l i a before the great 

s p l i n t e r i n g of modernity has entered i t s closed world. 

This return l i n k s him to a number of post-war English 

writers for whom the shapes of nostalgia were those of 
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childhood and of the period immediately before World War 

I. But White's nostalgia has a harder edge: i t i s an 

aesthetic strategy rather than the re s u l t of having reached 

an i d e o l o g i c a l impasse. White does not retreat into the 

mythical order that supposedly remained i n t a c t u n t i l 1914 

so as to avoid the f i e r c e ruptions of modern history and 

ignore modernist experimental advances i n f i c t i o n a l form. 

He employs the myth of an unspoiled order to gain a van

tage point from which to trace the bias towards disorder 

of the modern world. 

In the opening section of the novel, White 

returns to the r u r a l Australian scene of Happy Valley 

with a new responsiveness to the place and a new f i c t i o n a l 

method by which he hopes to make Au s t r a l i a possible for 

art -- for the imaginative kind of art he has i n mind to 

produce i n contrast to the "fac t u a l " mode he considers 
4 

common i n Australian writing. He remains d i s s a t i s f i e d 

with the range of s o c i a l types Australian society offers 

him. But his f i c t i o n no longer suffers from his frustrated 

e f f o r t s to f i n d some way out of the narrowness imposed 

upon i t by that lack of s o c i a l range. In Happy Valley, 

White's symbolist aspirations, suggested i n his drawing 
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of Sidney Furlow, were i n c o n f l i c t with the r e a l i s t i c 

attention to the commonplace he c l e a r l y d i s l i k e d but 

which he f e l t was appropriate to the place. White was 

unable to hold at bay that ordinariness as Sidney Furlow 

was unable to ward o f f the aggressive intentions of Clem 

Hagan. Hence the sense of entrapment and impasse that 

closes the novel: White, l i k e Sidney, feels a l i t t l e 

s u l l i e d by the brutal seduction he has courted. The 

coarse and b r u t a l aspects of Australian l i f e carry o f f 

the enclosed, feminine world of s e n s i b i l i t y as the novel 

closes, leaving Happy Valley to i t s miserable i r r e s o l u t i o n . 

In The Aunt's Story realism has no seductive power. It 

remains i n the hovel as a view of the world discarded by 

Theodora Goodman and by White as i r r e l e v a n t . The novel's 

central concentration i s on consciousness, on Theodora's 

long odyssey into the s e l f from which there i s no home

coming. The i n t a c t , limited, extroverted world before 

1914 i s the novel's and Theodora's point of departure. 

In The Aunt's Story White has made creative 

c a p i t a l out of his ambivalence about f i c t i o n a l form and 

the s u i t a b i l i t y of Au s t r a l i a to the kind of f i c t i o n he 

admires. He has b u i l t the novel on a recognition that the 
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epic forms appropriate to unbroken so c i e t i e s such as that 

of pre-war, r u r a l A u s t r a l i a are not appropriate to a f u l l 

rendering of modern experience which, by i t s very nature, 

i s a broken one. The f i r s t section of the novel set i n 

Aus t r a l i a before 1914 embodies, with cert a i n equivocations, 

the moral and mimetic tendencies discernible i n both White's 

e a r l i e r novels. The middle section of the novel, set in 

between-the-wars Europe, wholly submits to the modernist 

impulses with which we found White struggling to come to 

terms i n h i s previous novels. In the f i n a l section of the 

novel White achieves, for the f i r s t time, a balance between 

the main c o n f l i c t i n g impulses i n his f i c t i o n . 

The "Meroe" section of The Aunt's Story, as the 

dust jacket to the o r i g i n a l Viking e d i t i o n promises, i s 

written i n "the best t r a d i t i o n of modern English narrative." 

Certainly, White writes with assurance, with none of that 

s t r a i n we fi n d i n his e a r l i e r attempts to assimilate the 

more esoteric techniques of modernism. We are securely 

i n the world of the modern novel i f by "modern" we mean 

attention to c r a f t and sty l e and an emphasis on states of 

consciousness. In other words, White i s attentive to the 

way the thing i s done without allowing considerations of 
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form or s t y l e to get i n the way of what i s being said. 

The narrative proceeds not according to a l i n e of action 

but i n terms of the unfolding of Theodora's s e n s i b i l i t y . 

Because of t h i s unfolding of Theodora's consciousness and 

because of White's a b i l i t y to have us see through Theodora's 

eyes we do not object to the flatness of the other charac

ters any more than we object to the lack of attention 

Joyce pays to Stephen's s i s t e r s i n the P o r t r a i t : the 

consciousness of the central character i s s u f f i c i e n t l y 

engrossing. Frank Parrott, the blustering squatter, i s 

a favourite Whitean type, but because we see him i n the 

main through Theodora's sexually disappointed eyes rather 

than through the asides of the narrator he has a curiously 

touching l i f e of his own. At any rate, i t i s a r e l i e f 

not to be t o l d that he doesn't possess a mind. 

The chief advantage for White of concentrating 

on a single consciousness i s the unifying perspective 

such a method allows. The symbolism no longer seems 

w i l f u l l y imposed on the material as i t does i n the e a r l i e r 

novels. We discover Theodora as a s e n s i b i l i t y of i n f i n i t e 

subtlety and responsiveness through the novel's symbols: 

the red eye of the l i t t l e hawk, the grub i n the rose, 
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the f i l i g r e e b a l l . Even very minor characters such as the 

Man who was Given his Dinner are invested with a strange, 

r i c h l i f e i n the novel because we meet them through the 

endless, d e l i c a t e reverberations to which they give r i s e 

i n Theodora's mind. The unity of the section i s unquestion

ed: form, idiom, s t y l e , symbolism a l l develop organically 

around the c o n t r o l l i n g centre of Theodora's consciousness. 

The formal unity and s i m p l i c i t y of the "Meroe" 

section are e n t i r e l y f i t t i n g to the period and the place: 

Edwardian Australian society. White deliberately stresses 

the unity and roundedness of the l i f e by his sty l e and 

selection of imagery much as Peter Weir does with the 

pre-war outback world i n G a l l i p o l i (1982). White i s 

c l e a r l y at ease describing t h i s world. With remarkable 

economy, he encompasses the range of s o c i a l types afforded 

by the place. The country houses nourish not hard-riding 

gentry but red- or hatchet-faced farmers preoccupied with 

sheep and acres. C i v i l i z a t i o n in such a milieu means 

race meetings and, at i t s most grandiose, vice-regal 

v i s i t s . The Sydney bourgeoisie, lacking the opera, con

tents i t s e l f with i t s s o l i d furniture, dinner parties, 

f l i r t a t i o n s , and a thoroughly p r o v i n c i a l culture. Pearl 
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Brawne marks White's f i r s t descent into the Sydney demi

monde. She i s one of those sexual m i s f i t s or victims for 

whom White has an i n s t i n c t i v e sympathy and who provide 

access to a declassed milieu which allows White to bring 

together the eccentrics and v i s i o n a r i e s he favours because 

they refuse smoothly to be inserted at any fixed point i n 

the Australian class hierarchy. Like Nance Lightfoot i n 

The V i v i s e c t o r (1970) Pearl Brawne i s the whore with the 

heart of gold, the c l i c h e White somehow manages to endow 

with a marvellous sense of l i f e . We f e e l White's sympathy 

for the seduced country g i r l who must act out the role of 

"the f l e s h , " who i s destined to bruise yet who somehow 

thrives on adversity. White's sketches of the servants 

i n the grazier's household are swift but assured. Even a 

minor p o r t r a i t such as that of Gertie Stepper, the snappish 

Cockney servant at Meroe, i s l i v e l y and convincing. For 

a l l i t s narrowness t h i s i s a society that presents to the 

view no uncertainties about where i t i s headed, no meta

physical anxieties, no self-doubts, no inner antagonisms. 

I t i s a l i f e l i v e d on the surface by limited but credible 

characters who sense no abysm within the s e l f . It i s a 

thoroughly m a t e r i a l i s t i c and self-confident world. 
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Yet the uncertainties are there although they are 

never permitted to take centre stage. They become more 

apparent as the F i r s t World War approaches. At int e r v a l s 

the report of a murder or a suicide disturbs the calm, d u l l 

routine of c o l o n i a l l i f e : Mr. Buchanan, the owner of Audley 

pr i o r to the Parrotts, shoots himself; Jack Frost, the 

pastry cook, k i l l s his wife and three l i t t l e daughters 

before committing suicide; Theodora toys with the thought 

of k i l l i n g her mother. Such events are deliberately under

stated: made unreal by being reported second-hand gossip; 

made fabulous by the addition of a mistress who bathed 

i n milk; or made ridiculous by the nursery-rhyme name of 

the i n f a n t i c i d e (there i s also a Jack Frost i n Furphy 1s 

Such Is L i f e ) . I t i s as though the convention of tragedy 

which allows the a r t i s t to contain and give form to the 

vio l e n t and t e r r i f y i n g aspects of l i f e cannot exi s t i n such 

a world except as i t s comic obverse: farce. When old 

Mrs. Goodman dies at l a s t Theodora hurtles down the s t a i r s 

to stand on the back porch unsure whether she must act 

out a tragedy or a farce. How can she bring home to her 

decent, suburban neighbour, Mr. Love -- another distancing 

name — that r e a l death exists outside the columns i n the 
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newspapers from which source he informs her i n neighbourly 

fashion of "a v i l e murder i n Cremorne" (AS_, 123) . Death 

i s as i n c i d e n t a l to t h i s busy, orderly world as the f a l l 

of Icarus i s to the p l a c i d world i n Bruegel's painting: 

Landscape with the F a l l of Icarus. 

Australian pre-war l i f e presents an unshakeable 

facade which denies the p o s s i b i l i t y that uncontrollable 

forces might erupt into d a i l y l i f e . Tragedy must be re

duced to i t s proper proportions as far.ce reported i n the 

pages of "Truth" because tragedy suggests that death i n i t s 

unacceptable forms -- murder and suicide — might be after 

a l l a function of l i f e . Mistresses who bathe i n milk are 

deplorable because, l i k e r e a l death or g r i e f , they suggest 

a Dionysian lack of r e s t r a i n t which might crack the b r i t 

t l e face of the ordinary. Personality i n t h i s world i s 

that which i s safe, fixed, predictable. Despite the 

pretensions of the squatters and t h e i r wives to being a 

c o l o n i a l landed gentry, t h i s i s a bourgeois world whose 

virtues are the bourgeois ones of r e l i a b i l i t y and constraint 

and whose notion of character rests upon a s t a t i c bourgeois 

notion of personality as the manifestation of class and 

possessions. White has p e r f e c t l y adapted the form of 
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"Meroe" to the l i f e of the place. The foreground i s almost 

e n t i r e l y lacking i n events. We learn of the monstrous and 

shapeless impulses of l i f e only v i a gossip or as reported 

speech. History, the narrative of events " i n s e r i a l form, 

occurs outside A u s t r a l i a as Europe lurches towards war 

(AS, 83). White has made us f e e l i n these opening chapter 

the s t a t i c q u a l i t y of pre-war l i f e , i t s emptiness which, 

l i k e the f i l i g r e e b a l l , waits to be f i l l e d with apocalypti 

f i r e . 

We view t h i s solid-seeming world through the 

eyes of a personality that even i n t h i s opening section 

i s fragmenting. We f e e l that we are i n the world of the 

Bildungsroman, the novel of development, because of the 

increasing persuasiveness of Theodora's insights into the 

world around her. Theodora i s by far the most sensitive 

and receptive consciousness White has yet conceived. She 

registers external events, however s l i g h t t h e i r apparent 

consequence, with a minute responsiveness. Moreover we 

are persuaded that she grows through suffering towards a 

wisdom stored up i n "that s o l i t a r y land of the i n d i v i d u a l 

experience" to which we are given p r i v i l e g e d access (AS, 

epigraph). However, we are able to measure her maturation 
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only by her own subjective standards, by the power of her 

insights to convince us. Theodora moves not towards 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n with the community and the adjustment of 

her private world to the demands of external r e a l i t y as, 

say, Hans Castorp does i n The Magic Mountain (1924) but 

towards a more and more r a d i c a l i s o l a t i o n . It i s true that 

we b u i l d up a picture of a palpable s o c i a l and physical 

world i n which Theodora has her being, a world constantly 

confirmed by the narrator. Yet t h i s world exists along

side a separate and eccentric view of i t s contours gradually 

established i n Theodora's mind. The e f f e c t i s disconcert-

.'ingi'weare never quite sure whether we are i n a novel by 

Galsworthy or i n one by Faulkner. 

Yet to say that White has mixed together two 

r a d i c a l l y opposed styles of novel-writing, each resting 

on a d i f f e r e n t construal of r e a l i t y , i s to suggest a lack 

of control which i s not present i n "Meroe". We are not 

back i n the muddle of Happy Valley i n which characters 

drawn from symbolist sources flounder i n a r e a l i s t i c a l l y 

conceived world otherwise peopled by characters who belong 

in the V i c t o r i a n novel. In The Aunt's Story, r u r a l 

A u s t r a l i a i s f i l t e r e d through a s e n s i b i l i t y that possesses 
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the subtlety and spaciousness of one of James' or Woolf's 

female characters. By focussing the l i f e of the place 

through such a consciousness — one more interested i n the 

symbolist properties of names than i n the objects to which 

they refer, more interested i n the shapes which the mind 

confers on matter than i n mere facts — White has arrived 

at a means of framing an experience he s t i l l finds s i g n a l l y 

lacking i n the q u a l i t i e s he wishes to explore i n his f i c 

t i o n : richness of texture, depth, the poetic p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

of l i f e . 

In the f i r s t section of The Aunt's Story, White 

does not abandon r e a l i s t i c form. In reading "Meroe" we 

recognize a sharply present world of things, detailed 

and diverse, that i s independent of Theodora's perception. 

Yet increasingly i n t h i s section of the novel, Theodora 

does not meet and accede to the demands of the " r e a l " 

world. As Theodora's contact with r e a l i t y becomes more 

tenuous, the society around her becomes more and more prey 

to materialism. Her father, George, who shares with her 

an i n t e r e s t i n s p i r i t u a l odysseys i s bought out by his 

s p i r i t u a l l y unventuresome squatter neighbours. His own 

odysseys to Europe are financed by the sale of his paddocks 
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u n t i l the l a s t remnant of the land that had supported his 

g e n t i l i t y i s sold to the a r r i v i s t e brewer who marries Una 

Russell. Thus i s the l i n k between the landed c o l o n i a l 

aristocracy and the English gentry f i n a l l y severed. The 

bourgeois world e n t i r e l y swallows the old order. From gen

t e e l to commercial, from stable to energetic, from ordered 
of "Meroe" 

to incoherent -- everywhere the Australia/lapses from the 

fixed, a r i s t o c r a t i c forms of c o l o n i a l l i f e into the u g l i 

ness arid v u l g a r i t y of the modern world. 

This movement of decline i s registered i n the 

novel not only by the progressive alienation of Theodora 

Goodman from a world whose banality oppresses her s e n s i b i l i 

but also by the formal movement of the writing away from 

the epic mode towards the modern i r o n i c mode. By focussing 

the novel's concern with the Homeric theme of voyaging 

through Theodora Goodman, White i s able simultaneously to 

evoke the two senses of "epic" Georg Lukacs outlines in 

The Theory of the Novel: i n the Homeric age before the dawn 

of philosophy man was at home in the world through which 

he journeyed; i n the modern world, aft e r the metaphysical 

spheres have been broken, man must go i n search of meaning 

through a world no longer adequate to "the soul's inner 
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demand ... for wholeness." In "Meroe" the Homeric a l l u 

sions at f i r s t serve to e s t a b l i s h the s t a b i l i t y of the 

grazier world as Theodora, already n o s t a l g i c a l l y , views 

i t . This world i s unbroken, limited but whole. Theodora 

herself i s destined to embark on the modern odyssey "from 

which there i s no return": the journey into the s e l f once 

the f a t a l r i f t between inner and outer has been discovered 

(AS, 82). Sensing t h i s , i n a passage r i c h with Homeric 

suggestion, Theodora grasps that her mother, l i k e Penelope, 

i s fated never to embark: "her world had always been en

closed by walls, her Ithaca" (AS, 82). Theodora, however, 

must leave t h i s i n t a c t world because, between her mother's 

time and her own, the genteel way of l i f e that had made i t 

possible has been broken down. Henceforth, the memory of 

the heroic world, preserved i n the form of the Homeric-

epic, can only enter the modern world as irony. As 

Theodora journeys inward, away from a world i n which she 

can no longer f e e l at home, so the Odyssean references take 

on a new resonance i n the novel. We are moved towards 

Joyce's use of Homeric myth i n Ulysses i n which the 

outrageousness of the p a r a l l e l c a l l s attention to the 

very fracturedness of modern l i f e . 
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Eventually Theodora's private universe blocks 

out the external world as we move into the second section 

of the novel. The two worlds, inner and outer, begin to 

f l y apart and to stand i n a more and more vi o l e n t opposi

ti o n . In "Meroe" thi s f l y i n g apart i s already noticeable. 

The outer world becomes more and more dependent for i t s 

shape on the mediation of Theodora's consciousness. 

Theodora can accept the power of i l l u s i o n which makes a 

ragged shawl held by a Syrian peddler a splendid thing and 

which rescues the h i l l s from t h e i r "shapelessness" (AS, 22). 

Without t h i s shape-conferring grace of i l l u s i o n we would 

be back i n the world of Happy Valley where the ordinariness 

of the place and the limited range of ways of seeing 

offered by the t o t a l i t y of available s o c i a l types oppress 

author and reader a l i k e . 

At Meroe George Goodman read the Odyssey and 

invested the l i f e of the house with an epic q u a l i t y : 

journeys and returns, the magic of names ("'Have you ever 

thought, Theodora ... about Nausicaa, the name?'"), the 

timeless r i t u a l of days caught in the calm surface of 

the place (AS, 59-60). In the between-the-wars Europe 

i n which Theodora seeks adventure i n the second section 
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o f t h e n o v e l "the g h o s t s o f Homer and S t . P a u l and T o l s t o y 

w a i t [ ] f o r t h e c r a s h " (AS, 133). The forms on which 

European c i v i l i z a t i o n was b u i l t — t h e e p i c form o f t h e 

h e r o i c outward phase, t h e c a l l t o inwardness o f P a u l i n e 

e p i s t l e s , t h e r e a l i s t e p i c i n which i n n e r and o u t e r meet 

— have s u f f e r e d a d e c l i n e i n t o a modern w o r l d o f Mrs. 

R a p a l l o s whose pomp i s t h a t o f clowns and c i r c u s e s . Ad

v e n t u r e s s ( i n t h e v u l g a r s e n s e ) , i m p o s t e r , American --

Mrs. R a p a l l o i s t h e v u l t u r e f e e d i n g on t h e p a s t o f Europe. 

W h i l e Theodora a d v e n t u r e s i n s e a r c h o f meaning, Mrs. R a p a l l o 
s 

a d v e n t u r e s i n s e a r c h o f b r i c - a - b r a c . 

What s t r i k e s us most f o r c e f u l l y i n r e a d i n g 

" J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " i s n o t t h e r a d i c a l n e s s o f t h e c o n t e n t 

— t h e decay o f European c i v i l i z a t i o n was, o f c o u r s e , a 

hackneyed theme by 1948, a l t h o u g h i n the T w e nties a Jew 

would have been a more l i k e l y f i g u r e o f the v u l t u r e than 

an American -- nor t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f t h e p r o s e , but the 

sheer a s s u r a n c e o f t h e w r i t i n g . We f e e l a new c o n f i d e n c e 

i n W hite's w r i t i n g from t h e f i r s t l i n e o f The Aunt's S t o r y , 

b u t t h e r e i s l i t t l e a d venturous i n "Meroe." I n t h e m i d d l e 

s e c t i o n o f t h e n o v e l t h e p r o s e e n a c t s t h e i m p l o s i v e 

consequences o f t h e break-up i t r e c o r d s i n t h e w o r l d 
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of events at the same time working out an appropriate idiom 

i n which to convey what i s now apparent i n Theodora as 

i n c i p i e n t schizophrenia. The prose s t y l e , i n i t s endless 

c r y s t a l l i n e bifurcations, submits to, rather than seeks 

to contain, the fragmentation of the content. This i s not 

to suggest that there i s anything lax about the prose 

s t y l e . White has exactly calculated a response at the 

l e v e l of form and style to the great s p l i n t e r i n g of r e a l i t y 

i n our time to which Henry M i l l e r refers i n the epigraph 

to t h i s section of the novel. 

One i s reminded of Orwell's essay, "Inside the 

Whale," which endorses M i l l e r ' s a b i l i t y simply to accept 
7 

the imminent crash of bourgeois c i v i l i z a t i o n . Orwell 

has i n mind M i l l e r ' s i d e o l o g i c a l posture; M i l l e r ' s prose, 

while impressive at times and appreciated by Orwell for 

i t s force, i s not at a l l r a d i c a l i n i t s techniques. M i l l e r , 

unfortunately, was i n c l i n e d to substitute the kind of 

romantic gush we f i n d i n Lawrence Durrell passing as 

modernist prose for genuinely experimental and d i f f i c u l t 

writing. White has gone far beyond M i l l e r i n t h i s respect. 

There i s nothing cursive, uncontrolled, dithyrambic i n 

his writing. He forces the reader to attend to his prose 
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with the kind of wary responsiveness that the writing of 

Wyndham Lewis demands: t h i s i s writing that constantly 

assaults i t s reader, lays ambushes for his slack moments, 

refuses to get on with the business of t e l l i n g a story. 

At the same time, White has found a means of 

dealing at the l e v e l of language with both history and 

consciousness, as neither M i l l e r nor Orwell were able to 

do. M i l l e r simply ignored history i n the i n t e r e s t of pur

suing the flux of i n d i v i d u a l experience. Orwell, despite 

the symbolist impulses he could not e n t i r e l y suppress, 

determined to engage with history i n his writing i n a 

d i r e c t and p o l i t i c a l l y motivated fashion. In "Jardin 

Exotique" White attenuates the connection between "the 

personal" and "the universal" i n order to give expression 

to the f u l l complexity of the relations between conscious

ness and history. Theodora's disintegration as a personal

i t y i s not caused by h i s t o r i c a l events. The bearing of 

external tensions on her inner i l l n e s s i s tenuous at best. 

We are aware of two p a r a l l e l movements of collapse, and 

that outside Theodora's s k u l l i s conveyed far less 

movingly than that within. White's prose has become a 

f l u i d vehicle that s l i p s e f f o r t l e s s l y between the sub-
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j e c t i v e and the objective worlds so that we are often 

not quite sure which we are i n . To trace more clos e l y 

the differences i n style between the two sections of the 

novel, I s h a l l examine two thematically related passages, 

the f i r s t from "Meroe," the second from "Jardin Exotique": 

"Theodora, I forbid you to touch the 
roses," said Mrs. Goodman. 

"I'm not," c r i e d Theodora. "Or only a 
l i t t l e . Some of them are bad." 

And they were. There was a small pale 
grub curled i n the heart of the rose. She 
could not look too long at the grub-thing 
s t i r r i n g as she opened the petals to the 
l i g h t . 

"Horrid, beastly grub," said Fanny, who 
was pretty and as pink as roses. 

Theodora had not yet learned to dispute 
the apparently indisputable. But she 
could not condemn her pale and touching 
grub. She could not subtract i t from the 
sum-total of the garden (AS, 14). 

Theodora crunched across the sharp gra
ve l , towards a bench, to s i t . The a i r 
of the jardin exotique was very pure and 
s t i l l . Shadows lay with a greater hush 
across i t s stones, as i f the abstracted 
forms to which the shadows were attached 
could only be equalled by silences. The 
garden was completely s t a t i c , r i g i d , the 
equation of a garden. Slugs linked i t s 
symbols with ribbons of s i l v e r , t h e i r 
timid l i f e c a r e f u l l y avoiding i t s spines. 

Notre jardin exotique, Monsieur had 
said, but his pronoun possessed only 
d i f f i d e n t l y . It was obvious enough now, 
Theodora knew. This was a world i n which 
there was no question of possession. In 
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i t s own right i t possessed, and rejected, 
absorbing just so much dew with i t s pink 
and yellow mouths, coldly tearing at 
cloth or drawing blood. The garden was 
untouchable. In the white sunlight that 
endured the cactus leaves, Theodora looked 
at her finger, at the single crimson pin-
head of her own blood, which was i n the 
present circumstances as f a l s e l y r e a l as 
a papier mach£ joke (AS, 133-4). 

We recognize the outlines of the garden at Meroe 
A 

i n the ja r d i n exotique of the Hotel du Midi. Both are 

symbolic: at t h e i r hearts l i e s the Blakean symbol of the 

sick rose which stands, according to preference, for the 

theological problem of the place of e v i l i n the scheme of 

things or the psychological problem of what happens when 

we cannot express our sexual desires. In the f i r s t garden 

Fanny abhors the grub which suggests that l i f e might pre

sent her with complexities beyond her preferred emotional 

shallows. Theodora, by her fascination, indicates her 

acceptance of the place of suffering, ugliness, and sexual 

want i n l i f e as a whole. In the second garden the slugs 

which timidly avoid the "spines" of l i f e ( s i gnifying 

p h a l l i c sexuality and pain) represent to Theodora her own 

l i f e , or rather her own avoidance of l i f e . The garden i s 

a symbolic landscape. We r e c a l l her rejecti o n of both her 
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s u i t o r s . By t h i s time, not merely suitors but also l i f e 

i t s e l f conceived as a necessarily p a i n f u l series of engage

ments with others have become for Theodora quite abstract: 

"as f a l s e l y r e a l as a papier mache joke." 

We may relate such symbolic reverberations to 

the larger symbolic structure of the novel, showing how 

t h i s structure i n turn contributes to the unfolding of 

Theodora's consciousness. Thelma Herring has made t h i s 

kind of connection. I t i s true, as Herring shows, that 

Theodora returns i n the jardin exotique to the people 

and scenes she knew i n A u s t r a l i a and that the novel posses

ses a unity which rests upon the continuity of Theodora's 

personality. Yet something quite d i f f e r e n t i s being 

attempted i n the two sections of the novel, a difference 

manifest i n the d i f f e r e n t demands the two passages make 

on the reader's attention at the l e v e l of the use of 

language. This difference cannot adequately be accounted 

for by White's attempt i n the second section of the novel 

to f i n d an idiom by which to express Theodora's d i s i n t e 

grating s e n s i b i l i t y . 

In the f i r s t passage we are i n an immediately 
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recognizable narrative world. We watch objects i n the 

external world being turned into symbols by the narrator 

so that we might catch a glimpse of what i s going on i n 

side the young Theodora's mind, a process which i s con

cluded by an e x p l i c i t generalizing comment. The narrator 

i s doing much of the work for us. We learn from the res

ponses of the two s i s t e r s to the rose much about t h e i r 

d i f f e r e n t p e r s o n a l i t i e s . We s h a l l henceforth expect them 

to act i n accordance with the expectations here established 

by White and we s h a l l not be disappointed. We gather from 

the imperative mood of her i n t e r d i c t i o n that Mrs. Goodman 

has an impatient and p a r t i a l nature. We have the sense 

of a s o l i d , predictable external world i n which Theodora 

moves about, a world i n which objects may be turned into 

symbols to serve the purposes of character drawing or 

narrative unfolding but one i n which they w i l l continue 

to e x i s t as objects. 

In the second passage, we have l o s t t h i s re

assuring sense. I t i s true that the narrator s t i l l 

speaks of Theodora's actions and thoughts i n the t h i r d 

person and we s t i l l . n o t e the generalizing voice. Yet we 

have l o s t a clear sense of the separation of the subjective 
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and objective worlds. The outside world now moves through 

Theodora as much as she can be said to move through i t . 

Between the two gardens, Theodora's inner l i f e 

has progressively separated i t s e l f from the world around 

her. At the conclusion of the "Meroe" section, Theodora 

had come to accept that "there i s no l i f e l i n e to other 

l i v e s " (AS, 12). This acceptance does not enrich Theodora's 

inner l i f e . I t "hollow[s] her out" (AS, 125). Henceforth, 

she w i l l have to re l y on her imagination to invent the 

others who w i l l serve i n l i e u of relationships. In the 

course of her wanderings through Europe a q u a l i t a t i v e 

leap i n i s o l a t i o n occurs so that Theodora loses contact 

not only with people but also with the physical world 

i t s e l f . Now she must walk through a surprising and frag

mented world. In Europe she enters r e l u c t a n t l y into the 

age of symbols i n which, a l l substance having disappeared 

from the world of things, the objects of that world can 

serve only as equivalents for states of soul. The memory 

of the simple world of childhood and A u s t r a l i a where the 

roses were r e a l and fleshy cannot sustain her. By the time 

she finds herself i n the Hotel du Midi the garden i s 

"untouchable." Its l i v i n g objects have been frozen into 
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neat, mathematical equations. Hence the s t a t i c quality 

of the garden: i t i s dead, bereft of the l i v i n g presence 

of the mind. Theodora has abolished nature. 

Theodora's problematical connection to the 

external world has a bearing on a central problem for 

modern aesthetics: both problems rest on Kant's notion 

(the words are Walter Sokel's) that there i s an "inexorable 

estrangement between man and nature." 9 Theodora's odyssey 

enacts that long journey of the modern mind into the s e l f 

away from a world i n which man no longer has an assured 

place. Nor does she discover any access to meaning within 

the s e l f ; there i s no ladder to supernatural knowledge 

within, merely an emptiness that cannot be f i l l e d , an 

unbearable bias towards collapse. Her problem, then, i s 

to f i l l the void within the s e l f which has been cut o f f 

from both the natural and the supernatural worlds. Theo

dora does t h i s by peopling the void with i l l u s o r y others 

who leap f u l l y clothed from her imagination, the embodi

ments of her own variegated soul. Theodora, accordingly, 

has much in common with the modern a r t i s t for whom Kant 

abolished both the mimetic and the revelatory theories of 

the source of the a r t i s t ' s v i s i o n s . 1 0 
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There i s some ind i c a t i o n i n the novel that Theo

dora's s e n s i b i l i t y i s to be understood as that of the 

developing a r t i s t . As i n the Klinstlerroman, Theodora must 

p i t her consciousness against the p h i l i s t i n i s m of the 

"bourgeoisie" (a f l e x i b l e class category i n Australia) i f 

she i s to grow i n the subtlety and complexity of her i n 

sights. She lacks only "the a r t i s t ' s vanity, which i s 

moved f i n a l l y to express i t s e l f i n objects" (AS_, 56) . 

Like the Symbolists, Theodora seeks to discover a pure 

function for words. That i s , she refuses the u t i l i t a r i a n 

and p u r i t a n i c a l notions of language that are obtained i n 

a "bourgeois" c i v i l i z a t i o n . Discussing the name, Nausicaa, 

with her father, Theodora i s interested only i n what the 

name suggests by i t s sound q u a l i t i e s . She i s unconcerned 

with i t s referent. The name does not mean, i t is_: i t i s 

"an arrow ... tipped with white. A swan's feather" (AS, 

60). The name Meroe with which Theodora i s so i n love i s 

taken not from the b r i e f reference to such a place i n 

Herodotus whom George Goodman reads, but from Shelley's 

Witch of Atlas and from Yeats' "Under Ben Bulben." "What 

the sages spoke" was a symbolic language, the Mariotic 

alphabet. x x 
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As the external world becomes more problematical 

for Theodora she t r i e s to believe i n objects i n themselves, 

stripped of a l l mental content: "There i s perhaps no more 

complete a r e a l i t y than a chair and a table" (AS, 129). 

Theodora, however, can no more discover the quiddity of 

things than could Elyot Standish. She must l i e i n bed, her 

feet pressed against the iron r a i l , i n an attempt to remind 

herself that there i s some substance i n the world of 

things (this i s a t r a i t she shares with Rhoda i n Woolf's 
12 

The Waves). Theodora i s not granted any epiphanies, 

neither the Joycean variety i n which the inner radiance 

of the object i s manifest, nor the Woolfian sort i n which 

the object shines with projected mental content. 

The objects i n the ja r d i n exotique are symbolic 

i n an abstract and c h i l l i n g sense: they no longer p a r t i 

cipate i n a f r u i t f u l union between the mind and the world 

of things. They are not part of a world which Theodora's 

mind can touch and be touched by. The garden i s s t a t i c , 

frozen i n i t s independence of mind. I t i s s t a t i c because 

Theodora has withdrawn from i t . Yet the garden does not 

possess the o b j e c t i v i t y Theodora's withdrawal ought to con

fer on i t . Its "pink and yellow mouths, coldly tear[ ] at 
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cloth or draw[ ] blood." This i s l i f e of a kind, of the 

same distorted, exaggerated kind as that possessed by the 

chest of drawers whose drawers by morning l i g h t seem to 

Theodora to be " l o l l [ i n g ] tongues" (AS, 138). Although 

Theodora, increasingly schizophrenic, has severed the 

connections between s e l f and world, the grotesque forms of 

her inner l i f e force themselves upon the world of things. 

Her soul i n torment twists the world to i t s own shapes. 

Her s u b j e c t i v i t y s p i l l s into the j a r d i n exotique. 

In expressionism White has found the mode per

f e c t l y suited to his needs i n "Jardin Exotique." The 

vi o l e n t d i s t o r t i o n s of expressionism allow him to give 

some sort of form to Theodora's r a d i c a l l y disoriented 

perception of the world. Realism would be inappropriate 

as a means of embodying Theodora's way of seeing. Nor 

would symbolism, of the kind he employs i n The L i v i n g and  

The Dead, be appropriate. White wants a strategy which 

allows him to regard objects not as c o r r e l a t i v e s for 
13 . . 

emotion but as expressions p_f emotion. Expressionism, 
by i t s violence, i t s d i s t o r t i o n s , i t s gothicism, i s 

i d e a l l y suited to delineating a schizophrenic's rending 

apart of subject and object. Her s e n s i b i l i t y having been 
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driven inwards away from r e a l i t y , Theodora's emotions run 

r i o t across the world she has abandoned. Shapes, colours, 

li n e s — these are no longer the means by which the per

ceiving subject builds up an orderly and d i f f e r e n t i a t e d 

picture of the world. They are the f l u i d vehicle of 

expressivity. At the same time, expressionism allows 

White to embody his own acutely negative response to con

temporary European c i v i l i z a t i o n i n a manner that realism 

could not match. As Walter Sokel has observed of the 

German context: "a largely negative attitude to society 

leads away from r e a l i s t i c observation to exaggeration, d i s 

t o r t i o n , s h r i l l n e s s , and abstractness, q u a l i t i e s which 

reappear i n Expressionism."-^ White's v i s i t s to Germany 

as a young man were evidently i n f l u e n t i a l as were those of 

Malcolm Lowry. Both took away with them formal strategies 

and perspective which were to appear much l a t e r i n t h e i r 

development as n o v e l i s t s . Expressionism informs Under  

the Volcano and the German section of Riders i n the  

Chariot (1961). Expressionism i s a marked qu a l i t y i n 

White's s t y l e . I t i s noticeable i n his chromatic e f f e c t s , 

his penchant for d i s t o r t i o n and for close-ups of anguished 

faces, his obsession with fragmentation and extreme i n d i 

v i d u a l i t y . His transcendentalism, his contempt for the 
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bourgeoisie, his atomistic view of the modern age — a l l 

owe something to expressionism. 

There were expressionist tendencies i n The L i v i n g  

and The Dead, but i n the middle section of The Aunt's Story 

expressionism has become a central strategy of s t y l e . This 

i s most notable i n the q u a l i t y of violence that suddenly 

insinuates i t s e l f into the prose as Theodora's perception 

of the world becomes f e a r f u l and distorted: "she could not 

escape too soon from the closed room, retreating from the 

jaws of roses, avoiding the brown door, of which the brass 

teeth b r i s t l e d to consume the l a s t shreds of personality" 

(AS, 133). Theodora's fantasies at times take on a momen

t a r i l y fixed form i n which i l l u s i o n and r e a l i t y , the gro

tesque and the ordinary, coexist i n the same frame, rather 

i n the manner of a s u r r e a l i s t painting. But Theodora's 

fantasies have less i n common with t h Q s u r r e a l i s t method 

of mixing dream l i f e with everyday l i f e than with the 

expressionist method of f i l l i n g the depicted world with 

the d i s t o r t i o n s of a waking l i f e that cannot separate i t s 

visions of the souls within other l i v e s and things from 

a c t u a l i t y . Theodora's fantasies imply no l i b e r a t i n g release 

of the unconscious. They are the s t u f f of madness not of 

dreams. And the extreme violence of these fantasies l i n k s 
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them to the savagely expressive works of Munch and Kirch-

ner: "That i s a l l very well, and true, Monsieur Durand, 

Theodora would have said, but you forget how you bared 

your teeth one morning i n the glass, and wondered whether 

th e i r desperation would b i t e , or whether your tongue, 

branching suddenly and p e c u l i a r l y from your mouth, might 

not be uprooted by the hand l i k e any other fungus" (AS, 

225). A s u r r e a l i s t might well have painted a p e t i t bour

geois man looking into the mirror while a fungus grows out 

of h i s mouth. But White's method i s the expressionist 

one of d i s t o r t i o n not the s u r r e a l i s t one of absurd 

c o l l o c a t i o n . One of White's f i n e s t pieces of caricature 

i s the description of Mrs. Rapallo making her entrance 

which has not only the violence and d i s t o r t i o n but also 

the jerky sense of l i n e , the chromatic expressivity, and 

the cluttered composition we f i n d i n expressionist paint

ings : 

She was put together p a i n f u l l y , rashly, 
r i t u a l l y , crimson over purple. Her eye 
g l i t t e r e d , but her breath was grey. 
Under her great hat, on which a b i r d had 
s e t t l e d years before, spreading i t s meteoric 
t a i l i n a landscape of pansies, mignonette, 
b u t t e r f l i e s , and s h e l l s , her face shrieked 
with the inspired clowns, peered through 
the branches of mascara at objects she 
could not see, and s n i f f e d through thin 
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n o s t r i l s at many o r i g i n a l smells (AS, 149). 

The organization of t h i s l i t t l e scene i s d e l i 

berately p a i n t e r l y . We see Mrs. Rapallo from the outside 

as a bizarre organization of d e t a i l s , s h i f t i n g forms, and 

colours, moving through space. The expressionistic s t y l e 

i n which t h i s scene i s presented i s meant to be set against 

other, more nostalgic painterly styles employed i n the novel. 

General Sokolnikov's picture of himself l y i n g with his 

s h i r t open, waiting for tea while peasants manhandle a cow 

outside h i s window suggests Russian realism i n the pre-

revolutionary period (AS_, 168) . Despite such r e a l i s t i c 

vignettes, however, the expressionist influence i n the 

s t y l e and form of "Jardin Exotique" i s omnipresent. It i s 

found i n the aggressive expression of emotion, the abstract 

use of colour (although the Expressionists were generally 

less v i o l e n t c o l o u r i s t s than White i s ) , i n the preoccupa

t i o n with extreme psychological states, and i n the d e l i 

berately a r t i f i c i a l use of language, the self-consciousness 

of the syntax. This l a s t q uality was present i n an un

resolved and, from the reader's point of view, annoying 

form i n White's early novels. Now White uses the s e l f -

consciousness of his language to distance the reader. 
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The s t y l e eschews the t r a d i t i o n a l mimetic aim of prose 

f i c t i o n of reconstructing the "normal" world. The s t y l e 

collaborates with the assault upon commonsensical construals 

of r e a l i t y launched by Theodora's intense s u b j e c t i v i t y . 

There i s a f i n a l e x pressionistic influence (one 

that the Expressionists drew ultimately from the Gothic) 

discernible i n White's habit of conferring l i f e on inanimate 

objects, p a r t i c u l a r l y on the Hotel du Midi. The e f f e c t , 

with i t s implied preference for the inorganic, i s an unusual 

one i n English writing. Wyndham Lewis manages the same 

ef f e c t i n Tarr (1914). White's technique i n "Jardin 

Exotique" has a s i m i l a r i t y to Lewis' manner of writing 

with a grossly d i s t o r t i n g p a i n t e r l y eye which i s nonethe

less acutely attentive to minute d e t a i l s of v i s u a l 

impression. Compare: 

Behind the vines, pipes, and plaster 
patches, under the pressure of i t s inner 
l i f e , the rear of the comfortable hotel 
began to expand. It reassured, l i k e the 
breathing of eiderdowns i n childhood, or 
the touch of hands. But i t was only just 
tolerated by the s c e p t i c a l , dry, chemical 
a i r of the jardin exotique i n which Theo
dora sat. From the garden the hotel was 
making the best of things (AS, 135). 
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As trade grew the small business had bur
rowed backwards into the ramshackle house: 
bursting through walls and p a r t i t i o n s , 
f l i n g i n g down doors, i t discovered many 
dingy rooms i n the i n t e r i o r that i t hurried
ly packed with serried cohorts of eaters. 
It had driven out t e r r i f i e d f amilies, had 
hemmed the apoplectic concierge i n her 
"loge", i t had broken out onto the court 
at the back i n shed-like structures: and 
in the musty bowels of the house i t had 
established a b r o i l i n g l u r i d l y lighted 
roaring den, inhabited by a f i e r c e band 
of s l a t t e r n l y savages.15 

White could have encountered expressionism through 

such English sources as the "Nighttown" scene i n Ulysses 

or Gudrun's dance before the c a t t l e i n Women i n Love or 

the plays Auden and Isherwood wrote for the Group Theatre 

in the T h i r t i e s . In i t s loosest sense expressionism may 

even be said to encompass the storm scene i n King Lear or 

the witch scene i n Macbeth. It i s more l i k e l y , however, 

that White was d i r e c t l y influenced by Expressionism i n 

i t s more precise sense: that of the modernist movement i n 

German art and l e t t e r s from around 1910 to the mid Twenties. 

L i e s e l o t t e , the passionate German g i r l whom Theodora ima

gines i n h e l l , presumably because of her sexual irreg u 

l a r i t i e s , points i n an expressionist manner, although i t 

i s Theodora's not Lie s e l o t t e ' s soul which "lookfs] out, 
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flaming" from the canvas (AS, 162). The expression of 

tormented souls through "screaming canvases" has been a 

favourite subject of expressionist painters from Edvard 

Much to Francis Bacon. Theodora's interpretation of Liese-

l o t t e 1 s painting r e c a l l s her e a r l i e r discovery amid the 

dead symbolic forms of the jardin exotique that "the soul 

... must forsake i t s queer opaque manner of l i f e and come 

out into the open" (AS, 134). That i s to say, the soul 

must learn to express the terrors of i t s i s o l a t e existence 

i n the world of people and things in which i t cannot 

possibly f e e l at home. Unable to express herself as the 

a r t i s t ..does, i n made objects, Theodora expresses her inner 

l i f e i n the distorted shapes of her i l l u s i o n s which she 

fixes onto the hotel guests. In a sense, l i k e the nove l i s t , 

she invents the characters who f i l l her world. 

It i s hardly surprising that White took from 

his German experience i n the T h i r t i e s a v i v i d sense not 

only of the enormity of events i n our time but also of the 

extreme formal strategies by which avant-garde a r t i s t s have 

sought to express those enormities. How safe and simple 

A u s t r a l i a must have seemed af t e r the war, and we can f e e l 

White's nostalgia for the simple forms of Australian l i f e 
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and landscape along with his revulsion by the banality of 

the place i n "The Prodigal Son." What i s surprising i s that 

White should stress i n Riders i n the Chariot the s i m i l a r i 

t i e s rather than the differences between post-war suburban 

Au s t r a l i a and the nightmare of Germany i n the T h i r t i e s . 

Man's propensity for cruelty i s universal, as the c r u c i 

fixion of the Jew, Himmelfarb, i n a Sydney factory yard i s 

meant to remind us. We should also expect that White would 

f i n d the hectic and fragmented forms of expressionism 

appropriate to the treatment of a dis i n t e g r a t i n g Europe 

but not to a homogeneous A u s t r a l i a i n which "the great 

millenium of di s s o l u t i o n , the epoch of ideas," has not 

yet arrived (AS, 160). In The Aunt's Story, t h i s i s i n 

fact the case: i n Au s t r a l i a , as i n the Bible or i n Homer, 

people continue to "come and go" (AS, 192). In Europe, 

they simply rot or consume themselves i n decadent forms 

of sexual passion or nostalgia — either way, t h e i r r e a l 

l i f e i s a l l on the inside, inseparable from the sickness 

of the soul which twists the actual world into the shapes 

of i t s i l l n e s s . This i s the world Theodora prepares to 

leave at the end of "Jardin Exotique." As the section 
A 

closes the Hotel du Midi and i t s cast of d e r e l i c t , between-
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the-wars characters, who are par t l y r e a l , p a r t l y figments 

thrown up by Theodora's imagination, are consumed on the 

bonfire of t h e i r own lusts and i l l u s i o n s . This i s White's 

mode of expressing the f i n a l heave of an exhausted Europe 

into the great rending down process of the Second World 

War as the consul's death i n Volcano i s Lowry 1s. Both 

novels straddle the war years and give expression symbolic

a l l y to the h i s t o r i c a l debacle of the time. Both interna

l i z e the events they describe: take them out of history 

and throw them into the psyche of an i n d i v i d u a l whose 

suf f e r i n g i s representative. At the close of "Jardin 

Exotique" Theodora Goodman leaves behind the corrupted 

symbolic forms of a Europe that has l o s t a l l contact with 

the meanings that once lay behind i t s habitual symbols: 

The forms of the jardin exotique 
remained s t i f f and s t i l l , though on one 
edge, where they had pressed against the 
side of the H&tel du Midi, they were 
black and withered. Their zinc had run 
into a fresh hatefulness. (AS, 246) . 

Theodora puts behind her the Europe of The  

Living and The Dead: the world of "metal hieroglyphs" 

that point to no meaning (AS, 246). She r e s i s t s the c a l l 

of a Greek innocence represented by Katina Pavlou, the 

l o v e l i e s t of her creations, as White res i s t e d the appeal 



-309-

of Greece a f t e r the war. She i s overcome by "an immeasu

rable longing to read the expression on the f l a t yellow 

face of stone" (AS_, 246). In other words, she i s return

ing to A u s t r a l i a where there are forms simple ...enough to 

be.read. Yet Theodora Goodman leaves Europe i n possession 

of a s e n s i b i l i t y of immense complexity and creative power. 

She i s the most fragmented and i s o l a t e d of consciousnesses 

yet out of the sealed universe of her inner l i f e she i s 

capable of weaving vis i o n s . And t h i s i s necessary i f White 

i s to return to A u s t r a l i a and create there, not i n the 

Europe for which he feels such a manifest distaste, the 

r i c h and self-conscious art of which he has by now proved 

himself a master. Theodora has learnt the t r i c k that w i l l 

henceforth sustain White as an Australian writer: the 

t r i c k of giving independent l i f e to one's i l l u s i o n s , of 

allowing the mind to f i l l the void of the poverty-stricken 

" r e a l " world with i t s own inventions. This i s the meaning 

of her l e t t e r to the Parrotts; "the time has come at l a s t 

to return to Abyssinia" (AS/ 251). For there were always 

two Meroes: the f i r s t i s that of the sour earth of a new 

country; the second i s the land where names have the pure 

meaning of musical notes which i s not i n A u s t r a l i a , of 
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course, nor. i n A f r i c a , but i n the heart. 

In the f i n a l section of The Aunt's Story, 

"Holstius," White sharply disentangles the outside world 

from the world of Theodora's consciousness. White's fami

l i a r , i n t r u s i v e narrator, whose prejudices are a l l too 

c l e a r l y those of the author himself, makes a comeback, 

and we f i n d his s h r i l l , abusive presence e s p e c i a l l y d i s 

concerting a f t e r his v i r t u a l absence during the "Jardin 

Exotique" sequence. The narrator's primary purpose i s to 

heap scorn on the normal world from which Theodora has 

withdrawn and to bludgeon us into siding with Theodora 

against the pettiness, the small-mindedness, and the 

cruelty of the "normal." It i s d i f f i c u l t not to object 

to t h i s narrative loading of the dice. We may concur 

with the narrator's evident repugnance for the Frank 

Parrott who complacently consigns his sister-in-law to 

a "home." But should we f e e l obliged to condemn Frank 

because he enjoys his breakfast? I f White's narrative 

stance i n t h i s f i n a l section of the novel were simply the 

r e s u l t of h i s having f a l l e n back on the t r a d i t i o n a l method 

of nineteenth-century realism, we should have to dismiss 

the novel as a whole as f a t a l l y flawed by an authorial 
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f a i l u r e of nerve. 

What we may too e a s i l y overlook i n evaluating the 

styl e and narrative method of "Holstius" i s the e f f e c t of 

t h i s new tone on the novel's complex development i n terms 

of a vari e t y of styles and narrative modes. The narrator 

of "Holstius," by condemning the normal world, reinforces 

i t s f e l t presence. We are no longer made to look out on 

an unconvincing and grossly distorted world from within 

the confines of Theodora's s k u l l . Nor does the prose, by 

i t s calculated aggressions, collaborate as i n "Jardin 

Exotique" with the delusions of a schizophrene. The re

turn of the b u l l y i n g Whitean narrator and of a conventional 

narrative method i n which people "come and go" and time 

runs more-or-less by the clock reminds us that, while 

there are c e r t a i n l y two worlds with competing claims to 

constitute " r e a l i t y , " we do have a choice as to which side 

we s h a l l support. 

In t h i s b r i e f section, White establishes the 

narrative method on which he w i l l b u i l d h i s subsequent 

novels. For a l l i t s obvious l i m i t a t i o n s i t w i l l prove a 

remarkably f l e x i b l e instrument. Into the f i n a l stage of 
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th e unfolding of Theodora Goodman's odyssey White has 

cunningly inserted a vignette of Australian squatter l i f e . 

Here, i n sharp contrast to the expressionist d i s t o r t i o n s 

of "Jardin Exotique" the normal aspects of l i f e are exag

gerated. The rubicund, middle-aged Parrotts are deliberate

l y wicked caricatures of ordinary l i f e , but they are not 

at a l l distorted. We see them warming t h e i r bums, p l o t t i n g 

how conveniently to dispose of Theodora, and eating t h e i r 

breakfasts, and what i s t e r r i f y i n g i n a l l t h i s i s not the 

f r a n g i b i l i t y of the normal, but the capacity for malice of 

ordinary people. White has chosen to present the l i v e s of 

the Parrotts as comedy of manners, s p e c i f i c a l l y bad manners. 

The very s o l i d i t y of t h e i r world i s emphasized so that we 

f i n d a l l the more shocking the unbearable loneliness of 

the aunt who asks: "why i s t h i s world, so tangible i n 

appearance, so d i f f i c u l t to hold?" (AS, 266). This method 

of setting i n terms of style normal s o c i a l l i f e against 

the l i f e of i s o l a t e s and eccentrics w i l l find i t s comple

tion i n Voss and Riders i n the Chariot. In Voss, the 

journey of the expedition i n the i n t e r i o r of the continent, 

another symbolic journey into the s e l f , i s interspersed 

with comic scenes of bourgeois l i f e i n Sydney. White i n 
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his post-war f i c t i o n approaches from a new d i r e c t i o n the 

T h i r t i e s problem of finding some method by which both the 

inner world of s u b j e c t i v i t y and the outer world of s o c i a l 

a c t i v i t y can be given expression i n the same text. 

In The Living and The Dead White had addressed 

t h i s problem i n a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y T h i r t i e s fashion by 

tracing the tentative movement of young bourgeois i n t e l l e c 

t ual away from his self-enclosure within s e n s i b i l i t y to

wards a c t u a l i t y . By "ac t u a l i t y " White i n that novel 

.understood, again i n T h i r t i e s fashion,not only engagement 

with h i s t o r i c a l process but also a sense of connection 

between the mind and the substantial world of things. 

Unfortunately, White was unable in The Liv i n g and The Dead 

to give concrete form to that " a c t u a l i t y . " Elyot Standish 

dabbles his toes i n the real world outside his s k u l l but 

he i s loath, to dive i n . To do so would be to submerge 

his fastidious egotism i n the great flowing of the r e a l . 

In The Aunt's Story, White recognizes the claims of both 

s e n s i b i l i t y and a c t u a l i t y , of the ind i v i d u a l and the s o c i a l , 

not by attempting to lead the former to the l a t t e r but by 

prying the two worlds as far apart as possible. 
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The narrative method that makes i t s appearance 

in "Holstius" represents a major breakthrough i n White's 

f i c t i o n a l development. White pushes to t h e i r extreme sty

l i s t i c expressions the opposed modes by which the two 

worlds, that of inwardness and that of e x t e r i o r i t y , are 

given form i n f i c t i o n . The strategies of inwardness are 

pitched against those of outwardness. At the same time a 

single, slender bridge between the two worlds i s suggested 

by the c h i l d , Lou Parrott, who inhabits her parents' world 

of cheerfully extroverted normality yet who sympathises 

with Theodora's wholly inward world of t e r r i f y i n g ruptures. 

Lou anticipates the function of Laura Trevelyan i n Voss as 

a l i n k between r a d i c a l l y alternative worlds. By exaggerat

ing the distance between the s o c i a l and the psychological, 

White has found a way out of the impasse reached by English 

writers i n the T h i r t i e s who hankered aft e r history but who 

could not abandon s e n s i b i l i t y . White i s able to employ i n 

the same text both the strategies of "fac t u a l " — that i s , 

r e a l i s t i c ' - - prose f i c t i o n and those "imaginative" s t r a t e 

gies derived from symbolism. White's method may be 

understood by using a musical analogy. 

In "Holstius" White uses a musical analogy to 
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render Theodora's attempt to bring together i n a continuity 

of being the fragments of her world. As a movement of a 

symphony knits together i t s various themes, Theodora hopes 

to connect not only the disintegrating pieces of her person

a l i t y but also the discrete objects that make up a troubling-

ly dissociated external r e a l i t y . This desire, while 

appearing to abolish a l l d i s t i n c t i o n s whatever including 

the fundamental one between "inner" and "outer," completes 

the process of Theodora's estrangement from the world of 

things and of people who "come and go." The apocalyptic 

b l a r i n g of the trumpet-notes of corn signals that inside 

Theodora Goodman's s k u l l s e l f i s about to swallow world 

(AS, 249). Thus the world of things which previously she 

had sought to d i s i n f e c t of mental projections i s about to 

become wholly mental. The music of the corn i s oceanic i n 

the sense of being an undifferentiated whole whose parts 

do not possess i n t e g r i t y . The music enacts Theodora's 

e f f o r t to efface herself, to submerge her i n t e g r i t y as 

an i n d i v i d u a l ego i n an undivided vastness. Theodora 

does not "hear" music i n the ordinary sense: she i n t u i t s 

a wholeness larger than s e l f , larger than the world of 

separate things whose fragmentariness torments her, and t h i s 
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wholeness can only be likened to music. She senses, i n 

short, being i t s e l f : the corn "was" (AS, 250). The verb 

to be here requires no complement. This i s a music which 

threatens to "hear" Theodora. 

White has previously used music i n his novels to 

suggest a means of escape for his characters from the over

weening demands of ordinary l i f e . O liver Halliday i n 

Happy Valley found release from his indecisions and d i s 

s a t i s f a c t i o n s by l i s t e n i n g to Bach. In that novel, one 

f e l t the desire of the author along with the character some

how to r i s e above the f l a t surface of Australian l i f e into 

a pure, aesthetic mode of art. White f e l t then that Aus

t r a l i a n l i f e was so sordid, so m a t e r i a l i s t i c , that only a 

realism of bare externals could adequately depict i t . At 

the same time, his f r u s t r a t i o n with such a realism -- one 

which his prejudice constrained him p a r t l y to adopt --

drove him to gesture towards a language not of signs but 

of symbols. The music of Bach suggested a transcendental 

music, one unable to descend into and take root i n the place. 

In The Aunt's Story the two worlds, or two ways of constru

ing r e a l i t y , which we might c a l l the quotidian and the 

transcendental, ex i s t within the same frame: the quotidian 
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i s f e l t i n the thoroughly outward l i v e s of the Parrotts 

which i s rendered i n a fact-oriented prose s t y l e ; the 

transcendental i s f e l t i n Theodora's wholly inward l i f e 

which i s rendered i n a variety of self-conscious styles 

that employ the techniques of symbolism and expressionism. 

Hence there i s none of that s t r a i n i n g beyond the r e l u c t a n t l y 

r e a l i s t i c framework of the novel towards a preferable, but 

unavailable, symbolic language of music. 

The music of The Aunt's Story i s not found i n some 

transcendent and i d e a l l y u n i f i e d art form other than the 

novel reference to which casts an i r o n i c l i g h t on the 

squalid and fragmented l i v e s of the characters, but i n the 

novel's organization according to musical p r i n c i p l e s . That 

i s to say, music i s grasped as a mode of organizing c o n f l i c t 

ing elements i n a composition. The s t r u c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e s 

involved, which are worked out i n the "Holstius" section 

of the novel, are hinted at i n Theodora's reverie on the 

t r a i n as she travels across America returning to her 

antipodean Abyssinia: 
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Sometimes against the f u l l golden theme 
of corn and the whiter p i z z i c a t o of the 
telephone wires there was a counterpoint 
of houses. Theodora Goodman sat. The outer 
side of the incessant t r a i n she could read 
the music o f f . There were the single notes 
of houses, that gathered into gravely 
s t r u c t u r a l phrases. There was a smooth 
passage of ponds and trees. There was a 
big brass barn. A l l the square faces of 
the wooden houses, as they came, overflowed 
with solemnity of l i v i n g , a passage of days. 
Where children played with t i n s , or a g i r l 
waited at a window, or calves lol l o p e d i n 
long grass, i t was a f r i l l of f l u t e s twisted 
round a higher theme, to grace, but only 
grace, the solemnity of l i v i n g arid of 
days. There were now the two c o i l e d themes. 
There was the flowing corn song, and the 
deliberate accompaniment of houses, which 
did not impede, however s t r u c t u r a l , because 
i t was part of the same i n t e g r i t y of pur
pose and being (AS, 253). 

Theodora's music i s not White's. She i s less 

interested i n thematic v a r i a t i o n than i n the unifying pro

perties of harmony. Yet she does not achieve the unity of 

being she seeks by merging her personality i n the near 

monotone of the corn song. Her personality remains a 

persistent "discord" i n the harmony she i n t u i t s because she 

cannot e n t i r e l y shuck o f f the face that must face others. 

She cannot control "the violence of personality" (AS, 254). 

The "music" adopted by White i n The Aunt's Story, p a r t i c u 

l a r l y i n "Holstius," i s one extremely tolerant of d i s -
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cordancies. Immediately before the passage i n which 

Theodora gathers "the gravely s t r u c t u r a l phrases" into 

"the same i n t e g r i t y of purpose and being" we f i n d a heavily 

dialogued passage, replete with r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l s , which 

deals with the amount of bacon, kidney, toast, and gravy 

Frank Parrott can squeeze onto his fork. White, i n con

t r a s t to Theodora, i s interested i n thematic v a r i a t i o n even 

at the expense of harmonic resolution. The novel repeats 

as parody themes i t at f i r s t treats i n terms of non-ironic 

conventions. The pastoral theme introduced at Mero'e i s 

parodied by General Sokolnikov's i d y l l i c memories of pre-

revolutionary Russia ..and by the evocation i n the f i n a l sec

t i o n of the novel of l i f e on a small farm i n the American 

middle west during the Depression. The chief unresolved 

thematic discord i n the novel i s the c o n f l i c t between the 

inner and outer worlds which i s manifest ton a l l y i n the 

novel as a s t y l i s t i c counterpointing of realism and symbolism. 

The two worlds are, i n the words of Holstius who 

i s himself one of Theodora's i l l u s i o n s , the " i r r e c o n c i l a b l e 

halves" of human experience: r e a l i t y and i l l u s i o n which 

constantly t r i c k one another into assuming fresh shapes 

(AS, 272). The Parrotts' solid-seeming, external l i f e 
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cannot dissolve Theodora's wholly inward l i f e . Nor can 

Theodora deny the s u b s t a n t i a l i t y of the i r world merely by 

tearing up her t i c k e t s home and by repudiating her name 

(names for Theodora have always tended to betray the s p i 

r i t u a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s of words by fastening them to things). 

In "Holstius" we find White's f i r s t attempt to arrive at 

a coherence that permits d i v e r s i t y of styles and chromatic 

range without simply imposing unity. 

Paul Klee observed during the F i r s t World War, 

with profound implications for modern art movements, that 

"the more h o r r i f y i n g the world becomes ... the more art 

becomes abstract; while a world at peace produces realism 

in a r t . " 1 6 The organization of The Aunt's Story neatly 

i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s dictum. Unlike the German Expressionists 

after the F i r s t War, White aft e r the Second was able to 

return to a land at peace, a land whose complacent a i r of 

certainty, whose f a i t h i n the m a t e r i a l i s t i c , c r i e d out for 

r e a l i s t i c treatment. In The Aunt's Story war-threatened 

Europe i s treated abstractly while peaceful A u s t r a l i a i s 

treated r e a l i s t i c a l l y . Yet Theodora car r i e s her own war 

inside her, and her return to A u s t r a l i a suggests a means 

by which modernism may be carried back to A u s t r a l i a . 

White w i l l set i n A u s t r a l i a the figure of the outcast, 
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the madman, the visionary, the v i o l e n t l y fragmented being 

who seeks a unity more encompassing than any offered by 

the "normal." 

Not u n t i l Voss does White treat A u s t r a l i a i t s e l f 

abstractly. Theodora Goodman i s a freak i n the Australian 

landscape. She i s a means of making A u s t r a l i a possible 

for art. By her allegiance to the imagination, to the 

point of schizophrenia, Theodora suggests that art, by 

accepting that i t s pictures of the word are not the world 

i t s e l f , l i b e r a t e s inventiveness and thus makes possible the 

bringing of the r i c h forms of the imagination to an impo

verished r e a l i t y . Theodora accepts the f a t a l , but also 

redemptive, ambiguity of the r e a l when she at l a s t brings 

together a l l the figments or i l l u s i o n s she has fo i s t e d on 

the world. Her imagination gives b i r t h P l a t o n i c a l l y to a 

f i n a l other: Holstius, who teaches her to accept both 

halves of experience. For i l l u s i o n and r e a l i t y cannot 

be reconciled. One constantly deludes the other into taking 

fresh shapes. There can be, then, neither s o l i d i t y nor 

permanence for Theodora, merely submission to the endless 

process of di s s o l u t i o n and reformation of the forms that 

leap from the imagination as well as those which proceed 
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through the external eye. Between these two worlds — 

inner and outer, imaginative and r e a l , subjective and 

s o c i a l — White's f i c t i o n w i l l hitherto move. 
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III 

The Tree of Man 

P a s t o r a l masks a 
W i l l i a m 
Some Ve 

c o n f l i c t . 
Empson, 

r s i o n s o f P a s t o r a l . 
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Patrick White returned to A u s t r a l i a i n 1947. 

Unlike previous returns t h i s one, allowing for jaunts abroad, 

was to prove permanent. The eventual r e s u l t of r e p a t r i a t i o n , 

as Guy Innes had promised the young novelist i n London, was 

to bring "'the colours ... flooding back onto [White's] 

p a l e t t e . ' " 1 The immediate r e s u l t , however, was a period 

of creative self-doubt during which the n o v e l i s t c u l t i v a t e d 

his antipodean garden r a i s i n g flowers, vegetables, dogs 
2 

and goats. The Tree of Man (1955), issuing from t h i s period 

of uncertainty i n which White found himself outcast from the 

c i v i l i z e d and polished milieu of his London days, marks a 

new d i r e c t i o n i n White's writing. 

The new d i r e c t i o n i s indicated most c l e a r l y i n 

the style of the new novel. At f i r s t reading, the st y l e 

of The Tree of Man seems less impressive — c e r t a i n l y , i t 

i s less adventurous — than the st y l e of the previous two 

novels. We f i n d i n The Tree of Man a tentativeness i n the 

use of language which i s puzzling af t e r the d i f f i c u l t but 

assured prose of The Aunt's Story. We step disconcertingly 

from a novel which employs self-consciously a variety of 

styles to one i n which the tendency of st y l e to become an 

end i n i t s e l f has been "humbled" (in "The Prodigal Son," 
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with t h i s period of his writing i n mind, White speaks of 

"the state of s i m p l i c i t y and humility" as "the only d e s i r -
3 

able one for a r t i s t or man"). 

The new " s i m p l i c i t y " of st y l e i n The Tree of Man 

does not mark a regression i n White's development as a 

nove l i s t . Nor i s the st y l e as "simple" as his statement 

would have us believe. White has set out i n his writing 

to grasp an e n t i r e l y new experience; accordingly, he 

addresses newly perceived problems of form and s t y l e . The 

early, experimental phase of White's writing has given way 

to an "epic" phase, encompassing The Tree of Man and Voss, 

in which White sets out del i b e r a t e l y and self-consciously 

to discover an appropriate form and idiom for his reading 

of the Australian experience. 

In following t h i s new course, White gradually 

transcends the minor English n o v e l i s t who wrote Happy  

Valley and The L i v i n g and The Dead. The former novel, 

despite i t s Australian s e t t i n g , was very much the work of 

a T h i r t i e s English n o v e l i s t struggling to show h i s mastery 

of the expected influences, p a r t i c u l a r l y Joyce and Law

rence. In his following two novels White becomes more 
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assured i n h i s use of modernist techniques and more cosmo

poli t a n i n his subject matter. The Tree of Man reverses 

the apparent l i n e of t h i s development. I t i s as though 

White has returned to the nineteenth-century realism that 

informed Happy Valley and repudiated the modernist techniques 

he had attempted to imppse.-on the t r a d i t i o n a l form of the 

novel. The Tree of Man seems less adventurous i n form and 

styl e than The Aunt's Story. We are puzzled that White 

has suddenly retreated from the increasingly abstract and 

anti-mimetic bias of his f i c t i o n towards the r e a l i s t i c 

form and the c o n v i v i a l narrative manner of the nineteenth-

century novel. We protest not only at the novel's evident 

nostalgia for a pre-modernist form but also at i t s nostalgia 

for a p r e - i n d u s t r i a l way of l i f e . At f i r s t reading, The  

Tree of Man makes C P . Snow's novels seem up-to-date. 

Yet within the epic form and despite the novel's nostalgia, 

White has managed to achieve a modern voice and a freedom 

from the mere imitation of techniques that marred the early 

novels. 

Towards the end of The Tree of Man, Stan Parker 

attends a production of Hamlet i n Sydney. Watching the 

play, the old man ponders his own unresolved l i f e and his 
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Was t h i s Hamlet, he asked, coming and 
going throughout the play, a white, a rather 
thin man i n black? That we have been waiting 
for. Is t h i s our Hamlet? With poor knees. 
The words he had read, and was remembering, 
t r i e d to convince the old man. Once he had 
known a horse c a l l e d Hamlet, a bay, no, an 
old brown gelding, a l i g h t draught, that 
belonged to an old cove, Furneval was i t , 
or Furness? who would drive into the v i l 
lage for groceries, f l i c k i n g at the f l i e s 
on Hamlet with a whip. That was one Hamlet. 
Or standing i n the feed shed, i n the 
trench coat that he had hung onto aft e r 
the war, t i l l i t became green, the buttons 
had dropped o f f , and i t was separated from 
i t s o r i g i n , but that morning, or i n fact 
many mornings, as he mixed the good bran 
and chaff, the rea l Hamlet floated towards 
an explanation, or was i t fresh bewilderment 

The st y l e of the passage has a beguiling tentativeness which 

encourages us to take at face value the preference White 

states i n "The Prodigal Son" for s i m p l i c i t y and humility 

as an a r t i s t and as a man. In the same a r t i c l e , White speaks 

of his desire i n t h i s novel "to create completely fresh 

forms out of the rocks and st i c k s of words." Certainly, 

the style of The Tree of Man has a s i m p l i c i t y , a tentative

ness, and an evenness that i s quite absent i n The L i v i n g  

and The Dead or The Aunt's Story. As i n t e r i o r monologue 

the passage quoted above i s less adventurous than much of 

the writing i n Happy Valley. The "he asked" i s a . conces-
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sion to the reader by a no v e l i s t apparently no longer w i l 

l i n g to tax his reader's attention with the minimal d i f 

f i c u l t y of following a stream of conscious thoughts as they 

occur i n the subject's mind. The use of the pluperfect 

tense i s an unnecessary reminder by the narrator that t h i s 

i s a reportage. The repeated use of the interrogative mood 

stresses not only that the old man i s maundering, but also 

that the narrator i s determined to remind us of h i s ten-

tativeness about f i x i n g in words the essence of Stan's 

conscious l i f e ("or was i t fresh bewilderment"). At the 

s.ametime, the narrator does not hesitate to ascribe with 

obvious confidence a moral essence to the man; the epithet 

"good" which modifies "bran and chaff" serves not only to 

evoke the simple bucolic virtues which would naturally ap

peal to the o l d man but also to intimate the narrator's 

agreement with Stan's pastoral values. The narrator has 

a habit of endowing characters and objects with the same 

epithet: Mr. Denyer i s "a rather floury man, but good" 

(TM, p. 101). Evidently, the humbling of s t y l e goes toge

ther with a set of no-nonsense, bucolic values which the 

narrator i s eager to endorse. In fact, the narrative me

thod i n t h i s novel drives home with a rather heavy hand 
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the author's new-found humility. It i s as though, his 

nerve having f a i l e d a f t e r the uncompromising demands The  

Aunt's Story made on the reader, White c o n t r i t e l y offers 

us a thoroughly straightforward .and' r e l i a b l e narrator and 

an uneducated and unsophisticated central consciousness. 

In place of i n t e l l e c t u a l s and mystical madwomen we are g i 

ven Stan Parker, a simple man who cannot "interpret" the 

l i t e r a r y Hamlet because his mind runs aft e r "the old brown 

gelding." We should be wary; White's judgemental narrators, 

l i k e his Australian versions of pastoral, generally prove 

to be deceptive. 

The gelding i s , of course, the most unlikely 

conceivable embodiment of the name "Hamlet" and thus sug

gests the point at which Australian l i f e asserts the f u l l 

extent of i t s divorce from l i t e r a r y kinds, whether pastoral 

or tragedy. Furthermore, the outback horse with i t s 

i r o n i c a l l y l i t e r a r y name i s owned by "an old cove" whose 

own half-remembered name contains an obscure l i t e r a r y 

joke: H.H. Furness and F.J. F u r n i v a l l were nineteenth-

century scholars whose f i e l d s included Shakespeare studies, 

philology and bibliography. The joke further establishes 

in a s l y Furphian fashion, the incongruousness of European 
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l i t e r a r y forms i n the Australian context. Shakespeare 

has suffered a series of declines from the l i v i n g man who 

wrote for l i v i n g men, to a canon of holy s c r i p t s attended 

by pedants " f l i c k i n g at" metaphorical f l i e s , to a neutered 

horse i n r u r a l A u s t r a l i a . I t would seem, then, that White 

considers Australian l i f e i n i m i c a l to a high l i t e r a r y mode, 

and Australian landscape as a "Great ... Emptiness" i n 

which c i v i l i z a t i o n can make i t s appearance only i n the 

form of grotesquely located r e l i c s from a richer past, 

the occasion for irony. 

Such a view would account for White's apparent 

decision to abandon s t y l i s t i c and narrative d i f f i c u l t y and 

the rendering of complex s e n s i b i l i t i e s : White i s bored by 

Au s t r a l i a , writing of i t with great and evident reluctance. 

The s t y l e and structure of the novel are de l i b e r a t e l y made 

undemanding because the society has not deeply engaged 

White's i n t e r e s t . The "joke" i s thus seen to disclose a 

concealed narrative l e v e l which d i r e c t s irony at the nar

rator's disarming tentativeness as well as at the pastoral 

i d y l l which the narrator's honest adjective, "good," en

dorses. Such a concealed narrative l e v e l , r e f l e c t i n g 

authorial exasperation with Australian ordinariness, i s 
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suggested by many of the more h y s t e r i c a l phrases in "The 

Prodigal Son." In the novel i t s e l f , i t i s suggested i n an 

apparently unselfconscious aside by the narrator describing 

the touching and timeless goods on display i n the general 

store at D u r i l g a i : "They could have been painted on the 

wooden backing by some awkward brush that had not yet 

learned the dishonesties of a r t " (TM, p. 101). The question 

i s whether White himself i s more "dishonest" in t h i s novel 

than his awkward narrator, humbled style and general 

tentativeness would suggest. 

The overwhelming impression in reading the novel 

i s not that White i s bored with the l i f e he treats': but 

that his i n t e r e s t and involvement have been quickened. 

One feels i n reading The Tree of Man that White has at 

l a s t achieved what, he so anxiously wanted to achieve i n 

The L i v i n g and The Dead: a d i r e c t , passionate, and morally 

serious rendering of l i v e d a c t u a l i t y . In the e a r l i e r novel 

the Lawrentian impulse to make the novel "the one bright 

book of l i f e " was thwarted not only by a countervailing 

tendency of White's towards a preoccupation with s t y l e , 

but also by the p r e v a i l i n g deadness of the culture on which 

the novel drew.^ White could not f i n d in the England of 
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the T h i r t i e s the l i v i n g connection he sought between outward 

gesture and inward emotion, between signs and things s i g n i 

f i e d . Consequently, the novel retreated into what White 

himself deplored: a s t e r i l e s e l f - r e f l e x i v e n e s s and a ple

thora of s t y l e s . In The Aunt's Story, White solved the pro

blem of his d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with European c i v i l i z a t i o n in 

i t s contemporary state by viewing i t from within an increas

ingly schizophrenic consciousness. In doing so, he was 

forced to abandon the world of s o c i a l l i v i n g which had 

sustained the r e a l i s t i c tendency of his writing. Only i n 

the non-European sections of The Aunt's Story does his 
instead 

realism assert i t s e l f and his prose-style,/of drawing atten

t i o n to i t s e l f as i n the middle section, become s u f f i c i e n t l y 

"transparent" to give shape to a f e l t density of the l i f e 

i t r e f l e c t s . This same "transparency" of style i n The  

Tree of Man suggests that White has at l a s t become suf

f i c i e n t l y engaged with a culture capable of nourishing the 

moral and mimetic bias of his writing to abandon his 

contrary bias towards experimentalism and d i f f i c u l t y . 

I t i s true that The Tree of Man we f i n d for the 

f i r s t time i n White's writing the p o s s i b i l i t y of man's 

integration into the natural world. The novel enacts in 
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i t s slow curve, i t s evocation of seasonal growth and decay, 

the l i v e s of the Parkers. Their l i f e together grows, 

achieves i t s b r i e f perfection, and withers following the 

same organic pattern as Amy's rose bush. Even death i s 

part of t h i s c i r c u l a r process. As the novel closes Stan's 

grandson,: r e c a l l i n g his dead grandfather, walks through the 

b u s h - f i l l e d gulley that i s a l l that remains of the v i r g i n 

land Stan cleared i n the beginning. As he walks he puts 

out "shoots of green thought" and the novel ends with the 

triumphant assertion of c i r c u l a r i t y : " i n the end, there was 

no end" (TM, p. 499). This discovery of organic process 

allows, for the f i r s t time i n White's writing, a reconci

l i a t i o n , however short-lived, between "inner" and "outer." 

Stan's i n i t i a l desecration of the bush with axe and f i r e 

makes him part of the world he changes. Stan at t h i s 

stage has the purely representative inner l i f e of e s s e n t i a l 

Man and he meets Nature at i t s most p r i s t i n e and, as the 

B i b l i c a l echoes make clear, Edenic. The opening of the 

novel o f f e r s us a v i s i o n of prelapsarian s i m p l i c i t i e s , of 

a l i f e before the inevitable decline of c i v i l i z a t i o n into 

gesture, abstraction, the separation of man and world, 

inner and outer, l i f e and language. In evoking t h i s i d y l l 
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White's prose aspires towards a s t y l e of absolute s i m p l i c i 

t i e s , that i s , towards the appearance of stylelessness. 

Words possess only t h e i r barest, denotative function. Yet, 

precisely because there i s such an equivalence between 

words and the few, fundamental objects they denote -- tree, 

axe, man, dog, f i r e -- the words achieve the epic, incan-

tatory and universal q u a l i t i e s of B i b l i c a l narrative: Stan 

i s the man; Amy i s the woman. White, i t would seem, far 

from writing out of f r u s t r a t i o n with A u s t r a l i a , has found 

i n i t s pristineness, i t s utter absence of sophistication, 

the connection he has so long sought between words and 

things, events and meaning. 

There are, then, two i r r e c o n c i l a b l e views of 

A u s t r a l i a i n whose terms the novel might be read. We 

f i n d i n the novel the view we found i n Happy Valley of 

Australian society and nature as fundamentally impoverished 

and inadequate for a n o v e l i s t seeking depth i n characteri

zation and poetic i n t e n s i t y i n s t y l e . Yet we also f i n d i n 

the novel a wholly new view of A u s t r a l i a as a place whose 

pristineness makes possible an es s e n t i a l connection between 

man, nature, and language. In t h i s view A u s t r a l i a , unlike 

Europe, allows the novelist to carry into his writing a 
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l i v i n g sense o f t h e language t h a t o r d i n a r y p e o p l e use i n 

everyday speech. These opposed views a r e su g g e s t e d i n 

th e f o l l o w i n g two passages from "The P r o d i g a l Son": 

In a l l d i r e c t i o n s s t r e t c h e d t h e Gr e a t 
A u s t r a l i a n E m p t i n e s s , i n wh i c h t h e mind 
i s t h e l e a s t o f a l l p o s s e s s i o n s , i n w h i c h 
t h e r i c h man i s t h e i m p o r t a n t man ... and 
th e march o f m a t e r i a l u g l i n e s s does not 
r a i s e a q u i v e r from t h e average n e r v e s . 

I t was t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f t h e "average" 
t h a t made me p a n i c most, and i n t h i s 
frame o f mind, i n s p i t e o f m y s e l f , I 
began t o c o n c e i v e a n o t h e r n o v e l . 7 

W r i t i n g ... became a s t r u g g l e t o c r e a t e 
c o m p l e t e l y f r e s h forms out o f t h e r o c k s 
and s t i c k s o f words. I began t o see 
t h i n g s f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e . Even t h e b o r e 
dom and f r u s t r a t i o n p r e s e n t e d avenues f o r 
e n d l e s s e x p l o r a t i o n ; even the u g l i n e s s and 
bags and i r o n o f A u s t r a l i a n l i f e , a c q u i r e d 
a meaning. As f o r t h e c a t ' s c r a d l e o f 
human i n t e r c o u r s e , t h i s was n e c e s s a r i l y 
s i m p l i f i e d , o f t e n b u n g l e d , sometimes 
t o u c h i n g . I t s v e r y t e n t a t i v e n e s s can be 
a r e w a r d . 8 

The g e n e s i s o f The Tree o f Man i n White's own words l a y i n 

h i s d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e o r d i n a r i n e s s , t h e b a n a l i t y , 

and t h e u g l i n e s s o f A u s t r a l i a n l i f e . Y e t , i n t h e p r o c e s s 

o f w r i t i n g t h e n o v e l White found new "avenues f o r e x p l o r a 

t i o n , " by w h i c h he means e x p l o r a t i o n n o t o n l y o f A u s t r a l i a 

b u t a l s o o f t h e b u s i n e s s o f n o v e l - w r i t i n g i t s e l f . 
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"The Prodigal Son" discloses an i r r e s o l u t i o n on 

White's part about the material that has given shape to 

The Tree of Man. Such i r r e s o l u t i o n s thwarted his desire 

to achieve formal unity i n his f i r s t two novels. In the 

post-war novels, however, White i s more aware of, and more 

i n control of, h i s own divided allegiances. He sets out 

to draw on two opposed tendencies i n his previous f i c t i o n 

which we may loosely c a l l realism and symbolism. The two 

tendencies and t h e i r problematical r e l a t i o n to one another 

are sketched i n "The Prodigal Son": 

Because the void I had to f i l l was so 
immense, I wanted to suggest i n t h i s book 
every possible aspect of l i f e , through the 
l i v e s of an ordinary man and woman. But 
at the same time I wanted to discover the 
extraordinary behind the ordinary, the 
mystery and the poetry which alone could 
make bearable the l i v e s of such people, 
and i n c i d e n t a l l y , my own l i f e since my 
return.9 

White proposes, then, i n the r e a l i s t manner exhaustively 

to treat ordinary l i f e . At the same time he seeks i n the 

symbolist manner to discover "the mystery and the poetry" 

which transcend ( l i e "behind") the ordinary. His intention 

would seem to be to bring together what'.Harry Levin c a l l s 

" r e a l i t y " and " r i c h n e s s . " 1 0 Levin had i n mind Joyce's 
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bringing together of realism and symbolism i n Ulysses. 

In the Australian l i t e r a r y context one might say that 

White seeks to arrange an un l i k e l y marriage between the 

concentration on ordinary l i f e including i t s sordid 

d e t a i l s we f i n d i n , say, Kylie Tennant and the Mallarmean 

abandonment of the ordinary in favour of mysticism and a 

symbolist poetic we f i n d i n the poetry of Chris Brennan. 

White, i t would seem intends a celibate cohabitation for 

the marriage partners. The phrase that l i n k s the two 

streams, "[b]ut at the same time," i s t e l l i n g : the con

junction stresses the opposition between the two while 

the adverbial phrase promises that both w i l l be i n t e g r a l 

parts of the novel's design. In The Tree of Man, then, 

White sets out to f i n d some means of rec o n c i l i n g the 

c o n f l i c t i n g claims of imaginative and factual writing by 

attempting to discover i n the common experience of his 

countrymen a e s t h e t i c a l l y r i c h and s p i r i t u a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

experience. 

When White t e l l s us that only "the mystery and 

the poetry" made bearable his l i f e i n A u s t r a l i a we glimpse 

the distance he puts between l i f e as i t i s (the "ordinary") 

and l i f e as i t might be (the "extraordinary"). By using 
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"poetry" as a synonym for whatever i s more than ordinary, 

White intimates that the opposition may be grasped i n 

l i t e r a r y terms. That i s to say, the mysterious, the poetic, 

and the extraordinary are to be approached not as possible 

ways of l i v i n g but as possible ways of writing. The mystery 

that l i e s behind l i f e i s thus not a function of l i f e 

i t s e l f but a necessary part of the process of writing, 

necessary, that i s , for White writing in a place whose 

ordinariness he claims to fi n d "unbearable." White seeks 

an aesthetic richness unavailable to him i f he were to 

confine himself to a r e a l i s t i c treatment of A u s t r a l i a as 

i t i s , at least as i t i s i n his view. Where Martin Boyd, 

s i m i l a r l y ambivalent about A u s t r a l i a , chose to l i v e in 

Europe, White chooses to stay put and discover i n the pro

cess of writing about A u s t r a l i a the richness lacking -in 

the place i t s e l f . Yet White does not follow Chris 

Brennan who turned his back on a g a l l i n g r e a l i t y i n 

favour of a purely symbolist one. Both the ordinary 

and the poetic, the r e a l and the more than r e a l , are ad

mitted into The Tree of Man. E f f e c t i v e l y , White has 

smuggled the techniques of symbolism into the r e a l i s t i c 

epic. The success of t h i s operation may be judged by 
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comparing White's novel, which proposes i t s e l f as a national 

epic, with Henry Handel Richardson's s i m i l a r l y ambitious 

t r i l o g y , The Fortunes of Richard Mahony (1917, 25, 29), 

which was long considered that fabulous monster: the Great 

Australian Novel. The question i s , which approach i s more 

adequate to a f i c t i o n a l reading of Australian r e a l i t y : 

White's "marriage between l i f e and imagination" which does 

not hesitate to invent or to give a poetic i n t e n s i t y to 

the prose used to record commonplace l i v e s , or Richardson's 

autobiographical and documentary version of realism which 

tends to equate r e a l i t y with sordidness but i s loath to 

depart from the h i s t o r i c a l - n o v e l form?"'""'' 

Richard Mahony shows the kind of debt to nineteenth-
attributed 

century European realism that reviewers have ̂ generously but 
12 

misleadxngly to White's novels. White himself, i t i s 
true has encouraged the view which sets his novels squarely 

13 . in t h i s context. The obvious progenitors of Richard 

Mahony and, i f we are to believe White's enthusiastic 

reviewers, The Tree of Man and Voss are Balzac and Tolstoy 

whose expansive, epic, and r e a l i s t i c novels provide formal 

models for these twentieth-century interpreters of Aus

t r a l i a n r e a l i t y . However cautious we must be about placing 
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White i n such a lineage, Richardson c l e a r l y sees herself 

as a continuer of t h i s l i n e . 

Richard Mahony o f f e r s us a world so p r o f l i g a t e 

with r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l s , so minutely r e a l i z e d , that we f e e l 

we could enter i t s bustling l i f e . Its central characters 

reveal themselves to us through the record of t h e i r thoughts 

and actions so that we f e e l we know them and i d e n t i f y with 

t h e i r struggles and sufferings. Its minor characters, 

while not always s u f f i c i e n t l y d i f f e r e n t i a t e d , are general

l y convincing and contribute to the novel's t o t a l picture 

of a re a l i z e d s o c i a l world that i s dense, complex, and 

p a r t i c u l a r i z e d . Mahony himself i s a powerful characteriza

ti o n i n the r e a l i s t manner. In him Richardson has combined 

a Balzacian sense of character as something wedded to, 

formed by, revealed i n , the web of s o c i a l l i v i n g with a 

romantic sense of man's inward soul wherein he must thresh 

out metaphysical as well as moral conundrums and wherein 

desire refuses to be lim i t e d by p o s s i b i l i t y . Richardson 

represents a s o c i a l world that i s expansive i n form and 

profuse i n d e t a i l , and by t h i s we mean that she i s a 

" r e a l i s t . " Her intention i s the r e a l i s t one of represent

ing things as they are and avoiding l i t e r a r y conventions 
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which get i n the way of close observation of things. 

Yet the precise nature of Richardson's realism 

i s problematical. Richard Mahony mixes together elements 

of naturalism, of the h i s t o r i c a l novel, of psychological 

realism, and of what Georg Lukacs c a l l s the "epic" qu a l i t y 
14 

in the novel. For a l l the apparent conviction of her 

realism, Richardson cannot f i n d within the range of r e a l i s 

t i c modes she employs a form that exactly and exhaustively 

f i t s her reading of l i f e i n A u s t r a l i a . There i s an essen

t i a l uncertainty of purpose underlying the novel's assured 

surface, one that reveals the limits, of realism as a means 

of expressing an a l l - n a t i o n a l experience. 

Richardson's most obvious debt i s to the h i s t o 

r i c a l novel. The characters i n Richard Mahony are " t y p i c a l " : 
that i s , they represent general h i s t o r i c a l trends without 

15 
ceasing to be in d i v i d u a l s . Richardson i s able to i s o l a t e 

the trends i n society that make for h i s t o r i c a l change and 

to embody those trends i n characters. Thus Purdy i s 

representative of the increasingly c a p i t a l i s t i c and specu

l a t i v e tendency of c o l o n i a l l i f e a f t e r the f a i l u r e of the 

Eureka r e b e l l i o n . Mahony himself embodies not a trend that 
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i s active i n the c o l o n i a l scene, a s i g n i f i c a n t tendency i n 

contemporary history, but an h i s t o r i c a l trend that has 

already exhausted i t s e l f both i n the Old World and i n the 

New. This h i s t o r i c a l trend i s that of g e n t i l i t y , a set of 

codes and assumptions that confer on Mahony a more admirable 

s e n s i b i l i t y than i s otherwise available, as Richardson sees 

i t , within the range of c o l o n i a l s o c i a l types. Mahony 

embodies Richardson's romanticism, her preference for a 

type who r e s i s t s the ordinariness of bourgeois r e a l i t y . 

Mahony i s one of those who demand that the word " r e a l i t y " 

imply more than i t does i n a world where human relations 

are governed by the cash-nexus. 

Mahony's search for something more than i s to 

be found i n the world as i t i s makes him more appealing 

to us than either the worldly, democratically f r i e n d l y 

Australian types he despises or his wife, Mary, whose 

worldliness i s common-sensible and who suffers with ab

surd patience the i n d i g n i t i e s his unworldliness forces on 

her. Mary merely exasperates us by becoming a patient 

Griselda. Yet we never cease to admire Mahony, the 

c o l o n i a l Quixote who, while not quite a t r a g i c figure, 

i s never wholly r i d i c u l o u s . 



- 3 4 3 -

The enclosed, contemplative, s t a t i c , orderly l i f e 

which Mahony seeks through a l l his uprootings i s the i d e a l 

towards which the novel gestures. Nostalgia for such a 

l i f e holds up the novel's i m p l i c i t structure of values. 

Such a l i f e , of course, i s no longer part of r e a l i t y . I t 

has been driven into the realm of dreams, of i l l u s i o n , by 

the modern bourgeois world i n general and by c o l o n i a l money-

grubbing i n p a r t i c u l a r . Its force as a s t i l l - d e s i r a b l e 

way of l i f e i s f e l t i n the novel not as something achievable 

but as some ineradicable trace i n memory or desire of a 

fullness i n l i v i n g that drives Mahony to be d i s s a t i s f i e d 

with l i f e as i t i s . When Mahony learns of his fortune he 

determines to be found i n A u s t r a l i a a house of l e i s u r e , 

culture, and amateur i n t e l l e c t u a l inquiry. He desires to 

retreat from the boisterous squalor of the c o l o n i a l scene 

into an enclave of g e n t i l i t y . He seeks, that i s , to 

conceal the or i g i n s of his new wealth by presenting him

s e l f as "the ne plus u l t r a of c o l o n i a l society": "the 
16 

leisur e d man of means." Mahony, however, cannot come 

to rest i n his "Ultima Thule." The clamour of the every

day erupts not only into the house but also into his 

retreat within the house: the l i b r a r y i n which he indulges 
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his gentleman's taste for metaphysics. The l i f e of the 

mind disdaining the world i s no longer possible, either i n 

England where g e n t i l i t y merely s i g n i f i e s rank or i n Aus

t r a l i a where the upper end of the English class system 

never took root. Richardson herself c l e a r l y prefers 

Mahony's world of genteel values and romantic yearnings 

to the Australian world as i t i s . It i s i n d i c a t i v e of 

her pessimistic reading of Australian history that she 

places at the centre of her novel the representative of 

a defunct s o c i a l order who declines i n fortune as lesser 

figures, representing the triumphant bourgeois order, 

r i s e . Like White i n Voss, Richardson places at the centre 

of Australia's h i s t o r i c a l destiny a figure who i s a f a i l u r e 

i n terms of the dominant c u l t u r a l self-image yet whose 

reaching out beyond the a s - i t - i s towards s p i r i t u a l con

v i c t i o n i s c r u c i a l to that culture's p o t e n t i a l for growth. 

But unlike White, Richardson cannot r e a l l y believe that 

the f a l l e n bourgeois world can be transcended. Her f a i t h 

i n her romantically conceived hero i s weaker than White's 

in Voss. Mahony i s the lonely and doomed champion of 

s p i r i t u a l values i n a thoroughly bourgeois world. I t i s 

inev i t a b l e , then, that he s h a l l not s e t t l e i n his "Ultima 

Thule." The enclosed world of a vanished g e n t i l i t y which 
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he attempts to est a b l i s h there can be given form i n the 

novel not as a fact but as a longing. It i s the id e a l i z e d 

absence that holds together the novel's structure of desire. 

The origins of t h i s desire most probably l i e i n 

Richardson's memories of her father as a man of culture 

and l e i s u r e placed securely above the squabblings of the 

colony by a stroke of fortune such as Mahony's. Nettie 

Palmer plausibly conjectures that the family's long s l i d e 

down the s o c i a l scale l e f t Richardson with the kinds of 

memories that trouble Cuffy Mahony i n The Way Home (1925): 

traces i n the form of dream-like images of the Grand 

Tour on which both character and author were taken as 

children. Cuffy's " s t o r i e s " of European sights are re

garded as l i e s by the Australian children to whom he t e l l s 

them. Thus we glimpse a possible source of the antithesis 

between hard-headed c o l o n i a l r e a l i t y and European, p a r t i 

c u l a r l y German, romance which runs through Richardson's 

f i c t i o n . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , Richardson escaped her shameful 

provincialism through a r t . She owed her student sojourn 

in Liepzig to her promise as a musician. She owed to her 

status as an a r t i s t her jealously guarded London retreat 
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wherein even her husband reverently deferred to her desire 

for privacy. I t i s not surprising i n view of Richardson's 

experience.of f a l l i n g from genteel poverty into lower-middle-

class d i s t r e s s that the e a r l i e r state should come to be 

associated with romance or invention and the l a t e r state 

with sordid r e a l i t y . Nor i s i t surprising in view of her 

l i f e l o n g attachment to German romanticism that she should 

set art in opposition to the bourgeoisie. What i s surprising 

i s the extent, to which she submits her own art to a p a r t i 

c u l a r l y r e i f i e d form of bourgeois realism. Richard Mahony 

i s her most " r e a l i s t i c " .novel i n the sense i n which she 

understood the term. Its romantic a f f i n i t i e s are swamped 

by a painstakingly prosaic realism. Its pedantic h i s t o r i -

cism, i t s oppressive d e t a i l , i t s method of construction by 

the wholesale l i f t i n g of material from d i a r i e s , l e t t e r s , 

h i s t o r i c a l documents -- a l l point to Richardson's f a i l u r e 

to produce the work of transcending genius to which, as 

her obsessive studies of romantic genius show, she once 
17 

aspired. Believing herself after her L i e p z i g period a 

f a i l u r e i n her own romantic terms, Richardson s e t t l e d for 

"realism" as she conceived i t -- t r u t h f u l , f a c t u a l , h i s t o 

r i c a l , unadorned, prosy — faute de mieux. Unable to 
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produce a transcendent work of genius, Richardson manufac

tured her great novel of Australian l i f e mechanically out 

of the r e a l i t y that was available to her. 

The formation of the minor characters i n the novel 

i s i n d i c a t i v e of Richardson's method as a whole and of the 

assumptions that underlie her approach to novel-writing. 

The background of Mahony's l i f e i s peopled by a number of 

minor characters each of whom, by vir t u e of a single domi

nant c h a r a c t e r i s t i c , neatly i l l u s t r a t e s a t y p i c a l trend of 

co l o n i a l society: Ocock's capitalism, Hempel's methodism, 

Zara's desperate snobbery. Although each of these charac

t e r i z a t i o n s i s thus crudely held together by a single compo

nent l i n k i n g personality to c l a s s , each has just enough 

complexity to hold the reader's i n t e r e s t . In each of these 

characters we f i n d a surface that has a l l the marks of i n 

d i v i d u a l i t y : the bundles of greed, generosity, blindness, 

and insight that make up personality. But beneath these 

s u p e r f i c i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s we invariably f i n d a single t r a i t 

i l l u s t r a t i v e of the character's position i n the s o c i a l 

order. Thus we f i n d Zara's snobbery at f i r s t i n f u r i a t i n g , 

l a t e r pathetic, but never surprising. Her fate i s i n e v i t a 

ble given her posi t i o n as an unmarried middle-class woman 

of a certain age, educated but without private means, i n 
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a s o c i e t y t h a t values wealth f a r more than the s o r t o f 

c u l t u r e she has t o o f f e r . 

There i s n o t h i n g i n these c h a r a c t e r s of the 

"or g a n i c " b l e n d i n g o f the g e n e r a l and the p a r t i c u l a r t h a t 

Georg Lukacs sees as the d i s t i n g u i s h i n g mark of the "type" 
18 

i n r e a l i s t l i t e r a t u r e . They are, i n Lukacs' terms 
19 

"average." That i s to say, they are wholly immersed i n 

"the b a n a l i t y of everyday l i f e " ; they are not imbued with 

the romanticism by which the g r e a t r e a l i s t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

B a l z a c , c r e a t e d a p o e t i c and dynamic world out of the 
20 

" s o r d i d prose of bourgeois l i f e . " The minor c h a r a c t e r s 

i n R i c h a r d Mahony, because of t h i s "average" q u a l i t y and 

because of t h e i r mechanical formation, have a tendency to 

become mere c a r i c a t u r e s . They are reduced at times to 
21 

synecdohic s i g n s which r e f e r t o some s o c i a l tendency. 

Thus f l a s h y dress s i g n a l s the s o c i a l l y mobile upwards and 

p o t e n t i a l l y dangerous, those who embody i n t h e i r empty 

d i s p l a y the r o o t l e s s n e s s of c a p i t a l i s m . Purdy's charac

t e r i z a t i o n , which i n i t i a l l y promises a complex and engaging 

p o r t r a i t , d e c l i n e s i n t o a mechanical i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f 

s i g n -- h i s loud dress -- w i t h c h a r a c t e r . In the end, 

Purdy i s no more than the emptiness of the c o l o n i a l mania 
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for speculation which he represents. Richardson's deter

minism i s apparent i n the drawing of these minor characters: 

i t i s class, abetted by a few other s o c i a l l y given deter

minants, that makes character. Even Mahony's ghosts re t a i n 

beyond the grave the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and l i m i t a t i o n s of 

t h e i r former positions i n the V i c t o r i a n class structure 

(RM, 805). 

In other words, we are given what Lawrence c a l l e d 
22 

"the old stable ego -- of the character." This ego — 

the I compounded of the codes of cl a s s , race, and r e l i g i o n 

that makes for consistency of pesonality -- remains i n t a c t 

through Mahony's degeneration into insanity. At the end 

of the novel, Mahony i s reduced to what Richardson sees as 

the e s s e n t i a l components of character: the scraps of 

gestures, postures, and attitudes which signal that he 

remains a gentleman. We do not f i n d i n Mahony those 

" a l l o t r o p i c " s h i f t s within consciousness we f i n d i n the 
2 3 

characters of Lawrence, Woolf, and Patrick White. 

Richardson's characters are determined by unchanging 

given outside themselves. Their consciousness i s , as 
24 

Lawrence .said of Galsworthy's characters, "class-bound." 

They are never open i n the moment-by-moment play of 
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consciousness to change, growth, p o s s i b i l i t y . 

Recent c r i t i c i s m of Richard Mahony has downplayed 
25 

the debt to naturalism noted by the early commentators. 

C r i t i c s have concentrated instead on the shaping process 

that has gone into the novel. A unifying structure of 

motifs, analogues, and symbols has been unearthed i n order 
to defend the novel against .the charge of n a t u r a l i s t i c 

2 6 
shapelessness. Brian Kiernan has suggested that the 
landscape at Barambogie, scene of Mahony's f i r s t major 

2 7 
breakdown, i s treated e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c a l l y . Yet, bearing 

in mind White's use of expressionism and symbolism i n his 

Australian f i c t i o n , we are impressed by the exhaustiveness 

of the realism i n Richard Mahony, the heaping up of facts, 

and the absence of any countervailing s t y l i s t i c or formal 

methods. 

The frequent references to horses and heat i n 

the novel are more re a d i l y seen as adding to i t s weight of 

documentary d e t a i l than, as i s Ken Stewart's view, c o n t r i -
2 8 

buting to i t s symbolic unity. S i m i l a r l y , the heat, the 

house, the swampish lake, the m i l l and i t s whistle at Baram

bogie serve less to convey " e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c a l l y " Mahony's 
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state of mind than to b u i l d up, d e t a i l by n a t u r a l i s t i c 

d e t a i l , an exact picture of the hideousness of the r e a l i t y 

which Mahony i s unable to escape. His madness and i s o l a 

t i o n do not s p i l l into the world of things as in White's 

expressionistic "Jardin Exotique"; rather, the world as a 

c o l l e c t i o n of material facts insinuates i t s e l f into Mahony's 

madness. The m i l l whistle, at f i r s t an annoyance, l a t e r a 

torment, f i n a l l y becomes the scream with which Mahony 
29 

crosses the Rubican of sanity. Nor are the analogues 

Ken Stewart adduces unnaturalistic.^® The plethora of 

drunks i n the novel merely indicates the frequency of 

alcoholism i n nineteenth-century A u s t r a l i a . Moreover, 

Richardson treats alcoholism not as a moral f a i l i n g but 

as a disease which e n t i r e l y removes the sufferer's free

dom. Agnes Ocock can no more r e s i s t her compulsion to 

drink than can John Turnham r e s i s t the course of his 

cancer. Richardson follows n a t u r a l i s t i c p r i n c i p l e i n 

consistently denying to her characters any measure of 

control over t h e i r l i v e s . 

Richardon's method of p i l i n g up analogues to 

Mahony i n the m i s f i t s , f a i l u r e s and eccentrics who 

c l u t t e r the background of his l i f e , far from d i s c i p l i n i n g 
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the novel's errancies, points to her d i f f i c u l t i e s i n 

achieving organic unity. The novel f a i l s to grow organical

l y around the centre of Mahony's consciousness because 

Richardson's bias towards chronicle i n h i b i t s her a b i l i t y 

to discriminate among p a r t i c u l a r s . The novel's shape 

derives from the mechanical turn of fortune's wheel. The 

drunken carter who unsuccessfully sues Mahony at the 

beginning of the l a t t e r ' s fortunes points too obviously, 

too mechanically, to what Mahony himself w i l l become. 

The f u l l turn of the wheel i s fated by the a p r i o r i shape 

of the novel which i s i t s e l f drawn from the record, memo

r i a l and recorded, of the l i f e of Richardson's father. 

S t i l l less convincing than the claim that the 

novel's symbols are systematic rather than sporadic i s 

the claim that Richard Mahony possesses "symphonic" 
31 

structure. Even i n her novels most d i r e c t l y concerned 

with music, Maurice Guest (1908) and The Young Cosima 

(1939), Richardson uses her knowledge of music to add 

in t e r e s t to p l o t and character rather than to organize 

her f i c t i o n on the method of the Wagnerian motif. Ri

chardson i s no Australian Proust. Her method of organizing 

her novels i s generally slip-shod. She i s too fond of 



- 3 5 3 -

r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l for i t s own sake to make us aware i n 

each p a r t i c u l a r of the coherence of the whole. The struc

ture of Richard Mohany i s shapely only i n the sense that 

i t follows the c u r v i l i n e a r form of Mahony's fortunes, 

allowing for the odd peripety. The presence of structure 

or of symbols i s not, in any case, proof that the novel i s 

not n a t u r a l i s t i c . Much the same s t r u c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e s and 

the same pattern of symbolic resonances that we f i n d i n 

Richardson's novel may be found i n Theodore Dreiser's 

S i s t e r Carrie, (1900). But symbolism proper, the method 

of organizing a novel around the states of consciousness 

of i t s characters rather than around action, i s necessarily 

excluded from Richard Mahony because Richardson cannot 

transcend her notion of "truth." Richardson suppresses 

her romanticism on the grounds that i t c o n f l i c t s with her 

realism. She refuses to stray from the accumulation of 

material facts whose purpose i s to give the novel the f e l t 

density of r e a l l i f e . She reins i n any tendency towards 

s t y l e as an end i n i t s e l f ; her prose i s intended to o f f e r 

an unselfconscious representation of material and s o c i a l 

r e a l i t y (Richardson according to Dorothy Green was c r i 

t i c a l of Ch r i s t i n a Stead, and Patrick White for t h e i r 
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self-conscious writing and "phrase-making"). i A In short, 

the novel eschews the free play of the imagination. It 

refuses to invent. I t s t i c k s rigorously to the facts . 

And sinks beneath them. 

Richardson's problem i s that she cannot discover 

any connection between Mahony's romanticism and Australian 

r e a l i t y . This i n a b i l i t y has a f a t a l consequence for her 

realism. Realism, i n Georg Lukacs' understanding of the 

term involves a d i a l e c t i c a l interplay between subjective 

and objective, and t h i s , of course, i s our actual expe-

:rience.'of the world: inner constantly modifies outer and 

vice versa. Richardson gives us a realism which i s true 

to appearances and a realism which i s psychologically 

true. But she cannot give us a realism which recognizes 

the constant interchange between the two. And she cannot 

infuse her realism with a. romanticism that c r i t i c i z e s the 

f i x i t y and narrowness of bourgeois r e a l i t y yet avoids the 

danger of simply f l y i n g away into the i s o l a t e d s e l f -

consciousness of the romantic hero. Richardson's roman

ti c i s m i s at odds with her realism. In Mahony's charac

t e r i z a t i o n she constantly strains away from the f l a t 

surface of the world he r e l u c t a n t l y inhabits. But she 
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cannot "marry" r e a l i t y and imagination. In Richard Mahony 

the romanticism serves to give scope to what the novel's 

naturalism ultimately denies: man's desire for meaning. 

Mahony i s brought low not by the gods but by t h e i r absence. 

They have f l e d not only the metaphysical spheres but also 

the imagination. They can be c a l l e d back only i n the pa

t h e t i c and ludicrous form of ghosts. In short, man i s a 

conditioned being; the space of his imagination has been 

savagely c u r t a i l e d by nineteenth-century science. The 

l i m i t a t i o n s of s t y l e , structure and characterization i n 

Richard Mahony are bound up with Richardson's acquiescence 

i n spite of herself i n the determinstic bias of nineteenth-

century materialism and i t s l i t e r a r y offshoot, naturalism. 

The imagination, then, cannot take root i n A u s t r a l i a be

cause i t s p o s i t i o n i n the human world i t s e l f has become 

untenable. I t i s thus not surprising that Cuffy, the only 

hope for the future of the aesthetic impulse i n the c o l o n i a l 

wilderness, i s pictured cringing in the most confined 

space he can f i n d as the novel closes (this posture be

comes habitual with him i n the short story which takes up 

his subsequent fate: "The End of A Childhood" ends with 

even less suggestion of hope for the r e a l i z a t i o n of his 



-356-

hinted genius than does the n o v e l ) . J J The f a i l u r e of 

Richard Mahony i s ultimately a f a i l u r e of nerve, a f a i l u r e 

to believe i n the capacity of the imagination to b u i l d a 

world out of what White has c a l l e d "the bags and iron of 
34 

Australian l i f e . " 

The s i m i l a r i t i e s between Richard Mahony and The 

Tree of Man are s t r i k i n g . Both depict r e l e n t l e s s l y "the 

unrelieved ugliness ... of the c o l o n i a l scene" (RM, 384). 

Yet t h e i r depictions are q u a l i f i e d by moments of equivocal 

enthusiasm over the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of that "scene." Both 

novelists follow Marcus Clarke and Joseph Furphy i n 

suggesting that the beauties of the landscape are to be 

found i n i t s very p e c u l i a r i t i e s : i t s u n f a m i l i a r i t y to 
35 

English eyes ("wierdness" i s Clarke's word). Both no

v e l i s t s choose as central characters men whose "roots in 

t h i s world don't go deep" (RM, 444). Both marry these 

men to women whose p r a c t i c a l i t y , mundaneness, and realism 

hinder the expansive range of t h e i r imaginations. Both 

Mary Mahony and Amy Parker resent and misunderstand the 

parts of t h e i r husbands they cannot reach: t h e i r unworld-

l i n e s s . Both novels are concerned with the problem of 

the alienated consciousness -- including but not exclusive-
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l y that of the a r t i s t — i n A u s t r a l i a . Both novels o f f e r 

comprehensive views of the range of classes i n Australian 

society during s i g n i f i c a n t periods of Australian history. 

The differences between the two novels are, however, 

more fundamental. Richardson's realism i s far more commit

ted to facts than i s White's; her sense of history i s more 

precise; her grasp of the class nature of Australian society 

i s more sure. At the centre of Richard Mahony are h i s t o 

r i c a l events whose influence on the development of Aus

t r a l i a n society are decisive: .the e f f e c t s of the gold 

rushes on s e t t l e d , h i e r a r c h i c a l c o l o n i a l society, the r i s e 

of capitalism, the periodic crashes attendant upon specula

tio n , the gesture of frustrated radicalism at Eureka. 

At the centre of The Tree of Man we find natural rather 

than h i s t o r i c a l events: flood, f i r e , drought. These 

events i n t h e i r timelessness and u n i v e r s a l i t y partake of 

the qu a l i t y of myth. They are symbolic battlegrounds on 

which s e l f and world i n t h e i r eternal aspects confront 

one another. Herein l i e s the e s s e n t i a l difference 

between the two novels. White's conception of character 

does not rest on the unquestioned assumption that i d e n t i t y 

i s manufactured i n a mechanical fashion by history, class 



-358-

and environment. These three "externals" are granted t h e i r 

shaping influence; nature, i n p a r t i c u l a r , etches i t s e l f 

into the psyches of White's characters. Yet White throws 

his characters, at l e a s t those of his characters who count, 

into his symbolic f i r e s i n order to see what remains aft e r 

a l l the s o c i a l l y given components of character have been 

rendered down: pure essence or pure absence. His charac

ters tend to seek a core of selfhood which i s p r i o r to 

society, nature and language. Hence, our f e e l i n g that 

too many of his characters seem to drop into the world 

i n t a c t (Stan Parker i s fathered by an outrageously mythic 

figure: the r o l l i c k i n g blacksmith as Jehovah). Whether 

or not White's Stan Parkers and Theodora Goodmans f i n d 

the essences they seek, the rest of his characters, those 

whose i d e n t i t y rests upon externals, simply dissolve i n 

the alembic i n which White dips a l l his characters. In 

his concern to break down character as a convention pre-

missed upon a fixed notion of society, White moves pro

gressively beyond realism. 

There are, however, differences between the two 

novels at a more fundamental l e v e l than that of charac

t e r i z a t i o n . Any number of n o v e l i s t s , as Malcolm Lowry 
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once urged a dubious publisher, "can draw adequate charac

ters"; White, l i k e Lowry, i s out to t e l l us something new 
3 6 

about apocalypses. One way of approaching these d i f f e 

rences i s to consider the handling of time i n the two 

novels. Richard Mahony i s written almost e n t i r e l y i n the 

present perfect tense. It i s as though Richardson held a 

camera on Mahony's l i f e and simply l e t i t run, showing 

those who enter the frame of his l i f e but not using f l a s h 

backs or introducing sub-plots. Thus a whole journey to 

Europe i s necessary to t e l l us the e s s e n t i a l facts about 

the backgrounds of the Mahonys which minor dislocations of 

the chronological order could have achieved more economical

l y . White also follows the temporal span of a man's l i f e . 

But the external passage of time i s subservient to the 

disordered, subjective experience of time (White imaged 

his scepticism about clock-time i n his two e a r l i e r novels 

by marble mantle clocks). Time for both Stan and Amy i s 

the mixture of memory and a n t i c i p a t i o n that sometimes 

flows, but more often moves j e r k i l y as the mind deserts 

the acts and objects of the present to fumble afte r those 

of the past. Yet, a f t e r a l l , the novel has a l e v e l of 

narrative time that offers us beginning, middle and end 
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in a neat enough package, one that contains the jumbled 

private experiences of time. Even here, however, there are 

passages when time manages to " c l o t [ ]" (TM, 180). These 

c l o t t i n g s are "scenes" i n the painterly, rather than the 

dramatic or cinematic, sense. 

Within each of these scenes there may be action 

but there i s l i t t l e or nothing i n the way of narrative 

progression. Our experience of reading the novel d i a -

chronically i s interrupted as we become aware of the 

p i c t o r i a l q u a l i t y of the writing. The experience of read

ing the novel may be compared to that of walking round a 

picture g a l l e r y examining in turn, say, depictions of 

the fourteen Stations of the Gross. Each canvas depicts 

a f u l l y self-contained moment, yet the whole sequence con

s t i t u t e s a story, a completed action. Each of the several 

stations i s as important i n i t s e l f , as f i t an object of 

contemplation, as i s the sequence as a whole. Moreover, 

each station r e s i s t s the forward impetus of the story. 

Each d e l i b e r a t e l y arrests the contemplator, refuses the 

l i n e a r bias of his notion of time. The temporal l i n k s 

between each stage — how Christ got from His f i r s t to His 

Second f a l l — are of no consequence at a l l i n the act of 

contemplation. 
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Thus the novel opens with a canvas of pioneer 

l i f e : here i s the untouched bush; and here i n the centre 

i s a l i t t l e c l e a r i n g where the man i s building his make

s h i f t house. Thus the newly-wed Amy Parker looks back 

on the ramshackle place i n which she has l i v e d as "a 

shining scene, with painted houses under the blowing trees, 

with the carts f u l l of polished cans i n which the f a r 

mers put the milk, with blue smoke from morning f i r e s 

... (TM, 21). Thus the peasant studies of Amy i n the 

Realist manner: Amy gathering mulberries, or the e x p l i c i t l y 

pointerly description of Amy milking: 

She sat with the bucket between her 
strong legs, her buttocks overlapping 
the l i t t l e sawn-off block she had 
always used as a milking s t o o l . What 
saved her from appearing ludicrous was 
the harmoniousness of her rather massive 
form beside the formal cow" (TM, 229),. 

In a more expressionistic manner i s the scene i n which 

Ray Parker pursues an unknown g i r l through a park at night. 

By emphasizing the angularity of the shapes and the cl e a r -

cut d i s t i n c t i o n s between white and black, White foregrounds 

the b r i e f l y glimpsed face of the g i r l "with i t s blurry, 

moon-geography" (TM, 39 3). White c a r e f u l l y focusses our 

viewpoint not through Ray's eyes but from a point behind 
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him so that the e f f e c t of the scene i s p i c t o r i a l rather 

than v i s u a l . We recognize Ray as an alienated and threaten

ing figure i n an urban study, someone on the outside staring 

down passages or streets into lighted windows or open doors 

that w i l l not give him entry. What i s paint e r l y about the 

novel, however, i s not merely White's habit of suggesting 

pain t e r l y styles i n his descriptions of figures i n a land

scape but his method of composing elements i n "scenes." 

I w i l l examine i n d e t a i l two of these scenes, one apparently 

r e a l i s t i c , the other f l a g r a n t l y symbolist. 

In the f i r s t scene Amy Parker and her friend, 

Mrs. O'Dowd, ride to Wullunya i n a spring cart to meet 

th e i r husbands who have been rescuing people from the 

flood. The narrative l i n e seems pe r f e c t l y straight-forward: 

the reluctant Amy i s persuaded by her adventurous neighbour 

with heroic pictures of Stan; they drive o f f as Mrs. O'Dowd 

t e l l s a di v e r t i n g story; they are accosted by three young 

blades i n a sulky; Mrs. O'Dowd vanquishes the accosters; 

they are saved from revenge by the a r r i v a l of a policeman; 

Mrs. O'Dowd t e l l s anecdotes of a personal nature as the 

journey i s concluded. The passage i s replete with r e a l i s 

t i c d e t a i l : the horse's flatulence, the inflamed nose of 
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one o f t h e a c c o s t e r s . The d i a l o g u e e x a c t l y r e g i s t e r s t h e 

e a r t h y c o l l o q u i a l speech o f t h e I r i s h woman and Amy P a r k e r ' s 

more t i m i d v e r n a c u l a r . A l t h o u g h t h e b r i l l i a n c e o f Mrs. 

O'Dowd's brogue l i f t s t h e w r i t i n g out o f t h e q u o t i d i a n 

(Amy h e r s e l f i s " e x a l t e d o u t o f h e r d u l l l i f e " by a l l t h e 

t a l k o f c i r c u s e s ) , t h e whole p i e c e reads as r e a l i s t i c 

p r o s e o f f e r i n g a l i v e l y r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f o r d i n a r y l i f e 

(TM, 79). Looked a t more c l o s e l y , however, b o t h t h e s t y l e 

and t h e n a r r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n prove l e s s concerned w i t h 

r e p r e s e n t i n g t h a n w i t h c u t t i n g c l e v e r and p l a y f u l f i g u r e s . 

The scene opens w i t h a b u r s t o f h e i g h t e n e d , l y 

r i c a l p r o s e t h a t can be scanned t h u s : "They were r i d i n g 

down t o W u l l u n y a / i n O'Dowd's s p r i n g c a r t , / a l l a j i n g l e on 
^ / ^ / / ^ ^ / w / ^ / ^ 
the y e l l o w r o a d , / l a s h i n g t h e water w i t h t h e i r w h e e l s / t h e 

h o r s e , t o s s i n g h i s t h i n mane,/struck a t t h e s u r f a c e (TM, 

75). The gay movement i s c a r r i e d f o r w a r d by t h e r e p e a t e d 

a n a p e s t s , s h a d i n g a t t h e c l o s e o f each " l i n e " i n t o iambs. 

F o r Amy t h e j o u r n e y means i n c r e a s e o f l i f e ; a c c o r d i n g l y 

i t i s couched i n an exuberant p o e t r y w h i c h t h r o u g h o u t t h e 

n o v e l s i g n a l s t h o s e moments i n whi c h l i f e s e i z e d a p e r s o n 

i n g r e a t , i r r e s i s t a b l e g u s t s . Thus S t a n c o n n e c t s h i s 

b l a c k s m i t h f a t h e r w i t h t h e God o f t h e P r o p h e t s i n p r o s e 
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that surges i n a f l u r r y of anapests and iambs: "At Willow 
/ / / ^ / W W / ^ W / 

Creek, God bent the t r e e s / t i l l they streamed i n the wind 
^ / 

l i k e beards" (TM, 6). Behind a l l t h i s , of course, i s 

Housman's poem i n A Shropshire Lad (1896) from which the 

novel's t i t l e i s taken. The poem blows "gusts of doubt" 

through the l i f e - a v o i d i n g Thelma: "There, l i k e the wind 

through woods i n riot,/Through him the gale of l i f e blew 

high;.../The tree of man was never quiet:/Then 'twas the 

Roman, now ' t i s I" (TM, 389). 

Poetry i s not merely a means of s i g n a l l i n g 

excess of l i f e i n the characters; i t i s also a means of 

l i f t i n g the writing out of the flatness of a prose that 

aims simply to represent a world and to record the verna

cular speech of the l o c a l t r i b e s . White's attitude to the 

Au s t r a l - I r i s h t r i b e , of whom the O'Dowd's are represen

t a t i v e , has much i n common with Lowry's attitude to seamen 

in Ultramarine: he wants to make use of a more v i t a l and 

s e l f - d e l i g h t i n g language than that of standard upper-

middle-class speech. Mrs. O'Dowd offers him a version of 

English that i s not only d i r e c t , c o l l o q u i a l and earthy but 

also one that employs s t y l e selfconsciously. Mrs. O'Dowd's 

intention i s not merely to convey information but to 
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entertain by the manner of her speech. The word "ajingle" 

i n the passage quoted above introduces the circus theme 

which w i l l be taken up i n the style of Mrs. O'Dowd's narra

t i v e aside. This i s a set-piece of comic Irishness. Mrs. 

O'Dowd's mispronunciations, solecisms, i r r e l e v a n c i e s , 

digressions, and absurd d e t a i l s are rendered i n a s e l f -

delighting language. The style "performs" i n i t s own c i r 

cus fashion, mixing clowns and "acrybats," monkeys and 

elephants, high and low. The performance leaves Mrs. 

O'Dowd f u l l y i n control of past, present, and landscape. 

Above a l l , she i s i n control of Amy Parker for whom the 

" t i n s e l " words have transformed the dowdy world (TM, 76). 

We watch through Amy's dazzled eyes the sodden world 

become strange and marvellous. Her mind paints the world 

with circus colours: "From out of the varnished leaves the 

sun was bringing the greeny-golden b a l l s of oranges, to 

juggle with. For a moment. And e x i t " (TM, 76). In the 

act of v i s u a l i z i n g we are made aware that White i s not 

merely imitating the " r e a l " world; he i s the juggler whose 

command of words -- the " b a l l s " of s t y l e -- allows him to 

create the i l l u s i o n of r e a l i t y . 
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By now, Amy's romantic e x p e c t a t i o n s o f l i f e have 

been thoroughly roused. As the women proceed she waits f o r 

some evidence o f u n r e s t r a i n e d s e n s u a l i t y to b u r s t i n t o the 

arena o f the f l a t landscape ("some entrance o f animal 

l i f e " [TM, 76]). She i s not d i s a p p o i n t e d ; Mrs. O'Dowd's 

words have conjured up "three f l a s h young coves." In the 

ensuing a l t e r c a t i o n the words are a l l Mrs. O'Dowd's, but 

we see through Amy's eyes. The neighbour woman's mixture 

of f l i r t a t i o n and contempt i s f o r Amy a " d e l i r i o u s t i g h t 

rope" which she sees imaged i n a t a u t fence wire "on which 

the r a i n was running beads" (TM, 77). F a i n t - h e a r t e d Amy 

cannot "walk the wire" w i t h her f r i e n d . She has not the 

power over i l l u s i o n t h a t words c o n f e r ; f o r a l l her roman

t i c i s m , she i s a c r e a t u r e o f prose. Mrs. O'Dowd, however, 

i s a master i l l u s i o n i s t . At the l a s t moment she performs 

her most f a n t a s t i c t r i c k : out o f nothing but words she 

magics the h e r o i c p r o p o r t i o n s of her husband. O'Dowd i s 

a f i g u r e s t r a i g h t out o f I r i s h myth: " ' T h i s i s a very b i g 

s o r t o f man, l e t me t e l l y e r , with muscles on urn l i k e the 

pumkins, an f i r e coming through the nose f o r the l i k e s o f 

you" (TM, 78). With the f o r t u i t o u s a r r i v a l of Constable 

H a l l o r a n the " i l l u s i o n " of the three young coves which has 

been t h r e a t e n i n g t o become too r e a l i s d i s c h a r g e d . One of 
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White's more dreadful puns -- "the sulky became rather 

surly" -- signals the return to f l a t prosiness and the 

fami l i a r world (TM, 79). R e a l i s t i c d e t a i l dispatches the 

b r i e f , bright s p e l l : "Mrs. O'Dowd, sunken i n her carapace 

of s t i f f bags, denied the p o s s i b i l i t y of circuses" (TM, 79). 

The reader, along with Amy, i s roughly thrown back into 

the ordinary world. 

In t h i s "scene," then, White deliberately draws 

attention to his writing as performance. But he does not 

e n t i r e l y abandon his r e a l i s t i c purpose. Rather, he enacts 

i n s t y l e the way i n which Amy sees the world. The language 

"struts" with the fl a s h emptiness of a l l circuses as we 

see through Amy's romantic fantasies. Amy's world, l i k e 

Emma Bovary's, i s meretricious, and White's prose, i n giv

ing form to that meretriciousness, i s charged with an 

objective but manifest irony. At any rate, the writing, 

however p l a y f u l , i s dense, and forces the reader to ignore 

chronology -- how the narrative as a whole i s being ad

vanced — i n favour of the r i c h composition of colours, 

l i g h t and i l l u s i o n that i s brought to l i f e . The bright 

b a l l s of oranges are suspended i n the a i r ; the bird-cage 

hangs miraculously from the acrobat's teeth; i n the 
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foreground the horse of the women prances; i n the background 

the sulky i s a fast-moving chariot. A l l t h i s movement i s 

i n the arrangement of colour and l i n e (note the use of 

wires, ropes and rings to give us intersecting v e r t i c a l s , 

horizontals and c i r c l e s ) . The canvas thus framed holds 

our whole attention; i t i s quite s t a t i c . That i s to say, 

i t i s an object of contemplation i n i t s own right before 

i t i s part of any larger narrative whole. 

The second scene I s h a l l examine i s that i n which 

Stan Parker rescues Madeleine from the burning house, 

Glastonbury. Here White's symbolist intention i s so overt 

that the passage does not make completely s a t i s f a c t o r y 

reading on a r e a l i s t i c l e v e l : the house i s too obviously 

a s p a t i a l representation of Stan's mind. White draws 

attention to the symbolic q u a l i t y of the f i r e more e x p l i c i t 

l y than he does with the flood. It soon becomes clear 

that the purpose of the f i r e i s to destroy more than 

trees, houses, and the vanity of the men who f i g h t i t . 

It attacks the very fab r i c of the r e a l world. The f i r e 

consumes i d e n t i t y to the extent that i d e n t i t y rests upon 

the assurance of having a fixed place i n an ordered s o c i a l 

world, a place s i g n i f i e d by possessions ("each man remem-
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bered his own house ..- which u n t i l now he had considered 

s o l i d , and a l l the objects he had accumulated, and without 

which he would not have been himself" [TM, 173]). The 

f i r e at Glastonbury has the function of the masonic r i t u a l s 

in The Magic Flute. 

The f i r e threatens the very centre of the human 

community, the s i g n i f y i n g operations that generate c u l t u r a l 

meaning. The men who ride from the f i r e to Dur i l g a i "to 

be i n the centre at least" f i n d only the signpost, the 

post o f f i c e , and the store (TM, 174). Here they f i n d 

i n t a c t the absolute minimum of the communal means of ex

changing messages and goods. The men are allowed to f a l l 

back on t h i s centre because i t s v u l n e r a b i l i t y has been so 

thoroughly exposed.. Their sense of i d e n t i t y which rests 

on t h e i r place i n a s o c i a l order i s only as " s o l i d " as 

the possessions which uphold i t . They w i l l move no 

further i n the d i r e c t i o n which threatens di s s o l u t i o n of 

personality. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , for White as for Richardson, 

the post o f f i c e on which the men f a l l back i s the hub of 

the outback community. Richardson leaves Mary Mahony i n 

an i s o l a t e d r u r a l post o f f i c e at the close of Richard 
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Mahony. In such communities post o f f i c e s allow the c i r c u 

l a t i o n of that minimum of necessary messages without which 

i t would not be possible to speak of a "community." Stan 

Parker, unlike the men, i s prepared to move beyond the 

framework of the community and beyond i t s s i g n i f y i n g 

operations. Stan worships the f i r e p r e c i s e l y because i t 

promises to render down that part of himself which depends 

upon externals. White describes the Stan Parker who 

stares into the f i r e as a "worshipping man" (TM, 178). 

Stan chooses apocalypse. We r e c a l l that God promised Noah 

that a f t e r the flood would come the f i r e . After the 

destruction of form would come the destruction of substance. 

Amy's nudge sends Stan into the burning house so 

that he might rescue her romantic fantasies of Madeleine. 

But Stan obeys a private compulsion. The house "open[s]" 

i t s e l f to him with the implied promise that i t contains 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s , sensual and otherwise, which he has been 

unable to r e a l i z e i n his l i f e so far with Amy (TM, 178). 

He abandons the ordinary world, and with i t his wife, with 

a l i n e that neatly parodies the manly understatement of 

the Australian "bloke" convention: " ' I ' l l have a go 1" (TM, 

-179). Thus sloughing o f f his everyday persona he steps 
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into a "houseful of poetry" where Hamlet and Madeleine wait 

for him i n the eternal rooms (TM, 179). Inside the house 

objects have become part of a symbolic landscape, and 

Stan must struggle to separate the actual from the poetic 

nature of h i s mission. His problem i s to advance not only 

temporally and phy s i c a l l y into the house but also into 

the s e l f , into i n t e r i o r space. For a moment, he i s over

whelmed by the symbolism; the inward journey beckons. 

Time i s "becalmed i n the passages"; the cupboards are 

clogged with the detritus of the past (TM, 179). He stands 

becalmed among these timeless and impenetrable passages 

u n t i l snatched back into "the desperate s i t u a t i o n " (TM, 

180). Now his ordinariness, his " r e a l i t y , " i s oppressive 

to him. He i s the working man i n his "cloddish boots" 

standing at a loss i n a room where mirrors and furniture 

are designed to r e f l e c t the splendour of t h e i r owners. 

He remembers that he i s the common man come to rescue the 

trapped, upper-class g i r l , and he i s nervous that his 

clumsy words w i l l s p o i l t h e i r introduction. In mounting 

towards the purity of the upper rooms, he i s again 

engulfed by the mysterious qu a l i t y of his mission. The 

f i r e has consumed the r e a l : i t has burst the s o l i d V i c 

torian furniture; i t has s h r i v e l l e d up the "prettiness" 
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of upper-bourgeois l i f e ; i t has exposed the secrets of the 
r i c h . 

The fixed, normal world i n which i d e n t i t y rests 

securely on class and possessions has succumbed. A l l ob

jects are now "without r e f l e c t i o n s " ; they do not give back 

to the viewer evidence of his place i n the world (TM, 180). 

Stan steps over the hank of hair that once supported 

vanity and breaks into "the heart of the house" where his 

consummation ("climax") waits (TM, 180 - 1 ) . He meets not 

a s o l i d woman but an embodiment of poetry: Madeleine i s a l l 

Heraclitean flow. The f i r e has e n t i r e l y swallowed the 

ordinary world. The "papier-mache globe that the g i r l s 

used to learn the cap i t a l s from" has gone "up i n a puff" 

(TM, 181). 

Madeleine, then, i s the imprisoned princess, 

Rapunzel, who waits i n her tower with her long hair flowing. 

She i s Stan's trapped v i s i o n of poetic p o s s i b i l i t y waiting 

to be released. One could even read the passage i n Jungian 

terms: Stan confronts'in .the figure of Madeleine his anima, 

the v e i l e d woman, with whom he must e f f e c t a coniunctio 
37 

oppositorum i n the alchemical flames of transmutation. 
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However, although she appears to Stan to be composed of 

shimmering f i r e and although, l i k e Hamlet's Ophelia, she 

affects a touch of madness, Madeleine i s a re a l woman. She 

waits to be rescued: that i s , restored to the r e a l world. 

Madeleine i s a bourgeois princess and Stan a very prole

tarian knight. They must negotiate the doors that separate 

the classes before passing through the f i r e into the r e a l . 

The introduction of the class theme restores a r e a l i s t i c 

element to the narrative. The language they must use, 

which encodes the class b a r r i e r s that divide them, almost 

betrays Madeleine into r e f e r r i n g to "the servants' s t a i r 

case" (TM, 182). This, i n any case, i s closed to them: 

the rooms i n which the maids have been "contained" lead 

only to "dead ends" (TM, 182). Stan Parker and Madeleine 

cannot return to the re a l world as lady and proletarian. 

They are forced to grapple with one another as man and 

woman. 

Madeleine and Stan, l i k e Sidney Furlow and Clem 

Hagan and l i k e Eden Standish and Joe Barnett, are sexually 

s t i r r e d by the distance between the classes. The upper-

class woman of s e n s i b i l i t y , beauty and constraint waits 

to be ravaged by the no- l e s s - w i l l i n g proletarian i n his 
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clumping great boots. In White's two early novels t h i s 

a t t r a c t i o n found i t s appropriate, i f unlikely, expression 

in the sexual act. In both cases, White c l e a r l y intended 

us to see t h i s leap across the classes as e s s e n t i a l l y 

healthy, though whether for s o c i a l , sexual or psychologi

c a l reasons was not quite c l e a r . In both cases also, 

White's attitude towards t h i s union was ambivalent. His 

sexual p o l i t i c s of healing were i n c o n f l i c t with his 

sexual and id e o l o g i c a l i n s t i n c t s : hence the association 

with the death p r i n c i p l e of the love between Eden and Joe. 

In The Tree of Man, White neatly sidesteps his ambivalences.* 

He s h i f t s the terms of the union from those of sex and 

class to purely symbolical ones. Stan and Madeleine are 

joined only when they put aside desire. Not t h e i r f l e s h 

* We must be gratef u l to White for his forthrightness about 
his homosexuality in Flaws i n the Glass. By "ambivalence" 
I do not mean to suggest that White was ambivalent about 
his homosexuality. As White himself makes cle a r , he 
has used h i s homosexuality to project both sexual roles 
out of his own nature. This has c e r t a i n l y been a great 
dramatic advantage. I t has not, however, obviated his 
ess e n t i a l ambivalence towards heterosexuality which i s 
here at issue. 
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but t h e i r bones meet (language which looks forward to the 

v i o l e n t l y unworldly lovers i n Voss). Thus the sexual as

pects of the marriage of opposites are swallowed by the 

symbolism. As the twined lovers descend the staircase the 

in e s s e n t i a l f l e s h l y beauty of Madeleine i s discarded while 

her e s s e n t i a l , inner beauty — the poetic s e l f Stan has 

projected onto the g i r l -- i s appropriated by Stan. Stan 

emerges from the f i r e , i f not p u r i f i e d into a f i n a l shape, 

at least refined. He has discovered a selfhood more 

fundamental than that which i s offered to the world as 

personality. He has uncovered the poetry so long impri

soned within him. The empty husk of Madeleine i s cast 

aside on the grass, "dry-retching" out of her own 

nothingness (TM, 184). 

For a moment i n the midst of the f i r e the immense 

distances between the classes are negated. But White 

does not trouble himself or us by attempting to show lovers 

from antagonistic classes struggling towards health and 

wholeness i n a s t e r i l e s o c i a l order. Stan and Madeleine 

return to t h e i r former l i v e s , once again separated by a l l 

the endlessness of space between the classes. They were 

allowed to meet not as human beings but as trembling sym

bols winding down a Jungian staircase. After being thus 
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turned into symbols they are simply dumped back into r e a l i t y 

and into t h e i r f a m i l i a r roles as s o c i a l i t e and cow-cockie. 

As with Mrs. O'Dowd after her circus piece, the language 

suddenly refuses to hold them up. But Stan Parker has made 

off with something of permanent value. He has stolen out 

of the r i c h butcher's house the s p i r i t u a l essence of gen

t i l i t y to which the c o l o n i a l upper orders aspire. He 

has grasped the sense of beauty that alone can make l e i 

sure, wealth and refinement "genteel." In l i t e r a r y terms 

the Australian common man has broken out of the prison-

house of realism. The outback proletarian hero has ran

sacked the country house -- admittedly an imitation -- of 

the old order and made o f f not only with the beau t i f u l 

daughter but also with the high s t y l e that has t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

belonged to the r a r e f i e d consciousness of the leisured 

upper classes. Stan does not, of course, "make o f f " with 

Madeleine. He returns to his prosaic world wherein he 

i s irrevocably married not to "richness" but to " r e a l i t y . " 

Yet the symbolism i n the f i r e scene belongs not to Made

leine but to Stan. The objects i n the burning house are 

charged with emotion and significance that have t h e i r 

o r i g i n s i n Stan's states of consciousness. In Happy 
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Valley the working man, Hagan, was attracted to the beauti

f u l Sidney Furlow but could not enter her inner world 

wherein her reveries had a Mallarmean languor. In The  

Tree of Man the inwardness belongs to the crude, i n a r t i 

culate worker. Madeleine's beauty and the sense of s p i r i t 

u a l i t y suggested by her formal perfection are q u a l i t i e s 

that reside i n Stan's mind. She herself returns to a 

" r e a l i t y " i n f i n i t e l y more squalid, vulgar, and empty than 

Stan's l i f e with Amy. In t h i s scene White stakes his claim 

to the conventional matter of Australian realism and 

asserts his r i g h t to do with i t as he w i l l . In t h i s sense 

" r e a l i t y " and "richness" have been joined at the l e v e l of 

s t y l e and narrative stance. The techniques of symbolism 

have been applied to the t r a d i t i o n a l matter of realism. 

The two "scenes" discussed above are thematically 

linked. Yet each has an a i r of self-completion. We 

v i s u a l i z e them af t e r we have read the novel not as l i n k s 

i n a narrative chain but as f u l l y r e a l i z e d compositions, 

as v i v i d arrangements of colour and l i n e on a f l a t space. 

They are l i k e paintings i n d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s . The f i r s t 

scene i s r e a l i s t i c , but with a l i v e l y selfconsciousness 

in the execution. The f l a t surface i s given depth and 
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movement: the i l l u s i o n that what we are seeing i s actual 

l i f e . Yet, i n an anti-mimetic fashion, the writing i n s i s t s 

on drawing attention to the means by which the i l l u s i o n i s 

achieved. White refuses to make his prose "transparent": 

that i s , to efface his writing as Richardson does before 

the representation. White reminds us that realism i s a 

s t y l i s t i c convention without actually foregoing the plea

sures of representing. The deliberate splurges of colour 

heighten a drab r e a l i t y , but they do not deny that there 

i s a r e a l i t y "out there." The second scene i s symbolist 

i n the sense that the r e a l i t y of nature has been thrown 

out i n favour of that of the imagination. The world of 

objects i s depicted but without the conviction which l i e s 

behind Richardson's represented worlds: the conviction 

that a l l objects . . p a r t i c i p a t e i n a single, unequivocal, 

external r e a l i t y . The house, i t s rooms, and the things 

within the rooms are c o r r e l a t i v e s for states of f e e l i n g . 

We see the trapped princess as the essence of poetry, 

and desire. The rescuer hesitates as he seeks a path to 

the centre of what i s obviously a private maze. And as 

he advances he encounters not things but symbols. 



-379-

By putting such a weight of symbolism onto Stan 

Parker i n the burning house scene, White signals a major 

new tendency i n his writing. Depending on one's c r i t i c a l 

prejudices t h i s tendency marks an advance or a regression. 

At any rate, i t remains the major c r i t i c a l bone of conten

ti o n about his achievement. What i s at issue i s that 

a l l e g o r i c a l bias i n Voss, Riders i n the Chariot (1961) 

and The S o l i d Mandala (1966) which subordinates the c r e d i 

b i l i t y of the characters to an overtly symbolic design. 

For those who l i k e t h e i r realism neat White's f l o u t i n g 

of the contingent world of our common habitation i s deeply 

offensive. The Tree of Man i s not, l i k e the l a t e r novels, 

a l l e g o r i c a l . Stan Parker's c r e d i b i l i t y i s not prejudiced 

by his association with Adam Kadmon or Christ or the holy 

fool archetype. Yet i n the burning house White makes a 

break with the t r a d i t i o n a l r e a l i s t i c notion of character 

more r a d i c a l than any before i n his f i c t i o n . In "Jardin 

Exotique" the style refused to represent transparently 

the external world. White's purpose there, however, was 

to enact by s t y l i s t i c inversion Theodora Goodman's movement 

into schizophrenia. The style of the piece was a rhetoric 

subordinate to the representation not of the world but of 
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a p a r t i c u l a r l y distorted world. In The Tree of Man the 

st y l e i s throughout more circumspect. We have to look 

closely to notice the gestural and p l a y f u l q u a l i t i e s by 

which White draws attention to his writing as performance. 

There i s a slyness in the curbing of style i n The Tree of  

Man as there i s i n the ordinariness of the characters. In 

placing his art inside a frame he finds r e s t r i c t i v e , that 

of the c o l o n i a l experience, he appears to have humbled 

his excesses and strengthened his moral and mimetic 

biases. He has done nothing of the sort. 

By suspending Stan's c r e d i b i l i t y as a r e a l i s t i c 

character White implies his absolutist notion of his own 

powers as a writer of f i c t i o n over the worlds he invents. 

White returned r e l u c t a n t l y to A u s t r a l i a and has not 

ceased to grumble about the place to t h i s day. Like 

Richardson, he finds A u s t r a l i a unsympathetic as i t i s . 

Unlike Richardson, however, he does not r e s t r i c t himself 

i n his writing to the "as i t i s . " He invents, and i n 

invention l i e s his consolations. We f i n d i n The Tree of 

Man the poetic play which i s wholly absent from Richard 

Mahony and which i s , as S c h i l l e r pointed out, the sign of 
3 8 

aesthetic freedom. I t i s not that White simply snips 
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the s t r i n g that holds the world of art to the actual world 

and watches i t vanish into pure space. But he i s always 

aware of the distances between words and things, between 

the world i n the mirror and the highway along which the 

mirror moves. He finds i n these distances not a source of 

anxiety as i n the early novels but the enabling condition 

of play, of imaginative c r e a t i v i t y , of invention. In the 

marriage between l i f e and the imagination he e f f e c t s , the 

imagination i s c l e a r l y the male and dominant partner. 

Hence, White's r a i l i n g s against Australian novelists for 

t h e i r " j o u r n a l i s t i c " allegiance to dreary fact s . Hence, 

his s e l f - d e l i g h t i n g language. Hence, the a r t i f i c i a l 

q uality of his novels: they are a r t i f a c t s , shaped objects, 
39 

" c r y s t a l l i n e , " i n I r i s Murdoch's word. And hence, 

White's readiness to override the c r e d i b i l i t y of his 

characters. His characters are not copies of r e a l people 

l i k e Richardson's; they are p o s s i b i l i t i e s begotten by the 

imagination on aspects of the s e l f . Thus, they suggest 

"the form of l i f e rather than i t s material r e a l i t y . " 4 0 

White gives us not events transcribed from the newspapers 

but the inner meaning of events. 
White t e l l s us very l i t t l e about the e f f e c t of 
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the war on Stan Parker. What we need to know i s conveyed 

through the symbolism surrounding the house at Glastonbury. 

In the f i r e before the Great War, White gives form to the 

great smash-up of the Victorian-Edwardian world i n which 

objects served to consolidate character and class was 

permanent, inev i t a b l e , fixed by the w i l l of God. Shortly 

a f t e r the f i r e , Stan packs with O'Dowd for the trenches. 

When he returns the class system i s , of course, i n t a c t i n 

Au s t r a l i a but i t s structure has been irrevocably altered. 

Before the war the class structure was blurred i n i t s 

d e t a i l s by c o l o n i a l s o c i a l mobility and vulgarized i n i t s 

upper reaches by imitation. A f t e r the war the top end of 

the structure, the a r i s t o c r a t i c way of l i f e that had been 

aspired to rather than achieved, has been lopped o f f . 

The r i c h butcher leaves Glastonbury uncompleted on hearing 

of h i s son's death. The dream of the c o l o n i a l newly-rich 

of transforming themselves into imitation English gentle

men has been banished. The staircase opens onto the sky 

and the bricks crumble beneath i t . That absence i s 

accompanied by profound misgivings on White's part. It 

underlies the formal d i f f i c u l t i e s and occasional hysteria 

of the l a t t e r h a l f of the novel. It undermines the secure 
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foundations of Stan Parker's world. The personal God who 

had once "reached down, supposedly, and l i f t e d up" has 

been consigned with the rubble of Glastonbury to nostalgia 

(TM, 204). In Glastonbury i t s e l f "unreason" abounds; a 

swaggie has smeared the walls with his excrement (TM, 219). 

Stan finds .that "whole rooms of his mind" have gone: there 

i s no way back to the stuffed cupboards of youth or the 

r a t i o n a l top storey that held up the whole e d i f i c e (TM, 221) . 

The world i s less convincing thaft i t was formerly: "In 

that peacetime he was s t i l l d i f f i d e n t of accepting anything 

as s o l i d , f a c t u a l , or what i s c a l l e d permanent" (TM, 217). 

Stan has grasped that r e a l i t y i s a construct, something 

shored up by s o c i a l acceptances, and that henceforth, the 

inevitable tendency of the structures i n whose terms we 

construe r e a l i t y i s towards collapse and fragmentation. 

Among those structures i s the notion of " r e a l i t y " on which 

the t r a d i t i o n a l r e a l i s t i c novel i s premised. In breaking 

with the t r a d i t i o n a l novel and i t s preferred manner of 

p i c t u r i n g a world White turns to symbolism, a selfconscious 

style and the organization of his novels into painterly 

scenes. A l l these techniques are designed to prevent our 

looking through the novel to the " r e a l " world. There i s 
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g u i t e enough i n the in v e n t e d world to occupy our a t t e n t i o n . 

We can, then, read The Tree of Man as a s e r i e s 

of scenes, o r synchro n i c moments t h a t r e s i s t the d i a c h r o n i c 

movement of the t e x t , much i n the manner (and wit h s i m i l a r l y 
41 

p a i n t e r l y overtones) i n which we can read Women i n Love. 

Yet The Tree o f Man has a l e v e l o f n a r r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n 

t h a t subsumes these scenes, these moments of temporal 

" c l o t t i n g . " At the d i a c h r o n i c l e v e l The Tree of Man, l i k e 

R i c h a r d Mahony, f o l l o w s the curve of a s i n g l e man's l i f e 

from young manhood to death. In White's n o v e l , however, 

the c u r v i l i n e a r form o f the n a r r a t i v e , unsupported by 

Richardson's narrower n o t i o n o f the r e a l , i s c o n s i d e r a b l y 

more complex and p r o b l e m a t i c a l . In The Tree of Man, we 

f i n d t h r e e d i s t i n c t curves o f n a r r a t i v e which g i v e the 

appearance o f being tucked one i n t o the other l i k e Chinese 

boxes. 

The f i r s t of these l e v e l s i s simply t h a t of 

Stan's l i f e from e a r l y manhood to death. I t i s a l i f e of 

few events, a l i f e which does not r e v e a l i t s e l f to us 

through e x t e r n a l a c t i o n . The major " a c t i o n s " which im

pinge upon Stan's l i f e — the Great War and the murder of 
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his son, Ray -- are not foregrounded; consequently, we are 

aware of t h e i r impact only as Stan experiences them 

inwardly. The flood, the f i r e and the drought are less 

actions than symbols. Their purpose i n the narrative i s 

neither to create the suspense of conventional p l o t t i n g nor 

to disclose Stan's character by showing how he behaves. 

Rather they are means of breaking down the s o l i d i t y of 

the external world, of negating the notion that there i s 

a single, common-sense r e a l i t y — s o c i a l and perceptual — 

which manufactures and sustains character. The very paucity 

of events i n Stan's l i f e gives the novel's shape a symmetry 

lacking i n Richard Mahony. Stan's l i f e , l i k e Mahony's, 

follows the pattern of fortune's wheel: he accumulates 

goods and standing in the community, then slowly loses 

them. Stan, however, experiences no d r a s t i c reversals. 

He i s so l i t t l e attached to the world and i t s opinion that 

he hardly notices the s l i p p i n g away of his prosperity. 

Because his p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n history i s so marginal there 

i s no need to crowd the -.background of his l i f e with 

s o c i a l l y representative types. The Tree of Man lacks 

the c l u t t e r , the incoherence, the narrative waywardness of 

Richardon's.novel. The overwhelming impression of symmetry 
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i n the novel rests on the s i m p l i c i t y of i t s primary l e v e l 

of narrative organization: the fortunes of Stan Parker. 

The second narrative l e v e l of The Tree of Man i s 

that which describes the curve of natural process. The 

four sections of the novel follow consecutively the seasons 

from spring through winter. The novel's coda completes 

the c i r c l e by pointing confidently to spring. Thus Stan's 

l i f e i s not negated but completed by his death. His l i f e 

i s at l a s t f u l l y contained within the process of organic 

growth and decay. This c y c l i c a l pattern confers meaning 

on what seemed, i n the middle of things, a mere confusion. 

Stan dies i n the very centre of his garden having disco

vered the intimacy of his p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n natural process. 

Consciousness i s seen to be, a f t e r a l l his strugglings 

to understand, not only the source of puzzlement but also 

the source of delusion. Consciousness always asserted 

the separateness of the perceiving ego. Given t h i s sepa-

rateness, the conscious ego was obliged to "read" meaning 

into objects rather than enter into a loving bond with the 

things of the world. Hence, Stan's f a i l u r e to teach his 

son, Ray, to respond with wonder to the l i t t l e l i z a r d : he 

himself cannot wholly escape the Cartesian ego that views 
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the world t r a n s i t i v e l y (TM, 227). Dying, Stan Parker enters 

into the rapt i n t r a n s i t i v e apprehension of nature that i s 

the mode i n which the mad boy, Bub Quigley, acknowledges 

the world. By accepting that l i f e i s a business not of 

knowing but of unconscious struggling, Stan imposes a unity 

on the randomness and confusion of his l i f e . He i s at l a s t 

f u l l y integrated into nature along with the ants, and the 

cabbages, and the mountains. The slow curve of Stan's l i f e 

as a s o c i a l being i s thus inserted into the more fundamental 

curve of his l i f e within nature. 

The Tree of Man possesses an organic unity that 

i s absent i n Richard Mahony. In place of Richardson's end

less, unassimilable r e a l i s t i c d e t a i l s , White offers us a 

few interconnected symbols of natural growth and decay: 

the rose bush, the garden, the makeshift house. Richard

son sees nature as landscape not as process. Mahony cannot 

enter into any union with the Australian landscape because 

he remains to the very end a discrete, perceiving ego who 

views the world t r a n s i t i v e l y . Protected by his goggles 

and his outlandish o u t f i t , he stalks through an increasing

ly barren/, dusty world which, unredeemed by the imagination, 

he makes a very h e l l . Even the English landscape for 
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which he so longs i n A u s t r a l i a i s thoroughly conventional

ized, a fact which in part excuses the lamentable cli c h e s 

Richardson employs i n describing the f i r s t sighting of the 

English coastline i n The Way Home. Exposed to actual 

English rigours, Mahony soon paints the Australian climate 

i n n o s t a l g i c a l l y warm colours. Mahony can be at home no

where i n the world because neither he nor Richardson can 

see how the mind can be joined to things. Mahony'sdualis-

t i c habit of thinking drives him further and further inwards, 

p r i s i n g apart inner and outer u n t i l the cleavage between 

the two i s unbridgeable. His s p i r i t u a l i s m widens .this 

cleavage. Richardson herself endorses Mahony1s dualism 

in her writing: hence her i n a b i l i t y (to d i a l e c t i c a l i y con

nect inner and outer, materialism and s p i r i t u a l i s m , realism 

and romanticism. As George Lichtheim summarizes Lukacs' 

position i n History and Class Consciousness "materialism 

and s p i r i t u a l i s m are the thesis and antithesis of a debate 

which has i t s o r i g i n i n the f a i l u r e to overcome the clea -
4 2 

vage between subject and object." The solution i s to 

transcend the barren terms of the opposition i f not by 

Lukacs' Marxian praxis then by White's romantic union of 

thought and r e a l i t y : that i s , by the imagination. 
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The t h i r d l e v e l o f n a r r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n i n 

The Tree o f Man i s t h e h e r m e n e u t i c a l . By t h i s , I mean a l l 

S t a n ' s e f f o r t s t o d e c i p h e r v a r i o u s p u z z l e s : what i s the 

meaning o f t h e p l a y Hamlet; what do t h e words o f t h e B i b l e 

o r t h e e v e n t s o f l i f e o r t h e symbols o f n a t u r e d i s c l o s e t o 

us about t h e n a t u r e o f God? S t a n , t h e n , i s concerned t o 

uncover h i d d e n meanings i n s e v e r a l t e x t s : Hamlet, the B i b l e , 

t h e w o r l d . T h i s n a r r a t i v e l e v e l has t h e form o f a q u e s t . 

S t a n seeks t h e answer t o a r i d d l e , which answer th e n a r r a 

t o r w i t h h o l d s from him u n t i l t h e v e r y end o f t h e n o v e l . 

The r i d d l e i s n o t t h e h e r m e n e u t i c a l q u e s t i t s e l f : t h a t i s , 

what meaning i s c o n c e a l e d beneath t h e s u r f a c e s o f t e x t s ? 

The r i d d l e i s t h e e q u a l l y c o m p l i c a t e d problem: whether 

t h e r e i s , i n f a c t , any meaning h i d d e n i n words o r t h i n g s , 

whether t h a t . i s , t h e w o r l d has d e p t h . The q u e s t i o n must 

be p u t i n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r form because o f t h e c u r i o u s 

manner i n w h i c h t h e n a r r a t o r goads th e g e n e r a l l y r e l u c t a n t 

S t a n t o i n t e r p r e t e v e n t s as though t h e y c o n c e a l e d some 

l a t e n t t r u t h . S t a n i s from t h e s t a r t an u n w i l l i n g i n t e r 

p r e t e r (TM, 6 - 7 ) . S t a n i s as ready as t h e n e x t man t o 

t a k e on t r u s t a w o r l d o f mere appearances w h i c h he can 

hew and shape t o h i s own ends. The n a r r a t o r , a l l t h e 

w h i l e a s s u r i n g us o f t h e s i m p l i c i t y and r i g h t n e s s o f 
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Stan's world, p e r s i s t e n t l y undermines the s o l i d basis 

of that world. The flood forces Stan to ask for the f i r s t 

time whether "the s o l i d i t y of things ... was... assured" 

.(TM, 71). Moreover, the narrator s l y l y s l i p s into Stan's 

flooded world an augury of his coming confrontation with 

hermeneutics: among the objects that f l o a t by his boat 

i s "a Bible open at Ez e k i e l " (TM, 71). Stan i s in the 

position of a man b u l l i e d by a cunning and smooth-tongued 

schoolmaster into deciphering the scrawls of the pub-

loungers who, with whip and s t i c k , "eras[e] and w r i t [ e ] , 

in t h e i r private codes" i n the dust (Tom, 101). 

In his youth and strength there i s l i t t l e need 

for Stan to in t e r p r e t . His actions, l i k e those of Homer's 

heroes, are s u f f i c i e n t i n themselves. His world i s one 

of at-homeness between things and s e l f . This f e e l i n g of 

being at home i n the world allows a sense of intimate 

connection between words and things, actions and meanings. 

In Georg Lukacs' words he inhabits the epic world of an 

integrated c i v i l i z a t i o n as d i s t i n c t from the modern, 

broken world with i t s nostalgic epic, the novel: 
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There i s not yet any i n t e r i o r i t y , for 
there i s not yet any exterior, any 'other
ness' for the soul. The soul goes out to 
seek adventure; i t l i v e s through adventures, 
but i t does not know the re a l torment of 
seeking and the r e a l danger of finding; 
such a soul never stakes i t s e l f ; i t does 
not yet know that i t can lose i t s e l f , i t 
never thinks of having to look for i t s e l f . 
Such an age i s the age of the epic.43 

For the young husband and land-clearer the pre-war c o l o n i a l 

world i s s u f f i c i e n t l y complete; i t i s commensurate to his 

desires. His actions are not "about" anything. Their 

manifest meaning i s t h e i r whole content. With increasing 

maturity Stan finds that the s o l i d i t y and permanence he 

had assumed in the external world cannot be r e l i e d upon. 

The gap between inner and outer has appeared and the 

meanings of things are no longer obvious. In other words, 

Stan has f a l l e n into the broken post-Edenic world.where 

everything becomes text, and he must learn to "read." 

Nature becomes a set of signs which point to some immanence. 

Looking back on t h i s period from his time of complete 

d i s i l l u s i o n , Stan sees i t as one i n which "each leaf and 

s c r o l l of bark was heavy with implication" (TM, 351). 

For then he was "bowed down by b e l i e f " ; the weight of 

God's presence was heavy i n the world (TM, 351). 
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God, however, i s at best a substitute for a 

world i n which man i s f u l l y at home, one which gives up 

i t s store of meaning without any struggle. There i s no 

God in Stan's pre-interpretive Eden: i t s "silence was 

immense" (TM, 3). God makes His appearance only when Stan 

has f a l l e n into the conviction that the world i s a text 

whose meaning i s always latent. Stan turns to God to 

f i l l his post-lapsarian legacy: the hermeneutic gap. 

Metaphysics, however, cannot get Stan back to Eden. Seek

ing evidence of the nature of the divine i n the condition 

of the world Stan arrives not at one God but several. The 

pale, C h r i s t i a n God of h i s mother's pious hopes i s shaken 

into nothingness by the gusty God of his father, the God 

of the prophets Who b u l l i e s man into acknowledging His 

i n s c r u t a b i l i t y . Later an immanent deity contends with a 

purely transcendent. In the absence of any sure method of 

in t e r p r e t i n g the evidence of the world, the guises of God 

p r o l i f e r a t e . Stan becomes less and less at home i n the 

world as his b e l i e f increases that there must be some 

sort of God, some meaning locked into the stony face of 

things. The narrator traces the progressive break-up of 

Stan Parker's world through the flood, the f i r e and the war. 
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One by one, the struts of Stan's world are knocked away. 

His sure sense of s e l f , language, meaning as a set of 

givens cannot survive the uprooting of a l l f i x i t y , a l l 

s t a b i l i t y , a l l permanence from the world that once radiated 

from him. The death of his son, Ray, collapses his 

confidence i n his a b i l i t y to "hew[ ] a shape and order 

out of ... chaos" (TM, 275). Amy's adultery removes a l l 

the struts that have become necessary to hold up his 

world. The l a s t s t rut of a l l i s God. Stan sp i t s at the 

absent deity (TM, 333). 

Stan Parker now comes into "the desolation of 
44 

r e a l i t y . " His world i s one. of objects that dxsclose no 

latent meaning. There i s nothing behind words, signs, 

things. He enters the milk bar of Con the Greek where 

permanence i s the ersatz marble of counter tops, where 

mysticism i s the chant of "the mathematics of success" (TM, 

336). Here youths and g i r l s communicate i n "secret 

languages or ... signs"; but the key to these ciphers i s 

a l l too obvious, even to Stan (TM, 339). The various 

f r u i t s of Con's milk bar suggest not natural f r u i t i o n but 

lewdness. Even the ice-cream dispensers — "the snakes 

of spoons and the l i t t l e cups" -- partake i n the general 
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concupiscence (TM, 339). Stan by t h i s stage of his l i f e 

can "see an object as i t [ i s ] , and interpret a gesture as 

i t [is] meant" (TM, 405). He refuses to inte r p r e t . He 

attends the play Hamlet the meaning of which his mother had 

expected him to uncover. Watching the play he i s merely 

"bombarded by words" that make too l i t t l e sense (TM, 416 -

7). He loses consciousness with the consoling thought 

that "nothing ... i s so complicated as t h i s play" (TM, 417). 

Stan now occupies an empty space where words, signs, 

gestures p r o l i f e r a t e but point to nothing, to no hidden 

meaning capable of holding them up. It i s an emptiness 

that waits to be f i l l e d . 

Stan Parker's hermeneutical quest ends triumphant

ly with his mystical experience i n the garden. The narra

tor, having for so long teased Stan with the promise of 

meaning beneath the surfaces of things (and us with the 

promise of meaning beneath the surface of the text ) , at 

l a s t d e livers the longed-for revelation. Stan, we are 

to l d , discovers that "One, and no other figure, i s the 

answer to a l l sums" (TM, 497). That i s to say, a l l pheno

mena share a single substance; d i v i s i o n i s mere i l l u s i o n . 

The world i s not merely charged with God, i t Ls God. 
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Stan unlocks the s e c r e t p r i n c i p l e o f monism t h a t s o l v e s 

h i s hermeneutical problem, and ours, by the l o g i c - c h o p p i n g 

t r i c k o f c o n f l a t i n g the hidden w i t h the ma n i f e s t . The 

o b j e c t s i n the garden are " i n c r e d i b l e " not because they 

d i s c l o s e any hidden meaning, not because t h e r e i s anything 

behind them, but because they are (TM, 497) . The l e a f i n 

which Stan e c s t a t i c a l l y " b e l i e v e [ s ] " i s not a symbol,(TM, 

496). I t does not p o i n t beyond i t s e l f to a God Who, as 

a transcendent r e f e r e n t , underwrites the symbolic meaning 

of a l l e a r t h l y t h i n g s o r , as: an immanence, d i s c l o s e s H i s 

hidden presence i n t h i n g s . The l e a f i_s God. The n o v e l , 

then, has come f u l l c i r c l e from a world s u f f i c i e n t i n i t 

s e l f as matter t o a world s u f f i c i e n t i n i t s e l f as i d e a . 

T h i s moment i n the garden -- l i k e S t . Augustine's, 

a lthough w i t h t h e o l o g i c a l c o n c l u s i o n s of which the s a i n t 

would h a r d l y have approved — i s the "moment of i n t e r p r e 

t a t i o n " t h a t g i v e s sense t o Stan's l i f e c o n s i d e r e d as a 
45 

whole n a r r a t i v e . I t i s the moment t h a t g i v e s sense t o 

the n o v e l . I t holds t o g e t h e r the i n t e r l o c k i n g l e v e l s o f 

n a r r a t i v e o r g a n i z a t i o n . T h i s i s the p o i n t t h a t holds up 

the n o v e l ' s s t r u c t u r e and allows us to d i s c o v e r a coherence 

i n a l l the n o v e l ' s p a r t i c u l a r s , even such seeming n a r r a t i v e 
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delinquencies as the story of the man from Denilquin. 

It i s d i f f i c u l t hot to f i n d the i n t e r p r e t i v e 

moment that concludes Stan Parker's quest too neat, too 

s a t i s f y i n g . We r e c a l l that the narrator has already warned 

us that "revelations are never conveyed with b r i l l i a n c e as 

revealed" (TM, 404). Yet the novel achieves closure by 

appealing to a revelation that we must take on t r u s t or 

not at a l l . And i f we choose the l a t t e r , must we not 

reject the novel also? It i s d i f f i c u l t not to conclude 

that Stan Parker's mystical experience, l i k e Mahony's 

sp i r i t u a l i s m , expresses an authorial structure of desire: 

Stan stumbles f o r t u i t o u s l y on a variety of mysticism that 

solves not only his problem of b e l i e f but also the novel's 

problem of achieving formal unity. Dying, Stan Parker 

simply dissolves a l l d i v i s i o n s whatever into a monism. 

Such an extreme means of achieving unity suggests the 

force of the c e n t r i f u g a l pressures that White seeks to 

contain. The problem, as Leonie Kramer has suggested, i s 

to discover why the novel i s so passionately concerned 
46 

with wholeness and oneness. We may discover a means of 

solving t h i s problem i f we regard The Tree of Man as a novel 
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rather than a philosophical t r a c t . Put simply, White's 

philosophical standpoint cannot be equated with that of 

Stan Parker, even i f we could extract from Stan's various 

positions a single viewpoint. White's central concern i s 

not with the ontological categories "wholeness" and "one

ness" but with the aesthetic categories coherence and 

unity. 

In White's early novels we found a desire to 

achieve formal unity which was p e r s i s t e n t l y thwarted by 

a variety of disordering authorial uncertainties and ambi

valences. There were ruptures i n the formal organization 

of the texts. These "ruptures" were accounted for i n 

terms of a number of d i f f e r e n t c r i t i c a l approaches. There 

was the purely formal problem. White's desire to achieve 

organically u n i f i e d form was checked by his selfconscious 

determination to be modern and experimental. The preoccu

pation with language was marred by an excessive s e l f -

consciousness. Another way of putting t h i s problem i s 

to say that White was caught between two dominant l i t e r a r y 

father figures: Lawrence and Joyce. From the former, 

White took his moral concern and his desire to be open 

to l i f e . From the l a t t e r , he took an emphasis on st y l e 
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as an end in i t s e l f . There was the problem of the c u l t u 

r a l context. White's desire to achieve in his novels a 

balance between man's inner l i f e and his s o c i a l being was 

prejudiced by the increasing fragmentation of the bourgeois 

world between the wars. Hence, the nostalgic preference 

for organic connection to a substantial, "actual" world. 

Hence, also the increasing alienation of the central char 

racters i n the three early novels. There was the sexual 

problem. A distaste for heterosexual love-making worked 

against the conscious desire i n the f i r s t two novels to 

follow Lawrence i n pointing to a passionate love r e l a t i o n s 

between a man and a woman as the e s s e n t i a l l y healthy and 

l i f e - a f f i r m i n g way out of the deadness of contemporary 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . This unconscious distaste for sexuality 

frequently s h i f t s into a Manichaean disgust with l i f e i t 

s e l f . There i s an element of r e c o i l from matter that 

creeps into White's descriptions of love-making and i s 

f e l t as a tendency towards d u a l i s t i c metaphysics that 

wanders uneasily through the early novels. In these va

rious s p l i t t i n g s of the organic unity of the early novels 

we f i n d unconscious, or simply unworked-out, elements d i s 

rupting the conscious attempts of the author to achieve 
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f u l l command of his material. 

We may a r r i v e , then, at a tentative explanation 

of the sense of r e l i e f we f i n d i n the early parts of The  

Tree of Man, the sense of having stumbled at l a s t on a 

rooted way of l i f e . The return to A u s t r a l i a a f t e r the war 

was a turning away from the complexities of the modern 

world, a return to organic s i m p l i c i t i e s : to dogs and goats 

and vegetables and flowers. I t was a deliberate turning 

away from "the Gothic s h e l l of Europe" to a simple, un

broken world where meaning seemed i n t a c t , where words and 

things, inner and outer, were not f l y i n g apart. There i s , 

however, a selfconsciousness i n the depiction of these 

s i m p l i c i t i e s -- White offers us not stylelessness but 

B i b l i c a l parody — that indicates his awareness that Cas

t l e H i l l was not A u s t r a l i a but a tiny and threatened en

clave within A u s t r a l i a . Hence, the hysteria i n White's 

descriptions of the encroachment of suburbia on the 

Parkers' farm. Hence, also the decisive e f f e c t on the 

tone, unity, and movement of the novel of the entry of 

history, the narrative of r a d i c a l disruptions, into the 

timeless world of D u r i l g a i . The entry of history into 

Stan Parker's world signals the entry into the novel of 
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the same disruptive forces that were found in the e a r l i e r 
novels. 

The Great War breaks up once and for a l l the 

organic unity of Edwardian c o l o n i a l l i f e . Thereafter, even 

the pastoral outcrops of the old order are doomed. The 

war allows Ray Parker to make his f i r s t decisive break 

with the Edenic youth that w i l l continue to torment him. 

By attacking the old German farmhand, F r i t z , Ray takes on 

the rootlessness and brokenness of modern l i f e . Hence

forth h e w i l l only recover his sense of being at one with 

the physical world through the barely disguised homo

sexuality of his wrestlings with the Greek boy, Con, and 

with the stable-hand, Curly. Above a l l , the war dispatches 

the nostalgic dream of establishing i n the New World the 

English model of genteel country l i f e . Returning to 

Glastonbury a f t e r the war, Stan finds what Hero Pavloussi, 

returning to her Greek island, w i l l f i n d i n The V i v i -

sector: excrement in the sanctum of the old. order. 

The mystical experience that closes the novel 

holds together a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g experience. It reveals, 

i d e o l o g i c a l l y and a e s t h e t i c a l l y , the force of White's 
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desire for unity. It also reveals the refractory nature 

of the di v i s i o n s i t seeks to heal. In narrative terms, 

Stan's mysticism provides the comic ending otherwise 

unavailable. It has the function of the emissary who g a l 

lops up with the king's pardon just as the dire hangman i s 

tightening the knot on the hero of the melodrama's neck. 

Yet White has not simply shoved "ideas" into his novel 

at the l a s t moment to prevent i t s structure from f a l l i n g 

apart as Richardson does with s p i r i t u a l i s m i n Richard  

Mahony. 

Stan Parker's mystical experience i s to be 

approached in terms of the quest by which Stan seeks i t 

out. For Stan, t h i s quest i s hermeneutical; for White i t 

i s conducted i n terms of sty l e and narrative organization. 

The problem for author and character, put simply, i s to 

learn to read the common Australian world. I t i s appro

p r i a t e that Stan's l i f e should be crowned and rounded o f f 

by such a richness of the imagination. Stan discovers the 

something more than r e a l i t y as i t i s , that which Mahony 

never quite grasps. And he discovers i t i n the most 

common objects of his everyday l i f e — i n his apparently 

impoverished Australian world. He learns to "believe" i n 
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the ants, and we r e c a l l that long before Amy had found 

Mr. Gage, the a r t i s t , staring f i x e d l y at an ant i n the 

road. The substance of Stan Parker's "mystical experience" 

i s simply that the world of things i_s. What separates 

White's depiction of the " s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t character of the 

external world" from, say, Robbe-Grillet's (for whom 

also the world i s neither s i g n i f i c a n t nor absurd, but 
4 7 

sxmply i_s) i s merely White's affirmative tone. Yet 

that tone i s a l l . It i s the necessary addition to the 

ordinary world of a " f i c t i o n . " The f i c t i o n i s necessary 

because i t enables White to write out of what he considers 

a poverty. Such f i c t i o n s are bound neither to transcendent

alism nor to materialism. White's f i c t i o n s t r u l y marry 

l i f e as i t i s with the imagination's "might be." 
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IV 

Voss 

At that time i t had not yet become 
clear to me that the present age 
was not one i n which i t was possible 
to write an epic. 

I r i s Murdoch, 
Under the Hat (1954) . 
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In Voss the soul of man "goes out to seek adven

ture."''" Unlike Stan Parker, however, Voss does not f a l l 

from a state of o r i g i n a l at-homeness i n the world into the 

modern condition of estrangement, that condition which 

leads man to seek i n adventure the f u l l roundedness of 

l i f e which i s no longer given as a b i r t h r i g h t . For Voss 

the inner and outer worlds, far from being closed within 

a t o t a l i t y of meaning, are e s s e n t i a l l y opposed. They 

have not merely d r i f t e d apart as the r e s u l t of some F a l l 

located within history, they are eter n a l l y opposed p r i n 

c i p l e s . I n i t i a l l y , Voss sees i n t h i s dualism the means 

by which man might l i b e r a t e himself from his "human" 

element, that i s , the part of man which i s rooted i n the 

world of appearances, of things that change. From the 

sta r t Voss i s resolutely committed to the world created 

within the mind of man by w i l l , the world of pure idea. 

In the course of his adventures, however, he comes slowly 

to desire some sort of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of the di v i s i o n s 

he sets up. Voss, then, i s an epic of the broken modern 

world i n which the absence of i n t r i n s i c meaning i n actions 

and things i s taken for granted as a st a r t i n g point to 

a search for restored wholeness. 
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In The Tree of Man White traced the emergence 

of A u s t r a l i a into t h i s brokenness. In order to show Aus

t r a l i a coming into the modern world White created a mythic 

time outside history i n which c o l o n i a l l i f e could be 

equated with the t r u l y epic world of Homer and the Bible. 

White's own desire for the vanished u n i f i e d world he 

summons up i s made clear not only by i t s t e l l - t a l e place

ment i n the r u r a l , pre-war milieu to which h i s f i c t i o n turns 

again and again for nourishment but also by his determi

nation to shape the novel according to the pattern of 

organic process. White sets out to o f f e r the organic 

unity of the novel's form as a consolation for the d i s -

jointedness of modern l i f e . Modern l i f e , however, insinuates 

i t s disruptions even into D u r i l g a i . Even Stan Parker's 

s i m p l i f i e d world proves too hectic, too fragmented, to 

be rounded into a seamless, organic whole. 

In Voss we can s t i l l f e e l the disruptive 

energies of authorial ambivalences about sexuality, class 

and f i c t i o n a l form working against a manifestly conscious 

desire to impose design on a l l the novel's parts. Yet 

the f i s s u r i n g s of organic form are no longer "unconscious" 
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as they are i n White's early novels. The novel's struc

ture i s b u i l t on an acceptance rather than an avoidance 

of brokenness. This i s not to suggest that Voss i s 

shapeless. I t i s White's most c a r e f u l l y , and cunningly, 

structured novel. Its structure i s designed to test the 

various ideas, mystical, org a n i c i s t or aesthetic, i n 

whose terms men seek to read a design into the world. 

As the expedition moves into the heart of the country 

we become aware of a general bias towards shapelessness 

i n the country i t s e l f , one which undermines the t r a d i 

t i o n a l models inside which we are accustomed to construe 

r e a l i t y and i n whose terms t r a d i t i o n a l novels are 

constructed. The f i x i t y of the class structure, the 

s t a b i l i t y and p r e d i c t a b i l i t y of character, temporal 

l i n e a r i t y , crudely causal h i s t o r i c i t y , transparency 

of style and coherence of narrative organization --

a l l are deliberately broken up by White as the countries 

of the mind wrestle with the actual country. In Voss 

White foregrounds the recalcitrance of l i f e against 

f i c t i o n a l orderings. Yet the novel achieves a symmetry 

of parts to whole unequalled i n his previous f i c t i o n . 

In Voss we no longer f e e l , as we do i n the 
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early novels, that White i s rooting through a l l the d i s -

orderings of modern l i f e i n search of forms of symmetry. 

In Happy Valley and The L i v i n g and The Dead White constant

ly made unconvincing gestures towards sexual, p o l i t i c a l 

or interpersonal commitment which disclosed the stumbling 

young writer's hope that i n some enriched form of actual 

l i v i n g he might f i n d a source of unifying shape for his 

f i c t i o n . At the same time, even i n the early novels 

there was a tendency towards a preoccupation with form 

for i t s own sake. In The L i v i n g and The Dead there was 

a contradiction between White's determination to be 

formally experimental and an e s s e n t i a l l y m o r a l i s t i c 

impulse to advocate i n the novel a more intense mode 

of l i v i n g than that available in contemporary r e a l i t y . 

In h i s t h i r d novel, White d e f t l y sidestepped rather 

than resolved t h i s contradiction by moving the novel's 

c o n t r o l l i n g point-of-view inside the consciousness of 

a woman who progressively retreats from actual l i f e . 

Formally, The Aunt's Story i s a b r i l l i a n t l y sustained 

f l i r t a t i o n with shapelessness that avoids flagrant 

i n d i s c r e t i o n by subserving i t s s t y l i s t i c dislocations 

to Theodora Goodman's madness. The brokenness of style 
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in the novel i s a rhetoric that serves to express Theodora's 

intensely private version of r e a l i t y . In The Tree of Man 

White again s k i r t s the problem of his c o n f l i c t i n g desires 

for formal unity and moral seriousness by turning away 

altogether from modern l i f e and i t s ruptures. In Stan 

Parker's simple world, White sought a means of organically 

unifying h i s novel. The f a i l u r e of t h i s attempt was less 

important than the success of a countervailing tendency 

i n the novel towards s t y l i s t i c selfconsciousness. The 

novel moved s i g n a l l y away from r e f e r e n t i a l i t y towards 

s e l f - r e f l e x i t y . In Voss White strengthens t h i s l i n e i n 

hi s f i c t i o n , Voss i s supremely conscious of i t s e l f as 

a r t i f i c e . 

In Voss White deliberately and without regret 

projects the "myth" that r e a l i t y i s an "unbearable chaos" 

which i s , as Frank Lentricchia observes, "the enabling 
2 

condition of the modern s e n s i b i l i t y . " That i s to say, 

the novel's preoccupation with i t s own formal means rests 

upon an authorial assumption that the world of s o c i a l 

r e l ations i s chaotic and that i t i s to art i t s e l f that we 

must turn for ordered and serene version of things. In 

t h i s sense White builds on his achievement i n The Tree 
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of Man, although i n that novel he tended to connect such 

orderings with Stan Parker's mysticism rather than with 

the aesthetic impulse i t s e l f . In Voss the serenity that 

form confers i s to be sought not i n actual l i f e , nor i n 

natural process, nor i n mystical illumination but i n the 

formal d i s p o s i t i o n of the novel i t s e l f . 

White has not excluded t r a d i t i o n a l elements 

from Voss. The novel c l e a r l y owes a debt to the nineteenth-

century r e a l i s t manner of presenting surfaces. Voss i s 

v i s u a l l y r i c h , profusely detailed, and bustling with 

convincing, solid-seeming characters. White represents 

c o l o n i a l bourgeois l i f e so accurately and so e f f o r t l e s s l y 

that we never pause to doubt t h i s busy and extroverted 

world that i s held before our eyes. In the Sydney 

sections of the novel we f e e l at times that we are i n the 

world of the Vi c t o r i a n novel. Mr. Bonner i s as s o l i d l y 

present to us as a Dickensian businessman. Rubicund, 

rotund, platitudinous -- he i s made manifest i n his 

ut t e r l y vulgar, yet somehow af f e c t i n g , e x t e r n a l i t y . And 

he has the Dickensian touch of the single mannerism --

his habit of j i n g l i n g the coins i n his pockets -- that 

fixes i n our minds the essence of his characterization. 
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Laura Trevelyan, i n her uncertain beauty, her moral i n t e 

grity,her c r i t i c a l i n t e l l i g e n c e , her s e n s i t i v i t y , and 

her capacity for suffering, has much in common with 

George E l i o t ' s heroines. Above a l l , we are provided with 

the f a m i l i a r , judgemental narrator of the V i c t o r i a n 

novel, although the narrator of Voss, lacking his V i c 

torian counterpart's confidence i n values shared with 

his audience, i s i n c l i n e d to b u l l y rather than j o l l y us 

through the narrative. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l elements i n Voss are not limited 

to s i m i l a r i t i e s of s t y l e and characterization to the 

V i c t o r i a n novel. Despite White's stated aversion to 

the form, Voss has at least a family resemblance to the 

h i s t o r i c a l novel. After a l l , White recreates an h i s t o r i 

c a l event with the aid of the d i a r i e s and journals of 

the explorer, Ludwig Leichhardt. I t i s true that White 

scorns the facts wherever they prejudice his f i c t i o n a l 

purposes. The essence of the h i s t o r i c a l novel, however, 

l i e s not i n i t s "antiquarian" i n t e r e s t i n history but 

i n i t s discovery i n the past of those t y p i c a l trends 

which, while characterizing the h i s t o r i c a l p e c u l i a r i t i e s 

of an age, produce the present. This i s p r e c i s e l y what 
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White has done, and, as with Walter Scott, White's conser

vatism has allowed him decisive insights into the h i s t o r i c a l 

process by which the bourgeoisie established i t s unheroic 

rule. The p h i l i s t i n i s m and materialism which so dis t r e s s 

White i n post-war A u s t r a l i a are traced i n Voss to the 

l e v e l l i n g e f f e c t s of l a i s s e z - f a i r e capitalism. The possi

b i l i t i e s for self-enrichment afforded by the colony trans

form Edmund Bonner from a hungry immigrant lad into a 

too - s o l i d c i t i z e n whose daughter marries into the l o c a l 

gentry and whose niece presides over an a r t i s t i c salon. 

In Voss the characters, taken together as a s o c i a l whole, 

point to what A u s t r a l i a w i l l become. At the same time 

White has taken pains to derive t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l i t y from 

the mid-Victorian world to which they belong. He has 

even taken pain with the costumery. Voss himself i s the 

novel's "world-historical" figure, although he i s more 

at the centre of the action than such figures generally 

are i n the h i s t o r i c a l novel (this c e n t r a l i t y of Voss 
3 

gives the novel much of i t s epic q u a l i t y ) . The debt 

of Voss to the h i s t o r i c a l novel can only be brushed aside 

i f one confuses, as White himself has done, the h i s t o r i c a l 
4 

novel with the "documentary" novel. 
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That there are t r a d i t i o n a l elements i n Voss 

cannot be disputed, but t h e i r presence serves White's 

devious and parodic purposes. In the Sydney sections of 

the novel White gives us a version of realism as i n the 

Rhine Towers piece he gives us a version of pastoral. 

The closer we look at the realism of Voss the more we 

become aware of the reservations on which i t i s b u i l t . 

The world of the Sydney bourgeoisie i s r e a l i s t i c i n the 

sense that i t gives a detailed presentation of appearances 

not i n the more fundamental sense of realism which i n 

volves giving form to a dynamic interaction between 

s o c i a l whole and i n d i v i d u a l . The Bonners and the Pringles 

possess no s i g n i f i c a n t inner l i v e s (with the exception 

of W i l l i e Pringle who i s kept i n the background). They 

are s o c i a l beings i n the limited sense that t h e i r quirks 

and posturings are the signs of t h e i r class positions. 

W i l l i e Pringle's difference, the inner resources which 

allow him to become an a r t i s t , are signalled by his 

i n a b i l i t y "to interpret the symbols of his cl a s s , and thus 
5 

solve the mystery of himself." The "selves" of his 

family and t h e i r c i r c l e are simply the conventions of 

class, race, r e l i g i o n from which they never stray. We 
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do not fin d i n them, as we fin d i n the characters of 

Dickens, Thackery and George E l i o t , the abundant i n d i v i 

d u ality which releases i t s e l f through p a r t i c u l a r i z i n g 

mannerism. Mr. Bonner's habit of j i n g l i n g the coins i n 

his pocket t e l l s us that he i s new-rich and vulgar, and 

that, i t seems i s a l l we need to know about him. The 

world of the Bonners and the Pringles i s not the world 

of realism at a l l . Nor does White intend i t to be. 

It i s a narrative straw man which White promptly knocks 

down and proceeds to trounce with his wickedly i r o n i c 

s t y l e . 

Why does White put himself to the trouble of 

setting up such a straw man? The answer to t h i s i n part 

i s that the method allows him to employ a variety of 

voices, tones and styles i n the novel. More p a r t i c u l a r l y , 

White de l i b e r a t e l y sets out to expose the hollowness of 

the t r a d i t i o n a l notion of character. White invokes what 

the Guyanese nov e l i s t , Wilson Harris, has c a l l e d "the 

novel of persuasion" i n order that he might explode i t 

from within. White gives us i n the Bonners and the 

Pringles what look l i k e t r a d i t i o n a l , r e a l i s t i c charac

te r s : substantial, credible, with a fixed position i n the 
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class structure, predictable i n behaviour and attitudes. 

He "persuades" us of t h e i r r e a l i t y by a careful selection 

of d e t a i l s : dress, dialogue, mannerism, possessions. 

Yet these characters are empty. The extent of t h e i r 

humanity i s the extent of the conventions which govern 

a l l t h e i r thoughts and actions. Mr. Bonner i s the dead 

husk of the t r a d i t i o n a l notion of character, and he i s 

allowed into the novel only as parody. He i s l i k e a 

character i n a V i c t o r i a n novel who has been shipped to 

the antipodes where he has "done n i c e l y " ; but i n the 

process of shipping he has l o s t the expansive i n d i v i d u a l i t y 

we expect of characters i n r e a l i s t i c novels. White has 

deliberately sucked the content out of character as a 

form appropriate to the V i c t o r i a n novel and to V i c t o r i a n 

confidences. The Bonners' world i s not meant to d i s 

close any inner meaning. I t i s the world of mere 

appearances frozen by bourgeois complacency into the 

i l l u s i o n of permanence. And hollowed by authorial f i a t . 

Formally, Voss gives the appearance of being 

two r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t kinds of novels placed uneasily 

side by side. The f i r s t deals r e a l i s t i c a l l y with the 

r i s e of a bourgeois family. The Bonners, having put 
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behind them t h e i r lowly o r i g i n s , are cheerfully new-rich. 

We follow t h e i r further r i s e , through the marriage of 

th e i r daughter Be l l e , into the c o l o n i a l version of the 

landed gentry. Their niece, Laura Trevelyan, knocks the 

family a rung or two back down the s o c i a l ladder by 

adopting an i l l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d and by accepting a posi

t i o n as a school-teacher. However, by vi r t u e of her 

role as midwife to the colony's tiny c u l t u r a l e l i t e , she 

promises a r i s e more glorious, i f less tangible, than 

her cousin's. I f there i s nothing i n the novel of the 

inevitable curve of fortune we expect i n the Familienroman, 

i t i s because there i s no question i n t h i s milieu that 

the star of the bourgeoisie i s on the ascendant. This 

"novel" deals with a s o c i a l world which i t pictures as 

aggressively normal and external. Its favourite style 

i s comedy of manners; i t s favourite technique i s dialogue; 

i t s favourite narrative stance i s an intru s i v e contempt 

for i t s characters. 

The second "novel" deals a l l e g o r i c a l l y with 

Voss' expedition into the heart of the country. The 

members of the expedition are meant to be seen not only 
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as characters but also as types. As a t o t a l i t y they make 

up a single a l l e g o r i c a l figure: Man as he journeys not 

through the physical world but into the s e l f . In t h i s 

"novel" the conventions of class are parodied and inverted. 

The characters cannot assert t h e i r i d e n t i t y by what they 

own or what they think, i f what they think i s merely what 

i s expected of them. They are obliged to confront one 

another with t h e i r e s s e n t i a l selves, t h e i r inwardness. 

Where t h i s i s lacking they simply dissolve. In t h i s 

"novel" the favourite s t y l e i s a self-consciously " l y r i c a l " 

writing; the favourite technique i s the i n t e r c a l a t i o n into 

the narrative of set pieces of v i s u a l symbolism; the 

narrator's favourite stance i s that of an impassive wis

dom signa l l e d by the gnomic sayings he drops into the 

narrative. To gauge the difference between these two 

"novels" I s h a l l examine two representative passages. 

In the f i r s t passage the narrator describes the Bonners' 

house i n Sydney, i n the second passage he describes a 

sunrise during the wet season i n the i n t e r i o r of A u s t r a l i a . 

The comforts, both material and s p i r i t u a l , 
so conveniently confused i n comfortable 
minds, inspired the merchant's residence. 
Of s o l i d stone, t h i s had stood unshaken 
hitherto. As a house i t was not so much 
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magnificent as eminently suitable, and 
sometimes, by pure chance, even appeared 
imaginative, i n spite of the plethora 
of formal, shiny shrubs, the l a u r e l s , 
for instance, and the camellias that 
Uncle had planted i n the beginning. The 
science of hort i c u l t u r e had f a i l e d to 
exorcize the s p i r i t of the place. The 
wands and fronds of native things intruded 
s t i l l , paperbarks and various gums, of 
mysterious hot scents, and attentive 
silences: shadowy trees that, paradoxically, 
enticed the eyes away from an excess of 
substance. Moreover, the accents of 
poetry were constantly creeping i n through 
the throats of doves, and sometimes young 
ladies might be seen, sampling straw
berries from the netted beds, or engaged 
in needlework i n a l i t t l e l a t t i c e d summer-
house, or playing croquet with the m i l i 
tary, but l a t e r , i n the afternoon, when 
the hoops made long shadows on the c r i s p 
grass (V, 151 - 2). 

About the same hour, Voss went to the 
mouth of the cave. If he was shivering, 
in spite of the grey blanket i n which 
he had prudently wrapped himself, i t was 
not through di f f i d e n c e , but because each 
morning i s , l i k e the creative act, the 
f i r s t . So he cracked his f i n g e r j o i n t s , 
and waited. The rain was withdrawn 
temporarily into the great shapelessness, 
but a t i n g l i n g of moisture suggested the 
presence of an earth that might absorb 
further punishment. F i r s t , an animal 
somewhere i n the darkness was forced to 
part with i t s l i f e . Then the grey was 
l e t loose to creep on subtle pads, from 
branch to branch, over rocks, s l i t h e r i n g 
i n native c o i l s upon the surface of the 
waters. A protoplast of mist was slowly 
born, and moored unwillingly by i n v i s i b l e 
wires. There i t was, gently tugging. 
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The creator sighed, and there arose a 
contented l i t t l e breeze, even from the 
mouth of the cave. Now, l i q u i d l i g h t 
was allowed to pour from great recepta
cles. The i n f i n i t e l y pure, white l i g h t 
might have remained the masterpiece of 
creation, i f f i r e had not suddenly 
broken out. For the sun was r i s i n g , 
in spite of immersion. I t was challeng
ing water, and the l i g h t of dawn, which 
i s water of another kind. In the strug
gle that followed, the hissing and 
dowsing, the sun was spinning, swimming, 
sinking, drowned, i t s l i v i d face a globe 
of water, for the sun had been brought 
down again, and there was, i t appeared, 
but a single element. (V, 277). 

In the f i r s t passage the narrator's contempt 

for the world he describes i s a l l too obvious. The 

narrator forces his judgements on us. We f i n d his 

presence too strident, too much at the forefront. I t 

i s as though White does not tr u s t us to arr i v e at the 

correct attitude towards the Bonners' world. Hence, 

rather than l e t the material speak for i t s e l f , he mediates 

i t jealously through his censorious narrator. In the 

f i r s t sentence we are t o l d that "comfortable minds" 

confuse material and s p i r i t u a l comforts. The sole func

t i o n of the parenthesis i n the sentence i s to allow the 

narrator to consign the Bonners, along with a l l those 

g u i l t y of the cosy materialism of the co l o n i a l bourgeoisie, 
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to the lowest c i r c l e of White's H e l l : the c i r c l e of the 

s p i r i t u a l l y s l o t h f u l . The i n s i s t e n t irony i n the passage 

i s designed to hector the reader into accepting an under

lyi n g d i s t i n c t i o n between the s p i r i t u a l l y torpid and the 

s p i r i t u a l l y adventurous. The adverb, "conveniently," 

suggests a school-masterly sarcasm intended to bul l y us 

into accepting what i s after a l l a contestable judgement. 

Why should a house not be designed with comfort i n mind? 

The narrator evidently hopes to persuade us to his a n t i -

luxurious viewpoint with his snide tone. The "so" i s a 

gratuitously snide i n t e n s i f i e r of "conveniently." The 

sp e c i f i c a t i o n of Mr. Bonner's position i n the world ("the 

merchant" has the exact ring of "tax-gatherer" i n the Bible) 

drives home a point already well made. The narrator w i l l 

not stop jabbing us i n the chest to make his point. 

Even "residence," with i t s neat parody of an objectionable 

s o c i a l usage reminds us of Edmund Bonner's mixture of 

s e l f - s a t i s f a c t i o n , f a l s e d i s c r e t i o n and his place in the 

s o c i a l scale just below those secure enough honestly 

to own a mansion. A l l t h i s lobbying by the narrator 

merely detracts from the ess e n t i a l gracefulness of the 

sentence. If we remove everything placed between commas 



-420-

the sentence makes i t s point with elegance and wit. The 

verb, "inspired," with i t s suggestion of poetic a f f l a t u s 

i s masterly. At once, we grasp the vantage point from 

which the narrator's thunder bolts are being hurled. 

The muses who i n s p i r e the Bonners' world are not the 

nine of poetry but the pasteboard saints of the f a l l e n 

modern world. The echo of a saccharine, middle-class 

piety ("all the comforts of home") i s set d e l i c a t e l y 

against the echo of a vanished order in which Apollo's 

muses inspired far other worlds than these. 

The rhetoric of the passage i s governed by an 

underlying d i s t i n c t i o n between the bourgeois complacency 

described and some vague, poetic i n t e n s i t y of l i f e which 

i s alluded to but not stated. This d i s t i n c t i o n allows 

the narrator continually to measure the Bonners' world 

against a rich e r , but unspecified, mode of l i v i n g . 

Invariably t h i s measuring works to the prejudice of the 

Bonners. Allowing that the house has been b u i l t of 

" s o l i d stone," the narrator immediately hints of some 

threat to i t s s o l i d i t y : "had stood unshaken hitherto." 

What i s i n store: earthquake, bulldozers, apocalypse? 

We are not t o l d , but we gather that for a l l i t s appearance 
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of permanence the house of Edmund Bonner i s b u i l t on sand. 

The narrator turns h i s attention to the too-easy task of 

defl a t i n g the Bonners 1 s o c i a l pretensions:by the parodic 

use of a s o c i a l r e g i s t e r : "as a house i t was not so much 

magnificent as eminently suitable." The closing phrase 

precisely captures Edmund Bonner's taste for language 

that bolsters his self-importance by eschewing content. 

Magnificence i s beyond Bonner's scope. The best he can 

manage i s a house that draws attention to his wealth 

without being ostentatious. Bonner i s conscious of his 

own middling status: he i s f l a t t e r e d by the condescension 

of the c o l o n i a l aristocracy and not above the bourgeois 

pleasures of gardening. I f these q u a l i t i e s make him 

more human, they nevertheless f a i l to blunt the narrator's 

disdain. Behind the narrator's contempt for Bonner's 

circumspection we may detect White's contempt as a grazier-

scion for the commercial classes. Although White has 

p u b l i c a l l y repudiated the p o l i t i c s of his class in 

favour of the Australian Labour Party, his disdain for 

the new-rich i s more a r i s t o c r a t i c than s o c i a l i s t i c . 

White's genteel but inverted snobbery approves of ladies 

who masquerade as cooks but never bourgeois who masque-
7 

rade as la d i e s . We may also detect behind the narrator's 



-422-

jibes at Edmund Bonner White's recognition that i n the 

bourgeois fear of magnificence and display l i e s a funda

mental challenge to aestheticism. Like Katherine Mans

f i e l d i n puritan, p r o v i n c i a l , turn-of-the-century New 

Zealand, White longs i n the c o l o n i a l c u l t u r a l wilderness 

for unashamed splendour. He longs for excess of 

imagination over prudent materialism. 

With the concession that the house at times 

"appeared imaginative," the narrator seems grudgingly 

to allow the Bonners some small merit. The concession 

i s hedged about, however, with endless q u a l i f i c a t i o n s : 

"by pure chance," "even," " i n spite of." Moreover, t h i s 

imaginative quality i s not the r e s u l t of Bonner's garden

ing but of "the s p i r i t of the place" which r e s i s t s his 

e f f o r t s . This " s p i r i t " i s deliberately kept vague. 

We sense what i t i s by what i t negates. I t i s opposed 

to whatever i s r a t i o n a l , planned, orderly, contained. 

As a natural force i t i s opposed to "the science of 

h o r t i c u l t u r e . " As a supernatural force i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

to "exorcize." The verb, "exorcize," r e c a l l s the opening 

s p i r i t u a l i s t i c metaphor i n which the muses were driven 

out by the bourgeois "comforts." The s p i r i t of the 
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place i s evidently more r e s i l i e n t than the poets' nine. 

It continues to preside over the imagination, waiting 

only for someone s u f f i c i e n t l y poetic to i n s p i r e . The 

native trees that intrude on the formal garden are the 

avatars of a l i f e of the imagination that has no place 

i n the Bonners 1 world. They are at once sensuous and 

poetic. They exude "hot scents" while encouraging 

"attentive silences." They are mysterious, "shadowy," 

somehow insu b s t a n t i a l . They "entice" the mind away from 

a l l that i s r a t i o n a l and substantial towards the myste

rious and poetic. Even t h e i r names are hidden from us. 

They are "things," or "various gums." Thus we glimpse 

not only the indifference of the c o l o n i a l bourgeoisie 

to what they displace but also the more shadowy, more 

poetic, r e l a t i o n s between words and things that obtain 

in the world the Bonners exclude. 

The narrator, then, objects to the s u b s t a n t i a l i t y 

of the Bonners' world, to i t s limited, formal, s e l f -

containment. Against t h e i r world he sets a suggested 

rather than a stated way of l i f e which i s mysterious, 

sensuous, poetic, s p i r i t u a l i z e d . Just as he seems about 

to draw i n more precise d e t a i l the r i c h e r world he proffers, 
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he s h i f t s tone r a d i c a l l y . The "accents of poetry" that 

creep into the garden bring with them not the " s p i r i t 

of the place but an altogether debased type of poetry. 

This poetry speaks not through the authentic warblings 

of native fauna but through the throats of imported 

birds. The l i n e i t s e l f t h r i l l s with an i r o n i c a l Tenny-

sonian accent as White stresses the r. sounds and the 

long vowels. With the doves come young ladies engaged 

in appropriate mid-Victorian recreations: needlework or 

"sampling strawberries from the netted beds." The poetry 

that i s to be heard i n Edmund Bonner's garden i s a pale, 

safe variety whose sweets, contained by "nets," are so f t -

centred. I t i s the kind of poetry, conventional and 

limited, that Ralph Angus r e c a l l s with s l i g h t nostalgia 

when discussing with Turner the altogether dangerous 

poetry of Frank Le Mesurier. The poetry of the Bonners' 

garden poses no threat to the world that Angus, the 

Bonners and even the floatsam Turner "know": that i s , 

the substantial world of conventional acceptance. 

Le Mesurier's poems are designed purposely "to blow the 

world up" (V, 251). 

In the second passage the obtrusive narrator 
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i s not to be found. The material i s allowed to speak for 

i t s e l f , and does so with great vividness. The writing 

achieves i t s e f f e c t s through the use of myth, B i b l i c a l 

a l l u s i o n , and through imagery. The experience of reading 

the piece i s altogether d i f f e r e n t from that of reading 

the f i r s t piece. We read the f i r s t piece chronologically, 

guided through l i n e a r time by a narrative voice eager to 

t e l l us who are the v i l l a i n s and what they are up to. 

The second piece reveals layers of meaning one within 

the other. Our preference for l i n e a r time i s constantly 

thwarted as we are moved backwards or sideways i n time. 

We are not hurried along on the surface of the narrative 

but are forced inward. The language i t s e l f arrests us, 

holds our attention as a performance rather than as a 

medium. 

On the l i t e r a l l e v e l White describes a sunset 

as seen by Voss on a rainy day. By focussing what we 

see through Voss 1 perception, White suggests the scope 

of the man's egotism more successfully than by narrative 

comment. Voss regards his mind as the o r i g i n of a l l 

motion i n the world. The sunrise is his "creative act," 

and when he sighs a breeze i s sent out into the expectant 
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world. Behind Voss' arrogance l i e s the romantic recogni

tion that the mind i s the active partner i n the marriage 

into which i t enters with the outside world. The c l a s s i 

c a l expression of the theme i s found i n Wordsworth's 

preface to The Excursion: "For the discerning i n t e l l e c t 

of Man/When wedded to t h i s goodly universe/In love and 

holy passion, s h a l l f i n d these/A simple produce of the 
9 

common day." At Rhine Towers under the growing s p e l l 

of love, Voss finds his own benevolent mood s p i l l i n g onto 

and redeeming the world he seeks to repudiate: "For a 

moment everything was d i s t i n c t . In the foreground some 

dead trees, restored to l i f e by the absence of hate, 

were glowing with fl e s h of rosy l i g h t " (V, 175). Long 

before entering the deserts, then, Voss has grudgingly 

accepted the phenomenological truism that the' mind i s 

part of what i t sees. In the r i s i n g sun scene Voss tests 

the l i m i t s of thi s truism. He makes the scene dependent 

on his mind not only for i t s l i f e , colour and form but 

also for i t s very existence. Voss creates the world 

anew and the great scene i s u t t e r l y dependent on what 

he puts into i t . The "masterpiece" of his creative 

powers i s the addition to the d u l l scene of an " i n f i -
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n i t e l y pure, white l i g h t . " This l i g h t s p i l l s not from the 

r i s i n g sun but from Voss 1 desire. Such l i g h t i s to be 

found nowhere i n nature which s p l i t s whiteness into the 

colours of m u l t i p l i c i t y . The l i g h t of the mind seeks to 

make the world over i n the image approved by Voss. This 

moment of absolute creative s e l f - a s s e r t i o n gives way as 

the sun struggles upward and Voss 1 nerve apparently f a i l s . 

Given Voss' f a i l u r e to hold up the world created out of 

his imagination, we are l e f t with the actual, f a l l e n 

world. We move downwards as the passage closes through 

the hierarchy of the elements u n t i l the world i s 

composed e n t i r e l y of water. 

Through the piece White threads a complex 

pattern of al l u s i o n s . Most obvious are the allusions 

to Genesis, 1, i - i v . Before the creation, the author 

of Genesis t e l l s us, "the earth was without form, and 

void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep." Voss 

i n his role as prospective creator confronts "a great 

shapelessness," and watches the l i g h t of dawn move 

"upon the surface of the waters." Voss 1 " i n f i n i t e l y 

pure, white l i g h t " r e c a l l s the l i g h t which issued from 

the o r i g i n a l divine f i a t . Voss, then, i s usurping the 
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creative role of deity. This becomes something of a 

habit with him. Later he comes to see the sunsets as 

celebrations of his own "divine munificence" (V, 330). 

Presumably, i t i s his own hand that "daub[s] f l a t masses 

of red and yellow ochre" on the skyline at dusk (V, 330). 

In the passage that describes the sunrise White uses 

B i b l i c a l a l l u s i o n s to enact the way i n which Voss 

e g o t i s t i c a l l y views the world. By doing so he does not 

have to r e l y , as he does i n the Bonners' garden piece, 

on e x p l i c i t narrative comment to distance his viewpoint 

from those of his characters. 

There are, however, troubling complexities i n 

White's use of a l l u s i o n i n t h i s passage. Voss, unlike 

the God of Genesis whom he emulates, botches the world 

he makes. More troublingly, the Genesis account i s not 

the only myth of orig i n s alluded to i n the passage. The 

allusions to Genesis are complicated by allusi o n s to 

Plato's Timaeus. There are Platonic suggestions i n the 

cave i t s e l f . Voss i s l i k e the man i n Plato's myth of the 

cave who stumbles out of the dark cave i n which the 

mass of humanity i s confined into the l i g h t of the r e a l . 

Voss i s even referred to as "the superior being in his 
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cave" (V, 277). The obvious Platonic a l l u s i o n i s to 

Timaeus. In Plato's version of beginnings the demiurge 

fashions a r a t i o n a l cosmos out of the o r i g i n a l chaos of 

the elements. Plato i s more conscious of the problems of 

e v i l and l i m i t a t i o n than i s the author of Genesis. He 

attempts to account for these problems by his notion 

that the demiurge allowed i n f e r i o r ministers to copy the 

perfect o r i g i n a l he himself had made. This account seems 

to explain the shortcomings i n Voss' version of creation. 

Voss i s simply an inaeduate copier. The Platonic myth 

seems more cl o s e l y to agree with Voss' version of the 

creation than does the Genesis myth. For Plato the 

world was created not ex n i h i l o as i n Genesis but out of 

a primordial chaos. This would seem to explain White's 

use of the word "shapelessness." There i s , moreover, a 

Platonic r i n g to the word "receptacles." In Timaeus 

Plato suggests that the demiurge used a containing 

vessel as the nurse or 

matrix of becoming. 10 However, we cannot merely sub

s t i t u t e Plato's version of beginnings for that of 

Genesis. Although Plato allows for an element of 

necessity and imperfection i n creation he nowhere 
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suggests that the created world was formed by malice. 

There are such suggestions i n White's account, and th e i r 

function i n the narrative i s deeply disturbing. 

For Voss to create i s to punish. He senses 

the earth concealed i n the great shapelessness as a 

presence "that might absorb further punishment." The 

primal act i n Voss 1 version of the o r i g i n of things i s 

not the giving but the taking of l i f e . He hears somewhe 

in the darkness an animal being murdered. The use of 

the passive mood ("was forced to part with i t s l i f e " ) 

points to a malign purpose working behind the creative 

process. Thus the greyness that displaces the darkness 

i s " l e t loose" upon the as-yet-formless waters. This 

greyness, being a mixture of l i g h t and darkness, chaos 

and form, ought to be the stage through which the world 

passes into i t s finished state. Yet Voss sees i t as 

some malignant thing that "creep[s]" and " s l i t h e r [ s ] . " 

The imagery suggests a view of the creative process as 

the loosing of brute violences upon the world. The 

world described i n the passage never emerges, as does 

the world i n Genesis, into a clear d i s t i n c t i o n between 

l i g h t and darkness. Its f i n a l state i s a mixture of 
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l i g h t and darkness i n which the former i s the dominant 

component. Suffering and incompletion are the conditions 

of t h i s world as i t i s . To be a creature i s to be 

controlled by unseen forces ("moored unwillingly by 

i n v i s i b l e wires"). 

White, then, does not merely allude to the myth 

of origins i n Genesis i n order to place us inside Voss 1 

s k u l l i n a dramatic and economical fashion. He gives us 

two separate versions of beginnings, then cunningly 

undermines both. At t h i s point the allus i o n s are no 

longer an economical means of revealing Voss 1 conscious

ness. The attention of the writing i s overly concentrated 

on the allus i o n s themselves. Had White wished merely to 

deflate Voss' pretensions to d i v i n i t y , a simpler handling 

of the allu s i o n s would have been far more e f f e c t i v e . The 

passage refuses to make in a straightforward manner i t s 

r h e t o r i c a l point: Voss imitates Jehovah and f a l l s short. 

White seems less concerned to reveal character than to 

indulge i n a " s t y l i s t i c caper" to p i l e a l l u s i o n upon 

a l l u s i o n i n order to overwhelm us with the sheer l i t e r a 

riness of the writing, and to force upon us a s e l f -

conscious manner of r e a d i n g . x x The chief problem i n 
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coming to terms with the passage i s the way i n which the 

writing i s so overtly concerned with how i t s h a l l be read. 

The writing r e s i s t s our attempts to make sense, to order, 

to give coherence, to extract meanings. Yet we are 

tan t a l i z e d with the prospect of meaning somewhere 

below the slippery surface of the narrative. We are 

tempted, teased, puzzled, sent o f f on wild goose chases 

— but we are never quite illuminated. As soon as we 

f e e l we have grasped the meaning of the piece a new 

narrative voice creeps i n or some new a l l u s i o n i s i n s i 

nuated into the writing confounding what has gone before. 

We f e e l that we are being set up. We f e e l that in 

s t r i v i n g for a specious density of style and a l l u s i v e -

ness, White has l o s t track of his properly n o v e l i s t i c 

purposes: the making of a recognizable human world. 

The writing seems to be about nothing but i t s e l f . 

If we are to grasp what White i s doing with 

his manner of writing we must work through, not around, 

the t r i b u l a t i o n s to which he subjects us as readers. 

Our d i f f i c u l t i e s i n reading are not the r e s u l t of un

certainty of purpose on White's part. The obscurity 

and d i f f i c u l t y of the writing are deliberate. White 
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deliberately slows down our passage through the narrative. 

We are forced to experience the language i n a painstaking 

and provisional manner. We are forced to p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

the process by which the language generates meaning. 

Thus we are made not merely readers but also writers of 

the novel. Like Voss watching the sunrise, and, of course, 

l i k e White himself, we bui l d up meanings out of l i t e r a r y 

texts. The passage not only i n v i t e s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , i t 

i s i t s e l f an exercize i n hermeneutics i n which Voss, with 

obscure and subversive purpose, interprets Plato and 

Genesis. Moreover, by i t s s l y inversions of orthodox 

readings of the Bible and by i t s intimations of hidden 

meanings, the writing i n v i t e s subversive reading. The 

writing colludes with Voss 1 subversive habits of thought. 

In order to address these problems we must backtrack, 

looking at the passage i n terms of a t h i r d l e v e l of 

al l u s i o n which i s intimated rather than stated and which 

partly r e l i e s for our recognition on our noticing the 

clues towards such a reading scattered through the novel 

as a whole. That i s to say, we must r i s k the hermeneuti

c a l c i r c l e : our understanding of the passage i s premised 

upon an understanding of the novel as a whole while our 

understanding of the novel as a whole i s premised upon 



-434-

our understanding of the part. 

Watching the sun r i s e Voss i s f i r s t aware of 

a " l i q u i d l i g h t " which precedes the f i e r y emergence of 

the sun i t s e l f . There i s an implied d i s t i n c t i o n between 

Voss' " i n f i n i t e l y pure, white l i g h t " and the ordinary 

l i g h t of day, a d i s t i n c t i o n which i s not at a l l present 

i n Genesis. The God of Genesis makes l i g h t as part of 

nature. Voss seeks a pure, undivided l i g h t which i s 

outside nature, not something created along with grass and 

trees and animals but an eternal p r i n c i p l e which i s 

superior to and opposed to creaturely things. Voss' 

l i g h t originates i n his own mind as desire, and i t shows 

the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of i t s o r i g i n s . It i s " i n f i n i t e l y 

pure," undivided, and uncontaminated by the mixture of 

l i g h t and darkness which i s found i n nature. This l i g h t 

has much in common with the Gnostic world of l i g h t , the 

undivided world of purely s p i r i t u a l being. Voss, in fact, 

consistently sees himself i n Gnostic terms: as one 

struggling out of m u l t i p l i c i t y into unity, out of matter 
12 

into s p i r i t . As the s p i r i t u a l man he considers himself 

an " a l i e n " i n a world i n which matter and s p i r i t are 

f a t a l l y mixed to the advantage of the former. In the 
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d i v i s i o n of the expedition into " o i l " and "water," the 

earthy men and the el e c t , Voss i s preeminently the elected 

one: he who knows. Like the Gnostics Voss lays claim 

to a "knowledge that comes with sovereignty over every 

province of i l l u s i o n " (Frank Le Mesurier hears Voss make 

th i s claim t e l e p a t h i c a l l y shortly before the leader 

blasphemously intones his own d i v i n i t y : " 11 am I am I am 

...'") (V, 246). Like the Gnostics Voss i s a God-opposer. 

He p i t s himself against the God of conventional Chris

t i a n i t y . Also l i k e the Gnostics he has a taste for 

subversive readings of C h r i s t i a n narratives, as Palfreyman 

finds to his discomfiture. In Voss' view, the hero i s 

not the C h r i s t i a n underdog but the rebel against divine 

omnipotence and conventional r e l i g i o s i t y . As the expe

d i t i o n moves into the desert even Voss 1 followers are 

persuaded by his delusion to see him as a Gnostic version 

of the Godhead. Thus they cease to "question why the 

supreme power [by which they understand Voss] should be 

divided i n two" (V, 264). At the height of his delusion 

Voss hears Laura Trevelyan t e l l i n g him that "'Man i s God 

decapitated" (V, 358). This may mean either that man i s 

the bleeding Godhead somehow f a l l e n into matter or that 

he i s the torso of d i v i n i t y with the e s s e n t i a l , i n t e l l e c -
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t u a l component missing. Either version implies a r a d i c a l 

dualism and may be read s a t i s f a c t o r i l y i n Gnostic terms. 

Although Voss and Laura have "drift[ed] together at t h i s 

point, they discover by sharing t h e i r "common fl e s h " not 

healing and wholeness but " h e l l " (V, 358). At the very 

moment of t h e i r consummation the antagonism between f a l l e n 

matter and "pure" white l i g h t becomes most intense (V, 

359). Near the end of his l i f e Voss finds himself "launch

ing into the fathoms of l i g h t " (in the description of 

the sunrise l i g h t i s also likened to water, perhaps 

because both possess a simple unity) (V, 372). The 

Gnostic bias of Voss' thought encourages a subversive 

reading of the novel. 

What does i t mean to read subversively? For 

the Gnostics i n t e r p r e t a t i o n meant penetrating the sur

faces of texts to discover the esoteric meanings beneath, 

meanings which orthodox Christians considered blas

phemous. The Gnostics perfected an a l l e g o r i c a l method 

of B i b l i c a l exegesis which neatly inverted orthodox 

readings. They v i o l e n t l y misread the Old Testament i n 

order to cast Jehovah i n the role of v i l l a i n . They 

del i b e r a t e l y engaged i n inte r p r e t a t i v e warfare against 
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both Rabbinical and P a t r i s t i c authority. Their heroes 

were the serpent i n the Garden of Eden, Cain, and Esau: 

a l l those who opposed the maker of th i s world. Voss, 

l i k e the Gnostics, opposes "that God i n whose benevolence 

and power [Laura Trevelyan] had received most earnest 

in s t r u c t i o n " (V, 5). His God i s discovered within the 

s e l f , and his presence i s signalled by "a sense of 

almost in t o l e r a b l e beauty" which v i s i t s him at times (V, 

11). Like Shelley's "deep truth," another version of 

the Gnostic hidden God, Voss' God i s imageless ("never 

did such experience c r y s t a l l i z e i n objective v i s i o n s " (V, 
13 

11)). Voss 1 readings are subversive i n that they 

always set themselves i n oppositon to those of authority 

and orthodoxy. He asserts his truth and defends his 

s e l f by kicking a l l father figures, human or divine, in 

the face. He asserts his creative powers by s l y l y 

attacking the God of Genesis. He misreads Genesis so 

that i t s God becomes a malicious incompetent. For Voss, 

as for the Gnostics, "to interpret i s to revise i s to 
14 

defend against influence. " 
Voss' attitude towards language and i n t e r 

pretation has much i n common with that of the Gnostics. 
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Voss t e l l s Mr. Bonner that he has been "compelled into 

t h i s country" not because he cannot bring to mind a less 

strong verb or the more usual English preposition, but 

because the expression, for a l l i t s clumsiness, pr e c i s e l y 

conveys h i s meaning (V, 16). To the merchant and the 

sheep-obsessed graziers Voss' words are "demoniac" 

because they refuse to confine themselves to the expres

sion of acceptable opinions (V, 59). Voss consistently 

exploits the capacity of words, p a r t i c u l a r l y misconstrued 

foreign words, to disclose double meanings. He even 

"acquire[s] a wife by simple misuse of a tense" (V, 256). 

Like the Gnostics, he i s far more interested i n the 

f i g u r a t i v e than i n the l i t e r a l meanings of language, and 

he enjoys v e i l i n g his metaphysical allus i o n s i n apparent 

misconstructions and awkwardnesses. He holds the true 

meanings are withheld from those who take words at face 

value. He considers that only an e l i t e of s p i r i t u a l 

seers i s capable of discerning the hidden meanings which 

he himself i n f a l l i b l y recognizes. With t h i s happy few 

he prefers to communicate by telepathy, thus transcending 

altogether mere words. 

In Voss the writing displays many of the 
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s we fi n d in Voss' own attitude towards the 

use of language. We are constantly being teased, tempted, 

or bludgeoned by the promise of revelations about to be 

made. The writing constantly intimates that there are 

meanings deeper than the obvious. How, then, do we 

unlock the meanings cunningly locked into the narrative? 

We may try Voss' key. If we look at the rainy sunrise 

passage with Voss' Gnostic bias i n mind the B i b l i c a l 

a l l u s i o n s are seen to disclose unexpected double meanings. 

The writing, by i t s sly inversions of orthodox readings 

of the Bible and by i t s intimations of hidden meanings, 

in v i t e s subversive interpretation. 

Voss c l e a r l y f a i l s i n his attempt to emulate 

the Creator, and we assume that t h i s i s inevitable and 

right given the presumption of the attempt. Yet i n his 

own view -- one which the passage seems to endorse — 

Voss botches his creation of the world no more than the 

o r i g i n a l Creator. The world for Voss i s at best 

"half-created," the r e s u l t of an incompetent and incom

plete attempt to knock into shape the primal chaos. 

Watching the d a i l y formation of the world out of chaos 

and darkness, Voss sees himself as collaborator with, 
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as parodist of, or as challenger of, the Creator of Gene

s i s . Which role he ultimately prefers i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

to t e l l because we remain uncertain as to how seriously 

he takes h i s pretensions to d i v i n i t y . Certainly, he has 

his moments of self-doubt. For a moment at least he seems 

determined to usurp the creative prerogative of deity. 

Yet as a world p a i n f u l l y struggles out of the void i t 

becomes clear that Voss i s not the only " d i v i n i t y " whose 

creative e f f o r t s are being c a l l e d into question. 

At the mouth of h i s cave the would-be creator 

senses concealed within the general shapelessness of 

night the presence of the earth. The earth has not 

yet emerged from chaos. Unlike the God of Genesis, Voss 

i s a somewhat nervous creator. He stands shivering, 

wrapped i n a blanket whose greyness partakes i n the 

p r e v a i l i n g indefiniteness, the reluctance of things to 

come into form. Voss cracks his f i n g e r - j o i n t s as he 

waits for evidence of his creative powers to appear. 

In Genesis the Creator speaks and each act of creation 

i s thereby complete. The world thus brought into being 

i s "good." Voss i s a more tentative creator. He has 

d i f f i c u l t y beginning, and what he makes i s incomplete. 
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Voss cannot quite p u l l his world out of darkness and the 

void. Its highest stage i s that of a mixture of l i g h t 

and darkness: greyness. The God of Genesis illuminates 

a world and f i l l s i t with the teeming l i f e of species. 

Voss cannot create p a r t i c u l a r things with t h e i r appropriate 

forms. The best he can manage i s a "protoplast of mist": 

a vagueness promising more vagueness. The passage closes 

with an image of the world sinking back into the torpor 

from which Voss has f a i l e d to rescue i t . The creator of 

t h i s aborted world i s not, l i k e the God of Genesis, well 

pleased with his work. He i s , however, "soothed" by "the 

natural sequence of events," presumably because i t s bias 

towards disorder confirms his prejudice about the nature 

of material r e a l i t y . 

Voss stages i n his own clownish fashion, then, 

a version of Genesis. Thereby Patrick White stages a 

parodic version of a r t i s t i c creation. Using words he 

p u l l s a world out of nothing. But, as with Voss 1 summoned 

world, i t i s not created ex n i h i l o . It i s a world made 

up out of the words that have made previous such worlds, 

and by i t s d i s t o r t i o n s and deformities i t suggests both 

the i n e s c a p a b i l i t y and the resentment of influence. 
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White keeps apart the two main directions i n 

Voss -- towards t r a d i t i o n a l realism on the one hand and 

towards a modernist species of allegory on the other hand 

-- because he wishes to examine t h e i r adequacy to a cen

t r a l problem for the novel: what conventions or forms 

w i l l serve i n the business of making f i c t i o n s out of 

Au s t r a l i a ; how s h a l l a new continent be "read"? For 

the A u s t r a l i a which he confronts i n Voss i s not yet a 

world. I t i s a c i r c l e whose circumference i s ungauged, 

on the edge of which huddles a tiny outpost of English

men c l i n g i n g to the conventions of "home." It i s a 

blankness waiting to be written on. To read t h i s place 

in terms of the models provided by the t r a d i t i o n a l novel, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y by the V i c t o r i a n novel with which the action 

of Voss i s contemporaneous, i s to imitate the imitators: 

the huddling Englishmen. The c o l o n i a l s o c i a l world i s 

one i n which the f i x i t y , hierarchy and a i r of permanence 

of the V i c t o r i a n class structure can appear only as 

tr a v e s t i e s . White i s prepared i n Voss to question t h i s 

structure i n terms of the " r e a l i t i e s " i t excludes and 

cannot comprehend (and what conceivable position could 

the Australian Aboriginals occupy i n such a structure?). 
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It i s i n d i c a t i v e of White's radicalness that the blacks 

in Voss are not, l i k e the gypsies i n V i c t o r i a n romances, 

simply placed outside the c i r c l e of prejudice that defines 

the l i m i t s of r e a l i t y (Heathcliff's gypsy origins i n 

Wuthering Heights contribute to his demonic q u a l i t i e s ) . 

They too read the world i n a consistent, structured and 

conventional manner. They compete on equal terms with 

the Bonners, the Pringles and Voss to define where the 

re a l begins and ends. The confidence of the V i c t o r i a n 

middle class that the r e a l world i s substantial, p a r t i 

cular and proprietary does not obtain i n White's New 

World. In t h i s world " r e a l i t y " must be fought over rather 

than taken for granted. Hence White introduces the 

f a m i l i a r , V i c t o r i a n forms and confidences only to debunk 

them. Yet, while he has scooped out the s t u f f i n g of the 

Bonners' world, he has not done so merely to endorse 

Voss' equally confident and equally narrow construal of 

the r e a l . 

It was necessary for White to make as opposed 

as possible the worlds of Voss and Mr. Bonner. These 

worlds are competing interpretations of A u s t r a l i a : the 

S c y l l a and Charybdis between which the novel steers i t s 
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deft way. Each i s a t o t a l i t y , something complete within 

i t s e l f , that claims to "contain" the continent (the 

suggestive pun i s Richard P o i r i e r ' s with American novelists 

in mind). 1 5 The merchant "contains" the country as a 

t o t a l i t y of material facts and things, a whole that can 

be mapped, carved up and turned to p r o f i t . Voss "con

tains" the continent as a metaphysical t o t a l i t y , a pure 

idea which his w i l l imposes on r e a l i t y . "'The map? ... 

I w i l l f i r s t make i t , ' " he t e l l s Mr. Bonner (V, 19). Both 

views rest on s e l f - s e r v i n g notions of perception. Each 

sees only what su i t s his epistemological purpose: Voss 

sees only the architecture of matter; the merchant sees 

only i t s f l e s h . The problem i s : whose eye i s s u f f i c i e n t l y 

encompassing to see the continent as a whole without 

excluding whatever f a i l s to f i t neatly into his system? 

White has created i n Voss a figure who chooses 

the most extreme i s o l a t i o n of mind open to him: r a d i c a l 

e x i l e from the community and rejection of i t s m a t e r i a l i s 

t i c v i s i o n of the land. Unlike ordinary Australians 

Voss refuses to s e t t l e for no more than a small square 

of the country's unprepossessing face. While merchants 

l i k e Bonner set up stone monuments to an unattainable 
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permanence on the f e r t i l e p e r i p h e r y of the country, Voss 

i s determined to p i t the vastness and u g l i n e s s of h i s 

own nature (Laura d e s c r i b e s him thus i n the course of 

t h e i r queer c o u r t s h i p [V, 83]) a g a i n s t the i d e n t i c a l 

q u a l i t i e s he expects to f i n d i n the c e n t r a l d e s e r t s . 

While s q u a t t e r s l i k e Sanderson and even s m a l l - h o l d e r s 

l i k e Judd attempt to e n c l o s e themselves w i t h i n t h e i r 

a c r e s , Voss i s determined to c o n t a i n w i t h i n the compass 

of h i s s k u l l the e n t i r e r e s i s t a n t c o n t i n e n t . F i r s t he 

must cle a n s e "the doors of perception.""'" 6 

Voss " c l e a n s e s " h i s p e r c e p t i o n by adopting 

the Blakean p o l i c y of c l o s i n g the eye which p a s s i v e l y 

r e c e i v e s sense data and opening the l i v i n g eye o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n . H i s o b j e c t i s to c r e a t e not to see a world. 

Voss i s very much a " v i s i o n a r y " as d e f i n e d by Northrop 

Frye w i t h Blake i n mind: "a v i s i o n a r y c r e a t e s , or dwells 

i n , a h i g h e r s p i r i t u a l world i n which the o b j e c t s of 

p e r c e p t i o n i n t h i s one become t r a n s f i g u r e d and charged 
17 

with a new i n t e n s i t y of symbolism." T h i s , at l e a s t , 

i s how Voss sees h i m s e l f . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , Voss' mind 

p l a y s Lockean t r i c k s on him, s t o r i n g up the images of 

the German c a s t l e s of boyhood as a b s t r a c t g e n e r a l i z a -
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tions which he f o i s t s upon the Australian landscape. Voss 

has an unBiakean disdain for p a r t i c u l a r s . He i s also, 

in a sense i n which Blake according to Frye was not, 

a mystic. Voss' mysticism i s of a p a r t i c u l a r l y crazed 

and blasphemous stamp. As such i t i s exactly suited to 

White's purposes. 

Voss' heresies are esse n t i a l to his — and 

White's -- scheme. I f the land i s to be grasped as 

something more than a geographical presence, a f i r s t and 

ultimately daring leap of the imagination must be made. 

The man who would make such a leap must rej e c t not only 

the materialism of the community which reduces land

scape to economic units but also i t s conventional 

r e l i g i o s i t y which i s complicit with t h i s reductive way 

of seeing. Mr. Bonner's God i s as limited, as conven

t i o n a l , and as boring as his garden. He never tempts 

the merchant to v i s u a l i z e the world with the eye of the 

imagination. Voss' God, on the other hand, i s u t t e r l y 

beyond r e s t r i c t i o n : He i s his own s e l f unbound. Voss 

intends to usurp the. very throne of d i v i n i t y . " Atheismus, " 

as he sententiously informs Laura Trevelyan, " i s s e l f -

murder" (V, 85). For Voss w i l l deify the s e l f . Such 
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d i v i n i t y i s to be attained by unseating the pale God of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y and i n s t a l l i n g the human w i l l on the throne. 

In t h i s endeavour the empty land w i l l prove 

both collaborator and reward. Its very ugliness, i t s 

absence of the sensuous, w i l l encourage the s p i r i t to 

attempt the i n f i n i t e . Only when the s p i r i t (in Voss' 

terms " s p i r i t " may be equated with either genius or w i l l ) 

has become as l i m i t l e s s as the Godhead i t has toppled 

w i l l i t prove equal to the metaphysical p o s s i b i l i t i e s of 

the continent. The scope of Voss 1 daring i s thus 

commensurate to his task: his making out of the bare 

bones of the country . a version of A u s t r a l i a that i s 

agreeable to visionary and a r t i s t rather than farmer and 

merchant. If Voss i s to supplant the c u r t a i l e d i n t e r 

pretation of A u s t r a l i a propaganded by squatter and 

merchant he must f i r s t dispatch t h e i r comfortable deity. 

Orthodox, m a t e r i a l i s t i c C h r i s t i a n i t y serves the purposes 

of those who read i n the scrutable face of t h e i r God 

approval of t h e i r proprietary and u t i l i t a r i a n conception 

of the world. The world to them i s not a text to be read 

i n search of metaphysical disclosures but a topography to 

be mapped, divided, and farmed. Nature to them i s not a 
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book between whose li n e s are intercalated moral lessons 

and anogogues but a blank s l a t e which, once inscribed 

with the cartographer's coordinates, offers commercial 

opportunities. Such a megalomania as Voss' does not 

hesitate to wrestle with d i v i n i t y . It i s tempting to 

connect Voss with the favourite romantic figure of the 

God-opposer: Prometheus interpreted with a Gnostic gloss 

as by Byron or Shelley. Voss, however, i s locked i n 

struggle not with a s t i l l potent Jehovah but with the 

deity of the c o l o n i a l bourgeoisie who i s merely a wind

bag f u l l of platitudes. This unworthy opponent must be 

done away with not because He retains the power to t e r r i f y 

mens1 hearts, but because He supports the structure of 

conventions that holds together a thoroughly m a t e r i a l i s 

t i c society. This God throws an unendurable l i m i t around 

the imagination. 

Voss, l i k e Stan Parker, though from a d i f f e r e n t 

angle, assaults the barriers to the free play of the 

imagination that go with the English system of classes 

as established i n the colony. Stan makes of f from the 

blazing house of g e n t i l i t y with the essence of poetry 

leaving the absurd, imitative e d i f i c e to collapse. 
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Voss' notions of the scope of the imagination are rooted 

in the German romanticism which teaches him to disdain 

burgher conventions and burgher materialism. He makes 

of f with the only redeemable part of the bourgeois world 

through which he stalks his contemptuous way en route 

for the i n t e r i o r and his own f i r e s : Laura Trevelyan. 

Laura i s the passive, female germinative p r i n c i p l e 

f e r t i l i z e d by his male, creative w i l l : she brings forth 

the colony's infant culture. Stan Parker was at a loss 

what he should do with the poetry he grasped momentarily 

in the burning Glastonbury. The embodiment of that 

poetry, Madeleine, was too inconsequential to be f e r 

t i l i z e d by his r i c h e r but u n c r y s t a l l i z e d imagination. 

Voss not only clears a space for the imagination i n 

A u s t r a l i a , he also s e t t l e s i t . Frank Le Mesurier and 

Laura Trevelyan with her t i n y "salon" set about the 

business of c u l t i v a t i n g the garden of v i s i o n Voss marks 

out i n the wilderness of the c o l o n i a l p h i l i s t i a . Laura's 

protege, W i l l i e Pringle, discusses with her as the novel 

closes how the a r t i s t might overcome the "inherent 

mediocrity" of Australians as a people (V, 441). Frank 

Le Mesurier, poet and dandy, abandons words altogether 
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i n favour of the great silence of death. Yet he leaves 

behind poems that are the true because visionary record 

of the expedition. His poetic, l i k e the self-conscious 

aesthetic of W i l l i e Pringle, i s a means of creating 

beauty out of the common Australian world. His solution 

anticipates by i t s terminology the st r u c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e s 

that Lowry arrived at by building his pier at Dollarton: 

the poem "was always changing, as the world of appearances 

which had given him his poem. Yet, i t s structure was 

unchanged" (V, 138). 

Voss i s not an a r t i s t himself. He i s , however, 

"genius": the inspired visionary of romantic theory 

whose faithfulness to the ideas of transcendence and 

unity offers the only possible mode of escape from the 

alie n a t i o n of mere l i v i n g i n a f a l l e n bourgeois world. 

Voss sets out on his expedition confident that man can 

occupy the space vacated by the Christian deity, recap

ture his l o s t essence, and thus render his l i f e meaningful. 

He f a i l s , but he leaves behind him those who w i l l assert 

v i s i o n i n the face of the Australian materialism, 

transcendence and beauty i n the face of the swinish 

populace (these oppositions, of course, l i k e the neo-
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Platonic one between the "male" creative p r i n c i p l e and 

the "female" receptive one r e f l e c t authorial prejudices). 

Voss also leaves behind him a "myth" which i n time w i l l 

engender a mode of writing other than the debased modes 

-- documentary, journalism, d i a r i e s , l e t t e r s -- with 

which the novel i s l i t t e r e d . The novel images i t s 

scepticism about "writing" by the various pieces of 

paper that are ripped, torn, and scattered as the expedi

tion proceeds into the deserts. 

Voss, .then, offers us not so much an " i n t e r 

pretation" of A u s t r a l i a as a denial of the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of ever a r r i v i n g at any f i n a l interpretation of A u s t r a l i a , 

of the world, or of l i t e r a r y texts. The expedition i s 

thwarted i n i t s desire to inscribe i t s legend on the 

country by the discovery everywhere of writing: of 

messages, languages, i n s c r i p t i o n s that r e s i s t decipher

ment. A d e f i n i t i v e interpretation of the cave drawings 

or the Aboriginal d i a l e c t s or the meaning of the comet i s 

as unlikely as the key to the Revelation of St. John on 

which Palfreyman's uncle i s working. The new world i s 

discovered as a palimpsest of meanings already written 

i n the minds of i t s discoverers. Homer may serve to 
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chock a table leg i n Brendan Boyle's shack, but his writing 

surrounds the expedition. Voss i s the epic of the broken 

modern world i n which there can be no homecoming, no 

nostos. 

By placing a madman at the centre of his epic 

White asserts the d i f f i c u l t y for the modern writer in 

holding up l i t e r a r y meanings. The problem i s that where 

the metaphysical spheres have been broken l i t e r a r y mean

ings can never be discovered as part of some whole. The 

symbolic power of words collapses where there i s no Word 

to underwrite t h e i r reference. In such a world only a 

madman can make the connections that were once taken for 

granted. As George Lukacs has observed i n words that 

apply to both White and Lowry: "from madness come enig

matic yet decipherable messages of a transcendental 
18 

power, otherwise condemned to silence." At the basis 

of Voss 1 endeavour l i e s an attempt to restore the 

symbolic function of language by asserting a connection 

between the world perceived by the senses and the world 

of ideas. Of course, i n Voss" reading, the world as a 

moralized text does not point to an Augustinian God who 

holds up meanings and values and underwrites the messages 



-453-

of C h r i s t i a n i t y . Voss, with his Gnostic bias, views the 

world as a corrupted text and condemns i t s maker, the God 

of orthodox C h r i s t i a n i t y . In the vacated throne of th i s 

unworthy deity he places his own s e l f unshackled from 

i t s human component. This turns out to be the imagination. 

In the absence of an actual God, Voss offers himself as 

the transcending i d e a l which makes possible a l i t e r a r y 

symbolism. And thus makes A u s t r a l i a possible for art. 
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V 

Under the Volcano 

"I'm very fond of u n c i v i l i z e d places. 
I l i k e primitive peoples. I've just 
come back from Guadaloupe. Do you 
l i k e primitive people? 

C y r i l Connolly, 
The Rock Pool. 

The arts abhor any loppings o f f of 
meaning or emptyings out, any lessen
ing of the t o t a l i t y of connotation, 
any loss of recession and thickness 
through. 

David Jones, 
Preface to The Anathemata. 
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The times are late and get l a t e r , not 
by decades but by years and months. This 
tempo of change ... presents peculiar and 
phenomenal problems to the making of works, 
and almost insuperable d i f f i c u l t i e s to the 
making of certain kinds of works; as when, 
for one reason or another, the making of 
those works has been spread over a number 
of years. The reason i s not far to seek. 
The a r t i s t deals wholly i n signs. His 
signs must be v a l i d , that i s v a l i d for 
him and, normally, for the culture that 
has made him. But there i s a time factor 
a f f e c t i n g these signs. If a r e q u i s i t e 
now-ness i s not present, the sign, v a l i d 
i n i t s e l f , i s apt to suffer a kind of 
i n v a l i d a t i o n . 1 

David Jones here describes his d i f f i c u l t i e s between the 

years 1946 and 1951 i n writing The Anathemata. When he 

speaks of a "tempo of change" that e f f e c t s the c u l t u r a l 

signs with which the a r t i s t must work, he means not merely 

change but also decay. Signs decay i n the modern culture 

because the a r t i s t and the society i n which he l i v e s no 

longer share "an enclosed and common background, where 
2 

the terms of reference [are] common to a l l . " More par

t i c u l a r l y , i n a society which no longer accepts a sacra

mental order as the basis of i t s s i g n i f y i n g operations, 

i t i s inevitable that many of the t r a d i t i o n a l resonances 

of signs w i l l be l o s t . For the writer, the signs that he 

must make v a l i d i n his work are words. In In Parenthesis 
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(1937) and The Anathemata (1951) David Jones struggles to 

restore to the words of the t r i b e t h e i r function as signs 

in terms of a mythus which, while no longer a c u l t u r a l 

given, remains buried within the words themselves. He 

st r i v e s "to l i f t up v a l i d signs." 

The problem to which David Jones refers i n his 

preface to The Anathemata i s one that i s fa m i l i a r to us 

from T.S. E l i o t ' s treatment of i t i n Four Quartets (1943). 

Like David Jones, E l i o t i s disturbed by the loss of reso

nance i n words that no longer function as c u l t u r a l l y v a l i d 

signs i n a f u l l y sacramental world view. As i n David 

Jones' "makings," we f i n d i n Four Quartets a pervasive 

sense of the deterioration i n contemporary culture of 

the l i n g u i s t i c tools with which the maker must work: 

"Words strain,/Crack and sometimes break, under the bur

den,/Under the tension, s l i p , s l i d e , perish,/Decay with 

imprecision, w i l l not stay i n place,/Will not stay s t i l l . " 

E l i o t ' s stated task i n Four Quartets i s to 

"purify the d i a l e c t of the t r i b e . " By t h i s he means more 

than the poet's obligation to use words as precise i n s t r u 

ments of thought, as calculated parts of syntactic wholes, 
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and for exactly registered e f f e c t s of colour and sound. 

Thus employed, poetic language r e s i s t s the tendency of 

the everyday usage of words, p a r t i c u l a r l y by p o l i t i c i a n s , 

the media, and by advertisers, to debase the l i n g u i s t i c 

currency, and such resistance, of course, i s a large 

part of E l i o t ' s endeavour. But E l i o t also desires to 

restore to the word i t s l o s t value as r e l i g i o u s sign. This 

means r e s i s t i n g at the l e v e l of language the whole bias 

of contemporary c i v i l i z a t i o n towards secular thought. 

Locked into words are the traces of t h e i r belonging to 

a world that was not secular, that did not place at the 

centre of i t s mythus the modern gods of u t i l i t y , commerce, 

and technology. The poetic e f f o r t of both David Jones 

and T.S. E l i o t i s directed at recovering the s i g n i f y i n g 

power that words possessed when they were the agreed upon 

instruments of meaning in a community rooted i n a p a r t i 

cular place and with an acceptance of the sacred. In t h i s 

l i n e of l i n g u i s t i c endeavour l i e s Malcolm Lowry's Under  

the Volcano. Lowry pays the same kind of attention to 

language at the l e v e l of the word, the phrase, and the 

sentence that we f i n d i n the works of Jones and E l i o t . 

More importantly, Lowry s t r i v e s to restore to the word 
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i t s former function as a sacramental sign. 

"But d.t.'s are only the beginning, the 
music round the portal of the Qliphoth, 
the overture, conducted by the God of 
F l i e s ... Why do people see rats? These 
are the sort of questions that ought to 
concern the world, Jacques. Consider 
the word remorse. Remord. Mordeo, mor-
dere. La Mordida! Agenbite too ... And 
why rongueur? Why a l l t h i s b i t i n g , a l l 
these rodents, i n the etymology? 
(UV, 218 - 19). 

Geoffrey Firmin's defense of his drinking against 

the reasonable objections of his friend, Jacques Laruelle, 

rests on a view of the r e l a t i o n between language and 

r e a l i t y that i s r a d i c a l l y at odds with the thinking of 

a secular and m a t e r i a l i s t i c age. Geoffrey does not address 

his friend's objections at a l l . The issue of whether or 

not his drinking makes him a burden to his friends i s not 

one that the consul chooses to bother himself about unduly. 

The singular importance of a drunkard's l i f e i s not to 

be measured i n terms of conventional s o c i a l and f a m i l i a l 

expectations, nor can i t be expressed i n the hackneyed 

phrases that r e f l e c t p r e v a i l i n g norms. Jacques Laruelle 

expects the consul to show remorse; the consul asks him 

to consider the word "remorse." He does not ask what the 
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word means or enquire what bearing i t may have on his case. 

He merely launches into what seems l i k e a drunkard's 

wayward exercise i n etymology. The Latin root of remorse 

i s , of course, mordere (to b i t e ) , whence remordere (to bite 

again), the English form remorse (regretful remembrance), 

the stranger verbal form remord (to v i s i t with a f f l i c t i o n ) , 

and the Spanish La Mordida (the bribe or " b i t e " ) . But 

the French rongueur (rodent or gnawing animal) derives 

from rodere (L. to gnaw) and the Old English agenbite has 

no common derivation whatever. Its o r i g i n i s l i t e r a r y : 

Lowry has borrowed i t from Stephen Dedalus and given i t 
4 

to the consul. 

Why, then, a l l th i s b i t i n g , a l l these rats, 

clustered around the various forms of the word remorse? 

And why do drunkards see rats? These are the questions, 

according to the consul, with which the world ought to 

concern i t s e l f . The consul's speech i s not merely a 

drunkard's digression, mixing undergraduate arcana and 

garbled schoolboy Latin with Mexican slang. The consul 

i s t r y i n g to suggest to Laruelle that there i s a r e a l i t y 

behind the words which the ordinary sense, the standard 

d e f i n i t i o n s of the words, do not allow us to apprehend. 
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Delirium tremens induce hallucinations of rats because rats 

signal a stage i n a mystery to which drunkards and cab a l i s t s 

have access. They point to a r e a l i t y hidden from those 

who regard language merely as a means of describing the 

world received through the senses. The words are connec

ted not by t h e i r common etymology but by the nameless 

experience around which they a l l hover. 

There i s a Joycean touch i n a l l t h i s , e s p e c i a l l y 

in the choice of "agenbite," which makes us think that 

Lowry i s being p l a y f u l rather than metaphysical: that 

the words point to no r e a l i t y , either transcendental or 

mundane, but to themselves. We r e c a l l that i n the Por

t r a i t Stephen Dedalus f e l t that i n the "vague s a c r i f i c i a l 

and sacramental acts" of the mass his w i l l went "forth 

to encounter r e a l i t y " only to lose his f a i t h i n the sacra

ment that connected the signs of the l i t u r g y to the 

" r e a l i t y " they stood f o r . 5 At the end of the P o r t r a i t 

he goes forth to encounter "the r e a l i t y of experience" 

and finds, i n Ulysses, that the connection between the 

verbal orderings of experience by the a r t i s t and expe

rience i t s e l f are problematical. 6 Stephen Dedalus 

encounters not " r e a l i t y " but language, and Joyce's 



attitude to the connection r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f had made pos

s i b l e between sacramental sign and " r e a l i t y " i s i r o n i c 

rather than, as i n David Jones or T.S. E l i o t , nostalgic. 

There are passages scattered through Under the Volcano 

which suggests a very Joycean sense of language not as a 

system of signs pointing to some transcendent referent 

but as a self-enclosed world making connections i n t e r n a l l y 

by puns. 

Mr. Quincey 1s words knocked on his con
sciousness — or someone actually was 
knocking on a door -- f e l l away, then 
knocked again, louder. Old De Quincey; 
the knocking on the gate i n Macbeth. 
Knock knock: who's there? Cat. Cat who? 
Catastrophe. Catastrophe who? Catas-
t r o p h y s i c i s t . What, i s i t you, my 
l i t t l e popocat? Just wait an eternity 
t i l l Jacques and I have fin i s h e d murder
ing sleep! Katabasis to cat abysses. 
Cathartes atratus ... Of course, he should 
have known i t , these were the f i n a l mo
ments of the r e t i r i n g of the human heart, 
and of the f i n a l entrance of the fiendish, 
the night insulated -- just as the re a l 
De Quincey (that mere drug fri e n d , he 
thought opening his eyes -- he found he 
was looking straight over towards the 
tequ i l a bottle) imagined the murder of 
Duncan and the others insulated, s e l f -
withdrawn into a deep syncope and suspen
sion of earthly passion (UV, 136). 

The Joycean influence behind such passages i s evident. 
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The words are connected less by sense than by sound. The 

language serves less to describe a world, subjective or 

objective, than to draw attention to i t s e l f as a perfor

mance. The connection between "cat" and "katabasis" i s 

one established by the word-juggler 1s sleight-of-hand, 

and one that asserts the power of the novelist to invent 

rather than represent, to make out of words a world that 

i s i t s own place. The passage i s self-consciously l i t e r a 

ry. The character Quincey r e c a l l s to the consul the 

writer De Quincey and the question arises as to who i s 

the more " r e a l " : the writer who hallucinated the imagin

ings of a previous writer or the character i n yet 

another writer's imagining who bears the l i t e r a r y name 

and may be an h a l l u c i n a t i o n in the consul's mind. 

"Even almost bad poetry," concludes the consul when 

mescal-sodden, " i s better than l i f e " (UV, 287). 

Yet for a l l the Joycean playfulness and s e l f -

consciousness i n the use of language i n Volcano, 

Lowry's attitude towards words i s e s s e n t i a l l y r e l i g i o u s . 

In Ultramarine Lowry sought to restore to a few t r i b a l 

words the connection they had once had to things. In 

Volcano he seeks some means by which the Word, not just 
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those words which re t a i n a l i n k to the organic community, 

might regain i t s f u l l power as a sacramental sign. 

The consul as drunkard, visionary, c a b a l i s t i c manipulator 

of words, stands i n a special r e l a t i o n to Truth. He seeks 

through puns and through magic to recover the Word, the 

source of a l l meaning and that which guarantees the 

s i g n i f y i n g power of ordinary words. Without the Word to 

underwrite t h e i r e s s e n t i a l poverty, words s l i p and f a i l . 

They lack grace. In the absence of any h i e r a r c h i c a l 

r e l a t i o n to Truth, meanings multiply endlessly, pointing 

always to the promise of revelation but revealing only 

enigma. The secular use of words has turned language i n 

upon i t s e l f . But locked into words i s the memory of 

t h e i r long cohabitation with the metaphysical. In the 

consul's drunken i n t e r i o r monologues we f i n d that the 

connection of words with the metaphysical spheres i s 

constantly being implied by puns that probe the r e a l i t i e s 

behind language, that imply mysterious l i n k s between the 

most un l i k e l y phenomena: between cats and cat abysses. 

Under the Volcano, then, shares with the 

"makings" of T.S. E l i o t and David Jones a concern with 

the sign i n a r e l i g i o u s sense. Each of these writers 
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shows i n his works how the loss of a transcendent referent 

-- that i s , the God to Whom a l l s i g n i f i e r s had pointed 

when the metaphysical spheres were s t i l l i n t a c t — has 

impoverished the language, and each t r i e s to r e v i v i f y the 

sign by appealing n o s t a l g i c a l l y to a r e l i g i o u s system of 

b e l i e f . In Lowry's case the r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f appealed 

to i s not orthodox, Chr i s t i a n , or even part of the Euro

pean heritage. Lowry employs an esoteric and magical 

branch of Jewish mysticism, the cabala, which centres 

i t s thought and practices on obscure interpretations of 

the Talmud and on numerological manipulations of the l e t 

ters i n the words of the Talmud. The advantage of t h i s 

system i s twofold: i t allows Lowry to raise the problem 

of i nterpretation of c u l t u r a l texts and a r t i f a c t s ; i t 

suggests a deity whose presence i s problematical and 

whose purposes obscure and possibly malevolent. Lowry 

needed a God for the formal and l i n g u i s t i c purposes of 

his writing. But his Methodist upbringing l e f t him with 

a distaste for the orthodox God of C h r i s t i a n i t y . The God 

of Under the Volcano i s opposition, an ineradicable 

bloody-mindedness i n the scheme of things which the consul 

cannot dismiss or avoid. By making the consul a black 
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magician of sorts Lowry inverts the deity of Jones and 

E l i o t . But even the God of d.t.'s, of hallucinations of 

rats, the god of abysses, i s a God Who makes possible 

connections. He i s the God of Whom the Consul's black 

visions, dark conceits, and puns are the outward signs. 

Under the Volcano belongs i n the context of 

the modernist e f f o r t to rescue for l i t e r a r y use the 

d i a l e c t of the English t r i b e which had been infected by 

a general collapse of c u l t u r a l signs and practices f i r s t 

acknowledged by the romantics. The sense of a collapse 

of values, signs, and practices became acute immediately 

afte r the F i r s t World War and deepened i n the interwar 

period. This i s the context out of which E l i o t wrote 

the passage i n "East Coker" which castigates not only his 

own f a i l i n g s to make the language precise (surely over

stated) but also the shabbiness of a culture which has 

so debased the stock of words out which meaning must be 

generated that the a f f e c t i v e and l i n g u i s t i c l i f e of the 

t r i b e has become a "general mess": 

So here I am, i n the middle way, having 
had twenty years — Twenty years largely 
wasted, the years of 1' entre deux  
guerres --
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Trying to learn to use words, and every 
attempt 
Is a wholly new s t a r t , and a d i f f e r e n t 
kind of f a i l u r e 
Because one has only learnt to get the 
better of words 
For the thing one no longer has to say, 
or the way 

in which 
One i s no longer disposed to say i t . And 
so each venture 
Is a new beginning, a r a i d on the i n a r t i 
culate 
With shabby equipment always deteriorating 
In the general mess of imprecision of 
f e e l i n g . ^ 

In Parenthesis was written between 192 7 and 

1937. Four Quartets was written between 1936 and the 

early years of the Second World War. Under the Volcano 

was written between 1936 and 1946. Together with Pound's 

Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (1920) and E l i o t ' s The Waste Land 

(19 25) these works cover the period i n English c u l t u r a l 

l i f e between the conclusion of the F i r s t World War and 

the lapse into the Second. These works are written out 

of what Wyndham Lewis c a l l s "the s o c i a l decay of the 
g 

insanitary trough between the two great wars," and the 

amount of time expended on t h e i r making indicates the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s the makers faced i n wresting s a t i s f a c t o r y 

forms out of the general decay. The problem was "to l i f t 
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up v a l i d signs" out of words that were subject to increas

ing abuse not only from the purveyers of a mass culture, 

the j o u r n a l i s t s and p o l i t i c i a n s , but also from the jejune 

ha l f - t r u t h s , the outright l i e s , and the propaganda that 

emanated from a thoroughly corrupted middle cl a s s , from 
9 

the fashionable l e f t as well as the complacent centre. 
Behind t h i s sense of a decay i n the t r i b a l 

d i a l e c t lay a reactionary nostalgia for an ordered, hierar

c h i c a l society i n which the a r t i s t addressed a small e l i t e 

.audience who shared a common stock of signs and values, 

a common frame of reference. Lowry, of course, did not 

share t h i s reactionary myth, nor did he desire to address 

a vanished e l i t e . He did, however, view n o s t a l g i c a l l y 

the p r e - i n d u s t r i a l c u l t u r a l order i n which, supposedly, 

at the bottom of the s o c i a l hierarchy, a common frame of 

reference united those who belonged to an organic community 

of unalienated workers and makers rooted i n physical 

a c t u a l i t y . Moreover, he shared the b e l i e f of David 

Jones, Pound, and E l i o t that i n pre-commercial and tech

nological communities the a r t i s t was not obliged to 

struggle against the whole tenor and bias of his age to 

make his signs v a l i d . In Under the Volcano Lowry 
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addresses a l i n g u i s t i c problem that was c e n t r a l l y of con

cern to each of these makers and which l i e s behind t h e i r 

formulation i n the inter-war period of a number of related 

strategies which we group under the rubric Modernism. 

Mauberley, In Parenthesis, Four Quartets, 

Under the Volcano — a l l of these works deal not only 

with the problem of language i n a declining culture but 

also with the most d i r e c t threat to the survival of the 

culture and i t s language: that i s , with modern warfare and 

s p e c i f i c a l l y with the increasingly mechanical nature of i t s 

means of destruction. The "tempo of change" i n the 

means of death a f t e r 1914, p a r t i c u l a r l y the t a c t i c of 

the a e r i a l bombardment of c i t i e s , was seen as a d i r e c t 

threat to c u l t u r a l continuity and to c i v i l i z e d l i f e i n 

any form. These works deal with modern warfare at the 

point at which i t most c r u c i a l l y touches the c i v i l i z i n g 

acceptances that enable a r t i s t i c makings: they r e g i s t e r 

the impact of technology on language. In so doing, they 

resolve a c o n f l i c t between two warring tendencies i n 

between-the-wars writing which was f e l t at the time to 

pose an i r r e c o n c i l a b l e contradiction: that between 

a e s t h e t i c i s t and propagandistic a r t . To the committed 

l e f t i s t s of the T h i r t i e s , the attention to form and the 
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mandarin style of the modernists of the Twenties seemed 

an a r i d aestheticism. To those who f e l t that the a r t i s t 

had an obligation to change a world that was c l e a r l y r o t 

ten, aestheticism with i t s concern to transcend the 

taste of a p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l phase by i t s attention 

to form, could only d i s t r a c t the a r t i s t from his s o c i a l 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . Lowry himself was not immune to t h i s 

T h i r t i e s distaste for aestheticism, th i s unruly desire to 

engage d i r e c t l y with h i s t o r i c a l process. In "June 30th, 

1934!" and in the early short story version of Volcano, 

both written i n the mid T h i r t i e s , we find a tendency 

towards p o l i t i c a l parable and didacticism. We also 

f i n d evidence of Lowry 1s b e l i e f that he ought to s t r i p 

his prose st y l e of any mandarinism, any a i r of aestheti-
10. 

cism. 

In the Preface to The Anathemata David Jones 

notes that there i s a sense i n which a l l art i s propaganda: 

the sense i n which "any re a l formal expression propagands 

the r e a l i t y which caused those forms and t h e i r content 

to be."1"'" What separates modernists l i k e E l i o t , Pound, 

David Jones, and Lowry from the ruck of T h i r t i e s l e f t i s t -

oriented, modern writers i s the acknowledgement i n the 
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former that i t i s by his c r i t i c a l attention to form 

that the "maker" engages with and transcends the p a r t i 

cular h i s t o r i c a l stresses of his time. The d i s t i n c t i o n 

between aestheticism and didacticism or h i s t o r i c i s m i s 

an a r i d one i f i t implies that the a r t i s t must choose 

between the pursuit of beauty i n purely formal terms and 

the pursuit of r e a l i t y in i t s untidyness and nowness. 

The problem i s to f i n d some appropriate formal means of 

re g i s t e r i n g the now. For the modernists, language i t s e l f 

i s registered i n the work as part of the general problem

a t i c of modernity not as an unselfconscious means by 

which that problematic can be expressed. In the between-

the-wars context t h i s means acknowledging the extent of 

the threat posed by m i l i t a r y technology to the culture 

and to i t s language. 

David Jones i n In Parenthesis traces the process 

by which the relentless mechanization of warfare during 

the 1914 - 18 War, p a r t i c u l a r l y a f t e r the ba t t l e of the 

Somme in 1916, k i l l e d the organic folk character of ba t t l e 

and the ancient, primitive, creative sense that language 

had possessed when Roland rode to war. In that venerable 

and, a f t e r 1916, vanished order i n which the l i f e of the 
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folk was rooted i n t h e i r immediate habitation, even the 

language of batt l e had a l i t u r g i c a l q u a l i t y . The language 

then was rooted i n the actual and in the sacramental. 

T.S. E l i o t i n " L i t t l e Gidding" i s concerned i n the face 

of the bombing of London to summon up that which alone 

asserts the continuity of a p a r t i c u l a r people inhabiting 

a p a r t i c u l a r place. He gives us a "symbol perfected i n 
12 

death." The symbol of the Rose for which English men 

once fought has been kept a l i v e by the c u l t u r a l memory of 

th e i r deaths u n t i l not th e i r p a r t i c u l a r p o l i t i c s but only 

t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the history of the English people 

i s l e f t . When a l l the dross of time and faction has been 

refined i n the memory of the succeeding generations, a 

perfected symbol remains impervious to time. This sacra-

mentalized sign i s the memory of the race which the poet 

holds up against the threat at t h i s p a r t i c u l a r moment to 

the su r v i v a l of the English as a people p e r s i s t i n g through 

time i n t h i s place, t h i s England. Malcolm Lowry i n Under  

the Volcano enacts symbolically the collapse of the 

Spanish republic and the rush of a burnt-out European 

c i v i l i z a t i o n into the Second World War. At the centre 

of Lowry's novel i s a concern with the effects of the 
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bombing of c i v i l i a n populations on the values and practices 

of a Europe that i s already s p i r i t u a l l y bankrupt. Like 

David Jones and T.S. E l i o t , Lowry seeks to measure the 

damage done to the c u l t u r a l signs with which the maker 

must work by the t a c t i c s and technology of modern warfare. 

In his 1938 novel, The Professor, Rex Warner 

describes the a e r i a l bombardment of c i t i e s as "the v i o 

l a t i o n of a whole people, the tearing of a c i v i l i z a t i o n 
13 

out of the f a b r i c of history." In a number of l i t e r a r y 

works written around 1939 we f i n d p r e c i s e l y t h i s sense 

of the threat posed to c i v i l i z a t i o n by the waves of 

bombers that the dictatorships were readying to unleash 

against the democracies. The mood i s less one of terror 

than of resignation. I t i s the mood of those who know 

some great horror to be imminent and unavoidable and 

who have exactly measured the extent of that horror. 

We f i n d t h i s mood in George Orwell's Coming Up For A i r 

(1939) where bombers take practice runs over an already 

exhausted c i v i l i z a t i o n . These are B r i t i s h bombers and 

they signal not merely the threat from the Nazis but also 

the corruption of English values and of o f f i c i a l language 

by a wholly technological attitude to waging war. When 
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a B r i t i s h bomber accidentally bombs B r i t i s h c i v i l i a n s the 

authorities are concerned about the lack of damage 
14 

i n f l i c t e d . Where the object of warfare i s merely to 

i n f l i c t the maximum of damage, attention to the claims 

of the i n d i v i d u a l i s obsolete. In V i r g i n i a Woolf's 

Between the Acts (1941) planes f l y i n g low over a v i l l a g e 

pageant signal the coming break in .the continuity of 

English culture which the v i l l a g e r s enact. In Graham 

Greene's The Lawless Roads (1938) the narrator, return

ing from a Mexico he has loathed to an England for which 

he has longed, discovers amid the preparations for the 

bombing of London and the evacuation of c i t i z e n s that 
15 

"Mexico i s a state of mind." In other words, the 

barbarism and violence, the open assaults upon c i v i l i z e d 

values, that made up the Mexican scene have become part 

of European history. The barbarism that Western man 

had once confidently consigned to savage places, to 

otherness, i s now discovered within the consciousness of 

the c i v i l i z e d narrator. In Conradian fashion otherness 

i s found within- the heart of the c i v i l i z e d . 

For Orwell, Greene, Woolf, and the Patrick White 

of The L i v i n g and The Dead, the lurching of Europe into 
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the Second World War made inevitable the break-up once and 

for a l l of the values, practices, and acceptances that 

had made " c i v i l i z a t i o n " possible. The whole t o t t e r i n g 

e d i f i c e of European culture was f a l l i n g apart and with 

i t was disappearing a world i n which the in d i v i d u a l had 

some i n t r i n s i c value, i n which there was some sense of 

continuity between past and present, and in which c u l t u r a l 

experience could be recorded as history other than as 

apocalypse. As Auden puts i t i n "Danse Macabre": 

It ' s farewell to the drawing-room's 
mannerly cry, 
The professor's l o g i c a l whereto and why, 
The frock-coated diplomat's polished aplomb, 
Now matters are s e t t l e d with gas and with 
bomb.16 

In Under the Volcano, imagery of birds, clouds, 

and aeroplanes represents the t e r r i f i e d apprehension i n 

the minds of Europeans during the late T h i r t i e s of the 

sudden scattering of warplanes out of the sky as the 
17 

expected opening act of a new war. Again and again 

the Mexican skies erupt with images of the B l i t z k r i e g : 

clouds come "surging up the sky"; black ugly birds come 

"swarming out of the southeast"; a plane "with a shatter

ing and f e a r f u l tumult ... slam[s] down upon" the 
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characters (UV, 10, 13, 190). As the consul moves closer 

and closer to his death and the novel to i t s symbolic 

enactment of the outbreak of the war, the sky becomes 

darkened and crowded with more and more threatening 

images of destruction. Lowry himself c l e a r l y recognized 

the element of c l i c h e i n his enactment of the approach of 

war by p i l i n g up images of the B l i t z k r i e g . He even 

parodies the convention when the consul sees an observa

tion plane as an attacking fi g h t e r plane and the language 

takes on the tone of a boys' adventure story: 

oh Jesus, yes, here, here out of nowhere, 
she came whizzing, straight at the 
balcony, at the consul, looking for him 
perhaps, zooming... Aaaaaaaah! Berumph 
(UV, 208). 

Behind the preoccupation with a e r i a l bombardment 

that we f i n d i n Volcano and i n other novels and poems of 
l i e s 

the late T h i r t i e s ^ t h e raw memory of the f a s c i s t bombing 

of c i v i l i a n populations i n Spain. At Guernica the 

f a s c i s t s impressed upon the fractured pieces of human 

bodies the simple and t e r r i b l e message that henceforth 

the l o g i c of war would be the l o g i c of available technology. 

At Guernica the r e s t r a i n t s upon b r u t a l i t y that the Euro

pean powers, with whatever lapses, had observed since 
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the r e l i g i o u s wars of the seventeenth century were blown 

out of history along with the limbs and minds of the 

bombed c i v i l i a n s . Through the newsreel reportage of 

the Spanish war, footage of which i s relayed to Mexican 

cinemas i n Volcano, an image of the l i k e l y opening acts 

of the coming war was insinuated into the consciousness 

of Europeans. A more compelling image of the war was 

offered by Picasso's Guernica. 

Picasso's painting i s more compelling because 

i t r egisters not merely the ter r o r of the event as i t 

occurs i n the present but also the violence i t wrecks 

upon the past. For Picasso, the bombing of the Spanish 

town signa l l e d the breaking into shards of the already 

f r a g i l e structure of European high culture. In the 

painting the broken pieces of the c l a s s i c a l inheritance, 

the received t r a d i t i o n , l i e smashed because a m i l i t a r y 

act has denied the p o s s i b i l i t y of a stable and orderly 

world to which the d e f i n i t i v e forms of a c l a s s i c a l art 

are appropriate. Picasso does not simply s p i t on "Art" 

as the Dadaists did i n the face of the F i r s t World War. 

He r e g i s t e r s the damage done and the breakage; the paint

ing receives the f u l l force of the attack. Yet the work 
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i s controlled, i t s e l f a " c l a s s i c a l " piece which achieves 

a permanence as art alongside the works whose memory i t 

records as frozen gestures, distorted grimaces, s t i l t e d 
18 

images. While recognizing that a human act has denied 

the humane assumptions that make great art possible, the 

painting proposes i t s e l f as an assertion of the humanity 

that the bombs attempt to negate. By concentrating on 

form, on aesthetic concerns, rather than propagandizing, 

Picasso asserts the absolute, i f threatened, value of 

the human against fascism. 

In chapter XI of Volcano the Consul's wife, 

Yvonne, and his brother, Hugh, leave a cantina and enter 

a wood. It i s dark and a storm i s gathering, so Hugh 

uses a f l a s h l i g h t which, piercing the obscure and tangled 

scene, becomes an image of a searchlight i n an a i r - r a i d 

probing the night for a "target" (UV, 331). Just outside 

t h i s c luttered and chaotic scene i s a "ruined Grecian 

temple, dim, with two t a l l slender p i l l a r s , approached 

by two broad steps." This temple i s "perfect i n i t s 

balance and proportion (UV, 331). By plunging into the 

wood, Hugh and Yvonne leave behind t h i s memento of a 

serene c l a s s i c a l order as Theodora Goodman leaves behind 
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the heroic s i m p l i c i t y of "Meroe" when she embarks on that 

long odyssey into the broken modern world i n The Aunt's  

Story. Hugh and Yvonne move stumblingly into the drunken 

and fragmented modern world i n which the c l a s s i c a l balance 

between inner and outer which made possible a serene and 

whole art has been tipped beyond ri g h t i n g . The l i t t l e 

temple i s a r e l i c , something be a u t i f u l but no longer part 

of r e a l i t y , whose introduction into the novel at t h i s 

point i s intended to stress the horror and d i s l o c a t i o n 

of the recorded world into which the novel now descends. 

In following Hugh, Yvonne, and the consul 

towards t h e i r several apocalypses, the novel submits to 

the great forces of disorder i t r e g i s t e r s . The syntax 

becomes knotty and disjointed; images p r o l i f e r a t e chaotic

a l l y l i k e the churrigueresque d e t a i l s on the Mexican 

cathedrals; the writing becomes selfconscious, even at 

times self-parodic. Lowry's l i t t l e Grecian temple 

suggests a s t y l i s t i c counterpoint to the distorted mode 

in which contemporary r e a l i t y must be expressed as those 

g i r l s with t h e i r p e r f e c t l y calm c l a s s i c a l p r o f i l e s i n 

Picasso's paintings i n t h i s period suggest a contrast to 

the minatours, b u l l s , and gored horses which re g i s t e r 
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the great upheavals of the raid century. 

In Under the Volcano Lowry, l i k e Picasso i n 

Guernica, i s giving form not so much to a p a r t i c u l a r 

h i s t o r i c a l event, the bombing of the Spanish town or the 

entry of Europe into the Second World War, as to a series 

of events whose deepest meaning i s an assault upon history 

i t s e l f . At the centre of these events i s the t a c t i c of 

the a e r i a l bombardment of c i t i e s out of which evolved 

during World War II the practice adopted by the democra

cies as well as the dictatorships of "saturation bombing" 

and the eventual use of atomic bombs against c i v i l i a n s . 

In a very r e a l sense, the p o l i c y of bombing c i t i e s has 

come to threaten not only " c i v i l i z a t i o n , " the c u l t u r a l 

and material l i f e of c i t i e s , but also history, the c o n t i 

nuity of the race i t s e l f . In Under the Volcano Lowry 

confronts the problem that Picasso met i n executing 

Guernica: how can the a r t i s t respond to such a threat to 

the h i s t o r i c a l being of the race without descending into 

apocalyptic or propaganda? How can that q u i n t e s s e n t i a l l y 

humane and c i v i l i z e d a c t i v i t y , the production of a 

painting or a novel, make a e s t h e t i c a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t form 

out of the negation of i t s own meaning? Lowry i s seeking 
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some means by which art can respond to "the tearing of a 

c i v i l i z a t i o n out of the f a b r i c of history." 

Like David Jones, E l i o t , and Picasso, Lowry 

places at the centre of formal attention i n his "making" 

the problem of how the l i t e r a r y past s h a l l be received 

into t h i s text. In the work of each of these a r t i s t s , we 

find a tendency towards over-explicitness i n the drawings 

on the past which i s c l e a r l y not the r e s u l t of unassimilated 

influences. In Four Quartets E l i o t renders Mallarme's 

"donner un sense plus pur aux mots de l a t r i b u " as "to 
19 

pur i f y the d i a l e c t of the t r i b e . " E l i o t i s not merely 

paying homage. He i s s i g n a l l i n g that so long as the chief 

concern of the poet i s to redeem the language i n the 

present he must r e l y on the memory of those makers who 

have made words "pur" i n the past. The quote asserts 

both the continuity of l i t e r a r y achievement i n the face 

of h i s t o r i c a l decline and the i r r e v e r s i b i l i t y of that 

decline. 

In Picasso's Guernica we f i n d painterly 

quotations i n the form of gestures and images which 

de l i b e r a t e l y r e c a l l past treatments of Picasso's sub-
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j e c t s : massacre, apocalypse, mourning women. Anthony 

B l u n t , i n h i s study of the p a i n t i n g , t r a c e s the t r a d i t i o n 

behind such gestures as t h a t of the anguished, thrown-

back head from Greek and Roman r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s of Diony-

s i a c r i t u a l s through Renaissance treatments to Poussin 
20 

and Ingres. By d i s t o r t i n g t h i s g esture beyond any

t h i n g found i n i t s sources P i c a s s o , l i k e E l i o t , both 

r e c a l l s the post as t r a d i t i o n , and a s s e r t s the savage 

f a l l i n g away t h a t the present c o n s t i t u t e s from t h a t past. 

Lowry's l i t e r a r y q u o t a t i o n s are too numerous and too 

q u i c k l y worked i n t o the t e x t u r e of the novel to be 

quoted a t l e n g t h . The novel's e n c y c l o p a e d i c a l l u s i o n s 
21 

have been t r a c e d elsewhere. What i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n 

Lowry's quoting i n Volcano, however, i s not so much the 

number of q u o t a t i o n s as the e x p l i c i t n e s s w i t h which they 

are i n t r o d u c e d : "Regard: the p l a n t a i n s , " t h i n k s the 

c o n s u l echoing P r u f r o c k ; "The u n c o n t r o l l a b l e mystery 

on the bathroom f l o o r , " he i n t o n e s , echoing Yeats (UV, 

65, 146). The p l a y f u l parody apparent i n the second 

q u o t a t i o n i n d i c a t e s Lowry 1s purpose. T h i s i s no un

conscious l i f t i n g by a young n o v e l i s t overshadowed by 

h i s commanding l i t e r a r y f a t h e r f i g u r e s . I t i s a s i g n 
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of Lowry's acknowledgement that the novel i s "text": 

a l i t e r a r y enterprise worked over and made out of pre

vious texts. The writing i s thick with language that 

announces by i t s l i t e r a r i n e s s i t s indebtedness to other 

language. And t h i s e x p l i c i t n e s s , t h i s selfconsciousness, 

asserts both the connection of the novel with the past and 

i t s severance from that past. The novel i s part of the 

l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n , yet i t must give form to, propagand 

the r e a l i t y of, a world that has broken o f f a l l meaningful 

contact with i t s own past. 

As the novel closes the Consul climbs what i s 

c l e a r l y a l i t e r a r y mountain, one concocted out of Dante 

and Faust. His pockets f u l l of dried f r u i t and grain 

that w i l l not sprout and "the Hotel Fausto's information," 

he images the novel's overloaded l i t e r a r y indebtedness (UV, 

374). And he i s "u t t e r l y weighed down" beneath the bur

den he c a r r i e s : the luggage of a l l that past which he 

must carry about with him as the l a s t heroic i n d i v i d u a l , 

the champion of consciousness. So the mountain which 

has "no substance, no firm base," crumbles beneath him 

and he f a l l s through not a l i t e r a r y but an actual 

apocalypse: the tanks and bodies and v i l l a g e s of a world 
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bursting apart i n the agony of war. The images of apo

calypse i n t h i s piece are drawn from previous apocalypses 

and visions of bodies f a l l i n g into h e l l . But the r e l a 

tion between these quoted apocalypses and the actual 

h i s t o r i c a l one i s prec i s e l y that which Anthony Blunt 

describes i n Picasso's Guernica: 

It i s sing u l a r l y appropriate that i n 
Guernica Picasso should have drawn on a 
manuscript of the Apocalypse, for, i f 
in certain fundamental d e t a i l s the p i c 
ture i s related to t r a d i t i o n a l represen
tations of the Massacre of the Innocents, 
i t s character i s Apocalyptic. It belongs, 
indeed, to a great t r a d i t i o n i n European 
art, which runs from the Spanish manu
sc r i p t s ... through the tympana of 
Burgundian Romanesque churches, to 
Diirer, Michelangelo, Jean Duvet, Bruegel, 
and E l Greco i n the sixteenth century, 
a l l of whom painted the Apocalypse or 
the Last Judgement as symbols of the e v i l 
of the world and the doom which must 
b e f a l l i t . In these paintings the a r t i s t s 
were not concerned to show the beauties 
of nature or the n o b i l i t y of man, but, on 
the contrary, the e v i l of the world and 
the b r u t a l i t y of human beings. They 
therefore f e l t at l i b e r t y to underline 
the ugliness of the created universe, to 
d i s t o r t the human figure, and to invent 
monsters to create t h e i r meaning. They 
were restrained i n the expression of th e i r 
horror by the accepted a r t i s t i c conven
tions of t h e i r time, but Picasso, who had 
broken down these conventions, was able 
to go further, to use more vi o l e n t d i s 
t o r t i o n s , to disrupt the bodies of human 



-484-

beings and animals i n a much more dra s t i c 
manner. In h i s Guernica the expression 
of horror i s even greater than i n the 
models which he followed.22 

Lowry also employs selfconsciously conventions, 

those forms i n which a r t i s t s and writers t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

have treated apocalypse and damnation. Lowry 1s wood 
2 3 

r e c a l l s the woods of Dante and of The Waste. Land. Like 

the painter he breaks down and goes beyond those conven

t i o n s . His disruptions and d i s t o r t i o n s are more dra s t i c 

than are those i n Dante or Goethe or Marlowe or even i n 

the depictions of the violences of war by Wilfred Owen, 

Sie g f r i e d Sassoon, and Robert Graves, the poets of the 

F i r s t World War. Immediately after the consul and Hugh 

leave the dying Indian by the roadside, Hugh has a v i s i o n 

of war which combines the sense of horror we f i n d i n 

the war poets, who generally worked in a r e a l i s t i c 

mode, with the vi o l e n t disruptions and displacements we 

fi n d i n s u r r e a l i s t paintings. Even Dante's image of 

Ugolino and Ruggieri i n h e l l , the former devouring 

the brains of the l a t t e r , i s not so expressive of horror 

nor so dr a s t i c as Hugh's v i s i o n : 
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--Something l i k e a tree stump with a 
tourniquet on i t , a severed leg i n an army-
boot that someone picked up, t r i e d to 
unlace, and then put down, in a sickening 
smell of petrol and blood, half reverently 
on the road; a face that gasped for a 
cigarette, turned grey, and was cancelled; 
headless things, that sat, with protuding 
windpipes, f a l l e n scalps, b o l t upright 
i n motor cars; children p i l e d up, many 
hundreds; screaming burning things (UV, 
248).24 

There i s a deliberate echoing of the language 
of the press despatch i n t h i s series of sentence fragments, 
appropriate because Hugh i s a j o u r n a l i s t . In chapter VI 
Lowry consciously adopts a j o u r n a l i s t i c s t y l e "to repre
sent Hugh himself," as he puts i t in his l e t t e r to Jonathan 

35 

Cape. But i n expressing Hugh's v i s i o n of contemporary 

and impending b a t t l e - f i e l d s Lowry does not stress the 

j o u r n a l i s t i c s t y l e . Despite the s y n t a c t i c a l a l l u s i o n to 

Hugh's profession, there i s none of the flatness of prose 

st y l e , the emphasis on facts, that we f i n d i n p o l i t i c a l 

journalism. Lowry does not attempt to describe or record 

an h i s t o r i c a l event, rather he arrives at a form which 

registers by i t s dislocations the impact of history on 

Hugh's consciousness. In Under the Volcano Lowry engages 

with the h i s t o r i c a l events of the late T h i r t i e s without 
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adopting the factual modes of discourse that were fashion

able i n English writing i n that period. Lowry eschews 

the documentary, the eye-witness account, the journal, 

or the factual record because of t h e i r inadequacy to the 

event. Where he does employ such modes, as i n those 

s t y l i s t i c r e g i s t r a t i o n s of Hugh's perception of the 

world i n chapter VI, Lowry's intention i s parodic. Hugh's 

j o u r n a l i s t i c use of language, l i k e the versions of pasto

r a l scattered through the novel, are designed to gauge 

the distance t r a v e l l e d by the modern world away from the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of any kind of i n t e l l i g i b l e recording. 

Lowry 1s method of r e g i s t e r i n g war i n his novel 

i s opposed to the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y modernist mode 

established by Hemingway. Hemingway responded to the 

horror and unreality of the Great War by perfecting a 

style so stripped, so attentive to things and to names, 

so concrete, that h i s novels o f f e r a c r i t i q u e not only of 

war i t s e l f but also of the language that made possible 

the murderous st u p i d i t y of modern warfare, the language 

of the English newspapers that presented the slaughter 

of 370,000 men i n the b a t t l e of the Somme as a near 

vi c t o r y . Hemingway's method of understating t e r r i b l e 
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events which serves to remind us how abstractions betray 

the p a r t i c u l a r squalors and sufferings of war, became 

fashionable among l e f t i s t English writers i n the T h i r t i e s , 

so fashionable that i n Enemies of Promise an exasperated 

C y r i l Connolly runs together passages from Hemingway, 

Isherwood, and Orwell to make a t y p i c a l prose passage 
27 

for 1938. This i s the style with which Lowry himself 

experimented i n the mid T h i r t i e s as Brian O ' K i l l has 

shown. In moving away from t h i s style i n the late T h i r 

t i e s and early Forties — p r e c i s e l y the period encompassed 

by the writing of Volcano -- Lowry did not merely turn 

back to the older "mandarin" l i n e of English prose 

f i c t i o n , i f we mean by "mandarin" the elevated s t y l e , 

upper-class i n t e r e s t , and concentration on s e n s i b i l i t y 

rather than s o c i a l being against which the English 

novelists of the F i f t i e s were in r e b e l l i o n . 

Lowry's method of responding to war i s to 

stress by his s t y l e and imagery i t s unreality. Lowry 

seizes on the unreality of a world which reduces human 

beings to heaps of "things." The objects i n Hugh's 

v i s i o n are disposed with the deliberate f l o u t i n g of 

commonly accepted r e a l i t y which we f i n d in a s u r r e a l i s t 
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painting. Pieces of human beings assume the positions of 

l i v i n g persons. A severed leg and a tree stump are 

interchangeable:' part of the same unreality. Most 

i n s i s t e n t l y , by i t s d r a s t i c manner of depicting violence 

as an assault upon the r e a l , Lowry's warscape implies i t s 

connection with Picasso's Guernica. There are, of 

course, severed limbs disposed throughout Picasso's 

painting whose postures grotesquely parody l i v i n g forms. 

Lowry takes a common image of war imagery l i k e the 

wounded tree — one need only look at the photograph 

of Passchendaele i n Fussell's The Great War to see why 

the image occurs so frequently i n modern war poetry --

and d i s t o r t s i t to the point where i t i s no longer part 
2 8 

of any recognizable " r e a l i t y . " Lowry thereby develops 

a trend that Paul F u s s e l l discovers in the writing 

about the F i r s t World War: away from chronicle towards 

invention. As F u s s e l l puts i t : "the general human 

impulse to make f i c t i o n s had been unleashed by the 

novelty, immensity, and grotesqueness of the proceedings." 

But Lowry goes further than any of the writers touched 

on by F u s s e l l . Grave's Goodbye to A l l That (1928), 

for instance, invents rather than s t r i c t l y records as 
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F u s s e l l , countering the common interpretation of the work, 

observes; but Graves i s s l y about his departures from 

the facts.""* 0 Even Er i c h Maria Remarque who expressionis-

t i c a l l y d i s t o r t s his descriptions of the war i n A l l Quiet 

on the Western Front (1928) i s restrained by comparison 

to Lowry's assaults upon "sequence and unity and tran-
31 

s i t i o n and causality." By his d r a s t i c means of expres

sing a world i n which the massive bombardment of c i t i e s 

and the i n c i n e r a t i o n of children i s possible, Lowry 

asserts his fundamental commitment to confronting at the 

l e v e l of form the deepest implications of r e a l i t y in our 

time. 

In order to express the disruptions of contempo

rary history, Lowry turned to l i t e r a r y modes that were 

current i n the T h i r t i e s but were less, prominent than the 

h i s t o r i c a l modes of discourse. Lowry turns to surrealism 

and expressionism. Surrealism enjoyed a considerable vogue 

in advanced English l i t e r a r y c i r c l e s i n the late T h i r t i e s 

and i t s influence may be f e l t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the poems 

of David Gasgoyne and Dylan Thomas. New Verse, which 

published these poets, and E l i o t ' s C r i t e r i o n devoted 
32 

a r t i c l e s to the phenomenon of surrealism. Nevertheless, 
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despite i t s revolutionary tendencies i n France, surrealism 

was not considered p o l i t i c a l l y serious in England. Lowry 

would have encountered expressionism through his school

boy passion for Eugene O'Neill. He would c e r t a i n l y have 

encountered expressionism as a young man studying i n 

Germany. He l a t e r claimed to have been well-read i n 

expressionist drama even as a boy and he remained a l i f e 

long afficionado of German expressionist cinema. In 

England i n the T h i r t i e s , the influence of expressionism 

was n e g l i g i b l e . Certainly, no English n o v e l i s t of the 

decade could say of his novels, as Lowry was to say of 

Volcano, that "the influences that have formed Volcano 
33 

are i n a profound degree and largely German." However, 

Auden and Isherwood used expressionist techniques i n the 

plays they wrote for the Group Theatre, demonstrating that 

the methods and perspectives of expressionism had a 

possible application i n the left-wing English drama. 

In t h e i r works the Utopian p o l i t i c s that i n the German 

expressionist drama appear alongside an exaggerated des

pair at the condition of the world were subordinated to 

a more complex and Brechtian notion of the formal possi

b i l i t i e s of a d i d a c t i c drama. The importance of t h i s 
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English expressionist drama for t h i s discussion i s the 

li n k i t suggests between the r a d i c a l l y disruptive "design-

governing postures" in Volcano and a T h i r t i e s concern to 

adapt a range of modernist techniques to the r e g i s t r a t i o n 

of contemporary h i s t o r i c a l stresses. 

There was also a c u l t of allegory i n the 

T h i r t i e s which has a bearing on Volcano. Lowry was not 

the only young English writer i n the T h i r t i e s f a m i l i a r 

with Edwin Muir's translations of Kafka. W.H. Auden and 

Rex Warner were notably concerned to turn the methods of 

allegory to contemporary p o l i t i c a l as well as psychologi

c a l purposes. Auden quickly established a f a m i l i a r 

T h i r t i e s a l l e g o r i c a l t e r r a i n of borders, mountains, 

forests, underground mines, and journeys by t r a i n and 

aeroplane a l l of which may be r e a d i l y recognized i n 

Volcano. The mysterious s i l v e r mines i n Volcano, l i k e 

the underground mines i n Auden 1s moralized landscape, 

ret a i n t h e i r T h i r t i e s assocations with both the un

conscious and with c a p i t a l i s t i c speculation. In the 

e a r l i e s t versions of Volcano we f i n d a straightforward 

p o l i t i c a l allegory which represents the f a i l u r e of the 

democracies to intervene on behalf of the Spanish repu

b l i c . Vestiges of t h i s p o l i t i c a l fable, fleshed out 



-492-

with Audenesque machinery, remain in the f i n a l text. 

These l i t e r a r y modes were not dominant i n the 

T h i r t i e s . David Lodge's observation that there was a 

tendency i n prose writing in the period towards "histo

r i c a l ! kinds of discourse" i s a trenchant comment on the 

signal f a i l u r e among English novelists to f i n d adequate 

formal means of expressing the acute and confused p o l i -
34 

t i c a l stresses of the time. At the beginning of the de

cade, Evelyn Waugh, observing a coronation in a "remote 

place," noted: " I t i s to A l i c e i n Wonderland that my 

thoughts recur i n seeking some h i s t o r i c a l p a r a l l e l for 

l i f e i n Addis Ababa. It i s i n A l i c e that one finds the 
35 

peculiar flavour of galvanized and translated r e a l i t y . " 

For Waugh in 1930 the surreal was a qu a l i t y of r e a l i t y 

elsewhere, whose place in England was the unthreatening 

one of l i t e r a r y whimsy. However much the old order of 

English l i f e might have succumbed to the turbulence of 

the modern age, Waugh was confident that in England t r a d i 

t i o n a l norms were s t i l l recognized. Hence his delight in 

noting foreign departures from those norms. By the end 

of the decade the recognition that a surreal q u a l i t y 

had entered into European r e a l i t y could scarcely be 
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avoided. In The Lawless Roads, Graham Greene discovers 

in the crazy, overloaded s t y l e of Mexican decoration images 
3 6 

of gas masks, Lewis guns, and flame throwers. As the 

signs of the European present galvanize the Mexican 

scene, Greene turns to Trollope as a l i n k to the English 

past before the world became hideous, surreal and 

threatening. European p o l i t i c a l l i f e has become as 

absurd, as v i o l e n t , and as deceptive as that i n Addis 

Ababa or Mexico. But few English novelists were w i l l i n g 

to make t h e i r writing as surreal as contemporary history. 

Wyndham Lewis, who was not a f r a i d b r u t a l l y to 

expel "Trollopian figures" from the Twentieth-Century 

landscape, and who, apart from Lowry himself, wrote the 

only work of English f i c t i o n that attempts i n modernist 

terms to arrive at a response to the Spanish war, alludes 
to the problem for English writers i n The Revenge for 

37 
Love. Margot Stamp, the l e f t i s t - b o u r g e o i s anti-heroine 

of Lewis' novel, finds on crossing the border into Spain 

as part of a gun-running mission that her unconscious, 

"the s u r - r e a l , " s p i l l s into the objective world, much 

as does Theodora Goodman in the exotic garden at the 

Hotel du Midi.^^ Lewis refers to a "brutal invasion of 
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the external plane by the i n t e r n a l plane" as the mode in 

which p o l i t i c a l events i n the late T h i r t i e s were expe-
39 

lenced by the i n d i v i d u a l . Inversion, deception, d i s 

ruption, disconnection, the fa n t a s t i c — these are the 

q u a l i t i e s both of dreams and of the actual, of the uncon-

cious and of history at the mid century. As Andre Breton 

observed: "the admirable thing about the f a n t a s t i c i s 

that i t i s no longer f a n t a s t i c . There i s only the real."^° 

The problem Lowry faced i n Under the Volcano 

was to be as fa n t a s t i c and surreal i n his writing as 

history without altogether foregoing the demands of form. 

The chief metaphor by which Lowry expresses t h i s problem 

i s that of the drunken Indian on h i s horse whom Laruelle 

connects with the Consul: " t h i s maniacal v i s i o n of 

senseless frenzy, but controlled, not quite uncontrolled, 

somehow almost admirable, t h i s too, obscurely, was the 

consul" (UV, 23). Here Lowry alludes to the bearing of 

the methods of the fa n t a s t i c and the surreal and the 

dis t o r t e d on the formal organization of the novel. 

Lowry i s not, of course, a s u r r e a l i s t i n the 

sense that he rebels against the conventions of prose 
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construction i n the extreme manner i n which the early 

S u r r e a l i s t s rebelled against a l l norms of l o g i c and 

v e r s i f i c a t i o n . Volcano i s i n the main s y n t a c t i c a l l y 

coherent, and Lowry's s u r r e a l i s t impulse to make meta

phors by yoking absurdly unlike l y things i s generally 

restrained by an English reluctance to take such things 

too far (one detects Wodehouse as much as Breton or Louis 

Aragon behind Lowry's bizarre metaphors). The dithy-

rambic, anarchistic, and black-humouristic tendencies 

i n the novel are formal strategies subservient to an 

ultimately h i s t o r i c i s t purpose rather than r a d i c a l 

assaults upon our expectations that words i n novels are 

obliged to generate i n t e l l i g i b l e meanings. The novel's 

chief debt to surrealism i s found i n Lowry 1s use of 

the Consul's hallucinations to suggest states of mind 

which, o r i g i n a t i n g independently of s o c i a l , moral, or 

r a t i o n a l norms, appear to apprehend truths that are not 

those graspable by conscious i n t e l l e c t i o n . Lowry's me

thod of commingling i n t e r n a l and external r e a l i t y i n 

describing the Consul's hallucinations also owes some

thing to surrealism. This i s not to suggest that i n 

Volcano Lowry employs s u r r e a l i s t strategies as Auden and 
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Greene employed the techniques of T.S. E l i o t i n t h e i r 

early work: taming the r a d i c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s of the tech

niques by placing them within forms that are less broken 

than those of the source. Lowry employs s u r r e a l i s t i c 

perspectives and orientations to express a r e a l i t y that 

i s going out of control. As a n o v e l i s t he refuses to 

upset the however precarious balance that attests to 

his formal control. Volcano i s , i n fact, formally elegant. 

But the disruptive tendencies are allowed to s t r a i n against 

the c e n t r i p e t a l bias of form. The tension between cen-

tripetency and centrifugence i s neatly imaged by the 

F e r r i s wheel from which those possessions of the Consul 

which guarantee his i d e n t i t y f l y out. Thus the ordering 

myth of cabalism cannot hold together the pieces of a 

world or a personality f l y i n g apart. Lowry's formal 

method, then, i s d r a s t i c but not anarchistic. 

This observation also applies to Lowry's use 

of expressionism in Volcano. Lowry makes e x p l i c i t his 

debt to the German expressionist cinema of the Twenties, 

and he works images from his favourite expressionist 
; 41 films into the novel's texture and structure. Jacques 

Laruelle's house with i t s crazy towers and i t s faded 
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"zebra s t r i p e s " r e c a l l s the sets i n Robert Weine's The  

Cabinet of Dr. C a l i g a r i (1919)(UV, 194). The " f l y i n g 

boats" on the carousel at the f a i r r e c a l l those i n Fred 

Murnau's Sunrise (1927) (UV, 216-7). The banked streets 

and distorted heights of the Consul and Laruelle as they 

wander about the f a i r r e c a l l the deliberate d i s t o r t i o n s 

and odd camera angles that were c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of expres

s i o n i s t films. The f a i r i t s e l f changes i n appearance from 

gay to f r a n t i c to s i n i s t e r depending on the mood of the 

characters, exactly as the f a i r in Sunrise does. Lowry 

adopts the expressionist techniques of giving l i f e to 

inanimate objects. Thus the tents on the outskirts of the 

f a i r have a queer l i f e of t h e i r own (Patrick White has a 

si m i l a r and di s o r i e n t i n g habit of bestowing l i f e on um

b r e l l a s i n h i s f i c t i o n ) . Most of the expressionist 

references and techniques are concentrated i n chapter 

VII, but throughout the novel the surroundings have an 

expressionist habit of taking on the distorted shapes 

of the inner l i v e s of the characters. Mescal makes the 

undergrowth, not the drinker, drunk (UV, 3 32). 

Expressionism, then, determines the form i n 

s p e c i f i c passages i n the novel but not the form of the 
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novel as a whole. Lowry selects those methods and pers

pectives of modernism which s u i t his p a r t i c u l a r purpose: 

that i s , to stress the i r r a t i o n a l and anarchic q u a l i t i e s 

i n contemporary experience. The Hemingwayesque minimalism 

and o b j e c t i v i t y with which he had experimented after 

Ultramarine are not to his purposes i n Volcano. That 

style would not allow him to give expression to the pe

c u l i a r l y dream-like and unreal quality of the late T h i r 

t i e s . Lowry takes the most r a d i c a l strategies available 

to him, those of surrealism and expressionism whose i n 

fluence on English writing was never profound, and he turns 

them to the problem of giving form to the g u i l t y , obsessive 

hi s t o r i c i s m of the T h i r t i e s . In doing so, he goes further 

than any English n o v e l i s t among a l l those who began to 

publish between 1930 and 1950 i n keeping a l i v e the r a d i 

c a l programme of early modernism. His task as he sees i t 

i s to f i n d new f i c t i o n a l means, new "design-governing s t r a 

tegies," by which to express the r e a l as he found i t i n 

his own time. His programme i s the Lawrentian one of 
42 

finding "a new form, a new approach to r e a l i t y i t s e l f . " 

For " r e a l i t y " had changed between 1914 when Lawrence 

wrote his famous l e t t e r to David Garnett o u t l i n i n g a new 
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approach to the r e a l i t y of the in d i v i d u a l and 1942 when 

Under the Volcano emerged in i t s d e f i n i t i v e shape from the 
4 3 

chaos of the early drafts. Surrealism and expressionism 

provided means by which that s h i f t i n r e a l i t y towards the 

absurd and the t e r r i f y i n g might be registered. As Law

rence under the impact of the F i r s t World War had moved 

away from the realism of Sons and Lovers (1913) towards 

the modernism of Women i n Love (1920), so Lowry under the 

impact of the Second War moves towards more dr a s t i c and 

unEnglish modes of modernist disruption than those with 

which he had experimented i n the T h i r t i e s . As Keith 

A l l d r i t t has observed of the bearing of modernism on 

Lawrence's f i c t i o n : 
Lawrence was no more a fluent or natural 
modernist than England was a natural 
breeding ground for Dada> surrealism or 
existentialism. In Lawrence's career the 
modern s i g n i f i e s the loss of the p a r t i 
cular c u l t u r a l synthesis that his 
greatest novels r e c o r d . 4 4 

In Ultramarine Lowry had mourned the passing of 

the p r e - i n d u s t r i a l English " c u l t u r a l synthesis," yet he 

had done so not i n terms of the formal strategies of 

realism but by adopting a modernism which, i f not quite 

fluent, was determined. When the forms of that modernism 
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no longer seemed adequate to the p r e v a i l i n g dislocations 

of the r e a l , Lowry sought a s t y l e among the modes then f a 

shionable i n English writing: his prose became pared, r e a l 

i s t i c , overtly h i s t o r i c a l l y oriented. Volcano, Brian 

O ' K i l l has observed, i s a triumphant return to an openly 

"mandarin" s t y l e , and t h i s i s true i f we define "mandarin" 

as d i f f i c u l t and l i n g u i s t i c a l l y sophisticated rather than 
45 

merely upper-class prose. The overloaded s t y l e of 

Volcano, the range of s t y l i s t i c resources Lowry employs, 

set Volcano apart from contemporary English f i c t i o n . 

Volcano has nothing e s s e n t i a l i n common in terms of i t s 

use of language with the English novel i n the post-war 

period. Far from showing a nostalgia for the V i c t o r i a n 

novel as do several post-war English n o v e l i s t s , Lowry looks 

away from English f i c t i o n a l styles and manners to f i n d 

the d r a s t i c formal means he requires. 

Nevertheless, at the centre of Under the Volcano 

l i e s a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y T h i r t i e s preoccupation with a 

s p e c i f i c set of h i s t o r i c a l events. Lowry's d i s t i n c t i v e 

success i n Volcano i s to have successfully combined t h i s 

h i s t o r i c a l s p e c i f i c i t y with a modernist method. In other 

words, he has combined the T h i r t i e s i n t e r e s t i n p o l i t i c a l 
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activism with a Twenties desire to arrest the work's 

formal involvement i n the present. Partly t h i s i s the 

r e s u l t of the gap between the events embodied i n the novel 

and the date cof i t s completion. In the course of working 

the novel through i t s various shapes Lowry refined almost 

out of existence the vi o l e n t emotions that attach to 

p a r t i c u l a r h i s t o r i c a l actions. In the process of shaping 

and rendering events Lowry purged them of the q u a l i t i e s 

of p i t y and t e r r o r to the extent that those emotions ex

c i t e action. In t h i s sense, Lowry followed Stephen 

Dedalus' pros c r i p t i o n against the e x c i t i n g by the a r t i s t 

of powerful emotions i n the reader. For Stephen, 

A r i s t o t l e ' s p i t y and t e r r o r (eleos and phobos) should be 

by the s t a t i c nature of the art object. "Improper a r t , " 

says Stephen, i s " k i n e t i c " ; "the aesthetic emotion ... i s 
46 

... s t a t i c . " Lowry echoes Stephen's d e f i n i t i o n when 

Hugh Firmin, r e f l e c t i n g on his f a i l u r e to intervene on 

behalf of the dying Indian, considers the bus' other 

passengers: 
i n these old women i t was as i f , through 
the various stages of Mexican history, 
p i t y , the impulse to approach, and te r r o r , 
the impulse to escape (as one had learned 
at college), having replaced i t , had 
f i n a l l y been reconciled by prudence, the 
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conviction i t i s better to stay where 
you are (UV, 249). 

Hugh's view of t h i s s t a s i s i s r e g r e t f u l . He i s 

the T h i r t i e s type of the k i n e t i c i n d i v i d u a l and his writing 

i s appropriately the antithesis of the aesthetic: the 

j o u r n a l i s t i c . Stephen Dedalus, steeped i n a Nineties 

aestheticism, would pry the work of art loose from a l l 

contact with contemporary history that might move the 

reader towards action. Stephen's aesthetic i s a n t i - d i d a c t i c . 

History for Stephen i s a nightmare from which he wishes 

to awaken, not into a redeemed version of history i t s e l f 

(one i n which Ireland were free of the English hegemony), 

but into the contemplation of aesthetic objects whose 

formal perfection rescues them from time. 

Lowry's method i s aesthetic but not a n t i -

h i s t o r i c a l . That i s to say, the novel's aestheticism 

addresses an h i s t o r i c a l impasse and the novel's h i s t o r i -

cism i s aestheticized. There i s no i d l e paradox here. 

Put simply, where h i s t o r i c a l events threaten the p o s s i b i 

l i t y of art, merely to produce a work of art that so 

confidently announces i t s commitment to form and i t s r e l a 

tion to a l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n , i s both an aesthetic and an 
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h i s t o r i c a l assertion. Where a technology threatens the 

survival of the race, merely to assert the claim of a work 

to permanence of int e r e s t by virtue of i t s concentration 

on form,Is. to make a moral assertion: i t i s to assert the 

continuity of the species and the l i k e l i h o o d that humans 

w i l l continue to appreciate whatever i s b e a u t i f u l . I t i s 

a human assertion pitched i n the face of man's rage i n our 

time to expunge his presence from the world. The work 

promises to p e r s i s t " t i l l change has broken down/all things 
47 

save Beauty alone." 

In Under the Volcano we see at work a mind that 

struggles not to escape from history's stubborn shapeless-

ness by creating perfect forms but one which goes out to 

meet that shapelessness. Lowry's strategy i s to f i l t e r 

the sprawl of h i s t o r i c a l process through a single conscious

ness which, much as i t craves order, i s ext r a o r d i n a r i l y 

open to randomness. The Consul i s not, l i k e Richard 

Mahony, a "type", one i n whom a s i g n i f i c a n t trend i n 

history i s acted out, i f by t h i s we mean that his t y p i c a l i t y 

determines his characterization. In the Consul history 

i s acted out as endless p o s s i b i l i t y in the minute deci

sions of a given consciousness. I t i s true that the 
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Consul, l i k e Mahony, i s a representative figure of a 

doomed c u l t u r a l trend. Yet we never f e e l that his human 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s are exhausted by that trend. The complexity 

of history i s not simply squeezed into the narrow space 

of a single mind. We may see the Consul as the once 

heroic phase of bourgeois individualism f a l l e n into 

decline. We may see him as the "older brother" of the 

Auden generation who passed through the "Test" of the 

F i r s t World War from which he emerged scathed but with 

a fascination for his younger brother. Yet the Consul, 

by virtue of his i n s a t i a b l e i n d i v i d u a l i t y , remains larger 

than any such i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ("the danger of i d e n t i f i c a 

tions," wrote Samuel Beckett, i s the production under 

the guise of c r i t i c i s m of " c a r e f u l l y folded ham-
4 8 

sandwiche[s]"). In the e a r l i e s t drafts of Volcano, 

the Consul i s a "type" i n the most r e s t r i c t i v e sense: 

the representative of a dying capitalism, sympathetic to 
fascism, and about to be consigned to the gutter of 

49 
history. In the course of pursuing the f i n a l version 

of the Consul through the drafts Lowry allowed his own 

ambivalences to play around his character. His r e n t i e r 

status becomes less despicable than pathetic; his bourgeois 
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individualism becomes both his doom and his fascination. 

Even hi s c y n i c a l defense of fascism becomes not merely a 

sign of his corruption but the a r t i c u l a t i o n of a p o s s i b i 

l i t y within the bourgeoisie that has been arrived at by 

the w h i t t l i n g away of i t s former generosity of s p i r i t . 

The modern h i s t o r i c a l experience of t e r r o r and decline 

presses i n upon the Consul's consciousness, yet, far from 

evading that pressure, he moves out to encompass i t s diver

s i t y without simplifying. History, for Lowry, i s not a 

d i s t r a c t i o n to the a r t i s t as i t i s for Stephen Dedalus; 

i t i s the point at which r e a l i t y i n i t s great process of 

endless change touches the mind of the i n d i v i d u a l . 

Lowry, then, sees history as a p a r t i c u l a r kind 

of nightmare: not merely as the sheer weight of the past 

in the mind of the'individual but also as the h o r r i f i e d 

recognition i n consciousness of the d i r e c t i o n of change 

i n the present. In the T h i r t i e s , to be aware that history 

as i t was unfolding had some d i r e c t i o n was to be aware 

that that d i r e c t i o n could only be towards a deepening 

horror. I t i s Lowry's triumph i n Volcano to have inscribed 

t h i s sense into the drawing of his character yet to have 

used his added h i s t o r i c a l perspective -- l i k e the White 
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of The L i v i n g and The Dead Lowry has the advantage of writ

ing a f t e r events had confirmed his reading of the T h i r t i e s — 

to distance the writing from the passions of the period, 

from i t s f i e r c e theological i n t e n s i t i e s . This i s what 

we mean when we say that the novel "aestheticizes history": 

Volcano gives us that sense which history has i n the 

making of being open to p o s s i b i l i t y , of not possessing a 

preordained shape; yet Lowry gives history a form, one 

that i s discovered i n retrospect when the actual shape of 

events, where they were heading a l l along, stands revealed. 

Brian O ' K i l l has written on the bearing of the 

events of the late T h i r t i e s on the finished text of 

Volcano: 

Volcano i s almost completely a r e j e c t i o n 
of h istory and public l i f e . Lowry began 
the novel as another t o p i c a l work, f u l l 
of p o l i t i c a l allusions and a note of 
strident urgency, but by 1940 his topic
a l i t y had become already outdated, his 
warnings and portents of doom obviously 
belated. An important p o l i t i c a l element 
survives i n the novel, but i t deals with 
the p o l i t i c s of 1938 i n detached and i r o n i c 
retrospect, as a' symptom of eternal p o l i 
t i c a l a c t i v i t y rather than as a l i v e 
i s s u e . 5 0 

This i s true only i f we accept the spurious d i s t i n c t i o n 
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between the h i s t o r i c a l and the aesthetic as C y r i l Connolly 

did i n Enemies of Promise and Orwell did i n "Inside the 

Whale" and as Lowry himself did up t i l l 1942 when the 

novel emerged i n i t s d e f i n i t i v e state at Dollarton. To 

discover how Lowry merged the apparently c o n f l i c t i n g claims 

of h i s t o r y and form we need to look at the novel's atten

tion at the l e v e l of i t s l i n g u i s t i c consciousness to the 

bearing of contemporary history on the break-up of the 

"c u l t u r a l synthesis" i n English l i f e that had once connected 

d i a l e c t , t r i b e and place. 

In Ultramarine Lowry sought escape from the 

pervading sense of unreality i n the England of the 

T h i r t i e s . This sense of unreality was most acutely f e l t 

by the nov e l i s t i n the loss of meaning, of resonance, and 

of precision from middle-class speech. Ultramarine enacts 

a voyage of the young n o v e l i s t away from t h i s c u l t u r a l and 

l i n g u i s t i c impasse. The young hero's search for a lan

guage of r e a l i t y , s i m p l i c i t y , and connection to things 

points to a lack of such q u a l i t i e s in the language l e f t 

behind i n England. The plethora of Old English words i n 

Ultramarine indicated Lowry's nostalgia for a time when, 

supposedly, the t r i b e had been rooted i n a p a r t i c u l a r 
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place and when words had stood d i r e c t l y for the things 

— tools and natural processes — which the t r i b e used 

i n d a i l y l i f e . In Under the Volcano Lowry again views 

the English c u l t u r a l impasse from without. But Mexico i s 

not for the Consul a means of escape as was the sea for 

Dana H i l l i o t . In the course of his voyage Dana discover

ed that the image of the England he was f l e e i n g was 

impressed upon the means of escape. The ship was composed 

of a number of closed l i n g u i s t i c universes: small worlds 

whose customary shibboleths excluded the outsider. In 

Volcano t h i s recognition i s the novel's s t a r t i n g point. 

The outlines of an English c u l t u r a l malady are written 

into the c u l t u r a l landscape of Mexico. In Mexico, as i n 

England, signs, messages, images p r o l i f e r a t e , and behind 

them there i s a nothingness: an absence of s i g n i f i c a t i o n . 

In chapter VI Hugh r e c a l l s a hawker he had met 

in London t r y i n g to s e l l hot dogs on Oxford Street. The 

man had been unable to s e l l a single hot dog. The problem 

was the "newness" of his wagon and the d i f f i c u l t y of 

s e l l i n g anything so unEnglish on Oxford Street. The man 

could not s e l l his hot dogs because, being American and 

summer-like by association, they .emitted inappropriate 
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signs i n an English winter. Yet a l l around the man "the 

monstrous deceptions" of the advertising signs "twitched 

on and o f f " (UV, 152). On the wall of an adjacent church 

"a figure of Christ on the cross had been removed leaving 

only the scar and the legend: Is i t nothing to a l l ye who 

pass by?" (UV, 152). Dwarfed by the i n d i f f e r e n t , mere

t r i c i o u s front of English l i f e in the T h i r t i e s , confronted 

with a v i s i b l e sign of the "nothing" behind a l l the mes

sages, r e l i g i o u s and commercial, of modern England, the 

wretched costermonger was f a i l i n g because he had not 

grasped how to manipulate signs. U n t i l Hugh advised him 

to t r y s e l l i n g outside the Fit z r o y , favourite water-hole 

of London a r t i s t bohemia i n the T h i r t i e s . There he would 

find people undismayed by exotic signs. 

Yvonne also knows "the darkness of a world 

without meaning" (UV, 266). Standing i n Times Square i n 

New York once she had watched the illuminated news on the 

Times Building: "news of disaster, of suicide, of banks 

f a i l i n g , of approaching war, of nothing at a l l , which, as 

she gazed upward with the crowd, broke o f f abruptly, 

snapped o f f into darkness, into the end of the world, 

... when there was no more news" (UV, 265). Again there 
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i s a sense of the world i n which messages p r o l i f e r a t e wild

l y , so that the whole world i s received as a stream of 

images on a skyscraper watched by a rapt audience who 

f a i l to perceive the nothingness behind a l l these signs. 

The problem i s that the dead, anonymous, urban faces watch

ing the succession of images do not mask.lives capable of 

v i v i f y i n g by a creative act of the imagination what they 

see. Yvonne herself, watching an a r i s t o c r a t i c family 

with whom she i d e n t i f i e s her forebears i n a f i l m cannot 

decide whether they are romantic heroes or " s t a t i c dead 

symbols of selfishness" (UV, 267). 

Mexico for the Consul for Hugh and for Yvonne 

i s a constant v i s u a l assault. Everywhere there are 

messages, symbols, hieroglyphs, signs, warnings, images. 

And a l l of them are couched i n a language that i s largely 

inaccessible to both characters and readers. The gardens 

are crowded with plants that are riotous, exotic, and, 

for a l l t h e i r beauty, threatening i n the violence of 

t h e i r colouring. Everywhere there are signs i n Spanish 

warning possible offenders of the dire penalties conse

quent upon even minor infringements of regulations. The 

threat i s made more palpable because we can only glimpse, 



-511-

not c l e a r l y construe, the language of the warnings. 

In chapter V the Consul, suffering from a " h o r r i -

p i l a t i n g hangover," surveys his garden. His r e f l e c t i o n s 

are rendered i n a passage which may be read as: Malcolm 

Lowry's defense of his own baroque and overloaded style 

in Volcano: 

Such chaos as might exi s t even lent an 
added charm. He l i k e d the exuberance of 
the undipped growth at hand. Whereas 
further away, the superb plantains flower
ing so f i n a l l y and obscenely, the splendid 
trumpet vines, brave and stubborn pear 
trees, the papayas planted around the 
swimming pool and beyond, the low white 
bungalow i t s e l f covered by bougainvillea, 
i t s long porch l i k e the bridge of a ship, 
p o s i t i v e l y made a l i t t l e v i s i o n of 
order (UV, 128). 

The Consul, then, prefers his own disordered domain to the 

vi s i o n of order offered by distance and a t r i c k of pers

pective. Yet his mood of self-approval at having l e t 

his garden run r i o t i s d i s p e l l e d when he walks down to 

the new public garden that truncates his property. In thi s 

second garden he finds 

certain evidence of work- l e f t uncompleted: 
tools, unusual tools, a murderous machete, 
an oddly shaped fork, somehow nakedly 
impaling the mind, with i t s twisted tines 
g l i t t e r i n g i n the sunlight, were leaning 
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against the fence, as also was something 
else, a sign uprooted or new, whose 
oblong p a l l i d face stared through the 
wire at him. cLe gusta este jardin? 
i t asked ... 

cLE GUSTA ESTE JARDIN? 

dQUE ES SUYO? 

IEVITE QUE SUS HIJOS LO DESTRUYAN!(UV, 
128) . 

Why i s t h i s sign so t e r r i b l e ? Why do the tines 

of the fork "impale the mind"? Why i s the kemptness of 

the public garden, i t s a i r of being " c a r e f u l l y kept," so 

disturbing to the Consul? Partly responsible for t h i s emo

t i o n apparently so i n excess of i t s occasion i s the 

Consul's p a r t i c u l a r condition of i n t o x i c a t i o n : being hung-

over, d e t a i l s s t r i k e him with a hard c l a r i t y . Secondly, 

the Consul's construal of the sign, convinces him that, 

far from being a cause for s e l f congratulation, his ne

glect of his garden i s a cause of shame. Feeling "hemmed 

i n " by the suburban scene, he abandons the bo t t l e of 

te q u i l a i n search of which he had entered the undergrowth, 

and turns back towards the public garden (UV, 129). There 

i s a further reason for the Consul's alarm: he cannot 

with any confidence decipher the signs that confront him. 
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("Not that he had any intention of 'verifying' the words 

on the sign which c e r t a i n l y seemed to have more question 

marks than i t should have") (UV, 129). The tools too are 

somehow hieroglyphic: they suggest obscure, possibly 

murderous, purposes other than t h e i r proper ones of 

gardening. The problem i s : to what or to whom do a l l 

these signs that press upon the consciousness of v i s i t o r s 

to Mexico point? How are they to be interpreted? 

It seems clear that part of the a t t r a c t i o n of 

Mexico for Lowry was the promise i t offered of an outpost 

of organic community l i f e l o s t i n England. Certainly, 

t h i s was the view of Mexico propagated by Stuart Chase 

from whose book on Mexico Lowry borrows i n Volcano 

(Lowry's aside i n chapter I that the High L i f e building 

in Mexico City was pronounced "Eetchleef" echoes Chase 
51 

exactly (UV, 15). Moreover, Lowry's i n t e r e s t i n the 

a r t i c l e on Mexican architecture by Eduardo Bolio Rendon 

suggests that as late as 1945 - 6 he shared the Mexican's 

opinion that a d i s t i n c t i v e l i g h t had f a l l e n on the 

organically rounded l i v e s of the peasants and craftsmen 

in the l i t t l e v i l l a g e s when the buildings were organically 

related to the natural scene and l i v i n g was i r r a d i a t e d 
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with poetic meaning. Mexico, then, offered a s i m p l i c i t y 

and a sense of connection to r e a l i t y Lowry f e l t to be 

absent i n Europe. This i s the Mexico represented in the 

novel by the old woman from Tarasco who plays dominoes at 

seven o'clock i n the morning and who t r i e s to rescue the 

Consul from his persecutors, those who represent the domi

nant and threatening aspect of Mexico. Watching t h i s old 

woman and mindful of the visions induced by alcoholism, 

the Consul proclaims his s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n by epiphany: 

" ' i f you look at the sunlight there, ah, then perhaps 

y o u ' l l get the answer, see, look at the way i t f a l l s 

through the window: what beauty can compare to that of 

a cantina i n the early morning?'" (UV, 50). 

Such epiphanic moments require no interpreta

t i o n or decipherment. They are not ambiguous signs 

written i n an u n i n t e l l i g i b l e s c r i p t . Their meaning 

l i e s i n the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n they imply of the perceiver 

with the perceived. However, they account for only a 

small part of the Mexican experience. The res t i s a 

map that cannot be read, a confusion of signs that cannot 

be interpreted, a language i n an obscure s c r i p t that 

cannot be deciphered. In the bar of the F a r o l i t o at 
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Parian i n which the Consul s i t s drinking mescal and read

ing Yvonne's l e t t e r s u n t i l his death the various puzzles 

become more and more convoluted, the prospect of ep i 

phanies more and more remote. The barman's name i s Sher

lock but he i s no interpreter (UV, 344). Here the Consul 

traces on the counter of the bar an ambiguous map of 

Spain i n alcohol, a map whose double meaning w i l l lead 

those who construe i t according to t h e i r own dark purposes 

to condemn and k i l l the map-drawer. Here':the Consul re

treats with Yvonne's long-lost l e t t e r s into an inner 

room, "one of the boxes i n the Chinese puzzle" (UV, 343). 

By t h i s stage of mescal i n t o x i c a t i o n the Consul cannot 

accurately read even the signs of the English language 

i n h i s wife's hand: "the words kept b l u r r i n g and dissemb

l i n g , his own name staring out at him: but the mescal 

had brought him i n touch with his s i t u a t i o n to the extent 

that he did not now need to comprehend any meaning i n the 

words beyond t h e i r abject confirmation of his lostness" 

(UV, 345). 

He can, however, discern the presence of l i t e r a r y 

influences behind Yvonne's habitual c l i c h e s : "Yvonne had 

ce r t a i n l y been reading something" (UV, 346). So has the 
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Consul. His mescal-jumbled stream-of-consciousness i s 

l i t t e r e d with l i t e r a r y a l l u s i o n . I t i s not Mexico he 

confronts but the world interpreted through the worn tags 

of h i s education: "In Parian did Kubla Khan" (UV, 338). 

The gulfs and crags of Shelley and Coleridge interpose 

themselves between the actual Mexico and the Mexico i n 

his mind. The language of Mexico which he struggles to 

interpret i s the language of Calderon and the Mexican ca

thedrals and the revolutionary murals: i t i s an over

loaded, l i t e r a r y language appropriate to his romantic 

s e n s i b i l i t y . Interspersed among the various l i t e r a r y 

influences in whose terms the Consul construes Mexican r e a l 

i t y are v i o l e n t and t e r r i f y i n g images that are both 

hallucinations thrown up by his alcohol-unleashed un

conscious and s u r r e a l i s t i c depictions of a world spin

ning out of control: "The Consul now observed on his 

extreme ri g h t some unusual animals resembling geese, but 

large as camels, and skinless men, without heads, upon 

s t i l t s , whose animated e n t r a i l s jerked along the ground" 

(UV, 341). Such images, part Yeatsian vi s i o n s , part 

surrealism, remind us that the Consul's h e l l i s not 

Mexico, but the projection of his a l c o h o l i c and l i t e r a t e 

fantasies onto the r e a l i t y at hand. The Consul cannot 
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construe a world because the categories and signs i n his 

fevered imagination p e r s i s t e n t l y get i n the way of the 

world "out there." 

Now indeed the Consul "sees through a glass 

darkly" ("with his dark glasses on [things] appeared for 
52 

some reason clearer") (UV, 364). He continues e r r a t i c a l 

l y to read Yvonne's l e t t e r s while the background barroom 

voices impress themselves disconnectedly upon his con

sciousness. Snatches of conversation between f a s c i s t s , 

drinkers, and madmen mingle with his delirium: a man 

cri e s that i t was Mozart "what wrote the Bible"; others 

boast of t h e i r murders (UV, 365). The Consul proceeds i n 

his mind's eye to interpret obscurely a painting, Los  

Borrachones, which he had seen i n Laruelle's wall. In 

his reading the painter depicts the increasing lack of 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n among the damned. The damned souls are 

merged into a h e l l i s h jumble while the pure s p i r i t s move 

towards a state of perfection and wholeness. To be 

damned, then, i s to f a l l , as the Consul i s now f a l l i n g , 

into a cacaphony of indistinguishable and incoherent 

voices babbling i n a n i t i e s . The voices of the bar 

crowding i n upon the Consul are now seen to be fractures 
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of his own being: " f a i l i n g unreal voices and forms of 

di s s o l u t i o n " (UV, 361). This i s h e l l : t h i s dumping ground 

of husks and s h e l l s and chattering demons of the cabala. 

H e l l i s simply language f a l l e n into an utter chaos. 

Now we may see the function of the c a b a l i s t i c 

references i n the novel. Why a l l t h i s b i t i n g i n the 

etymology of the word remorse, the Consul had long before 

asked Laruelle? As a c a b a l i s t i c interpreter of the holy 

texts the Consul had assumed that behind a l l the words i n 

the text of Bible, of world, even of Peter Rabbit, lay 

the nameless source of a l l names, the s i l e n t source of 

a l l language. A l l words, then, were signs which pointed 

to t h i s withdrawn referent whose presence was f e l t i n 

the endless coincidental connectedness of language. 

The presence of the divine was locked into the word as a 

kind of paranoia to be deciphered by the labours of those 

who worked with language, attempting to restore the frag

ments of p a r t i c u l a r names to the l o s t whole from whence 

they derived. In the F a r o l i t o the Consul's f a t a l errors 

are revealed. By r e j e c t i n g the world he has rejected 

the meaning that promised to make out of words sacramental 

signs. He sees only words, not the .truth behind words. 
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He descends into a welter of language. He i s locked fast 

by the jibbering voices that proceed from his own 

fragmented being. 

The Consul produces his cigarette packet which 

i s stamped with wings, the i n s i g n i a of hermes, god of 

interp r e t a t i o n (UV, 362). But he can no longer interpret; 

he cannot discover the truth behind signs. He sees only 

a chaos of signs and hears only grabled voices that speak 

of no underlying referent. The voice of the madman who 

c r i e s , "'You got to study deep down to know that Mozart 

writ the B i b l e , 1 " i s a parody of one of h i s own voices, 

a grotesque echo of what he once believed (UV, 365). 

So the Consul climbs his symbolic mountain. 

He wears goggles and he i s muffled against the cold. 

That i s to say, he i s protected against r e a l i t y . He i s 

weighed down by the "meaningless muddled ideas" he has 

p i l f e r e d (UV, 374). And he appropriates for himself the 

ambiguous word, pelado, a Spanish idiom for exploiter and 

and exploited a l i k e . The Consul i s imprisoned within 

the language of Mexico which he cannot decipher. He i s 

the prisoner of signs. His Mexico, l i k e his England, i s 
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not a place but a language. He wanders through the world 

encased within t h i s language of his education, his cl a s s , 

h i s time, his voracious reading as Dana H i l l i o t . wandered 

through a world he could not touch because of his own 

clamped l i n g u i s t i c carapace. Under the Volcano i s not a 

novel about Mexico. The land the Consul explores i s c a l l e d 

h e l l , and i t i s found within the heart of man. There i s 

a way out of h e l l : the way of a redeemed language, the 

way which does not always see the face of the interpreter 

i n the interpreted world. This way i s glimpsed by the 

Consul and Yvonne i n the b r i e f i d y l l i c scenes of l i f e i n 

B r i t i s h Columbia where the old dream of a language connected 

to an organic community i s reinvoked. In these i d y l l s 

the Consul's s c r i p t i s l e g i b l e , he and Yvonne do not 

communicate by l o s t mail, the words employed are simple 

and are surrounded by an aura of s i m p l i c i t y and r e a l i t y . 

This i s the i d y l l i c world Lowry holds against the actual, 

the language of connection and r e a l i t y which he holds against 

the various broken d i a l e c t s of unreality. We are reminded 

of Paul Fusse l l ' s defense of the adequacy of Edmund 

Blunden's pastoral language to the r e a l i t y of the Great 

War i n Undertones of War: 
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With language as with landscape, his 
attention i s constantly on p r e - i n d u s t r i a l 
England, the only repository of c r i t e r i a 
for measuring f u l l y the otherwise un
speakable grossness of the war.53 

Blunden unfortunately has only one language to hold 

against a world f a l l i n g apart; Lowry has his several 

d i a l e c t s . 



VI 

Lowry's Post-Volcano F i c t i o n 

The truth of a l l these marks — 
whether they are woven into nature 
i t s e l f or whether they e x i s t i n l i n e s 
on parchments and i n l i b r a r i e s -- i s 
everywhere the same: coeval with the 
i n s t i t u t i o n of God. 

Michel Foucault, 
The'Order of Things. 

The truth i n words, not words 
themselves. 

St. Augustine, 
On Christian Doctrine. 

The world i s emblematic. 
Emerson, 
Nature. 

If the book of nature i s so corrupt 
that no moral lesson can be drawn 
from i t and .no anagoge read into i t , 
symbolic language must be a sham. 

James Rieger, 
The Mutiny Within. 
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After completing Under the Volcano Lowry published 

no substantial work of f i c t i o n u n t i l his death. On his 

death i n 1957, he l e f t a considerable body of manuscript 

material i n varying degrees of readiness for publication. 

Out of t h i s material three posthumous works of f i c t i o n 

have appeared: Hear Us 0 Lord from Heaven Thy Dwelling  

Place (1961), Dark As The Grave Wherein My Friend Is Laid 

(1968), and October Ferry to Gabriola (1970). Of these 

only the f i r s t , a c o l l e c t i o n of short s t o r i e s , was at the 

time of the author's death i n a state approaching that 

which he considered j u s t i f i e d publication. Lowry, of 

course, never considered any of his texts, even Volcano, 

to be i n a f i n a l state; nevertheless, he was, as his 

publisher notes i n the f i r s t American e d i t i o n of Hear Us  

0 Lord, "putting the f i n i s h i n g touches" to the volume 

when he d i e d . 1 Certainly, taken i n d i v i d u a l l y or taken 

as a whole, the stories i n the volume stand by t h e i r own 

merits. 

At least one of the .stories i n Hear Us 0 Lord, 

"The Forest Path to the Spring," i s as fine a thing as 

Lowry ever wrote. "The Forest Path," considered i n i s o 

l a t i o n from the bulk of Lowry's post-Volcano f i c t i o n 



-524-

trenchantly refutes the claim that what remained to Lowry 

af t e r Volcano "was only the inevitable deterioration of 
2 

h i s a r t . " There i s here no tiredness i n the writing, no 

maundering a f t e r previous triumphs, no harking back to 

favourite phrases or Lowrian obsessions that r e p e t i t i o n 

has worn down to c l i c h e . At every l e v e l of the story's 

economy the attention of the n o v e l i s t to his use of the 

language, to the verbal doing of the thing, registers the 

confidence that something " r e a l l y new" has consummately 

been brought o f f . 

In "The Forest Path to the Spring" Lowry up

dates the "new form, [the] new approach to r e a l i t y i t 

s e l f " which he had embodied i n Volcano. Volcano gave 

expression to the d r a s t i c disruptions of the period out 

of which i t emerged yet maintained that precarious equi

librium by which Lowry meant form, the ordering of a 

chaotic experience. In t h i s sense Volcano, l i k e the 

great modernist works of the between-the-wars period, 

"expresses a f a i t h in the c o n s t i t u t i v e power of the 

imagination, a confidence i n the a b i l i t y of l i t e r a t u r e 

to impose order, value, and meaning on the chaos and 
3 

fragmentation of i n d u s t r i a l society." Lowry i n 
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Volcano updates the formal means by which his predecessors 

had given expression to the r e a l i t y of the Twenties by 

allowing more of chaos into his making. At the heart of 

Under the Volcano l i e s a recognition that contemporary 

r e a l i t y was not merely fragmented and chaotic as i t had 

seemed to be to E l i o t , Pound, and Lawrence a f t e r World 

War I: r e a l i t y i t s e l f had become surreal, even unreal. 

The objective world that impressed i t s forms' upon the 

consciousness of the i n d i v i d u a l presented the aspect of 

a p r o l i f e r a t i n g madness, a r i o t of obscene and distorted 

images. Hence the d r a s t i c expressive means employed in 

the novel to r e g i s t e r t h i s increase i n unreality. Hence 

also the q u a l i t y of formal desparation i n the novel. As 

r e a l i t y becomes more chaotic so, conversely, must the 

means by which the a r t i s t achieves order become more 

d i f f i c u l t . And Volcano, with i t s obsessive, i n t r i c a t e 

a l l e g o r i z i n g , i t s snatching aft e r the orderings of 

numerology and cabalism, i t s habit of announcing i t s own 

formal problems, i s not so much desparate as pathological 

about order. I t i s , nevertheless, ordered, i n fact, 

pedantically so. 

In "The Forest Path to the Spring" Lowry 



-526-

discovers "design-governing postures" and signs v a l i d for 

the r e a l i t y that emerged afte r the Second World War. The 

story i s above a l l a profoundly and r a d i c a l l y formulated 

str u c t u r a l and l i n g u i s t i c response to the period out of 

which i t emerged. In t h i s sense i t i s misleading to ob

serve as Brian O ' K i l l does that "after 1940 [Lowry] wrote 

in i s o l a t i o n from the history and l i t e r a t u r e of his own 

age." I t i s true that the late f i c t i o n , including "The 

Forest Path," can as O ' K i l l puts i t scarcely "be related 

meaningfully to trends i n contemporary f i c t i o n , " i f by 

those trends we mean what passed for serious l i t e r a t u r e 

i n contemporary England. With the poets of the Movement, 

with the fashionable new nov e l i s t s , or with the Angry Young 

Men Lowry has nothing whatever in common. With the English 

writers of his own generation, the Auden group, now d u t i 

f u l l y genuflecting i n more orthodox churches than that of 

communism ("Bully-boys and schoolmasters now go to church, 

instead of Communist meetings," as Lowry puts i t i n "Through 

the Panama") he i s equally at odds (HL, 78). The problem 

was not that Lowry d e l i b e r a t e l y i s o l a t e d himself from 

contemporary history or l i t e r a t u r e ; even at Dollarton 

where the mail was e r r a t i c Lowry wrestled with the 
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" P a r t i s a n Reviews, Kenyan Reviews, Minatours, Poetry mags, 

Horizons, even o l d D i a l s " whose contents he claime d not 

to understand.^ He c o u l d have no t r u c k , however, with 

the way i n which r e a l i t y as he grasped i t was r e g i s t e r e d 

i n the f a s h i o n a b l e l i t e r a r y trends of the p e r i o d . Of the 

E n g l i s h l i t e r a r y scene i n the F o r t i e s he wrote: " E n g l i s h 

t a l e n t has a l l run to l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m ... [T]he 

n a t i o n a l ethos j u s t at present ... has become so f e e b l e 

when anything t h r e a t e n s t h a t seems to be j u s t the answer 

to t h e i r p r a y e r s , t h e y ' l l do t h e i r damnest t o k i l l i t " 

(HL, 75) . 

Lowry's l a t e f i c t i o n belongs i n a more v i t a l 

context than t h a t o f E n g l i s h f i c t i o n i n the l a t e F o r t i e s 

and the F i f t i e s . Lowry belongs i n the t r a d i t i o n o f those 

w r i t e r s , E n g l i s h and American and I r i s h and, f o r t h a t 
have 

matter, A u s t r a l i a n , who/struggled to a r r i v e at a f u l l y 

modernist response to the p e c u l i a r s t r e s s e s and d i s r u p 

t i o n s of our time. Lowry takes up Pound's i n j u n c t i o n t o 

"Make i t New" and a p p l i e s i t t o a world i n which chaos 

had assumed more menacing and p e r v a s i v e forms than i n the 

p e r i o d a f t e r the F i r s t World War. Lowry r e c o g n i z e d as 

the d e c i s i v e components of r e a l i t y i n the p e r i o d a f t e r 
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1945 the f i n a l global phase of the expansion of indus

t r i a l capitalism as i t set about uprooting and ravaging 

whatever parts of the world i t had so far f a i l e d to 

despoil and a m i l i t a r y technology that threatened to 

efface not merely c i v i l i z a t i o n but also the species from 

the world. In "The Forest Path" Lowry achieves what he 

set out to achieve throughout his late f i c t i o n : to " l i f t 

up a v a l i d sign" i n the face of a near universal chaos 

of values, structures, and meanings. As Volcano sought 

to give expression to the horrors of a e r i a l bombardment 

of c i t i e s , the l a t e f i c t i o n seeks some formal means of 

responding to e v i l s as apocalyptic as genocide and the 

deliberate preparation for nuclear war. Like writers as 

diverse as Samuel Beckett, T.S. E l i o t , and David Jones 

Lowry seeks to bridge i n his f i c t i o n the t r a g i c d i s p a r i t y 

between the enormity of events i n our time and the paucity 

of t h e i r reverberations. 

In "The Forest Path to the Spring" Lowry as

suredly achieves what he otherwise achieved only f i t f u l l y 

and p a r t i a l l y i n his post-Volcano f i c t i o n : i n a world 

where whatever was l e f t over from previous orders suggest

ive of permanence was being uprooted his work establishes 
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i t s e l f as a permanent "making" by i t s very openness to 

the endless minute changes of r e a l i t y . Lowry extends to 

i t s c o n c e i v a b l e l i m i t i n t h i s s t o r y t h a t Lawrentian open

i n g of works of f i c t i o n to the g r e a t f l u c t u a n t process 

of the r e a l . The s t o r y i s the consummation of a tendency 

i n E n g l i s h modernist f i c t i o n towards r a d i c a l l y open form 

as U l y s s e s i s the consummation of a c o n t r a r y tendency 

towards e n c l o s i n g the novel as a f i n i s h e d a r t - o b j e c t whose 

permanence i s a f u n c t i o n of the n o v e l i s t ' s d e t e r m i n a t i o n 

t o p i t c h h i s work as a p e r f e c t e d form a g a i n s t the u n r u l i -

ness of experience. 

Lowry's concern i n h i s l a t e f i c t i o n as i n h i s 

e a r l y f i c t i o n may b e s t be expressed i n h i s own words 

when he speaks of the "unstaunchable impulse to c r e a t e 
7 

order out of chaos." Throughout h i s f i c t i o n the impulse 

to c r e a t e o r d e r remains a constant, but the means by which 

order i s grasped at change. In a human world which was 

f l y i n g a p a r t w i t h i n c r e a s i n g f e r o c i t y the problem of 

a r r i v i n g at any o r d e r whatever became more and more 

p r e s s i n g . Lowry's enormous d i f f i c u l t i e s i n g e t t i n g h i s 

post-Volcano f i c t i o n i n t o any s o r t of shape must be 

seen i n terms of h i s u n f l i n c h i n g r e f u s a l to s i d e s t e p 
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the problem. What sort of orderings are possible or 

permissable now? -- t h i s was the question that harried 

him. We must allow for the f a i l i n g s , the uncertainties, 

the directions wrongly taken, the repet i t i o n s , and blatan-

cies of the la t e f i c t i o n . A l l these Lowry himself acknow-
Q 

ledged. Yet he claimed for a l l these a v i t a l function 

in the work considered as a whole. Herein rests Lowry's 

claim to have discovered something " c l a s s i c , " by which 
9 

he meant r e a l l y new. 
"'Why i s t h i s world, so tangible i n appearance, 

so d i f f i c u l t to hold?'" asks Theodora Goodman i n The  

Aunt's Story (AS, 266). The problem to which Theodora 

refers i s pr e c i s e l y that raised by Malcolm Lowry i n Dark  

As The Grave Wherein My Friend Is Laid: what happens when 

an obsessive s u b j e c t i v i t y r a d i c a l l y questions the world 

of our common habitation? The world i n any human mind 

i s never, of course, an exact r e p l i c a of the "actual" 

world: that which we take i t on f a i t h exists p r i o r to 

and independently of our perception. We see at best a 

picture of the world, and that picture i s b u i l t up out 

of givens of which we are not conscious. I t i s a map 

whose features are supplied by the language of our culture 
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and by s o c i a l acceptances. White and Lowry are concerned 

with what happens when a p a r t i c u l a r consciousness i s 

unable to take for granted the world of appearances, 

when private " r e a l i t i e s " continually superimpose them

selves upon the barren forms of the ordinary. 

Both Theodora Goodman and SigbjjzSrn Wilderness, 

the narrator of Dark As The Grave, are troubled by t h e i r 

i n a b i l i t y to take at face value the world which to others 

seems to require no interpretation. The meaning of the 

observed world i s obvious enough to more normal people 

than Theodora and Sigbjo'rn: i t e x i s t s . But for those 

whose inner eyes constantly trace other possible maps of 

the r e a l the world out there i s an obscure text which 

in v i t e s interpretation. Both are heterodox and idiosyn

c r a t i c , at times even paranoiac, interpreters. The 

world to them i s never something obvious but always 

strange and r i d d l i n g . It emits signs which demand to be 

deciphered but which provide no sure means of access to 

understanding. Beneath the obvious l i e obscurities and 

enigmas. Behind i t s seductive signs l i e not epiphanies 

but puzzles. Yet Theodora and Sigbjo'rn are obliged to 

pursue these rid d l e s that w i l l not be unknotted because 
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the b r i t t l e surface of " r e a l i t y " cracks under t h e i r too-

penetrating gaze. They simply cannot hold up the ordinary 

world. They are those fated to search for "meaning" even 

i f the end of a l l t h e i r searching i s merely a t e r r i f y i n g 

absence that i s discovered to l i e behind a l l the clues, 

signs, and messages they have d i l i g e n t l y followed up. 

The form of Dark As The Grave i s that of a 

simple quest for meaning. Sigbjo'rn Wilderness sets out 

on a journey to Mexico to meet an old fr i e n d who has 

figured as a character in a novel, The Valley of the  

Shadow of Death, he has recently written. This man, 

Fernando Marquez, has come to stand i n SigbjjzSrn's mind 

for a l l that i s most noble and true i n the world. 

Sigbjo'rn also wishes to " v e r i f y the words on the sign," 

the sign being that which has figured i n The Valley and 

on which were inscribed three ambiguous sentences i n 

Spanish. In the course of t h i s journey, SigbjjzSrn Wilder

ness encounters a number of signs, messages, clues a l l of 

which intimate hidden meanings but which refuse to be 

read i n any i n t e l l i g i b l e or consoling fashion. By 

planting these signs i n Sigbjo'rn's, and the reader's 

way, and refusing epiphanies, Lowry c a l l s into question 
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the ways i n which novelists and men habitually interpret 

the world. He also c a l l s into question the t r a d i t i o n a l 

kinds of rel a t i o n s we assume to be proper between l i v e d 

r e a l i t y and invented worlds, between l i f e and art. The 

novel may be seen as a profound meditation upon language 

and r e a l i t y which takes the form of a quest. 

Part of the d i f f i c u l t y Sigbjo'rn experiences i n 

reading signs i s occasioned by his decision to journey 

away from the fa m i l i a r . His home i s i n Eridanus, a small 

community of fishermen and boat-builders near Vancouver, 

B r i t i s h Columbia. Here the speech employed i s that of 

pr e - i n d u s t r i a l England. The inhabitants of Eridanus have 

not been evicted from the organic community and they 

continue to speak i t s d i a l e c t . In Mexico, Sigbjo'rn 

r e c a l l s an old neighbour at Eridanus whose name was 

William Blake and whose "speech was such, or so he per

suaded himself, as Wordsworth dreamed to record, humble 

and good as plates on a farmhouse shelf" (DG, 110). Cer

t a i n l y , the man speaks a language that i s simple, l i v e l y , 

and intimately connected to things; "'They're crabs wot 

jump!'" he exclaims, h i s cockneyism f a i l i n g to prejudice 

the organic virtue he possesses i n SigbjjzSrn's eyes (DG, 
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110). This man i s a trustworthy messenger and guide whose 

simple directions point the way "home." He i s the 

antithesis of the burned house which stands for the 

young lovers as a sign of future doom. T e l l i n g l y , by 

contrast to William Blake's simply spoken message, "disas

ter's message [was] without word" (DG, 110). The symbolic 

language of paradise speaks through things and the words 

that name things; that of h e l l i s mute: i t gestures 

through absences. 

In Volcano, Lowry inserted among the descriptions 

of the r i o t and unreality of Mexico b r i e f i d y l l i c pas

sages which point the way to a possible future "Eridanus" 

in B r i t i s h Columbia. This p a r a d i s i a l world which i s 

glimpsed but which cannot as yet be inhabited stands 

a n t i t h e t i c a l l y to the contemporary worlds the novel 

evokes. In London and New York the signs that once pointed 

to the deep r e a l i t i e s which hold a culture together now 

point to nothingness. Everywhere there are messages 

but no meaning; everywhere there i s mere gesture and 

emptiness. Mexico, which to Stuart Chase had suggested 

by v i r t u e of i t s organic culture a way out of the Western 

impasse, merely compounds the problem. The unreadability 
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of Mexico i s a function not merely of i t s otherness but 

also of i t s likeness. That i s to say, the Consul, Hugh, 

Yvonne, and Laruelle have d i f f i c u l t y i n terpreting the 

c u l t u r a l signs of Mexico because they are unfamiliar. 

The l o c a l architecture, fauna, landscape, and language 

point to c u l t u r a l givens which are not accessible to 

Europeans. Yet there i s a sense i n which the d i f f i c u l t y 

i n reading the Mexican c u l t u r a l signs i s implicated i n 

the c u l t u r a l impasse reached by Western c i v i l i z a t i o n . In 

New York and London, the old meanings of C h r i s t i a n i t y , 

g e n t i l i t y , and service are no longer widely accepted. 

Their r e a l i t y has been replaced by a grubby and valueless 

modernity. Where t h e i r signs p e r s i s t they indicate an 

absence l i k e the scar on the c r u c i f i x on the Oxford Street 

church where Christ had been. The Western c a p i t a l s , 

l i k e Mexico, present the aspect of a world i n which 

messages p r o l i f e r a t e but cannot rea d i l y be interpreted. 

In the riotous images and messages of Mexico, Lowry shows 

us a world that i s unreadable not so much because i t i s 

unlike ours as because i t i s h o r r i b l y s i m i l a r . 

The Consul's Eridanus, then, was set against the 

universal unreality of the l a t e T h i r t i e s i n a way that 
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stressed i t s u n a v a i l a b i l i t y i n the present. It i s a part 

of the English past that has somehow miraculously sur

vived and which the Consul and Yvonne might rediscover 

i f only they could escape the present. It i s l i k e the 

v i l l a g e that Graham Greene glimpses hidden i n a v a l l e y as 

he journeys into the heart of his Mexican darkness i n 

The Lawless Roads: the v i l l a g e represents the "conscious

ness of something simple and strange and uncomplicated, 

a way of l i f e we have hopelessly l o s t but can never quite 

forget."''""'" Greene makes no attempt to descend into the 

v i l l a g e . Lowry places Eridanus outside Mexico. I t i s 

true that he evokes the Stuart Chase face of Mexico --

Mexico as a garden unspoiled by commerce and technology 

— i n the passage i n which Hugh and Yvonne ride hired 

horses through an i d y l l i c landscape. But here the i d y l l 

i s a selfconsciously l i t e r a r y one, meant to r e c a l l the 

English i d y l l s whose language the writing evokes ("they 

might have been i n England, exploring some l i t t l e -

known bypath of Devon or Cheshire" [UV, 110]). The actual 

Mexico of Under the Volcano i s a land of slavery and 

oppression whose generous impulses are crushed by the 

f a s c i s t mentality that rules the country. The i d y l l 

through which Hugh and Yvonne romantically ride i s part 
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of a world that i s "always within the binoculars of the 

police" (UV, 106). 

In Dark As The Grave, Lowry does not merely 

es t a b l i s h a contrast between a l o s t wholeness located 

outside the novel's action and the present brokenness. 

Eridanus i s now part of the present. The name, "Eridanus," 

indicates a place that exists i n the l i v e d world. I t i s 

a fact away from which SigbjjzSrn Wilderness travels into 

more and more disconcerting enigmas. In Dark As The  

Grave to leave Eridanus i s to leave a world i n which 

signs point to things and things point to the larger wholes 

in which they p a r t i c i p a t e . Language i n t h i s world i s 

rounded and whole, not broken o f f from the sources of i t s 

s i g n i f y i n g power. 

Sigbjo'rn's problems with signs begin as soon as 

he leaves Eridanus. The plane which carr i e s the Wilder

nesses down the West Coast stops at Seattle, San Francisco, 

and Los Angeles. At each stop Sigbj0rn finds a K i l r o y 

g r a f f i t i , f a m i l i a r i n the post-war period, inscribed on 

the wall i n the men's t o i l e t . This r e p e t i t i o n of the 

sign s t r i k e s SigbjjzSrn as being somehow s i n i s t e r . The 
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l a s t message, "Kilroy passed a stone here. E l Grafe was  

watching," seems to him p a r t i c u l a r l y s i n i s t e r , even 

frightening, and to presage the threatening and i n d e c i 

pherable signs he anticipates i n Mexico (DG, 31). Cu

r i o u s l y , Sigbjp'rn finds both the presence and the absence 

of messages disturbing. He asks his wife whether she has 

noticed any K i l r o y s i n the women's t o i l e t . He i s deeply 

distressed by the absence of alcoholic symptoms he ob

serves i n a Mexican acquaintance whose dissipations are 

beli e d by h i s healthy appearance. So t e r r i f y i n g does he 

f i n d t h i s absence of signs i n the s i n i s t e r John Stanford 

that he r e f l e c t s that " i f he r e a l l y understood what 

Stanford meant,, he would go mad on the spot" (DG, 220) . 

Sigbjo'rn must somehow cope with messages from clo a c a l 

regions that seem to follow him down the continent, with 

messages i n Spanish he cannot interpret, and with a 

figure he f e e l s to be d i a b o l i c a l yet who seems to be 

healthy. The problem l i e s less i n what these signs, or 

absence of signs, portend than in why Sigbjo'rn must 

compulsively look for signs, messages, portents, omens, 

coincidences. Why, a f t e r a l l , should the man Stanford 

mean anything? Why must Sigbjp'rn Wilderness always sus-
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pect that behind a l l signs, even the innocent and meaning

less ones, must l i e some meaning? 

Sigbj^rn i s , of course, a nov e l i s t and conse

quently shares with his creator that "unstaunchable impulse 

to create order out of chaos." He cannot r e s i s t the 

impulse to make connections between apparently unrelated 

phenomena. Nor can he r e s i s t the impulse to read meaning 

into the apparent randomness of experience. He i s an i n 

defatigable pursuer of epiphanies, and l i k e a l l good 

novelists i s not above scattering puzzles about i n order 

to make his epiphanies possible. The goal of his her-

meneutics i s a metaphysical one: he seeks to fin d whether 

a l l the signs that crowd upon his consciousness proceed 

from some ultimate referent. Hence, his t e r r i f i e d appre

hension that, should he grasp the meaning behind John 

Stanford, he would go mad on the spot. John Stanford 

has come to stand i n Sigbj^rn's mind for a l l that i s 

s i n i s t e r and e v i l i n r e a l i t y as Fernando Marquez has 

come to stand for a l l that i s most noble. I f some u l t i 

mate meaning l i e s behind John Stanford, then, i t must be 

that the gods e x i s t , but are the d e v i l i Such discoveries 

must wait for Mexico. In the meantime there are hints, 
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p o s s i b i l i t i e s , coincidences, omens, intimations of revela

tions about to be granted. In Los Angeles a i r p o r t , 

Sigbjp'rn waits behind the b a r r i e r to board his plane. 

The simple act of standing i n a queue seems to him charged 

with si g n i f i c a n c e , a significance he cannot quite pin down: 

so that i t seemed that for them too, 
Primrose and he, just beyond that b a r r i e r , 
lay some meaning, or the key to a mystery 
that would give some meaning to t h e i r 
ways on earth: i t was as i f he stood on 
the brink of an illumination, on the near 
side of something tremendous, which was 
to be explained beyond, i n that midnight 
darkness (DG, 43). 

In Mexico, SigbjjzSrn finds as anticipated that 

"latent operatic a i r " of a r e a l i t y more heightened, 

jumbled, f r e n e t i c than the f a m i l i a r one (DG, 72). Mexico 

i s s t i l l the surreal world of 1936. Yet the bizarre 

q u a l i t y of Mexican l i f e no longer has the prestige of 

novelty and has consequently l o s t the capacity to shock. 

The v i o l e n t colours, shapes, d i s t o r t i o n s do not press 

upon Sigbj^rn Wilderness' consciousness with the s t a r t l i n g 

report with which they pressed upon the Consul. Their 

very strangeness has become f a m i l i a r . The cantinas, 

pulquerias, churches don't excite Sigbjp'rn as they do 

Primrose to whom Mexico has the s p e l l of the exotic, of 
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some extravagant foreign language she wishes to penetrate. 

The Consul notes an "inordinate number of i l l - a d v i s e d 

signs ordering one to drink i c e - c o l d Coca-Cola" (DG, 73). 

The Coca-Cola signs signal not only that American capitalism 

has invaded Mexico — a process bemoaned by Stuart Chase, 

Eduardo Redondo, and Lowry himself — but also that 

Mexico, by becoming f a m i l i a r , has l o s t some of i t s f o r 

mer power a c t i v e l y to engage the imagination of the novel

i s t . The images of the place d r i f t passively through his 

mind. They are.not charged with the accretions of conscious

ness. 

Mexico has become, i f not more readable, then 

less t a n t a l i z i n g i n i t s unreadability. SigbjjzSrn r e f l e c t s 

that the "thought of Mexico's foreigness" w i l l rescue 

the place from i t s e s s e n t i a l dullness i n his wife's 

mind (DG, 175) . For Sigbjo'rn himself the world, includ

ing Mexico, i s "curiously dead," no longer a f i t dwelling 

place for the imagination (DG, 175). Mexico i s merely 

another part of a r e a l i t y that i s i n s u f f i c i e n t as i t i s 

to tempt hi s mind towards marriage with the world of 

things. I t i s t h i s f a i l i n g i n r e a l i t y to supply the neces

sary creative a f f l a t u s that might rescue the world from 
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i t s deadness that atracts SigbjjzSrn to drink. Alcohol adds 

something to r e a l i t y . I t makes a bus drive "more than a 

bus drive" (DG, 176). By t h i s addition, i t makes the 

poverty-stricken actual world adequate to the a r t i s t ' s 

imagination. We r e c a l l that i n Eridanus such a l c o h o l i c 

redemptions of the rea l were unnecessary. The world of 

things was c r e a t i v e l y joined to the imagination. Merely 

by naming, the a r t i s t asserted the magical properties 

of things: t h e i r connectedness to man's mind and to the 

cosmos. In Mexico, the names are more bea u t i f u l than 

the towns when not invested with alcoholic magic: "the 

names were the only b e a u t i f u l things for the towns were 

a l l the same, the country was f l a t and dusty" (DG, 197). 

For Sigbjp'rn the tawdry glamour of Mexico has vanished 

leaving a world which announces i t s own vacancy. The 

"luminous name" of th e i r hotel, the Hotel Cornada, has 

been reduced by e l e c t r i c a l f a i l u r e to the holophrastic, 

s i g n i f i c a n t sign: "Hotel Nada" (DG, 73). 

I t i s perhaps no coincidence that in Thomas 

Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49 (1963) the disk jockey 

Mucho Maas i s haunted by a dream i n which he sees the 

metal sign i n the used car l o t at which he once', worked. 
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Inscribed on the sign are the l e t t e r s N.A-D.A. which s i g 

n i f y the National Automobile Dealers' Association. In 

Mucho1s nightmare the sign says simply "nada, nada, against 
12 

the blue sky." Pynchon would seem to have borrowed from 

Lowry the image of a sign which advertises the fact that, 

l i k e a l l the innumerable signs i n modern l i f e , i t points 

to nothing. The implied connection between Lowry and 

Pynchon i s worth pursuing because i t suggests that, far 

from being cut o f f from the s i g n i f i c a n t l i t e r a r y tenden

cies of his time, Lowry was astonishingly sensitive to 

what was r e a l l y c e n t r a l . While his English contemporaries 

were turning away from the d i f f i c u l t i e s and disorientations 

of the present to an insular t r a d i t i o n enfeebled by t h e i r 

own provincialism, Lowry's p r i o r i t y was consistently with 

the condition of the language now. In his concern with 

language and with the f a i l u r e of language to provide the 

contemporary writer with v a l i d signs Lowry stands i n a 

central modernist t r a d i t i o n . I t i s i n d i c a t i v e of Lowry's 

c e n t r a l i t y to t h i s t r a d i t i o n that his late f i c t i o n should 

have anticipated so many of the formal and thematic con

cerns of Thomas Pynchon. 
The Crying of Lot 49, l i k e Dark As The Grave, 
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lieves to l i e behind the signs that p r o l i f e r a t e i n con

temporary l i f e , p a r t i c u l a r l y in C a l i f o r n i a . As Mucho 

Maas' used-car l o t sign indicates, Pynchon i s also con

cerned with the great blankness that i s to be found where 

Truth once resided. Oedipa Maas, the heroine of Pynchon' 

novel, i s disposed, l i k e Sigbjo'rn Wilderness, to look for 

the hidden meaning of signs where none may e x i s t . Even 

the g r a f f i t i i n lavatories seems to her s i g n i f i c a n t and, 

l i k e Sigbjp'rn, she suspects that the r e p e t i t i o n of some 

sign i n d i f f e r e n t parts of the country suggests some dark 

and far-reaching pl o t . Everywhere she turns i n modern 

American l i f e she encounters signs, words, and symbols 

that imply the promise of hierophany. Oedipa wishes to 

recapture the s i g n i f y i n g function that words possessed 

when they stood i n special r e l a t i o n to the Logos, when 

the marks of God's presence were inscribed into language. 

She has not grasped that i n a world that has banished 

the divine "There i s no Logos, there are only hieroglyphs 

Oedipa feels herself always to be on the point 

of being admitted to the mysteries that words intimate. 

Yet she i s not granted the moment of illumination she 
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seeks, the moment so bright that the experience of e p i 

phany i t signals cannot be c a r r i e d back into the normal 

world. She discovers a m u l t i c i p l i c i t y of "clues, announce

ments, intimations," but no "central truth" by comparison 

to which she might legitimately describe the signs that 
14 

pointed to that truth as "dross." She must face another, 

more t e r r i f y i n g , p o s s i b i l i t y than her suspicion that 

language w i l l always f a i l to convey the absolute because 

of i t s inadequacy to the experience of Truth: the pos

s i b i l i t y that there i s no absolute. I t may be that the 

symbolic function of language has foundered because of 

the absence that i s to be found i n place of a transcendent 

referent. This i s the p o s s i b i l i t y that l i e s at the heart 

of her husband's s e l f - l a c e r a t i o n : as a disk-jockey he 

sees himself as high-priest i n a r e l i g i o n of pop-culture 

whose f a i t h f u l are unaware that his messages contain no 

meaning. I t i s the p o s s i b i l i t y of nothingness that l i e s 

beyond the t e r r o r of the sign: "nada, nada, against the 

blue sky." 

Sigbjjtfrn Wilderness' concern in returning to 

Mexico i s to " v e r i f y the sign," and t h i s involves a meta

physical as well as a c u l t u r a l problem for the would-be 
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interpreter. He i s thwarted i n his desire for meaning not 

merely by the fact that the sign i s written i n a foreign 

language and embodies a l i e n c u l t u r a l acceptances but also 

by the fact that i t i s simply language. " ' dLe gusta este 

jardin? dQue es suyo? IEvite que sus hijos lo destruyan!'" 

(DG, 140). Why are the d i f f i c u l t i e s of interpreting t h i s 

sign so s i g n i f i c a n t , even threatening, to SigbjjzSrn? 

SigbjjzJrn Wilderness i s i n fact pleased that his 

o r i g i n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the sign may have been erro

neous. This mistranslation suggests to him a means of 

withholding information from his Consul (Sigbjjzfrn i s 

c l e a r l y Lowry himself and the novel he has written, The  

Valley of the Shadow of Death, i s obviously Volcano). 

Sigbjo'rn sees that by retaining the mistranslation he can 

"have my Consul think that's what i t means at f i r s t " (DG, 

141). This r e f l e c t i o n leads him to the e x h i l i r a t i n g 

recognition of his Godlike powers as an author: "For 

did not, conceivably, God himself move within His own 

creation i n just such a ghostly fashion, and how should 

we see Him, when we dimly sense that he has the power at 

any moment to cut us out altogether from His strange 

dark manuscript?" (DG, 142). The significance of the 
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sign, then, l i e s less i n what, l i t e r a l l y construed, i t says 

than i n i t s a b i l i t y to indicate some shadowy presence 

behind i t , hinting and yet withholding access to meaning. 

For may not God have survived His own death by leaving 

clues and signs locked into the world and into words so 

that men continue to yearn for Him? And i s t h i s not 

prec i s e l y the way i n which the reader experiences the 

traces of the author's presence i n a novel: as a ghostly 

paranoia who lays clues for the g u l l i b l e pursuer, who 

promises revelations, hierophanies, epiphanies but always 

at the l a s t moment withdraws. 

As he stands waiting for departure at the Los 

Angeles a i r p o r t , SigbjjzSrn overhears some people "convers

ing i n a language that sounded vaguely t r a n s l i t e r a t e d " 

(DG, 36) . This language seems to Sigbjo'rn clumsy and 

inexpressive, "yet i t was susceptible, he r e f l e c t e d , of 

explanation" (DG, 36). The overheard language, despite 

i t s awkwardness and foreignness, i s construable by those 

patient enough to learn the rules by which i t generates 

meaning. It i s opposed to the "private esperanto" of the 

Wildernesses which, though employing standard English, i s 

untranslatable into any common idiom. The words of the 
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lovers 1 private language, being rooted i n t h e i r l i f e at 

Eridanus, are not mere hieroglyphs but have the status of 

r e l i g i o u s signs: they point to the wholeness from which 

the modern world has descended into a myriad shattered 

fragments. Outside Eridanus words become hieroglyphs, 

sometimes treacherous and always enigmatic. S i g b j 0 r n i s 

forced to seek for clues by which he can hope to decipher 

these hieroglyphic scrawls and teasing messages. A pun 

in the word "carnation" suggests to him how i t i s possible 

that a murderer can raise such innocent flowers: the clue 

i s the root "carne" locked into the word's etymology (DG, 

137). Even cl i c h e s seem to him p o t e n t i a l l y charged with 

meaning i f only the key to t h e i r decipherment can be 

discovered. Out of a hackneyed phrase l i k e "the lowest 

ebb" he worries the "clue" buried i n the "platitude" (DG, 

77) . 

What i s the o r i g i n of a l l these clues? What 

epiphany i s granted Sigbjo'rn as a reward for a l l his 

attempts to solve puzzles? On the morning of the day i n 

which Sigbjjtfrn concludes his quest by tracking down Fer

nando Marquez, the quester i s overwhelmed by the conviction 

that "there was tremendous meaning in a l l t h i s , indeed 



meaning i n a l l our l i v e s " (DG, 234). But what i s t h i s 

meaning? Fernando has been k i l l e d . S i g b j 0 r n cannot even 

translate the Spanish word for dead and thus turns his 

discovery of his friend's death into a comedy of errors. 

The image he takes away of the death of t h i s man who 

symbolized everything noble that was l e f t i n the world i s 

that of a garish funeral monument in a Mexican cemetery 

constructed out of mirrors. By t h i s monument i s an empty 

bot t l e ; there i s a man asleep by a grave; outside the 

cemetery i s a sign: " ' I t i s forbidden to ride bicycles 

i n the cemetery'" (DG, 244). There i s no meaning here, 

nor any i n the ruins of the ancient c i t y M i t l a which they 

v i s i t the next day. This ruin, approached by enduring 

the attempts of contemporary Indians to s e l l t h e i r fake 

i d o l s , attests to the former b r i l l i a n c e of Zapotecan 

culture. Yet the meaning of the place, i t s purpose, i s 

indecipherable although i t i s clear that the place was 

concerned with death. They wander among the ruins and 

f i n d the "remains of painted walls, d e l i c a t e works of 

f i l i g r e e without explanation, as i f they were the work of 

some master n o v e l i s t labouring i n conjunction with a sculp

tor, the whole thing as inexplicable, as mysterious as God 

himself" (DG, 247). 
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Here i n t h i s indecipherable " l i b r a r y " strewn 

with hieroglyphs, walking among p i l l a r s "whose s i g n i f i 

cance had long been forgotten," Sigbjp'rn discovers an 

unbearable evocation of our time" (DG, 247). Broken, 

unsupported, i t s meanings forgotten, pointing to nothing

ness -- M i t l a i s an image of the modern world through 

which we walk.trying to piece together the fragments of 

what seem to have been messages long ago. 

The clues that Sigbjo'rn finds scattered through 

his search e x i s t , then, because language has not for

gotten i t s long coexistence with the deity. Language 

has intimations of a higher r e a l i t y b u i l t into i t s memory 

which Sigbjp'rn, l i k e Oedipa Maas, pursues through puns, 

mistranslations, misconstruals, signs, l i n g u s t i c s l i p s . 

The consuming desire of the questers to discover meaning 

colludes with the metaphysical bias of language to 

e s t a b l i s h plots and hierophanies where there i s nothing 

but blankness. Language has played a t r i c k on them: 

having known the Logos, i t seduces them with the promise 

of what i t can no longer provide. It occurs to Oedipa 

Maas that the man of whose w i l l she i s the executrix 

may have survived death "as a paranoia; as a pure 
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conspiracy against someone he loved." It dawns on 

Sigbjo'rn Wilderness that he himself i s the victim of just 

such a paranoia. The God he pursues i s , l i k e himself, a 

novelist who leaves clues, lays plots, creates patterns, 

hints at hidden causes, and implies that every thought, 

word, deed and object has meaning. To learn to read his 

"strange dark manuscript" which i s the world i s to learn 

to read any text and involves the same conundrums. How 

can the reader disentangle his own face from what he sees? 

How can he know that he sees the world as i t i s rather 

than some "hideous superposition of r e a l i t y " that he has 

c r a z i l y projected onto the place? How i s he to avoid 

creating the meaning he seeks? Sigbjo'rn Wilderness, 

indefatigable pursuer of epiphanies, cannot prevent him

s e l f from misinterpreting Mexico. On the map of the 

place he superimposes the maps of his education, his 

reading, his culture, his expectations. Looking at the 

mountains and valleys of Mexico, he sees not the place 

i t s e l f but a f a n t a s t i c Shelleyan symbolic landscape. 

Walking amid the ruins and mosaics of a land that has 

become a palimpsest of i n d e c i p h e r a b i l i t i e s , the Wilder

nesses bear about as much r e l a t i o n to t h e i r surroundings 
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"as a couple of Hottentots on Salisbury P l a i n 'doing' 

Stonehenge" (DG, 246). 

What i t came down to, Ethan thought, 
at the end of t h i s fourth year of the 
atomic age people had come to disbelieve 
i n the future so thoroughly that the 
creation of the permanent, or the excel
lent, no longer seemed worthwhile (OF, 227). 

Ethan Llewelyn, the hero of October Ferry to Gabriola, 

here alludes to a problem that i s central to any under

standing of Lowry's post-Volcano f i c t i o n : how i s the 

a r t i s t to create what Sigbj^rn Wilderness i n Dark As The  

Grave c a l l s "reasonably permanent form" i n a world whose 

condition i s one of r a d i c a l temporariness? (DG, 156). The 

problem i s central to Lowry's aesthetic, and i f we are 

to grasp i t s bearing on the successes and the f a i l i n g s 

of the l a t e f i c t i o n we must acknowledge both the romantic 

background from which Lowry derived his aesthetic termi

nology and the impact of contemporary history on his 

working out of that aesthetic. 

The t e l l i n g phrase, "reasonably permanent form," 

occurs i n Dark As The Grave where i t i s used i n a con

text that r e c a l l s Shelley's aesthetic thinking. Sigbjjz^rn 
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Wilderness holds to the very S h e l l e y a n n o t i o n t h a t the 

mind of the author d u r i n g the c r e a t i v e e f f o r t i s l i k e "'a 

man c o n t i n u a l l y pushing h i s way through b l i n d i n g smoke 

i n an e f f o r t to rescue some p r e c i o u s o b j e c t s from a 

burning b u i l d i n g . How hopeless, how i n e x p l i c a b l e the 

e f f o r t ! For i s not the b u i l d i n g the work of a r t i n 

q u e s t i o n , long s i n c e p e r f e c t i n the mind, and o n l y r e n 

dered a v e h i c l e of d e s t r u c t i o n by the e f f o r t to r e a l i z e 

i t , to transmute i t upon paper'" (OF, 154). The o r i g i n 

of t h i s n o t i o n i s to be found i n S h e l l e y ' s "Defense of 

Poetry": 

the mind i n c r e a t i o n i s as a f a d i n g 
c o a l , which some i n v i s i b l e i n f l u e n c e , 
l i k e an i n c o n s t a n t wind, awakens to 
t r a n s i t o r y b r i g h t n e s s ... [W]hen the 
composition begins, i n s p i r a t i o n i s 
a l r e a d y on the d e c l i n e , and the most 
g l o r i o u s p o e t r y t h a t has ever been com
municated to the world i s probably a 
f e e b l e shadow of the o r i g i n a l concep
t i o n s of the poet.16 

The a c t of c r e a t i o n , then, f o r S h e l l e y , SigbjjzSrn 

W i l d e r n e s s , and f o r Lowry i s the n e c e s s a r i l y compromised 

attempt to get down i n an i m p e r f e c t medium a p e r f e c t i d e a . 

Only the i d e a or c o n c e p t i o n , being P l a t o n i c , i s permanent: 

" p e r f e c t i n the mind." The r e a l i z e d work o f a r t i s p a r t 
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of nature and hence part of the business of change and 

decay. For Shelley, t h i s process by which the poet re

peats the creative paradigm of a f a l l from an i d e a l unity 

into d i v i s i o n i s unfortunate; for Lowry, i t i l l u s t r a t e s 

the Lawrentian p r i n c i p l e that works of art should emulate 

the transience of organic l i f e . For Lowry, works of art 

should re j o i c e i n t h e i r very impermanence. The natural 

p r i n c i p l e of universal change i s not opposed i n Lowry's 

thinking to the aesthetic disideratum of beauty. An 

acceptance of change i s i n fact e s s e n t i a l to the building 

of houses, pie r s , poems, and of novels. Part of t h e i r 

beauty for Lowry l i e s i n t h e i r impermanence: 

they'd never looked upon t h e i r l i t t l e 
beach cabin, however beloved, as a 
permanent thing. That impermanence, 
indeed, the ramshackle tenuity of the 
l i f e , were part of i t s beauty. The 
scene, too, that confronted them through 
t h e i r casement windows was ever-changing; 
the mountains, the sea never looked the 
same two minutes on end: why then be 
a f r a i d of change? (OF, 171). 

There are, then, two kinds of change which 

concerned Lowry i n the period after 1940, one.consoling, 

the other threatening. The threatening kind of change i s 

that to which Ethan Llewelyn refers when he speaks of the 
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loss of f a i t h i n the permanent and the excellent attendant 

upon l i v i n g i n "the atomic age." By t h i s kind of change 

Lowry means the accelerating pace of s o c i a l , moral, and 

l i n g u i s t i c decay i n our century. As E l i o t , Pound, and 

Lawrence f e l t that Europe a f t e r 1918 had reached the nadir 

of baseness, so Lowry f e l t that the 1939 - 45 war had 

"blast[ed] away an old age and l e t [ ] i n a worse one" 

(DG, 181). The appalling ugliness of t h i s new age i s 

given expression i n October Ferry as the Canadian beer h a l l 

into whose decor a l l the mental depravity of the times 

has been concentrated. This world i s t r u l y the worst 

and l a s t of a l l possible human worlds and the kind of 

change i t represents i s one in which Lowry sees an urgent 

threat to a l l those productions of the human s p i r i t , those 

a r t i s t i c makings, which s t r i v e to be l a s t i n g and worthwhile. 

The second kind of change that concerned Lowry, 

the change of which man need not be a f r a i d , was that 

which occurs within nature. The lesson Lowry drew from 

natural process was not that things die and cease to be 

but that they change into other forms. Moreover, the 

beauty of natural things cannot be separated from t h e i r 

changeableness. According to the Taoist metaphor Lowry 
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employs in "The Forest Path" as the One flows into the 

Many and returns to i t s source, so the sea flows into 

the sky and returns as r a i n to the sea, and so l i f e 

flows into art and art flows back into l i f e . In t h i s 

c y c l i c a l pattern according to which the forms of a l l 

things flow into other forms without disturbing the 

i n t e g r i t y and continuity of Being Lowry found a consola

ti o n i n the face of death as well as the s t r u c t u r a l meta

phors by reference to which he b u i l t his late f i c t i o n . 

Lowry's chief metaphor, or "design-governing 

posture," aft e r 1940 was provided by the r i c k e t y pier 

which he b u i l t on the beach at Dollarton. Its great 

s t r u c t u r a l v i r t u e according to Lowry lay i n i t s " s i m p l i c i t y , 
17 

lightness, and freedom from top hamper." The pier thus 

stands a n t i t h e t i c a l l y to the churrigueresque Mexican 

cathedral architecture which Lowry used as a s t r u c t u r a l 

p r i n c i p l e i n Volcano. The pier i s uncluttered by ornament. 

It possesses an organic unity of the utmost s i m p l i c i t y : 

the parts are p e r f e c t l y related, functionally and aesthe

t i c a l l y , to the whole. In a Mexican cathedral the parts 

are not thus i n t e g r a l l y related to the formal unity of 

the whole structure. In October Ferry, Lowry abandons 
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the metaphor of the cathedral and, as Muriel Bradbrook 

has observed i n her study of Lowry, adopts that of the 
18 

pier he b u i l t at Dollarton. The pier represented to 

Lowry most cogently the integrated world of "beloved 

chores, objects, tools" which he inhabited at "Eridanus" 

(OF, 181). And the pier, as something useful made by 

his own hands and as something b e a u t i f u l in i t s own ri g h t , 

impressed upon Lowry the importance of structure over 

both s t y l e and content... Against, a l l the destructive 

energies that were thrown at i t the pier survived, held 

together by i t s stark geometry. On the modernist a r c h i 

t e c t u r a l p r i n c i p l e that "less i s more," Lowry s t r i p s 

the structure of the novel of that riotous p r o l i f e r a t i o n 

of d e t a i l s that characterized Volcano (OF, 167). 

Lowry has not returned to the pared, Heming-

wayesque s t y l e of "June 4th, 1934." His sty l e i n 

October Ferry i s s t i l l much of the time "overloaded." 

That i s to say, the sty l e draws attention to i t s e l f by 

i t s excessiveness. His use of Latinate d i c t i o n , for 

instance, i s intended not so much to extend the range 

of the novel's l i n g u i s t i c i n t e r e s t as to indulge a 

baroque taste for excessive d e t a i l . I t i s the ugliness 
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of the English forms of these Latin derivatives that 

puzzles: "delimitate," " r e c a l c i t r a t i n g , " " v e r t i c i t y " (OF, 

171, 192, 291). Why not "delimit" and " r e c a l c i t r a n t " ? 

/And what exactly i s a "mood of v e r t i c i t y " i n the l a t t e r 

context? The prose of October Ferry i s anything but 

pared. The sentences are frequently long and convoluted, 

thick with punctuation of obscure purpose. The writing, 

in fact, mixes various s t y l e s : the mandarin s t y l e Lowry 

adopted aft e r 1940 with his long standing preference for 

the language of common speech, versions of pastoral with 

parodies of his own previous s t y l i s t i c mannerisms. Yet 

at the l e v e l of s t r u c t u r a l organization, Lowry has 

si m p l i f i e d his approach to novel-writing. 

"Modern architecture should be s t r u c t u r a l , " 

r e f l e c t s Ethan Llewelyn thinking not only of his l i t t l e 

cabin but also of the o i l refi n e r y across the i n l e t (OF, 

167). What are the s t r u c t u r a l properties of the house, 

the p i e r , and the o i l refi n e r y that allow Lowry to fin d 

i n a l l three both aesthetic s a t i s f a c t i o n i n contemplating 

them as objects and models for his own f i c t i o n ? 

The ref i n e r y would seem to be the least 
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l i k e l y of possible aesthetic objects. With i t s nocturnal 

flambeaux of i n f e r n a l aspect, i t s contribution to a 

war-waging i n d u s t r i a l capitalism, i t s illuminated sign 

announcing i t s d i a b o l i c a l allegiances — the r e f i n e r y was 

a v i s i b l e symbol of the great rage for ugliness and des

t r u c t i o n that Lowry f e l t to be at the heart of the modern 

world. Yet "once accepted as part of the landscape," 

the r e f i n e r y becomes in Ethan's eyes "an e n t i t y aesthe

t i c a l l y pleasing" (OF, 1 5 8 ) . Ethan converts the r e f i n e r y 

from an ugly i n d u s t r i a l instrument into an aesthetic 

object by a simple t r i c k of i n c l u s i o n . He makes i t part 

of the external scene to which, by a Wordsworthian act 

of desire, he has married his mind. The i n l e t considered 

as a whole scene provides "the outward correspondence of 

[his] inner nature, when [he i s ] blessed with love" (OF, 17). 

In other words, the r e f i n e r y i s not merely an 

image of the external world received passively through 

the eye: i t i s clothed i n the mind's projections. I t 

i s grasped by the imaginative act that grafts the mind 

of man to the world of things. At the heart of Lowry's 

opposition to the contemporary world i s an opposition 

not between nature and a r t i f i c e but between the world 
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considered as a c o l l e c t i o n of dead objects and the world 

made l i v i n g and " r e a l " by the imagination. The ref i n e r y 

i s " r e a l " because i t has been included i n a world i n 

which man can f e e l himself at home. This i s what Ethan 

Llewelyn means when he says that " i t was humanity ... that 

had given Eridanus i t s beauty, not nature alone" (OF, 198). 

The antithesis of Eridanus i s not technology 

or industry or the "cash-nexus" but unreality. Whatever 

i s merely abstract, the product of the analytic mind 

rather than the joining imagination, i s unreal. L i f e i n 

c i t i e s i s unreal because i t offers pictures of things i n 

place of actual things ("it was as i f they had exchanged 

sunlight on water for photographs of sunlight on water" 

(OF, 191)). Vancouver, which for Lowry had the soul and 

aspect of Portobello Road, stood for Lowry as London 

had stood for Wordsworth: i t was a world so cluttered 

with signs, messages, phenomena that the mind could not 

take i t a l l i n , organize i t into a humanized scene, and 

become one with i t . 

This i s what Lowry meant by s t r u c t u r a l simpli

c i t y . The scene at Dollarton was a t o t a l i t y of related 
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objects and features which the mind could apprehend with

out f e e l i n g assaulted by or overloaded with information. 

And the mind was able to discover the hidden and apparent 

s t r u c t u r a l relations which connected everything within 

view. The r i s i n g sun lin k s the trees with the refin e r y . 

The moon contains the herons and makes a Japanese paint

ing. The cross braces and struts of the pier cannect the 

subaqueous world with the moony one, and the whole s t i r r e d 

by the tides emits a sound that i s a kind of "barnacly 
19 

poem." The refin e r y i t s e l f i s an "ideograph," a 

figure that expresses the idea of a thing rather than i t s 

name (OF, 158). Everywhere, the unity discovered i s that 

of the mind which moves contemplatively over the scene 

estab l i s h i n g l i n k s between the several features. And 

these l i n k s a r i s e out of the l i v i n g connection between 

mind and place. 

This i s the kind of s t r u c t u r a l s i m p l i c i t y and 

connectedness that Lowry s t r i v e s for i n October Ferry. 

The unity of the novel, such as i t i s , proceeds not from 

any "austere c l a s s i c a l pattern" which Lowry imposes a 

p r i o r i on the whole, r i g i d l y b o l t i n g the parts together 
20 

so that the done thing stands fixed and permanent. 
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What unity there i s i s discovered f i t f u l l y as we read the 

novel, attentive to the special kinds of demands i t makes. 

It i s the unity of a single mind moving over a world 

seeing what i t can encompass, what l i n k s i t can esta

b l i s h among the features of t h i s world, what cannot be 

included i n any unity. This i s the process Ethan Llewelyn 

refers to as "gay salvage" (OF, 80). The mind gathers 

and stores up the flotsam that comes to hand. That 

which can be used i s fashioned into a house, a p i e r , a 

scene, a novel. The parts are tested according to the 

a b i l i t y to serve some function i n the whole. 

The structure, then, does not aim to be perma

nent i n the way a cathedral i s permanent by i t s monolithic 

resistance to change. Lowry produces not a f i n i s h e d 

art-object but a kind of ready-made which may be added 

to or subtracted from. And the r e s i l i a n c e of the struc

ture i s a function of i t s a b i l i t y not to r e s i s t the 

forces of destruction that are thrown at i t . It i s , 

in Lowry's deceptively unassuming phrase, a "reasonably 

permanent form." This i s not to say that the novel i s 

shoddily made or that i t sees i t s e l f as anything less 

than a " c l a s s i c " (Lowry was r i g h t l y i n s i s t e n t on t h i s 
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l a t t e r term). But i t claims to be a c l a s s i c by virtue 

of i t s very openness to a l l that i s least permanent, i n 

r e a l i t y , by i t s r e f u s a l to tidy up whatever r e s i s t s the 

demands of formal elegance. 

The chief s t r u c t u r a l metaphor the novel o f f e r s 

us, then, i s that of the pier and the permanence that 

belongs to things made by craftsmen who work i n an organic 

community. Yet October Ferry i s not written out of an 

organic community as i s "The Forest Path to the Spring." 

The novel's action -- for i t does have a s k e l e t a l action 

as well as recognizable characters although Lowry has 

l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n such n o v e l i s t i c baggage -- takes place 

a f t e r the e v i c t i o n of the central characters from t h e i r 

Eridanus and concerns t h e i r quest for readmittance. This 

readmittance i s denied them, although the conclusion of 

the novel sounds a frail''.and'ambiguous note of affirmation. 

By his adoption of t h i s quest theme, Lowry 

apparently intended to repeat the pattern he established 

in Dark As The Grave. Ethan Llewelyn, l i k e Sigbj^rn 

Wilderness, i s obsessed by "signs, portents, and c o i n c i 

dences" (OF, 9 4 ) . And l i k e Ethan he i s convinced that 
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some hidden correspondence exists between "the sheer 

m u l t i p l i c i t y of the signs and portents and circumstances 

that hurtled ... about t h e i r destinies" and some ultimate 

r e a l i t y (OF, 319). He journeys, then, towards some 

desired epiphany. 

In t h i s quest, we may discover the ghost of a 

conventional form which Lowry evidently sought to embody 

i n the novel. That he was unable to do so to his s a t i s 

f a c tion i s i n d i c a t i v e of the force of the c e n t r i f u g a l 

tendencies he sought to contain within t h i s form. As i n 

The Tree of Man the quest for meaning exists uneasily 

alongside a nostalgic pastoral form whose i d y l l i c evoca

t i o n suggests that l i f e was once s u f f i c i e n t i n i t s e l f and 

thus required no e x p l i c a t i o n . In The Tree of Man there 

i s a note of desperation i n White's strategy of introduc

ing at the l a s t moment an epiphany which imposes form on 

the various disorders which threatened to break up the 

narrative. In October Ferry no last-minute epiphany i s 

delivered. Instead Lowry gives us a kind of anti-epiphany, 

a " d i s i l l u m i n a t i o n " which selfconsciously parodies the 

epiphanic method as devised by E l i o t and Joyce (OF, 147). 

It would seem that i n writing the novel Lowry experienced 
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the same d i f f i c u l t i e s i n holding the material together 

that White experienced i n writing The Tree of Man. But 

Lowry abandoned the attempt to s t i t c h together the unruly 

parts of his novel. He l e t the novel go out of control. 
21 

This i s what he means when he c a l l s the novel "Satanic." 

Behind Ethan Llewelyn's interpretive problems 

l i e a twofold endeavour. Ethan i s both a metaphysical and 

a c u l t u r a l interpreter. By his suggestion that the deity 

requires interpreters he intimates the Miltonic scope of 
22 

his ambition: he w i l l " j u s t i f y the ways of God to man." 

The problem i s to read the ambiguous messages the d i v i n i t y 

has scribbled on the word. Ethan cannot dismiss from 

his mind, however, his suspicion that at the basis of 

Being, behind a l l those marks that ask to be interpreted 

as the signatures of the divine inscribed i n the world, 

l i e s nothingness. This suspicion i s confirmed by his 

anti-epiphany i n the beer h a l l where, by a mysterious iden

t i f i c a t i o n of subject with object, he has the reverse of 

a mystical experience. The t e r r i f y i n g meaninglessness 

appears to him to have the force of a message. I t i s as 

though God e x i s t s , but as some nameless horror behind the 

messages with which He teases us: "In the beginning was 
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the word. But what unpronounceable Name had v i s u a l i z e d 

the Word?" (OF, 148). 

Ethan's role as c u l t u r a l interpreter i s a legacy 

of his e v i c t i o n from his pre-interpretive Eden: Eridanus. 

In t h i s world, no interpretation i s c a l l e d for because 

signs have not come a d r i f t from the things they s i g n i f y 

which i n turn p a r t i c i p a t e i n a t o t a l i t y of s p i r i t u a l and 

material fact s . This i s the meaning of the speech that 

i s both concrete and symbolic employed by William Blake 

and by the old men whose conversation the Llewelyns over

hear on the bus. This i s the condition John Irwin des-

ribes i n h i s American Hieroglyphics when he speaks of 

the Chr i s t i a n metaphysical t r a d i t i o n of interpretation 

of Egyptian writing: 

In his unfallen state man did not need 
a complex, abstract language. He was 
in such harmony with his environment 
that he used the language of nature, 
of natural signs — that world of 
objects created by God to stand as em
blems of s p i r i t u a l f a c t s . But since the 
f a l l was from s i m p l i c i t y to complexity, 
the farther man moved from his o r i g i n a l 
state, the more complex and involved his 
language became, and the more obscure 
became the old emblematic rela t i o n s h i p 
between a sign and i t s referent. 23 



-567-

In Eridanus, the tracks of the divine are s t i l l 

apparent i n the world. Outside Eridanus they point to 

no graspable referent. What single s i g n i f y i n g o r i g i n l i e s 

behind messages that advertise o l i v e s , "GOD IS LOVE," and 

"Did you ever see a/BALD-HEADED SHEEP?" (OF, 223)? The 

only means of connecting them i s a paranoia that asserts 

c r a z i l y the power of the mind to make the connections 

v a l i d again. Ethan's paranoia manages to wrest meaning 

out of advertising j i n g l e s and c l i c h e s . Thus he restores 

value to the debased currency of the language ("the best 

symbol of the age i n which we l i v e , " he t e l l s his wife, 

" i s a debased coin" [OF, 171]). He treats t h e i r journey 

to Gabriola by ferry as a symbolic descent i n terms of 

the Eleusinian mysteries, expecting to be admitted to a 

gnosis. He treats a p r i e s t casually met as a hermetic 

guide who informs him platidudinously that f a i t h i s a 

"messenger" (OF, 306). But i n the end "nothing was very 

mysterious a f t e r a l l " (OF, 297). No revelations are 

made. When the l i t t l e ferry puts back to Nanaimo Ethan 

finds inexplicably that " a l l that had occurred to them 

during t h e i r day, seemed, not merely suffused with a 

sign i f i c a n c e , and i n t e r r e l a t e d , as i f part of some 

unknown system of l o g i c , but leading up to t h i s very 
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moment" (OF, 321). Yet the content of t h i s epiphany i s 

not revealed. It i s , a f t e r a l l , merely a f i n a l delusion 

that connects a l l the random experiences of the day, that 

discovers a message behind a l l the signs, and "a secret 

language" behind a l l the coincidences and combinations 

(OF, 320). 

Ethan's role as c u l t u r a l interpreter, then, 

c o l l i d e s with his role as metaphysical interpreter. 

Denied access to an unbroken and pre-interpretive;world, 

he journeys through the scraps, signs, and ruins of the 

contemporary world. What he finds i s an unreadable 

text inscribed by chance or a malicious i d i o t . Only 

by i l l u s i o n can man make sense of the world he inhabits 

— t h i s i s the message of the novel. There i s , aft e r 

a l l , no message from beyond, merely the i l l u s i o n s with 

which we paint the void. Some, l i k e the cabala, are 

elegant and consoling. Some, l i k e the paranoiac delusions 

of the a l c o h o l i c , are t e r r i f y i n g . Some, l i k e those of 

the a r t i s t , are pleasing. But we, the readers, should 

not be fooled: the writings of a r t i s t are the most 

obscure and treacherous of a l l texts. In I t a l y , 

Sigbjo'rn Wilderness views the l i t e r a r y remains of Keats 
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and r e f l e c t s t h a t the p r i v a t e correspondence of the poet 

has been "transmuted i n t o h i e r o g l y p h i c s , m a s t e r l y com

p r e s s i o n s , o b s c u r i t i e s t o be deciphered by experts — 

yes, and poets — l i k e Sigbjo'rn W i lderness. W i l — " 

(HL, 109). 

And Malcolm Lowry. And us. 
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Conclusion 

there s t i l l remains a certain unconta-
minated glory i n the fact of race, in 
the very l i m i t s and circumscription of 
language and t e r r i t o r i a l boundary; so 
that one does not f e e l l o s t and iso l a t e d 
and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t . I t seems to me 
that there i s t h i s f a t a l deficiency i n 
a l l those e x i l e s , of i n f i n i t e l y admirable 
c a p a b i l i t i e s , who, through preference or 
by force of untoward circumstances, have 
made t h e i r home outside the country of 
th e i r b i r t h . 

Evelyn Waugh, 
Labels (1930). 

There are queer and unique d i f f i c u l t i e s 
that ever beset the transplanted. 

Malcolm Lowry, 
Letter to Gerald Noxon (?), 
September 28, 1943, i n H.R.C., 
University of Texas at Austin. 
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In his study of Ezra Pound, Poet i n E x i l e , Noel 

Stock distinguishes between writers who use d i a l e c t inside 

the texture of t h e i r writing and those who merely record 

i t : 

While those who just write i n d i a l e c t are 
li m i t e d by the comparatively narrow range 
of t h e i r material — of necessity narrow, 
no matter how l i v e l y — the writers who 
make use of the d i a l e c t to keep t h e i r 
d i c t i o n i n the l i v i n g language are i n 
e f f e c t extending the language to make 
i t cover wider ground than before, or at 
least, new ground. These writers incor
porate various aspects of d i a l e c t or 
common speech into the very essence of 
t h e i r work so that sometimes these 
elements are completely absorbed or 
i n v i s i b l e . They may appear as no more 
than a tone of voice, a cadence, or a 
raised eyebrow, or they may be c l e a r l y 
v i s i b l e . 1 

For both Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry the business of 

d i a l e c t was of central importance to the role they set 

themselves as n o v e l i s t s . D i s s a t i s f i e d with the d i a l e c t s 

of t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r t r i b e s , they set out in the T h i r t i e s 

to extend the range of English f i c t i o n by incorporating 

into t h e i r writing speech modes other than that of the 

English middle class i n i t s p r o v i n c i a l , c o l o n i a l , or 

educated versions. White turned to the speech of Austra

l i a n r u r a l l i f e and, i n The Living and The Dead, to the 
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speech of the English working cl a s s . Lowry turned, more 

en t h u s i a s t i c a l l y , to the speech of s a i l o r s , of fishermen, 

and of craftsmen: a l l those who kept a l i v e s k i l l s and 

speech patterns dying out of the contemporary English-

speaking world. 

Throughout the period from the mid T h i r t i e s 

to the late F i f t i e s , while the mainstream of.English 

f i c t i o n was retreating into a more and more confined 

l i n g u i s t i c space, White and Lowry were d i l i g e n t l y strug

gling to incorporate into t h e i r writing the d i a l e c t s of 

neglected t r i b e s . They did not merely substitute 

working-class speech for "educated" English, or the 

speech of "ordinary" middle-class Englishmen for the 

"mandarin" d i a l e c t of the upper classes. They set out 

to draw on a whole range of d i a l e c t s including, often 

parodically, the d i a l e c t s of the t r i b e s from which they 

themselves came and which they were so determined to 

escape. Lowry draws not only on the whole range of l i v i n g 

English d i a l e c t s but also on d i a l e c t s that belong to 

ways of l i f e no longer available i n the England of the 

T h i r t i e s . And both, of course, employ a wide range of 

l i t e r a r y styles as well as the various d i a l e c t s of 

spoken English. 
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To what extent, then, may we say that White and 

Lowry avoided both the "mandarin" habits of much English 

upper-class f i c t i o n , what Lowry c a l l s "that serene 

semicolon technique s t y l e , " and the l i n g u i s t i c l i m i t a t i o n s 
2 

of the Isherwood style? May we say of t h e i r writing, 

as we may say of Pound's, that d i a l e c t a l forms, d i c t i o n , 

and mannerisms have so thoroughly invaded the narrative 

voice that they appear merely as "a tone of voice, a 

cadence, or a raised eyebrow"? 
Not hoard 'em and hold for a r i s e 

any perfumer 
who wangles to get another's rent hoisted 

s h a l l be shaved, whipped and chucked out. 

The l i n e s are Pound's, from Canto XCVI i n Thrones (19 59), 

and they show how consummately Pound kept his d i c t i o n 
3 

sunk i n the l i v i n g language. The words "hoard," "wangles," 

and "hoisted" which a merchant might use in his everyday 

speech have been seized on and rescued from t h e i r debased 

common currency, yet they do not s t r a i n away from the 

narrative voice. The sentence i s inhabited by a voice 

which s h i f t s i t s accent and cadence e f f o r t l e s s l y and 

i n v i s i b l y , with a flawless ear for the exact r e g i s t e r 

required at t h i s word, t h i s phrase, t h i s l i n e i n the 

sentence. 
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Here we see a signal difference i n the way i n 

which Pound, E l i o t , and Joyce employ d i a l e c t in t h e i r 

writing and the way i n which White and Lowry have done 

so. The great modernist writers, following on what 

Baudelaire and Laforge had done for Paris, aestheticize 

the l i f e and speech of great c i t i e s , of London and Dublin. 

They discover a vocabulary appropriate to modern urban 

l i f e . White and Lowry have habitually f a l l e n back on 

the established l i t e r a r y vocabulary which deals with 

r u r a l l i f e and have employed r e l u c t a n t l y the di a l e c t s of 

urban man. Only i n The Vi v i s e c t o r (19 70) does White 

acknowledge and release the beauty of a great c i t y . 

In the period between 1933 and 1957 neither attempts "to 

create beauty out of c i t y l i f e , and sty l e out of the demo-
4 

t i c English which i s spoken therexn." This xs why The  

Livi n g and The Dead f a i l s to convince: behind i t s t r e a t 

ment of urban l i f e and speech l i e s not a Joycean modernism 

but a nostalgia for pastoral values. 
So i t boiled down to t h i s , the folded 

hands, the ultimate s i m p l i c i t y i n the 
silence of a room (LD, 329). 

This sentence i s from The Living and The Dead, and we 

may hear behind i t s laboured colloquialism the fa m i l i a r 
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voice of the Whitean narrator try i n g to get down in con

vincing speech an idiom that i s foreign to him. Hence 

the "boiled down": the homely metaphor supposedly appro

pr i a t e to a simple working-class man which doesn't quite 

convince. Knowing that the phrase doesn't carry convic

tion, White has to t e l l us what his d i c t i o n cannot show: 

that Joe Barnett doesn't l i v e by Elyot Standish's abstrac

tions. Joe, White o b l i g i n g l y informs us, "wanted to 

take the words with his hands, shape them the way they 

ought to go" (LD, 328). 

We can hardly say of t h i s passage that i t shows 

a writer who has incorporated d i a l e c t into "the very 

essence" of his writing. What White himself c a l l s "the 

chasms created by language and class" are apparent i n the 

uneasiness with which d i a l e c t exists alongside the 
5 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c narrative voice. And that voice i s 

most at home with s e n s i b i l i t i e s which, i f they don't 

always possess a Woolfian refinement, have t y p i c a l l y 

the detachment, self-absorption, and l i n g u i s t i c compe

tence of White himself. Elyot Standish, Theodora Goodman, 

and Laura Trevelyan speak White's native tongue. They 

have inner l i v e s explorable within the l i m i t s of 
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educated speech. The d i c t i o n that conveys those inner 

l i v e s i s fleshed out not with the sharp a c t u a l i t i e s of 

c o l l o q u i a l speech but with poeticisms, symbolism, and a 

syntax as strained and labyrinthine as t h e i r own minds. 

I f White had not strayed from such a constricted 

l i n g u i s t i c usage he would have remained a minor V i r g i n i a 

Woolf, his central f i c t i o n a l interests . r i g i d l y clamped 

within an upper-middle-class d i a l e c t with other d i a l e c t s 

appearing for comic or sentimental i n t e r e s t only. Fortu

nately, i n his Australian f i c t i o n he painstakingly 

breaks with h i s old d i a l e c t a l habits. Stan Parker speaks 

in a d i a l e c t foreign to that of any t r i b e with which 

White's background acquainted him. Neither peasant, nor 

grazier, nor servant, nor educated gentleman — Stan i s 

the Australian common man and he speaks the language of 

everyday. In giving t h i s man such a powerful craving for 

meaning and beauty, White denies the upper-middle-class 

i t s claim to sole competence i n matters of s e n s i b i l i t y . 

I t i s true that White never learns to work d i a l e c t into 

the texture of his writing as cl o s e l y as does Pound. 

The classes i n White's novels always remain imprisoned 

within t h e i r separate universes. Yet inside the various 
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. . . . . c i r c u i t ! 

l i n g u i s t i c spaces /scribed by those universes, White 

manages to convey what i t i s to be conscious i r r e s p e c t i v e 

of class, d i a l e c t , or t r i b e . 
He cast again, and the stevedore trapped 
i t by. the monkey-knot: the bight of the 
hawser followed. The hawsers dropped and 
groaned and were hauled ashore. (U, 31). 

The stars taking t h e i r places were wounds 
opening i n his being, multiple duplications 
of that agony, of that eye. The constel
lat i o n s might have been monstrosities i n 
the delirium of God. Disaster might have 
been smeared over the whole universe. 
It was as i f he were l i v i n g i n the pre-
existence of some unfathomable catas
trophe, and he steadied himself a moment 
against the s i l l , f e e l i n g the doomed earth 
i t s e l f stagger in i t s heaving spastic 
f l i g h t towards the Hercules B u t t e r f l y . ^ 

The abominable impact oh his whole being 
at t h i s moment of the fact that that 
hideously elongated cucumiform bundle 
of blue nerves and g i l l s below the steam
ing unselfconscious stomach had sought 
i t s pleasure in his wife's body brought 
him trembling to his knees. How loath
some, how i n c r e d i b l y loathsome was 
r e a l i t y . (UV, 207). 

These three passages, taken respectively from Ultramarine, 

Lunar Caustic, and Volcano, show the d i a l e c t a l range of 

Lowry's d i c t i o n at d i f f e r e n t stages of his writing. In 

the f i r s t place, the maritime terminology i s e f f e c t i v e but 

marred by excessiveness. Lowry1 s seizing on the speech 
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of s a i l o r s and the jargon of t h e i r trade i s over-enthusias

t i c , almost pedantic. What i s s i g n i f i c a n t i s Lowry 1s 

a b i l i t y to work the d i c t i o n of his preferred t r i b e into 

the texture of his writing. The narrative voice i s not 

hermetically sealed against corruption by the rough 

d i a l e c t a l forms. White, who has shown himself attentive 

to the l i v e l y idiom of Sydney's prostitutes ("'Come down 

by the water, brother ... and we'll root so good y o u ' l l 

shoot out the other side of Christmas'"), r a r e l y allows 
7 

these d i a l e c t s to invade his narrative voice. The 

raciness of such recorded d i a l e c t s i n White's f i c t i o n 

stresses the detachment at the l e v e l of s t y l e and d i c 

tion of the habitual narrative manner. 

In the Lunar Caustic passage Lowry's d i c t i o n i s 

more l i t e r a r y than i n the Ultramarine passage. The 

surprising and e f f e c t i v e words, "stagger" and "spastic," 

are drawn not from common speech but from alc o h o l i c and 

medical terminologies applied to an unfamiliar context. 

The d i c t i o n i s replete with Latin and Greek derivations, 

and the voice i s unequivocally that of an educated, middle-

class, English speaker. The writing achieves i t s e f f e c t s 

by combining pompous phrases such as "delirium of God" 



-579-

and "doomed earth" with unusual, shocking metaphors: the 

stars as "wounds," the earth as a "spastic" or drunken 

man, the constellations as disaster "smeared" over the 

universe. In abandoning the prose-style of Ultramarine 

for that of Lunar Caustic Lowry has merely substituted a 

l i v e l y and appealing a f f e c t a t i o n for a conventional one. 

In the Volcano passage Lowry superbly combines 

a variety of d i a l e c t s discernible only as minute s h i f t s 

of d i c t i o n and i n f l e c t i o n , subtle changes i n tone and 

reg i s t e r that follow the declension of a consciousness 

into despair under the impact of a hideous recognition. 

The d i c t i o n i s predominantly English middle-class, choked 

with public-school adjectives: "abominable," "hideously," 

"loathsome," "incredibly loathsome." Like George Orwell 

under the s t r a i n of b a t t l e , the Consul, confronted by th i s 

v i s i b l e sign of his cuckoldry, f a l l s back on the fa m i l i a r 

language of school. But Lowry has also employed d i c t i o n 

that Orwell would have rejected as affected and "manda

r i n " : "elongated cucumiform" registers not merely the 

Consul's shocked retreat into a f a m i l i a r d i a l e c t but also 

Lowry's determination to use as wide a range of c o n f l i c t i n g 

idioms and i d i o l e c t s as i s necessary to achieve precisely 
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the e f f e c t s he desires. Hence the sudden s h i f t i n d i c t i o n 

from the Latinate epithets to the bunch of English words 

when describing the thing i t s e l f : "bundle of blue nerves 

and g i l l s . " The use of Old English- and Old Norse-

derived words which retain t h e i r concreteness and force 

makes the image sharp, p a r t i c u l a r , v i s u a l . The language, 

l i k e a zooming camera lens, takes us close to the object 

that excites the Consul's horror. Held there, we scarcely 

notice the synecdohe that makes the part stand for the 

whole man: i t i s the part not the man that seeks " i t s 

pleasures" i n Yvonne's body. This i s writing that extends 

the range of English l i t e r a r y usage. 

Both Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry, then, have 

extended the range of the l i t e r a r y employment of "les 

mots de l a t r i b u " i f only by t h e i r common acknowledgement 

that .the English language encompasses a m u l t i p l i c i t y ' o f 

i d i o l e c t s . Their e f f o r t as novelists has been directed 

at bringing these t r i b a l d i a l e c t s into l i t e r a r y usage. 

Above a l l , from the T h i r t i e s through to the late F i f t i e s 

they sought some way out of what they conceived as a l i n 

g u i s t i c impasse reached by English c i v i l i z a t i o n i n t h i s 

period. 
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In Ultramarine and The Li v i n g and The Dead White 

and Lowry sought escape from the pervading sense of un

r e a l i t y i n the England of the T h i r t i e s . This sense of 

unreality was most acutely f e l t by the young novelists i n 

the loss of meaning, resonance, and precision from the 

language, p a r t i c u l a r l y from middle-class speech. White's 

novel works within, and i s hampered by, the weariness of 

a culture that has cut i t s e l f o f f from the source of 

truth and r e a l i t y that once lay behind i t s use of signs. 

The novel records the p r o l i f e r a t i o n of platitudes, adver

t i s i n g f a l s i t i e s , the untruths of newspapers, the empty 

posturings and gesturings of those committed to jejune 

p o l i t i c a l creeds. And White finds no convincing way out 

of t h i s general collapse of the sign. Lowry's novel enacts 

a voyage away from t h i s same l i n g u i s t i c and s i g n i f y i n g 

dead-end. The young hero's f r a n t i c search for a language 

of. r e a l i t y , s i m p l i c i t y , and connection to things points 

to a lack of such q u a l i t i e s i n the language l e f t behind 

in England. This sense of the exhaustion of the s i g n i f y 

ing power of words increased i n the course of the T h i r t i e s . 

It i s recorded not only by conservatives l i k e E l i o t who 

sought some way back to the r e l i g i o u s use of the sign 
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but also by l e f t i s t s l i k e Orwell who saw the fashionable 

l e f t as part of rather than an alternative to the p r e v a i l 

ing deadness. For Orwell the substance of "Spain" was 

not the word, eagerly adopted as a fashionable symbol by 

the l e f t , but an immense confusion out of which p a r t i c u l a r 

facts had to be snatched by main force. Between these 

facts and the honest observer lay an obscuring smokescreen 

and g e n e r a l i t i e s . This same sense i s found i n Wyndham 

Lewis' The Revenge for Love which discovers at the heart 

of the Spanish confusion "the false bottom underlying the 
g 

spectacle of the universe." 

In the post-war period -- i n Lowry's case from 

around 19 42 -- White and Lowry discovered the enclaves of 

l i n g u i s t i c purity for which they had so long been seeking. 

At Dollarton and Castle H i l l they found pastoral hold-outs 

against the world that emerged out of the 1914 - 18 war 

which allowed them to view the present from a standpoint 

which embraced a simpler and consoling past. They did not, 

of course, merely s e t t l e i n pastoral retreats and ignore 

the present as H.E. Bates does i n his nostalgic and buco

l i c s t o r i e s of r u r a l English l i f e . They used t h e i r 

"pastorals" as a means of measuring the distance t r a v e l l e d 
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by the actual world towards apocalypse. For neither was 

under any i l l u s i o n s that the dominant interpretation of 

r e a l i t y i n the modern world, an interpretation that has 

shaped the world i n i t s own image, was that of commerce, 

of technology, and of ugliness. What they needed was a 

kind of l i t e r a r y Rosetta stone: a means of setting side 

by side i n the one text several apparently indecipherable 

languages. This c o l l o c a t i o n allows for a mutual decipher

ment i f we interpret the one i n terms of the other. The 

world of pastoral must be construed i n terms of i t s 

opposite: apocalypse. The world of epic must be con

strued i n terms of i t s opposite: irony. 

Thus t h e i r l a t e r work i s concerned with the 

problem of reading. Both novelists confront us with the 

problem of how we are to read t h e i r own texts and they 

themselves must somehow learn to read the texts of 

Au s t r a l i a or Mexico or B r i t i s h Columbia. The character

i s t i c form of t h e i r novels i s that of a quest for meaning. 

And whatever text must be read always turns out to be 

already written upon. Thus both novelists acknowledge that 
9 

the r e a l i s always "figured." Voss seeks the heart of 

the country he regards as a blank s l a t e . He w i l l "map" i t . 
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But the deserts disclose layer beneath layer of writing 

to those who are prepared to look. Beneath the r a t i o n a l 

records of the explorers, Colonel Hebden and Voss, l i e 

the more fabulous narratives of bushrangers. Beneath 

the e f f o r t s of the whites to i n s c r i b e t h e i r legends i n 

the dust, or merely to carve t h e i r names on trees, l i e 

the simpler yet i n d e l i b l e messages of the aborigines drawn 

on the walls of caves. The meanings.-of these writings are 

invariably subversive of received truths. In the end the 

" d i a l e c t " of the land i s entrusted to the mad boy Jackie 

who has murdered Voss and who believes himself possessed 

by the s p i r i t of his victim (V, 415). Jackie i s the 

novel's elusive Hermes by vi r t u e of his association with 

q u i c k s i l v e r . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , Colonel Hebden who sets out 

to "apprehend" the boy f a i l s i n his attempt: as the 

narrator puts i t , " v e i l s were spread upon him" (V, 416). 

Both novelists subvert whatever meanings we 

propose. Volcano and Voss may be said to be "machines" 

because they generate whatever meaning the reader l i k e s , 

without f i n a l l y endorsing any. 1 0 

While the English novelists of the F i f t i e s 
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concentrated on reading the f a m i l i a r English world i n 

terms of a body of consoling texts, drawn primarily from 

the period before 1914, White and Lowry set out to read 

e n t i r e l y new worlds. In the process of these readings, 

t h e i r novels make assertions about the d i f f i c u l t i e s of 

reading not just new worlds but any worlds. We might 

agree with G i l l e s Deleuze who i n h i s study of Proust as

serts that " t r a v e l does not connect places, but affirms 

only t h e i r differences," except that, as White and Lowry 

show, the worlds we encounter are always read i n terms 

of the worlds we leave behind.''""'" 
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1957: An Inventory of h i s Papers, Reference P u b l i c a t i o n 
No. 42 (Vancouver: U n i v e r s i t y o f B r i t i s h Columbia L i b r a r y , 
1973), p. 18. The manuscript i t s e l f bears the super
s c r i p t i o n i n Margerie Lowry's hand: "Under the Volcano, 
2nd d r a f t n e a r l y complete MS." V i c t o r Doyen c o r r e c t l y 
d e s c r i b e s t h i s d r a f t as the second v e r s i o n o f the n o v e l , 
c a l l i n g the m i s s i n g Mexican manuscript the f i r s t v e r s i o n : 
Doyen, " F i g h t i n g the A l b a t r o s s o f S e l f , " D i s s . C a t h o l i c 
U n i v e r s i t y o f Louvain, 1973, p. 65. In t h i s d r a f t , as 
O ' K i l l notes, the Consul i s a decadent c a p i t a l i s t , "an 
e x p a t r i a t e r e n t i e r who has made money out of Mexican o i l 
and s i l v e r , and who unashamedly supports Franco, A 
S t y l i s t i c Study, p. 36. 

50 

51 

52 

O ' K i l l , pp. 78-9. 

Chase, Mexico, p. 254. 

1 C o r i n t h i a n s , 13:12. 
5 3 F u s s e l l , The Great War, p. 268 
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Part B, Ch. VI: Lowry's Late F i c t i o n 

1 "Publisher's Note," Hear Us 0 Lord, n. pag. 
2 Day, Malcolm Lowry, p. 46 9. 

Gerald Graff, Literature Against I t s e l f (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1979), p. 32. 

4 O ' K i l l , p. 79. 
5 O ' K i l l , p. 79. 
6 Martin Trumbaugh's lament that he cannot understand 

a l l these magazines of which his room i s f u l l may be taken 
as Lowry's. See "Through the Panama," Hear Us 0 Lord, p. 
84. Lowry's complaint i n a l e t t e r to Albert Erskine that 
he f e l t "lamentably out of touch with the contemporary 
world of f i c t i o n " i s b e l i e d by his very acute readings of 
contemporary novels elsewhere i n Selected Letters, Letter 
to Albert Erskine, August 12 1952, Selected Letters, p. 322. 
I t i s true that Lowry was cut o f f from ready access to 
English and even American journals during the war years. 
But i t i s d i f f i c u l t to see how English novels written 
during the Forties and F i f t i e s could have been of any 
s i g n i f i c a n t creative use to him. His reading of Ralph 
E l l i s o n ' s I n v i s i b l e Man (1952) shows how sensitive Lowry 
was to what was t e c h n i c a l l y demanding i n contemporary 
f i c t i o n , Letter to Albert Erskine, May 1952, Selected  
Letters. pp. 315-9. 

7 
Malcolm Lowry, Letter to Mrs. John Stuart Bonner, 

Tuesday, 1942, Selected Letters, p. 42. 
p 

Lowry wrote to Albert Erskine of Gabriola: " i t s 
character drawing i s v i r t u a l l y non-existent, symbols are 
pointed at b l a t a n t l y instead of being concealed or sub
sumed in the material, or better s t i l l simply not there 
at a l l , i t i s -- or i s as i t stands — repetitious to 
the point beyond that which you can believe. Its a l l done 
on purpose," Letter to Albert Erskine, Early Summer, 1953, 
Selected Letters, p. 339. 



- 6 2 2 -

9 Lowry said of Gabriola that, while i t didn't aim 
to be a "'good1 book,'"it "thinks of i t s e l f as a c l a s s i c , " 
Letter to Harold Matson, January 25 1 9 5 4 , Selected Letters, 
p. 3 6 0 . 

1 0 Malcolm Lowry, Dark As The Grave Wherein My Friend  
Is Laid,ed., Douglas Day and Margerie Lowry (New York: 
New American Library, 1 9 6 8 ) , p. 1 5 7 . A l l further refe
rences to t h i s work i n the text indicated by DG. 

H Greene, Lawless Roads, p. 2 2 9 . 

1 2 Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 4 9 (New York: 
Lippincott, 1 9 6 6 ) , p. 1 4 4 . 

1 3 G i l l e s Deleuze, Proust and Signs, trans., Richard 
Howard (New York: B r a z i l l e r , 1 9 7 2 ) , p. 1 6 7 . 

1 4 Pynchon, Lot 4 9 , p. 9 5 . 

1 5 Pynchon, Lot 4 9 , p. 1 7 9 . 

1 6 Shelley, A Defense of Poetry i n Shelley's Prose  
Works, ed., R.H. Shepherd (London: Chatto and Windus, 
1888) , I I , 3 2 . 

1 7 Malcolm Lowry, Letter to Albert Erskine, Ash 
Wednesday, 1 9 5 2 , Selected Letters, p. 3 0 5 . 

1 p 
Bradbrook, Malcolm Lowry, pp. 9 0 - 2 . 

1 9 Malcolm Lowry, Letter to Albert Erskine, March 
5 1 9 4 9 , Selected Letters, p. 1 7 2 . 

2 0 Malcolm Lowry, Letter to Jonathan Cape, January 
2 1 9 4 6 , Selected Letters, p. 8 8 . 

2 1 Lowry claimed that in d i c t a t i n g Gabriola his 
demon had produced one of the most guilt-laden and i n 
places quite s a t a n i c a l l y horrendous documents i t has ever 
been my misfortune to read," Letter to Albert Erskine, 
Selected Letters, p. 3 3 9 . 

2 2 John Milton, Paradise Lost, 1 : 2 6 , Poems of John  
Milton, ed., John Carey and A l i s t a i r Fowler (London: 
Longmans, 1 9 6 8 ) , p. 4 6 . 

2 3 John Irwin, American Hieroglyphics (New Haven: 
Yale, 1 9 8 0 ) , p. 7 . 
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Conclusion 

x Noel Stock, Poet in E x i l e (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1964), p. 5. 

2 
Malcolm Lowry, Letter to Seymour Lawrence, Novem

ber 28 1951, Selected Letters, p. 273. 
3 

Ezra Pound, The Cantos (New York: New Directions, 
1979), p. 665. 

4 
C y r i l Connolly, The Condemned Playground (New 

York: Macmillan, 1946), p. 4. 
5 

Patrick White, The Twyborn A f f a i r (New York: 
Viking, 1980), p. 274. 

Malcolm Lowry, Lunar Caustic (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1963), pp. 20-1. 

7 
Patrick White, The S o l i d Mandala (New York: Viking, 

1966), p. 175. 
p 

Lewis, Revenge for Love, p. 247. 
g 

David Simpson's observation on Wordsworth's 
poetry and on Romantic writers generally i s i n s t r u c t i v e 
here: they "worked within the o r b i t of a c r i s i s i n which 
the figured and the r e a l were coming to be more c l o s e l y 
i d e n t i f i e d . What i s regarded as the r e a l has already 
been figured or possessed by the mind," Wordsworth and  
the Figurings of the Real (London: Macmillan, 1982), p. xix. 

x 0 Deleuze i n Proust and Signs suggests that Volcano 
i s a machine because i t generates whatever meaning the 
reader l i k e s . Lacking the Logos to hold up i t s meanings, 
the modern work of art according to Deleuze "has no problem 
of meaning, i t has only a problem of use," p. 129. 

x x Deleuze, Proust and Signs, p. 113. 
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