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ABSTRACT 
t 

" S t i l l L i f e " argues that Patrick White's f i c t i o n reveals 

objects in surpri s i n g , unexpected attitudes so as to challenge 

the process by which the mind usually connects with the world 

around i t . In p a r t i c u l a r , White's novels disrupt readers' 

t a c i t assumptions about the lethargic nature of substance; 

th i s thesis traces how his f i c t i o n reaches beyond familiar 

l i n g u i s t i c and s t y l i s t i c forms in order to reinvent humanity's 

generally passive perception of r e a l i t y . 

The f i r s t chapter outlines the h i s t o r i c a l context of 

ideas about the "object," tracing their development from 

the Bible through l i t e r a r y movements such as romanticism, 

symbolism, surrealism and modernism. Further, the chapter 

considers the nature of language and the r e l a t i o n of object to 

word in order to dis t i n g u i s h between the usual symbolic use 

made of objects in l i t e r a t u r e and White's treatment of things 

as discrete, palpable e n t i t i e s . The second chapter focuses 

on White's f i r s t three published novels—Happy Valley (1939), 

The Living and the Dead (1941) and The Aunt's Storv (1948)--as 

steps in his n o v e l i s t i c growth. Chapters Three, Four and Five 

examine respectively The Tree of Man (1955), The Solid Mandala 

(1966) and The Eye of the Storm (1973); these novels represent 

successive stages of White's career and exemplify his 

d i f f e r e n t formal and s t y l i s t i c techniques. White's 

innovations demand a new manner of reading; therefore, each 
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novel is discussed in terms of objects which r e f l e c t the 

shapes of the works themselves: "tree" defines the structure 

and style of Tree of Manf "house" inspires Solid Mandala and 

"body" shapes Eye of the Storm. Reading White's novels in 

terms of s t r u c t u r a l analogues not only illuminates his 

methodology, but also c l a r i f i e s his d i s t i n c t i o n between 

objective and subjective ways of understanding the world. 

Further, these chapters also refute c r i t i c s ' arguments that 

White's objects are merely victims of his overambitious use of 

pers o n i f i c a t i o n and pathetic f a l l a c y , or that they are the 

result of his dabbling in mysticism. 

" S t i l l L i f e " concludes by showing how Patrick White's 

novels sequentially break down assumptions about r e a l i t y and 

appearance u n t i l the r e a l i t y of language i t s e l f f a l t e r s . The 

author restores mystery to things by relocating the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of the extraordinary within the narrow, prescribed 

confines of the ordinary. White succeeds in changing readers' 

notions about the nature of r e a l i t y by disrupting the habitual 

process by which they apprehend the world of things. 
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Usually things are so concealed by the 
use made of them that to see them for an 
instant gives us the sensation of knowing 
the secret of the Universe. In a word, to 
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equivalent to proving the existence of the 
Universe, to knowing a supreme secret. 
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and Images 
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2 

1. 

Introduction 

What is d u l l i s not the universe but the 
mental operations prescribed for us in 
observing i t . 
--Northrop Frye, The Great Code 

Patrick White is a d i f f i c u l t , i d i o s y n c r a t i c writer, and, 

frankly, his novels are not for everyone. White writes for a 

special audience; his style i s provocative and demanding, not 

e a s i l y penetrable. My purpose i s to make him a more 

accessible, less off-putting author because I believe he has 

important things to contribute to the way we l i v e our l i v e s . 

White is a s i g n i f i c a n t n o v e l i s t : t h i s thesis charts the 

evolution of a method of reading his works that i s appropriate 

to his complex s t y l e . 

We connect with the world mostly through processes of the 

mind. Patrick White s h o r t - c i r c u i t s this intervention of the 

mind in the r e l a t i o n between s e l f and world: he shapes things 

in order to re-shape the process by which we connect with 

them. White presumes that i f he can get us to perceive 

objects d i f f e r e n t l y , we w i l l become more observant of and 

sensitive to the world we occupy, less estranged from i t and 

more a l e r t to differences and s i m i l a r i t i e s between other 

things and us. In short, White proposes nothing less than a 

revolution in the way we inhabit the world. I propose to show 

that he accomplishes t h i s by evolving a sty l e which turns 

increasingly from symbolism to fragmentation and d i s l o c a t i o n 
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in order to j o l t us into a new way o£ reading not only the 

novel, but also the world around us. This new manner of 

reading is neither hermeneutic nor a n a l y t i c a l but rather 

something I would label h o l i s t i c . That i s , White's st y l e 

e l i c i t s a response from a l l of a reader's f a c u l t i e s : v i s c e r a l , 

imaginative and i n t e l l e c t u a l . Reading White's f i c t i o n demands 

more than merely cerebral presence from the reader. 

White's long career represents a process of discovery in 

which a few novels in pa r t i c u l a r stand out as landmarks. 

There i s a progress of imagery from the early, uninspired 

novels l i k e Happy Valley (1939) and The HvJlng and the Pead 

(1941) to new t e r r i t o r y for the object in The Aunt's Story 

(1948), The Tree of Man (1955), The Solid Mandala (19.66) and 

The Eye of the Storm (1973). In order to trace the emergence 

of White the r e a l i s t symbolist I f i r s t explore the h i s t o r i c a l 

origins of aesthetic interest in the object. Charting the 

evolution of the object necessarily touches upon related 

l i t e r a r y and, philosophical movements such as realism, 

symbolism, surrealism and phenomenology. But White's work 

r e s i s t s easy categorization; therefore I neither expect nor 

assume that he writes out of any pa r t i c u l a r philosophical or 

l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n . S t i l l , these movements provide us with an 

h i s t o r i c a l context out of which to approach White's f i c t i o n . 

It i s neither White's nor my purpose to debate the 

existence of r e a l i t y , but rather to explore the process by 

which language approaches and transforms the r e a l , thereby 
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shaping our response to i t . For the purposes of t h i s study I 

d e f i n e the r e a l as t h a t which we g e n e r a l l y acknowledge as 

e x i s t i n g . Furthermore, r e a l i t y i s m u l t i - l a y e r e d : there i s the 

r e a l we encounter i n day-to-day l i f e , which i s not to be 

confused with the r e a l i t y presented i n works of f i c t i o n . 

These two separate worlds o v e r l a p i n the sense t h a t each 

depends upon our agreeing to the other's r e a l i t y . Both t e x t 

and c o n t e n t s , then, are r e a l and i n d i s p u t a b l e by v i r t u e of the 

f a c t they e x i s t and can be p e r c e i v e d ( i f not known). 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

In White's f i c t i o n the world i s always other, and i t s 

otherness i s always r e s p e c t e d . At the same time, White tends 

to view t h i n g s i n a human cont e x t , not because he i s given to 

romantic anthropomorphising of o b j e c t s , but r a t h e r because he 

wants to emphasize t h a t c o n n e c t i o n does e x i s t between observer 

and observed. White does not q u e s t i o n the e x i s t e n c e of 

r e a l i t y ; r a t h e r , he questions our r o l e as witnesses to and 

p a r t i c i p a n t s i n i t . We e i t h e r remain p a s s i v e and remote from 

i t a l l , or we a s p i r e to r e c r e a t e i t . 

V i s i o n i s but one of our senses and, l i k e a l l p h y s i c a l 

a t t r i b u t e s , remains capable of e r r o r or i n e f f i c i e n c y . White's 

e x p l o i t a t i o n of a l l f i v e senses c h a l l e n g e s us to achieve 

i n s i g h t i n s t e a d of mere p h y s i c a l apprehension of o b j e c t s . 

A f t e r a l l , s i g h t i s a f u n c t i o n of the b r a i n , not of the eyes; 
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what happens d u r i n g t h i s i n e v i t a b l e , a u t o m a t i c t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 

of o b j e c t s i n t o language i s f r a u g h t w i t h p e r i l f o r both 

watcher and watched. Language i n t e r f e r e s i n the r e l a t i o n of 

s u b j e c t t o o b j e c t ; words, t h a t i s , i n a l l t h e i r abundant 

a u t h o r i t y , obscure p e r c e p t i o n , making t h a t p r o c e s s d i f f i c u l t 

and even redundant. M i c h e l F o u c a u l t , among o t h e r s , goes so 

f a r as t o say t h a t we can o n l y ever know the p r o j e c t i o n s of 

our language, not the r e f e r e n t s t h e m s e l v e s . White i n t u i t i v e l y 

u n d e r s t a n d s t h i s , though he never s t a t e s i t . He l e a v e s i t t o 

c h a r a c t e r s l i k e Mary Hare i n R i d e r s i n the C h a r i o t (1961) t o 

show us the gap t w i x t the cup and the l i p . 

When w o n d e r - f u l , i n e x h a u s t i b l e o b j e c t meets a r b i t r a r y , 

d e r i v a t i v e language--as happens c o n t i n u o u s l y i n the m i n d — t h e 

former s u r r e n d e r s p o t e ncy t o the l a t t e r . White s t r i v e s t o 

r e s t o r e v i t a l i t y t o t h i n g s : t h e y a r e themselves so e x p r e s s i v e 

t h a t language sometimes seems s u p e r f l u o u s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

White's o r n a t e — a t t i m e s even b a r o q u e - - s t y l e a t t e m p t s t o draw 

o b j e c t s and words t o g e t h e r i n t o new p o s s i b i l i t i e s of meaning: 

The o n l y way of b e i n g a demiurge i s 
t o f a s h i o n a m a t e r i a l w o r l d out of t h e one 
a l r e a d y on hand, not a l l u s i v e l y but c l o s e -
up, so much so t h a t t h i n g s the words 
denote seem r i g h t on t o p of the words, on 
to p of the r e a d e r t o o . The i d e a l i s t o 
c r e a t e a complex v e r b a l w o r l d t h a t has as 
much p r e s e n c e , as much apparent p h y s i c a l 
b u l k , as the w o r l d around i t . 3 -

Language s h o u l d a s p i r e t o r e - p r e s e n t r e a l i t y , t h e r e b y 

f o r e s t a l l i n g the r e a d e r ' s e x p e c t a t i o n of mimesis. White's 
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i n t e n s e , p o e t i c prose encourages h i s audience t o r e d i s c o v e r 

the o r e - i n the o r d i n a r y . 

White s t i c k s t o a s o r t of p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e a l i s m i n h i s 

f i c t i o n : what h i s c h a r a c t e r s b r i n g t o t h e i r p e r c e p t i o n s i s a t 

l e a s t as i m p o r t a n t as what t h e y p e r c e i v e . F u r t h e r m o r e , he 

adheres t o what l i t t e r a t e u r s c a l l the "coherence t h e o r y " of 

r e a l i s m , which h o l d s t h a t the e x t e r n a l w o r l d can be unde r s t o o d 

by i n t u i t i o n or i n s i g h t and which r e q u i r e s e m o t i o n a l language 

and a s u b j e c t i v e p o i n t of v i e w f o r i t s e x p r e s s i o n . The Mary 

Hares and Theodora Goodmans of White's f i c t i o n a l w o r l d b r i n g 

ample i m a g i n a t i o n and i n s i g h t t o bear not o n l y on t h a t w o r l d 

but a l s o on t h e m s e l v e s - - t h a t i s t o say, on t h e i r own minds. 

T h e i r s i s an i n n a t e tendency t o phenomenologize, a l t h o u g h 

n e i t h e r t h e y nor White would c o n s c i o u s l y admit t o such 

h i g h f a l u t i n d e s i g n s . 

Without ever l e a v i n g the c o m f o r t a b l e r e a l m of r e a l i s m , 

White manages t o i n t o x i c a t e h i s r e a d e r s w i t h the magic and 

myste r y of t h i n g s . I t ' s not t h a t o b j e c t s p e r f o r m s u p e r n a t u r a l 

a c t s i n h i s f i c t i o n , or even s t r a n g e ones: i t ' s o n l y t h a t t h e y 

make us gasp from time t o time j u s t because t h e y appear i n an 

uncommon l i g h t . P a t r i c k White i s a c o n n o i s s e u r of the 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s of t h i n g s . He r e c o g n i z e s the gap between the 

w o r l d and i t s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n language; s o , r a t h e r than 

b e i n g s a t i s f i e d t o evoke o n l y the appearance of t h i n g s or 

t h e i r c e r e b r a l or a b s t r a c t c o u n t e r p a r t s , he s t r i v e s t o p r e s e n t 

p a l p a b l e , s i g n i f i c a n t o b j e c t s . A f t e r a l l , t he w o r l d i s made 
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up not of words but- o£ things. In short, Patrick white 

attempts the impossible. He c u l t i v a t e s the inherent poetry 

and mystery of the object, opening i t up to question and 

scrutiny, reassuring us a l l the while that the best remedy for 

uncertainty or ambiguity i s none at a l l . 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

We value Patrick White's work because he faces the grand 

questions about l i f e in unsettling ways. White a r t i c u l a t e s 

our own fears and uncertainties in terms of familiar 

dichotomies such as good and e v i l , matter and s p i r i t , essence 

and existence. But what makes White unique as a writer is how 

he resolves them. It is objects which unite these d i s p a r i t i e s 

and overcome the distances in his f i c t i o n . Things l i v e on 

their own terms as phenomena rooted s o l i d l y in the mundane, 

but also as material manifestations of another world. This is 

not to say that Whitean things partake of the mystical or the 

transcendental, nor that they are simply victims of his 

overambitious use of pathetic f a l l a c y or p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n . He 

writes l i f e into the habitual, leaving i t fresh and v i t a l and 

s l i p p i n g the rug from beneath our ready reliance on what 

passes for r e a l . His treatment of the inanimate shatters 

l o g i c ; i t c a l l s for a revised understanding of the world we 

assume we know. 

Why exalt the object? Because one of t h i s world's 
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g r e a t e s t t r a g e d i e s i s t h a t i t l a c k s m y s t e r y : i t has c e a s e d t o 

p r o v i d e a d e q u a t e f o o d f o r t h e q u e s t i n g s o u l . A t h i n g o f 

n a t u r e o r o f man r e m a i n s a g i v e n ; i t i s t h e r e , s i m p l y - - a n open 

i n v i t a t i o n . W h i t e p a u s e s r e p e a t e d l y b e f o r e o b j e c t s : he o f t e n 

s l o w s t h e c a m e r a ' s sweep t o f o c u s upon a w r i s t , a h a t , an a n t . 

Thus m a g n i f i e d and s c r u t i n i z e d , t h e t h i n g a s s umes a p r o m i n e n c e 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e t o t h a t s t r u g g l e e n g a g i n g t h e m a j o r c h a r a c t e r s . 

C l u e s t o t h e v u l n e r a b l e , v i t a l now r e s i d e i n o b j e c t s made o r 

g r o w n : t h i n g s a r e s p e c i a l b e c a u s e i n c o r r u p t and o r i g i n a l . 

T h e y r e p r e s e n t p o s s i b i l i t y i n a w o r l d where a l l a v a i l a b l e 

p a t h s seem t o have been t r a v e l l e d . 

W h i t e s u s p e c t s m a t e r i a l i s m . C h a r a c t e r s i n h i s f i c t i o n 

who a c c u m u l a t e t h i n g s f o r t h e s a k e o f p o s s e s s i o n end up 

i m p o v e r i s h e d by them. W h i t e has i d e n t i f i e d a c u l t o f t h e 

o b j e c t i n w h i c h h a v i n g i s a l l . W h i l e w a n t e d , t h e t h i n g g l o w s 

w i t h a l l t h e r a d i a n c e o f o u r d e s i r e ; once a c q u i r e d , i t l o s e s 

i t s u r g e n c y . As N a d i n e G o r d i m e r w r i t e s i n B u r g e r ' s D a u g h t e r : 

"The a c t o f a c q u i s i t i o n . You have t o a c q u i r e a y a c h t t o e s c a p e 

i t . " 2 W h i t e i s o u t t o v i n d i c a t e t h e o b j e c t , t o r e s t o r e t o i t 

i t s n a t i v e m y s t e r y and i t s p o t e n t i a l t o t h r e a t e n o r t o h e a l . 

S u r r o u n d e d by t h i n g s o f n a t u r e , o f w h i c h we r e m a i n more o r 

l e s s s u s p i c i o u s , we heap a b o u t us o b j e c t s o f o u r own d e s i g n 

f o r p r o t e c t i o n and c o m f o r t . I f we t r u s t t h e s e l a t t e r , i t i s 

b e c a u s e we assume c o n t r o l o v e r them. W h i t e p o i n t s r e p e a t e d l y 

t o o u r n a i v e t e : t h i n g s do n o t e x i s t m e r e l y t o m i r r o r us i n t h e 

m i d s t o f o u r p l e n t y . He w o n d e r s w h e t h e r t h e y d e f i n e us o r we 
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them. 

We do not see o b j e c t s ; i£ some t h i n g happens to f a l l 

w i t h i n our l i n e of v i s i o n we g e n e r a l l y g l o s s over i t , mentally 

t i c k i n g o f f i t s name, perhaps, but h a r d l y n o t i c i n g i t 

I n d i v i d u a l l y . Unless, of course, some unusual aspect about 

the encounter j a r s the o p t i c nerve. A hammer i n the 

r e f r i g e r a t o r or an armchair i n the middle of the freeway: 

remove even the most banal of o b j e c t s from the flow of d a i l y 

l i f e and i t becomes unquestionably other, u n f o r g i v a b l y a l i e n . 

P a t r i c k White c o n s t a n t l y c h a l l e n g e s the reader's t a c i t b e l i e f 

i n the l e t h a r g i c nature of substance. 

Even i f we were able to c o n s t a n t l y renew the aspect of 

o b j e c t s around us, we would never succeed i n s e e i n g the same 

ob j e c t twice. Mankind, the great symbolizer, i s incapable of 

p e r c e i v i n g an o b j e c t nakedly: we view the world i n terms of 

symbols. An o b j e c t , however p h y s i c a l , u l t i m a t e l y becomes a 

mental c o n s t r u c t , an image of i t s e l f . T h e r e f o r e , two people 

viewing the same o b j e c t w i l l always p e r c e i v e something 

d i f f e r e n t . Not onl y w i l l they never see the o b j e c t i n i t s 

e n t i r e t y (there i s always another, and then another, s i d e 

which escapes d e t e c t i o n ) , but they w i l l take away p i c t u r e s of 

the t h i n g which d i f f e r a c c o r d i n g to c o l o u r , t e x t u r e , and 

shape, to name but a few v a r i a b l e s . Mostly they w i l l be 

tempted to l a b e l the o b j e c t i n terms of t h i n g s a l r e a d y known 

or f o r m e r l y p e r c e i v e d . 

Objects s u f f e r from an accumulation of t a r n i s h e d 
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p e r c e p t i o n . As does language. Words, however, are not 

supposed to be the o b j e c t s they r e p r e s e n t , j u s t as language i s 

not supposed to be l i f e . Words s i g n i f y o b j e c t s and are 

themselves o b j e c t s , even a r t i f a c t s , but i s the r e v e r s e true? 

While employing words to r e p r e s e n t t h i n g s (as he i s 

c o n s t r a i n e d to do), White d i s r u p t s the i n v e t e r a t e r e c i p r o c i t y 

between them. He f r e e s language and i t s r e f e r e n t s from each 

other and from t h e i r c o l l e c t i v e p ast. An umbrella or a mouldy 

bowl of mutton f a t i n a novel by P a t r i c k White leads a l i f e of 

i t s own. To d i s c o v e r i n what that l i f e c o n s i s t s i s to expand 

our own awareness. So much of l i f e remains unknowable to us; 

so much t h a t we ignore i s i n f a c t a p p r e h e n s i b l e . S t r i p away 

the f i l m of the f a m i l i a r and n o v e l t y pulses f o r t h . 

Such an upheaval i n the world of the f a m i l i a r r e q u i r e s 

language e q u a l l y o r i g i n a l . White's s t y l e d e f i e s the r a t i o n a l , 

f r a c t u r e s syntax and mangles metaphors i n t u r n . C a l l i t 

ornate or i n f l a t e d or s e l f - i n d u l g e n t prose: i t i s above a l l a 

language of c o n f l i c t , an uncanny, d i s r u p t i v e way with words. 

Language i s a l l any of us have to work with, a f a c t of 

which White confesses h i m s e l f p a i n f u l l y aware. I t has a 

h i s t o r y and, presumably, a f u t u r e , hence both l i m i t i n g and 

emancipating humanity's c r e a t i v e e f f o r t s . L i t e r a r y works knot 

the untenable present, p r o v i d i n g the necessary hinge between 

the tenses. They keep language new by d e f y i n g a w e l l p i c k e d -

over l i n g u i s t i c i n h e r i t a n c e . P a t r i c k White's novels embody 

h i s resentment of the common s t o r e . His f i c t i o n r e c o r ds t h i s 



11 

l i f e l o n g s t r u g g l e with and Journey through a h o p e l e s s l y banal 

language to a p e r s o n a l d i a l e c t commensurate to h i s v i s i o n . 

White's nouns stand out i n p a r t i c u l a r : many blazon f o r t h as 

o b j e c t s of wonder. More than j u s t nouns, images or symbols, 

however, those nouns which inhabit'White's l i t e r a r y space are 

weighty, dense, r e a l . As f a r as i s f i c t i v e l y p o s s i b l e , a 

Whitean t r e e i s a v e r i t a b l e t r e e ; moreover, i t conjures the 

essence of t r e e n e s s . F e e l the c o l o u r of the f o l i a g e , t a s t e 

the t e x t u r e of the bark; they are other than what we t h i n k we 

know. E x p e r i e n c i n g the t r e e i s necessary: i t i s an o b j e c t f a r 

g r e a t e r than the sum of our senses can r e v e a l . Tree f o l l o w s 

an inner l o g i c unknown to us, and stands at the p o r t a l to a 

s i d e of being not normally p e r c e i v e d by us. Not t h a t t h i s 

dimension i s so hidden or impervious, not t h a t i t i s o t h e r ­

w o r l d l y or u n r e a l . No: the Whitean o b j e c t s t r i v e s to show 

i t s e l f to us as something known but new. White's language 

demonstrates i n time-lapse s t y l e what h a b i t and hurry have 

de p r i v e d us o f . 

Things are represented mostly by language because there 

i s nothing e l s e except p i c t u r e s or symbols, themselves another 

kind of language. In p a r t i c u l a r , the word-thing connection 

needs e x p l o r i n g . The way P a t r i c k White uses o b j e c t s i n h i s 

f i c t i o n c a l l s i n t o q u e s t i o n the r e l a t i o n between s i g n i f i e r and 

s i g n i f i e d . Objects are handled d i f f e r e n t l y i n d i f f e r e n t 

n o v e l s ; f u r t h e r , t h e i r usage sometimes changes w i t h i n a 

p a r t i c u l a r n o v e l . Symbols dominate The L i v i n g and the Dead. 
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f o r example: o b j e c t s used as such always r e f e r to something 

other than themselves. In The Tree of Man, by c o n t r a s t , f o r 

many words t h e i r meaning i s t h e i r whole content. White 

qu e s t i o n s , f o r i n s t a n c e , whether words are about t h i n g s : t h a t 

pipe) or i s t h e i r obvious meaning t h e i r whole content? Are 

meaning and content the same? Does a word mean or does i t 

simply e x i s t ? We can probably agree t h a t while a word i s an 

o b j e c t , a word i s not the same as the o b j e c t to which i t 

e x i s t i n g t r e e , i n a f o r e s t , say, which probably looks much 

d i f f e r e n t from t h i s one. A gap e x i s t s between the two 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e to that leap from the i n t e l l e c t to the senses. 

The sensory p e r c e p t i o n and i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the p e r c e i v e d 

come f i r s t , before the i n t e l l e c t u a l naming of i t . The 

d i s t a n c e between p e r c e i v e r and p e r c e i v e d can never be overcome 

but i t can be dimi n i s h e d i f the word-thing conne c t i o n i s 

r e v i t a l i z e d . Once on new l i n g u i s t i c terms the i n d i v i d u a l can 

approach the o b j e c t as pa r t of the same world. People and 

th i n g s r e c o n c i l e , as do t h i n g s with other t h i n g s . 

Despite t h e i r a v e r s i o n to c a t e g o r i z a t i o n , I propose to 

read o b j e c t s i n White's f i c t i o n i n terms of the f o l l o w i n g 

scheme: 'body,' ' r i v e r / t r e e ' and 'house' correspond r o u g h l y to 

three major s t r u c t u r e s which I b e l i e v e shape White's n o v e l s . 

These rough-hewn c a t e g o r i e s a l s o o v e r l a p to a l a r g e extent: 

f o r example, c e r t a i n 'body' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a l s o inform 

i s , are they the th i n g s themselves ( c e c i n'est pas une 

r e f e r s . Thus, £ r_ §_ §_ i s not mean an 
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'house' and ' r i v e r / t r e e , ' t h u s s u p p o r t i n g W h i t e ' s b e l i e f i n 

t h e e s s e n t i a l u n i t y and i n t e r r e l a t e d n e s s o f m a t t e r . T h i n g s 

a r e d i f f e r e n t and t h e same, s i m p l e and a m b i g u o u s a l l a t o n c e . 

The W h i t e a n o b j e c t r a i s e s p u z z l i n g i s s u e s w h i c h I p r o p o s e 

t o c o n f r o n t i n t e r m s o f t h e t h r e e a n a l o g u e s s u g g e s t e d a b o v e . 

'Body,' ' r i v e r / t r e e ' and 'house' and t h e i r c o r r e s p o n d e n t 

f a m i l i e s w i l l a f f o r d ample o p p o r t u n i t y t o e x p l o r e o b j e c t s i n 

t e r m s o f t h e e l e m e n t s , t h e a n i m a l , v e g e t a b l e a n d m i n e r a l 

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

a r t i f i c i a l . O b v i o u s d i f f e r e n c e s and d e f i n i t i o n s w i l l b e g i n t o 

b l u r and r e c e d e , b e c a u s e no s i n g l e t h i n g w i l l s t a y p u t w i t h i n 

a n y g i v e n c a t e g o r y . F o r I n s t a n c e , o b j e c t s l i k e t h e r o s e i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y f r i c h a s i t i s i n a l l u s i o n s , I w o u l d i n c l u d e 

f i r s t i n t h e ' r i v e r / t r e e ' g r o u p b e c a u s e o f i t s o b v i o u s , 

v e g e t a b l e q u a l i t i e s . B u t t h e r o s e a l s o e m b o d i e s a k i n d o f 

m a n d a l a , t h a t most p e r s i s t e n t o f W h i t e a n d e s i g n s . S i n c e b o d y 

t o o , i n q u a t e r n a r y f a s h i o n p a r t a k e s o f c e r t a i n m a n d a l i c 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , r o s e and b o d y c o u l d on t h o s e g r o u n d s a l s o 

s h a r e t h e same c a t e g o r y . F u r t h e r , t h e h a r d - w o r k i n g r o s e 

i l l u s t r a t e s how i t i s t h a t c e r t a i n o b j e c t s a r e a b l e t o u t t e r l y 

t r a n s c e n d a m e r e l y s y m b o l i c f u n c t i o n . 

I t i s r e l e v a n t t o a p o e t i c s o f W h i t e ' s s p a c e t o e x p l o r e 

t h i n g s i n t e r m s o f t h e i r s y m b o l i c w e i g h t and d e n s i t y o f 

i m p a c t , and t o a d d r e s s t h e f o l l o w i n g q u e s t i o n s . How i s i t 

t h a t o b j e c t s d e c i d e d l y d e n s e , s u b s t a n t i a l and c o n c r e t e a r e 

a l s o n o t ? What s i g n i f i c a n c e s h o u l d be a c c o r d e d c e r t a i n s i g n a l 
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o b j e c t s l i k e t a b l e , house, mandala, rose and stone? How can 

t h e i r q u a l i t i e s change so, not o n l y from novel to novel but 

d u r i n g the course of each novel? Do t h i n g s manifest open or 

c l o s e d form, and does t h i s q u a l i t y r e f l e c t the kind of open 

form White tends to choose for h i s f i c t i o n s ? How do t h i n g s 

r e s i s t or complement c h a r a c t e r and White's thematic concerns? 

F u r t h e r , does White's mania f o r the love of the most 

unn o t i c e a b l e of t h i n g s a f f e c t h i s s t y l e : t h a t i s , how does 

sentence s t r u c t u r e f a r e i n t h i s upheaval amongst nouns and 

verbs, s u b j e c t s and o b j e c t s ? Is White working towards a 

phenomenology of the o b j e c t ? F i n a l l y , i s h i s space h a b i t a b l e 

or not? I t i s i n terms of these i s s u e s t h a t I explore and 

assess the l i f e of the o b j e c t i n White's f i c t i o n . 

F i n a l l y , the words ' t h i n g ' and 'object' are not i n t e r ­

changeable, though I tend to use them so. 'Thing' immediately 

sounds more g e n e r a l , l e s s c o n c r e t e , than ' o b j e c t . ' Both prove 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y vague words when imagination f a i l s to provide 

something more i n f o r m a t i v e . A glance down the l i s t of usages 

for each i n the OED r e v e a l s nuances not h a b i t u a l l y a s s o c i a t e d 

with each word. 'Thing,' f o r example, can mean th a t with 

which one i s concerned, a doing or event, a s a y i n g or o p i n i o n . 

I t can be anything or something t h a t i s incapable of being 

p a r t i c u l a r i z e d - - a n e n t i t y of any kind or an a t t r i b u t e t h e r e o f . 

A t h i n g e x i s t s i n d i v i d u a l l y as an o b j e c t ( t h e r e ' s t h a t word) 

of p e r c e p t i o n ; furthermore, i t i s that which i s s i g n i f i e d , as 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the word, symbol or idea by which i t i s 
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r e p r e s e n t e d . The OED s p e c i f i e s a t h i n g as a b e i n g w i t h o u t 

l i f e o r c o n s c i o u s n e s s : an i n a n i m a t e o b j e c t , a m a t e r i a l 

s u b s t a n c e ( t a u t o l o g i e s abound) or some a r t i c l e o c c u p y i n g 

s p a c e . ' O b j e c t , 1 on t h e o t h e r hand, c a n c o n n o t e o b s t a c l e or 

h i n d r a n c e , whence i t s use as a v e r b . The noun s i g n i f i e s some 

m a t e r i a l t h i n g p r e s e n t e d t o t h e e y e s or o t h e r s e n s e , w h i c h c a n 

e x c i t e p a r t i c u l a r e m o t i o n s . O b j e c t s r e c e i v e a c t i o n s , t h o u g h t s 

or f e e l i n g s ; t h e y r e p r e s e n t p u r p o s e , or t h e end t o w h i c h 

e f f o r t i s d i r e c t e d . An o b j e c t i s s o m e t h i n g e x t e r n a l t o t h e 

mind: t h e non-ego as opposed t o t h e ego. ' O b j e c t ' i s a l s o a 

p a r t o f s p e e c h . F i n a l l y , t h e OED l i s t s ' o b j e c t - s o u l , ' a 

p h r a s e used t o d e s c r i b e a s o u l b e l i e v e d t o a n i m a t e a m a t e r i a l 

o b j e c t . O b v i o u s l y P a t r i c k White i s n o t t h e f i r s t w r i t e r t o 

s u s p e c t l i f e i n t h i n g s . 
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2. 

O b j e c t : H i s t o r y 

S t o a n s want t o be l i s s e n t t o . Them b i g 
brown s t o a n s i n t h e f o r m e r s f e a l t h e y want 
t o s t a n up and t a l k l i k e men. Some t i m e s 
y o w l see them l y i n g on t h e g r o u n w i t h t h e r 
humps and h o l l e r s t h e y w l s a y t o y o u , S i t 
a wyl and r e s e a s y why d o n t y o u . Then 
when y o u r e s i t t i n g on them t h e y w l t a l k and 
t h e y w l t e l i f you l i s s e n . Theywl t e l 
whats i n them but you wont hea r n o t h i n g 
what t h e y r e s a y i n g w i t h o u t you go as f a s 
as t h e s t o a n . You myt t h i n k a s t o a n i s 
s l o w t h a t s becaws you wont see i t m oving. 
Wont see i t w a l k i n g a r o u n . T h a t d o n t 
mean i t s s l o w t h o . T h e r e a r e t h e many 
c o o l s o f Addom w h i c h t h e y a r e t h e p a r t y 
c o o l s o f s t o a n . M o v i n g i n t h e r m i l l y i n g s 
w h i c h i s t h e g i r t d a n t s o f t h e e v e r y t h i n g 
i t s t h e f a s t e s t h i n g t h e r e i s i t k e a p s t h e 
s t i l n e s s g o i n g . Reason you wont s e e i t 
move i t s so f a r a way i n t o t h e s t o a n . I f 
you cud f l y way way up l i k e a s a d d e l i t e 
b i r d o v e r t h e s e a and you l o o k i t down you 
wunt see t h e waves moving youwd see them 
change 1 way t o a n o t h e r o n l y you wunt see 
them moving youwd be t o o f a r a way. You 
wunt s e e n o t h i n g o n l y a c h a n g i n g s t i l n e s s . 
I t s t h e same w i t h a s t o a n . 
- - R u s s e l l Hoban, R i d d l e y Walker 

The B i b l e , i t s e l f an e d i t e d c o m p i l a t i o n o f a v a r i e t y of 

a n c i e n t myths and s t o r i e s , has p r o v i d e d an i m a g i n a t i v e 

framework f o r most o f W e s t e r n l i t e r a t u r e t h r o u g h t h e a g e s . 

N o r t h r o p F r y e , i n h i s The G r e a t Code: The B i b l e and  

L i t e r a t u r e , s e e s l i t e r a t e c u l t u r e s as h a v i n g " c o m p l e t e d a 

g i g a n t i c c y c l e o f l a n g u a g e f r o m Homer's t i m e , where t h e word 

e v o k e s t h e t h i n g , t o our own day, where t h e t h i n g e v o k e s t h e 
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word, and [we] a r e now a b o u t t o go a r o u n d t h e c y c l e a g a i n , as 

we seem now t o be c o n f r o n t e d once a g a i n w i t h an e n e r g y common 

t o s u b j e c t and o b j e c t w h i c h c a n be e x p r e s s e d v e r b a l l y o n l y 

t h r o u g h some f o r m o f m e t a p h o r . " 3 He t r a c e s t h e e v o l u t i o n o f 

l a n g u a g e , w i t h t h e h e l p o f V i c o , f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g s o f t h e 

w r i t t e n word. B r i e f l y , t h e y i d e n t i f y t h r e e a g e s i n t h e c y c l e : 

a m y t h i c a l age o f gods i n w h i c h t h e p o e t i c ( a l s o m e t a p h o r i c , 

h i e r o g l y p h i c ) t y p e o f l a n g u a g e p r e v a i l e d , an h e r o i c age o f 

a r i s t o c r a c y i n w h i c h t h e h e r o i c ( a l s o metonymic, h i e r a t i c ) 

t y p e o f l a n g u a g e d o m i n a t e d , and an age o f t h e p e o p l e i n w h i c h 

t h e v u l g a r ( s i m i l e - p r o n e , d e m o t i c , d e s c r i p t i v e ) t y p e o f 

l a n g u a g e was f o r e m o s t . F r y e goes on t o d i s c u s s t h e B i b l e as a 

t y p o l o g y o f t h e s e c o n d phase o f l a n g u a g e . But what emerges as 

F r y e d e l v e s d e e p e r i n t o t h e d i f f e r e n c e s between t h e s e 

l i n g u i s t i c ages i s t h e g r o w i n g d i s t a n c e between words and 

t h i n g s . 

In p r e - B i b l i c a l c u l t u r e s words c o n t a i n e d m a g i c . " I n t h i s 

p e r i o d t h e r e i s r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e e m p h a s i s on a c l e a r 

s e p a r a t i o n o f s u b j e c t and o b j e c t : t h e emphasis f a l l s r a t h e r on 

th e f e e l i n g t h a t s u b j e c t and o b j e c t a r e l i n k e d by a common 

power or energy.'"* F o r p o e t s s u c h a s Homer words were c o n c r e t e 

and a b s t r a c t c o n c e p t s l i k e t i m e , s p a c e and s o u l p r o v e d v e r y 

p h y s i c a l b e c a u s e c o n n e c t e d w i t h b o d i l y f u n c t i o n s or w i t h 

o b j e c t s . H i s was t h e l a n g u a g e o f immanence. P l a t o ' s w r i t i n g s 

marked t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e s e c o n d phase of more 

i n d i v i d u a l i z e d l a n g u a g e where words were t h e o u t w a r d 
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e x p r e s s i o n o£ t h e i n n e r s e l f . " S u b j e c t and o b j e c t a r e 

b e c o m i n g more c o n s i s t e n t l y s e p a r a t e d , and ' r e f l e c t i o n , ' w i t h 

i t s o v e r t o n e s o f l o o k i n g i n t o a m i r r o r , moves i n t o t h e v e r b a l 

f o r e g r o u n d . " 9 I n t e l l e c t and t h e e m o t i o n s p a r t e d company and 

a b s t r a c t i o n became p o s s i b l e . E x p r e s s i o n t h u s moved f r o m t h e 

m e t a p h o r i c a l , t h i s - ' e q u a l s * - t h a t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f mankind 

w i t h n a t u r e t o t h e metonymic t h i s - ' s t a n d s - f o r ' - t h a t where 

words i m i t a t e d a r e a l i t y o u t s i d e them. Bacon and L o c k e 

i n i t i a t e d t h e t h i r d phase o f l a n g u a g e i n t h e s i x t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . "Here we s t a r t w i t h a c l e a r s e p a r a t i o n o f s u b j e c t 

and o b j e c t , i n w h i c h t h e s u b j e c t e x p o s e s i t s e l f , i n s e n s e 

e x p e r i e n c e , t o t h e i m p a c t o f an o b j e c t i v e w o r l d . The 

o b j e c t i v e w o r l d i s t h e o r d e r o f n a t u r e ; t h i n k i n g or r e f l e c t i o n 

f o l l o w s t h e s u g g e s t i o n s o f s e n s e e x p e r i e n c e , and words a r e t h e 

s e r v o m e c h a n i s m s o f r e f l e c t i o n . " 6 Language became m a i n l y 

d e s c r i p t i v e , i t s main f i g u r e t h e s i m i l e . F r y e s e e s In t h i s 

p r e s e n t age o f l a n g u a g e a r e t u r n t o t h e d i r e c t r e l a t i o n 

between n a t u r e and words. But i n t h e meantime m y t h o l o g i c a l 

s p a c e and t i m e have c e d e d t o s c i e n t i f i c s p a c e and t i m e ; t h e 

d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between i l l u s i o n and r e a l i t y i s p r o b l e m a t i c f o r 

u s . C o p e r n i c u s , D a r w i n and E i n s t e i n , among o t h e r s , d i s p r o v e d 

our d e l u s i o n s and ended up c r e a t i n g an o b s e r v e d o b j e c t o u t o f 

t h e o b s e r v e r . T h e r e i s t h u s no l o n g e r so d i s t i n c t a 

s e p a r a t i o n between o b j e c t and s u b j e c t . 

F o c u s i n g d i r e c t l y upon t h e B i b l e , F r y e p r o p o s e s t h a t i t s 

p r i m a r y i n t e n t i o n i s n o t l i t e r a r y b u t h i s t o r i c a l . C u r i o u s l y , 
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i t s c o n t r o l l i n g mode of e x p r e s s i o n i s m e t a p h o r i c a l and p o e t i c 

by v i r t u e o f t h e f a c t t h a t " a l l l a n g u a g e i s p e r m e a t e d by 

metaphor s i m p l y b e c a u s e words a r e j u x t a p o s e d . " 7 One a s p e c t o f 

metaphor i s m e t a m o r p h o s i s , and t h e B i b l e shows no e x c e p t i o n t o 

t h i s . The whole t h r u s t o f t h e B i b l e i s t o w a r d s 

a f u t u r e m e t a m o r p h o s i s o f n a t u r e i n an 
upward d i r e c t i o n , when i t w i l l g a i n t h e 
power o f a r t i c u l a t e n e s s i n s t e a d o f l o s i n g 
i t : F o r ye s h a l l go o u t w i t h j o y , and be 
l e d f o r t h w i t h p e a c e : t h e m o u n t a i n s and 
t h e h i l l s s h a l l b r e a k f o r t h b e f o r e you 
i n t o s i n g i n g , and a l l t h e t r e e s of t h e 
f i e l d s h a l l c l a p t h e i r h a nds. ( I s a i a h 55: 12)a 

Whereas i n t h e b e g i n n i n g t h e Word was C r e a t i o n - - G o d spoke and 

i t was s o — a s book s u c c e e d s book l a n g u a g e r e l i e s i n c r e a s i n g l y 

on metaphor and t h u s upon t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between s u b j e c t and 

o b j e c t . But f r o m t h e p s a l m i s t t o t h e p r e a c h e r t o C h r i s t , a l l 

c o n t r i b u t o r s t o t h e B i b l e s i n g t h e p r a i s e s o f c r e a t i o n . 

S i m p l e t h i n g s l i k e b r e a d and s t o n e s a l s o r e j o i c e , c l a p hands 

and s i n g . 

A c c o r d i n g t o F r y e t h e New T e s t a m e n t w r i t e r s used t h e 

l a n g u a g e o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y i n o r d e r t o 

s u p p o r t t h e i d e a o f a new w o r l d where t h e r e would be no d e a t h . 

The body i s p r o c l a i m e d t h e t e m p l e o f t h e L o r d more t h a n once, 

p e o p l e t h e l i v i n g s t o n e s o f t h e C h u r c h o f God, t r e e s and w ater 

e q u a t e d w i t h l i f e . F r y e p o s i t s t h a t t h i s a p o c a l y p t i c v i s i o n 

" p r e s e n t s us w i t h a w o r l d i n w h i c h t h e r e i s o n l y one knower, 

f o r whom t h e r e i s n o t h i n g o u t s i d e o f or o b j e c t i v e t o t h a t 
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knower, hence n o t h i n g dead or i n s e n s i b l e . " 9 He s e e s i n t h e 

B i b l e an " e x p a n d i n g o f v i s i o n t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e , " 1 0 e s p e c i a l l y 

i n books l i k e R e v e l a t i o n . Much l a t e r t h e p o e t B l a k e i n v e r t s 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l , b i b l i c a l f o r m o f t h e t r o p e t o "a metaphor o f 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y " 1 1 t h a t e n a b l e s h i m "To see t h e w o r l d i n a 

g r a i n o f s a n d . " C h r i s t i a n m y s t i c s i n t h e M i d d l e Ages a r e known 

t o have made common t h i n g s t h e o b j e c t o f r e l i g i o u s 

c o n t e m p l a t i o n . Alchemy, t h e t r a n s f o r m i n g o f t h e s t u f f o f t h e 

e a r t h i n t o p r e c i o u s goods, was a l s o p r a c t i s e d , and t h e n o t i o n 

t h a t h e r e a f t e r n o t h i n g would d i e b u t o n l y be t r a n s f o r m e d 

g a i n e d a s c e n d e n c y . 

O t h e r r e l i g i o n s l i k e Zen Buddhism w h i c h r e l y upon 

v i s i o n a r y e x p e r i e n c e have l o n g h e l d w i t h t h e n o t i o n o f 

i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n , where e a c h t h i n g p a r t a k e s o f b o t h t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l and t h e U n i v e r s a l , where t i m e and s p a c e a r e 

a n n i h i l a t e d and where e v e r y t h i n g i n t h e w o r l d s h i n e s by i t s 

own l i g h t . I s e e much o f Zen p h i l o s o p h y as r e m a r k a b l y i n t u n e 

w i t h P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s e l e v a t i o n o f t h i n g s and w i t h h i s a v e r s i o n 

t o l a n g u a g e and h i s d i s t r u s t o f t h e r a t i o n a l . 

Zen a b h o r s words and c o n c e p t s , and 
r e a s o n i n g b a s e d on them. We have been 
m i s l e d f r o m t h e f i r s t r i s i n g o f 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s t o r e s o r t t o o much t o 
r a t i o c i n a t i o n f o r t h e p r e h e n s i o n o f 
R e a l i t y . We t e n d t o r e g a r d i d e a s and 
words as f a c t s i n t h e m s e l v e s , and t h i s way 
of t h i n k i n g has e n t e r e d d e e p l y i n t o t h e 
c o n s t i t u t i o n o f our c o n s c i o u s n e s s . We now 
i m a g i n e t h a t when we have i d e a s and words 
we have a l l t h a t c a n be s a i d o f our 
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e x p e r i e n c e o f R e a l i t y . T h i s means t h a t we 
t a k e words f o r R e a l i t y i t s e l f and n e g l e c t 
e x p e r i e n c e t o r e a c h what r e a l l y 
c o n s t i t u t e s our i n m o s t e x p e r i e n c e . 3 - 2 

Zen Buddhism s t r i v e s t o w a r d s immediacy o f e x p e r i e n c e and 

i n t u i t i v e a p p r e h e n s i o n , and p r o c l a i m s t h e u n i t y and t o t a l i t y 

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

of r e v e l a t i o n , and t h a t mankind must purge i t s e l f o f i t s 

p r o p e n s i t y f o r a n t i t h e t i c a l , b i f u r c a t i n g t h o u g h t i n o r d e r t o 

g r a s p t h i s dynamism. No more d i v i s i o n between s u b j e c t and 

o b j e c t : s e e r and s e e n a r e i d e n t i c a l and a l l i s p u r e 

e x p e r i e n c e . I n d i v i d u a l o b j e c t s r e p r e s e n t n o t o n l y t h e 

t o t a l i t y o f R e a l i t y , b ut i t s i n f i n i t y as w e l l . F o r t h i s 

r e a s o n o b j e c t s a r e t o be m a r v e l l e d a t and v e n e r a t e d , b u t t h e y 

a r e n o t t o be c l u n g t o . 

Buddha f o u n d t h a t t h e c a u s e o f s u f f e r i n g 
i n t h i s l i f e i s a t t a c h m e n t . We g e t 
a t t a c h e d t o t h i n g s ; n o t j u s t t o t h i n g s but 
t o t h i n g s as i f t h e y p e r m a n e n t l y e x i s t e d . 
To g e t r i d o f t h i s a t t a c h m e n t , t h e most 
p r a c t i c a l method i s t o deny the 
s u b s t a n t i a l i t y o f i n d i v i d u a l e n t i t i e s , 
t h a t i s , ego s u b s t a n c e . 1 3 

Zen t e a c h e s t h a t b e c a u s e e v e r y t h i n g c h a n g e s , a l l i s t h e r e f o r e 

s u b j e c t t o d e a t h and d e c o m p o s i t i o n . What a p p e a r s n e g a t i v e , 

however, l e a d s t o h i g h e r a f f i r m a t i o n , and t o p e r f e c t s e l f -

f o r g e t t i n g . Zen Buddhism d e n i e s t h a t i t r e l i e s upon m y s t i c a l 

e x p e r i e n c e , c a l l i n g i t s e l f i n s t e a d a r a d i c a l f o r m o f r e a l i s m . 

We s h a l l see w i t h r e s p e c t t o t h e modern h i s t o r y o f t h e o b j e c t 



22 

t h a t a r t i s t s have a b s o r b e d and e c h o e d b i b l i c a l and z en 

m y t h o l o g y t o some d e g r e e . They a r e b o t h our common 

i n h e r i t a n c e , c o n d i t i o n i n g much o f our c u l t u r e w i t h o u t our 

s c a r c e l y r e c o g n i z i n g i t . 

O r d i n a r y t h i n g s e x p e r i e n c e d an a r t i s t i c and l i t e r a r y 

r e v i v a l a b o u t two c e n t u r i e s ago. S t i l l l i f e p a i n t i n g s had 

a l w a y s e n j o y e d enormous p o p u l a r i t y : f l o w e r s , wine g o b l e t s , 

f r u i t s and c h e e s e were r e p r o d u c e d t o p h o t o g r a p h i c p r e c i s i o n by 

c o u n t l e s s E u r o p e a n a r t i s t s . O b j e c t s were j u x t a p o s e d i n 

e n d l e s s c o m b i n a t i o n s f o r c o n t r a s t i n s h a p e , c o l o u r , and 

t e x t u r e . E x a c t r e p l i c a t i o n seemed t o be t h e p u r p o s e o f t h e s e 

e x e r c i s e s . U s u a l l y t h o s e t h i n g s d e p i c t e d were c a u g h t a t t h e 

h e i g h t o f p e r f e c t i o n : s u c h l u s t r o u s g r a p e s , v i b r a n t r o s e s and 

g l i s t e n i n g d r i n k a p p e a l e d t o t h e s e n s e s c e r t a i n l y , b u t 

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y t h e y d i d n o t h o l d u s . S t i l l l i f e p o r t r a i t s 

u l t i m a t e l y d e c e i v e d : t h e y c a p t u r e d l i f e a t i t s b e s t , 

a r r e s t i n g i t s c a p a c i t y f o r cha n g e . S t i l l l i f e meant d e a t h , 

' n a t u r e m o r t e . ' U n l e s s some human c o n t e x t a p p e a r e d t o i n j e c t 

v i t a l i t y i n t o t h e s c e n e - - a n e x t i n g u i s h e d c a n d l e , s a y , or a 

p a r t i a l l y p e e l e d o r a n g e — s t i l l l i f e s seemed s u p e r f i c i a l a t 

b e s t . S t i l l , t h e y d i d d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t a r t i s t s t h o u g h t 

o b j e c t s f r o m e v e r y d a y l i f e w o r t h y o f n o t i c e . The E n g l i s h 

R o m a n t i c and t h e F r e n c h S y m b o l i s t p o e t s t o o k up t h a t 

t r a d i t i o n . 

As t h e p r o m i n e n t l i t e r a r y movement of t h e n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y , R o m a n t i c i s m c e l e b r a t e d t h e t r i u m p h o f i m a g i n a t i o n 
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o v e r r e a s o n and r e a l i s m . A r t i f a c t s s u c h as Greek u r n s , n a t u r e 

i n t h e f o r m o f w i l d f l o w e r s , b i r d s and m o u n t a i n s s t i m u l a t e d t h e 

r o m a n t i c i m a g i n a t i o n and c o n j u r e d up reams o f a s s o c i a t e d 

i d e a s . The p o e t i c e f f u s i o n s o f Wordsworth, S h e l l e y and K e a t s 

were l i k e homages t o t h e o b j e c t , and t o i t s a b i l i t y t o open up 

v i s t a s o f f e e l i n g i n them. Whereas R e a l i s m f o u n d i t s v a l u e s 

i n t h e a c t u a l , R o m a n t i c i s m used t h e n a t u r a l or t h e commonplace 

as a s p r i n g b o a r d t o t h e i d e a l , e ven t o God. However, i t was 

a l w a y s t h e i n d i v i d u a l , as o p p o s e d t o t h e o b j e c t , t h a t was a t 

t h e c e n t r e o f a r t . 

W i l l i a m Wordsworth i n p a r t i c u l a r f o c u s e d a t t e n t i o n upon 

s i m p l e o b j e c t s and c a l l e d f o r a c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y e v e r y d a y 

l a n g u a g e w i t h w h i c h t o a r t i c u l a t e them. In h i s " P r e f a c e t o 

t h e L y r i c a l B a l l a d s , " Wordsworth p r o p o s e d a l i t e r a r y s t y l e 

"whereby o r d i n a r y t h i n g s s h o u l d be p r e s e n t e d t o t h e mind i n an 

u n u s u a l a s p e c t , " c h o o s i n g t o w r i t e a b o u t humble, r u s t i c p e o p l e 

" b e c a u s e s u c h men h o u r l y communicate w i t h t h e b e s t o b j e c t s 

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

d e r i v e d . " 3 - 4 T h i s r e n e w a l o f r e l a t i o n s between p e o p l e and t h e 

o b j e c t w o r l d was r e c o g n i z e d by Samuel T a y l o r C o l e r i d g e as an 

a t t e m p t 

t o g i v e t h e charm o f n o v e l t y t o t h i n g s of 
e v e r y day, and t o e x c i t e a f e e l i n g 
a n a l o g o u s t o t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l , by 
a w a k e n i n g t h e mind's a t t e n t i o n f r o m t h e 
l e t h a r g y of custom, and d i r e c t i n g i t t o 
t h e l o v e l i n e s s and t h e wonders o f t h e 
w o r l d b e f o r e u s ; an i n e x h a u s t i b l e 
t r e a s u r e , b u t f o r w h i c h , i n c o n s e q u e n c e o f 



24 

t h e f i l m o f f a m i l i a r i t y and s e l f i s h 
s o l i c i t u d e we have e y e s , y e t see n o t . . . . x s 

C o l e r i d g e went on t o p r a i s e t h e p e r f e c t t r u t h i n Wordsworth's 

d e p i c t i o n of t h i n g s : 

L i k e t h e m o i s t u r e or t h e p o l i s h on a 
p e b b l e , g e n i u s n e i t h e r d i s t o r t s nor f a l s e -
c o l o u r s i t s o b j e c t s ; b u t on t h e c o n t r a r y 
b r i n g s o u t many a v e i n and many a t i n t , 
w h i c h e s c a p e s t h e eye of common 
o b s e r v a t i o n , t h u s r a i s i n g t o t h e ran k o f 
gems what had been o f t e n k i c k e d away by 
th e h u r r y i n g f o o t o f t h e t r a v e l l e r on t h e 
d u s t y h i g h r o a d o f c u s t o m . . . . i e 

But t h e R o m a n t i c s p r a c t i s e d s e l f - a b s o r b e d w r i t i n g w h i c h , w h i l e 

h i g h l i g h t i n g t h o s e o r d i n a r i l y u n n o t i c e d f e a t u r e s o f t h i n g s , 

s h o w i n g them g l i s t e n i n g w i t h l i f e , m a i n l y u s e d them as 

r e f l e c t i o n s of t h e m s e l v e s . "To A B u t t e r f l y " was n o t so much an 

ode t o a p a r t i c u l a r member o f t h e l e p i d o p t e r a as i t was an 

i m a g i n a r y j o u r n e y back t o t h e p o e t ' s c h i l d h o o d . Wordsworth 

s i m p l y e x p l o r e d t h e e s s e n c e of b u t t e r f l y - n e s s i n o r d e r t o more 

p o i g n a n t l y l a m e n t t h e p a s s a g e o f y o u t h . 

C o l e r i d g e d i s a g r e e d i n p a r t w i t h Wordsworth a b o u t t h e 

n e c e s s i t y t o employ common l a n g u a g e . H u m i l i t y was n o t e x a c t l y 

t h e p o i n t , a c c o r d i n g t o C o l e r i d g e , b u t he d i d a g r e e t h a t 

l a n g u a g e was v i b r a n t : t h e meaning o f a word i n c l u d e d " n o t o n l y 

i t s c o r r e s p o n d e n t o b j e c t , b u t l i k e w i s e a l l t h e a s s o c i a t i o n s 

w h i c h i t r e c a l l s . F o r l a n g u a g e i s framed t o c o n v e y n o t t h e 

o b j e c t a l o n e , b u t l i k e w i s e t h e c h a r a c t e r , mood, and i n t e n t i o n s 
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o£ t h e p e r s o n who i s r e p r e s e n t i n g i t . " 1 7 He t h u s expanded t h e 

e q u a t i o n between word and t h i n g t o i n c l u d e t h a t c r e a t i v e 

c o o p e r a t i o n between the mind, t h e eye and t h e o b j e c t 

p e r c e i v e d . T h i n g s were o n l y as a l i v e as t h e i m a g i n a t i o n and 

t h e l a n g u a g e u s e d t o d e s c r i b e them. A c c o r d i n g t o S h e l l e y : 

" A l l t h i n g s e x i s t as t h e y a r e p e r c e i v e d : a t l e a s t i n r e l a t i o n 

t o t h e p e r c i p i e n t . " 1 8 The R o m a n t i c l e g a c y was t h e v i s i o n o f a 

u n i f i e d w o r l d , where t h e r e was a c o r r e s p o n d e n c e between a l l 

t h i n g s , as w e l l as between words and t h i n g s , and, f i n a l l y , 

between i n d i v i d u a l s and t h e o b j e c t w o r l d . The R o m a n t i c p o e t s 

championed t h e o b j e c t as a k e y t o t h e i r own s t a t e o f mind, as 

w e l l as t o t h e kingdom of t h e i d e a l . O b j e c t s l i n k e d p e r s o n s 

w i t h t h e m s e l v e s and w i t h God. 

The l a t e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y saw F r e n c h S y m b o l i s t p o e t s 

s u c h as B a u d e l a i r e , Rimbaud and M a l l a r m e c o n t i n u i n g t h e 

r o m a n t i c r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t r e a l i s m by e v o l v i n g c o m p l i c a t e d 

and p e r s o n a l symbol s y s t e m s i n an e f f o r t t o c o n c r e t i z e f l e e t i n g 

e m o t i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e s . The o b j e c t was e x a l t e d , a g a i n , n o t f o r 

i t s e l f , b u t as symbol of t h e p o e t ' s i n e f f a b l e f e e l i n g s . The 

o b j e c t as symbol i n s p i r e d g e n e r a t i o n s o f p o e t s . W i l l i a m York 

T i n d a l l d e s c r i b e d t h e symbol as a v i s i b l e s i g n o f s o m e t h i n g 

i n v i s i b l e , t h e outward s i g n o f an i n w a r d s t a t e : he d e f i n e d t h e 

l i t e r a r y symbol as "a t h i n g made by t h e s h a p i n g i m a g i n a t i o n t o 

body f o r t h an unknown a i r y n o t h i n g . " 1 9 The S y m b o l i s t p o e t s 

used c o n c r e t e images as s y m b o l s i n o r d e r t o r e p r e s e n t a w o r l d 

o f i d e a l f o r m s , f o r w h i c h t h i s m a t e r i a l w o r l d was b u t a 
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mask. F o r them, t h e o t h e r , t r a n s c e n d e n t a l w o r l d was 

a t t a i n a b l e t h r o u g h p o e t r y . A c c o r d i n g t o B a u d e l a i r e : " I n 

c e r t a i n a l m o s t s u p e r n a t u r a l s t a t e s o f s o u l , t h e d e p t h of l i f e 

i s r e v e a l e d i n o r d i n a r y e v e r y d a y h a p p e n i n g s . O r d i n a r y l i f e 

t h e n becomes t h e S y m b o l . " 2 0 In f a c t , humankind was s u r r o u n d e d 

by f o r e s t s of s y m b o l s , t o b o r r o w f r o m one o f B a u d e l a i r e ' s 

famous s o n n e t s . R e a l i t y e x i s t e d as a v e i l between i n d i v i d u a l s 

and a n o t h e r , i d e a l w o r l d , and o b j e c t s o n l y s u g g e s t e d m e a n i n g s . 

T h i n g s were named as e v o c a t i o n s o f s o m e t h i n g more i d e a l . 

A l t h o u g h a l l k i n d s o f f o r m e r l y u n n o t e w o r t h y t h i n g s were 

r e d i s c o v e r e d by t h e S y m b o l i s t s , t h e l i t e r a r y i m a g i n a t i o n and 

t h e o b j e c t had n e v e r been f a r t h e r a p a r t . S u b j e c t i v e a w a r e n e s s 

of o b j e c t s i n c r e a s e d , but t h e i r n a t i v e i n t e g r i t y as e n t i t i e s 

d i m i n i s h e d . 

T w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y M o d e r n i s t s l i k e J o y c e and Woolf a l s o 

e x a l t e d t h e o b j e c t , u s i n g i t t o s y m b o l i z e i n w a r d s t a t e s but 

g r a n t i n g i t more i n t r i n s i c v a l u e t h a n had t h e F r e n c h S y m b o l i s t 

p o e t s . C o n t a c t w i t h o b j e c t s c o u l d r e s u l t i n moments of 

e p i p h a n y , "The sudden ' r e v e l a t i o n of t h e w hatness of a t h i n g , ' 

t h e moment i n w h i c h 'the s o u l o f t h e commonest o b j e c t . . . 

seems t o us r a d i a n t . ' The a r t i s t , [ J o y c e ] f e l t , was c h a r g e d 

w i t h s u c h r e v e l a t i o n s , and must l o o k f o r them n o t among gods 

b u t among men, i n c a s u a l , u n o s t e n t a t i o u s , e v e n u n p l e a s a n t 

m o m e n t s . " 2 1 The J o y c e a n v e r s i o n o f t h e i n n e r s p l e n d o u r o f t h e 

t h i n g d i f f e r e d f r o m t h e W o o l f i a n v a r i e t y where o b j e c t s glowed 

n o t o f t h e m s e l v e s but f r o m m e n t a l s t a t e s p r o j e c t e d o n t o them. 
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The t e r m ' o b j e c t i v e c o r r e l a t i v e ' b e s t d e f i n e s w o o l f s use o f 

t h i n g s t o e x p r e s s e m o t i o n s or a b s t r a c t i d e a s . T h i s 

e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c , as opposed t o t h e r o m a n t i c , i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c 

o b j e c t i f y i n g o f i n n e r e x p e r i e n c e , on t h e p a r t o f b o t h Woolf 

and J o y c e , was i n p a r t an a t t e m p t t o f r u s t r a t e r e a d e r s ' d e s i r e 

f o r v e r i s i m i l i t u d e . O b j e c t s were used n o t f o r 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l p u r p o s e s b u t as t r a n s m i t t e r s o f t h e 

i m p r e s s i o n s or moods of a c h a r a c t e r or t h e a u t h o r . E x c e p t f o r 

c e r t a i n e p i p h a n i c moments when s u b j e c t i v e and o b j e c t i v e 

e x p e r i e n c e merged, t h i n g s were a l s o used by M o d e r n i s t w r i t e r s 

t o s t a n d f o r s o m e t h i n g o t h e r t h a n t h e m s e l v e s . 

I f t h e e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c method made use o f d i s t o r t i o n , t h e 

s u r r e a l i s t i c one r e a c h e d f o r t h e a b s u r d . The 1920s 

S u r r e a l i s t s were d e v o t e d t o t h e m e r v e i l l e u x , t o t h e wonder­

f u l , and t o them a l l o b j e c t s p a r t o o k o f t h o s e q u a l i t i e s . 

O b j e c t s were n o t s o l e l y a s o u r c e of d e l i g h t , however; t h e y 

were a l s o p o t e n t i a l l y m e n a c i n g . Because m i r e d i n c l i c h e , 

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

O b j e c t s were s e e n t o p r e s c r i b e t o p e o p l e how t o t h i n k i n s t e a d o f 

t h e o t h e r way a r o u n d . In t h e v i s u a l a r t s i n p a r t i c u l a r 

p a i n t e r s l i k e M a g r i t t e worked t o w a r d s s h a k i n g up t h e w o r l d o f 

o b j e c t s i n n o n - m i m e t i c , e v e n a n t i - m i m e t i c ways. They were o u t 

t o b r e a k t h r o u g h t h e c l i c h e s o f f o r m and f u n c t i o n , and t o t h a t 

end made use o f d e b r i s and o t h e r w i s e u n l o v a b l e o b j e c t s . 

A c c o r d i n g t o B e r g s o n , m a t t e r was q u i c k e n e d by e l a n v i t a l ; 

a c c o r d i n g t o S a r t r e , t h e en s o i of t h e o b j e c t was more 
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important than whatever use to which i t could be put. 

S u r r e a l i s t s e x a l t e d o b j e c t s , grouping them together i n 

i r r a t i o n a l , i l l o g i c a l c o l l o c a t i o n s i n an attempt to s t a r t l e 

viewers, to shake them out of t h e i r hackneyed response to 

t h e i r own environment. 

I t i s worth quoting Andre Breton at l e n g t h from the 

" C r i s i s of the Object" chapter i n S u r r e a l i s m and P a i n t i n g . 

T h i s s u r r e a l i s t manifesto s t a t e d t h a t the movement's 

primary o b j e c t i v e must be to oppose by a l l 
p o s s i b l e means the i n v a s i o n of the world 
of the senses by t h i n g s which mankind 
makes use of more from h a b i t than 
n e c e s s i t y . Here, as elsewhere, the mad 
beast of convention must be hunted down. 2 2 

S u r r e a l i s t a r t i s t s s t r o v e to r e c o n c i l e t e n s i o n s and 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s between i n d i v i d u a l s and o b j e c t s : 

T h i s a b i l i t y to r e c o n c i l e the two images 
allo w s such people to transcend the 
g e n e r a l l y l i m i t i n g f a c t o r of the o b j e c t ' s 
manifest e x i s t e n c e . With t h i s new focus 
. . . the same o b j e c t . . . r e v e r t s to an 
i n f i n i t e s e r i e s of l a t e n t p o s s i b i l i t i e s 
which are not p e c u l i a r to i t and t h e r e f o r e 
e n t a i l i t s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . The o b j e c t ' s 
c o n v e n t i o n a l value then becomes e n t i r e l y 
s ubordinate . . . to i t s dramatic v a l u e , 
l e a d i n g [them] to see i t more i n terms of 
i t s p i c t u r e s q u e aspect and i t s e v o c a t i v e 
power. 2 3 

What Breton envisaged was nothing l e s s than a r e v o l u t i o n of 

the o b j e c t . However, s i n c e the o b j e c t u l t i m a t e l y depended 

upon language f o r i t s p r e s e n t a t i o n , the medium i t s e l f had a l s o 
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t o be r e v o l u t i o n i z e d . 

The r o l e o f s u r r e a l i s m i s t o t e a r l a n g u a g e 
away f r o m the r e p r e s s i v e s y s t e m and t o 
make i t t h e i n s t r u m e n t o f d e s i r e . Thus, 
what i s c a l l e d s u r r e a l i s t ' a r t ' has no 
o t h e r g o a l t h a n t o l i b e r a t e words, or more 
g e n e r a l l y t h e s i g n s , f r o m t h e c o d e s o f 
u t i l i t y or e n t e r t a i n m e n t , i n o r d e r t o 
r e s t o r e them as b e a r e r s of r e v e l a t i o n o f 
s u b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y and of t h e e s s e n t i a l 
i n t e r - s u b j e c t i v i t y o f d e s i r e i n t h e p u b l i c 
m i n d . 2 4 

M a g r i t t e , f o r example, u s e d e l e m e n t s l i k e i l l u s i o n , dream and 

t h e f a n t a s t i c i n h i s a b s u r d c o m b i n a t i o n s o f o b j e c t s ; he 

d i s j o i n t e d t i m e and s p a c e i n o r d e r t o d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t h e 

e s s e n c e of t h i n g s was n o t n e c e s s a r i l y l i n k e d t o t h e i r r e a l i t y . 

M i c h e l F o u c a u l t p o i n t s o u t t h a t " M a g r i t t e ' s s t r a t e g y i n v o l v e s 

d e p l o y i n g l a r g e l y f a m i l i a r images, but images whose 

r e c o g n i z a b i l i t y i s i m m e d i a t e l y s u b v e r t e d and r e n d e r e d moot by 

' i m p o s s i b l e , ' ' i r r a t i o n a l , ' or ' s e n s e l e s s ' c o n j u n c t i o n s . " 2 3 

Language was s e v e r e d f r o m r e p r e s e n t a t i o n : words d i d n o t r e f e r 

t o t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s . 

The t e c h n i q u e u s e d by S u r r e a l i s t s t o j o l t t h e i r a u d i e n c e 

i n t o new a w a r e n e s s o f o b j e c t s was i d e n t i f i e d by F o r m a l i s t 

c r i t i c V i c t o r S h k l o v s k y as ' d e f a m i l i a r i z a t i o n . ' 

As p e r c e p t i o n becomes h a b i t u a l . . . i t 
becomes a u t o m a t i c . We see t h e o b j e c t as 
t h o u g h i t were e n v e l o p e d i n a s a c k . We 
know what i t i s by i t s c o n f i g u r a t i o n , b u t 
we see o n l y i t s s i l h o u e t t e . . . . 
H a b i t u a l i z a t i o n d e v o u r s o b j e c t s , c l o t h e s , 
f u r n i t u r e , one's w i f e , and t h e f e a r o f war. 
. . . A r t e x i s t s t o h e l p us r e c o v e r t h e 



30 

s e n s a t i o n o f l i f e ; i t e x i s t s t o make us 
f e e l t h i n g s , t o make t h e s t o n e s t o n y . The 
end o f a r t i s t o g i v e a s e n s a t i o n o f t h e 
o b j e c t a s s e e n , n o t as r e c o g n i z e d . The 
t e c h n i q u e of a r t i s t o make t h i n g s 
' u n f a m i l i a r , ' t o make forms o b s c u r e , so as 
t o i n c r e a s e t h e d i f f i c u l t y and t h e 
d u r a t i o n o f p e r c e p t i o n . The a c t o f 
p e r c e p t i o n i n a r t i s an end i n i t s e l f and 
must be p r o l o n g e d . 2 6 

S h k l o v s k y c o i n e d t h e t e r m o s t r a n e n i e t o d e n o t e t h e 

e s t r a n g e m e n t or a l i e n a t i o n o f t h e o b j e c t . O t h e r w i s e l a b e l l e d 

d i s h a b i t u a t i o n , d e f o r m a t i o n or d i s - c i v i l i z a t i o n , t h e d e v i c e 

a t t e m p t e d t o do away w i t h t h e a u t o m a t i c d i c h o t o m i z i n g o f f o r m 

and c o n t e n t and t o r e v e r s e t h e e f f e c t s o f m a s s - p r o d u c t i o n on 

t h e p u b l i c ' s g l u t t e d s e n s e s . D e f a m i l i a r i z a t i o n c o n n o t e d 

r e f a m i l i a r i z a t i o n ; as a d e v i c e i t was, however, a l s o s u b j e c t t o 

h a b i t and t h u s t o o b s c u r i n g t h e o b j e c t once so s u c c e s s f u l l y 

l a i d b a r e . 

The S u r r e a l i s t s b r o u g h t a f r e s h r e s p o n s e t o l i f e and an 

expanded a w a r e n e s s o f r e a l i t y t o t h e i r a r t . The f a n t a s t i c 

became t h e r e a l and m a t t e r a c h i e v e d s u p r e m a c y o v e r mind: t h e 

o b j e c t took on t h e r o l e o f d i s r u p t i n g and c h a l l e n g i n g an 

h a b i t u a l l y p a s s i v e i n t e l l e c t . A n i e l a J a f f e , i n h e r c h a p t e r 

e n t i t l e d " S y m b o l i s m i n the V i s u a l A r t s " i n Man and H i s Symbols 

by C a r l G. Jung r e l a t e s t h e t a l e of how, i n 1914, " t h e F r e n c h 

p a i n t e r M a r c e l Duchamp s e t up an o b j e c t c h o s e n a t random (a 

b o t t l e r a c k ) on a p e d e s t a l and e x h i b i t e d i t . J e a n B a z a i n e 

w r o t e o f i t : ' T h i s b o t t l e r a c k , t o r n f r o m i t s u t i l i t a r i a n 

c o n t e x t and washed up on t h e b e a c h , has been i n v e s t e d w i t h t h e 



31 

l o n e l y d i g n i t y o f t h e d e r e l i c t . Good f o r n o t h i n g , t h e r e t o be 

u s e d , r e a d y f o r a n y t h i n g , i t i s a l i v e . I t l i v e s on t h e f r i n g e 

of e x i s t e n c e i t s own d i s t u r b i n g , a b s u r d l i f e . The d i s t u r b i n g 

o b j e c t — t h a t i s t h e f i r s t s t e p t o a r t . ' " 2 7 O b j e c t s were much 

more t h a n what t h e i r e x t e r i o r a s p e c t p r e s e n t e d — a s K a n d i n s k y 

s a i d : 

E v e r y t h i n g t h a t i s dead q u i v e r s . Not o n l y 
t h e t h i n g s o f p o e t r y , s t a r s , moon, wood, 
f l o w e r s , b u t e v e n a w h i t e t r o u s e r b u t t o n 
g l i t t e r i n g o u t o f a p u d d l e i n t h e s t r e e t . 
. . . E v e r y t h i n g has a s e c r e t s o u l , w h i c h 
i s s i l e n t more o f t e n t h a n i t s p e a k s . 2 a 

Jung h i m s e l f l a m e n t e d t h e f a c t t h a t modern, r a t i o n a l c u l t u r e 

had p u r g e d i t s l a n g u a g e o f t h e f a n t a s t i c , hence d e s t r o y i n g 

r e c e p t i v i t y t o t h e q u i e t , s e c r e t s o u l o f t h i n g s . The 

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

t i m i d l i f e . 

L i t e r a r y f i x a t i o n upon t h e o b j e c t r e f l e c t e d p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

i n t e r e s t i n i t . The s t i r r i n g s o f a p h i l o s o p h i c a l movement 

w h i c h would l a t e r be known as Phenomenology were f i r s t f e l t i n 

m i d - e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y when a p h i l o s o p h e r named Johann Lambert, 

a c o n t e m p o r a r y o f K a n t , e x p l a i n e d phenomena as " t h e i l l u s o r y 

f e a t u r e s o f human e x p e r i e n c e " and Phenomenology as "the 

' t h e o r y o f i l l u s i o n . ' " 2 9 Immanuel Kant went on t o d i s t i n g u i s h 

between phenomena as " o b j e c t s and e v e n t s as t h e y a p p e a r i n our 

e x p e r i e n c e " and noumena as " o b j e c t s and e v e n t s as t h e y a r e i n 

t h e m s e l v e s , i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f t h e forms imposed on them by our 
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c o g n i t i v e f a c u l t i e s . " Phenomena a r e what we c a n come t o know, 

a c c o r d i n g t o K a n t , whereas noumena, i m p o s s i b l e t o know, a r e 

th e e n i g m a t i c 11 • t h i n g s - i n - t h e m s e l v e s . * " In 1807 G e o r g H e g e l 

p r o p o s e d Phenomenology as " t h e s c i e n c e i n w h i c h we come t o 

know mind as i t i s i n i t s e l f t h r o u g h t h e s t u d y o f t h e ways i n 

w h i c h i t a p p e a r s t o u s . " Mind t h u s o f f i c i a l l y became t h e 

o b j e c t o f , i n a d d i t i o n t o t h e s o u r c e o f , knowledge and s t u d y . 

I t was under Edmund H u s s e r l i n p r e - W o r l d War I d a y s t h a t 

Phenomenology came t o be s e e n as p r i m a r i l y a d e s c r i p t i v e 

p h i l o s o p h y whose a i m "was t o d e s c r i b e phenomena by means o f 

d i r e c t a w a r e n e s s . " Hence Phenomenology, as i t d e v e l o p e d i n t h e 

t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y under H u s s e r l , M a r t i n H e i d e g g e r and M a u r i c e 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y , e x p l o r e d phenomena as "whatever a p p e a r s t o us 

i n 'immediate e x p e r i e n c e . ' " Phenomena were c o n s i d e r e d 

i n t u i t e d , n o n - e m p i r i c a l e s s e n c e s — e s s e n c e b e i n g d e f i n e d by 

t h o s e " g e n e r a l , n e c e s s a r y , and i n v a r i a n t f e a t u r e s " t h a t make 

any g i v e n o b j e c t t h a t o b j e c t and no o t h e r . A s t o n e , f o r 

example, w h i l e i t may seem an e m p i r i c a l l y v e r i f i a b l e t h i n g , i s 

i n o b j e c t i v e t e r m s m e r e l y t h e sum o f a l l t h a t c a n be s a i d 

a b o u t i t . P h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l l y s p e a k i n g , however, e a c h s t o n e 

has an e s s e n c e w h i c h c a n be i n t u i t e d b u t n e v e r known or 

v e r i f i e d . Hence t h e i n e v i t a b l y muddled r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

l a n g u a g e and t h i n g s . 

P h i l o s o p h e r s , l i k e v i s u a l a r t i s t s and l i t t e r a t e u r s , 

r e c o g n i z e d t h e u l t i m a t e l y f r u s t r a t e d n a t u r e o f r e l a t i o n s 

between o b j e c t s and words: "Because we a r e i n t h e w o r l d , we 
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are condemned to meaning, and we c a n n o t do or s a y a n y t h i n g 

w i t h o u t i t s a c q u i r i n g a name i n h i s t o r y . " 3 0 M e r l e a u - P o n t y 

v i s u a l i z e d a s t a t e of p r i m a r y s i l e n c e a n t e d a t i n g l a n g u a g e 

where e s s e n c e c o u l d speak to e s s e n c e : 

The s e p a r a t e d e s s e n c e s a r e t h o s e o f 
l a n g u a g e . I t i s t h e o f f i c e o f l a n g u a g e t o 
c a u s e e s s e n c e s t o e x i s t i n a s t a t e o f 
s e p a r a t i o n w h i c h i s i n f a c t m e r e l y 
a p p a r e n t , s i n c e t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e t h e y 
s t i l l r e s t upon t h e a n t e - p r e d i c a t i v e l i f e 
o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s . In t h e s i l e n c e o f 
p r i m a r y c o n s c i o u s n e s s c an be s e e n 
a p p e a r i n g n o t o n l y what words mean, b u t 
a l s o what t h i n g s mean: t h e c o r e of 
p r i m a r y meaning r o u n d w h i c h t h e a c t s o f 
naming and e x p r e s s i o n t a k e s h a p e . 3 X 

I t was h i s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s p r e c e d e d 

knowledge, and t h a t mankind c o u l d n o t p o s s i b l y a p p r e h e n d 

a n y t h i n g w i t h o u t f i r s t e x p e r i e n c i n g i t s e l f a s e x i s t i n g i n t h e 

a c t o f a p p r e h e n d i n g i t : " c o n s c i o u s n e s s , t h e a b s o l u t e c e r t a i n t y 

of my e x i s t e n c e f o r m y s e l f [ i s ] t h e c o n d i t i o n o f t h e r e b e i n g 

a n y t h i n g a t a l l . " 3 2 A p r e l i n g u i s t i c , s e l f - r e f l e x i v e s e l f was 

deemed n e c e s s a r y i n o r d e r t o be a b l e t o see t h e o b j e c t i n 

i t s e l f : s i n c e l a n g u a g e d e a l t m o s t l y i n a b s t r a c t i o n s , t a l k i n g 

o n l y a b o u t o r a r o u n d t h e t h i n g , so t o o c o n s c i o u s n e s s , a l r e a d y 

i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m l a n g u a g e , c o u l d o n l y a p p r e h e n d o b j e c t s w i t h i n 

i t s own p a r a m e t e r s , s e t by d i m knowledge o f i t s e l f and i t s own 

f u n c t i o n i n g . 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y a d v o c a t e d a r e j e c t i o n of i n a d e q u a t e s c i e n c e 

and a r e t u r n t o t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s i n o r d e r t o r e - a c h i e v e d i r e c t 
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and p r i m i t i v e c o n t a c t w i t h the w o r l d . He h e l d t h a t mankind 

c o u l d n o t , p r o b a b l y s h o u l d n o t , possess the w o r l d ; f o r 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y , the e a r t h d e f i n e d "the permanent h o r i z o n of a l l 

[ h i s ] c o g i t a t i o n e s and . . . a d i m e n s i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o which 

[he was] c o n s t a n t l y s i t u a t i n g [ h i m s e l f ] . " 3 3 Not t h a t o b j e c t s 

c o u l d be c o n s i d e r e d s t a t i c , nor t h a t the human r a c e c o u l d ever 

know a l l t h e r e i s t o know about them. In a word, 

" i n e x h a u s t i b l e " 3 4 d e f i n e d the s t a t e of the g l o b e . 

L a n g u a g e — t h a t i s , how humans f o r m u l a t e t h e i r response t o 

l i f e - - h a s proved i n e s c a p a b l e , d e r i v a t i v e , u l t i m a t e l y r e d u c t i v e 

y e t a l s o abundant. The word ' o b j e c t ' promises a r e l a t i o n : an 

o b j e c t i s no o b j e c t w i t h o u t i t s s u b j e c t . 'Object' s i g n i f i e s 

p r e d i c a t e , and thus c o m p l e t i o n : language i t s e l f g u a r a n t e e s 

t h i s . 3 3 Mankind's major b a r r i e r t o renewing c o n t a c t w i t h the 

a l i e n , put-upon o b j e c t i s the body; t h i s , i t s e l f and o b j e c t , 

remains i n c a p a b l e of s e e i n g i t s e l f as such. S e e i n g i s the 

problem. In f a c t , H u s s e r l e a r l i e r d e f i n e d phenomenology as 

the s e a r c h f o r what s e e i n g i s . . The C h r i s t i a n p h i l o s o p h e r 

P i e r r e T e i l h a r d de C h a r d i n a l s o d e s c r i b e d the b i r t h of thought 

as a s o r t of r e f l e c t i o n , the "[knowing] t h a t one k n ows." 3 S In 

f a c t , he went on t o d e f i n e mankind as " n o t h i n g e l s e than  

e v o l u t i o n become c o n s c i o u s of i t s e l f , 1 1 3 , 7 thus r e i n f o r c i n g the 

n o t i o n t h a t humanity's s u p e r i o r i t y l i e s i n i t s s e l f - r e f l e x i v e 

n a t u r e . M e r l e a u - P o n t y , however, u n w i l l i n g t o g r a n t us 

complete s u c c e s s i n h a v i n g broken through the v e i l of o u r s e l f , 

f e l t t h a t "Our p e r c e p t i o n ends i n o b j e c t s , and the o b j e c t once 
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c o n s t i t u t e d , a p p e a r s as t h e r e a s o n f o r a l l t h e e x p e r i e n c e s o f 

i t w h i c h we have had o r c o u l d h a v e . " 3 3 He t h u s r e j e c t e d 

l o o k i n g b e y o n d t h e o b j e c t f o r immanence o r t r a n s c e n d e n c e , 

a b s t r a c t nouns w h i c h d e f e a t t h e t h i n g - i n - i t s e l f . L o o k i n g i s 

n o t s e e i n g , j u s t a s s e e i n g i s n o t p e r c e i v i n g : " t o l o o k a t an 

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

t h i n g s i n t e r m s o f t h e a s p e c t w h i c h t h e y p r e s e n t t o i t . . . . 

e v e r y o b j e c t i s t h e m i r r o r o f a l l o t h e r s . " 3 9 T h i n g s 

t h e m s e l v e s were h e l d t o be d y n a m i c , s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t , and 

i n d i v i d u a l , much as t h e s u b j e c t p e r c e i v i n g them. S u b j e c t had 

t o l e a r n t o p e e l down t o i t s l a s t l a y e r o f r e s i s t a n c e , and t o 

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

The d a n g e r i m p l i c i t i n s c r u t i n i z i n g t h e o b j e c t i s t h a t 

t h e more d e f i n e d i t comes t o b e , t h e more shadowy t h e s u b j e c t 

seems t o l o o k . A f t e r a l l , c o n s c i o u s n e s s by d e f i n i t i o n means 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f s o m e t h i n g i n r e l a t i o n t o s o m e t h i n g e l s e . 

C o n t e x t i s a l l . Thus M e r l e a u - P o n t y 1 s r e c i p e f o r s e l f -

p e r c e p t i o n p o s e s p r o b l e m s . As c r i t i c W. D. A s h c r o f t h a s 

w r i t t e n , " I c a n o n l y be c o n s c i o u s o f my b o d y v i a t h e w o r l d , 

and i n t h i s way t h e b o d y i s t h e p i v o t o f t h e w o r l d , f o r i t i s 

t h e p o i n t f r o m w h i c h my h o r i z o n s e x t e n d . ' " * 0 I n o t h e r w o r d s , 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s becomes t h e m e a s u r e o f t h e p h y s i c a l . 

V o c a b u l a r y l i k e 'immanence' and ' t r a n s c e n d e n c e ' d i d n o t 

e n t e r M e r l e a u - P o n t y ' s p h i l o s o p h i z i n g , b u t c o n t e m p o r a r y 

c r i t i c s s u c h a s A s h c r o f t s p r i n k l e them a b o u t w i t h e v i d e n t 

g l e e . F o r e x a m p l e , h i s f o r m u l a t i o n o f how a w r i t e r l i k e 
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P a t r i c k White p r e s e n t s o b j e c t s r e l i e s upon t h e m y s t i c a l . 

A s h c r o f t p r o v i d e s t h i s u p d a t i n g o f t h e o r i e s f r o m e a r l i e r 

p h e n o m e n o l o g i s t s : 

A l l p o s s i b l e w o r l d s a r e immanent i n t h i s 
one b e c a u s e t h e y a r e immanent t o 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s . . . . A p a r t f r o m a c t s o f 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h e r e i s no ' s e l f . ' On t h e 
o t h e r hand, t h e c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f r e a l i t y 
d oes n o t p r e c l u d e t h e ' m y s t e r i e s ' f r o m 
man's e x p e r i e n c e , or deny t h e r e v e l a t i o n 
o f t h e h i d d e n , t h e t r a n s c e n d e n t . 4 1 

T h i n g s a r e n o t j u s t t h e m s e l v e s b u t more t h a n t h e i r immediate 

f e a t u r e s . "The v i s u a l image i s c h a r g e d w i t h p o t e n t i a l i t i e s 

. . . a s p e c t s . . . t r a n s c e n d e n t t o t h e i n i t i a l v i e w o f t h e 

c u p . . . . The p e r c e p t i o n o f any o b j e c t t h e r e f o r e i n v o l v e s a 

s y n t h e s i s o f a l l t h e a s p e c t s on i t s h o r i z o n , a h o r i z o n a l  

s y n t h e s i s w h i c h a c c e p t s i t s p o t e n t i a l a s p e c t s as immanent t o 

i t . " 4 2 Immanence s u g g e s t s h o r i z o n t a l i t y , t r a n s c e n d e n c e 

v e r t i c a l i t y : b o t h i m p l y t i m e as w e l l as s p a c e . The o b j e c t i s 

i n f i n i t e , i t s p o s s i b i l i t i e s e n d l e s s . Phenomenology t r i e d t o 

s t o p t a l k i n g i n a b s t r a c t t e r m s , e m p h a s i z i n g e s s e n c e i n s t e a d ; 

somehow, t h o u g h , once p e o p l e s u c c e e d e d i n f o c u s i n g upon t h e 

o b j e c t t h e y were bound t o l o o k beyond i t . T h i n g s were s u p p o s e d 

t o mean, n o t j u s t be. 

O p p o s i t e phenomenology l a y m a t e r i a l i s m , where n o t h i n g 

e x i s t e d e x c e p t m a t t e r . Ours i s c u r r e n t l y t h e c u l t o f t h e 

m a t e r i a l , permanence and s a f e t y our r e i g n i n g i d o l s . A c q u i r i n g 

and p o s s e s s i n g t h i n g s m a t t e r ; o t h e r w i s e , t h e y e x e r t c o m p e l l i n g 
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t y r a n n y . But owning i n h i b i t s i m a g i n i n g ; h a v i n g assumes an end 

t o t h e t a l e o f t h e o b j e c t . T h i n g s a r e r e s i l i e n t , however: 

t h e y c a n be and have been a p p r o a c h e d i n a v a r i e t y o f ways. 

S u r e l y t h e y do n o t e x i s t s i m p l y a l l i n t h e mind, or o n l y i n 

t i m e and s p a c e , or m e r e l y as d o o r s t o a n o t h e r d i m e n s i o n . 

S u r e l y e a c h o b j e c t has a d i f f e r e n t s t o r y w h i c h c h a n g e s n o t 

j u s t a c c o r d i n g t o t h e whim of t h e p e r c e i v e r , b u t a l s o 

a c c o r d i n g t o i t s own d y n a m i c . P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s o b j e c t s r e v e a l 

some of a l l o f t h e s e p h i l o s o p h i e s : White i s t h e o r i g i n a l a n t i -

m a t e r i a l m a t e r i a l i s t . 

P h e n o m e n o l o g i s t s and S u r r e a l i s t s managed t o u n d e r mine 

our a s s u m p t i o n s a b o u t r e a l i t y as s o m e t h i n g d e f i n e d and 

k n owable. F o r m e r l y we had o n l y c o n c e p t s l i k e ' u n r e a l ' w i t h 

w h i c h t o d e f i n e -that w h i c h f e l l o u t s i d e t h e r e a l m o f t h e 

u n d e r s t o o d ; f o l l o w i n g t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l and a r t i s t i c movements 

of t h e n i n e t e e n t h and t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r i e s , however, a whole 

new v o c a b u l a r y s p r a n g t o l i f e . ' S u r r e a l i t y , ' e v e n ' a n t i -

r e a l i t y ' were c o i n e d t o d e a l w i t h s h a t t e r e d n o r m a l i t y . L o u i s 

A r a g o n , S u r r e a l i s t p o e t , on t h e f a t e of t h e r e a l : 

I t s h o u l d be u n d e r s t o o d t h a t t h e r e a l i s a 
r e l a t i o n l i k e any o t h e r ; t h e e s s e n c e o f 
t h i n g s i s by no means l i n k e d t o t h e i r 
r e a l i t y , t h e r e a r e o t h e r r e l a t i o n s b e s i d e 
r e a l i t y , w h i c h t h e mind i s c a p a b l e o f 
g r a s p i n g , and w h i c h a l s o a r e p r i m a r y l i k e 
c h a n c e , i l l u s i o n , t h e f a n t a s t i c , t h e 
dream. These v a r i o u s g r o u p s a r e u n i t e d 
and b r o u g h t i n t o harmony i n one s i n g l e 
o r d e r , s u r r e a l i t y . 4 3 
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' R e a l i t y ' as a term l o s t I t s a u t h o r i t y ; I n s t e a d i t became 

snubbed by some as a b o u r g e o i s c o n c e p t , l i n k e d w i t h 

complacency and the s t a t u s quo. A c t u a l i t y and r e a l i t y were no 

l o n g e r synonymous. I n s t e a d , the term ' r e a l i t y ' came t o 

connote both the a c t u a l , f a c t u a l , v e r i f i a b l e r e a l as w e l l as 

the i m a g i n a r y , a p p a r e n t , dreamt or nebulous v a r i e t y . The r e a l 

was seen by o t h e r s as m u l t i - l e v e l l e d , embracing not o n l y 

n a t u r a l and s o c i a l but o b j e c t i v e and s u b j e c t i v e s p h e r e s as 

w e l l . In 1908 F. H. B r a d l e y f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d r e a l i t y and 

appearance as c o n f l i c t i n g c o n c e p t s , n e i t h e r of which was 

e n t i r e l y knowable. He d i s t i n g u i s h e d between them t h u s : 

" A n y t h i n g the meaning of which i s i n c o n s i s t e n t and 

u n i n t e l l i g i b l e i s appearance, and not r e a l i t y . " 4 4 'Appearance' 

c o n t i n u e d t o r e p r e s e n t a c o n v e n i e n t c a t e g o r y f o r tho s e t h i n g s 

which e l u d e d the o l d d e f i n i t i o n s , and ' r e a l i t y ' was r e s t o r e d 

t o i t s o r i g i n a l a u t h o r i t y . 

The concept of r e a l i t y was p r o f o u n d l y r e v i e w e d by 

t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y t h i n k e r s . Simone W e i l , f o r example, reduced 

the u n i v e r s e t o a d i v i n e l i t e r a r y c o n c e i t , the beauty of which 

" i s t he s i g n t h a t i t i s r e a l . " 4 0 S u r r e a l i s t s such as Andre 

B r e t o n eschewed g o d l y a b s t r a c t i o n s l i k e T r u t h and Beauty i n 

f a v o u r of more t e c h n i c a l t a l k about r e a l i t y . As an a r t i s t i c 

movement the S u r r e a l i s t s "attempted t o p r e s e n t i n t e r i o r 

r e a l i t y and e x t e r i o r r e a l i t y as two elements i n p r o c e s s of 

u n i f i c a t i o n , of f i n a l l y becoming one.." 4 6 How t o v e r i f y the 

s u c c e s s of t h i s g o a l was never s u g g e s t e d . Phenomenologists 
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d i s t i n g u i s h e d between t h e phenomenal w o r l d and t h e r e a l one, 

s u g g e s t i n g t h e y were n o t n e c e s s a r i l y t h e same t h i n g : 

what i s p r e s e n t e d t o us as a phenomenon 
may, t h o u g h i t need n o t , be r e a l a t t h e 
same t i m e . The phenomenal w o r l d i s n o t a 
g r o u p o f e n t i t i e s c h a r a c t e r i z e d and s e t 
a p a r t by t h e i r s p e c i a l s t r u c t u r e ; r a t h e r 
i t i s h e l d t o g e t h e r m e r e l y e x t r i n s i c a l l y 
by t h e f a c t t h a t t h e s p o t l i g h t o f 
o b s e r v a t i o n c a t c h e s them t e m p o r a r i l y . 4 7 

V i s u a l a r t i s t s l i k e P a u l K l e e r e c o g n i z e d t h a t t h i s s h i f t i n 

t h e a c c e p t e d and e x p e c t e d had s u c c e e d e d i n t r a n s f o r m i n g t h e 

r o l e o f a r t . 

F o r m e r l y we u s e d t o r e p r e s e n t t h i n g s 
v i s i b l e on e a r t h . . . Today we r e v e a l t h e 
r e a l i t y t h a t i s b e h i n d v i s i b l e t h i n g s , 
t h u s e x p r e s s i n g t h e b e l i e f t h a t t h e 
v i s i b l e w o r l d i s m e r e l y an i s o l a t e d c a s e 
i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e u n i v e r s e and t h a t t h e r e 
a r e many o t h e r , l a t e n t r e a l i t i e s . . . . 
T h e r e i s a s t r i v i n g t o e m p h a s i z e t h e 
e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r o f t h e a c c i d e n t a l . 4 3 

The p r o v i n c e o f a r t was no l o n g e r s i m p l y r e p r o d u c t i o n : i t s 

mandate was t o d i s c o v e r , t o make v i s i b l e . F i n a l l y t h e 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c , whose d u t y i t i s t o m o n i t o r c h a n g e s i n how 

t h e human r a c e r e a d s t h e s i g n s a r o u n d i t , d i s m i s s e d t h e 

c o n c e p t f o r good. " R e a l i s m , B a r t h e s t e l l s u s , has n o t h i n g t o 

do w i t h r e a l i t y ; i t i s s i m p l y a t e x t t h a t i s r e a d a b l e b e c a u s e 

i t i s composed e n t i r e l y o f what i s a l r e a d y known. The c l a s s i c 

r e a l i s t i c t e x t i s a t i s s u e o f c l i c h e s . B e c a u s e a l l c o d e s a r e 

f i n a l l y c o e r c i v e . " 4 9 To be s u r e , r e a l i s m i s n o t r e a l i t y b u t a 
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t r e a t m e n t o f i t , a c o d e . T h i s p r o p e n s i t y t o a d h e r e t o t h e 

known and t h e v i s i b l e , however, made i n n o v a t i v e t w e n t i e t h -

c e n t u r y a r t i s t s s c o r n i t as a v i a b l e mode o f e x p r e s s i o n . 

M o d e r n i s t and p o s t - m o d e r n i s t w r i t e r s i n h e r i t e d a f r a c t u r e d , 

f r a g m e n t e d , m u l t i - l e v e l l e d , m u l t i - s i d e d v i e w o f t h e w o r l d and 

a l a n g u a g e w h i c h had l i t t l e c o n n e c t i o n w i t h a ny o f i t . 
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3. 

O b j e c t : Language 

E s t a b l i s h e d l a n g u a g e i s t h e enemy. The 
p o e t f i n d s i t s o r d i d w i t h l i e s . D a i l y 
c u r r e n c y has made i t s t a l e . The a n c i e n t 
m e t a p h o r s a r e i n e r t and t h e numinous 
e n e r g i e s b o n e - d r y . I t i s t h e w r i t e r ' s 
c o m p e l l i n g t a s k , as M a l l a r m e s a i d o f Poe, 
' t o p u r i f y t h e l a n g u a g e of t h e t r i b e . ' He 
w i l l s e ek t o r e s u s c i t a t e t h e magic o f t h e 
word by d i s l o c a t i n g t r a d i t i o n a l bonds o f 
grammar and of o r d e r e d s p a c e . . . . He 
w i l l e n d e a v o u r t o r e s c i n d or a t l e a s t 
weaken t h e c l a s s i c c o n t i n u i t i e s o f r e a s o n 
and s y n t a x , o f c o n s c i o u s d i r e c t i o n and 
v e r b a l f o r m . . . B e c a u s e i t has become 
c a l c i f i e d , impermeable t o new l i f e , t h e 
p u b l i c c r u s t of l a n g u a g e must be r i v e n . 
--George S t e i n e r , A f t e r B a b e l 

Somewhere t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y t h o u g h t has i d e n t i f i e d a 

c r i s i s o f t h e o b j e c t . T h i n g s have been p a i d i n c r e a s i n g 

a t t e n t i o n i n p h i l o s o p h y , t h e v i s u a l a r t s and i n l i t e r a t u r e . 

Whenever t a l k e d a b o u t , c o n c e p t u a l i z e d i n p a i n t , i n k or s t o n e 

or w r i t t e n a b o u t , t h e o b j e c t a l w a y s comes up a g a i n s t a 

f u n d a m e n t a l c o n s t r a i n t : t h a t i s , l a n g u a g e . E a r l i e r I t o u c h e d 

on t h e assumed a f f i l i a t i o n between o b j e c t and word; i t i s 

n e c e s s a r y t o an a p p r e c i a t i o n o f P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s method t o 

d e l v e even f u r t h e r i n t o t h e i r t e n u o u s a l l i a n c e . 

F e r d i n a n d de S a u s s u r e f i r s t p r o p o s e d t h e r e l a t i o n 

between s i g n i f y i n g sound and s i g n i f i e d c o n c e p t t o be an 
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a r b i t r a r y one. "A s i g n , he d e c l a r e d , i s n o t s i m p l y t h e name 

f o r a t h i n g b u t a complex whole w h i c h l i n k s a sound-image and 

a c o n c e p t , " t h e sound-image b e i n g "what we a c t u a l l y h e a r i n 

l i s t e n i n g t o s p e e c h and what we i m a g i n e we h e a r i n t h e mind's 

e a r when we r e a d or t h i n k i n l a n g u a g e . " 3 0 T h i s d e f i n i t i o n begs 

t h e q u e s t i o n o f w h i c h comes f i r s t — t h e sound-image or t h e 

c o n c e p t . In t h e m i l l i s e c o n d i n w h i c h we f i r s t c a t c h g l i m p s e 

of an o b j e c t , i s i t t h e t h i n g i t s e l f or i t s r e f e r e n t i a l word 

w h i c h f i r s t o c c u r s t o us? T h i s k i n d o f p r o c e s s - o r i e n t e d s t u d y 

was what t h e p h e n o m e n o l o g i s t s e x p l o r e d , t o t h e e x t e n t , as 

R o b e r t S c h o l e s p o i n t s o u t , t h a t "The l a n g u a g e - p h i l o s o p h e r s 

i n s i s t e d t h a t t h e r e i s no p o s s i b l e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e between our 

l a n g u a g e and t h e w o r l d beyond i t . The e x i s t e n t i a l i s t s s poke 

of i s o l a t e d man, c u t o f f f r o m o b j e c t s and e v e n f r o m o t h e r men, 

i n an a b s u r d c o n d i t i o n o f b e i n g . " 8 1 F r a g m e n t a t i o n p r o v e d b o t h 

theme and s t y l e f o r g e n e r a t i o n s o f w r i t e r s , t h e main c a u s e s o f 

w h i c h were t h i s e x p l o d e d n o t i o n o f r e a l i t y and t h e r u p t u r e d 

c o n n e c t i o n between r e a l i t y and l a n g u a g e . M i c h e l F o u c a u l t 

r e a s s e r t e d de S a u s s u r e ' s i d e a a b o u t t h e a r b i t r a r i n e s s o f t h e 

s i g n , p o i n t i n g o u t t h e e s s e n t i a l l y c i r c u m s t a n t i a l , 

c o n v e n t i o n a l , h i s t o r i c a l n a t u r e o f t h e bond between word and 

t h i n g . 

From a n t i q u i t y t o t h e p r e s e n t , p e r s i s t e n t 
s t r a i n s o f W e s t e r n t h o u g h t have c o n c e i v e d 
t h e bond between l a n g u a g e and r e a l i t y as 
f u n d a m e n t a l l y m y s t i c a l , a m u t u a l s h a r i n g 
o f e s s e n c e s . I n t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t , t h e 
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Word i s t h e B e g i n n i n g (of. C r e a t i o n ) . F o r 
t h e G r e e k s , L o g o s c o n n o t e d b o t h r e a l i t y 
and t h e knowledge (hence e x p r e s s i b i 1 i t y ) o f 
r e a l i t y . . . . p r i m o r d i a l l a n g u a g e was a 
t r a n s p a r e n t d u p l i c a t i o n o f t h e U n i v e r s e 
. . . A f t e r B a b e l , t h e l i t e r a l 
r e c i p r o c i t y o f l a n g u a g e and t h e w o r l d was 
d e s t r o y e d . . . . 0 2 

R o m a n t i c i s m saw a r e t u r n t o t h e m y s t i c a l s u b s t a n t i a l i t y o f 

l a n g u a g e , b u t modern a r t i s t s f a c e d a l e g a c y o f b a n k r u p t 

v o c a b u l a r y where words l i k e ' i m i t a t i o n ' and ' a c t u a l i t y ' were 

anathema. The q u e s t i o n was: "How t o b a n i s h r e s e m b l a n c e and 

i t s i m p l i c i t b u r d e n o f d i s c o u r s e " ? 0 3 A r t i s t s ' i n n a t e i m p u l s e 

has l o n g been t o r e c r e a t e or r e p r o d u c e what t h e y saw i n 

c o n f o r m i t y w i t h what t h e y b e l i e v e d t o be a c t u a l or v e r i f i a b l e . 

Once t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e e q u a t i o n c r u m b l e d , t h e y f a c e d a 

dilemma a p t l y d e s c r i b e d h e r e by Z u l f i k a r Ghose: 

R e a l i t y o f f e r s s u r f a c e s w h i c h we c a n n o t 
p e n e t r a t e b u t i t s t i m u l a t e s our 
p e r c e p t i o n ; t h e e n o r m i t y o f t h e s e n s a t i o n s 
b e f o r e us a t any g i v e n moment i s o v e r ­
w h e l m i n g : and s o , we keep t h i n g s i n 
p e r s p e c t i v e , as t h e common p h r a s e i s , by 
i n t e r p r e t i n g r e a l i t y w i t h i n t h e n a r r o w 
framework o f a l a n g u a g e w h i c h t r e a t s o f 
e x c l u s i v e c a t e g o r i e s . s - a 

R e a l i t y and l a n g u a g e , t h e m s e l v e s s h i f t i n g , f l u i d c o n c e p t s , 

r e m a i n t h e i d e o l o g i c a l g i v e n s i n mankind's a t t e m p t t o e x p r e s s 

i t s e l f and i t s e n v i r o n m e n t . The u l t i m a t e enigma s t a n d s : how 

does one go a b o u t b u i l d i n g a w o r l d - v i e w o u t o f s u c h s u s p e c t 

s t u f f ? 
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The n a t u r e o£ l a n g u a g e i s m e t a p h o r i c a l , and d o u b l y s o . 

Simone W e i l h y p o t h e s i z e d t h a t "The e n t i r e u n i v e r s e i s n o t h i n g 

b u t a g r e a t m e t a p h o r , " S B e c h o i n g t h e o r i g i n a l , p l a t o n i c 

p o s t u l a t i o n a b o u t d i s c o u r s e a s t h e i m i t a t o r o f i m i t a t i o n , and 

t h e a r t i s t a s a t l e a s t d o u b l y d e r i v a t i v e . U n i n t e n t i o n a l l y , 

i n e s c a p a b l y , "The i d e a i s s i g n o f t h i n g s , a nd t h e image i s 

s i g n o f a s i g n . " 8 6 L i t e r a t u r e i t s e l f , a s B a r t h e s has 

commented, i s "a d e l i b e r a t e l y r e f l e x i v e s y s t e m . " * 7 To i t s 

c r e d i t , h o w e v e r , t h e p o e t i c image s u c c e e d s by d e f a m i 1 i a r i z i n g 

t h e known. C e r t a i n l y , t h e end r e s u l t o f t h i s m a n i p u l a t i o n o f 

t h e l i t e r a l i s a v i s i o n o f t h e o b j e c t i n s t e a d o f p o s i t i v e 

k n o w l e d g e o f i t . W h e ther i t i s d e s i r a b l e t o v e e r s o c l o s e t o 

t h e t h i n g i s a n o t h e r q u e s t i o n : w o u l d we n o t n e g a t e i t i f we 

c o u l d once d e f i n e i t ? More c r u c i a l s t i l l , w o u l d we be a b l e t o 

r e t r e a t , once d e s c e n d e d i n t o t h e d e p t h s o f t h i n g - d o m ? Ghose 

a g a i n : " O n l y f i c t i o n , w h i c h t a k e s s o m e t h i n g f r o m a l l 

a c t i v i t i e s , i s c o m m i t t e d t o c o n c e r n i t s e l f e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h 

r e a l i t y . An i m a g e r y o f t h i n g s i s a l l t h e r e c a n be o f t h e 

w o r l d . " 3 8 A c o m p r o m i s e , p e r h a p s , b u t t h i s v i e w o f f i c t i o n 

l e g i t i m i z e s i t s w o r t h as a e s t h e t i c e n t e r p r i s e . 

Whereas i n l i t e r a l l a n g u a g e t h e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n 

s i g n i f i e r a n d s i g n i f i e d i s a r b i t r a r y , s u c h i s n o t t h e c a s e 

w i t h f i g u r a t i v e l a n g u a g e . D e l i b e r a t e n e s s d e f i n e s t h e u s a g e o f 

t r o p e s l i k e i m a g e s , s y m b o l s , s i m i l e s and m e t a p h o r s . A l l 

e x c i t e c o n n o t a t i o n s , f o r s a k i n g a c c u r a c y f o r a n a l o g y . As 

e t y m o l o g y s u g g e s t s , images s p r i n g f r o m t h e i m a g i n a t i o n : t h e y 
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r e s u r r e c t experience, f r e q u e n t l y c o n f u s i n g or combining 

se n s u a l memory to s y n a e s t h e t i c or k i n a e s t h e t i c e f f e c t . 

Whenever the imaginative f a c u l t y l i g h t s upon an o b j e c t , i t 

tends a u t o m a t i c a l l y to p r o j e c t i t i n t o an i m a g i s t i c beyond, as 

i f sheer d e p i c t i o n of r e a l i t y were somehow " [ r e s i s t a n t ] to 

meaning.'" 5 9 T h i s i m i t a t i o n - i m a g i n a t i o n - i m a g e t r i a n g l e s t r i v e s 

to r e c r e a t e r a t h e r than merely to repr e s e n t r e a l i t y ; somehow 

i t i s p e r c e i v e d as more s o p h i s t i c a t e d , perhaps even 

b e n e f i c i a l , to do so. Wr i t e r s use v a r i e t i e s of tropes i n 

order to s u r p r i s e and c h a l l e n g e readers; t e x t s r i c h i n 

a n a l o g i e s pretend to remove t h e i r audience from the r e a l , as 

i f t h a t plane of e x i s t e n c e were too impoverished or evanescent 

to s a t i s f y . 

A l l f i g u r e s of speech r e s o r t to o b j e c t s i n t h e i r 

e quations. Often t h i n g s balance o n l y h a l f of the 

p a r a l l e l i s m , evoking a b s t r a c t s t a t e s as opposed to other 

t h i n g s . I f the Preacher was c o r r e c t when he long ago decided 

t h a t there was nothing new under the sun, then o b j e c t s are 

indeed h e a v i l y encrusted with s u g g e s t i o n . Northrop Frye 

repeats t h i s v ery adage i n The Great Code: "The statement 

'There i s nothing new under the sun' a p p l i e s to wisdom but not 

to experience, to theory but not to p r a c t i c e . Only when we 

r e a l i z e t h a t nothing i s new can we l i v e with an i n t e n s i t y i n 

which e v e r y t h i n g becomes new." 6 0 The dabbler i n words has 

more to do than simply scramble connotations i n order to 

compose something s t r i k i n g . The trope must s t i l l s a t i s f y our 
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twofold d e s i r e f o r i t to make sense and to s t i m u l a t e our 

i m a g i n a t i o n . 

F i g u r a t i v e language t r a n s l a t e s the (dead) o b j e c t i v e world 

i n t o ( l i v i n g ) s u b j e c t i v e awareness. I t i s t h e r e f o r e s e l f -

r e f l e x i v e , s e l f - c o n s c i o u s language, aware of i t s e l f as such 

and c o n s t a n t l y speaking about i t s e l f . Should the sea appear 

as symbol i n a p a r t i c u l a r l i t e r a r y work, f o r i n s t a n c e , i t 

trumpets i t s e x t r a - l i n g u i s t i c , l i t e r a r y f u n c t i o n immediately 

upon our apprehension of i t as a word. The sea has l o s t i t s 

a b i l i t y to e x i s t f o r us as a s a l t y , blue-green expanse of 

water. Some o b j e c t s are p l a i n l y overworked as symbols. Yet 

E r n s t C a s s i r e r has s a i d "The potency of the r e a l t h i n g . . . 

i s contained i n the word t h a t c r e a t e s i t " * 1 : i n other words, 

our apprehension of s a i d r e a l t h i n g depends e n t i r e l y upon the 

kind of word deployed. For W i l l i a m York T i n d a l l , word used as 

image " i s a s u b s t i t u t e f o r what i t r e p r e s e n t s , " while word as 

symbol " i s the only p o s s i b l e embodiment of what i t 

p r e s e n t s . " 6 2 Image, metaphor and s i m i l e r e f l e c t - - p e r h a p s 

r e f r a c t - - e x p e r i e n c e , whereas symbol swallows i t whole. 

Veronica Brady b e l i e v e s that symbolic d i s c o u r s e acknowledges 

the world as p l u r i v o c a l , where "any one o b j e c t , event or 

person may suddenly swing open to r e v e a l i n t e n s i t i e s and 

c o m p l e x i t i e s of experience f a r i n excess of t h e i r a c t u a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . " 6 3 According to i t s adherents, symbol r e a l i z e s 

p o t e n t i a l , m y t h o l o g i z i n g the mundane and c a t a l y z i n g the 

t r a n s i t i o n from patent to l a t e n t r e a l i t y . 
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Tropes are words and words are o b j e c t s , a l l of which 

o b j e c t i f y e xperience. Hence, f i g u r e s of speech are both 

a c t i v e and p a s s i v e u n i t s w i t h i n the l a r g e r s t r u c t u r e of the 

l i t e r a r y work. The no v e l , s t o r y or poem i s i t s e l f a l s o an 

o b j e c t - - a r t / i f / a c t - - a n d r e p r e s e n t s a s u b j e c t i v e attempt to 

o b j e c t i f y e xperience. Words forged one a f t e r the other l i n k 

to make sense i n themselves and as a whole because they c r e a t e 

context. The work, however, e x i s t s without immediate co n t e x t . 

It i s a t h i n g a d r i f t . I n d i v i d u a l s grant i t context once they 

hold i t , open i t , or read i t . U n t i l they do so, the book 

might as w e l l be a t h i n g of empty pages, even a hollow o b j e c t 

whose dummy spine and covers hide any other t h i n g i n s i d e . But 

i f a book i t be, a l i t e r a r y t e x t to boot, then what the reader 

grasps r e p r e s e n t s imagination, thought, s o u l embodied. 

S i m i l a r l y , word embodies o b j e c t and v i c e v e r s a : when a l l we 

see i s ! i m f e t g . l l a , what we immediately v i s u a l i z e i s 

f u n c t i o n e d as speech f o r those beings whose p i c t o g r a p h s 

a r c h a e o l o g i s t s continue to d i s c o v e r i n remote caves. The 

e s s e n t i a l nature of both words and o b j e c t s , then, i s symbolic. 

As Symbols they i n c a r n a t e some t h i n g e l s e , whether God or 

S p i r i t or Nature, hence mankind's d e s i r e to see i n them 

immanence or transcendence, as opposed to the merely manifest. 

However, i f words embody o b j e c t s they a l s o m i r r o r them, thus 

r e f l e c t i n g and d i s t o r t i n g them: however t r a n s p a r e n t or opaque 

the g l a s s , a l l we ever see i s an image of t h i n g s . 

something l i k e C onversely, o b j e c t s o r i g i n a l l y 
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T r a n s p a r e n c e o f t h e o b j e c t i s what we s e e k . 

How c a n we i s o l a t e t h e o b j e c t when i t does n o t e x i s t 

e x c e p t i n a s t i c k y , a l m o s t i n v i s i b l e web of c o n t e x t ? I f we 

a l t e r our r e l a t i o n w i t h t h e t h i n g , t h e r e b y e x c h a n g i n g one 

c o n t e x t f o r a n o t h e r , t h e n by a n a l o g y t h e l a n g u a g e we use t o 

d e a l w i t h t h e new s i t u a t i o n c h a n g e s t o o . S t i l l and a l w a y s , t h e 

o b j e c t i s d e e p l y m i r e d w i t h i n a l i m i t e d b ut n e c e s s a r y c o n t e x t , 

l o s t i n a l e x i c a l h a z e . 
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B e i n g T h e r e : The O b j e c t I t s e l f 

i t i s n o t t h a t words a r e i m p e r f e c t , or 
t h a t , when c o n f r o n t e d by t h e v i s i b l e t h e y 
p r o v e i n s u p e r a b l y i n a d e q u a t e . N e i t h e r c a n 
be r e d u c e d t o t h e o t h e r ' s t e r m s : i t i s i n 
v a i n t h a t we s a y what we s e e : what we s e e 
n e v e r r e s i d e s i n what we s a y . And i t i s 
i n v a i n t h a t we a t t e m p t t o show, by t h e 
use o f images, m e t a p h o r s , or s i m i l e s , what 
we a r e s a y i n g ; t h e s p a c e where t h e y 
a c h i e v e t h e i r s p l e n d o r i s n o t t h a t 
d e p l o y e d by our e y e s . 
- - M i c h e l F o u c a u l t 

Take a c u p — l e t ' s s a y a t e a cup, w i t h o u t a s a u c e r — a n d 

s i t u a t e i t on a p l a i n s u r f a c e . I f we f o c u s a l l our a t t e n t i o n 

upon s a i d r e c e p t a c l e , what do we remark? D i f f e r e n c e s between 

our p e r s o n a l s e l e c t i o n i n cu p s a s i d e , we o n l y e v e r s e e one 

p a r t o f t h e v e s s e l a t a t i m e : whether f r o n t or back i s 

i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f o r an o b j e c t o f t h i s s h a p e . We n o t i c e t h e 

f o r m o f t h e h o l l o w t h i n g : i t has a h a n d l e b u t no p e d e s t a l . 

The e x t e r i o r i s p a t t e r n e d ; l e a v e s and f l o w e r s a r e r e p r e s e n t e d 

i n e a r t h t o n e s a g a i n s t a w h i t e b a c k g r o u n d . The i n t e r i o r 

p r o v e s d i f f e r e n t : i t i s a l l w h i t e , a t l e a s t as f a r as i t 

r e v e a l s i t s e l f t o my e y e . The p o s i t i o n i n w h i c h I have 

c a s u a l l y p l a c e d t h e c o n t a i n e r p e r m i t s p a r t o f t h e h a n d l e t o be 

s e e n as w e l l : i t i s a l l w h i t e , a t l e a s t as much o f i t as I can 

see w i t h o u t s h i f t i n g my p o s i t i o n . Thus, i n f a c e o f a c r u c i b l e 

s u c h as t h i s one, I a c t u a l l y p e r c e i v e b u t a p o r t i o n o f i t a t 
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any one time. My mind, however, assumes much: what I presume 

I see i s the e n t i r e o b j e c t . But I am h a r d l y aware of what 

r e a l l y goes on round the other face of the cup: gazing on one 

p a r t , how do I know t h a t there i s nothing happening w i t h i n or 

on the r e s t of the teacup? There may w e l l be tea leaves or a 

b i t of amber l i q u i d at the base of i t s w e l l ; l i p s t i c k may even 

mar the cup's other s u r f a c e . I f , upon complete examination 

such i s found to be the case, then we can reas o n a b l y i n t e r p r e t 

the s i g n s to mean that the v e s s e l has at some time i n the past 

been reduced to i t s f u n c t i o n a l i t y as ho l d e r . Despite i t s 

name, a tea cup i s not c o n s t r a i n e d to handle o n l y t e a , or o n l y 

l i q u i d , f o r t h a t matter. The volume I t r e t a i n s must be 

l i m i t e d by i t s s i z e , but any s m a l l e r amount w i l l s i t 

comfortably t h e r e i n . When we see tea cup, we thin k tea and 

assume containment, but I might j u s t as w e l l d i g i n the e a r t h 

with i t , s p i l l milk out of i t or p l a n t a s p r i n g flower bulb i n 

i t . In which ever way we a l t e r the v e s s e l ' s purpose, however, 

i t remains a v i c t i m of i t s f u n c t i o n a l i t y , which i s to hold , 

and of i t s nature as o b j e c t , which i s domestic. 

Depending upon the kind of m a t e r i a l of which i t i s 

c o n s t r u c t e d , we may even see l i g h t or shapes through the wa l l s 

of the cup. We do not q u e s t i o n , of course, t h a t i t i s a china 

tea cup whereof we speak. But perhaps t h i s p a r t i c u l a r cup i s 

f a b r i c a t e d of t i n , aluminum, p l a s t i c , or even carved from 

soap. Is i t then s t i l l a cup? I f made of g l a s s , do we not 

then l a b e l the o b j e c t a g l a s s ? When i s a cup not a cup but a 
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mug, a g l a s s , a bowl, a c a n o r a p i t c h e r ? F i n a l l y , t h e s e 

v a r i a t i o n s on a theme a c c o u n t o n l y f o r my v i s u a l a p p r e h e n s i o n 

o f t h e c u p : my v i e w o f i t would s u r e l y change were I t o t o u c h 

i t , s n i f f i t or l i s t e n t o i t . 

La t a s s e would a p p e a r t o f i l l s p a c e - - o r does i t d i s p l a c e 

i t ? S h o u l d I i n t r o d u c e o t h e r o b j e c t s o n t o t h e t a b l e , t h e 

a s p e c t o f t h e cup c h a n g e s . I t becomes a n e s t , i f I p l a c e a 

l i t t l e b i r d n e x t t o i t , or a w e i g h t i f I p o s i t i o n some 

f e a t h e r s b e n e a t h i t . S l i d e a s t i l l l i f e m u r a l b e h i n d i t and 

t h e c h i n a w i l l seem an o b j e t d ' a r t , a l t h o u g h p e r h a p s o v e r -

c i v i l i z e d . A s t e a m i n g t e a p o t nea r i t b e s p e a k s q u a i n t , c o s y 

c h e e r ; p e r h a p s i t a l s o s u g g e s t s s o c i a b i l i t y and s h a r i n g , 

a f i r e p l a c e and a c u r l e d - u p c a t . B r i n g on t h e c o o k i e s and t h e 

c o n v e r s a t i o n . 

O b j e c t s l e f t on t h e i r own t e n d t o d i s o r d e r : t h e y g a t h e r 

d u s t and house c r i t t e r s . I f I t u r n my back on t h i s v e s s e l , 

e ven m o m e n t a r i l y , o r i f I l e a v e t h e room w h e r e i n i t s i t s , what 

happens t o i t ? I assume n o t h i n g d o e s , b ut t h e n I d o n ' t r e a l l y 

know. I t may w e l l be much l e s s p a s s i v e t h a n I b e l i e v e i t t o 

be. 

Whatever my s e n s u a l a p p r e h e n s i o n o f t h i s r e c a l c i t r a n t 

cup, i t i s u l t i m a t e l y much more t h a n I p e r c e i v e i t t o be a t 

an y one t i m e . An o b j e c t i s a l w a y s t h e sum of i t s p o t e n t i a l , ' 

of i t s i n f i n i t e p o s s i b i l i t i e s . C o n t e x t and c o n n o t a t i o n a l t e r 

my v i e w o f t h i s t h i n g ; t h e y a r e , i n f a c t , i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m i t . 

I t t h u s becomes i m p o r t a n t t o d e t e r m i n e j u s t how much we impose 
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upon o b j e c t s , a s compared t o how much we a t t e m p t t o d i s c o v e r 

i n them. Do t h i n g s , f o r i n s t a n c e , o n l y d e r i v e l i f e f r o m t h e 

l i f e w h i c h p e r c e i v e s them, or a r e t h e y f u l f i l l e d i n t h e m s e l v e s , 

r e g a r d l e s s t h e s t a t e of t h e v i e w e r / v o y e u r ? We h a b i t u a l l y 

d i s t o r t o b j e c t s by i n f l i c t i n g t h e r e a d y - f o r m u l a t e d upon them, 

hence o b s c u r i n g t h e i r s h e e r s u g g e s t i v e n e s s . E a c h o b j e c t 

e x p r e s s e s a u n i q u e mode o f e x i s t e n c e t o be e x c a v a t e d , as 

opposed t o l a c q u e r e d o v e r . 

I know, s c i e n t i f i c a l l y , t h a t a ny o b j e c t i s made up o f 

m o l e c u l e s and atoms i n a v a r i e t y o f c o n f i g u r a t i o n s . I m y s e l f 

am n o t c o n v e r s a n t i n t h e r e l a t i o n amongst a l l t h e moving, 

m i n u s c u l e p a r t s , b u t I do know t h a t s u c h i n f o r m a t i o n r e s i d e s 

i n t h e r e a l m of t h e a c c e s s i b l e . C o l o u r , t e x t u r e and shape a r e 

a l l p h y s i c a l , v e r i f i a b l e a s p e c t s o f any g i v e n o b j e c t . They 

d e f i n e i t and make i t i n d i v i d u a l , s e p a r a t e . Once I l e a r n 

t h e s e q u a l i t i e s i n t h e i r v a r i o u s c o m b i n a t i o n s I am c a p a b l e o f 

i d e n t i f y i n g an o r a n g e and, more i m p o r t a n t , o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 

i t f r o m an a p p l e . I t i s t h e r e , i n d e p e n d e n t o f me and i n w a r d - -

t h a t i s , i t s e x t e r n a l a s p e c t i s n o t a l l t h e r e i s t o i t . I n 

f a c t , I p r i z e t h i s p a r t i c u l a r f r u i t f o r what i t has i n i t , 

a l t h o u g h sometimes I a l s o have use f o r what e n f o l d s i t . But 

i s t h e sum o f i t s p h y s i c a l a t t r i b u t e s a l l t h e r e i s t o t h i s 

c i t r u s ? P h i l o s o p h e r s s u c h as H e i d e g g e r , M e r l e a u - P o n t y , 

T e i l h a r d de C h a r d i n and Simone W e i l s u g g e s t n o t . 

H e i d e g g e r d e f i n e d o b j e c t as "what s t a n d s f o r t h . " 6 ' * 

He to o k a j u g as h i s s p e c i m e n , d e s c r i b i n g i t as "an o b j e c t 
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w h i c h a p r o c e s s o f making has s e t up b e f o r e and a g a i n s t us. 

I t s s e l f - s u p p o r t seems t o mark t h e j u g as a t h i n g . , , S B The 

s i g n i f i c a n t words h e r e a r e 'making,' ' b e f o r e , ' ' a g a i n s t , ' 

' s e l f - s u p p o r t ' and ' t h i n g ' : H e i d e g g e r e q u a t e d j u g w i t h b o t h 

o b j e c t and t h i n g , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t i t s m a n u f a c t u r e was somehow 

anonymous, or a t l e a s t d i s s o c i a t e d f r o m him, and t h a t once 

c o m p l e t e d i t p osed i n d e p e n d e n t l y and s t a l w a r t l y - - p e r h a p s even 

a g g r e s s i v e l y — i n f r o n t o f him. He d e t e r m i n e d e s s e n c e or 

t h i n g n e s s by f u n c t i o n ; i n o t h e r words, "The v e s s e l ' s t h i n g n e s s 

does n o t l i e a t a l l i n t h e m a t e r i a l o f w h i c h i t c o n s i s t s , b u t 

i n t h e v o i d t h a t h o l d s . " s s The e s s e n c e o f j u g n e s s , t h e n , 

a c c o r d i n g t o H e i d e g g e r ' s f o r m u l a t i o n , l a y i n i t s e m p t i n e s s — 

t h a t i s , i n i t s p o t e n t i a l t o c o n t a i n . 

Whereas H e i d e g g e r c o n c e n t r a t e d on t h e o b j e c t i t s e l f , 

Simone W e i l l o o k e d a t t h i n g s as e v i d e n c e o f t h e u n s e e n . F o r 

h e r t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d e x i s t e d as b o t h b a r r i e r and t h e way 

t h r o u g h t o God: "The e s s e n c e o f c r e a t e d t h i n g s i s t o be 

i n t e r m e d i a r i e s . They a r e i n t e r m e d i a r i e s l e a d i n g f r o m one t o 

t h e o t h e r , and t h e r e i s no end t o t h i s . They a r e 

i n t e r m e d i a r i e s l e a d i n g t o God. We have t o e x p e r i e n c e them as 

s u c h . " 5 " 7 T h i n g s p r o v i d e d t h e means by w h i c h mankind p r o g r e s s e d 

f r o m i t s e a r t h b o u n d s t a t e o f b ecoming t o i t s e v e n t u a l , 

s p i r i t u a l f u l l n e s s o f b e i n g . T h e s e i d e a s were c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 

T e i l h a r d de C h a r d i n ' s , e x c e p t t h a t he v i e w e d t h i n g s as dynamic 

and as p a r t o f t h e p r o c e s s e s g o i n g on a r o u n d them. F o r him, 

m a t t e r and s p i r i t r e p r e s e n t e d two a s p e c t s of t h e g r e a t e r 
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c o s m o s : " M a t t e r i s t h e m a t r i x of. S p i r i t . S p i r i t i s t h e h i g h e r 

s t a t e o f M a t t e r . " G S S p i r i t r e m a i n e d c o n s t a n t b u t wore an 

i n f i n i t e number o f m a t e r i a l d i s g u i s e s ; o b j e c t s v a r i o u s l y 

e n v e l o p e d t h i s u n i t y , t h e c o s m o s ' s s i n g l e e s s e n c e . So t o o d i d 

man; i n f a c t , s u g g e s t e d T e i l h a r d de C h a r d i n , t h e r e f l o u r i s h e d 

a n a l m o s t s y m b i o t i c r e l a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e t w o . 

O b j e c t and s u b j e c t m a r r y and m u t u a l l y 
t r a n s f o r m e a c h o t h e r i n t h e a c t o f 
k n o w l e d g e ; and f r o m now on man w i l l y - n i l l y 
f i n d s h i s own image s t a m p e d on a l l he 
l o o k s a t . 

T h i s i s i n d e e d a f o r m o f b o n d a g e , f o r 
w h i c h , h o w e v e r , a u n i q u e and a s s u r e d 
g r a n d e u r p r o v i d e s i m m e d i a t e c o m p e n s a t i o n . 

I t i s t i r e s o m e and e v e n h u m b l i n g f o r 
t h e o b s e r v e r t o be t h u s f e t t e r e d , t o be 
o b l i g e d t o c a r r y w i t h h i m e v e r y w h e r e t h e 
c e n t r e o f t h e l a n d s c a p e he i s c r o s s i n g . 5 9 

T h i s s o r t o f i m p r i n t i n g p r o d u c e d i n d i s s o l u b l e bonds b e t w e e n 

humans and t h i n g s . M e r l e a u - P o n t y r e g a r d e d them a l m o s t a s one. 

The l i n k b e t w e e n us and o b j e c t s r e f l e c t s t h a t amongst 

o b j e c t s . M e r l e a u - P o n t y w r o t e t h a t " o b j e c t s f o r m a s y s t e m i n 

w h i c h one c a n n o t show i t s e l f w i t h o u t c o n c e a l i n g o t h e r s . " " 7 0 

Once t h e s u b j e c t o f c o n t e m p l a t i o n , h o w e v e r , t h e o b j e c t c a n n o t 

h e l p b u t r e v e a l o t h e r s . T h i n g s r e f l e c t one a n o t h e r , and u s . 

He r e s o l v e d t h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n s u b j e c t and o b j e c t by 

a d v i s i n g : "We must n o t , t h e r e f o r e , wonder w h e t h e r we r e a l l y 

p e r c e i v e a w o r l d , we must i n s t e a d s a y : t h e w o r l d i s what we 

p e r c e i v e . " " 7 1 C o u p l e d w i t h t h i s m a x i m — " t h e o n l y p r e e x i s t e n t 

L o g o s i s t h e w o r l d i t s e l f " " 7 2 — M e r l e a u - P o n t y a c k n o w l e d g e d 
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mankind's d e b t t o i t s o r i g i n s . As a l w a y s , h u m a n i t y s e a r c h e s 

f o r new b e g i n n i n g s . P a t r i c k White i s one s u c h p i l g r i m . 
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5. 

O b j e c t : White 

' E v e r y t h i n g i s so e x t r a o r d i n a r y , ' he s a i d , 
' t h a t t h e r e i s some q u e s t i o n o f whether 
we c a n w i t h s t a n d t h e i m p a c t , whether we 
ca n s u r v i v e . ' 
- - P a t r i c k W h i t e , The A u n t ' s S t o r y 

A l l w r i t e r s a r e p h e n o m e n o l o g i s t s i n s o f a r a s t h e y pay 

c l o s e a t t e n t i o n t o f e l l o w m o r t a l s and t o how t h e y p e r c e i v e 

t h e i r s u r r o u n d i n g s . P a t r i c k W hite i n p a r t i c u l a r has p r o v e d 

h i m s e l f c o m m i t t e d t o w r i n g i n g f r o m words t h e i r i n t e l l e c t u a l 

c o n t e n t , r e s t o r i n g t o them t h e i r e m o t i o n a l e n e r g y and 

r e c o n n e c t i n g them w i t h t h e t h i n g s t o w h i c h t h e y r e f e r . He 

p r e s e n t s h i s v i s i o n i n t e r m s o f d i c h o t o m i e s : o p p o s i t i o n means 

p r o c e s s when p e r c e i v e r i n t e r a c t s w i t h p e r c e i v e d , o b j e c t w i t h . -

s u b j e c t , body w i t h s o u l and e s s e n c e w i t h e x i s t e n c e . T h i n g s 

r e p r e s e n t a means t o e x p l o r e t h e d i c h o t o m i e s ; h e n c e , t h e y a r e 

use d n o t m e r e l y as b e i n g s - i n - t h e m s e l v e s , b u t a l s o as l i t e r a r y 

t o o l s t o complement themes and c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n . 

More t h a n one l i t e r a r y c r i t i c has r e m a r k e d W h i t e ' s 

o b s e s s i o n w i t h t h i n g s . Thus f a r t h e r e e x i s t s l i t t l e c o n s e n s u s 

on h i s r e a s o n s f o r b e i n g so c o m m i t t e d , b u t Z u l f i k a r Ghose 

s p e a k s f o r many when he s a y s a b o u t W h i t e ' s n o v e l s t h a t 

P h y s i c a l e x i s t e n c e i s so i n t e n s e l y p r e s e n t 
i t i s a l m o s t an o p p r e s s i o n i n t h e a i r . A 
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s t i l l n e s s t h a t c h o k e s . . . . T h e r e i s a 
menace i n t h i n g s : a m a r b l e f l o o r , a h a i r y 
w r i s t , i s an i n e x p l i c a b l e t h r e a t . S o l i d 
masses s h u d d e r . And y e t i n t h e u n c e r t a i n ­
t y o f our p a s s i o n s , t h i n g s a r e what we 
must h o l d on t o — t h e s a p p h i r e i n t h e hand, 
t h e s u r f a c e s o f f u r n i t u r e , or a memory of 
a f u r r y a n i m a l . 7 3 

E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r ' s j e w e l s , A r t h u r Brown's m a r b l e s , T h e o d o r a 

Goodman's b o b b i n g b l a c k r o s e and E l l e n R o x b u r g h ' s s m o u l d e r i n g 

s i l k l e a d l i v e s o f t h e i r own. T h ey b o t h r e f l e c t and b e stow 

upon t h e w e a r e r t h i s b r i mming v i t a l i t y . O b j e c t s , whether man-

made or n a t u r a l , d o m e s t i c or a l i e n , v e g e t a b l e or m i n e r a l , 

i n a n i m a t e or l i v i n g , v i s c e r a l or m e c h a n i c a l — a l l p a r t i c i p a t e 

i n t h e l i v e s o f t h e c h a r a c t e r s . Some become c h a r a c t e r s i n 

t h e i r own r i g h t . 

O t h e r c r i t i c s o f f e r a v a r i e t y o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s a b o u t 

what White i s up t o w i t h h i s o b j e c t s . W i l l i a m S c h e i c k l i n k s 

them d i r e c t l y w i t h t h e s t o r i e s ' p e r s o n a e : o b j e c t s e x i s t as 

c h a l l e n g e s t o c h a r a c t e r s ' e g o - s e l v e s . 

The most v e x i n g c o n c e r n f o r W h i t e ' s 
c h a r a c t e r s i s t h e q u e s t i o n o f whether any­
t h i n g e x i s t s b e h i n d phenomena. . . . t h e 
p e r c e i v e d t h i n g i s , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , b o t h 
p r e s e n t t o W h i t e ' s c h a r a c t e r s , i n s o f a r as 
i t e x i s t s as a c o n s e q u e n c e o f t h e i r 
p e r c e p t i o n of i t , and a b s e n t f r o m them, 
i n s o f a r as i t may m a n i f e s t an o n t o l o g i c a l 
v e r i t y or a g r e a t e r d i m e n s i o n a l i t y beyond 
t h e i r k e n . 7 4 

W h i t e ' s ' e l e c t , ' as t h e y have come t o be known, c o n s t a n t l y 

p e e r i n t o t h i n g s , p a s t t h e i r immediate a s p e c t s and beyond, as 
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i f i n s e a r c h o f a h i d d e n d i m e n s i o n c o n c e a l e d w i t h i n t h e 

v i s i b l e . U l t i m a t e l y , c l a i m s S c h e i c k , what t h o s e v i e w e r s seek 

i s "a g l i m p s e o f t h e m s e l v e s as o b j e c t s . "' 7 B To l o s e t h e 

s u b j e c t i v e s e l f , t o p e e l down t o t h e l a s t of i t s many l a y e r s 

i s a theme e c h o e d t h r o u g h o u t W h i t e ' s o e u v r e . Not t h a t 

b e coming an o b j e c t i s i t s e l f t o be so g r e a t l y d e s i r e d - - a f t e r 

a l l , t h e u l t i m a t e o b j e c t - m a k e r i s d e a t h — b u t s h e d d i n g some o f 

t h e b l o c k s t o i n t u i t i o n and p u r e s e n s u a l a p p r e h e n s i o n o f 

t h i n g s i s . P e t e r B e a t s o n e n l a r g e s upon t h i s empathy between 

c h a r a c t e r s and o b j e c t s : 

W h i t e ' s c h a r a c t e r s have a l i v i n g , o r g a n i c 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e s e n s u o u s w o r l d t h a t 
s u r r o u n d s them. T h e r e i s a s e n s e o f 
' b e i n g t h e r e ' i n t h e phenomenal w o r l d , an 
o p e n n e s s t o t h e p u l s a t i o n s and e m a n a t i o n s 
o f p l a c e s and t h i n g s w h i c h i s more 
commonly f o u n d i n p o e t r y t h a n i n t h e 
n o v e l . . . . D i a l o g u e w i t h t h e t h i n g s of 
t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d i s a means t o , and a 
p r o o f o f , e l e c t i o n . 7 6 

B e a t s o n s e e s White as a t t e m p t i n g t o r e s t o r e t h e t o t e m i c bonds 

between human b e i n g s and n a t u r e , t o how i t was b e f o r e t h e y 

c i v i l i z e d t h e m s e l v e s o u t o f immediacy o f c o n t a c t w i t h t h e 

w o r l d . 

B e a t s o n a l s o t a l k s a l o t a b o u t I n c a r n a t i o n , Immanence and 

T r a n s c e n d e n c e . He s e e s White as a m y s t i c b e n t on 

o r c h e s t r a t i n g t h e p e r f e c t u n i o n between m a t t e r and s p i r i t . 

O t h e r c r i t i c s s h a r e h i s c o n v i c t i o n . F o r example, R o b e r t 

M c D o u g a l l c l a i m s t h a t 
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The m a t e r i a l w o r l d i n Mr. W h i t e ' s v i s i o n 
d oes n o t m e r e l y e v o k e , p a r a l l e l or 
s l a v i s h l y r e c i p r o c a t e t h e s p i r i t u a l ; i t 
becomes t h e s p i r i t u a l and t h e n i s . t h e 
s p i r i t u a l , c o n s t i t u t i n g a new r e a l i t y 
f u l l y i n f o r m e d by an a c t o f f a i t h . . . i n 
th e end i t i s a l l one. The d i c h o t o m y 
d i s a p p e a r s . 7 7 

F u r t h e r , M c D o u g a l l a s s e r t s t h a t White i s an i n t e n s e r e a l i s t 

whose l a n g u a g e d i s s o l v e s o p p o s i t i o n w i t h i n t h e d i c h o t o m y : 

"Mr. White b u i l d s h i s s p i r i t u a l w o r l d s o l i d l y o u t of t h e b r i c k s 

and m o r t a r o f t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d , t h e w o r l d o f ' r e a l ' 

a p p e a r a n c e s . " 7 8 Human and phenomenal n a t u r e j o i n so t h a t t h e 

d i c h o t o m y i t s e l f d i s s o l v e s : a l l i s u n i t y i n s e a r c h o f s o u l . 

F i n a l l y , P e t e r W o l f e c r e d i t s White w i t h s e a r c h i n g o u t t h e v e r y 

s t r u c t u r e o f r e a l i t y , sometimes e v e n c r e a t i n g an a l t e r n a t i v e 

r e a l i t y , and a l w a y s e x p l o r i n g new ways o f i n t e r a c t i n g w i t h i t . 

White seems t o Wo l f e t o a f f i r m " t h e g o o d n e s s o f m a t t e r " and t o 

b e l i e v e " i n t h e i n t e r c o n n e c t e d n e s s o f m a t t e r and s p i r i t . " 7 9 

W o l f e s e e s White as f o c u s i n g on t h e f a l l i b l e and c o r r u p t as 

s o u r c e s o f r e n e w a l : e a c h p o l e o f t h e d i c h o t o m y needs t h e o t h e r 

f o r d e f i n i t i o n and e x c h a n g e . F i l t h i s as n e c e s s a r y as t h e 

p r i s t i n e , and b o t h a r e good. 

White has been v a r i o u s l y d e s c r i b e d as a m y s t i c , a meta­

p h y s i c i a n and as a w r i t e r a f f l i c t e d by an o v e r w e e n i n g p e n c h a n t 

f o r p a t h e t i c f a l l a c y and p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n . L a b e l s a s i d e , White 

has s u c c e e d e d i n c h a r t i n g new t e r r i t o r y i n t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e 

o b j e c t . He p r o v i d e s t h i n g s w i t h p o i n t of v i e w and t h u s w i t h 
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t h e i r own k i n d o f p e r s o n a l l a n g u a g e . E a c h s u c c e e d i n g n o v e l 

has c o n t r i b u t e d t o a m y t h o l o g y o f t h e o b j e c t i n w h i c h t h i n g s 

speak and a r e s p o k e n . O b j e c t i s s i g n i f i e r whose p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

have been p l u n d e r e d ; White s e t s o u t t o r e s t o r e t o t h i n g s t h e i r 

h o n o u r . 

F r a g m e n t a t i o n , a l i e n a t i o n , a n n i h i l a t i o n : t h e s e themes 

permeate t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y l i t e r a t u r e . P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s work 

i s no e x c e p t i o n . But t h e y do n o t overwhelm h i s v i s i o n 

e n t i r e l y . B a r t h e s i d e n t i f i e s t h e p o s t - m o d e r n dilemma t h u s : 

The f a c t t h a t we c a n n o t manage t o 
a c h i e v e more t h a n an u n s t a b l e g r a s p o f 
r e a l i t y d o u b t l e s s g i v e s t h e measure o f our 
p r e s e n t a l i e n a t i o n : we c o n s t a n t l y d r i f t 
between t h e o b j e c t and i t s d e m y s t i f i -
c a t i o n , p o w e r l e s s t o r e n d e r i t s w h o l e n e s s . 
F o r i f we p e n e t r a t e t h e o b j e c t , we 
l i b e r a t e i t but we d e s t r o y i t ; and i f we 
a c k n o w l e d g e i t s f u l l w e i g h t , we r e s p e c t 
i t , b u t we r e s t o r e i t t o a s t a t e w h i c h i s 
s t i l l m y s t i f i e d . I t would seem t h a t we 
a r e condemned f o r some t i m e y e t a l w a y s t o 
speak e x c e s s i v e l y a b o u t r e a l i t y . T h i s i s 
p r o b a b l y b e c a u s e i d e o l o g i s m and i t s 
o p p o s i t e a r e t y p e s o f b e h a v i o u r w h i c h a r e 
s t i l l m a g i c a l , t e r r o r i z e d , b l i n d e d and 
f a s c i n a t e d by t h e s p l i t i n t h e s o c i a l 
w o r l d . And y e t , t h i s i s what we must 
s e e k : a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between r e a l i t y and 
men, between d e s c r i p t i o n and e x p l a n a t i o n , 
between o b j e c t and k n o w l e d g e . 0 0 

The g r a n d d i c h o t o m i e s a r e n e c e s s a r y and hence d e s i r a b l e : 

t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n i s what u l t i m a t e l y redeems m a t t e r . They 

l i f t t h i n g s f r o m t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l i n e r t i a and make them 

s i g n i f i c a n t a g a i n t o our l i v e s . Whether we c a n w i t h s t a n d 
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t h e o n s l a u g h t on our s e n s e s i s a n o t h e r q u e s t i o n . White 

s u g g e s t s t h a t we n o t o n l y t a k e o b j e c t s more i n t o a c c o u n t , b u t 

t h a t we a l s o e m u l a t e t h e i r h u m i l i t y , h o n e s t y , and immediacy. 
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I I 

C o n n e c t i n g . . . C o m m u n i c a t i n g 

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 f o r m s o u t o f t h e r o c k s a nd s t i c k s 
o f w o r d s . I began t o s e e t h i n g s f o r t h e f i r s t 
t i m e . 
- - P a t r i c k W h i t e 

F r o m w o r d s , w h i c h a r e b u t p i c t u r e s o f t h e t h o u g h t , 
(Though we o u r t h o u g h t s f r o m them p e r v e r s e l y d r e w ) 
To t h i n g s , t h e m i n d ' s r i g h t o b j e c t , he i t b r o u g h t . 
— A b r a h a m C o w l e y , a b o u t F r a n c i s B a c o n 
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Patrick white's f i r s t three published novels--Happy  

Valley (1939), The Living and the Dead (1941) and The Aunt's  

Story (1948)--chart the steady r i s e of a writer learning his 

way around in language. White began his n o v e l i s t i c career 

drawing from the same plundered well that had already 

nourished a whole generation of angst-ridden, modernist 

writers. Happy Valley and The Living and the Dead offered 

t i r e d , derivative symbols of the l i k e employed by other 1930s 

authors who were also responding to the e x i s t e n t i a l times. 

White unabashedly played symbolist in order to o b j e c t i f y both 

the stupefying environment of his homeland and the s t u l t i f y i n g 

atmosphere of his adopted home of England between the wars. 

But he eventually abandoned his reliance on imagery of despair 

for the elegant, post-modernist style of The Aunt's Story. 

Explored in succession, these three early works reveal the 

process of authorial discovery which saw White change the 

shape of the symbol. 

There i s a progress of imagery from Happy Valley to The  

Aunt's Story. To a certain extent, objects l i k e the 

frolicsome cyclamen in Happy Valley and the mesmerizing glass 

box in The L i v i n g and the Dead do succeed in conveying an 

almost palpable sense of the paralysis a f f l i c t i n g both 

s o c i e t i e s at the time. However, they r a r e l y r i s e above their 

function as symbols, serving rather to o b j e c t i f y the inner 

experiences of characters who are themselves l i t t l e more than 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s . The objects l i t t e r i n g these f i r s t two 
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p u b l i s h e d n o v e l s l e a d no i n d e p e n d e n t l i f e o f t h e i r own: 

i n s t e a d t h e y e x i s t t o t e l e g r a p h themes l i k e f r a g m e n t a t i o n , 

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n and a l i e n a t i o n . S t i l l , e a c h o f Happy V a l l e y 

and The L i v i n g and The Dead p r o f f e r s g l i m p s e s o f t h e w r i t e r 

W h ite became: t h e p i n k s h e l l g i v e n M a r g a r e t Quong by Rodney 

H a l l i d a y and t h e r e l a t i o n between Joe B a r n e t t and t h e wooden 

t h i n g s he c r a f t s bespeak a b u r g e o n i n g a w a r e n e s s o f o b j e c t s as 

d i s c r e t e , p e r f e c t e n t i t i e s . 

Happy V a l l e y e x p l o r e s l i f e i n a s m a l l , s u f f o c a t i n g 

A u s t r a l i a n town. The p l o t f o l l o w s t h e doomed l o v e a f f a i r 

between t h e town's f r u s t r a t e d d o c t o r , O l i v e r H a l l i d a y , and i t s 

l o n e l y m u s i c t e a c h e r A l y s Browne. S e c o n d a r y a c t i o n i s 

s u p p l i e d by t h e s o r d i d l i a i s o n between a d r i f t e r named Clem 

Hagan and V i c M o r i a r t y , b o r e d w i f e o f an i n e f f e c t u a l s c h o o l 

t e a c h e r . When E r n e s t M o r i a r t y d i s c o v e r s h i s w i f e ' s 

i n f i d e l i t y he m u rders h e r and t h e n d i e s o f h e a r t f a i l u r e on t h e 

v e r y r o a d O l i v e r and A l y s have c h o s e n f o r t h e i r e s c a p e . The 

t r a g e d y f o r c e s O l i v e r t o come t o t e r m s w i t h h i s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

t o a w i f e and c h i l d r e n : t h e H a l l i d a y s l e a v e Happy V a l l e y and 

t h e o t h e r s r e m a i n b e h i n d , s t i f l e d and u n f u l f i l l e d . The n o v e l 

p o r t r a y s c h a r a c t e r s a d r i f t , u n c o n n e c t e d t o o t h e r s , t o t h i n g s , 

t o t h e m s e l v e s . T h e i r a t t i t u d e t o t h i n g s b e t r a y s t h e h o p e l e s s 

s t a t e o f t h e i r s o u l : r o c k s r i n g w i t h " s u l l e n h o s t i l i t y " (HV, 

327) when t h e y k i c k them and t h e town t h e y i n h a b i t a p p e a r s a 

pockmark, "an u g l y s c a b " (HV, 28) on t h e s t u b b o r n f a c e o f t h e 

e a r t h . T h e r e i s l i t t l e i n t h e way o f human c u r i o s i t y a b o u t 
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t h i n g s , and so o b j e c t s p r e s e r v e t h e i r autonomy by a c t i n g 

m e r e l y as r e f l e c t o r s - - s i l e n t b u t p o t e n t commentators on t h e 

a c t i o n a r o u n d them. 

M o r i a r t y s ' b i g s i l v e r l u s t r e bowl i s one s u c h o b j e c t , 

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

r e f l e c t i o n s o f t h e o t h e r o b j e c t s o c c u p y i n g t h e room. W h i l e 

t h e bowl i t s e l f e x i s t s i n t i m e and t h u s has a p a s t o f i t s own, 

i t b e t r a y s n o t h i n g o f i t . E v e n t u a l l y i t p r o v e s i t s e l f 

" t r a g i c a l l y a d a p t a b l e " (HV, 3 2 6 ) , r e p r e s e n t i n g f o r i t s new 

owner Amy Quong t h e r e w a r d f o r h e r anonymous i n t e r f e r e n c e i n 

th e l i v e s o f t h e bowl's p r e v i o u s owners, t h e M o r i a r t y s . Amy, 

who i n r e t a l i a t i o n f o r V i c ' s b i g o t e d t r e a t m e n t o f h e r a l e r t s 

E r n e s t t o h i s w i f e ' s t r a n s g r e s s i o n s , c u l t i v a t e s a p o s s e s s i o n 

o b s e s s i o n f o r t h e bowl, i g n o r a n t o f t h e f a c t t h a t a c q u i s i t i o n s 

t r a d e hands t o o t e r r i b l y e a s i l y . T h i n g s w i l l n o t be owned, 

nor a r e t h e y c a p a b l e o f l o y a l t y . The bowl s i m p l y b e g i n s t o 

m o n i t o r i t s new e n v i r o n m e n t , t r a d i n g s t o r m y s c e n e s o f a d u l t e r y 

and murder f o r o r d e r and q u i e t . 

The b i g , b r i g h t , g l o b e - s h a p e d ornament e x i s t s a s an 

o b j e c t i n i t s own r i g h t b u t s e r v e s i n a d d i t i o n a s home t o a 

c h e e k y l i t t l e c y c l a m e n . T h i s f l o w e r , b l a t a n t l y p h a l l i c and 

o v e r w o r k e d as s y m b o l , b a r o m e t r i c a l l y c h a r t s t h e o n - g o i n g 

a f f a i r between V i c M o r i a r t y and Clem Hagan. When f i r s t 

r e a d e r s meet t h e l u s t y bloom t h e y s e e i t " s p r a w l e d i n wide, 

v o l u p t u o u s c u r v e s " (HV, 3 3 ) , as i f i n c a r i c a t u r e o f i t s 

m i s t r e s s . I t c o n t i n u e s t o a c t o u t t h e l o v e r s ' a n t i c s i n 
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p a r o d i c f a s h i o n ; t h e i n g e n u o u s n a r r a t o r comments a t one p o i n t : 

" I t was f u n n y t h a t y e s t e r d a y t h e c y c l a m e n had s t u c k up 

s t r a i g h t , a l w a y s c h a n g i n g , sometimes as s t r a i g h t as a p o k e r 

and t i g h t i n t h e mouth, a l m o s t s p i n s t e r l y , and now i t l o l l e d , 

c o u l d n ' t h o l d up i t s head, i t l o o k e d s o r t o f abandoned w i t h 

i t s d r o o p y l e a v e s " (HV, 1 0 9 ) . T h i s o b j e c t p r o v e s non­

t r a n s f e r a b l e : i t i s c r u s h e d s h o r t l y a f t e r V i c i s k i l l e d , t h u s 

f o r g i n g a c o m p l e t e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f c h a r a c t e r w i t h o b j e c t . 

The s h e l l or n a u t i l u s , w h i c h l a t e r p l a y s s u c h a p r o m i n e n t 

r o l e i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y , a p p e a r s f i r s t i n Happy V a l l e y . I t 

f u n c t i o n s as g i f t ; young Rodney H a l l i d a y p r e s e n t s one t o 

s c h o o l - m a t e M a r g a r e t Quong t h a t "was p i n k , o f c u r i o u s s h a p e , 

f o l d i n g l i k e t h e bud o f a f l o w e r w i t h brown s p o t s on t h e 

u n d e r n e a t h " (HV, 6 5 ) . A s e a - s h e l l i s an o b j e c t r i c h i n 

c o n n o t a t i o n s , w h i c h f o r t h a t r e a s o n i m m e d i a t e l y b i d s t h e 

i m a g i n a t i o n e n t e r i n . The word ' s h e l l ' p r o c l a i m s t h e o b j e c t , 

i t s c o n s t r u c t i o n and i t s f u n c t i o n , b e c a u s e a s h e l l i s what i t . 

i s made o f . L i t e r a r y s h e l l s a r e a l w a y s d e s e r t e d : no s i g n o f 

t h e i r b u i l d e r and o r i g i n a l o c c u p a n t e x i s t s . But s h e l l s a r e 

n o t empty, e i t h e r . R a t h e r , t h e y a r e f i l l e d w i t h t h e sound and 

s m e l l of t h e i r o r i g i n s . The s e a means b e g i n n i n g s , e t e r n i t y , 

f r e e d o m , n o u r i s h m e n t and a n n i h i l a t i o n a l l a t o n c e . So one 

t h i n g Rodney bestows upon M a r g a r e t w i t h h i s g i f t o f t h e 

n a u t i l u s i s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y f o r i m a g i n a t i v e e s c a p e and f o r a 

p e r s p e c t i v e on l i f e g r e a t e r t h a n t h a t Happy V a l l e y a l o n e c a n 

o f f e r . The s h e l l a l s o c o n n o t e s d o m e s t i c i t y and i n t e r i o r i t y : 
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i t i s s a f e and s e c u r e b u t a l s o i n t r i g u i n g and a r o u s i n g b e c a u s e 

of i t s s p i r a l s h a p e , s u g g e s t i v e n o t o n l y o f t h e f o r m o f t h e 

human e a r b u t o f f e m a l e g e n i t a l i a as w e l l . The i n s i d e o f t h i s 

s e e m i n g l y s m a l l o b j e c t p r o v e s v e r y l a r g e i n d e e d , a l m o s t 

i n f i n i t e ; i t s m a z e - l i k e c o n s t r u c t i o n c h a l l e n g e s t h e mind w h i l e 

i t s o r i g i n s f r e e t h e s p i r i t . The s h e l l i s a heap o f 

p a r a d o x e s : f r a g i l e y e t p r o t e c t i v e , s m a l l y e t i n f i n i t e , 

d e s e r t e d y e t c o m p l e t e . One o f t h e most c a p t i v a t i n g of 

n a t u r e ' s s h a p e s , t h e s h e l l i s b e a u t i f u l , m y s t e r i o u s , e n d u r i n g 

and a l l u r i n g . 

M a r g a r e t ' s a u n t Amy weaves a p s e u d o - s h e l l a r o u n d h e r 

t e r r i t o r y t h a t t h e n a r r a t o r c a l l s a c o c o o n . T h i s i s an 

i m p o r t a n t image t o b o t h Happy V a l l e y and The L i v i n g and t h e  

Dead, u s e d t o i d e n t i f y t h o s e who ran k among t h e d e a d - i n - l i f e . 

A l t h o u g h Amy i s t h e f i r s t o f W h i t e ' s c h a r a c t e r s t o e x h i b i t a 

p a s s i o n f o r t h i n g s , h e r a c q u i s i t i v e n e s s i s v i e w e d n e g a t i v e l y : 

"She l i v e d i n a k i n d o f m y s t i c a l a t t a c h m e n t t o h e r t h i n g s ; 

she l i v e d w i t h them i n t h e c o c o o n o f c u s t o m t h a t l e d h e r t o 

d u s t them, t o t a k e them up and p u t them down. And she wanted 

more; she was a l w a y s a n x i o u s t o add a t h r e a d t o t h e s o f t and 

n e c e s s a r y s t r u c t u r e o f t h e c o c o o n " (HV f 33) . T h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

p r o t e c t i v e d o m e s t i c e n v e l o p e n e i t h e r f r e e s nor e n l a r g e s : i t 

l i m i t s . Amy f e e l s h e r l i f e c o m p l e t e and h e r c r a v i n g f o r 

t h i n g s e n t i r e l y j u s t i f i e d once she f i n a l l y p o s s e s s e s t h e 

s i l v e r l u s t r e b o w l . But t h e c o c o o n o n l y m u f f l e s t h e s e n s e s : 

" I t was so e a s y t o s u b s t i t u t e t h e dead f o r t h e l i v i n g , t o 
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b u i l d a c o c o o n o f e x p e r i e n c e away f r o m t h e n o i s e s i n t h e 

s t r e e t " (TLATD, 1 6 ) . K i t t y S t a n d i s h , f r o m The L i v i n g and t h e  

D e a d r t u r n s o u t t o be a n o t h e r s u c h k n i t t e r o f webs a b o u t 

h e r s e l f , r e d u c i n g l i f e t o t h e m e r e l y e x i s t i n g i n s i d e a h o u s e . 

In t h i s s e c o n d n o v e l K i t t y and W i l l y S t a n d i s h s t a r t o u t 

m a r r i e d l i f e p r o m i s i n g l y enough, b u t s e p a r a t e a f t e r two 

c h i l d r e n and s e v e r a l y e a r s . T h e i r o f f - s p r i n g , E l y o t and Eden, 

grow up i n w a r - t o r n E n g l a n d : E l y o t s t u d i e s modern l a n g u a g e s 

and t u r n s i n t o an a c a d e m i c c o m p o s i n g d r y a r t i c l e s on o b s c u r e 

a u t h o r s and Eden d r i f t s t h r o u g h s e v e r a l l o v e a f f a i r s and j o b s 

b e f o r e c o m m i t t i n g h e r s e l f t o J o e B a r n e t t and t h e S p a n i s h C i v i l 

War. As t h e n o v e l o p ens, E l y o t i s s e e i n g Eden o f f on t h e 

f i r s t l e g o f h e r t r i p t o S p a i n f o l l o w i n g J o e ' s d e a t h th e r e . . 

L u r k i n g on t h e f r i n g e s o f t h e p l o t a r e C o n n i e T i a r k s , t h e 

awkward, l u m p i s h s p i n s t e r who t h i n k s she i s i n l o v e w i t h 

E l y o t , e l e g a n t M u r i e l R a p h a e l , who knows she i s n o t b u t who 

s l e e p s w i t h him anyway, and J u l i a F a l l o n , who k e e ps house f o r 

t h e S t a n d i s h e s . 

T h i s n o v e l a l s o p o r t r a y s c h a r a c t e r s s u f f e r i n g a l o s s o f 

c o n t a c t w i t h t h e s u b s t a n c e o f t h i n g s - - w i t h l i f e , i n o t h e r 

words. E v e n t h o s e t o be c o u n t e d among t h e l i v i n g succumb t o 

t h e i n d i f f e r e n t , d i r e c t i o n l e s s , f r a g m e n t e d t i m e s . The L i v i n g  

and t h e Dead a l m o s t c h o k e s on t h i s d e s p e r a t e a t m o s p h e r e ; 

o b j e c t s s e r v e m a i n l y s t r u c t u r a l e n d s , u n i t i n g themes and 

o b j e c t i f y i n g t h e s o d d e n i n n e r s t a t e o f c h a r a c t e r s . These a r e 

d i v i d e d i n t o two camps: t h e c o l l e c t o r s , l i k e M u r i e l R a p h a e l , 
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Connie T i a r k s , Aubrey S i l k and the Standishes versus the 

r a t h e r s m a l l e r group, made up of J u l i a F a l l o n and Joe B a r n e t t , 

which claims a r e s p e c t f o r t h i n g s . Of these, honest, simple 

Joe i s perhaps the most a l i v e , p r e c i s e l y because he "took a 

pleas u r e i n f a m i l i a r t h i n g s , the c l e a n g r a i n of wood planed i n 

the workshop, the s t e e l of a c h i s e l t h a t was ve r y c o o l as he 

l a i d i t i n c a l c u l a t i o n a g a i n s t h i s cheek" (TLATD, 193-4). 

Joe, l i k e h i s f i c t i o n a l h e i r Stan Parker of The Tree of Man, 

says l i t t l e but f e e l s much: h i s hands would tremble " f o r a 

something, f o r a mystery behind the w a l l , t h a t was s t i l l 

untouched. The days were f u l l of o b j e c t s t h a t h i n t e d at a 

correspondence" (TLATD, 268). Touch i s perhaps the most 

pri m a l and immediate form of communicating with the numinous. 

In The L i v i n g and the Dead, however, hands remain permanently 

unconnected to t h e i r owners. 

Detached limbs and faces f l o a t past one another i n t h i s 

novel a l l the time: they never connect, much l e s s communicate. 

Joe i s one being conversant i n the language of the senses, 

J u l i a another, although l e s s so. Her reverence f o r o b j e c t s 

stops a t the t h i n g i n i t s e l f ; she uses and r e s p e c t s them. 

Sometimes J u l i a and t h i n g s p h y s i c a l l y i mprint upon one 

another: "At n i g h t when she l e f t . . . J u l i a l i n g e r e d , 

p e r c e p t i b l y , i n the o b j e c t s she had touched. There was a 

correspondence between J u l i a and the form of the y e l l o w t a b l e , 

more than an echo i n the cheap alarm c l o c k . In the t i c k i n g , 

c r e a k i n g , groaning n i g h t - l i f e of the desert e d k i t c h e n , the o l d 
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d e p r e s s e d house s h o e s c a r r i e d on a d e p u t y g e n e r a l s h i p " (TLATD, 

13) . 

Here t h e n a r r a t o r h i n t s a t m y s t e r i o u s n o c t u r n a l g o i n g s - o n 

amongst s u p p o s e d l y i n a n i m a t e ( r e a d ' l i f e l e s s ' ) o b j e c t s . 

" C o r r e s p o n d e n c e , " t h e key word, s u g g e s t s n o t o n l y p h y s i c a l b u t 

a l s o n o n - p h y s i c a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n , a s o r t o f w o r d l e s s 

a r t i c u l a t e n e s s a c h i e v e d between J u l i a and d o m e s t i c t h i n g s . We 

know she i s t o be c o u n t e d amongst t h e l i v i n g b e c a u s e she and 

" t h e o b j e c t s t h a t she t o u c h e d were u n i t e d by t h i s s t r a i n o f 

a b s o r p t i o n . The b a s i n she h e l d i n h e r r e d hands r o u n d e d i n t o 

shape w i t h t h o s e same h a n d s " (TLATD, 5 8 ) . Here we have an 

e a r l y example o f W h i t e ' s use o f k i n a e s t h e s i a t o d e s c r i b e t h e 

i n t i m a c y between c h a r a c t e r s and o b j e c t s . He d e v e l o p s 

a d m i r a b l e a g i l i t y w i t h t h i s k i n d o f i m a g e r y i n The A u n t ' s 

S t o r y . 

S t y l i s t i c a l l y s p e a k i n g W h i t e ' s n a r r a t o r i n The L i v i n g and  

t h e Dead e x p l a i n s much and shows l i t t l e ; d i r e c t r e v e l a t i o n o f 

t h e o b j e c t w i l l have t o w a i t u n t i l The A u n t ' s S t o r y . But t h e 

p r e v a l e n c e o f hands and t o u c h i n The L i v i n g and t h e Dead 

s i g n a l s one of W h i t e ' s c a r e e r - l o n g f e t i s h e s . Whether t a l k i n g 

a b o u t l i t t l e d a r k h a i r s on t h e b a c k s o f men's hands or t h e 

q u a s i - e l e c t r i c t i n g l e o f r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t o c c u r s whenever two 

p e o p l e t r u l y t o u c h , White e x a l t s t h e t a c t i l e s e n s e . T h i n g s 

a r e as i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m t h e i r f u n c t i o n a l i t y a s hands a r e f r o m 

t h o s e t h i n g s t h e y u s e : e a c h imbues t h e o t h e r w i t h s i g n i f i c a n t 

l i f e . 
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Three s t r a i n s of imagery pervade the work: water, box­

l i k e shapes and road. White uses each image ambiguously: 

f l u i d , cube and journey can e i t h e r c o n f i n e or f r e e one. Water 

d e p i c t s q u a l i t y of l i f e i n t h i s and other White no v e l s ; 

whereas i n The Aunt's Story water r e p r e s e n t s a d e s i r a b l e s t a t e 

of being, here i n The L i v i n g and the Dead water o n l y confuses 

and obscures t h i n g s . E l y o t i s o f t e n d e p i c t e d s e a r c h i n g out h i s 

own image i n the watery depths of m i r r o r s , and many London 

scenes appear to be t a k i n g p l a c e under the s e a . 1 Faces swim 

past or up out of murky reaches, impossible to focus or to 

ho l d . C h a r a c t e r s d r i f t p a s s i v e l y , a v o i d i n g "the submerged 

element, e i t h e r i n your own l i f e or i n the l i v e s of other 

people, wherever t h i s was p o s s i b l e " (TLATD, 189) . The 

n a r r a t o r goes so f a r as to a s s e r t t h a t "The world was p a r t l y 

s o l u b l e " (TLATD, 304), no doubt t e s t i f y i n g not onl y to 

c l i m a c t i c c o n d i t i o n s but a l s o to the s t a t e of c e r t a i n soggy 

s o u l s f l o u n d e r i n g about l i k e f i s h out of t h e i r element. With 

r e s p e c t to o b j e c t s , c h a r a c t e r s are portrayed as e i t h e r 

absorbed by them, l i k e J u l i a , or a b s o r b i n g — t h a t i s , 

consuming--them, l i k e Mrs. S t a n d i s h . 

Box f i g u r e s mainly as E l y o t ' s g i f t from Connie T i a r k s , 

but a l s o as metaphor f o r the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l form of the 

Standi s h e s ' l i v e s . Near the beginning of the n o v e l , E l y o t 

l i k e n s h i m s e l f and others of h i s acquaintance to boxes; they 

have a l l , he d e c i d e s , t r i e d to impose some form on the 

p r e v a i l i n g s hapelessness. Alone i n a room i n what was h i s 



78 

mother's house, Elyot ponders his own contribution to order. 

He stands, he figures, a box within a box within a box. 

This was a receptacle. They were two 
receptacles, he f e l t , the one containing 
the material possessions of those who had 
lingered in i t s rooms, the other the 
aspirations of those he had come in 
contact with. Even that emotional l i f e he 
had not experienced himself, but sensed, 
seemed somehow to have grown e x p l i c i t . It 
was as i f this emanated from the walls to 
find interpretation and shelter in his 
mind. So that the two receptacles were 
c l e a r l y united now. They were l i k e two 
Chinese boxes, one inside the other, 
leading to an i n f i n i t y of other boxes, to 
an i n f i n i t y of purpose. (TLATD, 17-18) 

But Elyot's generous evaluation of himself and his place in 

the world occurs to him very l a t e : his mother dead, his s i s t e r 

off to Spain, he stands e n t i r e l y alone in the empty rooms of 

the hollow house. S t i l l the house preserves Mrs. Standish's 

imprint years after her death: i t remains her answer to 

obli v i o n . Even now the walls return her voice to Elyot. 

While for K i t t y the house represents a show-case for her 

c o l l e c t i o n of bric-a-brac, for Elyot i t means refuge, merely 

bricks and mortar separating him from the rest of wandering 

mankind. It was Pascal who early suggested that a box-like 

room could contain the world; neither Catherine nor Elyot 

recognizes such p o s s i b i l i t i e s e x i s t . It takes someone l i k e 

Joe Barnett to fl e s h out space, as he does when he v i s i t s 

Elyot's study to say goodbye: "So i t boiled down to t h i s , the 



79 

f o l d e d hands, the u l t i m a t e s i m p l i c i t y i n the s i l e n c e of a 

room. . . . A f t e r the groping behind the dry symbols of 

words, you experienced a sudden r e v e l a t i o n i n a shabby, 

i n s i g n i f i c a n t room" (TLATD, 308). Houses are s i l e n t l y 

eloquent, although i n t h i s novel c i t y d w e l l i n g s share the 

malaise of t h e i r occupants, b l i n k i n g unseeing eyes and needing 

a Joe or a J u l i a to r e s t o r e t h e i r c i r c u l a t i o n . House comes to 

p l a y a c e n t r a l r o l e i n l a t e r novels such as The Aunt's S t o r y 

and The Eye of the Storm (1973), to the p o i n t where, I w i l l 

argue, i t becomes a kind of s t r u c t u r a l analogue f o r The S o l i d  

Mandala (1966). 

The a c t u a l box Connie g i v e s E l y o t r e p r e s e n t s the shape of 

her love f o r him. She d e s i r e s to possess him, to c o n f i n e and 

c o n t a i n him with a l l her d e s p e r a t e l y l o n e l y might. E l y o t , 

m i s t a k e n l y t h i n k i n g M u r i e l has sent him the ornament, sees i n 

i t the shape of t h e i r l o v e : c o l d , spare and empty. As such, 

the g i f t holds a kind of m a s o c h i s t i c f a s c i n a t i o n f o r him. He 

r e c o g n i z e s i t as symbol r a t h e r than as t h i n g - i n - i t s e l f , and as 

such i t comes to occupy h i s p e d a n t i c mind more and more. A 

room w i t h i n a room, the box g l o a t s on E l y o t ' s mantel, 

p e r f e c t l y of a p i e c e with the r e s t of the p l a c e . M i l k y i n 

c o l o u r , "only j u s t opaque" (TLATD, 243), i t t i e s i n with the 

f u t i l e pernods the e l d e r Standishes downed once i n P a r i s i n an 

e f f o r t to r e v i v e t h e i r f l o u n d e r i n g marriage. The d e c o r a t i o n , 

while empty of other t h i n g s , remains f u l l of s i g n i f i c a n c e . 

S t i l l , i t i s p r i z e d f o r i t s symbolic v a l u e . The o b j e c t has 
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y e t t o come i n t o i t s own. 

P o s s i b l y t h i s i s a d e l i b e r a t e s t r a t e g y on W h i t e ' s p a r t . 

A f t e r a l l , The L i v i n g and t h e Dead i l l u s t r a t e s a t i m e o f 

d i s s o l u t i o n and d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . T h i n g s b r i m m i n g w i t h 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y w o u l d d i s r u p t t h e sombre mood s o c a r e f u l l y 

c u l t i v a t e d i n t h e n o v e l . P e r h a p s t h i s e x p l a i n s why, a s Mark 

W i l l i a m s e x p r e s s e s i t , "The n o v e l c a n n o t o f f e r t h e 

s u b s t a n t i a l i t y i t c r a v e s . " 2 E v e r y t h i n g and e v e r y one p r o v e s 

l i s t l e s s , v a g u e , i n d i f f e r e n t , a n d t h e l a n g u a g e u s e d t o d r a w 

t h i s a t m o s p h e r e i s i t s e l f a s wrung o u t as t h e t i m e s . T h i s 

" a g o n i z e d s e p a r a t i o n o f l i f e a n d l a n g u a g e " 3 i s most v i v i d l y 

f e l t f o r t h e f i r s t t i m e i n The L i v i n g and t h e Dead; l i v e d 

e x p e r i e n c e t u r n s o u t t o be a s m e a n i n g l e s s a nd c o r r u p t a s 

l a n g u a g e . A c t i o n i n t h e f o r m o f s e r v i c e i n S p a i n a p p e a r s t h e 

o n l y a n t i d o t e t o t h e e m p t i n e s s o f t h e t i m e s ; t h u s t h e e x o d u s 

o f l i v i n g s o u l s f r o m E n g l a n d t o c e r t a i n d e a t h i n f o r e i g n s o i l . 

Hence t h e r o a d a s m e t a p h o r . C h a r a c t e r s s u c h a s M r s . 

S t a n d i s h a r e " [ t r a v e l l e r s ] who had c h o s e n t o l o s e [ t h e i r ] 

way" (TLATD, 2 9 1 ) . To E l y o t , "Eden was t h e d a r k s t r e e t " 

(TLATD, 1 7 2 ) ; t o E d e n , s t r o l l i n g a n y d a r k p a t h w a y home a l o n e 

was l i k e f o l l o w i n g a way " i n t o t h e more g u a r d e d p l a c e s o f t h e 

m i n d " (TLATD, 1 8 5 ) . The r o a d b e c k o n s a s e s c a p e a nd p r o m i s e s 

movement and p r o g r e s s . I t s y m b o l i z e s a way o u t o f t h e 

e x t e r n a l , s t a g n a n t w o r l d i n t o v i t a l , i n t e r i o r s p a c e s . R o u t e s 

c o n n o t e d i r e c t i o n and d e l i b e r a t e n e s s : t h e y s e d u c e t h e mind o u t 

of i t s d e p e n d e n c e upon t h e mundane w h i l e t h e y k e e p t h e b o d y 
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m o b i l e and between d e s t i n a t i o n s . The j o u r n e y m o t i f comes t o 

be i n c r e a s i n g l y c e n t r a l t o l a t e r n o v e l s s u c h a s The A u n t ' s 

S t p y y , V P S S ( 1 9 5 7 ) , R i d e r s i n t h e C h a r i o t ( 1 9 6 1 ) and A F r i n g e  

o f L e a v e s ( 1 9 7 6 ) , where c h a r a c t e r s s u c h as T h e o d o r a , V o s s , 

H i m m e l f a r b and E l l e n j o u r n e y home b o t h l i t e r a l l y and 

m e t a p h o r i c a l l y . 

Happy V a l l e y and The L i v i n g and t h e Dead b e a r s i g n i f i c a n t 

p o r t e n t s o f t h e works w h i c h f o l l o w e d . The s e c o n d n o v e l i n 

p a r t i c u l a r i n t r o d u c e s f a m i l i a r W h i t e a n o b s e s s i o n s s u c h as t h e 

i n t r a c t a b l e n a t u r e o f l a n g u a g e and t h e s t e r l i n g q u a l i t i e s o f 

common c h a i r s and t a b l e s . F o r t h e f i r s t t i m e c e r t a i n o b j e c t s 

e n j o y s p o t l i t s p l e n d o u r . N o t i c e f o r example E l y o t ' s n o v e l 

r e a c t i o n t o a soup t u r e e n he has a l r e a d y s e e n many t i m e s i n 

h i s l i f e : 

E l y o t f e l t t h e t o u c h o f n o s t a l g i a i n t h e 
g r e e n and g o l d o f t h e soup t u r e e n , a s i t 
d r i f t e d o u t o f t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n , i n t o a 
su d d e n f o c u s . T h e r e was a h o r r i d 
a t t r a c t i o n i n t h e l i t t l e g i l d e d p i n e a p p l e 
on t h e l i d , t h a t now c o v e r e d what r e m a i n e d 
of t h e s o u p . I g n o r i n g words, t h a t were 
i r r e l e v a n t , he c o u l d n o t keep h i s e y e s o f f 
t h e l i t t l e p i n e a p p l e . I t s t o o d o u t l i k e a 
b o s s on t h e f a c e o f t h e l a s t t e n y e a r s , a 
t a n g i b l e r e m i n d e r o f e s c a p e d t i m e . (TLATD., 1 7 3 ) 

S u d d e n l y i t g l a r e s a t him and he i s t r a n s f i x e d . The s i m p l e , 

b a n a l o b j e c t i n s p i r e s t h i s l i t e r a r y - m i n d e d man t o d i s m i s s 

words as ' i r r e l e v a n t ' w h i l e he b a s k s i n i t s l u m i n e s c e n c e . 

What t h e t u r e e n r e p r e s e n t s t o h im i s t i m e i r r e t r i e v a b l y l o s t ; 

n o t i c e how i t weaves i t s s p e l l o v e r him. 'Green and g o l d ' 
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s i g n a l n o s t a l g i a , but they a l s o d e s c r i b e the p u s t u l e n t , s i c k l y 

times. The tureen ' d r i f t e d ' out of i t s v i s c o u s haze, i n which 

every t h i n g and every one i n the novel seems suspended. By 

the time E l y o t t urns h i s h o r r i f i e d a t t e n t i o n to the adornment 

atop the l i d , the pineapple has t a r n i s h e d from 'gold' to 

' g i l d e d . ' For a ' l i t t l e ' t h i n g , the anomalous f r u i t holds 

E l y o t t i g h t i n a s p e l l . His y e a r n i n g a f t e r ' n o s t a l g i a ' turns 

i n t o a hopeless r e a l i z a t i o n of 'escaped time.' Although a 

c o r r e l a t i v e f o r the l i m p i d s t a t e of E l y o t ' s s o u l , the homely 

tureen a l s o r e p r e s e n t s one of the f i r s t Whitean o b j e c t s to 

shine f o r t h i n a l l i t s t h i n g n e s s . 

With The Aunt's S t o r y o b j e c t s stand exposed i n 

s u r p r i s i n g and unexpected a t t i t u d e s . Here White welcomes the 

reader to "the r i g h t n e s s of o b j e c t s " (TAS, 268), to "the great 

s u p e r i o r i t y of s t a t i o n a r y o b j e c t s " (TAS, 283), to o b s t i n a t e 

umbrellas, escaping d o i l i e s and imperious c a c t i . Most c r i t i c s 

see symbol i n every o b j e c t which makes an appearance; 

c e r t a i n l y White's complex s t y l e can be s a i d to lend i t s e l f to 

such p e d a n t i c treatment. But c o n s i d e r i t f o r a moment a book 

i n which a t h i n g i s simply t h a t t h i n g . Suspend more than your 

usual a l l o t m e n t of d i s b e l i e f and accept The Aunt's S t o r y as an 

account of a woman e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y s e n s i t i v e to l i f e on every 

l e v e l . 

The novel begins with one of l i t e r a t u r e ' s great opening 

l i n e s : "But o l d Mrs. Goodman d i d d i e at l a s t " (TAS, 3). Thus 

her s p i n s t e r daughter Theodora f i n d s h e r s e l f f r e e d from years 
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of s l a v e r y t o h e r m o t h e r ' s s e l f i s h whims. T a k i n g l e a v e o f h e r 

o n l y f a m i l y i n A u s t r a l i a — a m o n g whose members i s h e r n i e c e and 

s o u l - m a t e L o u — T h e o d o r a Goodman t r a v e l s , f i r s t t o p r e - W o r l d 

War I I E u r o p e , a l i g h t i n g f o r a w h i l e i n a h o t e l i n t h e s o u t h 

of F r a n c e , t h e n t o A m e r i c a , where she r e a c h e s j o u r n e y ' s end. 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y i s made up o f t h r e e s e c t i o n s : "Meroe" d e t a i l s 

T h e o d o r a ' s f o r m a t i v e y e a r s on t h e f a m i l y e s t a t e ( a l s o c a l l e d 

M e r o e ) , " J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " i s t h e a c c o u n t o f h e r s u r r e a l s t a y 

a t t h e H o t e l du M i d i , and f i n a l l y , " H o l s t i u s " d e s c r i b e s her 

t r i p by t r a i n and on f o o t t o a humble home i n t h e new w o r l d . 

A l o n g t h e way T h e o d o r a e n c o u n t e r s a h o s t o f c h a r a c t e r s who 

e i t h e r h i n d e r ( F r a n k and F a n n y P a r r o t t , H u n t l y C l a r k s o n , o l d 

Mrs. Goodman) or e n c o u r a g e ( h e r f a t h e r , The Man Who Was G i v e n 

H i s D i n n e r , M o r a l t i s ) h e r p r o g r e s s . 

T h e o d o r a Goodman has a c a p a c i t y t o tune i n t o o b j e c t s i n 

t h e i r s e p a r a t e e x i s t e n c e s ; she n e v e r d o u b t s t h e i r p o t e n t i a l 

f o r p l a y or h u r t . The A u n t ' s S t o r y c h r o n i c l e s T h e o d o r a ' s 

j o u r n e y o f d i s c o v e r y f r o m y o u t h t o m i d d l e age i n t e r m s o f h e r 

e n c o u n t e r s w i t h o b j e c t s . They p r o v i d e c l u e s t o h e r f i r s t 

d e v e l o p i n g , a s p i r i n g s t a t e o f mind, t h e n t o i t s d i s i n t e g r a t i o n 

and e v e n t u a l r e s i g n a t i o n . I f , a l o n g t h e way ( e s p e c i a l l y i n 

t h e " J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " s e c t i o n ) t h i n g s seem t o o f a n t a s t i c a l l y 

a n i m a t e d , i t i s n o t s o l e l y b e c a u s e t h e y a r e dreamed-up but 

b e c a u s e as T h e o d o r a ' s s a n i t y c r u m b l e s she becomes e v e r more 

h y p e r p a t h i c . In o t h e r words, t o use t h e l i v i n g / d e a d d i c h o t o m y 

White e s t a b l i s h e d i n h i s p r e v i o u s n o v e l , as Theo t u r n s 
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I n c r e a s i n g l y from what the world c o n s i d e r s l i f e to what i t 

c o n s i d e r s death--that i s , madness--she i n f a c t a t t a i n s a 

degree of a l i v e n e s s i t simply cannot comprehend. Objects 

serve as markers along the way; perhaps they not o n l y 

encourage but a c t u a l l y push her to her achievement. 

The Aunt's S t o r y r e v e a l s P a t r i c k White's sense of s t y l e 

and s t r u c t u r e and h i s changing use of symbol. I f the novel 

can be seen as h e a v i l y symbolic, i t can more p r o f i t a b l y be 

c o n s i d e r e d White's most concentrated and courageous e f f o r t 

towards r e e s t a b l i s h i n g communication with w o r l d l y t h i n g s . I t 

i s t r ue as Peter Wolfe w r i t e s , t h a t "White organizes space, 

r a t h e r than l e a v i n g i t empty or merely using i t as a s t a t i c 

r e c e p t a c l e f o r dramatic a c t i o n . Objects impart rhythm and 

t e x t u r e . " 4 Whitean space i s i n h a b i t e d space. But once 

presented, o b j e c t s never s t a y the same; they are s u b j e c t to 

the same f l u x with which White's c h a r a c t e r s contend. Hence, 

they flow and metamorphose, not o n l y between works, but w i t h i n 

s i n g l e books. The rose of Theodora's c h i l d h o o d , the one which 

p l a y s home to a grub, i s not the same flower which l a t e r 

adorns her hat, nor are t h e i r v a l u e s — s y m b o l i c or otherwise--

the same. I t i s n ' t the same blossom as t h a t which enhances 

Amy Parker's l i f e i n The Tree of Man, e i t h e r . I t i s 

d i f f i c u l t not to see the u n i v e r s a l i n an o b j e c t l i k e a rose; 

Love, Beauty and P e r f e c t i o n pop up a u t o m a t i c a l l y l i k e l i t t l e 

f l a g s whenever s a i d bloom i s invoked. White, however, 

circumvents such ready jumping to c l i c h e d c o n c l u s i o n s by 
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c o n j u r i n g up s i n g u l a r o b j e c t s worthy of s c r u t i n y . 

In g e n e r a l , The A u n t ' s S t o r y t a l k s about t h i n g s as t h i n g s 

perhaps more s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y than any of the l a t e r n o v e l s . 

E a r l y on, Theodora and M o r a i t i s a g r e e : "It i s not n e c e s s a r y 

to see t h i n g s . . . . I f you know" (TAS_, 106 and 107) . While 

they appear to eschew the s e n s u a l i n favour of the i n t u i t i v e 

or i n s t i n c t u a l f a c u l t i e s , both are d e e p l y committed 

s e n s u a l i s t s who, whether i n n a t e l y or e x p e r i e n t i a l l y , 'know' 

how to apprehend o b j e c t s e x t r a - s e n s u a l l y . On one hand o b j e c t s 

are spoken of as embodying "a l o g i c a l s i m p l i c i t y " (TAS_, 124); 

on the o t h e r , " 'The a n t i c s of o b j e c t s are i n d e s c r i b a b l e , ' " 

(TAS, 199) . Even wor ld-weary A l y o s h a S e r g e i r e p e a t s : 

" ' E v e r y t h i n g i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y ' " (TAS, 205) . "Simple and 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y " (TAS, 205) , adds Theodora , to h e r s e l f , ever 

c o g n i z a n t t h a t o b j e c t s c o n t a i n those p o l a r i t i e s and 

d i s c r e p a n c i e s i m p l i c i t i n l i f e . 

C r i t i c s of The A u n t ' s S t o r y n o t i c e d W h i t e ' s new-found 

i n f a t u a t i o n w i t h t h i n g s . W i l l i a m Walsh p r a i s e d the "almost 

H o p k i n s - l i k e power i n the way White o u t l i n e s the shapes and 

u r g e n t l y communicates the i n t r i n s i c energy of t h i n g s . The 

n o v e l i s t g i v e s the i m p r e s s i o n of h a v i n g . . . an a lmost 

m o l e c u l a r sense of what i s g o i n g on w i t h i n o b j e c t s . " 3 In 

e s t a b l i s h i n g such a d i r e c t , i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n between h i s 

h e r o i n e and the o b j e c t s w i t h which she comes i n t o c o n t a c t , 

White a s s u r e s them a s t a t u r e e q u i v a l e n t to T h e o d o r a ' s . She 

s i m p l y c o u l d not evo lve as she does wi thout the c o m p l i c i t y of 
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t h e b e w i t c h i n g hawk, the i l l - f a t e d n a u t i l u s or t h e t r u m p e t i n g 

c o r n . B r i a n K i e r n a n s u g g e s t s t h a t " T h e o d o r a f i n d s R e a l i t y 

w i t h i n t h e w o r l d by s h e d d i n g h e r s o c i a l r o l e s and i d e n t i f y i n g 

s e l f l e s s l y w i t h t h e e t e r n a l f orms t h a t r e a s s e r t t h e m s e l v e s i n 

t h e f l u c t u a t i o n s o f t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d , and by r e c o g n i z i n g t h e 

h o n e s t y , t h e i n t e g r i t y o f s u c h s i m p l e o b j e c t s as t a b l e s and 

c h a i r s . " s In o t h e r words, as T h e o d o r a s t r i v e s t o become l e s s 

of a s o c i a l o b j e c t h e r s e l f she s u c c e e d s i n c o n f r o n t i n g r e a l 

forms w i t h h e r own, raw, r e d u c e d s e l f . I f what she v o c a l i z e s 

i s t h e d e s i r e t o p a r e down t o t h e l a s t o f her s e v e r a l s e l v e s , 

what she a c h i e v e s i s a s e l f n e i t h e r c o m p l e t e l y s u b j e c t nor 

e n t i r e l y o b j e c t . On t h e s e t e r m s she a p p r o a c h e s s i m i l a r l y 

s e l f - f r e e t h i n g s as " s o l i d s p l i n t e r s i n a m e l t i n g u n i v e r s e . 

They a r e o b j e c t s w h i c h do n o t c a r r y w i t h them an y s t r o n g 

s u g g e s t i o n o f an o b j e c t i v e w o r l d . " ' 7 What we end up w i t h i s a 

s c e n a r i o where an y b i z a r r e t h i n g c a n and does happen. I n t h e 

m i d d l e s e c t i o n o f The A u n t ' s S t o r y Theo and o b j e c t s bump i n t o 

e a c h o t h e r c o n s t a n t l y ; t h e y h e e d l e s s l y o v e r s t e p t h e bounds 

w h i c h o b j e c t i v e h u m a n i t y ' s n o t i o n s o f t i m e and s p a c e have 

c o n f e r r e d upon them. These a r e " l i v i n g , c o u n t e r s u p p o r t i n g 

t h i n g s , " 8 w h i c h T h e o d o r a c o n s u l t s r e g u l a r l y , and w h i c h she 

i n t e r p r e t s f o r o t h e r r e s i d e n t s o f t h e H o t e l . 

C r i t i c s s u c h as Mark W i l l i a m s see a d e f i n i t e , r e g r e s s i v e 

p a t t e r n e v o l v e o v e r t h e c o u r s e of t h e n o v e l w i t h r e s p e c t t o 

t h e r e l a t i o n between T h e o d o r a and t h i n g s . "Meroe," he f e e l s , 

d e p i c t s "a s h a r p l y p r e s e n t w o r l d o f t h i n g s , d e t a i l e d and 
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d i v e r s e , t hat i s independent of Theodora's p e r c e p t i o n . " 9 

What she encounters d u r i n g t h i s f i r s t s e c t i o n are symbols, 

Williams a s s e r t s , u s e f u l to us because they r e v e a l our 

heroine's " i n f i n i t e s u b t l e t y and r e s p o n s i v e n e s s , " 1 0 and 

because they c a l l f o r t h her admirable power of i l l u s i o n . The 

c e n t r e s e c t i o n of The Aunt's S t o r y r e v e a l s an imagination run 

amok, a c c o r d i n g to W i l l i a m s : "The o b j e c t s i n the i a r d i n  

exotique are symbolic i n the a b s t r a c t and c h i l l i n g sense: 

they no longer p a r t i c i p a t e i n a f r u i t f u l union between the 

mind and the world of t h i n g s . They are not p a r t of a world 

which Theodora's mind can touch and be touched b y . " 1 1 He 

p r o t e s t s t h a t the garden of the H o t e l du Midi i s no garden but 

an a b s t r a c t i o n of one: t h i n g s no longer have substance, o n l y 

s t a t u s as " e q u i v a l e n t s f o r s t a t e s of s o u l . " 1 2 By the time 

Theodora a r r i v e s i n America, Williams c o n t i n u e s , her world of 

t h i n g s has become "wholly mental. The music of the corn i s 

oceanic i n the sense of being an u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d whole whose 

p a r t s do not possess i n t e g r i t y . " 1 3 Her journey, then, 

r e p r e s e n t s a d e c l i n e , a c c o r d i n g to W i l l i a m s ; d e s p i t e the many 

v i b r a n t encounters between Theodora and t h i n g s i n each of the 

three s e c t i o n s , he sees her saga as something of a f a i l u r e 

because of the u n r e m i t t i n g and i n c r e a s i n g divergence of o b j e c t 

and language. But there i s much more cause f o r confidence and 

optimism i n the connections between Theodora and words and 

t h i n g s ; i f they become estranged at one p o i n t i n her p s y c h i c 

journey they a l s o e v e n t u a l l y r e c o n c i l e . 
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The Aunt's S t o r y i s the f i r s t of White's novels to 

f e a t u r e t r e e s as o b j e c t s c r u c i a l to the shaping of both 

n a r r a t i v e and c h a r a c t e r . Trees f i g u r e mainly i n the "Meroe" 

s e c t i o n of the n o v e l ; not o n l y does Theodora f e e l s p e c i a l 

correspondence with them, but t r e e s a l s o inform the s t r u c t u r e 

of t h i s f i r s t p a r t of the book. N a r r a t i v e here i s mostly 

l i n e a r , t r a c i n g Theodora's l i f e from g i r l h o o d to emancipation 

f o l l o w i n g the death of her mother. 

Trees inform many of young Theodora's memorable moments. 

From the f i r s t Meroe i s r e c a l l e d as framed by t r e e s : 

The house looked over the f l a t from a 
s l i g h t r i s e , from a g a i n s t a background of 
s k e l e t o n t r e e s . But there was no 
melancholy about the dead t r e e s of Meroe. 
They were too f a r removed, they were the 
a b s t r a c t i o n s of t r e e s , with t h e i r r o o t s i n 
E t h i o p i a . On the n o r t h s i d e of the house 
there were a l s o l i v e t r e e s . There was a 
s o l i d m a j o r i t y of soughing p i n e s , which 
poured i n t o the rooms the remnants of a 
dark green l i g h t , and sometimes i n winter 
white s p l i n t e r s , and always a s t i r r i n g and 
murmuring and brooding and vague d i s c o n t e n t . 
(IAS_, 13-14) 

The house i s a s c r i b e d an a c t i v e verb; a g a i n s t a backdrop of 

t r e e corpses the e d i f i c e watches over i t s acreage. The 

m y t h i c a l , E t h i o p i a n timber i s never i d e n t i f i e d except i n the 

a b s t r a c t . S t i l l , these t r e e s c o n t r i b u t e to the m y t h i c a l 

aspect of the house: both c l a i m p r i m i t i v e o r i g i n s i n an e x o t i c 

l a n d . The l i v e t r e e s face away from the sun and spend t h e i r 

time i n melancholy, shedding l i q u i d l i g h t and b i t s of 
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themselves upon the house they shelter. Meroe' appears a kind 

of tree-house, as dark and moistly green as i t s sentinels. 

The trees enact the Goodmans' unrest and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n , 

providing an eerie echo for house and inhabitants, but they 

remain forces for good in the f i r s t part of the book. 

That i s why Theodora likens her father to a tree. She 

sees him asleep, "only his breath l i f t i n g his beard, as steady 

as a tree. Really Father was not unlike a tree, thick and 

greyish-black" (TAS, 16). This equation of man with wood is 

metaphorical: Mr. Goodman is l i k e a tree, p h y s i c a l l y (complete 

with beard for foliage, stout of stature and dark of 

complexion) as well as s p i r i t u a l l y . For Theodora's father is 

quiet, s t a t e l y and introspective, "thick and mysterious as a 

tree, but also hollow" (TAS, 19)--physical and not at the same 

time. This l i n k i n g of him with trees occurs many times over 

in "Meroe" but comes f u l l c i r c l e in "Holstius" when man 

becomes tree. As many c r i t i c s have pointed out, holz means 

'wood' in the o r i g i n a l German. Hence i t comes as no surprise 

that Theodora awaits th i s inverted reincarnation of a father-

figure, looking "through the trees for the tree walking, which 

in time would become Holstius" (TAS, 281). Said arboreal 

being also r e c a l l s a time when Theodora was so c l e a r l y 

i d e n t i f i e d with wood as to emulate her father. 

According to Theodora's t e l l i n g of i t , trees play active 

roles in some of the more s i g n i f i c a n t r i t e s of passage she 

experiences. While s t i l l a c h i l d , Theo revels in her kinship 
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w i t h t h i n g s o f n a t u r e : 

She t o o k o f f h e r c l o t h e s . She would l i e 
i n t h e w a t e r . And so o n h e r t h i n brown 
body was t h e s h a l l o w , browner w a t e r . She 
would n o t t h i n k . She would d r i f t . As 
s t i l l a s a s t i c k . And as t h i n . (TAS, 31) 

Here s t y l e t o o i s as t h i n and p a r e d down as a s t i c k . White 

u s e s k i n a e s t h e s i a t o show T h e o d o r a g i v i n g h e r s e l f c o m p l e t e l y 

o v e r t o p h y s i c a l l y b e coming t h e w a t e r , b e i n g t h e t w i g . Thus, 

when on h e r t w e l f t h b i r t h d a y she w i t n e s s e s t h e b i g oak r i v e n 

by l i g h t n i n g , Theo f e e l s t h e s t r i k e deep i n t o h e r own 

g u t s . 1 4 T h e o d o r a ' s oak s e r v e s as l i g h t n i n g r o d and, b e c a u s e 

she i d e n t i f i e s s o w i t h t h e t r e e , T h e o d o r a a l s o s p l i t s i n t o two 

f r o m e x p o s u r e t o t h e b o l t o f l i g h t and f i r e . H e n c e f o r t h t h e 

young a d u l t T h e o d o r a e x p e r i e n c e s l i f e n o t as a u n i f i e d whole 

b u t as p o l a r , and, u l t i m a t e l y , as f r a g m e n t e d . T h i n g s a r e 

d i s i n t e g r a t i n g . 

The " J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " s e c t i o n b r i m s w i t h c h a o s . T h e o d o r a 

assumes a d i f f e r e n t i d e n t i t y w i t h e a c h o f t h e H o t e l ' s 

d e n i z e n s . F o r G e n e r a l S o k o l n i k o v she p l a y s h i s s i s t e r 

L u d m i l l a , r e l i v i n g w i t h him some o f h i s e s c a p a d e s . O b j e c t s 

t o o s t e p o u t s i d e t h e bounds o f t h e i r n o r m a l r o l e s . The n i g h t 

T h e o d o r a / L u d m i l l a f i n d s h e r s e l f a l o n e i n t h e woods a t n i g h t 

a w a i t i n g S o k o l n i k o v and c o m p a t r i o t s , t r e e s c e a s e t o be 

f r i e n d s , a l t h o u g h t h e y r e m a i n no l e s s a l i v e . 

Her f e e t were r o o t e d now i n mute n e e d l e s . 
She s t o o d c l o s e a g a i n s t t h e t r e e , w h i c h 
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s m e l l e d s t r o n g l y of r e s i n , the t r e e which 
was rough and so c l o s e t h a t i t had ceased 
t o be a c o m f o r t or p r o t e c t i o n , as she 
c o u l d f e e l i t s h e a r t b e a t i n g p a i n f u l l y , 
e r r a t i c a l l y i n i t s s i d e . R e l e a s e d by the 
l u s t y , p a l p i t a t i n g g o l d and r e d of 
f i r e l i g h t , t r e e s l e a p t skyward i n sudden 
p u f f s of branch and c r e s t . A c r o s s the 
c l e a r i n g t r e e s had begun t o move. I t was 
t h e s e t h a t f r i g h t e n e d . (TAS, 206) 

Trees seem e x c e e d i n g l y v i v i d i n t h i s fantasy/memory p l a y . Not 

o n l y are t h e y f l e s h y , t h e y a r e t h r e a t e n i n g . Whereas once, i n 

s y n c h r o n y , Theodora "rose and f e l l on the b r e a t h i n g of the 

t r e e " (TAS, 3 9 ) , here she i s no l e s s t h a n " r o o t e d , " p r e s s e d 

c l o s e t o a t e r r i f i e d and t e r r i f y i n g t r e e . E v e n t u a l l y , t r e e s 

r e t u r n t o t h e i r s t a t u s as f r i e n d s t o Theodora. I n punning 

good form White w r i t e s of a p a r t i c u l a r American t r e e : " F i n a l l y 

bark began t o b i t e . She l i f t e d her cheek from where i t had 

been g r a i n e d by the f r i e n d l y t r e e " (TAS, 263). Throughout the 

work, even i n the s o - c a l l e d e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c m i d - s e c t i o n , t r e e s 

m a n i f e s t t e x t u r e and p r e s e n c e . The r e a d e r s e e s , s m e l l s and 

f e e l s them t h r o u g h the i n t e r v e n i n g s e n s i b i l i t y of Theodora 

Goodman, but t h e y never descend t o l e s s than r e a l , f i c t i o n a l 

t r e e s . 

So t o o do the houses i n The Aunt's S t o r y e x h i b i t 

p a r t i c u l a r l y v i t a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . From Meroe, where house 

and p l a c e are i n s e p a r a b l e , t o the H o t e l du M i d i , where garden 

and e d i f i c e are one, t o the b a r e , abandoned shack i n America 

t h a t Theodora adopts as her f i n a l home, d o m e s t i c e d i f i c e s do 

more th a n s h e l t e r t h e i r i n h a b i t a n t s . From the f i r s t page of 
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t h e n o v e l White b e t r a y s h i s o b s e s s i o n w i t h t h e e n c l o s i n g 

f u n c t i o n o f h o u s e s . The d e a t h of o l d Mrs. Goodman 

had a l t e r e d t h e s i l e n c e o f t h e h o u s e . I t 
had a l t e r e d t h e room. T h i s was no l o n g e r 
t h e bedroom of h e r mother. I t was a 
w a i t i n g room, w h i c h h o u s e d t h e s h i n y box 
t h a t c o n t a i n e d a waxwork. (TAS, 3) 

Boxed w i t h i n a box w i t h i n a box, Mrs. Goodman's c o r p s e r e c a l l s 

a s i m i l a r l y s t i f l i n g s c e n e f r o m The L i v i n g and t h e Dead. 

However, t h i s house i s n o t Meroe b u t a t h i n r e d - b r i c k one i n a 

Sydney s u b u r b . The s h o r t , u n a d o r n e d s e n t e n c e s i m p a r t 

i n f o r m a t i o n o n l y , d e f t l y s i g n a l l i n g t h e d r y " b r e a t h l e s s " (TAS., 

3) a t m o s p h e r e o f Sydney l i f e . The house i s as dead as i t s 

owner, and a l w a y s has bee n . But M e r o e — a h , t h a t was a n o t h e r 

s t o r y . 

T h e o d o r a ' s r e t e l l i n g o f t h e t a l e o f Meroe t o Lou i n s p i r e s 

p o e t i c d i c t i o n and v i v i d s t y l e : " t o t e l l t h e s t o r y o f Meroe' 

was t o l i s t e n a l s o t o h e r own b l o o d . . . " (TAS, 1 1 ) . A g a i n 

t h e r e i s a d i r e c t t r a n s f e r : T h e o d o r a i s Meroe, j u s t as Meroe 

i s t h e v o l c a n o i n t h e l a n d s c a p e or i t s m y t h i c a l o r i g i n a l i n 

f a r - d i s t a n t E t h i o p i a . " I t was f l a t as a b i s c u i t or a c h i l d ' s 

c o n s t r u c t i o n o f b l o c k s , and i t had a k i n d o f f l a t b i s c u i t 

c o l o u r t h a t s t a r e d s u r p r i s e d o u t o f t h e l a n d s c a p e down a t t h e 

r o a d . I t was an h o n e s t house . . . " (TAS, 1 3 ) . C o n c e i v e d 

and e x e c u t e d i n c h i l d - l i k e f a s h i o n , t h e house p e e r s down on 

a l l a b o u t i t . C h a m e l e o n - l i k e , f o r p r o t e c t i o n , i t has been 

b u i l t t o b l e n d i n w i t h t h e y e l l o w and a s h t o n e s o f t h e 



93 

landscape. To others the shabby property s p e l l s "Rack an' 

Ruin Hollow" (TASf 18), but to Theodora i t provides palpable 

warmth and security, and ample imaginative stimulation. 

The shut rooms sound l i k e music boxes that 
have stopped playing. You hold your ear 
against the sides, which contain a 
creaking, of music waiting to burst out as 
soon as somebody touches the spring. It 
was l i k e t h i s too with the closed rooms, 
waiting for someone to walk in and coax 
l i f e from the furniture. (TAS, 20) 

Meroe is l i k e t h i s , but not for everyone. Fanny, in emulation 

of her a c q u i s i t i v e mother, l i v e s a l i f e "of f u l l cupboards. 

She kept them locked. She made inventories of her 

possessions" (TAS, 9). While Fanny plays house, Theodora 

l i v e s i t . Wallpaper breathes, the kitchen nuzzles, furniture 

presses one back. True to a l l Whitean objects, though, danger 

l i e s in permitting them to possess one too completely. The Man 

Who Was Given His Dinner states baldly that his nomadic st y l e 

is "a [sic] good a way of passing your l i f e . So long as i t 

passes. Put i t in a house and i t stops, i t stands s t i l l " 

(TAS., 38). George Goodman's l i f e exemplifies t h i s f a i l u r e : 

Theodora has consistently pictured her father in his c o f f i n ­

l i k e , "plain as a white box" (TAS, 15) room on the side of the 

house where the pines r u s t l e . She learns t h i s from the gold-

digger, "that any place i s habitable, depending, of course, on 

the unimportance of one's l i f e " (TAS, 84). The less one l i v e s 

externally, the more one inhabits the s e l f — t h a t natural house 
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we a l l hump, s n a i l - l i k e , about . 

The H o t e l du M i d i , no l e s s r e a l to Theodora than Meroe, 

o f f e r s more d i s t u r b i n g c o m f o r t s . A g g r e s s i v e l y a l i v e , b u i l d i n g 

and garden c o l l i d e r e g u l a r l y w i t h the g u e s t s . "Walls yawned" 

(TAS., 141) , the c o r n e r s of M r s . R a p a l l o ' s room "confessed 

p h y s i c a l s e c r e t s " (TAS, 187) and Theodora comes to a c c e p t "the 

t a c t i l e v o i c e s of the v o l u b l e w a l l " (TAS, 197) . Th ings a c t i n 

an i n c r e a s i n g l y h o s t i l e manner, e cho ing of course the growing 

antagonism i n p r e - W o r l d War II E u r o p e . Only the n a u t i l u s , 

whi l e s t i l l a l i v e , s h i n e s f o r t h i n p u r i t y and s i m p l i c i t y . 

S h a t t e r e d by those who l u s t a f t e r i t , i t s f a t e foreshadows 

t h a t a p p r o a c h i n g the c o n t i n e n t . S i m i l a r l y , the H o t e l exp lodes 

as a r e s u l t of the consuming emotions of i t s d e n i z e n s . 

Mademoise l l e Ber the a s t u t e l y p o i n t s out e a r l y on t h a t "wal l s 

are no longer w a l l s . W a l l s are a t most c u r t a i n s . The l e a s t 

wind and they w i l l blow and blow" (TAS, 194) . The " J a r d i n 

E x o t i q u e " s e c t i o n of the n o v e l r e p e a t e d l y q u e s t i o n s the 

s u b s t a n t i a l i t y of o b j e c t s a n d , i n d e e d , of the H o t e l . Because 

a r e p o s i t o r y f o r anguished s o u l s of i n t e r n a t i o n a l o r i g i n , the 

h o s p i c e r e f l e c t s t h e i r v o l a t i l i t y to an extreme degree , s e l f -

immolat ing when t e n s i o n s i n s i d e f l a r e to the p o i n t of 

c o m b u s t i o n . 

Once a r r i v e d i n the l and of v a s t s p a c e s , Theodora f i n d s 

"She d i d not f i t the houses" (TAS, 262) . They are s t r a i g h t , 

s t a r k , u t i l i t a r i a n i n v e n t i o n s which do not match Theo ' s 

y e a r n i n g s p i r i t . F i n a l l y , she s tumbles a c r o s s a house her 
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s i z e . 

I t was a t h i n h ouse, w i t h e l o n g a t e d 
windows, l i k e a l a n t e r n . The l o w e r p a r t 
was b l a c k s l a b s o f l o g s w i t h p a l e r c l a y or 
adobe s l a p p e d i n t o t h e i n t e r s t i c e s , b u t 
h i g h e r up t h e house became f r a i l e r f r a m e, 
w i t h t h e e l o n g a t e d windows, t h r o u g h w h i c h 
n o t h i n g showed o f c o u r s e , on a c c o u n t o f 
t h e h e i g h t . But t h e windows had a l s o t h e 
b l a n k l o o k o f windows o f d e s e r t e d h o u s e s . 
B e c a u s e t h e r e i s n o t h i n g i n s i d e , t h e y do 
n o t r e f l e c t . ( T M , 276) 

R a t h e r , she f i n d s an abode s u f f i c i e n t l y b a r e , t h o u g h n o t empty, 

t h a t she c a n f i l l . The o t h e r h o u s e s , c a p t u r e d i n f l e e t i n g 

i n s t a n t s w h i l e T h e o d o r a r i d e s t h e t r a i n w est, a r e f i l l e d w i t h 

o t h e r p e o p l e ' s i n t e n t i o n s . T h i s , H o l s t i u s ' s h o u s e , ( H o l s t i u s 

b e i n g t h e man/tree w i t h whom T h e o d o r a communes, and who 

r e s t o r e s h e r t o h e r s u n d e r e d s e n s e s ) , p r o v i d e s ample s p a c e f o r 

b r e a t h i n g and i m a g i n i n g . W i t h T h e o d o r a i n s t a l l e d i n s i d e , t h e 

house a t t r a c t s H o l s t i u s b e a c o n - l i k e . I n s c r u t a b l e t o t h e 

o u t s i d e w o r l d , i t i s t h e l i v e d l i f e i n s i d e w h i c h l i t e r a l l y and 

f i g u r a t i v e l y r e s t o r e s t h e v a c a n t woman t o h e r s e l f . T h i s 

c a b i n , l i k e Meroe, does n o t r e s i s t i t s e n v i r o n m e n t . S m e l l i n g 

of " d u s t and a n i m a l s " (TAS, 2 7 7 ) , p r o t e c t i n g t h e few, 

d i s c a r d e d , b r o k e n t h i n g s i n s i d e , T h e o d o r a ' s house i s n o t 

s u s c e p t i b l e t o c o n f l a g r a t i o n . E m p t i e d by h e r e x p e r i e n c e i n 

t h e o v e r s t u f f e d M i d i ( t h e m i d d l e o f t h e book, h a l f - w a y t h r o u g h 

h e r j o u r n e y , t h e c e n t r e o f F r a n c e ) , T h e o d o r a r e f u r b i s h e s 

h e r s e l f i n a humble shack p a s t t h e end of t h e l i n e . 

B o d y - w i s e , hands p r e d o m i n a t e . White r e l i e s upon t o u c h i n g 
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and gesturing to take over from words, which are hardly as 

ef f e c t i v e as means of communication. He also probes beneath 

the skin in order to i d e n t i f y the good guys: s e n s i t i v e , 

questing individuals l i k e Theodora and Mora'itis are described 

as bony while the more possessive types l i k e Frank Parrott and 

wife are substantial, even beefy of build. We picture 

Theodora as s k e l e t a l , angular and b r i t t l e , a physique 

reminiscent of her beloved trees at Meroe or her l a s t , simple 

home in America. Her lean stature enables her to pierce right 

through others' padded selves. Early on one of Theodora's 

teachers prophesies to her: "You w i l l see c l e a r l y , beyond the 

bone" (TAS, 57). But she also l i v e s thoroughly in the bone: 

"She was as sure as the bones of a hawk in f l i g h t " (TAS, 66). 

What happens when she makes physical contact with another is a 

melting away of fle s h and a clashing of bone. With Frank, 

whom she suspects she could love: "If she had touched him, 

touched his hand, the bones of her fingers would have wrestled 

with the bones in the palm of his hand" (TAS, 77). But they 

never manage to touch in any sense of the word. With 

Mora'itis, however, whose "bald head shone l i k e a bone" (TAS, 

109), actual contact is unnecessary. They have only to exist 

in one another's presence a short while for Mora'itis to 

announce: "I s h a l l remember we are compatriots in the country 

of the bones" (TAS, 107). His music reduces Theodora to her 

essential frame, so that, l i s t e n i n g to his performance, "The 

bones of her hands [were] folded l i k e discreet fans on her 
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dress" (TASf 110). Bones are elemental, the body in i t s most 

reduced state: l i k e the s t i c k s which make up a tree or the 

wrought iron of the f i l i g r e e b a l l which shines with an inner 

f i r e , or the f r a g i l e nautilus of Part Two, the s k e l e t a l system 

is a basic s t r u c t u r e . 1 0 Humble and p r a c t i c a l , u t t e r l y 

personal, bone speaks to bone. 

Much disintegrates in the "Jardin Exotique" section of 

the novel, including bones. Like walls, they can be dissolved 

at w i l l . And so they are: "Touching the cheek, Katina melted 

bones" (TAS, 141). S t i l l innocent, Katina's frame i s rather 

l i k e a newborn's, very f l e x i b l e and s o f t . Following her 

rendezvous at the Tower with Wetherby, however, Theodora 

notices of her surrogate-Lou that "the bones had come" (TAS, 

242). The value of bones i s here inverted: Wetherby turns out 

to be " a l l bones" (TAS, 164), while Theodora learns that "she 

did not r e a l l y control her bones, and that the curtain of her 

fl e s h must blow, l i k e walls which are no longer walls" (TAS, 

197). 1 6 Bones, l i k e a l l else, have a dual nature: they 

support but they also cage. That which was s o l i d and 

dependable for Theodora disintegrates just l i k e the nautilus 

in the topsy-turvy world of the Jardin Exotique. It takes 

stalwart, oak-like Holstius to restore Theodora's bones to her 

through touch. 

Hands further reveal the person. Touching another with 

one's hand, whether in anger or in love, acknowledges the 

other and communicates intention. Fleshy hands betray a 
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t e n d e n c y t o g r a s p . T h e o d o r a knows " I t i s n o t p o s s i b l e t o 

p o s s e s s t h i n g s w i t h o ne's h a n d s " (TAS, 1 2 0 ) , b u t f o l l o w i n g h e r 

m o t h e r ' s d e a t h h e r s i s t e r and b r o t h e r - i n - l a w a r r i v e , paws 

p o i s e d f o r t h e t a k e . P r e d i c t a b l y , T h e o d o r a p o s s e s s e s s p e c i a l 

h a n d s : " h e r h a n d s t o u c h e d , h e r h a n ds became t h e s h a p e o f r o s e , 

s h e knew i t i n i t s u t m o s t i n t i m a c y . Or she p l a y e d t h e 

n o c t u r n e , a s i t was n e v e r meant, e x p r e s s i n g some a n g u l a r a g o n y 

t h a t s h e knew. She knew t h e e x t i n c t h i l l s and t h e l i f e t h e y 

had once l i v e d " (TAS, 2 4 ) . L i k e J u l i a i n The L i v i n g and t h e  

Dead whose hands r o u n d t o t h e s h a p e o f t h e b o w l t h e y c l a s p , 

T h e o d o r a l e a r n s t h i n g s , much a s a p h y s i c a l l y b l i n d p e r s o n 

w o u l d , by m a n i p u l a t i n g them. Her h a n ds a r e t h e r o s e , h e r 

m u s i c i s h e r b o n y , awkward s e l f . T h e o d o r a i s c o n v i n c e d t h a t 

" o n l y t h e h a n ds t e l l " (TAS, 7 7 ) ; h e r m o t h e r ' s b e j e w e l l e d h a n ds 

f l a s h h a t r e d , w h i l e M o r a ' i t i s ' s " s m a l l m u s c u l a r . . . t h i n k i n g 

h a n d s " (TAS, 1 0 6 ) , t r u e t o t h e i r G r e e k o r i g i n s , d r i p h u m i l i t y . 

When he p l a y s h i s m u s i c r e a c h e s o u t , "more t a c t i l e t h a n t h e 

h o t w ords o f l o v e r s s p o k e n on a w i l d n a s t u r t i u m b e d " (TAS, 

1 1 1 ) . C l e a r l y M o r a ' i t i s ' s c o n c e r t i s a k i n d o f embrace b e t w e e n 

h i m and h i s i n s t r u m e n t . 

B u t h a n ds r e f u s e t o a c t p r e d i c t a b l y i n t h e H o t e l du M i d i . 

J u s t a s w a l l s and b ones d i s s o l v e and v e g e t a t i o n t u r n s h o s t i l e , 

s o t o o do t h e l i m b s f a i l t o c a r r y o u t t h e i r u s u a l f u n c t i o n . 

T h e o d o r a f e e l s h e r s e l f d i v o r c e d f r o m h e r h a n d s , "as i f t h e y 

were r e l a t e d t o t h e o b j e c t s b e n e a t h them o n l y i n t h e way t h a t 

two f l i e s , b l o w i n g and b l u n d e r i n g i n s p a c e , a r e r e l a t e d t o a 
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china and mahogany world" (TAS., 3). This random, fragmented 

qu a l i t y of communication occurs f i r s t just a f t e r Mrs. 

Goodman's death, and then prevails during Theodora's stay in 

the Hotel. A tentative, waiting atmosphere p r e v a i l s : one 

hardly owns oneself, much less anything else. 

Theodora unfolded her hands, which had 
never known exactly what to do, and least 
of a l l now. Her hands, she often f e l t , 
belonged by accident, though what, of 
course, does not. She looked at them, 
noticing their strangeness, and t h e i r 
wandering, ingrained, grimy, gipsy fate, 
which was the strangest accident of a l l . 
(TAS. 144) 

Here, in f a i r l y prosaic fashion, we see Theodora r e f l e c t i n g 

upon her lack of i d e n t i f i c a t i o n with her own body parts. 

Estranged, only a c c i d e n t a l l y attached to the ends of her arms, 

Theodora's hands appear to have absorbed much of the chaotic 

atmosphere of the Hotel. They end up betraying Theodora, 

performing stunts she could scarcely approve with a w i l l a l l 

their own. Their most revolutionary act i s the purloining of 

the nautilus from Mrs. Rapallo's room. Once p i l f e r e d , i t i s 

gloated over by the General and his accomplice u n t i l i t s 

owner arrives to claim i t . But as Theodora has always known, 

possession i s not a function of the hands: "the nautilus 

became a desperate thing of hands. . . . Hands were knotting 

the a i r . Then, hands were hands" (TAS, 215). Grabbing holds 

nothing. Each resident of the Hotel suffers a disease of the 

hands: the General's are empty and hopeless, and Wetherby's 
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are "squamous" (TAS, 235) to match K a t i n a ' s " c o l d , dead hand" 

(TAS., 242) . Even the garden p r e s s e s " d r y , paper hands . . . 

a g a i n s t the windows of the s a l l e a manger" (TAS., 160) . 

P a t h e t i c , b e s e e c h i n g : hands m i r r o r the c r u m b l i n g wor ld about 

them i n which no handhold i s to be found anywhere. 

True to the p a t t e r n of r e g r e s s i o n f o l l o w e d by renewal i n 

the t h i r d p a r t of the n o v e l , T h e o d o r a ' s hands are r e s t o r e d to 

her once she reaches A m e r i c a . At J o h n s o n s ' , she l u x u r i a t e s 

a g a i n i n the f e e l i n g of hands: "Theodora began i n the 

a g r e e a b l e s i l e n c e of the washhouse to wash her hands . She 

f o l d e d them one over the o t h e r . She f o l d e d them over the 

smooth and c o m f o r t a b l e y e l l o w soap" (TAS, 269) . At home w i t h 

the humble soap , Theodora reawakens to t o u c h . But she i s 

haunted from her e a r l i e r e x p e r i e n c e by a sense of the l a c k of 

permanence i n l i f e . No matter how t h o r o u g h l y her hands r e t u r n 

to h e r , Theodora knows t h a t permanence does not r e s i d e i n 

t o u c h . Hence, "she c o u l d have touched the body of H o l s t i u s , 

h i s t h i c k and m u s c u l a r , but q u i e t and s o o t h i n g , hands , the 

ruddy s k i n , the i n d i c a t i o n of bones , the c o a r s e g r e y i s h h a i r , 

the eyes , of which the e x p r e s s i o n was not de termined by 

p a s s i o n " (TAS, 279) . An a p p a r i t i o n to most, to Theodora 

H o l s t i u s e x i s t s by v i r t u e of the f a c t t h a t 'she c o u l d have 

touched h i m ' ; 'but d i d n ' t , ' seems to be u n d e r s t o o d . There i s 

no need to touch him to know h im. Not t h a t t h e r e i s no longer 

need to t o u c h : love r e p r e s e n t s the h i g h e s t form of 

communicat ion and hands the in s t ruments of t h a t exchange. 
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"Holstius l a i d his hands on, and she was a world or love and 

compassion that she had only vaguely apprehended" (TAS, 285-6). 

His hands banish the shadows and restore to Theodora her too 

s o l i d f l e s h . If caring, concerned outsiders think of Theodora 

as less than complete, she acquiesces; but when they arrive to 

perform their Christian duty they take away no less than a 

f u l l y connected body, s t i l l oblong, angular, and touching in 

i t s humility. 

A short miscellany of other objects also essential to the 

structure of The Aunt's Story includes the f i l i g r e e b a l l , the 

hawk, the rose, music and the nautilus. The magical wrought-

iron sphere f u l l of i n v i s i b l e f i r e figures mainly in the f i r s t 

c h a p t e r — t h a t short interim between Theodora's emancipation 

and her journey abroad. Theodora's soul-mate Lou introduces 

the enigmatic object when she asks to play with "the brass 

b a l l " (TAS, 8). She and her brothers appreciate i t s mystery 

and exoticism: "It was something that Grandmother Goodman had 

brought from India once, and which, she said, the Indians f i l l 

with f i r e and r o l l downhill" (TAS, 8). Although now distorted 

and tarnished green, they s t i l l see in the b a l l some subtle 

f i r e . Lou's hands meld with the shape of the t i n y globe in 

order to protect i t from the boys' boredom: "Lou, who 

continued to r o l l the f i l i g r e e b a l l , flowed, in which 

d i r e c t i o n you could not t e l l , and for thi s Theodora trembled" 

(TAS, 8). Lou inhabits the same f l u i d medium as her aunt, and 

Theodora shivers for thi s recognition. Meanwhile, both also 
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respond to the e l e m e n t a l f i r e housed w i t h i n the b a l l . L i k e 

Meroe i t s e l f , the c u r i o u s , ornate sphere s y m b o l i z e s m i n e r a l 

na ture s u b v e r t e d to human w i l l i n order to r e c a p t u r e t ime 

p a s t . A u s e l e s s t h i n g as modern s tandards go, i t d e f i e s 

p r a c t i c a l i t y and e x i s t s on terms t h a t o n l y f l u i d , f l e x i b l e 

be ings l i k e Theodora and Lou a p p r e c i a t e . As f a r as the n o v e l 

goes , the f i l i g r e e b a l l i s a potent o b j e c t , a p p e a r i n g as i t 

does r i g h t a t the b e g i n n i n g and then s c a r c e l y a g a i n , and 

e s t a b l i s h i n g the f i r e - w a t e r d ichotomy which pervades the 

n o v e l . The f a c t t h a t the a r t i f a c t c o n t a i n s f i r e but i s not 

i t s e l f consumed by i t marks i t as a h o l y t h i n g . 

With the hawk we move i n t o the an imal w o r l d , where t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r f e a t h e r e d c r e a t u r e h o l d s s p e c i a l r a n k . 1 7 

A g g r e s s i v e , independent , f i e r c e l y f r e e , i t encounters i t s 

human c o u n t e r p a r t i n T h e o d o r a . 

Once the hawk f lew down, s t r a i g h t and 
s u r e , out of the s k e l e t o n f o r e s t . He was 
a l i t t l e hawk, w i t h a r e d d i s h - g o l d e n eye , 
t h a t looked at her as he s tood on the 
sheep ' s c a r c a s s , and c o l d l y t o r e through 
the dead woo l . The l i t t l e hawk t o r e and 
paused , t o r e and paused . . . . She c o u l d 
not judge h i s a c t , because her eye had 
c o n t r a c t e d , i t was r e d d i s h - g o l d , and her 
c u r v e d face cu t the w i n d . . . . the a c t 
of the hawk, which she watched, h a w k - l i k e , 
was a moment of s h r i l l beauty t h a t rose 
above the e n d l e s s n e s s of bones. The red 
eye spoke of wor lds t h a t were b r i e f and 
f i e r c e . (TAS, 26-27) 

N e i t h e r the b i r d nor Theodora y i e l d s to the o t h e r ; m u t u a l l y 

r e s p e c t f u l , they c h a l l e n g e one another wi th eyes of f i r e . 
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N a t u r e i s n o t s e n t i m e n t a l i z e d h e r e ; t h e hawk shows T h e o d o r a 

n a t u r e ' s b r u t a l i t y , b u t i t a l s o p r o v e s t o h e r i t s r i g h t n e s s . 

A l l i s r e d u c e d t o t h e e l e m e n t a l : bone p r e d o m i n a t e s i n 'the 

s k e l e t o n f o r e s t , ' i n t h e s h e e p ' s c o r p s e , even i n T h e o d o r a ' s 

f a c e . The hawk r e p r e s e n t s p e r f e c t b e i n g i n t h e m i d s t o f 

t r a n s i e n c e . I t s r i g h t t o e x i s t and t o f e e d on n a t u r e ' s o f f a l 

i s u n a s s a i l a b l e . 

T h i s i n c i d e n t a l s o d e m o n s t r a t e s T h e o d o r a ' s a b i l i t y t o 

i d e n t i f y c o m p l e t e l y w i t h o t h e r o b j e c t s . Once more T h e o d o r a 

a d o p t s a n o t h e r f o r m ; White u s e s k i n a e s t h e t i c i m a g e r y t o show 

her s t r i v i n g t o f e e l what t h e hawk f e e l s a t t h e s e n s o r y l e v e l . 

Here h e r own eye i s t r a n s f o r m e d t o ' r e d d i s h - g o l d , ' and h e r 

' c u r v e d f a c e ' assumes a b e a k - l i k e a s p e c t . The f i e r c e , hawk-

eye i n t r o d u c e s a l a r g e network o f v i s u a l i m a g e r y ; f o r 

i n s t a n c e , The Man Who Was G i v e n H i s D i n n e r , a n o t h e r c r e a t u r e 

w i t h whom T h e o d o r a c o m p l e t e l y i d e n t i f i e s , a l s o e x h i b i t s a 

f i e r c e eye and p r e d i c t s T h e o d o r a ' s c a p a c i t y f o r s e e i n g 

c l e a r l y . 

T h e o d o r a ' s u n c o m p r o m i s i n g v i s i o n hampers h e r i n h e r 

a t t e m p t s t o f u n c t i o n c o n v e n t i o n a l l y , hence h e r s h a t t e r i n g o f 

t h e r e d e y e . C o m p e t i t i v e as any man (one a s p e c t o f a v a n i t y 

she t r i e s r e p e a t e d l y t o q u e l l ) , T h e o d o r a f e e l s c o m p e l l e d t o 

one-up F r a n k P a r r o t t (he, o f c o u r s e , b e a r s t h e name of t h a t 

f r e q u e n t l y d o m e s t i c a t e d f o w l o f e x o t i c plumage most p r i z e d f o r 

i t s a b i l i t y t o m i m i c ) . T h e o d o r a t r e a t s h e r f e l l o w h u n t e r l i k e 

a c h i l d , d e l i b e r a t e l y s h o o t i n g wide i n o r d e r t o b o o s t h i s ego. 



104 

The hawk, however, i s h e r s , i s T h e o d o r a ; when F r a n k aims t o 

t a k e i t and m i s s e s , p r i d e and f e a r d i c t a t e h e r r e v e n g e . She 

aims f o r t h e i r s h a r e d r e d eye and b l a s t s i t , n e g a t i n g h e r s e l f 

and w h a t e v e r b u d d i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h F r a n k as she does s o . 

"I was wrong, she s a i d , b u t I s h a l l c o n t i n u e t o d e s t r o y 

m y s e l f , r i g h t down t o t h e l a s t o f my s e v e r a l l i v e s " ( T A S , 66). 

E l i m i n a t i n g t h e hawk as one o f h e r p o i n t s o f r e f e r e n c e means 

T h e o d o r a l o s e s a means of i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h s o m e t h i n g o t h e r 

t h a n , beyond or e x t e r n a l t o h e r s e l f . P e r h a p s a s t e p t o w a r d s 

m a t u r i t y t h e hawk-murder i s a l s o , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , a k i n d o f 

s u i c i d e . The d e a d , u m b r e l l a - l i k e t h i n g i s l e f t t o hang, 

b r u t a l l y , on a f e n c e , r e m i n d i n g T h e o d o r a t h e r e a f t e r o f 

a s p i r a t i o n and f a i l u r e c ombined, and s t r o n g l y r e m i n d i n g t h e 

r e a d e r o f t h e s t a k e d dog J o e and Eden s t u m b l e a c r o s s i n The  

L i v i n g and t h e Dead. N a t u r e shows i t s e l f n o t n e a r l y so 

b e s t i a l as man. 

W i t h r o s e we e n t e r a v a s t , r i c h u n i v e r s e o f s u g g e s t i o n . 

F o r e m o s t a c a p t i v a t i n g o b j e c t f r o m t h e v e g e t a b l e r e a l m , i t 

a l s o f u n c t i o n s s y m b o l i c a l l y as a n o t h e r f r a g m e n t o f T h e o d o r a ' s 

i d e n t i t y . I n z e n - l i k e f a s h i o n , Theo i s a b l e t o merge w i t h a 

r o s e as c o m p l e t e l y and s a t i s f a c t o r i l y as she i s w i t h t h e hawk. 

W h i l e s i s t e r F a n n y i s l i k e p i n k r o s e s , T h e o d o r a i s t h e r o s e 

w i t h a g r u b a t i t s h e a r t . The Goodmans' e n t i r e l i v e s a t Meroe 

a r e b a t h e d i n r o s e l i g h t ; r o s e s , i n f a c t , d o m i n a t e t h e f i r s t 

s e c t i o n o f t h e n o v e l . Queen among f l o w e r s , r o s e s a r e i m p o r t e d 

s t a t u s s y m b o l s Mrs. Goodman ( l i k e Amy P a r k e r o f The T r e e o f 
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Man and Mr. Bonner of Voss) uses as p r o t e c t i o n a g a i n s t the 

I n h o s p i t a b l e landscape around Meroe. Since roses are as 

e x o t i c as the f i l i g r e e b a l l Mrs. Goodman br i n g s home from 

a f a r , i t i s thus perverse t h a t she e s t a b l i s h e s "an a r t i f i c i a l 

rose garden so u n t i d y that i t looked indigenous" (TAS, 14). 

For Theodora the rosa f l o r a are weighty presences: " l y i n g i n 

her bed, [she] c o u l d sense the r o s e s . . . . She f e l t very 

c l o s e to the roses the other s i d e of the w a l l " (TAS., 14). 

F l e s h y , heavy roses drench her i n t h e i r scent and l i g h t and 

compel her to touch them. Despite her mother's attempts to 

chase her homely daughter from the v i c i n i t y of the p e r f e c t , 

f l a s h y b e a u t i e s , Theodora continues to d i s c o v e r them. Once 

she f i n d s a g r u b - t h i n g s t i r r i n g w i t h i n a r o s e . Fanny q u a i l s 

but her s i s t e r "could not condemn her pale and touching grub. 

She could not s u b t r a c t i t from the sum t o t a l of the garden" 

(TAS, 15). Again White presents an o b j e c t i n which c o - e x i s t 

the p o l a r i t i e s of e x i s t e n c e : the rose i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y potent 

example of t r a n s i e n c e and p e r f e c t i o n , r e c u r r i n g as i t does i n 

v a r i o u s forms throughout the book. 

As with the hawk, p e r f e c t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n r e i g n s between 

Theodora and r o s e s . Again White uses k i n a e s t h e t i c imagery to 

show t h a t j u s t as Lou's hands seem to become the f i l i g r e e 

b a l l , Theodora's hands, when she i s young, "touched, her hands 

became the shape of rose, she knew i t i n i t s utmost in t i m a c y " 

(TAS, 24). Again, n o t i c e the importance of hands and t h e i r 

r o l e i n e s t a b l i s h i n g i n t i m a c y with o b j e c t s . "Intimacy" i s 
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i t s e l f a r e v e a l i n g word, one w h i c h White u s e s o f t e n t o 

i n d i c a t e t h i s c o v e t e d s t a t e o f u n i t y w i t h t h i n g s . I s he 

p e r h a p s p u n n i n g when he c l a i m s T h e o d o r a " r o s e and f e l l on t h e 

b r e a t h i n g o f t h e t r e e " (TAS, 3 9 ) ? Time a f t e r t i m e i n s i p i d 

l i t t l e F a n n y i s m e t a p h o r i c a l l y l i n k e d t o r o s e s i n t h e 

a b s t r a c t , w h i l e T h e o d o r a a l w a y s r e a c t s t o a p a r t i c u l a r , 

s e n s u a l member of t h e r o s e f a m i l y . O t h e r s l i k e H u n t l y 

C l a r k s o n , who r e l y on r o s e s f o r t h e i r s y m b o l i c , c u l t u r a l 

v a l u e , and who c a n a f f o r d them, v e r i t a b l y b a t h e t h e m s e l v e s i n 

t h e p r e s t i g e t h e y c o n f e r . " H u n t l y ' s t a b l e was s m o u l d e r i n g 

w i t h r e d r o s e s , t h e r o s e l i g h t t h a t T h e o d o r a remembered now, of 

Meroe. She swam t h r o u g h t h e s e a o f r o s e s t o w a r d s t h a t o t h e r 

I t h a c a " (TAS, 1 0 4 ) . Roses r e f l e c t H u n t l y ' s o s t e n t a t i o u s 

h a b i t s , whereas f o r T h e o d o r a i n t h i s i n s t a n c e t h e y a r e t h e 

means t o memory. O r n a m e n t a l i n f u n c t i o n f o r most c h a r a c t e r s , 

r o s e s r e m a i n t h e e s s e n t i a l t e x t u r e o f c h i l d h o o d t o T h e o d o r a . 

Once i n s i d e t h e J a r d i n E x o t i q u e , however, T h e o d o r a 

e n c o u n t e r s b i z a r r e s p e c i e s o f r o s e s . She f i n d s h e r s e l f 

r e t r e a t i n g f r o m " t h e jaws o f r o s e s " (TAS, 1 3 7 ) , l i s t e n i n g i n 

h e r room t o t h e "Maroon r o s e s , t h e symbols o f r o s e s , 

[ s h o u t i n g ] t h r o u g h megaphones a t t h e b r a s s bed. Remembering 

t h e f l e s h o f r o s e s , t h e r o s e l i g h t s n o o z i n g i n t h e v e i n s , she 

r e g r e t t e d t h e age o f s y m b o l s " (TAS, 1 3 6 ) . White u s e s 

s y n a e s t h e s i a t o g r e a t e f f e c t h e r e ; i t i s a mark o f t h e s t y l i s t 

he has become t h a t he d a r e s ' l i s t e n i n g t o maroon r o s e s ' and 

' r e c o l l e c t i n g s n o o z i n g r o s e l i g h t . ' S t i l l , t h e r e p e t i t i o n o f 



107 

" s y m b o l s " s i g n a l s t h a t we a r e w i t h T h e o d o r a i n a s p a c e and 

t i m e when t h i n g s l i k e r o s e s no l o n g e r c o u n t as t h i n g s . Once 

so much a p a r t o f T h e o d o r a t h e y were h e r l i f e b l o o d ( ' s n o o z i n g 

i n t h e v e i n s ' ) , t h e y a r e now r e d u c e d t o t h e s t a t u s of 

i n t e l l e c t u a l c o n c e p t . R e f e r r e d t o i n "Meroe" as f l e s h , r o s e s 

i n " J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " become a l l mouth, u s e l e s s l y s a w i n g and 

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

t h e y have been c o n s i g n e d . 

As a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f h e r l i f e , T h e o d o r a c o n t i n u e s t o be 

s u r r o u n d e d by r o s e s , e s p e c i a l l y i n her room a t t h e H o t e l , 

where t h e " r o s e w a l l " p r o v e s p a r t i c u l a r l y t h r e a t e n i n g . 

I t began t o p a l p i t a t e , t h e p a p e r 
mouths o f r o s e s w e t t i n g t h e i r l i p s , e i t h e r 
v o i c e or w a l l p u t t i n g on f l e s h . She was 
a l m o s t i n d e c e n t l y c l o s e t o what was 
h a p p e n i n g , b u t sometimes one i s . 
Sometimes t h e p a p e r r o s e has arms and 
t h i g h s . 

T h e o d o r a r e a l i z e d she must a c c e p t t h e 
t a c t i l e v o i c e s o f t h e v o l u b l e w a l l . (TAS, 
197) 

D u r i n g h e r d a y s a t Meroe, T h e o d o r a r e v e l l e d i n t h e glow o f 

r o s e l i g h t w h i c h would i n v a d e h e r room f r o m t h e g a r d e n . She 

t o u c h e d r o s e , became r o s e . W i t h a wrench she e n t e r s t h e w o r l d 

o f t h e H o t e l du M i d i , where v a l u e s a r e i n v e r t e d and t h i n g s 

o n l y t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e m s e l v e s . Here h e r room i s a l s o 

d r e n c h e d i n r o s e s — b u t t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l l y , on w a l l p a p e r . These 

blooms, no l e s s s i n g u l a r t h a n t h o s e o f her memory, p r o v e a n g r y 

i n t h e i r a n i m a t i o n , s t r i v i n g t o b u r s t t h e i r p a p e r c o n f i n e s and 
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g r a p p l e w i t h a r e a l i t y t h e y a r e d e n i e d . To T h e o d o r a t h e r o s e s 

a r e no l e s s r e a l t h a n t h o s e o f Meroe, o n l y more i n s i s t e n t and 

y e t d i s t a n t . She has somewhere a l o n g t h e way l o s t t h e 

a b i l i t y t o communicate and i d e n t i f y w i t h them, and s o , d e s p i t e 

t h e i r ' v o l u b i l i t y ' she and t h e r o s e s w h i c h s u r r o u n d h e r a p p e a l 

t o e a c h o t h e r i n mute f r u s t r a t i o n . L a c k o f c o n n e c t i o n between 

c h a r a c t e r s and t h i n g s l i k e r o s e s r e s u l t s i n them l o s i n g one 

a n o t h e r ; t h e D e m o i s e l l e s B l o c h , f o r i n s t a n c e , a r e a l w a y s 

t r a i l i n g a f t e r e r r a n t d o i l i e s and runaway s h o e s . The w o r l d of 

t h i n g s i s i n r e v o l t i n E u r o p e o f t h e 1930s. 

The d e c l i n i n g , t h e n r i s i n g , f o r t u n e s of t h e r o s e m i r r o r 

T h e o d o r a ' s t r e k f r o m b l i s s f u l c h i l d h o o d t h r o u g h p a i n f u l 

a d o l e s c e n c e and e a r l y a d u l t h o o d t o t h e f i n a l , s a t i s f y i n g 

w h o l e n e s s she a c h i e v e s i n m i d d l e age. O b v i o u s l y h e r s t o r y 

d oes n o t end t h e r e , a f a c t s i g n a l l e d by t h e l a r g e , b l a c k , 

gauze r o s e w h i c h bobs i t s way t h r o u g h t h e " H o l s t i u s " s e c t i o n . 

In t h i s p a r t o f t h e n o v e l , r o s e s a r e h a r d l y e v i d e n t , e x c e p t 

f o r t h e one a d o r n i n g h e r h a t . I n s t e a d , p r a c t i c a l , e c o n o m i c a l 

c o r n t r u m p e t s i t s o v e r w h e l m i n g p r e s e n c e . She removes t h e h a t 

a t J o h n s o n s ' , o n l y t o f i n d i t c a t c h e s up t o h e r t h a n k s t o 

young Zack, t h e one who f i r s t r e m a r k s i t s s t r a n g e n e s s , and h i s 

m o ther. T h i s c u r i o u s , f l i m s y ornament i s t o o much i d e n t i f i e d 

w i t h T h e o d o r a t o be so c a s u a l l y p u t a s i d e . Thus, when t h e 

a u t h o r i t i e s come t o t a k e h e r away, she goes crowned: " t h e 

d o u b t f u l r o s e t r e m b l e d and g l i t t e r e d , l e a d i n g a l i f e o f i t s 

own" (TAS, 2 9 0 ) . These words c l o s e t h e n o v e l , a t t e s t i n g t o 
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t h e g r e a t i n d e p e n d e n c e o f o b j e c t s , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h o s e w h i c h 

speak d i r e c t l y t o man. 

C r i t i c s have r e m a r k e d on t h e p l e t h o r a o f r o s e s i n t h i s 

n o v e l . P e t e r W o l f e , f o r example, s e e s r o s e s as s y m b o l s o f 

d i v i n e p a r a d o x : 

A l t h o u g h t h e r o s e may evoke P a r a d i s e as 
God's l o v e l i e s t c r e a t i o n , i t a l s o grows 
ou t of t h e s o i l o f t h e f a l l e n w o r l d . T h a t 
i t may grow b e s t i n t h e s t e n c h and f i l t h 
o f a manure p i l e shows waste as an 
a p p r o p r i a t e s e e d b e d f o r t r a n s c e n d e n c e . 
B r o a d l y s p e a k i n g , t h e r o s e i n White 
s y m b o l i z e s t h e c o m f o r t and s e c u r i t y o f t h e 
f a m i l y . P a r t o f i t s j o y , l i k e t h a t o f 
f a m i l y l i v i n g , comes f r o m i t s t r a n s i ­
e n c e . x s 

L i k e D a v i d T a c e y ' s l i n k i n g o f t h e r o s e w i t h t h e mandala as t h e 

a r c h e t y p e of w h o l e n e s s , and h i s t r a c i n g o f r o s e i m a g e r y i n The  

A u n t ' s S t o r y as s y m b o l i c o f t o t a l i t y o f t h e s e l f ( t h e s e l f 

b e i n g a u n i o n o f o p p o s i t e s ) , 1 9 W o l f e ' s and o t h e r c r i t i c s ' 

t h e o r i e s a b o u t r o s e s a r e p e r t i n e n t and i n s i g h t f u l . But many 

of t h e i r comments a r e a p p l i c a b l e t o any number o f r o s e s i n a 

v a r i e t y o f n o v e l s . As f a r as W h i t e ' s n o v e l goes t h e y a l l f a l l 

s h o r t i n d e a l i n g w i t h s a i d p r i c k l y bloom. F o r White p r e s e n t s 

n o t r o s e - n e s s b u t s p e c i f i c f l o w e r s t h r o u g h o u t t h e work. The 

f a c t t h a t i t i s n o t t h e same r o s e f r o m P a r t s One t h r o u g h Two 

and T h r e e i l l u s t r a t e s why e x p l o r i n g W h i t e a n s y m b o l i s m p r o v e s 

i n a d e q u a t e t o t h e r e a d i n g o f h i s b o o k s . T h i n g s a r e r a r e l y 

o n l y m e n t a l c o n s t r u c t s ; m o s t l y , as i s t h e c a s e w i t h r o s e s i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y , t h e y a p p e a r as u n i q u e , n o t a b l e i t e m s , l i n k e d 
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by n e c e s s i t y to the common s t o r e of c o n n o t a t i o n s and 

a l l u s i o n s , but a l s o teeming w i t h independent l i f e . 

There i s a music i n t h i n g s to which Theodora t h r i l l s even 

though i t i s agony f o r her to attempt to produce some of her 

own. Meroe" i s "a go lden murmur of roses" (TAS, 14 ) , her 

f a t h e r ' s room i s " f i l l e d w i t h a dark murmuring of boughs" (TAS, 

15) and the p i n e s b u f f e t i n g a g a i n s t the windows moan " i n 

t h r o a t y spasms" (TAS, 16) . But Theodora p l a y i n g p iano s t r i k e s 

out "an a n g u l a r music t h a t d i d not e x i s t " (TAS, 108) . A 

f a i l u r e a t r e p r o d u c i n g o t h e r s ' m u s i c , what i s s u e s from her 

f i n g e r s conforms , more i m p o r t a n t l y , to her i n n e r b e i n g . Her 

e v e r y f i b r e v i b r a t e s to an a r t i s t l i k e M o r a i t i s ' s mus ic : "She 

was h e r s e l f the f i r s t few harsh notes t h a t he s t r u c k out of 

h i s ins trument a g a i n s t the t u n i n g v i o l i n s " (TAS, 109) . 

Theodora i d e n t i f i e s so t h o r o u g h l y w i t h h i s c e l l o she becomes 

i t , a l o v e r r i s i n g to h i s commanding f i n g e r s . M u s i c , l i k e 

r o s e l i g h t , i s another of the f l u i d mediums through which 

Theodora makes her way. But i t i s f o r her a d i f f i c u l t , 

sometimes tempestuous element because i t arouses depths i n her 

she would s u f f o c a t e : "The ' c e l l o ' s v o i c e was one long b a r e l y 

subjugated c r y under the savage l a shes of the v i o l i n s " (TAS, 

110) . M o r a i t i s ' s music proves as t o r t u r e d as the man; i t i s 

the arena i n which he works out the c o n f l i c t s which barb h im. 

T h e o d o r a , t r o u b l e d by s i m i l a r c o n f l i c t s , p a r t i c i p a t e s f u l l y i n 

the c l a s h . 

P a r t Two i n t r o d u c e s a v e r y d i f f e r e n t k i n d of m u s i c , an 
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a g o n i z e d , a l i e n a t i n g r e n d i t i o n . Mrs. R a p a l l o , f o r example, 

d e s c r i b e d i n t e r m s o f m u s i c , i s " t h e r a t h e r s t i f f o v e r t u r e 

m u f f l e d by t h e v e l v e t t h r o u g h w h i c h i t p l a y e d , t h e h e a v i l y 

e n c r u s t e d bows j u s t s c r a p i n g t h e b r e a k i n g g u t " (TAS, 152).. 

M u s i c i s h e r e a s h r i e k i n g and a wounding; melody has t u r n e d 

i n t o c a c o p h o n y , c o n s i s t i n g m o s t l y of t h e d i s e n c h a n t e d 

m u t t e r i n g s o f t h e H o t e l ' s g u e s t s . 

M u s i c r e t u r n s i n t r i u m p h a n t t u n e w i t h t h e o p e n i n g o f t h e 

n o v e l ' s f i n a l movement. T h e r e i s a c l a m o u r o f c o r n , a r i c h , 

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

w h i c h man seems " t h e f r a i l human r e e d " (TAS, 2 5 7 ) . Here 

m u s i c i s s u e s f r o m t h e many i n s t e a d o f f r o m t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 

M u s i c i s t h e l a n g u a g e o f t h i s " H o l s t i u s " s e c t i o n ; n o t i c e t h e 

d i c t i o n i n t h i s p a r t o f t h e s c o r e . 

Sometimes a g a i n s t t h e f u l l g o l d e n 
theme o f c o r n and t h e w h i t e r p i z z i c a t o o f 
t h e t e l e p h o n e w i r e s t h e r e was a 
c o u n t e r p o i n t o f h o u s e s . T h e o d o r a Goodman 
s a t . The o t h e r s i d e of t h e i n c e s s a n t 
t r a i n she c o u l d r e a d t h e m u s i c o f f . T h e r e 
were t h e s i n g l e n o t e s o f h o u s e s , t h a t 
g a t h e r e d i n t o g r a v e l y s t r u c t u r a l p h r a s e s . 
T h e r e was a smooth p a s s a g e o f ponds and 
t r e e s . T h e r e was a b i g b a s s b a r n . . . . 
Where c h i l d r e n p l a y e d w i t h t i n s , or a g i r l 
w a i t e d a t a window, or c a l v e s l o l l o p e d i n 
l o n g g r a s s , i t was a f r i l l o f f l u t e s 
t w i s t e d r o u n d a h i g h e r theme, t o g r a c e , 
b u t o n l y g r a c e , t h e s o l e m n i t y o f l i v i n g 
and o f d a y s . T h e r e were now t h e two 
c o i l e d themes. T h e r e was t h e f l o w i n g c o r n 
s o n g , and t h e d e l i b e r a t e accompaniment of 
h o u s e s , w h i c h d i d n o t impede, however 
s t r u c t u r a l , b e c a u s e i t was p a r t o f t h e 
same i n t e g r i t y o f p u r p o s e and o f b e i n g . 
(IAS., 261) 
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The landscape i s a symphony i n which Theodora f e e l s h e r s e l f 

the o n l y note of d i s c o r d . 2 0 B a d l y out of tune w i t h her 

environment i n the H o t e l du M i d i , Theodora f i n d s H o l s t i u s , a 

f e l l o w wooden i n s t r u m e n t , who r e s t o r e s her to p e r f e c t p i t c h . 

"The s t r u g g l e to p r e s e r v e her own ins trument f o r some f i n a l , 

i f a l s o f a t a l , music t h a t H o l s t i u s must p l a y , had been a t 

t imes d i f f i c u l t and u n p l e a s a n t , but a t l e a s t i t was p r e s e r v e d " 

(TAS, 284) . The p a r a l l e l w i t h M o r a i t i s ' s h e a l i n g powers i s 

c l e a r ; i n both c a s e s , men adept a t communicat ing v i a music 

r e s t o r e Theodora to h e r s e l f . M u s i c , a s u b t l e , f l e x i b l e and 

f l u i d means of e x p r e s s i o n f o r t h i n g s i n "Meroe," becomes 

wooden and j a r r i n g i n " J a r d i n E x o t i q u e " because t h i n g s are 
0 

j o l t e d from t h e i r n a t u r a l means of e x p r e s s i o n . " H o l s t i u s " 

f i n d s music r e s t o r e d to t h i n g s and Theodora p r e s e r v e d f o r 

f u t u r e p e r f o r m a n c e s . 

The n a u t i l u s a l s o impacts h e a v i l y as o b j e c t . L i k e the 

rose i t l ends i t s e l f to r i c h and v a r i e d r e a d i n g s , b u t , l i k e 

the r o s e , the f i l i g r e e b a l l and the hawk the n a u t i l u s e x i s t s 

i n i t s own r i g h t . Out of i t s proper e lement , the n a u t i l u s 

e x c i t e s more emotion than any other s i n g l e o b j e c t d u r i n g the 

course of the book. In terms of form, the s p i r a l s h e l l 

embodies the shape of the n o v e l i t s e l f . The wide en trance to 

the n a u t i l u s i s where Theodora beg ins her r e m i n i s c e n c e s about 

Meroe, the n a r r o w i n g , t w i s t i n g t u n n e l r e p r e s e n t s her s t a y i n 

the H o t e l du M i d i and , j u s t as corkscrews e v e n t u a l l y r e v e r s e , 
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the s p i r a l f i n a l l y propels her back into the funnel mouth, the 

open spaces of America. 

The nautilus dominates the book's middle section as the 

coveted toy of Mrs. Rapallo. J.F. Burrows suggests i t 

catalyzes those t i c k l i s h questions of ownership, 

acquisitiveness and choice which plague the characters, 

Marjorie Barnard c a l l s i t the g r a i l of pre-World War II Europe 

and, in similar fashion, Peter Wolfe sees in i t the prize of 

Europe. The narrator r e l i e s on excess to convey the 

nautilus's special rank. Here i t ar r i v e s , borne by a 

rapacious, jaded Venus: "But most marvellous was the nautilus 

that she half carried in her l e f t hand, half supported on her 

encrusted bosom. Moored, the s h e l l floated, you might say, in 

i t s own opalescent r i g h t " (TAS, 153). Mrs. Rapallo's purchase 

embraces paradox. Land-bound, i t f l o a t s ; s i l e n t , i t sings: 

Katina, herself a f r a i l s h e l l , "listened to i t s sound. She 

listened to the thick-throated pines f i l l the room, their 

clear blue-green water, r i s i n g and f a l l i n g . The music of the 

nautilus was in her face, Theodora saw, behind the thin 

membrane that just separates experience from i n t u i t i o n " (TAS, 

154). Katina, in Theodora fashion, i s taken over by the 

vibrant tones which r e c a l l Meroe much more than Europe. To 

the others l i k e Mrs. Rapallo and the General the nautilus i s 

something to be fought over: " i t is mine" (TAS, 154, 155), 

shouts each in turn. The wealthy American assumes ownership 

is conferred in proportion to d o l l a r s lavished, hence, "I 
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bought my n a u t i l u s " (TAS, 155) . Even so the r e l u c t a n t s p i r a l 

s a i l s on i n d e f i a n c e of the c o n f l i c t i t a r o u s e s , beauty and 

p e r f e c t i o n i n c a r n a t e . I t makes everyone hungry for i t s c o o l 

s e p a r a t e n e s s and wholeness , ye t the n a u t i l u s proves as e l u s i v e 

as e v e r y other o b j e c t i n the H o t e l and measures to a l a r g e 

ex tent the growing d i s t a n c e s e p a r a t i n g c h a r a c t e r s and t h i n g s . 

An o b j e c t of c o n t e m p l a t i o n , and e m i n e n t l y s t r o k a b l e , the 

s h e l l makes M r s . R a p a l l o f e e l "as i f she were t o u c h i n g a 

d i s t a n c e " (TAS, 159) . No r e a l c o n t a c t i s ever e s t a b l i s h e d 

between the l o v e l y s e a - t h i n g and i t s would-be p o s s e s s o r s , and 

ownership i s a b o l i s h e d once Theodora and S o k o l n i k o v p l o t to 

p i l f e r i t . The d i s e a s e of the t imes invades Theodora too so 

t h a t she p l a y s t h i e f i n the n i g h t : "Theodora saw no reason 

why she s h o u l d n o t . She was h e r s e l f by now as v i b r a n t and 

t r a n s p a r e n t as a s h e l l . . . . she began to be obsessed by the 

same o b s e s s i o n as S o k o l n i k o v , to h o l d the n a u t i l u s , to h o l d , 

i f i t i s ever p o s s i b l e , to h o l d " (TAS, 211) . Words l i k e 

' r e a s o n ' j a r when used i n c o n j u n c t i o n wi th our h e r o i n e , f o r 

she has never been a c r e a t u r e of r a t i o n a l i t y or l o g i c ; n e i t h e r 

has she been prone to o b s e s s i o n . The mania to h o l d marks her 

a changed b e i n g . Once she succumbs to greed and grabs the 

s h e l l , her hands t u r n to "water. . . . Then Theodora made the 

darkness move. I t was r e l e a s e d . Her s k i r t f l owed . Ferns 

shook. The d u l l and u s u a l l y u n r e s p o n s i v e t a i l s of pampas 

gras s flumped a g a i n s t her f i x e d eyes . She was w a l k i n g down 

the passage w i t h the n a u t i l u s " (TAS., 213) . The c a p t u r i n g of 
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the prize proves such a cataclysmic event that v i r t u a l l y every 

thing awakens from i t s customary torpor in order to witness 

i t . The entire sequence seems to occur in slow motion and 

under water. Returned to i t s proper element, the nautilus 

s a i l s on towards imminent destruction. As Theodora knows, 

"the nautilus i s made to break" (TAS, 214). Then follow the 

transformations from s h e l l to hands to a i r ; s l i v e r s are a l l 

that remain, ultimately. 

This s p l i n t e r i n g of the single desirable object in the 

Hotel du Midi merely r e f l e c t s the p a r a l l e l d i s i n t e g r a t i o n of 

personae and the closing of ranks by the other objects in 

sympathy with t h e i r martyred colleague. Following the murder 

of the s p i r a l "the night was denser. Emotions had trodden 

into the carpet the s l i g h t white rime which was what remained 

of the nautilus. Theodora f e l t herself considerably reduced" 

(TAS, 215). The only things l e f t to happen are the 

deflowering of young Katina and the Hotel f i r e , both further 

reductive events. The shattering of the nautilus signals 

certain decline for the Hotel and i t s guests; for Theodora her 

part in the abduction and destruction of the innocent s h e l l 

marks the lowest point in her r e l a t i o n s with things since her 

shooting of the hawk. Part Three finds her attempting to 

renew communication with them. 

Objects provide glimpses into characters: they r e s i s t 

the possessors l i k e Fanny whose only interest i s in mounting 

up stores of things, and open to those such as Theodora who 
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meet them on t h e i r own t e r m s . They open d o o r s t o one a n o t h e r . 

E s p e c i a l l y as a c h i l d T h e o d o r a seems c a p a b l e o f s u s p e n d i n g 

r e a s o n i n o r d e r t o merge, z e n - l i k e , w i t h t h e hawk or t h e 

S y r i a n ' s r a g g e d s h a w l or t h e b l i g h t e d r o s e . T h i n g s and 

c h a r a c t e r s a r e c o m p l e t e l y i n t e r d e p e n d e n t and e a c h i s more t h a n 

a l i t t l e r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e i d e n t i t y o f t h e o t h e r : whereas 

P e t e r B e a t s o n f e e l s " i t i s t h e s t a t e o f mind t h a t r e l e a s e s t h e 

p l e a s a n t or m a l i g n a n t a s p e c t s o f t h e s y m b o l i c p r e c i n c t , " 2 1 

Mark W i l l i a m s s u g g e s t s t h a t o b j e c t s r e f e r r e d t o "map t h e 

i n f i n i t e l y s u b t l e 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 w o r l d on 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s . " 2 2 White has m a s t e r e d t h e a b i l i t y t o f o c u s 

upon t h e out w a r d t h i n g w h i l e a l s o k e e p i n g a t t e n t i o n t u r n e d 

i n w a r d t o t h e s u b j e c t . T h i s b i f o c a l v i s i o n a l l o w s f o r 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y i n t i m a c y between c h a r a c t e r s and t h i n g s . 

I t i s o n l y e v e r t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e t h a t o b j e c t s have any 

v i a b i l i t y . G a s t o n B a c h e l a r d l i k e n s words t o " l i t t l e h o u s e s , 

e a c h w i t h i t s c e l l a r and g a r r e t t , " a l s o t o " c l a m o r - f i l l e d 

s h e l l s . T h e r e ' s many a s t o r y i n t h e m i n i a t u r e o f a s i n g l e 

w o r d ! " 2 3 White s u c c e e d s i n c r e a t i n g o f e a c h word an o b j e c t 

and of e a c h o b j e c t an e n t i r e s t o r y . W h i t e ' s s t y l e i s a t t i m e s 

n e c e s s a r i l y i l l o g i c a l and u n g r a m m a t i c a l , e s p e c i a l l y 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 , b u t a l s o e l s e w h e r e . Words, 

t h e m s e l v e s o b s t i n a t e t h i n g s f r o m t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d , White 

w r e s t l e s i n t o s h a p e s t h e y would o r d i n a r i l y r e s i s t t a k i n g . He 

e x p l o d e s m e t a p h o r i c a l and s y m b o l i c e x p e c t a t i o n s i n o r d e r t o 

come d i r e c t l y i n t o c o n t a c t w i t h l i f e . As A.M. M c C u l l o c h 
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p o i n t s o u t : "The a l l e n c o m p a s s i n g [ s i c ] e m o t i o n . . . i s 

W h i t e ' s y e a r n i n g t o make c o n t a c t l i n g u i s t i c a l l y w i t h t h e 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y b e h i n d t h e o r d i n a r y , t o e x p r e s s t h e i n f i n i t y 

e x i s t e n t i n l i f e , t o g r a s p t h a t g o a l w h i c h i s t h e p o i n t o f 

u n i o n , and t o demand of t h e e n e r g y of a r t , t h e t o o l s t o g r a s p 

what becomes i n e v i t a b l y i n a c c e s s i b l e , t h e n u c l e u s o f l i f e / a r t 

i t s e l f . " 2 4 M c C u l l o c h ' s s t a t e m e n t d e m o n s t r a t e s t h e c r i t i c ' s 

dilemma i n d e a l i n g w i t h W h i t e : w h a t e v e r 'the e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

b e h i n d t h e o r d i n a r y ' means, t h e p h r a s e o r i g i n a t e s w i t h White 

and has p r o v e d a l i f e - j a c k e t t o t h o s e who a t t e m p t t o e x p l a i n 

h i s d e f i a n c e o f t h e f o r m a l l i m i t a t i o n s o f metaphor and s y m b o l . 

The f a c t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r o b j e c t s s u c h as r o s e s change n o t 

o n l y f r o m n o v e l t o n o v e l b u t a l s o w i t h i n e a c h n o v e l s u p p o r t s 

t h e i r c l a i m t o s e l f h o o d . Were t h e y o n l y s y m b o l i c , r o s e s c o u l d 

n o t so v a r y f r o m one c o n t e x t t o t h e n e x t : t h e y would be 

c o n f i n e d t o t h e p r e - e s t a b l i s h e d s y m b o l i c p r e c i n c t s o f r o s e -

n e s s . M c C u l l o c h a g a i n : " K a f k a ' s comments on t h e i n e v i t a b l e 

f a i l u r e o f s y m b o l i s m a l s o e x p r e s s W h i t e ' s a r t i s t i c dilemma. 

He s a i d , s y m b o l s a r e 'of no use i n d a i l y l i f e , w h i c h i s t h e 

o n l y l i f e we h a v e'; t h e y ' m e r e l y e x p r e s s t h e f a c t t h a t t h e 

i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e i s i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e , and we knew t h a t 

a l r e a d y ' . . . " 2 B C h a r a c t e r s c a n n o t i n t e r a c t p h y s i c a l l y w i t h 

s y m b o l s ; t h e p a r a d o x i c a l n a t u r e of M c C u l l o c h ' s e v a l u a t i o n o f 

W hite as r e d i s c o v e r e r o f t h e r e a l i s m o f t h e symbol c a p t u r e s 

W h i t e ' s dilemma as w r i t e r : he " r e j e c t s t h e symbol w h i c h r e f e r s 

t o a b s t r a c t i o n s i n t h e manner o f an a l l e g o r y . W h i t e ' s 
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l a n g u a g e . . . d e s c r i b e s ; and i n d e s c r i b i n g i t opens our e y e s 

t o what r e a l l y i s . " 2 6 C o n c r e t e d i c t i o n p l u s t h e e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

s e n s i t i v i t y o f c h a r a c t e r s t o t h e t e x t u r e s o f e x i s t e n c e g i v e us 

r e a l o b j e c t s w h i c h a l s o ( n o t o n l y ) open e x p e r i e n c e t o t h e 

u n f a t h o m a b l e . 

White eschews metonymy and s i m i l e f o r s i m p l e e q u i v a l e n c e , 

t h u s p u r g i n g f i g u r a t i v e e x p r e s s i o n o f i t s s e c o n d - h a n d 

t e n d e n c i e s . T h i n g s a r e n o t l i k e o t h e r t h i n g s , t h e y a r e o t h e r 

t h i n g s . 

T h e o d o r a , f e l t H u n t l y C l a r k s o n , i s an 
u p r i g h t c h a i r , a S p a n i s h l e a t h e r , i n w h i c h 
an I n q u i s i t o r has s a t , a s h a b b y r a g o f 
s k i n p a s s i n g judgment on s o u l s . F o r a few 
moments he h a t e d T h e o d o r a . The way you 
c a n h a t e s o m e t h i n g t h a t i s u n t o u c h a b l e . 
(TAS. 105) 

H u n t l y ' s s u b j e c t i v e o p i n i o n e q u a t e s h i s m y s t e r i o u s l a d y - f r i e n d 

w i t h an o b j e c t d e c i d e d l y u n f e m i n i n e . Y e t s u r p r i s i n g as i t 

seems, h i s a p p r a i s a l o f h e r makes s e n s e i n t e r m s o f what we 

know of T h e o d o r a . She i s s t i f f and d i s t a n t , t h e s e l f -

d e s c r i b e d s o u l o f s h a b b i n e s s , and a c r e a t u r e o f ambiguous s e x . 

So, t h e i n q u i s i t i v e / I n q u i s i t o r i a l e x o t i c S p a n i s h r a w h i d e , 

w h i l e h a r d l y f l a t t e r i n g , s t r i k e s us as a s u r p r i s i n g b u t 

a p p r o p r i a t e t h i n g t o e q u a t e w i t h our h e r o i n e , d e s p i t e what we 

know of h e r s p e c i a l q u a l i t i e s . Words a r e o b j e c t s a r e t r u t h , 

and t h e r e i s p e r h a p s n o t h i n g more s t a l w a r t or h o n e s t t h a n a 

s t r a i g h t - b a c k e d l e a t h e r a r m c h a i r . 

W h i t e ' s n o v e l s , The A u n t ' s S t o r y i n p a r t i c u l a r , t e n d t o 
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open form, and o b j e c t s r e f l e c t t h i s . A c c o r d i n g to B a c h e l a r d , 

"By means of p o e t i c language , waves of newness f low over the 

s u r f a c e of b e i n g . And language bears w i t h i n i t s e l f the 

d i a l e c t i c s of open and c l o s e d . Through meaning i t e n c l o s e s , 

wh i l e through p o e t i c e x p r e s s i o n , i t opens u p . " 2 7 W h i t e ' s 

language i s p r e d o m i n a n t l y p o e t i c , d e s c r i p t i v e and c o n c r e t e 

throughout The A u n t ' s S t o r y : words evoke the t h i n g s 

themse lves . They do not mean—which, as B a c h e l a r d has s a i d , 

e n c l o s e s — b u t r a t h e r a r e , and hence , open. W h i t e ' s f r a c t u r e d , 

fragmented language , the c o n f u s i o n of f a n t a s y and dream w i t h 

he ightened r e a l i t y and an i n v e r t e d s t a t e of b e i n g where p l a n t s 

and f u r n i t u r e are more animated than c h a r a c t e r s o f f e r 

something of a c h a l l e n g e to the reader of The A u n t ' s S t o r y . 

I t seems to me, though , t h a t the n o v e l s erves as model for the 

i d e a l way to read P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s f i c t i o n s . I t asks us to 

approach h i s work the way Theodora Goodman ' r e a d s ' or comes to 

terms w i t h her w o r l d : t h a t i s , r e l a x i n g the i n c l i n a t i o n to 

i n t e r p r e t and a n a l y s e and t r u s t i n g i n s t e a d i n a more v i s c e r a l 

than c e r e b r a l r e s p o n s e . 

Theodora Goodman r e p r e s e n t s the f i r s t i n a long l i n e of 

Whitean c h a r a c t e r s who l ead s e v e r a l l i v e s , a l l of whom a l s o 

c l a i m ambiguous s e x u a l i t y . The l i s t i n c l u d e s Mary Hare of 

R i d e r s , A r t h u r Brown from S o l i d Mandala , E d d i e Twyborn of The  

Twyborn A f f a i r (1980) and A l e x Xenophon D e m i r j i a n Gray from 

Memoirs of Many i n One (1986) . Theodora f r e q u e n t l y i n d u l g e s 

her many s e l v e s and m u l t i p l e i d e n t i t i e s i n order to be some 
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t h i n g or some one e l s e . She s t r i v e s t o c o n t a i n o t h e r t h i n g s 

l i k e t h e hawk, t h e s t i c k , t h e r o s e and t h e n a u t i l u s , j u s t as 

she w i l l i n g l y a c t s out t h e p a r t s o f p e r s o n s l o n g d e a d , l i k e 

L u d m i l l a , or n o n - e x i s t e n t , l i k e H o l s t i u s . A l l a r e p a r t o f h e r , 

and she o f them. L i k e t h e n a r r a t o r o f Walt Whitman's "Song o f 

M y s e l f , " T h e o d o r a c o n t a i n s m u l t i t u d e s . In o r d e r t o meet t h e 

demands of s u c h complex c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n , W h i t e ' s l a n g u a g e i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y t h u s s t r e t c h e s o u t o f t h e more r e g u l a r , 

l i n e a r shape i t wore i n Happy V a l l e y and The L i v i n g and t h e  

Dead. He employs s t r e a m - o f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s t e c h n i q u e as w e l l as 

k i n a e s t h e t i c and s y n a e s t h e t i c i m a g e r y , s t a r t l i n g 

j u x t a p o s i t i o n s o f words and f r a c t u r e d s y n t a x i n p u r s u i t o f a 

s t y l e commensurate t o h i s s u b j e c t m a t t e r . W h i t e ' s l a n g u a g e i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y marks t h e r e t u r n t o a m a g i c a l , m y t h i c a l age 

when p o e t i c , h i e r o g l y p h i c l a n g u a g e p r e v a i l e d . R e s t o r e d 

p o t e n c y t o words means new l i f e i n t h i n g s , hence t h e c a t a l o g u e 

o f r e m a r k a b l e o b j e c t s i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y . F i r e - b a l l , hawk, 

r o s e and s h e l l : a l l a r e examples o f p e r f e c t i o n i n t h e m i d s t o f 

t r a n s i e n c e . The n o v e l w h i c h f o l l o w s , The T r e e o f Man r o f f e r s 

a d r a s t i c change o f p a c e : i t u s e s r i c h , r h y t h m i c , B i b l i c a l 

l a n g u a g e t o d e p i c t c h a r a c t e r s engaged i n t h e s e a r c h f o r 

permanence. 
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Notes 

1 Elyot's descent into the watery depths of the mirror i s 

strongly reminiscent of White's own account of venturing 

through the looking glass as a boy: 

There was the Long Room, at one end 
the garden, at the other the great gilded 
mirror, a l l blotches and dimples and 
r i p p l e s . I fluctuated in the watery 
glass; according to the l i g h t I retreated 
into the depths of the aquarium, or 1 

trembled in the foreground l i k e a thread 
of pale-green samphire. Those who thought 
they knew me were ignorant of the creature 
I scarcely knew myself. 

Patrick White, Flaws in the Glass: A S e l f - P o r t r a i t (New 

York: Viking, 1982), p. 1. 
2 Mark Williams, "Remittance Bards: The Places, Tribes, 

and Dialects of Patrick White and Malcolm Lowry," Diss. The 

University of B r i t i s h Columbia 1983, p. 157. 
3 Williams, p. 160. 
4 Wolfe, p. 67. 
B William Walsh, Patrick White's F i c t i o n (Sydney: George 

Allen and Unwin, 1977), p. 25. 
s Brian Kiernan, "The Novels of Patrick White," in The  

Literature of Au s t r a l i a , ed. Geoffrey Dutton ( V i c t o r i a : 

Penguin, 1976), p. 465. 
7 William Walsh, A Manifold Voice: Studies in 
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Commonwealth L i t e r a t u r e (London: Chat to and Windus, 1970) , p . 95. 

8 Wol f e , p . 71. 

9 W i l l i a m s , p . 284. 

1 0 W i l l i a m s , p . 277. 

1 1 W i l l i a m s , p . 298. 

1 2 W i l l i a m s , p . 295. 

1 3 W i l l i a m s , p . 315. 

1 4 N o r t h r o p F r y e , d i s c u s s i n g v a r i e t i e s of b i b l i c a l 

imagery l i k e t r e e s , f i r e and water , remarks p e r t i n e n t l y t h a t 

"Whatever i s s t r u c k by f i r e from the s k y , whether b e n e v o l e n t l y 

or i n w r a t h , i s s y m b o l i c a l l y a t the h i g h e s t p o i n t i n the 

w o r l d . " 

F r y e , The Great Code, p . 158. 

1 B What bone reminds us of most p o t e n t l y i s the f a c t t h a t 

we are a l r e a d y o n l y s k e l e t o n s . T r a n s i e n c e c o - e x i s t s w i th 

permanence; we are never f a r from the g r a v e . 

1 8 T h i s r e i n f o r c e s M i l e B e r t h e ' s e a r l i e r pronouncement 

about the t e n t a t i v e nature of w a l l s (TAS, 194) . 

1 7 Hawks seem to h o l d s p e c i a l s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r P a t r i c k 

Whi te : i t i s the f i r s t t h i n g we meet i n h i s n o v e l Happy  

V a l l e v . 

1 8 W o l f e , p . 83. 

1 9 see Dav id Tacey , "The S e c r e t of the B l a c k Rose: 

S p i r i t u a l Alchemy i n P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s The A u n t ' s S t o r y . " 

A d e l a i d e ALS Working P a p e r s . 2, No. 2 (1977), . 36-78. 

2 0 Music I would p l a c e i n the r i v e r / t r e e scheme of t h i n g s 
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because both r i v e r and music in pa r t i c u l a r have t r a d i t i o n a l l y 

been used to symbolize f l e e t i n g time. Smetana's Ma_Vlast, for 

instance, depicts the changing fortunes of the Vltava River 

from stream to r i v e r to sea using modulations in notes, volume 

and tempo. 
2 1 Beatson, p. 137. 
2 2 Williams, p. 29. 
2 3 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria 

Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), pp. 147 and 179. 
2 4 A.M. McCulloch, A Tragic Vision: The Novels of  

Patrick White (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 

1983), p. 110. 
2 5 McCulloch, p. 143. 
2 6 McCulloch, p. 154. 
2 7 Bachelard, p. 222. 
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I I I 

R i v e r / T r e e 

o n l y a l e a f f a l l i n g a t dusk w i l l d i s t u r b 
t h e r e a s o n w i t h o u t r e a s o n . 
--The T r e e of Man 

In c o u n t r i e s where t h e l e a v e s a r e l a r g e as hands 
where f l o w e r s p r o t r u d e t h e i r f l e s h y c h i n s 
and c a l l t h e i r c o l o u r s , 
an i m a g i n a r y s n ow-storm sometimes f a l l s 
among t h e l i l i e s . 
And i n t h e e a r l y m o r n i n g one w i l l waken 
t o t h i n k t h e g l o w i n g l i n e n o f h i s p i l l o w 
a n o r t h e r n d r i f t , w i l l f i n d h i m s e l f m i s t a k e n 
and l i e back w e e p i n g . 
--P.K. Page, " S t o r i e s o f Snow" 
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T r e e s and r i v e r s c o n j u r e up v i s i o n s o£ n a t u r a l g r a n d e u r 

and d i g n i t y . L o n g and l i n e a r , t h e y p r o v i d e a s u f f i c i e n t l y 

roomy s t r u c t u r e f o r t h e n o v e l i s t t o f l o w i n t o . The T r e e o f  

Man i s j u s t s u c h an e x p a n s i v e , u n h u r r i e d n a r r a t i v e a b o u t t h e 

c u l t i v a t i o n o f t h e A u s t r a l i a n o u t b a c k . J u s t as t h e New 

T e s t a m e n t a s s u r e s us n o t a s p a r r o w f a l l s , nor h a i r f r o m a head 

t h a t God i s unaware o f , so t o o c a n t h e same be c l a i m e d o f 

P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s n o v e l : no l e a f t h a t p a r t s f r o m a bough goes 

u n r e c o r d e d i n t h i s e p i c , a l l - e n c o m p a s s i n g n a r r a t i v e o f l i f e on 

t h e l a n d . S t a n P a r k e r s t a r t s h a c k i n g h i s way t h r o u g h t r e e s 

and s c r u b as a young man, b u i l d s h i m s e l f a house, m a r r i e s , has 

c h i l d r e n , and m a t u r e s w a t c h i n g t h e g r a d u a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f 

bush i n t o town. The book c h r o n i c l e s S t a n ' s r e l a t i o n s w i t h h i s 

w i f e Amy and t h e i r e v e n t u a l c h i l d r e n Ray and Thelma, a l o n g t h e 

way a l s o r e c o u n t i n g l o c a l e v e n t s s u c h as f l o o d s and f i r e s and 

more u n i v e r s a l d i s r u p t i o n s s u c h as W o r l d War I . A v a s t s e n s e 

of t i m e and s p a c e r e i g n s t h r o u g h o u t t h e work. Whereas t i m e 

and s p a c e were c o m p r e s s e d i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y t o t h e p o i n t 

where t h e r e was l i t t l e s e n s e o f t i m e p a s s i n g or o f l o c a t i o n , 

The T r e e o f Man d e p i c t s b o t h as moving, i n t e r c o n n e c t e d s t r e a m s 

w h i c h sweep c h a r a c t e r s t h r o u g h t h e i r l i v e s . F u r t h e r , s t y l e 

c o n f o r m s t o s t r u c t u r e : s e n t e n c e s t e n d t o be l o n g and 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y p u t t o g e t h e r , as s i m p l e and humble as t h e main 

c h a r a c t e r s and l i f e s t y l e d e p i c t e d . The A u n t ' s S t o r y combined 

v a r i o u s s t y l e s and s t r u c t u r e s t o c h a o t i c e f f e c t ; The T r e e o f  

Man s t i c k s w i t h t h e p r o s a i c and t h e l i n e a r as e v i d e n c e o f t h e 
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permanence and continuity Stan pursues throughout his l i f e . 

Tree and r i v e r seem to me objects which best i l l u s t r a t e 

the shape of The Tree of Man. I j o i n them because together 

they embody the l i m i t s of man's p o s s i b i l i t i e s : both inhabit 

time and space, the one expressing h o r i z o n t a l l y what the other 

suggests v e r t i c a l l y . Their long, linear form bespeaks 

d i r e c t i o n a l i t y and the beyond. Firmly rooted in the 

v e r i f i a b l e , r i v e r s and trees also compel humanity's gaze into 

and beyond i t s e l f : they act as hinges between the r e a l and the 

numinous. They also link those p o l a r i t i e s which define the 

human race's view of the world: heaven and h e l l , sunrise and 

s u n s e t — t r e e s and r i v e r s hold together the opposites. 

Both, however, prove to be victims of t h e i r extensive 

past; for instance, r i v e r s have h i s t o r i c a l l y been c a l l e d upon 

to symbolize f l e e t i n g time and trees to symbolize the s e l f as 

process of growth. While th e i r appropriateness for these 

chores i s indisputable (sanctioned mainly by centuries of 

being used in just these ways), i t i s peripheral to their best 

role as themselves. When i s a r i v e r not a r i v e r ? When i t i s 

a symbol, or, more to the point, when i t i s a word. Surely 

r i v e r s and trees, in a l l th e i r amplitude and r i c h 

allusiveness, can s a t i s f y any number of readerly and w r i t e r l y 

intentions, not because of t h e i r well-documented f l e x i b i l i t y 

as symbols, but also because they remain superb, complex, 

indi v i d u a l creations? Consider, for example, theologian 

Martin Buber's approach to trees: 
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I contemplate a t r e e . I can accept i t as 
a p i c t u r e . . . I can f e e l i t as movement 
. . . I can a s s i g n i t to a s p e c i e s and 
observe i t as an in s t a n c e . . . Does the 
t r e e then have consciousness, s i m i l a r to 
our own? I have no experience of t h a t . 
. . . What I encounter i s n e i t h e r the s o u l 
of a t r e e nor a dryad, but the t r e e i t s e l f . 1 

Whatever they invoke or connote must always a r i s e from what 

they a r e . Somehow l i t e r a t u r e has misplaced t r u e r i v e r s and 

t r e e s , f o r g o t t e n t h a t they are wet or rough, c o o l or green. 

Novels l i k e The Tree of Man recover them from u n j u s t e x i l e i n 

the land of a b s t r a c t i o n and r e s t o r e them to the eroded 

landscape of modern f i c t i o n . 

Subject as they are to l i f e , death and change, r i v e r and 

t r e e cannot help but embody t i m e l e s s n e s s w i t h i n temporal 

parameters. Because time remains a p r a c t i c a l l y opaque 

concept, o b j e c t s l i k e r i v e r s and t r e e s s i z e the daunting down 

to human terms. For a l l t h e i r t e x t u a l and elemental r e a l i t y , 

r i v e r and t r e e cannot help but tempt our imagin a t i o n beyond 

them as o b j e c t s . T h i s i s as i n e v i t a b l e as our c o n t i n u a l 

posing of those q u e s t i o n s t o which we cannot expect answers. 

What we are l e f t d e s i r i n g , u l t i m a t e l y , i s renewed connection 

with t h i n g s because they are a l s o , e s s e n t i a l l y , important i n 

themselves. 

Water and v e g e t a t i o n come to d e s c r i b e the t e x t u r e of l i f e 

i n many White n o v e l s . In Voss, f o r example, there i s 

sometimes l i t t l e to d i f f e r e n t i a t e f l e s h from herbage, j u s t as 
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i n The L i v i n g and t h e Dead c h a r a c t e r s and o b j e c t s seem t o 

d r i f t h e l p l e s s l y t h r o u g h l i f e . M i r r o r s t a k e on t h e 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f f l u i d s and f l o r a h a b i t u a l l y s n a t c h a t 

l a d i e s ' s k i r t s i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y , The T r e e o f Man and V o s s . 

Mary H a r e ' s r i o t o f g r e e n e r y i n R i d e r s i n t h e C h a r i o t p r o v e s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t e n a c i o u s : "As M i s s Hare p a s s e d , s e v e r a l b a r b s o f 

s e v e r a l s t r a n d s a t t a c h e d t h e m s e l v e s t o t h e f o l d s o f her s k i r t , 

p u l l i n g on i t , t i g h t , t i g h t , t i g h t e r , u n t i l she was a l l s p r e a d 

o u t b e h i n d , p a r t woman, p a r t u m b r e l l a " (RITC, 9 ) . T h i n g s t r y 

t o communicate. 
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1. 

R i v e r / T r e e 

C o n s i d e r f i r s t any t r e e — t h a t i s , whatever " t r e e " 

c o n j u r e s up. My p a r t i c u l a r t r e e i s a t a l l , mature d e c i d u o u s , 

l e a f y and green and m u l t i - b r a n c h e d . C e r t a i n l y a common enough 

o b j e c t , a t r e e n e v e r t h e l e s s y i e l d s much i n the way of 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s . Take any t r e e — a n a t u r a l , v e g e t a b l e 

phenomenon—and the most o b v i o u s of i t s p h y s i c a l a s p e c t s a r e 

i t s v e r t i c a l i t y and d i r e c t i o n a l i t y . Some o t h e r - w o r l d l y a l i e n , 

e n t i r e l y u n f a m i l i a r w i t h the concept of " t r e e " might be a t 

p a i n s t o d e s c r i b e i t . To him i t might appear a l o n g , l i n e a r 

form w i t h f o r k - l i k e o f f - s h o o t s a t e i t h e r end of a rough, 

brown, c y l i n d r i c a l stem. Our a l i e n might go on t o p e r f o r m 

s e e m i n g l y a b s u r d t e s t s on the t r e e i n o r d e r t o d i s c o v e r more 

about i t : he might t a s t e i t , or put h i s ear t o i t and the n 

come up w i t h h i s own p e r s o n a l , u n c l l c h e d i d e a of what t r e e i s . 

S u b s t a n t i a l , c o n c r e t e and l i v i n g — a l t h o u g h o n l y a r g u a b l y 

a n i m a t e — t r e e s respond even t o tho s e senses not u s u a l l y 

employed t o v e r i f y them, l i k e h e a r i n g or t a s t e . Rene M a g r i t t e 

o f f e r s t h i s c o ncept of t r e e as arch-m e t a m o r p h i z e r : 

Pushed from the e a r t h toward the sun, a 
t r e e i s an image of c e r t a i n h a p p i n e s s . To 
p e r c e i v e t h i s image we must be immobile 
l i k e a t r e e . When we a r e moving, i t i s 
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the t r e e t h a t becomes the s p e c t a t o r . I t 
i s w i t n e s s , e q u a l l y , i n the shape of 
c h a i r s , t a b l e s , and doors t o the more or 
l e s s a g i t a t e d s p e c t a c l e of our l i f e . The 
t r e e , h a v i n g become a c o f f i n , d i s a p p e a r s 
i n t o the e a r t h . And when i t i s 
t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o f i r e , i t v a n i s h e s i n t o 
the a i r . 2 

Not o n l y a r e t r e e s s u b j e c t t o change, t h e y a l s o embody l i f e ' s 

b a s i c d i c h o t o m i e s : t r e e t r u n k s , c o a r s e o u t s i d e , prove smooth 

and h i e r o g l y p h i c i n s i d e , and branches and r o o t s r e a c h i n 

o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n s f o r l i g h t and nourishment. U n l e s s 

i n t e r f e r e d w i t h i n some way, t r e e s u s u a l l y l i v e l o n g y e a r s 

and d i s p l a c e i n c r e a s i n g amounts of space, d i g g i n g ever deeper 

i n t o the e a r t h i n which t h e y anchor and s n a t c h i n g ever l a r g e r 

h a n d f u l s of s k y . 

C o n f r o n t e d by any l a r g e , mature t r e e , one's gaze i s 

co m p e l l e d upwards and beyond the s e l f . T r e e , a l t h o u g h 

f a m i l i a r , remains u n d e n i a b l y o t h e r . U s u a l l y the c o n t e x t i n 

which a g i v e n t r e e i s found i n c l u d e s a v a s t backdrop of s k y , 

a l t h o u g h a t t i m e s o t h e r t r e e t o p s or c l o u d s or p a s s i n g b i r d s 

e n l a r g e the scene. As independent and a l i e n t o human co n c e r n s 

as i t seems, t r e e i s n e v e r t h e l e s s s u b j e c t t o the same n a t u r a l 

laws which a f f e c t humankind. The t r e e t r u n k , f o r i n s t a n c e , 

f u n c t i o n s as the f i e l d of t e n s i o n f o r the f o r c e s of g r a v i t y as 

w e l l as f o r the c o n f l i c t between motion and s t a s i s . Somehow 

the stem w i t h s t a n d s the p u l l of the branches up and away i n t o 

u n d e f i n e d s p ace, even w h i l e i t s lower body responds t o the 

p u l l i n t o e a r t h l y o b l i v i o n . Trees e x i s t as dynamic phenomena, 
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i n tune with n a t u r a l c y c l e s , l o s i n g and r e g a i n i n g c o l o u r or 

f o l i a g e i n t u r n . People see t r e e s as f u n c t i o n a l , and use 

t h e i r matter f o r lumber, t h e i r bulk f o r shade or t h e i r produce 

f o r food, j u s t as n e s t i n g animals look on t r e e s as n a t u r a l 

abodes. Hence, t r e e as s t r u c t u r e shares a f f i n i t i e s with both 

body and house. 

These v e r y d i f f e r e n t forms a l s o share some of the same 

terminology: 'limb* a p p l i e s t o both t r e e and body, and "f a m i l y 

t r e e ' p r o v i d e s the metaphorical e q u i v a l e n t to 'house of 

Windsor,' f o r example. Consider t r e e as upside-down man or 

woman, where the i n t r i c a t e r o o t system i s l i k e long, f l o w i n g 

h a i r . Or t h i n k of t r e e r o o t s as l a b y r i n t h i n e , i n v i t a t i o n s to 

a maze impossible to f o l l o w . Consider the branches of a f i r 

t r e e , poised a r r o w - l i k e towards the s t a r s , or deciduous 

branches as the hideaway of gods. Trees evoke powerful 

a s s o c i a t i o n s , o r i g i n a t i n g i n no l e s s than humanity's f i r s t 

d e f i a n c e of God. The t r e e of knowledge of good and e v i l 

p r e c i p i t a t e d a drama which saw man and woman reduced to 

temporal beings i n an imperfect world. L a t e r , however, t r e e 

took on a redemptive f u n c t i o n as c r u c i f i x . Trees f i g u r e 

l a r g e l y i n C h r i s t i a n mythology, from the beginning u n t i l the 

very end, or new beginning, as foreseen i n John's R e v e l a t i o n 

of a new heaven and new e a r t h , made p o s s i b l e by C h r i s t ' s 

s a c r i f i c e upon the h o l y rood. More p o p u l a r l y , t r e e came to be 

synonymous with gallows as w e l l as with v a r i o u s wooden 

implements l i k e the s h a f t of a spear or the framework of a 
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saddle. Its form has also prompted the invention of domestic, 

u t i l i t a r i a n objects l i k e the clothing tree. 

Throughout the ages trees have inspired a r t i s t i c 

contemplation of a l l kinds, and Patrick White i s obviously 

a l e r t to t h i s a l l u s i v e richness of tree in his novel The Tree  

of Man. His tree stands in d i r e c t contrast to and defiance of 

the o r i g i n a l , b i b l i c a l version of tree. White p l a i n l y 

attempts to demythologize tree in t h i s his fourth published 

novel. As Vincent Buckley points out, i t is a tree trimmed 

down to s i z e . 

The tree of man: in short, unspectacular 
and unobtrusive, half of whose l i f e i s a 
spreading and deepening of roots, not an 
explosion and d i f f u s i o n of heroic 
gestures. It survives, in so, far as i t 
survives at a l l , because i t has a real 
r e l a t i o n s h i p with the earth. It does not 
ponder, does not consciously accept or 
re j e c t , i t s bonds with the earth. It 
simply has, i_s_ those bonds. 3 

Despite overwhelming c u l t u r a l accretion, much of which i s 

admittedly foregrounded in a novel l i k e The Tree of Manf tree 

s t i l l pulses with some uniqueness of being. Not only does i t s 

form inspire the structure of the novel, tree also l a r g e l y 

informs the character of humble, stalwart Stan(d) Parker. 

Just as tree cleaves sky, so r i v e r cleaves land. It i s 

that copious stream of water flowing in a channel, always 

towards another body of water: the sea, a lake, or another 

stream. It is l i q u i d and moving, hence dynamic and 
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c h a n g i n g — a g a i n , o n l y a r g u a b l y a n i m a t e . L i k e t r e e , r i v e r ' s 

f o r m i s l i n e a r , i n v o k i n g d i r e c t i o n and d i s t a n c e ; as t r e e 

b r a n c h e s , so t o o may r i v e r , t h u s making i t m e t a p h o r i c a l l y 

s u i t e d f o r e v o k i n g v a s t r e a c h e s o f t i m e and s p a c e . L i k e t r e e , 

r i v e r i s s u b j e c t t o f o r c e s o f g r a v i t y , a l t h o u g h i t c o n t i n u a l l y 

d e f i e s t h e s e i n t h e c o u r s e o f t h e g r e a t c y c l e o f w a t e r 

e v a p o r a t i n g and t h e n c o n d e n s i n g a g a i n . R i v e r e s t a b l i s h e s laws 

o f i t s own i n t h e f o r m o f c u r r e n t s and e d d i e s , and i t , l i k e 

t r e e , s e r v e s as abode f o r i n f i n i t e v a r i e t i e s o f c r e a t u r e s . 

J u s t as t r e e i s n o r m a l l y v i e w e d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f s k y , so i s 

r i v e r s e e n f l a n k e d on two s i d e s by l a n d . The word i t s e l f 

d e r i v e s f r o m t h e F r e n c h " r i v e , " meaning "bank," b u t i t a l s o 

d e n o t e s " c l e a v e , " "open," or " s e v e r , " and i n a d d i t i o n l e n d s 

i t s e l f t o v a r i a t i o n s l i k e " r e v e r . " F o r i n a s y m b o l i c s e n s e , 

r i v e r has l o n g been s e e n as r e p o s i t o r y f o r dreams. 

M y t h o l o g i c a l l y , r i v e r r e p r e s e n t s t h e b o u n d a r y between l i f e and 

d e a t h . I t i s s t i l l l o o k e d t o as t h e s o u r c e o f l i f e and 

r e n e w a l : c o n s i d e r , f o r i n s t a n c e , t h e m y s t i q u e o f t h e Ganges 

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

Water a l s o p l a y s a c e n t r a l r o l e i n b i b l i c a l m y t h o l o g y : i t i s 

t h e r e , i n t h e b e g i n n i n g , even b e f o r e t h e t r e e s . In t h e O l d 

T e s t a m e n t w a t e r p r o v i d e s t h e means f o r many o f God's m i r a c l e s 

as p e r f o r m e d i n E g y p t by Moses. The New T e s t a m e n t f i n d s water 

t h e c e n t r a l i n g r e d i e n t i n t h e l i f e - a f f i r m i n g r i t u a l o f b a p t i s m 

as p r a c t i s e d by J o h n t h e B a p t i s t . Whatever t h e m y t h o l o g y , 

w a t e r i s f e a r e d and r e v e r e d a s s o u r c e o f b o t h l i f e and d e a t h . 
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River does not p l a y as prominent a r o l e i n The Tree of  

Man as does t r e e . Except as d e s t r u c t i v e f o r c e d u r i n g the 

f l o o d , r i v e r s c a r c e l y s u r f a c e s at a l l , although, agai n , l a c k 

of water almost d e s t r o y s the land d u r i n g the f i r e . But as we 

have seen i n The Aunt's Story, water as medium f r e q u e n t l y 

informs the t e x t u r e of c h a r a c t e r s ' l i v e s . Whenever they peer 

i n t o m i r r o r s , c h a r a c t e r s l i k e Theodora and Stan and Amy gaze 

hot upon g l a s s , but i n t o the dark mysterious depths of some 

t r o u b l e d p o o l . But i t i s not so much r i v e r as water as i t i s 

the long, winding form of the t h i n g i t s e l f which j u s t i f i e s i t s 

l i n k to t r e e and to my c l a i m f o r i t as i n s p i r i n g the s t r u c t u r e 

of the n o v e l . What t r e e i s to space i n The Tree of Man, 

r i v e r i s to time. 

White's novel i s i t s e l f a t r e e . White s p e c i f i e s i t a 

t r e e of man, but, by v i r t u e of i t s s t r u c t u r e , the book i s 

f i r s t and foremost a t r e e p l a i n and simple. The novel u n f o l d s 

a c c o r d i n g to a c h r o n o l o g i c a l , l i n e a r sequence of events which 

s t a r t a t s e v e r a l beginnings: of Stan Parker's l i f e on the 

land, of the land as c u l t i v a t e d and i n h a b i t e d , of P a r k e r s ' 

marriage and t h e i r house, and of t h e i r community. F i r s t comes 

one, then two, then many. S t o r y develops a c c o r d i n g to 

numerous a r r i v a l s and d e p a r t u r e s : the B i b l e p e d l a r , appearing 

as he does at the beginning, complements the b i b l i c a l nature 

of the book's opening and, d i s a p p e a r i n g as he does, i n t r o d u c e s 

the novel's f i r s t l o s s — t h a t of the s i l v e r nutmeg g r a t e r ; the 

a d o p t i v e boy, coaxed a g a i n s t h i s w i l l by Amy f l e e s , l e a v i n g 
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b e h i n d h i s f r a g m e n t o f r o s e - t i n t e d g l a s s , w h i c h o b j e c t , l i k e 

t h e g r a t e r , s e r v e s t o l i n k b e g i n n i n g w i t h end ( t h a t i s , b o t h 

a r e r e - d i s c o v e r e d — t h e f i r s t by P a r k e r s ' g r a n d s o n Ray, t h e 

s e c o n d by Amy h e r s e l f ) ; F r i t z t h e German, whose h e l p f u l 

p r e s e n c e becomes s u c h a l i a b i l i t y d u r i n g t h e war y e a r s t h a t he 

imposes e x i l e upon h i m s e l f ; Con, s e c o n d a f t e r M o r a l t i s i n a 

l o n g l i n e o f Greek c h a r a c t e r s t o p e o p l e W h i t e ' s n o v e l s , who 

i n s p i r e s t h e P a r k e r s w i t h e x o t i c t h o u g h t s and t h e c h i l d r e n 

w i t h d a r k p a s s i o n s , and who u l t i m a t e l y l e a v e s t o make i t b i g 

i n t h e c i t y ; f i n a l l y , Ray and Thelma t h e m s e l v e s , b o t h o f whom 

f o r s a k e t h e l a n d f o r t h e c i t y and who b o t h come t o be 

v i r t u a l l y d e ad t o t h e i r p a r e n t s . From s o l i t u d e t o community 

t o c i t y , f r o m s e l f t o f a m i l y t o s h a t t e r e d f r a g m e n t s t h e r e o f , 

The T r e e o f Man t r a c e s a d e c l i n i n g q u a l i t y o f l i f e . S e l f -

r e l i a n c e and s t r e n g t h o f c h a r a c t e r h o l d no c u r r e n c y i n Sydney, 

where c o n n i n g r e p r e s e n t s a way o f l i f e and i m m e r s i o n i n t h e 

m a t e r i a l d e f i n e s t h e i n d i v i d u a l . 

The n o v e l ' s s t r u c t u r e i s c a r e f u l l y b a l a n c e d . Seven 

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

c e n t r a l two s e c t i o n s ' s i x c h a p t e r s e a c h . As b o t h L e o n i e 

Kramer and M a n f r e d M a c k e n z i e have p o i n t e d o u t , The T r e e o f  

Man's f o u r - p a r t s t r u c t u r e c a n be s e e n t o c o r r e s p o n d t o o t h e r 

s t r u c t u r e s o f man and n a t u r e w h i c h a l s o a p p e a r i n m u l t i p l e s of 

f o u r , namely: t h e f o u r a g e s o f man and t h e f o u r s e a s o n s , where 

y o u t h c o r r e s p o n d s t o s p r i n g , m i d d l e age t o summer, o l d age t o 

f a l l and d e a t h t o w i n t e r . These p e r p e t u a l c y c l e s a r e 
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p u n c t u a t e d by n a t u r a l , as w e l l as m e t a p h y s i c a l e v e n t s w h i c h , 

when t r a c e d , r e v e a l a k i n d o f r i s e and f a l l c u r v e : t h e f l o o d 

w h i c h o c c u r s i n P a r t One c o r r e s p o n d s t o S t a n P a r k e r ' s s e n s e of 

v i r i l i t y and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ; t h e f i r e i n P a r t Two comes i n 

S t a n ' s m a t u r i t y , r e p l e t e f o r him w i t h w i f e and c h i l d r e n b u t 

a l s o w i t h vague gnawings o f d o u b t , f o r i t i s d u r i n g t h i s 

p e r i o d t h a t he r e s c u e s M a d e l e i n e f r o m t h e f i r e a t G l a s t o n b u r y , 

and a l s o t h a t he goes t o war; P a r t T h r e e b r i n g s t h e f o r m e r l y 

b u r g e o n i n g d o u b t s i n t o s h a r p e r f o c u s , w i t h S t a n ' s d i s c o v e r y o f 

Amy's i n f i d e l i t y , o f h i s s o n ' s d i s r e p u t a b l e ways and of 

d a u g h t e r T helma's r e j e c t i o n o f h e r p a r e n t s ; P a r t F o u r moves 

f r o m S t a n ' s c o m p l e t e d i s s o l u t i o n and d e n i a l t o h i s e v e n t u a l 

r e t u r n t o some k i n d o f peace w i t h h i m s e l f . A g a i n , t h e q u a l i t y 

o f l i f e d e p i c t e d d e c l i n e s s t e a d i l y . 

L i k e a t r e e , w h i c h b r a n c h e s o u t b o t h above and b e l o w t h e 

g r o u n d , The T r e e o f Man e x h i b i t s open f o r m . The n o v e l ends 

no t w i t h S t a n ' s d e a t h b u t w i t h a n o t h e r b e g i n n i n g i n w h i c h h i s 

g r a n d s o n d i s c o v e r s l i f e , d e a t h and a r t i n t h e f o r m o f t r e e s . 

N a r r a t i v e p r o c e e d s e p i s o d i c a l l y , and W h i t e ' s s t y l e r e m a i n s 

e n t i r e l y r e a l i s t i c t h r o u g h o u t . C r i t i c s s u c h as 

M a c k e n z i e and Kramer p e r s i s t i n s e e i n g The T r e e o f Man 

as p a r a d i g m a t i c and a p o c a l y p t i c , and as u n a b a s h e d a l l e g o r y i n 

w h i c h o b j e c t s and e v e n t s t a k e on h e a v i l y s y m b o l i c v a l u e . B u t , 

w h i l e b i b l i c a l o v e r t o n e s a r e c e r t a i n l y e v i d e n t i n t h e n o v e l , 

b i b l i c a l s t r u c t u r a l m y t h o l o g y i s n o t s t r i c t l y a d h e r e d t o ; I 

t h e r e f o r e s u g g e s t t h a t t h i s work d e p i c t s no a l l e g o r i c a l f a l l 
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from Eden. I would also argue with Mackenzie's distinguishing 

between White as r e a l i s t i c in manner but not in method; i t 

seems to me that White inje c t s realism back into the symbol in 

t h i s novel so that the reader never ends up with s t a t i c trees 

or cabbages or roses. 

The f i r s t paragraph of Part One, Chapter One, begins the 

novel in a l l due s i m p l i c i t y . 

A cart drove between the two big 
stringybarks and stopped. These were the 
dominant trees in that part of the bush, 
r i s i n g above the involved scrub with the 
s i m p l i c i t y of true grandeur. So the cart 
stopped, grazing the hairy side of a tree, 
and the horse, shaggy and s t o l i d as the 
tree, sighed and took root. (TTOM, 9) 

Man appears nowhere in t h i s scene: the cart moves and stops 

of i t s own accord, i t s only witnesses a horse and two t r e e s — 

s p e c i f i c a l l y , "two big stringybarks." The name conjures a 

v i s i o n of lean, humble trees, but, as the narrator informs us, 

they represent royalty in that part of the bush. The fact 

that the cart stops i s repeated, s i g n i f y i n g t h i s to be a 

momentous pause, as indeed i t i s . For what next occurs i s a 

kind of reversal, where tree i s "hairy" l i k e the horse and 

horse, "shaggy and s t o l i d as the tree, sighed and took root." 

Taking root quickly turns into the dominant metaphor for the 

entire novel: The Tree of Man proves to be about nothing less 

than Stan Parker's "melancholy longing for permanence," (TTOM, 

13) his desire for "the peace of permanence," (TTOM, 14) and 
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his search to find i t . The novel, which traces the span of 

Stan's l i f e , bears witness to him as a kind of b a t t l e f i e l d on 

which "the nostalgia of permanence and the fiend of motion" 

(TTOMf 14) f i g h t i t out. Permanence i s unchanging and 

f o r e v e r — a deceptive yet appealing (and hence cruel) state 

that humanity covets to no a v a i l ; permanence i s also a tree — 

the tree of man: changing but enduring. 

When next tree appears, two paragraphs l a t e r , i t i s in 

human company. Again, the encounter proves momentous: 

Then the man took an axe and struck 
at the side of a hairy tree, more to hear 
the sound than for any other reason. And 
the sound was cold and loud. The man 
struck at the tree, and struck, t i l l 
several white chips had f a l l e n . He looked 
at the scar in the side of the tree. The 
silence was immense. It was the f i r s t 
time anything l i k e t h i s had happened in 
that part of the bush. (TTOM, 9) 

The man, who w i l l remain unnamed for almost two f u l l pages, 

meets a tree with violent gesture in order to a f f i r m his own 

presence and strength. The arboreal recipient of the man's 

blows, "hairy" as before, i s scarred by the attention, as the 

man notices. The "cold . . . loud" sound of the thwacks 

emphasizes the i s o l a t i o n the man faces; hence his reason for 

swinging at the embodiment of that solitude. Before long the 

man sets out to r i d the land of i t s long-lived denizens, 

putting up shelter for himself and building a f i r e at their 

expense. Strangely enough, in seeking his own permanence, the 
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man d e s t r o y s t h e sy m b o l s t h e r e o f . C l e a r l y t h o u g h , by t h e end 

of h i s f i r s t d a y on t h e l a n d , a t r a n s f e r e n c e has o c c u r r e d : "He 

s m e l l e d t h e s m e l l o f g r e e n wood b u r n i n g . . . . And t h e c a v e r n 

o f f i r e was enormous, l a b y r i n t h i n e , t h a t r e c e i v e d t h e man. He 

b r a n c h e d and f l a m e d , glowed and i n c r e a s e d , and was s u d d e n l y 

e x t i n g u i s h e d i n t h e l i t t l e p u f f s o f smoke and t i r e d t h o u g h t s " 

(TTOM, 1 0 ) . The man has t a k e n on c e r t a i n t r e e - l i k e 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . As he u p r o o t s , he h i m s e l f t a k e s r o o t , 

b r a n c h i n g o u t and i n c r e a s i n g i n r e c i p r o c i t y w i t h l a n d and 

t r e e s ; a s he s h a p e s t h e l a n d , so t o o does h i s l i f e t a k e s h a p e . 

S t a n ' s c l a i m i s n o t s t a k e d w i t h o u t a c e r t a i n amount o f 

v i o l e n c e . P u r p o s e he d e f i n e s as t h e " o p p o s i n g [ o f ] s i l e n c e 

and r o c k and t r e e " (TTOM, 1 5 ) . So, as he a d v a n c e s t h r o u g h t h e 

s c r u b , hewing and c l e a r i n g , t h e d i c t i o n becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y 

m i l i t a r i s t i c : 

As t h e d a y i n c r e a s e d , S t a n P a r k e r 
emerged and, a f t e r g o i n g h e r e and t h e r e , 
s i m p l y l o o k i n g a t what was h i s , began t o 
t e a r t h e bush a p a r t . H i s f i r s t t r e e f e l l 
t h r o u g h t h e w h i t e s i l e n c e w i t h a v o l l e y o f 
l e a v e s . T h i s was c l e a n enough. But t h e r e 
was a l s o t h e meaner w a r f a r e o f t h e s c r u b , 
d e a d l y i n t e c h n i q u e and o m n i p r e s e n c e , t h a t 
would come up f r o m b e h i n d and l e a v e 
w a r n i n g on t h e f l e s h i n messages o f b l o o d . 
(TTOM., 16) 

The a s s a u l t of man on n a t u r e i s n o t o n l y r u t h l e s s b u t a l s o 

r e c i p r o c a t e d : S t a n wrenches t h e bush back f r o m t h e l a n d and 

v e g e t a t i o n a v e n g e s i t s e l f by c l a w i n g b a c k . The n a r r a t o r 

d e s c r i b e s S t a n as " p o s s e s s e d by h i s daemon o f p u r p o s e " (TTOM, 
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16 ) , hence a d d i n g a ma levo l en t note to h i s i n t r u s i o n . "The 

l o g s of s l e e p l a y dead heavy" (TTOM, 16) sugges ts not j u s t 

S t a n ' s exhausted slumber a t the end of a l o n g , l a b o r i o u s day 

but a l s o the corpses of t r e e s t h a t l i t t e r the ground on which 

he l a y s h i s head . S t a n ' s wish f o r change le s snes s b r i n g s 

d e v a s t a t i n g change to the l and a n d , what i s more, i t a l t e r s 

the v e r y na ture of t ime i t s e l f . 

The book's opening c h a p t e r harbours many b e g i n n i n g s , 

among them S t a n ' s own. As f a r as he remembers, h i s own 

o r i g i n s c o i n c i d e somehow w i t h the p a l e - b l u e g e n t l e God of h i s 

mother , and the f i e r y , gus ty God of h i s f a t h e r . "Anyway, i n 

the b e g i n n i n g . At W i l l o w C r e e k , God bent the t r e e s t i l l they 

streamed i n the wind l i k e beards" (T_T_OM_, 11)—God's b e a r d , of 

c o u r s e . God and b e g i n n i n g and t r e e remain a l l lumped t o g e t h e r 

i n h i s young b o y ' s mind and , d e s p i t e h i s r e a d i n g f o r a y s i n t o 

Hamlet and the New Testament , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n e ludes him: 

"Anyway, not ye t" (TTOM, 12 ) . As a young man, Stan content s 

h i m s e l f w i t h a l o n g i n g f o r permanence and s p o r a d i c at tempts a t 

s h a r i n g the d i s t a n c e between h i m s e l f and other p e o p l e . Grown 

o l d e r , he opts f o r s o l i t u d e and sheer l i v i n g i n the moment: 

"His p l a c e i n the presen t was warm enough. . . . Because the 

p r e s e n t p r e v a i l s " (TTOM, 13, 15 ) . But as he s t r u g g l e s w i t h 

the bush , he works h i m s e l f i n t o a f r e n z y of tomorrow: 

" A n a e s t h e t i z e d by the f u t u r e , he f e l t n e i t h e r whips nor a c t u a l 

wounds" (TTOM, 16) . From f o r m l e s s n e s s , Stan s t r i v e s towards 

form. 
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There in the scarred bush, that had 
not yet accepted i t s changed face, the man 
soon began to build a house, or shack. He 
brought the slabs he had shaped for logs. 
Slowly. He p i l e d his matchsticks. So the 
days were pi l e d too. Seasons were closing 
and opening on the clearing in which the 
man was at work. If days fanned the fury 
in him, months soothed, so that time, as 
i t passed, was both shaping and 
dis s o l v i n g , in one. (TTOM, 16) 

Time and space come to wear a human face in the form of pil e d 

logs. Stan's e f f o r t s , slow and deliberate as always, 

represent his f i r s t step towards establishing the longed-for 

permanence. In time, the stumps cease to bleed. Riot in the 

underbrush s e t t l e s down and the "blunt" house, "plain but 

honest" (TTOMr 17) f u l f i l s necessity. His spurt of 

c r e a t i v i t y complete, Stan pauses in his labour to find himself 

a mate. The opening chapter closes on thi s promise of a 

future. 

The language of thi s f i r s t chapter marks the novel as 

e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t from The Aunt's Story. Cart, tree, horse 

and dog f i l l the f i r s t few pages with real presence. Here, 

where words are the things themselves, is ground-zero writing. 

Mark Williams puts i t t h i s way: 

His [Stan's] 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 in the world allows a sense 
of intimate connection between words and 
things, actions and meanings. Stan's 
world i s commensurate to his d e s i r e s . 4 
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N e i t h e r words nor t h i n g s f u n c t i o n as s y m b o l s : t h i n g s a r e what 

t h e y s e e m — e x c e p t t h a t t h e y manage t o e x h i b i t some v i t a l i t y : 

f i r e , f o r i n s t a n c e , " l i c k e d a t and s w a l l o w e d t h e l o n e l i n e s s " 

TTOM, 9 ) — a n d nouns e x i s t i n t h e i r d e n o t a t i v e f u n c t i o n . The 

w r i t i n g s t y l e s t r i v e s f o r and a c h i e v e s an e v o c a t i v e e f f e c t , 

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

r e s o n a n c e s . But S t a n has n o t d i s c o v e r e d Eden, and t h e s t y l e 

sometimes r e f l e c t s t h i s : "A dog l i f t i n g h i s l e g on an a n t h i l l . 

The l i p d r o o p i n g on t h e s w e a t y h o r s e " (TTOM, 9 ) . As s i m p l e 

and humble as s t y l e a p p e a r s , however, i t r e m a i n s d i s t i n c t l y 

i m p e r s o n a l , as i f t o d e m o n s t r a t e S t a n ' s p l i g h t as man i n t h e 

m i d d l e of a v a s t nowhere. 

By t h e end o f t h e f i r s t s e c t i o n t h e homestead S t a n has 

c a r v e d o u t o f t h e bush i s p a r t o f a community named D u r i l g a i . 

The s c r u b has been s u b d u e d , S t a n has m a r r i e d Amy and she has 

f u r t h e r c i v i l i z e d t h e i r l a n d by p l a n t i n g r o s e b u s h e s . So f a r , 

P a r k e r s ' f l e d g l i n g f a m i l y numbers two, t h e boy f r o m t h e f l o o d s 

a t W u l l u n y a h a v i n g d e c l i n e d t o j o i n them. Even s o , a t t h i s 

e a r l y s t a g e i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n b o t h S t a n and Amy f e e l 

t h e m s e l v e s c o m p l e t e , and t h e i r common l i f e t o be good. U n a b l e 

t o a r t i c u l a t e h i s s a t i s f a c t i o n , S t a n l o o k s once a g a i n t o t r e e 

as a p o i n t o f r e f e r e n c e f o r h i s l i f e : "They were c l o s e . T h e i r 

l i v e s had grown t o g e t h e r . T hey would c o n t i n u e i n t h a t way, 

b e c a u s e i t was n o t p o s s i b l e t o d i v i d e t h e i r common t r u n k " 

(TTOM, 9 8 ) . F u r t h e r on, t h e i r b o d i e s a r e r e f e r r e d t o as 

" stems" (TTOM, 9 8 ) , t h u s r e i n f o r c i n g t h e p h y s i c a l n a t u r e of 
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t h e i r a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h e a c h o t h e r and w i t h t h e l a n d . S t a n 

f e e l s most g r a t i f i e d t o n o t i c e i n Amy what he b e l i e v e s t o be a 

change f r o m h e r s h a l l o w , g i r l i s h s e l f t o t h e woman h i s w i f e . 

A g a i n , t h i s improvement i n h e r S t a n gauges a c c o r d i n g t o Amy's 

b u r g e o n i n g r e l a t i o n w i t h t h e l a n d : "She had begun t o see t h e 

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

s h a g g y o n e s , s t i r r i n g and i n c l i n i n g t o w a r d s them i n t h e 

m o r n i n g l i g h t " (TTOM, 9 8 ) . H o s t i l i t y between man and n a t u r e 

seems t o have begun w i t h S t a n ' s f e l l i n g o f t h e f i r s t t r e e , t o 

have c r e s t e d w i t h t h e d e v a s t a t i n g f l o o d s and f i n a l l y t o have 

a b a t e d w i t h t h e p r o m i s e o f a f r u i t f u l t r e e o f man. 

Near t h e end o f t h e n o v e l S t a n i s once a g a i n r e f e r r e d t o 

i n a r b o r e a l t e r m s . The s p e a k e r i s h i s d a u g h t e r Thelma, who, 

i n her u s u a l d e n i g r a t i n g f a s h i o n , " t o o k Dad f o r g r a n t e d , he 

would s t i l l be s t a n d i n g t h e r e , h i s h a r d and s u r p r i s i n g t r u n k , 

r o o t e d " (TTOM, 3 4 6 ) . The p a r a l l e l s w i t h T h e o d o r a ' s f a t h e r i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y a r e c l e a r : b o t h men, q u i e t and s t a l w a r t , 

s i m p l e and h o n e s t , r e m a i n somehow i n c o m p l e t e and u n s a t i s f i e d - -

Mr. Goodman b e c a u s e he has b e t r a y e d h i s p o t e n t i a l by s e t t l i n g 

f o r c o n v e n t i o n and S t a n b e c a u s e he n e v e r manages t o a d e q u a t e l y 

c o n v e y t h e s e n s e o f wonder t h e w o r l d i n s p i r e s i n him. In 

V o s s , man i s a l s o l i k e n e d t o t r e e , t o i t s c a p a c i t y f o r b o t h 

e n d u r a n c e and c h a n g e . J u d d , t h e e x - c o n v i c t , a b o u t t o 

accompany V o s s i n t o t h e unknown h e a r t o f t h e c o n t i n e n t , "was, 

i n f a c t , a u n i o n o f s t r e n g t h and d e l i c a c y , l i k e some g n a r l e d 

t r e e s t h a t have been t o r t u r e d and t w i s t e d by t i m e and w eather 
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into exaggerated shapes, but of which the leaves s t i l l quiver 

at each change" (V, 133). For each of these men trees remain 

potent witnesses of their internal struggles. 

Like Joe Barnett in The L i v i n g and the Dead, Stan enjoys 

wood-working and takes up carpentry in later l i f e as a hobby: 

he had developed a passion for carpentry 
in recent years, and could now see with 
peculiar distinctness the grain of the 
p a r t i c u l a r wood on which he was working, 
and the l i t t l e nick near a dovetail which 
had been worrying him because of the 
blemish i t would leave. (TTOMf 391) 

His i s such an intimate r e l a t i o n with his materials to the 

extent that "There were certa i n objects, p a r t i c u l a r l y an axe 

and the hacksaw, that he could not bear other people to touch" 

(TTOM, 231). Fashioning objects out of wood s u i t s Stan 

because i t i s humble, useful, even creative work which sees 

him transforming one beloved thing into another, a chaos of 

trees and scrub into the order of home and hearth. To him, 

the surface of the wood he works on bears signs and 

hieroglyphs: " i t i s l i k e a map. There are the mountains. 

That i s a mountain peak. The round one. That i s the highest" 

(TTOM, 392). Wood i s substantial, s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t , a thing of 

beauty and of truth whose r e l i a b i l i t y affirms for Stan the 

r e a l i t y of his own existence. 

The a f f i l i a t i o n of man with tree and tree with man 

continues throughout the novel. In Part Two, for instance, 

the reader i s introduced to the Quigleys in what are by now 
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not u n f l a t t e r i n g terms: 

[Doll and Bub] were l i k e the furniture, or 
doorposts rather, t h e i r long wooden 
frames. Sometimes Doll nursed the baby, 
and the folds of the shawl hung from her 
long arms in long folds of carved wood, as 
i f she were holding the c h i l d not 
according to her own i n s t i n c t , but after 
some honest sculptor's plan. (TTOMf 117) 

We recognize in t h i s description of crafted wooden madonna 

with c h i l d that these are homely, simple and honest people, 

for White's highest praise i s always meted out to those who 

share the attributes of r e l i a b l e things l i k e wooden tables and 

chairs. There i s , however, a minor d i s t i n c t i o n to be made: 

Quigleys, despite their e l i t e q u a l i t i e s , do not continue but 

die out, i n f l i c t i n g barely a sign on the land which held them. 

Bub Quigley seems to be one of those minor characters 

destined for e l e c t i o n early on. He notices things; even a 

leaf is to him a wondrous sign. 

'Look,' said Bub, 'that i s a l e a f . See? 
But a skeleton l e a f . You can look right 
through i t . It's l i k e a sheep's skeleton, 
or a cow, only t h i s i s a leaf. My s i s t e r 
says i t i s made of lace. Fancy, a lace 
l e a f . From a lace tree.' (TTOM, 117) 

L i t t l e Ray, to whom Bub shows his prize, can only think in his 

mother's possessive terms. He covets the l e a f , but Bub cannot 

bear to part with i t . 

It was of most curious, mysterious 
workmanship, which he kept in a book that 
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had belonged to his grandfather, and which 
nobody read. He could not part with the 
l e a f . C i r c l e s of mystery, beauty, and 
i n j u s t i c e expanded inside him, d i s t o r t i n g 
his face. (TTOM. 118) 

Leaf, emblematic of tree, represents for Bub a kind of 

mandala—the f i r s t in a long l i n e of such designs which 

c l e a r l y fascinate White. The lace leaf, i n t r i c a t e and 

f r a g i l e , reveals the state of Bub's own being. He marvels at 

things and reveres them, looking through the part to the whole 

beyond. 

The a r t i s t Gage i s another character who notices things. 

His story unfolds in Part Three of the novel, when, after his 

suicide, his private musings in the form of his paintings go 

public. Considered quite mad by the locals before his demise, 

Gage's tortured visions occasion even more embarrassment and 

shame once his widow f l i n g s them to an incredulous public. 

Amy withholds judgement as she gazes on Gage's mysteries. Of 

ants, of Christ, of trees: 

He seemed to have painted a great many 
trees, in various positions, their limbs 
folded in sleep or contemplation, or 
moving in torture. And the dead trees. 
The white forms of these did not look a 
b i t dry and s c e p t i c a l , as bones do in a 
paddock. So also a bottle can express 
love. She had never before seen a bottle 
of adequate beauty. This one tempted her 
to love her neighbour. (TTOM. 282) 

Gage's trees exhibit human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , yet t h e i r form 

also f l i c k e r s and wanes into other shapes that c a l l forth from 
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the viewer emotions scarcely recognized. The misunderstood 

painter i s the f i r s t of a series which w i l l include A l f Dubbo 

from B-ldjejLs. and Hurtle Du f f i e l d of The Vlvlsector (1970), and 

he is part of a continuum of a r t i s t s which has already been 

introduced in the person of Mora'itis in The Aunt's Story. A l l 

of these characters, shaman-like, see c l e a r l y to the bone. 

As in The Aunt's Story, the way characters interact with 

objects reveals a good deal about them. The Parker children, 

for example, i n h e r i t their mother's propensity to want to 

possess: Thelma feels comfortable only when surrounded by 

p i l e s of things vouchsafed indispensable by her material 

ideals and, while Ray i s governed by a t o t a l irreverence for 

things, he does not believe in anything he cannot touch. Part 

Three of The Tree of Man d e t a i l s Ray's re l a t i o n s h i p with Con 

the Greek and the eventual loss of his hero. Notice how trees 

figure in that scene- of angry separation: 

He had thinned right out, t i l l he was 
exclusively of that place, as exhalation 
of leaf or bark, his hanging hands no 
longer i d l e , except that they did nothing, 
otherwise there was purpose enough in 
being, amongst the grey scraggy trees. . . . 
After a b i t he stopped. It was under a 
tree. It was a big old banksia f u l l of 
dead heads, the trunk and branches of the 
tree tortured into abominable shapes, f u l l 
of dust and ugliness. A l l beauty and 
goodness were excluded from that place, 
the sky being obliterated for the moment. 
(TTOM. 234, 235) 

Here in heavy-handed d e t a i l , tree functions as objective 
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c o r r e l a t i v e f o r the ' t h i n * s t a t e of Ray ' s s o u l . " T h i n " 

d e s c r i b e s both Thelma and Ray innumerable t imes d u r i n g the 

course of the n o v e l . In t h i s c a s e , t r e e s expose R a y ' s t w i s t e d 

s t a t e of mind: they prove " s c r a g g y , " " t o r t u r e d , " "abominable ," 

"dusty" and "ugly" i n t u r n . Ray i s no t r e e of man, d e s p i t e 

the f a c t t h a t he does produce an h e i r . R a t h e r , he i s a u s e r , 

as d e s t r u c t i v e of t h i n g s as of p e r s o n s . 

I t i s l e f t to h i s young son Ray to redeem both S t a n ' s and 

h i s own thwarted a s p i r a t i o n s . For h i s g r a n d f a t h e r young Ray 

w i l l a r t i c u l a t e a l l of l i f e , and f o r h i s f a t h e r he w i l l 

t r a n s f o r m impotence i n t o a c t i o n , coming to know t h i n g s and 

a s s i g n i n g them meaning. The l a s t c h a p t e r of The Tree of Man 

i s devoted to young Ray. I t b e g i n s , a p t l y , "In the end" 

(TTOM, 479) and ends , i n open but p a r a d o x i c a l f a s h i o n , w i t h 

" i n the end , t h e r e was no end" (TTOM, 480) . T h i s s h o r t 

c h a p t e r f o l l o w s Stan P a r k e r ' s death but r e f u s e s to p r o v i d e the 

ending to h i s l i f e . Denying end , i t a f f i r m s o n l y b e g i n n i n g , 

and , i n f a c t , r e - p r e s e n t s what was t h e r e a t the s t a r t . 

In the end t h e r e are the t r e e s . These 
s t i l l s tand i n the g u l l y behind the house , 
on a p i e c e of poor l and t h a t nobody wants 
to use . There i s the u g l y mass of s c r u b , 
f u l l of whips and open s e c r e t s . But there 
are the t r e e s , q u i t e a number of them t h a t 
have s u r v i v e d the axe , smooth ones , a 
s c u l p t u r e of t r e e s . On s t i l l mornings 
a f t e r f r o s t these s tand s t reaming w i t h 
l i g h t and m o i s t u r e , the white and the 
ashen , and some the c o l o u r of f l e s h . 
(TTOM. 479) 
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The p r e s e n t - t e n s e r e f r a i n o f c o n t i n u i t y — " t h e r e a r e t h e 

t r e e s " — i m m e d i a t e l y a n n u l s t h e " i n t h e e n d " s e t t i n g . T h i s 

p a r a g r a p h p r o v e s i n r e t r o s p e c t t o be an expanded v e r s i o n o f 

t h e c h a p t e r ' s / p a r t ' s / n o v e l ' s c l o s i n g words: "So t h a t , i n t h e 

end, t h e r e was no e n d " (TTOM, 4 8 0 ) , d e l i v e r e d i n p a s t t e n s e as 

i f i n e v i d e n c e o f t h e p e r p e t u i t y t h e y p r o m i s e . T r e e s p r o v e t o 

be s u r v i v o r s ; t h e y l i v e on i n t h e f o r m o f s c u l p t u r e , or a r t , 

t h e y e n d u r e i n t h e f o r m of f l e s h , or young Ray, and t h e y 

a c h i e v e permanence i n t h e f o r m o f t h i s n o v e l . 

The n o v e l ' s f i n a l c h a p t e r r e - c r e a t e s t h e f i r s t : we have a 

b e g i n n i n g , t r e e s , a dog, and a boy-man. What i s m i s s i n g i s 

t h e i n i t i a l h o s t i l i t y o f man t o w a r d s t r e e ; i n s t e a d , t h e boy 

e n t e r s t h e clump o f t r e e s as i f i t were a t e m p l e , i n o r d e r t o 

see and f e e l h i s way t o making s e n s e o f t h e d e a t h o f h i s 

g r a n d f a t h e r . 

The r a t h e r l e g g y , p a l e boy comes down 
l a t e r i n t o t h e b u s h . He i s mooning t h e r e , 
and r u b b i n g h i s f o r e h e a d a g a i n s t t h e b a r k 
o f t r e e s . He i s b r e a k i n g t w i g s , and 
making l i t t l e heaps o f s t i c k s i n v a r i o u s 
p a t t e r n s . He i s w r i t i n g i n t h e s a n d , and 
e x p e c t i n g p r e c i o u s s t o n e s i n t h e s u r f a c e s 
of r o c k s . . . . He l a y on h i s back, on 
t h e s a n d y e a r t h , on t h e r o o t f i b r e s and 
d e c o m p o s i n g l e a v e s , and l o o k e d t h r o u g h t h e 
g l a s s a t t h e c r i m s o n m y s t e r y o f t h e w o r l d 
. . . . The c r i m s o n s k y d r i f t i n g on h i s 
f a c e , and t h e p u r p l e s n a k e s o f t r e e s . 
(TTOM. 479) 

Here i s a p o r t r a i t o f t h e i n c i p i e n t a r t i s t : d r e a m i n g , c r e a t i n g 

d e s i g n s , s e a r c h i n g f o r m e a n i n g — a l l on n a t u r e ' s t e r m s . T r e e s 
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p r o v i d e t h e p a l i m p s e s t f o r young Ray's b u d d i n g g r e a t n e s s and 

s o , t h e a l m o s t s y m b i o t i c r e l a t i o n between p e o p l e and t r e e s 

goes on. 

Whenever t r e e a p p e a r s i n The T r e e o f Man i t s h i n e s w i t h 

some s p e c i a l l i g h t . No o r d i n a r y t r e e s d o t t h e l a n d s c a p e ; t h e y 

a l l p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h e s e t t l e r s ' l i v e s on t h e l a n d . I n t h i s 

r e m a r k a b l e e v o c a t i o n o f t r e e , t h e n a r r a t i v e v o i c e f o r g e s a 

l i n k i n n o r m a l l y n o n - r e f l e c t i v e Amy between h e r p r e s e n t and 

h e r p a s t a t a p a r t i c u l a r l y c r u c i a l moment of h e r l i f e . F a c e d 

w i t h p u r s y L e o , h e r f o r m e r and p e r h a p s s t i l l l o v e r , Amy 

s e t t l e s i n t o an u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t i l l n e s s i n w h i c h "she c o u l d 

h e a r t h e shape o f o b j e c t s " (TTOM, 3 1 9 ) . Then f o l l o w s h e r ode 

t o t h e p e p p e r t r e e s . 

In e x p e c t a t i o n , c o n s i d e r a b l e 
l i t h e n e s s had c r e p t i n t o t h o s e p e p p e r 
t r e e s r o u n d w h i c h f o w l s were s c r a t c h i n g . 
T h e r e was a n e r v o s i t y o f f r o n d s j u s t 
t w i t c h i n g i n a l i t t l e b r e e z e . The woman 
remembered how, as a g i r l , she had r u n up 
t h e s i d e o f a h i l l , g a t h e r i n g h e r b r e a t h 
and l a u g h i n g , and had l a i n on t h e t o p . 
She remembered t h e c o o l t o u c h o f t h e 
f r o n d s o f p e p p e r t r e e s , and now t h i s same 
sm o o t h n e s s and l i t h e n e s s had r e t u r n e d t o 
h e r , i f she c o u l d t e l l him. (TTOM, 319) 

But when Leo l o o k s a t Amy, what he s e e s d i f f e r s d e c i d e d l y f r o m 

her own v i e w o f h e r s e l f : Leo r e m a r k s i n s t e a d a s a l l o w o l d 

woman whose s t o c k i n g s s a g and w r i n k l e a b o u t h e r a n k l e s . I n 

c o n t r a s t , Amy's t h o u g h t s r u n w i t h h e r s e l f as young g i r l , 

d i s c o v e r i n g h e r own s e n s u a l i t y b e n e a t h t h e c a p t i v a t i n g p e p p e r 
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t r e e s . E v e n now t h e y t w i t c h and f l u t t e r i n a n t i c i p a t i o n o f 

a n o t h e r steamy e n c o u n t e r between Amy and L e o ; c l e a r l y , p e p p e r 

t r e e s - - c l o s e t o t h e g r o u n d and o r n a m e n t a l — a r e Amy's t r e e s , 

i n v e s t i n g h e r w i t h l i f e when young and c o n t i n u i n g t o r e s p o n d 

t o h e r d e s i r e s when o l d . 

Those c r i t i c s , t h e n , who d i s m i s s Amy as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of 

e v i l or as a l e s s s u c c e s s f u l c h a r a c t e r t h a n h e r husband S t a n 

m i s s or i g n o r e t h o s e moments when she t o o shows i n s i g h t . 

C o r r e s p o n d e n c e does e x i s t between Amy and o t h e r t h i n g s , and 

she i s p o s s e s s e d o f a c e r t a i n amount o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g . I f 

S t a n o u t s h i n e s h e r i n t h i s , i t i s b e c a u s e Amy a l s o b a t t l e s t h e 

g r i p o f m a t e r i a l i s m . F r e q u e n t l y t h o u g h she t o o y e a r n s f o r t h e 

s o m e t h i n g more, t h e unnameable, w h i c h she s u s p e c t s S t a n o f 

knowing o f and k e e p i n g f r o m h e r . 

The T r e e o f Man i s a book, a n o v e l , a f i c t i o n a l p r o s e 

e p i c d e p i c t i n g most o f one man's l i f e on t h e l a n d as he 

p r o g r e s s e s f r o m y o u t h t h r o u g h m i d d l e and o l d age t o d e a t h and 

a l l t h e a c c o m p a n y i n g s t a g e s i n between. H i s o u t e r e x i s t e n c e 

amongst t h e t h i n g s o f t h e e a r t h i s f o r t h e most p a r t 

i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e f r o m h i s i n n e r q u e s t f o r , as he c a l l s i t , 

permanence. What he l e a r n s d u r i n g t h e c o u r s e o f t h e book ( o f ) 

h i s l i f e i s t a u g h t by t r e e : n e v e r s t i l l , e v e r c h a n g i n g , i t t o o 

i s permanence. The t r e e o f man i s a l s o t h e book o f m a n — t h e 

c h r o n o l o g y o f h i s d a y s i n w h i c h g e n e r a t i o n s u c c e e d s 

g e n e r a t i o n — t h e f a m i l y t r e e , a s t h e y s a y . T h i s t o o i s 

permanence: b o t h t h e book and t h e f a m i l y o f man. The book i s 
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a t r e e b o t h l i t e r a l l y and f i g u r a t i v e l y : n o t o n l y i s i t 

p h y s i c a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d o f p a p e r p r o d u c t s , i t s l i t e r a r y 

s t r u c t u r e a l s o m i r r o r s t h e t r e e ' s l i n e a r f o r m . T r e e 

r e p r e s e n t s t h e open and c y c l i c a l a t once, r e a c h i n g b o t h up and 

o u t , deep and down and a n s w e r i n g t o n a t u r e ' s e t e r n a l c a l l f o r 

i t t o bud, bloom, grow, sh e d and r e s t i n t u r n . So t o o does 

t h e book, b o t h as p h y s i c a l a r t i f a c t and as a r t . And t r e e 

c o n t r i b u t e s n o t o n l y t o f o r m b u t t o c o n t e n t as w e l l : t r e e s a r e 

r e m a r k a b l e o b j e c t s i n The T r e e o f Man, b o t h o p p o s i n g and 

a n s w e r i n g t o man's n e e d s , r e s i s t i n g and c o m p l e m e n t i n g him i n 

t u r n . F i n a l l y , t r e e s r e m i n d man o f t h e d i c h o t o m i e s i n t h e 

m i d s t o f w h i c h he e x i s t s , t h e p a r a m e t e r s o f w h i c h d e f i n e h i s 

a b i l i t y t o make s e n s e o f or t o d e r i v e meaning f r o m t h e w o r l d . 

As much as t h e n o v e l i s a t r e e , and S t a n t o o , t h e y a r e 

a l s o r i v e r s . W a t e r — o r l a c k o f i t - - b o t h p h y s i c a l l y and 

f i g u r a t i v e l y d e f i n e s t h e n o v e l and i t s c h a r a c t e r s , f r o m t h e 

g r e a t f a c t o f t h e f l o o d s a t W u l l u n y a t o t h e c o n s i s t e n t l y f l u i d 

d e s c r i p t i o n s o f t h e t e x t u r e o f P a r k e r s ' l i v e s . Young S t a n , on 

h i s way back f r o m v o l u n t e e r i n g a t t h e f l o o d s , t a k e s t o m u s i n g . 

In h i s e x h a u s t i o n h i s own l i f e ebbed and 
f l o w e d , a l o n g o t h e r r o a d s , or he opened 
d o o r s and went i n t o t h e ho u s e s t h a t he had 
known, i n w h i c h t h e f a m i l i a r f a c e s were 
l o o k i n g f o r him t o behave i n an e x p e c t e d 
way. But b e c a u s e he t o o , f o r a l l h i s 
a p p a r e n t s o l i d i t y , was as f l u i d and 
u n p r e d i c t a b l e as t h e s t r e a m o f l i f e , he 
l e f t them s t a n d i n g w i t h t h e words h a l f o u t 
of t h e i r mouths and a s u r p r i s e d row o f 
t e e t h . (TTQM, 91) 
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Long and sinuous as a tree i s t a l l and stra i g h t , r i v e r and 

tree i d e n t i f y Stan as outwardly steadfast but inwardly 

s h i f t i n g . Amy too is vouchsafed t h i s q u a l i t y : following the 

b i r t h of her second c h i l d she "was at l a s t continuous. She 

flowed" (TTOMf 117). Conversely, unoriginal, pretentious 

Thelma i s dismissed in t h i s t r i a l by water: "She had an 

i n s t i n c t for f l o a t i n g " (TTOM, 336), for r e s i s t i n g water. 

F l u i d i t y not only defines l i f e but i t i s also the medium for 

dreaming and, f i n a l l y , for death. Mrs. O'Dowd's l a s t scene, 

for example, shows there is no dam or natural barrier between 

the two halves of l i f e : death and l i f e are not opposites but 

the mingling of two streams, both of which flow towards the 

same destination. 
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2. 

W i l d e r n e s s / G a r d e n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y showed us an o v e r - c i v i l i z e d g a r d e n f r o m 

w h i c h most o f t h e e x o t i c f l o r a were t r y i n g t o e s c a p e . The  

T r e e of Man, by c o n t r a s t , i n t r o d u c e s us t o a w i l d e r n e s s o f 

i n d i g e n o u s t r e e s w h i c h needs s u b d u i n g . S t a n s u c c e e d s i n 

t r a n s f o r m i n g t h e h o s t i l e , untamed bush i n t o a g a r d e n — e v e n a 

k i n d o f Eden, and t h e n s e e s i t t u r n a g a i n s t him y e t a g a i n 

b e f o r e i t f i n a l l y e n f o l d s and e n c l o s e s h i m a t t h e end o f h i s 

d a y s . 

S t a n l e a r n s t o i n h a b i t s e e m i n g l y h o s t i l e s p a c e . He 

thwacks i n t o one, t h e n two, t h e n s e v e r a l s t r i n g y b a r k s i n o r d e r 

t o c r e a t e s p a c e f o r h i s s h a c k . T h i s d o m i c i l e u n d e r g o e s l a t e r 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , b u t f r o m t h e f i r s t S t a n c r e a t e s room and o r d e r 

where t h e r e was none. When f i r s t she e n c o u n t e r s h e r new home, 

Amy i s s t r u c k by i t s d i m i n u t i v e s i z e and r e m o t e n e s s . Here i s 

s p a c e she q u i c k l y s e t s o u t t o c o n q u e r , t a k i n g i t o v e r e v e n a s 

S t a n w r e s t e d i t f r o m t h e l a n d . She s e t s up h e r s i l v e r nutmeg 

g r a t e r and p l a n t s h e r r o s e b u s h , t h e one a f r i v o l o u s b i t o f 

i m p r a c t i c a l i t y and t h e o t h e r a complement t o h e r b u r g e o n i n g 

r o l e as w i f e and mother. As t h e i r l i v e s p r o c e e d , S t a n and Amy 

i n c r e a s i n g l y push t h e w i l d e r n e s s b a c k , e n l a r g i n g t h e i r house 

and g a r d e n t o make way f o r c h i l d r e n , a n i m a l s and w o r k e r s . The 
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garden becomes a kind of paradise in i t s abundance: roses 

Increase and l i e heavy on th e i r stems, cabbages swell and 

conceal dew drops in their leafy recesses, vines f l o u r i s h as 

well as do luxurious, sensual blossoms l i k e dahlias, 

camellias, l i l i e s and fuchsias. But as the novel unfolds, 

garden turns increasingly unwieldy so that by Part Four i t 

threatens to engulf the Parkers. By the end of the book 

garden does in fact swallow gardener, a l b e i t in a peaceful, 

beneficent manner. 

Throughout Parkers' sojourn on the land, mention i s made 

of the produce th e i r garden y i e l d s . Amy, greedy for exotic 

flowers, not so much plants as s t i c k s greenery here and there. 

Part Four opens with the re s u l t s of th i s slipshod hobby. 

The garden at Parkers' had almost taken 
possession of the house. It was a 
haphazard sort of garden. Mrs. Parker 
would plant a shrub with passion, 
something she had seen and desired 
intensely, would plant i t , and forget 
about i t . Then suddenly i t had grown and 
was sawing at i t s neighbours. A l l 
flowers, a l l leaves, were interlocked in 
that garden. The shrubs were blooming in 
each other. . . . Branches of trees, 
twigs of shrubs, would catch at her hair 
and draw i t out. It got in a mess 
sometimes, but what can you do? . . . Then 
she would go inside her house, rather a 
secret woman, into the brown house, 
inseparable from the garden, from the 
landscape in which i t was. (TTOM, 359) 

Parkers' i s a tree-house of man, t r u l y native to i t s 

environment. And the vegetation surrounding i t c l e a r l y leads 
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m i r r o r i n g t h e i n c r e a s i n g l y u n s e t t l e d , d i s o r d e r e d r e l a t i o n 

between S t a n and Amy. The p l a n t s a r e a l s o b l a t a n t l y s e x u a l , 

m i m i c k i n g t h e g r a s p i n g , p o s s e s s i v e way o f Amy w i t h h e r men. 

House n e v e r a c q u i r e s a name, and g a r d e n t o o r e m a i n s 

anonymous, e v e n a l o o f . We l a t e r l e a r n t h a t Amy, as keen a 

p l a n t e r as she i s , " c o u l d n o t name t h i n g s " (TTOM, 4 1 8 ) . T h i s 

d y s f u n c t i o n of t h e l a b e l l i n g h a b i t , r a t h e r t h a n d i s t a n c i n g 

t h e r e l a t i o n between p e o p l e and v e g e t a t i o n , e m p h a s i z e s t h e 

u n i m p o r t a n c e o f l a n g u a g e i n t h a t e x c h a n g e . F u r t h e r m o r e , i t 

e m p h a s i z e s t h a t a d i f f e r e n t s o r t o f c o n n e c t i o n e x i s t s between 

woman and v e g e t a t i o n . Amy seems c o n t e n t t o n u r t u r e g r o w t h f o r 

i t s own s a k e ; she e x h i b i t s no u r g e t o a r t i c u l a t e t h e 

e x p e r i e n c e . 

Thus t h e g a r d e n grows, a l m o s t o v e r w h e l m i n g them b o t h 

p h y s i c a l l y and p s y c h i c a l l y . F o r t h e d a r k , s e c r e t i v e v e g e t a b l e 

l i f e seems t o e v o k e , f r o m Amy e s p e c i a l l y , memories o f p a s t 

c r i m e s and o t h e r d e e d s . P l a n t s come t o seem t h e t e x t u r e o f 

h e r own remembered p a s t . 

L o s t a t t i m e s i n t h e j u n g l e o f h e r p a s t 
f a i l u r e s , Amy P a r k e r had her p l a n t s , n o t 
so much t h o s e s h r u b s w h i c h had grown and 
o p p r e s s e d t h e house i n o v e r b e a r i n g clumps 
and t h i c k e t s , t h e m s e l v e s a j u n g l e w h i c h 
e n t i c e d w i t h o b s e s s i v e s m e l l s of r o t and 
s c e n t s o f c o l d f l o w e r s i n t o t h e lemon-
c o l o u r e d l i g h t o f s e c r e t s and of l a r g e 
l e a v e s , n o t so much t h e s e , b u t t h o s e 
p l a n t s w h i c h she k e p t a r o u n d t h e v e r a n d a s 
of t h e h ouse, t h e more t e n d e r , waxy ones 
i n p o t s , t h a t she would p r o d and s i g h 
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over, looking into them t i l l she saw the 
insects there, and pores and knobs of dark 
leaves. These plants that she loved, and 
for which she had made moist nests of bark 
and f i b r e , were almost a l l dark and 
fleshy. (TTOM. 418) 

Amy's choice of plants betrays her s t i l l sensuous nature and 

her nurturing of them her frustrated maternal i n s t i n c t . 

Elsewhere in The Tree of Man i s stated that Amy had f a i l e d to 

love; here, amongst the herbage, she seems to have found a 

sort of fulfi l m e n t to replace the kind denied her by her 

husband and her son. So that Ray, on his one return t r i p to 

his childhood home, meets only with coldness when he warns his 

mother, concerned-like: "'You've l e t yourself get overgrown. 

I t ' l l push you out, Mum'" (TTOM, 419). Above a l l , Amy's 

remains a r e a l garden, complete with bugs and earthy odours, 

exis t i n g not only to r e f l e c t the thematic concerns of the 

novel. 

By the end of the story, garden is once again wilderness. 

Both Stan and Amy, old now, have l e t the garden go. But there 

is s t i l l a kind of order reigning even amongst the disorder. 

Some c r i t i c s have c o r r e c t l y pointed out the mandalic design of 

the plot wherein Stan passes his l a s t l i v i n g moments. Notice 

how each d e t a i l contributes to the t i r e d , dilapidated but 

s t i l l v i t a l f e e l of the garden and the man. 

That afternoon the old man's chair 
had been put on the grass at the back, 
which was quite dead-looking from the 
touch of winter. Out there at the back, 
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the grass, you could hardly c a l l i t a 
lawn, had formed a c i r c l e in the shrubs 
and trees which the old woman had not so 
much planted as stuck in during her 
l i f e t i m e . There was l i t t l e of design in 
the garden o r i g i n a l l y , though one had 
formed out of the wilderness. It was 
pe r f e c t l y obvious that the man was seated 
at the heart of i t , and from th i s heart 
the trees radiated, with grave movements 
of l i f e , and beyond them the sweep of a 
vegetable garden, which had gone to weed 
during the months of the man's i l l n e s s , 
presented the austere skeletons of 
cabbages and the wands of onion seed. 
A l l was circumference to the centre . . . 
[and] he was the centre of i t . 
(TTOMr 474) 

Notice too the l e v e l l i n g of language: "lawn" i s rejected in 

favour of the less pretentious "grass." Stan and Amy are 

reduced to "the old man" and "the old woman"—as they were in 

the beginning, but for the adjective. It appears a design has 

formed despite Parkers' haphazard h o r t i c u l t u r e , and that Stan 

now waits at i t s "heart." As Peter Beatson explains, using an 

archetypal system of exegesis, God also waits at the heart of 

the labyrinth: 

The Eden that Stan had found or created in 
the beginning, and which was taken from 
him in middle l i f e , i s returned to him in 
a dying v i s i o n . He finds himself at the 
centre of a boundless Garden, which i s 
also a t e r r e s t r i a l mirror-image of the 
C e l e s t i a l Rose. B 

"Boundless" (TTOM, 478) is o r i g i n a l l y Amy's perception: Stan's 

death seems to liberate time and space from the precincts of 

the garden. 
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The g a r d e n ' s s e x u a l / s e n s u a l n a t u r e must n o t be 

o v e r l o o k e d . T h e r e i s f r e q u e n t c o n f u s i o n and i n t e r m i n g l i n g o f 

f l e s h and v e g e t a t i o n , a t r a d i t i o n begun, as we have s e e n , i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y and p e r f e c t e d i n V o s s . The most o b v i o u s 

example o f t h i s t r a n s f e r e n c e i s S t a n , who s t a n d s , r o o t e d and 

g n a r l e d , a t r e e . But c a b b a g e s , d a h l i a s , c a m e l l i a s and l i l i e s 

a l s o p a r t i c i p a t e i n t h i s exchange between i n d i v i d u a l s and 

f l o r a . Most a s t o n i s h i n g , p e r h a p s , a r e t h e c a b b a g e s , f i r s t 

i n t r o d u c e d n e a r t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e n o v e l and t h e n r e t u r n e d 

t o d u r i n g i t s c l o s i n g p a g e s . N o r m a l l y one o f t h e more i n s i p i d 

v e g e t a b l e s , c a b b a g e s a r e h e r e i n v e s t e d w i t h r e a l , f l e s h y 

p r e s e n c e : 

A l l a l o n g t h e m o r n i n g s t o o d t h e e a r s o f 
young c a b b a g e s . Those t h a t t h e r a b b i t s 
d i d n o t n i b b l e o f f . I n t h e c l e a r m o r n i n g 
o f t h o s e e a r l y y e a r s t h e c a b b a g e s s t o o d 
o u t f o r t h e woman more d i s t i n c t l y t h a n 
o t h e r t h i n g s , when t h e y were n o t m e l t i n g , 
i n a t e n d e r n e s s o f l i g h t . 

The young c a b b a g e s , t h a t were s o o n a 
p r o s p e c t o f v e i n e d l e a v e s , m e l t e d i n t h e 
m o r n i n g s o f t h a w i n g f r o s t . T h e i r b l u e and 
p u r p l e f l e s h r a n t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e s i l v e r 
o f w a t e r , t h e j e w e l s o f l i g h t , i n t h e 
s m e l l o f warming e a r t h . But a l w a y s 
t e n s i n g . A l r e a d y i n t h e h a r d , l a t e r l i g h t 
t h e young c a b b a g e s were r e s i s t a n t b a l l s o f 
m u s c l e , u n t i l i n t i m e t h e y were t h e b i g , 
p l a c i d c a b b a g e s , a l l h e a r t and l i m p 
p a n n i e r s , and i n t h e m i d d l e o f t h e d a y 
t h e r e was t h e g l a n d u l a r s t e n c h o f 
c a b b a g e s . (TTOM, 31) 

D i c t i o n s u c h as " e a r s , " " v e i n e d , " " f l e s h , " " m u s c l e , " " p l a c i d , " 

" h e a r t " and " g l a n d u l a r " s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e v e g e t a b l e kingdom 
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shares much wi th the human. T h i s drawing t o g e t h e r of 

d i s p a r a t e worlds one to the o ther i l l u s t r a t e s W h i t e ' s f i r m 

b e l i e f i n the e s s e n t i a l u n i t y of a l l m a t t e r . Thus not o n l y 

v e g e t a t i o n but a l s o m i n e r a l s p l e n d o u r s speak each to each and 

to mankind. As people a s s o c i a t e w i th the t h i n g s of the e a r t h , 

so do the s i m i l a r i t i e s between them grow. No t h i n g sh ou ld be 

f o r e i g n to any o ther t h i n g . 

Take W h i t e ' s l i l i e s , f o r i n s t a n c e . Hi s s c a r c e l y resemble 

the p r i s t i n e , hard-worked v a r i e t y of the f lower lauded i n the 

B i b l e . Here a g a i n t h e r e i s correspondence between Amy and 

t h a t most b l a t a n t l y s e x u a l of f l o w e r s : "Big s t i c k y l i l i e s are 

too heavy to h o l d t h e i r heads up a f t e r r a i n , or w i t h the dew 

even , but bask i n t h e i r f r e s h f l e s h " (TTOM, 292) . T h i s a f t e r 

l u s t y O'Dowd has j u s t peered d e l i b e r a t e l y i n s i d e M r s . P a r k e r ' s 

b louse and g i v e n her a momentary surge of e x c i t e m e n t . He 

makes her f e e l young and d e s i r a b l e , i f o n l y f o r an i n s t a n t — 

she f e e l s q u i t e p r o p e r l y d i s g u s t e d but a second l a t e r . 

Encounters w i t h men other than her husband o f t e n b r i n g f l o r i d 

c o l o u r to Amy's f a c e . Here i s a scene i n which she chats w i t h 

a p a s s e r b y : 

'Go o n , ' he s a i d , l e a n i n g more 
h e a v i l y on the fence and l o o k i n g a t the 
m y s t e r i o u s g r e e n i s h f l e s h of her f a c e , 
t h a t the d a h l i a s made, the b i g , heavy 
c u s h i o n s of magenta d a h l i a s r u b b i n g and 
crowding her i n t o t h e i r green gloom. 
(TTOM. 208) 

These t a l l , l u x u r i o u s blooms seem to be a c t i n g somewhat 
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p r o t e c t i v e l y towards Amy, and , i n f a c t , n o t h i n g ever comes of 

t h i s c a s u a l mee t ing . But Amy i s c o n s i s t e n t l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h 

l u s h blossoms and c e r t a i n p r o d u c e , whereas Stan and t r e e s , or 

Stan and honest wooden t h i n g s , prove to have much more i n 

common. 

For both Stan and Amy, however, v e g e t a t i o n proves to h o l d 

the key to memory. S t a n , f o r example, on a w i l d duck chase , 

ends up a t G l a s t o n b u r y y e a r s a f t e r h i s rescue of Made le ine 

from the f i r e . He h a r d l y r e c o g n i z e s the d e r e l i c t mans ion , of 

which v i n e s have taken over the b e t t e r p a r t . 

Under the wide s k y , t h i c k e n i n g i n t o n i g h t , 
a t the top of the d e s e r t e d , d e s e c r a t e d 
house , v i n e s crumpled i n h i s hands w i t h a 
f l e s h i n e s s , a s o f t muskiness of f l e s h . 
Only he c o u l d not remember enough. He 
c o u l d not remember the pores of her s k i n , 
the v e i n s i n her e y e s , her b r e a t h on h i s 
neck , however hard he t r i e d t o . Whole 
rooms of h i s mind, i n which each s e p a r a t e 
d e t a i l had been s t o r e d , seemed to have 
gone . . . Now the m i d d l e - a g e d man s tood 
c r u m p l i n g the v i n e s a t the top of the u g l y 
house . (TTOM, 217) 

White uses s y n a e s t h e s i a i n the above passage to show how 

S t a n ' s c r u m p l i n g of the f l e s h y v i n e s takes him back i n t ime 

but does not succeed i n i n d u c i n g i n him the s p e c i f i c , e r o t i c 

memories a d v a n c i n g age d e p r i v e s him o f . However, memory f o r 

Amy seems to be a d i s t i n c t l y v e g e t a b l e phenomenon. Here she 

i s , towards the end of the book, once a g a i n amongst her 

cabbages: 
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Then i t was h e r y o u t h t h a t began t o come 
back i n t h e w o r l d o f c a b b a g e s . She h e a r d 
t h e d r a y come up w i t h t h e mound o f b l u e 
c a b b a g e s , and t h e s n a p o f s t r a p s i n t h e 
f r o s t , a s p u t t i n g h e r s h o u l d e r s t h r o u g h 
t h e window she spoke t o h e r h u s b a n d . She 
was remembering a l l m o r n i n g s . (TTOM, 397-
398) 

S e n s o r y i m p r e s s i o n s f r o m v i n e s and c a b b a g e s t r i g g e r t h e p a s t 

w i t h P r o u s t i a n immediacy. Not t h a t t h e y r e p r e s e n t memory. I f 

a n y t h i n g , v i n e s and c a b b a g e s s u g g e s t permanence, i t s e l f a k i n d 

o f e t e r n a l p r e s e n t . 
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Rose 

The o b v i o u s c o r r e s p o n d e n c e between Amy and t h e u n l i k e l y 

c a b b a g e s e x t e n d s t o r o s e s w h i c h , i n f a c t , p h y s i c a l l y r e s e m b l e 

t h e s l o w , r u b b e r y v e g e t a b l e i n t h e e n d l e s s u n f o l d i n g o f p e t a l 

upon p e t a l . B o t h o b j e c t s exude e a r t h y s e n s u a l i t y , and b o t h — 

l i k e t h e nutmeg g r a t e r and t h e f r a g m e n t o f c r i m s o n g l a s s — l i n k 

t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e n o v e l w i t h i t s n o t - e n d i n g . L i k e c a b b a g e s 

f o r Amy and t h e v i n e s a t G l a s t o n b u r y f o r S t a n , r o s e s t o o b r i n g 

memories t o t h e f o r e . As t h e y d i d i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y , r o s e s 

i n The T r e e o f Man seem t o i n d u c e a s t r a n g e , h a l f - d r e a m , h a l f -

memory s t a t e . I n r e t r e a t f r o m Mrs. O'Dowd's p o i n t e d c r i t i c i s m 

o f h e r p a s t y c h i l d Thelma, f o r example, Amy l a p s e s i n t o 

s i l e n c e . 

I f Amy P a r k e r c o n t i n u e d t o s i t , i t 
was b e c a u s e t h e r o s e i s r o o t e d , and 
i m p e r v i o u s . The b i g m i l k y r o s e s nodded on 
t h e window f r a m e . She was f i r m l y r o o t e d 
i n t h e p a s t , as o l d r o s e s a r e . T h i s was 
her s a l v a t i o n i n t h e f a c e o f words . . . 
She had grown up f u l l and m i l k y o u t o f t h e 
p a s t , e v e n h e r l i t t l e g i r l must w a i t f o r 
r o s e s , w h i l e n o d d i n g and s t i r r i n g h e r mind 
t w i n e d a g a i n , t w i n i n g t h r o u g h t h e 
m o o n l i g h t n i g h t on w h i c h i t had h a l f -
s p o k e n , h a l f - d r e a m e d t h e r o s e . (TTOM, 
121) 

Here i s no mere m e t a p h o r i c a l l i k e n i n g o f woman t o r o s e ; 
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instead Amy i s equated to the d i s t i n c t i v e flower. Amy firmly 

i d e n t i f i e s herself with the sexual, perennial nature of roses 

—even her meandering thoughts "twine" in the fashion of 

cert a i n roses. 

Another remarkable passage has Mrs. Armstrong gathering 

reams of great lush blooms from her formerly grand mansion at 

Glastonbury, as i f by grasping them she could reconnect with 

the happier past. She would "tear the roses from th e i r bushes 

in g u i l t y handfuls. Great handfuls of her own roses. She 

could not gather too many too quickly, almost as i f she wanted 

them and they were not hers" (TTOM, 215). Ultimately 

unsatisfied, she would then toss them out the window of her 

car, wondering a l l the while why she had picked them in the 

f i r s t place. Roses seem to trigger memories but they remain 

incapable, f i n a l l y , of r e t r i e v i n g the past. S t i l l , 

characters—almost exclusively female—bend over them, peering 

into their jewelled depths as i f in search of an oracle. Even 

level-headed Laura in Voss succumbs to the s p e l l of roses: 

"But the g i r l was dazed by roses. She continued to cut the 

big heads . . . She bent to reach others, t i l l r o s e l i g h t was 

flooding her face, and she was forced to lower the l i d s of her 

eyes against the glare of roses. Then she became caught . . . 

She was held" (V, 159). Throughout White's novels roses give 

off dazzling, mesmerizing l i g h t which induces in the admirer a 

never s a t i s f i e d greed for them. 

The roses' l i f e cycle follows the Parkers' declining 
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f o r t u n e s . Amy f i r s t imposes the e x o t i c bush upon u n f r i e n d l y 

ground: "She t h r u s t her s h o u l d e r s through the window, o u t s i d e 

which i t was determined she s h o u l d p l a n t the white r o s e , and 

where the s l o p e of the l and was s t i l l r e s t l e s s from the jagged 

stumps of f e l l e d t r e e s " (TTOM, 28) . When next we see t h i s 

phenomenon, i t boas t s a f e s t i v a l of c o l o u r s , aromas and 

t e x t u r e s . 

There was a rosebush now, growing 
a g a i n s t the v e r a n d a , a white rose . . . I t 
was a l r e a d y a b r a n c h i n g , i r r e g u l a r bush , 
w i t h the b i g wads of s h a p e l y paper r o s e s 
j u s t s m e l l i n g of t o b a c c o . C o l d p e r h a p s . 
I t be longed to the dank green l i g h t on 
t h a t s i d e of the house . . . I t s branches 
would grow b l a c k and s t r a g g l y l a t e r on . 
But the rosebush of Amy P a r k e r was s t i l l 
g r e e n , sappy wood. The marble rose s were 
s o l i d i n the m o o n l i g h t . The white r o s e s 
g l a r e d back a t the heavy l i g h t of noon or 
f l u t t e r e d papery down i n t o the y e l l o w -
green of the c o w - i t c h . (TTOM, 43) 

A queer r o s e b u s h , to be s u r e , o f f e r i n g g r e a t "wads" of blooms 

which range from "paper" to "marble" and which responds i n 

t u r n to v a r i o u s q u a l i t i e s of l i g h t throughout the day . Amy's 

i s a d i s t i n c t l y i n d i v i d u a l r o s e b u s h - - p l a y f u l , even: "Then her 

own pregnancy s t r e t c h e d out be fore her i n heavy d a y s . The 

t h o r n s of the s t r a g g l y rose bush caught a t the harsh b lue of 

her j a c k e t as she passed" (TTOM, 56) . D u r i n g the r a i n s , the 

bush puts on an a p p r o p r i a t e l y soggy, r o t t i n g mien but 

a f t e r w a r d s b l e s s e s P a r k e r s ' w i t h t h a t benevo lent g r e e n i s h 

l i g h t so p r e v a l e n t from A u n t ' s S t o r y r o s e s . By the end of 



166 

Part One the roses are in f u l l bloom, as are Parkers' l i v e s . 

The f i r s t ominous note sounds in Part Two. Early on Amy 

makes love with Stan as i f she at l a s t possesses him. 

In the cool of the released world, 
amongst the dreaming furniture, at the 
heart of the staggy rosebush that pressed 
into the room and wrestled with them 
without thorns, the man and woman prayed 
into each other's mouths that they might 
hold t h i s goodness forever. But the 
greatness of the night was too vast. 
(TTOM. 112) 

Cl e a r l y the passionate s p i r i t of the rose has influenced Stan 

and Amy in the summer of th e i r l i v e s , and as c l e a r l y as night 

follows day, so w i l l the passion fade. The narrator has some 

fun with Amy and her modest pretensions when he describes, 

through the eyes of Mrs. O'Dowd, Amy's big papery roses as 

those of "crushed country brides" (TTOM, 120). Later the 

comedy continues as Amy, v i s i t i n g O'Dowds' for the f i r s t time 

in a long while, takes in th e i r new decor: "Roses had been 

pasted in wrinkles over every possible crack of escape, with 

the res u l t that l i f e had given up and was l i t t e r i n g the window 

s i l l with wings and s h e l l s and pale spidery legs" (TTOM, 143). 

Roses appear to be coveted for both i n t e r i o r and exterior 

display. 

The rose, which has passed from idea to young r e a l i t y to 

full-grown splendour and then to i t s paper surrogate, declines 

into shabbiness as Parkers' r e l a t i o n s h i p deteriorates. The 

day Amy meets lover Leo for the l a s t time, "The dead b a l l s of 
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brown r o s e s were h a n g i n g on t h e o l d s t a g g y b u s h , t h a t b r u s h e d 

h e r as she went down" (TTOM r 3 1 1 ) . The f l o w e r s d r o o p , 

d e p l e t e d , as i f t o s u g g e s t t o Amy t h a t she i s t o o w e l l p a s t 

h e r p r i m e f o r t h a t s o r t o f t h i n g . Such empathy e x i s t s between 

Amy and t h e bush t h a t i t s own c h a n g e s measure o u t t h e rhythms 

o f h e r l i f e . 
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4. 

Objects 

Certain objects in The Tree of Man glow with the same 

sombre in t e n s i t y which animates Stan Parker. He proves 

consistently sensitive to the honesty and s i m p l i c i t y of 

t h i n g s — e s p e c i a l l y of crude objects crafted by hand—and he 

tends to weigh a l l things in terms of thi s natural elegance he 

cherishes. Even Amy Fibbens at f i r s t appeals to him as one 

such object: "Stan Parker knew t h i s g i r l . As a l l oblivious 

objects become known, and with the same nostalgia, the t i n 

cup, for instance, standing in the unswept crumbs on the 

surface of your own table. Nothing is more desirable than 

t h i s s i m p l i c i t y " (TTOMf 22). The words "knew," "oblivious," 

"known," "nostalgia," "desirable" and " s i m p l i c i t y " weave a 

tale of the object as something intimately perceived and 

ardently yearned for. When the narrator so disarmingly 

states, near the end of the novel, that "There i s a mysticism 

of objects, of which some people are i n i t i a t e s " (TTOM, 384), 

he refers to just t h i s aura of virtuous other-worldliness that 

Stan feels but does not a r t i c u l a t e , right from the beginning. 

In his own way, Stan fashions order out of the chaos around 

him by improvising "honest objects in wood and iron, which, i f 

crude in design, had survived to that day" (TTOM, 269). 
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O b j e c t s r e p l a c e t h e words S t a n does n o t u t t e r , n o t s t a n d i n g 

f o r them b u t o b v i a t i n g any need f o r them a t a l l . B o t h S t a n 

and t h e o b j e c t s w i t h w h i c h he s u r r o u n d s h i m s e l f a r e s u r v i v o r s 

and t h u s s i g n s o f t h e permanence he so l o n g s f o r . 

" M y s t i c i s m " seems an odd c h o i c e o f d i c t i o n , c o m i n g as i t 

d o e s f r o m a w r i t e r b e n t on r e l o c a t i n g t h e m y s t e r i o u s and awe-

i n s p i r i n g i n t h e p a l p a b l e now. The T r e e of Man d e m o n s t r a t e s 

how i t i s p o s s i b l e t o p r e s e r v e t h e numinous i n t h e r e a l . 

A l o n g t h e way t h e n o v e l i n t r o d u c e s c e r t a i n i n i t i a t e s i n t o t h e 

m y s t i c i s m o f o b j e c t s b e s i d e s S t a n P a r k e r , namely Bub Q u i g l e y , 

Mr. Gage and e v e n Amy. Bub i s a u t o m a t i c a l l y one o f t h e s e l e c t 

b e c a u s e o f h i s m a r v e l o u s s i m p l i c i t y i n c o l l e c t i n g t h i n g s f r o m 

t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d , l i k e t h e l e a f f r o m t h e l a c e t r e e , and 

l i v i n g i n t i m a t e l y w i t h them: "He had f o u n d a c u r i o u s r o u n d 

s t o n e , t h a t had been r o l l e d and p o l i s h e d i n o t h e r f l o o d s . . . 

The w o r l d was c o n c e n t r a t e d i n h i s hand" (TTOM, 8 4 ) . T h i s 

p a s s a g e i s d i s t i n c t l y r e m i n i s c e n t o f B l a k e ' s famous q u a t r a i n 

f r o m " A u g u r i e s o f I n n o c e n c e " : "To s e e a W o r l d i n a G r a i n o f 

Sand/And Heaven i n a W i l d F l o w e r , / H o l d I n f i n i t y i n t h e p a l m o f 

y o u r hand/And E t e r n i t y i n an h o u r . " As t h e n a r r a t o r l a t e r 

w r i t e s , "Rocks . . . a r e s u f f i c i e n t i n t h e m s e l v e s " (TTOM, 

4 0 6 ) , c o m p l e t e l i t t l e w o r l d s c a p a b l e o f u n i f y i n g t h e e x t r e m e s 

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

t o t h e same l e a g u e of madness or u l t r a - s a n i t y as Bub: "He 

would s i t l o o k i n g a t an empty p l a t e as i f i t were an o b j e c t o f 

i m p o r t a n c e , or on t h e o l d i r o n b e d s t e a d under t h e p e p p e r t r e e , 
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i n h i s s i n g l e t , as everyone had known him, j u s t s i t t i n g " 

(TTOM, 280) . Mr . Gage c o n v e r t s these t h i n g s which take h i s 

f a n c y i n t o o ther t h i n g s , l i k e p a i n t i n g s , which f i n a l l y serve 

to f r i g h t e n a b l i n k e r e d populace used o n l y to t h i n g s as 

f u n c t i o n a l . 

Gage's d i s t u r b i n g works produce a sense of wonder i n Amy. 

No a f f i c i o n a d o she , but s t i l l she senses and r e s p e c t s the 

tormented s p i r i t the p a i n t i n g s b e t r a y . I t i s a mark of Amy's 

worth t h a t she too shares moments of r a p t u r o u s u n i t y w i t h 

o b j e c t s : "So a l s o a b o t t l e can express l o v e . She had never 

be fore seen a b o t t l e of adequate beauty . T h i s one tempted her 

to love her ne ighbour" (TTOM, 282) . Amy does not a r r i v e a t 

t h i s communion w i t h the b o t t l e on her own, but through the 

i n t e r m e d i a r y of Gage. Were i t a ' r e a l , ' g r a s p a b l e b o t t l e , she 

would more than l i k e l y want to possess i t ; h e r e , due to Gage's 

t r a n s f o r m i n g v i s i o n , Amy faces the essence of the b o t t l e , and 

i t i g n i t e s i n her emotions s c a r c e l y f e l t b e f o r e . 

The Tree of Man puts the l i e to ownership of o b j e c t s 

e a r l y on. As White r e a s s e r t s throughout h i s oeuvre , t h i n g s 

cannot be p o s s e s s e d , and o n l y those c h a r a c t e r s most 

c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h t h i s t e n e t l i v e i n harmony w i t h the t h i n g s 

around them. The f l o o d , f o r i n s t a n c e , becomes a k i n d of huge 

y a r d s a l e i n which v i c t i m s c l u t c h what they can of t h e i r own 

goods and o t h e r s grab f o r the r e s t : 

In a f l o o d many o b j e c t s change hands . 
There i s no v i c e i n t h i s . I t i s not a 
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s t e a l i n g . It is merely a change of 
ownership. This way various pots and 
pans, a cheese, a length of rope, a world 
gazetteer, even a hip bath, had passed 

1 honestly enough to the passengers in 
Peabodys' dray. (TTOM, 90) 

The p r a c t i c a l i t y of t h i s solution to the watery chaos of the 

flood nets Parkers a young boy and his precious piece of 

crimson glass. Objects are reduced to their net worth: 

whoever needs something, claims i t . Sentimental attachments 

mean nothing against the great fact of the flood. Amy does 

not manage to hold on to her treasure from the d i s a s t e r : her 

possessiveness frightens off the strange boy who i s not, l i k e 

the other objects, "oblivious" to his chances in l i f e . The 

crimson glass, however, remains, a memento to be inherited by 

the one male Amy does not attempt to own. 

Domestic things in p a r t i c u l a r glow with special worth. 

Inside Parkers' r u s t i c house, "there were many objects that 

had been shaped and worn by th e i r own hands. These are the 

things that e x i s t " (TTOM, 93). Their furniture, for instance, 

"was worn by and accustomed to the habits of people" (TTOM, 

29), much as a favourite pet might a f f e c t i o n a t e l y indulge in 

i t s owners' quirks. The most surprising characters come up 

with appreciative comments about the value of trustworthy 

furniture. Mrs. Armstrong, for example, says "'Louis This and 

Louis That i s a l l very well. But a comfortable chair is 

something you cannot buy with money'" (TTOM, 174). Her claim 

may well serve to show up her c o l o n i a l roots, but i t f i t s in 
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v e r y w e l l w i th W h i t e ' s b e l i e f t h a t t h i n g s s y m p a t h e t i c to 

humans can s c a r c e l y be bought or s o l d . Even the aged M r s . 

Made le ine F i s h e r p r o t e s t s , d u r i n g a v i s i t to P a r k e r s : " ' B u t 

u g l y f u r n i t u r e can be most i n t e r e s t i n g . . . I t has r e a l i t y ' " 

(TTOM., 425) . So the homely, the u g l y , the unwanted a l s o have 

v i r t u e — a s o r t of t r u t h or u n d e n i a b l e t h e r e n e s s . B r e a d , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , remains the o r i g i n a l , humble s t u f f of l i f e : Bub 

"would eye m i l k or b r e a d , of which the shapes themselves are 

good and t o u c h i n g , b e g i n n i n g and end, i n f a c t , p e r f e c t i o n " 

(TTOM, 462) . And a g a i n , "The s u b s t a n t i a l squares of bread 

were t r u e by the v e r y f a c t of t h e i r substance" (TTOM, 414) . 

Th ings l i k e bread remain complete and whole , v i t a l to mankind 

f o r more than j u s t i t s nour i shment . 

Stan i s rewarded near the end of h i s l i f e f o r h i s l o n g 

b e l i e f i n the r i g h t n e s s of s i m p l e o b j e c t s . "At t h i s age, 

anyway, he c o u l d see an o b j e c t as i t was, and i n t e r p r e t a 

ges ture as i t was meant. H i s l i f e was no l e s s wonderfu l f o r 

t h i s ba ldnes s" (TTOM, 391) . "Baldness" i s a w o n d e r f u l l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e c h o i c e of d i c t i o n h e r e , i m p l y i n g t h a t j u s t as Stan 

faces the w i n t e r of h i s l i f e , so too the t r e e of man i s bare 

of i t s l e a v e s . But bare i s not b a r r e n : Stan has a t t a i n e d the 

c l e a r - s i g h t e d n e s s he long d e s i r e d as w e l l as the a b i l i t y to 

a r t i c u l a t e some p a r t of what he f e e l s . C a r p e n t r y , f o r 

example, comes to express h i s a c h i n g love for h i s w i f e , f or 

h i s l a n d , and for h i s t h i n g s . But the e f f e c t of S t a n ' s 

c e r t a i n t y about h i s own c l e a r v i s i o n i s m i t i g a t e d somewhat by 
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t h e end o f t h e book, when t h e n a r r a t o r a n n o u n c e s t h a t , j u s t 

b e f o r e h i s d e a t h , S t a n ' s " e y e s had been r e d u c e d t o a 

r u d i m e n t a r y s h a p e , t h r o u g h w h i c h was o b s e r v e d , y o u f e l t , a 

v e r s i o n o f o b j e c t s t h a t was p o s s i b l y t r u e " (TTOM, 474 ). 

" P o s s i b l y " u n d e r m i n e s t h e e a r l i e r e v i d e n c e f o r S t a n ' s 

a c h i e v e m e n t . But p e r h a p s " p o s s i b l y " i s a l l t h e r e c a n e v e r be, 

a t l e a s t as f a r as one man's d i s c o v e r y o f t h e i n t e r r e l a t e d n e s s 

and u n i t y o f a l l t h i n g s g o e s . 

C r i t i c s p r e s e n t v a r y i n g o p i n i o n s as t o t h e s u c c e s s o f 

S t a n ' s f i n a l v i s i o n . L e o n i e Kramer, f o r example, s u g g e s t s 

t h a t "The major weakness o f t h e book i s W h i t e ' s f a i l u r e t o 

make c r e d i b l e c o n n e c t i o n s between S t a n ' s a c t u a l l i f e as a 

s m a l l f a r m e r , and h i s r o l e as d i s c o v e r e r o f a d o c t r i n e o f t h e 

u n i t y o f human l i f e and m a t e r i a l o b j e c t s . " 6 She goes on t o 

e x p l a i n t h a t S t a n ' s p r o b l e m i s t o o much God, t h a t i t i s o n l y 

once he r i d s h i m s e l f of s u c h i n f l a t e d baggage t h a t he i s a b l e 

t o t r u l y s e e and b e l i e v e i n t h e w o r l d . T h e r e has been so much 

c o n j e c t u r e d a b o u t t h e r o l e o f God i n t h i s n o v e l , and r e s p o n s e s 

have r a n g e d f r o m t h o s e who b e l i e v e t h a t S t a n v o m i t s Him o u t o f 

h i s s y s t e m once f o r a l l i n Sydney, t o t h o s e who see S t a n as 

f i n a l l y r e a c c e p t i n g Him i n t h e g a r d e n . But j u s t how r e l e v a n t 

i s God t o t h i s work anyway? He i s r a r e l y m e n t i o n e d u n t i l t h e 

end o f t h e book, and when He i s , i t seems t o me i t i s o n l y i n 

o r d e r t h a t S t a n comes t o r e l i e v e h i m s e l f o f o t h e r s ' 

p e r c e p t i o n s o f God. F o r o t h e r s ' d o c t r i n e s p r o v e t h e main 

o b s t a c l e t o S t a n ' s d i s c o v e r y o f what God i s . I f God e x i s t s 
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f o r him, t h e n He i s n o t o n l y i n t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s — y e s , e v e n 

i n t h e gob o f s p i t t l e — b u t He i s t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s , b o t h t h e i r 

s u b s t a n c e and t h e i r m y s t e r y . N e i t h e r Stan" h i m s e l f nor t h e 

n a r r a t o r makes c l a i m s f o r S t a n as m y s t i c or v i s i o n a r y , n o r 

does e i t h e r i n f l a t e t h i n g s or e v e n t s t o meanings beyond what 

t h e y s h o u l d b e a r , as Kramer c o m p l a i n s . O b j e c t s and e v e n t s a r e 

a l w a y s e q u a l t o t h e words t h e y c a l l f o r t h . 

Whereas i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y w r i t i n g i s d e n s e and s t y l e 

c omplex, i n The T r e e of Man l a n g u a g e i s r e d u c e d t o i t s 

s i m p l e s t , l e a s t s e l f - c o n s c i o u s a s p e c t . Mark W i l l i a m s 

e v a l u a t e s t h e n o v e l t h u s : 

W h i t e ' s p r o s e a s p i r e s t o w a r d s a s t y l e o f 
a b s o l u t e s i m p l i c i t i e s , t h a t i s , t o w a r d s t h e 
a p p e a r a n c e o f s t y l e l e s s n e s s . Words 
p o s s e s s o n l y t h e i r b a r e s t , d e n o t a t i v e 
f u n c t i o n . Y e t , p r e c i s e l y b e c a u s e t h e r e i s 
s u c h an e q u i v a l e n c e between words and t h e 
few, f u n d a m e n t a l o b j e c t s t h e y d e n o t e — 
t r e e , a x e , man, dog, f i r e — w o r d s a c h i e v e 
t h e e p i c , i n c a n t a t o r y and u n i v e r s a l 
q u a l i t i e s o f B i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e . 7 

By l e v e l l i n g l a n g u a g e , by making s t y l e as humble as s u b j e c t 

m a t t e r , t h a t w h i c h White s e e k s t o i l l u m i n a t e — t h e 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y b e h i n d t h e o r d i n a r y — s h i n e s f o r t h as i f i n 

r e l i e f f r o m t h e d r a b b e r b a c k g r o u n d o f mundane d e t a i l s t h a t sum 

up s i m p l e l i v e s . B o t h White and h i s p r o t a g o n i s t S t a n P a r k e r 

r e j e c t i d e a s a b o u t t h i n g s i n f a v o u r o f t h i n g s t h e m s e l v e s ; i t 

i s m a t t e r t h a t m a t t e r s . I f t h e r e i s i n d e e d a s e a r c h f o r God 

g o i n g on i n t h e n o v e l , i t ends w i t h t h e u n a l t e r a b l e f a c t o f 
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S t a n ' s b a l l o f s p i t . T h e r e i s no need t o l o o k beyond t h e 

w o r l d o f s u b s t a n c e when s u c h p e r f e c t i o n c a n be f o u n d t h e r e i n . 

Some c r i t i c s s e n s e t h a t The T r e e o f Man c h a r t s a s t e a d y 

d e c l i n e f r o m t h e b e g i n n i n g , when S t a n f e e l s t h o r o u g h l y a t home 

i n t h e w o r l d and when he e n j o y s a r e a l f e e l i n g o f c o n n e c t i o n 

between words and t h i n g s and t h i n g s and t h e s e l f t o " t h e 

b r o k e n p o s t - E d e n i c w o r l d where e v e r y t h i n g becomes t e x t , and he 

must l e a r n t o ' r e a d . ' N a t u r e becomes a s e t o f s i g n s w h i c h 

p o i n t t o some immanence." 8 But S t a n , d e s p i t e h i s s e n s e o f 

b e t r a y a l f o l l o w i n g h i s d i s c o v e r y o f Amy's i n d i s c r e t i o n and 

d e s p i t e h i s f e e l i n g s of a l i e n a t i o n f r o m h i m s e l f and h i s 

f a m i l y , n e v e r d e s p a i r s o f h i s f a i t h i n t h e s i m p l e , h o n e s t - t o -

g o o d n e s s o f t h i n g s . 'Immanence' h a r d l y a p p l i e s t o S t a n ' s 

q u e s t f o r m eaning: t h a t i s a c r i t i c ' s p e r c e p t i o n , c e r t a i n l y 

n o t S t a n ' s . The a n t i - r e s o l u t i o n / r e v e l a t i o n a t t h e end o f t h e 

n o v e l r e a f f i r m s what has been e v i d e n t t o S t a n a l l a l o n g : what 

he s e e s he knows and v i c e v e r s a . Words l i k e 'God' r e q u i r e 

s u b s t a n c e t o make them r e l e v a n t — t h u s t h e gob o f s p i t t l e . 

S t a n d i v i n e s , f i n a l l y , t h a t " a l l phenomena s h a r e a s i n g l e 

s u b s t a n c e ; d i v i s i o n i s mere i l l u s i o n . The w o r l d i s n o t m e r e l y 

c h a r g e d w i t h God, i t is_ G o d." 9 The w o r l d r e m a i n s s u f f i c i e n t 

i n i t s e l f i n The T r e e o f Man. W i t h The S o l i d M a n d a l a , 

however, p u b l i s h e d e l e v e n y e a r s a f t e r T r e e , White r e v e r t s t o 

e x p l o r i n g t h e d i v i d e d , f r a g m e n t e d s e l f he f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d i n 

The A u n t ' s S t o r y . 
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IV 

House 

The house i s b l e e d i n g . 
A house i s s t r o n g . . . and has i t s own 
t i m e . 
A house s h o u l d be l i k e a c a v e . . . c l o s e d 
and d a r k . 
My house i s a c o n c h . . . By and by i t 
w i l l r i n g i n t h e w i n d . 

The house e n d u r e s . 
— R a n d o l p h Stow, V i s i t a n t s 

t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f r e l a t i v e s o l i d i t y i n my 
g r a n d m o t h e r ' s house was d e c e p t i v e . I t was 
an i m p r e s s i o n c r e a t e d by t h e p i a n o , and 
t h e s c r o l l e d c o u c h , and t h e b o o k c a s e s f u l l 
o f a l m a n a c s and K i p l i n g and D e f o e . F o r 
a l l t h e a p p e a r a n c e t h e s e t h i n g s gave o f 
s u b s t a n c e and s o l i d i t y , t h e y m i g h t b e t t e r 
be c o n s i d e r e d a d a n g e r o u s w e i g h t on a 
f r a i l s t r u c t u r e . . . . I t i s b e t t e r t o 
have n o t h i n g , f o r a t l a s t e ven our bones 
w i l l f a l l . I t i s b e t t e r t o have n o t h i n g . 
— M a r i l y n n e R o b i n s o n , H o u s e k e e p i n g 
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Whereas t r e e i m p l i e s l o n g e v i t y and s p a c i o u s n e s s - - t h e 

u l t i m a t e i n f r e e d o m — h o u s e s u g g e s t s c o n t a i n m e n t , b o t h t i m e and 

s p a c e c o n d e n s e d . And whereas t r e e b e l o n g s t o t h e n a t u r a l 

w o r l d , an o b j e c t c r e a t e d , n o t made, house i s p a r t o f t h e 

d o m e s t i c s c e n e , an o b j e c t d e s i g n e d and c o n s t r u c t e d . When we 

e n c o u n t e r h o u s e , we f a c e g e o m e t r y , f o r what i s one's d o m i c i l e 

b u t a c o l l e c t i o n o f l i n e s , a n g l e s and c u r v e s , a l l come 

t o g e t h e r i n p l e a s i n g p r o p o r t i o n f o r t h e p u r p o s e s o f 

p r a c t i c a l i t y and a e s t h e t i c harmony? W i t h m i n o r e x c e p t i o n s , a 

d w e l l i n g t a k e s t h e f o r m of a c u b e , w h i c h u s u a l l y i n c l u d e s 

v a r i a t i o n s on t h e q u a t e r n a r y theme. I t s v e r t i c a l a s p e c t s e e s 

t h e h a b i t a t i o n s t r e t c h e d between s k y and e a r t h , w h i l e 

h o r i z o n t a l l y house e x i s t s between t h e bounds o f i t s o u t e r 

w a l l s . N o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n s t o t h e s e g e n e r a l i t i e s a b o u t 

d o m e s t i c d o m i c i l e s i n c l u d e I n d i a n l o n g h o u s e s and r a i l r o a d 

r o u n d h o u s e s , e a c h o f w h i c h s e r v e s a s p e c i f i c c u l t u r a l or 

i n d u s t r i a l f u n c t i o n . What c o m p r i s e s house a r e w a l l s and r o o f , 

w i t h t h e o c c a s i o n a l a r c h or t u r r e t or o t h e r e m b e l l i s h m e n t i n 

d e f e r e n c e t o t h e s t y l e o f t h e t i m e s . A l o d g i n g g e n e r a l l y 

i n c l u d e s u s e f u l a d d i t i o n s l i k e windows and d o o r s , and i s a l s o 

u s u a l l y d i v i d e d i n s i d e i n t o v a r i o u s s t o r i e s s u c h as g a r r e t , 

l i v i n g q u a r t e r s and c e l l a r , and f l o o r s a r e i n t u r n mapped ou t 

i n rooms. Thus w h i l e t h e s t r u c t u r e o f f e r s a p i c t u r e o f u n i t y 

f r o m t h e o u t s i d e , i t p r e s e n t s a honeycombed e f f e c t i n s i d e , 

somewhat l i k e t h e u n i f i e d y e t d i v i d e d f o r m o f t h e m andala. 

I f we e n c o u n t e r g e o m e t r y when f i r s t we c o n s i d e r what 
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house i s , we a l s o e n c o u n t e r d o m e s t i c i t y . House c o n n o t e s 

h e a r t h and home, p r o m i s i n g warmth, c o m f o r t , s e c u r i t y and t h e 

f a m i l i a r . I t i s n o t m e r e l y i n c i d e n t a l t h a t 'house' wears t h e 

f e m i n i n e g e n d e r i n t h e romance l a n g u a g e s , f o r i t f u l f i l s a l l 

t h e f u n c t i o n s o f womb; f u r t h e r m o r e , i n s e x u a l t e r m s , house i s 

where one e n t e r s i n t o . One's h a b i t a t i o n i s a h a v e n , a k i n d o f 

c a v e or r e t r e a t where t h e known and t h e p e r s o n a l r e i g n . I t i s 

s p a c e a r t i f i c i a l l y c o n s e c r a t e d t o our d e s i r e s and t o our 

p e r c e i v e d need f o r s h e l t e r and p r i v a c y . The i n h a b i t a n t o f any 

g i v e n e d i f i c e l e a v e s h i s or h e r mark on t h e s t r u c t u r e , 

a r r a n g i n g i t and t h e o b j e c t s i t h o u s e s t o p e r s o n a l t a s t e s and 

n e e d s . Here one e x i s t s as i f i n an o a s i s , where t h e r e i s 

n o t h i n g t o c h a l l e n g e or d i s r u p t . House g u a r a n t e e s g e n t l e n e s s , 

c a l m , a f f e c t i o n , s a n i t y and i n t i m a c y . A s o l i d , c o n c r e t e , 

i n a n i m a t e s t r u c t u r e , one's abode p r o m i s e s s t a b i l i t y and 

permanence. Or does i t ? Does o r d e r r e i g n supreme, or i s 

house r e a l l y a den o f d i s o r d e r and i n t r i g u e , as J e a n C o c t e a u 

i n L e s E n f a n t s T e r r l b l e s or as G a s t o n B a c h e l a r d i n The P o e t i c s  

o f Space c o n t e n d ? 

The l i v i n g i n a house does n o t demand or e v e n e x p e c t 

one's p a s s i v i t y . To i n h a b i t assumes a c t i v i t y on t h e p a r t o f 

a l l d e n i z e n s of h ouse, i n c l u d i n g i t s t a b l e s and c h a i r s . House 

c a n be c o n s i d e r e d a m i c r o c o s m o f t h e e x t e r n a l w o r l d : 

c o n c e n t r a t e d , i n t i m a t e s p a c e w h i c h r e f l e c t s i t s owner's b i a s . 

But t h e r e i s a l s o a p o t e n t i a l l y i n s i d i o u s s i d e t o l i v i n g i n a 

h o u s e : as much as i t i s a f u n c t i o n o f i n h a b i t i n g , house a l s o 
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f u n c t i o n s as e n c l o s u r e , and as much as i t p r o m i s e s permanence, 

house a l s o l e a n s t o t h e s t a t i c . Home i s e n c l o s e d a s house i s 

e n c l o s i n g : t h e r e i s but a s h o r t l e a p f r o m one's d w e l l i n g a s 

f o r t r e s s t o one's abode as p r i s o n . T h e r e e x i s t s q u i t e as much 

d a n g e r as d e l i g h t i n a house, f o r a d o m e s t i c h a b i t a t i o n c a n 

c l o i s t e r as much as i t can r e p e l t h e o u t s i d e w o r l d . Y e t house 

a l w a y s b e c k o n s one e n t e r i n ; house presumes e x i s t i n g w i t h i n , 

or i n t e r i o r i t y . The q u e s t i o n t o be c o n s i d e r e d , w h i c h was 

f i r s t p o s e d i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y by The Man Who Was G i v e n H i s 

D i n n e r , i s : does a man's l i f e s t o p once i t i s p l a c e d i n s i d e a 

house? 

B r i c k s and m o r t a r or wood and s t u c c o c o m p r i s e t h e 

p h y s i c a l d w e l l i n g w h i c h we c a l l h o use, and home s p e c i f i c a l l y 

r e f e r s t o i t s i n t e r i o r , w h i c h i s p e r s o n a l and i n t i m a t e . Many 

a r t i s t s have drawn p a r a l l e l s between house and home and body 

and s p i r i t ; body h a s , s i n c e t h e New T e s t a m e n t , o f t e n been 

r e f e r r e d t o as t h e t e m p l e o f t h e s o u l . The r a t i o n a l i t y o f t h e 

a t t i c has f r e q u e n t l y been m e t a p h o r i c a l l y c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e 

i r r a t i o n a l i t y o f t h e c e l l a r . 1 I n f a c t , as G a s t o n B a c h e l a r d , 

t h e p h e n o m e n o l o g i s t o f i n t e r i o r i t y c o n c l u d e s , " t h e house image 

would a p p e a r t o have become t h e t o p o g r a p h y o f our i n t i m a t e 

b e i n g . " 2 House i s i n d e e d as i n t i m a t e , as f e l i c i t o u s , as 

p o e t i c i z e d a s p a c e as body. B a c h e l a r d a g a i n : "Our s o u l i s an 

abode. And by remembering 'houses' and 'rooms,' we l e a r n t o 

' a b i d e ' w i t h i n o u r s e l v e s . Now e v e r y t h i n g becomes c l e a r , t h e 

house images move i n b o t h d i r e c t i o n s : t h e y a r e i n us as much 
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as we a r e i n t h e m . " 3 House, l i k e body, combines t h e 

d i a l e c t i c s o f l a r g e and s m a l l , o f i n s i d e and o u t s i d e , and o f 

open and c l o s e d . 

House i s no i n e r t box; house i s dream s p a c e . Once opened 

i t r e v e a l s a p s y c h i c s t a t e , an i n t e r i o r l a n d s c a p e , a k i n d o f 

" l i v i n g v a l u e . " 4 B a c h e l a r d s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e house we were 

b o r n i n r e m a i n s a l w a y s t h e f u n d a m e n t a l house, o f w h i c h a l l 

o t h e r s we e x p e r i e n c e a r e b u t v a r i a t i o n s ; f u r t h e r , t h a t our 

o r i g i n a l d w e l l i n g we i n h a b i t o v e r and o v e r a g a i n , u n t i l i t i s 

as much a p a r t o f our i n s c a p e a s we were once p a r t of i t s . 

House t h u s s t i m u l a t e s memory and i n s p i r e s f l i g h t s o f f a n c y : 

i t i s t h e s p a c e t o wh i c h we r e t r e a t i n o r d e r t o s i n k , 

u n o b s e r v e d , i n t o r e v e r i e . S a f e w i t h i n i t s w a l l s , one's 

d w e l l i n g v o u c h s a f e s p r i v a c y and s e q u e s t e r s one f r o m e x t e r n a l 

demands. One c a n be t h o r o u g h l y o n e s e l f , or anyone e l s e one 

d e s i r e s . House accommodates e v e r y whim; a l t o g e t h e r i t i s t h e 

a r c h i t e c t u r e of our p r i v a t e e x p e r i e n c e . And t h e h o u s e s o f 

o t h e r s o f f e r p a r t i c u l a r a l l u r e : our e y e s a r e o f t e n drawn t o 

t h e windows o f h o u s e s we p a s s , as i f by p e e r i n g l o n g or 

p e n e t r a t i n g l y enough we w i l l know a l l we need t o a b o u t 

a n o t h e r ' s l i f e . T h i s knowledge i s power. C o n s i d e r a l s o our 

f a s c i n a t i o n f o r h o u s e s i n m i n i a t u r e : d o l l h o u s e s , dog h o u s e s , 

b i r d h o u s e s . We e x p e c t t h e most u n l i k e l y c r e a t u r e s t o s e t t l e 

c o n t e n t e d l y i n t o our i d e a o f d o m e s t i c s p a c e . And our own 

h o u s e s : we s p e n d e n t i r e l i f e t i m e s f u r n i s h i n g and a r r a n g i n g 

them a c c o r d i n g t o o f t e n b o r r o w e d n o t i o n s o f p e r f e c t i o n . 
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Houses e x e r t b e w i t c h i n g power o v e r u s . 

House h o u s e s n o t o n l y p e r s o n s b u t t h i n g s . A c c o r d i n g t o 

B a c h e l a r d , h o u s e s " b e a r w i t h i n t h e m s e l v e s a k i n d o f e s t h e t i c s 

o f h i d d e n t h i n g s . To pave t h e way now f o r a phenomenology of 

what i s h i d d e n , one p r e l i m i n a r y remark w i l l s u f f i c e : an empty 

dra w e r i s u n i m a g i n a b l e . I t c a n o n l y be t h o u g h t o f . " B The 

same goes f o r an empty h o u s e . C o n s i d e r t h e c h e s t s , d r a w e r s , 

c l o s e t s , c a b i n e t s and c u p b o a r d s w h i c h h i d e away our most 

p e r s o n a l and c h e r i s h e d p o s s e s s i o n s . House p r o v e s h i g h l y 

p o p u l a t e d , when you s t a r t t o c o n s i d e r i t s i n v e n t o r y : boxes 

w i t h i n boxes w i t h i n b o x e s . House, o n i o n - l i k e , h a r b o u r s 

m u l t i p l e l a y e r s and deep, d a r k r e a c h e s . I t s a n c t i f i e s p a s t 

and f u t u r e i n t h e t h i n g s i t s h e l t e r s — t h o s e t h i n g s w h i c h 

p r o v i d e us w i t h our i d e n t i t y . House i s t h e n o t - I i n 

m i n i a t u r e . 

Many k i n d s o f h o u s e s e x i s t , t h e most o b v i o u s b e i n g t h a t 

f o u r - s q u a r e b u i l d i n g u s e d f o r human h a b i t a t i o n , t h e d w e l l i n g 

p l a c e o f a f a m i l y . But as we have s e e n , house a l s o f u n c t i o n s 

as r e c e p t a c l e or r e p o s i t o r y f o r t h o s e t h i n g s w i t h w h i c h we 

a d o r n our l i v e s — a k i n d o f p e r s o n a l museum. House c a n a l s o 

r e p r e s e n t t h e abode o f an a n i m a l : c o c o o n , f o r i n s t a n c e , s e r v e s 

as home t o t h e l a r v a i n t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , c o n c h f o r t h e d o m i c i l e 

o f a s e a c r e a t u r e and s h e l l f o r t h e t u r t l e ' s p r o t e c t i v e 

c o v e r i n g . 'House' i s i n c l u d e d i n many compound words, w h i c h , 

t a k e n as a g r o u p , g r e a t l y expand t h e p r i m a r y meaning of 

'house': a l m s h o u s e , b a k e h o u s e , g r e e n h o u s e , p u b l i c h ouse, 
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b o a r d i n g h ouse, p l a y h o u s e and h o u s e h o l d a l l i m p l y s p e c i f i c 

u s e s t o w h i c h t h e b a s i c c o n c e p t of house c a n be p u t . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , 'house' c o n n o t e s a w e a l t h o f r e l a t e d i d e a s : i t 

c a n be u s e d t o d e s c r i b e a l i n e a g e or a r a c e , much l i k e ' f a m i l y 

t r e e ' — a s i n 'house o f R o m a n o v ' — i t c a n r e f e r t o a p l a c e o f 

w o r s h i p — a s i n 'house of G o d ' — t h e p l a c e o f abode o f a 

r e l i g i o u s f r a t e r n i t y , a c o l l e g e i n a u n i v e r s i t y , t h e b u i l d i n g 

i n w h i c h a l e g i s l a t i v e a s s e m b l y meets, a p l a c e o f b u s i n e s s , a 

v i n e y a r d . More e s o t e r i c a l l y , 'house* c a n be u s e d t o r e f e r t o 

a t w e l f t h p a r t o f t h e h e a v e n s , or t o e a c h i n d i v i d u a l s q u a r e o f 

a c h e s s b o a r d . What a l l o f t h e s e v a r i o u s c o n n o t a t i o n s s h a r e 

i n common i s t h e i r f u n c t i o n a s d w e l l i n g p l a c e s . House i s t h e 

l o c a t i o n w h e r e i n some t h i n g l o d g e s . I n h a b i t i n g , i n f e r i o r i t y , 

i n t i m a c y , d o m e s t i c i t y a l l d e s c r i b e what house r e p r e s e n t s : i t 

i s e a r t h b o u n d , m a t e r i a l , e v e n mundane, y e t i t has t h e c a p a c i t y 

t o l i b e r a t e , t o open i n t o a n o t h e r d i m e n s i o n . House i s a f t e r 

a l l s h o c k i n g , u n p r e d i c t a b l e , u n s e t t l i n g s p a c e . 
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1. 

House/Mandala/Body 

House and body have much i n common: b o t h a r e s t r u c t u r e s 

w h e r e i n d w e l l s s p a c e — l i t e r a l s p a c e , as f a r as house i s 

c o n c e r n e d , m e t a p h o r i c a l s p a c e as f a r as body g o e s . B o t h 

c o n t a i n whole w o r l d s i n m i n i a t u r e . But c o n s i d e r house and 

body as r e p r e s e n t i n g t h e o u t e r c i r c l e o f t h e m a n d a l a , t h a t 

e n i g m a t i c s i g n w h i c h p l a y s s u c h a c e n t r a l r o l e i n W h i t e ' s 

s e v e n t h p u b l i s h e d n o v e l The S o l i d M a n d a l a . B o t h forms a r e , i n 

f a c t , s o l i d , and b o t h s t r i v e t o w a r d u n i t y and w h o l e n e s s , w h i c h 

q u a l i t i e s a r e a l s o c e n t r a l t o t h e m a n d a l i c d e s i g n . M o r e o v e r , 

house and body b o t h r e f l e c t t h o s e t e n s i o n s a t work i n them 

between t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r f o r m and t h e c o n t e n t t h e y 

e n c l o s e . What P e t e r B e a t s o n p o i n t s o u t as t r u e o f body i s 

a l s o t r u e o f h o u s e : s i m p l y , t h a t i t i s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y t h e most 

and l e a s t i m p o r t a n t o f t h e s o u l ' s p o s s e s s i o n s . He l a t e r 

d e f i n e s t h e W h i t e a n v e r s i o n o f mandala t h u s : 

The mandala i s a s q u a r e w i t h i n a c i r c l e , 
w i t h a s y m b o l i c c e n t r e t h a t r e p r e s e n t s t h e 
i n - d w e l l i n g god w h i c h i s d o u b l e - n a t u r e d 
or h e r m a p h r o d i t i c . The s q u a r e i s a symbol 
f o r l i f e i n t h e m a t e r i a l w o r l d , t h e l i f e 
t r a p p e d i n t h e body and i n t h e h o u s e . . . . 
The o u t e r c i r c l e i s t h e w o r l d o f B e i n g , 
w h i c h t h r e a t e n s t h e d e f e n s i v e w a l l s o f t h e 
f o u r - s q u a r e h o u s e . The end o f t h e 
s p i r i t u a l c y c l e i s t h e t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f 
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t h e o u t e r l i m i t s of. t h e p e r s o n a l i t y f r o m 
t h e s q u a r e t o t h e c i r c l e . . . 6 

T h i s c o n j u r e s up v i s i o n s o f t h e R e n a i s s a n c e p r o p e n s i t y f o r 

d e s i g n i n g c h u r c h e s a c c o r d i n g t o p l a n s b a s e d on t h e body's 

p r o p o r t i o n s , s y m b o l i c o f t h e u n i o n between s p i r i t u a l and 

e a r t h l y man. Hence man-dala's s i g n i f i c a n c e as r e s o l u t i o n o f 

t h e f u n d a m e n t a l t e n s i o n between o p p o s i t e s . 

M a n d a l a s c a n assume many d e s i g n s , b u t m o s t l y t h e y a p p e a r 

as a s q u a r e w i t h i n a c i r c l e . M a n d a l a , a H i n d u word meaning 

"magic c i r c l e , " i s a m y t h o l o g i c a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e S e l f , 

where r o u n d n e s s s y m b o l i z e s a n a t u r a l w h o l e n e s s and s q u a r e n e s s 

— o r t h e q u a d r a n g l e — r e p r e s e n t s t h e r e a l i z a t i o n o f t h i s 

w h o l e n e s s i n t h e c o n s c i o u s mind. C i r c l e a l s o s y m b o l i z e s t h e 

p s y c h e , and s q u a r e t h e e a r t h b o u n d body. S p i r i t c o n f r o n t s 

m a t t e r , t h e n , i n a s o o t h i n g , r e s t o r a t i v e way. S i n c e house i s 

most o b v i o u s l y s q u a r e , i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e t o s e e i t as t h e f o r m 

e n c l o s e d w i t h i n t h e magic c i r c l e . Thus house e x i s t s w i t h i n 

s p i r i t u a l p r e c i n c t s . Body t o o forms a q u a d r a n g l e w i t h i n 

l a r g e r , s p i r i t u a l c o n f i n e s : p r o o f t h a t one c a n n o t e x i s t 

w i t h o u t t h e o t h e r . In b o t h c a s e s , t h e n e c e s s a r y f e a t u r e 

r e m a i n s t h e t e n s i o n between o p p o s i t e s . 

House and body, t h e n , a r e c l o s e l y a l l i e d i n many o f 

W h i t e ' s n o v e l s . C r i t i c s s u c h a s B e a t s o n have r e m a r k e d upon 

t h i s r a p p o r t between W h i t e a n h o u s e s and t h e i r o c c u p a n t s : 

W h i t e ' s c h a r a c t e r s wear t h e i r h o u s e s as 
i n t i m a t e l y as t h e y wear t h e i r b o d i e s . . . . 
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h i s c o l l e c t o r ' s e n t h u s i a s m and 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l v e r v e make h i s h o u s e ­
b u i l d i n g one of t h e most memorable a s p e c t s 
o f h i s d e s c r i p t i v e power. In a l m o s t e v e r y 
page o f t h e w r i t i n g , t h e r e a d e r i s aware 
o f t h e a l m o s t o r g a n i c l i n k between t h e 
house and t h e e m o t i o n a l l i f e o f i t s 
o c c u p a n t . Houses l i v e t h e l i v e s o f t h e i r 
owners . . . T h e i r t o p o g r a p h y r e v e a l s t h e 
t o p o g r a p h y o f t h e s o u l . 7 

T h i s r e l a t i o n between house and body p r o v e s e s p e c i a l l y 

p e r t i n e n t t o The S o l i d M a n d a l a : n o t o n l y a r e t h e s e two o b j e c t s 

or s t r u c t u r e s l i n k e d w i t h e a c h o t h e r , t h e y a l s o s h a r e c l o s e 

t i e s w i t h t h e c e n t r a l m a n d a l i c s y m b o l . F u r t h e r m o r e , e a c h o f 

t h e Brown b r o t h e r s m a n i f e s t s an i n d i v i d u a l r e l a t i o n t o h i s 

h ouse, t o h i s body, and t o t h e s i g n o f t h e m a n d a l a . The 

i n t r i c a c y o f d e s i g n o f t h e n o v e l i s i t s e l f m a n d a l i c . 
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2. 

W h i t e ' s Houses 

Throughout h i s oeuvre , White has p a i d p a r t i c u l a r 

a t t e n t i o n to houses . And he has c r e a t e d some e x c e p t i o n a l 

ones: Meroe, Rhine Towers , Xanadu, Sunningdale and E l i z a b e t h 

H u n t e r ' s mansion a t Moreton D r i v e immediate ly s p r i n g to mind. 

House proves more than s i m p l y p l a c e or l o c a t i o n to White : i t 

i s a l s o d e s t i n a t i o n , d e s t i n y , even s t a t e of mind . As White 

h i m s e l f admits i n Flaws i n the G l a s s (1981), " T i l l w e l l i n t o 

my l i f e , houses , p l a c e s , l andscape meant more to me than 

p e o p l e . I was more a ca t than a dog" ( F I T G , 16 ) . When he 

hearkens back to the summer he was f o u r t e e n and h i s p a r e n t s 

had taken the f a m i l y to Fe lpham, Sussex , what White remembers 

best i s the n e o - G o t h i c house i n which " l i f e seemed to be 

forming" ( F I T G , 1 ) , and c e r t a i n rooms and f u r n i s h i n g s which 

made the p l a c e u n f o r g e t t a b l e . True to h i s own e x p e r i e n c e , 

houses and c h a r a c t e r s i n W h i t e ' s f i c t i o n i n t e r a c t a good d e a l , 

each r e v e a l i n g the o t h e r . W h i t e ' s houses , whether opu lent or 

r a m s h a c k l e , a l l l e a d l i v e s of t h e i r own. 

Numerous c r i t i c s have remarked on the phenomenon of house 

i n the f i c t i o n and drama of P a t r i c k Whi te . As Pe ter Wolfe 

s u g g e s t s , White lauds d o m e s t i c i t y because i t s p r i n g s from the 

same humble impulse as c h a i r s and t a b l e s . House i s the abode 

of a l l wholesome v a l u e s : 
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The s t r e s s he p l a c e s upon f e e l i n g u n c o v e r s 
a c i v i l i z i n g p o i n t o f v i e w i n White t h a t 
c a n be d e s c r i b e d a s f e m i n i s t . L i k e many 
women w r i t e r s , he f i n d s v a l u e c l o s e t o 
home. He e n j o y s d e s c r i b i n g d o m e s t i c 
r o u t i n e s l i k e b a k i n g and w a s h i n g , a n d , 
aware t h a t h o u s e s a c q u i r e s o u l s a l o n g w i t h 
t h e i r i n h a b i t a n t s , he s e e s t o i t t h a t many 
o f h i s major f i g u r e s ( t h e P a r k e r s i n Tree., 
t h e Brown b r o t h e r s i n The S o l i d M a n d a l a , 
H u r t l e D u f f i e l d o f V i v i s e c t o r and 
E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r o f Eye) l i v e i n t h e same 
house f o r many y e a r s . 8 

Memorable s c e n e s o c c u r i n s i d e h o u s e s , e s p e c i a l l y i n k i t c h e n s 

and bedrooms, a l l o w i n g White t o e x p l o r e two o f mankind's most 

p l e a s u r a b l e y e t complex a c t i v i t i e s : e a t i n g and s e x . Houses i n 

White a l w a y s seem so p e r f e c t l y a p p r o p r i a t e t o t h e i r owners, 

t o o , r e s i s t i n g t h e m — a s H u r t l e ' s sometimes does i n V i v i s e c t o r 

— a n d c o m p l e m e n t i n g t h e m — a s does E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r ' s i n Eye 

— i n t u r n . W i l l i a m S c h e i c k goes so f a r as t o s u g g e s t t h a t 

" t h r o u g h o u t W h i t e ' s work h o u s e s and b u i l d i n g s o b j e c t i f y t h e 

s e l f . " 9 He o f f e r s t h e example o f t h e b u r n i n g synagogue i n 

R i d e r s a s o b j e c t i v e c o r r e l a t i v e f o r t h e l i v e s o f H i m m e l f a r b 

and h i s f e l l o w Jews. T h i s seems t o me p e r f e c t l y t r u e of t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r n o v e l , b u t few o f W h i t e ' s works a r e s o d e p e n d e n t on 

s y m b o l i s m as i s R i d e r s . 

B e a t s o n a l s o p r a i s e s W h i t e ' s way w i t h h o u s e s . " W h i t e ' s 

s e n s i t i v i t y t o t h e a u r a s and e m a n a t i o n s o f h o u s e s makes them 

an a l m o s t i n f i n i t e l y f l e x i b l e l a n g u a g e f o r t h e e x p r e s s i o n o f 

many a r e a s o f e x i s t e n c e t h a t r e a s o n c a n n o t r e a c h . " 3 - 0 I t i s 

e m i n e n t l y t r u e t h a t t h e r a t i o n a l i s n o t t h e l a n g u a g e o f h o u s e -
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n e s s ; n o oks, c r a n n i e s and t u r r e t s a l l s t i r t h e e m o t i o n s and 

s t i m u l a t e t h e i m a g i n a t i o n . B e a t s o n p r o c e e d s t o examine 

W h i t e a n h o u s e s i n t h e a b s t r a c t , d i v i d i n g them and t h e l a n d 

s u r r o u n d i n g them i n t o a r c h e t y p a l Edens and W a s t e l a n d s , Temples 

and P r i s o n s , r e d u c i n g them i n a way White n e v e r d o e s . 

B e a t s o n ' s t h e s i s i s t h i s : "The i n d i v i d u a l , o f t e n 

u n c o n s c i o u s l y , i s p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n a w i d e r human drama . . . 

w h i c h r e c e i v e s s y m b o l i c r e i n f o r c e m e n t f r o m two g r e a t 

a r c h e t y p e s . . . on t h e a p o c a l y p t i c s i d e , t h e G a r d e n . . . 

and, on t h e d aemonic s i d e , t h e D e s e r t , W a s t e l a n d or 

L a b y r i n t h . " 1 3 - He goes on t o expand t h i s i d e a : f i r s t t h e s o u l 

i n h a b i t s an e a r t h l y p a r a d i s e , where i t i s i n t o u c h w i t h 

i t s e l f , i t s body, and w i t h t h e phenomenal w o r l d . E d e n i c 

e xamples i n c l u d e Meroe ( f r o m A u n t ' s S t o r y ) , R h i n e Towers ( i n 

V o s s ) , Xanadu ( i n R i d e r s ) , and C o u r t n e y s ' s h e e p s t a t i o n ( f r o m 

V i v i s e c t o r ) . I n e v i t a b l y , however, t h e g a r d e n becomes 

o v e r g r o w n and s t a r t s t h r e a t e n i n g t h e h o u s e : hence t h e d e r e l i c t 

s t a t e o f Xanadu and of Browns' house ( i n M a n d a l a ) . As t h e 

b e s i e g e d d w e l l i n g b e g i n s t o f e e l l i k e a p r i s o n t o t h o s e who 

c o n t i n u e t o l i v e i n i t , t h e l i n k between house and o c c u p a n t 

s l o w l y d i s s o l v e s , u n t i l a t some c l i m a c t i c moment t h e house i s 

a b andoned. B o t h B e a t s o n and K a r i n Hansson p o i n t o u t t h a t t h i s 

p a t t e r n i s r e p e a t e d t h r o u g h o u t W h i t e ' s o e u v r e . E v i d e n t l y , 

h o u s e s a r e t o be s h e d much l i k e outgrown c l o t h i n g . 

The g r a n d e r t h e e d i f i c e , t h e more l i k e a p r i s o n i t i s , 

and t h e more i n s i g n i f i c a n t t h e s t r u c t u r e , t h e more t e m p l e - l i k e 
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i t a p p e a r s . Hansson l i s t s H i m m e l f a r b ' s s h e d , V o s s ' s t w i g h u t , 

H u r t l e ' s dunny and H o l s t i u s ' s s h a c k as t e m p l e s " c o n n e c t e d w i t h 

moments o f s p i r i t u a l i l l u m i n a t i o n , whereas t h e P r i s o n s a r e 

p r o u d , s t r o n g and s o l i d b u i l d i n g s , r e l a t e d t o i d e a s l i k e f a l s e 

p r i d e , t r a p p i n g and m a t e r i a l i s m . " 3 - 2 An example she g i v e s o f 

one s u c h p r i s o n i s Mrs. F l a c k ' s Karma i n R i d e r s . Hansson goes 

on t o echo B e a t s o n ' s t h e o r y t h a t e v e n t h e t e m p l e s a r e s o o n e r 

or l a t e r d e s t r o y e d or q u i t t e d " i n t h e c l i m a c t i c moment when 

t h e s e e k e r i s a b o u t t o r e a c h h i s g o a l . " 3 - 3 S i n c e t h e s e g o a l s 

a r e a l w a y s s p i r i t u a l , t h e p a r a l l e l between house and body i s 

o b v i o u s . J u s t as t h e D o s t o e v s k i e p i g r a p h t o The S o l i d M a n d a l a 

s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e b a r e s t c h u r c h e s a r e b e s t f o r p r a y i n g i n , so 

t o o does White r e l e n t l e s s l y a d v o c a t e t h e p e e l i n g away o f 

l a y e r s , t h e p a r i n g down t o e s s e n t i a l s , o f b o t h body and s o u l . 

The l i g h t e r t h e baggage, t h e more l i k e l y t h e p i l g r i m t o r e a c h 

h i s g o a l . 

The p r i s o n / t e m p l e , a p o c a l y p t i c / d a e m o n i c d i c h o t o m i e s a r e 

p e r h a p s u s e f u l t o o l s f o r d i s t i n g u i s h i n g among and e v a l u a t i n g 

W h i t e ' s many k i n d s of h a b i t a t i o n s . But u l t i m a t e l y we a r e 

drawn t o t h e h o u s e s t h e m s e l v e s . E s p e c i a l l y t o t h e l a r g e o n e s . 

W h i t e ' s manors i r r e s i s t i b l y draw one i n , even t h e s e e m i n g l y 

i n h o s p i t a b l e o n e s . None, however, i s w i t h o u t blame. As B r i a n 

K i e r n a n w r i t e s , t h e o s t e n t a t i o u s d w e l l i n g s o f C o u r t n e y s , 

Goodmans, A r m s t r o n g s , Mustos and H a r e s " a r e monuments t o t h e i r 

e f f o r t s and a m b i t i o n s , a s s e r t i o n s o f a w i l l t o e s t a b l i s h some 

permanence i n t h e f l u i d i t y o f e x p e r i e n c e , r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f 
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t h e h i e r a r c h i c s o c i a l i d e a l s t h e y have s o u g h t t o impose on, 

and m a i n t a i n i n a s o c i e t y i n w h i c h t h e s e have n o t d e v e l o p e d 

o r g a n i c a l l y . " 3 - 4 The S u n n i n g d a l e s , M eroes, G l a s t o n b u r y s and 

Xanadus p r o v e v a i n and i n s u b s t a n t i a l f o l l i e s a f t e r a l l ; one 

c a t c h e s f i r e , a n o t h e r i s s o l d t o v u l g a r p e o p l e and y e t a n o t h e r 

c r u m b l e s q u i e t l y away, a l l p u t t i n g t h e l i e t o w h a t e v e r 

permanence, s e c u r i t y or s o l i d i t y t h e i r o r i g i n a l owners t h o u g h t 

t h e y were g u a r a n t e e d when t h e y f i r s t i n v e s t e d i n them. 

K i e r n a n r i g h t l y p o i n t s o u t t h e i r o n i c t e n s i o n t h a t b u i l d s 

b e c a u s e o f t h e h o u s e s ' e x o t i c names and e x a l t e d p r o m i s e and 

t h e end t o w h i c h t h e y come. He goes on t o s u g g e s t t h a t 

d o m i c i l e s embody n o t o n l y ways o f l i f e b u t a l s o t h e b a s i c 

d i a l e c t i c i n W h i t e ' s v i s i o n , namely: " t h e c o n f l i c t between t h e 

i m p u l s e t o s u r r e n d e r t o t h e f l o w o f l i f e [ l i k e t h e Cox S t r e e t 

s h a c k i n V i v i s e c t o r or J i l d r a i n V o s s ] and t h e s t r u g g l e o f t h e 

w i l l t o impose i t s e l f on e x p e r i e n c e [ l i k e C o u r t n e y s ' or 

B o n n e r s ' m a n s i o n s ] . " 3 - 0 E v e n t h o u g h White r e m a i n s a m b i v a l e n t 

a b o u t a l l s u c h r e p o s i t o r i e s f o r t h e s o u l , whether r a m s h a c k l e 

or o p u l e n t , he does n o t skimp on l a v i s h d e t a i l s a b o u t e i t h e r 

s t y l e of d w e l l i n g . 

House v a r i e s w i l d l y f r o m f i c t i o n t o f i c t i o n . F o r c r i t i c 

H a r r y H e s e l t i n e , home i n The B u r n t Ones " i s n o t a c e n t r e o f 

warm f u l f i l m e n t b u t a m a t e r i a l o b j e c t d e s i g n e d t o d i s p l a y 

w o r l d l y s u c c e s s . " 3 - 6 As we have s e e n , h o u s e s i n The V i v i s e c t o r 

r e p r e s e n t two ways o f l i v i n g : t h e n a t u r a l and t h e s o c i a l . 

And d w e l l i n g s i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y , f r o m Meroe t o t h e H o t e l du 
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M i d i t o t h e s h a c k where T h e o d o r a e n c o u n t e r s H o l s t i u s , a l l 

s e r v e t o c h a r t h e r m e n t a l r e g r e s s i o n - p r o g r e s s i o n . One o f t h e 

most l i v e l y o f W h i t e a n abodes a p p e a r s i n The Ham F u n e r a l 

( 1 9 6 5 ) . H e re, where e x p r e s s i o n i s t i c t e c h n i q u e p e r m i t s much, 

house s p e a k s , and i t does so f o r a l l i t s i n a r t i c u l a t e 

o c c u p a n t s . The Twyborn A f f a i r u s e s a v a r i e t y o f d o m i c i l e s : 

E d d i e moves f r o m a v i l l a i n t h e s o u t h o f F r a n c e , back t o 

E d d i e ' s p a r e n t s ' home i n Sydney, t o a s h e e p s t a t i o n and, 

f i n a l l y , E a d i e t a k e s up r e s i d e n c e i n a bawdy h o u s e . 

E d d i e ' s / E a d i e ' s r o l e s a l t e r w i t h t h e p l a c e i n w h i c h s/he 

p e r f o r m s , e a c h p e r s o n a d i c t a t e d t o i n some d e g r e e by l o c a l e . 

House and t h e d w e l l e r s t h e r e i n a f f e c t e a c h o t h e r r e c i p r o c a l l y . 
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3. 

House and The S o l i d Mandala 

The Tree of Man i n s p i r e d r e f l e c t i o n on the n o v e l as t r e e ; 

c o n s i d e r now the n o v e l as house i n The S o l i d Manda la . Waldo 

and A r t h u r Brown are b r o t h e r s who i n h a b i t a house n o t a b l e f o r 

i t s c l a s s i c a l pediment i n an o therwise unnoteworthy suburb of 

S a r s a p a r i l l a . Waldo, a d r y , b o o k i s h s o r t l i k e E l y o t S t a n d i s h 

i n The L i v i n g and the Dead f works i n a l i b r a r y most of h i s 

l i f e and spends the r e s t of h i s t ime ashamed of h i s s low, 

s e n s i t i v e b r o t h e r A r t h u r (descended from Bub Q u i g l e y i n The  

Tree of Man) . P r i g g i s h , f r i e n d l e s s Waldo i s p a t h o l o g i c a l l y 

j e a l o u s of h i s l e s s p r e s e n t a b l e but more popu lar b r o t h e r and 

of A r t h u r ' s u n d e l i b e r a t e but e f f e c t i v e way of o u t - d o i n g h im. 

T e n s i o n b u i l d s between these two throughout t h e i r l ong l i f e 

t oge ther u n t i l i t e r u p t s i n t o v i o l e n c e . The c a s t of 

c h a r a c t e r s a l s o i n c l u d e s Browns' ne ighbour M r s . P o u l t e r and 

f r i e n d D u l c i e F e i n s t e i n , both of whom look to A r t h u r as a s o r t 

of shaman. Browns' house p l a y s a c r i t i c a l r o l e i n the s h a p i n g 

of t h e i r l i v e s . 

The c o n v e n t i o n a l house takes l i n e a r form and bends i t 

i n t o geometr ic shapes l i k e the cube . Then i t d i v i d e s the cube 

i n t o m i n i - c u b e s or c e l l s , each of which l eads an autonomous 

l i f e w i t h i n the l a r g e r f u n c t i o n i n g of the whole . N o v e l s , 

polymorphous i n form, can a l s o be shaped t h i s way. W i l l i a m 
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Walsh n o t e s o f The S o l i d M a n d a l a t h a t " t h e p r o c e d u r e h e r e i s 

. . . one o f s h a d i n g and e m p h a s i s , o f v a r y i n g f r o m t h e p o i n t 

o f e n t r a n c e and s w e e p i n g b a c k w a r d s and f o r w a r d s f r o m t h e r e , so 

t h a t The S o l i d M a n d a l a i m p r e s s e s t h e r e a d e r as a ' c o m p o s i t i o n ' 

r a t h e r t h a n t h e l i n e a r p r o g r e s s w h i c h i s more c u s t o m a r y w i t h 

P a t r i c k W h i t e . " 1' 7 I n f a c t , a c c o r d i n g t o W i l l i a m York T i n d a l l , 

l i t e r a r y f o r m c a n i t s e l f be s e e n as a k i n d o f h o u s e , i n w h i c h 

words a r e b r i c k s , images a r e windows and d o o r s and themes a r e 

c o r r i d o r s . 1 8 The f o r m o f The S o l i d M andala b r i n g s t o mind a 

s u b - d i v i d e d house or d u p l e x , where t h e two b r o t h e r s ' l i v e s n o t 

o n l y c o n n e c t b u t i n t e r s e c t and o v e r l a p as w e l l . E a c h s e c t i o n 

o f t h e house has i t s c e l l a r and g a r r e t , and, w h i l e i t i s 

c a p a b l e o f s u p p o r t i n g i t s e l f , i t a l s o depends t o a l a r g e 

e x t e n t on i t s o t h e r h a l f . The n o v e l i s much l i k e t h i s , i t s 

two main s e c t i o n s e a c h d e v o t e d t o a b r o t h e r and e a c h p a r t 

c a p a b l e o f s t a n d i n g on i t s own. But t h e p e r i o d o f t i m e 

c o v e r e d by P a r t s Two and T h r e e i s t h e same, and t h u s many o f 

t h e e v e n t s r e l a t e d o v e r l a p . B u t , j u s t as t h e r e e x i s t two 

' s i d e s ' t o t h e b r a i n and two s i d e s t o e v e r y s t o r y , so do t h e 

two c e n t r a l s e c t i o n s o f t h e n o v e l e s p o u s e two p o i n t s of v i e w . 

The common w a l l s e p a r a t i n g t h e two h a l v e s o f t h e s t r u c t u r e 

r e p r e s e n t s what t h e two b r o t h e r s i n e s c a p a b l y s h a r e : t h e i r 

r a m s h a c k l e house and t h e i r T a l l b o y s h e r i t a g e . 

S t r u c t u r a l l y , t h e n , The S o l i d M andala i s a l a r g e , d i v i d e d 

h o u s e . The n o v e l ' s p r o g r e s s , however, i s b r o a d l y c y c l i c a l : 

a c t i o n b e g i n s w i t h t h e two b r o t h e r s as o l d men s h a m b l i n g a l o n g 
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t o g e t h e r d u r i n g a walk , then f l a s h e s from past to p r e s e n t from 

Waldo's p o i n t of v iew, then a g a i n from past to p r e s e n t from 

A r t h u r ' s p o i n t of v i ew, and ends l a t e r t h a t same day the 

a c t i o n began. So, b e g i n n i n g and end meet, a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s 

r a m b l i n g between the two d u r i n g the course of the n o v e l . 

T h e m a t i c a l l y , the q u a t e r n a r y , f o u r - s q u a r e nature of house t i e s 

i n w i th the mandala symbol which pervades the work. The 

book's complex b a c k - a n d - f o r t h m a n i p u l a t i o n of t i m e , se t w i t h i n 

a l a r g e r , c y c l i c a l frame, can a l s o be seen as manda l i c i n 

d e s i g n . I f n o v e l i s a house , t h e n , and house i s a mandala , 

then s y l l o g i s t i c a l l y s p e a k i n g n o v e l i s a l s o a mandala , hence 

i t s vaunted ' s o l i d i t y . ' 

White i n t r o d u c e s a v a r i e t y of houses i n The S o l i d Manda la . 

S a r s a p a r i l l a makes a r e t u r n appearance from R i d e r s i n the  

C h a r i o t , Four P l a y s (1965) and The Burnt Ones (1964) and a g a i n 

bears the brunt of W h i t e ' s s c o r n f o r s u b u r b i a . The grander 

homes are p r o v i d e d by F e i n s t e i n s , Saportas and M r s . Musto of 

F a i r y F l o u r ; u l t i m a t e l y , though, P o u l t e r s ' and Browns' p l a c e s , 

a c r o s s from each other on Terminus Road, c l a i m most of W h i t e ' s 

a t t e n t i o n . S a r s a p a r i l l a e l i c i t s comment f i r s t from M r s . 

P o u l t e r , then from Waldo Brown. The former , on her way i n t o 

town by bus , has o c c a s i o n to i n s p e c t and admire the suburb: 

"She was proud of the g l o s s i e r s i d e of S a r s a p a r i l l a , of the 

p i c t u r e windows and the t e x t u r e d b r i c k " (TSM, 5 ) . 

S u b s t a n t i a l i t y appears to be what S a r s a p a r i l l a has to o f f e r , 

and i t i s what even Waldo, as r e f i n e d as he b e l i e v e s h i m s e l f 
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t o be, c a n n o t h e l p c r a v i n g . The s u b u r b r e p r e s e n t s t h e 

" f a m i l i e s i n a d v e r t i s e d c l o t h e s , who b e l o n g e d t o F e l l o w s h i p s 

and a t t e n d e d L o d g e s and were n o t a f r a i d o f e l e c t r i c a l g a d g e t s . 

Waldo y e a r n e d s e c r e t l y f o r t h e b r i c k boxes t o an e x t e n t where 

h i s l o v e had become h a t r e d " (TSM, 2 4 ) . I n Waldo h a t r e d a l w a y s 

looms d a n g e r o u s l y c l o s e t o l o v e . N o r m a l i t y and 

c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y r e i g n i n S a r s a p a r i 1 1 a , and i t i s what Waldo i n 

h i s m e d i o c r i t y i d e n t i f i e s w i t h : " I n any c a s e , t h e r e were t h e 

s h o p s , t h e r e were t h e h o u s e s o f t h e s t r e e t you knew, p r o v i d i n g 

s i g n s t h a t a man i s a r a t i o n a l a n i m a l . . . . From a 

r e a s o n a b l e a n g l e t h e h o u s e s r e m a i n e d t h e l a b e l l e d boxes w h i c h 

c o n t a i n , n o t p a s s i o n s , b u t f u r n i t u r e " (TSM_, 5 2 ) . "Knew," 

" r a t i o n a l , " " r e a s o n a b l e " and " n o t p a s s i o n s " i d e n t i f y t h e l e v e l 

on w h i c h Waldo f u n c t i o n s most c o m f o r t a b l y . Were i t n o t f o r 

h i s b u m b l i n g , s h a m e l e s s b r o t h e r A r t h u r , Waldo's r e a s o n would 

n e v e r s u f f e r r u f f l i n g i n a p l a c e l i k e S a r s a p a r i l l a w i t h i t s 

l u d i c r o u s l y l a b e l l e d boxes l i k e "Ma Reve." 

F e i n s t e i n s and Mrs. Musto p r o v i d e t h e more g l a m o r o u s 

r e s i d e n c e s i n t h e n o v e l . F o l l o w i n g t h e i r m a r r i a g e and Mr. 

F e i n s t e i n ' s s t r o k e , D u l c i e and L e o n a r d S a p o r t a move i n t o t h e 

o r i g i n a l F e i n s t e i n d w e l l i n g . 

The F e i n s t e i n s ' house l o o k e d enormous 
b e c a u s e o f t h e many f l o u r i s h e s i t m a d e — 
b a t t l e m e n t s and t u r r e t s , s p i r e s and 
b a l c o n i e s , b u l l ' s - e y e s and d o r m e r s , e v e n a 
g a r g o y l e or two, w h i c h t h e w eather was 
c r a c k i n g and c h i p p i n g t o o s o o n . A l t h o u g h 
i t l o o k e d l i k e a p a r t l y f o r t i f i e d cement 
c a s t l e , w i t h v e i n s i n i t a f t e r t h e l e a v e s 
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of the V i r g i n i a c r e e p e r had f a l l e n o f f , i t 
was a f a i r l y n o r m a l , human house i n s i d e . 
From the b e g i n n i n g D u l c i e d i d n ' t a l l o w the 
i n h e r i t e d f u r n i t u r e to take o v e r . I t was 
she who pushed i t a r o u n d , o f t e n i n t o 
unpremedi ta ted g r o u p s . (TSM, 268) 

T h i s i n h o s p i t a b l e , anomalous g o t h i c e d i f i c e f i r e s A r t h u r ' s 

i m a g i n a t i o n . U n l i k e Browns' house w i t h the c l a s s i c a l 

( im)pediment , F e i n s t e i n s ' i s a r o m a n t i c f o l l y which draws 

A r t h u r to i t a f t e r Waldo's d e a t h . "The house on the edge of 

the park i n c r e a s e d i n p o s s i b i l i t i e s a t n i g h t . D a r k n e s s , by 

d i s s o l v i n g i t s i r o n w o r k , i t s g i n g e r b r e a d co lumns, i t s cement 

s h e l l , had made i t more t r u l y a c a s t l e , the e l e c t r i c s t a r s 

screwed i n t o s i l h o u e t t e d b a t t l e m e n t s " (TSM, 304) . A r t h u r does 

not f e e l he can t r e s p a s s on S a p o r t a s ' c e l e b r a t i o n , so he 

l eaves "without a t t e m p t i n g to s torm t h e i r f o r t r e s s " (TSM, 

305) . F a m i l y seems to be what t u r n s clammy c a s t l e i n t o 

p r o t e c t i v e f o r t r e s s . S t i l l , the ambiguous na ture of 

' f o r t r e s s ' ensures we do not f o r g e t t h a t f a m i l y and s e c u r i t y 

can be as d e v o u r i n g or as p a r a l y z i n g as they can be 

S a p o r t a / s u p p o r t i v e . 

P o u l t e r s ' house l i e s a c r o s s the way from B r o w n s ' , and i t s 

b e g i n n i n g s are r e m i n i s c e n t of P a r k e r s ' s t a r t on t h e i r l a n d . 

To Browns' g r e a t annoyance, P o u l t e r s put t o g e t h e r t h e i r "blank 

box . . . In the end the s t r u c t u r e looked l e s s a square house 

than an oblong houseboat" (TSM, 134) . The h a b i t a t i o n seems a 

shabby a f f r o n t to Browns' p r e t e n t i o u s domest ic a s p i r a t i o n s , 

but i t d o u b t l e s s ho lds some charm, for the marine metaphor i s 
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repeated more than once. As we have seen, f l u i d i t y guarantees 

some grace in White's scheme of things. Poulters' had "that 

abrupt look, not so much of house, as of houseboat moored in a 

bay of grass. . . . Mrs. Poulter used to come on deck, and 

lean upon the gunwale of her boat, in her capacity as captain 

and lookout" (TSM, 177, 178). If B i l l Poulter proves to be no 

more than the average Australian male, his wife appears to be 

somewhat more inspired. Despite her s i m p l i c i t y and banality, 

she recognizes Arthur as someone s p e c i a l , and proves at the 

end to be his anchor. 

Browns may consider Poulters' place an i n s u l t to their 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s but their own abode inspires the same sort of 

sideways, d i s t r u s t f u l glances. No more than a wooden box l i k e 

a l l the others, positioned at the end of Terminus Road, 

Browns' only claim to a r c h i t e c t u r a l c u r i o s i t y proves to be i t s 

rather bizarre front. As Mrs. Poulter explains to Mrs. Dun, a 

fellow Terminus Road denizen, Browns' i s now surrounded by a 

thick hedge, "'for privacy l i k e , ' " and their veranda, well, 

" ' I t sort of come up to a peak . . .Mr. Brown to l d me the 

front was in the c l a s s i c a l s t y l e ' " (TSM, 7). The pediment may 

have been George Brown's idea o r i g i n a l l y , but between him and 

his wife Anne with her Quantrell heritage, they share a common 

fund of strange tastes in houses. 

The boys, Waldo in p a r t i c u l a r , love to hear their mother 

reminisce about the family seat, "'a shocking a r c h i t e c t u r a l 

muddle"* (TSM, 157), named Tallboys. Waldo eggs her on to 
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v e r b a l l y r e c o n s t r u c t i t f o r him, c u p o l a by t o w e r , and t h r o w s 

h i n t s h e r way t o s t i m u l a t e t h e f l o w o f her memories. 

'Oh, T u d o r ! Tudor was t o o d o w n - t o - e a r t h , 
t o o much l i k e human b e i n g s l i v i n g and 
l o v i n g and s t a b b i n g and p o i s o n i n g one 
a n o t h e r . Tudor g o t pushed back h u g g e r -
mugger b e h i n d t h e s t o n e . The k i t c h e n s 
were i n t h e Tudor p a r t o f t h i s g r e a t 
b a r o q u e t r e a d m i l l . When I s a y 'baroque' I 
o n l y mean i t f i g - f i g u r a t i v e l y , I t h i n k . ' 
(TSM. 158) 

Then he b a i t s h e r w i t h t h e word " G o t h i c , " w h i c h b r i n g s on a 

g i g g l e d r e c o u n t i n g o f y e t a n o t h e r h a b i t a t i o n , a " ' G o t h i c k 

f o l l y , ' " a l s o known as "'Waldo's F o l l y ' " (TSM. 1 5 8 ) . F o r 

Waldo t h e s e t a l e s r e v i v e h i s s e n s e o f a g l o r i o u s p a s t , one o f 

w h i c h he r i g h t l y d e s e r v e s t o p a r t a k e . T h i s house w h i c h he has 

n e v e r s e e n b u t o n l y v i s u a l i z e d t h a n k s t o h i s m o t h e r ' s 

d i s j o i n t e d r a m b l i n g s comes t o i n v a d e Waldo's dreams and t o 

i n t e r r u p t h i s t h o u g h t s , t h i s " g r e a t b a r o q u e mess o f t h e i r 

Q u a n t r e l l h e r i t a g e , w h i c h Waldo l o v e d t o d i s t r a c t i o n , i t s 

c r i m s o n rooms and s t o n e c o r r i d o r s e x t e n d i n g t h r o u g h t h e 

t e r r o r s o f s l e e p and war. By c o m p a r i s o n , t h e i r own immediate 

Tudor i m b r o g l i o was a mere b u c k e t o f b l o o d " (TSM, 1 6 7 ) . 

S u r e l y " T u d o r " i s a somewhat i n f l a t e d t e r m t o d e s c r i b e t h e 

s t y l e o f Browns' abode i n T e r m i n u s Road. S t i l l , Waldo's 

o b s e s s i o n w i t h a p a s t n o t h i s b e t r a y s f l a s h e s o f an 

e x c e s s i v e l y r o m a n t i c , p r e t e n t i o u s — e v e n G o t h i c — t e m p e r a m e n t . 

F o r i n s t a n c e , Waldo p i c t u r e s h i s mother as e f f i g y , e ven w e l l 

b e f o r e h e r d e a t h : t r u e t o h e r a n c e s t r y , Anne Q u a n t r e l l "was 
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c a r v e d o u t o£ s t o n e , t h e t r u e G o t h i c k . At l e a s t Waldo had 

t h a t s a t i s f a c t i o n , a l t h o u g h i t c a u s e d him t o s u f f e r b e f o r e he 

c o u l d i n s c r i b e h e r name on what he a l w a y s hoped was t h e 

a u t h e n t i c d u s t " (TSM f 1 6 0 ) . Once h i s mother d i e s , Waldo i s 

l e f t i n t h e s h a b b y p r e s e n t i n a house w h i c h , " i n s p i t e o f t h e 

c l a s s i c a l p e d i m e n t , was a d i s i n t e g r a t i n g wooden box" (TSM, 

1 6 6 - 1 6 7 ) - - t h e Greek a f f e c t a t i o n a f a c a d e , m e r e l y , once imposed 

i n t h e a t t e m p t t o m i t i g a t e an u n r e l e n t i n g l y b a n a l r e a l i t y . 

Those b u i l d i n g Browns' house a r e a s t o n i s h e d t h e d a y 

George Brown a p p r o a c h e s them w i t h t h e i d e a a b o u t t h e f a n c i f i e d 

v e r a n d a . He a n n o u n c e s : " ' I know i t ' s no more t h a n a b l o o m i n ' 

w e a t h e r b o a r d , b u t I want t o s u g g e s t , above t h e f r o n t v e r a n d a , 

s o m e t h i n g o f t h e shape o f a Greek p e d i m e n t ' " (TSM, 3 0 ) . 

E m b a r r a s s e d b u t c o - o p e r a t i v e , t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n w o r k e r s a g r e e 

t o t h e c u r i o u s f r o n t . "So t h e c l a s s i c a l p e d i m e n t r o s e by 

d e g r e e s above t h e n o r m a l w e a t h e r b o a r d , g i v i n g i t t h e 

a p p e a r a n c e o f a l i t t l e , a p o l o g e t i c , n o t q u i t e p r o p o r t i o n a t e 

t e m p l e , s t a n d i n g i n t h e t r a m p l e d g r a s s " (TSM, 3 1 ) . D i c t i o n 

c l a s h e s and j a n g l e s h e r e as " c l a s s i c a l " meets " n o r m a l " and 

" t e m p l e . " The c l a s s i c a l G r e e k s embraced t h e r a t i o n a l and t h e 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e , whereas Browns' box o f a house i s " n o t q u i t e 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e " and s u r r o u n d e d by " t r a m p l e d g r a s s . " George 

Brown's t h i r s t f o r t h e i d e a l l e a d s him t o impose an 

i n c o n g r u o u s f a c a d e on an u n w o r t h y s t r u c t u r e . Y e t t h e r e s u l t 

of t h i s a f f e c t a t i o n i s a k i n d o f modest " t e m p l e , " a house f o r 

w o r s h i p p i n g t h e gods and a s s u a g i n g t h e s p i r i t . Thus, i n an 
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o b l i q u e s o r t o f way, Browns' d w e l l i n g becomes a r e t r e a t or 

r e f u g e . The f a m i l y w i t h d r a w s i n c r e a s i n g l y i n t o i t u n t i l i t 

becomes a l m o s t c o m p l e t e l y i s o l a t e d f r o m t h e community. 

George Brown i s one o f a s e r i e s o f f a t h e r s u n s a t i s f i e d 

w i t h l i f e and engaged i n a q u e s t f o r t h e y d o n ' t q u i t e know 

what. Mr. Goodman, S t a n P a r k e r and N o r b e r t Hare a l l r a g e 

i n e f f e c t u a l l y a g a i n s t t h e m e d i o c r i t y o f t h e i r e x i s t e n c e . Of 

t h e s e S t a n P a r k e r , t h e one most l a c k i n g m a t e r i a l r e s o u r c e s , i s 

p e r h a p s t h e o n l y one who does n o t succumb t o h i s u n h a p p i n e s s . 

George Brown, p h y s i c a l l y a f f l i c t e d , l o c k e d i n t o a d r y , 

u n p r o m i s i n g j o b a t a bank and d i s a p p o i n t e d i n h i s s o n s , r a i s e s 

t h e house as a monument t o h i s u n a r t i c u l a t e d a s p i r a t i o n s . 

E v e n t u a l l y , as h o u s e s w i l l , h i s c l a i m s him: 

t h e y would l o o k back and see him s e a t e d on 
t h e f r o n t v e r a n d a under t h e c l a s s i c a l 
p e d i m e n t , t h e b r a n c h e s o f i n c r e a s i n g 
q u i n c e t r e e s hemming him i n , t h e l o n g 
t r a i l e r s o f t h e r a m b l e r d r e n c h i n g h i s t a u t 
s k i n w i t h c r i m s o n . The b o a r d s a t t h e edge 
of t h e v e r a n d a were e a t e n by t h e w e a t h e r 
a l r e a d y i n h i s l i f e t i m e , b u t t h e daybed 
h e l d o u t t i l l w e l l a f t e r , o n l y g i v i n g i n 
t o t h e b o r e r t h e y e a r t h e boys r e t i r e d . 
(ISM, 31) 

Here t h e n a t i v e v e g e t a t i o n , i m p o r t u n a t e as a l w a y s , c l a i m s 

house and owner. No l o n g e r q u i t e so i n c o n g r u o u s , t h e y seem 

t o b l e n d i n t o t h e n a t u r e s u r r o u n d i n g them. As i f t o e a s e t h i s 

p r o c e s s , Browns d e c i d e t o p a i n t t h e i r d o m i c i l e an u n o r i g i n a l 

brown: "and i t was a c c e p t e d by t h e l a n d s c a p e , b e c a u s e a t t h a t 

t i m e a l l t h e o t h e r h o u s e s were brown. As t h e h o t brown box 
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s e t t l e d i n t o t h e s t e a m i n g g r a s s t h e c l a s s i c a l p e d i m e n t was no 

l o n g e r so p a i n f u l l y n o t i c e a b l e " (TSM, 3 2 ) . The c o l o u r brown 

and t h e m a r a u d i n g v e g e t a t i o n e v e n t u a l l y n o r m a l i z e t h e h o u s e , 

making i t seem o f a p i e c e w i t h t h e s u b u r b a n l a n d s c a p e . 

Thus f a r , a l l t h e i m p r e s s i o n s a b o u t t h e Brown house have 

come f r o m Waldo's s e c t i o n , and he has u n c o n s c i o u s l y s u c c e e d e d 

i n o u t l i n i n g t h e t e n s i o n s w h i c h i n f o r m t h e i r f a m i l y l i f e . 

From h i s f a t h e r Waldo i n h e r i t s a p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r t h e 

r a t i o n a l , w h i l e f r o m h i s mother he a d o p t s a r o m a n t i c s t r e a k . 

But Waldo's b a s i c a l l y c o l d , u n e m o t i o n a l n a t u r e s h o r t - c i r c u i t s 

t h e b e s t q u a l i t i e s f r o m b o t h s i d e s : t h e r a t i o n a l he p e r v e r t s 

i n t o d r y , a c a d e m i c i m p o t e n c e and w h a t e v e r i m p e t u o u s , 

i m a g i n a t i v e t e n d e n c i e s he p o s s e s s e s a t r o p h y . A r t h u r , on t h e 

o t h e r hand, i s a l l i n t u i t i o n and s e n s e s and i m a g i n a t i o n , a 

s o r t o f n o b l e p r i m i t i v e — w e r e i t n o t f o r h i s a d d i c t i o n t o 

D o s t o e v s k i - - w h o s e f e e l i n g s and knowledge b y p a s s h i s mind. He 

i s t h e i m p u l s i v e , u n i n h i b i t e d , c r e a t i v e one, whose u n f e t t e r e d 

n a t u r e makes Waldo c r a z e d w i t h j e a l o u s y . I t i s t h e i r house 

w h i c h embodies b o t h c l a s s i c a l and r o m a n t i c i d e a l s , and w h i c h 

s e r v e s as t h e b a t t l e g r o u n d f o r t h e o p p o s i n g f o r c e s . The house 

p r o v e s s o m e t h i n g q u i t e d i f f e r e n t t o e a c h of t h e b r o t h e r s : 

whereas Waldo s e e s l i t t l e i n i t b e s i d e s a t a w d r y wooden box, 

A r t h u r r e v e r e s i t a l m o s t as a p l a c e of w o r s h i p and as t h e 

s t a g e whereon t h e i r l i v e s a r e p l a y e d o u t . The v e r a n d a , i n 

f a c t , s e r v e s l i t e r a l l y as s t a g e f o r A r t h u r ' s p e r f o r m a n c e o f 

h i s t r a g e d y of t h e cow. As i t t u r n s o u t , house i s b o t h s h r i n e 
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and shack . 

Because A r t h u r i s " a u t h e n t i c man . . . c l e a n s e d of the 

i l l u s i o n of c u l t u r e , " : L S > he views h i s house w i t h u n b l i n k e r e d 

eyes . "Arthur l oved the c l a s s i c a l facade of the brown 

weatherboard house . He l e a r n e d t h e r e was something about the 

C l a s s i c a l which Dad c a l l e d • s a c r o s a n c t - - i n a manner of 

s p e a k i n g 1 " (TSM f 217) . A r t h u r r e a l i z e s , even i f Waldo does 

n o t , t h a t i f t h e i r apparent l i f e i s l i v e d on the o u t s i d e , i n 

the p l a c e s where they go to work, t h e i r a c t u a l l i f e "was the 

one which c o n t i n u e d k n o t t i n g i t s e l f behind the c l a s s i c a l 

weatherboard facade" (TSM, 276) . " K n o t t i n g " c l u e s us i n to 

the t e n s i o n s which plague r e l a t i o n s between the t w i n s . 

A r t h u r ' s home may w e l l seem to him a c a s t l e , but even he 

r e c o g n i z e s i t to be a haunted one. The passage c o n t i n u e s : 

"Sometimes A r t h u r wished Dad h a d n ' t burnt h i s copy of The  

B r o t h e r s Karamazov, so t h a t he c o u l d have got on w i t h i t a t 

home. Then he r e a l i z e d i t m i g h t n ' t have been d e s i r a b l e : to 

i n t r o d u c e a l l those a d d i t i o n a l d e v i l s i n t o t h e i r shaky wooden 

house" (TSM f 276) . As t h e i r r e l a t i o n to each o ther 

d i s i n t e g r a t e s , so too does t h e i r f e e l f o r t h e i r house: 

I f i t had not been f o r the dogs they 
might have succumbed to the s i l e n c e of 
t h e i r sudden ly u n f a m i l i a r house . I t 
seemed as though the house had grown 
e l a s t i c w i t h t i m e , and they would have to 
accustom themselves to i t s changing 
shapes . The rooms which they had used 
b e f o r e , or n o t , a c c o r d i n g to t h e i r needs , 
began u s i n g them. So much of what they 
had f o r g o t t e n , or never seen , rose up 
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be fore t h e i r eyes: the d u s t y paper bags 
s t i l l hanging by t h e i r necks as Dad had 
l e f t them . . . a s i m p l e d e a l c h a i r 
s u d d e n l y d o m i n a t i n g the shadows; the s m e l l 
of o l d mi lk r a g s , of t u r p s , and r o t t e d 
q u i n c e s . . . dates of y e a r s ago t u r n e d to 
f l y - s h i t on the c a l e n d a r s ; a b a l l of 
M o t h e r ' s h a i r . . . a d r e s s of M o t h e r ' s . 
(TSM. 280) 

Surrounded as they are by ghosts and by the accumulated d e b r i s 

of a l i f e t i m e , A r t h u r and Waldo f e e l l i k e s t r a n g e r s i n t h e i r 

house , m a i n l y because the house i s r e a c t i n g d i r e c t l y to the 

i l l - w i l l t h a t e x i s t s between i t s o c c u p a n t s . House, because 

f r i g h t e n e d , proves f r i g h t e n i n g . 

The house re sonate s to the f r i c t i o n between Waldo and 

A r t h u r as i f i n a n t i c i p a t i o n of the i n e v i t a b l e showdown 

between them. N o t i c e how syntax s u f f e r s i n t h i s r e n d e r i n g of 

the anx ious house: 

Now the d r y woodwork t i c k e d the r u s t y 
i r o n creaked or responded to mere claws or 
r a i n - s c u r r i e s a t n i g h t the water d r i p p e d 
i n the s c u l l e r y b a s i n p l a n t l i f e was 
r e f l e c t e d i n the t h i n n e s t smear of 
s u n l i g h t on the w a l l s and c e i l i n g s of the 
house i n which not everyone had d i e d . 
(TSM, 2 8 5) 

House and d w e l l e r s seem to be l i s t e n i n g i n some suspense for 

each o t h e r ' s b r e a t h i n g . The mention of death i n t r o d u c e s even 

more a n x i e t y , a l t h o u g h A r t h u r q u e l l s i t by i n s i s t i n g to 

h i m s e l f t h a t no one, not h i m s e l f or Waldo or t h e i r house, i s 

about to d i e : 
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I t seemed f i t t i n g to A r t h u r t h a t the house 
which had been b u i l t i n the shape of a 
temple s h o u l d be used as a p l a c e of 
w o r s h i p , and he took i t f o r granted i t 
would c o n t i n u e to f u l f i l i t s p u r p o s e , i n 
s p i t e of t imber t h i n as p a p e r , f r e t t i n g 
i r o n , s i n k i n g f o u n d a t i o n s . L i k e the f r o n t 
g a t e , i t would be h e l d t o g e t h e r by r u s t 
and l i c h e n , or d i v i n e r i g h t . At l e a s t 
t h e r e was t h a t about age: there were 
o t h e r s i n the c o n s p i r a c y . 

The g e n t l e n e s s of i t appea led to 
A r t h u r . (TSM, 285) 

But temple f u n c t i o n s not o n l y as a p l a c e for p r a y e r ; i n Greek 

t imes the temple was a l s o the p l a c e f o r r i t u a l s a c r i f i c e s . 

Even i f A r t h u r does not sense what i s coming, the house does . 

I t a lone r e c e i v e s the t e r r i f y i n g news of Waldo's d e a t h : 

Then A r t h u r went stampeding through 
the house i n which t h e i r l i v e s , or l i f e , 
had been l i v e d u n t i l the end. I t was a 
wonder the c r i e s t o r n out of him d i d n ' t 
b r i n g the s t r u c t u r e down. Before he 
slammed a door on the shocked faces of 
dogs . (TSM, 288) 

With the c l o s i n g of the door A r t h u r e f f e c t i v e l y c l o s e s h i s 

s e c t i o n of the n o v e l as w e l l as l i f e as he has always known 

i t . The wooden box which he and Waldo have i n h a b i t e d a l l 

these y e a r s becomes Waldo's c o f f i n . When A r t h u r r e t u r n s to 

Terminus Road i t i s to M r s . P o u l t e r ' s houseboat he goes , as i f 

to an anchored s h i p . Browns' house has run the whole gamut of 

e x p e r i e n c e , from t h e a t r e to temple to shack to c o f f i n . I t s 

l i f e ceases wi th the l i v e s of i t s owners. 
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4. 

M a n d a l a 

M a n d a l a , u n l i k e t r e e / r i v e r , house or body, i s o n l y e v e r 

s y m b o l , a l t h o u g h e v i d e n c e o f i t s power i s m a n i f e s t e d i n 

c e r t a i n u n i q u e o b j e c t s and e v e n t s s u c h as A r t h u r ' s g l a s s taws, 

h i s dance o f l i f e , S a p o r t a ' s r u g and even t h e n o v e l i t s e l f . 

C r i t i c s c o n v e r g e on t h e mandala as t h e work's k e y s y m b o l , and 

e a c h b r i n g s h i s o r h e r own d e f i n i t i o n o f mandala t o t h e i r 

d i s c u s s i o n of i t s r o l e i n t h e book. In g e n e r a l , a mandala i s 

t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l , a c i r c l e e n c l o s i n g a s q u a r e . A more complex, 

s o l i d mandala i s t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l , a s p h e r e e n c l o s i n g a c u b e . 

I n e i t h e r c a s e , t h e c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f t h e mandala makes i t 

a p p e a r t h a t t h e f o r m i n s i d e i s t r y i n g t o b r e a k t h e bonds w h i c h 

t h e o u t e r f o r m i m p o s e s . T h e r e e x i s t s t e n s i o n between w i t h i n 

and w i t h o u t as w e l l as f u s i o n between t h e two. Some r e l i g i o n s 

i n t e r p r e t t h i s o p p o s i t i o n / u n i t y as s y m b o l i z i n g t h e e t e r n a l l y 

c o n f l i c t i n g y e t i n t e r d e p e n d e n t n a t u r e o f t h e r e l a t i o n between 

m a t t e r and s p i r i t . Above a l l , t h e mandala i s p r i z e d f o r i t s 

c o m p l e t e n e s s , i t s p e r f e c t i o n , i t s i n n e r harmony. Mandala i s 

s a i d t o a r t i c u l a t e man's l o n g i n g f o r r e l i g i o u s e x p e r i e n c e ; i t 

i s a l s o b e l i e v e d t o p o i n t t h e way t o God. The c e n t r e i s i n 

f a c t t h e p u r p o r t e d d w e l l i n g p l a c e o f t h e god, w h i c h i s d o u b l e 

i n n a t u r e . F i n a l l y , mandala r e m a i n s t h e symbol w h i c h u n i t e s 

a l l o t h e r s y m b o l s . 
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The mandala p r o v e s c a p a b l e of m e t a m o r p h o s i n g i n t o many 

d i f f e r e n t o b j e c t s and e v e n t s , a l l o f them ' s o l i d ' i n t h e i r 

way. The f i r s t we e n c o u n t e r i n The S o l i d M a n d a l a i s t h e 

C h i n e s e woman's w h e e l - t r e e . T h a t t h e woman i s C h i n e s e i s no 

mere a c c i d e n t : h e r c u l t u r a l o r i g i n s d o u b t l e s s make h e r f i n e l y 

a t t u n e d t o t h e m a n d a l i c s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h i s most 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y t r e e . Mrs. P o u l t e r d i v u l g e s e a r l y i n t h e n o v e l 

t o Mrs. Dun a b o u t h a v i n g s e e n t h e C h i n e s e woman s t a n d i n g under 

s a i d t r e e when i t was i n f l o w e r , and A r t h u r n e x t r e l a t e s t h e 

same e p i s o d e — i n Waldo's s e c t i o n - - f r o m h i s p o i n t o f v i e w : 

"'We saw t h e C h i n e s e woman s t a n d i n g under t h e w h e e l - t r e e . You 

ought t o see a w h e e l - t r e e f l o w e r i n g ' " (TJ3M, 1 3 8 ) . Mrs. Dun 

and t h e Browns a r e e m b a r r a s s e d t o be t h e r e c i p i e n t s of t h e s e 

v a g u e l y s h a m e f u l c o n f e s s i o n s , so t h e s t o r y w a i t s u n t i l 

A r t h u r ' s s e c t i o n t o be t o l d i n a l l i t s d r a m a t i c i n t e n s i t y : 

And under t h e t r e e was s t a n d i n g t h e 
C h i n e s e woman, whom he o f t e n remembered 
a f t e r w a r d s . They s t o o d l o o k i n g a t one 
a n o t h e r . . . . T h e r e was no g r e a t r e a s o n 
why he s h o u l d remember h e r , e x c e p t a s p a r t 
o f t h e d a z z l e of t h e a f t e r n o o n . F o r t h a t 
r e a s o n he d i d . (TSM, 257) 

Of c o u r s e t h e r e s t o f t h a t b r i l l i a n t a f t e r n o o n i n c l u d e s 

A r t h u r ' s dance o f l i f e , w h i c h he p e r f o r m s i n f r o n t o f Mrs. 

P o u l t e r w i t h u t t e r l y s p o n t a n e o u s abandon. T h a t i s why t h e 

whole a f t e r n o o n o f b e r r y - p i c k i n g and d i s c o v e r y i m p r i n t s s o 

d e e p l y i n t o t h e h e a r t s and minds of b o t h Mrs. P o u l t e r and 

A r t h u r . T h i s l a t t e r comes t o have one more e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e 
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wheel-tree towards the end of his section. This time, Arthur 

walks alone: 

One year he went up to look at the 
wheel-tree, again in the season of i t s 
second flowering, and, as though by 
contrivance, the Chinese woman was 
standing beneath i t . Only the crackle of 
her surface was more pronounced, her bones 
more obviously breakable. . . . But the 
wheel-tree f a i r l y s i z z l e d with f i r e , 
burning i t s way back through time to the 
other afternoon. (TSM, 281) 

Each time the wheel-tree i s re-introduced into the novel, i t s 

story becomes increasingly embellished. It represents a 

s i g n i f i c a n t mandala, l i n k i n g as i t does past with present, and 

e s p e c i a l l y given the fact that both versions of the encounters 

in Arthur's section occur before dramatic events: the f i r s t 

before his l i f e - a f f i r m i n g dance, the second before Waldo's 

demise. 

White uses kinaesthesia to stage Arthur's b a l l e t as 

mandala. It is a consummate performance which shows off 

White's f l a i r for the dramatic as well as Arthur's capacity 

for f e e l i n g . It also shows how far White has progressed in 

his use of imagery. The dance follows a four-square pattern, 

celebrating f i r s t Arthur himself, then his love for Dulcie 

Feinstein, then for Mrs. Poulter, and, f i n a l l y , for Waldo. 

This pattern happens to follow the order in which Arthur gives 

away his marbles. The dance manages to include a l l the 

elements of l i f e important to Arthur. It is his l i f e 
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he performs, "always prayerful" (TSM, 259), in which he 

opposes the gods dying to the discordant human voices below, 

after which he dances more familiar things l i k e a simple 

wooden house in which people sleep, the icy moon and the 

orange sun. Arthur includes with Dulcie in her corner her own 

personal mandala, the Star of David. For Mrs. Poulter he adds 

earthy things l i k e pears and pigs, and then he proceeds to act 

out the role of the c h i l d she never had. Waldo's corner sees 

c o n f l i c t and Arthur's coming to the anguished r e a l i z a t i o n that 

"He couldn't dance his brother out of him, not f u l l y . They 

were too close for i t to work" (TSM, 260). F i n a l l y , in the 

centre, where dwells the god, Arthur "danced the passion of 

a l l their l i v e s , the blood running out of the backs of his 

hands, water out of the hole in his r i b s . His mouth was a 

s i l e n t hole, because no sound was needed to explain" (TSM, 

260-261). 2 0 This p a r t i c u l a r mandala i s indeed a unifying 

symbol which allows Arthur to perform his entire range of 

experience. It unites their i ndividual s t o r i e s with the great 

cosmic one a l l in non-verbal fashion. This dance, ephemeral 

in nature as a l l performances are, and witnessed by only one 

other person, i s however saved from complete oblivion because 

consigned to words, themselves s o l i d mandalas. 

Arthur discovers mandalas everywhere. Besides Dulcie's 

Star of David, Arthur recognizes a mandalic design in the 

centre of one of Leonard Saporta's rugs (shades of Henry 

James). Enjoying Mrs. Feinstein's tales of travels with her 
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a u n t , A r t h u r c o n c e i v e s t h e i d e a t h a t " ' t h e w o r l d i s a n o t h e r 

m a n d a l a ! " ' (TSM, 239) He would l i k e t o b e l i e v e t h a t h i s 

r e l a t i o n w i t h Waldo i s m a n d a l i c , b u t even t h e c h i l d r e n 

s k i p p i n g know b e t t e r : "'One a one makes two, . . . One a one 

a one, . . . Two a two i s n e v e r one'" (TSM, 1 9 4 ) . C e r t a i n l y 

d u a l i t y i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e mandala, b u t , a s A r t h u r comes 

t o r e c o g n i z e by t h e end o f h i s d a n c e , two c a n n o t e v e r e n t i r e l y 

merge i n t o one. D e s p i t e t h e i r common p a i n , Waldo and A r t h u r 

r e m a i n s e p a r a t e , a f a c t due i n p a r t t o Waldo's i n a b i l i t y t o 

p e r c e i v e or t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e mand a l a . 

A r t h u r ' s g l a s s taws — f o u r i n p a r t i c u l a r — r e p r e s e n t t h e 

most o b v i o u s and s i g n i f i c a n t o f t h e m a n d a l a s . T h e r e a r e no 

d u p l i c a t e s ; e a c h i s u n i q u e . 

However many m a r b l e s A r t h u r had . . . 
he c o n s i d e r e d f o u r h i s p e r m a n e n c i e s . 
T h e r e were t h e s p e c k l e d g o l d and t h e 
c l o u d y b l u e . T h e r e was t h e w h o r l o f g r e e n 
and c r i m s o n c i r c l e t s . T h e r e was t h e taw 
w i t h a k n o t a t t h e c e n t r e , w h i c h made him 
c o n s i d e r p a l m i n g i t o f f , u n t i l , on l o o k i n g 
l o n g and c l o s e , he d i s c o v e r e d t h e k n o t was 
t h e whole p o i n t . (TSM, 222) 

They a r e what A r t h u r k e e ps and c h e r i s h e s — p o l i s h i n g and 

p e e r i n g i n t o them i n t u r n — i n o r d e r t o be a b l e t o g i v e them 

away t o t h o s e he l o v e s and t o t h o s e he c o n s i d e r s w o r t h y o f 

them. E a c h m a r b l e seems d e s t i n e d f o r a p a r t i c u l a r p e r s o n by 

v i r t u e o f i t s c o l o u r , or d e s i g n . P r e d i c t a b l y , Waldo's i s t h e 

one w i t h t h e k n o t i n s i d e , t h e one A r t h u r f e e l s most a t t a c h e d 

t o . 
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Of a l l t h e s e j e w e l s or t o u c h s t o n e s , 
t a l i s m a n s or s w e e t h e a r t s , A r t h u r Brown g o t 
t o l o v e t h e k n o t t e d one b e s t , and f o r 
s t a r i n g a t i t , and r u b b i n g a t i t , s h o u l d 
have s e e n h i s f a c e i n s i d e . A f t e r he had 
g i v e n two, i n a p p r e c i a t i o n , or 
r e c o g n i t i o n , t h e f l a w e d or k n o t t e d m a r b l e 
became more t h a n e v e r h i s p r e o c c u p a t i o n . 
But he was r e a d y t o g i v e i t , t o o , i f he 
was a s k e d . B e c a u s e t h i s r a t h e r c o n f u s i n g 
o d d i t y was r e a l l y n o t h i s own. H i s seemed 
more t h e c o i l o f g r e e n and c r i m s o n 
c i r c l e t s . (TSM. 222) 

He c a r r i e s them w i t h him e v e r y w h e r e , o f t e n t a k i n g them f r o m 

h i s p o c k e t t o f e e l them r o l l a b o u t i n h i s hand, or t o s q u i n t 

i n t o t h e i r b r i l l i a n t l y c o l o u r e d d e p t h s . These mandalas keep 

A r t h u r i n mind o f a l l r o u n d n e s s e s : t h e c o m p l e t e n e s s of l i f e , 

t h e p e r f e c t i o n o f l o v e , t h e s p l e n d o u r o f t h e w o r l d , t h e b e a u t y 

o f t h e w h e e l - t r e e . The m a r b l e s - - s i m p l e c h i l d ' s t o y s — p r o v e 

i n f a c t h i g h l y s o p h i s t i c a t e d , complex symbols w h i c h g i v e back 

t h e r e f l e c t i o n o f whoever g a z e s t h e r e i n . 

A r t h u r ' s m a r b l e s f u n c t i o n b o t h s y m b o l i c a l l y as mandalas 

and r e a l i s t i c a l l y as t o k e n s or t o y s . As t h i n g s t h e y s h e d 

t h e i r p a s s i v i t y t o p r o v i d e A r t h u r n o t j u s t w i t h t h e i r 

o b j e c t i v e p r e s e n c e , b u t a l s o w i t h some s e n s o r y s a t i s f a c t i o n . 

F o r i n s t a n c e t o u c h , t h e most p e r s o n a l and p e r h a p s most p e r f e c t 

f o r m of c o m m u n i c a t i o n , r e m a i n s an i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f A r t h u r ' s 

r e l a t i o n w i t h t h e m a r b l e m a n d a l a s . He c a r e s s e s them a l o n g 

w h i l e b e f o r e he p r e s e n t s them t o h i s c h o s e n few. I n g i v i n g 

them, A r t h u r o f f e r s b o t h i n t i m a c y and e n l i g h t e n m e n t t o t h e 

r e c i p i e n t . Those who a c c e p t t h e g l a s s taws p e r c e i v e t h i s , 
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a l t h o u g h t h e y , l i k e A r t h u r , remain i n c a p a b l e of a r t i c u l a t i n g 

p r e c i s e l y what they share i n these g i f t s . 

I t was h i m s e l f who was, and would r e m a i n , 
the keeper of mandalas , who must guess 
t h e i r f i n a l s e c r e t through touch and 
l i g h t . As he went out of the room h i s 
l i p s were h a l f open to r e l e a s e an 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n he had not ye t succeeded i n 
p e r f e c t i n g . Hi s body might t o p p l e , but 
o n l y h i s body, as he submit ted the marble 
i n h i s pocket to h i s f r e n z y of d i s c o v e r y . 
(TSM, 234) 

The marbles r e p r e s e n t c o n c e n t r a t e d p r e s e n c e . Not o n l y do 

they i n s p i r e t o u c h , they a l s o s t i m u l a t e the v i s u a l s ense . 

L i k e W h i t e ' s many e v o c a t i o n s of r o s e , the marbles d a z z l e 

those who s e a r c h out the o r a c l e w i t h i n them. A r t h u r i s 

h i m s e l f as much a c r e a t u r e of l i g h t as the g l a s s g lobes he 

f i d d l e s w i t h : 

As Venus s a i d , i n the o l d book A r t h u r came 
a c r o s s y e a r s l a t e r : I generate l i g h t , and 
darkness i s not of my n a t u r e ; there i s 
t h e r e f o r e n o t h i n g b e t t e r or more v e n e r a b l e 
than the c o n j u n c t i o n of myse l f w i th my 
b r o t h e r . 

But darkness c o u l d descend by 
d a y l i g h t i n one b l a c k s o l i d s l a b . (TSM, 
223) 

A r t h u r ' s mandalas , l i k e t h e i r owner, generate l i g h t . A r t h u r 

f i n d s t h e i r b r i l l i a n c e a source of c o m f o r t , as when, for 

i n s t a n c e , t h e i r mother l i e s d y i n g : "he r e a l i z e d t h a t the knot 

a t the h e a r t of the mandala , a t t imes so t o r t u o u s l y inwoven, 

would d i s s o l v e , i f o n l y t e m p o r a r i l y , i n l i g h t . And i t seemed 

as though the worst c o u l d o n l y happen for the best" (TSM, 
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266). Waldo rejects the solace Arthur offers him in the 

knotted mandala, choosing instead to deny the i r mother's 

condition. S t i l l , the marbles provide solace and i n s p i r a t i o n 

to Arthur, Dulcie and Mrs. Poulter. 

Arthur also finds his treasures touchstones for memories. 

Like the cabbages in The Tree of Man, Arthur's mandalas revive 

past scenes: he has only to touch them. Having long l o s t a 

post card Dulcie once sent him from Europe for example, Arthur 

"had only to revolve the marble in his pocket for Dulcie's 

lake with the crystal-studded castle to reappear" (TSM, 241). 

Because they represent such perfect means of communication for 

Arthur with himself as well as with others, they sometimes 

obviate the need for him to speak at a l l . The consigning of 

his agates to others comes to be one of Arthur's main 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s in l i f e , the highest form of communication of 

which he i s capable. Arthur c o l l e c t s his mandalas--earns them 

and trades for them, as i t i s s p e c i f i e d — i n order to be able 

to give them away. The f i r s t goes to dulcet Dulcie Feinstein: 

"It was the blue taw which Norm Croucher had traded for 

l i q u o r i c e straps. The mists r o l l e d up, to be contained by the 

perfect, glass sphere. . . . He had always known the blue 

mandala would be the one for Dulcie. Her beauty would not 

evaporate again" (TSM, 249). The second marble he offers to 

Mrs. Poulter after having performed his dance for her. 

Believing her worthy of i t , he gives her "the gold one, in 

which the sparks glinted, and from which the rays shot upward 
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whenever the perfect sphere was struck by i t s counterpart" 

(TSM, 261). The t h i r d agate he considers giving to his 

mother, but r e a l i z e s in time that she couldn't use i t anyway. 

It is then he offers i t to Waldo, with predictable r e s u l t s : 

" ' I f i t would help I would give i t to you, Waldo, to keep,' 

Arthur said. Offering the knotted mandala. While half 

sensing that Waldo would never untie the knot" (TSM, 267). 

But the marble Waldo rejects remains his anyway--Arthur keeps 

i t in t r u s t : "In his l e f t pocket, c e r t a i n l y , he continued to 

carry Waldo's mandala, though for the most part he avoided 

taking i t out. He preferred to contemplate his own, in which 

the double s p i r a l knit and unknit so reasonably" (TSM, 274). 

It is his own he t w i r l s in the Public Library while attempting 

to solve the conundrum of the words he reads; i t i s Waldo's he 

eventually loses down the sewer. 

Arthur's l i f e story coincides with the saga of his s o l i d 

mandalas: of his four special taws he gives two away, loses 

one and ends up with one—his own. One is never two; two 

never make one. Although Arthur has long carried Waldo about 

inside himself, although he has long considered his brother at 

least half of himself, in the end, he fears he has l o s t him 

and wanders about incomplete. Except for the l a s t remaining 

marble with the double s p i r a l inside. The knotted mandala may 

be gone but the one that is l e f t reminds Arthur that he s t i l l 

contains his brother within the whole c i r c l e of himself. 
The mandala proves a powerful, v e r s a t i l e symbol White 
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r e t u r n s t o a g a i n and a g a i n . I t shows up i n v a r i o u s forms i n 

o t h e r n o v e l s : r o s e s , f o r i n s t a n c e , a r e t h e f i r s t m a n d a l a s , 

and a p p e a r i n The A u n t ' s S t o r y , The T r e e of Man, V o s s and The  

Eye o f t h e S t o r m . The c h a n d e l i e r a t S u n n i n g d a l e i n The  

V i v i s e c t o r , j e w e l s i n The Eye o f t h e Storm, t h e c h a r i o t i n 

R i d e r s and E l l e n ' s w edding r i n g i n A F r i n g e o f L e a v e s a l l 

s h a r e m a n d a l i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of w h o l e n e s s , c o m p l e t i o n , 

p e r f e c t i o n , and a l l p o i n t t o " a n o t h e r w o r l d . . . i n t h i s 

one," as t h e e p i g r a p h f r o m P a u l E l u a r d i n The S o l i d M a n d a l a so 

a p t l y p u t s i t . E v e n t h e E a d i e / E d d i e d u a l i t y i n The Twyborn  

A f f a i r , house i n The S o l i d M a n d a l a and body i n The Eye o f t h e  

S t o r m r e p r e s e n t m a n d a l a s , where i n n e r s t r i v e s w i t h o u t e r , 

where t h e r e i s u n i t y i n d i v e r s i t y and where t h e q u a t e r n a r y i s 

subsumed by t h e c i r c u l a r w h o l e . 
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5. 

O b j e c t s 

A r t h u r — t h e s low one, the d i l l — i s the one who n o t i c e s 

t h i n g s . He l i v e s c l o s e to the e a r t h , and i n c l o s e p r o x i m i t y 

to the t h i n g s t h e r e o f . A r t h u r c o n s i d e r s a l l o b j e c t s as 

d i s t i n c t and p e r f e c t as h i s s o l i d mandalas . H i s s imple 

p h i l o s o p h y , b l u r t e d out the day Waldo a c c o s t s him and 

h u m i l i a t e s them both i n the P u b l i c L i b r a r y , says " ' E v e r y b o d y ' s 

got to c o n c e n t r a t e on someth ing . Whether i t ' s a dog . O r , ' he 

b a b b l e d , 'or a g l a s s m a r b l e . Or a b r o t h e r , f o r i n s t a n c e . Or 

Our L o r d , l i k e M r s . P o u l t e r s a y s ' " (TSM, 192) . These prove 

the v e r y t h i n g s A r t h u r most p r i z e s throughout the book. But 

the most u n l i k e l y t h i n g s a l s o c a t c h h i s eye and c a p t u r e h i s 

a f f e c t i o n - - M r s . P o u l t e r ' s h a i r , f o r i n s t a n c e : "Warmed by the 

s u n , i t seemed to be l e a d i n g a l i f e of i t s own, l i k e some k i n d 

of s l e e p y a n i m a l " (TSM, 258) . In what i s by now a not 

u n r e c o g n i z a b l e l i t a n y , A r t h u r names those t h i n g s he knows as 

t r u e s t : " g r a i n i n wood, . . . bread broken r o u g h l y open, . . . 

cow-pats n e a t l y , f r e s h l y dropped" (TSM, 221) . These d o m e s t i c , 

r u s t i c t h i n g s a l l be long to the most e l e m e n t a l k i n d of l i f e — 

t h a t l i v e d on the l a n d . A r t h u r , u n l i k e Waldo, c h e r i s h e s 

d e c r e p i t o l d t h i n g s , whether they be h i s b r o t h e r or p i e c e s of 

f u r n i t u r e or the aged b lue dogs: he "sat , and might have 

c o n t i n u e d s i t t i n g , i n t h a t o l d l e a t h e r c h a i r w i t h the b u r s t 
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s e a t where mice had n e s t e d t h e o t h e r w i n t e r , t h e woodwork 

s c r a t c h e d by dogs r e a c h i n g up t o c l a i m r i g h t o f a f f e c t i o n . 

A r t h u r s a t i n t h e i r f a t h e r ' s c h a i r " (TSM, 1 7 ) . W e l l - w o r n , 

e v e r y d a y t h i n g s u r g e use and o n - g o i n g l i f e . 

The o n l y t h i n g s Waldo a p p e a r s t o have a f f e c t i o n f o r a r e 

an o l d i c y s a t i n d r e s s and f a n o f t h e i r m o t h e r ' s , w h i c h he 

d i g s o u t o f h i d i n g i n some c l o s e t , vamps a r o u n d i n and t h e n 

d i s c a r d s when t h e whole ensemble f a i l s t o r e t u r n t h e d e s i r e d 

r e f l e c t i o n t o him f r o m t h e m i r r o r . G l a s s y memory does n o t 

s e r v e Waldo w e l l . I n f a c t , a l l r e c o l l e c t i o n s o f f a m i l y l i f e 

f r o m t h e p a s t seem t o him p o i s o n e d . Waldo u s e s a most 

u n s a v o u r y image t o i l l u s t r a t e h i s contempt f o r h i s e c c e n t r i c 

r e l a t i o n s . 

A l l t h i s w h i l e t h e mutton f a t was 
c u r d l i n g r o u n d them i n s k e i n s , c l o g g i n g 
c o r n e r s , f i l l i n g b owls w i t h v e r d i g r i s 
t i n t s and s o f t w h i t e t o g r e y i s h f u r . You 
c o u l d n ' t be b o t h e r e d t o empty t h e m utton 
f a t o u t . L i k e a f a m i l y , i t was w i t h you 
a l w a y s . S e t . (TSM, 195) 

Waldo shows no s p e c i a l a w a r e n e s s o f o b j e c t s , e v e n of t h e books 

he p r e t e n d s t o r u m i n a t e o v e r . As a r e s u l t he l a c k s t h e 

i n s i g h t and h u m a n i t y t h a t h i s b r o t h e r d e r i v e s f r o m even t h e 

s i m p l e s t o f o b j e c t s . 

A n i m a l s , dogs i n p a r t i c u l a r , p l a y an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n 

The S o l i d M a n d a l a . Not s i n c e V Q S S have dogs been so 

a f f e c t i o n a t e l y p o r t r a y e d by W h i t e . The c o m i c c a n i n e a n t i c s o f 

Runt and S c r u f f y q u a i n t l y m i r r o r t h o s e o f t h e two o l d men 
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t h e i r m a s t e r s , e s p e c i a l l y of A r t h u r : 

Only the o l d p o t b e l l i e d dogs appeared 
c o n v i n c e d of the m i l d p l e a s u r e s they 
e n j o y e d , f r o l i c k i n g and f a r t i n g , though 
somewhat c r a n k y w i t h each o t h e r . One of 
t h e m - - R u n t - - l i f t e d h i s l e g on a seedy 
cabbage and a lmost o v e r b a l a n c e d . (TSM, 
18) 

Waldo, o b v i o u s l y too s o p h i s t i c a t e d to approve of the c a v o r t i n g 

o l d mut t s , d i s t r u s t s and d i s l i k e s them, wi th the r e s u l t t h a t 

' h i s ' dog d e s e r t s him for A r t h u r ' s a f f e c t i o n . S t i l l , Waldo 

b e l i e v e s h i m s e l f the master of a dog i n A r t h u r , who i s more 

than once r e f e r r e d to i n can ine t erms . "If A r t h u r had been, 

s a y , a dog , he might have touched the back of h i s head. That 

h a i r " (TSM, 21) . But Waldo c l a i m s to not b e l i e v e i n t o u c h i n g 

dogs because i t g i v e s them "a wrong sense of t h e i r own 

importance" (TSM, 21) . A r t h u r , however, does not h o l d - w i t h 

Waldo's h i e r a r c h y : he d e l i g h t s i n h i s dogs to the ex tent he 

would have them s l e e p wi th h im. As i n V o s s , dog comes to 

r e p r e s e n t l o v e , and Waldo, l i k e V o s s , r e j e c t s t h a t emot ion . 

There i s something about t h e i r r e l i a b l e , a f f e c t i o n a t e nature 

t h a t f r i g h t e n s h im. I t i s j u s t f o r t h i s reason t h a t Waldo 

d i s l i k e s D u l c i e a t f i r s t s i g h t : "She had the eyes , he saw, of 

c e r t a i n dogs , and he had never c a r e d for dogs . They were 

something to be f e a r e d , f or t h e i r t r e a c h e r y , or e l s e d e s p i s e d 

f o r s t u p i d i t y " (TSM, 86) . A r t h u r , on the o ther hand, 

c o n s i d e r s D u l c i e ' s d o g - l i k e n e s s a v i r t u e . " ' K i c k a dog, and 

h u r t y o u r s e l f " (TSM, 277) , as he in tones to Waldo. A r t h u r 
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h i m s e l f e x h i b i t s c e r t a i n c a n i n e and even bovine 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s from time to t i m e - - t h e s e b e i n g the an imal s he 

most admires and l o v e s . Not t h a t A r t h u r ever gets i n t o the 

h a b i t of p e r s o n i f y i n g them: he r e c o g n i z e s them as "only dogs" 

(TSM f 173) a f t e r a l l , and always responds to them on t h e i r own 

terms . The day A r t h u r f l e e s the house, l e a v i n g the dogs 

a f f e c t i o n a t e l e s s and a lone w i t h o n l y the corpse of Waldo, they 

take t h e i r g r i s l y revenge . Dogs prove no s u b s t i t u t e for the 

love den ied A r t h u r by h i s b r o t h e r . I n s t e a d , they end up 

d e v o u r i n g Waldo's impotent , consuming h a t r e d . 

Whereas A r t h u r r e l i e s upon h i s r e l a t i o n to h i s b r o t h e r 

and wi th t h i n g s l i k e an imal s and marbles to a r t i c u l a t e h i s 

b e i n g , Waldo, the b o o k i s h one, l ooks to words to say i t a l l . 

"Words were not i n A r t h u r ' s l i n e . I t was Waldo who c o l l e c t e d 

them, l i k e stamps or c o i n s . He made l i s t s of them. He r o l l e d 

them i n h i s mouth l i k e p o l i s h e d s tones" (TSM, 29) . A l t h o u g h 

A r t h u r s t r u g g l e s w i th words h i s whole l i f e t h r o u g h , he 

r e c o g n i z e s e a r l y t h a t "'Words are not what make you see '" 

(TSM, 51) . Waldo, the misunders tood would-be w r i t e r , f e e l s 

"They d i d not grasp the ex tent of h i s need to express some 

t h i n g . Otherwise how c o u l d he t r u l y say: I e x i s t " (TSM, 76) . 

L i k e E l y o t i n The L i v i n g and the Dead and p r e - H o l o c a u s t 

Mordeca i Himmelfarb i n R i d e r s , Waldo goes through l i f e 

c o n v i n c e d t h a t words are n e c e s s a r y to e x p r e s s i o n . But they 

a l s o p r o v i d e him wi th the r e q u i r e d d i s t a n c e between h i s 

s u p e r i o r s e l f and the i l l i t e r a t e s t h a t s u r r o u n d him on 
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T e r m i n u s Road. A r t h u r , by c o n t r a s t , c o n s i d e r s words p a l p a b l e 

b u t awkward o b j e c t s : "He had d i f f i c u l t y w i t h h i s words, 

c h e w i n g them t o e j e c t , b u t when he d i d , t h e r e t h e y s t o o d , 

s o l i d and f o r e v e r " (TSM, 1 9 ) . T h i s l i n g u i s t i c d i f f e r e n c e 

between t h e two b r o t h e r s g i v e s White a f o r u m f o r a i r i n g much 

of t h e p e r s o n a l d i s t r u s t f o r l a n g u a g e he a t t e m p t e d t o work 

t h r o u g h i n t h i s m i d d l e p e r i o d o f h i s w r i t i n g . 

V o s s , R i d e r s and M a n d a la a l l e x p l o r e words as u n w i e l d y , 

d e c e p t i v e t o o l s f o r s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n . Whereas E l y o t and Waldo 

(eve n White h i m s e l f ) — a s p i r i n g w r i t e r s a l l - - r e l y on l a n g u a g e 

t o e x p r e s s what i s i n them t o e x p r e s s , t h e more s p o n t a n e o u s , 

i n t u i t i v e c h a r a c t e r s l i k e T h e o d o r a Goodman, S t a n P a r k e r , Mary 

Hare and A r t h u r t u r n f r o m words a b o u t l i f e t o l i f e i t s e l f . 

L i k e V o s s , A r t h u r s e e s words as s t o n y . As he s a y s t o 

Waldo: 

' T e l l Mrs. Musto I'm c o n c e n t r a t i n g on 
words. The Word. But a l s o words t h a t a r e 
j u s t words. T h e r e ' s so many k i n d s . You 
c o u l d make n e c k l a c e s . B i g chunks o f 
words, f o r i n s t a n c e , and t h e s h i n y , 
p o l i s h e d o n e s . God . . . i s a k i n d o f 
s o r t o f r o c k c r y s t a l . ' (TSM, 81) 

Words a r e m o s t l y u n r e l i a b l e , r e s i s t a n t o b j e c t s t h a t c l o g up 

t h e mouth, making i t i m p o s s i b l e e v e r t o e x p r e s s o n e s e l f 

a d e q u a t e l y or a p p r o p r i a t e l y . 

The n a r r a t o r does have some f u n w i t h l a n g u a g e , e s p e c i a l l y 

d i f f e r e n t l a n g u a g e s . In t h i s c a s e , F r e n c h p r o v i d e s t h e 

s t u m b l i n g - b l o c k . W i t h r e f e r e n c e t o D u l c i e ' s h y s t e r i c s o v e r 
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t h e b o t t l e o f L'Amour de P a r i s she comes a c r o s s i n a Musto 

b a t h r o o m , she and A r t h u r m u l l o v e r t h e p r i c k l y p r o b l e m of 

t r a n s l a t i o n : "'You a r e r i g h t . . . Amour i s n o t t h e same as 

' Love.' Amour has a d i f f e r e n t s h a p e — a d i f f e r e n t m e a n i n g " ' 

(TSM, 1 0 4 ) . Language p r o v e s n o t o n l y a b a r r i e r t o t h o s e who 

a t t e m p t t o w i e l d i t w i t h i n a p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r a l framework, i t 

i s a l s o a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l b a r r i e r . F o r i n s t a n c e , Waldo and 

A r t h u r d i s a g r e e on t h e t o p i c o f w h i c h d i a l e c t o f E n g l i s h t o 

a d o p t : 

Waldo . . . p r e f e r r e d t o speak E n g l i s h 
b e c a u s e , he s a i d , i t had a b i g g e r 
v o c a b u l a r y . A r t h u r d i d n o t c a r e . Or he 
d i d . He d e v e l o p e d t h e h a b i t o f s p e a k i n g 
m o s t l y i n A u s t r a l i a n . He wanted t o be 
u n d e r s t o o d . He wanted them t o t r u s t him 
t o o . Waldo, he knew was s u s p i c i o u s o f 
men, t h o u g h Waldo h i m s e l f was i n c l i n e d t o 

• c a l l them A u s t r a l i a n s . (TSM, 212-213) 

Here White o u t l i n e s t h e dilemma he has f a c e d as a B r i t i s h -

e d u c a t e d A u s t r a l i a n w r i t e r . Words a r e used as weapons by 

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

h i m s e l f a b o v e , w h i l e f o r A r t h u r words r e p r e s e n t an u n a v o i d a b l e 

means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n w i t h t h o s e u n f o r t u n a t e enough t o need 

them. 

And so A r t h u r , t h e n a t u r a l , t h e p h y s i c a l , t h e one c l o s e 

t o t h i n g s , redeems Waldo t h e p r e t e n t i o u s , t h e c e r e b r a l , t h e 

one who d e n i e s l i f e i n i t s many f o r m s . R i g h t f r o m t h e 

b e g i n n i n g o f e a c h o f t h e b r o t h e r s ' s e c t i o n s , d i f f e r e n c e s i n 

d i c t i o n and s y n t a x p r o v i d e c l u e s t o t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l 
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t e mperaments. Waldo's s e c t i o n opens w i t h h i s d r y , b o s s y , o l d -

m a i d i s h a d m o n i t i o n t o A r t h u r : " ' P u t on y o u r c o a t , and w e ' l l go 

f o r a walk . . . O t h e r w i s e y o u ' l l s i t h e r e b r o o d i n g ' " (TSM, 

1 7 ) . D u t y and common s e n s e d i c t a t e t h e r o u g h manner i n w h i c h 

Waldo p i l e s A r t h u r i n t o h i s c o a t and s e t s h i s c a p upon h i s 

hea d . The two a r e h e r e s e p a r a t e , d i s t i n c t o l d men, h e l d 

t o g e t h e r s e e m i n g l y by h a b i t a l o n e . In c o n t r a s t , warm, f u z z y 

t o n e s open A r t h u r ' s s e c t i o n : 

In t h e b e g i n n i n g t h e r e was t h e s e a o f 
s l e e p o f s u c h b l u e i n w h i c h t h e y l a y 
t o g e t h e r w i t h i c e d c a k e s and t h e f r a g m e n t s 
of g l a s s n e s t i n g i n e a c h o t h e r ' s arms t h e 
f u r r y waves o f s l e e p n u z z l i n g a t them l i k e 
a n i m a l s . (TSM, 209) 

Here a l l i s c o z y , s l e e p y , womb-secure. I t i s a p r i m o r d i a l 

s c e n e A r t h u r remembers, o f w h i c h t h e b a s i c e l e m e n t s a r e t h e 

s e a and a n i m a l s . E v e n t h e words sound s o f t and s n u g g l y i n 

k e e p i n g w i t h A r t h u r ' s f i r s t r e c o l l e c t i o n of h i m s e l f and h i s 

b r o t h e r , u n i f i e d , p e r h a p s e v e n b e f o r e b i r t h . F o r a l l t h e 

c o n f l i c t between them, e a c h i s c o n t a i n e d , m a n d a l i c - l i k e , i n 

t h e o t h e r . D u a l , i n d i v i d u a l , and s e p a r a t e t h e y a r e a l s o one; 

t o g e t h e r t h e y f o r m a mandala, t o g e t h e r t h e i r s t o r i e s f o r m t h i s 

n o v e l , a mandala, and t o g e t h e r t h e i r two h a l v e s o f a house 

d i v i d e d a l s o f o r m a m a n d a l a — s o l i d mandalas a l l . 
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F o u n d a t i o n f o r A u s t r a l i a n L i t e r a r y S t u d i e s , 1979) , p . 74. 

1 7 W i l l i a m Walsh , " P a t r i c k W h i t e ' s V i s i o n of Human 
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Readings i n Commonmwealth L i t e r a t u r e , e d . W i l l i a m Walsh 
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2 0 I am r e l u c t a n t to i n s i s t on the C h r i s t imagery , 

a l t h o u g h , a d m i t t e d l y , i t seems to be q u i t e obvious here— 

e s p e c i a l l y as t h i s n o v e l f o l l o w s R i d e r s i n the C h a r i o t , i n 

which H i m m e l f a r b ' s immolat ion p r o v i d e s the n o v e l ' s c l i m a c t i c 

s cene . 



Body 

The l i f e i s more than meat, and the body 
is more than raiment.—Luke 12: 23 

I was given by chance t h i s human body so 
d i f f i c u l t to wear.—No play 

This l i f e we prize so much, i t i s only to 
do with the conjugation of a verb. 
— Z u l f i k a r Ghose 
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E a c h human body i s a complex, i d i o s y n c r a t i c , o r g a n i c 

mechanism w h i c h a b s o r b s n u t r i e n t s f r o m a i r , w ater and f o o d , i n 

a d d i t i o n t o l e s s q u a n t i f i a b l e e l e m e n t s l i k e i d e a s and 

s e n s a t i o n s , u t i l i z e s — a n d i n so d o i n g t r a n s f o r m s — t h e m , and 

t h e n r e t u r n s them t o t h e w o r l d . T h i s i n t r i c a t e i n / o u t b a l a n c e 

goes on c o u n t l e s s t i m e s e a c h d a y w i t h m e c h a n i c a l p r e c i s i o n . 

Y e t d e s p i t e - - o r p e r h a p s b e c a u s e o £--its i n s i s t e n t p h y s l c a l i t y , 

t h e body p r o v e s a l l t o o v u l n e r a b l e . S u b j e c t a s i t i s t o 

u n t o l d v a g a r i e s o f c i r c u m s t a n c e and e n v i r o n m e n t , i t i s t h e 

m e r e s t s e c o n d , t h e t h i n n e s t h a i r ' s - b r e a d t h t h a t c a n s e p a r a t e 

t h e body f r o m i t s . l i f e . S t i l l , i t i s a l l any o f us has t o 

wear. Body i s t h e p h y s i c a l a s p e c t o f our e s s e n t i a l s e l f , s o 

a l t h o u g h i t o c c a s i o n a l l y l e t s us down, we c o n t i n u e u n c e a s i n g l y 

t o groom i t , hone i t , t r u s t i n i t and r e v e r e i t . 

Body s h a p e s t h e way we p h y s i c a l l y i n t e r a c t w i t h t h e 

w o r l d . I t i s b o t h b a r r i e r t o and l i n k w i t h t h e t e e m i n g l i f e 

a r o u n d us, d i c t a t i n g t h a t w h i l e a l i v e we c a n n e v e r f u l l y merge 

w i t h t h e t h i n g s o f t h e w o r l d , y e t a l s o e n s u r i n g t h a t we have 

as r i c h an e n c o u n t e r as p o s s i b l e w i t h them. E a c h body i s as 

u n i q u e as e a c h e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e w o r l d : an i n d i v i d u a l 

c o l l e c t i o n o f f l u i d , m u s c l e s and s i n e w s d i c t a t e s how a p e r s o n 

p e r c e i v e s h i s or h e r e n v i r o n m e n t . They come down t o bone, 

f i n a l l y , and v i s c e r a - - a l l our l o f t y i d e a s a b o u t o u r s e l v e s and 

our p l a c e i n t h e scheme o f t h i n g s . Body and w o r l d a r e 

m u t u a l l y d e p e n d e n t : body i s f i r s t aware o f i t s e l f a s e x i s t i n g 

o n l y by means o f i t s s u r r o u n d i n g s , and t h e w o r l d o n l y becomes 
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r e a l f o r us once our b o d i e s become c o n s c i o u s o f t h e i r own 

autonomous e x i s t e n c e . N e i t h e r i s v i a b l e w i t h o u t t h e o t h e r . 

Body e x i s t s i n b o t h t i m e and s p a c e ; i t i s f i r m l y r o o t e d 

i n t h e t e r r e s t r i a l , t h e t e m p o r a l and t h e f i n i t e . L i k e t r e e i t 

t e n d s t o grow s t r a i g h t upwards and o u t , and l i k e house i t b o t h 

i n h a b i t s and i s i n h a b i t e d . Body r e m a i n s t h e most a n i m a l p a r t 

o f a l l o f u s , d e l i g h t i n g and e m b a r r a s s i n g us i n t u r n . 

A l t h o u g h common t o e v e r y o n e , body r e m a i n s an i n t e n s e l y 

p e r s o n a l and p r i v a t e l a n d s c a p e , t o be mapped o n l y by t h e s e l f 

or a few c h o i c e o t h e r s . 

No m a t t e r how e u p h e m i s t i c we would l i k e t o be a b o u t t h e 

human body, we a r e b r o u g h t back t o e a r t h a g a i n and a g a i n . To 

c i t e M o n t a i g n e : " S i t s he on n e v e r so h i g h a t h r o n e , a man 

s t i l l s i t s on h i s b o t t o m . " What i s t h e body but f l e s h and 

b l o o d , v i s c e r a f u n c t i o n i n g i n s y s t e m s , t h e whole a q u i v e r w i t h 

s e n s a t i o n s ? Body i s a l s o warm and s u p p l e , d y n amic and e v e r -

c h a n g i n g , a l t h o u g h u l t i m a t e l y s u b j e c t t o d e a t h and d e c a y . I t s 

d e s i g n seems t o have been b a s e d on t h e number two: t h e number 

of e y e s , e a r s , l u n g s , k i d n e y s , g e n i t a l s , b r e a s t s , arms, hands, 

l e g s and f e e t a t t e s t t o t h e b i n a r y n a t u r e o f t h e body. 

M o r e o v e r , t h e p h y s i c a l c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f t h e body a l s o s u g g e s t s 

f o u r : c o n s i d e r t h e human p h y s i q u e i n terms o f l e f t and r i g h t 

s i d e s , u p p e r and l o w e r h a l v e s or n o r t h - s o u t h - e a s t - w e s t p o i n t s . 

The body e a s i l y c o n f o r m s , s p r e a d - e a g l e d , t o t h e shape o f an X 

o r , arms a l o n e e x t e n d e d , t o t h e shape o f a f . J o i n t h e f o u r 

p o i n t s o f t h e X or t h e f and you have a b a s i c mandala w i t h a 
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human being at the centre instead of a god. But what i s i t in 

tal k i n g about the fleshy human form that causes us to leap 

from the physical to the philosophical? It i s d i f f i c u l t to 

st i c k with the corporeal s e l f alone for very long altogether. 

In any discussion about the human frame the un-physical 

i s bound to creep i n . Just as we talk about sensory organs 

and body parts in terms of binary and quaternary systems, so 

too does the vocabulary we use in describing the human figure 

a t t a i n to multiple meanings. This i s because i t i s r a r e l y 

possible to refer to the body alone without also including 

some of the rest of the whole person. To is o l a t e the body for 

purposes of discussion we might just as well talk about a 

corpse; the human shape includes not only i t s anatomy but i t s 

mind, emotions and s p i r i t as well. Thus, to say a person has 

heart i s to suggest not just the v i t a l , pulsing organ located 

in his or her chest, but i t i s also to imply that s/he has 

some compassion and generosity. It i s these unverifiable 

q u a l i t i e s which set people apart from the animals they 

otherwise so c l e a r l y p h y s i c a l l y resemble. Body keeps the 

individual earthbound, while the soul i t houses reaches ever 

upwards and out of i t s f r a g i l e s h e l l . One i s not greater than 

the other: r e l a t i o n s between the two are interdependent— 

symbiotic, even. Each nourishes and balances the other: soul 

makes i t s material half seem greater than i t i s , while body, 

at least u n t i l i t s f i n a l f a i l u r e , keeps soul tethered close to 

the ground. While yet a l i v e , we can never escape th e i r j o i n t 
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tyranny: we are always both more and l e s s than the sum of the 

two. 

Looking beyond the noun 'body,' which r e f e r s s t r i c t l y to 

the m a t e r i a l or c o r p o r e a l s t a t e of man, we see t h a t the word 

boasts a l a r g e number of a s s o c i a t i o n s . Used i n a phrase l i k e 

"John's body," the word i m p l i e s 'corpse.' But 'body' can a l s o 

be used to denote the p r i n c i p a l p a r t of some s t r u c t u r e or 

company--the 'corporate body,' say--or i t can r e f e r to a 

compact q u a n t i t y or s y s t e m a t i c c o l l e c t i o n of s o m e t h i n g — l i k e a 

'body of i n f o r m a t i o n ' - - o r to a group of people i n an organized 

s o c i e t y — a 'body p o l i t i c , ' f o r example. 'Body' may a l s o 

suggest the s u b s t a n t i a l q u a l i t y of something, as i n ' f u l l -

bodied wine.' Above a l l , body connotes r e a l i t y : substance, as 

opposed to r e p r e s e n t a t i o n or shadow--an e n t i t y t h a t f u n c t i o n s 

as the agent or cause of phenomena. Body can be used 

m e t a p h o r i c a l l y to r e f e r to t h a t church of which C h r i s t i s 

head, and s y m b o l i c a l l y to the bread used to c e l e b r a t e the 

sacrament of the Lord's Supper ("Take, eat, f o r t h i s i s my 

body which was given f o r you"). 'Body' a l s o f u n c t i o n s as a 

t r a n s i t i v e verb meaning to i n c a r n a t e ("embody"), to give 

c o n s i s t e n c e or s t r e n g t h t o , or to draw up or form i n t o a body, 

as i n 'body f o r t h . ' As suggested e a r l i e r , i t remains 

v i r t u a l l y impossible to keep the realm of the n o n - p h y s i c a l 

from i n t r u d i n g i n t o the primary, p u r e l y p h y s i c a l meaning of 

the word 'body. 1 



230 

1. 

W h i t e a n B o d i e s 

Human b e i n g s p o s s e s s f i v e v e r i f i a b l e s e n s e s b y means o f 

w h i c h we e x p e r i e n c e t h e w o r l d . W h e r e a s a n i m a l s d e p e n d m a i n l y 

u p o n o l f a c t i o n a n d h e a r i n g t o p r o v i d e t h e m w i t h a s e n s e o f 

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

o r most k e e n l y d e v e l o p e d , w h i c h i s t h e p r i m a r y s e n s e i n 

p e o p l e . A l t h o u g h we a l s o r e l y on t h e o t h e r f o u r t o v a r y i n g 

d e g r e e s , t h e y a r e n o t w e l l e n o u g h a d a p t e d t o a l e r t us t o much 

more t h a n what i s f a i r l y c l o s e a t h a n d . P e o p l e l i v e i n a 

n a r r o w w o r l d , a s s u m i n g o r g u e s s i n g m u c h , h a v i n g s o m e t i m e s t o 

r e l y u p o n i n t u i t i o n — t h a t s l i p p e r y s i x t h s e n s e t h e y a r e n e v e r 

e n t i r e l y s u r e t h e y p o s s e s s . We h a v e come t o d e p e n d a good 

d e a l u p o n m e c h a n i c a l d e v i c e s f o r i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e w o r l d . 

W h i l e t h e s e p r o v i d e t h e a n s w e r s t o many o f t h e q u e s t i o n s 

humans p o s e d a y b y d a y , t h e y a l s o t e n d t o a t r o p h y o u r s e n s e s , 

s u b s t i t u t i n g m e c h a n i s t i c a l l y d e r i v e d f a c t s f o r s e n s u a l l y 

v e r i f i a b l e k n o w l e d g e a n d l e a v i n g no r o o m f o r f u r t h e r 

d e v e l o p i n g o u r a l r e a d y t i m i d e x t r a s e n s e . The t e c h n o l o g y we 

u s e d e n i e s t h e e l e m e n t o f m y s t e r y i n t h e w o r l d , w h i l e o u r 

i n t u i t i o n — w h e n e v e r we g i v e i t f r e e r e i n — a f f i r m s i t . T h i s 

d e b a s i n g o f t h e o t h e r - w o r l d l y , a n d o u r i n c r e a s i n g i n c a p a c i t y 

f o r e x p e r i e n c i n g i t , i s what P a t r i c k W h i t e a d d r e s s e s i n h i s 

f i c t i o n . He i n s i s t s upon t h e e s s e n t i a l u n k n o w a b i l i t y , t h e 
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lack of ce r t a i n t y about things in general and, in commenting 

upon s p e c i f i c objects (among which numbers body), he attempts 

to relocate that mystery back to within our sensual grasp. It 

i s possible, he asserts, to know things through ourselves and 

our senses, to so attune the body that a l l senses resonate 

with the tenor of things. But can we withstand the impact of 

so much feeling? Not to attempt to do so, counters White, i s 

to lead the l i f e of the l i v i n g dead. The mysterious, the 

ineffa b l e , i s not out there but within, and we can only ever 

know i t through our senses, p a r t i c u l a r l y through i n t u i t i o n — 

the most eccentric one. Body remains the ultimate link 

between us and our consciousness of the world; i t acts as 

hinge between human beings and th e i r environment. 

A capacity for metamorphosis i s one of the i n t r i n s i c 

q u a l i t i e s of body—indeed, of l i f e in general. Throughout 

people's l i v e s t h e i r bodies change as a matter of course. 

White frequently taps t h i s a b i l i t y and pushes i t to the l i m i t . 

Since body i s but one part of a vast whole of which the many 

other parts are capable of taking on a vari e t y of forms, White 

blurs the d i s t i n c t i o n between the parts, borrowing q u a l i t i e s 

from one and granting them to another. The r e s u l t i s a 

constant s h i f t i n g of ground. Bodies in White's work undergo 

astonishing metamorphoses, frequently adopting the l y r i c a l 

q u a l i t i e s of water or music, or the s t i l t e d positions of wood 

or metal. Body seems to take on texture which conforms to the 

state of i t s soul. Not that woodenness, for example, 
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necessarily implies an unworthy soul. Theodora Goodman i s 

more than once pronounced s t i c k - l i k e , yet she i s d e f i n i t e l y 

one of White's more sympathetic and redemptive characters. As 

with everything in White's f i c t i o n , the textures of existence 

are ambivalent in nature; neither wholly good nor bad, they 

exi s t in the t w i l i t area somewhere in between. Thus, 

characters' bodies evolve continuously in White's novels. 

Body begins to come into i t s own with the publication of 

The Solid Mandala. Here Waldo and e s p e c i a l l y Arthur scratch, 

burp and f a r t t h e i r way through the text. Body suddenly 

becomes intensely physical in that novel and in the two which 

follow i t , namely The Vivisector and The Eye of the Storm. 

Neither Hurtle Du f f i e l d nor Elizabeth Hunter makes a very 

savoury specimen, the former unkempt and d e l i b e r a t e l y s c o f f i n g 

at s o c i a l n i c e t i e s l i k e p r e s e n t a b i l i t y , the l a t t e r a feeble 

old woman by the time the reader gets to meet her, formerly 

impeccably groomed but presently not in complete control of 

either her f a c u l t i e s or her bodily functions. From slobbering 

Arthur in Mandala to hunch-backed Rhoda and nymphomaniacal 

Nance in Vivisector to las c i v i o u s L i z Hunter in Eye, body 

proves i n s i s t e n t l y physical. These three novels in pa r t i c u l a r 

see White focusing on the cruder aspects of the body. Peter 

Beatson's idea i s that White's studied "concentration upon the 

ug l i e r aspects of the body, and the choice of misshapen or 

ugly characters, may stem, at least at one l e v e l , from the 

b e l i e f that i t i s t h i s aspect of the f l e s h , and not i t s 
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p e r f e c t i o n , t h a t i s the most apt emblem f o r t h e c o n d i t i o n of 

t h e 'descended' s o u l . " 1 In o t h e r words, i t s n e c e s s a r y 

i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h the body makes the s o u l v u l n e r a b l e . Some 

c r i t i c s c o m p l a i n t h a t White d e l i b e r a t e l y r e d u c e s the p h y s i c a l 

t o i t s most u n l o v e l y s t a t e , but i t seems t h a t h i s b e l i e f i n 

t h e body's e s s e n t i a l h o m e l i n e s s goes hand i n hand w i t h h i s 

e q u a l i n s i s t e n c e upon the r e p u l s i v e i n l i f e . Mandala, 

V i v i s e c t o r and Eve not o n l y d e p i c t l e s s t h a n a p p e t i z i n g f l e s h , 

t h e y a l s o c o n c e n t r a t e upon the seamier a s p e c t s of l i f e i t s e l f , 

l i k e garbage, bowls of mouldy mutton f a t , used condoms and 

a n i m a l c o r p s e s t h a t wash up on the beach. The l i v i n g body, 

White seems t o s u g g e s t , l i e s j u s t t h i s s i d e of i n e v i t a b l e 

decay. Indeed, by v i r t u e of t h e f a c t i t e x i s t s , body 

n e c e s s a r i l y p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the i n e s c a p a b l e c o r r u p t i o n around 

i t . 
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2. 

Body Language 

Body p r o v i d e s great o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r waxing m e t a p h o r i c a l . 

There e x i s t s an e n t i r e v o c a b u l a r y t h a t d e a l s with the body, 

which the w r i t e r s of the B i b l e were among the f i r s t to 

e x p l o r e . The New Testament i n p a r t i c u l a r l i k e n s the body to 

the temple of God, to the s o u l made p h y s i c a l . Long gone were 

the l u s t y , v i g o r o u s days of David and Solomon, when men c o u l d 

l i v e f u l l y the l i f e of the f l e s h and a l s o give God His due. 

With the Gospels s t a r t s the down-playing of the p h y s i c a l . 

C h r i s t admonishes h i s f o l l o w e r s to g i v e l i t t l e heed to what 

they w i l l eat or wear; conc e n t r a t e i n s t e a d , He exhorts them, 

on the i n n e r , s p i r i t u a l l i f e . The example of C h r i s t Himself 

r e d e f i n e s body a l t o g e t h e r . For He r e p r e s e n t s the Word made 

F l e s h , u n l i k e Adam, who was formed from c l a y . Yet o r i g i n a l 

humanity, too, sprang from the Word: i n those e a r l y days God 

had but to w i l l something, and i t was so. S t i l l , C h r i s t f i r s t 

i n t r o d u c e d the r e v o l u t i o n a r y idea of I n c a r n a t i o n and i t s 

attendant n o t i o n s of t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n and communion to 

language. But i f C h r i s t i s God i n the f l e s h , how then can 

mere mortal people be expected to d e a l with what t h i s i m p l i e s 

f o r t h e i r own l i v e s ? Only through the i n t e r m e d i a r y of C h r i s t 

the androgynous man-god, who b r i d g e s these d i s p a r a t e p o l e s of 

e x i s t e n c e , can humankind r e c o n c i l e i t s e l f to i t s v a s t d i s t a n c e 
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from the godhead and understand t h a t there Is as much of the 

godly i n i t as there i s of the human i n God. 

P a t r i c k White's men and women flound e r between the two 

extremes. Ever conscious of t h e i r i n a b i l i t y t o measure up, to 

transcend t h e i r earthbound c o n d i t i o n , the questers l i k e 

Theodora, Stan, Voss and Laura, the four c h a r i o t e e r s , A r t h u r , 

H u r t l e , E l i z a b e t h , E l l e n , E ddie/Eadie and Alex Gray from 

Memoirs remain o n l y too aware of the gap between t h e i r 

imperfect s e l v e s and t h e i r l o f t y a s p i r a t i o n s . But as Beatson 

p o i n t s out, "The essence of i n c a r n a t i o n i s t h a t i t i s a 

d e f e c t i o n from p e r f e c t i o n . " 2 I n c a r n a t i o n n e c e s s a r i l y i m p l i e s 

i m p e r f e c t i o n , which f o r P a t r i c k White i s never a negative 

s t a t e . Beatson a g a i n : 

P a t r i c k White never l o s e s s i g h t of the 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t h a t the f l e s h makes t o the 
d e s t i n y of the Word . . . he does i n s i s t 
t h a t the only path to s a l v a t i o n l i e s i n 
a c c e p t i n g a l l the i m p l i c a t i o n s of the 
s o u l ' s foster-home or p r i s o n i n c a r n a l i t y 
. . . . The s o u l must flow out through 
the organism and i n t o the phenomenal 
world, j u s t as the One emanates i n t o the 
Many, and experience t o t a l l y the 
c o n d i t i o n s of m a t t e r . 3 

The f l e s h t u r n s out to be no l i a b i l i t y but a b l e s s i n g . Those 

l i k e Voss who look f o r s a l v a t i o n by denying the importance of 

the f l e s h d i s c o v e r t h a t i t i s on l y by embracing the o f f e n s i v e , 

u n r e l i a b l e f l e s h and e x p e r i e n c i n g a l l there i s t h a t men and 

women complete themselves. Oddly enough, the road to u n i t y i n 

P a t r i c k White's u n i v e r s e l i e s b r o a d l y through the f l e s h . 



236 

In f a c t the body, d e s p i t e i t s sometimes d i s g r a c e f u l 

moments, seems most emblematic of our t r u e s t a t u s i n the 

world. For t h i s reason Beatson c a l l s White an i n v e r t e d 

P l a t o n i s t , going on to e x p l a i n t h a t " e a r t h l y beauty, l i k e 

s u c c e s s , i s an end i n i t s e l f and may be s p i r i t u a l l y l i m i t i n g , 

while d e c r e p i t u d e , l i k e f a i l u r e , has an u n e a r t h l y t e l e o l o g y . " 4 

Redemption presupposes f a i l u r e ; people work t h e i r way to grace 

through what they have been g i v e n — n a m e l y , t h e i r f l e s h y , 

d e f e c t i v e s e l v e s . By the same token, those who r e l y o n l y upon 

the p h y s i c a l are a l s o incomplete. Witness the shallow, 

m a t e r i a l i s t i c Misses Courtney, F l a c k and J o l l e y . S t i l l , as 

Beatson charges: "The Word must, i n every sense, be absorbed 

i n t o and express i t s e l f through the f l e s h . B i o l o g y cannot be 

s h i r k e d . " 3 And who would want to? Even Voss r e l u c t a n t l y 

comes to enjoy some of the p l e a s u r e s the body pe r m i t s . 

Language, l i k e body, a l s o serves to i n c a r n a t e i d e a s . 

Words make d e f i n i t e — w i t h i n 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 

the ' r e a l ' — u n f o r m e d n o t i o n s . F i g u r a t i v e language i n 

p a r t i c u l a r works to embody thoughts. W i l l i a m York T i n d a l l 

o f f e r s the l i t e r a r y symbol as an example of j u s t t h i s tendency 

of language to i n c a r n a t e the i n d e f i n i t e : 

The l i t e r a r y symbol, which presents 
knowledge of i t s own r e a l i t y , may not 
communicate t h i s knowledge, but by i t s 
form, which corresponds i n q u a l i t y t o a 
nature of t h i n g s , c r e a t e s i t . In so f a r 
as we apprehend the form we too are 
informed . . . i t serves to d i s c o v e r the 
r e a l i t y i t shapes . . . [ i t i s ] not . . . 
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a way of knowing but of embodying 
awareness or of conceiving in the sense of 
becoming f i l l e d with or pregnant. 6 

Words are analogous to form or body, and the concepts they 

represent are analogous to content or idea. Words would be 

l i f e l e s s were i t not for the fact that the objects to which 

they refer animate them. As i t i s , words are mostly symbolic, 

embodying as they do both thoughts and fee l i n g s . Whereas 

symbol implies containment, other l i t e r a r y figures l i k e 

metaphor imply equivalence. Language in general, however, 

l i k e words, subscribes to the p r i n c i p l e of containment, shaped 

by the two variables of s i g n i f i e r and s i g n i f i e d . 

Incarnation and embodiment focus d i r e c t l y upon the l i f e 

of the body, demonstrating that sheer i n t e l l e c t or 

s p i r i t u a l i t y or p h y s i c a l i t y are i n s u f f i c i e n t to the best 

interests of the whole being. White explores the body as an 

entire language system which expresses not only the obvious, 

outer s e l f , but also the i n f i n i t e l y more subtle inner l i f e . 

Beatson agrees: "every part of the human body becomes a 

speaking symbol for emotional, moral or s p i r i t u a l states. The 

body i s the most important of the various language systems . . . 

through which White gives expression to the f l i c k e r i n g s of the 

inner l i f e . " ' 7 He evolves an entire vocabulary of physical t i c s 

which signal much more about character than verbal statements 

about them could. The language of movement and being permits 

even i n a r t i c u l a t e characters to express a good deal about 
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themselves. 

Gestures, e s p e c i a l l y those made by the hands, speak 

volumes about c h a r a c t e r s . White focuses most f r e q u e n t l y on 

hands ( p a r t i c u l a r l y on the h a i r y backs of men's hands), on the 

c r o t c h e s of pursy gentlemen and on eyes. Touch i s , as we have 

seen, a much more p e r f e c t means of communication than speaking 

or w r i t i n g : i t i s how c h a r a c t e r s such as Theodora and Arthur 

best r e v e a l themselves. Because to them much of l i f e i s 

i n e f f a b l e , they t h e r e f o r e l i t e r a l l y f e e l t h e i r way through i t , 

t r u s t i n g t o t h e i r senses to d e l i v e r what i s otherwise too 

p r e c i o u s t o e n t r u s t to i n a c c u r a t e , u n r e l i a b l e words. Yet none 

of these c h a r a c t e r s c o u l d i n any wise be c o n s i d e r e d 

s p i r i t u a l l y d e f e c t i v e , e i t h e r . Rather, t h e i r l i f e l o n g quest 

c o n c e n t r a t e s on f i n d i n g the balance between the p h y s i c a l 

and the s p i r i t u a l , and a r t i c u l a t i n g i t i n non-verbal ways. 

Communion/communication are thoroughly e x p l o r e d as 

i n t e r r e l a t e d themes f i r s t i n Voss, then i n Eye, and f i n a l l y i n 

A F r i n g e of Leaves. E a t i n g and speaking o v e r l a p as f u n c t i o n s 

i n these three n o v e l s , to the extent t h a t i t i s p o s s i b l e t o 

view e a t i n g as a s i g n i f i c a n t s t r u c t u r a l p a t t e r n i n a l l of 

them. 8 I t i s a l s o v e r y u s e f u l to c o n s i d e r e a t i n g as a kind of 

dramatic focus l i n k e d to other a c t i v i t i e s l i k e sex and death. 

Voss's f i n a l meal, a mass of s o r t s , serves as Extreme U n c t i o n : 

h i s beheading q u i c k l y f o l l o w s . E l l e n Roxburgh's p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

i n the c a n n i b a l r i t e s of her c a p t o r s — a mass of another s o r t — 

h e l ps her transcend her b a s i c d i s g u s t with the p h y s i c a l . And 
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The Eve of the Storm teems with examples of o r a l l y fixated 

characters and of food used as blackmail, as prelude to sexual 

encounters and as power. In a l l of these novels there are 

those characters who munch as well as those who refuse the 

feast. Whether the l i p s of ravenous personae part in order to 

ingest food, to receive the body of Christ or to utter sounds, 

they p a r t i c i p a t e in a r i t u a l communion/communication. Both 

food and words share s i m i l a r l y substantial q u a l i t i e s in 

White's f i c t i o n . 

The Gospels offer the adage that man does not l i v e by 

bread alone but by every word which proceeds from the Father. 

Patrick White mostly disagrees. Whereas words are exalted by 

characters l i k e Elyot Standish, Waldo Brown and the pre-

Holcaust Mordecai Himmelfarb, they turn to stone in the mouths 

of more searching, sensitive souls l i k e Stan Parker and Mary 

Hare. White the writer's unresolved dilemma l i e s in tr y i n g to 

reconcile his basic d i s t r u s t of words as b i t s of disembodied 

i n t e l l e c t with his equal fear of and respect for t h e i r 

s u b s t a n t i a l i t y . Thus he wavers between characters who l i v e 

t h e i r l i v e s through language, and those who never manage to 

get the hang of them. One issue White does resolve i s that i t 

Is not f l e s h but words which represent us in our f a l l e n state: 

what i s needed i s to restore f l e s h to language in order to 

r e a l i g n subject and object, body and soul. We l i v e by bread 

as much as we l i v e by ideas; the two are inseparable. 

White concentrates almost exclusively upon the physical in 
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The Eye of the Storm: the s u b j e c t of words gets s h o r t s h r i f t , 

except, of course, t h a t there are so many of them i n t h i s 

l e n g t h y n o v e l . So t h i s i s a p h y s i c a l , s u b s t a n t i a l p i e c e of 

work i n the l i t e r a l sense as w e l l : a l l a r t i f a c t s a r e . The 

novel i n ge n e r a l can be seen as a body of language arranged i n 

n a r r a t i v e form. Body i s , i n f a c t , an a p p r o p r i a t e s t r u c t u r a l 

p r i n c i p l e i n terms of which t o view the n o v e l . A c c o r d i n g to 

Peter Brooks i n Reading f o r the P l o t , f o r example, r e a d i n g i s 

i t s e l f a kind of d e s i r e which spurs readers on through the 

p l o t , devouring page a f t e r page i n t h e i r l u s t f o r an end to 

the t a l e . In f a c t , the ve r y nature of n a r r a t i v e demands t h a t 

i t consume i t s e l f "as i t p r o j e c t s i t s e l f forward, r e t r a c t i n g 

as i t extends, c a l l i n g f o r i t s end from i t s b e g i n n i n g . " 9 

Consumed and consuming, n a r r a t i v e betrays i t s e l f as the d e s i r e 

of the n a r r a t o r t o t e l l and t o be heard, and of the reader to 

gorge on a l l t h a t the s t o r y p r o v i d e s . 

N a r r a t i v e s p o r t r a y the motors of 
d e s i r e t h a t d r i v e and consume t h e i r p l o t s , 
and they a l s o l a y bare the nature of 
n a r r a t i o n as a form of human d e s i r e : the 
need to t e l l as a primary human d r i v e t h a t 
seeks t o seduce and to subjugate the 
l i s t e n e r , t o i m p l i c a t e him i n the t h r u s t 
of a d e s i r e t h a t never can q u i t e speak i t s 
name—never can q u i t e come to the p o i n t — 
but t h a t i n s i s t s on speaking over and over 
again i t s movement toward t h a t name. x o 

The language of the e r o t i c i s never f a r from the voc a b u l a r y of 

consumption; the a c t of r e a d i n g can i n f a c t be seen as 

analogous t o the sexual a c t where there i s p e r f e c t , mutual 
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i n t i m a c y b e t w e e n r e a d e r a n d r e a d . 

The n o v e l , t h e n , i s n o t s i m p l y a n a r t o b j e c t . I t i s a n 

o b j e c t o f d e s i r e w h i c h l e a d s t o a k i n d o f c o n s u m m a t i o n b e t w e e n 

i t a n d t h e r e a d e r . The n o v e l i s a n o b j e c t t o be c o n s u m e d , a n 

a r t i c l e o f commerce t r a d e d i n s i l e n t t r a n s a c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e 

a u t h o r a n d t h e r e a d e r / c o n s u m e r . F i n a l l y , t h e n o v e l i s a n 

o b j e c t w h i c h s h a r e s i t s e l f w i t h t h e r e a d e r i n a p r i v a t e 

communion c e r e m o n y , a n d w h i c h a l s o l e n d s i t s e l f t o be s h a r e d 

among many . R e a d i n g c a n be summed up a s a n a c t i v i t y i n w h i c h 

t h e d e s i r e t o l i s t e n , t o f e a s t a n d t o c o m m u n i c a t e p l a y s a 

l a r g e r o l e . A n a l o g o u s l y , w r i t i n g c a n be s e e n a s a n a c t i v i t y 

i n d u c e d b y t h e d e s i r e t o t e l l , t o d i s g o r g e a n d t o c o m m u n i c a t e . 

I n e a c h c a s e , t h e l a n g u a g e u s e d t o d e s c r i b e r e a d i n g , w r i t i n g 

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

J u s t a s i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o t a l k a b o u t t h e b o d y a l o n e w i t h o u t 

r e f e r e n c e t o i t s n o n - p h y s i c a l a s p e c t s s o t o o d o e s t h e same 

h o l d f o r t h e n o v e l : i t i s p h y s i c a l b u t a l s o n o t , j u s t l i k e t h e 

b o d y . The n o v e l i t s e l f i s s o m e t h i n g o f a c a n n i b a l ; i t b o a s t s 

a h i s t o r y o f h a v i n g g o b b l e d up f e a t u r e s f r o m o t h e r a r t f o r m s 

s u c h a s d r a m a , p o e t r y , m u s i c a n d t h e v i s u a l a r t s . C o n s i d e r 

t h e n , t h e n o v e l a s b o d y : a n a m o r p h o u s , f l e x i b l e , o r g a n i c f o r m 

t h a t manages t o s e d u c e a n d t o n o u r i s h i n t u r n . I t i s a 

p r i v a t e , i n t i m a t e p e e p - s h o w w h i c h e x p o s e s some ( b u t n o t a l l ) 

o f t h e a u t h o r t o e v e r y o n e , a n d w h i c h r e v e a l s some ( b u t n o t 

a l l ) o f t h e r e a d e r t o h e r o r h i m s e l f . The n o v e l i s a 

p r o m i s c u o u s p l a y t h i n g , a k i n d o f g o o d - h e a r t e d whore who 
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believes i t incumbent upon him or herself to s a t i s f y anyone 

with the necessary time and money to l a v i s h . Reading i s 

risque business indeed. 



The Full-Bodied Novel 

When f i r s t we meet Elizabeth Hunter, heroine of The Eye  

of the Storm, she i s a r i c h , old woman whose deteriorating 

condition summons home her two children. Dorothy, the 

recently separated and thus impoverished Princesse de 

Lascabanes, f l i e s to Sydney from Paris in order to have more 

immediate access to the fortune she w i l l i n h e r i t as a r e s u l t 

of her mother's death. B a s i l , the knighted, benighted and 

world-famous actor f l i e s in from London in order to more 

d i r e c t l y scoop up his own inheritance. The s i b l i n g s have 

l i t t l e enough to say to one another, much less to their 

mother. Each harbours a personal set of grievances against 

the d i f f i c u l t , demanding, domineering woman they were born to. 

Also among the cast of characters are Mary de Santis, Flora 

Manhood and Sister Badgery (Mrs. Hunter's three nurses), Lotte 

Lippmann her cook, Arnold Wyburd her s o l i c i t o r and Alfred her 

dead husband. The narrative moves between d e t a i l s of 

Elizabeth Hunter's f i n a l days and her own v i v i d memories of 

her long l i f e . 

In terms of i t s form, The Eye of the Storm shows a s e l f -

conscious awareness of i t s own role as both cannibal and 

source of nourishment. It borrows f r e e l y from art forms such 
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as p o e t r y and drama, and makes r e f e r e n c e to others such as 

music. The work i s a lengthy, s p r a w l i n g f i c t i o n which s h i f t s 

from present to past and back agai n w i t h i n a m u l t i p l i c i t y of 

v i e w p o i n t s . Numerous s t o r i e s are r e l a t e d here, from the 

nurses' who care f o r Mrs. Hunter to her cook's, her lawyer's 

and her c h i l d r e n ' s , to the o l d m a t r i a r c h ' s h e r s e l f . In terms 

of content, each t a l e focuses almost e x c l u s i v e l y upon the 

p h y s i c a l . The v i s u a l , the a l i m e n t a r y and the s e x u a l come i n 

f o r a good d e a l of a t t e n t i o n a l t o g e t h e r . Food imagery i n 

p a r t i c u l a r c o n s i s t e n t l y d e f i n e s c h a r a c t e r m o t i v a t i o n , although 

prominent o b j e c t s such as jewels, b i r d s and flowers a l s o 

provide c e r t a i n s i m i l a r n u t r i t i o n a l q u a l i t i e s . E l i z a b e t h the 

Hunter craves s e n s u a l enjoyment from her jewels as much as 

from L o t t e Lippmann's d e l i c a c i e s , and even Mary the S a i n t ' s 

a p p e t i t e f o r r o s e s b e t r a y s a l e s s than a s c e t i c nature. The 

Eye Qf the StOKm i s a l l about hunger and the quest f o r i t s 

appeasement and c h r o n i c l e s the stopping-up of numerous gaping 

v o i d s w i t h i n i t s c h a r a c t e r s . As a novel i t proves the 

u l t i m a t e i n f e a s t s f o r the eye. 

A) The V i s u a l Feast 

P a t r i c k White's space i n The Eye of the Storm i s 

dominated by the p h y s i c a l . The theme of consumption wears a 

v a r i e t y of g u i s e s ; besides food and e a t i n g , v i s i o n , l i g h t and 

r e f l e c t i o n a l s o b e t r a y c h a r a c t e r s ' a p p e t i t e s . I f E l i z a b e t h 

Hunter seems something of a faded glamour queen to those who 
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tend her, she continues to s t a r t l e them a l l with "that milky 

stare which at times s t i l l seemed to unshutter glimpses of a 

t e r r i f y i n g mineral blue" (TEOTS, 12). Mrs. Hunter's infamous 

burning blue stare serves throughout her l i f e to pierce the 

v e i l of others' pretensions. Few can stand up to i t . She 

remains the one character who always sees herself and others 

c l e a r l y , even in blindness. Elizabeth Hunter i s blessed with 

pure v i s i o n throughout her long l i f e , in contrast to 

characters l i k e B a s i l and Dorothy, who are forever peering 

into mirrors hoping to catch a glimpse of their true selves. 

They suffer a sort of purblindness that c r i p p l e s them more 

than her cataracts do t h e i r mother. But one eye more 

demanding or consuming even than Elizabeth Hunter's i s that of 

the storm, in which she herself becomes swallowed during the 

most f u l f i l l i n g moments of her l i f e . The coming together of 

eye/I/aye proves the ultimate experience for a woman who has 

always s t r i v e n to see to the bone. 

The aging doyenne faces days when her sight f a i l s her, 

forcing her to linger inside her s k u l l rather than outside. 

The reason for her diminished v i s i o n i s not mere age but the 

fact that a stroke has caused a blood vessel to break behind 

one of her eyes. Hence she joins the small club, started in 

The V i v i s e c t o r , of those stroked by God. But because she can 

w i l l almost anything, the long awaited day her children a r r i v e 

she awakens to good v i s i o n . "'I s h a l l see them!'" she 

exclaims triumphantly (TEOTS, 12). She comes to wield her 
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sometime s i g h t as an advantage a g a i n s t those who c o n s i d e r her 

not h i n g but " t h i s o l d b l i n d puppy" (TEOTS r 39); E l i z a b e t h 

Hunter proves h e r s e l f p e r f e c t l y capable of l e t h a l a ccuracy i n 

her o b s e r v a t i o n s of those around her, even i n her o f f i c i a l 

h a l f - b l i n d n e s s . For as greedy as she has always been to 

experience e v e r y t h i n g p o s s i b l e , so too has "she always enjoyed 

s e e i n g what t h e r e was to see" (TEOTS, 35). Her gaze has 

d i s c o n c e r t e d many upon whom i t has been turned: "She had 

always seen too c l e a r l y , i t seemed: opaque f r i e n d s had been 

alarmed by i t " (TEOTS, 16). The f a c t i s t h a t E l i z a b e t h Hunter 

has been in c a p a b l e of simply l o o k i n g : her tendency has been to 

gobble others with her eyes. I t i s t h i s e x t r a o r d i n a r y greed, 

t h i s maniacal d e s i r e to possess, which so causes those who 

gather around her d u r i n g her f i n a l days to r e s e n t her. For 

even on her deathbed she c o n t i n u e s to p l a y the c a n n i b a l with 

her eyes. 

And what eyes. V a r i o u s l y d e s c r i b e d as "blow-torches" 

(TEOTS f 333), " s p l i n t e r e d s a p p h i r e s " (TEOTS r 12) and " f l a s h e s 

of l i g h t n i n g " (TEOTS, 246), E l i z a b e t h Hunter's now-clouded 

orbs once penetrated everyone. Even now hers i s a " b l i n d yet 

knowing s t a r e " (TEOTS, 102). I f people l i k e Dorothy c l a i m t h a t 

her mother "always saw: she saw the worst i n everyone" (TEOTS, 

268), others c r e d i t her with a f f e c t i n g how they themselves 

view t h i n g s . Even unimaginative Nurse Badgery f e e l s her 

p a t i e n t '"makes a person see t h i n g s i n a d i f f e r e n t l i g h t from 

day to day"' (TEOTS, 329). For more r e c e p t i v e beings l i k e 
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Flora Manhood, her Idol's eyes prove capable of s t a r t l i n g 

r e v elation: 

In spite of her desire to worship, 
the younger woman might have been struck 
with horror i f the f a i n t l y s i l v e r e d l i d s 
hadn't f l i c k e r e d open on the milkier, 
blank blue of Elizabeth Hunter's stare. 
Then, for an instant, one of the rare 
coruscations occurred, in which the 
o r i g i n a l sapphire buried under the 
opalescence invited you to shed your 
s p i t e , s l o t h , indifference, resentments, 
along with an old woman's cruelty, greed, 
sel f i s h n e s s . Momentarily at least t h i s 
f r i g h t of an i d o l became the goddess 
hidden inside: of l i f e , which you longed 
for, but hadn't yet dared embrace; of 
beauty such as you imagined, but had so 
far f a i l e d to grasp . . . and f i n a l l y , of 
death, which hadn't concerned you, except 
as something to be t i d i e d away, t i l l now 
you were faced with the v i s i o n of i t . 
(TEOTS, 110) 

If a piercing stare, hers i s also at times a generous one. 

Always, though, a glance from Elizabeth Hunter proves more 

than a mere passing f l i c k e r ; i t i s an act of v o l i t i o n which 

she perfects and which she tra i n s as intensely on others as 

she does on herself. 

Memory remains one space Mrs. Hunter continues to see 

into without d i f f i c u l t y . Physical blindness does not prevent 

her seeing her past d i s t i n c t l y , and so, as she replays her 

story, i t i s with eyes closed: "On the dark screen her l i d s 

provided the picture show continued f l i c k e r i n g " (TEOTS, 90). 

Her personal movie projector proves e s p e c i a l l y alarming to 

those who, l i k e daughter Dorothy, i t forces to r e l i v e 
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embarrassing moments l i k e those on Brumby Island when both 

women vied for the amorous attentions of one Norwegian 

s c i e n t i s t . As she herself acknowledges, "The past i s so much 

clearer than the purblind present. Every pore of i t " (TEOTS, 

487). But Elizabeth Hunter's hindsight i s not always e n t i r e l y 

s e l e c t i v e in her own favour: regrets about her treatment of 

husband Alfred and about her various lovers l i k e Athol Shreve 

c l e a r l y shine through. In fact, her gropings toward the 

horizons of her past emerge as expiations of f o i b l e s which she 

makes without so much as moving from her bed. Dorothy and 

B a s i l , on the other hand, go so far as to attempt to recapture 

the i r past physi c a l l y ; t h e i r v i s i t to Kudjeri, however, only 

leaves them resenting t h e i r mother the more. Whereas memory 

swallows them whole, their mother succeeds in swallowing 

memory whole and regurgitating i t for restorative purposes. 

A l l t h i s ogling d e f i n i t e l y c a r r i e s some sexual 

connotations. Lingering over the Brumby Island a f f a i r , 

Elizabeth Hunter r e c a l l s that at one moment Edvard Pehl "was 

looking at her more with his teeth, i t seemed, than with his 

eyes" (TEOTS, 350). The a l l u s i o n to devouring li n k s food with 

sex; for Elizabeth Hunter there r e a l l y exists a kind of v i s u a l 

copulation. Mrs. Hunter proves no stranger at a l l to the 

power the eyes hold to entice: she i s remembered by Anne 

Macrory as being a " ' f l i r t . With either sex. And although 

you knew what she was up to, i t didn't matter. You l e t her 

seduce you with her eyes'" (TEOTS, 466). Man and woman al i k e 
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f a l l under her s p e l l ; the huntress's eyes function splendidly 

as instruments of conquest—one of the i r more insidious uses. 

B a s i l and Dorothy, themselves stung at times by the i r 

mother's glances, attempt to deploy similar techniques 

themselves. But whereas Elizabeth Hunter could see through 

p e o p l e — i n fact through mirrors and beyond—her children's 

looks bounce back when they encounter glass. Dorothy and 

Ba s i l l i v e off r e f l e c t i o n s — f r o m shiny surfaces or from the 

eyes of acquaintances—without as p i r i n g much to the s e l f -

r e f l e c t i v e . They both peer anxiously into looking-glasses, 

hoping to receive back true glimpses of themselves, but manage 

to see only what appears most obviously to others. They look, 

but don't perceive. Their mother knows that " r e f l e c t i o n s can 

be worse than faces" (TEOTS, 14), that they represent surface 

without dimensions of any kind, yet they are what her children 

s t r i v e for. Dorothy, upon her a r r i v a l in A u s t r a l i a , feels 

somewhat a l i e n : "The b r i e f e s t glance at her own r e f l e c t i o n 

ought to restore her confidence i f i t were to f a l t e r . As i t 

did. And her impeccable r e f l e c t i o n l e t her down" (TEOTS, 46). 

Time and again she investigates mirrors as possible sources of 

solace, but anxious, neurotic Dorothy "wasn't consoled by her 

own r e f l e c t i o n " (TEOTSr 61). 

Like his s i s t e r , B a s i l constantly searches out his own 

image. He i s ever the e g o i s t i c , on-stage performer, and his 

r e f l e c t i o n reveals very l i t t l e about him: a l l he ever r e a l l y 

sees i s a mask. Bas i l ' s imperfect v i s i o n hobbles him on more 
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than one l e v e l : for instance, "He looked in a mirror and t r i e d 

to remember his mother, but couldn't d i s t i n c t l y : his own 

r e f l e c t i o n got in the way" (TEOTS, 124). Not only is his 

hindsight blurred, so too i s his day-to-day viewing. B a s i l 

cannot succeed in looking anyone in the eye. E s p e c i a l l y with 

women he needs a mirror as intermediary. When Flora Manhood 

pops into his hotel room, ostensibly to discuss Mrs. Hunter, 

B a s i l communicates with her by facing the mirror: "He stooped 

a b i t , so that his r e f l e c t i o n could stare back at her. 

Without turning, he gave her a look of what she suspected was 

--commiseration?" (TEOTS, 279) The conversation flounders, and 

the two proceed to meatier issues. With Sister de Santis 

B a s i l does not have the opportunity to a v a i l himself of a 

mirror, but neither does t h i s p a r t i c u l a r nurse fare better 

than Manhood as a r e s u l t . For a famous actor, B a s i l has not 

managed to perfect looking at those whom he addresses: "He 

seemed to be looking at her int e n t l y ; t i l l she realized he 

wasn't at a l l , and perhaps hadn't been from the beginning. . . . 

He was looking through her . . . she could only close her 

eyes and drink up the b i t t e r dregs from her glass" (TEOTS, 

309). The truth i s , Basil searches out glimpses of himself in 

everyone he meets. They exist for him not as persons but as 

two-dimensional surfaces which w i l l f a i t h f u l l y r e f l e c t back to 

him his favourite view. Both B a s i l and Dorothy stumble along 

with impaired v i s i o n : hers is myopic and his "had r e t i r e d 

behind a legerdemain of technique and the dishonesties of 
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l i v i n g " (TEOTS, 246). The P r i n c e s s e s u s p e c t s , " c l e a r v i s i o n 

. . . i s something you shed with c h i l d h o o d and do not r e g a i n 

u n l e s s death i s a m i r a c l e of l i g h t ; which she doubted" (TEOTS, 

268-269). Her mother knows b e t t e r . 

Death i t s e l f teaches E l i z a b e t h Hunter t h a t i t i s indeed a 

" m i r a c l e of l i g h t . " But she comes to b e l i e v e the same long 

b e f o r e , d u r i n g her pseudo-death i n the eye of the storm. At 

the time she cannot even contemplate the n o t i o n of her own 

demise: "She c o u l d not v i s u a l i z e i t . She o n l y p o s i t i v e l y 

b e l i e v e d i n what she saw and was . . . " (TEOTS, 380). The 

r e v e r s a l of l e t t e r s between "saw" and "was" i l l u s t r a t e s how 

p e r f e c t l y s e e i n g i s being f o r E l i z a b e t h Hunter. In f a c t 

e x i s t e n c e i s never more e x q u i s i t e f o r Mrs. Hunter than when 

most t e n t a t i v e , as she i s gripped i n the eye of the c y c l o n e : 

She was i n s t e a d a being, or more l i k e l y a 
flaw a t the c e n t r e of t h i s jewel of l i g h t : 
the jewel i t s e l f , b l i n d i n g and tremulous 
at the same time, e x i s t e d , flaw and a l l , 
o n l y by grace; f o r the storm was s t i l l 
v i s i b l y s p i n n i n g and b o i l i n g at a 
d i s t a n c e , i n columns of c l o u d , i t s w a l l s 
hung with vaporous b a l c o n i e s , c o n t i n u a l l y 
s h i f t e d and d i s t o r t e d . . . . A l l e l s e was 
d i s s o l v e d by t h i s l u s t r o u s moment made 
v i s i b l e i n the eye of the storm . . . 
(TEOTS. 381) 

T h i s remarkable passage b r i n g s together a l l of those o b j e c t s 

and e n t i t i e s which have been most c r u c i a l i n the c r a f t i n g of 

t h i s f i c t i o n . E l i z a b e t h Hunter, s t r i p p e d of her v a r i o u s 

s o c i a l r o l e s , f i n d s h e r s e l f o n l y a ' b e i n g * — t h a t i s , elemental 
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humanity. But where she h e r s e l f has o f t e n been l i k e n e d t o a 

p r e c i o u s j e w e l , she i s here outshone by one of f a r g r e a t e r 

b r i l l i a n c e . The beauty queen t u r n s i n t o the " f l a w " a t the 

c e n t r e of a more s p l e n d i d gem s t i l l — o n e so l u s t r o u s t h a t i t 

b l i n d s her. About her hovers the angry s t o r m , l i k e some 

m a l e v o l e n t p a l a c e of doom, but w i t h o u t i t s p r e c i n c t s , 

E l i z a b e t h Hunter basks i n the t r a n q u i l l i t y of something more 

n u r t u r i n g , more m a g n i f i c e n t t h a n h e r s e l f . She i s l i t e r a l l y 

s wallowed a l i v e by i t (the s e x u a l and a l i m e n t a r y a s s o c i a t i o n s 

are o b v i o u s h e r e ) , and s u r v i v e s t o be e v e n t u a l l y spewed f o r t h , 

whole y e t f e t u s - l i k e , i n t o the d e b r i s t h a t i s the w o r l d . Her 

a l m o s t - d e a t h , t h e n , y i e l d s r e n e w a l and r e b i r t h . 

I t i s 'by g r a c e ' t h a t Mrs. Hunter has her e x p e r i e n c e a t 

a l l , and i t l e a v e s her c o n v i n c e d t h a t she i s somehow e l e c t — 

t h a t she w i l l once a g a i n f a c e the eye. As indeed she does: 

d e a t h i t s e l f t u r n s out t o be the eye, which f o c u s e s upon her 

and draws her t o i t . "There was the q u e s t i o n of how much time 

she would have b e f o r e the eye must c o n c e n t r a t e on o t h e r , 

g r e a t e r c o n t i n g e n c i e s , l e a v i n g her t o chaos" (TEOTS., 492). 

E x e r t i n g the l a s t of her e x t r a o r d i n a r y w i l l , E l i z a b e t h Hunter 

goes f o r t h t o meet the eye, p r o t e s t i n g o n l y a t the end: "don't 

oh DON'T my dark b i r d s of l i g h t l e t us r a t h e r — e n f o l d . T i l l I 

am no l o n g e r f i l l i n g the v o i d w i t h mock s u b s t a n c e : m y s e l f i s 

t h i s e n d l e s s n e s s " (TEOTS, 492). The passage, r e p l e t e w i t h 

paradox, demonstrates the d y i n g s o u l ' s immense d e s i r e f o r l i f e 

g i v i n g one l a s t t u g b e f o r e a c q u i e s c i n g t o the w i l l t o d i e . 
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The messengers of death a r e "dark" b i r d s of " l i g h t " which do 

not d e s t r o y but r a t h e r enwrap t h e i r p a ssenger. F i n a l l y , the 

n o v e l - l o n g o b s e s s i o n w i t h the f i l l i n g of gaps i s i n v e r t e d so 

t h a t E l i z a b e t h Hunter, no l o n g e r s u b s t a n t i a l , no l o n g e r t a k i n g 

up space, comes t o be l i m i t l e s s . 

E l i z a b e t h Hunter's e y e s , t h e n , prove t o be but c h i p s o f f 

the g r e a t e r eye which u l t i m a t e l y comes t o c l a i m h e r . Her 

e n t i r e b e i n g s t a n d s exposed i n t h o s e eyes which s p a r k l e and 

c r a c k l e l i k e j e w e l s , f i r e and i c e . Her s t a r e s p i e r c e r a t h e r 

t h a n bend; she always sees c l e a r l y , even when b l i n d — u n l i k e 

her c h i l d r e n who c a s t o b l i q u e g l a n c e s a t o t h e r s and never 

manage t o p e r c e i v e much. Her eyes remain o r i f i c e s as 

consuming and as d e v o u r i n g as her mouth, which b r i n g s v i s i o n 

i n t o c l o s e t h e m a t i c p r o x i m i t y t o e a t i n g . 

B) Food For Thought 

The Eve of the Storm spends a good d e a l of time and space 

d e t a i l i n g the i n d i v i d u a l e a t i n g h a b i t s of i t s c h a r a c t e r s . The 

n a r r a t i v e l i n g e r s l o v i n g l y over the c u l i n a r y c r e a t i o n s of 

L o t t e Lippmann, p a r o d i e s d i n n e r p a r t i e s such as the one 

Dorothy a t t e n d s a t C h e r r y Cheeseman's and c o n t r a s t s t h e s e w i t h 

the g r i s l y , g r i s t l y t a l e of meat p i e s and f r i z z l e d lamb chops 

— A u s t r a l i a n s p e c i a l t i e s t h e Hunter c h i l d r e n r e d i s c o v e r a t 

M a c r o r y s * . Food d e f i n e s c h a r a c t e r : those who come t o the 

f e a s t , such as E l i z a b e t h Hunter, F l o r a Manhood and B a s i l a r e 

c o n t r a s t e d t o t h o s e who d e c l i n e , such as A r n o l d and L a i 
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W y b u r d , L o t t e a n d D o r o t h y . I n t e r e s t i n f o o d becomes t h e gauge 

o f i n v o l v e m e n t i n l i f e : t h o s e who p a r t i c i p a t e a r e t h e q u e s t e r s 

w h i l e t h o s e who do n o t p o s s e s s s h a l l o w v i s i o n . A t l e a s t a s 

much l i t e r a l d e v o u r i n g g o e s on a s m e t a p h o r i c a l m u n c h i n g ; t h a t 

i s , f o o d , i n b o t h i t s r e a l ( f i c t i v e l y s p e a k i n g ) a n d i t s 

m e t a p h o r i c a l m a n i f e s t a t i o n s a p p e a r s t o a v a r i e t y o f e n d s i n 

t h e n o v e l . F o o d n o u r i s h e s a n d t h u s b e a r s much o f t h e 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r p r o l o n g i n g l i f e . B u t e a t i n g i s a l s o a n 

u n d e n i a b l y p l e a s a n t a c t i v i t y w h i c h , when s h a r e d w i t h o t h e r s , 

p r o m o t e s s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n . M e t a p h o r i c a l l y s p e a k i n g , e a t i n g 

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

b a s i s f o r e x p l o r i n g b o t h s e x u a l a n d f a m i l i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 

T h i s f i g u r a t i v e c o n s u m p t i o n , a l s o r a m p a n t i n T h e E y e o f t h e  

S t o r m , becomes a k i n d o f c a n n i b a l i s m a t w h i c h f e m a l e 

c h a r a c t e r s l i k e E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r a n d F l o r a Manhood seem 

i n s i d i o u s l y a d e p t . I t seems t o me no a c c i d e n t t h a t A F r i n g e  

o f L e a v e s f o l l o w s t h i s n o v e l , w i t h i t s c e n t r a l e p i s o d e o f 

c a n n i b a l i s m / c o m m u n i o n / c o m m u n i c a t i o n . E a t i n g , t h e n , o u t l i n e d 

w i t h f e r v e n t g u s t o t h r o u g h o u t t h e n o v e l , s e r v e s n o t o n l y t o 

d e l i n e a t e c h a r a c t e r s b u t a l s o t o e x p o s e t h e power p o l i t i c s 

b e t w e e n t h e m . 

Among t h o s e who m a s t i c a t e t h e i r way t h r o u g h The E y e o f  

t h e S t o r m , few a r e more a p p r e c i a t i v e t h a n M r s . H u n t e r a n d h e r 

t r i o o f n u r s e s . A l l r e l i s h t h e g o u r m e t c r e a t i o n s o f t h a t 

a r c h - f e e d e r M r s . L o t t e L i p p m a n n , who e x p l a i n s h e r d e v o t i o n t o 

t h e k i t c h e n t h u s : " ' S o now I c o o k . T h a t t o o i s a n a r t — a 
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c r e a t i v e one, I t e l l m y s e l f — t h o u g h I should be doing i t i n 

some huddle of J e w s — a l l together m o r t i f y i n g o u r s e l v e s and 

remembering the smoke from the i n c i n e r a t o r s of Germany'" 

(TEOTS, 76). D i s h i n g up d e l i c a c i e s f o r an a d o r i n g audience 

becomes her way of e x p i a t i n g the f a c t t h a t she s u r v i v e d the 

ovens which k i l l e d her f a m i l y . Having escaped t h e i r consuming 

f i r e , L o t t e now uses ovens to c r e a t i v e and l i f e - a f f i r m i n g 

ends: she even r e j e c t s Jewish d i e t a r y laws to do so. She does 

not, however, appear to t a s t e of her own c o n c o c t i o n s . She 

c l a i m s : "'I enjoy myself to feed other people'" (TEOTS, 134), 

but, as she l a t e r adds, i t i s not so simple as t h a t . About 

F l o r a she confesses "she would have l i k e d to s t a r t at once 

s t u f f i n g t h i s p r e t t y young t h i n g with food, because i t was the 

o n l y way i n which she c o u l d express her b e l i e f " (TEOTS, 291). 

L o t t e so i d e n t i f i e s with her r o l e as cook t h a t , once t h a t 

comes to an end with the death of her employer, she 

e x t i n g u i s h e s her own l i f e . 

F l o r a Manhood proves one of the l e s s i n h i b i t e d consumers 

of chef Lippmann's f a r e . P i c t u r e d " s c o f f i n g the scrambled 

eggs, s l i t h e r y with too much b u t t e r , i n t h e i r c o r n e t s of 

smoked ham," she g r e e d i l y eyes the next course: "'Ohh! Yummy 

yummy!' F l o r a Manhood squealed, her eye on the T o r t e . 'You've 

giv e n away the m i l s h i g - f l e i s h i g today, L o t t i e ! ' " (TEOTS, 75) 

F l o r a , much l i k e her p a t i e n t E l i z a b e t h Hunter i n her unabashed 

d e s i r e t o t a s t e of e v e r y t h i n g p o s s i b l e , r e j e c t s food o n l y 

twice d u r i n g the n o v e l : when she breaks with b o y f r i e n d Col 
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Pardoe and h i s i n e v i t a b l e mutton chop, and when she b e l i e v e s 

h e r s e l f pregnant (hence a l r e a d y f u l l , i n a sense) by B a s i l 

Hunter. Otherwise F l o r a appears p e r f e c t l y a t home i n her 

young woman's f l e s h . S i s t e r Badgery, on the other hand, 

in d u l g e s y e t p r o t e s t s c o n t i n u o u s l y the r i c h n e s s of L o t t e ' s 

d e l i c a c i e s , p r o v i n g h e r s e l f h y p o c r i t i c a l : " S u r p r i s i n g l y , 

S i s t e r Badgery had an a p p e t i t e , though i n manoeuvring the food 

past her l i p s her fork i m p l i e d disparagement . . . What she 

co u l d not d i s g u i s e was a stomach l i k e a s m a l l melon under the 

st a r c h e d uniform . . . " (TEOTS, 7 5 ) . The n a r r a t o r has l i t t l e 

sympathy f o r one who betray s her very obvious a p p e t i t e . 

F i n a l l y Mary de S a n t i s , although never a c t u a l l y d e p i c t e d a t 

t a b l e , r e v e a l s a past d e f i n e d l a r g e l y by p a r t i c u l a r kinds of 

food: "Most e x c e l l e n t are the soudzoukakia of A n a s t a s i a de  

S a n t i s — P a p a would pretend t o gobble, t o emphasize t h i s 

e x c e l l e n c e , though Greek food i s fodder beside the s u b t l e t i e s 

of Bologna. T o r i n o , not f o r g e t t i n g l i t t l e Parma" (TEOTS r 142). 

She v i v i d l y r e c a l l s d e f y i n g her mother's order not to pi c k her 

f a t h e r ' s b a s i l p l a n t and then c r u s h i n g i t so completely t h a t 

i t s scent a n a e s t h e t i z e s her: t h i s a c t i o n s y n a e s t h e t i c a l l y 

conjures up her beloved f a t h e r ' s presence f o r Mary. I t i s as 

c l o s e as she ever comes—except f o r her d i s a s t r o u s encounter 

with B a s i l i n the f l e s h — t o shedding her n a t u r a l l y a s c e t i c 

nature, s t i l l , the book ends with the good S i s t e r turned 

p r o v i d e r : she feeds the b i r d s i n E l i z a b e t h Hunter's garden, 

s p i l l i n g "an excess of seed" (TEOTS, 544) she would not 
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otherwise spare as a woman. 

E l i z a b e t h Hunter's two c h i l d r e n seem more p i r a n h a - l i k e 

than any of those c l u s t e r e d about her. Dorothy and B a s i l 

e x h i b i t f a r d i f f e r e n t e a t i n g h a b i t s , yet both are b a s i c a l l y as 

v o r a c i o u s as they accuse t h e i r mother of being. " D o - r o - t i " 

(TEOTS, 5 3 ) — d e l i g h t f u l l y d e n u n c i a t o r y i n F r e n c h — p r o v e s 

h e r s e l f inadequate to the task of f a c i n g the lamb chop she 

orders when f i r s t she a r r i v e s i n A u s t r a l i a . Not o n l y does she 

never enjoy her own food, she r e s e n t s others who seem t o 

d e l i g h t i n t h e i r s . Hence her unfortunate meal a t Cheesemans' 

(where she i s o f f e r e d the parson's nose i n deference to her 

rank as v i s i t i n g r o y a l t y ) and her sergeant-major r o u t i n e a t 

her mother's house. Determined to put a stop t o her mother's 

nurses f e a s t i n g on the premises, Dorothy lowers h e r s e l f t o the 

r o l e of domestic bloodhound, r o o t i n g amongst the c o f f e e 

grounds and cabbage s t a l k s and s t i r r i n g up q u i t e a stench as 

she does so, a l l i n order t o j u s t i f y her s u s p i c i o n s t h a t her 

mother i s being sucked dry. And f i n d evidence she does: "as 

much as two Whole k i l o s of good f i l e t de boeuf on the p o i n t of 

p u t r e f y i n g . . . As t h i n g s were, the p r i n c e s s stood a moment 

by the b i n to t a s t e the f l a v o u r of an i r o n i c outrage which was 

a l s o her own triumph, while the w r i s t of the hand h o l d i n g the 

p a r a s o l twitched t o her t h o u g h t f u l n e s s , and as i t twi t c h e d , 

the beef f i l l e t r e v o l v e d l i m p l y , a s i l e n t klaxon a t t a c h e d t o 

the f e r r u l e " (TEOTS , 2 0 6 ) . T h i s absurd woman, a t i t l e d y e t 

impoverished one, indulges not and doesn't permit anyone e l s e 
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t o , e x c e p t g r u d g i n g l y . Her i d e a of a d e l i g h t f u l meal i s "an 

oeuf a l a cogue on a t r a y , and bread and b u t t e r as t h i n as 

o n l y nuns know how" (TEOTS, 259). Only t w i c e does Dorothy 

a t t e m p t t o cook, once an omelet f o r Edvard P e h l (which he 

r e j e c t s , w i t h the r e s u l t t h a t she r e j e c t s the f i s h her mother 

p r e p a r e s f o r P e h l i n t u r n ) and l a t e r an a u t h e n t i c A u s t r a l i a n 

b r e a k f a s t of r e t r i e d chops and cabbage f o r her b r o t h e r B a s i l . 

D orothy, d e s p i t e her o b v i o u s greed f o r the funds which w i l l 

r e s t o r e some of her faded d i g n i t y , i s n e i t h e r n u r t u r e r nor 

p a r t a k e r . 

I f h i s s i s t e r i s an i m p o v e r i s h e d s o u l , B a s i l i s a l s o one, 

a l t h o u g h i n a v a s t l y d i f f e r e n t way. He, l i k e D o rothy, 

p r i v a t e l y c o n f e s s e s t o the same k i n d of d e s i r e t o be t a k e n 

c a r e o f . For B a s i l t h i s f a n t a s y i n v o l v e s r e g r e s s i n g t o 

i n f a n c y : "He would have l i k e d t o f l o p down, f e e l the tape 

c l o s i n g round h i s neck, the c l e a n , s o f t , w h i t e b i b s e t t l i n g 

below h i s c h i n , t h e n a detached hand f e e d i n g him s l o w l y but 

f i r m l y w i t h s p o o n f u l s of sweetened bread and m i l k " (TEOTS, 

114). B a s i l a t t r i b u t e s many of h i s i n a d e q u a c i e s t o the f a c t 

t h a t h i s mother never b r e a s t f e d him, a c rime 'to which he 

r e t u r n s i n h i s dreams t o accuse her o f . When he i s . not 

bemoaning t h i s l o s s of n u r t u r e , however, B a s i l p r o v e s h i m s e l f 

c a p a b l e of t u c k i n g i n w i t h the b e s t : " e n j o y i n g v e g e t a b l e 

s t a t u s l n the c i t y t o which he no l o n g e r b e l o n g e d " (TEOTS, 

246), he s t r o l l s a b o u t , e a t i n g "a pound of cooked prawns . . . 

he was i l l u s t r i o u s and f o r e i g n enough t o make a p i g of h i m s e l f 
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i n p u b l i c " (TEQ1S., 245). U n l i k e Dorothy, B a s i l r e c o g n i z e s 

t h a t he hungers f o r more than h i s i n h e r i t a n c e , although he i s 

at a l o s s t o guess what: "For substance perhaps, f o r 

permanence" (TEOTS, 227). Thus t h e i r t r i p t o K u d j e r i , and the 

meat p i e episode along the way. As i f r e c a p t u r i n g h i s boyhood 

were as easy as g o b b l i n g a g r i s t l y p i e , B a s i l does so with 

abandon, but i s l e f t with o n l y "A sombreness . . . i n the 

depths of h i s stomach. He converted a b e l c h i n t o f l a t u l e n t 

s i l e n c e " (TEOTS, 421). B a s i l , while seldom squeamish about 

f i l l i n g h i s b e l l y , never q u i t e manages to appease the hunger 

which gnaws at him. N e i t h e r food nor woman allo w s him a 

glimpse of what he seeks. 

B a s i l comes by h i s l u s t f o r food h o n e s t l y . E l i z a b e t h 

Hunter, even i n her i n v a l i d s t a t e , s t i l l smacks her l i p s over 

L o t t e ' s d e l i c a c i e s . "'Feed the s p i r i t ' " (TEOTS, 154), remains 

her motto. For s u b s t a n t i a l , wholesome food nourishes the s o u l 

as w e l l as the body: a c c o r d i n g to Mrs. Hunter " ( s o u l s have an 

anus they are never allowed to f o r g e t i t ) " (TEOTS, 176). And 

so her l i p s continue to bulge out and suck up whatever l i f e 

o f f e r s : " . . . the neck worked; the l i p s reached out, and 

supped u g l i l y a t the water. The l i p s suggested some lower 

form of l i f e , a sea c r e a t u r e perhaps, e x t r a c t i n g more than 

water from water" (TEOTS, 23). Less g r a c e f u l than when i n her 

prime, Mrs. Hunter s t i l l e x t r a c t s the essence from e v e r y t h i n g 

she encounters, as she once vowed to do: "I shan't f e e l happy  

t i l l I've t a s t e d e v e r y t h i n g there i s to t a s t e and I don't 
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Intend t o r e f u s e what Is u n p l e a s a n t - - t h a t Is experience of  

another k i n d " (TEOTS, 327). She adores e a t i n g r i g h t u n t i l the 

end of her l i f e : "she loved food; i f she c o u l d have remembered 

what she had eaten she would have spent more time t h i n k i n g 

about i t as she l a y and waited" (TEOTS, 81). So E l i z a b e t h 

Hunter the arch-devourer passes through l i f e i n d u l g i n g her 

t a s t e f o r food; o n l y near the end does she manage to t u r n her 

hobby i n t o a l e s s s e l f i s h pastime, f o r her g l u t t o n y p r o v i d e s 

L o t t e the ar c h - f e e d e r with a reason f o r l i v i n g . 

Mrs. Hunter f a i l s e a r l y i n l i f e as p r o v i d e r and n u r t u r e r . 

Well i n t o middle age, her son r e s e n t s the f a c t t h a t h i s 

mother never b r e a s t f e d him, and even t h a t indomitable matron 

r e c a l l s the f a c t with some g u i l t : "poor l i t t l e B a s i l s u c k i n g 

f i r s t a t one unresponsive t e a t then the other the b r e a s t s 

which w i l l not f i l l i n s p i t e of the nauseating raw beef and 

c e l e r y sandwiches p r e s c r i b e d " (TEOTS, 380). Only twice does 

she r i s e to p r e p a r i n g food f o r o t h e r s : once f o r her poor d y i n g 

A l f r e d when she o f f e r s h i m — a s i f i n atonement—a p e r f e c t , 

golden pear he can no longer enjoy and second when she cooks a 

f i s h f o r Edvard Pehl and, i n c i d e n t a l l y , f o r Dorothy. Her 

p r e s e n t a t i o n of the f i s h i s superb, as her daughter does not 

f a i l to n o t i c e : "she had g r i l l e d i t , and l a i d i t on a bed of 

w i l d f e n n e l , and strewn round the border of a f a i r l y common, 

chipped d i s h a c o n f e t t i of n a t i v e f l o w e r s " (TJJQTJL, 358). But 

n e i t h e r mother nor daughter f u l l y enjoys the f e a s t , and t h i s 

l a t t e r soon f i n d s h e r s e l f wondering about who or what the 



261 

o b j e c t of the r e p a s t r e a l l y i s . The f a c t t h a t E l i z a b e t h 

Hunter has never performed any a c t not c a l c u l a t e d f o r e f f e c t 

l e a v e s Dorothy no choice but to abandon her own plans f o r Pehl 

and r e l i n q u i s h him as prey f o r her mother. 

The quarry, however, comes to seem of l i t t l e s i g n i f i c a n c e 

as E l i z a b e t h Hunter e n t e r s on the c e n t r a l experience of her 

l i f e . J u s t p r i o r t o the advent of the storm, the s o c i a l i t e 

pauses to commune with nature: "'And t a s t e ! 1 She d i d a c t u a l l y 

t a s t e a c h i p from the t r e e , and might have dropped t h i s 

transmuted wafer as q u i c k l y as she c o u l d . . . " (TEOTS, 375). 

No l e s s sacramental than Voss's grub of a wafer was i n t h a t 

e a r l i e r n o v e l , Mrs. Hunter's prepares her f o r f u r t h e r 

redemption: " . . . she l i c k e d the back of her hand, s u c k i n g 

up her own s a l t together with what she l i k e d to t h i n k the 

axeman's sweat, and went s w e l t e r i n g or weeping through the 

g l a r e o f f sand and ocean" (TEOTS, 376). F u l l y s h r i v e n , she 

e n t e r s the eye of the storm, and her own p r o p e n s i t y t o consume 

vanishes as she i s h e r s e l f absorbed i n the g r e a t e r hole/whole. 

Anthropophagy proves to p l a y as great a thematic r o l e i n 

t h i s novel as i t does i n A F r i n g e of Leaves. The three c e n t r a l 

c h a r a c t e r s i n p a r t i c u l a r — n a m e l y Mrs. Hunter, Dorothy and 

B a s i l — a r e d i s c o v e r e d throughout the work i n v a r i o u s 

c a n n i b a l i s t i c p o s t u r e s , both i n t h e i r s e xual as w e l l as i n 

t h e i r f a m i l i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . E l i z a b e t h Hunter i s shown time 

and again p r e p a r i n g t o devour e i t h e r c h i l d r e n or husband or 

c u r r e n t l o v e r : A l f r e d "she c o u l d have eaten . . . at times, 
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f r o m g r a t i t u d e " (TEOTS, 3 3 ) . A r n o l d Wyburd p r o v e s j u s t a s 

d e l e c t a b l e d u r i n g t h e i r one i n d i s c r e t i o n : " A t h i s c l i m a x , s h e 

t o o k h i s h e a d w i t h h e r h a n d s , and t r i e d t o p r e s s i n t o h i s mouth 

t h e a d m i r a t i o n w i t h w h i c h s h e was r u n n i n g o v e r " (TEOTS, 3 7 ) . 

E v e n b r u t i s h A t h o l S h r e v e seems i r r e s i s t i b l e : " s h e o n l y t o o k 

q u i c k b i t e s , a t t h e c r a t e r e d s k i n , t h e h e a v y h a n d s , 

c o n c e n t r a t e d e y e s , and h a i r s o t h i c k a nd s t i f f y o u knew how i t 

f e l t w i t h o u t h a v i n g t o t o u c h " (TEOTS, 8 6 ) . T h e i r e n c o u n t e r 

p r o v e s q u i t e an o r g y ; a f t e r w a r d s A t h o l " [ s e e m s ] i n c l i n e d t o 

r e t u r n t o p i c k i n g a t a m e a l he t h o u g h t he had f i n i s h e d " 

(TEOTS, 9 1 ) , w h i c h m e t a p h o r r e c u r s l a t e r on when B a s i l a nd 

F l o r a d o r a b e g i n t h e i r a f f a i r . 

The u n l i k e l y romance b e t w e e n t h e s e two f l o u n d e r i n g s o u l s 

i s d e s c r i b e d a l m o s t e n t i r e l y i n a l i m e n t a r y t e r m s . S i r B a s i l 

t h e g u l l i b l e n i b b l e s h i s way t h r o u g h t h e l i a i s o n , a nd S i s t e r 

Manhood s u b m i t s , g a r n i s h i n g h e r s e l f c a r e f u l l y i n a n t i c i p a t i o n 

o f t h e i r r e p a s t . F r o m t h e s u c c u l e n t b e g i n n i n g , B a s i l c a n 

b a r e l y s p e a k f o r " e a t i n g h i s way a l o n g h e r s h o u l d e r " (TEOTS, 

2 8 2 ) , and f o r " t r y i n g . . . t o d r i n k h e r e y e s " (TEOTS, 2 8 4 ) . 

H i s w a n d e r i n g t h o u g h t s p r o v e a s h u n g r y a s h i s i m p u l s e s : he 

f i r s t r e c a l l s t h o s e l i n e s f r o m de M o n t h e r l a n t 1 s The M a s t e r o f  

S a n t i a g o , where A l v a r o commands " ' D r i n k and l e t me d r i n k o f 

y o u ! ' " and M a r i a n a r e s p o n d s : " ' I am d r i n k i n g and b e i n g d r u n k 

o f , and I know t h a t a l l i s w e l l ' " (TEOTS, 2 8 7 ) . T h i s 

m e t a p h o r i c a l q u a f f i n g i s f o l l o w e d s w i f t l y by more l o v e - m a k i n g , 

t h e n by B a s i l ' s r e m i n i s c e n c e o f h i s m o t h e r ' s v o i c e : " I was 
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never a n a t u r a l mother — I c o u l d n ' t feed. But t h a t — y o u s e e f 

d a r l i n g — h a s n ' t d e p r i v e d you o f — o f nourishment" (TEOTS r 288). 

He r e p e a t e d l y t u r n s to h i s F l o r a N i g h t i n g a l e f o r t h a t missed 

s u c k l i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

So t h a t , from being a t f i r s t o n l y her 
p a t i e n t , he became her baby. He c o u l d 
have been wanting t h a t . He d i d i n f a c t 
n u z zle a t those b r e a s t s o v e r f l o w i n g with 
kindness a n d — a n d 'nourishment,' u n l i k e 
the r e l u c t a n t o f f i c i a l t i t r e c o i l i n g from 
h i s i m p o r t u n i t y . 

As he sucked, and made a l l the sounds 
of g r a t i f i e d f u l f i l m e n t . . . . (TEOTS, 
290) 

From t h i s unsavoury entanglement, [WoJManhood emerges 

v i c t o r i o u s . B a s i l r e v e a l s h i m s e l f a f e e b l e o l d man: "he had 

l e t out a s h o r t f a r t , h i s buttocks q u i v e r i n g and h e s i t a t i n g , 

before he came; she had f e l t the e l d e r l y l i p s t a s t i n g her 

e y e l i d s , bunting a t her b r e a s t s " (TEOTS, 296). He a l s o 

r e v e a l s a j u v e n i l e , r e g r e s s i v e s t r e a k when next he encounters 

F l o r a : "To make i t sound l e s s l i k e a meal, he added, 'I even 

f e l t we cared a l i t t l e f o r each o t h e r ' " (TEOTS, 390). T h e i r 

c o u r t s h i p has brought about a complete r o l e r e v e r s a l : F l o r a 

p l a y s mother to the o l d man, even while hoping f o r a c h i l d 

from t h e i r union. The i n c e s t motif i s s t r o n g and culminates 

l a t e r i n Dorothy and B a s i l ' s a l l i a n c e . 

The F l o r a - B a s i l a f f a i r i l l u s t r a t e s the extent to which 

se x u a l r e l a t i o n s are a l l - c o n s u m i n g — t h e u l t i m a t e i n the d e s i r e 

t o possess. Woman swallows man d u r i n g the sex a c t , hence 
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man's d i s t r u s t of her as potential castrator. The f r u i t of 

such union is also a swallowed being, and i t s b i r t h represents 

a kind of evacuation. But from the moment of thi s spewing 

forth man t r i e s to fight his way back into the womb--hence 

the irony of the encounter between B a s i l and Flora. For he 

t r i e s to make his way back into the wrong womb, and Flora 

rejects his big baby routine. Later she even ends up 

rejec t i n g his baby. Flora has r i v a l l e d the mother for the son 

because her younger womb remains the f r u i t f u l one. But even 

nurturing Manhood eventually refuses to suckle the wronged 

c h i l d . By the end of the novel, lusty Flora comes to 

appreciate the extreme irony of a l l heterosexual love: 

inasmuch as the female devours the male, she has also to deal 

with "that great red angry club, enslaving and enslaved" 

(TEOTS, 81). Even her brief homosexual encounter with cousin 

Snow proves frighteningly r a p a c i o u s — i n love gourmandise seems 

to be the rule. 

F a m i l i a l r e lations are as consuming as sexual encounters. 

Early in the novel, an exchange between Sister de Santis and 

Lotte Lippmann sets the tone for much of what follows when 

f i r s t Mary says "'Families can eat you,'" followed s w i f t l y by 

Lotte's resigned "'Something w i l l always consume: i f not the 

family, then i t ' s the incinerators'" (TEOTS, 22). Later 

Fl o r a , musing on her employer's power over her, thinks: "She'd 

sucked the l i v i n g daylights out of a l l the people she'd 

k i l l e d : that husband for instance; or h a l f - k i l l e d : Princess 
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Dorothy you could see at a f i r s t glance had almost been 

swallowed" (TEOTS, 98). Even the grande dame herself admits 

to an appetite for more than just food or drink. 

She was greedy, always had been, 
though they hadn't guessed when she was 
younger because she had been so careful of 
her figure. Instead they accused her of 
devouring people. Well, you couldn't help 
i t i f they p r a c t i c a l l y stuck their heads 
in your jaws. Though a c t u a l l y you had no 
taste, or no sustained appetite, for human 
f l e s h . There was t h i s other devouring 
desire for some re l a t i o n s h i p too r a r e f i e d 
to be probable. (TEOTSf 83) 

Elizabeth Hunter, cyclone-like, draws people into her orbi t in 

her search for the something more. Only near the very end of 

her long l i f e does she acknowledge herself somewhat replete: 

"'I've experienced enough. Brumby Island alone would have 

s a t i s f i e d anyone l e s s — v o r a c i o u s ' " (TEOTS, 387). Meanwhile, 

her children carry on the quest for fulfilment and find i t , 

temporarily, in each other. In B a s i l Dorothy "thought she saw 

the husband she had f a i l e d to devour" (TEOTS, 237). Later she 

joins him in a nauseating meat pie, tucking in "with a g u i l t y 

voluptuousness as though b i t i n g into her own f l e s h " (TEOTS, 

420). Which of course she does. B a s i l too recognizes the 

necessarily masochistic element in love: "Perhaps the grater 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y loves the cheese. Wives don't love: they 

swallow you. And most mistresses are in i t for calculated 

reasons" (TEOTS, 471). Despite t h e i r misgivings, B a s i l and 

Dorothy end up comforting each other in t h e i r parents' bed, 
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thus b r i n g i n g f u l l c i r c l e the devouring begun t h e r e i n . 

C) The Body Betrayed 

The l e g a c y l e f t by The V i v i s e c t o r i s e v i d e n t i n The Eye  

of the Storm: beauty l i e s uncomfortably c l o s e to c o r r u p t i o n 

and i s i n f a c t i n s e p a r a b l e from i t . As i n the preceding 

n o v e l , garbage, the u n s i g h t l y and the unseemly p l a y a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e r o l e . T h i s i s mainly e v i d e n t i n the g r a p h i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n s of E l i z a b e t h Hunter's d e c l i n i n g p h y s i c a l s t a t e , 

although i t i s a l s o present i n some r a t h e r grotesque looks at 

A u s t r a l i a n s o c i e t y . Acceptance i s a l l : the u g l y cannot be 

shunned any more than can the l o v e l y . 

In E l i z a b e t h Hunter White c r e a t e s a woman whose once 

s t e r l i n g beauty i s now o n l y legendary. S t i l l she possesses 

the power to command, l e a v i n g the many who knew her when to 

r e c a l l her e x q u i s i t e elegance and those who care f o r her now 

to o n l y guess at i t . We never see the former Mrs. Hunter 

d i r e c t l y ; the o n l y glimpses we get of her concern her jewels 

or her d r e s s , never her face or her h a i r . We can o n l y assume 

because of her memories of her e f f e c t on other people t h a t 

she was indeed a charmer. No such f a i t h i s r e q u i r e d i n our 

p i c t u r e of the aged paragon: she comes to us i n a l l her 

w r i n k l e s and sags. V a r i o u s l y d e s c r i b e d as an o l d c r e a t u r e or 

a g i a n t baby, she i s reduced to "a d e s i c c a t e d c a r c a s e , 

b l o t c h e d with brown, stre a k e d with yellow, s c a r r e d by k n i v e s : 

the body from which they had sprung to f o r c e t h e i r purposes on 



267 

l i f e " (TEOTS r 20). T h i s r e p u l s i v e woman i n s i s t s a t times upon 

making h e r s e l f even more b i z a r r e - l o o k i n g ; S i s t e r Manhood the 

make-up a r t i s t s k i l f u l l y transforms her c l i e n t i n t o a v a r i e t y 

of personae, i n c l u d i n g the L i l a c F a i r y , which i s the d i s g u i s e 

i n which E l i z a b e t h Hunter chooses to greet B a s i l . The 

metamorphoses from beauty to decay to the r i d i c u l o u s emphasize 

the t e n t a t i v e nature of l i f e i n g e n e r a l and of the body i n 

p a r t i c u l a r . Each stage r e p r e s e n t s o n l y "one of the many 

envelopes of f l e s h " (TEOTS , 27) she w i l l wear d u r i n g her 

l i f e t i m e . The n o t i o n of body as something to be peeled away, 

o n i o n - s k i n - l i k e , time a f t e r time, i s a s t a p l e of White's 

f i c t i o n from The Aunt's S t o r y on. Hence " t h i s almost 

c h r y s a l i s " (TEOTS, 11) prepares to give up her l a t e s t cocoon 

on her f l i g h t towards a new stage of being. 

The l e s s savoury aspects of c a r i n g f o r a c h r o n i c a l l y i l l 

p a t i e n t r e c e i v e the g r e a t e r emphasis i n order to c o n t r a s t with 

the i n c r e d i b l e beauty of the s o u l about to leave i t s l a s t 

t e r r e s t r i a l home. Although a "bundle of c r e a k i n g bones and 

acerbated f l e s h , " (TEOTS, 106), Mrs. Hunter i s a l s o "a s o u l 

about t o leave the body i t had worn, and a l r e a d y able t o 

emancipate i t s e l f so completely from human emotions, i t became 

at times as redemptive as water, as c l e a r as morning l i g h t " 

(TEOTS f 13). T h i s mind/body, s p i r i t / f l e s h dichotomy pervades 

every aspect of the n o v e l : no matter how separate they seem at 

times they are a l s o i n e x t r i c a b l y j o i n e d , i f not s y m b i o t i c a l l y 

r e l a t e d . S p i r i t s a n c t i f i e s the f l e s h j u s t as body f o u l s the 
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mind: " . . . remember any s t e n c h i s s a n c t i t y t h e odour o f 

e a c h t i m e a p a n f u l I l i e a g a i n i f I'm l u c k y i n t h e arms o f my 

DEAR LORD . . . s i n won't come o u t i n t h e bedpan l i k e what t h e 

w a l l s c a l l s h i t I l i k e K l e e n e x b e s t S i s t e r i t ' s s o f t e r . . . " 

(TEOTS, 1 7 8 ) . However i m p e r a t i v e t h e needs o f t h e body, t h e y 

s t i l l r a n k s e c o n d a r y t o t h o s e o f t h e s p i r i t ; f o l l o w i n g a n o t 

uncommon a c c i d e n t d u r i n g h e r r e u n i o n w i t h D o r o t h y E l i z a b e t h 

H u n t e r muses p r i v a t e l y : " b e t t e r d i s g r a c e d by t h e body t h a n by 

th e mind" (TEOTS, 4 8 ) . And s o , on a p a r w i t h m y r i a d d e t a i l s 

a b o u t f a r t s and b e d - w e t t i n g s and d r i b b l e s d u r i n g meals come 

e v o c a t i o n s o f a woman's s t i l l - i n d o m i t a b l e , i r r e s i s t i b l e 

s p i r i t . The one d e t r a c t s n o t h i n g f r o m t h e o t h e r . 

In t h e t r a d i t i o n o f The V i v i s e c t o r , The Eye o f t h e St o r m 

c o n t a i n s two memorable g a r b a g e s c e n e s . E a c h o f Mrs. H u n t e r ' s 

c h i l d r e n f i g u r e s i n one: t h e f i r s t i n v o l v e s f i n i c k y D o r o t h y ' s 

e s c a p a d e amongst t h e r u b b i s h b i n s i n h e r m o t h e r ' s k i t c h e n , 

where she r e v e l s i n t h e s t e n c h and p u t r e f a c t i o n she d i s c o v e r s , 

and t h e s e c o n d o c c u r s n e a r t h e end o f B a s i l ' s l u n c h e o n w i t h 

h o p e f u l Mary de S a n t i s a t a s e a s i d e r e s t a u r a n t . The s c e n e i s 

b r i l l i a n t l y l a i d o u t , i f n o t d e l i g h t f u l l y w i c k e d . The camera 

moves f i r s t o v e r t h e d i s o r d e r e d r e m a i n s o f t h e i r s e a f o o d 

l u n c h , p i c k i n g up " c r u m p l e d n a p k i n s , l i p s t u c k g l a s s e s , t h e 

s k e l e t o n s and s h e l l s of f i s h " (TEOTS, 3 1 6 ) . B a s i l , a l r e a d y 

d i s g u s t e d w i t h h i s p a r t i n what i s t u r n i n g o u t t o be a b o t c h e d 

s e d u c t i o n , c a l l s up h i s b e s t p e r f o r m a n c e i n o r d e r t o draw 

a t t e n t i o n away f r o m t h e d e b r i s of t h e meal and t o d i r e c t i t 
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towards the sea. Miscued, h i s g l i t t e r i n g o r a t i o n i s d e l i v e r e d 

to g r o t e s q u e l y i r o n i c e f f e c t : 

Now he was suc k i n g on h i s words, a u d i b l y , 
though he would have l i k e d to thin k i t was 
one of the businessmen a t work on a 
l o b s t e r claw behind him. The sun had gone 
i n b e s i d e s , behind a d r i f t of d i r t y c l o u d . 
And once your v i s i o n i s withdrawn from 
you, there remain the l a p p i n g s h a l l o w s , 
the l i t t e r e d sand, one competing with the 
other f o r the sludge to which the human 
s p i r i t can sense i t s e l f rendered: an 
aim l e s s bobbing of corks which have served 
t h e i r purpose, and scum, and condoms, and 
r o t t i n g f r u i t , and r u s t e d t i n s , and 
excrement. 

'Yes, i s n ' t i t g l o r i o u s ? 1 murmured 
S i s t e r de S a n t i s from memory. (TEOTS, 
316-317) 

The e x q u i s i t e l y awful scene c o n t i n u e s with the appearance of 

"something black drenched s wollen and obscene r o l l i n g s l i g h t l y 

i n i m i t a t i o n of l i f e " (TEOTS, 317) upon the sand i n f r o n t of 

them. B a s i l t u r n s h y s t e r i c a l i n h i s d e n u n c i a t i o n of the 

a t r o c i t y — n o t of the animal's t r a g i c death ( o n l y the good 

S i s t e r n o t i c e s the wire e a t i n g i n t o the dog's neck), but of 

the f a c t t h a t i t has chosen t h i s u nfortunate moment to wash 

a s h o r e — a n d s p l u t t e r s on about f i l t h and barbarism. In the 

meantime we, l i k e de S a n t i s , not onl y see but a l s o s m e l l the 

poor dead c r e a t u r e , and remain haunted ever afterwards by "the 

g e l a t i n o u s s o c kets where the dog's eyes had been" (TEOTS, 

317). B a s i l stands condemned f o r h i s own o v e r - a c t i n g and 

shallowness; i t seems no a c c i d e n t t h a t he p l a y s host to the 

novel's most i n d i c t i n g scene. F a i r meets f o u l t o u n s e t t l i n g 
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e f f e c t throughout The Eye of the Storm i n order t h a t they be 

taken as two p a r t s of one whole. Mary de S a n t i s l e a r n s t h i s 

l e s s o n from E l i z a b e t h Hunter; f o l l o w i n g her demise Mary 

d e l i b e r a t e l y seeks out another d i f f i c u l t , desperate case to 

which she can devote h e r s e l f . 
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4. 

Objects 

The concentration upon body as both subject and object 

means that other objects come in for less attention than in 

e a r l i e r novels. S t i l l , Elizabeth Hunter's house and 

furnishings on Moreton Drive, as well as birds, flowers and 

jewels, demonstrate White's continued reverence for the object 

i t s e l f . They offer tempting glimpses of another, more perfect 

l i f e inside t h i s one. 

Her house on Moreton Drive remains Elizabeth Hunter's work 

of a r t . It i s her personal landscape, a museum of what her 

l i f e has been. Atmosphere and environment are what she 

s t r i v e s to create out of the myriad of objects inside: "She 

was not interested in possessions for the sake of possessions, 

but could not r e s i s t beautiful and often expensive objects. 

. . . Her argument was: i f I can't take your breath away, i f I 

can't awaken you from the stupor of your ugly houses, I've 

f a i l e d " (TEOTS, 3 2 ) . 1 1 However, others consider i t "an ugly, 

ostentatious one . . . furniture choked even the landings and 

passages: presses and consoles and cabinets which could not be 

crammed into the rooms" (TEOTS, 17). Dorothy and B a s i l both 

r e c o i l on seeing their mother's ungainly house again because 

i t brings to mind r e c o l l e c t i o n s of less-than-perfect 

childhood. They do not see past the memories to the object 
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i t s e l f , where "Doubts seldom arose at night, because love and 

usage w i l l invest the most material house with numinous forms 

and purposes, from amongst which an i n i t i a t e ' s thoughts w i l l 

soar l i k e multi-coloured invocations" (TEOTS, 18). If others 

residing in the house find i t strange, threatening even, and 

i f the Hunter children refuse to spend a single night in i t , 

opting instead for the anonymity of hotel rooms, the house 

s t i l l knows i t s mistress. For instance Lotte needs no one to 

inform her of the death of Mrs. Hunter: as she says when they 

come to t e l l her, '"The whole house already knows'" (TEOTS, 

502). 

Furnishings in t h i s overcrowded mansion appear as 

precocious as always. Mostly i t i s Sister de Santis who 

encounters them: a door into the pantry, for instance, "sighed 

l i k e a human being; i t might have f e l t l i k e one too, i f she 

had allowed herself to think so" (TEOTS, 21). The use of the 

conditional tense, endemic to White's s t y l e , implies the 

preponderance of p o s s i b i l i t i e s . There i s always so much 

potential for the might-have-beens. As the night nurse, Mary 

roams the house during i t s more mysterious hours, exploring 

and observing. "In a wire safe she found the basin of fat 

Mrs. Hunter knew about: the green fur sprouting from the skin. 

There was a knot in the kitchen table polished by her own hand 

as she sat at night eating sausages and left-over scraps of 

potato" (TEOTS, 156). This i s in accordance with her admitted 

b e l i e f in common objects: "If you depend on something to any 
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extent, you might as well learn to respect i t ; so she never 

kicked the furniture or threw the crockery about" (TEOTS, 

154). Instead Mary gets nudged by the leather arms of chairs, 

hugged by the chairs themselves and clutched at by the iron 

spikes of the banister. Even the furniture recognizes an 

a l l y . No wonder she i s given charge of the house following 

i t s owner's death u n t i l i t comes to auction. 

Jewels play a large part in the private furnishings of 

Mrs. Hunter. Their lustre outshines even her, and so she 

comes to revere them. Even as a dying woman she s t i l l 

requests that she be decked out in a l l t h e i r glory: " . . . i f 

l i f e were present, i t was the l i f e generated by jewels with 

which the r i g i d claws were loaded" (TEOTS, 44). Others come 

to worship at the a l t a r of t h i s made-up, bewigged, bejewelled, 

s t i l l - e n t h r a l l i n g old i d o l : "The old g i r l was l o l l i n g there, 

her smouldering fingers scarcely part of her, and on that 

thumb a nest of p l a i t e d gold surrounding what might have been 

a cross, but out of plumb; the whole e f f e c t was thoroughly 

heathen" (TEOTS, 43). It i s t h e i r p r i s t i n e beauty which 

Elizabeth Hunter appreciates in diamonds and emeralds; they 

complement her own only s l i g h t l y more f r a g i l e l o v e l i n e s s . She 

also admires th e i r stunning a b i l i t y to g l i t t e r despite 

whatever flaws l i e hidden in t h e i r depths. She once h a l f -

remarks, half-queries: '"An emerald is n ' t less b e a u t i f u l , i s 

i t ? for the flaw in i t ? ' " (TEOTSr 203), thereby se t t i n g the 

stage for her own forthcoming role as flaw at the centre of 
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the jewel of l i g h t which i s the storm on Brumby Island. The 

flaw i s in both cases a necessary, inseparable part of the 

gem. 

If jewels epitomize l i g h t , c l a r i t y and perfection, they 

can also be seen as cold, hard and comfortless. Dorothy 

Hunter muses on her mother's s i m i l a r l y double-edged impact: 

To have loved her in the prime of her 
beauty, as many had, was l i k e loving, or 
'admiring' rather, a jewelled scabbard in 
which a sword was hidden: which would 
c l a t t e r out under the influence of some 
peculiar frenzy, to slash off your ears 
. . . And yet we continued to offer 
ourselves, i f r e l u c t a n t l y . As they s t i l l 
do, i t appears: to t h i s ancient scabbard, 
from which the jewels have loosened and 
scattered, the blind sockets f i l l e d 
instead with v e r d i g r i s , i t s e l f a vengeful 
semi-jewellery, the sword s t i l l sharp in 
spite of age and use. (TEOTS, 68) 

The metaphor i s c u t t i n g l y apt for Elizabeth Hunter, as she 

herself i s only too well aware. She spends much time 

ruminating over the flaws in the centre of her own l i g h t and 

wondering why i t was given her to experience the eye of the 

storm—the novel's central jewel. 

We encounter few of Mrs. Hunter's jewels during the course 

of the action. S t i l l , i t comes as some surprise when, near 

the novel's end, the Princesse de Lascabanes declares that her 

mother's jewels "were bizarre rather than b e a u t i f u l " (TEOTS, 

522). She appears reluctant to take them, as Arnold Wyburd 

suggests she do. Towards the end of her l i f e , Elizabeth 
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Hunter bestows a few of her lesser gems on some of those 

close to her. G u i l t prompts her to remember Lai Wyburd with a 

necklace which manages to bring out a l l the sallow, freckled 

features of that poor woman's skin. To Flora Manhood she 

i n s i s t s on giving a pink star sapphire in honour of the 

nurse's non-existent engagement to long-suffering beau Col 

Pardoe. Flo r a , meanwhile, b i t t e r l y scorns what she takes to 

be her employer's scheming attempt to buy her and the 

grandchild Flora i s convinced she i s carrying. The most 

disreputable motives are attributed to the old l a d y — j u s t when 

she i s at her most honest. F i n a l l y , i t , i s e x q u i s i t e l y , 

f i t t i n g l y i r o n i c that trusted lawyer Arnold Wyburd steals one 

r i n g — a blue star sapphire—from his c l i e n t ' s cache of 

jewellery. Ironic because of a l l her gems, Elizabeth Hunter 

claims to care least for the star sapphires: "'too much l i k e 

l o l l i e s , ' " (TEOTS, 295), she confides to F l o r a . So, gloating 

over his p a i n f u l l y glowing treasure in the solitude of his 

home l i b r a r y , and knowing that i t must continue to blaze away 

in secrecy, Mr. Wyburd t h r i l l s in his dishonesty. The blue of 

the stone reminds him of her eyes, and the star at i t s centre 

symbolizes for him her luminous q u a l i t i e s . Elizabeth Hunter 

could hardly have endowed i t more appropriately had she t r i e d . 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , Elizabeth Hunter lusts after other 

exotic objects capable of r e f l e c t i n g great beauty back to her. 

Roses and swans—thoroughly luxurious objects b o t h — f l o u r i s h 

throughout The Eye of the Storm. Mrs. Hunter confesses at one 
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point: "'I was drawn to the more spectacular flowers'" 

(TEOTSf 173) and so, to her dying day, roses are heaped upon 

her by admirers and adherents. Nurse Mary de Santis becomes 

the keeper of her lady's rose garden, and in fact succumbs to 

t h e i r extravagance herself. One memorable scene finds Mary in 

the garden at dusk, about to snip a tribute of roses for her 

mistress. Her i n h i b i t i o n s suddenly depart and Mary, l i k e 

Theodora, Amy and Laura before her, responds drunkenly to the 

glorious flowers about her. 

Encouraged by the r i t e s of innocent 
sensuality in which she was invited to 
take part, she tore off a leaf, sucked i t , 
f i n a l l y b i t i t to reach the j u i c y acerbity 
inside . . . she began to snatch l i k e a 
hungry goat. Dew s p r i n k l i n g around her in 
showers. Thorns gashing. . . . When she 
stooped to cut into the stems, more than 
the perfume, the pointed buds themselves 
could have been shooting up her greedy 
n o s t r i l s , while blown heads, c o l l i d i n g 
with her flanks, crumbled away, to l i e on 
the neutral earth in c l o t s of cream, 
splashes of crimson, gentle heart-shaped 
rose rose. (TEOTSr 189) 

Mary's simple chore turns into an obsession, a vice, a "trance 

of roses" (TEOTS, 189), before she f i n a l l y gathers them into a 

jug and presents them, resplendent, b r i l l i a n t and aromatic, to 

Herself. It comes a l l the more as a blow, then, when such 

perfection i s so undermined: "the roses sparkled drowsed 

brooded leaped flaunting their earthbound f l e s h in an 

honourably f a i l e d attempt to convey the ultimate" (TEOTS, 

191) . 
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At l e a s t one c r i t i c — n a m e l y , P a t r i c i a M o r l e y — h a s 

l a t c h e d on t o t h i s f i n a l p h r a s e and used i t t o sum up h e r own 

r e s p o n s e t o t h e n o v e l . P e r h a p s White has d r o p p e d i t i n 

amongst t h e b l o s s o m s i n o r d e r t o p r o v i d e a c l u e t o h i s own 

a e s t h e t i c dilemma. F o r what does t h i s f i c t i o n g r a p p l e w i t h 

t h r o u g h o u t i t s l e n g t h y r u n b u t t h e u l t i m a t e s : l i f e , l o v e and 

d e a t h ? These c o n c e p t s - - b r o a d , s l i p p e r y ones a l l - - d e f i n e t h e 

p a r a m e t e r s o f our e x p e r i e n c e : beyond them we c a n s c a r c e l y 

t r a v e l . And so w h i l e we l o o k e a r t h w a r d s , i t i s on t h o s e 

symbols o f p e r f e c t i o n s u c h as gems, f l o w e r s and b i r d s t h a t our 

e y e s l i g h t . I f e v e n a r o s e , i n a l l i t s t r a n s i t o r y p e r f e c t i o n , 

f a i l s t o c o n v e y t h e u l t i m a t e , how much l e s s c a n t h e n o v e l i s t , 

s c u l p t i n g a v i s i o n by means o f c l u m s y , i n a d e q u a t e l a n g u a g e , 

hope f o r f r o m h i s m i g h t y , meagre e f f o r t s ? And so White 

c r e a t e s i n t h i s n o v e l a f l a w e d h e r o i n e who s t i l l r e a c h e s o u t 

t o g r a s p t h e u l t i m a t e on e v e r y o c c a s i o n , be i t a r o s e , an 

e m e r a l d or a swan. By some u n e x p l a i n e d g r a c e i t i s g i v e n h e r 

t o e x p e r i e n c e t h e u l t i m a t e o f w h i c h human b e i n g s a r e c a p a b l e , 

s h o r t o f d e a t h : t h e eye o f t h e s t o r m . The eye f o c u s e s upon 

h e r , c h a o s enwraps h e r and she e x p e r i e n c e s p u r e 

m e a n i n g l e s s n e s s i n t h e g r e a t m e a n i n g f u l n e s s . N o t h i n g b e f o r e 

or a f t e r comes c l o s e t o t h o s e moments when, s u s p e n d e d between 

l i f e and d e a t h , she s h e d s h e r most u s e l e s s s e l v e s t o o f f e r 

b r e a d t o t h e p r o u d , h i s s i n g swans r i d i n g t h e s t o r m y waves. 

Swans f i g u r e m a i n l y i n t h e c y c l o n e s c e n e on Brumby 

I s l a n d , a l t h o u g h E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r i n her mind's r a m b l i n g s 
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f r e q u e n t l y r e p l a y s h e r e n c o u n t e r w i t h them. So e n t h r a l l e d by 

t h e e x o t i c b i r d i s s h e t h a t one i n d i s p e n s a b l e i t e m o f 

f u r n i s h i n g — h e r c o m m o d e — i s f a s h i o n e d i n t h e s h a p e t h e r e o f . 

The i t e m was f o r m e r l y u s e d b y A l f r e d d u r i n g h i s f a t a l i l l n e s s , 

E l i z a b e t h r e c a l l s how he w o u l d p o l i s h t h e a r m s — s h a p e d l i k e 

s w a n s ' h e a d s — a s he c l u n g t o t h e s e a t . Much h a s b e e n made o f 

t h e f a c t t h a t M r s . H u n t e r d i e s on t h e t h r o n e , a s i t w e r e , b u t 

what more a p p r o p r i a t e l o c a t i o n c o u l d be c o n c e i v e d ? The 

commode t r a n s p o r t s h e r , L e d a - l i k e , t o t h e f a r t h e s t h o r i z o n 

e v e n a s d a r k b i r d s o f l i g h t e n f o l d h e r . T h e s e b l a c k b i r d s a r e 

t h e same s h e f i r s t e n c o u n t e r s d u r i n g t h e s t o r m . 

I n t e r s p e r s e d b e t w e e n t h e m a r b l e d p y r a m i d s 
o f w a v e s , t h o u s a n d s o f s e a b l r d s were a t 
r e s t ; o r t h e b i r d s w o u l d r i s e , and d i v e , 
o r p e a c e f u l l y s c r a b b l e a t t h e s u r f a c e f o r 
f o o d . . . She was on h e r k n e e s i n t h e 
s h a l l o w s o f f e r i n g h a n d f u l s o f t h e s o d d e n 
l o a f t h e s e a had l e f t f o r h e r . When t h e y 
had f l o a t e d w i t h i n r e a c h , t h e w i l d swans 
o u t s t r e t c h e d t h e i r n e c k s . E x p r e s s i n g 
n e i t h e r c o n t e m p t n o r f e a r , t h e y s n a p p e d up 
t h e b r e a d f r o m h e r h a n d s . . . (TEOTS, 
381) 

T h i s woman who h a s n e v e r n o u r i s h e d a n y o n e h u m b l y o f f e r s f o o d 

a s i f i n e x p i a t i o n o f h e r a d m i t t e d f a i l i n g s . F i t t i n g , t h e n , 

t h a t t h e s w a n s , h e r s e l f - a p p o i n t e d c o n f e s s o r s , r e t u r n t o c a r r y 

h e r o f f — c o n s u m e h e r , e v e n — a t t h e e n d . 

The Eye o f t h e S t o r m c h a r t s E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r ' s e v e n t u a l 

e m a n c i p a t i o n o f h e r c e n t r a l b u r i e d s e l f . F o r e a c h p e r s o n 

c o n t a i n s many s e l v e s and many l a y e r s t h e r e o f ; t h e v a r i o u s 
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l i v e s , though—as we learned in The Tree of Man—always add up 

to the number one, a unity, a t o t a l i t y . The whole, on the 

other hand, i s made up of many: unity i s enriched by 

fragmentation and m u l t i p l i c i t y . Mrs. Hunter's nighttime 

ramblings come to t h i s very conclusion over and over: "Only de 

Santis r e a l i z e d that the s p l i n t e r s of a mind make a whole 

piece . . . know yourself to be a d e t a i l of the greater 

s p l i n t e r i n g " (TEOTS, 8 5 ) . And a l i t t l e l a t e r : "We are never 

the one they think; we are not one, but many" (TEOTS, 9 5 ) . It 

is l e f t to the oracular Mltty Jacka to r e i t e r a t e the novel's 

central wisdom: "'A man develops only one of his several 

potential l i v e s . There's no reason why he shouldn't l i v e them 

a l l — o r at least act them out, i f he can li b e r a t e h i m s e l f " 

(TEOTS, 2 24 ) . Her notion of the "unplayed-I" corresponds 

d i r e c t l y to Elizabeth Hunter's more i n t u i t i v e grasping aft e r 

many sorts of experience. S t i l l , discarding the s u p e r f i c i a l 

selves in order to get to the kernel-hard core that matters i s 

hard work. Except for Elizabeth Hunter, that i s : she 

passively accepts what o t h e r s — l i k e Voss and Hurtle D u f f i e l d — 

s t r i v e for endlessly. 

Just as many of the characters munch and crunch their way 

through The Eye of the Storm, so do we as readers. We remain 

the ultimate partakers of the t e x t — f a i t h f u l communicants to 

the novel's host. But the narrator's obsession with the 

p h y s i c a l — w i t h aspects of beauty, aging, the decline into 

death, ingestion, digestion, evacuation and with the role the 
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senses play in a l l these stages—serves to highlight the 

highly non-physical nature of what they seek. If gluttons 

they be, they a l s o — e v e n the unregenerate ones l i k e Dorothy and 

B a s i l — a s p i r e to the something greater they suspect lingers 

just beyond th e i r envelope of f l e s h . Elizabeth Hunter, the 

only one who knows of the something more for a certainty, 

s t i l l gobbles and glugs her way through old age, only 

occasionally r e c a l l i n g the moment of utter s t i l l n e s s and rest 

she experienced in the eye of the storm. S t i l l , she 

determines to walk out to meet the moment when i t returns for 

her. The decrepit body provides her vehicle to death. Body 

proves the ultimate object in White's repertoire, containing 

as i t does so many selves and fragments thereof. It i s only 

through body that we come to the soul, only through the 

l i t e r a r y text that we come to meaning. 'Feed the s p i r i t , ' as 

the old lady herself i s fond of saying. 
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1 Beatson, p. 105. 
2 Peter Beatson, "The Skiapod and the Eye: Patrick 

White's The Eye of the storm," southerly, Vol. 34, No. 1 

(March 1974), 226. 
3 Beatson, "The Skiapod and the Eye," p. 220. 

* Beatson, "The Skiapod and the Eye," p. 227. 

* Beatson, The Eye in the Mandala, p. 108. 
s T i n d a l l , pp. 18-19. 
7 Beatson, The Eye in the Mandala, p. 107. 
e See two a r t i c l e s on t h i s subject: Don Anderson's "A 

Severed Leg: Anthropophagy and Communion in Patrick White's 

F i c t i o n , " Southerly, Vol. 40, No. 4 (1980), 399-417 and my own 

"Food For Thought in Patrick White's F i c t i o n , " World  

Literature Written in English, Vol. 22, No. 2 (Autumn 1983), 

197-212. 
9 Peter Brooks, Reading For the Plot: Design and  

Intention in Narrative (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), p. 

52. 
1 0 Brooks, p. 61. 
1 1 It seems to me Elizabeth Hunter's credo summarizes 

White's a r t i s t i c purpose: he aspires to, and often succeeds 

i n , taking our breath away with passages of virtuoso writing 

which reveal the s t i l l l i f e of things. 



VI 

Conclusion 

But I am t h i s black, bubbling pool. I am 
also t h i s leaf r u s t l i n g in the early l i g h t 
on the upper terrace of our garden. In 
the eyes of God, the Eye, or whatever 
supernatural power, I am probably pretty 
average crap, which w i l l in time help 
f e r t i l i s e the earth. 
—Flaws in the Glass 
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Our age lacks magic—not wizardry or sorcery so much as a 

taste for the numinous. Surrounded as we are by a 

superabundance of things of every conceivable o r i g i n and 

usage, we experience l i t t l e but t h e i r s u r f e i t . Technology 

assures us we have only more p r a c t i c a l , e f f i c i e n t things to 

look forward to, yet as they accumulate around us, they lose 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y and potency. S t i l l , we remain precariously 

dependent upon things, using and discarding them according to 

a u t i l i t a r i a n code which discourages the intrusion of the 

aesthetic or personal. The times have banished glamour and 

radiance from the ranks of simple, humble, workaday objects. 

Quantity i s to be desired; things have become the measure of 

man. 

Admittedly, there i s l i t t l e to excite us in the shape or 

design of a useful, common item l i k e a disposable pen, say. 

Less messy, more r e l i a b l e and not as bulky as i t s forebear the 

fountain pen, the p l a s t i c b a l l p o i n t represents the height of 

e f f i c i e n c y . No more ink-stained fingers or unsightly blots 

upon the page: the basic transparent bic goes so far as to 

l e t i t s owner know when i t s own usefulness i s about to expire. 

Why, then, despite i t s obvious s u p e r i o r i t y over the nib pen, 

do we s t i l l return to the l a t t e r , using i t not for everyday 

writing, perhaps, but for l e i s u r e l y jottings or personal 

correspondence? There i s something about being a part of what 

one uses, and the p l a s t i c plume denies us such fun. This i s 

no nostalgic hankering after times past but rather a desire to 
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r e d i s c o v e r the r e l a t i o n of user t o used. So i n t e n t a r e we on 

l a b o u r - s a v i n g d e v i c e s t h a t , h a v i n g won the l e i s u r e we d e s i r e , 

we have l o s t t he f a c i l i t y t o c o n n e c t . A l l a d r i f t , we f l o u n d e r 

i n a sea of a l i e n t h i n g s . 

But back t o the h a s t i l y d i s c a r d e d b a l l p o i n t . Perhaps we 

were premature i n r e l e g a t i n g i t t o t h e ra n k s of the unworthy 

a f t e r a l l . For i f we t a k e the time t o examine the u t e n s i l , 

we w i l l n o t i c e t h a t i t i s u n e x p e c t e d l y not e n t i r e l y l i k e t h e 

one next t o i t . A l t h o u g h mass-produced, each d i s p o s a b l e has a 

s t o r y of i t s own t o t e l l , as e v i d e n c e d by the smudge here or 

the s c r a t c h t h e r e on the c l e a r p l a s t i c e x t e r i o r . The p o i n t i s 

t h a t t h e s e l e s s - t h a n - n o t i c e a b l e , or even n o t e w o r t h y , items 

which crowd our l i v e s do e x h i b i t s i g n s of i n d i v i d u a l i t y . I f 

we do not n o t i c e such m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of uncommonness amongst 

o r d i n a r y t h i n g s , we miss an e n t i r e w o r l d w i t h i n t h i s h a r r i e d , 

e m i n e n t l y p r a g m a t i c one. Of c o u r s e , one c o u l d go q u i t e mad 

e x p l o r i n g e v e r y t h i n g f o r i t s p o s s i b i l i t i e s , but one can s t i l l 

embark on a voyage of d i s c o v e r y f o r some t h i n g s . 

Why s h o u l d we, w i t h so many o b v i o u s l y i m p o r t a n t t h i n g s t o 

a c c o m p l i s h , l a v i s h time and energy on the b a n a l ? Because we 

c o n s t a n t l y need t o r e d i s c o v e r and r e i n v e n t r e a l i t y — o t h e r w i s e 

we s t a g n a t e . L i f e c o n t a i n s many l a y e r s , of which the mundane 

i s not l e a s t . Yet we l i v e i n an age where we i g n o r e what we 

do not see and s e n t i m e n t a l i z e what does manage t o i n t r u d e upon 

our s e n s e s . Moreover, we the u l t i m a t e e g o i s t s have the h a b i t 

of w a n t i n g t o see e v e r y t h i n g i n our own image. 
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Consider that each in d i v i d u a l thing leads i t s own l i f e , 

in the sense that i t possesses properties which make i t 

unique. Consider further that each thing i s also inhabited by 

an equal and opposite s e l f — t h a t i s , the non-thing. This 

evidence of things unseen brings us round to the nebulous 

realm of magic, where the natural b r i l l i a n c e and resplendence 

of ordinary objects blazes f o r t h . Things are more than what 

they seem; they are r i d d l e s , conundrums, clues to another sort 

of r e a l i t y . We miss r i c h , unplumbed depths of p o s s i b i l i t y by 

not knowing what goes on in those things with which we 

surround ourselves. Attention must be p a i d — t o echo the 

twentieth century c r y — t o both the persons and things crowding 

our landscape. 

Patrick White i s one explorer who sees the large in the 

small. This i s not to imply that he i s an adamant d i s c i p l e of 

domesticity; rather, White chooses common objects in order to 

say uncommon things about man and his r e l a t i o n to himself, 

to others and to God. White searches out and relocates the 

extraordinary within the ordinary: for him, everyday objects 

harbour mystery a l l their own. Once plucked from the stream 

of d a i l y a c t i v i t y and brought under the sharp gaze of the 

novel i s t , they shed their ordinariness and become a l i e n : 

s u r p r i s i n g and obvious a l l at once. Knowing one thing well i s 

tantamount to knowing the secret of a l l matter; less demanding 

and less complex than characters, objects provide v i t a l clues 

to the realm of the Impersonal. 
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White's i s a d i s c o u r s e of i n t i m a c y , of i n t e r i o r i t y , where 

one's p e r s o n a l space i n c l u d e s a community of t h i n g s . Roses, 

t r e e s , cabbages, dogs, swans, j e w e l s , c h a i r s and t a b l e s a r e 

not o n l y s p o t l i t i n a l l t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l i t y , but t h e y a l s o 

s e r v e t o i l l u m i n a t e t h o s e c h a r a c t e r s who n o t i c e or use them. 

Hence c e r t a i n o b j e c t s or q u a l i t i e s t h e r e o f become a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r s : f o r example, Theodora Goodman w i t h 

the red-eyed hawk, Amy P a r k e r w i t h her cabbages, A r t h u r Brown 

w i t h h i s dogs, E l i z a b e t h Hunter w i t h her c o l l e c t i o n of gems. 

Not t h a t White a s s i g n s t h i n g s t o p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r s , or 

even t o c e r t a i n n o v e l s : o b j e c t s a r e a p p o r t i o n e d t o v a r i o u s 

c h a r a c t e r s t h r o u g h o u t h i s works. The s i g n i f i c a n t t h i n g i s 

t h a t White pauses, chooses, and r e c r e a t e s o b j e c t s which would 

o t h e r w i s e escape our n o t i c e . 

One r e s u l t of t h i s a p p l i e d phenomenology i s renewed 

v i g o u r of language. White's s t y l e i s dense and i t s impact 

h i g h l y e m o t i o n a l . H i s way of dr a w i n g on in c o n g r u o u s images 

and b i z a r r e c o m b i n a t i o n s of words and sounds, h i s use of the 

c o n d i t i o n a l t e n s e and h i s u n g r a m m a t i c a l i t y a l l c o n t r i b u t e t o 

r e f r e s h i n g , demanding r e a d i n g . H i s i s a r e j u v e n a t e d language 

which a t t e m p t s t o narrow the gap between word and t h i n g , 

s u b j e c t and o b j e c t . I f I never t h i n k of a cabbage i n the same 

s l u m b e r i n g way a g a i n , i t i s thank s t o The Tree of Man. White 

p r o v e s t h a t o b j e c t s a re as v i b r a n t as words: t h e y both p u l s e 

w i t h l i f e and meaning. But n e i t h e r i s ever e n t i r e l y 

p e n e t r a b l e , nor s h o u l d t h e y be: as Z u l f i k a r Ghose p u t s i t , 
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"The knowledge that we cannot know i s e x h i l a r a t i n g . " x Mystery 

i s a desirable state. 

White employs objects not so much for th e i r symbolic value 

as for their weighty presence as things. That i s , they exi s t 

as individual elements with a l l due autonomy and i n t e g r i t y . 

Occasionally objects such as the mandala carry mostly symbolic 

weight: the mandala i s h i s t o r i c a l l y symbolic, although i t also 

appears in cert a i n very r e a l manifestations, such as in 

Arthur's glass marbles. A l l objects are capable of symbolic 

intent to a c e r t a i n degree; i t i s to White's c r e d i t that he 

presents, p a r t i c u l a r l y in novels l i k e The Tree of Man, objects 

somewhat relieved of their l i t e r a r y r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . A cow, a 

piece of wood or a flower can exist merely as themselves. 

This i s not to suggest Tree lacks symbolic content e n t i r e l y : 

universal symbols l i k e flood, f i r e , drought and the seasons 

evoke a var i e t y of abstract notions. At times, objects l i k e 

the rose do double duty: White presents us with a p a r t i c u l a r 

thorny bloom only to expand i t l a t e r into a sign of love or 

beauty. He tends to be wary of too much symbolizing because 

objects presented as symbols frequently descend to the 

cl i c h e d . Kept a l i v e as themselves, things are inordinately 

expressive in exc i t i n g , challenging ways. 

White comes to t h i s r e a l i z a t i o n slowly. Objects in his 

f i r s t two published novels, l i k e the cyclamen in Happy Valley 

or the staked dog in The L i v i n g and the Dead, suffer from 

symbolic excess. But The Aunt's Story shows an a r t i s t going 
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through a process of d i s c o v e r y to emerge with a new mode of 

imagery, a s o r t of r e a l i s t i c symbolism. Along the way, White 

r e d i s c o v e r s u n f a m i l i a r kinds of imagery such as k i n a e s t h e s i a 

and s y n a e s t h e s i a . When J u l i a F a l l o n ' s hands round to the 

shape of a bowl, when Theodora Goodman sheds her c l o t h e s t o 

f l o a t i n a stream i n order t o know what a s t i c k f e e l s l i k e , or 

when Arthur Brown dances h i s own pe r s o n a l mandala, they are 

a l l through muscular e f f o r t attempting to p a r t i c i p a t e i n the 

s t i l l l i f e of o b j e c t s . When Dorothy and B a s i l Hunter's 

indulgence i n meat p i e s dredges up memories from t h e i r youth, 

or when Amy Parker looks a t her cabbages and r e c a l l s past 

mornings, a l l are making connections between sense-impressions 

and a s s o c i a t e d mental images, namely memories. The works from 

The Aunt's S t o r y to A F r i n g e of Leaves r e v e a l a remarkable 

progress of imagery i n White's development as a w r i t e r . 

However, l a t e r novels such as The Twyborn A f f a i r and Memoirs  

of Many i n One show d e c r e a s i n g concern f o r o b j e c t s themselves 

and more i n t e r e s t i n m u l t i p l e , fragmented i d e n t i t i e s . 

Along the way, White has l e f t us a catalogue of 

remarkable, u n f o r g e t t a b l e o b j e c t s . There i s the r e c a l c i t r a n t 

pen Mary Hare s t r u g g l e s with a t the beginning of R i d e r s i n the  

C h a r i o t : " A l l was hat, and a hand extended from i t , having 

t r o u b l e with a pen. The pen appeared t o be r e s i s t i n g " (SITC, 

11). There are the innumerable t a b l e s and c h a i r s t h a t even 

minor c h a r a c t e r s such as W i l l i e P r i n g l e i n Voss a p p r e c i a t e : 

"So he would look a t the h e a r t b r e a k i n g beauty and s i m p l i c i t y 
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of a common table or kitchen chair, and r e a l i z e that in some 

most important sense their e n t i t i e s would continue to elude 

him unless he could escape from the prison of his own s k u l l " 

(y_, 64). Then there are those almost i n v i s i b l e things which 

E l l e n Roxburgh in A Fringe of Leaves points out to us: "If she  

opened her eyes, nothing was so i n s i g n i f i c a n t that i t f a i l e d 

to amaze. She would stare at the whorl in a worn floor-board, 

the necklace of wax on an extinct candle, a pool of l i g h t 

l y ing thick and yellow as the egg-yolk of e a r l i e r . . . " [my 

emphasis] (AFOL, 313). White makes obvious to us the l i f e of 

the chandelier in V l v i s e c t o r , of the feathered fan in Riders, 

of the shawl in Fringe of Leaves, of jewels in Eye of the  

Storm, of bowls of mutton f a t , umbrellas, tools, houses, and 

rocks. Of the special q u a l i t i e s of vegetation l i k e trees and 

roses, of animals l i k e hawks, goats and dogs, and of words. 

White concentrates upon objects in order to make us more 

sensitive to and observant of the l i f e around us, to enrich us 

even i f that l i f e takes us no farther than our own back yard. 

He offers not an alternative r e a l i t y , but t h i s same one we 

'know,1 only enhanced and deepened. He attempts to expose and 

to a l t e r our mostly passive attitude to our surroundings. To 

t h i s end, White introduces opposing characters l i k e Mary Hare 

and the Misses Flack and J o l l e y : the former enjoys a v i s c e r a l 

response to things and the l a t t e r two a merely s u p e r f i c i a l 

one. In the end, the sensual, emotional and i n s t i n c t i v e 

triumph over the merely a c q u i s i t i v e , even i f that triumph 
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c a n n o t be m e a s u r e d i n w o r l d l y t e r m s . I n e a c h o f W h i t e ' s 

n o v e l i s t i c w o r l d s , l e s s i s more; t h o s e c h a r a c t e r s who s t r i p 

down i n o r d e r t o e x p e r i e n c e l i f e a t a more e l e m e n t a r y l e v e l 

( T h e o d o r a Goodman, t h e P a r k e r s , V o s s , M a r y H a r e , H i m m e l f a r b , 

A r t h u r B r o w n , H u r t l e D u f f i e l d , E l i z a b e t h H u n t e r , E l l e n 

R o x b u r g h and E d d i e T w y b o r n a s j a c k e r o o ) l e a d n o t more s e t t l e d 

e x i s t e n c e s b u t r a t h e r more c r e a t i v e o n e s . And W h i t e ' s 

e x p l o r a t i o n o f t h e i r c r e a t i v i t y i s e s s e n t i a l t o o u r h u m a n i t y . 

I c h o s e t o e x p l o r e The T r e e o f Man, The S o l i d M a n d a l a and 

The Eye o f t h e S t o r m a t some l e n g t h , n o t o n l y b e c a u s e t h e y 

r e p r e s e n t e a r l y , m i d d l e and l a t e r W h i t e r e s p e c t i v e l y , b u t a l s o 

b e c a u s e i t i s p o s s i b l e t o s e e i n t h e m t h e o u t l i n e s o f c e r t a i n 

common o b j e c t s s u c h a s t r e e , h o u s e a n d b o d y . N o t t h a t t r e e o r 

r i v e r a r e t h e o n l y l o n g , l i n e a r t h i n g s w h i c h come t o m i n d when 

I r e a d The T r e e o f Man, b u t i t seems t o me t h a t t h e i r s h a p e 

and what t h e y a r e a s o b j e c t s i n s p i r e n o t o n l y t h e s t r u c t u r e 

b u t a l s o t h e c o n t e n t and s t y l e o f t h a t p a r t i c u l a r n o v e l . I f 

h o u s e and b o d y c a n be s e e n a s s t r u c t u r a l a n a l o g u e s f o r M a n d a l a 

a n d Eye o f t h e S t o r m , t h e y a l s o i n f o r m t h e s t y l e a n d t h e m a t i c 

c o n c e r n s o f e a c h o f t h o s e w o r k s . R e a d i n g t h e n o v e l s i n t e r m s 

o f t h o s e o b j e c t s i s my way o f f i g u r i n g what W h i t e i s a b o u t 

n o v e l i s t i c a l l y . I t i s b u t one a p p r o a c h t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

W h i t e ' s c o m p l e x l i t e r a r y m e t h o d ; what i s l e f t i s t o come t o 

t e r m s w i t h why W h i t e d o e s what he d o e s . What i s he t r y i n g t o 

show u s , and why s h o u l d we l i s t e n ? How do we r e c o n c i l e h i s 

s t r i v i n g f o r t o t a l i t y o f v i s i o n w i t h h i s o b v i o u s c o n v i c t i o n 
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that l i f e i s and should be discontinuous, fragmented and ruled 

by dichotomies? 

How should we read Patrick White's novels? With 

attention to d e t a i l and nuance, allowing his objects and 

images to stimulate our v i s c e r a l , as well as our i n t e l l e c t u a l 

f a c u l t i e s . More important, why should we read White's books? 

Because he recognizes that by shaping the things of the world 

anew he can reshape the way we connect with them. What White 

deplores and desires to change i s our dedication to surface; 

his novels he offers up as antidotes to t h i s apathy. Of the 

future he writes: "[Manoly] and I won't breed another 

generation unless those who read and understand my books. I 

believe that books could breed future generations in spite of 

the pressures on Australian children to choose i l l i t e r a c y and 

mindlessness, or i f home-bred t o t a l i t a r i a n s and foreign 

invaders do not destroy our tentative Australian l i t e r a t u r e " 

(FITG, 201-202). Reading White's works enlarges and enriches 

the space we inhabit. 

Patrick White has set himself the unenviable task of 

saying the unsayable. He constantly presses against the 

lim i t a t i o n s of language in order to deliver the 

e x t r a l i n g u i s t i c , in order to open up the enclosed n o v e l i s t i c 

form. As Italo Calvino has written, "The struggle of 

l i t e r a t u r e i s in fact a struggle to escape from the confines 

of language; i t stretches out from the utmost l i m i t s of what 

can be s a i d . " 3 White's creation of new l i t e r a r y worlds of 
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c h a r a c t e r s and t h i n g s through language r e p r e s e n t s nothing l e s s 

than a triumph of v i s i o n over form. 



2 9 3 

N o t e s 

1 G h o s e , The F i c t i o n o f R e a l i t y , p. 2 6 . 

2 I t a l o C a l v i n o , " R e a d e r s , W r i t e r s and L i t e r a r y M a c h i n e s , " 

The New Y o r k T i m e s Book R e v i e w , S e p t e m b e r 7 , 1 9 8 6 , p. 3 0 . 
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